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Prologue

December 26, 1763

Rothgar Abbey, England
On this, the day after Christmas, the great hall of Rothgar Abbey was merry with holly, ivy, and mistletoe, all tied up with festive ribbons. The massive Yule log burned in the hearth, and spiced oranges scented the air.
The Marquess of Rothgar had invited many of his family to his home this Christmastide, and this chamber had been the heart of the celebrations. Now, however, the guests were drawn to a very different sort of entertainment.
Scandal.
The Dowager Marchioness of Ashart, short, plump, and ferocious, had just stormed into the house. She had brushed aside the welcome of one grandson, the Marquess of Rothgar, and commanded her other grandson, the Marquess of Ashart, to leave this hated roof immediately.
No one was surprised at that. The Trayce family, headed by Lord Ashart, had been at daggers drawn with the Mallorens, headed by Rothgar, for a generation. All of the guests had been astonished that Ashart had attended the gathering, and no one was surprised by the dowager’s outrage. But how could he respond to being ordered around like a puppy? All eyes turned to the handsome, dark-haired young man who was notorious for his temper.
“Why not stay?” Ashart asked the dowager with remarkable mildness. “There are family matters to discuss.”
“I wouldn’t stay in this house if it were the last one in England!” she snapped.
He shrugged. “Then allow me to present to you the lady who is to be my bride—Miss Genova Smith.”
Not a few of the guests gasped, while others began to compose in their minds letters to friends describing the shocking announcement. Ashart, to marry his great-aunts’ companion!
“What?” screeched the dowager, turning red as a holly berry. Then she looked around with furious eyes. “I heard the Myddleton chit was here. Where is she?”
All eyes turned to a straight-shouldered young woman in a green striped gown whose cheeks suddenly flushed with red. The color didn’t become her and she was no beauty to begin with. Her hair was an ordinary brown, her eyes blue, and her lips too thin for fashion. At the moment those lips were tight with anger.
Damaris Myddleton hated being the center of attention, but she’d been watching the scene in horrified fascination and growing fury. Ashart was hers.
When she’d discovered she was rich she’d determined on making a grand marriage. She’d had her trustees draw up a list of the neediest young, titled gentlemen in England. She’d studied it carefully and picked the Marquess of Ashart.
Since then, she’d visited his country seat and been approved by the dowager. Her trustees were even now negotiating with Ashart’s lawyers, drawing up marriage settlements. It was all settled barring the formal proposal and the signatures. He couldn’t marry someone else! He needed her money, and he was her key to her acceptance into the world of the aristocracy.
What should she do? Her instinct was to shrink away from so many unfriendly eyes but she would not be a coward. She stepped forward and curtsied to the old lady. “I’m glad you’ve arrived, Lady Ashart. I haven’t known what to do. As you know, Ashart is already promised to me.”
Silence fell, and it was as if a chilly draft brushed Damaris’s neck—a faint warning that perhaps she’d just made a terrible mistake. She glanced around, painfully aware of being an outsider. She had no blood connection to the Mallorens, and was here only because her guardian was Lord Henry Malloren. She came from a simple family and she didn’t know the rules of this world. Had she broken an important one?
Part of her wanted to run away and hide. But she would not—could not—let Genova Smith steal Ashart from under her nose!
Beautiful, blond Miss Smith broke the tense silence. “You must be mistaken, Miss Myddleton.”
“Of course she is,” Ash snapped.
That brought hot, angry blood to Damaris’s face and fire to her courage. “How could I be mistaken about that?” She swung to the dowager. “Is it not true?”
It seemed as if all the listeners held their breaths.
Lady Ashart fixed cold eyes on her grandson. “Yes,” she said. “It is.”
Damaris swung triumphantly to the marquess, but before she could demand an apology, Miss Smith reacted.
“You rancid fish!” she yelled at him. “Scum on the sewer of life!” Then she ran into the breakfast room and returned to throw food at him.
Damaris watched, as aghast as everyone else, but inclined to cheer Miss Smith on. She’d like to hurl some stewed fruit at the wretch herself.
But then Ashart went onto one knee, stained, messy, but still gorgeous. “Sweet Genni, forgiving Genni, redoubtable Genni. Marry me? I love you, Genni, I adore you—”
“No!” Damaris screamed, her voice clashing with the dowager’s bellow of “Ashart!”
Damaris ran forward in a rage, but strong hands snared her from behind. “Don’t,” a man said softly in her ear. “You’ll only make it worse.”
Fitzroger. Ashart’s friend, who’d pestered her over the past days, preventing her from staying as close to Ashart as she’d wished. And look what had come of it! She struggled but was relentlessly drawn back out of the crowd, farther away from Ashart.
Then she heard Genova Smith say, “Yes, Ash, beloved, I’ll marry you.”
“No!” Damaris screamed. “He’s mine!”
A hand came over her mouth, and then another pressed at her neck.
Everything went black.
 
Damaris came to her swimming senses to realize that she was being carried upstairs. Carried by Fitzroger. She couldn’t find the will to protest, for behind her she heard chatter and laughter.
Oh, God. She’d lost Ashart! But worse than that, everyone was laughing at her. She’d mortified herself in front of the people she’d tried so hard to impress, among whom she’d hoped to belong. Now they were laughing at that silly Miss Myddleton who thought her wealth could buy her a place among them. Miss Myddleton, daughter and heiress of a man who, after all, had been little better than a pirate.
She was placed on her bed and could hear her maid Maisie’s anxious, questioning voice. She kept her eyes closed, as if that might change everything, make everything right. Someone raised her and put a glass to her lips. She recognized the smell. Laudanum. She hated opium and its lingering effects, but she swallowed it gratefully. She only wished it had the power to wipe away the past hour and let her react with more dignity.
