
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            The book is dedicated to my brother-in-law Sunil, 

            whose courage in the face of cancer is truly heroic. 
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Lindow Castle, Cheshire

            Country seat of the Duke of Lindow

            June 4, 1780

         

         Miss Lavinia Gray considered herself reasonably brave. In her twenty-one years, she had been presented to both an English
            and a French queen without losing her composure. She had squeaked, but not screamed, after a close encounter with an exceedingly
            large bear. Perhaps “bear” was an exaggeration. One could call it a dog, but only if a dog had huge bearlike fangs and lunged
            from the shadows.
         

         
         Screaming would not have been uncalled for.

         
         There was also the time she had waded into a lake rumored to be inhabited by leeches. She had shuddered but soldiered on every
            time something soft bumped her legs.
         

         
         But this?

         
         Hovering in the corridor outside a gentleman’s bedchamber?

         
         This was a whole new level of uneasiness. She’d prefer to swim in a leechy lake up to her neck than knock on the door before
            her.
         

         
         The ironic thing was that she’d soothed many a young gentleman who had fallen to his knees to offer marriage, although now
            she realized she should have been even kinder. Drumming up one’s nerve to propose was terrifying.
         

         
         That’s what she was about to do.

         
         Propose.

         
         A silent shriek went through her head. How in heaven’s name have I come to this?

         
         She shook off the unhelpful thought and tried to muster her courage. Generally speaking, she found dresses to be a formidable
            suit of armor, useful in marshaling courage, but even one of her best Parisian gowns wasn’t helping. Champagne-tinted silk
            clung to her figure and then opened into frothy ruffles at the hem; modest padding at the hips emphasized the swell of her
            breasts and made her waist look smaller.
         

         
         Ordinarily, she would have felt invulnerable in it, but at the moment, she felt only self-conscious dread.

         
         The problem was that Parth Sterling had never shown any sign of being attracted to her figure—or any other part of her, for
            that matter. Just last night he had entered the drawing room, nodded to her, and promptly moved to the other side of the room.
         

         
         After not seeing her for two years.
         

         
         Bring on the leechy lake.

         
         “You have no choice,” her cousin Diana had fiercely insisted, not ten minutes ago. “You must marry Parth. He’s the only one who can save your mother.”
         

         
         Lavinia took a deep breath, forcing herself to stand still and not dash down the corridor. Hands fisted at her sides, she
            firmed her lips and took a step closer to the door. Her mother, Lady Gray, needed to be saved, and an ordinary, garden-variety
            gentleman wasn’t going to do it.
         

         
         She needed Parth, not only because he was the richest bachelor in the kingdom, but because he—well, he got things done.
         

         
         He fixed things.

         
         Problems of all sorts.

         
         The thought stiffened her backbone, and before she could stop herself again, she knocked. And waited.

         
         A swooning sense of relief came over her when no one opened the door.

         
         She would return to Diana and report that Parth Sterling unaccountably hadn’t been in his chamber waiting for a marriage proposal.

         
         He was—

         
         He was standing in the open doorway, staring at her there in the dark corridor.

         
         “Lavinia?”
         

         
         She managed a wavering smile. “Hello!”

         
         “Jesus,” he barked, and then looked both ways. “What in the hell are you doing out here?”

         
         Before she could answer, he grabbed her by the elbow, pulled her inside, and slammed the door.

         
         Earlier, talking to Diana, it had all made sense, in a cracked sort of way: Parth was rich, Parth was unmarried, and Parth
            was a problem solver.
         

         
         But faced with Parth? Who was taller than most men, broader in his chest, with thick hair, skin like warm bronze, dark eyes . . . and that
            beard! Unlike the other gentlemen of her acquaintance, he wore a close-trimmed beard that made him look as if he belonged
            in a Shakespeare play, or the court of Henry VIII.
         

         
         He looked like a king.

         
         “I find myself in a predicament,” Lavinia said, the words tripping over each other. “Well, more than a predicament, a problem.
            Yes, ‘problem’ is the right word for it.” Usually she had no trouble speaking, but now it felt as if sentences were knocking
            about in her head.
         

         
         “It must be an appalling sort of problem, to bring you to my door.” His voice wasn’t chilly, precisely, but she caught a distinct
            ironic edge.
         

         
         Oh, God, her sins were coming home to roost.

         
         “I used to call you ‘Appalling Parth,’” she said, clearing her throat. “It was merely in jest, and I apologize.”

         
         “To be sure, a jest,” he agreed, his voice indifferent. “Whatever the case, why are you here, Miss Gray?”

         
         “You used to call me Lavinia. In fact, you did seconds ago.”

         
         “Seconds ago I was shocked to find a lady standing at my bedchamber door. It seems we were both guilty of a lapse in decorum.”

         
         Well, that was blunt. Lavinia twisted her fingers together, trying to work out how to broach the subject of marriage. This
            was a disaster. She ought to leave. She told herself to leave, quite firmly. Her feet remained rooted to the carpet.
         

         
         Parth raised a brow. “Well?” he said, when she had apparently stood in silence too long. “What can I do for you, Miss Gray?”

         
         Before she thought twice, her eyes flew to his. Yes, she had teased him. But she didn’t believe he hated her.
         

         
         “Lavinia,” he corrected, his eyes softening. “That was graceless of me, because you are clearly in extremis. What can I do
            to help?”
         

         
         The humiliating thing was that the mere sight of him made her heart pound. Never mind that he was monstrously arrogant and
            would make a terrible husband. From the moment she’d first seen him, two summers before, he’d done something to her. He aggravated
            her. He infuriated her. He intrigued her. She hated that the most because he had made it clear from the first time he saw
            her that he considered her trivial, silly, and intellectually inferior.
         

         
         Why in God’s name had she allowed Diana to talk her into this?

         
         She cleared her throat. “I was wondering if you had made any plans for marriage.”

         
         He froze.

         
         “Because,” Lavinia said, propelled forward by the terrible narrative that she and Diana had devised. “I am . . . I am . . .”

         
         She couldn’t do it.

         
         She tried again. “It’s just that I thought—”

         
         “Are you offering to marry me?” His voice rasped. “Bloody hell, Lavinia—are you proposing marriage?”

         
         “Something like that,” she admitted.

