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Chapter One

 


What was it her papa said on many an
occasion? “Why do my children hate the capital so much?”

To Lady Cicely Birch, the answer was both
easy, and complicated. Not all of them did, and those who weren’t
best enamored felt that way in various degrees.

For instance, Amalia, her youngest sister,
loved every facet of life in London and would willingly spend every
moment she could there. To her to be buried as she put it, in the
countryside was the worst thing imaginable.

Dare, her brother, was a leading light in
the ton, and game for most things, even though at that moment he
was preparing to go to Barbados. Their papa was certain, because of
what their overseer didn’t say in his quarterly reports, that there
was something amiss with their sugar plantation on the island, and
Dare had volunteered to take the arduous journey. As he was as at
home in the streets and clubs as in the country, how he would fare
so far away wasn’t something he worried about. Cecily thought he’d
probably fall on his feet wherever he went. She wished she were the
same.

Apart from herself, Dare and Amalia, there
were her other sisters, Sybille, Marielle, and Tessa. None of them
hated all of the capital, far from it, but they each had their own
reservations.

Cicely freely admitted she loved the parks,
the museums, and the circulating libraries. She even enjoyed the
theatre, especially if Mr. Keane was acting. What she didn’t like
was the putrid smells, and a large proportion of the
people—generally identified as her peers and overwhelmingly
male—their duplicity and shallowness. Those male members of the ton
who seemed to think adulation was their due.

If she never had to endure any activity with
a member of the ton in attendance ever again she would be very
happy.

After a very trying month, during which
she’d refused two idiotic offers of marriage from so called
gentlemen who really should know better, snubbed a third before he
even got to the proposal stage, and endured more badly performed
musical events than should be allowed in one person’s lifetime, she
was ready to scream. Why her mama insisted they attend such trials
she had no idea. The only positive note about them was that in
general no males attended. Those who did, were not interested in
the likes of Cecily, for which she gave fervent thanks.

As for the alleged gentleman who tried to
coerce her into a vacant room, no doubt to force his suit on her, a
well placed elbow in a delicate part of his anatomy had sent him
retreating and muttering dire threats of how she was fast becoming
an old maid. To which she had retorted. “Better than being married
to the likes of you.”

Oh she admitted to herself
that one day, she’d like to marry. However, and there was the rub,
only if she got from her marriage what her parents had. And how
would she know? It was one thing her maman telling her that of
course she’d know, but to Cicely that wasn’t good enough.
How would she realize
she had what she wanted and needed? It was all too
confusing.

No one made her heart go faster or her head
spin, except in the aching, unpleasant manner of a true headache.
Therefore, the invitation from her godmother, Marina, Lady
Adderbridge, to visit her in Rutland, was more than welcome.

Mijo, her maman, had demurred. There was
still almost a month of the season to go. Cicely wasn’t getting any
younger. The unspoken words, ‘‘at three and twenty you need a
husband, we are nigh on ’penniless’ hovered in the air. However,
unexpectedly her papa had come to her rescue.

“Let her go, it will perhaps add the shine
back to the capital for later.”

Cicely didn’t think so, but she chose not to
admit it. She knew both her parents were worried about their
finances and the curse. Hopefully she was adding to their finances
a little—albeit secretively—but as for the curse?

The damned Moon Curse.

How had they, as children gone so long
without being told of it, and now it loomed large in their lives?
Said to be attached to the treasure—a sack of gold—with which her
maman had escaped from the Terror in France, it both intrigued and
puzzled Cecily.

Pay the price. The heart
of ye child to be liftin the curse. Dare ye risk it?

Balderdash…or was it?

Those words were etched on her heart.
Cicely, along with her siblings, had vowed to do their best to save
the family fortunes and lift the curse. She could only hope that
her secret venture succeeded. For not even to inject money into
their coffers would she marry someone she despised.

