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      THE BARON’S RETURN

      
        
        She broke his heart once before. He won’t give her the chance to do it again.

      

        

      
        Baron Cranston doesn’t believe in happily-ever-afters. Experience has taught him that love is a risk not worth taking.

      

        

      
        Forced to marry another man when she was younger, Abigail didn’t know she was carrying Cranston’s child until after he’d entered military service. Now widowed and out of mourning, she is no longer trapped in a union she never wanted.

      

        

      
        When Abigail tells Cranston about his daughter, she doesn’t expect his proposal. But their marriage of convenience could give her the second chance she never dreamed possible. Now she only needs to convince the cynical baron that his heart isn’t as closed off as he believes.
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      COURTING THE EARL

      
        
        Eleanor Pearson is distressed by the forbidden attraction she feels for her cousin’s betrothed. But she vows to ignore her fascination with the attractive earl and do whatever she can to ensure her cousin’s marriage takes place.

      

        

      
        The Earl of Hargrove has no intention of marrying anytime soon. He sets out on a mission of his own to end the surprise arrangement his father revealed to him only on his deathbed.

      

        

      
        It doesn’t take him long to realize that Eleanor could be the key to convincing the younger woman to end the betrothal. But his attraction to her threatens his determination to remain a bachelor.
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        * * *

      

      TEMPTING THE VISCOUNT

      
        
        She’s looking for a lover, but he intends to make her his wife…

      

        

      
        After surviving an unhappy marriage, the Dowager Baroness Mansfield plans to enjoy her freedom. But when Lucy meets Viscount Holbrook, she can’t ignore the spark of attraction that flares to life between them.

      

        

      
        So she does the only logical thing for a woman in her position—she asks him to be her lover. But her unsatisfactory experience with her first husband has her wondering if she’s even capable of enjoying such an arrangement.

      

        

      
        Holbrook counters by proposing a wager. If he can show her she’s capable of experiencing pleasure, she’ll allow him to court her.

      

        

      
        Holbrook is determined to behave honorably, but Lucy tempts him to give in to his baser desires. His only recourse is to convince her they can both get what they want.
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        * * *

      

      To learn about Suzanna Medeiros's future books, you can sign up for her newsletter at www.suzannamedeiros.com/newsletter.
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        LANDING A LORD ~ BOOK 7

      

      

      Baron Cranston’s offer of a marriage of convenience could give the newly widowed Abigail the second chance she never expected to have with the only man she’s over loved. She just needs to convince the stubborn baron that his heart isn’t as closed off as he believes.
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        London, July 1817

      

      

      It was the perfect day for a wedding. The temperature was warm but not unbearable, and the clouds had parted for the happy couple. Baron Cranston was surrounded by smiling, happy faces, but the only thing on his mind was how he’d rather be anywhere else.

      He’d learned many years ago that love was a fantasy people told themselves existed so they could get through the daily monotony of life. Some of the people who went searching for their happily-ever-afters were lucky enough to find companions who held similar foolish notions. They were the fortunate ones.

      Then there was the rest of the world. People who were content merely to find a partner who wasn’t intolerable, whom they could show off as a status symbol, or whom could provide them with a comfortable life. But for people like him, who’d thought they found love and who’d had their dreams of matrimonial bliss crushed, they recognized love was an illusion.

      Cranston would never again give a woman the power to break his heart. Even if he wanted to try, a part of him would always be wary. Always be waiting for the inevitable betrayal that would come.

      Still, he couldn’t deny the pang of envy that went through him as he watched Viscount Ashford repeat his vows. Not that Cranston would ever admit it.

      Brushing off the unwelcome emotion as a lingering remnant of crushed dreams, he managed a hearty congratulations to his friend and his new bride as they gathered outside the wedding chapel that warm morning.

      The Marquess of Lowenbrock clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re welcome to ride back to the house with us for the wedding breakfast.”

      The three of them—Cranston, Ashford, and Lowenbrock—had formed a tight bond during their years of military service. Their friendship was as strong as ever now that they had given up their commission and returned to England last year. But as the only one still unmarried, Cranston was very aware of being the odd man out.

      Cranston shook his head. “I brought my carriage and will see you there shortly.”

      Lowenbrock merely nodded and headed toward his own carriage. The one that held his wife of less than one year and whom Cranston had recently learned was carrying their first child.

      He rolled his shoulders to ease the tension that was starting to build at the base of his neck. Normally he did a better job of hiding his feelings, but there was no denying that weddings would always bring up bad memories for him.

      Lowenbrock and Ashford knew he didn’t believe in love and happily-ever-afters. Not for himself. But he had no doubt that his friends would defy the odds and remain blissfully wed.

      He was about to head to his own carriage when he noticed the intense discussion taking place between the new bride and groom. He’d expected the pair to be gazing at one another with adoration, but instead, they stood off to one side, deep in conversation.

      Ashford shook his head, and Cranston watched as Mary placed a hand on his arm. Then Ashford turned to meet his gaze and Cranston knew. They were talking about him.

      He started for his carriage, trying to push back the unease that had only increased with that significant look. He stopped when Ashford called out to him.

      Somehow he managed a casual tone. “Shouldn’t you be whisking your wife away? Taking advantage of a few stolen moments in the carriage before you must greet your guests at the wedding breakfast?”

      When Ashford’s expression remained grim, Cranston could feel the hairs stand up along his arms. He’d always had the same feeling just before a battle when they were still in the military. He squared his shoulders and braced himself for what was coming.

      “Before we return to the house, I need to warn you. Mary invited Lady Holbrook.”

      Cranston felt those words like a blow to the stomach. Not only would he be forced to watch his two closest friends enjoy themselves with their wives, but now he would have his greatest mistake thrown into his face at the same time.

      Abigail was going to be there.

      He’d caught sight of her the month before at Hyde Park. After that day, he’d avoided the park during the fashionable hour. But it seemed he hadn’t been successful in avoiding this inevitable meeting.

