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PROLOGUE

London, 1832

His damned boots were too tight.

Simon Watterly tried, discreetly, to move his
tightly-bound toes. Nothing. Tomorrow the boots would have to go
back to the boot maker. One more delay he didn't want, didn't need.
But a soldier required a well-fitted pair of boots, and as of
today, despite the Duke of Kerstone's vehement objections, Simon
was an officer in His Majesty's service, bound for India. Too bad
there was no good war on presently. He could only hope to find one
soon.

He glanced around the crowded ballroom, his teeth
clenched with the effort it took to project a bored yet pleasant
facade. He had been raised to know his duty to the family name, the
family blood, and would not dishonor it by making a scene. He had
promised the duke. And Simon Watterly had been bred to make certain
he always kept his promises and did his duty. Wouldn't want to
tarnish the hallowed blood of the former Dukes and Duchesses of
Kerstone. The true blood he did not share.

What a farce. It was truly bitter solace to realize
that tonight was the last time he need pretend to be what these
people thought him...what he had thought himself, until last night,
when he had overheard his mother's words to his dying father—no, to
the Duke of Kerstone, no relation to himself—and his life had
shattered in an instant.

If the dying man had not extracted a promise from him
not to destroy the family reputation ... but that was irre1evant.
The duke had been frail and pitiful as he begged, pale blue eyes
flowing with tears, his fingers a faint yet bony pressure on
Simon's wrist. Simon could not withhold his promise to the man he
had called father — but he would find a way to get around it — if a
blood-soaked battlefield didn't see to it for him, as it had for
the older brother Simon had never known. His legitimate older
brother, blown up by a cannon blast in France while Simon was still
a babe-in-arms.

An overly friendly blow to his arm made him spit out
the bitter truth, "Bastard." He turned to glare at the
offender.

"Take it easy there, Cousin, I merely wanted your
attention." Giles Grimthorpe discreetly cocked his head in the
direction of the crush of dancing figures. "I wondered if you would
care to engage in a small wager to add piquancy to this dull
evening?"

"What kind of wager?"

"A matter of a successful seduction, Cousin."

Simon grimaced at his cousin's expectant grin. No
doubt the cad waited for a lecture. But today he would be
surprised. An hour before, Simon had adjusted his cravat in the
curved looking-glass in the foyer of his parents' town house and
promised himself that he would do everything in his power to
destroy the image of fairness and propriety that had given those
who knew him cause to call him Saint Simon. And a good start to
accomplish this aim would be to wager with his cousin. For
Grimthorpe was a worse gossip than any of the bored dowagers seated
about the room.

He lifted his shoulders as if mildly intrigued with
the idea. "My ring if you succeed."

Grimthorpe's eyes narrowed in shock; then he eyed the
large ruby and silver ring on Simon's left little finger. "Good
thing you're to be the next Duke of Kerstone — and wealthy, as
well, if you are to suddenly take up gambling on that scale."

Nettled, Simon lifted his hand so that the ruby
glinted in the lights. He knew how much it irritated Grimthorpe
that his branch of the family had fallen in society as Simon's had
risen. For a moment he considered confiding the truth, but
dismissed the idea. His cousin wouldn't appreciate the irony, but
he would indeed cause a scandal. "Perhaps I don't expect to lose
it."

A confident sneer appeared on Grimthorpe's foxish
face. "The girl is odd — and plain besides. I have been showering
her with attention these past weeks and now that she is ripe, I
intend for her to fall into my arms."

"Indeed? And who is the lucky young woman, or are you
keeping that secret to yourself?" He truly did not care. Any female
who let Grimthorpe within two feet of her deserved any trouble that
she might receive.

"The young miss who cannot seem to stop spouting
fairytales, of course. Miss Miranda Fenster."

For a moment, Simon thought he would not manage to
master the rage and pain that twisted inside him. His cousin had no
reason to know how his words struck at Simon's heart. In supreme
irony, Grimthorpe had chosen to seduce the very woman Simon had
planned to offer for – if he had not learned the truth of his
birth. Rather than an engagement present, he had purchased a
commission.

Seeing Grimthorpe waiting, Simon fought not to bring
up his fists to erase the man's leer. If he were to be a devil, he
must learn not to care. "I believe she has too much sense for that.
But if not, no doubt her brother Valentine will protect her."

Grimthorpe merely smiled, a repellently salacious
glint in his pale blue eyes. "Puppy's wet behind the ears. Why his
own twin sister has more sense than he, and you know she has proven
herself capable of finding a fairytale to illuminate every facet of
Christendom."

"Valentine may be young, but as you say, she is his
twin and there is a strong bond between them." Simon himself had
noted the way the girl and her twin seemed to finish each other's
sentences, read each other's thoughts, and mimic each other's
gestures. He had found it disconcerting at first, and then somehow
charming.

For a moment he allowed himself to wonder if she
would have accepted his proposal because he was destined to be Duke
of Kerstone or because she liked him. He did not doubt her
acceptance. If anything about this sorry mess could be considered
fortunate, it was that he had found out about his bastardy before
he had become betrothed. She, of all people in this ballroom,
deserved a happy ending.

Grimthorpe wagged his brows. "I'll not attempt
anything she doesn't permit."

Simon found himself relaxing as he considered the
Miranda Fenster he knew. Grimthorpe had chosen his victim poorly.
"Then I suspect you will lose your wager." A sudden flash of doubt
nearly caused him to shudder. Who was he to judge what a woman
would or would not permit?

Last night came back to Simon so vividly that he
could not breathe for a moment. His father weak, blue with the
effort to breathe. His mother calm, beautiful, full of poisonous
words.

Simon had entered his father's sickroom to give him
the news that his only son would soon be settling down to beget an
heir and was on the verge of offering for Miss Miranda Fenster, a
woman of impoverished status but impeccable lineage and amusing
imagination.

Instead, he had overheard his beloved mother speak
the bitter words that made his life a lie. "I hope you are
satisfied that my bastard son will soon be the Duke of
Kerstone."

The words had held a sibilant hiss in the silence of
his father's sickroom. Simon, reeling with shock, had stood in the
doorway of the darkened room and vowed that he would never carry on
a bastard line.

The remembered smell of his father's imminent death
pressed upon him, and he pushed the memory of his mother's ashen
face and his father's wheezed pleas aside.

"You would be surprised what a female will get up to,
Saint Simon." Grimthorpe's jeering words cleared the last fog of
memory from Simon's mind. "I expect a miss who believes in
fairytales and happy endings will be good for more than a kiss with
little protest."

Simon could not allow Grimthorpe's predatory remarks
to pass unanswered, although he tempered his rage until his words
sounded almost amused, "She seems well able to speak her mind."

"Indeed." Grimthorpe winced with exaggerated motion.
"I have a plan that shall keep her quiet." The music ceased and he
moved toward the crowd.

Simon watched Grimthorpe's determined pace and fought
his chivalrous impulses. Hadn't he just embarked upon his new
career as an unrepentant soldier? He searched the crowd until he
found her. Plain, his cousin had called her. He saw why, though he
did not agree. She stood out like a peahen among the colorful
peacocks. Her gown was modest and soberly-colored, her hair
unadorned — not even a feather.

He knew from experience that her jewels were her
lively eyes and quick smile. He watched, torn between the old and
the new Simon, as she smiled politely at the man intent on seducing
her. For a moment he thought she might refuse a dance, but then she
lifted her hand to Grimthorpe.

He well remembered the first time he had seen her,
walking through the ballroom without the coy shyness of a girl new
to the marriage mart. When they had been introduced, she had looked
directly at him and surprised him by asking if he had read Mary
Wallstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Women. She
had seemed more amused than chagrined that he had not, offering him
the opportunity to borrow her own copy.

He had, although he had not yet read it. And now he
would not. He made a mental note to have Travers return the book to
her on the morrow, even as he decided to protect her from
Grimthorpe. She was much too fine to be tarnished by his libertine
cousin. Some other man would see the potential for a fine wife in
her. It was obvious to anyone who cared to take the time to
look.

As he watched her smile into his cousin's eyes with
painful innocence, he made his way toward them, remembering how he
had been struck that first time much more by her attitude than her
looks — though her chestnut hair gleamed with copper highlights in
the light of the ballroom, and her eyes had the warmth of fine
brandy.

What had caught his interest about her was the way
she didn't melt away from him like the other young women. She had
presence. He had been surprised to speechlessness the first time he
had heard her offer an opinion. She spoke as if she thought her
words were worth being heard. He had decided his duchess should
behave so, although some of the things she said were foolish –
women managing their own properties? Absurd. Almost as absurd as
the realization that the next ruler of England was likely to be
Princess Victoria.

As Grimthorpe led her into a waltz, Simon battled his
rising anger. He could not break into the dance without causing
embarrassment to them all. Watching her gracefully navigate the
crowded ballroom with her partner, he was struck by the singular
notion that she would not be one to shun him if he stood now and
publicly announced his bastardy, renouncing all titles and lands to
be given him at his father's – at the Duke's death.

The sense of loss was acute. But despite his vow to
become the devil himself and obliterate his saintly image, he could
not abandon her. Exasperated with himself, he determined to warn
Valentine of the threat to his sister's reputation. Puppy or not,
it was a brother's duty to protect his sister.

Unfortunately, the lad was nowhere about. And worse,
when he scanned the dancers, he saw that his cousin and Miss
Fenster were no longer among them.

As he entered a fortunately empty hallway, wondering
if they had passed this way, he heard the shriek and the blow from
behind one of the closed doors ahead. With a sigh, he hurried
toward the sound, reaching the doorway just in time to prevent
scandal from erupting around the woman he might have married.

Miranda Fenster flung herself through the doorway,
her hair a-tumble, her mouth swollen from a crude kiss. The lace of
her bodice trailed in the air. But her eyes burned with pride and
anger – and sudden shame as she ran into Simon himself.

"My lord, please excuse me," she said distractedly as
she attempted to push past him. But Simon stopped her with a hand
to her shoulder. The shocking warmth of her flesh under his gloves
almost made him remove his hand, but the sure knowledge of the
scandal that would be caused were he to let her escape made him
hold firm. He steered her back into the room and closed the
door.

She raised her chin a notch. "I don't believe this is
any of your business, sir."

He wasted no time on her feelings, though. Instead he
caught his cousin's gaze. "I think we both see Miss Fenster is no
willing miss. Matters would best be served if you left and spoke of
this to no one. Do you argue?"

His dashed cousin merely cast him an unrepentant
grin. "And if I do?"

"Then you will wed her."

Simon heard a gasp behind him, followed quickly by a
sharp protest, but he ignored her. He could not very well reassure
her that Grimthorpe would sooner wed a cabbage than a meagerly
dowered young miss.

His cousin's eyes widened, but he quickly conceded.
"As you see fit, Cousin." With a sour glance toward the ring he had
lost, he bowed and left the room.

Turning to the shocked-silent Miss Fenster, Simon
said curtly, "Wait here. I will fetch your mother." Within scant
minutes Simon found Valentine and sent him to collect his mother
from the ballroom with a minimum of fuss. Returning to Miranda, he
saw that she had made herself as presentable as possible without
the help of a lady's maid. She was much calmer than she should have
been as she bowed her head to him and said, "Thank you, my lord. I
am grateful for your assistance, although I little doubt I could
have handled the matter on my own."

