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CHAPTER 1


Ardley, England

June, 1823

ALEXANDER DAYNE, THIRD Viscount Ardley, emitted a roar as someone dumped a pail of cold water over him while he lay flat on his back in…where in blazes was he? Blast. He was beside the vicarage house of St. Martin’s Church again. He coughed and sputtered, trying to clear his fogged brain as he sat up with a groan and raked his hands through his hair to brush back the strands that had fallen over his eyes.

When he looked up, all he saw was the lavender sky of breaking dawn, the golden sun burning through the last tendrils of mist and clouds, and the highly irritating Miss Viola Ruskin casting her slender shadow over him. Her presence boded no good for him, but at least her lithe, little body shaded him from the glare of the early morning light as she hovered close. “Do you have a death wish, Miss Ruskin?”

“No, my lord. But obviously, you do,” she said, her voice as soft and lovely as a summer breeze despite her irritation.

He wiped the last of the droplets from his eyes and glowered at the pretty perpetrator who happened to be the local vicar’s daughter. She was also known as the Ardley Angel, not only for her good deeds but also for her exquisite looks. However, she was quickly becoming the devil’s bane of his existence.

“What have you to say for yourself?” she asked in a schoolmistress voice that sounded surprisingly gentle to his ears because there really was no evil in this girl, just an irritating primness that he, much to his horror, was finding quite to his liking lately. Her stunning, brandy-colored eyes were ablaze as she shook her head in disapproval. A lock of her dark brown hair had fallen over her forehead and her cheeks were flushed as though she had just exerted herself.

“Need I remind you that I am a grown man and do not need you to act as my mother.” But he sank back onto the soft grass and groaned again, for the sky and ground seemed to be spinning around him and tossing him off balance. “Did you move me off the roadway?”

“Yes, my lord. It is the third time this week.”

It galled him to be obliged to the girl, but he hadn’t sunk quite so low yet as to deny she had now saved his hide more than once. For a sprite of a girl to drag his big body safely aside was no small feat. “Thank you.”

She knelt beside him and put a delicate hand on his shoulder. “I do not need your gratitude. What we all need is for you to come to your senses and behave in accordance with the honor of your title.”

Behave?

Other than drink himself into oblivion, he thought he had held himself together fairly well in the two years since his world fell apart. Hardly misbehaved at all. Which probably explained why he was noticing Miss Ruskin’s lush, pink lips within dangerously close reach of his.

They were incredibly attractive lips even when pursed, for she had a lovely, generous mouth.

Her bosom was also generous.

She must have noticed the lowering direction of his stare and gave him a disrespectful shove before scrambling back to her feet. “This is exactly what I mean.”

He rolled to his feet, ignoring the jolt of pain that shot into his skull as he did so, and took hold of her hand before she could storm away. “If I wish to drink myself into a stupor every night, that is my business and none of yours.”

The impertinent sprite was not in the least intimidated by him even though he now stood a full head taller than her modest height. She wasn’t small, but of average height, and yet there was something in her appearance that reminded him of a kitten, something small and worthy of a cuddle.

He was not about to cuddle this pillar of innocence as she stood there tossing daggers at him with her eyes.

“None of my business?” She gave a huff that raised her chest magnificently. “It is entirely my business when you insist on passing out in front of the vicarage like some destitute vagrant for all the parishioners to see.”

He did not care what he looked like.

It was the way she looked that troubled him, so much beauty wrapped up in so much innocence. He groaned inwardly, irritated he had been studying her and inexplicably finding her irresistible.

This wasn’t like him at all.

Why her?

And why now?

“There is no danger of your father’s parishioners seeing me. It is early yet, not much past dawn if the glint of sunlight is any indication. You are the only one out here at this hour.”

“Fortunately for you. But you may not be so fortunate next time.” She shook her head and emitted a sigh of exasperation. “You are Viscount Ardley, lord of the big manor overlooking our small enclave. Most of the villagers are dependent on you for their livelihoods. How do you think they would feel if they were to see you passed out in a ditch? Well, what have you to say for yourself?”

He arched an eyebrow and gave a careless shrug. “Since I seem to be landing in that ditch with some regularity, I suppose it is a good thing for me we’ve had no rain to drown me.”

She placed her hands on her hips and once more gave a magnificent huff. “This is all you have to say?”

He looked down at himself, realizing he wore no jacket or vest…or cravat, for that matter. Indeed, he had on nothing but a white shirt of good quality lawn that he hoped had not been ruined by the dousing she had just given him, and buff breeches that were relatively dry since she had dumped most of the water on his head.

The soaked shirt was plastered to his body and made a thwacking sound as he peeled it away from his skin. “No rain,” he said with a fierce frown, “and yet I seem to have gotten drenched anyway.”