      Cranston nodded. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Ashford shook his head. “One of the things I love most about my wife is her practical nature, but I’ve discovered that she has a strong romantic streak. She told me that she likes the woman, but I fear she might be matchmaking. Hoping that you’ll find someone and join us in wedded bliss.”

      Cranston couldn’t hold back his bark of laughter. The way his friend’s mouth twisted as he said the words made it clear that he knew it was a ridiculous statement. When Cranston did finally choose a bride, it wouldn’t be for love. And it definitely wouldn’t be Abigail Holbrook.

      Ashford winced. “I know. I told her to leave the matter alone, but she went ahead and issued the invitation without telling me.”

      “You told her.” That realization shouldn’t have felt like a betrayal.

      “She saw the way you looked at the woman that day in Hyde Park. When she told me that she hoped to befriend Lady Holbrook, I had to explain why that wouldn’t be a good idea.”

      Cranston wasn’t angry with his friend. He’d been in love once, and he had no doubt the man he’d been back then would have done the same thing. He liked Ashford’s new wife. She wasn’t flighty and seemed to have a good head on her shoulders. And she did care about others, almost too much it seemed. Still, it bothered him that Ashford and his new wife had discussed him. And despite that, the new viscountess was still trying to push him toward the woman who’d broken his heart.

      “If anyone asks, I can tell them you had somewhere else to be. We’ll be in London for the rest of the day and can see you later.”

      Cranston shook his head. He’d run from the woman once already. Her betrayal had been the reason he’d chosen to buy a commission nine years ago. He was done running. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if Abigail knew he was good friends with Ashford and, by extension, the man’s wife. The cynical side of him refused to believe that their upcoming meeting was coincidental.

      “Nothing and no one will keep me away.”

      Ashford nodded and turned to rejoin his wife.

      Wife. If things had gone as planned all those years ago, Cranston would have been the first of his friends to wed. Although if that had happened, he wouldn’t have met Ashford or Lowenbrock. They would likely only be acquaintances now.

      His emotions were in turmoil as he strode to his carriage. But by the time he arrived at Ashford’s town house, he’d have them in check again.

      One corner of his mouth rose as he contemplated the meeting ahead. Perhaps it was time for him to go on the attack. If his time in military service had taught him anything, it was that one was already doomed if they feared losing before stepping onto the battlefield. No, if Abigail was going to be joining him in this battle, it was he who would come out the victor.
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      It didn’t take Abigail long to realize she’d made a mistake in accepting the invitation to Miss Mary Trenton and the Viscount Ashford’s wedding breakfast. But not because Gideon was here. She’d known he was a good friend of the groom and had assumed he’d be in attendance.

      No matter when it happened, their first meeting was going to be awkward. But a small, no doubt masochistic, part of her had dreamed that he would take one look at her and realize he still loved her.

      No, coming here today was a mistake because Gideon, who was now Baron Cranston, clearly wasn’t experiencing the same regret and tumult of emotion at being in the same room again after so many years apart. In fact, he scarcely noticed her.

      After congratulating the newly married couple and offering them her wishes for a happy future, she’d proceeded to the drawing room where a number of guests had gathered. She knew a few of the people here but not well. She greeted a few of them as she passed, wary of running into Gideon.

      She knew exactly when he arrived. It had always been like this with Gideon. He had only to walk into a room and her body seemed to vibrate with awareness at his presence. She turned to look at the doorway and waited for him to notice her.

      He scanned the room, taking in all the guests. Abigail didn’t miss the way the women near him whispered, but her attention was only on him. Her breath caught when his eyes finally landed on her. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but it certainly hadn’t been indifference. His gaze continued his sweep of the room. He gave no indication that he’d even recognized her, and the snub felt like a physical blow.

      When he strode toward his friend and the new Viscountess Ashford, he dropped a kiss on the woman’s hand and winked at her. She couldn’t deny the warmth in his expression, evident even from where she stood, as he smiled at the viscountess. A hint of jealousy sparked within her.

      Which was ridiculous. From all accounts, Gideon and the viscount were good friends, so of course he would know the man’s bride. Abigail’s jealousy wasn’t logical, but then feelings rarely were. She’d pinned so much hope on this first meeting with him and couldn’t deny that his rejection of everything they’d once shared caused a hurt that threatened to steal her breath.

      Which she supposed was only fair. Hadn’t she done the same to him all those years ago? She’d rejected him with a cruelty that was aimed at ensuring he stopped pursuing her.

      She turned away from the sight of him chatting amiably with the other woman, wanting nothing more than to flee the house. She couldn’t put off their meeting forever, but it didn’t need to happen in the company of so many people.

      “Lady Holbrook, it is so good to see you here.” Lady Lowenbrock smiled warmly as she came to a stop next to her.

      “I wouldn’t have missed this joyous occasion,” Abigail said by way of greeting, grateful for the distraction. She’d met both the marchioness and the new Lady Ashford the month before. Lady Lowenbrock was married to another of Gideon’s good friends. “But please call me Abigail. I don’t like to stand on formality with friends.”

      The marchioness inclined her head. “Of course. And you should call me Amelia.” She lowered her voice. “Can you follow me out into the hallway?”

      She nodded in reply, wondering what the woman wanted to say to her that couldn’t be said in this room. As she followed Amelia from the drawing room, she imagined that she could feel Gideon’s eyes on her. But she resisted the temptation to look at him. She didn’t need yet another disappointment if he was still ignoring her.

      They walked past a group of people who were gathered just outside the drawing room and moved farther down the hallway. Finally the marchioness came to a stop when there was no danger they’d be overheard.

      “Is something the matter?” Abigail kept her voice low, but it didn’t seem that anyone was paying them the slightest attention.

      Amelia’s mouth twisted in a small grimace. “I apologize for the dramatics. I just needed to speak to you and wanted to do so in private to save you any embarrassment.”

      A frisson of alarm snaked down her spine, and she suspected the worst. Gideon had asked this woman to tell her that her presence wasn’t welcome here. She took a deep breath. “I understand. I’ll just say my goodbyes to Lord and Lady Ashford, and then I’ll go.”