"Indeed?" Her lack of gratitude stung him somewhat.
"Have you any idea what disarray you are in, Miss Fenster? Have you
any idea of the scandal your appearance would have created?"

She blushed and put up a hand to tuck back a stray
curl. "I would have retired to the lady's dressing room,
naturally."

"And no one there would have remarked upon your
state, I suppose?"

There was a dawning horror in her dark eyes, but
still a defiant set to her shoulders as she opened her mouth to
reply. He was never to know her answer, however, because her mother
arrived at that moment. With the bustle of a desperate woman,
Miranda's mother threw her own lace shawl over her daughter's
exposed bosom, clucking softly in dismay.

When her eyes found him, he could see the fear in
them. She thought her daughter ruined. Without having consciously
made a decision, he stepped in front of Miranda's scandalized
mother, halting her flight from the room. The older woman looked up
at him, her face nearly the same lavender as her gown. He heard
Miranda's swift intake of breath as he said calmly, "I certainly
hope that Miss Fenster's headache is gone on the morrow. May I see
you to your carriage, ladies?"

He watched as realization dawned that he had no
intention of noising the scandal about, and the frantic mother's
face regained its normal color and expression. With dignity, she
released her tight grasp on her daughter's cloaked shoulders and
nodded. "Thank you for your kindness, my lord."

"It is nothing." They drew no comment from the few
people they met on their way, and Simon relinquished the ladies
into Valentine's care once they reached the hastily called
carriage.

Waiting for his own conveyance, he could not help
giving one rueful laugh. He still had a long way to go to get this
devil thing down.

***


CHAPTER ONE

Kent, 1837

Miranda slipped deeper into her hiding place as the
duke appeared over a small rise with the setting sun at his
shoulder. The hooves of his chestnut stallion flashed through the
few remaining wildflowers. The last rays of the sun gleamed onto
his fair head, giving him a halo that Miranda had always thought he
well deserved – until yesterday.

Was she a fool to hope she could persuade him to help
her brother? After all, army life changed men. It had made
Valentine laugh less and shout more. It had destroyed the equality
between them when even her father's pompous speeches about woman's
inferiority and his harsh punishments for her childhood
transgressions had not.

What battle scars might the duke possess if he could
quash her brother's elopement with heartless efficiency? A warning
unease curled in the pit of her stomach, but Miranda forced it away
with a memory of Valentine as she had left him — sitting forlorn
and broken in the darkness of Anderlin's drape-drawn study.

She shifted to ease the stiffness of her knees and
the prickling of the yew branches that concealed her, as she
watched the duke dismount near the hunter's cottage, tether his
horse, and disappear inside. She refused to surrender to the doubt
that made her limbs heavy and gave her heart a wild beat as she
left her shelter and headed for the cottage.

The roughly-hewn wooden door swung open easily at her
touch, revealing the familiar room and its occupant. His back was
turned away from her as he sat at the rackety old table that served
the cottage for furnishing. As she entered, Miranda did the best
she could to soften the forwardness of her own behavior. She smiled
demurely, dropped a perfect curtsy and said, "Good evening, Your
Grace." To her surprise, her throat went dry just as she began to
speak. Her voice came out in a broken croak just as the door swung
closed behind her on noiseless rope hinges. The room fell into
darkness save for the single candle the duke had lit.

She realized her error when his shadowy figure rose
abruptly and whipped around to face her. His voice rang out
harshly, "What the devil?" Miranda had only the briefest glimpse of
a worn leather pouch before it was hidden within his jacket. Aware
of the precarious balance of the table, Miranda warned, "Do be
careful. That table ... " The table rocked sideways, and the candle
fell. They were plunged into darkness.

"Who the devil are you? What do you want?" His voice
was no better than a snarl.

"I apologize for startling you." Miranda eased her
way across the floor toward the spot she had last seen the candle.
"Don't move, and I will soon have your candle lit."

His breath hissed inward, as though he were outraged
by her suggestion, and he was silent for a moment before answering
abruptly, "I assure you that I do not wish my candle lit."

Miranda halted in confusion for the barest second and
then continued her search. "Here, I have it. The candle has come
loose, I'm afraid. Let me just find — " Her foot touched the loose
candle. "I do so hate the dark, don't you?"

She rose from the dusty floor, intending to light the
candle now reset in the holder. Her skirts brushed against
something unyielding and she could feel him, only inches from her.
Startled, she froze, trying to gauge how far away he stood. Only a
rustle in the darkness forewarned her before the candlestick was
abruptly pulled from her hand.

"I have no quarrel with the dark, only with young
women who consider me easy prey." She felt the heat that radiated
from his body, so close they almost touched. Belatedly, she
realized that his anger was greater than she had first thought.

Seeking to soothe him as she might an ill child when
the child was in the throes of a temper, Miranda stroked his upper
arm gently. "I am sorry, Your Grace. I truly did not mean to
startle you."

The muscles of his arm tensed under her fingers as he
spoke, sending a flush of warmth through her as she realized that
he was no child and she had no business touching him so intimately.
"You would be wise to consider yourself fortunate that I have not
seen your face, young woman, or you and your mother both would feel
the sharp side of my wrath."

"My mother is dead." Miranda whispered, pulling her
hand away, as the flash of familiar guilt spilled through her.

"Go out to your aunt, then, or your guardian, and
tell her your plan failed. You are dealing with me, and I will not
be caught like a baited hare."

"But ... I am alone — " Perhaps she should not have
come. Perhaps he had become unbalanced as well as hardened?
Nervously, Miranda reached for the candlestick and met the warmth
of strong fingers. A shock passed through her, and she pulled the
candlestick sharply from his grip.

He bent toward her in the dark, so close that she
could feel his breath on her cheek. As she backed away, only to
find the table blocking her path, he said, "Has she left you here
and driven away? Does she not know the danger in that? Do you
not?"

She struggled to make out his face, but it was only a
deeper shadow in the darkness of the room.

"I trust you, Your Grace. I know your reputation
after all." She struck a feeble spark and the candlewick began to
glow.

His voice was grim. "That reputation fits me no
longer."

Miranda lifted the light of the flame until it
banished the shadows that held the duke. His mouth hung open in
astonishment; then his scowl turned to stern surprise.

"Dash it all. I would never have believed this of
you, Miss Fenster."

The words Miranda had carefully rehearsed flew from
her mind. She blushed and her heart hammered painfully at the
disappointment that sped across his face and disappeared into a
chilling indifference. With less confidence that she had possessed
moments before, she drew a breath and made her plea. "I wish to
speak to you on a matter of grave importance, Your Grace."

His brow lifted, and a smile curved the left side of
his mouth. "I trust, then, this is your brother's idea of
revenge?"

His amusement discomposed her. "Valentine knows
nothing of this."

He smiled so widely that a dimple graced his left
cheek, but his green eyes were wintry. "I'm afraid, Miss Fenster,
that even for someone with your ... notoriety ... I am sadly unable
to oblige you by being the prince in your fairytale."

Miranda was momentarily distracted by his smile, so
that it took a moment for her to register the insult. Indignation
seared her. How dare he? "You are certainly not acting like any
fairy-tale prince."

He held up one hand. "Don't be offended. I have been
stalked by the best and I rank your efforts highly. You simply
should have chosen someone other than me."

"You are the only one who can help!"

The smile died on his face. "That is unfortunate,
then. For I will certainly do nothing. Good day." He turned and
left the cottage without further word.

The heartlessness of his action stunned her.

He had been so certain Valentine only wanted Emily's
money. A moment's worth of listening to the pair would have shown
him the truth of their love. Knowing that she could not give up
until he had all the facts, Miranda followed him outside into the
rapidly deepening twilight where he was untethering his stallion.
As she approached, the stallion whinnied and shied away
nervously.

His glance held a pity that chilled her, but she put
her pride aside to beg his indulgence. "Please, you don't
understand. Let me explain."

"Nothing you can say could change my mind, Miss
Fenster. Have the courage to face the fact that you have
failed."

Failed. All her life she had failed at the most
crucial times. But not today. His words sent a spark of anger
through her, so that instead of appealing to him once more, she
slapped the skittish stallion sharply on the rump. Her only intent
was to move the horse farther away and give herself some time to
plead with the duke. The chestnut, however, tore the reins from the
duke's hand and bolted. In dismay, Miranda watched the mount gallop
off. Then relief flooded her — now she had his full attention.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean ... " Her apology cut off
as she turned and saw his fingers lift to his mouth. Her advantage
had been illusory. The stallion was trained to come at his
whistle.

"No!" she whispered. One of the tricks she and
Valentine had employed as children surfaced in her memory, and she
launched herself at his waist like a maddened bull until he
overbalanced, unable to whistle. Unfortunately, as he fell, she
followed, landing atop him like an ungainly goose.

When she lifted her head from his chest to look him
in the face, her stomach gave a lurch. His green eyes held no more
amusement, no more pity — only fury. Certain that she was crushing
him, she tried to rise, but he held her tightly. She could not tell
if it was anger or fear that made her limbs tremble, but whatever
it was lent heat to her words. "Do you not understand what it is to
love?"

Something deep and painful flashed behind his eyes,
and then disappeared. "I will not be compromised by anyone, Miss
Fenster. I would have expected you, of all people, to understand."
To his credit, he sounded calm as his hands held her hips
still.

The combination of being crushed against him by his
grip and the shock of his words brought a hot flush to Miranda's
cheeks. "Compromise you?"

His eyes bored into her, and his brow lifted. Miranda
realized the picture they would present to any casual passerby —
she lying tumbled casually atop him. She struggled once again to
rise, but he bent his legs and used them to pin her hips, as he
brought his arms up to pull her closer, until she was pressed so
tightly against him that she could feel the frantic beat of her own
heart against his unyielding chest. This was not the man she
remembered from five years ago. That man would have listened to her
long enough not to jump to such ridiculous conclusions.

Defeated, Miranda dropped her face into the crook of
his neck. The exotic scent of sandalwood took her breath away for a
moment, and her heart ached for the loss of the one man during her
foreshortened Season who had treated her as if what she thought
actually mattered. "I should have known I would make a hash of
this. I merely came to beg you to set right what you've ruined for
Valentine," she mumbled against the warmth of his neck. "I have no
intention of compromising you."

"Indeed?" His arms tightened around her briefly; then
he sat up abruptly, putting her aside. "I'm afraid in that matter,
as well, you waste your time with me. You would do better to speak
to your brother."

"I cannot speak to him. He has locked himself in the
study and refuses to answer to anyone at all." As if she had not
spoken, he rose to his feet and whistled sharply three times. She
would not have been surprised had his stallion come galloping back.
But it did not, even after another long string of whistles. Miranda
watched his long, elegant fingers brush at the dust on the knees of
his breeches as he waited in vain for the return of his horse. She
remembered with a shiver the feel of those fingers as they held her
tight against him a moment ago. She gasped as her gaze continued
downward. "I've ruined your boots! I'm so sorry."

He ceased his brushing to stare at her for a long
moment. "You are apologizing to me for ruining my boots, Miss
Fenster?"

She recognized the absurdity. "I know how important
it is to a military man to keep a good shine on his boots," she
explained, as she rose from her undignified sprawl on the
ground.

He gave her a level look. "Do you?"

She resolutely ignored the insult that was certainly
buried in his question. "My brother was an officer in His Majesty's
service, just as you were, Your Grace." She hastily added, ''Though
he served in a much less distinguished way than you."

He said nothing, but a flicker of annoyance crossed
his face.

