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 Chapter 1

 


Gulls shrieked, their voices fierce and
mournful in the distance. Sheep bleated, closer by. The morning
mist curled around Penelope Talcott as she carefully picked her way
along the rough, sloping lane that wound its way up the Downs from
the sea. She pulled her cloak around her against the damp, then
turned and looked back down the way she had come.

Yesterday, this vantage point had afforded a
fine view of Brighton, with its elegant terraces and the outlandish
domes of the Royal Pavilion, all backed by a sea sparkling in the
July sun. Today, the prospect was wreathed in an unseasonable
fog.

Pen sighed. It seemed she had brought her
sketchbook in vain. Moreover, coming here alone was likely to bring
Aunt Mary’s recriminations down on her head. But she could not have
dragged her maid along with her, not when poor Susan was suffering
from a cold, and to miss her morning walk was to miss the best part
of the day. Well, if she couldn’t draw, she could still relish the
solitude, the sea breezes, the smell of the damp earth and the
grass on the open, treeless hillside.

She walked on, then paused, feeling a sudden
sense of foreboding. Above her, a large figure loomed in the mist,
still at some distance. She could faintly hear the clomping of
boots. Most likely it was some farm laborer or shepherd. So why did
she feel ready to jump out of her skin, like a nervous hare?

On impulse, she turned and scrambled over
the low stone wall that separated the track from a broad sheep
pasture, hoping she hadn’t been seen. She crouched, setting the
basket that held her blanket, sketchbook and chalks down beside
her. Now she could hear the man’s footsteps more clearly. She kept
very quiet, watching through a chink in the wall as the man’s
outline slowly became more distinct. A big man, dressed in a
laborer’s smock, a rough sack slung over his shoulder. His eyes,
small and pale blue in a broad and weather-beaten face, framed with
pale dirty hair. Just a farm laborer, she told herself. Yet her
sense of dread increased as he approached. Her heart continued to
hammer in her chest as he passed her hiding place and continued out
of sight down the track, into the mist.

She stood and brushed grass off her dress
with trembling fingers. Aunt Mary often chided her for her active
imagination, but Pen could not rid herself of the feeling that the
man presented some sort of threat. She took a deep breath, telling
herself not to be such a nervous ninny. After she waited a few
minutes, the sense of evil, if evil it was, decreased. Limbs still
trembling slightly, she started to make her way down the hillside,
avoiding sheep droppings and the occasional gorse bush as best she
could, making for the gate at the bottom of the field. Best not to
climb over the wall again and risk tearing her dress, even if it
was her oldest and shabbiest. The breeze picked up as she walked,
and the mists parted slightly.

Then she became aware of the sound of hoof
beats somewhere to her left. She turned her gaze in their direction
to see a tall gentleman approaching, riding a dark horse. Was he
the source of her unease? She didn’t think so; in fact, something
seemed familiar about the pair.

Could it be Lord Verwood? One of Aunt Mary’s
gossiping bosom-bows had said he’d come to Brighton, and that he
was currently paying court to a virtuous married lady. So like him
to be meddling where he was not wanted! She hoped they would not
meet again, for he never failed to disturb her tranquility.

Distracted, Pen allowed her foot to slip.
She went down, tumbling a half-dozen yards and coming to a stop at
the bottom of the pasture, a short distance from the gate. Right in
the path of the horse and rider, approaching at a brisk canter. She
lay stunned, unable to breathe, unable to will her limbs to move in
the few precious seconds before she was trampled.

The horseman must have seen her in time, for
he reined in his mount a few yards away. He glanced down at her
with familiar, penetrating eyes of a brown so dark they were almost
black, and her earlier suspicion was confirmed.

“My dear Miss Talcott!” exclaimed Lord
Verwood, dismounting from the same beautiful bay she’d seen him
ride before. “Have you injured yourself?”

He came forward, his horse’s reins looped
around one arm, and knelt down beside her. She sat up, trying to
catch her breath, and shook her head.

“You know, you really must rid yourself of
this distressing habit you have of tumbling down in front of me,”
he said, the amusement in his voice thinly veiled.

“I . . . could not . . . help it,” she said,
between breaths. Heat flooded her face as she looked up into his.
At least this time he did not look as angry as on that occasion in
Hyde Park when she had first met him.

“Of course not,” he replied, in a soothing
tone. “I am certain you could not help flinging yourself at my feet
in Hyde Park, either. On that occasion, if I recall correctly, you
were there to berate me for making off with your friend. I cannot
imagine your purpose now.”

“Had I known you would ride here this
morning,” she said, straightening her bonnet, “I should not have
come this way.”

“A pity,” he said, with a smile. “Perhaps
you will tell me what you are doing here all by
yourself?”

“I merely wished to go for a walk, and my
maid is unwell,” she said, accepting his arm as he helped her to
her feet and trying to ignore the strength in his clasp. “Who are
you to lecture me on propriety?”

“I am the last man in the world to lecture
any female on propriety. I am merely curious.”

She picked up her basket and turned to walk
toward the gate. He chose to lead his horse beside her, making her
uncomfortably conscious of his broad shoulders and muscular limbs,
which a perfectly tailored blue coat and creaseless breeches did
nothing to disguise.

“So tell me. Are you enjoying Brighton, Miss
Talcott?”

“Not at all.”

“I suppose, unlike your relations, you have
no taste for expensive frivolity.”

“I suppose you have come to Brighton
for your health,” she said, making no attempt to veil her
sarcasm.

“Of course.”

“Then you must take the waters of St. Anne’s
Well. According to Dr. Relhan, they are most beneficial to bodies
‘laboring under the consequences of irregular living and illicit
pleasures.’”

He laughed aloud. “Touché, Miss
Talcott. You are no doubt correct, and I shall seek out St. Anne’s
Well instantly. I only trust the waters are not too vile for my
palate.”

She remained silent. A minute or two and
they would reach the gate. She would be rid of him.

“How are your friends, Lady Catherine and
Miss Hutton—er, Lady Amberley, I should say?”

A lump came to Pen’s throat at the thought
of Catherine, so happy with her Mr. Woodmere up in the Lakes, and
Juliana, who had last written to her from Venice where she and her
new husband, the Earl of Amberley, were taking their honeymoon.
They had become fast friends while at Miss Stratton’s select school
for young ladies, where they’d been dubbed the “Three Disgraces”.
Pen would never forget how Cat and Jule had defended her against
the catty set on her arrival at the school, or the madcap escapades
they’d drawn her into, like the time they had run away to a local
fair disguised as boys.

“My friends are very well,” she replied
simply.

“I am glad to hear it.”

There was an odd tone in Verwood’s silky
voice, sincere but also somehow regretful. Each time he had become
involved in her friends’ affairs, he’d claimed to have good
intentions. Pen still did not know whether to believe him. Did he
cherish a tendre for one of them? Or was it merely his pride
that smarted after he’d twice been foiled in his mysterious
schemes?

“I trust your nose has completely healed?”
she asked, determined to keep the conversation to prosaic
matters.

“Thank you, yes.”

She glanced over and noted that his handsome
profile showed no sign now of the punishment it had received a few
months earlier at the hands of a rival for Juliana’s favors. It was
a mistake to look. Her eyes were irresistibly drawn to his high
forehead, dramatically arched brows, his rather long nose and chin
and wide sensual lips, features that all seemed too strong
individually but made for a masculine, beautiful whole.

Drat! Now he was smiling at her wickedly, as
if he found her attractive as well. Why did he make the effort? She
was no acclaimed Beauty, like Catherine or Juliana, or the most
recent object of his desires, Lady Everton. Small, red-haired and
freckled, Pen could have no power to attract such a connoisseur of
the female sex, even if she wished to do so.

Verwood was dangerous; it was even said that
he’d seduced and abandoned a young lady of quality. Pen was not the
sort of fool who thought it romantic to reform a rake; she had set
her heart on quite a different sort of man. Cyril Welling had all
the qualities she desired in a husband; he was honest, trustworthy
and kind. What did it matter that Verwood was so darkly beautiful,
his tall person so well-formed that she ached to sketch him, to
capture every expression, the curve and shading of every
muscle?

She increased her pace, desperately
summoning up the image of Cyril to her mind in an effort to banish
her consciousness of Lord Verwood. She did not go more than a few
steps before tumbling face first onto the muddy ground once
more.

“What the devil—” Verwood cursed behind her.
She rolled over, and saw him release his horse and come to her once
more.

“Are you all right?” he asked, kneeling
beside her.

She nodded, having had the wind knocked out
of her again. He put one arm around her shoulder and helped her to
sit up. She gasped, and inhaled the mingled scent of cloves,
lavender and horses.

“I cannot . . . imagine how I could have
been so . . . clumsy . . . again,” she said.

“Shh . . . Do not move,” he commanded
softly. Obedient but puzzled, she watched as he sprang up and went
toward the wall. Then she saw the strong, slender cord tangled
around her ankle.

Tracing it with her eyes, she saw that it
had been fastened between the stone wall and a gorse bush, at just
the proper height to trip up an unwary walker. Or a horse.