         
         She had imagined surprise, or blunt rejection. She had not imagined . . . pity.
         

         
         But she saw pity in his dark eyes, and a wave of humiliation made her stomach cramp. Instinctively she swung her gaze away
            and caught sight of the two of them in a looking glass hanging on the wall.
         

         
         Lavinia looked the same as she had two hours ago, before her mother revealed the truth about their finances. Her thick hair
            was the color of new guineas; her blue eyes were framed by lavish eyelashes that she darkened religiously. A buxom figure
            and lips that she didn’t bother to color because her looks already skirted the edge of respectability.
         

         
         That showed just how deceiving an appearance could be.

         
         She was no longer the Lavinia of two hours ago. For one thing, she was no longer respectable. A hysterical giggle rose in
            her chest at the thought. Miss Lavinia Gray, daughter of Lady Gray, an heiress who had been wooed on both sides of the Channel,
            was no longer—
         

         
         Respectable.

         
         Or an heiress.

         
         Still desirable, perhaps, but poor. Worse than poor.
         

         
         Her eyes moved to Parth again, and it struck her that he wasn’t wearing a coat, just a white linen shirt, and he’d rolled
            up his sleeves, revealing powerful arms. No wig, no coat. She looked down. No boots.
         

         
         “We aren’t from the same world,” he said, catching her thought but not understanding it. “You don’t want to marry me, Lavinia.
            I can’t imagine why you got that in your head.”
         

         
         Out of nowhere, a streak of blind stubbornness appeared. “Would you . . . may I know your reasons for refusing me?”

         
         He looked at her, incredulous. “Lavinia, are you feeling well?”

         
         “Not particularly,” she said in a burst of honesty. “Perhaps because I’ve never done anything like this before.” She was confident
            around the men who’d courted her; their attentions confirmed her desirability. But something about Parth made her feel uncertain
            and defensive. At the same time, everything in her prickled into life.
         

         
         “I gather you are saying no,” she added.

         
         “I am indeed saying no,” Parth replied. His tone wasn’t unkind, but it was unambiguous. He moved to stand behind a chair,
            as if to put an obstacle between them, as if she were a feral dog who might lunge at him.
         

         
         This wasn’t the way this was supposed to go.

         
         Diana had been confident that Parth would agree, and she had talked at length about how he would fall in love with Lavinia
            after they had wed. With a sickening jolt, Lavinia realized that she had gone along with the plan because it involved Parth.
         

         
         Who was precisely the sort of man who would never accept a bride he hadn’t chosen himself. Let alone one he disliked. Parth,
            of all men, wouldn’t want to be married for his money. He didn’t wear flashy jewels as buttons, or ride in a carriage trimmed
            in gilt.
         

         
         She was such a fool.

         
         “Lavinia, is there anything I can—”

         
         “No, nothing at all,” she said brightly, turning toward the door. “I can’t imagine why I ever had such an idiotic notion.”

         
         He stepped in front of her. “Why did you?”

         
         She couldn’t tell him about the money and the emeralds, and how Lady Gray would end up in Newgate Prison if Lavinia couldn’t
            solve the mess her mother had gotten them into.
         

         
         “I have had a lingering infatuation,” she said, the words pouring out before she caught them. “You don’t believe I give every
            man pet names, do you?”
         

         
         “What?”
         

         
         She saw the muscles tense through the sheer linen of his shirt. It was . . .

         
         “I’m joking!” she cried. “It’s time I return to my own chamber. You certainly don’t want me to be caught here. I can assure
            you, Parth, that I may ask a gentleman to marry me, but I would never compromise one.”
         

         
         His hand whipped out and caught her arm. “I’m not the first you’ve proposed to?” It was a growl.

         
         “As a matter of fact, you are.” Then she added, with reckless bravado, “But now I’ve broken the ice, so to speak, who knows
            where I’ll stop?”
         

         
         Parth shook his head. “When you left England, you were the most desirable lady on the marriage market. You have no need to
            woo a man, Lavinia.”
         

         
         “Times change,” she said lightly.

         
         His gaze moved from her toes to her head. “No, they don’t. You look—” Then his eyes sharpened. “Wait. I see.”

         
         “You do?” She pulled her arm free and began to back toward the door. Why had she listened to Diana? Everyone knew that her
            cousin was prone to wild ideas. Just look at the way Diana had run away from her own betrothal party with no more than a hatbox,
            and after that, had become a governess in the home of her jilted fiancé.
         

         
         He took a step toward her, eyes intent. “It’s not a disgrace, Lavinia.”

         
         Her heart sank. He must know. He owned a bank, for goodness’ sake. Resentment prickled down her spine. If he’d realized that her dowry was lost, couldn’t he have said
            something?
         

         
         “You know?” There was gravel in her voice.
         

         
         “I can guess.”

         
         “Oh.” The word was small and ashamed.

         
         “I’ll find him,” Parth said, low and ferocious. “And I’ll kill him.”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “The father of your child.” Parth’s large hands closed around her shoulders. “Tell me his name.” His eyes fell to her bosom,
            assessed the size of her breasts, descended to her hips. “Three or four months on the way, I would guess?”
         

         
         Lavinia’s mouth fell open, and then she snapped it shut. She’d been humiliated before, but now . . .

         
         “You believe I’d deceive you so?” The words came out broken and aching. “I know you don’t like me, Parth, but you think me
            capable of that? That I’d—that I’d ask you to marry me in order to disguise the fact I was carrying another man’s child?”
         

         
         His eyes went blank and his hands fell away.

         
         “You feel that I’m—that I had—that I would—” Her throat ached so much she couldn’t speak. She had known he disliked her. But
            she hadn’t imagined he thought she was loose. Or worse, conniving.
         

         
         That was the moment when, looking back, Lavinia decided that she could consider herself brave. Because she didn’t cry or scream.
            She summoned the last dregs of her courage and drew herself upright.
         

         
         She might have even given him a polite smile. “I apologize, Parth. Excuse me, I meant to say Mr. Sterling. I intruded into
            your chamber and embarrassed both of us, for no good reason.”
         

