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To Jessica Burtt,
 whose bubbly spirit and bright eyes
 have lit up our home and our lives for so many years.
 Where would we have been all this time without you?
 May you continue to grow and flourish
 and bring the same joy to the children you teach
 as you have to my children.
 They are lucky to have you.
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Prologue



London
 June 1814

Come to bed, my love, called a rich, sultry voice from the doorway of the parlor.

Yes, yes, Lizzie, I am nearly done here, Horatio Thurber said, glancing up from the script he was reading.

His wife sauntered into the small room, a gauzy silk nightgown draped over her lush form. An actress right down to her toes, his Lizzie never made anything but the most elegant of entrances.

What is that youre reading? she asked, her hand resting on his shoulder, tempting him with her light, teasing touch to come to bed. To bed her.

A play, he said. Lady Persephones Perilous Affair.

You look quite engaged. Who wrote it? Beadle? Or was it that Wilson fellowhis plays are such good fun.

Neither. Two ladies penned this.

She laughed. Ladies? Oh, Horatio! Not some morality play about a sniveling governess and her over-bearing employer.

No, not at all, he murmured, engrossed in the action on the pages. These chits can write.

He handed her the first page and she began to read aloud. Actresses never read anything silently when there was an audience to be had.

By Lady Philippa Knolles and Miss Thalia Langley. She paused. Sounds to me like a pair of spoiled Mayfair misses if ever there were.

Most likely, he muttered.

Is it good? she asked skeptically. Lizzie, the daughter of a carter and a seamstress, had never had much use for the upper classes. Their gold, yes. Their ability to actually produce something other than bastards, no. Horatio, she repeated. Is it good?

What she meant was, would it earn them a pretty penny.

He nodded, still reading away.

Whatever is it about? she asked, climbing into his lap and gazing at the pages he held, and after shed scanned a few paragraphs, she groaned. Not another pirate tale. You promised meno more pirates. They are wretched to stage and youll have to cast Piers as the leadthat scene-stealing, difficult pri

Ah, but this play is the exception, Lizzie.

She huffed a sigh and began to read as well, and eventually she was wiping tears from her eyes. Harrumph! I do so hate being proven wrong, but this is engaging. You must secure it before someone else does. Am I to play Miss Potter?

He grinned. Exactly. And Angeline is our Persephone.

She leaned over and dug through the discarded pages for the first one shed dropped earlier. Lady Philippa Knolles. Knolles, she said. I remember now. She was with that privateerCaptain Dashwellthe one who got nicked at a ball. I heard tell she was his Her mouth fell open and a light of pure avarice illuminated her eyes. Think of it, Horatio. If she really could do thisbreak her pirate out of prison, save him from the hangmans nooseand us with the entire plot in production.

He laughed and kissed his greedy wife soundly. Tis only a play, Lizzie-my-love. It would be nigh on impossible for two Bath misses, a spinster and a servant to free a man from Marshalsea.

Harrumph, Lizzie sputtered as she led him from the parlor to their bedchamber. God bless them if they triedtheyd make us richer than the King if they succeeded.







Chapter 1


Sometimes when a Season fails to secure the happiness of a young lady or two, say ones sister or cousin, then the next course of action is to organize the perfect house party.

A notation found on the back page of The Bachelor Chronicles






Tally, whatever are you doing there clutching your writing desk like someone is about to steal it? Lady Philippa Knolles asked.

Someone is, Pippin, her cousin, Miss Thalia Langley replied, nodding in the direction where Tallys sister, the former Miss Felicity Langley, now the Duchess of Hollindrake, stood in the posting inn yard, ordering the harried footman about with military precision.

Shes rearranging the luggage? Pippin looked askance at the melee of boxes and trunks.

Yet again, Tally sighed, sharing a commiserating glance with her dog, Brutus, who was ever at the hem of her gown. She used to do this to Papa when we were traveling on the Continent. Order the trunks and bags rearranged over and over again. Dont you recall how she harried those poor fellows when we moved to London last winter?

Oh, yes, Pippin mused. I had quite forgotten. Perhaps Hollindrake could suggest

Ive already advised him not to waste his breath. Papa and I learned never to argue with her over it, for she only fusses all the more until it is all put to her liking.

Is there such an arrangement? Pippin asked, her face a mask of innocence, but her eyes sparkling.

Tally laughed. No, but she is determined to discover one.

There was barely room for the Dukes procession of carriages and wagons in the small yard, let alone the luggage now stacked in every remaining bit of space. And worse yet, the untimely arrival of a crowded mail coach, as well as a post-chaise, had only added to the chaos as the passengers and postilions jostled for room. Add to that, the luggage from the mail coach was being divided, as some of the passengers departed and others waded through the confusion to gain their appointed seats.

