

 
 
 




     What explanation do you intend   giving the Lady Arabella for my   presence, Your Grace? She looked   across at him anxiously. After all,   she will know that I am not your   ward.
  

 He quirked dark brows. Why not simply tell her the truth, Jane? That you begged to be allowed to come away with me?
  

 She gaped at him.
  

 Do not look so concerned, Jane, he taunted as he lounged back on the seat. No one, not even my sister Arabella, would dare to question what position I intend you to occupy in my household.
  

 And what position was that? Jane wondered dazedly.
  

 Had she misunderstood the Duke the previous evening, when he had been so insistent she would travel under his protection? Despite what he had said to the contrary, was he now saying he expected her to become his mistress as payment for that protection?
 


    




    
  Authors Note

 This last year has been an absolutely wonderful one for me, in that I celebrated my 30th Anniversary of writing for Harlequin Mills & Boon in their Modern Romance series and, to date, have succeeded in having published over 140 books and a dozen or so novellas. To now have this, my very first Regency romance, published too is fantastic!
  

 The Regency period is one that has always been very close to my heart, and with Hawk and Janes story I have realised my dream of writing about a time that I consider to be one of the most romantic. The other good news is that this is the first of a quartet featuring the St Claire family, so look out for Lucien, Sebastian and Arabellas stories, coming soon.
  

 I hope you have as much fun reading their stories as I am having writing them!
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 		 	1816, St Claire House, London
  		 		   

 		I have no immediate plans to marry, Hawk. Least of all some chit barely out of the schoolroom that you have deigned to pick out for for me!
 	 Hawk St Claire, the tenth Duke of Stourbridge, viewed his youngest brothers angrily flushed face across the width of the leather-topped desk that dominated the library in the St Claire townhouse, his mouth twisting slightly as he noted the glitter of rebellion in Sebastians dark brown gaze. I was merely suggesting that it is past time you thought of taking a wife.
 Lord Sebastian St Claire felt the flush deepen in his cheeks under the steely gaze of his eldest brother. But this awareness of Hawks displeasure in no way lessened his own determination not to be coerced into a marriage he neither sought nor wanted.
 Although it was a little difficult to maintain that stand, Sebastian acknowledged inwardly, in the face of his brothers piercingly intense gaze. A chilling gaze from eyes the colour of gold and ringed by a much darker brown, and one that had been known to almost reduce the Dukes valet to tears on occasion, and to cause lesser peers of the realm to quake in their highly polished boots when Hawk took his place in the House.
 Do not take that insufferably condescending tone with me, Hawk, because it wont wash! Sebastian threw himself into the carved chair, facing his brother across the desk. Or is it only that you have decided to turn your attentions to me because Arabella failed to secure a suitable match during her first Season? he added slyly, knowing that his eighteen-year-old sibling had stubbornly resisted accepting any of the marriage proposals she had received in the last few months.
 He was also completely aware that Hawk had hated his role as occasional escort for their younger sister. It had resulted in the marriage-minded debutantes and their ambitious mamas seeing the unusual occurrence of the Duke of Stourbridges presence at balls and parties as an open invitation to pursue him!
 Until, that was, Hawk had made it known, in his chillingly high-handed manner, that none of those young women met the exacting standards he set for his future Duchess!
 Hawks mouth tightened. We were not discussing a match for Arabella.
 Then perhaps we should have been. Or possibly Lucian? Sebastian mentioned their brother. Although it really should be you, Hawk, he continued tauntingly. After all, you are the Duke, and of the four of us surely the one most in need of an heir?
 At one and thirty, and over six feet tall, his brother Hawk had powerful shoulders and an athletic body that was the pride and joy of his tailor. Today he wore a black jacket which fit snugly across wide shoulders, a pale grey waistcoat and paler grey breeches above highly polished Hessians. His thick dark hair, streaked with gold, was styled with casual elegance, and beneath a wide, intelligent brow were intense golden eyes, the straight slash of a nose between high cheekbones, and a thin, uncompromising mouth above a square jaw. All spoke of his arrogant and determined character.
 Even without his title, Hawk was undoubtedly a force to be reckoned with. As the powerful Duke of Stourbridge he was formidable.
 Hawk looked completely bored by this particular argument. I believe I have made it more than plain these last months that I have yet to meet any woman who is up to the arduous task of becoming the Duchess of Stourbridge. Besides, he continued, as Sebastian would have argued further, I already have two obvious heirs in my younger brothers. Although, going on your more recent behaviour, I would not be happy to see either you or Lucian becoming the next Duke of Stourbridge. He gave Sebastian a silencing glower.