I am fated to be a maiden
aunt, who travels from one sibling to another and knits
booties. The thought wasn’t a cheery one.
Partly because she couldn’t knit more than three rows, without
dropping stitches and creating a mess. Her one talent was
watercolors. However, being Cicely, few people knew it. She
preferred to paint in solitude, and wouldn’t dream of sharing the
results as hers. The few paintings that did see the light of day
were all signed as ‘Devonna’. Those had sold, and sold well, and
her agent, who was sworn to secrecy over who Devonna was, clamored
for more.

Sadly, her brushes and easel hadn’t been
used since they had relocated to the capital at the beginning of
the season. There were vistas that half interested her, but none
enough to make her reveal her hobby and talents openly. Seeing some
of the rubbish her peers produced and expected adulation over made
her even more reticent. She hated sycophancy, and would prefer to
remain anonymous.

For her visit to Rutland she’d packed her
equipment in her portmanteau, just in case she could find something
that caught her eye and somewhere private enough to paint it, but
if all went as she expected there would be scant few chances to
exercise her talent.

However, seated in the comfortable carriage
Lady Adderbridge had sent for her, her maid Emily by her side, and
her godmother’s second coachman Francis plus two footmen outside,
Cicely heaved a sigh of relief. Painting or not, with each turn of
the wheel, the capital receded, and her spirits perked up.

Freedom. Even if it was limited freedom.
Marina Adderbridge lived quietly, or so she said, in a beautiful
manor house of Ketton Stone and Collyweston Slate, in a tiny
village on the banks of the River Welland on the Rutlandshire
border. However ‘quietly’ was subjective and Cicely knew fine well
there would be plenty to entertain her.

And hopefully no half pay
officers, idiots, or men so puffed with their own importance they
think I should be honored they deign to speak to me.
Surely, her take-no-nonsense godmother
would give short shrift
to anyone like that.

Cecily glanced out of the window and watched
as fields and copses appeared and were lost in the distance. Every
time she journeyed away from the smog and smells of London, her
heart lifted. Even if it wasn’t to Devon, the county of her birth
and the place she felt most at home, nor was it the capital. As
they crossed a wide, shallow stream via a ford, and the water
splashed and created ripples that drifted away in ever increasing
circles, Cecily itched for her paints, or even some charcoal to
capture the scene. It seemed her muse was now back with a
vengeance

Thank goodness.

“Ah, Emily, this is better.”

Emily looked doubtful. “We’re going the
wrong way in my mind, my lady. Upards not down.” Her soft Devon
burr became more pronounced. “But it isn’t Lunnon, I’ll give you
that.”

Cecily laughed. “I’ll do my best to get us
down to Devon after this visit. But you know and I know, my maman
would never have countenanced my going home. This way she thinks
there might be at least a chance of me meeting someone eligible,
receiving an offer and hopefully accepting it.”

“If you say so.” Emily sounded as uncertain
on the outcome as Cecily felt. She knew her mistress well. They
were more than employer and employee, they were Cecily opined, best
of friends. To her uttermost joy, Emily agreed. They had passed the
mistress and servant point long ago. Around the time they’d come
upon the second footman and the tweeny, as Emily had called it,
getting together.

“I do say,” Cecily said now. “I must be
positive. For if nothing else, it will at least give me time to
breathe fresh air and regroup my thoughts. I know I should marry at
some point and preferably before I’m thought of as an old maid, but
even I draw the line at Cedric Pendle or George Bristowe. One a
drunkard and the other a womanizer. Not to be considered.”

At least her maman agreed with her on that
score. So did Emily who shuddered dramatically. “I should think
not. Pendle, urgh, he is a nasty man. No gentleman in him at all.
And as for that blister, Bristowe, he’d lift any skirt, even one
worn by a Scotsman.” She harrumphed. “He is a sleazy letch.”

“A mild description. Has he troubled
you?”

Emily grinned. “Not since my sewing scissors
got very close to his pego, begging your pardon at my
language.”

