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Between the striking of the Lightning

and the rolling of the Thunder

There is a brief, eternal Silence

 


Between the firing of a Bullet

and the crack of the Shot

There is a brief, eternal Silence

 


And between actions taken

and consequences paid

There is a brief, eternal Silence

 


 



PROLOGUE



December, 1839

 


The ten year old boy sat in the finely
upholstered seat of the coach. He was wrapped in an expensive coat
of navy blue, tailored to fit his small shoulders, and a matching
blue silk scarf was wrapped about his neck and tucked neatly into
the collar of the coat. He idly twirled at one of the many gold
buttons down the front of the coat as he waited, his oddly colored
hazel eyes glinting nearly as gold as the buttons in the dim light
of the coach.

The door was opened from the outside, letting
in more light from one of the torches that was lit, and the soft
rustle of skirts told him that it was his mother just outside the
door. “Is his Grace nearly ready, then?” he heard his mother asking
the coachman. “Tell him that we await him in the coach and to try
not to be long,” and then she was climbing into the coach to sit
next to him, her cheeks colored from the cold night air. She
settled in, straightening her skirts and turned to him.

“Dante, darling. Does mummy look pretty
tonight?” she asked.

“Yes, mummy,” he agreed readily. “You look
beautiful tonight.” His ten year old face shone with adoration,
which inspired her to pinch his small cheek.

“And you, son, shall be the terror of all the
ladies in another year or two,” she said with pride. Then, “Why,
what’s the matter? You look as though you are about to choke on
something.” His eyes had lost their adoration and showed an inner,
preoccupied look and his face turned a blotchy red.

For answer, he began to cough; two small
wheezes followed by a great wrenching bark. He was aware enough of
his mother to see her expression change from good natured
indulgence to quick annoyance, but all he could do was wrench out a
stream of coughs that sounded as though he were a dog, and which
tore at his throat in painful intensity.

“Oh, heaven,” his mother said with
irritation. “The croup. Dante, you can not possibly have the croup.
You haven’t had that for ages.” She paused, as though expecting him
to admit to some joke on his part. But he only looked at her
helplessly, his little hands at his throat, and coughed again.

With that, his mother rapped upon the window
of the coach door, her knuckles pounding out a demanding tattoo.
The door was immediately opened. “Take my son back into the house,”
she told the coachman dismissingly. “And have Mrs. Herriot attend
to him. He has the croup.”

“What is this?” Dante heard his father from
outside ask. He peered into the open door. “Are you not well,
son?”

Dante attempted to speak, “Just a cough—” and
he wrenched out another bark, “Father. I’m sure it will pass in a
moment.”

But his father was shaking his head. “Alas,
no, son. We can not take any risk that your mother should catch it
in her condition,” and he said the last words with a tender pride.
“Come now, up into the house as your mother has bid. You do not
wish your new baby brother or sister to become sick before they are
even born, do you?”

Dante could not argue. He had been in a
perfect transport of joy at the news that he would soon become a
brother when it had been announced at the family dinner table just
three nights ago. He climbed from the coach. His mother
followed.

“I shall just speak to the Dowager,” she
explained to her husband, “so that she shall know that Dante is to
return to London with her at the end of her holiday.”

“You should stay also,” he urged.

“La—no,” she answered. “I can not take
another day here, William, I swear I can not. Between your mother
and our new sister-in-law, Lydia,” she shook her head. “I will be
much happier in Town.”

“But in your condition and traveling at
night? I do not like it. It is not necessary, you know. You should
stay and come up with my mother when she returns.”

“Now we have been all through this already,”
she admonished. “We had planned on trying to be more of a family,
and because Dante can no longer go does not mean that I cannot.
Now, allow me to speak with your mother so that we may leave. You
have pressing business, remember?”

Dante heard no more, for he went through the
manor door, miserable that he would not be traveling with his
father and mother. He was miserable as Mrs. Herriott was called for
and he was shooed up into bed by that indomitable housekeeper. By
the time his father came into the room, there was a bedwarmer
beneath the blankets at his feet and a poultice wrapped about his
throat.

“There you are, snug and warm,” his father
said as he came to his side.

“I’m much better, now, Father. Mayn’t I
go?”

“No. The cold night air would only set you
off again, I should fear. You remain here where your grandmother
may send for a doctor should the coughing return and be worse.”

“It is just that I have hardly spent any time
with you at all. Or mother,” Dante sighed.

“I know, son,” his father said and rumpled
his hair. “I know that it is hard on you, but some day when you are
older, you shall understand. There are things that must be done
that are bigger than ourselves and even our loved ones. The Queen
is counting on me and there are many lives at stake. I must advise
her to the best of my ability so that she has good, accurate
information to make her decisions on. And she must be very close to
making a decision for her to have called me so abruptly over this
holiday time. We would not get to spend much time together, other
than the journey, at any rate I fear. You shall be much better off
remaining out your holiday here with your grandmother.”

Dante only nodded, his eyes clenching shut in
order to squeeze back any unmanly tears. “I understand, Father,” he
coughed.

His father nodded, looking relieved. “Now, I
must gather my attaché and go. You shall look after your
grandmother, shall you?”

“Yes, Father, if you shall look after
Mother.”

“I will do that,” his father told him
seriously. “Better than I have before. Of that, I promise you.”

And although Dante did not know what that
meant, it was enough for him to close his eyes without trouble as
his father quietly left the room.

 


It was not until nearly noon the next morning
that he was fetched from his room by Mrs. Herriott at the bidding
of his grandmother. He had eaten breakfast from a tray and been
permitted to move about quietly, but he had not been allowed far
from his bed. Now the housekeeper knocked lightly and then opened
the door. “Young master,” she choked, her face blotchy and her eyes
red, which alarmed the boy. “The Dowager asks for your presence in
the study.”

The study! Dante was over-awed at the thought
of going through those doors into a room that was reserved strictly
for adults and the conducting of adult business. But he was
distracted by the agitated movements of the housekeeper, and her
face which looked as though it had been weeping, and at the same
time, bravely trying to staunch it. “Whatever is the matter, Mrs.
Herriott?” he asked in his small, boy’s voice as he went to the
door which she held open.

“Your grandmother must speak with you,” she
whispered, and would say no more.

He left the room. The halls that were so
familiar to him now seemed echoing. The huge clock at the head of
the steps seemed to tick all the louder in the hush of the house.
The pattern of the rug of the stairs, deep red with gold triangles,
was impressed forever on his memory, so that when he thought about
that day, years hence, he would see that pattern over and over in
his head, the endless walk down those stairs, when he knew not what
was coming, but was certain in his little boy’s heart that
something had happened that would change his life forever. Finally,
along the main hall of the first floor, to the double doors of the
study, which were opened for him by the butler of the house. “Your
Grace,” the butler said as he passed through that portal. Your
Grace. He was never referred to as ‘your Grace’. That was the title
reserved for his father, the Duke of St. James.

“Dante,” his grandmother bade from where she
sat in a large wing-backed chair. Her voice trembled as she spoke.
“Come and sit down, here, next to me. And try to be very
brave.”

 


Twenty-three years later

November, 1863

 



Chapter One

 


Sunday Afternoon

 


Miss Sara Elizabeth Murdock stroked the wet
neck of the horse she was astride. It was a dun color that even the
grey of the day could not mute. It shifted in eagerness but Miss
Murdock's father at its head held it with expertise and it settled
into walking again. “Do you think she'll be bothered by the slop?”
Lizzie asked. “We've never had her on the track in the rain
before.”

The training track was just ahead of them, a
level area not far from the stables that Lizzie's grandfather had
cleared many years ago.

Her father seemed to consider his answer
before saying, “I can't rightly say. Be cautious, but don't hold
her in too much, Lizzie, love.” He turned to look at her. “We need
a good showing in this.”

Lizzie nodded. “I understand. I had so hoped
to race her before she became brood stock, though.”

“Aye. I know it. But you know as well as I
that we could use the brass. And if these gentlemen that are coming
today are impressed. . . well, could be a right good turn to our
fortunes.”

“Or lack of them,” Lizzie smiled. “Don't
worry, father, it'll all come out right. I only hope she has at
least a modicum of sense today. What is this man's name again? The
one you met yesterday?”

“Tempton. From over Lincolnshire way.” Her
father looked over his shoulder at her again. The rain was running
down the heavy, over-indulgent lines of his face and dampened the
thick gray of his hair. He was portly, and the walk was making him
huff. “But t'won't be him that'll be interested. A friend of his is
supposed to be joining him and his brother. That's the one we want
to impress. Tempton said this other fellow owns Behemoth.”

“Behemoth,” Lizzie breathed. “That certainly
shows he knows his way around horseflesh. Unless,” she frowned,
“he's one of these in name only owners that leaves all the work to
his grooms.”

They arrived at the beginning of the oval,
but there was no one else in sight. “Do you think they won't come
because of the weather?” she asked.

“I don't know. We'll give them a minute, any
rate.” Her father stopped her mount and turned to come to her knee.
“Get yourself settled in, Liz, and try not to be nervous. I know
this isn't what you had in mind when you picked out this little
filly, but at least we can maybe cut a deal where we can keep
her.”

“I know,” she returned and fingered her hair
more fully up beneath her riding cap. She was in breeches tucked
into her boots, and the short jacket she wore was large on her.
“But what use will she be once she's foaled is what I ask myself.
Unless she has a really outstanding colt, she'll not be in demand
as a broodmare either and I still can't help wishing we could have
given her a shot at the track.”

Her father chuckled. “And you would like to
see if your training has been any good, I'd lief bet. Never mind,
Lizzie. At least we can mayhaps get enough to see that you have a
real dowry instead of a four-legged one.”

“As if I have need of one at all,” Lizzie
countered but she grinned. “You'll not be rid of me as easily as
that, father, even if you have a thousand pounds with which to
entice the local gentry, instead of an untried filly.”

But he didn't respond to her teasing, only
said, “They're here.”

“Oh,” Lizzie said and turned in her saddle. A
trio of men was moving up the lane, evidently leaving their mode of
transportation, whether mounts or carriages, back at the stables.
Two were tall, with wavy red hair, although one, the older looking
one, was much stouter than the other. The brothers, Miss Murdock
surmised. The stout brother was in a bright, nearly overpowering
yellow coat. There was nothing significant about the tall, rawboned
younger brother's attire except for a fine, shining gold watch
chain that dangled in an extravagant loop from his pocket.

The third man was slender and not as tall.
His hair was a dark shade of brown that, with the rain upon it and
in contrast to the paleness of his face, appeared nearly black. His
coat was a heavy navy blue, with many capes, and it came down to
the tops of his high riding boots. It was November and the rain
falling was cold and Lizzie had a sudden wish that she were half as
warm as he appeared to be.

Lizzie's father took two steps forward to
meet them. “Lord Tempton,” he said, and pumped stout, yellow coat's
hand. “Happy to see the weather didn't keep you.”

“No, indeed, Squire Murdock.” Lord Tempton
turned to pocket watch. “This is my brother, Ryan Tempton,” and
then indicating the third man, “and my friend, St. James.”

Squire Murdock shook Ryan Tempton's hand as
Lord Tempton was making the introductions, but he halted for a
second, his hand half out-stretched, as the other man was named.
“St. James?”

“Yes. The owner of Behemoth,” Lord Tempton
prompted.

The man designated as St. James extended his
hand to the half-held out one of Squire Murdock. “Squire,” he said.
“Forgive us for being late but I fear I'm a bit hung-over and have
a lethal headache. I didn't receive word from Bertie of your filly
until this morning and so did not have this meeting in mind last
night.”

“Well,” the Squire answered. “I'm the last
fellow to hold that against a man. Now, if you wish to take a look
at our girl, here, go on and do so, and then when you're ready,
we'll give her a run.”

The two Tempton's remained back, but St.
James went forward after thanking the Squire. The Squire went again
to the head of the filly.

“Her name?” asked St. James as he ran his
hand down the filly's chest and front legs.

“Leaf,” the Squire answered.

St. James' hands moved back along the horse's
barrel and he glanced up at the rider. Lizzie looked down and was
met with a pair of startling eyes, an odd color that bordered
between hazel and gold. They flashed for a second as she met his
glance and his eyebrow lifted. “Rather unusual,” he said.

And for some unaccountable reason, Lizzie
felt herself blush.

“Aye. T'is indeed. But my, uh, daughter, um,
named her. She's visiting right now, my daughter is. Not at
home.”

Lizzie tried not to start, and when she
looked to her father, all too aware of the man that had passed
behind her now and was feeling down her mount's hocks, her father
only risked a slight shake of his head.

“I see,” St. James said. Then he stood back
from the horse. “Have your groom trot her about in a circle there,
and then let her loose on the track, shall you.”

“Yes, milord,” The Squire said and turned to
do as he had been asked. Lizzie, relieved to be doing something,
had no time to wonder why the man called St. James had suddenly
been elevated to 'my lord' by her father. She was only
concentrating on getting Leaf to go as smoothly as possible through
her paces.

“What do you think, St. James?” She heard
yellow coat—Lord Tempton ask.

St. James ran a hand through his wet hair,
raking it back from his eyes. “I think she should do, if the
circumstances are right.”

“It was only a cursory look at best,” his
friend muttered. “You have no idea what you may be saddling
yourself with.”

“And I said that if the circumstances were
right that I did not bloody care. Really, Bertie. You were the one
that brought her to my attention.”

Then Lizzie heard no more, for her father,
with a glance at St. James, who nodded, called for her to walk the
filly to the head of the track.

She settled into earnest business now, and
despite herself, she could not help a surging thrill. No, it was
not a race, and she was fairly certain her father would have drawn
the line at her jockeying in one at any rate, but it was nearly as
exciting having spectators to what she had achieved with her
training. Maybe they would be so impressed, she thought with giddy
guilt at her fancies, that they would entrust her with some of
their stock from their stables. But it all depended on Leaf, and
Leaf could be woefully undependable.

Then the man, St. James, was there at her
mount's head. He looked up at her for a moment and she still could
not determine if he had realized she was a female rather than the
boy she must appear. “Don't push her too hard in this slop,” he
advised. “I'm not looking for speed. If she impresses me enough
with her action, I'll make a point of returning to see how fast she
can go on a better day for it. Maintain control and keep her in
hand. If she seems to be doing well with her footing then you may
extend her on the last quarter. Understand?”

Lizzie, mindful of her father's inexplicable
lie, only nodded. Then the man released Leaf's head. Lizzie
gathered herself, could feel Leaf responding to her rider's intense
focusing. They remained still for a second playing off each other
through reins, legs and body movement, and then Lizzie loosed the
reins and tightened her knees, bent her body forward and the horse
hurled out into the middle of the track.

Lizzie controlled her, kept her steady as her
feet slid around in the mud with her great effort to find her
stride. Then she had it and her legs were extending and sailing
about the track, and Lizzie half laughed with the wind stinging her
eyes and the mud flying into her face. Her father and the other
three men were forgotten. She only saw the faded grey of the rail
as it flashed by, the overgrown infield of the track. Leaf was
pulling hard at the reins and Lizzie's arms ached from the effort
of holding her to a less reckless pace. The filly's feet hit the
slop with more and more confidence and Lizzie relented and allowed
more rein.

They swept around the first turn and in to
the back stretch. The last quarter was coming up and Lizzie settled
down tighter in the saddle. Now her concentration was total as she
gauged every flying step of the filly. She was holding in the mud
well now, but would she in the final turn? But the final quarter,
which included part of the final turn, was where the man, St. James
had allowed she could extend her. It was banked, Lizzie reminded
herself, but it hadn't been graded for years. Still, she knew this
track well, had spent innumerable hours out here with her father,
and the filly knew it well also. There should be no problem.

She loosened the reins more, concentrating,
wanting the filly up to her utmost speed as she entered the last
quarter. They were half through the turn and the filly was still
going easily through the heavy slop. Lizzie felt a burst of pride
at how well her horse was doing. “Easy now, I'm going to let you
out a little more.” The track showed pristine in front of them, the
mud unchurned and untouched. There was a puddle in their line but
Lizzie could not think it was any more than surface water and
should not be any deeper than the surrounding mud.

Leaf came up on the puddle, fully extended,
running with grace and power. Her sudden spook to the side caught
Lizzie unawares.

In mid-stride the horse attempted a sudden
shy away from the water. The jump was awkward and bone-jarring and
when her feet landed, they no longer were placed surely but
skittered out from beneath her. Lizzie had kept the filly hugging
the rail to make the best time and with a piercing shriek of panic,
the horse slid into the fence.

The old boards splintered and broke. Lizzie
flew from her mount and landed in the infield. Leaf went down into
the midst of the broken fence and wallowed in an agony of
confusion, her legs scrabbling as she tried to roll to her feet but
was hemmed in on all sides with broken boards.

Lizzie was jarred hard in her landing. Her
cap was half knocked from her head and the straps that were meant
to hold it in place dug into the flesh beneath her chin. She rolled
to her back, the mud seeping through her jacket and breeches to
freeze her skin, and swiped at her eyes in an attempt to clear them
of the mud that was ruining her vision.

She made an effort to get to her feet but her
body refused to do more than allow her to sit up and that with a
great deal of regret. Lizzie gathered herself, tried again and
wasn't sure if all the pain she was feeling were coming from
injuries or simply from the freezing mud that enveloped her.

“Lizzie! Are you all right?”

It was her father, running as quickly toward
her as his stout figure would manage. With him, in front of him,
was the man, St. James, and between he and her father were the two
Tempton brothers, the younger one, Ryan, and then Bertie.

“Leaf,” Lizzie called. “Get her before she
does anything further to herself.” And she was amazed to hear her
voice so close to tears. She wasn't crying, was she? But with all
the mud in her eyes, she couldn't tell.

“Ryan, get the bloody horse,” St. James said.
“You,” he said as he came to her. “Stay still. I'm sure the horse
will be all right and you needn't risk your neck trying to get to
her when there are others that can take care of it.” He crouched
down beside her, and as she was still struggling to try and get her
feet beneath her he placed both hands on her shoulders. “Stay
still, you little fool. I knew I should have yanked you down from
that damned horse as soon as I saw you were a female. If I had
known you also couldn't control your mount, I most certainly would
have.”

“It was the mud puddle,” she said, the
freezing mud making her gasp. “I can control my mount.” But he had
turned his head, his hands still on her shoulders, to check to see
that Ryan had gone to the horse. Ryan had and Bertie as well and
only her father was coming the last few panting strides over to the
infield and them.

“Is she to be all right?” Lizzie asked.

“I don't know, but I will find out for you in
a moment. Forgive me if I'm more inclined to be worried about her
wretched rider for the moment.”

“I'm surprised,” Lizzie, still gasping, was
stung into retorting, “that you are not more concerned about your
wretched headache.”

“This has certainly not done it any good.
Now, are you hurt?”

“I'm not sure. All this mud is freezing and I
can not tell if I am hurt or only suffering from the cold. Oh,
please do tell them to be careful with her. I am sure they are only
frightening her more.”

“Try moving your arms. Pain? No? Your legs.
Yes? Where?”

“My knee. I may have twisted it, I
think.”

“This one?” and he moved his hand to her
right knee.

She flushed, was thankful for the mud on her
face that hid it. “Yes. But really, I'm sure that if you can just
give me a hand up that I shall be quite fine—”

“Please, milord, I must ask you to unhand my
daughter,” the Squire broke in as he arrived next to them.

St. James turned with a raised brow. “But,
sir, this could not possibly be your daughter, for she has gone
visiting, you know.”

“Be that as it may,” the Squire continued
with a darkening expression, “I know who ye are and I'll not stand
for any of your shenanigans with any of mine.”

“Indeed?” St. James said. “My reputation
precedes me, I surmise.”

“Father?” Lizzie faltered.

“Never you mind, Lizzie, love. Are you able
to get up?”

“Yes, of course. I only need a moment, as I
was saying. . . It's just all this blasted mud.”

“Miss Murdock,” St. James said, “as I now
gather is your name, if you deem your father a reasonable
substitute, I shall go and see about your horse.”

“Yes. Indeed. Thank you,” she answered.

He arose and her father stooped to take his
place and Lizzie watched as St. James strode to where Ryan and
Bertie had managed to calm her horse. He moved lithely and his
voice was compelling and yet he was slender and did not seem
powerfully built.

“Who is he, father?” she asked.

But he did not answer her question, only
said, “I'd not have him here at all if it were not business.” He
gave her a glance. “Stay away from him, Lizzie.”

She gave a short laugh. “I'm sure you have no
worry upon that head. It is only the mud covering me that made me
palatable in the least for if he saw me as I really am, he would
have saved his concern for the horse.”

“Aye. Well I daresay his tastes be a little
more exotic. All the same, Liz. . . But here,” he added before she
could interrupt, “try to get to your feet now, if you feel able.”
And he held out his arm to her.

Lizzie took it and between the two of them,
they got her standing. “Let's get you to the house, lass, before
you freeze.”

“Leaf, first,” she said.

He sighed, but moved them in the direction of
the horse. Ryan was still at her head and Bertie seemed to be
heatedly protesting St. James' suggestion that he help with
removing the boards. “Nonsense,” Lizzie heard him saying. “I'm sure
there are grooms who will be out momentarily to help. I can't see
mucking about in all this mud.”

“Save your vanity, Bertie,” St. James
responded. “There is no one here to see you, save young Miss
Murdock, and I am sure she will be happy to overlook any marring of
your attire considering she is dressed as a man and disgustingly
filthy.”

“Thank you,” Miss Murdock interjected.

He turned, startled, at her voice. “Miss
Murdock, I apologize,” he said. “It's just that Bertie is being
difficult.”

“What?” she asked, and then waved an
irritated hand. “No. I meant thank you for helping.”

His gold gaze arrested upon her for a
thoughtful moment. “I see.”

Then he turned back to consider Bertie. That
man stood with his hands upon his hips, studying the scene of
broken boards and downed horse with a grim shake of his head.
“Bertie,” St. James said, “allow me to relieve you of the cause of
your reluctance.”

“Now, St. James. No. No, please, don't do
that.”

But St. James stooped down and fisted a great
handful of the mud that surrounded them and, straightening again,
gave it a calculated fling onto the front of Bertie's yellow coat.
It splattered neatly in the center of Bertie’s chest, hung for a
mere second and then slid slowly down to drop in front of him.
Bertie took a dignified step back to save the tops of his
boots.

“Damn you, St. James,” Bertie said, looking
down at his sopping coat. “I utterly loathe you when you are this
way. It was I that brought you here, you might remember.”

“And, indeed, I am grateful.”

“Oh, bloody hell take you. I'm sending you
the bill for a new one.”

“And I shall pay for it. Now grab a bloody
board if you please.” St. James stooped to his own work and Bertie,
his concern for his attire now useless, moved to the other side of
the horse and began pulling the broken boards from around it.

Miss Murdock, with the aid of her father,
moved to where Ryan Tempton knelt at her horse's head. She managed
to crouch down beside him, her limbs protesting and her body
shivering. “There now, Leaf,” she told the filly, “all will be
well. I've a warm blanket waiting for you and we will get you out
of this silliness soon enough.” The horse made a small snuffle of
resignation. Its neck muscles relaxed from the straining they had
been exerting. Her ears pricked forward as Lizzie continued to
croon soothing nonsense to it.

“Squire,” St. James said as he worked at
clearing the boards, “you'd best get your daughter to the house
before she dies of the pneumonia.”

“She'll be fine, milord,” the Squire
returned. “I've seen her take worse spills, and she's been colder.
T'is not your concern.”

But St. James turned with sudden ferocity at
the Squire's answer. He grabbed the older man by the collar of his
wool coat. “Let me make this very clear,” he said. “I am not
impressed with your daughter's inability to ride and the fact that
between the two of you, you may have ruined a promising horse. Be
that as it may, I am even less impressed with your lack of
consideration for your daughter's safety or health. You show an
exaggerated concern in regards to me possibly sullying her in some
manner, but you have no care at all if her neck should be broken or
if she should die from the freezing cold—”

“You can take your damned hands from me and
keep your mind on the horse, miduke—” The Squire made an effort to
remove St. James' hands from his collar. St. James, although he was
in fact several inches shorter than the other man and a good deal
lighter, held him fast and shook him.

“I should throttle you,” St. James said, his
voice savage. “When a perfect stranger such as I seems to have more
care for both your daughter's and your horse's necks than you do,
you need throttling.”

“Here, here, St. James. You really can't be
murdering the chap, you know,” Bertie Tempton tried to soothe.

“And give me one reason why I should not, for
I am looking at two reasons why I should.”

Lizzie broke in, making an effort to remain
calm. “Would you please kill him some where else if you must, for
you are upsetting Leaf. Mister Tempton?” she said to the tall one
with red hair. “Can you, at least, endeavor to help me in getting
this poor horse out of this mess instead of throwing a tantrum and
making everything worse? Thank you. I could see that at least you
had a modicum of sense to you, however much everyone else seems to
be lacking it.”

St. James dropped his hands from her father's
coat. He and the Squire squared off for a tense moment, and then
St. James said, “Squire, be so kind as to start pulling boards from
that side away from the animal. I'll take this side. Ryan, stay
with Miss Murdock, for I can not believe she is in any condition to
control that horse if it should panic again.”

The Squire turned and walked stiff-legged to
the boards indicated. Miss Murdock turned her attention back to
Leaf and Ryan returned to his original position with her. Bertie
muttered, “This all could have been avoided if only the damned
grooms had come out to help as they should have.”

“There are no grooms,” Lizzie jerked out.
“Just old Kennedy and he's in no condition to be doing any of
this.” And she wondered why she felt like crying again.

Then St. James was there, holding a
handkerchief down to her. “Use it, Miss Murdock. If you insist upon
remaining out here, you should at least clear the mud from your
face. It's packed about your nose, you know, and I can not see how
you are even able to breathe.”

Lizzie took it less than graciously.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Lizzie wiped her face with the handkerchief
and returned her attention to keeping her downed mount calm. We
need a good showing in this, her father had said. Well, they had
not had a good showing. She wasn't even certain if Leaf were all
right. There were no obvious fractures, but they wouldn't know
until they attempted to get her to her feet.

She turned to the raw-boned young man at her
side. “It is Mister Tempton, isn't it?”

“I beg pardon,” the youth replied. He stuck
an awkward hand out to her from his crouched position by her side.
“Yes. I am Mister Ryan Tempton. That is Lord Bertram Tempton, my
brother, and the other is Milord Duke of St. James.”

“Mr. Tempton,” Lizzie acknowledged. “I won't
muddy your hand. I am Elizabeth Murdock and, as I am sure you have
gathered, that is my father, Squire Edward Murdock.” She peered
with frank curiosity around to the man designated as the Duke of
St. James. “So that is the infamous Duke,” she commented to her
companion. “He is hardly as threatening looking as I would have
expected from all that I have heard of him. More like a spoiled
bully.”

“I rather like him myself,” Ryan confessed.
“And normally he does not throw such a fit, but he had been
drinking rather indulgently last night, so I fear he is a bit short
of patience today. But his reputation, I fear, is rather daunting.
If I had not come to know him through my brother, I would probably
have steered clear of him as so many of the peerage do.”

Miss Murdock turned her attention back to the
red-haired young man at her side. “It is true then that he owns
Behemoth?”

“Yes. That is why he was naturally interested
in seeing your filly. He wishes to turn Behemoth to stud soon and
he is looking for quality mares to purchase.”

“I see,” Lizzie said, but she frowned.
“Although we had hoped to keep Leaf and allow him only the foal. If
the duke is interested in her, which I can barely credit after the
performance we gave.”

“Leaf?” Ryan Tempton inquired.

“Gold-Leaf-Lying-in-the-Sun,” Miss Murdock
elaborated. “A tad long-winded, but it was the only name that could
adequately describe her beautiful coloring. Strangely, it suits her
disposition also. She's always ready to be blown by whatever
prevailing wind comes along, and lacks any real stability. In
short,” Miss Murdock laughed, “I fear she is a complete
featherbrain.”

“She also travels like the wind,” Ryan
offered.

Lizzie smiled and patted the filly's wet
neck. “Yes, she does. And usually without running amuck into a
fence. But she is not used to a muddy track and she was startled by
her own reflection in a mud puddle. Not that that is any excuse,”
she clarified self-consciously, “for a rider should always be
prepared, and I am afraid she caught me quite flat-footed. I should
have realized she would react so foolishly.”

Ryan paused and then asked, “May I ask what
you were doing up on her on the track? It just seems a little. . .
unusual.”

Lizzie ducked her head, but before she could
make known her reasons, St. James' voice broke in. “Yes. I was
wondering the same. I take it you have no suitable groom, but there
must surely be someone more qualified for this type of work
available to your father. Someone, perhaps, more used to wearing
breeches,” he ended on a dry note.

Lizzie's cheeks were burning beneath the
smears of mud that remained. “I understand, milord, that you are
quite used to, I am certain, a deal of scraping and bowing, but
please do not think that every one you meet is eagerly awaiting you
to order their lives for them. Leaf is my horse. I have trained
her. I ride her. I am sorry if this does not suit your overzealous
sensibilities. Indeed, I am a little surprised, I admit, to find
the infamous Duke of St. James lecturing anyone on proper
décorum.”

“Are you quite finished, Miss Murdock?”

“Indeed, I am most decidedly finished.”

“Then allow me only to say that perhaps as I
have more knowledge than most of what costs there are to pay for a
damaged reputation, I am better suited than most to lecture, Miss
Murdock.”

Lizzie met his eyes for another moment, her
own brown ones rather large in her muddy face, then she turned back
to tending her mount, unable to find any words that would help her
to come back from that oh-so-casual set down. Her knee was aching,
the cold had her teeth nearly chattering, and she had managed to
not only have a Bad Showing with her horse but had managed to
outright offend the man they had hoped to impress.

Ryan gave her a slight, sympathetic smile.
Then the duke was crouched there between them. His coat spread,
revealing his riding pants and polished black boots, now splattered
with mud. Miss Murdock kept her attention carefully away from the
muscles that showed beneath the tight material of his clothing. It
was unlike her to be self-conscious, but she became very aware that
she was wet and muddy and not in a proper dress. Her hair had come
partially undone from the tight bun it had been in and the tendrils
that hung down were as muddy as the rest of her.

“Shall we try to get her on her feet now,
Miss Murdock?” St. James asked, and she was relieved to have his
question interrupt her thoughts. She gave herself a sharp reminder
that even if she had been dressed appropriately and cleaned of all
mud, that she would not have warranted a second look from this man,
or any man. Never had and probably never would. If she wasn't
exactly resigned to being a spinster, she was certainly not going
to be entertaining foolish thoughts about an uncommonly handsome
man, that despite his reputation, she would wager, had enough
females throwing themselves at him, without adding her plain, muddy
self to the list. So when she replied, her voice was a little
short, and her words were a little testy. “Certainly, milord. If
you and Mister Tempton would kindly leave me room, I shall have her
up in short order.”

He raised his brows at her tone, but she was
only grateful that he and Ryan Tempton did as she asked. Miss
Murdock pulled on the bridle and coaxed the animal until the filly
stood trembling, legs splayed apart. Then she took a minute to pat
her, speak softly to her, and congratulate her on her success.

“Well done,” she heard the duke behind her
say. Miss Murdock felt an unexpected burst of pleasure that she had
performed well and made up for at least some of her poor
horsemanship of before.

She took one last measure of his lordship,
his dark, soaking wet hair, his gold eyes, which met hers with a
reflective glance before shifting to inspect her mount, raindrops
clinging to their lashes. Now that he was standing, only his boots
showed from beneath his coat, and although his figure was slender,
she remembered the muscles in his legs and thought of him now as so
much coiled and finely tempered steel, ready to spring without
warning.

Miss Murdock smiled at her thoughts, telling
herself that at least she could claim acquaintance with the
notorious duke whose exploits, all unsavory, were bandied about
even in this far off region of the realm, and that she had survived
the encounter with at least a small success at the end of her
unfortunate afternoon.

Old Kennedy, their only groom, had at last
made appearance, and with some relief she handed him the reins. All
the same, when he began to lead the horse slowly toward the
stables, she followed, gimping, after him, her concentration on the
filly's stride, watching carefully for any sign of limp or
lameness.

“Goodbye, Miss Murdock,” Ryan Tempton
called.

She turned and waved a brief salute. Then she
continued up the track, her shoulders hunched against the still
drizzling rain.

 


Rather than letting up, the rain that had
been coming down all day had intensified by the time St. James and
his party made the five mile trek to the crossroads inn.

It was becoming dark, the horses they had
hired out for their excursion (as they had all left their
conveyances and teams at the inn's stable) were roundly
disgruntled, and Squire Murdock, who had joined them, was less than
enthusiastic with his choice of accepting the unexpected invitation
to join St. James and the two Tempton brothers.

It was the filly, he supposed. Perhaps all
was not lost after all.

His gout was acting up with the wet, and
although a meal at the inn would be quite pleasant, he still missed
being home in front of the fire, his foot propped up, with a glass
of adequate if not exceptional rum to help him forget his
discomfort.

But when a lord of high ranking, such as the
Duke of St. James, requested one's presence, one did not lightly
put him off, despite his reputation. Or possibly, even more so
because of his reputation. So the Squire, sopping wet and
miserable, found himself pulling his horse up in front of the inn
and dismounting in the company of the duke, and Lord and Mister
Temptons.

The private salon they were shown to helped
bolster his spirits. The fire was built up and snapping. The table
was set for three, but a chambermaid quickly added an extra plate,
and the innkeeper assured the duke that food would be brought in
shortwith. St. James, only dispensing of his riding gloves, but
before taking off his great coat, poured into four glasses from a
bottle of brandy. Yes, the Squire thought as he shrugged with
difficulty from his own worn coat, things were definitely looking
up. St. James offered around the glasses and the Squire accepted
with gratitude. He settled himself in a seat at the table, feeling
the steam rise from him as he began, at last, to dry out and warm
up.

“Here's to a filly with promise,” St. James
said, lifting his glass. Then added, “If not ruined by the
unfortunate episode I witnessed today.”

The Squire raised his glass to meet the
salute.

Lord Bertram Tempton, his red hair plastered
to his head but his yellow coat dispensed of and revealing him in
all his brightly clothed glory, said, “I say, St. James. Told you
was a good filly!”

“You did,” St. James replied. “But forgive me
if I have rather small faith in your eye for horseflesh.” He set
his glass aside, took off the caped coat he wore to reveal tanned
riding breeches and a rather plain white shirt, its only adornment
being lace at the cravat and cuffs. As his long fingers wrapped
again around his goblet, the lace fell back to reveal the delicate
whiteness of his skin. He was not tall, the Squire noted, nor was
he powerfully built, but there was an air of intenseness about him,
a feeling that the mind behind his dark locked brow was churning
away at endless and complicated thoughts that made his presence a
little overwhelming. And intimidating.

The Squire, who viewed himself as a crusty
old soul who made up for his rather slow intelligence with a
bulldog temerity, found himself annoyed to be somewhat ill-at-ease
in the younger man's presence. He wasn't used to rubbing elbows
with the very crème de la crème of his society, true, but such
things had never much mattered to him. He was an excellent shot and
had a good seat on a hunt, and those two things, along with the
fact that he was always willing to play a good hand of cards, and
bet a good deal more than he owned, had always made him welcome
company in the circles he chose to move in. But he found this
circle to be a little above his comfort zone, and the only other in
the room he felt any kinship to was young Mister Ryan Tempton, he
of the tall, lanky, raw-boned build and hair a more shocking red
shade than even his older brother's.

Bertie swallowed from his glass. “Well, much
as I would like to say I discovered her on my own, I have to give
credit to Ryan. He was the one that first brought my attention to
her, and suggested that you may be interested likewise.”

“Indeed?” St. James asked, turning to the
young man that flushed a little under his gaze. “Very promising for
someone fresh out of University. I shall have to take you with me
on some of my scouting trips, young Ryan. You may be useful, if I
can get to you before Bertie, here, does too much damage to your
natural eye with his ill-conceived ideas of what to look for in a
horse.”

“Still say you can't go wrong with looking at
color, St. James,” Bertie replied. “Everyone knows a black can't
run. And never have seen an all white horse do anything good over
seven furlongs. Stands to reason you must start with at least
something in between.”

“And I beg to differ,” St. James countered.
“Behemoth is totally coal black, and has never been beat at a mile
and above.”

“Yes,” Lord Tempton nodded, but wagged a
finger. “But anything below that and he almost always loses. Why
the hired nag I rode today could beat him.”

“He's a distance runner. That is why I wish
to breed him to a sprinter. See if we cannot get more early speed
as well as stamina.” The duke turned to the Squire. “Which brings
us to your filly, Squire. Her times were impressive, considering
the condition of the track. And the ill-advised rider up on
her.”

“Ah, Lizzie does well enough,” the Squire
defended. “Better than most. The filly is rather short on sense and
long on spooking.”

“Anyone could have ridden her into the rail
today. That did not take much skill,” St. James returned.

“I thought she handled the whole rather
admirably,” young Ryan broke in. “Anyone could see that the filly
reacted totally unexpectedly and was not to be controlled.”

St. James gave a small dismissive shrug,
turned back to the Squire. “No apparent harm done, but I would like
to see her again in the morning, make sure that she is sound, and,
of course, any offer I make for her will be dependent on that.”

There was a brief silence as the Squire
opened his mouth, closed it again, and ran a hand through his
heavy, damp, gray hair. “Uh, milord, I appreciate your interest,
indeed, I find it very flattering that you should take such an
interest in my horse. But—”

There was a tapping on the door, and then it
opened and two chambermaids brought in several steaming platters of
food. “Shall we dine?” St. James asked. “We can iron out any
difficulties afterward.”

With relief, the Squire pulled his chair in
to the table and the other three men joined him. There was a well
cooked leg of lamb, a side of filling with apple, boiled red
potatoes, hare stew in a rich brown gravy, Yorkshire pudding, a
dish of mixed vegetables and lemon cake. None of the four wasted
time on conversation as they filled their plates. After being in
the raw weather for most of the day, their appetites were mighty
and the Squire spent a pleasant hour enjoying his meal, drinking
further, and successfully pushing from his mind the fact that he
was going to have to disappoint the duke and he was not looking
forward to it.

They were just satisfying the final twinges
of hunger with the lemon cake when St. James returned to the
conversation of the Squire's filly. “You have other plans for the
filly besides selling her, Squire?” he asked. He had pushed himself
back from the table and, unlike the others, a great deal of the
food remained upon his plate. He refilled his glass, for the fourth
time, the Squire counted, and now sipped from it steadily.

A boozy bloke, for all his elegance, the
Squire thought. Not that he could hold that against the fellow,
being a rather boozy bloke himself. “Well, miduke. It's Lizzie that
I'm concerned for. She doesn't wish to sell the horse.”

The duke raised his brows. “Was I mistaken in
believing the point of my visit today was to be, if I were
satisfied, the acquirement of this horse? Bertie, is that not what
you understood after speaking to this man last night?”

Bertie lowered his glass. “I told you all I
knew, St. James.”

The Squire drew himself up in his chair. “If
that be true,” he pronounced, “he would have told you of it being
an iffy proposition, miduke.” He took a hearty bite of lemon cake
and when he spoke again, several crumbs sprayed out and down his
immense stomach. “That horse is the only means I have of securing
my daughter's future.”

St. James was half slouched in his chair. His
glass made a steady journey from table to mouth. “Indeed, that is
what Bertie conveyed to me. What is your daughter's desired outcome
for this horse, may I ask.”

The Squire lost some of his stiffness and his
hand again found his own glass. He had every appearance of a poker
player settling in for the real play that may well take him into
the wee hours of the morning. “She wishes to rent the filly out to
you, so to speak. You breed her to your stud and receive the foal,
but she keeps the filly. For a fee, of course.”

“Of course. And your desired outcome? Does it
differ from your daughter's?”

The Squire took a heavy swig that emptied his
glass. “Indeed, miduke. It does.”

St. James rose from the table, refilled the
Squire's glass and his own. Bertie and Ryan demurred. Then the duke
returned to his seat and his attention back to the Squire. And his
gold eyes were now half-hooded as though already in deep thought.
“You may begin, Squire. Tell me your concerns for your daughter and
I will endeavor to come up with a solution that you may live
with.”

The Squire took a moment to look at the faces
about him. Young Ryan, a slight frown of perplexity upon his face
as he followed all of the conversation. Bertie, whose blue eyes met
his with impassive reassurance. And St. James, whose half hooded
eyes revealed nothing, who lazed in the chair, his legs stretched
and crossed in luxurious languidness. The Squire hunched a little
defensively in his seat, his only seeming comfort the regularly
refilled glass in front of him. With a feeble gathering of courage,
he said to St. James, “I don't much like you. I've heard enough
about you even in this far-flung region of the realm to know that
you are more devil than saint you are titled.”

“Indeed, I have never denied it,” St. James
returned.

“I did not know it were you I would be
dealing with. Your man, friend, whatever he is, failed to include
that bit of information.”

“Indeed, if you have other takers you prefer,
I do not see them here before you.” St. James lost his air of
languidness as he sat abruptly forward. “Come, Squire. Need I sum
up what I have surmised and which you are now so reluctant to put
into words? It is your daughter's future you are concerned for,
yes, as you had said. But I daresay your own nest could use some
feathering also.”

“Do not damn me with that tongue of yours,”
the Squire said. “If I am simply more aware than Lizzie that our
circumstances can not be adequately improved by the mere renting
out of the horse as she supposes, it is hardly something for which
I may be condemned for.”

“I do not understand,” Ryan broke in. “I
mean, I understand, of course, that you do not wish to upset your
daughter and that she has become attached to the animal. But as her
father, surely you have the final say in what happens to it?”

“Indeed, I do not,” the Squire admitted. “The
horse was bought with money set aside by her mother for Lizzie's
dowry. I can not in all decency do whatever I like with it.”

“Decency?” interrupted Lord Tempton. “It is
hardly decent to spend the girl's dowry on a horse, Squire, in case
that escaped your notice.”

“Aye. Well it is done now,” Squire Murdock
replied. “There was no arguing with her reasoning. She is my
daughter and all, but even I was forced to admit that her having a
suitor is unlikely and with each year that goes past is more
unlikely still. She wanted the horse, saw it when it was just a
foal, and said that in the doubtful event she ever did get a
suitor, well then the horse could be her dowry.

“Aye! Scoff if you want,” he added as Bertie
snorted. “But the child has nothing else to occupy herself with,
and that money sitting there for her dowry was bringing her no
happiness. But now I fear the small bit I had put back has been run
through and with no prospects for Lizzie. . .”

“Surely she must have some suitor,” Ryan
interjected. “She seemed like quite a likable lass to me. Whatever
could be wrong with her?”

“Yes. What is wrong with her?” Bertie asked,
dabbing his mouth with a napkin as he spoke. “Couldn't see more
than two eyes in her head, she was so covered with mud, but she was
not over-large. She was neither humped-backed nor broken-toothed.
Surely, she can not be as homely as all that?”

“No, no. Of course not,” the Squire hurried
to say. “I am her father, but I tell you quite honestly that she is
nothing worse than plain. Nothing really wrong, just nothing really
right if you know what I mean. Brown hair, brown eyes, skin too
brown from being outside in the sun over-much. If her mother were
still alive, well, perhaps she could have done something for her.
Kept her indoors, did her hair more attractively, sewed her the
proper dresses and taught her how to be more lady-like. But I fear
that she's run wild for the past seven years, and I can do nothing
with her, even if I knew what it was I was supposed to do.

“And to make matters all the more bad, she
will not even consider going to London for her coming out, and now
that she has had her twentieth birthday this past spring, I fear it
is nearly too late for her.”

“She won't have her coming out?” Bertie
asked. “I thought all girls lived and died for that nonsense.”

“Well, if she were the normal sort, I guess
that would be true, but she says she can think of nothing more
appalling than trying to be something she is not and perhaps
actually duping some poor fool into marrying her, and then after
the wedding he would find out what he had actually married, and
then wouldn't she be to blame for deceiving him to begin with?”

This brought a startled laugh from St. James
and an answering guffaw from Lord Tempton. Ryan merely looked a
good deal puzzled.

“Good God!” Bertie exclaimed. “A right odd
one. Never thought any of those women had any feeling for the poor
groom other than how deep his purse was and how they can go about
spending it. I told you, St. James, how my cousin's new bride set
about redecorating their London home and is insisting on an entire
new wing being added to their country estate! T'is no wonder he is
always at White's trying to get a little entertainment for his
money before she manages to run through it all. And hardly married
a year!”

“You act as though I should be shocked to
hear it, Bertie, when you well know my feelings on the matrimonial
state. Merely a business proposition, and there will always be one
in the party left feeling that he or she did not get quite the
bargain they deceived themselves into thinking they were getting,”
the duke replied. “No, Squire, if I were you I would disabuse your
daughter of such foolish notions, for no doubt, she would be
getting a great deal less than what she thought also, and hence,
they would be even.”

“By God!” Ryan interjected, sounding
exasperated. “Whatever has happened to love?”

The other three in the salon turned to look
at him, a great deal surprised. “Love?” Bertie asked. “Why, what in
the world does that have to do with marriage?”

“Pshaw!” the Squire added. “Well and good for
a young man fresh out of University to dream of such, but we're
talking marriage, my boy. No place for it there, if a man is a wise
man! Why, it's difficult enough to keep the wife in line without
being besotted by her in the bargain.”

“They are quite right, young Ryan,” St. James
added. “Love is best kept for those little indiscretions on the
side. Much easier to be rid of the object of your passion once the
passion has waned and you realize you really can not bear to look
at the girl another moment. Can you imagine waking up feeling that
way one morning and realizing she is your wife?” His slight frame
shuddered at the thought. “No. Much better to go into marriage with
someone pleasing enough that you can do your duty as a husband and
procure heirs, but not in the least under illusions of love. Makes,
I imagine, for a much better union than otherwise.”

“Listen to St. James, my brother,” Bertie
waved a glass in the direction of the duke, who at the end of his
words, had gotten up from his seat to open yet another bottle of
brandy. “For he has escaped the clutches of anxious mama's and
besotted young beauties for many years now.”

“But,” Ryan began, looking somewhat
chastised, “I always believed it was because you had not found one
yet that you truly loved.”

That brought a rude bark of laughter from St.
James, one that made him spill onto his wrist some of the drink he
was pouring. He put the bottle down, switched his glass to his
other hand and raised his wrist to his mouth and licked the brandy
from it before turning to Ryan. His eyes were dancing, or possibly
it was just the fire from the grate reflecting in the gold of them.
“You credit me with more feeling than I possess, I assure you,
young Tempton. When I marry it will be for no other reason than
that I have come to a point that I deem it desirable to do so. Any
available baggage at hand will fit the bill then. I will not care
what she looks like or behaves like, as long as she has enough
intelligence to be a mother to my children.” He gave a deep frown
before continuing. “Actually, I would require that she have rather
more intelligence than usually found in our fairer sex, for it is
quite possible, likely even, that she would have to watch over my
estates and affairs until my heir was old enough to take care of
what was his.”

There was silence after this remark. The
Squire, of course being not at all familiar with the duke and his
odd takings, could only believe that the amount of liquor he had
been consuming had put him in some dark mood. As if in agreement
with his thought, Lord Tempton said, “Don't get gloomy on us, St.
James. T'is only too much drink, you know.”

For answer, St. James downed the contents of
his glass, which he had just finished pouring. “Not enough is my
take on the situation, Bertie, old boy. Care for another while I am
pouring?”

“No. For if you are going to be in for a
taking again tonight, then it is my duty to stay sober and keep you
out of the trouble you are always wont to get into. Blast you, St.
James!” he said. “You sore wear my patience. Just for once, I
should be allowed to drink myself silly, and you should have to
stay sober and keep an eye out for me.”

“Why, Bertie, I do believe you resent me, and
I have no idea why. Have I not always been ready to stand by you
through thick or thin? And even when I am drunk, have I ever failed
in my duty to you?”

“No. Too damned quick to fulfill it is the
problem when you're drunk. You see slights where there are none,
and insults where there are only slights.”

St. James grinned. “Perhaps my perceptions
are merely more acute, rather than askew. But leave it as you would
like to believe, I would not let it stop you from drinking tonight,
for what trouble can I possibly get myself into? I am here among my
friends, have no place to go and nothing pressing to do. So you
see, we are all quite safe and you can imbibe to your heart's
content knowing I am safely under wraps.”

For answer, Bertie pushed his glass forward.
“Fill it then, and damn you while you're at it. There will be
trouble and you know it better than I.”

“Posh! We shall now find out,” St. James
said.

Bertie took his glass without further comment
and drank from it.

“I was thinking, Squire,” St. James turned to
that man. “Your daughter shall keep her horse and you shall secure
her future. And I shall get what I am in need of also.”

“Here we go,” Bertie said. “You have as much
subtlety as an axe, St. James.”

“Hush, Bertie. This appears to be promising.
Squire, do you wish me to continue?”

The Squire felt a little quiver go up his
back. His mouth was dry, despite his drinking, and he suddenly felt
the amount of alcohol he had been consuming was too much. “Aye,
miduke. You may continue.”

St. James seated himself. His voice, when he
again spoke, was low and pointed and the glimmer of the gold of his
eyes seemed ominous and forbidding. “First, tell me of your
daughter. Is she intelligent? And you will tell me the truth of
this.”

The Squire gave a shiver. He wanted to ask
why it mattered, and if he were really the one to measure the
intelligence of another, being not the sharpest knife in the drawer
himself, and where was this question to lead at any rate? Instead,
he knotted his brows, looked to the ceiling, finding himself unable
to meet that shuttered, elusive, golden gaze, and said, “Well,
miduke, she took over the accounts when she was fourteen, the year
after her mother died. Wasn't much good at them myself, I admit,”
he added.

“That is a start,” the duke agreed. “Go
on.”

“And she knows her way around horseflesh. I
saw no promise in that filly at all, if you must know the truth,
but Lizzie, she said, that's the one, and she's turned into a right
runner, she has.”

“Can not be but an asset in my eyes.
Continue.”

The Squire scratched the top of his head.
“Don't know what else. She's a good housekeeper, but she can't sew
worth a lick. She can shoot well enough for a girl, better than
most, but I've never seen her hunt. She can cook well enough, but
not without getting soot smeared all over her. She can muck out a
stall as fast as pretty near any man I've ever seen,” he ended on a
slightly triumphant note.

The duke stared at him for a long moment.
“Lovely,” he said at last. “You have just described your daughter
as a glorified scullery maid with a little stable groom mixed in.
But what any of that has to do with her intelligence, I can not
fathom.”

The Squire flushed. “She's smart enough to
know how to make a month's worth of coal last all winter, and a
single joint last all week, if you must know. She's smart enough to
know how to make roast one day, take the leftovers and make stew
the next, take the leftovers from that and add a little pastry and
make potpie the next and take the leftovers from that and make
vegetable soup the next. And if that doesn't give you an idea of
how poorly our situation truly is, I can tell you that she was
smart enough to tear out her mother's flower garden and plant
vegetables instead and she's bullied our one remaining groom, old
Kennedy, into raising chickens and hogs in the back sheds.

“So, milord,” and his lip curled as he
finished, feeling the bite of his humiliation at the extent that he
had exposed his poverty to these men in their fine clothes with
their fine estates and fine London homes, “she may not have the
book-learning you were asking after, but she's intelligent enough
to keep a roof over our heads and food on our table with my limited
income, and for me, that is good enough.”

St. James made no answer, just raised the
lids of his eyes for a brief second giving the Squire the full
impact of his piercing gaze, then he turned with considerable
nonchalance and poured himself another brandy, and in turn refilled
the Squire's glass, Ryan's glass, and then Bertie's glass.

“There you go, St. James,” Bertie said when
the pouring was finished. “So now you may put an end to this before
it goes any further.”

“An end? No, Bertie. It just begins.” St.
James raised his glass in salute. “I say, she'll do.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Bertie let out a groan. “Egads, St. James!
Can I not convince you the whole scheme is foolhardy? And you have
done nothing but drink since we arrived here. It is already past
midnight. Go to bed, I say, and sleep it off. If it is still what
you wish to do, you can be at it tomorrow. But I guarantee you, you
will be glad you left it all unspoken tonight.”

“What? Left what unspoken?” Ryan asked.
Through much of the preceding conversation, he had sat slumped to
one side of the table, stifling his yawns, but now, feeling he had
obviously missed something, he sat up and asked again, “Whatever
are you two talking about now?”

“We are talking about the same thing we were
talking about earlier, young Ryan,” St. James told him.
“Marriage.”

“Marriage?” Ryan echoed.

“Marriage?” the Squire asked also in a
surprised voice.

“Marriage,” Bertie sighed.

“Yes. Marriage,” St. James repeated. “Squire,
I'll ask for your daughter's hand in marriage and take the horse as
her dowry.”

“By God, I think you mean it! You want the
horse that bloody badly?”

“Do I want the horse that badly?” St. James
mused to himself. He looked into his glass to see if the answer
were there. “Yes. I think it amuses me to say I want the horse
badly enough that I would offer for the daughter of a Squire.
Plain, scullery-groom girl that she is.”

“You can not be serious, St. James!” Ryan
exclaimed. “You are jesting us, surely. Even you can not want a
horse badly enough to marry someone you have only seen once, and
then she was covered with mud!”

“Why not, young Ryan? You yourself professed
her a likable lass.”

Ryan flushed, looked at his brother as a
weatherman looks at a barometer. Bertie shrugged. “Have another
drink, St. James. Perhaps you'll fall flat on your face before this
goes any further.”

St. James did take another drink, a long one.
Where his movements of before had seemed slow, they were now sharp
and agitated. He was very drunk, as Bertie had observed, drinking
perhaps three drinks to every one of theirs, only the Squire
keeping up with him. That he was still standing seemed unnatural,
an abomination even. What man could put that much poison into his
body and still be upright, alert, talking coherently? Pouring yet
another?

“You have no objections, Squire?” the duke
asked after a moment.

“What?” Squire Murdock asked with obvious
befuddlement. “Marriage? You mean my Lizzie to you?”

“Why, yes, of course. I thought I made it
clear, but perhaps I did not. I offer for your daughter, as I
said.”

“My Lizzie marry you?” the Squire asked
again, with seeming growing disbelief instead of lessening.

“Yes. Yes. Your Lizzie to me. Come. Do not
say that you had no hope of such in mind.”

“Indeed, I did not,” the Squire answered with
florid face. “Not bloody likely with you at any rate!”

St. James let out a brief chuckle.

Becoming aware of Ryan's look of shock, the
Squire hastened to explain. “It was possible, I thought, that
Lizzie could be attractive to someone with a common interest.” He
paused and then continued in impatience. “They would've been thrown
together a good deal. Stranger things have happened. And she is
likable. A regular wit and sensible as the day is long.”

The Squire halted as he took in their silent
faces. Then to St. James he said, “Marriage, damn you. I'll have
nothing less for her and my circumstances can be hanged.”

“I assure you, Squire, it will be
marriage.”

“And whatever filth you're into, you are to
keep well away from her!”

That brought a tight-lipped smile from St.
James. “Indeed, there is a great deal of filth. I have no intention
of allowing her to know of any of it.”

The Squire gave him a hard stare then he
dropped his head to rest in one hand, his gray hair glinting in the
lamp light.

St. James appeared unmoved at this pitiful
sight. “Squire,” he insisted. “Do I have your permission to wed
your daughter?”

The Squire did not lift his head, but
murmured, “Proper amount of time. . . Proper placing of banns. . .
Several months down the road. . .”

“No. No, no. That will not do at all,” St.
James mused. “Tonight, I think. The border is not all that far from
here. If I start out now, we should make it by tomorrow eve.”

The Squire hunched further in his chair and
let out a small groan.

“St. James!” Ryan gasped. “You can not be
serious! Think of the girl involved if you can not think of
anything else. You can not go and haul her from bed in the middle
of the night and take her to Gretna Green with you. She has no
chaperone for one, and, and— Well! It is just not done. It is not
civilized!”

“By tomorrow night it will not matter if we
are chaperoned or not,” St. James replied and he pulled the brandy
bottle up to his mouth, drank deeply from the lip of it, as though
to show just how uncivilized he could be.

“Why?” young Ryan asked incredulously when
the older man replaced the bottle, the level of its contents quite
a bit depleted. “Can you just tell us why, for God's sake, you have
taken this notion into your head?”

“Of course, young Ryan. I like the horse.
Very much,” he added with a tight smile. “That's reason enough,
don't you think?”

Ryan could only shake his head, feeling quite
a bit disillusioned. “I always thought. . .” he trailed off.

More gently, the duke asked, “What, Ryan?
What have you always thought?”

With defiance, Ryan raised his head. “That
the tales about you were exaggerated, that you were not. . . were
not as bad as all that—”

His words were cut off by a great laugh from
St. James. “Oh, but they are true!” he said, wiping his eyes with
his sleeve. “They are all true. I am that bad and much, much worse,
young Ryan. So, enjoy my company, but never forget the
entertainment I provide is usually the shocking sort. I'm bad
enough to take a young girl from her bed in the middle of the night
and haul her unchaperoned to Scotland at my whim.” He reached his
hand out for the Squire. “Come, Squire Murdock. T'is time for me to
collect your daughter, and I would rather you were there to smooth
the way.”

Ryan turned to Bertie. “Aren't you going to
stop him?” he asked a little desperately.

“No,” Bertie replied, refilling his glass.
“For I have never been able to stop St. James once he has taken a
notion into his head. And if it is not her tonight, it will just be
another on another night. Let him be, Ryan. This is what he wishes
to do.”

“And you agree with him?” Ryan asked,
incredulous.

“Agree with him? No. Not at all. But I know
from experience there will be no changing his mind.”

The Squire rose to his feet. He was drunk and
more than a little confused. But, by God, Lizzie would have a
husband. He may not be all that he should be, but at least he was
well-set for blunt. And if Lizzie could not stomach him, she could
come home again, and bring his damned money with her.

St. James eyed his large, swaying form.
“Well, I shall certainly have suitable company, in any event,” he
commented. He walked to the door, opened it, barked out a single
call into the dark of the inn's hallway. “Tyler! Damn it, Tyler. I
have need of you. Now!”

A door was heard opening and then closing
further down the hall, and then a large man loomed in the doorway,
dwarfing his employer.

“Aye, milord,” he said, rubbing the sleep
from his square, craggy face. “What's your pleasure?” and his voice
sounded of resignation, as though he had been summoned from his
sleep many times before at the request of the duke.

“I'll need my curricle brought around, if you
please.”

The groom tugged on his cap and without any
further answer retreated back down the hallway to make his way to
the stables.

There was a brief silence in the room as they
waited. St. James picked up the Squire's coat, threw it to him.
Then he put on his own, lurching a bit at the task and the booze
awash inside of him. Still, he stood straight, and if his face was
haggard and paler than usual beneath his dark hair, it only served
to make his eyes seem all the more poignant in his dissipated
face.

It seemed a very short period of time before
the groom came back, announcing that all was ready, and the duke
took the Squire's thick arm into his hand. Just before they passed
through the door, he turned to look at young Ryan, whose worried
eyes were following his every move. “Don't forget, either, young
Ryan, that I have my reasons,” St. James told him, and then the
door was closed behind them.

Ryan turned to his brother. “What reason
could he possibly have for this?” he asked, feeling very much
indeed, young and wet behind the ears.

For answer, Bertie pushed the remaining
bottle of brandy toward his brother. “I fear I know what his
reasons are. I pray to God I am wrong,” he said. Then he let out a
long stream of curses that was very much at odds with his usual
boisterous banter and finished with, “God help him.”

“God help her, you mean,” Ryan said.

“No,” Bertie replied. “Whatever else happens,
she'll be taken well care of, lucky lass. No. God help him.”

 


“Milord,” Tyler began. “Slow down, or
t'bloody fool you've carted along will be splattered all over
t'road!” He was perched on the back of the curricle as was the
norm, but instead of holding onto the frame with both hands, he was
trying to hold the drunken Squire in the vehicle.

“Good God, Tyler, complaining again, are
you?” St. James asked. He slowed the horses from the gallop they
had been in to a hard trot. As there was only a half moon to light
the road before them, Tyler was relieved for more than the Squire's
sake. “Out cold, is he?” St. James asked.

Tyler gave the Squire a shake, got only a
half-snore, half-grunt as response. “Aye. Right out of it, he is,
milord. Nearly made me swallow me chaw when I saw him listing
half-way out of t'curricle on that last turn. Grabbed him in just a
nick of time.”

“Well, would never do to kill my future
father-in-law before the nuptials even take place.”

Tyler made a gagging noise and began to
cough. When he gained his breath and his composure, he said, “Now,
I have swallowed it, thanks t'you! Are you trying t'kill me?”

St. James threw him a look, half laughing,
half concerned. “I apologize, Tyler. Didn't mean to shock you like
that. But you should know it's the only logical next move. I've
tried everything else to no avail, and lately, I have come to think
this is the only way to flush the bastard, whoever he is, out.”

Tyler thought hard on this for a moment, and
then said quietly, but with enough force to be heard over the
horses' hooves, “I hope you're wrong, milord. T'is possible, you
know, that t'fiend is dead, and that is why everything we have
tried t'learn his identity has come t'naught.”

“It is possible,” his lordship said, “that he
is dead. It has been twenty-three years. But I can't believe that
after all we have done, that we would not find some trace of him.
No, Tyler. I think whoever we seek is alive and well and continues
to make sure that we find no clue to his identity.”