 A glance Sebastian totally ignored. If either Lucian or I were to become the next Duke of Stourbridge, you can depend on it that you would not be around to see it, Hawk!
  Very amusing, Sebastian. The Dukes dismissal was absolute. But following theevents of last month, I realise I have been somewhat remiss in not settling your own and Lucians future.
 Last month? What did Lucian and I do last month that was so different from? Ah. The light finally dawned. Can you possibly be referring to the delectable and recently widowed Countess of Morefield? he challenged unabashedly.
 A gentleman does not discuss a lady by name, Sebastian. Hawk eyed his brother disapprovingly. But now that you have brought the incident to my attention he steepled slender fingers I could indeed be referring to your reprehensible behaviour concerning a certain lady of our mutual acquaintance. His voice was icy.
 Sebastian grinned unapologetically. I can assure you that no one, least of all the Countess, took our interest seriously.
 Hawk looked down the long length of his nose. Nevertheless, the ladys name was bandied about at several clubsmy own included. Many of your friends were making wagers, I believe, on which one of you would be the first to oust the Earl of Whitney from the Counfrom the ladys bedchamber.
 Sebastian looked unrepentant. Only because they were all aware that we were both totally in ignorance of the others interest in the lady. Of course, if you had cared to confide in either of us that you intended taking up residence in that particular bedchamber, then Lucian and I would simply have backed off and left you and Whitney to decide the outcome! He eyed Hawk challengingly.
 Hawks wince was pained. Sebastian, I have already had occasion to warn you of theindelicacy of your conversation!
 So all this talk of the parsons mousetrap is because Lucian and I inadvertently stepped on your toes last month? Sebastian could barely restrain his humour. Or possibly it was another part of your anatomy we intruded upon? Although I do believe, he continued, as Hawk looked in danger of delivering another of his icy setdowns, that you have also now tired of the ladys charms?
 The slight flaring of the Dukes nostrils was the only outward sign of his increasing displeasure with the trend of the conversation. After the attention you and Lucian brought to that unfortunate lady I deemed it necessary to withdraw my attentions so as not to add further speculation to the impending scandal.
 If you were not so damned secretive about your mistresses the whole incident could have been avoided. Sebastian shrugged dismissively. But I do assure you, Hawk, I am not about to marry just to appease your outraged sensibilities!
 You are being utterly ridiculous, Sebastian
 No, Hawk. Sebastians humour faded. I believe if you were to give this subject more thought, you would realise that you are the one who is being ridiculous in trying to choose my wife for me.
 On the contrary, Sebastian. It is my belief that I am only acting in your best interests. In fact, I have already accepted an invitation on our behalf from Sir Barnaby and Lady Sulby.
 I take it they are the parents of my intended bride?
 Hawks mouth tightened. Olivia Sulby is the daughter of Sir Barnaby and Lady Sulby, yes.
 Sebastian gave a derisive shake of his head as he stood up. I am afraid that whatever invitation you have accepted on my behalf you will just have to unaccept. He moved to the library door.
 What are you doing? The Duke frowned at him darkly.
 Leaving. Sebastian gave him a pitying look. But before I go I have a proposition of my own to set before you, Hawk He paused in the open doorway.
 A proposition? Hawk found himself so deeply disturbed by his brothers stubbornness thatunusuallyhe could barely hold his temper in check.
 Sebastian nodded. Once you are marriedhappily so, of courseI promise I will give serious consideration to the parsons mousetrap for myself! His step was jaunty as he closed the library door softly behind him.
 Hawk sat back heavily in his chair as he contemplated the closed door for several long seconds before reaching for the decanter of brandy that stood on his desktop and pouring a large measure.
 Damn.
 Damn, damn, damn.
 He made a point of never attending house parties in the country once the Season had ended and the House had dispersed for the summer. He had only committed himself to spending a week in Norfolk with the Sulbys for the sole purpose of introducing Sebastian to the young woman he had hoped would become his brothers future bride.
 His own acquaintance was with Sir Barnaby Sulbythe two of them having dined together at their club several times. There had been no opportunity for Hawk to meet the other gentlemans wife and daughter during the Season, the Sulby family not having received an invitation to the three balls at which Hawk had been Arabellas escort, but Hawk knew from his enquiries that on her fathers death Olivia Sulby would inherit Markham Park and its surrounding thousand acres of farmland. As the younger brother of a duke such a match could be considered perfect for Sebastian.
 Except Sebastian had now told Hawkall too succinctly!that he had no intention of even considering taking a wife until Hawk had done so himself. Leaving Hawk committed to spending a week in Norfolka county of flat fenland so totally unlike his own beloved Gloucestershire.
 It had all the appeal of a walk to the gallows!
  

