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Chapter One

The end was near, inevitable and inescapable. All men had to meet their fates. Like all men, Daniel Stamfield protested his imminent demise.

“Great gods, I’m not ready!” he shouted, his fist raised to the heavens.

The gods, great or small, did not answer, but his companion cringed farther back on her side of the bed.

Daniel did not notice. He leaped from the bed, bare as the day he was born, and charged to the dressing table. He grabbed the bottle there—brandy or gin or spice-scented cologne; he didn’t care which. He ignored the nearby glass just as he ignored Miss White’s mew of distress when he raised the bottle to his mouth and took a long swallow. Then another. The liquor could not change the outcome, nor delay it. Being dead drunk on judgment day wasn’t such a wise act, either, he realized, which only reminded him.

“Dead. I’m a dead man.” He went back to the bed, as if sinking into the downy mattress, pulling the covers over his head and Miss White closer to his cold body, could save him. “I’m too young to die. Not even thirty. I thought I had more time.”

Don’t all men think that?

The note was still on the bed, though, where he’d tossed it after the manservant brought the damn thing. On a silver tray, no less. Daniel stared at it now—the expensive stationery, the flowing script, his name on the front of the folded sheet, the familiar seal on the back. His blue-eyed glare couldn’t make the missive disappear, this death warrant, this end of his carefree days, this letter from his mother.

“They’re in Town,” he told Miss White, “expecting me to play the beau for my sister’s come-out.” He looked longingly back at the bottle on the table, then at the window overlooking the alley, as if escape lay in that direction. There was no escape, Daniel knew, not anywhere in London. “I wrote that Susanna was too young to make her curtsies at court. I said she and Mother should come to Town before next Christmas to shop, to take in the theater and visit the lending libraries. A few tea parties and morning calls to Mother’s old friends, especially those with daughters Susanna’s age. I’d take her to Astley’s Amphitheatre to see the trick riding. Susanna would like that. I did at her age.”

Daniel still enjoyed visits to the circus, but now he went more to admire the bareback riders in their tights and short spangled skirts. He groaned at the memory that would be just that, a fond, forlorn dream, now that his family was in Town. “A short visit would have been fine—a chance for Susanna to see the metropolis and pick up a bit of Town bronze and perhaps make some new friends before facing the marriage mart next year. A week or two, that’s what I told them. Did anyone listen to me, the head of the family? No, damn it. They are here now, here for the whole blasted spring Season. Weeks. Months. Maybe into summer. An eternity of balls and routs, masquerades and presentations and operas. Balls,” he repeated, with a different meaning.

No more bachelor days, wagering and wenching and lying abed, when he found his way home at daybreak or later. No more race meets or prizefights or tavern brawls. No more comfortable clothes, either. He grimaced at the loose shirt he pulled over his head, the baggy Cossack trousers he dragged on. They’d soon be gone, along with the opera dancers and actresses and serving girls.

The spotted kerchief he knotted at his throat felt like a noose. “Gads, they’ll expect me to wear satin knee breeches and starched neckcloths.” He could feel the rash already. And that was the least of his itches.

Some men came home from war with wounds or scars or medals. Daniel Stamfield had come home with a rash. Like all the men of his family, Daniel had a gift—or curse, depending on how one felt. Somehow they could all tell truth from lies. His uncle the Earl of Royce heard discordant notes. His cousin Rex, the Royce heir, saw scarlet. Harry, his other cousin, from the wrong side of the blanket, tasted bitter lies on his tongue. Daniel? His curse wasn’t subtle or private. That would have been too easy, too comfortable for a man who already stuck out like a sore thumb because of his overlarge, ungainly size. A sore thumb? He’d be happy with that. Instead he got itchy toes, itchy ears, bright red splotches on his neck, his face, his hands. Worst of all, a lot of lies, continuous lies, blatant lies, gave him a rash on his private parts. That was how he’d been thrown out of Almack’s his first time at the hallowed hall of propriety. He’d scratched his arse. What if Susanna was denied vouchers for that sacred altar to the matchmaking deities because of him?

Hell, he would die at the first Venetian breakfast from all the polite mistruths and insincere flatteries the beau monde mouthed. His mother and sister would die, too, of embarrassment. Susanna’s Season would be ruined, a debacle, a disgrace. No gentleman would marry her. Sweet little Sukey’d be an old maid at seventeen, all because of him and his sensitive skin. He should have stayed in the army, no matter the cost. Perhaps he had time to reenlist. So what if the war with France was over and that madman Napoleon was finally defeated? There was bound to be a battle somewhere, some way he could prove useful. More useful than he’d be to poor Susanna.