“And I will do it again if I catch you inebriated in front of the church again. Do not be glib about this situation. You were stretched out in the road and might have been run over by a passing coach. Would serve you right…meaning no disrespect, my lord.”

He burst out laughing. “No disrespect? You have insulted me in every way possible.”

“Hardly. There is a lot more I would say to you if I were given leave to do so.”

He ought to have been furious, but Viola Ruskin had a way with people. Everyone liked her, even though she was the most buttoned up, self righteous little thing, and always the first to comment on his bad behavior.

So what if he was drinking himself into oblivion nightly?

Did he not have good cause?

He stared at her for no reason other than she had the most beautifully vibrant face. An alive face is what he would call it, for this is how he thought of everything now…as either alive or dead.

She was the sweet breath of life.

He was dead inside.

And yet, not quite as dead as he thought since he could not seem to tear his gaze away from her.

The little apple in her throat bobbed. “Let me help you inside,” she said more gently. “I’ll put the kettle on to boil.”

“For tea? Do not trouble yourself. I’ll take a brandy.”

“You will do no such thing. You already reek of it, and your eyes are so bloodshot it is a wonder you can see anything out of them. Indeed, you are so soaked in spirits, I’m afraid to light a flame anywhere near you for fear you will burst into flames yourself. It shall be tea for you and nothing stronger.”

“Do you dare contradict me?” He was a bloody viscount, after all. He could bloody well do any bloody thing he wanted, especially to himself.

“If by ‘contradict’ you mean save your life…then yes, I dare it.” She tipped her chin up in defiance, but he could tell by the little bob of the apple of her throat that she was not as confident as she wished to appear.

He had a sudden urge to kiss her slender throat, but he would never do it. Was it not enough of a betrayal that he was lately having these lustful feelings for this girl?

Viola Ruskin was an infuriating mix of prim and sultry, and this seemed to hold an insane appeal for him. He could not understand why, especially since it was the last thing he wanted to feel. In truth, he meant to spend the rest of his days completely numb to all sensation. He wanted nothing but ice in his veins and steel in his heart. Indeed, he needed to be rid of this raw and incessant ache in his heart before it drove him to ruin.

Viola pursed her plump, pink lips in disapproval, then sighed and led him into the vicarage kitchen. The vicar’s residence, a small but stately manse, was built of ancient stone and situated beside the church which was also built of this same ancient stone and had magnificent stained glass windows and a soaring spire.

The kitchen was not very large, but there was sufficient light coming in through its windows and the open door at this hour of the morning to give the room a golden glow. She motioned for him to sit on a stool beside the long table.

He stumbled to it and sat heavily, letting out a breath. When he inhaled, he caught the scent of freshly baked bread…or pie…or something delicious that made his stomach growl. Perhaps it was her delicate, fruity scent that was so tempting. But he said nothing and merely watched as she added water to the kettle and then put it on to boil.

She cast surreptitious glances at him while she worked, next frying up eggs and slices of ham with practiced ease. They sizzled in the pan, releasing a heavenly aroma that made his mouth salivate and caused his stomach to growl again. “Do you not have a cook to attend to this chore for you?”

“Mrs. Bligh will be here shortly, but you need nourishment now. Besides, I am not ashamed to know my way around a kitchen. It is quite a useful talent.”

“What do you mean?”

She turned to him with a wry arch of her eyebrow. “You really have no idea, do you?”

“No idea about what?”

She turned her back to him a moment to put the eggs and ham onto a plate for him. “What do you think will become of me once my father passes? You know his health is failing. I am doing my best to tend him, but nothing seems to help. He will be gone soon,” she said with a soft tremor to her voice, “and another vicar will be appointed to take his place. He is all I have in the world. When he is gone, I shall have no one. Nor will I have a roof over my head, for the new vicar’s family will certainly push me out when they move in.”

He inhaled with a gut-felt ache. “Forgive me. I was callous and did not think.”

“Why should you concern yourself with me?” She set the plate before him, and then added a scone from the basket sitting on the table and covered in a cheerful cloth. A heavenly aroma drifted toward him as she lifted the cloth. Those scones were obviously freshly baked. She must have been up quite early to have already prepared this batch.

Yet it could not have been something she did regularly, for her hands were delicate and not at all roughened by this sort of labor.

“I know you are too caught up in your own misery to think of anyone but yourself.” She sighed and took the stool beside him. “I’m sorry. That was harsh of me and unfair. I know how dearly you loved your wife and daughter.”

“Do not mention them,” he said in a low growl.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, but he caught the edge of irritation in her voice. “We all lose loved ones. Do you think I am not struggling with the impending loss of mine as well? I never even knew my mother. She died giving birth to me.”

