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CHAPTER ONE



Why the devil had Sir Thomas looked at him so oddly? As Justin crossed St. Jamess Park from Whitehall towards Mayfair, he pondered the curious reaction of the man to whom he had just tendered his resignation.

His reasons for quitting the diplomatic service were by no means out of the ordinary. His widowed father, Lord Wooburn, was alone at Wooburn Court. As the earls heir and sole offspring, Justin felt his place was at home now that Boney was beaten. He had stated as much in the sober, discreet, unemotional manner expected of an English gentleman, and more particularly of a diplomat.

No hint had passed his lips of his fear that his aging, reclusive father must be desperately lonely. So why had Sir Thomas appeared first surprised, and then thoroughly embarrassed?

Crossing the Mall, Justin dismissed the question from his mind. He was back in England at last after two years absence; it was time to marry and settle down to learn to manage the estates that would one day be his. The important question now was whether Lady Amabel had waited for him.

Lady Amabel of the raven locks, Toast of the Town, cool, elegant, sophisticated daughter of the Earl of Trentonhe scarcely dared hope to find her still unwed. Though he could not but be aware that he was a highly eligible parti, he had not wanted to tie her down while he was abroad. Any understanding between them had been unspoken, far too informal to allow such a breach of propriety as an exchange of letters.

Now he wondered whether he would find Lady Amabel in London. The Season was coming to an end. The trees in Green Park were taking on the darker hues of summer. On sunny days like this, the noonday streets were hot, dusty, noisome, and a pall of smoke from sea-coal cooking fires settled over the city.

Many members of the ton had already departed to their estates, but Lord Trenton was very much involved with the government, and his daughter was no lover of the countryside. Nonetheless, she might well be attending a house party anywhere in England.

In that case, should he follow her, or go straight to his father in Buckinghamshire? Of course, if she were married, or betrothed, hed not have to make that decision.

He reached Curzon Street. The knocker had not been taken down. He made use of it.

As the porter admitted him, the butler approached across the pink-and-white marble floor. My lord! If I may say so, its a pleasure to see you back in England.

Thank you, Roberts. A good memory for names had been an advantage in the diplomatic service. Is Lady Amabel at home?

I believe her ladyship is about to drive in Hyde Park, my lord.

Lord Amis, is that really you? The high, clear voice made him swing round. Lady Amabel was descending the stairs, carrying a driving whip. She was a perfect vision in pale rose, frilled and beflounced, with a crimson spencer. The high crowned bonnet set upon her dusky ringlets boasted three curling ostrich plumes, crimson and white. My dear Amis, I shall take you up with me instead of my groom. I am driving my high-perch phaeton, but I daresay that will not alarm you.

Not in the slightest, Lady Amabel. I know you for a prime whip. His cool composure matching hers, he bowed over the gloved hand she held out to him. I should have liked to see you handling the ribbons of a troika.

She tapped his shoulder with her whip. Ah yes, you have been in Russia, have you not?

And Vienna, for several months.

And are you about to leave again for some distant post?

No. I was offered a position in our embassy in Paris, a much-coveted assignment, but I have resigned. I have done my small part in defeating Bonaparte by keeping our Russian allies happy.

Yes, of course. Waterloo was a splendid victory, was it not? So you are come home for good. Her flattering air of satisfaction vanished as her rosy lips tightened with annoyance. Roberts, why is my carriage not at the door? I ordered it half an hour since.

It is just pulling up, my lady, said the butler quickly.

Justin gave her his arm and they went out. The phaeton was a dashing, fragile vehicle with huge wheels, the body, slung between springs, five feet above the ground. Despite his bold words, Justin was relieved to see that at least Lady Amabel drove a pair, not a team of four horses.

He handed her up, admiring her graceful movements in such a perilous ascent, and followed her. Behind the high-stepping but sluggish greys, they set off for the nearby park.

Tell me about your travels, Lord Amis, she requested, turning south towards Rotten Row.

Knowing she would have no interest in the wretched condition of the Russian peasants, Justin concentrated on the splendours of St. Petersburg and the gaiety of Vienna. As they tooled along, he described the superb Winter Palace, the tsars fêtes at the Summer Palace, and the magnificent balls that had at times seemed the chief purpose of the Congress of Vienna.

