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Chapter One



August 1817

Mark my words, he is a dangerous man, my dear, and never forget it! And he has come home!

An ominous roll of thunder crashed through the house following the sharp spear of blue-white lightning that lit up the dull gray afternoon. The nicely plump woman who had been standing by the large window hastily moved away as though afraid she might be struck. Her auburn curls were in slight disarray as she smoothed the front of her dress in some agitation. She turned to face the other occupant of the roomthe slim blonde seated neatly at a small desk, a pencil in hand and wearing an expression of patience.

Claudia, Lady Fairfax, put aside the drawing on which she had been working to tilt her head in a considering way. He does not frighten me in the least. Come, Olivia, what can he do? Granted, he is Edwards other guardian, but he hasnt been in the area for over a year. Why should he bother us now?

Your year of mourning is upthat is why. Olivia Greene stared with concerned eyes at her benefactress and cousin by marriage. I am not the least surprised that he returned from London ... or wherever he has been. She implied all manner of wicked things in the tone she used, to Claudias amusement.

Claudia left her small desk, placing a sheet of paper over her drawings to protect them from smudging. She straightened the pillows on the sofa before seating herself in anticipation of tea.

Olivia joined Claudia on the sofa, looking as though she wanted to continue her dire predictions.

What utter nonsense! That is too silly for words. Claudia thought she sounded quite brave and matter-of-fact. However, inwardly she trembled just a trifle. That man, as she had thought of him, was too like a hawk about to swoop down on her innocent head. Without conscious thought, she reached up to adjust the confection of lace and cambric that perched on her blond curls. Olivia scolded that she was too young for a matrons cap. At twenty-seven Claudia felt ancient. Perhaps small boys did that to one. The sound of steps thumping down the stairs presaged the arrival of her stepson.

Mama, Edward cried as he dashed into the sitting room where the ladies of the house preferred to gather, Did you hear that thunder? It was ferocious!

Claudia gathered the seven-year-old boy to her side. She smiled at her stepson before bestowing a hug around his slim, restless person. Indeed, I did. I thought it rather awesome. If his hug was a trifle anxious, she gave no indication of it. It isnt anything to worry about.

Do you suppose Lord Hawke heard it too? The boy gazed up at her with a shrewd expression on his face.

I imagine he did. He lives not too far from here, as you know. Claudia guessed what was to follow.

Perhaps he will come to cheer us up. This is a very gray day and I am tired of my toys. He gave his stepmother an ingenuous smile. He always brings me something fun.

Edward, Claudia cautioned after a glance at Olivia, we do not like people merely because they bring us things.

But he does, and I do like him. He is my other guardian, the boy added with irrefutable logic.

There was no argument to this line, for indeed, Noel Clifford, Lord Hawke, their wealthy, handsome, intimidating, and infuriating neighbor, had been named as the co-guardian for Edward, now the young Lord Fairfax, when his father had been killed. That he had in the past brought clever toys to amuse his ward could not be denied. And that Edward had longed for his presence this past year could also not be disputed. Only Claudia, and perhaps the peace-loving Olivia, did not wish him to visit the Fairfax home.

It wasnt that Claudia regretted the death of the previous Lord Fairfax. She had been relieved that she no longer had to deal with her much older and very wayward husband. But he had been a barrier of sorts against the world.

True, dearest. But you must be aware that Lord Hawke is a very busy gentleman and you cannot expect him to call on us when he has barely come home. Perhaps in a few days he may come. She wondered if she could count on such a thought. She was well aware that his lordship would do whatever he pleased. He was not one to abide by conventions. He skirted impropriety by the simple fact of his wealth and handsome visage. Ironic, how a man might do the indecorous with impunity. If she dared to step a foot beyond what was fitting, she would have the wrath of all the local gossips on her head within minutes.

Mrs. Tibbins, her stalwart housekeeper, marched into the room. The prim expression on her face told Claudia that she was about to receive some unpleasant news.

Lord Hawke is here, madam. I expect you will wish to see him? Her tone indicated she knew that her mistress had little choice but to invite his lordship into the sitting room.

She dared not refuse him, and the sitting room was their most pleasant room on a rainy day, with a fire burning merrily in the grate and two Argand lamps to take away from the gloom. It would be disagreeable to move to the more formal and only slightly warmed drawing room. While the weather was not as chilly as it had been the previous August, the house felt dampish during a rainstorm.

Best bring tea and cakes, Claudia said, troubled at this invasion of his hawkish lordship.