 There you are, Jane. Do stop your dawdling on the stairs, girl. Lady Gwendoline Sulby, a faded beauty in her mid-forties, glared her impatience as the object of her attention came to a halt neither up nor down the wide staircase. No, do not come down. Proceed back up to my bedroom and collect my shawl for me before our guests start to arrive. The silk one with the yellow rosebuds. I do believe the weather might be changing, Sulby. She turned worriedly to her portly husband as he stood beside her in the spacious hallway in anticipation of the arrival of their guests.
 Jane knew that Sir Barnaby was twenty years older than his wife, and he was looking most uncomfortable in his high-necked shirt and tightly tied necktie. His yellow waistcoat stretched almost impossibly across his rounded stomach, and his brown jacket and cream breeches were doing little to hide that strain.
 Poor Sir Barnaby, Jane mused as she turned obediently back up the stairs to collect the requested shawl. She knew her guardian would so much rather have been out on the estate somewhere with his manager, wearing comfortable old clothes, than standing in the draughty hallway of Markham Park, awaiting the first dozen or so house guests who would shortly arrive for the start of a weeks entertainments and gentile frivolity.
 Bring down my white parasol, too, Jane. Olivia frowned up at her, a young replica of her mothers earlier beauty, with her fashionably rounded figure, big blue eyes, and golden ringlets arranged enticingly about the dewy beauty of her face.
 Do not shout in that unladylike manner, Olivia. Lady Gwendoline looked scandalised by her daughters behaviour. Whatever would the Duke think if he were to hear you? She gave an agitated wave of her fan.
 But you shouted, Mama. Olivia pouted her displeasure at the rebuke.
 I am the mistress of this house. I am allowed to shout.
  Jane smiled slightly as she continued on her way back up the stairs, knowing that the illogical bickering between mother and daughter was likely to continue for several more minutes. The arguments had been constant and sometimes heated during the last week as the household prepared for the arrival of the Sulbys house guests, and most of them had the phrases the Duke or His Grace in their content.
 For the Duke of Stourbridge was to be the Sulbys guest of honour this weekas every member of the overworked household had been constantly made aware, as they cleaned and scrubbed and polished Markham Park in preparation for His Grace, the Dukes arrival.
 Not that Jane expected to be included in any of the planned entertainments, or even to meet the illustrious Duke in person. She was only a poor relation. Jane Smith. A distant relation that the Sulbys had taken pity on and charitably offered a home to for the last twelve of her two and twenty years.
 Markham Park had seemed rather grand and alien to Jane when Sir Barnaby and Lady Gwendoline had first brought her here, her childhood having been spent in a tiny south coast vicarage, being lovingly cared for by her widowed father and Bessie, his elderly but motherly housekeeper.
 But Jane had consoled herself with the fact that at least Markham Park was within walking distance of the seaallowing her, during the brief times she was able to escape the seemingly ever-watchful gaze of Lady Sulby, to go down to the rugged shoreline and enjoy its wild, untamed beauty.
 Jane had quickly discovered that she liked Norfolk winters the bestwhen the sea would seem to rage and fight against the very restrictions of nature as an inner part of her longed to fight against the ever-increasing social strictures that were placed upon her. For, after she had shared the nursery and schoolroom with Olivia, until she reached the age of sixteen, she had stopped being treated as Olivias equal and had become more maid and companion to the spoilt and pampered daughter of the house.
 Jane paused as she passed the cheval mirror in Lady Sulbys bedroom, studying her reflection critically and knowing as she did so that she was everything that was not fashionable. She was tall, for one thing, with long legs and a slender willowy figure. She wished she could say that her hair was an interesting auburn, but instead it was a bright, gleaming red. And, although her complexion was creamy, she did have that unattractive sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her tiny nose. Plus, her eyes were green.
 None of this was complemented in the least by the gowns Lady Sulby had made up for her. They were always of a pastel shade that did nothing for Janes vibrant colouring. Her present one, of the palest pink, was so totally unflattering with the red of her hair.
 Of course it was very doubtful that Jane would ever meet anyone who would want to marry her. Unless the local vicar took pity on her and made an offer. And as he was a middle-aged widower, with four unruly young children all under the age of eight, Jane did so hope that he would not.
 She gave a weary sigh as she collected the requested silk shawl from Lady Sulbys dressing table, noticing as she did so that Lady Sulbys jewellery box had not been returned to its proper place in the top drawer.
 But Janes attention was diverted from the jewellery box as she heard the sound of a carriage outside, travelling down the yew-lined gravel driveway to Markham Park.
 The Duke and his brother Lord Sebastian St Claire at last? Or one of the Sulbys other guests?
 Curiosity impelled Jane to move quickly to the window to look outside. A huge, magnificent black carriage, pulled by four of the most beautiful black horses Jane had ever seen, was being driven down the driveway by a black-liveried groom. Two other servants dressed in black perched upon the back, and a ducal crest was visible on the door.
 It was indeed the Duke, then.
 He did seem to like black, didnt he? Jane mused, even as she gave in to further temptation and gently moved the brocade curtain to one side, the better to be able to see the Duke himself when he stepped down from the carriage.
 A groom had hopped nimbly down from the back to hold the door open for him, and for some inexplicable reason Janes heart seemed to have increased in tempo. In fact it was beating quite erratically, she noted frowningly. Just in anticipation of the sight of a Duke? Was her life really so dull?
 She gave a rueful smile as she acknowledged that it would indeed be exciting to at last see the much-talked of Duke of Stourbridge.
 Her breath caught in the slenderness of her throat as first a booted foot descended onto the lowered step, quickly followed by the ducking of a head as the Duke of Stourbridge stepped completely out of the carriage and then down onto the gravel driveway, straightening to take his hat from the waiting servant before lifting his haughty head to take in his surroundings.
 Goodness, he was tall, was Janes first breathless realisation. Quickly followed by the acknowledgement that, with hair the colour of mahogany shot through with streaks of gold, and those powerfully wide shoulders and athletically moulded body, he was also the most handsome man she had ever set eyes on. His features were severe, of course, as befitted a duke who looked to be in his thirtieth year at least, but there was such hard male beauty in that austerity that just to look at him took Janes breath away.
 In fact she did not seem able to stop looking at him.
 There was intelligence as well as arrogance in that wide brow, though the precise colour of his eyes was something of a mystery as he viewed his surroundings with unmistakable disdain, looking down his nose at the scene before him. The sculptured mouth had narrowed, and dark brows were rising in haughty surprise as he turned to see his hostess hurriedly descending the steps towards him, rather than waiting inside Markham Park for him to be formally announced.
 Your Grace! Lady Sulby swept him a low curtsey and received a haughtily measured inclination of that arrogant head in return. Such an honour, she fluttered. IBut where is your brother, Lord St Claire, Your Grace? Lady Sulbys voice had sharpened to an unbecoming shrill as she realised there was no one else inside the Dukes carriage.
 Jane could not discern the Dukes replycould only hear the deep rumble of his voice as he obviously made his hostess some sort of explanation for his solitary state.
 Oh, dear. Everything did not appear to be going to plan. Lady Sulbys plan, that was. And an already thwarted Lady Sulby was not to be displeased further by the delay of the delivery of the shawl she had requested Jane to bring to her almost ten minutes ago.