"I've brought some refreshment for us, if you'd
like," she said, remembering her mission. "I have a basket with
cheese and apples, fresh-baked bread —" the last from the kitchen
and who knew what Valentine would eat in the morning, if he ate at
all — "and some very fine ale."

He looked her over pointedly from head to toe until
she was uncomfortably warm. His gaze was deliberate and thorough.
Blushing, Miranda indicated the copse. "The basket is hidden in
there."

"Admirable," he said. "Your planning seems to be on a
par with our great generals. It is unfortunate that you are of the
fair sex and so England is denied your campaigning genius — except
on the battlefield of love."

His sarcasm cut deeply. "Perhaps I would have made a
good soldier, Your Grace — even if I am only a woman." Seeing his
frown, she sighed. This was not the time for that battle. "You must
admit it is much too far to the Camberley's estate for you to walk,
as it will soon be dark." The clouds foretold rain, and soon, as
well, but she decided it was wiser not to mention that fact.

"So you think you have won your battle?" His anger
was daunting. "I told you I have no intention of being
compromised."

Miranda flushed. He must hold the incident five years
ago against her, despite his kindness then. "I only wish to
convince you to intercede with the Earl of Connaught to win Emily
back for Valentine. They are meant for each other."

"So you said. I can only wonder how far you are
inclined to go to convince me." His gaze traveled her length again.
Miranda recognized the look she had endured in her short sojourn on
the marriage mart. But never once from Simon Watterly. A painful
twist in her chest made her short of breath.

"I will do anything — " His expression darkened and
she broke off in confusion.

He smiled his wonderful smile again, and Miranda did
not hear his words for the rush of her heartbeat in her ears. "I
beg your pardon?" she asked.

"I said," he repeated slowly, as if for a daft child,
"though the idea of spending the night with the notorious Miss
Fenster intrigues me, I must decline." Without a further word, he
turned and started across the field.

"I would suggest that you stop following me, Miss
Fenster, or you will find yourself in the awkward position of being
forced to explain yourself to the Camberleys. I hardly think you'd
like a scandal attached to your name after all this time."

A light rain had begun to fall, a gentle misting.
Miranda scrambled to keep up with his long stride as she stared
angrily at his broad-shouldered back. "I care very little what
those shallow, hypocritical – " she broke off, surprised by the
painful wave of hurt that engulfed her at the injustice that she
could be ruined because some man had tried – unsuccessfully – to
take advantage of her friendship. All because she was a woman –
held to a higher standard, yet not believed competent to defend
herself.

He turned toward her so abruptly that she nearly ran
into him. In the half darkness, she could feel his fury radiating
toward her. "I would not have expected this of you, Miss Fenster. I
suppose it is to your credit that you are naively loyal to your
brother. I believe I can find it in myself to forget this lapse if
you take yourself home immediately."

Miranda found a tendril of comfort in his words. He
had thought her actions honorable – perhaps even justified? No. He
had labeled her naïve. She fought the urge to tumble him to the
ground again and pin him there until she'd told him the full story
and wiped the smugness from his expression. With difficulty, she
held herself in check. As much as she longed for him to look at her
and see that she was as competent – and as flawed – as any man, she
knew that his respect for her was not her current battle.

It was Valentine's future she needed to fight for
now. And here, with the light rain pattering onto her face, and the
darkness soft around them, was her only chance.

Her tightly reined anger made her bold. She took his
hands in her own and stepped close enough to look up into his eyes.
"I told you I don't give a fig for my own reputation. But you have
crushed Valentine – he and Emily were to marry and you have torn
them apart. Do you realize what your actions mean to my brother? To
my whole family?"

The frustrating man merely stared impassively down at
her as she spoke.

Driven to desperation, Miranda blurted out,
"Valentine and I are grown, but we have five sisters to bring
out."

His voice was hard as he removed his hands from her
grip and stepped back to bring distance between them. "Your brother
knew the risk when he attempted to elope with the Earl of
Connaught's daughter. If he wanted a dowry so badly, he should have
offered for one of the merchant's daughters. They are always glad
of a man with a title, even the title of baron."

Miranda did not want to admit that such had been
Valentine's intent when he had first gone looking for a bride – to
find one with a large, liquid dowry. "Emily is the only woman for
him. He has known it since he first spied her on the dance floor –
just as Prince Charming recognized Cinder Ella as his one true
love."

"He'd best get over it. Her father has set his sights
on a marquess or better for his son-in-law, and a false prince,
charming or not, will not do." A smile played at his lips, which
was quite infuriating. "And if your brother has five more like you
to bring out, he'll need all the ready he can marry."

Miranda stiffened in protest. "My sisters are nothing
like me. And Valentine is no false prince." Blindly, she turned and
walked away from him. Tears burned in her eyes and she let them
fall. He was some distance away and it was dark. Another failure to
add to her long list. It was her fault her sisters might never
marry well, her fault that the investments she had made in
Valentine's absence had nearly beggared them. Though she had hopes,
they had not yet paid out enough to make Valentine a "catch" on the
marriage market. Given her luck, they might never do so.

The tears obscured the rabbit hole until she was upon
it and Miranda fell with a pained cry. Another failure. She pulled
off her boot to examine her injury. Her insides twisted in utter
humiliation at the sound of bootsteps approaching on the wet grass.
He was beside her in moments, kneeling down, his fingers quick and
sure as he examined her twisted ankle.

"You were heading in the wrong direction, Miss
Fenster," he said. His gaze seemed focused on her as if able to
penetrate the cover of darkness and rain. For a moment she feared
he saw her tears.

Thankfully the rain came down harder at that moment.
She wiped the drops on her face. "Don't allow your pride to force
you to walk in this rain. Stay at the cottage, where it is warm and
dry. I will trouble you no further."

What she would do about Valentine's broken heart was
another matter altogether. Miranda rose, holding back a gasp at the
pain in her ankle. It wasn't broken; it would get her back home.
"I'm sorry, Your Grace, I cannot offer you shelter at Anderlin…
Valentine…"

He smiled grimly. "You will take a chill." He whipped
his short cloak from his shoulders and slung it around hers before
she could protest. Distracted by the long-ago memory of her mother
draping her lace shawl in the same manner, Miranda fought back more
tears, unable to speak. As he reached for her again, she realized
that he meant to lift her into his arms.

She warded him away with her hands, stumbling only a
little at the sharp pain in her ankle. "I am perfectly able, Your
Grace."

"No doubt," he answered, sweeping her up so that her
cheek was pressed against the damp linen of his shirt. She realized
that she had been chilled before, only because she was now warmly
nestled against his chest.

"You have no need to do this, Your Grace," she
protested, a needle of humiliation plying through her. He ignored
her words as if she had not spoken and began walking purposefully
toward the cottage.

She settled back, surprised at how easy she found it
to relax against him, wrapped in the cloak that smelled of
sandalwood – of him. She was aware that he did not share her
comfort. His every movement indicated a great deal of tension. Hope
sprang anew that this twist of fate might allow her to reach the
Simon Watterly of old and convince him to help Valentine. But
first, she must lay his primary concern at rest. "I will not risk
compromising you, I promise. Anderlin is not far. I have walked it
in the rain before; I will again."

He did not answer.

The rain grew heavy and Miranda admired how little
note he took of the water that gathered in his thick honey-colored
eyebrows and run in rivulets down his lean cheeks. The rain had
darkened his blond hair and curls had sprung out on the back of his
neck. She twisted in his arms until she brought her head level with
his and drew the cloak so that it would protect him from the worst
of the rain.

Though she did not feel in the least penitent, she
knew he would expect an apology. In her experience, men did not
give apologies, they demanded them, deserved or not. Best to give
it now, and wait until they were dry and warm again before she
renewed the campaign to get Valentine and Emily wed. "I'm sorry
that I did not accept your refusal at the first. I'm afraid one of
my many faults is an inability to understand when a battle is lost
I would not blame you if you chose to scold me."

He stopped, oblivious to the rain, and turned his
head until their eyes met. His grip tightened. "Is that all you
think I should do? Scold you?" His voice was soft and strained.

Miranda became abruptly aware that his fingers were
touching the edge of her breast. She was grateful for the darkness
that hid the scarlet of her blush, and shadowed the expression in
his eyes as he stared down at her.

After he resumed walking once more, there was a long
silence between them. Miranda silently contemplated what his words
meant. She could not dredge up within herself any mistrust of this
man. He had behaved too well in the past and his reputation was
impeccable, though his years away had obviously hardened his heart
against lovers. And he had secrets dark enough that he would ride
to a ramshackle hunting cottage before he dared pull certain items
from his leather pouch and examine them.

She would not chide him for the tightness of his
grip. Really, how could he support her otherwise? And if she had
mended her stays weeks ago, she would likely have been completely
unaware that two of his fingers pressed against the far side of her
breast.

"I suppose I should be grateful that no one shall
ever know of this. My sisters do not need for me to create a
scandal before they come out. And it certainly could not help
Valentine's cause." She thought of Valentine, sitting listless and
mute in their father's chair before the fire. She had had to climb
through the study window to see him, for all the good it had done
her.

Miranda closed her eyes as sadness swept over
her.

"He said that you were right, and he should never
have overreached himself with Emily in the first place."

"Perhaps he is not as foolish as I had thought. I
will speak to him— "

His words dispelled Miranda's growing sense of hope.
Knowing her impertinence, but anxious that he heed her, she put her
hand to his cheek. The rasp of stubble against her fingers startled
her. "He has been badly hurt. Do not humiliate him further by
speaking to him as if he were an errant lad in need of guidance.
"

He turned his head so that his lips brushed her
fingers as he spoke. "I take your point, Miss Fenster."

Miranda let her hand drop away from his face.

But the intimacy of being in his arms and jolting
comfortably against him at every step could not be prevented.
"Valentine must never know that I tried to intercede on his
behalf."

"It does not speak well of you that you would deceive
him."

Stung by the censure in his words, she said, "Perhaps
someday, when Emily joins our family, I shall tell them both."

"Then you believe your brother will not give up his
hopes so easily?"

"Wouldn't you search for your Cinder Ella, Your
Grace, if you had once met her at a ball and wanted no one else to
be your wife?" He stumbled slightly, and her arms tightened around
his neck in alarm.

After a silence so long that she realized he would
not answer her, she said, "No. Valentine will not give up so
easily." Remembering her brother's slumped figure, Miranda wondered
if she spoke the truth. "I do understand that you only did what you
thought was best for Emily. I will be happy to act as though this
meeting between us never occurred."

They reached the cottage as she spoke. He stooped
slightly to enter the doorway, and his arms tightened around
Miranda. His breath against her damp neck made her shiver. "And
what if I am not?"

***


CHAPTER TWO

Simon stirred the fire, his back to Miranda. It
amazed him that he had not yet wrung her slender neck. So she
thought he could dismiss this gross invasion of his privacy? If she
had intruded any later, the damning papers in his pouch would have
been laid out on the table. She could not know how he had changed
if she thought he would not seek compensation for the way she had
turned his life upside down this night.

He had believed his infatuation with her long dead,
until today. Holding her in his arms, the feel of the rounded
underside of her breast against his fingers, and hearing her
innocently questioning whether he would play Prince Charming and
pursue his Cinder Ella had done more than rekindle those feelings.
He was ablaze with a desire so strong it was driving him mad. Why
else would he be considering seducing her?