I should have liked to be in Vienna, and Russia might be quite amusing, for a short while, she said carelessly. La, how boring it is here, I vow, with everyone going into the country.

I was fortunate to find you in Town.

We are off tomorrow to Kent for a weekthe Seagrams, sadly dull but Lady Seagram is an intimate friend of my mamas. Then I shall go on to the Parringales, in Somerset. You are acquainted with the Parringales, are you not? Such amusing people. I am sure you can obtain an invitation.

Encouraging words! In fact, she had undoubtedly rejected other suitors to await his return from Russia, he realized. I must speak to your father before I leave Town, he said.

She gave him an approving glance before returning her attention to her horses. I am sure Papa will be glad to receive you this evening. We dine at home. If you are not otherwise engaged, perhaps you will join us?

With pleasure. However, I shall not be able to join you at the Parringales, I fear. I must go down to Wooburn.

Of course. How could I forget? A simply shocking situation. I feel for you. Amis, indeed I do, but I dare say you will know how to deal with it.

Justin frowned. Deal with what? What shocking situation?

My dear, never say you do not know! Lord Wooburn has remarried.

My father married? Stunned, he stared at her, quite unable to appreciate her delicate profile.

To a woman he met at Bath, or was it Cheltenham? He was taking the waters somewhere. A common, vulgar female, Pamela Parringale told me, half the earls age and deeply in debt. They say she claims to be a widow, no doubt to account for her offspring.

Offspring? He groaned.

A dozen or so, on dit. La, one cannot blame the creature for wishing to provide for them. Doubtless your papa will come down handsomely, at least while he is in the first throes of infatuation.

Not if I have anything to say in the matter! Justin said grimly. How could his father have betrayed the memory of his beloved wife? But no, he was not to blame. The jade had entrapped him. Given half a chance, she would make him miserable and feather her childrens nest at his expense. Well, shed not have that chance, he vowed. Forgive me, Lady Amabel, if I cut short this delightful outing. Will you be so good as to return to Curzon Street now? I must leave for Wooburn at once.

* * * *

Jack has got his trousers very dirty, observed Priscilla with a seven-year-olds inimitable self-righteousness. Jimmy is even dirtier. I am perfectly clean. She smoothed her faded blue muslin skirts and adjusted her blue-ribboned chip-straw hat.

Which is scarcely to your credit, since you hate to be dirty, Ginnie pointed out. The twins were indeed both muddy and wet, but it was only to be expected when the frogs were croaking enticingly among the reeds of the ornamental lake.

Im dirty, too, said Nathaniel proudly, holding out his arm to show his sisters a smudge on his sleeve. Anything the twins did was perfect in his eyes. At nine, they were his heroes, his older brothers being too distant in age to be imitated.

Ginnie held his hand tightly. He was too little to join Jack and Jimmy at the waters edge. When they reached the beech wood sheltering the east end of the lake, shed let him climb on a fallen tree trunk.

This was her favourite walk in her stepfathers park. The water reflected the deep, cloudless blue of the late-afternoon summer sky. Yellow flags grew among the bulrushes, and here and there patches of forget-me-nots bloomed on the bank. She had seen herons here, standing hunched unnaturally still in the shallows or wading with the gravity of aged lawyers. Once, passing one of the occasional willow trees, she had caught the azure flash of a kingfisher as the shy bird darted into the shelter of the long, narrow leaves.

No chance of that now, with the twins creating riot and rumpus, she thought, laughing as she turned to glance back at them.

Ginnie, look at my frog! Jack dashed up to her. She could always tell them apart, though she wasnt sure how. Perhaps by the pattern of freckles across their noses and cheeks.

The little greenish brown creature sat in his cupped hands, its throat pulsating, seemingly unafraid. Priscilla backed away, making ughish noises. Ginnie touched it gently.

You were clever to catch it, Jack, but you must put it back. It will not be happy away from the water.

Ill give it to Judith. Shell like it, not like silly Pris.

Me, too. Jimmy, mud to the knees and wet to the elbows, arrived with another captive. Then his gaze travelled beyond the group. Look! Whos that?