      Abigail started to turn, but Amelia placed a hand on her arm to stop her. “Oh no, you misunderstand me. I’m not asking you to leave.”

      Well, now she felt positively ridiculous. Of course Gideon wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of having her barred from the house. Not when it was clear she held no significance in his life.

      “I’m sorry if I alarmed you,” Amelia said. “I just wanted to warn you that Mary is playing matchmaker. She’s hoping to make a match between you and Lord Cranston.”

      Abigail’s stomach dipped. She had to swallow hard before she could speak. “What do you know?”

      Amelia sighed. “Nothing, but I got the distinct impression something more was going on. I saw the way you watched him when he arrived. And I saw that his eyes passed over you completely. I thought…” She raised one shoulder. “I’m not sure what I thought. I fear I’ve misspoken. I know that Lord Cranston is very popular with the fairer sex. If you’ve asked Mary for an introduction, please ignore my misplaced warning. I’ve been told I have something of an overactive imagination.”

      Abigail let out a small laugh. This woman was far too astute. She only hoped that no one else thought she was pining after the man. “No, you are correct. Gid—Lord Cranston and I knew each other once, many years ago. But it would seem he has no wish to renew the acquaintance.” She shook her head. “Perhaps it is better that I leave. I knew he’d be here and never should have come.”

      “Nonsense,” Amelia said. “I will remain by your side until it is time to eat. If you no longer require my presence, you can just tell me that you see my husband looking for me.”

      Abigail was amazed at this woman’s generosity when they were little more than acquaintances. “Why would you help me? I would have thought your loyalties would lie with your husband’s friends.”

      Amelia tilted her head to one side. “Why must there be sides? He hasn’t asked me to choose, and I assume you’re not asking that of me either. But I won’t force you to stay if you wish to take your leave.”

      Abigail couldn’t deny that she didn’t want to flee. Not when there was still a chance she’d be able to speak to Gideon again. His casual indifference to her presence had been a blow, but she would regret it more if she ran away now. Given the way they’d parted, she’d been a fool to think he would want to speak to her again. But that only meant she would have to try harder. There was too much at stake to give up now.

      “I’d like to stay.”

      “Then the matter is settled. Mary likes you a great deal, and since I’ve always known her to be the best judge of character, I’m sure we’ll soon become friends.”

      Amelia threaded her arm through Abigail’s, and they made their way to the drawing room.

      “Have you met Lord Ashford’s family?” Amelia asked, her voice a little too loud as they reentered the room. “Oh, I see his sister, Lady Benington, right there.”
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      It was almost impossible to ignore Abigail’s presence, but Cranston did everything in his power to appear unaffected by her. He was careful to hide how he kept her in his periphery and tracked her movements. He would never again allow the woman to gain the upper hand.

      Abigail had grown more beautiful over the years, and he hated that he wasn’t immune to her. He’d allowed himself to believe that when they met again, he’d feel only indifference for her. Instead, he couldn’t deny that he still wanted her.

      He hadn’t expected the desire that threatened to undo his reserve when his eyes swept over her. A desire that refused to go away no matter whom he flirted with, and heaven knew there were a number of attractive women here. He’d been with a few of them, but none held Abigail’s appeal. Which meant that he must possess a previously undetected streak of masochism.

      He was speaking to Lowenbrock when he saw the man’s wife step out of the room with Abigail. He barely held back a curse. How was it possible that his two closest friends were married to women who seemed intent on befriending the one woman in all of England he wanted to avoid?

      When it was time to sit down for the wedding breakfast, he half expected to find that Ashford’s new wife had seated Abigail next to him. Fortunately he was spared that ordeal. Perhaps she’d taken Ashford’s warning about meddling in the affairs of others to heart after all.

      At least he’d be free from Mary’s well-meaning interference soon. Ashford and his bride were leaving for Brighton tomorrow on their wedding trip. After that, they planned to return to Ashford’s country seat in Suffolk. They wouldn’t be in London again until Parliament was in session next year.

      For the sake of propriety, he offered Abigail a polite nod as he passed her to take his seat. He wanted to ignore her altogether, but others would notice. He wouldn’t ruin Ashford’s wedding day by doing anything to cause a scandal.

      Footmen set out platters of breakfast food along the center of the table. Many of the women gravitated straight to the cakes and other sweets. Cranston intended to enjoy them as well, but first he’d have his fill of the hot rolls, ham, and eggs. It appeared that most of the other men present were also starting with the heartier fare.

      He had to grit his teeth when he heard the sound of Abigail’s laughter. It seemed a cruel twist of fate that he could still pick out the sound in a crowded room after all these years.

      He might not be sitting next to the woman who had broken his heart, but she sat close enough that it was impossible to ignore her presence. She was speaking to Mary and Amelia with great animation.

      He turned to the woman on his left. Ashford’s sister, Lady Benington. He kept his dalliances to widows or mature, unattached women who wouldn’t expect marriage, but that didn’t mean he was above flirting with a married woman.

      Lord Benington slung an arm around his wife’s shoulders, and Cranston barely held back a smirk at the man’s not-too-subtle reminder that the woman with whom he was attempting to distract himself was already married. He needn’t have bothered. Cranston had never knowingly slept with a married woman.

      Lord Benington met his gaze. “Do you have any plans to return to the country? We’ll be departing soon ourselves.”

      No doubt the same could be said for most of the people here, many of whom were still in town because they wanted to wish Ashford well. London would be emptying out soon.

      “I have no immediate plans,” he said before taking a healthy swallow of coffee.

      Most of the guests were drinking either tea or chocolate, but he’d developed a taste for coffee during his time at war, as had Ashford and Lowenbrock. He knew the marquess would be staying in London for a few weeks. But before the summer was over, he’d be heading north to Yorkshire.

      Lord Benington continued. “And you, Lady Holbrook? Will you be remaining in London?”

