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Prologue
London. May 1814
He’d finally lost his sanity. There was simply no other way to explain it. His breathing quickened as a lone tallow taper sputtered, the bright orange flame turning smoky. Dionysus tore his gaze from his work long enough to search the cluttered workshop—the floor littered with discarded brushes and paints—for a replacement.
“Sir?” a servant called after tapping on the door. “Sir? Please, will you eat today?”
Dionysus, too absorbed in his work, lit a new taper and returned his attentions to the canvas. His heart thundered in his chest. He lifted his brush and pulled it slowly across the canvas—tracing the gentle curve of a thigh.
Her thigh.
He’d only seen her briefly at the Baneshire’s ball. She was a widow, one of the grand matrons of the ton had whispered, after taking notice of his overlong stare. He could not, no matter how hard he tried, lift his eyes from the beautiful creature dancing—nay—floating like a gossamer faery across the glassy ballroom floor.
“She’s my niece,” the Earl of Baneshire had told him when asked. “Her husband died on a battlefield in France, poor thing. Left her without a sou. It appears his estate was mortgaged to the hilt.” The earl paused to watch his niece curtsy to the man she’d been dancing with as the set came to a close. “She’s just now out of mourning clothes. It warms my heart to see her in something other than widow’s weeds. I could introduce her to you.”
Dionysus’s heart had been hammering, like now. His palms had grown moist and his mouth dry.
Could it be her? Could it really be her?
“No, no, thank you,” he’d said with a bow. He didn’t even ask her name before finding a footman, before demanding his carriage sought and his cloak retrieved. No matter what, he could not stay.
He could not.
That very evening he’d locked himself in his workshop, trying desperately to exorcise the demon that had stolen his sanity. He’d tossed aside six canvases before finally finding the right strokes and the right shades of pigment to create a portrait of the woman.
He held his breath, lightly tinting the tips of her breasts with a delicate paint prepared from powdered garnets. Her deep eyes from crushed sapphires. Her full lips from the dust of rubies.
As he stepped back, a wave of dizziness overtook him. He reached out to steady himself against a small worktable. He’d missed too many meals, lost too many nights of sleep. Pulling a shaky hand through his hair, he stared at the image in front of him.
It was perfect.
She was perfect.
Now that the work was finally finished and his obsession drained away, he could see what he’d done for what it was—madness.
Unable to lift his eyes from the painting, he sank to his knees. What had he been thinking? What had he created?
No one could ever see it.
No one.
But to destroy it, to deface the perfect image of her, would surely be echoed by the destruction of his soul.
His strength gone, Dionysus curled up at the base of his easel and fell asleep with her perfect ruby lips smiling down on him.
* * * * *
Chapter One
“You must come!”
The breathless demand sailed into the tiny parlor where Elsbeth sat alone. Not a moment later the parlor door came crashing open. Elsbeth glanced up from her embroidery work, and frowned. What excitement had caused her cousins to forget, yet again, that they were gentlewomen and well beyond the reckless age of sixteen?
“The exhibition promises to be the grandest event this week! You simply must want to come,” Olivia shouted as she dashed into the parlor. Lauretta, the younger of Elsbeth’s cousins, came trailing closely behind. The two ladies crowded around Elsbeth’s overstuffed chair.
“Papa already said we could attend, but only if you agree to chaperone,” Olivia said in an overeager tone. She tugged on Elsbeth’s sleeve, nearly ripping the tender pale-blue muslin.
Their exuberance brought a bitter pang to Elsbeth’s chest. They were both so innocent, so excitable. She paused, trying to remember what it truly felt like to be so mindlessly happy . . .
No matter, such foolishness only led to trouble.
She pried her cousin’s fingers from her arm. “I fear I’m suffering from another headache.” She set aside her embroidery—a table runner she’d been trying to finish for the past three months—and reached for the tea tray. A delicate Wedgwood cup clattered against the saucer in her hand while her conscience battled a silent war.
Her uncle, the generous Lord Baneshire, had invited her to come live with his family after her husband’s death. Although her options had been severely limited, she’d accepted his charity only after he’d agreed she could serve as chaperone to his two daughters for the Season.
She shouldn’t be shirking her duty to her uncle. Not after all he’d provided. It shouldn’t matter that the thought of mingling with the gosspy ladies of the ton frightened her all the way down to her trembling toes.
No, that wasn’t precisely correct. It wasn’t society she was afraid of facing—but herself. How could she live with herself when nearly everything that passed her lips felt like naught but a lie?
“La, you’ve suffered from a headache for the past week,” Lauretta said with a long sigh.
“Ever since Mama’s and Papa’s ball,” Olivia finished.
Ever since the ball. All gathered had praised her for her strength of character. And they praised her husband for his heroism.
Elsbeth winced, and thought just how undeserving they were of those praises. But she’d accepted their words, agreed with them even though she felt by no means strong. And her husband . . . She shuddered at the thought of him; her husband was certainly no hero. He’d been just a man . . . a man foolish enough to be shot by a Frenchman a mere six months after purchasing his commission.
Thank the Lord.
“Yes,” she agreed, yet another lie forming on her tongue. “I haven’t been well since the ball.”
Her gaze strayed to the new pile of invitations that had arrived in the morning post. Her husband’s dead hero status—a by-product of a brutal war—had made her a curio, a much sought after one at that.
Despite the ton’s eagerness to include her at their entertainments, Elsbeth had discovered she was unready to face the beau monde and continue the charade. She planned to pen gracious refusals, delaying her full return to Society for at least another week.
As if a week could change the truth.
“Ask your Aunt Violet if you’re so anxious. She should enjoy the frivolities of such an art exhibition.”
The younger ladies drew long faces.
“But—but—” Lauretta sputtered.
Olivia swooped down beside Elsbeth’s chair. “But you’re ever so good at puzzles,” she said, her hazel eyes coming alive with color. “Shouldn’t you want to attend the art exhibition? Shouldn’t you want the chance to discover the true identity of Dionysus?”
Olivia inched closer. “Imagine, all those fantastic paintings. They say a nobleman paints them. But no one knows who. His identity is more carefully guarded than Sir Walter Scott and his Waverley novels.”
“Wouldn’t it be grand if Dionysus were my Donald?” Lauretta whispered. “Wouldn’t it simply be grand?”
Sir Donald Gilforth was a fine young gentleman perfectly suited to the mild Lauretta, and dull. Exceedingly so. He couldn’t possibly be this mysterious Dionysus, this new artist fueling the gossips.
Elsbeth sighed. She was curious about the paintings. She would like to see for herself if—
A sharp pain struck her heart.
Dionysus couldn’t be—
“Elly,” Olivia whined, using a pet name that set Elsbeth’s teeth on edge. “Please, please, please, come with us.”
“We don’t want Aunt Violet to come,” Lauretta said. “She never allows—”
“Ah—she doesn’t give us the company you do,” Olivia quickly said, sending her younger sister a quelling glance.
“I understand very well why you prefer me over Aunt Violet. I allow you and Lauretta to disappear with your beaus unescorted. She does not.”
Lauretta and Olivia both lowered their pretty heads. Tears sparkled in their eyes. It was the lowest trick in their arsenal. She hated to disappoint the lovely girls. Olivia, the elder of the two, had recently turned one-and-twenty, and Lord Baneshire was beginning to openly despair that she’d ever settle on a man long enough to marry. Lauretta, on the other hand, at merely eighteen was lost in love.
Elsbeth reached over to pat Lauretta’s hand. “Will Sir Donald Gilforth be in attendance?”
“Oh yes, he’s promised to explain the finer points of the paintings.”
“Truly?” Elsbeth said, and felt the tug of a rare smile. Lauretta was something of an artistic genius and could tell Sir Donald volumes more about the paintings than he could possibly think to tell her.
“If I refuse, you will no doubt badger me the entire afternoon. At least at the art exhibition your attentions will be on something other than me.”
Both of her cousins remembered their manners long enough to thank her politely before dashing away like unschooled hoydens.
* * * * *
The carriage rocked and swayed while the horses’ hooves clopped a steady beat on the pavement as they approached Montagu House, which housed the British Museum. It was located in the middle of the affluent residential neighborhood of Bloomsbury. Having visited its exhibits several times with Lauretta in the past few weeks, Elsbeth knew the building well. And she usually enjoyed the museum. But unlike her regular visits, this event turned out to be a quite a crush. She should have known it would be. Hadn’t Olivia warned her?
Her cousins led the way into the special exhibition room, their eyes wide. The three of them squeezed their way past a throng of young gentlemen and a pair of giggly young ladies with their stone-faced chaperone, stopping in the first unclaimed niche adjacent to a small painting framed with ornately carved mahogany.
The work—a lush landscape of deep purples and greens—depicted the vast expanse of the Yorkshire moors with vibrant colors and bold, broad brushstrokes.
“It’s lovely,” Olivia breathed.
“It makes me uneasy,” Lauretta said with a shiver.
It’s him. Elsbeth gripped her golden locket. Her heart thumped heavily in her chest. It’s him. She now had a name—although a false one—to put with his work.
Dionysus.
She felt herself being pulled into the scene he’d created. The desolate, uninhabited moors appeared to extend far past the horizon, as if nothing else in the world could possibly exist. The painting evoked so sharp a pang of loneliness that it threatened to bow her in half.
She barely had time to recover before Sir Donald approached, bedecked in the most outrageous pink and yellow striped waistcoat decorated with a half-dozen shiny watch fobs. He greeted them politely, flashing his teeth.
“Lady Mercer,” he said, touching her arm.
Elsbeth shuddered.
“If you would but allow me to escort Lady Lauretta over to a particular painting. It’s the pinnacle of blending color and light and realism, and I wish to point out to her its less obvious merits.”
Elsbeth warned Lauretta not to stray far, and watched Sir Donald as he led her cousin to a large painting filled with crimson and violet shades.
“Did you see those silly watch fobs he wears?” Olivia whispered, after Sir Donald was out of earshot. “I say, that large one is the most—”
“Not now, Olivia,” Elsbeth said tightly. Severin, the fifth Baron Ames was fast approaching and there was absolutely no possible way she could make a graceful escape.
“Oooo, look,” Olivia had noticed him, too. She latched onto Elsbeth’s arm. “Lord Ames is ever so handsome. Please, Elsbeth. You know him. Please, introduce me.”
Introducing Lord Ames to her innocent, young cousin was one of the last things she wished to do. Unfortunately, Olivia curtsied to Lord Ames before Elsbeth could stop her.
Ames was a powerful man with dark hair and a clever gleam to his eyes. Elsbeth prayed for strength as she stepped in between her cousin and this wicked rake, for he’d been friends with the late Earl of Mercer—her husband.
In his favor though, Ames had, on certain occasions, actually stood up for her. Foolish man.
Even so, rude or not, she refused to give Olivia an introduction. Olivia, not one to be thwarted, blurted out her own name while batting her long eyelashes.
Ames didn’t appear the least bit shocked by Olivia’s outrageous behavior. He flashed a playful smile.
“My dear ladies,” he purred as he bowed in their direction. He then lavished Olivia with the most outrageous compliments: inquiring after her dressmaker, praising Olivia’s skills in selecting the most refined fabrics, and suggesting Olivia’s complexion rivaled the moon in its beauty.
Much to Elsbeth’s vexation, Olivia drank it all in. Blushing, the young woman started babbling on and on about some silly fluff of a bonnet she’d spotted in a shop window. Ames crossed his arms over his broad chest and appeared to be utterly enthralled by the conversation.
“Lady Mercer?” a soft voice from behind startled Elsbeth. She turned her back on the wicked Lord Ames long enough to come face-to-face with a beautiful woman dressed in a shimmering gold gown.
“Ah, it is Lady Mercer,” a second woman said. Several heads turned and before Elsbeth knew what was happening, she was surrounded by the very people from which she’d been trying to hide. They were closing in on her, pressing her with questions.
She backed away, murmuring her answers—lies, mostly—and berating herself for being such a coward. One bold woman pressed more doggedly than the rest, insisting that Lord Mercer deserved a medal for his sacrifice while tut-tutting over the debts he’d accumulated before his untimely death.
It was really too much to take.
She pried the woman’s hand from her sleeve, only to have another take her place. She was trapped. And she had no choice but to smile, and pretend, and play the dutiful wife who had loved her husband.
* * * * *
Damnation.
Severin, Baron Ames, listened with only half an ear as young Lady Olivia twittered on and on about a dress she planned to wear to Almack’s that week. He smiled and nodded at the appropriate intervals, but his attentions kept straying to Lady Mercer.
Offering his arm to Lady Olivia, he edged closer to where Lady Mercer stood, trapped by the worst of the town tabbies. He stepped closer still, but the din in the large room was too loud for him to hear a thing. He fought an urge to toss himself in front of those swarming vultures. Lady Mercer had suffered enough.
Once, several years ago, he’d overstepped his bounds and tried to rescue her from her bounder of a husband only to be rewarded with a sharp tongue-lashing from her for his efforts.
Lady Mercer was a cold woman. He watched as her deep blue eyes hardened. She was strong, much stronger than her willowy form would lead one to believe. But he knew better.
She would never allow a man to rescue her.
He smiled down at Lady Olivia and patted her hand. “And kid boots to match the dress, you say? Splendid, simply splendid,” he said absently, checking his battered pocket watch. It was past time for the circus to begin. With one final glance in Lady Mercer’s direction, he gave a shrug.
She wouldn’t welcome his assistance anyway, he assured himself.
“See that painting in the front of the room covered with the heavy sheet?” he asked, interrupting Lady Olivia’s excited nattering. “It’s time for the unveiling.”
Just minutes before the doors had opened to the public; Severin’s assistant had delivered the extra painting wrapped tightly in brown paper. His hands already full with last minute arrangements, Severin hadn’t taken the time to think about the painting, much less inspect it. But its existence had given him an idea. The added drama of unveiling a new work would only intensify the ton’s interest in the artist, increasing his demand and, hopefully, the prices of his paintings.
Not that Dionysus needed the money. He didn’t need to be selling the paintings at all. Why he felt the need to offer his paintings for purchase—or to keep his identity hidden—Severin could only guess.
True, the man was a powerful member in the House of Lords and confidant to the Regent himself, but that shouldn’t be a reason to hide his talent. But who was he to question the man’s motives?
Unlike Dionysus, Severin sorely needed the funds and was more than thankful for the sixty percent commission he earned from each painting sold. For far too many years, he lived off the generosity of wealthy friends, putting up with more than he should. He still thanked God he made that fortuitous acquaintance of Dionysus last year. He wouldn’t be alive otherwise . . .
“Ooo, this is ever so exciting,” Lady Olivia breathed and latched tightly onto his arm. Her eyes were alive with color as she accompanied him up to the front of the exhibition room.
His first instinct had been to return the noisy young beauty to Lady Mercer. But, he sighed, he needed to keep up his appearance as fashionable rogue by escorting a different, yet equally, beautiful woman on his arm at every event.
The crowd parted to let him pass to the tiny stage where the veiled painting sat on a wooden easel. At Severin’s prodding, the room quieted to excited whispers, and the crowd slowly closed ranks around him.
His gaze swept across the crowd. He heaved a sigh of relief when he saw that Lady Mercer had extracted herself from the gossips’ clutches and had found a place in the crowd beside Lady Olivia’s younger sister, Lady Lauretta, and the young lady’s suitor, Sir Donald Gilforth.
Lady Olivia waved from the stage to her sister, who quickly returned the gesture.
“It is my great pleasure to unveil Dionysus’s most recent work,” Severin spoke in a voice loud enough to reach the far corners of the room. “I have it on the best authority that this painting is, by far, Dionysus’s finest yet. And, I am sure, will command a steep price.”
He grabbed a handful of the sheet.
The room took a collective breath.
“I give you—” With a grand sweep of his arm, he uncovered the painting the crowd had waited breathlessly to see “—The Nude.”
* * * * *
Elsbeth swayed, her vision blurring. If not for Lauretta’s steadying hand, she might have collapsed.
The throng pressed forward to get a better look, closing in on the little space afforded to Elsbeth and her cousin. Her gaze flew back to the painting. Perhaps she’d been mistaken.
She wasn’t.
Lord Ames stood frozen still clutching that sheet Elsbeth prayed he’d toss back onto the painting.
“Why Elly,” Olivia blurted loud enough for half of London to hear. “That’s you!”
Roaming eyes tore themselves from the painting to search out the lady it portrayed.
A heavy blush stung Elsbeth’s cheeks and heat quickly spread down her chest. Those around her glowered at her, judging her, damning her. She would have died, simply died if not for Lauretta’s tight hold on her hand.
“Is this some kind of punishment?” she muttered, closing her eyes. If only she could pinch them closed long enough for the fervor to die down. But such a scandal would outlast any effort on her part to hide. And worse, the scandal could tarnish the spotless Baneshire name. Olivia and Lauretta, two prime specimens on display in the Marriage Mart, deserved better than to be ruined by something done to her.
She drew a deep breath and forced herself to face the crowded room. She couldn’t forestall the scandal, but she could take steps to endure the brunt of it, and protect her cousins from the irreparable damage that could befall their futures.
Lord Baneshire had trusted her after all.
Freeing her hand from Lauretta’s strong grasp, she pushed her way to the front of the room. The gentlemen in the audience glared, while the ladies turned their backs to her as she made her way to the steps of the stage.
“This was done without my permission or knowledge,” she forced from behind clenched teeth. After taking one last look at the painting, her blush deepening, she ripped the sheet from Lord Ames’s hand and tossed it back over the accursed painting.
“How could you?” she said, and slapped Ames across the cheek. The sound of flesh striking flesh echoed within the now eerily silent room.
* * * * *
Chapter Two
Nigel Purbeck, the sixth Marquess of Edgeware, liked the sharp sting of a damp ocean breeze against his face. It made him feel alive. With a shift of his thighs, he urged his dappled gray stallion, Zeus, into a hard run along a trail that paralleled the low cliffs. The crimson morning light glinted off the turbulent waves. The sight of it made Nigel’s heart race. It had been many months since he’d witnessed such an inspiring sight. London, where he made his home for most of the year, was dank and smoky and not at all as wildly beautiful as the landscape surrounding his Dorset estate.
Zeus flicked his ear and stubbornly tugged on the reins, pulling his head in the direction of the estate’s main house, Purbeck Manor. Its worn rock and marble walls rose up on a knoll in the distance behind a line of storm-beaten, half-dead palm trees his father had imported from Italy ages ago.
Zeus pulled harder to the right and danced in his step, bobbing his head.
“Easy,” Nigel soothed.
The large horse was willful and notoriously difficult to handle. Only Nigel and the estate’s head groom could consistently manage his bouts of bad temper. Under Nigel’s patient care, the stallion rarely showed his temper, almost never demanded to get his own way like he was doing on this damp, spring morning. The stallion snorted and yanked on the reigns, fighting with a ferocity Nigel hadn’t seen in years.
“Easy, boy,” he said, and reached out to pat the horse’s broad neck. “We’ll head home.” He let Zeus turn back toward the manor while he tightened his thighs over the stallion’s broad back, hoping to regain some control.
Zeus immediately screamed and reared up. While pulling up on its powerful hind legs, the horse twisted his long, sleek neck back toward his own shoulder, and nipped the back of Nigel’s outstretched hand.
Nigel cradled his bleeding hand while leaning forward, desperate to keep his seat, but Zeus had other ideas. The great beast landed with a thud and kicked up with his hind legs, sending Nigel sailing over the top of his stallion’s head.
There was nothing he could do to protect himself. His head hit the pebbly ground first. Dazed and wondering if death would soon be upon him, he landed flat on his back, staring up into the sun-kissed morning sky.
Zounds, this was not the way he imagined he’d die. He’d hoped to live at least a few more years than his father had been able to eke out. In fact, he’d rather hoped he’d live to be a very old man. At least live long enough to find a woman to love.
With the sound of approaching hoof beats thundering in his ears, he raised his head. A sharp pain struck him, and his eyesight blurred.
Damn, he thought as darkness enveloped him. Damn and blast.
* * * * *
“Lord-a-mercy! What havey-cavey is this?” Joshua peered down on the bloodied and crumpled body sprawled out on the wet grass and shook his head. No one in the tiny village of Purbeck ever expected the Marquess to gain his thirtieth year. His father hadn’t accomplished such a feat. Nor had his grandfather. And his lordship, on the dawning months of nine-and-twenty, was growing close to surprising the members of the village.
“Who’s his heir?” the stranger standing next to Joshua asked. He was a messenger dressed in full livery who’d recently arrived on horseback, demanding to see the Marquess without delay. His mount was still blowing hard. “Considering the urgency I was told to treat this task, I believe this message should go to his lordship’s heir straightaway.”
“Aye,” Joshua agreed. “His lordship was a bachelor. He produced no children, least none that weren’t bastards.” He shrugged. “His uncle, Lord Purbeck, is his lordship’s heir. God save him.”
“Take me to him. I was given orders that this letter be given the highest priority.”
The messenger’s cold demand momentarily stunned Joshua. He tilted his head, still staring down at the immobile body that once was his master. “His lordship was a good man, he was. Always treated his servants kindly.” Joshua dragged his cap from his head and clutched it against his chest. “He will be sorely missed, he will. God deliver him.”
The corpse moaned.
Both men jumped back as Lord Edgeware, eyes still tightly sealed, slowly sat up.
“The devil!” Joshua shouted.
“Don’t be too quick to deliver me up to the devil, Joshua,” Edgeware said. “I have yet a few more breaths in these lungs.”
* * * * *
Nigel’s head menaced him. The pain, sharp and unmerciful, tried to draw him back to unconsciousness, but he wouldn’t allow it. By sheer force of will, he pried his eyes open.
“You’re alive, m’lord!” Joshua, his head groom, cried.
“Of course, I’m alive. I hope you planned to have me checked over more carefully before sending for a casket maker.”
Joshua stumbled a step back and looked as pale as if being forced to stand before the devil himself. “F-forgive me, m’lord. It-it’s just that everyone expects you to—”
“I’m soaking wet,” Nigel mused aloud. “Did you douse me with water?” He pulled a handkerchief from his coat and wiped the liquid from his brow and looked at it.
He puzzled over the ruddy cloth until his sluggish mind realized what he was seeing. Water shouldn’t stain a handkerchief. But blood did. Goodly amounts of it, which was never a good thing.
“Help me stand.” He reached out to Joshua while fighting a wave of panic. “Damn man, don’t just stand there gawking. I will bleed to death if you don’t help me.”
With some effort, Joshua and the messenger helped Nigel get his wobbly legs underneath him. Joshua fastened Nigel’s cravat tightly around the crown of his bleeding head and had tucked several handkerchiefs against the wound for good measure.
“That should staunch the flow, m’lord,” he said, drawing a deep breath. His groom’s senses seemed to be returning. Joshua jammed his cap back on top of his head and turned to the messenger. “Go fetch a litter to carry his lordship back to the manor.”
“Wait, I’ll ride back. I’m not dead yet. I refuse to be transported as if I were.”
“But, m’lord, your head.”
“Damn my head. I want to have a look at Zeus. He tossed me as if I were a bee in a woman’s bonnet and I want to know why.” He quickly spotted his ill-mannered stallion happily feasting on wildflowers no more than a few yards away.
Joshua offered his shoulder for support. Leaning heavily on him, Nigel limped over to inspect his horse. Every muscle in Nigel’s body screamed with pain. He needed to get into a tub of hot water before his muscles tightened into a set of impossibly stiff knots. But first he was determined to tend to Zeus. It had been years since he’d seen his horse panic so forcefully. There had to be a reason.
“Gads, m’lord,” Joshua exclaimed, when they lifted the saddle and blanket from the horse’s flank. A metal burr was embedded in Zeus’s tender skin.
“The harder I tried to control him, the deeper I drove this cursed thing into his back. Zounds, how did this happen? Who saddled him this morning?”
“I did, m’lord. You know I did, m’lord. No one else would dare touch your horse.” Joshua grew pale.
“Then how did this happen?” A new wave of dizziness hit Nigel as fresh anger made his blood race. A trickle of blood ran down his cheek. He rounded on his groom. “How did this happen?”
“I-I don’t know, m’lord. You know I take great care with the blanket and saddle. I check the blanket for burrs every time, m’lord. You know that.” His ruddy cheek bloomed red with anger. “Someone purposefully injured Zeus.”
“A chilling thought.” Nigel accepted Joshua’s innocence for the moment. His groom sung to the estate’s horses and treated them as if they were his children. He wouldn’t harm a horse as a means to kill a man. But if not Joshua, then who? Who would be interested in his death?
“My lord,” the messenger stepped forward. “Begging your pardon. But my master insisted I not hesitate to deliver this note to your hands. I am to await a reply.” The lanky messenger held out a folded piece of foolscap.
“Joshua, take care of Zeus. I’ll ride Hera back to the manor.” Nigel stumbled a step. “In a moment.”
He took the message and studied the red, wax seal. The seal, a growling beast surrounded by a circle of flowers, was a mark he quickly recognized.
Matters had to be dire for Severin to contact him. Nigel peeled back the wax and opened the letter.
Lord Edgeware, it read, a certain situation in London requires your immediate attention. I dare not explain more. But I must impress on you the urgency in which this is written. I only pray you make every effort to attend to this catastrophe with utmost haste. The message had been signed with an elaborate letter “A”.
Nigel blinked several times as his vision swam in and out of focus. The timing of this new crisis could not be any worse. He swore an oath beneath his breath as he crumpled the foolscap clutched in his bloodied hand. He knew he could not ignore the plea for help. Severin would not write without desperate cause. There could only be one reason he’d send this note.
Dionysus.
* * * * *
Chapter Three
Lord Baneshire ground his jaw as he paced the green-hued parlor, the muscles in his reddened cheeks visibly straining. A day after the scandal and his anger had still not cooled.
Word of the scandalous painting had reached the Baneshire household even before Elsbeth could usher Olivia and Lauretta into the carriage and rush home. Lord Baneshire, grim-faced, had waited for them at the front door. His arms crossed and his legs spread wide, he made quite a menacing picture. He’d taken one look at the three girls and pointed the way to their bedrooms. They had silently obeyed.
Late the next morning, the earl summoned Elsbeth and her cousins into the front parlor. Elsbeth sat primly in her favorite chair. An uncomfortable calm filled her as she watched her uncle pace.
Lord Baneshire had every right to be angry. His family was a model of propriety. Such a scandal wouldn’t only mortify him and harm his children’s chances at finding husbands, but it would also touch his political career. A career in which he took great pride.
She should have never accepted his invitation to live with them. She should have known her dream of returning to London and settling into a quiet, unassuming life had never been possible in the first place.
“Strumpets pose for artists,” he said without altering his stride. “Whores pose for artists.”
“The children, my lord,” Lady Baneshire, paler than usual, scolded softly with a quick glance in the direction of Olivia and Lauretta who sat huddled together on a small sofa, their heads lowered.
“When did you do this?” he shouted with a great wave of his arm. “You were supposedly observing a period of mourning this past year. Or did this happen before your husband’s death? Were you unfaithful? Were you seeing another man while he was fighting—dying—for our Mother England? That’s what the gossips will think, you know. Is it true?”
He stopped pacing to tower over Elsbeth.
She clasped her hands in her lap, squeezing them tightly together to keep from trembling. She reminded herself she’d never seen him strike anyone, but then again she’d never seen him so angry, his cheeks so red.
Surely, he wouldn’t strike her.