“But, to marry. Forgive me, milord, but that
implies. . .”

“I know what it implies. I've always been
reluctant to look in that direction, but I have hit so many dead
ends that I am left with no option, God help me. I pray that I hit
another dead end with this, but God help whoever it is if I do
not.”

They drove on in silence for another mile,
only the Squire's snoring interrupting them, before Tyler broke the
quiet by saying, “Your grandmother will be happy, I dare say,
milord. If you are serious.”

“I'm serious. And I expect you're right. She
will be happy. But she can't know the reason for this marriage,
Tyler. Not that I couldn't trust her to play the game to perfection
if I were to ask her to do so, but for obvious reasons, it would
hurt her too much if she knew what I was really about. No. She must
think I came down here, met this Miss Murdock, and fell madly in
love with her. And if there is a guilty party among those I hold
closest to us, they must believe the same. Only if they believe it
is a natural and unplanned occurrence will they mayhaps slip off
their guard and, hopefully, make a rash move.”

“They may very well make an attempt on your
life, milord.”

St. James gave him a single glance from
drunken gold eyes. “I certainly hope they shall, otherwise this is
all so much waste.” He turned back to his driving. “Now, we shall
collect my future wife, and we shall see if this last ploy puts the
proper pressure on the proper person.” St. James shook off a sudden
weariness that came across him. “Damn me to hell for drinking so
much,” he muttered. “I am so foggy I am not the least bit sure how
to go about this. I would have done myself a good deal better if I
had allowed myself to retain a clear head.”

“Aye, milord. Expect no sympathy from me.
I've told you many a time before that no one need make a move on
you for they merely need to sit back and wait for you to do
yourself in. If not from the drinking, then from the dueling. And
if not from the dueling, then from the womanizing. You'll get a pox
one of these days, of that I am certain. And if not from that, then
from your trips to the sorry side of town. I know you have your
reasons, but you must have a care, milord.”

“There will be no care in me until I have put
an end to this. I dare not even try to live until I am assured that
the culprit is dead, and by my hand! And you, of all people, should
know that every stunt I've ever pulled was in the pursuit of
finding that knave. So let me hear no more of care and caution from
you. For if I do stir them from their hiding place with this
marriage, then the last thing I need to be feeling is some fear for
my life, for if I am afraid, he has won already, for it will keep
me from doing what musts be done with the single determination that
I have always pursued it.”

“That, I suppose, is why you have chosen a
lass you do not know and do not care for?”

“Precisely, Tyler. I can not go into marriage
believing I am building something for the future, for it may very
well be a future that I will never see. And I don't wish to leave a
grieving widow in my wake, in any event. Someone with a good head
on her shoulders, who can care for my estates and my child, if we
are lucky enough for her to conceive before I am killed.”

“And if you are not killed, but succeed?”

“Then I will make do with whatever pathetic
lot I have saddled myself with, and count myself fortunate.” He
pulled up on the horses, and they skidded to a halt so quickly that
the Squire would have been thrown from the curricle if it had not
been for Tyler holding him. “Was that a lane there, Tyler, on your
right?”

Tyler peered into the dark. “Aye. And a sorry
looking, over-grown one t'is, too.”

“That's the one we want,” St. James nodded.
He backed the horses, chirped them around, and then started at
nearly the same ill-advised speed that he had traversed the main
road.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Monday Morning

 


Lizzie was roused from her sleep by a
determined knocking on the front door. She peered, confused, from
between the heavy, closed drapes of her bed, noticing first the
still solid darkness beyond her window. It was not dawn, looked to
be several hours from it, at least.

The knocking came again, proving it had not
been a dream. As she was alone in the house, it was up to her to
fling back the bed-drapes, wrap herself in her robe, thrust her
feet into her heavy wool slippers, and go below to answer the
pounding summons on the door, which was still repeating itself
after every few seconds.

She hurried from her room and down the long
hallway to the top of the stairs that pitched rather sharply down
to the front of the house and ended a few yards from the front
entrance. In the dark, for she carried neither lamp nor candle,
they seemed more prone to awkwardness than even what they normally
did, and she caught herself once against the wall peeling of paint.
Miss Murdock paused at the bottom stair, then turned and went into
the parlor, pulled the drape back from the window to allow her to
see who was demanding entrance in the wee small hours of the
morning.

A high curricle stood in the drive, looking
skeletal in the wan moonlight of the night. The team of horses at
its front were lathered and blowing, showing they had been driven
hard. A tall figure was to its side, his cap indicating him to be a
groom, and a portly silhouette of a man was pitched far to one side
on the seat, the groom attempting to help him down. Lizzie
recognized this indisposed man as her father, even in the darkness,
and with a little groan of exasperation, she delayed no longer but
went again to the hallway and to the front door, of which the
pounding had returned with a vigor.

She pulled her robe belt tighter, ran a hand
through her loose hair, in some attempt to make semblance of it,
and flung the door open. A deep flush took hold of her features as
she recognized the man in front of her. There was no mistaking the
dark, unruly hair, the laconic dissipation of his face, or the
glimmering brightness of his gold eyes. “Milord,” she said, feeling
both shock and resentment that he should forever be seeing her when
either muddy or mussed. She was also certain that whatever
difficulty her father found himself in that this man was directly
responsible. “What has happened to my father?”

“A bit of drink, Miss Murdock. You are indeed
Miss Murdock?” he asked, and when she nodded, he gave a mocking bow
in her direction. “I apologize, but you were quite unrecognizable
upon our first meeting. But as I was saying of your father, a tad
too much drink. If we can endeavor to get him inside and in bed, he
will be better in the morning, although in all probability, well
and truly hungover.”

Miss Murdock, smelling a strong stench of
booze coming from her informer also, said, “I will fetch a lamp
then, and be with you,” which she did, getting one from the parlor
and lighting it. When she returned to the door, the duke was beside
his curricle, and between he and the groom, they managed to alight
her father upon his feet between them.

She hurried to light their way, and with the
Squire's arms slung around their shoulders, an awkward picture, as
the groom was taller than the Squire and the duke was shorter, they
stumbled toward the front steps and the house.

Miss Murdock said nothing as they made slow
progress, merely listened to a long string of whispered cursing
from the duke, and an answering admonishment from the groom that if
his lordship were not so drunk himself, the task would have been
all the easier.

“And if the man did not weigh close to twenty
stone, it would be a good deal easier also,” the duke returned in
an aggravated voice.

“Perhaps I should rouse Kennedy from the
stables,” Miss Murdock suggested as they all stopped before the
stairs. There were only six flagstone steps up to the front door,
but they suddenly seemed very long to her and she knew from prior
experience that they seemed impossible to the two men that were
supporting the considerable weight of her father.

“No, Miss Murdock,” the duke replied. “We
will manage, I believe.” He moved one of his hands from supporting
the Squire and made a quick swipe at his face with the sleeve of
his coat, wiping it clean of the sweat that was upon his brow. Then
his gold eyes beaconed at her. “I apologize, Miss Murdock, for the
condition of your father. But I assure you, although I did the
pouring, he did the drinking.”

“As did you, I should hazard to say,” Miss
Murdock returned tartly. “But do not blame yourself too much,” she
relented, seeing his quick frown, “for I allow that it is not the
first time he has come home in such a condition, nor, probably,
will it be his last. I must confess myself grateful that at least
you and your man are here to shoulder the burden instead of myself
and old Kennedy, as it normally is.”

He gave a slight, amused smile at that. “Well
then, Miss Murdock, if you and an elderly groom can manage, then it
seems that we must, for it would never do to have it said that we
can not even take on a task that an old man and a wisp of a girl
can do.”

She didn't return his smile, her face
remaining solemn as she answered. “Yes, milord. But we are not
usually drunk when we are attempting it.”

“All the more is the pity. Come, Tyler. Let
us get him up and in, for I'm afraid my shoulders are becoming
quite numb from the supporting of him.”

“Any time you're done jawing, milord,” the
groom returned. “T'was not I, I remind you, that needed a
rest.”

The duke grunted, and then with Miss Murdock
again going before them, they started up the steps. Again the only
sound was muttered oaths, and an occasional, “Watch it, damn it,
Tyler, or we'll all be flat on our faces!”

They managed at last to get the Squire to the
top and in the front door, which Miss Murdock closed behind them,
relieved to be out of the cold, for if the duke and his groom were
sweating from their exertion, she was freezing with only her robe
and sleeping gown on. “His bedroom is above stairs,” she couldn't
resist saying as she saw his lordship eyeing the steep, long stairs
with every appearance of loathing.

“Very funny, Miss Murdock. You will not
convince me even in my present condition that you and your groom
manage to get him up those stairs and tucked neatly into bed!”

She couldn't help but smile as she shook her
head. “Indeed, we do not, nor would we be silly enough to try. If
you will just bring him into the parlor, he will be quite
comfortable on the sofa. He normally sleeps there at any rate, for
when his gout is acting up, he does not go up the stairs even when
he is sober.”

“You have my eternal gratitude.”

It took some comic maneuvering to get her
father through the parlor door, as it was narrower than the main
entrance, but at last they succeeded and with twin groans of
relief, the duke and his groom settled her father onto the
sofa.

Miss Murdock set down the lamp, kneeled by
her father and unbuttoned his coat, despaired of getting it off
him. He opened his eyes once, looked unseeingly at her, and then
closed them to begin snoring now in hard earnest. She gave a little
resigned sigh, settled with loosening his collar and cravat, and
rose once again, now wondering what she was to do with the two men
that stood in her parlor in the middle of the night.

The Duke of St. James unbuttoned his great
coat. “Tyler, if you will see to the horses?”

Miss Murdock divined, less than happily, that
he intended to stay. She would have to make up a spare room, she
supposed, and none of them had been used in several years. “Call
for our groom, his name is Kennedy, as I said, when you reach the
stable, Tyler is it?”

The lordship's groom nodded. “Yes, miss.
Pleasure to meet you, miss.”

“And you, I'm sure, Tyler. Kennedy sleeps
above the stables, and he can direct you where to put the horses
and where the feed and hay is kept. He'll also make you comfortable
afterward.” She turned to St. James. “And I can make up a spare
room for you, milord, but as that will take a few minutes, can I
interest you in something to eat or drink?” He shrugged with an
effort from his coat, and she took it from him. She dropped her
gaze to the rich blue, heavy cloth of it, suddenly finding it
easier to stare at than to meet his bemused gold eyes.

“Coffee, I think, Miss Murdock. If it is not
too much trouble.”

“Not at all. I would deem myself a poor
hostess indeed if I could not even boil water. Would you like to
come along with me to the kitchen? Or I can make you comfortable in
here, although my father does tend to snore loudly.” She put a hand
to her forehead in thought. “Or the dining room, but it is under
dust cloths and hasn't been used in years.”

He raised a dark brow. “The kitchen will be
more than adequate, I think, Miss Murdock. It is not my intention
to put you out at half-past two in the morning entertaining me.” He
turned to Tyler. “I'll call for you when I am ready, Tyler.”

“Milord,” the groom returned with a small
pull on his cap, and then he left to go to the stables, and Miss
Murdock had the sudden realization that she was alone with the Duke
of St. James, he of the sordid reputation, with only a drunken,
passed-out father for protection.

His eyes did not reassure her, for he had
focused all of his considerable attention upon her, an attention
she felt she neither warranted nor welcomed, and she flushed
lightly, imagining how she must look, in her worn sleeping costume
and thread-bare, colorless robe, her hair down her back and tangled
and her face not even washed of sleep. A more pitiful specimen of
the fairer sex he had probably never encountered, and she could not
blame him if his silence were one of shock and dismay.

But be that as it may, she could do nothing
to rectify the situation at this moment, and so turned on her
slippered heel and said, “If you will follow me, milord?” of which
he did.

Her first assessment that he was in no better
shape than her father became apparent as he stumbled through the
door to the hallway with her, and then immediately leaned one
shoulder against the wall of the hall, and proceeded down it,
halting often, using the wall to support himself. She slowed her
own steps to match his, knew not whether to be disgusted with his
behavior, or to laugh at the utter ludicrousness of it.

“You are a sorry sight, milord,” she could
not resist commenting when once he reeled away from the wall and
then found it again with a painful bump of his shoulder.

He stopped, threw her a crooked grin that
made her stomach do a sudden, unexpected lurch, and made her smile
freeze foolishly on her face. “As are you, Miss Murdock,” he
returned. “But I should wager that in the morning, we shall both be
looking a good deal more fit.”

It was a long trek to the kitchen, for
although the house was old and dilapidated, it was quite large, and
with the duke's slow and laborious moving, it was another minute or
two before she directed him into the kitchen, and taking her lamp,
set it upon the large, square, wooden table and indicated a seat
for him to take.

He settled himself into it with every
appearance of relief. Without comment, he cupped his forehead in
his hands in brooding silence.

Miss Murdock left him be. She lit another few
lamps to see by, stoked the still glowing embers of the fire in the
stove and added fuel to set it again snapping. She got a streak of
soot across her face in the process, gave it a brief wipe with a
rag, then pulled out a bag of ground coffee and the coffee pot. She
filled the pot with water, added the grounds, and put it on the
stove. They were all tasks that she had performed many times, and
she fell into them without thought and with a serene rhythm.

St. James closed his eyes, the quiet lulling
him and easing the pounding that was already enveloping his head.
Miss Murdock did not chatter, and he was thankful for that. He was
not a man given to doubts, not because he never had them but
because he refused to entertain them. They had their place to
insure proper reasoning, but if one let them grow, one would find
oneself paralyzed and incapable of any decision and any action.

Now, as he listened to the brief, soothing
sounds of the fire being stoked, the coffee being put on, and cups
being retrieved and set down, he allowed himself to review his
doubts, and then discarded them. His actions appeared rash, but
they were well thought out in advance. He had settled on marriage
as being his last ploy to flush out an enemy un-seen, and although
he had not foreseen how he was to go about procuring a wife without
wooing, pursuing, and otherwise deceiving a young miss into that
role, he had certainly recognized the perfect opportunity when it
had been presented to him.

He removed his hands from his brow, slouched
back in his chair, and concentrated on the female before him. She
was plain, as her father had said, but not displeasing. She had an
ordinary face, with ordinary features, and perhaps if just one of
those features had been out of the ordinary, had been remarkable,
then she could have been quite breath-taking. But every feature was
ordinary. From the average brown of her hair to the solemn brown of
her eyes. And her skin was certainly too brown, far beyond the
realm of fashionable and more in the area of commonness.

Her form, petite and rather delicate, as
suited her small stature, was not voluptuous in the least, and
induced thoughts of efficiency rather than romance. Her hands were
small, but the nails of her fingers were cut short, showing she
viewed them more as tools to be used than a point of vanity. Even
now, after giving him an appraising look, she took out a side of
pork and cut off strips with a large knife and settled them into a
cast iron pan to fry. To this, she added eggs, and then using a
bread knife, cut off slices from a loaf, placed them in a toasting
iron and opening the door to the stove fire, propped it just above
the flames. She took out a large mound of churned butter from the
pantry and set it on the table.

All of her actions, St. James observed, were
done with practiced economy and efficiency, relaxed concentration
on her nondescript face, and he was suddenly moved by the thought
of a hummingbird hovering in mid-air as it gathered nectar from a
morning-glory. And if Miss Murdock were not as flashy as that
hummingbird, she was certainly as riveting in her effortless
complacency as she went about her tasks.

He could well believe that no one had ever
found her exciting, but as St. James watched her move about in the
dark of early morning, with her hair undone and down her back, and
a faint streak of soot still upon one cheek, and her robe
fluttering open to reveal her thin gown that was moved by her
slender legs, it occurred to him that he had more excitement than
most in his thirty and three years, and that it was very pleasant
indeed to allow her silent serenity to wash over him, like a balm
on an itchy patch of skin.

And if her solemn eyes met his from time to
time, taking his measure with a quiet and somewhat timid curiosity,
he did not blink, but met her questioning with a sudden sureness
that he would not have guessed at. For he was quite certain that
Miss Murdock was precisely what he needed for his plans, and for
the first time, he thought it may just be possible that he not only
complete his endeavor, but survive the completing of it.

 


The coffee was ready and Miss Murdock filled
his cup, placed it in front of him. He declined her offers of cream
and sugar, and instead took it black. She watched his long fingers
as they wrapped about the cup with a simple and elegant grace. He
raised the cup to his lips, paused a moment as his gold eyes
focused on her. Nonplused, she turned, took a cloth and removed the
hot skillet from the stove. She fixed him a plate of side, eggs and
toast. She put out some homemade peach preserves, and then when she
saw that he had all he needed, she poured herself a cup of coffee
and sat at the table, its wide, wooden expanse separating them,
leaving her at one end and he at the other.

He viewed the plate of food, which he had not
asked for, for a moment, and then without comment, picked up his
fork and began eating. Lizzie sipped her coffee. She watched the
slight trembling in his hands wane, and his foray into his meal
became more sure. His eating was sporadic. He would take several
bites and then pause for long moments at a time to sit and drink
his coffee and look at her, eyes unblinking, mouth unspeaking.

His lips, she noticed, were tight, compressed
and rarely moving in either smile or frown. His face was pale,
certainly much paler than her own, and in contrast made his dark
hair seem nearly black. His brows were arched, even in rest, and
when by chance he arched one higher in a quizzical look at her and
her glances, it gave him a satirical look. There was a harshness
about him, an unforgiving, unyielding aura that was at a disparity
with his casual, indifferent demeanor, his disheveled appearance,
and the lazy languidness of his movements.

Only his eyes sealed the two seemingly
divergent parts of his character, shifting constantly not from
motion, for they were always quite steady, but from emotion and
mood, looking at one moment morose and in another flickering with
excitement, and then he would hood them with his lids, making the
little sparks of gold that were still discernible all the more
tantalizing to her. For some reason, she felt she would give quite
a bit to step into his head and view his thoughts for a single
moment.

At long last, he pushed his plate away, much
of the food left uneaten, and Miss Murdock got up from her chair
and refilled his cup with coffee. She rinsed her own cup and placed
it on the sideboard, then turned to him. “I can make that room up
for you now, if you wish, milord.”

As she was standing but a foot or so from
him, he reached out and caught her hand, making her start in
surprise. She did not try for release, only stood steady, her heart
giving an uneven beat in her chest and looked at him, wary of his
next move.

“What is this, Miss Murdock?” he asked, his
voice teasing. “Are you nervous that the disreputable Duke of St.
James is about to take advantage of you in your kitchen?”

As she did not answer, only tugged at her
hand and stared at him with her solemn eyes, his own eyes narrowed
as he continued. “Well, at one time, and if you were a woman of a
different caliber, I may have.”

Lizzie flushed, could not decide if she
should feel relieved or insulted, or disappointed. “I have no
doubt, milord, that you are capable if you so wished,” she
answered. “But I am sure that I would be poor sport for a man of
your tastes and so you would do better to merely release my hand
and allow me to make up your room.”

He did not release her hand, instead
tightened his grip and leaned back in his chair, forcing her to
take an awkward step forward. St. James looked up into her face,
her just shy of panicking eyes. “How am I to go about this?” he
asked. “I have been pondering just this question for over an hour
now, and I still have no clue.”

“I am sure I do not understand you,” Miss
Murdock replied. “I am also sure that what you need now after being
fed is sleep, and that whatever answer you are looking for will be
there for you in the morning.”

“No, Miss Murdock,” he shook his head. “I
will not be here in the morning and you need not make up a bed for
me. So you can quit worrying your head about that task. I feel I
have put you out quite enough for one night at any rate. Although I
am afraid I am going to have to put you out quite a bit more.”

“I—It was no hardship,” she said. Her voice
was breathless and she blamed it on the fact that he had begun to
rub her hand with his thumb, the soft, hypnotic reassurance of a
mother rubbing a baby's back. And as a baby is lulled into sleep,
she felt as though she were being lulled into a spell that
consisted of nothing but that single moving thumb and those two
golden eyes. She gave a sharp pull on her hand, gaining abrupt
release and losing her balance. She reached behind to steady
herself and her palm came down on the still hot stove. “Ouch!” she
squeaked, and her injured hand flew to her mouth.

St. James rose, banging his knee in his
haste. “Damn it, Miss Murdock. What did you think I was going to do
to make you burn yourself getting away?” He grabbed her wrist,
pulling her hand from her mouth.

Miss Murdock, finding his question
unanswerable, her hand smarting, and herself feeling a good deal
foolish, lashed out in return. “What any young female would think
when a drunken scoundrel takes their hand and there is no proper
chaperone! I should slap you if it were not hurting so badly!”

“You may slap me with the other hand, if it
should make you feel better,” he informed her. He studied her
injury. “I imagine it is quite painful.”

“As if I needed you to determine that. Simply
allow me my hand back, and I will draw some water and soak it.”

“No, Miss Murdock. You must use butter. My
grandmother has always said so.”

“Then you may go fetch your grandmother's
butter, for I shan't waste any of mine.”

He raised his head, and his gold eyes met her
angry brown ones. “Ah, the first challenge. Your way or mine? I
think you should learn now that it shall be mine.” He stepped to
the table, her wrist tight in his grasp, forcing her to step with
him. He moved the plate with the great pat of butter upon it to the
edge of the table and forced her hand into it. He pushed it down so
that she was unable to keep even her fingers from it, and when he
pulled her hand up, her hand print was imbedded in the butter.

“You simply could not resist ruining the all
of it, could you?” she asked, furious.

“Oh, but, Miss Murdock, when a lovely hand
such as your own is at stake, what is a mere pat of butter?”

He released her wrist and she wrapped her
injury in a dishcloth. She wished to wash the butter from it, just
to spite him, but she could not see the sense in it, as it was on
there now and was soothing to some degree. Still turned from him,
she told him in a muted little voice. “You need more coffee, sir,
for if you see my hand as lovely, you are obviously still
drunk.”

Which caused him to laugh, a full, rich laugh
that surprised her out of her crossness and had her looking at him
with stark curiosity, for she would have never dreamed from her
short acquaintance with him that he could be capable of such
laughter, free of sarcasm or rancor or jadedness.

“I see,” he said at length, “that I shall
have my way, but that you shall always endeavor to have the last
word.”

“Yes, milord. I can see how that is so, since
you are leaving, and I must ask to be excused now, and there will
be no further conversation between us, then I have managed to have
the last word,” she told him and turned to leave the kitchen.

Her uninjured hand was at the door frame and
with one more step she would have been into the hallway when he
spoke. “You are mistaken if you think there will be no further
conversation between us.”

She hesitated for just an instant, but it was
an instant too long, for his next words had her turning to stare at
him. “For we became betrothed at approximately one hour after
midnight.” He raised the lids of his eyes, giving her the full
impact of their golden stare at her look of shocked disbelief. “So
you see, Miss Murdock, when I leave here shortly, you shall be
accompanying me.”

 


 



Chapter Five

 


“You expect me to take you seriously?” Miss
Murdock asked.

“I can not, at this point, expect any thing
from you, Miss Murdock.”

“Indeed, I am glad we are in agreement on
that,” she returned. She paused another thoughtful second in the
door and then with a little sigh, went back to stand before him.
“Milord, you are drunk. It is nearing dawn. I will make up a room
for you and you shall sleep and tomorrow you will have forgotten
your foolish statement, as I will have. Surely, you see the sense
in that?”

“I am no longer drunk, Miss Murdock, but
nearly sober, to my regret, after two cups of coffee and the meal
you placed before me.

Sober enough to know I am not displeased with
the alliance I have made.” He pulled a chair out. “Come, Miss
Murdock, and be seated. I am sure you have questions.”

“No, milord,” she shook her head. “I am too
tired to humor your

odd fancies.”

“Ah. But your father was in a more agreeable
mood.”

“My father tends to agree to a great many
things when he is drinking,” she returned with a rueful grin. With
her eyes twinkling, she added, “as I daresay, do you.”

“You refuse to take me seriously for even a
moment, Miss Murdock.”

She made a sudden weary gesture. “Indeed,
sir, please do go on, for I see that you are quite set upon it. It
will only needs cleaning up in the morning if I do not attend to it
now any rate.”

He raised a brow. “I applaud your indulgence,
Miss Murdock.” He sat himself, his fingers drumming on the table
before him in light contemplation. “I asked your father for your
hand. He has agreed.”

“I am sure I am quite flattered.” She gave a
little laugh. “It is not often that I receive proposals at dawn,
even from drunken suitors. Indeed, I do thank you, even as I must
decline. Regretfully, of course. Is it possible for me to return to
my bed now?”

“You are being difficult, Miss Murdock,” he
observed.

“Indeed, I think I am showing remarkable
restraint.” Her amusement waned. “Please do not pursue this
ridiculous conversation any further.”

“Miss Murdock, I realize this must be
difficult for you,” he took pains to explain, “but it is important
that you accept that I am serious. Can you at least entertain that
assumption for the purposes of this conversation so that we may
discuss your concerns at this circumstance?”

“I am to assume,” she said with a wry twist
to her mouth, “allow me, please, to state this correctly, that a
duke, moneyed and privileged and despite a certain sordid
reputation, still a desirable match in marriage, by those far more
suitable than myself, has settled upon my being his wife after, of
course, only one meeting, where I was covered with mud and running
a horse into a fence.” Half smiling, she awaited his answer, but he
gave none, only waited for her to continue. She made an impatient
gesture with her hand. “The whole idea is ludicrous. What could
possibly motivate you?”

“My motives are no concern of yours, Miss
Murdock. I would rather you consider your own concerns, as I had
asked.”

“You believe that after I give your suit the
consideration I am sure you believe it deserves that I will leap
upon the obvious advantages to me and agree?” she asked, her tone
somewhere between disbelieving and offended.

He gave an impatient little sigh and rose
from his seat. He turned from her and strode the room. He paced
back to stand before her. “Must I list them, Miss Murdock? For I
find it distasteful to have to enumerate my 'desirable' qualities.”
His lip curled in an unsuspected ugly wrath that had Miss Murdock
sobering from her prior glibness. “List them, Miss Murdock. Let me
hear you say the words so that I know you understand completely
what you are to gain. If one, indeed, looks upon it as gain.”

“I can assure you, that I am one that does
not, milord,” she said in sudden icy anger. “But I will list them
as you ask as the sooner this interview is complete, the sooner I
may return to my own business, and you may return to yours.”

He made no answer, only stood, waiting, for
her to continue.

She drew in a breath, calming herself. “Your
title, I suppose.”

He nodded. “Go on.”

“And it is purported that you are quite. . .
well off.”

“On the mark again, Miss Murdock.”

“Your family's standing in society,” she
added. She glanced at him, hoping he would be satisfied, but he
closed his eyes for one brief instance and when he opened them
again, he raised a brow to her at her hesitation to continue.

“Anything else, Miss Murdock?” he asked, his
voice mocking. “Any other reason why most any female in society
would view me as a desirable match in marriage?”

“Maybe I should begin listing your
un-desirable qualities, milord,” she retorted. “Your ego, your
reputation—”

“But we are still on the desirable list, Miss
Murdock. I am sure if you merely search about your mind but another
moment you should be well able to come up with one more
reason.”

“Oh, very well,” she said, exasperated, but
pushing on precariously. “You are not displeasing to look at. Is
that what you wished to hear, milord? Does that flatter you and
satisfy you? Tell me, do you often go through this charade so that
you may gain glory for your vainness from some naive country
bumpkin when I am sure you have had enough simpering females
throwing themselves at you for years now?”

But he leaned forward, placing his hands upon
the arms of her chair and spoke down to her, his face near hers. “I
merely wished to hear you say it so that I am sure you are aware of
it,” he told her, his gold eyes glinting. “I do not know you, Miss
Murdock. I do not know what is important to you, what you find
desirable. I merely wish you to realize, that if your young heart
fancies romance, it shall be available to you, no questions asked
and with nothing withheld.”

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” she exhaled. “Are
you mad? You speak of a marriage of convenience where you have no
feeling for me or I for you and you speak of this matter as though
it were another bargaining chip upon the table—”

He released the chair arms, paced away from
her. “The 'catch of the decade' I was called ten years ago, Miss
Murdock.” He turned back to face her. “Now—well, that decade has
passed, has it not? My reputation has grown, and although not many
would care to dismiss my suit out of hand, the doors of those
families that have no need of further wealth have been closed to
me. The peers I have with daughters of marrying age are content to
settle for a marquis or an earl, the fellow of course being a
little more, how shall we say it, commendable in his morals.”

He paused and when he continued, his words
were quieter but much more pointed. “But for the daughter of a
Squire to be so squeamish, Miss Murdock, well, it nearly boggles my
mind.”

“Does it?” Miss Murdock asked with sudden icy
rage. “It is true

that I find your reputation distasteful—”

“I am so shocked to hear it.”

“—But what I find more distasteful is your
thinking that you may stroll in here and offer me your ridiculous
proposal and have me leaping for it as some starving dog at a piece
of meat.” She rose from her seat, beside herself with rage. “Allow
me to, for a moment, fulfill your expectations: Oh, thank you,
milord, for choosing me! I have been made complete now that you
have humbled yourself and sought my hand. My life, I am sure, will
be naught but a fairy tale, where I may wear fine gowns, and ride
in a fine carriage with fine horses. And I shall spend all of my
allowance on fancy hats, and luxurious furs, and eat sweetmeats all
day while I have a dozen or more servants to fetch me whatever I
care for.” She drew herself up, her worn gown and falling hair
taking nothing from her disdain. “Is that what you expected to
hear, milord? For if it is, you are wildly mistaken. If you think
that I am flattered by your choosing me to fulfill some cold motive
on your part, you are most decidedly wrong. When and if I am ever
chosen as a wife it will not be for some calculated reason, I
should hope, and I will certainly not agree to a marriage based on
a proposition that, among other things, offers your body as
something to be gained for my amusement.” Her face was flaming with
embarrassment but her outrage was such that she was not even aware
of it.

“If you prefer the illusion of a romantic
wooing, Miss Murdock,” he countered, “then I am afraid I can not
accommodate you. For I can not and will not go into this marriage
with you believing there is a feeling there which can not be.
Neither do I wish for that feeling from you. It is precisely these
restrictions that have made me, yes, choose you!”

His words hit her like a slap in the face.
Oh, she had always been plain, had accepted it long before, but to
be told outright that the very reason, now, that her hand was being
sought in marriage was because her unlikely suitor had determined
that she would never be a threat to his heart or his libido, and
for some unknown reason sought that sad state of affairs, was going
just a tad too far. “Then I suggest you travel on down the lane,
milord St. James, for although I am above calling any person ugly,
there is a lady just above a mile from here that would shock even
you.”

Her words took him by surprise. “I am not
sure that I follow you, Miss Murdock.”

“No? Well, it little matters. If you are
loathe to point out your own 'desirable' qualities, I am equally as
loathe to point out my own 'less than desirable' ones. I am going
to bed now, milord, for I have had quite enough of this ill-advised
conversation. Where you sleep, or how you spend your time before
your leaving, I really do not care.”

With those words, she left the room,
half-afraid that he would make some retort that would stop her once
again in her tracks, so she turned a deaf ear when he called out
after her. Once in the hall, she moved quicker still, holding her
hurt hand in front of her and feeling a stinging in her eyes that
she tried hard to convince herself was from tiredness and her
injury, and she hurried up the stairs, and once she made her room,
she closed the door behind her and slumped against it. She blinked
back any tears that had the temerity to even think about falling,
swiped her hair from her face, when and how it had fallen there she
was not certain, and when she at last glanced out the window, she
saw that dawn had come after all, or was well on its way, for the
horizon was just beginning to lighten.

She could have cried then with frustration
and fatigue, for instead of being able to throw herself on her bed,
sleep away the headache that odious man had given her, she would
only have time to bathe and dress, and then she would have to start
her day's work. Well, she certainly intended to dawdle, for her
father would not be up for hours yet at any rate, and she wanted to
give the duke plenty of time to clear out before she was forced to
once again go downstairs.

With that thought, she removed her robe and
sleeping costume, bathed herself in the cold water she poured from
her pitcher and into her basin. She welcomed the iciness of it,
even in the chill of her room, feeling as though she were cleaning
off the filth that man had somehow heaped into her mind.

She gave a slight shiver, toweled off more
quickly than she had bathed. As if she didn't have enough to worry
about, she thought with exasperation, without some fool of a fop
coming in and upsetting her for half the night. She wished she had
taken that iron skillet to his skull rather than cook him eggs in
it.

No wonder he had thought that she would
swallow his outrageous tale. He had only had to look around and see
the drudgery that was her life. He must have deemed her very ripe
indeed for what she could see now as nothing more than some cruel
jest, designed to tease a naive country maiden with few
prospects.

Curious that, that he had not once asked,
where is your maid? Where is your cook? Where is your butler? Why
do you eat in the kitchen? Why are you the one preparing the food?
One would think that a man such as he could barely fathom a life
without servants.

She pulled on a dress, it was her best, just
in case he had not left before she was forced to go down, and she
was not going to give him another opportunity to mock her for being
dirty or disheveled. Not that there was much difference between her
worst and her best. They were all out-moded and faded, and as they
had been her mother's, too large, for she hadn't the time nor the
skill to take them in.

But she needn't have worried, for as she was
buttoning the last pesky buttons up the back of it, she heard
sounds from below in front of the house, and moving to the window,
she saw that the duke's curricle had been brought around by his
groom, the same team of horses at its front and an additional horse
tied by a lead to the back.

She gave a single nod of satisfaction,
thinking goodbye and good riddance, when something made her
remember that she did not recall seeing a spare horse when he had
arrived. She drew back the sheer from the window, enabling her to
see the tied horse more clearly and with a gasp of dismay, feeling
as though the air had been beat from her chest, she cried, “Leaf!”
and turned and ran from the room.

She reached the bottom of the steps and flung
open the front entrance door. “What are you doing?” she demanded.
“That is my horse, milord Duke, and I do not take kindly to having
it removed from its stall and tied to the back of your
curricle!”

St. James turned to her. He had on his great
coat, buttoned to the top, and Lizzie had a moment's thought that
once again she was out in the cold with no proper protection and he
was again warm and comfortable. “Ah, there you are, Miss Murdock. I
have been awaiting you.”

She went past him, deigning him with only a
glare from her brown eyes, and went to the back of the curricle,
where she gave the quick release knot a single, angry yank, freeing
her horse from the vehicle. Then she turned on the duke, holding
the lead in her uninjured hand. “I do not know what bargain you
think you struck with my father last night after getting him drunk,
but he was not at liberty to sell this horse, for she is, in
essence, mine!”

“So he told me, Miss Murdock,” he said. “He
explained quite poignantly that she is, in fact, your dowry.”

His words came at her like a board to her
head. Her cheeks paled from the flush that had been staining them,
and her eyes looked at the man in front of her unseeingly for a
long moment. At last she said the words, words she knew to be true,
but could hardly believe them long enough to even speak them. “It
was the filly then,” she choked. She looked at him accusingly. “You
wanted my horse.”

He sucked in a deep breath, but his eyes did
not flinch from her face. “Yes, Miss Murdock,” he told her. “I
wanted your horse.”

A spasm went through her, making her rigid.
“You—you are more despicable and disgusting than anyone I could
ever imagine.”

“You are probably correct on both points,
Miss Murdock,” he said in cool agreement.

“My father was drunk. He would have never
agreed to this otherwise.”

“Your father should be sobering by now. Ask
him if you wish. See if he still is willing to stand by his
agreement.”

She clutched the lead, undecided, and he
prompted her, taking the lead from her hand and beckoning to his
groom. “Come, Miss Murdock. I don't wish there to be any doubts in
your mind, any thinking on your part that I am abducting you
against your father's wishes. Tyler will hold your horse, will not
steal her off from you while we go inside. Shall we?” he asked, and
his voice was soothing to her ears, as though he regretted very
much the tactics he had taken.

“You have no heart,” she said. “For I can see
in your eyes that you know exactly what you are doing and do it all
the same.”

“Yes. I know exactly what I am doing. Never
doubt that, either, Miss Murdock.”

Tyler took the lead, and St. James took her
elbow. He wore his driving gloves, and the leather of them dug
through the thin material of her sleeve. They went in silence up
the steps together, the groom behind them spitting a long stream of
tobacco with a loud pththttt. Then they were through the door that
she had left standing open in her urgency, and went again to the
parlor off the hall.

“Father,” Miss Murdock called when they came
within a few feet of the sofa and the duke dropped his hand from
her arm. Her father stirred. The sun, now peeking above the
horizon, shone a beam in and upon his eyes, making him blink when
he at last opened them in his drink swollen face.

He looked with incomprehension at the two of
them standing there, then sat up, groaning. He ran a hand through
his thick, gray hair. “Aye, Lizzie, I'll be needing your special
coffee this morning, luv, for I surely indulged myself a bit too
much last night.”

“Oh, whenever did you not?” she asked.
“Father. . . there is something I must ask you.” But she could not
frame the words, afraid that her father had done as the duke
suggested and agreed to a marriage designed for his lordship to
obtain a horse.

At her hesitancy, St. James stepped forward.
“Squire?”

Her father focused on his lordship. His
expression changed from lazy waking to full cumbersome alertness.
“Ah, yes. That business. Is it time?” He looked at his daughter's
face, the wide open, pleading eyes, the shadows beneath them, and
the paleness of her normally dark skin. “Ahhhh,” he said. He turned
to the duke. “I was to pave the way, you know.”

Lizzie dropped her chin to her chest. “Oh,
God, father, do not tell me it is true?”

“And why would you say it like that, lass?”
he asked in sudden anger, as though she had accused him of an
unspeakable crime. “I have made you a brilliant match, with no help
from you. You should be well-pleased, instead of standing there
looking as though the fireplace is smoking again.”

“Oh, father! How could you?” She brought her
chin up and held her hands out before her in supplication. “You
have bartered me off as part of a horse bargain!”

“That horse is your dowry, and don't you
forget it! No one says anything if a man marries to gain his new
wife's cash or lands or jewels, but if it's a horse, suddenly
there's something evil in it?” Her father pointed his finger, his
face turning red which indicated that he would be impossible to
deal with. “T'is a duke, you know! You could have never done
better.”

She turned once to look at the object of
their conversation. “T'is St. James!”

“Oh, ho,” her father exclaimed, “and of
course you have a dozen more duke's lined up at the door and can
afford to be choosy.”

“I'd rather not marry at all than marry
him!”

“Well, you hit that nail right on the head,
missy, for that's the

only choice I see that you have. Either him
or no one, for you're twenty summers old and haven't had a suitor
yet!”

She opened her mouth to berate him, but he
waved a hand at her, shutting her off. “Oh, do not start, I'm not
blaming you, by any means. Lord knows I have failed in my duty up
to this point in getting you up to snuff and out the starting
gate,” he told her. “So do not get on your high horse. The offer
was there, I fully apprised him of your short-comings and he was
not put off. Who is to blame me for snagging him while I
could?”

“Fully apprised him—! Oh, God, I wish the
floor would open up and swallow me! I want no husband through
trickery. I'd rather have no husband at all.”

“Do you feel tricked, miduke?” the Squire
asked.

“Not in the least. If I had not wished to
offer for your daughter, I would not have done so. Believe me, I
have been under rather more pressure in the past,” and his lips
twitched, “and you can see that I came out unscathed.”

The Squire nodded. “There you go, Lizzie. The
man wished for a wife and he offered for you. You have no
complaint.”

“I have no complaint?” she asked. “You are
both out of your heads!”

“Please do not shriek, Lizzie, dear,” the
Squire implored, holding his head. “For you are making me sick with
it.”

“You made yourself sick with the drink you
took last night, and now I am the one that must bear the
foolishness of it,” she told him. “Oh, you have done folly before,
father, but never as bad as this! You've gambled off the money for
the winter's coal, and lost every decent mount I had besides Leaf.
You bring home your cronies for pot-luck when there isn't much luck
in the pot to begin with. You've scared off every maid we've ever
retained that was under fifty with your groping ways, and agitated
every one older than fifty with your ill-temper until they have
left in a huff. You leave me the accounts to juggle when there is
more money going out than coming in, and then gaily set down your
bills for jewelry and perfume for payment to those women who would
not have anything to do with your gouty, portly, black-toothed self
if not otherwise, as though they were just another feed bill.

“Through it all, I've neither complained nor
upbraided, but now you have gone too far! I swear, I could choke
you where you sit,” she finished.

“Yes, yes, Lizzie. You are a saint and I am
the first to say it,” her father returned. “But, now, go on. At the
very least you shall not have to put up with me and my weaknesses,
and even the dreaded Duke of St. James could be no worse, I
wager.”

Miss Murdock, at her wit's end, placed a hand
on her forehead, winced when she realized that it was the burnt
one, which she had quite forgotten in all of her agitation. “Oh,
damn this bloody hand,” she murmured, jerking it back down again.
She turned on St. James. “Of which I have you to thank for, so you
could look a little contrite instead of standing there
smirking!”

St. James was, indeed, looking quite diverted
as he witnessed the exchange between father and daughter, but at
her words, he sobered enough to say, “Most certainly, I am
contrite, Miss Murdock. I would be much too frightened not to be in
your presence.” Of which he received a glare that was clearly meant
to leave him dead.

St. James asked, “Have you any further
doubts, Miss Murdock?”

Miss Murdock turned again to the Squire.
“Father? I'm asking you once more. Can this be what you truly
want?”

“Aye, lass. T'is for the best. Every woman
should be married and have children to keep her occupied, instead
of dreaming of training race horses and spending time caring for a
rather unfit father.”

She kneeled in front of him, her anger gone
and only worry in her voice. “But, father, whoever shall look after
you?”

He chuckled, patted her head. “Oh, I shall be
fine on my own, missy. I shall do what I have been longing to do
but which I haven't been able to because of care for you. I shall
drink myself silly and ride to hounds 'til I break my neck like all
old widower's do. You need not worry about me.”

“Oh, father,” she moaned, “I love you dearly,
even if you are an old fool.”

He gave her head a final pat. “Now get on
with you, lass. Leave an old man to peace and quiet. You were
always much too active and it has tired me to watch you work so
hard for the last seven years.”

She was reluctant to leave him, and when she
looked about, her eyes were tinged with tears and frantic. She was
being sent away, her father obviously convinced that it was for the
best. And although she could fight the duke to the end, she would
not fight her father.

Then St. James was there, pulling her gently
to her feet. He handed her a handkerchief from his coat pocket, and
she stood staring at it dumbly for a moment.

He took it and wiped her eyes and it was only
then that she realized she was crying. “Go now, Miss Murdock, and
pack a valise. You shan't need much, for if your dress is any
indication, you will need new in any event. Gather a warm cloak. I
will be waiting for you in the hall.”

Miss Murdock, clutching the handkerchief he
had returned to her hand, went to do as he bid, her mind numb so
that she wondered if he had not told her what to do if she could
have realized it herself. He followed her to the foot of the
stairs, told her before she ascended, “It is for the best, Miss
Murdock, I assure you.”

She turned to look at him, the gold eyes, the
lithe figure, the impossible perfection of his face. “I cannot see
how it could be for the best, milord, either for you or for me,”
and she went up the stairs.

When she again reached her room, she dug a
battered valise from her closet, unclasped it and opened its mouth
wide. But something about its yawning emptiness, which she had been
assigned to fill, defeated her, and she sat down on her bed beside
the empty traveling case.

She wasn't certain how long she sat there
motionless, only her mind racing, but it was enough time to pass
for the duke to evidently become impatient, for there was a light
tapping on her door. Miss Murdock had not closed it, and now as she
glanced up, not startled, more just dismayed, she saw St. James
hesitating in the opening. “Miss Murdock? Is there anything I can
assist you with?”

She took a moment to answer, and when she
did, she spoke with a calmness that she in no way felt. “No. I'm
sorry, but I just needed a moment to sit and think and allow myself
to catch up with everything that is going on.” She gave him a
baleful look. “Do you always move so quickly, milord, and expect
others to merely follow your lead without question or delay?”

He rubbed his upper lip with his gloved
finger, a habit, she was beginning to notice, that he did whenever
he did not have his usual immediate and flip response handy. “I
expect that, yes, I normally do.” He added a little more sharply,
“I am not your father, Miss Murdock. I do not need looking after or
a firm guiding hand.”

“So why take me from him when you can see
that I am clearly needed here?”

He clasped his hands behind his back, still
speaking from the doorframe. “There are many good reasons that I
could list why it is better for you to go with me, Miss Murdock,
than remain here. But as I in all honesty did not care two pins if
this circumstance benefited you at the time I offered for your
hand, I will not now attempt to make you believe that I had your
best interests at heart from the beginning.”

Miss Murdock rose from where she had been
sitting, opened her wardrobe. “I appreciate your candor, milord
Duke,” she said. “I hope that if nothing else, this indicates that
I can expect honesty from you, however unpleasant it may be.” She
took down one of her four remaining dresses, inspected it, folded
it and placed it in the traveling bag.

St. James moved through the doorway then, a
restriction of propriety that he crossed with no evident regard to
it. He walked over to her and Miss Murdock paused in her packing.
“I did not expect this to be pleasant, Miss Murdock,” he told her.
“And although many other crimes have been laid at my door, real and
imagined, no one has ever dared call me a liar. That, Miss Murdock,
is because I will tell you the truth. If you find it unpleasant, I
do not apologize.”

She raised her brown eyes to his. Her words
were soft but dripped with distaste. “And the truth is you wanted
my horse and as there was no other way to attain it as it is my
dowry, you offered for me.”

He gave a small sigh before saying, “In part,
that is true. Do not ask for the rest of it, Miss Murdock, for it
will only interrupt your peace of mind.”

She let out a little, bitter laugh at the end
of his words. “I'm afraid my peace of mind has been well
interrupted already.”

“I imagine that is so, which I do regret,
Miss Murdock. But I would wager that in a very short time after our
wedding you will be counting yourself a lucky lass indeed.”

“You have a very high opinion of yourself,
sir,” she was stung into retorting.

“Not at all, Miss Murdock. I simply believe
there is a very good possibility that you shall become a widow at
an extremely young age.” He paused letting his words sink in, then
continued, “So you see, if you can merely bear my presence for a
short while, you shall in the end be a duchess and very rich, and
free to choose another. If nothing else, I can guarantee that you
will have no end of suitors then, plain little mouse or no.”

He did not wait for her to respond, but
turned on his booted heel and went to the door. Miss Murdock, whose
hand had been reaching for her toiletry items on her vanity and had
stilled at his pronouncement, listened to his retreating steps. She
was not surprised when they paused at the door, and he told her
over his shoulder in a self-mocking voice. “So be a sport, Miss
Murdock. I can not guarantee that I shall die, and you will forgive
me if I try mightily not to, but if I were laying odds, I would
have to put them against me. Now doesn't that make the prospect of
marrying me much more pleasant?”

Lizzie listened to his footsteps as he moved
again, echoing down the hallway and fading. “No. It doesn’t.” She
shoved her hair brush, comb and mirror into the bag.

 


“Well, milord,” Tyler asked when his employer
came once again down the flagstone steps alone. “Is she
coming?”

St. James came up beside him. He took the
filly's lead from his groom and led it to the back of the curricle.
“Damned if I know! I'll give her exactly ten minutes before I go up
and throw her over my shoulder and carry her down!”

Tyler could not resist a wide grin which he
did not even attempt to hide. “Aye, milord, she's got you a tad
riled, I see!”

At which the duke gave him a sharp glance
from his gold eyes. He tied Miss Murdock's horse to the rear of the
curricle once again, ran a gloved hand through his disarrayed hair,
and said, “It is only that I am devilishly tired, and hung-over on
top of it. I can at least say that she spared me the hysterics and
did not faint. Of which I should be forever grateful. But she has a
damned shrewish tongue and is not hesitant to use it in the least.
Now, Tyler, if you will wipe that grin from your face and remain
here for another few moments, I'll return shortly. If Miss Murdock
arrives out before I do, please endeavor to make her comfortable,
and tie her to the seat if she seems inclined to be difficult.”

“Aye, milord,” Tyler answered, and although
he was happy to follow the duke's instruction of remaining, he
could not obey in removing his smile.

“Bugger you, Tyler! I should knock that grin
from you if I were not feeling so damnedably out of sorts.” But
even as St. James turned to make his way up, once more, to the
entrance of the house, a smile flashed across his face, lightening
his features for that brief instance, and then all the groom saw
was his back.

Tyler had a few minutes to consider all the
strange goings-on of that morning before the door opened again, and
a diminutive Miss in a very plain brown cloak came down the steps
toward him. Her bonnet was the same lamentable brown, and as she
drew closer, he saw that her face was a good deal brown, and her
eyes, although finely shaped and rather solemnly large, were brown
also, of no particularly remarkable shade, so that one could not
say that they were chocolate brown or cider brown or nutmeg brown,
but where one could only say: they were brown. And her brows above
them were brown, indicating that the hair done up beneath her
bonnet was also brown.

And although Tyler recognized her from when
they arrived, and then her brief rescuing of her horse, he had to
admit that any attractiveness he remembered about her must have
been washed out by the morning's sun, for when she set down her
valise and extended her hand to make a formal acknowledgment of his
presence, rather unusual as he was only a groom, he answered by
saying, “Pleased to meet you again, Miss Brown, ahem, I mean
Murdock.”

“And I am pleased to renew your acquaintance,
Mr. Tobacco, oh dear me, I do mean, Tyler!” she returned.

Tyler made a startled little noise in his
throat, and then seeing her eyes twinkling, began to laugh, of
which she joined him. “You're having me on a bit, are you,
miss?”

“Oh, do forgive me, but I was,” she said.
“But I have often thought it would be so much easier to remember
names if we could only call people by their most distinguishing
feature. Take Mr. Ryan Tempton that I met yesterday. Would it not
be so much easier if his name were Mr. Red?”

“Aye, Miss! I wouldn't argue with you,” Tyler
agreed. “And his brother, Lord Tempton, I should think t'would be
easier if his name were Lord Peacock.”

Of which Miss Murdock gave a helpless laugh,
knowing it was most unseemly, but finding it most gratifying to be
entertained by the likable groom rather than think another moment
about the predicament she was in. “And my father, he should be
Squire Indulges, for he over-indulges on everything.”

“And the Duke, miss, he should be called
Lord—”

“Habitual Ill-Humor.”

And they were both laughing, much to his
lordship's puzzlement when he came up beside them, and instead of
acknowledging his presence, the two of them set off into fresh
gales of mirth, Miss Murdock putting a hand on Tyler's arm to
steady herself.

“Tyler, if you can leave off whatever
entertainment yourself and Miss Murdock have managed to manufacture
in my brief absence, you may fetch a saddle from the stables and
tack up Miss Murdock's filly.”

Miss Murdock released Tyler's arm, said to
neither of them in particular, “Good God, but he can wipe the smile
off anyone's face with a single sentence! What is this, milord? I
thought the filly would be traveling with us to London?”

“London? No, Miss Murdock, we are not
traveling to London as of yet.” He turned from her as though he did
not care to spend the time nor the energy with debating over yet
another point. Miss Murdock stood a little huffily behind him,
feeling helpless to stop whatever plans he was putting into action
now. Really! The man was exhausting her, and she had only known him
but a scarce few hours.

“Tyler, I have two letters here,” St. James
was saying and Miss Murdock could see that while she and the groom
had been busy giggling he must have been busy penning them, for
they were in his hand, sealed and addressed, and he was going over
them with Tyler as he spoke. “This one is to my grandmother,
deliver it first. Then, you will go to my solicitor to deliver the
second. Then you will hire a conveyance, a carriage, not too
flashy, and hire a team also, again not too flashy, and you will
meet us in Gretna Greene as early as is possible. Do you have all
that?”

Tyler tugged his cap. “Aye, milord. And if
your grandmother asks where you are?”

“Tell her I am about procuring a horse.
Nothing more.” His lordship handed him the letters, unbuttoned his
greatcoat and reached beneath it into an inner pocket. “And here,
this will finance the journey and all your needs,” he said, and
handed a purse over to his groom.

Tyler took it, pocketed it. He glanced once
at Miss Murdock, his earlier humor gone from his now serious face.
“And t'miss, milord?”

“She goes with me as planned, to where I have
already stated, and you shall find her and myself in good order
there awaiting you. So please do not tarry. I do not expect you to
kill yourself with a superhuman effort, but I want all of this done
in as short a time possible.”

Tyler nodded. “As you say,” and without
further 'aye's' or 'yes, milords' or 'you can count on me, milord',
he turned and with a single glance at Lizzie, told her, “You'll be
okay with his lordship, Miss, don't worry.”

Miss Murdock, wondering that her concern had
been that apparent on her face, only gave a brief nod, more to
reassure the groom than that she believed it herself, and she
watched him untie Leaf, and with the filly beside him, stride to
the stables to procure a saddle as ordered.

“Now, Miss Murdock, I shall assist you in
mounting, if you please,” said St. James, and he took her valise,
flung it up onto the floor boards of the curricle. Then he took her
arm at the elbow, gave her a moment to gather her skirts, find a
foothold and a handhold, and then Miss Murdock clambered up the
tall skeletal frame of the curricle and found herself high above in
the seat. The horses moved from the activity and St. James soothed
them with his voice as he reached up and gathered the lines. Then,
holding the lines in one hand, he swiftly climbed up and joined
her. He settled himself, gave her a moment to rearrange her skirts,
straighten her bonnet, and then he chirruped to the horses and the
team moved out into a matched trot, their bay heads bobbing in
unison.

Miss Murdock turned once to look back toward
her home, but her father was not in sight, and the house stood
silent, impassive to her leaving.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


As the curricle traveled at a smart trot to
the end of the lane from Miss Murdock's home, the sun was revealed
above the further hill, and although the air was still cold, the
sun's warm beams were a welcome respite from the raw rain of the
last several days. Miss Murdock turned her face up to it, allowing
its warmth full access to her face beneath the rim of her
bonnet.

With a little sigh, she closed her eyes,
clasped her hands together in her lap, and tried to be oblivious to
the man next to her, whose thigh, out of necessity on the narrow
curricle's seat, was pressed against hers through their
clothing.

It was in her mind to once again reiterate
that he was being foolish, his plans of marrying her ill-conceived,
and that it would be best if he turned the curricle now, before
they were too many miles from her home and it became a greater
inconvenience. But she advised herself to be patient, for she was
certain as the dawn came more fully upon them, and the light of day
made its way more completely into his mind, that he would begin to
rethink his position. From his attitude thus far, she believed that
any idea that he could not claim his own was dismissed out of hand,
and so it would behoove her to allow him to make the first opening
remark that would allow him to admit that, just perhaps, he had
made a mistake after all.

Surely, it could not take over long.

So Miss Murdock sat quietly, tried to focus
her thoughts on the strengthening sun, and the enjoyable sensation
of the wind snapping past her face, and resigned herself to waiting
with fortitude for the dawning of reason in the duke's mind.

It was only when they were some mile and a
half from her home and she felt his lordship fumbling about his
person in an annoying manner that she opened her eyes and glanced
at him in an irritated way for interrupting her quiet reveries. He
was unbuttoning his coat with one gloved hand while retaining the
ribbons with the other, and as she watched, he dug inside some
mysterious inner pocket of his coat and brought out at last, a
small, silver flask. He uncapped it with a practiced proficiency
that showed he had done this particular task many times before, and
then took a deep drink from it.

Miss Murdock's nose twitched as the strong
odor of whiskey wafted over to her. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” she
swore in exasperation, her visions of his regaining his senses
evaporating with alarming swiftness. “Do not tell me you are going
to continue to imbibe in that horrid stuff? Have you not done
enough damage already because of your fondness for the drink?”

At which point he turned to her. “Really,
Miss Murdock. You can not just go about swearing like a sailor. You
will shock every female in society once we finally reach London. I
really must ask you to be more conservative.”

“I find that a rich jest, milord. Whoever
would have guessed that beneath your rakish exterior you were so
strait-laced! Now kindly cap your flask and place it away,” she
returned. “Better yet, you had better give it to me, so that you
shall not be again tempted.” And she took her hand from the small
warmth she had found in her lap and extended it palm up so that he
could place the flask in it.

He chuckled and did replace the cap, but
rather than hand it to her, he deposited it once again in his coat
pocket, to her dismay. Then he put one gloved finger between his
teeth, pulled upon it and removed his glove. Then, dropping it in
her still outstretched hand, surprising her, he switched the reins
to his now bare hand and repeated the procedure with his other
glove, depositing it also in her hand, to join its mate.

“Put them on, Miss Murdock. Your hands must
be cold.”

For some peculiar reason, which she could not
explain, she felt like boxing his ears. His careless concern for
her welfare, and his equally careless disregard to her wishes was
somehow infuriating, and where she had tried being patient before,
her tongue now loosened. “I don't want your gloves, milord. I want
you to turn this curricle around and take me home where I
belong.”

St. James gave a long, weary sigh, and when
he again turned his head to look at her, she saw how exhausted he
was. His gold eyes were dulled and his face was haggard as he
contemplated her. “I shall make you a deal, Miss Murdock,” he told
her at last. Miss Murdock clutched the gloves in her hand, feeling
a large bubble of hope swell in her chest. “I am very tired, and as
I still have to stop at the inn to settle my account from last
night, we will remain there for a few hours. I shall get some rest,
and then, after we have dined, for although I ate this morning,
thanks to you, you did not, then we will go through this whole
arrangement one final time, and I promise that I will listen to
every complaint that you have, and answer them satisfactorily. Will
that do for you, Miss Murdock?”

Miss Murdock flushed at the condescension in
his voice. “And if I

am not satisfied, as you promise?”

“Then we will come up with a mutually
satisfying alternative.”

“That is not the same as saying I may return
home.”

“No. It is not. But I promise that we shall
hash all of this through

in a mere few hours, so if you could restrain
yourself until then?”

Miss Murdock flounced in her seat. “I can
hardly see how you will be more capable of seeing reason if you
have that whiskey flask at your disposal, milord!”

With barely controlled impatience, he
unbuttoned his coat once again, with more ease this time as his
hands were bare of gloves, and taking out the flask, thrust it at
her rather rudely. “Take it, then, Miss Murdock, if it will make
you quit your incessant nagging.”

Miss Murdock took it with triumph, and rather
than place it in her reticule or her valise as she had first
intended, impulsively flung it out onto the side of the road, where
it landed with a soggy splat in the ditch. St. James reined in the
horses, looked back at the now mud splattered flask, gave her a
single hateful glare from his expressive gold eyes, and then
slapped the reins on his horses' haunches. His team took off into a
hard canter that had the curricle jerking forward with such
suddenness that Miss Murdock was knocked hard against the duke's
side. She righted herself, straightened her bonnet once again, and
then with an air of calmness, put on his lordship's gloves that had
remained in her lap. Once she had her fingers snug in their
enveloping warmth, she said, “Thank you, milord. I feel much better
now.”

“I am certainly glad one of us may say so,”
St. James replied, and he ran a delicate fingertip over his upper
lip.

 


Perhaps it had been that last drink he had
consumed before Miss Murdock disposed of his flask, which being of
a good grade of silver, was certain to make some passing local
extremely happy, or perhaps it was the fact that the duke had been
awake now for some twentysix hours, or perhaps it was because he
found his new fiancé to be excessively wearying, or perhaps it was
a combination of all of these, but St. James found himself unable
to hold his eyes open for what seemed a moment longer.

He struggled with them, reminded himself he
had a bare two miles to go before they would reach the inn and he
could have rest. To keep himself awake, he asked his companion,
“Have you ever been out of the county before?”

She answered in her soothing, solemn voice.
“No. I am shockingly rural, never having been further than the
local villages. But Froeburgh has a surprisingly well-stocked
library, which I try to visit regularly, and the market at Blytown
every second Saturday of the month is a sight to behold. I scarce
credit even London has a larger display of goods for sale. And
Sherrington is quite famous for its carnivals, which they have in
the fall. . .” she continued, but St. James was having difficulty
following even this simple conversation. He did have sense to pull
the horses back, first into a trot, and then as even that were
becoming difficult for him to handle them, into a walk.

Miss Murdock left off talking, which he
really did not notice, and then as he fought his ever heavier
growing eyelids, he felt Miss Murdock's gloved hands over both of
his, taking the ribbons from him. “I can manage,” he mumbled.

But she only tsked. “Certainly you can,
milord. But I shall take them just for a moment, and then you may
have them once again.”

St. James nodded, closed his weary eyes, and
his head lulled back and jounced as there was no support for it.
“Make for the inn, Miss Murdock. I'll not have you turning the
horses about and heading home.”

“I am satisfied with the inn for now,
milord.” She paused for a moment, then added, “Here. You may rest
your head on my shoulder, for you will get a cramp in your neck
having it bouncing about like that.”

Without thought, he did move, found her
shoulder with his eyes still closed. Thought once that for such a
small shoulder, it remained quite steady with the added weight of
him against it, and then he abandoned himself to the sleep that
called with insistence out to him.

He awoke at the noise of the inn's yard: the
snorting of other horses, the rattle of their conveyances' wheels,
the different sound his team's hooves made as they went from dirt
road to the cobblestone of the yard. Voices were heard, the heavy
country accent of grooms, the more cultured voices of patrons, and
one voice in particular, “By Gad, there he is now! Told you, Ryan,
if we waited but an hour or two, he would surely come past here,
for there is no road out of this part of the county that does not
come past this inn.”

St. James sat up with a jerk, was shocked
nearly senseless by the fact that Miss Murdock was driving his most
prized team, and with not even a hair out of place beneath her ugly
bonnet. “The devil take it!” he said, reaching and taking the
ribbons from her. “I did not allow you to drive my bays?”

