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 Chapter
1

 


Marcus Redwyck, seventh Earl of Amberley,
slumped at his desk for a moment and gazed out of the window. The
prospect from his study was usually a cheering one: a lawn sloping
gently down toward a stream bordered by several fine willow trees.
But the drab light of a rainy day in March muted all colors to a
dull gray-green and robbed the stream of its sparkle. After a few
moments, Marcus straightened and looked resolutely back at the neat
columns of numbers before him. No, there was no mistake. He never
made mistakes with figures.

It was a relief to hear the familiar sound
of Critchley clearing his throat.

“Lord Plumbrook is here to see you, my
lord.”

Despite the start that this form of address
still gave Marcus, he gave a perfunctory smile to the elderly
butler, who had served the Redwycks of Redwyck Hall as long as he
could remember.

“Show him in, and bring us some sherry,
please.”

He rose from his chair and flexed muscles
stiff from prolonged sitting, and forced yet another smile for the
portly, middle-aged gentleman who entered his study a few moments
later.

“Good day, sir,” he said.

“Good day, Marcus,” said Lord Plumbrook. “Or
Amberley, as I should call you now. And no need to call me sir,
either. You know you outrank me.”

Marcus grimaced at the mention of his title.
“Very well. You must forgive some lapses, though. You have been my
good friend and advisor for so long I’m afraid it has become a
habit with me.”

He waved Lord Plumbrook to a chair covered
in worn, cracked leather, and took the other beside it, away from
the desk with its neat stacks of account books and papers.
Critchley poured them several glasses of sherry and left, his tread
slow and painful. No doubt he was suffering a relapse of his gout,
but Marcus knew better than to say anything. The one time he had
expressed the wish that he could provide Critchley with a
comfortable pension, the loyal old retainer had behaved as if his
pride had just been dealt a mortal blow.

“Demmed fine stuff, this,” said Lord
Plumbrook, as he leaned back in his chair and savored his wine.
“Whatever his faults, your uncle did have a discerning palate.”

Marcus made no answer. At the mention of his
uncle, anger, guilt and helpless frustration coursed through him,
feelings that had been mounting ever since he had received word of
the previous earl’s sudden death and begun to learn the extent of
the disaster left behind. In his careless way, Uncle Harold had
always been kind to Marcus and his family, readily offering them
all a home when Marcus’s own father died, over fifteen years ago.
Even in the depths of gloom, Marcus found it difficult to hate
him.

“That bad, is it?”

Marcus recognized the kind intent behind
Lord Plumbrook’s gruff question, and answered with equal
candor.

“I’m afraid it is worse. Bentwood holds the
mortgages on our lands, everything except Redwyck Hall itself.”

“Bentwood! That greedy upstart!”

Marcus was not surprised by the revulsion in
Lord Plumbrook’s voice at the mention of Sir Barnaby Bentwood,
infamous throughout the Cotswolds for both his grasping ways and
his shortsighted treatment of his tenants. No doubt Lord Plumbrook
did not relish the idea of Bentwood as a neighbor. Marcus had his
own reasons for detesting the man.

“I had hoped the sale of the town house
would enable me to meet the next few payments,” he continued. “That
was before I learned that the town house is mortgaged as well. I
have wracked my brains for a way to meet the next payment, and
failed. By midsummer, Bentwood will be in a position to foreclose.
I do not expect he will exercise any forbearance in the
matter.”

“Good God! Did your uncle have any plan to
meet his obligations?”

“I believe he hoped to restore the family
fortunes with some lucky investments,” Marcus replied, unable to
keep a bitter note from his voice.

“So the fool was gambling on the ’Change as
well as at the table. And the curricle race? I suppose he hoped to
win a handsome sum off that?”

“Quite possibly,” said Marcus, with a wry
smile. He remembered feeling shock, but also a guilty sense of
relief, at the news that his uncle had broken his neck. At the time
he had thought there was still some hope of halting the family’s
headlong plunge into ruin. Now he knew better.

“So what do you plan to do now?” Lord
Plumbrook asked, looking at Marcus keenly from under his bushy
eyebrows.

“I must find a tenant for the Hall. It is a
fine old place, so perhaps I can find someone willing to take it,
ill-furnished as it is. With any luck, the rents should enable me
to set Mama and Lucy up in a small house or cottage somewhere.”

“And as for yourself?”

“I shall seek employment.”

“Where? To do what?”

“The only thing I’m fit for. I shall seek a
position as a steward on some gentleman’s estate.”

“A steward? I’ll admit you are
qualified, what with having tried to keep this ramshackle place in
order while your uncle played ducks and drakes with the family
fortune. I’ve never seen anyone with a better head for figures. But
who do you think would employ an earl as their steward?”

“I shall revert to calling myself Mr.
Redwyck. If that does not answer, perhaps I shall go to America, or
India, or somewhere where I am allowed to pursue gainful
occupation.”

Lord Plumbrook sat back in his chair,
swirling the dregs in his glass for a few moments, his brow
furrowed.

“I admire your fortitude, lad,” he said
after a moment. “I do think I have a better plan to offer you. It’s
something I have been thinking about for some time now.”

He paused again, as if seeking the right
words to make a ticklish suggestion. Marcus thought he knew what
his friend was about to say.

“If you are thinking of offering me a loan,
sir, I’m very grateful, but I cannot accept. It would be many years
before I could repay you. I could not put you in such a
position.”

“No, I was not thinking of a loan.”

Marcus felt curiosity and the faintest
stirring of hope at Lord Plumbrook’s words. Perhaps he did have
some scheme in mind – but what could it be?

“Have you given any thought to
marriage?”

“You are thinking I should pay court to some
heiress?” Marcus tried to keep the revulsion out of his voice as he
asked the question.

“That’s exactly what I think.”

He sighed. “I suppose such marriages are a
Redwyck tradition. But time is short, and I am not acquainted with
any heiresses. I’d hoped to find more honorable means of restoring
the family fortunes.”

“Well, it so happens I have someone in mind.
It’s a Miss Juliana Hutton. She is the granddaughter of Josiah
Hutton. He’s a Cit but very respectable, and could buy and sell
twenty estates like yours. Years ago when I was a young fool and
ran aground, he loaned me enough money to get me afloat again.
Never demanded a penny of interest, but when his granddaughter was
born he asked if I would act as her godfather. Poor girl was
orphaned a few years later. Parents lost at sea while sailing along
the coast of Scotland. Now she’s all Hutton has left, and his
dearest wish is to see his great-grandson a lord.”

“So Miss Hutton is to be induced to fulfill
his ambitions? Or does she share them?” Marcus didn’t know which
was worse: an unwilling bride, or one who would accept him for a
title alone.

“Who can say what’s in a young chit’s head?”
asked Lord Plumbrook. “Miss Hutton has never confided in me. You
know I don’t care for London, only go up once or twice during the
Season when m’wife needs me as host for her parties. But Lady
Plumbrook took the girl about last spring, and says there is
nothing in her speech or manners to put you to the blush. Hutton
made sure she was educated at a most select school. And don’t be
thinking she’s any sort of antidote! She’s quite lovely, yellow
hair, blue eyes, all that sort of thing.”

“I am surprised such a paragon still remains
unwed.” Marcus could not keep a touch of skepticism from his voice
at Lord Plumbrook’s unmitigated praise of Miss Hutton.

“According to Amelia, she’s had a dozen
offers, but refused them all.”

“If Miss Hutton has turned away so many
suitors, why do you think she would consider my suit?”

“You outrank all of them, for one thing.”
Lord Plumbrook must have seen Marcus wince, for he instantly added,
“I expect it’s Hutton who is impressed by your title. No doubt Miss
Hutton is like most foolish chits of her age, and has some romantic
fancies of marrying for love.”

“What, are you saying I should deceive her
by pretending to fall in love with her?”

“No, no, nothing so extreme! Just get to
know the girl, talk to her, and see where matters progress from
there.”

“I’m afraid I’m far better versed in sheep
breeding and crop rotations than in gossip or fashion. I shouldn’t
know what to say to her.”

“Come, come! You Redwyck men have always
been able to win the favor of any woman you choose to pursue.
Handsome, smooth-tongued devils, the lot of you. If the first Baron
Redwyck could turn Queen Elizabeth up sweet, there’s no reason you
can’t do the same with Miss Hutton, if you would but try.”

Marcus frowned. Whatever history said, he
had no reason to believe in the legendary Redwyck charm. If the
trait truly existed, it must have skipped his generation.

“Do you think she would be willing to
overlook my–my disfigurement?”

“What, that paltry limp? No doubt she will
find it romantic. A few years ago they were all out of their minds
over that poet fellow. Byron, you know. And his limp was more
pronounced than yours.”

“I doubt she’d find it romantic if she knew
I had broken my leg falling through the attic floor, while
searching for family heirlooms to sell,” he said, remembering
another young lady who had quite certainly not seen anything
romantic in his plight.

“So you don’t tell her. You may not like the
idea of an arranged marriage, but this is a golden opportunity.
Don’t pass it up. I’m not just saying this because I don’t fancy
the thought of Bentwood as a neighbor. Damn it, I’m fond of you. I
should hate to see strangers living at the Hall. I had rather see
you here, with a wife and a bevy of brats around you to carry on
the name.”

