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            Chapter One

          

          A BROTHEL, SOMEWHERE IN LONDON

        

      

    

    
      February 1821

      Lord Dominic Hugo Rotherby withdrew from his entanglement with unusual regret. It wasn’t that his fair companions were difficult to leave, all such pleasures came to an end after all, but he was to trade their peachy skin and dulcet tones for a much less agreeable task, and he wasn’t in the mood for murder.

      Thoughtfully, he surveyed his sleeping companions, their limbs entwined like sirens, wondering where to hide their fee so neither had the chance to abscond with the whole. He’d been burned before, and had no desire for that curmudgeon, Johns, to be sending demands any time soon. His noble lips twitched as he recalled the last time one of Johns’s surly henchmen tried to gain admittance to his townhouse, only to be confronted by his fiercely protective household who sent him on his way with the aid of a poker and a sharp reprimand. Benson, his elderly butler, and Mrs Farleigh, his housekeeper, were still a force to be reckoned with, even in their dotage – though it didn’t stop them worrying their young master was dicing with the devil.

      Suppressing a smile, he leaned low over the copper-headed beauty to graze the rise of her pale breast, before crossing the floor to slip four shillings into their discarded stockings. He liked to be generous where he could and tonight he had appreciated their company more than usual.

      ‘Thank you, Rotherby darling,’ her sable-haired friend murmured, before drifting back to sleep.

      He nodded as he picked up his pocket watch, its tiny archaic arms glinting back in the moonlight. It was a poignant reminder and his gaze narrowed briefly before he retrieved the rest of his scattered clothing, and dressed with the same careless grace that always made his tetchy tiger grin.

      Horace, the most talented and exceptionally ill-humoured member of his household staff, was just a grubby orphan when Dominic chanced upon his skill with his precious team of chestnuts. Yet in less than a few months, he was managing the entirety of his guvnor’s stable with the kind of canny acumen that made his lordship the envy of the ton. He was also the only member of his lordship’s domestic staff with courage enough to tell him exactly what he thought, precisely when he thought it, and his guvnor’s relaxed Corinthian style had long been a source of great amusement to him.

      Wryly, Lord Rotherby recalled the many times he’d flown some lady’s lodging in a state of complete disarray, only for Horace to spend the greater part of the homeward journey mopping up tears of laughter. This brutal honesty, coupled with an unerring ability to know a high-stepper from a rum ’un while remaining singularly unimpressed by any amount of devilish driving, had established him most firmly in his lordship’s affections. And now he was his guvnor’s most valued member of staff, with strict instructions to revert immediately should any of his less-than-noble friends attempt to poach him – which they had, on numerous occasions.

      Lord Rotherby sat down to pull on his spotless Hessian boots – his only fashionable quirk – before casting a final, rueful glance back at the most agreeable hour he’d spent all week. Perhaps, with hindsight, he should have stuck to the opera house these past few months and not compromised his usual rule that his interests should be married and bored, or widowed and free.

      He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Exhaling softly, he made his way from the room and down the rickety backstairs of the old theatre where Augusta, Johns’s eagle-eyed wife, was keeping vigil in her usual chair. He nodded. He might enjoy the crime, but he didn’t have to court the villains.

      ‘I trust you enjoyed your company, m’Lor’?’ Augusta asked, her sly words rasping inside her rotten teeth.

      ‘Our opera girls have quite the reputation to uphold!’

      Then she laughed in the way that always grated his nerves.

      ‘Indeed,’ he returned smoothly.

      ‘Their falsetto was sublime!’

      ‘Which is why you’ll understand that I’ve paid them directly, Augusta, so that they might nurture their talents.’

      Her laughter died away as he stepped past her into London’s crisp and starry night with a faint smile. It might be hypocritical, but Augusta and Johns were the worst of their kind, and if it weren’t for their monopoly, he’d never cross their threshold at all.

      Briefly he paused to fasten his great-coat and assemble his thoughts, most of which related to a growing regret at having disposed of his tiger’s services, given the bone-cold night. In fairness, Horace had been considerably unimpressed when he suggested he might walk back to Grosvenor Square.

      ‘Y’sure y’ain’t still in your cups, guvnor?’