      He stiffened at the question and turned to look at her. He couldn’t help but wonder why the man would single out Abigail.

      She met his gaze before looking away quickly and bestowing a smile on Lord Benington. “I’ve taken up residence here in London. I have no plans to return to the country.”

      “That makes sense,” Mary said with a nod. “Now that you’re out of mourning, I imagine you’d like to get out and about again. I regret that we won’t be able to spend time together until Ashford and I return to town next year.”

      The man seated to Abigail’s left asked her about her daughter, and Abigail turned to answer the question. Her voice was low, however, and Cranston couldn’t make out her words.

      He’d gone out of his way to avoid any news of the Dowager Viscountess Holbrook. He hadn’t even wanted to think about her since resigning his commission and returning to England last year. He’d seen the new viscount, her husband’s heir, during sessions in the House of Lords, but he hadn’t spoken to the man.

      The young, very handsome viscount whom he believed was close in age to Cranston’s own thirty years. He wondered if the viscount was also staying in London and hated the spark of jealousy that flared to life within him.

      Lady Benington spoke low enough that only he and her husband could hear. “Lady Holbrook is a very lovely woman, and she seems quite pleasant. I’m happy to hear she’s now out of mourning and able to… socialize.”

      His gaze shot to Ashford’s sister. For a moment he feared that she, too, was a part of whatever scheme his friends’ wives were planning.

      He couldn’t be certain, but if he had to guess, he’d say that her statement was innocent. Brought on, no doubt, by the way he’d been trying to overhear Abigail’s conversation.

      Damn. At some point he’d stopped being discreet.

      He smirked at the woman. “Are you inquiring about my nocturnal habits?”

      Lady Benington colored, and her husband laughed at the way Cranston had put an end to her questions about Abigail. Lord Benington turned the subject to tamer ones, and Cranston spent the rest of the meal being careful not to get caught staring at Abigail again.

      But that didn’t mean he wasn’t observing her out of the corner of his eye. She kept glancing in his direction, as she’d been doing since his arrival.

      He knew exactly what that meant. She was working up the courage to approach him.

      Well, he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of catching him off guard. If there was one thing his years in the army had taught him, it was that it was always best to control the battle.

      After the meal was over, he made it a point to speak to the other guests present so she wouldn’t have an opportunity to approach him. When it was clear that she’d given up hope of speaking to him that morning, he went on the offensive.

      She was chatting with Lowenbrock’s wife when he approached.

      “You’ve been dying to speak to me since I arrived.”

      Her entire body stiffened.

      Amelia excused herself and left the two of them alone.
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      “Now is your chance to speak to me. You might not have another.”

      Abigail froze as waves of shock rolled through her body. She’d seen Amelia’s eyes dart over her shoulder to watch someone approach. She’d been about to turn to see who it was but hadn’t expected it to be Gideon.

      Given how he’d been avoiding her, she’d been considering when and where she could find another, less public space to speak to him. She’d even considered asking the marchioness to help her in arranging a meeting somewhere where she wouldn’t have to worry about others who were competing for his attention.

      From the cool, clipped tones of his voice, it was obvious he didn’t want to speak to her. No doubt he saw her as someone he was forced to acknowledge, and that fact didn’t give him any pleasure. It was so different from how he’d behaved with everyone else that morning, in particular the women. It didn’t matter whether they were wed or not, his attention toward each had been warm and attentive. But now the edge of ice in his voice was unmistakable.

      She took a deep breath and turned to face him.

      He stood stock-still as he looked down at her. She wasn’t blind. She’d been aware that somehow he was more handsome now than he’d been all those years ago. But it was another matter to have him standing this close to her.

      He stood a foot taller than her, but that was where the similarity to the young man she’d once known ended. This man was broader. Harder. She’d caught glimpses of the gentleman with whom she’d fallen in love earlier as she watched him smile and laugh with the other guests. But now, as he waited for her reply, he was guarded. The youth who’d once delighted in life was gone, replaced by the jaded individual standing before her.

      Had his years in the army done that to him, or was she responsible?

      Her eyes roamed over his face, looking for some clue that would tell her what he was thinking. Well, at least he was no longer ignoring her.

      She inclined her head, taking her cue about how to act from his own indifference. “Lord Cranston, is it not?”

      He lifted one brow. “Come now, surely I’m not that easy to forget. I seem to recall a time when you quite enjoyed my company.”

      If he’d said those words to any other woman present, she knew there would be a hint of teasing in his tone. But with her, there was an edge of mockery to the statement. She spared a moment to glance away from him, afraid someone might have overheard him. Fortunately, they were alone. Well, as alone as one could be in a room that was still filled with people.

      She met his pale green eyes again. The same eyes that greeted her every day when she looked at her daughter, a constant reminder of everything she’d lost.

      She held her hands at her waist and took a steadying breath. “I didn’t think you wanted to speak to me.”

      “I don’t. But since it appears we now share a few acquaintances, I thought it prudent to get this first meeting out of the way.” His gaze bored into hers for a few moments. “It seemed you were thinking the same thing, or was I mistaken in that? It certainly wouldn’t be the first time I was mistaken about your motivations.”

      She felt this sting of his accusation and couldn’t deny him the right to level it at her. He was correct after all. And when he learned what else she’d kept hidden from him, he would be more than cold. He’d be furious.

      She licked her lips and noticed the way his eyes zeroed in on that brief motion before he met her gaze again. Heat coursed through her as she remembered how much she’d loved kissing this man. How much she’d loved him. But those days were gone.

      It was impossible not to dwell on past regrets about how she’d treated Gideon—they were an ever-present companion. Still, she needed to be strong. She’d wronged him once, and she needed to make amends. “We need to speak.”

      “Is that not what we’re doing now?”

      She lowered her voice. “In private. There are matters we need to discuss.”

