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Chapter One



You have been cheated, my dear Felicia, Edward, Lord Brook said in a faint, raspy voice before closing his eyes for a final time and going aloft.

At his bedside, the Honorable Felicia Brook stared at her now-departed uncle, her gray eyes perplexed. What was this all about? Why did he wait until the last moments of his life to inform her that she had been cheated? And cheated of what?

Cheated? queried a voice from behind Felicia, echoing her thoughts. How so? And of what, I might wonder, the gentleman concluded.

She turned to face her unwilling host, the lordly gentleman who had given Felicia and her uncle shelter following an accident that had killed Felicias disagreeable aunt and now deprived her of her only uncle. William Chessyre, Lord Chessyre, had been frigidly polite, unfailing in civilized behavior, but obviously suspicious toward Feliciaquite as though she had managed the accident just so she might meet him, the odious creature! The carriage had overturned not far from the gates to Chessyre Court, and his lordship had taken charge of matters with a chilling aloofness. His cool blond hair and icy gray eyes fit his personality to a tee, never mind that he had broad shoulders and was a fine figure of a man, as her father used to say. She moved away from him.

I fear I am as much in the dark as you, my lord. Unless… Felicia knew a spurt of hope that swiftly died. What she wished was most unlikely.

She drew the sheet up over her uncle, then turned from the bed, unable to shed tears for the man who had been a party to her humiliation and grief with never an objection. There was a slight touch of Lord Chessyres hand on her elbow, guiding her from the room.

Come, perhaps we can reach a conclusion downstairs in the library. He opened the door for her, ever the courteous gentleman.

Felicia wanted to rage at him. Her world had just fallen completely apart, and he was so very, very polite. Manners, she had once read, are what vex or soothe. He was both vexing and condescending. She decided that he would not know her inward fears.

He walked sedately down the stairs, at her side, guiding her over the vast entry to reach the door of the library. Here he ushered her inside, seating her in a comfortable leather chair. Something to settle you, I believe. He crossed to a table on the far side of the book-lined room, poured a small quantity of some amber liquid into a glass, then returned to her side. Drink this, it will help you.

Felicia was too numb lo argue with him and obeyed, gasping after the fiery brandy had slid down her throat. Her bravado was all well and good, but she must find a place to go, a refuge. Where!

Good, was the only comment offered by her host, as he took the glass from her trembling fingers. Now, where do things stand as of this moment?

His question was not unexpected, but she would have rather put it off until shed had time to consider matters. She had no clue as to a sanctuary, and she knew she needed such.

Squaring her shoulders, Felicia folded her hands neatly in her lap and spoke slowly, gathering the words as she did.

I have lived with my aunt and uncle since my fathers death some four years ago. I was sixteenwith nowhere else to go, she explained.

And now? he prompted with chilling courtesy.

My cousin Basil inherits the estate. I expect Cousin Willa will live with him for the nonce, until she weds. I must find a position. Not for anything would she be dependent upon her odious cousins. She couldnt explain to this stranger that she feared Basil and his questing lips, searching hands. Nor was it likely she could convince this man that the charming Willa was a vixen who would make Felicias life a misery. No, Felicia would beg charity before returning to her ancestral home, Brook Hall.

You prefer a position to your home? Lord Chessyre asked, amazement clear in his voice at this most peculiar female. Obviously, young ladies of quality did not, in his estimation, seek paid positions when there was a respectable alternative.

It is no longer my home, Felicia reminded. It now belongs to my cousins. I will not impose on them. It was one thing to be obligated to my aunt and uncle. It is quite another to be a poor relation to my cousins. She snapped her mouth shut; shed said too much already.

Surprisingly, he nodded with what she would have said was sympathy in anyone else. However, she doubted if Lord Chessyre was familiar with that emotion.

You received an inheritance from your father, I imagine. Was it invested on your behalf? he queried, retreating to the leather chair behind his magnificent mahogany desk. He studied a paper on his desk, so missed her look of pain at his question.

There was no inheritance; I was quite cut off. Her bewilderment at this event was evident in her confused expression as well as in her voice.

He stared at her as though he didnt believe her. Surely not? he gently questioned.

I do not blame you for doubting my word, but there it is. The will was declared valid, and I had not a pence to my name. Felicia tilted her chin, daring him to doubt her words.

Perhaps your father expected you to be wed before he died? his lordship mused, his eyes studying Felicia as though searching for some redeeming factor.

She almost laughed. What a picture she must make in the drab navy dress deemed appropriate for a companion by her late aunt. Even if it was her sole winter pelisse, Felicia was glad that in the accident that dreary garment had been torn and was tattered beyond use. Lord Chessyre had seen her garbed in the better of her clothes, this navy dress, and for evenings, a dull black silk made over from a gown her aunt had disliked. Shed owned pretty dresses at sixteen, but one had a tendency to grow. What sane man would take to wife so unprepossessing a creature who had no dowry to offer him in compensation?

I do not know. Perhaps he intended to provide for me and never remembered to do so. He was not an old man when he died; he may have postponed the matter. At least that is what Felicia had convinced herself was the case.

William studied the girl seated so defiantly before him. She was brave, he had to admit that of her. And with proper dressing, she might show to advantage, for she was not a homely woman. Rather, she was too thinher large gray eyes dominating her face. Navy was too harsh a color for her, as was black. She ought to be wearing lavenders, pale blues, and violets in chiffons and laces. In spite of the severity of her dress, she was quite feminine with a quiet voice and pretty manners. Shed been most gentle with her uncle in his last days, caring for him with efficient tenderness. Hed seen that for himself.

