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Chapter 1



Oh what a tangled web we weave,
 When we first practise to deceive.

Sir Walter Scott, Marmion






England, 1835


It cannot be true. Lady Meredith Brookshire paced her drawing room, fisting the missive only just delivered into a crumpled ball.


Might I see the letter? her aunt asked, flicking her wrist in the air impatiently. Before it is destroyed?


Meredith blinked at the ball of parchment in her hand and quickly passed it to her aunt as if it were a deadly serpent. It might as well have been for the death knell it rang in her heart.


They had found him. The new Lord Brookshire. The missive did not indicate where they had located him, but he would surely descend upon them soon. Like a vulture scenting its next meal.


So much for the solicitors assurances that he was dead, she mused wryly. Despite those assurances, they had put forth a search for him anyway. Blasted solicitors. Must they follow the letter of the law precisely?


Her aunt smoothed the crinkles out of the parchment, her expression growing perplexed as she scanned the message. But, dearest, isnt he dead?


Meredith continued to pace, rubbing the base of her palm against her forehead to ward off her impending headache. Unless a ghost is about to descend upon us, Nicholas Caulfield is alive and well and intends to claim his inheritance. She halted her pacing steps as the ugly significance of Nicholas Caulfields pending arrival washed over her. Ruin. Destitution. Doom settled like a heavy stone in her chest.


Surely he would rid the premises of his half brothers widow and her few clinging relatives. Then what? They had no other family to take them in. And Edmund had not provided for her beyond his death. Not that she would have expected him to for all the care and thought he extended her over the years. Still, she had not anticipated her husband expiring so young. He had only been thirty-five, and robust by all appearances, rare though the sight of him might have been.


Her hands balled into fists at her sides. Blast Edmund! Do not husbands set up jointures for their wives?


Do not curse, dearest, and do not speak ill of the dead, Aunt Eleanor reproved with a chiding tsk. Especially since he no doubt suffers in the throes of hell as we speak.


A smile tugged her lips at her aunts uncharacteristic spite. Aunt Eleanors nostrils quivered with disdain. After all he put you through, the Almighty is not going to take a kindly view of him as he stands at Judgment.


He did not put me through anything. The lie tripped off Merediths tongue with practiced ease. He wasnt cruel or abusive. He was just She paused, groping for the appropriate word. Arriving at it, she shrugged and uttered, absent.


For seven years, Aunt Eleanor reminded hotly, her indignation on Merediths behalf both familiar and tedious.


I was quite content with the arrangement. Again, the fib fell smoothly. Content? Lonely was more accurate. Many wives would appreciate being rid of their husbands oppressive yoke.


Well, then he has put me through much suffering. Look at these dreadful frocks. I hate to speak uncharitably of the dead, even his rotten soul, but hes getting the last word if we wear these ghastly gowns. Aunt Eleanor plucked at the heavily starched black paramatta of her mourning dress. I cannot wear black for an entire year. And certainly not for him. I havent a turban to match.


Meredith looked down at her dress and frowned. Her aunt was correct. Nothing could complement such atrocious gowns, matching turban or no.


Aunt Eleanors gaze slid over her in distaste. You look like a ghost. Completely washed out.


Meredith sighed and touched her cheek wistfully, knowingwith exception of a spattering of unfortunate frecklesher skin was white as milk. A black gown had little to do with her resembling a ghost.


Were not in Town. This is Attingham, Aunt Eleanor continued. Who will comment if we only mourn for, saythree months? She shrugged one thin shoulder. Everyone knew you had a disagreeable marriage. No one would blame us for the slight breach.


My marriage was perfectly agreeable. Meredith leveled a stern look on her aunt, annoyed by her allegation that everyone knew. If everyone knew, it was because her aunts complaints had reached all of Attingham.


Posh! He embarrassingly neglected you.


Only you were embarrassed, Meredith reminded with the stoic facade she had mastered over the years. On certain days she could almost convince herself that the years of neglect did not bother herdays her aunt usually wasnt around.



Appalling. The way he left you, simply appalling, Aunt Eleanor forged ahead with the mercilessness of a battering ram. Not what the earl had in mind, I warrant. Perhaps its best the old gent did not live to see his son abandon you.


Well, the earl will no doubt get the heirs he always wanted. Meredith sank down on the settee, arms falling limply at her sides. Only from the wrong son.


You should have borne those heirs. If Edmund had been any kind of husband, you would have a dozen babes by now. Not to have even consummated


Please. Meredith lifted a hand to ward off the rest of her aunts words. Some memories were too bitter to speak aloud. The night her husband had refused to consummate their marriage and walked out on her was one such memory.


