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Chapter One



Anne pushed the heavy oak church door open just enough to allow her to enter. Its well-oiled hinges made no sound in the vast interior of the structure. A lovely mixture of muted color splashed across the interior of the church, cast from the tall windows of stained glass. Dust motes danced in rainbow-hued air. The scent of flowers mingled with the damp mustiness found in churches, unheated and unused so much of the week. Anne found the church as welcome a refuge as people had in ages past.

Before the magnificent altar with its tall ivory candles and array of gold plate, a bishop faced the assembled guests and the couple standing before him. His words echoed in the vastness of the interior.

She frowned at the sight of the wedding taking place at the distant altar. She was late. The ceremony had already begun, and the music she enjoyed listening to had been played. She had hoped to sneak away from her maid long enough to see the wedding of the yeara love match, everyone said. Romantic.

She hesitated, not wishing to join the others toward the front of the church, not wanting to call attention to herself in the least. Glancing about her, she saw several chairs against the wall in a shadowed area where she would be easily overlooked. Gathering the skirt of her violet muslin in hand, she tiptoed over to the last chair, sinking quietly to the woven-rush seat. Surely Dolly wouldnt seek her here. The maid was merely one of the more annoying aspects of living with her aunt and uncle. Aunt Winnefred loomed largely as another, while Uncle Cosmo was the worst. How he and Annes dear Papa could have been related was more than she could imagine.

Voices floated across the expanse of the church interior, low and commanding, high and sweet. Vows. Soon she would have to make the same vows. How could she avoid them? And if not, could she say those promises to obey, serve, love, honor, and keep him in sickness and in health, forsaking all others? Honor, serve, and obey she supposed must be compelled. But love? Her uncle had declared that he intended to arrange a marriage for her and that she would have no say about it at all. That could not please, for she suspected her uncles choice would not be hers but one that suited his needs.

Anne had always hoped for a love match and had forestalled her uncles matchmaking schemes the past few years. But it seemed he would not wait any longer. A few tears escaped to trickle down her cheeks, and she didnt bother to wipe them away. There might be more. Weddings always brought tears, didnt they?

From what Aunt Winnefred had hinted, there were particular reasons her uncle was in a hurry to see Anne wed. What those reasons might be had been kept from her, presumably not considered important for her to know. There would be a wedding and soon, if her uncle had his way! Considering her dreadful uncle and his taste, Anne very much feared his choice. Could she bear to live with such a man?

True, there were good husbands to be found. Anne suspected that Uncle Cosmo did not know any of that type. He was a gambler, a crude man, and not one given to kindly consideration of others.

She closed her eyes to think and, ignoring the crunch of her neat little straw hat, leaned her head against the cold stone wall to reflect on the past days of hectic activity. She didnt agree with her aunt regarding the selection of wedding clothes. In fact, she did not agree with her aunt on much of anything, as Aunt Winnefred insisted a love match was foolishness.

Was Anne foolish to desire love in marriage? She was quite convinced her dearest father would have allowed her some say in her future husband. But he was no longer alive to protect his daughter, and her uncle had other notions regarding Annes future spouse. The very thought frightened her.

Uncle had ordered her to select a wedding gown. Of course hed not informed her who her husband would be. Never mind it was an accepted way of managing this business of marriage. She was a silly girl to desire more. Yet she did. How she longed to flee her uncle, escape his manipulations. Indeed, she feared his selection, for she had learned to know her uncle well, and she didnt trust him one bit. Sly, cruel, covetousthat was her uncle.

She peeked at the couple before the altar againwhat joyous voices, such firm responses. Indeed, it must be as had been rumored, the marriage was the culmination of true love. How wonderfultrue love! They had not suffered an arranged marriage as so many young women facedas Anne faced.

The lack of sleepresult of her worries over her future caught up with her. In the dim light and faint scent of flowers Anne slipped into much-needed slumber, her cares forgotten for the moment. She didnt hear the procession that paraded from the church, nor the conversation of those guests who followed. Lost in the deep shadows off to the side, she was not noticed.

Certainly, the gentleman who ushered out a tall older woman with a commanding air about her didnt see the girl huddled in the shadows far off to one side. He was intent upon the lady at his side.

With the happy couple seen off on their way to a wedding breakfast, Justin Fairfax, Earl of Rochford, was settling his aunt in his carriage when he exclaimed, I seem to have forgotten my cane in the church. I cannot think how I managed to set it down, then forget it, he concluded, appearing vexed with his absentmindedness, yet with a twinkle lurking in his eyes. Its a favorite of mine, the one with the clouded-amber handle. I must return; Id not have it lost. Why not go ahead without me, Aunt Mary? Besides, he admitted, Id as soon not go to the breakfast. I have some business that needs tending.

I know you find Katherines mother a dreadfully encroaching woman, Lady Mary replied with a shrewd smile. Ill offer your excuses. It is quite sufficient she saw you here at the ceremony. What a good thing it is that the newly wed couple are so well liked that most will attend in spite of that woman.

Bestowing a grateful look on his favorite aunt, Justin saw her into the town coach, then returned to the dim coolness of the church. He marched to the area where he had been seated and retrieved his cane from where he had nudged it beneath a chair.

He was sauntering down the aisle, looking about him while speculating on his afternoon when he saw her. She seemed a delectable creature from what he could see; ash blond curls peeked from beneath her little hatcould they really be that lovely color?and a charming figure, from what he could see of it. Poor girl probably slipped into the church to view the wedding, then dozed off, a victim of a late night ball. He knew well how these young girls plunged into the exhausting whirl of a Season.