“You must tell me who this—this Dionysus is,” he demanded. “I will call the cove out if I have to.”
“Nooo,” Lady Baneshire wailed.
He waved away his wife’s distress. “He will do the right thing by you. I will insist upon it. He will marry you if that is what society demands.”
“Marriage?” Elsbeth’s head turned icy cold at the horrifying thought. The green urns sitting on shelves in the alcove swam in and out of view. “I cannot marry.” Lord Baneshire appeared to have floated away.
Elsbeth drew a fortifying breath and straightened her shoulders. All she could seem to think about at that moment was the first time her husband had flown into a rage. He’d tossed her onto his bed, twisted her long hair in his hand, ripped at her gown, and—
“No! I will not marry again!” Never again.
Her uncle crouched down beside her chair. “You will if I demand it. As your closest living male relative, I’m responsible for your actions.” He took her hand in his. His blue eyes, eyes so much like her mother’s, softened just a touch. “This is the only way to protect your name and to keep the ton from turning against my family. So tell me, Elsbeth, who painted that portrait of you?”
It was difficult to look her uncle in the eye and say what she had to say. It was even harder to keep the tears from falling. Somehow she managed both.
“I—don’t—know,” she said with great care.
Lord Baneshire’s expression darkened. He dropped her hand and stood with a rush. “You refuse me? It’s a fool’s folly to protect the blackguard who did this to you—who did this to your family. He has brought ruin upon us all.” He prowled the green parlor like a tiger in the depths of a jungle. “Everyone out.” He pointed to the closed double wooden doors. “I must speak to Elsbeth alone.”
Olivia and Lauretta’s faces drained of all color.
“Papa,” Lauretta cried, “it’s not her fault.”
“She honestly didn’t know about that painting. I saw her. She appeared as shocked as the rest of us,” Olivia wailed.
“Out!”
“Come girls.” Lady Baneshire led the two teary-eyed girls toward the door.
“Please, Papa, please. Don’t send our Elly away.” Large tears dropped down Olivia’s pretty, round cheeks.
The parlor door closed with a loud clank. “Send the chit away,” he grumbled as he marched back toward Elsbeth. “If only a scandal could be so easily snuffed. Girls!” He waved an angry arm in the air. Elsbeth winced as if he’d dealt her a blow. “I’ve been cursed with girls! Not a blasted son in the bunch!”
“I will leave your home if you wish it,” she offered bravely. Truly, she had no other place to go other than out into the chilly London streets, but she would leave if he asked it of her.
“And then what would you do?” he asked. The redness of his cheeks deepened. “You would run away from your responsibility? From protecting my children’s futures? You would abandon them to the worst of the gossips?”
“No! No, I would never abandon Olivia and Lauretta. I only wish to—”
“Then tell me his bloody name!”
Lord help her, he was going to hit her. She slipped from her chair and rushed for the door only to have her uncle grab her arm and spin her around.
“You won’t escape so easily,” he warned, and tossed her back into the chair. “And I had such high hopes for you. I had thought you had bloomed into a gentlewoman much like your mother. Now there was a lady with a steadfast and trustworthy head on her shoulders. A model. A paragon. Henrietta never hesitated to scold me till I feared my ears would bleed should I dare step over the line of propriety. Even when my father was willing to look the other way, my sister wouldn’t.”
Baneshire closed his eyes and moaned.
“For you to stand here and lie to me without a shiver of remorse, it chills my blood. It’s impossible for me to believe that you wouldn’t know the man’s name. He wouldn’t have been able to paint such a painting unless you’d willingly posed for him . . . like a bloody whore. Damnation, I can’t abide to be in the same room with you.”
He marched toward the door and stopped just before his hand touched the knob, his shoulders cinching with tension. “Your husband,” he whispered. “Were the rumors about his perversions true?”
“No,” she said. Not precisely a lie. Her husband’s rages were sadistic, much worse than what any of the gossipy members of the ton could ever imagine.
“Then why, Elsbeth? Why did you do this?”
To that she had no answer her uncle would be willing to believe. She had lied too well for too long to expect him to believe the truth now.
* * * * *
Dionysus lit a solitary candle before turning the brass key in the cellar door’s heavy lock. He used his shoulder to jar the swollen door from the rotting jam and then raised the candle, shedding a flickering light into the cavernous space. Not enough light for someone unfamiliar with the uneven stairway. Yet he knew each stone step well. With a quick stride he nearly flew down the last steps. He’d come, not to paint, but to gaze on his latest work—his obsession—his madness.
Her smiling lips, her haunting eyes, her golden hair were forever imprinted in his mind. Those delicate features, perfection in the form of womanhood.
And still he didn’t know her name.
She was the Earl of Baneshire’s niece. But Baneshire came from a rather large family, and so did his wife. She could be the daughter of any number of the respected families populating the ton.
She’d been married and must have loved her husband dearly. The pain shadowed in those eyes could only be borne from great suffering. Terrible sadness.
Dionysus knew such pain. If only she could peer into his eyes, she’d recognize a fellow, suffering creature. And perhaps, her soft, upstanding gaze could heal.
He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. The lovely image of her—the one he called Perfection—swirled into view.
A flash of a memory.
Nearly a decade ago he was a young man just completing his studies at Oxford, tall and lanky, still shy and uncertain of his own power. When the weather was pleasant, he would escape Merton College just as the sun rose and hide among the trees near the Iffley water mill, trying to capture in oil and canvas the elusive slant of light of the sun’s golden rays as they skidded off the mill pond’s glassy surface. With the wooded hills and lush pastures forming a gentle bucolic backdrop, he once believed he’d never find another subject that could keep his artistic attentions so enthralled.
But that was before she walked into the scene.
A young woman still dressed for the schoolroom, she’d gathered her wide skirts into her hands and dashed across the grassy field. Two matrons, one clearly a lady aunt or mother, chased after the child. The girl’s golden locks tumbled free from the pins and flowed freely in the gentle breeze.
His breath caught in his throat. It took no great feat of artistic talent to recognize the budding woman, hovering oh so near to sweet ripeness, in the schoolgirl. Given a year or two, she would be married.
He gulped at the thought and swung away with those uncomfortably long arms of his and crashed into his easel. His paints and brushes scattered onto the dew-moistened grass.
“Damn and blast,” he muttered as he dipped to his knees and started gathering up his mess, all the while praying the women wouldn’t spot him, praying that if they did, they wouldn’t come over to speak to him.
If that young beauty came over and turned her sapphire gaze toward him . . . His heart hammered painfully enough in his chest at the mere thought of speaking to her.
He glanced up. The girl was still sprinting across the field, her long legs carrying her as gracefully as a young doe. She waved a bouquet of yellow flowers in the air and danced circles in front of her harried-faced guardians.
“So this is where you sneak off to every morning, Pole.” Hubert, a thick bully who lived for the day he’d be able to take his father’s title, punched Dionysus in the arm with such force the paintbrushes tumbled to the ground again.
Dionysus rose. He wiped at the grass stains on his breeches and maneuvered himself in front of the painting he’d been laboring over. “Leave off, Hubert. A man’s entitled to some time away.”
Hubert tossed back his head and boomed a laugh. “What are you trying to hide there, Pole?” He pushed Dionysus aside with a meaty paw and crossed his arms as he studied the painting.
Dionysus gasped when he saw it himself. In the center of the unfinished landscape the beginnings of the dancing schoolgirl’s face had appeared. His hand, without his mind’s permission, had captured but a fraction of her beauty.
Hubert looked out over the field and quickly spotted the sensuous phantasm. She was laying out a blanket among a throng of wildflowers. His lips quirked up into a grin.
“I didn’t realize you indulged in, in—what would your uncle call it?—in a female’s talent, Pole,” he said as his gaze remained trained on the young woman. He licked his wide lips. “I certainly can’t fault you in your choice of subjects, though. Zounds, that chit would make a man of my ilk a mighty fine wife.” His grin grew by wolfish proportions.
“I-I can’t imagine what you mean. I only paint landscapes. The child intruded into my work, that is all,” he protested, though Hubert’s interest had already been turned.
“Child? She’s sixteen, if not a day,” Hubert said, and snatched the wet painting from the easel.
“Hand that back!”
“If you don’t want your uncle learning of this frivolous pursuit of yours, you’ll do as I demand,” Hubert said.
His uncle’s efforts to forcefully mold Dionysus into a hard, no-nonsense man—the exact opposite of his dreamy father—were common knowledge at Merton College. The blood drained away from his head at the thought of pricking his uncle’s ire. He backed down and stood unmanned, silently cursing his bloody weaknesses and his wretched fear of his uncle, as he watched Hubert swagger toward the bevy of women, the wet painting swinging in his paws.
More than eight years later, his heart still thundered, his breath still fled at the thought of speaking to the lovely angel Hubert had so boldly approached that spring morning. But he didn’t need to speak to her, for he now possessed the painting. He crossed the dimly lit workroom to his pile of discarded canvases where he’d hidden it away from anyone’s eyes but his.
Tossing the canvases aside, one by one his muscles grew taut, eager to drink in the view of her rose-petal lips and her creamy body.
He lifted the last of the canvases and stared at the bare, stone floor. “What trickery is this?” he whispered, dragging both his hands through his hair. He tugged at the strands until his scalp burned. “Where is she?”
His mind raced, his chest constricted, frightened to consider the possibilities. His painting—the proof of his madness was gone.
Someone must have found it.
Taken it.
* * * * *
It had taken only two days for the ton’s censure to fall on the entire Baneshire household, confirming Elsbeth’s worst fears. Because of her position as chaperone to Baneshire’s daughters, not one member of the ton dared send an invitation for fear of her inadvertent attendance. And yesterday, Sir Donald Gilforth had paid a call to Lauretta. She’d been expecting him to propose marriage. But instead, he coldly broke off their relationship, announcing that in light of Elsbeth’s scandal, he needed to think of his unmarried sisters’ reputations. And that he didn’t dare let his name continue to be associated with theirs. Elsbeth decided right then and there that something drastic had to be done to remedy this disaster. And soon.
Early in the afternoon the very next next day, Elsbeth hastily departured from the Baneshire town house. None of the servants raised an eyebrow or questioned the wisdom of her venturing out alone on foot with only her oilskin cape for protection from the freezing rain.
She curled icy fingers into a pair of tight fists. Dionysus, whoever that rogue turned out to be, would soon regret the day he sought to ruin her. He would pay for the humiliation he’d served her while hiding like a coward in the night. She hadn’t lied to her uncle. She didn’t know Dionysus’s true identity . . . but she knew someone who might.
A cold wind whipped a stinging rain against her face. She tugged at her cape, pulling the fabric close to her body. Trying to ignore the water soaking through her thinly soled half boots, she marched down the street, head lowered, toward what surely would be considered improper behavior.
She was about to visit a bachelor in his home.
If her reputation were not already in tatters and Lauretta’s heart not already smashed to pieces, she would have never considered such an outrageous course of action.
* * * * *
“What is it now, Graves?” Severin asked his butler who’d appeared once again in the doorway. The baron had spent the afternoon sequestered behind closed doors in his shabby study, working desperately to keep one step ahead of his creditors. The constant patter of rain against the windowpane confirmed that the weather outside continued to be dreadful. For a day when any sane man or woman should be huddling beside a blazing fire, he couldn’t imagine why his study was becoming as busy as a fashionable tearoom.
“There is a woman demanding entrance, my lord,” Graves announced in a tone that made Severin wonder if his butler had recently gotten a whiff of some truly awful scent.
“Send her in,” he said, without glancing up from the piles of ledgers on his desk.
“But-but, my lord,” Graves stammered in a most uncommon manner. “The lady is unescorted. I shall send her away.”
“Send her away? An unescorted woman? Graves, I am shocked. You know I have a reputation to keep. By all means send the woman directly up—and be sure the neighborhood witnesses my thoroughly debauched behavior.”
“Very good, my lord,” Graves said flatly.
A few moments later the doors to the study again slid open. Severin set down his pen and waited to see who his mysterious visitor could be. The dowager Lady Buckley had been making bold passes of late and had hinted that she was looking for a new lover. Would she be so brash as to appear on his doorstep in the middle of the day? Her coffers were overflowing and her face still lovely. He could dearly make use of such a combination.
He sat forward in his leather chair and watched as a slender figure, still cloaked, entered the room. A heavy hood shadowed her face. Water dripped from her hem, staining his bright red Axminster rug, a rug he could ill-afford to have ruined.
“Graves!” he shouted. “Graves! Where is your head? Take the lady’s cloak straightaway. And fetch a pot of tea.”
The butler returned, his back ramrod straight. “Aye, my lord.”
Severin took to his feet and crossed the room while the lady allowed Graves to help her shed her sodden cloak. “Please,” he said, and let a seductive smile curl his lips. “Stand with me by the fire. I daresay your bones must be chilled through and through.”
She turned toward him. There was no matching smile in sight. The heat in her gaze damned well burned him.
Severin’s rakish grin froze on his face. Shock—that was what had done this to him.
What in blazes was she doing here? The Marquess of Edgeware, after blistering Severin’s ears for having displayed the scandalous painting without his knowledge or permission, had promised to set things right. Dionysus was, after all, Edgeware’s responsibility. Severin had spent more money than he could afford already when he’d dispatched a messenger to the Marquess of Edgeware’s estate a few hours after the unfortunate unveiling. Severin’s responsibility had ended there. Or so he’d hoped.
“Lady Mercer, this-this is indeed a surprise.” He motioned again to the fire. “Please, take a moment to warm yourself.”
The bright peacock and white striped promenade dress made from the thinnest muslin fabric complemented her winter-pinked cheeks and rosy lips. Her golden hair, swept up away from her slender neck, formed a halo of silky curls on the top of her head.
“This is by no means a social call.” She drew a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. “I am here on an important matter of business.”
“Indeed,” he said.
He leaned against the hearth and watched her slender fingers tug at the damp woolen gloves, struggling to peel them off. After a few moments, she gave up and with a huff turned her attentions instead to the contents of the rather plain reticule hanging from her wrist.
Severin stepped forward, concerned she was about to produce a revolver.
“Actually, two matters of business,” she said, as she retrieved a silken purse from the reticule. “I don’t possess a great fortune. And I cannot take an advance in my quarterly income without my uncle’s knowledge.”
She swallowed hard and cleared her throat. “I wish to purchase the painting.” A blush brightened her cheeks. “The painting of me.”
“I’m sorry, my lady, but that would be quite impossible.”
“I am more than willing to pay your price.” There was a compelling strength in her tone. But when she held up the silk sack, clearly heavy with coins, he saw that her fingers were shaking. “You must sell it to me.”
Fearing she was on the verge of collapse, Severin rushed to her side and led her to a chair near the fire. He kept a tight grasp on her damp hands as he freed the silk coin purse from her fingers and laid it on her lap. “I am sorry, but the painting is no longer available.”
“Oh dear,” she whispered. “I hadn’t considered that possibility.”
She looked up quickly. “Provide me the name of the buyer. I must have the painting. I simply must. Certainly you can understand why.”
Severin returned to the large fireplace. “Forgive me,” he said. He kept his back to her, unable to face the anger that darkened her sparkling blue eyes. “I gave my word as a gentleman that I would never reveal the buyer’s name.”
The room fell silent for many minutes save for the occasional crackle from the fire burning behind the grate. Slowly he turned to find her gaze set upon him and her mouth drawn to a thin line.
“You had two matters of business? Perhaps I’ll be able to assist you with the second?”
Lady Mercer blinked.
He held his breath, bracing for her patience to come to a quick end.
“If you gave your word . . .” she said finally with a sigh. She rose from her chair. “Dionysus.” A sharp fire flared anew in her eyes. “Tell me, Lord Ames, who is he?”
His mouth dropped open. “You don’t know?”
Her slender body trembled, but this time it looked as if womanly rage, not fear, shook her.
“No. No, why should I know him? Tell me, Lord Ames. You are his sponsor. Tell me, who is he?” She shook her bag of coins. “I can pay for the information. I must . . . I must find him and demand that he answer for what he’s done to me . . . and to the Baneshire family.”
Severin stood torn between rushing to comfort her and fleeing to the far side of the room to take cover from the fury he was, no doubt, about to cause. “Forgive me, my lady. As much as this too pains me, I have sworn an oath of secrecy to the artist. I cannot help you.”
* * * * *
He had sworn an oath?
“Very well,” Elsbeth said while silently cursing her own foolishness. Why had she expected answers from him? Just because he’d been kind to her once? She should have expected nothing, for despite the kindness he’d shown her years ago, he’d also been a friend of her husband’s. And that fact alone should have been enough to warn her not to expect any goodness from the likes of him. “With or without your help, I will find him.”
With her shoulders squared, she marched out the door.
“If there is ever anything else I can do—” he called after her. She didn’t wait to hear the rest of that empty offer.
What a simpering fool he must think her to be. He was probably laughing behind his hand right now. Ames’s butler quickly helped her with her cloak and ushered her back out into the worst of the cold, wet weather. She took one last look at his town house.
The rogue, along with his cronies, knew exactly what they were doing when they chose to display that horrid painting. Her cheeks burned with a deep blush from the memory of seeing the image of herself spread out like a wanton, naked and unashamed, on a crimson sofa. The details were startling. How could Dionysus know her so intimately? Not even her husband had seen her in such a willing pose. Never, ever, had she been so comfortable with her body to so abandon her modesty.
She stifled a sneeze.
What a fine fettle this afternoon was turning out to be. And her folly was about to reward her with a terrible head cold. “My family would probably be better off if I contracted a lung affliction and died.”
She sneezed again.
“God bless you, my lady.” An unmistakably masculine gloved hand pressed a crisp handkerchief into her soggy palm. “The weather is wicked enough to kill the stoutest of creatures. Whatever is a delicate bird like yourself doing tempting the fates so?”
The stranger stood so close she could feel the heat rise from him. His hand captured her elbow, sending every muscle tightening in her. Her nervous fingers dabbed at her nose with the man’s handkerchief while her mind raced at a frantic, almost unmanageable rate. She shivered and thought how foolish it was for her to leave the Baneshire home without a maid. The London streets weren’t safe for ladies, even widows. The men of the city seemed to prowl upon them like hounds on the hunt for foxes.
She dabbed the handkerchief to her nose again, stifling another sneeze. The foreign scent of him was strong on the warm cloth, a spicy mix of almonds and sage—a scent she’d imagine wafting out of a Dionysus painting. It sent her gaze sailing to his face.
Large, black eyes overflowing with questions, stared back from down a sharp, aristocratic nose. His sun-kissed brows, raised slightly at the corners, drew her attention, as did the wisps of hair escaping from the confines of his hat. He pursed his lips with amusement but kept his thoughts to himself. Rain dripped from the rim of a highly polished beaver hat and beaded upon the shoulders of a long, black greatcoat.
He was the devil, she thought, fueling her courage to try and jerk out of his grasp.
His grip on her elbow tightened, and he pulled her closer. “We must not delay getting you out of this weather.” He hastened her forward using brute force.
She planted her feet, struggling against his quickened stride. But his muscles were stronger than her resolve. Her feet tangled beneath her legs and she stumbled, sending her tumbling into his solid chest.
A surge of panic struck her and she fought him. “If you don’t unhand me, sir, I will scream.”
“I beg you, don’t.” He faltered a step. She followed his gaze as he peered up and down the unusually deserted Queen Street. “I don’t wish to draw undue attention.”
A loud enough shout would rouse servants to the door, despite the cold weather and heavy rains.
The pressure of his hand on her arm burned through the layers of her clothing, reminding her not to trust her safety to a man. The hard gleam in his eyes betrayed his determination. He would not let her go without a fight.
But considering the frustrations she suffered earlier in the day, she was only too ready to provide him with a royal battle. She tossed back her head, the hood of her cape sliding away, and opened her mouth to let out a scream guaranteed to stir the most sedentary of beings.
A warm, dry gloved hand swiftly pressed against her mouth. “I sincerely apologize, my lady. But in the interest of protecting your reputation, I cannot allow you to alarm the good people residing on this street.” He bustled her toward a waiting carriage as if she were nothing more than an extra piece of baggage.
Two enormous horses, dark as midnight, stood before the black unmarked carriage, waiting to carry her into the depths of hell, or worse—to this man’s personal bedchamber.
A finely appointed footman, dressed in green livery, tipped his hat to her as if she were a willing guest and swept the carriage door open. Ignoring her struggles, the stranger lifted her and tossed her unceremoniously into the carriage’s darkened interior.
He climbed in behind her, filling the small space with his full frame. Without a word of apology, he dropped down on the upholstered bench across from her, trapping her legs between his thighs and then rapped on the roof with his fist. The carriage jerked into motion, tossing her against the carriage’s leather squab.
“It is good to escape that dratted rain, wouldn’t you say so, my lady?” He had the audacity to lean back and stretch his arms out along the back of the bench as if abducting helpless ladies was a common practice. “I despise the interior of carriages. Too cramped and airless for my liking, but on a day like today I gladly make allowances.”
She clasped her hands together in front of her. “Sir.” Her teeth chattered with the word. “Are we acquainted? For I don’t recall you being introduced to me at Lord Baneshire’s ball, and I cannot imagine where else I would have met you.” She struggled to draw a calming breath. “Are you a friend of my deceased husband?”
“You’re shivering.” He reached toward her legs.
She squealed and drew her feet up from the floor.
He gave her a puzzled look but kept his hand beneath her bench. “Here,” he said. He grabbed her ankles and set her feet on a heated brick. “That should warm you.” He then produced a blanket from underneath his own bench and draped it over her legs.
It wasn’t the cold that was making her shiver so; her heart fluttered wildly in her throat. She’d been abducted. Why ever would he want to kidnap her? Her husband’s inheritance wouldn’t buy a loaf of bread, much less warrant a ransom.
“W-what do you want from me?”
Instead of answering, he leaned forward in the seat. “I know all about Dionysus’s painting,” he said softly.
* * * * *
Chapter Four
“Dionysus?” Elsbeth’s anger heated the entire compartment. “Dionysus!”
She curled her tiny hands into a pair of tight fists and shook them at him. “I have no idea why he’d wish to ruin me. I don’t even know the man. And—and if you think I’m the kind of woman portrayed in that painting, you are sorely mistaken. I am a God-fearing woman, chaste and faithful. Society may believe me fallen, but I assure you, sir, my morals are above reproach. I will fight you to my death if need be.”
The stranger laughed. The hearty sound filled the carriage as he tossed off his top hat and gave his head a good shake. “My dear lady,” he said. “I’m not looking to steal your virtue, but to restore it.”
She regarded him with grave caution. “Who are you?”
He sobered. His dark eyes flashed from the shadows. She wished she could see his face more clearly. She considered herself fairly competent at reading a man’s intentions—especially the depraved ones.
“Forgive me, my lady. The company of the gentler species is foreign to me.” He inclined his head a notch. “Allow me to present myself. I am Edgeware. And you are correct. We have yet to be introduced.”
“Edgeware? The Marquess of Edgeware?” She couldn’t believe she’d heard him correctly. Edgeware was a well-known name. A powerful political figure. The matrons of the ton all clamored for his attendance at the most elite of events. More often than not, he’d disappoint the poor women, refusing all but a select few engagements to attend every year.
A powerful recluse.
A mysterious bachelor.
“I would have acted sooner, but I only recently learned of your predicament.” He settled back in his seat again. “And unfortunately I have other pressing matters also requiring my attentions.”
“Predicament?” she cried. “Predicament? That’s a blasted understatement! I, sir, have been ruined, utterly ruined. And even so I would be able to survive this scandal if it only affected me. But my cousins are suffering every bit as much.” She closed her eyes and remembered the tears glistening on Lauretta’s cheeks after Sir Donald had stomped on her heart. “More so.”
She drew a breath and straightened. “For them, I intend to find this—this Dionysus. I intend to expose him, to force him to answer for what he’s done. If you can help me, I implore that you do.”
Her abductor tugged at his gloves. “I will help restore your reputation,” he said, crisply. “However, I cannot allow you to act against Dionysus.”
“Why? Why would you help me? I don’t even know you.” A prickle of unease crept down her spine. In her experience, gentlemen, despite their supposed code of honor, rarely acted without expecting a sharp payment in return for their troubles.
Only one man, her uncle, had ever treated her with unfailing kindness. She winced, imagining how he must now be regretting his invitation to have her live with his family.
“True, I do not know you.” He leaned forward. The interior lantern illuminated his face. His haunting eyes latched onto hers. “I do know, however, that you’ve been wronged. And though I cannot discuss this matter much further, I can tell you that I bare the brunt of responsibility for Dionysus and his actions. I am his keeper, of sorts. You have nothing to worry about with me.” He reached out and stroked her cheek. A tremor of alarm shot through her when his touch sparked a pleasing tingle that spiraled through her chest. Startled, she pulled away as sharply as if he had stung her.
“I will set things right for you.” He sunk back into the shadows of the carriage. “But understand, too, I’ll do what I must to protect Dionysus from your efforts to expose him.”
He rapped on the roof.
The carriage, Elsbeth was shaken to notice, had already drawn to a halt. A cloaked footman, damp from the pouring rain, swung open the door. She peered out the opening and recognized the highly ornate front door to the Baneshire town house only a few feet away.
“Thank you for the carriage ride,” she said as she scooted across the bench.
“I am hosting a house party next week at my country home in Dorset. Attend the party, my lady.” His deep voice rumbled in the darkness. “I’ll accept no excuse for your absence.”
With a quick nod and a silent vow that she’d do well to avoid any and all events involving the Marquess, she dashed through the rain and inside the town house. After depositing her dripping oilskin cape with Tallford, Baneshire’s grim-faced butler, she hurried up the stairs despite Olivia’s attempts to delay her. Elsbeth managed to make it up to her room without missing a stride.
“Imagine that,” she said to her empty bedchamber as she leaned against the door. “He expects me to attend a house party.” Her heart raced and a fresh rush of heat burned her cheeks.
She may have escaped his carriage, but she feared the abduction was far from over.
She’d barely a moment to hatch an excuse for getting out of the invitation before a light knock sounded at the door. Elsbeth jumped. “Go away, Olivia.”
The door eased opened. Molly, Elsbeth’s rather unconventional lady’s maid, one of the very few reminders of her life with her dead husband, backed into the room with a tea tray in her arms.
“Beg pardon, milady,” Molly drawled in her less-than-perfect English. “Tallford said you’d be needin’ a pot o’ tea?”
“Yes, thank you Molly. I would also appreciate a hand changing into a dry gown.”
“Gracious, milady.” Molly closed the door after her and rushed to set the tray down. She tugged at Elsbeth’s damp gown like a nervous mother hen. “We must get this off you before you catch your death. You should have rang for me right away.”
Elsbeth allowed Molly to fuss over her. Soon she was dressed in a serviceable wool gown that was not only warm but also extremely comfortable.
It was not at all the thing a fashionable woman would dare wear. Her late husband would have claimed she looked as dowdy as a washerwoman. She smoothed out the deeply creased skirt while Molly reluctantly excused herself from the chamber. Once again alone, she pressed her ear to the door, straining as she listened for evidence of her cousins lurking in the hall.
This afternoon, she heard blessedly few sounds. A creak here, and a moaning floorboard there. Alone, and after surviving such an adventure in the dreary cold, she felt as if she could finally breathe easily.
Before she realized what she was doing, she knelt beside her bed. The day she’d moved into this chamber she had shoved a carefully wrapped package underneath it.
