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London, June 1812

Blissful silence.

Lucinda Palgrave, Countess Denbigh, lifted her ear from the cool wood of her husband’s adjoining chamber door. She wanted to laugh out loud. To twirl. To yell, “No, Denbigh!” It was a giddy sensation, like drinking too much champagne. And utterly inappropriate. Fingers pressed to her lips, she glided out of her bedroom and into the hallway.

A figure in black loomed in front of her.

She gasped, a hand at her throat, her heart pounding wildly. Dash it all. Why did the butler have to creep up on her? The supercilious beast ought to care more for life and limb, since according to Denbigh, a mere bump from her hip would knock a man flat. Oh, for the courage to try.

“Yes, Galloway?”

The butler smirked. “Tea awaits you in the drawing room, my lady. As does his lordship.”

The lightness dissipated in a sickening rush. She swallowed the sour taste of disappointment tinged with the acid of fear. “Thank you, Galloway. Please have two places set for dinner.”

The butler’s smirk broadened. “His lordship does not intend to dine at home, my lady.”

Relief dulled her irritation at the man’s triumphant expression. “Very well. That will be all, thank you.” She skirted around him.

He gave as much ground as he might for a passing chambermaid.

Anger spread out from her chest in hot slow waves. She damped it down. One of these days, she really would speak to Galloway about his insolence. She flattened a hand against her collarbone. But not now. Not while Denbigh waited.

She pattered along the hall, the jewel-toned runner seeming to taunt her with its brightness. With one hot, damp palm on the smooth balustrade, she sped down the curving oak staircase to the first floor of their Mayfair townhouse. Hurry, her heartbeat goaded. He hated when she was late. Not too fast, she reminded herself. He despised her when she arrived all hot and flustered. Dammit. He hated whatever she did.

In the hallway, she confronted the white drawing-room door and drew in a breath. Smoothing her ivory skirts, she stole a moment to hide the rapid beat of her heart behind a calm demeanor and sucked in her stomach. Slowly, she eased open the door. The tall windows at the west end of the room cast bars of light across the cream-colored carpet, yet the blue walls and white paint gave the room a chilly feel.

Brandy in hand and not a blond hair out of place, her husband, the Earl of Denbigh, slouched on the royal-blue velvet sofa beside the marble hearth. Slender legs crossed at the ankles, he acknowledged her entrance with a sulky grimace. It ruined his Apollo-like handsomeness. Had she really thought his brooding expression romantic? She lowered her lashes to hide the disloyal thought.

“Good afternoon, Denbigh,” she murmured.

“For God’s sake, stop hovering and sit down.”

She scurried to the chair behind the tea tray and perched on its edge.

He glared at her over the rim of his glass. “Where the hell were you?”

Her pulse jumped, despite the mild tone. She measured the brandy in his glass. The worst of his rants happened after the third refill. At the moment his eyes seemed clear, his words crisp. She offered a smile. “I was dressing for dinner.”

The disparaging glance he ran over her person chilled her to the bone. “I can’t think why you bother.”

A flare of something hot ignited inside her and burnt its way up to her tongue. Only by clenching her jaw did she prevent its eruption in angry words. She inhaled slowly. “I didn’t expect you this afternoon.” She gestured to the tray. “Can I offer you a dish of bohea?”

As his gaze shifted to the tray, she winced. The chef had outdone himself today. Not only did the tiered cake dish contain her favorite lemon tarts, but he’d included several slices of iced fruitcake and a selection of marchpane fancies. She swallowed.

Denbigh must have caught the involuntary motion, because his lip curled in distaste. “Dear God, are you planning to gobble down the whole lot?”

“No, I—”

“There’s no one else here to eat it.”

“But I—”

“What happened to the regimen of water biscuits and vinegar the doctor suggested? How can it work if you are too greedy to try it for less than a week?” He gave a derisive snort. “A cow like you would need months to see any improvement.”

“I felt unwell.” The diet made her feel weak and, worst of all, seemed to make her crave sweet things more than usual. “If you dislike me so much, why did you marry me?”

His eyes narrowed, and the pout became more pronounced. “You were supposed to be the answer to my money problems, not eat me out of house and home. You were also supposed to provide me with an heir.”

A rush of heat scorched her cheeks. Shame mixed with fury in a volcanic blend. “My father provides a generous allowance every month. If you’d just live within your means—” From the way his nostrils flared, she’d gone too far.

“Do you have any idea what it costs to keep up this establishment?”

She stared at him, her jaw slack. “Of course I know. I am paying for most of it from the clothing allowance my father provides. If you’d just let me help you with your finances—”

“You don’t think I am going to let you dabble your fat fingers in my affairs, do you? Next, your father will be trying to run my life.”

Without her help, they were headed for dun territory. “I always helped Father with his investments. Look how he prospered. Why not let me help you?” Blindly, she reached for a delicate lemon-filled pastry.

Denbigh reached across the table and grabbed her wrist. Pain shot up her arm. “Put it down, Lucinda.”

Like a dog ordered to put down a bone, she dropped the tart. Shriveled to insignificance on the inside, she attempted to meet his hard gaze. Her vision blurred and wavered. She blinked away the hot, welling tears and reached for the teapot. Anything to fill the dreadful silence. The spout chinked miserably on the cup’s rim, but she managed to pour without spilling a drop.

The earthy aroma filled her nostrils. She sipped at the comforting brew. “If you had not gambled away my dowry, you would not need to ask my father for an allowance.”

The glare returned. “I would not need to ask him for money if you’d give me yours.” He drained his glass in one gulp and rose.

She repressed a flinch as he loomed over her. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like a cup of tea?” she asked,

“No.” He rang the bell and then strode to the console and the brandy decanter. With his back to her, he poured yet another glass.