Lord Plumbrook paused to draw breath, and
continued, “Think about it! You’ll be able to restore the Hall to
what it once was. You’ll be able to arrange for Lucy to be brought
out in style.”

“Lucy would not thank you for that
suggestion,” he replied, with a glimmer of a smile at the thought
of his hoydenish little sister. “But you are right. Very well, I
will court this heiress of yours, to the best of my ability.”

“Good lad! I thought you’d see reason.” Lord
Plumbrook’s cheeks puffed out in a satisfied smile. “I’ll write to
Hutton immediately, and arrange for you to introduce yourself.”

Lord Plumbrook remained only a few more
minutes, discussing the projected meeting, before taking his leave.
Marcus saw him out, then paused on the steps, gazing out at the
undulating hills and woods that surrounded the Hall.

He wished Lord Plumbrook had been able to
tell him more about Miss Hutton. Did she perhaps rebel against the
fate decreed for her? He felt a twinge of pity for the girl. If she
proved unwilling, he would have to withdraw his suit and deal with
the consequences.

However, it seemed more likely that she was
merely being selective in her choice of husband, knowing her
grandfather’s wealth would outweigh her lowly pedigree in the eyes
of many an impoverished peer. Perhaps she looked for not only a
title in her suitor, but also fashion and elegance. Marcus
remembered what Lord Plumbrook had said about her education, and
immediately the image formed in his mind of a coldly ambitious
young lady, trained from birth for marriage into the upper echelons
of the aristocracy. What would life be like with such a
companion?

He chided himself. It was not the time for
second thoughts; in a few hours Lord Plumbrook would be penning his
letter to Miss Hutton’s grandfather. There was a multitude of
matters to arrange before he himself left for London, but somehow
he felt too restless to start. He thought of going to the stables,
but the prospect of a ride down muddy lanes under dripping trees
held little appeal.

Abruptly turning on his heel, he crossed the
entrance hall and swiftly walked down a long corridor, ignoring the
pain as his leg protested the sudden exertion after too many hours
of inactivity. A few minutes later, he reached his destination, the
long gallery containing the only paintings remaining at Redwyck
Hall. All of the landscapes and still lifes been sold long since to
pay servants’ wages and defray pressing debts, but here the images
of his ancestors still remained.

He slowed as he entered the gallery. Tall
windows to one side let in a feeble ray of sunshine as the clouds
parted momentarily, lighting up the portrait of Harold, first Baron
Redwyck. A sea captain, privateer and reputedly one of Queen
Elizabeth’s favorite courtiers. Despite his mustache, his pointed
beard and the stiff lace ruff that framed his face, the first Baron
Redwyck seemed uncannily familiar. The brown hair, the forehead,
the aquiline nose, all were just what Marcus was used to seeing in
the mirror each morning. The eyes . . . It was difficult to see
their exact color in the two hundred year old painting; Marcus
thought it likely to be the same hazel as his own. There was a bold
light in his ancestor’s eyes, and the hint of a triumphant smile
about his mouth, too.

Damned pirate, Marcus thought, and
moved on, past more portraits of gentlemen and ladies, and the
occasional family grouping. All the gentlemen bore the same
aristocratic visage, with the same hint of roguishness.

There was Marcus, the first Earl, reputed to
have won the charming Nell Gwynne’s favors before she decided to
bestow them on King Charles II. Attired in the rich red of his
state robes, wearing a jeweled chain around his neck, his dark
brown hair in long, luxuriant curls, Marcus’s ancestor had that
same curst devil-may-care expression in his eyes.

Damned popinjay!

Marcus limped on, past bewigged and powdered
gentlemen, and smiling ladies whose dresses seemed in imminent
danger of slipping off their curved, white shoulders. There,
finally, was Sir Joshua Reynolds’ portrait of Marcus’s grandfather,
Charles Redwyck, the fifth Earl, in his powdered wig, and with the
same arrogant look in his eyes. Marcus had no memory of the fifth
Earl, but as a boy he had thoroughly enjoyed reading through his
grandfather’s account of all the adventures he’d enjoyed on his
Grand Tour.

Beside his grandfather’s portrait was a
smaller one of Uncle Harold. Marcus gazed for a moment into those
languidly smiling hazel eyes.

“Damn you all,” he said, aloud this
time.

They had all gone their own ways, pursuing
pleasure and adventures as they wished, losing and regaining
fortunes with equal recklessness and fathering who knew how many
bastards. Had they ever worried about them? Had they ever wasted a
thought on any of those whose livelihood depended on them, on their
tenants, the laborers who worked the land, generations of loyal
servants? Marcus doubted it.

Several times some head of the family would
bring them all to the brink of ruin, then a successor would win
royal favor through extraordinary valor on the battlefield, or
avert disaster by a brilliant investment or even more brilliant
marriage. And the cycle would begin anew.

Ever since Marcus had realized that Uncle
Harold was a confirmed bachelor, he had known it was his turn to
restore the family fortunes. While his friends set off for Oxford
or Cambridge, he had followed an aging bailiff around the estate,
studied crops and fertilizers and sheep. While other young men were
busy chasing lightskirts or studying the racing form, he had buried
himself in agricultural reports and account books, and done what he
could to improve the estate.

All for naught!

Now, the fate of the Redwycks depended on
his ability to woo a fastidious heiress, and he had no idea how to
go about it. His one previous attempt at courtship had failed.
Although in hindsight he knew he had made a lucky escape, still he
had no idea what a woman would want . . . or need from him.

His gaze swept back across the long parade
of his ancestors. They had known.

However, they had left nothing of their
knowledge behind, except for that special collection in the
library. Marcus had found it while in his teens: stacks of
treatises, manuals and even memoirs dealing with the amorous arts.
He’d devoured them at the time, even though the illustrations in
Aretino’s Postures had seriously disturbed his sleep for
months. Before too many years passed, however, he had learned of
the disastrous consequences of his forebears’ devil-may-care
behavior, and had resolved not to follow in their footsteps.

He turned on his heel, suppressing the
guilty envy he felt whenever he thought of his ancestors’
adventures. The fact remained that they had left him nothing of
use; nothing about flirtation or courtship, nothing to tell him how
to succeed where so many others had failed.

But succeed he must.

He would find a way somehow.

“Damn you all,” he repeated softly, and left
the gallery.

 



 


 


 Chapter
2

 


“I received some good news from Lord
Plumbrook today.”

Juliana thought she detected a hint of
stiffness in Grandpapa’s manner, and wondered at it. He did not
often dine with her and her companion, Mrs. Frisby. Instead, he
usually dined with his associates in the City, and was too occupied
with business to spend many evenings with her. It was a rare treat
to join him in a game of chess, here in his favorite room, and
hers. She loved being here, loved the oriental carpets on the
parquet floor, the fine paintings dramatically displayed against
deep red walls, the mahogany display cases containing treasures
from around the globe. Even more, she enjoyed matching wits with
Grandpapa in a harmless game. She had hoped to enjoy the evening,
but now she felt apprehensive.

“How is Lord Plumbrook, Grandpapa?” she
replied, cautiously moving a skillfully carved ivory pawn. “And is
dear Lady Plumbrook in good health?”

“Yes, yes, they are in good health, both of
them,” replied her grandfather, making his own move with his usual
deliberation before looking back up at her, his blue eyes piercing
under thick eyebrows that were as white as his neatly trimmed hair.
“Her ladyship is all eagerness to return to London, and has
graciously offered to take you about with her again this
Season.”

“She is kindness itself,” Juliana replied
sincerely, while hiding her disappointment at the news.

“She has been more than patient with you,
granddaughter.”

She bit her lip at the accusing note in
Grandpapa’s voice. Lady Plumbrook had indeed been more than kind.
Juliana knew Lord Plumbrook was under some sort of obligation to
Grandpapa, but Lady Plumbrook had not shown any reluctance in
repaying the debt. She had taken Juliana under her wing and treated
her as the daughter she never had, using all her resources to
procure a number of respectable invitations for her. She had braved
the snubs of Almack’s patronesses who had persisted in denying her
protégé entrance to their exclusive club. She had not even uttered
a single word of reproof when Juliana rejected one offer after
another from the fashionable if impoverished gentlemen she had
introduced to her.

“I trust you do not intend to disappoint
Lady Plumbrook this Season,” continued her grandfather.

Juliana stifled her annoyance at the warning
in his voice, instead pretending to be absorbed in her next move.
It was ever a chess game with Grandpapa. She could not afford to
show her feelings; he would call her a foolish child.

“In fact, it is that very subject that Lord
Plumbrook addresses in his letter.”

Juliana paused in the act of moving her
knight.

“Lord Plumbrook writes that his good friend
and neighbor, the Earl of Amberley, is eager to make your
acquaintance.”

An earl! she thought, releasing the
chess piece. How perfectly dreadful.

“I suppose it is the usual tale,” she said
aloud. “Gaming debts, estates mortgaged to the hilt, rapacious
creditors?”

“There is no need to be so cynical,
child.”

“I am sorry, Grandpapa. But do you truly
wish me to marry a gamester, someone who will fritter away whatever
you choose to settle on me within a year, and be a parasite on you
ever after?”

She watched him carefully for signs of
weakening. This argument had been very effective last year. Now it
seemed not to be working at all. A triumphant smile stretched
Grandpapa’s thin, wrinkled face as he moved his bishop.
Drat! she thought, looking down to see him challenge her
queen.

