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HIS MISTLETOE BRIDE

He studied her with a silent, predatory watchfulness that penetrated her to the bone. And even though his body remained as still as a marble statue, his eyes burned like flame, with a scorching sensuality that leapt across the space between them.

She drew in a tattered breath. She might be innocent in the ways of men—especially men like Lucas Stanton—but she thought she knew what that particular look meant. It frightened and excited her all at once. For an instant, she could think of nothing else, see nothing else but the hot gleam in his eye.

Her eyes grew wide as Lucas swooped down to kiss her. But when his lips met hers she squeezed her eyelids closed, overcome by the shock of his touch and the temptation that trembled through her. Her heart pounded with something akin to fright, yet she could not resist his lure—hot and sweet, hinting of champagne and something forbidden. . . .
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I dedicate this book to my stepmother, 
Anne.

 


From the beginning, 
you have been my biggest fan and supporter. 
Thanks for being so wonderful to me and to my dad. 
Love you!




Prologue

Port of Philadelphia 
October 1817

 



Phoebe Linville would never see home again.

She braced herself against the roll of the sailing packet, clutching the damp wood of the ship’s railing in a hard grip. The church spires and red brick buildings of Philadelphia receded into the early morning mist drifting across the whitecaps of the Delaware River. A cool October morning with a salty bite to the air, hinting at the impending change of seasons.

A perfect day to start a new life.

Excitement quickened her breath. For months her energies had been focused on this moment, despite George’s strongly worded attempts to change her mind. She wouldn’t miss his strident lectures, but she would miss her sister-in-law, and her nieces and nephews. And now that she was leaving, Phoebe would even miss George. Although their relationship had been fraught with tension for so many years, her half brother loved her and always sought to keep her footsteps on the righteous path. To George, her decision to reject a life in America was a profound betrayal of their father’s family and their Quaker roots.

But God had shown her another path to take.

England.

Phoebe could hardly believe she would soon be in that distant land, and with the grandfather whose letters had assured her of his welcome. England, the land of Chaucer and Spenser, a place of legend steeped in tales of fairy queens and ancient kings, whose knights swept through the land in their quests for glory.

Not that Phoebe had ever read those tales for herself. Such frivolity had no place in a Quaker household, even given her father’s rather lax adherence to tradition. But her mother, still loyal in her heart to the old country, had whispered bedtime stories of fairies and sprites that roamed the copses of that green and gentle land. Father, bless him, had never once objected to the stories knowing that Mamma, even though long estranged from her English relations, had needed the comfort of telling them as much as Phoebe had needed the excitement of hearing them.

And now that same family was calling Phoebe home. After years of silence, her grandfather, whom she had never met, had finally acknowledged his only grandchild.

A decisive footstep sounded behind her, breaking her thoughts.

“Child, thee should come below now. It is much too cold and damp to be standing out here for so long.”

Phoebe turned to her friend with a smile. Mrs. Tanner stood a few feet away, arms crossed, shaking her head with motherly concern, her plain gray cloak flapping in the freshening breeze off the water.

“Thee must not ruin thy dress with the wet, Phoebe, and I do not think the sun will burn through this fog. Come below. There is nothing more to see.”

Phoebe glanced over at the shoreline, barely visible in the mist. The views of the city were long gone and only woods and the occasional farmer’s field remained. The river grew wider with each passing mile, spilling into the expansive bay leading to the Atlantic.

Still, she couldn’t bring herself to turn away. “I know. But soon there will be nothing to see but water, and . . .” Her throat suddenly tightened as she thought of all she had left behind, travails as well as joys. Her past seemed to be flowing away, much as the water rippled and flowed under the ship, its churning wake eventually disappearing in the formless expanse of the river.

“And thee will never see family or home again,” her friend said, finishing the sentence.

Phoebe nodded. As eager as she was for this adventure, leaving her nieces and nephews had been wrenching. She had helped care for them since the day they entered the world, and saying good-bye as they clutched their little arms about her waist had scoured her with grief. Since her father’s death five years ago, those children had been the most important part of her life, and she would miss them terribly.

Mrs. Tanner gave her arm a compassionate squeeze. “This need not be a permanent leave-taking, Phoebe. I will only stay in London for a few months, then I will be returning to New Jersey. Thee is always welcome to return home with me.”

Phoebe studied the other woman’s solemn expression. After Mamma’s death, Mrs. Tanner, an old family friend, had stepped into the role of mother as best she could. It had been Mrs. Tanner who had cared for her in the aftermath of her father’s death, and it had been Mrs. Tanner who supported Phoebe when the letter arrived from her grandfather several months ago, begging her to come to England. When George initially thundered out his refusal in a very un-Quakerlike manner, the redoubtable woman had stood up to him, offering to escort Phoebe to England herself. After that, George had been forced to agree.

“But you wanted me to do this,” Phoebe protested. “You were the only one who did. Why do you question it now?”

“I do not question it. I question thee. Does thee begin to doubt the purpose of thy journey?”

Phoebe closed her eyes, trying to tamp down her impatience. As George had so often pointed out, lack of patience was her greatest failing, often prompting her to make rash decisions or, worse, lose her temper. For a Quaker, that was a distressing failing, indeed.

Taking a breath, she worked to recapture the sense of rightness that washed over her whenever she read her grandfather’s letters. She mentally envisioned the first one, scrawled on the crackling sheets of parchment. Desperation had fairly leached from the pages in a broken man’s plea for his sole grandchild to come to him.

Unbidden, one of her father’s favorite sayings from William Penn’s writings flashed through her mind.

Right is right, even if everyone is against it; and wrong is wrong, even if everyone is for it.

The blinding certainty that had seized her on reading her grandfather’s words snapped once more into place, along with a surge of relief that eased her sadness.

She opened her eyes and met Mrs. Tanner’s gaze. “I want to be with my grandfather and my mother’s family. I need to find out if they want me to be a part of them, as my mother always wished me to be.”

The older woman nodded. “I am glad. But thee must always be aware of the challenges that face thee. Although thy dear mother tried to prepare thee for life among the English, they will find thee . . . different.”

Different.

A loathsome word, so often applied to Phoebe and her mother, Elspeth Linville. Neither had ever fit in, and their Quaker community had not let them forget it. Although they were never cast out, they had endured a subtle shunning because of her mother’s refusal to conform to some tenets of the faith. Phoebe’s sense of separation had only increased after the death of her mother and then, years later, of her father. Under her half brother’s tutelage, she had struggled to meet the rigid expectations of her community. Failure, unfortunately, remained as likely a result as success.

Phoebe squared her shoulders and met Mrs. Tanner’s gaze. Her life lay ahead in England, not behind in America. Her Quaker relatives did not approve of her decision, but Father had always taught her to think for herself. After all, he had married her mother—Anglican faith and all—so it behooved Phoebe to give her English relations a chance, too.

“When have I not been different?” she asked. “Heaven knows I did not fit in with our village. I am hopeful my new family will accept me as I am, faults and all.”