“You were hardly in any condition to argue
with me, milord, as I could have told you would happen since you
insisted on having that last drink from your flask. Anyone could
see that you were barely fit to drive before that, let alone
after.”

“I've driven while worse, you wretched lass.
I would have managed.”

“Be that as it may, I've contrived to get us
here without any unfortunate incident, so you may quit glaring at
me like that.” She rubbed her shoulder as she spoke, and it
occurred to him what a sight they must have made pulling into the
yard, she handling the ribbons, while he passed out and leaning
upon her small shoulder.

He glanced about the yard, his thoughts
bringing him back to the familiar voice that shocked him into
wakefulness. Seeing the source of that voice, he directed the team
further into the yard and arrived to a halt a few feet from Lord
Bertram Tempton and his younger brother Ryan. They were both in
black riding breeches and bright red coats, lacy white cravats
showing at their necks, and high black hats upon their heads.
Beside them were two hunting horses, tacked and waiting, and they
each held a quirt, Ryan tapping his against his high black
boot.

“St. James,” Bertie said as the curricle
halted. “That's a bloody fine show to be putting on, leaning
insensible against a young chit of a girl and making her drive your
bloody monsters. Where, by the by, is Tyler? Surely he could have
driven if you felt the need to pass out while on the road!”

“Tyler had an errand to run. He will be
meeting up with us later.”

“Bloody soon, I hope! Needn't tell you, bad
enough to ride about with a girl with only a groom as chaperone,
but to have no chaperone at all! There will be no end to the
scandal if someone else were to see you,” his friend advised
him.

“I am well aware of it, Bertie. Thank you for
your concern.” St. James summoned one of the inn's grooms over to
take the reins. “Can you handle them, boy?” he asked, as the groom
was quite young.

“Pardon me, milord, but if t'miss there can
drive 'em, then I'm coiton I can hold 'em,” the groom said with a
grin.

St. James scowled, murmured under his breath,
“My team's celebrity will never live this down, if word should get
out.” He handed the reins to the boy, jumped down from the curricle
in sharp contrast to his prior obliviousness of just moments
before. Then he turned, reached up a hand to Miss Murdock, who
placed her gloved one into it, and allowed him to assist her
down.

St. James gave her a critical scan then
turned to Lord and Mister Tempton. “Allow me to properly introduce
Miss Sara Elizabeth Murdock, whom you met yesterday under even less
seemly circumstances.”

“Ah, yes,” Bertie replied, taking her hand.
“And you look much more. . . clean today, my dear. I am Lord
Bertram Tempton, Earl of Edison.”

Miss Murdock flushed slightly. “Pleased to
make your acquaintance again, milord.”

“And, of course, my younger brother, Mister
Ryan Tempton.”

“Mister Tempton,” Miss Murdock
acknowledged.

“Miss Murdock. I hope that we do not find you
in any difficulty today,” Ryan said.

His words were more intense than a casual
greeting and Lizzie was a little taken aback at his concern. “I am
well, thank you,” she stammered and could not help glancing at the
duke who was frowning.

“As I can see we are delaying you from your
hunt, we shall bid you goodbye for now, as I have promised Miss
Murdock breakfast here at the inn,” St. James interrupted.

“Ah, yes,” Bertie returned. “We were, I
confess, delaying our leaving on the chance that you may turn up
here, as there could be no other logical way for you to go but past
the inn. But, as I see you have all well in hand, we will be going
now. Good day, Miss Murdock. Good luck, St. James.”

“Thank you, Bertie. I appreciate the
sentiment.”

Lord Tempton turned to his brother. “Ryan?
Are we ready?”

“I—just a moment.” He turned to Lizzie. “Miss
Murdock, I am not being presumptuous, I hope, but if you would care
for a chaperone, I would be happy to remain with you and his
lordship until his groom is able to arrive back.”

Miss Murdock flushed at his words. “I,
indeed! Thank you for the offer, Mister Tempton, but I really
cannot see any harm if you go ahead with your hunt and not
interrupt your pleasure on my account.”

“It is just,” and Ryan glanced at the duke,
who remained silent, before continuing, “I would understand if you
were apprehensive of perhaps the wrong connotation being construed
upon being in his lordship's company alone, and would wish to avoid
any unpleasantness. . .”

Feeling more equal to the task, Miss Murdock
replied in a much surer voice, “Oh, I can not think that we would
run into any one here that would matter, that is, assuming of
course, that we can trust your and Lord Tempton's discretion to not
go about blabbing some ludicrous tale of his lordship and I having
a carte blanche or some other such unlikely silliness! For I can
tell you that nothing could be further from the truth, as any one
with two eyes in their head looking at me could see for themselves.
I am confident that Tyler will return in good time and that we will
be, if not entirely appropriate, at least passably respectable from
that point, and that neither I nor my reputation will come to any
irreparable harm.”

At the end of her speech, Ryan gave a grave
nod, said, “If you are certain. Of course, you can trust my and
Lord Tempton's discretion, but I must add, Miss Murdock, that I
really can't see it, what you were saying about anyone looking at
you being able to see out of hand that such a tale would be
ridiculous.” He looked more awkward than usual, and his ears
reddened until they nearly matched the redness of his hair, but he
turned with dignity then to the duke and added, “Milord St. James,
I trust that you will behave appropriately in this situation?”

To which St. James replied with matching
seriousness, “You can have my hand upon it if you wish, young
Ryan.” Ryan murmured that of course the duke's word was more than
adequate for him.

With that off his chest, Ryan mounted his
horse, waited while a groom assisted his brother in mounting his.
Then with a last penetrating stare at Miss Murdock from his young,
earnest eyes, he tipped his hat to her and said, “Miss Murdock,
milord Duke.” Bertie echoed his sentiments, and then they were off,
trotting from the yard and into the chill of the morning.

Miss Murdock turned to find St. James' eyes
assessing her, which made her color heighten.

“Well, Miss Murdock, as you can see, I am
honor bound to behave myself, for I do not wish to have young Ryan
calling me out in a duel if I were to perhaps sully you in any
way.”

“And I am sure, milord, that it was no
hardship for you to promise such, so please do not make yourself
sound in any way self-sacrificing.”

He did not say anything for a long moment,
but the gold of his eyes flared up, and he said, “Ah, it must be a
comfort for you to believe that, Miss Murdock, so I shall not
disabuse you of that idea. Not now at any rate.” He took her arm,
made to escort her in to the inn, then hesitated. Instead, he
added, and his words were husky as he spoke softly into her ear,
“Do not forget that just a few hours past, I saw you when your hair
was down and your eyes had the soft glow of the lamps' reflections
in them, and you moved with surety and grace in your worn night
gown and robe. And if there was nothing in your actions that was
overtly seductive, there was still enough in your appearance to
cause any man to have thoughts that are common at that time of the
night.” His hand tightened on her arm, and his breath brushed off
her bonnet and found a crevice between her cloak and neck. “Enough
said, Miss Murdock?”

And she nodded, mute, feeling her heart pound
uncomfortably. In an abrupt tone, he added, “Come, for I am tired.
And I do not wish to frighten you when I am not totally in control
of what I say. If you are very hungry, you may dine privately, or
if you wish to wait, I can join you for a meal in a little above an
hour. It is up to you, Miss Murdock.”

He moved with her to the door of the inn, and
Miss Murdock fell into stride beside him, his hand still at her
arm, and they entered the darkness of the inn's interior. “I shall
wait with no hardship,” was all she could think to say and he
nodded. He spoke with the innkeeper, advising him that he should
like to retain his rooms from the night before for another few
hours, and also a private salon for Miss Murdock, with tea, and any
buns or other light snacks that she may wish.

The innkeeper appeared happy to fulfill his
lordship's wishes and St. James accompanied her to her salon door,
apologized for the inconvenience to her of being left to her own
devices, and then seeing her settled, excused himself to go to his
room of before next door. “If any one disturbs you, Miss Murdock,
you need only summon me. So please do not be afraid.”

Miss Murdock, who was not in the least
afraid, for she could not likely credit anyone bursting into her
salon and offering to do her harm when she was but five miles from
her own home and had spent a good deal of time alone there without
incident, merely said, “Of course, milord.” Then he was gone. A
chambermaid brought her in an assortment of buns, cakes, breads,
biscuits, a steaming cup of tea, and a London newspaper on the
side, a day old, but what matter, as it was all new to Miss
Murdock, and she settled in to a comfortable respite from the duke
and his disturbing presence and, she admitted to herself, his even
more disturbing words.

It was little more than an hour later when he
returned. He was shaved, his dark locks tied back in a brief
ponytail and he had on fresh clothing from his bag, which had
evidently remained at the inn. Miss Murdock wished she looked half
as fresh, for she had, to her chagrin, ended dozing on the settee,
finding herself tired after being up at half past two that morning,
and now she felt a good deal crumpled. She was in the act of
repinning her hair into its severe bun at the nape of her neck when
he knocked and then entered. With his appearance, she found her
fingers clumsy, and when she wished to be done with the task with
the most possible speed, she instead was fumbling beneath his gold
eyes.

He closed the door behind him, strode over to
where she sat, still dealing with her rebellious hair, and he told
her, “Turn slightly, Miss Murdock, and I will endeavor to help you.
For frankly, you are making a mess of it. If we walk out of here
with you looking like that, there will be no end to the ruination
of your reputation.”

“Oh, bother!” she said and allowed him to
help.

“Have you a brush?” She had taken a small one
from her reticule when beginning her own efforts, and now she
handed it to him, feeling foolish.

He took the brush and showed a good deal of
finesse in brushing out the long strands of her hair and then
twisted them tight, wrapped them around and pinned them into place.
She did not ask where he had attained his skill, guessing sourly
that it was not the first time that it had been imperative that a
young miss walk from a room appearing unmussed in his presence.

There was a knock on the door, and he called
enter and rose from where he had placed one knee on the settee as
he had assisted her. The door opened and two men brought in a small
table, set with two places, and a chambermaid followed with a tray
holding several covered platters of food. The men put down the
table, drew up two chairs to it from one side of the room, and the
chambermaid placed the platters on the center of it. She asked
milord if there would be anything else to which he replied that all
looked well, and the three left without any further comment.

St. James pulled out a chair for Miss
Murdock, settled her at the table and then took his own place.

Miss Murdock, who had eaten rather more of
the buns and cakes than she had first expected, ate little, and St.
James ate hardly more, causing her to wonder that he survived
adequately, for she was far more used to her father's incessant
appetite.

In short order they were finished, and
lingered only over their cups of tea, which she had been surprised
to see him settle for, as there was an ample supply of brandy,
whiskey, claret, sherry, and assorted schnapps on a sideboard in
the room.

“Now, Miss Murdock, we will have that
promised conversation if you wish.”

“Yes. I am glad to see you have not
forgotten.”

He raised a brow, took a sip from his cup,
set it down and waited for her to go on.

Miss Murdock gathered her thoughts, wanting
to approach the subject with firm diplomacy. “Milord,” she began.
“As it is apparent that you entered this foolhardy agreement with
the aim of acquiring my horse, perhaps that is where we should
begin.” She waited for his comment but there was none, so she
continued. “I admit it would cost me personally a good deal, for I
prize Leaf highly, but I have come to the conclusion that the only
way for me to be out of this predicament is to give her to
you.”

He gave a thin smile. “That desperate, Miss
Murdock?”

“No, milord. Merely that filled with
misgivings. As surely you must be by now.”

“I have been filled with misgivings from the
start, Miss Murdock.”

“Well! I am only surprised because you have
not shown it. But now, with your admission, I am hopeful that you
will take what I am offering you and leave this situation feeling
completely satisfied, that in the end, you have attained your
objective after all, and with a good deal less pain than what could
have been otherwise.”

“But I have not obtained my entire objective,
Miss Murdock,” he countered.

“Be that as it may, any further objective you
may have, can not be, I regret but truthfully say, any concern of
mine.”

“But it does concern you, Miss Murdock. For
my further objective is to marry you.”

No, milord!” she returned, more heat in her
voice than she thought was advisable, but unable to help herself.
“If you are truly bent on marrying, your objective clearly can not
be dependent upon my being your wife. I have come to the conclusion
from what little I have been able to gather of your unfathomable
motives, that you merely think you require a wife, not a particular
wife. If I am correct and that is the case being, may I suggest,
humbly but sincerely suggest, that you find another wife. Someone
perhaps that is actively seeking a husband, and not myself, who is
not actively seeking a husband.”

His eyes narrowed, not from anger or even
irritation she suspected, but more from his thoughts. “Let us leave
my motives for seeking a wife be for a moment, Miss Murdock. Let us
rather discuss why it is you are not seeking a husband. Can you
elaborate on that please?”

“I hardly see that it could make any
difference to you, milord.”

“You are curious of my motives, are you
not?”

And as much as Miss Murdock wished to say she
wasn't, she couldn't in truth reply in that manner, so she did
admit, “I have wondered, yes, what would impel a duke, moneyed and
privileged and, despite being of a certain disreputable renown, and
rather disagreeable, I might add, but still extremely favored as a
husband by most any female, to feel that he must obtain a wife in a
highly unorthodox manner.”

“So you are allowed to be curious of my
motives, but I am not allowed to be curious of your own?”

“Mayhaps I am curious, but I do not see you
satisfying my curiosity, milord.”

“Satisfy mine, Miss Murdock,” and he gave a
delicate pause, a wicked little grin turning up the corners of his
mouth, “and I shall satisfy yours.”

Miss Murdock bowed her head, sipping from her
tea cup in a shaking hand effort to hide her fluster. How could he
know that she could be, in fact, curious about that, when she
herself had not acknowledged it to herself? Or had he in his great
egotism merely assumed that every woman he encountered under the
age of eighty must have that thought flit through her mind at some
point in his presence? And had probably had enough cloying
attention to prove him right?

“Miss Murdock,” he began, and his brief
suggestive look was not evident in his voice, reassuring her, “let
me suggest that you mayhaps envisioned yourself remaining on with
your father well into his dotage, until at some unfortunate time in
the future when he died. And that after that, assuming that he
lived for a goodly amount of years and you were perhaps by then in
your forties or mayhaps even fifties, you had envisioned yourself
having a small bit put back, through diligence and economy, and
bethought that you would perhaps sell the estate, your father
having, I am guessing, no apparent heirs, for whatever sum it would
get, and buying yourself a small cottage, and living the remainder
of your life doing whatever small tasks you found pleasure in.
Perhaps gardening, or reading, or being of some use nursing others
in need.”

“Vetting,” she said, her voice small. “I'm
good with all animals, not just horses, and have learned quite a
bit from our old groom, Kennedy, about poultices and herbs and
drenching. I've nursed numerous hares and birds, pigs and calves,
as well as horses. He says I have the knack for it.”

There was silence, and she was reluctant to
meet his eyes, for now that she had spoken the words aloud, there
could be nothing but condolence in his eyes, for it all sounded
pitiful and hopeless even to herself, and she snuffled, afraid she
would cry, and wondered why on earth she should find anything to
cry over, for it was as good a life as many had and better than a
good deal many more.

“I thought as much,” he said. “Although I did
not foresee the vetting. Of which I should have, for it is apparent
that it is very important to you to care for others, be it your
father or those that can not even voice their needs.”

She nodded, feeling miserably exposed, to
criticism or laughter or pity.

“I admire your plans, Miss Murdock,” he told
her, his voice grave. “For you to think of nothing but the comfort
of others and to intend to devote your life to it, and finding
pleasure and, I dare say, fulfillment in it, is breathtakingly
fresh from what I have been exposed to.”

“Then perhaps,” she sniffled, “you should
find a more worthy crowd to run with, milord, besides gamblers and
the like.”

He smiled as she glanced at him. “I admit
that what I have been exposed to, I have sought out, but I have had
a reason for keeping the company I keep and spending time in the
most unsavory of places. To find a snake, one must seek where they
are apt to be found, and perhaps become a bit of a snake himself,
in order to slither in their midst.”

He shook his head as she stared at him, took
a ruminative sip of his tea. Then he glanced at her, his eyes like
a pointed finger. “Let me sketch another future for you, Miss
Murdock, and please do not dismiss it out of hand. Your father
taken care of, either in our home or his, whichever he prefers. And
perhaps his life lengthened somewhat by the joy of a grandchild to
dandle on his knee. And what could be more satisfying to a caring
heart than to have a tiny babe to look after, to nurture and love,
spoil and discipline? To have the time and the means to travel with
that child, to educate him, and to show him all those caring skills
you already possess. To be free, perhaps, to live your life any way
you choose, whether it be a cottage, after all, where you can grow
many flowers instead of vegetables from necessity, or a great
manor, if your taste runs for it, or a townhouse in London, if you
enjoy the opera and the playhouse and the amusing social circles.
In short, Miss Murdock, I am offering you the freedom of choice, to
live as you please, where you please, or to change residences and
activities as you see fit. Mayhaps you would be constrained in
having me as a husband, but as you admit that you were not hoping
to fulfill some ideal of love, would it really matter? And there is
always the possibility that you would be free to marry again,
should I die prematurely, and even that constraint would be gone
from you. Am I really doing you such a disservice, Miss Murdock?
For I assure you, should I live, I would make every effort to
accommodate you and your wishes, would not stand in the way of your
finding fulfillment in any way you wished, even if it meant a lover
that you found yourself attracted to, as long as I had an heir
already, and you were properly discreet.”

She nearly dropped her teacup at his final
words, could not keep herself from gaping at him.

“Do not look so shocked, Miss Murdock. It is
often done so, I assure you.”

“I find that appalling,” she gasped at last.
“I am not sure which is more appalling: that you fully intend for
this marriage to be—to be— so complete as for you to have an heir,
or that you would so casually turn a blind eye if I were to carry
on an indiscretion after you had obtained an heir!”

“Ah, you have very provincial notions about
marriage, indeed, Miss Murdock. I vouch that, as I have described,
it is very common and accepted. No one would think the lesser of
either you or I.”

“I should think that I would think a great
deal less of myself,” she squeaked. “I can only credit your belief
that this behavior is acceptable to the company that you keep. For
if you associated with a more decent class of people, I am certain
you would find that their views match mine.”

“Enough, Miss Murdock,” he said. “You are
moving beyond expressing your views and into lecturing them.”

“Be that as it may, milord, I have to decline
your offer, finding it both distasteful and smacking of immoral. To
enter into a marriage with every expectation of being adulterous
within it can not, I believe, be advisable.”

“I am sorry you feel that way, Miss Murdock.
Would you rather that I woo, pursue and court you, profess feelings
I do not have, elicit these same feelings from you, maneuver you
into marrying me, and then perhaps leave you a grieving widow in
short order? Or bearing in mind that I survive, have you shocked
and hurt when I conduct affairs on the side, to which you in your
belief that I truly loved you, would be hurt, humiliated, and
possibly heartbroken?”

“You are a cad! The options you present are
equally objectionable to me, as they must be to anyone with even a
shred of decency, of which you are obviously lacking. I can not
prevent you from offering this atrocious proposal to another
female, but I can, myself, refuse it, of which I am doing now. I
would wish you better luck elsewhere, but I would be lying, for I
certainly hope that no other female out there is so anxious to be
titled and rich that she would sell any other chance at happiness
she may one day have to attain those much over touted
commodities.”

St. James stood up from his chair at the end
of her words, placed one fist on the table top and leaned upon it.
“Is there any thing you wish to add to your diatribe, Miss Murdock?
Or are we finally at the end of your reprimand?”

She stood herself, furious, for he seemed
totally unaffected by her speech, except for a small tic beneath
one eye. “Oh, there is plenty that I could add, milord, but I fear
that I would be merely covering much of the same ground, and as a
result, beating a dead horse! For if the words I have already
spoken do not shame you into seeing sense, I fear that nothing on
this earth could.”

“Good,” he ground out. “Now, if you can
possibly keep your outrage under wraps for a brief few minutes, I
will endeavor to think of a satisfying compromise to this
situation.”

“I have already offered you one,” Miss
Murdock reminded him through clenched teeth. “You take my horse and
walk away and I return to my home.”

“Unacceptable, Miss Murdock,” the duke
returned in short order. “Now if you will be quiet and allow me to
think for a moment!”

Miss Murdock stood fuming, biting her lip,
but when St. James turned from her and began pacing back and forth
the width of the room, one finger rubbing at his upper lip, she
realized that he was, in fact, concentrating, and felt a small hope
that he would heed her words, would give consideration to her utter
reluctance to enter into alliance with him, no matter how much it
seemed to be upsetting all of his carefully set plans.

She had a sudden wish that she could
understand why it was so important to him, not that it would change
her mind, she reassured herself, for it most certainly wouldn't!
But for any man to be so bent on marrying a woman he had not met
until yesterday, and who professed no infatuation or other romantic
feeling for said woman was a mystifying puzzle to her, and she
would have been less than human if she were not the slightest bit
intrigued.

He turned on her, his pacing halted. “I shall
have to change my plans slightly, damn it. And the bit of insurance
I hoped to have will be gone.”

“I am sorry if I am inconveniencing you,
milord,” Miss Murdock said with bitterness.

He threw her a quick grin, obviously
distracted as he had been speaking more to himself than to her.
“Are you, Miss Murdock? I doubt it!” Then he was off pacing again,
his finger rubbing, rubbing at his lip. “There is no way around it,
that I can see,” he muttered. “I had planned on your going to
London and having your coming out, as you had not had it yet. I
shall have to simply go forward with this immediately instead of
delaying until after we had gone to Gretna Green.”

Miss Murdock, making every effort to follow
this dialogue his lordship was having with himself, said, “I can
not see, if that were your intention all along that I should have
my season, how forgoing a trip to Gretna Green would be so very
bad.”

His dark head came up and his gold eyes
focused on her with intensity. “But it is, Miss Murdock, for now I
can hardly send you to London with, had God been willing, my child
in your womb, if I have not taken you to Gretna Green and married
you first.”

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Miss Murdock collapsed onto her chair. She
placed her head in her hands, and from between her fingers said, “I
really, really wish to go home now.”

“I'm sorry. I have shocked you,” St. James
told her. He ran an agitated hand through his hair. “Blast this
whole situation. I have cursed it many times, but I have never had
to see it so completely bleed over onto another as it is
today.”

In response to his words, his savage voice,
Miss Murdock dropped her hands from her face and regarded him in
silence. He spun away from her on his booted heel, walked the
length of the room with jarring strides. Then he spun back around,
walked back toward her. “I am trying very hard to accommodate your
wishes, Miss Murdock, so you needn't look at me like that.”

Miss Murdock, who could not have named what
expression she had on her face, for it felt so foreign to her,
merely said, “I am sorry, milord,” and she gave a little grievous
laugh. “I must apologize, I suppose, for interrupting your so very
thorough plans for my own person.”

“Come, Miss Murdock. I said marriage, I said
it would be as soon as possible. I spoke of heirs. I assumed you
would naturally realize what marriage would entail.
Immediately.”

“Frankly, milord, I had given it no thought
at all, since, as you had made clear, this was to be a bloodless
marriage made out of convenience and not feeling.”

He sighed at that, a single sound of
displeasure and exasperation. “Now that you know exactly the extent
of my intentions, you would not see your way clear to changing your
mind, would you, Miss Murdock?” he asked her cheekily.

“No!” Miss Murdock returned. He had shocked
her to such a degree that even this further reference to
unmentionable matters could shock her no further. Or his suggestion
that she would welcome them.

“Quite.” He paced again.

Miss Murdock sat back in her chair,
struggling with the undisciplined, shadowy images that his words
had brought to mind.

Because her thoughts were getting a bit out
of control, she said more sharply than she intended, “Since I am
being so unfairly uncooperative, perhaps you would do better to
abandon any further plans you have for me, milord, and find another
a little more eager to accommodate you.”

St. James glanced at her, a frown drawing his
brows together, but when he spoke, his voice was flip, “No, Miss
Murdock. I have already spent a good deal of my time merely
convincing you to leave your home. I do not look forward to
starting anew with some other female. So please, bear with me, and
I am sure if I cannot make you happy, I can at least make you
somewhat less unhappy.”

“You think I am being totally unreasonable, I
see, in wanting to control my own life,” Miss Murdock observed. “To
me, it is not only reasonable, but a basic desire, and yet all you
do is mock me, as though I were some sort of oddity.”

“You are an oddity, Miss Murdock,” he
returned. “But you misunderstand if you think I mock you, for I
mock only myself. Your desires are reasonable, and what I ask of
you is totally unreasonable, and yet I find that I am even willing
to do this with barely a qualm.” His next words were murmured to
himself more than to her. “I have walked so long with the dead,
have practiced their ways for so long, that even should I have the
chance to live, I doubt if I will know how to go about it.”

Giving a puzzled frown, Miss Murdock said in
impatience, “I do not understand you, milord. You give every
appearance of regretting what you do even before you have done it,
and yet you insist on doing it.”

“If I were as insistent as you say, we would
not be having this conversation now, but would instead be on our
way to fulfill the plans I had made previously.”

A bright spot of color invaded each of Miss
Murdock's cheeks. “You shall hold that threat over my head, now, I
see, in order to keep me in line. You are something of a bully,
sir.”

“I am not used to this incessant questioning
of my motives and my decisions, you stubborn lass,” he returned. “I
realize that your acquaintance with me is short, but if there were
another here that knew me, they would tell you that you have
already pushed me far further than I normally allow.”

“And you seem to think that no one but you is
capable of making any decision, even if it is about their own
future happiness,” she countered. “I can not believe that whatever
motivates you is so compelling as to make these actions you take
right or even acceptable.”

His jaw tightened, and he did not look at her
for a long moment, but placed a fisted hand on the table and bowed
his head. “You are right, Miss Murdock, and I can hardly blame you
for pointing it out to me. No motive, however compelling can make
this right. But what you do not understand, and what I will
endeavor to explain to you for the final time, is: I do not care.”
He lifted his head and his gold eyes were like twin icons in his
face, cold and hard and metallic. He went on, his voice chillingly
reasonable, “You are of the proper age, a little young for me
perhaps, but better than being thirteen years older. You are no
beauty, but neither are you so displeasing as to make one stop and
wonder why I should marry you. Your father is, I regret to say,
rather poor protection and you have no other relatives to interfere
in whatever decisions I make regarding you and our life together.
You have no other suitors for me to deal with and nothing in your
life that I am taking you from that I should feel I am doing you
any real disservice. In short, Miss Murdock, you are available and
convenient. And I need you very badly. So if you must rail against
something, rail against fate for bringing you to my attention. For
now that I have turned my attention to you, you may fight the good
fight all you wish, you may even scream and kick and slap, but it
will not deter me, for I have devoted my life to accomplishing what
I must accomplish. If it means turning your life upside down, I
regret it, but I shall still meet my eyes in the mirror every
morning without flinching. You may curse this day for the rest of
your life. You may curse me, if you so wish. But in the end, you
will walk down the aisle with me and if it will not be tonight, do
not doubt that it will be tomorrow or the next day.”

Miss Murdock blinked once, solemnly, like an
owl. Her blood was beating in her head. “Why?” she asked, her voice
colorless. “Why do you do this?”

St. James' eyes half closed, shuttering his
expression. “It would make no difference to you, would it, Miss
Murdock? For I am just a fiend, bent on my own will, and no
explanation could make it seem less so to you.”

Miss Murdock said with thoughtfulness, “I
just wish to know for what I am being sacrificed.”

His head snapped back, as though she had
slapped him. “Sacrificed?” he asked wonderingly. “Now there is a
word that I would not have expected.” He considered for a moment,
his eyes narrowing. “It does not concern you,” he said finally. “As
I said before, I shall either die rather abruptly, leaving you a
very merry widow, or I shall live and spend all of my incredible
will trying to atone to you. There is no more you need to
know.”

“Mayhaps not, milord. I guess that I, in all
my apparent dimwittedness, have no need to understand you or your
reasoning. But you did promise, milord, to satisfy my curiosity if
I satisfied yours.”

His mouth twitched in some wry amusement
known only to himself. He pulled out his chair at the table, seated
himself with innate elegance into it, and rubbed his upper lip with
one finger, brooding. Even as she watched him, knew as soon as his
finger went to his lip that he would honor what he had said and
tell her, as she had asked, she saw his eyes darkening as if two
dark clouds had passed over the sunshine brightness of them. “I was
ten years old, Miss Murdock,” he began.

 


I was rather wild at that age, as I am sure
you can believe.

Yes, milord. At this point I would believe
you if you told me you were born with two horns and a tail.

If you wish to hear the story, Miss Murdock,
you must indulge me just a little bit. I spent a lot of time alone,
having no brothers or sisters, and at that point no cousins either.
Bertie, Lord Tempton, lived on the neighboring estate in
Lincolnshire, but as we were only there for holidays and summer, we
did not, as of yet, see much of each other.

My father, William Desmond Larrimer, then
Duke of St. James, was a close confidant of the then young Queen
Victoria, as he had been to King William the fourth before her. He
was very involved in sensitive work for the crown and was rarely at
home for more than a few days at a time.

Larrimer. I did not even know your family's
name. Or your Christian one, for that matter.

I apologize, Miss Murdock. It is Dante. No
one uses it, except for my grandmother. I have been called merely
St. James for many years.

My mother was very social. Big season,
little season, Bath in the off-season. I never really saw her
except for the summer month and Christmas at the manor. So you see,
I was left mostly to my own devices and being rather naturally
headstrong, I was well on my way to being out of control even
before that Christmas of my tenth year.

We had gathered at Morningside, our country
estate, as we had every year since I had been born. My grandmother
was there, but my grandfather, the prior Duke of St. James, had
already been dead since before I was born. He was much older than
my grandmother when they married, and he did not marry her until he
was nearly forty. It's said that I get much of my temperament from
him, for he caused his share of scandals in his day also. He had
eyes similar to mine. I know my grandmother still receives a shock
every time she looks at me. I gather she loved him very much.

My father's younger brother was in residence
for the holidays, and his new bride, my aunt Lydia. You shall meet
her eventually, for she has been residing with my grandmother since
my uncle's death last winter. Miss Murdock, I would not be lying if
I told you that this is perhaps one of the best memories of my
life. My father was there, my mother was there, and they were
uncommonly happy. They were going to have another child you see,
after ten long years of trying. And I was very glad, for I thought,
of course, that perhaps then I would not be so alone. I was very
excited, for they had just confirmed she was expecting and it was
all very new to me and to the others when they announced it at
Christmas Dinner. I was filled with thoughts and plans, already
eager to show my younger brother, for in my youthful mind it could
not be but a brother, all of my secret hiding places, and the best
places to scale the walls to sneak off into the surrounding woods,
of which I had been strongly warned against wandering in. And I
imagined being with him when he was first learning to ride, and
that I would allow him my prized pony to learn upon, as I was
growing too big for him at any rate, and on and on and on. I can
not tell you how utterly exulted I was. I did not realize of
course, that had he lived, there would have been that span of years
between us, and that in reality, we would not have had as much in
common as I imagined.

He did not live?

No, Miss Murdock. He was not even born.

It had been planned that we remain at
Morningside until after the new year, but mid-week between
Christmas and New Year's Eve, my father received a summons from the
Queen. I never have been able to ascertain what it was about, as my
father evidently destroyed all correspondence from the crown and
kept no notes on what he was doing. All those secrets he held in
his head died with him. I have often wondered how the last two
decades of our history would have played out had he lived. What
projects had he been working on that were to be left forever
incomplete?

My mother was not particularly unhappy about
the change in plans. Despite being with child and all the
annoyances that I am sure a woman goes through in that condition,
she was feeling quite stifled at Morningside. So she refused my
grandmother's offer to stay on and to allow my father to go on
ahead alone. Instead, she made ready for the trip, which, as the
summons had only been received late that afternoon, would have to
be made during the night. She ordered that only the essentials be
packed for us, and that the rest of the luggage could be brought up
the following day at a more leisurely pace. I was dressed and
ready, looking forward to the trip as I considered it an adventure.
For I normally traveled with my grandmother, and every journey with
her was as big as a caravan and as slowly moving. She has grown
even worse over the years, by the by.

However, I was no more than settled into the
coach when I began to cough. It had been the cold night air, I
suppose, and then the sudden closeness of the coach. And it was not
just coughing, but great, loud barkings. I remember feeling my
throat constricting just as quickly as you please, and wrenching
out those barking coughs. It was the croup, my mother told me, and
she was rather annoyed, I remember, for I hadn't had that malady
since being a very young lad. There was no way she could expect me
to travel in that condiion. I tried to argue, for as I had said, it
appealed very much to me to be out on the road at night, traveling
lightly and quickly with none of the constraints of my
grandmother's great expeditions. It still does, to this day, appeal
to me.

At any rate, I was quickly hustled off back
into the house. I no longer had a nanny, of course, but the
housekeeper, Mrs. Herriot, tsked and sighed over me and hurried me
up into bed, where she quickly heated and shoved in bed warmers
below my feet and prepared a poultice for my throat. And all the
while, I was perfectly miserable, because I knew that my time with
my parents was once again at an end.

Of course, I was right. My mother spoke to
my grandmother, and it was arranged that I would remain on at
Morningside until after the New Year and return to London with her.
My mother would go on ahead with my father, where she would manage,
in all probability, to keep herself entertained in Town while my
father went on about his important business.

But my father never finished that business,
Miss Murdock, and my mother was never again entertained, for they
were not above two miles from our home when they were set upon on
that dark road and murdered. My father, my mother, and her unborn
child.

It was Tyler that found them, strangely
enough, for one of the horses at last managed to break free of its
harness and made straight back to the stables, wild-eyed and
spooked by the smell of blood in its nostrils. Tyler recognized it
immediately and he and my uncle set out to find what the trouble
may be, assuming at first there must have been an accident. It was
well into the following morning by then. What they found was no
accident. Both coachmen were dead on the ground, having been,
apparently, ordered at gunpoint from their stations.

My father was still in the coach, huddled
partially over my mother's form. They had killed him, and Tyler
told me it looked as if they had then kicked him aside in order to,
yes, kill my mother.

He should not have told you such a thing! It
is too horrible!

But he did, Miss Murdock. For I have
questioned him to the degree that every detail of that scene that
he still sees in his mind, I see in mine.

 


Suddenly the salon, which had faded away from
her, reeled back in upon Miss Murdock as the Duke of St. James
before her uttered these last words. She blinked several times,
trying to orient herself.

She was shaking, she realized, and when she
spoke again, she could only choke, “I'm sorry.”

The gold eyes razed her. “I did promise to
satisfy your curiosity.”

He pushed back his chair, got up abruptly,
almost as though they had conversed of nothing of more consequence
than the weather. He went to the sideboard and picked up a bottle
of brandy. He hefted it in his hand several times, as if
contemplating its exact weight before opening it, tilting it, and
filling his glass. Then he turned to her. “As I said before, Miss
Murdock, even this tragic story does not make what I do right. I
would rather you go into this alliance with your eyes firmly on
what you are to gain and upon nothing else. I would not wish you to
get some misguided notion in your head of cooperating out of pity
for me. I would much prefer you continue to hate me and argue with
me than that.”

“There is a large difference between pity and
sympathy, milord,” she attempted, but as his eyes only brooded at
her, she added, “But I assure you, I will not suddenly become
compliant because I still cannot fathom how your marrying in this
haphazard manner is to further whatever cause you have set for
yourself.”

“You can not realize my objective?” he asked.
He took a long sip of brandy and considered her over his glass rim.
“You think, perhaps, that my reputation as a skilled shot is merely
some fluke of nature? You don't think that I spent more time
practicing with a pistol than most people spend on their knees at
prayer, even the most devout?”

Miss Murdock blanched, feeling her stomach
knot.

St. James nodded. “I see you understand me
now, Miss Murdock. Vengeance is the word you are thinking,” and he
smiled.

“But marriage,” she stuttered.

And he put his glass down with an abrupt
thump. “Enough, Miss Murdock. I deem it necessary, and that shall
have to be enough for you for one day. Do you never get weary of
picking at my mind? What do you think you will find if you pick
long enough? For I can assure you, you will find nothing to your
liking. If my best memory is punctuated at the end by the death of
my parents, what do you think all my worst memories are punctuated
with? No, Miss Murdock. Do not prize at me any further than you
already have, and although I am to be your husband, you would do
well to keep your distance.”

“I hardly find that possible when you have
every intention of, of—”

“Making love to you, Miss Murdock?” he
finished for her. “Well, that shall certainly be a challenge.”

 


Whereas milord seemed to have had no qualms
in traveling to Gretna Green with no proper chaperone, he seemed
rather more concerned about doing the same on a journey to London.
He summoned a messenger to their room, directed him to seek out
Lord Tempton, Earl of Edison, at the local gentry's hunt that
morning, and entrusted him with the message that the Duke of St.
James would be in need of his and Mister Tempton's services after
all.

Then he sat back to wait, and as he did not
take kindly to cooling his heels in any one place for any length of
time, he made a steady inroad into the opened bottle of brandy and
presently started another.

Miss Murdock, not much happier to be stuck in
the inn's salon, watching his lordship's drinking erode away the
few, very few, commendable qualities she had been able to find in
him, merely picked up the London newspaper that had been left with
her earlier, took a seat away from St. James and near a window and
began to pass the time by reading.

The only noise in the room to disturb her was
the occasional clink of bottle on glass.

Some two hours had gone by, and as once again
she heard him pouring, and the clinking was rather more pronounced
and more jarring than it had been before, she turned in her seat
and gave him an accusing glare.

He met her brown eyes, the gold of his own
ominous in their warning. “Do not start, Miss Murdock, for I am
beyond the recall now, and I have been known to get surly on these
occasions.”

To which Miss Murdock with a mumble beneath
her breath for once heeded him, for the expression of his face was
too forbidding for her to doubt his words. She turned back to her
newspaper, wondering however she was to deal with him on a long
journey to London.

Having been half-consciously waiting for
relief in the form of the Tempton brothers, she caught sight of
them immediately out of her window when they rode up to the yard
some time later. She let the paper, which she had now perused
several times in search of those articles she may have missed on
her prior reading, drop in her lap as she watched them dismount.
“They are here, milord,” she broke the heavy silence. When she got
no response, Miss Murdock turned to him.

His change of clothing, which had made him
look so fresh a few hours ago, were now wrinkled and crumpled as he
sprawled in his chair. He had loosened his cravat, the first few
buttons on his shirt were undone, revealing the white column of his
throat and a pale glimpse of upper chest. His hair had escaped the
neat ponytail he had put it in before and now skewered about his
dissipated face. His booted legs were stretched slothfully before
him, and two empty bottles of liquor and a freshly opened bottle on
the table beside him confirmed her fears that he had drank with
silent, determined moodiness for the past hours.

His eyes were slits in his pale face, his
dark brows drawn into a knot above them, and even as she watched,
he moved his hand from the table, balancing a goblet in his fingers
and brought it to his mouth.

Miss Murdock gave a sigh and moved toward
him. She removed the glass from his hand, with some difficulty as
he seemed reluctant to give it up, and set it with distaste on the
table. She was forced to move it back further when he again reached
for it. “I think you have had quite enough, milord,” she told
him.

He gave a soft curse. “What are you doing,
Miss Murdock?”

“Buttoning your shirt and your cravat,
milord, if you can endeavor to hold still for a moment. The
Temptons are here, and it will not do for them to see you as
such.”

He brought his hands to both of hers, pinning
them to his chest, where she felt his heart thumping beneath her
palms, and she raised her large eyes to his drink clouded ones. “I
can manage, Miss Murdock,” he told her. “I wished to acquire a
wife, not a nanny.”

And Miss Murdock, despite feeling her face
coloring, told him, “Then you should act as a man and not a child,
milord.”

He drew a deep breath, one that made her
hands go up and then down with the movement of his chest. She
became aware that she was leaning over him, that his boots were
stretched out to either side of her skirts, and that he was making
no sign of moving to sit up straighter nor to release her hands so
that she may again stand erect. Instead, his eyelids drew up, like
the hoods on a snake's eyes drawing back when something has roused
it, and she found herself lost in the deep golden depths of them,
aware that his nostrils were flaring and that her own chest were
hurting as she held her breath.

There was a soft tapping on the door, and
then it was flung open with no further ceremony and Lord and Mister
Tempton strode in, panting, as they had evidently made haste upon
receiving their summons. Miss Murdock tore her eyes from St. James'
stare at their entrance, her face flaming with embarrassment, and
tried frantically for the release of her hands from his lordship's
chest.

He released them with a brief chuckle, which
set her hackles up all the more, and with a little squeak, she
straightened, turned in a flurry of skirts, and hid herself by
going to the far corner of the room. She remained there under the
pretense of searching for something in her reticule, which to her
chagrin, she managed to spill in her fluster.

“Up to your old tricks, again, I see, St.
James,” she heard Bertie say as she dived to the floor and
scrambled after her belongings. “Lucky we arrived when we did.”

St. James buttoned his shirt, straightened
his cravat. “I dare say it is,” he agreed in a lazy voice. “For
Miss Murdock has rather more charms than I initially gave her
credit for.”

Ryan Tempton strode over to Miss Murdock who
rose to her feet, snapping closed her reticule. “I say, Miss
Murdock, are you all right?”

“I am—I am fine, Mister Tempton,” she
managed. “It was not at all what I am sure it looked to be. He is
very drunk, you know, and I was merely attempting to button his
shirt and redo his cravat so that he could look more presentable.”
Somehow this explanation only seemed to make the situation worse,
for she supposed that Mister Tempton's mind would quite naturally
wonder why his lordship's cravat and shirt were undone to begin
with.

But Mister Tempton placed a gentle hand on
her arm, and she looked up the tall length of him and into his
concerned face. “I am certain that it was all innocent on your
part, Miss Murdock, but I can not doubt that Lord St. James, being
St. James, took it in another spirit altogether.”

“Oh my!” she said, his words giving her a new
and unpleasant perspective. “You mean to say that he may have
thought that I was—I was initiating. . . ?”

“I'm afraid that is very likely what he
thought.”

Miss Murdock, feeling quite horrified, said
in a small voice, “Oh. I see. I must be more careful in the
future.”

“Do not blame yourself, Miss Murdock, for I
am sure you could not have known! I am equally certain that had St.
James not been so drunk he would not have presumed, well, what he
presumed. In all likelihood, he will not remember it when he
sobers, so you need not feel embarrassed or the need to explain to
him.”

“Yes. Of course, I am sure you are right,
Mister Tempton. But I do admit I feel very foolish, indeed.”

“You must realize, Miss Murdock, that St.
James has not had much cause to associate with decent young ladies
in his life.”

“So I have come to understand,” she
acknowledged.

“I am glad that you shall not hold it against
him, for he really is a dependable fellow, if perhaps at times a
bit difficult. And I am glad that we have been summoned to
chaperone you, for I must admit that I was feeling quite a bit of
concern for you, not that St. James would offer to harm you,” he
hurried to say, “but simply because of his lamentable
reputation.”

Miss Murdock smiled up at him. “And I am
grateful that you and Lord Tempton could see your way clear to
assist us, for I must admit, I was somewhat worried that this. . .
arrangement milord has in mind shall be difficult enough without a
lot of gossiping to accompany it.”

Ryan asked her, “It is true, then, that St.
James has plans to offer for you?”

“In fact, Mister Tempton, he already has,
much to my astonishment and, I confess, my dismay.” She paused for
a moment, then continued on in an even lower voice, “I take it that
you were there, when the duke and my father were discussing. . . my
future?”

Ryan made a sympathetic noise in his throat.
“I am reluctant to admit that I was, Miss Murdock, only because it
shows badly upon me that I did not do more to stop their shameful
behavior. I advised milord quite strongly against it, and was quite
scandalized when he made it known that he meant to carry out his
plans immediately. I thought at the time that it could not be
anything short of terrifying for you, but nothing I could say, nor
Bertie even, would dissuade him. I am only grateful that he has
indeed offered you marriage and has not toyed with you in any
way.”

“He has in fact been most adamant about
marriage,” Miss Murdock responded. “And although I have become
aware of some of his reasoning, I still cannot think that this
shall alleviate his problems in any way, but shall in fact, add to
them. But no, Mister Tempton,” she added, “you can at least rest
easy in your mind that I was not terrified in the least, for it was
all rather comical, as my father was passed out cold and the duke
hardly in better shape. Watching him and his groom carry my father
into my home in the middle of the night, with milord, of course,
cursing roundly and abusing his groom in the most unsavory manner,
was worth a lot of entertainment to me. And the poor duke was most
shocked, I daresay, at my appearance, for I was in the most
dilapidated sleeping costume, and when I went to make him breakfast
and coffee, I sooted my cheek and burned my hand. And all this
time, we are arguing, and he is quite furious, both that I should
be so uncooperative and at the fact, I am sure, that he had saddled
himself with such a plain bite, when although he claims to have no
care what his future wife looks like, I am sure he was hoping for
an incomparable, for wouldn't any man?

“So you see, Mister Tempton, it was not
terrifying in the least, but all merely very funny and odd. And as
I have convinced him to allow me a season in London instead of
eloping off to Gretna Green, I can not find it in my heart to feel
sorry for myself, for I am sure it is the grandest adventure I
shall ever have. And I am not worried in the least, for after the
duke has fully sobered and had a few days to think about it, I am
sure he will cry off in a most undignified manner, and I shall
return home with exciting stories to tell of my sojourn in London
and my encounters with the wicked Duke of St. James.”

Ryan was laughing, all the concern now washed
from his face as she had intended, stretching the good points and
squelching any doubts in her voice. Now he told her, “By Gad, but
you are a good little trooper, Miss Murdock. If any one is able to
come out of this the better off, I am sure it shall be you. Why
having your season could be the making of you, and I for one, will
look forward to seeing you. You shall certainly lighten the mood of
what has become, I'm afraid, a bit of a bore.”

He took her arm in his. “Now, we should
probably assist my brother in helping St. James to his feet and
readying him to go. How ever he shall drive his curricle, I do not
know, and I for one, am not about to attempt driving those wild
beasts of his that he calls horses.”

“Oh, they are really not so bad,” Miss
Murdock said with just a little pride in her voice that she had
managed them well enough earlier that morning, when apparently they
were well-known for their hard to handle temperaments. They turned
then to assist with his lordship, found to their surprise that he
was already upon his feet, coat on and buttoned and although he was
conferring with Bertie, he interrupted his conversation with that
man at the sight of the two of them returning from the far corner
of the room. He gave them both a quizzical look and then raised one
silky eyebrow at Miss Murdock. “Discretion, Miss Murdock. I only
require discretion. And an heir that I can confidently claim as my
own, first, if you please.”

Ryan dropped her arm, his face flushing, and
he stammered, “I say, St. James! That was entirely uncalled
for.”

To which his lordship bowed. “Perhaps,” he
admitted. “And if I have put the wrong connotation upon your little
tête-à-tête, I apologize.”

“I would not interfere in your business,
milord, even if I do not agree with it,” Ryan hasted to say.

“You misunderstand me, young Ryan,” St. James
told him in a smooth if somewhat drunken voice. “You may interfere
with my business all you wish. It is the interfering with my
betrothed that I would look so unfavorably upon.”

Ryan appeared to take offense at this glib
response, but Bertie stepped between them. “No harm done, St.
James. Ryan is aware of his responsibility, that he must look
higher than Miss Murdock if he is to secure his own future. Very
well for you, milord, do not get me wrong. You have money you see!
But for Ryan, t'would not do at all, as well he knows it, so there
is no call blustering at the boy when I am certain he was merely
showing a courteous concern for Miss Murdock's welfare.”

St. James nodded. “Ah, yes. The old 'slights
where there are none, and insults where there are only slights'
speech. I remember. Well, can not hurt to let him be warned, but I
will not badger him further.”

Miss Murdock, who had been somewhat taken
aback by the little scene being played out in front of her,
realized now that Lord Tempton seemed to have his lordship well in
hand, so she turned to gather her cloak, tie on her bonnet and
again pick up her reticule. Her valise had remained with the
curricle, so she did not have to concern herself with it.

They left the salon, waited as St. James
settled his account, asked that his bag be brought down, and called
for his curricle to be brought around. Then they left the inn and
went out into the welcoming sunshine, although there was still a
good deal of chill in the air, to await St. James' conveyance.
Bertie had evidently already spoken with his groom, who had
remained at the inn while he and Ryan had gone on their hunt, for a
barouche with the Edison crest was already drawn up and
waiting.

“Are you well enough to drive, St. James?”
Ryan asked, being of good nature and more inclined to let the small
unpleasantness of before die in peace. “For as I was telling Miss
Murdock, I would as lief not try to drive your bays.”

“I will manage, young Ryan, do not fear. But
I have been thinking that it may be rather better for Miss Murdock
to travel with you and Bertie in your barouche rather than have her
arrive in London in my company. It will be after dark when we
arrive as it is, and even with a chaperone, I fear it will draw
attention to her before I really wish it.”

“That makes good sense,” Bertie agreed. “And
I needn't fear for Miss Murdock's safety if you drive yourself into
the ditch in your condition, either.”

“I've never driven into a ditch yet, Bertie,
as you very well know it. But all the same, I am sure Miss Murdock
will be more comfortable with you. I shall ride ahead and attempt
to intercept my groom, who I will in all probability meet somewhere
upon the road. You may deposit Miss Murdock at my grandmother's
home, as I have already written her a letter telling her of a
coming visitor. I shall be there before you to let her know that
she will be arriving a little sooner than I had anticipated, and
will see you there.”

Miss Murdock, feeling like a package being
passed from one hand to another to be finally deposited at her
designated destination only bowed her head as these instructions
were being made known and had the vague thought that she would miss
riding with his lordship, for surely the trip would have gone much
faster if she only had someone to argue with.

To her surprise, St. James stepped forward,
lifted her down turned chin with one slender finger and told her in
a teasing voice, “Goodbye, Miss Murdock. I shall see you in London.
And as we have thoroughly exhausted each other, I am sure you shall
welcome the opportunity to recover without my presence.”

Bertie gave a little harrumph and Ryan gagged
a cough, and Miss Murdock came to realize that quite a bit could be
read into his lordship's statement. She colored up furiously and it
did not help when milord added before releasing his finger from her
chin, “You have very fine eyes, Miss Murdock, especially when you
are blushing.”

Then he turned and sauntered away, unsteadily
mounted his curricle which had made its appearance in the interim,
and took the reins from the groom who had been leading his
team.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


Lady Lenora Larrimer, Dowager Duchess of St.
James, unsealed the letter that her aging butler, Ashton, had
brought in to her. She had just finished her evening meal, eating
at the hour of eight o'clock, and had settled herself in her most
favored chair in the drawing room. Her daughter-in-law, Lydia,
joined her, doing petit point, her blonde head with the few strands
of white through it bent over her work and reflecting the light of
the fire from the fireplace.

“Thank you, Ashton,” Lady Lenora said, and
then, as she scanned the signature at the bottom of the short
missive, added, “It is from Dante.”

“Yes, milady. His groom, Tyler, delivered it
just a few moments ago.”

Lady Lenora read the short missive, one of
her silver brows raising higher as she read each succinct sentence.
She reached the end, turned the letter over in her fragile,
arthritic hands in futile attempt to find further information.
“What is this, Ashton?” she asked her butler, who, of course having
no knowledge of the contents of the letter, was unable to answer.
“Is Tyler still here?”

“Yes, milady. The cook was giving him a plate
in the kitchen. He looked rather done in as well as hungry.”

“Well, you had better show him in, Ashton,
for this letter is only mystifying me rather than enlightening me.
Hardly unusual for my grandson,” she added on a dry note.

Ashton left to procure Tyler and Lady Lenora
once again skipped from sentence to sentence in the letter, her
faded eyes bright with interest. A charming young lady from
Chestershire. . . daughter of a Squire. A Squire. Lord help her,
Lady Lenora thought. Still, for Dante to show an interest in any
young lady, in a respectable way at least, was quite remarkable.
Quite remarkable.

As she is already in her twentieth year and
has never had her coming out, and knowing, dear grandmother, how
you are always looking for some activity to lighten your boredom, I
shall be sending her to you in a few days. I trust that between you
and Aunt Lydia, you will make her welcome to stay for the season
and help her with any little adjustments that may need made in her
wardrobe.

I shall finance her, of course.

Until I see you again

Your loving grandson

Always

St. J.

It was the last sentence that seemed to be
the crowning touch on the whole disturbing letter. Finance her? St.
James could not be so blind as to think that if this were made
known, there could be any chance of the girl making a proper
alliance with anyone else. Not that the Dowager would not enjoy
spending his money, but it would have to be kept carefully under
wraps. Which meant that the Dowager would have to find some reason
for this—this Miss Murdock having been invited to her home for the
season that had nothing to do with her grandson.

Surely he must know this. Knowing her
grandson, he knew it very well, and had been laughing to himself as
he penned that line, already foreseeing the ancient wheels of his
grandmother's mind starting to spin. He knew her too well, that one
did, and he knew very well she would enjoy the touch of intrigue
that wafted from the letter like a faint perfume.

And whatever was possessing her grandson to
take an interest in this young lady? Quite, quite unlike St. James
to expend any time or energy in trying to assist some one else. Not
unless he were after something himself.

Ashton tapped on the door, causing Lady
Lenora to fold up the letter even as she bade him to again come in.
Her daughter-in-law, Lydia, was still sewing, but she saw her blue
eyes glance up, curious of whatever was progressing without her
knowledge, but reluctant to show it. Oh, she was a dull one was
Lydia. Lady Lenora would never fathom what her younger son had seen
in her, other than that she had been extremely beautiful those
twenty-three years ago when they had first married. Twenty-four,
actually, as it was November.

God help her, although she would love to see
St. James married, she hoped he had not fallen for an empty, pretty
face. Like Lydia.

“Milady?” Tyler asked, coming awkwardly
within a few feet of her chair. He could not be anything but
confident and in-control when outside or in the stables, but bring
the man into the house and he was all thumbs and elbows. He shifted
some object in his mouth from one guilty cheek to the other and
Lady Lenora, not knowing whether to be amused or exasperated, told
him, “You may spit your tobacco into the fire, Tyler, and try to
remember not to chew again when you are in my house.”

He did as she asked, wiped an indelicate arm
across his mouth. “Sorry, milady.”

“That's quite all right, Tyler. Though why
you insist on that filthy habit, I do not know. Probably from
dealing every day with my grandson, I suppose, for one must surely
have some vice to keep themselves sane when being constantly in his
presence.”

“Aye, milady. You've hit the nail on the head
there, milady,” he told her with certainty, which made the many
papery lines about her mouth crease into a smile.

“Now, Tyler, you will tell me what it is my
grandson is up to. Who is this Miss Murdock? When did he meet her
and why is he sending her to my home for her coming out?”

Tyler rubbed one hand along his grizzled jaw.
“Well, milady, she is the daughter of a Squire in Chestershire. He
met her yesterday afternoon when he went to look at a horse of the
Squire's. I gather she has no relatives or acquaintances in town
for her to stay with for her coming out, and St. James, seeing her
plight, was moved to help her.”

“Humph!” Lady Lenora said. “St. James has
never been moved to help any one in any plight.” She paused a
moment, her fingers tapping a delicate tattoo on the gold head of
her cane that rested by her side. “Is she enough to turn his head,
Tyler? For I have seen St. James pass by some uncommonly beautiful
women, or if he became involved with them, drop them without a
qualm when whatever business he had with them was at an end. She
must be very beautiful indeed, if he has been moved to this.”

“Beautiful?” Tyler asked with an unreadable
expression on his face. “No, milady, t'is not the tag I, for one,
would put upon her.”

Lady Lenora eyed him with some annoyance,
feeling she was getting no where quickly, and getting the suspicion
that Tyler had distinct orders to make sure that she did not.
“Well, what 'tag' would you put upon her?” she asked the groom.

Tyler considered a moment standing
stocky-legged, his shoulders still broad despite being now some
fifty years of age. His hand went to his pocket for his pouch of
tobacco before he remembered himself and let it be. “Brown,” he
answered, causing the Duchess to leave off fingering her cane and
to instead grasp it and bang it on the floor.

“Brown?” she demanded. “That is all you can
say about the girl is

that she is brown?”

“Very much so, milady. Very brown.”

And Lady Lenora responded by saying tetchily,
“Be away with you, Tyler, you cheeky bugger, for I can see my
grandson holds all of your loyalties, as usual.”

“Yes, milady,” he said, hiding a smile.

“Well, you heard me, be off, before I take
this cane to your

back.”

“Yes, milady,” he said again, not in the
least intimidated, which caused her to give a reluctant smile. “I
will add, milady, that I think you shall like her.”

“Indeed?” the duchess grinned, finding some
satisfaction, at last, in this assessment. “Well, I shall look
forward to seeing what St. James has selected to keep me
entertained for the coming months.

For I can see no reason for this behavior
other than his ill-conceived notion that I have nothing better to
do with my time but follow his vagaries.”

And Tyler could not resist saying before he
turned to leave, “I think you will find the coming months very
entertaining, milady, and a good deal at St. James' expense.”

This caused the Duchess to laugh, and she
muttered to herself as she watched the groom move to the door that
Ashton held open for him. “Cheeky as always. Cheeky as always.
Well, Ashton,” she continued when her butler returned to her side,
his back rather bowed and what was left of the hair on his balding
dome very white. “What do you make of this?”

“I learned many years ago, Lady Lenora, that
where your grandson is concerned, one should always hesitate in
making any deductions, for he is certain to confound whatever
conclusions one makes.”

“You are so right, Ashton,” she returned. “As
always.”

“Well,” Lydia spoke up from where she had sat
in silence through all, “I think he is up to his usual disgraceful
conduct. Expecting you to take on this girl without ever having
made her acquaintance.”

And Lady Lenora banged her cane once for
effect. “If she is good enough for St. James to take even the
slightest interest in, she shall be good enough for me, Lydia. And
for you, also.”

Lydia pulled her thread through her cloth
with more than her usual force. “Of course, Lady Lenora.”

The door opened then, and a young man with
dark hair and blue eyes strode into the room. His face was rather
petulant, although uncommonly handsome, and Lydia dropped her
sewing, saying, “There you are, Andrew. If you insist on missing
your evening meal, you should send word around, as I have told you
many times.”

“Yes, mother,” he said with impatience. “Was
that St. James' man I saw leaving?”

“Yes. It was,” Lydia returned. “But you
needn't get excited, for St. James has not, to my knowledge,
returned to town. His groom was merely delivering a missive to your
grandmother.”

“Oh,” the young man said, seeming quite a bit
deflated. “That is all very well, then, it is just that I thought
he may have returned early. Frightfully boring in this town without
him around.”

“Pleasantly peaceful, I should say,” his
mother returned. “I have told you before that although he is your
cousin, I would not wish for you to put too fine a point upon his
behavior, as more times than not it is disgraceful.”

At which point, Lady Lenora interrupted. “And
I have told you before, Lydia, please do not run St. James down in
my hearing. Your opinion of him is your own and I can not change
it, neither, I admit, has St. James ever done anything to ease your
mind in regards to his character, but I will not tolerate hearing
his own family speak ill of him.”

Lady Lydia gave a tight smile. “I apologize,
Lady Lenora. It is, of course, inexcusable of me. I only wish that
when Andrew is around that St. James would be a little more
considerate of the fact that he is still quite impressionable and
is wont to romanticize his lordship's behavior rather than see it
as the handicap it actually is. I have often thought that he has
not married because his reputation is nearly impossible for those
worthy families among our peerage to ignore, rather than that he
were merely so choosy. If he has taken an interest in a Squire's
daughter, I daresay it is from necessity rather then any thing
else.”

“Nonsense!” Lady Lenora replied with force.
“He is a Larrimer, I need not remind you. If he were to merely bow
in any baggage's direction they would immediately favor his company
over all others, no matter what his reputation. And her father and
mother would be quickly, and somewhat joyfully, I dare say,
mollified by his worth and his title!”

“Yes, milady. I dare say you are right. But I
only say this and I will say nothing more: he is lucky to be a
duke, for if he did not have that protection, every respectable
door would have closed to him long ago.”

“You may be quiet now, Lydia,” the duchess
said, ending the conversation.

Andrew, who had been striding about the room
while his mother and grandmother bickered, broke in to say,
“Really, mother, he is merely going about the business of finding
the murderer of his parents. There is bound to be some fallout from
that sort of activity, but you can not simply expect him to stop
because it has put a few mars on his reputation.”

His mother gave a little gasp, her
needlepoint forgotten. “Who told you that?”

“Why, no one,” Andrew said with a vague wave
of his hand. “I know it is only what I should do if I were in the
same situation. I admit, I admire him for it.”

“See!” Lydia turned to the Duchess, quite
beside herself. “He breaks every rule of society with seemingly no
regard for it, and my son admires him for it.”

Lady Lenora's faded eyes narrowed, and her
head shook a little as she responded, “There are some things,
Lydia, that are bigger than social standing and who gets vouchers
to Almacks. I for one, do not think it will harm Andrew to find
this out now.”

“Well, I for one,” Lydia returned, picking up
her petit point and jabbing her needle through it with viciousness,
“would never be able to hold my head up again if my son were denied
vouchers to Almacks. And I happen to know that St. James has not
been sent vouchers for that establishment in years!”

Andrew said, “Oh, Almacks is a bloody bore,
mother. I should be happy if I were to be taken off their precious
list.”

“Do not curse, Andrew, in the presence of
ladies. And you would do yourself better to attend Almacks more
often instead of hanging about Whites or Boodles and those other
unsavory places.”