Then he shook himself inwardly for his nonsensical thoughts. Women could be very deceptive. Hed also seen that. He didnt believe in chance encounters.

With the way things stand, I can see nothing for myself but to find a position as governess or companion. What else is there for one of my birth? Felicia asked, hoping he might think of another path she could lake.

I quite agree, he said. My aunt may know of someone.

The library door to the hall had been left open, and when the knocker of the main door was vigorously pounded on solid oak, both looked up, listening. From her vantage point near the library door Felicia turned her head. She watched as Jeffers, the dignified butler, shortly ushered in a couple Felicia knew all too well. She rose to her feet without thought, just wishing she might hide until they went away.

William was surprised at Miss Brooks dismayed reaction to the newcomers. Obviously, she knew who they were, and with equal transparency, she wished she were elsewhere. She composed herself, and with an apologetic glance at him, stepped forward to greet them in the entry.

He was around the desk and at her side before he considered his actions or how they might be construed by others. He eyed his new guests with disfavor. The cousins? he rightly guessed.

Indeed, Miss Brook replied softly.

The pair stood in the entry, a maid and valet tending to the cases behind them. The young woman was not so unattractive if one overlooked a pointed nose. The young man emulated the dandy, his cravat overblown and his waistcoat a disaster. The contrast between the quality of their garb and that of their cousin was cruel.

Good day, William said to the couple, who stared at him with wary expressions. Im Chessyre.

Felicia hastily made her cousins known to her host.

Basil turned to Felicia at once and blustered, Now see here, Felicia, what is all this nonsense about an accident? We were having a marvelous time at the Tinsleys. Could you not deal with the problem?

Indeed, Felicia, it is too bad of you to bother us so, Willa added with a coy glance at Lord Chessyre, one he was all too familiar with to ignore.

William narrowed his gaze into what hed been told was an intimidating stare. Obviously, you have not heard what has transpired. I regret to inform you that your mother was killed in the accident, and your father passed on not an hour ago, succumbing to internal injuries. He might have been more gentle to imparting this information had it not been for their disgraceful attack on the hapless Miss Brook. William might be wary of the slender girl; he would not tolerate such rudeness to anyone while in his home, however.

What Basil and Willa might have said or done following this bald announcement was not to be known, for a rustle of silk preceded the arrival of Lady Emma.

William, dearest, did I hear the door? she queried in a fluting voice from the landing. The lady who drifted down in a flurry of lavender sarcenet and lace with a delicate lace cap on her pale blond hair reached the bottom of the staircase with seemingly no effort at all. Guests! she exclaimed with interest.

May I present my cousins, Wilhelmina and Basil Brook, Lady Emma? Felicia asked hesitantly, stepping forward as if she might prevent them from taking advantage of the charming older woman who had been all kindness to Felicia in the past few days.

Introductions completed, the dear lady sympathized with Basil and Willa on the loss of their parents.

If Felicia was correct, Basil was calculating on what his estate was worth and how hed spend all that lovely money. Willa was no doubt considering how best to cozen her brother into increasing her dowry. Surely hed want her off his hands as soon as possible!

You are welcome to spend the night here, but I imagine you are anxious to remove your parents to your home church for burial, not to mention consult with your family solicitors regarding the transfer of the estate into your hands, Lord Chessyre said with a courteous bow in Basils direction. Willa, he ignored, to Felicias secret amusement.

Indeed, you have been most kind, my lord, Basil said with a sagacious nod. We are greatly in your debt. Now that Basil knew the identity of the gentleman who had housed his cousin and father, a man of the highest ton and invited to all the best places, he made himself toadishly agreeable. He would have waxed eloquent on the matter of his fortune, when Lady Emma placed a hand on Willas arm, drawing her to the stairs.

I declare, she said in her pretty fluting voice, you must be settled in rooms before making any decisions. And tea! she cried. Tea always makes things better.

Willa meekly followed, but Basil paused as though to argue, or perhaps ask a question.

Come, come, Lady Emma said impatiently. Discussion later. At tea, she insisted, then led the pair up the stairs and along the hall.

Felicia watched until she saw the last of them, then turned to face her host. I am sorry about that. I fear they do not always think before they speak.

What would have happened had I not been here? Lord Chessyre wondered aloud. He guided Felicia back to the security of the library, where a fire beckoned them to its comforting warmth.

Well, Felicia temporized, perhaps they would have been more agreeable in time. Nothing was said about the orphaned pairs lack of grief at the loss of their parents. Oh, Willa had managed a tear to be wiped away with a scrap of cambric, and Basil had looked suitably sad for a moment until he realized that all that money was now his.

I begin to see why you insist upon being independent, his lordship said while nudging a log with the toe of his boot, thus avoiding Felicias clear gaze.

It is not because I am an independent person by nature, you must know, Felicia said, wanting this gentleman to understand she did only what was necessary for her survival. I should wish nothing more than a little place to call my own and peace and quiet to go with it.

And a cat? he said with a smile, at last looking up to meet her candid gray eyes.

Really, his lordship was dangerously attractive when he smiled. She recalled his earlier chilling formality and backed away, on her guard once again. As you say, and a cat. Im exceedingly fond of the beasts. Excuse me, my lord. I shall go to my room to change for dinner.

William nodded his dismissal and watched as Miss Brook left the library to run lightly up the stairs, disappearing from view almost at once. He pitied the girl, poor thing; to be left in such a shabby state was unthinkable for a gently bred young woman.

