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London, 1832

“You have agreed to a marriage contract...for me...to marry a spinster?”

“I suppose at two and twenty years of age she is considered a mite ‘long in the tooth’. But she comes from a very reputable family.” Hamilton St. Lawrence, the Earl of Bennington, covered his mouth with his hand to hide his burgeoning smirk as he watched his only son grow more and more agitated by the subject of their discussion.

“Mother, are you truly in agreement with what father proposes?” Simon St. Lawrence, Viscount Waverly, grimaced as he appealed to his mother.

Lily St. Lawrence, the Countess Bennington, tenderly smiled at her handsome son presently looking quite pale. “Simon, dear, you have played the rake far too long. It is time for you to contemplate marriage. You are seven and twenty years of age and must think of the future.” She angled her head toward her husband who casually stood with his right elbow resting on the ornately carved marble mantel of the fireplace, housing a blazing fire to ward off the chill of a mid-February night. “Your father is only thinking of your welfare.”

“But, Mother, he wishes me to marry a woman I have never met and who is by societal standards well past her prime.”

“Perhaps she is slightly older than you might want her to be, but she is most likely quite intelligent and affable.”

“Intelligent...? Affable...? What of beauty?” Abruptly turning to his father, an exasperated Simon demanded, “Arranged marriages are archaic. We live in modern times. Bloody hell, it is 1832.”

Hamilton harrumphed. “Do not swear in the presence of your mother, Simon.”

“Beg pardon, Mother, but I am rather upset over this unexpected news.”

“But, of course, you are, dear. Many young men are reluctant to enter a marriage contract and especially when the lady is a little older than one might prefer,” Lily commiserated. “And I suppose, if truth be told, one could describe this young woman as a veritable ‘blue stocking’.”

“What?”

“Well, she does love to read and that is why I surmise that she is very intelligent.”

Simon groaned as he dropped his forehead onto his right open palm. “This cannot be happening.”

“Ah, but it is happening, son,” Hamilton strongly confirmed with a playful grin on his handsome face.

“Why have you chosen this singular woman?” Simon demanded as he lifted his head and began pacing across the floral oriental rug, completely oblivious to his father’s puckish expression.

“She is the daughter of a very dear friend who is currently quite exasperated with her. She has refused the suit of several men and that is why she is still single at her ripe age,” Hamilton matter-of-factly explained.

Simon abruptly stopped pacing. “She refused the suit of several men? How many men?”

Hamilton, who was feigning a more serious mien, tapped his smooth chin with the tip of his left forefinger, in his habitual manner when contemplating a question. “Let me think. I believe that her father indicated that three men had sought her hand in marriage and she concocted three excuses as to why each man was unacceptable.”

An errant lock of jet-black hair caressed Simon’s furrowed brow as his dark grey eyes narrowed. “What, pray tell, were her excuses?”

“Is it so very important to know why she refused the gentlemen, dear?” Lily innocuously asked.

Tilting his head toward his seated mother, Simon replied, “Her reasons may give me a better understanding of this...this...blue stocking.”

“I believe that she refused one lord because she claimed he was exceedingly boring,” Hamilton explained as he continued to tap his chin. “The second man was too short and portly for her taste and the third gentleman...” Hamilton dramatically paused, intentionally baiting his son.

“The third gentleman...why was he unacceptable?”

Hamilton slowly eased both arms behind his back, clenching his hands together and bracing his legs slightly apart. “She considered the third gentleman to be an incorrigible rake as his rather wicked reputation preceded him.”

“Ah-uh!” Simon shouted exuberantly. “Then she will most definitely refuse me! As my roguish reputation will most certainly precede me and make me quite objectionable to the lady.”

“Yes, I imagine she will initially be opposed to marrying a man with your...questionably wicked reputation as a lady’s man. But...” Hamilton shrugged. “Her father assures me that she will do what her father asks of her and will enter into the arranged marriage with you.”

Simon suddenly looked physically deflated but quickly rallied as he posed a discerning question, “Why have I never met this lady if you are such good friends with her father? And, by-the-by, who is her father?”

“Simon, you have met her father on many an occasion. He is Devon Denton, the Earl of Wesley.”

