

[image: image]





JULIA QUINN


How to Marry a Marquis

[image: ]





In living memory


Ted Cotler, 1915-1973 
Rutherford Swatzburg, 1910-1992 
Betty Goldblatt Swatzburg, 1910-1997 
Edith Block Cotler, 1917-1998 
Ernest Anderson, 1911-1998


I stand upon your shoulders every day of my life.


And for Paul, even though he seems to think 
he can get out of just about anything by saying,
 Youre very cute, though.
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Chapter 1









Surrey, England




August 1815




Four plus six plus eight plus seven plus one plus one plus one, mark down eight, carry the two


Elizabeth Hotchkiss added up the column of numbers for the fourth time, came up with the same answer shed come up with three times before, and groaned.


When she looked up, three somber faces were staring at herthe three faces of her younger siblings.


What is it, Lizzie? nine-year-old Jane asked.


Elizabeth smiled weakly as she tried to figure out how she was going to put away enough money to buy fuel to heat their little cottage that winter. We, ahwe havent much in the way of funds, Im afraid.


Susan, who at fourteen was closest in age to Elizabeth, frowned. Are you absolutely certain? We must have something. When Papa was alive we always


Elizabeth silenced her with an urgent stare. There were a lot of things theyd had when Papa was alive, but hed left them nothing aside from a small bank account. No income, no property. Nothing but memories. And thoseat least the ones Elizabeth carried with herwerent the sort that warmed ones heart.



Things are different now, she said firmly, hoping to put an end to the subject. You cant compare the two.


Jane grinned. We can use the money Lucas has been stuffing away in his toy soldier box.


Lucas, the only boy in the Hotchkiss clan, yelped. What were you doing in my things? He turned to Elizabeth with an expression that might have been termed glowering had it not been gracing the face of an eight-year-old. Is there no privacy in this household?


Apparently not, Elizabeth said absently, staring down at the numbers before her. She made a few marks with her pencil as she tried to devise new methods of economy.


Sisters, Lucas grunted, looking excessively put out. I am plagued with them.


Susan peered at Elizabeths ledger. Cant we shuffle some of the money about? Do something to stretch it a bit further?


Theres nothing to stretch. Thank goodness the rent on the cottage is paid, or wed be out on our ears.


Is it really as bad as that? Susan whispered.


Elizabeth nodded. Weve enough to last the rest of the month, and then a bit more when I receive my wages from Lady Danbury, but then Her words trailed off, and she looked away, not wanting Jane and Lucas to see the tears pricking her eyes. Shed been caring for these three for five years, ever since shed been eighteen. They depended on her for food, shelter, and, most importantly, stability.


Jane nudged Lucas, and then, when he didnt respond, jabbed him in the soft spot between his shoulder and collarbone.


What? he snapped. That hurt.


What is impolite, Elizabeth said automatically. Pardon is preferable.



Lucass little mouth fell open in outrage. It wasnt polite of her to poke me like that. And Im certainly not going to beg her pardon.


Jane rolled her eyes and sighed. You must remember that he is only eight.


Lucas smirked back. Youre only nine.


I shall always be older than you.


Yes, but I shall soon be bigger, and then youll be sorry.


Elizabeths lips curved into a bittersweet smile as she watched them bicker. Shed heard the same argument a million times before, but shed also spied Jane tiptoeing into Lucass room after dark to give him a goodnight kiss on the forehead.


Theirs might not be a typical familyit was just the four of them, after all, and theyd been orphans for yearsbut the Hotchkiss clan was special. Elizabeth had managed to keep the family together five years ago when her father had died, and she was damned if shed let a shortage of funds tear them apart now.


Jane crossed her arms. You should give Lizzie your money, Lucas. It isnt right to hoard it away.


He nodded solemnly and left the room, his little blond head bowed. Elizabeth glanced back up at Susan and Jane. They were also blond, with the bright blue eyes of their mother. And Elizabeth looked just like the rest of thema little blond army, they were, with no money for food.


She sighed again and leveled a serious stare at her sisters. Im going to have to marry. There is nothing else for it.


Oh, no, Lizzie! Jane shrieked, jumping out of her chair and practically clambering across the table to her sisters lap. Not that! Anything but that!


Elizabeth looked at Susan with a confused expression, silently asking her if she knew why Jane was so upset. Susan just shook her head and shrugged.


Its not that bad, Elizabeth said, stroking Janes hair. If I marry, then I shall probably have a baby of my own, and then you get to be an auntie. Wont that be nice?


But the only person whos asked you is Squire Nevins, and hes horrid! Just horrid.


Elizabeth smiled unconvincingly. Im sure we can find someone besides Squire Nevins. Someone lessahhorrid.


I wont live with him, Jane said with a mutinous cross of her arms. I wont. Id rather go to an orphanage. Or one of those horrid workhouses.


Elizabeth didnt blame her. Squire Nevins was old, fat, and mean. And he always stared at Elizabeth in a way that made her break out in a cold sweat. Truth be told, she didnt much like the way he stared at Susan, either. Or Jane, for that matter.


No, she couldnt marry Squire Nevins.


Lucas returned to the kitchen carrying a small metal box. He held it out to Elizabeth. Ive saved one pound, forty, he said. I was going to use it for He swallowed. Never mind. I want you to have it. For the family.


Elizabeth took the box silently and looked in. Lucass one pound, forty, was there, almost all in pennies and hapennies. Lucas, honey, she said gently. This is your savings. It has taken you years to collect all of these coins.


His lower lip quivered, but somehow he managed to expand his little chest until he stood like one of his toy soldiers. Im the man of the house now. I have to provide for you.