He turned his back to the fire, staring off into space as he considered what must be done. He would have to make arrangements for the uncle and aunt, of course. Perhaps the lately departed pair would be conveyed to their home churchyard for burial with little difficulty, tomorrow if possible. The cousins could go as well; he had no intention of housing those two longer than absolutely necessary. It might be a breach of the country hospitality for which he was known, but the new Lord Brook and his guileful sister were not welcome. Brook was a trifle too unctuous; William never trusted chaps like that.

He contemplated the other member of the family and wondered what miracle Miss Brooks might conjure to make her drab black gown more suitable this evening. It seemed beyond hope to him. He reckoned without his aunt.

A little time later, Felicia heard a gentle rap on her door. She quickly crossed to answer, only to discover Lady Emma standing without, a bundle of lavender wool in her arms.

The lady bustled into the room softly, exclaiming as she did, Poor dear, to be encumbered with such cousins. I ought not say so, but I scarcely believe they are related to you. You are not much alike, she observed while studying Felicia by walking around her, examining the black gown with a polite expression that most likely concealed distaste.

Felicia couldnt blame her; she didnt like the dress, either. The makeover was not skillfully done, but it covered herwhich was about the best one might say for it.

Maam? Felicia inquired, confused by the dear lady.

Your Wilhelmina is quite a dasher, up to the minute with her styles. I suspect Basil is as well. You are not. Forgive me for saying so, but it is true. I wondered if there was anything we could do about that dress. You do not have another, I suppose? Lady Emma looked with hope at the clothespress, as though expecting a fashionable gown to pop out for inspection.

My aunt deemed this respectable, Lady Emma, Felicia replied, quite unable to keep a wry note from her voice.

It is, indeed, my dear. Most respectable. Alas, not very fashionable. Perhaps this shawl may help a bit? Her ladyship draped a gossamer length of whisper-light wool around Felicias shoulders, then stood back to see the effect. The lavender was kind to Felicias pale cheeks and brought forth unexpected depths in her gray eyes. Indeed, it will do nicely until we can attend to the problem.

Felicia dared not ask what that might involve. She had quickly learned that Lady Emma had her own notions as to how the world ought to be run. One queried at ones peril.

Not a farthing? Lady Emma asked out of the blue. Forgive me, dear, but I overheard what you said to William while in the library. I cannot believe a father would be so cruel.

Nor can I, admitted Felicia while wondering how Lady Emma seemed to be everywhere at once.

Leave it to William. He is very clever, you know. I believe that were it to occur to him, he might well take a notion to look into that peculiar and unnatural will. Basil inherits all, you say? Surely your uncle must have provided something for you?

I sincerely doubt it, my lady, Felicia said, not wanting to say anything unkind about her uncle or cousin, yet knowing she must tell the truth of the matter. I was hoping that you might know of a situation that might suit me? Felicia asked, wondering if this constituted begging.

Allow me to think on it. I am certain something will occur to me. It always does. Or dearest William comes up with something terribly intelligent. Did I mention that William is very clever? He is, you know. Lady Emma tilted her head to one side, frowning at Felicias hair.

Indeed, Lady Emma, I feel sure he is, Felicia said with great tact. She adjusted the lovely shawl about her shoulders a trifle, then took a step toward the door.

Your hair, dear girl. I believe you forgot to brush it…or something, Lady Emma said vaguely. Please allow Trotter to style your hair. She has a dab hand at hair, my dear girl, The abigail appeared in the doorway, as though summoned.

Deciding that Trotter could do no worse than she had, Felicia hastily perched on a small chair before the dressing table. The reflection in the looking glass was not very satisfactory. Her hair looked dreadful, all screwed up in an untidy bun. But then, shed not had time to concentrate on herself as of late what with spending most hours at her uncles bedside.

Trotter swiftly pulled out the pins and in a trice had the mass of nut brown hair brushed into a shining fall that came well below Felicias shoulders.

A French pleat, the maid murmured, and before Felicia knew it, her hair was draped back into a rather becoming twist. A wisp of curl was allowed to dangle at either side of her face to soften the somewhat severe style.

Better, her ladyship said with a pleased air as she surveyed the results.

Felicia offered gracious thanks for a job only a superior ladys maid could have accomplished.

The surprised look from Lord Chessyre when she entered the drawing room made her glad she had accepted Lady Emmas kind help. His words surprised her even more.

I thought lavender would do well on you.

Felicia could see at once that hed not intended to make such a personal remark, and so pretended that shed not heard him for he had not spoken very loudly.

Basil entered with his typical swagger. There you are, cousin. I suppose you have made arrangements for us to take the parents home. There was a hint of command in his voice. True, he was accustomed to having Felicia run the house at Brook Hall; servants had always obeyed her better. But now he was master, and he would never let anyone forget it for a moment.

Giving him a cold look. Felicia shook her head. You can make whatever arrangements you please. I shant be returning with you.

Basil gasped at her as though he hadnt heard right. Then he looked at Lord Chessyre, a speculative look in his eyes. Any charge he might have made died on his lips at the frosty stare coming his way from the elegant lord. Even the usually dense Basil could see hed get nowhere making wild accusations against this man.

Willa entered the drawing room at that moment, preventing Basil from making any further demands. Instead, Basil turned to his sister to report, Felicia says she isnt coming home with us.

Not coming home? Who will take care of things, I should like to know? Willa demanded, her voice sounding a trifle petulant, reminding Felicia forcibly of the late, unlamented Lady Brook.