         
         She skirted him and fled, somehow finding the discipline to close the door quietly behind herself.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Lindow Castle stables

            An hour later

         

         “Elisa is a contessa,” Parth called over to North—that is, Lord Roland Northbridge Wilde, heir to the Lindow dukedom, and
            his closest friend since childhood. Parth was seated on Blue, a sixteen-hands chestnut gelding whose cantankerous attitude
            had been giving North problems.
         

         
         North leaned against the post-and-rail fence surrounding one of the exercise rings dotting the stables, and gave a bark of
            laughter. “You’ve told me a hundred times that you have no plans to marry, and in particular, that you will never marry a
            lady. You told me after my disastrous betrothal party that you’d never give a woman the chance to jilt you. And yet here you
            are, intending to marry a noblewoman?”
         

         
         Parth turned his mount in yet another tight circle. “Elisa is different. For one thing, she’s Italian.”

         
         Keeping a firm seat, and with the reins steady, Parth deftly moved the big horse through his paces, around and around the
            enclosure.
         

         
         It was this activity that had built up the muscles in his arms, driving his tailor and valet to despair. Parth didn’t care.
            There was nothing better than the joy of pitting his strength against that of a magnificent animal like Blue.
         

         
         “How did you meet her?” North asked.

         
         Blue’s ears were twitching, suggesting rebellion, but Parth hadn’t lost his seat since he was a boy, and he wasn’t going to
            now.
         

         
         “Her late husband and I were good friends in Florence. He was a conte, but he wasn’t as useless as most noblemen. He died more than a year ago now.”
         

         
         Blue tried to toss his head, and moved his rear sideways, a sign of the temper that had him throwing a dozen riders since
            North had purchased him.
         

         
         “I wasn’t aware you were looking for a wife,” North exclaimed. “You always refuse to attend balls with me.”

         
         “I’m neither titled, nor pretty, as you are. Or as you used to be.” Parth tossed it over his shoulder, because Blue was rebelling
            in earnest now, prancing to show off his displeasure, lunging around the ring as if he could intimidate his rider into giving
            over control.
         

         
         “Going to war changes a man,” North said, shrugging.

         
         Before Diana, his bride-to-be, had fled their betrothal party two years ago, North had been one of the most fashionable gentlemen
            in all England, rarely seen without a pristine wig and an embroidered coat. His clothing had been superlative, the heels of
            his shoes red, his stockings silk.
         

         
         Now he was wearing a plain white shirt, frayed at the wrists where lace cuffs had presumably been ripped away. No wig was
            in evidence, and his skin was browned by the sun. He’d spent the morning working with his horses, and had a smudge of dirt
            on the cheekbone that used to be dotted with a beauty patch.
         

         
         The sight of him now gave Parth a feeling of deep satisfaction. North hadn’t been foppish when they were growing up together;
            rather, it was Horatius, North’s late older brother, who had reveled in ducal attire. Who had been faultless in appearance
            and manner most of the time—unless he was drunk, as he had been the night he died.
         

         
         “I take it, then, that the contessa is not interested in your fortune,” North said. “That’s important.”

         
         Parth nodded. The success of Sterling Bank had propelled him into the view of polite society. Young ladies of high birth had
            proved to be feverishly eager to marry a man whose private fortune ranked among the top in the country.
         

         
         He frowned. Having ruled out pregnancy, he couldn’t think of a problem that would have driven Lavinia into his arms. Financial
            difficulties? That didn’t make sense. Any number of gentlemen would be happy to take her on, dowry or no.
         

         
         He had no intention of telling North about Lavinia’s visit to his bedchamber that morning, let alone her absurd proposal.
            He could make no sense of her peculiar visit—but he damned well meant to find out before night fell what had driven her to
            such an extreme.
         

         
         That feckless girl with her lavish bonnets and disrespectful manners had always perturbed him, but now he felt a prickle of
            guilt. She’d shocked the hell out of him with that proposal, and he hadn’t responded as well as he might have.
         

         
         “Watch out!” North barked.

         
         Parth didn’t bother to answer. He had already sensed the change in his mount: a tensing of powerful haunches, a shudder running
            over the glossy coat.
         

         
         Abruptly, the gelding arched his back and jumped straight into the air, four hooves off the ground, landing only to do it
            again, trying his best to dislodge his rider. Parth clung to him like a burr, relishing the battle of man against beast, respecting
            the tremendous power that Blue put into his fight to rid himself of the nuisance of a man in the saddle.
         

         
         When the horse finally settled, blowing hard, hair darkened by sweat, Parth leaned forward and said, “That was an excellent
            effort, Blue. I wish you’d put all that energy to better use.”
         

         
         Blue pulled his lips back and trumpeted his aversion to that idea. Parth braced himself, his knees pinning him to the saddle
            as Blue threw his front half up into the air, trying with every acrobatic twist to free himself.
         

         
         When they were both on the ground again, Parth ran a soothing hand down Blue’s powerful neck.

         
         North was still leaning back against the fence, arms draped over the top rail. “I paid over eighty pounds for him, but it
            was worth it. He’ll make a fine hunter.”
         

         
         While Blue began another bid for liberty, Parth made up his mind. He shouted over his mount’s enraged trumpeting, “I’ll pay
            you double.”
         

         
         North waited until Blue settled back on all four hooves. “If you want him, he’s yours. I only had the money to buy him because
            you made it for me.”
         

         
         “I’ll pay a fair price.”

         
         “No, you won’t. Family doesn’t make family pay.”

         
         Parth’s last name might be Sterling, but he was a Wilde in all the ways that counted. His parents had sent him from India
            to England, a ward of the Duke of Lindow, at age five, and the duke was the closest thing he had to a father. Horatius, North,
            and Alaric—the duke’s first family—were his brothers. Hell, the duke’s younger children were his siblings as well, right down
            to little two-year-old Artemisia.
         

         
         “I’ll put the purchase price in your account,” Parth said, because he’d be damned if he took Blue for free.

         
         “We never should have let you open a bank,” North said, jumping over the rail of the training ring and heading toward the
            open stable door, pausing to shout, “The power has gone to your head.”
         

         
         Parth ignored that. A couple of years ago, his companies began returning such high profits that he had trouble reinvesting
            them in solid ventures. A bank’s security was reliant on its management, and Parth didn’t care to depend on other people’s
            ability to judge investments.
         

         
         What could be safer than a bank of his own? The Wilde fortunes—all of which he had managed since he turned twenty—were promptly
            moved to his bank.
         

