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      To Tame the Wild Rake is the last novel in the series The Return of the Mountain King. Can it be read as a stand-alone? Yes, it can. The main plot line is the romance between the Marquis of Aldridge and Lady Charlotte Winderfield. In this novel, you’ll find out about their history, together and separately, what stands between them, and how it is resolved. And I’ll give you a glimpse of their happy ever after in the epilogue.

      If you want to know the full story of the villain’s dealings with the two main families in the book, or the stories of the married son and daughter of the Duke of Winshire, and of Charlotte’s sister, you may wish to read the other books in the series. They’re listed in order at the back and on my web, and on retailer sites, you’ll notice that the novels are numbered on the cover.

      Beyond that, I write historical romances set in a complex Regency world of my own imagining, where all the most powerful families know one another, and a main character from one book may be a secondary or background character in another. For example, Aldridge has appeared in more than thirteen of my novels, novellas, and short stories, and not only in this series. When I edit, I have to discipline myself to cut out all the detail about these extra people that doesn’t have anything to do with the plot lines of the particular book I’m writing. I don’t want to confuse new readers. But I know readers of my other books enjoy these glimpses of old friends.

      This book has one unresolved plot line from the series. What becomes of the relationship between Aldridge’s mother, the Duchess of Haverford, and Charlotte’s uncle, the Duke of Winshire? That story will be published as Paradise At Last in a three-part set later this year. I’m aiming at 15 December. The set, The Paradise Triptych, will include the duke’s novella, Paradise Regained, the duchess’s memoirs, Paradise Lost, and Paradise At Last.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to all the readers who have been asking for Aldridge’s story since he first appeared in A Baron for Becky. Thank you for your encouragement. I hope you think I’ve done him justice.
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      The whole world knows Aldridge is a wicked sinner. They used to be right.

      The ton has labelled Charlotte a saint for her virtue and good works. They don't know the ruinous secret she hides.

      Then an implacable enemy reveals all. The past that haunts them wounds their nearest relatives and turns any hope of a future to ashes.

      Must they choose between family and one another?
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      The Marquis of Aldridge was closeted with His Grace. The Duke of Winshire, Charlotte’s grandfather, had permitted no visitors for months, ever since an apoplexy robbed his movements of precision and slurred his speech. But this morning he had agreed to see Aldridge.

      “He can’t force you into the marriage,” her twin sister Sarah whispered through the spy hole from the servants’ passage in the wall, when she came to tell Charlotte about the visitor. Whether Sarah meant Aldridge or Grandfather, Charlotte wasn’t sure, but Sarah was wrong. Grandfather had already assured her she would be Aldridge’s bride if she had to be carried into the mansion’s chapel bound and gagged.

      “My chaplain will marry you right and tight, without you saying a word, and once Aldridge has his hands on you, you’ll obey him like a wife should or suffer the consequences. The boy takes after his father. He’ll know how to handle a reluctant wife.”

      Aldridge wasn’t like that. Was he? Five years ago, when he and Charlotte were friends, she would have been certain of him. But his friendship was a kindness to a child. By the time she was old enough to be in Society, her confidence in men had been shattered, and the whispers about Aldridge’s women had been a minor factor in her adamant refusal of his first two proposals.

      This time, though, his father and her grandfather had brokered the arrangement, and the Duke of Winshire was determined to bring the unwilling bride to heel. Charlotte was fighting the match with all her powers, but those were few. “I’ll tell Aldridge why I’m unfit to be a bride,” she threatened her grandfather.

      “Do that, and I’ll put you, your sister, and your mother out into the street in your chemises,” the old man promised. “Useless coven of females.”

      The danger wasn’t as dire as it sounded. Aunt Georgie would make sure they were clothed and fed, and had a roof over their heads.

      But Charlotte’s threat was even more toothless. Her work depended on her reputation in Society, but even if she was prepared to lose that, she couldn’t condemn her mother or her beloved sister to forever living on the fringes of the Polite World, hidden from view, their very existence an affront.

      Would it be so terrible to be married to Aldridge? Yes, and precisely because he was, in his own way, a decent man. She could very easily fall back in love with him as she had when she was fifteen, and that way lay unending heartache. Even if her own scandal remained a secret, he was a rakehell. She could not expect him to remain faithful to any woman, especially one who hated being touched. To love a man who sought his pleasure elsewhere—however discreetly—would be a kind of hell. And then there was the other…

      The key rattled in her door and it swung open at the hands of the tall footman who stood guard over her and followed her everywhere she was permitted. Neither he nor his colleague would meet Charlotte’s eyes. “His Lordship the Marquis of Aldridge awaits you in the green parlour, my lady,” said the one in the lead.

