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Lady Caroline sat in her private study, staring at the letter Mrs. Ferriday handed her. The only sounds in the cool blue-and-cream room were the ticking of the ornate case clock and the crackle of the fire. A lump of coal clattered against the grate as it fell. Caroline did not glance around. It was not the sound she feared, not the sound of her brother’s return. She dared make no noise herself, no exclamation of hope or surprise. It was as if she thought the walls would not only hear, but would betray her. Country houses kept all manner of secrets, but some of them were not kept for very long.

			She’d already been nursing this one for weeks. She read her letter once more, and once more after that.

			“Really, this is absurd,” Caroline murmured to herself. “It’s not as if it’s going to change.”

			Despite this entirely sensible remark, she read it again. The clock ticked and the fire crackled, and there was no other sound.

			Slowly, Caroline laid the paper down and rose to her feet. Several locks of her unruly chestnut hair had escaped their pins to dangle about her ears. She pushed them back as she stared down at the surface of the desk. From this distance the closely written words were little more than scribbles of black ink, but she could still pick out the words “trust” and “dividends” and “account.”

			Moving without real purpose, Caroline drifted over to the window and pushed back the plush drape. Outside, the garden had turned gold and gray from the cold, March rain. She could just see the last of the snow lurking under the burlap-shrouded forms of Mother’s rosebushes.

			Caroline rested her fingertips against the windowpane, feeling the cold of the glass slip under her skin. She had often stood and stared like this, sometimes in this room, sometimes in Mother’s bedroom when Mama had fallen into a restless doze, or one of her long, terrible spells of silence.

			But if the man who wrote to her was being accurate and honest in his presentation of the facts, her days of standing, staring, and wishing might finally be at an end. Caroline pressed her hand flat against the glass. She had spent years trying to accustom herself to living within the constraints her father and brother laid on her. But now . . . now . . .

			The door creaked. “My lady?” said a soft voice.

			Caroline jumped and whirled around. Her eyes darted at once to her desk, and her first thought was to run and hide her letter. Then she realized the voice belonged to Mrs. Ferriday, her personal attendant. Caroline sagged against the window, at least as far as her corsets would permit.

			“Yes, Mrs. Ferriday, what is it?”

			“Miss Rayburn, my lady. She’s just arrived and—”

			“And Caro, I’ve got such news!” Before Mrs. Ferriday could finish another word, Fiona Rayburn burst into Caroline’s sitting room. “Look! Look!” Fiona waved her left hand in front of Caroline’s eyes.

			Between her letter and Fiona’s abrupt appearance, Caroline was so dizzied, she could barely see anything at all. “Fi! I thought you were still in London.”

			“I was, but look!” Fi shoved her fingers directly under Caroline’s nose. Caroline took a deep breath, grasped her friend’s wrist to hold her still, and forced herself to focus on what was immediately in front of her.

			What was in front of her was Fiona’s dainty, perfectly kept, and entirely ungloved hand, the third finger of which was graced by a bright, gold ring. A square-cut diamond nearly the size of Caroline’s thumbnail flashed with a delicate pink tint.

			Caroline’s gaze jerked up to meet her friend’s. Fi nodded energetically.

			“He proposed! James proposed!”

			“Fi, that’s wonderful!” Caroline embraced her friend and tried to set all other feeling aside, but the tears stinging her eyes were not just from happiness. The hope and fear that came with Mr. Upton’s latest letter would not be so quickly dismissed, not even for Fiona’s joy.

			“You’re the first person outside the family I’ve told.” Fiona pulled back, but only so she could grasp Caroline’s shoulders. “And you are going to be my maid of honor, you know. I couldn’t possibly consider anyone else.”

			This determined declaration allowed Caroline to smile in earnest. Three seasons in London had not changed Fiona in the least.

			“So, you’re going to be married from Danbury House?” Caroline settled onto the velveteen sofa and motioned for Fi to sit beside her. “That will be beautiful . . .”

			“Danbury House? Oh, no, Caro. A country wedding would never do. James is the future Baron Eddistone, after all. We’re to have a town wedding. A big one. In June, of course, and—”

			“A town wedding? In London?”

			“Honestly, Caro. Your sense of humor does make you say the oddest things sometimes. Of course London.”

			Caroline did not make any immediate answer. She could not. The reminder of her current circumstances—all of them—was too much. Fi’s eyes narrowed. It was a look that turned her dainty face surprisingly shrewd. Few beyond her intimate acquaintance ever suspected the sheer force of personality and cleverness that lay behind Fiona’s sky-blue eyes. “Caro? Has something happened?”

			Yes, it has. The words flashed through Caroline’s mind, but she still couldn’t make herself speak. Her ears still strained to hear the distant scrape of a heavy door, or the echo of riding boots against marble tile from the foyer below—the sounds that would signal Jarrett’s return.

			“I know Jarrett will refuse out of hand,” Fi went on. “I’m sure he thinks I’ll whisk you off to some masked ball and throw you to the Lord of the Rakes.”

			“Who?” asked Caroline, struggling out of the depths of her own angry reverie. “Lord of the what?”

			For a moment Fiona looked at Caroline like she couldn’t comprehend what she said. Then she clearly remembered her friend was almost entirely ignorant of town gossip. “Oh. I’m sorry. It was a joke. There’s a rogue about town currently, Philip Montcalm. The matrons have made a bit of a hobgoblin out of him. They call him Lord of the Rakes and use him to try to frighten girls making their debut into good behavior.”

			“Does it work?”

			“Not that I have noticed. But, Caro, you are missing the point. The point is that you are to be my maid of honor, and I am here to make sure Jarrett lets you come to me.” Fiona drew herself up to her full height, which was, in truth, not that difficult. The epitome of the English Rose, delicate, golden Fiona had never grown an inch past five feet tall. Caroline, on the other hand, had inherited something of her father’s height to go with her mother’s generous curves and chestnut hair. She could never sit next to Fi without feeling gawky. “I’m going to ask Jarrett directly to allow you to come to me,” Fi told her. “If I fail, Mother and Father have already said they will come next and make the case on our behalf.”