And now we will lose Oak Run to thisman, when it has been you caring for everything. Aunt Eleanor counted off on her fingers. Youve managed the house, the servants, the tenants, the dairy, the harvesting


I know, I know, Meredith broke in, hot tears stinging the backs of her eyes. I can do without the reminder. She blinked fiercely, refusing to succumb to the tears bubbling just beneath the surface. Ever since she had learned that Nicholas Caulfield was alive and stood to inherit everything, she had clung to a glasslike facade of calm. One more stone thrown would send her fragile world crashing down.



Oak Run had become the home of her heart. Shed made it so. From refurbishing to landscaping, the Elizabethan manor house had thrived under her care. She could not lose it. Not without a fight. Besides, she had more than herself to consider. She had her aunt and father to care for. And Maree and Nels. They needed her to be strong, to look out for them, to fight for their home.


I will not lose Oak Run, she vowed, crossing her arms to hug herself. There has to be a way.


Well, you best discover it soon, Aunt Eleanor grumbled, adding the burden of her fate to Merediths shoulders without the slightest compunctionas she always had. We do not even have the vicarage to return to.


Meredith sighed, feeling the beginnings of that headache.


Her aunt rose from the tapestry floral chaise, her slender form as elegant as a painters brush-stroke as she strolled nonchalantly to the gilded mantel. Quick as a wink, she snatched one of several crystal figurines crowding the mantel and pocketed the costly trinket.


Aunt! Merediths admonishment was strangled on a laugh.


Aunt Eleanor widened her eyes in mock innocence. We must look to ourselves now, musnt we, dearest?


Trust her aunt to always cheer her. She had been the one, after all, to comfort Meredith when she awoke in her cold marriage bed, Edmunds cutting words ringing in her ears. At the time such crushing rejection did not seem surmountable. That an earls son actually wanted to marry her seemed the makings of a dream. Deceptive logic led her to believe that Edmund wanted her, for why else would he marry the vicars frumpy daughter?


Her mind touched upon her wedding night and shied away from the memorya bleeding wound that could never be staunched. She was no longer a dewy-eyed eighteen. She was mature, wiser, no longer expecting a knight in shining armor to save her.


Experience had taught her the world was a hard place. Only the circumstances of men kept her living in luxury one moment and indigent the next. Never again would she rely on a man for rescue. Never again would she believe love could be so easy, or at least so easy for her. So what if her heart had turned into a hard little stone. A heart of stone could never break.


But it could feel fear.


Like the fear of finding herself at the mercy of a stranger. Her fate lay in the hands of a man who would probably cast her out without a penny. They werent blood relations, after all. Nicholas Caulfield owed nothing to her.


If she had just herself to look after, Meredith could acquire employment as a governess or ladys companion. There were, however, others to consider.


Her father, bless him, was a growing burden, scaring the household staff with his unsuitable behavior. Yesterday he had attacked the upstairs maid while she changed the linens in his room. He ranted that she was a Spanish spy come to poison him. Her fathers lifelong love of history fed his dementia. He periodically believed himself in the sixteenth century with Papist spies about bent on assassinating Queen Elizabeth. The new earl would want to rid himself of such a blight. No one wanted a half-mad old man skulking about the place. Many of the staff had quit since her father had become so unstable. Only the most stalwart remained, like Maree and Nels. Formerly members of a traveling show, they could not be considered standard household servants. They relied on her, needed her.


Despair, acrid as vinegar, rose up to choke her. If only she could have inherited. If only she could have given birth to Edmunds heir. Then all would be secure. If only


Meredith stopped and gave a small shake of her head. She had always wanted a child, but never before had the lack of one carried such significance. She joined her aunt before the mantel. Propping her elbow on the gilded surface, she mused aloud. Too bad I couldnt have given birth to that heir.


Her aunt turned and surveyed her through shrewd, narrowed eyes. Merediths nape prickled. Removing the crystal from her pocket, Aunt Eleanor carefully set it back on the mantel, gave it a gentle pat, and asked with deceptive calm, When was that letter dated?



Why?


Merely curious, she mused, tapping her lip. How much time do I have to spread the joyous news that my niece is carrying the late earls child before Nicholas Caulfield arrives?


A long moment passed before Meredith spoke. When she did, her words were slow and pained, as though trying to make sense to a dim-witted child. That is not possible. I have not seen Edmund in years. And the two of us nevergrew acquainted. Her cheeks warmed at discussing such a delicate subject with her aunt. Not as a husband and wife should.


I am aware of that. But no one else is.


Merediths eyes widened with understanding. Oh, you arent thinking Her hands flew to her now scalding cheeks, unable to speak the words aloud.


Do you have a better idea? Some other way to keep us from living on the streets? I, for one, am not suited for poverty.


Well. No. But certainly there is another way. We dont even know the new earl. Perhaps he is


Kind? Generous? Her aunt snorted in a surprisingly unladylike manner. I think not. He is kin to Edmund. I vow hes as evil as his brother.


