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				Dedication

				For Franny

				When shared with
						you...

				Laughter is deeper

				Secrets more
					hushed

				Good news more
					joyous

				Sorrows less
					painful

				Moments always, always
						richer

				And New York is way more fun.
						Totally.

				Thank you for including me in
						your life and offering me the gift of your
						friendship...

				And for always knowing the
						best wines.
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			Chapter 1

			Herndon Hall, Leicestershire

			November, 1860

			“I’ll consider your debt paid in full if you get my wife with child.”

			Ransom Seymour, the ninth Duke of Ainsley, struggled to concentrate as he sat sprawled in a comfortable armchair in the well-appointed library. He’d been downing excellent whiskey ever since his arrival at the Marquess of Walfort’s country estate for his once legendary hunt. After three hours, they were both well into their cups, so surely he’d misunderstood.

			“Does your silence indicate your acceptance of the terms?” Walfort asked.

			Ainsley scrutinized his cousin and longtime friend, sitting in that damned wheelchair, where he himself had placed the marquess three years earlier. Walfort had aged considerably during that time, his brown hair having gone white at the temples, his brown eyes somber enough to chase off any gaiety in the room. Ainsley released a dark chuckle. “I’ve had far too much to drink. You would not countenance what I thought you uttered.”

			“Jayne wants a child. I can’t give it to her. You owe me this.”

			Ainsley pushed himself out of the chair. He’d meant to do so with force. Instead, he staggered and almost lost his balance as he crossed over to the fireplace. He pressed his forearm against the stone mantel to steady himself while he studied the madly dancing flames. Within them he could almost see the night he and Walfort had been barreling wildly through the London streets, the curricle traveling at a dangerous breakneck speed—

			He’d wondered but never dared ask the full extent of Walfort’s injuries. They’d seen each other seldom in the intervening years, that tragic night a guilty barrier between them. “I owe you your legs. Not my seed.”

			“You owe me a bloody cock!”

			Inwardly, Ainsley flinched, but he allowed none of his rioting emotions to escape his calm façade. Instead, he concentrated more intently on the fire. The flames—red, blue, yellow, orange—swirled in a macabre waltz, no doubt a preview of what his eternity would most assuredly entail. Writhing within them for his sins, his poor judgment. He’d been all of five and twenty. A cursed age for him and his brothers. Westcliffe married at twenty-five and was betrayed. Stephen marched off to war, only to return a lost man. And Ainsley, who was always so damned responsible, managed to destroy a good man’s life. And a lovely woman’s. And his own, if he was honest about it.

			“Are you telling me that you can’t ... that you—” He peered over at Walfort. He owed it to his childhood friend to at least hold his gaze when he asked. “That you can’t bed her?”

			“I’ve got no feeling.” Walfort pounded his thighs, slammed a fist between his legs with enough force to make Ainsley cringe and the chair creak. “No feeling. She’s tried, bless her, she’s tried to make it work ... but all it does is cause her to weep.”

			Ainsley felt as though his heart had been scored with a thousand daggers. They’d been in London celebrating that Jayne was at long last with child, was possibly carrying Walfort’s heir.

			“I feel remarkably old at twenty-eight,” Walfort, three years Ainsley’s senior, remarked. “I want to feel young again.”

			So they drank and drank and drank. And although Walfort was married, they even visited the beds of a couple of lovelies. Ainsley had never understood Walfort partaking in the latter entertainment. If Jayne were his wife—

			“Jayne would never agree to this mad notion of yours. She despises me.”

			He hardly blamed her for her attitude toward him. In grief over her husband’s near death and debilitating injuries, she’d lost the child. Now it seemed she had no hope of ever having another. She was the sort of woman who should never be denied anything her heart desired. It was his second thought upon being introduced to her at the betrothal dinner that had been held in her and Walfort’s honor: If you were mine, you’d never do without. His first thought had been that he wished he’d met her before Walfort, so certain was he that he’d have been able to charm her into his arms. She was the loveliest woman upon whom he’d ever set eyes. Grace and poise mirrored her every step. When she smiled, she made a man feel as though he were all that mattered.

			In no hurry to marry, Ainsley had avoided the soirees of Seasons past whenever possible. Thus he’d missed the opportunity to meet and court Lady Jayne Spencer. Although to hear Walfort tell it, he snagged her heart during their initial dance.

			“You have a reputation for charming the ladies. Apply your talents to my wife,” Walfort said now, each word biting, clipped, as though forced between clenched teeth.

			“You want me to seduce her?”

			“I want you to give her what I cannot.”

			“This is ludicrous.” Ainsley shoved himself away from the fireplace, dropped back into the chair, which had suddenly become unbearably uncomfortable, rose and stalked to the window. Unsettled, he refused to acknowledge how often he’d dreamed of Jayne, but he’d never acted upon his interest. He lived his life by a code of chivalry passed down from his ancestors who had fought alongside Richard the Lionheart during the crusades. He did not take women who belonged to others. “Does she consent to this preposterous scheme of yours?”

			“I’ve not yet discussed it with her. I wanted to ensure you were in agreement with it before I did.”

			He faced a man he no longer knew. Had Walfort’s affliction driven him mad? “I can predict her answer with unerring accuracy. She’ll laugh, she’ll slap my face, and then she’ll weep. Not to mention the legal ramifications. If she gives birth to a boy, he will inherit. Even if all of England knows you are not his sire, you will be legally bound—”

			“You and I are not only friends, but cousins. We both carry the Seymour blood. It would not be such an offense.”

