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Chapter 1

Scotland, 1793




As usual, everything was going perfectly.

The kitchen buzzed as the servants prepared for their visitor. The French chef brandished a spoon and barked commands. His minions stirred, ground, and tasted. The maids swirled in and out, showing their serving outfits and receiving approval from the dour butler. Even Bronson’s faded eyes sparkled as he chose wines appropriate for such a distinguished personage as Sebastian Durant, Viscount Whitfield.

In the midst of the turmoil, the turnspit sat, his nose pressed to the chilly pane, watching for the outrider. When he called, “Miss, he’s comin’!” the hubbub died.

Everyone looked to Mary Rottenson. She poured boiling water into the teapot, then set it on the tray of artfully arranged biscuits and cakes. Smiling at her staff with a confidence now intrinsic to her, she said, “You’ve all done well, and I have every faith in you. You know if you need me, you have only to call.”

A sigh of collective relief breezed through the kitchen. She wanted to laugh at their silliness, yet like soldiers on a battlefield, they wanted their commander’s encouragement before they moved into action.

“Carry on,” she said as she picked up the laden tray. Behind her, the clamor rose once more.

Ten years earlier, she wouldn’t have believed directing the operations of a country manor could give her a sense of satisfaction. No frivolous dream or grand emotion could compete with the gratification of knowing each servant respected her.

Tremayne was stationed outside the library. There Mary paused and waited for his report. “I built up the fire, miss, and took in extra candles. And…” The footman shuffled his feet as if he were guilty of some breach of manner.

“Yes?”

“I moved some furniture.”

Startled, she asked, “Why?”

“M’lady told me to.”

Automatically Mary reassured him. “Then you have done as you should.”

A good housekeeper always encourages her underlings.

He gave a grin and nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

And thinking wasn’t what he did well, Mary knew. “Would you knock for me?”


He did, then opened the door when Lady Valéry called.

As Mary glided into the book-studded room, she moved silently.

A good housekeeper is unobtrusive.

Just as Tremayne said, furniture had been shifted. Lady Valéry’s usual chair had been turned sideways to the fire. Two other chairs formed a triangle, and the tea table had been placed between Lady Valéry’s chair and one of the others.

Not only had the furniture been moved, but an extra chair had been pulled up. What did it mean? Who would the other visitor be? Why hadn’t she been informed? Mary hadn’t prepared the proper amount of bedchambers, and she almost stepped back out the door to instruct a maid to do so.

But Lady Valéry called, “Come in, child, and put that heavy tray down.”

The elderly woman stood beside the bookcase wall, fingering the bindings on her favorite books. Her short, plump figure retained none of the grace that had once made her the toast of London society and enthralled two husbands, but her smile, when she used it, shed such warmth that those around her thought themselves blessed. That smile had given Mary the nerve to approach her ten years ago, and the kindness that the smile represented had made her Lady Valéry’s devoted attendant.

Placing the tray on the table, Mary said, “Lord Whitfield’s carriage has crossed onto the estate. He’ll be here within the half hour.” She closed the heavy drapes, trying all the while not to look out. The winter sun had begun its early descent behind the brae. Curls of mist rose from the cold ground and sank from the bruised skies. Everywhere outside, light was dying, fading, slipping into the oblivion of night, and darkness had the ability to shake Mary’s composure as nothing else could.

Hadden was out there, but Hadden relished the night. Hadden claimed to find comfort in the distant light of the stars or in the suffocating closeness of the fog. Hadden never cried at the bone-chilling loneliness of the soul, and he never got lost. Never. Never.

Hastily she turned away from the gathering desolation and her own disquieting despair. Collecting her composure, she assured herself her weapons had been placed throughout the comfortable room. Candles and fur and good food soothed with their abundance. Lady Valéry had seated herself, and Mary moved until she stood behind the tea tray.

“Why don’t you go ahead and pour?” Lady Valéry rested her hands palm-down on the silk-covered arms of her chair. “And while you’re serving, pour a cup for yourself.”

Mary paused warily. She had never been invited to take tea with Lady Valéry. Silently, she recited one of the tenets that ruled her life.

A proper housekeeper never presumes upon her relationship with her employer.

Lady Valéry said, “Sit as you pour. Serving tea to her social equals is a fitting occupation for the daughter of Charles Fairchild of the Sussex Fairchilds.”

Mary didn’t need to be told again to sit. She barely made it to the chair before her knees gave way.

The daughter of Charles Fairchild. No one knew that. No one. Silly Guinevere Mary Fairchild had disappeared from the face of the earth ten years ago. Now there was only a housekeeper.

Lady Valéry reached across and patted her hand. “You’re looking rather pale. Surely you knew that one day the truth would come out?”

No. No, she hadn’t known that. Mary Rottenson had taken Guinevere Fairchild’s place, and Mary had been so different—solemn where Guinevere was lighthearted, responsible where Guinevere was flighty—that after the first few years, the fear of exposure had faded.

“When did you find out?” Her voice sounded odd to herself—calm, as always, but higher—and she tried to still the leap of panic. The position of housekeeper required control, which she’d won in hard-fought battles with herself, and carried a mantle of power, which she now wore with ease.

Lady Valéry gestured, a sweep of the hand that showed her instinctive domination. “That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that my godson is coming to see, not me, but you.”

