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For the RWA special interest chapter, The Beaumonde, 
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1

London, 1827

 


Jack Lennox consulted his pocket watch and stared out of the grimy diamond-paned window at the street below. It was raining and most of the beaumonde had disappeared from the deluge, leaving only beggars, street vendors, and the occasional servant scurrying about his master’s business.

He sighed, misting up the pockmarked glass, and turned to the man sitting in the cramped office behind him.

“Do you think Mr. McEwan will be much longer?”

The middle-aged clerk looked at Jack over the top of his spectacles. “As I said, Mr. Lennox, he will see you when he is ready.”

“Is he with another client?”

“That’s not for me to say, sir.”

Jack got to his feet, dusting off his breeches. “Then perhaps I’ll take my leave and ask Mr. McEwan to visit me when he does have the time.”

“Oh no, sir!” The clerk also rose. “That’s not necessary. I’ll go and see if Mr. McEwan is available.”

“At last,” Jack muttered to himself as the hapless clerk scurried across the room and tapped on the closed door. A peremptory voice bade him enter, and he disappeared, shutting the door firmly behind him.

He obviously wasn’t considered important enough to receive the full attention of the solicitor, but that might change. And he really was pressed for time. He had another appointment this morning, and was also expected by his newly married sister before she left on her honeymoon. She’d never forgive him if he didn’t turn up.

The clerk reappeared and beckoned to Jack. “If you would be so kind, sir, Mr. McEwan will see you now.”

“Thank you.”

Jack entered the solicitor’s office and was immediately struck by the sheer volume of books and parchments stacked on every available surface. In the midst of the towering piles of books was a desk, and behind it sat a large, fleshy man in an old-fashioned white-tie wig.

“Mr. McEwan?” Jack bowed. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“Indeed, sir.” The solicitor didn’t rise and indicated the only uncluttered seat in the room. His accent held a hint of Scots. “Please sit down. I understand you believe you have a claim to the Lennox title and estates.”

“I do.” Jack extracted the sheaf of documents from his coat pocket. “My father, John, was the youngest son of the fifth earl. He ran away from home at the age of twenty to marry my mother, who was considered an unsuitable match. I have a record of my father’s birth, his marriage lines, and details of my own birth.”

“There was a successor to the title after your grandfather’s death.”

“One of my uncles, I presume?”

“The sixth earl was the third son of your grandfather. Two of the original heirs died during the war with France. At that point in time, there was no record of your birth, and he assumed the title without any issues.”

“If he was my father’s older brother, he was the obvious heir. Is he still alive?”

Mr. McEwan sighed. “We understand he recently died. It’s all a bit of a muddle.”

“My father was the fourth and last son, which means that if he was living, he would inherit the title now, yes?”

“If the sixth earl had no son.”

“And did he?” Jack tried not to let his impatience show.

“Not as far as we know.”

“Then my father would be next in line, and as I said, I am his only heir.”

Mr. McEwan sifted through the pile of documents, his eyebrows raised. “You also have very influential friends, Mr. Lennox. I understand these documents were procured for you by Lord Keyes with the current government’s approval.”

Jack modestly inclined his head. “I have performed some services for the monarchy in the past.”

“So I’ve heard.” The solicitor sat back and viewed his potential new client. “When I was apprised of your claim, I took the liberty of instituting a search of the Lennox papers, which we hold as their family solicitors. If your documentation is authentic, you might well be the new Earl of Storr.”

“Thank you.”

“I will have to consider the matter carefully over the next few days. I have already consulted with the other trustees, and they are more than willing for me to make the final decision on this matter.”

“I’m quite happy to wait for your verdict and at your convenience, Mr. McEwan.”

The solicitor held up his hand. “There is a little more to it than that. You will need to petition the king, who will then turn the matter over to his attorney general for a writ of summons to take your seat in the House of Lords. As your father is deceased, we will require all the documentation you have brought with you, and those items that I can add from the family papers as evidence.”

“I appreciate your help.” Jack rose. “You have my direction. I’ll await your response.”

“There is one more thing, Mr. Lennox. Have you ever visited Pinchbeck Hall?”

“I don’t believe so, sir. I know it is situated in the county of Lincoln.”

“You should visit the place.”

“Even before I am granted the title?”

“I would strongly advise it.”

Jack hesitated, his hat in his hands. “Mr. McEwan, is there something you’re not telling me?”

The solicitor fixed him with a baleful stare. “The deceased earl’s will is missing from the family papers. I’ve also heard rumors that all is not right at Pinchbeck Hall.”

“In what way? Is the place falling down? Has it been mismanaged?”

“On the contrary, sir. One might think that someone has been intent on feathering their own nest.”

“And who might that be? The land agent, or an aggrieved cousin?”