Heart thudding again, she watched Verwood
pace along the wall, peering over it. Then Verwood turned and
strode to the gate, turning his head to gaze up and down the lane.
He returned to her, his expression grim.

“This,” she gestured toward the cord, “was
not intended for me, was it?”

He shook his head, then knelt to remove the
cord from her foot. A tingle rose from her ankle where his deft
hands touched her stocking. She tried to ignore it, but her face
warmed as he gently wiped the dirt from her cheek with his
handkerchief, then helped her up once more.

Then an image assaulted her, of him and his
horse lying broken and mangled on the cold ground, their grace and
beauty destroyed forever. Her knees buckled, and Verwood held her
close against him to keep her from falling. She took in a gulp of
air, comforted by the feel of his warm, living, breathing body
against hers. She stared up at him for a moment, then before she
knew what was happening, he lowered his head and brushed her lips
with his. For an instant, new and potent sensations surged through
her. Then Verwood lifted his head and smiled, looking odiously
self-satisfied.

After a dazed moment, she jerked out of his
arms. “What do you take me for, some sort of—of trollop?” she
demanded, voice shaking with embarrassment and fury. “Why did you
do that?”

“The temptation was irresistible,” he said,
grinning. “You must forgive me. I shan’t do it again—unless you
desire it, of course.”

“Certainly not,” she said, shocked. “It is
not the time for such nonsense. Have you forgotten that someone has
just tried to do you a serious injury?”

“No. I must thank you,” he said, in a more
sober tone. “Had I galloped into this, my horse and I would
certainly have gone tail over top. You spared us a most
embarrassing fall.”

She glanced over at his horse, calmly
cropping grass nearby.

“I am not an idiot, my lord. It could have
been far worse than a mere fall. You could have broken your
neck.”

He said nothing, but the lines around his
mouth tightened. Her mind raced. After her fall, he had carefully
surveyed their surroundings. Why?

“You do not think . . . that someone could
have been waiting behind the wall, to—to?”

To finish the job.

It was too lurid to say, so far from
anything she had ever experienced. He continued to look grave and
did not deny it, as she half-hoped. She lifted a hand to her mouth
as a faint sense of nausea stole over her.

“Do not look so distressed. There is no one
nearby. If anyone was here, he was frightened off by the presence
of a witness.”

“Who would wish to harm you?” she asked, her
voice breaking. “Who would have known you would ride this way?”

He shrugged, from ignorance or a desire to
keep his own counsel. Knowing his reputation, Pen felt certain he
had his enemies. But what could he have done to merit an attempt on
his life? How could he look so calm?

“Don’t you even care that someone tried to
hurt you?” she demanded.

“Does the thought fill you with dismay, Miss
Talcott? I confess, I’m delighted.” He even smiled.

“You are mad.”

“No, merely touched by your concern. I had
no idea you had so much charity for me.”

“I should be so concerned for any fellow
being in danger.”

“Of course.” His smile froze. “But your
concern is misplaced. I assure you, I can take care of myself.”

“Even though it was my presence that saved
you this time.”

“I am not so easily disposed of.”

Had there been previous attempts? “What will
you do?”

“The less you know, the better. Your aunt
will be looking for you. Is it not time you returned to town?”

It felt like a snub. She’d saved his life,
he’d kissed her, and now she was being dismissed like a child. But
how could she help, and did she even care what became of the rogue?
She picked up her basket and walked on. A moment later, Verwood
rejoined her, having caught his horse.

“I request that you keep this incident to
yourself. In fact, it would be best if you forgot it entirely.”

“I do not think I will ever forget this,”
she said, opening the gate for him as he mounted his horse. “I will
remain silent, if that is your wish.”

“Good day, Miss Talcott. And thank you
again.”

He urged his horse into a trot, leaving her
to marvel at his sang-froid. Her own heart continued to race
with the memory of his kiss, and the thought that she might have
witnessed his murder.

It was then that she recalled the man she’d
seen in the lane and the menace she’d sensed in his presence.

“Wait! Stop!” she shouted.

But Lord Verwood was already too far to hear
her.

 



 


 


 Chapter 2

 


Verwood guided his horse down the sloping
track, keeping an eye out for anything unusual. He had tried to
keep his worst suspicions from Miss Talcott, but she was too
intelligent not to comprehend what had just occurred.

The devil of it was, he’d no idea who wished
him dead this time. Who had known his intended route? He might have
mentioned it to Symonds, his valet—but Symonds was loyal, surely.
As was Pascoe, his head groom. But there were any number of grooms,
coachmen and stable boys at the Old Ship who might have overheard
his plans.

Lord, he’d gotten careless! It had been
about a year since anyone had tried to kill him. He thought he’d
managed to settle the last of his deceased father’s murky affairs.
All, that is, except the matter regarding Lady Everton, which had
mysteriously surfaced several months ago. Could it be Everton, her
husband, acting out of jealousy? Apparently Verwood’s enemy,
whoever he was, had wished it to look like a riding accident. But
Everton was an honorable sort, an idealistic reformer no less.
Everton would more likely challenge him to a duel. Unless he
thought the scandal might jeopardize his political career?

No, it wasn’t Everton. Verwood cast his mind
back over the past, trying to think which of father’s enemies might
still wish to do away with him.

Could it be related to his own past? But the
scandal regarding Anne Norland was so ancient. It had all happened
ten years ago, when he’d been only eighteen. His father and George
Norland had made their deal, and Verwood had gone out of the
country. He’d returned to Cornwall on the occasion of his father’s
death, two years previously. Regarded as the scourge of the
neighborhood, he’d not had any contact with the Norlands, not even
Mariah and Edward, Anne’s younger brother and sister, who’d been
children when he and Anne had run away. No, no one threatened him
there.

He frowned. If he were not the last of the
Verwoods, he would suspect a distant heir, but their line was dying
out. Perhaps deservedly.

Damn! He’d thought it was safe to settle
down to a life of comfortable hedonism, even take a wife, perhaps.
Since that ghastly night with La Perle, it had been more and
more difficult to find a mistress that suited him. Now it seemed
there was at least one more mystery to unravel before he could do
any of these things.

The fog continued to rise, but still he had
not seen anything that gave him a clue. He was lucky indeed that
Miss Talcott had happened by. She’d looked pale, poor thing, her
enormous hazel eyes so wide with concern that he couldn’t resist
kissing her. Just to see if it would bring the color back to her
cheeks. As it had!

An unusual creature, Miss Talcott: one
moment a shy wallflower, the next a veritable wildcat, especially
when concerned over her friends. A disheveled angel who’d tumbled
through the mists at an opportune moment. Her eyes and cheeks
bright from the fresh air, her petite, delectable shape only
half-hidden by her cloak, she’d made him forget his ingrained habit
of avoiding straight-laced females.

Folly!

Adorable as she was, Penelope Talcott was
far too upright and respectable to suit him. He’d failed with her
bolder, more unconventional friends; there was no chance he would
find favor with her. Besides, she disturbed his peace. Each time
she looked at him with those intent hazel eyes, trying to decide
whether to trust him, he felt as if she probed his very soul. No,
he wanted a comfortable wife, one who would not seek to reform him.
No doubt it was the close brush with death, combined with the fact
that he’d parted from his last mistress several months before, that
made him react so strongly to such an innocent little kiss.

Verwood forced Miss Talcott’s image from his
mind, as he guided his horse down the Steine—Brighton’s
fashionable, grassy promenade, flanked by elegant houses and
shops—toward the sea front and his current residence, the Old Ship
Inn. It was time he made plans to discover who wished him
underground. It was pure luck that Miss Talcott had saved his life
this morning.

Another time he might not be so lucky.

 


* * *

 


Pen hurried past a pathetic one-armed statue
of the Prince Regent and into the house in the Royal Crescent that
her uncle had hired for the summer. As she climbed up to her room,
sounds of argument issued from her aunt and uncle’s bedchamber. Pen
hated their endless bickering, but this morning it might serve to
prevent a scold. She cringed as the door opened.

“Lace? Three guineas just for lace? It’s
unheard of! I demand you take it back!” Uncle Ralph commanded
petulantly from within the bedchamber.

Aunt Mary, as round as she was short, stood
in the doorway, her cap askew as she turned to face her
husband.

“Not so preposterous as the sum you paid for
that dreadful green coat! With those hideous buttons I cannot even
bear to look at! They make you look as fat as—”

“Fat? How dare you call
me fat? I’ll have you know—”

“I am not listening to any more of
this!”

Aunt Mary turned and slammed the door. Pen
winced as her aunt whirled and stared at her, her expression
darkening. “Penelope! Where have you been?”

“I was out sketching, aunt.”

“What have you done to your dress? Has
anyone seen you?”

“No one of consequence.” It was not a lie,
Pen decided. Even her aunt was not so foolish as to consider Lord
Verwood an acquaintance worth cultivating.

Aunt Mary sniffed, then called out for Susan
to bring hot chocolate to the sitting room. “Come with me,
Penelope.”

Pen sighed and followed her aunt down the
stairs.

“I don’t know how you expect to ever attract
an eligible gentleman if you make such a figure of yourself,” said
Aunt Mary, plunking herself down on the sofa.

“I am sorry,” said Pen, calmly seating
herself opposite.

