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    AN UNACCEPTABLE PROXIMITY


    For as long as she can remember, Margaret Summers has been in love with Nicholas Ainsley, but her “gift” has shown her that he does not reciprocate her affections, and he leaves for six long years. Her sister’s scandal places Meg under a cloud of suspicion, and she resigns herself to being the outcast, the unacceptable girl. Isolated and vilified, Meg is content to live in the country with her grandfather. When her sister is widowed young, she returns home and sets in motion unthinkable plans, forcing Meg to break the silence of the family’s unusual abilities to keep Nick safe from a fate she cannot allow. Little does Meg know, she’s had the wrong of it for these many years, and Nick has his work cut out for him to prove the truth of his heart.

  


  Praise for Her Caprice

“It has been a long time since I have stayed up to the wee hours of the morning with a book I couldn’t put down. This book was totally worth the groggy sleepy day I had today. I won’t give away any of the details but it was a really great read. I can hardly wait to read Keira’s next novel. I hope I don’t have wait too long.” ~a Girl and a Boy

“I loved this book! I stayed up entirely too late at night reading and I have no reservations in saying that I couldn't put it down. One of my favorite parts were a few end of chapter sentences...they were so good that I often read them twice. In truth, my only complaint was that I wanted more.” ~Carrie

“I’m an avid reader, so being surprised by “newness” is a delight to me. The time period was obviously thoroughly researched, and the book was free of the glaring cultural inconsistencies so often found in Regency romance. The author stayed firmly within the bounds of the time period.

I truly enjoyed this book and look forward to more offerings from this author! Write quickly, Keira!” ~The Book Gramma

“This book is absolutely wonderful. Almost like a thriller, a regency romance with lots of wit and gutsiness. The secret is surprising and totally original (have never read it anywhere else, fact or fiction!). The hero and heroine seem very real and totally lovable. The other characters largely likeable. The villain is more villainous as the book progresses, so the danger increases to a gripping finale. I finished reading it on a flight and didn't notice that the plane landed or that hours had passed, so absorbed was I in this book. Highly recommend.” ~AM

“I love finding an author who has done something a bit different with the Regency romance, while still maintaining its best traditions. The characters in 'Her Caprice' are delightful, the writing is excellent and the tension was at times so great that I had to stop reading to catch my breath. I'm really looking forward to reading more from this author.” ~Lian Tanner

“What a unique and interesting fairy tale Beatrice has a secret and feels it will stop her from normal life. This story deals with parents fear and how they plan to hide the issue. No matter what happens fate has another plan. I loved the beautiful twists and it was written brilliantly too. Keira Dominguez is a new author for me and I enjoyed her story will be on the lookout for other works by her.” ~VineVoice
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  To Frankie Hanna who does this little dance every time she describes the Springfield, Oregon singles scene, circa 1985, which perfectly illustrates why she accepted a marriage proposal from a dashing widower with 25 children. As one of those children, I thank her down to my toes.
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  THE TELLING TOUCH


  Prologue

June 1807

Meg poked her head around the front door of Blythe House. The sun had not yet broken the horizon, though the sky was lit with the promise of it. She spied a delicate bundle of wildflowers—devil’s bit and common eyebright—tied up in a piece of twine, left conspicuously in the middle of the porch.

A grin spread across her face as she stepped over it to crouch beside the column, running quick, searching fingers around the base until her hand closed on a bit of green sea glass no larger than the end of her thumb. The irregular crescent shape had been softened from endless tumbling in tide and surf until its sharp edges echoed the verdant downs of East Sussex rolling back from the cliffs.

“He’s back.” Meg laughed. Then she shouted it as she ran through the hall and down to the kitchens. “He’s back.”

The two housemaids looked up from their breakfast as she raced by, and Mrs Jolly, Grandfather’s housekeeper, raised a brow. Meg paid them no mind and her long hair, tied off in a ribbon, rolled against her shoulder blades as she rummaged through a cupboard for a knapsack. “What will you give me, Jolly?” she asked, her voice muffled as she backed out of the space.

Mrs Jolly frowned. “You’ve not had your breakfast yet.”

Meg reached for an apple in the center of the long scrubbed table, took a huge bite, and gave Jolly a look that asked if she was happy now.

“Well?” Meg wheedled with a waggle of her brows.

Jolly laughed, a sure sign of surrender. “You bring me enough trout for our dinner,” she said, “and you may have some cheese and a loaf of bread and a few of those pickled cucumbers. Not all of them, mind. You’ll be wanting a flask of tea too, I expect.” Meg nodded, gripping her unfinished apple in her teeth and shoveling her spoils into a large sack as she slurped the juice.

Jolly removed the apple, scrubbing Meg’s mouth with a corner of her apron. “But it’s the last time. I don’t like to see you running after those young men.”

A hunk of cheese slipped from Meg’s fingers and rolled across the floor. She grabbed it up again and gave it the merest dusting of her hands before shoving it in the bag. “Those young men? Henry, Fox, and Nick?”