Turning round, Ginnie saw a horse and rider emerge at a gallop from the shade of the woods. Hooves drummed as they moved from soft leaf-mould onto the close-cropped turf, speeding nearer. The rider saw them and abruptly drew rein. The horse, a magnificent bay stallion, reared. The gentleman slid ungracefully over its croup and landed flat on his back, his tall hat flying from his head.

Ginnie started towards him. The chalky ground was hard after a dry week and she feared he might be injured. However, he sprang to his feet unaided, so she turned to comfort Nathaniel and Priscilla, who clung to her in fright.

Their frogs escaped and forgotten, Jack and Jimmy clung to each other, rocking in fits of laughter. What a clunch! Jimmy snorted.

Hush! she admonished them. You will embarrass the poor gentleman. You know you must not laugh at the misfortunes of others.

Gammon! said Jack vulgarly. That wasnt misfortune, he muffed it.

Pray mind your tongue, Jack. See, he is coming.

The gentleman approached, his beaver and whip in one hand, the stallions reins in the other. He was a little above middle height, slim, but with the appearance of lithe strength. Though top-boots and buckskin riding breeches were powdered with road dust, his brown coat fitted like a glove and his neat neckcloth had not suffered in the fall.

Nor, it seemed, had he, except in his dignity. His light brown hair was ruffled, and so was his temper. In fact, his expression was thunderous.

His face was vaguely familiar to Ginnie. Without the scowl he must be quite handsome, she guessed.

He looked her up and down in a shockingly insolent manner, from the shabby chip-straw bonnet hiding her golden ringlets to the half-boots of worn jean. Sneering, he said, So you are the gull-catcher. Mutton dressed as Iamb! You need not expect to profit by your chicanery, strumpet. By all the devils in hell, Ill see you damned first!

Before she could catch her breath, reft from her by the startling attack, be vaulted into the saddle and galloped up the hill towards the house.

Nathaniel burst into tears, understanding the strangers tone if not his words. Priscillas lips trembled, and the twins stared after the man, their identical faces aghast.

Struggling to contain her anger, Ginnie crouched to hug her littlest brother. Its all right, darling. Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.

Why did he call you a trumpet? asked Jimmy.

Strumpet! she corrected, outrage sweeping away discretion. A strumpet is a wicked woman.

Youre not wicked. Tears overflowed Priscillas eyes.

Whats chickery? Jack wanted to know.

Chicorys that blue flower, sapskull, his brother advised him and added, puzzled, That man must think Ginnie grows it to sell. Why is it wicked to profit from selling chicory?

He said chicanery. Trickery. Oh, how dare he!

What about gull-catcher? Jimmy enquired, cautious now. Judith had that pet seagull once, the one with the broken leg, member? But you never caught one, did you, Ginnie?

Never, she said grimly. The identity of the churlish gentleman began to dawn on her. A gull-catcher is someone who lays snares for innocent fools and robs them.

Youre not a robber, wailed Priscilla.

Jack glowered fiercely. Youre not wicked and youre not a robber. Why did that dolt call you names?

He said bad words, too, Jimmy pointed out, his sandy brows drawn together.

Youre not even dressed like a lamb, Priscilla said through her tears. Lambs wear white wool and youre wearing lilac muslin.

Mutton dressed as lamb! Somehow that affront hurt the worst. She was only twenty, after all.

I like lambs, Nathaniel assured Ginnie, his arms round her neck. He pressed a damp kiss on her cheek.

She returned the kiss, loosened his arms, and stood up. I have a feeling the gentleman must be the viscount, Lord Amis, our stepfathers heir, she said thoughtfully. And I believe the odious brute mistook me for someone else. Come, let us go back to the house. I must talk to Gilbert and Lydia.

Gilbert, at sixteen, had a good head on his shoulders despite his choosing to bury it in Greek and Latin tomes. Lydia, a year older and the Beauty of the family, had inherited from their mother a placidity that her more-volatile elder sister always found soothing. Ginnie meant to tell them everything.

Not for the world would she let her younger brothers and sisters know that she had been mistaken for Mama. The new Lady Wooburn deserved such insults no more than her eldest daughter. Less, in fact, Ginnie acknowledged to herself with a twinge of guilt. On her own. Mama would never have made a push to attach the earl. Her eldest daughter had managed the entire business for her.