“Lord Wesley is the woman’s father?” Simon exclaimed, instantly looking sickened. “You wish me to marry Lord Wesley’s daughter?”

“Granted Lord Wesley is not an overly attractive man and his wife is rather demure and yes, quite nondescript. But I am certain that their daughter is lovely,” Hamilton reassured his son.

“And, why have I never met this lovely daughter?”

Lily sipped her sherry before matter-of-factly stating, “You have never met her because you avoid ladies of the peerage as if they were lepers. You never attend Balls or soirees, refusing all invitations. Therefore, how could you possibly meet her?”

Simon smiled a naughty grin as he addressed Hamilton. “Since you only surmise that this daughter is lovely, Father, it appears that you have never met her. Why is that?”

“You have made a faulty assumption, Simon. We have met Lord Wesley’s daughter on numerous occasions. Both your mother and I knew her as a child. Granted, she was somewhat gangly and clumsy but that was as a little girl and I am certain that she has outgrown her awkwardness. We have not seen her in many years. She was away at boarding school and then, she only just returned from a lengthy tour of the Continent. Therefore, we cannot evaluate her appearance as she may have blossomed into an appealing young woman.”

Simon rolled his eyes, groaning under his breath. “Then, if you have not recently seen her, why have you agreed to a marriage contract between her and me?”

“Because you cannot continue living this reckless, irresponsible lifestyle, Simon. As your mother stated earlier, the time has come for you to marry. And, I reiterate that Lady Marisa comes from a reputable family...the only daughter of an Earl.”

“Lady Marisa...” Simon slowly repeated the name as if he were tasting a glass of wine and determining if the vintage was to his liking. “I have never heard anyone even mention a lady, of the peerage, named Marisa.”

“Well, dear, that is good,” Lily gaily volunteered. “It strongly suggests that her reputation is stellar.”

“Or, she is a wallflower, too shy and unattractive to be discerned at social events, and beneath the notice of polite society.”

Lily angled her head away from her son as she smiled, knowingly.

Simon sighed, audibly. “Then, I shall agree to seriously contemplate marriage and change my wayward behavior, Father. But I want to have a love-match like you and mother. Allow me to find a woman I wish to marry.”

Hamilton looked to his wife who peered at him with twinkling eyes. The merriment in her eyes was unmistakable and Hamilton silently cautioned her to behave. “What say you, Lily? Shall we grant our son a temporary reprieve to allow him time to find a woman he can love?”

Assuming a serious expression, Lily firmly countered, “I think not, Hamilton. Our son has sung this tune before when confronted with his irresponsible behavior.”

Simon whirled around to face his mother. “Mother, please?”

Lily shook her head. “No, dear, I agree whole-heartedly with your father on this matter. The time has come for you to marry. And, if arranging a marriage contract will achieve that, then I condone your father’s efforts.”

Simon crossed to his mother and dropped onto one knee, grasping her delicate left hand. “But, Mother, how can you wish for me to enter into an arranged marriage which will no doubt prove loveless?”

Lily patted her son’s hand grasping hers. “I am certain that the young lady will learn to love you, dear?”

Simon looked aghast. “But, will I learn to love her? She might look like a...a...gargoyle for all we know. I wish to marry a beautiful woman who I can love!”

Lily tilted her head as she softly admonished, “A beautiful woman, Simon...? Is that not a mite shallow of you to judge a woman solely on her looks?”

“I apologize, Mother, I did not phrase that correctly. I wish to marry a woman to whom I am attracted and can love because of her overall appeal...intelligence, beauty, wit, sensitivity. A woman like you.”

“Then...” Lily lifted her beseeching eyes to her husband’s amused expression. “Hamilton, I suggest that Simon meet the woman you have chosen for him. And, we will not sign a marriage contract with Lord Wesley until after a designated length of time during which Simon and this young lady will determine mutual suitability.”

Simon looked toward Hamilton who immediately erased the amused expression from his face, replacing it with a look of consternation. “How long should this period of adjustment be?”

Lily cocked her head. “Two months should be long enough for the two to get to know each other.”

“A-and, what happens at the end of two months should we both determine that we are indeed unsuitable?”

“I suggest that you be prepared to marry each other, regardless of your perceived unsuitability, unless...” Again, Hamilton employed a dramatic pause.