			“The cousin who is next in line for your title might disagree.”

			“Syphilis is causing him to lose his mind. Besides, do you honestly believe that every prince who sat upon the throne and became king was truly his father’s son? I doubt it. And I do not care about blood as much as I care about Jayne and seeing that she is happy.”

			But what of himself? Ainsley wondered. To have a son or daughter whom he could never acknowledge? Did he owe his cousin such a sacrifice? Although his recollections were a blur, he knew he’d been driving the curricle. When it toppled, he was thrown clear, his only souvenir from the incident a thin scar that bisected the left side of his chin. Walfort had somehow managed to get caught up in the rigging. When everything finally came to a thundering halt, he’d been broken. Ghastly. Irrevocably. Broken.

			With so much liquor coursing through their veins, neither of them remembered the infinite details. They knew only that Ainsley walked away with one small scratch and Walfort never walked again.

			“If I decline your invitation to bed your lovely wife?” Ainsley asked quietly, the abhorrence of being placed in this position tautening his gut. He’d never taken a married woman to his bed. Even the thought was repugnant. He believed in having a jolly good time with any willing woman—as long as she possessed no husband to whom she owed her loyalty. He was a man who honored duty and vows. He held others to his high standard.

			“I’ll simply ask someone else. And my wife could very well have a miserable night of it. But you, you’ve always had a reputation for being a remarkable lover. You could provide her with a night to remember.”

			“She would not welcome my touch.”

			“I’ve no doubt you could change her mind on that score.”

			“You seem to have discounted the importance of her not fancying me.”

			“Not at all. I consider it to our advantage that she doesn’t think well of you. It would reduce the encounter to a transaction. Unemotional. Detached. But knowing you, you would find a way to give her pleasure—and that would be my gift to her as well. She’s had three years of celibacy. She’s never complained, bless her, but she was all of twenty-two when joy was brutally stolen from her because of our poor choices. Why should she continue to suffer and pay the price for our sins? A night in the arms of London’s most reputed lover? Nine months later a babe suckling at her breast.”

			“You give my reputation too much credit. Even I cannot guarantee conception with only one encounter.”

			Walfort shrugged haplessly. Shoulders that had once been sturdy seemed lost within his finely cut jacket. “A month, then. Someplace quiet, discreet.”

			The answers came much too quickly, without hesitation, as though they’d previously engaged in the argument. “You’ve given this considerable thought.”

			“It’s all I think about. How to bring happiness to my wife. You owe me this, Ainsley. You owe her.”

			“She’ll never agree to it.”

			“But if she does?”

			Before he could respond, the library door opened and the lady in question strolled in. The first time he saw her, she’d been smiling, her blue eyes alight with joy, her beauty transcendent. Now it was as though a shadow had fallen over her. She was small and delicate, much too delicate for the burdens she presently carried.

			She avoided looking at Ainsley as she approached her husband. Her black hair was upswept. Flowing back and tucked neatly into place was the river of white she’d acquired near her temple three years ago as she dealt with the loss of her babe and her husband’s mobility. Her violet gown outlined her slender frame to perfection, and Ainsley had an unconscionable—and unforgivable—vision of easing that gown off her shoulders and skimming his mouth over her creamy skin. She would not consent. He knew she would not consent. He was a blackguard to give even a second’s thought to how he would carry her into a sensual realm where only pleasure existed.

			She was his friend’s wife, for God’s sake, and Walfort, wallowing in that damned wheelchair, simply was not thinking properly. Jayne would set him straight right quick, and then she would no doubt hold Ainsley responsible for her husband’s ludicrous suggestion.

			Smiling softly, she bent at the waist and pressed a light kiss to Walfort’s cheek. “Hello, darling.”

			When she straightened, she gazed at Ainsley as though he were a bit of excrement she’d recently scraped off the bottom of her shoe. “Your Grace.”

			He bowed slightly. “Lady Walfort. May I say that you look lovely?”

			“You may say whatever you wish.”

			For him, she had no smile, no soft eyes, and no gentle tone. Walfort had indeed lost his mind if he thought his wife was going to welcome any sort of intimacy from Ainsley. He suspected she would derive more pleasure from ramming a dagger through his heart than from experiencing his practiced touch.

			“Dinner awaits, gentlemen.”

			“Good. I’m quite famished,” Walfort announced. “Ainsley, will you escort my wife into dinner?”

			“I don’t need an escort,” she said quickly. “However, Randall is not presently available, so perhaps His Grace would be kind enough to assist you.”

			Her eyes as they met Ainsley’s held a challenge and more. He knew she wanted to remind him of what his foolishness had wrought—as though he could ever forget it.

			“It would be my honor,” he responded succinctly, striding toward Walfort.

			As he pushed the chair forward, he was surprised to discover how much lighter it was than he remembered. His friend was frailer than he’d realized. Knowing he was responsible, the guilt gnawed at him like a ravenous dog with a bone.

			His guilt increased when he found himself enticed by the lure of Jayne’s hips gently swaying as she preceded them from the room. He didn’t want to contemplate the hell that awaited him if she consented to her husband’s insane notion to get her with child.

			Sitting at her vanity several hours later, Jayne Seymour, Marchioness of Walfort, brushed her hair, marveling that she’d managed to sit through dinner without making any nasty comments to Ainsley. She’d not been pleased when Walfort told her that he invited the duke to arrive a day earlier than the rest of their guests so they might have some private time together. That he still saw the man at all astounded her. She couldn’t forgive Ainsley for the careless disregard with which he lived his life.