The curtains were drawn around the bed. Voices became dim whispers. As she waited for the drug to take effect, Damaris’s mind whirled around and around disaster.
She could not bear to face any of those people again.
Who was she, after all? For the first twenty years of her life she’d known no finer home than Birch House, Worksop. It was an adequate house for a gentleman physician like her grandfather, but nothing compared to Rothgar Abbey or even Ashart’s decrepit seat, Cheynings.
Until a year ago, in fact, she’d lived in genteel poverty, for within months of marrying her mother, her father had gone adventuring and the little he’d sent home had not allowed for luxuries. Or so Damaris had been told. She and her mother had made all their own clothes and mended them again and again. Food had been of the simplest, much of it grown in their garden. They’d had servants, but clumsy young ones, because as soon as they were trained, they left for higher wages.
But upon her mother’s death, Damaris had learned the truth. Her father had become extremely wealthy, and he’d left nearly all his fortune to her. He had even arranged for a remarkable guardian if both he and her mother died while she was young. That guardian was Lord Henry Malloren, the elderly uncle of the great Marquess of Rothgar.
That was why Damaris was at Rothgar Abbey. Lord Henry and his wife had wanted to attend and they’d had no choice but to bring their unwelcome responsibility—Damaris—with them.
Damaris had been delighted to escape Lord Henry’s dull home and to have an opportunity to learn more about the glittering aristocratic world which would soon be her own when she became Marchioness of Ashart.
How had she ever thought to reach so high?
She should have known that a person didn’t change because of fine clothes and magnificent jewels. Covering a dung heap with silk, they called it in Worksop.
She didn’t truly belong here, and she couldn’t bear to face their sniggering tomorrow. As darkness gathered in her mind, she knew she would have to leave.


Chapter 1

At crack of dawn the next day a coach sped away from Rothgar Abbey as fast as the overnight snow would allow. Inside, Damaris prayed that they’d not be caught in a drift. Briggs, her guardian’s coachman, had dourly predicted that they’d not get far, and if they did it would snow again and stop the journey, but she’d poured out guineas until he agreed.
Being one of the richest women in England had to be useful for something.
What if she was pursued? The crunch of her coach wheels and the pounding of the horses’ hooves blocked any sound of pursuit—or perhaps she was deafened by the pounding of her own frantic heart.
“It’ll come to disaster; I know it will,” Maisie prophesied, for perhaps the twentieth time. Twenty-five-year-old Maisie was plump, plain, and generally merry, but today every line of her round face curved downward. “How’re we going to get all the way back home without being caught, miss?”
Damaris would have screamed at her except that Maisie could be the only friend she had left in the world. “I told you. We only need to reach the London road and buy tickets north. I’m twenty-one. The Mallorens can’t drag me off a public stage.”
Maisie’s grim silence said, I wish I were sure of that.
Damaris felt the same doubt. The Mallorens seemed to be a law unto themselves, and her guardian, Lord Henry, was a tyrant.
Perhaps they wouldn’t care. Perhaps they’d be glad to see the back of her.
The coach swayed as it turned out of the park of the abbey. It was probably irrational, but she felt relief at no longer being on Malloren property.
She began to look ahead. She would switch to a public coach at Farnham, then in London buy tickets north. Once back at Birch House…Her vision ended there. She had no idea what she’d do then. She’d probably be back in poverty, because her father’s will allowed her guardian to withhold her money if she didn’t live where he said and do as she was told. She would hate it, but she could survive with little. And it would be only until she was twenty-four—
Movement in the corner of her eye made her whirl to her right.
A rider thundered by her window. Fine horse. Fine rider. Wild blond hair flying in the wind.
Fitzroger?
No!
He cut off her coach. It shuddered to a halt and the coachman said, “Trouble, sir?”
The reply came in that crisp, cool voice that had tormented her for days. “I need a word with Miss Myddleton.”
Maisie moaned. Damaris wanted to. Instead of a means of escape, the coach now felt like a trap.
Fitzroger rode to the window and looked in. He was always plainly dressed, but now he looked the very picture of a vagabond. His blond hair curled loose about his shoulders, his shirt lay open at the neck, and he wore no waistcoat beneath his plain blue jacket. He was as good as undressed!
His ice-blue eyes seemed…what? Exasperated? What right did Ashart’s penniless friend have to be exasperated with her?
Damaris let down the window, but only to lean out and call, “Drive on, Briggs!” Cold air cut at her. Briggs, plague take him, didn’t obey.
Fitzroger grasped the edge of the window frame with his bare hand. He couldn’t hold back the coach by brute force, but that commanding hand unnerved her, preventing her from raising the glass between them.
Bare hand. Bare neck. Bare head.
She hoped he froze to death. “What do you want, sir?”
“But a moment of your time, Miss Myddleton.”
He released the coach and swung off the horse, calling for the groom to come down and take the animal. That snapped Damaris back to action. She leaned out farther and yelled, “Drive on, you spineless varlet!”
She could have saved her frozen breath. Despite the extortionate bribe she’d paid him, Briggs was abandoning her at the first challenge. If she knew how to drive, she’d climb up on the box and take the reins herself.
The wide-eyed young groom, in his frieze coat, gloves, and hat, appeared outside the window and took charge of the horse. Fitzroger opened the door, smiling—but at Maisie, not Damaris. “Return to the house behind the groom. I’ll bring your mistress back shortly.”
“No, he won’t. Maisie, do not dare to obey him!”
Maisie, the traitor, scrambled toward the door. Damaris grabbed her skirt to stop her. Fitzroger chopped sharply at her hand, shocking it open, and pulled Maisie free.
Damaris gaped at him, her hand still tingling. “How dare you.”
She reached for the door to slam it, but the man leaped into the coach and closed it himself. He took the seat opposite her and addressed the groom through the open window. “Take the maid up to the house, and keep quiet about this.”