Curious, he approached where she sat, noting she appeared sound asleep. What an exquisite mouth she had, now slightly and temptingly relaxed. She stirred, and her clever little hat slipped a bit to reveal more of those charming curls.

Normally the most circumspect of gentlemen, indeed, a man noted for his decorum, he nevertheless felt compelled to quietly sit down beside her. There was something extremely appealing about her, and he certainly wanted to learn the identity of this delightful creature. Her clothes were of the highest quality, evidence of her position. He ignored the odd sensation in his heart, unable to place it. She ought not be alone, and he thought he might offer her proper escort, for he was a most proper gentleman. Usually.

When he looked more closely, he was dismayed to see the remnants of tears on her delicate cheeks. Tears for the wedding? Or had she other woes? Poor girl.

An oddly protective and compassionate feeling came over him, quite sweeping away his common sense. Justin did something that was far from his customary behavior, certainly something he could never explain to himself later when he reflected on it. He leaned forward to place a gentle kiss on a tearstained cheek.

His reward was fluttering eyes, the dawning of awareness, anda look of shock! Sensing she was about to scream or call out, he hurriedly sought her lips, taking his time to sip from lips too tempting to ignore. As a means of silencing a woman, it proved most effective.

Upon her release, she again opened her mouth, and Justin placed a finger over the velvet softness hed found so satisfying. Hush, now, I shant harm you. That he had never done anything of this sort in his life he didnt reveal. He was in a bit of shock himself.

The glare fixed on him by lovely blue eyes should have frozen him on the spot. He carefully removed his finger, quite willing to apply his means of silence again should it prove necessary. When she spoke, her voice was husky with anger.

I merely sought to view the wedding without my maid. I thought I would be safe inside a church, she declared in elegant accents that bespoke the very best of education and gentry status. Were I less sensible, I am sure I would have swooned. How dare you, sirrah! Heavenly blue eyes flashed with indignant anger.

Justin closed his eyes a moment, then met her gaze with a rueful look. How could he explain something he didnt understand himself? I do beg your pardon, miss. I intended to offer comfort, nothing more.

She sniffed and said nothing.

What is so bad that it brings tears, or do you merely cry at weddings like so many women? He hazarded a smile he hoped she would not take amiss. A smile, were it gentle enough, might reassure her he harbored no evil intentions.

Indeed. Anne glanced at the prettily gloved hands in her lap, clenching and reclenching them as she toyed with the idea of slapping his face... or worse. Another tear slipped down her cheek, and this time she searched for and found a handkerchief. Dabbing at the wayward tear, she considered the man at her side. He spoke well, likely a guest at the wedding. Why had he bothered with her, not to mention offered comfort at her tears?

A proper young lady ought to be highly offended by such outrageous behavior as a kiss. It merely served to prove that she was a trifle improper, as Aunt Winnefred often declared. Yet he said he wanted to comfort her, and shed known little enough of that. She looked at the man again. He was handsome, assured, and from his garb and speech of the highest ton. Andwhile she was no expert judge of the matterhe also knew how to kiss! She waited to see what he might say next.

The elegant gentleman leaned back slightly, one hand on his knee, the other grasping his cane. His dark eyes studied Anne she felt he searched her very depths. Why have we not met before?

I have been in London for some weeks, sir, she said in frigidly polite tones. I have but lately entered the whirl that constitutes Society. As to my tears, they have nothing to do with this wedding. She fixed her gaze on him, then most improperly inquired, Who might you be?

Rochford, he replied promptly.

I am Miss Haycroft. Anne relaxed a trifle, although she was well aware that they ought to be introduced by a mutual acquaintance. Even she had heard of the earl, for he was deemed of the highest ton in London Society. He also had a reputation of great respectability. Surely he would be trustworthy?

I have met your uncle, he said, a grim note entering his voice.

Please, do not mention that dreadful man to me, she whispered, unable to prevent herself from glancing around as though he might pop up from behind a screen.

I understand he is arranging a most advantageous marriage for you? Justin asked, his manner gentle.

Indeed, I suppose he is, although to whom I cannot say. With most uncharacteristic candor, probably because this was the first sympathetic person shed found in London, Anne continued, I have been instructed to order a wedding dress, but do not know my groom. I suppose Uncle has not discovered which man will give him the most money. It is the customary thing in arranged marriages, is it not? She could not keep the bitterness from her voice.

Anne turned away from this stranger in whom she felt she might confide and stared off into the dimly lit church. What could she do? Where could she flee if necessary? How? Instinct urged her to escape, run away while she could. She then gave the gentleman at her side a defiant look and said, Well, have you no reprimand for me?

Do you not have the slightest notion of the identity of the possible groom? Lord Rochford asked softly.

A number of gentlemen have paid me particular attentions as of late, so I cannot be certain. If only I could know. She gave his lordship a look of inquiry.

I am acquainted with most of Society. There was little he could say to ease her fears. He knew of several men who hunted for a wife and whom he had observed in company with Cosmo Haycroft. Can you tell me the names of some of these gentlemen? he asked, so as better to understand, not pausing to consider how highly unusual it was for him to become involved in the life of anyone outside his family. That she utterly captivated him didnt cross his mind. He only knew her dilemma called to something good and decent within him.

