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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THERE BE PIRATES

          

        

      

    

    
      March 1815, near Bampton, Oxfordshire

      Nathaniel Forster regarded his best friend, Andrew Barnaby, with a quirked eyebrow. The expression was familiar to anyone who knew Nathan’s father, Henry Forster. The man’s eyebrow made a similar arch whenever he was puzzled by something, such as a problem that needed solving. At the moment, Nathan was considering Andrew’s assertion that they needed something to use as booty if their foray into playing pirates was to be the least bit believable.

      “A treasure?” he asked his best friend. “You mean, like gold?”

      Andrew nodded enthusiastically, causing his crudely made eye patch to slide down his face. He quickly pushed it back over his right eye. “Aye. Or jewels. Or coins,” he added, this time holding the eye patch in place while he nodded.

      Nathan considered what he might find in Gisborn Hall that could be used for booty. “And what would we do with the treasure?” he asked, not being particularly familiar with pirate stories. His mother, Sarah Inglenook, didn’t have any pirate stories in the library at the dowager house where they had taken up residence earlier that year. Since he had never been in the library at Gisborn Hall, Nathan didn’t know if there were any pirate books on the shelves there, either. He would have to ask his father the next time the earl paid his mother and him a visit.

      “Bury it!” Andrew answered, as if everyone knew that’s what pirates did with their treasure. “To hide it from other pirates. And anyone else who might want the treasure.” This last was said as Andrew crossed his arms, challenging his friend to counter his claim.

      “Oh, I understand,” Nathan replied, nodding as he considered where they could find gold or jewels or coins. He had a few sovereigns his father had given him on the occasions of his birthday. And he knew there were some jewels in a box in his father’s bedchamber. He had seen a ring his father was trying on one day, a gold ring in which a ruby was mounted. A signet ring, he remembered his mother explaining to him later that night when he asked her about the ring.

      “He’s an earl, now, Nathan,” she had said. “The ring is something passed down from one earl to the next. It will go to his heir when he dies.” And then she had suddenly looked away, her hand going to her mouth as if she had to stop her words, her usually happy demeanor replaced with sadness.

      Seeing his mother’s reaction whenever she spoke of his father, especially since Henry had become an earl, made Nathan realize he had to change the subject or risk seeing his mother sad again. For, despite the fact that Nathan was the earl’s son, he was not the heir to the Gisborn estate. And his mother, Sarah, was not the countess.

      “I have some money we could use,” Nathan offered finally, deciding they could use his coins as the treasure, “And I think I can find a ring.”

      Andrew’s eyes widened in delight. “That’s perfect! Now we just need a box we can use as a treasure chest, and we’ll put the money and ring in it and bury it!”

      Grinning broadly, the boys hurried off toward Gisborn Hall to gather their treasures and plan their next adventure.

      The two lived about a mile south of Bampton in Oxfordshire and had been standing in the middle of Henry Forster’s farmland as they plotted their pirate story.

      Actually, the farmlands belonged to the Gisborn earldom. At the age of nine-and-twenty, Henry had just inherited the title of Earl of Gisborn from his late uncle. Within a month, Sarah Inglenook and her son, Nathaniel Forster, were moved from their small cottage near Bampton to the dowager house on the Gisborn lands. Henry, who had lived with them in the cottage, moved into Gisborn Hall and took up his duties as earl. Given the Gisborn earldom was primarily made up of farmland just north of the River Isis, Henry’s duties revolved around maintaining the farm, planning crop rotations, solving irrigation problems and overseeing the tenants who farmed the lands.

      Since he had been farming for his uncle almost his entire life, Henry found he couldn’t leave the life of a farmer to take up the life of a member of the ton, a life for some gentlemen that included too much leisure, too much gambling, too much drinking and too many women. Henry opted to remain on his estate, working to modernize the farm and restore Gisborn Hall to its former glory.

      “What are you two up to today?” Parkerhouse asked as he answered the knock at the front door of Gisborn Hall. The ancient butler stared down at Nathan and Andrew, suppressing a grin at the sight of the two dressed as pirates.

      “We’re going to bury our treasure!” Nathan announced, passing Parkerhouse on his way to the stairs leading to the second floor where his room was located. Although he didn’t live in Gisborn Hall, he occasionally spent the night at his father’s request. “I have to get a box.”

      Parkerhouse sighed and watched the boys disappear into Nathan’s bedchamber. Deciding they couldn’t get into too much trouble, he continued with his duties on the main floor. He was unaware of their entry into his master’s bedchamber, of them retrieving the gold signet ring from Henry Forster’s jewelry box, of Nathan emptying his coin collection into a pasteboard cheroot box. He was only aware of their retreating steps when he spotted Nathan outside with the box under one arm and a shovel from the stables hoisted over Andrew’s shoulder. He watched with a small smile as the two boys made their way toward the farmlands to the south.

      The following day, after Nathan had finished his studies with a tutor, and Andrew had finished his chores, the two met at Gisborn Hall. There they planned their expedition to retrieve the buried treasure from the place in the field where they had buried it the day before. Decked out in pirate regalia, or in borrowed clothes that at least made them look somewhat like pirates, and each sporting black felt patches over their eyes, they stood at the edge of the field in which they’d buried the pasteboard box.

      They stood, and they stared.

      For at some point in the twenty-four hours since they had buried the treasure, the field had been plowed. Furrows running parallel to one another had replaced the flat land that extended as far as the river. Tenant farmers were following the furrows and using seed drills to plant wheat. The rock the two boys had put into place to mark the location of the box was gone. And, despite their best efforts to locate the treasure, it was nearly dark when the two, disheartened and disappointed, made their way to their respective homes.

      It was two days before Nathan admitted to his mother that his birthday money was somewhere in his father’s wheat field. Stunned that her son would do such a thing, Sarah sent him to bed without supper, weeping as she did so. Although she had threatened to tell his father, Nathan begged her not to, claiming he would one day find the money.

