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A PERILOUS ENGAGEMENT
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Chapter One



It was a fair wind, Jordan, Lord Harcourt, decided as it tugged at his hat. A good wind, an omen of what was to comehe hoped.

Smells nice, Percy said above the rush of air and the clop of the horses on the stony avenue that led to the hall.

Fruit trees, the newly acceded ninth Baron Harcourt replied with a great deal of satisfaction. On the left of the road a field of hops grew, gloriously green and luxuriant. To the right of the road an orchard, well tended and crowned with a cloud of pink and white, bloomed with promise of an abundant crop of apples.

In any event, this looks auspicious. I mean to say, how bad can the house be if the crops are in such good heart? Harcourt declared, feeling that he must be correct.

Bound to be, Percy answered with a nod that did not disturb his perfectly set hat in the least.

The team slowed in response to the command from the baron as they rounded a beautifully tended lane to see the house. The baron gave a dismayed groan.

Well, Percy said hesitantly, perhaps it just needs a speck of paint to perk it up a bit?

Percy, it needs more than that. The windows need a good wash, indeed, the paint needs more than a speck, and heaven knows what we shall find when we go inside. I was told my grandmother lived quietly the years before her death. Apparently she did not wish to be disturbed in any way. Cousin Ivor, the late baron, was not around long enough to make any improvements after he inherited from her. 

The barony was an ancient one that permitted a daughter to inherit and hold the tide for a male heir. Jordans grandmother had held the title, passing it to Ivor at her death, who had been baron for only a short time. And now the title had come to Jordan. He jumped down from the curricle to study his newly acquired home in Kent.

He stood still, absorbing the sight before him. His dark hair under his hat had been slightly ruffled during the drive from the last posting inn, and his tall, lean form revealed an athletic nature. Accounted a handsome man, at the moment he appeared somewhat frustrated with what he viewed.

The Elizabethan manor house rambled in a haphazard fashion, quite as though the builder kept changing his mind about where he wanted it to go. The brick needed a bit of tending, but it was not beyond repair. The roof appeared to be acceptable. As for the window trimit desperately required paint. Jordan was not one to allow exposed wood to turn a bleached gray. No, he wanted sharp black for paint; and those windows definitely needed a sparkle to bring the house to life.

Jordan turned when he saw a fellow come around the corner, giving the newly arrived pair a curious eye. Neatly garbed, he looked to be an estate worker of some sort. Good day, sir. Help ye, can I?

I am Harcourt. Your name? Jordan queried, taking note of the wary expression on the fellows weathered face.

Peachum, my lord. The man nodded with respect.

Take my team and carriage around to the stables if you would. Jordan spoke pleasantly, but in a manner guaranteed to bring instant obedience.

Once that matter was settled, Jordan pulled a great brass key from a pocket and opened the front door. It had been years since his last visit; hed forgotten the place was so old, yet there was a charm, a certain beauty to it. Or there would be once it was cleaned.

Never thought to see you inherit a title and a blooming estate, Percy murmured as he gazed about the entry hall, taking note of the fine, if dusty, suit of armor that stood in one corner. 

High on the walls several racks of antlers were swagged with delicate cobwebs. A tall floor clock ticked away the minutes, showing the hour had turned two. It was the only indication that the house wasor had beeninhabited. At least someone was around the house to wind the thing! Jordan mused.

Nor did I. I never expected Cousin Ivor would be killed, Jordan replied absently, stroking the wood paneling and taking note that there was no sign of worms or beetles or anything else direat least in this room.

Killed? Percy said with mild alarm.

An accident. Somewhere on the estate, I believe. Jordan wondered if there was a servant to be found and where they would sleep that night, considering the condition of the interior. He was sure the solicitor had told him of a housekeeper. Dust was thick; everything had a neglected look about it. Whoever the woman was, she was not given to polishing wood.

The two men peered into several rooms on the ground floor, taking note of Holland covers shrouding the furniture. At least some attempt had been made to preserve items. They then sauntered up the stairs to the first floor to find more dust. That is, until they reached what must have been his grandmothers suite.

I believe we may be able to stay here after all, Jordan murmured to his good friend.

Smells like lemon, Percy observed quietly. Polished to a turn. Nothing shabby about these rooms.

The sound of footsteps bustling along the hallway brought both men around to look at the door with curiosity.

This ought to be interesting. Jordan glanced at Percy, a wry smile on his lips.

Percy frowned at his friends levity and then scowled at the matronly woman who hurried into the room, quite out of breath and looking rather vexed.

Oh, I am sorry, your lordship. I was in the laundry. Peachum came to tell me as how you had arrived. Should have pulled the bell. I am Mrs. Longwood, housekeeper to the late baron and your late grandmother before that. The solicitor wrote as how youd come down from London as soon as you were gazetted. Id have had more polish applied, but with none to help me, tis all I can do to keep these rooms in order. She bobbed a curtsy, then awaited orders she obviously expected.

If there was a hint of ill usage in her words, there was nothing in her face to confirm it.

With another glance at Percy, Jordan politely said, Hire as many maids as you need to make the house habitable. I intend to make this my home. Is Peachum the only man in the stables? Or does he have help?

Oh, Peachum has his son to help him, but I fancy he could use another pair of hands, especially if you have more horses? She gave him a calculating look, as though she wondered what changes would be made to the household.