He was about to reach for her hand to give it a light squeeze in apology, but she moved away to pour him a cup of tea. She now set the cup down beside him and settled once more on her stool. “That wet shirt must be uncomfortable for you, but I don’t think any of my father’s shirts will fit you.”

“I’m fine. The weather’s warm enough. I will survive it.” He still wanted to take her hand, but the moment had passed, so he picked up his fork instead and began to eat. “This is delicious.”

“Thank you. I am hoping to find a position for myself as a cook…when the need arises.”

He glanced at her in surprise. “Why would you bury yourself in a kitchen where no one can see you?”

She cast him a wry smile. “It is the safest place for me, surely that is obvious. One of the few positions for which I would be hired. No wife will take me on me as governess for her children or as maid for her household.”

He nodded. “Because you are far too pretty.”

Blast.

He hadn’t meant to let that slip, but she did not appear to be taking it as anything more than a factual comment.

“I am not blind to the way men look at me.”

“You could use your appearance to best advantage and find yourself a husband.”

“Yes, I could. But I cannot bring myself to do it, at least not yet. I wish to make a love match, if possible. I do not want to marry merely for the sake of convenience. I am not afraid of hard work. My life does not have to be easy, but it does have to be happy.”

He gave a disdainful snort. “Happy?”

If only he could remember what that felt like.

“And what is wrong with wanting this? Why should I have to cringe every time my husband reaches out to touch me? Any man would expect rights to my body in exchange for providing a roof over my head and food on the table. But I am not made this way. I…I cannot give myself to someone I do not love.” She blushed furiously. “Oh, this is more than you wanted to hear. Much more than I should have said.”

She moved away and pretended to busy herself putting away supplies.

“Miss Ruskin, do not be afraid to come to me if ever you are in need of assistance. I may be wretched in many ways, but not to the point I would ever forget my duty to those who reside in my village.” He set down his fork and stared at his empty plate, for he had devoured every last crumb.

She stopped fidgeting about the kitchen and turned to regard him with a thoughtful expression. “You would help me?”

“I know I have not been worthy of any of you these past two years, but I do understand what you mean about happiness. I have felt the loss of it acutely ever since Jillian passed. Then to lose my little Molly to the same illness mere days later. It was more than I could bear.”

He saw tears form in her eyes. “I know, my lord. If I am severe with you, it is because I know that the man I have been finding drunk outside the vicarage this past week is not who you are or were ever meant to be.”

He snorted. “Pretty wretched, I know.”

“We are all very proud of who you are. A war hero, a loving father and husband, a good and kind man who cares for those under his protection. But you’ve lost your way so badly at the moment. I have every confidence you will set yourself right and find your true path.”

In addition to being physically beautiful, Viola was also intelligent and compassionate. He had behaved poorly, especially toward her, and now felt quite contrite. He was not an ogre but had been taking out his grief and frustration on others for too long. “I thank you for an excellent meal. I promise to do better for all of you.”

She shook her head. “It is most important that you do this for yourself.”

“I know. It has been two years now, and yet I feel as though I am getting worse instead of better.”

“Because you are not permitting yourself to move on. May I speak my mind, my lord?”

He cast her a wry grin, for Viola was an opinionated little thing. Perhaps this is why he had been stirring awake only to find himself in front of St. Martin’s Church these past few days. Was he seeking her out? “Go on.”

She took a deep breath and returned to the seat beside his. “A part of you is ready to move on and this angers you.”

“Why should it anger me? In truth, I am desperate for it.”

“Yes, but you also believe moving on is a betrayal of Lady Jillian’s memory. Yours was a love match and her loss has left a gaping hole in your heart. You want to find someone who will fill that emptiness, but at the same time you hate yourself for even considering someone else as your wife. You think it will somehow diminish all that Lady Jillian meant to you.”

She was right, but it did not make him any less angry to hear the truth from her lips. In fact, having it set out so plainly hurt more.

He rose and raked a hand through his still wet hair.

Blast.

Droplets still streamed down his neck and into his chest thanks to her dumping that water on him. “Thank you for breakfast, Miss Ruskin. I shall endeavor to pass out in the village green next time rather than disturb you,” he said with an icy sarcasm that was completely unprovoked on her part.

But the truth struck like a spear through the heart and he was not yet ready to hear it.

She was right, but it did not mean he had to accept what she was saying. Nor was she the only one shoving this obvious dilemma in his face. His father’s letters had been filled with pleas to stop living in the past and find himself a wife. His father was the Earl of Trent and he was the earl’s heir.

No one was letting him forget this.

Everywhere he turned, his duty as eldest son was being flung in his face.