You must come, Basil demanded.

I insist, Willa declared. Who else will run the house? Goodness knows I cannot be bothered with such mundane things.

Before Felicia could inquire just who Willa thought she was to demand that Felicia turn into an unpaid housekeeperfor that was likely what the spoiled darling had in mindLord Chessyre spoke.

Miss Brook has kindly agreed to be a companion for my aunt while she goes to London. Is that not right, Aunt Emma?

Yes, indeed, Lady Emma replied, not the least ruffled that she was telling a lie. Turning to Felicia, she softly added, I knew he would think of something, and he did. Such a clever boy, she concluded fondly.

The boy as Lady Emma called him was in his early thirties or at best late twenties, tall and well-formed, with gorgeous blond curls and nice gray eyeswhen they werent frosty. Anyone less a boy Felicia couldnt imagine. Of course it was merely a ruse to help her escape from her cousins, and for that she was most grateful.

It is true, Felicia said with her customary polite manner. Lady Emma is all that is gracious, and I look forward to spending time with her in London.

London? Willa snapped, knowing full well that Felicia had been denied her come-out two years ago and that Willa had gone instead, taunting Felicia with all the fashionable doings. Willa had not taken, however. Shed three Seasons on her plate, and finding a husband was becoming less likely with each passing year. Time was not kind to her.

Jeffers appeared in the doorway to signal that dinner was ready so that Felicia was spared a reply to Willas lone comment.

Basil was not silent, however. I think it is the height of ingratitude that you would consider going to a stranger instead of your cousins who need you.

Felicia gave him a knowledgeable look, then said, Why should I come home when I can be paid for doing less elsewhere? There were moments when direct speech could not be avoided to spare ones blushes, and this was one of them.

He blustered a bit, but fell silent when Lord Chessyre escorted Felicia into the dining room, seating her at his side with proper manners. Basil walked with Lady Emma, leaving Willa to follow behind, grumpy and out of sorts.

Under the cover of the general conversation and the noise of the servants handing around the excellent dishes of food, Lord Chessyre leaned toward Felicia and said, I trust my idea appeals to you. I do not like to see my aunt go to London alone, and she has her heart set on it. There is someone in the city she wishes to see. He thought a few moments, then continued, It would ease my mind greatly if you could see your way to doing this kindness. Then he mentioned what that kindness would pay, and Felicia nearly fainted again as she had when shed climbed from the carriage after the accident.

How could she refuse? Even if it didnt work out, one or two months would ease her way and she could look for another position. Lady Emma was a dear, if a bit featherheaded. Of course I will, Felicia promptly replied and was rewarded with a thawing of the ice in those gray eyes.

The evening was strained and concluded at an early hour. William gravely assured all that he was certain Lord Brook and Miss Willa wished to retire early and give vent to the grief they had been so nobly holding within all these hours. There was nothing more to be said to that other than a good night.

Felicia retired to her room, propping a chair against the door in case Basil renewed his amatory ideas.

The following morning William was disturbed at his desk in the library by a hesitant rap on the door. When he bid whoever it was to enter, he was surprised to see a neat and exceedingly plain young woman, the maid who came with Miss Brook if he remembered rightly.

I be Primrose, maid to Miss Willa. If I might have a word with you, milord? the maid begged hesitantly.

Go on, William urged, curious as to what this creature had to say.

Miss Felicia is getting short shrift from Miss Willa. I been maiding her these past years, an I know that Miss Willa helped herself to the pearls that was rightfully Miss Felicias. Old Lady Brook insisted that those pearls were a part of the inheritance, but they were a gift from Miss Felicias papa. I hoped you might help Miss Felicia, for shed not stand a chance on her own against Miss Willa. Im quitting, the maid added. Without Miss Felicia to keep peace, Brook Hill wont be fit for living.

William stared in amazement at what obviously was a long speech for one accustomed to remaining silent and in the background.

I want to see justice done, if you please, milord. Ill see to it Miss Willa wears em down, the maid concluded while backing toward the door.

And you believe I may be of help? William gently queried.

Lord love a duck, iffen you cant scare her into returning the pearls, no one could, the maid replied before slipping around the door and disappearing.

When the group gathered for a light noon meal with the thought that Brook, his sister, their late parents, and the rest of the entourage would depart directly after, William watched Willa with a sharp gaze. The maid had succeeded in placing the pearls around the neck of her mistress.

Those are lovely pearls, Miss Willa. Your father gave them to you, no doubt?

Startled at his comment on something she had no claim to wearing, Willa darted an annoyed glance at Felicia before calmly saying, Indeed.

Basil gave a rude snort of laughter.

You disagree, Lord Brook? William asked with care.

Willa glared at Felicia. She told you a lie if she said they are hers. They are mine. Mama said so.

Indeed? William inquired with raised brows.

Basil, still basking in the pleasure of being called by his newly acquired title, looked scornfully at his sister. Those pearls are Felicias, and you know it. Mama was too pinch-penny to buy you a string of your own.

Surely you will restore them to their rightful owner before you leave, William said with all his powers of persuasion brought to the fore.

Lady Emma murmured, Very bad ton to keep pearls that belong to another.

Hoping to provoke her cousin into rash behavior, Felicia said, Well, Willa? Basil is right, and you know it.

Looking about the table and finding not one smile or sympathetic expression, Willa angrily reached up and removed the offending pearls, tossing them at Felicia. You will replace them, dear brother, she threatened.