“Aye, sir.”
Pure fury blazed through Damaris, and she reached for the holstered pistol by her seat. She knew nothing of guns, but surely one had only to point one and pull the trigger.
A strong hand closed over hers. He said nothing, but she was suddenly unable to move, frozen by his bare hand controlling hers and his cool, steady eyes.
She pulled free and sat back, tucking her hands back in her muff and directing her eyes to a spot behind his head. “Whatever you have to say, Mr. Fitzroger, say it and be gone.”
He leaned out of the window. “Walk the horses, coachman, and you might as well turn them.”
Back toward the house. She wouldn’t return—she couldn’t—but right now she didn’t see how to prevent it. Tears choked her, but she swallowed them. It would be the final straw to cry.
He raised the window, cutting off the bitter winter air, but trapping her in this enclosed space with him. Their legs could hardly avoid contact, and she could almost feel his heat.
“You don’t really want to run away, you know.”
She responded to that with silence.
“I’m impressed that you persuaded Lord Henry’s servants to carry you away. How did you manage that?”
“Guineas,” she said flatly, “which I have in abundance, and you, sir, significantly lack.”
“Whereas I have understanding of this world in abundance, which you, Miss Myddleton, significantly lack.”
She fired a look at him. “Then you understand that I am ruined.”
“No, but this mad flight might do it.”
She looked away again, out at the bleak scene. “I won’t be here to find out.”
But how did she escape? Fitzroger looked impervious to reason or tears. Despite his obvious poverty, she didn’t think he could be bribed.
“You have a fighting spirit,” he said, “but a fighter needs to understand the terrain. Running away won’t help, because you’ll have to meet all those people again one day. Unless you intend to live like a hermit.”
When in doubt, attack. “It’s Ashart who should be ashamed. He was supposed to marry me. You know he was.”
“He was supposed to marry your money.”
It hurt to have the truth stated so bluntly, but Damaris met his eyes. “A fair bargain. My wealth for his title. He’ll not survive without it.”
“A penny saved is a penny earned.”
She let out a bitter laugh. “He’s planning economy? Ashart? He of the diamond buttons and the splendid horses?”
“A point, I grant you, but what’s done is done. It is your future that matters now.”
She suddenly wondered if she saw the reason for this interference. Fitzroger was a mystery to her, but he was clearly poor. He survived as unpaid companion to Ashart.
“I’ll not trade my fortune for less, sir, if that is your plan.”
If the truth hurt him, he hid it well. “I wouldn’t aspire so far above my station. Think of me as Sir Galahad, Miss Myddleton, riding to the maiden’s rescue from pure and noble motives.”
“I don’t need rescue. I need only to be allowed to go on my way.”
He looked as if he might shake her, but then he relaxed, stretching out his long legs so they brushed her wide skirts. She almost shifted away but stopped herself in time.
“I embarrassed myself once,” he said. “I was fifteen, a freshly minted ensign, proud of my uniform but certain that everyone knew I was a lad pretending to be a soldier. I was hurrying across the busy barracks square one day and stepped back to make way for one of the officers’ wives. Alas, I hooked up the skirts of another with my sword. It tangled with some ribbon or some such and I couldn’t pull it free, so I turned, which made matters worse. Her legs were exposed up beyond the knees, and she was shrieking at me to stop. I was sweating and desperate. I tried to back away. Something ripped…. I was certain that no one would ever forget it. I’d have taken ship to the Indies if I could. But after some teasing, it ceased to matter.”
She could imagine all too well, and felt some sympathy, but said, “It’s hardly the same.”
“True. My misfortune was pure accident, whereas yours is to some extent willful. You wanted the prize you’d picked out, and if I hadn’t stopped you yesterday—”
“Stopped me! I still have the bruises.” But the whole horrible event rushed back to her as if it were happening right then. She leaned forward in desperation, pulling her hands from her muff to beg. “Please let me go. Please! I’m going to my old home. I’ll be safe.”
He took her hands. She tried to tug free, but strength seemed to have deserted her, and her vision was blurred by tears.
“Flee and your bad behavior will be fixed in people’s minds. Return, seem in good spirits, and everyone will doubt their own memory of events.”
She blinked, trying to read truth or error in his face. “Every detail must be etched in their minds.”
“Every detail is etched in yours, as my sword misadventure was etched in mine. In the minds of others, it’s merely part of a tumult of fascinating drama, and for the most part you were the injured party. We can return you to that, to the point where people sympathize.”
She snatched her hands free. “With a pitiable creature, jilted because all her jewels and riches couldn’t compensate for a plain face, awkward manners, and inferior birth.”
She froze, unable to believe that she’d just exposed her secret shame to this man; then she covered her face with a hand.
He swung over to sit beside her and gently tugged her hand down. “Begging for compliments, Miss Myddleton?”
Damaris had to look at him, but she could hardly think with his body suddenly so close in the confinement of the coach seat. She’d lived most of her life in a world without men, without their effect at close quarters. Now this man pressed against her at leg and arm, and his strong, warm hand enfolded hers.
“You can’t compete with Genova Smith in beauty,” he said. “Few can. But plain, no. And I’ve seen nothing amiss with your manners except when strain over Ashart rode you. Come back with me. I promise to stand by you, to make sure everything turns out as you would wish.”
His tone as much as his words shivered along her nerves, weakening her will. Was it possible?
“How can I? What will I have to do?”
“Face them and smile.”
Damaris’s mouth dried, but she recognized the second chance she’d prayed for in the night. She wasn’t sure it was possible to regain her foothold here, but she had to take the opportunity if only to prove to herself that she wasn’t a coward as well as a fool.
Logic didn’t defeat fear, however, and she had to fight a tight throat to speak. “Very well, I’ll return and put on a glad face. But I hold you to your promise. You will stand by me?”
His smile was remarkably sweet. “I will.”
