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Prologue


London, Hanover Square

November 1810

“What is it, Haley?” Lord Charleton asked, sparing a glance at the door of the breakfast room where his secretary stood, hovering about like a nervous sparrow. “Is it Rowland? Tell me he hasn’t landed in the suds yet again.”

“No, my lord.”

The man’s brow furrowed a bit. “Couldn’t be Wakefield.”

“Certainly not, my lord.”

The baron glanced up. “Wouldn’t mind if it was. Demmed waste having him mope about, locked up in that house of his.”

“Indeed,” the secretary replied, and if Charleton wasn’t mistaken, there was a note of irony to the man’s declaration—one he chose to ignore, instead pinning a glance on the impudent fellow.

Under the scrutiny, Haley’s jaw worked back and forth as if the words were stuck there in his craw.

“Well?” Lord Charleton prodded. “Out with it. Before my kippers grow cold.” As it was, the baron shoved his plate forward and set down the paper he’d been reading.

Mr. Haley cleared his throat and held out a letter. “I’ve come across a small debt your wife owed—”

There it was. That cold stillness that came every time someone had the nerve to mention Isobel’s name. How Lord Charleton wished he could forget her passing so this wrenching pain would fade from his heart. Yet, still, even a year after her loss, it was a sharp ache he woke up with, one that haunted him even after he closed his eyes at night.

Now here was his secretary bringing her up when he’d quite forbidden the matter.

“Pay it,” he ordered in a tone that said he wanted nothing further to do with any reminders of her.

“But, my lord—” Haley shuffled about.

Lord Charleton removed his glasses and slowly cleaned them. Then once they were perched back up on his nose he stared coldly at the fellow. He was a good man, Haley. An excellent secretary, but why the man continued to bring up Lady Charleton, the baron could not understand. Speaking slowly and deliberately, so there was no mistaking the matter, he said, “You know what to do. Take care of it and leave me be.”

“If you insist, my lord . . .” Haley’s voice trailed off tentatively. It wasn’t so much a reply as one last prod.

Truly? He was going to ask yet again? If he wasn’t the most thorough and honest fellow the baron had ever hired—well, actually Lady Charleton had found him and insisted he be hired, but that wasn’t the point. Haley had become rather cheeky of late and Charleton wanted nothing more than to fire him on the spot.

But Isobel wouldn’t have approved, and so Charlton inclined his head, reined back his ire and said with a final note, “Just see to it as Her Ladyship would have wanted.” Then he went back to his paper and ignored Haley, who stood for a few more moments in the doorway.

And if the baron had looked up, he might have seen the wry, wily smile that had led Lady Charleton to hire Mr. Haley in the first place.





Chapter 1


London

Six months later

Areowwwwww! The unholy complaint filled the carriage.

“You should have left that foul creature back in Kempton, Miss Tempest,” Mrs. Bagley-Butterton complained for about the hundredth time.

Which equaled the number of times Hannibal had let out that ear-piercing yowl from the basket in which he was trapped.

“He doesn’t like being penned up so,” Miss Louisa Tempest said in defense of her cat. “And I couldn’t leave him behind.”

There was a sigh of resignation from beside Louisa. Miss Lavinia Tempest, Louisa’s twin, made a very deliberate show of looking out the window. She wasn’t about to rise to Hannibal’s defense.

Never would.

Louisa suspected her sister shared Mrs. Bagley-Butterton’s exasperation and wished poor Hannibal back in Kempton as well.

“I only hope your godmother is an understanding sort,” the matron continued, shifting in her seat in the carriage and eyeing the large basket on Louisa’s lap with an air of disdain and suspicion. She had protested vehemently against the cat being brought along, but she could hardly prevent the matter when the carriage conveying them to London belonged to the girls’ father, Sir Ambrose Tempest. “I know I wouldn’t have that cat in my house.” She sniffed loudly.

“Then it is fortunate that we are staying with Lady Charleton,” Louisa replied. “She is so kind and generous.” She smiled as she said these words. Lavinia kept her gaze fixed out the window, though it was obvious from the way her shoulders shook that she was having a terrible time keeping from laughing at the implication.

“Yes, quite. How kind she is to offer to bring the two of you out . . . well, without . . .” Mrs. Bagley-Butterton sniffed yet again, Louisa’s slight going right over her head, and unable to say quite what she wanted.

Whatever was this Lady Charleton thinking, bringing out two unknown misses of such dubious lineage?

Then again, it wasn’t like Louisa hadn’t heard the aside Mrs. Bagley-Butterton had made to their housekeeper before they’d departed Kempton.

“Does this Lady Charleton know?”

“She’ll learn the truth soon enough, ma’am,” Mrs. Thompson had replied. “So will all of London, poor dears. Secrets always seem to have a way of winkling out, now don’t they?”

Yes, the horrible, awful secret.

Louisa pressed her lips together and stared out the window as the brick and stone of London began to surround them. Perhaps, just maybe, by some bit of chance, the truth wouldn’t come “winkling out” as Mrs. Thompson avowed, and Lavinia could have the Season she’d always wanted.

At least this was what Louisa hoped as she looked at the gray and foreboding walls surrounding them.

Oh, this wasn’t Kempton, with its green hills and grand oaks.

How she wished she were there in that dear little village. She would be if it hadn’t been for two things: the recent marriages of three spinsters from their once-accursed village, and their godmother’s invitation to spend the remainder of the Season in London.