 Jane moved quickly down the hallway to Olivias room to collect the parasol before hurrying to the wide staircase with the required items, aware of the rumble of voices below as Sir Barnaby engaged his guest in conversation.
 Lady Sulby had previously expressed high hopes of Olivia making a favourable impression on the Dukes youngest brother, Lord Sebastian St Claire, and now that the young lord had failed to arrive Lady Sulby would no doubt be in one of the spiteful moods that usually had the servants running downstairs to the sanctuary of the kitchen at the first opportunity. Jane knew she wouldnt be allowed the same privilege until after she had helped Olivia change into her dress for dinner and styled her hair.
 When the family were at home Jane was usually allowed to dine with them in the evenings, but Lady Sulby had informed her only that morning that once their guests had arrived she would be expected to take her meals downstairs with the other servants.
 Which would not be any hardship at all, when Jane considered the few dresses she had in her wardrobe. None of them was in the least suitable for dining with a duke, she acknowledged ruefully as she hurried to the staircase. And if she could deliver the shawl and parasol while the Duke still engaged the attention of his host and hostess, then she would perhaps manage to avoid the rebuke Lady Sulby was otherwise sure to make concerning her tardiness.
 Jane could never afterwards explain how it happened. Why it happened. She was only aware that the staircase was no longer firm beneath her slippered feet, and that instead of hurrying down the staircase she instead found herself tumbling forwards.
 Or at least she would have tumbled if a pair of strong hands hadnt reached out and grasped her upper arms to halt her.
 She found herself instead falling forward into a hard, immovable object. A mans chest, Jane quickly realised, as she found her nose buried in the delicate folds of an impeccably tied, pristinely white necktie, her senses at once assailed by the smell of cologne and clean male flesh, both mingling with the faint smell of a cigar.
  The Duke of Stourbridges clean, male chest. The Duke of Stourbridges perfectly tied cravat too, Jane discovered seconds later, as she struggled to right herself and looked up into that aristocratically austere face and discovered that his eyesthose eyes whose colour she had been unable to discern earlier, as she had looked down at him from the window of Lady Sulbys bedroomwere of the strangest, most intense shade of gold. Not brown, not hazel, but pure, piercing gold, rimmed with a much darker brown that somehow gave him the appearance of a large bird of prey. The mesmerising appearance of a large, dangerous bird of prey
 Hawks mouth tightened at the unexpectedness of this physical assault. Having spent the last two days confined to his carriage, the comfort of which had nevertheless not been enough to prevent him from being rocked and bumped about on the sadly uneven roads, he wished only to be shown to his rooms and provided with hot water for a bath before he had to present himself downstairs, in order that he might be introduced to his fellow guests before they dined.
 The hostelries at which he had dined along the way, and the inn he had had perforce to stop at the previous night, had been far beneath his usual exacting standard. And minutes ago his hostess, until then a woman totally unknown to him, had shown such want of breeding as to almost accost him as he alighted from his carriage.
 Hawk had reflected long and hard as to the advisability of coming to Markham Park at all during the two days preceding his departure from London, as well as during the long, interminable hours it had taken to arrive here, and this latest incident of having one of the Sulby household servants actually throw herself into his arms only served to prove how correct had been his misgivings.
 I am so sorry, Your Grace. The maids voice was slightly breathless, her expression stricken as she glanced warily down into the hallway, where Sir Barnaby and Lady Sulby could still be seen and heard engaged in conversation with Lord and Lady Tillton. The other couple had arrived with their son Simon just as Hawk was being taken up to view his suite of rooms by the footman, who had now fallen discreetly back from this unexpected exchange.
 Hawks gaze narrowed and his mouth tightened as he detected a look of apprehension in the shadowed green eyes the maid turned back to him. He certainly wasnt accustomed to having anyone, least of all a servant, accost him in this way, but he realised now that the girl must have trippedthat as he had ascended the stairs he had merely been standing in the way of her tumbling unchecked to the hallway below. Certainly there was no need for her to look quite so apprehensive on his account.
 Although that glance down at Sir Barnaby and Lady Sulby seemed to imply that it was not his own displeasure this young girl feared
 Hawks mouth thinned even more at the realisation. He had always found Sir Barnaby to be a pleasant, even jovial companion on the few occasions they had dined together, so he could only assume that it was from Lady Sulby that the maid feared retribution for her ill-timed actions.
  I really am sorry, Your Grace. The young girl moved to pick something up from the stairs that she seemed to have dropped when they collided. IOh, I am so sorry, Your Grace! The girl gasped her dismay as she poked him in the stomach with the parasol she had just retrieved from the stair.
 Hawk drew in a sharp breath at this second unexpected attack, and wondered incredulously if the last few minutes were going to be indicative of this weeks stay in what he had discovered on the drive here was indeed a flat, uninteresting fenland, with little to recommend it.
 Including the delivery of letters. His own missive explaining that his brother Sebastian would be unable to attend after all had clearly not arrived, resulting in Hawk having to make Sebastians excuses verbally to his host and hostess.
 In light of the ill-bred behaviour of Lady Sulby on his arrival, and the fact that Olivia Sulby, when introduced, had all the indications of being exactly the type of simpering miss Hawk found irritatingly exhausting, he could not help but frown as he wondered if perhaps Sebastian had been privy to some insight about the Sulby household that he had not.
 Jane gave an inward groan as she saw the visible signs of the Dukes displeasure, sure that such an illustrious person was completely unaccustomed to being physically accosted in this way.
 Not only had she almost knocked him down the stairs, but now she had actually poked him in that flat, manly stomach with a parasol.
  None of which Lady Sulby or Olivia seemed to have witnessed, thank goodness, as they still conversed with the Tilltons in the hallway below. But it could only be a matter of time before one or both of them looked up and became aware of the debacle taking place on the staircase above them.
 Jane gave the patiently waiting footman a desperate look of pleading as he stood silent witness to the encounteralthough she had to look hastily away again when she thought she detected a glint of laughter in Johns otherwise deadpan expression.
 If you would come this way, Your Grace? I will show you to your rooms. John stepped sideways to allow the Duke to move around the obviously mortified Jane and so precede him up the wide staircase.
 Some of Janes tension eased, and she gave John a grateful smile as the Duke did exactly thatonly to once again find herself the focus of those all-seeing gold-coloured eyes as the Duke paused briefly and gave her one last narrow-eyed frowning glance.
 Her smile faded, and she clutched the parasol and shawl to her bosom as she found herself held mesmerised by that penetrating gaze for several long, heart-stopping seconds. He took in her appearance from red hair to slippered feet, before those thin, chiselled lips tightened once more and the Duke turned to continue his gracefully elegant way up the stairs.
 Jane breathed shakily as she found herself continuing to watch him, her breasts quickly rising and falling, her cheeks feeling uncomfortably hot, and her pulse racing as she stared at the broadness of the Dukes shoulders in that perfectly tailored jacket, admired the slight curl in the darkness of his fashionably styled hair