“Sorry? When every tradesman in London and
Brighton is dunning us, all you can say is you are
sorry!”

“Perhaps if we returned home, and lived more
modestly—”

“Yes, and how would you find a respectable
suitor in Lambourne? Good God! You’re not still cherishing hopes of
that dreadful curate, are you?”

Pen squared her shoulders and nodded. “Mr.
Welling and I have an understanding.”

“You ungrateful fool! With all the
advantages your uncle and I have given you! Taking you in as our
daughter, sending you to a select school, dressing you in the
height of fashion. And you would throw it all away for a penniless
clergyman!”

“I am sorry to be a disappointment to you,
but the fact is that I do not desire to achieve the sort of match
you wish for me. Nor do I have the beauty or wit to do so.”

“Come, dear, you are pretty enough!” said
her aunt in a softer tone. “If you would just make some
attempt to behave like other young ladies, you could do very
well.”

Pen was silent. It was no use telling Aunt
Mary that she did not care for a fashionable life, and that she was
horrified by the expense to which her relations had gone to attempt
to launch her into society. She would only seem ungrateful.

“We go to the assembly at the Old Ship
tonight. Susan has added some lace to that pink satin of yours. I
daresay no one will guess you have ever worn it before.”

Pen inwardly groaned at the thought of the
pink gown, which grew more hideous with each new embellishment. But
unbecoming raiment helped ward off unwanted suitors, she reminded
herself.

“Mrs. Pippacott will be there,” her aunt
continued, “along with that charming son of hers.”

Pen suppressed another groan at the thought
of Hercules Pippacott. A more stupid creature she’d never seen. But
it didn’t do to say so, for Mrs. Pippacott was one of her aunt’s
closest cronies.

“You know, Amelia Pippacott is most anxious
that her son settle down with a good, sensible girl,” said Aunt
Mary with a significant look.

“I hope he finds one to his liking, then,”
said Pen.

One who will be content to live under her
mother-in-law’s thumb, she added silently. It won’t be
me.

“Oh, you are being coy!” chided Aunt Mary,
and began to prattle on about Mr. Pippacott’s elegance and
agreeable nature.

I saved a man’s life today. The
thought echoed through Pen’s mind as she pretended to listen to
Aunt Mary’s insipid chatter. The thought of the attempted murder
she had prevented still terrified her. Of course, she’d heard and
read about such things, but she’d never been acquainted with the
prospective victim. It was not that she cared for Lord Verwood, but
the thought of such nameless malice was frightening.

Susan arrived with the hot chocolate, and
Pen took the opportunity to slip away into her own bedchamber. She
washed her face and hands, bathed her forehead with cool water and
then laid herself face down on her bed.

She hated this life: the tradesmen’s bills,
the struggle to find ways to pay the servants, the petty gossip of
fashionable society, Aunt Mary’s matchmaking. She longed to be back
in Lambourne, far from crowds, far from darkly handsome gentlemen
who were targets for cold-blooded murder.

She wanted Cyril. Kind, sober, honest Cyril.
So much more eligible in every real sense than that idiotic
Hercules Pippacott Aunt Mary was always urging her to try to
attract! Perhaps in time her relations would let her have her way.
She and Cyril both hoped the current rector at Lambourne would soon
retire.

She rolled over, trying to picture their
life together. It was an exercise that had often brought her
comfort. This time, her mind’s eye refused to conjure up Cyril’s
mild-featured face, instead presenting her with Verwood’s dark eyes
under his sharply angled brows, his mobile, sensuous mouth. How
that mouth had curved when he gently mocked her for tumbling in
front of him, how warm his lips had felt upon hers. He had kissed
her so casually, as if attempts on his life were a daily
occurrence!

She swallowed her indignation and
concentrated on her memories of the vine-covered parsonage at
Lambourne, with its small garden. There was a sunny little slope
that would be perfect for strawberries. She closed her eyes, trying
to imagine herself sitting on a warm stone wall, eating
strawberries fresh from the bed, sharing them with her
children.

Once again the image of Lord Verwood, lying
broken and bleeding, crushed by his horse, drove out everything
else.

She opened her eyes as a heavy feeling stole
over her heart. Would any of her dreams ever come to pass?

She thought of Catherine and Juliana and how
boldly they had made plans to achieve their desires. Now that her
peace was destroyed by Lord Verwood’s predicament, she could no
longer remain passive. Perhaps it was fate that she had intervened
this morning. Perhaps she was meant to play some role in Lord
Verwood’s life before achieving her own dreams. But how could she
possibly help? Was it dangerous to try?

Catherine might provide some insight into
Lord Verwood. Though her letters glowed with happiness over her
marriage and her new baby, she’d never explained what happened last
summer. Perhaps Cat knew who might wish to kill Lord Verwood, and
why.

Yes, she would write to Catherine.

Before Pen could do that, however, there was
one other thing she had to do. She found a pencil, opened her
sketchbook to a new page, and began to draw. With every sure stroke
and firm line, her conviction grew that she was taking an
irrevocable step toward a shadowy, uncertain future.

 


* * *

 


Pen gazed about the Ballroom at the Old
Ship. The ball had barely begun, but the large, elegant room in the
Adam style was already warm, noisy and crowded. Her aunt sat beside
her, chatting away to her friend Mrs. Pippacott. Fortunately for
Pen, Hercules Pippacott had wandered off to the card room, where
she hoped he would stay the remainder of the evening.

She tried not to shift nervously in her
seat. Was she a fool to think Lord Verwood might come here? He was
certainly not accepted in polite society, but it was a public
assembly, and she did not think the Master of Ceremonies would have
the courage to turn away such an elegant gentleman. Rakes and
rogues and even ladies with tarnished reputations were more readily
accepted in Brighton than they were in London.

A stir of some sort occurred near the
doorway, but when Pen looked over, she saw the crowd parting for a
middle-aged couple.

“The Duke and Duchess of Whitgrave!”
exclaimed Aunt Mary to her friend, and they all rose to bow as the
Master of Ceremonies led their graces to seats at a convenient
location for viewing the festivities.

Pen had already met the Duke, her friend
Catherine’s father, a middle-aged, portly man with pale yellow hair
receding over his ruddy face and pale blue eyes, and Cat’s
stepmother, thin and haughty, with rubies glistening in her hair
and around her neck. Pen lowered her face as they passed. Their
Graces had never thought her a suitable companion for Cat.

A minute or two after the Whitgraves passed
by, another striking couple entered. Pen had seen them before: Lord
Everton, a tall, upright gentleman said to be active in Whig
politics, and his wife, whose dark hair, large dark eyes and
statuesque figure made her one of the acknowledged Beauties of the
Brighton scene. Her gown was of cream-coloured silk and flowed
gracefully down her body. Long strands of pearls accented her dark
hair and draped suggestively over her shapely bosom.

“Such an odd dress, don’t you think?” said
Mrs. Pippacott.

“What a tiny bodice! I should not like to be seen in such a shocking
garment,” said Pen’s aunt.

Pen noted the daring ensemble as well, but
without jealousy. Although she would part with her own pink
monstrosity without a single regret, she had no wish to wear a gown
that would attract so much attention. It would be pleasant,
however, to have a gentleman look at her as adoringly as Lord
Everton gazed at his wife.

Mrs. Pippacott excused herself at that
point, saying she was going to find her son. Pen watched the lady
leave, hoping she would fail to locate her precious Hercules. Then
her heart skipped a beat. She’d been hoping to see him of course;
still, it was a shock when Lord Verwood entered the room. Now,
could she somehow gain his attention?

He came in and out of view as he wended his
way through couples gathering for the next dance, a waltz. Older
gentlemen eyed him disapprovingly, younger ones with belligerence
and a tinge of envy. Mothers whispered to their daughters. The
obedient ones looked coyly away as Verwood passed, while the bolder
ones ogled him out of the corners of their eyes.

He was getting close to where they sat, so
Pen took the chance and stood up, hoping to catch his eye. Again,
she lost him in the crowd, then when she saw him again, he was
looking the other way. Unthinkable to wave to him; that would draw
far too much attention to her. What else could she do?

Then, as if reading her mind, he looked her
way. Their gazes locked. She tried to convey an urgent message with
her expression, but his own expression was polite and impersonal,
so she could not tell if he understood. A few feet more, and he
stopped next to the dashing Lady Everton. Of course, she
must be the reason he had come.

Pen could not help noticing the lady’s
nervous expression or her husband’s suspicious stance as he watched
his wife accompany Verwood to the floor. For the next twenty
minutes, Pen had the dubious pleasure of watching the handsome
couple waltz together. The lady’s smile seemed forced. Why had she
agreed to dance with him then?

And why was Verwood flirting with her? Did
he regard a devoted wife as a challenge to be overcome? Pen decided
she would make no further attempts to catch his attention.

She looked away from the couple, and caught
sight of the Whitgraves, still seated at one end of the room like
royalty. The duke’s face was red with outrage, and spots of angry
color shone on the duchess’s cheeks as well. Pen knew they resented
whatever role Verwood had played in preventing Catherine’s marriage
to the lord of their choice.

“Oh, Penelope, here is Mr. Pippacott,” said
Aunt Mary in a bright tone.