Elizabeth nodded solemnly and moved his money into the box where she kept household funds. Very well. We shall use this for food. Perhaps you can come shopping with me next week, and you may pick out something you like.


My kitchen garden should begin to produce vegetables soon, Susan said helpfully. Enough to feed us, and maybe a bit extra we could sell or barter in the village.


Jane started to squirm on Elizabeths lap. Please tell me you didnt plant more turnips. I hate turnips.


We all hate turnips, Susan replied. But theyre so easy to grow.


Not so easy to eat, Lucas grumbled.


Elizabeth exhaled and closed her eyes. How had they come to this? Theirs was an old, honorable familylittle Lucas was even a baronet! And yet they were reduced to growing turnipswhich they all detestedin a kitchen garden.


She was failing. She had thought she could raise her brother and sisters. When her father had died, it had been the most impossible time in her life, and all that had kept her going was the thought that she had to protect her siblings, keep them happy and warm. Together.


Shed fought off aunts and uncles and cousins, all of whom offered to take on one of the Hotchkiss children, usually little Lucas, who, with his title, could eventually hope to marry a girl with a nice large dowry. But Elizabeth had refused, even when her friends and neighbors had urged her to let him go.


Shed wanted to keep the family together, she had said. Was that so much to ask?


But she was failing. There was no money for music lessons or tutors, or any of the things Elizabeth had taken for granted when shed been small. The Lord only knew how she was going to manage to send Lucas to Eton. And he had to go. Every Hotchkiss male for four hundred years had attended Eton. They hadnt all managed to graduate, but theyd all gone.


She was going to have to marry. And her husband was going to have to have a lot of money. It was as simple as that.





Abraham begat Isaac, and Isaac begat Jacob, and Jacob begat Judas


Elizabeth quietly cleared her throat and looked up with hopeful eyes. Was Lady Danbury asleep yet? She leaned forward and studied the older ladys face. Hard to tell.


and Judas begat Phares and Zara of Thamar, and Phares begat Esrom


The old ladys eyes had definitely been closed for some time now, but still, one couldnt be too careful.


and Esrom begat Aram, and


Was that a snore? Elizabeths voice dropped to a whisper.


and Aram begat Aminadab, and Aminadab begat Naasson, and


Elizabeth closed the Bible and began to tiptoe backward out of the drawing room. Normally she didnt mind reading to Lady Danbury; it was actually one of the better parts of her position as companion to the dowager countess. But today she really needed to get back home. She had felt so dreadful leaving while Jane was still in such a tizzy about the prospect of Squire Nevins entering their little family. Elizabeth had assured her she wouldnt marry him if he were the last man on earth, but Jane hadnt been very confident that anyone else would ask, and


THUMP!


Elizabeth nearly jumped out of her skin. No one knew how to produce more noise with a cane and a floor than Lady Danbury.


I am not asleep! Lady Ds voice boomed.


Elizabeth turned around and smiled weakly. So sorry.


Lady Danbury chuckled. Youre not in the least bit sorry. Get back over here.


Elizabeth suppressed a groan and returned to her straight-backed chair. She liked Lady Danbury. She truly did. In fact she longed for the day when she could use age as an excuse and carry on with Lady Ds signature brand of outspokenness.


It was just that she really needed to get home, and


Youre a tricky one, you are, Lady Danbury said.


I beg your pardon?


All those begats. Hand-chosen to put me to sleep.


Elizabeth felt her cheeks grow warm with a guilty blush and tried to phrase her words as a question. I dont know what you mean?


You skipped ahead. We should still be on Moses and the great flood, not that begat part.


I dont think that was Moses with the great flood, Lady Danbury.


Nonsense. Of course it was.


Elizabeth decided that Noah would understand her desire to avoid a protracted discussion of biblical references with Lady Danbury and shut her mouth.


At any rate, it matters not who got caught in the flood. The fact of the matter is that you skipped ahead just to put me to sleep.


Iah


Oh, just admit it, girl. Lady Danburys lips spread into a knowing smile. I admire you for it, actually. Same thing I would have done at your age.


Elizabeth rolled her eyes. If this wasnt a case of damned if you do and damned if you dont, she didnt know what was. So she just sighed, picked up the Bible, and said, What portion would you like me to read?


None of it. Bloody boring, it is. Havent we anything more exciting in the library?


Im sure we must. I could check, if you like.


Yes, do that. But before you go, could you hand me that ledger? Yes, that one on the desk.


Elizabeth rose, walked over to the desk, and picked up the leather-bound ledger. Here you are, she said, handing it to Lady Danbury.


The countess flipped the ledger open with military precision before looking back up at Elizabeth. Thank you, my girl. Ive a new estate manager arriving today and I want to get all these numbers memorized so I can be sure he isnt robbing me blind in a months time.


Lady Danbury, Elizabeth said with the utmost sincerity, even the devil wouldnt dare to rob you blind.


Lady D thumped her cane by way of applause and laughed. Well said, my girl. So nice to see a young one with a brain in the head. My own childrenWell, bah, Im not going to get into that now except to tell you that my son once got his head caught between the bars of the fence round Windsor Castle.


Elizabeth clapped her hand over her mouth in an effort to stifle a laugh.


Oh, go ahead and giggle, Lady Danbury sighed. Ive found that the only way to avoid parental frustration is to view him as a source of amusement.


Well, Elizabeth said carefully, that does seem a wise course of action.


Youd make a fine diplomat, Lizzie Hotchkiss, Lady Danbury chortled. Wheres my baby?


Elizabeth didnt even bat an eyelash. Lady Ds abrupt changes of subject were legendary. Your cat, she emphasized, has been sleeping on the ottoman for the last hour, she said, pointing across the room.


