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        1814 England

        Frampton Estate

        Mayfair

      

      

      The sweet smell of lilacs filled the air. The birds chirped above them. Charlotte

      Honeyfield smiled. It was spring and her favorite time of year, with the birth of nature blooming all around her. She inhaled again, not wanting the season to disappear too quickly to the heat of summer. It was perfect, the strings of the quartet adding to the beauty.

      Ah-choo!

      “I fail to see why we are so far out, cousin,” Rose sniffled. “Can we go back to the house, please?”

      Charlotte bit back laughter. “You need to enjoy the beauty, Rose. God has painted a miraculous picture for us today.”

      “Yes, well, I’d appreciate the efforts more if it didn’t make me sneeze.” That sentence was followed by a round of sneezes that made even Charlotte cringe.

      “All right, cousin, you win. Back to the party we shall go!” She took Rose’s arm and guided her back to the safety of the less floral area closer to the bricked landing where the rest of the garden party guests were.

      Rose whispered, “He’s been asking everyone about you.”

      “Who?”

      Rose laughed. “You know, my dear. You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed his stare all afternoon.”

      Charlotte smiled. Silas Biddleton, Earl of Willowbend, was a dashing lord who’d just achieved his rank after his father’s death this past winter. He was one of the wealthiest available lords in England, and every lady sat poised to win his affections. Silas had yet to seek a lady for wife, but then again, the Season had barely begun.

      “Oh, I noticed it.” She’d felt her cheeks flush so she’d turned her face away from his direction. No point in letting him how she blushed so easily. “Yet there are many fine lords here, many equally handsome and eligible. We have yet to make our debut, I might add.”

      Rose grunted. “That will not come soon enough, in my opinion.”

      “We’ve waited all winter for Lady Wiltshire’s ball. It is but two days away.” Charlotte leaned closer, bringing her fan up to partially hide her face from the prowling lords that milled about. “And then, we shall have our pick of future husbands!”

      They both giggled. Over the lace edge of her fan, Charlotte looked for Silas and found him. His eyes seemed fixated on her as he took a sip from the glass he held, appearing to ignore the man talking to him. When his lips curled in a half smile, her heart skipped a beat.

      Oh, she could hardly wait for the ball and her presentation to Society!
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        Linnwood Manor

        Mayfair, that night

      

      

      The anger was as hot as a wall of flames, the type he had seen on the Peninsula during the war. The heat that radiated from it was similar to cannon fire. Odd comparison, he supposed, but well justified. When he took a sip from his glass, the flames burst as hatred exploded like the glass thrown in his direction.

      “How dare you, sir!”

      Gerard Jennings, Marquis of Linnwood, stood stoic, his face a perfect mask of normalcy. To his way of thinking, the once lovely Maggie, or, more correctly, Lady Margaret, had a temper and once it flared, she was a hellion. Though he recalled enjoying that fire and passion in a more intimate way. Now, while inappropriate, was not unexpected.

      “As if you were a whole man, home all mangled from that travesty in France!” She stormed a few steps closer, only to be stopped by one of her friends, who whispered for her not to continue. “And unlike everyone here, I know perfectly well how you are not what you appear to be!”

      He didn’t even blink. She was right, though he’d done his best to contain what had happened to him. Inwardly, he mused, that too much wine or whiskey loosened his tongue when it should’ve stayed tied in remorse.

      But his silence only fueled her anger. “The devil with you! I pray you rot in Hades!” And with a loud harrumph, she spun on her heel and stormed out of Linnwood Manor, making sure she bumped into the china vase that held the roses he had brought her earlier on her way out. The china broke into pieces, water and flowers littering the floor.

      Silence descended over the room.

      “Well, that was quite a scene, old chap.”

      Gerard stood still, managing his own seesawing emotions. “She was right, after all. I’m not fit.”

      Wesley Lockington, Viscount of Riverdale, snorted. “Your mistake was taking a baron’s daughter as a mistress, knowing perfectly well she planned to be the lady of your estate.”