“Unless...?” Simon echoed.

“Unless you have found another woman to marry and she has found another man deemed acceptable to wed.”

“Another man for her to wed...?” Simon asked, perplexed.

Lily smiled. “But, of course, Simon, she must be willing to marry another man or our dissolving the impending marital contract is virtually impossible. Figuratively speaking, you will be leaving her at the altar, when you marry another, and unless she weds, her reputation will be damaged possibly beyond repair.”

Simon smiled, wickedly. “Yes, yes, of course, she must wed another.”
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Chapter Two
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The full moon was eerily illuminating the countless headstones, many tilted and century’s old, worn by the elements, making the etchings appear as mere illegible scratches on the face of the stone. A swirling fog, dancing in the moonlight, created a ghostly ambiance in the sacred cemetery behind a small stone church, as three men weaved their way around the various graves with one singular grave as their destination.

“Did ye hear that?” a quivering voice demanded as he abruptly stopped near a headstone boasting the carved face of a cherubic angel who presumably remembered the name of the deceased if no other did.

The shortest man of the three, carrying a long-handled shovel in his right gloved hand, halted and turned to his companion. Speaking barely above a raspy whisper, he groused, “Oiy only hear your knobby knees knockin’ together with fright, Teddy. If ye be so afraid of the spirits, who roam among the gravestones, why did ye take up the trade of a body snatcher?”

Teddy frowned. “Ye know why Oiy digs up the dead, Rummy. The coins are right good and Oiy be needin’ aplenty to care for m’ growin’ brood.”

“Then ye best ignore the sounds ye thinks ye are hearin’ and do what ye are bein’ paid to do,” Rummy grumpily ordered as he began moving once again toward his destination. “Ye are a resurrection man and we have a task to perform.”

“Teddy ain’t only scared of ghosts, Rummy. He’s scared of his own shadow,” the third man chided as he lifted the lantern, he held, higher to see Teddy’s ashen face.

“Bloody hell, Abrams, close your damn trap and get that darn light out of m’ face. If it weren’t for the ale ye consumed, in buckets, ye would be the one grousin’ about the spooks.”

Abrams stumbled over a large piece of stone, broken off an ancient headstone, and nearly dropped the lantern and snuffing the candle it housed, which afforded the threesome needed light to guide their way.

Several yards away, Rummy stopped by a freshly covered grave. “This be the spot. Let’s get to work, blokes. Oiy promised this corpse to m’ contact at the medical school by three in the mornin’.”

“Is this corpse the product of your lethal doin’, Rummy?”

“Nay, this body died of natural causes. Oiy heard her husband celebratin’ her death at the local pub where Oiy was enjoyin’ m’ ale, last night.”

“The corpse be a woman?” Teddy appallingly asked.

“Aye, the medical schools need the females to dissect as much as they need the blokes,” Rummy matter-of-factly explained.

“Pray tell, Teddy, are ye squeamish about a female corpse?” Abrams mocked. “Do ye thinks she will bite ye when we pull her from the grave?”

“Hush, Abrams, or ye will alert the caretaker. Let’s get to work,” Rummy ordered as he dug his shovel’s wooden blade into the dirt. “Time’s a wastin’.”

The hoot of a distant owl accompanied the frenzied sound of digging as the body snatchers worked silently, unconcerned with disturbing the mortal rest of the countless souls interred in their final resting place...a century old London cemetery.
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“You have arranged a marriage for me? A marriage contract...?”

“Yes, Marisa, I have,” Lord Wesley firmly responded, peering over his gold wire-rimmed glasses, at his flabbergasted daughter, as he sat at his desk. “And, your mother heartily agrees with my decision.”

Marisa’s blue eyes widened. “Mother agrees with your mandate that I marry a man sight unseen?”

“Oh, you shall have an opportunity to meet him before your nuptial. I was very adamant about that when negotiating the terms,” Lord Wesley assured his daughter as he removed his spectacles from the bridge of his long patrician nose.

Marisa whirled around to face her mother who stood directly behind her. “Mother, I cannot marry a man chosen for me.”

“Oh, you needn’t fret, Marisa. We have chosen well, I assure you. The young man is a wealthy viscount and heir to an earldom.”