Her hand quickly found the flat package wrapped in a length of pink and white fabric. She sat on the bed and brushed a layer of dust from its surface. A pink ribbon criss-crossed the package. It was a ribbon she’d worn in her hair when she was still a young woman as silly and carefree as her cousins. She pulled one end of the ribbon. The knot loosened and the fabric slipped away.
With a heavy heart she picked up the stiff canvas and ran her finger over the beautiful oil painting. At one time she owned many such works.
In a fit of rage she had destroyed them all—all except this one.
Why had this small painting survived? The work of art, not much larger than a sheet of foolscap, gave life to a simple scene. The artist must have stretched out flat on his stomach in the midst of a field of wildflowers to capture such an intimate perspective of the deep purple and bright yellow flowers waving in the soft summer breeze.
In the forefront, a single white daisy leaned forward, almost reaching out from the canvas, so close it must have tickled the artist’s nose.
A mist of tears clouded Elsbeth’s vision. She blinked, hoping to hold back the memories and the pain. The life, the freedom, the unbridled happiness in the painting pricked her heart like a broken promise.
Fields of wildflowers were long gone from her life.
She could scarcely remember the love she’d once felt toward the creator of the painting. The feeling had changed, become twisted, and transformed into something ugly.
Even so, she still appreciated the passion in the artist’s bold brush strokes. She’d never seen any other artist work the same way, plying the paints so heavily on the canvas, but at the same time evoking a light, sometimes playful effect. Nor had she ever seen a painter reveal so much of the deep longing that must be hidden in the artist’s heart.
She’d never again seen such a painting . . . not until Dionysus. Why was he so determined to torment her? Damn the man to Hades and back. Who was he?
Were the years of pain and horror she’d suffered living with her husband not enough? Was the artist determined to deny her even a moment of peace? A glimmering chance for happiness? She raised her hand, poised to tear the aging material and destroy the last remaining evidence of her ability to love.
Her arm, hanging in the air, froze.
“I can’t.” She tossed the painting aside and collapsed on the middle of her bed.
“I can’t,” she sobbed.
* * * * *
Nigel lifted the neatly folded handkerchief Lady Mercer had left on the empty bench as the carriage pulled away from the Grosvenor Square town house.
“Well, well,” he said. The damp scent of lilacs and orange blossoms lingered with his cologne on the soft linen. “She’s not quite the wilting flower I’d expected.”
In fact, after meeting her, he decided she was much more a mystery now than when she was just a beautiful figure sculpted on canvas.
A canvas now safely locked away in his private vault.
Her fiery spirit was delightfully intriguing. It pained him that he’d have to block her efforts for revenge. He would much rather be fighting battles for the lady than waging one against her.
He could easily crush her. But destruction was the last thing on his mind.
Perhaps . . . perhaps . . .
Perhaps he wouldn’t wage a war against Lady Mercer after all. Perhaps he could bend her will to suit his own purposes.
He smiled at the prospect. Seduction wouldn’t be simple. He wasn’t a fool. The young widow had frozen like a terrified doe when he touched her. Her warm skin had cooled to ice under his fingertips.
But her feelings didn’t signify. Nigel relished challenges, the more impossible the better. And never did he meet a proper unwed lady who wasn’t either moon-eyed or near to swooning in his presence.
Disdain—now that was a novel experience. Terrifyingly so.
The carriage pulled to a halt and the door swung open.
He took one more whiff of the sweetly scented handkerchief before jamming the cloth into his coat pocket and leapt from the carriage with the confidence of a man prepared to take on the herculean task of holding up the world.
The game was on. He’d seduce Lady Mercer—she was a widow after all—save her reputation while distracting her; until he destroyed all evidence of Dionysus’s existence.
* * * * *
Chapter Five
Molly pulled back the curtains, sending an overly bright beam of sunlight streaming into the large bedroom. Elsbeth groaned and buried her head within the soft folds of her down pillow.
“No use ’iding, milady,” Molly drawled. “Lord Baneshire is already calling for ye to meet ’im in ’is breakfast room. An invitation ’ad been delivered yesterday. To a party, milady.” She hummed an unrecognizable tune as she bustled noisily about the room.
“You’re dropping your H’s again.”
“Forgive me, milady. It’s just the excitement ’as me tongue slippin’,” She bobbed a curtsy and blushed. “Here is a pretty gown, milady.” She’d tossed open the wardrobe and quickly produced a bright pink morning gown. The intense color made Elsbeth draw in her breath.
After a year of donning black gowns, the array of brightly colored gowns her uncle had insisted she have made still surprised her.
Molly laid the gown across the foot of the bed, then stood back and smiled. “I pronounced me ach’s nice an’ clear that time, I did.”
“Yes, Molly, you did. You are a gem.” Molly, the youngest daughter of the Mercer’s smithy, was by no means trained as a lady’s maid. Mercer’s housekeeper, Mrs. Brucket, gasped and sputtered so much when Elsbeth brought the sturdy young woman into the house, everyone present feared the poor housekeeper was suffering from a fit of apoplexy.
“I will have to inform his lordship about this,” Mrs. Brucket had threatened once she’d caught her breath. A knowing gleam had darkened her eyes. The housekeeper’s threat did nothing to deter Elsbeth even if the threat of her husband’s anger had given her reason to pause.
The danger of not acting was simply too great.
Georgette, the lady’s maid originally assigned to her, had been much more interested in pleasing Lord Mercer than attending to any of Elsbeth’s needs. Georgette’s seductive presence, jealous rages, and seemingly innocent lapses in memory proved to be a dangerous combination.
After the girl had created a situation where Elsbeth was “discovered” by Lord Mercer alone in her bedchamber with one of the estate’s footmen—the consequences Elsbeth shuddered to remember—she knew, for her own safety’s sake, that Georgette had to go.
Molly, a plain girl, strong and silent, became her saving grace. The younger woman, proud of her new position, had quickly assumed the role of Elsbeth’s keeper. Together they persevered against Lord Mercer . . . and his violent rages. She doubted she’d have been able to survive without her lady’s maid’s unbreakable cheerfulness, strength, and friendship.
“Well?” Molly scoffed. “Are ye planning on commentin’ on the gown or no?”
Elsbeth shook her head to clear away those shadowy memories. “Yes, of course, that pink gown should suit.” Not that she could fathom what manner of dress she should choose to tell her uncle of her plans to refuse Lord Edgeware’s summons to attend his house party.
Less than a quarter hour later, she made her way downstairs and paused in the doorway of the breakfast room. The stormy weather had broken sometime during the night, and the sun poured into the windows filling even the corners of the room with a warm light.
And that was where she found him—the demon himself dressed in gentleman’s finery—standing in front of the sideboard, grinning from behind sparkling onyx eyes, and spooning a serving of eggs onto his plate as if he were in his own home.
It wasn’t by the farthest stretch of one’s imagination a decent hour to be visiting. How dare he make such a breach of etiquette and enter her home?
And what in blazes had he said to Lord Baneshire?
“Good morning, Elsbeth,” her uncle said. He was clearly beside himself with excitement. “Please, join us.” He motioned toward the empty chair next to his wife. Even her wan cheeks held a blush of color as she smiled upon the gentleman who looked too young to be a marquess.
Elsbeth felt no need to be taken in by Edgeware’s dashing looks, which were a good deal more striking in this morning’s bright sunlight than in the dim light of the dreary day before. He was too handsome by half, and by the arrogant way he held himself he knew the havoc his stunning good looks could do to a lady’s knees.
He turned toward her. His expression became serious as he gazed at her for a moment with a smoldering under-look that made her think of dark carnal desires. Repressed desires.
Her breath caught deep in her chest.
Lord Baneshire missed their sinfully improper albeit silent exchange as he rose from the table. “Edgeware, please allow me to present my niece, Elsbeth, the dowager Countess of Mercer.”
“My lady,” he said smoothly, “the Earl of Mercer was your husband? My sympathies.”
She blinked twice, still feeling somewhat unbalanced and uncertain of the feelings his simmering gaze was provoking. Purposefully provoking, no doubt.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded.
“Elsbeth!” her uncle gasped, his brows rising sharply.
“I beg your forgiveness, Uncle, Lord Edgeware,” she said, carefully avoiding the Marquess’s gaze. The tingling that spread through her belly must have been sparked by those seductive eyes of his. She stared at her satiny kid slippers instead. “I meant no insult. It is just that I’m unaccustomed to receiving guests so early in the morning, and in the breakfast room. Is this a new London custom I’ve not yet been made aware?”
A tense silence followed her less than sincere apology. She dared to chance a peek. The dark lord, as she was beginning to think of him, tilted his head and stared at her in the most aggrieving manner.
She tried again to decipher his expression. Amusement? Did he think of her and of her predicament as nothing more than a silly joke? A diversion to relieve a case of ennui?
“I was speaking with your uncle about my upcoming house party. I wanted him to understand that the invitation I’d issued yesterday was presented with the most heartfelt feelings of goodwill.” A smile curled his pursed lips, drawing her attention to them. “Please, do join us in the discussion.”
Her heart sputtered despite her efforts to hold rein over her control. Running from the room was beginning to look like a reasonable course of action. She didn’t want to gaze at his lips or remember the gentle way his hand had caressed her cheek in the carriage the day before. And she certainly did not wish to remember the pleasant dream his wicked self had marched into and made even more pleasant with fantasies of gallantry.
This marquess, no matter how refined, no matter how handsome, was willingly aiding Dionysus. No matter what, she could not overlook that fact. She simply couldn’t let her defenses be swayed. She grasped the doorframe and held her ground, remaining a step outside the breakfast room.
At least she hadn’t yet run away.
“Lord Edgeware.” Her tone could have frozen the flames licking the coals behind the grate in the fireplace. She stiffened her shoulders, finding her body trembling from just the thought of speaking against a man’s wishes, especially a man whose broad shoulders looked ready to burst through the material of his fashionably tight coat.
She gulped. Truly, she was a widow now, and though a poor relation, no longer beholden to any man. “Lord Edgeware,” she tried again before her conviction waned. In her experience men didn’t take well to having their wishes thwarted. Her gaze strayed to the rosette plasterwork on the ceiling. “I do thank you for inviting the Baneshire family and myself to your house party. I’m sure the attentions you’re giving Olivia and Lauretta will restore them to the positions in Society they so dearly deserve.”
She swallowed hard and hurried on. “And I am glad to see you here, in the breakfast parlor. For, my lord, it will save me the trouble of penning a note. Though I have given the matter a great deal of thought, I feel I must refuse your invitation. My presence will only remind the ton of the perfidy they believe true of me and will surely further taint how they view my cousins.”
Edgeware stood in the center of the room clutching the breakfast plate in his powerful hands and just stared at her.
“Elsbeth,” Lady Baneshire spoke in her gentle tone, “are you certain you are taking the wisest course of action?”
“The wisest course of action?” Edgeware said, his tone rising. “What she has suggested must be the most damnably idiotic notion I have ever heard.” He dropped his plate on the table with a loud clatter and took two broad steps toward her.
God protect her, the dark lord was going to attack her, here, in the Baneshire breakfast parlor! She crossed her arms in front of her chest and with a small cry of alarm backed away. Before she could gain any great distance, his hand shot out and clamped down around her arm, effectively trapping her.
“I’ll not have this conversation with you cowering in the doorway, looking like a frightened rabbit ready to bolt . . . my lady.” He pulled a chair out from the table and sat her unceremoniously into it. With his hand still trapping her arm, he dropped into the seat next to her.
“I cannot imagine what has gotten into our Elsbeth,” her uncle said, his complexion suddenly as pale as the white linen tablecloth.
“She is obviously suffering from a breakdown of nerves.” Edgeware’s unbreakable black gaze threatened to singe her. “The strain, the suffering from society’s censure must be taking a terrible toll. But you need not fear the outcome of the house party, my lady.”
Both Elsbeth’s aunt and uncle heartily, and loudly, agreed, both launching into lengthy speeches.
Edgeware chuckled. “It appears I’ve created some discord here,” he said, not sounding a whit sorry for it. Instead, he leaned in close and lowered his voice so she could barely hear him above her aunt and uncle’s excited speeches. “As I have already explained, I fully intend to restore your reputation . . . with or without your cooperation, by the way. Besides, I find I enjoy your company.”
She tried with little success to ignore him and, for that matter, to ignore the arguments her aunt and uncle were quickly offering up as reasons why she ought to agree to attend the blasted house party. And she found it impossible to ignore the warm hand still curling around her arm.
A man as self-important as Edgeware, a man so like her husband, could easily lose his temper and justify harming her. Though his grasp was surprisingly gentle, she dared not trust the dark lord. His eyes were as black as the devil’s heart.
She was barely able to stifle the whimper that tried to escape her quivering lips.
* * * * *
Lady Mercer stared, fixated on his hand, the hand gripping her slender arm. Her sapphire eyes turned as hard as the gems they resembled. A look of outrage tightened the fine features of her slender face, rushing away the wariness that had frozen her expression a moment before.
Nigel had to admit his actions bordered on the outrageous. But if he hadn’t grabbed her when he did, she would have dashed from the room, creating an impossible scene that may have trapped him into withdrawing the invitation to the house party altogether.
No, he could not allow that. Besides, he despised nasty, emotional scenes. They served no purpose other than to play havoc with his digestive system.
Lady Mercer brought her gaze up to meet his eyes. “Do what you must to serve whatever twisted version of justice you are seeking, but understand this. I vow I won’t stop until I’ve uncovered that demon you hide. Dionysus will not be allowed to continue his charade,” she whispered. A fire sparked between them as a deep flush deepened the pink of her cheeks.
“Your eyes, my dear lady,” he said, finding himself becoming trapped by her stinging gaze, almost seduced by them. Dionysus’s efforts to capture the life in her vivid blue eyes were but pale imitations when compared to the real things.
“What about my eyes?”
“They are not quite a deep blue, are they? But there is an unusual quality that darkens them. That shade of blue is far from what I’d consider dark,” he said, and let his hand slip from her arm. “I believe they are almost a Sardinian blue. But not quite. Like you, they are quite unique. A treasure.”
Lady Mercer—no, he could not think of her by that cursed name—to him she was simply Elsbeth, and Elsbeth, pretty as a spring flower, didn’t smile at his compliment.
“Do you not like your eyes?” he asked. “Perhaps you wish they were a pretty shade of green, like emeralds?”
Elsbeth stiffened her shoulders and sat ramrod straight in the chair. “I, sir, am not at all displeased with the color of my eyes. It is your commenting on them that offends me,” she said, no longer whispering.
“Indeed?” He sat back in his chair. Most young women were trained to be coy, not straightforward. And she had come back with her set-down as quickly as a seasoned society matron. “Do you care to tell me why?”
Before she could answer, her uncle broke into their conversation.
“What nonsense is this?” he asked. “We were discussing the house party. How ever, Elsbeth, did you manage to stray from the topic?”
Elsbeth glared at Nigel, sputtering with frustration. “I-I-he—”
“No matter,” Baneshire said smoothly. “I can quickly settle this matter of the house party.”
That caught Nigel’s attention.
“Lady Baneshire and I have been more than pleased with your service as lady’s companion to my daughters, Elsbeth.” Baneshire smiled as he spoke, but Nigel recognized an undercurrent of tension in the man’s voice. “And of course you will never be turned away. You may feel free to stay with us as long as you wish.”
“Thank you,” she said. She lowered her head and appeared to be very interested in the intricate stitching on the tablecloth.
“I remember when you first came to us, you insisted on making yourself useful. You were the one who begged to assume the duties of Olivia and Lauretta’s companion and chaperone. Do you wish to continue in that role?”
“Of course I do. I just don’t—”
“Splendid.” Baneshire clapped his hands once. “Then it is settled. You will accept Edgeware’s generous invitation to his house party and allow his irreproachable reputation to repair yours.”
“I will have Tallford send for Madame Bossier this afternoon,” Lady Baneshire said. She, too, was clearly delighted. “Olivia, Lauretta, and, of course you, my dear, will simply have to order a new wardrobe.”
At that, Elsbeth glanced up from the tablecloth with more than a little degree of alarm. “I beg you, Aunt. Please do not go to any bother for me. I am in no need of a new wardrobe. I have barely worn any of the dresses ordered for the Season. They should be sufficient for a country house party.”
“No, my dear,” Lady Baneshire’s voice was gentle but firm. “As you already know, a house party requires a very specific wardrobe.”
“Surely my gowns will do.” There was an edge of panic in Elsbeth voice. Nigel wondered at it.
“No, they won’t do.”
Her chin tightened. Nigel could only guess why the thought of ordering a new wardrobe would overset a young lady’s nerves. Money, or rather a shortage of it, was most likely at root of her worries.
“Baneshire,” he said, rising from the table. He gave Elsbeth a warm smile. “I thank you for a delicious breakfast.” Of which he did not eat a bite. A shame, really. The pastries did look very tasty. “Unfortunately, I have another engagement I cannot delay.”
Actually, he didn’t have any waiting engagements that morning. He had cleared his schedule so he could focus all his attentions on repairing this delicate flower’s reputation. The reason for the lie was that he suddenly needed a moment alone with Elsbeth, and he would not get one while lounging in the breakfast parlor.
Baneshire rose from his chair and took Nigel’s hand, thanking him again for inviting them to his house party.
“I am indeed sorry to hear that your health prevents you from attending, Lady Baneshire,” Nigel said as he bowed over the lady’s limp hand. “It was certainly a pleasure seeing you again.”
He purposefully ignored Elsbeth and started toward the door. Baneshire, naturally, followed with the intention of walking his guest to the entranceway.
“Lady Mercer.” He paused at the threshold and turned to face her as if she were an afterthought.
She looked so untouched in her perfection. He couldn’t picture that this slender beauty had lived as another man’s wife for nearly six years. The thought of her engaged in any sort of carnal act was staggering.
He quickly cleared his throat. “Perhaps Lady Mercer would be kind enough to show me to the front door?” He posed the question to Baneshire instead of Elsbeth who would have deftly rejected him.
Her uncle appeared delighted. He stepped back, giving Elsbeth ample room to take Nigel’s arm and no room to refuse.
She wrinkled her gentle, blond brows and frowned deeply, hesitating a long moment before touching his sleeve. “My lord,” she said briskly, “the front entry is this way.”
Within a few steps they were alone in the hall. He stopped and turned abruptly to her. Her sapphire eyes darted beyond his shoulder, to the ceiling, to his feet, and after a lifetime of breathless moments and a long shuddering on her part, stilled to gaze on his face. He rewarded her with a smile.
“Very good, my lady. I don’t believe you met my eyes once in the breakfast parlor. A lady of your standing has certainly been trained better.”
Her gaze hardened, and thanks to his rebuke she appeared to have grown all the more determined to hold his gaze.
“What do you want from me?” she asked with a huff.
Splendid. The question surprised him, of course. From what he’d heard from Severin, he’d expected to be singed by her tongue. But the fact that she hadn’t burned him to a crisp made what he wanted to accomplish today seem even more accessible.
He peeled off a glove and held out his hand.
Elsbeth, slightly alarmed, flicked a glance at his open palm before locking her gaze with his again. “I don’t understand.”
“Place your hand in mine, Lady Mercer.”
Both her hands closed into fists. “Why?”
At least she had left room for negotiation.
He glanced up and down the hall. There were no servants about. They were still quite alone, though in a busy London town house he could only expect to remain so for longer than a mere moment or two.
He gave her a blazing smile; one he knew could melt even the most jaded woman’s knees. “I promise not to scandalize you. And I also vow that you have no cause to fear me. Please, place your hand in mine. To indulge in a lengthy discussion of why a man would wish to touch a woman’s hand would only destroy the effect, do you not think?”
“I don’t see this as necessary, my lord.”
“Indeed, it is not necessary at all.” He kept holding his hand out like a beggar, waiting. This was foolish. She was definitely planning on spurning him. But in spite of his misgivings he did not let his smile waver. “I will not force you.”
At least she had spent the past several moments looking only upon his face. That was something.
Chilly fingers brushed his palm. He closed his hand around hers. She flinched but kept her hand within his. Her skin was as cool as the purbeck marble mined from his cliffs. With the pad of his thumb he began tracing a broad circle on the back of her hand.
“Is this so very terrible?” he asked.
“I have experienced worse things.” Her chin lifted a good inch and her lips thinned.
Touching her and believing her to be his, if only for a fleeting moment, filled him with a surprising amount of satisfaction.
It was an experience he definitely intended to have repeated and . . . soon.
“I’m glad to know I do not completely repulse you.” He lowered her hand, and released it.
Her eyelashes fluttered as she lost her composure for a moment. A deep blush rose to her cheeks. “The door, my lord,” she said with a grand gesture.
“Just a moment.” He held back from touching her arm. She was as skittish as a kitten when it came to being touched. “Take this.” He held out a banknote he’d fished from his pocket for her. He’d intended to use the note along with several others to pay Severin for his services, but he suspected Elsbeth needed the money even more desperately. “Use it to purchase your gowns.”
“What is this?” She eyed the banknote as if she thought it might bite her. Her sapphire eyes then flashed to his face. “I will not accept charity.” Her eyes grew even wider. He spied a touch of fear in them as she stumbled back a step and stared at the hand that had touched his. “I may be a destitute widow, but I am no doxy whose favor you can purchase.”
Nigel laughed. “No, my lady, I never thought you to be a doxy. You are a treasure, and this is a payment.”
Her nose wrinkled delightfully as she stared at him with some confusion. He fought a very strong urge to kiss her heart-shaped lips.
“A payment? A payment for what?”
“For the painting, of course. If Dionysus received money for selling The Nude, why ever shouldn’t you share in his bounty? You have certainly suffered its existence.”
She stared at the banknote again, this time with more curiosity than caution. “Two hundred pounds? Are you sure that is the sum of money the painting had been sold for?”
“The Nude didn’t sell for two hundred pounds,” he said, a pleased smile spread across his face. She listened to him so eagerly. “The painting was commanding a price more than twice that.” He didn’t tell her that since he took possession of the painting, it never actually sold. If she knew the truth of the matter, she wouldn’t accept the money. “But since you merely acted as the muse to prompt Dionysus to paint the piece, I didn’t think you deserved to keep the full price of the work.”
“Indeed?” she sniffed. He suspected she was about to demand more money from him before she caught herself and pushed the money into a fold of her skirt.
He quickly accepted the victory, small that it may have been, and offered her his arm. She took it much more readily this time and politely led him to the door.
Being a poor relation must be a terribly trying experience for a proud woman. She seemed uncomfortable with the charity the Baneshires no doubt freely gave to her. And the Season’s obligations and events were expensive enough; they were surely straining Elsbeth’s nerves.
Nigel vowed to change all that.
For Elsbeth, a woman far more interesting than a seductive image on a canvas, deserved everything he could give her.
* * * * *
Chapter Six
“Attend the house party, my lady,” Edgeware said with an imperial air. Before Elsbeth had a chance to respond he signaled his intention to leave with a bow. It was a grand gesture full of romantic flourish, yet tempered with a teasing grin. He then turned on his heel and sauntered away.
She watched, feeling more than a little stunned, as he departed down the long hallway. She should call out to him. She should rebuke him. But the words simply wouldn’t come.
She pressed her hand to her mouth. Her skin still felt warm from Edgeware’s strong but gentle touch. Like a lover’s caress, his heat spread from the tips of her fingers to her tingling lips.
“No,” she whispered as tears pooled in her eyes. Even though her feelings were in turmoil, even though her belly quivered with both excitement and fear, she would not lose herself to her emotions.
And yet, it had been so long, so very long since she’d felt this way. For the first time in more years than she cared to count, she could feel a slight stirring in her heart. This was Edgeware’s doing, of course. He’d blown into her life like a maelstrom. Or like a brave knight atop a white horse with his bold promises to save her. What woman wouldn’t find herself falling prey to his charms?
Not her. She was no longer a bright-eyed virgin, naively believing in fairytales. Though she didn’t fully understand his motives, she knew exactly what Edgeware was doing. She recognized his heated glances and pretty words for what they were. She also recognized the way her own treacherous body was responding. There was no question in her mind at all about what was happening.
He was trying to seduce her.
And, Heaven help her, she was tempted, oh so dearly tempted to let him.
* * * * *
Nigel sipped his brandy and peered over the top of the Gazette he was reading. White’s was crowded with the influential men of the beau monde, many enjoying the warmth of the blazing fires while London suffered from yet another day of chilly rains. His appearance at the gentleman’s club created a minor disturbance. A self-acknowledged recluse, he rarely graced the private rooms of White’s. But despite how much he hated drawing attention to himself, some matters needed to be handled in full view of the public.
“Have you lost your marbles, Edgeware? You have the matrons of the ton all twittering.” Mr. George Waver, Sir Justin Waver’s second son and Nigel’s neighbor in Dorset, plopped down in an adjacent leather chair.
Nigel set his crystal snifter on the small round table between them. He’d nursed the brandy for close to an hour, waiting for George to arrive.
“It’s rare when I’m not the topic of gossip and speculation,” he said wryly.
“But it’s so out of your nature to be the one creating the gossip, to—I hesitate to say it—to entertain.” George threw his legs over the arm of the chair and crossed his ankles. “Do you realize how much entertaining you’ll be responsible for with a house party? Guests linger, you must know, for longer than the week.”
“No one will linger. I’ll make certain of that.”
George shook his head. “For someone who has never hosted a party, you’re certainly jumping into this endeavor with both feet. May I inquire what the blazes you’re up to?”
Nigel chuckled. He never imagined he could surprise George, the founder of a large, though often beleaguered, shipping company. He lifted a manicured finger to his lips. “You may find the house party’s purpose even more shocking than the fact that I’m hosting it, I’m afraid. But it is one of the reasons I’ve asked you to meet me.”
George lurched forward and swung his feet to the floor. “Really?” His sky-blue eyes sparkled. “It involves danger? And you need me to watch your back?”
“Danger of another kind, George. And, yes, I do need you to watch my back.” He paused for the sheer joy of watching his friend squirm in his seat. “I’m setting out to restore Lady Mercer to the good graces of society.”
“Lady Mercer? The Nude?”
Nigel clenched his teeth. “Yes, Lady Mercer. She’s suffered a great wrong and I intend to make reparations. I hope I can count on your assistance in ensuring my guests treat her with the highest degree of respect.”
“I say she’s just as guilty as your Dionysus. If she didn’t want to be sneered at like some rantipole, she should have never taken up with the artist. She’s no better than any common light skirt—”
“No!” He reached over and caught George by his coat’s collar. “She had no knowledge of the painting. She’s had no contact with Dionysus. She is an innocent in this affair.”
“Very well, Edgeware.” George’s expression darkened. “Release me before you attract the attention of every damned gentleman in the club.”
Nigel let go of George and tried to straighten his friend’s crumpled lapel. “Can I count on your support?”
“Of course you have my support. You always do. I will kiss her hand and speak pretty words to her. And I will use my influence to sway my friends to do the same.” He frowned. “But Edgeware, Lady Mercer? Are you certain of her innocence? I mean, she was married to that bastard Mercer, after all.”
Nigel shuddered at the thought. Before a few days ago he hadn’t known of the Earl of Mercer’s marriage to Elsbeth. Sure, he’d known that the dastardly earl had married. All of the beau monde pitied his poor, nearly invisible wife. But Elsbeth? That delicate flower married to a monster? Worse, he suspected that the marriage was, at least in some part, Dionysus’s fault.