      It was another month before Nathan found the courage to tell his father that the Gisborn signet ring was somewhere in the middle of his field. He only did so because his father’s valet had reported the ring missing when he was searching for a pair of cuff links, and when a maid was accused of the crime of thievery, Nathan knew he had to admit his involvement in the ring’s disappearance.

      Henry’s first reaction had to be kept hidden from the boy. Given the small size of its ruby, Henry was rather amused that his son would consider his signet ring suitable as part of a pirate’s treasure.

      Henry’s second reaction was far more severe, however. His son had taken something without asking, and because he had not admitted his involvement from the start, a maid had quit his household in shame. Upset at his son and saddened at the same time, Henry did what his own father had done to him under similar circumstances, back when his father had still been alive to discipline him. The whip, made from a willow branch, left its mark across the boy’s bottom and the back of his legs. Having never suffered such discipline, Nathan cried in fear and pain at the lashing. But it was Henry who wept later that night, wondering if he had done the right thing. He was sure he could find the missing treasure—he knew from the boy’s description its approximate location out in his wheat field.

      But by the time he learned of the missing ring, the field of wheat had grown too tall to allow a search to take place. When the harvest took down the wheat, there was still no sign of the pasteboard box and its treasure.

      Deciding it was a lost cause, Henry decided he would simply arrange for a jeweler to make another signet ring on his next trip to London.

      And Nathan’s coins had been his to lose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            LADY BOSTWICK CALLS ON LADY HANNAH

          

        

      

    

    
      March, 1816, Mayfair

      At precisely nine o’ clock in the morning, Elizabeth Ben-nett-Jones, Viscountess Bostwick, stepped as lightly as she could from the pristine black carriage bearing her husband’s family crest onto the semi-circular drive of Devonville House.

      Stepping lightly wasn’t something Elizabeth could do well these days. She was six months into her first pregnancy, and given the size of her expanding belly, her largest carriage gown just barely covered the evidence. At some point, probably within a fortnight, she and her husband George would retire to their country estate in Sussex, and she would go into confinement. If her husband didn’t dote on her as he did, rubbing her ankles every night after dinner, bestowing various gifts on her for no particular reason, and making love to her every night and sometimes in the morning, she might have been one of those women of the ton who complained about breeding. But George Bennett-Jones did all those things. And he did them well.

      “Good morning, Lady Bostwick,” the butler greeted her as he opened the double doors and let the young matron sweep into the vestibule. Except for Sundays, Elizabeth’s visits to Devonville House occurred every other day of the week. On the opposite days, Lady Hannah Slater, daughter of William Slater, Marquess of Devonville, paid a call upon Lady Bostwick at Bostwick Place, just a few streets down in Park Lane. “Lady Hannah is expecting you in the parlor,” the balding man said as he took Elizabeth’s pelisse from her shoulders. He led the way.

      “Of course she is, Hatfield,” Elizabeth replied with a roll of her eyes. “If she were not, I would have to hire a Bow Street Runner to locate her,” she deadpanned, for if Hannah Slater was not where she was supposed to be, Something was Wrong.

      The butler barely turned to give her a nod, not quite certain of the viscountess’ sarcasm.

      “Elizabeth!” Hannah gushed as she hurried to greet her best friend, her hands held out in front of her. A very large dog, brown and white in coloring, with a square head and floppy ears, raised itself from the hearth to regard the visitor.

      “How do, Harold,” Elizabeth said by way of greeting the Alpenmastiff. “No kisses, please,” she added with a wave. The dog settled his massive body back down onto the tiled hearth, as if understanding her ladyship’s refusal of one of his primary functions in life.

      Smiling, Hannah kissed Elizabeth’s cheek and stood back to have a look at her attire. “You look splendid in that shade of green,” she said as she fingered the superfine. “Whenever did you have time to have a fitting?” she asked, realizing the carriage gown had to be new.

      “I left the office early last week to see Madame Bouvier. The worker bees had everything under control, so I gave myself the afternoon off.” Elizabeth’s charity, Lady E and Associates—Finding Work for the Wounded, had its recently enlarged office in Oxford Street and boasted a staff of four full-time office workers and several part-timers. They also had contracts with several tailors, hat makers, and boot makers in London for the purpose of outfitting war veterans for employment. The burgeoning charity, which Elizabeth had begun just before her introduction to the viscount nearly seven months prior, was a huge success. The men she had hired were from among those who responded to her ads offering help in locating employment. The ex-soldiers were responsible for finding positions in which wounded soldiers could work, despite those men having only partial sight or hearing, missing limbs, or some other malady resulting from their time spent in the war against France.

      Sometimes those employers were only willing to hire a wounded man if a bribe was involved. In those cases, Elizabeth sent out one of her employees to negotiate the employment contract. At one time, she had been the one to see to that part of the business. With her growing belly, her husband had suggested, very carefully and with a good deal of tact, and perhaps using a bribe of his own, that Elizabeth allow her minions to do the jobs for which they were paid out of the charity’s coffers and allow her to do the part of the charity she did so well—matching men to jobs.

      “Spoken like a true queen bee,” Hannah teased as she motioned for Elizabeth to take her favorite chair. She waved to the butler for tea to be brought and settled in the chair opposite her friend. “And when did you start using Madame Bouvier?” she asked, never before having heard Elizabeth mention that particular modiste.

      “Oh, there’s a first time for everything,” her visitor sighed. “Lady Pettigrew suggested her because she specializes in maternity gowns, and ever since I saw her niece Lucy wearing that peach confection at Lady Worthington’s musicale last month, I thought to try her.”

      Hannah leaned back in her chair, admiring her auburn-haired friend. Beautiful, with aquamarine eyes, full lips, and a peaches and cream complexion, Elizabeth was not much older than Hannah’s twenty-one years. Her condition made her look as if she was lit from within by a dozen candles. “And?”

      Elizabeth regarded Hannah for a moment. “She’s brilliant. And she eschews corsets! Which means George approves.” This last was said with an elegantly arched eyebrow, which was Elizabeth’s way of pointing out anything that might be considered naughty by gentlewoman standards.