      It had taken all Rotherby’s efforts to assure his cantankerous tiger that he was, in fact, quite sober and, while it had elicited a monologue of fluent cursing that won even his lordship’s admiration, he had conceded in the end. And now Lord Rotherby wished he hadn’t bothered.

      The night had taken an unusual turn and rather than a leisurely midnight walk, his mind was focused on more practical considerations, such as whether The Rotherby Lady, his luxury yacht, could be readied imminently for a Channel crossing. The weather wasn’t ideal, but his crew had enjoyed generous leave this year, and they were all reliable. Then there was his Grosvenor Square household to consider, and the fact that he’d fully intended to withdraw for a shooting party in the late spring. He exhaled as a myriad of seasonal commitments and half-formed plans competed for attention. Yet the night was still young, and while this whole matter was an entirely unforeseen nuisance, there was time.

      Whistling softly, he pulled a hip flask from the pocket of his coat and took a deep draught. Brandy was his usual defence against the cold and briefly he congratulated himself, whisky would have had only half the desired effect. Then he set off in the direction of Park Lane, the toniest of all addresses, appearing to all who might see him to be the most carefree bachelor in town.

      In truth, at a heady eight-and-twenty years, he really was quite content that ambitious mothers only ever eyed him with two questions in mind: the first related entirely to their unmarried daughters and, when they’d mourned the possibility of a dazzling match long enough, the second only to themselves. He was also quite certain that the advantages of remaining a black sheep on the marriage mart far outweighed any short-lived wedded bliss. Not only was he invited to the grandest balls, the most select hunting parties and desirable of soirees, their hostesses knew far better than to ask him to do anything but enjoy himself. Indeed, he’d discovered that so long as he kept to a few basic rules, and never ever talked of love, his wild reputation ensured two more important things: firstly, a steady line of worshipful bucks trying to be him, and secondly an even longer line of seasoned ladies determined to bed him. And, while this happy adoration perpetuated his myth as a nonpareil amongst the gentleman, and an archfiend amongst the ladies, his glinting eyes and cavalier grace ensured he remained the regret of every matriarch of the ton. In short, it was safe to say that Lord Dominic Hugo Rotherby – daring gambler, devilish dueller and notorious rake – was excessively content with life, and his place in it.

      Which only made this evening’s turn of events an irritation, to say the least.

      He sighed as he pulled off his silk cravat, tied in a swift Georgian knot, before loosening his high shirt collar to reveal a golden throat many a young lady had eyed over her ratafia.

      ‘For I’ll be damned if I spend any last night trussed up like a roast bird,’ he muttered to himself, wondering if he might just as well finish the brandy.

      His dawn assignation was creeping closer, and he had no desire to duel sober; he was a crack shot either way, but the consequences were far less troubling when he was fortified.

      Frowning, he thought back to the point at which his evening had taken a decidedly unwelcome turn. The challenge had come over the faro table, and just when his luck had changed too. Quite why Sir George Weston had chosen that exact moment to demand satisfaction was a mystery, to say the least. The ton may have noticed Sir George’s pretty sister making cow eyes at him, but he couldn’t be responsible for every debutante’s flight of fancy, and the heat of his challenge was most curious for a gentleman who usually presented in sensible coats and a quiet manner.

      Even if they did have history.

      Lord Rotherby’s eyelids sank lower as he recalled the moment he suggested it might be Miss Weston’s fanciful nature that required a challenge, rather than his good self, and that anyone who knew him knew his rules too.

      With hindsight, his suggestion that Sir George might guess he wouldn’t look for the attentions of a silly chit who was not only prone to fits of the vapours, but also possessed a ‘braying laugh that could wake an entire neighbourhood’, might have been a little sharp. But the more he thought on it, the more he was convinced it wasn’t his fault the girl had a tendency towards theatricals – much less so that she’d invented an entire fanciful romance with him playing the role of chief villain. All of which had led to the ruin of the best hand of cards he’d had in a while.

      Lord Rotherby sighed. It really was excessively inconvenient, especially since the season had just begun and he’d backed some real sweet runners at Cheltenham. But as any real gentleman knew, he had little choice but to see the matter through. A challenge, once issued, was a matter of honour and even if there hadn’t been several witnesses present, he’d still be duty-bound to meet sensible Sir George Weston at dawn, with his affairs fully in order.

