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			Dedication

			To Marnee, a wonderful writer and a great friend.

			This is going to be your year, I know it!
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			Prologue

			1805

			Stratford Court, Richmond

			Perseus lay in pieces on the floor. His arm, divorced from his body, held out the severed head of Medusa as if to ward his attacker off, and indeed, Benedict Lennox thought it might well have turned him to stone.

			Before he fell, Perseus had held the head aloft, poised in mid-stride. The Gorgon’s face was twisted with rage and her eyes seemed to follow a person. It was hideous, even frightening, but Benedict’s father said it was a masterpiece, and Father knew art. As such it was displayed in a prominent position on the landing of the main staircase of Stratford Court, with a large mirror behind it to display the rear. Benedict always tried not to look right at it when he passed, but there was no avoiding it now. The base rested against the remains of the mirror, while Perseus and his trophy were scattered in pieces across the landing, amid the glittering shards of broken glass.

			“Do you know anything about this?” The Earl of Stratford’s voice was idle, almost disinterested.

			His son swallowed hard. “No, sir.”

			“No?” The earl rocked back on his heels. “Nothing at all? Do you not even recognize it?”

			Oh no. That had been the wrong answer. He searched frantically for the right one. “No, sir. I didn’t mean that. It’s a statue of Perseus.” 

			Lord Stratford made a soft, disappointed noise. “Not merely a statue of Perseus. This is one of the finest works of art by a great sculptor. See how exquisitely he renders the god’s form, how he encapsulates the evil of the Gorgon!” He paused. “But you don’t care about that, do you?”

			Benedict said nothing. He knew there was no correct answer to that question.

			Stratford sighed. “Such a pity. I had hoped my only son would pay more attention to his classical studies, but alas. Perhaps I should be grateful you recognized it at all. Our entire conversation would be for naught otherwise.”

			Benedict Lennox gripped his hands together until his knuckles hurt. He stood rigidly at attention, mesmerized by the shattered glass and stone before him.

			His father clasped his hands behind him, rather like Benedict’s tutor did when explaining a difficult point of mathematics. “Now, what else can you tell me about this statue?”

			“Something terrible happened to it, sir.”

			“Was it struck by lightning, do you think?” asked the earl in exaggerated concern.

			The sky outside the mullioned windows was crystal clear, as blue as a robin’s egg. “Unlikely, sir.”

			“No, perhaps not,” his father murmured, watching him with a piercing stare. Benedict longed to look away from that stare but knew it would be a mistake. “Perhaps it was a stray shot from a poacher?”

			Stratford Court was set in a manicured park, surrounded only by gardens, graveled paths, and open rolling lawns. The woods where any poachers might roam were across the river. Benedict wished those woods were much closer. He wished he were exploring them right this moment. “Possible, but also unlikely, sir.”

			“Not a poacher,” said Stratford thoughtfully. “I confess, I’ve quite run out of ideas! How on earth could a statue of inestimable value break without any outside influence? Not only that, but the mirror as well. It’s bad luck to break a mirror.”

			He stayed silent. He didn’t know, either, though he suspected he was about to be punished for it. Bad luck, indeed.

			“What do you say, Benedict? What is the logical conclusion?”

			His tongue felt wooden. “It must have been someone inside the house, sir.”

			“Surely not! Who would do such a thing?”

			A flicker of movement caught Benedict’s eye before he could think of an answer. He tried to check the impulse, but his father noticed his involuntary start and turned to follow his gaze. Two little girls peeped around the newel post at the bottom of the stairs. “Come here, my lovely daughters, come here,” said the earl.

			Benedict’s heart sank into his shoes. Suddenly he guessed what had happened to the mirror. Samantha, who was only four, looked a little uncertain; but Elizabeth, who was seven, was pale-faced with fear. Slowly the sisters came up the stairs, bobbing careful curtsies when they reached the landing.

			“Here are my pretty little ones.” The earl surveyed them critically. “Lady Elizabeth, your sash is dropping. And Lady Samantha, you’ve got dirt on your dress.”

			“I’m sorry, Father.” Elizabeth tugged at her sash, setting it further askew. Samantha just put her hands behind her back and looked at the floor. She’d only recently been allowed out of the nursery and barely knew the earl.

			“Your brother and I are attempting to solve a mystery.” The earl waved one hand at the wreckage. “Do you know what happened to this statue?”

			Elizabeth went white as she stared at the Gorgon’s head. “It broke, Father,” piped up Samantha.

			“Very good,” the earl told her. “Do you know how?”

			Elizabeth’s terrified gaze veered to him. Benedict managed to give her an infinitesimal shake of his head before their father turned on him. “Benedict says he does not know,” Stratford said sharply. “Do not look at him for answers, Elizabeth.”

			In the moment the earl’s back was turned to them, Elizabeth nudged her sister and touched one finger to her lips. Samantha’s green eyes grew round and she moved closer to Elizabeth, reaching for her hand.

			Stratford turned back to his daughters. “Do either of you know?” Elizabeth blinked several times, but she shook her head. “Samantha?” prodded their father. “It would be a sin not to answer me.”

			Samantha’s expression grew worried. Benedict’s throat clogged and his eyes stung. He took a breath to calm his roiling nerves and spoke before his sister could. “It was my fault, Father.”

			“Your fault?” Fury flashed in the earl’s face though his voice remained coldly calm. “How so, Benedict?”

			What should he say? If the earl didn’t believe his story, he’d be whipped for lying, his sister would be punished for the actual crime, the nursemaid would be sacked for not keeping better watch over her charges, and his mother would be excoriated for hiring the nursemaid at all. Of course, confessing to the crime would get him whipped anyway. All over an ugly statue that everyone tried to avoid seeing.

			A fine sweat broke out on his brow. Boys at school told of lying to deny their misdeeds, but how did one lie to claim a crime? He would have to ask, next term. Not that it would help him now.

			His breath shuddered. “It was a cricket ball, sir. I was tossing it and—and it got away from me so I lunged to catch it—” His stomach heaved. He’d be whipped hard for this. “I apologize, sir.”

			For a long moment Stratford stared at him in the narrow-eyed flinty way he had. Like a hawk, he seemed not to need to blink. “When did this carelessness occur?”