Had the world gone mad? Kempton misses didn’t get married (unless they wanted to run the risk of going mad or, worse, seeing their groom meet some horrible and tragic fate), and godmothers didn’t just suddenly remember old promises.

Yet here they were, she and Lavinia, arriving in London to do just that: have a Season and if Lavinia was lucky (or unlucky, as it might be) find someone willing to risk life and limb to marry her.

If only Louisa could explain her unwillingness to marry to her sister. But that would mean telling Lavinia the truth Louisa had only discovered by chance. Even Papa had been deaf to her concerns, brushing off her worries that “such old business will hardly concern the tabbies of London.”

So Louisa kept her silence, and hugged Hannibal’s basket a little tighter, glad to have him with her. Her one-eyed, half-an-ear-missing, mangy tabby of a tom seemed to be the only one who listened to her of late.

And right on cue, Hannibal let out another terrible yowl.

Yes, well, his opinions weren’t always well timed.

“It is most kind of you to come with us to London when Papa was prevented from doing so,” Lavinia interjected quickly, probably hoping to stave off another complaint by Mrs. Bagley-Butterton.

“Fortune has a way of smiling on me,” Mrs. Bagley-Butterton declared, her disapproving gaze fixed on Hannibal’s basket. “Your father’s accident was my blessing. Now I will be in Town for the arrival of my first grandchild. As I should be. These London midwives will only make a muddle of things—and I doubt they will have eggs as fresh as these,” she said, nodding to the basket of provisions that took up most of the seat next to her, “to make a good healthy coddle for my son’s wife after she delivers. She’s a London girl.” This was also said with a suspicious sniff. “Yes, yes, indeed, your father’s broken leg was a most fortuitous event. If he hadn’t tumbled over that stile, I might not have managed to arrive in time.”

Louisa doubted very much that Mrs. Bagley-Butterton’s son and daughter-in-law shared that sentiment, but she kept her opinions to herself. As much as she was loath to admit it, she’d had an equally uncharitable thought when the footmen had carried her father home the other day.

Finally! Something that would prevent them from leaving Kempton.

But she hadn’t realized the extent of Lavinia’s determination.

Not go to London? Her sister had been horrified. They were already a bit on the shelf—and to wait another year? Lady Charleton might not feel so obliged then to bring out a pair of spinsters well into their decline, Lavinia had argued.

Louisa’s arguments to the contrary—that their dear papa needed them—had fallen on deaf ears. The Society for the Temperance and Improvement of Kempton would be close at hand if Sir Ambrose needed anything, Lavinia declared.

Of course they would, Louisa knew. Every single member over a certain age had been delighted to offer her assistance.

Help the poor, widowed Sir Ambrose while his daughters were in London? Why, there had been a veritable stampede of ladies, baskets in hand, all willing to give up their time to sit with the ailing (and eligible) scholar.

It seemed Louisa was the only spinster in Kempton who didn’t want to get married.

And yet to explain the truth to her sister the horrible secret even she wasn’t supposed to know, would mean breaking her sister’s heart. So Louisa had tried another tack.

“Lavinia, you know we cannot go out in society,” she’d argued on the morning before they’d left. “Neither of us can dance a single step without blundering about.”

“We will learn,” Lavinia had said with every ounce of stubborn determination she possessed. “Never fear, there will be two gentlemen in London, or somewhere, who won’t mind if we . . . if we aren’t . . . perfect.”

And that was where her sister had stopped. For a moment, Louisa had almost dared ask if Lavinia knew the truth—yet to ask her sister would mean having to drag that horrible, awful secret out for a full airing.

The curse that was all their own.

Though, given Mrs. Bagley-Butterton’s comments to their housekeeper, it seemed their affliction was no secret in Kempton. Then again, there were no such things as secrets in a village as small as Kempton.

“In London, no one knows us and I am certain any number of ladies arrive without knowing a quadrille,” Lavinia had added. “Good heavens, if Tabitha Timmons of all people can find a duke—a duke, Louisa—and Daphne Dale can marry a Seldon, and Harriet Hathaway can become a countess—our Harriet, married to an earl—well, certainly we can be afforded two understanding gentlemen. Nothing so grand as a duke, but I think a viscount or even a baron isn’t too much to ask for.”

A viscount, indeed! Not for all the viscounts in England would Louisa step foot in society if it meant . . .

But it was too late now, for the carriage slowed as it rounded a corner and then came to a stop before a grand house.

“This must be Hanover Square,” Lavinia announced, nearly tumbling out of the carriage in her haste to get going on their “grand adventure,” as she called it. Lavinia would have suffered plague-ridden battlefields (as if three days in Mrs. Bagley-Butterton’s company wasn’t a close second) if only to arrive at Lady Charleton’s house and be launched into society.

Hannibal, hearing the door open and having no desire to be left in the carriage, let out another ferocious yowl. Louisa eyed the basket and shuddered. Oh, he was going to be one vengeful tomcat when he was finally released. Looking up at the elegant residence before them, with its fine white stone and elegant railing, she hoped Lady Charleton had some old chair or sofa that she didn’t mind being mauled.

Or a carpet that needed to be replaced. Sooner rather than later.

“I suppose this address is proper enough,” Mrs. Bagley-Butterton declared as she glanced up at the fine house that took up the corner of the square. “They’ll have room for you, and for that beast as well, if Her Ladyship doesn’t send it back to Kempton with the carriage—” Her pursed lips and raised brow said all too clearly how she wanted to finish that sentence.

Or have it drowned in the Thames as it ought to be.