“The lady is above reproach,” he said.
“Even so, I cannot believe your sponsorship at a house party will repair the damage done by the painting. Over half the beau monde turned up at the exhibition.”
“If one party is not enough, I will have more. I have a duty to fulfill.”
“What is this connection to Dionysus? Is he a bastard sibling?”
“You know I cannot tell you, George.”
“I don’t know anything.” The matter had grown to be a sticking point between the two men. “Pardon me, I’m going to fetch a brandy.”
Nigel returned his attentions to the paper he’d been reading. But his mind wouldn’t focus on its articles. Instead, he spent the time alone cursing himself for not trusting his closest friend with this secret and cursing Dionysus for ruining Elsbeth’s reputation.
“I’m glad to see you’ve finally decided to make a presence for yourself in Society, my boy. It took you long enough.”
Nigel glanced up from the paper. Lord Charles Purbeck’s thick lips were pursed with the same sour expression he seemed to always wear. “Good morning, Uncle. I didn’t realize you made a regular haunt of White’s. I would have suspected Brookes’s more to your political tastes.” He motioned to the empty chair beside him. “Please take a seat, sir.”
“Brookes’s. White’s. Bah! I keep membership in all the clubs, just as you should, boy. Wise men keep close tabs on both sides of the political fence.” His uncle settled in the chair and dug his hand into an interior pocket of his coat. “You cannot imagine the pleasure and surprise I felt when I received notice of your upcoming house party. I hope you have invited the right sort.” A strange gleam grew in Uncle Charles’s eyes. He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket. “It’s not too late to amend the invitation list.”
Nigel accepted the paper and unfolded it. He quickly read the names of three of the most influential families of the ton. Luckily, the families had been invited. His efforts to secure Lady Mercer’s return to society would be a waste of time without the cooperation of powerful families.
“These families boast some of the most eligible young women on the Marriage Mart. I would most assuredly approve of such a match for you, boy.”
Nigel fought an urge to bury his head in his hands. His uncle despised such behavior, deeming any show of emotion to be below their class. “I’m not yet in search of a wife. This is nothing more than a simple house party,” he said very calmly, though the panic welling deep within him was anything but calm. His uncle had played the role of matchmaker four times. Each time ending in utter disaster.
“Bah!” Uncle Charles leaned forward and thumped Nigel on the chest. “It’s past time you to beget an heir, boy. You have a duty to your title, to our family line. And don’t think I haven’t heard of your accident at the estate. You’re lucky to be alive after being thrown from a horse like that.”
“But I am alive. And I fully intend to enjoy living a bit longer before I shackle myself to some simpering milksop or fishwife.”
“Nonsense! You only need to stay with a wife long enough to get her with child. An heir and a spare. That’s all that’s required of you. Find a wife who enjoys the country and keep her at the estate while you continue to pursue your business here in London. Nothing needs to change in your life. Nothing at all. You can even keep your doxies, and after your wife has produced your brood, she can do the same.” Uncle Charles sighed and smiled. “That’s how it went between your aunt and myself.”
And look how happy their lives had been. Nigel remembered grimly a terrifying summer morning. He was probably no older than six or seven at the time. He entered the breakfast parlor just as his aunt tossed a pretty blue and white flowered butter dish at Uncle Charles. Uncle Charles had ducked and the dish had shattered against the door mere inches above Nigel’s head.
“I’ll consider the notion of marriage, Uncle.” It took much less energy to agree with the man who’d raised him than to engage in what would inevitably turn into a vehement argument.
As much as his uncle resented the truth of it, Nigel’s hands were now firmly on the reins of his fortune, his title, his estate, and yes, even his life. He doubted the world had ever experienced such a battle of wills such as the one he’d waged to wrest control from his well-intentioned uncle.
Charles had made his home at Purbeck Manor shortly after the death of Nigel’s father, which bestowed the title of the sixth Marquess of Edgeware on Nigel’s head at the tender age of three. Lady Purbeck, and their infant son, Charlie, naturally accompanied him in this move.
“See that you do, boy. Life, especially yours, is too short to delay on such important matters as begetting an heir.” Charles heaved out of the chair and bustled away, leaving Nigel to wonder if his uncle knew how his recent brush with death had not been an accident.
“Gawd, Edgeware, you look as if you need this brandy more than me. Your jaw’s as long as an old nag’s.” George returned, chipper as ever. It was a wonder how George never held a grudge for long.
Nigel waved away his friend’s comment with a negligent flip of his wrist. “Just a brief encounter with my uncle, who was only too happy to provide recommendations of whom to invite to my humble house party.”
“Sounds like you’ll be sleeping guests in shifts at Purbeck. I don’t remember the old place having enough bedchambers to house the bulk of London.”
“It doesn’t, and I have been a trifle more exclusive than that in my invitations.” He leaned forward in his chair. George, though projecting his usual lazy demeanor, was acting anything but normal. The deep lines underscoring his eyes hinted at several nights of lost sleep. “I know what my worries are. Why do you require a brandy fortifier?”
George flustered for a moment, a most unusual behavior for the businessman. “I? Did I say something was wrong?” He swallowed nearly half his drink. “You must be mistaken.”
“Come now,” Nigel urged.
“Just a bit of trouble with the shipping business. Nothing that wouldn’t bore the ears off a true aristocrat such as yourself.” George took another sip. “By-the-bye, I want to thank you for involving my mother with this grand event of yours. She’s bubbling over with excitement, chattering on and on about how delighted she is to have been asked to play hostess at your house party.”
“I’m only too pleased she’d agreed. With a household filled with men, I required the services of a respectable matron to fill the role.” He let the matter of George’s business problems fade to the background, though he wasn’t quite ready to let the matter drop completely. If his friend needed assistance, he wanted to help.
“Let me ask you an impertinent question, Edgeware.” George’s natural smile returned. “Why a house party? A series of balls hosted by yourself and some of your most powerful friends would do just as well in repairing Lady Mercer’s good name.”
“Time,” Nigel muttered. “I’m short of it. I was at Purbeck when Lady Mercer’s disaster erupted.” He glanced around the room to make sure no one could overhear them. “No one other than my head groom knows this,” he said. “I expect you’ll be able to keep your mouth shut regarding what I am about to tell you.”
“Have you ever known my lips to run unfettered?”
“No, I haven’t. And don’t pick up the habit now. A few days ago I was riding the borders of the estate in search of fresh evidence of smuggling operations when Zeus bolted. He tossed me headlong to the ground.”
“Zounds, you’re lucky to be alive! That stallion of yours is a mammoth.”
“That’s not the half of it. I took a pretty bad crack on the head and suffer from various pains ever since.”
“Zounds,” George breathed through his teeth.
“It wasn’t Zeus’s fault. Someone placed a metal burr beneath his saddle. My weight caused him considerable pain.”
“A murder attempt? You cannot be serious.”
“Considering how I was mistaken for dead for several minutes after the accident, I have to be serious about this.” Nigel pulled a hand through his hair. “Since I can’t imagine having any enemies among the locals in the village, I’m wondering if I hadn’t stumbled into the middle of a crime ring. Smuggling is growing again in the area. You’ve been to your estate in Dorset recently. Have you heard any talk about illegal activities?”
George paled. “Gad no. If I had, I would have come straight to you. You’re the highest ranking landowner in the village, after all.”
Nigel eyed his friend carefully. There was something in the way George’s mouth twitched and in the tone of his quick answer that didn’t sit right.
“Of course you would,” he said slowly. “Why wouldn’t you?”
“There is no reason I wouldn’t, so put that out of your mind,” George said a little too vehemently. “So you’re sitting on pins, anxious to get back to your problems at Purbeck? Certainly you’re not actually considering conducting an investigation while a house party is underway in your own home?”
“That is precisely what I’m planning.”
“And you suspect an attempt against your life is connected to some errant smuggling operation?” George paled further.
“What else am I to think?”
“Then you must not return. Not with the confusion of a house party. There will be too many new faces on the estate for you to properly protect yourself. Not only the guests, but you’ll have to bring in extra servants to care for all those demanding sops residing under your roof.”
“I know, I know all that. But I can’t let this trouble with Lady Mercer simmer. I have a responsibility to take care of Dionysus’s messes. You know that.”
“No, I don’t know that. And what good will you serve Dionysus if you are bloody well dead?”
“Don’t get flustered, George. I have a plan all worked out. But I do need help. If your business can spare you for the week, I would be delighted if you attended my party as an honored guest.”
“You can always rely on me.” George laughed then, though it lacked its usual warmth. “Another adventure, eh Edgeware? What a change this will be. I’m usually the one who’s dragging you down into stews. It’ll be a treat to be pulled up into the bright world of high society.”
“Don’t put yourself down. Your family is perfectly accepted in the ton.”
This time when George laughed, the rumbling sound was genuine. He stood and drained the last of his brandy. “I work for my fortune; you inherited yours. There’s a world of difference in that statement, Edgeware. A damned world of difference.”
* * * * *
Chapter Seven
A gentle breeze rustled through the crisp, brown fronds hanging limply from the ailing palms encircling Purbeck Manor in the southeastern end of Dorset. Despite the ill-chosen tree species, the manor house itself was impressive in both size and architectural style. Adorned with the local Purbeck white marble, a stone commonly found on many of the estates and homes in the region, there was nothing common about Purbeck Manor. The pale marble blocks that had been quarried from the estate grounds had been finely polished and intricately carved in the 17th century to form fanciful details such as sweeping arched lintels and spiraling columns. The work had been directed by an ancestor Nigel had always thought of as a bit mad.
Who else but a madman would have built such a sprawling manor? Fashioned to mimic a palatial Italian villa, the colossal structure held no less than ten guest apartments, a master suite, a grand ballroom, and an adjoining dining room with a table large enough to seat fifty people. Why anyone would willingly want to feed and entertain so many had been beyond Nigel’s understanding until now.
Fashionably dressed for the upcoming country affair in a long coat and tailored breeches, he stood outside the front entrance and leaned against one of the fifteen marble columns flanking the front exterior while a line of carriages rolled up the lane and past the estate’s neatly-scythed front lawn.
The first of the guests were arriving as scheduled. The plan promised to be a challenge. But Nigel felt ready. He had to be, for Elsbeth’s sake. His thoughts strayed to that steely flower. Her strength had startled him. She refused to be cowed. And her determination to expose Dionysus appeared unbendable. Yes, he’d do well to restore her reputation before she could unravel the mystery behind Dionysus.
If only he didn’t have other distractions—like an attempted murder—to deal with. He was going to need all his concentration to seduce Elsbeth in order to keep her mind off Dionysus. He was contemplating the delightful task of enticing the intriguing lady into his bed when the hair on the back of his neck rose.
He caught a glimpse of movement in the dark grove just north of the manor.
Damnation, what now? His nerves were frayed to begin with. The entire household was excited and noisy and in his way. He could hear Lady Waver, George’s mother, rushing about, giving last-minute instructions to the servants. Certainly his imagination was joining in the excitement, creating villains where none existed and seeing shadows of men in the home wood. His nerves must surely be undone.
But again, out the corner of his eye, he fancied he saw a clear outline of a man. His senses alert, Nigel gazed out into the dark grove.
An unmistakable pair of eyes flashed from within the shadows of the wood. Someone was definitely out there watching him.
“Lady Waver!” he called out. He paced the portico, eager to track the intruder. A round woman with bright eyes and flushed cheeks joined him on the front steps.
“Ah, carriages are approaching,” she said cheerfully. “The house will soon be filled with activity.”
If he went through the house and out the back way, he might be able to sneak up on whoever was hiding in the woods. Perhaps those eyes belonged to the cove who’d put that burr in Zeus’s saddle.
“My lord?” Lady Waver said, her cheerful smile fading. “Is something wrong?”
“Yes.” He started toward the front door. “Please greet the incoming guests and give them my apologies.”
Lady Waver caught his arm. “My lord!” she cried. “You don’t plan to greet them yourself? Surely your guests are expecting—”
He slipped free from her grasp and gave a brisk bow. “I trust you will manage well enough without me, madam.”
The guests would have to make do without him. He had a shadow to catch.
* * * * *
Nigel returned from his search of the woods to find that the carriages had already emptied of their passengers. Other than the ripped piece of wool he’d found hanging on a tree branch, there were no other signs to suggest there had been an intruder on the property, no other evidence to prove he hadn’t imagined his being watched.
Just to be safe, he sent Guthrie, a rather burly footman, to thoroughly search the woods and report anything suspicious.
Perhaps he should also find George and—
“I will not have it!” a round tone sang out just as he entered the front hall.
Damn and blast. The guests.
Nigel forced a grin and forged forward, prepared to play the friendly host.
Lady Waver stood in the middle of the entrance hall, her face red as a cherry. “But—but Lady Dashborough, you cannot mean to leave.” She waved her stout hands in the air while blocking the path of three ladies who were trying to push their way out the front door.
Nigel drew a deep breath. He’d expected trouble, and though the prospect of confronting the formidable Lady Dashborough frayed his nerves, he was not unprepared.
“Ladies,” he said, as he strode quickly across the hall to greet the unhappy women.
Lady Dashborough was the first to turn around. “Lord Edgeware, how dare you?” She punctuated each word and then thrust her chin in the air. “We are leaving.”
“Leaving?” he echoed. He leaned against an interior column and let a crooked grin form. “Why ever for, my lady? You’ve only just arrived.” He knew the picture he created, the untamed bachelor with a gleaming smile.
Lady Dashborough, still a beautiful woman in her own right and one of the most influential gossips in the ton, stepped toward him. Her hunched shoulders relaxed a good three inches.
“There has to be a mistake,” she said, her voice softening to almost a whisper. “Your hostess has shown that Mercer creature to one of your guest rooms. We cannot be expected to consort with a woman of . . . of . . . that sort. I cannot imagine how the Baneshires manage to allow that thing to live in their home, much less allow it to act as chaperone for their daughters. I, for one, would have swiftly kicked it out and let it fend for itself in the stews where it assuredly belongs.”
Nigel gave a quick nod to Lady Dashborough’s two daughters before taking the grand lady’s hand in his. “I am sure you would have done just that. I can understand why you’d feel offended by her presence.” He led her to the far end of the hall and lowered his voice. “But then if Lady Mercer knew of the secret liaisons you and a certain married duke, a married duke who has openly sworn his devotion to his lovely wife, have been carrying on for nigh three years now, she might feel just as offended to be included on the same guest list as you.”
Lady Dashborough sucked in a great deal of air. “I have never broadcast that relationship. There is no scandal.”
“No?” he said smoothly. “No, I suppose not. At least, there won’t be one as long as a certain influential wife of a certain duke remains ignorant.”
“Are you threatening me, Edgeware?”
Nigel loathed both threats and confrontations. But since the success of the week depended on the guests actually staying for the house party, he was forced to play the clever bastard.
“Yes, my lady, I believe I am.”
George had been right. His friend had spent the previous week gathering all sorts of nasty bits of information against the invited guests from a variety of underworld sources. Nigel had protested but was now glad George hadn’t listened.
“Shall I have Lady Waver show you and your daughters to the guest chambers I’ve selected specifically for you?”
Lady Dashborough smiled through tight lips and her voice sounded strained. “Yes, my lord, that would please me.”
He gave a deep bow. “Until this evening then, my lady.”
The first crisis of many, no doubt, had been quite smoothly handled. Satisfied, he turned his mind to Elsbeth. Lady Dashborough was not the type of woman to keep her dislikes silent. If she and the Baneshire family had arrived at the estate at the same time, he could only suppose that Elsbeth was upstairs licking her wounds and planning her escape.
He stopped a footman who was descending the grand stairs. “Is Lady Mercer settled in the chamber I’ve selected for her?” he asked, thinking to invite her and her cousins into the red parlor to take an early tea. Women often required extra attention and reassurances when faced with a difficult situation. He doubted Elsbeth was any different.
“No, my lord,” the footman said.
“She is not?” Had she run off so quickly?
“Lady Mercer had asked for directions to the gardens. I showed her the way myself, my lord. And then a few minutes later, I showed Lady Olivia the same path.”
“Very good,” he said, and raced back down the stairs and out the back door into the estate’s private gardens.
The soft scent of daffodils greeted him. Beyond the yew hedges, he heard the whisper of voices and the rustle of skirts. Steeling himself for the worst—namely, a river of tears—he straightened his coat and began a brave march forward.
“Ho there!” George’s voice carried across a grassy field.
Nigel waited for George to trot across the field. “What detective work have you been pursuing today?” he asked.
“Me?” George shrugged. “Nothing, really. Just a brisk trot around the grounds.”
“Looking for evidence, perhaps?” Nigel pulled out the scrap of material he’d found in the woods and handed it to George. “Something like this?”
George studied the woolen fabric.
“I believe someone was stalking in the woods, watching me. He eluded me when I went in pursuit but not without tearing his cloak.”
“Strange,” George said, giving the cloth even more attention. “I spoke to Charlie on the wooded path between our houses a few minutes ago. He arrived this morning with three young friends. They are looking to invade your house party.”
“Charlie?” He was surprised to hear that his cousin, the younger Charles Purbeck, would leave the excitement of the London Season for what promised to be a staid country gathering.
“He’s set up at the dowager cottage.”
“Fine. I’ll send a footman to invite him and his friends to dinner. The younger women will be grateful for the company of men closer to their age.”
George frowned. “Are you not the least concerned that Charlie or one of his friends might be wearing a torn cloak?”
Nigel considered the idea and quickly dismissed it. “Charlie’s harmless.”
George frowned, not looking at all convinced.
“Granted, Charlie has an uncommon talent for mischief,” Nigel conceeded. “But I assure you, he would never do anything to harm me. We were raised together. We survived his father’s rages together. We’re as close as brothers.”
“Of course you are,” George shook his head and smiled. “I’ve been working in the shipping business too long, I suppose. I no longer trust anyone.”
“I’m sure that’s not true. Anyhow, I don’t have time to worry about this now. I’m tending to a fire on our other front.” He explained the situation and was more than a little relieved when George followed him into the gardens. His friend had a certain way with women, handling the fairer sex with a rogue smile and a smooth tongue.
Without too much searching they found Elsbeth and Olivia in the folly, a sham ruin celebrating the goddess Athena. The round Greek temple sat in the midst of one of the garden’s many ponds.
“My ladies,” Nigel said, as they crossed the arched bridge and joined the women in the shelter of the marble stone structure. “Please allow me to introduce my friend and neighbor, Mr. George Waver.”
Olivia stepped forward. Her smile rivaled the sun reflecting off the pond. Elsbeth stayed behind her cousin. Her features remained as still as the stone ruin. At least her sapphire eyes, though hard and wary, were clear. No evidence to suggest she’d been weeping. Perhaps Lady Dashborough’s complaints had not reached her ears.
George greeted the women using his extraordinary charm and began to recount a silly adventure Nigel and George had shared as lads. “We were convinced the head gardener was a French spy and had set out to uncover the truth,” he said and then launched into his tale with vivid descriptions.
George’s presence seemed to put the young Lady Olivia immediately at ease. Elsbeth was more reserved in her reaction. Her wary gaze, Nigel noticed, kept straying away from George and in his direction. Nigel crossed his arms in front of him, hoping to strike a languid pose.
What was she thinking? What did she find so unpleasant about him that she would have to regard him so?
George must have noticed Elsbeth’s odd behavior for he stopped mid-story. “Lady Olivia, would you care to stroll the bulb garden with me? The flowers are near their peak, and the light is perfect for viewing.”
Olivia quickly agreed and latched onto George’s proffered arm. “I will see you at dinner, my lady,” George said, giving a departing bow to Elsbeth, who had stepped forward to join in the stroll. “And do not worry after your young cousin. I will have her back to the house in a trice.”
“Very well,” Elsbeth said with a sigh. “I will be waiting for you in our apartment, Olivia.” Her gaze stayed fixed upon the departing couple until they disappeared around the corner of the path. She then turned to Nigel.
“Why do you stare at me so?” she asked in a harsh whisper.
“I?” He was quite taken aback at the charge. He took a step toward her. “It was you who was staring at me. Not that I mind the attention, mind you. At least you are finally taking notice of me.”
“Absurd. Simply, absurd,” she said, as she backed away from him until she’d pressed herself up against one of the far columns.
This was beyond strange. No woman had ever feared him before.
“Is it so terribly frightening to find yourself alone with me?” He braved a second step forward. Pursuit of a woman was foreign to him. He was much more used to the role of hapless prey than aggressive predator. And aggressive predator was unquestionably the role he filled now. He purposefully stood between Elsbeth and her escape, making damned sure there was no danger of her fleeing. There could be no seduction if she refused to remain in his presence for more than a moment or two.
“I am not afraid,” she whispered. Her lips quivered ever so slightly as she pressed herself more firmly against the far stone column.
“You believe I will attack you?” Certainly she didn’t think he’d—
“A-attack me?” she breathed.
Ah, she did.
Her gaze shifted toward the bridge, the only way out of the ruin, and back to where he stood blocking the way.
“I promise that you are safe with me,” he said as he stepped to one side, careful to keep his distance while opening up her escape route. “I spoke with Lady Dashborough. Lady Waver mentioned that she arrived the same time as you. I hope she—”
“Did she leave?” Elsbeth asked before he could explain. “She told me she planned to leave.”
“I’m sure Lady Dashborough told you a good many things she now regrets.” He couldn’t help but chuckle as he remembered how easily the good Lady Dashborough came into line. “She would not dream of leaving my house party.”
The news didn’t seem to cheer Elsbeth in the least. “This bodes to be a very long week.”
“And pleasant, I hope. I am pleased you decided to attend.”
“You gave me no choice! You conspired to set my own family against me!”
Despite her fierce scowl he couldn’t help but take heart from her sparking anger. Where she was standing, at the far end of the ruin, the sunlight streamed in and bathed her in the most ethereal light. She could have been the warrior, Athena, returned to earth as lithe as a deer and as strong as a lioness.
A sudden surge of lust nearly stole Nigel’s breath. He wanted this goddess to come to life, this picture of perfection, but he had no idea how to win her. The goddess standing in his garden was as real as the water in the ponds. She would be staying in his home and sleeping in one of his beds. The thought was staggering.
“You’re doing it again,” she said.
“Doing what?”
“Staring at me like that.” She clutched the locket at her throat. “Like you’re hungry. It makes me uneasy.”
Well hell, that was the last thing he wanted to do. “I only wished to speak with you. I was curious to know how you fared after your encounter with Lady Dashborough.” His voice was purposefully neutral, though he felt anything but neutral toward her and the whole bloody situation.
“I’m fine. Lady Olivia has convinced me that my uncle would be most upset if I showed up at their London town house a few days after leaving.”
“That is a—what did you say? Baneshire is in London?” Her uncle, a very well respected member of the ton, was to play a large role in the reformation of Elsbeth’s good name.
“He sends his regrets. He had every intention of attending. But at the last minute found it impossible to leave Lady Baneshire alone. She’s been gravely ill for some time now, you must know. He insisted we come, though. He sent an army of footmen with us to guard the carriage.”
The unplanned change of topic worked well to smooth the worry lines from Elsbeth’s brow. Her tone strengthened and turned quite clipped and frosty. If only the change in topic would do the same for Nigel, and his lust for her could be so easily forgotten.
“Lord Baneshire will be missed.” He took a step toward her. He caught a whiff of her perfume, a sweet orange scent in the cool breeze.
“Stroll with me in the gardens,” he said, and instantly cursed himself for sounded imperious. He had rather hoped his invitation would have sounded as accommodating as George’s had when he invited Olivia to accompany him through the gardens.
“I should return to the guest chamber, my lord. I am still in my carriage dress.”
True, she was dressed in a heavy dark blue gown, suitable for traveling. There was a smudge of dust on her cheek, a tiny matching hat sat askew on the top of her head, and a few pins were coming loose, letting the random blond strands of hair escape from the tight styling.
“Very well,” he said, but he was not ready to leave her company. He tilted his head and smiled at her. “Perhaps you can do one thing for me before you take your leave?”
Her gloved hand shot out. “You wish to touch my hand again, I suppose.” Sapphire blue eyes smoldered from behind her steady lashes.
“Please Elsbeth,” he said. He drew off his hat and tossed it aside so he could drag his hand through his hair. This was going to be a very long week indeed. “You have no need to feel a duty to placate me. And I promise you there is no reason to fear me. The only two things I will insist upon is that you accept my assistance in restoring your reputation, and that you do not attempt to uncover Dionysus’s identity.”
She closed her palm and lowered her hand. For a moment her brows furrowed. “I don’t know . . .”
What she didn’t know, Nigel wasn’t sure. “I had hoped, though, to persuade you to agree to a chaste kiss.” Of course he had pictured the kiss blooming into something daringly passionate.
She appeared scandalized by his admission. “I would not enjoy it.”
“A challenge, then?” He stepped away from her. She looked ready to dive over the railing and into the pond to escape his wicked presence. “Now you will certainly have to agree to permit me to brush my lips with yours. For if you don’t, I will forever believe you find me lacking.”
With a look of outrage, Elsbeth charged toward the bridge. Nigel’s heart dropped as he watched her go. Skirts raised, she made haste over the wooden planks and down several feet of the garden trail.
And then, much to Nigel’s astonishment, she stopped.
“How chaste a kiss?” she inquired over her shoulder.
“Our lips would touch.”
She took several more steps down the path before stopping again. “For how long?”
“For as long as you desire.”
She stayed frozen in the middle of the path with her back to him for several moments. Nigel was wise enough not to pursue her. Instead he held his breath while she considered the request, convinced she’d refuse. But like a skittish wren lured to a bowl of seeds, she slowly turned around.
“I will not enjoy it,” she said, but closed her eyes and puckered her lips.
As light as the spring breeze in the air, Nigel made a jaunty trail to her. Elsbeth stood stiff with her eyes tightly sealed. He didn’t dare wrap his arms around her for fear she might bolt again. So he leaned in close until his lips were a whisper from hers. “I will kiss you now,” he said softly.
He brushed his lips against her mouth. She stood unmoving, unresponsive. And yet, his desire grew. He flicked his tongue over her puckered lips hoping to soften them, praying he could draw her out.
She gasped, perhaps to protest. No matter, he took advantage of the opening and suckled her lower lip.
Instead of pulling away, she leaned in closer, her mouth drinking in the attention as if starving. She pressed a hand against his chest and returned his kiss passion for passion.
Nigel groaned.
Suddenly, she pulled back. “That is not the kind of kiss we had agreed to.” Her whole face was flushed, her breathing hitched.
“Did you not enjoy it?” he asked, knowing full well that he was the very devil for teasing her.
“Certainly not!” She turned on her heels and held out her arm. “I would thank you to escort me back to the house now.”
He gratefully placed his forearm under hers. At least she’d not run away. She was a proud woman and strong. He could admire that. “I must practice then, my lady. For a kiss should be most enjoyable for both parties. Perhaps you will give me pointers?” He said seriously, though a smile played upon his lips. He guided her back to the house while she remained silent.
“Your lips are most exquisite,” he said just before leaving her at the base of the grand staircase, knowing it would scandalize her. “I won’t be able to think of anything other than your sweet taste upon my mouth for the rest of the day.”
* * * * *
Chapter Eight
Elsbeth stood off to one side of the drawing room door and watched the ladies taking afternoon tea with the gentlemen gathered within. Everyone appeared so at ease. They visited and laughed freely with each other.