         
         After that, the nobility lined up to beg him to shelter their money. Sterling Bank was no competition to the Bank of England,
            but it was—to Parth’s mind—much more solid and a better risk.
         

         
         Blue was blowing air, his sides pumping in and out. His head slipped downward. Parth immediately leapt off. Incongruously
            long lashes blinked as the gelding raised his head to examine the man whom he hadn’t managed to throw off his back.
         

         
         “Damn, you’re good,” North said. He had returned with a horse blanket over his shoulder, and was leaning against the fence
            again.
         

         
         “He’s an excellent fellow,” Parth said, giving Blue a rub between his ears. “You’ll add him to my group?”

         
         Parth owned a manor house a few miles down the road from the castle, but his outbuildings were devoted to experiments, not
            horseflesh. He maintained only a few carriage horses on his premises. His other horseflesh—hunters, a racehorse or two, a
            foal that had caught his fancy—were stabled here.
         

         
         North nodded, tossing the blanket to him. Parth caught it with one hand and wrapped it around Blue’s neck. Then he met the
            horse’s eyes with all the respect that he gave a ferocious competitor in the banking world. “Blue.”
         

         
         The horse snorted, but with an uncertain undertone.

         
         “You’re mine, Blue,” Parth said. He ran a hand down the gelding’s nose, and Blue breathed warm air into his palm. “No more
            antics like that. You could hurt someone.”
         

         
         Hell, he’d already broken a groom’s arm.

         
         Blue made a snuffling noise. Parth stroked him under the chin. After another few minutes Blue sighed and put his head on Parth’s
            shoulder. It wasn’t surrender.
         

         
         It was compromise, and they both knew it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Back at Lindow

            Miss Diana Belgrave’s bedchamber

         

         “I’m terribly sorry!” Diana cried, sitting down next to Lavinia, who was huddled on the settee. “I would never have imagined
            Parth could be so rude.”
         

         
         “He wasn’t,” Lavinia said dully. “He simply refused, that’s all. He was appalled at the idea.”

         
         “Was that a joke on ‘Appalling Parth’?” her cousin said, dropping a kiss on her cheek.

         
         “No, a factual description of his expression.” Lavinia’s voice caught. “I’ve never been so humiliated in my life.”

         
         “It’s all my fault,” Diana said. “I promised North that I would consider carefully before acting on rash ideas. I should have
            held my tongue.”
         

         
         “You didn’t force me to his chamber, Diana,” Lavinia said. “I believed it was a good idea too. I was such a fool.” She pressed
            her lips together, trying to hold back tears.
         

         
         Diana wrapped her arms around her. “I don’t like Parth any longer. Perhaps I’ll cut him over tea.”

         
         “It’s not his fault that he doesn’t want to marry me.”

         
         “Why not? You would be a perfect wife for him. And frankly,” she admitted, “I thought he’d be too much of a gentleman to refuse.”

         
         “People are seldom who they appear to be,” Lavinia said, hiccupping with sobs. “Who could have believed that my mother would
            steal your emeralds? No one imagines Lady Gray a thief, but she is.”
         

         
         “Might you conceive of your mother as a Robin Hood in skirts?” Perhaps because she was well on the way to marrying a future
            duke, Diana seemed gleeful unmoved by the revelation that her aunt had stolen her emerald parure, sold the necklace and diadem
            in Paris, and lived on the ill-gotten proceeds thereafter.
         

         
         “You should be angry,” Lavinia said wearily. “Your mother blamed you for the loss of those jewels, if you remember—and yet you compare my mother to Robin Hood, who stole from the rich and gave to the poor?”
         

         
         Diana laughed. “You are poor. I’m not angry; I love you, and it’s not your fault. Lady Gray, and not you, resorted to theft. How could I blame you
            for her missteps?”
         

         
         “Mother blames me. She says the theft of your emeralds is my fault because I’ve refused so many marriage proposals and I don’t
            deserve to have a dowry.” Despite herself, a sob escaped. “She isn’t repentant in the least.”
         

         
         Diana produced a handkerchief and blotted Lavinia’s tears. “Parth is scarcely the only wealthy man in the kingdom. Proposing
            to him was a foolish idea, but frankly, there are many men who would help you, and you won’t need to embarrass yourself, because
            they will throw themselves at your feet.”
         

         
         Lavinia shaped her lips into a smile. “I’m sorry for being such a wet blanket. It was just—you should have seen Parth’s face.”

         
         “Put it out of your head,” Diana ordered. She rose and pulled Lavinia up. “We have an hour before tea. I want you to wash
            your face and then lie down with a cool compress on your eyes.”
         

         
         “I can’t join you,” Lavinia said with a shudder. “I can’t face him.”

         
         “Yes, you can. You will act as if nothing has happened between you.” Diana’s tone would allow no further protest.
         

         
         “I told Mother that we must return to London tomorrow morning. I shall be married when I see Parth again,” Lavinia whispered,
            her voice rasping. “Happily married.”
         

         
         “To a duke,” Diana said, nodding. “A very rich duke. If only I weren’t marrying North, he would be a perfect tool for revenge.”
         

         
         Lavinia gave a watery chuckle. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to give him up.”

         
         Diana’s mouth curled. “It might be hard to convince him.”

         
          

         “Let’s go in. I have to bathe before tea,” North said, as a stable boy took Blue away for a good currying and some warm mash.
            “You must tell me more about your contessa.”
         

         
         Parth laughed. “You don’t give a damn about my contessa. You mean to find your fiancée.”

         
         “True,” North admitted, grinning.

         
         Parth slung an arm around his friend’s shoulder. “The woman is in love with you. She will never run away again.”

         
         “Does the contessa feel the same about you?”
         

         
         “Not yet, but she will. I’m thinking of inviting Elisa to the ball planned for your wedding. She would enjoy a masquerade
            ball.”
         

         
         North stopped. “Make certain of her feelings first. It’s no pleasure to chase your fiancée down the road to London after being
            jilted.”
         

         
         “Considering Elisa’s extensive collection of Wilde prints, she may chase you down the road,” Parth joked.
         

         
         North guffawed. “Even if I hadn’t managed to woo Diana, I was never in the market for an Italian noblewoman.”