Tea, said the gentleman in question, following on Mrs. Tibbinss heels. His voice sounded very satisfied. The deep, rich tone always sent a tremor up Claudias spine. She had fought the effect he had on her, but his lazy regard did not make it easy for her. What better way to spend a rainy afternoon. He strolled into the room, quite at ease in the Fairfax residence. Indeed, when the previous Lord Fairfax had been alive, Lord Hawke had been here often. He followed the housekeeper into the sitting room, certain of his welcome in his wards home.

Claudia hastily rose, bowed just enough to be proper, then gestured for her guest to be seated. How good it was that Olivia remained to serve as a buffer. Edward was hardly chaperon enough for a man admittedly handsome and too impressive for Claudias peace of mind.

I vow I am surprised to see you out and about on such a day as this. She glanced at the view beyond her window where rain still streamed down the panes, although it had lessened some. The thunder had faded to a mere rumble and no more lightning stabbed the earth below.

A little wet never hurt anyone. I thought to see how Edward is getting along. I knew he would be indoors on such a day, so likely to be available for a chat. His gaze settled on Claudia as though he knew how he affected her and how reluctant she was to have him here. No matter that he unsettled her, he generally sent Edward into transports of delight that were hard to contain. His lordship quirked a brow at her stare.

Claudia collected her wits, nodding in agreement. True, true. I would not wish him to catch a cold in the rain. You never know what might develop.

A lazy smile lit up his eyes before he dropped his gaze to his ward. And you, my boy, are you preparing to head off to Eton this autumn?

Edward looked to his mother. I do not think so, sir. Mama said I have plenty of time before I need leave here for school.

Is that so? Lord Hawke pinned Claudia with a cold look that was almost tangible.

The three words struck dread in her heart. Even though Edward was not her own son, she loved him as dearly as though he was born of her body. She had heard too many things about the difficulties for boys at Eton. She wanted Edward to be a little older, better able to defend himself against the bullies likely to pick on him. He was slender, almost feminine with his auburn curls and wide brown eyes, and a dreamerjust the sort of boy most apt to be a target of nasty teasing.

Olivia and I teach him, with the vicar giving him lessons in Latin. Edward is doing very well right here at home. She hated the defensive note in her voice. She was the properest judge of what was right for the boy. What did a bachelor know about raising children, pray tell?

The vicar? Hmm. That is the new chap recently installed, is it not? The handsome fellow with the red curls and languishing looks that the village maids sigh over?

True, the vicar is new, but appears to be well taught. Edward likes him very well. Claudia prayed her son would not add any comments on the subject.

He likes Mama. I heard Mrs. Tibbins say so. Edward gave a satisfied sigh. Everyone likes Mama, specially her fine blue eyes.

Another one of Mrs. Tibbinss sayings? The viscount lounged back in his chair, very much at his ease while he cast measuring glances at Claudia.

No reply was given as the housekeeper bustled into the room with a large tea tray complete with all needed for a splendid afternoon tea. Betsy followed with a tray that held a bounty of delights: scones, seed cake, plum cake, and slivers of sandwiches in the event the earl was hungry. Edward eyed the latter with a hungry gaze.

How any child can eat as much as that boy and still stay as slim as a reed I do not know, Olivia said with a smile after accepting a steaming cup of tea. Her own plump self was evidence that she struggled with her desire for scones and cake.

He dashes up and down the stairs and heaven knows what else, Claudia said, smiling fondly at the lad.

He should be going off to school to join other boys his age. There is more to being at Eton than education, you know. He has to learn how to get along in this world. Plus he would be given a wider exposure to what he needs to know. Hawke cast her a look that dared her to disagree with him.

Claudia steeled herself to resist his arguments, for she was well aware they had merit. In due time. His father wished him to attend Eton, and provision has been made for that day. I believe he still has much to learn first that we are able to teach him. My father, the Reverend Herbert, coached boys going to Eton until they were ready. Edward is not ready.

Edward, the viscount said abruptly, there is a package in the entry hall for you. I think it is something you will enjoy. He watched while the lad bowed and expressed his thanks before dashing from the room following a glance at his mother to see if she approved.

That is most kind of you. Lord Hawke, Claudia said with formality masking her feelings regarding his gifts. But please do not think you must bring Edward something each time you come. He has a great many toys as it is.

You restrict the boy. He dismissed the notion that Edward didnt need more toys with a wave of his hand. He needs a mans influence in his life. His voice sounded harsh. He looked harsh in the delicate environs of the feminine sitting room, decorated in cream and rose. He was like a hawk in a bed of pansies about to pounce on a wayward mouse.