Mr. McEwan folded his hands on his desk and looked down at them. “That I cannot say, Mr. Lennox. It is, after all, hearsay and gossip.”

“Indeed.” Jack contemplated the solicitor’s bowed head. “If I should happen to visit the county of Lincoln, would you like me to get my hands on that will?”

“It would certainly be beneficial to the estate and to the speedy outcome of your claim.” The solicitor permitted himself a small smile. “Good morning, Mr. Lennox.”

“Sir.”

Jack strolled out into the rain and hailed a hackney cab. It seemed as if he might have become involved in a mystery.... His spirits rose at the thought. Damn Mr. McEwan for suddenly turning coy and refusing to indulge in spreading idle gossip. Whatever was going on at Pinchbeck Hall certainly needed looking into, and Jack was the obvious choice to investigate. He was fairly sure that his claim to the title was unassailable. He might take a trip up to Lincolnshire in the near future to spy out the lay of the land, so to speak.

He smiled even as the rain drummed down on the roof of the cab. It wasn’t far to his next destination at a discreet town house in Mayfair, but he was damned if he’d ruin his new boots by splashing through the puddles. After years of living on air and his wits, affording fashionable clothing was still something of a novelty. His pension from the Crown had been as unexpected as it was generous, and was quite separate from his expectations of the Storr estate. He doubted he’d ever develop the expensive tastes of the average young buck about Town. For one, he was too cynical, and for the other . . . he was handsome enough not to need all the embellishments of current fashion.

He imagined how his twin sister, Violet, would laugh at his preening self-conceit. But it was a fact. His beauty had endeared him to many and enabled him to carry out his nefarious activities in enemy France with wit and style and . . .

Damn, he missed that excitement.

The hackney drew up outside his destination, and he handed the driver a coin. The door was opened before he even had the chance to knock, and Ambrose, the distinguished soon-to-be-ex-manager of the House of Pleasure ushered him inside.

“Mr. Lennox, your sister is waiting for you in the family quarters at the rear of the house.”

“Thank you.” Jack removed his hat and gloves and followed Ambrose down the stairs and through to the large, warm kitchen in the basement. “And how is married life treating you, Ambrose?”

“Very well, sir. Emily and I are about to move into the master’s rooms at the new school.”

“Impressive.” Jack paused to wait for his companion to catch up with him. “Will you miss the pleasure house?”

“It has been my home for many years, but it is hardly the place I would want to keep my wife or raise a family.”

“I gather Madame Helene did just that.”

Ambrose grinned. “On the contrary, she did everything to avoid bringing her children up here. They were all educated in France.”

“Which explains both their excellent French and their volatile dispositions.” Jack pushed open the kitchen door and surveyed the crowd of people milling around. “It seems as if the entire world have come to see Richard and Violet leave.”

“Naturally. Despite the unusual circumstances, the Delornay-Ross families are very close.”

“Jack!”

He turned to see his twin sister bearing down on him and accepted her embrace with enthusiasm. She wore a dark blue velvet pelisse and matching bonnet suitable for traveling, and sturdy black kid boots.

“I’m so glad you came.”

“How could I miss it?” He looked carefully at her. “You are happy, love?”

Her blue eyes, the same sapphire shade as his own, filled with tears. “Never happier.”

“Then I am content.” He kissed her nose. “Where is your besotted bridegroom?”

She took his hand. “Richard’s over here.”

He allowed himself to be led over to Richard Ross and shook his hand. The possessive look on his new brother-in-law’s face was enough to reassure him that the attraction between the couple was mutual. Even though the thought of being leg-shackled terrified him, he still wished them well.

The couple were escorted into their traveling carriage by the staff and family from the pleasure house, and set out for their bridal journey to the West Country. Apparently, Richard intended to buy property down there, having no wish to live at his father’s palatial mansion in the countryside until he inherited the title and had no choice.

As he waved them off, Jack’s thoughts turned back to his ancestral home. Would he soon visit as the acknowledged owner of both land and title? Having a home was something he’d dreamed about during his more terrifying moments in France. A dream that had seemed doomed to fail until he and Violet had met up with Richard and Lord Keyes again.

It was Richard who introduced him into the private world of the Sinners Club, and the motley collection of ex-spies and adventurers who made up its members. It was Lord Keyes who had assisted him in establishing his claim to the earldom in gratitude for his help with the double spy, Mr. Brown.

Fate was a fickle being....

After saying farewell to Madame Helene, Jack walked around the corner into yet another of the immaculate tree-lined London squares and found the discreet entrance to the Sinners Club. He came into the lobby and closed the door carefully behind him. A man dressed in the club livery rose from his desk and bowed.

“Mr. Lennox. Mr. Fisher is awaiting you in his study.”