“Whatever do we do now?” Lavinia asked Louisa as the coachman and his assistant began unloading their trunks and settling them down on the curb before the house. The cases and boxes quickly began to block the sidewalk, and passing Londoners glared at them as they dodged through the hodgepodge of traveling cases.

“I suppose we knock,” Louisa said, resolving to do just that. She marched up the steps and gave the bellpull a firm tug, reminding herself to make her introduction sound sincere no matter how much she wanted to turn around, snatch up Hannibal’s basket, tow Lavinia back into the carriage, and order John Coachman to dash back to Kempton as quickly as possible.

But whatever she planned on saying—or doing—was interrupted by another yowling fit by Hannibal. The murderous complaint made it sound as if he were being skinned alive—loud enough for a poor old cart horse in the street to rise up in its traces and nearly bolt, and a nanny with her charges to bundle the children close and tug them in the opposite direction.

“Silence!” Mrs. Bagley-Butterton declared and gave the basket a swift kick.

She watched in horror as Hannibal’s prison overturned and its contents spilled out. “No!” Louisa cried out.

Hannibal, meet London. London, meet Hannibal.

Needless to say, Hannibal was not impressed with his unfamiliar surroundings and let out yet another deafening howl of complaint.

Now, up and down the street, doors were opening and curtains parting, not that Louisa had much time to notice. She knew she had to get ahold of her unruly cat before he bolted in a mad dash.

She raced down the steps, but it was too late, Hannibal had seen the light of day and wasn’t about to surrender his freedom. Not easily. Not anytime soon.

He went dashing out into the street—through the legs of a horse pulling a fancy curricle. The owner cursed and most likely would have added an ungentlemanly hand gesture if he wasn’t at the moment struggling to control his high-strung horse.

Louisa would have followed into the busy street, but thankfully at that point, Hannibal reversed course and ran toward the house—right past her and up the steps.

Except it was the wrong house.

And at the very worst moment, the door opened and Hannibal streaked past an imperious-looking butler.

“Oh, no,” Louisa gasped as she made an equally mad dash to follow her cat.

“Louisa Tempest! Don’t let him ruin everything,” Lavinia cried after her.

Better Hannibal returns us to Kempton in disgrace than the world discovers the horrible, awful truth. . .

At the top of the steps, she collided with an elderly butler, only pausing for a second to offer a rushed “I am so sorry.”

It wasn’t that Louisa was apologizing for her uninvited arrival into the house, but rather for what was about to happen.

She paused in the foyer to get her bearings and all too quickly had them, for up the stairs there was almost immediately a very loud crash. Followed by a triumphant yowl of conquest.

True to his name, Hannibal was ready to pillage.

Crash!

Pierson Stratton, Viscount Wakefield opened one eye and shuddered.

If the infernal racket echoing through his house was any indication, he had to assume that Napoleon had crossed the channel and Mayfair was under siege.

That, or his French chef was skinning a cat for breakfast.

Which would no doubt be served burnt or half done like everything else the fellow “cooked.”

Outside his darkened room there was another cacophony ringing through the halls. Crash! Yowl!

Pierson sat halfway up and cringed. His head pounded furiously in protest at this early awakening, and as the noise came closer—boots coming up the stairs, another yowl and the cry of a voice he didn’t recognize.

“Hannibal! You get back here, you bad cat.”

Good Lord! Who was in his house? Since none of his family dared cross his threshold, and Tiploft knew better than to let anyone enter, it had to be thieves or the French.

Either way, it would be the last time whoever it was committed such folly.

Struggling out of bed, he ignored the pain in his head, winced at the familiar ache in his wounded leg, and threw his wrapper over his shoulders, giving the tie a half hitch as yet another piercing howl ripped through the halls.

This was exactly why he kept his household so small.

So he could live in peace.

Catching up his walking stick and plucking his pistol from the drawer of his nightstand, he crossed his bedchamber as quickly as he dared, then yanked open the door, pistol held before him.

In his blurry-eyed state, he saw the rush of someone coming down the hall. “No further,” he ordered. “Not one step further or it shall be your last.”

It was then that Pierson truly opened his eyes.

Thankfully before he fired.

For there before him was a doe-eyed minx, her beribboned bonnet askew and a tumbling mess of brown hair falling out from beneath it.

No, not brown. More like mahogany. If one was inclined to look a bit closer.

Which, bleary-eyed as he was, Pierson did. Look, that is.

Yes, definitely mahogany.

And definitely a miss as his gaze fell lower over a curved shape that could only be female.

In his house, no less.

The viscount yanked his gaze away from the chit. “Tiploft! What is the meaning of this?”

His butler, who had hurried up from behind the lady, had his horrified gaze fixed down at the viscount’s feet and Pierson glanced down as well.

Then he knew without a doubt he was still drunk. What the devil sort of vermin was this?

The mangy ball of fur let out a sort of meow, except it was more guttural, like a rrooowww, as if the creature was prone to indulging in too many cigars and cheap brandy.

Something Pierson knew a bit about. However, not the cheap brandy part. He couldn’t abide the stuff. And thankfully he was wealthy enough that he could keep a decent cellar.

Rr-ooowww, the animal repeated, eyeing the viscount as if he were measuring him—one beast to another.

Pierson wasn’t even sure the creature was a cat—for it was missing one eye, most of its tail and a good portion of one of its ears.

It rather looked like his former batman—Russell—a boxer of some note, and a fellow known for his temper and rash judgment. He and Pierson had gotten along famously.

Until he, like so many others, had fallen on the retreat to Corunna.