Perhaps he would let us stay on at the dower house. Even as she said the words, they rang hollow in her ears. Not for an instant did she expect such charity from Edmunds brother when Edmund himself did not possess a charitable bone in his body. Blood is blood, after all.



More likely he is a heartless, greedy wretch who intends to throw all of us out on our ears, Aunt Eleanor countered, her purple turbaned head bobbing up and down. You can live with this lie, Meredith. It is a good lie if it serves to protect us.


A good lie. An invisible band wrapped around her chest and squeezed, making it difficult to breathe. Let us assume the new earl is horrible, and let us assume I go along with your scheme. Meredith gave a single, obliging dip of her head, deciding to humor her aunt for a moment. What happens when he discovers I am only pretending to be with child? Hell have me tossed into the gaol.


How could he find out? Will he examine you himself?


Meredith curled her hands into fists at her sides to stop from shaking some sense into her aunt. Would you please listen to yourself? Even limited in experience as I am, I can only surmise there comes a point when a woman increasing must deliver a baby. What then?


Aunt Eleanor sat down and plucked her discarded needlework from the chaise, shrugging lightly. We will find a baby.


Find a baby? she echoed, watching, stupefied, as her aunt worked needle and thread. Feeling dazed, she shook her head and queried in clipped tones, Where? At market?


I am confident Nels and Maree could help. They are quite resourceful. Of course, we will have to take them into our confidence, but they are trustworthy. Her keen eyes studied Meredith intently. The number of orphans in this country is shocking. Orphanages are no better than asylums. To think we could save one poor baby from such a fate. Why, we would be providing a Christian service.


It was Merediths turn to snort. Im sure the Almighty will place stars by our names in His book for this deed.


Aunt Eleanors needle paused. She angled her head thoughtfully. A boy is the only solution. Then he could inherit. A girl would just put us right back where we are now. The needle and thread resumed its speed.


Meredith could not dispute that logic, even as mercenary as it sounded. Feeling her resolve slip a notch, she tried to lodge another protest. I know nothing of babies


Nonsense. Youll have the knack. Youve always wanted to be a mother. Heres your chance. Aunt Eleanor shuddered as if the prospect of motherhood revolted her. A good thing because youll have to do all the work. Children are messy creatures, especially boys. You will have to see to the childs rearing.


The prospect of raising a child did not fill Meredith with dread. On the contrary. Her heart warmed at the thought. The prospect of defrauding an earl, however, tied her stomach in knots. Yet what choice did she have? It was either this or live out her days in genteel poverty, suffering the increasing demands of her flighty aunt and ailing father.


Meredith closed her eyes against the tiny hammers beating against her temples from inside her head. Suddenly she felt very small, powerless, as though a powerful current swept her along. Opening her eyes, she asked, What if I am caught? Defrauding an earl must carry grave penalties.


Nonsense, Aunt Eleanor said solemnly, a fierce light entering her eyes. Who would dare question you? The plan is foolproof, Meredith.


Then, as if the matter were settled, Aunt Eleanor rose and strolled to the desk. We need to pen a missive to that Grimley fellow. With any luck, he will arrive before Nicholas Caulfield so you dont have to confront the dreadful man alone. Just imagine how upset he will be when he learns he is not the next Earl of Brookshire. The glow in Aunt Eleanors eyes revealed a decided lack of worry. I hope hes not predisposed to violence.


A tremor skated along Merediths spine. Considering upon whom his wrath would focus, so did she.


Aunt Eleanor brandished a sheet of parchment and flattened it on the desktop. Quill pen in one hand, she crooked an impervious finger at Meredith. Come, dearest. You are the far better correspondent. You shall have to compose this.


Meredith rose and moved to the desk. For a long breathless moment she gazed at the blank sheet, allowing her aunts plan to root and settle in her mind. A plan borne of desperation, a plan to forever link her to the Brookshire estates and money, to lifelong security. She closed her eyes in one long fortifying blink. Almost anything was worth such a guarantee.


Gathering her courage, she wrapped shaking fingers around the quill and, with a deep breath, began to write. A small spark of hope flared to life deep in her soul as the tip of the pen scratched parchment. Lifelong security.














Chapter 2





Nick was not a pimp.


No more than he was a man interested in engaging the services of a whore.


Im afraid youve been misinformed. I dont conduct business in this manner. His gaze raked the beautiful young woman in front of him dispassionately. Nor do I substitute payment of debts for a quick tup.


Old Lord Basslyes new bride flinched, and Nick felt an annoying stab of pity. Basslye, a gamester with a vicious temper who lost a fortune every night at Nicks tables, had lowered himself to wed the chitthe daughter of a rich merchant who cared not that he married off his child to a degenerate, only that said degenerate came with an old, renowned title. Every bit of her generous dowry had been applied to Basslyes debts. Still, it wasnt enough. Apparently Basslye thought his wifes charms could make up the difference.