All the Royce descendants were invaluable to the government, in necessarily secret service to their country. They’d be burned as witches or warlocks if anyone suspected their hidden talent, or ostracized as charlatans. Mind readers? The devil! Truth knowers? Bosh. So they worked behind the scenes, disguising their gift as wisdom, wit, and uncanny luck.

Uncle Royce advised the courts. Harry used to run a spy network. Rex worked with Bow Street after he was wounded in the Peninsular War, after Daniel left the army. Together Rex and Daniel had been the dreaded Inquisitors, the intelligence officers in charge of gathering information from captured enemy officers. Daniel’s size alone intimidated their prisoners. Their unfailing results terrified everyone else, even their superiors. Since only a select few could know of the family trait, the War Office let stand the rumors that the Inquisitors were torturers, immoral brutes. They were despised by friend and foe alike, despite the countless English lives they saved. Daniel had constant rashes.

He came home when his father died, relieved to have an excuse to leave the army and his ugly but important employment. The life of a country squire, or a town buck, was just as filled with falsehoods, though, and boredom to boot. Then came the guilt over leaving Rex to serve the country by himself, until the fool got shot.

Daniel had sworn to look after his cousin and best friend. He’d failed. He’d lied, which was the worst thing a Royce relative could do. When Rex turned into a morose, hermitlike cripple, Daniel turned into a libertine, a wastrel, a gambler, a drunk. He threw himself into whatever debauchery London offered, along with its other dregs and demimondaines. So what if his new companions lied and cheated? Their haunts were usually too dark for anyone to notice Daniel’s spots, and half his neighbors itched just as badly, from lice or fleas or bedbugs. Women were paid to please, and Daniel paid them more not to pretend any tender feelings or passion. His size and reputation protected him from the dangers of the night, and his mighty fists protected him from anyone stupid enough to try in the shadows.

Then Rex came to London as a favor to his father and got involved with solving crimes. The clunch almost got himself killed again for his efforts, but he actually liked working with Bow Street’s investigators. Rex tried to drag Daniel out of the gambling dens and into his detective work, but Daniel was having none of it. Damn, did they think the suspects were going to confess when they knew they’d be hanged or deported? No, the scum told lies on top of lies, and Daniel got more rashes.

Even Harry, the earl’s illegitimate son, tried to enlist Daniel in his sanctioned skulduggery, uncovering blackmailers and traitors and revolutionaries in the government. Were there no honest politicians?

Both of his cousins wanted Daniel to continue their work in Parliament or the police precincts. Uncle Royce offered him a magistrate’s position, so he could use his gift in the courts. England needed him, they all said. He should be working, they all said, for the good of king and country.

Daniel’d said no. He was not interested in their noble missions, their self-righteous sacrifices, not when he could enjoy a redheaded wench and a bottle of wine. He’d served his country; he’d done his share. So no, he would not mingle among the gentlemen who ruled the kingdom, to listen for their lies. No, he would not preside over the courts where bewigged barristers spewed prevarications to save their clients. No, he would not sit at some battered desk to hear scurvy felons falsely plead their innocence. No, he would not need a tin of talcum powder on his posterior every day.

“No chance of saying no to my mother,” he told Miss White, his voice full of regret and resignation. He might be brave, and full of brawn if not brains, but she was his mother. She was also Lady Cora Stamfield, nee Royce, daughter of the former earl, sister to the current Lord Royce, widow of one of the largest landholders in the eastern shires. Formidable in her own right, she ran Stamfield Manor and the rest of the parish, as well. Mostly, though, for years now she’d asked for nothing from Daniel but his happiness. She was not one for rants and recriminations, only steadfast love and loyalty to her only son. He knew she worried while he was with the army, and more so while he wallowed in London’s pleasures. Sowing his oats, she’d called it, and she waited for him to reap his harvest and come home. He hadn’t, except for short visits. So how could he refuse her request to join her and Susanna at Royce House?

“Now she remembers I am the man of the family, when she thinks she needs me.”

Daniel wouldn’t be the head of the household if the earl came to Town, nor would his presence be required. Mother was staying at the earl’s mansion in Mayfair, after all, and Lord and Lady Royce held enough power in London to oversee seven debutante balls. But the earl and his countess were recently reunited and enjoying their life in the country. Rex, Viscount Rexford, that is, had enough countenance and connections to aid Lady Cora and Susanna, too, but he was the proud father of twins, with another child due soon. He would never leave his beloved Amanda and their brood to take over escort duties. Even Harry would have done in a pinch, now that he was recognized in polite society. The former master spy, though, was also deliriously happily wed, traveling on honeymoon, showing off his beautiful bride to relatives, inspecting his new estate, and awaiting his first child.

“Like rabbits, that’s what they both are,” Daniel said as he pulled on his scuffed boots. “And curse them all for not being here when I need them. I’d rather face the blasted French cannons on my own than the ton without a friend at my back.”