“St. James hangs about a good deal more
unsavory hells than that, and he has come out all right.”

“Enough!” the Duchess cried before her
daughter-in-law could respond, and hence the argument should go
further. “Lydia, you keep your son on much too short a string. He
shall turn out even worse than St. James if you continue to nag him
to death. He is twenty-three years old. You can not expect him to
hang about dancing attendance on your every smothering whim. And as
for Almacks, I merely need to say the word and I could have
vouchers for St. James tomorrow, if I so wish. And I guarantee that
rather than reluctance, the committee ladies would fall all over
themselves with eagerness to provide them. For if they quit sending
them to him, it is only because he has never stepped foot in that
place once in all his years and they had given up on luring him
in.” At the end of her words, she banged her cane for her butler,
who had left the room some time ago, as was his custom. “Ashton!”
When he opened the door, she told him a good deal out of humor,
“You may assist me up the stairs now, for I am ready to call it a
day!”

Andrew came over to her even before the
butler with his aged strides could reach her. He kissed her
wrinkled cheek, which she turned up for him to do so, and he
whispered, “I am sorry if we have upset you, grandmother.”

“Not at all,” she returned, but when her
daughter-in-law bid her good night, her head once again bent over
her sewing, the duchess merely said, “And good night to you, also,
Lydia,” and allowed Ashton to help her from her seat.

It was well past eleven and although she was
now comfortable in her bed, the lamp still burning beside her, a
novel held in her fragile hands, and a plate of wafers at her side,
she could not concentrate on reading, and she knew herself also to
be unable to sleep if she tried, although she was quite tired.

She had her concerns. Oh, indeed, she had her
concerns.

It was not often that she allowed Lydia to
upset her with her strait-laced views. For she knew her
daughter-in-law to be such a slave to the conventions as to be
blind to any other consideration in life. But her accusations of
St. James' very public and unrepentant behavior coupled with
Andrew's offhand summary of why he behaved as he did had disturbed
the Duchess greatly.

She had realized for years what St. James was
about, although she could not approve of his methods. And as much
as she would like to see the perpetrator of the crime that had
robbed her of so much, had indeed been the greatest grief in her
life, brought to justice, she was reluctant to see her most doted
upon grandson continue in what was beginning to seem to her a
futile quest. He was nearly beyond the recall of all civilized
boundaries of society, as Lydia had so spitefully pointed out, and
she had a sudden fear that she would see him go beyond the recall
of even herself.

St. James had always heeded her to a degree,
more to indulge her, she had the suspicion, than because he truly
took her advice to heart. But if she were to see him make any sort
of life for himself beyond this unholy mission he had set for
himself, she was going to have to make a valiant effort to take him
in hand, a final time, and convince him that all he had done these
many years was enough, and that it was time for him to move beyond.
If the murderer of those many years ago had been findable, surely
St. James would have found him by now!

It was time for him to stop, before he
spiraled further down a path that would result, she was now sure,
only in his own self-destruction.

Somehow, this sudden involvement of a
mysterious Squire's daughter did not bring her any comfort but more
of a feeling of foreboding. She could not credit that even an
incomparable could manage to halt Dante long enough in his tracks
to have him for an instant take anything or anyone else into
consideration, not when he was so bent on vengeance. From what
Tyler had told her, this Miss Murdock was not an incomparable.

This Miss Murdock was merely brown.

There was no rhyme nor reason to any of it,
and she felt that there was something spinning in St. James'
unfathomable mind that was going beyond even his usual tactics. And
his usual tactics were quite deplorable enough.

There was a tap on her bed chamber door, and
rather than being annoyed to be interrupted at this late hour, she
rather welcomed it, for it at least stopped her mind from the
endless circles it had been moving in. “Yes. I am awake, you may
come in,” she bade, and moved her thin-fleshed arms to aid herself
in sitting up further.

It was Soren, her lady's maid, as bowed with
age, nearly, as her employer. “I am sorry to interrupt you so late,
milady, but I thought you would wish to know that your grandson,
milord Duke of St. James, has just arrived.”

“Here?” her ladyship asked, surprised. “If he
has blown back into town, I can hardly see why he would come here
instead of his own townhouse. Has he asked for me?”

“No. He did not wish to disturb you, but. .
.” and Soren paused for a delicate moment, “he has asked that a
guest room be made up for a young lady that will be arriving. He
says that he has already notified you of her visit, but that it has
been pushed unforeseeably up and he expects her here within the
hour.”

“My God,” Lady Lenora exclaimed. She glanced
at her clock. “It is past midnight now!”

“Yes, milady. It is highly irregular, milady,
and I thought you would wish to know.”

“You are indeed correct, Soren. You had
better help me into my dressing gown so that I may go below and
find out from him just what is the meaning of all this. He had told
me in his letter it would be several days before she arrived, and
he said nothing of returning himself to London.”

Her lady's maid fetched the required garment,
helped the Dowager to sit on the edge of the bed and assisted her
into it. Then she removed her sleeping cap for her, ran a comb
through the still considerable length of her thin, white hair and
then pinned it up, the Dowager's pink scalp showing through beneath
it.

Then the dowager, muttering with exertion and
annoyance, struggled to her feet with the aid of her maid, procured
her cane which had leaned against the bedside table, and then as
she stood on her flimsy, shaking legs, she began the trek below
stairs on Soren's arm, banging the cane beside her.

Her grandson was in the salon. Evidently he
had heard her coming, as she had wished, for he was standing
awaiting her when she struggled into the room. “Grandmother,” he
said, and came to her. He took her aged hand in his, kissed the
back of it, and then retaining his hold on it, said with quiet
concern in his voice, “I did not wish you to be disturbed.”

The dowager dismissed her maid before turning
her faded eyes to her grandson. She took in his appearance, going
over his face detail by detail and at last settling on his eyes.
“You look like hell!” she said, her voice harsh. “When is the last
time you slept? You ate? And you have been drinking again, I have
no doubt, for there is the smell of now stale booze upon you.”

He chuckled, his eyes glinting and there was
a suppressed excitement in them that worried her, for that look
could only be associated with when he was enjoying himself, and
enjoyment for Dante usually meant something bordering on
outrageous. Or dangerous. “I slept for an hour this morning. I ate
immediately afterwards, and yes, I have been drinking, but that has
been some hours ago now.”

Her faded eyes went over him in critical
assessment. “Well, whatever damage you have done yourself, I can
see that you are in good spirits.”

He suppressed a smile, and she could almost
feel the secrets he was suppressing along with it. “Fair spirits,
yes, grandmother. Fair.”

“Humph!” she snorted. “You may help me to a
seat, you young rascal, and then you can explain what trouble you
are about now.”

“Trouble, grandmother?” he asked as he helped
her into her seat. “Why ever would you think I were about some sort
of trouble?”

“Because your eyes are glinting in that way
they have when you are feeling particularly pleased with yourself.
Although,” she added as she settled back into her seat, “you are
not normally wont to go on a binge when you are occupied by
something that you find promising. So, really, I do not know what
to think, Dante. But whenever have I known when it comes to you,”
she ended with tartness.

He smiled but his voice was sober. “Well, I
shall not lie to you, for I have been on quite a tear, I regret.
Nearly two solid days, but as you know, the mood comes upon me from
time to time and there is nothing for it but to ride into that
blackness until I ride out of it again.”

“Hmm,” she ruminated, her eyes missing
nothing about his demeanor or expression. “And this Miss Murdock
that I understand is to arrive rather prematurely within the hour.
Is she connected to this latest lapse?”

“Somewhat,” he told her, and his eyelids
which had been up and unguarded, came half down, cutting her very
much off from him.

She sighed. “I see you shall be as stubborn
as your groom was. Curse you, Dante. What is it that your are
taking such pains to hide from me?”

He was silent, and to her regret, he moved to
the sideboard where several decanters of excellent liquor remained
out. He searched through the crystal bottles, settled at last on a
light sherry, which mollified her to some degree. He poured into a
slender glass, turned to her. “Would you care for one,
grandmother?”

She waved a hand, indicating that he should
pour, which he did, and then he came back to her, a glass in either
hand and offered one to her. For another minute, they each drank in
silence, and the Duchess felt again that vague foreboding that she
had felt earlier in her bed chamber. At last she said, “You do not
mean to tell me, do you, Dante?”

“No, grandmother,” he replied. “I know that
you would do anything that I ask, but in this case, all I ask of
you is that you make Miss Murdock welcome when she arrives. She has
had quite a trying time, of which I am, I am sorry to say, directly
responsible for.”

His grandmother choked a little on her drink.
“Egad, St. James! Do not tell me that in some drunken state you
have compromised the girl!”

To which to her puzzlement, he laughed with
very real amusement and said, “No, grandmother. Nothing quite that
drastic, for she is as pure as the driven snow, I dare say, if
rather somewhat browner.”

“Brown!” the Dowager said, irritated. “All I
can gather from you or your groom is that the young lady in
question is somewhat brown. Whatever do you mean?”

“I mean that her eyes are as softly brown as
a hart's and that her hair is as velvety brown as cattails in
summer, and that her skin is as freshly brown as creamy tea. And as
a guinea hen hides in the bushes she hides in her brownness and
thinks herself undetected. But she is as steady and riveting as a
hummingbird in motionless flight as she flits nearly silently
about, never realizing that her very brownness and her very
solemnity draws the very attention she thinks she is so adroitly
avoiding,” he told his grandmother. And he took a long, debating
swallow from his glass as she watched him, and when he met her eyes
there was an expression of regret in them, as though in finding
something, it were somehow eluding him.

“Well,” she said, her voice faint. “I am
certainly looking forward to meeting this Miss Murdock.”

St. James thumped his drink down upon the
sideboard, still half full. “She shall need a lady's maid,
grandmother, for she has none.”

His grandmother gave a sharp twist to her
head as she turned to him. “Who is escorting her here, then?”

“I have enlisted Bertie, and his younger
brother Ryan, to bring her up in their barouche. And of course,
Bertie's groom is along with them.”

“Still hardly respectable, Dante.”

“Rather more so than if she had ridden up
alone with me in my curricle,” he returned. And the Duchess had to
accede that point.

“If she is to be here for the season, as you
indicated in your letter,” she told him, “it will still not do for
it to be made known that she arrived in London in the middle of the
night with only the Tempton brothers to chaperone each other.”
Without waiting for any response from him, she added on the heel of
her words, “Ashton!”

Her butler came in, his clothing as perfectly
pressed as though it were the beginning of the day, instead of well
into the next one. “Yes, milady.”

“I shall need you to procure a lady's maid
for our guest that is arriving. Have her here by morning, before
the house is awakened. It will be said she arrived with this Miss
Murdock tonight so that the servants should not gossip.”

“Yes, milady,” her butler replied, seeing,
evidently, nothing at all amiss with having to acquire a lady's
maid to start immediately at nearly one a.m. in the morning. He
withdrew as stoically as he had arrived.

St. James told his grandmother, “Very good,
grandmother. That is one point I should have covered had I not been
so damnedably tired.”

“You should go home, now, Dante. Get some
sleep. I am capable of making Miss Murdock comfortable when she
arrives.”

“I am certain that you are,” he agreed. “But
I am also certain that you are capable of prying a good deal of
information from Bertie and Ryan when they arrive with her, and I
would lief stay around and make sure that they remember
themselves.”

“And what of your Miss Murdock?” the Duchess
asked somewhat piqued, for it had been very much in her mind to
grill the two Temptons without mercy when they arrived. “Is she so
unaware of whatever plans you have that you need not worry about me
gaining information from her?”

“No, blast it,” he said with sudden
vehemence. “For she managed to get a great deal more of my motives
out of me than I was readily willing to give! And she may, in fact,
tell you the all that she knows.” He ran a finger along his upper
lip before adding, “I do not think she shall though. At any rate,
there is nothing I can do about it if she does, and as I say, there
is a possibility that she will not. Whereas the Temptons on the
other hand I know to not be equal to the task of evading your
questions.”

The Dowager could not resist a slight smile,
for it satisfied her old heart to know that she was still quite
capable of being terrifying when she wished it. But she did have to
admit, as much as it galled her: “Tyler, on the other hand, is
quite impervious to my attempts.”

St. James smiled. “Yes, grandmother. That is
the only reason I entrusted him with those letters rather than
going to the bother of hiring a messenger.”

“Letters?” she picked up, causing him to
grimace and again reach for his glass to sip from it. “There was
more than one letter? To whom did another letter go?”

“My solicitor,” he admitted. “But thanks to
Miss Murdock, it was quite unnecessary. For now. All the same, I
shall leave it as it now stands in his hands, for I should only
have to make the proper arrangements again soon, at any rate.
Mayhaps, I should visit him tomorrow, to ensure that he understands
precisely what I wished him to do,” he added to himself.

The Dowager's fingers found the gold head of
her cane and rubbed there as she fully prepared herself to dog this
subject until she had as many details as she could win from him,
but there was a slight tap on the door and Ashton put his head in
to announce, “Lord and Mister Temptons, and Miss Murdock,
milady.”

“Ah, yes,” the old Duchess said. She could
not keep the eagerness from her voice as she responded, “You may
show them in, Ashton.”

She had enough wit to her to observe her
grandson, for he had turned at Ashton's words and was engrossed
upon watching the threesome come in the door of the salon. His face
was tight, concentrating, a question within himself waiting to be
answered. And when the Temptons and Miss Murdock entered the room,
came close to where St. James stood by the sideboard and his
grandmother sat a few yards away in her chair, the Duchess still
did not turn her head to observe the new-comers, although curiosity
was eating at her, for she was much too intent upon watching her
grandson's face with him unaware of it.

She watched as his eyes sought out and
settled on the Squire's daughter, and as he gave her rapid
appraisal, the questioning went out of his face and there was an
odd look of contentment in his eyes for the brief second she had to
observe it. Then his eyelids came half down, hooding any expression
in them at all, and his face took on the unreadable quality he was
capable of when he most wished to keep his thoughts to himself.

Only then did the Dowager turn her head the
slight degree that was needed to observe Miss Murdock, and if her
delayed reaction in greeting that young Miss made her seem very
haughty and untouchable indeed, she was quite unaware of it.

Adding to her aloofness, she still did not
acknowledge the new arrivals, but scanned Miss Murdock from head to
foot, ignoring the two Temptons that stood to either side of her.
Unfortunately, their presence as twin footmen, so to speak, made
Miss Murdock appear all the shorter, as they were both quite tall,
and their fine red hunting jackets and snowy white cravats, well
shined boots and silky black breeches made her brown, worn cloak
and brown, somewhat battered bonnet appear all the more shabby.
Ashton took these items from her and the dress beneath was as brown
and shabby as the rest.

Brown, indeed, was the first word that came
to the Duchess's mind. And where her grandson's description had led
her to believe that although this Miss Murdock was not an
incomparable, that she would at least be uncommonly pleasing, if
perhaps in a way contrary to what was fashionable, what the old
Duchess saw now quite dismayed her. For besides being exceedingly
brown, the miss in front of her looked exceedingly plain.

There was not, as far as the Dowager could
see, a single laudatory feature about the girl in front of her.
Brown hair, brown eyes, and much too brown skin. Adding to that a
short stature (which as the Duchess was rather short herself she
could not truly find fault with) and when one thought of the fair,
voluptuous beauties that one normally associated with St. James,
she could only find it very perplexing, indeed! Her eyes, when one
took time to look, were rather fine, but as for expression, the
Duchess could find nothing but tiredness and a certain wary
bewilderment, as though the miss could not credit that she were
here in this room being beneath the scrutiny of the Dowager Duchess
of St. James. And did not in particular care for it either.

St. James stepped forward and said in a
diverted voice, “Grandmother, may I be allowed to introduce Miss
Sara Elizabeth Murdock, daughter of Squire Edward Murdock of
Chestershire, my betrothed, if I can, in fact, induce her to accept
my proposal.”

The Dowager let all the air out of her chest
in a single shocked exhaling and she watched in quiet amazement as
the young miss before her whirled on her grandson, her tiredness
and perplexity leaving her in a sudden call to arms, and glared at
him.

“That has not in the least been settled,
milord!” Miss Murdock told St. James, and as he only chuckled to
himself, she turned to his grandmother, her worn, threadbare,
poverty revealing skirts twirling with her. “I am sorry, milady,
and I should not carry you such tales, but he has been drinking
quite lamentably, and such being, anything he says to you this
night must be disregarded out of hand!”

The Duchess, recovering from her shock,
managed to smile, for with the sudden animation in Miss Murdock's
face, much of her prior assessment of her being plain took a sudden
reversal. She would never be a beauty, but there was something. . .
“Please do not upset yourself, Miss Murdock, for I can see that you
are all but done in. It is just like my grandson to say something
shocking when one is most incapable of dealing with it.”

“As I have come to understand, ma'am,” Miss
Murdock returned, still quite angry, the duchess could see. “And as
you know him much better than I would even want to, then I am sure
that I can count on you to see that he is merely being
ridiculous.”

The Dowager could not answer that, for as
shocked as she was, she had never known St. James to be less than
serious when making one of his outrageous statements. So instead of
agreeing with or disabusing Miss Murdock of her idea that St. James
was being ridiculous, she merely bade Miss Murdock to have a seat,
and the Temptons must make themselves comfortable also of course,
and she directed Ashton to please bring in tea and cakes, as the
poor child and her escorts must be famished.

“Thank you, milady,” Miss Murdock said as she
settled herself and heard these requests made. “For I fear I am
tired and hungry and very out of sorts. And it is not at all the
way I would have wished to be upon making your acquaintance, so I
do apologize.”

“No apology needed, my dear, for I can see
that my grandson has had you dragged around in quite a deplorable
fashion, and I daresay I would be much out of sorts if he were to
do the same to me.”

“You are very kind, ma'am,” Miss Murdock
replied with a tired smile that still did much to light up her
plain face.

“Kind is not normally the assessment that is
placed upon me, Miss Murdock, so please do not bandy it about to
any degree, for it shall quite ruin the reign of terror I have
managed to sway over for the past fifty years.”

To which Miss Murdock bowed her head and
replied, “Then of course I shall not interfere with that perception
after you have tried for so many years to maintain it.”

The duchess smiled at this solemn answer, but
when she spoke again her voice was a bark, causing the two Tempton
brothers to jump in their chairs. “And what call have you two
gentlemen to be aiding and abetting my grandson and fagging this
poor child half to death with his antics?”

To which Bertie replied, fumbling, “Why look
at the time, Ryan! Had no idea it was so late. Dowager, St. James,
Miss Murdock,” he bowed in each direction after bouncing from his
seat. “Must really beg pardon but fear we must be going now.”

“It is as well!” the Duchess cried. “For I am
too tired to upbraid you properly now. And St. James, you may leave
now also, and the next time I see you, you had better not be
looking as hellish as you do this night. You may call upon Miss
Murdock tomorrow, but not until the evening, mind you, for I will
not have you here disturbing her rest after exhausting her all of
today.”

And with these regal orders, the Temptons
hastened to take their leave, only Ryan pausing long enough to say
to Lizzie, “Miss Murdock, it has been a pleasure, and if I can be
of any further assistance, you know you need only call upon
me!”

And as Miss Murdock began to acknowledge this
statement, feeling very moved at his concern, the duchess overrode
her, saying, “Yes, yes, Mister Tempton, that is all very well and
good but you may get out now.”

St. James took his grandmother's hand in his
own, kissed the back of it. “I see you have everything well in
hand, grandmother, so I shall take my leave.” He turned to Miss
Murdock who sat with her face downturned on the settee, her hands
held clutched together in her lap and waited for her to raise her
eyes to look at him, her expression still very baleful, before
saying in a voice that showed he was enjoying himself very much,
“Until tomorrow, Miss Murdock.”

She gave a sudden, exasperated sigh. “Yes,
milord. As you say, milord.” But her tone was anything but
compliant.

The Duchess surprised herself by giving a
merry chuckle.

 


 



Chapter Nine

 


Tuesday Morning

 


Ashton came back in the salon door with a
tray of hot tea and cakes, and if he was surprised that the number
of people he had been sent to serve had dwindled with alarming
quickness, he made no show of it. He set the tray down within easy
reach of the Duchess, asked if he could be of any further service,
to which the Dowager only replied to make sure he saw about the
lady's maid. He assured her he already had some promising leads on
that endeavor and then bowed himself out the door once again.

“You may pour, Miss Murdock, if you are not
too tired,” the Duchess informed her.

Miss Murdock did as she had been asked, and
that serene efficiency that St. James had noticed nearly
twenty-four hours prior was evident to the Duchess. One would think
that a poverty stricken, exhausted, rural Squire's daughter would
be clumsy with tiredness and nerves, but Miss Murdock completed the
task with such preoccupied ease and grace that the Dowager had a
small moment's admiration for such a feat, inconsequential as it
may seem.

“So, Miss Murdock,” she said as she took the
tea cup and saucer that Miss Murdock held out to her. “Perhaps you
can explain to me what is going on in my grandson's mind.”

“Indeed, ma'am, I wish I could. For I have
spent all of the past round the clock trying to deduce it myself.”
She glanced at the Duchess from her solemn brown eyes. “I fear,
milady, and I do not wish to shock you, but it is perhaps best that
you understand the full absurdness of this situation, that St.
James offered for me, while very drunk I may add, because my
father, who was also very drunk I may add, informed him that the
horse he wished to purchase from my father was in fact my
dowry.”

“Your dowry!” the duchess choked. For of all
the things she imagined that could be the cause of St. James'
current escapade and Miss Murdock's being there, she would never
have imagined it was a dowry, most especially not in the form of a
horse.

“Yes, I know it is shocking. And perhaps
tomorrow after I have rested, I will regret very much telling you
for it is also quite humiliating.”

“Never, my dear,” the Duchess told her, her
mind racing over this information. “For I can not believe that St.
James would offer for you merely to gain your horse. You met him
before this offer was made, perhaps?” she asked. “Perhaps he
developed an unexpected tendress for you?”

Miss Murdock let out a small peal of
laughter. “Oh, ma'am, I am sorry, but yes, he did meet me briefly
before this. But if you could have been there, you would realize
that no! an unexpected tendress was most impossible. For I was in
men's breeches, you see. Yes,” she nodded in earnestness at the
Dowager's diverted look. “For I was riding the horse in question on
the track. Which I may add, when his lordship realized I was a
female, he was most outraged, which knowing his reputation, I could
scarce credit. Oh, sorry, ma'am. Did not mean to mention that, his
reputation, I mean.”

“I'm well aware of it,” the Duchess returned
in a dry voice. “Do, please, go on.”

“Well,” Miss Murdock set her cup down so as
not to upset it as she expanded. “Not only could I not credit it
because of as I mentioned, but I could not believe he could be so
dense. For, I ask you, am I to ride on a race track in a ladylike
sidesaddle?” and her brown eyes were very wide as she asked this.
“Or perhaps astride, but with my skirt up about my knees? So you
see, ma'am, I could not see how the perfect sense of the breeches
so utterly escaped him.”

“Indeed,” the Duchess returned trying very
hard to hide her grin. “I have never known St. James to be so
stupid.”

“Oh, but the senselessness grows, ma'am. And
although I do not mean to offend you, there is no reasoning with
the man on any point, whether large or small.”

“Tut, child. I know exactly what you
mean.”

“Do you, ma'am? I am relieved. But I get
ahead of myself. If my being in men's breeches were not enough to
discourage him, I am afraid that I rode quite shabbily, allowing
Leaf, that is my horse, to get out of control and run into the
fence. Your grandson was, of course, furious. And although he
showed concern for me, I daresay he was more worried that Leaf had
been ruined.”

“Indeed?” the Duchess replied. “If I found it
unlikely that he merely wished to gain your horse before, I find it
even more unlikely now after hearing that the horse is lame.”

Miss Murdock took a defensive swallow of tea.
“I can not see, ma'am, where it could be anything else. Leaf
luckily appears to be sound and I daresay it added to his
determination to have her for he certainly would not wish for me to
have further chance to maim her. He was cursing quite frightfully
throughout the entire episode. That is how I know that he was most
irate at me even though he was kind enough to make sure I had not
broken my neck.”

Which Miss Murdock's saying caused the
Dowager to laugh. “That is his standard demeanor, my dear, and does
not mean a thing.”

And Miss Murdock replied with wide eyed
solemnity, “So I have discovered. I am so glad that you understand
just how unmovable he can be for then mayhaps you will understand,
I hope, and not think badly of me, for being here. I swear I tried
every argument I could muster to have him cry off immediately, all
to no avail. I held out the hope all through this that once he
sobered he would see the extreme error of his ways, but he was
quite determined to continue drinking,” and she looked very put out
as she said these words. “How is he to see any sense in anything
when he is forever keeping himself in that condition?”

Before the Duchess could answer, and she was
a little glad of that, for Miss Murdock's question was, really,
quite unanswerable, Miss Murdock twisted her hands in her lap and
continued. “Oh, I should not be laying all this at your door,
ma'am, for you are doing me a kindness in even taking me in when we
have never even been acquainted before, and all I have done is run
down your grandson. I am dreadfully tired, and still quite
irritated, for his proclamation to you tonight was simply
unforgivable, and done for no other reason but to provoke me, I am
certain, but at your expense also, I dare say. For I can only think
that if you took him seriously for even a moment, you must have
found yourself very shocked indeed.

“And why,” she went on as though unable to
stop herself, and since she had not had a female to lament her
troubles to, the Duchess could not blame her, “he insists upon
continuously provokeing me, I can not tell you, for I have done my
best to not provoke him,” and Miss Murdock's face suddenly flushed
a very red color indeed, causing the Dowager to wonder what had
brought that on! But instead of revealing anything that may account
for her blush, Miss Murdock only added, “Except I did throw his
whiskey flask into the ditch. I suppose that could be considered
provoking, if one were wont to drink whiskey, which he is.”

“And I say that it did him no harm
whatsoever, and that you are obviously nearly overwrought, Miss
Murdock,” the Duchess told her.

“I confess, I feel nearly overwrought, which
I have never felt until this day, except of course when my mother
died.” She looked again at the Duchess and much of the animation
had left her eyes as her anger had abated with the telling of her
tale, leaving only tiredness. She added, “That is pretty much the
story, milady, except for a good deal of pointless arguing
throughout.”

“Then I shall not keep you up longer, child,”
the Dowager replied and she called for Ashton to have Miss Murdock
shown to her room. “I shall see you in the morning, and I daresay
that we shall have a good deal of shopping to do if what you are
wearing is any indication of your wardrobe.”

“We shall have to discuss that, milady, no
disrespect meant, but I will not have you going to expense on my
account when surely St. James will soon see his mistake and I will
be returning home again.”

The Duchess could only say, “Well, we shall
see,” and she remained for a while in her seat after Miss Murdock
had been led off to her guest chamber, considering all that had
been said and, she was certain, all that had not been said.

 


St. James made his way to his curricle, which
had remained with Tyler at the front of his grandmother's home. He
had intercepted that good man only an hour outside of London with
no great difficulty, and now he strode up to the groom who was
half-dozing on his feet and told him, “Very well, Tyler. I shall
take them. I ask that you remain here on my grandmother's premises
until I give you further word. See to it that Miss Murdock does not
stray, will you, and as you have already delivered that letter to
my solicitor, there is a slim possibility that word of our proposed
premature 'nuptials' may have already leaked and cause some
stirring from whomever we seek.”

“Aye, milord, thought of that meself when I
was asked to deliver to your solicitor. You informed him that you
were to be wed this night?”

“I did. At the time it seemed a good
calculated risk, for I would be ensuring that my new wife were well
taken care of if I ran into any difficulty. Now, with no wedding, I
fear it may hurry my difficulty and take care of her not at all.
So, please keep a sharp eye out, Tyler, and let me know of any
strange activity immediately.”

For once his groom hesitated at his orders.
He shook his head, told his lordship, “I understand your reasoning,
milord, but I can't like it. They will do her no harm, I don't
think, but your driving home alone, and as poor a shape as you're
in, they couldn't ask for an easier target.”

St. James took the reins, swung himself
rather less than surely onto the curricle. “What is this, Tyler?”
he asked as he settled himself into his seat. His eyes were tired
but they glinted, still, with amusement. “I have not had my wishes
questioned enough this day so that now you musts question them
further?” He gave a quick laugh as Tyler gave him a reproachful
look and finished, “Just do as I say. I know the risks and I'm
still at the ready, tired as I am. Whereas Miss Murdock is a
reluctant participant and it must be made certain that she has no
further regrets than she has already. And I really do not trust her
to stay where she is placed, not after she has had a good night's
rest at any rate.” Without further words or waiting for Tyler's
response, he whistled to his horses who, being in London and
familiar with the sights and sounds knew themselves to be very
close to home indeed, took off with a more enthusiastic trot than
they had shown when coming in above an hour before. Tyler watched
the curricle out of sight with considerable misgivings and then
turned with a sigh to find himself accommodations above the
Dowager's stables with her grooms.

St. James, who doubted that his old family
solicitor could not be trusted, still remained, as he had said, at
the ready, both his dueling pistols retrieved from their padded box
on the floorboards of the curricle and loaded and lying on the seat
next to him, but as he had thought, he was not molested on the few
blocks to his own townhouse, other than a single drunk that reeled
out into the street nearly in his path and almost got shot for his
troubles.

At this incident, St. James rubbed a hand
over his face when he continued and confirmed to himself that he
was very tired indeed, and hence a little more dangerous than
usual, for his first instinct, without thought to temper it, would
always be to kill first and ask questions later.

If his father had honed that instinct, which
was more learned than natural, his father may have still been
alive. But there were a million 'ifs' and probably always would be
and sometimes St. James had to ask himself if part of his quest for
vengeance was not just so he could know why it had been so
important to someone that his parents be dead.

Killing, when the time came, could not be
good enough. He had to have some answers.

His horses came onto the cobblestone half
circle drive of his London home, all four stories of it, and a
lesser groom came out of the shadows where he had been dozing and
took their heads. “All right, then,” St. James said, stowing his
pistols beneath his coat and flipping the reins over to the groom
for him to drive the horses along the mew beside the house and back
to the stables. Then St. James climbed the four wide steps to his
home with uneven strides, was let in as he reached the door, not by
his butler, as he was not expected, but by Effington, his
valet.

“Good God!” St. James exclaimed, very much
surprised to see that tall, thin, straight man. “What ever are you
still doing awake?”

“I was merely down for a cup of tea, being
unable to sleep, when I heard your curricle on the stones, milord,”
Effington answered, and indeed, he was in a dressing gown and a
night cap upon his oh-soproper head. “Seeing as how we were not
expecting you and the lateness of the hour, I perceived I may be
needed to help you above stairs.”

“No. I'm not drunk tonight, Effington. Not
now at any rate,” St. James ended with ruefulness. “Just damnedably
tired.”

“I can see that, milord. If you are hungry, I
can procure something from the kitchens for you.”

St. James considered this for a moment,
glanced at the cup of tea in his valet's hand. “No, I don't think
that will be necessary,” he said, reaching out and taking the cup
from the saucer. “A spot of tea will be adequate, thank you,
Effington.” And drinking from the cup, he turned to make his way
above stairs.

Effington gave the slightest of beleaguered
sighs as he glanced at his now naked saucer and turned to go back
to the kitchens to brew himself another cup of tea. St. James
called over his shoulder, “Let it steep just a tad longer this
time, Effington. This cup is a little weak.”

“Perhaps milordship should try adding a
dollop of brandy to it if it is not up to your usual potency,” his
valet returned with just a tinge of spitefulness in his voice.

St. James let out a single guffaw, and then
he made the turn in the staircase and was out of his valet's sight.
“By God,” St. James said to himself, “one would think from what all
those about me say that I have a problem with the drink.” He
considered this for a brief moment, then shook his head with a
small grin on his face. “No, I'm sure Effington was merely trying
to be helpful.” He entered his rooms, went to the sideboard next to
the fireplace and uncapped a decanter of brandy, added a healthy
bit to his cup, tasted it, and found his tea much improved.

He removed first his pistols, lay them aside
with care, then his coat, flung it with little regard across one
chair, collapsed on the chaise lounge and sprawled back. It felt
very good to rest for a moment, and a moment was all he had, for he
was certain that Effington would be up to offer assistance, and it
amused the duke to be forever finished with his ablutions and
leaving his valet with very little to do. If Effington were not
otherwise occupied when St. James was dressing or undressing, then
the duke would find some task that musts need done immediately,
effectively removing Effington from the duties that he had been
hired for. And St. James could not have really told anyone, had
they asked, why he insisted on doing this, other than that he knew
it annoyed his valet quite completely. The man was forever
lamenting that he would quit his employ for St. James' careless
appearance was a black mark on Effington's reputetion, and if
milord could not have a care how he looked, he could at least have
a care how he made his valet feel to see his employer walking
around quite disheveled and knowing that everyone must be blaming
Effington's skills.

But for tonight, St. James was moving slow
indeed, for when Effington returned with his fresh cup of tea, his
lordship still was sprawled upon the chaise lounge, his boots not
even removed and Effington, seeing his chance and seizing it with
as much glee that St. James normally took in denying him his duty,
quickly set down his cup and bent to the task of removing the tall
black boots from his employer's feet.

St. James opened one eye. “You've caught me,
Effington, damn it.”

“Yes, milord. For once I shall feel that I am
earning a little of the salary you pay me.”

St. James thought about this for a moment,
then closed his eye again, leaving his valet to his rightful tasks.
“I should take comfort in the fact that you are merely readying me
for bed. It will be a terrible day when you get your hands on me to
fit me for going out.”

“I, on the other hand, milord, am very much
looking forward to that day. And I must warn you that the longer
you delay, the more elaborate I shall have to dress you, so that I
may recoup my reputation all at once, for I may never have another
chance.”

“If you rig me out to that deplorable degree,
you may be sure it will be your only chance,” St. James confirmed.
But he did have to admit to himself that the simple task of
readying for sleep would have been beyond him this night. He
wondered how Miss Murdock was getting along, for if she were half
as tired as he, she had his sympathies. Not to mention that his
grandmother had probably taken advantage of the situation and
grilled the poor girl while she was at her most defenseless.

Which thought made him grin, for Miss Murdock
even at her most defenseless was a force to be reckoned with, he
concluded. For some unaccountable reason, that trait in her pleased
him very much. He could settle with having a less than beautiful
wife, and as it was necessary to merely have a wife as conveniently
as possible, he could not afford to be choosy, but it would have
galled him to be married to a namby-pamby, and if nothing else,
that could not be laid at Miss Murdock's door.

All in all, he was convinced that she would
do better than he had dared hope, for if this did not all come out
right, she would need some fortitude to deal with what was left.
She would manage it, he wagered. Had in reality, already wagered
quite a bit on it.

If he could only get her down the marriage
aisle, then all would be set, mayhaps not as neatly as he had
planned, but that could not be helped. It had not occurred to him
that a Squire's daughter would find his suit objectionable.

“Up, milord,” Effington interrupted his
musings, after tugging off his shirt and maneuvering him to remove
his breeches also, “and I will put this over your head and help you
into bed.”

St. James opened his eyes again, his thoughts
evaporating as he saw a long bed gown in his valet's hands. “Oh,
no, Effington!” he said. “Lamentable enough that I need your
services tonight when I am not even drunk, but you will not prevail
upon me to put that on. I can not imagine where you even found it,
for it was not in my wardrobe, I am certain.”

“Indeed, it was, sir,” Effington answered,
“for I took the liberty of buying you several when I first started
as I was quite frankly appalled to find that you normally slept
nearly without any clothing at all.”

“And so I shall sleep again tonight.”

“It is not seemly, milord,” Effington argued,
“for a man of your station to sleep like the veriest common of the
common.”

“Bah!” St. James returned. “And who is to
know it, other than you? And if I offend your sensibilities, I can
not find it in myself to care over much. Good night, Effington. I
can make my own way into bed. Pour me a glass of brandy on your way
out.”

Effington, feeling a good deal of disapproval
at the duke's lack of cooperation in the area of his night attire,
drew himself upright in indignation at this last request. He
returned the rejected garment to its wardrobe and then went with
meekness to the sideboard, where he did pour a brandy. Then he
turned to his employer. “There you go, milord, poured as
requested,” and leaving the glass on the sideboard left without
further comment from the rooms.

He heard St. James' outburst of laughter
behind him as he closed the door, knew not whether to go to his
rooms and write up his resignation papers, a task he contemplated
on a daily basis, or to try again to adjust to the many
eccentricities of his employer, a goal that had so far eluded him.
He was well-paid, he reminded himself, but the thought of putting
up with such indignities for many years to come nearly was enough
to make him weep. “If I were only allowed to dress him
appropriately just once,” he consoled himself as he made his way up
to his room on the third floor, “then I would be satisfied. But if
the chance does not come soon, I will have no other choice but to
find a position in another household where my considerable talents
at hiding the negative and playing up the positive can be used and
appreciated.”

With that half-formed decision made in his
mind, he turned into his own rooms, realized he had forgotten his
tea cup in milord's chamber, and did not doubt that the duke had
somehow orchestrated that little lapse in his memory also, as
merely another way to bedevil him.

His lordship, unaware of his valet's ire, had
forgone the poured brandy as too much work in retrieving it from
the sideboard, and had closed his eyes as he remained on the chaise
lounge in nothing but the most intimate of his under apparel. His
naked chest gleamed in the moonlight that shone through his window,
and his dark hair fell into his face and he slept.

Effington, upon finding him in this
disgraceful manner the following morning, marked it down as yet
another grievance to be aired for when he would finally have had
enough and did compose his letter of resignation.



Miss Murdock, on the other hand, woke up
quite refreshed when a young lady who let it be known that her name
was Jeannie and that she would be Miss's lady's maid, brought in
Miss Murdock a steaming cup of chocolate, fluffed and propped up
her pillows so that she could enjoy her cup in bed, and then
whipped back the curtains across the windows in Miss Murdock's room
allowing in a glorious morning sun.

Miss Murdock blinked in bewilderment at all
of this activity, had to, for a moment, remind herself of where she
was and all the events that had brought her here, and allowed
herself to sit back in this newfound luxury and enjoy the first day
in many years that she had not had to spring out of bed, bathe in
the cold water of her bedroom basin, quickly dress and go below
stairs of her home to stoke up the kitchen fire and begin procuring
breakfast for her father and herself, and like as not, Kennedy the
groom also.

“I am to inform you that the Dowager Duchess
plans to take you shopping immediately after breakfast, Miss,”
Jeannie told her. She had deep red hair and interesting green eyes
and an aura of maturity about her, although Lizzie could not
believe she was more than a year or two older than herself. “So I
shall set out your dress and your shoes,” Jeannie continued as she
opened the wardrobe, “and then when you are—Oh, my,” she ended on a
disapproving note. “Whatever has happened to all your luggage?”

Miss Murdock choked a little on her hot
chocolate, said, “Oh, why, I hadn't the time to pack it and bring
it with me, you see.” Which saying made her feel a little better,
for she was not outright lying.

“I see,” said Jeannie. She pulled the single
change of dress, that the very nice Soren, the Duchess' own lady's
maid, had hung up the night before, out of the wardrobe. “Oh,
dear,” she said.

Miss Murdock sighed, said with total
frankness, “The others I left behind were worse, I assure you.”

“Well,” Jeannie said, “I can see why the
Duchess wishes to take you shopping post-haste then, for I must
tell you to go shopping so early in the morning is quite
remarkable.”

“And quite pointless,” Miss Murdock added.
“For I do not at all wish to have a new wardrobe as I do not intend
to be here above a day or two and do not see myself having any
callers or going to any events that would necessitate the expense.
But I shall have to take that up with the Dowager, of course.”

Jeannie looked taken aback by this confiding,
but she did give the dress a good brushing and made no further
comments on it, much to Miss Murdock's relief. She finished her
chocolate, allowed Jeannie to help her dress, an uncomfortable
feeling, as she had never thought herself so helpless as to be
unable to dress herself before, and presently found herself ready
to go below stairs and join her hostess for breakfast.

Ashton showed Miss Murdock into the morning
room. Lady Lenora was already there, and Lizzie was introduced to
her daughter-in-law, Lydia.

“Very pleased to meet you, ma'am,” Miss
Murdock responded.

Lydia set down her fork and gave deliberate
appraisal to the new arrival. Looking less than approving, she
said, “And very surprised to meet you, Miss Murdock. I could scarce
credit it when my mother-inlaw informed me that St. James had
foisted your presence upon her in the middle of last night.”

Miss Murdock blushed but was saved of a
response by the Duchess saying, “Enough, Lydia. I will not tolerate
such a poor welcome from you to Miss Murdock. It is hardly her
fault if St. James has seen fit to have her dragged about the
countryside in the night.”

Lydia sniffed, retrieved her fork, took a
dainty bite from the plate in front of her. “Of course, she is
welcome, as it is your home and you may welcome whom you may.”

“Thank you so much for recalling that,” the
Duchess returned. Her tone was a good deal warmer when she turned
to Miss Murdock and bade her to be seated. “I trust you slept well
last night, Miss Murdock?”

Lizzie smiled at her benefactress. “Indeed, I
did, ma'am. Thank you.”

“Good,” the Duchess continued, “for I have
quite a busy day planned for us, as your lady's maid should have
informed you.”

“Oh, she did, ma'am, but I was hoping to
discuss this with you before leaving. I really do not think it
would be wise under the circumstances. . . .”

“Poppycock!” the Duchess replied. “We shall
go shopping if for no other reason then that I will enjoy it and
you should indulge me. So let me hear no more of what is wise and
unwise.”

“Of course, ma'am. I did not mean that I
would not enjoy the outing with you. I just have some concern. .
.”

“Well, concern yourself no longer, dear. It
will amuse me to spend a day outfitting you as you should be and I
will not take no for an answer so you may as well enjoy your
breakfast and place yourself in my hands to get the job done as it
should be.”

“Yes, ma'am,” Miss Murdock replied, her
misgivings not at all lulled but seeing from the old lady's face
that she would make no headway and that if she persisted she would
be forced to reveal more of the circumstances of her being there to
Lydia, whom she had understandably taken a dislike to.

Lydia said now in a helpful voice, “Really,
Lady Lenora, I should be happy to escort Miss Murdock around to the
shops and make the proper purchases. You should not allow yourself
to be put out at your age.”

“I shall not be in the least put out,” the
Duchess replied. “But am looking forward to it, as I have said. And
I do not mean to insult you, Lydia, but my taste has never matched
yours and I would much prefer to do this myself.”

“Of course,” Lydia replied with exaggerated
sweetness. “I admit that you would have more experience in choosing
clothing for someone of such short stature. And I must admit that I
would not know what to do with her coloring,” she stared at Miss
Murdock, “which I do not mean to offend but she is so dark. And
that hair, it is so extremely brown, and her eyes are so perfectly
bland. I'm sorry, Miss Murdock,” she confided. “It is just so
uncommon for St. James to be moved into doing anything out of
kindness. . .” She shook her head in despair. “I had rather hoped
when I heard the news that you were to come and visit us that St.
James had at last formed a serious attachment. . .” and she
sighed.

Miss Murdock, not knowing in the least how to
defend herself after these remarks, merely answered, “Indeed,
ma'am, I am sorry to disappoint you,” and with an air of serenity
that she did not quite feel, took up her fork and stabbed a bit of
fluffy egg from the plate that had been set before her.

“If you are quite through, Lydia,” the
Dowager cut in, “then I have several letters in my study that need
sent around by messenger. Please see to it that Ashton takes care
of this immediately.”

“Of course,” Lydia replied, recognizing the
dismissing tone in the Duchess's voice. “Very nice to have you
here, Miss Murdock,” she added and pushed back from the table, her
still enviable figure moving to the door.

“Please forgive Lydia,” the Dowager told Miss
Murdock once that lady had left. “She can be quite insufferable,
but I hardly think she has the wit to know better.”

“She was merely speaking the truth in this
matter, milady, so it is impossible for me to take affront,” Miss
Murdock replied. “It is obvious to everyone just how disparate this
match is except to his lordship himself. Once he realizes that he
is not fooling anyone, then this will all, thankfully, be at an
end.”

“And whom is it he wishes to fool, Miss
Murdock?” the Dowager asked in a casual voice.

Miss Murdock looked at her rather startled,
said with guilty evasiveness, “Oh, I could not say, ma'am, if that
is even his intention. For I have no idea what goes on in his head.
It is merely the horse, ma'am, that he wished to procure, and he
will see that it is not worth all of this, I am sure.”

The Duchess replied, “I think you do know
what is going on in his head, on this matter at least. And that in
itself is rather significant, Miss Murdock, for I have never known
him to confide in another.” Seeing that her words were making her
protégée uncomfortable, she added, “But be that as it may, I shall
not pry, for I am certain St. James will tell me what he wishes me
to know when he wishes me to know it.”

With relief (which she would not have felt if
she had but known the duchess better), Miss Murdock agreed, “I am
sure that is so, ma'am, and as I have no doubt that this is all a
bust at any rate, it would not do for you to become enmeshed in it
only to have it all come to naught in the end.”

“Tut. We shall see child. Now, if you have
finished your breakfast, then I will call for the coach to be
brought around so that we may begin getting you into something a
little more the thing, my dear.”

“Yes, ma'am. I only beg that you keep the
expense modest and that we only buy one or two things so that once
this is all over I may repay you.”

“Do not think of it, Miss Murdock. You should
have a new wardrobe for no other reason than putting up with my
grandson's shameful conduct. I dare say, you have earned it, and I
mean that in the most respectable way.”

So Miss Murdock found herself only a short
time later in the unmerciful hands of the owner of the Mystique
Boutique. The equally unmerciful Duchess sat in a padded chair in
the private salon directing all that went on with an iron will.
“No, no, Dora, those colors are not at all what I had in mind.
Apple green, I should think, and powder blue, and dare I say
buttermilk yellow? Yes. I think buttermilk yellow would be just the
thing. A ball gown from it, I believe.”

Dora turned her stout figure with shocking
quickness to the Duchess, the violet material she held in her hands
drooping. “But, milady, those colors will make her seem even darker
than she already is, I assure you. And she is already much too
dark. I despair that even a thousand cucumbers will induce her skin
to become the shade she was born with.”

But the Duchess only nodded in approval.
“Exactly, Dora! We can not make her into something she is not, so
change the rules, I say. Make them compete on her turf. She has no
remarkable features to speak of so we will make that dark
complexion her calling card.”

Dora opened her eyes very wide. “I see,” she
said and paused, her face taking on a calculating expression as she
turned back to Miss Murdock, who was standing on a low stool in
only her chemise and feeling very uncomfortable with her lack of
clothing and the ruthless way the two older women were assessing
her. “Yes,” Dora was now saying. “The very thing. I can not believe
I did not see it.” She turned to an assistant. “You heard the
Duchess, what are you waiting for? Take these and come back with
what milady suggested and may I also suggest,” she asked the
Duchess, her face questioning, “a red velvet for her riding
habit?”

The Duchess chuckled. “Oh, very daring, and
she shall carry it off splendidly. Now you have the idea,
Dora.”

“Indeed, I do, milady.”

“Pardon me, ma'am,” Miss Murdock interrupted
as Dora's assistant scurried out of the room. “I thought we had
agreed to keep the purchases modest.”

“Nonsense!” the Duchess replied. “I don't
remember agreeing to any such thing. Besides, it is St. James'
money I am spending, so whatever do I care? Do you hear that,
Dora?” she turned to her old friend and dressmaker. “The bills go
to my grandson.”

If Dora showed any surprise at this news, she
made no indication of it, merely made a note on her pad. Then she
was busy sketching, appraising Miss Murdock as she did so. “I have
some very good ideas already, milady,” she said, tearing off a top
sheet and starting on a new sketch on the next one. Miss Murdock
could see that at the top of each page with its, to her anyway,
bewildering lines, was her name, neatly written, and the Duchess's
address and then in large letters: Bill to Duke of St. James.

That single line of letters seemed to wrap
about her rib cage and nearly suffocate her. The implications were
damning.

The assistant came back in, a flurry of
fluttering cloths as she carried an assortment of bolts of
differing colors. She was quite red in the face from her efforts,
but stood patiently as Dora selected each in turn, holding it up to
Miss Murdock's form for effect, draping it this way and that. The
entire time, she and the Duchess kept up a steady chatter, much of
it gossip as well as critiquing.

As Miss Murdock could see that the Duchess
was enjoying herself, she kept her doubts to herself over the
selections made and the expense being incurred. Mayhaps she was
caught up just the tiniest bit in the excitement of it, for she had
never imagined how pleasing it could be to see so very many colors
and materials and all of them being draped across her. Surely it
could not harm anything to allow such a vast selection to be
presented when she would narrow it down to only one or two?

“And of course all new under garments, and
the proper accessories, which I will trust to you, Dora,” the
Duchess was still talking several hours later, “as I can see you
know exactly what I want at this point.”

“You can trust me, milady,” Dora reassured,
jotting still further notes into her pad.

“And I would like the first of these to be
delivered tomorrow morning. I can not have this child wearing those
clothes she brought another moment longer if I can help it.”

“Oh, milady, that will be very expensive!”
Dora warned. “It will mean taking girls from other projects and
bringing in extra ones and sewing, sewing, sewing. . . .”

To which the Duchess cackled. “Good! I hope
St. James has the apoplexy when he gets the bill. It should be
quite entertaining.”

“Ma'am,” Miss Murdock moaned. “It is too
much. I have told you it is too much. Walking dresses, afternoon
dresses, riding habits, ball gowns, tea gowns, morning dresses, and
all the slippers and bows and hats and gloves, not to mention the
unmentionables!”

“Hush, child. Why we've only just begun.
There will be several more shopping trips before we have you
precisely the way I want you. But nevermind,” she added as she saw
the frightened look on Miss Murdock's face, “for we will save that
for another day. I am quite exhausted, I admit, but in a totally
pleasant way, so do not look at me like that. I think when we go
home, I shall take a little nap, and then this evening, we shall
see what we can do with your hair. That bun, quite simply, has to
go.”

“Oh, dear,” Miss Murdock said, feeling
utterly out of control. “Not my hair also.”

“Indeed, yes, Miss Murdock,” the Duchess
replied in a voice that brooked no argument. “It may not be of any
compelling color, but there is quite a bit of it, and thick also.
We shall contrive something more attractive to you than all that,
that primness.”

“Oh, certainly, Miss,” Dora added. “And may I
also suggest,” and her voice lowered to a conspiratory whisper as
she leaned to the Duchess, “that you put just the faintest,
faintest spot of rouge on either cheek, milady? I know it is quite
unacceptable, but everyone is doing it. Discreetly, of course, but
still, there it is.”

“Yes,” the Dowager murmured back, making the
two seem like secret agents on some horribly important mission for
the crown. “I had already thought the same, and I admit, only to
you, Dora, mind you, that I have, on occasion, indulged myself.”
And she nodded. “Yes. Even at my age.”

Dora giggled. “Oh, I would have never
guessed, milady. I always said you were very sly.” She went on, her
whisper becoming even more furtive. “And milady, I do not mean to
pry, but the fact that St. James is to be billed for her coming
out, does that mean that there will be congratulations in
order?”

The Dowager smiled rather thinly. “Of course,
I can not say, Dora, not even to you, after all these years. But it
is the first lass he has ever taken a respectable interest in, and
so I intend to build most strongly upon that.”

Dora fanned herself in her excitement. “Oh,
ma'am, I am so happy for you, and to think that I will have my part
in this!” She turned to look at the object of their conversation,
who was fidgeting at this further delay in her being able to be
dressed. “I would never have thought your grandson to have such. .
. unusual taste,” she added in an undertone. Then she brightened.
“But she really does have potential. There's more there than first
meets the eye, so perhaps St. James is wiser than most men after
all. Here, Miss Murdock! Do not dare put that dress back on that
you wore in here. Isabelle!” she called again for an overworked
assistant. “Take that garment from Miss there and burn it. Get
something from in the back for her. I think the Bevington girl
returned several things yesterday that she decided were not what
she wished after all that should fit. That will have to do for you,
Miss Murdock, until we have whipped up some of your own.”

Miss Murdock sighed, dispirited, as the
ruthless assistant snatched her worn dress from her hands. “Yes, I
see. Thank you, Mrs. Dimple.”

“Thank you, Dora. It is so much nicer to see
immediately that we are making progress. And of course, this girl
has not worn this clothing anywhere?”

“No, no!” Dora exclaimed, horrified.
“Whatever do you think I am, milady, after all these years! No, I
assure you, she received them just the day before yesterday, and
yesterday she returned them, saying the cut wasn't quite right.”
Dora sniffed, offended at just the memory of this comment. “As if
my measurements or design have ever been off! More likely she has
been indulging herself a little overmuch in the week since her last
fitting, I say. But of course, you could never convince young Miss
of that!”

“Of course not, Dora. I merely wanted to be
sure that there would be no one chance to see Miss Murdock and
recognize the dress, and as I know the Bevingtons live in the
opposite direction from which we will be going, I find it doubtful
that we should run into her. But of course if we do, I shall tell
her that Miss Murdock has owned her dress for three whole months.
That will really set her off to think that you had given her
something from last season's fashions!”

“Oh, you would not do that, milady!” Dora
cried. “Why it would ruin me!”

“Better you than Miss Murdock,” the Duchess
replied, totally unmoved. “But if it makes you feel better, I shall
tell her we got it from that inferior shop from down the
street.”

“That is nearly as bad,” Dora argued. “For if
it were thought that you were patronizing it, then everyone else
would be flying off down there, and I would still be ruined.”

“Tsk,” the duchess replied. “I am sure it is
all a non-issue, for Miss Murdock will be only wearing it this day
and we are only going straight home.”

Miss Murdock, during all this long
discussion, had been busy putting on the new dress with the help of
the assistant, a red and white striped concoction that, if it did
not fit her like a glove, fit her with adequate elegance and as the
two ladies at last turned to her almost in unison, they stopped
their mild bickering and stared at her in silence.

Miss Murdock, anxious at the expressions on
their faces, asked, “What? Oh, do not say that it looks that bad!
It cannot be worse than what I came in. Can it?” she asked.

Dora said with quiet near rapture, “Oh, Miss,
you look so. . . so bright,” and she dabbed at her eyes.

Miss Murdock stared in question at the
Duchess, for if she did not quite disbelieve the shop's owner (for
she seemed to be easily moved by her own creations) she still
needed reassurance from that crusty old lady.

The Duchess studied her from her faded eyes
and at last gave a single, deep, satisfied nod. “Yes, Miss Murdock.
Without that baggy brown dress making you seem so very dowdy, I
find that you are very bright indeed. You look warm and healthy and
bursting with energy, and the color positively makes you bloom. Why
I do not think we shall even need rouge on your cheeks for they are
quite highly colored already. Who would have thought it, Dora?”

“Who would have, indeed? Milady, I must take
my hat off to your grandson, for obviously he has seen it all from
the beginning.”

Miss Murdock, released from her somewhat
stunned trance at those words, broke into a prolonged fit of the
giggles that had the shop owner and the Dowager looking at her
quite dismayed, but she could only lean against the work table and
laugh until she was gasping. It might suit these two older ladies'
romantic fancies to think that St. James had somehow deduced that
she were not so very plain after all, and she had not the heart to
tell them differently, but she certainly knew differently and that
is what she found so very funny.

 





Chapter Ten

 


Dante Larrimer, Duke of St. James, stared at
the parchment he

held in his hands. He had not opened it yet,
so it was not the contents that held his intent attention. It was
his grandmother's seal upon the back of it, indicating it was from
her, but the handwriting of the address upon the front of it was
not her own. Had her arthritis become so bad of late that she was
now dictating her missives?

He was frowning when he opened it, wondering
at this development in his grandmother's health, but the letter
itself added to his puzzlement for it was quite clearly his
grandmother's own handwriting, as he had always known it. He began
reading.

Well, Dante, was the missive's abrupt
beginning, I have had the whole of the tale from Miss Murdock last
night, and as usual, you have been behaving abominably! I have no
need to tell you, I hope, that your actions have been inexcusable!
You can not go about such activities as you have partaken over the
past forty-eight hours and not do the girl's reputation irreparable
harm. I will expect you after dinner tonight so that we can discuss
this, but you should already know what solution I am recommending,
and I expect you to do what is right by the girl with no attempt to
shuffle off your responsibilities. In this matter, at least, you
shall behave as your station demands you. 9 o'clock sharp!

Your Loving Grandmother

 


The frown St. James had begun reading with
became more pronounced. “Bugger take it,” he whispered beneath his
breath. “I should not have left her alone with that wily old lady,
and if she really knows the truth of it now. . .” Without going
through the rest of his mail upon his desk, he turned and left the
room, going to order his horse saddled.

 


Miss Murdock had nearly dozed off in the
carriage as she and a tired Duchess returned just after noon from
the dressmaker's shop. So it was that she was in no mood to fight
with St. James when she came through the salon door and saw him
standing with his back to her before the fireplace.

“Oh, God help me!” Miss Murdock exclaimed.
“But I am in no mood for you and your obstinacy. Unless you have
come to tell me that upon reflection, you have seen the error of
your ways and are now, at last, willing to call this whole absurd
affair off, then I swear I will turn and walk directly out of this
room I have just entered.”

At these words, the man at the fireplace did
turn, to reveal not St. James, but a very similar younger version
of him. The eyes were a pale blue rather than gold, and the face
was perhaps more round instead of angling in sharp planes around
cheeks and chin, but the resemblance was very pronounced all the
same, and Miss Murdock gasped as much from surprise as from
embarrassment. “Oh, my,” she said with sudden weakness. “But you
are not—! Well, never mind who you are not. May I ask who you
are?”

The blue eyes twinkled with mischief. “I am
not St. James, who is my cousin, by-the-by. You are not the first
to make that mistake, and as usual, the person making the mistake
is angry with him, so I am forced to take the brunt of the abuse
that is intended for the duke. I am Earl Andrew Larrimer, at your
service, ma'am,” and he bowed and clicked his heels. “And may I
have the honor of your name?”

Miss Murdock clasped at the neck of her new
red and white striped afternoon gown. “I'm sorry! Of course! I am
Miss Sara Elizabeth Murdock and of course you must be here to visit
your grandmother, and here I am demanding your name when I am but a
guest.”

He came forward, and she noticed that he was
in fact, taller than the Duke of St. James, and that he was
bulkier, but the hair was the same dark shade of brown that
bordered on blackness. “Please do not apologize, Miss Murdock. As I
have said, it happens often.”

“Then you have my condolences,” Miss Murdock
answered without thought. “For I am sure it has been very miserable
listening to the many tirades that were intended for your cousin's
head.”

Earl Larrimer laughed at that. “Indeed, it
has been. But very interesting also. So tell me, Miss Murdock, what
has my cousin done to get your lovely face so flushed?”

Miss Murdock backed toward the door. “Oh, he
has just been as he usually is, I suspect. For I have not known him
above two days.”

“And he has you so angry already?” Earl
Larrimer asked. “And that time frame does seem rather short for an
'affair',” he added with a teasing note to his voice. “But my
cousin has been known to move quickly when he sees something he
wants, and you, Miss Murdock, if not quite in his usual way, are
extremely. . . interesting.”

“I assure you, I am not,” Miss Murdock
replied, feeling a good deal of disgust at herself for being
intimidated by a boy but a few years older than herself, and
thinking to herself that she must be rid of this dress for when she
had worn her own clothing, she had never been subject to anyone's
interest whatsoever and that this experience was very
disconcerting. “And I used the word 'affair' in the sense of
situation, not—not as you would unwisely imply.”

“I see,” he said, stopping in the center of
the room much to Lizzie's relief. “I apologize if I misunderstood.
I lief to admit I would find it unlikely for St. James to park one
of his females at his own grandmother's home.”

“Yes. It would be very ridiculous, indeed,”
Miss Murdock agreed.

“What precisely are your dealings with my
cousin, Miss Murdock, if I may ask?”

Miss Murdock searched about in her mind for a
suitable answer but could find none readily available. “Why, he,
uh, has prevailed upon his grandmother to take me in for a short
stay as I have not been to London before,” she answered at last,
sounding less than certain of it herself.

Andrew raised his eyebrows. “Oh. Your coming
out, is that it? Though I thought you to be a little older than
that, no offense meant, of course.”

“Of course,” Miss Murdock replied. “Indeed, I
am twenty years old, so I really do not like to refer to it as my
'coming out'. In fact, I do not expect at all to go to any of the
events that are normally associated with that phrase, as I am not
hanging out for a husband at all. I am merely here for, as I said,
a short stay. Nothing more, I assure you.”

“Pity, that, Miss Murdock. I would rather
look forward to going to those beastly evenings at Almacks if I
thought I might meet someone there as glowing as you.”

“Your compliments only serve to make me think
you are somewhat less than perfectly honest, sir,” Miss Murdock
returned. “But I expect that flattering tongue of yours will have
enough females fluttering about you to keep you entertained even in
my absence.”

Earl Larrimer laughed. Then he said with
refreshing candor, “I go it too brown, then, you think, Miss
Murdock? I confess, my cousin has often advised me not to be too
gushing and I must admit that although his approach seems rather
astringent, it has the most damnedable results.”

“I am sure it does,” Miss Murdock returned in
a dry voice. “But I beg you to not become too like him, for he does
go a little to the extremes, I think, in being inscrutable and
unfeeling.”

“Those are harsh words, Miss Murdock, even
for my cousin. I can see he has you very angry indeed. Are you sure
you will not tell me what he has done to get you so, for I may be
able to help, you know.”