 For goodness sake, Jane. I said my shawl embroidered with the pink roses, not the yellow. Lady Sulby finally seemed to have seen her on the staircase. Really! She turned confidingly back to the Tilltons. I declare the girl does not understand even the simplest of instructions.
 Jane knew, as she turned to go back up the stairs and saw Olivias expression of derision, that she had understood Lady Sulbys instruction perfectlythat it was Lady Sulby who was being deliberately awkward. But it would serve no purpose to contradict Lady Sulby. Especially not in front of her guests.
 The blush intensified in Janes cheeks as she reached the top of the stairs and saw that the Duke had once again paused on his way to his rooms, on the gallery overlooking the hallway this time. His top lip was now curled back in cold disdain as he stood witness to Lady Sulbys waspish set down.
 Your Grace. Jane gave a polite inclination of her head as she approached, and then hurried past him down the hallway, knowing that the blush on her cheeks would clash horribly with her red curls, and that the unattractive freckles on her nose would be rendered more visible by her high colour.
 Not that it particularly mattered what the Duke of Stourbridge made of her. He was far, far above her precarious social station, and as such would have no further reason to even notice her existence.
  If, that was, for the rest of his stay Jane desisted from falling down the staircase into his arms or attacking him with a parasol!
 How could she have been so ungainly, so inelegant, so utterly without grace? Jane wondered as she sat down shakily on the side of Lady Sulbys four-poster bed, dropping the shawl and parasol on the bedcover beside her as she put both her hands against her hot and flustered cheeks. The Duke, as had been obvious from that last disdainful glance in her direction, had obviously been wondering the very same thing.
 Oh, this was dreadful. Too horrible for words. She just wanted to curl up in a ball of misery in the window-seat in her bedroom and not appear again until that beautiful black carriage, with its ducal crest and its illustrious guest inside, had rolled back down the driveway and disappeared to London, whence it came.
 Whatever are you doing, Jane? A stunned Lady Sulby came to an abrupt halt in the doorway to her bedchamber, and a guilt-stricken Jane rose from her sitting position on the side of her silk-covered bed.
 The older womans gaze moved critically about the room, a frown marring her brow as she saw the jewellery box on the dressing table. Jane had earlier intended returning it to the still open top drawer, but had totally forgotten to do in the excitement of the Dukes arrival.
 Have you been looking at my things? Lady Sulbys demand was sharp as she swiftly crossed the room to lift the lid of the jewellery box and check its contents.
  No, of course I have not. Jane was incredulous at the accusation.
 Are you sure? Lady Sulby glared.
 Perfectly sure. Jane nodded, stunned by her guardians suspicions. Clara must have left the box out earlier.
 Lady Sulby gave her another searching glare before replacing the jewellery box in the drawer and closing it abruptly. Where is my shawl, girl? And you have failed to bring Olivias parasol down to her, she added accusingly.
 Which I need if I am to accompany Lady Tillton and Simon Tillton into the rose garden. Olivia smiled smugly as she stood in the open doorway.
 Jane had not even noticed the younger girl until that moment, and avoided meeting Olivias triumphant gaze as she hurriedly handed her the parasol, her own thoughts still preoccupied with Lady Sulbys earlier sharpness concerning the jewellery box.
 Why would Lady Sulby even suspect her of doing such a thing? As far as Jane was aware the box contained only the few costly jewels owned by the Sulby family and several private papers, none of which was of the least interest to Jane.
 It really is too bad of Lord St Claire not to have accompanied His Grace after all, Lady Sulby murmured distractedly once Olivia had departed for her walk in the garden. Especially as it has caused me to rearrange all my dinner arrangements for this evening. Still, the influenza is the influenza. And I do believe that the Duke was rather taken with Olivia himself, she added with relish. Now, would that not be an advantageous match?
 Jane was sure that she was not expected to make any reply to this statementthat Lady Sulby was merely thinking out loud while she plotted and planned inside her calculating head.
 But Janes silence on the subject did not mean that she had no thoughts of her own on an imagined match between Olivia and the Duke of Stourbridge. Her main one being that it was ludicrous to even think that a man as haughtily arrogant as the Duke would ever be attracted to, let alone enticed into marriage with, the pretty but self-centred Olivia.
 Why are you still standing there, Jane? Lady Sulby demanded waspishly as she finally seemed to notice her again. Can you not see that my nerves are agitated? I shall probably have one of my headaches and be unable to attend my guests at all this evening!
 Would you like me to send for Clara? Jane offered lightly, knowing that Lady Sulbys maid, a middle-aged woman who had accompanied Gwendoline Simmons from her fathers home in Great Yarmouth when she had married Sir Barnaby twenty-five years ago, was the only one who could capably deal with Lady Sulby when she was beset by one of her headaches.
 A regular occurrence, as it happened, but usually relieved by a glass or two of Sir Barnabys best brandy. For medicinal purposes only, of course, Jane acknowledged with a rueful grimace.
 I do not know what you can possibly find to smile about, Jane. Lady Sulby threw herself down onto the chaise, her hand raised dramatically to her brow as the sun shone in through the window. You would be much better served returning to your room and changing for dinner. You know I cannot abide tardiness, Jane.
 Lady Sulbys comment on Jane changing for dinner caused her to frown. Did you not tell me earlier that I was to dine belowstairs this evening?
 Have you not been listening to a word I said, girl? Lady Sulbys voice had once again risen shrilly, and she glared across at Jane, not even her faded beauty visible in her displeasure. The Duke has arrived without his brother, leaving me with only thirteen to sit down to dinner. A possibility I cannot even contemplate. She shuddered. So you will have to join us. Which will make an imbalance of men to ladies. It will not do, of course, but it will have to suffice until our other guests arrive tomorrow.
 Janes own face had lost all colour as the full import of Lady Sulbys complaints became clear. You are saying, maam, that because Lord St Claire is indisposed you wish me to make up the numbers for dinner this evening?
 Yes, yesof course I am saying that. The older woman glared at her frowningly. Whatever is the matter with you, girl?
 Jane swallowed hard at the mere thought of finding herself seated at the same dinner table as the formidable Duke of Stourbridge, sure that after their disastrous meeting on the stairs earlier it was probably his fervent wish never to set eyes on her again!
  As Lady Sulby had already remarked, it really would not do.
 I am sure I do not have anything suitable to wear
 Nonsense, girl. A flush coloured Lady Sulbys plump and powdered cheeks as she bristled at this continued resistance to her new arrangements. What of that yellow gown of mine that Clara altered to fit you? That will do perfectly well, I am sure, Lady Sulby announced imperiously.
 Janes heart sank as she thought of the deep yellow gown that Lady Gwendoline had decided did not suit her after all, and which had been altered to fit Jane instead.
 I really would not feel comfortable amongst your titled guests
 I am not concerned with your comfort! Lady Sulbys face became even more flushed as her agitata-tion rose. You will do as you are told, Jane, and join us downstairs for dinner. Is that understood?
 Yes, Lady Sulby. Jane felt nauseous.
 Good. Now, send Clara to me. Lady Sulby lowered herself down onto the cushions once again, her eyes closing. And tell her I am in need of one of her physics, she added weakly, as Jane moved obediently to the door.
 Jane waited until she was outside in the hallway before giving in to the despair she felt just at the thought of going down to dinner wearing that horrible yellow gown. Of the arrogantly disdainful but devastatingly handsome Duke of Stourbridge seeing her in that bilious yellow gown.