“Of course not, my dear granddaughter. Lord
Amberley is no gamester. He has only recently come to the title,
and a burden of debt accumulated by his uncle. Lord Plumbrook says
this Lord Amberley is a most conscientious young man. He has
been seeking to restore the family fortune through better
management of his estate, and it is only with the greatest
reluctance that he has conceded that he must make an advantageous
marriage as well.”

“How condescending of him,” she muttered,
moving at random.

“Don’t be impertinent!” he said, a touch of
anger in his voice. “You should be grateful for such an
opportunity. Checkmate.”

She looked down at the chess pieces,
realizing she had been distracted and outmaneuvered. She could not
let him goad her into further betraying herself.

“Forgive me, Grandpapa,” she said, hiding
her clenched fists under the table, “but you know I do not wish for
marriage.”

“Pshaw! All females wish for marriage. You
are merely being fastidious. I expect you’ll feel differently once
you have met Lord Amberley. Lord Plumbrook says he is very handsome
and amiable, and will make you a charming husband.”

“Then perhaps when I refuse him you will
finally believe that I do not wish to marry.”

Grandpapa glared at her, a vein pulsing in
his high forehead. She had the satisfaction of knowing he was at
least attending to her words now.

“You are not still cherishing that foolish
plan you broached to me last year, are you?”

She looked him in the eyes and nodded.

“Yes, I am.”

“I thought you’d outgrown such folly. A
Grand Tour! A green girl like you, junket about the world by
yourself? Bah!”

“Mrs. Frisby would come with me. You cannot
say she has no experience of travel,” said Juliana. Mrs. Frisby,
the widow of one of Grandpapa’s sea captains, had accompanied her
husband on many trips to both the East and West Indies.

“I should never have engaged her services,”
he said, frowning. “Most likely it was she who put these
insane notions into your head.”

“Please, you must not blame poor Mrs.
Frisby. She did not put any notions in my head; I have always
wished to travel.”

“Hmmph! That must be why you attended to
your French and Italian lessons at Miss Stratton’s school, and
little else.”

“Both Monsieur Dubois and Signor Bonelli
said I have an aptitude for languages. So you see, I shall be able
to go on splendidly—”

“Splendidly? You are more like to end up
like Lady Hester Stanhope, cruising about the Mediterranean with
her lover, her reputation in tatters!”

“I do not wish for romantic entanglements.
Particularly not with adventurers interested in my fortune. I met
enough of them in the polite drawing rooms and ballrooms of
the ton.”

Grandpapa frowned. She almost thought she
had scored a hit, but he came back staunchly. “You say that now,
granddaughter, but you do not know how clever some of those rogues
can be. Besides, you would run into debt within a sennight. I know
the troubles Mr. Coutts has had to endure.”

Juliana winced at the reference to Lady
Hester’s banker.

“Grandpapa, I would not run into
debt. You know I have never exceeded the pin-money you give me.
Moreover, you know I have managed the household accounts this past
year and more, since I discovered your old housekeeper was
cheating you.”

“You have done very well, my dear,” he said,
with an indulgent, patronizing smile that set her teeth on edge.
“The experience will hold you in good stead when you are mistress
of a large household of your own. Lord Amberley has a fine home in
the Cotswolds. Redwyck Hall, I believe it is called.”

He sat back, half-closing his eyes, and
Juliana could see he was already imagining her the chatelaine of a
vast ancestral seat, surrounded by a horde of his
great-grandchildren. She shuddered. She’d spent half her life here,
in Russell Square, and the other half within the confines of Miss
Stratton’s select school for girls. Now Grandpapa seemed set on
dooming her to live the rest of her life in dreary domesticity,
subject to the whims and demands of an unknown husband and as many
children as were necessary to ensure the succession of the
earldom.

Once again she clenched her fists in a
desperate attempt to control her frustration, while she sought
words to explain herself.

“Grandpapa, you have surrounded yourself—and
me—with such wonders. Can you not understand why I wish to
travel?”

She jumped up and went to stand by one of
her favorite paintings, a view of the Grand Canal in Venice, by
Canaletto himself. She gazed up at the luminous sky, the crisp
details of domed churches and the gracefully curved prows of the
little boats that plied the sparkling canal. Then she turned back
to her grandfather.

“I should like to see Venice for myself,”
she said.

She went to one of the display cases, where
priceless bowls and vases from China gleamed, their colors and
patterns exotic and mysterious in the flickering candlelight.

“I should like to see where these were
made.”

Going to the other case, she waved toward a
set of carved ivories depicting palm-trees and elephants.

“I should like to see a real elephant, with
my own eyes.”

“Are you mad?”

She jumped as Grandpapa slapped the game
board with his fist. Turning around, she saw that bright red color
suffused his pale face. She’d miscalculated terribly. He did
not understand. Guilt overcame her anger as she watched him
struggle to his feet. He looked dreadfully frail, despite the anger
blazing from his eyes. She ran to help him, but he shook off her
hand.

“With all your opportunities, with all that
Lady Plumbrook and I have done for you, is this all you can say?”
he demanded. “That you wish to gawk at outlandish animals in
strange, heathenish countries?”

“Better that than to suffer through
yet another Season spent gossiping about who has a tendre for whom,
or discussing the latest style in sleeves! Or to make idle
conversation with some fool who has parted with his fortune and now
hopes to use my dowry for his clothes, his gaming, and his–his
mistresses!”

“Is that the fate you think I wish for you,
girl?” he demanded.

“No, Grandpapa. But can you not understand
that I do not share your dreams for my future?”

“You are too young to know your own mind,”
he said curtly. He cleared his throat, then continued. “In two
weeks’ time, you will meet Lord Amberley, and I expect you to greet
him with courtesy, amiability and above all, an open mind.”

He turned and hobbled out of the room. She
watched, not knowing whether to scream or cry. Instead, she paced
about the room. Part of her wished to go and make her peace with
Grandpapa. But how could she, without giving in to his plans?

As she strode past the display cabinet
containing the china, it rattled slightly, and she slowed her pace.
Agitated though she was, she could not risk damaging any of the
objects Grandpapa had so lovingly collected. She left the room and
headed for the small conservatory at the back of the house. Though
potted palms, camellias and other plants lined the walls, there was
room to walk here.

She closed her eyes, basking in the warmth
of the room. For a moment, she pictured herself standing in the
Piazza San Marco in Venice, bathed in sunshine. Then a gust of wind
brought rain to tap against the windows, reminding her that she was
in London, and that it was not yet April.

She thought of Lady Hester, riding across
the desert on camels or fine Arabian horses. She herself had never
even ridden a horse; Grandpapa judged it too dangerous. A gentle
walk in the conservatory or the park was the only exercise
permitted her.

She reopened her eyes. A feverish energy
coursed through her body. No, a sedate walk was not enough. She
lifted her arms and began to waltz, as she had been taught at Miss
Stratton’s school, although as yet she had not been permitted to do
so in company. She circled the room, to an ever-increasing tempo,
adding an occasional pirouette or leap such as she had seen on the
stage of the Opera House. Finally, she came to a stop, breathing
quickly, her heart pounding.

But it was useless. She felt more restless
than ever. She would have to find a way to win over Grandpapa, or
she would, indeed, go mad.

 


* * *

 


The next day, Juliana arose early. She went
to the window, and was cheered to see that the clouds were high and
a light pearly color, not threatening imminent rain. She would be
able to go to Green Park as she had planned, to walk with her
friend, Miss Penelope Talcott.

Pen had been one of her closest friends at
Miss Stratton’s school, part of a threesome the teachers had dubbed
“The Three Disgraces”. She had just returned to London from Sussex,
along with her uncle and aunt, Sir Ralph and Lady Talcott, who had
taken her in after her parents’ death. Juliana had not seen Pen
since the end of the previous Season. Now that Catherine, the third
of their group, had married and lived in Cumberland, Pen was the
only friend whom Juliana could trust as a confidante.

An hour later, after breakfast with Mrs.
Frisby, she alighted from Grandpapa’s carriage at the entrance to
the park. A brisk wind blew up, making her glad she had donned a
warm, dark blue wool pelisse with a matching bonnet, and insisted
that her maid Polly dress in her warmer clothes as well.

A short distance away she spied Pen, wearing
a fawn-colored pelisse and accompanied by her aunt’s maidservant.
As Juliana ran toward her, Pen turned and smiled in greeting, her
hazel eyes sparkling, her red locks curling around her face under
the brim of a bonnet trimmed with pink and yellow flowers. It
seemed Lady Talcott’s taste in clothing had not improved; certainly
Pen would not wear such an unbecoming hat of her own choice. Though
of course, Pen would not have protested, not wishing to seem
ungrateful.

Moments later they embraced.

“Oh, how I have missed you, Pen,” Juliana
said, holding her friend’s slight figure tightly for a moment.

“And I you. Seeing you again is by far the
best thing about coming back to London.”

They linked arms and began to walk, their
maids following behind, closely enough for respectability and just
far enough for privacy. Juliana looked down at her friend. Despite
the hideous hat, there was a pretty color in Pen’s lightly freckled
cheeks. She also seemed to be in far better spirits than Juliana
would have expected. Their last Season had been a trial for both of
them. Many in the ton had looked askance at Juliana because
of her connections with Trade, while Penelope’s family had never
quite found their niche in London society either, despite regularly
overspending their income to create a false impression of greater
wealth than that afforded by their modest estate in Sussex. Juliana
could not imagine that Pen looked forward to yet another
Season.