A fashionable man, her husband, with his clothes cut to perfection and his air of sophistication. No wonder her family had been overjoyed when she’d attracted his attention. The handsome young nobleman had seemed so . . . perfect, so smitten, the moment she made her debut in London. Smitten by the news of her fortune, she had later discovered.

What a fool not to see behind the charm, she who thought herself so astute. Clearly the business world was far easier to understand than jaded, cynical members of the ton. She should never have left Yorkshire.

Galloway scratched and entered. “You rang, my lord.”

“Yes. Her ladyship is finished.”

Lucinda’s stomach gurgled a protest. She had eaten nothing but dry biscuits with water since dinner yesterday.

Denbigh glared at her.

She licked her lips and resisted the urge to snatch a piece of fruitcake before Galloway picked up the tray.

The front doorbell jangled.

Galloway looked at his master. “James will answer it, my lord. I will return this to the kitchen.”

Denbigh nodded. He returned to his seat and crossed one slender thigh over the other, a pose designed to display the swell of a finely muscled calf. As usual, he made her feel out of proportion.

How many hours until dinner? Too many. But soon Denbigh would go to his club, and then she’d wander down to the kitchen and check on the progress of the evening meal. Nothing more natural than the lady of the house making sure the food was edible. She had her own way of dealing with Denbigh’s commands.

Voices in the downstairs hall broke the silence. “Who can that be?” she said with forced brightness.

“It’s Vale.” He pushed to his feet.

The Duke of Vale. A shudder of distaste shook her frame. “Then I will leave you to greet him.”

“You will stay. And you will make him welcome.”

She bowed her head in acquiescence. She would not engage her husband in an argument about a man she had learned to despise during the course of her marriage.

“Damnation. With all your arguing, I almost forgot. The whole reason for my wanting to see you this afternoon was to tell you that we go to Sussex the day after tomorrow. The carriage is ordered for noon. Be ready.”

For a moment, she didn’t process the words. “Denbigh Hall, you mean?”

“Where else?”

They had not been to her husband’s country estate since their honeymoon. He hated the country as much as she loved it. She clasped her cold hands together. Perhaps in the peace of the countryside she could find a way to please him, to give him his heir.

He glowered. “For God’s sake, stop making sheep’s eyes at me.”

She winced and shrank into her chair, hunching her shoulders, folding her hands in her lap. “How long shall we be away?”

“A week or two. I have invited a party of friends to join us.”

The faint whisper of hope for a new beginning evaporated. “Friends?” A sense of foreboding formed in her mind, making it hard to breathe. “Surely you do not want me there.”

“I need you to play hostess.”

“I prefer to remain here. My parents are coming to town this week. They invited us for dinner. Surely you have not forgotten?” She twisted her hands, aware of her fatal mistake even as his chiseled jaw hardened and the skin across his finely angled cheekbones tightened. She braced herself for another outburst.

He shuddered. “How could I possibly forget the invasion of a pack of country yokels about to inflict another fat sow on society?”

Enough was enough. Aware that any moment Vale would be upon them, she kept her voice low. “My sister is beautiful and sweet-natured.” The longing to bask in the warmth of her family’s love brought a sudden lump to her throat. Moisture prickled at the back of her nose. No crying. Not in front of him. She sniffed. “And our family name is just as old as yours, Denbigh. And equally good, if not better.”

He chuckled. “Oh, indeed. Your family had nothing but a pile of stones and a few acres of sheep until the war. Face it, Lucinda, your father stinks of the shop. For God’s sake, do you think I want that to rub off on me?”

“My father’s business investments are nothing to be ashamed of. You don’t balk at his money.”

A knock on the door silenced her furious words.

It opened to reveal the tall, spare figure of the Duke of Vale. He sauntered in. Apart from his impeccably starched white cravat, he wore only black. The ladies of the ton swooned over his exquisite style and admired his ebony hair, fine gray eyes and noble features. They gossiped behind their fans about his conquests. To Lucinda, his cynical mouth and straight black brows looked satanic. His implacable silences interspersed with cutting remarks jarred her nerves. More than anything, she hated the way he led her husband down the road to ruin.

A sneer curled Vale’s thin lips as he perused the room through a quizzing glass held in an elegant white hand. “Lady Denbigh, your servant.”

She rose and curtseyed. “Your grace.”

He let the quizzing glass fall to dangle from its ribbon around his neck. “Please, don’t get up on my account.”

Happy to be ignored, she sank into her seat.

“Denbigh, aren’t you ready?” Vale sounded impatient, despite his languid posture.

“Care for a brandy, Vale?” Denbigh gestured to the decanter. “Had it shipped up from Rye yesterday.”

She dug her fingers into the fabric on the chair arms. Say no.

“Pettigrew expects us for dinner at White’s,” Vale said.

“Let him wait.” Denbigh sauntered over to pour a glass for the duke. “The countess and I were discussing our removal to Denbigh Hall.”

Vale’s hooded glance moved swiftly from Denbigh to her. “I had no idea Lady Denbigh intended to go along. Perhaps I will cry off from Otford’s party and join you after all.”

“She’ll ensure things run smoothly,” Denbigh said. He handed Vale a goblet. “It’s about all she can do.”

Swirling the amber liquid, his long slender fingers curled around the stem, the duke’s gaze returned to her face. This time she gave him stare for stare and felt a little rush of pride when he shifted his attention back to his brandy. His lips curved in a cold smile. “I am sure you will enjoy our company, Lady Denbigh. Your husband has all manner of interesting pursuits in store for the ladies of the party.”

Denbigh’s sneer, a pale imitation of the duke’s, grew more pronounced. “My wife ain’t into our kind of pleasures, Vale. But she can organize a damnably fine dinner. Food is her special talent. Isn’t it, my dear?”

Lucinda repressed a wince.