			“Not long ago, Father.” His heart was pounding painfully hard, but he made himself continue. Elizabeth looked like she would cry, and that would help neither of them. “I was trying to find a maid to fetch a broom so I could sweep it up.”

			The blow on the back of his head made him flinch. “Viscounts do not sweep,” snapped the earl. “Fetch a broom, indeed!”

			“No, Father,” he whispered.

			“Nor do they lie and attempt to conceal their sins!” The second blow was harder, but he was ready for that one. The earl paced around him, his coattails swinging. “Elizabeth, where is your nursemaid?”

			“In the garden, Father.” Her thin voice quavered.

			“Return to her with your sister, and do not wander off again.” He turned back to Benedict. “Come with me.”

			Elizabeth shot him an anguished glance as she took Samantha’s hand. He saw Elizabeth stoop and grab a doll, lying almost out of sight one step down, as they hurried down the stairs. It was her favorite doll, with the blue silk dress and the painted wooden head with real hair. He hoped she shook the broken glass out of the doll’s clothing.

			It was a long walk to the earl’s study. Benedict counted every step to keep his mind from what was to come, his gaze fixed on his father’s heels striding in front of him. Twenty-two steps down to the ground floor. Forty steps to the north. Eleven to the west. Six to cross his father’s study and stand before the wide, polished desk with the ornate pen and inkstand. 

			“I cannot abide liars, Benedict.” The earl walked around his desk to the wide windows that looked out toward the river. “You should know that by now.”

			Benedict stole a glance out the windows. The river glittered placidly, invitingly. It was a beautiful summer day and he’d finished his lessons early, planning to take the punt across the river to the wilder bank. His friend Sebastian was probably sitting up in the old oak tree right now, dangling his feet over the water and waiting for him to come. They’d recently begun a determined search for a long-lost legendary grotto. Everyone said it had been filled in years ago, but Lady Burton, who owned the estate where the grotto had been—and hopefully still was—had granted them permission to look for it. Benedict was secretly sure that grotto would prove the perfect spot to hide when his father was in a fury. If he knew where it was, he’d run from the room right now, call to his sisters to follow him, and row them all across the river. They could stay in the grotto indefinitely; Sebastian would smuggle them food from his house, and they would never return to Stratford Court again. After a while they would send a note to their mother, and then she, too, would run away and join them in the woods. The four of them could live there forever, climbing trees and washing in the river, and never facing another thrashing over a broken statue or anything else.

			The earl lifted the thin rod that stood against the window frame, bursting the moment of wishful thinking. “Not only a liar, but a careless one as well. That statue is irreplaceable. And yet you didn’t come to confess at once. I must have been remiss, if you thought that would escape my notice.” He circled the desk. “Nothing escapes my notice.”

			“No, sir.”

			“Well?” The rod slashed down and made a loud crack against his lordship’s boot. “What are you waiting for?”

			Benedict cast one more longing glance at the river and the distant woods before closing his eyes. It would be at least a week before he could escape to them now. Gingerly he laid his hands flat on the desk and braced himself.

			“I grow tired of this, Benedict. I expect more from you.”

			“I know, sir,” he whispered, ashamed that his voice shook. His father despised weak, fearful people.

			“No,” said the earl quietly. “I don’t think you do—yet.” He raised the rod and began.

			

			It was dark when his bedroom door opened. “Ben?” whispered Elizabeth nervously. “Are you awake?”

			He raised his head, wincing as his back throbbed anew. “Yes.”

			There was a rustle and the door closed with a quiet click. “I managed to save a bit of milk.” She crouched down next to his bed and held up the cup. “I think Nanny looked the other way on purpose.”

			He pulled himself toward the edge of the bed. From his shoulders to his hips, he ached. Awkwardly he sipped from Elizabeth’s mug.

			“I don’t think it’s fair that you got a whipping and shall have only bread and water for a week.”

			Benedict sighed, resting his cheek on the mattress. “It doesn’t matter what we think.”

			“I know.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, Ben. Samantha wanted to hold my doll Bess, but I was selfish and wouldn’t let her. She pulled on Bess and I pulled back, and we both bumped into the statue, and Nanny was calling us, and—and—”

			“Don’t worry.” He reached for her hand. She scrambled nearer and leaned her head against the bed frame beside his, clasping his hand to her cheek. “Make sure Samantha knows not to tell about Bess.”

			She nodded. “I will. I told her to pretend she had a nightmare and go cry in Nanny’s lap while I sneaked in here with the milk. Are—are you badly hurt?”

			He made a face even though his back felt like it was on fire. “Not much.”

			“Mother will come see you tomorrow, won’t she?”

			He hoped. Sometimes his punishments included being sequestered from everyone else. Elizabeth was only able to come to him because his room was still in the nursery. Benedict thought he could bear this much better if his mother would come and stroke his hair and lay cold compresses on his back and read to him. She did that when the earl was away from Stratford Court. Of course, when the earl was away, he wasn’t whipped at all.

			“I wish he would go to London,” whispered his sister, echoing his thoughts.

			“So do I.” He wished the earl would go to London, or anywhere else, and stay there forever. “You should go back to bed before Nanny realizes you’re here.”

			She held up the cup so he could finish the milk. Greedily he sucked the last of it, then gave her a little push. “Good night, Ben,” she whispered next to his ear. “Thank you.”

			He closed his eyes as she slipped out of the room. If he hadn’t taken responsibility, their father would have begun to suspect the girls. Stratford never whipped his daughters—Benedict wondered if he would when they grew older—but he would punish them in other ways. If Stratford had seen Bess lying on the stair and realized the truth, he probably would have burned the doll. That would have broken Elizabeth’s heart; she loved Bess and took very gentle care of her.

			In a few days his back would stop hurting. A week with only bread and water would be miserable, but he was ten, nearly eleven—almost a man—and his little sisters needed their milk and good food more than he did. With any luck, his mother would find a way to come see him and make the days pass more quickly. And on the bright side, he would be allowed to recite his lessons here, instead of standing in the schoolroom.