“Thank you.”

He knew his way to the private offices at the back of the Sinners Club, and had no hesitation in finding Fisher’s rooms. The ground floor presented itself much like any other gentlemen’s club. It was only if you knew the inner workings of the place that you realized the members were not quite like any other. For one, that membership included women, all social classes and all political leanings. The upper floors offered not only the opportunity to be involved in espionage at the highest level, but a freedom to explore one’s sexuality that existed in very few clubs, especially in the heart of London where women were not usually allowed.

There were not many members present on such a rainy day, and Jack encountered no one he knew intimately. The scent of brandy and cigarillo smoke hung in the warm air, making him feel quite at home.

“Jack.” Adam Fisher rose and held out his hand. “I’m glad to see you. Come and sit down. Can I get you a drink?”

He smiled at Adam, whose bland exterior hid an extremely complex and devilishly cunning brain. Not many people in London knew that along with Lord Keyes, Adam Fisher had been the mastermind behind some of the most daring spying activities in revolutionary France.

“A brandy would be welcome. I’ve just come from seeing my sister off on her wedding trip.”

“From the pleasure house?”

“Yes. Richard was looking very pleased with himself.”

“I’m sure he was. With the threat of Mr. Brown removed, he must feel much more secure with his new bride. As must you.”

“I can’t deny I’m glad Mr. Brown has been unmasked and defeated. I was able to go and see the Lennox solicitors this morning, and start the process for claiming the Storr title.”

“And were they helpful?”

“They were.” Jack accepted the glass of brandy with a grateful nod. “After all the information you have given me to prove my claim to the earldom, how could they not be?”

“It’s the least we could do after that debacle with Mr. Brown.” Adam took the seat opposite Jack by the fire. “We need more men like yourself in the House of Lords.”

“Men who understand the dark side of foreign policy, and the underbelly of a great nation?”

“Indeed.” Adam hesitated. “Are you intending to go to Lincolnshire and claim your estate?”

“I intended to wait until I had the title confirmed, why?”

“I was hoping you might consider a journey in the near future.”

“What’s wrong?”

Adam looked up. “It’s Keyes.”

“What about him?”

“He’s still missing.”

“Damn.” Jack sipped his brandy. “Do you have any idea where he might be?”

“You know he disappeared a week or so ago?”

“Yes. Violet and I were worried he’d taken our chance to clear our name with him. At one point, we even suspected him of being Mr. Brown.”

“Mr. Brown, or should I say Lord Denley, is dead now. Keyes wasn’t involved with him in the slightest. We suspect foul play from other quarters.”

“From what I’ve heard, Keyes did have a habit of sticking his nose in where it wasn’t wanted. I’m fairly sure there are several people who might want to take revenge on him. Do you have any idea where he’s gone?”

Adam sighed. “That’s the problem. We’ve tried all the usual channels, and no one has seen or heard from him. There’s been no ransom demand, or offer to exchange prisoners from any of our current enemies either.” He hesitated. “Would you mind if I asked the Earl of Westbrook to join us and offer his opinion on the matter?”

“I have no objection. But I can’t say I know the man.”

Adam turned to ring the bell. “You probably don’t, but he has an office here, as does his wife.”

“His wife?”

“Didn’t you know? He and the countess founded the Sinners in 1812. Lord Westbrook was alarmed at the number of his colleagues who received no official recognition from the government for the dangerous acts they committed to safeguard their nation’s future. He wanted to offer them and their dependents a safe place, support in legal matters, money when needed, and a place to stay and enjoy their own kind.”

“I thought that was your and Keyes’s doing.”

“No, we are mere inheritors of the day-to-day running of the place.”

Jack rose as an older gentleman came through the door. He was still a handsome devil, his skin darker than normal and eyes the color of excellent whisky.

“Mr. Lennox?”

He sounded more English than he looked. Jack bowed. “My lord.”

The man glanced at Adam and they all sat down again. “You are aware that Lord Keyes is still missing?”

“So Adam has just told me. How can I help you, sir, and, may I ask, what is your interest in this matter?”

“Ah, Mr. Lennox, you are as sharp as I was led to believe. You are an excellent choice for this adventure.”

Jack couldn’t help but notice the earl hadn’t answered his question. “How do you think I can help?”

“Keyes has family in Lincolnshire. He usually avoids them like the plague.”

“Ah, which is why you’re both hoping I’d be going to visit Pinchbeck Hall.”

Adam sat back and stretched his booted feet toward the fire. “I suspect that whatever happened, Keyes won’t thank us for blundering in there and making an official fuss. His disappearance might not be connected to his work for his country at all. I trust your discretion in this matter.”

“My discretion?” Jack fought a grin. “I’m a born hell-raiser, ask my sister.”