Poor demmed bastard. Russell had gone down cursing and died in the agony of an infection.

The viscount shut his eyes against the memory and wished for his brandy bottle—the one that kept such instances at bay.

But there was no chance of that, not with what felt like half of London in his house.

In. His. House.

That was enough to coax his eyes open. “What the devil,” he muttered as the creature, the one as yet to be determined if it was a cat, began to wind around his legs, its tattered coat brushing against him.

Then the animal had the audacity to roll around in front of him as if it was his—the viscount’s—duty to pet him.

“You had best scratch him. Quickly,” the lady advised, nodding down at the beast that looked capable of taking a few fingers and a good part of the rest of his hand.

“I never,” he told the beast.

Not that it listened, for it proceeded to wind its way beneath Pierson’s wrapper, rubbing against his legs, and then popping out again, only to start coughing.

“Oh, no,” gasped the young lady.

And then he saw why.

The cat proceeded to cast up its accounts right in front of the viscount’s bare toes.

“I warned you,” the lady said, sounding hardly sorry for the mess on the floor.

What the devil? She’d warned him? Of all the impudence.

Besides, he’d felt a bit queasy when he’d gotten up, and this display before him didn’t improve matters. Good heavens—who knew a cat could hold so much inside.

“That’s most likely the worst of it,” she was saying, with a practical resignation as if invading strangers’ homes and allowing her cat to . . .

Oh, hell, Pierson couldn’t—wouldn’t—look down again.

Nor was she waiting for him. She lunged at the last moment to catch her pet, but the wily feline had anticipated her move and dodged her, going under the hem of Pierson’s wrapper.

Not that this deterred the miss. She nearly collided with Pierson, reached under the robe and gathered the unholy creature into her arms, all the time offering a rambling explanation. “He’s been locked up in a horrid basket the entire trip from Kempton, and he’s overwrought. If you would just get me a . . .”

She paused there for a second, right in front of him and his barely closed wrapper. Then there was a sharp intake of breath. After another moment, she straightened, cat in her arms and sporting a bright pink hue on her cheeks.

Apparently he should have done more than tie his robe shut with a half hitch.

But if he thought an unsightly display would send her fleeing from his presence in a maidenly display of embarrassment, he was entirely wrong.

This miss with her pretty pink cheeks and luscious mahogany hair—which led to yet another revelation—how long had it been since he’d been with a woman?—wasn’t done with him yet.

“As I was saying, I am most sorry about Hannibal. It’s just that he’s rather unpredictable around new people.”

This was not an explanation. Or an apology. The gel was actually chiding him.

“And houses, it seems,” Tiploft muttered, glancing over his shoulder at the remains of a vase.

“My sincerest apologies about that, and the other one as well,” she said to Tiploft, as if it was his butler’s vase to begin with. “And that other thing—”

“The statuary from Italy, miss,” Tiploft informed her.

“Truly? That was Italian? I do hope it wasn’t all that dear. But you should know that the statue wasn’t Hannibal’s fault, more mine.” She bit her bottom lip and frowned at her cat. “I went to catch him and . . .” She looked from Tiploft to Pierson, and then hastily swung her gaze back to his butler. “I suppose the particulars don’t really matter at this point.” She bit her lips together and glanced back over her shoulder at the path of destruction she’d brought to his house.

Pierson gaped. “Where the devil did you come from?”

She turned toward him and blinked, as if she had quite forgotten he was there. “Kempton.” There was an unmistakable certainty to her statement that implied the answer should be obvious.

Even to him.

“Should I know that?” he asked his butler. For he wasn’t all too sure that he wasn’t still drunk and she was a figment conjured by the Madeira.

Mahogany-haired misses, indeed! This was what came of drinking from the back of the cellar.

His butler coughed slightly. “I don’t believe it is relevant, my lord.”

“It is relevant if you are from there,” she replied tartly, shifting her cat from one side to another.

Safely ensconced in his mistress’s embrace, the creature didn’t seem quite as hellish.

No, if Pierson were being honest, he thought the demmed creature appeared quite smug about his superior position up against her breast.

Oh, he might still be half-seas over, but he wasn’t so bosky that he couldn’t discern a feminine shape that begged to be explored—though she was obviously doing her best to hide it beneath the plain gown she wore. She might even be a proper bit, if it weren’t for the path of ruined crockery in her wake.

That spoke of an impulsive and passionate nature. A dangerous mix in a pretty miss that begged to be unleashed in a different way. Say, in a man’s bed.

Rrooooww, the cat hissed in warning, as if sensing the viscount’s line of thought.

One tom to another.

“Hannibal means no harm,” she said, putting her hand over the cat’s face. She stole a glance at Pierson, her gaze dipping down toward the opening in his robe, and again her cheeks flushed deeply and her gaze fled in any direction but his.

It was an uncomfortable moment, and Pierson realized that if he was a decent sort, he really ought to see to adjusting his robe.

But then again, she’d invaded his house. If she didn’t like the view . . .

Tiploft cleared his throat and tossed a significant glance at the vase.

Her teeth bit at her lower lip as she surveyed the damage as well. “Yes, oh, dear . . . I suppose I could see to it that your vase is repaired . . . my lord.”

She made that last bit sound like she doubted his place in Debrett’s.

Then again, she was in good company. Most of London looked at him askance.

But for some reason, from her, from this pushy, unlikely intruder, it irritated him that she found him unworthy.

He was, but that wasn’t the point.