      He shook his head. “I have nothing to say to you outside of the polite courtesies I must show you when we are in public. And even then, I’d prefer if we agreed to ignore one another whenever possible. I’m only speaking to you now because I’ve caught the way the bride’s gaze has been traveling between the two of us all morning. I wanted to ease her mind and, by extension, that of a very close friend.” He took a step closer and his voice lowered further. “Do not mistake my attempt to ensure their wedding day remains a happy one for anything else.”

      He started to turn away. In a panic, knowing she wouldn’t have another chance to speak to him, she reached out to touch his elbow.

      Gideon froze in place. Several seconds passed before he turned back to her. Before he could give her a set down, she reached for a calling card she’d tucked into her glove after the wedding breakfast was over. She hadn’t expected to give it to him today but had wanted to be prepared for the possibility.

      She placed it in his palm. “Please. If you ever cared for me, even a little… If there is some small part of you that is still the man I once knew, call on me tomorrow. I will be home all day. It is vital that we speak. There are things you don’t know about what happened all those years ago.”

      A muscle pulsed along his jaw, but he took the card and placed it in a pocket of his tailcoat. “I make no promises.”

      And with that, he turned and strode away to join the newly married couple.

      He was correct in saying that Mary had been watching them. He said something that caused the slight downturn of her lips to lift into a smile. Then she laughed.

      Abigail had to turn away from the sight. If Gideon hated her now, he would detest her tomorrow. If he even called on her. But he needed to know that the love they’d shared had produced a new life. He needed to know that he had a daughter. What he chose to do after she told him would be his decision. She had no expectations of him. She’d lost that right a long time ago.
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      Abigail was already awake and dressed when the sun rose the next morning. She’d had a restless night and had long since given up trying to find peace in sleep. She’d called for her maid as soon as she heard the servants moving about the house.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about seeing Gideon again yesterday and had gone over every word they’d shared too many times to count.

      It was also impossible to forget the way he’d casually charmed every woman present, in particular the ones who were unwed. Some had made no effort to hide the way they followed his every movement.

      It had unsettled her to watch how he’d moved from person to person with such ease. She couldn’t deny that she’d hated seeing how easily he smiled and laughed with those other women. A spark of jealousy had ignited within her that refused to go away despite the way she’d admonished herself for the emotion. She had no right to Gideon’s attention. Not anymore. She also needed to stop thinking about him as the young man who’d once loved her. He was Baron Cranston now and not Gideon.

      The man’s popularity had helped her in one respect yesterday. If anyone noticed the way she’d paid him a little too much attention, they would think her just another woman who hoped to catch his eye.

      She found it impossible to relax as she made her way downstairs, her thoughts going over what she’d do if he didn’t call today. She didn’t want to keep trying to accost him in public so she could speak with him. As a last resort, she might need to visit him at his town house. She’d have to be discreet, but society looked the other way when it came to a mature woman’s liaisons. She only hoped that if she had to go that far, she wouldn’t run into another woman leaving his home.

      She smiled as her daughter bounced into the breakfast room, the little girl’s natural exuberance never failing to lift her spirits. Since it had always been just the two of them, Abigail had never bothered with the formality of having Gemma break her fast with the governess.

      But as Gemma chatted away, Abigail became distracted and found it difficult to focus on what her daughter was saying. Every time she looked at the girl, she was reminded, yet again, of her father. How he’d looked at her with such cool indifference yesterday. So different from the way he’d looked at her when they were courting.

      Holbrook had been furious when she’d begun to increase one month after they’d wed. The birth of her daughter five months later had confirmed what he’d already known to be true. That the baby she was carrying wasn’t his.

      She considered herself fortunate to have given birth to a daughter even when Holbrook cast her out of his house shortly after her confinement. Oh, he’d enjoyed her body while she was still with child, but after Gemma’s birth, he’d sent her away to one of his lesser holdings. If she’d had a son, he would have made both of their lives a nightmare.

      Before sending her away, her husband had told her that he wouldn’t reward her betrayal by providing her with another opportunity to sire his heir. He’d promised her that when he passed away—and since he was already sixty-five when they wed, they both knew that day would come sooner rather than later—she wouldn’t have any of the advantages that came from being the mother of the next Viscount Holbrook.

      He’d meant it as a punishment, but sending her away had the opposite effect. Finally she was free. Her father had ensured she couldn’t marry Cranston and had forced her to marry a man old enough to be her grandfather. But now she no longer had to suffer Holbrook’s odious attentions.

      When her husband passed away the previous year, she hadn’t been shocked to learn he’d left her only a small yearly allowance. It would have been enough for her to continue living in a modest cottage somewhere in the country but little else.

      Abigail had only been able to move into this house in London because her husband’s heir was a good man. Shocked at his great-uncle’s shabby treatment of her, the new Viscount Holbrook had settled a generous yearly sum on her.

      “Mama, you’re not paying attention.”

      Abigail smiled at her daughter. “I’m sorry. I was thinking about something I have to do later today. What were you saying?”

      Gemma’s brows scrunched together. “Are we still getting a kitten?”

      One of their neighbors had a cat who’d just given birth to a litter and Gemma’s heart was set on having one as soon as they were old enough to be weaned.

      “Of course. The arrangements have already been made.”

      Gemma’s face lit up with a smile that did much to lighten Abigail’s heart. Whatever else happened—or didn’t happen—they would always have each other. And now, with the new viscount’s assistance, she wouldn’t have to worry about ensuring her meager allowance stretched enough to cover all their expenses.

      The governess came down to collect Gemma for her lessons when breakfast was over. Abigail hugged Gemma and watched her follow behind the middle-aged woman who’d been with them for the past four years.

      The rest of the morning dragged. Abigail tried to work on some embroidery, but after pricking her finger for the third time, she gave up on the attempt and chose a book to read. When she found herself reading the same page over several times without comprehending what she’d read, she set the novel aside. She spent the next hour wandering through the small town house, looking for something, anything, that would hold her attention.

      It was now early afternoon and Cranston still hadn’t called. She’d just said goodbye to Miss Phillips and Gemma, who normally went for a walk after they had their luncheon.