Suddenly, all he could think of was the fact that, in
other circumstances, she would now be his wife. If that were so, he
would not have to play with the fire and keep his eyes turned away
from her or risk exposing the heat of his desire to hold her, to
kiss her, to make love to her. For a moment, he regretted that he
had never managed to turn himself into a devil, despite his
efforts. For a devil would have no qualms in seducing Miss Fenster.
But the old duke's training was too firmly branded into his heart,
despite its falsity.

He sighed into the fire, bringing it further to
life.

But he, Simon-the-no-longer-saintly, had more than
qualms. He had good reason not to marry and he'd not risk getting
Miranda with child and bringing a new bastard into the world.
Somehow though, the good reasons didn't seem good enough tonight.
Fate had literally dropped this woman into his arms. And he was
damned tired of the cruel jokes Fate had been playing on him.

How many of his men had died in India, fighting the
barbaric practices of suttee and the cruel murderous thugees who
struck without warning? But not Simon. He had shrugged at danger,
had thrown himself into the midst of any situation without a
thought to watching his back. And still, he survived. But he
intended to cheat Fate of any satisfaction for leaving the bastard
duke alive. And he would do so without breaking the promise he had
made his father — no, the old duke. The newest duke would soon be
dead, replaced by a true-blooded heir. And Simon Watterly would
exist no more. He would take another name, another life — and never
would he take a wife.

Of a sudden the wind whipped up, wailing past the
cottage. Simon shivered at the sound, remembering how he had stood
motionless, surrounded by murderous thugees, daring Fate to take
him then and there.

The thunder of gunfire and the screams of the dying
men had sounded very much like the laughter of the gods, and he had
not died.

And now he was here, in a one-room cottage with
Miranda only a few feet away. She had been in his arms, had touched
his cheek with her gentle hand. He wanted to believe that she was
truthful when she assured him she was not trying to compromise him
into marriage. He had thought her entirely honest five years
ago.

But of course, that was before he had learned that
Fate was not done playing with him. Since he had been home, acting
as the Duke of Kerstone until he could install a true-blooded heir,
at least a dozen or so young "innocents" had thrown themselves at
his head in some most ingenious schemes, no doubt configured by
their ambitious families. He had found them in his bed, in his
carriage, half-dressed in the garden, and fully-nude in the
library.

He had extracted himself from all the situations
cleanly — even the miss in his bed. She had been the most
innocent-looking of all of them, and he'd paid off her papa before
she had even finished dressing.

Was Miranda like them? Unable to resist, he glanced
over his shoulder. If he had any doubt at all that this
innocent-seeming young woman was wearing no stays, the sight of her
cheerfully slicing fruit and cheese in the lamplight in her damp
dress answered definitively that she was not.

With a hope of dimming the smile on her face that
drew the tension in his belly to a sharp point, he said, "Your
brother would not approve your being alone with me."

Her answer was calm, but her smile actually widened.
"Valentine does sometimes worry overmuch about my judgment, but I
assure you it is sound enough to know that I am safe with you."

He checked his impulse to pivot and face her, instead
turning his gaze back to the flames. "If you believe so, you are a
fool."

There was a momentary silence, and he pictured her
imagining herself seduced and abandoned, until she dispelled that
notion, her voice ripe with amusement. "I felt certain that I could
trust a man who risked his life to pull one of the men in his
command away from a suttee fire in which he had been thrown — or
who saved a wounded man from death at the hands of thugees, using
his own body as a shield." Her voice softened, all traces of
amusement gone. "Or one who dared scandal by helping a foolish
young lady escape misfortune with her reputation intact. "

Simon was taken aback. How on earth had this
sheltered miss heard such tales, true as they were? Valentine's
judgment must be as sorely lacking as his sister's. "A man can be
brave in battle and craven in —" he searched for a delicate way to
state his meaning and then decided that Miss Fenster could do well
with a little shock — "lust."

"Not you, Your Grace," she demurred, forcing him to
turn away from the dancing flames to stare at her. Was the girl
completely daft or supremely crafty?

Was it possible she didn't understand what could
happen to her, even after Grimthorpe's assault? "Let me make it
quite clear to you that, even if it were public knowledge about our
ill-spent evening, I could walk away from you with only a blot that
would quickly fade. Your reputation, however, would be ruined
forever."

"You needn't tell me." Her hands stilled for a
moment. The tight line of her lips softened suddenly as she smiled
with a shyness that was absurd given their present situation. "I
was never able to thank you for seconding Valentine in the
duel."

The look in her eyes was even more dangerous than
that of a young woman determined to make herself his wife. He had
seen such a gaze before, in the eyes of his youngest, most untried
men. Dear God, the woman had a case of the hero-worships for
him.

He half rose from his crouch at the fire to protest,
but she lifted the paring knife from the cheese wedge she was
slicing and waved him to silence. "Valentine told me all about it,
you know, even though Mama strictly forbade him."

She lowered her eyes and sliced into the cheese.

"It was to be my punishment — to hear nothing more of
London. As if I cared." She pressed her lips together, silencing
herself as she took an apple and began slicing it, wielding the
knife with a stroke that cleaved the fruit cleanly into halves,
then quarters, then eighths.

He was shocked. "Surely you had another chance at a
Season? Your reputation remained unmarked. Your parents must have
known you'd grow sensible enough for a second try?"

"I don't know. They never said any such thing before
they died." With a quick shake of her head she added, "Then, of
course, there was no possibility of a Season. I had my sisters to
see to, and Valentine was too far away to be of use."

"Surely you were not left to yourself to provide for
the family? Had you no uncle to step in?" Once again, Simon
wondered at Valentine's lack of responsibility, to leave a young
woman in charge of a badly out-of-pocket household.

Her chin lifted and her gaze met his, although her
face was flushed with color. "I am quite capable, Your Grace.
Valentine never doubted my abilities to attend to things while he
was away."

"I'm surprised you didn't set your cap for a wealthy
spouse, as he did."

She shuddered. "Quite honestly, I was determined to
never marry."

He nearly laughed aloud at the candor he remembered
so well from five years ago, but the subdued panic on her face
reminded him, suddenly, of the expressions of young soldiers who
had not yet gone into battle as they listened to their more
experienced comrades trade stories. "Indeed?"

"Husbands are as bad as fathers. They believe they
have the right to decide how a woman will live her life — and to
beat her if she will not comply."

There was scorn in her voice. For the first time,
Simon was certain that she had not set out to compromise him. His
curiosity rose. "Perhaps you should have conveyed that thought to
Emily. She might not have consented to elope with your brother,
then."

Her chin lifted. "Valentine is different. He is in
love."

"With a well-dowered woman, conveniently."

"With Emily. And he would love her, dowry or no."

"Then he will need to adjust his expectations, and
love her from afar, for he will never have her."

"Does that not break your heart? That anyone must
love from afar when both parties wish the match? It seems so
cruel." Her voice was low, and should not have squeezed the breath
from his lungs as it did. Her gaze met his directly. "Can you not
intercede? Convince your uncle of what a fine man Valentine is? He
is, I promise you."

Simon admired her loyalty, though he wished she
didn't have the tenacity of a dog with a meaty bone. And how had
she turned their conversation from her own danger to the tricky
matter of broken hearts and star-crossed lovers? "Once he makes up
his mind, he never unmakes it."

She sighed. "Yes. That's what Emily said when she
convinced Valentine to run for the border."

Simon laughed softly. "The little minx. And I always
thought her so responsible — for a woman."

Her eyes flashed with momentary indignation, quickly
controlled. "She wanted to help Valentine realize his dreams. They
talked of what use they would have for her inheritance — Anderlin
is in sore need of repair, and they wanted to invest in the West
Indies trade ... "

"Well, if he wants such dreams to come true, I'd say
it is clearly Valentine's duty to find an heiress whose parents are
not so particular. As a beginning, he could bestir himself from his
misery, and not rely on his sister to cure his troubles."

She stared at him for a moment, her eyes wide. And
then, to his surprise, she bent her head as if in defeat. Her voice
was a mere whisper; "I have done it again, haven't I? I only wanted
to make things right for him, and now I've convinced you that he is
truly the heartless fortune hunter you thought him." She raised her
gaze to his. "It isn't true, Your Grace. I came of my own accord.
Valentine would have stopped me, if he'd known."

"I don't doubt that, Miss Fenster. Still, he shared a
womb with you. I would expect him to know you well enough by now.
If he can't handle you, he should find you a husband who will."

Her chin lifted. "Valentine is not fool enough to
marry me to a man who seeks to control me. And I would not want him
to marry but for love."

Hearts and hero-worship; he should have known.

"Then you are both fools, for love is a temporary
aberration, and marriage requires a sharp business acumen — to ally
oneself with an inferior partner will bring you nothing but
disaster for your lifetime." He watched her eyes flash with fire
and wondered how she might ever find a husband who was not inferior
to her magnificence. The thought of her as another man's wife bred
fury in him.

"Valentine is not an 'inferior' partner. He would
have — he will make Emily a fine husband. And certainly you
should not speak so cynically. You have had your choice of
alliances and yet you have not married. Surely you are waiting for
the one who touches your heart as well as adds to your pedigree?
Perhaps someone from whom you would not need to hide the contents
of that leather pouch of yours."

Her words were a blow to him, but he hid his pain
with a quick smile. "I'll have you know, Miss Fenster, that I once,
quite foolishly, nearly offered for a young woman based on the
color of her eyes and the quickness of her smile. Only Fate
intervened in time to save us both from an unhappy union." Fate,
and the burden he carried next to his heart every waking
moment.

He saw her curiosity pique, but she asked nothing of
who, as many a woman might. "Nonsense. That is not love — liking a
woman's eyes and smile. That is physical attraction. I am talking
of a meeting of the souls and minds of two individuals who are
meant for each other — like Cinder Ella and her prince, or Rapunzel
and the man brave enough to climb far from solid ground to reach
her tower."

As she stared at him, fully expecting him to agree
with her romantic drivel, Simon suddenly had no doubt that
hero-worship was an even more dangerous emotion than the avarice
felt by the army of young women angling to marry him by fair method
or foul.

She was so serene, so certain that he posed no danger
to her reputation that he suddenly wanted to discompose her as
badly as she had unsettled him. "Can you be so sure? What do you
know of the power of physical attraction?"

Her smile faltered and she quickly turned her
attention back to the apple in her hand. "I have had a few suitors
since Mama and Papa's death."

Knowing the kind of men who would have offered for a
young woman without parental guidance, Simon's stomach clenched in
anger. "And you found none of them acceptable?"

She shook her head. "That burst of physical
attraction you spoke of seems to bring most men to behave in
completely unacceptable ways." She sighed. "But you yourself have
risen above such physical cravings, Your Grace, so you must
recognize that there is something finer, and more satisfying in a
higher meeting of souls."

For a moment, Simon considered revealing how much he
had been enjoying the way her soaked muslin gown revealed her
slender figure. He imagined her lips parting slightly in shock. But
then she would cover herself, no doubt regaining that formidable
composure of hers within minutes. No, he needed something more ...
shocking ... to bring Miss Fenster to her senses. And he did not
want to forgo the pleasure the sight of her curves gave him. It was
like probing a sore tooth with his tongue: looking at her, knowing
the danger — to them both — in seducing her.