Ill not lose my sketchbook and jewelry case, Tally complained, clutching her writing box closer. And one of us had best stand guard over our carriage, lest we find her over here ready to send our trunks to the wagons beneath a crate of dishes and insisting Aunt Minty be moved as well.

She wouldnt! Pippin declared, nonetheless taking a nervous glance at Felicity. I do think shes far too busy to notice our poor possessions.

Tallys reply was an arched glance.

Oh, dear, youre right. Pippins brow furrowed. Look shes sending some fellow over here now.

Muttering her favorite Russian curse under her breath, Tally planted herself firmly before the carriage she and Pippin were sharing with their aged chaperone, Aunt Minty.

The footmans pace slowed as he neared them and found himself facing the two young misses.

And just what do you think you are doing? Tally asked, handing her desk over to Pippin and scooping up Brutus.

The young man hung his head. Well, miss, tis Her Graces orders. Ive come for the trunks and your aunt. He stretched out his hand toward the carriage door, and Tally sidestepped into his path.

Bother Her Grace! Youre not to open that door!

Brutus aided her cause by letting out a menacing growl. Well, as menacing as one could be when you were a dog that could fit easily into a hatbox, and a very small hatbox at that.

Still, it was enough to get the footman to draw back his fingers, for Tallys little dog had gained a reputation amongst the dukes servants as being a nasty bit of trouble.

Tally shot a heated glance toward her sister, who was right now arguing with the wagon driver over the proper balancing of trunks, before she turned her glare on the hapless servant. Our Aunt Minty is sleeping. She is not to be disturbed.

Yet the footman persisted. Miss, I cant go back there without something in hand. He lowered his voice and pleaded, Shell have my hide.

Oh, dear. Poor man. He was right. Felicity would have his hide.

Tally heaved a sigh and wished her sisters fondest desire had been to marry a tailor or a butcher, rather than a duke. Quite frankly, her twin had become a regular tyrant since shed married Hollindrake. Not that she wasnt still loveable, it was just thatwell, now that Felicity actually was a duchess, shed become utterly intractable, more so than when theyd been mere paupers living on Brook Street.

If such a thing were possible to believe.

Please, miss, the fellow begged. Isnt there something you can spare?

Tally glanced around the back of the elegant barouche. Take the larger one therethat ought to satisfy her, and it should help balance out that mess shes creating on the wagon.

The man doffed his cap and practically wept in relief to have some offering to take back to his difficult mistress.

As he happily lumbered away, struggling under the weight of Tallys belongings, Pippin leaned over and said, You neednt have made quite that much of a sacrifice.

What do you mean? Tally asked, watching her sisters lips fan out in a smile of glee at the arrival of yet another trunk to move about.

Giving up your clothes to keep Felicity at bay.

Not really, Tally said, putting Brutus back down on the ground and retrieving her desk from Pippin.

How so?

For if she loses it, then shell owe me a new wardrobe.

Pippin laughed, her blue eyes crinkling in the corners. And here I thought you had placed yourself on the altar for my sake. She tucked a stray strand of blonde hair back beneath her bonnet.

Hardly so, Tally said, waving one gloved hand, her gaze flitting over the jumbled luggage and landing on a woman who stood in the shade of a large tree across the yard.

About Tallys height and slim build, the lady wore widows weedsin black from head to toe. It was nearly impossible to discern her age, shadowed as her face was by the large brim of an elegant hat, but Tally found herself intrigued by the aristocratic line of her nose, and the point of the ladys chin, which lent her angular face a unique distinction.

The artist in Tally loved unusual faces, and immediately she began to memorize and catalogue the ladys features until she had time to sketch them.

But as she studied the woman, something struck her as odd. Instead of the dour, mournful expression one expected from a woman in weeds, the mysterious lady was watching the proceedings in the yard as if she were calculating something, her gloved hand gripping the gnarled, thick bark of the chestnut tree she stood beneath.

Most likely keeping her hawklike gleam on her luggage, Tally mused.

Just then the widow turned and said something to a large man behind hera servant, from his dresssnapping her fingers and speaking quickly, then pointing at the post-chaise.

Tally glanced at the dark carriage as well, then back at the lady, unable to shake the notion that something wasnt quite right herethat she was concealing more than grief beneath her black bombazine.

Besides, there was something vaguely familiar about the lady. As if Tally had seen her face before. Somewhere. But before she could place the widow, Pippin nudged her in the ribs.

Tally, are you listening to me? she asked. Do you want me to get you some tea or not?

Um, uh, no, she said, momentarily distracted from her musings.

Are you sure? her cousin insisted.

Tally glanced back at her. Oh, sorry. Yes, I would love some.

Pippin opened the door of the carriage, caught up both of their tea caddy baskets, and made her haphazard way into the inn, while Tally remained behind to stand guard.

What she would really love, she would have liked to tell Pippin, or anyone who would listen, was not to be part of this circus. Not to have to spend her summer at Hollindrake House.