      Charlotte briefly considered refusing, but they probably had orders to carry her if she wouldn’t go. She tried for a sort of freedom anyway. “Please tell the marquis I will be down shortly.”

      The footmen exchanged glances. “We must escort you, my lady,” said the spokesman.

      Might as well get it over, then. If Aldridge was determined to go ahead with the marriage, she would tell him all and let come what may. If she made him swear first not to tell His Grace his reasons for crying off, would he keep his word? He was known for always keeping promises, but most men didn’t believe their honour compromised by breaking promises made to women.

      With her mind on the coming interview, she was out of the family wing and on her way down the private stairs before she realised that the halls had been a stirred ant nest of activity, and here, hurrying up to brush past her with a chorus of murmured apologies, came the duke’s covey of physicians.

      She turned to watch them ascend and disappear through the door into the family wing. “Is something wrong with my grandfather?”

      The quieter of the two footmen replied, “They say he took another fit, my lady. When he was seein’ Lord Aldridge.”

      Another apoplexy. Each robbed him of a little more function. She found it hard to summon any pity for the old tyrant, especially since he had undoubtedly set things up to rule them all from beyond the grave. Even if he had not, the unknown uncle who would succeed him was sure to be cut from the same cloth, as had been her father and brother.

      If she weren’t so damaged, a dynastic marriage to Aldridge would have been preferable to remaining under the rule of the men of her family. As long as she could avoid the stupidity of falling in love. Kindness and respect lasted longer, and Aldridge was kind to his mother and sisters. Though who knew what a man was really like behind closed doors?

      In any case, the point was moot. She would tell him all—or most—and it would be over.

      He stood as she entered the parlour. From the artistic disorder of his fair hair to the mirror-gleam of his boots, he was dressed with his usual elegance. His coat fitted his broad shoulders like a glove. The single emerald on the gold pin that anchored his snowy cravat echoed the embroidery on his waistcoat and the glints of green in his hazel eyes. His tight pantaloons lovingly shaped slender hips and muscular thighs. Which she was not going to look at.

      He’d chosen a seat on the far side of the room from the door, and he now ordered the footmen to wait outside. “I require a few moments of privacy with my betrothed.” After a moment’s hesitation, they obeyed, leaving the door wide open.

      As she took a chair, he murmured, “Are there servant passages near us? Can we be heard if we keep our voices low?”

      So that is why he’d chosen a seating group by the outside wall. “Not if we are quiet,” she confirmed.

      He was examining her in the way that always made her restless—a steady look, as if he could see her innermost thoughts. “You asked to see me,” she reminded him, to put an end to it.

      That broke his gaze. His lids dropped, and he laughed, a short unamused bark. “And you would like to see me in Jericho. Straight to the point, then, Lady Charlotte. Your mother told my mother that you are being threatened with dire consequences if you do not marry me.”

      He leaned forward, meeting her eyes again, his voice vibrating with sincerity. “I have never forced a woman, and I don’t plan to do so. I will not take an unwilling wife.”

      Charlotte tried to hide the upwelling relief, but some of it must have shown, for he sighed as he sat back, his shoulders shifting in what would have been a slump in a less elegant man. “It is true, then. Given a choice, you will not have me.”

      Charlotte had not expected his disappointment, the sorrow deep in his eyes, swiftly masked. Before she could measure her words, she leapt to reassure him. “It is not you. I do not plan ever to marry.”

      He grimaced. “That is what my mother tells me. Is there nothing I can say that would change your mind? You would be an outstanding duchess.”

      No. She really wouldn’t. Like everyone else, he saw only the duke’s granddaughter, not the woman within. Perhaps, if he had been a man of lesser estate, if he had spoken about affection and companionship, she might have risked it. Not love. Charlotte did not trust love.

      Again, he read something of her mind, for he sighed again, and gave her a wry smile and the very words she wanted. “We were friends once, my Cherry, were we not? Long ago?”

      Her resolve softened at the nickname he had given her that golden summer, before it all went wrong. “I was very young and you were very drunk,” she retorted.