    
 		 			Chapter Two
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 		Is this some new sort of party game? Or is it just that you are contemplating what singular delights you might have in store for me later this evening? Hawk mused derisively to the woman standinghiding?behind the potted plant at his side. Perhaps you intend spilling a glass of wine over me during dinner? Or maybe hot tea later in the evening would be more to your liking? Yes, I am sure that hot tea would cause much more discomfort than a mere glass of wine. That potted plant really is an insufficient hiding place, you know, Hawk added, when his quarry made no response to any of his mocking barbs.
His humour had not been improved when hed come downstairs to the drawing room some minutes ago, to meet and mingle with his fellow house guests before dinner. His bath water had been hot, but of insufficient quantity for his needs, and his valet, Dolton, was no happier with his present location than Hawk. In his agitation he had actually caused the Dukes chin to bleed whilst shaving him, an event that had never happened before in all his long service.
But Hawk had found his darkly brooding mood lightening somewhat a few minutes later when, while in polite conversation with Lady Ambridge, an elderly if outspoken lady he was long acquainted with, he had spotted what appeared to be an almost ghostly yellow being flitting from behind one oversized plant pot to another. He had assumed it was in an effort not to be noticed, but it had actually achieved the opposite.
It was testament to how bored Hawk already was by the conversation of his fellow guests that he had actually excused himself from Lady Ambridges company to stroll across the room and stand beside the plant at that moment hiding the elusive creature.
A single glance behind the terracotta pot had shown her to be the earlier perpetrator of the painful bump in his chest followed by the even more painful dig in his stomach with a parasol. Hawks surprise that she was not a maid after all but was obviously a fellow guest was completely overshadowed by the strangeness of her behaviour since entering the drawing room.
He was also, Hawk realised with not a little surprise, more than curious to know the reason for it. You may as well come out from behind there, you know, he advised, even as he continued to gaze disdainfully out at the room rather than at her, impeccable in his black evening clothes.
This time, at least, he did receive an agitated reply. I really would rather not!
Hawk felt compelled to point out the obvious. You are only drawing attention to yourself by not doing so.
I believe you are the one drawing attention to us both by talking to me! Her voice was sharp with indignation.
He probably was, Hawk acknowledged ruefully. The fact that he was the highest-ranking person in the room, and so obviously the biggest feather in Lady Gwendoline Sulbys social cap, also meant that he was attracting many sidelong glances from his fellow guests while they pretended to be in conversation with each other.
As the Duke of Stourbridge, he was used to such attention, of course, and had learnt over the years to ignore it. Obviously his quarry did not have that social advantage.
Perhaps if you were to explain to me why it is you feel the need to hide behind a succession of inadequate potted plants?
Would you just go away and leave me alone? If you please, Your Grace, she added with guilty breathlessness, as she obviously remembered exactly who she was talking to, and in what way.
For some inexplicable reason Hawk had the sudden urge to laugh.
And, as he rarely found occasion to smile nowadays, let alone laugh with a woman, he noted it with surprise. Women, those most predatory of beasts, as he had found during the ten years since he had inherited the title of Duke following the death of both his parents in a carriage accident, were no laughing matter.
He sighed. You really cannot hide away all evening, you know.
I can try!
Why would you want to? His curiosity was definitely piqued.
How can you possibly ask that?
His brows rose. Perhaps because it seems a reasonable question in the circumstances?
The gown, she answered tragically. Surely you have noticed the gown?
Well, yes, it would be difficult not to notice such a violent yellow creation, when all the older ladies present were wearing pastels and Miss Olivia Sulby virginal white. The colour really was most unbecoming with the vivid red of this girls hair, but
Please do go away, Your Grace!
I am afraid I really cannot.
Why not?
Hawk, having no intention of admitting to an interest he himself found unprecedented, chanced another glance at her. That gown was most unattractive against the red of her hair and the current flush to her cheeks, and the matching yellow ribbon threaded through those vibrant locks only added to the jarring discord.
Did your modiste not tell you how ill yellow would suit yourerparticular colouring when you ordered the gown?
It was not I who ordered the gown but Lady Sulby. She sounded irritated that he had not realised as much. I am sure that any modiste worthy of that name would have the good sense never to dress any of her red-haired patrons in yellow, giving the poor woman the appearance of a huge piece of fruit. Unappetising fruit, at that!
This time Hawk was totally unable to contain his short bark of laughter, causing the heads of those fellow guests closest to him to turn even more curious glances his way.
Jane, aware of the curious glances of the other Sulby guests, really did wish that the Duke would go away.
The gown, when she had put it on, had looked even worse than she had imagined it would, and the yellow ribbon Lady Sulby had provided to dress her hair only added to the calamity.
But Jane had known that Lady Sulby would only make her life more unbearable than usual if she did not go down to dinner as instructed, and so she really had had no choice but to don the hated gown and ribbon and enter the drawing roombefore trying to make herself as inconspicuous as possible by moving from the shelter of one potted plant to another, hoping that when she actually sat down at the dinner table the gown would not be as visible.
But she hadnt taken into account the unwanted curiosity and attention of the Duke of Stourbridge. And his laughter, at her expense, was doubly cruel in the circumstances.
You really should come out, you know, he drawled. I am sure that there cannot now be a person present who has not taken note of my conversation with a very colourful potted plant!
Janes mouth firmed as she accepted the truth of the Dukes words, knowing he had been the focus of all eyes for the last five minutes or so as he apparently engaged in conversationand laughterwith a huge pot of foliage. But it really was too bad of him to have drawn attention to her in this way when she had so wanted to just fade into the woodwork. Not an easy task, admittedly, when wearing this bilious-coloured gown, but she might just have succeeded until it was actually time to go in to dinner if not for the obvious attentions of the Duke of Stourbridge.
In the circumstances she had little choice but to acknowledge and comply with his advice, stepping out from behind the potted plant and then feeling indignant all over again as the Duke made no effort to hide the wince that appeared on his arrogantly handsome face as he slowly took in her appearancefrom the yellow ribbon adorning her red hair to the lacy frill draping over her slippers.
Dear, dear, it is worse even than I thought. He grimaced.
You are being most unkind, Your Grace. Her cheeks had become even redder in her indignation.
He gave an arrogant inclination of his head. I am afraid that I am.
Janes eyes widened at the admission. You do not even apologise for being so?
What would be the point? He shrugged those powerful shoulders in the black, expertly tailored evening jacket that somehow emphasised the width of his shoulders and the lean power of his body. I am afraid you also have me at something of a disadvantage?
Jane drew in an agitated breath. On the contrary, Your Grace. I am sure that any disadvantage must be mine!
Hawks gaze was drawn briefly to the swelling of creamy breasts against the low bodice of her gownenticingly full breasts, considering her otherwise slender appearancebefore his narrowed gaze returned to her face. Like her colouring and her figure, it was not fashionably pretty. But the deep green of her eyes, surrounded by thick, dark lashes, was nonetheless arresting. Her nose was small, and covered lightly with the freckles that might be expected with such vibrant colouring, and her mouth was perhaps a little too widealthough the lips were full and sensuous above a pointedly determined chin.