She nudged a stone loose with her slipper and huffed a little sigh.

A house party. Tally begged to differ. A party implied an event filled with gaiety and amusements. What her sister had planned was nothing more than an opportunity for Felicity to lord over everyone who had naysayed her grand notions of marrying a duke.

Tally snorted in a very unladylike fashion. If that were the end of her sisters machinations, it wouldnt be so intolerable, but she knew what Felicity had truly plannedthis house party was nothing more than another way for her to work her matchmaking evil.

Oh, I should have burned that wretched Bachelor Chronicles of hers when I had the chance.

For that horrible journal of Felicitys, the one shed kept for years now, recording all the attributes and material wealth of the lords and gentleman of society, was everything that was wrong with the notion of marriageat least in Tallys estimation.

Whatever had happened to love at first sight? With finding a man who ignited ones imagination, ones heart, ones soul?

No, instead Tally was going to spend the next fortnight surrounded by perfectly eligible partis. Men specifically chosen by Felicity for their breeding, wealth and social ranking.

Like Lord Dalderby or Viscount Gossett.

This time Tally shuddered.

She knew she should be excited and grateful for this opportunity, for what unmarried chit of one and twenty wouldnt welcome the chance to be favored with an invitation to an exclusive house party stocked from the rafters to the cellar with unmarried and eligible men?

Not Tally. For the men Felicity invited were hardly the sort she desired. Someone dark and mysterious. Whod seen the world that existed beyond Englands quaint and quiet green shores.

Unfortunately for Tally, her fathers globe-trotting ways ran deeply through her veins, and the staid, predictable life her twin had chosen seemed more a prison sentence than the veritable pot of gold most viewed such an unlikely and lofty match.

No, there would be no mysterious suitors for her, no affairs of the heart, no heart-wrenching choices between the pinnacles of love and death.

She glanced once again across the frantic yard at the huge chestnut tree anchored at the corner of the stables, but the widow had gonemost likely to rescue her luggage or seek refuge from Felicitys battlefield.

Envy, sharp and piercing, stabbed Tallys heart. This widow, for all her dark and searching glances, had the one thing Tally would never haveat least not until she was lucky enough to don a widows weeds.

Her freedom.

Three days later

Oh, Thatcher, there you are, Tally said, coming to a stop in the middle of her brother-in-laws study, not even having bothered to knock. She supposed if he were any other duke, not the man whod once been their footman, shed have to view him as the toplofty and unapproachable Duke of Hollindrake, as everyone else did.

Thankfully, Thatcher never expected her to stand on formality.

The room was cast in shadows, which perfectly matched her gloomy mood over being a pawn in her sisters outrageous plans.

One of the maids said she saw a carriage arrive, she began, some wretchedly poor contraption that couldnt belong to one of Felicitys guests, and I thought it might be my missing

Her voice trailed off as Brutus came trotting up behind her, having stopped on the way down the stairs to give a footmans boot a bit of a chew. Her ever-present companion had paused for only a second before he let out a little growl, then launched himself toward a spot in a shadowed corner, as if hed spied a rat.

No, make that a very ill-looking pair of boots.

Thatcher had company? She tamped down the blush that started to rise on her cheeks, remembering that shed just insulted this unknown visitors carriage.

Oh, dash it all! What had she called it?

Some wretchedly poor contraption

Tally shot a glance at Thatcher, who nodded toward the shadows, even as a man rose up from the chair there. Immediately, the world as Tally knew it tilted, because this man had the bearing and grace of an ancient god, like watching one of the Greek sculptures Lord Hamilton had been forever collecting in Naples come to life.

A shiver ran down her spine, like a forebear of something momentous. She couldnt breathe, she couldnt move, and she knew, just knew, her entire life was about to change.

It made no sense, but then again, Tally had never put much stock in sense, common or otherwise.

If only Thatchers study wasnt so bloody dark!

Then again, Tally didnt really need to see the man, whose boot Brutus had attached himself to, to know him.

Hadnt their Nanny Jamilla always said it would happen just like this? That one day shed come face to face with the man who was her destiny and shed just know?

Even without being able to see his face, she supposed.

Perhaps it was because her heart thudded to a halt just by the way he stood, so tall and erect, even with a devilish little affenpinscher affixed to his boot.

Heavens! With Brutus thus, how could this man ever move forward?

Oh, dear! Brutus, you rag-mannered mutt, come away from there, she said, pasting her best smile on her face and wishing that she werent wearing one of Felicitys old hand-me-down gowns. And blast Felicity for her tiresome meddling, for if shed just left well enough alone and not insisted the trunks be changed around, Tallys trunk wouldnt have become lost.