And a well-managed business it was! That boorish Lord Amis had no notion of the situation and no right to abuse anyone concerned.

Nathaniels short legs scuttled to keep up with his sisters angry stride as she stalked up the hill to the splendid early Georgian red-brick mansion that was now their home.

* * * *

Take good care of him.

Justin tossed Prince Ruriks reins at the groom, with an abrupt nod in acknowledgement of the mans stammered, Welcome home, my lord. He strode into the house.

What a ridiculous figure he had cut! Prince Rurik had never thrown him before, but then he had never required the noble, well-mannered beast to stop on a sixpence. Blinded by the bright sun as he left the woods, he had not seen the little group on the bank of the lake until he was too close for comfort.

That the hussy was a most attractive female only made his humiliation sting the worse. A pretty piece despite her simple gown, fit to twist an old man round her little finger. Those filthy brats with her were no more than ten years old, so she was probably under thirty, less than half his fathers age. She looked younger, doubtless a credit to the cosmetic arts of the Cyprian.

A fitting subject for the London scandalmongers! The thought of his loved and respected father held up to ridicule made him shudder.

Reaching the front hall, he dropped hat, gloves, and whip on the table, noting the vase of gladioli, scarlet, white, and yellow. Impatiently he brushed at the dust on his coat and breeches as he glanced around. The place breathed an indefinable air of comfort, a far cry from the gloomy atmosphere that had reigned since his mothers death and his fathers withdrawal from the world.

Nonsense! Sheer imagination, the influence of the sun shining in through the clerestory below the dome, throwing patches of light on the portraits of his ancestors.

Reynolds! he shouted.

Before the echoes of his voice died away, the stout butler puffed into view from the servants wing. Welcome home, my lord, he cried, beaming.

Reynolds had ruled the household as long as Justin could remember, and besides, he already regretted having treated the groom so curtly. Thank you, he said. Its good to be home. Is my father in the library?

No, my lord. His lordship has taken her ladyship out in the carriage, to call upon the Frobishers and the Rills, I believe. That is why no footman was here to greet you. His lordship will be disappointed... is something wrong, my lord?

Justin realized he was gaping. Her ladyship gone out? Then who the devil was the female he had nearly ridden down in the park, had bitterly castigated as a gull-catcher and a strumpet? A governess, possibly, but he had a mortifying suspicion he had mistaken his stepsister for her mother. That would explain her appearance of excessive youth. He groaned.

Are you unwell, my lord? Reynolds asked anxiously. Your chamber is prepared, has been ready since his lordship received your letter from

I am perfectly well, Justin snapped. I rode from London, so my valet will not be here for some hours. Kindly send up hot water and someone to pull off my boots.

Taking the stairs two at a time, he made for the apartments that had been his since he left the nursery. Everything was familiar, yet somehow strange, giving an impression of brightness, newness.

That was it: newness. The new countess had already begun her extravagances. He strode to the window of his dressing-room. Yes, these curtains were similar in colourochre with a design in dark greento those that had always hung here, but they were new. The ragged corner, chewed by his setter puppy and badly mended, was now whole.

Why the jade had troubled to refurbish his rooms puzzled him for a moment, until he saw the flowers on his dressing-table. Of course, she hoped to win him over. Shed soon learn how vain was that hope.

He took the yellow roses and tossed them dripping out of the window.

As he sucked on a thorn-stabbed finger, his fury burned higher. After two years abroad, to come home to this catastrophe! At least he might have expected his father to be at home to welcome him; but no, he had taken his bride to call upon the Rills and the Frobishers. Years had passed since he had visited or entertained the neighbours. Not only were Lady Wooburn and her family living in clover at the earls expense, she was a gadabout who was cutting up the old mans peace.

Justin reaffirmed his resolve to spike her guns. Hed begin his campaign this very evening.




CHAPTER TWO



Recalling the twins condition just in time, Ginnie turned away from the porticoed front door and took the children round to the stable entrance. There they found Colin and Judith admiring the viscounts bay stallion. Leaving them in charge of the younger ones, Ginnie went into the house in search of Gilbert and Lydia.