Well, there is Lord Bowlton. He was introduced to me at Lady Seftons rout a fortnight ago by my uncle and proclaimed an admirable parti. Lord Gower is another. Uncle insists Lord Alington is most desirable. He attended Mrs. Cathcarts musicale last week as I did. I played the pianoforte during the evening. I must say, she said with a shiver, his gaze was off-putting.

Then she tilted her head to study Justin, and seemed reassured at what she saw. I cannot think why I tell you this.

Because you sense me as a friend. What brought you here? He gestured to the church interior.

I wished to view the wedding.

Where is your maid? Justin asked, knowing no heiress would be allowed out of the house without at least a maid, if not a footman also in attendance. If Haycroft might brag about snabbling a husband for his niece, she must be well to grass.

Actually, she is my aunts maid. She snoops on me, so I sent her on an errand. I expect she is hunting for me even now. A look of panic settled on her face.

He recalled some of the disastrous arranged marriages hed seen and inwardly shuddered. As well, he knew something of Alington, who was considered one of the better catches of the Season, and he felt abhorrence at the idea of this innocent girl with such a man.

Justinwho had never before even experienced a desire to interfere in the affairs of a young womanfound himself saying, I shall help you. As he realized what he had just said, he further amazed himself by finding that he felt drawn to her and fully intended to do what he could for her.

What can you do? Miss Haycroft replied, skepticism showing in her voice.

Allow me to consider your dilemma a moment. It might not be as bad as she suspected. What if the chap her uncle intended as her husband was not the villain he thought? It was highly improper for Justin to interfere, but he felt sorry for her. That he also felt something deeper, he ignored.

I ought not trouble you, she murmured, smoothing the delicate kidskin of her gloves over her hands, unconsciously revealing her distress. I have no claim on you or your time. She thought of his kisses, how they had stirred her, had made her tremble with their intensity, the leashed desire she sensed in spite of her inexperience. And, she realized with great shock, the kisses had made her desire another! She gave herself a faint shake. This would never do. She was beyond propriety as it was, and to even think such a thought was wicked.

He ignored her softly uttered protest, saying, I believe for the moment you had best return to your uncles. As soon as you know what fate he intends for you, your plan of action can be decided.

What plan? she inquired with a trace of suspicion.

Your uncles choice may be none of the gentlemen you imagine. It could be someone you deem most acceptable. From his expression he thought it unlikely.

I am supposed to attend a musicale at Lady Chalfonts this evening, Anne volunteered. Lord Alington may be there, for it appears he likes music.

Do you perform this evening? When she nodded, he frowned, then said, I believe I shall also attend. I would enjoy an evening of good music.

She rose from the chair to be joined by Lord Rochford. He seemed concerned, and she was much affected by that. She said, I cannot thank you enough for any assistance you may be able to offer. She prudently overlooked the infamous kisses. Best not to bring that into the conversation at this point. Offering her hand in a proper farewell, she was disconcerted when he took it in his, bending to lightly kiss it while holding her gaze. No doubt the look from his dark eyes was just as intent as Lord Alingtons, but it held an allure missing in that other mans gaze.

Justin was grateful she ignored the matter of the improper kisses. Probably they hadnt stirred her as they affected him... nor made her desire another, as he did. His gaze fastened on those tender, delectable lips, and he was compelled to wrench his attention elsewhere. It was not like him in the least to behave in this manner!

Looking down to the cane he held, he thought a moment, then said, I shall escort you from the church and go with you until you can locate your maid or possibly find a decent vehicle in which to ride to your uncles house. You should not be alone.

I am appreciative of your concern. But should someone see us leave the church together, might there not conceivably be gossip? The wedding party left some time ago. She walked at his side until they reached the great oaken door.

Justin placed his hand on the latch. I doubt there will be anyone of importance about at this hour. All the ton are either at the wedding breakfast I had promised to attend or attending to other equally diverting matters.

He opened the door, glanced about, then offered her his arm. They left the scented confines of the church for the chill of a spring day. Few people chanced to be nearby. Fewer yet were those who might be interested in the pair exiting the church.

There is my maid, Anne whispered. She looks a bit frantic. Shed never comprehend my wish to be alone.

I quite understand, Justin replied, thinking that he did discern her wish for privacy and some time to herself. From what little he knew of her aunt Haycroft, the elderly woman was a confounded harpy. He couldnt begin to imagine living with such a woman around.

Until this evening, she murmured as she drifted down the shallow steps away from the church.

He said with quiet urgency, I shall see you later.

She turned then, glancing back at him with a flash of those remarkable eyes. Her smile was her only answer, but it was sufficient.

Anne hurried to where her maid stood, anticipating a scold from the older woman, who thought of herself as a chaperon as well as a maid.

Here I am. I said I would wait for you by the church and I did. I saw a wedding; the bride was so lovely and the groom quite the most handsome of men. Do tell my aunt that I chanced to see the wedding of the Season. I feel certain she will be pleased. Anne knew all that transpired while absent from the house would be reported to her aunt by her faithful spy.

The wedding proved to be a splendid diversion for Dolly; her aunts maid listened avidly to the invented description. That an account might appear in the newspaper made little difference;

Dolly could not read.

When they entered the house, Anne found her aunt in the drawing room and in a dither, not an unusual condition.

There you are, you unnatural girl. Why you shy away from the wedding planned for you I cannot think. Most any girl would be in alt to find herself betrothed to either of the gentlemen Mr. Haycroft has found for you.

Anne didnt betray her feelings by so much as a flicker of her eyes. Oh? And who are these gentlemen?