“How was your journey, dear?” she asked.
“You don’t look tired at all.”

“Actually, we have been in London for
several days now. Aunt Mary insisted we go shopping the first day
back. She bought me this hat.” Pen rolled her eyes upward
expressively.

“It is dreadful,” agreed Juliana. “I
suppose you could not persuade her to let you choose for
yourself?”

“How could I, when it so important to her to
purchase all the latest fashions? Besides, hats like this will
serve my purpose very well.”

A mischievous smile played around Pen’s
mouth.

“What are you planning, Pen? Do you think if
you repulse enough suitors you will be sent home in disgrace?”

“No, although that would be lovely. The
bluebells will be coming out in another few weeks.” Pen sighed,
then continued. “I have no scheme. It is merely that I have become
resigned to the prospect of another Season.”

“I see how you are smiling. You cannot fool
me. What is your plan? Let me guess. You have a suitor back in
Sussex, and you hope that ugly hat will repel any London beaux whom
your relatives might favor.”

A telltale blush appeared under Pen’s
freckles, but she shook her head.

“Come. Am I in the right of it?”

“We – there is no understanding. He has not
offered for me, or anything like that.”

“But you think he will. Tell me. Who is
it?”

“It is Mr. Welling, the curate. He will
likely obtain the living at our parish once the present rector
retires, which we think he might do next year. I trust that by then
my aunt and uncle will have resigned themselves to the fact that I
will not make a better match.”

“I am sure all will be just as you wish.”
Pen, who had been raised in a country vicarage, had often said she
wanted nothing better than to return to such a quiet life,
surrounded by children and pets.

“I know the life I wish for sounds
dreadfully dull to you,” said Pen earnestly. “I wish you could
understand how delightful it can be just to be part of a family.
But your parents died so young, perhaps you cannot remember such
things.”

For an instant, vague memories of a soft
voice, a playful touch, stole over Juliana.

“No, I do not remember,” she said,
shaking her head. “So don’t feel sorry for me, Pen. Grandpapa has
always cared for me, and provided all the nursemaids and toys I
wished for.”

“That is not at all the same thing,” said
Pen, frowning.

“In any case, I do not wish for marriage, or
children. Of course, Grandpapa has far different ideas,” she said,
as they entered the shelter of a grove of trees.

After she had told Pen about the match
Grandpapa had arranged for her, her friend wrinkled her brow.

“I think this Lord Amberley sounds very
amiable,” she said, after a pause. “You cannot blame him for
wishing to care for his tenants, and his family.”

“Yes, yes, he is so virtuous he is even
willing to marry a lowly tradesman’s daughter to save the family
fortunes. Well, I have no desire to be part of such a sacrifice.”
Juliana caught herself walking too quickly, then slowed down to
accommodate Pen’s shorter stride.

“If you find he is truly odious of course
you should refuse him. But perhaps, once you become acquainted, you
may find him more agreeable than you expect. You might even fall in
love.”

“You are too romantic! I do not believe I
shall ever fall in love. In my experience, there are two kinds of
men in the world: those like Grandpapa, benevolent tyrants who
would manage women’s lives as if they had no will of their own, and
the second sort, who merely take advantage. Think of poor Mrs.
Frisby, whose husband spent all his wages before she saw a penny of
them, and left her destitute. And think of what happened to
Catherine. She wanted to escape her family, but made the mistake of
asking help from that scoundrel Lord Verwood. He must have deserted
her, for why else would she have allowed herself to be buried in
the country with a gentleman farmer, of all things?”

“I think you are wrong. I believe she loves
Mr. Woodmere. She writes that she is happy beyond all her
expectations, and he is everything that is good and kind. Now they
are expecting a dear little baby.” Penelope sighed wistfully.

Juliana could not share Pen’s feelings. Her
heart felt heavy as she thought of Cat, forced to live in the
distant north, bound by marriage to the unknown but undoubtedly
rustic Mr. Woodmere. No wonder she wrote often, urging them to
visit her.

“She has written the same to me, but I am
convinced Cat is merely putting a brave face on her troubles.”
Juliana decided not to voice her worst fears. Cat’s mother had died
in childbirth. What if the same happened to Cat, before either of
them could even see her again?

Pen shook her head. “I think Cat is happy
with Mr. Woodmere. Why do you persist in thinking that men are all
such tyrants? My own Papa always confided in my mother, and asked
her advice on every matter of importance. They were totally devoted
to one another.”

“Such men are rare. Besides, I find the mere
thought of being kissed or—or touched by a man thoroughly
disgusting.”

“I have always felt that to be kissed by a
man who loved me would be one of the greatest joys imaginable.”
Pen’s impish smile returned.

“Well, I expect you will enjoy it very much
when Mr. Welling kisses you. I, however, have already been
kissed. Twice, and both times the gentlemen professed to be
in love with me. The first was that toad Augustus Twickham, one of
Grandpapa’s clerks, who thought to advance his career by wooing
me.”

“That must have been unpleasant.”

“He tasted of stale cabbage soup.”

“Ugh!”

“Oh, and then there was that fool Charles
Bentwood, whom I met this summer in Brighton. I admit, I was
foolish enough to find him attractive on our first meeting. The
next time we met, he found an occasion to seize me in his arms. He
then proceeded to do a fine imitation of a bear intent on devouring
me.”

“That sounds more passionate.”



“Not a bit of it. He stepped on my
foot.”

Penelope giggled. “Oh, I am sorry. I should
not laugh. What happened then?”

“When I cried out, he relaxed his hold
slightly, which gave me the opportunity to slap his face as he
deserved. Polly came to my rescue soon after, at which point he had
the audacity to claim that only the deepest ardor had tempted him
to pass the line. It was clear enough what had happened. Grandpapa
must have refused his suit, since he is a younger son, and his
brother is only a baronet. So he decided to see if he could
compromise me into marriage.”

“That was certainly dreadful, but dearest
Jule, you must believe that there are men who will value you as
they should.”

“I do not depend on it. My choices are to
marry one of those fools, or remain an old maid in Grandpapa’s
household.”

“Lord Amberley does sound better than your
other suitors.”

“I am sure he is quite dreadfully
respectable. If I marry him, no doubt he will expect me to live
quietly in the country, so as not to embarrass his family with my
vulgarity, and of course, he will expect me to bear him numerous
children to ensure the succession.”

“So you still hope to travel?”

“Yes, but Grandpapa will not hear of it. He
is convinced that only marriage with a peer of the realm will
secure my happiness. I cannot think of a way to persuade him
otherwise.”

Pen squeezed her arm. “I know. It is
difficult to know what to do.”

“Perhaps I shall run away,” Juliana said
lightly.

“You are not serious, are you?” Pen stopped
and stared at Juliana, her eyes wide.

Juliana had spoken half in jest, but as they
resumed their walk, she considered her words. “Perhaps. But this is
different than the pranks we played at school. If I merely steal
the housekeeping money and hide for a week or so, Grandpapa will
only make Mrs. Frisby and the servants keep a stricter watch over
me. No, I must think of a disguise, and also some way of supporting
myself until he relents.”

“Where would you go? What would you do?”

“I do not know.”

“Well, I think you should just stay, and
meet Lord Amberley.”

“That certainly would be the sensible thing
to do,” Juliana replied, seeing that Pen looked upset. Perhaps Pen
was thinking of Catherine, who had gotten herself in so much
trouble by trying to run away with a rake. Whatever she did,
Juliana would not repeat Cat’s mistake of trusting a man to help
her out of her predicament. She would prove to Grandpapa that she
knew how to resist the advances of unscrupulous males.

“Can you guess who I saw yesterday while
Aunt Mary and I were shopping at Grafton House?” asked Penelope, in
an obvious attempt to divert Juliana’s mind.

“No, who?”

“Madame Bouchard. Do you remember her?”

“Of course,” said Juliana, smiling at the
memory of their old dancing-mistress, who had once graced the stage
of the Paris Opera House. “How is she? I always wondered what
happened to her after Miss Stratton dismissed her. And I still do
not believe she ever carried on an affaire with Monsieur
Dubois.”

“We don’t know for certain that was why she
left, Jule. Anyway, she now teaches at one of the dancing
academies, and also lets out rooms in her house in Half Moon
Street, mostly to opera dancers, I think. She seems to be well and
happy.”

“I am glad. She was always so kind and
patient with us, when we must have irritated her beyond anything at
times.”

“You did not. You were the best dancer among
us. I never could master any of the ballet steps she taught
us, before Miss Stratton put a stop to it.”

“Yes, all because the author of The
Mirror of Graces lamented that ‘chaste minuet is banished, and,
in place of dignity and grace, we behold strange wheelings on one
leg; stretching out the other till our eye meets the
garter’,” said Juliana, placing wicked emphasis on the last
word.

“‘—and a variety of endless contortions,
fitter for the zenana of an eastern satrap, or the gardens of
Mahomet, than the ballroom of an Englishwoman of—of quality and
virtue,’” Pen concluded primly.