She looked up, and her heart sank as she saw
that Mrs. Pippacott had returned, her gangly son in tow. No one
could have been less aptly named. Mr. Hercules Pippacott was tall,
but so thin that no degree of tailoring could disguise his lack of
manly musculature. His exaggerated collar and the obviously padded
shoulders of his pale blue coat looked ridiculous, and the Cherubim
style of his fair hair gave him an effeminate look.

“Mith Talcott, will you do me the pleasure
of dancing with me?” he lisped obediently in response to his
mother’s nudge.

She paused, knowing what a ridiculous
picture they would present. Unfortunately, there was no way to
politely refuse.

“Ah, I had thought Miss Talcott had promised
me this dance.”

Shock immobilized Pen as she looked up at
Lord Verwood. She flushed a little, knowing how shocking it would
appear for her to dance with a notorious rake.

“I am sorry—” she began, looking from one
man to the other. Verwood gave Mr. Pippacott such an amused,
contemptuous look that the other seemed to visibly wilt.

“If Lord Verwood has the prior claim, I
shall not—I mean, I would not—” Mr. Pippacott goggled at both of
them.

“I was not aware that you were acquainted,”
said Aunt Mary sharply.

Then Lord Verwood turned his gaze on her.
Looking flustered, Aunt Mary ceased her protests.

“Why did you say you wanted to dance with
me?” Pen hissed as they made their way through the crowd.

He raised his eyebrows. “I was under the
impression that you wished to speak to me.”

“Yes, I did, but—” she began, and fell
silent again.

“Don’t pretend you wished to dance with that
stupid puppy!”

“I don’t wish to dance with either of
you.”

“It is too late to change your mind now,
Miss Talcott.”

They took their place, and the surrounding
couples eyed them curiously, the men’s expressions guarded, the
ladies’ coy and intrigued. A buxom young lady across from them
could not take her eyes off of Verwood, and it was clear they were
all wondering why he’d singled Pen out to dance. She flushed,
hating to be the center of so much attention.

The music started, and the first figures of
the dance were too lively to permit conversation. They came
together a few moments later.

“If you wish to speak of this morning’s
incident,” he said in a low voice, his hand on hers sending an
uncomfortable tingle up her arm, “I would still recommend you
forget it.”

They separated again, and Pen forced herself
to smile as she danced with another gentleman.

“I saw someone up on the Downs before we
met,” she said, the next time the figure of the dance brought her
together with Lord Verwood.

He looked at her sharply before releasing
her.

A moment later, they reached the top of the
line. Good. They would have a moment to converse further.

“I have made a sketch of him,” she said
quickly, trying to keep her voice low as Verwood leaned closer to
hear her. “I thought perhaps he was the one who had set the trap
for you. Perhaps the picture would aid you in discovering his
identity. If you give me your direction, I could arrange to have my
maid deliver it to you.”

“I am staying here in the Old Ship. Your
maidservant—can she be trusted to be discreet?”

She nodded.

“Very well. I thank you for your assistance,
Miss Talcott.”

He smiled, as if touched by her concern.

“There is no need to thank me,” she said. “I
wish for no further involvement in your affairs.”

He bowed slightly, as if in acknowledgment
of her desires. The next couple had caught up to them, and they
reentered the dance. Verwood’s casual touch disturbed her. She
longed to be outside, to feel cool sea breezes on her hot face, to
have nothing further to do with a heedless rogue who courted death
in order to dally with a married lady.

As the dance ended, Verwood took her arm to
escort her back to her aunt.

Lowering his head to speak into her ear, he
murmured, “Thank you, Miss Talcott.”

She felt his breath on her cheek, and
flushed with suppressed fury as she remembered his behavior on the
Downs. Her first kiss, and Verwood had robbed Cyril of the chance
to share it with her. All to satisfy what must have been a casual,
fleeting temptation!

“Now you have done all you can for me,” he
continued. “I do not think your reputation will be permanently
damaged by one dance with me, but there our association must
end.”

“You cannot wish for that more than I do,”
she retorted.

He nodded, his expression hardening, and
brought her back to Aunt Mary. She glared at them both, but there
was a look of strain in her eyes.

“Penelope, I am dreadfully fatigued,” she
complained. “I am afraid we must leave. Immediately.”

“I am desolated to hear it, Lady Talcott,”
replied Lord Verwood. “Can I be of any assistance?”

“No, thank you. You have done quite enough
for us already,” she said, laboriously pulling herself up from the
chair. “Come, Penelope, let us go to the card room and find your
uncle.”

Verwood bowed and strolled off, looking
perfectly at ease.

Before she and her aunt had taken more than
a few steps, however, Mr. Pippacott reappeared before them.

“Miss Talcott, m-may I solicit the pleasure
of the next dance?” he asked.

Pen stared at him, wondering what had
prompted him to ask again.

“Of course you must dance with him,”
insisted Aunt Mary.

“But I thought you were fatigued, dear
aunt—”

“Nonsense, my dear. Now go along, and enjoy
yourself!”

Pen sighed and allowed herself to be drawn
once more toward the dance floor.

 


* * *

 


Verwood watched as Miss Talcott joined the
dance. It came as no surprise that she wanted nothing more to do
with him, but he felt an unexpected sense of regret that he’d never
taste those sweet lips again. But the dandyish puppy she was
dancing with was not worthy of her either! Then, looking about the
room, Verwood chuckled softly to himself. Several young bucks were
watching her, clearly determined to discover why he had singled out
such a wallflower. Good. Their dance together had done Miss Talcott
no harm.

He gazed back toward her aunt. What a vulgar
creature! And she dressed her niece so unbecomingly. Years of
experience enabled him to recognize that Miss Talcott had quite a
fetching little figure beneath that pink fright of a gown, but most
gentlemen were not so perceptive. Unless her charms were more
suitably displayed, she might never attract the husband she
undoubtedly deserved. A plan began to form in his mind. Dare he
meddle? But surely he owed Miss Talcott something for all
she’d done?

He returned to Lady Talcott, who glared at
him, putting him much in mind of an angry hen with her feathers
ruffled.

“My apologies for disturbing you once more
this evening, Lady Talcott.”



“Must you speak to me?” she asked in a voice
lowered so that no nearby persons could hear. “You have drawn
enough attention to my niece as it is.”

“Attention which appears to have attracted a
previously uninterested swain.”

She paused, frowning as she looked at her
niece and her partner, and the other curious faces turned in her
direction.

“Perhaps, but I forbid you to seek out my
niece any further. A little more such attention, and she will be
branded a fast girl, which I assure you she is not.”

“I mean no harm to Miss Talcott’s
reputation. I promise to keep my distance henceforward . . . on one
condition.”

“What is your condition?” she asked, playing
nervously with her fan.

“Miss Talcott must be given a new look. Her
hair must be dressed high on her head. That pink gown must be given
away, and any others like it. She must be attired in sea-greens,
blues, straws, ambers. No rosettes, no flounces, only the simplest
of ornamentation. The bodice cut lower, the skirt narrower—”

“Wider skirts are coming into fashion, and
rosettes are all the rage. She will look a complete dowd!”

“Ladies care about the latest fashions;
gentlemen prefer to see the female figure displayed to advantage.
Miss Talcott has already had two London Seasons, if I remember
correctly?”

Lady Talcott glared at him, but he could see
her wavering.

“If you continue to dress your niece in
those appalling garments, I positively will have to come to her
rescue as she sits alone waiting for a partner.”

“Oh, very well!” said Lady Talcott
ungraciously.

“I thought you would see reason. I shall
attend a few more assemblies to make sure my instructions have been
carried out. I promise to make no further attempt to approach your
niece.”

“You had better not!”

“I give you my word as a gentleman,” he
said, conscious of the irony of the statement.

She scowled.

“Lady Talcott, I do know what I am about.
Who better to know what will appeal to the male sex? Now I shall
relieve you of my presence. Make sure you carry out all my
instructions!”

He bowed and left her, reasonably satisfied
with his evening’s work. He’d taken the next step toward concluding
the affair regarding Lady Everton. One more meeting, and they would
both be free to go their own ways.

However, he’d felt hostile eyes upon him all
evening but failed to make any progress identifying his enemy.
Whether Miss Talcott’s drawing would be accurate enough to be of
use was questionable. Still, he was touched by her kind
impulse.

He hoped his advice to her aunt would prove
helpful, despite the annoying inner voice that reminded him that
good intentions invariably led to disaster.

This time it would be different.

 



 


 


 Chapter 3

 


It had been several days since Pen had
danced with Lord Verwood at the Old Ship, and in that short space
she’d become the object of everyone’s curiosity. Bucks who had
previously ignored her now accosted her as she accompanied her aunt
to the Royal Marine Library or promenaded along the seaside. In
fact, she reflected as she alighted from the carriage, this very
invitation to the Royal Pavilion for one of the Prince Regent’s
musical evenings might well be the result of the stir caused by
Lord Verwood’s brief interest in her.

She stared up at the exotically domed
building, disquieted by its very un-Englishness as much as by the
unwanted changes that had been wrought in her life since the
assembly. Her anxiety grew as they passed under the roof of the
octagon hall, and on into another entrance hall, all in gray and
green, decorated with fantastic chinoiserie patterns.