Claudia barely refrained from a shiver at the intensity of his gaze on her. She had forgotten the intense blue of his eyes. They seemed to see to her very heart. At her side Olivia sputtered a denial totally ignored by the infuriating man.

I admit it is difficult without his father here. Not that his father was around all that much, Claudia added reflectively. I still say Edward needs another year or two before he goes off to the hazards of Eton.

Olivia sought to ease the tension by offering the plate of sandwiches. The viscount took the entire plate, setting it on the small table at his side while he proceeded to demolish one after another. He glanced up to catch Claudias wide-eyed look, then laughed.

I havent eaten since breaking my fast early this morning. What a good thing it is that Mrs. Tibbins hasnt forgotten what a man needs.

Claudias mouth went dry at his expression. She was not an untutored spinster, although her husband had visited her bed rarely once he decided she wouldnt bear him a second son. Still, she could read desire in that look. She would have to be on her guard from now on. As Olivia had pointed out, the year of mourning was up.

Mama! Mama! Look what Lord Hawke brought me! Edward cried, dragging a large rocking horse into the room. It was gaily painted and irresistible to any child.

Claudia leaped to her feet to help. The thing was almost larger than Edward. She gave his lordship a flashing look, then shook her head in dismay.

See, Mama! I can ride it! The slender child clambered onto the large wooden steed to pick up the reins in a most masterly fashion. Then he rocked back and forth with great determination.

Indeed, love, I can see you will be a topping horseman.

He has his own pony, does he not? Lord Hawke had set aside the now-empty plate to join Claudia by the rocking horse. His words were innocent enough if you didnt pick up on the challenge in them.

Ah, no, he does not. There isnt a horse in the stable that is proper for a lad his age. I havent sought a pony for him. Oh, how she hated to admit her delay in obtaining a pony. Somehow, after her husbands death while coming home from the village she couldnt manage it. The accident was the result of a shying horse toppling the carriage. Lord Fairfax had died instantly. The thought of Edward on even a pony was abhorrent.

I shall take care of it for you.

Claudia turned to look at her nemesis. All she could see in his eyes was sympathy. He knew nothing of her personal life with her husband. Perhaps Hawke thought she pined for Fairfax, mourned his passing. Well, in a way she did, but not in any romantic manner. It was like missing the flu once its over. You were thankful for its departure.

Indeed, that is not necessary. Lord Hawke. I can have Jem Groom locate a suitable mount for Edward. He has a way with horses and knows what is available locally. Claudia licked her suddenly dry lips. The man next to her exuded power, a force that swept all in his wake. She was determined not to succumb to any blandishment he might offer in any way.

We shall see. Ill have a chat with Jem.

Claudia firmed her lips lest she say something ill-advised. This man rattled her to the point of rashness on her part. Yes, I imagine you would do that regardless of what I might sayor object. It is not necessary for you to interfere in our lives. Lord Hawke. If only she might persuade him of that; the peace would be so lovely.

He bestowed a lazy grin on her that made her pulse gallop. Someday, he said very quietly, I shall hear you say my name. Somehow, I believe Noel would sound very sweet on your lips. He quirked a brow as though he knew how this sort of teasing upset her. His gaze settled on her lips, and she swore she could almost feel his burning touch on them.

It would be most improper, my lord. Claudia was determined to be demure and amiable, even if it killed her.

Well, that is a handsome gift. Lord Hawke, Olivia inserted into the thickened atmosphere. She left the sofa to admire Edwards latest acquisition. Casting a shy glance at Claudia, she added, You will need a strong man to carry the rocking horse up to Edwards room.

With great haste, Claudia replied, He can have it here for a time. Then we can admire his horsemanship.

Coward, Lord Hawke murmured just loud enough for her to hear him.

Not in the least. I shall derive great pleasure from watching him, she insisted. 

Lord Hawke failed to respond to this. He glanced at the neat stack of papers on her little desk close to where he stood. Without asking permission, he shifted the top paper aside.

Still drawing flowers, are you? Delightful work, my dear.

Claudia longed to scream at him to go away, leave her alone, and stop harassing her with his veiled remarks and cunning looks.

From his perch atop his new wooden horse Edward thought to add to the conversation. Mama draws fairies, too. She sees them at the bottom of our garden. He nodded for emphasis before resuming his determined rocking.