They both laughed. Arms linked, they
continued to stroll, enjoying each other’s company and the fitful
sunshine just beginning to pierce the gray veil overhead. But as
they talked, a new idea began to revolve in Juliana’s head. She
made no mention of it to Pen, knowing it would make Pen very
uneasy. But by the time her carriage arrived to take her home, her
plan was nearly complete.

It seemed adventure beckoned her, after
all.

 



 


 


 Chapter 3

 


“You are going to London to court an
heiress?”

Marcus had not had much to smile about in
the past weeks, but he could not stifle a grin at the deep
revulsion in his sister’s voice.

“Yes, Lucy, I am going to London.
Lord Plumbrook has very kindly arranged for me to meet a young lady
who happens to be an heiress. I am engaged to visit them in about a
week, so that she and I can become better acquainted.”

“Mama, tell him he must not!”

“Marcus my darling, is this truly
necessary?” his mother asked.

They both gazed at him intently, their dark
brown eyes alight with curiosity and concern. Thus far he had
managed to withhold the worst of the news from them; perhaps he
could still soften the blow.

“I am afraid it is necessary. You are
both too intelligent not to understand our circumstances.”

“I thought we were going to save the family
fortunes by breeding hunters. I never thought you would resort to
such a paltry scheme,” said Lucy.

Marcus watched in fond amusement as she
jumped up and paced restlessly about their dimly lit library, dusky
curls bobbing, the skirt of her old blue dress swinging to a long,
mannish stride. No doubt Mama had insisted she change for the
evening; left to her own devices, his fifteen-year old sister would
surely have spent the entire day in her riding-habit. However,
there would probably come a day soon when she would find other
interests beside horses, and perhaps wish to make her entry into
society. He only hoped that he would be able to provide her with
the means to do so, and also with a respectable dowry.

“Lucy, I am afraid such a plan would take
too long to prosecute,” he replied. “In fact, I have already sold
Apollo to Lord Plumbrook.”

“Apollo! We had such hopes of him. How could
you?”

Marcus tried not to think of the lively colt
he had bred and trained himself into one of the finest hunters in
the Cotswolds, or of their plan to begin breeding from him. Like
all his other plans for improving the estate, it would not bear
fruit quickly enough to do any good.

“Lord Plumbrook offered me a very generous
sum for Apollo, which I need in order to present a creditable
appearance in London.”

“Present a creditable appearance? I suppose
you will have to dress like a dandy, and say all sorts of stupid
flattering things to her!”

“Something like that,” he said with a
smile.

“Well, this Miss Hutton sounds perfectly
odious. Mama, you cannot wish Marcus to marry such a stupid
chit?”

“Lucy dear, please sit down and mind your
language. Not that I do not agree with her,” said Mama. “I cannot
like the thought of you offering for a woman whose only desire is
to marry into the peerage.”

Marcus glanced over toward his mother. Tall,
slim and vivacious, she could almost have been taken for their
older sister. Only a certain grace of demeanor and a silvering in
her nearly-black hair betrayed that she was past forty.

“Lord Plumbrook says Miss Hutton is quite
pretty, and not at all vulgar in her manners or her speech,” Marcus
offered.

“She still sounds odious to me,” said
Lucy.

His mother made no response, merely leaning
back gracefully on the sofa, closing her eyes in concentration. It
was a pose he knew well, though it seemed hardly the time . . .

A moment later, her eyes flew open.

“I have it! A sea monster will do quite
nicely!”

“Or perhaps a giant octopus?” asked Marcus,
trying to suppress a chuckle.

She sat up, waving her hands
enthusiastically. “Can you not picture it, darlings? A sea monster
will attack the evil duke’s ship after he steals Francesca away,
and he will drown, while she washes up on shore, clinging to a
plank, only to be found on the beach by her lover, Alonzo. He has
been suffering agonies since she was torn from his arms. At first,
he believes she has died, but she awakens in his arms, and—”

“Mama, it is not the time for your stories.
Marcus is in trouble!” Lucy interrupted, with a frown.

“Don’t you see? Now all I need to do is
write several more chapters, send it off to the Minerva Press, and
I am certain The Perils of Francesca will make quite a
hit!”

Marcus closed his eyes momentarily, touched
and amused. Mama’s outlandish stories certainly enlivened their
fireside, and no doubt helped to reconcile her to a quiet existence
in the country. Perhaps The Perils of Francesca would even
engage the interest of the editors at the Minerva Press, but it was
ludicrous to think the proceeds would lift one-tenth of the debt
currently facing their family.

With only a slight tremor in his voice, he
replied, “Thank you, but I would not wish you to rush your creative
endeavors.”

“For you, I shall make the effort.”

Marcus shook his head and tried to smile,
though his heart ached at his loved ones’ naive schemes to
forestall his courtship of Miss Hutton. Perhaps it was time to let
them know how matters stood; it would at least prepare them for the
possibility that his courtship of Miss Hutton would not
succeed.

“I am afraid matters are too desperate for
that,” he said. “I hoped to conceal this from you, but Sir Barnaby
Bentwood holds the mortgage on our lands. If matters do not improve
quickly, he will be in a position to foreclose by the end of next
month.”

“Dearest, I would rather live in a cottage
than have you make such a sacrifice of yourself,” said his mother.
“I had always hoped that both of you would marry for love.”

Lucy rolled her eyes at Mama’s romantic
words, but added her objections. “Marcus, please do not marry Miss
Hutton on my account. If you are thinking of using her dowry
to finance my come-out, you may be perfectly easy. I have no wish
to enter into society, and will be quite happy to live in a
cottage. Even if we have to sell all our horses!”

“You would not wish our lands to pass into
Sir Barnaby’s hands, would you? You know what that would mean to
our people?”

Both Lucy and his mother paused at that,
struck by this argument, as he had known they would be.

“So you see, I have no choice but to do my
best to win Miss Hutton’s hand. I only hope I can succeed.”

“I have no doubt that you shall,” said his
mother. “For all you have been obliged to live such a quiet life,
poor boy, you are a Redwyck, and as handsome as any of your
forebears. I only wish you could use your charm to woo someone more
worthy of you.”

She sighed, but Lucy snickered in true
sisterly fashion.

“Have you a scene to read to us tonight,
Mama?” he asked, seeing his mother preparing to reprimand his
little sister.

As his mother began to read the latest
installment of The Perils of Francesca, Marcus watched them
both from his shabby wing chair. He could not take his mother’s
praise too seriously. She was too fond a parent to be a judge of
his assets. Only time would tell whether he would be able to win
Miss Hutton’s hand and provide for these two, his nearest and
dearest.

 


* * *

 


“Please remain still, my lord. Do not try to
help me.”

Marcus restrained his impatience and
obediently waited as Pridwell carefully drew the new black coat up
over his shoulders. Unused to any more assistance than what was
required to pull off his riding boots, Marcus had found it rather a
trial to be obliged to sit quietly while his hair was painstakingly
combed into a Windswept style, and to endure a length lesson in the
art of tying a cravat. Fashion was certainly a fatiguing
business.

Marcus reminded himself that winning Miss
Hutton’s hand might depend on his ability to strike just the right
balance of respectability and elegance. He must forever be grateful
to Pridwell for his assistance. The elderly valet had served Uncle
Harold for over thirty years, but few younger men would have shown
such zeal. He had guided Marcus to the most elegant tailors’ and
bootmakers’ establishments, and through the arduous task of
selecting from a bewildering variety of wares.

“There, my lord,” said Pridwell, smoothing a
wrinkle from Marcus’s sleeve. “I trust my work meets your
approval.”

Marcus surveyed himself in the mirror in the
corner of the room. He had to admit the black coat did look rather
elegant, perhaps even justifying the hole its purchase had made in
his purse. He supposed the discreet Mathematical Tie and the subtle
gray brocade of his waistcoat would also strike the correct balance
between elegance and mourning. Then he looked down at the new,
smoothly fitted pantaloons. Their subdued dove gray matched the
rest of the ensemble. However . . .

Looking abruptly back at Pridwell, he was
shocked to see tears in the valet’s eyes.

“Whatever is the matter, Pridwell?” he
asked. “You have done your best; it is not your fault if you cannot
make a silk purse from a sow’s ear.”

“Oh no, my lord,” said the valet in a
shaking voice. “If I may say so, you look splendid. Why, even my
late master—God rest his soul—though a fine figure of a man, even
in his prime he was not your equal.”

Marcus stared at the man. Perhaps Pridwell
had gone senile?

Aloud, he asked, “Are you quite certain
Weston measured me correctly for this coat? It seems rather tight,
as do the . . . the pantaloons.”

Pridwell straightened, reassuming his
dignity. “Not at all, my lord. The loose-fitting coats you have
been accustomed to wearing do not do justice to your lordship’s
shoulders. If I may presume to say so, I have never seen a finer
pair on any gentleman. As for the pantaloons, they are all the
mode. And might I add—” He coughed discreetly. “Although of course
they do not speak of such matters, the ladies are not at all averse
to the sight of a well-muscled, er, thigh.”

Marcus grimaced. Pridwell spoke with the
authority of one who had served a fashionable rake through all the
vicissitudes and adventures of his amorous career. Marcus ought to
be grateful that his valet, like all of Uncle Harold’s servants,
would do anything to help him win Miss Hutton’s hand and secure all
their futures.