“Just look at that marble chimney piece! And
those lanterns! Those vases! How beautiful!” exclaimed Aunt Mary.
“Do you not think so, Penelope?”

“I cannot help but think of how many
hundreds of thousands of pounds were spent on this place,” she
answered truthfully, thinking of the Prince’s many subjects who
could barely command the necessities of life.

“You’ll do well to keep those views to
yourself, gel!” hissed her uncle.

“I shall endeavor not to embarrass you,” she
whispered, knowing it would be no use airing her views.

After being announced by one of the flunkies
at the back of the hall, the Talcotts passed through the door into
the Chinese gallery, where the Prince Regent stood in the center
ready to greet his guests. This was Pen’s first close view of him,
and she was a bit shocked to see that he was as fat and as gaudily
dressed, in a peacock blue coat and lavishly embroidered waistcoat,
as in any political caricature she’d ever seen.

She sank into a deep curtsey beside her
aunt, and the Prince Regent shook hands and exchanged some polite
words with her aunt and uncle. During this time she observed him
quietly and was surprised at his good-humored smile and friendly
manner. It was hard to believe this was the same man who had
behaved with such selfishness toward his wives and lovers, and such
negligence for the state of his country. Then he turned to her.

“Ah, so this is your pretty little niece who
has become the talk of Brighton?” he asked, confirming Pen’s
suspicions of why they’d been invited.

She blushed as he subjected her to a close
scrutiny. Garbed in a new and daringly cut gown of pale sea green,
she felt exposed, unlike her normal self.

“I am sure all of the young bucks will be
breaking their hearts over you, my dear,” the Regent replied with a
smile.

“You are too kind, sir,” she said, relieved
to see that he was already preparing to talk to a new set of
guests. She remembered that he was known to prefer handsome, buxom
ladies, often older than himself.

Pen and her aunt and uncle joined the rest
of the guests in strolling through the gallery before the concert.
Aunt Mary could do little but exclaim at the beauty of all she saw,
from the luxuriant blue and pink murals, the stained glass
lanterns, the oriental vases and figures, while Pen continued to
ponder the blind extravagance of it all.

“Mith Talcott!” Hercules Pippacott
exclaimed, coming towards them, his mother in tow.

No sooner than they had exchanged greetings,
Mrs. Pippacott proposed that her son show Pen all the glories of
the vast corridor. Uncle Ralph and Aunt Mary urged her to take his
arm, so Pen steeled herself for the upcoming ordeal.

“You are looking exthessively beautiful
tonight, dear Mith Talcott,” he said.

She thanked him, then her heart gave a
little lurch as out of the corner of her eye she espied Lord
Verwood. She was surprised to see him, then remembered the Prince
Regent was said to have many scandalous cronies. She also felt an
overpowering sense of relief at seeing Verwood still alive and
well. Apparently, she’d been deluding herself the past few days.
She still cared what became of him.

“What do you think? Ith it all not very
beautiful?” Pippacott claimed her attention again.

“Quite out of the ordinary,” she replied
diplomatically.

A brief opening in the crowd showed Pen that
the Prince Regent was now welcoming Lord and Lady Everton. Lord
Everton wore a determined expression; perhaps he hoped to persuade
the Regent to support one of his progressive policies. Seeing the
Prince’s expression as he looked at Lady Everton, Pen doubted
politics were on his mind. It was not Lady Everton’s emerald
necklace that riveted the royal gaze.

Pen wished she were miles away. With both
the Evertons and Lord Verwood in attendance, the evening seemed
fraught with possibilities for intrigue.

Distracted, she did not notice that
Pippacott had guided her through a door at the end of the gallery
until it was too late. She found herself standing in a vast drawing
room, with a pink ceiling and columns in the shape of palm trees. A
few candles were lit, allowing her to see the self-satisfied smile
on Pippacott’s face as he blocked her exit from the room.

“Let me by, please,” she said, but he
stubbornly stood his ground.

“Not before you have lithened to what I have
to thay,” he announced. “I love you. Marry me, lovely
Penelope!”

“This is ridiculous. Are you drunk? Let me
by!”

Still he stood his ground. “You are too
cruel! You will lithen to me, and let me tell you about the life we
shall lead together!”

She said nothing. Perhaps if he spoke his
piece, and she refused again, he would realize it was hopeless and
let her go.

“We will honeymoon on the Continent, and
when we return we shall perthuade Mama to hire a house in London.
Only think about it!”

Pen’s temper snapped. Heavens, the fop
wished to marry her so that she might help him break free of his
Mama’s leading-strings!

“We are wretchedly ill-suited, Mr.
Pippacott,” she interrupted. “I prefer country life. Let us rejoin
the other guests now.”

She came forward, lifting her hands to push
him aside. He wrapped his long arms around her, trapping her hands
against his chest, and tried to kiss her. She averted her head just
in time, and his lips damply brushed her temple.

“Let me go,” she demanded in a low voice as
she struggled to free herself. Heaven help her if they were
overheard!

“No, I shall not. I will not be denied!” he
said, clumsily pawing at the neck of her gown as she continued to
turn her face away from him.

Her hands were still imprisoned between
them, inches away from the ends of his intricately tied cravat. It
gave her an idea. She reached up and grasped the folds, relaxed for
an instant, then flung herself backward with all her might.
Pippacott’s neckcloth unraveled, and she regained her balance a few
feet away, relieved to be out of his arms.

“What have you done? I’ll have you know it
took me three hours to achieve just the right effect!” he said, his
lisp suddenly gone. “It will take ages for me to make myself
presentable again!”

“Then I suppose you will have to miss the
concert,” she said, preparing to go around him once more.

“We shall both miss the concert,” he said,
triumphantly blocking her way once more. “You are compromised, and
everyone shall know it!”

“Tell them what you wish; you will only make
yourself ridiculous. I won’t spend another instant in your
presence!”

The thought of being a laughingstock brought
a look of loathing to Pippacott’s face. He still blocked her path,
so she turned to exit the room by a door she saw in the adjacent
wall. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw he was absorbed in
retying his neckcloth. Good! She hoped it would take hours.

She passed swiftly through the door, hoping
it led in the right direction. She burst into a huge, domed saloon,
then stopped short.

Lady Everton stood there, Lord Verwood
behind her, his hands on her shoulders. Both of them were
smiling.

Pen stared for a moment, feeling almost sick
with revulsion and some emotion she refused to name. Their smiles
faded as Verwood removed his hands from the Lady Everton’s
shoulders.

“M-miss Talcott, is it?” stammered Lady
Everton. “This is not what it seems, I assure you. I hope you—”

“There you are, damn you!”

Pen turned her head. Lord Everton rushed
across the room from a door opposite to the one she’d entered by.
Lady Everton gave a frightened squeak, and turned to face her
husband. Lord Everton stopped, his expression furious, then stared
at Pen, looking puzzled to see her.

“My friend Miss Talcott was unwise enough to
slip off with this mischievous rogue,” explained Lady Everton. “I—I
saw them and followed to make sure they were properly
chaperoned.”

“Is this true?” Everton asked, staring at
Pen, his hands clenched into fists. His wife looked terrified, as
if he would explode into violence at any moment. Already hating
herself for it, Pen decided to help avert the crisis. She
nodded.

Everton gave them all a skeptical look, but
he seemed aware of the impropriety of brawling in a royal palace.
Pen was relieved to watch his arms drop to his sides.

“I would warn you not to become caught up in
this scoundrel’s games,” he said to Pen. Then he turned to Verwood.
“You are not to come near my wife again. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly,” said Verwood. “I trust you will
speak no further of this matter as regards Miss Talcott?”

“I have no wish to indulge in idle gossip,”
said Everton. He took his wife’s arm and pulled her toward the door
that Pen thought must lead back to the Gallery, leaving her and
Lord Verwood standing together under the dome.

She started to follow the Evertons, but
Verwood put a hand on her arm.

“Wait,” he advised. “If you burst out of the
room after the Evertons it will give rise to more gossip.
Particularly if I am seen to be with you.”

“What would you have me do? Stay here with
you?”

“Not at all. Soon the guests will make their
way toward the Music Room. Come with me. I can bring you there by
another route. I will hang back, and it will merely appear that you
were one of the first guests to reach the Music Room.”

He took her hand and led her toward the
other door, seeming quite familiar with the place. She went along,
seething with disgust at his behavior.

“I must compliment you on your new gown,
Miss Talcott,” he said, perhaps in the hope of soothing her scorn.
“You look very fetching in it.”

“I hate it!”

“Good God, why?”

“Aunt Mary has already spent far too much on
my apparel, and we can ill afford new gowns. Besides, this style
has drawn the most odious of insults upon me.”

“From young Pippacott? Is that why you burst
into the Saloon so abruptly?”

She nodded.

“Oh dear.”

The rueful look on his face caused her anger
to flare even higher. “Was this your idea, then? Is
that what you were discussing with my aunt at the Old
Ship?”

“I only wished to be helpful,” he said, his
apologetic tone belied by the roguish smile on his face.

