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Prologue
x



London 
February 1854


Very well then. The Honorable Nigel Cavendish, the only son of Viscount Cavendish, who seemed in excellent health and was expected to live for many, many years, raised his glass a little higher. Heres to love.


To love, Oliver Leighton, the Earl of Norcroft, seconded.


The toast echoed around the circle of four men who had gathered at their favorite club to privately mark the wedding of their friend Jonathon Effington, the Marquess of Helmsley, and Olivers cousin, Fiona, a scant few hours ago. In spite of the fact that each and every man raised his glass to love, there was a distinct variance in degrees of enthusiasm. It wasnt that any of them was particularly opposed to the emotion, indeed, Oliver would have wagered every man here was at heart a romantic, with the possible exception of Daniel Sinclair. The American was new to their number and was an interesting addition to their group. He was, as well, their mutual hope for turning a tidy profit in a railroad development venture in America.


And to the ever-present desire that love, as opposed to mere duty, will accompany the inevitable, Gideon Pearsall, Viscount Warton added.


Sinclair raised a brow. The inevitable being marriage?


Warton shrugged. What else?


Although Warton might be an exception as well since he alone had experienced a taste of marriage and, given the circumstances, one would assume had experienced love as well. It was not far-fetched to further assume, due to the brevity of both the marriage and, no doubt, the love, neither had gone well, although he had never spoken of it and his friends had never asked.


Hear, hear. Cavendish nodded.


And then there was Cavendish who was far and away too busy having a grand time with any number of ladies to concentrate on one in particular. Love, for Cavendish at the present time, would be most inconvenient.


As for Oliver himself, he was certainly not opposed to either love or marriage even though he was not hurtling headlong toward either at the moment.


The men settled back in their chairs, and Oliver glanced around the circle. So, I gather there are no questions as to the terms of the wager?


The tontine, Sinclair amended.


This tontine. Cavendish pulled his brows together. I hate to appear dim


And yet, Warton murmured.


Cavendish ignored him. We all put in a certain sum


In this case a mere shilling, Oliver said.


Which I still think is remarkably insignificant given the stakes, Cavendish continued. However, that is neither here nor there at the moment. And the winner, that is the last man among us to evade the bond of holy wedlock


Bondage being a more appropriate word than bond, Warton said wryly.


Sinclair grinned. And I thought the most important word was evade.


Well said. Warton smiled and clinked his glass with the American.


Cavendish narrowed his eyes in annoyance. As I was saying, the last of us to survive, the last man standing as it were, wins the four shillings. Cavendish shook his head. Although I still dont think four shillings is enough.


Its not the money. Oliver shrugged. The money is merely a symbol.


Still, Sinclair said thoughtfully, he does have a valid point. Symbolism aside, four shillings does not seem a worthy prize for managing to avoid marriage for however long the tontine remains unclaimed.


Perhaps not. Warton considered the matter. Depending on the fortitude of our respective natures, the last man standing might well have to use a cane to do so and a nurse to bring his whisky to his lips.


Brandy, Oliver said without thinking, then looked at the others. Better still, Cognac. If I am the last one left, I should much prefer to celebrate the newfound fortune of four shillings with Cognac rather than anything else. We should add Cognac to the tontine.


A very fine Cognac will age for a century or longer. Admiration sounded in Wartons voice. Excellent idea.


Much better than a mere four shillings. Cavendish nodded with satisfaction. Are we agreed then? We will add the bottle of the clubs finest Cognac to the tontine so that the last man will be able to celebrate.


Or console himself, Sinclair said with a smile.


Nonsense. Cavendish grinned. When that day comes, if the rest of you are nice to me and can escape from your wives, I shall share my Cognac with you.


Unless, of course, it becomes my Cognac. Oliver chuckled. And I may or may not share.


Warton smiled in a dry manner. Well, I, for one, have absolutely no intention of sharing.


If it had been a straightforward wager, Oliver would have put his money on Warton as the one most likely to remain unmarried the longest. Certainly, duty would compel them all to wed eventually, to produce an heir to their respective fortunes and titles. Even the American was under continued familial pressure to marry. But Warton was entirely too cynical to succumb to anything as frivolous as love. When he at last wed, Oliver was confident the decision would be well thought out, the bride a suitable young lady of good family and equally good fortune. No, Warton would indeed be the last to go.