As expected, she found them in the library, Gilbert with his nose in a book, Lydia keeping him company as she hemmed a shirt. Ginnie paused in the doorway, studying the two heads bowed over the table by the window.

Gilbert was dark, like their father, but serious minded as that light-hearted, ever-optimistic gentleman had never been. He ought to go to university and take orders, or perhaps be called to the bar. With his passion for detail and logic, hed make a good lawyer.

Lydia was equally serious, but not at all intellectual. In fact. Papa had been wont to call her his pretty ninnyhammer. Now, four years after his death of a fever, pretty was too weak a word. She was beautiful. Her ringlets, of a richer gold than Ginnies, never needed to be curled in rags overnight. Her straight little nose and rosebud mouth had drawn raptures from the Cheltenham swains, whereas Ginnies nose was described by one enamoured gentleman as pert, her mouth as generous. Lydias lustrous eyes, now fixed on her sewing, were speedwell blue, Ginnies of a blue that just escaped being grey.

Ginnie could not resent her sisters loveliness. Lydia was good. She deserved a London Season, not to spend every waking moment setting her tiny, neat stitches, always patient, never complaining.

Ginnies sigh brought both heads round.

Whats wrong? demanded Gilbert.

She crossed the room, conscious of the weight of learning, of knowledge and experience, ranged on the ceiling-high shelves about her; it ought to make her problems seem petty, but never did. Pulling out a spindle-back chair, she sat down at the table and leaned both elbows on the polished oak.

Lord Amis, she said shortly.

Lydia looked blank.

Our stepbrother, Gilbert explained to her. He is expected home from Russia, remember?

He is come home, Ginnie informed them, and I for one shall not call him brother! He is the greatest wretch in Christendom, a rude, bad-tempered boor.

Oh, Ginnie, no, Lydia protested, unwilling to think so ill of anyone.

What has he done? asked Gilbert.

She told them, her wrath reviving as she repeated Lord Amiss brutal epithets.

Mutton dressed as lamb? said Lydia wonderingly. She patted Ginnies hand. The poor man must be half-blind.

Quite possible, at least momentarily, Gilbert agreed, since he had just ridden out of the woods into the sun. As for the rest, well, you must not take it personally, Ginnie. He doesnt know you, so his words were not really addressed to you, but rather to a concept in his mind.

But to speak so to anyone reveals him as a shocking rudesby. Indeed, it is still more unmannerly to insult a perfect stranger, without provocation, I vow! I wonder that our kind, courteous steppapa has so ill-bred a son, indeed I do.

He had just fallen from his horse, Lydia said pleading his case. You know how cross one feels after making a cake of oneself. Besides, even if he did not injure himself, be must have been bruised and shaken, which is enough to make the most amiable person pettish.

Pettish! Lyddie, dear, you are too tender-hearted to be true.

It seems to me... Gilbert began, frowning, but the library door slammed open and Colin burst into the room, followed by Judith, Jack and Jimmy, and Priscilla.

Wait for me! wailed Nathaniel, trotting in last.

Dont touch anything, twins, Ginnie ordered her grubby brothers.

Ginnie, is it true? Colin demanded, towering over her as he planted both fists on the table, his sun-browned face flushed. The twins say Lord Amis attacked you. By George, Ill take a horsewhip to him!

At fifteen, he was tall and sturdy enough to make a good try at chastising the viscount. Ginnie blenched.

Dont fly into the boughs, she said hastily. He did ride up to us in a rather alarming way, but he attacked me only with words.

Thats bad enough. Id call him out but I dare say hed tell me Im too young and refuse to fight.

I should hope so! He cannot possibly be the villain he sounded.

He sounds perfectly horrid. Judith hugged Ginnie. She had an instinctive sympathy for hurt creatures and apparently counted her eldest sister in that class at present. Dont let him upset you, darling Ginnie.

Well get back at him somehow, Colin vowed. We cant let him get away with it.

The twins exchanged a glance. Well put frogs in his bed, Jack suggested.

No, you will not! Judith rounded on them. Think of the poor frogs!

Burrs in his boots, Jimmy said with relish.

Ill bite him, Nathaniel volunteered from his perch on Lydias lap.