“Thank you, Pridwell,” he said, as he put on
the hat and gloves held out to him. “I shall do my best not to
disappoint you.”

“My lord, you cannot but succeed. You are,
after all, a Redwyck.”

Marcus left the room, wishing he felt some
of the same confidence. He descended the staircase to the
marble-tiled entrance hall, and out the door toward his awaiting
coach. It would not do to be late for his first meeting with the
Huttons. Just as he started down the steps, he nearly collided with
a young gentleman ascending them.

“Hallo, Marcus! Good to see you.” The young
gentleman’s round cheeks puffed out in a smile, and his eyes
twinkled.

“Hello, Jerry,” said Marcus, recognizing Mr.
Jeremy Plumbrook, Lord Plumbrook’s only son. Although they had not
spent much time together of late, it seemed Jerry had not forgotten
their boyhood friendship.

“Aren’t you slap up to the echo! I almost
didn’t recognize you,” said Jerry, admiring Marcus’s attire.
“M’father said you were coming to London. You should have called on
me!”

“I’m afraid I have been rather busy the past
week.”

“Getting ready to court the Hutton girl?
Papa wrote as much.”

Marcus nodded. “In fact, I was just setting
out to call on her and her grandfather. Do you know Miss
Hutton?”

“Not particularly. You know I’m not much for
the ton parties. Too many chits on the catch for husbands,
and I’m just not ready to get caught in the parson’s mousetrap. Not
yet anyway. There’s better fun to be had in town. A shame you’re to
be leg-shackled yourself so soon. But that reminds me why I came
here. I’ve invited some of m’friends to come to my lodging this
evening. Just a little picnic, some wine and cards. You’re more
than welcome to join us. All our pockets are to let, so don’t worry
that we’ll play deep.”

“Thank you, Jerry, but I can’t promise I’ll
come. If the Huttons invite me to dine with them . . .”

“Yes, I understand,” said Jerry, nodding
sympathetically. “Come if you can. Good luck with the heiress!”

As Uncle Harold’s glossy town coach took him
away, Marcus reflected that he might need more than luck. Soon, he
ascended the steps to the Huttons’ home in Russell Square. It was a
respectable residence, decorated with elegance but without any
vulgar ostentation.

The butler conducted him to a richly
furnished study, all gleaming mahogany against deep green striped
hangings. From one of a pair of leather-upholstered armchairs, a
thin, white-haired gentleman arose and bowed. Bright blue eyes
gleamed from his pale, wrinkled face, looking Marcus over with keen
interest, but there was a slight tension in the man’s demeanor.

“Good day, my lord,” said Mr. Hutton, a
slight quaver in his voice.

“I am delighted to make your acquaintance,
Mr. Hutton,” he said, extending his hand.

Hutton shook his hand, his fingers bony but
still firm in their grip, his gaze not wavering from Marcus’s
face.

“Please be seated, my lord. Do you care for
some sherry? Or other refreshments?”

Marcus declined the offer, and took a seat
adjacent to the older gentleman’s. No doubt Hutton wished to
acquaint himself with Marcus before introducing him to his
granddaughter. It was an awkward situation. Marcus decided only a
straightforward approach would do.

“I believe Lord Plumbrook has acquainted you
with my circumstances,” he began.

“Yes, he has told me you must make an
advantageous marriage, and quickly.”

Marcus rather liked the man’s businesslike
manner.

“I appreciate your candor, sir,” he replied,
meeting Hutton’s eyes. “I trust you will permit me to pay my
addresses to your granddaughter. I promise you that if she accepts
my suit, I will do everything in my power to ensure her
happiness.”

“Plumbrook did say you would make her a fine
husband.”

“Lord Plumbrook is very kind.”

“I’ve found him to be a fair judge of
character. As am I. I have to admit, I like the look of you. You do
not appear the sort of man who would gamble away his fortune, or
neglect his wife in pursuit of opera dancers.”

“Of course not,” said Marcus, wondering a
little at the undertone of anxiety he heard in Hutton’s voice. Had
the old gentleman heard reports of the rakishness that was the
trademark of the Redwycks?

“Sorry if I’ve offended you, my lord. Earl
or not, I have to think of my granddaughter’s happiness.”

“Quite understandable,” he replied, relaxing
slightly. It appeared he had crossed the first hurdle. Although
there was still a shade of unease in Hutton’s voice, apparently he
approved Marcus’s suit.

Hearing a slight cough from the doorway,
Marcus turned his head, and saw that the butler had returned.

“I thought you would wish to receive this,
sir.”

Hutton nodded quickly to the butler, who
advanced into the room to hand Hutton a folded slip of paper before
bowing himself out again.

“Please forgive this interruption, my lord,”
said Hutton, sounding genuinely distressed. “I have been awaiting
some important news.”

Marcus nodded, while wondering what could be
important enough to interrupt their discussion. Hutton’s hands
trembled slightly as he opened the letter. As he quickly perused
it, the lines in his face softened, and he relaxed slightly in his
chair.

“I hope all is well?” Marcus asked as the
older gentleman refolded the letter and tucked it into his
waistcoat.

“As well as I had expected.”

Hutton sounded relieved, but there was still
an undercurrent of annoyance in his manner. Perhaps some matter of
business was not progressing quite as well as the man wished.
However, Hutton’s tone did not invite further questioning. It was
time to return to the purpose of their meeting.

“Is Miss Hutton at home? I should very much
like to make her acquaintance,” said Marcus, gathering his
resolution.

Hutton hesitated before replying. “I regret
to say, my lord, my granddaughter is indisposed.”

Indisposed? Or just indisposed to see
him?

“Nothing serious, I trust?” he asked,
aloud.

“Just a touch of the influenza. I expect she
will be better in a week or so.”

Marcus observed Hutton’s tight jaw, and the
deepening anxiety in his eyes, and wondered if Miss Hutton’s
illness was more serious than her grandfather implied. Did she have
a frail constitution? Or was she merely avoiding this meeting?

“I trust Miss Hutton is not suffering from
aversion to my suit,” he said.

“I am not coercing her into marriage,” said
Hutton, not quite meeting Marcus’s eyes. “You shall meet her, and
soon.”

“I wish her a speedy recovery, then,” said
Marcus, rising up to take his leave.

Hutton escorted him to the hall, and they
made their farewells. As Marcus rode back to Amberley House, he
mentally reviewed his brief meeting with Hutton. He had liked him;
Hutton seemed both honest and scrupulous, and sincerely concerned
with his granddaughter’s welfare. However, it was clear he was
hiding something. Marcus could not rid himself of the suspicion
that for some reason, Miss Hutton wished to avoid meeting him. If
so, all his plans might be in vain.

He wished there were more he could do while
he waited for Miss Hutton to recover from her indisposition,
whatever it was. Time was passing quickly; in another month
Bentwood would gleefully demand the next payment of the mortgage.
Marcus cursed the fate that put his future, and the future of all
those who depended on him, in the hands of a temperamental
heiress.

By the time the coach reached Grosvenor
Square, Marcus’s mood reflected the cloudy skies overhead. Once
inside the house, he was surprised to see Barnes, Uncle Harold’s
butler, coming forward to relieve him of his cane, instead of the
footman.

“My lord, we were not expecting you home so
soon.”

A note of anxiety threaded through Barnes’s
usually expressionless voice. Marcus realized that Barnes, as head
of the London staff, wanted to be the first to learn how he had
fared with the Huttons. The butler was undoubtedly disappointed to
learn that Marcus had not stayed long, let alone been invited to
dine with them.

“Miss Hutton is suffering from the
influenza. I could not stay long under such circumstances,” Marcus
replied, hoping his voice sounded reassuring. “I trust I shall be
able to make her acquaintance next week.”

The butler’s brow cleared. “Yes, there has
been much influenza about lately. Once the young lady has recovered
she cannot help but rejoice in making your acquaintance, my
lord.”

Marcus winced inwardly. Poor Barnes and the
rest of them, so certain that one smile from him and the heiress
would fall into his arms!

“When will your lordship desire dinner?”

The butler’s question drew Marcus back into
the present. The prospect of a solitary dinner held little
appeal.

Then he remembered Jerry’s careless
invitation.

“I shall dine with Mr. Plumbrook,
Barnes.”

“Very well, my lord. At what hour will you
wish the carriage to be brought round?”

“There is no need. I shall walk.”

Barnes looked shocked. “You would not so
demean yourself, my lord.”

“I’m not a cripple, Barnes. I shall be
surprised if it takes more than ten minutes to get there. I shall
walk.”

“Very well, my lord. You will at least
change your attire?”

Marcus yielded to the pleading note in
Barnes’s voice, and nodded. He didn’t wish to offend Barnes, or
Pridwell either, since both of them had his interests so closely to
heart. Up in his uncle’s bedroom, he repeated the story of his
visit to the Huttons to the anxious valet. Having exchanged his
coat for another that Pridwell insisted was more suitable for
evening, his gray pantaloons for an equally tight-fitting black
pair, and his gleaming Hessian boots for shoes, he finally set off
for Jeremy’s apartments, breathing a sigh of relief at his escape
from overly solicitous servants.