You wretched little dog, are you listening to me? Come here! She snapped her fingers, and after one last, great growling chew, Brutus let go of his prize and returned to his usual place, at the hem of her gown, his black eyes fixed on the man, or rather his boots, as if waiting for any sign that he could return for another good bite.

I am so sorry, sir, Tally began. I fear his manners are terrible, but I assure you his pedigree is impeccable. His grandsire belonged to Marie Antoinette. She snapped her lips shut even as she realized she was rambling like a fool. Going on about Brutuss royal connections like the worst sort of pandering mushroom.

No offense taken, miss, he said.

Tally shivered at the rich, masculine tones of his simple acceptance of her apology. It swept over her like a caress.

Then to her delight, he came closer, moving toward Thatchers desk with catlike grace, making her think of the men shed imagined in her plays: prowling pirates and secretive spies. It was almost as if he was used to moving through shadows, aloof and confident in his own power.

Tally tamped down another shiver and leaned over to pick up Brutus, holding him tightly as if he could be the anchor she suddenly felt she needed.

Whatever was it about this man that had her feeling as if she were about to be swept away? That he was capable of catching her up in his arms and stealing her away to some secluded room where hed lock them both away. Then hed toss her atop the bed and hed strip away his jacket, his shirt, his

Tally gulped back her shock.

What the devil is wrong with me? She hadnt even met the man yet, and here she was imagining him nearly in his altogether.

Until this moment, shed never understood her sisters obsession with Hollindrake or Pippins for Captain Dashwell, but shed joined their ranks in the blink of an eye and even before shed spied more than a hint of this incomparable stranger.

Oh, dear heavens, she prayed silently, please say he is here for the house party. Please

I daresay we have met, she continued on trying to lure him forward, force him to speak again, but youll have to excuse me, Im a terrible widgeon when it comes to remembering names.

The man stepped closer, but stopped his progress when the door opened and Staines arrived, a brace of candles in hand, making a tsk, tsk sound over the lack of light in the room. The butler shot the duke a withering glance that seemed to say, You are supposed to ring for more light.

Poor Thatcher, Tally thought. He still had yet to find his footing as the Duke of Hollindrake and all that it entailed.

As the butler and the two footmen traveling in his wake went about the room lighting candles and illuminating the corners, Tally held her breath. Oh, just a few candles more and shes see her future

Have we met? she asked impatiently, and to further her cause, she shifted Brutus to one hip and stuck out her hand, which must compel the man, if he was a gentleman, to take the final steps into the circle of light.

No, I dont believe we have ever met, Miss

Oh, heavens, his voice was as smooth as the French brandy she and Felicity used to steal from their teachers wine cabinet. And it would be even better if he were whispering into her ear.

Tally, my love, what is it you desire most

Oh, now you are being a complete widgeon, she chided herself, closing her eyes, for she couldnt believe she was having such thoughts over a perfect stranger. A man shed never met. She only hoped this ridiculous tumult he was causing on her insides wasnt showing on her face.

Taking a deep breath, she unshuttered her lashes and gaped in horror at the stranger before her. This was her future? Her destiny? No! It couldnt be.

Certainly not this ordinary, rather dowdy-looking fellow blinking owlishly at her from behind a pair of dirty spectacles, his shoulders stooped over as if he carried the burden of the world upon them.

Where had he come from? She leaned over to peer past him, searching for any sign of the man shed expected, but there was no one else there.

Tally swayed a bit. Heavens, she was seeing things. If she didnt know better, shed say she was as jug-bitten as their London housekeeper, Mrs. Hutchinson.

But no, all the evidence was before her, for instead of some rakish character in a Weston jacket and perfectly polished boots, there stood a gentleman (well, she hoped he was at least a gentleman) in a coat that could best be described as lumpy, cut of some poorly dyed wool, with sleeves too short for his arms. Far too short, for his cuffs stuck out a good four inches. Then she glanced at his cravat, or rather where his cravat should be.

For in its place, to her horror, sat a vicars collar.

A vicar?

Tallys heart stopped for a second time, and not for the same reasons as earlier. She looked at his throat again, convinced shed been mistaken. He couldnt be a

Oh, gads, shed nearly made a cake of herself over aavicar.

She gulped back her mortification. How could I have been so mistaken?

And how so, for he stepped forward just then to take her hand in greetingheavens, shed forgotten shed been holding it out now for what seemed like an eternityand his fingers wound around hers in a limp grasp, and he smiled patronizingly down at her as if she were some sort of simpleton.

In truth, she rather felt like one, and it was all she could do to return his greeting with a wan smile.

At this point, her brother-in-law rose abruptly, like a nervous cat. Tally, how rude of me! This is my cousinuh, um, Mr. Milo Ryder. He paused for a second. Mr. Ryder, this is my sister-in-law, Miss Thalia Langley.

Miss Langley, he said, a pleasure to meet you. Then for just a moment, his fingers wound around hers, his grasp tightened and an unsettling shock of desire raced through her.