Miss Murdock, deducing that Earl Larrimer was
in fact, fairly harmless, relaxed enough to move to the settee and
seat herself on it. “No. Oh, no. I assure you, he has done nothing
very dastardly after all, for I managed to reason him out of the
worst of it. I am afraid it is just his high-handed manner that
sets badly with me.”

“Ah, yes,” Andrew returned, settling himself
in turn in the wing-backed chair that his grandmother normally sat
in when she was in the room. “My mother is always enraged with his
behavior and I think that really it is more the unrepentant
attitude he takes than the actual actions themselves.”

“That would be Lady Lydia?” Miss Murdock
asked.

“Yes. You've met her?”

“Just this morning at breakfast. She does
seem very proper.”

“Too proper!” Andrew sighed. “I've been out
of University for a year now, and she still insists on knowing my
every move. I would like to re-open my father's townhouse here in
London and reside there. You must understand, it is rather hard to
be, well, as a man should be, when you are sharing an establishment
with your mother and your elderly grandmother.”

Miss Murdock let out a small giggle. “I
understand,” she said. “My father was quite eager to take St. James
up on his offer to—to let me visit here, for I fear he was in the
same predicament, having a daughter about the place, I mean. The
very sensible routines I prescribed to keep him healthy and whole
seemed to irk him considerably. He would much rather eat at odd
hours and drink late into the night over a hand of cards with his
cronies than worry about his daughter alone in the house with
naught for protection but an old groom.”

“Oh,” Earl Larrimer exclaimed as he laughed.
“That is sorry. I can see that even my cousin would be moved to
kindness over that state of affairs.”

“You see!” Miss Murdock pointed out. “You
have just used that word and you meant nothing disreputable by it!
And strangely enough, your mother said much the same thing, only I
am afraid it was because of my appearance rather than any knowledge
of my wayward, widower father. I very much fear that St. James more
than likely took pity on my father, being unable to do as he
wished, than on me at any rate.”

They were both laughing at these sayings when
Andrew sobered and said, “But, Miss Murdock, there is nothing at
all wrong with your appearance. You are interesting and
glowing.”

“Pshaw,” Miss Murdock said, not at all
intimidated now as she had been before. “And I assure you it is
only an illusion created by a good dressmaker, for if I were as I
normally am, you would not think so.”

“Well, neither are half the other chits that
are in society then, I assure you,” he countered. “And you do not
see them putting a disclaimer upon themselves that once you marry
one of them and get them home that mayhaps they are not all you
thought they were. Neither are the gentlemen, for that matter, and
I should not tell you our secrets, but you really are the most easy
girl to talk to I have ever met,” and he nodded at her look of
disbelief. “No, Miss Murdock, I am not going brown, I assure you,
but am merely being honest, for they mostly wish to talk about the
most insipid things. If they were only interested in something
worth being interested in, like dueling or race horsing—”

“Oh, but I am interested in race horsing,”
Miss Murdock broke in, rather proud of herself. “In fact that is
how I met your cousin, for he took an interest in my horse,
Gold-Leaf-Lying-in-the-Sun. And as I am given to understand that he
owns Behemoth, I am very flattered indeed, for that shows he has a
good eye for horseflesh.”

“Indeed he does, Miss Murdock, for that is
his only other passion other than seeking the murderer of his
parents.” He stopped abruptly. “Oh, should not have mentioned that,
I am sure. Not common knowledge, I don't believe.” And he looked
very guilty indeed.

Miss Murdock was quiet for a moment, all the
laughter going out of her, which was rather sad when she had been
having such a splendid time with her new friend. “I have already
come to understand that,” she said, because she could not bear to
see him so obviously silently berating himself. “So please do not
feel that you have betrayed your cousin in any way.”

“Well,” he said, his head hanging in
dejection. “I am glad that I have not told you anything you did not
know or at least suspected, but it was still damned careless of me,
for I am sure he has tried very hard to be circumspect as it would
not do to tip off the person he seeks, especially if St. James
should ever get a good lead onto him.” He raised his head and the
bantering young man that had been before her a moment ago was quite
gone, and he reminded her suddenly most painfully of his cousin.
“That is why I most wish to reside independently from my mother and
grandmother,” he told Miss Murdock in a sudden outpouring of
confidence. “I would so much wish to help St. James in his task,
and I can not feel as though I can do it from here for I am afraid
of putting my mother and the Duchess in any danger.”

“Oh, you can not!” Miss Murdock sprang from
her seat in her shocked dismay. She entreated the young man in
front of her. “Can you not see how utterly consumed your cousin has
become with this quest? And from what I understand, it may very
well all be futile! He would not wish you to sacrifice any chance
at happiness as he has, I can assure you of that!”

“You do not understand!” he returned with
sudden, young savagery. “For a man to go through life knowing that
there is an enemy out there that has harmed members of his family
and goes yet unpunished! Why it can only be that you are a woman
that you would dream a man could just forget about that and go on.
It is the responsibility of every Larrimer from now until the end
of time to seek vengeance!”

“That is obscene,” Miss Murdock broke in,
wide-eyed. “Why the murderer could possibly be already dead. What
then? Do you seek out his children and punish them?”

“If what they have is a direct result of my
uncle's dying, then yes! We should at least deny them of what was
gained if we can not kill the actual perpetrator of the deed! They
can not be allowed to profit in any way from it.”

Miss Murdock felt a wave of dizziness come
over her and she sank back down onto the settee. If she had allowed
St. James to elope with her last night, had allowed him to get her,
as he said, God willing, with child, would her own son if it had
been a son, been raised on this same vengeful wrath? And my God,
what had she been thinking if these thoughts should upset her to
such a degree? She could not believe that she had been becoming
complacent, pliable, open to his suggestion of marriage!

Andrew was on his knees in front of her and
he patted her hand to induce her to open her eyes. “Miss Murdock.
Sara. I am so sorry. I do not know what came over me to make me
speak in such a manner to you. It is quite unforgivable of me. I
totally lost all sense of decorum, for I know perfectly well that
this subject is not at all suitable for a female. I pray that you
are all right! I beg that you forgive me!”

Miss Murdock sucked in a deep, calming
breath. “Lizzie,” she

said.

“I beg your pardon,” Andrew said. “What?”

“Lizzie,” Miss Murdock gave a weak smile. “My
friends call me Lizzie, so you must also. And yes, of course, I
forgive you. I am not usually so fainthearted, it just. . .
disturbs me very much to hear you talk so. I beg you to, if nothing
else, speak to your cousin of all this before you do anything on
your own. Will you promise me that, Earl Larrimer?”

“Andrew. If I am to call you Lizzie, you must
call me Andrew. And of course I will promise you that if you will
forgive me.”

“It is done. Think nothing more of it,”
Lizzie replied. “And I must really go up to my rooms, for I must
still be very tired to be behaving so missishly.”

“Do you wish me to escort you up the stairs?”
Andrew asked as he got up from his knees and held an anxious hand
on her arm to help her up.

“No. That is not necessary although I thank
you for the offer. I

have enjoyed meeting you very much,
Andrew.”

“And I you, Lizzie.”

She left the room, a swirl of red and white
stripes, and mounted the stairs with no indication of weakness now.
But she felt rather cold, for although she had not wished to aid
the duke in his plans before she had not felt as though she were
going to betray those plans either, but she now realized that it
would have to be one or the other, and that she had no stomach for
what he offered. If she had allowed herself in some deep recess of
her mind to believe that there was some hope of miracles happening
and happiness somehow, someway waiting, she understood now that she
had been deluding herself quite completely, if only very briefly.
An old Duchess and an old dressmaker's romantic dreams had been
just a little contagious and she had caught them. But now, Miss
Murdock assured herself, she was quite, quite cured.

In her room, upon reflection, she realized
that deciding to leave and setting out were two different things.
Besides a few pence in her reticule, she had no funds. The only
horse she owned was, she assumed, at the residence of St. James
himself, and she would not pay back the Duchess's kindness by
stealing a horse on top of her desertion. Which thoughts led her
back to where they always began. She would have to convince St.
James for once and for all. It had been he that had taken her from
her home, and it would have to be he that sent her back.

With this thought, Miss Murdock kicked off
her slippers and lay back on her bed to think of what arguments she
could use. And she prayed that he would not be drinking this
time.

 


St. James rode into the stables of his
grandmother's house and dismounted. “Tyler, you scraggly old
scoundrel, where are you?”

An insolent splat of tobacco landing near the
high-glossed shine of his boots was his first indication that his
groom was on hand. “Aye, milord, right where you left me, and
damned unhappy about it, too.”

“Bah, Tyler. Spend a couple of nights away
from your own comfy bed and you are crying like a woman. You are
getting old and soft.”

“Soft in the head to be listening to the
likes of you, I agree,” Tyler returned with an impudent smile.
“What's in t'works now, milord? Mayhaps I can return to my rightful
position instead of spending my days saddle-soaping leather that
does not even belong in my care?”

“No. Sorry, Tyler. See anything unusual this
morning or last night?”

Tyler shook his head, spat another stream of
tobacco from his mouth, this time into the drainage ditch to the
side. “Not that I can

say.”

“Any visitors to the house?”

“None that I've seen.”

St. James rubbed his upper lip with his
gloved finger, his gold eyes looking up into the face of his groom
before him. “Odd. Very odd. I am nearly certain that a letter my
grandmother sent by messenger to my home had been intercepted. But
it had her undisturbed seal on the back of it, which convinced me
that if it were intercepted it had to be by someone who had access
to her seal.”

“Mayhaps some one has made a copy of the
seal, milord.”

“Mayhaps so, but who would go to the trouble
before hand? For it is not something that someone could whip up on
a moment's notice.”

“Perhaps they have had it on hand from
needing it in times past.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” St. James
agreed with dark expression. “Every staff member in this house has
been with my grandmother for years, and I have long since been able
to ascertain that there was none among them that would have done my
family harm.”

Tyler scratched his head. “There is the new
lady's maid that arrived in the wee hours of the morning, milord,”
he said.

“Yes. I had thought of that. I already have
someone working on her background. She is much too young, I gather,
to have been involved in a crime of twenty-three years ago, but it
is possible that someone has approached her, induced her to gather
information. But. . .” St. James pondered for a moment, and he
snapped his quirt against his boot, causing his horse behind him to
jerk its head up. He gathered the reins a little tighter in his
hand, then said to Tyler, “Who ever intercepted this has a very
good fist. Ask Ashton if he has any thing from this new lady's maid
that shows her handwriting. A letter of application for employment,
anything. I want to see it as soon as possible.”

“I'll take care of it, milord,” Tyler agreed.
“But you sound as if you are not hopeful in that direction.”

“No. I'm not. Something about it just does
not feel right. For someone to be able to orchestrate her being
here under such bizarre circumstances as we arrived is either
impossible or, more ominous, shows that we have been watched quite
closely and our moves had already been anticipated. Which would put
me very much at a disadvantage.” He gave a sudden curse. “Damn,
Tyler. Either I am up against someone that is truly genius, or I am
being blind on some point that I can not fathom. Which I can not
comprehend, for I have gone slowly and thoroughly and there can be
nothing I have missed. Nothing.”

Tyler moved uncomfortably. “Here, milord. I
know it. But take heart, for if your suspicion is correct about the
letter, then obviously you have moved someone t'begin taking
action, which is more than we have seen since you began
searching.”

St. James brightened at this observation.
“Yes. You are right, Tyler. What began as only a hunch on my part,
a last desperate measure, is suddenly appearing to be promising.
But I needn't tell you that it raises all the more questions in my
mind.”

“Such as why it should matter if you
marry?”

“Precisely. It would seem to point toward
someone whose inheritance is at stake, but that is impossible in
this situation.” He paused, thought for a moment, then shook his
head. “No. Utterly impossible. I have gone over this time and time
again. Andrew who is to inherit if I die without issue was not even
born at the time of my parents' deaths. And my uncle, who would
have inherited at the time, I had to mark off because of the
strength of his character and morals. In fact, it was he that first
set me to looking, and he had been searching all the years prior to
my reaching my majority. And now, if there had been any doubt,
which I had felt none, he is dead. So if he had been the purveyor
of these schemes it would be quite impossible for this present
action to be taking place. Endless circles,” he sighed at the end
of his words. “Always, if only I could deduce what had been to gain
by their deaths, and presumably my own, for I was supposed to have
been in that coach as well, then I would know, I am sure, who was
behind the all of it.”

“I know, milord,” Tyler said. “But we will
know, I am sure of that. I only hope that we know in time to keep
you safe.”

“And Miss Murdock. For I begin to fear. . .”
He turned, mounted his horse. “Talk to Ashton immediately, Tyler.
If this lady's maid is some sort of threat, the last thing I want
is for her to be attending to Miss Murdock alone in her
bedchamber.”

“Aye, milord,” Tyler said. “But I can not
believe that Miss Murdock would be very accommodating of any
schemes t'have harm befall her.”

To which St. James was forced to chuckle. “I
am certain you are correct on that point, Tyler, but Miss Murdock
does not have the advantage of being wary, so we must help her out
a bit.” He turned his horse, ducking his head to avoid a heavy
supporting beam above him, then stopped to add over his shoulder,
“I shall be back this evening for an appointment with my
grandmother, as she has quite imperiously demanded my presence. I
fear from her note that Miss Murdock has let rather more out of the
bag than I thought she would, but I can not really blame her for I
well know how much pressure my grandmother can bring to bear. At
any rate, I shall be here, to salvage what I can.

“You may inform me of your findings then,
unless it is something urgent, in which case you may find me at my
solicitor's for now. I'll leave word at my house where to find me
if the need should arise after that.”

“Aye, milord. Until tonight.”

“Until tonight.” St. James rode out into the
bright sunshine of the afternoon, but he did not even notice it, he
was so intent upon his thoughts.

A half hour later he handed his reins to a
young boy of perhaps thirteen who volunteered to watch his
lordship's horse for tuppence if milordship would not be above an
hour, that is. Which St. James, smiling at such audacity, flipped
him the coins in agreement and strode into the busy office of C.
Edmund Bickerstaff, Barrister of Law.

He was shown into that old gentleman's
office, where the gray haired, rather emaciated man rose from
behind his large desk and leaned over to shake hands. “Milord. I am
nearly as surprised to see you today as I was to get your message
of last night! Surprised and also somewhat relieved. Are
congratulations indeed in order, or have I been the victim of some
preposterous joke? Although I must tell you, it was your man
himself that delivered it!”

“And have you begun the paperwork I
indicated?” St. James asked as he let go of his solicitor's hand
and, flipping his coat tails up, seated himself in one of the
slatted back chairs.

Barrister Bickerstaff harrumphed, said,
“Well, milord, I have begun to carefully research any and all
changes that will need to be made and to get the proper paper work
in order. Of course, I will need your signature upon everything.
And a copy of the marriage certificate.”

St. James crossed one leg over the other.
“There will be a slight, very slight delay on that document,” he
told the man across from him. “At this point, I wish you to
continue getting everything in order just as I instructed. I would
like to have it ready for my signature on a moment's notice, so I
would appreciate it if you made this an item of some priority.”

“I can do that, milord,” the Barrister said,
sounding relieved at this delay. “And you are aware that your
marriage will enlarge upon your responsibilities somewhat
significantly?”

St. James cocked his head. “No. I am not.
Please enlighten me, Charles.”

The Barrister straightened the stack of
papers in front of him. “I would not have known it myself except
that I had made it my business to review all of the provisions of
your will, your father's will at the time of his death, and as I
saw that we unexpectedly had a copy of your uncle's will, his
also.”

“Very thorough,” St. James agreed.

“Everything was as I had expected, until I
got to your uncle's will. I had not handled his affairs, you know,
and so I was rather surprised to see that we had a copy of his will
in our files. It had been sent to us by his solicitor, a,” and he
paused a moment, picking up his spectacles and holding them briefly
in front of his eyes as he read from the documents in front of him,
“Barrister Collins of Bedford Street, here in London.”

“Yes. I'm familiar with whom my uncle used as
his solicitor. Go on.”

“As I was saying, it was sent to us by
Barrister Collins as there are certain provisions in there that
concern you. Upon your marriage, you are to take control of all of
his affairs concerning, and I shall read it to you: . . . his widow
if still living, and his son, Andrew Harold Larrimer, if not yet
married. Upon Andrew's marriage, these holdings will revert to him,
as sole heir, and all affairs, holdings, properties, and otherwise
that were previously beneath the control of said widow, Lady Lydia
Francis Taylor Larrimer, will also revert to control of said son.
Until the date of son's marriage, and after date of Duke of St.
James, Dante William Larrimer's marriage, all these assets will be
in the possession and control of said Duke, and will be retained by
said Duke in the event of premature death of son, Andrew. The
Barrister looked up from the paper, dropping his spectacles and
meeting the eyes of St. James.

St. James settled a little deeper into his
chair, and his gold eyes moved to over one shoulder of Bickerstaff.
“If Andrew were to die prematurely and his mother were to live,
would not everything be returned to her?” he pondered. “Why,
indeed, would they be stripped from her to begin with on the event
of my marriage?”

Bickerstaff shrugged. “It is all rather odd,
milord. But there is no mention in the will of Lady Lydia receiving
anything upon her son's demise, if it were to happen. As I read,
all of the inheritance that would go to your cousin Andrew is to
instead remain in your hands and your future descendents' hands.
Including, and I do not know if it were made clear here, but
believe me, upon reviewing the will in entirety it is clear, are
several major holdings, assets, properties and accounts that were
brought to the marriage by Lady Lydia.”

St. James eyes snapped back to the Barrister
at this pronouncement and his eyebrows made a deep furrow in his
forehead. “That is preposterous. Archaic. It is still law that a
woman's holdings become those of her husband's, but it is normally
practiced that such holdings are held independent from the
husband's, and are returned to the wife if the husband precedes her
in death, am I correct on this? Regardless even of a male
heir?”

“That is the standard practice, milord, but,
as you can see in this case, still entirely dependent upon the
discretion of the husband involved.”

“Interesting,” St. James reflected. “Tell me,
was my uncle's will always set up in such a manner, or had it been
changed, perhaps shortly before his death?”

Bickerstaff shook his head. “I wouldn't know
that, milord. All we have is the most recent copy, which,” and he
flipped through many pages until he reached the end of the will,
“by-the-by! Is dated just two months before he died!!”

St. James raised a brow. “I wonder what the
one prior to this one read. Very well, Bickerstaff. To recap: if I
marry, I will have the added responsibility of overseeing my
cousin's inheritance in its entirety until he himself marries?”

“Yes, milord. And I do not mean to be in poor
taste but if something were to happen to your cousin, well, you can
see that it would benefit you.”

“My uncle must have had a great deal of faith
in my integrity,” St. James mused.

“Well, milord,” Bickerstaff interrupted,
shuffling that pile of papers to the side and replacing it with
another pile, “which brings us back to your own will. As you can
see, I need to know what provisions I should put in here concerning
your cousin if you should die and he is not yet married. Do you not
think it would be more prudent to hand control back over to his
mother until his marriage? Surely you do not wish to burden your
new wife with this responsibility in addition to all that she will
shoulder as it is? In fact, I would heartily recommend that you
place some trustworthy male in charge of everything, and simply
give her life's use of your homes, unless of course she marries
again, and a monthly allowance. It is how it is done, you
know.”

“Normally, yes.” St. James hesitated for just
the briefest of seconds, then said, “But I wish it to be as I had
written in my letter. Miss Murdock will have sole control and
ownership of my estates, to be dealt with as she sees fit in the
event that I have no heir, and to act as custodian over them, if I
do have an heir, until such time that she feels he is capable of
taking over that responsibility.”

“Milord,” Bickerstaff gasped, making his thin
chest rise and fall in alarm, “you realize what you are saying? Why
she could squander every penny you own! And God only knows, if
there is anything to pass on when she dies, whom she will leave it
to.”

St. James gave an infuriating grin. “Well, I
shall not care at any rate, as I shall be dead. But there,
Bickerstaff, I do not mean to send you into an apoplexy. Look at it
this way. Perhaps you will be able to woo her and wed her yourself,
and then you may keep a tight rein on all that I own for yourself
instead of for an unappreciative bugger like me.”

Bickerstaff could not quite see the humor in
his client's words. He drew himself up with indignation in his
seat. “I did business with your father for nearly twenty years
before his death, and I have done business for all these years
since his death with you, milord. If you do not know my character
by now, then I can only say that I am a great deal affronted.”

“Then you must accept my apologies,” St.
James said. “For I in no way wish to call into question your
principles or your honor.”

“Thank you, milord,” Bickerstaff said with
great dignity. “That means a great deal to me.”

“And it means a great deal to me to not be
forced to meet you at dawn when you called me out for besmirching
your name,” St. James added, deflating his solicitor's dignity.

That man said, “Well, uh, yes. Quite,
milord,” and his old hand shook for a second as he fussed with the
papers in front of him. Then with a defiant look from his old eyes,
he said, “You are very lucky, indeed, that I have such a forgiving
nature.”

“Indeed,” St. James agreed, “for then it
would be known that I am a coward when I was forced to flee the
country rather than meet my nemeses and possibly die. I do thank
you, Bickerstaff.”

“Bah,” the old man said. “You are as insolent
as you were when you visited my office still on your father's knee.
Now if you are through badgering an old and, I might add, busy man,
you may leave this in my hands. But about your cousin's
inheritance, milord. . . ?”

“That, as I had no prior knowledge upon it, I
shall have to think about. I will stop around tomorrow or the
following day to let you know. Is it possible for you to continue
with the rest as I have indicated?”

“Yes. Reluctantly, but yes,” Bickerstaff
agreed.

“Good. And there is one other small matter. I
should like to set up an allowance for Squire Edward Murdock of
Chestershire. A hundred pounds a month I should think. This will go
toward procureing him a proper staff for his house, the maintenance
of his household, and add any sum that is needed in order to
procure immediate repairs on his home. Should this cover everything
adequately and yet give him a respectable sum in order for him to
keep himself entertained?”

“I should say so, milord,” Bickerstaff said
as he jotted down these notes.

“These arrangements are to start immediately.
If you write it up quickly just as I said, I will sign it now.”

“Yes, milord. That will get us started. Of
course, I shall have to draw up something more legal for you to
sign on your return, including event of your death, or if, as I
take it you have not yet had that happy occasion you anticipated
having last night with Miss Murdock, there is some reason why this
marriage does not come off, the cancellation of this
allowance.”

“There will be no cancellation, Barrister. It
is as I have said until the date of his death. In fact, you can add
that if for some reason I do not marry Miss Murdock, which I find
extremely unlikely that I do not, but in that event, the allowance
will be transferred to her until her death.”

“What if she marries another, milord?”
Bickerstaff persisted, pausing in his writing.

“It does not matter, man,” St. James replied
in impatience. “She is to get the money with no exclusions. Really,
Charles, you act as though the money were coming out of your pocket
instead of my own. Which, by-the-by, reminds me. You will be
receiving bills from dressmakers and the such in her name. You are
to pay them, and anything else that is billed in her name. Oh, and
a bill for a new coat, I imagine, will be coming in from Lord
Tempton. Pay it also, please.”

“Anything else, milord?” Bickerstaff
sighed.

“No. I think that should cover it. For now.
Unless you have any further questions, I will leave now and be
around in a day or two.”

“Sign here, milord,” Bickerstaff advised,
finishing his writing for the Squire's pension with a flourish. St.
James scrawled his signature.

“Very well,” he said. “Good day,
Barrister.”

“Good day, milord,” Bickerstaff said, and
then muttered to himself as the door closed behind the duke and he
glanced over the two pages of notes he had taken in the past hour,
“I pray you know what you are doing. Ten to one all this work will
be for nothing for you will come in tomorrow and reverse
everything.” He glanced at the words he had written with a large
question mark after them. “Very odd, though, about his uncle's
will.”

 


St. James came out onto the street, tipped
the lad who had held his horse an extra hapenny, and mounted the
skittish stallion. Then glancing down at the boy who had held his
horse, he said, “I'll give you a crown, lad, if you run a message
for me.”

“Aye, gov'ner,” the boy said. “I'll run me
legs off for a crown. Clear across London if you wish.”

“No,” the duke smiled, “t'is not that far.
Can you read an address if I jot it down?”

“Aye, and I know's me way all right.
Gov'ner,” he added as a quick after thought and tugged at his hair
in respect.

“Good,” St. James said and pulled a small pad
of paper from one of his many pockets and a small lead pencil. On
it he wrote: Tyler, will be at Barrister Collins' office on Bedford
street. By the by, have the kitchens give this boy something to
eat, and as I can see we are going to be sending a lot of messages,
see if he would like a permanent post as my messenger boy, assuming
of course, that you receive this in good order. St. J.

He folded the paper, printed the address on
the back of it so that the boy could read it easily. “Read it back
to me, lad, so I know that you understand,” he said, handing the
note to the boy.

“Aye, gov'ner.” He squinted but his reading
was clear if somewhat slow. “15 Heffington Drive, home of the
Dowager Duchess of St. James. The stables. Groom Tyler, man of Duke
of St. James.” The boy looked up at the end of this and said, “Are
you him, m'lord? The Duke, I mean?”

“Aye,” St. James said in somber reply,
mimicking the boy's oft said response. “T'is I.”

“Coo, m'lord,” the boy said, tugging at his
bangs. “Coo. I'll run quick, I will. For me mother says you're an
evil one you are, and that you'll come for me in the night if I
don't do as she says!”

“Be off with you then, lad,” St. James said
with a laugh. “And here, do not forget your crown!”

The boy bobbed again. “Thank you, m'lord. You
may think of t'as already there, m'lord.” With that he was off,
darting across the street and causing St. James a moment of true
terror as he dove between oncoming wagons, causing several drivers
to curse at the imp running loose amongst them and startling their
horses. Then he was across the street, and as he was headed in the
right direction, St. James shook his head as he watched the slight,
dirty figure

disappear, and then turned his horse toward
Bedford street.

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


By tea time, Miss Murdock was feeling
composed, if just a little flattened by the depressing strength of
her now sorted out convictions. She was preoccupied as she entered
the salon, finding the Duchess, Lady Lydia, and Andrew already in
presence, by the problem of how to, in fact, beg audience with St.
James in order to put forth her carefully thought out
arguments.

“Miss Murdock,” Andrew said, rising upon her
arrival. He came forward, took her hand in his own and bowed over
it. “I am so very glad to see you feeling better.”

“What is this?” the Dowager asked as Miss
Murdock thanked Earl Larrimer and agreed that she was, indeed,
feeling better. “Have you not been well, Miss Murdock?”

“I had the headache earlier, but I am feeling
much better now, thank you,” Miss Murdock answered the old lady
with as much brightness as she could muster. “It was really a small
thing and a quiet time in my room was all that I needed. And I must
confess, I dozed, for I was still frightfully tired.” She paused
there, wanting to ask if the old Dowager knew when St. James was
expected to be seen again, but hesitating as she was certain that
the request would be construed in the wrong way.

Lady Lydia, however, interrupted the brief
silent spot by saying as she put aside her petit point and Ashton
brought in the tea tray, “Well, Miss Murdock, I must say that you
certainly look much more presentable than this morning. I am
afraid, however,” she said in her prim, disapproving manner, “that
my mother-in-law has chosen less wisely than I should have, for
those red and white stripes merely intensify how very unfashionably
dark you are.”

“Do you think so?” the Dowager asked. “We
have been hugely successful then. Thank you so much, Lydia.”

Lydia, frowning in confusion at the obvious
satisfaction the old Dowager had gotten from her remark, went on to
observe, “I do hope that Lady Lenora has something in mind for your
hair. That bun is much too provincial. Really, Miss Murdock,” she
went on without pause, “after reflection, I have come to the
conclusion that since St. James has not developed any sort of
attachment for you, then his motivation must have been for you to
come to London in the hopes that some lesser person would find you
attractive. It would only be prudent for you to make the best of
what little you have to offer.”

As Miss Murdock's cheeks burned at these
remarks, Andrew turned on his mother and exclaimed, “Mother! That
is the most indiscreet, unkind thing to say, and quite inaccurate.
I assure you, Miss Murdock is extremely attractive in her way, and
I see no reason why you would want to make her feel as though she
will go begging for a suitor.” And he glared at Lady Lydia from his
pale blue eyes.

“Well!” Lady Lydia said. “I am certain I did
not mean to give that impression at all! And I must say that I had
not realized fashion had changed so much from when I was a girl.”
She patted her gray streaked blonde hair and settled her admirable
figure into a better posture upon the settee. “Come sit with me,
Miss Murdock, and we shall see, at least, if you are capable of
pouring the tea in the proper manner.” She twitched her crinolined
skirts into a somewhat smaller pool about her to enable Miss
Murdock room to sit.

Miss Murdock glanced at the Dowager, as it
was, in fact, her place to designate who would pour the tea, but
she merely nodded to her and said, “That will be fine, Miss
Murdock.”

So Miss Murdock seated herself with her
normal serenity beside Lady Lydia, who, she thought with small
satisfaction, at least could not say that she was graceless as well
as unattractive, and went through the rather fussy, ceremonial
procedure without flaw and unruffled.

“Well!” Lady Lydia said, sounding surprised,
as the cups and plates were handed out and everyone settled back to
sip, nibble and converse. Andrew took the chair to one side of his
grandmother's large, regal, wing-backed one as his mother
continued, “At least you can not be faulted on your tea-pouring
skills.”

“Yes, thank you,” Miss Murdock replied. Some
imp inside of her made her add, “But I do have the deplorable habit
of getting sooty when I am cooking at the stove.” To which Lady
Lydia choked on her tea.

“Well done,” Andrew encouraged.

Lady Lydia said, “Most improper, Miss
Murdock!”

“But I think starving would be much more
improper, would it not, Lady Lydia?” Miss Murdock replied with
wide-eyed surprise.

“Indeed, it would, child,” the Dowager
agreed, much to Lady Lydia's disgust. “For one could not hold the
teacup properly if emaciated to such a degree of weakness.”

“And that is another thing,” Lady Lydia broke
in, seeing an opportunity and seizing it. “I have noticed, Miss
Murdock, that your arms are a little. . . less soft than is
desirable. You must make an active effort to not be lifting
anything of consequence for no husband will want a wife that does
not appear to be properly helpless and weak.”

“Nonsense, mother!” Andrew broke in, his eyes
twinkling. “However shall she ride to hounds if she is not able to
properly control her mount?”

“Ride to hounds?!” his mother asked in a
scandalized voice. “Oh, no, Miss Murdock,” she turned on that young
visitor, her voice pleading as though she thought Miss Murdock's
very soul were in danger. “I know that there are a few, very few,
women of the peerage that partake in that activity, but I must tell
you, they are in danger of doing their reputations irreparable
harm! It is quite unseemly, and I dare say that none of them
partook in such an activity before they were married, and had their
husbands been aware of it before they were married—well, my dear! I
shouldn't even need to tell you that they would not have made the
match they made.”

“Indeed, I do not ride to hounds, Lady
Lydia,” Miss Murdock told her with perfect honesty. “And it was
unkind of Andrew—Earl Larrimer to say such a thing,” and she shot
that laughing young man a rebuking look. “No, I am much more happy
to ride on the track than to chase some poor fox around.”

“Ride on the track?” Lady Lydia pronounced in
utter disbelief. “You can not mean to tell me that you race?!”

“Oh, no, ma'am!” Miss Murdock hastened to
say. “Even I am aware that is beyond the recall. No, no. I merely
train.”

“Merely. . . train,” Lady Lydia said, her
outrage so complete that she was nearly in shock with it. “Oh, my,
what ever shall we do with her?” she moaned to her
mother-in-law.

“Do?” Lady Lenora asked, nibbling at a cake.
“Why should we do anything? The girl is quite all right, I say.
Better than these nambypamby's that go about nowadays, fluttering
and swooning. In my day, a man wanted a woman with some backbone to
her, not a near invalid afraid to even go out in the sun.”

“Oh, my. Oh, my,” Lady Lydia moaned. “It is
all going to be quite hopeless. Quite hopeless.”

“Oh, fear not, mother,” Andrew told her. “I
for one think she will be smashingly popular this season. I dare
say every other man my age is dreadfully bored with the women that
are pranced before us with each year's coming out. Dull as
ditchwater, all of them, with more hair than wit. Why, when I stand
up with one to dance, I am always left to feel as though I am
dancing with someone who does not even speak my language, so
difficult it is to converse with them. At least with Miss Murdock,
I can say what I please without fear of sending her into a faint.
Well,” he amended, “almost anything.”

Miss Murdock was moved by this unexpected
seal of approval from her new-found friend and looked over at him,
her eyes shining, and said, “Thank you, Earl Larrimer. I am quite
touched that you at least feel I shall not be a total flop.
However,” she continued in a stronger voice and her eyes searched
out the Duchess who was making another careful selection from the
tray of cakes and sweets, “it really all is a moot point, for I
have determined that I can not continue to take advantage of your
hospitality, Lady Lenora. I hope you will forgive me, but I believe
I should make arrangements as soon as possible to return home.”

“No!” Andrew said before the Duchess could
even reply. “Say you do not mean it, Miss Murdock, for I am sure
the entire season will be contemptibly flat without you here to
share it with.”

“Indeed,” the Dowager agreed. “I have been so
much looking forward to having someone to launch! Do not say that
you will deprive me of that pleasure, Miss Murdock, for I simply
will not hear of it.”

Miss Murdock, with a blotch of color on each
cheek, replied, “I am sorry, but I have determined that I must
speak to your grandson as soon as possible as it was he that issued
this invitation and it is only correct that I tell him personally
that I can no longer accept his.

. . his hospitality,” she ended on a weak
note.

The Duchess's faded eyes studied her with
concern, but she seemed disconcertingly calm. “Well, I shall leave
it to you and St. James, then, Miss Murdock, as I am sure that he
will be able to overcome whatever has you disturbed. He will be
here this evening, at any rate, so you may take up the matter with
him then.”

“This evening,” Miss Murdock echoed, finding
that just a little sooner than she had expected. But, she had
decided the sooner she left the better, so she should not turn
squeamish at having her wish to speak to him as soon as possible
granted. “Well, that will be fine then. Thank you, ma'am. I hope
that after speaking with him I will be able to give you a more
understandable explanation rather than this somewhat vague
announcement. It is really just so. . . complicated.”

“Nonsense!” Lady Lydia interrupted. “It is
just nerves, my dear, at your coming out. I really can not blame
you, as you are rather old for such an activity, and must feel that
you are at a distinct disadvantage. But I assure you, that with the
Dowager and myself working on you, you will do well enough.”

“That is very kind of you, Lady Lydia,” Miss
Murdock returned. “And I must say, very unexpected. But I really am
not in the market for a husband, so you see how misguided all of
these efforts are! I think it would be much more prudent for me to
return home now before I become more of an expense and feel bound
to walk down the aisle with. . . someone. . . just to justify those
same expenses.”

“Tut, child,” the Duchess broke in. “Do not
upset yourself. You know very well that I do not count the expense
at all. Why I could not be more oblivious to it than if I did not
have to pay out a single pence!” she added with a wicked little
gleam in her eye. Miss Murdock blushed and set down her tea cup
with a less than graceful clang onto her saucer.

“All the same, ma'am,” Miss Murdock returned.
“I can not accept such generosity when I can see no acceptable way
to repay it.” Before the Dowager, or anyone else had a chance to
comment, she went on in a disturbed voice. “Forgive me, ma'am. I
did not mean to go into this now and I think I very much understand
your feelings of disappointment, and, indeed, I care very much if
you are. . . are hurt. But you must understand my position as well,
or at least I hope you can understand.”

“I do, child. So do not fret,” the Duchess
hastened to say. “And I am sure it will all come out right in the
end, whatever you decide. But, here, let us talk about something
else. There is a ball at Almacks' tomorrow, the first of the
Season. Surely, even if you decide you must leave, you will indulge
me by at least attending one ball?”

Miss Murdock twisted her hands in her lap.
“I—I can not say for sure, ma'am. . .”

“But certainly you will go to one, Miss
Murdock?” Andrew encouraged. “Why, if you are going to go home, you
must be able to say you went to Almacks! And I should so like to
take you to some of the other sites here in London for who can say
when you will next be here? It would be a shame for you to only go
home saying that you saw nothing but the Duchess's home and the
dress maker's!”

“Oh, yes, Miss Murdock,” Lady Lydia added.
“One must visit the hat maker's also. And no visit would be
complete if you did not go at least once to the park in the morning
to take the air. And if your stay is to be so short, we should have
at least a dinner party in your honor before you go. Do you not
think so, Lady Lenora? It has been so long since we had a party
here,” and the longing in her voice was unmistakable. “It has been
nearly a year since Morty died, and we have not had a party since
his death.”

“Yes. You are right, Lydia,” the Duchess
replied, for once in perfect agreement with her daughter-in-law.
“Just because the Queen seems determined to be in mourning for ever
over Prince Albert does not mean that the rest of us should be so
gloomy. Miss Murdock,” she commanded. “You will remain out the
week, no matter what you and my grandson decide.”

And Miss Murdock, seeing how churlish she
appeared to be by wanting to return home immediately, agreed with
reluctance that she would go to Almacks and allow a dinner party in
her honor, though the thought of both fairly terrified her. Andrew
expressed his relief, and the Duchess nodded in approval. Lady
Lydia expressed her pleasure, “Very good, Miss Murdock. I shall
make a point of inviting a great many eligible bachelors so that
you may at least see what is being offered this season.”

To which Miss Murdock rolled her eyes in
exasperation and met Andrew's amused look. “Yes, Miss Murdock,” he
agreed. “You should at least see what is being offered this
season.” And his blue eyes seemed very warm as they looked into her
own.



St. James was in a thoughtful mood as he
mounted his horse after spending an hour with his deceased uncle's
solicitor. The will that had been sent over to his own Barrister's
office had been correct and St. James had been unable to find
explanation for the strange arrangements that his Uncle Mortimer
had made just two months before his death.

Barrister Collins had been of the opinion
(observing with dryness that St. James' aunt was, in fact, rather
ill-suited to be in charge of such a large estate, or even, in
fact, any estate) that his Uncle had wanted a more capable hand at
the reins of control. That could very well be true, St. James
conceded, but it did not explain why St. James had not then been
put in charge of the estate immediately, instead of upon his
marrying. Or why, once put in charge of said estate, if his cousin
Andrew were to die, the estate would not return to Lydia but remain
under the control, and in fact, ownership, of St. James
himself.

It seemed very odd, indeed.

St. James had asked if Collins thought Lady
Lydia were even aware of this wrinkle in her husband's will, and
Collins had been of the opinion that although he could not know for
certain, that she was not, as she had taken no real interest in any
of it and had left the decisions to be made by the managers who had
always taken care of the various properties and accounts and who
reported to him. When Earl Mortimer Larrimer had been alive,
Collins had passed on all this information to him to be decided
according to his wishes, but since his death, Lady Lydia had not
moved herself to make any decisions on the estate and had left it
in his hands. Of which, he assured St. James, he had been very
profitably able to do.

All this information, which really was not
much at all, left St. James with the strange feeling that his uncle
had felt him even less capable of handling the estate than his
feather-brained widow. Not a heartening thought, nor one that he
could endorse as the true reason, for he had worked with his uncle
for many years, and his uncle had seemed to trust him a great deal,
and to rely on his abilities.

“M'lord,” a young voice piped up,
interrupting his musings. St. James, who had settled himself in the
saddle but had not yet turned his horse into the street, looked
down to where the voice had issued from, saw the same bedraggled
youth that he had charged with carrying his message to Tyler
earlier.

“You, laddie,” he said. “Do not tell me you
could not find the address?”

“Oh, no, m'lord. Found it just as I said I
would. And your groom Tyler, too. He guv me somethin' to eat,
m'lord. I hope you don't mind,” and he rubbed his raggedy shirt
covered stomach to give proof to his words.

St. James gave a faint smile. “No, laddie. I
don't mind. Did my man tell you I have a position for you if you
want it?”

“Coo, m'lord. He did. He told's me to comes
find you here in case I was needed by you.”

“Did he send a message?” St. James asked. He
leaned down from the saddle, his gold eyes dark with interest.

“Nothing written, m'lord,” the boy replied.
“Only that he had what you had asked for this morning and that you
should look at it this evening when you arrive as planned. He bade
me tell you that,” and he frowned as he said this, his dirty face
concentrating as the words had no meaning to him and he wanted to
repeat them correctly in case they had meaning for his lordship,
“he has a better fist than t'maid has.”

St. James laughed at this. “Well, that is not
saying much,” he commented. “But it is as I expected.” He looked
down at the boy, debating for a moment, then said, “Have you ever
been up, lad?”

“On a horse, you mean, sir?”

“Yes. On a horse, I mean. Can you ride?”

“Coo, never been on a horse, m'lord. But I
guess I can hold on as well as the next boy can.”

“I expect you can,” St. James agreed. “You
look like a scrappy young fellow.” He removed his boot from the
stirrup and put a gloved hand down to the boy. “Put your foot in
there and I'll lift you up behind. No, your other foot, otherwise
you'll end up seeing where we've been rather than where we're
going.”

The boy put in the proper foot and St. James
grabbed his hand and hoisted his light figure up behind him. “I
only ask you hang onto the saddle as best you may,” he instructed,
“for you shall get my coat filthy otherwise.”

“Aye, m'lord.” The boy was shaking with
excitement. “But I be the king of the world from up here, m'lord.
This is a grand way to be!” Then he was silent for St. James kicked
his stallion into as fast a pace as he could go in amongst the
traffic of the street and the boy was too intent upon hanging on to
say anything further.

“By-the-by, boy, does your mother know where
you are?” the duke asked when they had reached a less congested
part of the street.

“Aye, sir. I took's me crown to her on me way
back here. But the tuppence and ha-penny, I kept for meself,” the
boy replied in short, breathless bursts. “She wasn't happy about me
working for you, m'lord, but she were happy about the crown. That's
what decided it, m'lord.”

“It usually does, lad,” St. James replied,
and as the street was clear for a straight section, he put his
heels to his horse and it went into a canter.

And so, my lord, Effington summed up at the
bottom of his letter, it is with great regret, but with, I deem,
necessity, that I resign my position as your valet. If you wish, I
can recommend someone for replacing me, but as you do not seem to
require the services of a valet to the degree that a valet is
trained for, indeed, spends a good many years studying for, I can
not in all conscience recommend any one that I admire as a friend,
for I fear that they would never forgive me for doing them such a
grievous disservice.

I only hope that my resigning will at last
shock you into realization that you owe your station more in
respects to your attire and appearance than you have so far been
wont to show, and that you will take this into consideration upon
hiring another valet, and allow that employee more leeway in doing
his duty.

Yours regretfully but sincerely,

 


Effing~

“Effington!”

His name being shouted from one floor below
startled that proper valet to such a degree that he put an
unsightly blotch where the end

of his name should have been, and he fussed
over it, wondering if he should in fact rewrite the whole letter.
As there were some three pages of it, he decided that of course he
should only rewrite the final page and at the same time he got up
from his desk with a guilty start and hurried from his room. “Yes,
milord,” he asked with as much serenity as he could manage as he
saw his employer standing not in his rooms, as he had expected, but
at the bottom of the stairs. His coat was filthy, Effington noticed
with disapproval, with what looked to be, but surely could not be,
some young urchin's hand prints.

“When was this missive delivered?” St. James
asked, holding out a rather plain envelope with the seal now
broken. “I have asked Applegate, but he said you were below stairs
and took delivery of it.”

“Yes, milord. Half past two, I believe,
milord.” Effington paused for a moment, his eyes straining to see
what looked to be a royal seal on the paper held in his lordship's
other hand. “Is it something important, milord?” he asked, unable
to hide the eagerness in his voice. “I took no particular notice to
it as it was delivered in only a plain envelope.”

St. James looked more irritated than eager.
“Yes, damn it.” He glanced at the short, one paged missive that he
raised from his side and Effington was now certain that it was a
royal emblem at the top of it. “And I have already had a rather
commanding summons from my grandmother to be at her home this
evening, and now I shall in no way make that. Effington, you will
finally get your wish for you had better outfit me in whatever is
deemed appropriate for a visit to Buckingham.”

Effington had to hold on to the newel post to
keep his hand from shaking at the sudden fervor that went through
him. “Yes, milord. Certainly, milord. It will be my pleasure,
milord. Is that to be for this evening, milord?”

“Yes, blast you, Effington, and you needn't
look so bloody eager.”

“Is it to be an audience with the Queen,
milord?” Effington asked in a near reverential whisper.

“I am not at liberty to say, Effington, but
you may outfit me to whatever degree your imagination deems
necessary. And a God-awful miserable evening it shall be,” St.
James muttered. “I will be below in my study as I will have to
write a very unwelcome note to my grandmother expressing my
regrets. Of which, I may add, I am sure I will be paying for for
some time and I will not even be at liberty to tell her what
'pressing matter' has come up to make me beg off. Although, I doubt
in her mind that even the Queen herself would be a suitable
engagement to keep me from coming to her when she has so brusquely
commanded my presence.” He turned to Effington before descending
further down the stairs. “Not a word of this to anyone, Effington,
you understand,” and the gold eyes were very piercing indeed,
making Effington draw himself up in defense.

“No, of course not, milord. I have never had
lack of discretion laid at my door, I need not remind you.”

St. James relaxed enough to grin. “Much to my
benefit, you would probably like to add. But of course, you are
much too discreet to say so.”

“Indeed, I am, milord,” Effington
replied.

St. James only waved a dismissing hand. “Go
about the business of dreaming up how you shall shame me tonight
with your notions of fashion, Effington.” He continued on down the
stairs and so did not see that man rub his hands together in glee,
already envisioning what he would attire his lordship in. Royalty
deserved something bright, he decided, but not too bright, for the
Queen herself still remained in mourning. Perhaps conservative
black with a colorful cravat, waistband and boots? he wondered. No,
he shook his head. Black boots. Black waistband and black cravat.
That would show a proper degree of respect for her majesty's
mourning and at the same time allow him the liberty of dressing his
lordship in more colorful pantaloons and shirt. And his jacket
could be something colorful also. A turquoise jacket, Effington
thought, yellow pantaloons and shirt. Yes, that would be
fashionable and with the black counterpoints, properly respecting
the Queen's sensibilities. If, indeed, it were the Queen his
employer had been summoned to see. It must be, Effington thought,
for he doubted anyone lesser than the Queen could induce the Duke
to allow his valet full control of his wardrobe for the
evening.

But of course, before he could do any of
this, he had to return above stairs and rip the letter he had been
writing to shreds.

“Applegate,” St. James said to his butler
upon reaching the ground floor of his house. “I have a new
messenger boy. He's in the

kitchens now, I believe. See to it that he
has the proper clothing.”

“Yes, milord. Will you be dining in this
evening, milord?”

“Yes. But then I will be going out after. I
do not know how late I shall be so please do not remain up.
By-the-by, when you speak to this messenger boy I have retained,
send him round my study in a bit for I shall have several notes for
him to deliver.”

“Very well, milord.”

St. James continued into his study to compose
first a note to Tyler, short and easily written, and then a
somewhat more difficult note to his grandmother.

In between them, he paused, stared at the
fire for a brief moment wondering why ever the Queen should have
the sudden desire to summon him to Buckingham Palace. It was an
annoyance at best and could be a distraction at worst, and at the
moment he didn't need any further distractions, for he already had
one in the form of Miss Murdock residing at his grandmother's
home.

With this thought in mind, he began the
composition of his letter, and it came more easily than he had
expected:

 


Dearest Grandmother,

I received your warm regards earlier today
and had every intention, of course, of coming around your house at
the appointed hour. I am sorry to say that I have become aware of a
pressing and unavoidable obligation. Please know that only
something of the most supreme importance could keep me from you
when you have asked for my audience. Or from Miss Murdock, for that
matter. Please express this to her. I am sure she will find it
comforting to know that my attention has not strayed from her in
the hours I have been gone from her presence.

Until I can be there,

Your loving grandson,

Dante

 


St. James laughed to himself as he put his
signature to the letter. His grandmother would be most enraged to
find him thwarting her wishes but he would wager Miss Murdock would
be even angrier when she was conveyed his warm sentiments.

The damnedable part of it was she had been on
his mind for all of the day. This was understandable, he reminded
himself, as she was a most important part of his plan. What was not
understandable to him was the way he remembered her: her accusing
glare as she turned from reading her newspaper in the inn's parlor
to find him partaking with abandon of the available brandy. And the
degree of shocked discovery in her eyes when he had held her hands
to his chest a good many drinks later.

Perhaps a look of discovery that had mirrored
his own.

A discovery, at any rate, that he had no time
for, nor wish for, and that he had no desire for Miss Murdock to
feel either. But it did so amuse him, he conceded, to provoke her
just a little more in his letter, and to sit, now idle, at his
desk, and spend a brief moment imagining her cheeks flushing in her
plain face and her solemn eyes trying very hard to hide in their
brownness as though she could become invisible to him. And his
attention.

For if nothing else, Miss Murdock did have
his attention.

St. James reread the final line of his
letter. If it did not disquiet her so for him to fluster her, would
he take such a perverse pleasure in doing so? No. He thought not.
But it amused him, and inspired some strange sympathy in him as
well. A sympathy for what, he really could not name, other than,
perhaps, it had to do with the way she was forced to reexamine how
she thought about herself. And that was nearly a shame, for she had
seemed to have it all sorted out quite neatly and now he was
forcing her to reevaluate who she was and where her place was in
the world. Although he was of the opinion that her place in the
world would be better as a result of his interference than what she
had, was it really for him to say what it was she sought for and
would be happy with?

If she were happy being as she had been: a
near spinster caring for her father in lamentable circumstances,
did he have any right, whatever his motives, to take that from
her?

St. James shook his head, and a ruthless part
of his mind overrode this bit of rare second-guessing, for he
understood only too well what having things taken from you was all
about. If Miss Murdock were to mourn what she had before, he could
only try to assuage that grief as best he could, but he would not
be able to wipe it away entirely, however this turned out. This he
would regret. But this he would live with as he had so many regrets
before this.

He rose from behind his desk, found the boy
he had employed waiting in the doorway. “There you are, laddie. You
may take these to the same address as before. This one is for
Tyler, whom you have met. This one you are to deliver to the butler
of the house.”

“Aye, m'lord,” the boy said. He was cleaner
now, his face scrubbed, his hair slicked back and he had on some
clothing which did not fit him well but which were at least clean
and decent. “I'm to get new clothes, m'lord, they tell me,” he
confided, looking uncertain whether to be happy or disgusted.

“T'is a great shame, I know,” St. James said
with uncharacteristic gentleness. “But if you wish to work here,
you can not look like a street urchin.”

The boy nodded. “Aye, m'lord. I ken that.
It's just—you shan't have someone beat me should I gets them dirty,
should you?”

St. James shook his head. “No. You shall have
several sets of clothes, and you shall change them every day and
the maids will clean the dirty set while you wear the clean
set.”

“Every day, m'lord?” the boy asked. “And will
I have to wash every day, too?”

“It is generally recommended, yes.”

“Coo, m'lord! Lucky you're payin' me 'n' all,
for I wouldn't take a bath that often elsewise, I wouldn't.”

“Yes, it is a great bother, isn't it? Now,
lad, you may return home to your mother each night if you wish, or
if she wishes, or you may have a room here and see her on your days
off. You will let Applegate know which you choose, shall you?”

“Aye. I will, m'lord. A room all to meself,
m'lord?”

St. James thought about the disruption of
staff hierarchy for a moment, then allowed, “Yes. A small one, mind
you. But it will have your own bed and your own dresser for your
things. Will that be suitable for you?”

The boy nodded. “T'is all a boy could ask for
in the world, m'lord.

Me mother will be very happy.”

“Good. That will be all, lad.”

The boy took the envelopes before leaving the
room. St. James nearly stopped him, deciding that maybe he should
at least know the boy's name. But he let the boy go on. He needn't
a name. St. James already knew enough names. He went to the
sideboard and bypassing the gentler liquors, reached for the
decanter of whiskey in the back and poured himself a very stiff
one.

In the silence of the study, he made a toast
that only he heard. “To vengeance and death. Whether another's or
my own.” Then he drank in a single, continuous swallowing, feeling
the alcohol burn down his throat and into his stomach. Then in a
rare, out of control movement, he slammed the small, elegant glass
into the fireplace, shattering it with finality.

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


Miss Murdock sat with fortitude as the
hairdresser drew his brush through her hair and exclaimed something
in muttered French.

The Duchess was seated in Miss Murdock's
dressing room with them, her old, frail hands crossed and resting
on the head of her cane in a picture of perfect patience. Lady
Lydia was there also, but she flounced in her place upon the chaise
lounge, and was bent upon giving the Duchess's hairdresser frequent
and contradictory instructions on how to go about his business.
Miss Murdock had the impression that his muttering was as much
directed at that Lady as at her troublesome hair. Her new lady's
maid, Jeannie, was also in attendance, standing to one side and
providing pins, ribbons, combs and the hot iron when asked for
them, and picking them from the floor in silence when the
frustrated hairdresser threw them down in exasperation.

Andrew, quite comically and unpredictably,
had stationed himself outside of her bedchambers and paced the
hallway as he waited for the grand undertaking of trying to turn
Miss Murdock into, if not quite an incomparable, then at least
someone memorable.

And Miss Murdock, seated with apparent
meekness, was in turns despairing at the pointlessness of it and
amused to such a degree that intermittent giggles escaped her.

“That will not do, Alphonse,” the Duchess
commented over Lady Lydia's unhelpful directions. “That is nearly
as prim as the bun she wore.”

Miss Murdock bore the hard pulls on her hair
as he ripped out all the combs and pins he had just spent the
previous half the hour putting in. They rained down like a shower
onto the floor and Jeannie again bent to retrieve and order them.
Miss Murdock gurgled another laugh, trying to stifle her amusement
into her hands. For her troubles she received a glare in the mirror
from the hairdresser. “She does not have the proper respect for
what I am trying to do!” he exclaimed in his thick accent to the
Duchess. “How am I to work miracles when she only sneers and laughs
at my efforts?”

“Forgive me!” Miss Murdock begged him, even
as she tried to control her amusement at the pained expression on
his face. “I am not sneering. It is just that—it is so very
hopeless, you know!” and she covered her face with her hands and
gave herself over to the silent shaking of it.

“What do you want from me?!” Alphonse
demanded of the Duchess. “This style too prim! That style too
elaborate! Bah! I have gone through every mode that is currently in
fashion and you like none of them!” He threw his hands out in a
mixture of defeat and disdain. “Mon Dui, but it is too much to ask
of any man.”

“Something fashionable,” Lady Lydia
exclaimed. “As I have been

saying all this time.”

The hairdresser spared her a murderous
look.

“Something simple,” the Duchess countered.
“Look at her, please,

Alphonse, and tell me what you see.”

“Certainly, madam,” Alphonse said with
simmering dignity. He turned to look at Miss Murdock who uncovered
her face and returned his gaze with her solemn eyes, only a corner
of her small mouth twitching.

Alphonse obviously had begun his study of his
project only to humor the duchess but his frustrated features
lightened and he made a thoughtful noise and put one finger beneath
his chin. “Ah,” he said at last. “Yes. Simple. Straightforward. A
little severe, I think, but as you said, not prim. Nothing on her
forehead, I think, for we do not wish to take any attention away
from her eyes. You know, of course, madam, that she is much too,
how do you say it, sun browned?”

“Yes, Alphonse. I know,” the Duchess
returned, her initial enjoyment at this frequent observation fast
turning into tedium. “But you begin to see, I hope, that anything
currently in fashion is not going to suit Miss Murdock?” Her words
turned more acerbic, “For if it would suit her, we would not need
you, then, would we, Alphonse? Any other hairdresser in town is
quite capable of turning out what every one else is wearing.”

He gave her an injured look, but said, “Of
course, you are right, madam. This is an assignment that only
Alphonse can do.” He held out his hand to Jeannie. “Brush!” He
brushed Miss Murdock's hair back from her forehead and high onto
the crown of her head. “Combs!” he commanded, holding the thick
length of her hair there and passing his other hand over for
Jeannie to fill. He fitted the combs so tightly that Miss Murdock
felt that he were jamming them into her very skull. Then he removed
his hold. Her hair was pulled back from her face to a point just
above and beyond her ears, from where it flowed in a heavy cascade
down her back. Alphonse nodded in determination. “Hot iron!”

He curled innumerable ringlets down her back,
until her hair was a mass of shining, dancing curls. The effect,
when he at last called finish with a flourish, sweat standing out
on his brow, and Miss Murdock was allowed to turn and see herself
in the mirror, was such a subtle and yet such a total
transformation that she could only stare at herself.

The solemnity of her eyes was still evident,
but the curls added such a mischievous aura about her that her eyes
seemed to twinkle with it, like a well-hidden joke that only she
was privy to and found enjoyment in. Her features were small and
delicate, as they had always been, but now they were immediately,
and somewhat entrancingly, she dared add to herself, noticeable.
Her arched brows were exposed so that her every thought, nearly,
was expressed in their slight raising or lowering. The high collar
of her red and white dress (which as she was not to be delivered of
any other until the following morning, she was still wearing)
seemed an enchanting and appropriate setting for the sudden
flirtatiousness of her new look, and for many moments, Miss Murdock
could only stand and, in truth, look at herself in wonder.

She had the sudden vision of half-hooded gold
eyes opening from some lazy, languid, drunken half-slumber, and
nostrils quivering at her unexpected nearness.

“Turn, child, so we may see the full effect,”
the Dowager commanded her. Miss Murdock did so, her hands trembling
a little and a flush warming her face. The Duchess appraised her,
her faded eyes studying her with ever growing satisfaction. “Yes,”
she said at last. “That is how it should be. I am sure Dante will
be very surprised when he arrives tonight.”

Jeannie said, “You look very well, miss. It
is a stunning success, if I may say so.”

Alphonse drew himself up to his full, not
very impressive height with each of these praisings. “It shall be,”
he announced, “all the rage in a fortnight, I have no doubt.”

Lady Lydia at last spoke, having been, for
once, struck silent. “I am sure it will be,” she said, and if there
was a sudden dryness to her voice, Miss Murdock really did not pay
attention to it, too intent, still, on the Duchess's words of St.
James to be there that night. She had not forgotten that he would
come, but somehow it seemed his arrival was now very immediate and
the strange giddiness that was coming over her, and the painful
shyness, had her feeling more confused with each passing
moment.

The Duchess glanced at the time, said in her
autocratic manner, “Well, enough of this. It took long enough is
all I have to say. But it is near dining time now, shall we go
below? Well done, Alphonse.”

“Thank you, madam,” and he clicked his heels
as he bowed.

In the hallway, Andrew turned to them when he
heard the door open. “Devil take it, but you have been long enough
in there! I had nearly decided to go to White's rather than sit
about here any—” He stopped at sight of Miss Murdock. Then he
strode over, took one of her hands and stared down at her. “Miss
Murdock,” he said at last, “you are lovely.”

“I—why thank you,” Miss Murdock stammered.
“But really, Earl Larrimer, it is only my hair,” she could not help
adding for there was a certain disgruntlement to be felt with
discovering that something she had always disdained as rather silly
and wasteful of time could in fact be, apparently, so
important.

“But what lovely hair it is. And its effect
is to make you positively charming,” he returned with boyish
admiration.

“I think,” Miss Murdock said as she looked at
him, “that a new hair style only has the effect of making a female
more susceptible to the flattery she would have dismissed out of
hand prior to it.”

To which Andrew burst out laughing. “You may
be right, Miss Murdock,” he agreed and returned to the warm
friendship they had begun cultivating earlier that day. “But isn't
it delicious?” he asked with an impish grin. He held out his arm to
her to escort her to dinner and took his grandmother's hand onto
his other arm, leaving Lady Lydia to follow behind.

“I believe it is,” Miss Murdock agreed, her
eyes twinkling and feeling at last more herself with his easy
bantering. “If for no other reason then to see young,
silver-tongued rogues such as yourself stretching the limits of
credibility even further than I would have first supposed.”

They were laughing as they descended. The
duchess snorted at their comments, bade them to go on, as she was
slowing them down, and as Ashton came up the stairs to assist her,
they relented and did as she bid. Andrew escorted Lizzie into the
drawing room where he proclaimed they should first have a glass of
sherry before dinner. He poured their glasses and then toasted her,
“To the new Miss Murdock, who looks as enchanting and shining as I
already knew her to be.”

Miss Murdock gave a wistful smile. “Thank
you, Andrew. I shall need practice deflecting such comments as
these, if I am to suppose every other young man in town has the
deplorable habit of being so flip with his praise, and it is good
of you to help prepare me.”

He had just begun to protest when the Duchess
came in the room with Ashton and the sudden ill-humor of her mood
was immediately noticeable to them. “Blast him!” she was exclaiming
to no one in particular. In her hands was a short missive, which
she had apparently already read through once and was now perusing
again. “I have never known him to be so impertinent. Not to me at
least! He has never before dared,” she fumed.

“Grandmother?” Andrew asked, his gaiety
leaving him. “Whatever is the trouble?”

Miss Murdock took one look at the wrathful,
disappointed countenance of the Duchess, who was standing leaning
on her cane despite Ashton indicating her large chair in readiness
for her. “Is it St. James, Lady Lenora?” she asked, somehow knowing
only he could inspire such anger and hurt in the old lady.