Vale studied her for a moment. His cold gaze seemed to see right inside to the tears and the misery. “Oh, but meat satisfies only one of the appetites. I am sure Lady Denbigh would like to sample sweeter delights.” His voice had the purr of a satisfied cat.

A hot flush seared her neck and burned all the way to her hairline. Hateful man. She clenched her fists in the folds of her skirts. “I am more than satisfied with simple English fare, your grace.”

The duke toyed with his quizzing glass. “Dear lady, if we are to be in each other’s company for the next few days, you must call me Julian. I certainly look forward to getting to know you better.” His soft voice scraped her nerves like metal grating on stone. She shivered, fighting the urge to run for the door.

To her relief, he kept his chilly gaze fixed on Denbigh. “You have told Lady Denbigh about the er . . . female company, of course?” he drawled. “She will outrank them all. The little darlings will gnash their teeth.”

“In that case, perhaps it will be better if I stayed in London,” Lucinda said. She bit her lip as Denbigh swung around to face her, his color high.

Inside, deep inside, she cringed. Once more, she’d let her tongue run ahead of her thoughts.

In long impatient strides Denbigh crossed to her chair, his brow lowered, his mouth hard. “No, it won’t be better. I certainly do not want Lady Elizabeth bothered with the ordering of the house while I am entertaining.”

A chill flashed through her, like a cold plunge on a hot day. Lady Elizabeth Trubshaw, a widow as slender as a willow and her husband’s longtime mistress, was to make one of the party. How could he be so cruel as to humiliate her with his other woman in front of Vale and the rest of his rakish friends? Knowing the least sign of annoyance would further incite his temper, she kept her voice reasonable. “The housekeeper at Denbigh Hall is quite capable of seeing to your guests’ needs. My parents are expecting me for dinner at the end of the week.”

If only she could throw herself into her mother’s arms and let her make everything better. She blinked away a sudden rush of tears.

Anger radiated from the rigid set of her husband’s shoulders. “Another feast to gorge at? Do you put your family before my wishes?”

Had he had more to drink that she’d suspected? Her heart beat a nervous tattoo. Do not shrink. Do not press back into the safety of the cushions. A show of fear only intensified the cruelty of his tongue. She intertwined her fingers, resisting the urge to protect her throat. “But I promised them.” Dash it. She sounded like a whiny child instead of a grown married woman.

“I don’t care,” Denbigh said. “I gave the housekeeper leave to visit her family. I need you at Denbigh Hall.”

If only he truly did need her, things might be different. She caught her bottom lip in her teeth to stem another flow of words.

Vale strolled to the window. One hand on the shutter, he gazed down into the street. The golden light cast his face into the burnished angles and shadowed hollows of some unearthly creature of nightmares. “You see, Lady Denbigh,” he murmured, “when we have our special parties, we prefer not to . . . disturb old family retainers with our festivities.”

He swung around to face her, a question mark of dark hair curling on his high forehead and the sardonic curl to his lips more pronounced. “We prefer to keep our activities within the family, so to speak.” He bowed. “I shall be only too pleased to introduce you to the full range of diversion we offer the women who join us. I am sure once you have savored the array of delicacies, you will find your appetite returning again and again.”

Her mouth dried. The tightness in her chest increased. She could scarcely credit the unabashed lascivious meaning in every word. Her skin crawled as if steeped in filth.

Denbigh grinned at his friend like some besotted schoolboy. Did he not realize what Vale was saying? Or did he really not care?

“If you think you can stir my wife’s blood,” Denbigh said, “you are welcome to try.” He glanced down at her. “All she cares about is her next meal. I doubt even your famous charm can break through her wall of ice.”

The duke had as much charm as an adder.

“I shall look forward to making the attempt,” Vale whispered, his suddenly limpid gaze scanning her from head to heel.

Over her dead body. The desperate thought sent a shiver down her spine. She could almost believe Denbigh would welcome any release from his marriage. Damn him. And damn the duke. She would not be intimidated by a pair of shiftless wretches. She rose to her feet.

When Denbigh stepped back to avoid coming into contact with her body, she squashed a smile of triumph. It was all bravado, a saving of face, to little purpose. Unless she did something about her predicament.

“Please excuse me, gentlemen,” she said, surprised at the steadiness in her voice, “but if I am to prepare for a journey to Sussex, I have a great deal to do.”

Denbigh narrowed his eyes on her face, and she tried not to squirm. “I’ll meet you outside, Vale. I need a word with my wife.”

The duke hesitated. An expression flickered across his impassive face. It might have been regret or boredom. She didn’t know; nor did she care.

With languid grace, Vale bowed. “Farewell, Lady Denbigh. Don’t be long, Denbigh. My groom hates to keep my cattle idle in the street for too long.” He sauntered from the room.

Her knees quivered with the strain of remaining upright before Denbigh’s intent stare. The tremble vibrated deep in her bones. Why did he need to speak to her? She’d agreed to what he wanted, but from the suspicious glint in his eye, she’d given in too easily. For all his foppishness, Denbigh was no fool. Look how easily he had tricked her into this parody of a marriage and her father out of a fortune.

She clenched her fists at her sides, lifted her chin, and held his gaze.

The sound of the front door closing brought Denbigh to life. He placed a hand on her shoulder. She tried not to flinch but knew she had failed when his fingers ground against her bones. “I don’t trust you.” His controlled undertone frightened her more than his shouting.

“I have never given you the kind of reason for mistrust you have given me.” Inwardly, she groaned. Would she never learn the trick of silence?

His gaze dropped to his hand on her shoulder. “If you had simply done as I asked, that would never have happened.”

One of life’s little lessons, as Father used to say. She pressed her lips together. Her tongue might be swifter than Denbigh’s, her brain quicker, but even though she equaled him in weight and height, he reminded her with increased pressure on her collarbone that his greater strength always won out.

“You will make the arrangements for tomorrow,” he said.