         
         “Until Diana has your wedding ring on her finger, unwed ladies will throw themselves at you. Witness the unexpected arrival
            of Lavinia Gray and her mother, under the pretext of rescuing Diana from the drudgery of being a governess.”
         

         
         Lavinia must have been devastated to find North affianced to Diana once again. After all, why would she have blurted out that
            proposal? Parth had to be the fall-back when North turned out to be engaged.
         

         
         There was only one answer to that.

         
         Hell, no.

         
         Irritation swept through Parth when he realized he was thinking about Lavinia again. Damn it, her problem must have to do
            with money. She would never have approached him otherwise.
         

         
         She wanted his money, just like the other ladies who’d thrown themselves in his way. He meant to solve her financial problems.
            But not by marrying her. Why didn’t she just ask him for a loan, rather than propose to him?
         

         
         Despite himself, his mind went back to that sentence she’d blurted out, about having a “lingering infatuation” for him. She
            couldn’t have meant it. And yet she’d looked as if she’d shocked herself . . .
         

         
         No.

         
         “I will bring Elisa,” Parth said, making up his mind. “Do you expect Lavinia and her mother to attend the wedding?”

         
         “Absolutely. Lavinia may be a distant cousin, but the Grays are the only family Diana has, since her confounded mother has
            disowned her. Why do you ask?”
         

         
         “That woman does not like me,” Parth replied, almost certain that it was true. “The feeling is mutual.”

         
         “Why don’t you? Lavinia is amusing, intelligent, and remarkably beautiful.”

         
         “She is as shallow as a puddle,” Parth said, guilt pushing him to be harsher than he might have been. “She cares only for
            frivolities. Remember when she returned from Manchester with a carriage full of bonnets? Just one of those headdresses costs
            more than a housemaid makes in a year. I’m sure that wasn’t the first time.”
         

         
         “Lavinia is an extremely kind young lady,” North protested. “She traveled all the way from Paris to save Diana from the grip
            of the villain—me—who had compelled her into servitude.”
         

         
         “That was just an excuse. She came here to seduce you.” His voice grated.

         
         “No, she didn’t,” North said firmly, adding: “Lavinia will be Diana’s witness, and I’d like you to be mine.”

         
         “I don’t understand why you haven’t eloped. Hell, considering that Diana’s mother disowned her, you wouldn’t even have to
            contend with irate relatives. You could set out for Gretna Green tomorrow.”
         

         
         North shook his head. “I shall marry Diana with pomp and circumstance. My father intends to invite half of polite society
            to Lindow for the wedding, and I want every one of them to know that I love and honor my wife—even more so for the time she
            spent as a governess.”
         

         
         It was romantic; Parth had to give him that.

         
         “We’ll keep it a secret until the invitations must be delivered,” North continued. “After the stationers get wind of our reconciliation,
            Diana will be plagued to death.”
         

         
         For years, the Duke of Lindow and his large and lively family had been a source of endless fascination not only to much of
            Great Britain, but also to a sizable cohort on the continent: Popular prints depicting scenes—ranging from reasonably true
            to entirely fanciful—from their lives circulated throughout the kingdom and abroad, and were avidly collected by duchesses
            and dairymaids alike.
         

         
         The duke’s three marriageable daughters, Betsy, Viola, and Joan, were constantly reported to be desperately in love with men
            whom they’d never met. Leonidas and Spartacus were depicted strolling into brothels. But as heir to the dukedom, it was North’s
            love life that received the most attention.
         

         
         Diana’s flight from her betrothal party two years before had been exciting material for printmakers; when it turned out that
            she was serving as a governess in the castle, they rejoiced. Their depictions of Diana as a downtrodden servant to an evil
            lord sold like hotcakes. The news that North and Diana were betrothed again would cause a frenzy that was sure to dwarf the
            previous scandal.
         

         
         “Your contessa must come for the wedding,” North added. “It’s the chase, isn’t it? You want her precisely because she hasn’t
            succumbed to your charms.”
         

         
         “I’m used to acquiring the best.” Parth grinned. “And I do like a challenge. The fact that Elisa does not consider me a possible
            spouse makes the chase more pleasurable.”
         

         
         North burst into laughter. “How does she consider you, if not as a marriage prospect?”
         

         
         “I believe she groups me with her husband’s friends—who are in their fifties. The conte was a good twenty-five years older
            than his wife.”
         

         
         “How astonishing: a woman who has overlooked your obvious assets. We’ll play charades one evening and I’ll contrive it so
            you have to act out King Henry VIII, just to make certain that the contessa recognizes what a noble catch you are.” He reached over and gave Parth’s bearded chin a rub. “And since Henry supposedly viewed his beard as a symbol of his throne.”
         

         
         The four of them—Horatius, Alaric, North, and Parth—had grown up mocking each other, and North’s belly laugh felt deeply satisfying.
            With Horatius gone, Alaric and North were the dearest people in the world to Parth.
         

         
         They walked through the last row of trees that circled the stables, and rounded the bend to find Lindow Castle sprawled before
            them. Unlike the elegant palaces that Parth had seen on his visits to the Loire Valley, Lindow was a chaotic stone pile, built
            and rebuilt over many centuries, with newer turrets heaped on older towers. Wings, buttresses, and terraces protruded without
            any regard for rhyme or reason.
         

         
         Spreading away from its east flank was the Lindow Moss, the vast and treacherous peat bog in which Horatius had lost his life.

         
         The manor house Parth had built on neighboring land was, in many ways, everything Lindow was not. It was designed to present
            not strength and impenetrability, but openness and beauty. The ceilings were high, and the rooms graciously sized. He’d acquired
            the finest furnishings, and covered the walls with a priceless assortment of Italian paintings.
         

         
         Wind didn’t whistle down the corridors, and ill-tempered peacocks didn’t scream challenges at each other in the night. The
            kitchens were modern, and the gardens perfumed by flowers rather than peat. His bedchamber boasted both a dressing chamber
            and a bathing chamber, with an attached water closet.
         

         
         And yet, he preferred his London townhouse or, when he was in Cheshire, his boyhood bedchamber.