No, he acknowledged, she did not possess the sweetly blonde beauty that was currently fashionablethe same sweetly blonde beauty he found so unappealing in Olivia Sulby!but this young ladys colouring and bone structure were such that she would remain beautiful even in much older years.
All of which Hawk noted in a matter of seconds, which was surprising in itself.
Women, to the Duke of Stourbridge, had become merely a conveniencesomething to be enjoyed during the few hours of leisure that he allowed himself away from his ducal duties.
His alliance with the Countess of Morefield had been brief and physically unsatisfactory, and had only served to convince Hawk that the demands a mistress made on his time were invariably unworthy of the effort expended in acquiring that mistress.
Surprisingly, Hawk recognised that this young womanfor she was much younger than the women he usually took as mistressif dressed and coiffured properly, could, in the right circumstances, be worthy of his attention.
Except that he still had no idea who or what she was. She was several years older than those simpering misses of which Olivia Sulby was such a prime example. But, from the way Lady Sulby had spoken to her earlier, she did appear to be part of the Sulby household. Although in what capacity Hawk could not guess. Olivia Sulby, as he already knew, was an only child, so this interestingly forthright creature could not be Sir Barnabys daughter.
Perhaps Lady Sulbys daughter from a previous marriage? His hostess had certainly spoken to her sharply enough for such a relationship to exist, although Hawk could see absolutely no resemblance between the plump, faded beauty of Lady Sulby and the strikingly beautiful redhead standing before him.
But if she was a young, unmarried lady of quality Hawk knew he could not take her as mistressno matter what his unexpected interest. That he had even been thinking of doing so was reason enough for him to maintain a distance between them. And sooner rather than later.
Before he could effect a gracious withdrawal, a flustered and obviously disapproving Lady Sulby bustled over to join them. I see you have met my husbands ward, Jane Smith, Your Grace. Dear Jane came to us from a distant relative of Sir Barnabys. An impoverished parson of a country parish, she added dismissively, shooting a censorious glance at the object of her monologue, a hard glitter in her eyes. You look very well in that gown, Jane.
Hawks brows rose at the insincerity behind the compliment even as he shared a look of sceptisism with the young lady he now knew as Jane Smith. Jane Smith? The blandness of the name did not suit this vibrant young woman in the least.
Miss Smith. He bowed formally. Might I be permitted to escort Sir Barnabys ward in to dinner, Lady Sulby? he offered, as the dinner bell sounded.
As hostess, Lady Sulby naturally would have expected this privilege to be her own, for some inexplicable reasondespite his earlier decision to distance himself from Jane SmithHawk now felt a need to thwart his hostess.
Maybe because she haddeliberately?drawn attention to the gown that was making Jane so unhappy. Or maybe because of the way she had spoken so condescendingly of Janes impoverished father. Whatever the reason, Hawk found himself unwilling to suffer Lady Sulbys singularly ingratiating attentions even for the short time it would take to escort her to the dining room.
Although the stricken look on Jane Smiths face as she became the open focus of the angrily hard glitter of Lady Sulbys gaze told him that it had perhaps been unwise on his part to show such a preference.
A realisation that was immediately confirmed by Jane Smith. Really, Your Grace, you must not.
Hawk gave her a hard, searching glance, noting the slight pallor to her cheeks and the look almost of desperation now in those deep green eyes. Jane Smith, unlike almost every other woman of Hawks acquaintance, most definitely did not want the Duke of Stourbridge to single her out for such attention. In fact, those green eyes were silently pleading with him not to do so.
In that caseLady Sulby? He held out his arm, the polite smile on his lips not reaching the icy hardness of his eyes.
His hostess seemed almost to have to drag her attention away from Jane Smith before turning an ingratiating smile in his general direction. Certainly, Your Grace. She placed her possessively grasping hand on his arm before sweeping regally through the room ahead of her other guests.
Jane stood back and watched them, her heart beating erratically in her chest, having easily recognised the look of promised retribution in Lady Sulbys gaze before she had turned and graciously accepted the Dukes arm.
Why had the Duke offered to escort Jane in to dinner? He of all people had to know that as the Sulbys principal titled guest, etiquette demanded that he escort Lady Sulby. To do anything else would cause something of a sensation.
But, oh, how Jane wished she could have accepted. Howdespite the cruelty of his laughter at her expenseshe would have loved to be the one who was swept regally from the room on the arm of the aristocratic Duke of Stourbridge. He was so haughtily attractive, so powerfully immediate, that Jane had no doubt those austere and yet mesmerising features would appear in her dreams later tonight.
What do you mean by making such a spectacle of yourself, Jane? Olivia had appeared at her side, her fan raised so that her acerbic tone and disdainful expression could not to be observed by the other guests as they prepared to follow Lady Sulby and the Duke through to the dining room. Mama is going to be absolutely furious with you for deliberately attracting the Dukes attention in that way.
Jane gasped at the unfairness of the accusation. But I did nothing to
Do not lie, Jane. We all saw you making a fool of yourself by openly flirting with the man in that shameless way. Olivia glared, the tightness of her mouth giving her a look very much like her mothers at that moment. Mama is going to be very angry if your behaviour has caused the Duke any embarassment, she told Jane warningly. That gown looks absolutely horrid on you, by the way, she added cuttingly, before walking away to smilingly take the arm of the waiting Anthony Ambridge, the elegible grandson of Lady Ambridge.
Dinner was, as Jane could have predicted, an absolutely miserable time for her. Lord Tillton sat to the left of her, and constantly tried to put his hand on her thigh until she put a stop to it by digging her nails into his wrist, and a deaf and elderly woman sat the to her right, talking in a monologue that thankfully required no response on Janes partbecause she was sure she would not have heard her even if she had attempted a reply.
To make matters worse, the Duke, on Lady Sulbys right, with Olivia seated next to himtwo blonde sentinels guarding a much valued prizeproceeded to ignore Jane completely and so succeeded in increasing her misery.
By the time Lady Sulby signalled for the ladies to retire and leave the men to their brandy Janes head was pounding. She longed for nothing more than to escape to her room, where she might at last take the pins from her hair before bathing her heated brow and hopefully alleviating the painful throbbing at her temples. After Olivias earlier comments it would merely be postponing the inevitable confrontation with Lady Sulby, of course, but Jane hoped that even a short delay might be advantageous.
I think you are being very wise, Jane. Lady Sulby, talking to Lady Tillton in the drawing room, paused and gave a terse inclination of her head when Jane asked to be excused because of a headache. In fact, I think it would be beneficial to everyone if you were to keep to your room until we can be sure that you are not the carrier of anything infectious.
Janes face whitened at the deliberate insultdid it promise retribution?before turning to lift the hem of her gown and almost run from the room.
That you are not the carrier of anything infectious.
Lady Sulby could not have told Jane any more clearly that she considered Janes very presence to be a dangerous source of infection to her guestsbut no doubt especially where the Duke of Stourbridge was concerned!
 		   