“It is of no matter, if you aren’t going to Lincolnshire anyway.” Adam directed his next remark at the earl. “He intends to wait to visit Pinchbeck Hall until his title is confirmed.”

“I understand. That is certainly the most prudent thing to do.” The earl sighed. “It’s a pity, but it can’t be helped.”

Prudent? Him?

Jack finished off his brandy and contemplated his empty glass as a flicker of excitement warmed his gut. Perhaps it was time to allow himself a last escapade before he settled down to the life of a landed peer. Didn’t he deserve an adventure, and wouldn’t it be amusing to descend on his inheritance without announcing his true purpose? He could see what was wrong at his ancestral home and help find Lord Keyes all in the same trip. He held out his glass.

“I think I might be going into Lincolnshire in the next few days after all. What exactly do I need to know about your missing colleague?”
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The county of Lincolnshire was very flat. From his vantage point beside one of the cuts that came in from the cold North Sea, the view across the fens went on for miles. The sky was immense, a billowy mass of lowering gray clouds filled with the howl of a sharp easterly wind. His horse shifted its feet and threw back its head and Jack absentmindedly patted the animal. He’d heard tales that the ghosts of the drowned and the disappeared inhabited the fens, and with the wind screeching like a banshee in his ears, he might well believe it.

He nudged his horse down the barely perceptible incline away from the coast inland following a thin trail that ran parallel to the deep water-filled ditch. Far in the distance, he could see his destination, the squat tower of a church and a huddle of cottages and greenery around it. The host at the Golden Goose Inn on the previous night had told him that Kirkby la Thorpe—the village he sought—was in the Kesteven area of the county, east of the bigger town of Sleaford and on the Boston road. He wrapped his muffler more closely around his face and rammed his hat down on his head. He hoped to God this was his destination, as there was nothing else in sight. If he was mistaken, he might wander for days and be found raving mad in a ditch.

The distances were deceptive, and it took his horse far longer than he had anticipated to reach the edge of the small village, which barely qualified as such, apart from its too large church and old inn. The lights of the only hostelry, The Queens Head, appeared in the gathering dust, and Jack let out a relieved breath. The monarch whose faded redheaded portrait hung outside the inn was good Queen Bess. It was a fitting choice for a region that had lost its power when the old queen died and trade shifted to Liverpool, Bristol, and the New World to the west.

He rode into the stable yard and shouted for an ostler. A young boy appeared and obligingly held the horse’s head as Jack dismounted.

“Do you have rooms to let, lad?” he asked, his voice cracked with cold and lack of use.

“Yes, sir. I’ll take care of your horse. You go on in.”

Jack bestowed a small coin on the boy and headed into the house, which was blessedly warm. The taproom appeared empty, but when he banged on the bar, a man who bore a striking resemblance to the boy who’d taken his horse emerged from the cellar and looked Jack over.

“What can I do for you, sir?”

“Good evening, my name is Smith. I’d like a room and a good dinner.”

“That we can do, sir. Will Ferrers, landlord, at your service. Do ye have any baggage?”

Jack pointed outside. “It’s with my horse.”

“Tom will bring it in for ye then. Would ye like a drop of warm ginger punch before ye go up?”

“That would be most welcome. It is rather chilly out there.”

The landlord warmed a bowl over the fire and the fragrant scent of ginger, rum, and honey tantalized Jack’s nose. Tom burst into the room with Jack’s modest baggage and was bidden to take it up to the best bedchamber.

Jack followed soon after, a pitcher of warm punch and a flagon in one hand. At the top of the stairs, he bumped into a comely woman he assumed was the landlord’s wife, which was a pity because he reckoned she’d make a cozy armful on a cold night.

“I’ve aired the bed for you, sir, and made up the fire.” She hesitated by the open door. “Will you eat up here or come down to the parlor?”

“I’ll come down.” Jack bowed low, and her eyes widened. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She patted her lush bosom. “I’m no ma’am, sir. I’m Mr. Ferrers’s sister. His wife is busy in the kitchen cooking your dinner.”

“How kind of her.” Jack smiled slowly. “Then I will definitely come down so that I can give her my thanks.”

She batted her eyelashes at him and proceeded down the stairs, her hips swinging while Jack watched appreciatively. His smile faded as soon as he shut the door and viewed his comfortable surroundings. He sternly reminded himself that in his current persona, he couldn’t take advantage of any woman, even a willing one. It would not be in character.

With a groan he sat down and pulled off his boots unaided. As he hadn’t traveled with a servant of any description, it was a good thing he was used to doing for himself. He poured a mug of the hot punch and drank it as quickly as he could, murmuring his appreciation as the spirits warmed and soothed the back of his throat.