Miss White made a soft sound of commiseration, or protest at being ignored. She was here, wasn’t she?

Daniel sat beside her on the bed, gathering her close. “I am sorry, puss. I know you’d stand by me, but it will never do. You wouldn’t be welcome at Royce House, you know. You’re a beauty, my pet, but not of their elevated, rarefied world. No more than I am, but I have no choice. You’ll be happier here.” He looked around at the comfortable rooms he’d taken over from Harry, above McCann’s Club. No one cared what time he came or went, in what condition, or with which companion. The service was excellent, the food ample, and the company undemanding. He’d miss it, the freedom, the camaraderie, the easy acceptance of who and what he was, with no demands that he become anything else. But his mother wanted him to reside with the family, likely to be at their beck and call. “I’ll miss you most of all, my dear, but you’ll do. You already rule the kitchens here, so you won’t go hungry, and Harry will return soon and take you up again.”

He gave Miss White one last kiss on the top of her silky head, then stood and brushed her white cat hairs off his coat. That was the least he could do for his beloved mother, present a neat appearance on this first day. She’d be disappointed in him soon enough. Like everyone else in the family already was.


Chapter Two

“Shall I walk your horse, sir?” the young groom asked when he took the reins from Daniel outside Royce House. “Or will you be staying a bit?”

Condemned men seldom got to choose. “I’m afraid I’m here for life. That is, as long as my mother wishes.” 

The boy sighed with understanding. “My mum makes me go to church every week, and she’s back at Stamfield Manor.”

That locale was looking more appealing. Sheep and cows didn’t force a chap into cravats or cotillions. Corn didn’t tell fibs. Then Daniel noticed the groom was standing as far from the huge bay gelding—big enough to carry Daniel’s weight—as the reins allowed.

“Old Gideon won’t give you any trouble,” he told the boy. “All he wants is fresh hay, plenty of oats, and as little exertion as he can manage.” In fact, Gideon, at least, would be happy here. The stables were bound to be cleaner, brighter, and better attended than the cramped quarters the bay was used to. Horses at Royce House were treated better than some of the guests. No one would eye him with the sneer the butler was giving Daniel right now from the opened doors of the earl’s town house.

The man was new since Daniel had been here last, likely hired for the Season while the countess’s regular majordomo was with her in the country. This fellow looked as if he’d gone to the same buttling school as every other starched-up, supercilious, elitist servant of society’s upper class. That was the school where they were taught to take their standing from the family they served, to look down on ordinary mortals, and to stick a poker up their—

“Ah,” the man said now, the corners of his mouth raised the barest fraction. “You must be Mr. Stamfield. Lady Cora did say she was expecting you. Welcome to Royce House.”

He held out his immaculate white-gloved hand. Daniel had no idea why—not that he was averse to shaking a servant’s hand, but even in his recent milieu, that was odd. Perhaps the chap was waiting for Daniel’s hat, which he’d lost months ago in a blindfolded race.

His gloves? Daniel wore the plaguey things only in the depths of winter, and misplaced them more often than not.

A cane? An affectation of the swells on the strut.

A riding crop? Gideon went his own pace, so why bother?

Surely the prig could not be waiting for a gratuity, not at Daniel’s mother’s own residence, where the butler hadn’t done a thing for her son yet, and looked like he never would if he had his druthers.

The servant’s nostrils flared in haughty disdain. “Your card, sir. So I might carry it to Lady Cora.”

There was only so much sacrifice Daniel was willing to make for his mother. Taking manure from a stiff-rumped toad was not on the list. Daniel grabbed the much smaller man by the shoulders—padded shoulders at that—and lifted him right off his feet. “What is your name?” he demanded.

“D-Dobbson, sir.”

“Well, Duhdobbson, if I am going to live here, we need to come to terms. My terms. No damn calling cards, no punctilious rituals, no sticking your beak up at me or my ways.”

“Yes, sir. You are fine just as you are. A perfect gentleman. A credit to Royce House and the earldom. My pleasure to serve you, Mr. Stamfield.”

Daniel could feel the welts rising on the back of his neck, but wouldn’t give the butler the satisfaction of seeing him scratch on the street. He set the man back on his own feet. “And no blasted lies!”

“I’ll just go announce you to Lady Cora.” Dobbson took one look at Daniel, still looming close enough for another application of brute force, and stepped back, out of range. He straightened his disordered tailcoat, patted his powdered wig to ensure it was properly situated, and said, “I’m sure my lady would rather you surprise her. You’ll announce yourself, shall you?”