Claudia suspected her cheeks burned. One does entertain with fairy stories, you know. She did see the fairies, but thought it prudent not to reveal the fact. Hawke might have her declared incompetent to care for Edward.

Do they have happy endings? he asked, the threat of a laugh lingering in his voice.

All Mamas stories have happy endings, Edward replied on her behalf, evidently deciding he was well equipped to answer any questions dealing with fairy tales.

Olivia turned to face the enemy. She paints flowers on china, and soon she plans to paint the fairies as well.

Ah, she will be my lady faireis that it?

Such nonsense, Claudia sputtered. I enjoy my painting. And if I add a fairy now and again to amuse my son what is there to it? She tilted her chin, giving him a challenging look.

More tea, anyone? Olivia urged.

By all means, the viscount replied, guiding Claudia back to the sofa and this time seating himself at her side, much to her discomfiture.

Olivia poured each of them another cup of tea. Mrs. Tibbins appeared at the doorway, that prim look fixed to her face once more. The vicar, maam.

Show him in, by all means, Mrs. Tibbins.

The housekeeper nodded, looking like a satisfied cat.

Within minutes the young vicar arrived, his red hair tousled and the languishing looks Lord Hawke had mentioned in evidence. Good afternoon. I have come to see how Edward is doing with his lessons. He turned his attention from Claudia to the man seated next to her, narrowing his eyes a trifle as he did. Good day to you. Lord Hawke. How pleasant to see you once again.

The attractions of London pall after a time. There is much to be said about the charms of the country. He sounded amused.

Claudia sensed his gaze upon her and wished he would not tease so. Will you join us for tea, Vicar Woodley?

With pleasure, dear lady. He drew up a chair with the ease of one who does that sort of thing often.

Claudia happened to glance at her friend and noted Olivias cheeks were flushed and her manner slightly flustered. Olivia nurtured a tendre for the vicar, poor dear. Olivia poured from the fresh pot of tea brought in by the vigilant Mrs. Tibbins, offering a cup to the vicar with hesitant admiration.

How do you like living in the country, vicar? The smooth tones coming from Lord Hawke would have lured anyone less sharp into possibly making an indiscreet comment. Not Vicar Woodley.

This is a charming community with much to admire. Lady Fairfax is the leading light roundabout. If you want something done, one only needs to apply to her gracious person and she sees that it is done. His smile was obsequious.

Except for ponies, perhaps, the viscount murmured.

Fortunately Olivia chose that moment to inquire about the coming social at the church to raise funds for repair of the steeple. Edward got down from his steed to sneak a pastry.

The dear ladies of this church intend to make it a fete champetre. Mrs. Alcock attended that sort of elaborate breakfast while in London and thought the idea commendable.

Pity you do not have a lake to use. A water party would have been charming, Lord Hawke inserted. Although perhaps a river serves more admirably for those affairs, he concluded with a reflective tone.

Claudia longed to poke him with her elbow. He was sitting close enough to her to make it a simple matter. I think the desire to raise funds for the steeple repair a worthy one. I trust you will attend the fete, my lord? She turned to bestow a smile on him that was quite as false as that silly reflective attitude he assumed.

It was not the smartest thing she had done in a while. He seemed to move closer to her, although she would have sworn he remained still. Those intensely blue eyes bore into her with faint amusement. I shall be pleased to escort youall.

The vicar looked disappointed.

Will they have donkey rides? Edward inquired in his high fluting voice.

That is a good thought. I will mention it to one of the committee. The vicar set his cup down, then rose. Taking Edward by the hand he began to lead him to the door. I suppose we had best go over your Latin, my boy.

I could show you how well I ride on my new rocking horse, Edward said in an effort to stave off the inevitable.

It is a fine one, to be sure, the vicar agreed.

Lord Hawke brought it for Edward. He is always so kind and generous, Olivia said after quickly rising to her feet as well.

She walked to the door with them. I will help with Edwards papers. You know how boys can benot always tidy.

The three left the room together, their voices fading as they went up the stairs to the boys rooms.

The snapping of a log in the fireplace broke the utter silence that descended at their departure.

I find it hard to believe that your dragon would leave you to my not-so-tender mercies, Claudia. Lord Hawke shifted so he might better converse with her. His movement brought his knee in contact with hers.

She jumped like a shy virgin. Ignoring the smirk that briefly crossed his lips, Claudia shifted away from him. Then she rose to her feet turning back to gaze at him with what she hoped was a demure smile. His use of her given name did not escape her notice. Sir, you are too familiar. What would the good vicar think should he hear you?