      “And how is George?” Hannah asked, noticing the maid rolling the tea cart over the threshold. “Thank you, Rose, I can serve this morning,” she said as an aside. Normally, she would allow the maid to do the honors, but she knew her friend would not speak freely with a servant in the room.

      Angling her head to one side, Elizabeth grinned but didn’t say anything. Hannah’s eyes grew wide. “Oh! What have you two done now?” she asked as she leaned forward to pour the tea. There was something positively salacious about having a friend who shared tales of her sexual exploits. Despite the embarrassment she felt at hearing them described in such detail, Hannah found herself looking forward to Elizabeth’s tales.

      “Characters from storybooks,” Elizabeth offered, not immediately elaborating on just what she meant.

      Hannah handed over a cup and saucer and poured one for herself, adding milk and sugar. “Like Cinderella and her Prince Charming?” she guessed.

      A very unladylike snort erupted from Elizabeth. She lifted one foot from the floor and pulled up her gown to reveal her unfashionably large feet. “I think not,” she replied with a shake of her head. “And I’m not about to be an ugly stepsister. No, my dear, more like...” And here, she paused, for there were times her friend could be a bit of a prude, and she dared not shock the poor girl too much. Given Hannah’s appearance—she was the one who looked like a fairy princess with her cornflower blue eyes, berry colored lips, pale complexion and pale blonde hair pinned up in a mass of curls atop her head and wispy ringlets scattered about her temples—she would have been the perfect person to play the damsel-in-distress captured by a fire-breathing dragon. George, with his finely honed skill at fencing, slew the dragon, used the tip of his sword to deftly remove every last button from Elizabeth’s new French chiffon gown, and then, despite her swollen belly, had his way with her.

      Her maid was, at this very moment, sewing all the buttons back onto the gown.

      “Oh!” was all Hannah could say when Elizabeth described the scene.

      “Really, Hannah,” Elizabeth admonished her with a shake of her head. “When it comes to a husband, you must keep him guessing. Keep him interested. Keep him entertained,” she said with a naughty eyebrow. “You just have to use your imagination.”

      “I will remember,” Hannah replied with a grin, her face having turned a bright shade of pink. How could she forget such a tale?

      And how would she ever be able to look at George again without blushing?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            AN EARL SPIES A LADY

          

        

      

    

    
      At precisely ten o’clock on the very same morning, Henry Forster, Earl of Gisborn, peered out the carriage window at the grand Palladian mansion of the Marquess of Devonville. An odd excitement was building in his gut, one that made him wonder if he might be sick or if he was merely nervous. He had done this same reconnaissance mission the evening before, after making the journey from Kirdford in West Sussex to London in what might have been record time.

      His sole purpose for the trip was to secure a bride. Which, considering how much he really didn’t want to get married, seemed suddenly ludicrous. But inheriting an earldom from a deceased uncle more than a year ago, and being nearly thirty years of age, apparently required one to have a wife and a nursery with an heir and a spare. Henry could only hope this could be done as quickly as possible (the marriage, of course—the heir and the spare would just have to come on their own time).

      He intended to call on the marquess, and then, once he had secured permission to court Lord Devonville’s daughter, he planned to request an audience with Lady Hannah Slater. But propriety had prevented him from approaching the front door of Devonville House last evening. It was after seven o’clock, far too late in the day to be paying a call on a member of the ton.

      Last evening’s trip proved somewhat successful, though, for when the coach pulled up to the carriageway in front of the stately home, Henry spied a rather large brown and white dog bounding about in the gardens next to the house.

      At least, he was fairly certain it was a dog.

      His initial guess had him thinking it was a short, overweight horse. Then he heard the unmistakable sound of a bark and remembered Lady Charlotte’s description of the hairy beast. Harold MacDuff, she had called him. Lady Hannah’s pet and constant companion. Lady Charlotte had assured Henry that if he was able to befriend the Alpenmastiff, he was sure to be more readily accepted by the dog’s mistress, Lady Hannah.

      At second glance, Henry thought perhaps the dog was no larger than a collie or sheepdog. But when a vision in pale lavender appeared from behind the house and ran up to wrap her arms around the dog’s neck, the earl stared in disbelief. The beast had to be at least twelve stones! And then the girl began to laugh, the musical sound barely reaching his ears, as she angled her head to one side while the dog licked her neck.

      He was sure she was a fairy.

      Her pale blonde hair was braided and wrapped atop her head like a coronet, while ringlets danced around her delicate, rosy cheeks. Her eyes, closed as if she meant to protect them from her pet’s long tongue, were slightly upturned and surrounded by dark lashes. With her berry-colored lips shaped into a gleeful smile, her teeth shown white despite the deepening twilight. And then she was up and running away from the dog, giggling in delight as her long limbs were silhouetted in the fabric of her gown. She disappeared from view as quickly as she had appeared.

      The beast finally lifted his massive body from the grassy lawn and lumbered after her, barking and jumping about, his tail wagging about behind him. A stick flew through the air and landed very near to where the two had just been sitting in the grass, the dog barking and bounding back to where it landed. Rather than retrieve the stick and take it to his mistress, however, the dog settled his heavy body back onto the lawn and began chewing on the large twig. “Harold,” he heard then, the word called out in a voice that had Henry wishing his own name was Harold. “Time for your dinner, you hairy beast,” the girl called from somewhere out of sight. And then she reappeared, all proper and ladylike as she strolled toward the dog. She slapped her hand against the front of her gown and then turned back toward the house, disappearing once again.

      Her brief appearance just then afforded Henry the best view of her. Almond-shaped eyes, rosebud lips, a pert nose.

      Good God, the girl wasn’t a girl at all, but a gorgeous young woman!

      Not gorgeous like the elegant painted courtesans who frequented the theatre in Drury Lane, or the beautiful debutantes Henry noticed during the few soirées and musicales he had attended two Seasons before. No, this woman truly looked like he imagined a fairy tale princess to look. Was she Lady Hannah? Could I see myself married to her? That was the only reason he was here, after all. He needed a wife. She wasn’t betrothed. And Lady Charlotte had assured him that Lady Hannah would be the perfect match for him and his situation.