There was no need, for Lady Cora was at the open door, her arms held wide to welcome her son. While they embraced, before he could apologize for picking on someone smaller, older, weaker, and of lesser rank, his mother whispered, “I’ve been wishing to box that man’s ears all morning. Thank you, dear. Lady Royce hired him, don’t you know. Dear Margaret always was a countess to her toenails.”

Daniel smiled. His mother might be all fancified in silks and jewels befitting Lady Cora—she even sported a turban—but she was still plain Mrs. Stamfield who had hugs for him and Rex no matter how much dirt two grubby schoolboys trailed into her clean house, or what trouble they’d caused in the neighborhood. Judging from the spread waiting in the morning room, she still knew how much fuel a body as large as Daniel’s needed, and how he loved raspberry tarts. Surely she’d understand his loathing of polite society and his total unsuitability to take his place there. He pleaded his case over tea and tarts in the sun-filled parlor.

His doting parent looked at him over the rim of her cup. “Nonsense. You can be a perfect gentleman when you wish. I raised you myself, didn’t I? And your father might have been a country squire, but he would have been just as comfortable at the king’s court.”

“The king is mad,” Daniel muttered, realizing he was getting nowhere but to the last raspberry tart. So he reminded her about the fiasco at Almack’s, and any number of other social solecisms he’d committed, and might in the future. Hell, he’d been thrown out of more bars and brothels than he could recall, but those were not tales for his mother’s ears. “I won’t be any help to you getting Susanna established, you know. I never attend the ton parties or associate with anyone respectable enough to be considered a suitable parti for a gently bred female, much less their mamas. No one you’d care to know sends me invites anymore.”

Lady Cora set down her teacup and raised her chin. “I assure you, the Stamfield name is enough to gain my daughter entry to all the best homes. If not, the Royce connection certainly is. No one would wish to insult the earl or the countess.”

Lud, no. Aunt Royce was the starchiest female Daniel had ever known. She made the Almack’s patronesses look and sound like cockney charwomen.

“There. You see, with Aunt Royce’s backing, you do not need me.”

“Of course I do. We cannot go about with servants as our only escorts. What would people think, that Susanna is unprotected? Why, every rake and fortune hunter would believe they could take advantage of a young lady with no one to hold them to account.” 

His little sister? Daniel choked on the last bite of pastry, and wished he had something besides tea to wash down the bad taste left in his mouth. “I’d thrash anyone who dared show her the least insult.”

His mother smiled fondly. “Exactly. Not that you will, of course. But the possibility is enough to discourage anyone going beyond the line of what is proper. And you must be present and available to refuse honorable but unwanted suitors, also. You cannot expect Susanna to handle those awkward proposals. Or me. Heavens, no.”

His mother could handle any number of callow youths, and give them biscuits and advice, besides. “They all are unwanted,” he grumbled, eyeing the empty platter. “Susanna is too young.”

“Nonsense. I was her age when I met your father. In this very room, in fact. He came to call with one of his friends I’d danced with. I knew he was the man for me as soon as I saw him. You have his strong build, you know, and his gentleness. I felt cherished just sitting beside him. Of course my father was here, too, to inspect and reject unacceptable callers. Anyone with dishonorable intentions would never have come through the front door.”

Her father was the Royce who got headaches from lies. Of course he’d send any scoundrels to perdition.

“Dobbson can simply dismiss the undesirables. A proper London butler always knows wheat from chaff. If Aunt Royce hired him, he is bound to have the same haughty demeanor to set down any pretensions.”

“He is a servant, dear. You are Susanna’s brother.”

“And as her brother, I say she is too young to be speaking of suitors and proposals. Doesn’t she want to attend a few parties first? At home?”

“She has been attending the local assemblies for a year now without settling on any of the neighbor lads.” 

Daniel snorted. “I should think not. The miller’s sons and the apothecary’s assistant? Or does she dance with that young curate with no chin?”

“The curate is of a good family, with a promising future, but now you understand why we came to London,” Lady Cora said. She smiled as if Daniel were back in the schoolroom and had given the proper answer during a geography lesson.

He was still at sea. “No, I do not understand why you and she could not have waited until she knows her own mind better. It’s not as if some heavy-handed patriarch is going to arrange a match for her, willy-nilly, like in olden times. Nowadays a female should be mature enough to make such important decisions for herself. Susanna is still an infant.”

His mother shook her head, then removed the heavy turban, revealing still-shiny black hair untouched by gray. “She wants what every woman wants: a home of her own. A handsome man by her side. Babies.”

“Great gods, she is a child herself!”

“She is almost eighteen. And no one claims she should marry immediately. A respectable courtship takes months, for the young people to know their own minds, as you said. And for that first infatuation to ripen into lasting affection, if it is going to. The wedding itself can take almost a full year to plan properly. Why, you were born when I was not much older than Susanna is now.” Lady Cora smiled, remembering. “You did arrive a bit early, I must admit. Long engagements are such a trial when you are in love.”