Mrs. Tanner grimaced. “I understand, but thee must also remember that London is a very worldly place. While I do not know the Stantons, they are aristocrats and move in circles not remotely familiar to thee.”

“But I grew up in Philadelphia,” Phoebe argued. “We did not move to Haddonfield until after Mother’s death. I am not entirely a rustic.”

“Thee will be to such as the English, but it should be of no consequence if thee continues to walk in righteous paths. That is my concern. Not what they think of thee, but what thee thinks of them.”

Mrs. Tanner’s lips pursed, as if she had tasted vinegar. Phoebe repressed the temptation to fidget, waiting her friend out.

“Phoebe,” the older woman finally said, “much temptation will be cast before thee. Fine dresses and jewels. Parties and balls, with vainglorious men who will court thee with compliments and frivolous language. There will be an endless round of entertainments, and gossip from morn till night with nary a moment in the day for solitude and silent reflection. Thy English family is rich, and will lead a life of gaiety and excess, no matter what thee might think of it.”

Phoebe tried to look properly horrified. Her mother had told her many times about her debut into the ton, and her years in London as one of society’s most popular debutants. Although her mother had sworn she did not miss that life, Phoebe had never failed to notice the wistful gleam in her eyes and the soft smile on her lips when Mamma recounted those stories. To Phoebe, that world had sounded magical.

But she also recognized what duty and faith demanded of her. “I will do my best to resist temptation,” she said, trying very hard to mean it.

Mrs. Tanner peered at her anxiously. “Given the difficulties with thy brother, I have always wanted thee to know thy English family and to have the chance to make a life with them. But I also hope thee will remain true to the heart of our beliefs. The temptation to conform will be strong, but understand that thee must be a child of God first, and a child of the world second. It is to be hoped thy grandfather understands this truth.”

Phoebe nodded, trying not to feel too gloomy. She had hoped to spend at least a little time in London with the entire Stanton family. She did want to fit in and belong somewhere, to someone, but if it meant compromising her beliefs, she did not know what she would do.

She shook her head, annoyed with herself. It mattered not where Grandfather lived—country or city. Nor that he was an aristocrat and a member of the fabled ton. If he wanted to retreat to his country estate for the rest of his days, so be it. Lord Merritt—Grandfather—already loved her, as his affectionate correspondence had confirmed beyond all doubt. That kind of warmth had for many years been missing from Phoebe’s life, and she yearned for it with a hunger that grew with each passing day.

“All that matters is being with my grandfather,” she said. “As for the rest of the Stantons, Lord Merritt wishes me to meet them, but he wrote that we will leave for his estate in Kent shortly after my arrival.” She wrinkled her nose. “I suspect I will have very little opportunity to face temptation, much less throw myself into a life of sin.”

As well, the fact that she was already twenty-three years of age and still unmarried made it a great deal more likely that her future lay in a life of quiet spinsterhood, rather than in one of gay dissipation in London.

Mrs. Tanner hesitated, but finally nodded. “Thank Providence for that. I will remain in England with my relations for at least two months. Thee must not hesitate to ask for advice and support, even refuge, if thee should ever need it.”

Touched, Phoebe went up on her toes and pressed a kiss to her friend’s cheek. “I promise I will.”

But she knew in her heart she would never again stand in need of the older woman’s support. She had a grandfather now and a new family, one who would claim her as their kin. Those long years ago, Grandfather had rejected his only daughter for marrying a Quaker merchant from America. That marriage had caused a bitter estrangement that had lasted a lifetime.

At last, those terrible wounds would be healed. Within the month, God willing and the Atlantic winds prevailing, Phoebe would be in the arms of her grandfather, ready to embark on a new life.




Chapter 1

London 
November 1817

 



A quiet knock sounded on Phoebe’s bedroom door. Straining to open her eyes, she tried to clear the fog of exhaustion and lingering illness from her brain. When the maid entered the room, holding a tea tray in her sturdy hands, Phoebe pulled herself upright and stifled a yawn.

“Good morning, ah . . .”

“It’s Agatha, miss. Mrs. Poole asks, please, that you step downstairs to the drawing room. She sent me to help you dress.”

“What time is it?”

“It’s gone on nine o’clock, miss,” Agatha said as she deposited the tray on a dressing table.

Phoebe gaped at her, and then her brain lurched into function. She struggled out from under the covers, thumping onto the floor to search for her slippers.

“Why did she not send to wake me earlier? The morning is half over!”

As soon as they arrived in London last night, Phoebe had wanted to dash off a note to her grandfather’s town house. But their hostess, Mrs. Poole, had deemed it too late. Almost dead on her feet from the grueling journey up from the coast, Phoebe had capitulated. With the maid’s help, she had crawled into the blessedly clean and comfortable bed in the small guest room before falling into a heavy sleep, only awakening just now to Agatha’s knock.

Not that she felt much better for her night’s rest—not after the nightmare voyage from America. The winds had pushed against them the entire way, lengthening the crossing to almost seven weeks instead of three. Storm after storm pummeled them, and sickness had hit both crew and passengers hard. Phoebe had held out longer than most, but finally succumbed the week before they docked. Even now, her legs still wobbled and her temples throbbed with a headache.

She stumbled to the washbasin and splashed water on her face.

Agatha opened Phoebe’s trunk and started sifting through it, her pleasant face registering dismay. “Lord, miss. Who packed your clothes? Everything’s a right mess.”

Phoebe grimaced. She’d been too ill to properly repack her trunk before leaving the ship. Fortunately, she did have one clean dress for her visit to Grandfather. She had hung it in the wardrobe, the only unpacking she had managed before dropping into bed.

“Take the one from the wardrobe,” she said as she stepped behind the screen to pull off her night rail.

A few moments later, Agatha joined her behind the screen, gown in hand. She didn’t look any more impressed than she had when she looked through Phoebe’s trunk.

“Miss, this dress is clean but it could use a good press. It’ll only take me a few minutes, if you don’t mind waiting.”

“It does not matter. I am sure my grandfather will not care, and I must be on my way as soon as possible.”

“I’m afraid not, miss, seeing as one of your relatives is waiting for you downstairs. That’s why Mrs. Poole sent me to wake you.”

Phoebe gaped at the maid. “My grandfather is here?” She felt breathless, even though her stays were barely laced up. “Mrs. Tanner must have sent a note around.”

“It ain’t your grandfather, miss, I can tell you that,” Agatha said, turning her around to finish lacing the stays. “The man downstairs is no more than forty, and a fine-looking fellow he is, too. And he’s dressed like a proper lord.”

Phoebe’s mind went blank. Her grandfather had never mentioned anyone like that in his letters. “Did he say who he was?”

“I’m sure, but Mrs. Poole didn’t tell me. Miss, let me help you with your gown, and then you can have a nice cup of tea while I fix your hair.”

Anxiety surged in a hot rush through her veins, making her dizzy. Why had Grandfather not come himself to fetch her? Was he ill?

Taking a deep breath, Phoebe forced her head to clear. “No. I have to see this man right away.”