      His situation.

      His mind wandered once more to the predicament he found himself in. Just a week ago, a mail coach had arrived at Gisborn Hall in Oxfordshire with a summons from Harold Bingham, the Earl of Ellsworth. Could Henry make the trip to Mayfair on an urgent matter regarding Ellsworth Park? The land, which included a beautiful but slightly shabby country mansion, bordered his own land in Oxfordshire, and it was Henry’s intention to purchase the property at a fair price and annex it to his own. He thought Lord Ellsworth’s summons meant the man was finally willing to sell him the property.

      Unbeknownst to Henry at the time, it seemed Ellsworth was quite insistent his daughter, Lady Charlotte, be married to someone other than the second son who had recently inherited the Chichester dukedom. With most of the Wainswright family having perished in a fire last August, Joshua Wainwright was now the duke, and since Charlotte had been betrothed to the heir apparent and now deceased John Wainwright II, she was quite sure her betrothal now applied to Joshua.

      Her father, however, was not about to have his only daughter married to a man who had been badly disfigured in the fire. His Grace with half a face, some in the ton called him. With her twenty-first birthday just a couple of weeks away, Ellsworth was determined to see his daughter settled.

      To Henry Forster, Earl of Gisborn.

      Henry thought Ellsworth’s summons rather timely. There being no evidence the Earl of Ellsworth planned to occupy the estate house at Ellsworth Park nor employ more than a few tenants to work the lands that extended south to the River Isis, Gisborn hoped to simply purchase the property. He had plans for the Gisborn lands—plans to employ more productive farm implements and to create a gated irrigation system using the nearby river as a water source. So he made the trip to London expecting to pay a fair amount for Ellsworth Park.

      He was not expecting Lord Ellsworth to offer Ellsworth Park as a dowry.

      But in Ellsworth’s apparent haste to marry off his daughter, he had already made arrangements with his solicitor to sign over the title of the unentailed property to Henry. Had the man no knowledge of Henry’s own betrothal to Joshua Wainwright’s sister? Jennifer Wainwright had died in the same fire that took the lives of John and the duke and duchess. Although Henry had met the girl, it had been years ago, when she was still in leading strings and he was barely twelve. He hadn’t seen her since and found it difficult to mourn a girl he couldn’t remember. At the same time, he found the circumstances uncomfortable at best.

      According to Ellsworth, if Henry could wait a couple of weeks, Lady Charlotte would reach her majority and could marry without her parents’ permission. Or Lord Ellsworth assured Henry he could marry her by special license the very next day.

      Henry left the Ellsworth townhouse with the title and the intention of calling on Lady Charlotte later that week. Given his infrequent visits to London, he had errands to run, such as ordering a signet ring from a goldsmith in Bond Street (to replace the one his son had lost while using it as pirate treasure), choosing a wedding ring from a jeweler in Ludgate Hill, obtaining a special license from the bishop in Doctor’s Commons, meeting his boot maker and tailor, and, perhaps the most important of all, taking possession of newly built coach at Tillbury’s.

      And then, the unthinkable had happened. That very night, Lord Ellsworth had taken a nasty fall in his study, hitting his head on a massive mahogany desk as he did so. Since he had dismissed the servants for the evening, his poor wife and their daughter, Lady Charlotte, apparently found the man unconscious on their return from an evening out.

      A Bow Street Runner had investigated the scene. Finding no evidence of foul play, the Runner ruled the fall an accident.

      Only Lady Bingham and her daughter knew what had truly happened that night. At least, they were the only ones who knew until Lady Charlotte explained it to him the day before, whilst Henry was at Wainwright’s home near Kirdford. Henry winced as he recalled the sight of the scar on Charlotte’s back, a long, ugly wound put there by the hand of her angered father. She had boldly refused his order to marry the Earl of Gisborn and been horse whipped for it. But her mother, appalled at her husband’s drunken behavior, had pushed him as he was about to raise the whip to strike his daughter a second time. In his unsteady state, the earl fell, his head hitting the desk and rendering him unconscious.

      Harold Bingham now lay in St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, Lady Ellsworth at his side. The heir to the Earl of Ellsworth’s estate, Nicholas Bingham, was said to be anxious to inherit the earldom if for no other reason than to secure more funds for his gambling habit. And there was the issue of his having drained Lady Charlotte’s ten-thousand pound dowry account. It seemed Nicholas intended for the empty escrow account to go unnoticed and unnecessary by arranging for her to be killed in an explosion.

      Henry shuddered to think what would have happened if the Duke of Chichester’s home had been set afire again—it was still under reconstruction due to the fire that had disfigured the new duke and killed his family. Nicholas’ hired henchman had attempted to pull off that very scenario when he set gunpowder to explode in a nearby tree. The oak tree, located just outside the bedchamber in which Lady Charlotte was staying, blew apart in the subsequent explosion. Charlotte could have been killed. And, upon the death of her father due to the head injury, her cousin would inherit the earldom and all of its assets, just as he planned.

      The henchman had failed in his assassination attempt, though. And even though Henry held the title to Ellsworth Park, Lady Charlotte still intended to marry the Duke of Chichester.

      Which left Henry without a bride.

      If only Sarah would agree to marry him!

      He sighed as he considered the only woman he had ever loved. The mother of his son. His bastard son. Although the ten-year-old was the light of life, his mother, Sarah, refused all his requests that she marry him. Over the years, she was quite insistent that Henry would one day need to marry a woman suited to the ton. A woman who would be accepted by the peerage because she was already a part of it. The daughter of an earl or a viscount or even a baron would suit just fine, Sarah thought.

      The daughter of a marquess would be even better.

      After a rather restless night spent at his rarely used townhouse in Bruton Street, Henry had decided that he rather liked the idea of being married to a beautiful fairy princess.