She placed a hand on his arm as he started to turn away. “What now, Miss Ruskin?”

“If you are going to rant and rage at me, then you may as well address me as Viola. Why maintain formality when what you really want to do is forget I exist?”

“That makes no sense.”

“Let us not keep up a polite pretense. You are in a very bad way and slowly killing yourself. I am glad if I make you angry because it is time you dealt with this problem obviously plaguing you. You cannot stay buried in this dark well of misery you have dug for yourself. At least try to poke your head out and see what a little bit of sunlight might have to offer.”

“Such as?”

“You are a viscount and heir to the Earl of Trent,” she said, repeating his own thoughts. “Your estate is well-managed and healthy, and you are still young and handsome. Why not venture in–”

“Do not dare say the marriage mart! I have no interest in remarrying.” Which is what he had told his family as well and received much the same reaction as he was now receiving from impertinent Viola.

Her father was the vicar.

She was just the sanctimonious vicar’s daughter.

What right did she have to pass judgment on him?

He groaned inwardly, knowing he was being a complete and utter ogre to her.

She placed her hands on her hips and frowned at him, ignoring that he towered over her and was twice her strength. “You know I am right. This is precisely why you are angry at yourself…in addition to barking at me. Stop behaving like a trapped and wounded dog. Bark all you like, but it will not fix your pain. Only moving forward will ever help. Start slowly. Do not venture into the marriage mart until you are good and ready. I am not suggesting you dive into those waters right away.”

“Merely dip in a toe?”

She nodded. “You have friends, do you not?”

“I don’t know. I’ve chased most of them away by now.”

“The true ones will return upon your invitation. You still have your brother and parents, too.”

He did not know why he was listening to her. Perhaps because she was making sense. And yet, the last thing he wanted to do was be sensible. “Your point?”

“Throw a weekend house party.”

“Have you been corresponding with my mother?” he muttered with the same icy sarcasm in his tone as before.

“No, but your family has obviously been imploring you to do this or else you would not be looking at me as though you wish I would disappear into Hades along with the other demons burdening your soul. But this is my home and you are the trespasser here, not I. So it is you who should be on his way. And what is so wrong with the suggestion? It is just a party and need not be anything more. Your brother’s wife and your mother will gladly help you make up an invitation list.”

His groan was more of a low growl. “My mother? And Daisy? I am not a little boy who needs their guidance.”

She looked him up and down. “You are certainly not a little boy. But you are behaving like one. Is it not obvious you desperately need a woman’s hand in this?”

“If you are suggesting my mother and Daisy are to decide upon which sweet young things to invite, then forget it.”

“Fine, you select them. I’m sure you will make a disastrous mess of it.”

“Will I now?” He lifted her up and held her up at his eye level.

He saw the sudden panic in her eyes, for he must have looked like something wild and unmanageable at this moment.

She grabbed onto his shoulders for support and her eyes widened a little more. “Put me down, my lord. This isn’t funny.”

“Neither is your suggestion.” But he set her down because he did not need her shrieking in his ear. His head was still pounding like a hammer being swung atop a nut to crack it. “I will do it…hold a house party, but under two conditions.”

“What are they?”

“That you spend the weekend cooking for me. I have never tasted anything as splendid as this breakfast you just made for me. Not that I should be surprised since parishioners have been attending your father’s Sunday sermons by the hordes because of the pies you bake for refreshments after his service.”

“They come to hear him speak. It is ridiculous to think they attend merely for my pies. You never do. In fact, you tear out of church the moment his sermon is over. Why?”

“Because I prefer to retreat to my bear cave and lick my wounds.”

She cast him a confused look.

“I tried staying afterward once, but all anyone would talk to me about was Jillian and Molly. It was too much for me.” He sighed brokenly. “Cook for me, Viola. I shall pay you handsomely for your trouble.”

“But you have Mrs. Stringer to run your kitchen. She has been in your service for almost a decade.”

“She is not up to the task of preparing meals that require flair and delicacy. I shall give her the weekend off to visit her sister and let the staff know you will be assuming her role while she is gone. It is you…it must be you…or you can forget about the house party.”

She groaned. “Gad, have you always been such an ogre and did we just not see it? All right, if Mrs. Stringer is amenable, then I shall do it. This will also be helpful to me in gaining your recommendation regarding my cooking abilities when the time comes. I’ll need your word that I shall have your letter of recommendation.”

He nodded. “If your meals are half as good as the scones, ham, and eggs you whipped up for me just now, you have my oath on it.”

She let out a breath. “What is your second condition?”

That you share my bed for the weekend.

Oh, blessed saints! No! This was the brandy in him talking.

He quickly suppressed the errant thought.