Tally glanced up at him and found herself looking into a pair of deep, brown eyes, a color akin to a pot of Turkish coffee like their Nanny Rana used to make for her and Felicity when they were children.

Mr. Ryders eyes held that same mysterious huea color that was rich, subtle, and tempting.

And as she looked again into his eyes, she found him searching her face, examining her, as if he sought the answer to some elusive question as well.

Tally trembled. Actually shivered, for she swore she felt him peer into her very soul. His fingers went from being flaccid to warm and hard, as they suddenly held hers with a steely determination that belied the meek collar around his throat.

Oh, dear heavens, whatever is happening? she wondered, closing her eyes and trying desperately to still her beating heart, keep herself from babbling something completely ridiculous.

And then all her romantic imaginings were gone. His fingers dropped hers, and when she looked up again, she found to her dismay that his features were now masked over, the mystery in his eyes had vanished, and he had turned to ask Thatcher something about the stabling of his horses.

Yet the moment still held Tally in its grasp.

She shook her head over Nanny Jamillas advice. That a woman just knows when shes about to fall in love.

Given that Jamilla, having been at the French court, had fallen in love enough times to fill the advertisement page of the Morning Post, Tally had to assume she knew of what she spoke, but this couldnt be!

In love? With a vicar?!

Tallys hand went to her mouth to cover the gasp that was about to escape, not that Mr. Ryder noticed overly much for he was blandly nodding at something Thatcher was saying about the pastures.

So he was staying? And for some time, by the sound of it.

Tally pressed her lips together. Oh, she could only imagine Felicitys reaction to this uninvited guest. Even if he was Thatchers cousin.

Tally almost felt sorry him. Without even an Honorable or a Sir Charles or a Sir John attached to his name. Felicity would be cross as crabs over his arrival.

As if on cue, her sister, the Duchess of Hollindrake, breezed into the room. Oh, Thatcher, there you are! I was about to call you to dinner, but I was delayed by She stopped in mid-sentence at the sight of her husbands guest, and to her credit, she smiled widely, that is until her sharp gaze landed on his less-than-fashionable cuffs.

Felicity, how perfect. I was just about to send for you, the duke said. Look who has arrived: my cousin, Mr. Ryder.

Tally took a step back, not that Felicity would make a scene in front of a guest, but, well, it was just best to be out of the line of fire where Felicity was concerned.

But to Tallys shock the wide smile continued to spread across her face and she held out her hand in greeting. Cousin Ryder! What a charming surprise! I must say, I thought you were going to arrive next week

Tally looked in shock at her sister and then back at Mr. Ryder. He had been expected?

He moved forward without any measure of grace, nearly treading on Tallys toes in the process. Well, IIIIthat is to say, III, he stammered. I hope my early arrival isnt ananan inconvenience, for I arrived in London a week past, with the idea of staying with our cousin, Lady Bethsheba, but I discovered her suddenly out of townimagine that! And with the costs too dear to stay on my ownfor you cannot believe the prices associated with a stay in London and though I have inherited of late, I daresay parting with funds at such extortionate rates taxes my sensibilities undulyso I made the unpardonable decision to impose myself upon your kindness earlier than I had been expected.

Tally cringed. Oh, goodness, hes quite the mushroom, and a pinchpurse.

Good luck matching him, Duchess, she thought, using not her sisters title, but the childhood nickname Felicity had carried into adulthood.

Meanwhile, Felicity had wound her arm around Mr. Ryders and was leading him from the study. Perhaps your early arrival is most fortuitous, sir. Since you are intent on finding a wifeshe looked him over againYes, well, perhaps it is best youve come early, for I believe we do have our work cut out, if you dont mind my saying. And there is no time like the present to begin.

Um, Ithat is to say he stammered anew, glancing over his shoulder at Thatcher as if he expected the duke to step in and save the day.

Tally nearly smiled. Mr. Ryder had asked Felicity to find him a wife? Oh, the poor man. But she wouldnt have been in a rush to pity Mr. Ryder if she had known what Felicity had in mind next.

The duchess glanced over at her sister. Tally, Ill need your help with Mr. Ryder.

Me?

Of course, you! Felicitys smile widened, which was never a good sign. Like a cat about to pounce. Unless you have something better to do?

She could think of a thousand things, quite frankly, for this situation had all the early warnings of an impending shipwreck. I was actually about to

Not that her sister was listening, having already launched into her plans, explaining them in depth to her unlikely parti. Now, Cousin Ryder, Ill see you settled in your room and then once youve had a chance to clean up, please join us all for dinner. She smiled at the poor vicar. Ill have you seated next to me, so we can discuss which of the ladies Ive invited might suit you best. Though I think you will be quite pleased with the one particular lady I have in mind. Have you heard of Miss Esmerelda DeFisser?