      Which was why Henry sat in a town coach in Park Lane at ten o’clock in the morning, the driver waiting for space to clear in the drive in front of the house. He would have stepped out of his coach and made his way up the steps, but another town coach, a very new one with a glossy black finish, sat in the semi-circular drive.

      He watched as a beautiful, somewhat overweight woman descended the stairs and, with the hand of a groom supporting her, stepped into the marked coach. From her auburn hair and rounded front, Henry knew it wasn’t the woman he had watched in the park the night before. Which meant Lady Hannah was probably still in the house.

      Once the town coach departed from Devonville House with its passenger, the driver of his coach set the horses in motion. Another minute, and the coach had come to a halt.

      Yes, Henry decided, I could see myself married to Lady Hannah.

      Now he just had to convince her to marry him.

      Henry pulled his thoughts back to the present. The driver was dismounting and about to open the door. The last thing Henry wanted was to be caught daydreaming about the woman he had seen the night before. If she truly was Lady Hannah Slater, then Lady Charlotte had been almost remiss in not describing her with the more generous attributes the woman deserved. “This is the Marquess of Devonville’s residence, my lord,” the driver said, motioning to the grand house with the wide expanse of parkland to one side. Henry noted that the driver had pulled into the semi-circular carriageway. The equipage was parked at the base of the five stone steps leading up to the massive double doors framed by a portico and Grecian columns.

      Nodding to the driver as he stepped down, Henry gave the man a coin and asked if he could wait. He silently chided himself for not yet having visited Tillbury’s to claim his newly built coach for the trip from his townhouse. Besides the added comfort of his new coach, the marked equipage would signal to the household staff that he was a member of the peerage. He had considered riding in his late uncle’s ancient coach— the one he had used to get to London from Oxfordshire—but the springs were long gone, and the condition of the exterior made for a poor first impression. The only other equipage the earldom owned was a curricle, but he had left it behind on the off chance Sarah might require it for a trip to Bampton. She might not be his wife, but everyone in his earldom knew she was under his protection.

      In lieu of a marked carriage, he made sure he had a calling card to hand to the butler.

      Taking the risers with quick and efficient steps, Henry found one of the front doors opening even before he could pull the brass lion head knocker. “Is Lord Devonville in residence?” he asked, handing the pasteboard to the butler.

      The stout servant took only a quick glance at the card before nodding to Henry. “Indeed, my lord. If you’ll follow me, please, I’ll see you to the drawing room.” He took Henry’s hat and placed it rather fastidiously on a polished shelf before leading the earl down the ornately decorated hallway.

      Henry had to resist the urge to answer; the butler’s welcome was spoken with more words than he heard from his own butler in a entire day.

      If there was any question as to the financial status of the marquess, a quick look at the artifacts displayed on caryatids throughout the alcoves they passed would hint that he was quite flush. The thought of the dowry associated with Lady Hannah hadn’t even crossed his mind; he already held the title to Ellsworth Park free and clear, despite not having convinced Lady Charlotte to marry him.

      The time he had spent on the ride from Kirdford to London gave him time to reflect on the situation, though. Lady Charlotte and Joshua Wainwright, the new Duke of Chichester, were a perfect match for one another. He could only wish them well in life. Joshua had been most accommodating despite Henry’s poor treatment of the disfigured man when he had first arrived at the recently rebuilt estate home. Any evidence of the fire that had left the new duke with burn scars had long been washed from the exterior stones of the west wing. From the whiffs of new cut lumber that made their way to the east wing of the house, it was evident the west wing interior was well on its way to being restored to its former glory.

      The butler waved Henry into the drawing room and asked if he wished for refreshment. Henry considered the offer for only a moment; with any luck, William Slater would offer an alcoholic beverage. He politely declined and made his way around the room, studying the paintings, listening to the faint strains of music coming from another part of the house, admiring the tasteful decor and the fashionably current furniture, including a Grecian couch set in front of a window overlooking the side yard where he had witnessed Lady Hannah and Harold MacDuff playing the night before.

      The vision of Hannah’s head, thrown back in delight as the dog licked her neck, came unbidden to his mind. He found himself wondering if she would look like that when she was in ecstasy, her long, dark lashes resting on the tops of those beautiful cheekbones, her rosebud shaped lips parted slightly, her nipples ruched and ready for his mouth to plunder. His loins stirred at the thought.

      Stunned at his body’s reaction to the thought of Lady Hannah in ecstasy, Henry had to resist the urge to look down at his breeches. Sarah was his first and only love. He couldn’t remember having such a reaction to any other woman, at least not since his days as a randy student at Oxford. Nor could he remember having daydreams about how a woman might look like in ecstasy!

      He shook himself from his reverie. In order to get himself under control, Henry had to concentrate on the painting of some stern looking naval officer staring down at him from above a velvet settee.

      “My father probably never looked quite that serious.”

      The comment was made in a deep Scottish burr that spoke volumes of its owner. “Ya can’t when you have eyes that give away your penchant for mischief.”

      Henry turned to find a distinguished looking man regarding him from the doorway. When he was younger, the marquess had no doubt been quite popular among the ladies of the ton; even now, he carried himself as one who was aware of the effect his very presence had on a room. His salt-and-pepper hair was long but pulled back into a queue and secured with a black ribbon. His dark blue suit coat and dark breeches set off the snowy white linen of his cravat and the red waistcoat he wore beneath. Crinkles at the sides of his eyes suggested he was in his late forties or early fifties, but his darkened skin was a surprise for one from the northern counties. The man obviously enjoyed riding or other outdoor pursuits.

      “But I am sure his officers were quick to obey him,” Henry countered, hurrying to stand before the marquess. He bowed formally before the marquess, hoping the man would offer his hand. He was not disappointed.

      “Probably,” the man replied. “William Slater, Marquess of Devonville,” he stated with a nod. “I have to admit surprise in seeing you here in London, Gisborn. I was under the impression you were quite busy installing upgrades on your estate in Oxfordshire. Not one for owning sheep, I take it?”