“Mother!” The notion of his baby sister with a man was bad enough. But his parents anticipating their vows? Lord, he needed something stronger than tea in a fragile cup. He looked around, but did not see any decanters or bottles. Just one more reason he wished he were back in his rented rooms.

His mother was lost in her own musings. “You might wish to consider starting your own nursery, you know. I’ve never pressed you, but it wouldn’t hurt you to look around at the other debutantes while we are out and about.”

“Those simpering little twits in pastel ruffles? What would I want with one of them?”

“Babies,” she firmly stated. “A son to inherit the manor. A daughter to cuddle.”

More responsibility. Daniel shuddered, remembering Rex’s twin infants. They had put the girl in Daniel’s arms at the church christening. He was her godfather, after all—an honor, everyone said. Why they couldn’t have made him the boy’s godparent instead of Harry, he did not know. He could teach a lad to ride and shoot—no, Harry was better at both, and he supposed Rex was thinking Daniel could fend off those rakes and fortune hunters better, with his size.

But a female? A tiny, red-faced female? Why, he’d broken out in a sweat fearing he’d crush her in his big, clumsy paws. Or get her dirty in that trailing white lacy thing she wore. Or make her cry. That would be the worst. No, misplacing her like he did his gloves would be worse. Jupiter, a baby girl of his own?

“I’ll, ah, be content with Rex’s hatchlings. And Harry’s.”

“Well, I won’t be, you gudgeon. I want grandchildren of my own. Yours and Susanna’s.”

Daniel used his napkin to dab at the bead of sweat he could feel forming on his forehead. Then he tried to speak softly, without shouting or foul language. “I am not in the petticoat line, Mother.”

She patted her own lips with her napkin, barely hiding her smile. “That is not what we hear in the country.” 

Now he did shout: “Those are not ladies, and we shall not speak of my private affairs!” He winced at the last word, stood, and strode to the hall. Dobbson was waiting there, as Daniel knew he would be, likely taking in every embarrassing word. Dash it, a good butler would have anticipated the need for stronger sustenance when discussing weddings and babies. “Brandy. Now.”

When Daniel sat across from his mother again, she was already compiling mental matchmaking lists; he could tell by the speculative gleam in her eyes. He kept his voice lowered in case Dobbson was on his way back. “I tell you, I am not ready to marry.”

“Of course not. A gentleman never is, until he can’t wait for the day.”

Daniel ignored that bit of feminine illogic. “Besides, no female in her right mind would have me.”

“Piffle. You are handsome—”

“Not nearly as good-looking as Harry. Or Rex before he was scarred.”

“Bosh. You three are like peas in a pod with your black hair and bright blue eyes.” She preened a bit. “The same as mine. And Royce’s, although my brother has gone sadly gray. I say you are the best-looking of the lot, although that may be a mother’s prejudice speaking. You are certainly better built than either of your cousins.”

He had to laugh. “Well built for a bull, you mean. A delicate female would cringe in fear of being trampled.” But he had lost some of the recently gained weight, boxing at Jackson’s, fencing with Harry before he left Town.

His mother was not finished. “You are easily able to support a wife in elegant fashion.”

“My pockets aren’t half as deep as Rex’s.”

“Few men’s are. Not every miss can wed into an earldom, and you’re better off than most wellborn bachelors. Better connected, at any rate.”

“I may be gentry-born, but women look for a title. The vultures crave a ‘lady’ in front of their name.” His mother raised one eyebrow. “I didn’t require a title from your father.”

“Of course not, you had one of your own. My apologies, Mother, but I am not husband material, so set aside your schemes. My reputation alone—”

“You were a war hero, an aid to the Crown.”

“You are forgetting the last few years. Accept it, dear Mother. I simply am not one of your Town beaux. I am a disgrace. My manners are rough, my language crude, my wardrobe built for comfort rather than style. I eat and drink too much, and I’d rather use my fists than spar with words. I am too clumsy to dance and have no conversation fit for a lady’s parlor.”

“We are having a conversation right now, and you have not uttered one foul word.”

He did now, but under his breath. “Mother, listen to me. You must not make me part of Susanna’s Season. I’ll only disappoint you.”

She stood and came to touch his cheek. “I have never, ever been disappointed in you.”

Daniel waited for the rash to appear. Nothing happened, no itch, no welts. His mother spoke the truth. He was lost. Ditched. Trapped. Netted and gutted.

“And I shan’t be now.”

His mother loved him, just the way he was. Then she proceeded to make him over in the image she kept in her heart, a perfect gentleman, squire, and escort. Dobbson returned in time to be consulted about hiring a valet, which tailor to patronize, what style of haircut would look best.