He had to have an eye on her fortune—no other reason explained his apparent kindness. “Before you go any further, Mr. Fitzroger, please understand that while I appreciate your help, I will never, ever offer you my hand and fortune.”
“Damaris, not every man who does you a service will be after your money.”
“Are you claiming to have no desire to marry riches? I cannot believe that.”
He shrugged. “I’d take your fortune if you offered it, but you won’t do anything so foolish, will you?”
“No.”
“Then we know where we stand.”
How could he tie her in knots by agreeing with her?
“Lord Henry is taking you to London for the winter season, isn’t he? You’ll have your pick of the titled blooms there. A duke, even. Think of it. As a duchess, you’ll outrank Genova, Marchioness of Ashart.”
He seemed to see right into her petty soul, but she couldn’t deny the appeal of that. That list of the needy, titled gentlemen had included a duke—the Duke of Bridgewater. She’d passed over him because he’d sounded dull, but high rank had its charms.
“What are you plotting now?” he asked in lazy amusement. “You make me nervous.”
“I wish that were true.”
“Any sensible man gets nervous when confronted with an inexperienced lady weaving plots.”
“Inexperienced?” she objected, but in truth she could hardly claim otherwise.
“Very. Are you experienced enough, for example, to choose your husband wisely?”
“Are you offering to guide me?”
At that moment, perhaps from some reaction of his, she recognized that she’d spoken flirtatiously. She would have said that she didn’t know how to flirt, but she was doing so, and it shook her.
If she were going to flirt, it should never be with this man. If she’d asked her trustees to draw up a list of the least suitable men she might meet in polite society, Octavius Fitzroger would have been near the top of it.
Octavius was the name given to an eighth child, so he came from a large and probably impoverished family. He was without employment, seemed to enjoy idleness, and she’d heard rumors at Rothgar Abbey about some dark scandal in his past. She’d been too intent on pursuing Ashart to find out more, but she knew some of the guests were surprised, even shocked, that he’d been allowed in the house.
All the same, when he took her hand and raised it to his lips, when he murmured, “I could be your guide in many things…” Damaris’s grasp on common sense faltered.
He’s kissing your hand, nothing more, she told her misty mind, but it didn’t help. Her heart pounded, and moisture gathered in her mouth, forcing her to swallow or drool. When he leaned closer she recovered enough to put a hand on his chest. “No, sir!”
“Are you sure?”
No. His body felt like fire beneath her palm, for only his shirt covered his hard chest. If she slid her hand higher, her fingers would touch naked skin at the base of his throat….
“Practice,” he murmured, “leads to perfection.”
“Practice?” she squeaked. “At what?”
“Flirtation.” He raised a hand and brushed his knuckles down her slack jaw. “If you’re happily flirting with me, no one will be able to believe that you’re still pining for Ashart, will they?”
“Why would I ever choose you over him?” The question was rude, but the desperate truth.
His eyes danced with wickedness. “For Christmastide amusement. You’re a wealthy young woman who is soon going to London to marry well, but for the moment you amuse yourself with me.”
They were fixed in place, he stroking her jaw, she holding him off. It created a strange illusion of being within a magical circle, one she didn’t want to break.
“Very well,” she said, but clung to reason. She pushed at his chest and said, “There’s no need to embrace here.”
Her push achieved nothing but to press her hand harder against his heat and make breathing more difficult.
“No kiss as a reward, fair lady?” His fingers brushed between the fur lining of her hood and the skin of her neck. “Chinchilla,” he murmured, making the word sound like a whisper of sin.
Oh, he was wicked, and she should push harder, even scream for help, but she wanted his kiss. Her mouth tingled for it.
“Just a kiss,” he said softly. “Nothing more, I promise.”
He dislodged her hand that was still feebly trying to hold him off and took her into his arms. She couldn’t remember ever being touched like this before, with such tender power.
Resist, resist!
He caught any protest in a kiss.
She was helpless, but his embrace felt not at all forceful, except as a force of nature. Thought evaporated, and Damaris let him tilt her head so he could deepen the kiss, then let him crush her to his strong, hard body, enfold her, protect her.
His lips freed hers. Damaris opened stunned eyes to look into his. Silver blue around endless dark. But he looked insufferably pleased with himself.
She gripped his hair. His eyes widened. Good. Before he could resist, she pushed him back against the side of the coach and kissed him as thoroughly as he’d kissed her. She’d never done such a thing before, but let instinct rule as she whirled with him back into the storm.
When she broke the kiss to pant for breath, she realized she was straddling him. Her breasts ached, and she pressed them against him, returning stinging lips to his again and again and again—
He twisted away. “Damaris, we have to stop!”
“No.”
“Yes.”
Then she heard what he’d heard.
Gravel. They were nearing the stables!
She was back at Rothgar Abbey, and tangled in disaster again.
What had she been thinking?
She’d not been thinking at all. She’d been overtaken by a force as fierce as the panic that had driven her into flight. Heaven alone knew what would have happened if they’d not had to stop. As the coach rattled into the stable yard of Rothgar Abbey she stole one quick glance at him.
Her look clashed with his. She instantly looked away again, trying to interpret his dark, blank expression.
Lord Henry Malloren wrenched open the carriage door. “Pox on you, you plaguey chit! What in the name of the devil are you up to now to shame us all?”


Chapter 2

Fitz stared at the sinewy, red-faced man, trying to think what to do for the best. When Lord Henry grabbed his ward’s arm, however, instinct took over. He chopped at the man’s hand as he’d chopped at Damaris’s, but a great deal harder. Lord Henry cursed and backed away, but he flailed the riding crop in his other hand. The crop he’d intended to use on his ward?
“Devil take you, sir! I’ll have you in court for abduction and assault!”