Malcolm lifted his furry head, tried to focus his slightly crossed blue eyes, decided it wasnt worth the effort, and settled back down.


Malcolm, Lady Danbury cooed, come to Mama.


Malcolm ignored her.


I have a treat for you.


The cat yawned, recognized Lady D as his primary source of food, and hopped down.


Lady Danbury, Elizabeth scolded, you know that cat is too fat.


Nonsense.


Elizabeth shook her head. Malcolm weighed at least a stone, although a good portion of that was fur. She spent the better part of every evening after she returned home defurring her clothing.


Which was really quite remarkable, since the snobby beast hadnt deigned to let her hold him in five years.


Good kitty, Lady D said, holding out her arms.


Stupid cat, Elizabeth muttered as the ecru-colored feline stopped, stared at her, then went on his way.


Youre such a sweet thing. Lady D rubbed her hand against his furry belly. Such a sweet thing.


The cat stretched out on Lady Danburys lap, lying on his back with his paws hanging over his head.


That isnt a cat, Elizabeth said. Its a poor excuse for a rug.


Lady D raised a brow. I know you dont mean that, Lizzie Hotchkiss.


Yes, I do.


Nonsense. You love Malcolm.


Like I love Attila the Hun.


Well, Malcolm loves you.



The cat lifted his head, and Elizabeth would swear he stuck his tongue out at her.


Elizabeth stood, letting out an indignant squeak. That cat is a menace. Im going to the library.


Good idea. Go find me a new book.


Elizabeth headed for the door.


And nothing with begat!


Elizabeth laughed in spite of herself and headed across the hall to the library. The clicking sound of her footsteps disappeared as she stepped onto the carpet, and she sighed. Good heavens, there were a lot of books here. Where on earth to start?


She selected a few novels, then pulled down a collection of Shakespeares comedies. A slim volume of romantic poetry joined the pile, and then, just as she was about to cross the hall back to Lady Ds drawing room, another book caught her eye.


It was very small, and bound in quite the brightest red leather Elizabeth had ever seen. But what was most odd about the book was that it was sitting sideways on a shelf in a library that gave new meaning to the word order. Dust wouldnt dare settle on these shelves, and certainly no book would ever lie sideways.


Elizabeth set down her pile and picked up the little red book. It was upside down, so she had to flip it over to read the title.
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She dropped the book, half expecting lightning to strike her, right there in the library. Surely this had to be some kind of joke. Shed only decided that afternoon that she had to marry, and well.


Susan? she called out. Lucas? Jane?


She shook her head. She was being ridiculous. Her siblings, cheeky as they may be, would not sneak into Lady Danburys house and deposit a fake book, and


Well, actually, she thought, turning the slim red volume over in her hand, when it came right down to it, the book didnt really look fake. The binding looked sturdy, and the leather on the cover appeared to be of high quality. She glanced around to make sure that no one was watchingalthough she wasnt quite certain why she should feel so embarrassedand carefully opened it to the first page.


The author was a Mrs. Seeton, and the book had been printed in 1792, the year of Elizabeths birth. A funny little coincidence, Elizabeth decided, but she wasnt a superstitious sort of person. And she certainly didnt need a little book to tell her how to live her life.


Besides, when it came right down to it, what did this Mrs. Seeton really know? After all, if she had married a marquis, wouldnt she be Lady Seeton?


Elizabeth slammed the book shut decisively and returned it to its spot on the shelf, making certain that it lay sideways, just the way she had found it. She didnt want anyone to think shed actually been looking at the silly thing.


She picked up her stack of books and crossed back to the drawing room, where Lady Danbury was still sitting in her chair, stroking her cat and staring out the window as if she were waiting for someone.


I found some books, Elizabeth called out. I dont think youll find many begats in these, although perhaps in the Shakespeare


Not tragedies, I hope.


No, I thought that in your current frame of mind, youd find the comedies more entertaining.


Good girl, Lady Danbury said approvingly. Anything else?



Elizabeth blinked and looked back down at the books in her arms. A couple of novels, and some poetry.


Burn the poetry.


I beg your pardon?


Well, dont burn it; the books are certainly more valuable than firewood. But I certainly dont want to hear it. My late husband must have bought that. Such a dreamer.


I see, Elizabeth said, mostly because she thought she was expected to say something.


With a sudden movement, Lady Danbury cleared her throat and waved her hand in the air. Why dont you go home early today?


Elizabeths mouth dropped open. Lady Danbury never dismissed her early.


I have to deal with that blasted estate manager, and I certainly dont need you here for that. Besides, if hes an eye for pretty young girls, Ill never get him to pay attention to me with you around.


Lady Danbury, I hardly think


Nonsense. Youre quite an attractive thing. Men love blond hair. I should know. Mine used to be as fair as yours.


Elizabeth smiled. It still is fair.


Its white, is what it is, Lady Danbury said with a laugh. Youre a sweet thing. You shouldnt be here with me, you should be out finding a husband.


Iah What to say to that?


Very noble of you to devote yourself to your siblings, but you have to live as well.


Elizabeth just stared at her employer, horrified by the tears pooling in her eyes. Shed served Lady Danbury for five years, and never had they spoken of such matters. IllIll be off, then, since you say I might leave early.



Lady Danbury nodded, looking oddly disappointed. Had she been hoping Elizabeth would pursue the topic further? Just put that book of poetry back before you go, she instructed. Im sure I wont look at it, and I cant trust the servants to keep my books in order.


I will. Elizabeth set the rest of the books down on an end table, gathered her things, and said her farewells. As she was walking out of the room, Malcolm jumped off of Lady Danburys lap and followed her.