Daniel took the glass from the tray Dobbson held; then he took the decanter, too.

Dobbson glanced down. “And boots.”

Daniel started to say there was nothing wrong with his boots, but gave up in favor of savoring his uncle’s excellent brandy. He’d forgotten the earl had connections with the smugglers around Dover, part of controlling the flow of information, gold, and spies to France in the war.

Lady Cora sent Dobbson off for paper and pencil, to compose a list. “It wouldn’t hurt for you to practice a bit with Susanna’s dance instructor, either, Daniel.”

Daniel refilled his glass.

His mother moved the decanter. “You will have to dance with both girls at our own balls, but you’ll also need to lead them out if no one else offers. They must not appear to be wallflowers, you know.”

“Our own balls? Girls? They?”

“Oh, did I forget to mention that Susanna thought she’d feel more at ease if she had a friend with her?” 

He scowled at his mother, who was pouring out another cup of tea, so she did not notice. “Somehow that tiny item escaped your letters. I do not need another silly, frilly chit to look after. Let her own brother play duenna.”

“I’m afraid she has no brother, dear. And before you can shout loudly enough for her to hear upstairs, her father is not in Town. Nor is she the least bit silly.”

Daniel narrowed his eyes. “Just who is this friend of Susanna’s you’ve dragged to Town?”

“Miss Corisande Abbott.”

The crystal brandy goblet slammed down onto the table. “Send her home. I won’t have that female here.”

“Need I remind you this is not your house? This is my brother’s home and I invited her, as is my right. Nay, my duty. Corisande is my goddaughter, named after me, as you well know. Her dear departed mother and I were best friends. It is my responsibility to see her launched into society.”

“Your responsibility should be to your own daughter. That female can be only a bad influence on Susanna with her wild ways, if her reputation doesn’t get you all banned from society. Hell, I thought my name was besmirched enough.”

His mother set her teacup down with a decidedly unladylike clatter. “Corisande was young and made a mistake. What, three years ago? Thanks to you and her father, no one knows anything about that unfortunate incident.”

“You know. I know. The deuce, I helped her father track her and that dastard Snelling down after they ran off. Mother, when we found her, she was in bed with her lover! Yes, I made certain he would never speak her name again, but not even you and the vaunted Royce name can foist soiled goods off on some unsuspecting suitor.”

“Corisande swears the, ah, act was never consummated.”

Daniel swallowed the last of the brandy in his glass. “And you believe her? A wanton jade who disobeyed her father, stole the household money, and lied to everyone in three counties?”

Lady Cora’s sapphire blue eyes pierced her son’s similar ones. “You can ask her yourself.”

Daniel might as well start itching now. “As if she would tell the truth. As if I could ask a female if her maidenhead is intact. Devil take it, ma’am, she is not a fit companion for my sister!”

“Susanna loves her as dearly as I do. And Miss Corisande Abbott shall have no difficulty attracting suitors. She is the only child of a wealthy landowner. She is well educated, with pleasing looks and manners. Her dowry is respectable, and her reputation is unsullied to everyone but you. I wish to see her well established, and so I shall. She is my goddaughter.”

Daniel glared at the woman who sat so straight, stirring her tea as if they were discussing the latest play at Drury Lane. “She is a whore.”

Lady Cora glared right back at him. “Do you recall what I said about your never disappointing me?” She reached for the decanter and poured a dollop of brandy into her teacup. “I take it back.”


Chapter Three

Dobbson cleared his throat before coming into the room with the writing supplies.

“You heard nothing,” Lady Cora said, an order, not a question.

“Not a thing, my lady.” The butler bowed, avoiding looking at Daniel, who was scratching his ear.

“Lies on top of lies. That is what I hate most about this damned place,” Daniel said when Dobbson bowed himself out of the room. Then he grabbed the decanter back before his sweet, loving, gentle mother could finish the brandy. He was about to bring the bottle to his lips, ignoring his glass and his parent’s tsk, when the door opened again.

“We found your sewing basket, Lady Cora. It was packed with the—oh.”

The woman in the doorway was taller than Daniel remembered. She must have continued growing since he’d seen her last. She was no longer the angry, frightened child of three years ago, but a woman. Her hair was the same light brown, but neatly braided into a coronet now, not trailing down her shoulders in wanton disarray. She was a lot prettier than he remembered, but her face had been flushed and swollen from crying then, from her father’s tirade as he dragged her out of the room, leaving her lover for Daniel to deal with.

His glance lowered, then widened. She was a woman grown, all right. “Your bodice is too low. People will think you are fast.”

“Daniel!” his mother shouted.

Miss Abbott gasped and went pale. Then all the color she’d lost rushed back, starting at the top of her nearly nonexistent bodice, Daniel noted, and up her neck to her high-boned cheeks. She raised the sewing basket to block his rude stare.