His own clothes were as soaked through as hers, which
gave him the idea for which he sought. He had already stripped his
sodden jacket off and thrown it over a stool near the fire.
Casually, as if he did not know she was watching him from the
corner of her eye as she worked, Simon stood, unfastened his shirt,
pulled it loose from his breeches and removed it. He hung it on the
iron pothook for the fireplace, positioning the hook so that the
shirt was far enough away not to burn, but close enough to dry
quickly in the heat from the fire.

He seated himself on the stool, removed first one
boot, then the other, placing them neatly beside a dusty pile of
blankets. He stood up, reaching for the fastening of his
breeches.

At last, she gasped. "What are you doing?"

He turned slowly to savor the sight of her, jaw
agape, frozen in surprise with a bowl of fruit cradled in her arms,
as if for protection. Wickedly, he spun the moment out just
slightly longer than necessary before he answered, "I'm ensuring
that I don't take ill. Shouldn't you do the same?"

At that, she looked down at her own gown, the skirts
dragging the ground from the weight of the water, then back up at
him. There was a puzzled frown on her face that deepened as he
started to peel away his riding breeches. But she did not turn away
from him as he had expected. Instead, she stared at him, up and
down the length of him, with a hint of wonder.

Suddenly, with her gaze transfixed upon him, he felt
as shy as an untried boy. He snapped, "I am not a ham, Miss
Fenster. Kindly stop gawking as if you were at market."

He was warned by the narrowing of her eyes. "If I
were at market, and you were a ham, I should certainly not ogle
you. You are no gentleman to insult me so." She whirled away, but
not so quickly that he couldn't see her mouth twist in pain as her
injured ankle gave way and she lost her balance.

Simon started forward to offer a steady hand as she
struggled to maintain her balance against the hampering cling of
her wet skirts. Before he could reach her, she lost the struggle
with a last toss of her arms. The bowl of fruit she had held struck
him in the chest, taking his breath away. She landed in a sprawl on
the floor.

He held out his hand to her, unable to resist a
gentle barb. "You can see now how dangerous wet clothing can
be."

She refused his hand as she rose. Without looking at
him, she swept her disarranged hair from her cheek where it clung.
She had the grace to blush and suddenly he was not so much angry as
sad. A woman with such courage and loyalty, not to mention that
unique flair for skirting disaster, would have made an
unforgettable duchess – under his tutelage to smooth out the
unfortunate tendency to impulsiveness, of course.

But that was not to be. Anything he had to teach her
must be taught tonight. He felt the old emotional wound open as he
stared at her hair, half fallen out and curling with the damp. And
she certainly deserved a lesson for this foolishness. If he were
any other man, he had no doubt that she would have her skirts
around her ears, by now. The thought made him groan aloud as he
captured a handful of damp curls, the same color as cinnamon, and
let them rest in his open palm. "You should see to your own health,
Miss Fenster. You are as wet as I."

Her eyes were huge, but still trusting. He wanted,
more than anything at that moment, to make love to her, to make
sure that she would never put herself in this position again. He
stepped closer. "It would be a misfortune should you take ill …
before I have received my compensation for the trouble you have put
me through."

She breathed shallowly, as she tried to avoid his
bare flesh. "I agree that you deserve some recompense, Your Grace.
Perhaps I might shine your boots?"

He was tempted to laugh, which amazed him. He had not
laughed in a long time and Miss Fenster had coaxed the urge more
than once in under an hour. "I would prefer payment of another
kind. Do I dare hope that the infamous Miss Fenster will agree? I
well remember the black eye Grimthorpe sported the morning of the
duel."

Her trembling lips tightened and her voice was a soft
whisper. "Mother never told me that I'd blackened his eye. I'm
surprised she didn't add that to my long list of sins." Her chin
came up a fraction more, and suddenly the blade of the paring knife
rested against the flat of his stomach. "As you were not harmed
then by my actions, Your Grace, I cannot believe you would allow me
to be harmed now by yours."

Though he was relieved that she had the sense to
realize she was in danger, Simon reacted as swiftly as if she had
been a London cutthroat, disarming her of the knife before she
blinked.

Her eyes wide, she stared at the knife he now held,
as she cradled her wrist gently in her other hand. He had not the
slightest doubt that she would not have harmed him. Still, it was
better that she know she was outmatched. She might take the lesson
to heart, at last.

A smile twitched on her lips as she breathed out
softly. "You are magnificent. How could you disarm me so
swiftly?"

Magnificent? He was magnificent? Did the dashed woman
not understand that he was seducing her? Simon used the back of his
hand to stroke gently and slowly from her chin to her ear. She
stood still for his caress, making no protest, not even the softest
of sighs. Her eyes captured his. He did not know how to read them,
did not know how to look away. Her skin was firm and silky under
his fingertips. Simon closed his eyes briefly. When would she
protest? When would she finally believe he had gone too far?

Goading her further, Simon drew his forefinger across
her lips. They parted slightly, her breath came warm on his finger.
And all the while, her gaze was upon his, trusting, worshiping and,
dear God, desiring. Simon fought his urge to touch her lips with
his own, or to allow his hands to explore the curves displayed by
the clinging of her damp clothing.

He reminded himself sternly that he wanted a reaction
from her, not from himself. But Miss Fenster swayed toward him
slightly, apparently unable to oblige him with the affronted
response he was seeking. And all he could think of was that she
could have been his wife. He could have had her in his bed every
night.

Pain supplanted desire at the thought; he could not
bear to seduce her and discover fully what it was that he had
lost.

With a sigh, he grasped her shoulders and turned her
away from him so that he could unfasten her dress. Her shoulders
stiffened in his grip.

"What are you doing?" Her voice was husky – with
fear, he hoped.

"Helping you out of your wet things. You can drape
yourself in a blanket." He wondered if his impertinence would
finally spur her into response. But she stood silently as he peeled
the clothing away from her back.

Simon exhaled sharply. "What is this?" Through her
damp, practically transparent chemise he could see the faint, but
unmistakable white scars that came from severe lashing. One of his
fingers came up to trace a scar that snaked wickedly down to the
small of her back and beyond.

She shivered and pulled away from him. "My father did
not approve of my outspoken nature." Her shoulders stiffened, and
he heard the ring of defiance in her words. "I will never let
another man have such complete power over me that he could beat me
for my belief in my own abilities."

Anger swept through him and made his words
intemperate. "You say you will not give a man power over you, and
yet you stand here, uncorseted, in a dress so damp it hides not one
curve – except for at the bosom, where it threatens very enticingly
to fall away and display your breasts."

She stared down at her loosened bodice and clutched
it tight. But she did not pull away from him.

He sighed. "You have allowed me to all but undress
you, Miss Fenster. I daresay I could take you here and now if I
wished."

She opened her mouth as if to protest, and then
closed it. For a moment, uncertainty crossed her features.

She blinked rapidly, and he realized that she was
about to admit her weakness. He turned away from her, to prevent
the confession for it was best left unsaid. He crossed the room and
tossed a blanket to her across the few feet between them.

She blushed crimson. "I was not thinking …"

"That, my dear Miss Fenster," he interrupted her
hastily, "seems to be a trait you and your brother share."

He had hit a nerve with that, he saw, when she drew
herself up haughtily and replied, "Valentine's integrity is as
great as yours, Your Grace." She crossed the few feet of distance
between them to stand close enough to burn him with the heat of
anger in her eyes.

He realized that she still had no idea what she
risked being here alone with him. Her head was full of dreams and
ideals of love and honor. It struck him that she was still as naive
about men and women as she had been five years ago. So far, she had
been fortunate to have been pursued by men for whom she had felt no
physical passion.

He shuddered, thinking of how willing she had been
for his caresses. All because he was a hero of some trumped-up
tales of bravery she had heard secondhand. He closed his eyes. In
London there would be dozens more "heroes" who could ignite that
same fire, no matter how much his ego cried out that she felt such
things only for him. And, despite her father's cruel discipline,
she had no defenses in place to prevent her own ruination.

His urge was to call upon Valentine and insist that a
husband be found for Miranda at once. But he had no right to do
such a thing. And he could not, without Valentine learning the
whole story. Still, he felt a strong desire to ... to show her just
what danger she courted.

Even as he took her in his arms and bent his head to
kiss her, he told himself he intended to give her no more than a
taste of what could happen when a woman was at the mercy of a rake.
But when she opened her mouth under his in a small gasp of surprise
and then curled her hands around his neck, he forgot all but the
taste of her.

***


CHAPTER THREE

A scrabbling noise from the loft above cut into
Simon's consciousness.

Reluctantly, he pulled away from Miranda, holding a
finger to his lips that turned her bemusement into a narrow-eyed
silence. He was fleetingly glad to see that her cheeks were
flushed. He hoped it was a sign that he had taught her to be
wary.

With the stealth and silence that had kept him alive
more than once, he grasped the frayed rope that hung from a ceiling
beam and handed himself slowly and silently up into the tiny loft
area. Except for a little moldering hay put by in one corner, the
rest of the loft was swept bare of anything but a layer of mouse
and owl droppings.

Simon grabbed up the pitchfork, brandishing it as if
it were a bayonet. "Come out of there now," he said in the voice
that had made his bravest men jump.

There was a twitch in the hay, but nothing more.

Simon directed his attention to the area of the
twitch and swore softly at the sight of a bare foot protruding from
the hay. It was covered with grime — and small. "Come out,
boy."

There was no movement from the hay. Behind him,
Miranda gasped. "It is but a child you're frightening?"

He turned his head, surprised to see that she had
climbed up after him. There were not many women of his acquaintance
he'd credit with the ability or inclination to climb a rope. "I can
see you've forgotten London life, Miss Fenster. Can't turn your
back on the little beggars."

To his surprise, though nothing he had previously
done had eradicated one glimmer of the hero-worship in her eyes,
his comment seemed to have brought him down a notch.

"Little beggars!" With a scornful look at him, she
marched up to the pile of hay, which was trembling now, and knelt
beside it. ''I'm sorry if we frightened you." When there was no
further movement from within the pile of hay, she coaxed, "You must
be hungry. Would you like food? I have apples and cheese and fresh
bread. Why don't you come out?"

Her voice was soft and persuasive, but the child
remained hidden in the hay.

Simon's gaze, trained as it was on Miranda's slender
back, still bared by her gaping dress, was caught by the series of
shivers that shook her. With an impatient oath, he dropped the
pitchfork and reached out for the child's exposed foot. One swift
pull, accompanied by a soft squeal, revealed a young girl, no more
than three or four, with long blonde braids and big brown eyes.

Even Simon could not be wary of the girl once he saw
how tiny and frightened she was. As he held the child in his arms
and jumped from the loft to the floor below, he felt a flash of
gratitude that she had made her presence known when she did. He
could think of no more effective means to prevent him from seducing
Miss Fenster tonight. Certainly his own willpower had failed.

He left Miranda to tend to the frightened child while
he gathered wood. When he returned, chilled, but with what he hoped
was enough wood to last through the night, he was not surprised to
find Miranda draped in a makeshift toga, with the child beside her,
cleaned up and bundled into a blanket of her own. The child held a
half-eaten slice of bread in one hand and was well into the story
of how she had come to be at the cottage.

"He said I was pretty as my Mam, and he gave me a
sweet before he went in to her." Her eyes rested on Miranda with
complete trust, as a child might look at her mother. Simon's gut
clenched with shock at the unwelcome realization that he and
Miranda might have had a child this age by now. He dropped the wood
into the basket with a thunk.

"Why'd that handsome gennulmun tell me he dropped a
gold piece at the crossroads?"