Fitz swung around Damaris and out of the coach, putting himself between her and danger. “Be quiet and have some sense, Lord Henry. Do you want to provide a show for the stable yard?”
Lord Henry was old, scrawny, and a head shorter, but he leaned forward. “She’s already made herself a laughingstock. What’s one more folly?”
Damaris appeared by Fitz’s side, hissing, “Stop it!” but Fitz didn’t take his eyes off his opponent.
“We can discuss this in the house—”
“We will discuss this nowhere, cockerel!” Though Lord Henry didn’t take his eyes off Fitz, he addressed his ward. “Get back in the coach and stay there, girl. We’re leaving within the hour now that you’ve embarrassed us so badly.”
“Not unless she wishes to.”
Lord Henry curled a lip. “Her wishes have nothing to do with it, cockerel. She’s under my thumb until she’s twenty-four or marries with my consent. So you’ve years to wait before she can fall into the clutches of a scandal-ridden fortune hunter like you.”
“I have no intention—” Damaris cried.
But Lord Henry cut her off with a blistering, “Do as you’re told!”
Fitz used all his strength to control himself. “Lord Henry, no one is traveling far today. It will soon snow again.”
The man glared at the gray heavens as if they were a personal affront, then turned on Damaris. “Then you’ll come with me and be locked in your room.”
He reached for her, but Fitz moved between them again. “No.”
He worried that Lord Henry would expire with rage, so deep a red he turned, but then the man snapped, “So be it. You know the consequences, girl.” He turned and marched off toward the house.
Fitz watched him go. “What did that mean?”
“If I don’t do as he says, he will withhold my money.”
He turned to look at her. She was almost as white as the snow. “All of it?”
“Every last farthing. Until, as he said, I’m twenty-four or marry with his consent.”
“’Struth. Three years isn’t a lifetime, but it’s long enough without a penny. But wouldn’t running away have had the same effect? How did you hope to survive?”
“In poverty,” she said flatly. “But I’m no stranger to that. The Worksop house is mine. That was my mother’s, so it isn’t governed by my father’s will. I have a home, and I’d sell the contents down to the pots and sheets if necessary.”
“No need for such high drama, is there? The emeralds you wore on Christmas Day would support most people for a few lifetimes.”
She turned stark eyes on him. “But they do come under my father’s will, you see.”
Lord above. One of the richest women in England might be reduced to selling household items to survive. Of course, it would never come to that, because she could not be allowed to live unprotected. It would be like leaving a gold nugget in the street and expecting no one to steal it.
There had to be a way around this, but Fitz needed more information, and he needed to get to a fire. His exposed skin was burning with cold. He’d been an idiot to rush out so inadequately dressed, but when he’d looked out of the window and glimpsed the coach, some instinct had told him whom it contained and why. He’d dashed to prevent her flight without a thought.
Now, after that kiss, his urgency was warning of a problem he definitely didn’t need to add to his quota. He could not grow too close to Damaris Myddleton. At least he’d have her full cooperation in that. She intended to marry the highest title she could buy and would never consider a man like himself, as she’d made crisply clear.
He put an arm around her and urged her out of the stable yard. “We must return to the house. I’m cold, and even though you’re in furs, in my experience ladies never wear warm enough shoes.”
“You think we should wear boots?”
“Why not? A grand heiress can do anything she wants.”
“Not obviously,” she dryly pointed out.
It made him laugh. She was forthright and clever, and over the past days he’d often found himself delighted with her, even as he’d been exasperated by her unseemly pursuit of Ashart.
As they crunched through snow toward the house he laid out her situation. “Listen to me. Forget Worksop. You cannot live unprotected. Every fortune hunter in England is after you.”
“I suppose you’d know.”
“I am not a fortune hunter.”
She flicked him a skeptical glance. “I don’t see any problem, anyway. If I don’t have my money, there’s nothing for them to hunt.”
“That shows your ignorance. Your husband could borrow against the expectations.”
“Oh.” She frowned, and Fitz thought he’d won that point, but then she looked up at him. “So I could borrow against my expectations.”
He felt as if his hair must be standing on end. “No one would permit it.”
“How could they prevent it?”
“They’d find a way. In truth, I’d find a way.”
“It seems most unfair.”
“And that surprises you?”
As he’d suspected, at heart she was practical. “No unfairness perpetrated on women surprises me. But it’s a relief to know that if the worst happens, I need not beg in the streets.”
The worst? She had no idea of the worst. She was a lamb in a forest thick with ravenous wolves. A lamb who thought she had sharp teeth.
She needed a strong protector, someone to guide her through this dangerous world and teach her how to survive. He certainly could be neither protector nor guide, even though he had the knowledge. His hold on a place in the highest social circles was by the fingernails, and besides, he planned to leave England as soon as he was able.
The snow hid the paths, so they were making a beeline for the house, but his booted foot suddenly sank deep. He held her back, found more stable footing, and helped her to it.
“Why is Lord Henry your guardian?” he asked as they went on, part of his mind trying to remember the layout of the grounds here. They were safely away from the ha-ha, at least, the deep trench that kept the deer from the gardens. “You have no connection to the Mallorens, have you?”
“None at all. It seems my father persuaded him.”
“How?”
Her eyes smiled with a touch of real humor. They were slightly slanted—cat’s eyes—and they fascinated him.
“With money,” she said. “Lord Henry’s a wealthy man, but he’s the sort who always wants more. As I understand it, he became interested in an investment in one of my father’s ships—or one was dangled before him. My father suggested that instead of laying out money, he simply promise to be my guardian if I were left an orphan. It must have seemed a safe gamble to Lord Henry. I was fourteen at the time. In ten years I’d be independent, and my parents were healthy people in their prime. Certainly my father lived a dangerous life, but my mother’s was the epitome of safety. It was Lord Henry’s misfortune that she died at forty-eight. If my father hadn’t already died four years earlier, I’d suspect him of engineering it so that I might invade the highest levels of society as he failed to. Lord Henry would hate to admit it, but he was captured, by a pirate—lock, stock, and aristocratic connections.”