			But he wished, deeply and intensely, that he had been born the son of anyone other than the Earl of Stratford.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			1822

			London

			Some people were born with an acute appreciation of the little things in life: a good book, a beautiful garden, a quiet peaceful home. Nothing pleased them more than improving their minds through reading, or practicing an art such as painting or playing an instrument, or helping the sick and infirm. Such people were truly noble and inspiring.

			Penelope Weston was not one of those people.

			In fact, she felt very much the opposite of noble or inspiring as she stood at the side of Lady Hunsford’s ballroom and glumly watched the beautiful couples whirling around the floor. She wasn’t envious . . . much . . . but she was decidedly bored. This was a new feeling for her. Once balls and parties had been the most exciting thing in the world. She had thrilled at sharing the latest gossip and discussing the season’s fashions with her older sister, Abigail, and their friend Joan Bennet. None of the three of them had been popular young ladies, so they always had plenty of time to talk at balls, interrupted only occasionally by a gentleman asking one of them to dance.

			At the time, they had all openly wished for more gentlemen to ask them to dance, and to call on them, flowers in hand, and beg for their company on a drive in the park. No one wanted to be a spinster all her life, after all. Whenever Joan fell into despair over her height, or Abigail fretted that only fortune hunters would want her, Penelope loyally maintained that there existed a man who would find Joan’s tall, statuesque figure appealing, and a man who would want Abigail for more than her dowry. 

			Well, now she’d been proven right. Joan had married the very rakish Viscount Burke, and Abigail was absolutely moonstruck in love with her new husband, Sebastian. Penelope was very happy for both of them, she really was . . . but she was also feeling left out for the first time in her life. Her sister was only a year older than she, and they had been the best of friends her entire life—and now Abigail was happily rusticating in Richmond, cultivating the quieter society that made Penelope want to run screaming from the room. Joan’s bridegroom had swept her off on a very exciting and exotic wedding trip to Italy, which Penelope envied fiercely but obviously could not share. And that left her alone, standing at the side of ballrooms once more, but this time without her dearest friends to pass the time.

			“Miss Weston! Oh, Miss Weston, what a pleasure to see you tonight!”

			Penelope roused herself from her brooding thoughts and smiled. Frances Lockwood beamed back, cheeks pink from dancing. Frances was on the brink of her first season, still starry-eyed at the social whirl of London. “And you, Miss Lockwood. I hope you are well.”

			The younger girl nodded. “Very well! I think this is the most beautiful ballroom I’ve ever seen!”

			Penelope kept smiling. Just three years ago she’d been every bit as wide-eyed and delighted as Miss Lockwood. It was both amusing and disconcerting to see how she must have looked to everyone back then. “It is a very fine room. Lady Hunsford has quite an eye for floral arrangements.”

			“Indeed!” Miss Lockwood agreed eagerly. “And the musicians are very talented.”

			“They are.” Penelope felt much older than her twenty-one years, discussing flower arrangements and musicians. Her mother was probably making the very same comments to her friends.

			Miss Lockwood sidled a step closer. “And the gentlemen are so very handsome, don’t you think?”

			Now Penelope’s smile grew a bit rigid. Frances Lockwood was the granddaughter of a viscount. Her father was a mere gentleman, and her mother was a banker’s daughter, but that noble connection made all the difference. Penelope’s father had been an attorney before he made his fortune investing in coal canals, and the grime of that origin had never fully washed away. The Lockwoods were received everywhere; Frances, with her dowry less than half the size of Penelope’s, was considered a very eligible heiress. Not that Penelope wanted Frances’s suitors—who were silly young men with empty pockets, for the most part—but it set something inside her roiling when she saw the way they fawned over her friend.

			“There are many handsome gentlemen in London,” Penelope said aloud. There were, although none near this part of the ballroom, where the unmarried ladies congregated. If Joan were here, they could discuss the scandalous rakes lounging elegantly at the far end of the room, closer to the wine. But Frances was only seventeen and would fall into a blushing stammer if Penelope openly admired the way Lord Fenton’s trousers fit his thighs.

			Frances nodded, a beatific smile on her face. She edged a little closer to Penelope’s side and dropped her voice. “Miss Weston . . . may I confide in you? You’ve been very kind to me, and I do so look up to you for advice—well, you know, on how to deal with gentlemen who are only interested in One Thing.”

			Oh dear. Frances meant the fortune hunters who clustered around her. Penelope tried not to heave a sigh. Unfortunately she had too much experience of those men, and too little experience of real suitors. She was probably the least suited person to be giving advice, but Frances persisted in asking her. “Is another one bothering you? If so, you must send him on his way at once. Such a man will never make you happy if all he cares for is your fortune or your connections.”

			“Oh no, I know that very well,” replied Frances earnestly. “I’ve turned away Mr. Whittington and Sir Thomas Philpot and even Lord Dartmond, although my mama was not very pleased by the last one. Only when I explained to her that you had turned him down as the very lowest of fortune hunters did she relent.”

			The Earl of Dartmond was at least forty, with a pernicious gambling habit. Mrs. Lockwood was a fool if she even considered him for her daughter, earl or not. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy you did, when you meet a kinder gentleman who cares for you.”

			The younger girl nodded, her face brightening again. “I know! I know, because I have met him! Oh, Miss Weston, he’s the handsomest man you ever saw. Always so smartly attired, and the very best horseman I’ve ever seen, and a music lover—he listened to me play for almost an hour the last time he called, and said I was a marvel on the pianoforte.” Frances looked quite rapturous; she was very fond of the pianoforte and practiced for an hour each day, something Penelope couldn’t fathom surviving, let alone enjoying. “And what’s more, he’s heir to an earl and has no need of my fortune. Mama is so pleased, and Papa, too. He’s been calling on me for at least a fortnight now, always with a small gift or posy, and he’s the most charming, delightful gentleman I could imagine!”

			Penelope nodded, hoping it was all true. “How wonderful. I told you there were true gentlemen out there. They just require some hunting.”

			Frances laughed almost giddily. “There are! My other friends were so very scandalized when I refused to receive Mr. Whittington, because he’s the most graceful dancer even if he is horribly in debt, but you were entirely correct. I credit your wise advice for the happiness I now feel—indeed, for the very great match I’m about to make! May I present you to him? He’s to attend tonight.”