			Although she was the daughter of a wealthy earl, Caroline had never once been to London. Instead, she’d grown up feasting on her mother’s stories of its parties, shops, and theaters. Her favorite times as a child had been when Mama decided they would be “paying calls” for the day. Together, they traipsed through the house, pretending it was the London streets and that the empty, quiet rooms of Keenesford Hall were populated by the ladies of the haut ton that Mama had known before her marriage to Earl Keenesford. But Mama’s long series of illnesses and Father’s orders had kept them from ever actually visiting the town. Now that Jarrett had inherited the title, he decided those orders should remain strictly in place. Caroline might visit the country house parties of their various acquaintances, if Mrs. Rayburn or some other chaperone he approved of was there. She might accompany him to an archery meet, or a hunt ball for some slice of society. Otherwise, her world was Keenesford Hall and its grounds, and would remain so.

			At least, that had always been their father’s plan, and Jarrett had enforced it rigidly. She’d never actually caught him going through her papers, but it was not out of the question. He’d asked so many sharp questions at the breakfast table this morning, she was sure he knew she was hiding something. If he even suspected she knew about the money . . . what could he do? What might he try to keep her here?

			But that question played itself over in her mind once more. What could he do? If Mr. Upton was right, Jarrett could do exactly nothing.

			“Caro, you’re looking positively feverish. What on earth’s the matter?”

			Caro looked into her friend’s suspicious, worried eyes. How to even begin? She squeezed Fi’s hands once before she stood and walked over to her desk. She pulled out two of her recent letters and stared at them. If they told the truth, if she could bring herself to really believe . . .

			“Caro,” whispered Fiona. “Please, I’m asking as your friend. Tell me what’s wrong.”

			“Nothing,” answered Caroline. “That’s just it. For once, I think, everything’s right.”

			Caroline handed Fi the first letter. She watched her friend read. She did not need to lean over her shoulder to know what Fi saw. She had memorized the words the week the letter arrived. Possibly the first day.

			Dear Lady Caroline:

			I hope you will excuse the liberty I take in writing this letter, and permit me to congratulate you upon this occasion of your birthday, and the achievement of your majority. Now that you are in full possession of the funds your mother so prudently left in trust to you . . .

			Fiona lowered the letter. “A trust? Your mother left you a trust? Caro, you never said!”

			“I didn’t know,” Caroline croaked. “They . . . Father and Jarrett. If they knew about it, they never told me.” As an underage girl, she had not been present at the reading of her mother’s will. Certainly no man of business would think to discuss such things with a girl when her father and brother were alive to hear about them for her. When Jarrett inherited the title, he had continued their father’s custom of receiving all letters into his own hands at the dining table. He himself would then distribute the few meant for her or the stewards and servants. Caroline wondered now if any of those had been deliberately withheld.

			Fiona pressed her hand to her mouth, but continued reading.

			. . . I wish to take this opportunity to assure you that if you have any question or direction regarding the disbursement of your dividends, you have only to write to me at this address, and I will do my utmost to provide answers. In the absence of other instructions, there is an account in your name at the Bank of London, where said dividends will be deposited quarterly.

			I am very much looking forward to hearing from you. Again, my best congratulations upon this anniversary of your birth. You may believe me to be entirely at your service.

			Sincerely,

			Theodore Upton

			Davis, Upton, Fordyce & Crane

			“Dear Lord, Caro . . .” Fiona slowly lowered the letter so she could stare at Caroline. “Do you really have an inheritance?”

			Mutely, Caroline passed the other letter she had selected from the pile, the one that had arrived less than an hour before Fi herself.

			Dear Lady Caroline:

			I was very glad to receive your letter of the twentieth. I am sorry your mother was unable to communicate the details of the trust before her passing. But in her stead, I shall do my best.

			The basic facts are these. The money in the trust comes from a series of leases on land purchased by your maternal grandfather, Karl Herresmann. That land has since been turned into several very profitable and fashionable housing developments in the heart of London. The rents accruing from these leases were set aside in a trust for which your mother was named as beneficiary. Five years ago, she drew up a simple will and placed a copy with the members of the trust board. In it, she names you as her sole heir and beneficiary.

			As to your main question, I have investigated the matter quite thoroughly and find that this trust was never in any way tied to her marriage settlement with the late Earl Keenesford, or the Keenesford estate. Therefore, your mother was legally entitled to leave the income to whom she chose, just as you are legally entitled to receive it.

			I trust this clarifies the points you raised. Do not hesitate to write again if you have any further questions.

			Yrs. Sincerely,

			Theodore Upton

			Davis, Upton, Fordyce & Crane

			Fiona finished the letter and raised her eyes slowly to Caroline’s.

			“You’re an heiress,” she breathed. “You have the income from land leases in London! They must be worth thousands!”

			“Ten thousand a year,” Caro answered, and watched Fi draw back. “I asked. Oh, Fi. It’s been so wonderful and so terrible, I’ve barely known which way to turn. I’m still trying to believe it . . .”

			“Believe later. Now you have to act. What will you do?”

			Caroline took the letter that Fiona held out. “I will not stay here, that much is certain,” she said as she folded the paper into thirds. “My mother was made a prisoner, supposedly for her own good, and I saw what it did to her.”

			“I know, Caro.”

			Caroline glanced toward the door. Had she heard a man’s footsteps from below? She wasn’t sure. Fear struck a chord inside her, but she stilled it. Now that she was her own woman, she would have to get over being afraid. She would have to meet the world with poise and dignity, as Mama told her a real lady did.

			“You see what this means, Fi? I can leave. I can leave anytime I like. I’m free.” This was the first time she’d said these words out loud and they felt rich and delicious against her tongue.

			“Yes, but . . .”

			“But what?” Now that Caroline had broken this last silence, the fact of her freedom began to fully blossom within her. She had laid up a wealth of dreams and plans during the lonely years since Mama’s death. But any possibility of escape, no matter how modest, had lacked a single ingredient—money. Now the money was hers—all she could ever need and more.

			“Jarrett’s still Earl Keenesford,” Fiona said uncertainly. “No matter how great an heiress you are, he could make terrible trouble for you, if he chose.”

			“Then I’ll go where he cannot reach.” Now that the doors of Keenesford Hall were thrown open, every other point in the world seemed within equal reach. “The Continent. Vienna. Switzerland. Florence. Oh, Fi! I’ve always wanted to see Florence, and Paris, of course.”