“Mother, I care not for wealth or titles. I...I...want...”

“You have refused three perfectly suitable men who sought your hand in marriage. You obviously have no notion as to what you want. Titled and wealthy is precisely what you need,” Lord Wesley emphatically stated as he arose to his feet while haphazardly tossing his glasses onto the desk blotter in one fluid movement.

Marisa stiffened her spine before turning to face her father. “I do indeed know what I want, Father. I want a love-match.”

Lord Wesley frowned. “Poppycock, I say. A love-match is for starry-eyed young debutantes attending their first Season. You, my child, are no longer a starry-eyed debutante. You are practically on the shelf, so to speak bluntly, at your advanced age of two and twenty.”

“Your father is correct, dear,” Lady Wesley concurred as she stepped onto the same plane as her daughter and touched her thin upper arm. “Most men prefer brides who are still in their teens. Some men might view you as past your prime.”

Marisa tilted her head toward her mother who stood several inches shorter than her daughter’s height of 5’5”. “Then a man who views me as such is not the man with whom I would be enamored.”

“Perhaps not, Marisa, but the time has most certainly come for you to marry,” Lord Wesley commanded. “You will enter into this marriage contract, no ifs, ands or buts.”

Marisa crossed her arms beneath her firm breasts. “And, to whom, pray tell, am I being shackled, sold like a heifer at a country marketplace?”

“You will marry the Earl of Bennington’s son.”

Marisa stumbled backward as she gasped. “Y-you wish me to marry a notorious rake?”

Lord Wesley gleefully clapped his thin hands together. “Ah, so you have heard of Viscount Waverly? Good...good...that is good.”

“You find it good that the man’s roguish reputation precedes him? When and if we meet, I shall not be able to get passed his wicked repute.”

“Reformed rakes can make the best husbands, Marisa,” Lady Wesley softly reassured her appalled daughter.

“Rarely, Mother, rarely, does a libertine transform into a devoted spouse. A leopard cannot change his spots.”

Lady Wesley leaned in closer to her daughter, whispering, “Your father was once considered a scalawag. But he has proven to be a devoted husband, chosen by my father.”

“Those were different times, Mother, when an arranged marriage was the norm. Such a marital arrangement is now considered passé.”

“Enough talk!” Lord Wesley shouted as he slammed both hands onto the surface of his desk. “You will marry this man!”

“Father, please, I beg of you...”

Lord Wesley shook his head. “I am only looking out for your welfare, child. I must see that you marry well. And, Viscount Waverly’s father is a dear friend. You will marry into a reputable family.”

Marisa blinked, refusing to allow tears to fall. “I will not marry him.”

“Yes, dear, you will.,” Lady Wesley countered. “Your father has spoken.”
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“You enjoyed tormenting your son far more than you should have, Hamilton.”

Hamilton chuckled. “I could not resist laying it on a mite thick, to be sure.”

Lily shook her head. “It is unfortunate that we must employ this deception to get our son to view life more responsibly.”

Hamilton sat on the settee next to his petite wife, grasping her delicate hand. “Fortunately, we never shared our views, with Simon, regarding arranged marriages. If we had, our ruse would never have worked.”

Lily smiled. “No, if we had shared how adamantly opposed, we are to arranged marriages, our threats would have fallen on deaf ears. And, our son would continue to live a reckless lifestyle.”

“Instead, he has finally agreed to attend a Ball and meet Lord Wesley’s daughter.”

“Yes...” Lily slowly drew out the solitary word. “The question is...will he be attracted to her or will he find another woman to love within the time constraints we gave him.”

Hamilton chuckled again. “It matters not to me who he chooses to marry, among the ladies of the peerage, only that he marries soon.”

“I agree, darling, that it is time for this house to be filled with the laughter of grandchildren.”

“Ah, yes, grandchildren...”

“But, remember, Hamilton, Simon can only marry another, of his choice, if he finds a gentleman to marry the woman he rejects. And, according to Lord Wesley, his daughter is rather picky.”

“True, my Love.” Hamilton rubbed his hands together. “Our son certainly does have an almost insurmountable task set before him. And, I, for one, shall enjoy watching him complete this difficult assignment.”