Her heart shuddered.
She’d never experienced such familiarity with her husband and his friends. Men, loud and often brash, simply could not be trusted. They needed to be watched as carefully as one would watch a thief around the household’s best silver.
She felt much more comfortable around the servants. That was where she had spent the afternoon, questioning the servants about Dionysus. Though they had expressed honest concern, every single one she’d questioned was either too loyal to the Marquess, or they truly didn’t know Dionysus’s secret identity.
She tended to think that it was the latter, that the servants simply did not know. The secret was that deep.
“Dreadful, isn’t it?” a voice whispered in her ear, startling the wits out of her. She nearly jumped to the ceiling before she whirled around with such speed that her feet jumbled beneath her, tossing her directly into his chest.
His chest.
She felt his muscles ripple from beneath the layers of his clothing. Or was that just her overactive imagination at work? And that kiss in the garden. She couldn’t seem to keep from thinking about it. Or wondering if there would be a second one. Those unruly thoughts frightened and excited her all at once. She shouldn’t be having such thoughts about a man, especially not about a man who could turn her legs to jelly with the twitch of his lips.
Edgeware smiled down on her as he very gently set her back on her feet. “I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said softly.
Her face heated from embarrassment . . . and from that other emotion she was unwilling to acknowledge. She was forever making herself look the fool around him.
She quickly gathered her composure and turned a hard glare toward the devilishly handsome lord.
“What do you mean by saying I am dreadful?” she asked.
“Not you, dove.” His gaze flicked toward the drawing room. “Them. I despise such gatherings. One feels obligated to be in a perpetually cheerful mood and such obligations tend to irritate my nerves by half.”
He looked so miserable, so utterly put out, she couldn’t help but smile. Surely he was jesting. A man of his position and wealth must thrive on social gatherings.
“We must go in, you know,” he said. “My fortifiers—brandy, sherry, and port—are all on that sideboard . . .” He sighed. “On the far side of the drawing room.”
“Poor man.” His behavior was so unlike her late husband’s. Lord Mercer would have never bemoaned the location of his brandy. Instead he’d have plowed into the room, poured a snifter full, and ignored the guests if that was what he chose to do.
“I have a duty to my guests,” Edgeware said and heaved another deep sigh. “Perhaps if you stay close to me, we’ll both survive the ordeal.”
He wasn’t jesting. He was actually dreading this evening more than she. And he was looking to her to be his strength.
Amazing.
“If you smile like that all evening, I won’t notice anyone in the room but you,” he said. A wolfish gleam appeared in his black gaze. His eyes shimmered with a brooding hunger, the same erotic and almost tempting hunger he’d used against her defenses that afternoon in the garden. And just like in the garden, she couldn’t run away. Not from him . . . or herself.
“Thank you, my lord. But I have no need of support. I am perfectly capable of enjoying an evening with my peers.” This time when she turned, she did so with careful precision. Head held high, she marched into the drawing room. Alone. The laughter and giddy chatter abruptly came to a halt. All eyes turned to her.
She did need his support, damn his teasing ways.
She didn’t want to face his guests alone. She didn’t want to face them at all. They knew. Because of that horrid painting, they now knew. She could read it in their disapproving gazes. They knew she’d been unfaithful to her husband, the royal hero who’d bravely given his life in battle. Though she hadn’t taken comfort in another man’s arms in his absence—as some now believed—she had broken her marriage vows.
She’d denied the truth to her uncle. Denied it to herself, too. She hadn’t been a faithful wife. She’d withheld herself from him in the worst possible ways. A wife was bound by duty to love and honor her husband, no matter the hardships. And she’d done neither. The day word of his death reached her ears, she’d breathed a sigh of relief for being released from him, a man she despised.
Somehow Dionysus had seen through her stiff upper lip and silent nods. Somehow he knew of the dishonor lurking in her heart and was determined to reveal her secret to the world.
She had to stop him before he dealt another blow to her and her family’s reputation. There were too many secrets hidden beneath the pain. Society would forever shun her if they ever learned the full truth of her marriage.
With a brave smile that was anything but real, she stepped toward her cousins, who were, unfortunately, sitting on a sofa next to Lady Dashborough’s two daughters. Just as she was about to politely greet the lovely quartette of ladies, her gaze landed on a large painting hanging above her cousins’ heads.
And she froze.
Varying shades of purples and crimson had been blended to create a stunning sunset. The paint nearly glowed. The artist’s short bush strokes and heavy use of paint struck Elsbeth immediately.
Dionysus had painted the scene.
Even here, far away from the frivolities of London, he plagued her, underscoring the urgency of her task. Naturally, she’d expected it to be the case since Edgeware had baldly admitted to being Dionysus’s keeper. But even so, her heart wasn’t prepared to soak in the heartrending landscape.
A man, alone, with only his back visible stood on a rocky outcropping, a cape fluttering in the harsh wind. Other than the rocks and the vast expanse of the sunset, the landscape was barren. Utterly barren.
The raw despair bared in that scene threatened to rip open her heart. How could this be the same artist who wished to ruin her? How could he display such depths of feeling while being cold enough to seek to destroy her bruised and broken heart?
“Elly,” Olivia said loudly, saving Elsbeth from being completely absorbed into Dionysus’s painting. “I was afraid that you were determined to hide upstairs for the entire week.”
The younger of Lady Dashborough’s two daughters, a creamy-skinned beauty with soft auburn hair, sniffed haughtily. “One could only have hoped.”
“That new gown looks lovely on you, Elsbeth,” Lauretta said on the heels of the snide comment.
“Yes,” Lady Dashborough’s elder daughter said. “The silver threads are simply stunning.”
Elsbeth held her breath, waiting for the young woman to follow up the compliment with a snide remark of her own. The woman merely batted her pretty long eyelashes and stared up at Elsbeth with a look akin to reverence.
“Thank you,” Elsbeth said finally. Shock kept her from saying anything more.
Besides, her attention was drawn back to the painting. It was a self-portrait of course, a man utterly alone in a harsh environment. His shoulders sagged, drawn down with exhaustion from bearing too great a weight for far too long. She recognized his anguish, knew such pain only too well. Here, in the middle of this drawing room, she felt just as alone.
“Lady Sara, Lady Constance, please permit me to introduce my cousin.” Olivia jumped up from the sofa and pulled her arm around Elsbeth.
“There is no need,” the younger of the daughters said. She rose from the sofa and walked away.
“I am Sara,” the elder Dashborough said. “Please forgive my sister. She is . . . insecure.” Sara edged closer to Elsbeth. “But I am fascinated by you. I would dearly enjoy talking to you sometime this week.”
“I would be only too happy to—”
“Please excuse me, ladies.” Lord Edgeware appeared at Elsbeth’s side and deftly captured her arm. “Allow me to introduce Lady Mercer to the other guests before the three of you monopolize all her attentions.” He gave the women such a charming, dimpled smile it would have been impossible to object.
“A pretty splattering of colors, do you not agree?” he said, not sparing even a passing glance toward the painting she could not seem to ignore. The dark lord stood too close to her. His spicy masculine scent left her breathless, her mind muddled. “I thought it matched the décor of this room.”
Pretty? She shivered and forced herself to turn away from the haunting image. He couldn’t even begin to understand how Dionysus’s lonely images could sting her heart.
Just standing next to Edgeware and looking at the “splattering of colors” made her miss the soft emotions she’d long ago abandoned. Gracious, she needed to regain control. Allowing her foolish heart such freedom would prove dangerous.
It always did.
“Don’t run from me again,” Edgeware whispered as they strolled across the room, his voice an intimate caress on her ear, making it all the more difficult to steel her nerves against the softening of her resolve.
“Forgive me, my lord,” she said, her voice as sharp as a fishwife’s.
“Just don’t do it again,” he replied smoothly. “I would hate to wrack my brain once more in order to come up with a fresh excuse to lure you back to my side.”
She bit her tongue, stopping herself before she told him that spending the evening in his company was one of the very last things she wished to do. A lie, if there was ever one, too. Perversely, like Dionysus’s paintings, Edgeware fascinated her.
So, with a smile forming on her lips, she allowed herself to be introduced to the crowded room. Every now and again she caught her gaze straying back to Dionysus’s painting and would have to forcibly return her wandering attentions to the guests being introduced.
Not all present that evening were staying at the house. Some were Edgeware’s neighbors. And not all of the faces were unfamiliar to her. Lord Ames had the decency to blush as he rubbed his cheek in memory of the slap she had given him the day of the exhibition.
The famous “Beau” Brummel, the arbiter of taste and refinement, bowed over her hand and complimented her silver sheath of a gown. Stunned by his acceptance, she just barely murmured her gratitude. Mr. Brummel and Edgeware paid her no heed as they talked amicably about courtly affairs.
Lady Cowper, one of the patronesses of Almack’s and a powerful figure in her own right, greeted Elsbeth with cool civility before turning her charm toward Edgeware. “I have pulled myself away from London during the height of the Season with the sole purpose to recruit you into our ranks, Edgeware. Whenever will you join Almack’s?” She swatted him with her fan. “There are so few eligible, handsome faces attending lately.”
Lady Cowper’s husband, the Fifth Earl of Cowper, was on the other side of the room, talking politics with several of Edgeware’s neighbors.
Much to Elsbeth’s surprise, other than Lady Dashborough’s youngest daughter, no one insulted her or tried to spurn her company. Even Lady Dashborough apologized for her earlier behavior. Apparently the Marquess’s social influence hadn’t been overstated.
After the introductions, she wasn’t given the chance to return to her cousins or to disappear into a corner where she could ponder her unsettling reaction to either Dionysus’s painting or the way the dark lord made her heart race. Instead, she was persuaded, rather doggedly, to partner Edgeware in a game of Whist, a game she was, luckily, able to play with a great deal of skill and confidence. After a while, she found that the evening promised to be a bit better than the utter disaster she’d initially imagined. And much to her surprise, many of her giggles were even genuine.
* * * * *
Did she realize the effect she had on men when she let her eyes sparkle so?
Nigel supposed not, since no accompanying coy smile tugged on her artfully shaped lips. Nor did she sneak glances with the other men at the table to read their reactions. Her behavior was as straightforward and honest as a sunrise. The only fleeting glances she’d sneak were toward that damned painting on the wall.
He cursed his decision to hang that dratted painting in his drawing room. She was clearly repulsed—frightened even—by it, though her gaze seemed drawn to it.
George and Severin, the whist team Nigel and Elsbeth were pitting their wits against, were playing a sharp hand while talking incessantly about the most nonsensical topics. Elsbeth laughed prettily at a jest George made before laying down the queen of hearts—exactly the card Nigel had been waiting for.
“I’m tempted to smuggle you into the worst of London’s gaming rooms,” he leaned forward and said as he played his turn, winning the fifth consecutive game point. “I’d say your skills would win me a fortune several times over.”
“Then you simply must let me have her,” Severin said. “I could make better use of the lady’s skills than you ever could, Edgeware.”
Severin made the comment in such a lilting manner that no one would have taken him seriously. They were joking, having a bit of fun with the compliments. From the way the color drained from Elsbeth’s face, one would have thought they’d been contemplating selling her into slavery.
“I say,” Severin said, mirroring her distress. “’Tis a little jest, that’s all. Truly, nothing to get the vapors over.”
Elsbeth murmured something unintelligible. Since it was her turn again, she drew a card from her stack and dropped it on the pile without even looking at it. Her play stunned Nigel. The card she’d tossed down hadn’t followed the suit of the trick being played nor did it trump the highest card on the table. In fact, she’d revoked. A move only a novice player would make. According to the rules, they’d be penalized three points. Not that he cared about the points. It was her reaction that had him worried.
He tried to get her attention, to ask her what was wrong, but she refused to look up from the tabletop.
“Lady Mercer?” he asked softly. “Are you unwell?”
She blinked up at him for a silent moment before flicking a glance toward the drawing room door. At least she wasn’t sneaking another look at that accursed painting. Her slender hand reached up and clutched the locket hanging around her neck. The color in her cheeks faded further and her lips tightened when her gaze returned again to the drawing room door.
Something was terribly wrong.
Nigel rose as he followed her gaze. Charlie, followed by three of his friends, was strolling into the room like a group of well-groomed roosters.
“Nigel!” his cousin called out. “Surprise!”
* * * * *
Devils and demons, Elsbeth cursed. She should have suspected a handsome demon like Lord Edgeware would be mixed up with a devil like Charlie.
“Lady Mercer.” Edgeware had somehow slipped from his chair and made his way to her side without her notice. He placed a steadying hand around her arm and urged her to her feet. “Lady Mercer, allow me to present my cousin, Mr. Charles Purbeck.”
She stared into Charlie’s dead eyes. A chill direct from hell sailed through her. Charlie and her husband had been two parts of a very close trio. The third, a Captain Pime, was still on the continent with the British army. When the three men had stayed at the estate, she’d felt as if she was their main prey. And it was Charlie, always Charlie, who’d mercilessly tease her husband about his lack of heirs. It was a topic that was a source of endless tension in their marriage, made worse by Charlie. While the men would drink in the parlor after supper, Charlie would whisper in her husband’s ear. She never knew exactly what he was saying to Hubert. But the result was always the same. Her husband’s face would turn a ruddy red and his eyes would harden every time he’d glance in her direction. And then, later—
Charlie took her hand with brash familiarity, caressing her fingertips before lifting her hand to his lips for a tender kiss.
“Elly,” he said. The nickname grated her nerves, and he knew it. He also knew how improper it was for him to be addressing her so intimately. “Elly, my dear, it is ever so good to see you again.”
He paused and licked his lips. “With the rumors of your indiscretion flying, I’d been worried about you. I’m glad to see you have found safety under my cousin’s . . . um . . . protection. I look forward to renewing our acquaintance this week.” His gaze held a wealth of promises that churned her stomach. Before she could tell him that she wanted to do nothing of the sort, he turned his back and greeted Lord Ames.
“Severin,” he said, and gave Ames a good pound on the arm. “Good to see you, man. We’ve missed you in our group. What with the war and all, our numbers have been dwindling. We need you back at our tables to help fill in the void, and our pockets.”
Charlie’s friends all laughed at the joke.
Edgeware frowned. “Now Charlie—”
“Don’t get your indignation all twisted about, cousin. Severin knows I’m just having a bit of fun.”
At his expense, Elsbeth thought, remembering only too well the times she’d been the target of Charlie’s inappropriate humor . . . and worse, much worse once her husband and his friends had gotten deep into their cups. She moved to escape the drawing room and bumped into Edgeware’s chest.
He wrapped a comforting arm around her waist. “Easy,” he whispered. “There is nothing to fear here.”
She longed to believe him. But with Charlie in the room, she had reason enough to doubt her safety.
“Donald?”
Elsbeth glanced up at the sound of Lauretta’s voice. Sure enough, the fickle-hearted Sir Donald Gilforth stood beside Charlie, his fingers playing with a large crested fob hanging from his waistcoat pocket. How could she have missed him before? She was becoming careless, and with so many gentlemen about, that could prove dangerous.
Sir Donald stared blankly ahead as Lauretta rushed up to greet him. Elsbeth’s heart stopped. She pulled away from Edgeware just as Lauretta, with eyes bright and a pretty smile pursed on her satiny lips, stepped happily into what promised to be a crushing scene.
“Lord Edgeware,” Lady Waver bustled up and latched onto the Marquess’s arm. “Dinner is ready to be served.”
“Splendid,” said Charlie while capturing Elsbeth’s hand. “Please allow me to escort you to the dining room, Elly.” She had no time to refuse him. Not when there was a more pressing matter worrying her.
Lauretta’s fragile heart.
“Donald, it is wonderful to see you,” Lauretta was saying, her pink cheeks glowing.
“Yes,” Sir Donald said vaguely, no longer looking in Lauretta’s direction but at someone beyond her shoulder. “Excuse me, my lady.” He brushed past Lauretta and made a beeline to Lady Dashborough’s youngest daughter, the lovely Lady Constance.
“Oh dear,” Elsbeth muttered, and tried to hurry over to comfort her cousin. But Charlie held her back, squeezing her hand so hard she feared her bones might snap.
“Come along, Elly. Dawdling is so very unbecoming.” For a moment he sounded exactly like her dead husband, and she suddenly felt as helpless as a rag doll, unable to do anything other than obey. She might have let Charlie lead her away from her cousin and into the dining room if Edgeware hadn’t stepped into their path.
Anger smoldered deep within the brooding dark lord’s eyes. With a smooth motion, he freed her hand from Charlie’s crushing grip. “George has already claimed the right to escort Lady Mercer this evening,” he said.
George had done nothing of the sort.
But no matter, she was grateful for the lie.
George gave a little start, shook his head, and stepped forward. “Of course, I don’t know where my mind is.”
“I would have escorted you myself,” Edgeware quickly explained. “But Lady Waver would never forgive me if I were to ignore the convention of personally escorting the highest ranking lady into the dining room. I am the host, after all, and Lady Waver has graciously agreed to play hostess since this household has been woefully without one for over a decade. I will not upset her.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to,” Elsbeth said, perplexed.
“And Mr. Waver will be crushed if a lady were to turn him away at the last moment.” Edgeware spoke so gently, so calmly. His voice soothed her raw nerves, and she was so very glad to accept his friend’s proffered arm.
Oh dear. Once free from Charlie, her concerns returned to Lauretta. The girl stood in the middle of the room, alone as a lost lamb. Tears were just starting to well up in her eyes as she stared, disbelieving, after her beloved Donald.
Olivia, Elsbeth saw, would be no help. She had attached herself to the illustrious “Beau” Brummel, certainly a coup of enormous proportions.
Elsbeth squeezed her eyes shut. She needed to take care of her cousin. As chaperone, Lauretta’s welfare was her duty and no one else’s.
“Mr. Waver,” she said and swallowed deeply. There was no hope for it. She’d have to feed herself to the lion in order to keep Lauretta from being stranded and brokenhearted in the middle of the drawing room. “I hope you’ll forgive me for crushing your spirit,” she said, “but, you see—” she cleared her throat “—I did not realize Charlie would be here. And since he was a dear friend of my late husband’s, I feel compelled to accept his company.” That didn’t quite come out as graciously as she’d intended. “Lady Lauretta is without a companion, sir.”
George followed her pleading glance and nodded, understanding her purpose. “Yes, of course. I see Lady Lauretta is waiting for me.”
Edgeware, unfortunately, didn’t seem to follow the byplay occurring between Lauretta and Donald or notice the young lady’s budding tears. His brows darkened as he stared daggers at Elsbeth. “Forgive me for presuming, Lady Mercer,” he said tightly and stormed over to where Lady Waver was waiting.
Halfway through the meal, food Elsbeth scarcely touched, Charlie leaned over and spoke in a low voice just loud enough for her ears. “I don’t know how you tricked your way into this house party. I’m truly surprised to find you under my cousin’s roof. I’d have thought that glorious nude painting would have transformed you into a social pariah.” He took a bite of the roast pheasant on his plate. “No matter, Elly. I don’t even care that you’ve attracted my cousin’s attentions. You’re still the most beautiful woman in all of England.”
He chewed and swallowed. “And I would dearly like to renew our acquaintance and take it to a deeper, more intimate level. Before this house party is over, Elly, I will have you in my bed.”
* * * * *
Chapter Nine
No! She had told him emphatically, no! And he’d laughed.
That night, Elsbeth tossed in her bed, unable to sleep. Charlie had made himself only too clear. He wanted her. He’d tried time and again to convince her husband to share her. For the most part, Hubert had resisted. And she had always resisted. She wanted nothing to do with Charlie. Ever.
She stared into the darkness while listening to the light snores of her two cousins in the adjoining room, and worried.
Though Charlie had been one of her husband’s closest friends, almost always accompanying Hubert when he’d return from London after the Season, he certainly wasn’t her friend. Charlie used to sip his brandy and smile as he watched Hubert take his angers and frustrations out on her. It was as if he enjoyed seeing her cower, as if he enjoyed seeing her humiliated and suffering.
Elsbeth winced as the dark memories swirled through her head. They pricked like tiny infected wounds. She fought to push them away, crying softly into her pillow.
Charlie was back in her life, again. Why? What could he possibly gain from tormenting her?
With nothing at all resolved and an ocean of unease thrashing through her body, she finally slipped into a troubled slumber just as dawn sparked on the horizon. Morning sunlight streamed down tinting a wide field of wildflowers an eerie purple shade. She rubbed her eyes, wondering just how she came to be in this place. And still dressed in her nightrail.
She couldn’t remember leaving her bed. She turned around, searching for Purbeck Manor or, for that matter, any sign of civilization. The field of wildflowers stretched out for as far as she could see.
“Elsbeth,” a voice called out to her.
“I am here!” she called back, feeling a trifle unsettled since she had no idea where “here” was.
A warm hand closed around hers. “I’ve been dying, waiting for you.” The soft voice caressed the back of her neck.
Dionysus? Her heart tripped at the thought of meeting him at long last. He would explain himself, would explain how he loved her and had never meant to cause her pain. She simply knew he would.
Spinning around, anxious to meet the only man she had ever let into her heart, she stepped into Lord Edgeware’s embrace. His dark, brooding gaze sought hers as he dragged a finger seductively across her lower lip.
A deep longing—one that surely matched the hunger in the dark lord’s eyes—contracted in her chest.
“You?” she whispered.
He kissed her then, his lips brushing lightly over hers, demanding nothing.
She breathed in his scent, an unforgettable mix of almonds and sage. Embracing it, she pressed her face into his chest.
“Trust your broken heart, little dove.”
His hands traveled down the length of her body, tracing the gentle curve of her hips. This was what she wanted. What she longed for. She was comfortable with him, here, among Dionysus’s wildflowers . . . until a sharp cackle of laughter broke the spell.
She peered over Edgeware’s shoulder to see Charlie leaning back, laughing his pretty blond-haired head off.
“You can’t have him, Elly.” Charlie raised the pistol clutched in his hand. “No one can.”
The pistol popped.
Elsbeth bolted upright in bed. Sucking in air, barely able to catch her own breath, she peered around the darkened room. Olivia and Lauretta were both still in the other room sleeping soundly.
Good gracious, Elsbeth thought, whatever could that dream mean? Had she really imaged herself losing herself so completely within Lord Edgeware’s arms? Never had her nerves been so overset to produce such a dream. Never had she felt so . . .
How did she feel?
Her jangling nerves and leaping pulse made her think of fear. But no, fear had never warmed her like an oven. Fear was a cold emotion with the power to freeze her from the inside out until she was sure death would come. Whatever she was feeling wasn’t fear.
She tossed aside the heavy blankets and swung her feet to the floor. The first light of dawn was streaming across the horizon. There was no possible way she would be sinking back to sleep any time soon, so she might as well start the day. Better be up and moving than worrying over an emotion she had no time to be feeling. She had things to do, and a long morning walk was just what she needed to clear her head. She needed to plan.
And Dionysus needed to be found.
Curse him! Curse his heartrending paintings!
They’d made her feel as hot as an oven . . . once . . . a long, long time ago.
* * * * *
Nigel stood on a rise of the Purbeck Cliff that wasn’t more than several hundred yards from his estate’s manor house. He gazed out over the ocean. It was early. The morning light was still dim and lightly dusted with fog. Reds and pinks streaked across the sky, as the first signs of dawn broke through the darkness overhead.
His thoughts weren’t on the brilliant brushstrokes of colors, or on the way the waves crashed on the beach below him. There was no room in his head for such thoughts when it was tightly latched to figuring out how to seduce Elsbeth.
She was so unlike the beautiful woman portrayed in Dionysus’s painting. There was a stubbornness, a fire in her, that he ached to understand. What in blazes made her so different from every eligible miss in England? Why had she spurned his attentions last night and yet accepted Charlie’s? But even with Charlie, she’d shied away from even the most innocent of touches. Her behavior reminded him of his stallion. Zeus had been like that once, wincing away from the slightest touch as if expecting a blow. She acted as if she were protecting herself from the abuse she feared she might suffer at the whim of any man.
His insides churned at the thought. No, he had to be mistaken. She was overly proud. Pride did terrible things to one’s behavior. He’d witnessed the truth of that firsthand.
It had to be pride, not abuse.
Still, he shivered.
“I was hoping you would wander this way,” Nigel said, when he heard the crunch of leaves scattered in the field behind him.
“You were?” George asked as he strode up from behind. He sounded surprised.
“I saw you crossing the lawn earlier. I suppose you were on the lookout for intruders?”
George’s gaze tripped nervously across the landscape. “Yes, yes, I was searching.”
“And?”
George shook his head. “And nothing. All has been quiet.”
“I don’t believe so. Follow me.” Nigel led George down a narrow, hazardous trail that brought them down to the beach far below the cliff’s ledge. They stood side-by-side in the sand for a moment before Nigel kicked a charred log, stirring the ashes of a recently doused fire. “I’d say whoever used my beach last night unloaded a ship’s cargo.”
“Cargo, Edgeware? You don’t actually believe smugglers came onto your property, do you?” There was a shiver in George’s voice. “To flaunt such a crime beneath your nose would be beyond bold.”
“True. But take a look at these footprints and where they’re leading.”
Rumors of smugglers were common in the region. Many families bolstered their incomes on the illegal trade. Even so, Nigel was outraged that someone in the village might commit such a crime on his property.
“Damn it. I had several footmen on watch last night. Why didn’t they see a blasted thing?”
“There was no moon, Edgeware. And with a fog rolling in, we have no way of knowing what happened on the beach last night. Smuggling is only one explanation, and not even the most likely. I’d rather guess that a band of gypsies was passing through.”
“I pray that is the answer,” he said, unconvinced. He scanned the white cliffs searching for more clues. After the weather cleared, he’d send men to scour the area. The chalky cliffs were peppered with caves, both natural and from the quarrying of the purbeck marble. Those caves would serve as excellent hiding places and storage areas.
In the distance, he spotted a shadow moving along the cliff’s ridge. He cupped his hands over his brow and watched the figure crouch down out of view.
“I say, what’s that about?” George asked. But George was pointing toward the trail, not the top of the cliff.
Nigel followed his friend’s extended arm.
“It couldn’t be—” But it was.
“What in blazes is she doing?” George asked. He must have recognized her too.
Elsbeth was waving her arms and running down the hazardous trail to the beach much too fast. If she tripped she’d fall to her death. Rocks skittered off the steep edge as she lost her footing and slid several feet before catching herself. Nigel’s heart stilled in his chest as he breathlessly watched.
He was too far away and unable to do anything but watch.
“Look out!” her voice carried over the roar of the waves.
Look out? He was about to shout those same words to her.
She stumbled again. Her arms flailed as she slid over more rocks. The dark cape she wore flapped in the foggy ocean breeze.
This time both Nigel and George charged forward. She was halfway down the trail, and there was no way either man could hope to get close enough in time to catch her if she were to fall, but that didn’t seem to matter. They had to do something. Running toward her, Nigel sprinted ahead of George.
Before either of them could reach her, the sand beneath their feet jumped and the air exploded with a loud crash from behind that whomped the breath from Nigel’s lungs.
Sand and rock shards rained down the side of the cliff. He raised his arms over his head to protect himself from the falling rocks. He turned back toward the place on the beach where he had come from.
He was shocked at what he saw. A three-foot tall boulder that hadn’t been on the beach a moment before sat half-buried in the sand. Nigel and George had been standing in that very spot a few moments earlier. If Elsbeth’s reckless charge down to the beach hadn’t compelled the two men to rush toward her, one or both of them would have been crushed. Nigel turned back toward the trail. He froze where he stood, stunned.