Agatha took her by the arm and steered her to the dressing table. “He’ll wait. If you don’t have something to drink, you’ll keel right over. Now, have your tea while I brush your hair.”

A half cup of tea later, Agatha grimaced and finally let Phoebe rise from the dressing table. “You won’t be winning any prizes with that hair, miss, but I’ll take you down.”

The maid led her downstairs and through a simply ornamented entrance hall to the door of the drawing room. “There, miss. They’re waiting for you.”

Phoebe nodded, suddenly so nervous her knees shook. She silently ordered the starch back into her muscles and opened the door. What she saw brought her up short.

Mrs. Tanner sat in a low chair by the fireplace. A very tall, broad-shouldered man stood opposite her, on the other side of the chimneypiece. He was very handsome—quite the handsomest man Phoebe had ever seen. And when his attention, narrowed and intense, jumped to her, it struck her with an almost physical force.

Alarm skittered along her nerves. Absurdly, she had the impulse to back out of the room as quickly as she could.

Silly. Why be afraid of someone you have never met? But as they stared at each other, she sensed some ill-defined peril, and she instinctively knew something dreadful was upon her.

Mrs. Tanner rose from her seat, momentarily splintering the tension. “Phoebe, please come in. This is a member of thy grandfather’s family, Major Lucas Stanton, come to welcome thee to London.”

Phoebe slowly entered the room, trying to shake the notion that she was approaching something awful and irrevocable. The guarded expression on Mrs. Tanner’s face did nothing to dispel that impression.

Major Stanton took a step forward, looming—and looming seemed the only correct description—over her. He was broad across the chest and shoulders, and every part of him looked hard and muscular. Phoebe did not make a habit of dissecting the male figure, but he wore a well-tailored, dark coat, pale, skin-tight breeches, and tall leather boots, all of which showed off every line of his impressive physique. Just looking at that brawny, masculine strength made her body hum with tension.

Cheeks flushing, she fixed her gaze on his face. She found it disconcerting, too, since his hard-cut, impassive features served as a stark contrast to eyes the color of a stormy sea. The emotions she thought she perceived in their depths struck her as dangerous as the gales that had bedeviled her trip across the Atlantic.

“Major Stanton,” said Mrs. Tanner, “this is Miss Phoebe Linville.”

Phoebe stared up at him a moment longer, transfixed by his slashing cheekbones and the granite line of his jaw. All the men she knew were farmers and shopkeepers, simple men who dressed plainly and looked nothing like this man. Next to them, he resembled . . . well, she did not know what. But she knew she had never met anyone like him, though they had yet to exchange even a simple greeting.

His gaze, somber and wary, turned to one of puzzlement, jolting her into motion. The poor man must think she was a wordless half-wit.

Though Quakers generally made it a point not to bow or curtsy before those of higher station, she dipped low, ignoring Mrs. Tanner’s tsk of disapproval. Why risk offending the first relative coming to greet her? “Major Stanton, thank you for coming to meet me. It was kind of you to do so,” she said, offering her hand in greeting.

His big hand closed around hers and he lifted it to his lips, brushing a lingering kiss across her sensitive skin. The breath seized in her throat. Quaker men did not go around kissing hands, much less making a show of it.

Fortunately, he returned her hand, and her lungs recommenced function.

“Phoebe,” said Mrs. Tanner, sounding horrified, “please sit.”

Her friend nudged her to a sturdy, brown-colored sofa next to the fireplace. With a severe nod, Mrs. Tanner indicated to the major that he should take the seat facing them. He did not bother to repress a low sigh as he carefully settled on a small caned chair that gave an alarming creak in response. The sofa would have been a more appropriate choice for his large frame, but Mrs. Tanner clearly intended to punish him for his forward behavior.

“Major Stanton, how is my grandfather?” Phoebe asked impulsively. “Did he ask you to fetch me?”

The swift glance he exchanged with Mrs. Tanner brought Phoebe’s anxiety rushing back. Its choke hold tightened when the older woman reached over and took her hand in a comforting clasp. “Phoebe, thee must prepare for unfortunate news. But I ask thee to remember that the Father’s hand is in all things, and that He will watch over thee always.”

Fear swept through her. “What are you talking about?”

When Mrs. Tanner hesitated, Phoebe shook off her restraining hand and jumped up. The major rose immediately.

“Please, sir,” she implored. “Take me to my grandfather.”

Compassion softened the grim lines of his face. He struck her as a man not much given to that tender emotion, so whatever the cause, it must be dire.

He stepped closer, reaching out to take her hand in a gentle grip. “Miss Linville, you must sit.” He had a firm, deep voice that held a compelling note of authority. As it washed over her, she had to resist the impulse to automatically obey. He smiled, as if to soothe her, and one finger stroked lightly over the back of her hand. “I’m certain you should have a cup of tea before we have any further discussion.”

Unnerved by his touch, she pulled her hand away. “I do not want a cup of tea. I want you to tell me about my grandfather.”

He ran a thoughtful gaze over her face, as if taking her measure. “Very well. Miss Linville, it grieves me to inform you that your grandfather—my great-uncle, Lord Merritt—died from an infection some weeks ago. I didn’t write to you, since my letter would not have arrived prior to your departure. I hope you will believe I would have spared you this trip, if it was at all possible.”

A strange buzzing noise arose in her ears, then her knees buckled and she sank onto the sofa. Her heart throbbed in her chest, straining against the shock. For a terrible moment, she could not draw a breath.

Mrs. Tanner gasped her name and Major Stanton let out a low curse. Swiftly, he came down on one knee before her and gripped her shoulders, holding her steady. Until he touched her, Phoebe had not realized she needed someone to keep her upright.

“Hold her while I get some water,” exclaimed Mrs. Tanner as she rushed from the room.

“Steady on, Miss Linville,” Major Stanton murmured in her ear. “Just lean against me.”

Coming up onto the sofa, he eased her into his embrace, resting her head against his broad chest. As if controlled by some unseen force, her eyelids fluttered shut as, for the first time in her life, she found herself in the arms of a man other than her brother or father. Her morals registered a faint objection, but her body wanted nothing other than to collapse against that solid wall, her cheek nestling comfortably against the soft wool fabric of his coat. Tumult swirled in her brain, but his gentle embrace staved off the screeching panic that hovered at the edge of thought.

The door opened. Footsteps hurried across the floorboards as Mrs. Tanner rustled up to them with a glass of water in her hand. “Major, thee must allow me to tend to Miss Linville. Please let her sit up.”

Phoebe flinched at the note of censure in her friend’s voice. Mrs. Tanner had every right to be offended because Phoebe had no business clinging to a man, no matter what the circumstances. But she could not help shrinking farther into his embrace. Her stunned brain had latched on to the idea that as long as she remained in his arms she would be safe, that all the hurtful things in the world could not harm her.

Ridiculous, whispered the voice of reason. She started to pull away, but Major Stanton gently adjusted his hold to keep her close. Phoebe had to bite down on the whimper of relief that almost escaped her lips.