			“But, not alone, Caro,” said Fiona, plainly striving for a practical tone.

			Caroline waved this away. “Mrs. Ferriday will come with me. She’s already said she would.” In fact, it was Mrs. Ferriday who had been taking Caroline’s letters to Mr. Upton to be sent by hand from the carriage house in the next village. “She’s a second cousin of Mama’s. That will do for the proprieties.”

			“Not for long, Caro. You don’t know how the London matrons love to tear a newcomer down.”

			“But I won’t be staying in London,” Caroline reminded her. “After your wedding, I’ll be going to Paris, and past it.” What had been a dim possibility a moment ago now appeared to be the ideal scheme. “I’ll be free of Jarrett and any London matron who might want fresh gossip. No one will know who I am, and no one will care. I’ll have money enough. I can do anything. Be anything.” Tears were rising in her eyes. “Oh, Fi, Mama told me I’d have the freedom she never did. She just couldn’t say how it would come to me. She had to keep it secret. And by the time I was old enough to understand, she was too ill.”

			Fiona looked wary, clearly not convinced, but her natural high spirits were rising to the surface. A smile spread across her face, and Caroline could not help but grin in return. “Caroline, this is going to be marvelous! Think on it. You and I together in town at last. I’ll introduce you to absolutely everybody. You’ll have parties and balls, and you’ll be able to get married . . . !”

			“No.” Caroline spoke the single word with absolute decision.

			“What?”

			“I will never marry, Fiona. That much has not changed.” Caroline had made up her mind to this years ago. Part of her decision had come from watching her mother’s decline in a loveless marriage to a titled man. The rest had come from the round of country house parties she’d lived through. She’d spent too much time listening to matrons who talked of their children like a dealer talked of horses. If any cement was needed to fix her decision into place, it was created once Jarrett started inviting what few friends he had to the house to dinner. Those gentlemen were clearly being invited to inspect more than just the new guns her brother had purchased.

			“But, with independent means, and a life in town . . .” Fiona was saying, but Caroline shook her head.

			“If I married, I’d be entirely in my husband’s power. I am determined, Fi, that I will not be controlled by anyone again, ever.”

			“But . . . you can’t mean to live without love, Caro. Or, well, passion.”

			Caroline met her friend’s concerned gaze without flinching. “Why should I have to do without passion?”

			“I don’t understand you.”

			“If I am never going to be married, then there’s no need for me to remain a virgin.” She might be an aging spinster in the world’s eyes, but she was far from an innocent. She knew perfectly well why some men went sneaking down the corridors at night during their stays at certain houses, and she knew why the women who were not their wives opened doors. More than once she had looked on some of the youths and men who vied for the attentions of the girls with less watchful relations. She’d wondered, if she had been alone, and if it was her door they knocked on, would she open to them?

			But, clearly, she had passed the limits of Fiona’s daring. “Caro, are you mad?”

			“No, I am speaking quite coolly. I am free. Absolutely and completely free. Why should I not enjoy all that freedom allows?” Including the freedom to open the door, to say yes to whatever one I choose . . .

			“All right, Caro. You’ve had a great deal of excitement. I’m going to make some allowances.” For a moment Fiona looked exactly like her mother at the height of her displeasure. Caroline decided now was not the time to mention the resemblance. “But when you’ve had time to think, you will understand what you’re suggesting. There are plenty of words for that sort of woman. ‘Adventuress’ is the most polite.”

			Caroline knew Fiona was only trying to look out for her best interests, and now was most definitely not the time to argue this particular point. “I’m sorry, Fi. And I’m making a mess of your happiness, and I don’t want that, not when I’m able to be your maid of honor after all! And I might need your help. I’ll need to rent a house in London, and Mrs. Ferriday doesn’t know the town. And this Mr. Upton . . . he can be my man of business, but I don’t know him personally, so can’t rely on his judgment for this. You could help us find a good place, couldn’t you?”

			“You know I’ll do anything I can to help you. And so will Mother and Father, of course. And Harry . . .”

			“Oh, no, Fi. You mustn’t tell them. At least not yet.”

			“Why on earth not, Caro? When have they done anything but try to help?”

			“I know, I do. But . . . they are such good people. They’ll wish for me to try to reconcile with Jarrett. They might even, quite accidently, of course, delay things . . .”

			Fi nodded solemnly. “I do understand, Caro. Very well, I’ll tell no one if that’s what you want.”

			“Just for now. If all goes well, I’ll be in London in plenty of time for the ceremony, and once you leave on your wedding trip, I can take my own leave for the Continent and never have to worry about Jarrett, or anyone else ever again.”

			But still Fi seemed hesitant. “Just . . . just don’t do anything reckless. Give yourself time to get used to your circumstances. Money and freedom and London can be a strong combination.”

			Having Fi turn so uncharacteristically cautious stung Caroline harder than she would have believed possible. “Fi, I never expected to hear you agreeing with Jarrett.”

			“Say that again and I will have to be cross with you, Lady Caroline. I’ve been out for three seasons. I’ve seen more than one girl let London go to her head. You might be free, but you must be careful.”

			“Or I’ll fall into the coils of this Lord of the Rakes you keep talking about?”

			“I don’t keep talking about him,” replied Fi with a fine imitation of being piqued. “I mentioned him exactly once. But yes, Caroline, you might fall for him or someone like him and then—”

			But Fiona was unable to finish her sentence. Heavy footsteps fell against the hall carpet and an even heavier hand knocked at the door. Caroline sprang to her feet again, and just in time she thrust her letter into Fiona’s hands. A bare heartbeat later, the door opened, and Jarrett Delamarre, Earl Keenesford, walked in.
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To Caroline, Jarrett had always borne a striking resemblance to a bachelor rooster; sharp-beaked, too thin, and forever out of temper. That likeness only increased when he was caught with his thin-lipped mouth open, as it was now. Jarrett might be willing to walk in on his sister without the least sign of permission, but the sight of Fiona Rayburn on Caroline’s sofa drew him up quite short.

			Fiona, with an air that managed to combine both absolute propriety and complete insouciance, rose to her feet and curtsied.