There is a baggage cart on the way with Barton, my valet, and Simnel, my chef from London. Ill discuss the matter of additional help with Peachum later. Mr. Ponsonby and I want a meal. Also, we will be staying here. If you might ready a room for him by this evening? I shall occupy my grandmothers suite. Barton and Simnel will need rooms, as well as Mr. Ponsonbys valet when he arrives.

All will be as right as a trivet, my lord. At what time do you wish dinner? The plump housekeeper, her apron crisp with starch, paused by the door, appearing anxious to take her leave.

We are accustomed to London hours. Six will be fine. My chef ought to be here in time to prepare our meal. Jordan was polite, but as with his meeting with Peachum there was little doubt he expected total obedience.

When Mrs. Longwood had left them to the creaking peace of the house, Jordan strolled over to the window to gaze out at the countryside. Nice view from up here.

Wonder what happened to your cousin? Percy mused, raising his brows as he stared out of the window, seeming intent upon the same view.

Grandmothers solicitor didnt seem to have any details. He was anything but loquacious. Jordan frowned, recalling his frustration at the solicitors evasiveness.

Perhaps he met with an accident while out riding? Happens often, I suspect, Percy said, speculation clear in his voice.

Possibly, although he was reputed to be a bruising rider. Perhaps Mrs. Longwood would know something?

After a casual check of the bedroom and the dressing room, the two men left the pleasant and well-furnished sitting room.

Furniture aint old, Percy commented as they clattered down the stairs. Leastways, it looks to be Sheraton or Hepplewhite, maybe Chippendale, he observed as they wandered into what appeared to be a drawing room of sorts on the ground floor.

Odd that the old girl would refurbish the house, then neglect to keep it up, Jordan replied as he pulled off the Holland cover from the damask-covered sofa. Amazingthe blue isnt faded in the least, and it seems fairly new.

Percy pulled the covers off two side chairs and shook his head in surprise as a pair of Sheratons finest designs came to view, the blue damask glowing in the soft light from the shaded windows. Perhaps she wished it nice for your cousin?

Well, it eliminates the need for redecorating right offat least this room. We shall see in what condition the rest of the house is later on. I will have Mrs. Longwood ready this room as soon as she has your bedroom prepared.

Glad I came down with you. Wouldnt have missed seeing your new digs for anything. Percy craned his neck to study the design on the ceiling. Strap-work tipped with gilt was delightfully complicated and festooned with delicate cobwebs to enhance the plasterwork. He shook his head, exchanging an amused glance with Jordan,

The two men left the house, intent on the stables just as the baggage wagon approached on the neatly graveled avenue to the house. Cotman, the coachman, had the reins and gave Jordan a pained look as though the ride south from London had been a severe trial.

Barton greeted his master, then darted a sour glance at Simnel. The chef bore the righteous mien of one who has been much put upon.

Difficult trip? Jordan hazarded.

Dire, milord, the valet responded darkly. With this prophet of doom and gloom along, it could hardly be jolly.

Well, take heart, things are not so bad.

The kitchen, milord? Simnel said lugubriously.

Take a look for yourself. I have not yet inspected that part of the house. You know that whatever you wish for that area will be purchased.

Dont know why you put up with him, Percy said quietly as the baggage wagon with the grouchy pair trundled in the direction of the stables. The two gentlemen slowly followed on foot, looking about them as they walked.

Yes, you do. He is a first-rate chef. If I am to be settled in the country, I intend at least to eat well.

Soyou do plan to remain here. Percy shook his head in bemusement as he sauntered at Jordans side, following the baggage wagon to the stables.

I do. Ive an estate to run. Besides, London is not the same anymore.

True, Percy agreed. A chap inherits a title and a fortune, and all the matrimony-bent mamas haunt you. Not a moment of peace, if I know rightly.

All the pretty young things who ignored me before now smile and nod. It was most illuminating. Jordan slanted a wry smile; his dark eyes gleamed with humor. He had never been one to have a high opinion of his own merits, but a vast fortune and a title had altered everything.

Disgusting is more-like it, Percy grumbled.

You may not have a title, but you are pretty well to grass, my friend. Jordan gave his good friend a thump on the back. Ive no doubt you are just as sought.

Percy didnt reply as they had rounded the back of the sprawling house to see the stable block, all brick and sprucely neat. Well, well, this is more the thing, Percy said after a low whistle.

Appears to be a good housing above the stables. Jordan pointed out the neat row of windows to Percy, then strolled inside to carefully inspect the layout and the stalls. Amazing, the very latest in stable design. Look at the stallsall solid brick with provision for names above. It would seem my grandmother anticipated Ivor would want a large stable.

Will you? Percy wondered aloud.

Just my carriage horses and any others needed. Kent is hardly hunting country from what I have seen so far.

True, Percy agreed.

The dinner hour approaching, the two men went into the house once more, reluctant to face the gloomy interior, but hoping to have a decent meal placed before them. They entered the dining room, now polished and ready.

The food betrayed the unmistakable influence of Simnel. Percy took a sip of the savory-smelling soup and sighed with pleasure. It would seem Simnel is in control.

Indeed, Jordan agreed, intent upon consuming his soup and one of the warm rolls set before them by a rather flustered maid.

I see Mrs. Longwood has lost no time in enlarging the staff, Jordan said once the girl was gone.

Hope we get a pigeon pie. Simnel has a way with pigeon pie that no one else can match, Percy said as he stared at the bottom of his empty soup bowl.

Alas, there was none, but instead fricasseed mushrooms, sautéed spiced chicken, beans in a sauce only Simnel knew how to create, and assorted other dishes to tempt men who were hungry. When all this was removed, a plum cake Simnel had brought with him was set before them with a vanilla sauce the chef liked to offer.