“Yes...to find true love for himself and Lord Wesley’s daughter.”

“True love...” Hamilton mimicked as he gently placed a kiss on Lily’s palm, silently signifying that he had found his true love.

****
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Simon slowly descended the numerous steps, of the wide staircase, into the massive ballroom lit by dozens of shimmering candles secured in six chandeliers hanging above the dance floor. He appeared debonair and perfectly composed in his deliberate descent. But his seeming composure was but a façade. He intuitively sensed countless female eyes examining his impeccably dressed person and he felt exposed, like a slab of meat hanging on a hook enticingly displayed in a butcher’s shop window.

He furtively looked to his left and then to his right, noticing the marriage-minded mothers nudging their simpering daughters, silently coaxing them to look at the arriving male guest. Conniving mothers and complying daughters, flirtatiously flitting their eyelids, appeared as if they were predators salivating over their prey...an eligible, titled and wealthy gentleman.

A chill danced down Simon’s spine and he had the sudden urge to run...escape a societal trap designed to clip his wings, robbing him of his free state of bachelorhood, and luring him into the confining state of marriage.

But slowly, he continued in his descent, down the staircase, appearing unruffled as he mentally dismissed the cowardly compulsion. He had a mission to complete.

And, firstly, he needed to find his albatross...Lady Marisa Denton, daughter of the Earl of Wesley. He shivered at the thought of encountering her.

The melodious sound of laughter drew his attention toward the open French doors, to his right. He abruptly halted, freezing on the last step of the staircase, as he spied the source of the merriment. And, the sight of the young laughing woman, conversing with another lady, nearly caused him to stumble.

He knew he was staring but he could not help himself. Her beauty was mesmerizing.

She stood dressed in a sapphire blue satin evening gown designed with a low-cut neckline, modestly hinting of an alluring cleavage between two firm breasts, and cap sleeves dropped low on her toned upper arms. Her tiny waist was cinched with a wide blue ribbon above a full, flowing skirt, cascading to the floor, and yet, beguilingly accentuating her every graceful move. Her golden blonde hair was swept atop her head and arranged in multiple ringlets, peppered with combs boasting numerous sapphires, emphasizing her long unadorned neck and the delicate features of her luminous face.

She instinctively sensed his eyes upon her and she tilted her heart-shaped face toward him. Her sapphire blue eyes sparkled as she smiled, enticingly, drawing Simon’s eyes to her full lips.

A slow, lazy grin appeared on Simon’s animated face just before he moved forward, as if drawn to her by an invisible cord, connecting his heart to hers.

Standing directly in front of the two ladies, he bowed formally. “Good evening, ladies. Beg pardon, if I am interrupting a private conversation.”

Both ladies dipped into graceful curtsies before extending their hands for a perfunctory kiss. Simon instantly complied, kissing the back of the one lady’s hand before gently grasping the fingers of the woman who most intrigued him. He kissed the back of her gloved hand but when she attempted to gently pull her hand free, he continued to firmly grasp her fingers as he peered directly into her hypnotic eyes. “May I have this dance, my Lady?”

She smiled, engagingly, as she purred, “We have yet to be formally introduced, my Lord.”

Simon looked to her right and then to her left before shrugging. “I see no chaperone to offer the introductions. Therefore, I suggest that we dance, in the candlelight, as two strangers who both simply enjoy the art of dancing.”

She softly laughed her melodic laughter. “I suppose introductions can be made after we have waltzed to such lovely and inviting music.” She placed her left hand on Simon’s proffered right arm and allowed him to lead her to the dance floor.

Within seconds, Simon’s right hand was on her lower back, above her slender waist, while his left hand held her right hand as he gracefully guided her across the large wooden floor to the musical sounds of a Vienna Waltz, surrounded by other waltzing couples. But Simon saw only blurred colors, whirling past him, like the multi-colors of a kaleidoscope, as his eyes were riveted to the radiant face of his willowy dance partner. He thought she felt perfect in his arms and he wished the gap, separating their bodies, was not so wide. But, he knew, for propriety’s sake, it was the proper space dictated by societal mores.

“You are staring at me, my Lord, and you are making me feel rather self-conscious.”

“Am I?”

“Yes, you are, my Lord.”