			“Good morning, Jarrett. Or, I suppose I should say ‘your lord-
ship.’”

			Jarrett shut his mouth, and made the bow courtesy required. “Miss Rayburn,” he replied coolly. “I was not informed of your arrival.” He looked at Caroline and she could see him silently blaming her for this oversight. “I came to tell Caroline we are expecting Lewis Banbridge for dinner.”

			“Very well, Jarrett,” said Caroline. “I’ll make sure Cook knows.” She was amazed at how calm she sounded. As if Jarrett’s blatant disregard for her privacy and her friend were not enough, the news that she must endure the company of Mr. Banbridge once more for dinner heaped yet more strain on her worn nerves.

			It doesn’t matter, she reminded herself. Nothing matters anymore except that I can at last make my escape.

			“I was given to understand you were still in London, Miss Rayburn,” Jarrett was saying to Fiona.

			“I have only just returned.”

			“Fiona is engaged, Jarrett,” put in Caroline. “To the future Baron Eddistone.”

			“Well.” Jarrett filled that single word to the brim with acid. “A step up for you, is it not, Miss Rayburn? I imagine your parents are pleased.”

			“Because wishing her joy would not be the first thought that occurred to one,” muttered Caroline, even though she knew she should keep quiet. She had a moment ago begged Fiona not to anger Jarrett. But when she heard him again dismiss her best friend for being only wealthy rather than titled, silence suddenly felt like too much to ask.

			Caroline took a deep breath. She was tottering on a precipice. It was possible Fiona’s upcoming wedding might provide the easiest avenue for her longed-for escape. If Jarrett could be persuaded this once to be reasonable, she could go directly to London and make all the necessary arrangements herself once she got there. “Fiona came to ask me to be her maid of honor for her wedding.”

			Jarrett’s dark eyes slid again to Fiona. “She’s being married from Danbury House, then?”

			It was Fiona who answered. “No. From London.”

			“Out of the question,” he said immediately. “Caroline should already have told you as much.” Then he turned his back on them both.

			Fiona stepped forward, even though Caroline raised a hand to caution her.

			“I had hoped, Lord Keenesford,” said Fiona, imparting just the tiniest hint of her own vinegar to flavor the title. “As it is my wedding, and our families are of such long-standing acquaintance, an exception might be made in this single instance.”

			“I said no, and there’s an end to it.” Jarrett didn’t even turn around.

			“Jarrett.” Caroline struggled to keep her voice under control. “It’s the wedding of my best friend. I will be in her house with her family. I’ll be as chaperoned as a child. No one in the world would think twice about it.” She paused, and added, “You could make the trip with me, to assure yourself that all was right.”

			When Jarrett turned back, his anger was plain to see. But he did not shout. That was not his way. If there was anything her brother abhorred more than London, it was any sort of scene.

			“Will you excuse us, please, Miss Rayburn? I need to have a word in private with my sister.”

			“No,” replied Fiona with equal calm. “If there’s a genuine reason Caroline cannot attend my wedding, you may say it to me directly.”

			“It’s all right, Fi,” said Caroline. I’ll speak to Jarrett privately.” This quarrel was, first and last, between her and her brother.

			Fiona nodded, and retired through the study’s side door. Keenesford Hall was built in an older style, with the second-floor sitting rooms connected to the bedchambers.

			Once the door was shut, Caroline faced her brother. Unfortunately, Jarrett chose that moment to rake his fingers through his sandy hair, making the whole mass stand up on end, and only increasing his resemblance to a starved and ill-tempered bird.

			“All right, Jarrett, it’s only the two of us now,” she said, although she was positive Fi had her ear pressed tight against the door. “Once and for all, why may I not attend Fiona’s wedding?”

			“You have neither the morals nor the temperament to withstand London. It will wreak havoc on your nerves, and you will be prey to every fortune hunter and title hound.” He spoke the words with a sort of weary anger, as if he had said them a thousand times before. Which, in fact, he had. “I swore to Father on his deathbed that I would keep you safe, just as he kept our mother safe. I will keep that oath.”

			“Jarrett, do not do this. Let me go. It’s not as if Fiona’s going to . . . introduce me to the Lord of the Rakes or any such. Her mother—”

			“Is entirely too permissive, as is the daughter,” snapped Jarrett. “The fact that she even knows of such a creature as Philip Montcalm proves that.”

			And how on earth did you come to know who I’m talking about? wondered Caroline sharply. But she did not pursue it. She must not let herself get distracted. “You forget, I am of age now. I may come and go as I choose. I am asking out of respect and courtesy to you as my brother . . . and guardian.” She said it because it was the truth as Jarrett saw things, even though the words all but burned her tongue.

			But Jarrett was not in any way soothed by this acknowledgment. “Certainly you may come and go as you choose, but I remind you, Caroline, you have no money I do not give you. If you leave this house, you will do so in nothing but the clothes you stand up in.” He stalked forward. Jarrett was taller than she was, and he did not hesitate to loom over her when he thought she needed to be cowed.

			For a moment she wanted to shout at him, to wave her letters under his nose and create exactly the sort of scene he despised. But she did not. Despite everything, Jarrett remained her brother and she wished desperately things might be different between them. She forced herself to remember him as a boy. She remembered the time he’d pulled her puppy, Toby, out of the mud where he’d gotten stuck. Then there was the time he’d found the book she’d lost before Father could notice it missing. Most precious of all was the memory of how he’d backed her up as she spun a story to Father of how she and Fiona had been out on a charity visit, when he knew full well they’d been down to meet the mail coach, and a package of forbidden French novels.

			“Jarrett, please. This is important to me.”

			For a moment memory flickered behind Jarrett’s hard eyes, and Caroline dared to hope. But memory vanished and Jarrett stalked forward to stand a bare inch from her. He hadn’t shaved yet this morning. The sunlight glinted on the stubble sprouting from his sharp, straight jaw.

			“Don’t fight me on this, Caroline. We neither of us chose this fate, but I will do what I must to keep my oath to our father. As my unmarried sister, you remain under my authority.”

			And there it was. The last word. At least, it always had been before.

			“I was under your authority while I was under age and without independent means,” Caroline told him. “That has changed. In fact, it changed four years ago, when Mother died and left me as beneficiary of her trust.”