I believe we shall do quite well in the country if this is a sample of our fare, Percy said once his plate was left without a crumb to grace it.

I shall never understand how it is that you can eat so much and never gain an ounce, Jordan said with a shake of his head.

My mother insists I worry it off, Percy replied complacently, a twinkle lurking in his eyes.

Bah. Come, let us see if there is a fire in the drawing room and discuss what is to be done on the morrow.

As he had requested, the room had been hastily tidied, although not all cobwebs were banished. It seemed a pleasant room, one in which visitors could be entertained with pleasure.

Well, let us discuss plans for the coming week. 

* * * *

The next morning, following the excellent breakfast bearing all the marks of food prepared by Simnel, Jordan received a report from the chef regarding the state of the kitchen.

Your esteemed grandmother saw to it that the kitchen was in fair shape, milord, the chef announced pompously. It needs but a few touches to make it excellent.

Jordan read the list proffered by his chef and sighed with relief that not only was it short, but it contained no major items. These are all acceptable. I shall write to London at once.

Percy eyed the list, observing, He has even noted where the things can be bought. I say, youve a most efficient man!

He would not remain with me otherwise. Jordan rose from the table to explore the other rooms on the ground level of the house. The days ahead portended much work, promising and fulfilling, nonetheless. They would spend hours and days prowling about the old house, poking into corners and peering into rooms Jordan had not seen in the past.

Ah, a billiards roomthats new. Lets have a game later. They walked on to the next door. Heres the library with but a modest selection of books. I shall want it useable as soon as possible, then add my own collection to the shelves. He paused at the door to the next room, glancing at Percy. This looks to be a small sitting roommost likely for the lady of the house?

Percy nodded agreement. Most likely.

It was then agreed to abandon the inspection for that day and enjoy an evening testing the billiards setup.

Several days passed in assessment, observing the clean-up of the house, and the commencement of the painting, but mostly settling into the house, making it feel like home. Books were unpacked, and items from London placed about until Jordan gave a satisfied look about him.

I believe we ought to pay a visit on the neighbors, Percy, Jordan stated at luncheon. Mrs. Longwood informed me the earl is away and only the women remain. Since it would not be fitting for them to come here, as might be customary, we shall go to them.

The mountain to Mohammet, as it were, Percy murmured in reply while polishing off a tasty bit of rarebit.

The Earl of Stafford has an old titleI checked it in the peerage, and tis one that his daughter stands to inherit since he has no son. Wife died some years ago, her sister looks after the girl.

Might be interesting, Percy said, tossing aside his napkin as he rose from the table to join Jordan.

Within a brief time the curricle had been brought around, and the two gentlemen so recently from London ventured forth. The approach to the Stafford estate was heartening with well-tended land and buildings.

It would appear the earl has a good steward in charge while he is away, Jordan observed.

Handing the reins to the groom, Jordan sprang from the carriage and strode up to the door. Percy followed, looking about with a curious gaze.

The door opened before the bellpull could be tugged, and the gentlemen entered with a wary look at the elderly butler.

Lord Harcourt and Mr. Ponsonby to see Miss Maitland and Lady Ariel Brandon. Again, there was the note of authority that no servant could miss.

One moment, my lord. I shall see if the ladies are receiving guests. The butler gestured to a bench in the entry hall, then left at once.

Jordan exchanged looks with Percy, but before either could comment, the servant returned. With a nod, he beckoned the two men to follow him. They are happy to see their new neighbor.

Word travels as fast in the country as in the city, Percy observed under his breath.

Jordan gave him a quick nod, then walked forward to greet his neighbors. Miss Maitland, how pleasant to meet you. And this is Lady Ariel? He turned from the plump, neatly garbed older woman to the young lady.

Lord Harcourt, how nice. Dark, curling hair framed her face, and she was dressed in a simple blue muslin that could not disguise her nice figure. Jordan found himself being studied by a pair of very shrewd-seeming gray eyes set above a straight nose and a beautifully curved pair of lips. All this was set into an oval face of utterly enchanting loveliness. His guard immediately went up.

How very pleasant to meet neighbors, he said. May I present my friend, Mr. Percival Ponsonby?

Pleasure, ladies. Percy said with aplomb earned in countless London drawing rooms and balls.

The men settled onto a pair of chairs and listened politely as Miss Maitland began to acquaint them with the people who lived in the area and interesting events that were to come. After a hesitation. Miss Maitland, who had not permitted her niece to enter the conversation, said, It is nice to know the grandson of a dear friend has settled in next door. I trust you are to be our neighbor? Her long nose seemed to quiver with curiosity. Yet she seemed the typical companion and old maidwith a sweet smile, gentle manners, and kindly disposition.

Jordan excused her probing, imagining that country life brought little excitement. It is my intention to remain in residence for some time to come. Miss Maitland. There is much to be done here. I must say, I am pleased with the excellent attention to the land and crops.

That would be due to Mr. Shirley, your estate manager. From all I have heard, he is a fine man.

There was nothing amiss with her words, but Jordan sensed an implication. He frowned, casting a glance at Percy.

At last the niece spoke. Do not mind my aunt. Lord Harcourt. I understand my father tried to hire Mr. Shirley away from your grandmother and he refused to leave, saying he was more needed there, Lady Ariel said in a soft, musical voice.

In that event, I must express my appreciation to him when we meet, Jordan said with civility.