Elsbeth, still running toward them, stumbled into his outstretched arms.
“Are you injured?” she asked, out of breath. She ran her hands up and down his chest and arms as if searching for injuries.
“Am I?” He stood utterly still while she continued to caress his chest, his arms, his legs. The front of her body was pressed against him. She didn’t seem to notice. A wicked smile captured his lips. She could touch him however she wished. He wouldn’t complain. “I should ask you the very same question. Are you injured, my dove?”
“Of course she isn’t injured and neither are we,” George said irritably.
Nigel mentally shook himself. He took Elsbeth’s hands in his own and stepped a proper distance away.
“What were you thinking blazing down the trail like that? You’re lucky you didn’t break that lovely neck of yours,” he scolded.
Elsbeth straightened her shoulders. He watched as her soft, vulnerable expression hardened into that damnable stiff shell he was beginning to know too well. She drew back, breaking away from his touch.
“A boulder crashed down onto the beach, my lord. Or perhaps you didn’t notice. The wretched thing nearly smashed you and Mr. Waver into the ground.”
“You were trying to warn us?” Nigel gazed up at the spot high on the cliff where the boulder must have sat just moments before. It was very near the spot where he’d seen a shadowy figure moving around.
“I saw the boulder rocking. And then I spotted the two of you. I thought you might be in danger.” She drew a sharp breath, her sapphire blue eyes sparkled in the morning light. “Obviously my instincts were correct. That boulder would have killed you.”
Nigel nodded. Over time, rocks shifted, boulders tumbled from the cliffs. But in this instance, with the past attempt on his life, he found it impossible to believe the boulder’s fall was anything but natural.
“There must be a connection,” he said to George.
He turned to Elsbeth. She did appear to be fit and safe, despite that harrowing charge down the trail. She could have fallen to her death! But, thankfully, she’d managed to keep her feet underneath her.
He watched her as she strolled over to the boulder. She ran her slender hand along its rough surface. There was nary a limp in her gait or any other evidence that her sliding plunge down the cliff wall had caused her any harm.
“George, please escort Lady Mercer back to the manor.”
“And what will you do?” George demanded.
“I think I’ll have a look around.” Nigel gave a quick glance in Elsbeth’s direction. He didn’t want his guests, especially not Elsbeth, to know anything about the dangerous situation he was trying to keep under control. “I want to see if there are any other loose boulders preparing to fall.”
“Did you see anyone else on the top of the cliff, Lady Mercer?” George asked, concern in his expression. “Anyone at all?”
“No. I was surprised to see the two of you, in fact. The house was so silent I thought I was the only one up and about this early.”
Nigel eyed the top of the cliff again. Elsbeth had been wandering along its edge alone with a killer out there. The number of mishaps that could have happened was staggering.
“George,” he said, his panic rising, “take Elsbeth back to the manor. Now! Before anything else happens.”
“No. I have more experience around . . . um . . . loose boulders than you, Edgeware. And besides, the welfare of your guests must take precedence over any attempts . . . um . . . freak accidents.”
Of course George was right. Nigel offered Elsbeth his arm, which she accepted much more readily than the day before. He led her back up the trail.
“Is it you or Mr. Waver whose life is in danger?” she asked once they reached the top of the cliff, and out of earshot of George.
“I cannot imagine what you mean.”
“Someone was trying to kill one of you, or is it both? I saw the boulder move. I may not have seen anyone, but I’m convinced someone must have forced it over the edge.” She heaved a deep sigh. “I suppose I should have chased after the villain.”
“It was simply an accident, dove.”
She stopped suddenly in the middle of the path. “It’s Dionysus, isn’t it? He’s mad, isn’t he? Of course he’s mad. He’s an artist, and since you’re his keeper, he’s striking out at you.”
He caressed the deep crease that had formed between her brows. “Dionysus is perhaps a bit mad. And I have already told you I am his keeper, of sorts.” He paused, wondering what exactly he was planning to tell her.
In light of the havoc Dionysus’s existence had caused her, he knew he owed her the truth. But how would she react? His finger strayed from her troubled brow to trace the gentle curve of her chin. She stiffened but didn’t quail from his touch as she had before.
If he kept to his original plan, he’d need to continue playing these seductive games to keep her distracted and away from the truth. It was a plan that offered some pleasing prospects.
He smiled wryly. “I’m not in any danger.” He leaned forward, his lips carefully seeking hers. “Unless . . .”
Her scent, a fresh bouquet of lilacs and orange blossoms, filled his senses. “Unless,” he whispered, “I am in danger of losing my heart to you.”
* * * * *
Elsbeth closed her eyes and leaned into his kiss, accepting the tingling surge of heat his lips sent spiraling through her chest, down her body, centering firmly between her thighs. Heavens above, last night’s dream sprung to life!
She laid her hand against his chest. His kisses demanded nothing. They were merely gentle pleas, urging her to respond, tempting her to give over to him everything she had to offer.
Their tongues touched.
She pulled back suddenly.
“No,” she whispered against his mouth. The heat of the moment left her breathless and wanting. His warm hand cupped her cheek. Instinctively, she reached up and caressed the hard plains of his jaw. “No,” she said, protesting her own reaction, not his. “We mustn’t. I—I cannot.”
Stumbling a few steps backwards helped give her the distance she needed to weaken the spell he seemed to have woven around her. The magic must have come from those black eyes of his. He stared at her, wide-eyed and looking just about as dazed as she felt.
His chest heaved as if he couldn’t catch his breath. “Elsbeth,” he breathed her name and pulled her close again. His lips felt hot against hers. She sought his kisses and welcomed his whispering caresses. “I-I didn’t know that this could be so—”
“Nigel!” Charlie’s voice carried across the trail, effectively throwing a pail of cold water over the whole smoldering situation.
Elsbeth was grateful. Charlie, the devil himself, had saved her from forgetting herself and the painful lessons she’d learned about men and love—at least their protestations of an ability to possess such a tender emotion. How in Heaven’s name had she gotten to the point of wanting to let Edgeware ease his way into her heart?
Charlie grabbed Edgeware’s shoulders. “I just spoke to George. He told me what happened. Gad, it makes me shiver to think the horrible death you would have suffered if our Elly hadn’t happened along. You are unharmed, aren’t you? Oh, cousin, please tell me you are unharmed!”
“Don’t get yourself worked up, Charlie. Of course I am well. It was a freak accident. Nothing to worry over.”
“Not worry? How could I not worry? Wouldn’t you fret after me if I’d been the one in danger? Sometimes I feel as if you are my keeper, Nige,” Charlie said, and smiled a deep smile that narrowed his eyes. Elsbeth had seen that look of sheer satisfaction on him before and knew to be wary of it. Charlie was plotting.
“Please excuse me, my lord,” she said with a bowed head, wishing to escape the men and, more importantly, her tender feelings that were threatening to betray her. “I believe I should head up to the manor house after all this excitement.”
Charlie latched onto her arm. “I’ll escort you, Elly.”
Edgeware stepped into their path and peeled Charlie from her arm. “It’s vastly improper for you to address Lady Mercer in such a familiar manner,” he said.
“Hubert, her dear late husband, and I were very close. Weren’t we Elly?”
“Yes, they were close,” she conceded. Charlie had been close to her husband, and he had said it himself: he thought of Lord Edgeware as his keeper.
Charlie? She felt the blood drain from her cheeks.
“Almost like brothers, I’d say. Or like you and I, Nige.” Charlie laughed and patted Elsbeth’s hand. It was all she could do to keep herself from bursting into tears.
Could it be true?
The air seemed suddenly too thick to breathe. “Please excuse me,” she murmured before picking up her skirts and darting back toward Edgeware’s sprawling estate house.
What if Charlie was the link?
Charlie knew both her husband and Lord Edgeware, and with his love of high-stakes gambling he was certainly greedy enough to wish his own cousin dead. With Edgeware out of the way, the title and control of the money would go to his uncle and eventually to Charlie.
And wasn’t Edgeware responsible for Charlie? As head of the family, Edgeware would naturally be considered his cousin’s keeper, of sorts.
She dug her nails into her palms, determined to keep a level head. Please, please no. Let me be wrong. But how could she be wrong? As harsh as it seemed, this was most likely the truth she’d traveled all the way to Dorset to learn.
Charlie was Dionysus.
Of course she needed proof. There was no need to give up all hope until she knew without doubt that Charlie was in fact Dionysus. No need at all.
Dionysus would pay for his sins, of that she was certain. Perhaps it would be easier, knowing the rogue was naught but a devil and someone she couldn’t have—should never have—loved.
“Come now, Elly.” Charlie caught up to her and grabbed hold of her hand. She jerked it away, giving the bounder cause to have a good laugh at her expense. “Now, now, don’t be this way.”
She took a moment to search Charlie’s face, looking for a clue, a glimmer of Dionysus’s passion, his pain, his genius. She found nothing but emptiness. She saw nothing but mischief in his scheming eyes.
“I’m sure Hubert would want the two of us to remain close,” he said, and flashed a toothy grin. “He and I shared everything, did we not?”
“Not everything. And it-it is unkind of you to remind me of such things, sir,” she snapped just as Lord Edgeware caught up to them. “My husband is dead!”
Thank the good Lord!
* * * * *
Chapter Ten
Nigel paced his study. The ladies were in the far field, holding an archery competition, and the gentlemen had left for the afternoon on a hunting excursion. He’d claimed an urgent estate matter demanded his immediate attention and had sent Charlie with the men in his place to serve as a guide.
What a blasted lie. He couldn’t concentrate on even the simplest of his estate’s concerns even if he’d wanted to.
Elsbeth. She’d filled his mind, overwhelmed him in a way no woman had ever done before.
What was he to do? He’d barely begun the game of seduction. He’d petted her, paid her lovely complements, and kissed her. That last kiss had been his downfall, turning his desire into a creature stronger than simple lust.
This was no longer about seduction. He wanted to bed her; that was certain. But he also wanted more. This need ran much deeper than wanting to win her or own her like he owned his estate, or how he owned his horses. He wanted her every breath to be for his sake.
What madness was this?
And worse, he didn’t know how to reach her. Her dedication to her departed husband, that bounder Lord Mercer, was visible. She’d paled, nearly swooned, at the mention of his name. I can’t, she’d told him after pulling away from his kiss. Her husband was dead, and yet she believed herself unfaithful?
Nigel poured himself a second glass of brandy. “I can’t compete with a dead bastard. How he won her heart, how he’d won such devotion, I will never understand.”
Before rushing off to the Peninsular War, Lord Mercer had made quite a reputation for himself. Debauchery, gambling, rumors of brutality and cruelty would rush through the ton whenever the young earl happened to be in London.
To Nigel’s knowledge, little was known of Lady Mercer. Though he shunned the parties and the clubs, he kept abreast of the activities and rumors flaring within that tight circle of High Flyers. If Lady Mercer had ever visited London with her bounder of a husband, tongues would have surely wagged, and Nigel would have inevitably heard about it. Which possibly meant that Elsbeth had no idea of the true character of the man she’d married.
A light knock on the door jarred him out of his thoughts.
“Come,” he called, after swallowing a healthy dose of his drink.
George entered and closed the door behind him.
“I thought you went hunting with the rest of the men,” Nigel said.
“Begged off. Never had a taste for the sport. Besides, I’ve been meaning to catch a private word with you. But what with the morning’s excitement and your obligations as host, there hasn’t been an opportunity.”
Nigel shrugged as he offered George a drink.
“No, thank you,” George said. He took a chair by the fire. “Stop pacing and sit, Edgeware. I won’t talk to you otherwise.”
Nigel sank into the leather chair next to George’s. “I’m listening.”
George steepled his fingers in front of his pursed lips and stared at Nigel for several long minutes. “I have been wondering about Lady Mercer,” he said at last.
“What about her?” She was the last person Nigel wanted to talk about. Not with George, and not now.
“I know you too well. We’ve been friends since before your father died. I’ve seen that obsessive look in your eyes before, though never for a woman.”
“I cannot imagine what you’re talking about. I have engineered this house party for no other reason than to repair her reputation. It’s only natural I show an interest in her activities.”
“Indeed?” George said wryly. “And if I were to pursue the lady’s attentions? She is a stunning beauty, is she not? That long blond hair of hers, the delicate structure, and those crystal blue eyes are quite memorable. Yes, Edgeware, I do believe I should try to win her favor. What do you think?”
Nigel’s jaw tightened. “Go ahead, though I’d recommend you pursue an heiress for a wife. What, with the volatility of your shipping business, I’d think a woman who could fill your coffers would suit you much better than the penniless Lady Mercer.”
“I wasn’t suggesting I was looking for a wife.”
Nigel slowly rose from his chair and walked back over to his liquor cabinet. George was bluffing. He had to be bluffing. His friend couldn’t possibly be suggesting he’d take Elsbeth for a mistress.
“Before you shoot me, Edgeware, let me just say I noticed—as I’m sure every bloody person in the drawing room did last night—that your gaze never left Lady Mercer and that you scowled all through dinner while you were forced to watch your cousin flirt with her.”
“As I already explained, my attention to her is more than warranted. I fear she might inadvertently thwart my efforts to repair her reputation,” Nigel said.
“So you’re afraid her morals are indeed as warped as her husband’s were purported to be?”
“No, damn it! Not that. Just—just she doesn’t feel comfortable here. And I have to keep a close watch on her because she has vowed mischief. She’s determined to expose Dionysus.”
“She is?” George perked up. “Perhaps I should help her. That cove takes advantage of your protection. He deserves to be exposed and ridiculed. What hold does he have over you, anyhow?”
“Enough,” Nigel said. “Enough that his destruction would be mine as well.”
George lapsed back into silence. The tension in the room was palatable. Nigel hated this wall building between them.
“Tell me—” Nigel hoped to turn the subject “—did you find anything of interest on the beach?”
“No, nothing of import. Did you see anyone when you escorted Lady Mercer back to the house?”
“Just Charlie.” Nigel saw red for a moment as he remembered the familiar way his cousin had behaved toward Elsbeth, taking her arm, speaking too freely with her, shamelessly calling her Elly. “But Charlie’s harmless,” he said. But for the first time in his life, he questioned just how harmless his younger cousin really was.
“Then, I suppose we need to dig deeper,” George said as he rose from the chair. “I won’t waste any more of your time.” He paused at the door. “Just indulge me once more and answer this question— When this week is over, will you be able to set aside your affection for Lady Mercer and return to your hermit-like lifestyle?”
Nigel tried to imagine his life returning to normalcy. Would he be tempted to attend the horrendous balls if he thought he’d have a chance to dance with Elsbeth? Would he be tempted to accept invitations to those dratted teas if there was the hope he’d have a chance to sit next to her and speak with her for a moment or two? Would he be able to return to his lonely life?
“Honestly? I don’t know.”
* * * * *
At that very moment on a far field, the ladies had all gathered to partake in a friendly archery competition. With the pressing puzzle of Dionysus and what appeared to be an attack on Lord Edgeware, Elsbeth had claimed a headache and had excused herself from the excitement. Lady Waver had graciously volunteered to chaperone Olivia and Lauretta to the field so the girls wouldn’t miss out on the fun. Even more surprisingly, Lady Cowper had cheerfully joined in, volunteering to watch over the young ladies as well. It seemed that Edgeware’s efforts were beginning to change the beau monde’s opinion of her and her cousins.
Which was amazing, simply amazing.
Perhaps he wasn’t quite the villain she initially believed him to be. If he were a rotter like Charlie and her husband, certainly he wouldn’t have come to her defense after Dionysus’s painting went public. Which meant there had to be a good heart hidden somewhere inside the dark lord’s seductively broad chest, making what she was determined to do all the more difficult.
She tightened a gray cashmere shawl around her shoulders and followed one of Edgeware’s footmen into the manor’s dank buttery, a small storeroom off the kitchen where bottles of wine and other liquors were stored on shelves and casks of ale were stacked against the walls.
She was dressed in a gown purchased specifically for the house party. The fashionable pale pink walking dress with a muslin skirt flowed with almost indecent ease. Madame Bossier must have made a mistake with the design. Nearly all of her new gowns revealed far too much skin and seemed too sheer, hinting only too well at the shape hidden beneath the material. She gave her shawl another tug.
“I do beg your pardon,” she called out to the servant she was following, “but may I trouble you for a moment of your time?”
The footman, a giant of a man, stopped and turned toward her. His heavy brows furrowed and his thick lips sank into a deep frown. “Yes, m’lady?” he growled.
“What is your name?” she asked, briskly. This one footman, she’d noticed, tended to skulk through the halls at the most unusual hours and listen in on conversations he had no business hearing.
“Guthrie,” he said, the creases in his brow deepened. “What can I do for you? I’m busy.”
“Well, Guthrie,” she said slowly. “With the number of guests at the house party I can imagine you are sorely overtaxed. If you will allow me to take but a moment, I have a question for you.”
“I don’t see how I could—” he started to say when Elsbeth raised her hand.
“You appear to be a clever chap. I’ve noticed you have the opportunity to see things that go on in this house that perhaps his lordship wouldn’t want you to know about.”
“I don’t know what you—”
She raised her gloved hand again. “I would be willing to pay a pretty coin for some information.”
“How pretty a coin, ma’am?”
“A gold sovereign.” She held out the heavy coin. His muddy brown eyes lit up at the sight of it. “Two, if you can provide proof of what you know.”
He wiped his hand on his trousers several times and looked eager to snatch the coin out of her grasp. “What do you need to know, ma’am?”
“The Marquess is protecting a gentleman. This gentleman may be his cousin or friend. Whoever he is, he hides behind the name Dionysus. Have you ever heard anyone refer to this man?”
“Dial . . . nay . . . what-sus, ma’am?”
“Dio-ny-sus,” she pronounced with care. “He is an artist. I believe he might be Mr. Charles Purbeck.”
Guthrie guffawed at that. It was a crackly, rumbling sound. “Mr. Purbeck an artist?” He laughed some more. “I ain’t heard anyone use a fancy Dial . . . ny . . . sus name around here. And Mr. Purbeck ain’t ever expressed an interest in art, not like his lordship. I was a young lad and so was his lordship when I first came to work in this house. I’d been told his mother breathed her last a few days after his lordship was born. And his father, too, dropped short when the lordship was just a young tot, no more than three or four. It’s common knowledge in the village that the Edgeware men leave this world at a young age.”
Elsbeth gasped. “The family is prone to sickness?”
“Nay, my lady. Duels, fox hunting, carriage races, and the like are to blame. Shortly after his father’s death, the lordship’s uncle moved into the household with his wife and son in order to care for the estates and to mold his lordship into a sober and rather grim gentleman like himself, or so I’ve been told. I came to work here years later.” The footman sighed. “Hadn’t been here for much longer than a fortnight when I watched his lordship’s uncle fly into a rage and toss all of the Marquess’s artwork into the parlor’s fireplace. He then dragged his lordship by the scruff of his hair out to the barn and horsewhipped the lad something fierce.”
“So the Marquess is something of an artist?” she mused. It would be so easy to believe Edgeware, with his expressive but dark and foreboding eyes, brooding moods, and impossibly romantic notions of being a knight-in-shining-armor, was her devil, Dionysus. But that would be quite impossible. How could a man be his own keeper?
She chewed her bottom lip, thinking. No . . . no, it would be quite impossible. The bounder had to be Charlie.
“There has been an attempt against the Marquess’s life. Do you know anything about this?” she asked, determined to stay focused on the puzzle she needed to unravel.
“Aye, ma’am. His lordship was nearly killed when someone slipped a metal spur under his horse’s saddle a little more than a week ago.”
So the boulder hadn’t been the first attempt on Edgeware’s life? Elsbeth struggled to keep her surprise hidden. “And who do you think was behind this dastardly trick? Was Mr. Purbeck in residence at the time?”
“He was, ma’am,” he said, his eyes growing wide. “Are you suggesting Mr. Purbeck had something to do with—?”
“That is quite enough. Guthrie, return to your duties.” Edgeware, looking as dashing as a carefree London Corinthian in a pair of tight fawn-colored pantaloons, gleaming white waistcoat, and hunter green riding coat appeared in the buttery doorway . . . glowering.
“Yes, m’lord, of course m’lord.” Guthrie gave one last yearning glance at the sovereign Elsbeth still held in her hand before he hoisted a cask of ale onto his broad shoulder and hurried from the room.
“Pray excuse me,” Elsbeth said, as if she hadn’t just been caught asking one of Edgeware’s servants questions concerning him. “I should attend to my cousins.”
When she tried to sidestep him and slip out the door, he blocked her and drew the door closed behind him. She hadn’t noticed before how dark the room was. There was a heavy coating of dust on the arched window at the far end of the room, and with the door closed, very little light seeped into the chilly interior. Lord Edgeware’s expression was completely hidden in the shadows. She heard, rather than saw, the material of his clothes rustle as he crossed his arms in front of his chest.
“I will not kiss you again,” she said with considerable more bravado than she was feeling. “And it is highly improper for you to be alone with me in here . . . with the door closed.”
“Indeed?” he said.
The silence that followed had a dangerous air attached to it.
“Move out of the way, sir,” she said, giving him a healthy shove with the hopes of getting to the door before something truly shocking happened. It wasn’t exactly that she didn’t trust him. After this morning she wasn’t sure how things stood between them. And worse, she feared she shouldn’t dare trust herself around him. In a panic, she gave him a second shove when the first failed to move him.
It was for naught. She might as well have been trying to dislodge a stone wall.
“I must ask that this stop, Elsbeth,” he said, just as she put her shoulder into pushing him.
“I would stop if you stepped out of my way.”
“Not this,” he said, capturing her hands before she could shove against him again. “Interrogating my servants.”
“My lord, I would never—”
“Come now, Elsbeth.” He lifted her hands to his lips and gently kissed her knuckles. “Your unrelenting questions of my staff is creating quite a havoc belowstairs. Many of my people are worried that you wish to do me harm.” His teeth flashed white in the dim light as he smiled at the thought. “Naturally, I’m not the least bit concerned, for I know my secret is safe. But for my servants’ sake, you must stop. I rather pride myself on my ability to keep those in my employ happy.”
“I don’t know what to say.” Her cheeks prickled from a sudden rush of heat.
“Say you will leave my servants in peace.”
They were standing so very close she could almost feel the length of him pressed against the front of her all too thin skirt.
“Trust me to handle this matter for you, Elsbeth.”
“Trust?” She’d misplaced her trust once before and had ended up trapped in an abusive marriage. “I do appreciate what you’ve done for my cousins. Several of the ladies present have promised to issue invitations to them for upcoming teas and balls after we return to London. For that, you have won my regard.”
“But do you trust that I would never purposefully do anything to harm you?”
Did she dare trust him? He’d been honest with her about so many things, even warning her of his intention the very first time he’d kissed her. But what did she know of men? She’d done a miserable job judging her husband’s character before their marriage.
“I would like to trust you,” was the best she could offer. “However, I cannot and will not trust Dionysus, especially considering how it appears that he is not only trying to ruin me, but that he has tried to kill you even before this morning.”
“Dionysus is not trying to kill me,” he insisted, but she didn’t let that stop her.
She raised her voice to be sure that he listened. “He has ruined my life twice already. If you cannot control him, why should I trust that he won’t harm either you or I again?”
Edgeware didn’t seem to have a ready answer for her.
“My lord?” she asked. He was still holding her hands and standing a hairsbreadth from her in the midst of a tense silence that seemed to go on for an eternity. “This is highly improper. We shouldn’t be alone together in this room. I implore you let me go—”
“Twice?” he asked.
“What?” She tried to twist her hands free, but he only tightened his hold.
“You said he ruined your life twice.” He sounded angry. “Your marriage to Lord Mercer was the first time?”
Her reputation couldn’t stand being caught in the dark lord’s clutches like this. She didn’t trust his servants to keep quiet about what they might suppose she was doing alone with him.
“Let go of me,” she demanded, in not quite a shout.
“No. Explain it to me, what exactly did Dionysus do to you?”
She twisted again, her hands burning from his unbreakable hold. Tears sprang to her eyes.
“What did he do to you, dammit?” He gave her a little shake. “You need to trust me, to tell me what happened.”
“The paintings,” she cried. “He gave me paintings.”
“The paintings.”
“Every one more beautiful than the last. They made my heart ache. They made me love him. But they weren’t from him. Or rather, Lord Mercer gave Dionysus’s paintings to me as if they were his own.” She drew an unsteady breath. “Don’t you see? They conspired together. They lied to me. Tricked me. I would have never married Lord Mercer if it hadn’t been for those cursed paintings.”
Edgeware’s hands turned cold. “You were unhappy in your marriage?”
“I wish I had never met the bounder,” she confessed for the first time in her life. Perhaps it was because of the darkness. Or perhaps it was because the way he held her so very close made her want to bare her heart to him. “He was a monster. He didn’t have a drop of kindness in his blood. And I became just like him—a monster of another sort—the day I celebrated his death.”
“I didn’t know.” He pulled her into his arms and cradled her against his strong chest as she lost her battle holding back the tears.
For too long she had kept this secret, pretending her marriage was everything it was supposed to be. The pain she’d held at bay ripped through her. If not for Edgeware’s strength, she would have surely been torn apart by the years of pent up grief and anger swelling within her. In that terrible moment, her dark lord was her rock. Though he held himself stiff, unbending, she felt safe.
“Forgive me,” she said as soon as she was able to pull herself together and ease out of his embrace. “You must think me evil to bewail what many would say was a fortunate marriage. Please forget I said anything. I am overly tired.” She dabbed at her nose with the handkerchief she’d retrieved from a sleeve and skirted around him. He didn’t make a move when she tossed open the door. “I do apologize.”
“Don’t—” he said with his back to her.
She didn’t wait to hear what he had to say. She fled like a thief in the night from the kitchens, glancing over her shoulder only once to see him standing in the buttery doorway. Such naked longing was reflected in his eyes that it stole her breath.
She’d been wrong about him yet again. Though she’d feared his strength, he hadn’t used it against her just now. Instead, he’d wrapped his power around her like a magical cloak. Unlike any gentleman she had ever known, he seemed desperate to help her.
* * * * *
An hour later, Elsbeth joined her cousins on the archery field. The sun was shining bright enough to have completely burned away the morning fog. In a lush part of the field, the ladies had gathered, dressed in their most fashionable promenade gowns, which Elsbeth thought was impracticable attire for demonstrating their skills.
When newly out of the schoolroom, she’d enjoyed archery matches, mainly because her skills were unmatched with the neighboring ladies. But despite the pleasant weather and the excitement of the friendly competition, she found it nearly impossible to enjoy herself. She toyed with the long wooden bow in her hand, plucking the taut string while her thoughts tumbled through the morning’s events and her shocking confession to Lord Edgeware about her unhappy marriage. Part of her was mortified and wished she could take back her words. Another part of her wished she had told him the full truth of her marriage. Edgeware had made her feel safe. Confiding her secrets had been easy. Perhaps too easy.
“Elly, pray pay attention. We are all waiting for you to take your shot,” Olivia said and pointed toward the round, straw-stuffed target.
The young ladies were watching her. Their elder chaperones had also turned their heads to watch from the wicker chairs that had been set off to one side. They were all looking at her . . . and a few were smiling.