“Daniel,” his mother repeated, this time in a wail. It was his turn to blush scarlet for his words and his ogling. Instead of apologizing for insulting a female he hardly knew, in his own mother’s parlor no less, he turned to the instigator of the whole sorry scene. “Now you see why you’d do better without me, Mother. I told you I am not fit for the drawing room.” 

Then his sister skipped past Miss Abbott, ran toward him, and kissed his cheek. “You are acting like a looby, Daniel. Low necklines are all the thing. Mine is even lower than Corie’s.”

By gad, it was. While his sister had their mother’s slight stature, dark hair, and blue eyes, she’d inherited some of their father’s heft, all in one place, it appeared. Lord, did it appear. He looked around for a lap throw to toss over her shoulders. Lord knew a napkin wouldn’t cover enough. “When the devil did you get bos—that is, when did you get so beautiful?” 

Susanna showed her dimples and kissed him again. “Amanda says my bust is my best feature, and Simone assured me all the ladies are lowering their necklines.” 

Rex’s wife, Amanda, had been imprisoned for a murder charge; Harry’s Simone was a half Gypsy who’d hired herself out as his mistress. Those were the two women whose example innocent little Susanna was following? Heaven help them all.

“Only ladybirds show their, ah, attributes so blatantly,” he insisted.

Susanna laughed again. “How would you know what proper females wear, brother? I doubt you’ve been near one since the twins’ christening. I do know for a fact that no gentleman dresses like you, for I made sure to observe every one we passed on our way through London. And I’ve been watching out the window.”

Which statement sent their mother’s gaze skyward. “We did send for the fashion magazines from London, Daniel, to be certain of the styles.”

“You wouldn’t want us to appear as dowds on our first day here, would you?” Susanna wrinkled her charming, upturned nose. “Well, perhaps you wouldn’t know the difference. But no matter. Dobbson will have you well in hand before dinner, I’d wager, so we’ll all be bang up to the nines. That’s the phrase Rex said when we showed him our new gowns. Oh, Daniel, don’t purse your lips the way my old governess used to.”

And Rex was spending all the time he could spare from his growing family among the criminal class. “Fine, I’ll look like an overstuffed sausage and you’ll look like Haymarket ware and sound like a pickpocket.”

Susanna turned to their mother. “I told you he’d turn all stuffy and stiff. All reformed rakes do. Simone says Harry’s a pattern card of virtue now.”

Lud, Harry’d had at least ten disguises and aliases. Daniel hoped he’d never been as underhanded. “I am not a rake. And I am not reformed. That is, I have nothing to reform from.”

He scratched his ear again. His mother rubbed her eye, but Susanna just smiled. To think he used to find her dimples charming. Now the brat was saying, “Well, I’d say you owe our guest an apology. You remember Miss Abbott, don’t you, Daniel? I am so happy she agreed to come to Town with us. Otherwise I wouldn’t know a soul. And she’s read all the guidebooks and knows what museums and cathedrals we must see.” 

Daniel groaned. He supposed they’d expect him to escort them there, too. Besides, he could never trust this pair loose in London. Reluctantly, but knowing he had no choice, he bowed in the older girl’s direction. “My regrets, Miss Abbott, for my wayward tongue. I warned my mother how it would be. She’d do better with Dobbson as escort. Or my horse.”

She didn’t smile. Too bad, that. Daniel thought she’d be more beautiful with her lips softened, if it were possible for a female to be any prettier.

Instead she bobbed a slight curtsy in acknowledgment of his apology and said, “How do you do, Mr. Stamfield.”

Susanna clucked her tongue. “Oh, we are all family here,” she insisted. “There is no need for such formality in our own home. You should use your first names.” 

Before Daniel could say how improper that would be—lud, was he truly reformed already, caring about the conventions?—Miss Abbott placed the sewing basket in his mother’s lap and said, “I’ll go finish the unpacking, shall I, and leave you to your reunion?” She nodded in his direction. “Until dinner, Mr. Stamfield.”

Now, there was a setdown worthy of a duchess. And a rear view as she left the room worthy of a dockside dolly-mop. Daniel decided he wasn’t reformed at all. Not by half.

“Dinner!” His mother jumped up, scattering her notepaper and overturning the work basket, but taking her teacup with her. “I forgot to tell Cook that she needs to prepare for a man’s hearty appetite. She’ll be thrilled to cook for someone not watching her figure.” 

Which was a not-so-subtle reminder that he was staring after Miss Abbott and her graceful exit. A looby indeed! Now his wits and his manners had both gone begging.