			Each time she first set eyes upon him, it was like receiving a solid blow to the chest, nearly crippling her with its force. Her stomach cramped with the reminder of what she’d lost due to his selfish actions and his penchant for indulging in all sinful pleasures. Her babe and the man whom her husband had been.

			She’d never deluded herself into believing it was anything other than her sizable dowry that had first attracted Walfort to her. His coffers were quite empty when he began to court her, but it had not taken long for him to win her heart as well as her hand in marriage. Theirs had been a comfortable arrangement. She was fortunate. They were compatible. They cared for each other. They enjoyed each other’s company. They never argued. She managed his household. He visited his clubs. Life had been calm, pleasant.

			Four years into their marriage, she found herself with child. She’d been nearly three months along when she finally told Walfort, who promptly went off to boast about it to his longtime friend and cousin, the Duke of Ainsley. She was unfamiliar with the particulars of what followed. She knew only that both men had celebrated the good news with far too much drink and a dash through the London streets that cost her husband his legs and his ability to sire another child. The grief of his injuries, the strain of caring for him, the emotional turmoil of accepting how their lives were affected, had all been too much. She lost the child. His one hope for an heir. Her one hope to be a mother.

			Tonight, with Ainsley sitting at their dining table, so much had come rushing back. Her resentment of the man. The way things had been before that horrendous night when everything went wrong. How any chance for true happiness was now lost. How hard she fought not to let her husband know how dreadfully despondent she was.

			Setting aside the brush, she rose from the chair and walked to the door that separated her bedchamber from his, a door he no longer used. He never came to her. Never. Not to say good-night. Not to simply hold her. He needed assistance getting into the high bed that she had to use steps to clamber into. It unmanned him. She knew that. She took such great pains not to make him feel less than what he once had been.

			Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and walked through the bathing chamber to the adjacent room. It was dark except for the moonlight spilling in through mullioned windows. She could see the shallow outline of her husband’s form resting on the bed, beneath the blankets. Sometimes she feared he would wither away into nothing. She tiptoed over the carpet. “Walfort?” she whispered quietly.

			She heard the rustle of the feathered pillow as he turned his head. “Jayne, is everything all right?”

			Of course it wasn’t. It hadn’t been for three long years. “May I lay with you for a while?”

			“Sweetheart, you never have to ask anything of me.”

			She climbed up the steps to the bed, slipped beneath the covers and nestled against him. He wrapped his arm protectively around her, pressing her firmly to his side, her face cradled within the curve of his shoulder. She didn’t want to think about all the nights he’d come to her when they were first married. After his accident, when he regained some strength, she’d lain in her lonely bed night after night, waiting for his return. But he never again came, as though if he couldn’t make love to her, he saw no point in being with her. But sometimes she just needed to be held, and when those moments came, she slipped into his bed.

			She rubbed her feet against his thin calf. “I’m sorry. My feet are cold.”

			“Doesn’t matter. I can’t feel them.”

			He said it without emotion, as though it was more than his lower body that had no sensation, as though his very soul had become paralyzed as well. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard him laugh. His now rare smiles always contained a hint of sadness. But then she supposed hers did as well.

			“You seem rather quiet and melancholy tonight,” she said softly. “Shall I cancel the house party?”

			“No, no, absolutely not. It will serve us well to have visitors.”

			He began to absently stroke her arm. She closed her eyes and relished the gentle caress, fighting back the guilt because sometimes it was difficult to be content with only this.

			“Jayne?”

			“Hmmm?”

			“I was talking with Ainsley earlier—”

			“Well, I should hope so, since you wanted him to arrive before any of our other guests.”

			“I appreciate your indulgence.” He kissed the top of her head. Her stomach tightened. How she wanted to turn her face up toward him and have him kiss her. Truly kiss her. The way he once had. As though his life had depended on it. But knowing he couldn’t finish what they might begin stopped her cold. It was too painful for both of them to be reminded of what they’d never again have, so she pretended she no longer yearned for it.

			“Be that as it may,” he said after a time, “I was thinking ... he could get you with child.”

			She froze, her lungs not even working to draw in air. She was surprised her heart continued to pound. She knew it did because she could hear the blood rushing, roaring between her ears. “Are you ... you can’t be ... are you suggesting I take him as my lover?”

			“For a short time, yes.”

			She shoved herself to a sitting position and glared at him, for all the good it did with the shadows hiding the details of their features. “Have you gone daft?”

			“No, I don’t believe so.”

			“Well, I must wholeheartedly disagree.” She quickly scrambled out of the bed, nearly tripping in her haste to escape—as though distance could lessen the abhorrence of the words he’d uttered. “If I wanted a lover, I’d choose him myself, and he certainly wouldn’t be Ainsley.”

			“Be honest here, Jayne. Your unquestionable loyalty will prevent you from ever taking a lover.”

			“Then why would you even suggest—”

			“Because there would be no guilt.”

			“And how, pray tell, did you deduce that utter nonsense?”

			“Because you don’t fancy him at all, so it wouldn’t be as though you were truly betraying me.”

			“You have gone daft.” She headed for the door—

			“Jayne? Please, don’t go. Please, hear me out.”

			Stopping, she glanced over her shoulder to see his arm extended, his hand reaching for her in the shadows of the night. She could win any argument with him by simply leaving the room. It wasn’t fair to him, and so they never argued. But this? This was preposterous.

			“Please, Jayne.”

			His voice was rough with his need for her to remain. Unfair. Unfair of him to compel her to stay, knowing guilt would eat at her if she walked away when he couldn’t.