She wasnt a whore. That much was clear. The stark misery in her face proclaimed her humiliation. His acceptance would offer her a reprieveat least until her husband sunk them back into debt. Then Basslye would force her to offer her body yet again in exchange for his debts. Who knew whom the lender might be the next time?


Yet the thought of using her repulsed him. The fear in her too large eyes reminded him of another woman brought low by the very man who was supposed to love and protect her. He couldnt be a party to it. Couldnt be his father. Over the years, he had done some terrible thingsthieving, stealing, and, when called for, killing. But even he had his limits.


Sorry, love. I may be a bastard, but Im not interested. Leave the way you came. He waved his hand to the door of his room. Be careful youre not seen. And tell your husband if he sends you here again, hell face my pistol.


Her eyes grew even wider. Rushing forward, she fell to her knees and grabbed his hand in both of her cold ones. Please! Hell only beat me if I tell him you refused. Her head dipped in shame, a cascade of flaxen hair obscuring her fresh young face. Hell only send me to others until Ive earned enough. He said a lot of men would pay good coin for me.


Nick felt something dark and dangerous coil in his gut and was certain that if Lord Basslye were in front of him he would gladly strangle the son of a bitch with his bare hands. He still might do just that.


She lifted her face, shiny with tears, and clutched his hand tighter, her nails digging into the back of his hand. I would rather it be you. Youre handsome. And there is kindness in your eyeseven though you try to hide it.


A sudden knock at the door saved him from refusing her again.


Who is it?


Its meMac. Theres a gent here to see you.


Tell him to come back later.


Dont think hell go away.


Nick sighed and pulled his hand free. Go home. Tell your husband the debt is cleared.


Her mouth fell open. But


He sliced a hand through the air, silencing her. Its done. Be gone when I return. He hurried out of the room before she drowned him with gratitude.


Damn, he muttered under his breath as he made his way to his office and wrenched the door open, the hinges squeaking in protest. He couldnt afford to be soft. He had not gotten this far in life by being tenderhearted.


For the moment, he ignored the rooms other occupants, making his way to the liquor cabinet, feeling the need for a little numbing. It had been a long time since he thought about his mother, but that sad little pigeon in the other room had conjured her ghost. Settling himself into the chair behind his desk, he turned his attention to his uninvited guest. Mac Swell relaxed in a chair beside the stranger, not bothering to ask if he could remain. Equal partners in several gaming hells and betting shops throughout London, they had no secrets.


Wasting no time, Nick asked, Who are you?


Grimley, sir. Albert Grimley of Snide and Grimley.


Nick frowned. What does a solicitor want with me?


Grimley fidgeted in the seat. Why nothing, my lord. I am here to


What did you say? Nick broke in, a coldness gripping his heart, squeezing like an icy fist.


Grimley blinked and appeared a little frightened. II want nothing.


Nick leaned menacingly over the desk.


Not that, Mac explained with infinite patience. Did you just call him my lord?


Grimley flushed red and rubbed his forehead ruefully. Ah, so I did. Not the best way to break the news I suppose.


What news? Nick persisted.


Mrs. Grimley claims I have a habit of running away at the mouth a bit.


What news? Nick thundered.



Grimleys Adams apple bobbed above his cravat. Your half brother has passed away. You, sir, are the new Earl of Brookshire.


Mac whistled between his teeth.


Nick closed his eyes in one long blink, but it did no good. Opening his eyes, the solicitor still sat across from him, delivering the most shocking, distasteful news. It must be a nightmare. He pinched his leg beneath the desk. Hard. It did no good. This was one dream from which he was not waking.


Recovering his voice, he said, Give it to someone else.


Grimley frowned and looked to Mac as though seeking confirmation to Nicks incredible command. No sane man would turn down an earldom.


Mac shrugged, holding both hands up in a gesture of helplessness even as his smiling eyes indicated his enjoyment of their little drama. You heard him. Cant you give it to someone else? I wouldnt mind being an earl.


The solicitor sniffed disdainfully before turning back to address Nick, evidently not appreciating Macs sense of humor. He cleared his throat. Im afraid it is not that simple, my lord


Oh, but it is, Nick cut in, his voice sharp as a whip. And dont call me that.


Albert Grimley struggled to swallow past his bobbing Adams apple, and Nick felt a brief stab of sympathy for the solicitor. This meeting was likely not unfolding the way he had imagined. No doubt most men would have hugged the bearer of such news. But he was not most men. He preferred his life the way it was, with his roots in the aristocracy completely erased. That his father had been an earl made little difference in the world he chose to inhabit. It was a fact Nick preferred to forget.


How did you find me? He squeezed the bridge of his nose.


It was our obligation to locate the closest living male relation to the late earl.


You shouldnt have troubled yourself. Mark me off and move down your list.


The line ends after you, my lord. Your half brother left no heirs.