      She was beginning to despair, convinced that Cranston wouldn’t be calling, when a knock sounded at the front door. Her fingers came to a stop on the keys of the pianoforte, where she’d been trying to soothe the despondency growing within her.

      One minute passed before her butler, a kindly older man, stepped into the music room and held out a silver tray upon which rested a small card. Her hand shook when she reached for it.

      With a deep breath, she glanced down to look at the name. Air rushed out of her lungs when she saw that it belonged to the new Viscount Holbrook.

      With a smile of thanks, she asked the butler to arrange for tea and refreshments. She took a few moments to steady herself when he departed and then made her way to the drawing room.

      The viscount rose to his feet when she entered. The man was only a few years older than her own twenty-seven years and quite handsome. At over six feet in height, he was taller than her husband had been. He had the same deep blue eyes as his great-uncle, but his hair was dark brown in color. Her husband’s hair was already gray when they’d wed, but a painting that had been commissioned in his youth showed that his hair had been fair.

      She dipped into a curtsy. “I didn’t expect to see you today, my lord.”

      “I wanted to check on you before I left town. I will be departing for the estate in a week’s time, and I hate the idea of leaving the two of you here without any family nearby.”

      She couldn’t hold back her smile of amusement given how her husband had all but abandoned her after her first year of marriage.

      It wasn’t a surprise that, like most of the ton, the viscount was leaving London now that the social season had drawn to a close.

      “We are both well. You needn’t delay your departure on our behalf.”

      A footman entered with the refreshments. She thanked the young man and lowered herself onto the settee, then waited for the viscount to take his seat in the plush armchair before pouring him a cup of tea. He’d made it a habit to visit on occasion over the past few months, and she knew he drank it without milk or sugar. She handed the cup to him and then went about adding both to her own tea.

      “Are you sure you and Gemma don’t want to return with me? I know my uncle was less than generous, but the dowager house is yours to use whenever you’d like.”

      She was starting to shake her head when he continued. “Or the two of you can come down on your own later, once you’ve tired of London.”

      She smiled at him. “You are too kind. Your uncle would be rolling over in his grave right now.”

      It was no secret that Holbrook hadn’t wanted his heir to take the two of them under his wing. She wouldn’t be surprised if he’d gone as far as to leave instructions to that effect. But when she’d met her husband’s heir, he’d vowed to would make up for the former viscount’s neglect.

      “My great-uncle was a miserly man who didn’t deserve you or Gemma. It is unconscionable that he thought to punish you just because you didn’t bear him an heir.”

      She’d allowed everyone to think that was the reason Holbrook had sent her away. She would hardly admit that her daughter wasn’t Holbrook’s.

      “We have done well, the two of us. And to be honest, I’ve spent far too much time away from everyone and everything. I’ve quite enjoyed being back in London.”

      He took one of the small sandwiches from the refreshment tray and popped it into his mouth. They made polite conversation for several more minutes before he finished the rest of his tea.

      “If you change your mind, the invitation is always open. You need only send word.”

      “Thank you, my lord. If things don’t work out here in London as I hope, I will reach out to you.” The last thing she wanted to do was to leave London, but if her conversation with Cranston didn’t go well, she might need to depart.

      He couldn’t hide his curiosity at her statement, but he was too polite to press further. He’d been very generous with her and Gemma, but she didn’t know him well. Certainly not well enough for him to inquire about her plans.

      “Thank you again for calling. Gemma is out with her governess, but I will let her know that you asked after her.” Unlike the man the world thought was Gemma’s father, the new viscount seemed to genuinely like her daughter. But then it was impossible not to become ensnared by Gemma’s exuberant nature. Which was another reason she’d been glad to spend the past eight years away from her husband. She hated to think about how Holbrook might have mistreated her.

      Their call at an end, she stood. Viscount Holbrook rose to his feet as well, and she followed him out into the hall.

      He took his top hat from the butler and stepped outside, then stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to her. “I will be in touch to let you know when I’m leaving. Unlike my uncle, I’m not content to just abandon you to your own devices. You and Gemma are family.”

      Overcome with emotion at the unexpected sentiment, she placed a hand on his forearm. “Thank you, truly. Your generosity has been most unexpected.”

      He placed his gloved hand over her bare one and squeezed her fingers gently. Then, without another word, he made his way down the few steps and onto the street where his carriage was waiting for him.

      She watched the conveyance pull away and was about to turn back into the house when a prickling under her skin had her glancing to the left. Cranston stood several feet away, casually resting one shoulder against a neighbor’s house. Her breath caught in her throat.

      He was watching her with a slight frown. From the tense set of his broad frame, she realized he’d seen her interaction with Lord Holbrook and he wasn’t pleased. Did he think she was bidding a lover goodbye?

      When he pushed away from the building, she feared he was going to turn and walk away. Instead, he stalked toward her.
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      Cranston struggled to push back his annoyance as he watched the pair’s tender goodbye.

      He knew that the tall, dark-haired man was the new Viscount Holbrook. He’d seen him often enough over the season, but he’d never paid him any attention. Well, the viscount had his interest now as Abigail reached for his arm and smiled up at him.

      He couldn’t help but feel as though he was witnessing history repeat itself. The interaction of the two people standing outside the door to her town house could have been innocent, but they were both young and attractive. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that the viscount was Abigail’s lover.

      He told himself that the disappointment coursing through him wasn’t because he’d expected to resume a relationship with Abigail. But it appeared she hadn’t changed at all over the years. Had she invited him here today, hoping to play the two of them against one another?

      He’d done his research before deciding to call on her. Her husband had left her with next to nothing, which Cranston could only assume was because she hadn’t provided him with an heir. It was unusual, but there must have been something in their marriage contract that stipulated she provide him with a son. Abigail’s husband was already over sixty when they’d wed, and he would have been desperate to secure his lineage. But she’d given him only a daughter.

      Her town house was in a respectable neighborhood, however, so he could only assume the man now leaving her house had made those provisions for her.