			For a moment Penelope felt like saying no. It was bad enough that she had to feel old and unwanted next to Frances. Her friend was sweet and kind, but also somewhat silly and naïve. It was bad enough to see Joan and Abigail marry deliciously handsome men; Penelope loved them and wanted them to be happy. She also wanted Frances to be happy, but tonight it just felt a bit hard to see Frances find her ideal man and be swept off her feet in her very first year in London, while Penelope had been overlooked for three years now by all but the most calculating fortune hunters.

			But that was petty. She mustered another smile. “Of course. You know I always like to meet handsome men.” Frances’s eyes widened at the last, and Penelope hastily added, “I’m especially pleased to meet one who adores you.” 

			Frances’s smile returned. “He does, Miss Weston, I really believe he does! He’s even hinted that he means to speak to my papa soon.” A very pretty blush colored her cheeks. “How should I respond, if he asks me about that?”

			“If you want to marry him, you should tell your father that he’s the man for you. And stand by your conviction,” she added. “Parents may not always understand your heart, so you must be sure to tell them emphatically.”

			“Yes, of course.” Frances nodded. “I hope you approve of him, Miss Weston.”

			“Your approval is what matters.” Penelope wondered if she had ever been so anxious for someone else’s validation of her opinion. She would have to ask Abigail, the next time she saw her sister.

			“I see him,” said Frances with a little cry of nervous delight. “Oh my, he’s so handsome! And his uniform is very dashing! Don’t you think so?”

			Penelope followed her companion’s gaze and saw a group of the King’s Life Guards, making their entrance with some swagger. Instinctively her mouth flattened. She’d met a few of them last summer, when one of their number, Benedict Lennox, Lord Atherton, had courted her sister. Penelope was sure he’d never been in love with Abigail, and when Abigail confessed her love for another man, Lord Atherton reacted like a thwarted child. Penelope hoped he wasn’t in the crowd, but then she caught sight of his dark head.

			She repressed the urge to walk the other way. She hadn’t seen him since they last parted, when he’d reluctantly helped solve a years-old mystery that had tarred the name of the man Abigail loved. Sebastian Vane had stood accused of stealing a large sum of money from Lord Atherton’s father, and Atherton himself had done nothing to disprove it—even though he’d once been Sebastian’s dearest friend. Penelope grudgingly admitted that Atherton had been fairly decent after that, but she still thought he was insincere and always had an eye out for his own interest, whatever truth or justice demanded.

			It wasn’t until Atherton turned and looked toward them that Penelope realized she was staring at him. She quickly averted her gaze and turned her body slightly, hoping he hadn’t actually noticed her. However, that only gave her a good view of Frances’s face, which was glowing with joy.

			Because . . . Penelope closed her eyes, praying she was wrong. Because her brain was fitting together details, just moments too late, and they were adding up to one dreadful conclusion. Atherton was heir to the Earl of Stratford, who was a very wealthy man. He was appallingly handsome, which Penelope only acknowledged with deep disgust. And when she stole a quick glance under her eyelashes, she saw that he was heading directly for the pair of them.

			Oh Lord. What could she say now?

			“Miss Lockwood.” Penelope gritted her teeth as he bowed. His voice was smooth and rich, the sort of voice a woman wanted to hear whispering naughty things in her ear. “How delightful to see you this evening.”

			“I am the one delighted, my lord.” Blushing and beaming, Frances dipped a curtsy. “May I present to you my good friend, Miss Penelope Weston?”

			His gaze moved to her without a flicker of surprise. He’d seen her, and was obviously more prepared for the meeting than she was. “Of course. But Miss Weston and I are already acquainted.”

			Penelope curtsied as Frances gaped. “Indeed, my lord.”

			“I—I didn’t know that,” stammered Frances, looking anxious again. “Are you very good friends? Oh dear, I wish I had known!”

			“No, we hardly know each other,” said Penelope before he could answer. “It was a passing acquaintance, really.”

			Atherton’s brilliant blue eyes lingered on her a moment before returning to Frances. “The Westons own property near Stratford Court.”

			“Then you’re merely neighbors?” asked Frances hopefully. “In Richmond?”

			“A river divides us,” Penelope assured her. “A very wide river.”

			Atherton glanced at her sharply, but thankfully didn’t argue. “Yes, in Richmond. Unfortunately I’m kept here in London most of the year. I believe my sister Samantha is better acquainted with Miss Weston.”

			“Indeed,” said Penelope with a pointed smile. “I hope Lady Samantha is well.”

			“Yes,” said Lord Atherton after a moment’s pause. “She is.” 

			Too late Penelope remembered about Samantha. In their zeal to clear Sebastian Vane’s name so Abigail could marry him, the Weston girls had inadvertently resurrected a dark secret of Samantha’s, one her brother had claimed would lead to dire consequences for her. Penelope hadn’t wanted to cause trouble for Samantha, but Sebastian had been accused of murder and thievery; Abigail’s happiness depended on exonerating him, and Samantha was the only person who could help. Penelope cringed to have brought it up, but Atherton did say she was well, so the consequences must not have been as bad as he’d predicted. Still, she did truly like Samantha—far more than the lady’s brother—and she was sorry to have been so cavalier with her name.

			For a tense moment they seemed frozen there, Penelope biting her tongue, Frances looking troubled, and Atherton staring at her with a strange intensity. He shook it off first. “Miss Lockwood, I hope you’ve saved me a dance.”

			Frances’s smile returned, although a little less brilliantly than before. “Of course, my lord. I am free the next two.”

			“Excellent.” He gazed warmly at her, and Frances seemed to sway on her feet. 

			Penelope had to work hard to keep from rolling her eyes. How could she escape this? Thankfully she caught sight of a familiar face across the room, causing her to smile widely in relief. “You must excuse me, I see a dear friend just arriving. Miss Lockwood, Lord Atherton.” She bobbed a quick farewell and all but ran across the room. 

			Olivia Townsend was one of Penelope’s favorite people in the world. She was only a few years older than Abigail, and had been like an older sister to the two Weston girls for as long as Penelope could remember. Olivia’s family had lived near the Westons and all four children had been fast friends. But while Penelope’s family had prospered—greatly—since then, Olivia's had not. At a fairly young age, she’d made a hasty marriage of dubious happiness to a charming but feckless fellow, Henry Townsend, who managed to run through his modest fortune with shocking speed before his death a few years ago. Since then, Olivia had lived very modestly. It was a surprise to see her here tonight, in fact, as she didn’t often attend balls. 