Which could explain why Lord Henry was so vicious about it.
She was probably correct about her father. Fitz had seen the dossier Ash had been given on his prospective bride. Marcus Myddleton had been a black sheep of the Huntingdonshire Myddletons, who’d taken his wife’s modest dowry and traveled to the Orient to make his fortune. He’d succeeded brilliantly, but been as much pirate as merchant.
It had probably amused Myddleton to gamble on the chance that his daughter would enter such elevated circles. But had he given a thought to his pawn in this game—his only child?
Fitz also wondered—had wondered for some time—why Damaris and her mother had lived so simply in Worksop before Mrs. Myddleton’s death. He and Ash had assumed both mother and daughter preferred it that way. But her enjoyment of fashionable clothes and jewels—and her obvious desire for a brilliant marriage—suggested otherwise.
She stopped and looked up at the enormous house that now loomed over them. “Can Lord Henry forbid me entry?” she asked, a betraying quaver in her voice.
He’d not even considered that. He gently urged her toward a door. “No. It would be for Lord Rothgar to do, and I can’t believe he would be so unjust.”
“They do call him the Dark Marquess.”
“Because of his position as power behind the throne, not because of his nature.”
She stopped again. “He killed a man in a duel not long ago. Lord Henry crowed about it.”
“You are in no danger from him. And besides, I’m your Galahad, remember, proof against all forces of darkness?”
She looked at him, clearly assessing the honesty of his words. Then she inhaled, turned, and marched resolutely toward the door.
His words had been light, but she’d accepted them as a vow, God help him.
He joined her at the door and stated the obvious.
“The easiest way to escape Lord Henry is to choose a suitable man and marry quickly.” When she flashed him a suspicious look, he raised a hand and added, “Not me. I’m the most unsuitable.”
It made her smile a little. “True. But I won’t be hurried, especially after this debacle.” She put her hand on the latch but paused again. “I don’t know whether you’ve lured me back to hell or heaven, Mr. Fitzroger, but I do thank you for good intentions.”
“The road to hell, they say, is paved with good intentions. But let us advance to paradise, which at the moment is the warmth of the kitchens.”
He put his hand over hers and opened the door, then impelled her across the threshold. He felt her shudder. It might be relief at being inside, or fear of what lay ahead, or simply reaction to the warmth. His own hands had started to prickle as the warmth spilling from the nearby kitchen hit his icy fingers.
They were in a plain corridor lined with storage cupboards and pungent from the bundles of herbs and garlic hanging from the ceiling. Sounds and smells told of preparations for breakfast.
Ahead, Damaris’s maid was slumped weeping against a wall, being comforted by another maid. She looked up, dabbing her streaming face with a sodden handkerchief. “Oh, Miss Damaris! He’s ever so angry. He boxed my ears and has cast me off without a penny!”
Damaris ran to take her into her arms. “I’m so sorry, Maisie. But he can’t dismiss you. You’re my servant.” The other maid slipped back to her duties, and Damaris glared at Fitz. “If you hadn’t torn her from the coach, she wouldn’t have had to face Lord Henry alone.”
“True. Does he beat you?”
“No.”
The maid said, “But—”
“Once. And I’d been very foolish.”
“He slapped you that time, miss.”
Having that revealed clearly embarrassed her, but it enraged him, no matter what she’d done.
“Hush, Maisie,” she said. “Come along. We must return to my bedroom so I can prepare for…for whatever.”
“So we’re not leaving, miss? I thought it foolish to run away, but that were before. Now Lord Henry knows you tried to leave, there’ll be the devil to pay.”
“No, there won’t. He’s washed his hands of me.”
The maid’s eyes went round. “Lawks a mercy!”
Damaris turned to Fitz, and he saw the struggle before she asked for help. “What do I do?”
“I have a solution in mind, but we need to talk about it. I’ll come with you to your bedchamber.”
“What?”
“In the presence of your maid there’s no scandal.” When she hesitated, he added, “I’m not trying to compromise you, but this is not the place to talk of delicate matters.”
As if to make his point, a manservant hurried out of the kitchen and down the corridor carrying a large covered bowl.
Her dazed eyes followed the servant for a moment, then returned to look at Fitz. “Very well.”
Her maid looked as if she’d object, but with a sniff that might simply have been because of a runny nose, she turned and led them to the service stairs. After one shadowed look at him, Damaris followed.
She was wise to be suspicious, but illogically he wished she’d trust him.
They climbed the plain stairs and went through the door that was covered with green baize on one side and polished oak on the other, marking the transition from the servants’ domain to the family’s. They entered an opulent corridor lined with doors, and Fitz followed Damaris and her maid into a bedchamber.
Damaris turned to him, stripping off her gloves. “Your solution, sir?” She was trying to hide her desperation, but failing.
Fitz went to the fire to warm his hands, making himself not go too close. He didn’t need to add chilblains to his other problems. “What if you were to ask Lord Rothgar to replace Lord Henry as your guardian?”
She gaped at him. “What? Is it possible? Would he do it? I’m nothing to him. Wouldn’t it be an imposition? A burden?” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m babbling.”
He couldn’t stop a smile. She sounded as if she’d never babbled before.
“I suspect that becoming your guardian would be as much of a burden to Rothgar as an extra button on his coat. As head of the Malloren family, however, he’s the logical choice to take over from his uncle.”
“But wouldn’t it seem like an insult to Lord Henry? And it’s not necessary. He’s given up the responsibility himself.”
“No, he hasn’t. If he had, he would have no power to keep you in poverty. Does he receive a handsome sum for the job?”