He would assume that our many years of association, as well as my being Edwards guardian

Co-guardian, Claudia inserted swiftly.

Co-guardian, he amended, would permit friendly terms between us. His eyes gleamed with wicked mischief.

Be that as it may, I will not have you bandying my given name about. She gave him an obstinate look.

I have given you leave to use mine, he pointed out, sounding like a boy bargaining for a sweet.

I refuse to use it. It isnt seemly, and you know it. Claudia felt like stamping her foot in annoyance. Dear heaven but this man could drive her mad.

He rose, paused at her side as though debating a point, then bowed slightly. I shall bid you good day, my dear Lady Fairfax. Edward shall have his pony within a week. But I shall return. To see my ward, of course.

Claudia hoped that was all he had in mind.




Chapter Two



Claudia listened to the snap of the front door closing as Lord Hawke left the house. She let out a breath she wasnt aware she had been holding. Gracious, her husband had never affected her so! She was an utter ninnyhammer to permit that man to rattle her nerves.

Olivia was still upstairs with the vicar and Edward. She would not return until the vicar left or he possibly dismissed her. Since Claudia suspected he enjoyed the admiration of a ladyany ladyshe doubted that would happen. If only the vicar didnt break Olivias heart.

Catching up her elderly shawl, she wandered to the back of the house, leaving by a side door for the freedom of the garden. The sullen gray clouds were now allowing a glimpse of clear blue sky and shafts of sunlight. The day had suddenly become most promising.

She walked along the gravel path, her feet crunching loudly in the silence that had followed the storm. Water dripped from the leaves, a near-silent echo of the rain.

The roses had faded months ago, the leaves now a dull green, some mildewed. Great globes of blue hydrangeas sent showers at every touch as she passed them. From the dancing fuchsia blooms tiny diamond drops dangled, sparkling as a shard of afternoon sun blessed them. In the grove of trees beyond the kitchen garden a flock of sparrows settled, resting on their flight south. She could hear goldfinches in the not too distant field, noisily feasting on the abundant seed of the thistles.

It soothed her nerves.

She walked on along the paths she had grown to know so well these past months. The garden had been a balm in her distress, a delight to her eyes.

At last she decided she had recovered sufficiently to have a word with Jem Groom regarding the pony. She knew full well that Lord Hawke would stand by his promise to buy a pony for Edward. His lordship did not make idle threats.

She swung open the tall garden gate to the busy environment of the stable yard. The sight of his curricle revealed that Lord Hawke had not left. She paused, irresolute. She did not want to confront him again. Before she could retreat to her garden, he appeared.

The man who stopped a moment to add a few words to someone in the UlteriorJem, most likelywas quite unlike her late husband. The viscount had the broad shoulders, trim hips, lean, yet powerful form aspired to by younger men. That stylish hat he had set atop his dark hair completed his smart appearance. Her late husbandstout, out of fashion in his attire, sparse of hairhad been the direct opposite of the dashing Lord Hawke.

Lord Hawke frightened her. He also sent tremors shooting through her body in a most alarming manner. She sensed she should not be alone with him and not just for proprietys sake. She wasnt a coward usually. Only when it came to intimidating, infuriating men did she quail. Namely, Lord Hawke.

Before she could achieve her retreat he caught sight of her and she found herself trapped. On the one hand she feared his assault on her nerves, on the other, she did not want him to realize how badly he affected her. She would not give him the satisfaction of sending her into a panicked withdrawal.

We meet again, he said in that rich, deep voice she reluctantly admired. Was there something you wished to add to our previous conversation?

I thought you had left, sir. I wanted a word with Jem Groom. She hated the defensive note in her voice. It would not do to allow him to think she feared him.

He and I agree on the pony. You failed to tell me that he urged you to buy a pony for Edward some time ago. He walked closer to where she stood by the garden gate until he loomed over her, causing her to wish she had managed her escape. Really, the man was too devastating.

You fail to understand the root of my fears, she retorted with ill-advised heat. More quietly she continued. I have my reasons. But I confess you have the right of it. Edward must learn to ride. Jem will be an excellent teacher. She hoped this admission would satisfy his lordship and send him on his way.

I imagine so. And you, madam? Will you ride with your stepson? He tilted his head to study her.

You must have learned from Jem that I do not ride.

Rubbish! I will make a point of joining you and Edward in frequent rides. Have your maid brush off your riding habit, he commanded.