			“Olivia!”

			Her friend was scanning the room and didn’t seem to have noticed her approach; she jumped at Penelope’s exclamation. “Oh,” she said in a constricted voice. “You startled me.”

			She blinked. “I can see that. Whom were you expecting, an ogre?” 

			For a moment Olivia’s face froze, as if she had in fact been on guard, but then she smiled ruefully. With a shake of her head, she turned her back to the room and squeezed Penelope’s hand. “Forgive me; I was woolgathering. Are you enjoying the ball?”

			“Well enough.” Penelope peered closely at her. “What’s wrong? You looked worried.”

			Olivia waved one hand. “It was nothing. How kind of you to leave your friends and join me.”

			Penelope barely kept back her snort. “I don’t know how I could have stayed. You’ll never guess who Miss Lockwood’s new suitor is.”

			“Who?” 

			“Lord Atherton,” whispered Penelope, after a cautious glance backward. She’d already let her temper get the better of her once tonight, and wouldn’t put it past him to overhear every slighting word she spoke about him.

			Olivia looked surprised. “Atherton? The gentleman who courted—?”

			“The same,” said Penelope grimly. “And my sister felt so cruel to turn him down! I shall have to write to her at once and assure her that, far from suffering a malaise, he’s found a younger, sillier girl to marry.”

			“Now, Pen, you don’t know that. He may be deeply attached to her.”

			She couldn’t stop the snort this time. “She is certainly attached to him. He’s the perfect man, in her telling. I don’t know how I could have held my composure if I’d known who she was talking about. He sits and listens to her practice the pianoforte—can you imagine?”

			“Perhaps he enjoys it.” Penelope widened her eyes in patent disbelief. “Perhaps he’s so smitten with her, he would be content just to sit and gaze at her,” Olivia added. “It could happen.”

			“Huh.” Penelope made a face. Just the thought of Lord Atherton sitting and staring at her was enough to make her skin prickle.

			“Well, it’s Miss Lockwood’s cross to bear,” said Olivia practically. 

			“But if he marries her, I’ll have to see him from time to time.” Frances might be young and naïve, but she was endearing all the same, and Penelope did like her.

			Olivia laughed and tucked Penelope’s arm through hers. “Perhaps she’ll become disenchanted and change her mind about him.”

			She caught sight of Lord Atherton, leading Frances about the floor in a quadrille. Frances was fairly radiating adoration as she gazed up at him. It took Penelope some effort to quell the urge to run over and warn Frances not to fall for his very handsome smile, or athletic figure, or disgustingly perfect face. “For her sake as well as mine,” she grumbled, “I hope so.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Benedict Lennox had never thought he was one to take things for granted, but he was quickly revising that opinion.

			It was a very rude surprise that Frances Lockwood was friends with Penelope Weston. Partly that was because he didn’t know much about Miss Lockwood yet, but partly because what he did know indicated that she was utterly unlike Penelope. Miss Lockwood was anxious to please, listening to his every word as if it had the gravity of Scripture. Miss Weston also seemed to regard his words as biblical, but rather more as she might view the hissings of the serpent in Eden. Miss Lockwood liked the simpler pleasures of life, such as playing her pianoforte and dancing. Miss Weston craved excitement and adventure, and nothing daunted her, as Benedict had seen all too well; there was something wild and unconventional about her. Seeing them together was like seeing Hestia stand shoulder to shoulder with Aphrodite.

			He tried not to think of another way they were different. Miss Lockwood was round-faced and pretty in a girlish way, while Miss Weston seemed to blaze with an internal heat that rendered her mesmerizing. Miss Lockwood’s looks were perfect for a wife: pleasant to look at but not distracting. Miss Weston’s future husband, whoever the poor blighter was, would need a strong stomach to be able to endure the way other men watched her.

			Benedict banished all those thoughts. He needed to keep his wits about him tonight as he struggled to decide how seriously he wished to pursue Miss Lockwood. After two weeks of companionship, he ought to have a sense of the girl and how she felt about him. He’d already had one marriage proposal rejected—by Miss Weston’s sister, of all people—and he didn’t plan to suffer that humiliation again.

			“You look lovely this evening,” he told Miss Lockwood, leading her out for a quadrille. Miss Weston had disappeared into the crowd, although if pressed, Benedict would have wagered a large sum that she was still watching. His skin seemed to prickle, as if he could feel her searing blue gaze on him.

			“Thank you, sir.” Miss Lockwood blushed, although her smile was delighted. 

			Benedict started to relax. This was a girl with no artifice or vendetta. He needed to stop thinking of Penelope Weston and direct his attention to the girl he was considering marrying. “Are you enjoying the ball?”

			“Oh yes, especially now that you’re here.” She modestly averted her eyes, but he could hear the eager happiness in her voice.

			He leaned his head down to hers as the musicians began to play. “Then I apologize for not arriving sooner, if my presence has added to your pleasure.”

			She looked up at him with her heart in her eyes as they made their opening courtesies. It gave him a twinge of something that was half satisfaction, half unease, as if he’d won something without even trying for it. Which was absurd. Miss Lockwood was an heiress; she had her pick of gentlemen, and he was not her only suitor. If she chose him, it would be because she wanted him. And he was hardly some worthless scoundrel with nothing to offer a woman. Unfortunately many of his advantages were related to his father—the wealth, the title, the estates he would someday hold—but Benedict knew he was a handsome fellow with a pleasing manner. He’d never had any trouble winning a woman when he set his mind on her . . . with the notable exception of Abigail Weston, much to her sister Penelope’s fiendish delight.

			No. He was not going to think of that frustrating female again. The dance brought him back to Miss Lockwood and he smiled anew. 

			“Have you known Miss Weston for a very long time?” she asked.

			Silently Benedict cursed. “Not at all.”

			“I’ve only known her a few weeks, but I find her very amusing and clever.” She glanced up at him curiously. “What do you think of her?”

			I try not to, he thought. “She’s all you say, as well as loyal and devoted to her family.”