Pressing her trembling knees together, Mary asked, “Why? Is he coming to…arrest me?”

Lady Valéry burst into open, hearty laughter. “It’s not a crime to be a Fairchild, although perhaps Sebastian would try to convince you otherwise.” Then she stopped laughing and observed Mary with such acute interest, Mary wanted to squirm. “Why would anyone want to arrest you, my dear?”

Mary lowered her gaze and shook her head.

“Were you truly twenty when you begged me for a position?” Lady Valéry asked.

What was the use of lying now? “Sixteen,” Mary admitted.

“A very young sixteen.”

“Yes.” Looking back, Mary could easily see that. Sixteen, desperate, without a farthing to her name and a little brother to support. “I wonder that you made me such a generous offer.”

“My housekeeper was aging and wished to go live with her son. You were obviously a lady, and I thought I saw, beneath the youthful flurries, signs of promise. Signs of…maturity.”

“Oh, yes,” Mary whispered. “I had begun to mature.” Maturity had been shocked into her in one dreadful episode that had left her scarred and fearful, and every time that young girl, that Guinevere Fairchild, popped up, Mary had ruthlessly suppressed her.

One’s mind boggled when one contemplated the lackwitted things wild Guinevere Fairchild might say—or do.

“I wondered then what had caused you to flee England, but you were so reserved about your past.”

Mary said nothing.


“As you still are,” Lady Valéry acknowledged with a smile, reassuring Mary of her continued good humor. “You should be aware that Sebastian is very interested in the daughter of Charles Fairchild.”

A good housekeeper is always calm.

Having her true identity revealed was not necessarily a disaster, Mary reminded herself. Perhaps Lord Whitfield didn’t know…everything. Carefully she relaxed her tense shoulders and strove to look normal. “May I ask why, my lady?”

“To beg a service which only you can render.”

Mary had heard much about Lord Whitfield in her sojourn as Lady Valéry’s housekeeper. She knew he was a powerful man, in business and in politics, and she didn’t believe he would travel from London to beg anything from anyone.

“He wanted to tell you himself, but I thought it would be cruel to spring so much on you at once, and in front of him, too. In front of a stranger.”

“Thank you for your thoughtfulness.” Mary badly wanted that cup of tea now, but she didn’t trust herself to pour it without spilling, so she sat as still as she could. “What service does Lord Whitfield require?”

Lady Valéry’s warm hand slipped away from Mary’s. She tried to speak, but the right words seemed to have escaped her. An ominous sign, Mary thought, for Lady Valéry specialized in knowing what to say and how to say it gracefully. She could have taken her place among the rulers of the world. But rulers were men.


Lifting one finger, Lady Valéry said, “Listen.”

Mary heard the clomp of boots across the wooden floor, the deep resonance of a man’s voice. Lord Whitfield had arrived, and Lady Valéry sighed in a manner that could only be relief. Mary’s premonition of disaster deepened.

The library door flew open and a large man, still wearing his hat and muffler, stepped into the doorway. “My dearest godmother!” His black cape formed wings as he flung his arms wide, and when Lady Valéry rushed to him, he enfolded her like a great bat capturing its prey.

Rising to her feet, Mary averted her eyes. Lady Valéry greeted Lord Whitfield with all the abandon of a mother greeting her long-lost son. Surely she wouldn’t want Mary observing such a tender reunion.

“Step back,” Lord Whitfield commanded Lady Valéry.

His incisive tones brought a tingle to Mary’s already jangled nerves. Had she heard his voice before?

“Let me look at you,” he said. “Ah, I see no signs of this old age you claim which has brought a dearth of elegance and wit in London.”

“Flatterer.” Lady Valéry laughed, a light chime of joy. “It’s what I like about you. Come and warm yourself.”

“Gladly. ’Tis a damn cold exile you’ve chosen for yourself, my lady.”

Mary gestured to Tremayne, and he entered and assisted Lord Whitfield out of his outer garments.


She still hadn’t looked at Lord Whitfield. She couldn’t. Not yet.

One of the maids whisked in and handed Mary a new pot of steaming tea. “Supper in an hour,” Jill whispered.

Everything was proceeding on schedule. Everything in Valéry House was the same. Everything, and nothing.

“Tell Cook to proceed,” she said to the wide-eyed maid, and the girl bobbed a curtsy before she carried the cooling tea out of the room. Tremayne shut the door behind her, leaving Mary alone with Lady Valéry and Lord Whitfield.

Hoping to blend with the shadows, Mary stepped behind the tea tray. Moving with a clock’s oiled precision, she set out the teacups—three, for she conceded she must do as Lady Valéry required—and lifted the teapot to pour. She’d performed the safe, nameless role of housekeeper for so long, it was like a second skin to her, and she slipped into it effortlessly, feeling a sense of relief as that personage called Lady Guinevere Fairchild made way for Mary Rottenson.

Lord Whitfield had moved toward her, but she kept her eyes cast down as befitting the housekeeper. He moved closer, insistently, demanding by his presence that she receive him. He blocked the light of the candles and the warmth of the fire, but she pretended to be brave and held out the full cup for him to take.

His hands reached out and grasped the saucer—and she recognized the scar that slashed four fingers on the right hand.