Lauretta, Elsbeth noticed, was standing next to Lady Cowper, and the two women were chatting amicably. Only Lady Dashborough and her younger daughter, Lady Constance, appeared less than pleased with Elsbeth’s presence on the archery field.
Elsbeth drew an arrow from a leather quiver hanging on a wooded stake. She stroked the feathered end before setting it on the bow. The target had been placed at a distance generally reserved for the gentlemen. As a result, several of the ladies’ arrows had fallen short and stuck out of the ground like pins in a cushion. The few that had struck their goal had completely missed the center of the target.
As she drew back the string, the ladies all grew silent save for a giggle here and there. Though such consideration hadn’t been given to any of the other participants, Elsbeth wasn’t surprised. She understood only too well how closely her every action was being watched and judged. Because of that, she took her time as she aimed—praying that time hadn’t erased her abilities. She raised the bow higher to compensate for the longer distance. Holding her breath, she released the string.
With a thunk her arrow pierced the target very close to the center. Not a heartbeat later a second arrow sailed past her so closely that its breeze teased the ribbons on her bonnet. That errant arrow landed with an even louder thunk as it pierced the center of the target, hugging the spot Elsbeth’s arrow had already taken.
The ladies cheered with delight.
Elsbeth blinked, unable to take her eyes off that second arrow. She certainly wasn’t cheering when she turned around to see which young lady had played such a reckless trick. She hoped their hostess, Lady Waver, would have some stern words with whoever the young lady turned out to be.
Their hostess had risen from her wicker chair, but her mood was as bright as the sky. She was clapping and beaming a smile as genteel as the rest of the matrons. Elsbeth’s searching gaze quickly brought her face-to-face with the cause for their excitement.
Edgeware leaned upon his bow as if it were a fashionable walking stick. The smug expression on his lips told her all she needed to know—he’d purposefully sent his arrow whizzing past her and was confoundingly proud of himself for it, too.
“Ladies, I see the archery competition has been a resounding success,” he said. His rich voice hummed through Elsbeth’s body as if it were an intimate caress. Her cursed knees were on the verge of turning to jelly. “Naturally, I come prepared to present a reward to the victor.”
He produced a simple white daisy. Holding the bloom out toward Elsbeth, he went down onto one knee, making him look as valiant as the Robin Hood his green riding jacket had made him resemble.
“For your favor, my lady,” he said softly.
The ladies on the field all sighed with delight. Elsbeth couldn’t seem to breathe as she accepted the prize. She lifted the soft bloom to her nose and drank in its mild, sweet scent.
“And a stroll,” he said. That wolfish gleam returned to darken his eyes.
“A stroll?” She didn’t want to be alone with him, not with her heart all twisted up with no small measure of confusion.
“In the gardens.” He rose to his feet and offered his arm.
“I am sorry, but I cannot,” she said, backing away. Why in blazes was he trying to get her alone again?
“My lord, if Lady Mercer is unable, I will gladly take her place,” Lady Constance said as she rushed over to them, stopping just short of latching onto his arm. She, too, must have sensed the spark of disapproval in him. After taking a long look at his stony expression and raised brow, her coy smile froze on her lips.
“I have a duty as chaperone to my cousins, sir. I cannot leave them,” Elsbeth quickly explained, hoping to soothe his bruised pride.
He shook his head. “I am sorry, my lady, but the prize must go to the victor.” With delicate grace, he lifted the daisy she was in danger of crushing between her fingers and threaded its stem through the ribbon of her bonnet. “Lady Waver,” he called without looking away. Those hard, hungry eyes gnawed at her resolve. But how could she survive spending any time alone with him after having confessed to him her deepest shame?
“Yes, Edgeware?” Lady Waver called back.
“Would you be so kind to watch over Lady Mercer’s charges for half an hour while she strolls the gardens with me?”
“Of course, Lord Edgeware. Baneshire’s daughters are such lovely company, it would be a pleasure.”
He held out his arm again. “Any other objections, my lady?”
With her chin raised and her lips held firmly in place, she accepted his arm. A walk in the gardens wouldn’t be a terrible thing, she told herself. His manner reminded her of a playful pup’s. Certainly, her confession hadn’t shocked him. Certainly, he hadn’t sought her out just to scold her or condemn her for not having loved her husband. Still, she was uncertain.
What was a lady to do when one of the most elusive bachelors of the beau monde showed an interest in her, romantically tucking ribbons into her bonnet? What defense could a lady possibly use to guard her heart against such a man? A man who now knew her deepest secret? She couldn’t seem to stop her heart from racing as he led her through the arched entranceway that led into a tidy, privet-hedge labyrinth.
“There is a surprise at the center,” he promised, his voice deepening a degree.
“I won’t kiss you again,” she said a bit too tartly.
“As I have said before—” he patted her hand “—I won’t press you to do anything you don’t wish to do. I won’t even mention a certain matter that might cause you pain.”
“You won’t?” she asked, suddenly wishing she hadn’t renewed her vow not to kiss him.
“I don’t want you to get the wrong impression or to think of me as the worst sort of cad, Elsbeth. I want you to feel completely safe around me. I want you to trust me.”
He stopped in the middle of the path. “You may not believe this, but I do need you to know that Dionysus has never done anything to purposefully harm you.” He pressed a finger against her lips when she started to argue. “What appears to be his plotting against you were, both times, situations that were beyond his control. In fact, it tears at his heart to think that he has caused you harm. You must believe that.”
“I believe you plan to do everything in your power to protect me,” she said, for Edgeware did truly appear to be a good man. Perhaps, like herself, he was too trusting, blindly believing Dionysus’s lies.
“Good,” he said. “I am glad.”
“But I will never again trust Dionysus, and neither should you.”
“I assure you, I trust him no more than I trust myself, which sometimes isn’t very much.” He smiled ruefully when she backed away from him. “Don’t be alarmed, dove. You’re safe with me.” He led her down a twisting path through the labyrinth. The hedge walls extended several feet over her head and were so thick that she could barely see daylight through them. She glanced around, realizing just how isolated they were. Such a vulnerable situation should have left her trembling.
Oddly, she felt safe. And it was the dark lord’s doing.
He’d been so careful as he eased his way past her defenses. She closed her eyes and lost herself for a moment in the feelings of longing swelling deep within her.
She wanted to trust him completely. She truly did. She wanted to love—
“Please,” she said, and opened her eyes. Very slowly she reached out to him and slipped her hand into his. It was a heady feeling to have her hand nestled within his strong grasp and her fingers entwined with his.
“About misplaced trust,” he said as they strolled. “I have had some stern words with my cousin, Mr. Purbeck. He will no longer treat you with disrespect.”
“Thank you,” she said.
“Nor will I treat you shabbily. My initial intention for the week had been to seduce you. I had thought I would use my charms to distract you from searching for Dionysus.”
“I know,” she said, unable to think of any other way to respond to such a bald declaration.
“You do?”
She nodded. “I’m not an innocent taking her first turn on the Marriage Mart. I do know something of men and their intentions.”
“I suppose you must.” He sighed. “I had planned to . . . but after that kiss this morning, and our . . . um . . . discussion this afternoon, I have changed my mind. Seducing you in order to bend your will would prove too complicated. There is a strong attraction between us, pulling at us. I know you feel it.
“And the last thing I want to do is violate your trust. So know this, Elsbeth, if I am lucky enough to succeed in seducing you, it will be for one singular reason. I will do it solely because I want you to be with me.” He paused long enough for Elsbeth to catch her breath. “Ah, we have reached the center of the labyrinth. I’ve been told that this was my father’s favorite place.”
At the center of the maze was a round clearing. A smooth marble urn seated in an oval fountain sprayed water up at least ten feet into the air. Edgeware lingered there, watching the water dance in the sunlight.
“The secret—” he said, directing Elsbeth toward a second path on the other side of the clearing. Unlike the rest of the hedge-lined trail, the path was straight and short. Within a few short steps, she found herself in the middle of an open, geometric garden from which the manor house and archery field could be easily reached. “—is revealed. We spiraled around and around to find the prize when we might have taken a short, direct route instead. But tell me, if we had taken the easier path, would finding the hidden jewel have been as satisfying?”
She wanted to touch him. Even now, even after he’d declared his intention of seducing her, she wasn’t frightened . . . she was fascinated.
He was a mystery, a puzzle as complicated as one of Dionysus’s paintings with layer upon layer of depth waiting to be discovered—a secret prize she ached to unravel.
“Tonight is the ball,” he reminded her, lifting her hand and placing a reverent kiss on the top of her knuckles. “Perhaps you will save me a dance? Perhaps a waltz?”
Ninny, that her soft heart was turning her into, had her nodding her agreement and eagerly looking forward to the coming evening and the prospect of losing herself all over again to his seductive spell.
* * * * *
Chapter Eleven
“Lauretta, why ever aren’t you dressed?” Olivia scolded. She sounded surprisingly like Elsbeth, even to Elsbeth’s ears. But she ruined the stern image when she impatiently stomped her pretty foot. “Lord Edgeware’s ball is starting. I can already hear the guests arriving downstairs.”
Lauretta, dressed in the same gown she’d worn that afternoon, slumped on her bed, her chin cradled in her hands. “I have one of Elsbeth’s famous headaches.”
“Oh, pooh! Papa would never permit this. Elly, you aren’t going to allow her to hide up here, are you?”
Elsbeth emerged from the dressing room where Molly, her lady’s maid, had been fussing over her. She’d listened to her two cousins with only half an ear as she’d gazed at herself in the mirror. The gown, made from the sheerest pale purple muslin she’d ever seen, was cut very low. Nearly indecently so. Surely the modiste had made a mistake.
“Oh, Elly,” Olivia exclaimed, “you look ever so lovely. That gown is so much more fashionable than the ones you ordered for the season. It fits you much better too.”
“I feel like I am in danger of falling out of it,” Elsbeth muttered.
“You do look lovely,” Lauretta said rather sedately.
“Why, thank you.” She frowned at the long face Lauretta wore. “But you, my dear cousin, will not look lovely coming to the ball in that gown. You need to make a grand appearance, dazzling everyone present. You need to show Sir Donald—and everyone else—his actions have not affected you in the least.”
Lauretta gave Elsbeth a desperate look.
“It needn’t be true,” she said as she selected a white gown for her cousin to wear. “It simply needs to be believed.” She took Lauretta’s hands in her own. “Trust me, this is for the best.”
With Molly and Olivia’s help, it didn’t take long for Elsbeth to tuck Lauretta into her gown, fix up her hair, and lure her to the ball.
The guests, dressed in their most fashionable attire, lined the sides of the ballroom, chatting animatedly. Edgeware had reportedly invited gentry from as far away as a quarter day’s ride to Purbeck. Elsbeth guessed further by the number who had already arrived.
Shiny silk ribbons dyed to represent Edgeware’s family colors, dark green and rich lavender, floated across the ceiling and spiraled toward the grand chandelier in the center of the room. Matching drapes billowed in the breeze in front of the half-dozen arching double doors that had been opened to keep the room from becoming overheated. Palms potted in ceramic urns overflowing with exotic orchids marked the edges of the dance floor. Musicians dressed all in white stood at the ready on the far end of the room.
“For a man who has never hosted a ball, the Marquess certainly knows how to create a fairytale scene,” Olivia said.
Elsbeth nodded in agreement. The decorations made her feel slightly unhinged, almost as if she’d stumbled into one of Dionysus’s colorful paintings. “I have never seen such a wondrous spectacle. And look, there’s a miniature fountain at the edge of the dance floor.”
Lauretta followed along as quiet as a stone beside them, her shoulders hunched and her head bowed. The poor child was destined to have a miserable evening if circumstances didn’t quickly turn.
“Oh,” Olivia sighed, as her cheeks grew flushed. “There is Lord Edgeware dressed all in black. And I believe he is looking this way. He looks so formidable, don’t you agree, Elly?”
“I haven’t taken the time to notice,” Elsbeth lied. She had, in fact, sought him out the moment they’d stepped into the ballroom. And she thought the dark lord looked disturbingly dashing tonight.
What the devil was wrong with her? She gave herself a stern mental shake. In no way should she allow her feelings to grow for him. Even if his easy manner seemed to draw her like a moth to a flame, she shouldn’t risk losing herself to his seductive charm. He was a man, naught but a man.
“Ladies.” Edgeware had wasted no time crossing the room to personally greet them. He gave a grand bow and, blast him, looked as elegant as a prince. “Please allow me to reserve a dance with each of you beauties in turn.”
He gave Lauretta a second look, and frowned. “What’s this?” he said, gently lifting the unhappy girl’s chin. “I cannot allow such a gloomy face at my ball.”
“I simply can’t muster a happier feeling, my lord. Perhaps I should—”
“Do not speak nonsense, my beautiful lady. You’ve only stepped foot in the ballroom. How can you possibly know how the night will turn out?” He was scolding her, of that Elsbeth was certain. But his tone was so light, so playful that even the sensitive Lauretta’s grim expression appeared to lighten.
“But-but, my lord,” she sputtered. “You don’t understand. You couldn’t possibly know—”
“That Sir Donald has broken your heart? Yes, I do believe your father had mentioned something of that matter to me when we were discussing this house party.” He caressed the girl’s chin as an uncle would, before releasing it. “Just say the word, my lady, and I will ban Sir Donald from ever stepping foot in my house again.”
Lauretta gave a start. More than a little distressed she waved her satiny-gloved hands in the air. “No, my lord, I beg that you don’t punish him.” She swallowed hard. “I-I couldn’t . . . I mean, he-um-he-he—”
“Ah. I understand only too well,” Edgeware said. “Please grant me the pleasure of this first set, then.” His smile brightened again as he extended his hand to her with a grand gesture. “I promise Sir Donald will rethink his earlier foolishness after seeing his competition tonight.”
Elsbeth watched with a pang in her heart as her dark lord led Lauretta away. It was foolish, really, that she should feel jealous of her cousin. She didn’t want Edgeware’s attentions, truly she didn’t. Hang it all, she didn’t want him smiling at her like he’d smiled at Lauretta. And she really didn’t want him to remind her of that morning’s passionate kiss . . . or whisper any more shocking promises of seduction.
“Wouldn’t it be grand if Lauretta went home to father engaged to Lord Edgeware?” Olivia said dreamily.
“Don’t be ridiculous. Edgeware wouldn’t propose without talking to your father first,” Elsbeth snapped.
Olivia giggled. “Oh Elly! I didn’t realize that you—”
“Now you are being ridiculous, Olivia. Come now.” She latched her arm with her cousin’s. “Let’s step away from the entrance.”
“Am I being silly? The Marquess gallantly presented you a flower this afternoon and placed it in your hair as well!”
“Please, Olivia,” Elsbeth said, not quite able to fight off the tender memories.
“I do believe you are blushing, Elly. Oh la, there is nothing to be embarrassed about. He is an eligible bachelor, is he not? Ah, Mr. Waver, how do you do?”
George Waver inclined his head and smiled. “Good evening ladies. Please allow me to present to you Reverend Sirius Waver.” The handsome young man with features strikingly similar to Mr. Waver’s tugged nervously on his waistcoat. “Siruis is my younger brother as well as the local vicar,” Mr. Waver added with considerable fondness, which only seemed to make the vicar look more uncomfortable.
Mr. Waver hurried on, presenting Elsbeth and Olivia and detailing their family connections, Elsbeth puzzled over the young vicar’s agitation until she noticed how pink his cheeks had become when George Waver had spoken Olivia’s name. Once the introductions were completed, Mr. Waver turned and gave his brother a nod.
“L-lady Olivia.” Reverend Waver cleared his throat a couple of times. “Lady Olivia, I would be honored to lead you in the first set. That is, if you haven’t already accepted an invitation from another gentleman. Which in that case, I’d hardly expect you to agree to dance with me.”
Olivia giggled, her pink cheeks brightening even before she latched on to his arm.
“And would you, Lady Mercer,” Mr. Waver asked, “be available to dance the first set with me?”
“No, I’m afraid she would not,” Charlie said, nudging Mr. Waver out of the way. “The first set is beginning and Lady Mercer has promised it to me,” he said, using her proper title for the first time since they’d been reaquainted. But despite that courtesy, he took possession of her arm as if he owned it.
“Perhaps later, then?” Mr. Waver said with a frown.
“Yes, later would be nice,” Elsbeth said. She allowed Charlie to tow her along with him, even though the thought of being with him made her whole body tremble with fear. This was no time for cowardice. If Charlie was indeed Dionysus, she needed to gather evidence in order to expose him. Besides, she reminded herself, she had no reason to be frightened of Charlie. He wouldn’t dare harm her in the middle of a crowded ballroom.
The small orchestra began playing a minuet, the traditional opening set. The dancers lined up, waiting for their turn to whirl down the line with their partners. Lauretta, looking worlds livelier, was the first to dance in front of the other guests. She turned toward Edgeware for the lead-in. They did a right-hand turn, a left-hand turn, and then a two-hand turn before starting the sequence again until they had glided to the end of the line. Edgeware had given Lauretta a wonderful gift. By choosing her to partner him in the opening dance of the ball, every man present would now look at her in a new light.
Charlie kept Elsbeth by his side as he lagged back in the line of guests. “I know who you are,” she said, in hopes of tricking him into a confession, “and what you’re up to.”
“You do?” he said and raised a brow.
“Of course I do.”
He snarled at her confidence. “You’ve won my cousin as a champion and it makes you grow bold. He turned on me this afternoon because of you,” he whispered with a ragged breath in her ear.
Elsbeth tried to pull away, but Charlie only clamped down on her arm. “No,” she said, feeling a tremor of alarm. “No, you have no power over me.”
“I may not. But be warned.” Fire flashed in his eyes. “I won’t let you come between me and my cousin.”
“And I won’t let you harm him!” she spat with a passion loud enough that several heads turned. But she didn’t regret a word, realizing suddenly she would fight to protect Edgeware from this bounder. She simply could not let Dionysus ruin anyone else’s life. Especially not Edgeware’s.
Charlie’s face bloomed red. He glanced around, smiling benignly. “Very well,” he said though his lips were pulled tightly into a sharp grin. “Very well,” he said again and stalked off.
As Elsbeth watched him retreat, her bravery wavered. She feared her little act of rebellion would not go unpunished.
* * * * *
Severin prowled the ballroom, keeping a keen eye peeled for scheming young ladies that might be lurking behind a potted palm or a Doric column. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his heated brow. Edgeware’s welcoming ball was brimming with young, innocent, unmarried ladies all hoping to put the matrimonial hook into some poor, unsuspecting sot.
What was a poor rogue to do? He’d danced with most of the young chits at least once. Several of the approving papas had approached him in conversation, prodding him for information about his state of affairs and intentions.
“There you are, my lord,” a tender voice said just as a silken fan swatted his arm, sending Severin nearly leaping out of his skin.
He turned around and stood chest-to-chest with Lady Dashborough’s more than ample bosom. She stepped closer, brushing up against him. “My word,” she said, a sly grin adding a new dimension to her pretty features, “you are jumpy tonight.”
“Am I?” he asked, taking a step back. “I suppose I am.” Lady Dashborough’s youngest, Lady Constance, had been shamelessly pursuing him all evening. He prayed her mama wasn’t planning to plead a case for her. He simply wasn’t interested in naive young ladies . . . or marriage.
“I’ve heard rumors that you are especially skilled at pleasing women, Lord Ames.” She placed her hand on his arm, letting her fingers stray to his bare wrist. “These young girls populating this ball must surely bore you.”
Severin let out the breath he was holding. “I have a great admiration for experience and knowledge, as I am sure you understand.”
“Yes,” she purred. “I, too, feel the same way.” She traced a gentle circle over the sensitive skin on the underside of his wrist. Her gaze strayed to her diamond bracelet as it brushed against his skin. “I also generously reward talent and skill.”
That diamond bracelet could pay his living expenses for a month. Her offer was becoming very tempting indeed. “I see.” He ran his tongue over his lower lip as if tasting a succulent fruit. “A midnight rendezvous? A sharing of experiences?”
“Yes, my lord. I would enjoy that.” She slipped a key into his hand. “Midnight, then.”
He discreetly pocketed her key. “Would you care to dance?” he asked, offering her his arm.
She gave him a calculating glare. “I think not,” she said, and then turned and sashayed away.
Severin leaned against one of the Doric columns he’d been hiding behind and smiled as he watched her dress sway around her full hips as she walked. A relationship with the wealthy Lady Dashborough could prove most lucrative.
“Oh Sir Donald, you are so very funny.” He heard Lady Constance’s high-pitched voice and cringed. The young woman’s sweet laugh tinkled in the air. He peeked around the column and watched as Sir Donald maneuvered Constance toward the terrace. The young man took her hand and raised it to his lips, turning her palm up. He nudged her glove and kissed her bare skin. “You, my love, must be the most beautiful woman in all of England. The other ladies present tonight all look like wilted flowers compared to you.”
A woman gave a strangled cry from the opposite side of the column. She then charged into Severin, nearly knocking him over.
“Do pardon me,” he called irritably after her as she raced across the ballroom and up the staircase.
Who in blazes was that gel? Lady Lauretta?
Severin remembered then—he’d seen Lady Lauretta and Sir Donald together at Dionysus’s now infamous art exhibition. What had that silly Lady Olivia said to him about the pair?
Oh dear . . . the Baneshire family had been expecting an engagement announcement before the end of the Season. Who could tell what mischief a broken-hearted girl could find for herself when in such a state? Concerned, he followed Lady Lauretta through the darkened hallways of the maze-like Purbeck Manor. Her virginal white dress appeared to glow in the gloom. She looked more like an ethereal specter than a woman in solid form. Her light whimpers and stifled sobs made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.
He picked up his pace and turned a corner only to confront an empty hallway. Not easily discouraged, he systematically opened doors in the hall, peeking into the dark rooms.
A clock somewhere within the house began chiming. Severin slowed his step as he counted the hour.
It was midnight and Lady Dashborough, wearing a very expensive diamond bracelet, was in her chamber waiting for him. He should go to her and leave Lady Lauretta to her grief. But as he opened one last door he heard a muffled sob. With a sigh, he pulled out his handkerchief and smoothed it in his hand. Lady Lauretta was in desperate need of a few kind words and gentle reassurance. And, it appeared, he was the only one around to give that to her.
“Please, my lady, do not cry over that bounder,” he said softly. “No man is worth those lovely tears.” He crossed the threshold into the narrow portrait gallery and closed the door behind him.
* * * * *
Chapter Twelve
Elsbeth wrung her hands until they stung. Nothing was amiss, she assured herself. Just because Lauretta was absent from the ballroom and Charlie, also unaccounted for, had stalked away from her earlier in a thundering rage shouldn’t mean that she needed to disintegrate into a leaky watering pot while stranded in the middle of the dance floor.
But what if Charlie had lured Lauretta away? What if—?
She shook her head. Fretting never solved a crisis, real or imagined. What she needed was action. And help.
She quickly found Olivia sequestered in a corner with the illustrious Beau Brummell, discussing—of all things—the troubles of importing fashionable fabrics from France because of that troublesome war.
“Olivia,” she said as she pried her cousin from the sofa’s plush cushion, “go straight up to our apartment and see if Lauretta has hied herself off to bed.”
“But-but I’m—” Olivia twisted out of Elsbeth’s grasp so she could turn her gentle, albeit shocked, expression back toward Brummell.
“Heed me, Olivia, and do as you are told.”
Olivia paled a degree. “Is something wrong?”
“Wrong?” Elsbeth squeaked. “Of course not. Why would you ask such a question?” No matter what, she couldn’t let the other guests suspect that Lauretta might be alone with a gentleman; she couldn’t let another scandal darken the Baneshire door.
Olivia turned and stared at Elsbeth, her eyes grew wide. “Oh dear,” she said and then uttered a polite excuse to Beau Brummell before rushing from the ballroom.
Elsbeth wondered what her cousin had read in her frozen expression. No, she shook her head and forced a brittle smile. She could not lose herself to paralyzing fear, not now. Things were different when it was just her, and she could collapse like a simpering rag doll after her husband flew into one of his heartless rages. But now Lauretta and Olivia both depended on her, and Lord Baneshire, foolish man, had entrusted her with his children’s safety.
Charlie. And Dionysus. Or were they two names for the same man? Damn her husband, damn his friends. They seemed to always be at the root of her troubles. Even now when, by all rights, she should be free from them.
Until death, the marriage vow had proclaimed, not beyond.
“Pardon me.” She reached out and latched onto the arm of a rather flustered Lady Dashborough as the lady rushed by. “Have you seen Charlie . . . um, I mean Mr. Charles Purbeck, the younger Purbeck, I mean.”
“Men!” Lady Dashborough exclaimed, as she shook off Elsbeth’s hold. “This blasted ball has misplaced more men than I care to acknowledge. If you happen upon Lord Ames, you can tell him that he needn’t come looking for me. Good evening.”
“What was that all about?” a deep voice whispered in Elsbeth’s ear, sending her senses reeling into a dizzying spin. She dug her fingers into her palms and walked away from the spicy scent she now associated with Lord Edgeware. He was one complication more than she could handle at the moment.
Two iron-willed hands curled around her arms and twirled her around until she was forced to stare into his shimmering black eyes. Fear tickled the back of her throat.
“Elsbeth?”
“You are not a man I must bow to,” she said sharply. There were too many men haunting her life already. She didn’t need another. “You have no hold on me. You don’t own me, my lord. You cannot hurt me.”
His frown deepened. “I merely hoped to assist you. Forgive me if I have offended,” he said softly. At that, she could only blink. He’d done it again. By acting in the complete opposite manner than she was accustomed from a man, he’d thrown her and the whole ghastly situation off balance.
“Lauretta is not in the bedchamber. I cannot imagine where she has disappeared to,” Olivia blurted out as she hurried over to them, which Elsbeth dearly wished she hadn’t. She was hoping to keep Lauretta’s disappearance private.
“Am I interrupting something?” Olivia asked, as her gaze landed on Edgeware’s hands and how they were trapping Elsbeth’s arms.
“Not exactly,” Edgeware said and cleared his throat. He let his hold slip away, leaving Elsbeth feeling cold, as if she missed his touch. Which didn’t make any sense, and was completely beside the point. She needed to find Lauretta, not fall under this man’s spell. He was, after all, the one who assisted a bounder like Dionysus and a villain like Charlie.
Lawks, it had to be Charlie behind Lauretta’s disappearance! He was punishing her. She was certain of it.
“Charlie,” she said, her gaze frantically searching the ballroom for a glimpse of that devil. “Where is he? Don’t try to protect him, Edgeware.”
The doors leading out to the gardens were open. She gathered up her skirt and started toward them. Any number of unspeakable horrors could befall an unsuspecting young lady in an unlit garden. Lord help her, Charlie would pay dearly if he harmed her sweet, innocent Lauretta.
“What’s going on?” she heard Edgeware ask from behind her.
“Lauretta’s gone missing,” Olivia replied. “Elly must be worried my fool sister has gone and done something rash. She believed herself in love with that milksop Sir Donald, you must know.”
Edgeware grunted. “And what has Charlie to do with this?”
A shiver traveled up Elsbeth’s spine. The worrying edge in Edgeware’s voice and the undeniable fact that he was determined to follow along continued to unsettle her.
“I cannot imagine why she’s searching for Mr. Purbeck. Perhaps he has seen Lauretta?”
“Doubtful. Our most accommodating hostess, Lady Waver, wished to accompany her daughter home. I sent Charlie to escort them in my carriage. He’s been gone for a little over an hour and I don’t expect he’ll return before for least another quarter hour.”