			When strong emotion took hold of Jarrett, he paled. As Caroline spoke, his entire face from the roots of his disordered hair to his plain black cravat turned pure white.

			“Who told you?” he demanded. “Who?”

			Caroline had hoped for some sign that Jarrett had not been complicit in keeping this secret from her, but that hope now vanished like snow in summer. “So. There it is. You lied to me, Jarrett.” She tried to keep the hitch out of her voice, and failed. “You meant to go right on lying to me in order to keep me prisoner here, just as Father did Mother.”

			“Mother blinded you with her misguided fairy stories about London and fashionable life. Turned you into her little tonnish doll. You haven’t a thought in your head she didn’t put there!”

			Rage and fear set Caroline trembling. She opened her mouth, unsure whether she meant to scream, or cry.

			A true lady never lets a man see what she really feels. Mother’s words came back to her just in time. A true lady faces the world with absolute calm and courage, no matter what the provocation. Caroline drew herself up straight and proud, and made herself look directly into Jarrett’s shadowed eyes.

			“What you think of me and the contents of my mind no longer matter, Jarrett. The fact is, I have ten thousand a year in my own name. I came of age a month ago and I have the absolute right to spend any or all of that income exactly as I see fit.”

			“You have nothing,” Jarrett dragged the words out between gritted teeth. “A wife’s property belongs to her husband. Anything else is legal trickery. Those land leases were properly Father’s, and are therefore now mine.”

			“Then take me to court, Jarrett.” It was amazing how cool those words sounded as they left her. “Let us take our business before the bar of the law and sort it out in public. I’m sure only two or three of the papers will carry the news of Earl Keenesford suing his own sister to keep her from her inheritance.”

			Jarrett recoiled as if she’d struck him. Caroline tried to feel some sort of triumph, but all she felt was weariness.

			“Well then, since you have the means of your own destruction in your hands, you’d better go to it, hadn’t you?” Jarrett’s soft certainty was more dreadful than any shout could have been. “But do not think I will stop trying to keep you from destroying our family name. One of us at least must remember duty.” He turned and started for the door.

			Let him walk away, Caroline counseled herself. Be a lady and remember your pride and appearance. Do not stop him if he wishes to retreat.

			But she couldn’t, not even now.

			“Jarrett, I don’t want to leave this way. I . . .” Her eyes stung and she had to bite the rest of the words back.

			Jarrett did not let her finish. “You don’t want to leave this way? Then don’t. If you go up to town, all they’ll see is a sheltered, spoiled, naive girl with too much money and no idea what to do with it. The men will take your money and your honor, and they will laugh at you.” For a moment Caroline thought she saw real concern in Jarrett’s eyes. He laid his hand over hers, a gesture of brotherly affection he had not made in years. “Please, Caro. Don’t go. Let me see you safe.”

			“You mean let you control me.”

			Jarrett jerked his hand away. The traces of concern she’d seen a moment before vanished behind the solid curtain of his anger.

			At the sight of it, Caroline felt all her doubts vanish. If they took a portion of her hopes with them, she must let that go. “I will leave Keenesford, Jarrett, and there is nothing you can do to stop me.”

			“Nothing I can do to stop you, yet.” With that, Jarrett marched out of the room.

			Caroline stood where she was, her heart hammering from fear and defiance. She heard Fiona push the bedroom door open behind her, but she did not turn.

			“Not yet and not ever,” she said to the closed door, to Jarrett and Fi and the whole world. “I will not be controlled again, not by you, or society, or a husband, or this Lord of the Rakes, or anyone else. I am Lady Caroline Delamarre. I will go where I choose and be exactly whom I choose. I am free!”

			
		

	
		
			Three

			[image: ]
“Mrs. Gladwell’s?” Philip Montcalm raised one aristocratic eyebrow at his friend. “Fitzsimmons, are you drunk?”

			“More sober than many a judge,” Gideon Fitzsimmons answered carelessly as he adjusted the rings on his fingers and lightly touched his elaborate cravat to assure himself the creases were still in perfect order. “At least for the moment.”

			“You said we’d be going to Crockburn’s.” Philip was aware he sounded petulant, which increased his annoyance. Gideon’s driver, however, had already maneuvered his carriage into the line of conveyances waiting in front of the elegant stone mansion. A steady stream of well-dressed women mounted the stairs on the arms of their men. Philip eyed them with something dangerously close to cynicism. He had been ready for a night of gambling, drinking, and the sort of women who didn’t require him to be charming before they said yes.

			“We’ll get to the gaming tables soon enough, you have my word.” Gideon resettled his tall hat on his head. “But there’re some people here I need to speak to first. You were invited, of course?”

			Philip waved Fitzsimmons’s facetious words away. “Of course I was invited. I just . . . not feeling like it.”

			Which was exactly the wrong thing to say, because it made Gideon look at him again. Gideon played the part of lazy dandy to perfection, but there was an active mind under that fussy, gilded exterior, one that was entirely too sharp for Philip’s comfort just then.

			“What’s wrong with you, Montcalm? Never knew the Lord of the Rakes to turn down a first look at the season’s new crop of pretty faces.”

			Unfortunately, Gideon was right. Philip should have been halfway up the stairs already. Mrs. Gladwell cast the invitations for her first-of-the-season ball broadly, but it was still considered something of a coup to get in. There’d be the usual selection of girls straight out of the schoolroom, of course, but these would be of no interest to him. The ton’s matchmaking mamas might hold him up as a pattern card of the sort of man their daughters should avoid, but the truth was he avoided them. Inexperienced girls had never suited his particular tastes. There would, however, also be plenty of other types—sophisticated women whose husbands had stayed in the country by prior arrangement or widows interested in exercising the latitude society allowed them. Now that the peace was finally concluded, there might even be a Frenchwoman to laugh at the rules of English society with him.

			All these and more waited inside Mrs. Gladwell’s famous gilt-pillared ballroom, and here he was, outside and in need of a new paramour, or two. This grand house might very well hold that as-of-yet-unknown fair one with whom he could enjoy a night of passion, or even an affair of a few weeks or more. By preference, she’d be an eager and adventurous beauty willing to join him in the more inventive possibilities the bedchamber offered. Perhaps she’d be that tall, curvaceous creature in amber walking in now, accompanied only by her little blond friend.