“Yes, Denbigh.”

He gave her a shake. “Don’t think about running off to your precious family, Lucinda. You must obey me. If Vale is pleased, he will drop all kinds of blunt at the faro table. He always does. And since I will be banker, it will help repair some of my losses. You will do everything you can to please him. Do you understand? Everything.”

The finality in his tone confirmed what she had suspected for months. Denbigh cared nothing for her or their marriage. Defeat weighted her shoulders. Hopelessness dragged at her spine.

“Well?” he rapped out.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I understand.”

His gaze searched her face. Once she had thought his eyes the most wonderful shade of blue. Now she saw only shattered hopes. Emptiness filled her chest. She welcomed the numbness.

His expression turned sweet, cajoling. “Unless you can help me out from your allowance this month?”

She wasn’t fool enough to fall for that ploy. Not again. Not unless she wanted the bailiffs at the door. Even if she gave him every penny to be rid of him, he would send for her the moment he lost at the tables.

She glanced away, fearful he would see the lie on her face. “I spent it on the bills, your tailor, the servants.” She brought her gaze back to his handsome face. “I bought this gown.”

“What possessed you to choose such a hideous color?” Like talons, his fingers dug deeper into the sensitive hollow at her shoulder. “For God’s sake, do not pay any more bills without asking me first.”

“We will be ruined.”

“Will we?” He gave a hard laugh. “Do you think your father will allow his precious daughter to starve?”

Dizzy from lack of air, she felt nauseous. His scorn buffeted her, weakening her fragile hold on what little remained of herself. She clasped her hands at her breast. “Denbigh, if you have money troubles, there are other ways than gambling to solve them. Even small amounts invested carefully will reap good profits. I could help you, the way I helped my father.”

“You, my dear, are of no use at all unless you can produce the next Earl of Denbigh.”

Barren. The word hung between them, cold and hard and empty. All fight went out of her, leaving her limp and completely exhausted. The one thing she wanted most in the world, she had been unable to deliver. She’d tried every remedy—herbals, lying in bed for days—nothing the doctors suggested had worked. As a woman, she was a failure.

He released her shoulder, and she rubbed her aching flesh.

A look of remorse crossed his face. “Did I hurt you?” He brushed his knuckles across her collarbone. “I didn’t mean it. You make me so angry sometimes that I don’t know what I’m doing.” He flashed her a regretful smile, his face once more charming and handsome.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said dully.

His smile brightened. “Spend tomorrow preparing to leave. I’m relying on you.” He strode for the door. Hand on the knob, he turned and flashed his wonderful smile. “I’ll tell the chef you are back on your diet. Have a pleasant evening, wife. I will see you in the morning.” With a cheery wave he whisked out the door.

Blast him. She longed to wring his neck. If she thought it would bring him to his senses . . . she’d give it a try. She stared at the gleaming white door. It might just as well be the bars of a cage. She had no choice but to go to Denbigh Hall. The thought of entertaining his rakish friends drove bile into her throat. She pressed a hand to her lips, afraid she might be sick on the carpet. She sank into the chair she had vacated with all the pride of a countess and buried her face in her hands.

Was the disastrous state of her marriage really her fault? She had tried to please her husband, longed to make him happy, and sought his affection. Yet he despised her, and not only because she could not give him an heir. He didn’t like her. Perhaps if she had borne a child in the first year of their marriage, things would have turned out better. Her arms ached for a child. She loved them and had hoped for a large family like that of her parents. Instead, her body was an empty shell, without value. The hot tears she’d fought each month when her courses appeared welled over.

How could she go to Denbigh Hall and be subjected to the kind of shame Vale had described in loving detail? She swallowed a sob. How could she not? If her family interfered between her and Denbigh, it would put them in a terrible position. Such a scandal might ruin her younger sisters’ chances of making good matches. Truly it seemed as if her wings were clipped like those of the caged linnets she had seen at the fair as a child. Even if she slipped through the bars, she could not fly.

Or could she? Did she really have no choice? In a blur, she fumbled in her reticule for her handkerchief. She swiped the damp from her cheeks.

She stared at the little scrap of cloth edged in lace, one of a set of six hemmed by a child full of hopes. The carefully embroidered L entwined with tiny purple flowers waited for the initial of the man who would capture her heart. Mother had been awed when the handsome Denbigh proposed, and Lucinda, so proud of having exceeded her family’s expectations, had accepted his offer without a second’s hesitation. But for some strange reason, she had never felt inclined to finish the embroidery. An omen?

Pull yourself together, woman. Moping never helped anyone. She dabbed at her eyes, then blew her nose. The little snort sounded ridiculously pathetic in her elegant Mayfair drawing room. She hauled in a deep breath. No matter what, she would not go to Denbigh Hall.

Her mind tossed out alternatives from illness to outright refusal. Only one seemed to hold any hope. Flight. She fingered her collarbone. Branded by Denbigh’s touch, it ached anew. She had all of one day before it would be too late.

• • •
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Hugo, Captain Lord Wanstead glared at the back of the graying head of the army doctor poking at the wound in his left thigh. “What do you mean, you have to operate? I had an operation.”

“There’s a shell fragment in there, I’m afraid, my lord. It has to come out, unless you want to lose the leg.”

A cold sensation slid down his spine. “Hell, no. I don’t want to lose my leg.” Nor did he want to hang around in Lisbon in this makeshift hospital in the corner of a convent. Doing nothing only left him time to think.

He shifted further up the cot. Either his head cocked up at an awkward angle against the wall or his feet hung over the end. “Can’t this wait until I get back to England?” England. Goddamn it. He didn’t want to go. He didn’t want to leave his unit.

As the last of his line he had no choice, the newly minted Viscount Wellesley had insisted, and Hugo had unwillingly concurred.