      He slowed as he reached the wide steps of Rotherby House, the grand Grosvenor Square home he’d inherited upon the passing of his parents, and turned to gaze out at the moonlit park. It was his favourite time of day, when the whole neighbourhood was quiet, and illuminated only by the handful of lanterns left to burn overnight. Tonight though, a strange and melancholic mist hung over the silhouetted silver oaks, almost as though they sensed that he might have to leave for a while.

      Briefly, he considered the options that lay before him once again. He couldn’t rely on Sir George being a terrible shot; he’d hunted with him on a number of occasions and he could hold a pistol like any man. It was more that a Rotherby never missed.

      His father’s faded face reached through his thoughts as he gazed at the shadowed park, ignoring an old twist deep inside. As a boy, he would often sleep fitfully, dreaming of the glass-eyed stags his father felled and imagining their escape instead, but the cold light of day would only ever confirm his fears. And when he grew old enough to refuse to join the hunt, his father labelled him ‘a coward, unworthy of his bloodline’ – words to which he’d grown hardened after discovering his betrayal.

      His mother’s face followed, and Lord Rotherby closed his eyes, recalling the way her gentle tone had always soothed him whenever he was distressed. She’d been his one saving grace, and her untimely death the very reason he would never marry or have children of his own.

      ‘Do you require a nightcap, my lord?’

      The large front door creaked inwards, revealing an elderly gentleman bearing a candle and a kindly smile.

      Lord Rotherby regarded the proud retainer, who’d been his butler for as long as he could recall, with real affection. He really needed to put his domestic affairs in order as a matter of priority; they all depended on him after all.

      ‘No, I thank you, Benson. And shouldn’t you be abed this hour? What have I said about waiting up for me?’

      His tone was short but Benson merely inclined his head, unabashed.

      ‘I beg your pardon, my lord, but I had some personal correspondence to finish.’

      Rotherby nodded, though they both knew the truth.

      ‘I have also left a fire burning in the library, my lord, just as you like.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Rotherby returned in a milder tone. ‘Though you know you need only ask if you need time off, Benson. No one should be writing letters at one o’clock in the morning!’

      ‘Thank you, my lord. I am in need of no extra time. Will that be all, my lord?’

      ‘Yes… That is to say…’

      The butler paused his withdrawal, as his young master frowned.

      ‘It is likely … highly likely that I will need to leave town tomorrow … for a few weeks. I’ll send word as soon as I can but, in the interim, I’d be grateful if you and Mrs Farleigh could oversee the closure of Rotherby House – as my mother would have wished?’

      He paused to consider the damnable speed at which gossip travelled through the ton.

      ‘Also, it’s probably best not to mention this to anyone – at least not until I send word.’

      Lord Rotherby rarely mentioned his parents, save to those long-standing members of his household who remembered them, and even then only when absolutely necessary. In truth, he was quite aware that collectively, they could claim many more memories than he, and suspected most of their enduring loyalty was out of love for his mother, who’d bewitched them all in her short, bright lifetime, rather than his father who’d done little but instil fear.

      Yet their marriage had resulted in one note of hope: a quiet boy who adored his mother with all his heart until the day she and his unborn sister died, when he swore his father’s violent blood would end with him. Thankfully, his father had outlived his mother by only a few months and, by the time an eccentric aunt had filled the breach, he was quite used to being thought an orphan. She’d arrived with three trunks of books and a glaring parrot, maintaining that she would guide him only until he came of age and, true to her word, she’d left for Europe the morning of his twenty-first birthday, advising him to look for her only if he ‘made a real mess of things’.

      Tonight was the first time he felt he might have come close.

      ‘As you wish, my lord,’ Benson said with a nod, the tiny crease between his eyes the only sign that he was at all surprised. ‘Although, might I suggest you peruse the contents of the letter that arrived ten minutes ago before making any … permanent arrangements? I’ve put it on your desk, my lord.’

      Lord Rotherby frowned.

      ‘Thank you, Benson. That will be all.’ He nodded briskly before making his way through the grand hallway of Rotherby House in the direction of his library. Benson was discreet, but the last thing he needed was for Mrs Farleigh and the rest of his overprotective household to get wind of his impending duel. They all worried enough as it was.

      Swiftly, he strode across the warm room to pick up the new missive. The lettering was clearly written in haste, and he broke open the Weston seal with a sigh of exasperation. Whatever the coxcomb said now had better not add insult to injury, for he was quite out of patience.