No man gives me orders, my lord. In particular, you have no authority to do so. If I decide to ride again, and with Edward, it will be because he wishes it, or I choose to ride the docile mare that has been mine in the past.

He drew in a deep breath. By heavens, you need someone to tame you, madam.

Truly? Well, it wont be you! With that pungent retort, she backed up to the garden gate, fumbled until she found the latch, then opened it. Her intent to escape her tormentor was foiled when he crossed the few steps now separating them and entered the silent world of her garden with her.

He stood at her side, examining her with narrow eyes, deep in thought. What makes you fight me?

Fight, sir? I fight with no one. I am a peace-loving woman. Surely you make more from our words than is warranted? She flashed him an intrepid look.

He firmed his lips, then took a step that brought him up against her. Claudia suddenly realized how slender and frail she was next to him. It was like a green reed standing up to an oak!

So you love peace? What else do you love, widow? His voice had dropped to a low growl, like that of a predatory cat.

My privacy. She stepped back from him. He followed. My lord, you intrude on both my peace and privacy.

He smiled a lopsided, lethal grin that warned and yet challenged her.

May I suggest you leave now? she dared to advise.

I will... eventually. He made no move to depart.

She licked her suddenly dry lips, wondering how to deal with this man. Her pulse galloped madly. He was a menace, a peril to her hard-won tranquility.

Without warning, he dipped his head and kissed her. Her traitorous lips responded. They had been neglected for years and welcomed the firm lips that touched hers. She ought to back away, to join the fluttering butterflies on the far side of the garden. She would be in like company, for her innards gamboled like a lamb let out to pasture.

It didnt last long, that stolen kiss. He drew away from her, examining her from those intensely blue eyes with disconcerting thoroughness. You kiss like a spinster. Did your husband not teach you how a married woman kisses?

Angry at his taunting, she unwisely snapped, My husband taught me nothing.

The smile that caught in his eyes cautioned her to close her mouth. She said rash things when infuriated, and this particular man could drive her mad with little effort.

I agree.

Defensive, she glared at her adversary. I should not think a wife required tutorage in kissing, or anything else, for that matter. I was an obedient wife, doing all required of me.

His hand reached out to gently trail a line down her cheek before he cupped her chin. Someday you will know.

When he dropped his hand to his side her skin felt bereft. Silly, stupid woman that she was, she found she longed for a mans gentle touch, kisses, the other things she had missed during her married life.

She looked behind him through to the stable yard where Lord Hawkes carriage stood. Your curricle awaits you.

After a look that seemed to strip her soul bare, he left her, crossing the yard in long strides as though he couldnt get away from her fast enough.

Claudia glanced at the butterflies. Red admirals, if she was not mistaken. They seemed unaffected by anything. A gentle breeze wafted through the garden, tossing the hydrangea blooms and causing the fuchsia to dance as though to some wild Scottish reel. Entering the kitchen garden she found an early pippin apple and picked it.

The crunch of her teeth in the firm flesh of the apple was a satisfying sound. Her bite was savage, as though she punished the viscount rather than a mere apple. It had a not unpleasant tang. Unlike the viscount, she thought.

Olivia was still with the vicar and Edward when Claudia reentered the house. She paused in consideration. It would be wise to invite a friend to visit. She needed a buffer from her neighbor, for she held no illusion he would not return now that he had his way regarding the pony. There was still Eton to settle. And lessons, perhaps? a wayward voice inserted in the back of her mind.

After thinking a moment she went to her little desk. Setting her drawings to one side, she found a piece of writing paper and a good pen. She wrote her letter, and when done, she took it to Jem Groom to mail for her in the village.

Adela, Lady Dunston, was an especially dear friend, one who had offered comfort following the tragic death of Lord Fairfax. She had understood what Claudia endured for she was also a widow, having married a man who was mad for hunting to the cost of his life. Claudia had no doubt that she would come at once given the message sent to her. A slow grin crossed Claudias face as she crunched the rest of her pippin. It was a delight to thwart the desires of Lord Hawke, for desires she knew he had. She had seen them in those deep blue eyes of his. Of her own desires she stubbornly chose to remain ignorant.

* * * *

Noel drove along the lane to his property deeply in thought. The widow proved far more enticing than he remembered, and he had nursed fond memories of her, her golden curls and fine blue eyesas her stepson called themall the months he had been in London. Shed spoiled him for others.