“Mr Gracechurch, Lord Fox, and Mr Ainsley, yes,” came Jolly’s unhurried correction. She corked the flask of tea and wrapped it in a piece of linen. She dropped the apple into Meg’s hand. “You’re not a little girl anymore, Miss Margaret. Almost fifteen now, which is much too old to be keeping company with boys of nineteen. Things have changed.”

Meg shook her head and gave an unladylike snort. “I’ve been waiting since Christmas for Nick to come home from school and he finally has. We’re going fishing.” She cinched the sack and stepped through the garden door. The newly risen sun bathed her bare head and she turned her face east, blinded in the sudden light. “Same as always. Nothing’s changed.”

She gave a laugh made of joy and anticipation, and was away in a flash, running toward the bottom of the garden, and through the gate. If Jolly called more dire warnings after her, she didn’t hear them—only the sound of her slippers hitting the soft turf verging the road. Her path took her to the woods, following some familiar, unseen trail, and she pushed her way through the undergrowth, shifting the weight of the satchel, adjusting the awkwardness of her rod.

Her haste made her careless and a thin, springy branch whipped her cheek when she broke through to the clearing. Batting it away, she slid down a short, rocky riverbank and swatted her dusty skirts as she jogged up to two young men.

“Where’s Nick?” she asked, hating the breathlessness that betrayed her struggle to keep up with these long-limbed boys.

“Did you bring food?” Fox asked, knotting a fly to his line, not sparing her a look.

She lifted her load.

Henry answered her. “Nick is sure to be late. He arrived home only last night.”

Nevertheless, he had stopped at Blythe House to leave a piece of smooth green sea glass on the manor steps. For her. Meg’s insides did a little jig.

“Your turn to lay the fire, Fox,” Henry said, bumping him in the arm.

“Meg?” Fox asked, looking as helpless as possible.

She wasn’t fooled. “It’ll cost you a bob.”

Henry hooted with laughter as Fox dug into his waistcoat for a coin. “For a fire? You’re no better than a highwayman.”

She tucked the coin away to rattle in her pocket with the pebble and her knife. “It’s a cruel world, Fox. A poor orphan girl must look to her future.”

Fox shook his head and ran off with Henry at his heels. The cousins fought for a position farther down the bank, and Meg began to lay out the fire. Deft fingers plucked apart the tinder and shoved it deep inside the heap of sticks. She struck the flint and, as the wad of cotton and beeswax caught, Meg bent low to blow the flame into something stronger, feeding it more wood as it grew.

“You have an hour,” she shouted and heard an answering call. She splayed her hands in front of the fire, banishing the chill of the cool summer morning.

“Still bellowing like an ox, Meg Summers?” came a familiar voice.

Her mouth curved into a slow grin as she watched the dancing flames. “Still a mannerless clod, Nick Ainsley?” She glanced up and her breath caught in her throat.

It was Nick—only Nick—but he’d changed in the months he’d been at school. He stood at the top of the bank and she wrinkled her brow, noticing that his careless grooming and ready smiles had not altered a whit. What was it then? A light breeze ruffled his unruly brown hair. It was longer now.

He jogged down to the clearing and dumped his pack and pole. “Did you break up a fight?” At her look of confusion he stepped close and began trailing his finger across her cheekbone. “There’s blood there.”

She tipped her face up to him as her magic lit the ends of her nerves, the sparking energy skimming the thoughts in his head, telling herself all the while that it was an accident, this touching. She hadn’t sought it out. Grandfather could not scold her if he knew she was reading minds without permission.

Poor Meg. What have you done to yourself?

Tenderness trained his fingers to be gentle as he touched her. Affection suffused through him, guiding every muscle and limb.

Little sister.

She jerked at that, frowning. But he had a handkerchief out before she could speak, cupping her chin in his large hands as he dabbed along the cut.

Little sister.

Meg broke loose of his grip, gave a wobbly, uncertain smile, and batted his hand away. “It was only a tree.”

“Would you like me to fell it?” he said, posing like a cavalier, sword in hand. An old game.

She laughed.

The cheerful mayhem of Fox and Henry echoed in the clearing and Nick cocked his head, stuffing his handkerchief away as he turned to prepare his gear. “They got here early.”

Meg retreated to familiar ground—a refuge from this unaccountable awareness of him. “Elephants crashing through a forest would make less noise. Even you could beat them to the fish today.”

“Even me?” He grinned, rising to her bait like one of the sleek speckled trout that ran the stream. “Do you still think you’re better?”

Meg sat back on her heels and flashed a wicked smile. She reached for her rod. “I know I am.”

She cast her line into a shadowy pool, calming her emotions. Little sister. She gave a grunt as she pulled on the line, teasing it out. What good was her magic when she had to read things she didn’t want to?

A few minutes later, she was pulling the barbed hook from a fish’s mouth and stood, wiping a wet, scaly hand on her skirts. Her shoulders were taken by a shudder of revulsion, hastily suppressed, as her hand slipped into her pocket for her knife.

She looked up to find Nick watching her.

“Want me to clean it?”

She nodded and a flush travelled up her cheeks. Nick beckoned for the fish, not making a fuss about it, not treating her like a child. Instead, he tucked his own knife behind the gills, giving the head a clean slice. Another cut went up the belly and Nick rinsed the entrails in the shallows of the stream. Meg’s eyes were fastened to him, though this scene had played out any number of times.