Within half an hour he was in the best parlor in front of a crackling fire, eating a remarkably good dinner. The landlord offered him a decent bottle of claret and Jack accepted, with the proviso that his host join him. After a shared bottle, Mr. Ferrers was inclined to be more confiding, which suited Jack perfectly.

“So what brings ye to our village, sir?” Ferrers asked as he opened the second bottle.

“Business, Mr. Ferrers, business.”

“Out here? Are you a land agent, or a buyer of wool?”

“No, I’m a private secretary.”

“And what does that entail?”

Jack polished his spectacles. “I answer my employer’s correspondence, help him write his speeches for the House of Lords, organize his staff at his various houses, and keep an eye on the butler and the household accounts.”

“The man is too busy to see to these things himself, is he?”

“Indeed. My employer is an extremely active man in the government of this great nation.”

“Does he have property around here, then?”

“I believe so. That is why I’m here.”

Ferrers scratched his head. “Now, where would that be? There’s the vicarage and the Grange on the hill, but apart from that...”

“The property is called Pinchbeck Hall. Do you know of it?”

“Pinchbeck Hall?” Ferrers shook his head. “Nay, that can’t be right. That’s the Earl of Storr’s family seat. My cousin works up there as the housekeeper.”

“Perhaps I work for the Earl of Storr?”

“Nay, how could ye? The man just died!” Ferrers roared with laughter and slapped his knee. “No disrespect to the old codger, mind.”

“I am aware that the old earl passed away. I happen to represent the new earl.”

His companion’s jaw dropped. “The new one?”

“It is the way of the world, Mr. Ferrers. The old order passeth to make way for the new and all that.”

“But—”

“I intend to present myself at the house tomorrow. Did you say that your cousin was still in residence? Perhaps she will be able to assist me in my perusal of the estate accounts, and give me a tour of the house.”

“She is still there, sir, but so are the family.”

“I’ll deal with them when I see them. I have my instructions from the new earl. No one will be turned out, or left homeless.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that, sir, seeing as how things are up there.” Ferrers frowned. “Are ye quite certain your employer is the new earl, sir?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I didn’t think things had been settled yet.”

“Indeed.” Jack studied the landlord’s dubious expression. “Is there another claimant to the title?”

“That’s difficult to say yet, sir, isn’t it?” Ferrers stood up and bowed. “I think I hear someone calling me in the public room. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and attend to his needs.”

Jack contemplated the fire for a while and considered Ferrers’s cryptic comments. There was definitely something not right up at Pinchbeck Hall, but he still wasn’t clear exactly what was going on. Had somebody else claimed the title? Would he find an imposter in his place? His anticipatory smile turned into a yawn and he stood up. After his day in the saddle a good night’s sleep seemed a just reward.

He made his way back up the stairs and found his door ajar and the very helpful Miss Ferrers turning down his bed. She smiled as he came into the room and he smiled back. Perhaps the new earl’s private secretary deserved some reward for doing his duty after all....

 



A cock crowed, waking Jack from his slumber, and he shouted down for some hot water. It didn’t take him long to shave, dress, and pull on his newly polished boots. He descended into the parlor to devour a plate of ham and eggs while getting directions to Pinchbeck Hall. Within an hour he was on his way along the narrow country lanes with their high hedges. The sun peeked out from behind the clouds bathing the sullen landscape with light and reminding him of the paintings he’d recently seen by a Mr. J.M.W Turner at the Somerset House exhibition.

It didn’t take him long to reach the walls of the estate and halt his horse. The high iron gates emblazoned with the Storr crest were open. The stone gatehouse appeared to be uninhabited but not neglected. Jack headed up the long elm tree-lined driveway, pausing occasionally to admire the view through the trees and try to catch a glimpse of the approaching house.

He spotted the high Tudor chimneys first and so wasn’t surprised that the house turned out to be large and rambling in a typical black-and-white-timbered Elizabethan style. At one end stood a stone watchtower, which leaned awkwardly against the more traditional structure. It certainly wasn’t a classically beautiful house in the current style, but it had a certain charm all its own. Despite its age, it looked to be well maintained, which confirmed Mr. McEwan’s remarks about the estate being in excellent condition.

There was no one in sight. He rode up to the arched oak front door with its two sunken steps and dismounted before banging hard on the already dented wooden panels. He heard faint footsteps and the withdrawing of a creaking bolt. When the door opened, he fixed a pleasant smile on his face.

“Good morning, I’ve—”

The man who’d opened the door scowled at him, and flung the door wide. He wasn’t dressed like a servant, and appeared to be a country gentleman.

“Come in.”

Jack raised his eyebrows in mild surprise and followed the man into the hallway. The space was vast and betrayed its medieval origins with a high hammerbeam ceiling and rusted suits of armor. He wasn’t given the opportunity to appreciate the sight for long as he remembered his primary business.