      
        
        Lord Rotherby,

      

      
        

        I write in haste to withdraw my challenge. At the time of issue, I had good reason to believe you’d acted dishonourably, but my sister has since assured me that your attentions were only ever courteous and noble.

        In light of this new information, I find myself satisfied there has been no improper conduct, and therefore no impeachment of honour.

        I trust this letter will find you in good time, and you will have no objection to considering the matter concluded.

        

      

      
        Yours respectfully,

        Sir George Weston

      

      

      Lord Rotherby screwed up the letter with a gleam of contempt.

      ‘Infernal popinjay!’ he cursed, tossing it onto the fire.

      He’d always known Weston disliked him but had never thought him a troublemaker before. Indeed, he was less than persuaded by his reference to new information and would have to be vigilant in the future. Not only did they share history, it seemed a few of his close friends thought him entirely capable of seducing a chit scarcely out of the schoolroom too. They hadn't said as much, but he had seen the doubt on their faces, which meant he must accept Weston’s apology lest they think any truth to it.

      Rotherby cursed again, his eyelids lowering lazily as he watched the flames dance in the hearth. Perhaps pretty, doe-eyed Sylvia Weston really had intervened on his behalf, or perhaps one of Weston’s bourgeois friends had warned him about Rotherby’s record with a single-shot flintlock. Either way, he was sure his main consideration should be for the fact that his honour was still intact, and there were no unsightly bodies to explain away.

      Fortified by the thought that the evening had taken a much more encouraging turn without him having to lift even one murderous finger, Lord Rotherby exhaled. The night was yet young, White’s was always open to its patrons, and he had a taste for drink poured by a fairer hand than his own.

      Seconds later, he pulled on his great-coat and headed back out into the hallway, now lit by a lone, flickering candelabra. It was one of Benson’s traditions, left over from the time when his young master might climb out of bed because he couldn't sleep. He smiled faintly before extinguishing the flames.

      Tomorrow, he would put his household in order, just in case, but right now he had one thought uppermost and that was to celebrate his reprieve the only way a notorious rake knew how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          KNIGHTSWOOD MANOR, DEVON

        

      

    

    
      February 1821

      ‘The trouble with notorious rakes is that they cannot bear anyone else behaving notoriously!’

      Sophie smiled primly as she pulled a ringlet free from her golden locks that were dressed à la Sévigné, and paused to inspect the effect.

      ‘You mean like pigwidgeoned dunderheads?!’ Matilda asked, rolling herself up inside Sophie’s coverlet, roly-poly pudding style.

      ‘Matilda!’ Sophie scolded as Josephine stuffed another of Cook’s infamous shortbreads into her mouth and tried not to snort.

      ‘What have I told you about listening to Billy Briggs and the village boys! Thomas will stop your pin money for a month, and you’re already on your best behaviour after the pig-race debacle.’

      ‘That wasn’t just me!’ Matilda protested.

      ‘Edward and Henry placed actual bets, and I heard Phoebe say⁠—’

      ‘I don’t want to know what Edward and Henry did. Or what Phoebe said!’ Sophie exclaimed.

      ‘And a pigwidgeoned dunderhead isn’t what I meant anyway!’

      She returned her attention to her ringlets and a new velvet ribbon.

      ‘Harriet gave me a coming-out talk,’ she clarified, rolling her eyes, ‘and specifically warned me against notorious rakes, who “behave scandalously, and get away with it” because they’re so charming? She also said the moment anyone tries to 'play them at their game’ they lose interest, because they cannot bear a threat.’

      ‘Oh! You mean, like a libertine?’ Matilda frowned. ‘What game?’

      ‘Matilda Fairfax, what on earth do you know about libertines at the grand old age of thirteen!’ Sophie admonished.

      There was a muffled giggle before the youngest Fairfax emerged from the coverlet, wearing her most indignant expression.

      ‘Actually, I overheard Harriet telling Cook, that Mama said Thomas might end up an awful libertine if he didn’t find himself a wife by the extremely old age of thirty!

      ‘Though Blackbeard the fearsome pirate also fought for libertines, I think?’ Matilda added, wrinkling her nose.

      ‘Blackbeard the fearsome pirate fought for liberty!’ Josephine corrected, dissolving into peals of laughter.