Did Isabelle ever see him like this? Open-necked shirt, hair rumpled from sleep, and a stubble on his chin that told her he was shaving as often as a man now. Not this morning, though. Meg’s eyes travelled from his deft hands to his broad shoulders and she turned away as she felt a wish form, right in the pit of her stomach.

The truth of Jolly’s words caught up to her all the way from Blythe House, tugging on her hair, shaking her by the shoulder, kicking her on the backside. Things had changed.

Nick tucked the fish into a basket and took up his pole again, turning a pleasant smile on her as she shuttered her expression. The first time she had ever done so.

They fished in silence for a long while, until, casting the line in a long, elegant arc and landing the fly in the middle of a quiet pool, he asked, “I’ve missed all the news from home. Tell me what’s new.” His voice was casual, but his lithe form tightened.

He wanted to know about Isabelle. Meg would rather speak about a malarial plague. “Henry’s sister Susan has fallen in love with a curate. His neck is as long as a giraffe.” She grinned. “And Lord Ainsley is courting Mrs Nelson.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “My uncle is most certainly not. He is merely the executor of her husband’s estate.”

“It looks like courting to me,” she said. “He’s wearing out the track between the Abbey and her house. All those whispered conversations in the churchyard. I told Isabelle and she said—”

His eyes gleamed. “What does a grubby halfling know about courting?”

It was a piece of their usual sparring, but it stung this time. She shook it away, refusing to let this sudden feeling for Nick turn her into a nit. “As much as a landless yokel with straw for brains.”

Nick gave an amused grunt and flicked the line for another cast. “And your sister?” he asked, finally coming around to it. “What of her?”

“Isabelle spent a month in Town with Aunt Olympia,” Meg said, her throat closing on the words that would tell him of how Isabelle had gotten her way in spite of Grandfather’s objections: words that would tell him of how her sister seemed to burn with a new intensity since her return.

“Has it spoiled her for home?” Nick asked, and in that question Meg saw all of him. All his longing for Isabelle. All his impatience. All his dignity in the attempts to hide it. She didn’t need to read his mind to know.

Meg shrugged in answer to his question. Yes, Isabelle was spoiled for home. But she had been for years, and you couldn’t tell that to someone so determined to be stupid with love as Nick was.

He nodded. “And you? What has changed for you since I went up to school?”

“Nothing,” she replied quickly, not telling him about how she’d grown out of her old gowns and how she tried to put her hair up when no one would see her. “I’m the same as always.”

“Let’s see,” he said, stepping close enough to sweep his hand across the crown of her head and run it into his chest, right about the level of his collarbone. “Not quite the same,” he said, giving her hair a teasing tug when she didn’t laugh.

Meg smiled as he went back to his task. With a controlled snap of her forearm, she flicked the rod back then forward, unfurling the line and dropping it into the stream. Nick had shown her the proper way to do it, patiently teaching until her mastery matched his own. Now he grinned back at her and she checked, mid-cast, at the heart-stopping beauty of it.

“Quick,” he called, jerking her loose from her reverie. “Get the net. I’ve got one on the line. Move,” he roared, laughing.

Instinct propelled her as she rushed for the net. He gave a grunt, drawing in the line, and the rod bent sharply as the fish thrashed in the shallows. “Hurry. So help me, Meg—”

Meg kicked off her shoes and yanked off her stockings, leaving them in an untidy pile. She gathered up her skirts in one hand. “Hold on to your garters,” she shot back, striding into the bracing water and shrieking as she chased his catch. After a few fumbling attempts, she scooped the fish up in her net and held it aloft. “Got it.”

Triumphant, she turned and froze at his expression. The struggle for her prize had destroyed any accidental elegance she had managed to achieve that morning. She was half soaked and fabric clung to her petite frame. Fat droplets of water beaded against the flesh of her arms and the lazy current swirled around her calves. Her skirts, lifted above the stream, were a good deal higher than that.

Meg’s eyes held Nick’s and, even in her inexperience, she saw warmth, interest. The space between them thickened with possibility.

They balanced like that on a knife’s point for the space of three heartbeats—no more—before his eyes widened a fraction and he dropped his rod.

Breath seemed to rush into her lungs. “Is this your catch or mine?” she asked, heart pounding as she scrambled for familiar footing. But there was no answering laughter in his eyes.

“Yours.” And then a deep line settled between his brows. “How old are you now, Meg?”

She could hear herself breathing, and the silty river, gin-clear before she had leaped about in it, began to settle. How old are you now, Meg? She sent up a silent prayer that Jolly was wrong. She prayed that she was still young enough to scold about a soaking skirt, to ignore propriety, to tag along after him anywhere he went.

She waded out of the stream, pushing the net into his hands.

He took his time, bending over the fish, gutting and cleaning it, intent on his task. “Fourteen,” he said finally, glancing up at her.

Meg’s cheeks stained crimson and she sent another prayer to heaven that he would never guess that she had spent the last half hour trying out Mrs Nicholas Ainsley under her breath like a half-witted mooncalf.