“May I ask whom I have the pleasure of speaking to, sir?”

The man swung around. “You should damn well know that before you come skulking up here with your lies.”

Jack held his ground. “I assume Mr. Ferrers sent a message ahead of me, then?”

“Of course he did!”

“Which is supposed to account for your unpleasant reception?”

“You think I’m being unpleasant? Perhaps you might reconsider that after you meet my sister. Come into the drawing room.” He stalked down the hallway, Jack at his heels, opened a door, and stepped inside. “The Countess of Storr.”

Jack took off his hat and advanced toward the diminutive lady who reclined on the couch. She gave a little cry of distress and struggled to rise. It was Jack who reached her first and tenderly assisted her to sit up. He found himself looking into a pair of big brown eyes filled with a hint of wide-eyed terror and a suggestion of tears. Her face was heart-shaped and framed with artfully arranged golden curls.

“Oh my, have you come to throw me from my house in my condition?”

Jack forced his gaze from the beauty of her face, down over her fabulous bosom and finally to the swell of her belly clearly outlined against the black silk of her high-waisted gown.

“Ma’am?”

She clasped his hand in hers. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

Jack carefully disengaged himself from her frantic grasp and stepped back. “I have no idea whom I’m addressing, ma‘am. Perhaps I should start by making myself known to you. I’m—”

“We know who you are.” The male sibling interrupted Jack and came to stand by his sister’s side. “You’re an imposter.”

Jack fought down an absurd desire to laugh. “I assure you, I am not. My name is John Smith.”

“Then you are not the scoundrel who claims to be the new earl?” the woman whispered.

He bowed. “Didn’t Mr. Ferrers tell you? I am the private secretary of the man who expects to be the next earl. May I respectfully inquire who you are?”

The lady glanced at her brother and exhaled. “Oh love, it’s not as bad as we feared at all! I’m sure Mr. Smith is a reasonable man, and will soon understand why his employer is mistaken in his beliefs.” She smiled brilliantly up at Jack. “Your employer cannot possibly be the new earl.” Her hand curved over her belly.

“I’m not sure I understand, ma’am.”

“I am the current, or should I say, dowager, Countess of Storr, and my child is not yet born.” She raised her chin. “Your master cannot possibly claim the title until my child is delivered. And if it is a boy, as I believe it will be, then the title will never be your employer’s.”

Jack abruptly sat down.

“You are the Countess?”

“The Dowager Countess.” She opened her eyes wide at him. “Obviously.”

“The Lennox family solicitors made no mention of the last earl being married.”

She bit her luscious lower lip. “I suspect that was Jasper’s little joke. He was known to be rather secretive about such things.” She reached out a hand to the auburn-haired man standing beside her. “My brother, Simon, has been a rock in this time of trial. I am so lucky to have him.”

Simon’s face softened as he looked down at his sister. Jack took stock of the tall redheaded man and the petite blond woman. They didn’t look at all alike, but there was an obvious bond of affection between them. And why was he worrying about that when there were other, more important things to concern him? Like the fate of his inheritance? He hardened his resolve. He’d be damned if he’d let it slip away again.

“I’m fairly certain my employer, the Honorable Mr. Lennox, would expect me to inquire further as to this unexpected situation.” He hesitated. “With all due respect, do you have copies of your marriage lines, my lady?”

Simon’s expression darkened. “My sister doesn’t have to prove anything to you! Ask anyone in the house! We have lived here for most of our lives, everyone knows us. You are the interloper here, sir, and don’t you forget it.”

The countess touched his sleeve. “It’s all right, love. The quicker we can convince Mr. Smith of the legality of our situation, the quicker he can leave and post back down to London to break the news to his employer.” She turned her charming smile on Jack. “Isn’t that so, Mr. Smith? I’m sure you don’t want to linger here if it is unnecessary.”

Jack bowed. “I do have other business in the area to transact, so I don’t consider my journey here a waste whatever the outcome. If you furnish me with evidence of your marriage, I can certainly take the particulars back to London with me.”

“Then that is settled.” The countess rose from her seat and held out her hand. “Will you care to stay for dinner? We keep country hours.”

Hiding his surprise at this abrupt change of face, Jack nodded. “If that would not incommode you, my lady.” He glanced down at his buckskin breeches. “I am hardly dressed for it.”

She smiled. “We don’t stand much on ceremony here. Before our repast, we might take advantage of the mildness of the weather, and enjoy a tour of the garden. You can then report back to your superior on the condition of the estate, and lay his fears for its survival at rest.” She stroked her belly. “After my son is born, I suppose it is possible that your Mr. Lennox might be named as a guardian for the child alongside my brother.”