“I assure you, Mrs. Tanner,” he said, “I will release my cousin as soon as I know she won’t keel over in a dead faint.”

Phoebe frowned. She never fainted. And now that her wits were slowly returning, she felt the first flush of humiliation that she had allowed a perfect stranger to hold her so intimately. Pushing herself upright, she began to withdraw from his arms. For a second he resisted, keeping her fast in his embrace. And, for a second, she did not want him to let go.

Finally, he allowed it.

“Thank you, Major,” she managed, feeling oddly winded. The strange emotions swirling through her resulted, no doubt, from shock. They could not possibly have anything to do with the man who had captured her in an embrace that somehow felt more like a possession than support.

The major’s smoky gaze narrowed with skepticism, likely fostered by the squeaky tremor in her voice, but he moved back to his chair.

Mrs. Tanner took his place and handed her the glass of water. Phoebe gave her a faltering smile, sipping slowly as she tried to bring her rioting emotions under control. She wanted to weep with grief for her grandfather, but she kept her tears in check. When she could be private again, she would give way to the sadness wrenching her heart. But at this moment she needed to understand what would happen next. And however unprepared she was, she had decisions to make, ones that already caused her heart to sink.

She sat up straight, meeting Major Stanton’s gaze with as much equanimity as she could muster. His expression revealed nothing other than a calm readiness to respond to whatever he might be called upon to do. Phoebe knew nothing of military men or matters, but she could well believe that this hard-eyed man across from her could handle any situation without turning a hair. Even one as awkward and dreadful as this.

Although he did study her with a caution suggesting he thought she might faint after all.

“I assure you, Major,” she said, “I will not faint. I am yet recovering from an illness contracted on shipboard and have not regained my full strength.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “Perhaps you should retire to your room. We could finish this discussion later if you find it too distressing.”

Irritation began to edge out her shock. “I would have to be a fool not to be distressed by such news. That does not mean I am incapable of having a rational conversation.”

Mrs. Tanner sighed, but the major appeared unoffended by her sharp words. In fact, he seemed to bite back a smile, which Phoebe found more than a little surprising.

And annoying.

“If you are satisfied I will not keel over, perhaps you might tell me what happened to my grandfather,” she said in a tight voice.

The glint of humor in his eyes vanished. “Of course. Lord Merritt died nine weeks ago. As I said, I knew a letter would not reach you in time to prevent your sailing. Your grandfather would not have wanted that, in any event.”

She bit her lip to hold back a sudden welling of tears. All these weeks had passed and she had assumed her grandfather was alive. All these weeks she had thought of him, imagining what he looked like, what he would say to her when they finally met. She had imagined a future of memories, built on the foundation of their shared loved for Elspeth Linville, her dear mother and Lord Merritt’s only daughter. In the worst of the voyage, when she lay ill in her bunk, the image of her grandfather’s joy at their reunion had kept her spirits buoyant.

But all that time, her grandfather had been dead. She had been alone for weeks. All hope of home, of family—of her family—had been extinguished forever.

She sat quietly, blinking her eyes and refusing to cry in front of the handsome stranger who had shattered her world.

He and Mrs. Tanner waited patiently until she regained her voice. “I am grieved to be robbed of the chance to have known my grandfather. I wanted to be with him more than all else.”

Major Stanton nodded. “He shared that desire. My great-uncle was most concerned for your well-being after his death. The Stantons are your family now, and Lord Merritt’s express wish was that you remain here with them. With us,” he corrected with a slight frown.

She stared at him, not comprehending. “Are you saying my grandfather wished me to remain in England with strangers who could only be considered distant relations?”

His brows arched with an arrogant tilt. “Your family will not be strangers for long, Miss Linville, and your mother was never considered a distant relation. I am charged by General Stanton, the head of the family, to bring you to him and Lady Stanton as soon as can be arranged. I assure you there is no safer place for you than under his protection.”

Mrs. Tanner made a sharp intervention. “That will not be necessary, Major Stanton. Miss Linville will never be without protection. Her father’s family in New Jersey will be eager for her to return, and I will escort her back to her home. Her real home.”

Phoebe looked at her friend’s determined expression, and the despair she had been holding off finally gripped her. Of course she must return to America. Her brother would wish it, and even though she loathed the idea of spending the rest of her life as his dependent, there was no other choice. No matter what her grandfather had wished for her, she could not throw herself on the mercy of total strangers, London aristocrats who knew nothing of her and her way of life.

Major Stanton’s eyes narrowed with a look of stubborn determination. “I think we can agree, Mrs. Tanner, that Lord Merritt’s last wishes for his granddaughter should take precedence over those of a half brother. And from what Lord Merritt communicated to me before he died, there is little Mr. Linville could offer his sister that could not be bettered by her family in England.”

Phoebe opened her mouth in automatic defense of George, but Mrs. Tanner squeezed her arm in warning. “Phoebe is not without resources,” she said. “Her father left her a modest income—”

“Modest being the operative word,” he replied sarcastically.

Mrs. Tanner’s lips thinned. “Her brother is well able to take care of her. Phoebe will live in peace and comfort, well removed from the frivolous life that would no doubt be forced upon her by thy relatives.”

The major bristled at the insult, but Phoebe jumped in before he could respond. “Major, I thank you for your concern, but my friend is correct. There is no longer any reason for me to remain in England. I will be happy to visit with the Stantons, but I will be returning to America with Mrs. Tanner.”

Just saying the words opened a well of desperation inside, but she clamped down hard. She would only shame herself and offend God by railing against what could not be changed. If only it did not feel so much like her own life was coming to an end, along with her grandfather’s.

Major Stanton switched his focus from Mrs. Tanner to Phoebe and she stiffened, resenting his skeptical examination. He seemed to be peering right past her pitiful defenses to what she struggled to hide. “Is that what you really want? To return to America?”

She started to say yes, but could not bring the lie to her lips. Her father had always taught her to reject falsehood, but neither could she bring herself to tell the truth. Not to this man. “I do have a life in America, sir.”

“Is that so?” he asked. “What exactly will you do?”

She recalled her dreary existence in her brother’s household, and latched on to the one thing that gave it meaning. “I will help care for my brother’s children.”

“Ah. So, you will be the spinster aunt, dwindling into obscurity. Is that truly all the life you wish for?”

Her right hand balled into a fist as resentment brought a hot flush to her cheeks. Sharp words sprang to her tongue, but she bit them back. Major Stanton clearly possessed a knack for making the most gentle of souls—which did not include her—lose his temper.

Relaxing her hand, she tried to remember that he was genuinely concerned for her, however poorly he might express it. “I must trust that eventually my path will become clear. In truth, sir, it matters little what I might desire. I have no choice but to return to my family. I know God will provide for my safety and comfort.”

There. The decision was made. She had accepted her fate with good grace, and would prepare to return home. She glanced at Mrs. Tanner, seeking support. All she wanted now was to retreat to her room and mourn her grandfather—and the death of all her dreams—in peace.