The florid-faced surgeon raised a pair of bushy brows. “You are talking about a sea journey, sir. If the object moves, it could nick an artery. Then you won’t lose a leg, you will lose your life.”

“Very well. Do your worst.” Sounding suddenly hoarse, he swallowed.

“I shall do my best, sir,” the surgeon said in clipped tones. He laid his implements out on the battered card table beside the bed.

“How long before I can travel?” Hugo asked.

“Two weeks. Perhaps three. It will all depend on whether you obey my instructions and heal quickly or ignore them and go to an early death.”

An unwilling grin pulled at Hugo’s mouth. The man had a reputation for being one of the army’s finest surgeons and for having a most foul temper. “I promise to behave.”

“Then I promise to have you back on your feet in two weeks.”

The doctor handed over a bottle of brandy. “Drink this; it will help with the pain and the shock.” He stepped back and gave Hugo a measuring glance. “Drink the whole thing. With your size, you will need it.” He stomped to the door and poked his head out. “Orderly,” he shouted. “Send me three men to hold this patient down.”

Hugo knew the drill from when the last quack had dug around in his thigh. It had taken three weeks to recover from that little affair. But there had been more wrong with him than his leg. Far worse than the pain from his wound, the guilt of what he’d done gave him horrific nightmares. They left him sweating and shivering, until he dreaded sleep. He still did. Only brandy kept them at bay, kept him numb. Who would have guessed courage lurked in the bottom of a bottle? Perhaps that was the real reason Wellesley wanted to be rid of him.

He gulped down a hearty swig. It burned his gullet and landed in his belly in a rush of fire. Oblivion welcomed him like a siren’s call.

Two infantry privates and a corporal clumped into the cell of a room.

“’Tis no wonder ye be needing the t’ree of us, Doctor, so it is,” the skinny leader, an Irishman, declared. “Sure, an I haven’t seen an ox bigger than the captain here in all my years in Portugal.” He winked lewdly. “I hope for the sake of the poor little colleens, your Thomas don’t match the rest of you, sir.”

The other men laughed.

There wasn’t a man alive who didn’t wonder the same thing. Stupid bastards. They’d been doing it since he was twelve. “Eat your heart out, soldier,” he quipped, glancing down to where the sheet covered his groin. “An ox would be jealous.”

He shifted his gaze to the surgeon. “Can we get on with this?”

The surgeon handed him a mangled strip of leather. “Bite down on this.”

The thought of what was to come halted his breath. Being large didn’t make a man any less afraid. Hugo placed the strip between his teeth, clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. Rough hands seized his shoulders, arms and legs. He smelled musky sweat and the sour stink of fear. Theirs? His? Probably both.

“Ready?” the surgeon asked.

He nodded and cursed his ill fortune. The final shot of the day had killed the wrong man. Now he had no choice, if he survived the damn surgeon’s ministrations, but to do his duty with the life he’d been granted.

He’d learned a lot about duty in his years in the army, but there was one obligation he would not undertake, not for any price.
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Chapter Two
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The case clock at the bottom of the stairs struck two. Tucked up in bed in the dark, Lucinda listened to its lonely chime. Still no Denbigh. Perhaps he would stay with his mistress tonight? Unlikely, when they were due to leave first thing in the morning. Her heart thudded as she thought about the damning valise hidden under her bed. She’d packed it herself, to take in the carriage with her, she had told the maid, while the girl filled the trunks to be sent separately.

Each careful breath filled her ears as she strained to hear his arrival. A pulse throbbed in her temple, beating out seconds one at a time. The clock chimed the quarter hour. A carriage rumbled over cobbles in the still night air and drew up outside. The front door slammed. Denbigh.

She resisted the urge to dive beneath the blankets or to throw up. Rigid, she lay listening to her husband’s progress up the stairs and into his room, heard his valet’s mumble as he helped him to bed.

Absently, she rubbed the raised skin on her collarbone. Would he want his husbandly rights tonight? She shuddered. He often did when he’d been drinking. It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t look under the bed. He might, if his foot struck the valise or tangled with her hidden clothing.

Heart in her throat, she leaped out of bed, checked all three sides. Nothing stuck out. Breathing hard, she scurried back beneath the covers, smoothed them flat, and lay utterly still. Taking shallow sips of air, she listened.

Slowly, the noises in the chamber next door quieted. The valet’s footsteps retreated down the hallway outside. Stiff as a board, Lucinda waited. Please, don’t come in here tonight.

The house returned to its nighttime silence of ticking clocks and creaking timbers. The odd gust of wind rattled the windows. Nothing out of the ordinary, then . . . his gentle snore. She unclenched her grip on the sheets and slid out of bed, pausing to listen, her toes curled into the rug’s thick pile. Hearing no sound of movement from his room, she raked beneath the bed for her traveling gown and cloak.

Shivers racing across her skin, she peeled off her nightgown and slipped into her chemise and stays. She drew on the plain gray gown, tying the tapes and fastening the pins as speedily as shaking fingers would allow, then retrieved her bag. The few personal items she could carry.

To the sound of her husband’s breathing, she glanced around the room. It meant nothing. Beautifully decorated in cream and white before she moved in, it remained the same. She hadn’t changed a thing. No pictures, no treasures. Denbigh hated clutter. And since he came in here whenever he wanted, she had never felt comfortable enough to make it her own.

Squaring her shoulders, she threw on the brown wool cloak and pulled the hood over her head. Slowly, quietly, she turned the door handle. Darkness greeted her in the passage outside. Hand firmly gripping the balustrade, she crept down the servants’ staircase to find the footman who had served her at dinner slumped on a chair beside the side door. On silent feet, she tiptoed into the kitchen, where the scent of rosemary mingled with fresh-baked bread for the morning. The banked hearth cast enough light for her to see her way to the kitchen door.