Tallys head spun. Miss DeFisser? Was her sister mad? Whatever made Felicity think that an heiress of rank and privilege would look twice at a vicar? And a scruffy one at that? Oh, he might be one of Thatchers relations, but the connection was hardly enough to entice Miss DeFisser into becoming a country parsons wife.

But there it was, that look of unholy determination on Felicitys face, and Tally knew there was nothing that could stop her sister from promoting the improbable match.

She glanced heavenward. She didnt know who she pitied more. Mr. Ryder or Miss DeFisser. And further, for some odd reason, she found the idea of Mr. Ryder being matched to any woman quite disconcerting.

And why, she knew not, for it wasnt as if she had the least bit of interest in him.

None whatsoever, she told herself as she followed him and Felicity out of the study. That is, until he passed through the shadows, and for a moment, she spied him as she had earlierrakish and mysterious. Perhaps it was the ragged cut of his hair falling past his collar or the way for the tiniest second his shoulders straightened and he looked so much taller.

Then she blinked and the rake was gone, leaving Tally wondering for once at her own sanity more so than her sisters.







Chapter 2


The Reverend Milo Ryder

b. 1789

Current residence: Eveling House

The vicar of Bindley-by-the-Way in Lincolnshire, Mr. Ryder received his ordination five years ago. Truly if the man wasnt Hollindrakes cousin on his grandmothers side and hadnt had the good fortune to inherit from an even further removed great-aunt, he would never have made it into my Chronicles. But alas, now that he possesses a house and a respectable fortune, he must be matched.

The Bachelor Chronicles






Miss, where do you want your trunk? the footman asked as he and another fellow, recruited from the fields by the look of him, entered the suite of rooms that Felicity had set aside for Tally, Pippin, and Aunt Minty.

Tally glanced up from the desk where shed been sitting sketching. The spot afforded her the last bit of evening light and a pretty view of the maze below. Over the past few days, shed spent much of her time (when Felicity didnt have her running a thousand and one errands over the ducal estate) trying to sketch from memory the widow from the posting inn.

Pippin sat up smiling, for shed been hunched over a letter to her errant brother, and wiped the ink from her fingers.

Finally, Tally thought as the pair set the large black trunk down in the middle of the room with a heavy thud. Her luggage had been found.

Pippin and Tally both shot a hurried glance in the direction of Aunt Mintys room, which adjoined theirs, hoping the noise hadnt awakened their sleeping companion.

Thank you both, Tally whispered as the men left, and then opened her writing desk to fetch the trunk key. When she turned around, key in hand, she looked again at the trunk.

Oh, heavens, that is not mine, she said to Pippin, pointing at the battered piece now taking up a good part of the parlor they shared.

Certainly hers was similarfor didnt all traveling trunks look alike?but this one was not hers, of that she had no doubt.

Tally groaned. Of course it wasnt Felicitys trunks that had gone astray, but hers. Her only trunk. With all her new clothes.

Do you want me to fetch them back? Pippin asked, moving toward the door.

As much as she wanted to order the footmen to take it back downstairs and drop it on her sisters head, she doubted there was much chance of them doing that. So instead Tally said, No. Sit and finish your letter. Well leave it be for now, and after dinner Ill ask Thatcher to send someone back to the posting innyet againand see if my trunk has been returned there. She paced around the well-worn piece. I could just strangle my sister, she said. Now I havent anything to wear tonight.

Pippin glanced over at her. What is so special about tonight?

Nothing! Tally said, a little too adamantly, and even as she heard the note in her voice, she turned away from Pippin for fear her astute cousin would see the blush on her cheeks.

So that wasnt the entire truth, she conceded silently. He was going to be there. In the hour since Mr. Ryder had arrived, Tally had been unable to shake a niggling notion that there was more to the man than met the eye.

No, she knew what shed seena rakish, mysterious man. It wasnt just what she thought shed seen, but also what shed heard. His voice. Not that tremulous stutter hed fobbed off on her sister, but the one hed used earlier.

No offense taken, miss.

Hed spoken like a man whod been in command. Or was used to getting his way. Then there were his eyes, that searching, penetrating glance hed cast over her like a net. Hed taken her measure in that moment, and she wondered down to her toes what hed thought of her.

If hed found her as maddeningly perplexing as she found him. Or worse, if he thought nothing more of her than Hollindrakes very ill-mannered sister-in-law.

Whatever is wrong, Tally? Pippin asked.

Nothing, she said quickly. Then amending that to add, Its just that I am tired of wearing Felicitys old gowns. I find it very vexing she wont share one of her new ones and I am stuck wearing these old things. She held out the fine muslin as if it were rags. My sister is a wretched, interfering, pestilent

Eh, eh, eh, Pippin said, shaking her finger. Remember, we agreed to go along with thisthis

Tally knew exactly what her cousin was about to say, so she offered the kinder description. House party?