“I would imagine that would be the case, my lady.” In fact, Jack was pretty damn sure the previous earl would’ve insisted. “One would assume that despite your no doubt inestimable care, the deceased earl would like to keep the family involved with the upbringing of his offspring.”

A look of slight revulsion marred the lady’s perfect countenance, but it was quickly concealed by a bewitching smile. “My child will mean the world to me, I can assure you of that.”

Jack bowed, took the countess’s proffered hand, and kissed it.

A slight blush touched her porcelain skin, and she sighed. “You are indeed a gentleman, sir.”

“The Honorable Mr. Lennox would employ nothing less, my lady.”

“If you would care for some refreshment, I’ll ask my housekeeper to wait on you while I go upstairs and put my cloak and bonnet on.”

“Thank you, my lady.” Jack obediently sat down again and watched as the pair made their way out of the salon and closed the door. Had he fallen into a Drury Lane farce or the pages of a gothic novel? He couldn’t help grinning as he considered the “countess’s” beautiful face and figure. In truth, he hadn’t been so entertained for years. If she were married to the old earl, he’d eat his hat. He sat back and contemplated the afternoon ahead with considerable enjoyment.

 



Mary Lennox shut the door into her bedchamber and leaned against it, one hand clasped to her bosom.

“Oh my goodness! Do you think he believed us?”

Simon started to pace the carpet, his expression aggrieved. “I don’t care whether he believed us or not. As I said, he’s the interloper here, not us!”

“He was younger than I anticipated.”

“Much younger.” Simon stopped moving. “He seemed rather taken with you.”

She shrugged. “I am remarkably good with men.”

His smile flashed out, transforming his face. “I know. Do you want me to accompany you on your walk?”

“No, I think I can handle him. I’d prefer it if you went into the earl’s study and tried to find the necessary documentation to convince him to leave.”

“At least for a while.” His glance rested on her belly. “At some point that child will have to be born.”

“What if he won’t leave? What if he wishes to stay until the succession is secured?”

“Then he stays, and we strive to convince him of our worth and bend him to our cause. Despite his gentlemanly appearance, he is still a paid employee and would probably be amenable to increasing his wealth.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” Mary asked. “Do you think we can convince him?”

He swept her a magnificent bow. “Why not? Our future happiness depends on it. And who is more persuasive than we are when prepared to risk anything?”

Mary took a deep, steadying breath. “You are right, as usual.”

Simon walked toward her and planted a long, lingering kiss on her lips. “Of course I am. Now put on your prettiest bonnet and go and charm our guest into complete and willing submission.”

 



Mary waited until Mr. Smith spotted her in the doorway before coming forward to greet him. It gave her time to study his serious expression, wire-rimmed spectacles, and black hair dusted with gray just at the temples. She guessed him to be somewhere in his thirties. He was dressed in a sober manner that befitted his position without much claim to fashion, but with impeccable taste. Beneath his garments, he appeared to be of medium height and lean build.

“My lady.” He bowed.

“Mr. Smith.”

She curtsied. His manners were faultless, as was his attempt to hide his reaction to her beauty. She knew she was beautiful. It was something of a blessing and a curse in equal measures. But one had to use whatever weapons were available to get on in life, and she wouldn’t shirk at using it now when her entire future was at stake.

He tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and led her toward the front door. She tugged his coat sleeve, and he paused to look down at her.

“My lady?”

“We’d do better to start around the back of the house. The front door is seldom used these days.”

“As you wish, my lady.”

She led him through the maze of corridors and, avoiding the kitchen, led him out through the scullery into the walled garden beyond.

“Ah, this must be original to the house?” He looked around the tranquil walled space with its long mellow Elizabethan bricks and faded yellow and black border tiles.

“I believe it is. Most of the fruit and vegetables grown here are used to feed the family. Any excess is sold for profit at the market.”

“You are obviously an efficient and economical housewife for the estate, my lady.”

Mary fought a wince followed swiftly by a tremor of anxiety. He didn’t need to know the source of her expertise, although she suspected that if he stayed in the area for long, one of the embittered Lennox cousins would tell him.

“I like to oversee the accounts personally, Mr. Smith. It certainly encourages honesty and efficiency”

“My employer is the same, my lady. He expects me to keep an eye on his household accounts as well as his business affairs. Unfortunately, his wife is not quite as economical as you are. She has a tendency to overspend her allowance every quarter on frivolities.”

There was a note of censure in his voice, which bode well for their hopes of winning him to their side. It would gall anyone who had to earn an honest wage to see the way the rich wasted their money.

“That must put you in a difficult position.”

He sighed as they continued to walk along the graveled pathway that led through the gardens and out into the park beyond. “Indeed it does. I have no wish to speak ill of my mistress, but one does become tired of being screeched at because her husband refuses to pay her gambling debts.”