A crafty look settled on Mrs. Haycrofts face, one Anne instantly mistrusted.

Why, none other than Lord Bowlton and Lord Alington. Fancy that! You have a baron and an earl both a-wanting you.

How, how ... interesting, Anne stammered, aware she might have given her revulsion away. So much for Lord Rochfords suggestion her groom might be someone more agreeable.

Her aunt paid her no heed, however. She nattered on about a wedding dress of orange-blossom watered silk with lace, bows, and flounces. She followed with all sorts of other nonsensical plans as they drifted through her mind. Coming to an end at last, she turned to face her nieceactually her husbands niece and hers only by marriage, something of which she was supremely aware. You best go to your room to ready yourself for this evening. Have you practiced your music?

Knowing her aunt had little actual interest in her music, Anne merely nodded. She left her aunt as quickly as possible, hurrying to her room with Dolly trailing behind her.

Ignoring the maids chattering, Anne wondered what the evening might bring. Lord Alington would probably attend, so she had best control her nerves and plan to play her finest. That Lord Rochford might actually be there did not seem possible. And yet she trusted him. If anyone could find her a way out of this dreadful dilemma, she thought it might be Lord Rochford. He possessed an air of resolve, although why he should care about her she didnt know.

Whats the matter with you? Dolly demanded. You dont look like a gel who has had two respectable offers of marriage, you surely dont.

I am merely feeling a bit downish. Perhaps if I take a nap, I shall feel more the thing? Not waiting for her maid to reply, Anne turned around so she might be assisted from her day gown, then crawled into her bed as though she intended to sleep. There was little the nosy Dolly might do but leave the room.

Privacy! How little of it she could attain. The only time was such as this, by subterfuge, or when she practiced the pianoforte. Dolly didnt like the music Anne played; Bach, Clementi, and Mozart did not please. Dolly by far preferred a jig. Staring at the gathered folds of the top of the canopy over her narrow bed, Anne considered what best to do. She would run away if she could only get her hands on some money. That was the rub of it all. She was an heiress of some substance, and she scarce had a pound in hand. Unless she walked off with her green traveling bag in hand, she was trapped. And, afraid as she was, she determined she would do precisely that if necessary. Somehow she would find a way out of this unwelcome marriage!

Hours later, Justin strolled into the elegant town house belonging to Lord and Lady Chalfont, where the musicale was to be held, without a hint of his unease. The trick of it was to find Alington and Gower and learn what it was that drew them to the girl. Justin had little doubt as to Bowltons motivation. All one had to do was to look at Miss Haycroft and know what that was; the greasy old wigsby would likely lick his lips when he eyed her.

At first he couldnt see his quarry. The room thronged with the fashionable ton, and it wasnt easy to spot a man who was but average in height and as thin as a banister.

Justin was standing to the rear of the concert room when he caught sight of his man. Garbed in black, his white linen cleverly draped about his neck in a neat Osbaldeston arrangement, Alington looked the very image of the elegant peer. Justin wondered what went on behind that bland facade.

When the harpist had completed her charming bit of music, Justin made his way around the back of the room to where Alington stood in anticipation of the next performer.

Evening, Justin said in his most laconic manner.

What on earth brings you here, Rochford? I cannot recall seeing you at a musicale before, Alington replied with a faint sneer in his voice.

I was told that I was missing a talented performer and decided to rectify my error, Justin shot back smoothly, settling into a position at Alingtons side.

The harpist? Alington inquired lazily, but with the watchfulness of an asp ready to strike.

No, a young woman quite gifted at the pianoforte.

Miss Anne Haycroft. She will play next. Your much-vaunted charm will do you no good there. Her uncle has plans for her. You may as well leave, Alington said in a harsh whisper, a sly smile on his thin lips.

Leave? I barely arrived. Besides, I like pianoforte music. You apparently do as well.

She is perfect, Alington said softly. A true gem I must have. She has looks, breeding, and ability, and will grace my home quite nicely.

Shivering inwardly, Justin thought Alington looked upon Anne Haycroft as an item to add to his exquisite collection of beautiful things. What might happen as Anne grew older? When he tired of her or she lost her looks, would he discard her in favor of a younger, more beautiful woman? Hed likely divorce Anne on some trumped-up excuse, then select another young beauty.

Justin decided at that moment that he would do all in his power to help Miss Haycroft flee her scheming uncle and the men she feared to marry. It was unconscionable to permit a lovely young woman to be forced into a marriage so utterly wrong and distasteful to her.

That he also recalled her response to his kisses was for the moment ignored. He shouldnt allow his personal reaction to affect his judgment in this case.

At that moment Miss Haycroft walked to the pianoforte, seated herself with a minimum of fuss, and when all was quiet, began to play. He had never disliked music, nor had he contempt for the pianoforte. However, this was not merely music, it was magic from the heavens. He listened for a time to the remarkably gifted girl when he chanced to look at the man at his side.

Alington stared at Miss Haycroft with that alarming intensity of which she had spoken. It seemed to Justin that there was a hint of madness in that stare. Obsession gleamed in Alingtons eyes; his entire body seemed tensed with his fixation.

At last the ethereal music drew to a conclusion. The people around him stirred, talking in subdued voices as though it were a desecration to speak in normal tones.

You now see why I must have her, Alington said softly for Justins ears alone.

She is not yours as yet, my friend, Justin replied a trifle grimly, not able to keep his contempt out of his tone.

You want her for yourself? Tis not possible. You see, I tendered an agreement to her uncle this afternoon. Alingtons smile was not nice to observe. He wont reject me.