See? Lady D crowed. I told you he loved you.


Elizabeth eyed the cat suspiciously as she headed out into the hall. What do you want, Malcolm?


He flicked his tail, bared his teeth, and hissed.


Oh! Elizabeth exclaimed, dropping the poetry book. You beast. Following me out here just to hiss


Did you throw a book at my cat? Lady D hollered.


Elizabeth decided to ignore the question, instead jabbing her finger in Malcolms direction as she snatched up her book. Go back to Lady Danbury, you awful creature.


Malcolm stuck his tail in the air and stalked away.


Elizabeth let out a long breath and walked into the library. She headed toward the poetry section, scrupulously keeping her back to that little red book. She didnt want to think about it, she didnt want to look at it


Drat, but that thing was practically giving off heat. Never in her life had Elizabeth been so aware of an inanimate object.


She reshelved the volume of poetry and stomped to the door, starting to get really annoyed with herself. That silly little book shouldnt affect her one way or another. By avoiding it like the plague, she was actually giving it power it didnt deserve, and


Oh, for heavens sake! she finally burst out.



Did you say something? Lady Danbury called out from the next room.


No! I justuh, I just tripped over the edge of the rug. Thats all. Elizabeth muttered another Good heavens under her breath and tiptoed back over to the book. It was lying face-down, and much to Elizabeths surprise, her hand shot out and flipped it over.
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There it was, same as before. Staring up at her, mocking her, sitting there as if to say she didnt have the gumption to read it.


It is just a book, she muttered. Just a stupid, garishly red little book.


And yet


Elizabeth needed money so desperately. Lucas had to be sent to Eton, and Jane had cried for a week when shed used up the last of her watercolors. And both of them were growing faster than weeds on a summer day. Jane could make do with Susans old frocks, but Lucas would need clothing befitting his station.


The only road to riches was marriage, and this brazen little book claimed to have all the answers. Elizabeth wasnt so foolish as to believe that she might capture the interest of a marquis, but maybe a little advice could help her snare a nice country gentlemanone with a nice comfortable income. Shed even marry a Cit. Her father would turn over in his grave at the thought of her making an alliance with someone in trade, but a girl had to be practical, and Elizabeth would wager that there were a number of wealthy merchants whod like to marry the impoverished daughter of a baronet.


Besides, it was her fathers fault that she was in this bind, anyway. If he hadnt



Elizabeth gave her head a shake. Now wasnt the time to dwell on the past. She needed to concentrate on her present dilemma.


When it came right down to it, she didnt know much about men. She didnt know what she was supposed to say to them or how she was supposed to act to make them fall in love with her.


She stared at the book. Hard.


She looked around. Was anyone coming?


She took a deep breath, and quick as lightning, the book found its way into her reticule.


Then she ran out of the house.





James Sidwell, Marquis of Riverdale, liked to go unnoticed. He liked nothing better than to blend into a crowd, his identity unknown, and ferret out plots and facts. It was probably why hed so enjoyed his years of work for the War Office.


And hed been damned good at it. The same face and body that commanded such attention in London ballrooms disappeared into crowds with startling success. James merely removed the confident gleam from his eyes, stooped his shoulders, and no one ever suspected that he was of noble lineage.


Of course the brown hair and brown eyes helped, too. It was always good to have common coloring. James doubted there were very many successful redheaded operatives.


But one year earlier, his cover had been blown when a Napoleonic spy had revealed his identity to the French. And now the War Office refused to assign him to any mission more exciting than the occasional rounding up of low-stakes smugglers.


James had accepted his boring fate with a heavy sigh and an air of resignation. It was probably time he devoted himself to his estates and title, anyway. He had to marry at some pointdistasteful as the prospect might beand produce an heir to the marquisate. And so he had turned his attention to the London social scene, where a marquisespecially one so young and handsomenever went unnoticed.


James had been alternately disgusted, bored, and amused. Disgusted because the young ladiesand their mamasviewed him as nothing so much as a large fish to be hooked and reeled in. Bored because after years of political intrigue, the color of ribbons and the cut of a waistcoat just didnt strike him as fascinating topics of conversation. And amused because, to be frank, if he hadnt held on to his sense of humor throughout the ordeal he would have gone mad.


When the note from his aunt had arrived by special messenger, he had nearly whooped with joy. Now, as he approached her house in Surrey, he pulled it out of his pocket and reread it.




Riverdale




I need your help urgently. Please report to Danbury House with all possible haste. Do not travel in your best finery. I shall tell everyone that you are my new estate manager. Your new name is James Siddons.



Agatha, Lady Danbury





James had no idea what this was all about, but he knew it was just what he needed to alleviate his boredom and allow him to leave London without feeling guilty over shirking his duties. He traveled by hired coach, since an estate manager would not own horses as fine as his, and walked the last mile from the center of town to Danbury House. Everything he needed was packed in one bag.


In the eyes of the world, he became plain Mr. James Siddons, a gentleman, to be sure, but perhaps just a little down on funds. His clothing came from the back of his closetwell-made, but worn at the elbows and two years out of style. A few snips with the kitchen shears effectively marred the expert haircut hed received just the week before. For all intents and purposes, the Marquis of Riverdale had disappeared, and James could not have been more pleased.


Of course his aunts scheme did have a major flaw, but that was only to be expected when one let amateurs do the planning. James hadnt visited Danbury House in nearly a decade; his work for the War Office hadnt afforded him much time to visit family, and he certainly hadnt wanted to put his aunt in any kind of danger. But surely there was someonesome aging retainer, the butler, perhapswho would recognize him. He had, after all, spent most of his childhood here.