It was him. It was him.

The hot pool of liquid never wavered as she gave up the cup. After all, Mary had spent the last ten years training herself to be the perfect housekeeper, and she refused to let the sight of a man’s hands overset her—not even the man who could identify her as a murderess.









Chapter 2





Ever so slowly, Mary lifted her gaze and met his eyes. Gray eyes. Cold eyes, as chill as the mist outside. Hastily, she looked away.

It was him. She’d last seen him at night. The lights from the stable had faintly lit the yard, and she’d prayed that he couldn’t see the bloodstains on her gown or the dirt on her hands. That time she’d been unable to look him in the eyes, so she’d fixed her stare on his hands—scarred, but strong and capable of tying a noose around her neck—then she’d focused on his lips.

The lips were the same. Broad, smooth, stretched over sharp white teeth that shone bright against his swarthy complexion. As he took the cup of tea, his smile deepened, and it reminded her of a street dog who had cornered an unwary kitten.

Her pulse sped up a bit—well, really, how many women faced their executioner without a tremor?—but she efficiently poured the second cup of tea.

Surely he wouldn’t recognize her. She had changed immeasurably. She’d covered her curly blond hair with a servant’s mobcap. She’d exchanged a youngster’s daring flare for fashion for an adult’s dull good sense. She’d defeated the parade of volatile emotions that had led her into disaster. That, more than anything, marked the difference between the hopeful girl she had been and the responsible woman she had become.

Then he said it. “I remember you.”

She froze. Hot mahogany liquid filled the delicate cup and overflowed onto the saucer, then onto the tray. Lady Valéry gave a cry and Mary came to her senses. Hastily she placed the teapot onto the hot pad and reached for the towel she always carried.

A good housekeeper is prepared for any emergency.

As Mary blotted the overflow, she was gratified to note she hadn’t fainted or cried out, or even changed expression. Quite an accomplishment for a woman waiting to be accused and arrested.

He sipped his tea and observed her closely. “You’re Charles Fairchild’s daughter.”

Stunned, for she expected something considerably more dramatic, she looked him full in the face. “Charles Fairchild’s—” Her finger came in contact with the bulging silver side of the teapot, and she jumped as the skin seared. She stifled the urge to stick the burn in her mouth to cool it.

A competent housekeeper never shows emotion.


“Here.” He grasped her wrist and guided her hand into the cream pitcher. “Milk’s good for a burn.”

As her fingers disappeared into the cool cream, Mary tried to think what a proper housekeeper would do in these circumstances. For once, her mind failed her. She couldn’t leave her fingers in the pitcher. How improper.

Yet he held her as firmly as a shackle, and she couldn’t struggle. How undignified.

So she stood there staring at his hand wrapped around her wrist and wondered why fate had decreed she had to see his hand, or him, ever again.

She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but he looked even more menacing than he had ten years ago. Beneath his finely crafted frock coat, his shoulders rippled with muscle. His black hair, well streaked with silver, was long and pulled back with a simple ribbon. The style accentuated the harsh lines around his mouth and eyes and stripped his broad face of any of the softness a fashionable cut would have provided.

“Good heavens, Sebastian, I already told her we knew, and I’m glad I did.” Lady Valéry sounded stern. “You frightened her half to death.”

Using her most sensible tone, she replied, “I was only startled, ma’am. You have a most aggressive attitude, Lord Whitfield.”

Lord Whitfield rocked back as if amazed by her accusation, but his faint, mocking smile let her know she hadn’t fooled him. “I have a most aggressive curiosity, Miss Fairchild.”


Chilled, she wondered—how much did he remember of those long-ago events?

“So you do, Sebastian.” Lady Valéry’s plucked brows rose in delicate inquiry. “Do you expect me to put that cream in my tea now?”

“Her hand is clean.” Lord Whitfield lifted Mary’s wrist and used his handkerchief to wipe the white film off her finger. “It feels better now, doesn’t it?”

Mary hated to admit it, but the pain had almost vanished. “Yes, thank you, sir.” She wanted away from him. He stood so close, his legs brushed her substantial skirt, pressing her petticoats against her legs, and he took up all the air to breathe. That had to account for the faint ache in her lungs, that sensation of constriction in her throat.

She didn’t want to ask the question, but she knew she must, and vigilantly she framed the words. “Have we met?”

“I knew your father.”

He hadn’t answered her question, but Mary’s nerve failed her. Was it possible he hadn’t recognized her, or was he toying with her? She wanted to peer into his mind, and at the same time shied away. She wanted to interrogate him, and at the same time feared his responses.

She wanted to run.

She wanted out of this room, and she said, “If I may, I’ll return to the kitchen and fetch a fresh tray.”

“No, you may not. You’ll sit down right there and tell me what you’re doing in Scotland.”


His deep, slow, soft tones brought forth rough emotions she thought long buffed away, but she displayed her thoughts and feelings for no one. She simply stood, one hand limp at her side, one hand allowing his brisk ministrations.

“You’d better sit,” Lady Valéry said. “Sebastian is not easily refused.”

Lord Whitfield tossed his limp white handkerchief onto the tea tray where it immediately soaked to a soggy brown.

Mary glanced toward the farthest stool in the dimmest corner, but Lord Whitfield pointed at the chair that faced the fireplace. “No, girl, sit there.”