* * * * *
Elsbeth stopped abruptly and turned back around. Her eyes sparkled with an angry brilliance rivaling the purest blue sapphires as she stared fixedly at Nigel. “If not Charlie, then who has stolen my Lauretta?” she demanded.
Stolen Lauretta? She’d suspected Charlie, harmless Charlie, of debauchery? But why? Charlie had claimed to be so chummy with her—like brother and sister. Could these accusations of abduction be sparked by a growing romantic attachment?
By a womanish jealously?
“Well?” she pressed. “This is your house party, Edgeware. Whom should I suspect?”
He mentally ticked off the names of the male guests in his head. Sir Donald had been seen leading the lovely Lady Constance into the gardens. George and his brother were still in the ballroom. Severin was—for the life of him, Nigel could not remember the last time he’d seen Severin.
“Severin, what are you up to?”
“Lord Ames?” Elsbeth gasped, and looked ready to throw daggers.
Damnation, he must have said the last aloud.
“I assure you, Lord Ames is as trustworthy as they come.” She didn’t appear convinced. Wringing her hands again, she made a beeline toward the stairs that led toward the center of the house.
Nigel gave instructions to a nearby footman before following after her. Soon, nearly half the manor’s staff were discretely searching the serpentine halls for Lady Lauretta and Lord Ames.
It would only be a matter of time before one or both of them would be found. Nigel caught up to Elsbeth and told her just that. Even so, she insisted on forging ahead with her own search. In the shadowy light of Purbeck Manor’s back staircase, they formed an unspoken partnership. Together they searched, methodically opening doors along a rather long and dimly lit hallway. With each step, Elsbeth’s shoulders bound up tighter and tighter.
“She’ll soon be found, and she will be found safe,” he said. “I promise that.”
She released the door handle she was holding and chewed her bottom lip. She tilted her head up toward him. “I know you don’t mean me any harm. I mean—” she said and stopped, frowning. “The Baneshire family doesn’t need another scandal. If this were to get out—”
“No one will ever learn of this.” He crossed the hallway and drew her into his arms. “I won’t allow it.”
He felt her muscles loosen as she snuggled against his chest. Her arms tentatively reached around him until she was holding onto him as if for dear life.
“I should never allow myself to feel safe while alone in a hallway with a man,” she whispered against his neck. “But with you, I do.”
“You are painfully safe with me,” he said with a groan. For all the world he wanted to kiss her, but he held back. Men frightened her. That he was beginning to understand only too well . . . and it was beginning to appear as if her unhappy marriage to the Earl of Mercer was at the root of that fear.
She gazed up at him and, with a halting motion, ran the tips of her fingers along the side of his face. “You’re different from the others, I think. You’re rather like a pleasant dream on the verge of wakefulness, not quite understood yet comforting.” She blinked back a bright sheen of tears that had flooded her eyes. “If only I could just wake up into a dream and know that Lauretta is safely tucked into her bed and that my social ruin and . . . and . . . my marriage were nothing more than ghastly figments of an overactive imagination.”
What she needed more than his passion or his lust was his strength. So he tightened his arms around her. “I’m right here. And you can trust that I’ll do everything in my power to make your life whole again.”
Holding her near and not acting on his desires was torture. She was too real, too close. She broke through all his carefully laid barriers, and this time he couldn’t ignore it. He covered her mouth with his and fed her the strength of his longing . . . and Dionysus’s longing. The erotic energy that had been nipping between them swirled into a liquid heat, rising up through them as their lips mated.
She pressed her body against the length of him, molding to him. Her soft lips parted at the pressure of his tongue and she moaned when he slowly explored past her lips.
He guided her until she was pressed up against a wall. He planted his hands on the plaster just above her head to keep his hands from roaming over her body. As difficult as it proved to be, he kept a tight rein over his desires, afraid he might frighten her flaring passion away.
And it was passion, as alive and hot as his own, that answered his exploring kisses. She nipped his bottom lip. Dear Lord, who was this woman in his arms? She was nothing like the feminine ideal of perfection that had lingered in his dreams for nearly a decade. This woman was real.
“I wouldn’t dare trade this moment for even the sweetest dream in the world,” he whispered. Immediately he knew he’d made a tactical mistake. She peeled her lips from his. The passion that had been so real a moment ago was gone.
“Lauretta.” She wiggled away from the wall. The dreamy passion in her eyes had been replaced with panic. “We have to find her.”
“Of course.” His lower half was screaming for him not to give up so easily. He was being ruled by lust and had started this seduction in the hallway even though he’d known finding Lauretta was their priority. “As I already promised,” he said tightly. They continued down the rather quiet, narrow corridor, each resuming the task of opening doors on either side. “I won’t ignore this attraction between us.”
“Later, we will discuss this—” Elsbeth gasped. “Lauretta!”
Nigel peered over her shoulder into his portrait gallery in time to see Severin pull away from Lauretta and jump to his feet. Even in the yellowy light, Nigel could see how the young woman’s lips were as swollen as Elsbeth’s and her cheeks brightened from Severin’s skilled kisses.
“Severin?” he said, his temper building in concert with Elsbeth’s agitation. “Do you care to explain yourself?”
“Do not speak,” Elsbeth said, throwing her arms wide. “I cannot bear to hear your voice.” She paused just long enough to scowl at Nigel. “Or yours, my lord.”
Severin backed quickly away while Elsbeth approached as assuredly as a harridan with a weapon. Without another word, she snatched Lauretta up from the small bench in the middle of the gallery and bustled her out the door.
Nigel followed until Elsbeth turned a corner. He then returned to the gallery and closed the door behind him.
“So, Severin.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Tell me. Do your tastes now run toward young innocent maidens?”
Severin, intelligent man, seemed to sense the danger he faced and took a step back. “Really, Edgeware, this isn’t what you think. We were merely discussing art and artists.”
* * * * *
Elsbeth paced her bedchamber. A silvery moon sent a chilling beam through the floor-to-ceiling window. She’d sent Olivia and Lauretta to their beds in the adjoining room without allowing Lauretta to explain herself or her actions.
She didn’t care to know, for whatever had happened, which didn’t appear to extend beyond a few kisses, was not nearly as bad as what could have happened. And what could have happened was what had Elsbeth worried.
Charlie, Dionysus, and Lord Ames, they were all dangerous in their own way. And, as was proved tonight, they were dangerous not only to herself but also to those closest to her. Attending this house party without the protection of her uncle was beyond foolhardy. She couldn’t protect Olivia or Lauretta from those men. She should have never thought she could. Years of marriage should have taught her better.
When, in the past six years, had she ever proven she could protect herself from the men in her life? When?
Even now, even after Edgeware had boldly declared for a second time his intention of seducing her, she felt her resolve slipping. His words, his touch, his blasted presence was driving her out of her mind. Only an hour ago, he’d nearly brought her to her knees with wanting him, and she hadn’t a clue how he’d managed it. Something about him made her feel young and innocent again, as if the child who’d once blindly fallen in love with Dionysus’s paintings had miraculously sprang back to life.
She stopped her pacing and stood at the window, gazing out into the darkness. A shadow crossed in front of a row of trees. She frowned.
There were too many intrigues going on in this accursed place, too many opportunities for mischief.
She should leave. That’s what she needed to do, escape. At first light she planned to see that Olivia and Lauretta’s belongings were packed up. By mid-morning they should be well on their way back to London. Her fingers involuntarily curled around the oval locket hanging around her neck. But she hadn’t needed the reminder.
Dionysus.
He was still out there. And despite Edgeware’s assurances, he was still a threat to the Baneshire family.
Tonight.
She lit a candle and pulled a wrapper on over her thin nightrail. Tonight, she would have her proof.
* * * * *
Chapter Thirteen
Sleep would be impossible. Nigel wasn’t even going to try. He shrugged off his evening coat and tore at the knot of his cravat until it fell free. Damnation! He flexed his stiff hand before undoing the buttons on his waistcoat. He’d punched Severin for no better reason than for causing a moment of embarrassment in front of Elsbeth—his paragon of perfection.
A sudden urge to paint overcame him. But he couldn’t give in to it, not while the house was bursting with guests. He wandered to the window, instead, and pressed his sore fist against the pane. Being so near her and yet so distant, was tearing holes into his sanity.
What the bloody hell?
In the moonlight, he watched as a shadowy figure darted from the garden path toward the cliffs.
Now there was a problem he knew exactly how to handle. He retrieved his pistol from a small wooden box sitting atop his dressing table. Come morning, he’d have one less problem.
* * * * *
Elsbeth eased the door to Lord Edgeware’s study open and held a small candle aloft as she poked her head into the room.
There was a stillness. A safe, undeniably empty, stillness.
She slipped inside, nudging the door closed behind her with the toe of her slipper. A few embers smoldered behind the fire grate casting a deep red glow into the room. She went straight to a large oak desk that was in front of a bank of windows and gave the top drawer a tug.
It didn’t budge. The whole desk had been locked up nice and tight. Not even a scrap of paper had been left sitting out on its shiny top. Undeterred, she set the candle on the floor near a keyhole and fiddled in her hair a moment, quickly finding a pin. Her husband had once snatched a hairpin from her hair and had used it to open the household liquor cabinet after she had hidden away its key. He’d made it look so easy, his fingers nimbly working the mechanism until a faint snap had signaled his success.
She felt fairly confident she could copy her late husband’s actions. After all, he’d never really been all that clever.
Crouching down behind the desk, she slipped the pin into the lock and fiddled with it, with absolutely no idea what she should expect to happen.
“Gracious,” she muttered aloud and sat back on her heels. “This is harder than it looks.”
The door swung open. She moved fast, snuffing the candle as she dove behind the desk.
“Come out from there.” Edgeware’s voice tore through the room. She remained perfectly still, praying he’d just leave. “I know someone is in here. I saw the candlelight from under the door and I heard your voice.” Edgeware sighed. “If you don’t show yourself, I vow you won’t leave this room unscathed.”
“Pray don’t hurt me,” she said very quietly as she rose from her hiding place.
“Elsbeth?”
“Though you have every right to—”
“What in the world—?”
“—do whatever you choose. You caught me in the act. I was breaking into your desk.” She cast a soulful glance down at her hairpin still sticking out of the lock.
“You were robbing me?”
“Not very well, mind you. Perhaps if I had more time. You see, it had looked so easy when my husband had—”
“Money?” He stepped into the room and passed in front of a moonlit glass-paned door. His shirt was open at the chest and he was wearing a dressing gown instead of his coat. “Are you in need of money?”
“You see, he had once picked a lock with a hairpin and . . . what?”
“I said—” he took another step toward her so that only the desk stood between them “—are you in need of money? You have but to ask. I am your servant in this and in anything else you desire.”
“Money? You thought I would rob you?”
He leaned over the desk and stared at the lock she’d been working. “Why else would you want to pry open the drawer that holds my strongbox?”
“Certainly not to rob you!”
Edgeware smiled at that. “Then why?”
She fought an urge to scream. “Because of Dionysus, blast it all! Because I need to know who he is! I need to know why he torments me. Why does he wish to ruin my life?”
His smile faded and his eyes grew dark, as dark and frightening as the bleakest of nights. “As I have already told you, he has never wished you harm, Elsbeth. I swear it.”
“That tells me nothing.” She bent down and plucked the hairpin from the lock and the unlit candle from the floor.
Edgeware circled the desk, blocking her escape. He spread his arms wide. “Then, I fear, I can tell you nothing.”
Oh, how she wished he would confide in her. No matter how hard she fought it, she felt drawn to him. They would make a good team. Together they could stop Dionysus from ruining any more lives. And, perhaps, they could share more kisses.
She quickly turned away and caught sight of a small marble status bathed in a pale beam of moonlight. The statue, sitting atop a round pillar in the far corner of the room, was of Dionysus, the Greek god of wine and ecstasy. The lithe figure reclined against a marble rock outcropping, his head thrown back, a lyre about to slip from his fingers. A diamond tear sparkled on the stone god’s cheek.
Dionysus, a myth known for his eternal pursuit of life’s pleasures, was a tragic figure really. Like Edgeware, Dionysus’s mother had died at his birth. Elsbeth had forgotten, until that moment, the stories her governess had read to her about the god. A god who’d not been accepted in either the realm of Olympus, or in the world of mortals.
“A mystic wanderer doomed. All whom he loved was destined to share in his tragic fate,” she mouthed, trying to remember something she’d once read. Something important, but then a hand caressed her jaw, turning her face back toward Edgeware until she was trapped in his penetrating gaze.
“I only seek to restore your reputation,” he said. “I will do everything in my power to protect you and your relatives from the sharp tongues wagging through the ton. Beyond that, I-I—”
He faltered, seemingly at a loss for words. He closed the distance between them. His warm hand, the hand still cupping her cheek, traced a line slowly across her jaw until his fingers could curl around the nape of her neck.
She felt her senses flee. She licked her lips, and her eyelids grew heavy with desire for this mysteriously gentle man.
“Oh hell, Elsbeth,” he whispered a moment before he kissed her. Her passion reawakened from the madness they’d shared in the hallway just a few hours ago. It stirred a dormant part of her heart. A lonely, aching need she could no longer deny.
She leaned into his chest and snaked her arms around his waist as she parted her lips. Her mind was surprisingly silent. She couldn’t think; she could only feel. She could only drink in how his touch, his caress brought life to her most intimate parts.
He helped her push away his shirt and she rained kisses on his bare chest, quickly becoming drunk from his sweet scent, that welcome mix of almonds and sage. His hands explored her body. He was slow and patient with her as he pushed away her wrapper to trace her shape through the thin nightrail she wore beneath. With a satisfied sigh, she reached out for him, feeling desperate to touch him. His muscles were taut, his skin smooth.
This was like a dream, a distant dream she’d long forgotten. “Yes,” she whispered, instinctively knowing how the scene was to play out, and knowing not to fear it.
Agile fingers unlaced the top of her nightrail and bared her breasts. Each round globe felt particularly heavy and wanton. He dipped his head and took a nipple between his teeth, suckling until she thought she might cry out. A vibrating heat filled her chest and spread low in her belly and high in her legs.
With his thigh he gently pushed her legs apart.
“Elsbeth, I have waited too long for this.” His smoldering gaze spoke to her in a way only Dionysus’s paintings had ever done. She longed to ease his suffering. And ease her own aching need as well.
He pushed her skirt up while fumbling with the front of his trousers. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen, dove,” he said between deep kisses where their tongues were given the chance to play. “There should be flowers, music . . . at least a bed.” His fingers parted her nether curls. His touch was warm and gentle with her delicate flesh.
“Relax,” he whispered, stroking her deeply between her legs until she thought she might melt into nothing at his feet. “Just feel.”
Her breathing hitched. Awareness of her body—of how he was stroking her, touching her in her most delicate of places—exploded with a flash of bright colors. Her budding heat pulled and strained against his touch in such a pleasing manner she opened her legs wider. And then desire took over. She traced her finger down his chest and daringly reached into his unfastened trousers to caress him.
Slowly, he withdrew from her until only his lips touched hers, breaking the contact she had learned to crave.
“The door,” he whispered and gave her a quick kiss. He was only gone a moment. But it felt like a lifetime. He hurried across the room and pushed the door closed. He then fumbled with the key in the lock. But before he could turn it, the wretched key slipped out of his hand, bounced across the oriental carpet and disappeared under the heavy desk. She’d never seen him look so harassed. He drew a ragged breath. He’d probably come to the same conclusion she had. They’d have a devil of a time finding the key in the dim moonlight.
“Everyone is abed.” She reached out to him. “Surely, we are safe.”
With him, she felt uncommonly safe. His body was trembling with need by the time he pulled her back into his arms. She grabbed his shoulders and held on to him, silently begging for him to give her more.
He answered by positioning the wide tip of his manhood at her opening and pushing deep into her with one smooth stroke. She’d always been small, tight. Her body stretched to accommodate him. Though he was stretching her to her limit, she welcomed his fullness, a swelling of sensations more fantastic than before. A fullness that felt natural.
The tip of his tongue eased her mouth open, urging her to breathe. He pulled out and pressed back in again, moving slowly and rhythmically massaging her sensitive flesh.
“Oh my,” Elsbeth moaned. It had never been quite like this. She had never even dreamed . . .
His motions grew more urgent. He filled her over and over until she was sure she could take no more. She cried out, her muscles trembling as she rode wave after wave of pleasure until she sank into his arms, feeling more relaxed than ever and unable to catch her breath.
He kissed her forehead, her nose, her chin, and then slipped from between her legs. “Next time,” he whispered, sounding as breathless as she, “we should definitely have a bed nearby.”
The mere thought of repeating that miracle set her legs quivering anew. Her eyes slipped closed as she held on to his strong shoulders and waited to wake up from what had to have been her most vivid dream ever.
His lips found hers again and she lost herself in his touch. Her life would never be the same again. Nothing would ever be the same, nothing would ever be so—
An angry fist knocked sharply against the study’s heavy wooden door. “Lord Edgeware!” a woman shouted. “La, I hope you’re in there. This is really most unacceptable. There is a man lurking outside the—” Lady Dashborough pushed open the study’s door and gasped. “What-what-what is the meaning of this?”
* * * * *
Chapter Fourteen
With his hand inside her wrapper, cupping her breast, his other hand tangled in her hair, and her nightrail hiked up about her waist there was no hope of pretending that what they’d just been caught doing was anything other than what it looked like.
Elsbeth jerked free of Edgeware’s embrace, pushed her skirt down, and pulled her wrapper closed as priggishly as possible. Still, her cheeks flamed the moment her gaze met the sharp scrutiny of Lady Dashborough, who had a brightly lit four-stem candelabrum held high over her head.
What a pretty pair they must have made. Her, dressed in her flimsy nightclothes with only a sheer wrapper for coverage. Edgeware, dressed without a coat or cravat, his shirt open, nearly torn off, revealing a goodly portion of his chest. And—Elsbeth’s blush grew hotter—his trousers hung open, unbuttoned. Yes, what a pretty gossip they had just handed to Lady Dashborough.
“My lord,” the good matron said after a sharp intake of air, “not only are suspicious men roaming your grounds. There is this. You must now understand why I was worried about letting my daughters cavort with such a . . . such a . . . hoyden.” She waved her arm in the general direction of Elsbeth. “Or has she woven her wiles so tightly around you that you’re blinded to the beast she truly is?”
Edgeware appeared to be having a bit of trouble gaining his wits. He cleared his throat several times while setting his clothes to right.
“My lady—” he implored only to be interrupted.
“I demand, Lord Edgeware, yes, demand, that you remove this thing from your house first thing in the morning. I would say sooner, but I am a charitable lady with charitable feelings toward the ladies Olivia and Lauretta. What damage their association with such an immoral—”
“My lady,” Edgeware nearly shouted, “you do not understand the situation!”
Elsbeth’s jittery attentions snapped toward him. How could he expect to convince Lady Dashborough that she was mistaken in what she had clearly seen?
“Not understand?” Lady Dashborough’s chin shot up toward the ceiling. “How can that be possible? What I saw was a woman with a history of questionable morals using her charms to ignite your lust.”
Edgeware chuckled nervously. “You see, my lady. This is where you are mistaken. It is my charm that has won the rather proper Lady Mercer over. For, I’m delighted to announce that—” he cleared his throat and gave Elsbeth a blazing smile “—the enchanting lady has just agreed to be my wife. What you saw was my expression of gratitude for her acceptance to my suit.”
Wife? The room began to spin. “But I must never marry again.” What was the dark lord doing? Why was he stealing away her freedom? What possible use could he have for her?
He didn’t know.
“Elsbeth?”
He surely didn’t know.
“Elsbeth? Breathe, my little dove.”
Two strong arms supported her.
“Sit her in this chair, my lord. She looks ready to faint. Your charms have overwhelmed her, no doubt. You are a very charming man,” Lady Dashborough said.
Elsbeth sank into a leather chair and cradled her dizzy head in her hands. A warm hand rubbed her back heartily.
This was foolish, and she never accounted herself acting a fool. She drew in a deep breath and slowly straightened her spine. She had to blink several times to clear away the blurriness.
“I say,” Lady Dashborough quickly spoke up, “I would imagine any respectable young lady would be overwhelmed by your suit, Edgeware. Your interests undoubtedly have near to killed a woman of Lady Mercer’s standing.” She clicked her tongue.
Elsbeth, feeling as if she was plodding through a murky dream, turned her head away from Lady Dashborough’s pained smile to focus on the hand now covering hers. She blinked.
“You cannot mean . . . I mean, my lord, surely you were jesting.” She drew a steadying breath. “And such a thing to jest about.”
He didn’t know. How could she possibly tell him?
“Lady Dashborough,” she said, her voice strong and clear. She rose from the chair. “Lord Edgeware is jesting. There is no engagement, only an indiscretion as you first suspected. I assure you, it was not planned.”
A sly smile spread on the lovely matron’s face. “Of course. How could I have thought otherwise? The ton will be very interested to know how the leopard has failed to change her spots.” She raised her hand. “No, Lord Edgeware, don’t you dare ply me with your threats. I’m willing to weather a minor scandal to protect others from this beast.”
“Threats?” Elsbeth asked.
“Threats?” Edgeware sounded perfectly innocent. “I cannot imagine to what you are referring. As for the engagement, I vow it is true.” He grabbed Elsbeth’s hand and cradled it against his chest. “My sweet dove, you cannot insist it be kept secret. You see, Lady Dashborough, her family is not yet aware of the arrangement. And then there is the matter of the marriage settlement and solicitors to be consulted. Of course, she insists she speak with her uncle before a formal announcement is made.”
“I see,” Lady Dashborough said, eyeing them both far too closely.
“Lord Edgeware—” Elsbeth began, ready to present him with a royal scolding. She had no desire to be party to his fiction.
“Hush, my dove,” he pressed a finger to her lips—lips that felt shamefully swollen—before she could utter her first protest. “She is adamant about the secrecy, I am afraid.”
“No, my dear,” Lady Dashborough said. Her eyes flashed in the candlelight. “This will not do. You cannot expect to suppress the news of the Marquess’s engagement. He is much too important. This move will come as a great shock to the matrons who have been busily grooming their daughters for him.” With that, Lady Dashborough took up her candelabrum and swept from the room.
“Sir!” Elsbeth rounded on the dark lord, her tiny fists pressing painfully against her hips. “What have you done?”
* * * * *
What had he done indeed?
Nigel’s insides stirred with an unsettling mix of delight and terror. Certainly what he had just done would be very difficult to undo.
“I believe you should consider yourself engaged, madam,” he said, his words clipped and sharp. Anger against himself boiled over onto Elsbeth. “I have told you this several times before. I am prepared to do anything . . . anything to restore you and your relatives’ reputations in the eyes of society.”
“I never asked for this kind of help. Gracious, I believe I would rather seek the assistance of a footpad.”
“That can be arranged!” he shouted and charged from the room, muttering curses against Elsbeth, the rigid society they lived in and its damned rules, and himself.
Especially himself.
* * * * *
Chapter Fifteen
“You did what?”
Nigel was lounging against a brick wall with his arms crossed against his chest. He kicked a pebble lying in the middle of the walk, sending it skittering across the slate stones. The day promised to be a warm one.
He’d spent the morning with George, searching the grounds for intruders. After his surprise engagement the night before, he’d forgotten, until that morning, all about the shadowy figure both he and Lady Dashborough had seen prowling the grounds. By that time, no traces of mischief could be found. And even though his life depended on catching that bold, nameless interloper, he had a devil of a time keeping his mind on such matters.
“I believe you heard me,” he said, snarling.
“Yes, yes, I heard you.” George waved a hand in the air. “I just don’t understand why. Why tie yourself to Lady Mercer? Certainly you’ve heard the rumors about her. Her reputation was teetering on a sharp edge even before Dionysus’s painting of her emerged. Lord Mercer was a depraved maniac, and many believe his wife picked up several of his worst habits. Society matrons were inviting her to their teas and parties to see for themselves what kind of mad woman he’d created.”
Doubt flickered in Nigel’s mind. Hadn’t Elsbeth admitted to learning how to pick a lock from her husband? What else had Mercer taught his innocent dove? It was a disturbing enough thought to imagine Elsbeth having anything to do with the brute. He especially shied away from picturing her learning the secrets of the marriage bed from him. The image roiled his stomach.
“It was the only way I could think to protect her from that viper Lady Dashborough.”
“Blast it all, Edgeware, I never took you for a fool, but this . . . this is unbelievable. Lady Mercer is not your responsibility. What she and that rogue Dionysus did . . . well, that was her decision. Her responsibility. It’s not as if she’s some young innocent too stupid to know her own mind.”
Nigel pushed up from the wall he’d been leaning against. “That is quite enough,” he said, and stalked down the daisy-lined path back toward the manor.
“Damn and blast, Edgeware,” George called after him, “don’t run away from your friends. You’ll doubtlessly need all the help you can get to not muck this up!”
* * * * *
“Elly, why ever didn’t you tell us?” Olivia, trailed by a beaming Lauretta, rushed into the bedchamber and hugged Elsbeth where she sat at her dressing table, busily pulling her hair into a severe topknot.
“We’re ever so happy for you,” Lauretta said.
Elsbeth batted her cousin’s arms away. “The rumor of our engagement is a mistake, a horrid mistake. I have no intention of marrying Lord Edgeware or anyone else for that matter.”
“I don’t understand,” Lauretta said.
“I mean . . .” Oh, why couldn’t there be just one happy ending for her? But no, her heart had been betrayed once and she had vowed long ago to protect that tender organ from further damage. Even if it meant being doomed to live each day with Edgeware’s passion seared onto her soul while still keeping him out of her life. “I mean I will not marry,” she said very softly.
He would be relieved. No man would wish to be forced into a marriage, especially not a confirmed bachelor like Edgeware. “I cannot marry anyone. And when the Marquess learns the truth of the matter, he will most assuredly agree.”
Olivia sank down onto a little bench beside the dressing table and pried Elsbeth’s fingers from the locket she was clutching. “You mean . . . ?” Her cousin blushed. “Surely, he won’t hold that against you.”
“Whatever do you mean, Olivia?” Lauretta asked.
Olivia’s blush deepened. “Never you mind.” With a sharp tug, she pulled Elsbeth to her feet. “And what in blazes do you have on, Elly?”
Elsbeth briefly glanced at the dark gray gown. The material was heavy and the drab color did terrible things to her complexion, making her skin look dreadfully pale and splotchy.
“It is a suitable gown for a woman of my status. Half-mourning, I believe, is very proper.”
“Papa and Mama have both told you that you are too young to mourn a husband for the rest of your life. You need to remarry.”
“If I were to get such a marriage proposal, you would find me dressed in my happiest, brightest, yellow gown,” Lauretta said wistfully. Poor heart-broken Lauretta. No wonder she’d fallen prey to the dastardly Lord Ames so easily.
Olivia, flitting from man to man, leading the hapless gentlemen on a merry chase while guarding her heart, would be a good role model for her sister to follow.
“We have no time to dawdle,” Elsbeth said, her fingers nervously pushing the unruly strands of hair that had fallen from her topknot back into place. “Your maids should be along any minute to help with the packing.”
“Packing?” both Lauretta and Olivia cried.
“Packing.” Elsbeth said firmly. “There is too much going on at this house party that I do not approve. We, girls, are to be on the road back to London by noon.”
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