Mrs. Tanner gave her a tiny nod. “Thee has made a generous offer,” she said, addressing the major, “but Phoebe already has a family who will protect her. Now that her grandfather is dead, it makes little sense for her to remain in London”—she raised her eyebrows in a pointed fashion—“with strangers.”

Major Stanton leaned forward to dispute the point, but Mrs. Tanner held up a restraining hand. “Besides, she is young and it would be a mistake to assume she will never marry. Thee cannot know such a thing.”

Mortified, Phoebe dropped her gaze to the floor. Her, marry? Not likely. Only two men had ever offered, each much older than she. Much to her brother’s dismay, Phoebe had refused to marry either one. Even worse, at least from George’s point of view, her unconventional upbringing had tainted her in the eyes of almost every man in their Quaker fellowship.

A fraught silence hung in the room, one that neither her friend nor the major seemed inclined to break. Finally, Phoebe lifted her head and met his gaze. He studied her calmly, as if she were a slightly vexing puzzle to be solved. Then he seemed to reach a decision.

“Mrs. Tanner, I would be grateful if you would give me a few minutes alone with my cousin.”

Phoebe gaped at him, alarm making her heart flutter. The last thing she wanted was to be left alone with this intimidating, hard-eyed soldier. A man who would no doubt start handing down orders the minute they were alone.

She made a slight, frantic shake of her head in her chaperone’s direction. Unfortunately, Mrs. Tanner’s attention was directed entirely at Major Stanton. “I wonder why thee would need to see my friend alone, sir.”

The contours of Major Stanton’s face remained unchanged, but Phoebe sensed impatience in every line of his muscular physique.

“I mean no disrespect, Mrs. Tanner. I give you my word that your charge is safe with me. But my uncle left private instructions for Miss Linville and I’m loath to discuss them with anyone but her.”

His compelling gaze locked with Mrs. Tanner’s as they took each other’s measure, not as enemies but surely not as friends. Then he seemed to let go of some troubling notion that had stood like a bulwark in his mind, and his face relaxed into a smile. A charming smile, Phoebe noted with surprise, one so engaging and warm she felt something inside her give way, too.

Mrs. Tanner, as mature as she was, was obviously not immune to such masculine charm, either. She cast a glance at Phoebe and then inclined her head in a surprisingly gracious nod. “Very well. I see no harm in leaving thee alone with Miss Linville for a few minutes. But I would ask thee to remember that she has suffered a terrible shock. Nor has she recovered completely from the illness that struck her on the crossing.”

Phoebe rolled her eyes. They had all suffered on board the ship, and Mrs. Tanner even worse than the rest of them. In fact, Phoebe had nursed her and several other women and children through the depths of the sickness before falling ill herself. Still, Mrs. Tanner, like most of the people in Phoebe’s life, too often insisted on treating her as little better than a helpless child.

Major Stanton placed his hand over his heart, as if making a vow. “You have my word that I will do my best not to upset Miss Linville. Her well-being is more important to me than anything else.”

“But, surely—” Phoebe began.

His intent gaze shifted to her again, silencing the protest on her lips. Some invisible force arced between them, and Phoebe’s breath snagged in her throat. How could eyes that studied her with such cool regard make her feel so . . . hot? As if he wanted something from her that was both unknown and forbidden.

That he did want something she felt certain. And some inner sense told her that even if she was not prepared to give it, Major Stanton was the kind of man who would take it anyway.




Chapter 2

The door closed, leaving Phoebe alone with her newly found relative. She supposed they were cousins of a sort, although she could hardly think of him that way. A cousin was a comfortable sort of creature—family, but without all the loving complications and tender hardships imposed by mothers and fathers, or even half brothers and sisters-in-law.

But there was nothing easy about Major Stanton. Too big and too worldly, he had an arrogant cast to his handsome face and soldier’s body. And despite his polished manners and fine clothes, she sensed a restless temper in him—one tightly leashed, but never far from the surface.

She recognized that restless temper because it lived inside her, too. It was a feeling she had fought all her life to repress. But she suspected the major had it in abundance, and it unnerved her.

“Thank you for agreeing to speak privately,” he said, not sounding intimidating at the moment.

Her fluttering nerves settled a bit. “You left me little choice, Major. I am surprised Mrs. Tanner succumbed so readily to your town manners and worldly charm.”

His jaw slackened, and she felt a guilty tingle of satisfaction. Then his eyes sparked with amusement. “You surprise me, Miss Linville. And here I was thinking you nothing more than a meek little Quaker from the country.”

She bit the inside of her lip, resisting the temptation to bristle at his playful jab. “I may have been raised in a Quaker household,” she finally said, “but you will find I am no rustic from New Jersey. My father was a well-educated man, and my mother had several Seasons in London before she married. Between them, I believe my education to be as accomplished as that of any English girl of good family.”

“Probably better,” he said, his eyes retaining a hint of laughter. “But I stand corrected. I will not make the same mistake twice.”

She nodded, then asked him the question that had been preying on her mind for some minutes. “Major, before you tell me what my grandfather wished me to hear, could you explain why he asked you to impart this information? What is your exact relation to him, and to me?”

He looked rueful. “It seems I owe you yet another apology. I should have explained that right off.”

Phoebe liked that he apologized to her so freely, unlike many men—even some Quakers. Major Stanton appeared not to have any such false pride, and it made him seem less overwhelming, at least for now.

“I am your cousin, Miss Linville, although removed by several degrees. Our grandfathers share a grandfather on the Stanton side.”

He paused, and a black scowl fleetingly crossed his features. She shivered as the engaging man who sat before her became once more the grim, hard-eyed stranger of their initial encounter. What had caused the change?

“As you know,” he continued in a carefully neutral voice, “your grandfather, Lord Merritt, had only two children, your mother and her brother, Robert. Your Uncle Robert died two years ago, leaving your grandfather without a direct heir.”

She nodded. “He wrote several months after that sad event, asking me to travel to England. I was all that remained of his immediate family, and he believed it was right to return home to him.”

Home. The word floated through her mind, teasing her with its elusive promise of security.

She clamped her lips shut, holding back the swell of grief. If only she had ignored her brother’s attempts to hold her back, which had delayed her departure for months. She should have taken the packet to England as soon as she received her grandfather’s first letter.

Major Stanton nodded. “He told me that. He also told me he regretted nothing more than his estrangement from your mother, which he blamed entirely on himself. His greatest wish was to see you before he died, and your name was the last word he spoke on this earth.”

A confusing tangle of emotions welled up in Phoebe’s chest, squeezing so hard she hunched her shoulders against it. She fought it, drawing in deep, shuddering breaths. When a few unwelcome tears leaked from her eyes, Major Stanton rose from his seat and moved to sit next to her. Startled, she edged away until she hit the arm of the sofa. It could not be appropriate for him to sit so close with no companion or chaperone in the room.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured in a kind voice. “I regret distressing you, but I thought you would want to know exactly how Lord Merritt felt about you, and about your mother.”