      “I never promised her that.”

      “No, I’ll wager you didn’t.” Riverdale pushed a refreshed glass of whiskey into his hand as he added quietly, “Though taking a woman who looks like your Antoinette was a poor choice, as you are well aware.”

      Gerard drank in the remark along with his liquor. Darling Antoinette. Raven hair, dark sultry eyes with a pert nose, she’d stolen his heart when he was serving in France. He never meant to fall in love with the French girl, but he had and hard.

      “Yes, well, perhaps you are right.” He downed another gulp hard.

      “Gerard, I’ve known you most my life,” Wesley began. “And you have my deepest sympathy for your loss, but you are home. Life must go on.”

      He watched his guests slowly return to their cards. The string quartet resumed playing. He had arranged this soiree to appease Margaret, though he knew if she pushed him tonight, he’d break. She looked so similar to Antoinette, he’d taken her to his bed, the whiskey that coursed through his veins no doubt distorting his rationale. Afterwards, once he came to and realized she wasn’t a virgin, and in fact, had just ended her liaison with another lord, his guilt vanished. She wanted to stay with him, though he told her he had nothing. Nothing but an estate, a title and money. He swallowed hard.

      “I felt nothing toward her that would leave her to think I’d marry her,” he argued, as shallow as it was.

      Wesley gave him an evil glare. “No, of course not. Nothing more than a lord in need of a wife—”

      “I’m not looking …” he countered. He was going to say mistress, but she had told him off and left in a rage.

      “You realize, ending it with your mistress, during a soiree, was ill-timed, correct?”

      Gerard’s jaw tightened. “Yes, I am aware of that. But it was over, as far as I was concerned. Gave her a letter of credit to see her sustained for a time and told her I was emotionally distant. She refused to leave, so I had to be more blunt.” He finished his drink. “Not my best showing, but she had to go.” He couldn’t handle her any more. She wasn’t Antoinette and his heart ached again for a woman who was no more.

      “Well done, Linnwood, excellent.” Lord Greene patted him on his back. “If that doesn’t get you the snub at Wiltshire’s Saturday next, I’d be surprised. Margie is a close friend of Lady Bethany.”

      “Oh, stuff yourself Greene,” Wesley bit back. “Linnwood has the charm. All will be right.” He tipped his brow at Gerard. “Right, old chap?”

      “Right.” Again, he’d have to swallow his pride and his heart to put on a good show at the ball. The Season was starting and his father’s words rang in his ear.

      “We are finished, my boy. It is all in your hands. Do your duty to the Crown and to the family. Marry well, sire enough to outlast you, and forget that French tart. Farewell and God bless you, my boy.”

      It wasn’t the homecoming he wanted, and as the third son, a situation he truly never felt would land on him. But they were all dead and gone. He was now the marquis and had a duty to his ancestors he couldn’t shake. The mask he’d grown so used to wearing over these last few months slid back into place.

      “Let us join the party.”

      Riverdale and Greene both nodded and walked back to the soiree. Gerard followed, trying to bury his heart again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wiltshire Ball

        London

      

      

      It was turning into a whirlwind night. Charlotte had been presented to numerous gentlemen, most she knew by name and some personally, and had danced half the night. She was surprised her feet didn’t hurt despite the fancy footwork she’d done to avoid being trampled. In the morning she’d have a rough go of it. Unfortunately, this time, she failed to see it coming.

      “Oh, milady, please forgive me!”

      She bit her inner lip, waiting for the pain in the tip of her toes to ebb. They tingled even now, but she managed to squeak out, “Apologies accepted, Lord Nighcliff. Perhaps if we slowed down a bit, we can avoid another happenstance.” She managed a smile, one that grew bigger as their partners changed for the next formation of the dance. In her mind, she counted three turns and fourteen steps until she’d be paired with him again.