“Helpful! Who gave you the right to meddle
in my affairs? You cannot know anything about what is attractive to
the sort of man I wish to marry. Am determined to marry!”

They passed into another vast drawing room,
and Verwood quirked his eyebrow at her.

“It sounds as if you have already found him.
Why have your relations not already embraced this fortunate
gentleman?”

“He is in orders, and not wealthy,” she
replied briefly, not wishing to speak of Cyril to Verwood.

“Oh, a country curate! Very fitting, I
suppose.”

“Don’t mock him! I wish I were with him now.
I’m tired of you and this wretched place!”

“Softly, Prinny might hear you,” he chided.
“You must not let him hear anything but admiration for his home or
his favorite town.”

“I don’t care. What a state England is in,
with a maddened king and a Prince Regent who can’t bear to think
about anything real, but instead numbs any true feelings
with food and wine and insane schemes to decorate and redecorate
his pleasure palace. And like sheep, half the gentlemen in England
admire and imitate his idle extravagance, wasting whatever
intelligence and talents they’ve been given!”

He watched her with an amused, indolent
smile which only stoked her fury. She stopped, turned and glared up
at him. “Well, have you ever shown your face in
Parliament?”

“I cannot say that I have. Nor do I think my
opinions would carry any weight there.”

“So you will not even try. Instead you
prefer to waste your time throwing kisses about and dallying with
other men’s w-wives!” she said, hating how her voice broke.

“It’s clear I am a hopeless case,” he said,
his dark eyes sparkling with amusement. “Here we are. This door
leads to the Music Room. Wait. Let me see if anyone is there
yet.”

She waited as he peeked through the door,
shaking with anger but trying to compose herself.

“No one but the musicians,” he said, and
motioned her in.

Pen entered a room more bizarre and ornate
than any before. Deep red walls, gilded dragons, and a stifling
heat overwhelmed her, making her wonder if she’d descended into
Hell rather than the Prince Regent’s Music Room.

She found a seat in a corner, and a minute
or two later her aunt and uncle entered, Mrs. Pippacott along with
them. They came toward her, faces falling in disappointment to see
her alone. She sighed. She would be scolded for not accepting
Hercules Pippacott’s proposal.

Then she saw Lord Verwood enter,
accompanying a dashing widow in a hideous yellow gown, presumably
his next conquest.

Perhaps this was indeed Hell. Purgatory at
the very least.

 


* * *

 


Verwood flirted with Mrs. Covington while
secretly scanning the room. Yes, there was Miss Talcott, sitting
calmly beside her relations. Good! No one had observed her
clandestine entry, and his flirtation with the voluptuous dasher
beside him should divert gossip away from both Lady Everton and
Miss Talcott.

Several hours of heat, Handel and the covert
brushing of Mrs. Covington’s thigh against his, and he was glad to
see the concert come to an end. Not without some difficulty, he
extricated himself from the widow and set off for the Old Ship. In
contrast to the majority of Prinny’s guests, he’d decided to walk.
He took a deep breath of the cool night air, so refreshing after
the cloying atmosphere of the Pavilion. This evening he would exit
near the Stables. Over the past few days, he’d reverted to his old
practice of varying his routes, in case someone at the Old Ship was
tracking his movements.

Thanks to Miss Talcott and his man Symonds,
he now had the name of his attacker. Symonds, having donned a
disguise and memorized the image provided by Miss Talcott, had
visited several local hedge taverns and learned that the culprit
was most likely one Ted Booley, a fisherman who was known to not be
above seeking additional income through smuggling or the odd bit of
thuggery. Symonds had not discovered who had hired Booley, but he’d
learned the name of Booley’s sweetheart. Soon, Verwood hoped, all
would be clear.

Clouds fleeted overhead, obscuring the moon
at intervals as Verwood briskly moved along Church Street, staying
close to the shadows of buildings. He waited for the clouds to dim
the moonlight before crossing to Portland Street. A sudden
intuition caused him to glance back. Damn! It was Everton.

On reaching North Street, he turned right,
ducking behind a building. Clouds had once more obscured the light,
so he hurried across toward West Street. With any luck, he’d give
Everton the slip, and perhaps Lady Everton would find a way to
soothe her husband’s jealousy.

But when Verwood reached the sea front and
turned in the direction of his inn, moonlight illuminated the
figure of a man who peeked out from behind a building, then just as
quickly retreated again into the shadows.

Verwood waited until the clouds again hid
the moon. Under the cover of darkness, he descended to the beach.
He fingered his walking stick, reassured by the knowledge that it
concealed a sword. Not that he actually thought he’d need it with
Everton, but it was good to know he was armed.

He hoped the Evertons would be discreet
about the role Miss Talcott had played in the evening’s events. How
angry she had been, and rightfully so, for they’d both used her
shamelessly. As he walked softly along the pebbly beach, desire
arose within him at the memory of how she’d looked. Utterly too
tempting, her heart-shaped face with those plump, kissable lips set
off by the simple arrangement of her hair, her gown skimming
provocatively over delightful feminine curves.

He’d even rather enjoyed the tongue-lashing
she’d given him. He hadn’t seen such passion in anyone for quite
some time. He hoped her country parson would appreciate her.
Somehow the thought was annoying. No, he could not be jealous.
Perhaps it was just—

He cursed, brought out of his reverie by a
movement ahead.

A dark figure rushed upon him from behind a
bathing machine. In the dim light he caught sight of an upraised
cudgel. Just in time, he dodged a blow intended for his head.

Instead, it landed heavily upon his
shoulder, sending pain down his arm and knocking him on his back in
the sand. Unable to draw his sword, he remained prone and kicked
out with all his might, knocking his attacker on his backside.

Quickly, he rose and began to draw his
sword, but was grappled from behind by a new assailant. He leaned
back into the second thug’s chest and gave another well-placed kick
at the other, who let out an unmanly howl.

All his struggles failed to release him from
the strong arms holding him from behind. The other man came forward
once again, his cudgel poised to deal another blow at Verwood’s
head. He peered into the man’s blackened face for an instant,
seeing in a flash the inevitable conclusion. He’d be clubbed to
death and dragged to the water, where the outrushing tide would
consign his body to eternity.

He wondered if Miss Talcott would grieve
over him.

 



 


 


 Chapter 4

 


“Ho! Stop it, I say!” a voice rang out over
the waves.

The man about to strike Verwood turned his
head to look back the way Verwood had come, while the other
slackened his hold. Without bothering to look for the source of the
voice, Verwood twisted and rolled to the ground. He grasped his
walking stick and released the clasp that held the rapier hidden
inside.

The ruffian holding the cudgel turned and
lunged wildly for him in the darkness, spearing himself on the
upraised point of Verwood’s sword. With a grunt, the man fell upon
him, gurgling and writhing. Verwood shoved the heavy, bloody corpse
off him and saw the figure of his other attacker disappear down the
beach. Damn! He’d never catch him now, and the man still faintly
twitching on the sand would tell no tales.

The clouds parted, and a slender moonbeam
shone down on the beach. Verwood rolled the body over and cursed
softly under his breath. The face illuminated by the moonlight, the
small eyes staring sightlessly up at the sky, were those of Ted
Booley.

Looking back the way he came, Verwood spied
the figure of a tall man running towards him. Everton. He rose
quickly to his feet, holding the sword out before him.

“What the devil is going on here?” asked
Everton, his expression harsh as he surveyed Verwood. “Are you
hurt?”

Verwood lowered the point of the sword,
seeing the horror in Everton’s face at seeing him drenched in the
dead man’s blood. Everton was either an extremely good actor, or he
was sincerely shocked. Verwood was inclined to believe it was the
latter.

“Bruised, no more,” he replied,
experimentally lifting and lowering his throbbing shoulder.

“Two on one, damn the rascals!” said
Everton, looking affronted. “Why did they attack you?”

“You do not know?”

“Good God, do you think I hired
them?”

“My apologies, Everton. I don’t believe you
would do such a thing.”

“Do you think they set upon you to rob you?
I would have thought it likely in London, but here in Brighton?”
Everton paused, looking down at the corpse. “Do you know who he
is?”

Verwood shook his head. Everton had no need
to know. “Perhaps, as you suggest, he wished to rob me. I have to
thank you for providing such a timely interruption.”

“I don’t wish for your gratitude. I pursued
you with entirely different intentions, I assure you.”

“I can imagine.”

“I intend to teach you the consequences of
toying with other men’s wives. I demand satisfaction, sir! That is,
as soon as your shoulder has healed sufficiently.”

Verwood laughed at the amendment.

“Are you mad?” Everton demanded.

“Don’t poker up! Would that all my enemies
had your sense of honor! Truly, I’ve no wish to fight you.”

“Are you saying you’re afraid to meet
me?”

“I’m saying I have more important matters to
deal with, and so do you. Go back to your wife, and see if she has
anything to confide to you.”

“Do you think I’m stupid enough to believe
her lies?” There was a hint of yearning in Everton’s voice.

“I believe if you expend but half the
passion you do on politics to making love to your wife, you will
find there is nothing amiss with your marriage. Besides, think of
the harm to your admirable career should word of a duel between us
come to public notice.”