He extracted a handkerchief from some mysterious inner pocket and handed it to her. She took it with a grateful, half-suppressed sob and carefully blotted her cheeks. The snowy white fabric felt soft against her skin, and so much finer than the prosaic cotton squares she usually carried in her pocket. His had a cool, silky texture, and it reminded her of a beautiful old scarf her mother had once owned.

She dabbed her cheeks one more time but when she tried to return his handkerchief, he pressed it into her hands.

“I thank you for telling me,” she said, touched by his compassion. “You must excuse me. It is simply the effects of that wretched voyage that make me act so foolishly.”

He reached over and took her hand. She jumped at the contact.

“I don’t think you’re foolish, Miss Linville,” he said. “What you did in leaving the only home you have ever known took fortitude and courage, and I honor you for it.”

She stared at him, her limbs fighting a strange weakness. Not weakness from illness, but weak from the touch of his calloused hand and from the way his large frame loomed over her. Sitting next to him, only inches apart, made her feel as delicate as a hummingbird. She felt drawn to him, as if she could rely on him to solve all her problems. It was not a feeling she liked.

“I thank you,” she said, extracting her hand. “Please continue. You were about to tell me the exact nature of your relationship with my grandfather.”

That amused gleam returned to his eye. She silently vowed to ignore it.

Ignore it but for the fact that her cheeks flamed with heat. His ability to unsettle her made no sense. It could not possibly have anything to do with his powerful body and handsome face, or the way he studied her so intently. She was immune to that, and had always been. A man like Major Stanton could not be attractive to her. He was a soldier and she had been raised as a Quaker. Despite his kindness, he was a hard man who earned his living in the hardest of ways.

“I am your grandfather’s heir,” he finally said. “I am the eighth Earl of Merritt through the next direct line of male heirs in the Stanton family.”

She blinked, momentarily confused, and then realized he must have introduced himself as Major Stanton so as to mitigate the shock of Grandfather’s death. “That was kind of you to think of me with such compassion, Major . . . Lord Merritt.” She dredged up a grateful smile.

He did not return it. In fact, he looked like a man about to deliver more bad news.

“What else?” she asked in a hollow voice.

He grimaced, enough to make her heart sink. Dear Father in heaven. How much worse would this day get?

She straightened her spine. Whatever it was, she would confront it directly and do her best to accept it with good faith. Unfortunately, faith had a nasty habit of abandoning her, and her grandfather’s death might just have delivered it a mortal blow.

“You must tell me,” she said, clenching her fists within the folds of her gown.

He cast her another of his assessing looks before pulling a letter from his inner pocket.

“Lord Merritt wrote this on his deathbed. I thought to speak with you about his wishes before showing it to you, but perhaps there’s no point in attempting to blunt the impact of his words.”

He wore a look of grim resignation as he handed over the envelope, and it struck her how unpleasant this duty must be for him. He was trying to be gentle with her, even though that particular quality did not seem to come easily.

With shaking fingers, Phoebe unfolded the letter and spread it in her lap. The spidery crawl of words proved difficult to read, so she brought the thick piece of vellum close to her face. As she absorbed the words, the air grew heavy in her lungs and the blood in her veins surged in a sickening rush. Aghast, she read it three times. But each time the meaning refused to change, no matter how hard she tried to wrestle the words into another, less bizarre import.

Now she understood the tension that lay over the major like an ill-fitting coat.

“Why would my grandfather want me to marry you?” she exclaimed. “I never even knew you existed before today.”

A muscle flexed in his jaw, and she belatedly realized how horrified she sounded, as if she could imagine nothing worse than marriage to him. She realized with a start that she was shrinking away from him, as if frightened.

Hastily, she jerked back to an upright position. Unfortunately, her correction came a moment too late.

“Miss Linville,” he said in a carefully controlled voice, “I promise you there’s no need to cower from me. I’m not some ogre come to snatch you away from your friends.”

She closed her eyes, humiliated. But keeping her eyes closed would not lessen her embarrassment or make the situation disappear. “I know.” She opened her eyes to meet his probing gaze. “It is just that—”

“I understand. And I will try to explain Lord Merritt’s wishes as best I can. You must believe he had only your best interests at heart.”

Her mind reeled from one frantic thought to the other. “You must realize the entire notion is ridiculous. Was my grandfather still in his right mind when he wrote this?”

One of his brows flew up into a haughty arch she was beginning to recognize. She had offended him, and how could she blame him? He was a man who likely had women throwing themselves at his feet, not reacting with horror to the very idea of marriage to him. Not to mention the fact that she was questioning her grandfather’s sanity.

“I can assure you,” he answered with a little growl that sent a shiver down her spine, “Lord Merritt was indeed in his right mind. I watched him write this, and his intent could not be clearer. In fact, we discussed it at length, and came to some conclusions as to what would be best for you when Lord Merritt was gone.”

They had discussed it? Two men she had never met, deciding the entire course of her life? The very reason she had left America was to escape the restraint her half brother and her community had tried to impose on her. She would not be dictated to.

She waved the paper at him. “This letter is beyond anything! It is . . .”

“Insistent?” he cut in dryly.

More like desperate. As if only the prospect of her accepting Major Stanton’s hand could ease the torments of the old man’s deathbed. Her grandfather’s letter verily begged her to marry him.

The major returned her gaze with eyes the color of the Atlantic after a northern gale, and just as turbulent. His attitude, however, remained cool and controlled. Phoebe wondered what could make this powerful man lose his impressive control.

She had the idea she did not want to find out.

He finally answered her in the patient kind of voice one might use with a slow-witted child. “Your grandfather believed you needed the protection of your family. Your real family. He was greatly distressed by the circumstances of your life in America. It was apparent to him through your letters that you were unhappy. Lord Merritt could not tolerate the idea of his only grandchild living a life of dreary obscurity as a dependent.”

Phoebe bit her lip, irritated she had revealed so much of her unhappiness to Grandfather. But he had been so open in his own letters and had encouraged her to be equally frank.

Major Stanton leaned forward to capture her attention. “As the new Earl of Merritt and as a member of your family, I agreed with your grandfather’s assessment. Nothing you have said today changes my opinion. It would be best for you to remain in England, with us.”

Still clutching his handkerchief, Phoebe raised a hand to her mouth as she wracked her brain for an appropriate response. A whisper of exotic spices drifted up her nostrils, bracing and utterly masculine. The square of fabric she clutched carried the scent of the man looming over her, and she found it oddly comforting.

Then she met his hard gaze again and humiliation came rushing back. That she hated her life in her brother’s household was partly her own fault. If she were a better person—a better Quaker—she would no doubt accept her lot in life with a cheerful heart. But Phoebe was rebellious like her mother, as George had so often reminded her. That her grandfather had exposed her moral weakness to a perfect stranger stung her to the quick.

“Forgive me, sir. But I fail to see what business it is of yours. You have never met me before today, and surely our connection is too remote to make an appreciable difference.”

“I disagree. In any event, I gave Lord Merritt my solemn word that I would provide for you and protect you, whether you wished to marry me or not.”