			She was trembling with anger and disgust at his suggestion regarding Ainsley, yet still she cautiously made her way back to Walfort. She clambered onto the bed, took his hand and held it in her lap, her legs tucked beneath her. She refused to look at him, and instead studied the silhouette of their joined hands.

			“The fact that you think so little of him is what makes my plan so brilliant,” he said quietly. “It is not as though you will be truly betraying me. Your heart will remain mine.”

			“And my body his.” She couldn’t prevent the cutting words from slicing between them. What passed between a man and a woman beneath the sheets was such an intimate act—how could he bear the thought of Ainsley knowing about her what only Walfort had ever known?

			“Ainsley has a reputation for being a marvelous lover—” he began.

			“I am well aware of that. He is all the ladies talk of.”

			“So he can make it pleasant for you.” He squeezed her hand. “You deserve that at least.”

			“All of London will know it’s not your child. That you’ve been cuckolded.”

			“No, they won’t. I’ve never taken out an advert in the Times stating my limitations. Oh, there will be speculation, of course, but we can quell that easily enough once people see how thrilled I am that you are with child.”

			“And if it’s a boy?”

			“Then I shall have my heir.”

			“But he will not carry your blood.”

			“He will carry Seymour blood. As I told Ainsley, it will be close enough.”

			Her mouth tingled. She thought she was going to be ill. “You’ve already discussed this madness with him?”

			“I had to know he was agreeable.”

			“Of course he’d be agreeable. It is a skirt to lift.”

			His low chuckle took her by surprise. “He was not quite so in favor of it as I’d expected. He did not think you would welcome him.”

			“I will not.”

			“Jayne, you’ve been a devoted wife. Why should you not have this?”

			She was grateful for the dark, that he couldn’t see the blush warming her cheeks or the tears filling her eyes.

			“He can give you what I cannot,” he said softly. “You are a young woman who has had to lock all her dreams in a musty old trunk, because of your husband’s poor judgment.”

			“In a friend. A friend to whom you would now give me. It’s revolting.”

			“He did not force the drink down my throat. I went willingly into the curricle, encouraged the horses to go faster—”

			She brought his hand to her lips, pressed a kiss to the backs of his fingers, knowing he would feel the dampness coating her cheeks, the tears gathering at the corners of her mouth.

			“Ah, Jayne.”

			He wrapped his hand around the nape of her neck and drew her down until her face was buried in the nook of his shoulder.

			“Do not ask this of me,” she rasped.

			“I will not force you. Neither will he, but know that I will understand if you change your mind. You deserve a child. You deserve a man who will not only put your pleasure above his, but will ensure that your enjoyment far exceeds his.”

			Not Ainsley. Never Ainsley. Sinners would have a need for overcoats in hell before she’d willingly give herself to the man she despised more than any other.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Jayne slipped out of her husband’s bed near dawn, leaving him in the company of his snores. She’d not slept well. Guilt had reared its ugly head, guilt that she’d lost his heir. Not that she knew for certain that the babe had been a boy. But in her heart she couldn’t help but think that he had been. Losing the child had been like losing a piece of her soul. And when the full extent of Walfort’s injuries had been made clear, all their dreams went astray.

			But for him to believe that she would welcome into her bed the man responsible—it was beyond the pale. Reviling. Made her sick at heart. She was grateful that she had far too many other things to occupy her mind today as she prepared for the arrival of her guests. The sooner she got started working on what needed to be done, the sooner she could shove these unsettling thoughts from her mind.

			She rang for her maid, Lily. Within the hour, Jayne was dressed in a simple lilac dress so she could move about quickly. At noon she would change into something more appropriate for receiving her guests. Once a yearly event, they’d not hosted a hunt since the accident. She’d feared it would serve as both a distraction from what might have been and a reminder of what had been. But Walfort insisted it was long past time that they begin to socialize once more. Finally embracing the notion, she had high expectations for uncharacteristic normalcy for a few days.

			An expectation that splattered before her when she strode into the breakfast dining room and saw Ainsley already seated at the table. She’d assumed he would sleep in, not be up with the sun.

			Ainsley immediately set aside his teacup and rose to his feet. “Lady Walfort.”

			“Your Grace.”

			“I hope you’re well.”

			“Your hopes do not concern me, Your Grace.”

			She thought she noticed a tautening in his jaw. She was not usually a termagant, but for him she was more than willing to make an exception.

			“Allow me to express my appreciation for the lovely accommodations,” he said laconically.

			It seemed they would spar with words this morning. Already she was weary of it.

			Walfort would be upset with her if he knew she’d given his exalted guest the smallest bedchamber in the farthest corner of the manor. As a duke, he should have been given a suite of rooms. She suddenly, against her will, felt petty. “We have so many guests arriving—”

			“No need to explain. I rather enjoy overlooking the stables.”

			She wanted the subject changed before she offered him a more accommodating room. “I’d not expected you to be about so early.”

			“I thought I might be of service.”

			Had she been eating she would have choked. “Here? Now? You arrogant cad! To think that I would accept anything at all from you, but especially—”

			“My help with the hounds?” he interrupted. “Yes, of course. Forgive me. I’m sure your huntsman is quite up to the task of seeing that all is ready tomorrow for the hunt.”

			She went light-headed and chilled, aware of all the blood draining from her face. He’d been offering to help her prepare for her guests. That was the service to which he alluded. Not bedding her, not getting her with child. Walfort had put these silly notions into her head and she seemed unable to rid herself of them.