That she could be so untouched, so virginal in her responses was beyond belief. Yet he knew about the late Lord Fairfaxs mistress and their several children living in the next village. They were far enough removed to avoid the worst of gossip, yet close enough for his convenience. And near enough so word of their existence reached Lady Fairfax, he was certain. She had taken his lordships death with superb calm. Yet he knew she simmered with emotions. He had scarcely begun to explore them and he longed to delve deeper.

Upon reaching his home, he handed the reins to his groom, then strode inside, intent upon what needed doing next. Eton. The boy had to have the benefit of other boys his age. True, he was a bit on the frail side, but Eton and the life there would toughen him up. As well, he would make friends that would last him all his life.

Once in his library, Noel flung himself into the large leather chair behind his desk to mull over the matter. Finally his brow cleared and he pulled a piece of hot-pressed paper from a drawer to compose a carefully thought out letter to a good friend. Maximilian, Viscount Elliot, had been with Noel at Eton. No one was a better friend. He would help set the widow straight on the matter. Two against one! Those were odds Noel could like.

His feelings for the widow Fairfax were complex. He first admired her cool beauty, though his admiration had slowly turned to more as time passed. While it was a pity the old roué had passed on to his reward when his carriage turned over, Noel could not sincerely mourn his death. Any man who could treat a lovely young woman as he had, turning instead to the blowsy charm of the widow Norton, was beyond Noel. Mrs. Norton had borne two girls following Fairfaxs marriage to Claudia, making four children in all. Unforgivable.

That he had not bothered to tutor his young wife in the delights of the marriage bed, or of marriage itself, was a crime. Noel couldnt know this for certain, of course. But his stolen kiss had told him much. There had been a kind of yearning in her response. He had not missed her leaning into him, her breathless gaze when he withdrew. She hadnt slapped him. The neglect to retaliate was curious. She ought to have been furious with him. She had been in a state of shock ... or something.

He concluded his letter and sealed it with a blob of red wax before impressing his signet. How Max would grin at that.

The remainder of his afternoon was spent on the estate work that piled up while he was in London. His steward was a good man, sent faithful reports and letters with queries. However, it was at times necessary to personally attend to matters. He did so now. But he intended to see the widow as soon as possible.

When finished he went to his bedroom and from a drawer pulled a gorgeous length of fabric. It was an extremely fine Paisley shawl. The rich colors would enhance the widows delicate beauty. It would replace that shabby thing she had worn earlier. She deserved better, and he owed her an apology. He intended to see that she got all she deserved.

* * * *

Vicar Woodley left not long after Claudia had endured the scene with Viscount Hawke. The vicar had paused in the front hall, lingering perhaps in the hope of being invited to dine at Fairfax Hall. She wished to talk with Olivia alone, without the danger of other ears hearing what she had to say. At last he left.

Olivia was decidedly put out. Claudia, I believe the vicar wished to remain with us. Olivia seated herself primly on the far end of the sofa, sounding quite annoyed.

No doubt he did. I wished to have a private time with you, my dear. He can dine here another day.

Oh . . . how good. I am certain he does not fare so well at any other house. She gave Claudia an uncertain look.

Mrs. Tibbins entered the room. Dinner is served, madam.

What a strange mood you are in, dear Claudia.

Olivia sent a perplexed look at her friend as they entered the dining room.

I have done something with which I hope you approve.

A pony for Edward? I suspected that man would persuade you. Heavens, fancy having to deal with him until Edward is of age! I do not envy you in the least.

Indeed, I capitulated on the pony. It is time and more that he learn to ride. It was only ...

I understand. Olivia reached out to pat Claudias hand in sympathy as they entered the dining room.

Actually, what I wish to tell you is that I wrote a letter to invite Lady Dunston to come for a visit. Adela will be a help. Not that you arent, dear girl. But with your assisting the vicar during Edwards lessons, well, I am left at the mercy of that man should he appear like he did today.

His lordship left around the time we went to Edwards rooms, did he not?

He went to see Jem Groom regarding the pony. Jem let it slip that he had advised me to purchase a pony for Edward some time ago. Jem also informed his lordship that I have not been riding. Accordingly, Lord Hawke told me that he would be over to ride with Edward and me . . . daily, if the man is to be believed!

Merciful heaven, Olivia said on a gasp.

He does like to hand out orders.

I cannot believe you permitted him to order you about like that. Olivia finished off her mushroom soup, then daintily blotted her lips.

Nor can I, Claudia replied with a heartfelt sigh.

I saw you had that old shawl out again. You really ought to consign it to the ragbag. I know you have a nicer one. What would your neighbor say were he to see you wearing that old thing wrapped about you?