The Dowager turned her eyes to her, and there
was such a frown between the faded silver brows that Miss Murdock
was at once alarmed and also reminded of St. James' similar habit
of glaring doom when crossed. “There is a part in here for you,
Miss Murdock,” the Dowager told her, her rage so biting that she
did not even soften her tone as she normally did when speaking to
her young protégée. “You may as well read it and draw whatever
conclusions from it you like. Though I would say his very absence.
. .” and she trailed off, at last seating herself in a sad and, for
her, rare, defeated manner, “is in itself damnedable.”

Miss Murdock took the missive that Ashton
held out to her, scanned the lines, . . .comforting to know that my
attention has not strayed. . . and in a sudden spasm of extreme
rage and, even more upsetting, disappointment that he was in fact,
not coming, crumpled the letter in her hand.

“What ever is it?” Andrew asked.

Miss Murdock did not even glance at him. “It
is nothing!” she said, her voice a little desperate. “Nothing.”

“Well, it certainly seems to be something,”
Andrew pressed.

She looked at him then, said with a little
more control, “I expressly wished to speak with him this evening,
as I think I had made clear earlier, about my returning home. And
he has. . . begged off.”

“But he could not possibly know that this
meeting with him held some importance to you, could he?” Andrew
defended his cousin, his voice confused. “I mean, he could not know
that you suddenly wished to leave.”

“Certainly he could know,” Miss Murdock
returned. “In fact, I would not put it past him to have known and
deliberately not be coming this evening because of that
suspicion.”

“Why,” Andrew replied, taken aback by her
cold fury, “that is hardly reasonable to assume—”

“Well, he is hardly reasonable, is he, Earl
Larrimer?” Miss Murdock returned with more scorn in her voice than
she had intended. She turned to the Duchess, who had been watching
her with a renewed interest. “Do you have further need of this,
ma'am?” she asked, holding the crumpled letter in her hand.

“No. Not at all.” The Dowager's sniff told
her feelings on the subject and the writer of the letter.

Miss Murdock, without further ado, tossed the
letter into the fireplace where it caught flame, said to everyone
and no one, “Forgive me, I should not let my—my disappointment at
being unable to make my arrangements with any degree of firmness
tonight as I had planned disrupt our evening.”

“Of course, Miss Murdock. We quite
understand,” Andrew told her.

“Indeed, we do,” Lady Lydia, who had come in
just a moment behind the Duchess and had caught the most part of
Miss Murdock's small scene agreed. “St. James is in no way ever to
be relied upon, and I can quite sympathize with how you are
feeling, having felt equally as frustrated myself in the past with
him. He utterly refuses to take into account any one but
himself!”

“I still am certain—” Andrew began but Miss
Murdock cut him off.

“I—I don't wish to speak any more about it
now,” she pronounced. “Please, can we just go in to dinner, I
really must be more tired than I thought to be reacting in such
a—such a foolish manner.”

“Yes, I'm sure you are still tired,” the
Duchess agreed. “Ashton, if all is in readiness?”

He bowed, his face impassive, and yet still
managing to convey a warm sympathy, “Yes, milady.”

The Dowager made a motion to get up and
Andrew helped her from her seat and they went in to dinner. Miss
Murdock ate as well as she had ever eaten, but somehow despite
Andrew's occasional admiring look, she felt extremely silly with
her new hair style and her new dress, and where before she had
wanted to go home to escape greater difficulty with the duke, now
she found herself positively longing for home, her weak, comical
father, and her oh-so brown, unassuming dresses.

 


St. James had ordered a closed carriage to be
hired, plain and black, with a pair of black horses to match. The
Queen's secretary had asked him to use discretion and the
commonplace envelope that his summons had been delivered in showed
that they had evidently been following their own advice. So now, as
the carriage was drawn up to the front of his house with one of his
own grooms at the reins, St. James stepped out of the door and down
the wide granite steps to alight into the carriage.

It was not his usual mode of transportation,
himself much preferring to drive the racing curricle, as he had the
day before, despite however good or bad the weather may be, or
riding astride. But as he was out-fitted in the outlandish attire
that Effington had deemed appropriate for his visit, it was perhaps
best that he was not concerned with any detail other than trying to
keep from wrinkling his turquoise coat. He looked down at himself
with disgust as the carriage door was closed behind him. Yellow
pantaloons and shirt! God help him, at least Tyler was not here to
see him, for there was no way, he would wager, that man could have
restrained from laughing outright.

St. James had rained a great deal of insults
upon Effington's head as that man had fulfilled his duty in
dressing milord, but for once, he could not provoke Effington in
the least. He had gone about his purpose in an unflappable manner
and had answered St. James' ongoing abuse with, “Yes, milord. No,
milord. You have my deepest sympathies, milord.”

To which St. James had answered, “Yes, I can
see that I have, Effington,” and had at last said no more, merely
gritted his teeth and endured as best he could being dressed in a
manner he despised as being unmanfully vain and damningly
restrictive in any natural movement. How was he to even bloody walk
in boots that had heels nearly as high as any woman's slipper? He
asked this of Effington, half begging to at least be allowed a more
practical choice of footwear, but the valet, face shining with
pride in the result of his efforts, said with certainty, “But you
carry it off so well, milord! And I must say, your only lacking in
attributes is your height, and you see now how easily that has been
remedied?”

“I have never been so short that I could not
thoroughly thrash someone who has annoyed me, Effington,” St. James
returned. “And I put you on notice that you are annoying me!”

Effington, who had appeared to be taking as
much pleasure from his lordship's discomfort as from the effect he
had created, only smiled with smugness and replied, “And when have
I not, milord? Now mind that you do not muddy your boots for I have
taken an hour to shine them this afternoon.”

“Bloody nurse maid,” St. James muttered
beneath his breath, but now as he sat in the carriage, he did
glance down at them to be sure that they were not sullied in any
way. Then a movement from outside his window caught his eye as the
carriage jolted into motion, and he banged his cane, a before now
useless accessory that Effington had insisted upon, on the roof of
the carriage, commanding it to stop.

“You, lad,” he opened the door to call to the
messenger boy he had hired that day, for it had been he that St.
James had caught sight of, watching the duke's preparation to leave
with a look of longing from the mew to the side of the house. “Care
to be a footman tonight?”

The boy came forward eagerly, gray eyes
shining in anticipation. “You mean it, m'lord?” he asked. “What am
I need do?”

“Just ride on the back there, you'll see the
platform and the holds, and when I arrive at our destination,
you're to jump down smartly and open the door for me, and see that
I in all my feebleness do not trip and land upon my face when I
alight from the carriage,” St. James told him.

“Coo, I can do that, m'lord!” the lad said,
and without waiting for further instruction, he went to where St.
James had indicated. The coach dropped down a small bit as his
gangly figure climbed to stand up behind. St. James tapped the roof
again, and the carriage resumed moving. He sat back, and oddly,
instead of studying upon his strange summons to Buckingham, he
wondered what Miss Murdock's reaction had been to his not coming
this evening. He imagined her with her hair pulled back in its prim
bun, the soft loops of it coming down like an arrow from her
forehead to cover her ears, and her plain brown dress that
whispered with reticence when she walked. For all of her
unobtrusiveness she had somehow managed to become a focal point to
him for the past near forty-eight hours. The lingering of
hummingbird wings, perhaps, that quietly and efficiently held one
captivated at their delicate strength of rhythm, moving so quickly
that one could barely discern them and yet one was keenly aware of
them all the same.

Yes, St. James thought, there was an essence
to Miss Murdock that was barely discernible, but that was
engagingly evident. He wondered if Miss Murdock were even aware of
it? Or if the very charm of it was that she was not and dismissed
the notion of it out of hand as having no place in her practical
outlook on life.

If one wished someone to quit drinking, one
threw that person's flask away.

If only it were that easy, St. James
pondered.

If one wanted to live, one made the decision
to live.

An option not open to him.

If there was a heretonow not evident
bitterness in this thought, he did not entertain it. It was only
that he had the suspicion that he was at last stirring his foe, and
hence he now felt that the past many years of his quest had been
only so much exercise. In possibly a very short time, he would
engage in the true conflict. He had always been aware that his
opponent had very much the advantage on him and that there may in
fact be little that he could do before he became enough of a threat
to receive his own speedy dispatch. It was part of the puzzle that
this person had apparently never sought to dispatch him in the
years since his parents' murders, but with St. James resolutely
digging about, whatever had stayed the murderer would no doubt stay
him no longer.

But it was oh so satisfying to find that he
had finally found the proper means of disturbing his enemy, and to
know that even at this moment, said enemy must be feeling, for
once, hunted himself.

In the midst of these dark, nearly
unconscious thoughts, the carriage entered the gates at Buckingham
Palace, where it was stopped by two beefeaters as the occupant's
business was made known and acknowledged as expected. Then it moved
forward up the long drive, but instead of going to the circle in
front of the main entrance, took another road on around the long,
overpowering length of the building, then down one side of it to a
smaller, but still impressive entrance. There it stopped, being met
by yet another beefeater, whose only recognition of their presence
was to stand from parade rest to full attention at their arrival.
The messenger boy did not disappoint St. James, but perceiving they
were at their final destination, jumped down as before instructed
and opened the carriage door for him. St. James alighted out by the
small step of the carriage, his yellow shirt and pantaloons glowing
in the jealous light of the moon and twin torches that lit the
entrance way. His turquoise coat was shadowed to inky purple and
his highly polished boots reflected like deep, dark mirrors. The
boy bowed in inspired respectfulness, and as he rose from it, he
looked up at the duke and said, “Thank you, m'lord!”

“I thought you may enjoy this,” St. James
returned. “Now mind you stay with the carriage and the groom. I
don't think they take kindly to street urchins running willy-nilly
about the grounds.”

Then he stepped forward and the tall doors
were opened to him by a butler that made his own Applegate seem
like some clumsy oaf in comparison. He was led but a short way down
the long hallway, shown into a rather intimate small chamber where
a fire was built up in the fireplace. It was an elegant room, but
it had neither the opulence nor style of the social rooms he had
prior seen of the palace when being there for the occasional
function years earlier. The butler directed him further into the
room to a chair by the fire. There was one other chair there,
well-upholstered but not otherwise remarkable and it was occupied
by a woman of no great beauty. Her nose was rather long, her jowls
rather fleshy, and her hair was dark brown streaked with gray and
worn in a bun, remarkably, not unlike the one Miss Murdock wore.
She was in her mid forties and she made no apparent artifice in
concealing it. There was a matronly, comfortable look to her, and
an air of one who speaks plainly and expects the same in
return.

St. James sketched a deep and humble bow.
“Your Majesty,” he intoned.

“St. James,” the Queen acknowledged. “I am
glad that you were available. Will you be seated?”

St. James took the proffered seat, which was
close enough to Queen Victoria that they could converse without
effort. The butler offered him a cup of tea, which he accepted and
the Queen joined him. They sat in silence for a moment, each
sipping their tea and the fireplace snapping when the mood suited
it.

“I had heard from my intimates,” the Queen
began, “that you were in the habit of dressing extremely plainly,
much to their disappointment. I must count myself honored, I
suppose, that you have put some effort into your apparel this
night.”

St. James smiled. “It only goes to show, Your
Highness, that I am willing to sacrifice even my dignity for the
crown's sake.”

She did not laugh, but she did smile at this
light sally. “Or,” she went on, “perhaps you have taken to dressing
appropriately to better impress your new fiancé.”

St. James did not quite choke on his tea,
although he felt very close to it. Instead, he paused with the cup
to his lips for a long, deliberate moment and then took a small sip
before replacing the cup on his saucer. His eyelids half-hooded
over his gold eyes and when he at last answered, his words were
measured and thoughtful. “I pity those who believe that you have
become such a recluse that you are not properly aware of the
activities of the realm, Your Majesty, for I can see that they are
grossly mistaken.”

“Yes,” she said, her eyes penetrating. “They
are mistaken. I could tell them that since Prince Albert's death I
have been more devoted than ever before to seeing that things are
done in a proper and respectable manner. It is the mistake my uncle
made before me, you know. He did not realize that the only way we
now have of leading is to earn the respect of the people, lords and
commons alike. If the people are behind the throne, the prime
minister dare not wander too far from our edicts. If they are not
behind the throne, then the prime minister can and will go counter
to the crown's policies.”

St. James nodded once but he did not speak.
The Queen hardly needed his stamp of approval on her thoughts.

“But I digress. You did not directly
acknowledge that you are engaged.”

“I am not officially engaged, if that is what
you mean, Your Highness.”

“But you are engaged all the same?”

St. James paused for a moment, and his face
must have shown how unsettled he was with this conversation, and
the possible reasons behind it, for the Queen raised a brow before
he could answer. “I am being rather blunt, I am afraid. And prying,
you may believe.”

St. James raised a brow in return. “I admit
that I am. . . shocked at your knowledge.”

That did bring a laugh from her, a very short
one. “Do not doubt that if it is possible that I know then it is
possible that there may be others that know. Prepare yourself well,
St. James.”

He did not answer, and if his silence was
taken as impertinent he could not help it for he could not think of
anything to say that would not further reveal his position.

Of an impulse, Queen Victoria reached out her
hand and touched his arm. “I had great respect for your father, St.
James. If it is true that you are to marry, there is work that he
had started that needs to be carried on. We recently had a great
victory in China that allows us to send in Christian Missionaries,
but I fear that the complete legalization of the opium trade there
can be looked upon as nothing but a defeat, despite our monopoly
upon it and the profits it brings to our country.”

St. James was mystified, for he had no idea
what work his father had done for the crown. He only sipped again
from his tea, and kept his face unreadable.

“I have hesitated to approach you,” the Queen
continued, “for, candidly, I was not sure if you could leave go the
trail of vengeance you had set for yourself so many years ago in
order to give the tasks I have for you your full attention. I wish
to know if it is true that you are to marry this daughter of a
Squire,” and she smiled as though this amused her very much. “I
wish to know if at last the trail is too cold for even you to
pursue.”

St. James answered with care, “I am going to
marry this daughter of a Squire. But I beg Your Highness for just a
short time longer before asking for my assistance on the matters
you have referred to. If you can grant me that short time, I will
deem it an honor to perform any task you hand me, especially any
that my father may have left. . . unfinished.”

She sat back in her seat a degree. This time
it was she that took a long moment to answer, and when she did she
spoke with as much care, her words as veiled as his own had been.
“Then it shall be as you ask. However, in preparation for your
impending duties, I will have certain documents made available to
you, so that you may review them, and gain some idea as to what
your father had worked on before you.”

For just a second, St. James' eyes flickered
to meet hers squarely, flaming up like twin candles. “I would be
very interested to know how my father served the crown before me,
Your Highness, and how I will function in serving the crown in his
stead.”

“I believe you shall be. Perhaps. . . these
documents will be

useful to you as well.”

“And if they are useful to me. . . ?”

The Queen gave a grim smile. “Then I am sure
that your

conclusions will be useful to the crown also.
We will speak again, St.

James. It has been a pleasure seeing you
again.”

St. James placed his now empty tea cup and
saucer aside, rose from the chair. He bowed again before the Queen.
“And it has been an honor and a pleasure seeing you also, Your
Highness.”

Then the butler was there once again, seeming
to come from the darkness like a shadow to escort him, and St.
James was at the door when Queen Victoria said, “St. James?”

He turned. “Your Highness?”

“You may give Miss Murdock my
congratulations, as I extend them to you also.”

St. James gave a single taut smile. “I will,
Your Highness. Thank you.”

Then he walked from the room, his mind
turning and stretching in all sorts of new directions. Two things
took precedence in his mind: Her unexplained knowledge of his
coming marriage. And the promise of his father's files.

When he reached the coach, the lad opened the
door for him as smartly as if he had been doing it all his life.
St. James held the door. “Lad, tell the driver that we will be
going to my grandmother's house.”

“Aye, m'lord!”

“And what is your bloody name?”

A single look of startled gray eyes. “Steven,
sir. Me name is Steven.”

“Very well, Steven. Carry on.” St. James
pulled out his pocket watch, glanced at it. It was nigh on midnight
and he cursed the lateness of the hour, but as usual, he was not to
be denied.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


Wednesday Morning

 


Miss Murdock awakened in the wee small hours
of the morning and she was not sure why. The room flummoxed her for
a moment and then it took on the vague familiarity of the room she
had spent the night before in. She was at the Dowager Duchess of
St. James' home. With this realization, she let out a long sigh,
turned in her bed to face the windows where a gentle beam of light
came in between the drawn curtains: a combination of silver moon
from above and gold street lamp flame from below. An unnatural
shadow moved beyond the small opening and Miss Murdock sat up with
the sharpness of one drenched with cold water. A little involuntary
gasp left her lips.

She sat for a moment in the midst of her bed,
her heart pounding, and she studied the window. The shadow moved
again and there was the slightest of tappings on the pane. The very
gentleness of the tapping was somehow as reassuring as it was
terrifying. She did not light a lamp but instead fumbled for her
robe on the chair beside her bed in the dark, struggled into it and
climbed from beneath her covers. She tiptoed to the window, went
not to the revealing middle gap in the curtains but to one side of
it and cautiously pulled the curtain back a miniscule amount.

A boy was outside her window, causing her
heart to do a quick flutter. He was perched precariously on the
slight ledge that separated the first and second floor and even as
she watched with apprehension, he tightened his grip on the outside
of her sill with one hand and made a motion of questioning with his
other to someone below.

As he was looking away from her hiding spot,
Miss Murdock drew the curtain back a small amount further, pressed
her face to the glass to look below her. The sight that met her
eyes there caused her to suppress a little surprised laugh. A dandy
dressed in a turquoise coat, and God help her, yellow shirt and
pantaloons stood on the pavement of the mew beneath her window. He
held a cane in one hand and as Miss Murdock watched, he signaled up
to the boy at her window with it, holding it in mid-air and miming
taps. The boy outside her window gave a disgruntled shrug and
turned back to do as he was bid.

But Miss Murdock did not draw back and
conceal herself in the curtain, for something about the man below
had made her draw a quick breath of recognition. His eyes had
glinted gold in the darkness.

As if to confirm her suspicion, another man
moved into her view, and the very height of him next to the dandy,
the very powerfulness of him next to that other slight, lithe
figure, told her it was none other but Tyler. And that foppish
dandy could be none other than St. James!

She moved now with quickness and drew back
the curtain so that she could unlock the window and draw up the
sash of it, nearly surprising the young boy off the ledge. “Am I to
come down?” she whispered to that startled lad.

“Aye, miss, if you please,” he answered in a
short breathless burst.

Miss Murdock nodded once. “Typical,” she said
with cryptic crispness. Then she drew the window up further. “You
may as well come in and go down with me. I wouldn't be risking my
neck further for him if I were you.”

The boy climbed through the window with a
good deal of finesse which Miss Murdock had to admire. “Risked me
neck for a lot less honur'bul reas'ns, Miss.”

'“If you judge waking a poor girl in her
bedchamber in the middle of the night and scaring her half from her
wits as being more honorable than what you've been about before,
then you are in very sad shape, indeed,” Miss Murdock replied in a
tart, hushed voice. “But here, I do not mean to abuse you, for I
well know who has put you up to this stunt,” she added in the cause
of fairness. “Just allow me to put these slippers on and then we
will go down.”

“Yes, miss,” the boy said, not in the least
chastised at any rate. “Coo, miss, this is a grand room!” he
whispered in admiration.

“So it is,” she agreed and taking him by the
shoulder she opened the door to the hallway, looked quickly up and
down it and then shoved him without ceremony out into it. “And you
may wait for me out here for you have no call to be in a lady's
bedchambers,” she whispered back. Then she shut the door, ran to
her closet, dug out the same cloak she had worn on her journey to
London and put it on over her robe. She buttoned it up quickly, as
quickly as she could, for to her surprise, her hands were shaking,
and then she paused a moment to look in the mirror, and wished she
hadn't, for of course the beautiful hairstyle she had worn earlier
that evening was quite gone except for a mass of tangled, ratty
curls.

“Oh, why in God's name do I have to look like
a perfect shrew each and every time I see that man?” she asked
herself in exasperation, and then gave a little sigh and a laugh.
It did not matter. It could not matter.

She opened the door, found the boy in the
hallway, looking rather subdued at being left alone by himself in
the luxurious expanse of it. “I am Miss Murdock,” Lizzie whispered.
“And I had better get your name, I suppose.”

“It is Steven, miss. I'm pleased to meet you,
miss.”

“All right, Steven, this way.”

They snuck along the hallway and down the
staircase, Miss Murdock having a moment's doubt about what she
should say if they were caught, but the house with the most of its
servants being nearly as elderly as their employer remained quiet.
Miss Murdock realized it would have been more expedient to go out a
different entrance than the front, but as she was unfamiliar with
anything but the main front rooms, she did not want to be stumbling
about any more than she had to. So she carefully unlocked the large
front doors, opened one enough for she and the boy who was nearly
as tall as she at any rate to slip through, and then clicked it
closed again, seeing to it that it remained unlocked.

Then Steven was skipping ahead of her,
laughing in the night. “You're a right cool one, Miss. I was made
sure that you would scream when I came to your window, but his
lordship, he said he thought not, and so he was right. Was you
expecting him then?”

“No,” Miss Murdock replied a little crossly.
“I am certainly not in the habit of slipping out of the house at
night to meet gentlemen, so you can disregard that notion out of
hand! I would not be down here now, but would have sent his
lordship packing except that I have something I expressly need to
talk with him about.”

“Oh,” Steven said, much of his pleasure taken
out of the escapade as she had managed to make it all seem very
reasonable and respectable. But then they rounded the corner and
Miss Murdock sighted St. James and was impaled by the gold gleam of
his eyes. She drew up for a second, having forgotten just how
overpowering his gaze could be, then she continued to walk and her
pace was slower, as if she were measuring him with every step she
took.

He came toward her, using the cane as
elegantly as it was useless to him. He stopped in front of her and
Steven went ahead to where the carriage, the driver and Tyler were,
leaving them in semi-privacy beneath the moon and the street lamp
at the corner of the house. “Miss Murdock,” he said with a wicked
little flickering of an eyebrow, “you are looking very well
tonight.”

To Miss Murdock's disgust, she felt her face
heat into a blush. “I know very well how I look! And I fear it is
not half as well as you, milord,” she managed to say. “Your sudden
pressing engagement must needs you to look very fine, indeed.”

“Ah, yes,” St. James returned and gave a
self-deprecating glance down at his clothing as though he had
forgotten it until her reminder. “Ludicrous is it not? You suspect
I did not put on this peacock attire to come and visit you?” he
asked.

“You would hardly need to put on boots with a
heel to be higher than me, milord,” Miss Murdock returned with
dryness. “Evidently whoever you have spent the evening calling upon
is taller than I.”

“Let us just say of a loftier stature than
either of us, Miss Murdock, and leave it at that, shall we?” His
tone was light and bantering, but he seemed very preoccupied all
the same, and she fell silent despite wanting to press her own
concerns on him and be allowed to go home.

He turned, so that he was at her side, and of
mutual accord they began to stroll toward the carriage. “By the by,
how is your hand, Miss Murdock?”

“My hand?” she asked. “Oh, the burn. Of
course it does not pain me any longer.”

“I am relieved to hear it,” and as he said
so, he took her hand in his and raised the back of it to his lips.
“Shall we go for a drive, Miss Murdock?”

She did not answer for that swift, careless
gesture he had made toward her had her quite speechless. They were
still several feet from the coach and he stopped, waiting for her
answer. “I—I'm not properly dressed for a drive, milord,” she
managed.

His answer was gentle, “Neither are you
properly dressed to be standing here with me for anyone passing by
to see, Miss Murdock. Which is my fault, as usual, you may point
out, but I had a wish, a need, to talk with you tonight.”

Of course he was right. The fact that she had
been slow in realizing the possible consequences of remaining in
the mew with him for anyone to see, she could only account for as
the result of her hand's tingling where he had kissed the back of
it, and the unexpected rushing of blood to her head. She had the
sudden certainty that if she allowed him to draw her forward and
into the coach, that he meant to seduce her. Which was a ridiculous
thought, for if she had been feeling somewhat attractive earlier
that night, she was in no way attractive now, she reminded
herself.

That sobering reflection brought her more to
her senses instead of standing in the light of the moon feeling a
little moon struck herself, and she nodded. “It is rather chilly
out here.”

“Good lass,” he told her, and they crossed
the few feet to the coach.

Tyler was there, standing next to the
conveyance, and he nodded and pulled his cap, said around his ever
present wad of chewing tobacco, “Evening, Miss,” as though it were
not at all uncommon to see a young lady of quality in her night
clothes with only a robe and cloak to make her closer to (but still
a far cry from) decent.

“And to you, Tyler,” she returned, the very
normalcy of it comforting her and making any remaining thought of
seduction fade away.

The boy, Steven, hurried to open the door for
them and sketched a half nod, half bow while pulling his forelock
in a confusion of motion. Tyler clambered up to join the groom that
was already above minding the horses. St. James climbed into the
conveyance after her and Steven shut the door and ran around to the
back.

St. James unfolded one of the rugs stored
beneath the seats and spread it over her lap. “Warm enough?” he
asked her from his half kneeling position, his gold eyes
disquieting in their nearness.

“Indeed, yes. Thank you,” Miss Murdock
replied, a little breathless. He settled into the seat opposite
her. The carriage began moving at a lazy pace and in the dim
interior, he was silent.

It occurred to Miss Murdock as she watched
the Duchess' house slip from her view and other houses take its
place outside the carriage window that it was somehow very
peaceful. Not a word she would have thought to associate with her
companion. But tonight his preoccupation with his thoughts did not
disturb her, but rather as a person observes a dog when it has
caught the scent of something, and raises its head to more closely
examine this scent, she merely observed him and wondered what
conclusions he was coming to, knowing she would be alerted if said
conclusions were anything to alarm her.

“You are very quiet tonight, Miss Murdock,”
he said at last.

“It is just very peaceful and I am loathe to
interrupt it. Or you in your musings.”

“You've interrupted them quite regularly
today.”

“Oh,” she said, and then, feeling a little
foolish, “I'm so sorry.”

His lips quirked but he did not go so far as
to laugh at her. “I did need to see you tonight, Miss Murdock, and
I very much regret being unable to keep my earlier
appointment.”

“Your grandmother was very disappointed, you
know. She has gotten the wild notion in her head, I believe, that
we should suit. Of course, you are to blame for that, because of
your ill-advised announcement upon my arrival last night. No,” she
shook her head in warning, “I have not forgotten that, nor forgiven
you.”

He did chuckle at that. “Ah, the Airing of
Grievances. Have you a scorecard, Miss Murdock?”

“No, I do not. But I am fast believing that I
shall need one, for before I can voice my displeasure at one of
your antics, you are already set upon another, usually worse one.
And,” she continued, “your grandmother spends all of her
considerable energy defending you, when I can not see in the least
where you deserve it.”

Although she was doing no more than lightly
upbraiding him, he frowned as though her words had reminded him of
something. “My grandmother, yes. Tell me, Miss Murdock, how much
did she pry from you of my motives?” She hesitated and he added,
“Come now, you may tell me for I will not blame you. I know how
wily she can be when she has a mind, and you were not up to your
best the night of our arrival.”

Despite his reassurance, Miss Murdock felt as
though she were being called on the carpet. “In retrospect, milord,
I am sure I could have been more discreet, but as she was pressing
quite determinedly for an explanation, I am afraid that I told her.
. .” and she ducked her head down in a guilty little motion of
confession, “that you had offered for me in order to obtain my
horse.”

To which he laughed, a very relieved note in
his voice.

“Well, it is not a lie, is it?” Miss Murdock
asked. “And I had to come up with some kind of explanation for your
ridiculous behavior. I apologize that you did not come out looking
well, but it hardly made me seem any better. Quite pitiful, I
think, it made me.”

“No, no, Miss Murdock. You did precisely
right, I assure you,” he protested. “I feared much worse, believe
me, for the missive I got from her this morning demanding my
audience led me to believe that you had spilled the whole to her,
promptly and completely.”

“Well, that would have hardly been wise,
would it?” Miss Murdock returned. “For despite her great energy and
will, she is quite old and, I think, rather soft-hearted. I am
certainly not going to tell her the extent of your foolishness and
send her into some sort of apoplectic attack.” And she flounced a
little in her seat, very much annoyed that he should think she
could be so dense.

“Of course not,” he agreed, and it charmed
her somehow, to see that she could make his voice shake with
laughter. “I should have realized that you would not. It would have
saved me at least one worry all of today.”

Miss Murdock sobered. “But she is very upset
with you for not coming this evening.”

St. James grimaced. “I knew she would be, but
I could not avoid it.” His gold eyes pierced over to her in the
dimness of the carriage. “And you, Miss Murdock? Were you upset
that I did not come earlier?”

Miss Murdock drew in a steadying breath.
“Indeed, I was, milord! I had something I most expressly wished to
speak with you about.”

He leaned forward and the beam of the moon
from the carriage window found the pale plains of his cheeks and
his high pale brow. “Go on. You have in essence answered one of my
concerns.”

She was suddenly loathe to continue. How
pleasant it could be to just let him carry her along to where he
would. But she had such a dread in her heart of the final outcome
that she could not merely sit back and allow it. “You, of course,
will not be surprised to learn that I have not changed my views on
this arrangement?”

His cheek ticked. “No. That does not come as
a surprise to me.”

“And I fear now that your grandmother has
become involved that the longer I delay in returning home, the more
she will be. . . disappointed in the end.”

“So do not disappoint her,” he told her,
still sitting forward in his seat. “Do not disappoint me.”

“Surely you see that I must?” Miss Murdock
nearly wailed. “I had not wanted to—to actively go contrary to your
plans, but after reflection, I can see no other way. My mere
presence in your grandmother's home gives her a false sense of hope
that we are to be,” and she blushed, which she did not think helped
her cause at all, “married.”

“But we are to be married, Miss Murdock,” he
told her with quiet conviction. “If I had not acquiesced to your
wishes we would be married already. I have spent much of my day
doing a great deal of maneuvering and it all hinges on my marrying
you.” He paused for the briefest of seconds, whether for effect or
because he deliberated telling her something further, she could not
determine, but when he continued, he only finished by saying, “I
can only reassure you that you will be well taken care of, whatever
the outcome of my endeavor.”

“Reassure me?” she asked in a querulous
voice. “You think I could be reassured by the knowledge that I will
be well taken care of in the likely event of your death?” She made
a motion with her hands, as though shoving his suggestion and, in
essence, him also, from her.

As if in accordance to her unspoken wish, he
sat back abruptly, frowning, as usual.

She felt brief dismay that there was no
longer laughter in his voice when he spoke. “Damn it, Miss Murdock!
What do you want from me?”

“Nothing,” she cried. “I want nothing but to
go home. I can not deter you from this path you have chosen, but I
do not have to be here to see it.”

“You innocent child,” he said, and his tone
was so close to pity that it made her cringe. “You merely need to
set aside your illusions of what marriage is, and you will find
that I ask no great hardship of you.”

“You are the one suffering illusions,
milord,” she returned. “The illusion that you can control anyone
you wish to serve your own purposes. Then you feel profoundly
dis-illusioned when they do not fall neatly in with your
plans.”

“If you would but serve my purposes, I assure
you, I would serve yours to a degree of fulfillment that I doubt
you can even imagine,” he suggested, his voice low and
dangerous.

“Forgive me, milord, if I feel more
threatened by that statement then titillated,” she said between her
clenched teeth. She was shaking and her hands clutched in her lap.
“I think I can say with certainty that you have absolutely no
concept what I seek in the way of fulfillment.”

“And I say,” he countered, “that you
underestimate me most profoundly.”

“Be that as it may, milord,” she choked,
close to tears and wanting very much to be done with this
interview. “I am not asking your permission to return home. I am
merely informing you out of courtesy so that you may adjust your
plans accordingly.”

“How very thoughtful of you,” he returned.
“And when, may I ask, do you plan to return?”

More steadily, Miss Murdock answered, “The
end of the week. I had not intended as long as that, but I fear
your grandmother was quite adamant that I go to Almacks tomorrow as
it is the first ball of the season, and your aunt is planning a
dinner party, and Andrew— Earl Larrimer has expressed a wish to
show me a few sights in Town before I leave. Between the three of
them, and in light of the expense of the clothing procured for me.
. .” She trailed off, because the man across from her was bearing
that expense, and she dug her nails into her palms and called
herself a fool and vowed that in some manner, she would repay him
every pence, but of course, to say so now would only be so many
words.

He gave a long and profound sigh. “You are
exhausting me

again, Miss Murdock,” he warned her.

“I am sorry, but I see no way to avoid
it.”

“We could avoid it if you would merely stop
being so aggravating, you wretched lass.” He scrutinized her as
though she were a perplexing problem to be solved. “Oh, Miss
Murdock, what am I to do with you?”

Rather than answer his question, Miss Murdock
merely made her point all the more clear by saying, “I think, of
course, that any further contact between us before I leave is
unwise.”

He lifted a dark brow, observed, “We seem to
be at cross purposes, Miss Murdock. I wonder which one of us shall
prevail?”

“It is not a question of prevailing,” she
returned, “but more a question of—Nevermind! I see no reason to
explain to you any further than I already have,” she amended,
flustered, her own unfinished thought unnerving her. “For if you
have no understanding of my reluctance, further explanation will
not enlighten you I am sure.” She closed her eyes in despair at her
own lame answer.

When she dared to open her eyes, he was
frowning, his gaze on her, deep and probing. But all he said was,
“Very well, Miss Murdock. I stand on notice of your planned
departure.”

“And you agree that you will not interfere
and that we will have no further contact?”

“I did not say that, Miss Murdock,” he told
her, and then with a suddenness that startled her, he banged his
cane upon the roof of the carriage, and as the horses slowed and
then did a careful turn in the road, Miss Murdock was given to
understand that it had been his command to return to the Duchess's
home.

She settled back in her seat, hoping that her
face was enough in shadow that he would not notice how dismayed and
unhappy she was.

 


Self-preservation. That had been the word she
had nearly said before catching herself. Not a question of
prevailing but of self-preservation.

He seemed to be as engrossed in his own
thoughts, his lids hooded over his eyes making him very distant
from her. Where before it had been peaceful to her to leave him
alone in his ruminations, now it made her afraid.

“Your cousin, Earl Larrimer, has spoken of
trying to assist you on your trail of vengeance,” she said into the
silence between them.

The full painful gold of his eyes fixed upon
her. “Indeed? He has said this to you himself?”

“Yes,” she said with defiance. “He voiced the
thought that as long as there were a Larrimer alive that it was
their duty to see this through to the end. How many shall die on
this futile quest of revenge, milord, I wonder, before someone has
the sense to call an end to it?” His brows narrowed into an angry,
frustrated knot upon his forehead in warning, but she continued
unheeding. “If you by some miracle find a woman that will trust
herself to your scheme, and you procure an heir before you die, is
your son to be brought up to continue in this? Is that what you
want? To see your own son sacrificed, and perhaps his son after
him? When and where does it end, milord? Have you asked yourself
that or have you been too blinded by the taste of blood in your
throat?”

He came across the narrow space between them
like that suddenly released spring that she had sensed in him upon
their very first meeting. He grabbed her arms and pressed his face
close to her alarmed one. “It ends with ME, Miss Murdock,” he told
her, his voice savage. “For if I do not do all I can to flush this
enemy out, how am I to know that any son of mine will even survive?
Or Andrew for that matter?”

She blinked, sorry now that she had pushed
him to the very edge with her scathing contempt of what she
considered folly and he considered holy. He was clutching her with
such intensity that she hardly dared breath and she was afraid that
her eyes were very wide. His hands unclenched from her arm a
degree, but he did not release her. He was crouched in front of
her, his face on a level with her own and she could see the erratic
beating of his pulse in his temple. She was aware of his body, taut
and struggling for control.

“Do not push me, Miss Murdock,” he said, his
voice strained. “I understand your reluctance and have some
sympathy for it. But if you continue to insist on going contrary to
what your father and I have agreed upon, you will find that I have
more weapons at my disposal to convince you than perhaps you had
originally counted upon. I assure you, I will not hesitate to use
them.”

“Which should not surprise me in the least,
milord,” she gasped. “For I should have guessed that threats were
not at all beneath you!”

“See to it that I shall not find it necessary
to place you beneath me, Miss Murdock,” he told her with rough
impatience. “For I swear if you continue to provoke me, I shall
resort to it with or without a marriage license.” He raised a brow
at her stunned look. “Many weapons at my disposal, Miss Murdock,”
he reminded her. “And I can not think of any that would please me
more to use.”

“Release me,” she cried. “I would not have
come with you tonight if I had not—!” and she bit her tongue rather
than go on.

“Trusted me?” he asked, and his eyes
glimmered with sudden, damning sureness. “Oh, you can trust me with
your life, Miss Murdock. I just would not be so certain of trusting
me with your virtue.” He did release her arms, and she drew in a
ragged breath of relief that was short lived, for he sat back on
one heel, took one of her agitated hands and raised it to his
mouth, a movement as delicate now as though he were about to
partake of a very fine and rare wine. Just before his lips, he
murmured, “Perhaps you are in need of an appetizer, Miss Murdock,
so that you can fully appreciate how well prepared the meal will
be. I know that I am in need of just a small taste, for you build a
tension in me—” He turned her hand palm up and settled his mouth on
the pounding pulse of her wrist. His eyes burned at her as he
studied her reaction to his tongue tracing the blue vein of it, and
he raised a brow when he must have felt the sudden jolt of her
blood rushing through it and her other hand fluttered somewhat
helplessly to her breast.

He pushed her sleeve up, traced his lips and
tongue up her arm to the soft inside of her elbow, and Miss Murdock
gave a little defenseless murmur, a sighing acquiescence. He pulled
his head back, moved her hand so that he kissed only her fingers,
his breath heavy on their tips. “Make no mistake, Miss Murdock, you
are as dangerous to me as I am to you.”

The coach stopped and Miss Murdock blinked
her brown eyes, feeling as confused as if the earth had suddenly
quit turning. A voice came to her from outside in the sudden
stillness: “But his lordship said t'was my job tonight!” Young,
boyish. Miss Murdock remembered that it must be Steven, he who had
tapped for entrance upon her window.

She started up, frantic. “Would you leave go
of my hand?” she asked in hushed urgency.

“Tsk, Miss Murdock,” St. James replied more
evenly as he released her hand in lazy gesture. “I am sure even a
lad of Steven's age has seen hand-holding and wrist-kissing.”

She blushed furiously at his easy summation
of what they had been doing, and his words made it seem a good deal
less significant than it had been, for her at any rate. The thought
that it could be, in fact, of so little significance to him
mortified her, but the ease in which he had accomplished it seemed
to confirm this conclusion.

As these thoughts whirled in her brain, she
heard Tyler saying to Steven outside, “I'll attend to the door,
lad, I'm sure his lordship would prefer it.”

That Tyler should have so clear an inkling of
what had been progressing in the coach, and seemed to be quite at
home with the discretion it called for from him (evidenced by his
not throwing open the door as would have been customary and as
Steven, no doubt, had been about to do, but by tapping with
diffidence upon it) brought her scattered emotions together in such
a fury, that before she knew what she was about, she whirled on St.
James and slapped him with force across his cheek.

His head whipped back at the impact, and she
saw her handprint, a white branding, on his cheek. She burst into
very unladylike tears.

“Take a walk, Tyler!” St. James ordered less
than graciously.

The implications the groom must be arriving
at by this announcement upset her all the more. “Damn you!” she
said through her crying. “That was entirely beyond all bounds of
fairness.”

“So is slapping, Miss Murdock, but you do not
see me bewailing the sudden lack of rules.”

“You deserved it.”

“I did.”

“I should box your ears also.”

“If it will make you stop crying, you may do
so.”

“Oh, you are a bloody fiend.”

He dug in his pocket and held out a
handkerchief to her. “I have never denied it.”

She took his handkerchief, a delicate affair,
dabbed her eyes with it, and then, rather defiantly, blew her nose
into it with less than ladylike restraint.

St. James took the abused garment back when
she handed it to him, stared at it for a thoughtful second, and
then unlatched the door and threw it out into the gutter.

Despite herself, Miss Murdock gave a
snuffling giggle. “Sorry,” she said.

“Miss Murdock, I assure you I have a dozen,
and for no other reason than that distressed young ladies may blow
their dainty noses in them with great bellowing honks.” He gave a
twisted smile and she saw with dismay that her hand print was
already welting on his cheek in flamboyant color.

“Oh, dear,” she said. “I am not apologizing,
mind you, but I do rather wish I had not slapped you quite so
hard.”

“It is but a small matter, Miss Murdock. I am
sure society will merely mark up my injury as another tasty on dit
to add to my rakish reputation.” He ran a finger along his cheek as
he spoke and then gave a nearly imperceptible shrug. “If you are
feeling better now?” he asked.

She nodded, feeling crushed at how badly
everything had turned out. He kicked the door that was still ajar
from his disposing of his handkerchief further open and called out
softly into the night, “Tyler?”

That man appeared out of the shadows not far
from them. St. James nodded. “Thought you would have not gone
far.”

“Aye, milord. Wouldn't think it prudent for
several reasons.” He squinted for a closer look at his lordship's
countenance. “By gaw, worry for Miss Murdock didn't need t'be one
of them, I see!” he exclaimed with more pleasure in his voice than
Miss Murdock could readily find reason for.

“I fear I needed more protection than she,”
St. James admitted stepping down from the carriage. He turned then
and Lizzie took his hand as he helped her out.

“Just so the point is well taken, milord!”
she told him.

He retained her hand for a thoughtful moment.
“But one has to weigh the pleasure against the consequence to
decide if the action was worth it, does one not?”

She blushed and dropped her gaze but Tyler
came to her rescue by saying, “That will be enough, milord! I
shan't have you frightening her more than you have already and
having to put up with your foul mood for weeks to come when she
refuses to have anything to do with you,” and he spat tobacco at
the end of his words as if to punctuate them.

“See her to the door, would you, Tyler,” St.
James directed. “And where, by the by, has the lad gone to?”

“I sent him to make sure the front door was
still unlocked. Didn't want anything unseemly spilling out of the
coach in front of his young eyes.” He tugged his cap in Miss
Murdock's direction. “Pardon me for saying so, Miss, no reflection
on you, of course. It's just I know how the lordship can be.”

“So I have already gathered, Tyler, so no
offense taken,” she answered, her voice bleak.

St. James frowned at his groom. “If you are
finished disparaging my character now, Tyler?”

“I won't send a lamb off with a wolf and tell
her it's her dear, sweet grandmother, milord, if that is what you
are getting at,” the groom returned unperturbed. “If you are ready,
Miss?”

“I am!”

She took his arm and Tyler led her around to
the front of the house where Steven waited for them. The door was
indeed unlocked, and as Miss Murdock bid them quiet good night and
slipped through it, she was overcome with such profound relief that
she could have wept.

Her room when she reached it was as she had
left it, even to the window that still remained open, like an
accusation of her ill-advised activities. It had brought quite a
chill to her room and she went to close it and again draw the
curtains even before taking off her cloak. She must have been in a
state indeed to forget that simple task, and she had to wonder at
herself, for it was something so automatic to her that she could
scarce credit that she had forgotten it.

But the window was open, so she must
have.

She disrobed back down to her sleeping gown,
and when she crawled into bed, she lay awake for a long time,
although she was very tired, and consoled herself that she need
only avoid him for the remainder of the week before she returned
home.

Which did not quite answer the question of
how she would return home, but she was certain that she would
procure the funds somewhere. In the midst of these comforting and
distracting thoughts, she dozed off, and slipped finally, into deep
sleep.

 


In the morning she was awakened by Jeannie,
who handed her a cup of hot chocolate and opened the curtains to
let the morning light pour into the room. She was chattering as she
did so, most of her words and their meaning going quite past Miss
Murdock as she was too engrossed upon trying to decide if all that
had happened the night before had been real or merely a very
compelling dream.

However, when Jeannie threw open the door to
Miss Murdock's bedchamber and began directing two maids (of the
housekeeping variety) to bring in the parcels, Miss Murdock
perceived that Jeannie's happy chatter had been that the first of
Miss's new clothing had arrived that morning. Jeannie seemed to be
in perfect ecstasy as she began opening the many boxes that were
piled onto the foot of the bed with little ceremony. “Oh, Miss,”
she exclaimed as she pulled out the first dress, a ball gown of
buttermilk yellow, “I have been in an agony wondering what had been
procured for you. And so quickly!” Her green eyes met Miss
Murdock's now attending ones. “You will look so beautiful in this
and when your hair is redone. And to think, I shall be the one
getting you ready this evening.”

Miss Murdock choked. “This evening?”

“Why, yes, Miss! Almacks' first ball of the
season is tonight and I had word from the Duchess that you are
attending, along with herself and Lady Lydia and Earl Larrimer
also. Do you think, Miss,” she asked in a whisper, “that they may
be matchmaking the two of you?”

Miss Murdock, regaining her equilibrium, said
rather shortly, “No.”

“Oh,” Jeannie sighed, apparently very much
disappointed. “It is just that he is so handsome and an Earl.”

“And a mere boy only out of University less
than a year ago,” Miss Murdock pointed out, totally ignoring the
fact that this made him three years older than herself.

“Oh, but that is nothing to look upon as a
deficiency, miss,” Jeannie returned, “for I believe it is better to
get them when they are still young before they become old and
dissipated like his cousin the Duke of St. James.” She busied
herself hanging up the ball gown, but she put it on the door of the
wardrobe so that it would be within easy reach for later that day.
“Do you know,” she asked Miss Murdock as she turned to open the
next box, “that I have heard that the Duke cannot even get vouchers
for Almacks? Have you ever heard of such a thing, miss? A Duke
unwelcome at Almacks?”

“Indeed, I have never heard such a thing,”
Miss Murdock replied. She sat up more fully in bed, and tried to
decide whether she was relieved or disappointed that the
possibility of seeing St. James that night at Almacks was clearly
out of the question. If nothing else, she conceded, it would all
probably be a little flat without him.

“Ah, all the proper undergarments, miss,”
Jeannie was saying as she laid out countless silk intimates. “I ask
your pardon, but I was quite worried about that, you know. Not
proper for a miss such as yourself to be wearing cotton
underthings. And the fact that you had no crinoline—!” She shook
her head at her remembered dismay at discovering her new charge had
lacked that essential.

For the first time, Miss Murdock paid
attention to the amount of clothing that was being laid out on her
bed below her feet that Jeannie was carefully sorting, refolding or
hanging. Not only were there countless chemises and intimates and
stockings and no less than three crinolines, but as Jeannie opened
the next box, an assortment of hats, reticules and gloves spilled
out of it, and the next box contained no less than a dozen pair of
shoes: slippers with heels, walking slippers, dancing slippers. .
.

“Good Lord!” Miss Murdock interrupted the
ongoing inventory. “I do not remember ordering any of this. Or even
looking at the half of it!”

“Oh, but miss,” Jeannie hurried to say. “You
must realize that for every dress you ordered the proper shoes and
reticule and hat and gloves had to be ordered also? And as they
have only delivered the very beginning of your order, there will be
many more coming tomorrow, and the next day also, I expect. And
once you go to Almacks tonight and see what every one else is
wearing, I am sure that the Duchess will have you down at the shops
again tomorrow to order any of those things that are the rage and
that you simply must have.”

Miss Murdock was left quite speechless and
could only put her cup aside and put a hand to her forehead as she
watched the countless items being so efficiently unpacked,
appreciated, sorted and stowed. The room she was in was fast taking
on the quality of a resident's room rather than a visitor's, and
Miss Murdock watched it all with a sick feeling in her stomach.

The amount of money that was being spent upon
all of this. And she to be here only to the end of the week! If St.
James had received the bill for this yesterday, he more than likely
would have strangled her last night instead of—Nevermind! she told
herself sharply.

Oh, God help her, how was she to repay all of
this? How could she ever! Even if she had some sort of employment,
there was probably over a year's salary sitting in her room at this
moment, and as Jeannie had pointed out, there would be more coming.
And it was too late to cancel, for although she was not certain how
these things worked, common sense told her that once the cloth had
been cut to fit her, they could not simply use it for someone else.
Payment would be demanded and if the intended wearer of the outfits
disappeared, it was not the shopkeeper's problem.

Jeannie interrupted her quiet, sick dismay.
“Oh, miss, this apple green morning gown will be just the thing for
this morning, do you not think so? If you are ready, I will help
you dress now.”

Miss Murdock threw back the blankets that
still covered her legs and said with rather less enthusiasm than
Jeannie was obviously expecting. “I suppose so, Jeannie.”

Jeannie helped her to bathe and dress. The
green gown was becoming on her, Miss Murdock noticed. It had a high
collar and many buttons down the front of it that matched the
material and the crinoline fluffed it out from her small waist to
fall in a graceful, subdued bell of material that, when Miss
Murdock slipped into the matching slippers, fell to just above the
floor.

Jeannie, after a quick search through the
boxes that she had not yet unpacked, made an exclamation of
satisfaction upon finding a matching green ribbon, and she tied
Miss Murdock's hair up into a graceful, thick knot on top of the
back of her head. It was not as elegant as the hairstyle of the
night before, Jeannie pointed out, but it was appropriate for
morning wear, and she was sure Alphonse would be back this evening
to do miss's hair again for going to Almack's and Jeannie would no
doubt be instructed on how to do it properly from then on.

“Oh, dear,” Miss Murdock said, wondering just
what Jeannie was to do when she returned home, for she could not
afford to take her with her, and here the lady's maid was taking so
many pains to learn how to do everything in the way Miss Murdock
needed it done.

“Is there a problem, miss?” Jeannie
asked.

“Yes, many, but nothing you have done,
Jeannie, I assure you,” Miss Murdock hurried to reassure her. “I
look quite splendid if I do say so myself, and it is all because of
you, and the Duchess of course, and . .” but she trailed off for
she could not mention the duke as being party to this. Oh, how was
she to walk out on him after this expense, and indeed, how was she
to not?

She turned to go out and downstairs, leaving
Jeannie to her efficient sorting and stowing. Ashton met her at the
bottom of the stairs, informed her that the Duchess had not yet
come below but that Earl Larrimer was in the drawing room if she
wished to join him and that Ashton would inform them when breakfast
was being served. “And may I add, Miss, that you are looking very
bright indeed this morning,” he added in his sober way.

“Why, thank you, Ashton,” she was surprised
into saying. She looked down at her new dress as she added, “I feel
like such an imposter.”

“Tsk, miss, you look exactly as you are. A
young lady, bright and healthy and vivid. Now where is there any
sham in that?”

She smiled, something inside of her relaxing
with his words. “Thank you, Ashton. You always know precisely the
right thing to say.” He moved to open the door to the drawing room
for her and she moved on into the room. Ashton spared an extra
moment to watch her go before once again closing the door behind
her and withdrawing to his post of over-seeing all that went on in
his domain.

Andrew was there, as Ashton had said, and he
looked up from his cup of coffee at Miss Murdock's entrance. As
they were alone, he said with quiet pleasure, “Lizzie, I am so glad
to see you up and well this morning.”

“And you also, Andrew,” she smiled in return.
“Has your mother not come down yet?”

“No. She has a deplorable habit of being late
each morning. I think that it takes her a little longer each year
to achieve the degree of lacing that makes her figure still
fashionable at her age.”

Miss Murdock giggled. “That is quite
indelicate of you, Andrew,” she admonished. “And I for one, can
only hope to look half as beautiful as your mother when I am at her
age, or indeed, even at my age.”

“She would be happy to hear you say so, for
she is still quite vain you know.”

“So I have come to understand, but as it is
really quite harmless, she deserves our indulgence, does she not?
Am I to understand you will be at Almacks tonight?”

“Indeed, yes,” he replied. “And for once I am
not positively dreading it for I think it shall be very amusing to
see you launched this evening.”

“Launched and sunk, I fear,” Miss Murdock
returned and settled herself onto the sofa.

“Nonsense! I think you shall do splendidly.
You may not be the most beautiful, but I wager you will be the most
memorable. It will not go unnoticed.”

“I would much rather go unnoticed entirely,”
she bemoaned. “You can not know how much I am truly dreading this.
The only bright point, and you must forgive me for saying this as I
know you admire him very much, is that your cousin can not possibly
be there for I have had it on the good word of my maid that he is
barred from Almacks.”

“Indeed, he is. But I have always thought it
was rather because they were tired of his snubbing them and thought
it was more seemly to thus snub him back.”

“Oh,” Miss Murdock replied.

“Yes. He has never set foot in the place to
my knowledge, and the ladies in charge did not take kindly to that.
A voucher, Miss Murdock, is not much unlike a royal summons. It is
all right to miss one or two events of the season, but to bypass
the entire season, and year after year, well it is quite
unforgivable. Especially if they suspect that your only pressing
business is to sit at a table in a gaming hell, gambling your
inheritance away instead of going about the proper business of
courting and marrying beneath their helpful eyes in preparation to
passing your inheritance along as is accepted.”

“But I thought St. James spent all of his
time. . . on that matter we previously discussed,” she
protested.

“Oh, do not get me wrong, the fact that he
spent so much time in unsavory places I am sure was a means to an
end, but you can hardly expect the ladies of society to know of
that. To their way of understanding, he is a rake, through and
through, of the most unrepentant sort. And although I think all
ladies secretly love a rake, there are still limits which even they
will not put up with being crossed, and I am afraid St. James has
passed well beyond all those limits in one manner or another. Not
that he has ever much cared.”

“Well, then, Andrew,” she replied with a
twinkle in her eye, “it is up to you to save the Larrimer name from
utter ruin and toe the line.”

He shook his head in mock despair. “It is, I
have come to realize. I could strangle him for that.” And they both
laughed.

The door opened then, and the banging of a
cane announced to them that it was the Duchess even before she
struggled through on the arm of Ashton. “Here, you two,” she said,
her voice tart. “Must I forever find you both closeted together and
sharing in some unseemly mirth? Go on, the both of you,” she said
with more indulgence, “do not let the presence of an old lady
interrupt what ever amusement you have dreamed up.”

“We are merely discussing your other
grandson, grandmother,” Andrew enlightened her, “and it is an
extremely difficult task to find much to be amused about
there.”

“Indeed,” she returned and settled herself in
her customary chair. “Thank you, Ashton. I, however, have had a
missive from him already this morning, and I have found very much
cause to be amused in it,” she confided, her eyes merry. “Very
much!”

Miss Murdock felt the blood drain from her
face and was thankful that Andrew was quick to respond, saving her
the necessity of doing so. “From how lightened your spirits are, I
would say that must be true,” Andrew observed. “Do you care to
share?”

“No. I think I shall not,” the old lady
replied. “For you will find out yourselves in due time and I think
it adds to my pleasure to wait for that moment. Ah, I think it
shall be a grand day. Miss Murdock, may I say that you are looking
very fine indeed this morning?”

“Thank you, ma'am. As are you, I must say,”
Miss Murdock returned, distracted. “I am glad to see that St. James
has somehow found a way to wheedle his way back into your good
graces.”

“Oh, he has,” the Duchess replied. “Quite a
feat when his missive contained but two short lines, would you not
say? And what is all the more pleasant to me is knowing that he did
not send it because he thought it would make me happy, but because,
for once, he had no one else to turn to that could help him on this
matter. And I will see to it! Oh, yes, I shall see to it quite
enthusiastically.”

Ashton tapped on the door at the end of these
words, and then putting his head in, bowed and said, “Breakfast,
milady.”

“Thank you, Ashton. Andrew, would you be so
kind?”

Andrew jumped up to assist her. “Of course,”
he told her.

“And where is your mother?” the Duchess asked
before starting the task of getting up from her chair.

“She is late again, as usual,” her grandson
replied.

“Probably has broken a lace again,” the
Duchess observed.

The three of them went in to breakfast and
although she tried to relax, Miss Murdock was, she admitted to
herself, a bundle of nerves. But she ate with good appetite, all
the same, finding oddly enough, that being roused by St. James in
the middle of the night to drive around in his carriage had made
her quite hungry.

 


 



Chapter Fourteen

 


Somewhat earlier that morning, St. James was
awake, and lay in bed, the sheet covering his naked chest, his gold
eyes studying the soft wavering of the sheers at his window. He
liked the window open a crack, even on the coldest of nights, and
he liked his curtains left drawn back, for he did not like his room
in tomb darkness.

He ordered his thoughts, much easier when one
was not hung over, he was discovering, and decided that he had
three things to pursue that day. Two of which he was not even
certain how to begin to pursue. The third, he concluded, had a
clear course of action, which in an unexpected way appealed to him
very much.

It was always good to be unpredictable, and
this course of action he was settling upon was quite unforeseeable
to anyone who may be in the position of caring to try and guess his
next move. Yes, it had the advantage of being out of character, and
of giving the appearance that St. James' mind was quite taken up
with a different endeavor than the one of trying to find the
murderer of his parents. In reality, it may bring him closer to
that discovery than pursuit of his other two more puzzling, but at
first glance, more promising leads.

After all, his unexpected interest in Miss
Murdock and marriage had brought him the other two leads already,
and as he had only been at this endeavor for three days now, it
would be very foolish, indeed, to drop it.

It was with this thought in mind that he was
interrupted by Effington arriving in his bedchamber and voicing
with some surprise that his lordship was already awake. His
critical eye took in first the dropped clothing his lordship had
worn the night before, as St. James had come in so late that even
Effington had dozed at his post. He clucked in disapproval, began
to pick up the splendid attire of the night before.

“Leave that for now, Effington,” St. James
requested, causing the valet to drop the clothing with
disgruntlement into a chair, “and fetch me some paper and a pen
from my writing table.”

“Certainly, milord,” Effington responded as
St. James stretched in the bed.

“And pour me a drink, and bring it to me,”
St. James could not resist adding.

“It is not yet even nine the clock in the
morning, milord,” Effington advised even as he poured the drink in
a short, disapproving motion. He brought it all the same, guessing
that his lordship would not heed his words. Then he stopped in
mid-stride, his eyebrows going up in a rare revelation of surprise
as he stared at the duke. The duke's face, to be precise.

“Is there something the matter, Effington?”
St. James asked.

“Er, no, milord,” Effington replied. “It is
just, you must have had some sort of accident last night, for your
face is quite red and welted.”

Thus saying, he handed the drink to his
lordship, who sat up in bed, the sheet falling to the loosened
laces of his under attire.

St. James took the drink, sipped from it, a
sherry, the lightest drink that the valet could find that could
still be classified as a 'drink', and he smiled at this little bit
of attempted censorship.

Effington was studying his lordship's face
with interest from this closer vantage. “Funny thing, milord,” he
commented in his most reproachful voice, “this injury seems to be
in the exact shape of a hand. Almost as if you had been
slapped.”

To which St. James said, “How very
interesting. By the by, Effing-ton, I am awaiting on that paper and
pen.”

“Of course, milord,” Effington said, unhappy
at having to be reminded. Still quite distracted by his lordship's
odd injury, he retrieved a bottle of ink from the desk, several
pieces of paper, and a sharpened quill.

St. James took these items, said in an
exasperated voice, “And something to write upon, Effington, unless
you care to kneel on the floor and let me use your back.”

“I do not find that funny, milord,” Effington
returned with an irritated frown. He returned to the secretary to
pick up a large book, a racing annual put out the year before, and
handed it to his employer.

St. James, oblivious to the curiosity that
was eating his valet alive, put aside his drink, settled the paper
on the book, uncapped the ink bottle and paused before writing.

Has it really come to this? he asked himself.
And then, with an unexpected grin, began to write:

 


Dearest Grandmother,

I need your help. I wish to attend Almacks
tonight and shall need vouchers.

Your loving grandson,

St. J

 


He folded it and let it lay for a moment, on
the off chance that he should decide that this unexpected turn of
events was not to his liking, but as he only felt a great deal of
titillation to think of the expression on Miss Murdock's face when
he arrived, he decided that no, this was precisely what he wished
to do. Effington handed him an envelope. St. James scrawled an
address, put the missive inside and sealed the envelope with a drop
of red wax that Effington lit and held out for him. St. James
placed his signet into the wax, marking it as his.

“Have the messenger boy I hired run this
around immediately, Effington,” he bade.

“Yes, milord.” He paused for an expectant
moment, obviously waiting for some sort of explanation of his
lordship's strange injury, but St. James only looked at him with
negligent gold eyes. Effington gave a very slight sigh, drew
himself up and said with more authority than he would have dared
yesterday (but of course, yesterday, the duke could not have been
aware of Effington's true worth, but after the splendid outfit
Effington had prepared for him last night, now he undoubtedly was),
“You rest there, milord, and I shall help you dress upon my return,
which will only be above a minute,” he warned.

St. James watched him go, laughing to
himself. The race was on, for he had no doubt that Effington would
go as quickly as was dignified about his task. St. James threw back
the covers, pulled plain tanned breeches from his drawer and a
white cotton shirt with lace at cuffs and cravat, one of many that
he owned. He was into both, although he had left his shirt open,
riding boots upon his feet, and was setting out his razor by a
fresh bowl of water from his pitcher to shave when Effington
returned. “Milord!” he exclaimed, aggrieved. Then he held out his
hand. “Hand me that razor!”

“And have you slit my throat, Effington? I
think not,” St. James said as he put his chin up and, staring into
the looking glass, the red hand-print on his cheek obscenely
noticeable, ran the first stroke up the column of his throat.

“I swear I shall wrestle you for it, milord,”
Effington threatened, at the very end of his patience. “It is my
rightful duty, as is dressing you, and you utterly refuse to do as
is expected of you! Now give me that razor, or I shall resign
immediately.”