Pierson wrenched his gaze away from her tantalizing mane of hair, and that embarrassed flush on her cheeks—ignoring the hot flush of pride at having put it there—and looked over at the multitude of pieces that had once been his mother’s favorite vase.

And this chit thought to see it fixed? Unlikely. The thing was good and smashed.

Rather like his life. Conquered not by Hannibal or trampled by one of his legendary elephants, but torn to pieces by the French bullet that had shattered his leg, by the lives lost—ones he had watched in despair be picked away by French snipers—on the long road to Corunna.

“If you have some glue—” she was saying.

Pierson had heard enough. There was no fixing that demmed vase, just as there was no way to fix his life. “Out,” he told her, forgetting he still held his pistol and waving it toward the stairs.

“Well, I never!” she said, both affronted, and worse, not moving. “I was only trying to be neighborly. If you haven’t any glue, I can return once I am settled and see to putting things to rights—”

Pierson couldn’t have heard her correctly. Come back? God only knew what sort of things she’d uncork, what sort of plague and pestilence she’d bring—or worst of all, that unholy cat of hers.

Right then and there, he should have known that the better part of valor would be to retreat back into his bedchamber and leave this entire mess, well, all of the messes, in Tiploft’s capable hands. However, something about her left the viscount a bit off-kilter.

And all too angry.

This chit with her mahogany tresses and horrified glances reminded him that the rest of his days would be spent just as he had since he’d returned from Spain.

Alone. Bitter. And hiding away in a bottle. As broken as the vase on the floor. As foul a mess as whatever it was her cat had coughed up.

Nor was it one that could be “fixed,” as she so blithely offered, with a pot of glue and a sunny disposition—which he feared she might possess.

No, this miss held up a mirror he didn’t want to gaze into. One that terrified him more than the nightmares that plagued his sleep.

“GET OUT OF MY HOUSE,” he bellowed, a sudden rush of temper boiling over. “Get out now,” he told her, pointing again toward the stairs with his pistol.

Her dark blue eyes widened like a pair of saucers, and she whirled about and fled. Until, that is, she got to the head of the stairs and took one last glance in his direction.

It would have been kinder if she hadn’t.

For the big, round tears in her eyes held not fear, but pity.

And in Pierson’s opinion, a bullet would have been kinder.





Chapter 2


Louisa dashed out of the man’s house, tears threatening to spill from her eyes. “Whatever am I crying for?” she asked Hannibal.

The cat blinked as if he hadn’t the vaguest notion why they were in such a rush to leave.

“How can anyone be so horrible?” she whispered into Hannibal’s one whole ear.

After all, she’d only offered to help, as any young lady from Kempton would, and the wretched man had all but threatened her.

Get out!

No one had ever shouted at her like that. Not even Papa when she’d accidentally tossed his favorite shirt in the charity box.

Blindly, she went down the steps and hurried toward her original destination, but only managed to bump into a gentleman who was hurrying along the sidewalk.

“Have a care!” he huffed.

“So sorry,” she offered, pulling Hannibal closer.

Good heavens, she’d barely set foot in London and already she’d made a mess of things. And here she’d been quite convinced it was Lavinia who would make a muddle of their debut. They weren’t twins for nothing. Why, in Kempton, Louisa was considered graceful in comparison to her sister.

Which wasn’t saying much for either of them.

Dear heavens, what disasters would they find themselves in when she and Lavinia entered society? With two broken vases and a smashed piece of statuary to her credit, and having only just arrived, Louisa wanted to despair, yet her practical side rallied and gave her a moment of pause.

In her defense, she’d never met a man wearing only a robe.

And nothing else . . .

Oh, never mind that she’d tumbled into those antiquities before she’d met him.

Having met the man, she supposed she should just be thankful she and Hannibal had gotten out alive.

And unscathed. Well, for the most part.

Much to her chagrin, she shivered as she thought about him, standing there with his pistol waving about, roaring like some wild beast. It wasn’t fear that had her quaking—well, a fear of sorts. She felt . . . well, she felt so . . . undone by the entire encounter.

However could a man be so utterly unkempt, so undressed, yet be so utterly fascinating at the same time?

Perhaps it was the way he’d stared at her. He’d looked her over and most likely found her wanting, but there had been a moment when he’d looked at her with something akin to hunger, or so she thought . . . like he’d wanted to devour her.

Oh, heavens, she didn’t want to consider such a ridiculous notion, because when she did, she went right back to a vision of his bare legs.

Naked legs, indeed! A pair of muscled limbs covered in crisp dark hair. Whyever would that make her heart tremble so oddly? Especially when his manners had quite the opposite effect.

But still, she took another glance at the house and wondered what it would be like if he weren’t so beastly.

Oh, bother! Whatever was wrong with her? Surely the last ten minutes had proven that she was entirely unfit for London.

But whatever was she to do now? Standing as she was before Lady Charleton’s house, there was nothing left to do but continue forth.

Especially since John Coachman had already abandoned them.

She marched up the steps and into the foyer, where their bags and trunks had been deposited. She spied Hannibal’s basket and before he could protest, whisked him inside and tied it shut.

“Before you cause more mischief,” she scolded. “Besides, we want to make a good impression.”

For as long as we can manage, she mused. A hope that didn’t take long to come to fruition as a voice bellowed from a room at the end of the foyer.

“Provide a Season for a chit I’ve never met? Over my dead body!”

Louisa moved toward the door and peered inside. When she spied Lavinia near the entrance, she slipped inside and went to her sister’s side. “What is this?”