         
         But time moved on, and he had to move with it. Horatius was dead. Alaric was married, and North soon would be. Elisa was warm,
            exuberant, and beautiful. She would transform his country house into a home. Fill it with children and laughter, so that it
            resembled Lindow Castle in the most important ways.
         

         
         “I’ll see you at tea,” North said over his shoulder, as he hastened through the courtyard.

         
         Parth didn’t bother to answer; North was off in search of his beloved. Having already witnessed several such reunions since
            his arrival the day before, Parth knew that North would pull Diana into his arms and kiss her senseless, regardless of who
            might be observing them.
         

         
         He tried to imagine feeling so passionately about a woman—and failed. Elisa was delightful in every way. He would welcome
            a chance to kiss her. But he would never succumb to desire the way North had. It wasn’t in his nature.
         

         
         An errant memory imposed itself: Lavinia Gray’s big blue eyes looking up at him in his bedchamber. He’d moved behind a chair
            because a blazing—and wholly inconvenient—surge of lust had overtaken him.
         

         
         The man who succumbed to a woman like that would find himself with a wife who had no thought in her mind other than her reckless
            expenditures on ribbons and lace. He’d have to face her over the supper table for the rest of his life, with nothing to talk
            about.
         

         
         Desire would inevitably wane, and Lavinia’s husband would find himself listening to disquisitions about bonnets.

         
         Lectures about petticoats.

         
         Nothing that happened in the marital bed could make up for that. The images his mind presented him—of a happy, flushed, satisfied Lavinia—were quickly banished.
         

         
         Marriage was just another transaction.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            Later that afternoon

         

         Tea was served al fresco on the Peacock Terrace. As Lavinia walked with Diana through the library toward the terrace, the clamor of voices told her
            that the entire family had already assembled.
         

         
         They paused in the doorway for a moment. Parth was seated to one side, playing chess with Spartacus, the duke’s eighteen-year-old
            son. Lavinia instantly turned away, ignoring the way her stomach tightened at the sight.
         

         
         All the names she’d called Parth a couple of years ago—Fiendish Sterling, Proper Parth—sounded in her ears. The world had
            been golden back when she made up those silly names. She had been confident that she’d make an excellent marriage. Miss Lavinia
            Gray would be an asset to any man, bringing her beauty and a fortune to the union. Parth Sterling was virtually the only bachelor
            who’d regarded her with indifference, and it had driven her to tease him.
         

         
         For the first time in her life, she felt completely adrift. Who was she, if not an heiress with a penchant for dressing in
            beautiful clothing? Her fortune lost, all she had left was her beauty. On the heels of that came another painful realization:
            How shallow was she that she had given such importance to ephemeral things?
         

         
         The duke and duchess, their family, and a handful of other guests were seated around a large table cluttered with cakes and
            delicacies. Her mother, Lady Gray, was nowhere to be seen.
         

         
         Diana tugged her gently toward the table, but Lavinia stood rooted in the doorway, another awful realization crashing over
            her head.
         

         
         Any of the proposals she’d received would have dissolved like smoke the moment her proposed husband’s solicitor learned the
            truth about her dowry. How had her mother imagined marriage negotiations? Did she presume that any man would be sufficiently
            smitten with her daughter to overlook it?
         

         
         Lavinia had already been ruined, even when she teased Parth two years ago. Even when she’d bought all the bonnets that aroused
            his disdain. Even more so because those cursed bonnets had been paid for because her mother purloined Diana’s jewels and exchanged
            them for glass counterfeits, as worthless as Lavinia now was.
         

         
         The irony was sickening. Lavinia had always believed her fortune made her a diamond, but she was really no more than polished
            glass.
         

         
         Parth saw through her, obviously. No wonder he looked at her as if she were not a diamond, but a toad. A toad that invaded his garden and sat on his lily pad and couldn’t be thrown out, but couldn’t be touched either.
         

         
         That was the sort of flight of fancy that would have made her friend Willa burst out laughing. Especially if Lavinia pointed
            out that if he were the toad, then she could kiss him and . . .
         

         
         She lost the thread of the thought. She had an odd feeling, as if she were supposed to do a French récitation in school but had forgotten her lines. There was a rushing sound in her ears, and a dizzying throbbing in her belly.
         

         
         “You need a cup of tea,” Diana said, giving her another tug. “Your cheeks have no color.”

         
         Lavinia drifted at her cousin’s side. She took an empty seat beside Lady Knowe, the duke’s twin sister. She felt like an automaton,
            a mechanical figure. One that could raise a cup of tea to her lips, turn her head, even flutter her fan. She drank tea. She
            ate too many muffins. She laughed and conversed with Lady Knowe, Diana, and assorted Wilde offspring.
         

         
         Lavinia was particularly fond of the youngest Wilde, Artemisia. Artie was tough and sweet at the same time, and Lavinia had
            the vague idea that she might have a daughter just like her someday.
         

         
         After three cups of tea, she rose and walked over to the balustrade, hand-in-hand with Artie. They tried to coax Fitzy, the
            elderly peacock who ruled the south lawn, to take bits of muffin from Artie’s hand.
         

         
         But Fitzy ignored them. He was irate, stalking back and forth and rattling his train in warning. Floyd, his arch rival, had
            encroached upon his territory again. Floyd had arrived at Lindow only recently, and had not yet learned to respect Fitzy’s
            temper.
         

         
         Right now the younger bird was lurking a few feet away. He fanned his tail with an air of bravado that quickly deflated when
            Fitzy scratched a claw in his direction.
         

         
         Rather like me, scuttling away from Parth’s bedchamber, Lavinia thought.
         

         
         Artie wanted to give the rejected muffin to Floyd, who had retreated to a spot well away from his aggressor, but instead Lavinia
            promised they’d visit Floyd later. She felt too tired to pursue a skittish peacock across the lawn.
         

         
         Her earlier weeping fit had left her leaden with exhaustion. Normally she didn’t allow herself to cry—but she’d like to meet
            the woman who wouldn’t have wept after being so humiliated.
         

         
         Diana’s little nephew Godfrey was sitting on the duke’s lap, and Artie ran over to sit on His Grace’s other knee. Lavinia
            returned to her seat and ate another muffin that she didn’t want, her mind racing in circles, fearful rabbiting circles.
         

         
         Her mother had stolen not only from Diana, but from her own ward, Willa. Over the years, Lady Gray had billed Willa’s estate
            for all their household expenses, rather than just Willa’s.
         