 		Hawk was sure he had never spent an evening of such boredom in his entire life, knowing after only two minutes in the company of Lady Sulby and the vacuously self-centred Olivia that the older lady was everything he disliked, in that she was a gossipy small-minded, social-climbing woman, with not a kind word to say for anyone or anything, and that in twenty years or soif not sooner!her daughter would be exactly like her.
But the dinner fare, unlike the company he had been forced to endure, had been surprisingly excellent, with each course seeming to outdo the last, to such a degree that Hawk had wondered if, before taking his leave at the end of the week, he might not be able to persuade the Sulbys cook into joining one of his own households.
And of course there had been that strangely memorable incident with Jane Smith earlier. Although, with hindsight, Hawk had decided that even there he had been unwisethat the eligible Duke of Stourbridge should not have engaged a young unmarried lady to whom he had not even been formally introduced at the time in conversation of any kind. The fact that she was, despite Lady Gwendolines obvious sharpness to her, Sir Barnabys ward, meant that no doubt she had ambitions of her own concerning advantageous marriage.
His wariness had been confirmed when he had observed her from between narrowed lids for several minutes at the start of dinner. She had proceded to flirt outrageously with James Tilltona man Hawk knew to keep two mistresses already, in different areas of Londonconstantly turning in his direction whilst completely ignoring the poor woman seated at her other side, as shed gallantly attempted to engage her in conversation.
What do you think, Stourbridge?
He turned his attention to the other gentlemen seated around the table, partaking of the surprisingly excellent brandy. I agree with you entirely, Ambridge. He answered the elderly gentlemanhe believed was the matter of horsefleshbefore moving languidly to his feet, carrying his glass of brandy with him. If you will excuse me, gentlemen? I believe I will partake of some of this brisk Norfolk air our hostess was in such raptures about earlier. He strolled across the room to open one of the French doors before stepping outside onto the moonlit terrace, relieved to step out of the room and away from the banality of the conversation.
How was he possibly to stand another six days of this? Hawk asked himself wearily. Perhaps he could arrange for Sebastian to have a relapse, and so excuse himself on the pretext of brotherly concern? Such a course presented the problem of arranging to have a letter delivered to himself, of course, but surely that was preferable to the prospect of dying of boredom before the week was out?
Although there really was something to be said for the bracing Norfolk air, he discovered, as he drew in a deep breath and felt his head immediately begin to clear. Perhaps he would consider an estate in Norfolk, after all. Just not this one.
Having now met and spent time in the company of Olivia Sulby, his marital plans regarding that young lady and his brother Sebastian were definitely cancelled. For one thing he loved his youngest brother far too much to inflict that simpering chit on Sebastian and the rest of the St Claire family, let alone her social-climbing mother. It really
Hawks attention had been caught, and held, by a movement to the left of the moon-dappled gardena slight deviation in the shadows beside the tall hedge that told him he was no longer alone in his enjoyment of the bracing air. He had been joined by a fox, perhaps. Or maybe a badger.
But, no, the moving shadow was too tall to be either of those nocturnal animals. The intruder into his solitude was definitely of the two-legged variety, and it moved purposefully along the hedge towards the gate that Dolton, a dedicated city-dweller, had shudderingly informed his employer earlier led down to a beach and the open sea.
It was a man, then. Or perhaps a woman. On her way to some romantic tryst, maybe? Or could it be something slightly more serious, such as smuggling? Hawk believed that it was still as rife here in Norfolk as it was reputed to be in Cornwall.
While actively fulfilling his role as a justice of the peace in Gloucestershire, Hawk did not consider it any of his businessbut his attention sharpened as the breeze gusted strongly, lifting the dark shielding cloak that encompassed the prowler and revealing something much lighter in colour worn beneath.
Such as a gown of vivid yellow?
Could that possibly be Jane Smith moving stealthily away from the house in the direction of the beach? And, if so, for what purpose?
Hawk told himself again that it was none of his business what Jane Smith did. She was the unmarried ward of Sir Barnaby, and Hawk would be well advised to keep well away from her for the remainder of his visit here, or risk finding himself manoeuvred into the parsons mousetrapa fate he had no intention of succumbing to until he had seen all of his siblings happily settled, and certainly not with the impoverished ward of a minor peer. When the time came Hawk fully intended marrying a woman of suitable breedingone who would quietly and efficiently provide the heirs necessary for the Duke of Stourbridge but would make no other demands upon his time or his emotions.
To deliberately seek out Jane Smith, a young woman who had already caused him to act completely out of character earlier this evening, would be decidedly unwise. He would be better served by rejoining the other gentlemen and forgetting even the existence of Jane Smith.
But the impulsemadness?which had afflicted him earlier, when his curiosity had first been piqued enough to engage Jane Smith in conversation, did not seem to have dissipated, and rather than rejoining the gentlemen inside the house Hawk instead found himself placing his brandy glass down on the balustrade and moving down the steps into the garden, with the sole intention of following to see exactly where Jane Smith was going alone so late at night.
And why.
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