But then again, people saw what they expected to see, and when James acted like an estate manager, people generally saw an estate manager.


He was nearly to Danbury Housepractically on the front steps, actuallywhen the front door flew open and a petite blond woman came tearing out, head down, eyes to the ground, and moving just a fraction slower than a filly at full gallop. James didnt even have a chance to call out before shed run right into him.


Their bodies connected with a dull thump, and the girl let out a feminine squeak of surprise as she bounced off of him and landed inelegantly on the ground. A clip or ribbon or whatever it was females called those things flew from her hair, causing a thick lock of white-gold hair to slip out of her coiffure and settle awkwardly on her shoulder.


I beg your pardon, James said, holding out his hand to help her up.


No, no, she replied, brushing off her skirts, it was my fault entirely. I wasnt looking where I was going.


She didnt bother to take his hand, and James found himself oddly disappointed. She wasnt wearing gloves, and neither was he, and he felt a strange compulsion to feel the touch of her hand in his.


But he could not say such things out loud, and so he instead bent down to help her retrieve her things. Her reticule had flown open when it hit the ground, and her belongings were now strewn around their feet. He handed her her gloves, which caused her to blush.


Its so hot, she explained, looking at the gloves with resignation.


Dont don them on my account, he said with an easy smile. As you can see, I have also chosen to use the fine weather as an excuse to leave mine off.


She stared at his hands for a moment before shaking her head and murmuring, This is the oddest conversation.


She knelt to gather the rest of her things, and James followed suit. He picked up a handkerchief and was reaching for a book when she suddenly made the strangest noisenothing so much as a strangled cryand snatched it out from beneath his fingers.


James found himself really wanting to know what was in that book.


She cleared her throat about six times and said, Youre very kind to help me.


It was no trouble, I assure you, he murmured, clearly trying to get a look at the book. But shed already shoved it back into her reticule.



Elizabeth smiled nervously at him, letting her hand slip into her bag, just to reassure herself that the book was really there, hidden safely out of sight. If she was caught reading such a thing, shed be mortified beyond words. It was a given that all unmarried women were looking for a husband, but only the most pathetic of females would actually be caught reading a manual on the subject.


He didnt say anything, just looked her over in an assessing sort of way that made her even more nervous. Finally she blurted out, Are you the new estate manager?


Yes.


I see. She cleared her throat. Well, then I suppose I ought to introduce myself, as Im sure our paths will cross. I am Miss Hotchkiss, Lady Danburys companion.


Ah. I am Mr. Siddons, recently of London.


It was very nice meeting you, Mr. Siddons, she said with a smile that James found oddly engaging. Terribly sorry about the accident, but I must be off.


She waited for his acknowledging nod, then dashed off down the drive, clutching her bag as if her very life depended on it.


James just stared as she ran off, strangely unable to take his eyes off of her retreating form.












Chapter 2






James! Agatha Danbury didnt often squeal, but James was her favorite nephew. Truth be told, she probably liked him better than any of her own children. He, at least, was smart enough not to stick his head between iron fence beams. How lovely to see you!

James dutifully bent down and offered his cheek for a kiss. How lovely to see me? he queried. You almost sound surprised by my arrival. Come, now, you know I could no more ignore your summons than one sent by the Prince Regent himself.

Oh, that.

He narrowed his eyes at her dismissive response. Agatha, youre not playing games with me, are you?

Her posture suddenly became ramrod straight in her chair. You would think that of me?

In a heartbeat, he said with an easy smile as he sat down. I learned all my best tricks from you.

Yes, well, someone had to take you under her wing, she replied. Poor child. If I hadnt

Agatha, James said sharply. He had no wish to involve himself in a discussion of his childhood. He owed his aunt everythinghis very soul, even. But he didnt want to get into this now.

As it happens, she said with a disdainful sniff, I am not playing games. I am being blackmailed.

James leaned forward. Blackmailed? Agatha was a crafty old thing, but proper as anything, and he couldnt imagine her having done anything that might warrant blackmail.

Can you even fathom it? she demanded. That someone would dare to blackmail me? Hmmph. Where is my cat?

Where is your cat? he echoed.

Mallllllllllllcolmmmmmmm!

James blinked and watched as a monstrously obese feline padded into the room. He walked over to James, sniffed, and hopped up onto his lap.

Isnt he just the friendliest cat? Agatha asked.

I hate cats.

Youll love Malcolm.

He decided that tolerating the cat was easier than arguing with his aunt. Do you have any idea who your blackmailer might be?

None.

May I ask why you are being blackmailed?

It is so very embarrassing, she said, her pale blue eyes growing bright with tears.

James grew concerned. Aunt Agatha never cried. There had been few things in his life that were completely and utterly constant, but one of them had been Agatha. She was sharp, she had a biting sense of humor, she loved him beyond measure, and she never cried. Never.

He started to go to her, then held back. She wouldnt want him to comfort her. She would only see it as an acknowledgment of her momentary display of weakness. Besides, the cat showed no inclination to get off his lap. Do you have the letter? he asked gently. I assume you received a letter.

She nodded, picked up a book that was sitting on the table next to her, and drew from its pages a single sheet of paper. Silently, she held it out to him.

James gently tossed the cat onto the carpet and stood. He took a few steps in his aunts direction and took the letter. Still standing, he looked down at the paper in his hands and read.


Lady D

I know your secrets. And I know your daughters secrets. My silence will cost you.



James looked up. Is that all?

Agatha shook her head and held out another sheet of paper. I received this one as well.

James took it.



Lady D


Five hundred pounds for my silence. Leave it in a plain sack behind The Bag of Nails Friday at midnight. Tell no one. Do not disappoint me.