Her brother merely grinned, finished his meal, and made his farewells to his host with more manners than Felicia had thought he possessed.

When the departing Brooksboth living and deceasedhad passed through the gates, Felicia turned to thank her host for all he had done on her behalf. Id not thought to have my necklace again, for Aunt was adamant that they were no longer mine. Thank you. She frowned, then continued, I hope your aunt may suggest a position for me.

I really mean for you to go with her to London; it was not a ruse to foil your cousins. Andhe turned to espy the plain maid who had lurked in the shadowsI believe you have acquired an additional member for the London household.

Primrose? Felicia cried with surprise.

I refused to go with Miss Willa. Iffen you wont hire me, could I travel with you to London? Ill maid you better than I did Miss Willa, and once in the city work would be easier to find.

Oh, mercy, Felicia whispered.

Do agree, dear girl. Tupper cannot do for two, and I would have you looking up to snuff once in London, Lady Emma cried as she drifted down the stairs in a cloud of lavender sarcenet.

Felicia exchanged a look with Lord Chessyre, surprised to find amusement in those gray eyes.

Do I have any choice in the matter?

None whatsoever, Lord Chessyre replied.




Chapter Two



There was a whirlwind of activity the remainder of that day and the days that followed. Lady Emma began her preparation for the removal to London, and it appeared that she felt a great many things were necessary lest they be deprived of something important.

Dear Lady Emma, I do believe there are a vast number of shops in the city where all manner of goods may be purchased, Felicia pointed out while Lady Emma debated as to which set of china she ought to bring along. I have heard that the Wedgwood showroom is most excellent.

But I prefer my own dishes and linen, her ladyship softly argued. I do not wish to waste my time bothering with things like linen and china when there are more interesting fields to explore.

Regarding these fields, nothing was said, and Felicia was reluctant to ask. It could be that Lady Emma desired to visit the British Museum or perhaps the Tower of London. Maybe she fancied paintings. Shopping crossed Felicias mind to be instantly dismissed. Lady Emma possessed a charming wardrobe, mostly lavender or misty blue, and quite up to date if the fashion plates were any guide. That Felicia would love to spend a bit of her earnings on a new dress was firmly nudged aside. She must save that money to tide her over until she found another position. Lady Emma certainly didnt intend to be in London forever, and she scarcely needed a companion once she returned to Chessyre Court.

Of Lord Chessyre, Felicia saw little or nothing. At breakfast she learned he had been down and gone. He rarely made an appearance during the day. Come evening, he joined them at dinner, dressed with his customary good taste and looking far too splendid for Felicias peace of mind.

However, the food was excellent, and she refused to permit him to disturb her enjoyment of her meals. How lovely it was to eat all she wished without receiving a summons to fetch a shawl from the other end of the house. True, if she kept on eating at this rate, shed need to let out her one decent gown.

After dinner Lord Chessyre usually chatted politely and distantly with her and Lady Emma, then retired to read or check over papers in his library. He seemed to have an inordinate amount of correspondence, she thought, and said as much to Lady Emma.

Yes, well, as of late it does seem as though he is much occupied, her ladyship admitted with a frown. Then her brow cleared. I fear he is shy of pretty ladies, she declared with a confiding air and a quick smile.

Felicia raised her brows in surprise. Lord Chessyre? Shy? I can scarce believe that. He seems much the polished gentlemen to my poor mind. And if Lady Emma included Felicia in the pretty lady category, she was far and wide off the mark.

The dear boy was disappointed in love. So tragic. His best friend married the girl William had selected for his own. Lady Emma sighed and gave Felicia a wistful look. I would so like to see him settled with a wife and family. I have plans of my own, you see, and it would help me greatly were he to marry so I would be free.

Felicia tried to imagine what those plans might be and utterly failed in her efforts. Then she attempted to conjure an image of a woman who could possibly prefer another man to Lord Chessyre and failed there as well. He might be a touch frosty and more than a little reserved, but with the woman he loved, surely he would thaw? She had seen those eyes warm and suspected there was a heart lurking somewhere in that solid chest that could be warmed as well.

It was surprising how her pearls dressed up that dowdy black silk. Going down to dinner garbed in the detested dress with the lustrous pearls around her neck and the pretty shawl loaned by Lady Emma draped about her shoulders, Felicia felt almost like her former selfthe pampered daughter of the wealthy Baron Brook.

That Lord Chessyre was remotely polite made little difference in her self-esteem. She had decided that Lady Emma was wrong. He was not shy; he was merely uninterested. No man with his virile good looks could be backward in his interest of the opposite sex. Besides, she had caught a gleam in his eyes more than once, and even with her quite limited experience, she recognized it for what it was. For some reasonno doubt her lack of wealth or personal beautyLord Chessyre was deliberately keeping his distance. It was agreeable, she assured herself. She didnt like him anyway. She had other questions to plague her.

In the back of Felicias mind lurked the possibility of locating the solicitor who had handled her late fathers estate and probably composed the will. His office was in London. While sipping her morning tea, she mulled over the best way to approach the man. Surely he could tell her if the will approved by the judge was the actual will her father had wanted. It had been very hard to accept that he would cut her off without a competence or dowryespecially as wealthy as he had been. He had seemed to dote on herso why would he cut her and give all to his brother? She wonderednot for the first time.

Shed inscribed the solicitors name in her journal, now carefully packed in her small case. Shed liked to ask his lordships opinion on the matter, but with him being so remote, she dared not request his time.