      He huffed a brief laugh. “Both very true. Still, we could be friends again, I think. I have always hoped for a wife who could also be my friend.” He frowned. “Is it my damnable reputation? I am not quite the reprobate they paint me, you know.”

      Charlotte shook her head, then rethought her response. His reputation might outrun his actions, but he was reprobate enough, and the lifestyle he brushed off so casually had destroyed her brother. And her, as well, though not through her own fault.

      “Not that, though if I were disposed to marry, I would not choose a rake. Marriage is not for me, however.” She should at least hint at the reason. “I cannot be your duchess, Aldridge.” She hesitated. How should she tell him? Blurt it out? Make a story of it?

      The words wouldn’t come, and he must have assumed that she’d finished. His social mask dropped back into place, proud though affable. “I have told your grandfather we will not suit. He asked if you had told me what he called ‘your maidenly reservations’, and I assured him I had not spoken with you. I let him think that the marriage arrangement was my father’s idea, and not mine.”

      Marrying her had been Aldridge’s idea? Charlotte put that away to think about later. “Thank you. He has had me locked in until I agreed to receive your proposal.”

      Aldridge nodded, unsurprised. The mother network must have included that information. “I am afraid my repudiation of the arrangement made him ill again. I’m sorry to say he took a fit.”

      Charlotte shrugged. She couldn’t be sorry, even if that made her a horrible person. Again, Aldridge seemed to know what she was thinking.

      “He, like my own sire, is too used to everyone leaping to his commands. We can’t let their refusal to brook denial shape our lives any more than they must.” He stood. “Still, I must hope I haven’t killed him. Will you let me know?”

      “I will. And thank you.” She held out her hand in farewell, and he took it, turning it over and placing a kiss in the palm.

      Once again, his mask dropped away, and something unfathomable stirred in his eyes. “If you change your mind, or if you ever have need of anything I can do for you, let me know, Cherry. I will always come at your command.”

      With that, he dropped her hand and strode for the door, leaving Charlotte less happy than she expected. If he had been a yeoman farmer, or a lawyer, or some other humble man to whom she might aspire—someone who did not require from her the primary duty of a peer’s wife—they might have been happy together. But then, he would not have been Aldridge.
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      October 1814

      Wintermount Street had gone down in the world since its heyday in the middle of the last century, when the houses that lined it were occupied by comfortably placed widows, younger sons with a creditable profession, and merchants with pretensions to the gentry.

      Travelling the old street’s length from west to east, Charlotte’s carriage also traversed its slide into penury and disgrace. At the western end, a few of the houses still clung to the remnants of their former grandeur, a little scuffed and down at heel. Halfway down the street, boarding houses abounded, offering rooms for respectable ladies of diminished means, or gentlemen down on their luck, but never the two together. The eastern end merged almost indiscernibly into the slums of the streets beyond.

      By design, the school—Charlotte’s destination—was almost at that end. It was within an easy scurry through shadows for the children who sought a future away from the grog shops, the gangs, and the brothels. It was outside of the territory of the slum masters who might object to even their least significant subjects escaping their command.

      The carriage pulled up in front of the school. Charlotte remained seated as she had promised the Duke of Winshire, her uncle, back when a Winshire carriage was attacked in a London street not dissimilar to this one. The attack had been the year before last, but still, he insisted on supplying her with armed footman and two of his personal retainers as outriders on the days that she taught here.

      She made no attempt to evade the escort, since she had grown to love her uncle, who was a very different man to his father and brother. She knew he loved her and worried for her safety this far from the wealthier streets where ladies were safe with no more escort than a maid.

      One of her outriders knocked on the door, and only when it opened did a footman throw wide the door of the carriage, and offer a hand to help Charlotte descend. The outrider at the door would come with her into the school. The rest of her escort would return to the Winshire townhouse with both horses and the carriage, and would collect her again in two hours.

      “Lady Charlotte.” The matron waited at the door, unsmiling, and Charlotte hid a sigh. Mrs Porter was devoted to her work, but her preconceptions made managing her a challenge. Charlotte hoped that the thirty minutes she had allotted to taking tea with the woman would be enough to give the shrew’s thoughts a better direction. From Mrs Porter’s expression, it would probably take longer.

      Inside, the house was austere, clean and quiet. Not silent, precisely. Young voices chanted times tables, the sound muffled. The little ones, presumably. Her own mathematics class had advanced well beyond such chants.