Indeed? Justin said in his own quietly menacing way.

Alingtons nasty smile broadened. Indeed.

Justin excused himself and went to the back of the room, wondering how he could get in contact with AnneMiss Haycroft, that is. He was about to search for writing paper when he heard a whispered Psst.

He strolled from the drawing room, then looked about to find Miss Haycroft behind a potted palm in the hall. You were superb. He wished he had words to tell her how her music had stirred him.

Thank you, she said with the modesty he might have expected from her. You sat next to Lord Alington. There was a question in her voice.

Recovering his usual aplomb, Justin swiftly revealed what he had discovered, then added, What may I do to help? I do not trust Alington any more than you do.

I must escape, get away from my uncle at once, else I shall be married before I can sneezewith such choices! Her eloquent eyes were full of fear. If I can but hide away until my birthday on June the seventh, I shall be free of Uncles guardianshipwith only my trustee to order my life.

Justin instantly decided to go with his earlier impulse to aid this young woman in any way he could. Gather what you wish to bring, and I shall pick you up first light tomorrow. You may stay with my aunt. I fear there is no time to waste.

I agree, she whispered after a small hesitation, a hint of her alarm in her eyes. Thank you. I hope you will not regret this action.

Justin gazed down at the lovely face and suspected he would. But a man had to live dangerously at least once in his life. I shall be there.




Chapter Two



Anne peered nervously from her window, silently blessing the fog that had crept into the city during the night. She had scarcely slept, worried about the coming hours, the coming days. Could she succeed? The law would not take lightly her defiance of her guardians decree. Would Lord Rochford, in whom she had placed such enormous trust, be able to help her attain what she wished? It was risky to abet a girl in leaving her legal guardian. Yet he was a man to inspire confidence.

Now the hour was at hand for her to slip from the house. She had thought long and hard, deeming it necessary that silence reign and she not be discovered by anyone. As unlikely as it might seem, her best way out of the house was the front door. Surely one of the servants would be in the kitchen by this time of the morning. The front door had well-oiled hinges and was close to the bottom of the stairs.

Preparing for her escape had been easier than she would have believed. Once Dolly had thought Anne abed, ready for sleep, there had been privacy and opportunity to pack the most needed of clothing. She was thankful for Dollys laziness, for one of Annes cases had been left beneath her bed rather than being stored in the box room. If she could presume upon Lord Rochford to see her lawyer regarding some funds, it might be possible to survive until the relative freedom she would gain on her birthday.

In the faint gray light she noted it was time to depart. She wrapped a warm scarf more firmly about her neck, picked up her single case and left her room. Her simple plan to skim down the stairs on her Moroccan slippers, unlock the front door, and slip outside seemed far too easy.

Every creak of the step, the slightest sound, and she froze, listening. Had her cat still been alive, she might have thought it prowling about, but her uncle had tossed the animal out, declaring it a menace to their health. This, from a man who ate to excess, drank likewise, and gambled stupidly. What a pity he did not occasionally win, she thought, as she continued her cautious way down the stairs. The last flight looked ominous as she stared at the bottommost tread. One thump of her case, one wrong creak of the wood, and she would be found out.

When she at last achieved the entryway, she discovered the key was not where she usually saw it. Heart pounding, she almost groaned. To be so close, only to be thwarted by a missing key! Impossible! She tried to think logically. Where might her unclecoming home latestow it for the night?

Slowly pirouetting about, she took a closer look at the hideous vase on the entry table. Not logical, she told herself. But she checked nevertheless. Success. Inside the vase her aunt took such great pride in was the missing key. After that it was but a small matter to insert the large brass key into the lock, then ease open the door. How glad she was to find herself on the outside of that door! Now for her appointment with her rescuer!

Around the corner she found a carriage waiting. It was closedan improper arrangement but a necessary precaution. As she neared, the door opened and Lord Rochford stepped down.

You cannot know how relieved I am to see you, she whispered, still worried that Dolly might rise early and take a notion to check on her mistress. Should she raise the alarm, all might be lost.

No more than am I to see you. After we parted, I thought of all the obstacles that might present themselves to prevent your leaving. As they spoke, he placed her case in the carriage, then helped her in, looking about him as he did. Although misty fog swirled about the street, the dim morning light revealed no sign of others.

Let us hope the headache potion I offered Dolly helps her to sleep longer than normal. Anne nudged her case to one side with her foot, then settled against the squabs. There would be time enough, she suspected, to ask Lord Rochford about the money she would need.

How did you manage something so clever? he inquired with admiration in his voice.

She complained about her headache, and I suggested she try a potion I had obtained from the apothecary just yesterday morning. Actually, it was nothing more than a tincture of laudanum. I do not usually take such, but Dolly forgot that in her eagerness to ease her discomfort.

Justin rubbed his jaw while studying the young woman opposite him. He had discovered she was rising twenty-one, yet she looked as fresh as a girl in the schoolroom. He liked the softness of her voice. Even when annoyedindeed, angry she had spoken quietly, and shed had good reason to complain quite loudly. He sensed a gentleness about her; something neither Bowlton nor Alington would appreciate. He did not credit Alingtons assertion that the deal was a closed matter.

How feminine she appeared, even in this dawning light when she must have risen early. Her pelisse of a delicate blue and very sensible kerseymere flattered her, as did the pretty dove gray shawl wrapped snugly about her neck. She must be nervous, yet she sat quietly, hands in her lap, looking as relaxed as though she were off to a picnic.