St. James glanced at him from the mirror, his
gold eyes dancing. “Oh, you can not do that, Effington. However
shall I dress properly for Almacks tonight?”

“Almacks?” Effington whispered in uncertain
hope. “Buckingham Palace last night and Almacks tonight?”

St. James turned, handed him the razor.
“Quite, Effington. A rare boon for you, and one I would have
wagered would never happen. Now if you promise not to slit my
throat over my misconduct of dressing myself as every other able
man, I shall allow you to shave me.”

Effington sniffed. “You are only frightened
that I shall best you in the wrestling, milord,” he paused before
adding in a snide tone, “as you so evidently lost last night.”

St. James chuckled. “You had better hand over
my drink, Effing-ton, for I was bested by a female last night and
am threatened by my valet this morning. It is a sorry state,
indeed, for me to be in.”

Effington positioned his lordship's head
before beginning and observed, “You seem uncommonly happy about it,
if I dare say so, milord.”

“Do I?” his lordship asked, staying
Effington's hand that was poised with the razor and meeting his
valet's eyes in the mirror. “That is the damnedest thing I have
ever heard you say.” He released Effington's hand. “Get on with it,
Effington, and some silence would be appreciated. Can't take this
incessant chitchat of yours so early in the morning.”

“Yes, milord,” Effington replied, feeling as
usual that just when he was beginning to finally understand his
employer, he said or did something that made him understand him
even less. But his movements were sprightly, all the same, as he
shaved the duke, humming and dabbing with a towel at any water or
shaving soap that dribbled from his lordship's neck to his narrow,
steel cage chest. In his mind danced a single word: Almacks.

When the duke was at last presentable, he
bypassed breakfast and went instead to the stables to order a
mount. Then he rode out alone with quite another matter than
Almacks on his mind altogether.

He arrived some fifteen minutes later at the
London home of Lord Tempton, and upon dismounting, bade the groom
that came out to hold the horse in readiness there, as he should
not be long, and asked the butler upon his entrance if young Ryan
Tempton was yet in residence.

“Indeed he is, milord Duke,” the butler eyed
the duke's red hand-printed countenance with disapproval, “but I do
not know if he has come below stairs yet.”

“Well, rouse him if you must. I would like
his opinion on something to day.”

The butler showed St. James into a receiving
room. He returned a few minutes later, saying that young Mister
Tempton would be happy to accommodate his lordship if he could but
wait a few minutes, and then he inquired if there were anything he
could bring him.

“A cup of coffee would do nicely,” St. James
told him, and was sipping it with satisfaction when Ryan half
bounded into the room.

“I say, St. James! Hardly have known you to
be up and about so early,” he exclaimed with pleased surprise. St.
James turned to him at his entrance, and Ryan gave a little fumble
in his eager walk. “Good God! Are you aware that you have the most
blatant hand print I have ever seen upon your face?”

St. James smile rather thinly. “As I was
there when I received it, yes, I am very much aware of it.”

Ryan seemed diverted by this happenstance and
stared at the mark, grinning. “I only hope you got something worth
the slapping!”

“Let us just say I would take my chances
again.”

Ryan shook his head. “You stir up more
trouble in three days than most people do their entire lives,” he
commented, but he seemed quite taken with the idea of the
intimidating Duke of St. James evidently having trouble with some
uncooperative female.

“I have a matter to take care of to day,
Ryan,” St. James began, growing bored with the stir his besmirched
cheek was causing with everyone he had so far encountered. “I
thought you may wish to help me with it as you have made known your
good instincts on horse flesh.”

“I should be happy to do so! Are you in the
market for something for your racing stable?” Ryan asked with
eagerness.

“No. Rather a lady's mount. Something
suitable for riding in the park and such, but that would be equally
suitable for country riding as well. I find to my dismay that I
have taken Miss Murdock's only mount and as I have already had it
taken to Morningside, I wish to acquire her a replacement.”

“Oh, jolly good!” Ryan said. “And how is Miss
Murdock? I daresay your attention has swayed rather quickly, but I
am hardly surprised. You were very drunk you know. Do you mean to
still keep her horse then?”

St. James' eyes widened at this stream of
artless questions. “Well, certainly I shall keep her horse. I still
intend to marry her.”

Ryan seemed taken aback at this
pronouncement. “Well, Bloody Hell, St. James, you can't blame me
for assuming otherwise with that—that mark upon your cheek!” He put
his hands upon his narrow hips as he continued in indignation.
“Rather in poor taste I should think, to bring your fiancé to town
one night and earn that the very next from Lord Knows What Female.
I certainly hope you will at least let it fade before taking her
down the marriage aisle.”

St. James rubbed a finger over his upper lip.
“Do you think so?” he asked with perfect puzzlement. “Hadn't
thought of it, I confess.”

Ryan, perceiving that the duke was deriving a
great deal of amusement from his outrage, accused, “You are having
me on, milord. You do not mean to marry Miss Murdock after all and
it only amuses you to let me believe it.”

“No, young Ryan. I am quite serious.”

“The devil you are!”

St. James gave an elegant shrug. “I have
determined to go to Almack's tonight in pursuit of that lady if
that means anything.”

The door opened to admit the stout figure of
Lord Bertram Tempton. “Here, St. James, thought that was your mount
I saw from my window above stairs,” he said in way of greeting. He
was still in his brocade dressing gown, and it swayed around him as
he walked across the room, making not for St. James or his brother,
but the tray of coffee and cups set on the low table between them.
“What ever has gotten you up and about at this time in the
morning?”

“I've come to ask Ryan to help me in finding
a proper lady's mount, as I was quite impressed with his previous
selection on my behalf,” St. James told him.

“Oh, I'm sure between the two—” Bertie
finished pouring his coffee and his gaze fell fully upon St. James'
face, and although he looked a little startled, he merely
interrupted himself by saying, “Oh, ho, St. James! Your true colors
are showing!”

“It is really that goddamned obvious?” St.
James pronounced more than asked, his patience wearing thin at this
final comment on his injury.

Bertie, looking very much entertained at his
old friend's discomfort, only said, “I can count all four fingers
and the thumb. What ever did you do to earn that!”

To which St. James gave him a single
aggravated look from his expressive gold eyes and returned, “Not
nearly enough.”

“Oh, ho!” Bertie repeated. “Someone has not
fallen for the lethal Larrimer charm. I must meet this young
lady.”

Somewhat pushed past the point of discretion,
St. James replied with dryness, “You already have.”

Bertie and Ryan each stared at each other for
a moment, perhaps wanting confirmation that they were each thinking
the same thing, and then in quiet unison they said in wondering
disbelief, “Miss Murdock?”

St. James shot them an inscrutable look and
took another sip of his coffee.

“Hardly up to your speed, St. James. I'm
surprised at you,” Bertie said.

“You as much as promised that you would not
sully her in any way,” Ryan pointed out with growing anger.

“And as you can see, I did not get the chance
to,” St. James returned. As Ryan did not seem in the least
mollified, he added with ill-disguised impatience, “She is to be my
wife, you know, young Ryan. It is not as if I were dallying with
her merely for my amusement.”

“You have others,” Ryan pointed out.

St. James' jaw clenched but with
self-control, he only answered, “When it was necessary.”

“If I find that you have hurt one hair upon
her head—!”

“Enough, Ryan!” Bertie broke in. “You know
nothing of what you talk about, either of the past or the present.
It is none of your business, you know. St. James has said he will
marry her and that is all that needs concern you.”

But St. James set down his coffee cup as
Bertie spoke and took two strides over to stand in front of Ryan,
looking up into the youth's face. “No, let him finish, Bertie. You
will what?”

“Well, I—” Ryan fumbled. “I should have to
call you out. I suppose.”

St. James gave a tight smile but his gold
eyes were snapping. “Call a man out for courting his own fiancé?
That seems a little extreme, Ryan. Unless, of course, you have some
interest in that Miss yourself?”

“Egads, St. James. I only met her the once.
Twice actually. But she seemed a most, well, innocent thing, and I
just do not wish to see you hurt her in any way,” Ryan blushed.

But St. James, rather than being mollified by
Ryan's expressed concern for Miss Murdock's welfare, was more
annoyed. “Let me tell you something very plainly, young Ryan. Do
not ever suggest that you may call a man out. For many view the
mere suggestion as damning enough to then call you out. And you may
take it to your grave that I am normally one of those. Do you
understand?”

“I—I think so.”

“Secondly, the fastest way to get yourself
into a duel is to interfere with another man's wife. Miss Murdock
is to be my wife. Do

you understand this, young Ryan?”

“I do.”

“Thirdly, and I do not need to tell your
brother this, but it appears that I have rather overestimated your
good common sense, so perhaps I should tell you, if you speak of
how Miss Murdock and I met or the means in which our marriage was
brought about, or, for that matter, how I got this palm print upon
my cheek and from whom I received it, I will call you out.
Friendship or no friendship.”

“Of course, St. James,” Bertie interrupted
before Ryan could answer. “You have no need to remind him of that.
Even Ryan, young as he is, would certainly be aware of this.”

“I am merely making it clear. Ryan seems to
have the belief that I mean Miss Murdock some dreadful harm, when
for the past two days I have expended a great deal of energy seeing
to it that whatever becomes of me, that she will be very
comfortable indeed for the rest of her life. And if he could not
gather this from the fact that I am wasting precious time today
procuring her a horse when I have other pressing matters, then I
have misjudged him. Have I, Ryan?”

Ryan shook his head. “No, St. James. It is
rather I who have misjudged you.”

“Jolly good,” St. James replied in nearly a
snarl. “By God, I need a drink.”

“Help yourself,” Bertie said, seeming in no
way shaken by the duke's unexpected display of temper.

St. James turned and walked over to the
sideboard, selected a fine whiskey and poured into a glass, leaving
a rather stunned Ryan standing alone in the middle of the room. St.
James glanced at him, said in a much more normal voice, “Care for
one, Ryan, while I am pouring?”

“If—if you don't mind,” Ryan swallowed.

“I do not mind in the least,” St. James
replied, and after pouring the second glass, he poured a third for
Bertie. Then the duke turned, carried Ryan's glass over to him,
told him, “Do not look so chastised, Ryan, these are merely a few
things you must understand, you know, if you are to get on
properly.”

Ryan took the drink but before sipping from
it, he asked, “Is it really as you say, that if someone says they
should call you out, that it is as much as a challenge?”

“Indeed, it is,” St. James returned. “You
must remember that, for if someone ever says such to you, you can
not hesitate, but must immediately draw your glove and issue the
challenge that was insinuated.”

“Have any of your duels begun. . . in such a
way?” he asked as though someone still trying to follow a difficult
lesson.

“Yes.”

“And you did as you said, pulled your glove
and issued the challenge because of the insinuation?”

“I have.” St. James looked at him for a
studying moment. “The threat is only the beginning. If you leave
the threat go, the action will follow. No matter how much you may
try to appease. Do you follow me, Ryan?”

Bertie was standing patiently following this
bit of unorthodox tutelage.

“I'm not sure,” Ryan said.

St. James sighed. “I should hit you.”

Ryan stiffened, his face reddening in
confused anger. “What?”

“I said,” St. James repeated, “I should hit
you.”

Ryan balled his fist and if Bertie had not
stepped in hastily, he would have smashed it into St. James' face,
who had not moved or even blinked. But Bertie grabbed his arm, and
Ryan stood still, furious, and said through clenched teeth, “Let go
my arm, Bertie.”

St. James raised a brow and asked with lethal
softness, “Now do you understand, Ryan?” and as Ryan did not
respond, he continued. “It is very hard to explain. If someone
threatens to hit you, it is the same as hitting you. If someone
threatens to shoot you, it is the same as shooting you.”

“I understand,” Ryan said abruptly. He shook
his arm free from Bertie and repeated, “Damn it. I understand, I
say.”

“I expect you do,” St. James replied, looking
up at him. “Don't ever threaten to call someone out again, Ryan. If
you feel that strongly about something, just remove your glove and
commence.”

“I will,” Ryan answered. He looked thoughtful
for a moment as he stood there, his drink spilled and his feet
still spread in belligerence. Then straightening himself, he said,
“Thank you.”

And St. James, with a little sigh, said, “You
are welcome.” Then looking at Bertie, he told him, “You really
should be teaching him this, you know.”

“I've taught him all I can. He's graduated to
your class, now, St. James,” Bertie answered.

In a much surer voice, Ryan asked, “Are we
ready to leave, St. James?”

St. James threw him a warm, true smile,
downed the remainder of his drink and said, “Yes. Bertie, care to
join us? We'll wait if you do.”

“No, St. James. For if I heard correctly upon
my entrance that you intend to be at Almack's tonight, I have a few
wagers to lay. Just do not kill my brother, is all I ask.”

“Tsk, at the rate he is learning, it will be
more likely that he kills me.”

And Ryan, following milord duke out the door,
had to reflect that for all St. James' roughness, he taught a very
good lesson. But then, he guessed, his lordship had not had a kind
teacher himself.

 


Miss Murdock looked with disappointment at
the patently uneven stitches on the small doily she had been
working on. Not only was the work tedious, but not surprisingly,
she showed no skill at it. And the back of her neck hurt.

She glanced at Lady Lydia, who had made her
belated appearance at breakfast, apologizing rather vaguely of not
feeling well, and then had gone on to pick at her food. Now, she
was bent over a piece of petit point, as seemed to be her sole
occupation if she were not shopping, receiving callers or calling
upon others. Andrew had left after breakfast to meet with a friend
of his from his 'University Days' which he pronounced in such a way
as to make the listener feel that he had been out for decades
instead of not even a year. The duchess, as was her custom, had
gone above stairs for a nap.

Lady Lydia glanced up at Miss Murdock's
sudden inactivity and said, “It takes time, my dear. Surely your
mother should have taught you all this years ago.”

“Indeed, I'm sure she would have if she had
lived,” Miss Murdock responded absently, her mind more preoccupied
with restless thoughts of the night before and the dreaded evening
she had to look forward to.

“Oh, I am so sorry,” Lady Lydia exclaimed. “I
had no idea that your mother was not living.”

“And how could you?” Miss Murdock replied. In
a sudden yielding to defeat, she placed the doily away from her
onto the arm of the chair. “For I do not recall mentioning it
before to you, and it is not as if you have known me long.”

Lady Lydia continued her sewing even as she
spoke. “Somehow I feel as though I have known you longer.” She
pulled the thread further through. “I had my reservations about
you, Miss Murdock, as I am sure you are not surprised to hear, but
looking at you now, only two short days since you arrived, I must
pronounce myself pleasantly surprised.”

“Why, thank you,” Miss Murdock said, very
much surprised herself.

“You get along quite well with my son the
Earl, do you not?” Lady Lydia asked while continuing to sew.

“Oh,” Miss Murdock said. “He is the most
pleasant sort, I agree.”

Lady Lydia glanced at her again, but Miss
Murdock had turned her face toward the window. “It is such a
beautiful day,” she continued.

“It is,” Lady Lydia agreed.

“Do you think that the Duchess has any
mounts?”

“I expect not,” Lady Lydia said frowning, “as
she has not ridden for many years and I myself have never ridden.”
She gave a slight shudder at the thought. “Of course Andrew rides,
but I can not recommend your riding his horse as he is quite
temperamental even if he did not have it out presently. I have
often told him he should get something easier to control, for I
positively live in dread of his spilling and being seriously
hurt.”

“He is not a child any more. I am sure that
he shall manage,” Miss Murdock responded, uncertain herself whether
she meant to be comforting or critical.

“As he has often told me himself,” said Lady
Lydia, and picked up her small gold sewing scissors and snipped
through the thread with ferocity. “It just goes to show that he
does not fully appreciate how important it is that he does not do
himself harm or take unnecessary chances, despite how often I have
tried to tell him so.”

Miss Murdock turned her head to study Lady
Lydia. “No young man, I expect, ever takes the thought of his
mortality seriously,” she said, sensing that lady's very real
concern for her son. “I am sure he will come around in just another
year or two.”

“If another year or two is not too late. But
it is not your concern, is it, Miss Murdock, and so I do not mean
to burden you with my motherly misgivings. Let me only say I am
glad that the two of you seem to be such chums.”

“Chums. Yes,” Miss Murdock agreed. “Or a
brother. I think he feels it is his responsibility to get me up to
snuff for Almacks tonight, which I think is very dear of him.”

Lady Lydia smiled with a radiance that showed
in detail the remnants of the incomparable she had once been. “It
is dear of him, isn't it?” she asked. “When ever I begin to
positively despair, then he does something like that which
reassures me that. . . well, never-mind. It is just so hard, Miss
Murdock, when so often he seems determined to follow in the
footsteps of his cousin. And as you have had your own experience
with that man, I need not tell you how much I object to Andrew
turning out the same.”

“I can quite understand,” Miss Murdock said
with sympathy, thinking of the conversation she had in this room
with Andrew yesterday afternoon.

“You know, I saw the most odd thing last
night,” Lady Lydia continued. “A carriage leaving here, perfectly
black and plain, I almost think it must have been hired. It was
after two, I believe, and I'm certain it must have dropped someone
at the door, for I saw a groom coming back around from the front of
the house before it left out of our mew.” She glanced in question
at Miss Murdock, but Miss Murdock had decided she might have a
fresh try at her embroidery after all. She picked it up and bowed
her head over it in devoted concentration.

“I asked Andrew this morning if he had
someone drop him off, for I know that he was out quite late, and do
you know, he acted most perfectly surprised and said he could not
guess who it could have been or what it could have been about. Do
you think he may have been lying to me?”

Miss Murdock bowed her head further over her
work in a frenzy of endeavor. “Oh, I do not think he would lie to
you, Lady Lydia. I am quite certain he would not.”

Lydia made a little noise of astonishment.
“Well, I am puzzled then, for if it were not him, whyever would a
strange coach be at our house in the midst of the night?”

“I am certain it is most odd,” Miss Murdock
agreed. She winced

as she bloodied her finger with the needle.
“Ouch!”

“Oh, dear!” Lydia said. “Did you hurt it very
badly?”

Miss Murdock pulled it from her mouth where
she had placed it, stared at it for a critical moment, and although
it was not at all hurt badly, said, “I think perhaps I should go
and get some brown paper on it, after all.” Seeing good her escape,
she set aside her doily once again and left the room, begging Lady
Lydia's pardon.

She did get brown paper on it in the
kitchens, on the off chance that Lady Lydia should remember and
inquire after it later, and then as a means to escape more
permanently until she was certain Lydia's subject of conversation
had quite left her mind, decided it would do no harm to visit the
stables on the off chance that the Duchess did have a decent mount,
for she missed riding very much, and wondered quite often how Leaf
was doing in his lordship's stable.

With this decided, she went to the hall and
front foyer, accepted a wrap from Ashton who appeared silently and
promptly. “Will you be needing your maid, miss?” he asked.

“No. Thank you, Ashton. I'm merely going to
visit the stables and shan't be gone long.” She smiled up at him,
thinking that he really had the most calming effect on people even
when he only spoke a few words.

“As you wish, miss,” Ashton agreed and held
open the door for her.

Lizzie stepped out into the sun, enjoying the
warmth of it on her face as she blew frosty air out into a mist in
front of her. It was a glorious day, as the view from the window
had promised, and she was glad she had stepped out into it. She
followed the walk around the imposing town house and marched along
the mew that she had met St. James in the night before, but now
with the sunlight slanting down, it all seemed very far away and
even unimportant. In the stables, all was quiet except for the
rhythmic munching of horses on their hay, and the warm odor of
their bodies tinged her welcoming nostrils.

It was the closest to being home that Miss
Murdock had found, and she allowed herself a brief moment of
examining the underlying worries she had of how her father was
getting along. He may have been lamentable in her upbringing, but
she did miss him and his takings dearly. After a moment, she
reminded herself that she had come out of the house to leave her
troubles behind, not study upon them, and she went along the center
aisle, stopping at each stall in turn. Those horses that came
forward, she patted and spoke to, eyeing each as a mount. None
added up to what she was looking for, and she sighed, having
expected to find nothing adequate to begin with. The Dowager did go
to the park a few mornings a week, but she was driven in her
crested carriage. Not surprising the only decent mount in residence
should be Andrew's, and of course, he was gone for now at any
rate.

Voices reached her from the tack room, and
she wandered over to stand in the door, loathe to return back to
the house and idleness just yet. She wiped her nose on a hanky,
which had begun running after being outside and then in again, and
peered through the door that stood open. Tyler glanced up at her
shadow, surprising her, and a brief look of consternation flitted
across his face. Then he grinned. “Why if it isn't the little Miss
that slapped t'duke's face,” he said with more warmth than she
would have thought she warranted. “And not a bad wallop you gave
him.”

Miss Murdock flushed a very deep red at his
words and glanced at the older groom beside him, who quit his
saddle-soaping at Tyler's words. “It was just a misunderstanding,”
Miss Murdock stammered, wishing the floor would swallow her where
she stood.

But Tyler didn't seem to think she should be
embarrassed in the least. He spat out a stream of tobacco into the
corner and told her, “No need t'downplay it, Miss, for I'm sure
I've felt like boxing his ears on many occasion. I've never in me
life met anyone as difficult as he, even when he was just a lad.
Took t'his behind with a switch when he was young more than once,
of which t'old Duke, he wouldn't have appreciated, but he drove me
t'the point where I didn't care. Wish I could take a switch after
him now, at times.”

“St. James you be talkin' about?” the other
groom asked in astonishment. “You slapped St. James, miss?”

“She did,” Tyler told him when Miss Murdock
did not seem inclined to answer but only shook her head in
exasperation. “I dare say he'll carry t'mark for at least a day or
two,” he laughed. “And won't that set t'tongues t'waggin'.”

“That may very well be, Tyler,” Miss Murdock
interrupted, “but I see no reason why it need be known that I was
the one that put it there.”

“I wish I'd seen it,” the older groom said
with a great deal of longing in his voice.

“Oh, you've no call t'worry about old Bedrow
here,” Tyler reassured her. “He'll not carry t'tale any further.
And I won't tell another soul for although I know St. James would
skin me for it, I can see by t'look in your eye you would be none
too happy either, and I think I'm rather more scared of you than
him now at any rate,” and he guffawed at his own joke.

“I don't find that amusing, Tyler,” Miss
Murdock said.

“Oh, I'm sure you don't,” Tyler agreed. “But
after you've known his lordship longer, you'll find it a great deal
funnier then.”

She was silent for a moment, having no answer
for that, and as Tyler's amusement seemed to have run its course
and the other groom, with only a shake of his head went back to his
cleaning and did not seem inclined to pursue the topic further, she
asked, “But, Tyler, I was wondering, I thought you were employed by
St. James, not the duchess.”

He looked at her for a moment, his face
unreadable. “So I am, Miss. Just visitin' me uncle here on me time
off.”

“Oh. I see,” Miss Murdock said, wondering how
she had missed Tyler introducing the other groom, whom she had
gathered was named Bedrow, as his uncle before this. “I didn't mean
to pry for of course it isn't my business. I just came down to see
if there were anything worthy of mounting, but alas, I could find
nothing,” she explained. For just a moment, the thought had
occurred to her that St. James had sicced his groom on her to make
sure of her where abouts. Of course, that was silly, as she had
told him she would be here until the end of the week, and surely he
must realize that she would not go back on her word.

Tyler said, “Now, Miss, I know that milord
St. James would see to a mount for you if you merely tell him you
wish t'ride.”

“Oh, no,” Miss Murdock shook her head, even
backing away a step. To add to the expense that had already been
spent on her was just too terrifying. “That just would not do,
Tyler. That just wouldn't do at all.”

He gave her a puzzled look, spat more tobacco
juice. The uncle and nephew exchanged glances. “Well, now, Miss,”
the older groom began, “I know the Dowager Duchess can be rather
daunting, but she would be more than pleased to procure you a mount
during your stay with her.”

But Miss Murdock only shook her head again
with a wistful smile. “Thank you for trying to help, but it really
is such a small matter. I'll not bother her with it. I don't intend
to be here so long that anyone should go to all that trouble.”

“Why, miss, t'season's just beginning!” Tyler
exclaimed. “You'll have a long, enjoyable winter, and from how
nicely and ladylike you're dressed, you'll be fighting off
t'beau's. Nothin' could be more fun for you than t'have a mount
t'ride in the park each mornin' and lead those young swains on a
foolish chase.”

She laughed at the picture he presented.
“Thank you, Tyler.” She smiled, but added with frankness, “I can't
think of anything that would distress me more, however unlikely.”
She sighed, leaned against the tack room door jamb, unmindful of
getting dust on her fine new wrap that had only been delivered just
that morning. “I truly wish for a ride in the country anyway. The
park, I think, would just be a poor substitute in any event. Swains
or no swains.”

They laughed with her and she felt some of
her home sickness slip away. “Would I be making you too
uncomfortable if I just sat and listened to you both talk for
awhile?” she asked. “I do so miss being in the stables.”

“Miss,” the older groom said, “we would be
honored.” Proving his uncle's words, Tyler got up, laid his coat
across a tack trunk and offered her this seat.

Miss Murdock smiled at him, unbuttoned her
wrap in the relative warmth of the room and sat down. “Please, just
begin where you left off. I shan't interrupt,” she encouraged.

They did, and drew her out with their
nonsense until she was laughing and quite forgetful that she had
seen Tyler just last night under the most unseemly circumstances
and had never clapped eyes on his uncle until today. The hours flew
by, and it was with shock that she finally looked at her watch.
“Oh, my! I am sure they are looking for me, for it is past tea
time!” she exclaimed. “I really must go right away.”

She stood, buttoned her wrap in hurried
movements. “Thank you so much,” she said. “I don't know when I've
spent a better afternoon.”

Tyler said. “Nor we, I dare say, Miss. Now
hurry and come back anytime.”

She gave them one last grateful smile, and
hurried out of the tack room. For the first time that long
afternoon, she thought of the ordeal that awaited her that night
and sighed. Well, she had managed to push it back these past hours.
At least she had that. And the assurance that by being at Almacks
she was out of reach of St. James, who could not get vouchers!

And if he showed up with Steven knocking on
her window tonight, Miss Murdock vowed, she would not go down to
him again.

It now seemed, as she hurried up the mew,
that it was possible she really did have everything well in
control, and that instead of cursing the social schedule that the
dowager and Lady Lydia had planned for her she should be thankful
for it, for the very respectability of it would keep her out of St.
James' reach.

If St. James were even still in pursuit. If
he had taken her words seriously, would he not be better serving
himself by finding another to fill the role she so wished to avoid?
And this thought brought her up short, for there was something most
troubling in it.

“Think!” she commanded herself with
impatience, for she was standing stock-still in the mew and she was
already extremely late. She tried to push past the conflicting
emotions that, now freed, seem to batter her without mercy. Of
course, she was infatuated with him, she could not deny that. But
why should she not be? she argued with herself. Every female in
England who had ever clapped eyes on him was probably infatuated
with him to one degree or another.

It was not that, she decided. It was
something beyond emotion and squeamishness on her part. It was
something. . . logical. “Damn it!” she cried to herself. “Think of
it the way he would. Cut all the blood from it. . . what is it that
I see that makes perfect sense that he has not seen in all
his—”

But just then the sound of horse's hooves
nearly overtaking her caused her to look up, her thoughts torn
away. It was Andrew returning with speed from his excursion. He
reined in his horse just in front of her. “Lizzie,” he panted.
“Whatever are you doing out here in the mew? We are late for tea
you know, and although I knew I would be in for a lecture, I never
dreamed you would be also!”

“I was just on my way in,” she said as he
hurried to dismount. “For I was in the stables and I lost track of
the time.”

“As did I,” he said more quietly now that he
was on level with her. “Wait a spare second for me to get a groom,
and we shall go in together. A united front!” and he grinned, as
though very much taken with the idea of the two of them being
dressed down together.

“Of course,” she said. But something inside
of her mind that was still plucking away at that problem, which was
not even her problem but St. James' problem, thought maybe it's not
logical at all. Maybe it's intuitive.

Even as she was thinking this, Andrew turned
to lead his horse on into the stables. Miss Murdock was aware of
Tyler coming out to take his horse, which she couldn't help
thinking was very good of him as it was his day off and he was only
visiting. At the same time, Andrew knelt down and grasped something
in his hand that he found in the gutter alongside the mew with a
little exclamation of surprise. “Miss Murdock!” he exclaimed with
boyish triumph as he held the item up. “You have lost your
handkerchief.”

Over Andrew's head, she saw Tyler's face take
on a very strange expression, and she met his eyes for the briefest
of seconds. On instinct she began moving forward. “Why, yes, I must
have. Thank you—”

“But this is not your handkerchief at all!”
Andrew said, looking at the garment in wonder. “For there is St.
James' crest upon it, just as bold as you please.” And his eyes
came up to meet hers, stopping her in her thanks.

Before she could answer, a voice behind her,
very near behind her, said, “It is tea time, Andrew, as I was just
coming out to tell Miss Murdock. I saw her from the window while I
was sewing.”

 





Chapter Fifteen

 


“Oh, dear!” Miss Murdock said beneath her
breath. Tyler was looking at her with a great deal of concern on
his face, and she was afraid that her expression appeared much the
same to him.

As if to confirm this fear, Andrew rose to
his feet and said, “Are you quite all right, Miss Murdock? You
suddenly look very disturbed.”

She forced a smile. “Not at all, Andrew, I
assure you.” Whether she was assuring him that she was quite all
right or quite disturbed, she left rather unclear. Then she turned
to meet the eyes of Lady Lydia with a distinct lump of dread in her
stomach.

She could not have been more correct than to
feel that lump, either, she saw at once. For Lady Lydia's mouth was
clamped together in a most intimidating manner, and she drew her
breath in and said in an undertone for Miss Murdock's ears alone,
“Well! I suppose that explains a great deal, does it not, Miss
Murdock!”

With desperation, Miss Murdock said, “I'm
afraid I don't follow you, Lady Lydia.”

“Well, we shall discuss this later. As I have
said, right now, you are late for tea. As well as Andrew.
Andrew!”

“Coming, mother,” he told her. Tyler was
taking his horse, and as Miss Murdock turned, she saw Tyler also
take the handkerchief from Andrew, who was distracted enough by his
mother's wrath (whom, he must have been thinking, seemed even more
upset than usual for his merely being late for tea again) that he
really did not notice.

Tyler met Miss Murdock's eyes, nodded once in
reassurance, as though he knew of some way to help her in this
predicament, and then turned without saying anything to lead the
horse into the stables.

“Come along, Miss Murdock,” Lady Lydia
commanded in a tone full of righteous indignation and, holding her
skirts up the required inch, marched Miss Murdock and her tardy son
into the house.

And Miss Murdock, as she followed that Lady's
back, could only conclude that Lady Lydia was not nearly as dense
as everyone thought she was.

 


“I can not tell you,” Lady Lydia began as
soon as the sitting room door of Lizzie's bed chambers was closed
behind her, “how shocked and disappointed in you I am, Miss
Murdock!”

“Indeed, I think you are rather over-reacting
over a wayward handkerchief, Lady Lydia,” Miss Murdock replied from
where she sat. She had been gnawing her fingernail just the moment
before in dread of this interview, but she saw no reason why Lady
Lydia should know this.

“Oh, do not try to be coy with me, Miss
Murdock. I was young once, also, you know. And although I am sure I
felt myself quite daring, I would have never done as you have done
last night.”

“And what ever is it you think I have done?”
Miss Murdock asked. Lady Lydia seated herself on the chaise lounge,
and Lizzie could have sworn she heard the lacings of Lydia's stays
creak as she did so.

“Oh, very sly, Miss Murdock. Gain from me how
much I know and in that manner avoid telling me anything I may not
already be aware of. Well, I am aware of a great deal, so we may as
well speak plainly.”

“Forgive me, ma'am, but I wish you
would.”

Lady Lydia nodded. “Then I shall. You rode
with St. James last night, unchaperoned in his coach. Is that
speaking plainly enough for you, Miss Murdock?”

Miss Murdock cringed on the inside but she
maintained a brave front. “And you have come to this conclusion
merely from a found handkerchief in the gutter, Lady Lydia? Why, it
is a fantastic supposition!”

“Not when you add that I saw a coach last
night from my bedroom window. Not when I am certain that I saw a
groom returning from escorting someone to the door, and a man, Miss
Murdock, would certainly not need to be escorted. I had my
suspicions already, Miss Murdock, but I could not believe with your
only being here in London but one full day that you had managed to
procure an admirer so quickly. I know the term fast indicates just
what it means, but even I could not credit anyone being that fast!”
She fanned herself with her hand as though the very thought of it
made her faint. “So of course I tried very strongly to with-hold
any judgments. But when it was St. James' handkerchief found in the
mew just now, it all came together with shocking clarity! And I, of
all people, should not be surprised that he has had the audacity of
parking one of his lightskirts in his own grandmother's home!”

Miss Murdock colored at the end of these
pronouncements. “I do not view myself as a lightskirt, ma'am, and I
shall try very hard to overlook that insult as I understand you to
be beside yourself.”

“Indeed, I am! I can not think what you were
thinking to repay the Duchess' hospitality to you in such a way!
And after all the expense she has gone to to launch you properly in
society! If I did not think it would kill her, I would march in
there now and tell her what a viper she has taken to her bosom, and
indeed it was my first instinct to do so. But of course, I do not
wish to do that, no matter how angry I may be, but let me assure
you, Miss Murdock, you will be leaving here on the morrow, or I
will do as I should, and the results will be on your and St. James'
heads and not on mine!”

“You will do no such thing,” Miss Murdock
exclaimed, her simmering anger getting the better of her. “For if
you were to do that, you would be doing it for no other reason than
to spite her! Oh, do not look at me as though I have lost my mind!
I know perfectly well that you bypass no chance to rundown St.
James to her, and granted he has given you many opportunity, but
you take a great deal of pleasure in throwing his escapades up into
her face.

“If you recall correctly, I had every wish to
leave today, but it was at the insistence of yourself as well as
the Duchess and Andrew—Earl Larrimer, that I stayed. If I am having
an affair with milord Duke, which even you should be able to see is
utterly ridiculous, then perhaps you can explain why I would be so
anxious to return home?”

“Oh, dear, you are right,” Lady Lydia gasped.
“I have misjudged you shockingly! It is all so clear now. You are
trying to save yourself from him,” she said with a great deal of
drama. “Oh, my dear!”

Miss Murdock, thrown quite a bit off stride,
said, “What?”

“Yes,” Lady Lydia nodded, evidently finding
this line of thinking more obvious and correct with each passing
moment. “Oh, I can see it all now, and it is all so perfectly
understandable! He offered to send you to his grandmother's in
London, as a kindness, he told you. And you, of course not knowing
his true character, took him up on it, having no idea. . . ! And
only once you got here did you realize what he truly had in mind!
Oh, my dear, I could weep for you,” she finished, looking as though
she would weep. “And to think I have been in here dressing you
down. But of course, Miss Murdock, you must know that you can
never, never ride with a gentleman without chaperone, not even in
the daylight, let alone in the middle of the night!” She shook her
head as though to clue Miss Murdock in as to her proper
response.

Miss Murdock, feeling a great deal mystified
at this reversal in Lady Lydia's attitude, found herself shaking
her head.

“And no matter what he says to lure you down
in the middle of the night, you must never, never go!” More head
shaking by Lady Lydia and responding head shaking from Miss
Murdock.

“Normally, I would not be so understanding,
but, of course, your mother has been dead for some years and there
is no way that you could know what every other young lady of
quality has had positively drilled into her head.” And she dabbed
at her eye as though most overcome by this sad, sad state of
affairs. “Oh, my poor, dear child,” she whispered.

Then she sat forward. “You must tell me, Miss
Murdock,” she advised in a hushed, sympathetic voice, “Did he
compromise you in any way?”

And Miss Murdock, feeling off-balance, shook
her head and said, “No, of course he did not.”

And Lady Lydia patted her hand. “Then you got
off very lucky, indeed, my dear. But I don't have to tell you, that
if it ever came out that you had even met with him, you would be
quite, quite ruined. But you needn't fear, for I shall not breath a
word of it to anyone.”

There was a tapping on the door, and Miss
Murdock called for entrance with a great deal of enthusiasm.

Jeannie's red head stuck in upon the door's
opening, and her green eyes took in the presence of Lady Lydia
closeted with Miss Murdock in her sitting room off bed chamber with
a degree of suppressed interest, but she only said, “Miss, the
Duchess has asked that you come below, for she has a caller and
wishes you to meet her. And Lady Lydia, I am sure she would wish
you to know also.”

“Oh,” Lady Lydia smiled, always anxious to
receive callers, which in the year after her husband's death had
dwindled in respect for the household's mourning. “Who is it?”

“Lady Frobisher, ma'am,” Jeannie replied.

“Oh, very important,” she said. “Go on, Miss
Murdock, for you would not wish to snub her in any way. I'll follow
you down in just a moment, I just need to quickly refresh myself in
my room.” She took Miss Murdock's hand in hers and patted it in a
reassuring fashion. “And about this other matter, Miss Murdock, I
have quite a bit of advice to give you, for I can see now that if
any one is at fault, it is I for not seeing more clearly my duty by
you, as the Duchess is just not fully up to it any more. And of
course she has a blind spot where her grandson is concerned large
enough to drive a dray through— but nevermind! We will take this up
where we left off later, shall we?”

But she did not even leave time for Miss
Murdock to answer as she rose from her chair as she spoke and the
tail end of her words came just before she passed Jeannie and went
out the door.

“Do you wish to freshen up, miss?” Jeannie
asked Miss Murdock.

Miss Murdock, who had risen from her seat
also, paused in her strides to the door. “Do I look badly?” she
asked, uncertain.

“No, Miss. You look quite well.”

“Well, then, I think I shall just escape
before she changes her mind and returns,” Miss Murdock breathed and
passed on through the door that Jeannie held open for her. She
observed Lady Lydia making her way down the hallway in the opposite
direction of the stairs as she went to make ready for her visitor
in whatever way she seemed to deem necessary, and Miss Murdock
would not have spared her another thought except she chanced to
notice that when Lady Lydia turned into her bedchamber it was on
the opposite side of the hallway from Miss Murdock's room.

And that struck Miss Murdock as very odd
indeed, enough for her to pause before going down the hallway, for
her own bedroom looked over the mew, and she could not see how Lady
Lydia would have thus been aware of the carriage parked in it last
night when her own room faced the other direction.

“Jeannie, was that Lady Lydia's bedchamber
that she turned into?” she asked her maid.

Jeannie glanced down the hallway, but of
course Lady Lydia was already out of view, but she did say, “If you
mean the third door down on the right, ma'am, I believe that to be
her bedchamber.”

Miss Murdock smiled with distraction at this
confirmation that Lady Lydia had indeed gone into her own
bedchamber. “Thank you, Jeannie. I was merely curious,” and she
turned to go below without any further delay.

“Ah, there you are, Miss Murdock,” the
Dowager Duchess said when Ashton opened the door for her to enter
the sitting salon. “I was just telling Lady Frobisher that I hoped
I was not interrupting you taking a rest, for you only arrived the
night before last and are still feeling a little tired from your
journey.”

Miss Murdock curtsied before that lady, said,
“I am very pleased to meet you, Lady Frobisher,” and then replied
to the duchess, “I was endur. . . er, enjoying a tête-à-tête with
Lady Larrimer, ma'am, and she has said she will be down momentarily
to join us.”

“Oh,” the Duchess said, sounding less than
pleased at the thought of her daughter-in-law joining them. “But
have a seat, Miss Murdock. Lady Frobisher was very surprised to
learn I had a visitor to launch for the season this year.”

“Indeed, I was,” Lady Frobisher agreed. “And
I am very charmed to meet you.”

“Thank you, Lady Frobisher,” Miss Murdock
acknowledged.

“And I shall be seeing you again this
evening,” Lady Frobisher went on to tell her, “for the Duchess
tells me you shall be attending tonight and that it is to be your
first time in Almacks.”

“Yes. It is my first time in London, so every
thing is quite new, and a little overwhelming, I dare say.”

Lady Frobisher smiled at this confession, and
appeared to take some pride in the fact that she must seem very
urban indeed to this rural miss. “I find it very entertaining to
see ourselves through someone's eyes who is uninitiated, Miss
Murdock, for I fear that the wonder of it all has escaped me many
years ago.”

“Oh, surely it could not be so many years
ago,” Miss Murdock told her, twinkling, “for you scarce look as
though you had your coming out yourself but recently.”

Lady Frobisher laughed with delight. “Oh, but
she is a flatterer, Dowager Larrimer!” she said.

“I am learning very quickly,” Miss Murdock
explained.

“And you shall make out splendidly, I am
sure,” Lady Frobisher agreed. She turned to glance at the Duchess
with a raised eyebrow. “I can see just what you had been saying,
Dowager, and I have only spoken but a scarce few words with
her.”

“Then you can understand, I hope, my urgency
on the matter I was speaking of with you?”

Lady Frobisher nodded her head in
understanding. “Yes. I believe I do.” She turned to Miss Murdock
and told her as though enlightening her in some manner, “I am the
head of the ladies who organize the events at Almacks, Miss
Murdock.”

“Oh! I see,” Miss Murdock said with what she
deemed to be the proper amount of awe in her voice. “I am sure it
must be an incredible amount of work.”

“And indeed it is,” Lady Frobisher said. “For
you must have an inexhaustible knowledge of all the families of the
peerage, and know who is properly respectable and who is somewhat
lacking. The assemblies at Almacks have been built on the tradition
of respectability, Miss Murdock,” she lectured with sternness. “And
we in charge of the assemblies are trusted by everyone to insure
that when our young people mingle, that there is none of bad
influence among them, and that anyone they meet in our assembly
room is a desirable match in marriage. It is a great responsibility
and I take it very seriously.”

“I see,” Miss Murdock said, but she had a
great desire to laugh, for it all seemed very pompous and
pretentious to her.

“So you may rest assured,” Lady Frobisher
continued, “that if we perhaps were to allow someone access that
had been denied access before, it is only because we have great
hopes that he is at last reforming, and it is our duty as
Christians to afford him an opportunity to redeem himself in the
eyes of society.”

“But of course,” Miss Murdock said, wondering
how this particular wrinkle managed to make its way into the
conversation.

Lady Frobisher nodded at her in approval, as
though she had given precisely the answer she had been looking for.
“I just do not want it to be even hinted at that we ladies of the
board had somehow been swayed by the rank of any particular
person.”

“Certainly not,” Miss Murdock agreed. “For I
can see that you take your position quite sincerely and it would be
an injustice indeed for any one to think you could be swayed to a
decision by anything but a person's character.”

“Exactly,” Lady Frobisher agreed and gave the
Dowager, who had been sitting and listening to this exchange with a
great deal of amusement on her face, another approving nod. “I must
say that your Miss Murdock is a most sensible girl!”

Miss Murdock, who could see no sense in any
of this conversation, merely said, “Thank you.”

The Dowager told Lady Frobisher, “As I had
said, Lady Frobisher.”

Lady Frobisher glanced at the clock, said,
“Well, my hour is up, Duchess St. James. If I can be of any other
assistance, you know you only need to call upon me.”

The Duchess told her, “You are doing me a
great service already, Lady Frobisher.”

“Well,” that Lady said as she rose from her
seat. “Allowances must be made, I have always said. Although I must
tell you, had it been anyone but you to ask, well, the outcome may
have been different.”

“I understand,” the Dowager agreed. “And I do
not blame you in the least.”

“And begging your pardon,” Lady Frobisher
added, “but I always knew this day would come. For no one can do
the 'proper' without Almacks to help guide the way!”

“And I am certainly aware of it,” the Duchess
returned. “And I hope the wedding present I have made out for your
daughter expresses my thanks adequately.”

Lady Frobisher paused at that, her eyes
losing a great deal of their self-important gleam. “It does,
indeed, Duchess St. James. So please, do not even mention your
gratitude further.”

“Of course not,” the Duchess agreed. “For I
would not want it to be thought that I had suddenly shown your
daughter some sort of favoritism when we both know I have been very
fond of her since she was born. So perhaps we should keep it our
little secret or I shall have people I do not know as well as I
know you suddenly sending me invitations for weddings when I am but
on nodding acquaintance with them.”

Lady Frobisher was all smiles again. “I'm
sure that would be best, Dowager, for I would not want any one less
scrupulous than I to take advantage of your generosity.”

“Oh, a horrid thought.”

“Yes. Most horrid.”

“Good day, Lady Frobisher.”

“And good day to you, Dowager, Miss
Murdock.”

Lady Frobisher took her leave and the Duchess
sat back and smiled.

“Oh, my,” Lady Lydia exclaimed from the door,
“Did I miss our caller, then?”

“I'm afraid you have, Lydia,” the Duchess
told her. “But nevermind, for you shall see her tonight at Almacks
of course, along with many others. I have no doubt it will be a
horrendous crush.”

“Oh, I certainly hope so,” Lady Lydia
returned. “Aren't you looking forward to it, Miss Murdock?” she
asked breathlessly.

Miss Murdock smiled to be agreeable. “I'm
sure it shall be very interesting,” she offered. She was all the
more disconcerted when the Duchess laughed gaily.

 


By the time Tyler perceived and set out upon
St. James' trail, it was late afternoon. The finer weather of that
morning had clouded over and it looked to be only a brief time
before cold rain would fall from the sky. Tyler could think of
several better places to be than riding out of London toward a
horse market.

In all likelihood, even if he found his
employer, it was a fruitless endeavor, for he was quite certain
that even as he rode, Miss Murdock must already be feeling the
consequences of her escapade with the duke the night before. At
this thought, Tyler spit a determined stream of tobacco juice from
his mouth and shook his head. He muttered beneath his breath, as he
had frequently since he had begun his search for his employer over
two hours before. “Can't credit it, can't credit it, can't credit
it,” he said. “For him to be so bloody careless—” He cursed a
little with worry, added to himself, “And now I can't bloody find
him when he should be well aware that it be important I know where
he is, and when I do get wind of where he is, he's off purchasing
another bloody horse.”

As if to punctuate his dark displeasure with
his lordship, the rain that had been threatening began to fall. No
kind drizzle this, but an outpouring of great drenching drops that
forced Tyler to halt his horse and tug his cap down more tightly on
his head and lift the collar of his coat as high as he could coax
it. Then with an even grimmer expression, he kicked his unhappy
horse forward on down the road.

He had just come into sight of the market
place, which was in an open field and was fast breaking up with the
sudden onslaught of rain, when he saw the familiar figure of his
lordship just leaving. Beside him rode Ryan Tempton, as Tyler had
expected, having gained his first insight of where the duke had
gone that day by following a hunch and inquiring at the Tempton
residence when calling at the duke's home had been of no help.

Ryan had on lead a flashy black filly, her
coat shining in the rain like so much crude oil, and St. James for
his part was leading a horse behind his mount that was possibly the
poorest specimen of an equine that Tyler had ever seen. The groom
pulled his horse to a stop, as they were headed for him at any
rate, and merely sat there observing the elegant duke and his
lamentable purchase: a sway backed, heavy headed, small horse just
slightly larger than a pony, more appropriately called a cob.

By sitting there and observing, he became
aware that although his lordship and young Mister Tempton appeared
to be having conversation between them, that St. James nonetheless
was turning every so often in his saddle, his mind obviously only
half attending whatever Ryan was saying to him, as his intent eyes
took in his surroundings behind him. And when he turned back to
face forward, his eyes scoped far up ahead of him and even from the
distance between them, Tyler caught a chill as their gold depths
settled on him with a snap and his lordship (who unlike Ryan had
been holding both the reins and the lead in one hand, leaving the
other hand free) pressed his hand to the inside of his open coat
(unusual in this weather) and half-drew a pistol before he
recognized the groom.

Tyler, who out of surprise had spat his
entire cud of tobacco from his mouth in preparation to calling out,
saw at once that this simple act may have saved him, for his
lordship evidently recognized his particular habit. He waited no
longer, but kicked his horse forward, and trotted down to meet
them.

“Mighty nervous, milord,” he said as way of
greeting even as Ryan exclaimed surprise at his unexpected
appearance.

“A tad,” St. James replied. “Take this horse,
will you, Tyler,” and he passed the lead over to his groom, leaving
him more control of his own mount. He did not button his coat, but
the pistol he had half drawn was again out of sight.

Ryan, oblivious to his lordship's strange
actions, asked, “Whatever brings you here, Tyler? And however did
you find us?”

As way of answer, Tyler opened the pocket
flap of his coat and pulled from it a handkerchief, handed it to
St. James, whose gold eyes left off their restless circling for a
moment to appraise it. “Bloody Hell!” he exclaimed as all the
possible implications must have ran through his mind. He shoved it
without ceremony into his own coat pocket, turned to Ryan. “Let's
try to get out of this rain, shall we, Ryan,” and with no further
warning of his intent, kicked his horse into a gallop.

Ryan and Tyler urged their horses along after
him, the black filly seeming to merely lope along, but the smallish
cob of a horse that Tyler now led with its awkward head and heavy,
swaying body did nothing but labor and slow them down. Still, they
made good time, and Tyler was as satisfied as he could possibly be
in the situation.

They rode through the rain for an hour, the
drenching downpour not slackening and neither did their horses. As
they entered the West End of London, St. James slowed his horse and
said to Ryan, “I'll be going straight to my home, Ryan, if you
should care to join us.”

Ryan, drenched and all the excitement he had
felt at riding out with the infamous duke quite squashed with the
weather and the rather mundane way in which their day had turned
out after all (for the duke had remained most disappointingly calm
and tractable throughout their excursion), said with some relief
that he really should head home as he was still to go to Almacks
that evening.

St. James nodded once, took the lead from
Ryan's hand, told him, “Well, I shall see you there then, I
expect,” and rode off with his groom, leaving Ryan to ride on to
his own residence.

Fifteen minutes later, the duke and Tyler
rode into the stables, where their horses' bodies began to steam,
and they each dismounted. Two undergrooms came running up, as Tyler
had enjoyed the position of head-groom now for many years, and they
took the four horses, two on leads and two under saddle, from Tyler
and his lordship. “Come into the house with me, Tyler,” St. James
bade, “for I shall have to talk to you while I change, for it is
getting late.”

“Aye,” Tyler responded. But his hand went
with longing for his chewing tobacco only to leave it alone.

St. James, with a little grin, said, “By all
means, indulge yourself. Only spit in the fireplace is all I
ask.”

“Aye. Thank you, milord,” Tyler said with a
note of relief in his voice.

St. James turned and together they strode out
of the stable and into a back entrance of the house reserved for
servants, startling a good deal of the kitchen staff into sharp
curtsies as they went through. St. James went first to his study,
with Tyler companionably at his side, for they worked together as
more than employer and servant. St. James ruffled through the mail
on his desk that had arrived that day by either post or by
messenger, found a smallish envelope that he had apparently been
looking for, and opened it for a brief look inside. “Thank you,
grandmother,” he murmured. “Knew I could count on you.” Then he
dropped the envelope back into the pile and they left the study as
quickly as they had entered it.

They trotted up the stairs, panting a little,
and Tyler said between his breaths, “Your hand was rather quick
t'your pistol today.”

St. James glanced at him. “So it was,” he
agreed between his own gasps. They reached the second floor
hallway, and he continued a little more quietly, “You caught that
did you? Ryan did not! I'm afraid that boy is feeling a great deal
disillusioned, for he was quite certain I would be about some sort
of trouble that would entertain him.”

“You very nearly were, from t'looks of it,”
Tyler countered. “I'd have not noticed it meself except I had
stopped t'watch you. Quite a bit shocked at that sorry piece of
horseflesh you were leading. Do not tell me you purchased it?”

St. James was delayed in answering for as
they entered his rooms, Effington appeared in the door behind them,
and he nodded at his valet before saying, “I did. I believe my new
messenger boy should have a horse. By the by, Effington, send that
boy up to me, would you?”

Effington drew himself up. He was already
most unhappy to see a groom in his lordship's rooms and now his
employer's request seemed designed, as usual, for no other reason
than to deprive the valet of his rightful duties. “Do not think you
are going to send me on some unimportant task just so you may
change your clothing yourself, milord!” he warned.

But St. James was in no mood for their
ongoing game today. “Go,” he said. “Or you may resign on the spot
as you have so often threatened, Almacks or no Almacks
tonight!”

Effington seemed to be in a true struggle
over this ultimatum, but in the end his lordship's use of the word
'Almacks' bore down his outrage and with haughty deference, he
sniffed and said, “Certainly, milord.”

As soon as the door closed behind him, St.
James pulled his two pistols from beneath his dripping coat, laid
them on the table and then began tearing off his wet clothes. He
paused long enough to dig the handkerchief from his pocket before
dropping his sodden coat to the floor. He tossed the handkerchief
to Tyler. “Who found it?” he asked.

“Earl Larrimer.”

St. James paused in unbuttoning his shirt.
“Could have been worse,” he said. Then he let out a steam of
curses. “What in hell was I thinking!”

“I'm afraid it was worse, milord,” Tyler told
him and caught the towel that St. James picked up from beside his
wash basin and tossed to him. He proceeded to dry his neck as he
spoke. “Lady Larrimer was there t'see it found, which had a
convenience about it that I could scarce credit t'bein' accidental.
And Miss Murdock was there t'catch the full shock of what looked
t'be a great deal of outrage on yer aunt's part. I fear that with
it takin' me so long t'find you today, that poor Miss Murdock has
likely already been grilled.”

“Damnation!” St. James peeled off his
breeches, undid the laces of his shorts in sharp, preoccupied
movements and dropped them as well. He turned and took his dressing
robe down from the hook where it hung and shrugged into it. Then he
ran both hands through his wet, dark hair and tied the belt of his
robe about him. He turned back to Tyler. “If I show up now without
knowing what Miss Murdock has said, I may very well only make it
worse.”

“I'd say t'is a distinct possibility, milord.
If you had been more available. . .”

“You needn't tell me. I could have arrived
and perhaps made some excuse for it being there that would mollify
my aunt. As it is, there is no telling what excuse Miss Murdock has
made, and if I

should contradict her, it will make her out
to be a liar.”

“I don't think she'd baldly lie about it,
milord,” Tyler observed.

St. James' gold eyes focused on him. “Quite,”
he said sounding a good deal grimmer than he had the moment before.
“Mayhaps she has at least been evasive. If my aunt has somehow
contrived to get confirmation of her suspicions from Miss Murdock,
I fear that she will use it if for no other reason than to further
blacken my name and to hell with Miss Murdock.”

“I fear t'same,” Tyler said. “Otherwise I'd
not been ridin' about in t'rain in search of you.”

“I can not credit I was so careless!” St.
James admitted with sudden, savage anger. “I am never careless. And
if I am being careless about something like that, what else am I
being careless about? Damn it, Tyler, this whole plan is turning
into one bloody fiasco.”

“Be that as it may, milord, but what I want
t'know is what did you get wind of t'make you so ready with yer
piece today? You were ridin' with one hand free even 'fore you saw
me.”

St. James, who had begun pacing the room with
his thoughts, whirled, his robe fluttering about him. “I was being
watched today, Tyler. I could feel it from the time I left the
Tempton's with Ryan. And I've come to the conclusion that it must
be by more than one person, for I could not catch the same face
twice! And do you know,” he added, “that my begging off last night
was because I had been summoned to Buckingham Palace, and the Queen
wished to congratulate me on my upcoming nuptials to Miss
Murdock?”

Tyler's old salt and pepper eyebrows rose a
great degree.

“Yes,” St. James confirmed. “And she offered
herself the observation that if she is able to keep track of my
activities, others are equally as able. So I do not think I am
suffering a sudden case of the nerves. I believe I am just enjoying
a heightened awareness.”

“What's t'cob for, milord?” Tyler asked.

“Steven, as I said.”

And as if cued by his name, there was a tap
on the door, and Effington escorted that young man in. One glance
by the valet at his lordship undressed and in his robe caused
Effington to say, “Milord!” But St. James waved a hand at him.

“You may stay, Tyler,” St. James said as his
groom made a motion to leave. “And you also, Effington, for if I am
to make it to Almacks at a decent time tonight, you had better
start your dreadful ministrations.” Without pause, he turned to
Steven. “By the by, Steven, have you still your clothing that you
arrived in yesterday?”

“Aye, m'lord, though I much prefer me new
ones I must say.”

“And so you may keep your new ones. But I
have a little job for you to do tonight, and it might be better if
you did not look like one of my servants. Are you willing? I doubt
if it will be dangerous, but I still must ask you to use caution
and a degree of common sense.”

“Am I to rouse Miss Murdock from her window
again tonight?” he asked with eagerness.

“No, not tonight, you wretched lad, and you
should not bandy such information about, although Effington here is
the only one that was ignorant of that young lady's name and he,
fortunately, is endlessly discreet,” St. James ended, his voice a
little mocking.

Effington gave him a withering look and as
his own form of snide retaliation asked, “Was it she who did the
slapping, milord?”

“Just go about your business, Effington, and
nevermind,” his lordship retorted. “If you are sure you wish to
help, Steven, this is what I wish for you to do.”

And for the next hour, Effington worked as
efficiently as he could at dressing the duke, who could not remain
still as he hashed through plans and thoughts, putting forth
different summations and conclusions only to discard them as Tyler,
sometimes Steven, and even Effington brought up a differing point
of view that either disproved one theory or seemed to point to
another. He seemed very much like a war lord, but in fact his only
council was a groom who, smelling rather damply of the stables,
spat tobacco into the fire, an eager street urchin who seemed more
excited than cautious, and a valet who was trying to listen, advise
and ready his lordship with growing frustration.

At the end of this hour, Effington pronounced
himself done with a great deal of pride and, frankly, relief. “Ah,
you look as they used to speak of you when you were 'the catch of
the decade',” he murmured. “Except, of course, for Miss Murdock's
palm print upon your face.”

And St. James was diverted enough by this
announcement to ask his valet, “Good God! Do not tell me that old
nonsense is what prevailed upon you to come and work for me?”

“Indeed, milord,” Effington admitted. “It
swayed me quite completely, for I knew if anyone were to be able to
help you to your former standing, it was I!”

“And how very disappointed you must have been
to find I have no desire whatsoever to reach those lofty and
unsought heights again,” St. James observed. But as he stood at the
end of his words, the deep wine red of his velvet coat and matching
tight knee breeches with wisteria colored silk cravat and
stockings, his gold buckled shoes, his dark hair brushed back from
his pale brow and tied in a ponytail with a matching wine colored
ribbon, seemed to prove his own words wrong.

But for once, Effington had mercy upon his
employer and did not point this out to him.

Tyler, rather less concerned with any
delicate feelings his lordship may have, guffawed without
restraint.

His lordship's gold eyes caressed over him in
amused tolerance. “Hush, Tyler. If I am to go to Almacks, I must be
willing to put on the required show of a man hopelessly and rather
foolishly in love.”

Steven caught all of their attention by
saying with awe in his voice, “Coo! I think you look like t'king of
the world, m'lord,” which caused St. James' smile to fade into
faintness.

With sudden brusqueness, he directed Tyler to
ready his carriage for the evening while he went below stairs to
dine. “You do not wish me to return to the Duchess's home?” Tyler
asked.

“No. For Miss Murdock will be at Almacks
tonight at any rate.” The duke picked up his two pistols, handed
them to Tyler. “And I need someone I can trust to handle
these.”

Tyler took them without comment, but
Effington, who had watched this exchange, said, “I hardly think you
will need those at Almacks, milord. T'is not one of your gaming
hells, you know,” and he sniffed.

But his lordship paid him not the slightest
heed, only turned to Steven and asked, “And you understand what you
are to be about tonight?”

“Aye, m'lord.”

“And you'll have a care?”

“Aye,” Steven answered, his face sober.

“Very well, then.” He turned to go below,
leaving the others to disperse as they would behind him.

Upon reaching the ground floor of his home,
St. James met with Applegate, informed him that he would like his
dinner served in his study. “Yes, milord,” Applegate acknowledged.
“And may I say you look very fine tonight, milord.”

“Bah!” St. James answered and he went down
the wide hallway to his study, closed the door behind him and went
to his desk. There he flipped through the envelopes that he had
pawed through earlier. Most of them appeared to be the
run-of-the-mill invitations and correspondence. One of these he
scrutinized a little more sharply, as the handwriting on it seemed
to bespeak of someone mostly uneducated and hence was unusual, and
he lay it aside. Then as he reached the bottom of the pile, he
found a larger envelope with no postage that indicated it had been
brought by messenger. He lifted it and tapped it into the palm of
his other hand. Then he set it with the other envelope that had
struck his interest at the fore of his desk.

He went to the sideboard, poured himself a
comfortable brandy in a large glass, and then seated himself at his
desk, turned the wick up on his reading lamp, took a sip of his
drink, and proceeded to open the large envelope first.

There was a brief cover letter, unsigned, but
he had anticipated that. It simply read: Materials as discussed.
More to follow. Would be very interested in any thoughts you have.
I will have a man call on you in a few days.

St. James took a deep drink, flipped the
cover letter over and began reading hand writing that was as
familiar to him as a long forgotten song:

 


From the hand of Duke of St. James, William
Desmond Larrimer

At the request of Her Royal Highness, Queen
Victoria

On Behalf of the Crown.

Subject: China's seizure of East India
Company Opium

Date: November 29, 1839

 


And the date was like a slap to St. James'
face, for it was a month to the day before his parents had been
killed.

 


Your Royal Highness,

I trust that you are in good health.