“Ssshh,” Lavinia warned, her finger to her lips, then taking another look at her sister, quickly went to work to set her to rights, straightening her bonnet and tucking the ringlets that had fallen free back up into their rightful place. After one last critical glance, Lavinia turned back to the tableau before them.

Louisa assumed the man behind the huge desk must be Lord Charleton—his iron gray hair, commanding presence and domineering manners certainly suggested he was a nobleman. Besides, the younger man to his right was too plainly dressed and had the resigned air of a secretary about him.

She assumed this fellow must be Mr. Haley, the man who had written Papa with Lady Charleton’s instructions.

Still, Louisa’s gaze remained fixed on their host’s choleric expression. Whyever was Lord Charleton in such a pet over their arrival? Surely he must have known.

“Underhanded, Mr. Haley. That is what I call this. I should have you removed,” Lord Charleton ranted, pointing at the door.

Apparently not.

“As I tried to explain, my lord, her ladyship’s instructions were quite specific—” the secretary was saying.

It was then that the baron noticed Louisa’s arrival and his face went from choleric to nearly explosive. “What the devil! There’s two of them? They’re multiplying like rabbits before my eyes. I won’t have this, Mr. Haley. I won’t, do you hear me?”

“Good heavens,” she muttered as Lord Charleton went back to lambasting poor Mr. Haley, “is every man in London so ill-tempered?”

“Every?” Lavinia whispered back. “What do you mean?”

Louisa shook her head and replied, “I’ll explain later.” Not that she wanted to, for it would mean telling her sister about her encounter with Lord Charleton’s neighbor.

And the vase. Oh, and the statue. And the gift Hannibal had managed to cough up. And what a horrid beast he was. His Lordship. Not Hannibal.

Quite frankly, when he’d been yelling so and waving that pistol about, she’d thought she was going to cast up her accounts.

But then it occurred to her that perhaps the man next door wouldn’t be so wretched if he wasn’t so unkempt. However could a man be in a decent humor if he was to be found prowling about in the middle of the afternoon in his altogether, as if he’d just gotten up?

At least she suspected as much considering his feet and calves and . . . oh, good heavens . . . higher had been bare beneath that blue silk wrapper.

She drew in an unsteady breath. Certainly she’d seen the masculine form before—Lady Essex kept an Italian statue of Mars in her second drawing room that Mrs. Bagley-Butterton liked to call indecent and improper.

A Roman god in marble was one thing, but seeing the same distinct lines in the flesh was quite another.

Louisa felt the now-familiar rush of pink to her cheeks, for a few inches higher and she might have glimpsed . . .

She looked down at the floor. No, a lady didn’t think of what was higher beneath a man’s robe. She just didn’t. Not even if she might have dared a glance at the aforementioned Mars when Mrs. Bagley-Butterton wasn’t looking.

Still, she couldn’t help wondering if Lord Charleton’s well-formed neighbor was that scandalous.

Up there, that is.

Not that any lady was likely to discover such information. What with that temper of his and his ill-kempt house. Whatever was wrong with the man—besides the cane that he’d leaned on so heavily—that he chose to live thusly?

Perhaps he wasn’t getting regular meals, she mused. The man had looked a bit drawn. Lady Essex always said that the only way to keep a man in line was to keep the devil well fed and properly tended to.

Well, if the dusty house, what with all the Holland covers and dirty corners, let alone his ragged appearance, was any indication, he wasn’t being seen to.

Not properly, that is. Perhaps he just needed . . .

In a rush, Louisa saw the man, shaved and trimmed and properly brushed, wearing a fine wool suit and polished boots—yet she didn’t think he would look proper even then.

He was far too dark—inky black hair and swarthy looks that left him resembling a pirate of old, or some Spanish grandee. And her vision of him shifted, so he was striding down a wooded path, in a white shirt and breeches, carrying a bouquet of wildflowers and smiling, a knowing glint sparking in his eye the moment he spied her—waiting for him.

And that look, that smoldering glance, was meant just for her.

Louisa closed her eyes and chided herself.

She’d come to Town to help Lavinia find a husband and then she was returning as quickly as possible to Kempton.

Where she belonged.

And it seemed they might be going sooner than expected.

“This is blackmail,” Lord Charleton declared, slamming his fist down atop his desk. “Nothing less.”

“It is nothing of the sort,” came the firm and commanding reply from the doorway. Into the room strolled an elegantly dressed woman with a steady, quiet beauty about her. She came to a stop before Mr. Haley and Lord Charleton, but not before she spared a curious smile at the sisters.

Lord Charleton, for his part, glared at the new arrival, but rose as good manners dictated. Still, his speech was anything but welcoming. “What are you doing here?”

“I was summoned,” the lady replied, nodding in greeting to Mr. Haley.

“You and the rest of England,” he blustered.

Louisa leaned over. “Is that Lady Charleton?”

This brought a mist of tears to Lavinia’s eyes, and right then, Louisa realized her sister had been crying.

“No,” she replied. “Oh, Louisa, Lady Charleton is dead.”

“Dead?” she gasped. “I don’t understand. How can this be?” She glanced around the room, where there was no crepe, no black. No signs of mourning.

It was Mr. Haley who answered her questions, though it was more in response to Lord Charleton. “My lord, when Her Ladyship became ill, she was quite resolved to see all her unfinished obligations completed.”

Three pairs of eyes turned and stared at Louisa and her sister and they both shrank back a bit to be the subject of all this vitriol. But after a moment, Louisa remembered one of Lady Essex’s most often made admonitions.

Stand up straight, girls.