      ‘And really, dearest,’ Sophie exhaled, as though in pain, ‘it’s probably best you don’t go around repeating unsavoury gossip, especially if it concerns members of your own family!’

      ‘But if Mama said it…’ Matilda began, before catching the warning light in her sister’s eye. ‘Oh well, what game anyway?’ she grumbled, retreating inside the bedding.

      ‘Why, the season of course!’ Sophie returned, dabbing a small amount of homemade lavender perfume on her wrists and neck. ‘Otherwise known as the marriage mart, or entertainment of the ton, while gentlemen sit in Parliament and make all the important decisions about our lives.’

      ‘You’re beginning to sound like Phoebe!’ Josephine accused with a grin.

      ‘I’ve never disputed that the female mind is vastly underappreciated,’ Sophie retorted. ‘Only that real change requires a little more ingenuity than swapping our corsets for pantaloons and calling ourselves heroines. Not that I wouldn’t look extremely fetching in a pair of fitted riding breeches, of course,’ she murmured, side-eyeing her reflection.

      ‘Of course!’ Josephine chimed in, still grinning.

      ‘For I do believe,’ Sophie mused, ‘and I say this entirely without prejudice, that I have a better leg than most gentlemen…

      ‘Anyway, Harriet says the game or season is a ‘vicious place for any debutante’, for while mamas and their offspring vie for the biggest prize, there is always ‘a pack of notorious rakes waiting in the wings’!’

      She mimicked their old nurse perfectly, while bringing her new Prussian parasol to her shoulder, musket-style, and eyeing her youngest sister with suspicion.

      ‘They prowl the market,’ she growled, stalking the bed and making Matilda shriek and retreat back inside the coverlet. ‘Hunting the finest trophies, before using every last ounce of their wit and charm for the kill! And woe betide anyone who gets in their way’—she paused to take aim at Matilda’s giggling, padded form—‘for they are pigwidgeoned dunderheads indeed!’

      ‘Sophie!’ Matilda wailed as her sister dropped the parasol and began tickling her mercilessly instead.

      ‘Trophies like Arabella Huntingdon?’ Josephine sniffed, immersed in a library copy of Lord Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.

      ‘Yes, just like Arabella Huntingdon,’ Sophie sighed, finally taking pity on her sister and returning to her toilette. ‘Though how she didn’t guess Lord Sutcliffe was a cad remains a total mystery to me. She agreed to a clandestine elopement, thus compromising her reputation, and for what good reason? She is never to be seen anywhere in town, while he is rarely to be seen out. It was truly a marriage of contrivance, and how she ever thought it would end otherwise was the greatest piece of folly.’ She pulled a small pair of lace day gloves from her dressing table drawer.

      ‘Phoebe is happy and she nearly eloped,’ Josephine said with a frown.

      ‘Well, yes, but she didn’t actually marry the brother she planned to elope with!’ Sophie replied drily. ‘And Phoebe and the viscount are an exception anyway,’ she added.

      ‘They were not only lucky enough to find love, but also to make a perfectly respectable match that the ton has embraced. It is the best and most fortunate of outcomes! Can you imagine actually desiring to spend time with the person you’ve married, rather than planning your happiness around their absence? It has to be most satisfying – a meeting of both hearts and minds…’ she tailed off wistfully.

      ‘Phoebe and the viscount never agree,’ Matilda scowled. ‘They’d argue over breakfast eggs, given half the chance!’

      There was a brief silence before they all started to laugh.

      ‘That’s very true,’ Sophie conceded. ‘In fact, sometimes I’m not sure who’s more disagreeable of the two!’ she added, making them laugh harder.

      ‘And yet … they do seem to love being perfectly disagreeable together. It’s the oddest sort of happiness I’ve ever seen,’ Sophie sighed, wiping her eyes. ‘But then, perhaps that’s the secret. Perhaps real, enduring love is only to be found with someone similar enough in nature, and yet confident enough in spirit not to concede their opinion every five minutes? Perhaps the combination keeps both interest and affection alive?’

      ‘Like Titania and Oberon!’ Josephine exclaimed, her eyes shining. ‘Or Romeo and Juliet, or Hermia and Lysander … or⁠—’

      ‘Yes, yes we get the picture, dearest,’ Sophie assured rapidly, before Josephine recited her entire list of favourite fictional lovers.