			But even as he pursued this mental catalog of delightful possibilities, Philip couldn’t muster any enthusiasm for actually walking into the ball. The idea of navigating the Gladwell First Crush filled him with—well, not horror exactly. Horror might have been preferable. What Philip felt as he looked up at the brightly lit windows was closer to weariness.

			Gideon’s footman unlatched the carriage door and stepped aside. “Not coming, then?” asked Gideon, clearly more than a little impatient to be gone himself. “I’ll tell you what. If you truly cannot bear the thought of beautiful women falling all over themselves for a night with the Lord of the Rakes, I’ll tell my man to drive on to Crockburn’s and catch you up there.”

			For a moment this seemed the best solution. As little as he liked to admit it, melancholy had gotten its hooks into him, and drinking and gaming stood a better chance at loosening its grip than the ballroom. It seemed his recent—call it parting, from Eugenia had cut deeper than he’d initially thought.

			But even as he thought this, Philip’s pride rose in stubborn rebellion. He’d be hanged if he’d let Eugenia’s appalling and overdramatic ending of their affair ruin the start of his new season. It was as Father always said. No real man thought twice about the woman who left him. His eye was always on the next.

			Philip made himself sigh with the appropriate level of world-weariness. It wouldn’t do, after all, to turn suddenly enthusiastic right after so much reluctance. “Oh, all right. Since we’re here, may as well see who’s about.”

			The smile Gideon gave him said his friend knew he was playacting, but of course neither of them was going to mention it.

			 • • • 
“Mr. Fitzsimmons! Mr. Montcalm!” Mrs. Gladwell sailed up to Philip and Gideon as they stepped across the threshold of her ballroom. A statuesque woman, Mrs. Gladwell believed in doing up her person in as much luxury as the rest of her arrangements. A veritable forest of dyed ostrich plumes nodded above her turban as she extended her hand for Philip to bow over. “Really, this is most inconsiderate! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming! I had given up in despair of you, and so, may I add, had half the ladies I invited.”

			“I fear being inconsiderate is one of my primary characteristics, Mrs. Gladwell,” Philip replied with a smile as he raised her emerald-gloved hand to his lips. “But I am sorry if it has inconvenienced you, or any of your guests.”

			Mrs. Gladwell responded to this pretty apology with a flutter of eyelashes that both of them knew better than to take seriously. “Well, I’m sure we’ll all manage to forgive you, somehow. Especially if you agree to do me a particular favor and waltz with Miss Langley.”

			“I am entirely yours to command, Mrs. Gladwell,” Philip replied, ignoring the twitch of Gideon’s mouth that came perilously close to a smirk. Mrs. Gladwell, however, simply laughed.

			“As intriguing a picture as that presents, I shall exercise prudence and not believe you in the slightest.” She rapped him gently on the shoulder with the folded fan that dangled from her wrist. “Now, off you two go. And don’t forget about Miss Langley.”

			“I will not. You have my solemn oath upon it.”

			“Miss Langley?” murmured Gideon as they moved into the ballroom as far as the brimming crowd would permit, which was not far at all.

			“Yes, well,” acknowledged Philip with a shrug. “One must humor one’s hostess. Besides, there are worse partners. Miss Langley at least can carry on a good conversation.”

			Gideon favored him with another too-sharp look. “Well, I shall leave you to it. Hardy’s over there, and I need a word with him.” He paused. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Philip.”

			But before Philip could make any reply, Gideon slipped into the crowd, leaving Philip to the intricate task of navigating the ballroom on his own.

			It was not long, however, before he felt his spirits sinking again. The grand and overdecorated rooms were already too crowded, too hot, and far, far too loud. One could barely hear the first-rate musicians Mrs. Gladwell had hired for the dancing, and the elaborate chalk drawing she’d commissioned for the floor was nothing but a colorful blur underfoot. Now that he was here, however, Philip found himself wishing to be somewhere else. Just where that was, he could not have said. Where should a young man with money and freedom be at the opening of the season except at a ball?

			What’s the matter with me? he thought irritably. Quite apart from the prospect of finding a new paramour, Philip had many acquaintances to greet, and if he truly was itching for play, there was always the cardroom.

			But he knew what was the matter. The hell of it was, he couldn’t tell anyone. Perhaps he’d better take Gideon up on his offer to have the carriage drive him Crockburn’s. But no, that would just expose him to more of Fitzsimmons’s awkward questions. Besides, he’d promised Mrs. Gladwell he’d dance with Miss Langley. He’d keep that promise, at least.

			As it transpired, Meredith Langley proved fairly easy to find. A little taller than average and a little plumper than fashionable, she had positioned herself on the far edge of the ballroom, about halfway between the door to the retiring room and the cluster of gossiping chaperones on their little gilt chairs. Her plain, butter-yellow dress had been expertly made over for the new season, and her gray eyes were somewhat obscured by her spectacles, but her manner as she turned toward Philip was frank and open.

			“Why, Mr. Montcalm, how delightful.” Miss Langley curtsied in response to his bow. Her smile and greeting were perfectly calculated to suit the occasion and the differences in their standings, being pleasant but not too forward, and devoid of anything that might be considered flirtation. “I was hoping to see you this evening.”

			“Were you? I’m flattered, Miss Langley.” Philip returned his most charming smile and another small bow. “To what do I owe this mark of your favor?”

			Miss Langley smiled. One of the reasons he’d always liked Miss Langley was that they each understood who the other was, and she was in absolutely no danger of taking his flirtations to heart. “Well, if I may be bold, I’m sure you know Lady Preston is hosting a charity concert by Signor Marizetti at her home later in the week.”

			“I had heard something of it.” In fact, the town had been abuzz with the news since Philip had arrived. Signor Marizetti had given only one private performance last season, and that had been for the Prince of Wales.

			“A . . . friend of Mother’s was particularly hoping to obtain tickets, but ours have already been promised, and it seems there are none at all to be had.” Miss. Langley blinked up at him in a show of entirely feigned helplessness. “As you’re such a favorite of Lady Preston’s, I was wondering if you could speak to her for me?”