A good housekeeper does as instructed.

Her rigid corset would keep her from wilting beneath his interrogation, and vigorous self-training kept her spine from touching the chairback.

Lady Valéry, she was distressed to see, concealed a smile behind her fan.

“Look at me, girl,” Lord Whitfield instructed. “I want to see your face.”

The trouble with that, of course, was that she would have to see his face, too. But a good housekeeper keeps the guests happy.

Lifting her head, she stared straight at him and refused to let him intimidate her. Of course, it could have been easier. He stood when she sat. He observed her closely when she much preferred to be invisible. He blocked warmth and light with his mere presence.

“Yes, you are Charles Fairchild’s daughter,” he said with evident satisfaction. “You have his look—except he never eyed anyone so coldly. Where did you learn that trick?”

She thought of several replies, all impertinent, and discarded them.

Somehow Lord Whitfield must have known, and his voice grew gentler. “Want to tell me to knock off, do you? Well, you can’t, you’re the housekeeper. What’s your name?”

In as courteous a tone as she could manage, she said, “Mary Fairchild, at your service.”

“Miss Guinevere Mary Fairchild,” Lord Whitfield corrected. “It is still ‘Miss,’ isn’t it? You haven’t wed as an escape from this onerous position, have you?”

“It is not onerous at all.” Mary spared a smile for Lady Valéry. “I’m honored and grateful—”

But Lady Valéry interrupted. “I told you not to use that word. You’re not to be grateful to me.”

“I treasure your kindness, then,” Mary answered.

“You’ve more than repaid me.” Lady Valéry’s long nostrils pinched, her eyelids drooped, but beneath the leathery skin, Mary could see a resonant beauty still. “Do you think I don’t know how many of my guests have tried to steal your services? Just last month my own sister tried to bribe you into returning with her to England.”

How had Lady Valéry found out? Mary wondered. She frequently seemed omniscient, but she had never inquired about the events that had driven Mary to Scotland. That, more than anything else, explained Mary’s unwavering devotion. “I have no wish to work for anyone else.”

Lady Valéry opened the drapes, glancing out the large windows at the last swirl of fog to be seen before night fell over the Scottish Lowlands. Leaning closer to the fire, she spread her veined hands. “It would be warmer in England.”

Warmer? Yes, they’d burn Guinevere Mary Fairchild alive in England.

Lord Whitfield smiled again, gloating as if he scented vulnerability. “Charlie was always loyal, too.”

He still watched her with that unnerving stare, but Mary was thankful that he’d changed the subject. In her own way, Lady Valéry was as stubborn as Mary.

“But a wastrel, of course.” Lord Whitfield sighed as if in sympathy. “He left you penniless, didn’t he?”

Abruptly, mightily furious, Mary rose to her feet in one smooth movement and started toward the door.

She didn’t know why she was angry. Men had said worse things to her in her tenure as housekeeper. But this man with his judgmental air grated, and she lost her valued self-discipline.

Then his arm wrapped around her waist and he spun her so she faced Lady Valéry.

Mary got the impression Lady Valéry’s interest verged on voyeuristic.

Then Lord Whitfield adjusted Mary, fitting them like two spoons in her own well-kept silverware drawer, and all else fled her mind. No one had dared hold the grande dame of housewifery for years upon years.

Did he understand what he dared? Did he realize the impact of one strong male body against her flesh where only the winds of desolation had swept? She wanted to strike out at him, to box his ears or pull his hair, anything to make him feel the pain of the constant, bone-chilling loneliness she’d accustomed herself to.

And learned to live with.

He spoke in her ear, and the warmth of his breath intruded on her, too. “Too much pride, too, just like Charlie.”

She shuddered. How dared she even contemplate the ache of her isolation? She was the housekeeper, a nobody…a murderess. And of all the people in the world, she had to allow this man every liberty he desired.

His hands moved slowly away from her, releasing her with the care of a parent who any moment expected his toddler to flee into the arms of danger. Just as slowly, she stepped away.

He was looking at her. She could feel his gaze almost as clearly as she had felt his grip. Her skin still burned. Her bones still ached. Tears pressed against the back of her eyes, and if she returned his gaze, she feared he would detect them.

Instead, walking on wobbly feet, she navigated the short distance to her chair. She wouldn’t rise again. She was a fast learner, and that brief contact had taught her she didn’t want Lord Whitfield touching her.

He seated himself. His fingers templed before his chest and his elbows rested on the arms of the chair while he studied her.

Apparently, chasing women and subduing them was nothing unusual for him. She wanted to lift her hands and check her strictly restrained hair to see if tendrils had escaped. She wanted to rub her finger, which still stung, and the places where he’d touched her, which still throbbed from his oppressive hold.

But she didn’t. A housekeeper didn’t fidget—especially when a man was about to destroy everything she’d worked to build. “How did you know my father?”

“We were neighbors once,” Lord Whitfield said. “And he was kind to me.”

Kind? Yes, that described her father perfectly. He was also loyal and proud and a wastrel, just as Lord Whitfield had said. She’d loved her father, worshiped him, and in his joyous, thoughtless way he’d infected her with his philosophies and ruined her life.

She didn’t like to remember her father.