Then as you said, the line ends, Nick replied blandly.


I cannot do that


He knotted his fist on top of the desk until the knuckles went white. Ill sign whatever I have to. I dont want it. Any of it. Not the property. Not the money. And especially not the title.


Its not that simple, Grimley reiterated with a sigh, his eyes glancing uneasily at Nicks large fist. You own property, whether you wish it or not. You may either sell it or give it away, but that will require some paperwork, not to mention the necessity of a buyer in the matter of selling. The matter of your title is another issue. You will have to go before the courts to officially renounce your title and Oak Run since the family seat lies adherent with the title.


Nick threw his hands up in the air. I dont want it. A refusal should suffice.



Grimley folded his hands in his lap and pursed his lips in disapproval. Clearly, Nick did not meet his expectations. Well, he could care less. The solicitor had pushed his way into his life uninvited, and he didnt owe him anything.


Grimley bent to pick up his leather satchel from the floor. I daresay youve suffered a shock. I will leave you now to process this news. You will surely come to your senses in the morning.


I dont think so, Nick bit out, his jaw aching from clenching his teeth.


Grimley settled his somber, brown beaver hat on his head. Just so. Ill be in contact. Much depends upon you. Aside from the property, you bear responsibility for countless lives.


At his lifted eyebrow, Grimley explained. Ten-ants, servants. And of course there are Lady Brookshire and her relations. They still reside at Oak Run.


Lady Brookshire?


Your brothers widow, Grimley replied as if he should have known.


Had the man not yet figured out that he did not keep abreast of family matters? That Grimley in fact addressed the blackest sheep ever expelled from a family bosom?


Ill show myself out. Good day to you, gentlemen.


Mac called out to the solicitors retreating back, Have a drink on your way out. Just tell Fred at the bar its on the house.



Grimleys back stiffened before exiting, indicating the unlikelihood of him accepting that offer.


Starchy fellow, Mac muttered.


Nick replied with an indifferent shrug, willing his jaw to unclench.


Mac kicked his feet up on the desk and wasted no time getting to the point. Nicholas Caulfield, the Earl of Brookshire. Nice ring to it, eh? You inheriting it allthats a good comeuppance for the old earl. Fancy that! Ive partnered up with a nob. Wait till everyone hears. Suppose this means youll be changing your ways? No more hanging about here. Cant be seen with riffraff like me.


Leaning back in his leather chair, Nick laced his hands over his flat stomach and frowned. Im the same man. I dont intend to change. Besides, I need to be here to keep an eye on business. He raised a dark brow sardonically. You dont expect me to leave it all to your care, do you? Who would do the books? You cant add two and two. Wed be back on the streets in a months time.


Mac tossed a hand over his heart in mock pain. You wound me, boy. Didnt I find you in the streets and get you your start?


Nick raised his snifter of brandy to his partner in salute. Ill give you that, but I was the talent, remember? You couldnt draw a winning hand to save your life. He grinned. Still cant.


I havent lost it, Mac defended, tapping his temple. I just took enough blunt off young Lord Derring to buy that racer Ive had my eye on.



Nick rolled his eyes. Lord Derring. That pasty-faced nob does not qualify as talent. Hes so in debt I could take the clothes off his back any day I choose.


Macs eyes widened. I had no idea he was that far gone. Whyve you let him carry on, then? This is a business, Nick, not a charity.


I dont want the reputation that will go along with devastating a duke and his family. Bad business, that. Never fear, I shall collect the young lords debt in due time.


Mac gave a little shake of his head. Should have known there was a business angle to it. There aint a charitable bone in your body.


Quite so, Nick agreed, neglecting to mention his transaction with old Basslyes bride just moments ago. Mac didnt need to know everything.


They sank into silence. He knew Mac was giving him time to think, to mull things over in his mind until he was ready to discuss the subject hanging so heavily in the air. It didnt take long.


How can I be a part of that world again? Nick spread his hands out wide in front of him. One day Im riding a pony between my Latin and fencing lessons and the next Im He let his words hang in the air for a long moment as the past reared its ugly head. The old, sour taste he so loathed filled his mouth and throat. He wanted nothing from the man that had destroyed his mother or from the world that had turned a blind eye.


He took a long swig of brandy, thinking he might have to get foxed. Voices, laughter, and the faint whirring sound of a roulette wheel floated from below. Nick knew he should make an appearance. Bess was acting hostess tonight and would pout if he didnt come down, but he wasnt in the mood to socialize. The dark shadows of his past had been roused, spoiling his humor. I dont intend to claim the inheritance.


Mac nodded his head slowly, rolling his heels on Nicks desk. You could do that, he allowed.


He knew there was more coming, and knew Mac well enough to know that he wasnt going to like what he heard.


But theres power in the aristocracy, and that license weve been trying to get to open the gaming hell across the river will be ours in a blink if its an earl asking.