"I don't know Betsy, but I can't believe he knew
you'd go looking for it and get lost." Miranda met Simon's
gaze.

He wondered, seeing her doubtful expression, how much
of what was an obvious attempt to distract a child while the
"gennulmun" tumbled the mother, was apparent to Miranda. The girl's
clothes, though carefully patched; were little more than rags. She
probably came from one of the poorer of the village folk, grateful
for money any way they could earn it.

"Do you come from Watson or Nevilshire, girl?" he
asked.

She smiled proudly, "Nevilshire, Your Grace." With a
gleeful glance she checked with Miranda, as if to ensure that her
salutation had been correct. She was rewarded with a smiling nod
from Miranda.

Simon sighed inwardly. Doubtless Miranda had not
thought of a child's wagging tongue before she'd informed the girl
of his title. "I'll take you back to your Mam tomorrow. Tonight
you'll bed down with us."

Her eyes sparkled as if he'd promised her a pony.

"Yes, sir. Thankee sir." And then her eyes darkened.
"My mam will be sore mad at me. She told me not to never go too far
away."

Miranda said gravely, although Simon suspected that a
smile lurked under her sober demeanor, "I'm sure if you convince
her that you've learned your lesson, she'll forgive you."

Betsy looked doubtful.

Miranda smiled at her. "Why, I remember when I was
your age, my nanny told me about another young lady who also wasn't
the best at heeding her mother's warnings. She did learn her lesson
one day, or so my nanny said."

Betsy's eyes were sparkling once more. "What was she
called?"

Miranda's brow knitted. "I don't think Nanny Hilda
ever told me the girl's name, now that you ask. But she did tell me
about the wonderful warm cape that her mother made her, of a most
beautiful red, the color of a cardinal. So why don't we call her
Little Redcape, as my nanny did?"

Betsy nodded her approval, and despite a mouthful of
bread, asked, "Did she get lost too, like me?"

Miranda shook her head, more patient with the child's
curiosity than he would have been. He settled in to tend the fire,
and to listen to the tale, sure that there would be some happy
twist that could only come from the inimitable fairytale-loving
Miss Fenster. "No, not exactly. You see, her grandmother was ill,
and Little Redcape's mother asked her to take a basket of herbs and
some soup and fresh bread to her."

"And she didn't?"

Miranda laughed and leaned forward to whisper as
unselfconsciously as if she'd been in the nursery of her own home
telling a tale to her sisters. "She did indeed – and met a wolf on
the way."

"A wolf!" Betsy's round face was a study in
delight.

"Truly." Miranda nodded as she took the remains of
the bread from the child's fingers and smoothed back the blonde
hair. Simon was tormented by a vision of how it would feel if those
fingers were smoothing back his own hair. As she spoke, she quietly
tucked Betsy in, smoothly unbraiding and rebraiding her hair.
Without a peep of protest from the unwary child, Miranda had
readied her for sleep. He watched her expression change by turns
from happy to ferocious to frightened to cunning as she told her
fairytale. He wondered if Miranda understood the allusions to
straying from the path – and the danger of the wolf.

He found no answer; her attention was all for her
story, and for the child listening raptly, right up until Redcape
used the ax she had hidden in her cape to free herself and her
grandmother from the wolf's stomach. And then, to Simon's utter
amazement, the child let out a contented sigh, turned over, and
began to snore very quietly.

Miranda eased herself away from the sleeping child,
rose, and came over to him by the fire. "I expect she will sleep
now. She was so frightened. I thought a story would calm her."

"Indeed. But I imagine the lesson would have gone
more deeply if Little Redcape had realized she was not capable of
saving herself from the wolf after she'd been eaten."

"Nonsense." She shook her head, strands of
cinnamon-colored hair falling from the loosening knot at her nape.
"Redcape had a happy ending. She learned her lesson. You'll never
find her talking to strange wolves again."

"Happy endings are rare in life, Miss Fenster. Look
at what happened to you when you ran into a London wolf."

"I?" Her gaze reflected her puzzlement. "What wolf
have I...? Oh." There was a fierce light in her eye. "So such men
are called wolves? It suits their predatory nature even more than
the term rake, I think."

He noticed that she stood close to him without fear.
Obviously, she did not consider him a rake. "Indeed. But my point
remains, Miss Fenster. And the wolf did no more than taste you." He
couldn't help adding, "And I'm none too convinced that you've
learned your lesson."

Impulsively, he reached out and pulled the few
anchoring pins from her hair, allowing it to fall about her
shoulders. "What if he had managed to eat you, my dear?"

Her color heightened, she snatched the pins from his
hand and said sharply, "I refuse to believe there are no happy
endings, Your Grace — for Little Redcape or for Valentine and
Emily." She looked at him, a challenge in her eyes as she said
softly, "I even believe you, a man of two-and-thirty might still
have a happy ending for yourself."

No. That was not possible. Simon closed his eyes to
block the sight of her, hair tumbling down over one bare shoulder,
as enticing as a nymph. Was she trying to drive him mad? Or was she
playing a game? He knew that a woman could seem innocent and honest
and be rotted inside with guilt and lies. His own mother had taught
him that truth. Somehow, he didn't believe it of Miranda.

Without opening his eyes, he said, "The rules are
different for men and women. You are a woman. I am a man." He
wondered if there was any possibility that she was as aware as he
was of that simple fact.

There was a bare hesitation before she answered. "The
rules make no sense. They put restrictions on women, who are not
ruled by physical attraction, and allow men free rein to indulge
themselves with the naïve and unwary, as Grimthorpe did with
me."

He gave in to his urge to touch her and grasped her
lightly by the shoulders, caressing the soft, exposed skin. "What
might have happened if you had been aroused by Grimthorpe's
attentions?"

"He was a toad."

"Agreed." Simon asked a question for which he was not
sure he wanted the answer. "What of your country suitors? Did none
of them make you wish for a stolen kiss?"

"I am well able to control my actions, wishes or
no."

"Then the answer is yes?"

She hesitated, but his trust in her innate honesty
was rewarded by a sharp, "No."

"And my kiss left you unmoved?" She tried
unsuccessfully to pull away from him, but he continued
relentlessly. "If we had not discovered Betsy, would you have
allowed me to make love to you, Miss Fenster?"

He opened his eyes. Instead of the expected dawning
of wariness in her eyes, her gaze seemed fixed on his face, as if
she sought to puzzle out a mystery. It was clear that she had no
idea of her current danger. Or perhaps she did not recognize this
feeling between them as dangerous. He felt pushed to the wall. With
an angry growl low in his throat he loosed her shoulders, swept her
off her feet, and carried her the few steps to where the blankets
had been laid out in a cozy nest.

"As you pointed out not that long ago, Miss Fenster,"
he said as he brought the both of them to the floor and pinned her
beneath him, "I am a man of two-and-thirty. Has it ever once
crossed your mind that I might not connect seducing an innocent but
foolish young woman with any sullying of my honor?"

She lay stiffly beneath him, and he was satisfied to
feel the rapid beat of her heart against his chest as she stared up
at him, finally wary.

After a moment's silence, she said quietly, "You
would regret it in the morning, Your Grace. We both know that."

He brought his head down, as if to kiss her, pleased
to note the sudden catch in her breath. His face was so close to
hers that he could not see her expression as he whispered softly,
"I would not regret it half so much as you, Miss Fenster." Abruptly
he pulled away and flicked the last of the blankets over her,
satisfied to see relief in Miranda's expression, worried lest she
see the same feeling reflected in his own. He had doubted his own
sanity for a moment.

He turned his back on her. "I pray that you have
learned your lesson, but if you have not, I am content to let some
other man give you the proper ending to your fairytale."

Ignoring the little quiver in his gut that indicated
he was lying, Simon lay his head on his arm and forced himself to
remain still atop the cold hard floor.

An hour later, still unable to sleep, he heard the
slow rhythmic creaking of cart wheels. He rose, crept to the door,
and cautiously cracked it open. The rain had ceased. Lantern lights
dotted the field and glimmered at the edges of the wood.

After a moment, the night's breeze carried the sound
of a woman crying, and then a deeper voice, calling, "Betsy? Betsy,
my pet? It's time to come home."

He could almost hear laughter in the creaking of the
wheels of fate as they drew closer. Someone had come looking for
Little Redcape.

* * * * *

Miranda woke to the warmth of Simon's breath in her
ear. "Wake up, Miss Fenster." She thought he would kiss her again,
at last. She did not think she would have the strength to resist
him and strangely, she had no regrets. Instead of his lips, his
hand crushed her mouth in a warning for silence as his lips brushed
her ear. A shiver ran down her spine. "Little Redcape's Mam is
searching for her, and she apparently has half the village with
her."

Miranda stilled, and he rose abruptly. By the light
of the single candle he had lit, she could see that he was dressed
as neatly as his wrinkled clothing allowed. Despite the state of
his breeches and shirt, the villagers would know they dealt with no
ordinary man.

"You must leave, Your Grace, or we will be
compromised."

He turned toward her, his expression calm, and there
was a hint of a smile on his lips that made her uneasy. "They are
nearly upon us. Hide in the loft while I get rid of them."

The urgency in his voice, and the sound of
approaching villagers quieted her urge to argue. Snatching up her
clothing, Miranda quickly climbed into the loft. She lay still in
the shadows, positioned by the large gap between the boards that
gave clear view to the room below.

Hidden now, she spared a glance for the sleeping
Betsy. Earlier, she had wondered what kind of woman would entertain
strange men in her cottage, leaving a child like Betsy to wander
away in her little patched dress that offered no shelter from the
night chill. But any mother who would come searching in the dark
and rain must care for her daughter greatly. The patches — and even
the visitor — must be for want of funds, not want of love.

It was much too easy for Miranda to imagine her
youngest sister Kate like this. She was barely older than Betsy,
after all. Though they still had silver to sell, and there were
investments that held hope for the future, putting bread on the
table was difficult at the moment. Simon's intervention in
Valentine's elopement was more unfortunate that she was prepared to
let him know.

Simon's swift movements caught her attention. He
plucked an apple from the floor where it had gone unnoticed earlier
and tidied the pile of blankets to make two neat heaps: one for
Betsy, she realized, and one for himself. Swiftly, he was hiding
all evidence of her own presence.

"You should hide my boots," she said the third time
he walked past them.

He looked up, and Miranda would have sworn he could
see her, though she knew darkness made that an impossibility. "Miss
Fenster, if you do not wish to suffer any embarrassment, may I
suggest that you remain perfectly still —" his voice deepened —
"and completely silent."

Still, he swept her boots under one of the piles
before he slipped out the door.

Miranda heard the sound of a horse being brought up
short, and a faint, desperate voice. Moments later Simon reentered
the cottage with a young woman. She held her lantern high enough
that the light bathed her face. Her resemblance to Betsy was
slight, just the heart shape of her face, and a certain arch of her
brows. Behind the two of them followed an older man, bent with
years.

He, too, carried a lantern, as did the three or four
others who crowded into the doorway. Suddenly the cottage was fully
lit.

The woman's gaze flew to the mound of blankets where
Betsy slept. With a cry of relief, she hurried across the room and
flung herself on the sleeping bundle. "Bets! Bets, my love. What
were you thinking, running off?"

Betsy woke, and her thin arms went readily around her
mother's neck. "Got lost," she said sleepily.