Dear girl, Lady Emma intruded on Felicias mental reflections while consuming a quantity of toast, you must send to Brook Hall for your things. I presume you have other clothes you would need in London? Her look was gentle, but Felicia had learned that Lady Emma in pursuit of information was like a dog after a juicy bone. She did not cease in her quest.

The query was embarrassing, for Felicia had left behind very little, mostly the things she hated or had outgrown. Not that I miss, I fear. I could send Primrose with a listif she is willing to go. Id not wish her to be compelled to remain there against her will. However, she does know where things are located and what to do.

Primrose was sent for and readily agreed to fetch the precious mementos Felicia cherished and the few items of clothing that might be useful.

Iffen you dont mind my saying, your clothespress dont hold much of interest, Primrose stated flatly. And dont worry about me none, for itll be an icy day in hell when that madam can make me stay at Brook Hall again. Ready and willing to go at a moments notice, the maid bustled off to hastily prepare a small valise.

Lady Emma ordered a carriage readied and sent Primrose off with instructions to bring back all that was on the list and anything else she knew her new mistress would want. And hurry, Primrose, Lady Emma softly demanded. I find I am eager to reach London even if winter is coming and the Season is far off. I have plans to make.

Yes, maam, the plain little maid replied while wrapping herself in a stout cloak of frieze, the heavy woolen fabric guaranteed to keep her warm against the chill.

Felicia marveled at the speed with which Lady Emma could act when she so chose. Otherwise, it seemed she deliberated with maddening consideration over what to take. She frequently consulted Felicia, but even more often she sought out her nephew.

At last the day arrived when Lady Emma decreed that they could make the journey to London. Primrose had returned with all of the nightclothes, undergarments, and the keepsakes on the short list. She had also brought the miniatures of Felicias father and mother, plus a collection of books that had been in Felicias room.

I didnt say nothing to Miss Willa nor his new lordship that be. I just found old Risford and explained to him what was wanted and he let me set to on my own. I fancy those cousins of yours didnt even know I was in the house. Primrose exchanged a knowing look with Felicia. Both of them knew full well that Willa paid no attention to the servants other than to issue orders. Basil did notice the girls, but they avoided him as much as possible.

Two carriages awaited the ladies when they left the comfort of Chessyre Court. The first was an elegant, well-sprung traveling coach intended for Lady Emma and Felicia. The second was slightly less pretentious, and in this coach rode Primrose and Tupper along with the little dog Lady Emma had decided to take along for company. It was a King Charles spaniel, which Felicia surveyed with distrust.

What? No cat? Lord Chessyre murmured to Felicia while his aunt was supervising the loading of the cart that hooked on behind the second carriage. It would take the china and the piles of linen as well as all the other items she decided to take with her. The cart was not large, but well-built and ought to deliver the goods to London in good shape.

I was informed that Cleo couldnt be left behind. Her vanity is such that it would break her heart. Felicia exchanged a look with his lordship, revealing her amusement at that notion.

The dog usually remains in my aunts quarters, for she knows how I feel about that dratted animal. I cannot count the slippers I have had chewed to bits by the precious Cleo. Beware, Miss Brook, guard your slippers and anything else you value. Never leave anything near the floor or it will be reduced to rags in no time.

I promise, sir. No slippers on the floor by my bed. Her gaze met his, and she found her cheeks warming at the expression that had flashed into his eyes. Lord Chessyre might have kept his distance from her, but shed wager a goodly sum that he was not cut out to be a monk.

Finally, Felicia tore her gaze from the intriguing light in his eyes and studied the ground at her feet. I have a number of things I hope to accomplish while in London, but I also promise that I shall do my best to be a good companion to your aunt. I have seen how very fond you are of her. I think that a most admirable thing, my lord.

Do you, indeed? He thought a moment, then said, It may be necessary for me to come to London this winter. There is little I can do here, and it would be nice to spend Christmas with my aunt. Shes all I have now, you see.

Felicia merely nodded. Who knew what the circumstances would be by Christmas?

I will see you then?

Puzzled as to why he would wish to pin her down on that, Felicia nodded once again, then joined Lady Emma as she poised to enter the traveling coach.

Good-bye, dearest William. Join us for Christmas. I vow we shall be merry even in the city. The change will do you good, the lady insisted.

Felicia turned her head in time to discover the earl was studying her, and again she felt her cheeks warming. Gracious, if this was to be her reaction every time he looked at her, she had truly best find another position before Christmas.

Have a splendid journey, Aunt. Miss Brook. I shall see you at Christmas. With that he waved them off, and Felicia felt as though she might draw a comfortable breath again.

Such a dear boy. I expected he would come for Christmas. Who knows, he might join us before then. It depends on how bored he becomes here all by himself. You see, I hope that if he comes to Town, he may find himself a wife. He certainly will never find one at Chessyre Court!

Felicia nodded, unable to speak, for the idea of the golden-haired Lord Chessyre with his fine physique and lovely gray eyes finding a wife could not please. Of course, she reminded herself, she was not interested in the man, yet she hoped he could not merely find a wife, but someone he could love. His tender regard and care for his aunt revealed that within that cool exterior was a warm heart. He deserved better than a marriage of convenience with a proper member of Society, she thought.

* * * *

The trip went well. They were cushioned in a fine coach and had ample money to pave their way. They stopped at the best inns, ate of the finest food, and in general found the journey far less tiring than might be expected. Primrose and Tupper pampered the ladies with devoted care.

Felicia soon decided that she could quite easily come to favor this style of life. It was so vastly different from the one she had known the past four years.