He wondered if she had even slept, yet she looked fresh and neat. Although how she had managed to dress without her maid to help her was beyond him. In his experience no woman could cope with dressing herself considering all the hooks and buttons and tapes required to hold those garments together.

Giving voice to his thoughts, he asked, You managed to pack and dress without any difficulty?

She flashed him a look of reproof. A gentleman was not supposed to inquire of such things. Yet she answered him politely, thinking he could know little of the problems shed encountered. It was not as difficult as it might have been. How fortunate a gown recently delivered from Madame Clotilde buttoned down the front. It was but minutes to fasten and I was ready. She did not mention the other matters; it wouldnt be proper.

He cleared his throat, looking nervous, perhaps rueful for an indiscretion.

It is awkward, is it not? she said with a sympathetic manner. We are neither fish nor fowl. We are not quite strangers, required to be chillingly polite, nor are we close friends who may resort to familiarity. She was not certain where those kisses fit in, but that episode was best forgottenif she could.

Indeed, he said with feeling. Then, changing the subject, he said reassuringly, My aunt expects you this morning. I explained as much as I deemed necessary. It is up to you to reveal all you think she should know.

The whole of it, I suspect. I cannot think how she may house mea runawaywithout knowing the entire story, the truth of the matter, before my uncle or others fill her ears with lies. Earwigs abound, gossips eager to tattle a tale whether it be truthful or not.

One thing about telling the truth, you have no lies to sort out and remember, he pointed out.

Indeed, she murmured as the carriage drew to a halt before a neat house.

Lower Brook Street is a desirable address, and my aunt keeps excellent company. You will not want for entertainment. He assisted her from the carriage with what Anne thought a very nice regard.

She stood silently for a few minutes while he gave orders concerning the carriage, her case, and when the driver ought to return. The house was indeed neat. It was also surprisingly large for a town house. Her uncles home had but a two- and one-window arrangement to either side of the front door. This house contained two on either side, with indications of high ceilings and four stories, rather than her uncles three.

Come. Aunt Mary will not be up and about, but we can settle you in your room while I order us a meal.

Thinking this most practical, Anne went before him into the charming entry hall, where black and white tiles gleamed in the pale morning light and a cherrywood chest stood against the wall with a pretty silver tray on it awaiting calling cards.

She pulled off her gloves and untied her best bonnet with unsteady hands. She had done it. She had taken a potentially fatal step. Determined to make the best of her situation, she turned to face her rescuer.

Your case should be in your room shortly. Potter will bring it there directly the coachman delivers it to the rear of the house. Come, let us repair to the breakfast room. There are bound to be muffins and eggs, not to mention some excellent ham, shortly. My aunt keeps a very good table. He clasped Annes elbow to guide her along the hall to the rear of the ground floor.

I would expect nothing less from a relative of yours, Anne replied, her eyes twinkling with amusement and relief that he could be so nonchalant.

He paused at the doorway to a charming breakfast room, his hand lingering on her arm. How so?

It would seem to me that your family must do nothing by halves! She smiled at his reaction, for he had grinned in return.

We have never been accused of being slow-tops.

They were seated at the table when Potter entered with a tray bearing all that was required for a most excellent breakfast. Discovering she was amazingly hungry, Anne loaded her plate and commenced to eat with a hearty appetite. About to bite into her marmalade-laden toast, she glanced up to find Lord Rochfords eyes upon her. Thinking she must have preserves on her lips, she delicately licked them, while raising her brows in query.

I am all astonishment, my dear lady. I had no idea there were actually women who consumed food with an appetite. Whenever I am invited to dine, all I see are women who nibble, protest they cannot eat a bite, and still manage to appear reasonably healthy. How do they do it? He seemed quite serious, yet Anne detected a hint of mirth in his dark eyes.

They lie. Usually a lady will eat at home first so as to give the impression she will be economical to keep as a wife. It is all a hum, you see? Anne placed her fork on her plate and turned serious. There is something I must ask of you yet again, sir.

I gather it is not to keep the secret of dainty eating? He forked a bite of succulent ham into his mouth, then chewed while awaiting her request.

Indeed, no. How are we to go on? How am I to go on? I shall need money. My uncle never gave me but a bit of pocket money for little things. I have nothing.

That often is the way of it. I would wager he suffers from not the slightest want? He raised his brows, an expression of contempt touching his eyes.

Is it possible for you to call on my solicitor, perhaps convince him that I wish some money? Anne inquired hesitantly, not wanting to put him out still more, yet desperate for funds.

How are your bills handled at this point?

I believe there is a man at the bank who pays my bills and sorts out the accounts. I did all this for my father while he yet lived. I am not permitted to do so for myself, she concluded with irony.

I have long felt that we men do not sufficiently appreciate the mental capabilities of womenat least some women. Id not give your Aunt Haycroft high marks. He grimaced and shot her a questioning look.

Indeed, Anne murmured in reply, her thoughts on the problem of money. If the solicitor will not cooperate in this, I confess I am at a loss. My uncle will do all in his power to see to it that I am thwarted in my desire not to marry his choice.

You cannot be faulted in that, for certain. Neither Alington nor Bowlton are men to win a ladys regard easily. If I cannot convince your solicitor, I shall think of something. You will not be left without a cent to call your own.

Anne flashed him a rueful smile. I fear I am naught but trouble for you.

He returned her gaze with a look of warmth and something else she could not identify.