She patted his arm and waited as he closed the garden gate behind them. The sun came out and lengthened their shadows as they walked through an avenue of yew bushes.

“Do you have family in this area, Mr. Smith?”

“I’m not sure, my lady. I believe I might have some distant cousins here.” He hesitated. “I do remember one family, the Keyes. Do you know of them?”

“I can’t say that I do, but I must confess that with Jasper being so unwell, our social life had dwindled to almost nothing.”

“Quite understandably. One of my tasks is to seek the Keyes family out, but it isn’t urgent. My employer has some news for them on the matter of a missing inheritance.”

“How exciting. Please don’t hesitate to ask any of our staff here if they know of their whereabouts.”

“Do you have relatives in the county, my lady?”

Mary kept smiling. “Not that I know of, Mr. Smith.” And none that she would acknowledge even if she did. She steered the conversation into less choppy waters. “Did you grow up in London yourself, then, sir?”

“No, in France.”

“That must have made it difficult for you during the last conflict.”

“Not particularly, my lady. My allegiances were always with my mother country, although I do speak excellent French, which is one of the reasons Mr. Lennox hired me to be his secretary.”

“I’m sure there were many reasons, Mr. Smith.” She squeezed his arm. “You strike me as an extremely able and intelligent man.”

“Thank you, my lady.” He patted her hand in an absent manner. “Is there a home farm?”

“There is.” She stopped to point out the stone walls and smoking chimney of the farm below. “It’s down there and is run by Ben Fakenham and his family.”

“Do you currently have a land agent for the estate, or did the earl manage such things himself?”

“My brother, Simon, is his land manager. He has all the relevant papers in the estate office up at the house. I’m certain he would be delighted to share them with you.”

“Are you quite sure, my lady? He didn’t seem very pleased to see me.”

She smiled up at him, aware, not for the first time, of the intelligence lurking in the bright blue eyes behind his spectacles. “He is rather protective of me. You cannot expect me to apologize for that. But once he sees that you mean me no harm, I’m sure he’ll be happy to show you anything you want.”

“I am just doing my job, my lady.”

She reached up and patted him on the cheek. “I know, Mr. Smith, and I can see that you don’t wish to hurt me at all.” She paused and slowly blinked at him. “You don’t, do you?”

He met her gaze and then immediately looked away. “My lady...”

She stepped away, confident in what she’d seen in that fleeting moment, and continued to walk around the house. “The park is stocked with game for all tastes and seasons, and there is a trout stream down on the south boundary. If you wish to speak to the head gamekeeper, that can be arranged.”

“I doubt I’ll have time for fishing, my lady.”

Ah, he was back to being stuffy again. “The house looks quite beautiful from this angle, doesn’t it? You can see the bones of the original structure, the addition of the state wing, and the improvements my husband’s father made.”

Mr. Smith paused beside her to look back at the house. “It is a remarkably appealing residence.”

“I confess to being very fond of it myself.” It was her home. Has he realized yet that she was prepared to fight to keep it with all the weapons at her disposal? “I’m glad you can appreciate it.”

He bowed. “Considering the circumstances, you have been more than helpful, ma’am.”

“Well, I understand how difficult this development might be for your employer, and I feel sorry that you are the one who must bring him such bad news.” She hesitated and touched his arm. “He won’t dismiss you, will he?”

“I don’t think so, my lady. He isn’t a tyrant.”

“But his wife might use it as an excuse to be rid of you, might she not?” She attempted a laugh. “Oh, forgive me, Mr. Smith, this is hardly my business, is it?”

“Your concern does you credit, my lady.”

“Oh, thank you,” Mary sighed and batted her eyelashes at her companion. “I do so hate it when those who are born to privilege take advantage of those who serve them.”

He smiled down at her and she was fascinated by the changes it made to his rather stern face. Even as she recalculated his attractiveness, the smile was gone, replaced by a stiff formality that reminded her of the earl’s ancient butler, who luckily had expired the same week as his master.

The sun went behind the clouds, and a breeze tainted with a hint of threatened rain stirred the ribbons of her bonnet.

“Oh dear,” she breathed. “We seem to have lost our good weather. Shall we return to the house?”

He offered her his arm again and she accepted, leaning rather more heavily on him than was necessary, but anxious to remind him of her interesting condition. He conversed happily enough with her about the estate as they walked back toward the house, betraying none of the earnest interest she had aroused in him earlier. But she was content. She had stirred the coals and was content to let him smolder. Gauging a man’s interest in her was second nature, and he was interested, she was sure about that. Whether it was enough to draw him into a stronger alliance with her and Simon was another matter, but time would tell.

She smiled dazzlingly at him. “Let me tell you more about the original house.”
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