			Miss Lockwood nodded as though relieved. “She is, isn’t she? I had no idea what to do or how to act at balls, but she was so kind to me. Why, I would have made a silly fool of myself if not for her!”

			Benedict took a deep breath to calm the spike of apprehension this inspired. In his experience, Penelope Weston’s interference was not a good thing. “I’m sure you wouldn’t have. You’re a very sensible young lady.”

			She glowed at his words. “You’re so kind to say so.” She lowered her voice. “One gentleman who called on me was not as gallant; he implied Miss Weston would be a bad influence on me. But I learned later that he was desperately in debt and had a mistress as well, so his motives were far from honorable.”

			“How did you learn such a thing?” Benedict asked, although he had an idea.

			Miss Lockwood gave the answer he expected. “Miss Weston told me! And when I asked Miss Drummond, she confirmed it was true.”

			The dance parted them again, and Benedict went through the steps while his thoughts ran down some grim lines.

			Obviously Penelope Weston had significant influence over Miss Lockwood. That was unfortunate for a number of reasons, the foremost being that Penelope despised him. He could tolerate that—she had a knack for getting under his skin, too—but he couldn’t let her spoil his budding courtship of Frances Lockwood. What business was it of hers whom Miss Lockwood married? The girl deserved to make up her own mind without being swayed by Penelope’s sharp tongue.

			This called for a preemptive strike. He escorted Miss Lockwood to her mother’s side when the dance ended and exchanged more pleasantries with Mrs. Lockwood. With any luck, Miss Lockwood would pay more heed to her mother than to her friend, for it was clear to see Mrs. Lockwood approved mightily of him. After securing an invitation to call on them the following day, Benedict drew Miss Lockwood aside.

			“Would you be distressed if I asked your friend to dance?”

			She blinked, a trace of alarm returning to her expression. “You wish to dance with Miss Weston?”

			“Only because she’s your friend,” he replied, stressing the last two words and giving her a small, private smile. “I wish to be on good terms with your friends, my dear.”

			Miss Lockwood almost trembled with delight. “Oh,” she breathed. “Yes, of course. Miss Weston did say it was important for—”

			“Yes?” he prompted when she gasped and fell silent.

			The girl wet her lips as if confiding a secret. “She advised me to look askance on any gentleman who didn’t care for my friends, or of whom my friends disapproved. Her opinion is that no one man is worth giving up my friends. Do—do you disagree, my lord?”

			“Not at all.” It was sound advice. He just had to make certain it worked to his benefit in this instance. “But I wouldn’t wish you to wonder at my asking her.”

			She gave him a look of devotion, and some of Benedict’s tension eased. “You are a true gentleman, sir.”

			He brought her hand to his lips and took his leave, telling himself he was, and would be, a gentleman. He bore Penelope no ill will. Once upon a time, they’d even seemed to share a joie de vivre, when she dared him to prove Hampton Court was haunted and they laughed together in dusty corridors about ghostly legends. The memory quickened his step; when Penelope was in a good humor, she had a sly wit and a laugh that made men stop and listen. All he had to do was rekindle enough of that good feeling between them so she wouldn’t try to turn Miss Lockwood against him.

			It took him a few moments to locate her. Unlike Miss Lockwood, who was always watching the dancers as if she couldn’t wait to be one of their number, Penelope had retreated to a corner. Benedict made his way through the crowd without hurrying, giving her plenty of time to note his approach. He could tell the exact moment she did. She raised her chin, leveled a cool glare at him, and deliberately turned her shoulder to him.

			Damn. This would take some effort—and for some reason he felt an unwonted thrill at the prospect.

			He summoned his most charming smile as he drew near. “Miss Weston.”

			She faced him the way Queen Elizabeth must have faced the Earl of Essex before sending him to the block. “Lord Atherton. What an unexpected pleasure.” She glanced at the woman beside her. “May I present to you my friend Mrs. Townsend? Mrs. Townsend, this is Lord Atherton, whose father has a very beautiful property in Richmond near ours.”

			“It is a pleasure, Mrs. Townsend.” He bowed.

			“How do you do, sir?” Mrs. Townsend curtsied, shooting a fleeting, curious glance at Penelope. 

			For some reason he suspected that they had been speaking of him, and he had the sudden desire to charm Mrs. Townsend mercilessly, just to see what Penelope would do. He checked the impulse—he wanted to win her over, not antagonize her further—and kept his easy smile in place. “We didn’t have a chance to speak earlier. Would you honor me with a dance, Miss Weston?”

			“How kind of you to ask, my lord. Are you certain Miss Lockwood can spare you?” she asked, somewhat archly.

			“Miss Lockwood encouraged me,” he replied.

			Penelope raised one brow. “Did she? Well then, how could I possibly refuse?” With a vaguely ominous smile, she gave him her hand. “Shall we?”

			They joined the dance figures forming on the floor. Unlike the other couples, many of whom spoke to each other or at least exchanged a glance, Penelope gazed straight ahead as if no one stood beside her. 

			“I hope your family is well,” he said, thinking to start cordially.

			“Yes,” she said. “They are all very well.” Finally she looked at him, an almost sly glance through her eyelashes. “My sister especially.”

			Benedict absorbed the hit without a flinch. He’d expected it. “I am delighted to hear that. I always wished her well.”

			“She’s married now, you know,” she went on. “It was a lovely wedding, small and private. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so in love as my new brother-in-law.”

			He clenched his jaw but kept his expression composed. “Vane was due for some good fortune and happiness. I’m glad to hear he’s found it.”

			Penelope smiled that dangerous smile again as the music began. “He most certainly has.”

			They turned and made the courtesy to the couples on either side of them, then faced each other and did the same. The next several steps separated them, but when she took his hand and they turned, Penelope’s eyes shone in a way that put him on guard. When the dance moved on to the other couples, he discovered why.

			“Have you known Miss Lockwood long, sir?”

			“A few weeks. She’s a charming young lady.”

			“She is,” agreed Penelope warmly. “I’m very fond of her; she’s like a younger sister to me.”

			Benedict took that as a warning. “She’s fortunate to have secured your friendship.” 

			Her eyebrows went up. “She considers herself more fortunate to have attracted your notice.”