Aye, I forgot, youd not have met him, for he went to Tunbridge Wells to inspect some horses. He says he will not entrust this sort of errand to anyone else, as though Peachum would not do things right, Miss Maitland said with the air of one who was annoyed.

You appear to know a great deal of what goes on at Harcourt Hall, Miss Maitland, Jordan said quietly, his voice stiff.

This is the country, and gossip runs rampant here. Tis not so very different from London in that respect, Ill wager, the older lady said with a laugh. Besides, Peachums daughter works for us here at Stafford Courtor did until Mrs. Longwood lured her back.

Relaxing a trifle, Jordan was surprised to hear the door knocker sound, followed by a stately tread.

All four occupants of the drawing room turned to face the doorway as the butler paused at the opening to announce the latest caller. Mr. Lytton, the rector.

Jordan rose, as did Percy. When the introductions were accomplished and the men seated, Jordan commented, How pleasant to meet another of the community.

Lord Harcourt, it is indeed a pleasure to welcome you to our humble village. Although not precisely humble, as we have the benefit of Lady Ariel and her dear aunt to grace our company. And now you join us. Indeed, we are most fortunate in our neighbors. And you have a guest. Dare I hope that you will be remaining with us for some weeks? You may be certain that everyone for miles around has looked forward to your coming. Lord Harcourt.

Speechless at this onslaught of words directed at him, Jordan merely raised his brows, daring to nod agreement.

In a voice that indicated her amusement. Lady Ariel said, Lord Harcourt is determined to settle here for an indefinite period, Mr. Lytton. You will have to polish your best words for this coming Sunday with such esteemed parishioners in attendance at worship service.

Jordan gave her a wry glare unseen by Mr. Lytton.

This is indeed a propitious event. I daresay you are ready to replace your cousin in all respects? The rector, a tall, sparse man with his gray hair parted neatly in the center above his pale blue eyes, hawkish nose, and generous mouththe better to contain his abundance of vocabulary, no doubt turned to Jordan with eager expectation scarcely concealed.

Jordan frowned in puzzlement at the odd choice of words. He glanced at Lady Ariel, who seemed vexed with the rector, not that he couldnt sympathize. Miss Maitland seemed deeply annoyed.

Jordan ventured to say, I shall do my best to conduct the affairs of the estate much as I feel my grandmother would have wished.

Splendid! Splendid! I fancy it will not be long then that we learn of your betrothal to Lady Ariel? The rector leaned back against the chair with the air of one who is supremely pleased with himself.

Thunderstruck, Jordan glanced at Percy, who appeared equally at sea.

I fear I am unacquainted with any specification my grandmother left in regard to a marriage between the heir of Harcourt Hall and the lady of Stafford Court. He looked to Lady Ariel, who abruptly rose from her chair to cross to a window where she stared out at the garden, her hands clasped before her in obvious agitation.

Miss Maitland explained. My niece was engaged to marry your cousin Ivor. There was nothing said to me in regard to transferring the betrothal to you. Lord Harcourt. She fastened a frosty glare on the rector that ought to have frozen him solid. I would not pay the slightest regard to what Mr. Lytton says in this matter.

But it is the custom hereabouts to marry the woman who was betrothed to a previous heir, the rector said righteously, and not a little indignant that his word would be questioned.

I have not heard of such a custom, Miss Maitland said in a stiff manner, her back more rigid than ever.

Jordan ought to have been relieved. Why was it that he was piqued instead? He had been considered quite a catch in London. Of course, he was a mere baron, and Lady Ariel was the daughter of an earl. But it was irritating that cousin Ivor was deemed good enough and he wasnt.

At that propitious moment a maid entered the room with a large tray bearing tea and tiny cakes. Tea was served, with Jordan carrying a cup to Lady Ariel, who had remained by the window.

Tea, Lady Ariel? He held out the cup and saucer.

She turned to face him squarely, accepting his offer with a rueful smile and a candid look from her gray eyes. I must apologize for such confusion on a first visit, my lord. Please believe me when I say I have no intention of holding you to that betrothal. I suspect our dear rector is a trifle over-eager to see me settled, she murmured, casting a wry glance at that gentleman.

I must confess I am slightly confounded to be presented with a ready-made betrothal. He gave her a searching look while Percy engaged the rector and Miss Maitland in less dangerous conversation.

It is not long since the previous Lord Harcourt was killed. He was an amiable gentleman. To think of another taking his place is not to be considered. She spoke loudly enough for all in the room to hear her. Then, softly, she added, I do not wear black gloves, as Aunt Maitland said it would not be seemly since our engagement was of such short duration. I must do what is proper, you see. However, a faint frown settled on her brow, and she appeared concerned for more than manners.

I fear I did not know my cousin all that well. He preferred to remain in the country near Cambridge, and I was much in London. Jordan avoided a direct reply to her remarks. Indeed, he scarcely knew what to say.

You prefer Town, then? She searched his face seemingly for a clue to his true feelings, not polite words.

I have enjoyed my time in the city. Now, however, I intend to devote myself to restoring my house to what it ought to be. Perhaps I may call on you for advice should I have need? he asked politely. All women loved to give advice, especially regarding furnishings. At least that was what he had observed.

I doubt you will have need of any assistance from me, Lord Harcourt, Lady Ariel said, looking rather amused. However, should you find yourself in a bind, I shall attempt to help. Your grandmother had the house redone a few years ago. Since she hoped for an alliance between Stafford and Harcourt, she begged my assistance. I selected styles, colors, and fabrics at her insistence. Should you wish to change things, I would likely be the last person to consult. She gave him an enigmatic smile.