Her mouth was dry when she answered, though she gave him a teasing curtsey. “How gallant of you to remember.”

“And in September you’ll be fifteen,” he continued, laying bare the bald facts like a fishmonger setting out his catch. Nick went a little white under his tan and shook his head. “Fifteen,” he repeated. “Some girls are married at fifteen.”

Meg went pale too. This was the end of pickled cucumbers and the mornings spent fly-casting and watching him without Isabelle knowing. He thought her too old. And too young. Hilarious.

A muscle worked in his jaw and he nodded his head at the fire. “Do we have coals yet?”

“Of course,” she snapped, silently adding, “you idiot.”

He lifted his chin and gave a sharp, piercing whistle, which brought Henry and Fox with their brain-numbing clamor, counting up fish and whacking each other for no good reason. Nick was silent as Meg arranged her own fish on sticks set over the coals, finding a relief in the simple task.

Only when she moved away did Nick come forward to prepare his own meal, crouching on the balls of his feet at the fireside. He looked ready to run.

Henry and Fox talked of nothings, blind to the undercurrents as young men always seemed to be, then Henry wiped his chin with the back of his hand and tossed his fish bones toward the water. “How did you manage to get the biggest fish, Nick? Tell me your tactics.”

“Tactics,” Nick grunted. “It’s not a battle.” His youthful face was strangely hard as he stirred the coals with a long stick, weaving in and out and turning the gray ash into glowing orange. And what was going on in that mind of his? For the first time, she didn’t know.

Light dappled the clearing as a gentle breeze shifted the shadows on the ground, the peace of it at odds with a storm of feelings beneath her skin. It was supposed to be a simple fishing trip, dash it, but confusion ran like a steady stream in her mind. Confusion and longing and anger.

Was he feeling the same?

Meg looked down at her hand and ran a thumb across the pads of her fingers as an idea forced its way to the front of her consciousness. She could use her magic. Even the thought of using her powers on purpose made her cheeks burn hot with guilt. That commandment had been drummed into her from the time she came to Blythe House as a little girl: Never read a mind without permission. Not even Grandfather’s or Jolly’s, who, at least, would know what she was up to.

Easier said than done. When she touched people, their lightest thoughts clung to her mind like burrs on a skirt, whether she wished it or not. But to do it on purpose?

Meg turned over her hands, tracing her eyes along her fingers. Again came a voice in her head, sounding like Grandfather.

Don’t.

But Grandfather couldn’t know what it was like having this magic. He was a man, and a Ross besides. It meant that Meg knew thousands of things she didn’t care about: how Mr Thackery worried about his wife’s cough, or how Esther Gracechurch thought she’d never find a beau after her foot was crushed. Serious things. Silly things. Inconsequential things. Hundreds of them from Nick himself. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to discover something she actually wanted to know.

She gave a frustrated sigh. The extent of Grandfather’s guidance on the subject had only ever been that the girls would be dishonorable cheats if they ever tried to touch a person out of curiosity.

Well, she was more than curious. She was really, really curious.

She looked at Nick again, his face turned away from her as though she had done something shameful in coming to the river to fish with old friends. She let the injustice catch fire within her, dragging a few logs onto the blaze in case it threatened to go out, finding her justifications growing each second.

“Talk Henry out of this madness of his, Nick,” Fox said. “This running off to war.”

Nick tossed the stick into the flames. “He knows his own mind.”

“A grand concession,” Henry jibed, tipping a flask to his lips.

Meg started with Henry. It seemed less underhanded somehow to read them all. She cut a hunk of cheese and handed it to him, her cool fingertips lightly brushing his. It was enough to feel soft sparks striking the flesh of her hand, winding up her arm, and leaving a trail of warmth along her veins. Once his thoughts reached her mind, her own were brushed aside like a carpenter clearing a table of sawdust curls. In her mind’s eye, she saw bright gold buttons on a sharp red uniform and heard his pounding heart beat in time with the drums of battle.

“There will be action in Portugal this fall,” Henry said, his tone more casual than the burning wish he felt inside. “Spain, possibly. I don’t want to miss it.”

His thoughts burned away like the seaside mist.

“You’ll miss your head, Henry,” Fox said, “when Napoleon blows it off.”

Henry shrugged. “Better than lazing about Town.”

Meg offered Fox the pickle jar, steadying it and touching his hand.

“There you are wrong,” he answered.

Meg slipped into the inky blackness of his mind, disoriented as she read what was uppermost in his thoughts. Gaming hells and rotting taverns sitting on the edge of the dockyards. The bright flick of a golden guinea.

She shook off the image, confused by it and instinctively turning from the dark.

“Would you like something more to eat, Nick?” she asked, cold with fear that he would discover her magic, demanding to know why she wanted to go pawing through his private thoughts. No. These boys might tease her for being fey: for being a white witch who seemed to guess things with unusual accuracy. But they didn’t really believe it.