“May you rot in Hell!”

“Very likely I shall,” he replied, relaxing
slightly. From the frustration in Everton’s voice, he knew his last
argument had hit home. There would be no duel.

It was Dutch comfort. Somewhere, a faceless,
nameless enemy waited to strike again. And still, he had no idea
why.

 


* * *

 


Pen passed a restless night, assaulted by
images of Lord Verwood, first lying mortally wounded on the Downs,
then surrounded by gilded dragons and scandalously clad widows.
Finally, she fell into a deep sleep. When she awoke, the morning
was half gone, and she’d missed her chance for a walk.

Over the breakfast table, Aunt Mary scolded
her for having allowed such a prize as Hercules Pippacott to slip
through her fingers. Pen endured it as best she could. At last they
left the lodging and made their way down the Marine Parade toward
the fashionable center of town. They had just reached the Steine
when a tall, fashionably dressed lady accosted them. Pen was
surprised to see it was Lady Everton, followed by a liveried
footman.

“My dear Lady Talcott,” said Lady Everton,
after they had all exchanged greetings. “May I beg the pleasure of
your niece’s company for an hour or so?”

“Penelope will be honored to walk with you,”
replied Aunt Mary, looking thrilled to be addressed so kindly by a
countess.

“Aunt Mary, I had promised to help you
shop,” Pen objected.

“Nonsense! I would not dream of being so
cruel to Lady Everton. You shall rejoin me at Donaldson’s
Library.”

Reluctantly, Pen fell into step beside Lady
Everton and watched Aunt Mary hurry on.

“Miss Talcott, you must allow me to
apologize to you for the dreadful lie I told last night,” said Lady
Everton, after her footman discreetly dropped back a number of
paces. “There is no excuse for such awful behavior, except that I
had to prevent Everton from brawling with Lord Verwood in
the Pavilion.”

“Very well, I accept your apology,” said
Pen, hoping that would be the end of it.

“No, no, you are still angry. You do not
understand—”

“You are right. I do not understand, and I
don’t wish to.”

“You’ve not heard the news, then?”

“News?” Pen asked, wild fears racing through
her mind.

“Oh, so you’ve not heard. Well, you must
allow me to tell you everything.”

Pen’s heart slowed as she realized Lady
Everton’s manner was too calm for her to be announcing a
murder.

“Very well,” she said. “First may we stop to
see a friend of mine?”

Lady Everton nodded, and they stopped at the
corner of the Marine Parade and the Steine. There sat one of
Brighton’s most notable personages, wearing a voluminous brown
dress, white apron, black cape and an old black straw bonnet.
Phoebe Hessell was over a hundred years old now. Though she
received a pension from the Prince Regent, she still sat in her
accustomed corner on sunny days to sell gingerbread, apples and
trinkets and to tell stories from her colorful past to anyone who
would listen.

“Good morning to ye, Miss Talcott,” said the
old woman in response to Pen’s greeting. Though blind, she’d come
to recognize Pen’s voice. A smile crinkled the weather-beaten,
strong-featured face that lent support to her story of having, as a
girl, disguised herself and enlisted in the army to be with her
lover, whom she’d nursed and married after he’d been wounded.

Pen politely inquired after Phoebe’s health,
then introduced Lady Everton.

“Lady Everton. Yes, I’ve heard tell of ye,”
said Phoebe, unabashed. “Better keep to yer husband, dearie, rather
than cause such a riot and rumpus as ye have.”

“I thank you for your kind advice, Mistress
Hessell,” replied Lady Everton, looking amused at Phoebe’s
knowledge of the latest gossip. Pen wondered how she could be so
carefree.

“Now as for Miss Talcott, I have a feeling
ye’ll not be bearing that name for long. Just be brave and faithful
to yer man, and all will be well for ye both.”

Pen shivered. She didn’t need courage. A
country parson’s wife needed to be dutiful, patient and frugal;
bravery was not a requirement. But it was not a country parson who
had leapt to her mind upon the older woman’s prediction. Perhaps
she was going mad. It would not be surprising given all she’d
endured in the week or so since she’d met Lord Verwood on the
Downs.

Doing her best to hide her distress, she
purchased an apple from Phoebe and put it into her reticule.

“Now, Miss Talcott, perhaps you will allow
me to explain what happened last night,” said Lady Everton, as they
walked on.

Pen nodded, no longer able to resist hearing
the tale.

“Everton and I were married four years ago,”
began Lady Everton. “I was young and foolish and resented that
Everton spent so much time writing his speeches and debating
various issues. No, do not look at me so! I was never unfaithful. I
merely became rather addicted to card parties. I lost a vast sum at
one of them, and I was terrified that Everton would find out. Well,
Lord Verwood—the current Lord Verwood’s father, of course—happened
to be there, and offered to discreetly assist me out of my
difficulties.”

“Did he do so?”

Lady Everton made sure no one was in earshot
before she replied. “Yes. He took the emerald necklace Everton had
given me as a wedding present and arranged to have it copied. He
gave me the copy and a sum that was sufficient to pay my debts,
though much less than the actual value of the stones.”

Pen nodded. Thus far, the story followed
along with all she had heard of the previous Lord Verwood.

“Everton never guessed the deception,”
continued Lady Everton. “In time, I realized that he did love me,
and I learned to be less jealous of his politics and more devoted
to him than ever before. You don’t believe me, do you? I do
love him!” Lady Everton’s large dark eyes were so full of emotion.
Pen was almost convinced.

“Every time I wore the false necklace I was
reminded of my wickedness,” continued Lady Everton. “I thought I
would never see the real one again, that Verwood had long since
broken it up and sold the stones for a handsome profit. Then, a few
weeks ago, the present Lord Verwood appeared in Brighton and
accosted me at an assembly. He told me the strangest thing: that he
had found the necklace somewhere on his estate, with a note
attached to it saying it belonged to a ‘Lady E’. I was afraid at
first that he wished me to pay him to keep silent over the matter,
but he assured me that he only wished to restore the necklace to
its rightful owner. So I did as he advised: sent for the paste
necklace from London, where it was stored for safekeeping, and wore
it to the concert at the Pavilion. Verwood had just exchanged the
two necklaces when you burst upon us.”

Pen did her best to hide her turmoil; she
found herself wanting to believe the story.

“Why do it in such a clandestine manner,
then?” she asked.

“Could he not have merely delivered the
necklace to you somehow?”

“I still hoped to hide my folly. You know
how servants gossip! I thought it best that only I and Lord Verwood
knew the truth of the matter.”

Pen thought the explanation sounded
reasonable—or was it just her naiveté and an irrational wish
to believe Verwood innocent? But if he had behaved honorably
regarding Lady Everton, might some of the other rumors against him
be false as well?

“Does Lord Everton know the truth now?” she
asked.

“I told him last night. He was so relieved
that Verwood and I are not lovers that he was ready to forgive me
anything else!”

Pen stumbled a little, weak with relief that
Everton’s jealousy no longer menaced Lord Verwood. He was safe, and
finally she could feel at peace.

“I am so ashamed of myself for having tried
to deceive him, and for bringing you into the matter,” said Lady
Everton. “And of course, it was so alarming to hear of the attack
on Lord Verwood last night—”

“A-attack?” Pen must have turned pale, for
Lady Everton put a consoling arm around her shoulder.

“I forgot you hadn’t heard! Don’t fret. He
is unhurt, except where they struck him on the shoulder.”

“They?”

“There were two of them. He killed one of
them, but the other ran away. Everton saw it all from a distance,
having followed Verwood from the Pavilion.”

Pen swayed a little, as relief and dread
swept over her in waves. Verwood had survived the attack. But if
Lord Everton was not his enemy, who was?

“Should we stop? Do you need to sit down,
Miss Talcott?” asked Lady Everton, sounding concerned. “You look so
pale.”

“No, I am perfectly well,” she replied,
pulling herself together.

“It is only natural to feel distraught,”
said Lady Everton. “It is shocking that Brighton has grown so
unsafe that common thieves will set upon a gentleman, just as they
might in London!”

Pen agreed, hiding her knowledge that it was
not common thieves who had attacked Verwood.

“Of course,” added Lady Everton with an arch
smile, “you have your own reasons for finding the incident
distressing.”

“No, ma’am, I assure you—”

Lady Everton shook a finger at Pen. “My
dear, I shan’t pry, but I know you are not indifferent to Lord
Verwood. I cannot blame you in the least. If I were not already
madly in love with Everton, I should find Lord Verwood a most
romantic figure.”

“You are quite mistaken. Lord Verwood and I
are acquaintances, nothing more.”

“Very wise of you to say so. He is a rake,
after all. But I saw you dancing together at the Old Ship, and I
think he finds you very appealing!”

Pen abandoned the attempt to dissuade Lady
Everton from the notion. Frustrated, she realized half of Brighton
must believe her besotted with Lord Verwood. No one would
understand she behaved out of Christian concern for his safety!

Soon afterwards, Pen rejoined her aunt and
they returned to the Royal Crescent. As Susan took their bonnets,
she winked at Pen and slipped a card into her hand. Pen closed her
hand around it, wondering what shocking information it might
contain. As soon as she could, she slipped off to her room to
examine it.