Cecily laughed. “No begging necessary. I
wish I had thought of that, I only got as far as threatening him
without specifics. Now, I intend forget about bounders, cads, rakes
and even damned Almack’s. In fact, I intend to put all things
ton-ish out of my mind, and enjoy my visit. Forget about the
season, the city and the so called gentlemen who I swear were put
on this earth to annoy me.” She sat back on the seat and smiled. “I
like the sound of that.”

The outskirts of a small town showed through
the window and Cecily peered at the houses the rolled past. “Ah,
almost at The Angel. Time for lunch. Then we’ll crack on to The
Cross at Beeston for the night. Yes.” She held her hand up. “I
know, this is tedious, and for myself I would have left earlier and
completed the journey with only one night on the road. But when
maman puts her foot down, it stays down and we do not argue.
Therefore, tomorrow we stop at Rockingham. I agree it is but mere
miles from our destination, but Godmama expects us the following
day, so Rockingham it is.”

“I was not about to argue. It makes a nice
chance to look out of the window and see proper things, not houses
and walls.” Emily settled back. “I’m grateful you think I’m the
best person to be with you.”

“Always.”

Cecily had been so disenchanted with the
capital she’d conspired with Emily to have her belongings packed
and ready so she was able to leave a day early. For once, not one
member of her family commented on her change of mind. Her maman had
even gone so far as to say the earlier departure would do her good,
and every day away was a bonus.

That was what Cecily thought, but to hear
her maman echo her sentiments was worrying. They did not often
agree when all things appertaining to the ton were involved.

“Dunn at the inn is expecting us for
luncheon, and should have a room ready in which we may freshen up,”
Cecily said. “Let’s hope papa’s missive has reached him.” Even the
shortest journey in the countryside in a well-sprung coach was
enough to make you feel grubby and out of sorts. Which, Cecily
supposed was why her maman had decreed two nights repose should be
achieved—in respectable inns—and thus hopefully gain the ability to
arrive at Lady Adderbridge’s in a tidy and composed manner. She
knew too much to expect elegant.

The coach lurched a little as it left the
smoother, turnpike road and turned into the cobbled yard of The
Angel. Footsteps sounded loudly as the coach halted, and then the
door was opened and the rotund figure of the landlord beamed up at
Cecily.

“So good to see you again, my lady. I have a
room ready for you to freshen up in, a private parlor awaiting, and
luncheon as soon as you want it.” Dunn held his hand out to help
Cicely descend to the ground and bowed. “And may I ask how your
family are?”

“They’re fine.” The inn was a favorite of
Dare’s. Usual, she guessed when he was out and about doing whatever
he preferred his family not to know about. Unfortunately for him,
Mijo seemed to have eyes and ears, which worked on her behalf,
everywhere. “Dare is about to set off for Barbados.”

The landlord took a step back. “Lord above,
m’lady. What’s he done to deserve that?”

Cecily laughed. “Nothing at all. He’s
hankered to go to our estate on the island for years,” She said,
improvising rapidly. “Maman finally relented. For, as Dare told
her, he’ll soon need to settle down, so this is his last chance.”
Would Dunn accept that unlikely scenario?

If he didn’t, he chose not to challenge her.
Instead he showed her indoors and to a pleasant bedchamber above
the peaked entrance porch, and worried she wouldn’t be happy
somewhere so noisy. “For although I would never house you here
overnight, my lady, I hope it’s suitable to refresh yourself.”

Cecily reassured him, and once he’d left,
relieved herself in the commode, washed her face and hands, and
thrust a few errant hairpins back into place. “That will have to
do. I want to be back on the road as soon as we are able.” There
was the sound of hoof beats outside, and Cecily peered through the
window.

A magnificent chestnut horse with a many
caped rider pulled up outside the inn. The horseman spoke briefly
to Dunn, who had obviously hurried outside, nodded and set the
horse moving toward the stable yard. Dunn looked after him for a
moment before he turned and moved back indoors. There was the sound
of doors banging and footsteps running. Obviously the stranger was
a person who commanded instant attention.