      They swung through the steps, and despite all the missteps, Charlotte discovered that the whole event was wonderful. In fact, her cheeks hurt from all the smiles she’d worn though the night. Nighcliff might be clumsy on the dancefloor, but his manners were impeccable, as he escorted her back to where he’d received her for the dance.

      “I thank you, Lady Charlotte. It has been my pleasure to have your company for the dance. Perhaps, if you are not already spoken for, we might have the opportunity to swirl to the music again.” He kissed the back of her gloved hand.

      Dance with him again? She doubted her toes could survive it!

      “Lord Nighcliff, it would be an honor to do so.” Manners won over her wounded feet.

      He nodded, offering to retrieve a drink for her. She declined, praying silently that he’d leave.

      “Well, has he asked for more dances?”

      Charlotte couldn’t help but snort. “He did, but I think once is enough for a lifetime!”

      Rose giggled. “As long as he didn’t ask for it to be a lifetime! Marriage might be more dangerous than dancing!” She leaned closer. “And, from what the gossips say, his title has more merit than he!”

      “Rose,” she started low. “Since when do you listen to those sort of gossips?”

      “Why, nearly every day,” she answered smugly. “Your mother and Aunt Edna swear by the papers and the ton is always gossiping about who is with whom and what one is worth. Quite surprising, if you ask me.”

      “So you believe the slander? What if they are wrong? Not that I think Lord Nighcliff would be a match, you understand, but what if he is worth oodles, but just lacks dancing skills?”

      They both looked at each other and broke into laughter.
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      Gerard slammed down the rest of his drink and looked for another servant, hoping to obtain a better drink. Champagne punch was fine for the ladies but for the gentlemen, surely Lord Wiltshire had a better selection.

      As he motioned for the servant, he gazed over the scene before him. The lovely ladies and gentlemen, dressed in their best to attract each other mingled and danced. The Season was in full swing, and he, for once, grimaced. Somehow, as the new marquis, he was to select one of the ladies, wed her, bed her and produce two viable sons, the heir and a spare was the common phrase. The practice of reproduction had been one he’d delved into with full enthusiasm but the death of his beloved Antoinette still ran deep. How could he fulfill his duty with her ghost calling him? He’d found even in the arms of another, that ghost still beckoned to him, appearing near him at the worst time. Being in bed with a woman and having his wife’s spirit appear made intimacy a rather tricky to limp disaster.

      “Old chap, this is a party, not a reprimand from the Crown,” Wesley chuckled.

      “This isn’t too far from it,” he snapped back. “Marriage and heirs, to procreate the lineage. Sounds such a formal decree over such an intimate arrangement.”

      Wesley raised his brows. “Look at all those lovely ladies debuting tonight. These are the gems of England. Untouched, untarnished by the riffraff, the docks or the drudgeries of war.” He smiled warmly. “They are delicate flowers, ones we need to protect with our names and honor. If a child, or three, are made during such a union, more the better.”

      “You’re rather blunt, Wesley.”

      “But correct. Look, we’ve both received the family titles and all the privileges and requirements. As lords of the manors, we must follow suit.” He raised his glass of punch like a toast.

      Gerard sighed. “It is what I’m here for. I have been eying the assembly. Feeling more and more like I’m at the market, picking a prime thoroughbred over a mate.”

      That remark made Wesley sputter into his glass. “Good God, man! They’re not livestock.”

      “Are you sure? We must choose on family heritage, bloodlines and standings. Makes it a rather nasty affair.” He took the glass from the servant and downed the entire contents at once.

      “Stop looking for Lady Antoinette. She is with the angels. You are here. And are in need of a wife,” Wesley shot back.

      “Right. Good then. Let’s take a walk and see. Rather look at my mare’s teeth first, before I bid for her.” Even the mere thought made him laugh at the absurdity of the notion. Wesley joined him and the two left the balcony to mingle.

      This event would only be folly, Gerard decided. But before he could think of leaving, he knew he’d have to appear. To be unseen and then leave would serve him no good.