Oh no, Nathaniel, Lydia said gently, you know better than that. Only babies bite people.

Heavens, what a bloodthirsty family I have, said Ginnie, laughing. Thank you, my dears, but I dont want any of you to avenge me. After all, he did me no real harm. It was all a misunderstanding. Look at that clock, its time for your supper. Judith, Colin, take the others upstairs if you please and see that they wash their hands. And the twins had best put on their nightshirts right away.

All right. Colin plucked Nathaniel from Lydias knee and set him on his shoulders. We wont do anything for the present, but Lord Amis had best change his tune or hell get whats coming to him. Duck when we reach the door, Nat. Come on, fellows. He strode out, whistling A-hunting we will go, and Judith herded Priscilla and the twins after him.

Ginnie turned to Gilbert. You are right, I ought not to take Lord Amiss insults personally. He was addressing aa... what did you call it?

A concept. A sort of Platonic archetype, an abstract idea that

Pray dont explain! Anyway, he clearly mistook me for Mama.

For Mama? Lydias vivid blue eyes widened with astonishment.

Gilbert frowned again. That is what I was going to say when the troops arrived. I cannot like it. You are not easily overset, Ginnie, but Mama...

Mama is not to be told. Lord Amis will undoubtedly come to his senses before he sets eyes on her, and if not, he will change his tune the moment he meets her. Can you imagine anyone suspecting Mama of being a strumpet?

She does not match my concept of a strumpet, Gilbert agreed, grinning.

Gil, you are by far too young to have any concept whatsoever of such a thing! And Lydia ought not even to know the word.

Nor ought you, he retaliated.

I am not precisely sure of the meaning, Lydia admitted without great interest.

Just as well, Gilbert said. Now do go away, Ginnie, theres a dear. I want to finish this chapter before I have to change for dinner.

Lydia picked up her sewing. Do you suppose Lord Amis will join us for dinner? she asked her sister.

Certainly. He has not seen his father for two years. I believe I shall see what a conciliating gesture can do. Reynolds will know what wine ought to be served, and Cook must know what Lord Amiss favourite dishes areshe has been here forever. Ill ask her if any can be prepared at the last minute, for tonight, to welcome home the heir.

Swinging her hat by its faded ribbons, she went off to the kitchens.

* * * *

Justin was determined to attain his usual impeccable elegance for dinner. His father would not notice if he went down in his riding coat and breeches, but that dowdy young woman might know more of fashion than her straight-skirted, flounceless gown suggested. Hed not give her more cause to sneer at him.

The evening clothes left in his wardrobe were subtly out-dated; those he had brought in his saddle-bag were inevitably creased. His valet, being driven down from London by his groom, would not arrive for some hours yet. Making himself presentable was going to be a lengthy business, so he rang the bell at once.

His fathers elderly man, who came in answer to his summons, pottered off with the creased garments for ironing and sent up a tan-liveried footman with hot water.

When at last the aged valet reappeared, he announced, His lordship has sent a message, my lord, that he and her ladyship will be dining with the Rills. There will be just your lordship, Miss Webster, Miss Lydia, and Mr. Gilbert at dinner, the other young people taking their supper in the day nursery.

Webster... Justin realized he had not even known the intruders name. He was tempted to ask about them, but he would not demean himself by gossiping with a servant. No doubt hed find out all their flaws soon enough, those not already all too obvious.

So his father had even been persuaded into dining out, instead of in the comfort of his own home. But perhaps he no longer found his own home comfortable, with swarms of young Websters about. Justin wondered if he had been precipitate in resigning from the diplomatic service. He might yet come to yearn for it as a refuge.

At last he was ready. He regarded himself in the glass. His pumps gleamed, polished by Tebbutt before hed packed them. His black pantaloons fitted snugly, as did the coat of the midnight blue he preferred for evening wear. His waistcoat was of the palest blue. He had tied his starched neckcloth, white as the foam of a waterfall, in the complicated en cascade, and it had come out perfectly. His hair was brushed forward in the fashionable Windswept style.

Satisfied with his appearance, he frowned, suddenly struck by the dreadful possibility that Miss Webster might take his care in dressing as a compliment. If so, shed soon deduce her mistake from his manner, he vowed.