			Meredith Langley was destined to be one of society’s “useful women.” These women—usually ladies of the ton in reduced circumstances—were extended hospitality by society matrons because they were very good at finding hard-to-come-by invitations or tickets for exclusive events, and were also able to perform certain other useful functions, like mentioning beneficial pieces of gossip to the right newspapermen. It was entirely possible that the enthusiasm burning about the Preston concert was being fanned by Miss Langley and her mother.

			“I will certainly be able to oblige you,” Philip replied. “If.”

			Miss Langley arched her brows. “If, Mr. Montcalm?”

			“If you will favor me with your hand for the next waltz.”

			Rather than her hand, Miss Langley favored him with a long, steady look from behind her gold-rimmed spectacles. Unlike most ladies with poor eyesight, she allowed herself to be seen in public with them, a fact that went a fair way to shocking—if not actually appalling—the more fastidious of London’s beaux. Sometimes, Philip wondered if this was why she did it.

			“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Montcalm,” said Miss Langley. “But as it happens, I am not dancing tonight.”

			“How very distressing. I was counting on you. I hope it was not something I’ve said?”

			That drew a small laugh. “Mr. Montcalm, I have never known you to speak a wrong word. It would be quite out of character. No, I am simply . . . tired.” She spoke this last to the tips of her slippers. Montcalm found himself wondering if she suspected he had been set this task by their hostess, and found he did not at all like that possibility.

			“I understand. I also find myself rather . . . tired. Shall we rest ourselves together?” He gestured toward one of the room’s alcoves where a velveteen sofa waited, amazingly unoccupied.

			A complicated series of calculations flickered across Miss Langley’s face. “Perhaps for a moment,” she said, but her restless gray eyes were already scanning the room. Philip felt something uncomfortably close to a pang of envy. Whatever her circumstances, Miss Langley, at least, had something reliable with which to occupy herself. “I fear I have several acquaintances I must speak to.”

			“You and Mr. Fitzsimmons both. Heigh-ho!” Philip sighed dramatically, and was rewarded by another of Miss Langley’s quiet smiles. “Everyone has someone to speak to but me!”

			“Oh, surely not! This room is full to the brim of women who want to speak with you.” She gestured about with her fan. “I shall soon have to muster a blush for being the object of so much envy.”

			Miss Langley was exaggerating, but not by much. A surreptitious scan of the room showed Philip the bright flash of women’s glances—some shy, or subtle, some bold, some of undisguised desire.

			That was when Philip caught sight of the woman in amber silk.

			His gaze froze. This was the same woman he had noticed climbing the stairs earlier, he was sure of it. In the darkness outside, he had seen an attractive woman—tall, well curved, and dark-haired. Now, in the blazing light of Mrs. Gladwell’s three chandeliers, he saw a rare and stunning beauty. Her complexion glowed with a more robust hue than was the current ideal of fashion, but that warmth sorted well with her darkly glistening curls. He liked the single white flower she had tucked into the band of pearls holding those curls in the Grecian style. It was a fetching bit of summer vibrancy that stood out against the turbans and dyed plumes most of the other ladies sported. Her dramatic gown of amber silk was a slightly old-fashioned cut, but it showed her perfectly curved body to distinct advantage. But what held him was her eyes. They were wide and deep, and slanted dramatically above her high cheekbones. Philip found himself wondering what color those eyes were, and whether they would be shy or bold when a man approached.

			“Who is that, Miss Langley?” The words came out almost as a croak. Philip’s mouth had gone unaccountably dry.

			Miss Langley craned her neck, trying to glimpse which of the women he might be talking about. “Do you mean Miss Fiona Rayburn? I wouldn’t have thought her your sort, and you should know she’s engaged to the Honorable Mr. James Westbrook.”

			Philip had been so absorbed in contemplating the woman in amber, he’d barely noticed the smaller, paler girl still at her right hand. “No, no, next to her. With the chestnut curls and the amber gown.”

			Miss Langley craned farther. But at just that moment the fair girl took her friend’s arm and led the amber lady another few steps along the edge of the room until they were obscured by one of Mrs. Gladwell’s famous gilded pillars. Ah. Philip’s smile broadened. The amber lady’s friend—Fiona Rayburn, was it?—had pulled her aside to shield her from the importunate gaze of the Lord of the Rakes.

			But, it seemed, the lady herself was possessed of a bit more nerve, or at least curiosity. Moving with ostentatious care, the amber lady stepped a little ways out from behind the pillar and turned her head. She didn’t look directly at him, not at first. Rather, she scanned the shifting, noisy crowd of the ballroom, as if looking for an acquaintance. Only slowly did her eyes slip toward him, and their gazes locked.

			Lord, she was beautiful. Looking at her wide eyes, Philip felt like a schoolboy, all eagerness and no finesse. Every bit as tempting was her luscious mouth. A fastidious dandy like Gideon might say those full, dark lips were too wide for her delicate face, but Philip found those lips deeply intriguing. He thought how it would feel to teach that full mouth to tease and to take, and enjoy every moment of it.

			Not that mouth and eyes were her only intriguing features. Whoever she was, she was far enough past the first blush of youth to have developed genuine bearing. Her high-waisted amber gown was cut to within a hairbreadth of propriety. It showed her lush and rounded form from throat to derriere. A man could spend a long, pleasurable time thoroughly appreciating the nuances of such curves.

			“I don’t know her,” said Miss Langley in answer to a question Philip had almost forgotten he’d asked. “But clearly, Mr. Banbridge does.” She pointed discreetly with her fan to the narrow man in his nip-waisted silk coat endeavoring to shoulder his way through the crowd.

			Philip frowned. He was acquainted with Lewis Banbridge, but the acquaintance wasn’t one he particularly enjoyed. Banbridge was a dandy to rival Gideon Fitzsimmons. The difference between them was that Fitzsimmons made his own way, but Banbridge lived off his father and his expectations. Old Lord Banbridge, however, was less than pleased with the way his son had turned out and kept Lewis on a ludicrously short leash. The result was that Banbridge owed everyone in town, including Philip.

			Philip found himself watching intently as Banbridge edged free of the crush, strolled up to the amber lady, and made his bow. How would she receive him? Could she conceivably be a Banbridge relative? Or were they acquaintances? Friends? More? These possibilities flashed through Philip’s mind in a single heated, and surprisingly worried instant.