			“Yes, he is. Quite.” She hated that her voice sounded unsteady, that she was unnerved by what she’d interpreted him to be saying. She swept over to the sideboard, striving to stop the trembling in her hands as she selected ham, eggs, and a muffin for her plate.

			Drat it! He was waiting to assist her with her chair when she turned around. At least he had the grace to put her at the end of the table farthest from where he was seated. He’d not taken the head of the table, but rather, a chair along the side.

			“I desire nothing from you,” she whispered as she took the chair he offered.

			He leaned in, filling her nostrils with his rich, tangy scent of bergamot and clove. “Then nothing you shall have,” he said, his voice low, sensually belying the words he’d spoken, indicating instead that she would have it all. Everything.

			The man was indeed a master at seduction, but she would not be seduced. She and Ainsley sat without speaking for several interminable minutes, the only sound the scraping of silver over china.

			Finally she dared to peer up at him, only to find his gaze homed in on her as he slowly chewed. He was as handsome as the devil, too beautiful, really. He had one imperfection, and it was presently not visible to her. A scar on his jaw. The wound had still been bleeding when he came to tell her there had been an accident and Walfort was horribly injured. Ainsley had reeked of excesses and indulgences ... and the coppery scent of blood. Her husband’s blood had stained his torn and rumpled clothing.

			Ainsley had looked scared that night. And young. It was easy to forget that he was only a little older than she. He had always seemed so mature, in control. Many thought he was the oldest of the three brothers, but in fact he was the youngest. The night she first met him, she was struck by his stylishness and confidence. She knew of his reputation, of course. Women swooned at his feet. Of late there seemed to be an inordinate abundance of spinsters, as women refrained from accepting offers of marriage on the off chance that Ainsley would honor one of them by asking for her hand. With his thick black hair and startling green eyes, he was a god among mere mortals.

			Jayne despised him with every breath of her being.

			He wiped his mouth with his napkin, elegance in his motions, tempered with masculinity. His large hands held power. His sensual mouth as well. She could imagine him skillfully using both to elicit pleasure. He seemed to hesitate before saying, “Walfort appears ... more frail since last I saw him.”

			“He is limited to two activities. Sitting and lying. Neither of which is very active. His muscles atrophy. I fear soon nothing will be left of him.” She bit the inside of her cheek. She’d not meant to reveal the last, to give him even a hint of her vulnerability. It terrified her to think of a life without Walfort. Even as he was, she decided, was better than not having him at all. She shored up her resolve, determined to hurt this man who had destroyed so much. “Tell me, Your Grace, does the guilt ever hammer at you enough that you would wish to trade places with him?”

			“I would give my soul that he were not crippled. But I must confess to being far too selfish to wish to trade places with him.”

			Setting down her napkin, she pushed back her chair and rose. “We are very different, you and I. We do not suit at all. I would trade places with him in an instant to spare him all he suffers now—even though I did not cause the suffering that is visited upon him.”

			Ainsley flinched, the lash of her words hitting home. As she turned and swept from the room, she wondered why she found no satisfaction in the triumph.

			Four hours later, Jayne cursed herself for her stubbornness, for not accepting Ainsley’s offer to help. She’d forgotten how much was involved in preparing for the hunt and the arrival of guests. Sixty invitations had been sent out. Fifty-eight had been accepted. Including spouses, unmarried sons and daughters, more than a hundred people would soon descend upon her quiet country home. It had been so long, so very long since they’d entertained to this magnitude. An occasional guest for dinner, a relation or two, but not a flock of the curious. In equal measure, she dreaded and welcomed the coming days.

			She made her way up the stairs to her husband’s bedchamber, hoping he’d been roused already. It took so long for Randall to prepare him for the day. Walfort had lost far too much control over his bodily functions. Four times a year Randall took him to the spa at Harrogate for the healing waters. Although Jayne had always wanted to accompany him, Walfort asked her not to—fearful she would be embarrassed by his limitations. It hurt her that he would think so poorly of her. But she brushed her tender feelings aside, because his challenges were so much more difficult to face. It was only recently—when his physician introduced him to a contraption known as a catheter—that Walfort had begun to regain his confidence and felt any comfort in being around others. He was now spared public embarrassment over what he could no longer control. Such a proud man he was.

			Hence the reason Walfort had declared that it was past time for a hunt—even though he’d not be able to participate in what was once his fondest sport. “I shall enjoy listening to the baying of the hounds once again,” he’d said.

			She admired his optimistic outlook; he never seemed to pity himself. She hoped the entertainments and country party she’d arranged would please him and bring him great joy—and that none of their guests would stare at him with questioning eyes.

			How bad is it really, Walfort?

			Her heart would break for him if all did not go well.

			To her surprise, he was not in his bedchamber. The library, then. Ready and eager to greet those who would soon be arriving. To her consternation, however, the library was empty of his presence as well. Although Randall was sitting in a chair reading.

			“Where is his lordship?” Jayne demanded.

			Randall shot to his feet and bowed. “My lady. Forgive me. His lordship gave me leave to read one of his books. I thought this one might suffice, and sat for only a moment—”

			“I don’t give a fig where you sit and read. Where is his lordship?”

			He looked decidedly uncomfortable, as though he knew she wouldn’t be pleased with his answer. She wasn’t.

			“His Grace took the marquess fishing.”

			“Good God, I can’t remember the last time I felt such ... freedom,” Walfort announced.