         
         Another terrible thought: What if Lady Gray had purloined other valuables that Lavinia didn’t know about?

         
         Her hand shook, causing her teacup to clink against its saucer. Parth and Spartacus had finished their match and joined the
            group. The family was laughing . . .
         

         
         North was teasing Parth.

         
         The subject of the teasing finally sank in.

         
         Parth was in love. He would be departing Lindow the following morning, determined to win the lady’s hand. He meant to bring
            her to Diana’s wedding, his ring gracing her finger.
         

         
         The information burned into Lavinia’s mind. In love. Parth was in love. A ring. Betrothal. Marriage.

         
         “Otherwise,” she heard Parth saying to Spartacus, “she might take one look at Sparky and throw my ring at my feet.”

         
         Despite herself, a choked sound escaped Lavinia’s lips.

         
         Parth was seated near the end of the table, laughing at North, parrying Spartacus’s contention that only a madwoman would
            accept Parth’s proposal. Only after Lavinia’s inadvertent gasp did his eyes settle on her.
         

         
         She cleared her throat. “Who is the lucky woman?” she asked, aiming at a casual tone. “I missed the beginning of the conversation.”

         
         Rather than reply, Parth frowned and said, “Aunt Knowe, Miss Gray looks unwell.”

         
         Really? He not only ignored her question, but pointed out that she wasn’t looking her best? Her back stiffened in indignation.

         
         Lady Knowe was a strapping, tall woman, easily the height of her brother. She peered at Lavinia through a jeweled lorgnette,
            then dropped it, likely because—as she had once confided—she saw better without it. “Lavinia, my dear, Parth is right; you
            look like the underbelly of a fish.” She rose. “Up you go. We’d better get you to your room.”
         

         
         Lavinia stood obediently. Her napkin fell from her lap, spilling crumbs over the flagstones.

         
         Parth’s brows knit. “Are you ill?” he asked her, the question dropping into a pause in the general conversation. Every head
            on the terrace turned to look at Lavinia.
         

         
         “There is nothing the matter with me.” She tore her eyes away. “Except I do not feel well.” She dashed to the edge of the
            terrace just in time before the muffins made their way back into the world.
         

         
         “Bloody hell,” Lady Knowe said from just behind her shoulder. And then, bellowing at the family butler, “Prism!”

         
         “Ugh!” Artie yelped, before her mother hushed her.

         
         Stomach empty, Lavinia clutched herself around the waist. “Please forgive me,” she whispered, her throat raw.

         
         Lady Knowe thrust a napkin into her hand and Lavinia wiped her mouth, willing herself to turn and give the others a rueful
            smile and apology.
         

         
         But before she could make herself do so, someone reached around her from behind, picked her up, turned, and marched straight
            through the library and toward the stairs.
         

         
         She knew instantly who it was. Parth smelled better than any man she knew. It must be a soap imported from China, or somewhere
            equally exotic.
         

         
         She would know his scent anywhere. He smelled like fresh apples, wind, and rain.

         
         One of the reasons she always tried to be witty around him was that foolish observations like that kept popping into her brain.
            She could just imagine his scornful glance if she praised his soap.
         

         
         She remained silent, closed her eyes, and leaned her head against his broad chest as he mounted the stairs. She was not going
            to cry. Nor was she going to throw up again.
         

         
         When he reached her room, he set her on her feet. She went straight to the washbasin to brush her teeth. She had to lean heavily
            on her dressing table because she felt so weak, and she was just straightening when Parth scooped her up again.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t still be here!” she protested.

         
         Without responding, he carried her to her bed and placed her on it. Her head swam so much that she clutched his sleeve, an
            anchor in an unsteady world. At that moment, it occurred to her that she wasn’t merely upset about the criminal tendencies
            of her nearest and dearest, or that dreadful scene in Parth’s room. Nor was it a matter of a surfeit of muffins.
         

         
         She was sick, well and truly ill.

         
         She probably wouldn’t see Parth at breakfast to say goodbye. She blinked up at him and rasped, “Good luck with your lady.
            If I’d known, I never would have—have done that.”
         

         
         He stared down at her, his mouth grim. “I’ll dispatch a doctor from Stoke on my way to London.”

         
         “I merely have a stomach ailment.”

         
         “She ate too many muffins,” Lady Knowe said, coming into the room. “Gluttony is my favorite of the deadly sins. Prism has
            sent a footman to fetch your maid, Lavinia.”
         

         
         Diana entered as well; she put a hand on Lavinia’s forehead. “This has nothing to do with muffins; Lavinia has a fever.”

         
         “Oh, my,” Lady Knowe said, feeling Lavinia’s forehead for herself. “You’d better leave, Diana. We don’t want the children
            taking ill.”
         

         
         Over her protests, Diana was sent from the room. Lady Knowe returned. “Your mother is resting, dear, but would you like me
            to wake her?”
         

         
         Lavinia shook her head and then winced. Even that small movement made her head feel as if it might fall off. After the revelation
            and subsequent hysteria of the morning, Lady Gray had almost certainly taken a big dose of Dr. Robert’s Robust Formula. Sometimes
            no one could wake her for hours.
         

         
         Despite herself, a tear slid down Lavinia’s cheek. Parth reached out and brushed it away, but before he said anything, Lady
            Knowe bustled him out of the room as well.
         

         
         “I’ll get some comfrey down her throat, and she’ll be right as a trivet,” Lavinia heard Lady Knowe say, out in the corridor.

         
         Sure enough, once Lavinia’s maid, Annie, had bathed Lavinia’s face with a cool cloth, bundled a nightgown over her head, and
            poured a gallon of comfrey tea down her throat, the feeling that her head was about to explode faded, leaving room for fear
            to return.
         

         
         Annie turned the lamp low and tiptoed away. Lavinia watched her go, but then the door opened and a group of constables marched
            in and thronged around her bed demanding money. “Miss Gray,” one of them barked at her, “did you know that there is a crowd
            of creditors down in the kitchen? The housekeeper is unable to bake; His Grace will have no dinner. The babies have no warm
            milk!”
         