			Much to Philip’s relief, the amber lady’s face stayed blank and cool as Banbridge spoke. He could not hear what she said to Banbridge, but he could see her mouth framing only brief answers to his remarks. In fact, Miss Rayburn seemed to be carrying the greater part of the conversation while the amber lady’s attention drifted about the gathering.

			And lighted on him, again. Was it his imagination, or had the lady begun to color under his gaze? Dammit, he was too far away to tell, and he found he very much wanted to know. He held her gaze, silently, willing that she keep looking at him. She did, for a time. For long enough for him to see something new—a deep longing written on the amber lady’s magnificent features. The strength of it, and the question in it, crossed the distance between them. Are you the one? her longing asked. Are you the one who can bring what I need?

			Banbridge was still talking. The amber lady raised her fan to hide her lovely mouth from view and turned away once more to face her little friend. The movement denied him his inspiring view of her eyes, but flashed the lovely curve of one golden shoulder. Philip found his silk breeches had grown suddenly and uncomfortably tight. When had he last felt so much desire from one glance across a room? Had he ever?

			Miss Rayburn was pulling her friend away from Lewis, gesturing to some other acquaintance, real or pretended. Philip felt an instant and deep liking for the little English Rose. The amber lady took her leave of Banbridge with a bow of her head that was polite, and nothing more. As she let herself be moved away, he could see her eyes still glancing about her. Philip frowned. Was it his imagination, or did she now look the least bit frightened?

			Then her gaze lit upon him. Philip felt himself smiling at once. Yes, my unknown lady, I am still here, he thought toward her. I am waiting for you and I do bring what you need.

			This time she was blushing, he was sure of it. Who on earth was she? He had to find out. There was no question. When he’d arrived here, he’d felt half stifled by his unfamiliar ennui. Now he felt as if he’d come up for a breath of air and found it wondrously sweet. He could not possibly let her slip away without at least speaking to her.

			Philip faced Meredith Langley. “Will you excuse me, Miss Langley?” he asked, not without a twinge of conscience. He really was being shockingly rude. But if the smile Miss Langley gave him was a little sad, it was entirely without resentment. 

			“I release you with a full heart, Mr. Montcalm,” she said, but then a slightest hint of mercenary mischief crept into her voice. “If . . .”

			“I will speak with Lady Preston about tickets to her concert.” He bowed gratefully. Miss Langley curtsied and he caught the sparkle of amusement in her gray eyes. Another time he might have teased her with a show of being affronted, but now he had no time.

			The first thing was to find out the amber lady’s name and her circumstances. She might, after all, be new married with a husband over with the occupation in France, or some such. No, he would not entertain the thought, but he had better make sure. Once he knew she was free (and she must be free), he could procure an introduction. After that . . . well, after that they would take each other’s measure, and the dance of flirtation would begin. Philip felt himself smile. He was certain the amber lady danced beautifully.

			Unfortunately, the closest person he could be sure of having the information he needed was Lewis Banbridge himself. Philip allowed his face to settle into the appropriate mask of world-weariness, and made his away around the room. Fortunately, Banbridge was at the moment engaged only in standing and staring.

			“Hullo, Banbridge,” said Philip languidly as he reached Lewis.

			Banbridge started a little before he returned Philip’s lazy greeting. “Hullo, Montcalm. Quite the crush, isn’t it? And you here without Mrs. Warrick?” A faint note of surprise, and possibly suspicion touched the dandy’s voice.

			Philip forced himself to keep his tone even. “As you see. She’s not with me tonight.” Or ever again.

			Banbridge’s eyebrows shot up. “Don’t tell me someone’s finally thrown over the Lord of the Rakes?”

			“Let’s say it was a mutual ending to a mutual understanding.” That’s certainly all you’ll ever know of it, or need to know. “I will say that was quite the stunner you were talking with just now.”

			“Yes. Quite,” muttered Banbridge. “And entirely unex-
pected.”

			“Really?” Philip murmured, as if the matter was only of slight interest. “Who was she? I don’t know that I’ve seen her in town before.”

			“Lady Caroline Delamarre,” Banbridge replied. As he spoke the name, he seemed to recollect himself and turned more directly toward Philip. Perhaps he just recollected the reputation of the man he was talking to. Now there was no mistaking the suspicion in Lewis’s voice. “Younger sister of the new Earl Keenesford.”

			“Earl Keenesford?” Philip cocked a brow toward Banbridge, but did not turn in his direction. He found he did not wish to lose track of the amber lady, Lady Caroline, in the midst of Mrs. Gladwell’s crush. But there she was, still with her friend. It was Mrs. Clarkeswell and her three thin and pale daughters who had them both buttonholed now. “I’ve heard the name Keenesford, but never met the man.”

			“No surprise there. You could count the number of times he’s actually been up to town on one hand. I know him from the local hunt, and dine at the house whenever I’m at home.”

			Which was probably frequently, Philip thought with sudden annoyance. Banbridge took regular trips back to his father’s country seat. It was well known these pilgrimages were made in equal parts to beg for more money and to elude his latest set of London creditors.

			“What’s kept her in the country?” Philip asked. “She appears perfectly at home here.” The Clarkeswell females had cleared away, and Lady Caroline and her friend were strolling in the general direction of the refreshment room. Once more he was struck by her grace and bearing. She stood out among the younger women like a swan among herons.

			“Bit of a scandal there,” said Banbridge. “The old earl married a young and rather wild beauty back in the day. There was an outrage of some sort, and he bundled his countess off into a permanent exile.”

			“That’s quite harsh.”

			“But apparently not without provocation. Although, I will admit I’ve never been able to find out what exactly happened. There are oysters less closemouthed than Keenesford.”

			Philip considered this. Normally he didn’t give a hang about society gossip, but this added not a little to the mystery that was Lady Caroline Delamarre. Perhaps he’d ask Aunt Judith about it. There wasn’t a scandal that had occurred in the last fifty years that Aunt Judith wasn’t fully informed of.

			“. . . and the daughter got the same treatment as the mother,” Banbridge was saying. “At least while the
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