The Bag of Nails? James asked with an arched eyebrow.

Its the local public house.

Did you leave the money?

She nodded, shamefaced. But only because I knew you couldnt be here by Friday.

James paused while he decided how best to frame his next statement. I think, he said gently, that you had better tell me about this secret.


Agatha shook her head. It is too embarrassing. I cannot.

Agatha, you know that I am discreet. And you know I love you like a mother. Whatever you tell me shall never go beyond these walls. When she did nothing other than bite her lip, he asked, Which daughter shares this secret?

Melissa, Agatha whispered. But she doesnt know.

James closed his eyes and let out a long exhale. He knew what was coming next and decided to save his aunt the embarrassment of having to say it herself. Shes illegitimate, isnt she?

Agatha nodded. I had an affair. It lasted only a month. Oh, I was so young and so silly then.

James fought to keep his shock off of his face. His aunt had always been such a stickler for propriety; it was inconceivable that she could have dallied ouside of marriage. But, as she said, shed been young and perhaps a little foolish, and after all shed done for him in his life, he didnt feel he had the right to judge her. Agatha had been his savior, and if the need arose, he would lay down his life for her without a seconds hesitation.

Agatha smiled sadly. I didnt know what I was doing.

James weighed his words carefully before asking, Your fear, then, is that your blackmailer will reveal this to society and shame Melissa?

I dont give a fig about society, Agatha said with a huff. Half the lot of them are bastards themselves. Probably two-thirds of those not firstborn. Its Melissa I fear for. Shes safely married to an earl, so the scandal wont touch her, but she was so close to Lord Danbury. He always said she was his special favorite. It would break her heart if she were to learn that he was not her true father.

James didnt remember Lord Danbury being much closer to Melissa than he was to any of his other children. In fact, he didnt recall Lord Danbury being close to his children, period. He had been a genial man, but distant. Definitely of the children belong in the nursery and should be brought down for viewing no more than once a day variety. Still, if Agatha felt that Melissa had been Lord Danburys special favorite, who was he to argue?

What are we going to do, James? Agatha asked. You are the only person I trust to help me through this unpleasantness. And with your background

Have you received any more notes? James interrupted. His aunt knew that he had once worked for the War Office. There was no harm in that, as he was no longer an active operative, but Agatha was ever curious, and always asking him about his exploits. And there were some things one just didnt want to discuss with ones aunt. Not to mention the fact that James could get himself hanged for divulging some of the information hed learned over the years.

Agatha shook her head. No. No notes.

Ill do a bit of preliminary investigating, but I suspect we wont learn anything until you receive another letter.

You think there will be another one?

James nodded grimly. Blackmailers dont know how to quit while ahead. Its their fatal flaw. In the meantime, I shall play at being your new estate manager. But I do wonder how you expect me to do this without being recognized.

I thought not being recognized was your particular forte.

It is, he replied easily, but unlike France, Spain, and even the south coast, I grew up here. Or at least I almost did.

Agathas eyes suddenly lost their focus. James knew that she was thinking of his childhood, of all the times shed faced his father in silent, angry showdowns, insisting that James was better off with the Danburys. No one will recognize you, she finally assured him.

Cribbins?

He passed on last year.

Oh. Im sorry. Hed always liked the old butler.

The new one is adequate, I suppose, although he had the effrontery the other day to ask me to call him Wilson.

James didnt know why he bothered, but he asked, That wouldnt be his name, would it?

I suppose, she said with a little huff. But how am I to remember that?

You just did.

She scowled at him. If hes my butler, Im calling him Cribbins. At my age its dangerous to make any big changes.

Agatha, James said, with far more patience than he felt, may we return to the matter at hand?

About your being recognized.

Yes.

Everyones gone. You havent visited me for nearly ten years.

James ignored her accusing tone. I see you all the time in London and you know it.

It doesnt count.

He refused to ask why. He knew she was dying to give him a reason. Is there anything in particular I need to know before assuming my role as estate manager? he asked.

She shook her head. What would you need to know? I raised you properly. You should know everything there is to know about land management.

That much was true, although James had preferred to let managers watch over his estates since hed assumed the title. It was easier, since he didnt particularly enjoy spending time at Riverdale Castle. Very well, then, he said, standing up. As long as Cribbins the First is no longer with usGod rest his eternally patient soul

What is that supposed to mean?

His head fell slightly forward and to the side in an extremely sarcastic fashion. Anyone who butlered for you for forty years deserves to be canonized.

Impertinent bugger, she muttered.

Agatha!

Whats the use of holding my tongue at my age?

He shook his head. As I was trying to say earlier, as long as Cribbins is gone, being your estate manager is as good a disguise as any. Besides, I rather fancy spending some time out-of-doors while the weather is fine.

London was stifling?

Very.

The air or the people?

James grinned. Both. Now, then, just tell me where to put my things. Oh, and Aunt Agathahe leaned down and kissed her cheekits damned fine to see you.

She smiled. I love you, too, James.


By the time Elizabeth reached her home, she was out of breath and covered with mud. Shed been so anxious to be away from Danbury House that shed practically run the first quarter mile. Unfortunately, it had been a particularly wet summer in Surrey, and Elizabeth had never been especially coordinated. And as for that protruding tree rootwell, there was really no way to avoid it, and so, with a splat, Elizabeth saw her best dress ruined.

Not that her best dress was in particularly good condition. There certainly wasnt enough money in the Hotchkiss coffers for new clothing unless one had completely outgrown ones old garments. But still, Elizabeth had some pride, and if she couldnt dress her family in the first stare of fashion, at the very least she could make certain they were all neat and clean.