Pippin smiled. For privately they referred to it as Felicitys Infernal Folly.

Tally paced a few more steps around the trunk. If only Mr. Thurber would agree to produce our playthen wed have money of our own and wouldnt have to depend on her wretched charity.

Or her meddling matchmaking.

Well, he hasnt, Pippin said, with her usual practicality. And so we must make the best of our situation.

Harrumph! Tally replied as she sat down on the beast of a trunk that had started her tirade.

I wonder whose that is? Pippin murmured as she eyed the large piece of luggage. They are probably as unhappy as you are to have their belongings missing. She paused for a second. Perhaps we could try to discover who owns it and reunite them.

Tally glanced down at it. There arent even any initials, she said, shaking her head. But there is another way to find out. She returned to her writing desk, tucked her own trunk key away and set to work rummaging around inside, eventually smiling as she discovered what she was looking for amidst the pen nibs, bits of charcoal, sealing wax, and other treasures she kept tucked inside.

When she held up her set of lock picks, Pippins eyes widened.

Tally, you mustnt!

Why not? she said eyeing the thick lock on the front of the trunk. I dont see how else we can discover who this belongs to. She knelt before it and took another gander at the lock before setting to work.

While the exclusive Bath school, Miss Emerys Establishment for the Education of Genteel Ladies, that Pippin, Tally, and Felicity had attended was known for producing some of the most accomplished young ladies in Society, there were a few students whoseahemunusual upbringing had brought them to Bath with some scandalous skills, ones that they were all too happy to share with their fellow schoolmates, who welcomed the diversion from lessons on proper table settings and dance steps.

Always curious, Tally had learned how to pick locks from their former classmate, Miss Kathleen Escottalbeit only to open Miss Emerys wine cabinet on occasion. Ironically, the skill had turned out to be handy over the years in getting past the occasional secured door, a jail cell padlock, or in this case, a mysterious trunk. A talent far more useful than Miss Emerys countless lectures on subjects such as how long one must wear black upon the death of a second cousin once removed.

Do be still, she admonished as Pippin paced behind her. I cant concentrate with you fluttering about.

Tally, this is wrong! What if the rightful owner takes offense to you having searched through their belongings? They might accuse you of stealing something.

She paused and glanced over her shoulder. Youre going to lecture me on larceny? Besides, it was your idea to find the owner. How else are we to discover who it belongs to if we dont open it?

Pippin had the good sense to blush and then held up her hands and backed away.

Tally laughed and went back to work. After a few more seconds of concentration the tumblers clicked into place, and the lock opened. She leaned back, grinning at her success. Youd best leave if you dont want to be part of this.

Pippin glanced at the door, her lips pursed together. Oh, bother. In for a penny, in for a pound.

So I thought, Tally said, getting up and tugging open the lid.

Pippin peered over her shoulder. How disappointing. I had rather hoped for something exciting. A gentlemans secret treasure trove, or at the very least, an elegant ladys collection of shoes and fans.

Instead, the only thing that met their eyes was a length of jet bombazine that made up a standard widows gown.

Hmm, Tally said. I wonder if this is her trunk.

Whose trunk?

The widow at the posting inn. Tally ran her hand over the bombazine, and the silk wasnt the cheap sort shed expected, but a rich, dense fabric that was far too dear for just ordinary mourning, meant only to be donned for a few months.

I dont recall seeing a widow, Pippin said, before an awed O-o-oh escaped her lips as she touched the silk. This must have

Cost a fortune, Tally said, holding up the bombazine, and realizing it was about her size. Carefully she laid it on the bed, wondering what sort of woman would invest so much in a gown that would only be worn temporarily. She must have loved him very much, she said, more to herself than to her cousin, but Pippin, with her sharp ears had heard her.

Maybe, or mayhap he left her a very rich portion.

Tally giggled. Then shes honoring his memory quite splendidly by throwing away his fortune on elegant gowns. She traced her hand over the silk again, only to whirl around when she heard Pippin gasp. What is it?

Then Tally gasped as well as she beheld the dress Pippin was holding. A gown the likes of which neither of them had ever seen.

Tallys mouth fell open. Golly sakes. Why Ive never

But before she could say more, a voice that stopped them both in their tracks interrupted their search.

Yes, yes, I know dinner is in a half hour. Please tell Staines to set a place for the dukes cousin, Mr. Ryder. I would like him seated next to me.

There was a murmured, Yes, Your Grace, before Felicitys determined footsteps echoed anew down the hall.

Oh, dear, shes coming, Pippin whispered.

Without another word, they stuffed the priceless silk and the gown Pippin held back into the trunk, and closed the lid just as the door to their room swung open.