So she did, rising to her best posture and meeting the examination with a noble expression of cool nonchalance. She wanted to appear every bit the lady, and certainly no one’s obligation. After all, she and Lavinia were the daughters of Sir Ambrose Tempest—hardly paupers or beggars. This earned her an approving smile from the unknown lady.

But what that was worth was yet to be seen.

“Lady Charleton was most conscientious of her promise to Lady Tempest to see that her daughters were brought out in society,” Mr. Haley continued.

“And such an obligation ends when one is no longer around to see it completed,” Lord Charleton replied, wagging his finger at his secretary.

Mr. Haley was apparently made of sterner stuff. “Not in Lady Charleton’s estimation, my lord.”

“Nor in mine,” the lady offered, and, perhaps having a better measure of the situation, settled into a chair before the desk, though none had been offered. She looked over her shoulder and nodded for the sisters to do the same.

After a moment, Lord Charleton sat as well, frowning, but apparently more comfortable atop his throne.

Mr. Haley sighed, probably with some relief to have the tension in the air deflate, even if by only a tiny measure. “Lady Charleton,” he said, continuing his story, “true to her generous nature, asked for me to send for the young ladies when they reached a proper age—”

“Proper?” Lord Charleton blustered, eyeing the sisters. “Why, that pair is too long in the tooth to be of a proper age. How old are you, gels?”

Louisa wavered for a moment. They were too old, but it was hardly their fault. The curse on their village had only just been broken—but she doubted this was the time or the place to bring up that bit of history.

Instead, she did as Lady Essex had always instructed and held her ground. “Four and twenty, my lord.”

Beside her, Lavinia flinched.

Perhaps she should have been a little less forthcoming.

“Egads, Haley, you’ve missed the mark by four years,” Charleton said with a snort that sounded a bit victorious. “Waste of time and money to bring them out.”

Lavinia turned to her and gave her a look that said all too clearly, Now you’ve done it.

But not quite.

“Too old?” The lady turned in her chair and examined the girls, smiling encouragement at them. Her eyes sparkled a bit and they crinkled at the corners as she turned to face Lord Charleton. “Don’t be such an ogre, Charleton. You know very well indeed that I was two years older than these sweet-faced dears when I married Aveley.”

Charleton snorted. “Harrumph! You didn’t need to be brought out when you came to London. Had half the town mad for you before you stepped out of your carriage.”

Louisa watched as the lady’s expression flickered for a moment; something bittersweet and lost seemed to flit across her waning smile.

“Yes, be that as it may,” the lady said, having recovered from whatever bit of nostalgia that had plucked at her armor, “I am still unsure as to what my role is in all of this. Mr. Haley, why have you summoned me?”

“Oh, yes, my lady. I apologize,” the man said, as if snapped out of a trance. “Her Ladyship left each of you a letter.” He patted his jacket and then reached inside and fished out a beribboned packet that he proceeded to untie and then hand out—one for each of them.

Notably, Lord Charleton set his letter down on his desk and then, as an added measure, pushed it to one side.

The lady, most likely Lady Aveley, for she had the air of rank about her, proceeded to open hers, defying His Lordship. She glanced over her shoulder at Louisa and Lavinia and nodded for them to do the same.

Well, it wasn’t as if Lord Charleton could get any more annoyed with them, she decided, so Louisa did as she was bid and slid her fingernail beneath the wax seal.

My dear Louisa,

I am most saddened that I will not be the one to see you out into society. I had such grand plans for you and your sister. Alas, my plans have had to change. You have by now been introduced to Lady Aveley, who is as dear to me as your mother once was, and will do nicely in my stead. She found a perfectly wonderful marquess for her own daughter.

I suspect you are here at Lavinia’s behest, and that you are most reluctant to marry, given that rather old-fashioned curse that still holds Kempton in its thrall. But a curse only has power if you believe in it. Trust me, you shall not go mad if you marry—though there are days when any man, even a good one, will tempt a lady to reach for a fire poker.

Find a man who loves you as deeply as Charleton loved me. As much as your father loved your mother, despite all her faults.

I know my dearest George is probably being quite a bear and very ill-tempered about your arrival, but trust me in this, he is a man of good heart. Find a similar gentleman and you will never regret a single day of marriage.

All my fondest wishes to you,

Isobel Rowland, Lady Charleton

P.S. Do you play chess? I thought I recalled from one of your father’s letters that you are a skilled player. If Charleton continues to be horrid, set out the chessboard in the library. Just set it out, the rest will follow.

She glanced up and found Lady Aveley still reading her letter, a pensive expression settled on her brow.

When she looked at her sister, Lavinia appeared horrified by the contents of her letter, for when she finished reading it she promptly stuffed it into her reticule.

Good heavens, whatever could Lady Charleton have written her?

“My lord,” Mr. Haley was saying, “if you would but read your letter—”

“I will not,” Lord Charleton huffed, rising from his seat, the letter still unopened on his desk. He looked over at Lady Aveley. “What shenanigans has she enlisted you into?”

Lady Aveley, who didn’t look as if she’d ever shenaniganed in her life, folded her letter carefully and then glanced up. “She simply asked me to stand in her stead and sponsor the girls for their Season.”

He gave a short, curt nod. “Then do what you will. You and Haley. I will have nothing to do with any of this.” He waved his hand toward Louisa and Lavinia. “Best take them with you.”

“Take them where, Charleton?” she asked.

“To your house. Can’t have them here.”

The lady rose from her chair and faced the baron. “I have no house to take them to.”