      Henry could barely hide his surprise that the marquess would even know who he was, let alone be familiar with what he was trying to accomplish on his lands. “Until I received a summons from Lord Ellsworth a week ago, I actually was,” he replied with a shrug. “And I am of the opinion that there are already far too many sheep in the Cotswolds.”

      Lord Devonville considered the earl’s words for a moment. “Oh, yes. That matter of his daughter,” he said with a hint of disappointment. “Can’t say I blame him for his concern, but...” He allowed the sentence to trail off, his eyes squinting in Henry’s direction. “Tell me, Gisborn. What exactly are you planning on that estate of yours?” he asked, his hands sliding into the pockets of his breeches as he wandered farther into the room. He made his way to a sideboard, where a crystal decanter and several glasses were placed on a silver salver. Pouring a finger’s worth of liquor into one glass, he turned to regard Henry as he held out the glass.

      “Thank you,” Henry said as he took the heavy tumbler, knowing almost immediately the liquor within was scotch. Malt scotch. Probably from Scotland and no doubt aged at least twelve years. “I have designed a series of irrigation ditches for the farmland on my property as well as the neighboring estate. It’s my intention to be able to drain the lands during heavy rains as well as to provide water for the crops during drier times.” He didn’t add that he had purchased new seed drills for the planting and cradles for the harvest, nor that he was working on a design for a more efficient plow.

      The marquess regarded him for a moment and then poured a glass for himself. “So, you’re aware of what Aldenwood has prognosticated for this summer, eh?” he asked as he held his own glass out toward Henry.

      Not recognizing the name in association with predictions for the future, Henry regarded the marquess for a moment. “Aldenwood? I’m afraid I’m not familiar with him, my lord,” he replied as he noticed the marquess holding his glass out in his direction.

      “James Aldenwood. The world explorer,” Devonville stated, as if that was information enough.

      A surprised Henry clinked his own glass against Devonville’s before taking a sip of the amber liquid. The scotch burned his throat as it made its way down, but the effect was as comforting as it was restorative. “Oh, that’s very good, my lord,” he said with an appreciative nod.

      “Isn’t it? My brother makes the stuff up in the Highlands,” the marquess responded proudly. “Good thing he was born second. He’s not good for anything else,” he added with a mischievous grin.

      Henry smiled in response, realizing the younger brother of a marquess was merely the spare heir in a ton family. “I am, of course, familiar with Mr. Aldenwood’s writings about his various travels,” he admitted then, wanting to be sure the marquess knew he had at least heard of the man, “But I was not aware he was a prognosticator,” Henry added as he wondered how his intent for his lands and Aldenwood were related.

      The marquess moved to the fireplace. “Aldenwood and I are old friends. I used to travel with him on occasion. He has seen things—amazing things. His writings do not begin to cover all that he has witnessed in his lifetime. Last year, he was in Australia when a volcano erupted in the Dutch East Indies. The thing apparently put so much debris into the air, the sky was completely black down there for several days. The sun was so dim, you could look at it with the naked eye for many weeks afterward. And the debris hasn’t come down. All that stuff in the air—he says it’s why we have these gorgeous sunrises and sunsets, you see,” he explained, finally taking a sip of his scotch. He seemed to hold it on his tongue for a moment before swallowing it with a great deal of relish.

      Henry stared at the marquess for a moment before taking another sip of his scotch. “And is all this... debris... the reason we’ve had a colder winter? More rain?” he asked, a sense of dread settling into his stomach. Would the bad weather continue into the summer? Shorten the growing season? The spring was already proving to be cooler and rainier than usual. Although the Gisborn earldom was fairly flush economically, he could not afford to have a bad growing season. There were tenants who depended on the crops, several nearby villages that existed because of the farming done on Gisborn lands.

      Devonville pointed a finger at him. “You catch on quick, my son,” he said in a manner that suggested he was pleased with Henry’s deduction. “Aldenwood is convinced that Northern Europe and all of Great Britain will have a terrible growing season. So, anything you can do now to ensure a better yield on your crops will be beneficial. May keep your tenants from starving this winter.” The marquess drained his remaining scotch in a single gulp.

      Following suit with his own scotch, Henry stared into his empty glass before regarding the marquess. “I appreciate your telling me this. I may have the right idea about draining the fields of excess water. But now I may have to rethink what crops to plant.”

      What choice did he really have? Wheat, barley and beans were the only crops grown in his part of Oxfordshire. Although his words were meant to appease the marquess, on further reflection, an uneasy feeling was building in his gut; how much credence should he give the information? Devonville seemed pretty convinced of Aldenwood’s conclusions, though. Even if Aldenwood’s prediction didn’t come true, it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared in any case.

      “And while you’re doing that, tell me, Gisborn. About your meeting with Ellsworth, I mean,” Devonville said as he moved to the sideboard and refilled his glass. He motioned for Henry to bring his glass so he could pour more scotch into it.

      Henry held out his glass. “I was there to speak with him about property. Ellsworth Park is adjacent to the Gisborn lands.” He didn’t mention the discussion concerning his marrying Lady Charlotte as part of the deal.

      “Are you planning to marry the girl?” Devonville asked then, his gaze so direct that Henry was forced to look away.

      He sighed quietly. The marquess certainly didn’t mince words. “Joshua Wainwright, the new Duke of Chichester, will have that honor, my lord. Probably in a day or two, in fact,” Henry added, trying not to allow his disappointment to show. Charlotte had seemed the perfect woman to be his countess. She would make Wainwright the perfect duchess.

      Devonville let out a grunt. “Can’t say I blame Lady Charlotte. I think she is quite in love with the younger Wainwright. The older brother ..,” he paused for a moment and shook his head quickly. “Not so much. Most wouldn’t say so out loud, but I think the world is better off without his despicable character staining the reputation of the Wainwrights.”

      Henry forced his face to remain impassive. So the marquess was not a fan of the Earl of Grinstead—the man who would have been the Duke of Chichester—had he not died in the fire. “Indeed,” Henry answered with a nod. “Lord Ellsworth was quite insistent that I marry Lady Charlotte, even gave me a generous dowry before the fact. And I would have honored his arrangement had she wanted to marry me,” he said carefully. Good God, I am here to inquire about Lady Hannah’s availability for marriage. I shouldn’t be commenting on my first choice in a wife!