      Charlotte allowed Mrs Porter to usher her into the matron’s sitting room and pour her a cup of the inferior tea that the house offered its aristocratic patronesses and volunteers. Presumably, it was the same as the tea they drank themselves, which was very egalitarian of them. Charlotte instructed herself to admire their principles and sipped the tea without complaint.

      It took ten minutes of general platitudes about the weather, the price of flour, and the progress of the war before Mrs Porter returned to the same arguments Charlotte had been hearing since she first offered herself as a volunteer teacher.

      “These children have no use for anything but the simplest of arithmetic, Lady Charlotte. They are workers’ children, at best. Not even that, most of them. Few of them are fit to be servants even in the home of a merchant or tradesman, and none of them can expect a more exalted role. What use is algebra to them? Or trigonometry? It is a ridiculous waste of your time.”

      Years of practice allowed Charlotte to keep her voice even. “It is my time to use as I see fit, Mrs Porter.”

      “The children, however, are my responsibility. You encourage them to defy me, Lady Charlotte. It is hard enough running a school in this neighbourhood without one of my teachers undermining me at every turn.”

      Charlotte lifted her eyebrows. “Clearly, some particular incident prompts this expression of your concern.” The word diatribe would only exacerbate the situation. “Tell me what has happened, Mrs Porter.”

      Before the matron spoke, Charlotte knew the name of the pupil who had set off the storm. It would be Tony Tweedy, of course. A child of the slums—sly, wild, and defiant—he had been ruffling Mrs Porter’s feathers from the day Charlotte tempted him into her lessons with a demonstration of Euclid’s third apostolate.

      His face—his uncanny resemblance to a portrait in the home of her godmother the Duchess of Haverford—had won her attention. His restless intelligence held it.

      He had already been able to read and write after a fashion, but had taken to other lessons with hungry enthusiasm, as long as his teachers did not try to curb his rebelliousness or his imagination. His passion, though, was mathematics.

      Outside of lessons, or in lessons he didn’t enjoy, he found creative—even inspired—ways to circumvent every rule of the school, and he loathed Mrs Porter almost as much as she loathed him.

      Mrs Porter was too well behaved to spit, but the way she said Tony’s name came close. “The Tweedy boy. He is disruptive and disobedient. It is your lessons, Lady Charlotte. You mean well, I suppose.” The expression on her face suggested she supposed no such thing. “But treating a slum boy as if he is intelligent? It gives him ideas above his station. He is–”

      Charlotte interrupted the tirade, which she had heard before. “What happened this time?”

      Tony’s trespasses were of three kinds: pranks that displayed a creative sense of humour and a sharp awareness of how best to annoy; an insouciant defiance of those he despised that skirted the edges of outright rebellion; and a wilful misinterpretation of any rules he regarded as unnecessary or stupid.

      Today’s escapade had been all three, eclipsing even the introduction of a piglet into morning prayers and Charlotte’s personal favourite, the day Tony had managed to marshal the entire school, plus a succession of idlers from the street, to search the building for suspected smugglers.

      “Let me see if I understand you,” Charlotte ventured, after Mrs Porter had interrupted her involved explanation for the fifth or sixth time to repeat her vituperative assessment of Tony’s birth, intelligence, and moral character. “Someone stole your chamber pot from behind the screen where it is kept, filled it with slugs, and balanced it on the door to your private study.” Mrs Porter coloured, whether at the direct reference to the receptacle—she herself had only hinted at its personal and private nature—or at the insult to her person.

      “Not someone,” she insisted. “It was that little slum rat. Tweedy.”

      “Someone saw Master Tweedy during his commission of this activity?” Charlotte asked. Not that she had any real doubts about the rascal’s guilt, but Mrs Porter would have blamed the boy anyway, even if he were completely innocent.

      “It was him, Lady Charlotte, and you know it. If he hadn’t run off, I would have bea—got it out of him.”

      “The boy has gone? But today is my lesson!” A silly statement. As if he would wait around for a mathematics lesson when Mrs Porter was breathing fire and talking about calling the constable.

      Mrs Porter breathed deep, thrusting her bust up like a poulter pigeon. “I shall be writing to the Board of Trustees, Lady Charlotte, to ask them to close down your mathematics classes. You give these children ideas above their station.”

      Charlotte took her own deep breath before she spoke, the better to keep her voice calm and even. “And what, Mrs Porter, is the station of a boy who is brilliant at mathematics, to the extent that he has, in two lessons a week for six months, come from simple arithmetic to grasping concepts and solving equations that university students find challenging?”