Felicity walked into the room with all her usual authority. It wasnt as if becoming a duchess had made her this way, shed been born to the role. Tally! Pippin! You arent dressed!

Felicity, I hardly see why we must go to all this fuss when it is only family Tally began.

Her sisters brow rose only a fraction but it was enough to stop her twin. Yes, that may be so, but tomorrow it wont be. Our guests will start arriving first thing in the afternoon and I want to make sure the staff andshe shot a reproving glance at her sister and cousineveryone else is up to the task. I have too many hopes attached to this house partyaspirations for all of us

Which Tally knew meant finding them husbands. Eligible ones. Lofty ones. Dull ones.

Felicity, meanwhile, continued on, blithely ignorant of the anarchy brewing in her sisters heart, and if this house party is a success, as I am sure it will be, imagine next Season, when we return to London

Tally and Pippin shared a glance. They both had other plans for next yearas long as Mr. Thurber bought their playand those plans did not include spending their days being foisted upon Society by Felicity.

And they certainly didnt involve finding themselves entangled with some dull viscount orvicar

Tally shook that wayward thought of Mr. Ryder from her mind and tried hard to concentrate on what Felicity was nattering on about.

Not that it was hard to discernfor Felicity had only two subjects on her mind of late: making her house party a blazing social triumph, and successfully mining her Bachelor Chronicles for likely marital candidates for Tally and Pippin.

But even Felicity could be diverted on occasion, and this time she paused mid-sentence, tipped her head and spied the trunk behind Pippin and Tally. Well, that is good news. Your trunk has arrived.

But it isnt Pippin started to say before Tally nudged her sharply in the ribs to stop her from finishing.

isnt too late for my clothes to arrive, Tally said. How fortunate for me.

Pippin nodded wordlessly in agreement, flicking a sideways glance at Tally as if she wasnt too sure what her cousin was up to.

Or that she wanted to be any part of it.

Well now you can dress appropriately for dinner and Ill hear no more complaints about you not having anything to wear, Felicity said, waving her hands at them and turning to leave. Dont forget to include Mr. Ryder in your conversations, Tally. I expect your help in getting him up to snuff before Miss DeFisser arrives. Perhaps you can invite him to play cards after dinner or take him for a walk and see where his interests lie, so I can decide how best to proceed with him. Her sister heaved an aggrieved sigh. I fear he is not the man I expected. I had thought that a cousin of Thatchers would be moremore She paused, for Tally knew exactly what she meant.

More promising.

Felicity sighed and continued by saying, There is nothing to be done now except to make do. And for that, Tally, I need you to be most attentive to Mr. Ryder.

Me?! Tally began to protest, but was cut off by a tsk, tsk from her twin.

I am not asking all that much, Felicity said. Just discover if there is anything interesting about the man so we can use those details to entice Miss De Fisser into marrying him.

Interesting the word brought images of her first impressions of him. Of a rake who could seduce a woman with barely a glance. A pirate out to steal a ladys heart. A highwayman

Even as she began to imagine him in a black coat and atop a dark stallion, Pippin nudged her out of her reverie.

and then tomorrow, Felicity was saying, we must see how capable Mr. Ryder is at riding and bowling, and of course, dancing.

You want me to dance with him? Tally sputtered, not so much as a question, but more of a protest.

Felicity paused and stared at her as if Tally had just begged off in favor of deportation to Botany Bay. But of course you are to dance with him. Tallywhatever is wrong with you? Cant you see how important this is to me? Im only asking you to make an impression upon Mr. Ryder so he will trust you and listen to you, so that when you make a few well-meaning and very necessary recommendations as to how he could dress better, and appear more, shall we say, gentlemanly, hell listen.

Tallys list of protests as to the madness of her sisters plan grew so long, they bottled up in her throat, leaving her speechless.

Felicity, of course, failed to notice. Dinner is in half an hour. Please dont be late. She left as quickly as shed arrived, and even before the door was closed, they heard her issuing orders to whatever hapless servant happened to be in the hall.

Wellingtons troops had an easier time of it, Tally managed to choke out. Shes impossible!

Pippin chuckled, pushing off the trunk. She is determined, I will say that.

You are only smiling because she isnt tossing you toward that wretched Mr. Ryder. Tally pressed her lips together and set to work getting the trunk lid propped back open.

Youve met him?

Tally nodded. When I went down to ask Thatcher about my trunk, he was there.

Pippin paused, her hand resting atop the black silk. And?

Wrinkling her nose, she replied, Hes a veritable country parson. Not unlike Vicar Vials in our play.

Pippin laughed. Say no more. No wonder Felicity is in such a state. She plucked the black silk out revealing the real treasure inside, the one theyd hidden from the duchess so hastilya black velvet gown, bejeweled and bedazzling with silver embroidery and pearls sewn into intricate designs.

The two of them stood gaping at the elegant confection, Felicity and
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