Simon smirked. “Your beauty captivates me, and I cannot take my eyes off your lovely face.”

“I do not flatter easily, my Lord. I am no coy debutante who swoons at a toadying man’s glibly uttered words.”

Simon laughed. “Do you think I am disingenuous when I compliment you?”

She smiled, knowingly. “I think you are a man who readily compliments a lady whether she deserves said praise or not. It is part of your practiced charm, no doubt.”

“Practiced charm...?” Simon chortled. “You wound me to the quick, my Lady. Why not recognize my charisma as innate charm?”

She tilted her head as she peered into his twinkling eyes full of merriment. “I also surmise that you are a man rather confident in your attractiveness, my Lord, and I have no desire to whet your vanity.”

Simon was thoroughly enjoying their banter. He could see intelligence in her sapphire blue eyes and was pleasantly surprised and amused by her wit. He was about to respond when the music stopped, and she released her left hand which had rested on his right shoulder and pulled her right hand from his grasp, stepping backward.

“Thank you for the dance, my Lord,” she softly stated. “And, for gracing me with such a delightful look of surprise at my candid observations.”

“There you are, my dear. I see that you have met the very lord I had hoped that you would encounter.”

Both Simon and the young lady turned, in concert, to face Lady Wesley who had just gaily spoken.

“Beg pardon, Mother, but I do not understand your comment.”

“M-mother...?” Simon stammered. “L-lady Wesley is your mother?”

Lady Wesley grimaced. “But, of course, I am her mother, Lord Waverly.” She looked to her daughter, whose initial bemused expression instantly contorted to an angry mien, before examining Simon’s face who now appeared shocked. “I saw you waltzing together on the dance floor. I assumed that you both knew with whom you were dancing.”

“No, Mother, I did not know that this man was Simon St. Lawrence, Viscount Waverly and the Earl of Bennington’s son whose wicked reputation precedes him,” Lady Marisa Denton snippily proclaimed. “And, now that I know his identity, please excuse me. This ballroom is stifling, and I suddenly feel the need for fresh air.” She whirled around, rudely presenting her back to Simon, before hastily crossing toward the open French doors and the veranda beyond.

“Marisa...please...” Lady Wesley called after her exiting daughter.

Simon felt as if he had just received a direct cut and his temper was rising. “Excuse me, Lady Wesley, I wish to speak with your daughter.” Without waiting for the elder woman’s permission, Simon trailed after Marisa and her subtle but alluring fragrance lingering in her wake.

The veranda was lit only by the soft lighting pouring forth, from the Ballroom, through the open French doors. But, Simon instantly spied Marisa at the edge of the veranda, seated on a stone half-wall and angling her body toward the darkened garden. He crossed with determined strides to where she sat, musing. He blinked at her alluring bare shoulders and her delineated backbone, finding it surprising that, in his anger, he still felt overwhelmingly attracted to the lady.

“By your disparaging remark, I can only assume that you are as adamantly opposed to your parents’ and my parents’ marital arrangement as am I.” He knew that his words had been huffily uttered, but he did not care. He was feeling indignant at her earlier words.

She did not immediately respond but continued to sit with her back to Simon who stood with legs braced widely apart and hands clasped behind his back. After several long seconds, she slowly angled her face toward him and concurred, “I am steadfastly opposed.”

Hearing Marisa state her resistance to the marriage contract inexplicitly pricked Simon’s ego. Did she not find him attractive? Did she find him unworthy of her regard? Mentally, he dismissed the annoying questions bruising his vanity.

“Then, we have much to discuss. But tonight, is not the time, and this is not the place. I shall call upon you, tomorrow at one, if that is convenient,” Simon firmly stated.

“Tomorrow at one...” she coldly agreed.

“Until tomorrow...”
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“Ye be late. Where are m’ coins?” Abrams demanded as Rummy pulled a ladder-back chair out from under a round scarred wooden table, its spindly legs scrapping the sticky floor, awash in spilt ale. The din in The Fortune of War Public House forced Abrams to shout his words.

“Oiy be late ‘cause Oiy needed to perform a task, Oiy did. Took far longer than Oiy thought it would. But here be your coins,” Rummy stated as he tossed a small burlap bag toward Abrams who readily caught it.