			Standing along the bank of the stream, Ainsley glanced over at Walfort. With his back against the tree where he sat, and a pole held loosely between his hands, he appeared to be at peace. Since the accident, whenever Ainsley visited his friend, they’d remained in Walfort’s library, drinking, conversing, lamenting their poor choices. Like Ainsley, Walfort was an outdoorsman at heart. Ainsley had been determined that their visit would go differently this time.

			It helped immensely that Jayne had been occupied preparing for the arrival of guests and attending to last minute details. Ainsley knew she’d have not approved of his plans. From what he’d witnessed, she was too protective of Walfort, coddled him.

			Suddenly, Ainsley wondered if part of Walfort’s desire to give his wife a child rested with his need to divert much of her attentions away from him, to give her something else to worry over.

			A child would certainly accomplish that. Although most children of the nobility were tended to by nannies and governesses, Ainsley couldn’t quite see Jayne relinquishing the reins for any great length of time. She would be involved with the child. It was her nature to protect, to nurture, to ease the way. She would no doubt keep the little pup far away from him—whether or not he was the father. He wondered who was second on Walfort’s diabolical list.

			He remembered her bright red cheeks during breakfast. He was accustomed to her giving him a cold shoulder, always just shy of a cut direct. But this morning she’d been skittish, more uncomfortable with him than usual. For a moment, when she saw him sitting at the table, it looked as though she intended to march from the room. His accommodations were deplorable. That much he’d anticipated. But her gaze flicking over him and not settling with a glare was unexpected.

			He tested his fishing line before testing other waters. “You mentioned your ridiculous notion to Jayne.”

			He saw no need to further clarify. Only one ridiculous notion had been spouted since his arrival. In truth, it was the only ridiculous notion he could recall that Walfort had ever possessed. When only silence greeted his words, Ainsley gazed back at him once again.

			Walfort gave a hapless shrug that unbalanced him. He started to list to one side, released his hold on his pole to straighten himself—

			Ainsley looked back at the water, giving his friend the opportunity to grapple with his gracelessness in private. His first inclination was to rush over to assist him, but he knew Walfort would resent the interference, the implication that he couldn’t attend to his own needs—even if in many areas he couldn’t. Like himself, his friend was a proud man, probably too proud for his own good. He didn’t want to consider what it had cost Walfort to ask him to get his wife with child. He wasn’t certain he’d be willing to pay the price, no matter how much he loved the woman.

			“You had the right of it,” Walfort eventually said, sounding winded, as though he’d run a great distance. “She was none too happy with me. Afraid that leaves it up to you, old chum.”

			Ainsley swung around. “Pardon?”

			“You’ll need to charm her, wear down her resistance to the idea.”

			“You have gone mad.” His voice held a biting edge. Walfort might find all of this amusing; Ainsley did not. He remembered the chill that entered the breakfast room with her. But more, he remembered the tantalizing scent of her as he assisted her with her chair. Jasmine. Exotic. Enticing. Her flawless skin beguiled him. He’d been so tempted to slide a finger along the column of her throat. He’d wanted to kiss away the firm set of her lips. The last thing he wanted was for Walfort to grant him permission to seduce his wife. He suspected Walfort had no clue regarding how much Ainsley would enjoy doing so. Walfort might view it all as an uncomplicated transaction, but Ainsley viewed it as a quick journey directly into hell.

			No matter how short a term he spent with any woman, he shared not only the physical, but the emotional as well. Warmth, caring, concern, enjoyment. Love he held in reserve. He wasn’t certain he could withhold that elusive emotion from Jayne. She struck him as a woman who would demand all—even if she came to him expecting naught but his seed. Time with her would not be simple. Complications abounded. He was certain of it.

			“You are on the verge of having a hundred guests,” he said now, “and you wish me to flirt with your wife?”

			“Not openly. I’m not daft. But surely you can arrange moments alone with her. You’ve done it with other women.”

			“Your wife is not other women.” He was surprised by the roughness in his voice. He turned his attention back to the stream. Leaves were drifting to the ground on the slight breeze. Those killed by the advance of winter. He wondered if Jayne’s frigid mien toward him would kill him. Quite possibly.

			“Pity both your brothers are married,” Walfort said. “I doubt either of them would lack the courage—”

			“Courage has nothing to do with it!” Ainsley snapped. Although it did. He feared he could easily lose his heart. But he couldn’t confess that to Walfort. “It is simply a bad idea on so many levels, and I believe you and I have already reached our quota for bad ideas.”

			“I did have a jolly good time of it that night, Ainsley. Until the end, of course. How are my jewels?”

			His pet name for the girls he loved. Glancing back, Ainsley met his friend’s gaze. “Well taken care of.”

			“I’ve thought about telling Jayne—”

			“I advise against that course. No good would come of it.”

			“It might make her appreciate you more.”

			“I see her but once or twice a year. You see her every day. It’s a very bad idea, Walfort.”

			“I suppose— Good God! I’ve got something here!”

			It was the laughter that drew her to them. It had been a little over three years since she heard it, but she would have recognized Walfort’s boisterous, reverberating laugh anywhere.

			She’d been following close to the stream when the sound echoed its way through the trees, and then she guided her horse toward it. Now she sat at the edge of the copse of elms and watched as her husband continually lost his balance, righted himself, and tugged on his pole and line. With net in hand, Ainsley waded out into the water and snagged the elusive creature. His laughter mingled with her husband’s, and when Ainsley turned back to shore, net held high triumphantly, his smile broad with victory, she wished she could see her husband’s face. Surely his held the same joy. She cast a quick glimpse at the groomsman who’d accompanied her. He was wearing a bright smile, and it was only then that she realized her own lips had curved up. And that her eyes misted over with unshed tears. So many in the years since the accident.