Just discussing the inheritance roused a whole host of uncomfortable memories. He could not imagine actually stepping in his fathers shoes, no matter what it brought him.


Everything Ive done, everything Ive accomplished, has been with my own sweat and blood. He tapped the desk.


Aye, and taking the inheritance wont change that.


I dont want a thing from my father.


Mac scratched his head. Isnt it technically your brother thats dead? Thought your old mans been dead for some time?


He laughed humorlessly. Please, dont let me relate to you the kind of brother I had. He was little better than my father. Nick stood and looked out the window at the city skyline. The lights of London flickered and blinked in the inky night. I dont want a thing from either of them.


I understand you got your demons, but this seems the best revenge to my way of thinking. I doubt theres another earl that pinched a pocket or heard his own belly rumble in hunger before. You grew up in Whitechapel, for Gods sake. You could get in among the peerage and make some change. By God, youll have a seat in the House of Lords.


Nick smiled indulgently. Im no reformer.


Well, you could be if you chose. Hell, or dont. Mac, only two years his senior, seemed far older as he threw his hands up in the air and said, Thumb your nose at them and take Bess to all their fine balls.


Now thats a thought. His smile deepened at the thought of the buxom woman with her painted face, loud gowns, and brassy red hair rubbing elbows with the peerage.


Besides, what about the tenants and people youre now responsible for? To my way of thinking, you cant simply turn your back on them.


Smile gone, Nick sighed and looked over his shoulder at Mac. And my half brothers widow.


Macs brows rose. What will you do with her?


I suppose Ill have to set her up somewhere in grand style and cater to her for the rest of my life. He ran both hands through his hair, rumpling the locks in aggravation. Guess I better pack.



Mac grinned, sitting forward in his chair. Want some company?


I need to do this alone. He had no idea what to expect upon returning to the home of his birth, but he knew he needed to confront the demons of his past by himself.


Mac nodded in understanding, but the disappointment was clear in his face.


Rising to his feet, Nick downed the remainder of his brandy before excusing himself, glad for the solitude awaiting him. As close as they were, even Mac could not understand how the prospect of returning home rattled him.


The instant Nick entered his room, he knew he was not alone, which was too bad because he wasnt fit company. There was a slight movement on the bed. Lady Basslyes naked figure took shape as she rose to her knees. An uncertain, hopeful smile flitted about her lips. He leaned against the door and observed her lazily, his mood dangerous.


Youre still here, he said flatly.


She nodded, flaxen hair dancing against her generous breasts.


You should have left.


I know you cleared the debtbut I wanted to stay. For once I want to choose who shares my bed. Her eyes darkened as she eyed the long line of his body.


Nick pushed off the door and crossed the room, his strides long and fierce. He buried his fingers into her soft shoulders and pulled her close, kissing her savagely, releasing all the anger and frustration brewing inside him, forgetting his determination to leave her untouched.


Perhaps he was that big of a bastard after all.


He stripped his clothes and lowered both their bodies to the bed, his movements mechanical, his touch perfunctory. It was only a temporary escape. A distraction from the emptiness, from the perpetual night that lived inside him.


As she rubbed her body against his, he felt only a flicker of interest flare to life. It was impossible to feel anything when one was but a hollow shell. A living, breathing man should feel. Only it had been years since he had felt anything at all.













Chapter 3





What else does a woman do when she is increasing?


Meredith stood with hands on her hips, surveying the room that had been the Brookshire nursery for generations. She had seen her fair share of births in the managing of Oak Run, but it had not taken long to recognize she knew little about preparing for a babys arrival.


You are asking me? Dearest, I am quite ignorant when it comes to babies. Aunt Eleanor looked about the nursery with something akin to unease, running a finger along the edge of the crib as if it were an unpredictable animal that might bite at any moment. Blessedly so, she added with a shiver, removing her finger from the crib.


You practically raised me, Meredith pointed out as she sniffed the stale air and moved to open the windows wider.


But you were such a precocious childso well-behaved. Your father did not tolerate bad behavior. I felt like I was dealing with a peer and not a child.


Meredith grimaced at the accuracy of her aunts assessment. She had not known a carefree, funfilled childhood. The stern visage of her father had squashed any such gaiety. She had been an adult all her life. A solemn, proper adult. Perhaps it was best her father was unaware of the world around him. It saved her from enduring his censure for the perjury she was committing.


Shaking aside the disturbing thought, she stepped back from the window. You will grow accustomed to a child about the place.


Yes, Aunt Eleanor nodded in agreement. Especially as this baby will be our salvation. Since we are going through such trouble, perhaps you should acquire two babies. One could act as a backup in case something happens to the original? She took in Merediths considering look and hastened to say, Please, I only jest.


The idea does have merit, Aunt. I shall think on it. She turned so her aunt could not see her twitching lips as she fought back a smile.