      Along the edge of his thoughts hovered a beautiful, dark-haired beauty, with a pert nose, twinkling eyes and a smile that enslaved him so. How could he survive without his Antoinette?
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      Laughter reigned through the group. Charlotte had never been happier. It was a glorious night at the Wiltshire’s Ball. And it wasn’t even halfway over!

      “It’s been two dances all evening that I’ve had a chance to rest!” Rose exclaimed.

      “Yes, it has been wonderful,” Lady Abigail Crumpet chimed. “But have you had a chance to dance with him?”

      “Oh, yes!” Lady Catherine Wayford sighed. “He is simply grand.”

      Charlotte giggled with the rest, noticing the dreamy look in Abigail and Catherine’s eyes. The Earl of Willowbend had made an impression, and why wouldn’t he? Young earl, dashing and dressed in all black, his cravat of deep blue silk, he was the catch for a dance, that was sure! Recently titled after the death of his father, Silas was stretching his wings and needed a wife for what everyone believed would be an ideal marriage.

      She, though, was a bit miffed. After all the falderol the other night, he had yet to ask her for a dance. A quick glance at the grandfather clock outside the ballroom told her the grand repast would be soon and then the end of the night. She sighed with dismay before she could catch herself.

      “Have no worries, cousin,” Rose reassured her. “I’m sure you are next. After all, he was entranced with you from afar not too long ago. I doubt his fever has left.”

      Charlotte forced a grin. “Perhaps. Or maybe another here caught his favor,” she whispered. No need for the other two to hear her disappointment so clearly.

      As another dancer came and took her cousin off to dance, Charlotte tried to convince herself that all was going well. It was just the moment of dullness that ate at her nerves. An inner fear hinted at making itself vivid and she squashed the idea. She really wasn’t alone, she countered. All the guests were here, and she had her Aunt Lidia only a few feet away, well, across the dancefloor but clearly within sight of her.

      “Oh, Charlotte, what fun we are having!” Lady Beatrice Claymore sighed with a dramatic flare so intense that Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Yes, we are. My, aren’t you quite wound up.” Charlotte looked about. “You must be careful, or you’ll be escorted home over concerns for your health.”

      Beatrice yanked her fan opened and began to use it rapidly. “How could I not be so excited? I just danced with a Greek god. Oh, my!”

      Charlotte frowned. “And who might that be? There are several exceptional gentlemen present.”

      “Oh, you know exactly who I mean! Lord Willowbend!” She fanned, with a deep sigh. “He whizzed me around the floor in a waltz, no less! It was true heaven.”

      “Yes, I have heard he does know how to dance. But surely they all do.” Though she did question Nighcliff’s abilities. Perhaps what he lacked in grace, he hoped financial gains would save him. Of course, that was a subject neither she, nor any other eligible lady, were privy to. To her way of thinking, being married to a man who could not even dance made her wonder what other areas there were in which he lacked.

      “Not as well as he,” she sighed again. Her eyes gazed off to the distance, looking up, and Charlotte doubted she saw anything other than him.

      “Lady Beatrice, I brought you something to quench your thirst.”

      It was a deep, masculine tone, drifting off to Charlotte’s left. She refocused to see who could say those simple words with such an attractive tongue. She spun and found herself virtually face to face with Silas Biddleton, Earl of Willowbend. Up close, he was more dashing than any man she’d seen. His dark blond hair was slightly mussed from dancing, or as Beatrice put it, whizzing about the dancefloor. His brown colored eyes held an amused gaze as he found himself within an armlength of her.

      Charlotte’s tongue went limp, she swore later. All air escaped her lungs and she was frozen in front of him. He was dashing, his high cheekbones and perfectly pointed nose gave him an angelic appearance, though he held the look of mischief, making her believe he was devilish and alluring. She struggled to swallow—before she fainted. Through clouded hearing, she heard Beatrice pipe up.

      “Lord Willowbend, may I introduce my dearest friend, Lady Charlotte. Lady Charlotte, Lord Willowbend.”

      “Lady
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