      ‘Is that what you want though, Sophie?’ Matilda asked, frowning. ‘To find someone you can be perfectly disagreeable with? Because I think it a terrible idea. You’ll be forever enacting a Cheltenham tragedy!’

      ‘Moi? A Cheltenham tragedy?’ Sophie repeated, throwing up her hands in mock horror. ‘Though you may be right,’ she smiled after a beat. ‘And, disagreements and tragedies aside, I fully intend to make an advantageous love match this season!’

      She paused to flick open her new ivory brisé fan with practiced ease.

      ‘For why shouldn’t it be possible for modern debutantes, who know their own mind?’

      She peered coyly over the edge of the fan.

      ‘You really do sound like Phoebe!’ Matilda declared, grinning.

      ‘Phoebe didn’t want to marry at all,’ Sophie replied, ‘whereas I can’t imagine not marrying! But that doesn’t mean I’ll settle for just anything either. I know it seems that only gentlemen can be ambitious or have aspirations in this life, while we are required to play a much milder role, but I wish for as much success with my husband’s heart as I do his situation. And if it is not to be that I am woken up with violent protestations of love and devotion every day, I shall move to Paris and become a famous modiste instead!’

      ‘Good grief!’ Josephine exclaimed, pushing her loose spectacles up her snub nose. ‘Does Thomas know about your ambitions in the fashion industry? And surely all that devotion, violent or otherwise, is going to get very wearisome after a while? I mean, I’m happy you’re my sisters of course, but some days I could quite easily go without seeing any of you.’

      ‘Charmed, I’m sure!’ Sophie glared at her sister.

      ‘Ditto!’ Matilda called in a muffled voice. ‘And I’m most definitely not going to marry anyone disagreeable, or violently in love, or anything in the middle if I can help it.’

      ‘Why? Who are you going to marry then?’ Josephine quizzed. ‘Or are you going to be an old maid, like Harriet?’

      ‘Harriet seems perfectly happy to me!’ Matilda flashed. ‘And Phoebe says we should have as much choice as our brothers so if I can’t marry Misty I’m not going to marry anyone. I shall simply play the game until I’m much too old and toothless for anyone to want to marry me,’ she added, finally rolling out of her hiding place.

      ‘Hush Matty!’ Sophie said, laughing in a scandalised tone. ‘I think marrying a Dartmoor pony might be a stretch, even for you,’ she continued, ‘and young ladies don’t get to play the game. We are the game.’

      ‘All the more reason to change the rules then!’ Matilda retorted.

      Sophie sighed.

      ‘Who knows, perhaps one day we will, but for now we must content ourselves with ensuring that those who seek only to trifle with our affections do not succeed.’

      ‘How?’ Matilda challenged.

      ‘Ah well that, dearest,’ Sophie said reassuringly, ‘is where you are fortunate to be a Fairfax, with more than your fair share of fearsome sisters to help you navigate the marriage mart. Although, in practice I do believe it is not at all difficult to know a true gentleman from a cad. Take Sir George Weston, for example. He has a respectable title, good connections and the last time we saw him he tipped his hat at me – twice! Perfectly gentlemanly behaviour.’

      ‘It was windy,’ Josephine qualified, readjusting her spectacles. ‘It looked as though he was struggling to hang on to it. Though, I do believe there is something of a Mr Bingley about him, is there not?’

      Sophie glanced at her bookish sister and was surprised to see a faint blush stealing into her pale cheeks.

      ‘He has the most sensible countenance,’ Josephine continued, unaware of her sister’s continued study, ‘and appears to have avoided the silly, foppish ways most gentlemen adopt. He also has a quiet air of authority that neither seeks attention nor shies away from it, and his manner always suits the occasion. He neither tries too hard, nor not hard enough, and always knows just what to say too… In truth, he seems to me to be to be exactly what a real gentleman should be!’

      She looked up then to find Sophie regarding her with such an owlish expression, while Matilda feigned vomiting, that she flushed and hid behind her book.

      ‘Now you’re the pigwidgeoned dunderhead!’ Matilda declared, snorting with laughter. ‘Any gentleman who ties his cravat in the mathematical style is a veritable fop. Alex said so, so it must be true!’

      ‘Matilda!’ her sisters chimed in protest.