I have no final conclusions on the present
situation here in China. I will remain here until the week before
Christmas to continue my investigation, but thus far this is what I
have discovered:

As you already are aware, our East India
Company has been trading opium from India with China, mostly
through the Canton sea ports, for manufactured goods and tea, which
we then ship to England and trade with other countries. In 1836,
the Chinese government banned this trade, designated Opium as an
illegal commodity and have been trying to stem any flow of this
product into their country.

This has been a mostly futile effort as I am
afraid our traders have quite blatantly disregarded their laws,
have bribed the Cantonese officials, and illegal smuggling has been
nearly as profitable to them as legal trading had been in previous
years, if not more profitable as they are no longer paying tariffs
on any of the product they are importing, and no longer paying
taxes on any of the products they are exporting.

In March of this year a new Imperial
Commissioner of Canton was appointed, Lin Tse-hsuuml. He has made
it his mission to expose and remove the corrupt officials that have
made this illegal smuggling so proliferate. He has taken action
against Chinese merchants dealing in opium and destroyed all stores
of it on land.

This has led up to the seizure of our English
merchant vessels earlier this month, that necessitated my being
here at your request.

I understand of course that there are many
other matters on the table to be considered beside this one
product, but I am very much afraid after being here for a
fortnight, that whether we go to war or not will hinge most
decidedly on the opium problem.

It is the one point of contention that the
Chinese will not be swayed on, and unfortunately, as the East India
Company relies immensely upon the sale of this product to China,
they are quite immovable upon voluntarily withdrawing from the
trading of opium with China.

I well understand their position. They have
an obligation to their investors (of which I am one, which I only
mention, because in light of my tentative conclusions, which are
below, you may find it interesting to know this), and without this
lucrative trade, they will go from being a very rich company to a
very poor one. Possibly a ruined one.

I fear the estimates of loss already
sustained that have been given you have been misleadingly
conservative. I deem it well into millions of £'s.

Treaty talks are going poorly and I
understand, even here, that there are rumors that the Crown will
not tolerate this action taken by the Chinese Imperial government
for long unless some encouraging progress is made that these
matters will be settled reasonably quickly. I fear from my meetings
with the diplomats here that this seems unlikely. I trust you have
reached the same conclusion from their reports to you.

At this point, I can well imagine the
pressure being brought to bear on you and the Prime Minister from
those who have much at stake, as I myself have much at stake. I
well understand also, that although the opium is the focal point,
that China's action to refuse any trade at all with our sovereign
until there is a treaty in place is putting other commodities at
stake also. I am sure it is being pointed out to you quite strongly
that if we go to war, we may be able to improve our trading
position on these other necessary commodities as well.

But the fact is, and I offer this to you
respectfully, that our previous trading agreements with China were
not onerous to our sovereign regarding other commodities, so
contrary to what may be being presented to you by others, please
keep in mind that their main concern is the loss they are taking on
the opium, despite this other argument.

So what you must ask yourself now, I humbly
recommend, is whether you are willing to, in fact, go to war for
this single commodity, which is very valuable to be sure, and
necessary from a medical standpoint, but which has a grievous
paradox to it also, which I have seen firsthand here in China in a
way that had never been brought home to me in England, even on the
meanest streets of London.

I shall try very hard to explain my
observations in the simplest, most straight-forward manner, but as
they are, frankly, perplexing to me, I do not know how well I will
achieve my endeavor of relaying my thoughts to you.

Opium seems to be a scourge on this land. I
had noticed first upon my—

 


“Your dinner, milord, as you had
requested.”

St. James glanced up from reading, his eyes
taking a moment to focus. “Very well, Applegate. Thank you.” He
indicated that Apple-gate should place it on a corner of his
desk.

“I knocked, milord, but I fear you did not
hear me.”

“That is quite all right, Applegate.”

“Anything else, milord?”

St. James shook his head. “No. Thank you.
Wait. Refill my glass and then nothing else.”

Applegate took the empty glass, went to the
sideboard and refilled it. “Do not forget that you are scheduled to
leave in less than an hour, milord.”

St. James nodded as he rubbed a finger over
his upper lip, his eyes preoccupied. “Remind me again at the
appointed time, Apple-gate.” And then as Applegate left the room,
closing the door behind him, he ignored his plate and returned to
his reading.

 


. . .I had noticed first upon my arrival a
strange lackadaisicalness of the people. From small children to old
men. I observed people sleeping on sidewalks at mid day, appearing
unwashed and underfed. When they are awake, they move about as
though they are in a trance and are unable to comprehend anything
to any degree. Of course, I can not understand their language, but
I have noticed a distinct lack of purpose or continuity to their
speech when they are speaking. At first, God forgive me, I supposed
it to be some sort of cultural lacking on their part.

As I moved further inland and away from the
seaport towns, I noticed that more of the people appeared to be
industrious and intelligent, although there was still a marked
percentage of them that spent their days in this otherworldly
state. Upon returning to the seaboard, I spent a great deal of time
on the docks and spoke at length with some of our British sailors,
a rough group to be sure, but very informative. They told me that
it is the 'Opium Dens' that are causing the results of what I had
observed, and that they are common throughout the country of China
as far as they could discern, but most noticeably around the
seaports as that is where the Opium is most prolific.

I expressed my astonishment that people
should be taking a drug intended for medicinal purposes when they
have no need of it, thinking, I suppose, about such dreaded
draughts as cod-liver oil and the such. I was enlightened that
Opium has long been used as a means of pleasure in China, and as I
could see for myself, the results are damnedable.

I shall try to sum up briefly what I have
learned: As some people (And I am sure you have had your
acquaintances with such, as have I) can not merely drink but one or
two drinks but are seemingly compelled to drink to a degree of
intoxication in which they cannot even function, so are these that
use this Opium. Only, I am given to understand, it has a potency in
which anyone smoking it (for they use pipes to smoke it), even
once, is compelled to spend his time doing nothing but procuring
more and more. Many die, though whether it is from some toxic side
effect with the continued use or merely from the starvation and
neglect of their bodies I have been unable to determine.

Of course, many may point out to you, and
perhaps you are thinking the same yourself, it could be some sort
of character deficiency innate to the Chinese, but I was promptly
disabused of this notion when I observed a great deal of our own
British sailors enslaved by this drug also. Most damnedable of all,
I had opportunity to observe some of our own sailors of the Royal
Navy being felled by this same Opium. It is not beyond my
imagination to realize that although this drug has been illegal for
some time in our country (and you will of course note the paradox
there: we do not wish it to be in our country, but we are perfectly
happy to profit from it being traded to another country) that of a
certainty, there is still an illegal trade of it to England, and
that our country is dreadfully susceptible to this same dreaded
scourge.

In short, this may be a commodity that,
although very useful and promising when used correctly, may be
better left in short supply. I would suggest that we for once look
to the human factor in this debate, and although we will lose much
in the way of profits, I feel that if all opium trade were
immediately and voluntarily discontinued, that not only would the
other points of disagreement preventing us from reaching treaty
with China be rapidly overcome, but that we would also be insuring
that we do not leave ourselves open to a similar crisis on our own
shores.

By thus avoiding war, we would save the
unnecessary loss of life that war always entails, and we would also
likely protect good English people from a grave and seemingly
insidious menace to their health and I am afraid even their
morals.

The example I have seen here in China is
frightening, and in truth, I can not fault their position. If the
British Empire were to develop a similar fate, the loss of
productivity alone in our country, if one does not care to study on
the other negative factors, could be enough to rob us of our place
as a leading nation in the new world of industry. I am afraid it
would make our gin problem seem quite incidental in comparison.

As I had mentioned before, I have as much at
stake as anyone in term of profits if we should lose this trade. I
mention this so that if I have not adequately conveyed my feeling
of horror over the possible consequences of going to war with China
over a commodity that is currently savaging their population, and
that by winning it, we may very well jeopardize more in our future
than we are to gain in the present, that you may perhaps gain some
understanding when I say that I would take my losses with no regret
if you should decide to bypass pursuing this to the degree of going
to war.

Let it be noted also, that I will not change
my investments. For although if I had known what exactly I were
investing in, I would not have bought into these holdings (as I
feel probably a great many other investors would feel the same), I
will not have it said that I anticipated any decision on your part
and protected myself unfairly.

I do realize the position my recommendation
would put you in, and that it is a vastly unpopular notion to allow
one of our major companies to fail for what most will deem a
failure on our foreign policy. I can only humbly suggest that you
consider my observations in the decisions that you and your counsel
come to.

I remain sincerely and loyally at your
service.

 


St. James sat for several long moments
stunned and deliberating.

He shuffled through the remaining reports in
the envelope, determined that there were two more yet to be read,
but for now, he thought he had quite enough to study upon just in
what had been written in the first one.

“If your recommendations were made known,”
St. James murmured to himself, “then I am sure you made your share
of enemies overnight.”

For as his father had pointed out in his
missive to a young and somewhat uncertain, at that point, Queen
Victoria, there was a great deal of money at stake. And Dante's
father's advice had been to throw profits to the wind and for
people to possibly lose their initial investment also. Including
his own.

But would someone have been enraged and
threatened by bankruptcy enough to kill not only Dante's father,
but his mother and her unborn child as well? And Dante if he had
been in that coach as he was supposed to have been?

Also, St. James tapped his thumb on the
report in front of him, these papers were highly confidential, from
his father's pen to the Queen's eyes. Who else had gained knowledge
of what his father had been recommending the Queen to do? Who had
discovered that the Queen had at least seriously considered it, for
if she had not been swayed by his father's arguments, then his
arguments would have not been a threat. Had there been, possibly
still was, a mole in the Queen's trusted inner circle? One who had
been threatened by the loss of his fortune, or had he been a tool
for someone else?

St. James picked up his glass, saw that
during his reading he had finished the second drink as efficiently
as he had finished the first. His plate of dinner, quite cold, sat
untouched by his side, but he did not feel like eating. Instead, in
a rare show of hopelessness, he laid his head in his arms on his
father's report and thought now that he was making some progress,
that he may in fact be unequal to the task after all of avenging
his parents' deaths.

He did not have the luxury of lying there
long, for there was a tap on the door, and raising his head from
off his wine velvet sleeves he called, “Enter.”

Applegate opened the door. “Milord, it is
time for you to be leaving.”

“Thank you, Applegate,” but he did not move
to get up as Applegate withdrew. He unlocked his top drawer, moved
his father's reports into it and locked it again, but his mind was
very far away as he did so. It had turned not to what had been
written, but to the picture he had gained of his father. His memory
of that man was not dim, for he had very clear and haunting
memories of him, if rather few, for it had seemed that he rarely
saw him as he was always on one assignment or another for the
crown.

The picture he had gained of his father
suggested someone not at all hard or cynical but someone earnest,
dedicated and trustworthy. A man more concerned about human
suffering than riches. A man untouched by dark thoughts and dark
deeds.

And perhaps that hurt the most, because St.
James had a glimpse of what he may have been, was meant to have
become, if he had not been twisted at the young age of ten by a
need to avenge.

His father had been the epitome of
respectability. Not only a lord but a gentleman. If he were to know
St. James as he had grown to be, he would have held him and his
actions in abhorrence.

His father had never fought a duel, for he
would not have been in company of anyone that would offend or be
easily or ridiculously offended. He would not have ever played in a
gaming hell worse than Whites or Boodles, and infrequently at
those. He would have never walked the gin streets of London in
search of assassins, and more rewarding in the way of information,
women of assassins. He would not have set out to seduce young
females of quality who were willing to bring him documents from
their fathers' desks, unread and unaware. He would have never
become involved with his peers' wives and opened dusty closet doors
of their minds, asking questions of their husbands' business
affairs that their husbands would have been shocked to know they
even knew about.

And his father would have never proposed to
elope with a girl he did not know or care for with the hopes of
impregnating her and then springing her on society as only his
fiancé with the grave possibility that he would not even be alive
when the child was born to take care of either of them in any way
but monetary.

And although Miss Murdock would have been
protected by his name when after his death, his barrister would
have produced the marriage certificate, her life would still have
been a living hell.

He snapped from his inactivity. He rose from
his seat, delayed long enough to go again to the sideboard, pour
another brandy and downed it. His resolve, which had seemed
wavering there for those few minutes as he examined all that his
father had been, all that he should have been, returned to a
strength that made him dizzy.

He could not change what had happened, he had
accepted that fact long ago, and he reminded himself of it now.

Mayhaps his father would have held him in
abhorrence if he were to be acquainted with him now. But if his
father had walked with the dead as St. James for so long had, his
father would not have fallen so easily at the whim of another and
St. James would have been afforded the luxury of believing his
world was safe.

He intended that luxury for his son, and damn
it, he intended it for his soon to be wife. And if it meant being
as he was, then that was the way he would be.

But of course, he had known that for many
years now.

Only with the death of another could he in
turn live. If it meant sacrificing his life in the effort, he did
not feel that it was an unfair trade. As long as his objective was
met.

“I have let her delay long enough,” he mused.
“Mayhaps, too long.” He turned on his heel and strode from the
room, a good deal of his anticipation for a pleasant evening
provoking Miss Murdock drained from him. He had wasted too much
time indulging his affection for her and he reminded himself that
affection had no place in his plans.

By fair means or foul, he had to get her down
the marriage aisle.

The longer he delayed, the more likely he
would not be alive to see the nuptials.

And at odds with all that he had just read
was still the gut instinct that his foe could tolerate him being
alive, but would not tolerate his producing an heir. If it were so
very important to his enemy that he did not produce an heir, then
it was equally important to St. James that he should, and with some
haste.

He went from the room, very aware of the
lateness of the hour. And Miss Murdock was waiting.

Inside the drawer, trapped between the
reports, was the other, smaller envelope that St. James had set
aside for his perusal that evening. But with three drinks, no
dinner, and a great deal on his mind, he had forgotten its
existence.

 


 



Chapter Sixteen

 


“You look enchanting, Lizzie,” Andrew told
her. Ashton had just closed the door of the drawing room behind her
and she smiled up at Earl Larrimer as she came across the room

“I do not believe you, you know, but I still
appreciate the sentiment.”

“No, I am quite serious. The pale yellow of
that gown brings out just how refreshingly different you are. You
make everyone I know seem too tall and too pale.”

She blushed, still only half attending him,
for she was so full of trepidation she was nearly sick with it.
“Yes, but in all their powdered paleness, they appear so cool,
where as I am afraid I merely look as I am: flustered, and I fear,
a little sweaty.”

He laughed the easy, boyish laugh that came
so easily to him and that was infectious to anyone that heard it.
“You do not look sweaty,” he reassured her. “At most, just
pleasantly glowing. Dewy fresh.”

She smiled at his description which made her
sound, she thought, like some manner of fruit. “I will ask your
opinion again when we reach the assembly rooms and I am quite
drenched with nervousness.”

“Whatever do you have to be nervous about?”
he asked. “You realize that all the others being launched are
several years younger than yourself, so you are sure to look
gratifyingly self-possessed compared to them.”

“Oh, you are reassuring me immensely by
reminding me that I am an aging spinster,” she teased. He gave her
a half-humorous, half-hurt look that she seemed to be forever
rebuffing his admiration for her, and she continued with more
seriousness. “But I am afraid they have the advantage on me as they
are fresh out of dancing class, and I, well the only tutor I had
was my father,” she admitted.

“Really?” Andrew asked, quite diverted at
this revelation. “You never had a proper dance instructor?”

“No, not at all,” Miss Murdock responded,
thinking there had been no money to even have a maid, let alone
tutors. But of course, Andrew had no clear understanding of this.
She had the sudden vision of him being in place of St. James on
that ill-fated night when the duke had arrived. Andrew following
her to the kitchens. Good God, Miss Murdock, where are all your
servants? He could not realize yet that there would be times when
one merely did what needed to be done, for there was nothing else
for it. “But I must say that for as portly as my father is, and, of
course before his gout was quite as bad as it is, he was
exceptionally light on his feet. I only fear that the dances he
taught me are now so outdated that they will be useless.”

“Have you at least learned to waltz, Lizzie?
For it is very popular, you know, although Almacks in all its
'wisdom' will only allow one per assembly.”

Miss Murdock looked more relieved than
crestfallen to have her fears of inadequacy confirmed. “No, I have
not, for my father says such a dance was not at all allowed when he
was a young man.”

And Andrew with undeniable enthusiasm, said,
“Well, then I must teach you immediately.” Before she could demur,
he caught her hand, held it out from them in the correct position
and quite took her breath away by wrapping an arm around her waist
and pulling her to the proper distance from him.

“But there is no music,” Miss Murdock hedged
with desperation.

“I shall hum,” Andrew told her grandly.

He did begin to hum, and Miss Murdock
laughed, and he went slowly at first until she caught the steps. He
interrupted his impromptu music to tell her, “Hand on my shoulder,
Miss Murdock, and three quarter time! One, two, three. One, two,
three. Splendid! Now we shall speed up a bit, shall we?”

He swooped her in ever widening circles about
the room until the large hoop of her buttermilk ball gown swayed
about her like a bell being tolled. Despite herself she was
enchanted, her face flushing as his humming became more exuberant
and he swirled her ever faster, she clinging to his shoulder and he
holding to her waist. Lizzie was laughing and breathless, and he
was laughing and humming between his laughs, his face
delighted.

Then in the midst of all this lightness, he
dropped his hand from holding hers and released her waist also, so
that, surprised and dizzy, she nearly fell. Andrew cupped her face
in both his hands and kissed her with quick warmth.

She did not reject him, perhaps a little too
stunned to even gather her wits. He was a handsome young man and
reminded her most painfully of his cousin, but where St. James'
mere kisses upon her wrist had induced her to slap him, when Andrew
released her, she only had a sudden, lamentable fit of the
giggles.

Which perhaps was not the reaction Andrew had
been looking for.

“That is not at all kind, Lizzie,” he
admonished her, frowning in real perplexity. “Has no one told you
that when a man makes improper advances toward you, you are to
promptly swoon from the thrill and danger of it?”

“Oh,” she managed through her giggles, which
had redoubled at his chastisement, and said, “I have come up
lacking again!”

“Well, since you have, you may as well tell
me what is so funny. I was quite serious you know, for you are the
grandest, if I may also say the damnedest, female I ever met.”

“Oh, now you are getting cross,” she said. “I
am sorry,” but she continued to laugh. She put a hand on his
shoulder. “It is only that I did not realize you were so thorough.
You have taught me the art of flattery, waltzing, and now kissing.
I am only afraid of what you will next deem necessary for me to
learn.”

“That is not at all in the spirit that I
meant it, Lizzie, as I believe you know perfectly well,” he told
her, and she could see that she was trying him sorely, for although
he was by nature amiable, even he had his limits to being a good
sport.

“Yes, Andrew,” she told him, growing sober,
“but I think it is best if that is the spirit in which I accept it,
for it would not do otherwise, you know.”

“I do not know that at all,” he persisted, a
little petulant.

“Oh, do not be upset, for I was having such a
lovely time before this,” she begged. “It is only that I care very
much for you as things are and I do not wish to change them and
have everything end in a great deal of unpleasantness.”

“Ah,” he said, brightening, “you have
forgotten that I intend to be the epitome of respectability to
redeem the Larrimer name that my cousin has so inadvertently
besmirched, not that I blame him in any way. So do not get it in
your head that I am merely dallying with you.”

Miss Murdock, with rashness, but with no
other inspiration at hand to soothe him and at the same time
discourage his behavior, told him, “I did not think you would,
Andrew. It is rather myself that I am afraid of, for I fear you
quite turned my head, and I do not wish to take advantage of what I
am sure are honorable intentions, only to hurt you in the end. For
although I find your company very exhilarating, I can not foresee
my heart becoming involved and it would not do for me to pretend
more than a passion for you in order to only gain my own ends.”

“Lizzie,” he said quite a bit shocked. “Are
you saying you are dangerously close to considering a liaison with
me?”

“It would be indelicate of me to confirm
that, Andrew,” she said with a great deal of primness.

“Of course,” he said with wonder, then
pressed, “But I fail to see how you could consider that particular
situation and not consider, well, a more honorable solution?”

“I fear that my very attraction to you makes
me afraid of considering anything so drastic! For how am I to know
that I am not being blinded by a fleeting feeling of ardor that may
unexpectedly pass, as it may for you?” she added gently. “Then each
of us would be left with regrets. I beg that you do not repeat your
behavior, for I may be tempted to take the low road rather than the
high, and then where would I be?”

“You are so right, Lizzie,” Andrew said, his
voice contrite. “Whatever was I thinking to put such temptation
before you?”

“Indeed, I forgive you,” Miss Murdock said.
“As long as you are aware that you are putting my mortal soul in
danger of toppling to the depths of self-indulgence by your actions
and you must promise to never so entice me again.”

“Certainly I will promise!” Andrew said with
conviction. “And as usual you are showing your good common sense,
for if you are to reach a point where you may wish to consider my
suit, then it must be because of those gentler emotions and not
from the wildness of your nearly uncontrollable desires.”

Miss Murdock, trying not to show how very
amused she was at his self-gratifying statement, only said, “I am
glad you understand me so completely.”

There was a brief understanding look between
them, and then they were interrupted by Andrew's mother saying,
“Oh, there you both are! It is nearly time to leave for Almacks,
you know.”

Lizzie, reminded of the evening before her,
lost all her feelings of satisfaction that she had managed to put
off Andrew from any amorous actions toward her while also boosting
his feelings of manly prowess rather than doing them some grievous
harm, turned to Lady Lydia with a pasty smile plastered to her lips
and said, “Oh, yes, of course.”

Lady Lydia gave her such a warm smile that it
nearly dazzled her with its brilliance. “You look lovely, tonight,
Miss Murdock. I could not ask for a more rewarding young lady to
launch. I think you will make some happy suitor's mother feel very
lucky to have you some day as her daughter-in-law,” she said, her
face bright.

And Miss Murdock wondered just how long Lady
Lydia had been standing in the door, after all.

 


Almacks was a crush when they arrived at ten
o'clock. It was the first assembly of the Big Season, that social
period when most members of the peerage take up residence in London
to spend the winter months, with only a break to return to their
country estates at Christmas time for a brief few weeks. And
although the Season would continue when everyone again returned to
London, by then the weather would have worsened, and with Christmas
over, everyone would be a little weary of the endless socializing
and so after Christmas, it was no longer considered the Big Season,
but merely the Season. Then of course, there was the Little Season,
in summer, but as those of importance would spend their summer
enjoying their country estates, it was of not much consequence.
Although there were those who could not tolerate being so long in
the country, viewing it as boring rather than relaxing, and they in
turn returned to London early and so the Little Season had its
place also. But everyone agreed that nothing matched the Big
Season.

The Larrimer party made their way into the
assembly room, which Miss Murdock, upon taking in her surroundings,
found rather disappointing. It was as large and open as a barn, and
had not much in the way of adornment. She soon realized that the
adornments were left to the guests to provide, for the amount of
jewelry, and the luxuriant range of colors of silk and velvet and
lace were breathtaking against the plain backdrop of their
setting.

Andrew escorted them through the crush, all
of his cheerful attention taken up with making sure the Dowager
Duchess on his arm was not tripped up by the pushing and jostling
of the high-heeled crowd. She seemed to be enjoying herself,
nodding to the left and to the right to old acquaintances of hers,
who, from what Miss Murdock could tell, seemed somewhat surprised
by her attendance. She and Lady Lydia followed behind the Duchess
and Andrew, and she was in positive dread that she would somehow be
separated from them and would be left among this tight throng of
people on her own.

The faces about her were laughing and
smiling, some had not seen each other since the Season of last year
apparently, and there was much catching up to do, and yet, it
seemed to Lizzie, they were always glancing about, and as their
bright eyes chanced to settle on one of the debutantes to be
launched this season, there would be a quick fluttering of fans
over their faces as they identified each and passed on any on dits
they may know.

If this were not intimidating enough, there
were the men, presumably many of which were 'hanging out for a
wife'. They barely spoke to each other at all, but stood in little
groups in their elegant clothing as though they were at a polo
match, and it appeared that any conversation they had was only
asides as they pointed out something (or in this case, someone) of
interest to them. Although there were many that were young and
handsome (and many that were young and mayhaps not so handsome),
there were a good many that, to Miss Murdock's surprise, appeared
rather old. As she was trying to puzzle out why men apparently well
past this stage of their lives should still be so avidly ‘scanning
the market', so to speak, Lady Lydia whispered enlightenment in her
ear.

“Widowers, Miss Murdock. And I beg you, do
not dismiss them out of hand for being old, as they are quite well
set in the pocket, if you know what I mean.”

Miss Murdock, distracted by one of this set
of men raising a quizzing glass to study her (which, to her immense
relief, he dropped a disappointed second later), returned to Lady
Lydia that she would certainly bear this in mind.

“Do,” Lady Lydia encouraged her, and slanted
a beguiling smile upon the discussed gaggle of hopefuls, and Miss
Murdock remembered that of course, Lady Lydia's husband, St. James'
uncle, had died nearly a year ago. Lady Lydia would be out of
mourning very soon.

Andrew at last found a path for them toward
one of the walls where there were lined many chairs and a few
settees, and luckily, he found one of the latter and settled the
Duchess down upon it. Lady Lydia dived upon the other cushion of
it, complaining bitterly but happily that her new shoes were
killing her feet. Miss Murdock, who had observed that Lady Lydia
was not only fond of squeezing herself into stays that were too
tight, but she also seemed fond of squeezing her feet into shoes
that were too small, made a commiserate sound in her throat.
Feeling conspicuous, as she was the only one of their party
standing (Andrew had abandoned them, saying something of getting
them all refreshment from the tables, but as she could see that he
had only gone a few feet before being waylaid by first male friends
and then interested, flirtatious females, it was doubtful that they
would see him again for some time) she turned and settled herself
in awkward, and, yes, dowdy position on the arm of the settee. It
was not as good as sitting properly, but as she was not very tall
at any rate, it gave her the satisfaction of feeling somewhat
hidden behind the wall of people before her that seemed to fill the
room in a solid mass from end to end and side to side. However
there would be room to dance when the music started, Miss Murdock
had no idea.

“It is a frightful crush!” the Dowager
Duchess just beside and a little below her said. “I can not
remember ever seeing it so crowded. And look there, Lydia. Is that
not Bertram Tempton?”

Lady Lydia squinted through the moving crowd.
“Why, yes. Yes, it is,” she agreed, a little amazed. “I always
believed him to be one of those who was devoted to Whites rather
than to Almacks.”

“Indeed, yes,” the Dowager returned.

Miss Murdock leaned in a little to ask,
“Whites?” for she had recognized Lord Tempton also and it was
rather nice to know someone in the crowd other than whom she had
come with.

“Gaming Hell,” the Duchess explained.

Miss Murdock digested this, then perplexed by
another question, asked, “But if he does not ever come to Almacks
either, why was he not denied vouchers as St. James has been?”

The Duchess looked at her a little surprised.
“Whoever told you that St. James had been denied vouchers?”

“My maid,” Miss Murdock said with a guilty
flush, for she was certain there must be some protocol about
gossiping with the servants, or at least admitting to gossiping
with the servants.

The duchess harrumphed and gave her a stern
look, but she did answer her question. “No scandals laid at
Bertram's door, my child. And I am sure they have searched quite
diligently for some wrongdoing on his part, but although he always
seems to be on the scene whenever St. James is up to one of his
tricks, it is always generally agreed that it would have been much
worse had Tempton not been there.”

“Oh,” Miss Murdock said.

“They would dearly love to deny him vouchers
also, I am sure,” the Duchess continued. “But they can not, for
then it would obviously be because they felt snubbed. And never
would it do for them to admit that anyone dares to snub them.”

Lady Lydia said in a thoughtful voice, “Most
odd that he should be here.” She paused a moment, glancing around
the room. “Now that I am noticing, there are a great deal of faces
here that I would have never expected to see. It seems as though
Whites must be suffering an extreme lack of attendance tonight. And
Boodles, also, I daresay.”

“Boodles?” Miss Murdock asked.

“Another Gaming Hell,” the Duchess replied.
“You are right, Lydia. For there is Marquis Engleson. And over
there is Viscount Brookline.”

Lady Lydia pointed out several other
discoveries and Miss Murdock looked around trying to catch glimpses
of those being nodded at in rapid succession. She saw that a great
many others in the crowd of what she could only suppose were the
'regulars' were chatting with animation amongst themselves and
seemed to be nodding to one person and another and exclaiming
also.

“Do you suppose,” Lady Lydia asked, “that
there is an incomparable to be launched tonight?”

“I could not say, of course, Lydia,” the
Duchess returned with impatience, “but it seems obvious that rumor
of someone's being here tonight has lured a great many more people
than would come otherwise.”

“Well, it must be an exceptionally beautiful
debutante,” Lady Lydia insisted, “for so many of the jaded set to
show up.”

“Oh, I do not know,” the Duchess disagreed,
“for I saw the same thing happen nearly thirty years ago when Earl
Abormaril was pursuing his future wife. He had been a rake until
well into his forties, and when he was at last taken with a young
lass half his age, the betting at Whites as to whether she could
reel him in was stupendous.” As an afterthought, she added, “So I
was told at any rate.”

Miss Murdock, with the sudden insight that in
all probability, the Duchess had someone placing her money down for
her at that establishment, gave a small chuckle. “And did you win,
ma'am?” she asked when the Duchess looked at her.

The Duchess grinned. “Oh, yes. You may be
certain of that. But it was quite an entertaining affair, at any
rate, and as so many of the jaded set had money riding on the
outcome, they showed up at the functions just as they are tonight
to decide for themselves the odds.” She added a little musingly, “I
never thought I would see such a ridiculous Season repeated, for it
was most outlandish.”

“Well, if it is happening again, I can only
say that I shall be just a little bit sorry not to see it,” Miss
Murdock said with honesty, for she was finding it quite enjoyable
to sit and be an onlooker at this great throng of boisterous people
and hearing what the Duchess and Lady Lydia were making of it
all.

Then Andrew was back, and as he had balanced
two small cups in one hand and a third in the other, it was evident
that he had been about procuring them all refreshment despite how
it may have looked to the contrary. “You will never guess the rumor
I have heard, nor credit it, I dare say!” he exclaimed without
preamble as he handed out the cups, but before he could go on there
was a sudden disturbance in the assembly room, starting, it
appeared, at the entrance, and he turned (as did, it seemed,
everyone else present) to observe this, and never did enlighten
them as to the rumor he had heard.

Miss Murdock heard a sudden growing whisper
run through the

crowd, jumping impossible distances so that
those in the back of the room appeared to hear before those in the
middle. It encompassed everyone in just a brief few seconds, and
those who had not heard it began to see for themselves what the
whispering was about, until they too said it with amazed
anticipation. Disjointed words and phrases came to Lizzie’s ears:
Impossible. . . Virtually barred, I had heard. . . And Egads! his
face. . . They say he. . . That can not be what I think it is. . .
Really, I had not heard. . . Slapped. . . The nerve to show up
looking like that. . . Is she here tonight. . . Scandalous. . .
They will have no choice but to bar him now. . . No one decent. . .
Can you credit it. . . Well, I certainly shan't let my daughter
dance with him. . . Ruinous. . . Such a shame he is the way he is
for his worth, you know. . . Waste. . . Once 'the catch of the
decade', now look at him. . . Obscene. . . Even he should know. . .
Simply unacceptable. . .

Miss Murdock heard these rustlings about her
in an ever increasing wave. She saw the crowd break back as
someone, who was not overly tall, strode through them. There was a
great deal of back clapping of this gentleman, and as though all
had been waiting for something to begin some great, and somehow not
quite decent, revelry, the crowd took on a new element that was a
little frightening.

To her dismay, there seemed to be a sudden
turning of heads, a searching throughout the large expanse of the
ball room, and then first one set of eyes found the Duchess and
then settled upon Miss Murdock. And then another set of eyes, and
then another, and then there were whisperings of there. . . there.
. . that must be she. . . Nonsense. . . Can't be. . . But all the
same a path opened like magic between herself and he who had strode
through the door and had charged the room, and even before the last
few people fell back, she knew with dread in her heart that it
would be St. James.

And she sat like a dowd on the arm of the
settee, her punch tipping precariously in its cup, feeling her
world fall from beneath her feet.

Andrew popped in front of her, his face a
comical (if she had been in the proper frame of mind to appreciate
it) mask of disconcertedness and he said, “Lizzie. . .?” and then
even he fell back, and as she was certain that his retreat was
motivated by the look on her own face, it caused her some alarm for
she could not even guess what expression she must be
displaying.

Then she saw St. James. The path that had
opened for him was narrow, and it closed in behind him as he
passed. It changed some, a little to the left, then a little to the
right, as someone would be jostled out by those who were shoving to
see from behind, but it never closed. And the fact that he was
barely taller than most of the women, and certainly shorter than
most of the men, made it all seem a joke, like a court jester
snagging the crown of a King and wearing it for His Highness's
entertainment, swaggering and ridiculous.

But St. James did not swagger and he was not
ridiculous. If anything, he seemed to find the crowd and its
actions ridiculous, as if the jester was suddenly revealed as true
royalty, and the crowd as so many imposters. But perhaps only Miss
Murdock, and the Duchess surely, were able to read that snapping,
mocking disdain in his eyes as he walked toward them.

Miss Murdock, despite her complete feeling of
being floored by an unseen, unexpected blow had a brief small
thought run through her mind. Something has changed. Oh, Lord.
Something has changed. And then she had no more time for any
thoughts for her attention was caught by the bright red, swollen
palm print on his cheek, and her own cheeks began to burn as though
in sympathy.

He reached them, his coiled tenseness covered
in resplendent red velvet with Wisteria lace at sleeves and neck,
and stockings of the same color. His gold eyes dwelt with
intentness on Miss Murdock and she made some effort to school her
features, cool them, remembered Andrew's description of her being
'dewy fresh' and had to bite her lip to keep from letting loose
with a nervous laugh that she was sure in the sudden hush of the
room would have come out sounding brayingly hysterical.

Everyone quieted, waiting for the action that
would stamp the tone of the rest of the evening (and very possibly
the remainder of the Season). If St. James did something
outrageous, if etiquette was breached any further than it already
had been by his merely striding in with that mark upon his face
that branded him for all to see that although he was a lord, he was
surely no gentleman, then it would seem that the very foundation of
Almacks would be rocked and toppled and all decorum lost. Mayhaps,
some of them were eager to be released from those constraints.

St. James tore his eyes from Miss Murdock,
shifted, bent down, kissed his grandmother on her cheek. “Thank
you,” he whispered.

In a high, loud, fluting voice, the duchess
answered, “Humph! Took you long enough to get here!”

And the people gathered that night found an
unexpected satisfaction in this display of devotion by grandson to
grandmother, and her two pronged remark seemed to say to all of
them that St. James, at last, had gotten there. And if he was a
little marked upon his arrival, they suddenly did not care, for he
was a Duke, after all.

The musicians which had delayed playing at
all this fuss, read the mood of the crowd and struck up playing. As
fast as Miss Murdock and St. James had been at the mercy of the
scrutiny of the crowd, they were now ignored, and only then did St.
James return his gaze to her and say, “Miss Murdock, you are
looking very well tonight.”

“Was it worth it, milord?” she asked in a
strained undertone. “To come and provoke me once again?”

He cocked his head slightly to the side. “We
shall see,” he answered and held out his arm to her. “Shall we
dance?”

She shook her head, feeling as though she
were paralyzed on the arm of the settee, and that if she rose the
sudden oblivion everyone seemed to be holding them to would stop
and they would again be devoured by the crowd's eyes.

“Come, Miss Murdock,” St. James coaxed.
“There is no point in my coming here at all and suffering through
that if you refuse to dance with me.”

“It was your choice, milord, to subject
yourself to that. I, on the other hand, had no choice at all.”

She moved her hand as she spoke, handing her
glass to Andrew, who stood exuding malevolence at her side, for
fear that she would spill it in her agitation. Before she could
replace her hand into her lap, St. James took it in his own and
tucked it into the crook of his arm. “If we are to argue, let us go
onto the dance floor to do it, for we will in fact have more
privacy there than standing here elbow to elbow with this
crowd.”

She saw the sense in that, for they were
playing a country dance, one she was familiar with and where each
had a partner, and they would not be split up as they may be in a
different dance. “Very well, milord,” she agreed, and rose from the
arm of the settee.

As soon as she stood up, she was aware it was
a mistake. There was no longer the obvious staring they had been
subject to, but the furtive, speculating glances were in their own
way as bad. She clung to St. James' arm, shaking a little, and to
her alarm, he did not lead her to the edge of the dancers but in
amongst them until they were at the very middle of the floor. Then
he took her hand in one of his, and her elbow in his other, and
they began moving.

He was silent, which Miss Murdock was
grateful for, since she was concentrating on the steps, and then
when she seemed to have it smoothly and looked up into his face
from her diminutive height, she saw that he was smiling. “We have
it now, yes, Miss Murdock?”

“I—I think so,” she answered, a little
embarrassed. “It has been a long time since I have danced, and
never,” she chanced looking around, “in a setting such as
this.”

“It has been a very long while since I have
danced also, Miss Murdock,” he reminded her.

“Oh, yes, of course!” she exclaimed. “For I
am given to understand that you have never come to Almacks
before.”

“So you see, we are both suffering
equally.”

“I fear you are suffering much more, milord,
for I do not have such a topic for conversation upon my cheek,” she
pointed out.

“Oh, do not start, Miss Murdock,” he
grimaced. “For I have heard quite enough about it already
today.”

“Have you, indeed?”

“Indeed.”

She became serious. “I am sorry. In
retrospect, I fear I overreacted.” Which she felt was true, for if
she hadn't felt compelled to slap Andrew after his kiss this
evening, she could not guess what had come over her to induce her
to slap St. James for what was in reality a far less serious
offense.

He lifted an amused brow. “Are you, Miss
Murdock? If I were to repeat my performance, I would be safe from
any further blows? Perhaps I should try my luck now before you
change your mind.”

“I do not find that funny, milord,” she
warned, and changed the subject. “How is it you were able to come
tonight, at any rate? I had it on good account that you could not
obtain vouchers.”

“Really? And from whom did you hear that bit
of scandalous gossip?”

“My lady's maid, milord.”

His lips quirked but he did not question what
discussion she had been having about himself with her lady's maid.
“Well, she was correct. You may thank my grandmother for helping to
subject you to my presence this evening.”

“Oh!” she exclaimed. It all became clear to
her now. The Duchess's cackling over her missive from St. James
this morning and the unexpected caller, Lady Frobisher. “Oh dear,”
she said, a little shocked. “Now that I think upon it, I dare say
when one of the Ladies of the board visited today, that your
grandmother bought her off!”

St. James gave a startled, loud laugh,
drawing a good deal of attention. “I should not have put it past
her,” he said, still chuckling. Then seeing her haunted look, he
asked, “What is it?”

“It is just that—all these people!” She shook
her head in exasperation. “You did not have to do this to me,
milord!” she accused him.

“Look at me, Miss Murdock. No, not my neck or
my chest or whatever it is you are studying upon. Look at my
eyes.”

She did with reluctance, found that they
steadied her, like a horse shying away from a jump and hearing its
rider calling with calm authority that it was to take it, and then
finding that it could. “I shall get you through this, Miss Murdock,
if you only focus on me and do not begin to look at all the others.
We are alone and there is no one else here. See, I hold your hand,
and we hold each other's elbows, and we make a little circle with
just you and I. They are outside of it, and they can not breach it
if you do not look at them.”

She held onto his eyes with her own. As if to
remind herself as well as him, she said, “I trusted you. And I fear
very much that what you have done to me this evening was catch me
in some well-laid trap, which I can find no purpose for, but a trap
all the same. Those are not the actions of a trustworthy man,
milord. Does that not concern you?”

“Miss Murdock?”

“Yes?”

“Must you always ask questions that I can not
immediately answer?”

“Oh,” she said and felt deflated, for she had
been expecting, just a little bit, that he would have some ready
explanation that would reassure her that she could trust him.

The music ended, and they dropped their arms
from each other and stood for a moment on the floor. St. James
brought his finger to rub across his lip. Miss Murdock said in a
subdued voice, “You had better escort me back to your grandmother
now, milord.”

The chords of a waltz struck up. “No, Miss
Murdock. I think we have your question to answer,” he replied, and
for the second time that evening, her hand was taken, held out to
the correct position, and a man's arm settled around her waist. She
remembered Andrew's instruction, placed her hand upon St. James'
shoulder, and it seemed as though her hand was heated by a low
burning flame. His arm around her waist was searing fire, and when
they moved out into the dance, she glanced up into his eyes and saw
to her utter consternation that he had hooded them against her,
leaving only part of their expression to be seen and covering the
other half.

Something has changed.

“Did I tell you, Miss Murdock, that your hair
is very becoming in that mode?”

“No, I—I don't think you did,” she answered.
His body, fluid and taut, controlled their steps, their rhythm.

“I suppose I was remiss and did not tell you
that your skin warms my eyes when I look upon your neck, your
shoulders. . . and elsewhere?”

She faltered in her dancing, the low swoop of
her neckline embarrassing her when before she had been satisfied
that it was in fact, quite modest.

“Ah, it warms my eyes all the more when you
flush rosily as you are doing now.” He brought his half-hooded eyes
again to her face, her own rounded eyes. “And as I told you once
before, you have very fine eyes and they appear all the finer when
you blush, for you look so suddenly exposed. You enjoy hiding, do
you not, Miss Murdock—” He leaned his head toward hers, drawing
back his lids and the full impact of his golden stare impaled her
brown ones. “Lizzie. . .” He drew out her name into a teasing taste
on his tongue. His nostrils flared and she realized that he had
drawn her inexorably closer to him in the moves of the waltz, until
they were not quite touching, but she could feel his heat radiating
from his body like so many small, damning flames.

With an effort, she put more distance between
them, and even that was bittersweet, for his arm slid around her
waist with maddening friction so that she wanted to embrace him and
flee from him all at once. “Do not make me slap your face again
here in Almacks, milord,” she warned him in a frightened, hushed
voice.

“But that would answer so much speculation,”
he returned. “For I am sure everyone is dying to know whose palm
print it is upon my cheek and if it could, in fact, be from the
young lady now dancing in my arms. Shall we satisfy their
curiosity? I think we shall.”

The blood came roaring into her ears, and her
feet deserted her, leaving her standing still, facing him. That
they were utterly conspicuous, she had no doubt. The music went on
and the other dancers moved in circles around them. And she was
certain he was going to kiss her, for reasons known only to
himself, and she was equally certain she would slap him, for her
hand was jerking in his own for release and she was unable to
control her response any more than she had been able to control her
heart's quick thumping and the weak, warm flush of her body that
evidenced just how very damnedably enmeshed she was in the spell he
had laid so thickly, adroitly and bloody quickly upon her.

But St. James surprised her by taking not a
step forward, but a step backward. He was laughing softly at her
dumbfounded (and she feared, disappointed) look, and he swept her
hand, fingers spread, to the side of his face, laying it in the
prior branding of her palm in a mock slap that showed everyone the
perfect match her hand was to his mark. The dancers about them
stuttered to a stop and the musician's playing died in mid
chord.

Miss Murdock, with high color, stood in the
center of this attention. St. James caressed her palm across his
cheek and even in all her chagrin, she was aware of the pale,
burning skin of it, how her fingers with a mind of their own
twitched into a caress, causing his eyebrow to raise a degree
higher in his forehead. Then he slid her palm down to his mouth,
and she understood where the other had been for show, this was for
her alone, and he kissed the palm of her hand with an intensity
that made her for the first time in her life, feel as if she would
faint.

And all she was aware of as everything swam
in her eyes was St. James' low, delighted laughter.

Then Andrew was there, and she was not sure
how it came about, still being nearly insensible upon her feet. St.
James was gone and she was in Andrew's arms as they had been in the
salon just a few hours ago, and he was whispering with desperation
in her ear, “Hand on my shoulder. One, two, three! One, two,
three!” Her feet moved and her eyes cleared and little by little
she realized that Andrew had saved her. The musicians struck up
again and the other dancers began to dance and everything went from
chaos to a veneer of normalcy. “Where is he?” she asked in a numb
voice.

“He is gone, Lizzie. He has gone.”

“You have tutored me well, Andrew,” she
choked. “When a man makes improper advances you told me I was to
swoon from the thrill and danger of it.”

“Just dance, Lizzie. Just dance.”

She did, and although she did not immediately
understand the importance of it, she came to realize that if she
had left the floor after St. James' display and not danced with
Andrew, there was no one in society that would not have snubbed her
and branded her a fallen woman.

As it was, she was dangerously close.

 


 



Chapter Seventeen

 


“What now?” she asked Andrew, for she was
well aware that the dance could not go on forever. Nor did she wish
it to, for she wanted nothing better than to go curl in a ball
somewhere and cry her eyes out.

“I do not know,” he told her, worried. “I can
not possibly dance two dances in a row with you after his little
show. I can only think that I lead you off the floor with as little
fuss as possible and we leave immediately. Damn him! Why would he
do such a thing to you? He has effectively ruined all your chances
with any other suitor, for it will be thought that you are
used—Nevermind!”

“Goods,” she ended tonelessly. “I expect that
was his intention all along.”

Andrew gave her a sharp glance and she saw
that he had a deal more maturity in his eyes than she had witnessed
before. “For whatever bloody purpose?” he demanded.

“Oh, nevermind, Andrew, for I can no longer
even guess myself,” she answered with weariness.

The music ended and he took her arm and as
judiciously as possible led her from the floor, but they were not
even to the edge when Ryan Tempton stepped to in front of them.
“Miss Murdock,” he asked with a sober smile. “May I have this
dance?”

Miss Murdock did not even have a chance to
answer for Andrew exclaimed in a relieved whisper, “Good man,
Tempton! Take her,” and she was passed from the one to the other in
short order and headed out onto the floor again.

“Oh, Ryan,” she began, dispensing with
formalities as soon as the music started. “You should not have put
your reputation at risk by dancing with me. Bad enough that
Andrew—”

“Not at all, Miss Murdock,” he returned with
a warm grin on his raw-boned face. “I intend that we have such a
good time out here that everyone will be rushing to dance with you
to see what all the fuss is about.”

She laughed in surprise, admiring his
unorthodox approach. “I fear that I shall not be much help, for I
am not enjoying myself in the least!”

“That is only because you have not had the
proper partner, but I am here now and so that problem is remedied,”
he told her with mock loftiness.

“Is it as bad as I fear?” she asked.

“It is merely all in how you look upon it,”
he told her with attempted lightness. “If you act as though you
were deeply affected, then it shall be every bit as bad as you fear
and worse, but if you can endeavor to act as though St. James were
only being his usual naughty self, and that you put no weight on
his actions, then they will have nothing to believe but that he
were merely misbehaving again. Which will hardly shock anyone. So,
please, Miss Murdock, try to laugh and look carefree, and I am sure
between Earl Larrimer and myself, and one or two others, we can get
you out of this nearly intact.”

Miss Murdock did laugh, because he managed to
make it all seem somehow ridiculous. “I should not even care,
because I plan on leaving at the end of the week. It is just more
shock than anything, that he could truly be so bad!”

“I'm afraid I suffered the same shock on the
night of your unfortunate meeting with him. But I am beginning to
think there is usually a method to his madness. Although, I
confess, I do think very badly of this night's piece of work. But I
also happen to know that what he was about earlier today directly
benefits you, so I have that to measure with also.”

“Really? What?”

“No, no. I am sure he means it as a surprise
so I will not tell. Only let me assure you that I think, knowing
what little I do of you, that you shall enjoy it very much.”

“Well,” Miss Murdock said with returning
spirit, “I was certainly surprised this evening and I can assure
you that it was not at all to my liking! So forgive me if I look
forward to this further surprise with some trepidation.”

He laughed and she was moved to join him and
this time it was not quite so forced, and she realized that it all
was as easy as he had said, for although a great many people were
still watching her, they were now shaking their heads as if to say
to themselves, that St. James! Up to his old tricks. No wonder she
had obviously already slapped him once before. Good for her.

She pondered this then frowned with worry.
“Oh, dear, Mister Tempton, but I believe for every notch I go up in
their eyes, he goes down three.”

“Not at all, for if he is showing interest in
you and you are clearly not allowing him leeway, then they have
nothing to believe but that good shall prevail and he will in the
end do the proper and propose. I am proud to say, Miss Murdock,
that I believe you are fast being hailed as a 'rake-reformer'!”

“Good God!” she exclaimed, almost losing her
step, but he guided her on without incident. “And he planned it
all, I am sure. That bloody fool!”

He twinkled down at her. “I suspect the same,
Miss Murdock, for he seemed to me today rather taken with his
notion of marrying you.”

“Well, I am not at all taken with the notion
of marrying him,” she returned. “And as you are aware that he
wishes to marry me for no other reason than—than to obtain my
horse, then I think you can well understand why,” she said.

“I can not believe he would be going to all
this trouble for a horse, Miss Murdock.”

“Well,” she said, dropping her eyes from his
in sudden guilt, “he is!” And now I am lying for him, she thought.
He treats me shabbily in front of several hundred people, and I am
lying for him. Lord help her, whatever next?

“No, no. I don't believe that. St. James
seems to hold you in a

respect that he reserves for few people.”

“And he has a fine way of showing it!”

“Nevertheless,” Ryan coaxed, “I am sure he
saw in you something from the first that the rest of us are just
beginning to discover.”

“Yes,” Miss Murdock returned, angry at St.
James, herself, and the whole mess, “he says I have a way of asking
questions that he can not answer, and then he goes on to answer
them in a way which then makes me wish I had not asked!” And she
blushed hotly, and shoved ruthlessly the image out of her mind
of—Oh, damn it! She had to think of something else!

“Really?” Ryan asked, a great deal diverted.
“That is a very odd basis for a marriage: to be forever playing
games with each other.”

“Well, he is a very odd man,” Miss Murdock
returned, and was amazed that her voice had taken on a defensive
quality. First I attack him, but if anyone else does, I turn right
around and defend him. She glanced up at Ryan's laughing face. “Oh,
do not point it out to me, for I have already seen it,” she said.
“I can not wait for this night to be over.”

“Forgive me if I can not agree,” Ryan teased.
“For I can not remember when I have had such a jolly time at
Almacks or a better time dancing with a female. T'is almost better
than Whites!” he confided.

Their dance came to an end and Ryan went to
take her once again from the floor, headed very much in the
direction of Lord Tempton, his brother, so that he could be
convinced to come to Miss Murdock's aid also, but he did not reach
him for they were stopped and she was asked to dance by a nice
looking young man whom she had not even made acquaintance with
before.

Her suspicion that Andrew had been busy
enlisting another man to aid her in her hour of need was laid to
rest when she asked her surprised partner upon taking the dance
floor with him, “And how were you prevailed upon to rescue me from
being ruined, Mister Thomas?”

Choking back an incredulous laugh, he
answered, “They could not have prevailed upon me to not come and
dance with you, Miss Murdock, for I wish to see for myself what all
the hullabaloo is about!”

From there they struck up an excellent
conversation, and Miss Murdock, distracted by his banter, found to
her surprise that she was having a very good time and, to her
gratitude, her partner told her that he was having a most
unexpected good time also. “It is usually frightfully dull, Miss
Murdock, and we all have you to thank for livening it up. And the
Duke, of course,” he dared to add.

“Oh, he is just being as he usually is,” she
said with a great deal of feigned unconcern. “And you must not put
too much weight upon it for I am sure he will be here the next time
making some other poor girl the object of everyone's attention. At
least until the ladies of the board have had enough of his antics
and revoke his vouchers from him again!”

“That, Miss Murdock, will be a sad day
indeed! I have not the pleasure of his acquaintance, but from his
reputation, I had no idea he had such a spirit of fun! Rather
naughty, yes, but I can see that he must know you well enough that
he was confident you would see the humor in it and so no harm
done.”

Miss Murdock agreed.

She was most gratified when yet another man
asked for her hand for dancing, and from that point on she did not
see any of the party she had come with until Andrew managed to
catch her for a final dance. “I have been trying for an hour to
step back in!” he told her with a pleased grin. “I think we have
managed it.”

“Thank you, Andrew,” she told him. “It really
was not necessary, for I am leaving soon at any rate, but I would
have so hated walking from the floor dejected and humiliated. Did
he leave me there?”

“No. I—I'm afraid I busted in, for I very
much feared what he would dare to do next. But he was not at all
upset and only nodded to me and asked if I could handle it. Then he
turned his back and left directly. I don't even think he spoke to
grandmother again. The place was positively roaring with
speculation.”

“I thought all that roaring was the blood in
my ears,” she admitted.

“Thank God you were still lucid enough to
dance!” he told her, fretting. “I just do not remember St. James
ever being so, well, cruel.”

“It was cruel, wasn't it?”

He didn't answer her and she was grateful.
They were both silent for a moment, and then she asked, “Did I look
as close to fainting as I felt?”

“No. Just very stunned.”

“He may not have realized—” and she stopped,
biting her lip.

Andrew comforted her. “I am sure he did not!”
He swallowed and continued in a low voice, “And thank you, Lizzie,
for telling me all

that nonsense in the salon this evening.”

“Oh,” she said, feeling foolish. “I—oh,
dear.”

He gave a sudden laugh, his old self. “I knew
all along. You were doing it just a tad too brown, you know!” With
that he swung her into an exuberant circle that had everyone that
remained (for quite a few had left with the lateness of the hour)
once again staring at Miss Murdock. But she only laughed and did
not care.

She would not find out until some time later
that if the crowd in Almacks had not been roaring with speculation,
as Andrew had said, that they all would have heard the gun shot
that was fired from outside shortly after St. James made his
exit.

 


If St. James felt any satisfaction with the
predicament he had placed Miss Murdock in, he did not show it. His
face was unconcerned as he nodded to Bertie, who, he would wager,
he had to thank for the fine crowd attracted as witnesses tonight,
and several other familiar faces as he made his way through the
crowd at Almacks. He would have liked to turn, even once, to see if
Andrew were indeed handling it, but an air of carelessness better
suited his purposes.

When he reached the wide double doors, he
pushed his shoulder against them hard, and went out into the cold
of the night. There he paused, leaned for a single moment against
one of the cool, white pillars that stood on either side of the
entrance with his arm stretched above him and his head resting on
it. But he did not close his eyes. He stared out into the darkness
that was beyond the twin torches that lit the steps below him.
After a moment, he dug out his pocket watch with his other hand,
opened it, glanced at it, and then returned it. Not a bad piece of
work for under thirty minutes.

Tyler would not be expecting him to be out so
soon.

He moved from his uncharacteristically weary
stance and as he walked on down the steps, there was nothing left
in his demeanor to suggest that he had been affected at all.

He turned right and started down the long
line of coaches facing him, most of them abandoned for now as the
coachmen had left their posts to pop in to nearby pubs, secure in
the knowledge that their employers would be preoccupied for some
time to come. The light from the intermittent street lamps
flickered across his face and his fine wine coat made a very nice
target from the darkness surrounding him.

St. James heard a loud crack! and felt pain
in the side of his chest and arm, as though stung by hornets, and
was knocked off balance from the force of it. He let himself fall,
but controlled it to the degree that he landed between the two
coaches he had been passing, and he rolled into a crouch, his hand
flying to beneath his coat for a pistol that was not there. The
horses he had disturbed by his sudden dive beneath their noses
tossed their heads and backed up a few steps, and then as they must
have smelled blood coming from him, neighed loudly.

“Damnation!” St. James whispered to them.
“Put out a bloody billet why don't you two nags?” but his left hand
moved to soothe them as he peered into the alley that lay beyond.
He winced at the movement, but he did not look down to see how
badly he was injured.

He moved along the off-side of the horses and
into the shadow of the coach they were harnessed to, then to the
back corner of it. He crouched and using the wheel as cover,
glanced into the dark mouth of the mew that ran between the
building that housed Almacks and its neighbor to the left of it. A
conveyance came at great speed toward him from down the street, and
he crouched down lower into the shadow and turned his head to see
if this were some new peril. But it was Tyler, driving his horses
hard with one hand and resting one of his lordship's pistols on his
knee with the other. St. James jumped to the side of the horses as
they came up beside him, grabbed the near one's bridle, and slowed
it to a stop beside the coach he was using as cover.

And very nearly got shot for his troubles by
a nervous Tyler.

That man, made a bit more nervous by the fact
that he had nearly shot who he had been coming to aid, jumped down
and St. James gave him a crooked grin, his eyes bright and hard,
but he said nothing. He held out his hand which Tyler filled. “The
other?” Tyler whispered, but St. James shook his head. Then he
darted from behind the coach, leaving Tyler behind, and back onto
the sidewalk to the corner of Almacks, the pistol held loose but
ready at his side as he half crouched against the brick of the wall
and glanced into the blackness of the mew that ran along the side
of the building. Utter darkness met his eyes. Without any apparent
hesitation, he slid around the corner and made his way into the
deepest of shadows. There he crouched for a moment, letting his
eyes adjust to this new lack of light even as they were in constant
motion. His piercing gaze pounced upon and marked several
obstacles. A low row of barrels that had not yet been stored. A
wagon resting empty and unhitched to one side, leaving but a narrow
pathway around it in the narrowness between the two buildings. And
in direct line across from him another barrel sitting upright and
alone at the corner of the opposite building. St. James moved
toward it, paused as he noticed the roll marks in the dirt of the
alley. Then at the barrel itself, scuff marks where someone had
righted it, and footprints throughout it all, all alike, indicating
but one person. He knelt behind the barrel, saw that someone had a
clear view of the sidewalk he had just been strolling down, and as
he did so, he smelled freshly discharged gunpowder coming from the
wood. He lifted a hand, ran it along the edge of the barrel's top,
brought it up to peer at it. Then he cursed

for his hand was covered with his own
blood.

But he had no time for that now.

A fresh flurry of horse hooves came not from
the street but from

the dark mew at his back, and he sank down
into shadow once again, lifted his pistol and trained it on the
narrow space between the abandoned wagon and the brick side of the
building. A small horse came through it with a smallish figure on
its back. St. James waited until the hard riding horseman was
nearly upon him before rising, spooking the horse into nearly
unseating its rider.

“M'lord!” Steven gasped as he controlled the
cob purchased for him that day. “He's headed east toward the
river.”

“Riding?”

“On foot!”

St. James grasped the lad and pulled him down
from the skittish horse. “Well done! Find Tyler. Tell him to drive
the carriage as you have said.” With a single leap, he jumped into
the ratty saddle that they had tacked the sad little horse with. He
winced as his chest gave a fresh reminder of his injury, and then
he turned the cob and headed it back through the small gap of the
mew. He cantered through the main thoroughfare on the other end of
the alley, rode south on it for a few yards and then turned into
another shadowy mew that pointed toward the river. The cob was no
Behemoth, nor even a Gold-Leaf-Lying-in-the-Sun, but with his
assailant still presumably upon foot, St. James expected to come
across him quickly. Especially when he would have taken little
notice to the dirty urchin of a boy riding a sorry nag of a horse
who had come across him. He should have no knowledge that he had
been spotted, his direction noted, and that his intended victim was
fast riding him down.

It was not until a third alley that St. James
caught site of his quarry. He was running, but did not seem
panicked in any way, indicating that he must believe himself safely
away. Whether he was confident that he had done the duke enough
grievous harm to insure his death, St. James could not guess, but
his mouth tightened into furious grimace as he thought that if he
did not find out soon precisely what his injury was, the man may
very well have achieved his objective.

At the sound of horse hooves bearing down
upon him with alarming quickness, the man turned. In the dim light,
St. James saw a great deal of fearful astonishment on his face as
he must have recognized that red velvet coat. But then he had no
chance for any other expression or words, for St. James kicked the
cob, commanding without question his supreme effort, which the cob
gave to him as if a wolf had snapped at his heels. St. James with
unrelenting direction on his reins ran the cob into the man, and
over him.

There was a cry of fear and then pain. The
cob squealed and managed a little leap to avoid the man fallen
beneath him. St. James abandoned the saddle, landed awkwardly,
turned swiftly, and as the man rolled groaning onto his back his
first sight was of two gold buckled shoes, one on either side of
his head. The mouth of a pistol barrel pointed down at his
face.

The cob skittered around in a small circle at
the loss of its rider, nickered and then stood trembling. The man
stared up and St. James stared down. A large drop of blood ran down
the barrel of the gun, hesitated, and then dripped onto the man's
forehead. It ran down his temple and into his ear.

“Your weapon?” St. James asked. “Where is
it?”

The man blinked. There was not much light but
St. James could see that he was older than himself and extremely
dirty. His hair was graying and his face was a great deal scarred.
One eyelid kept twitching, but whether that was from some old
injury or an indication of his distress at the situation he was in,
St. James could not have said. Neither did he care. The assailant
licked his lips and after a false start managed to say, “'Neath me
coat.”

The coat, so many rags, lay open for want of
quite a few buttons and a butt of a pistol was just discernible at
the man's waist. “Remove it,” St. James commanded, “slowly and
carefully and hand it to me.”

The man's hand did not seem to want to work.
It shook as it moved with infinite caution to his waistband beneath
his coat. “Inch it out,” St. James told him.

The man inched it out, his eyes locked with
the duke's, the pistol St. James held a great exclamation point
between their gazes. “Take it by the barrel,” St. James
instructed.

The man's hand fumbled, grabbed the barrel.
With slow caution he brought the gun, a two barreled affair, in a
stiff-armed arc up to in front of St. James' waist. St. James
reached out and took it with his free right hand. Then St. James
cocked the second hammer on it and pointed it down into the man's
face.
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