      “I know that the little brat has pulled the wool over your eyes, Lady Charlotte. You see what you want to see. I’ll not deny that he’s sly; his sort are. But you won’t find real intelligence in the son of a whore.”

      “I disagree, Mrs Porter.”

      “If you will excuse me saying so, Lady Charlotte, you are a woman. I am sure the Trustees will understand the damage caused to these children by allowing a young noblewoman to practice her hobby. As if a woman could understand higher mathematics any more than a slum brat.”

      So. The gloves were off, were they? Charlotte smiled, though it really wasn’t funny. “Go right ahead, Mrs Porter. However, I can assure you that it is not my place at this school that will be questioned. Remember that the patroness of this school, my godmother the Duchess of Haverford, is an ardent supporter of the right to education—for the poor, as well as for women. And she has chosen Trustees who agree with her.”

      Mrs Porter glared. “You nobles. You think you know so much better than anyone else. You don’t know what those wicked children are capable of, and Tweedy is the worst of them all.”

      “You might be happier in another job, Mrs Porter,” Charlotte suggested. “If you cannot subscribe to the same principles as the Trustees, you will be unable to carry out your duties here. I will teach mathematics to those capable of learning, and other teachers will also present opportunities to those with different talents. I suggest you think very carefully about whether you have a future here.”

      And Charlotte, who had no heart for the lesson that should have commenced half an hour ago, would go and teach the students who remained while fretting about the one who got away.
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      Aldridge poured the Marquess of Sodfield another brandy, and held it for him while the Marquess took his turn at the billiard table. Sodfield was the last hold-out, and even he was beginning to bend to three weeks of persuasion, logic, explanation, and all the considerable charm Aldridge had at his fingertips.

      After nearly a year as Duke of Haverford in all but name, Aldridge seldom had to convince someone to accept his authority. Sadly, when it came to bills before the House of Lords, even bills to allow a canal across land that included a Haverford estate, he was on the same footing as any other landowner’s steward. Which was shaky footing indeed, when the men responsible for blocking the bill were long-time adversaries of Haverford eager to put the boot into the duke, now he could not defend himself.

      Sodfield missed his shot and retrieved his brandy. “At least you are not trying to sell me shares in some railway,” he commented, as Aldridge studied the table.

      Personally, Aldridge was betting on railways becoming commercial propositions sooner rather than later, but the canal was going to go ahead; the mills and collieries it would serve couldn’t wait a decade or more for alternative transport. Taking the more circuitous route that opposition to the canal demanded would add months and thousands of pounds to the construction. For those bankrolling the project, the extra time could make the difference between recovering costs or going bankrupt.

      “In time, Sodfield,” he predicted. “For now, a canal on the route we’ve agreed will give us the best return.” Sodfield had heard all of his arguments. No point in repeating them. He managed a cannon off the other two balls and stood back to give Sodfield his turn.

      He’d finally convinced enough of the doubters to his side that he was almost certain the bill would go through. Sodfield would make it certain.

      It had been frustrating. He’d been obliged to find social occasions to corner the lords who held the future of the canal in their spiteful hands. He’d been in and out of balls, musicales and routs, often several in a night. Every evening another dinner party. Every afternoon a round of the clubs. There, at least, he could breathe easily, for they were male-only preserves.

      “Will you be at the Weston ball this evening?” Sodfield asked. He chuckled. “M’wife wanted me to make you known to my daughter. She’s a taking little thing, but you needn’t worry. I know she’s not up to your weight. Only seventeen, you know, and if she has a thought beyond ribbons and fans, I’ve never seen it. M’wife has windmills in her head, and so I told her, but I promised I’d ask.”

      Thank goodness for a man with common sense. “I would be pleased to meet Lady Sodfield and your daughter,” Aldridge replied. Sodfield had just potted the red ball and was ahead on points, but the move had left the man’s cue ball vulnerable to counterattack.

      Mothers and marriageable daughters everywhere he looked, hounds to his fox. In the vicious hunt most debutantes and their mamas made of the marriage mart, a title, wealth, acceptable looks and amiable disposition marked a gentleman as a prime quarry.

      He would retire to the country to become a hermit, if he could. The business of the duchy required him to be social and in London, but the risk of being saddled with a wife he hadn’t chosen required constant vigilance.