I shall bear that in mind, you may be sure, Jordan replied absently.

There is some doubt concerning your cousins death. Her whisper just reached him.

Here was a tangle! Jordan wondered precisely what had happened to Ivor. There were undercurrents in the room, and it would take time and tact to ferret out the whole of the story but dig, he would. He merely smiled and escorted Lady Ariel to her former chair, where she serenely chatted with the rector as though nothing had been said about marriage to a stranger or a mysterious death.




Chapter Two



The callers left shortly after tea had been served. The two ladies walked to the terrace with Jordan, Percy, and the rector to where the carriages waited. Jordan offered his respects and farewells to Miss Maitland, then Lady Ariel. Percy nobly chatted with the rector about local coming events, of which there appeared to be few.

Miss Maitland was polite, but decidedly cool to Jordan. It reminded him of the days before he inherited.

It seemed to Jordan that Lady Ariel was sending him a silent message. To what purpose? he wondered. There was no mistaking that she tried to convey something with those eloquent gray eyes, however, and she did not flirt. She looked serious. It seemed to Jordan that the charming Lady Ariel wished to speak with him privately. He couldnt imagine whyunless she wished to explain something away from her aunts hearing. But what?

While Miss Maitland turned to discuss with the rector the altar flowers for the coming Sunday service, Jordan took the opportunity to softly ask Lady Ariel if she would care to join him in an early morning ride on the morrow. She nodded agreement and quietly replied, Nine? At the gate to Stafford?

Jordan nodded his assent, then climbed into his curricle. The rector entered his gig as well after reminding the gentlemen that he looked forward to seeing them on Sunday.

Percy turned to his friend once the carriage had traveled some distance down the avenue. Curious visit.

This is the first time since I inherited the title that I felt as though I suffer a deficiency. Miss Maitland seemed to disapprove of me. And I believe she runs things at Stafford Court. Logical, I suppose, he mused.

Lady Ariels a charmer, though, Percy murmured.

As they approached the manor, they could see a ladder being raised so some of the upper windows might be cleaned.

You going riding with Lady Ariel in the morning? Percy asked with a sly smile.

You heard? I trust Miss Maitland was too busy announcing her views on altar flowers to take notice. It appears Lady Ariel desires to speak with me in private.

You are tempting the fates, my friend, Percy said, laughing at Jordans expression of disdain.

Come, I have more important things to do than ponder over a neighbors problemswhatever they might be. He drove on ahead to the stables. He intended to confer with Peachum regarding their operation. Cotman would have his notions to consider as well. The older man was experienced in running a stable, and Jordan hoped the two would jog along well together.

Youre catering to them, Percy grumbled later as the two men purposefully strode back to the house after concluding arrangements.

I have learned that happy, or at least satisfied, employees do their work more cheerfully. I get better results with fewer problems. Jordan glanced at his good friend, then added, I have noticed that your man is not precisely ill-treated. You took care that he rode down here in style. He traveled with your groom in your curricle with some of your baggage, and Ill wager you did not instruct them to put up at second-rate inns.

Have to coddle a good valet, dash it all. Do you have any notion how hard it is to get a really good man who knows the best blacking for boots and can tie a top-notch cravat?

Barton has been with me for so long I forget.

When they rounded the corner to the front of the house, Jordan was pleased to see the windows much improved.

Evidently, Mrs. Longwood has found additional help, Jordan observed.

My room was tolerably clean by last evening. At least, I have no quarrel with the conditions. I shall stay until you tell me it is time to move on, Percy announced with a grin. As an old friend, he knew to a tee when Jordan had had enough of company.

Following dinner, Jordan and Percy were seated in the library when Mrs. Longwood announced the arrival of the steward, Mr. Shirley.

The steward, a pleasant-looking man of medium height and coloring, his brown hair neatly cut, and his cravat of modest proportions, crossed the room to stand before Jordan. He bowed most correctly, then waited for Jordan to speak first.

At last we meet, Jordan said pleasantly.

I apologize for being absent when you arrived. When he wrote me, the solicitor was vague as to when you expected to be here. The matter in Tunbridge Wells was urgent. I wished to inspect a horse up for sale, as well as purchase needed supplies.

Jordan rose and stepped forward to extend his hand in greeting. Well, you are here now. Come, join us in a glass of claret while you bring me up to date on matters. I am pleased with what I have seen of the land.

But not the house, Ill wager, Mr. Shirley said with a wry expression as he pulled up a Windsor chair to join them. Mrs. Longwood is not a bad housekeeper, but she would have it that only you must give her orders, not me. He glanced about the room, his eyes absorbing the lack of dust, the neatness of the books. I gather she has found some maids. There are a few local women glad of work.

They tend to disappear whenever I am around. If I werent such an agreeable fellow, Id say they think me a villain. There was a hint of query in his voice.

Perhaps they mistake you for one like your cousin, the steward began, then fell silent with a guarded look at Jordan.

Explain that, if you please. I did not know my cousin well at all. We rarely had met. I confess that I felt no great loss at his death. But I am curious.

Mr. Shirley took a deep breath and seemed to relax. Well, he seemed a nice-enough chap as far as I could tell. But the maids did not remain when he came around. Mrs. Longwood had a devil of a time keeping staff once he settled in here. They came and went as if they were in a turnstile. When he died, Mrs. Longwood waited for you. She seemed to feel you might not wish to remain here.