“You are the stillest woman I’ve ever met.” Lord Whitfield studied her more, drawing her into the clasp of his gaze. “I wonder why.”

Because the hunted always take refuge in stillness. Mary fought dueling urges—she wanted to close her eyes against him. At the same time she needed to watch him. Without moving, he seemed to be circling her, looking for a vulnerable spot to attack.


“And silent, too.” He tapped his fingertips together as if in thought. Turning to his godmother, he asked, “Discreet?”

“Very.” Lady Valéry no longer smiled behind her fan. She no longer smiled at all, and Mary began to sense the earnestness of Lord Whitfield’s intent. Of Lady Valéry’s intent, also?

In deference to Lady Valéry’s serious demeanor—surely she wasn’t curious on her own behalf—Mary asked, “What help could Charles Fairchild’s daughter render to you, Lord Whitfield?”

He said, “There is a lady, a very beautiful, intelligent lady, who was the mistress of several of our revered government leaders. She had a great deal of influence on them, which she used wisely, but unwisely, she recorded all in her diary.”

Mary found her attention straying from him to Lady Valéry. A half smile hovered around her mouth, lighting, then flitting away like a butterfly.

“The diary was stolen by those who wish to use it for ill, and in the process the beautiful lady will be harmed.”

A combination of dread and inevitability mixed in Mary, and she wanted to scream at him to get to the point.

But a housekeeper never shows impatience.

“The beautiful lady could pay money to these scurrilous rogues and they promise they will return the diary, but she fears—and I agree—that that is unlikely. Yet if she doesn’t pay, the diary will be published, and with it her chance for discretion and anonymity.”

The room was silent except for the crackle of the flames. The faint scent of smoke lingered in the air, and Mary thought incongruously that she must have the chimney cleaned. Carefully she avoided the realization that made her stomach twist in dismay. The realization that the diary Lord Whitfield sought was…

She looked straight at Lady Valéry. “It’s yours, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

It was only a whisper of sound, but to Mary it cracked like the closing of irons around her wrists. For Lady Valéry, she would do anything.

As she struggled to retain her composure, to remain for this time, at least, the calm and efficient Mary Rottenson, Lady Valéry made her way to the door. Opening it, she spoke to Tremayne. Returning, she seated herself as calmly as if she hadn’t just given another direct order and circumvented the chain of command Mary had so carefully set into place.

When had Mary’s life careened out of control? She stared directly at Lord Whitfield, blaming him. “This sounds like the beginning of a fairy tale to me.” Her voice cracked. “One in which danger looms.”

“Yes,” Lord Whitfield admitted. “But the publication of such a tale will shake the very foundation of the government. Since the French have beheaded their king, we fear a similar uprising in England.”


“French barbarians,” Lady Valéry exclaimed in disgust. “They made poor King Louis pay for the sins of his fathers.”

“It is a bloodbath over there.” Lord Whitfield faced Mary squarely. “I don’t know if you’ve heard the tales of whole families going to the guillotine. Women, children, the French peasants don’t care. They chop off their heads with unvarying fervor.”

“We’re in Scotland, not Utopia,” Lady Valéry said. “We hear the stories here, too, and I hear more than others. After all, my dear duc de Valéry was French.”

“An unfortunate business development for you, this revolution.” Sebastian flicked an imaginary piece of lint off his buckskin trousers. “You have lost the income from Valéry’s lands, have you not?”

“I’m not destitute yet,” she snapped. “I still have the income from Guldene. And doesn’t the possibility of government overthrow affect your business, too, Sebastian?”

She mocked him, but Sebastian answered steadily. “There is that.”

Lady Valéry faced Mary squarely. “For me, it’s more than just the government. It’s the careers that will be ruined, the lives destroyed. I’m not ashamed of my past. If I had it all to do again, I would repeat every last, delicious moment. But I made a point of being circumspect. No one was ever hurt when I took my pleasures. Now someone, some wretch, threatens to destroy my accomplishments.”

“Accomplishments?” Mary asked faintly.


“Accomplishments,” Lady Valéry declared firmly. “Furthermore, I’ll not sit by and watch while the men I loved, and their families, are tortured by scandal.”

Mary looked at the lady who had saved her life and Hadden’s. Trapped, she asked that lady’s godson, “What has this to do with me?”

Lord Whitfield settled back, slouching in his chair like an insolent youth. “I’ve traced the diary to Fairchild Manor.”

Mary’s blood chilled, then warmed with a surge of pure hostility. “Are you accusing me of stealing it, then sending it to the Fairchilds?”

As a reply, he placed his finger in front of his lips as a parade of servants entered the room. Jill brought a new tea tray, another took the old one away, another brought firewood and stoked the fire. They kept their eyes decently averted, but Mary knew they observed her sitting, speaking with Lady Valéry and her guest. Mary could imagine the speculation in the servants’ hall. Worse, she could imagine how astonished they would be if she shouted at that smug brute who lounged in his chair.

She’d found safety and refuge in this place, and if it were up to her, they would never know she had been born to the English aristocracy. If it were up to her, tonight would be nothing more than a nightmare.

Jill came close to Mary and leaned toward her ear. “Shall we serve supper at the appointed time?”

“At the same time,” she said firmly.

“And should we set an extra place?”