      His mouth compressed into a thin line as he tried to banish the unwelcome thoughts. It was entirely possible that the new Viscount Holbrook was simply acting with honor toward a woman who had been left destitute by his great-uncle. Perhaps he thought he was righting the wrong that had been done to her.

      But Cranston no longer had it within him to give people the benefit of the doubt. Abigail had done that to him. Killed the optimistic young man he’d once been. He didn’t think he’d ever be able to trust her—or any woman—fully again.

      He’d done everything in his power to forget the day she’d broken his heart. And the past nine years serving in the army as they battled Napoleon had achieved that end. But since seeing her again the month before in Hyde Park, the memories refused to leave him.

      Her father, the Earl of Hargrove, hadn’t approved of Cranston’s courtship. When Cranston had asked her about approaching her father for the man’s permission to propose, Abigail had been the one to suggest they elope. It was the only way they’d be able to wed, she said.

      So when he received a letter from her saying that she’d accepted another man’s proposal, he’d made his way to her house, convinced she was being coerced into the match. Expecting to discover she’d been locked in her room, he’d gone first to the side of Abigail’s London town house. He’d peered up at her bedchamber window, expecting to see her there, motioning in some way for him to come rescue her.

      When the window mocked him with its emptiness, he made his way back to the front of the house and knocked. His muscles had tensed as he prepared to push past her family’s butler and storm into the house and he’d been shocked when he wasn’t turned away.

      He hadn’t anticipated he’d be shown into the drawing room where Abigail was waiting, a book in her hands. And then she’d turned his whole world upside down. She’d told him that she now agreed with her father that it would be in her best interest to make a more advantageous match.

      Despite Cranston’s certainty to the contrary, she’d made it very clear that she wasn’t being forced to accept another’s suit. And now she was a widow. Did she hope for another dalliance with him while she sought out her next husband?

      When the viscount’s carriage pulled away, she turned toward him. Had she already seen him, or had she sensed his presence the same way he always knew whenever she was near?

      He made his way toward her, keeping his pace steady. When he reached her side, she stood as still as a statue. Her hands were gripped together at her waist. If he wasn’t mistaken, his calm regard made her nervous. That observation improved his mood since it meant he wasn’t the only one affected by this ill-advised meeting.

      Neither of them spoke as he followed her into the house.

      There was a strange moment when he met the butler’s gaze. The man’s eyes widened as though he recognized him, but Cranston couldn’t remember meeting him. The butler was older, silver-haired, and of average height. Nothing about him stood out, so it was possible they’d met when the man worked in another household. Perhaps they’d met before Cranston purchased his commission.

      Cranston waited while Abigail asked the butler for a fresh pot of tea. With a formal nod, the man removed the tray that currently rested on the table of the drawing room.

      Abigail turned to face him then, her hands clasped at her waist again. “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

      He lifted one shoulder. “Neither was I, but curiosity overcame me. I couldn’t imagine why you needed to speak to me. But apparently I’m not the only man to whom you’ve issued a similar invitation. How long do I have before the next man arrives?”

      “I only invited you,” she said as she sank onto the settee. “That was my late husband’s heir, the new Lord Holbrook. He was calling to let me know he would be leaving town next week.”

      Cranston said nothing as he sat in one of the two comfortable chairs placed at right angles to the settee. Her admission should mean nothing to him, but he couldn’t deny he was relieved. And he hated himself for that emotion.

      Apparently, despite the way she’d broken his heart, he still wanted to think well of this woman. She’d led him to believe they had a future together, only to cast him aside with casual cruelty. He’d been made to feel like the worst sort of fool, but it seemed a small part of the young man he’d once been was still alive within him.

      He blamed Ashford and Lowenbrock for that fact. Seeing his two friends happily married was giving rise to emotions and desires he’d never thought he’d feel again.

      Silence descended as a footman brought in a new tea tray.

      Abigail poured his cup and was reaching for the milk when he stopped her. “I drink it without adding anything now. We didn’t always have luxuries in the army, and I quickly learned to do without.” He didn’t bother telling her that he also drank coffee now instead of tea.

      She nodded and handed him his cup. He watched her closely as he took a sip and noted the way her hands shook slightly as she prepared her own cup before leaving it on the table.

      She met his gaze and he waited. This was just another battle for him, and he was determined not to betray any weakness.

      She gripped her hands together in her lap, no doubt hoping to hide the way they trembled, but he’d already seen it. His own hands were steady as he took another sip of the black, unsweetened tea before he placed his cup on the table.

      He raised a brow, letting her know that it was up to her to start this conversation.

      She let out a soft breath. “Thank you for coming.”

      He leaned back and waited.

      “You’re not going to make this easy on me.”

      He folded his arms across his chest. “Is there a reason I should?”

      Her shoulders sagged. “You shouldn’t.”

      He continued to wait, and after a tense silence, she shook her head.

      “I don’t know where to begin, but I did want to tell you that I never wanted to marry Holbrook. I very much wanted to marry you.”

      He couldn’t hold back his snort of amusement. “I’m sure you didn’t. If only the title I was in line to inherit one day wasn’t so far beneath the daughter of an earl. Then you wouldn’t have needed to marry someone old enough to be your grandfather.”

      She winced. “I was horrified when Father confronted me and told me that I had no choice.”

      Somehow he kept from swearing. “I don’t believe you. You had to know that the young fool you’d so easily wrapped around your finger would have done anything for you. Anything.”

      She paled, but he was too angry now to stop.

      “I’d planned to return in the middle of the night and spirit you away to Gretna Green if you’d given me any indication you were being forced into the marriage against your will. Instead, you called me a fool.”

      Her hands came up to cover her face.

      “Come now, it’s too late for acting. I’ll admit your theatrics once worked on me, but I’m no longer the same gullible youth.”

      She took a shuddering breath and lowered her hands. He was impressed to see that she’d managed to conjure up a tear. Clearly she’d had time to perfect her already impressive acting skills over the years.

      “I had no choice.”

      He leaned back in his chair and waited for her explanations. But instead of continuing her attempts to convince him of something they both knew was a lie, she shook her head and drew in a shuddering breath.