Jordan exchanged a significant look with Percy. And we are on trial? You may be sure neither Mr. Ponsonby nor I are given to seducing maids. He frowned, then continued, What can you tell me of my cousins death? The solicitor could tell me nothing. Mrs. Longwood would say no more than there had been an accident.

He was out riding when it happened. Perhaps his horse was startled, and he took a tumble. His neck was broken, so his death was quick. No witness, as he was alone. I suppose it could have been a rabbit hole. Mr. Shirley didnt seem convinced of that possibility.

You see to it that the pastures and areas for riding are kept stopped? There ought not be any holes. Jordan leaned forward to study the man he would be working very closely with in the coming weeks. He liked what he had seen to this point, but there was ground to cover yet.

We catch the rabbits, and the fox seem to go elsewhere. He went on to explain his methods for ridding the land of unwanted animals.

Jordan listened with care, pleased with all he heard.

Pardon me if I appear forward, but is it your intention to remain? Mr. Shirley asked as he shifted in his chair prior to rising.

Everyone seems curious about my intentions. Indeed, I intend to remain for an extended period. I find I quite like the countryand this house.

Fine. There are books to examine, records Id wish you to see. Mr. Shirley rose and had moved toward the door when Jordan spoke again.

This seems a friendly neighborhood. We called upon our neighbors this morning. They seem agreeable people.

The steward halted, then turned to face Jordan.

Miss Maitland and Lady Ariel Brandon at Stafford Court. The rector, Mr. Lytton, joined us. It was a brief call but enlightening.

Miss Maitland would not like you, Ill wager; she discourages gentlemen callers, the steward said with not the slightest touch of a smile. The rector likes everyone and is a worse gossip than an old maid.

So Miss Maitland would disapprove of any interest in Lady Ariel? How was it she managed to become engaged to my cousin Ivor? The thought that his cousin was preferred to him still rankled.

I do not know, my lord. The man hesitated, then added, There was some talk of compromise, but nothing came of it as he died so soon after the betrothalbut a week.

I see, Jordan said with a thoughtful look at Percy. He turned his attention to the steward again as the man walked to the door. I shall see you tomorrow.

Indeed, the man replied politely.

Shirley ... Percy mused aloud. Thats a very old family in Derbyshire. Any relation?

A younger son and far removed from the title, I fear, the gentleman replied with a grin. My father wanted me to enter the church, but I prefer estate management. I cannot see myself as a vicar.

Thinking of the man they met earlier, Jordan could only nod in agreement. Indeed. Well, I believe we shall get along famously. You have an apartment to your liking?

Mr. Shirley looked startled, then smiled. Yes. Your grandmother had a soft heart for me, I believe. I have rooms on the ground floor of the west wing. Quite commodious and comfortable.

Very good. I look forward to meeting with you following my morning ride with Lady Ariel. Jordan waited to see what the reaction might be to his words. He was rewarded with a genuine start of surprise.

Lord Harcourt, I... He hesitated, then continued slowly, I am not completely satisfied that your cousins death was an accident. He might have been reckless, but he was a good horseman. Do take care when out riding.

It appeared Lady Ariel wished to speak privately with me, and a morning ride seemed a good solution. Surely you do not think she had something to do with Ivors death! One to listen to advice when offered, he waited to see what the man he was coming to respect more and more had to say to the matter.

No, I do not think she was in any way responsible. However, matters did not add up to my satisfaction. All I can say is to be on guard.

I feel as though I have plunged into the middle of an intrigue, Jordan said with a smile that faded when he saw the serious mien on his steward.

I shall say no more on the matter, my lord. May I suggest you keep your eyes and ears open and be a trifle wary of all who approach you for whatever reason? The steward smiled as he added a final thought. Unless you seek a wife, perhaps it would be well to let it be known you are not in the market for such. Sunday morning service is a good time. Miss Vipont is the premier gossip, who will happily spread news, thus sparing you intrusions.

He left them with more than a little to mull over.

Well, well, fancy your steward being a Shirley, Percy murmured as he sought a chair by the sputtering fire.

Jordan walked over to stir the fire, then looked at Percy. This has been quite a day. I cannot wait to see what tomorrow brings.

Id say we may want to do a bit of mousing about the area. I did not like to hear of the question regarding your cousins death.

True, Jordan replied absently. From what little I knew of him and the few times we met, I cannot say I had any love for the man. Yet, I would not have wished him dead, killed by someone for an unknown reason.

An angry father, perhaps? Percy said, obviously thinking of the remark about the maids.

That is possible. Comelet us try the billiards table. I shall need a clear mind when I meet Lady Ariel in the morning. What shall you do?

Now that Watson has come with the rest of my things and the curricle, I believe I will take a ride into the village and have a look about. Who knows what I might uncover.

Jordan took a deep breath, then said, I know you mean to joke, but do have a care. His smile was strained.

As to that, I should say the same for yougoing off on a ride when your cousin died while enjoying the same.

They sauntered off to the billiards room together. Jordan selected a cue, then turned to his friend.

You will have to beat me without my spotting you a single point, Jordan said with a forced laugh. He did not want to talk of death anymore this evening.

* * * *

Miss Maitland shook out the embroidery upon which she had labored these past weeks and frowned at her niece. I was not pleased that you should walk off by yourself to the window without a by-your-leave. Most impolite, my dear girl. Not the thing, you know.