      ‘You really mustn’t call Viscount Damerel Alex!’ Sophie remonstrated. ‘It’s so improper even if we are family – and no, it wouldn’t make any difference if you were a pirate either!’

      ‘Well, it was windy the day we saw Sir George, because I almost lost my bonnet too,’ Matilda returned mulishly. ‘Also, I think appearances can be very deceptive! Alex says he was considered a rake before he married Phoebe, which just goes to prove you can never be sure what gentlemen are really like until you’ve known them for a quadrillion years!’

      It was Josephine’s turn to snort.

      ‘That’s a pretty long engagement by anyone’s standards, and Harriet says a lady shouldn’t keep any gentleman waiting too long for anything.’

      ‘Pah! Well, this is where my generation will be different!’ Matilda declared, snatching up Sophie’s parasol and lunging at the curtains.

      ‘We won’t be afraid of offending a few old cronies at Almack’s, just because we’ve no desire to be a trophy for some fortune-hunting rake!’

      Sophie threw her gaze to the ceiling as Matilda proceeded to make short work of the thick, chintz folds.

      ‘Heavens dearest, I shall find you donning Fred’s breeches and heading to a London theatre next!’ she exclaimed.

      ‘Though you need not concern yourself too greatly,’ she added. ‘Thirteen is still a little young to be attracting the rakes and libertines of Georgian London. And in truth, I fully intend this season’s triumph to be mine and mine alone.’

      She flicked open her brise fan and brought it to her face with her most determined smile. ‘Without a single, pigwidgeoned dunderhead in sight!’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          ALMACK’S ASSEMBLY ROOMS, ST JAMES’ SQUARE, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later

      ‘I think almost everyone is afraid of the old cronies of Almacks,’ Phoebe whispered as she waited for the footman to take her card, ‘but I find they’re a bit like homemade puddings: once they’ve let off a little steam, they really are quite squidgy on the inside.’

      Sophie suppressed a chuckle as she adjusted her pink satin gloves for the hundredth time since exiting the Damerel carriage.

      ‘Thank you, dearest sister. Now I’m going to conjure up an image of boiled suet whenever I’m introduced to any of the important matrons and patronesses!’ she remonstrated.

      Phoebe grinned as she attempted to smooth out a crumple in her new oyster silk ballgown.

      ‘That’s not such a bad idea. It will make you wary, and wary is good in London society.’

      ‘Lord and Lady Amesbury of Amesbury Hall!’

      The receiving line moved forwards, as the tones of the bulging-eyed footman rose above the drone of esteemed personages present.

      ‘The Viscountess Damerel of Damerel House, Miss Sophie Fairfax of Knightswood Manor!’ he pronounced hoarsely.

      ‘So how does it feel to be introduced as “The Viscountess Damerel”?’ Sophie asked curiously as they passed through the doors and into the crush of the main ballroom.

      ‘Honestly?’ Phoebe quizzed, accepting a glass of lemonade from a passing footman.

      ‘No, fancifully, what do you think?’ Sophie replied, with a laugh.

      ‘Well … a touch fussy!’ her sister returned after a sip.

      ‘But, you have to enjoy it a little?’ Sophie persisted, side-eyeing her sister. ‘After all, you barely waited four months before waltzing down the aisle with the viscount!’ She smiled dreamily. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever forget the flurry of snow as you left Knightswood’s Chapel in your ivory velvet pelisse, Phoebs – the one you promised to let me borrow, remember? It really was quite magical,’ she added with a sigh.

      Sophie then had the long-awaited satisfaction of watching her fiercely independent sister flush the exact shade of rowan berries, just as an elegant couple paused to offer their felicitations. The result was an even rosier hue that Phoebe attempted to hide in the bottom of her lemonade.

      ‘First of all, calling my husband “the viscount” really does sound as though we’re still plotting his downfall beneath my coverlet,’ Phoebe replied when she could. ‘Just call him Alex, like Matilda!

      ‘And, as far as our wedding was concerned, it just didn’t make any sense to wait. Josephine had made such a good recovery, Aurelia had gone abroad with her parents and…’

      She tailed off as a surge of deeper colour undermined her defence entirely.

      ‘You know, watching you marry for love has been the very best tonic,’ Sophie murmured wickedly.

      ‘Tonic for what?’ her sister challenged.