She caught his point immediately. “That he’d not want to give up? It’s five hundred guineas a year on top of any actual costs, such as tutors, clothing, and travel. A substantial amount, but not to him.” She stopped. “Why are you smiling like that?”
“Too many women think matters of money, even their own money, either beyond or beneath them.”
“Lord Henry thought my interest unnatural.”
“We will forget Lord Henry.”
“Gladly, but he is my guardian….”
“Unless you change that.” He walked to her portable writing desk and opened the lid. “Request an appointment with Rothgar and put your petition.”
She was rubbing her hands together now, but he didn’t think it was from cold. She glanced at the ticking clock on the mantelpiece. “It’s not yet nine.”
“The Dark Marquess, they say, never sleeps.” He deliberately put command in his voice as he added, “Send the note.”
She responded, coming over, sitting, then taking out a sheet of paper. He uncapped her inkwell and mended her quill. When he handed it to her she still seemed hesitant, but she shook herself, dipped the pen, and wrote a short message in a flowing but very even hand.
A week ago, Damaris Myddleton had been nothing more to Fitz than a name—the rich heiress Ash intended to marry. On arrival at Rothgar Abbey he’d found a persistent problem for his friend, whose heart was already lost to another. Though he’d privately thought Ash should marry Miss Myddleton’s money, he’d done his best to draw her from the hunt. It had soon been as much for her sake as Ash’s. She deserved better than marriage to a man who loved another.
She sanded the ink, then folded the paper, perfectly aligning the edges. Neat and efficient, but wild and willful.
A fascinating young woman.
He pulled back from perilous thoughts and tugged the bellpull, reminding himself that Damaris Myddleton could never be for him.
He’d served over ten years in the army and served well, achieving the rank of major. But Damaris Myddleton would have no interest in a mere major, even if his reputation was glorious and his name clear of scandal.
Neither was true.
Four years ago he’d made the mistake of saving the life of the king’s uncle, the Duke of Cumberland. As reward, he’d been taken from his regimental duties and made a secret bodyguard. In order to be secret, he’d had to appear to be an idle equerry at various embassies and courts. Thus many had concluded that he was avoiding the battlefield.
That certainly hadn’t done anything to restore his reputation, which had already been badly damaged by his affair with Orinda. When, four months ago, he’d sold his commission and returned to England for the first time in years, he’d hoped the old scandal would be dead. However, no one had forgotten the Fitzroger affair. Hardly surprising when his brother Hugh bellowed his outrage about it whenever he was drunk—which was most of the time.
He watched Damaris drip sealing wax onto the fold of the letter and press her signet into it. No, even if she showed interest in him he could never let it come to anything. He was only tolerated in the better circles for Ash’s sake.
Not long after he’d arrived back in England he’d met Ash and discovered an instant friend. As Ash was currently out of favor at court—over a woman, of course—and weary of elegant society, Fitz’s situation had presented little problem. Then Ash had impulsively decided to accept Rothgar’s invitation to this Christmas celebration.
Fitz had approved, for he’d thought it time his friend responded to Rothgar’s offers of peace, but he’d wondered how he would be received.
With Ash’s friendship and Lord Rothgar’s tacit acceptance, Fitz had not been cold-shouldered, but he’d been aware of how some people skillfully avoided more than passing conversation with him.
A knock announced a liveried footman. The maid, Maisie, carried the note to him and he left. It was done, and soon, God willing, Damaris would be in Rothgar’s hands. Fitz would then be free to retreat to a safe distance.
She shot to her feet and paced the room. “This seems so bold. What if Lord Rothgar knows I tried to run away?”
He thought of lying, but she deserved better. “I’m sure he does. He has a reputation for omniscience.”
“Oh, dear.”
“Miss Damaris,” said her hovering maid, “you need to change before visiting his lordship.” A sharp glance from the maid’s eye said that Fitz could leave now.
She was right, but Damaris was wound too tight. Fitz did what he’d do with a nervous subaltern before battle; he distracted.
“What sort of man was your father?”
Damaris shot him a puzzled glance. “My father? I met him precisely three times.”
Fitz absorbed that. The dossier had mentioned that Marcus Myddleton had spent most of his last decades abroad, but not to that extent.
“How could that be?”
She shrugged. “He preferred to live abroad.”
Something in her manner suggested she was keeping a detail back, but it was no business of his. “He seems to have been spectacularly successful at foreign trading, even though he died quite young. How old was he when he died?”
“Fifty-two.”
“How did it happen?”
“On a ship attacked by pirates somewhere near Borneo.”
“Do you know anything about his business affairs in Asia?”
She suddenly frowned at him. “Why?”
He chose honesty. “I’m distracting you.”
Her blue eyes widened, but then she said, “Thank you. As for my father’s affairs, you have to understand that until my mother’s death I thought him a failed dreamer, all bluster and show.”
“Good God, how could that be?”
“I knew only what my mother told me. We lived frugally, and she said it was because my father sent little money. That wasn’t true. He was neglectful in other ways, but he sent generous amounts. She painted him as a monster in any way she could. How was I to know otherwise?”
“You discovered the truth upon his death?”
“Oh, no. Then, she said that even the small amount he’d sent had ended, so for four years we scrimped and saved, keeping on only Maisie as maid of all work.” She smiled at the maid, who still seemed to glower at Fitzroger. “I think Maisie stayed on only from kindness to me.”
“That I did, miss. Heaven knows where you’d have been without me. Are you not going to change, Miss Damaris, before speaking to his lordship?”
Damaris looked down at her brown woolen skirt and quilted jacket.
“It’s not necessary,” Fitz said.
“Your hair, then, miss. It’s all messed up.”
Damaris looked in the mirror and put her hand to her brown hair, blushing. Perhaps she remembered where it might have become disarranged—in the carriage, in those kisses.