Now there was mud caked onto her velvet sash, and even worse, shed actually stolen a book from Lady Danbury. And not just any book. Shed stolen what had to be the stupidest, most asinine book in the history of book-binding. And all because she had to auction herself off to the highest bidder.

She swallowed as tears formed in her eyes. What if there were no bidders? Then where would she be?

Elizabeth stamped her feet on the front stoop to shake off the mud, then pushed her way through the front door of her small house. She tried to sneak through the hall and up the stairs to her room without anyone seeing her, but Susan was too fast.

Good heavens! What happened to you?

I slipped, Elizabeth ground out, never taking her eyes off of the stairs.

Again?

That was enough to make her twist around and stab her sister with a murderous glare. What do you mean, again?

Susan coughed. Nothing.

Elizabeth swung back around with every intention of marching to and up the stairs, but her hand connected with a side table. Owwwww! she howled.

Ooh, Susan said, wincing in sympathy. Ill bet that hurts.


Elizabeth just stared at her, eyes narrowing into angry slits.

Terribly sorry, Susan said quickly, clearly recognizing her sisters bad mood.

I am going to my room, Elizabeth said, enunciating every word as if careful diction would somehow remove her to her private chamber more quickly. And then I am going to lie down and take a nap. And if anyone bothers me, I shall not answer to the consequences.

Susan nodded. Jane and Lucas are out playing in the garden. I shall make certain they are quiet if they return.

Good, IOwwwwwwww!

Susan winced. What now?

Elizabeth bent down and picked up a small metal object. One of Lucass toy soldiers. Is there any reason, she said, that this is sitting on the floor where anyone may step upon it?

None that I can think of, Susan said with a half-hearted attempt at a smile.

Elizabeth just sighed. I am not having a good day.

No, I didnt think you were.

Elizabeth tried to smile, but all she did was stretch her lips. She just couldnt manage to get the corners to turn up.

Would you like me to bring you a cup of tea? Susan asked gently.

Elizabeth nodded. That would be lovely, thank you.

Its my pleasure. Ill justWhats that in your bag?

What?

That book.

Elizabeth cursed under her breath and shoved the book down under a handkerchief. Its nothing.

Did you borrow a book from Lady Danbury?

In a manner of speaking.


Oh, good. Ive read everything we possess. Not that we possess much any longer.

Elizabeth just nodded and tried to dash past her.

I know it broke your heart to sell off the books, Susan said, but it did pay for Lucass Latin lessons.

I really must go

Can I see the book? I should like to read it.

You cant, Elizabeth snapped, her voice coming out much louder than shed have liked.

Susan drew back. I beg your pardon.

I have to return it tomorrow. Thats all. You wont have time to read it.

Cant I just look at it?

No!

Susan lunged forward. I want to see it.

I said no! Elizabeth hopped to the right, just barely managing to elude her sisters grasp, and then dashed toward the stairs. But just as her foot hit the first step, she felt Susans hand grabbing the fabric of her skirts.

I have you! Susan grunted.

Let me go!

Not until you show me that book.

Susan, I am your guardian and I order you to

Youre my sister, and I want to see what youre hiding.

Reason wasnt going to work, Elizabeth decided, so she grabbed her skirt and yanked hard, which only resulted in her slipping off the step and her bag tumbling to the floor.

Aha! Susan yelled triumphantly, snatching up the book.

Elizabeth groaned.

HOW TO MARRY A MARQUIS? Susan looked up, her expression somewhat puzzled and wholly amused.

Its just a silly book. Elizabeth felt her cheeks grow warm. I just thoughtthat is, I thought I

A marquis? Susan asked dubiously. Setting rather lofty goals for ourselves, arent we?

For the love of God, Elizabeth snapped, Im not going to marry a marquis. But the book might have some sort of useful advice in it, since I have to marry someone, and nobody is asking.

Except Squire Nevins, Susan murmured, flipping through the pages.

Elizabeth swallowed down a little dash of bile. The thought of Squire Nevins touching her, kissing herit made her skin turn to ice. But if he was the only way she could save her family

She squeezed her eyes shut. There had to be something in that book that would teach her how to find a husband. Anything!

This is really quite interesting, Susan said, plopping down on the carpet next to Elizabeth. Listen to this: Edict Number One

Edict? Elizabeth echoed. There are edicts?

Apparently so. I say, this business of catching a husband is more complicated than Id thought.

Just tell me what the edict is.

Susan blinked and looked back down. Be unique. But not too unique.

What the devil does that mean? Elizabeth exploded. If that isnt the most ridiculous thing Ive ever heard. Im putting that book back tomorrow. Who is this Mrs. Seeton, anyway? Not a marchioness, so I dont see why I should listen

No, no, Susan said, waving her arm at her sister without looking at her. Thats just the title of the edict. She goes on to explain.

Im not certain I want to hear this, Elizabeth grumbled.


Its actually quite interesting.

Give me that. Elizabeth snatched the book back from her sister and read silently:



IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT YOU BE A WOMAN WHO IS WHOLLY UNIQUE. THE MAGIC THAT IS YOU MUST ENTRANCE YOUR LORD UNTIL HE CANNOT SEE THE ROOM BEYOND YOUR FACE.



Elizabeth snorted. The magic that is you? See the room beyond your face? Where did this woman learn how to write? A perfumery?

I think the bit about the room and your face is rather romantic, Susan said with a shrug.

Elizabeth ignored her. Where is the bit about not being too unique? Ah, here it is.