“Whatever do you mean? You have a perfectly good house on Berkeley Square. Plenty of room.”

“I have no such thing. The house to which you refer belongs to my son, the current Lord Aveley.”

“Your son, indeed. Sounds like an ungrateful pup if he can’t manage to find a spare room for his own mother and a pair of chits. You won’t take up any room at all. Take yourself off to his place and leave me be.” With that, Charleton began to leave the room as if this was the end of it.

“I cannot and I will not,” Lady Aveley told Charleton in no uncertain terms.

The lady’s firm announcement stopped the baron at the door. Ever so slowly, he turned around.

“My son is newly married,” she continued. “I promised him when he wed I would not impose upon him and his new bride. And I will note, this is all Isobel’s doing, not mine.”

As the two glared at each other, as if waiting for the other to budge, Mr. Haley waded in, clearing his throat and saying, “I have seen to having the entire west wing of the house readied for the ladies, my lord.”

Everyone in the room turned and gaped at the poor secretary. It was one thing for Lady Aveley to poke at Charleton like a bear at the circus, but quite another for Haley—whose very livelihood depended on his employer’s goodwill.

“Without my permission?” Lord Charleton’s iron brows rose to lofty points.

Mr. Haley straightened, following Lady Aveley’s example. “With, my lord.”

“With?” the baron blustered. “When the devil did I agree to such an overreaching obligation?”

“In late November,” Mr. Haley said. “I mentioned to you that I had discovered an outstanding debt of Lady Charleton’s—”

Louisa watched the baron’s eyes narrow as he plucked at his memories for a hint of this fateful conversation. When his expression furrowed, she guessed he recalled the exchange and was not overly pleased.

“You might have been a bit more forthcoming—”

“I attempted to be,” Mr. Haley replied, with a firm recollection to back up his claim. “But you were quite explicit in your instructions. You told me to handle whatever it was as I saw fit. As Her Ladyship desired. So I have.”

Checkmate.

Not that Lord Charleton was one to concede easily. “Then you can continue to do so, Mr. Haley. Handle it, that is. Just leave me be.” Then he turned and stormed out into the foyer, and moments later the front door banged shut.

Mr. Haley turned to Lady Aveley, mouth pursed in a worried line. Now that Lord Charleton had washed his hands of the matter, the poor secretary looked a bit adrift. “Your Ladyship, I do hope—”

“Never fear, Mr. Haley, Lady Charleton’s letter was quite eloquent. I can hardly turn down Isobel’s last request any more than I could have done when she was alive.”

“Where would you suggest we begin, my lady?” he asked.

The pair of them turned toward Louisa and Lavinia and examined the girls with critical gazes.

“Shopping,” Lady Aveley declared. “We shall start tomorrow, first thing.”

“Most excellent,” Mr. Haley agreed. “Indeed, that was the second item on Her Ladyship’s list.”

Louisa had to wonder, as they were hustled up the stairs toward their rooms, what else was on their wily godmother’s list?

Pierson tried returning to bed but found himself unable to get back to the dreamless void that had become his refuge.

Certainly he preferred the darkness to the infernal sunshine that was even now peeking through his curtains, a persistent nudge that there was an entire world beyond.

A world he was determined to ignore.

But today it seemed impossible to escape, so after an hour or so of tossing and turning, he rose again, and pulled the bell for Tiploft.

“My lord?” Tiploft asked quietly as he tentatively entered the room. “Are you unwell?”

“I’m unsure,” he replied. “I had the most alarming nightmare.”

“Indeed,” Tiploft replied, moving inside and getting to the business of setting everything to rights.

Tiploft wasn’t much for elaboration or great shows of emotion.

In other words, he was the perfect butler.

“Indeed. There was a cat and miss in my house.” Pierson paused and looked up from where he stood before his closet. “At least I believe it was a cat.” He had no doubts the other creature had been a miss. Her enticing mahogany locks and the notion of what they’d look like unbound had been what had kept him awake.

Tiploft paused in the middle of retrieving a shirt from the floor. “So you do remember, my lord. I had rather hoped—”

Yes, his butler would hope as much. “—that in my usual state I wouldn’t have any recollection—”

“One can hope, my lord.”

Pierson glanced again over his shoulder. Was that Tiploft’s idea of a joke? “Yes, well. She was fetching, wasn’t she? I didn’t dream that much, did I?”

“Quite fetching,” the older man agreed.

A bit too readily.

“Oh, don’t get any ideas, Tiploft,” Pierson told him. “If you think letting pretty little minxes into my house is going to bring me ’round—like my mother and sisters are always chiding me to do—I won’t have it.”

“Of course, my lord. It was hardly the conspiracy that you suspect; rather her cat was frightened and ran into the house. Miss Tempest merely followed it.”

“Yes, of course. The cat. How could I have forgotten that creature? Ugliest thing I have ever seen. Are you certain it was a cat?”

“No, my lord.”

Pierson nodded. “Wherever did she come from?”

“The cat, my lord?”

He glanced over at his butler again. Perhaps it was Tiploft who was going mad. Making not one, but two jests in a single day.

This was what happened when one arose too early. One discovered one’s butler wasn’t quite himself before four in the afternoon.

“The chit, Tiploft,” he replied. “The fetching one. Miss—”

“Tempest, my lord. Miss Tempest.”

Well, the name fit. She’d arrived like a whirlwind. Her and her demmed cat of doubtful origins. La tormenta, as the Spanish said.

“Yes, yes, Miss Tempest.
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