The last thing he would ever do is hurt someone as kind as Viola. It was not her fault she was also luscious and lively, not to mention far more pleasant company than anyone outside of his own family. Nor was it her fault that he– when drunk and obviously delirious– desired her in this crass way.

Jillian would be so disappointed in him.

In truth, he was disappointed in himself, and quite detested himself for having such thoughts about the girl whose only intention was to help him. But he was a man, and had deprived himself of those needs far too long. There was no explanation for it other than his grief had gotten jumbled up with his anger and frustration. To put it in mathematical terms, grief plus anger and frustration had somehow equaled lust.

But why for Viola?

She was not the sort of girl he would ever touch.

“My lord? What is your second condition?”

Indeed, she was the decent sort he ought to be protecting, especially from him.

“That you help me select the young ladies to be invited.” He studied her as her lovely eyes widened in obvious surprise. “It must be you, or I will not go through with it. Are you willing?”


CHAPTER 2


VIOLA SHOOK HER head and emitted a soft trill of laughter, unable to believe this brandy-soaked viscount knew what he was asking. “Me? Help you? I do not know the first thing about these society darlings. Truly, your mother or your sister-in-law will be far more adept at guiding you.”

“But I want you,” he said with a soft growl that shot warmth into her cheeks.

“To help you?” She shook her head again. “Fine. But do not blame me if you find them all unsuitable. The fault is squarely on you.”

He crossed his heart, drawing her attention to his broad chest and the light ripple of his solid muscles visible beneath his wet shirt. “Blame falls entirely on me. Then we are agreed?”

“Dear heaven,” she muttered, knowing this could turn into the biggest mistake of her life. What was she doing? For that matter, what was he thinking? He was a big, gorgeous brute of a viscount and so far above her station that she dared not even dream of a possible match between them.

Truly, not even dreams of him were safe.

He was out of her reach in every way possible.

Her answer to his request had to be a resounding no.

What she ought to do is chase him out of her kitchen before this went any further.

She took a deep breath and slowly let the air out as she said, “Yes.”

Dear heaven again.

What had just come out of her mouth?

She had meant to refuse.

Oh, Viola. What a ninny you are.

His smile was genuinely openhearted. “Thank you.”

She could not recall ever seeing him smile like this in the two years since his Lady Jillian had died. Perhaps this was a good step forward for him, but what about her path? He was climbing out of the deep well he had dug for himself and she seemed to be jumping right into it.

She shook her head.

All would be well if she remained sensible.

Was this not her best quality?

Nor had her father raised her to turn her back on those who sought their help. Even if the house party proved to be a disaster, it did not matter. What mattered was the viscount’s willingness to take this important first step toward his recovery.

Her father was dying and she could do nothing to prevent it.

So why not help someone who could be saved?

She breathed a sigh, feeling better now that she had made this decision. After all, it was only a weekend house party, and they would have no need to see each other during it or ever again after it.

Indeed, if it turned out to be successful, he would likely return to London and begin accepting invitations to all the elite society affairs.

She would be forgotten, assuming she even entered his thoughts.

He seemed pensive now that he had made this first leap forward. Pensive and pleased, for his entire appearance seemed to lighten as he began to unburden himself. “My family and friends have been hounding me about getting back into circulation for over a year now. My parents, especially. They don’t stop. I cannot bear to open their letters anymore. I know what each one is going to say.”

“They write because they see you have gotten yourself stuck and worry about you.”

“I know. This is why I have been drinking more heavily than usual. They are right, it is time I gave it a try. However, I am not sure I will ever be able to move on.”

“The path does not have to be smooth. Indeed, I expect it will be quite bumpy. But at least you are now taking a first step.”

“And yet, I cannot help feeling as though I am betraying Jillian.” His eyes were a deep, turbulent blue as he leveled his gaze on her. “I have stuck you in the middle of the fray, haven’t I?”

“I can always bow out of the planning if it looks as though my assistance is not working out.”

He shook his head. “No, Viola. You are never going to be the problem. I think my stumbling to your doorway three nights this week is no coincidence. I did not come here to unburden myself to your father. It is you I wanted to see. You, with your sharp tongue and brutal honesty, is what I need. Think of yourself as my guardian angel.”

“No, my lord.” This was too much of a responsibility for her. She wanted to stay on his good side because she needed to think of her future and wanted a solid reference from him if she hoped to find a position as cook in a fine household. But to have him think of her as his very own angel? Someone to nourish his aching soul? “You are feeling generous toward me because I have just provided you with one of the most delicious breakfasts you have eaten in years.”

He laughed. “All right, that must be the reason.”

She hoped so for both their sakes.