What had the upstairs maid said about the key? Ah, here it was, in the chef’s apron pocket, hanging on the hook beside the door. He left it there so the parlor maid could sneak out and visit her beau. A wry smile twisted her lips. Denbigh would be furious if he knew.

The heavy iron key chilled Lucinda’s palm. Her fingertips located the keyhole. Breath held, she guided the key into the slot and turned. The well-oiled lock tumbled over. The door opened without a sound. Mr. Galloway was a tartar for a creaking door, the maid had giggled early one morning while making up the bedroom fire. For once, Lucinda offered sincere thanks to the insolent butler. Outside, cool air brushed her face. She pulled the door closed behind her and scurried down the garden path to the high wooden gate. The iron bolt slid back easily. She peered into the stinking alley behind the mews. No one. She picked up her skirts and ran. With every step, her heart hammered one word into her brain. Freedom.

At the corner, she pulled her cloak tight and glanced back at Denbigh’s home. It had never been more than a roof over her head these past few years. Good riddance. If it hadn’t meant she would lose her mother and father, her real home and family, she’d be perfectly happy. The rush of moisture behind her eyes turned the street lamps into a string of haloed moons. She dashed the tears away and increased her pace. No crying. She’d made her decision.

The small store of coins in the pocket inside her skirts banged against her knee. It wasn’t much. A few guineas she’d kept back from the allowance Father provided through his bank every month. It would get her to her destination.

She trotted into Charles Street. She allowed a small smile to curve her lips. By underestimating her ability to turn pennies into pounds through investments and by assuming she had used all of her tiny portion to pay the household accounts, Denbigh had left her cage door ajar. The knowledge of her success gave her a smidgeon of confidence. Her stride steadied.

The hardest part had been creating a false identity. After that, locating a man in the City who didn’t mind doing business with a woman he thought was a widow had been relatively simple. At first, she’d thought to use her profits to help Denbigh with his debts, to surprise him into acknowledging she could make a contribution to their marriage.

Then she began to understand. Men, particularly men like Denbigh, didn’t want wives who could think or reason or figure. He wanted a porcelain doll to show off to his friends or a brood mare to provide his children. Since she had failed on both counts, he hated her and showed it. Well, she’d had enough and she would use the money she had earned to start a new life. 

Perhaps when she got settled, she could risk a message to her family.

A little flame of hope rose within her. She quelled it. She must focus on now. On her escape She walked faster. The dim light of the occasional street lamp made the buildings look threatening. Her footsteps echoed as she turned onto Berkeley Street and made her way to Piccadilly. A hackney rattled past. The jarvey perched on his box gave her a hopeful glance. She couldn’t afford to ride. And besides, if questioned, a hackney driver might remember her destination.

She shivered in the early morning chill. Each step took her farther away from the townhouse, and with each passing moment she expected to hear a shout, to learn of her flight’s discovery, to be dragged home in ignominy.

Footsteps sounded behind her. She stopped, shrinking against the wall and melting into deeper shadows. A gentleman in a beaver hat, his cane twirling, strolled down on the other side of Piccadilly without so much as a glance her way.

Breathe. Walk firmly, head high. People will see nothing but a woman on an errand or a servant on her way home. The sounds of London wafted around her. The all’s well call of a Charley, laughter from an inn’s glimmering windows, and a couple’s raucous singing carried on a breeze heavy with the familiar smell of coal fires and offal.

By the time she reached the stagecoach stop at the Angel Inn, her nerves were pulled so tight that her shoulders ached. A light beckoned from the parlor window inside the courtyard. Oh, for a hot cup of coffee. Or chocolate with warm sweet rolls. She would never eat another water biscuit as long as she lived.

Fool. No matter how hungry she felt, she must resist the temptation. A widow buying a ticket and boarding the stage would not likely warrant attention, whereas a woman sitting in a public inn for hours in the middle of the night might well be remarked upon.

The shadows of a nearby building provided a clear view of the approach to the inn. If her husband came looking for her, she would see him first.

Oh, God, she hoped so. Panic weakened her knees and made her stomach churn. She pushed thoughts of Denbigh aside, refusing to think about the kind of punishment he would inflict if he caught her. Anticipation of that sort only led to paralyzing fear. A lesson well learned under Denbigh’s harsh tutelage.

Time passed at a crawl. From time to time, she shifted her aching feet. At first she thought it was wishful thinking, the faint trace of gray in the sky, but then an oxcart squeaked and groaned its way along the cobbled road in the direction of Covent Garden. Morning could not be far away if the farmers were bringing in their produce. She pressed back against the wall to give the cart room to pass. The man at the reins gave her a friendly nod. A ragged street sweeper, a boy of about ten, established himself at the corner.

London was stirring.

A stable lad yawned his way across the inn courtyard opposite, plying his shovel to the dollops of dung. He paused to chat with a chambermaid laden with buckets of coal. Simple folk going about their business as if all was well in the world. How strange it seemed. How uplifting. Soon enough, the stage would draw up in front of the inn, and she’d be on her way to a new life.

“Psst. Missus,” hissed a voice in her ear.

Lucinda’s heart lurched into an awkward gallop. She whirled around, a cry of alarm lodged in her throat, and stared at the slatternly woman balancing a child of about two on her hip. Thank God. No one she knew.

How could she have missed the woman’s approach? It might have been one of her husband’s men, or Denbigh himself. She pressed a hand against her breastbone in an attempt to still her heart’s flutter.

“Will ye?” the nasal voice repeated.

“Will I what?” she asked gently.

“Will you hold the child while I goes over there? ’E won’t let me through the door with the nipper. I wants to ask for work as a chambermaid.”

Lucinda shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I’m waiting for a stage.”