      Sodfield shrugged as Aldridge took his revenge, though the two points scored still didn’t remove Sodfield’s lead. “Everyone knows you’re not putting your head in the noose. And I daresay you’d not make my Felicia a comfortable husband if you were fool enough to offer for her.”

      Aldridge’s abysmal reputation remained something of a defence, then, at least with careful fathers. Add to that his constant vigilance, and the willingness to be ruthless when required. Even so, the inevitable gossip about his father’s swift decline and approaching demise had sent the hunt into a frenzy, and the usual measures were no longer enough.

      And if his reputation was no longer protecting him from the marriage-minded, it was a positive incentive to widows, bored wives, and reckless spinsters looking for a companion in pleasure. He had long since lost any taste for casual sex, so had been ignoring lures and turning down blatant invitations for more than two years, but polite refusal seemed to spur some women on to even more flagrant attempts.

      Baroness Thirby, for example. He had entertained the lady some years back, shortly after she was left widowed and wealthy. The marriage bed—or, more properly, Baron Thirby in the marriage bed—had bored her, but she discovered a new enthusiasm for the act with Aldridge and had spent the last four years experiencing—or so whisper had it—a wide variety of partners and encounters.

      Now she seemed determined to revisit their brief affair, and did not believe that his ‘no’ was sincere.

      Sodfield heaved a sigh of satisfaction as he managed a difficult carom that sent both Aldridge’s cue ball and the object ball into the pockets, and racked up enough points to finish the game.

      “Excellent, excellent!” he exulted. “A good game, Aldridge. I thought you had me early on. I had better call it quits, least Lady Sodfield become anxious about her evening. Another game next week, perhaps?”

      Aldridge bowed his agreement. “Of course.” Damn. How long was Sodfield going to string him along.

      Sodfield was examining him closely. “Even if I say no to your canal?” he asked.

      Aldridge summoned a smile and a nod. “You are a worthy opponent, Sodfield. It is a pleasure to play you.”

      Sodfield chuckled. “Excellent manners. And all the while you are wishing you could roast my gizzard. Very well, Aldridge, I’ll sign your papers to let the canal cross my land, and I’ll back your bill in the House. But I still want another game, mind.” He held out his hand and Aldridge clasped it to seal the agreement.

      “Tuesday next? Three o’clock in the afternoon?” Aldridge suggested.

      “Done, and come and look me up tonight at Weston’s. I’ll present you to my wife and get it over. You’re a good man, Aldridge. You’ll have to marry one day. A duke needs an heir. Don’t make it to a foolish yearling like my girl. Marriage is forever, and a man needs more in a partner than a pretty face at the breakfast table.”

      Which was good advice, but made one wonder about Lady Sodfield. Foolishness would not be a problem with the choice of Aldridge’s heart, Lady Charlotte Winderfield.

      She was the extra goad that lifted the gauntlet he ran at every social occasion from discomfort to torture. In the past, both she and her twin avoided the broader social swirl, attending mainly those entertainments put on by family members. Aldridge did the same, and so they encountered one another perhaps twice a month, even at the height of the Spring season. The Haverford and Winshire families were estranged because the Duke of Haverford had declared it so, setting himself against the new Duke of Winshire when the man first appeared in London two and a half years ago. Indeed, he had gone so far as to attempt to have the man’s children declared illegitimate, and had even paid for at least two assassination attempts.

      However, this month, Aldridge had been on a mission and so, apparently, were the twins, for every time he turned around, there was Charlotte. Encountering her night after night, sometimes several times a night, was further abrading his already raw spirits.

      Most people thought her twin sister, Lady Sarah, was the lovelier of the two. The Winderfield Diamond, they called Sarah. Aldridge had never agreed. He freely acknowledged that Charlotte’s colouring was less fashionable than her sister’s: brown hair to Sarah’s fair and brown eyes to her sister’s blue.

      Charlotte’s curves were subtler, too. She was the twin, though, who drew his eye, whose shape, mostly guessed at as the fabric of her gown shifted around her, fueled his dreams.

      After his last failed proposal, he had put his raking days behind him, hoping Charlotte would soften towards the idea of marrying him. But she continued to be uncomfortable in his company, giving him little more than common politeness.

      Sooner or later, he was going to have to accept that she really had sworn off marriage or that it was him, in particular, she objected to. And why wouldn’t it be? With his tarnished past, what had he to offer to someone who had earned the sobriquet Saint Charlotte as much for her immaculate behaviour and unblemished reputation as for her good works?