Abrams weighed the bag, on the palm of his left hand, determining if the contents contained sufficient coins. Satisfied, he nodded his head before gulping ale from his tankard.

“Where’s Teddy?” Rummy asked before ordering the barmaid to bring him a bottle of rum, his customary choice of drink and the reason for his moniker ‘Rummy’.

“Oiy am here and ready to be paid, Oiy am,” Teddy announced as he sat on the chair positioned between Abrams and Rummy. He slammed his tankard of ale onto the surface of the table before outstretching his palm, silently asking for his pouch of coins.

Rummy dropped a second pouch onto Teddy’s palm before grabbing the neck of the rum bottle and pouring a drink into the glass, both provided by the buxom barmaid who waited impatiently to be paid. Rummy tossed her a coin and waved her away with a flick of his hand. He then doffed his pristine derby and placed it on the table next to Abrams’ soiled felt hat with a dirtied soft brim.

He gulped his glass of rum before pouring a second. He then leaned in closer to his companions and whispered. “M’ contact at the medical school needs many more corpses. So, we are commissioned to provide at least five more corpses by week’s end.”

“Does that mean that ye will be plyin’ your other trade...the business of murderin’ to provide the needed corpses?” Teddy whispered.

“Aye, to be sure. Oiy have no choice. We must provide the five corpses to m’ contact no later than midnight on Friday next,” Rummy coldly and unapologetically responded. “Or, he threatens to hire that other gang of body snatchers, the London Plunderers.”

“Then, we best be gettin’ at it,” Abrams stated.

“Aye, after we wet our whistles, we will head to the cemetery and see if there be any freshly dug graves,” Rummy explained in a low voice. “Oiy doubt there will be any as Oiy ain’t heard tell of any recent deaths.”

Teddy chortled. “But, give ye time and ye will guarantee some deaths, providin’ corpses for us to be snatchin’.”

Rummy swallowed another swig of rum before concurring, “Aye, tomorrow Oiy will pick m’ victims.”

****
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“Lord Waverly is here, calling upon you, my Lady,” the butler formally informed Marisa who was seated on the window seat, peering out a side window in the front parlor, but seeing nothing, as she woolgathered.

She had been reluctantly thinking of Simon St. Lawrence, the Viscount Waverly, and how devastatingly handsome he had appeared, in his black evening attire, when first she had spied him staring at her from his position at the foot of the staircase.

He had possessed an air of mystery while exuding confidence in a commanding pose. And, she was instantly drawn to him...to his dark grey eyes intensely watching her. He wore his jet-black hair longer than was the current style, but she had liked how he had worn it pulled into a queue, tied with a black ribbon, with one errant strand of hair kissing his forehead and giving him a boyish appeal. His smooth jaw was squared, and his chin boasted a cleft.

Then, he smiled a lazy half-grin and she shivered from the naughtiness of that smirk. He began to slowly move toward her and his lean, tall body seemed to gracefully move like a panther, in perfect control of every toned and agile muscle. Watching him approach where she had stood, she had felt both unnerved and enthralled...ensnared as if she were his prey.

She shook her head, dismissing the mental image she held in her mind and nearly groaning aloud. Simon St. Lawrence, Viscount Waverly, was indeed a panther...a leopard who could never change his spots. Once a rake, always a rake.

And, she wanted nothing to do with him.

She sighed. If she wanted nothing to do with Simon St. Lawrence, then why could she not stop thinking of him? And, feeling...captivated...by not only his handsome appearance but by his dangerous aura.

The butler harrumphed, trying once again to gain Lady Marisa’s attention. He then repeated his earlier announcement that Lord Waverly was calling upon her.

Marisa turned to face the elderly gentleman who had served her family for decades. Smiling warmly, she granted her permission, in a quivering voice, for the butler to show his lordship into the front parlor.

She then stood, smoothing her long skirts before patting her hair to ensure that she offered a presentable appearance. Why she should care, she could not say.

Simon entered the salon with wide, determined strides and she nearly gasped at how handsome he appeared in his grey suit, intensifying the grey of his eyes. She averted her eyes as she coldly greeted him. “Good afternoon, my Lord. You have arrived promptly at one as you pragmatically indicated that you would, last night.”