He went down to the drawing room, paused in the doorway, and gave a swift glance round the room. No one was there but the young woman he now assumed to be Miss Webster, a slender figure in high-waisted lavender blue muslin, unmodishly straight and unadorned. She stood by the open French windows, one hand on the doorpost, gazing out at the terrace, the evening-lit gardens, the park beyond. The westering sun turned her ringlets to pure gold, but Justin was more interested in what was going on inside that admittedly pretty head. How she must be gloating over having acquired so magnificent a home!

What he had to say was for her ears alone. He stepped forward and closed the door firmly behind him. She swung round at the sound.

Miss Webster, I believe?

Yes, I am Virginia Webster, my lord. Her voice was wary. With the sun behind her, he could not make out her expression.

He strode forward and took a stand at the other side of the French windows, forcing her to turn towards him. Her blue-grey eyes questioned him, her mouth seemed on the verge of a smile. She was uncertain, but by no means apprehensive, as he would have wished.

With deliberate arrogance he scanned her from head to toe. His rude gaze brought a decided sparkle to her eyes, and the hint of a smile vanished. Her determined chin tilted at a defiant angle. Not a beauty, yet damnably attractiveand far too youthful to be the mother of those children. He could not believe he had made so hen-witted a blunder.

I must make my apologies, he said stiffly. I was under the impression that you were... Lady Wooburn. However, I accurately expressed my sentiments and intentions towards your mother. The woman who ensnared my father is beneath contempt and I shall do my utmost to see that she regrets her iniquity. My mistake changes nothing.

Indeed it changes nothing! she flared, fists clenched. Your mistake is utterly insignificant, since it was not Mama but I who promoted the match, by every means in my power.

Eyes flashing with fury, bosom heaving, she was devilish attractive. He took her by the upper arms in an ungentle grip and planted a kiss on her soft mouth.

Turning away her head, she struggled to free herself. Her silky hair had a faint fragrance of jasmine. He slipped an arm around her and pressed her against him, while the other hand on the back of her head forced her to raise her face to him. Her heart beat wildly against his chest.

She ceased to struggle. Her eyes were expectant now, almost... taunting? Hed show her he was no gauche gapeseed! Once again be lowered his mouth to hers, explored her tender lips with his tongue, tasting, searching, probing for an opening to the sweetness within.

The click of the drawing room door latch sounded loud to his heightened senses.

Instantly he released her and stepped back. Shaken, he reproached himself for his ungentlemanly conduct, forcing his attentions on an unwilling female. Turning to the French windows to hide his agitation, he felt her considering gaze upon him before footsteps and the rustle of her skirt told him she had moved away.

You are very smart tonight, Lydia, she said lightly, her voice untouched by emotion.

Justins self-disgust changed to anger. Gull-catcher was too mild a word for Miss Virginia Webster! She was a witch. Somehow she had laid an enchantment on him, led him on to abandon propriety and common sense. She was as bad as her mother, or worse. No wonder his unworldly father had fallen prey to their wiles!

He bit his lip as the full consequences of that embrace dawned upon him. She had only to tell her stepfather of his sons shocking behaviour and it would be he who was disgraced.

Lord Amis, may I present my sister Lydia? And this is Gilbert, my eldest brother. Ginnie was proud of her even tone. She hoped she did not look half as pink cheeked and dishevelled as she felt. If Gilbert guessed the familiarities she had been subjected to, hed soon forget his philosophical attitude.

She would never be able to persuade him that she had rather enjoyed Lord Amiss embrace, once she had resigned herself to it. She had been kissed before, but never so expertly, and she suspected she had experienced only the half of it. She had felt positively weak at the knees! If Lydia and Gilbert had not come in... On the whole, she felt she would like to try it again, though not when his lordship was out of temper. It would be much more fun if he were enjoying it, too.

An unlikely sequel, she decided sadly as he turned to face them. The contempt in his eyes amply expressed his opinion of her.

He thought her a slutnot that she cared a groat for his opinion. Under other circumstances, she might fear for her chastity, but surely Lord Amis was too proper to seduce his fathers stepdaughter in his own house.