			“Shall I help them, m’lady?” Chester asked.

			“No,” she said. “I believe they have it well in hand.”

			Her voice must have carried on the slight breeze because Ainsley looked up sharply from wrestling the fish free of its hook—

			“Damnation!” He shoved his thumb into his mouth at the exact moment the fish plopped free onto the bank.

			“Get him, Ainsley, for God’s sake!” Walfort yelled.

			“Yes, yes. Quite!”

			It was a slippery beast, flopping about, evading Ainsley’s grasp. Walfort was dragging himself through the mud to assist. It tore at her heart to see him reduced thus, and yet each man acted as though nothing were amiss as they both struggled with equal determination to recapture what had been lost.

			Eventually, Jayne couldn’t help herself. She slapped her gloved hand over her mouth, refusing to laugh at their antics—quite beneath men with such esteemed titles. “Chester, perhaps you should lend a hand.”

			“Yes, m’lady.”

			He dismounted and was rushing forward when Ainsley held the fish aloft. “I’ve got it!”

			And promptly lost his balance and landed in the stream. She almost released her laughter then, but refused to be entertained by him—when she didn’t even like him.

			She watched as he tried to regain his footing while maintaining his hold on the fish. If Chester had not waded in to help, Ainsley would have had to let it go. A shame when Walfort was so frightfully proud of catching the silly thing.

			He must not have realized she was there until Chester arrived to help Ainsley, because only then did he twist around to find her. His smile was certain to be causing his jaw to ache. “Do you see, Jayne? Do you see what I caught?”

			The tears stinging her eyes moved down to clog her throat. He was lying there, raised up on an elbow, and for the first time in so long, he didn’t look pitiful or sad. He appeared triumphant and so very happy. She smiled. “Yes, darling.”

			“I want him prepared for supper.”

			Nodding, she realized then as she watched Chester help Ainsley to his feet that the duke would have never released his hold on the fish. Never. He’d have not let Walfort’s small victory escape him. She watched now as Ainsley staggered to the shore and dropped the fish into the wicker basket.

			Walfort straightened as best he could. “What are you doing here, Jayne?”

			“Searching for you. Our guests will begin arriving at any moment.”

			“Blast it all! I’d forgotten about that. Wouldn’t do for the host to be absent, would it?” She didn’t think he was truly expecting an answer, then he added, “Have you seen what Ainsley brought me?”

			Only then did she notice the saddle with a high back and sides on the horse the duke led toward Walfort. It looked almost like a chair. She’d never seen anything quite like it. She eased her own horse forward.

			“Ainsley’s brother raises horses now,” Walfort said. “And the saddle.”

			“His brother raises saddles?” she asked, not certain why she wanted to tease him when she hadn’t in so long.

			Walfort laughed. “See there, Ainsley? My wife has quite the sense of humor. No, darling. He raises only horses, but he designed the saddle. It holds me in.”

			Ainsley gave a command and the horse knelt. With some effort, Ainsley and Chester finally got Walfort situated in the saddle. She wondered how they would have managed if she and her groom hadn’t happened along. Somehow, she suspected her husband and Ainsley would have persevered. With leather straps and buckles, Ainsley belted him in, and with another command had the horse rise. Her breath backing up into her chest, she waited for her husband to flop over onto the ground just as the fish had, but he stayed seated, his feet latched in the stirrups. When Ainsley patted the beast on the hindquarters, it lumbered toward her, Walfort holding the reins.

			Ainsley strode to his horse and mounted with a graceful ease. He joined them quickly enough and surreptitiously reached down, grabbing the tether to her husband’s gelding. Chester remained to gather up all they’d left behind, including the fish in the wicker basket.

			As the three of them wended their way through the woods, Walfort said, “Did you ever expect to see me riding again, Jayne?”

			She glanced over at him. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him look so confident. “No.”

			“I think I could jolly well go on the hunt tomorrow.”

			“You don’t want to rush it,” Ainsley said quietly. “You’re not completely in charge of the horse, you know.”

			“Don’t think you could keep up with me?”

			“I think you and the horse need to grow accustomed to one another before you subject him to a hunt.”

			“Oh, my overly cautionary friend. I suppose you’re right.”

			If only he’d been overly cautionary three years ago, she thought, and bit back the scathing retort. Ainsley had brought this bit of happiness into Walfort’s day, and in so doing, into hers.

			“I’m going to name him Second Chances, Jayne. What do you think?” Walfort asked.

			“I think it’s a lovely name.”

			“Did you know he’d brought the horse? Blighter didn’t say a thing to me yesterday. Marvelous, marvelous surprise. It’s going to be a good day. A good few days with friends.” He reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’m glad we’re doing this.”

			“As am I.”

			Her gaze went past her husband to Ainsley. He was watching her solemnly. Perhaps it was the sunlight dappling through the trees or the fact that he was drenched and muddy, but he appeared mournful, regretful. For the first time, it occurred to her that perhaps he’d not escaped from that dreadful night as unscathed as she’d always assumed.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Jayne had rather dreaded the arrival of their guests, fearing that most were coming out of curiosity regarding her husband. Since his accident, they’d not been to London. She’d expected Walfort to put up a convincing front that all was well. She’d intended to do the same.