      “A marriage of convenience is not always the best approach, lad,” the marquess said in a soft voice, his eyes somber. “I miss my wife. Terribly. Didn’t realize what a catch she was until after she had borne me a fine heir, and a beautiful daughter, and put up with my philandering ways for a good decade. I must have had five mistresses before I came to my senses and realized I was in love with my own wife!”

      Henry stared at the older man, stunned that he would admit such personal details to someone he had only just met. “She must certainly have returned the favor,” he commented, cocking his head to one side.

      At this, the light in Lord Devonville’s eyes dimmed. His head lowered a notch. “She used to. She died a couple of years ago.”

      Stunned at the comment, Henry struggled for the correct words to say. Why hadn’t Charlotte warned him that Lady Devonville had died? “I am so sorry for your loss, my lord,” he said in a solemn voice. “It must have been very hard for you. And for your children.”

      At the mention of children, the marquess lifted his head again. “William is the oldest. He has his own naval command, but Hannah... she isn’t yet settled. She’s had a harder time of it. Spent a year of what would have been her first Season in mourning for her mother and the second Season in mourning when my when one of my sisters died. My other sister, Adele, has just become betrothed to the Earl of Torrington,” he explained with a shrug, waving a hand to indicate Henry should take a seat. Henry did so when the marquess settled himself into an overstuffed chair near the fireplace.

      Henry realized then that the woman he had seen with the dog the night before had to be Lady Hannah. “She had six suitors this past Season,” Devonville continued, a hint of pride in his voice. He took another sip of his scotch. “And not a one of them were worthy of my only daughter,” he added before regarding Henry with a critical eye.

      Although not surprised that Lady Hannah would attract so many suitors her first Season out, the earl had to struggle to hide his initial shock. So, I’m not the only one to find her beautiful, he thought, a sense of sadness settling over him. “It is Lady Charlotte’s opinion that your daughter would be a suitable match for me,” he said as a way to introduce his reason for calling on the marquess. “I know we have only just met, but do you suppose you might find me worthy enough for your daughter?” Henry asked, holding his head up and meeting the marquess’ direct gaze without flinching. Better to discover how he fared with the father before even trying to convince the daughter of his suitability as a husband.

      William Slater regarded him for several seconds before turning his attention to the fireplace. He drained his glass, setting the empty tumbler on the table next to this chair. “Did you ever meet your first betrothed?” he asked in a quiet voice.

      Henry had to stifle a gasp. How did the marquess know about that? “I met Lady Jennifer when she was quite young. I... We did not renew our acquaintance prior to her death,” he stammered. “She was quite young,” he repeated, not sure what else to say about his first betrothal.

      “Is it true you have a bastard son?” Devonville asked then, his visage so stern, Henry thought perhaps the marquess had already decided he wasn’t good enough for his only daughter.

      “I do, my lord,” Henry answered with a nod, not allowing his surprise to show. How does the marquess know of my son?

      “I have raised him as such since his birth.”

      Nodding, Devonville leaned forward. “And what of his education?”

      Henry wondered at the man’s curiosity. “He had a governess until early last year, he has had a tutor ever since. He will go to Abingdon this fall and Eton when he is thirteen. I hope he will wish to attend a university after that, but it will be up to him to decide which one and for what discipline.”

      Devonville’s bushy eyebrows hiked up on the man’s forehead, as if he was surprised by Gisborn’s answer. “And what of the mother?”

      Bristling at the question but deciding it was better to offer the truth, Henry sighed. “I have wanted to marry his mother since we were quite young, but she has refused all my offers.”

      Devonville seemed taken aback by his response. “Whatever reason could a woman devise to turn down an earl’s offer of marriage?” he asked, his bushy eyebrows now furrowed in disbelief. “Is she frequently beset by the vapours?”

      At that moment, Henry wanted nothing more than to disappear into the expensive Turkish carpeting that covered the floor of the drawing room. The marquess had voiced the very question Henry had asked of Sarah the last time he proposed marriage to her. “She was not born to our class. She has known I would inherit the Gisborn earldom since we were in our teen years,” he explained quickly, wanting the marquess to know he had tried to legitimize the son. “She feels it is my duty to seek a wife at least equal to my station, so she has rebuffed all my offers to make her my wife.” Although he had given a very similar answer to Lady Charlotte just the afternoon before, somehow it seemed a rather lame excuse when he was saying it to a marquess.

      There were several instances of viscounts and earls who had married women from outside the aristocracy. Some of their wives had done just fine in assimilating themselves into the life of the ton in London. Some others, however, were never accepted by the fickle aristocracy. They spent their lives on their husband’s country estates, never to be seen in London.

      The marquess seemed impressed by his answer—or impressed by the mother of his son—Henry could not be sure which. “So, she is your mistress, then?” Devonville half-asked.

      Again, Henry remembered his conversation with Lady Charlotte from the day before. He had never considered Sarah his mistress, and yet, that’s exactly the role she had played over the years. He intended to continue their relationship even after he wed. He loved her. “I... Yes,” he finally agreed, embarrassed at having to admit to keeping a mistress when he was there to ask for the man’s permission to court his daughter. “If we suit and if you allow me to wed your daughter, my lord, I promise I will provide protection and the very best of everything for her and our... children,” Henry stammered again, cursing at himself for losing his confidence in the middle of the exchange with the marquess. “Lady Charlotte implied...” He stopped then, wondering if he should tell the marquess what Lady Hannah’s friend had told him about the younger woman’s opinion of husbands.