“Nothing more, Miss Margaret,” Nick said, exaggerating his formality, making it sound like one more piece of teasing. He wiped his hands on a handkerchief and stuffed it into his pocket. “It’s long past time for us to deliver you to your grandfather.” He turned to the others. “I want to stop in at Blythe House.”

“Still determined to win the fair Isabelle?” Fox asked as they gathered their things. “The lady won’t go to any but the highest bidder, I warn you. Your chances are good, however,” he added, a calculating gleam in his eye. “It must be nice being the heir to an earldom.”

Nick poured a hatful of water over the fire. Smoke hissed from the ground and he kicked dirt over the remaining embers, turning the scene into a wreckage.

Henry cuffed Fox on the shoulder. “Nick’s uncle could have a son. Then where would he be?”

Fox laughed. “Lord Ainsley is a confirmed old bachelor. I doubt he could find his own belly button, much less—”

“Fox.” Nick’s tone was commanding, and he jerked his head toward Meg, who burbled with laughter.

Fox gave Meg a mocking salute and continued in a tamer way. “In any case, I wager that we’ll all be bowing and scraping to Isabelle someday, whether it’s Nick at her side or no.” With that, Fox shouldered his satchel and clambered up the bank after Henry, the sound of their teasing echoing through the quiet woods.

“Ready?” Nick asked, putting his pack on his shoulder as well as hers.

“I forgot,” she said, reaching into her pocket to fumble past the coin and the knife for the green stone. She held it out to him with a hand that was as bare as his own.

He stared down at it and for a moment she feared he would refuse to take it. She was certain she would not find it on the porch again. Today was the last time.

Finally, he reached for it, dragging his fingertips across the flat of her palm. It was a touch that was as correct as Mrs Jolly could wish, but underneath Meg’s serenity every nerve prickled in awareness of him.

His thoughts went blazing up her neck like a white-hot ember sparking from a fire. There was nothing of the soft constancy in Henry’s reflections or the spreading slickness in Fox.

She saw a field of wildflowers, petals upturned in the warm air. Isabelle waiting for him in the rigid French garden at Blythe House, walking and walking the circumscribed gravel path.

The thoughts crashed into one another, joined like mismatched puzzle pieces, and Meg blinked up at him, keeping the tears back. If he had deliberately tried to show her that she had no right to dream of him, even for a little while, he could not have been more clear. All his thoughts were for Isabelle.

Idiot, she thought, shoving her feelings ruthlessly back.

“Come along,” Nick said, his voice rough with some emotion she could not understand. He tucked the rock into his waistcoat pocket. “We have to go.”

She was bundled back home like a wayward parcel, jogging briskly between Henry and Fox.

Blythe House was lovely in the morning sun, but Grandfather’s mount waited on the drive, prancing with anxious feet as a stable boy held the reins. Meg’s brow wrinkled. It was too early for Grandfather to tour the fields. Meg skipped up the steps and saw Nick’s quick frown as he bent to scoop his posy, wilting in the bright morning sun, and tuck it out of sight.

She turned back to the door and was almost knocked off her feet by Grandfather charging from the house, calling orders behind him. “Send the rider to London at once, I—” When he saw them, his pale face turned ashen. “Meg.”

“Where are you off to in such crashing haste?” she asked.

He threw a saddlebag over the back of his horse, checking straps and cinches.

“I’m for Scotland, little magpie,” he said when he finished his task. He reached a hand to smooth her hair, surely warmed by the sunlight. “There’s no time to be lost.”

“Scotland?” Nobody ever actually went to Scotland. Not that she knew.

A great shudder came from him and he pressed a crumpled sheet of paper in her hand as he turned to have a few final words with one of his tenant farmers.

Meg darted hasty eyes over the flawless script and felt Nick move close. “Something’s wrong. Isabelle?”

“Yes,” Meg whispered, wanting very much to lean against anything firm and steadfast while the foundations of her world slipped out with the tide. She folded the letter with shaking hands, her sister’s words escaping at the seams.

“It is an excellent match,” Isabelle had written in the end. “When we meet again, I shall be Yours, Lady Ainsley.” The signature had been strong, certain, as though Isabelle had practiced it a thousand times.

“If you break your neck, Grandfather, I’ll never speak to you again,” Meg said in a tight, intense voice. She swallowed back her tears. “Return home to me safely.”

A ghost of a smile crossed his face and he swung up on his mount, leaning down. “If they’ve gone to Scotland, there is a chance I might overtake them, but I’ll have to ride like hell, the devil take him,” he said, on a furious breath.

“Your friends stand ready to assist you,” Nick offered, his formality at odds with how his fingers plowed furrows through his hair.

“Friends,” Grandfather spat. “No Ainsley can help us when it’s an Ainsley who did it. Seduced her out from under my very roof last night.”

“Who? My uncle?” Nick asked, unbelieving.

Meg pressed her hands into her eyes. If reading it had been bad, hearing it spoken aloud was a nightmare. It could not be happening. Isabelle was too precise in her feelings, too careful of them. Even when she stormed, there was a method to it. “She wouldn’t—”

“He’s old enough to be her father and then some.” Grandfather wheeled his mount and raced down the drive, his pace as furious as he was.