			“I can hardly comment on that.”

			“No? You never seemed one to ignore your own advantages, my lord.”

			Fortunately the dance sent her away from him, before his temper could slip from his grasp and cause him to say something rash. She seemed to know it, though, for she sent him a simmering glance as she moved around the other dancers. He could barely control his impatience for her to be back at his side. Such a comment could not go unanswered.

			“Are you accusing me of misrepresenting myself?” he asked as soon as she took his hand for the next turn.

			She tipped her head as if pondering it. “I don’t know. How highly do you think of yourself?” He looked at her incredulously, and she smiled, with a tiny shake of her head. “Never mind that. Tell me instead what you love best about dear Miss Lockwood.”

			For a moment he didn’t reply. He couldn’t. All thoughts of Miss Lockwood, his potential bride, had been driven out of his head by the infuriating woman at his side, with her gleaming blue eyes and secretive smile that always rattled his equilibrium. He scrambled to control his thoughts and say something sensible. “Her warm and kind spirit.”

			Penelope nodded. “Of course. She’s inclined to see the best in people, even when it’s not warranted.”

			By only the thinnest of margins did Benedict not ask if that explained her fondness for Penelope. She was trying to provoke him. He should have been prepared for that. Her delight in needling him had been amusing at first, but he was growing tired of it—and unlike before, when he had brushed it aside, there was something very real at stake this time. If she decided to poison Miss Lockwood against him, he wasn’t sure he could tolerate it with good grace. 

			“That is surely the mark of a true lady,” he said softly, “to be the sort of woman everyone admires and likes.”

			The barb struck home, he could see it in her eyes. For the briefest moment they darkened as if in hurt, but then the sparkle was back—and this time they glittered like the finest sapphires. “Indeed! What a revelation, sir. I have always thought gentlemen were far more interested in a woman’s other attributes.”

			Without thinking his gaze dropped. Penelope wasn’t as slender as Miss Lockwood, and she had been skipping about in the dance. Her bosom rose and fell against her exquisitely cut bodice of blue silk in a very tempting display. Her skin was flushed a perfect pale peach, and her locket had nestled right between the swells of her breasts. Benedict had meant to set her back on her heels, and instead found himself almost mesmerized. “One must consider every part of a woman.”

			“Some parts more closely than others, I see,” she shot back furiously as she turned away in the dance.

			He cursed inside his head as they performed the next several steps. What about this woman always caught him wrong-footed? Benedict barely remembered going through the rest of the dance. It felt as though little jolts of lightning coursed along his nerves, his every sense as sharp as a razor and focused solely on Penelope Weston. From the smoldering look she gave him, he wasn’t the only one who felt the tension. Before he knew it, the music was ending and she was beside him again. He offered his arm to escort her from the floor, and she took it with a hand that trembled.

			He didn’t think it was upset. He had a feeling it was fury. To be honest, the same feeling had a strong grip on him. The temptation to pull her into a quiet room and have a proper blazing row was overwhelming. For a moment his steps strayed unconsciously toward the door before he caught himself.

			Damn. This was not going as planned.

			“Miss Weston,” he said as they made their way through the crowd, “I asked you to dance in the hope of rediscovering the easy companionship we felt at Hampton Court last summer. I would very much like for us to be friendly once more.” In spite of himself a note of warning crept into his tone. “I’ve grown very fond of your friend. If I manage to secure her regard, I hope you would wish us both well.”

			She stopped and faced him. For a moment she simply studied him, all coyness gone. “You say you’re very fond of her, but is it merely fondness? Is fondness enough for marriage?” She noticed his faint start at the last word. “Miss Lockwood anticipates a proposal any day now. Is that what you intend? Do you really love her enough to pledge your troth to her from now until death?”

			“That must be between me and Miss Lockwood,” he replied coolly.

			“So you say,” she retorted. “But she’s my friend. Do you think I won’t hear of it if she’s unhappy?”

			Benedict’s jaw tightened. He could hardly swear to make Miss Lockwood happy at all times; it wasn’t possible. Marriage wasn’t designed for happiness but for security, status, and money. If one was fortunate, it also provided contented companionship, which he supposed led to happiness. On the other hand, if he admitted the possibility of unhappiness, it would hand Penelope a weapon to skewer him, and he had already seen how quickly she would do it. 

			“I don’t want to make her unhappy,” he said. 

			“Yet what you love about her is her tendency to think too well of people—including, perhaps, gentlemen who call on her. A man truly in love would surely be able to declare it openly, with no need for prevarication. One doesn’t even need to ask Sebastian if he loves my sister; it’s written on his face when he looks at her—something he does all the time.” She made a dismissive motion with one hand as Benedict’s expression hardened into stone. “I haven’t seen you glance once toward Miss Lockwood. Instead you’ve been watching me like a cat watches a mouse, as if you’d like nothing more than a chance to wring my neck.”

			“A cat,” he bit out, “does not wring a mouse’s neck. He eats the mouse. Do you seriously convict me of not caring for Miss Lockwood because I’m not consumed with jealousy over her every move? Quite aside from the fact that I have been paying attention to you, my partner in the quadrille, what sort of marriage would it be if I never allowed my wife to dance with another man or do anything at all out of my sight? You advocate something more like possession than marriage.” He didn’t care that he had all but admitted he was planning to propose to Frances Lockwood. Something about Penelope Weston made his blood run hot and reckless.

			“You needn’t be consumed with jealousy,” she scoffed. “But consumed with passion for her . . . That is something every woman wants from the man she marries.”

			He almost lost his temper. Every woman? Not even half, by his accounting. Just in this ballroom alone, Benedict could see more than a dozen women who had married for money, for rank, for power. If they wanted passion, they must have found it outside their marital beds, because he knew a great many married couples in London who could hardly stand the sight of each other.

			“Such charming idealism,” he said in a stony voice. “What a romantic haven you must inhabit. Either that, or you’re too naïve to understand marriage among the upper classes.”

			Her eyes widened. “It is not idealism!”

			He gave her a cynical look. “Then you’ve not seen enough ton marriages.” 