Mary turned her head and stared in surprise. “For whom?”

“For you.”

Mary’s scowl made Jill straighten hastily. “We’ll serve two for dinner,” she said coldly.

Jill curtsied and scurried from the library while Lord Whitfield watched. After the door clicked shut he said, “It’s a perfectly natural question. The girl didn’t deserve to be reprimanded.”

“That was hardly a reprimand.” Mary spaced her words. “But housekeepers don’t eat with the gentry.”

“Such a little prig. You didn’t get that from Charlie.”

She hated to hear him talk about her father almost as much as she hated to be compared to her father. Coldly she repeated her question. “Are you accusing me of stealing that diary?”

“Who else would know where it was but the housekeeper?”

“I am not a robber.” A murderess, but not a robber.

“You’re the first Fairchild who could claim that distinction, then.”

His cynicism infuriated her, and all the more for knowing that her father had indeed been accomplished at “picking up a little something” when he needed.

“Enough!” Lady Valéry held up her hand. “As you very well know, Sebastian, the diary was stolen over a year ago.” Turning to Mary, she said, “It was during the entertainment I arranged for that horny old bastard.”

“The French ambassador?” Mary clarified.

“The very same.” With a half smile, Lady Valéry arranged the rings on her fingers, and Mary knew Lady Valéry had more than a few fond memories of “the horny old bastard.” “Someone removed one of my jewel boxes. It contained nothing that would interest an accomplished thief—a few lesser pieces of jewelry, an ivory fan—but the working on the box was quite lovely.”

“My lady, why didn’t you tell me?” Mary asked.

“My dear, I haven’t had enough house parties for you to know, but something always disappears, and usually several somethings.”

“Oh.” So others like her father did exist. Mary burned with the shame of knowing such improprieties had occurred in her well-run household. “Forgive me. I didn’t realize…”

Lady Valéry waved Mary’s perturbation away. “The French are notoriously light-fingered, and their servants learn to steal in their cradles. I thought—I hoped—the thief would toss the diary without realizing the value of the contents, and when so much time had gone by, I believed myself safe.”

Mary knew that in Lady Valéry’s eyes, she had been exonerated.

“That letter was quite a shock,” Lady Valéry finished.

“What letter?” Mary asked.

“The blackmail letter.” Lady Valéry dusted her fingers together as if the mere mention made them feel dirty.

“Does your housekeeper know anything about that?” Lord Whitfield doubted Mary in every way. He’d made it clear before; he showed it now with that nasty half smile and his skeptical tone of voice.

“I have free access to everything here!” Mary wanted to convince him of her innocence in this matter, at least. “Why would I have stolen a diary when I could have had jewels?”

“The diary is worth more than the crown jewels.” He stood, and Mary shrank back. He observed and found her guilty, she was sure, but he did no more than remove his jacket. Such informality was his right, of course. This was his godmother’s home, and he remained decently covered by a double-breasted waistcoat. His white shirtsleeves covered his arms, but somewhere during the journey he’d untied his cravat, which hung in limp strands around his neck. Slowly he pulled it away and tossed it over an ottoman with his jacket.

Mary’s fingers itched to pick up his apparel and hang it on a hook, but she subdued her housekeeperly instincts.

He sat once more, sideways in the chair, and hooked one knee over the wooden arm.

To Mary, schooled to rigidity, his sprawl bespoke a lack of respect, almost…intimacy. She glanced at Lady Valéry, but Lady Valéry seemed affectionately amused at his discourtesy.


“There’s to be a house party at Fairchild Manor,” he said.

She took a long breath and with a courtesy born of desperation, said, “There is always a house party at Fairchild Manor.”

“I haven’t been invited,” he said.

“Do you think I have?”

“Of course not. The Fairchilds don’t know where you are.” He observed her closely. “I wonder why.”

Panic writhed in the pit of her stomach. She’d trained herself to listen when the occasional guests visited, and never had she heard the name of Guinevere Mary Fairchild mentioned as a fugitive from justice. But this man seemed to be demanding that she revive Mary’s vanished spirit, and with it, the specter of disgrace, imprisonment, and death. She scarcely unclenched her jaw as she replied, “I can be no help to you. When my father died, we begged my grandfather for help and he refused us. There’s no reason for the family to welcome us now.”

“Us?”

Funny. She was usually more discreet. “Hadden and me. My brother and me.”

“So Charlie had an heir.”

He made a statement, but it sounded as if he were musing, or worse, remembering, and she didn’t want that. Not if he truly didn’t remember that night. “As I said, the Fairchilds would not welcome me.”

Clearly he realized her discomfort, but this was a man who liked to have the upper hand. He relaxed back into the upholstered Chippendale chair.


She comprehended his scheme. Thinking her uncowed by the threat of arrest, he threatened her with himself. Beneath the thin white linen of his shirt, she could see a thatch of dark hair over a well-muscled chest, and his shoulders resembled a prizefighter’s more than a nobleman’s. His hands, she’d already noted, and his face…well, she’d seen executioners less austere.

Yes, he was threatening her.

“I can’t help you.”

“But you must, my dear. Half of the ton has been invited, including some very powerful men. I have no doubt the exchange of diary for money will occur during the party.”

Mary winced.