The woman coughed, a horrid hacking sound that shook her body. The paroxysm subsided, and she dragged her filthy sleeve across her mouth and nose. “I won’t be but a moment, miss,” she gasped. She thrust the sleepy child into Lucinda’s arms with so much force Lucinda staggered. If she had not caught the child, the woman would surely have let it fall to the flagstones.

With a curse at the street sweeper when he tried to clear her a path through the muck, the woman stumbled across the street and ducked into the inn.

The child chose that moment to open a pair of blue orbs and gaze up at Lucinda in solemn contemplation.

Lucinda regarded the dirt-smudged cheeks and rosebud lips. Poor little thing and so thin. She peered anxiously across the street. Just a moment or two, the woman had said.

The street urchin sauntered over, his brush over his shoulder, a thumb in his waistband, and a glint of knowing in his eyes. He tipped his hat back at a rakish angle. “Loped off, has she? Properly bubbled you.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“‘Blue Ruin Bonny.” He jerked a thumb in the direction of the inn. “She bamboozled you.”

The ragamuffin seemed to be speaking a foreign language, although Lucinda recognized some of the words as English. It must be cant. Geoffrey, her brother, had favored it at one time, though his version had been more comprehensible. “She asked me to hold her child while she applied for work.”

He threw his head back and laughed, then pulled a dirty handkerchief from somewhere about his person and wiped his eyes. “You won’t see ’er ag’in. Not no how.”

“Do you mean she’s not coming back?” Lucinda looked down at the child, who stuck a finger in its mouth.

“Naw, not ’er. You’ll have to take that there to the work’ouse. They’ll take care of it.”

“Why didn’t she take it?” It? She had just called a child it?

“It ain’t ’ers. ’Er sister ran off and left it. The old man wants to chuck it in the river.”

“Drown a child?” Her mouth dried.

The boy nodded. “Yerst. Best fing if you asks me. Better than bein’ throw’d on the parish and put to a trade.”

She flinched at his brutal words. “You seem to be quite all right,” she shot back.

“I got me own business,” the boy said, scratching at a grimy ear. “This ’ere’s my corner. An’ I got a place to rest me ’ead. That there’s a mort. Only fit for a drab and not for a long while.” He shook his head. “Take it to the work’ouse.”

Lucinda deduced from this speech that “mort” meant a female, and she didn’t want to know what he meant by a drab. “Impossible. I will miss my coach.”

“Catch it tomorrer.” He cocked his head on one side. “’Course, they might fink you’re its ma and keep you, too.”

The sense of a trap slamming shut closed off her supply of air. She forced in a deep breath. “Nonsense. Mrs. Bonny er . . . the aunt went into the inn to seek work. She will come back.”

The boy sniggered. “Mrs. Bonny. That’s a laugh.”

Hefting the child higher on her hip, Lucinda glared down her nose. “I will find this Mrs. Bonny myself.” The lad’s laughter followed her across the road.

She marched into the Angel. In a room just off the entrance, a bootblack looked up from a row of boots and shoes, his brush poised in midair. “Can I help you, miss?”

“Yes. I’m looking for a woman who came in here a few minutes ago seeking work.”

“Saw a baggage come in,” he agreed. “She ran out the back door.”

“The back door?”

“That’s right.” He jerked his head. “That way.”

Lucinda tried to ignore the apprehension rising in her chest. “She would not have left without this child.”

“If you say so, miss.” He shook his head. “We gets some bad’uns ’round here we does, no mistake. Imposing on respectable folks, too. Best take it to the Asylum for Deserted Children. They’ll know what to do with it.”

“An asylum?” A step up from the workhouse?

“Yes, in Lambeth. You has to explain it h’aint yours or they won’t let you leave it.” It again. The little girl rested her head against Lucinda’s shoulder.

Outside in the yard, the clatter of horses and the shouts of oslers and customers heralded the arrival of the stage. Her life depended on not missing that coach. “Can you take her to Lambeth? I’ll give you some money.”

The man shook his head. “See all them boots. Got to be ready by six that lot ’as.” He picked up a brown boot large enough to fit a heifer and gave it a swipe. “You best be on your way, miss, before the master finds you in here and calls the constable.”

A constable would want to know her name. He might even insist on escorting her home. A sense of disaster left her numb.

The little girl gave a thin sort of wail.

“Sounds hungry,” the boots offered helpfully. “They’ll give you a pennyworth of bread and milk in the parlor.”

Surely, the child’s mother would arrive at any moment with a profusion of apologies about the misunderstanding. She had to. Lost for any further idea and wanting the child to stop crying, Lucinda followed the delicious aroma of coffee into the public parlor, where a plump-cheeked woman greeted her from behind the counter.

“May I have some warm milk and a roll for the child?” Lucinda asked, miserably aware that she barely had enough funds for her own purposes without spending money on food for another woman’s offspring.

Smiling, the woman leaned forward to the child, then reeled back with a gasp. “It’s filthy. A lass like you ought to know better.”

A lass like her? Lucinda opened her mouth to give the woman a set-down, then pressed her lips together. Any sort of altercation would be sure to attract attention.

“We’ve been traveling,” she said weakly.

“Hmm,” the woman said. “All right. Sit over there. I’ll bring you some bread and milk for the little one and a coffee for you.”

“I need to catch the stage,” Lucinda said.

“Don’t worry. You’ve a good half an hour to spare.”

Lucinda gazed into the baby’s huge blue eyes. Poor little thing. What if the woman never came back? And what if she did? Would the child end up in the river? Desperation drove people to take extreme measures. Take herself, for example, fleeing her husband in the dead of night. A mad thought popped into her mind. Denbigh would never think to look for a woman with a child.

The waitress bustled over with a basket of fresh rolls, a large pat of butter, a cup of milk, and another of coffee.

Lucinda’s stomach growled. She ignored it and broke off a piece of roll before dipping it in the milk. She touched the milky bread to the child’s lips. The baby sucked at the soggy roll, then opened her mouth and took a bite.