Claudia said nothing about that neighbors reaction to her in the garden. She didnt want Olivia to have an attack of the vapors during the middle of dinner.

The soup was removed with a neat dish of salmon. This was followed by an assortment of roast duck, a ragout of pork, and assorted vegetablesOlivia being convinced it was a wise thing to do for their health.

They were both toying with their delicate sponge cake when Olivia brought up the matter of Lady Dunston. She is very smart. I daresay she will find us rather dull after her time in London. Was there a hint of jealousy there?

Adela is not the sort of woman who must have constant entertainment. Have you forgotten how kind she was to me after Lord Fairfaxs death? As a widow she understood precisely what problems I faced. She gave me excellent advice, which I followed.

Olivia relented, for she was too kindhearted to think ill of anyone for long. True, she admitted. However, the vicar seems to come more often than he did early on.

Indeed. The poor dear sounded too hopeful, yet Claudia was reluctant to dash her longings. I wish Lord Hawke would go far, far away. Then Id not have to be vexed when he shows up, as he is bound to do. And probably more often than I would wish. As you once said, he is a disturbing man.

We would often be sorry if our wishes were gratified, Olivia primly intoned. Aesop offers many wise sayings.

Oh, is Edward into Aesop at this point? In Greek or Latin? Latin, I suppose. Claudia looked up from the last crumb of her sponge, wondering if she should have a second piece. She decided to indulge herself and took another helping, pouring raspberry sauce over the slice with anticipation.

Olivia blushed. Indeed. I am learning along with the boy and was able to translate the line without fault.

I am sure Vicar Woodley was pleased.

He is the best of teachers.

Olivia . . . Claudia stopped. How could she caution her friend regarding a love that was not returned? Olivia looked at her with a faint frown, a question in her eyes. Take care, my dearest friend. I would not have you hurt.

Oh, I know a man like the vicar would never look twice at me. He is so handsome and could have almost any lady he pleased. I do believe he intends to marry. He said something about the vicarage needing the attention of a woman. Olivias color deepened. I confess I longed to tell him I would do quite well in the role.

Of course she had the right of it all, but Claudia refused to agree with her. After all, miracles happened. You never know, dear. God works in mysterious ways. Then she wondered if someone ought to let the vicar know about Olivias legacy.

They left the dining room to sit by the comforting blaze of the sitting room fire. Both women had much to think about and were ready for bed early.

Claudia rose first, going up to find Edward still awake.

Lord Hawke said he is going to find me a pony, Mama. Do you very much dislike my having a pony? I will be very careful and not fall off. He bestowed an earnest look on her.

You will be a topping rider, and if you fall, it will undoubtedly be the ponys fault. Have you thought of a name? She knew guilt for preventing his riding. The sooner he had his pony, the better it would be.

Well, the vicar said it was all humbug, so perhaps I will call the pony Humbug?

That is certainly an original name. She shared a grin with her stepson, a moment of pleasant harmony.

Edward said his prayers. Claudia kissed his cheek, then went to her own bed. Her sleep was slow in coming.

* * * *

A lovely autumn morning greeted her upon rising. The sunshine brought mellow tones to the grass, highlighting the late daisies. Wood smoke drifted through the tranquil air.

She strolled through the grounds before the house, inspecting the various plants. Suddenly she heard the approach of a carriage. Just why she suspected it might be Hawke, she couldnt say. Somehow she knew it was.

He sped up the gravel drive until he drew abreast of her. Madam, I trust I find you in good health today?

She curtsied politely and agreed she was fine.

After turning the reins over to his groom, he joined her on the lawn. He carried a modest package. I have come to make amends for my behavior yesterday. Here. He opened the paper to reveal a magnificent shawl.

Claudia gasped. I do not think your manners warrant this. But I thank you for the thought. I cannot accept it.

Nonsense. Youd not wish to anger me, now would you? He draped the shawl about her. Beautiful.

She wondered if he meant the shawl or her humble self. It was extremely difficult to reject such an offering. And, she reasoned, he had offended her yesterday. This was a handsome apology. Too much so! It is too much, my lord.

I like how it looks on youprecisely as I envisioned. You will accept it and wear it in good health.

You are ordering again. She flashed him a warning look.

He smiled. You are being stubborn. Accept my gift in the spirit in which it is given.

It was a beautiful shawl. Thank you. Lord Hawke.

A robin trilled a note. The sparrows took wing, then-flight a great rush of sound. In the field the chattering goldfinch continued to feast on thistle seed.
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