Miranda recognized blazing anger and fear in the
woman's gaze as she lifted it to Simon. "Didn't I tell you to stay
near to home? What were you doing going off with a stranger?"

"Didn't go with 'im Mam, I was looking for the gold
piece that fancy gentleman who came to see ye dropped on the road.
Then I couldn't find home again."

Betsy continued her story, oblivious to her mother's
sudden pallor. "I hid in the loft, but I wasn't quiet enough, so
they found me, and the lady was so nice. She gave me something to
eat and something to drink and told me the story of little redcoat.
... "

Miranda's stomach knotted as she realized that Betsy
was about to unravel whatever careful fiction Simon had
established. "She was purely kind, Mam ... " Betsy's tale broke off
at this point as she searched the cottage with a puzzled frown.

Her bright eyes rested on Simon. "Where's your wife
gone, Your Grace?" There was an audible intake of breath from the
assembled villagers, accompanied by an embarrassed rustling of
hasty curtsies and hats being removed.

"The little girl must still be dreaming," Simon
said.

It was an absurd statement, but to Miranda's
surprise, no one in the tiny room reacted to it as if it were
anything but the honest truth.

"Of course, Your Grace." The older man spoke, his
eyes narrowing and his lips thinning. "I've seen you riding this
week past. You be up at the Camberleys', do you not?"

"Aye," Simon assented. "But I sheltered here from the
rain and came upon the child doing the same. I would have returned
her to Nevilshire in the morning."

"Thankee, sir." The old man answered before Betsy's
mother could speak, but his eyes grew no less wary than they had
been – nor did his daughter's.

Just then a man shouldered through the crowd in the
doorway and entered, his face momentarily obscured by the shadow of
one of the larger men in the search party. "See here young woman,
if you have damaged Atlas, I shall see that you pay dearly …" The
newcomer quickly regained his equilibrium and inclined his head to
Simon. "Kerstone."

He stepped from the shadows, and Miranda blinked, at
first feeling that the strain of peering through the floorboards
had ruined her vision. Grimthorpe. The cause of her scandalous
retirement from society stood in this very room, lamplight glinting
from the carefully tended auburn curls.

She had thought she did not care. But anger shook her
at the sight of him. His sneer was the same one that had burned
through the shock Miranda had felt at being dragged from the dance
floor into a secluded corner and kissed despite her protest. That
sneer had been the reason she had gone beyond a gentle protest to
give him, so Simon had told her, a black eye. In his eyes now was a
look of gleeful malice that took her breath away. Quite obviously,
he had never forgiven Simon for seconding Valentine – or had he
other some other reason for disliking the duke?

"Kidnapping young girls now, Kerstone?" He spoke in
the same half-amused, half- derisive voice that Miranda
remembered.

Simon stood as still as stone. "Grimthorpe. What
brings you out?"

With a sniff that made his ridiculous handlebar
mustache twitch, the man grimaced and pointed to Betsy's mother.
"The fool woman lost her wits when she found her urchin gone. Took
Atlas. I've been following her afoot half the night just trying to
get close enough to regain him."

The older man spoke deferentially, but Miranda could
read the hostility readily apparent in the tense set of his
shoulders and the clenched fist of his hands. "Your horse has come
to no harm, my lord. My daughter was foolish to take him, but Betsy
is her only child, and she was out of her head. Please forgive
her."

"I shall hardly take your word for the matter,
fellow. You should pray tonight that Atlas is not even sweated, or
she shall pay a pretty price. Theft of a piece of horseflesh like
that could get her hanged."

The old man lowered his gaze to the floor. "I beg you
to consider her distress, sir." Miranda could guess at the sick
fear that ate at him, but his face was so lined from a hard life
that it did not show.

"I beg you to consider having her chained to her bed.
Atlas has a sensitive mouth, and she could have ruined it with her
clumsy panic."

"Perhaps you should see to Atlas's mouth before he
wanders off." Simon had not moved, nor taken his eyes from
Grimthorpe.

Miranda resisted the urge to sneeze, holding her
breath against the hope that Grimthorpe would take Simon's
suggestion. For the villagers to find her would be misfortune
enough. That devil could attach a scandal to her name that no one
could prevent.

Apparently, Atlas's welfare was no longer foremost in
his mind, however. "Indeed." I shall, Kerstone, as soon as I find
out why you are spending the night here, instead of your own most
comfortable guest bed. Or were your accommodations less
satisfactory than mine?"

"I am not here by design," Simon answered sharply and
Miranda was flooded by guilt that her simple desire to help
Valentine had caused the duke such difficulty.

Grimthorpe, however, was delighted. "No?" He paused,
giving time for all to admire his infamous sneer. "You did not have
an assignation, then?"

***


CHAPTER FOUR

Miranda held her breath. She dared not move lest the
straw rustle or drop down through the loose floorboards.

Simon said curtly, "The child was lost and came here
to escape the rain. I was unseated from my horse and did the same.
There is no source for gossip here."

Miranda marveled at his sangfroid. If she did
not know that he had someone hidden in the loft, she would never
have believed it. His entire bearing, even to inflection, spoke of
aristocratic contempt. Not even Grimthorpe could guess that this
man – but a mere hour ago – had held her in his arms, kissed her,
nearly made love to her. She scarcely believed it herself.

Grimthorpe laughed sharply. "You? Unseated? I should
have liked to see the Duke of Kerstone unhorsed. Perhaps this has
not been a tedious waste of time after all. This will be a worthy
story to tell –"

"Shame on you!" The outburst came from Betsy's
mother, who now stood, clutching her daughter in her arms, her eyes
burning with fury. Her words were practically incoherent as she
forced them from her tear-choked throat. "Taking advantage. First
of me, now of him."

Grimthorpe gaped at her, as if he'd been suddenly
addressed by a wayward carp. And then his thin lips thinned even
further. "How dare you speak to me like that. I've a good mind to
see that you are prosecuted for horse theft."

Miranda felt a shiver of fear as her eyes darted back
to the mother and child, clinging together protectively.

Betsy's mother was evidently beyond any such
fear.

Her chin was held high and her finger wagged as she
spoke with intensity. "It's you who should be hanged. My Bets told
me you said there was a crown in the crossroads." Miranda had all
she could do not to gasp. Grimthorpe had been the man who visited
Betsy's mother?

At the murmur of the crowd, Grimthorpe stepped back.
"My good woman, I assure you the child is mistaken."

The woman hugged her daughter tighter. "Of course.
You're a gentleman." She sobbed softly. "I should never have let
you in my door. I knew you were trouble the moment I saw you. You
are nothing but a pig."

"You ... " Grimthorpe's face reddened. Miranda feared
for Betsy's mother as she saw he was angered so beyond words that
he stepped toward the woman with his arm raised.

Somehow, Simon inserted himself deftly between them
and stood there, blocking any further threat. Miranda was not even
sure how he had moved; he was simply there, between one blink and
the next.

Grimthorpe stopped as if held in a grip of steel. He
threw Simon one furious glance, and then turned his attention to
the woman who had dared to criticize her betters. "I paid you good
money for your services, woman. I merely wanted the brat out of the
way for a time. You should have taught her the way home. Children
are known to wander."

Especially when promised a gold coin, Miranda added
silently, her dismay at the sight of Grimthorpe rapidly growing
into panic. The man seemed to be intent on shaking Simon's secrets
out of him, no matter what kind of fool he made of himself.

With a whimper of rage, the woman tore at a small
leather bag around her neck. Coins clinked in her hand for a moment
before they littered the packed dirt at Grimthorpe's feet. "Keep
your coins, then. I'll have nothing more to do with you."

Grimthorpe bent with self-conscious grace to sweep
the coins into his hand. "I'll consider this repayment for the use
of Atlas."

His smiled burned fury into Miranda when he said, as
if amused, "After all, your brat led me into the scandal of the
century — the upright Duke of Kerstone prefers little girls."

Simon's fury was apparent to all in the room, judging
by the way everyone seemed to shrink from him, including the fool
Grimthorpe, who had baited him. "You go too far. These people were
distraught about a lost child. They have found her and do not need
your insinuating lies."

The troublemaker's smile flashed as Simon
scowled.

His silvery tone reminded Miranda of the time when a
younger Giles Grimthorpe had chided her for being missish. "You
should thank me, Kerstone. Once the mothers know of your
predilection, they might stop throwing their daughters at your
head." He laughed. "Even Camberley will think twice about allying
his daughter with you, dukedom or no."

Miranda's breath caught in her throat. Had Simon been
planning a marriage with Celine Camberley? She did not want to
believe it, even though she knew that she herself did not want to
marry any man — not even Simon. To kiss him further perhaps, to
feel his hands on her bare arms as she had this evening, those
things she wanted. But they only came with marriage — and marriage
was too high a price to pay for the dizzying taste and feel of the
Duke of Kerstone.

Betsy's grandfather had had enough. His spare form
straightened and he said softly, "Come, daughter. We must get the
child home." He put an arm around the woman's shaking shoulders and
cupped Betsy's chin in his hand to give her a reassuring smile. The
child did not seem to notice the sad cast to her grandfather's
expression, for she beamed at him with all the brightness she had
shown earlier in the evening.

Miranda vowed to herself to stop in and make certain
that Betsy and her mother were not harmed by this night's events.
Perhaps some of the fruits of Anderlin's gardens would be welcome
to mother, daughter, and grandfather.

A moment more and she would be free, she hoped. And
then Betsy said, "I want to say good-bye to your wife, Your
Grace."

* * * * *

Simon could not fault the child for her wish. Miranda
had treated her with kindness and it was natural to want to say
goodbye. Still, as the room fell silent, every eye upon him, the
quiet hope that, for once, Fate would be thwarted, died. He wished
he had thought to stuff an apple slice in the child's mouth, while
he was hiding all other evidence of Miranda's presence. But, truly,
what could he have expected? He had heard Fate laughing.

Grimthorpe's eyebrow raised. "Have you married since
I saw you this afternoon, Kerstone?"

Simon tensed. Under no circumstance would he allow
Miranda and Grimthorpe to meet. Not here. Not like this. "No."

Not content with his answer, Grimthorpe turned to
Betsy and asked with a charming mockery of a smile, "Just what does
the Duchess of Kerstone look like, child?"

"She's beautiful and kind," Betsy said with a hint of
belligerence.

"Of course. But I must know if she's fair or dark."
Betsy remained obstinately mute, for which Simon blessed her. He
would need to marry Miranda, now, of course. But he would prefer
that no one know for a certainty that she was with him tonight.
Inexplicably, even as he focused on protecting her from
humiliation, his thoughts raced ahead to marrying her. There was
not a trace of regret, despite the shambles it made of his careful
plans.

Grimthorpe coaxed with false sweetness, his gaze
trained on Simon. "Perhaps I know her — the lovely new Duchess of
Kerstone that we knew nothing about ...." His glance slid to Betsy,
who was saying nothing further. Giving up on the child, he turned
his attention back to Simon.

"How long were you planning to keep this marvelous
news a secret? How interesting the ton will find this,
Kerstone."

All Simon's concentration focused on removing this
man from the cottage so that he could be alone with Miranda. Her
naïveté was such that he could not be sure she understood the
implication of their predicament. "The child needs to go home. She
is tired."

As if set in motion by his words, the villagers
quickly nodded respectfully to Simon and filed out of the cottage.
Grimthorpe did not.