      “Lady Hannah has rather peculiar ideas when it comes to men,” the marquess interrupted, realizing Lady Charlotte had probably shared Hannah’s odd opinion of men with the earl. When he noted Henry’s arched eyebrow, though, he wondered if she had explained it in terms the earl could understand. “It is my daughter’s opinion that men only really love their mistresses and merely need their wives to bear them children,” Devonville admitted with an exaggerated sigh. He recognized the earl’s discomfiture for what it was. “Although I kept all those mistresses for several years, I know now I was a fool to do so. I loved my wife. And I have tried in vain to convince my daughter of that fact for the past couple of years,” he insisted then, his ire increasing with every word.

      “I do not require she love me,” Henry stated then, his head shaking. “And, as long as she loves the children she bears, I should consider myself a very lucky man, my lord.”

      The Marquess of Devonville stared at the Earl of Gisborn for several moments, his features set in an unreadable expression. And then a hint of mischief appeared in his eyes. “Then I suggest you get on with the business of courting her,” Devonville stated before rising to his feet. “To the extent she can be courted,” he added with a grin that seemed to indicate more mischief. “The third time is the charm, they say,” he murmured, referring to his daughter being Gisborn’s third wife apparent. “I wish you luck, Gisborn,” he added as he extended his hand to the earl.

      Henry stared in disbelief at the marquess. What was the man not telling him? He finally took and shook the proffered hand. The third time. “Thank you, my lord. I...” He stopped as he considered why the marquess would even give him permission to court Lady Hannah. “May I ask why it is you’re allowing me to court your daughter?”

      The gleam of mischief still in his eyes, the Marquess of Devonville regarded Henry with a slight grin. “You’re an earl, and yet you work your land. Most of the idiots in the ton would find that offensive, but I do not. You’ve done right by your son. I expect you’ll do right by my daughter. And whatever grandchildren you manage to produce.” He straightened. “By the way, you’ll find Lady Hannah in the parlor.”

      Henry nodded, surprised at the man’s candor. “May I call on her now?”

      “Of course. Her earlier caller, Lady Bostwick, left a bit ago. She’s Hannah’s other best friend, by the way,” he said in an off-hand manner, but Henry got the distinct impression the information was provided to help him in his quest. “Oh, and Harold is with her. Let me tell you a bit about my daughter’s pet. Just so you’re prepared.”

      And for the next few minutes, the Marquess of Devonville described the abilities and antics of the Alpenmastiff that had been with the family for ten years.

      Allowing a smile at Devonville’s descriptions, Henry realized the dog had become equivalent to another child in the Slater household. And he was obviously near and dear to Lady Hannah.

      “Now, off with you,” Devonville said with a wave as he indicated the drawing room door.

      Henry grinned. “I will not disappoint you.”

      The marquess regarded him, his eyes narrowing. “See that you don’t.”
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            LADY HANNAH MEETS LORD GISBORN

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing to the side of the front window of the Devonville House parlor, Lady Hannah Slater watched as the unmarked coach pulled up into the semi-circular drive and deposited its rather handsome occupant onto the crushed granite. A coin was tossed to the driver, who nodded and set his crop aside once he’d climbed back onto the box. So... the coach was no doubt hired and expected to stay put for the duration of the gentleman’s visit.

      But who was the fare?

      She watched as the tall man approached the front doors, his gaze directed straight ahead. His top hat was well suited to his height, his dark topcoat and buckskin breeches tailored to fit him precisely. There was a shine on his boots that suggested his valet had seen to them that very morning.

      Hannah wondered why he didn’t seem to direct his gaze to the rest of the house as most did when they approached the Palladian mansion in Park Lane. Perhaps he had already caught sight of her staring out the window and did not wish to embarrass her by looking in her direction.

      She stepped back and to the side a bit more, to keep his figure in view until he passed one of the Grecian columns that flanked the entry. Dark hair, long sideburns, a square jaw—he looked familiar, but Hannah could not be certain she’d met him.

      Oh, if only Lady Charlotte were still in town. She would know the man who was now being let into the vestibule by Hatfield. Charlotte knew all the gentlemen of the ton and several cits, besides. Having been betrothed nearly her entire life, Charlotte had no need of considering every man she met as a potential suitor. As such, she made friends with men for the sole purpose of having dance partners at balls. For Hannah, though, two Seasons lost to mourning meant she was still becoming acquainted with the available bachelors of the ton. Although she’d had six suitors her first year out, none were particularly interesting, and all but one were clearly angling for her dowry more than for her hand in marriage. The other was barely eighteen and apparently wanted to get married so he could escape his domineering mother.

      Almost one-and-twenty, and with one best friend married and, in Charlotte’s case, another almost so, Hannah had decided she would have to be settled before summer or die of boredom. She could only hope this Season would present some better prospects.

      Moving to the parlor door but making sure she stayed within its walls, Hannah listened intently. The man had apparently asked to see her father. A sense of disappointment settled over her, and she wondered at her reaction. The Season had only just begun. There had only been two balls and a musicale. Why would she expect a gentleman caller already?

      Perhaps it was Elizabeth’s visit, she decided. Lady Bostwick was so happy in her marriage to George Bennett-Jones. She’d spent most of her visit espousing the virtues of having an attentive husband—a man she had thought was a cit until Elizabeth’s father, the Marquess of Morganfield, set her straight and informed her he was a viscount. That was the day back in October when Elizabeth became engaged to George. They were married so quickly, the ton had gossiped for nearly a week. And Elizabeth was already with child. In another three months, she would give birth!

      A stab of jealousy caught Hannah by surprise. Oh, to be with child! She thought it rather unfair that one had to have a husband before you could have a baby. At least, in the legitimate sense. She couldn’t imagine being a poor, unmarried woman with a child.

      Sighing, Hannah moved back to a chair near the fireplace. Her abandoned needlework lay on the chair cushion, and her dog, Harold MacDuff, lay napping on the floor directly in front of the chair. Rather than insist he lift his huge body and move it so that she could retake her seat, Hannah directed her attention to the piano-forté. Music would do her spirits some good, she decided. Rifling through the sheets of music she’d picked out at Birchall’s the week before, she pulled out a few and began to play.

      So engrossed was she in studying the music she played, Hannah was unaware of the visitor who stood on the threshold of the
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