      ‘For putting up with years of declarations about how you would so much rather embrace a life of heroic adventure than marry any man, let alone for love!’

      ‘But I am living a life of adventure!’ Phoebe protested. ‘Just with rather more husband than I anticipated, which, I hasten to add, hasn’t been what I expected at all! In truth, I think Fred would call marriage ‘a right leveller’.’ She paused to tug on a length of escaped hair, and grin ruefully. ‘And yes, I do still worship the ground Mary Wollstonecraft walked upon – I just didn’t realise it was possible to be a happily married feminist!’

      Sophie laughed, and placed her hand over Phoebe’s.

      ‘No one who’s ever known you would question your principles, dearest, and to be honest, I aspire to being a happily married feminine-nanist!’

      ‘A feminine-a-what? I’m not sure that’s quite the same…’

      ‘It’s better!’ Sophie grinned. ‘I’m a firm believer in both femininity and feminism, and that they can complement each other, so why not a happy marriage of the two?!’ She leaned closer with a mischievous twinkle. ‘And do tell me if there are any particular aspects of matrimony you’d care to highlight as being particularly levelling, Viscountess Damerel.’

      ‘Sophie!’ Phoebe returned in a scandalised tone. She chuckled as Sophie fluttered her eyelashes.

      ‘You know I can’t!’ Phoebe continued. ‘Thomas will actually murder me if he finds out I’ve told you anything, plus you know you can’t keep a secret for love nor money!’

      ‘Please? I’ll return your primrose muslin,’ Sophie persisted, undeterred by the threat of their eldest brother.

      ‘No, and you can keep it,’ Phoebe insisted, her eyes dancing. ‘All I can say is that matrimony holds a number of surprises and some of them are even better than … macaroons!’

      For a few seconds they eyed one another stubbornly, before dissolving into a fit of silent giggles that threatened to undo all their efforts to appear like sophisticated ladies of the ton. Then Phoebe caught the eye of one of the matrons and was forced to recall that while she was happily married, her sister had yet to share the same advantage.

      ‘I must tell you, Alexander and I received the most generous letter from Dr Kapool this morning,’ she tried, rapidly changing the subject. ‘He wrote that his research will allow him to join us at Ebcott Place in the late spring. Isn’t that wonderful? Josephine and Florence will be the first to benefit from an education under the watchful eye of a doctor in residence!’

      ‘Mary Wollstonecraft really would approve,’ Sophie returned, her voice still wobbling.

      ‘I like to think so,’ Phoebe said. ‘And to claim credit too, but of course none of it would have happened without Alexander.’

      ‘But of course!’ Sophie agreed.

      ‘Who’d have thought that the haughty old viscount would turn out to be such a staunch feminist? Or that he’d offer up his country house for the furtherance of female education generally?’

      ‘Well, he really is neither haughty nor old,’ Phoebe began indignantly.

      ‘There you go again!’ Sophie retorted with a chuckle, ‘but please don’t change anything for me. It’s so refreshing for a society wife to be madly in love with her own husband. It gives me hope for the same.’

      Phoebe rolled her eyes as Sophie took a sip of lemonade, wondering if her sister was also recalling a certain dancing-eyed Captain Damerel. Once he’d threatened to divide them, though, while Sophie had always suspected Phoebe of withholding some of the truth, it was months ago now.

      ‘When will you and Alexander take your honeymoon?’ she asked, as Marchioness Cholmondeley, one of the peacock-styled patronesses, passed by.

      They both sank into a swift, respectful curtsey.

      ‘In a week or so,’ Phoebe replied, relieved to be back on safer ground. ‘Alex is determined we’ll see Florence and Tuscany in April – something about the Ponte Vecchio in the spring apparently – so we make for Paris first, and travel on from there. ‘Hopefully we’ll also see Vienna and perhaps the Alps too, but it will all depend on how long we can be away from Ebcott Place.’

      ‘You always wanted to go on a Grand Tour,’ Sophie smiled wistfully.

      ‘Well, it’s not touring as an actor, or riding bareback across windswept clifftops,’ Phoebe mused with a rueful smile, ‘but, I think I can put up with a tour of Europe without too many regrets.’

      ‘Spoken like a true Fairfax!’ Sophie replied, laughing. ‘And now you’re somewhat annoyingly happily married, perhaps you can stop filling Matilda’s head with all your old notions? She really
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