Yes, Aunt, Ariel replied softly. But there is a rather fine view from that window. The gardens are very nice this time of year.

Just so you pay no heed to the rectors words. Such nonsense I never heard in my life. Fancy him thinking that the new Lord Harcourt ought to marry you simply because his cousin had briefly been your betrothed. That man doesnt have the brains God gave a flea. Where did he come by such notions, I ask you! She threaded a needle, then attacked the hapless embroidery as though it were the rector.

I believe it was King Henry the Eighth who was an example of wedding his brothers promised bride, was it not? Did not his father arrange it?

Yes, and when he had no heir, he said it was Gods punishment for marrying his brothers widow, although I do not believe they were actually wed.

Betrothals were considered almost like marriage then. It was impossible to escape from one, once engaged, Ariel answered thoughtfully.

Let that be a lesson to you, dear niece. Take care with whom you spend your time. Miss Maitland gave her niece a speculative look.

And where do I ever go that you are not with me? Ariel asked, a rueful smile on her lips.

I do not go riding with you, Aunt reminded. See to it that you have a groom with you when you go off on your wanderings. And do not leave Stafford grounds! You are a pretty girl, not to mention a great heiress.

Indeed, I should not wish anything to happen to me, Ariel said with a pensive look at her aunt. Why she could not love the woman who had tended her so faithfully all the years since her mothers death she couldnt say. Her aunt was amiable, if a trifle reclusive.

Ariel rose from her chair and crossed to the window. She must be a dreadful girl, for she had not mourned when her betrothed was killed. An accident, they said, and she supposed it must have been, for Ivor had been a reckless rider, taking chances at every turn. The engagement had not been of her choosing.

You ought to take up your embroidery, Ariel, Miss Maitland said presently.

It seemed like an order to Ariel, and she rebelled, however briefly. My head aches. I believe I shall go for a walk in the garden. The house oppresses me.

It would be better if you went to your room and had a cold vinegar compress on your forehead. I shall see to it at once. Miss Maitland put aside her embroidery, fully prepared to follow through on her words.

Closing her eyes, Ariel fought the urge to scream. Thank you so much, dear Aunt. I believe if I could just sit quietly in the garden, listening to the birds, I would be fine in but a little while. Excuse me. Before her aunt could object, Ariel crossed the room at a swift pace, running down the stairs to the ground floor as though pursued. In a way, she waspursued, that is. Every moment alone was treasured.

Finding a bench under a turkey oak, Ariel settled back against the rough bark to enjoy the sounds and scents of the garden. A fountain splashed in the center of the plots containing ordinary flowers and herbs, as well as interesting plants that her father had collected from all over the world.

She wished he would leave India and settle here again. Father likely found it difficult, but she missed him dreadfully. He did not get along well with his wifes sister, although he paid her well to look after her niece. If he came home Aunt Maitland could go elsewhere. Goodness knew she must have a tidy sum tucked away in consols or a bank account. Ariel had checked the Stafford books to discover the amount her aunt received, and it was most generous. Since she never spent a farthing of it, using household funds for her few purchases, it stood to reason she saved it all.

A squirrel crept close, and Ariel wondered how it dared come into the garden. Should old Turner see it, the animal would never see another day.

Shoo. Go away, you silly beast.

Ariel, I cannot think the sun will be good for your head. Come inside now, commanded her aunt from just inside the terrace door.

With a sigh, Ariel obediently rose from her pleasant retreat to return to the house. It was a lovely house, full of light and charm. She had known just how to decorate Lady Harcourts home, for she had her own as a fine example.

Coming, Aunt. Ariel looked forward to her morning ride with Lord Harcourt. He was more handsome than his cousin and appeared to have better manners as well. He hadnt surveyed her with a predatory eye, but rather seemed indifferent to her charms. He also seemed sympathetic, and that had prompted her to seek conversation with him.

Ariel joined her aunt and listened to her strictures on the dangers of sunshine while thinking of the morrow and the prospect of learning more of her new neighbor.

* * * *

Jordan turned to watch the young woman who cantered down the Stafford road to join him. He had been uncertain whether or not to call this meeting off. Yet he had come, the beseeching look from a pair of fine gray eyes overcoming his reluctance to be involved with any lady.

Tis a glorious morning, is it not, my Lord Harcourt? she caroled out as she neared. Garbed in a flattering gray habit, a neat small hat firmly in place, she was too attractive to be out alone.

No groom? he admonished, feeling like her father, not a pleasant sensation in the least.

Oh, he trails behind me. He has known me forever and knows I would never do anything amiss. Besides, he has had a good report of you, she said shyly. You are not like your cousin, or so tis said.

No, we are vastly different men. Or were, or whatever the comparison should be. He smiled at her, wondering what was on her mind.

She joined him, and he was aware of being sized up again, of her inspecting him from top to toe. Well, do I pass? he couldnt resist asking. Her gasp of indignation made him chuckle. You were looking at me as though you anticipated adding me to your stables.

Never that, she riposted. I should never attempt to select a horse. I would end with a stable full of pretty steeds, all most likely with horrid faults.

I rather doubt that, my lady. Indeed, I do.

But I would select your beast, I think. He looks quite handsome.

They settled into a casual chat about horses until they reached the division between the Stafford property and the Harcourt estates. Here they halted again, with Lady Ariel giving Jordan a quizzical look.

I had the strange feeling that you wanted to talk to me about something. Was I wrong? Jordan asked at long last, while wondering why it was that he felt such accord with this young woman. Could it be because she practiced no womanly wiles? Her directness, the serious light in her eyes seemed proof that she differed from the London belles.