“I pride myself on my punctuality. I find tardiness to be rude.”

She tilted her head toward Simon, gazing directly into his eyes. “And, yet, you arrived rather late to the Ball, last night.”

Simon smiled and Marisa’s stomach fluttered.

“It is socially acceptable to arrive late at such a function. Especially when one does not really wish to attend said affair.”

“Then why did you attend, my Lord?”

“Specifically speaking, I attended with the sole purpose of meeting you, the woman to whom I am contracted to marry, much to my chagrin. And...” Simon shrugged. “I accomplished my goal. So, I left the affair immediately after our dance and brief conversation.”

His phrase ‘much to my chagrin’ offended her sensibilities. Did he not find her attractive? Was she not worthy of his regard? She mentally pushed her probing questions aside, to be examined later in private. She gracefully sauntered toward the settee where she lowered her slender frame onto the green cushioned sofa, arranging her long skirts about her legs. “Please be seated, my Lord. As you so bluntly put it, last night, we have much to discuss.”

Simon complied with Marisa’s wish and immediately sat on one of the two Queen Anne chairs facing the settee. “Simon...my name is Simon.”

“Yes, my Lord, I know that your name is Simon.”

“I wish for you to address me by my given name. And, I should like to have your permission to call you ‘Marisa’.”

Marisa lowered her eyes to her clasped hands, resting on her lap. Her name on Simon’s lips sounded so intimate. She smiled. “Yes, you may call me by my given name, Simon.”

“Good. Now, let me preface this discussion by emphatically stating that I believe that you would make any man a wonderful wife. You are beautiful, intelligent and extremely personable.”

Marisa lifted her eyes. “Are you being facetious, Simon?”

“Not in the least. I am making a candid observation. I sincerely believe that you would make any man a wonderful wife.”

“Any man but you. Is that what you are trying to say?”

Simon sighed. “I do not want to be told who I am to marry. I wish to choose my own bride. Mayhap, if we had met under different circumstances, I would have entertained the thought of courting you. But I will not be forced into an arranged marriage.”

Marisa averted her eyes. For a fleeting moment, she imagined that Simon held an interest in her and she was flattered. But then, she readily dismissed the errant thought. “And, you are not the sort of man I would wish to marry.” She looked directly into Simon’s intense grey eyes. “You are a rake who enjoys the favors of actresses and accommodating widows.”

Simon smiled a crooked grin. “Are you a gossip monger, Marisa, who lives vicariously through the lives of the reckless and more daring.”

Marisa stiffened. “I abhor gossip. I know of your reputation from someone who is strangely infatuated with you and who often annoyingly speaks of your amorous adventures.”

Simon’s crooked smile turned naughty. “Is this someone female?”

“No, the person of whom I speak is not female. So, you can wipe that lascivious grin off your face, Simon. He is my younger and very immature brother who wishes to emulate your lifestyle, much to my chagrin. How he is aware, of your wicked ways, is beyond me.”

“My wicked ways...?” Simon laughed. “Your brother must verbally paint the very worst image of me. Therefore, you do not believe that a man of my ilk can be a devoted spouse. Is that so?”

“No, I do not,” Marisa firmly stated. Dropping her eyes to her clasped hands, now feeling clammy, she tentatively ventured, “Once a man has sampled various goods, he is less likely to be satisfied with one partner. I surmise that he would grow bored and eventually, break his marital vows and be unfaithful to his wife.”

“Now, my thought is quite the opposite.” Simon smiled a wicked grin. “If a man has carnally sampled what has been freely offered, all done so with no emotional attachment, he is more apt to remain faithful when he finally finds that one woman who does claims his heart.”

Marisa lifted her eyes. Her expression was dubious.

Simon chuckled. “Let us discuss how we can thwart our parents’ machinations.” Simon leaned forward, resting his forearms on his toned thighs while dangling his hands between his knees. “My father has agreed to delay signing the marriage contract for two months during which time I must find the woman I wish to marry.”

Marisa’s eyes widened. “Does your father believe that my father will agree to the delay?”

“Yes, as my father can be most persuasive. But there is a caveat to my being given time to find a woman I can love and wish to marry. I must also find you a husband. Or, rather, together we must find a man
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