No need for twins. One baby shall suit our purposes, Aunt Eleanor sniffed, exiting the nursery.



Meredith frowned at her aunts departing words. They sounded so mercenary. Although reluctant at first, she had warmed to the notion of having a child. She had every intention of loving this babyof lavishing on him all the love and attention she herself had never received. With that in mind, she examined the room critically.


Aired out, drapes drawn, it was quite cheery. She had paid it little heed over the yearsfor the obvious reasonsbut now she felt a small pang of regret at the sight of the newly polished crib. Her babes should have occupied its confines by now. Most women of five and twenty had a string of babes for which to account. Bending, she picked up a small wooden horse sitting on a miniature childs table. One of the ears was nicked from age. Her fingers curled tightly around its sleigh bottom.


In that moment, she admitted that the need for security was not her only consideration. She desired a child, and that very desire largely motivated her agreement to her aunts scheme. The realization frightened her. It meant her motives were not totally altruistic.


Digging deep to recover some of her earlier determination, she muttered, The deeds done. No going back now. With a firm nod, she set the little horse back on the table and gave it a gentle push, smiling wistfully as it rolled to and fro.


I say, this room looks inviting, someone said behind her.


Meredith quickly straightened, her cheeks flaming as she turned to see Mr. Grimley framed in the doorway. She made a quick mental note to cease thinking aloud. The habit could become dangerous now that she possessed secrets.


The Brookshire family solicitor had arrived yesterday, and Meredith felt great relief that he would be the one to inform Nicholas Caulfield of his changed fortune instead of her.


I thought it best to ready things. She gestured to the room with a sweep of her hand.


Yes, my Mary nested before the arrival of every one of our children. They call it maternal instinct. Mr. Grimley leaned back on his heels and rocked his paunchy frame with a knowing air.


Really, Meredith murmured for lack of anything better to say.


I cannot tell you how pleased the old earl would have been to see this nursery occupied again. It was his greatest wish.


She suffered a twinge of guilt. Brookshires were probably rolling over in their graves at the prospect of her passing off an orphaned waif as the next earl. She reminded herself that Edmund had every chance to exercise his rights as a husband. Instead, he chose not to. She had to do this. And not just for her. Others depended upon her.


I say, I almost forgot why I came up here. The solicitor chuckled, shaking his head. Your brother-in-law just arrived. The butler showed him to the drawing room, and I volunteered to fetch you.


Her heart skipped a beat. So soon? Now the farce would truly begin.



Now, my lady, do not fret so. Mr. Grimley took her arm and led her from the nursery. He is an amiable sort, if perhaps a littlefierce.


Looking sharply at the solicitor, she swallowed past her suddenly dry throat as they descended the stairs. Fierce? Vikings were fierce. Pirates were fierce. What did he mean?


I am sure your news may serve as a surprise, but he will take it like a gentleman. I know it is hard to believe, but he was not eager to accept the title. I would not be surprised if he viewed this as deliverance of sorts.


Grimley was correct. She did find that hard to believe. Why would Nicholas Caulfield not want the property, wealth, and prestige that went with becoming the Earl of Brookshire?


Aunt Eleanor was already in the drawing room serving tea on Merediths favorite Wedgwood. Nervous, Meredith delayed looking at the man in question, allowing Grimley to seat her on the settee beside her aunt. She took an inordinate amount of time arranging her skirts before lifting her gaze, then exhaled a great lungful of air.


The man standing across from her, towering like an oak over the unmistakably feminine furnishings, could not be Edmunds brother. This swarthy man with dark hair and matching eyes was no pasty-faced Englishman. His tanned skin stretched over high cheekbones and a square jaw, reminiscent of the Spanish pirate in that gothic novel she had secretly read and reread as a girl.


He bowed as Grimley made the introductions. Lady Brookshire, he murmured, his voice a gravelly rumble that did strange things to her already churning stomach.


His finely tailored jacket stretched tight across broad shoulders. She was acutely conscious of his maleness, of his attractiveness, andas Grimleys introduction penetratedof her own mounting horror. This dazzling display of manhood was Nicholas Caulfield? Her nostrils flared, catching the faint scent of clean woods and saddle leather as he took her fingers in greeting. She stared at the dark hair of his bent head and wondered if it felt as silky as it looked. He gave her a cursory glance before releasing her hand and submitting to Grimleys inane conversation.


She choked back her dismay and stared, mentally listing all the reasons why this man could not be Nicholas Caulfield. For one, his eyes were not the Brookshire blue. Edmunds small, vapid blue eyes were nowhere in evidence. How had this man sprung from the Brookshire family tree? Nicholas Caulfields eyes gleamed dark mahogany. He was, she realized in shock, the most delicious man shed ever clapped eyes upon. A hot flush warmed her cheeks. Mortification filled her at the vulgarity of her thoughts.