Ten minutes later, a slovenly manservant
admitted Marcus into Jerry’s sitting room. Marcus looked about
curiously, noting several umbrellas and riding whips leaning
against the wall near the door, stacks of newspapers and sporting
periodicals on every chair and the sofa, and a jumble of quills,
ink bottles, a snuffbox, a decanter of wine and a half-empty glass
on the round table in the center of the room. So this was how Jerry
lived in London, thought Marcus, feeling envious of the cheerful
chaos.

“That you, Marcus?” Jerry sauntered out of
his bedchamber, wearing a bright blue dressing gown over his shirt
and trousers.

“Have I mistaken the evening?” Marcus
asked.

“No, not at all. You’re just a trifle early.
I forgot you’re used to country hours. George and Oswald are coming
in another hour or so. Hickman, you lazy lout! Clear us some room
and pour us some wine.”

The grinning manservant cleared some chairs
by moving their contents to the sofa, poured wine into two dusty
glasses and then left, sped on his way by further insults from his
master.

Marcus sat down and sipped the burgundy. It
was not so fine as Uncle Harold’s stock, but potent enough to
soften the edges of his depression, as did Jerry’s unquestioning
welcome.

“So how’d you fare with the Huttons?” asked
his friend.

Marcus took another sip of the wine before
replying bluntly.

“Miss Hutton was indisposed.”

“You don’t think she’s trying to avoid you?”
asked Jerry, with a flash of his father’s shrewdness.

“I can’t rid myself of the suspicion.”

Jerry looked at him sympathetically.“I’ve
heard she’s refused a lot of fellows. It seems the chit don’t want
to marry. Odd, ain’t it? I thought that’s all females want. But
who’s to guess what’s in their pretty heads?”

“Not I, more’s the pity.”

“Perhaps she’ll come round,” said Jerry in a
consoling tone. “Still, it’s no wonder you look blue-deviled. We’ll
have to think of something to cheer you up. Maybe after dinner
we’ll go to the Opera House. Just the thing!”

“I didn’t know you were fond of music.”

Jerry looked appalled. “Good God, no! Who
wants to listen to all that screeching and caterwauling?”

“Then why do you go?”

“Lord, Marcus, you’re such a greenhead!”
Jerry laughed. “We go to see the ballet, of course.
Actually, the dancers. Give you my word, you won’t see more
ravishing women anywhere. There’s a new one you must see:
Mademoiselle Juliette Lamant. The loveliest, sauciest creature you
could imagine!”

“You . . . consort with an opera dancer?”
Marcus did not know whether to be shocked or envious. The latter,
he thought.

“Lord, no! I’m not nearly wealthy enough to
afford such a high-flier. She flirts with me—with with all of
us—but it’s only a matter of time before some rich lord snaps her
up,” said Jerry philosophically. “Still, it’s grand sport to go to
the Green Room and watch her and the others practice their steps.
Say you’ll come with us. One look at the divine Juliette and you’ll
forget the Hutton chit. For an evening, at least.”

“Thank you, Jerry. I wish I could come, but
. . . I cannot,” said Marcus. He did not even want to think about
such things. There was no use imagining he could live like Jerry or
his friends, or indulge in the same amusements.

“Oh, don’t be such a sobersides! What’s the
harm in it?”

“More than you can imagine. If the Huttons
learn that I’ve so much as talked to an opera dancer, it would be
the end of all my chances.”

“You may be right. Cits are so devilishly
straitlaced.” Jerry paused, looking thoughtful, then his eyes
twinkled. “I have it! Just go by a different name. No one here
knows you, and we won’t even tell George or Oswald who you
are.”

Marcus hesitated, not wanting to get caught
up in Jerry’s excitement. It was a ludicrous scheme, of course, but
. . .

“Come on, Marcus. It’ll probably be at least
a week before you can see the Hutton chit again. What’s the harm in
having some fun in the meantime?”

Jerry refilled Marcus’s glass, and Marcus
tossed it down recklessly, letting the warmth of the wine steal
through him as he pondered Jerry’s suggestion. After all, what
could be the harm in just going to see this famous Juliette? It was
not as if he would do more than look.

“Come on, Marcus. I dare you to do it,” said
Jerry.

Marcus smiled at the echo from their
boyhood. He had never been as impulsive as Jerry, but where had all
his discretion gotten him?

“Oh, very well,” he said, setting down his
wineglass. “I’ll go along.”

“Splendid!” Jerry grinned, and refilled both
their glasses. “Hmmm . . . Now we must think of a new name for you.
Something dashing, and not too common-sounding. I have it! You
shall be Lord Dare.”

“Would I not attract less attention as a
mister?”

“No. If we’re going to do this, why do it by
halves? Lord Dare you shall be. You are new to the London scene,
just having returned from several years on the Continent,” said
Jerry, holding a hand to his head as if to aid his imagination.

“Who’s going to believe such a tale? I—”

Marcus paused, hearing a knock on the
door.

“Ah, they’re here,” said Jerry, jumping up
from his seat.

Marcus stood up and blinked as Jerry let his
friends in. There could be no stronger contrast between two young
gentlemen. The first sauntered in, tall and thin, wearing a brown
coat that was already out at the elbows, and a cravat that seemed
intentionally askew, as if he wished to proclaim to the world his
total indifference to fashion and propriety. He was followed by an
even odder apparition, wearing baggy trousers, a green coat and a
waistcoat in a startling shade of salmon.

“Marcus, this is George Dudley, and Oswald
Babbinswood,” said Jerry. “George, Oswald, this is my friend Lord
Dare. He’s just arrived in London. We used to hunt together before
he went off to the Continent for a few years. Diplomatic affairs,
the Congress of Vienna, and all that. You must not expect him to
talk of it too much, though.” Jerry winked at Marcus.

“I am delighted to make both your
acquaintances,” he said, obediently falling in with Jerry’s tale.
He took several steps forward and bowed, wondering who could be
gullible enough to believe he had actually played a covert role in
the intrigues surrounding the Congress of Vienna. Then he saw the
awed expressions on the faces of Jerry’s friends.

“I assure you, my part in the Congress was
of the very slightest nature,” he said, unnerved by their blatant
belief in the story.

“Ah, we understand,” said Oswald, nodding
his head wisely. “We won’t breathe a word to anyone, we
promise!”

“No, really—” Marcus began, only to be
interrupted by the thin one called George.

“Don’t worry, Dare. We will keep your
secret, even under torture,” he said, gazing down at Marcus’s limbs
with what was clearly intended to be a brooding look. “I see you
have been wounded. I myself am no stranger to pain, having taken
part in any number of duels. Just last month—”

“Well, now that’s settled,” interrupted
Jerry briskly. “Lads, Dare don’t fancy cards tonight. I thought
maybe after dinner we’ll go to the opera.”

“A famous notion!” said Oswald, his
protruding eyes shining in anticipation as he looked up at Marcus.
“Has Jerry told you about Mademoiselle Juliette? Or have you
already seen her, on the Parisian stage?”

“I cannot say I have had that pleasure,”
said Marcus.

“Then you’re in for a treat. What a face!
What a figure! And what a dancer she is!”

Jerry chuckled. “What a dancer indeed!”

“Do you dare to disparage the Incomparable
Juliette?” demanded George, rounding on his friend. “She is
perfection itself, and I will challenge anyone who thinks
otherwise!”

“Give it up, George. I’m not going to fight
you,” said Jerry. “But I will wager either of you five Yellow Boys
she makes her first mistake before she’s been on the stage for as
many minutes.”

“Done!” chorused the other two.

Jerry turned to Marcus, smiling. “Actually,
it wouldn’t matter if she came out and fell over her feet every
night. She’s so beautiful half the bucks in London are head over
heels in love with her, though so far no one seems to have won her
favor. Don’t know why she bothers with any of us, really.”

“Perhaps she appreciates the attention of a
man of action,” said George loftily.

“Don’t flatter yourself that she likes you
best!” said Oswald. “I am certain Mademoiselle Juliette prefers
consorting with gentlemen of taste and refinement.”

“If so, you’d best change that waistcoat of
yours,” said Jerry. “Those Petersham trousers are bad enough
without that damned pink thing. My eyes hurt just looking at
it.”

“Pink?” said Oswald. “This is pink? I
thought it was yellow.”

“As if that would be better,” groaned Jerry.
“You know you can’t tell one color from another. Why don’t you just
let your man choose your clothes? Come, I’ll find you
something.”

“Your clothes are all too big for me,”
protested Oswald, but the other two dragged him off into Jerry’s
bedroom.

Marcus sat back down, amused by the sounds
of argument issuing from the other room. A few minutes later, the
trio emerged, Oswald wearing a white waistcoat and a peevish
expression. A glass of wine did much to cheer him. Soon after,
Jerry’s manservant arrived bringing their dinner.

Marcus found himself enjoying the meal,
despite the fact that the mutton was overdone and the potatoes the
opposite. It was impossible to wallow in melancholy while talking
to Jerry’s friends, even if at times they made him feel about a
hundred years old. Drawing on what he’d read in his grandfather’s
journals, he had little difficulty satisfying their curiosity about
life on the Continent, although clearly they were disappointed by
his vague replies to their frank questions about the antics of
Frenchwomen. Several times, his eyes met Jerry’s over the table and
both nearly succumbed to laughter.

After dinner and several more bottles of
burgundy, they all piled into a hack and set off for the opera. The
cool night air sobered Marcus, enough to make him remember his
resolve to behave discreetly. Perhaps he ought not even enter the
Green Room; surely he would get quite a satisfactory look at
Mademoiselle Juliette on the stage.