The smile that had enchanted him earlier disappeared as she became solemn. Yes, you surmised rightly. I wanted to caution you to be on your guard. I did not know your cousin well, but I feel strongly that his death was planned. Although he took chances, he was a first-rate rider, and I believe it was no accident that he was thrown from his horse. Whoever wished him dead may feel the same about you. We do not know, do we? She turned in her saddle to give him a most earnest look.

You are the second to have fears on those grounds. But I doubt very much that I have an enemy in this area. For that matter, I have no enemies in London, either. Ive been a rather dull chap, I fear. No outraged husbands chase me; no shopkeepers dog my footsteps. No, I am one of those raritiesa just and proper man. He spoke without boasting, instead feeling a little bit foolish to make such a statement. But he needed to reassure her. I pay my bills and keep my distance from flirtatious wives.

Perhaps you need a dog for protection. Unless you already have a dog? she inquired, a delightful twinkle in her lovely eyes.

Not in the city. Couldnt see a dog at the Albanythat is where I lived these past years since I left Oxford. Seeing her confusion, he added, It is a nice arrangement of chambers for gentlemen. Sixty-nine of us live there in decent comfort, but I wouldnt like to keep a dog in the place. The country is the place for a dog.

They proceeded to ride on at that point. After a few minutes she queried, You truly intend to remain here? Her question was asked without even a coy smile, much less the usual artifice and batting of eyelashes.

For the foreseeable future. There is much to do here. This was another query on his intentions. Perhaps he ought to make an announcement?

I suspect you want to know what happened to your predecessor as well. Am I not right? I know I should want to find out all I could.

He chose not to answer that remark.

When they came in sight of the groom, Jordan saluted the man to let him know he was observed and that Jordan now turned her ladyship over to his care.

I expect I shall see you at services on Sunday.

He answered her politely, Indeed, how could I miss a sermon from the estimable Mr. Lytton?

I hope you paid not the slightest attention to the nonsense he spouted whilst taking tea with us yesterday? She had turned again to face him, pausing.

She spoke casually, yet Jordan wondered if there wasnt a message in those words as well. I have no interest in a wife at the moment. Perhaps in a few years when I am more settled?

She laughed at him then. Lucky you. You are allowed to choose a wife while I must take what I am given. You have no cause to complain, sirrah!

Jordan watched her ride toward her home, a jaunty set to her shoulders. Was it a pose? Did he hear a wistful note in her voice when she pretended to chide him?

His return to the Hall was thoughtful, and he was relieved to see Mr. Shirley awaiting him as he rode into the stable yard. His own thoughts had not been pleasant. It would be good to listen to someone else for a time.

He turned his mount over to Peachum, then walked to the house with Mr. Shirley. When they reached the comfortable confines of the library, Mr. Shirley set down the neat stack of account books he had carried and turned to face Jordan.

You had an agreeable ride this morning, my lord?

Jordan studied his steward. I did. After a pause, he continued with deliberation, It seems that you are not alone in thinking there was something strange about my cousins demise. Lady Ariel begged me take caution. She fears that whoever took Ivors life might take mine as well. She failed to offer any motive, however.

There was a brief silence during which Mr. Shirley digested Jordans words, then expressed agreement with her.

She thinks I ought to get a dog, Jordan muttered as he gestured to a chair comfortably close to the desk. He lounged on his own chair, rubbing his chin while he considered the suggestion.

Not a puppy, then, but a dog able to guard you well? Shirley suggested.

You realize all this talk is almost enough to send me back to London and my chambers at the Albany. Jordan plucked the topmost of the account books from the pile.

Mr. Shirley gave him a dismayed look, and Jordan grimaced. I said almost. Ill remain, but it will be the dickens to feel as though I must look over my shoulder every other minute when I am out and about.

You would not be compromised. It seems your cousin was not so finicky. As I mentioned before, rumor has it he compromised Lady Ariel into the engagement.

Jordan stiffened. He might feel comfortable with Mr. Shirley, but he had never liked gossiping. That I know nothing about. The lady did not see fit to confide in me.

That ended the discussion, and they turned to the accounts of the estate. Within thirty minutes Jordan came to realize he had a gifted steward, one he would be a fool to lose.

By the time Percy joined them to partake of a luncheon Simnel had conjured for their enjoyment, hed had enough of accounts and books. Why do we all not take a ride over the estate? Shirley can show me what he thinks needs improving, and I can agree.

Mr. Shirley looked abashed at this sign of confidence in his abilities. It would be my pleasure, my lord.

Harcourt. Call me Harcourt. I daresay you have as much right to it as anyone, considering your family.

As you wish. Mr. Shirley tried not to smile and failed.

Percy, how was your morning? I trust you had no one telling you that you had best mind your back lest someone do you in? At his friends amazed expression, Jordan explained what had occurred while on his ride, as well as what Mr. Shirley had revealed. He concluded with Lady Ariels advice. She thinks I ought to get a dog.

A large brute with sharp teeth, a good sense of smell and keen hearing. He should be able to attack an intruder and know friend from foe, Percy said quite seriously.

Oh, good heavens, Jordan said in disgust, tossing his napkin on the table, his pigeon pie forgotten. If you keep on, I shall be inclined for the Albany!

But think of the challenge if you remain, Mr. Shirley murmured.

Jordan paused to give him a considering look. I just hope it is not a dead end.
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