“What a magnificent creature,” Cecily
remarked as she and Emily left the room to return to their private
parlor, and, she hoped, food.

“The man or the horse?” Emily had been her
maid long enough for them not to stand on any formality.

“Really, as if I noticed the man with prime
horseflesh in front of my eyes,” Cecily said blandly. She spoiled
the statement with a snort of laughter.

“You’d be blind if you didn’t. What
perfect…” Emily paused and rolled her eyes.

“Shoulders?” Cecily said helpfully.

“If you like. I was more interested in his
arse and… well you know, myself.”

“Emily Ponsett.” Cecily giggled. “It was
rather well shaped, wasn’t it?”

“I thought you said you didn’t notice?”
Emily said as they began to descend the stairs.

“Just in passing. And talking of passing.”
She stood stock-still and Emily bumped into her.

“Ooft, sorry, m’lady.”

“Shhh.” Cecily hissed the word. “Quick,
return to the bend.” She backed up the stairs as fast as she could,
and made sure they were hidden from the corridor below. Then she
peered around the wall.

“What are you doing, m’lady?”

“Hush. I’m being nosy. If my ears don’t
deceive me, it’s our mysterious horseman. I want a better
look.”

“Why not just go downstairs and accidentally
meet him then?” Emily asked prosaically, in a whisper.

“Oh no, he might think I’m forward. Or
interested in him.” Cecily edged back and smiled at the other
woman.

“Well you are,” Emily said matter of
factly.

“Well… I don’t want him, whoever he is, to
know. Now…” She leaned forward once more. “Ohhh. Oh my…” She shot
backwards like a cork from a bottle, and put her hands to her hot
cheeks. “The, the gall of the man.”

“What? What did he do?” Emily bristled. “Do
I go and give him a piece of my mind?”

“Not at all.” Cecily swallowed. “He
winked.”


Chapter Two

 


Nicholas Alexander Melton, Viscount Tilton
bit back a laugh at the expression on the lady’s face—the tiny bit
visible—as he winked at her. Her gasp of outrage was clearly heard
as she darted back behind the wall. Only one boot-clad foot and a
tiny flash of an ankle remained to show him that he hadn’t imagined
a trim waist, a curvy bosom, and a quick glimpse of a russet curl.
How he wished he could see if her face matched up to the rest of
her. That brief look wasn’t enough to fix her features in his mind.
For instance, what color were her eyes? How shapely was her rear?
Was her voice musical or did it sound like a corncrake with a sore
throat?

Who was she? A lady or just gentry?

He hoped for the former and suspected the
latter. Why, he had no idea. He had no need for a mistress, not
yet, he was still smarting after Fenella, and any lady alone in an
inn was probably not to be thought of in any other guise. He could
of course ask Dunn, but idle interest wasn’t enough to encourage
him to show his hand so openly.

If she was a lady, then his interest would
be for naught. He had no intention of being inveigled into
compromising anyone, and thus find himself forced to be leg
shackled. Nick had spent the last few months since he left the army
successfully avoiding any entertainment where he might meet
aspiring debs who thought he would pick them as a wife. He had no
intention of being caught in a trap of any kind.

Plus if he wanted to make it north in time
for the hunt, he needed to press on and not dally. With more than a
passing regret, Nick followed Dunn into the taproom and accepted a
tankard of the landlord’s best. The room was empty except for two
elderly gentlemen with three teeth between them quaffing ale and
what Nick could only describe as sucking pastry. They looked up,
nodded, and then ignored him.

“Mrs. Dunn got any of her pies, Dunn?”

“Pork and apple or a tasty rare roast beef
one, m’lord. I’ll get on to it immediately. Will you be all right
in here? The largest parlor is bespoken and typically today, the
other is a guddle. Mrs. Dunn decided to bottom it. After she’d put
the pies in the oven of course.” His eyes twinkled, even though
Nick heard the anxiety in his voice.