      A sinner might aspire to admire a saint, but never to touch one.

      Nonetheless, he poured himself another brandy, and sat looking at the fire, remembering a certain summer when he ran away to drown his sorrows in alcohol and willing women, and found an unexpected friend.

      His lips curved as he sipped. Who would have thought that the most precious memory of that long-ago orgy would be an innocent schoolgirl, all skin and bone after an illness, brown hair in plaits as if to remind him to mind his manners? He could not, seven years later, recall a single woman from the house-party. They blurred into a vague impression of perfume, paint, giggles and curls. But he remembered Charlotte Winderfield.

      1807, Somerset

      “Mathematics is truth,” the girl told Aldridge, her thin face glowing with passion. “It is beauty. The world is patterns of logic and shapes, and the task of mathematicians is to understand those patterns, Lord Aldridge.”

      Aldridge was drunk, but not so much that he didn’t know he was in dangerous territory. He should not be trespassing on the wrong side of the pond that marked the boundary of the estate he was visiting. He should not be alone in this quiet folly with a girl who was both younger and better born than he had at first assumed. He should not be listening, enraptured, to her explanation about why she was beguiling her convalescence from an embarrassing childhood illness by solving puzzles.

      Richport’s house was hidden from their sight by a small tree-covered hill that rose on the other side of the pond. It was filled, as Richport’s houses tended to be, with lustful women, good liquor, wagers of all kinds, and countless inducements to forget the sins, follies and betrayals that haunted him.

      Yet he had been here for nearly an hour, in peaceful conversation—intellectual conversation—with a chit not yet out of the schoolroom, and he was already planning to return tomorrow.

      “You know my name, my lady. May I know yours?”

      She blushed, then, and cast her eyes around as if a suggestion might be written up in the rafters of the folly. “I am called Charrie.” 

      He looked up to the tree that shaded the little building and then down at the basket that held cherry pits, all that was left of the fruit they had been sharing, and raised one eyebrow. 

      “Not Cherry,” she told him. “Charrie.” 

      “Cherry suits you better,” he told her, though he was by no means drunk enough to explain why. An errant memory surfaced. Didn’t Elfingham refer to his twin sisters as Charrie and Sarrie? And didn’t Elfingham’s grandfather have an estate somewhere in this area? 

      She was Lady Charlotte Winderfield, then, and the granddaughter of the Duke of Winshire. Highly eligible. Still too young, but she would be marriageable in a year or two.

      And if he was thinking such foolish thoughts, it was high time he found another drink. He had not been sober for more than a month, and he had no intention of starting now. He stood.

      “I must take my leave, Cherry, but I will visit tomorrow, if you will admit me. I shall present my card at the door.” He gestured to the open side of the structure.

      She giggled at his fooling, but said, “If we are to be friends, and if you are to call me Cherry”—the blush deepened—“then I shall call you Anthony. That is your name, is it not?”

      Hardly. It was one of a string of names that had been bestowed on him at baptism, but no one had ever addressed him by anything but his title. He was Aldridge even to his closest relatives, and would remain so until his father died and he became Haverford. If she called him Anthony, he would look around to see who was being addressed.

      Still, fair was fair. If he insisted on calling her by a name he had selected, she had every right to choose what to call him.

      “Then we shall be Anthony and Cherry. Friend.”
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      November, 1814, London

      The Winshire townhouse was unusually quiet, with most of the family gone from London. Even Sarah had left, though just for two weeks to attend a house party. At twenty-two, Sarah had decided it was time to take a husband, and was hoping that two weeks under the same roof as three of her suitors, in the more relaxed environment of a country house, might help her to further her plan.

      The small army of servants and retainers were scattered across England with the particular family members they served. Only Charlotte and her own personal attendants remained, and that only because she had obligations to fulfil.

      The disappointing mathematics lesson at the ragged school had been nearly the last of them. Tomorrow, she had a meeting to attend, and then she would join Sarah in the country.

      For tonight, she was eating dinner alone in the small dining room, at a table that, even with all the leaves removed, could seat ten. The room was laughably named when Charlotte thought of some of the dwellings she entered in the service of her students, but still just a fraction of the size of the banquet room, where one hundred and fifty could sit comfortably at the long tables, and two hundred could be squeezed in at need.

      This evening, Charlotte had sent away the maid who was playing chaperone, the footman who had served the dinner, and Yahzak, the guard on duty, and was indulging in the forbidden pleasure
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