“I’ll use you as a distraction while I search for the diary, and that distraction will be a pervasive one.”

Oh, she would be a distraction, all right. Especially if one of the nobles at the house party recognized her.

“I assure you, I’ve anticipated every possible obstacle.”

“Every obstacle?”

“You see”—he leaned forward, his eyes as gray and cold as the night fog she feared—“you are going to be my betrothed.”









Chapter 3





“Don’t be absurd.” Mary had seen Trouble before without putting a name to him. Now she knew; the name was Sebastian Durant, Viscount Whitfield. With forced composure she said firmly, “I have no intention of masquerading as your fiancée.”

“If I might speak?”

Mary started. Lady Valéry had been so silent, she had almost forgotten her presence. And—regardless of the circumstances, a good housekeeper never neglects her mistress. “Please, Lady Valéry. I’m sure you will be the voice of reason.”

“My dear, the idea might sound absurd. It certainly sounds so to me.” Lady Valéry fixed her godson with a regal look. “But perhaps we should listen to Sebastian’s entire scheme. Our primary goal, after all, is to recover the diary.”

“Our goal?” Mary questioned faintly. She wanted to implore Lady Valéry to see sense. Instead, she looked at Lord Whitfield and found him staring as she convulsively crumpled the bell of her woolen skirt in her fists. She hadn’t even realized what she was doing. When had he so undermined her poise?

Stretching out her fingers, she forced them to remain at rest.

But apparently she’d betrayed too much. He laughed, a harsh bark of ruthless mirth. “Of course she’ll go as my fiancée. It is the only possible plan.”

Clearly it was up to Mary to be the voice of reason. “The Fairchilds won’t let me in the door,” she replied.

“They will now.” Lord Whitfield put his hand on his heart. “I fear, Miss Fairchild, I must offer my condolences. Your grandfather, the marquess of Smithwick, last year passed from this earth to another, better place.”

I hope they kindle the fire hotter just for him.

Mary’s memory of Fairchild Manor consisted of nothing but shame, incredulity, and a deep, biting anger at the man with malice-filled eyes. His long finger had pointed the way to the door, and when she hadn’t believed his indifference, he’d had her thrown out.

“Has the lecherous old villain gone at last? Good riddance, I say,” Lady Valéry exclaimed, echoing Mary’s thoughts.

Mary had kept secret the memory of the tall, sophisticated man who’d called himself her cousin. When her grandfather had disappeared back into his study, he’d stopped the eviction process and flung a handful of money at her. That money had been her nest egg. It had taken her and Hadden as far as Scotland when the time had come to flee.

“Such a lack of charity,” Sebastian chided Lady Valéry. “But yes, the old marquess is dead, and his son has inherited the title, the entailed lands—and damned little else.”

“Wasn’t there money?” Lady Valéry asked. “I cannot believe there was not! There was always so much, and after your father—”

“There was money,” Sebastian said smoothly, “but for reasons only Lord Smithwick understood, he chose not to leave it to his son.” He hesitated as if he wished to say more.

Mary could contain herself no longer. “It is most peculiar I had heard nothing about his death.”

What did Lord Whitfield see when he looked at her? The anger, the resentment, the bitter scorn she felt for all the Fairchilds? The family consisted of four great-uncles, brothers of her grandfather, and Bubb Fairchild, her father’s brother and the new marquess. None of them had tried to help her when she’d taken custody of her brother. None of them cared for anything but their own worthless hides.

Sebastian spoke with exaggerated patience. “You live in the wilds of Scotland. The Fairchilds live in the south of England. You’ve changed your name and your appearance—”

She jumped. “My appearance? What makes you say that?”

He swept her with a look. “I never saw a Fairchild who looked anything less than gorgeous, and you look like a housekeeper.”

Thank you, kind sir. But she didn’t say it.

And in truth, she was relieved he meant nothing more.

“Most important, the new marquess hasn’t been seeking you,” Sebastian said. “Why should he? Bubb Fairchild was frightened of his father in life, and indignant at his death. How will he maintain the family without the blunt to do so?”

“Do you suspect him of having the diary?”

“Of course. I suspect every Fairchild.” Sebastian squeezed the arm of his chair as if he could squeeze the life from the polished wood. “Ah, Miss Fairchild, wouldn’t you like to see your uncle squirm?”

The trouble was, she would. She would like to see all the Fairchilds squirm. Yet she snapped, “You mistake indifference for interest.”

“Mary!” Lady Valéry sounded appalled, but she watched as if diverted by the byplay. “If you don’t wish to do this, say so, but don’t compromise your dignity.”

Whitfield took his godmother’s hand. He kissed the freckled knuckles and murmured, “Hush, dear. I’ll handle this. I promised I would.”

Lady Valéry tilted her head, watching her godson as if he were a charming scamp rather than a pitiless savage, and Mary did see how he might have fooled his godmother. He represented the symbol of sincerity in a carefully-wrought French painting. His eyes glowed. His lips smiled, not in amusement, but to coax a similar reaction from his godmother. He held his extended hands cupped upward as if to catch the blessings she would rain on him.

Acutely aware of his charm and power, Mary feared him—in all his guises.

Floundering now, she tried to redeem herself. “I’ll do whatever needs to be done, Lady Valéry, but it just seems that you, Lord Whitfield, are better equipped to gain entrance to Fairchild Manor than I.”