As the sound of his words faded away, the summer morning collapsed back into the air made hollow by this news. Meg picked up the distant sound of the sea, the wind that gusted and blew, the four frozen figures standing under the porch of Blythe House.

Meg lifted a hand toward Nick, longing to bridge the distance between them.

“I must find my uncle,” he said, stepping back and addressing their companions as though Meg wasn’t there.

“I’ll accompany you. If you can lend me a horse,” Henry said. “Fox, see to Meg.”

Meg looked on, numb, as the young men disappeared up the drive.

“Poor Nick. He won’t be the next earl, that’s for sure,” Fox said. “Not now that his uncle has taken a young bride.” He looked at Meg and must have seen the burned-out look of desolation on her face. “But it’s not bad news for you, Meg. If they marry in a few days, if it’s hushed up, if you have the cunning to be in her good graces—”

Meg’s mouth opened in confusion. “If?”

“Don’t be like that. I know it’s a shock, but for a plain gentleman’s daughter, Isabelle has made an astonishingly good match. Having a countess for a sister will benefit you.”

She blinked at him as though he were speaking a foreign tongue. “But if it takes more than a few days, if it gets out, if I am not so fortunate as to be in her good graces…what then?”

She felt her arm taken and her body turned into the house. Fox’s hand brushed hers and a thought blew into her with the strength of a gale.

Ruined.


  Chapter One

May 1813

Meg glanced around Aunt Olympia’s sparsely populated ballroom and felt laughter bubbling beneath the surface.

“Why are you smiling?” Aunt Olympia asked, managing to scold Meg without moving her lips. “Stop smiling.”

Dutifully, Meg straightened her mouth but she couldn’t help feeling as if she’d laugh at any moment. Aunt Olympia cast a look heavenward, snapping, “Margaret. You will never marry if you cannot even pretend to be biddable.”

Meg choked back a laugh. “I am sorry, Aunt. But we both know this,” she sketched an arc with an elegantly gloved hand, encompassing the vases of hothouse flowers, glasses of champagne, and the best hired orchestra in London, “is a waste of Grandfather’s money.”

Society might find it in the goodness of their collective heart to forgive Isabelle, a beautiful peeress, for running away with an aged earl, but it would not forgive the insufficiently wealthy and well-connected Miss Summers for being her sister. Why should they? Moral depravity, like a streaming head cold, was probably contagious.

It didn’t help that Meg had failed to enter Society in a position of grovelling submission, dabbing a handkerchief at the corner of tear-stained eyes as she whispered, “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry,” under her breath at every ball.

“It is a perfectly ordinary party,” Aunt said, her clipped tones daring Meg to complain.

Meg’s smile appeared again. It always did. Aunt Olympia had performed miracles to gather as many people as this, but she was not magic. She could not conjure young ladies anxious to make her acquaintance or honorable young men pressing her for another dance.

“It’s lovely, Aunt. But we both know it won’t lead to an acceptable offer.” Her expression was amused, but if anyone had cared to really look, they might have noticed the sharp edges of her smile. “Grandfather was so puzzled when I didn’t return with a clutch of marriage proposals last year.”

“Old fool.”

Meg’s smile disappeared and she lifted her chin. “Hope is not a foolish thing.”

Though, as she spoke so certainly, it felt like a lie. Meg’s hope that somewhere in London she might find a man who would see her without the disfigurement of her sister’s scandal was a tiny, guttering flame.

“I’ve arranged for Lord Sowell to lead you out for the first dance,” said her aunt, running a glance over Meg’s elegance—a buttercream silk gown caught under the bust with raspberry pink rosettes. “He’s eligible and accepted our invitation, so he must not be put off completely by…for heaven’s sake, be agreeable.”

“A lord? Isn’t that well above my touch?” Meg lifted an amused eyebrow but found herself intrigued as the man approached. Titled. Not bad-looking. Young. Good teeth, too. But there must be something wrong with him or he wouldn’t be at a ball like this. Perhaps Aunt had bribed him to come. Meg’s eyes narrowed but she could not quell the sudden brightness of optimism.

“Miss Summers?” he asked, taking in the buttercream and raspberries as though he wished he’d brought a spoon. His eyes gleamed as he bent at the waist, extending a gloved hand. She dipped a curtsey while her mind laid out the realistic possibilities. Lord Sowell was either a bore, a pauper, a gambler, a rake, or, most improbable of all, an answer to a maiden’s prayer.

“May I have the pleasure of this dance?”

She nodded, gathering her skirt in one hand as he ushered her to the head of a set. “Are you enjoying the Season?” she asked.

“I’m looking forward to Ascot. Have you plans to attend?” he asked, not waiting for her answer but rumbling on. “I’ve a two-year-old we’re training for next year. Sired by Loiterer,” he continued, as though that explained his prospects.

“Loiterer?” echoed Meg, in tones of incredulity that seemed to please him.

So it was only her fault that he did not let up on the bloodline of a noble stallion for half an hour. He was a bore. Was there anything so wrong with a bore? Even bores must marry.