Susanna stayed on in the parlor, gathering up the yarns and needles while Daniel restacked the note-papers. “You needn’t look so stricken,” she told her brother, misunderstanding the cause of his dismay. “It won’t be so bad; you’ll see. We’ll have a good time.” 

Trying to avoid being caught in a seductress’s spell? For his sister’s sake, he asked, “Am I supposed to enjoy looking over your prospective suitors while they look down your gown? Or inspecting the statues in the museum? Both are as appealing. Dash it, Sukey, you’re too young to wed. I told Mother, but she won’t listen.” He handed her a thimble that had rolled in his direction.

“Oh, you don’t need to be concerned with my beaux. I’m not on the lookout for a husband.”

He felt not so much as a goose bump, so she was telling the truth. “Then why the devil did you come to London?”

“Why, to see the sights. To dance the night away, to attend the theater and three balls and two dinners, all in the same night!”

“That sounds like one of the rings of Dante’s Inferno.”

“It sounds delightful after the quietude of Stamfield. Nothing ever happens there. No one new ever visits, as you well know. You never stay above a week or two yourself, so how can you blame me for wanting to see more of the world? To expand my horizons, as it were, before I do marry and start breeding? I could be stuck in the shires forever then. Not that I dislike the country. I don’t think I will ever get used to the noise or the foul air in the city, but the change is exciting.”

Daniel bent down to pick up a small gold scissors in the shape of a bird that had fallen under the end table. “I suppose you have a point.”

“Besides, how am I to find Mother a lover in the country?”

He stood so fast he cracked his head on the end of the table. A point? Too bad the embroidery scissors’ point was too short to pierce his heart. “A lover? Mother?”

“Well, I suppose she could marry if she wants. After all, it’s not like Mother to want to live in sin, ostracized by all the neighbors.”

His mother, a fallen woman? Daniel could not picture it, so he chose the safer course—for anyone else—marriage. “Does she want to remarry? She and Father were so close, I never thought she’d look at another man.”

“Think of it now, Daniel. Mother put off her mourning gowns a full year ago, and burned them; she was that glad to be out of dark, dreary colors. Why shouldn’t she find another companion?”

“If she wants a companion, we can hire some dried-up old prune like your last governess. Or I could send for one of those impoverished Stamfield great-aunts who get passed from relative to relative like unwanted wedding gifts.”

“Do not be so buffle-headed. I don’t mean a paid companion or an old relict. I meant company for her, a special someone of her own. I’ll marry and move away eventually, to who knows where. You never come home, and when you do, you’ll likely be bringing a bride with you. Your wife will want to manage the house in her own way, without a mother-in-law looking over her shoulder. I know I would. And you’ll want your privacy, at least at first. So what is Mother to do? Become one of those itinerant old ladies, battening on whichever relation is closest? Or set up an establishment of her own, and devote her life to Good Deeds?”

“She could raise dogs.”

Susanna took the scissors from him and shoved it into a ball of yarn. “Why should she spend the rest of her life alone? She is still young and attractive, don’t you think?”

He recalled his mother’s appearance, but as an objective judge this time, not as her loving son. Whichever way he saw her, Lady Cora was a handsome woman. Her face was unlined, her figure still trim, her Royce black hair and blue eyes still a stunning combination. Moreover, he knew she had a tidy fortune in her own name, and a dragon’s horde of jewels. She was just as competent to manage a gentleman’s household as a farmstead, and kept abreast of current news and politics. In other words, she’d make some lucky man a damned good wife. “Mother is lovely, of course, but has she said that’s what she wants? She told me she wants grandchildren.”

“Our babies won’t keep her company on long winter nights.”

“If not dogs, she could raise cats. I know of one who—”

Susanna tapped her foot. “Daniel, I am not suggesting Mother find another Grand Passion like she had with Papa. But why not a petit passion? With someone whose company and conversation she can enjoy. And caresses. I know she misses—”

Daniel was not about to discuss whatever Susanna thought their mother missed in the marriage bed, not with his unfledged sister. “What about Miss Abbott?” he hurried to ask before Susanna could expound on pleasures she should know nothing about. “Are you looking for a lover for her, too?”

“A lover for an unmarried lady? Do not be vulgar, Daniel. If Corie wants a husband, that’s what she shall have: her pick of the finest gentlemen in all of England, for that is what she deserves.”

She deserved to be tarred and feathered, but he did not say it. “She must be over twenty years of age by now. Why is she not married already?”

“I think she was disappointed in love at a young age, although she never speaks of it. She has let slip that her father never approves of any of her suitors. His own grandfather was a baron, after all. He considers commoners beneath his daughter.”

More like finding her beneath one of them, Daniel thought. Lord Abbott was acting just as he ought, keeping his wayward daughter from ensnaring an unsuspecting gent.

Susanna was going on, as
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