Collect yourself, she silently commanded, trying to pay attention to the conversation at hand. His attention trained on Grimley, he was thankfully unaware of her intense regard.


Aunt Eleanor, however, was wholly aware of her ill-mannered gawking and raised a brow in silent inquiry. Sternly, Meredith forced herself to focus on Grimleys words.


You came directly from London, Lord Brookshire? Grimley inquired. Hope the wet roads did not spoil your trip.


Stifling her flinch at Grimleys application of the Brookshire title, she calmed herself with the reminder that it was only temporary.


Not at all. I traveled by horseback and made good time.


Really? Such a distance, my lord? Grimleys eyes widened, impressed. You must be quite the horseman.


I prefer to ride over taking conveyances. Nicholas Caulfields eyes settled on her, giving her more than a preliminary glance this time as he assessed her from head to toe. Something hard and relentless glittered in his eyes, convincing her she had been right to agree to her aunts scheme. He looked ruthless, the type to kick all of them out on their ears.


The barest of smiles graced his lips. It was a practiced smile, the type bestowed on countless women. A small secretive smile to let her know he knew his effect on her as an attractive male. Arrogant man. To disguise her discomfiture, she lifted her chin and refocused her attention on the boring solicitor.


I must confess that I did not expect to see you here, Grimley, Caulfield said mildly, shifting his gaze from her. I thought we had concluded our business for the present time.



Aunt Eleanor and Meredith exchanged uneasy glances. The moment had come. Their lie would now be revealed to the one it most affected. Anxiety knotted her stomach. Mr. Grimley glanced her way as if trying to gauge how to break the news.


Yes. Well. I received a most interesting post from Lady Brookshire. Good news, actually. Grimleys voice faded, as though he doubted his own words.


Caulfield narrowed his eyes speculatively on her, obviously expecting her to elaborate.


I Merediths voice came out a croak. Swallowing, she tried again, forcing herself to speak firmly and in no mincing terms. I have recently learned that I am with child, Mr. Caulfield. Heat flooded her face. Never, in all her days, had she imagined herself speaking of such a delicate matter to a veritable stranger.


His dark eyes didnt so much as blink. The only disruption to his cold reserve was a slight ticking in his jaw, and what that signified she could only guess. Those deep brown eyes probed her until the silence grew strained. She wanted to look away, afraid he would decipher the truth in her face, but his penetrating gaze held her hostage. Why did he not speak?


Meredith wrenched her eyes away from his and shifted restlessly on the settee. Hopefully, he would credit her discomfort to the fact that such delicate subjects were not typically for discussion among strangers. Even estranged relatives.


Finally, he spoke. And with such calm that he truly appeared unbothered by his change in fortune. Grimley, I expect youre here to explain where this places us? Obviously, the prospect of a child changes everything.


Quite an unprecedented situation we have here. I must say my colleagues and I found it most intriguing. Grimley chuckled at the situation. She wanted to strike the fool. Caulfield certainly found such a situation lacking amusement.


After consulting with others, the situation stands with Nicholas Caulfield as the present Earl of Brookshire, with all rights to the estate, monies, and titles thereof.


Stiffening in reproach and shock, Meredith crossed her arms. Surely this was a mistake. Grimley had led her to believe Caulfield would not stand to inheritso what rubbish was this? Had Caulfields presence intimidated the solicitor?


Caulfield had not missed her altered stance and had the audacity to wink at her. Her mouth thinned at the impertinence.


Grimley continued, In the event Lady Brookshire delivers a son, the title will revert to the child, held in trust by Lady Brookshire until he reaches his majority. If the child is female, there have been no provisions made, just as there was no jointure provided for you, my lady. Grimley cleared his throat, obviously ill at ease with the topic of her potential destitution. A terrible oversight of the late earl, but the law must be followed accordingly.


Blast the law. She gave a slight nod and smiled tightly, wishing she could tell Mr. Grimley exactly what she thought about British law.


If the baby is female, I will provide for both the child and Lady Brookshire, Caulfield intoned.


Meredith gaped in disbelief.


Aunt Eleanors eyes, equally shocked, met hers over the tea service.


Could they have been wrong about him? He would assume responsibility? As simple as that? She took another look at his hard features. Impossible. More than likely he wished to appear magnanimous in front of Grimley and did not mean a word he uttered. Even if he did, how long would his generosity extend? A year? Ten years? What would become of her if something befell him and he died? Once again she would be left scrabbling for her livelihood.


Splendid! I was hoping you would make such a gesture, my lord. Grimley beamed. Leaning forward, he grasped both his knees. These matters are not always dealt with so amicably. It truly speaks to the manners and breeding of the aristocracy.


Dont rush to include me in the ranks of the aristocracy, Caulfied said dryly.


Feeling slightly sick at the possibility of defrauding a truly honorable gentleman, Meredith pressed a hand
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