“Perhaps we should look at this another way.” He smiled invitingly. “Think of the family’s consternation when they find their long-lost niece is already betrothed.”

“Why should they care?”

“If I were to speculate, I would have to say that since the marquess’s death, each and every Fairchild has been given a mission—to wed money.” For a man who smiled often, Lord Whitfield gave no impression of warmth or amusement. “Even now, I would guess, they are regretting the loss of you as another lure. The family will believe you to be just like them—charming, convivial, beautiful—”

“Shallow, vindictive, frivolous, treacherous,” she finished for him.

He sat back in a hypocritical exhibition of wonder. “You did meet them, didn’t you?”

“Quite,” she said.

“But they were not all…vindictive,” he admitted. “Or treacherous.”


She wanted to ask who he meant, but he returned to the subject with relish. “The Fairchilds would expect you to be one of them.”

“They will try and separate us, and why not? It will be immediately obvious that we are less than fond.”

“Will it?” He lifted one finger and caressed his lips in a manner Mary found highly suggestive. “I suspect we can convince them we are…lovers.”

Lady Valéry had been watching them with the fascination of a playgoer, but now she interrupted. “You’ll convince them of no such thing! You’ll not ruin her reputation, Sebastian, not when she’s been living with me all these years.”

“She is going, my lady. She has no choice.” He had gone from superior to overbearing to ruthless in the space of a single conversation.

“Somehow you’ll force me?” Mary asked.

“Not at all.” His street-dog smile made her want to arch her back and claw at his face. “Your father was the Fairchild without treachery. Are you going to tell me you haven’t inherited that loyalty from him?”

“I have inherited nothing from my father,” she said fiercely. “My loyalty is my own.”

Sitting up straight, he became in expression and manner a courteous stranger. “Then I’ll have to speak to your brother. Perhaps I can convince him to accompany me.”

A shiver worked its way up Mary’s spine. This man, talking to Hadden? Offering him a chance to go to England? Then interrogating him as he interrogated her?

Not that Hadden was simple. No, indeed, Hadden could be—should be—studying at the university. But he was open and unsophisticated, and Mary cringed at the thought of the information he would artlessly reveal.

She recognized defeat when it stared her in the face, and so rose with what dignity she could maintain. “When did you wish to leave, my lord?”

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Sebastian,” Lady Valéry said. “She can’t make herself ready overnight.”

“How much can she have to pack?” he demanded impatiently.

“She has to organize the staff for her absence.”

“She won’t be coming back.”

“Won’t be coming back?” Mary cried.

He said simply, “Fairchilds don’t work as housekeepers.”

“He’s right, dear.” Lady Valéry smiled at Mary. “Much as I hate to lose you, I’m afraid our cozy arrangement is over.”

Mary felt the carefully built foundation crumbling beneath her feet. “But what will I do? Where will I go?”

“The Fairchilds will welcome you this time, I assure you,” Lord Whitfield said.

Mary wanted to shriek. Didn’t he understand anything? “I don’t want the Fairchilds. I don’t want to know them, and I certainly don’t want to live with them.”

“You’ll always have a home with me,” Lady Valéry soothed her. “If not as my housekeeper, then as my friend.” Mary wanted to babble her thanks, but predictably, Lady Valéry wasn’t interested. “You’ll have to make arrangements with Hadden. Will you bring him?”

“Of course not!” Too emphatic, Mary realized, and she fought to tone down her consternation. “There’s no need for him to leave here.”

“Hadden’s a young man,” Lady Valéry pointed out gently. “Perhaps he’ll have some thoughts of his own.”

Mary shook her head. “He likes it here. He’ll be satisfied to stay.”

“How old is he?” Sebastian demanded.

Mary didn’t even turn her head and look at him when she answered. “Nineteen.”

“Your brother must be a dull youth if he’s content to remain in the lowlands of Scotland.”

How obnoxious this Lord Whitfield was! She’d never be able to convince anyone she loved him. Never. Never. As evenly as her temper would allow her, she answered, “Hadden is much given to adventure, but unlike some youths, he can find it in places other than the stewpots of London.”

“A direct hit,” he murmured, and clapped his hands softly. “Brava!”

Mary turned her back to him. “When should I be ready to leave?” she asked.


“Time is of the essence, especially if one of the guests will be purchasing the diary.” Lady Valéry tapped her fingers together. “Would it be possible for you to be ready to leave in two days time?”

“As you wish, my lady.” Mary curtsied to Lady Valéry, wheeled and bowed stiffly to Sebastian, and walked toward the door.

Lady Valéry waited until the door shut behind Mary before rising to stand beside him. “What a vulgar exhibition that was. I would have never told you who she was if I had known you were going to approach her so crudely.”

She waited while he weighed his answer, and knew a sense of satisfaction. Sebastian still respected and feared her. Now in her seventies, she hadn’t cared when her beauty faded, when wrinkles had formed around her eyes and she’d had to resort to plucking stiff hairs off of her chin. But she had minded, greatly, being excluded from the conferences of the powerful.

A man, regardless of age, merited respect. A woman, especially an elderly woman, merited only a pat on the head and a bowl of sops. It was another of life’s injustices, and the one
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