“Of course, and make it one of each, eh?”
Nick was not so high-handed to refuse to sit in the tap. “I’m even
more hungry thinking of them.”

The landlord’s wife was famed for her pastry
and Nick was peckish. He’d intended to leave London a good two
hours earlier than he eventually managed, and then to do so had
forgone his breakfast. A tricky interview with a lady, who had
become his ex-mistress a few days earlier, had been unexpected and
taken much longer than anticipated. Even a quick visit to Rundle
and Bridge and the gift of a rather flashy diamond bracelet hadn’t
appeased her. In the end Nick had issued an ultimatum. Take the
bracelet and leave him alone or leave him alone without the
bracelet. It was her choice.

Fenella Caterham had taken the first option.
After tears, sulks, and a tantrum he’d ignored. Even though it made
him want to box her ears. In the end he’d held his hand up, ignored
the interested attention of the shop assistant, and tapped his
hessian clad foot on the wooden floor with ever increasing
impatience.

“Enough. You have until I reach the door to
decide.” He turned on his heel, and wondered what on earth would
happen. Luckily he didn’t have long to find out, as he hadn’t taken
two steps before she replied.

“I’ll take it. But why? Am I not good
enough?” The plaintive voice grated. She knew the score, and had
assured him she was happy with what he wanted. Now she chose to try
and alter the terms and it was not going to happen. “I’ll do
whatever you want.”

Nick ignored her. She wouldn’t or they would
not now be standing in the middle of the exclusive jewelers’. He
turned to the man standing silently next to the bracelet, displayed
in a velvet box in in all its glory. “Send the bill to my man of
business, please.”

“You can’t leave me to make my way home,
alone.” Her voice was now full of pathos. She lifted a lace-trimmed
handkerchief to her eyes and dabbed at the skin around them, very
carefully. Obviously she didn’t want to rub off the rouge on her
cheeks. “Think of my reputation.”

“Why?” He gave her his full attention. “You
didn’t earlier.” He thought it best not to ask, ‘what reputation’,
or add ‘why, when you do not’. He knew all too well what the lady’s
temper was like. There was no point in adding fuel to the fire. He
was about to considerably annoy her as it was. “You chose to come
to a gentleman’s residence alone. When you knew you were neither
expected or if you would be welcomed.” He couldn’t resist it, he
had to prod a little. “It didn’t bother you who might see and judge
then. Now there is even less reason to worry. You are no longer
outside my house but inside a reputable jewelers’. Askwith here
will call you a cab.” He turned once more to the wooden faced
Askwith, who nodded.

“Of course, my lord.”

“Add it to my bill. I wish you both a good
day.”

He made his way rapidly out of the shop and
took a deep breath. Behind him Fenella’s voice rose shrilly. Nick
smiled grimly. Their parting was long overdue.

Unfortunately the air in the street wasn’t
much fresher than within the shop where Fenella’s perfume had
threatened to give him a headache. He’d wrinkled his nose. The
sooner he left for the country the better.

So here he was, waiting for sustenance for
the body, and doing his best to quash the familiar surge of arousal
that nudged him after he caught a glimpse of his mystery lady. He
scanned his mind, but he didn’t recognize her. Therefore probably
not of the ton, but he had no time to stop and find out. Plus on
closer examination he’d probably discover she had a squint or a
voice sharp enough to cut glass.

With a muttered curse, he thought of the
ride, the hunt, whether he needed to add another cottage to the
manor’s estate. Anything other than her. Sustenance for the flesh
would have to wait.

Half an hour later he swung into the saddle
and urged Tempest, his favorite chestnut into a controlled canter.
If he took it steady he wouldn’t need to change horses before he
arrived home, and after a night’s rest, both he and Tempest would
be fresh for everything the hunt could throw at them. Normally the
horse would be waiting for him at the manor, but Nick hadn’t wanted
to send him ahead, and chose to ride north in easy stages
instead.

There was
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