She was not blind to how men responded to her, although she truly did not think she was prettier than any other young woman in Ardley. She dared not think he was looking upon her as his angel for unmentionable reasons, that he was famished for some form of nourishment other than an occasional breakfast from her.

She silently prayed she would be able to handle him. He knew how to behave in a civilized manner, but on the inside he was a raging beast because he was so hurt and angry.

A wounded bear.

And yet, he was so handsome on the outside, he made her heart ache.

Viola cast him a pained smile back. “When do we start?”

“As soon as possible. This is the right decision and I do not want to think too long about it or I will change my mind.”

“I agree. The sooner we get underway, the better. Let me tend to my father first, see that he is fed and made comfortable after he gives his morning sermon. Then I will come up to Ardley Hall. Is that all right? Shall we say about noon today?”

“Yes, that will do.” He appeared to want to say more, but merely gave a nod. “I had better make myself presentable for your visit.”

She watched him stride out of her kitchen, and then hurried to the window to watch him make his way through the gate and onto the road to his home. Presentable? Ha! That man would look magnificent even if he were dressed in rags.

His home was a grand manor situated just up the hill from the vicarage, a cozy house despite its size and elegance. She had visited several times with her father over the years, more so when Lady Jillian was alive, and fully understood why the viscount missed his wife so much. She had made Ardley Hall a happy place for him and all who visited.

“Oh, Viola. What are you doing?” She closed the kitchen door and went on about her business, trying to finish as many chores as she could manage in order to take her mind off him and this house party she had foolishly agreed to help him plan.

She assisted her father in readying himself for the morning’s church service, and then made certain he was comfortably settled in his study after the service. It was his habit to immediately work on the following day’s sermon while that spiritual fervor was still fresh on his mind. “Papa, I won’t be gone long. Mrs. Bligh will bring in your lunch shortly. Do you want me to wait until she does?”

Her father cast her a doting smile. “I shall be fine, child. Go run your errands.”

She tucked a shawl around his shoulders and made certain his tea and freshly baked scones were within easy reach. He had grown so feeble, she wanted something nourishing always within his grasp. It did not matter that his midday meal was on the way. He hardly ate anything these days, so he needed all the encouragement possible. “It isn’t so much an errand as a stupid agreement to help out Lord Ardley. I don’t know how I let him talk me into this foolishness.”

Her father laughed. “You ought to feel honored. It means he trusts you above all others.”

She rolled her eyes. “Then he has terrible judgment, doesn’t he? I don’t know the first thing about society or the marriage mart.”

“But you understand people, Viola. This is what he is relying on you for. Is this not what you told me? That he needs to be set on his right path.”

“With the right woman by his side.” She shook her head. “How can I know who is the proper mate to his heart? This is someone he must choose for himself. What if he already found her in Lady Jillian and will never find this same bliss again? Is it wrong for all of us to force him into someone else’s arms?”

“Child, you are not forcing him. He is the one seeking a way out of his misery and has asked for your help. Who knows? In helping him, you might also find your own path forward. He is not the only one stuck and refusing to move on.”

“Papa, are you referring to me?”

“Yes, as you well know. Squire Haworth’s son has shown quite a bit of interest in you. Why are you so resistant to his advances?”

She sighed. “No man is going to steal me away from you. Not George Haworth or Lord Ardley. Oh, Papa. I do wish I had refused Lord Ardley’s request.”

He patted her hand. “Is it so bad that your path and his are intertwined at the moment?”

“No, but it is quite disconcerting.”

“You must do this for yourself, Viola. A recommendation from the viscount about your excellent cooking will get you hired by the finest houses in England. Truly, this is your best choice if you decide not to marry young Haworth. However, I do wish you would consider his offer more seriously. His father is a wealthy squire and George is his heir. He would give you a good life.”

Her father was right. But cooking, not George Haworth, was the way to securing her future and the viscount had promised to help.

Poor George.

She liked him, but did not desire him in the way a wife ought to desire a husband. He was a good man who deserved better than a tepid wife.

She kissed her father on his forehead and then hurried to Ardley Hall under a gloriously gentle breeze and bright sunshine. The church had been built over eight hundred years ago and so had the older parts of Ardley Hall. But Ardley Hall had been upgraded over the centuries by the ruling family whereas the church and vicarage remained as originally built.

Oh, what she would give for a modern amenity or two.

She passed by the viscount’s sheep pasture and waved to Mrs. Bligh’s son who tended his flock. “Good morning, Jeremy!”

“Good morning, Miss Viola. Are ye headed to the big house?”

She nodded. “I am.”

“Try to keep out of his lordship’s way then. He has been in a foul temper this past week.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m headed there to see him now, but he won’t dare be impolite to me.”