			She didn’t know if it was the result of the fishing excursion or his riding the horse or his being in the company of Ainsley, but he was more relaxed and confident greeting their guests than she’d anticipated. He put people at ease with his limitations. During dinner, when his fish was brought to him, he regaled everyone with his tale of how he’d caught it. Sitting beside her husband at the head of the table and across from Ainsley, she was surprised by the grace with which Ainsley accepted his portrayal as a bungler while attempting to land the fish her husband had so expertly caught. She wasn’t certain she’d smile as benignly if the laughter came at her expense.

			They were in the grand salon now, listening as Lady Louisa Mercer danced her fingers over the pianoforte with amazing dexterity. She’d had her coming out last Season, and while she was presently unspoken for, it was rumored that she had at least three suitors vying for her hand. She was a lovely girl, small-boned and delicate. Strange, how watching her Jayne couldn’t recall ever being that young. In a single night, a few days, she had aged well beyond her years, which was probably why the more elderly of her guests gravitated toward her while the younger, unmarried ladies tended to keep their distance.

			“I cannot tell you how much my husband has been anticipating our visit here,” Lady Inwood said quietly. “He has always said there are no finer hunting grounds in all of England than Walfort’s estate.”

			Jayne smiled. “We’re very pleased you were both able to join us.”

			Lady Inwood was nearly fifteen years older than Jayne. She’d provided her husband with an heir and three spares in record time, and with each child, her figure had rounded more and more. Yet she still managed to carry herself with incredible grace.

			“The girl is quite talented,” Lady Inwood said.

			“Quite. Lady Florence will entertain us next.”

			“I have far more interest in other entertainments.”

			Jayne snapped her head around and followed Lady Inwood’s gaze to where a good many of the bachelors stood on the opposite side of the room, near one of three massive fireplaces. Among them Ainsley, his pose more relaxed than the others. He stood in their midst and yet he seemed apart. While he appeared to be watching Lady Louisa, he was not truly focused on her.

			“Who do you suppose Ainsley will entertain while he’s here?” Lady Inwood asked slyly.

			Jayne shifted her attention back to the woman. “Pardon?”

			“It’s no secret, my dear, that some fortunate lady always ends up in his bed at these affairs. Many a silly chit has ruined her reputation because she couldn’t resist boasting that she’d been with him. My money is on Lady Anna St. Clair.”

			“Your money?”

			“Quite. A few of us married ladies—the older ones especially—always wager. Would you care to place your own wager on whom it shall be?”

			She was both intrigued and repelled by the notion. “No.”

			“Probably to the best. A few have wagered it will be you.”

			Jayne’s jaw dropped, but she recovered quickly enough to snap her mouth shut. If she tried to speak, she’d no doubt be blathering.

			“I daresay I think it a fool’s wager, however,” Lady Inwood continued, as though she’d not just insulted Jayne to her core. “It’s well known that Ainsley never takes a married woman to his bed.”

			As though the ultimate decision rested with him and not her. She almost commented that perhaps married women didn’t want him in their bed. Having known their husbands, they were content with that. But she didn’t want to prolong this discussion any longer than necessary. “Then why would anyone wager on me?”

			“You’re young.” She lifted a bared shoulder carelessly. “Speculation is that since his accident, your husband—”

			“My husband satisfies me in all matters, I assure you.” She was pleased that the practiced words had escaped her lips so smoothly. She’d not been certain if the opportunity presented itself that she would be able to successfully protect Walfort’s manhood. He considered these people friends, equals, and here they were gossiping about him as though he were little more than gutter garbage. She’d feared it would be the case, hence the hours of practicing the precise words and tone in order to deliver them effectively.

			She took satisfaction in Lady Inwood’s brown eyes widening. “I meant no insult. It is simply that you have still failed to produce an heir—”

			“Did it occur to no one as they were doing all this damn gossiping that my husband and I required time to adjust to the obstacles thrown at us?”

			“Yes, of course. As I said, I meant no insult.”

			“If you’ll excuse me, I need to see to my other guests.”

			Inwardly, she was seething, but had she learned nothing else in the past three years, she’d learned to bury her emotions so far down that even she had a difficult time finding them. She wanted to leave this suffocating room, but she was the hostess, so she smiled and introduced to the assemblage each young lady who had requested an opportunity to perform, hoping that her music would capture some gentleman’s fancy.

			At one point the hairs on the nape of her neck rose and she turned to find Ainsley’s gaze riveted on her. She could see the speculation in his green eyes, the furrowing of his brow. His intense perusal only served to inflame her fury.

			She wished this entire affair were over, that she could send all her guests on their merry way. Instead, she smiled and pretended to give a fig about the latest fashions, books, and betrothals. It was all so damned frivolous. She thought her world had stopped falling apart, but she was wrong. It had simply become isolated, her focus narrowed to struggling not to continually grieve for all that had been irrevocably lost.

			After the recital, Walfort adjourned to the billiards room with some of the gentlemen. She saw to it that the remaining guests had all they needed to retire for the night. Most had brought their own servants, but hers were still available to help as needed. A few of the guests were sleeping in luxurious tents on the front lawn, but the more prestigious were given rooms. Lady Inwood had been correct: Walfort’s estate was known for its hunting grounds, and royalty often visited. Over the centuries, new wings and additions had been added to accommodate them, until the residence resembled a palace.

			When the rooms finally settled into quiet, Jayne rapped on her husband’s bedchamber door and discovered he was not yet abed. No doubt he remained in the billiards room with his liquor and cigars—and Ainsley. She didn’t want to contemplate the direction of their conversation tonight. Who knew what other madness the two of them might conjure together? She
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