         
         In her dream, Lavinia started trying to find her reticule so she could pay back the creditors. It was nowhere to be found,
            but ropes of pearls and strands of emeralds glinted at her from corners of the bedchamber. Whenever she reached out to gather
            them up, they winked into airy nothing.
         

         
         With a hoarse gasp, she thought she woke up, but a moment later she was feverishly chasing Parth up and down the corridors,
            demanding that he marry her. Parth was holding hands with a woman in a nightdress and they were laughing, and then he started
            kissing the woman while Lavinia was watching.
         

         
         She stood in the shadow of the corridor and watched as Parth wound his fingers into the dream woman’s hair, kissing her so
            sweetly that tears ran down Lavinia’s face at the sight.
         

         
         That dream was so hideous that she did actually wake, pushing herself up on a pile of pillows and using her sheet to shakily wipe
            sweat from her forehead.
         

         
         She was staring numbly at the dimly lit furniture on the other side of the room when her door opened.

         
         “You can’t enter my room,” she whispered in a hoarse voice.

         
         Parth closed the door behind him, the cast of his mouth as obstinate as ever. “You needn’t be afraid that I’ll compromise
            you.”
         

         
         If her head hadn’t hurt so much she would have laughed. “We both know you don’t want to marry me,” she said, with a weak chuckle.

         
         “I’m sorry, Lavinia.” His voice was awkward, the first time she’d heard it so.

         
         She couldn’t think of anything to say so they just stared at each other for a moment.

         
         “Is your fever down?” he asked.

         
         “I’m fine. Please do leave.” She looked away, because the truth was . . . well, the truth was that something about Parth made
            her feel weak. It wasn’t the breadth of his shoulders, or the sturdy force of his presence.
         

         
         It was Parth. The man who took care of everyone. The Wildes freely said that he’d taken the family fortune and more than doubled it.
         

         
         The man with dark brown eyes who looked at her silently, no matter how she teased him, no matter what names she made up for
            him.
         

         
         He ignored her command, and instead of leaving, he poured cold comfrey tea into a glass and made her drink it. Then he sat
            down in the half darkness. After a while, he reached out and took her hand. “Will you tell me the problem now?”
         

         
         Lavinia managed a smile. “I lost my muffins.”

         
         His direct gaze met hers. “Lavinia.”

         
         Another tear rolled down her cheek, willy-nilly.

         
         “Tell me.”

         
         As any number of his clerks could have told her, it took a stout heart to refuse Parth Sterling’s direct command. Lavinia,
            her fingers swallowed in Parth’s strong, warm hand, found herself blurting out the truth, or at least part of it.
         

         
         “I lost my dowry,” she said, her voice cracking. “It’s gone.”

         
         “I suppose your father’s estate was not sufficient to support you and your mother.”

         
         “I know what you have concluded.” Lavinia rolled her head on the pillow, wishing that it didn’t ache so much. “My father didn’t
            leave enough money to pay for all my bonnets.”
         

         
         His expression didn’t change. “Lady Gray does not strike me as financially prudent.”

         
         That was a wild understatement, but Lavinia held her tongue.

         
         “More importantly,” Parth continued, “your dowry is not the reason so many gentlemen wish to marry you, Lavinia.”

         
         “My mother moved us to Paris two years ago, because it’s cheaper to live on the continent.” She took in an unsteady breath.
            A burning hot tear rolled down her cheek. “She never told me, and I didn’t—I didn’t know.”
         

         
         Parth’s fingers tightened around hers. “Please don’t cry, Lavinia. You know that you will always have a home with North and
            Diana.”
         

         
         “I have to marry,” she said, her voice wobbling. “I don’t want . . .” But the rest of the sentence was lost in a sob.

         
         He pulled her against his shoulder and she cried into his coat, until he moved to the side of the bed and lifted her into
            his lap.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she whispered a few minutes later, when she finally stopped shuddering with tears.

         
         “You mustn’t worry,” he said, his low, deep voice soothing her tattered nerves. One large hand slowly rubbed her back. “You
            will have as many suitors without a dowry as you had with a purported fortune.”
         

         
         Lavinia forced herself to thank him. Lack of dowry might be accepted by some, but a criminal mother? No. She kept her eyes
            screwed shut, head against his shoulder.
         

         
         Parth Sterling was reassuring her that she was desirable? Was it possible to feel more humiliated?

         
         “Once you come to London, I shall select a couple of the best candidates and introduce you,” he added.

         
         Yes, it was possible. Mortification burned through her body.
         

         
         “I know the men who have courted you to this point, and you were right to turn them down.”

         
         She raised her head and blinked at him. “You do?”

         
         “None of those men would keep you in the manner to which you are accustomed.” He gave her a wry smile. “Eight bonnets at a
            time.”
         

         
         Lavinia winced. “That’s not entirely fair.” Her voice sounded very small in the still night air.

         
         His dark gaze met hers and his mouth softened. “I didn’t mean it as an insult, Lavinia. I’m not very good at jests, but I
            thought that was one.”
         

         
         She deserved to be teased about bonnets, especially after the way she used to tease him. “Well,” she said, realizing that
            her throat hurt, and the achy feeling behind her eyes was back, “that would be kind of you.”
         

         
         He nodded curtly. “I will find you an excellent husband, one who is neither reckless nor impulsive.”

         
         Her throat had tightened again, and she could scarcely summon up a smile.

         
         She went back to hating him a bit, because he was so matter-of-fact about her deficits. A thin veneer of kindness covered
            his contempt. He might as well have said that the man she married would need his own bank in order to pay for her reckless
            purchases.
         

         
         And now he was going to find her a husband? It was one thing to refuse her proposal, but this was like a slap in the face: I won’t marry you, but I’ll do my best to foist you off on another man who can afford you. Kindness and an insult wrapped together.
         

         
         Yet how could she refuse? The man Parth found would presumably have the equivalent of his own bank, and a man that rich would
            be able to bury the truth about her mother’s crimes.
         

         
         The stab of fury that went through her just made her feel more ill. The truth was that she needed the husband he was offering
            as a substitute for himself. She was lucky to have Parth’s help.
         

         
         No matter whether she felt cursed or not.

         
         “I’m sure you wish to be asleep,” she whispered, her voice shaky.

         
         Parth’s eyes narrowed and his arms tightened, not allowing her to move from his lap. “I said something
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