What did he expect her to say to that astonishing statement? She struggled to answer. “That is not necessary, nor would it be right. Surely, you must see the best solution is for me to return to America.”

His brow furrowed in a scowl, and Phoebe held back a sigh. She was heartily sick of the men in her life—she supposed the major now counted as being in her life—disapproving of her decisions. And she was weary of other people rearranging her life as if she were nothing more than a table setting.

Even if this particular arrangement coincided with her wish to remain in England. “Major, I—”

As he reached out and took her hand, she spluttered into silence. Carefully, he pried her fingers apart and removed his handkerchief, folding it back into a tidy square and placing it in her lap before recapturing her hand.

She stared at him, dumbfounded. The aggressive cast of his face had gentled. He cradled her hand in his, resting them both on his knee. Heat seemed to arc from his palm into hers, and she could hardly breathe.

“Miss Linville, I will not try to force you to do anything contrary to your wishes, nor will anyone else in the family. But I made a promise to a dying man, and I intend to honor that promise. I would also ask you to remember that he had only your safekeeping at heart. He loved you very much, and wanted only the best for you.”

He leveled an engaging smile at her, one so enticing she could do nothing for a few moments but blink at him.

“And having finally met you,” he continued, “I can understand why he felt so protective of you.”

She frowned, not sure of his meaning. “But, surely, you do not wish to marry me, do you? The very notion is . . . is absurd.”

He shrugged, as if it were of little consequence. “Not to a dying man riddled with guilt and fear for his granddaughter. You cannot cavalierly disregard his wishes.”

Phoebe had the sensation someone had cast her adrift in a bubble, and she could no longer fathom which way was down or up. “Major Stanton, do you actually wish to marry me?”

His eyes gleamed with a teasing calculation. “I don’t frighten you, do I? Yes, I look like a grizzled old soldier, but I promise I’m actually a very mild fellow.”

Startled, she stared at him. How could he make a joke of it? “I suspect that is not true,” she said with as much dignity as she could muster. Carefully, she pulled her hand from his grip.

His answering laugh, low and masculine, wrapped around her, deflecting her anger in some inexplicable way. “You needn’t worry. I’m not asking you to marry me. I simply suggest you consider the wishes of a fine man who desired your happiness more than anything on earth.”

She eyed him with suspicion. Her grandfather’s instructions left little room for doubt as to what those wishes entailed. “Then what do you wish of me?”

“The root of Lord Merritt’s desire was to see you safe with your family. He always meant to keep you here in England. An old-fashioned man, he naturally saw the most efficient way to do that was through marriage. He planned to take up residence in London and introduce you to society, in the hopes you would find an acceptable husband. Unfortunately, fate intervened. When he knew he wouldn’t live long enough to complete his plan, he settled on the next best alternative. Me.”

He softened that last word with a self-deprecating smile, but Phoebe was not fooled. The major struck her as a man who would go to great lengths to uphold his honor, and pledging a deathbed promise would count as an enormous debt of honor.

“Any discussion of your marriage to me or anyone else is premature,” he continued. “But I did agree to secure your safety, and to provide for all your needs in the same way your grandfather would have done. And that is exactly what I intend to do.”

He made her sound like an unwelcome obligation, which she probably was.

“I do not need taking care of,” she snapped.

“Your grandfather didn’t agree, and neither do I.”

“Thank you for your consideration, sir,” she ground out, “but it is not necessary.”

He winced. “That wasn’t very adroit of me, was it? I apologize. Aunt Georgie frequently tells me I have the subtlety of a charging bull.”

Phoebe had no idea who Aunt Georgie was, not that it mattered. “Even so—”

He cut her off by touching a finger to her lips. She jerked at the slight warmth, her eyes rounding with astonishment. “Miss Linville, don’t you at least want to meet your family before you make any decisions? They will not reject you, I can assure you.”

She did her best to ignore her tingling lips and peered into his face, trying to find truth. Her insides twisted into a knot of doubt and worry. “Are you sure?”

That distracting and much too enticing gleam was back in his eyes. “Am I sure they won’t reject you? Without a doubt.”

“Oh,” she breathed, finally letting the notion of meeting her mother’s family settle in her mind. “Then if I am not to return to America—”

The triumphant gleam in his eye brought her up short. She held up a hand.

“Not that I am agreeing to anything, but if I do not return to America right away, what am I to do? I cannot remain with Mrs. Poole forever, and Mrs. Tanner will soon be leaving to visit her relatives in the north.”

Even as she voiced her concerns, all the difficulties of her position struck her with blinding force. How could she throw herself on the mercy of a family she had never met, and who would likely think of her as their odd and inconvenient distant relation? The thought that she might be a burden to them made her cringe.

She took a deep breath for courage. “No, Major. I do thank you for your kindness, but I think it best if I return to America. I am sure Mrs. Tanner will help me make the arrangements.” Better to return to the family she knew than risk an ugly, inevitable rejection.

He studied her. “Are you so eager to return?”

She stared into his face—each rugged, handsome line imbued with determination—and felt her fragile, wavering resolution begin to finally crumble. It was wrong of her, but the thought of returning to her former life filled her with a depressing melancholy.

“No,” she whispered. “I am not.”

“Then it’s settled. You won’t be going back,” he said as calmly as if they’d been discussing the price of eggs.

She bristled, torn between shame that he should see her weakness and anger that he could treat her distressing situation so lightly.

“And how are we to manage this?” she said tartly. “Thee has yet to provide me with an answer.”

His eyebrows shot up at her verbal lapse, and she almost groaned. Her mother had always insisted she speak the finest King’s English, and Phoebe only lapsed into rhythms of Quaker speech when she was upset or lost her temper. It was an annoying and sharply ironic habit.

“Well,” he said, trying not to laugh, “I actually do have an answer. Her name is Lady Stanton, and she’s very eager to meet you.”




Chapter 3

Phoebe Linville stared up at him, her sherry-colored eyes huge and full of worry. Those eyes and her lush pink mouth were the only color in her drawn face. Lucas hadn’t expected such an enticing mouth on a poorly dressed, skinny little Quaker. It was incongruous and gave him all kinds of thoughts he had no business thinking, especially given the awkward circumstances.

His cautious, duty-bound marriage proposal had certainly horrified her, and he’d sounded the retreat almost immediately. He’d made a solemn vow to the old earl that he would take care of Miss Linville, but he’d also made it clear to the wily bastard that marriage was very much an open question. Merritt had been desperate to settle the girl’s fate, so the old man had grudgingly accepted the compromise—with the proviso that Lucas would consider a proposal if the girl was amenable to it. To placate and honor a dying man, Lucas had agreed.

From the looks of it, though, Phoebe was not remotely agreeable to the suggestion. Apparently, she found the idea of marrying a complete stranger as disconcerting as he found the notion of marrying a Quaker rustic from America.