The London house possessed a fine address and was most pleasing to the eye in the late autumn sun.

We are next door to the Marquess of Bute, not that you may expect to see much of him, Lady Emma said upon disembarking from the traveling coach. She glanced at the imposing house on their right, then turned her attention to the house before which they had stopped. It had four well-proportioned floors with a fine brick exterior and large windows to allow the sun to warm the rooms within. To either side of the front door were large stone urns containing geraniums and ivy, both in the best of health.

Come, come, dear Felicia. I am famished and weary to the bone. We must have a cup of tea, then rest. After that I will begin my final plans. I have such high hopes, you see. With that vague remark, Lady Emma sailed forth into the house, greeting the man who opened the door with the ease of one who has known him a long time. The man ignored Cleo, who proceeded to dance about his black slippers with yips of delight.

Alford, this is Miss Brook, who is a dear friend and my companion. I trust you will look after her as well as you do me.

Felicia found herself being appraised with knowledgeable eyes and flushed when the butler bowed ever so slightly to her, a mark, she felt certain, of his approval.

Primrose bustled in with Tupper, and the two abigailsfor Primrose had given herself a raise in titlehurried to tend to their mistresses.

Felicia allowed the others to go ahead. She wandered slowly through the rooms that were to be her milieu for the coming months. The furnishings were of the highest quality and artistically arranged against pale straw-colored walls. It was nice to see rooms not overly crowded with furniture. Draperies were elegant, but not overdone. The carpets Felicia paused to admire, for even she could guess they were the finest Turkey carpets to be had. Over all she acquired the impression of quality and refinement, restraint and taste. The colors were nice, with dull greens, soft blues, and an odd shade of wine used. There was not one thing shed have removed. It was all quite, quite perfect.

After strolling up the stairs to the second floor, she decided which was her room by the sound of Primroses voice scolding some hapless soul. Pausing at the door to the most elegant bedroom shed ever had the privilege to enter, she at first thought there must be a mistake. But Primrose never made mistakes.

Lovey, aint it, Miss Felicia? Primrose said, beaming a smile. She shooed the little maid from the room, and the girl scuttled as though afraid Felicia would trounce her.

Now, Primrose, it is not seemly to act so, Felicia said while turning about to absorb the glory of the room. The walls were the palest lavender, and the Turkey carpet a rich collection of soft blues and dull reds, accented with black and white. The magnificent bed had a tester draped beautifully at each post with fabric that matched the bed cover, all a delicate lavender damask. Surely his lordship had nothing to do with her having this room. He might have remarked she looked well in lavender, but it was silly to fancy that he would request such a thing.

I do hope you like it? Lady Emma said from the doorway, Cleo firmly in her arms. William thought you might.

I am overwhelmed, Felicia answered truthfully. So he had thought to house her in this room. Perhaps he merely liked to picture people in a particular setting? But that would mean he thought of her at all, and that was preposterous.

* * * *

William paced about the confines of his library, wondering why word had not arrived to let him know his aunt and Miss Brook had reached the London house without mishap.

It was a good thing they had left, although hed begun to think his aunt delayed merely to tease him. Try as he might, it had become more and more difficult to remain aloof from the charming Miss Brook. It would never do for him to become enamored of a woman like her. It simply would not do at all.

True, she had admittedly coped with the deaths of her uncle and aunt. She certainly had known how to handle those odious cousins. However, caution urged him to beware the girl who was no more than twenty, if a day. That accident had been just too pat, happening right outside his gates. Granted, they likely hadnt anticipated the extent of the injuriespeople often miscalculated. If she had but known the number of carriage accidents that occurred at that location, she would have blushed even more than when he had studied her while trying to take her measure.

Oh, she had to be a clever one, even if his heart told him otherwise. Hed learned not to trust his instincts when it came to women. After all, hed thought Sophie his, and she had ended up marrying Jonathan, his best friend.

He felt his aunt was safe enough. Although, perhaps he ought to travel to London to keep an eye on her. Hed think it over for a bit. Not too much could occur in a few weeks, not if he knew his aunt. First would be her calls on her Mantua-maker. He wondered just how many garments would be pressed on Miss Brook and grinned. That young lady was in for a surprise, unless he missed his guess.

It was difficult to apply himself to estate business when hed prefer to consider Felicia Brook in the lavender bedroom, particularly the bed.

* * * *

On the third morning following their arrival in London, when Felicia had hoped to venture forth to the heart of the city in search of the solicitor. Lady Emma attacked.

I desire you to come with me today. I wish to see my Mantua-maker. I am tired of pale blue and lavender. I think I should like something in pale rose, perhaps a dusty jade green. And slippers. I go through slippers at a shocking rate, and I am nearly down to my stockings. And that reminds me, I require those as well, and some new reticules, of course a bonnet or two. Handkerchiefs. Underpinnings. Oh, and a new robe. Cleo chewed the hem of my present one, and although it is a favorite, I fear it must be replaced.

You mean to do this in one day? Felicia said, utterly bewildered at the list offered.

Well, we shall do what we can today, and what we cant shall be done tomorrow. Lady Emma rose from the breakfast table and drifted from the room. Cleo peeked over her shoulder and panted happily at Felicia.

Mercy, Felicia murmured. Her quest must be postponed.

* * * *

The day was a haze of discussions with the Mantua-maker over colors and fabrics, what sort of bonnet to buy, and if one required matching gloves or should they be contrasting. When Madame Clotilde suggested the gloves match the slippers, Lady Emma cried with delight that it was the very thing and didnt Felicia agree.