YOU MUST STRIVE TO CONTAIN YOUR UNIQUENESS SO THAT ONLY HE MAY SEE IT. YOU MUST PROVE TO HIM THAT YOU WILL BE AN ASSET AS HIS WIFE. NO LORD OF THE REALM WISHES TO BE SHACKLED TO EMBARRASSMENT AND SCANDAL.



Did you get to the part about the shackles yet? Susan asked.

Elizabeth ignored her and kept on reading.



IN OTHER WORDS, YOU MUST STAND OUT IN A CROWD, BUT ONLY IN HIS CROWD. FOR HE IS THE ONLY ONE WHO MATTERS.



Elizabeth looked up. There is a problem here.

There is?

Yes. She tapped her finger against her forehead, as was her habit whenever she was thinking hard on a subject. All of this presupposes that I have set my sights on a single male.

Susans eyes bugged out. You certainly cannot set your sights on a married man!

I meant one particular man, Elizabeth retorted, swatting her sister on the shoulder.

I see. Well, Mrs. Seeton does have a point. You cannot marry two.

Elizabeth pulled a face. Of course not. But I should think I must indicate my interest in more than one if I am to secure a proposal. Didnt Mother always say we must not place all of our eggs in one basket?

Hmmm, Susan mused, you have a point. I shall research the matter this evening.

I beg your pardon?

But Susan had already sprung to her feet and was dashing up the stairs. I shall read the book tonight, she called out from the landing, and I shall report to you in the morning.

Susan! Elizabeth used her sternest voice. Bring that book back to me immediately.

Have no fear! I shall have worked out our strategy by breakfast! And the next thing Elizabeth heard was the sound of a key turning in a lock as Susan barricaded herself in the room she shared with Jane.

Breakfast? Elizabeth muttered. Is she planning to skip supper, then?

Apparently she was. No one saw hide nor hair of Susan, nor even heard the veriest peep from her room. The Hotchkiss clan numbered only three that night at the table, and poor little Jane couldnt even get into her room to go to bed and had to sleep with Elizabeth.

Elizabeth was not amused. Jane was a sweetheart, but she stole all the blankets.



When Elizabeth went down to breakfast the next morning, Susan was already at the table, little red book in hand. Elizabeth noted grimly that the kitchen showed no signs of use.

Couldnt you have started breakfast? she asked grumpily, searching the cupboard for eggs.

Ive been busy, Susan replied. Very busy.

Elizabeth didnt reply. Blast. Only three eggs. Shed have to go without and hope that Lady Danbury was planning a hearty luncheon that day. She positioned an iron skillet on a tripod over the hearth fire and cracked the three eggs open.

Susan got the hint and started slicing bread for toast. Some of these rules arent so terribly difficult, she said as she worked. I think even you could follow them.

I am overwhelmed by your confidence in me, Elizabeth said dryly.

In fact, you should begin practicing now. Isnt Lady Danbury going to host a party later in the summer? There will surely be prospective husbands in attendance.

I wont be in attendance.

Lady Danbury doesnt plan to invite you? Susan burst out, clearly outraged. Well, I never! You may be her companion, but you are also the daughter of a baronet, and thus

Of course she will invite me, Elizabeth replied evenly. But I shall refuse.

But why?

Elizabeth didnt answer for a moment, just stood there watching the egg whites turn opaque. Susan, she finally said, look at me.

Susan looked at her. And?

Elizabeth grabbed a handful of the faded green fabric of her dress and shook. How can I go to a fancy house party dressed as I am? I may be desperate, but I have my pride.

We shall cross the bridge of your clothing when we get to it, Susan decided firmly. It shouldnt matter, anyway. Not if your future mate cannot see the room beyond your face.

If I hear that phrase one more time

In the meantime, Susan interrupted, we must sharpen your skills.

Elizabeth fought the urge to smash the yolks.

Didnt you say there was a new overseer at Lady Danburys?

I said no such thing!

You didnt? Oh. Well, then, it must have been Fanny Brinkley, who must have heard it from her maid, who must have heard from

Get to the point, Susan, Elizabeth ground out.

Why dont you practice on him? Unless hes horribly repulsive, of course.

Hes not repulsive, Elizabeth mumbled. Her cheeks started to burn, and she kept her face down so that Susan wouldnt see her blush. Lady Danburys new estate manager was far from repulsive. In fact, he was just about the most handsome man shed ever seen. And his smile had done the strangest things to her insides.

Too bad he didnt have buckets of money.

Good! Susan said with an excited clap of her hands. All you have to do is make him fall in love with you.

Elizabeth flipped the eggs. And then what? Susan, hes an estate manager. He isnt going to have enough money to send Lucas to Eton.

Silly, you arent going to marry him. Just practice upon him.

This sounds rather coldhearted, Elizabeth said, frowning.


Well, you havent anyone else upon whom to test your skills. Now, listen carefully. I picked out several rules with which to start.

Rules? I thought they were edicts.

Edicts, rules, it all amounts to the same thing. Now, then

Jane! Lucas! Elizabeth called out. Breakfast is ready.

As I was saying, I think we should begin with edicts two, three, and five.

What about four?

Susan had the grace to blush. That one, ah, concerns dressing in the first stare of fashion.

Elizabeth just barely resisted the urge to fling a fried egg at her.

ActuallySusan frownedyou might want to begin all the way at number eight.

Elizabeth knew she shouldnt have said a word, but some devil inside forced her to ask, And what is that?

Susan read: Your charm must appear effortless.

My charm must appear effortless? What the devil does that meOw!

I think, Susan said in an annoyingly bland voice, it might mean that youre not meant to wave your arms about so that your hand smacks the tabletop.

If looks could have killed, Susan would have been bleeding profusely from the forehead.

Susan
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