      “What happened that night no longer matters. Nothing we do or say now can change it. You wouldn’t believe anything I have to say.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. So then tell me, Lady Holbrook.” She winced at the use of her title and he continued. “Why am I here? If you’re curious about how I’ve improved in the bedchamber, I’m sure I have an hour to spare before I move on to more important things.”

      She straightened her shoulders, unfazed by his attempts to wound her with his casual dismissal. “We have a daughter.” Her words were rushed.

      “Surely one of the servants can look after your daughter. It’s too bad you couldn’t provide the old man with a son. Then you’d be at your estate right now instead of in this much smaller house.” He leaned forward. “I know that Holbrook banished you from the estate to one of his smaller holdings. So tell me, was the sacrifice worth it? Did you gain everything you’d hoped for?”

      Her breathing was shallow as she shook her head. “You mistake me. I don’t mean that Holbrook and I have a daughter. I mean that you and I have one.”

      Silence descended as he found himself incapable of speech. She couldn’t mean… No. His mind shied away from that possibility. Her child wasn’t his. She was hoping to gain something from him with this lie. Money, no doubt, since he’d discovered she had very little of her own.

      He stood, not caring that it was rude to do so first. “This meeting is over. I don’t know what game you’re playing at, but I don’t believe you.”

      He turned to leave, cold fury washing over his body.

      “Gideon—”

      He whipped around to face her. “No!”

      She froze, tears now streaming down her face.

      “You lost the right to call me that years ago. I am Baron Cranston now. The boy you could so easily manipulate in the past died the day you called him a fool for thinking he was good enough to marry you.”

      This time he made it all the way to the hallway when he was forced to stop. The front door opened and two people entered. A young girl and an older woman who was likely her governess.

      The girl was laughing at something the woman said, and then she turned and looked at him.

      The world stopped, and the only sound he could hear was the roar of his own blood in his ears.

      The girl dipped into a circumspect curtsy before smiling up at him. “You have green eyes just like me.”

      He was staring down into a pair of pale green eyes that were identical to his own. And he realized then that Abigail hadn’t been lying. No, this child was his. The same dark hair, the same eyes.

      He turned to stare at Abigail, who called her daughter—no, their daughter—to her side and dismissed the governess with a small nod toward the stairs.

      He had to get out of there. His thoughts were a jumble, and a tight ache had lodged in his chest. He’d thought he’d already suffered loss but knowing that the woman he’d once loved had chosen to raise his daughter as another’s was a pain beyond anything he’d ever experienced.

      He fled from the house, unable to deal with this latest betrayal.

      His daughter’s words floated after him as he bounded down the three steps to the street. “Did I say something wrong, Mama?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cranston considered going to his empty town house and drowning himself in spirits until he could no longer think. Could no longer hurt.

      Instead, he told his driver to take him to Mayfair. Ashford had already left that morning on his wedding trip with his new bride. And even if he hadn’t, Cranston wouldn’t impose on the couple during this special time.

      But the Marquess of Lowenbrock was staying in London for now. His wife was with child and wasn’t well enough to endure the long carriage ride back to their estate in Yorkshire.

      The news of Amelia expecting hadn’t really come as a surprise to Cranston. It seemed he was fated to be surrounded by happily married couples while his own life continued to grow bleaker.

      He was a regular guest at the house, and the butler admitted him without the formality of announcing his visit. He told Cranston that he would find Lowenbrock in the study.

      “And Lady Lowenbrock?” he asked. The last thing he needed today was to walk into his friend’s study and find the two of them in an embrace. Or worse.

      “Her ladyship is resting. Should I ask a maid to inform her of your arrival?”

      With a shake of his head, he thanked the man and made his way down the hall. He rapped on the study door and entered when John called out.

      John leaned back in his chair, a grin forming. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

      By way of reply, Cranston moved to the sideboard where an assortment of spirits was laid out. He reached for a bottle of whisky and poured a healthy measure into a cut crystal glass.

      John came around the desk to stand next to him. He could feel the man’s eyes on him. “It’s a little early to begin drinking. Has something happened?”

      Cranston downed the contents of the glass and poured himself another before turning to meet his friend’s worried gaze. “Congratulate me. Apparently I’m the father of an eight-year-old girl whom the world believes to be another man’s child.”

      His friend’s shock was unmistakable. He let out a soft curse and plucked the glass from Cranston’s hand, then nodded toward the pair of comfortable chairs that were grouped together before one of the study’s windows.

      Cranston dropped into a chair and watched as John placed his drink on the sideboard. That was fine. He would speak to his friend first, and then he would drown out all memory of what he’d learned today. It would have to suffice for now until he figured out what to do about the grenade Abigail had thrown into his life.

      John settled into the seat opposite him. They were silent for almost a full minute while his friend tried to find words for the situation. There were none, of course, and Cranston’s eyes went back to the sideboard.

      Finally John leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Tell me everything. I won’t breathe a word to anyone if you don’t wish me to.”

      Normally they didn’t pry into one another’s personal affairs. They offered opinions, of course, but they didn’t share private details of their dealings with the fairer sex. But Cranston couldn’t ignore the bone-deep certainty that he needed to unload this burden. Share it so it was no longer his to bear alone. And when the time came, he’d allow John to tell Ashford. He didn’t think he’d be able to tell this story twice, but he wanted both of his friends to know everything.

      “You know about my past with Lady Holbrook.” He gave himself credit for being able to say the name without wincing. It had taken a very long time—years, in fact—before he could even think of her as anything other than Miss Abigail Burton, the beautiful young woman he loved and with whom he’d planned to spend the rest of his life.

      John nodded once. “Just what you told us that one time you drank a little too much.”

      He had vague memories of that night. It had been just after Ashford announced Mary had accepted his proposal. His real proposal. They’d been pretending to be courting before that day. Apparently Cranston couldn’t think about the past without wanting to drink himself into oblivion.

      “You said that you had a
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