Jeremy laughed. “That’s true. Ye have the Almighty on yer side and he ain’t about to mess with that.”

A light breeze whipped the hem of her gown about her ankles as she strode through the impressive gate and walked up the drive toward the grand manor house. The thick stones walls had been painted a cheerful white and the shutters were a deep, forest green. The garden was beautifully maintained, and it would not be long before red roses burst into bloom along the trellises.

She was about to walk up to the front door, then realized perhaps she ought to go around to the back. She was hardly a distinguished visitor. But just as she was about to head to the servants entrance, the viscount himself happened to walk out of the stable. A slant of sunlight followed him as he marched toward her with a manly stride. Dear heaven, he looked every bit the Viking warrior with his head of golden hair and powerfully muscled body.

Even in dry clothes, he looked magnificent.

She blinked her eyes as he approached, trying hard to expunge the memory of his wet shirt clinging to his every muscle and sinew.

“No, Viola,” he said with a light frown, startling her out of her wayward thoughts. “You are always to come to my front door.”

“But–”

“I’ll allow no protest. You are my guest.”

“But you have engaged me to be your cook.”

“I haven’t yet. The party list comes first.”

“But I am still–”

“Stop.” He cast her a wry grin, his gorgeous eyes, the fathomless blue of an ocean, now shimmering with amusement. “How about we compromise?”

“Compromise?”

“You wish to go in through the servants entrance.”

She nodded. “Yes. It is the only–”

“Oh, Viola. You are such a stubborn little thing. You insist on entering through the kitchen and I demand you come in through the front. Neither of us will give in, so here is my compromise. I’ll give you a leg up and you can climb in through that window.” He pointed to the bow window to the left of his front door.

His grin held devastating appeal as he fashioned a step out of his hands. “What do you say?”

She laughed. “Not on your life. You win, my lord. Front door it is.”

“And this is how it shall always be for you.” He held out his arm, obviously intending to treat her as a lady and escort her inside.

“Oh.” She glanced at his forearm a moment before setting her hand on it.

Her insides curled.

The man was not only handsome as sin, but he was treating her as a fine lady.

Remember your place, Viola.

You are to be his cook.

But he led her into the parlor and offered her a seat in one of the elegant silk chairs before ringing for his butler. “Are you certain we ought to–”

“Yes, I am certain. We have work to do and it is best done here where my staff can see us and know we are doing nothing improper.”

“When will you take me to the kitchen?”

“After we have made our guest list. I am not going to introduce you to my kitchen staff before we are certain there will be a weekend house party.”

She cleared her throat. “All right, but just note that it is your guest list and not mine.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Fine, I stand corrected. My list, not yours. I see that you are carrying a bag with you. May I ask what’s inside?”

She nodded. “I’ve brought along several London newspapers known for the gossip they report.”

He cast her another devastatingly attractive grin. “Why Miss Ruskin, I had no idea you indulged in their lurid tattle.”

“Actually, it is my father who is the gossip fiend,” she said with a merry lilt as she drew them out and handed one over to him. “These papers assist him in preparing his sermons. Fertile fodder, he calls it. There is always something sinful to be found in them. Adultery mostly, but also theft, hubris, dishonoring thy parents, an occasional Upper Crust murder. But they also hold useful information, such as who are this year’s ton diamonds.”

“Ah, that is helpful. We are to pore over this list of diamonds and then invite several of them to tempt me out of my grief?”

She nodded. “Yes, just a few this time. To invite them all would overwhelm you, I should think.”

“Especially since I don’t want any of them here.” He raked a hand through his hair, obviously not liking the chore. “Who do you suggest?”

Her eyes widened. “Me? I don’t know the first thing about these debutantes or their families. You are the one who has been out in society.”

“I am the wrong person to trust with that decision. At the moment, I do not know what is up or what is down. I intend to leave the decision to you, for you have good intuition about people.”

“I do not have special powers,” she said with a vehement shake of her head. “If I did, I would be playing the horses at the Newmarket races and setting aside my winnings for a comfortable future for myself.”

He chuckled at her jest. “Do not dismiss your instincts. They are quite excellent. Do you think I have not noticed?”

They paused in their conversation while his butler, one of her father’s regular congregants, a kindly, older gentleman by the name of Mr. Greaves, scurried in. “My lord?”

“Tea and refreshments for me and Miss Ruskin.”

“At once my lord,” Mr. Greaves said, hurrying off before Viola had the chance to greet him.

But it was not long before he returned, rolling in a large tea cart. To her surprise, it was quite finely laden with an assortment of cold meats, cheeses, fruit, and cakes, in addition to tea. The cups, plates, and silverware set out were of the finest quality.