As he returned her to a chair, Meg read herself a lecture on the topic of choosy beggars. The satisfaction of half loaves instead of having none at all: the foolishness of wishing for the moon. Pickiness was a luxury she did not have in the matter of husbands, and she determined to redouble her efforts to like Lord Sowell. After all, Grandfather would be so pleased if she found someone. He could stop throwing his fortune at London modistes and flower mongers, finally seeing her settled. And what would she get? She might discover a cure for this nagging loneliness.

Only to find it replaced with nagging boredom. A laugh bubbled from her lips.

It was an unkind thought. Lord Sowell should not be discarded on the strength of a single dance. He must have redeeming qualities if he was willing to consider the idea of allying himself with a girl of little fortune and less reputation.

She sat with him at supper, nibbled on several dishes he had selected for her, and watched as he downed glass after glass of wine. Her resolve to search for his finer aspects drifted when she heard a scrap of conversation from an adjacent table. She leaned back in her chair to catch more of it.

One of Aunt Olympia’s guests had a newspaper spread out on the table and read aloud to his companions.

“Despite what people will tell you, there is no such thing as an unmarriageable female. Any gentleman will understand that the problem in firing off a wallflower is primarily economic. Instead of weathering the discomforts of India or joining Wellington’s army, a second son may make his fortune by plucking up his courage and taking to wife a girl with a cast eye, a lavender past, or an unfortunate snuff habit. Long experience teaches us all that if the price is right, any girl may marry.”

This was greeted with a hearty chorus of male laughter.

“The man’s a genius,” the reader said, slapping the back of a nearby fellow.

“What man?” This from a merchant’s daughter, her wide smile proclaiming her pleasure at being invited to a tonnish party filled with so few females as this one.

“Don’t you know?” he asked, pointing to the name under the headline. “This is the celebrated Sir Frederick Magpie, Disinterested Observer of Elegant Ladies and other Alarming Things.”

As he went on reading, the arguments began to volley around the table, entered into rather vociferously by the young lady, who asked, quite pointedly, if men thought they were the only ones called upon to pluck up their courage and shelve their tender feelings in the hunt for a mate.

Meg sipped her wine, smiling against the rim of the glass, and wondered what they would all say if she stood and unmasked herself as the author. When she began writing under the name of Sir Frederick Magpie last year, she had no idea the column would stand between her and going stark, staring mad. Her position (not quite in Society but not quite out either) was ridiculous. A joke. Well, Meg enjoyed jokes. She enjoyed making them each week for the exorbitant wage of half a pound per column.

Lord Sowell waved a passing footman closer, urging him to fill his glass. Meg affixed her most agreeable expression on her face, determined to give this man her full attention as his discourse ranged the entire conversational gamut from chestnut horses to dappled horses to bay horses, offering as much texture and richness as the indifferent salmon mousse she pushed around her plate.

“What are your feelings on the subject?” he asked, at last. “Do you prefer a short stirrup or a long?”

“Me?” she asked, surprised he had stopped to breathe. “I never learned to ride properly. I don’t like horses.”

“What?” he barked, much too loud, as though trying to rattle loose the dissident thought.

“I will have to change your mind for you. Shall I begin to do so as we take some air before the dancing resumes?” he asked, and she stood, taking his arm, allowing herself to be gently escorted through the French doors and down the illuminated path of Aunt Olympia’s garden. In her mind she turned over ways to tell her aunt that Lord Sowell would not do.

The air was refreshing after the stuffy warmth of the ballroom and, though the garden was not a large one, the path curved back on itself several times, making for a pleasant walk. But as they came around a dark corner, he stumbled into her, almost knocking her into the high, thorny hedge. She stood firm, righting him at once.

“So strong,” he said on a laugh, steadying himself with a grip on her arms.

His wrist grazed the bare skin of her upper arm. His hands fumbled as she was dragged into his thoughts.

Isabelle’s sister.

Meg’s color rose under the Chinese lanterns, bobbing and swaying as the cool night air brushed around them. Isabelle seemed to be everywhere, infecting each of Meg’s tentative interactions like a canker. It was to Lord Sowell’s credit, perhaps, that he knew everything but had come anyway.

But his thoughts did not stop there. They splintered under each fingernail and lodged under every flake of skin, pushing their way into her head.

Ripe for ruin.

Meg shuddered, measuring the distance between the house and herself, noting the obstacles that would slow her flight. Dash it. She was much too far from the bright lights for comfort. She forced herself to breathe normally until his gloved hands began to rub up and down her arms in a lazy way. Meg’s mouth thinned. “Sir.”

He dipped his head and nuzzled her hair, crushing her black, rose-scented curls. “You smell nice too.”

“You don’t.” Meg peeled one of his hands loose. “My aunt will be looking for me.”

“You think so?” he asked, capturing her again, seeming to have more hands than the requisite two. His voice dropped and he put his hateful mouth right next to her ear, coating the skin in a moist, flesh-crawling layer of hot breath. “I was under the impression she would like it if I took charge of you. Would you like me to?”

Meg jerked away only to find his grip tightening on her wrist.

“You don’t have to act the blushing maiden with me. I know what you are.” A chuckle rumbled in his chest. “So play along,” he whispered.