The cottage was eerily silent with just the three
them. Poking idly at the basket of food, at the blankets,
Grimthorpe suddenly bent over and plucked up Miranda's boots. "Care
to tell me whose feet these boots might grace?"

Simon said nothing, his jaw tensed with anger. For a
moment he considered simply confessing all — he was going to marry
her, after all — though his preference was to tear Grimthorpe's
head from his shoulders.

Miranda lay frozen in the loft, realizing that she
could be discovered at any moment. The thought of the consequences
of discovery for her did not distress her as much as she knew they
should — it was Simon whose reputation she feared tarnishing.

"Well, since they're certainly not yours, and there
is no one about ..." Grimthorpe pointedly stared at the loft. With
a triumphant glance at Simon's booted feet, he tucked Miranda's
boots under his arm. "I expect these were left by some previous
occupant?"

Simon shrugged in response to the other man's
inquiring glance, and reached out for the boots.

Grimthorpe smiled, bringing them more tightly into
his grasp. "Never mind, old man. I found them. I shall make it my
business to return them forthwith as soon as I locate the
owner."

Before Simon could react, Grimthorpe was gone. Even
though he left without checking the loft, even though the sound of
Atlas's hooves was clear as he rode away, Miranda hesitated to
move.

Simon said, with — unbelievably — the faintest of
laughter, "Come down Miss Fenster. He is gone with your boots, I'm
afraid. I suppose this might well teach me not to dare Fate." He
sighed. "Oddly enough, I am pleased you will be my Duchess." As she
scrambled down from the loft, ready to protest, she thought that he
added, faintly, "for as long as I live." Miranda was too disturbed
by the beginning of his sentence to worry about the oddity of the
latter half.

* * * * *

Walking home barefoot — with one turned ankle – took
quite a while. Dawn had been well broken before she arrived at
Anderlin, soaked to the skin and furious with the sanctimonious
Duke of Kerstone. At least she had retained her dignity by refusing
to allow him to sweep her up into his arms again. She wished she
could have persuaded him that she required no escort on her walk.
Instead, she satisfied herself by refusing to speak to him.

At the edge of the wood, she stopped and made her
position clear one final time. "I must insist you accept that I
will not be your wife." She looked up into his rain-slick face and
said quietly, "I am honored that you think my reputation worth the
protection of your name, but I assure you that I am no Rapunzel
trapped in a tower of shame, in need of rescue."

"You do not understand these matters, Miss Fenster."
He moved as if toward Anderlin, and Miranda let out a cry of sheer
panic that stopped him. Impatiently, he explained, "I must discuss
this with your brother."

"My brother? The very man whose elopement you
prevented just two days ago? Do you think he will greet you with
open arms when you tell him you have spent the night with his
sister?" She tried to put scorn and disbelief in her voice, but
truthfully, she did not know if Valentine would even acknowledge
the duke's words — perhaps not even the duke himself.

Her brother, the last time she'd seen him, had been
dead of heart, dead of soul, and beyond communicating even rage or
heartbreak.

"You are so certain your brother is honorable, yet
you doubt that he would do the right thing if he were to know the
circumstances of our evening together?" He reached out and brought
her to him, surrounding her with his unyielding arms.

"Do you love me, then?" She barely dared believe she
had uttered the world, but she could not breathe in the space
between the question and his answer.

He appeared as startled as she, and then pressed his
lips together as he shook his head.

"Do you trust me enough to let me see what you have
in that leather pouch?" Again, she knew she dared much. He did not
love her, though. Could he trust her?

"Don't be foolish," he said brusquely. "It is
business, not meant for a woman's eyes." And then, to her surprise,
he whispered, "We will suit, Miranda. I am sure of it. Marry
me."

She bristled. "What does that mean? Suit? Do you
think to order me to do what you wish me to do? Think what you wish
me to think? Share nothing of yourself with me?"

He smiled and nuzzled her ear briefly, then pulled
away to look into her eyes. "Think of it, Miss Fenster – wed, we
could do as we please without cost to your reputation."

She searched his gaze as her pulse beat in her
temples. Marriage … no. The price was too high. "The thought is
tempting," she answered him honestly. If only she knew she could be
a duchess he might trust, he might one day come to love. But that
was unlikely. Her talents lay in creating mayhem out of order
rather than the reverse.

His arms tightened around her.

She pushed at his chest. "I'm sorry. I know I would
regret it within the year."

His arms dropped away, leaving her exposed to the
cold dawn. His entire expression shuttered closed, as did his eyes.
"Within six months is more accurate, I fear." He gave a small harsh
laugh. "You are right. If we can avoid this, it would be best for
both of us."

Miranda smiled, though she was not truly inclined to
do so. "There, you see, we can just pretend that this never
happened. Grimthorpe may have my boots, but he does not have my
name, nor my description."

He opened his eyes and his gaze lingered on her face
until she felt herself flush with heat, despite the morning chill.
She wondered if he was beginning to realize just how unsuitable she
was as a candidate for his duchess. With a shake of his head, he
said, "Should Grimthorpe tease out the truth, we will marry."

Miranda shook her head. "You will see. He will never
discover that I own those boots." She grinned. "Prince Charming had
to scour the land for his Cinder Ella. I doubt Grimthorpe has the
interest to search quite so long and hard for a woman he does not
love. And you must admit he is as far from charming as one can
be."

Simon did not manage a smile, only a solemn nod. "On
that we can agree."

He seemed to want to say something else, but she
sensed the danger that he might take her in his arms again. She did
not think she could withstand the temptation a second time. She
ignored the pain in her ankle and hobbled away as quickly as she
could toward Anderlin and the safety of her family.

Not even her injury could drive away the thoughts of
him, of last night when he had kissed her, when his fingers had
gently traced the scars on her back. Perhaps she should have agreed
to marry him. Surely then he would have had to help Valentine and
Emily. But no, perhaps on the physical level they suited very well,
but he was too eager to take control of her life for her own peace
of mind. As her father and mother – as Grimthorpe himself had
learned once upon a time – she was not willing to be forced into
being or doing something against her will.

She let herself silently into the kitchen at Anderlin
and made her way down the darkened hallways to the study. The door
was locked; faint flickers of fading firelight showed infrequently
under the door jamb. She knocked softly but received no response.
She pressed her ear against the door, suddenly afraid that
Valentine had taken his own life. But then she heard the sound of
shattering glass and a muttered round of unintelligible curses.

She decided to take it for a good sign. After all, he
had not spoken two words together since he came home in disgrace,
his elopement forestalled. Perhaps tomorrow he would be able to
deal with the problem of their dwindling finances.

Not really believing that possible, Miranda decided
she would settle for his taking breakfast and shaving as a sign
that he might soon return to a semblance of his normal personality.
If not, she would have to do something about their finances herself
— again. She closed her eyes, leaning fully against the door as she
remembered warm lips covering her own. But, despite that memory and
the problems of her family's finances, marrying the Duke of
Kerstone was not in her plans.

***


CHAPTER FIVE

Miranda took the bundle from deep within her cedar
chest. It was wrinkled and gray, and as she removed the items that
had been rolled within it and fruitlessly tried to shake the
wrinkles from the cloth, a smell of stale grease surrounded
her.

"Are you sure you should go?" her younger sister,
Hero, asked, hazel eyes reflecting her worry even as her nose
wrinkled in distaste at the odor.

"Yes." She had hoped never to have to wear it again.
"Valentine is being stubborn. He insists that he will find a way to
keep Anderlin afloat."

"Perhaps he will." There was little confidence in
Hero's voice.

Miranda was tempted to shelter her younger sister,
but she could not. Hero was the next oldest after Miranda and
Valentine, and she must be prepared to shoulder the responsibility
of the younger girls while Miranda was gone. "He is coming around
from his disappointment. But not fast enough. He has not stirred
from the study in two days, except to bathe and shave."

Hero protested. "If you give him just a little more
time, Miranda – "

"We've barely any flour left, and the vegetable
garden will not produce enough for eight people this month,"
Miranda interrupted, trying not to breathe too deeply, as she
donned the wrinkled gray gown over her own plain blue, giving her
figure a bulkier look. "Help me with this, please, Hero." She
turned away from her sister's stricken look and quickly tied the
hideous yellowed linen cap onto her head so that it hid every lock
of hair.

As she had in previous trips, Miranda took two balls
of spun wool and stuffed them into the sagging bodice of the gown
until it was rounded and taut. One glance in the mirror convinced
her that no one would recognize her. But the final coup de
grace was the pair of padded bags that she tied under her
skirts. Before she tightened each bag's drawstring, she inserted
two carefully wrapped sets of silver candlesticks and the
glittering ruby neckpiece that had been her mother's prized
possession.

"Oh, Miranda." Hero took the necklace from Miranda's
hands and unwrapped it from the velvet cloth that protected it.
"Must you pawn Mother's necklace? She left it to you to wear when
you are married and give balls of your own."

It was truly a work of art, with its intricate
working of diamond-eyed gold swans, each with its neck curled
gracefully around a ruby the size of Miranda's thumb pad.

The jewels themselves held no dazzle for her. It was
the memories that the piece conjured for her – her mother, dressed
for a ball in a beautiful gown sweeping down the staircase at
Anderlin under the awed gazes of her children.

Miranda sighed. "Well, I have no better use for these
jewels, Hero, than putting food on the table. I'm afraid Mother
would be disappointed, but I don't believe I'll ever marry. Like
the girl in the tale who would do anything to release her brothers
from the evil spell that has turned them into swans —" she ran her
finger over the swans, feeling the hard smooth swell of the jewels
under her fingertips — "I would give up anything for my family."
She smiled at her sister and gave her an impulsive hug.

Hero's eyes shone with hope. "Perhaps the duke will
come for you like Cinder Ella's prince. You'd make a better Cinder
Ella than swan princess."

Miranda frowned. "It's Grimthorpe who has my
"slippers", Hero, not the duke." She shuddered. "And I pray that he
never finds out that they belong to me."

Hero laughed. "That would certainly change the way
you told Cinder Ella's tale. You'd have one of the stepsisters fit
into the boots, then, wouldn't you? Still, you'd be a marvelous
duchess, even without boots. Wouldn't Mama just be delighted if she
could look down and see her daughter a duchess?"

Miranda's smile died on her lips as she thought of
her mother looking down from heaven. What would Mama have had to
say about Miranda's folly? She had allowed the Duke of Kerstone
unforgivable liberties.

Worse, in her own mind, as she was sure it would be
in her mother's were she alive, Miranda had desired his kisses, his
caresses. Silently she answered the question he had not made her
answer that night. Yes. She would have allowed him to make love to
her if they had not discovered Betsy in the loft. Indeed, she ached
at the thought of what she had missed.

She knew with certainty that were he to climb into
her bedroom window, like Rapunzel's love, she would give herself to
him without hesitation. It was only marriage she didn't want.

What kind of a wanton was she to feel that way? If
Grimthorpe had discovered her, her escapade would have afforded a
week's worth of scandalous gossip in London. Miranda herself might
have been completely ruined, but she gave little credit to
that.

It was his reputation that concerned her. The Dukes
of Kerstone had been above reproach since the title was conferred —
before that even, when they were mere earls. Should the duke be
made a mockery of for a situation not of his own making?

True, it would be a minor blot, nothing like the
shame attached to her. But Miranda had been in London briefly. She
knew the avid joy with which this piece of news would be passed
from vicious tongue to jaded ear. No one was more mocked than a
fallen saint. And no one deserved that mockery less than the
duke.
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