Perhaps too fine for her.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Greaves. You scurried away before I could properly greet you. How are you today?”

Apparently, it was not done to speak to the servants, something she realized when he looked upon her in obvious surprise and then turned to the viscount for guidance as to whether or not he should respond.

The viscount nodded.

“I am quite well, Miss Ruskin. I hope you enjoy the refreshments set out.”

“I’m sure I will.” She smiled at the man as he quietly backed out of the room.

“You startled him,” the viscount said with some amusement.

She sighed. “You are treating me as you would an honored guest, but I am merely the vicar’s daughter. Obviously, I do not know the rules in a fine house.”

“I suppose we do have our rules, but kindness is always permitted. I do not fault my guests for being polite or showing courtesy to those in my employ.” He poured her a cup of tea as he spoke, and then placed strawberries and a lemon cake on her plate. “We grow our own strawberries in the conservatory. Have you ever seen it?”

It felt so odd to be served by him, but he appeared to be quite comfortable in performing the task. “No, never. I have only ever been in this visitor’s parlor and your back garden where Lady Jillian held her tea parties.”

“Never been given a tour of my home?”

She shook her head. “Never. But I would love to see the conservatory, if I may?”

He nodded. “I’ll show you this house from top to bottom before we are done with this project of ours. Let’s get to work now, shall we?”

“Yes, but do you have a Debrett’s? I’m sure you must. Having it close at hand will help.”

“What for? To tell you who the noble families with a long lineage are as opposed to the crass and presumptuous nouveau riche?”

By his tone, she knew he was speaking with light sarcasm. “My lord, there is nothing wrong with nouveau riche. They bring fresh blood into the noble lines. I also suspect these interlopers with their new blood have been infiltrating the aristocratic bloodlines for centuries. Girls were often betrothed during childhood to men they never would have chosen for themselves. So they discreetly sought their…you know…elsewhere.”

“Pleasures?” He grinned. “You are blushing quite profusely, Viola. I thought you were forthright and confident about everything.”

“Not all things.”

“I am merely teasing you. You may kick me if I provoke you. You are a little know-it-all, but there is an innocence about you I find quite refreshing. This makes you irresistible to tease.”

“You had better stay on my good side, my lord,” she said, grinning back at him, “or I might select utter crones for you and make your weekend party a misery.”

He laughed. “You will never do it. You are far too softhearted and want very badly to set me on the right path. This why you are perfect for the task. Earnest, honest. Caring. Ah, you are blushing again.”

“I am not used to such compliments.”

“Accept them as facts, for these are your qualities. Everyone thinks so.” He took a sip of his tea, the delicate cup looking quite out of place in his big hands. They were nice hands, his fingers long and well-proportioned, but not smooth as one would expect from a gentleman of leisure. Well, he was often out in the fields with his farmers and did take interest in his mills, stables, and other enterprises. The only duty he really shirked from was in finding another wife upon whom to breed heirs.

“My lord, I think we should stop talking about me and concentrate on the qualities you seek in the young lady you would take as your wife.”

He grimaced. “My head will explode if I am required to give it thought. Can you not simply decide for me?”

“Absolutely not!” Her eyes widened in horror. What was wrong with this man? She would kick him if he weren’t in such obvious torment. “I know this has to be difficult for you.”

“It is excruciating. Is there not another way?”

She took a deep breath.

Why was he making this so hard for both of them?

“All right. What if…that is…” She took another deep breath. “Should I…perhaps…should I assume you would like her to have the same qualities as Lady Jillian?”

“No!” He raked a hand through his hair. “I am not looking for a twin of my wife. Do you understand what I am trying to say?”

She nodded. “The young lady must bring her own unique qualities to the marriage.”

“Yes, Viola. That is it exactly. You instinctively understand this. And this is why you must be the one to help me.”

He seemed so convinced of it, she knew it was a waste of breath to attempt to dissuade him. “Let us start with another question, better phrased than the first. What qualities in general attract you?”

“Do you mean the physical attributes of a young lady?”

“No, these ton diamonds are all going to be beautiful. But I refer to the less obvious qualities. Do you prefer someone quiet and thoughtful? Or someone cheerful who enjoys company? How intelligent does she need to be? Must she have musical talents? Must she enjoy a domestic life? Or a society life? You know, constant parties, teas, other social affairs?”

She was trying to be serious, but he simply looked stunned.

Perhaps it was too much to toss at him all at once.

She sipped the last of her tea and resumed the conversation from another angle. “Let us forget about these ladies for now. How about we make a list of the friends and family you wish to invite, get those squared away first.”

He cast her a wry smile. “You are treating me like a little boy again.”

She shook her head and laughed softly. “No, my lord. I
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