Gracious. The child had a mouth full of teeth. She must be older than she looked.

“What’s your name, little one,” Lucinda crooned. “I can’t keep calling you child.”

The little girl stared hopefully at the roll.

Lucinda handed her the bread, and the child proceeded to dip it in the milk. While she devoured her roll, Lucinda buttered another for herself. Washed down with coffee, it seemed like the most delicious thing she had eaten in years. The two of them munched in silence until nothing but crumbs remained.

The little girl sat up and gazed around. “Mama?”

The word clawed at Lucinda’s heart. No child would ever call her “mother.” Not a child of her own. She gazed at the tiny face topped by wispy blond curls and couldn’t prevent a smile.

The child blinked back enchantingly.

“Sweeting, to me you look like a Sophia.” The name she’d chosen for the daughter she’d once hoped to conceive. She tickled her under the chin. “Sophia, let us use the facilities, and then it will be time to depart.”

• • •
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Hugo drew Grif to a halt at the top of Beacon Hill, inhaled air redolent with the first cut of summer hay, and gazed over the magnificent sweep of Kent countryside. Three weeks laid up in an army hospital followed by a storm in the Atlantic made one appreciate England’s beauty.

A lark trilled liquid notes high above him. He squinted into the afternoon azure sky and, as he expected, saw nothing of the small bird making one of the sweetest sounds on earth. He couldn’t remember when he’d last heard anything besides shouted orders, booted feet, and the crashing of cannon. Perhaps coming home wasn’t so bad.

In the midst of bucolic beauty squatted the Grange. A fortified half-timbered manor in medieval times, its outline had been softened with sprawling stone additions and outbuildings by succeeding generations of Wansteads. Looking down on it from the rear, traces of its origins remained: a dip in the lawn the last vestige of the moat, the square core of house, and even the bricked-up arrow loops either side of the oriole in the library, once the solar. If he stared hard enough at the lawn alongside the tree-lined drive, he could make out the old tilting field where once armored knights charged at one another. A haven of safety. At least he’d thought so as a boy, before he learned the truth and hotfooted off to war.

His gut twisted at the painful reminder. For a moment, he considered turning tail. He sighed. He had nowhere else to go. The Grange was a responsibility he’d avoided for far too long.

Shifting in the saddle, easing his aching thigh, he pulled out his flask and took a long pull of brandy. For a moment, he let the numbing warmth spread out from his belly. Then he pressed his heels to Grif’s flanks and urged the stallion into an easy downhill canter along the edge of a fallow field. He entered Brackley Woods, an approach that would take him directly to the stables. They’d ridden hard from Portsmouth, but his eagerness must have transmitted through his hands and heels, because Grif, game as always, broke into a gallop.

A flash of blue, ahead and to the right. On a collision course. A child. His hands sawed at the reins, his body adjusting to the skittering halt. The child stopped dead in her tracks in front of Grif with a high-pitched screech.

The stallion reared and danced on his hind legs, snorting and trembling. Flashing hot then cold, Hugo brought Grif down hard to one side. Cold sweat poured down between his shoulder blades as his mind took in the near tragedy.

A woman in gray dashed out from among the trees and scooped up the little girl. Chest heaving, her dark eyes accusing, the woman backed up. He’d seen nothing but terror for years. He hadn’t expected to be the cause of it in the peaceful English countryside.

He leaped down, reaching to calm Grif with a pat to the neck, aware of his own slowing heartbeat. What was this woman thinking, letting a child roam free in these woods? His woods, no less. How dare she put a child in such danger?

The child pillowed her head against the woman’s magnificent bosom, while the woman stared up at him. A large woman and unusually tall, she held herself proudly. Not a beauty by traditional standards, with her aquiline nose and prominent chin. But unlike the ladies of Spain and Portugal, her fair complexion reminded him of cream fresh from the churn. A faint blush of pink stained her softly rounded cheeks. What little he could see of her light brown hair was scraped back beneath a plain straw bonnet.

All lush swells and hollows beneath her high-necked gown, she had the kind of voluptuous flesh a man could imagine sinking into without fear of crushing delicate bones. The kind of woman whose softness would be a comfort during the long hours of the night. To any other man, he reminded himself.

He frowned as a wry smile curved her full lips. Did she find the situation humorous? Anger welled up, whether at her or his unruly response he didn’t know. “You are trespassing, madam.”

The woman drew in a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “I apologize, Lord Wanstead, if my daughter’s sudden appearance caused your horse to startle.” Her voice was low, pleasantly musical, and that of a woman gently bred.

And she knew who he was. “Madam, you have me at a disadvantage.” He spoke in tones designed to keep her at a distance. It worked well, for she recoiled, cuddling the child closer. Yet when she spoke, her voice was clear and calm. “I am Mrs. Thomas Graham, my lord.”

Thank God. She was married.

She gestured behind her. “We live at the Briars at the edge of your woods. This is my daughter, Sophia.”

He’d never heard of the Briars. An unwelcome suspicion nagged at the back of his mind. “Where?”

She raised her strong chin in a gesture of defiance. “The Briars, my lord.”

The child twisted in her mother’s arms and pointed at Grif. “Horsy?”

Mrs. Graham caught the tiny hand in fingers encased in York tan. “Hush, Sophia.” Her dark gaze returned to clash with his, bright with intelligence and mingled with wariness.

What did she fear? Him? His horse? Why did he care? He shook off the intrusive thoughts. “I suggest you keep more careful watch on your child, Mrs. Graham.” He touched his hat and climbed aboard the now placid Grif.

She retreated further to allow him free passage. Dipping a curtsey, she lay a hand flat on the base of her throat in a strangely vulnerable gesture. “I’m sorry we disturbed you, my lord. It will not happen again. I wish you good
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