She sat, and the maid began to pull out and reset hairpins to neaten the confection of plaits that held the hair close to her head. It was an unforgiving style, but Damaris’s head was neatly shaped and her neck slender, so it suited her.
Fitz knew the maid thought he should leave, but he’d stay until he was sure everything was settled. “When did you find out you were rich?” he asked.
“After my mother’s death,” she replied, meeting his eyes in the mirror. The reflection made him more aware of her features. She wasn’t a classic beauty, but she certainly wasn’t plain. Her face was heart-shaped, but with a neat, square chin. Her lips were not full, but they were prettily curved.
“One of my trustees came to Birch House,” she went on. “I didn’t know I even had trustees. Dinwiddie and Fitch had always dealt with my mother because she was my guardian. I couldn’t take in the vast amount Mr. Dinwiddie told me about, but I immediately ordered generous fires and a roast for dinner. Do you remember that sirloin, Maisie? Nothing since has been quite so delicious.”
“That I do, Miss Damaris.” The maid pushed in hairpins with obvious fondness. “And the cakes afterward.”
“Cakes from the bakery,” Damaris said, as if that were a wonder.
“And you hired a few extra servants.”
“And bought new stockings rather than darning my old ones. And soft, perfumed soap. And chocolate.” Her eyes closed and she smiled. “I’d never had chocolate to drink before.”
“You shared it with me, miss, but I didn’t care for it.”
Damaris smiled at her maid. “That’s because I like it with very little sugar, and you like everything sweet.”
“I’ll stick to good old English tea, miss. Strong and sweet.”
Fitz managed not to laugh. “Good old English tea” came from India and China, and had probably been much of the basis of Marcus Myddleton’s fortune. But he was touched by the obvious fondness between mistress and maid, and by this glimpse into Damaris’s earlier life. What a strange upbringing she’d had.
“Then,” Damaris said in a different tone, “Lord Henry arrived.”
When silence fell, Fitz asked, “He was cruel?”
Damaris turned to him, her hair neat again. “No, but he was a complete stranger, yet had command of my life, and he was brusque and cold. He moved me to his house in Sussex without a by-your-leave. I was happy to escape Birch House, but I had to fight to take Maisie. He wanted to hire what he called ‘a proper lady’s maid’ for me. But I won, and thank heavens for that.” She smiled back at the maid. “I don’t know how I would have survived without you, Maisie. And you’ve become a lady’s maid as I’ve become a lady.”
The clock tinkled the hour of nine, startling her out of the past. She looked to the door as if begging the footman to return. Her hands worked, each fiddling with the rings on the other.
Back to distraction. “Are all your father’s enterprises in the Orient?”
Her eyes flicked back to him. “You are perhaps overly interested in my fortune, for one who claims no interest at all.”
“I’m fascinated,” he said with truth. “For example, if your inheritance is abroad, who manages it?”
She still looked suspicious, but she said, “He left his trading companies, or houses as they call them, to the lieutenants who ran them for him. I merely receive part of the profits.”
“And if they don’t pay? It seems a perilous arrangement.”
“Don’t worry; I wouldn’t starve. My father invested in properties here, and there’s enough income from those to get by. I suspect he planned to return one day, a wealthy nabob.”
She began to count on her fingers. “I own houses in London; five rural estates, including two with coal; an interest in a shipping company out of Bristol, plus docks there and in Liverpool; ten, I think, merchant ships; and a large part of the town called Manchester.”
The “enough to get by” had clearly been ironic. Fitz felt stunned. Perhaps her trustees had held back the full extent of her wealth, for he didn’t remember such details in Ashart’s dossier on her.
But this slender young woman with the sharp mind, bold spirit, and disastrous lack of worldly experience possessed extraordinary wealth. It was astonishing that she hadn’t been snatched, seduced, or at least kidnapped for ransom.
And this morning, she’d tried to slip away.
He’d come up with the idea of Rothgar taking over her guardianship simply to remove her from Lord Henry’s clutches. Now he realized it was essential. She must have the strongest and most powerful protector available.
A knock at the door at last. Maisie opened it and the footman announced, “The marquess will see you in his office at your convenience, Miss Myddleton.”
That clearly meant now, for the man stood ready to escort her. Fitz saw her surreptitiously wipe sweating hands on her skirts, and he wanted to take her into his arms. He wanted to go with her, even speak for her. It wouldn’t help—this she must do for herself—but he could escort her there.
He said so, adding, “In case Lord Henry tries to interfere.”
She gave him a pale-faced, gallant smile and accepted the warm shawl the maid offered. Rothgar Abbey was luxuriously maintained, but no house could keep corridors warm in winter.
They left the room and followed the footman toward the center of the house.
“Thank heavens I didn’t change my clothes,” she said, breaking the silence. “I would hate to arrive at this appointment trembling.”
He could kiss her for her brave spirit. “Didn’t King Charles the First go to his execution in an extra layer of woolen underwear in case an uncontrolled shiver be mistaken for fear?”
She stared up at him. “Did he? I think I’d shiver if I were about to have my head cut off, no matter how warmly I was dressed.”
“Especially considering how often the headsmen made a mess of it.” Then he winced. “I’m sorry. Not a subject for a lady.”
“Oh, I don’t know. My mother delighted in reading stories about Christian martyrs. She even had books with illustrations.”
They had arrived at the grand staircase that went down to the vast central hall. Festive garlands made it merry, but he knew the scene must remind Damaris that here, yesterday, she had mortified herself.
He gave her his arm down. At the bottom, the footman indicated that Damaris should follow him to the marquess’s estate and business offices. Fitz knew he could go no farther.
“I’m sure this will go well,” he said, “but I offer you good luck, for luck never comes amiss.”
She dipped a curtsy. “I do thank you for your assistance, Mr. Fitzroger.” Then she walked away, back straight, head high, even though he was sure she was quaking inside.
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