Cyril Welling, read the inscription
on one side. Cyril? Here in Brighton? She turned the card over to
read the note penned in small, neat letters on the back.

Dearest Penelope, You may picture my
disappointment in having missed you on my arrival in Brighton. I
console myself with the hope that I shall see you this evening at
the assembly at the Castle Inn. Yours ever, C.W.

Pen stared down at the note, stunned for a
moment. Why was Cyril here? For an instant she feared he must have
some bad tidings, but that was ridiculous. He was probably here to
tell her the current rector was retiring, the living at Lambourne
was his, and that he might soon be in a position to take a
wife.

New, gnawing worries destroyed her hopeful
thoughts. What would Cyril think if he heard the gossip regarding
her and Lord Verwood? Would he think she had been carried away by
the fast society and loose morals of this fashionable resort?

 


* * *

 


Although she’d attended balls at the Castle
Inn nearly every week since coming to Brighton, Pen had never been
so anxious on entering the tall, red brick building. The elegant
ballroom, ornamented with its delicate moldings, medallions and
columns, was about half full. She followed her aunt, trying not to
look about too obviously in her eagerness to find Cyril.

A hundred anxious questions raced through
her head. Was he here yet? Had he heard the gossip? Would he dance
with her? She glanced briefly down at her blue gown, with its
neckline lowered and shorn of all its superfluous trimmings. It was
no more scandalous than those of most of the ladies present. Cyril
was a man, after all; he’d expressed his admiration of her
character, but she hoped he would also think her pretty.

Her searching gaze suddenly met that of Lord
Verwood, standing further into the ballroom. For an instant, his
eyes flickered with warmth and recognition. Then he turned back to
his companion, the widow he’d flirted with at the Pavilion. Tonight
the woman was all but bursting out of a purple gown that made Pen’s
look positively demure. From the way the creature was plying her
fan and her eyelashes, it was clear she was his newest mistress, or
hoped to be. Pen turned her gaze away. At least no one would couple
her name with Verwood’s anymore.

Before she and her aunt had gone much
further, Pen found herself surrounded by a small circle of
admirers. Out of politeness, she smiled at them but told them she
was already spoken for the first dance. Her aunt gave her a
suspicious look, then Pen saw Cyril appear from behind several of
the young bucks.

She drank in the sight of him: his curling
light brown locks, his mild blue eyes. He was dressed in staid
black, as befit a man in orders, but the sober hue only enhanced
his angelic looks. There was a hint of a frown on his face.

She sent her warmest smile his way and was
relieved to see him smile back as he reached them.

“Good evening, Lady Talcott, Miss Talcott,”
he said, with a bow that nearly rivaled Lord Verwood’s in
grace.

Now why did that stupid comparison leap into
her head? Pen thrust the thought aside, then looked to her aunt,
hoping she would be polite.

“Mr. Welling.” Her aunt acknowledged him
with a curt nod. “I had no idea you were in Brighton.”

“I am but just arrived,” he replied, his
dignity unshaken. “I hope that Miss Talcott will favor me with a
country dance.”

“Indeed, it is Mr. Welling to whom I have
promised this dance,” said Pen, before anyone could interrupt.

“Very well, my dear, one dance,” said her
aunt, with a warning look, “but you must not neglect these poor
gentlemen in your eagerness to welcome an old friend.”

Under cover of the gossip and the musicians’
tuning their instruments, she looked up at Cyril and whispered, “I
cannot tell you how happy I was to see your card, and how much I
have been longing to see you again.”

“I too am glad to see you,” he said, his
expression grave.

“Why, what is the matter?” she asked,
disturbed to see that Lord Verwood and his widow had joined the
couples assembling for the next dance. “You are not concerned with
those other gentlemen? I assure you none of them means anything to
me.”

“I should hope not. However, I had not
expected to see you looking so—so worldly, so fashionable. You must
forgive me if I look surprised, but you seem like a stranger to
me.”

“No, never, never! This dress was altered at
my aunt’s bidding, along with all my others. You do believe
me?”

“Of course I do. I was merely disappointed
to see my angel transformed into the image of a fashionable,
heartless minx. I miss that modesty in your appearance that is more
truly appealing to a man of sense and refined taste.”

“I have not altered in any other way, I
promise you,” she said, swallowing a pang of disappointment. At
least he had not questioned her about Lord Verwood. Thank goodness
she would have the chance to speak to him about it before he heard
some polluted, garbled version of the matter from someone else.

“I am relieved to hear it,” he said, “for I
have some very important news to impart to you.”

“Oh, has Mr. Stoughton decided to retire,
then?”

“As usual, your quickness of perception has
led you to the correct conclusion, my dearest Penelope. Yes, our
prayers are in a way to be answered.”

“Thank God,” she breathed. Oh, to be away
from all this madness! It seemed too good to be true.

“I shall wait upon your uncle tomorrow,”
Cyril continued, and she could only give him a shaky smile as they
took up positions opposite each other.

The dance began, and she had to force
herself to concentrate on the figures. She felt bemused; perhaps
she’d waited so long for the news that it was difficult to believe
it. Further down the set a flash of purple reminded her of Verwood
and his partner.

Finally, the dance came to an end. As Cyril
escorted her back toward her aunt, Pen sought the right words to
warn him of what he might hear.

“Cyril, there is something I must tell you,”
she began, but broke off as they nearly ran into another
couple.

“Penelope Talcott, as I live!” shrieked a
plump lady with yellow curls, on the arm of a taller gentleman who
might have appeared handsome had his expression been less peevish.
The lady had grown fatter, but Pen could still recognize Lydia
Bixley, now Lady Staverton, one of Pen’s chief tormentors back at
Miss Stratton’s select school for young ladies.

“Good evening, Lady Staverton,” she replied,
hoping to brush through the encounter quickly.

“Oh, you cannot stand on ceremony with me!
Adrian darling, this is Penelope Talcott, one of those dear
girls from Miss Stratton’s. You must introduce us to your new beau,
dearest!”

Cyril smiled politely and Staverton looked
completely bored as Penelope performed the necessary
introductions.

“Mr. Welling is the curate at Lambourne,”
she concluded.

“Oh, a curate! How perfectly delightful,”
said Lydia.

“Mr. Welling and I have worked together on
plans for the education of the children of our parish,” said
Penelope.

“How very charming. Well, Mr. Welling, I’m
sure you will suit dear Penelope so much better than the
gentleman, or should I say nobleman, with whom she
has been consorting of late. However, I am not surprised Lord
Verwood has become bored with you dear. He has not danced with you
tonight, has he?” Lydia tittered. “Of course, you are not quite the
sort of female to attract more than passing attention from a
rake.”

Cyril shot a questioning glance from Lydia
back to Pen. Restraining an unladylike urge to slap Lydia for her
malice, Pen turned to Cyril.

“Lady Staverton refers to a dance I enjoyed
with Lord Verwood at the Old Ship Inn about a week ago. He only
wished to speak to me about a mutual friend of ours, but I’m afraid
some people have made more than they should of our encounter.”

“I am certain Miss Talcott is above any sort
of impropriety,” said Cyril in such a firm voice that Lydia seemed
abashed. Pen felt warmed by his quick defense.

“Oh, yes, of course. Well, Adrian dearest, I
am positively dying for a waltz. You must indulge me.”

“Of course, my love,” Staverton slurred.

Pen sighed in relief as they walked off.
Then she turned to Cyril, and saw he was frowning again. Oh dear,
had she made him jealous?

“You do not think I wish to encourage
a rake, do you?” she asked.

“Not at all. However, I cannot like the fact
that you have become the subject of gossip. I imagine you did not
know Lord Verwood’s reputation when you accepted his offer to
dance, but I trust you will be more circumspect in the future.”

“I have no interest in pursuing his
acquaintance,” she replied, stifling an irrational sense of
annoyance at the command in Cyril’s voice.

“I did not think so, my angel.”

Again, she swallowed a guilty sense of
disappointment. His tone made it clear he was not jealous,
merely concerned for her reputation. But why should she wish him to
be jealous? Cyril trusted her, and she had not the slightest
partiality for Lord Verwood. If she could only be easy about his
safety, she would not give the man or his kisses another
thought.

 


* * *

 


Pen awoke early after a restless night.
Cyril had left the ballroom early. Aunt Mary had spent the rest of
the evening scolding Pen for encouraging him and warning her that
her uncle would not approve of his suit.

Pen sighed, got out of bed and went to the
window to allow the sea air to cool her forehead. It was going to
be another lovely, breezy day, and she had her weekly sea-bathing
to look forward to. Surely she would feel more optimistic
afterwards.

Half an hour later, she and Susan were down
on the beach. The wind was brisk, but the waves were not too high
for the bathing machines to go out. Pen looked around for Lucy
Golding, her favorite of the bathing machine attendants, a
cheerful, good-natured woman who allowed Pen to bob and float as
she wished, and did not roughly dunk her as some of the other
‘dippers’ were prone to do.

This morning, Lucy rushed up to Pen with an
apologetic expression, explaining that a wheel had unaccountably
come off her machine. Directly behind her, another dipper Pen had
never patronized presented herself.
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