They settled down to discuss possibilities, reaching an accord Anne would not have believed achievable with a gentleman she scarcely knew. Yet she had exchanged far more words with him than either man her uncle wished her to marry. Most agreeable words they were, too.

What excuse can I offer for leaving my aunt and uncle? Surely the world will wonder?

Thinking Society would make what it could of the matter, regardless, Justin was about to offer an opinion when his aunt entered the room, her morning gown flowing gracefully around her ample figure. He immediately rose to greet his aunt with all respect.

Ah, my mysterious guest. Good morning to you both, she said, an eyebrow raised at her nephew with compelling inquiry. She sailed around the table, accepting Justins kiss on her cheek with aplomb, then seated herself at the end, where she could easily watch the other two. He resumed his place, prepared to talk.

It did not take long for Justin to explain what had happened the evening before. That he had previously alerted his aunt to the probability of her entertaining a guest simplified things considerably.

I welcome you, my dear, Lady Mary said with a candid look at Anne. I cannot think of anything so tedious as relatives who insist they must ruin your life. Do not mistake itit would be utter ruination were you to wed either gentleman. Lord Bowlton is a disgusting creature, and not merely because he is odiously fat. He has buried two wives and one must ask why. As to Lord Alington, he is to be rejected on other grounds.

Justin interrupted his aunt to say, I believe he fancies Miss Haycroft as an addition to his collection. Whether he desires her for her beauty or her ability to play the pianoforte like an angel is difficult to say. I suspect it is for her skill as a musician.

You joke. It is bad taste this early in. the morning, Justin, his aunt declared.

I fear it is no joke, dear aunt. He is obsessed with beautiful things, and I could be wrong, but I believe he borders on madness.

I see. Lady Mary remained silent for a time while sipping hot tea. So, what are we to do now that you have spirited Miss Haycroft away from the evil guardian?

Please call me Anne, Anne begged. If I am to remain with you for any time. Miss Haycroft becomes a bit tedious.

So, Anne, have you any ideas?

Pleased that Lady Mary thought enough of her to believe she might have an opinion worth the listening, Anne explained about the money.

Her ladyship pursed her lips, seemingly deep in thought, before she spoke at last. I think it might be best if we frank you for the time being. I cannot think it good to allow them the least bit of control, and the money could become that.

But Ill need a few gowns, shoes, you know what is involved. To be truthfulAnne glanced at Lord RochfordI did not care for the clothes my aunt selected for me. She insisted upon white for most gowns and for others, lime green, coral, and a shade of orange that make me look ill! I managed to purchase a blue pelisse and this violet dress, but I have had little to say about what I wear.

And Madame Clotilde agreed to this! I am astonished.

It is obvious you have not met my aunt, Anne said.

Like that, is she? Well, all the better if you are totally free from their say-so. Do not worry about a thing. I shall keep an account of all that is spent.

Well, I shall leave you ladies to get on with planning your day. While I am out and about, I will keep my ears open for any tidbits regarding the disappearance of the heiress, Justin said while rising from the table. He bowed politely to his aunt, then to Anne.

She also rose, saying, Ill walk with you to the door. I have a request to make of you.

Again? he said with mock severity.

They reached the front door, and Potter held it open for his lordship, then retreated.

Anne compressed her lips before asking, Please let me know all that is being said. I cannot know how to counter their gossip unless I am aware of what they are spreading.

He nodded. Very well, I will. It may not be very pleasant, you know.

I scarce expected otherwise. She held out her hand in farewell and he took it in his, raising it to his mouth. The touch of his lips on her hand was warm and intimate without a glove to shield her. They stood facing each other for long moments, looking into each others eyes with a searching intensity.

As he turned to leave, breaking that communion, he muttered softly at the sight of one of the tons gleeful gossips peering at the house with curious eyes.

What is it?

Hortense Finch.

Oh, no! Shes a nasty tattle-basket of the worst sort! But what is that to us? Anne still felt the pressure of his mouth on her hand and wondered that she had not swooned as those ladies in Mrs. Radcliffes books were wont to do. Indeed, she must be a wanton sort of girl to like improper things so much!

I feel certain she saw you. You are not unknown, nor am I. She will doubtless embroider a tale, embellishing upon my departure from my aunts home at such an early hour after bidding you good-bye.

Rubbish, Anne said feelingly. She would have cheerfully sent Hortense Finch to the ends of the earth so that she might recall those precious moments when she had searched his rather appealing dark eyes.

I hope your optimism is well founded.

Anne watched as Justin entered the carriage that had drawn up before the house. What a pity it had not come before, to block that wretched womans view.

When Anne returned to the breakfast room. Lady Mary said at once, Something occurred. I must know.

Hortense Finch, Anne replied with a grimace.

That could be a problemshe is so clever at embroidering out of whole cloth. Since there is not a thing we can do about her, let us put our minds to what we must accomplish today. We need to strike immediately, the sooner the better. Your uncle will be furious his victim has fled. You must be seen out and about with me. My name and consequence will protect you from him for the time being. However, I believe it wise for you to always be with one of us when you leave here. I doubt we can trust your uncle, my dear.

Well acquainted with her uncle and his ways, Anne promptly agreed.

Very well, Lady Mary said in a more amiable manner. I shall dress, and we will make our list for today. Gowns, shoes and slippers, a few bonnetsthat ought to take care of you for the present. I believe if we drop a word or two of your story into Madame Clotildes ear, she will aid our cause. She has a softness in the heart for a young woman who flees a bad marriage.