Miss Lydia. Webster, he said, acknowledging them curtly with a barely perceptible nod.

Lydia curtsied gracefully. In plain white India muslin, a white ribbon threaded through her hair, she was a picture of beauty, youth, and innocence. Lord Amis was manifestly unimpressed. That being so, he was unlikely to spare a second glance for Gilbert in his shabby evening coat cut down from the late Mr. Websters. Knowing how her brother had striven with his balky neckcloth to do her credit, Ginnie was incensed all over again.

Fortunately, Reynolds came in to announce dinner. After a moments awkward pause, Gilbert offered each of his sisters an arm and escorted them through to the dining-room. Lord Amis followed, alone, in grim silence.

Glass sparkled and silver gleamed invitingly on the spotless white cloth. Ginnie had ordered four places set at one end of the long table. She very soon wished she had placed Lord Amis at the far end, on his own.

As the soup was served, Lydia said to him with a polite smile, I dare say you found Persia excessively interesting, my lord?

I dare say I might have, had I ever visited that country, he said, his sarcasm sharp enough to pierce even Lydias armour of tranquillity. I fear I cannot enlighten you as to the customs of Persia, as I am just returned from Russia.

Her smile faded. With a look of hurt reproach that ought to have shrivelled his cutting tongue, she applied herself to her soup.

Ginnie and Gilbert both glared at him, then set themselves to soothing their gentle sisters hurt feelings. Ginnie consulted her about the colour and style of the new gowns Judith and Priscilla needed. Gilbert ably seconded her, though as Lydia responded, his faraway look suggested that his thoughts were elsewhere, probably not in Buckinghamshire, Persia, or Russia, but Ancient Greece or Rome.

Lord Amis toyed with his Scotch broth as Lydia chatted happily of sleeves and skirts, full and narrow. Then the soup was followed with removes of carp stewed in port, a roast loin of pork, lamb cutlets with asparagus, scalloped potatoes, mushroom fritters, and several side dishes. Ginnie regarded the feast with satisfaction. The fritters, the asparagus, and the gingered carrots had been prepared especially to welcome home the heir. Surely such attention to his tastes must begin to win him over, to persuade him that the Websters were not devils incarnate.

One glance at his face disabused her of that hope. Obviously the viscount had somehow misinterpreted the lavish meal.

He must have been brooding over the imagined wrongs done to his father. Jaw set, mouth thinned to a straight line, brows meeting above his smouldering eyes and flared nostrils, the viscount stared at the laden table. As soon as Reynolds and a footman had served everyone, he dismissed them with a gesture.

Pushing back his chair, he rose to his feet and leaned on the table, glowering down at them. As I expected. He spoke with biting scorn. Gluttons living on the fat of the land at my fathers expense! Banquets, new clothes, extravagant furnishings, every luxury your covetous hearts could desire. Ill not permit it. There will be changes here, make no mistake!

Lydia shrank from him and Gilbert put his arm about her shoulders. A real Hector, he muttered.

Distantly aware of Lydias bafflement at Gils reference to some obscure Greek or Roman, Ginnie looked up at Lord Amis and said with icy calm, That is for the earl to decide, I believe.

He shall soon understand how he has been duped, now that I am home to enlighten him. He slumped down in his chair again and, with his elbow on the table, leaned his forehead on the heel of his hand. Oh, God, why did he not warn me in time for me to stop this disaster?

Gammon, said Gilbert the logician. When he and Mama were married, you had just written that you expected to leave Vienna any day. He could not contact you. Besides, added Gilbert the adolescent, he guessed youd kick up a dust. He told me so.

Lord Amis groaned. Even then he must have been ashamed of his weakness.

You cannot have it both ways, Ginnie pointed out. Lord Wooburn does not need you to enlighten him if he was already ashamed of his weakness before he married Mama. But you insult your father in calling him a dupe. He is

Enough! He is an unhappy, lonely old gentleman taken advantage of by a horde of selfish, unprincipled, malicious villains!

Enough, indeed. Ginnie reached boiling point. Come, Lydia, Gilbert. We shall not stay to be insulted by this self-righteous, ignorant, conceited prig.

Followed by her brother and sister, she stalked from the room with all the offended dignity at her command.
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