Which brought Madames attention to her. A glance darted to Lady Emma, who nodded slightly, brought forth a considering study from Madame Clotilde.

Puzzled as to quite what was going on, Felicia anxiously looked from one woman to the other. Mercy, she didnt have the money for one gown from this establishment, let alone the number of garments ordered by Lady Emma.

Indeed. I agree that lavender is an excellent choice. However, she has nut brown hair, and she will look well in the same colors you enjoy. Shall we?

Lady Emma rose and took Felicias arm in a firm clasp that brooked no argument. They went to a little room in the rear of the establishment, and in short order Felicia found herself measured, pinned, and unpinned in fabric after fabric. Madame used her scissors like a weapon, bent on reducing as many bolts of fabric as possible.

Felicia tried to call a halt and discovered anew, when Lady Emma had made up her mind regarding something, it was utterly useless to oppose her.

That evening Felicia sat opposite her ladyship at the dinner table and wondered how best to scold her. Or, did a companion scold one of her rank?

You ought not to have ordered so many gowns for me, your ladyship. I admit I needed one or two dresses, but day dresses, carriage dresses, an evening gownas though I would be attending partiesand a new pelisse! Well, my lady!

Admit that you cannot wear that old pelisse of yours again, no matter how cleverly Primrose tried to repair it, Lady Emma demanded, pointing a fork at Felicia in an accusing manner. Tomorrow we do bonnets and slippers. I declare that I have missed shopping exceedingly while at the Court.

Felicia accepted that there was nothing she might do to stop her ladyship in her chosen path. She was like a stone being pushed from the top of a hillonce it began rolling there was no stopping it. At least, Felicia consoled herself, she didnt have to endure Lord Chessyres knowing gaze. That would have been insupportable.

It was far too easy to wear the pretty lavender pelisse when it arrived a week later along with a charming bonnet possessing deep lavender ribbons. Dark gray gloves and slippers, half boots of excellent black leather, and finally a modest ermine muff to guard against the winter cold arrived within days of ordering. But it was the dainty white nightgown embroidered with tiny rosebuds that had a pretty white wool robe, also with rosebuds on it, that caused the explosion.

Now I ask you, my lady! This is not done!

They argued, and as Felicia might have known, she lost. She went off to her room to calculate the expenses on her behalf and was horrified at the total. If she worked for years, she could not begin to repay the cost.

It meant, of course, that she could not look for another position.

She also found, for one reason or another, that it proved impossible to make her way into the city to hunt for the solicitor. That she might have summoned him to Lady Emmas home on South Audley and that the gentleman would have scurried to the door never occurred to Felicia.

* * * *

It was nearly two months after their arrival that his lordship arrived. Christmas was nearly upon them. Felicia had almost forgotten that they were threatened with his arrival close to that time. She was in the drawing room, hunting for a deliberately elusive Cleo, when the door opened.

I believe she is back in the corner, my lady. Not to fear, I shall have her in a trice, Felicia muttered, presenting a delightful view of her posterior as she crawled on hands and knees to snabble the disobedient dog.

William studied the picture presented with the eye of a connoisseur. Hed viewed many female forms, and it appeared that Miss Brook had fulfilled the promise in hers. She was no longer too thin. He leaned patiently against the wall, waiting.

There was a high-pitched yap, followed by soft muttering and a rather loud, Ouch, you little beast. At last Miss Brook retreated, Cleo in hand. She rose, shook out her skirt, and patted her curlsmost modishly arranged after a call from Mr. Tremont, the fashionable hairdresser. The soft frill at her neck framed a flushed face, one that assumed a horrified expression at the sight of him.

Lord Chessyre! You are here! Oh, dear. What you must think of me, crawling about on the floor. It was Cleo, you see. She refused to take her walk, and your aunt insisted she must, so I said Id persuade the dratted little beast, that is, I mean, the dear little dog… Miss Brook gave him a despairing look, then concentrated on the cause of it all.

William wanted to laugh as he hadnt since Miss Brook had departed for London. Do not give it a thought. I just now arrived from the Court. Is my aunt to home?

Miss Brook gave a sigh of relief. Indeed, sir, she is in the dining room, enjoying a cup of tea. She did not wish to see Cleo captured.

William turned to leave the room, then paused, looking again at the lovely woman he had found so attractive when she was at Chessyre Court. With proper clothes and a very pretty hair style she was even more attractive. Christmas was going to be far better than hed expected. Miss Brook, as I said before, lavender becomes you.

Felicia looked anywhere but at the handsome lord who blocked her retreat from the drawing room. Thank you, my lord. You must give all credit to your aunt, who stubbornly insisted I must have so many dresses. Felicia looked up to face the person who ultimately must be her benefactor, for she suspected that he paid the bills. I shall not expect to be paid a wage, sir. These clothes were not inexpensive and Id not feel right about taking any payment.

William stared at her. Not take any payment when he knew she must be at his aunts beck and call from morning to nightfall?

I mean it, she added when he remained silent too long.

Nonsense. I suspect you earn every penny of that small stipend you receive. And if my dear aunt wishes you to be appropriately garbed for your position, Ill not gainsay her. Is that understood? he concluded gently, not at all like the frosty manner hed used while at the Court.

Felicia might have been impervious to his words had he spoken them in his previous cold way. But, when he smiled at her and said the words with such understanding of her position, she just melted and blushed and wished she were a million miles away.
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