They soon alighted in the Haymarket, and
Marcus looked about curiously, never having seen the King’s Theatre
before. He received only a brief impression of a long colonnaded
facade as Jerry and his friends hurried in the main entrance.

As they purchased their tickets, Marcus
noticed the bill announcing the evening’s entertainment.

“La Molinara. The miller girl?” he
asked, hazarding a translation.

Jerry and his friends looked at him in
amazed respect, then George and Oswald nodded to each other
knowingly. Marcus stifled a chuckle, imagining their disappointment
if they ever learned that he had acquired a smattering of Italian,
and a bit more French, through helping Mama in her attempts to
teach Lucy the basic feminine accomplishments. In truth, Marcus had
learned more than his rebellious sister, though he doubted it would
ever be of use to him.

They climbed the grand double staircase and
entered the auditorium. The opera being already in progress, they
quickly made their way to the pit and found seats on the end of one
of the benches. Marcus looked about surreptitiously, trying not to
appear too amazed. He had never seen so many chandeliers in one
place, casting their light over the fashionably dressed occupants
of the many boxes, or such a vast, elaborately painted ceiling.

He could not but be impressed.

Perhaps he was indeed a hopeless rustic, for
he thought the rural scene depicted on the stage quite lovely, and
the music itself even more engaging, its melodies easy and
pleasant. He listened closely to the words, catching the sense of
them enough to laugh at the occasional joke, while most of the
audience seemed oblivious. The masculine crowd in the pit, in
particular, seemed not to be attending very closely at all. Some
barely applauded at the end of the first act, though their gazes
were attentively focused on the stage for the first time.

“Ah! There they are!”

In response to Jerry’s loud whisper, Marcus
looked back toward the stage. Involuntarily, his jaw dropped. Now
he knew why the ballet was so popular with Jerry and his
friends.

Eight young women had come onto the stage,
and the dance they were performing looked to be inspired by folk
dances, as did their costumes. However, Marcus doubted any peasant
girl had ever worn quite such an ensemble. Low-cut, tightly-laced
bodices in rich colors and voluminous, knee-length skirts
tantalizingly displayed more feminine charms than Marcus had ever
beheld. All he could think was that the engravings he had seen in
the library at Redwyck Hall did not do the faintest justice to the
beauty of the female form.

Hoping no one would notice his flush, he
watched first one dancer, then another. Each seemed lovelier than
the last. Then his gaze alighted on a tall girl, positioned near
the back of the group, perhaps because of her height. He looked a
silent question toward Jerry.

“Yes, that is she. Juliette,” Jerry
whispered her name dreamily, his eyes fixed on the tall dancer.

Now that Mademoiselle Juliette had caught
his attention, Marcus found himself entranced. The lamps around the
stage transformed her red-gold hair into a fiery coronet, in
striking contrast to the tiny, blue-green bodice that lifted an
enticing expanse of creamy, rounded flesh to view. As she danced,
her frothy skirt swayed, revealing long, shapely limbs that gave
rise to all sorts of wild and wicked thoughts.

Good God! What was he thinking? Even if he
were not pledged to pursue another woman, he should not waste his
time dreaming about such a Bird of Paradise. No doubt there were
scores of wealthier and more sophisticated bucks vying for her
favors. He chided himself for being a fool, but still found himself
unable to drag his gaze away from the tall dancer as she joined the
others in a circle. Some measures later, they all reversed
directions, except for Mademoiselle Juliette, who bumped into the
adjoining dancer before hastily changing her direction as well.

Marcus’s trance was momentarily interrupted
by her slight mishap, and by the noise Jerry and his friends made
as they settled their wager. He looked back again at their idol,
but found he could not be an impartial judge of her dancing. He
thought her graceful beyond anything, and the look of intense
concentration on her perfect oval of a face rather attractive in
contrast to the bold smiles of the others.

Perhaps her mistake was only due to her
newness to this company of dancers. Or perhaps he was already
besotted, just like the rest of them. It didn’t matter; he only
knew that when his friends urged him to accompany them to the Green
Room to see the divine Juliette more closely, he would not be able
to refuse.
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Despite its several fine arias and duets,
Marcus found it more difficult to concentrate on the second act of
the opera. Soon enough, however, it was over and he followed the
others out of the pit. As they strolled down Fops’ Alley, Marcus
found himself the target of bold, inviting glances from several
women that frequented the corridor through the pit. He whispered a
question to Jerry, and flushed hotly at the reply. He’d heard of
such women, but he had not seen one before. It seemed shocking that
they could ply their wares so boldly in one of London’s most
prestigious theatres.

“Don’t stare, Marcus,” said Jerry. “Come
along. Those tarts are not half so pretty as Mademoiselle Juliette,
and they won’t flirt with you as she will.”

A few minutes later, they reached the
entrance to the Green Room. Marcus put a hand on Jerry’s arm to
detain him as George and Oswald rushed ahead of them.

“Jerry, you need not introduce me, you know.
I really had better just stay back and watch.”

“Oh very well,” Jerry grumbled. “If you’re
determined to be such a dull dog, I won’t stand in your way.”

They both entered the large, candlelit room.
Marcus paused on the threshold, briefly overwhelmed by the mingled
scents of perfume and perspiration, the warmth of the crowded room
and the colorful chaos of costumed singers and dancers, punctuated
by the darker attire of the gentlemen who came to ogle the dancers.
Then he noticed Jerry and his friends heading toward a small knot
of gentlemen near the end of the room. Above their heads Marcus
could see the top of a large, gilded mirror, and surmised that the
fascinating Juliette must be practicing her steps before it.

Suddenly, the group parted to allow Jerry
and his friends to come closer. Marcus noted disappointed and
puzzled expressions on the faces of the displaced gentlemen as
Mademoiselle Juliette smiled a bright welcome to his own friends.
Awkwardly, he stopped to stand a short distance behind them. The
hum of conversation around him made it impossible to hear what his
friends said to the dancer. It didn’t matter. All he wanted to do
was to gaze at her.

Poised on one foot before the mirror,
lifting an exquisitely turned leg into the air behind her, she at
first put him in mind of some exotic bird or butterfly; a bright
yet elusive creature with her glorious flaming hair and peacock
blue bodice. Then she turned to stand facing Jerry and his friends.
Marcus took a step closer, and was a little disappointed when he
gazed at her face. Her cheeks and lips were quite heavily rouged,
making her seem both more sophisticated and older than her lithe,
youthful figure suggested.

Marcus froze as she looked past Jerry and
his friends, meeting his own gaze. She must have used something to
darken her eyelashes, but there was nothing at all artificial about
the deep, brilliant blue of her eyes. It reminded him of the
intense hue of the sky on a clear, crisp day in autumn. Catching a
look of doubt in her face, he looked away in embarrassment. Why did
she seem ill-at-ease with his scrutiny? Surely she was accustomed
to such admiring stares.

He was close enough now to hear the tinkle
of her laugh as she responded to one of Oswald’s elaborate
compliments.

“Ah, you are a flatterer, Meester
Babbinswood,” she said, in a delightfully accented voice. Her eyes
sparkled with amusement as she smiled at Oswald. “You are looking
verry handsome this evening. Is this—this stunning ensemble
in my honor?”

Oswald bowed deeply, and beamed from ear to
ear at her praise.

“Ah, I would do far greater things in your
honor, my goddess,” said George, turning to sneer at Oswald before
transferring an adoring gaze back toward Mademoiselle Juliette.
“I am no fashionable fribble. You may count on me if you
should ever require the defense of a real man. Only last
week I came close to sustaining a wound that might have taken me
from this world forever. Allow me to show you,” he said, putting a
hand up to his already untidy cravat and baring a portion of his
neck.

Mademoiselle Juliette drew back, in
temporary astonishment at his bizarre offer, but she recovered
quickly.

“Mon dieu! You might have been
killed!” she said in an admiring tone of voice, but Marcus saw her
eyes were dancing.

“He cut himself shaving!” interjected
Oswald.

“Ah, but I know Meester Dudley is very
brave,” she said, bestowing another of her fascinating smiles on
George.

“I have sustained far graver wounds, fair
Juliette, but I could not show them to you except in private,” he
responded hopefully.

Her full lips twitched a little, but
Mademoiselle Juliette’s voice was steady as she replied.
“Non, non! I could not bear such a manly display; it
would be too overwhelming for such a frail creature as I am.”

Marcus chuckled quietly at her quick-witted
response.

“You must be tired of all this nonsense,
Mademoiselle Juliette,” said Jerry, claiming her attention. “I can
offer you something more pleasant. Perhaps you would care to join
me for supper after the performance?”

“I thank you for your so-kind offer, Meester
Plumbrook,” she said. “But I must get my sleep. We rehearse a new
ballet tomorrow morning.”

Jerry and his friends eagerly plied her with
questions about the upcoming performance, asking if she had been
offered a solo role. Her eyes gleamed with humor again as she
gently deflated their hopes, insisting that she was no
soloiste and was quite content with her humble position in
the corps de ballet. Marcus listened quietly, enjoying
Mademoiselle Juliette’s tactful handling of her admirers. It was
clear she was no feather-witted beauty. It was very good-natured of
her to flirt so kindly with Jerry and his friends.
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