Meg twisted. “If you do not unhand me, I will strike you.”

He lifted his head and laughed again, the husky sound of it wrapped in the sharp smell of liquor. With a jerk, he shoved her into the spiky bushes and pressed wet lips to her face, searching for her mouth as she twisted in his grasp.

Her traitorous magic pushed his thoughts into her mind, reaping each one as he summed her up with an instinctive cruelty.

You don’t marry this kind.

The words screamed through her brain as he squeezed her arms, cutting off the blood and making her hands tingle. He was stronger than she was, but she did not give up as the struggle between them became feral.

She can’t ask for better than this.

Meg clamped her mouth shut, succeeding at getting an arm free. She balled her fist, tucking her thumb down as Nick had taught her, and drew back. She caught her elbow against the shrubbery, stifling a grunt as deep scrapes raked along her arm, so she shoved at Sowell and twisted, gaining a precious few inches of space. Then she cocked her fist again, letting it fly and connecting under his jaw, sending a sharp, searing pain through her hand. Dear Lord, why hadn’t Nick told her it would hurt so bad?

Lord Sowell yelped, as though her strike was no more painful than the scratch of a kitten, but he let her loose for a moment and she jerked away, alcohol fuddling his response. He made a wild, fumbling grab for her, but Meg spun on her heel, running from him, her slippers digging into the gravel, broadcasting it behind her.

The garden was known to her and she raced through it far quicker than Lord Sowell, who stopped his pursuit at the glow of the lighted windows.

Entering the ballroom with too much purpose for a social occasion, she felt a wave of speculative glances pass from guest to guest. Scandal-brushed Miss Summers out in the garden. Was she really trying to catch a husband? There was ample fodder for the gossip mills. Meg bypassed them all—she had no friends here—and headed straight for the staircase.

Quick feet ran up the treads and, gaining her room, she slammed the door, shooting the bolt home while the beat of her heart roared like a lion in her ears. That would keep them all out. That’s all she wished for, in this terrible moment, to be alone. To be safe. To put up barrier after barrier between her and the things that would hurt her.

She rested her forehead on the cool wood panel and pressed the back of her hands to her eyes, counting on fury to burn off the threat of tears. Still, an inarticulate cry peeled from her throat before she could choke it back.

She let it loose for a moment before reining it in. She growled impatiently and straightened, standing there for a few moments like a sailor testing his land legs. Then she moved to pour water from an ewer. Plunging a cloth into the basin, she rinsed her face again and again. Blast this magic. Blast his thoughts.

Meg rubbed until her cheeks were raw, as though she could get rid of his words and the feel of his mouth on her face as fully as she could get rid of the smell of his wine-soaked breath. A hard, desperate thought entered her mind the way a rock might shatter a window. The lock on the door wasn’t enough to keep her safe here. She had to get away.

And it wasn’t only because of meeting one monster in a garden. Lord Sowell was the final straw. This Season and last, she had found herself popular with cads and rakes, rotters and despoilers of women. At the events Aunt Olympia managed to gain admittance to, they queued up a dozen deep when they found she was sister to the notorious Lady Ainsley. Nor were these the kind of men to do things by partial measures, she thought, slapping the cloth down with a snap. No. Every gouty, pock-marked voluptuary seemed ready to take her half-ruined reputation and finish the job.

She’d had her work cut out for her, keeping things light, keeping them laughing, keeping herself well out of danger when a certain sort of man made advances. And so far, her approach had served her well.

A guttural scraping rattled through her throat. So why hadn’t it worked this time? The answer came promptly. She thought she knew what he was, dull and respectable, not dangerous.

A shiver wound through her. She’d fallen into that trap before and not so very long ago, either. Last year one of her oldest friends, Lord Fox, had betrayed her, nearly poisoning her and leaving her tied up on the floor of his townhouse. He had been someone she hadn’t thought to mistrust.

The experience had changed her, opening up fissures of vulnerability she had never experienced before, making her far more willing to play Aunt Olympia’s games, more willing to entertain the idea of a marriage with a man who might be safe and solid.

Damn.

Meg sat at her dressing table, sliding the slippers from her feet. She looked square into the mirror, taking a long look at her reflection, one of her rosettes dangling by a thread. She yanked it off and threw it on the carpet.

Quickly she undid the fastenings of her dress, letting the raspberries and buttercream pool on the ground. She donned another, more serviceable frock and filled a reticule with a few small necessities. She cinched it shut and sat at her writing desk, dashing off a few lines.

“Dear Aunt Olympia, I am returning to Grandfather. I am also relieving you of the duty of finding me a husband. I find that I cannot be agreeable.”

From her aunt’s house she hailed a hackney to drop her at the Gloucester Coffee House on Piccadilly, where she bought a seat on a Eastbourne-bound mail coach leaving hours before dawn, a process so seamless that she wondered how long she had known it would come to this.

Oily lamps turned the acrid pooling water of London’s streets into copper rivers as the coach got under way, but the light did not penetrate the corner as it slid by. It was then that Meg cried, the clatter of great steel-rimmed wheels rumbling over slick cobblestones muffling her sounds of distress.
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