When Phoebe had walked into Mrs. Poole’s drawing room, Lucas’s fears had been confirmed. She was barely of average height, too slender, and poorly dressed in the most appalling sack of a dress. Her thick dark hair was pulled up in an untidy and unattractive knot. The thought that such a poor dab of a thing could survive either the wolf pack of the ton or marriage to him was demented.

But the ensuing encounter had surprised him. Though initially stunned in the face of distressing news, she had revealed an inner fire. Closer inspection hinted at quite a lovely figure under her drab, old-fashioned gown. Obviously, her frail appearance resulted from her recent illness. Rest, some good English food, and Aunt Georgie’s mothering would soon set that to rights.

Recovering from the additional shocks he had delivered, however, would take more time.

Now, as she stared up at him, Phoebe’s lips parted and her pretty pink tongue quickly swiped between them. A throb of heat flashed to his groin, and he had to clamp down hard on a surprising and ridiculous surge of lust. He did so by imagining his friends’ laughter should he ever reveal he actually considered taking a homespun Quaker girl as his wife.

“Who is Lady Stanton and what is her relation to me?” Phoebe asked uncertainly. “Why would she be willing to accept me into her household, sight unseen?”

She had a soft, pleasing voice, which partly offset her direct manner of speaking. He found it an intriguing combination.

“Lady Stanton is married to General Sir Arthur Stanton, who is my uncle and the second son of the second son of Robert Stanton, the fifth Earl of Merritt. My grandfather was the first son of that particular line, while your grandfather was the direct descendant of Robert, through his oldest son. Since your grandfather died without issue, the title descended through Robert’s second son to me.”

The girl’s eyes glazed over, a combination of fatigue and her attempt to parse the complicated web of relations that made up the Stanton family.

“You needn’t worry about it,” he said. “You simply need to know that you are indeed related to the family through your mother and more than welcome in General and Lady Stanton’s home. As the head of the family, my uncle in fact insisted on it.”

He didn’t bother to add that the General had ordered him to bring Miss Linville home immediately, and not leave her in the company of those damned religious fanatics.

“I am grateful that Lady Stanton wants to meet me,” Phoebe said, her voice catching a little.

The glimpse of yearning the girl was trying to hide tugged at his heart, and he gave her a reassuring smile. “She has given me strict instructions to bring you home with me this very afternoon.”

Startled by that bit of news, she shot up from the sofa, stumbling into the table. When she swayed a bit, Lucas quickly stood to help her. His fingers closed around her slender wrist, her delicate bones feeling fragile under the thick wool of her sleeves.

“Phoebe,” he said, deliberately using her first name, “sit down before you fall down. Mrs. Tanner will have my head if anything happens to you.” It was time the girl understood she was family, and that he would take care of her.

She blushed, the deep pink flying high on her delicate cheekbones. The reaction made her look young and vulnerable. Instinct rustled within him, and it took a considerable effort not to pull her into a protective embrace.

As she cautiously settled back down on the sofa, he couldn’t help noticing the swell of her breasts, pressing against her plain bodice. She had an alluring shape—too slender, but with some distinctly appealing curves. Not for the first time since he’d entered the room, Lucas could almost see the advantage to taking Phoebe as his wife. She was pretty and modest, but with a touch of fire. He’d also wager that as a gently bred Quaker, she couldn’t tell a lie to save her life.

The exact opposite of Esme Newton, his first and last love.

“I could not possibly leave this afternoon,” she protested. “As pleased as I am at Lady Stanton’s generous offer, thee must recognize how inappropriate my sudden departure from this household would be. Mrs. Tanner would be distressed.”

He smiled, amused by her quaint speech. The ton might label her a bumpkin, but the longer he conversed with her, the more her manner appealed to him. She meant exactly what she said, a quality he had found in abundance among the soldiers in his former command, but was sorely lacking in his new life as a peer.

Even so, the girl obviously required careful handling. Although full of mettle, she was suffering from exhaustion and shock. Push her too hard and she might break.

“Of course not,” he replied calmly. “It’s understandable that you wish to remain with your friend until she departs for her trip up north. She leaves in a few days, does she not? That should give you ample time to get your bearings. And there’s no reason you can’t meet the General and Lady Stanton before then. Become acquainted with them first before moving in.”

He gave her his most persuasive smile, the one that had landed many a beautiful woman in his bed. Phoebe, however, seemed unimpressed. He was either losing his touch or innocent Quaker ladies were immune to his brand of charm.

Time to pull out the big guns.

“Phoebe, I understand your hesitation, but your mother’s estrangement was a source of genuine sorrow for all of us, and your presence would heal that breach.”

That was an exaggeration. He had only been vaguely aware of his distant cousin’s existence until the old earl imposed responsibility for her onto him. But Aunt Georgie and the General were both keen to have her, and since Phoebe’s weak spot was clearly her obvious longing to be reunited with her mother’s family, he had every intention of exploiting it.

For her own good, naturally. Why should she return to a wretched life in America when she could live in comfort with the Stantons?

The yearning in her eyes told him he’d hit the mark.

“Lady Stanton was very fond of your mother,” he added, turning the screws. “Did you know that? She sponsored her first Season in London.”

“No,” Phoebe breathed. “Mother never told me that. I think it was difficult for her to speak of the family she had left behind in England.”

But Lucas wagered by the look on Phoebe’s face that Elspeth Linville had told her enough to whet her daughter’s interest.

“Lady Stanton will tell you all about it,” he assured her. “I will call on you tomorrow afternoon and escort you to Stanton House. Shall we say at three o’clock?”

She looked so young and innocent as she pulled her lower lip between her small white teeth. Another bolt of sexual heat lanced through him. Phoebe Linville was a great deal more interesting than he first thought, and it suddenly seemed imperative to keep her in London—both because he had promised her grandfather, and because she might be what he was looking for after all.

She met his gaze. Her eyes seemed to show everything she felt, a characteristic both appealing and useful. “What if they do not like me?”

He reached over and took her hand, feeling a small surge of triumph when she didn’t pull away.

“That would be impossible. But I give you my word that if you eventually deem yourself ill suited for life in London, I will escort you back to America myself.”

Her eyes opened wide with wonder. “You would do that?”

“I would, indeed.”

Her lips parted in a genuine smile, one so entrancing it stunned him. If she were to come out from behind that Quaker disguise, she’d have all the rakes of London tumbling at her feet.

Lucas knew with a disagreeable certainty he wouldn’t like that one bit.

“Thank you, Major,” she exclaimed with relief. “I will not forget your kindness or how selflessly you have acted toward me.”

“It is my honor to help you.”

“In that case, I would be most happy to meet Lady Stanton. And I am sure tomorrow will be acceptable to Mrs. Tanner.”

As she beamed at Lucas, his satisfaction grew. She was sweet, innocent, and mostly biddable, and he had little doubt he could eventually bend her to his will—gently, of course. He had no wish to break her spirit, which even a hardened soldier like him could perceive to be a delicate thing.

Yes, Phoebe Linville was nothing like Esme. The more he thought about it, the more he realized she just might be the correct antidote to the woman who had once meant the world to him, but who had demolished his life.
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