Anne stood by the door, considering the day ahead of her, then said, Pray we do not cross Lord Alingtons path.

We likely will, dear girl. We shall give him the cut direct. I trust that a gentle soul like you can manage that? Lady Mary gave Anne a shrewd look.

Yes, maam, Anne replied dutifully, while wondering how one gave the cut direct to a man as powerful as Lord Alington.

It was hours before they left the house to visit the shops Lady Mary favored. When they reached Madame Clotildes discreet shop with its curtained windows and soft gray interior with the dainty gilt chairs, Anne felt reasonably secure. Lord Alington would scarcely enter these environs to chase her down. Obsessed though he might be, he also appeared to have a great deal of pride. Pride would forbid pursuing her like a fox after a hare.

Your aunt is not with you today? the slender woman with the improbably red hair inquired while leading Lady Mary and Anne to a dressing room in the rear of the shop.

She is a runaway, Madame, Lady Mary declared. I am sheltering a young woman who balks at the thought of wedding Lord Bowlton or Lord Alington! My dear nephew thought to offer my home as a haven. I think she shows uncommonly good sense not to tie herself to either of those men. Heaven only knows how she would survive! I feel certain you have heard the same rumors I have, so I shant repeat them. Shocking!

Madame nodded her head while selecting various bolts of fabric from stacks on a small table. Now I shall be able to dress you as I please. Lime green and coral, pah!

Eyeing the lengths of violets, blues, pale rose prints, and sprigged muslins, Anne sighed with delight. You will remember to keep a careful account. Lady Mary?

Indeed. Her ladyship turned to Madame and added, Can you imagine that uncle of hers not allowing her a farthing to spend? And she an heiress?

Shocking! Madame agreed while pulling a creamy and most expensive lace from the pile of fabrics.

Once theyd concluded the business of selecting a new wardrobe, they continued on to other shops to find the necessary slippers and half boots, pretty parasols, and lastly, bonnets.

It was when they were exiting this last shop that they came face-to-face with Lord Alington.

Lady Mary touched Anne on her arm, an unnecessary warning. Anne couldnt have said a word to him had her life depended upon it. She looked past his lordship as though he didnt exist, then turned to Lady Mary and quietly said, I believe I see the carriage approaching, my lady.

So it is. I vow I shall welcome a rest. Come, my dear. Lady Mary swept past the ill-fated gentleman to enter the carriage that had fortuitously drawn up before the shop.

Lord Alington was helpless in the encounter. If a woman chose not to acknowledge him, he in all proper manner must remain silent and allow her to pass as though he wasnt there which is precisely what he did. Anne thought she could hear him grinding his teeth as she passed by him.

Abominable, to behave so to her future husband, Lord Alington muttered, scowling after the departing women.

Anne reflected it must be galling for his lofty lordship to be given the cut direct. She had no doubt her uncle would hear of the snub. She had to confess that although she had never done such a reprehensible thing before, she had felt very good about it.

You do realize that he cannot force you to marry him. Canon law prohibits a marriage without the consent of the persons who marry. Neither Alington nor your uncle can compel you to wed against your will. But you cannot trust them to be decent and law-abiding. I have heard tales of women being tricked, or drugged, with all manner of underhanded, sly, and tortuous devices employed. That is why you must take care. As long as you are with me, there is nothing they can do to you.

Anne shivered in spite of the carriages warmth. The prospect was both comforting and alarming. They truly could not force her, and with Lady Mary at her side there wasnt much her uncle could do without looking like a fool. Yet she knew her uncle was tenacious, and given the obsession Lord Rochford thought gripped Lord Alington, she dare not relax a moment.

Since you are not ultimately dependent upon your uncle for money, he does not have total power over you, Lady Mary mused aloud.

What a pity I have a modest fortune, Anne returned thoughtfully. I think the common people have the happiest marriages, for they may wed for love.

Indeed, once in a while an arranged marriage does well, but where one party has not seen the other until they meet before the altar, it is difficult to imagine a happy union. More often than not, the marriage ends in separation, or worse yet, adultery.

Blushing at the thought of what that involved, Anne looked out of the window at the passing scene until they reached Lower Brook Street and Lady Marys home.

Potter suggested a soothing cup of tea and perhaps a biscuit or two to replenish her ladyships energy.

Both ladies thought that splendid and continued up to the drawing room, where each selected a chair upon which to collapse.

It was over tea and ratafia biscuits that Justin found them when he called in the late afternoon. You have been busy by the look of things, he commented. I just saw Potter accepting a stack of parcels from a lad. A good day?

Indeed. Lady Mary paused, then continued, We encountered Alington outside Miss Greys bonnet shop on Oxford Street. With a glance at Anne, she added, We gave him the cut direct.

The fats in the fire now, Justin replied with a grimace.

Well, he spoiled a perfectly marvelous day of shopping by appearing there. You have the right of it when you say he is queer in the attic. I suspect that doesnt cover the half of it. Lady Mary sniffed, then sipped her cooling tea.

And you, sir, did you have a good day? I suspect not, for you look suspiciously careworn, Anne said in her soft, velvety voice.

Indeed, I had a perfectly wretched day. Too bad of you to notice, for I wanted to keep it from you.

From me? You promised youd not conceal the gossip, and I suspect that is what you do now, Anne countered swiftly.

Hortense Finch has been quite busy embroidering her view of this morning. I was astonished to learn I was in the act of bidding you farewell following a night of passion. And in my aunts home!
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