			“Perhaps not,” she retorted. “Perhaps I’ve seen too many happy marriages, like my sister’s.” She gave him a scathing look up and down. “Perhaps that’s the difference between us, Lord Atherton. I believe a man should love the woman he marries, and she should love him. I don’t believe it’s enough to simply ‘get on well together’ and enjoy each other’s company.”

			The edges of his vision burned red. Even if he hadn’t remembered speaking those words, the scornful lilt Penelope gave them would have reminded him of the occasion. He hadn’t been desperately in love with Abigail Weston when he proposed to her, but neither had he lied and claimed he was. He’d been honest with her, and now Penelope was flinging it in his face as if it were some sordid insult. Someday, someone would give her a well-deserved comeuppance, and he hoped he was there to see it.

			“I expect it’s but one of many differences between us.” He bowed. “Good evening, Miss Weston.” He walked away, and felt her gaze boring into his back with every step he took.

			His fellow Guardsmen had congregated at the far end of the room, closer to the card room and the wine punch. Sick of female companionship for the moment, he rejoined them, still thinking how he could have charmed his way back into Penelope Weston’s good graces—assuming she had any, which he was beginning to doubt. Those flashes of affinity between them must have been figments of his imagination.

			“What were you up to?”

			He started at Lieutenant Cabot’s question. “Dancing.”

			Cabot snorted with laughter. “We saw! How did you make out?”

			Benedict lifted a glass of wine from a nearby footman’s tray. “What do you mean?”

			“The Weston girl,” said Cabot, lowering his voice. “The cit’s daughter.”

			“Ah.” Benedict took a drink. Her. “I’m not pursuing her.”

			Corporal Hollander eyed him closely, a teasing grin lurking about his mouth. “No? You couldn’t take your eyes off her.”

			Benedict shot an annoyed look at him. “How dull it must be, standing here watching other people dance. Couldn’t find a partner of your own?”

			“Not one with that kind of dowry,” returned Hollander. “Nor that pretty a face. And you act like a man hell-bent on finding a wife. If you’re determined to get yourself leg-shackled, why not pursue an heiress?”

			“I’m not determined to get married.” Not to the wrong girl, at any rate. 

			Cabot rested his elbow on Benedict’s shoulder, probably for balance as much as to lean closer. There was wine on his breath, and he swayed a bit on his feet. “I don’t blame you. She’s quite fetching. I hear she’s got a tongue like a dagger, but the rest of her is quite fine.”

			Against his will, his mind conjured up the image of her breasts, pale and perfect above the bodice of her gown. He felt again the charge that seemed to leap between them when she glanced at him in that coy way. Penelope Weston was very fine, indeed. God help him. He drank more wine and shrugged off Cabot’s elbow.

			“She’s pretty enough,” he said. 

			Hollander snorted. “Pretty enough! She’s a dashed beauty. I’d like to have my way with her. The spirited ones are always the most invigorating to bed.”

			Oh Lord. Such a thought did nothing for Benedict’s peace of mind. He waved one hand at the footman to bring more wine. “You’d better keep your wits about you if you mean to try.” The accommodating servant put another full glass into his hand, which he promptly raised to his mouth, trying to wash away the thought of taking Penelope to bed, all her crackling energy and spirit channeled into more passionate outlets . . . A man would need to hold her down . . . or tie her down . . . or lie back and let her ride him hard . . .

			“For twenty thousand pounds I certainly could,” said Cabot with a laugh. 

			“For twenty thousand pounds you could buy some wit to keep about you, too,” added Hollander.

			“Who are you setting your sights on, Cabot? The Weston girl?” Bannister, a strapping subaltern new to the regiment, joined the conversation. “I’d advise against it.”

			“I never asked for your bloody advice,” said Cabot petulantly. He hiccupped in the middle, though, slurring his words, and no one paid him much mind.

			“Atherton’s eyeing her.” Hollander gave Benedict a sly look. 

			“I am not,” he said through his teeth. The wine was not, as hoped, mellowing his temper.

			“Oh! He might have a chance, but the rest of you lot . . .” Bannister grimaced. “Her father’s ambitious and wants an earl at least.”

			“The devil you say!” Cabot blinked, steadying himself on Benedict’s shoulder again. “An earl! On what grounds?”

			“Forty thousand pounds, that’s what grounds.” Bannister nodded at Hollander’s quiet whistle of astonishment. “Had it from Mrs. Harrow herself.”

			“What’s her interest?”

			“Well.” Bannister smiled slightly. “I might have admitted a wealthy wife would enable me to maintain certain pleasures that would otherwise strain my purse.”

			Hollander chuckled. “Bannister, you scoundrel. Asking your mistress to help you find a wife so you can keep supporting her? What brass, man.”

			Bannister ignored him. “But you’ve set your cap at her, Atherton? I thought you were after the Lockwood girl, but if you’ve moved on, I don’t like to trespass on a fellow officer’s interest . . .”

			Benedict silently said a very colorful curse. The Guardsmen had apparently turned into a group of gossiping old women tonight. “As a gentleman, I refuse to discuss any lady in such vulgar terms. I had the pleasure of making Miss Weston’s acquaintance last summer, and I assure you all she despises nothing as much as she despises insincerity.” 

			“Oh, I intend to be sincere,” murmured Bannister, his eyes roving the room like a hunter’s. “My father’s a marquess, after all, even if I’m not the heir. Is she here?”

			“She danced with Atherton just a few moments ago.” 

			Someone really needed to draw Cabot’s cork. The man chattered worse than a little girl when he was drunk. “It was only a quadrille,” said Benedict coldly. “And this entire conversation has grown rather tedious. Good evening.” Ignoring the chuckles and teasing, he walked away. 

			It didn’t occur to him until much later that he could have ended the matter simply by admitting he was courting Frances Lockwood. He was growing certain that she would be a suitable wife. In fact, his mates had seen him dance with her before; they just hadn’t teased him about her. He told himself that was because Miss Lockwood hadn’t exercised her wit on as many gentlemen as Penelope had done, shaping society’s view of her. Or perhaps it was because Penelope’s dowry dwarfed Miss Lockwood’s, while her pedigree did not. He told himself it was not because Miss Lockwood looked quiet and ordinary next to Penelope, and that all Hollander’s enthusiasm for a spirited girl was just the ramblings of a man with too much wine in his belly. Because
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