The question was, who would be the first?














Chapter 1




It was far and away the perfect opportunity, and only a fool would let it slip away. Gideon Pearsall, Viscount Warton, was no fool.


He suspected no one else in the overcrowded parlor at Lady Dinsmores monthly evening of Musical and Literary Entertainments had noted the lovely Lady Chester discreetly leave the room. But then he doubted anyone else had been watching the charming widow with as close an eye as he had. No, all eyes were on the hostesss insipid nephew, who even now, with a spritz or two of something into his mouth and numerous clearings of his throat, prepared to regale the gathering with his poetry of youthful passion and dubious quality. Gideon was confident therefore that no one would notice as well when he followed Lady Chesters example. He sent a quick nod of thanks heavenward that he had had the foresight to plan his own escape and had positioned himself in the back of the room.


He slipped out a side door and glanced down the corridor to catch a flash of blue silk skirt as the lady turned the corner. Access to Lady Dinsmores terrace lay in that direction, as he, and anyone else who had ever attempted to flee their hostesss endless and not especially talented relations attempts at music or literature or what ever, well knew. Perhaps Lady Chester was in need of a breath of fresh air; it was extraordinarily stuffy in the parlor. It was possible as well that she could be meeting someone. Lady Dinsmores terrace was as well known as a trysting spot as it was as a refuge. Still, Gideon doubted it. Widows were not as encumbered by the strictures placed on society as never-married women; therefore Lady Chester had no particular need of secrecy. Beyond that, given everything he had heard about her, he suspected the lady rather liked being the center of gossip. And gossip, usually remarkably accurate, indicated the lady was not currently involved with anyone. Excellent. He grinned to himself. He too could use a bit of fresh air.


Gideon had known Lady Chester for years, although he did not, in truth, know her at all. She was a passing acquaintance, someone to nod a greeting to on the street or exchange idle pleasantries with at a social gathering, nothing more than that. It was not until the Twelfth Night Ball she had hosted more than a month ago that what should have been little more than a few casual words between the two of them had without warning been fraught with something more significant and completely indefinable. It struck him with a force akin to a lightning bolt, an abrupt awareness of sorts, perhaps of a kindred spirit or the possibility of adventure or a heretofore unsuspected and unimagined attraction. One of his friends had said at the time that there was something in the air that night. Something of a magical nature. It was nonsense, of course. Still, the moment had dwelled in the back of Gideons mind, lingered just beneath the surface of his well-ordered life. Under other circumstances, he would not have hesitated to call on the widow. But there had been something in that moment that had urged caution as well. That too was extremely odd. Gideon was nothing if not cautious, yet hed never before experienced a sense of caution in connection with a woman, even when he should have. It was damn near irresistible.


He pushed open the glass door to the terrace, and his breath hitched at the cold of the February night. Still, it scarcely mattered at the moment. The night was unusually clear given the season, and Lady Chesters figure was silhouetted against the star-laden sky. She stood a scant dozen feet or so away, gazing into the night. He started toward her, then paused, for the first time in years not entirely certain of himself.


Did you find it as stifling as I did or do you simply dislike poorly written poetry as much as I do? Lady Chester said without turning around, a definite note of amusement in her voice.


Both I should think. Gideon chuckled. But is it wise to comment on either the atmosphere or the entertainment without first looking to see who has joined you? For all you know I could be Lady Dinsmore come to herd you back into the fold.


She laughed, a lovely rich sound as clear as the night itself. I knew precisely who had joined me, my lord.


Did you? He stepped toward her, the beat of his heart quickening with his step. How?


Anyone who stations himself near the most discreet exit instead of sitting by the side of his aunt, who has probably insisted on his accompaniment to begin with, is obviously waiting to escape at the first opportunity. Beyond thatshe turned toward himyou have been watching me all evening.


Have I?


Indeed you have.


And you were aware of my perusal?


Very much so.


Because you were watching me as well?


Absolutely. She laughed. But I think I was much more subtle.


Oh?


You did not notice me watching you whereas I


He laughed. Your point is well taken.


She studied him for a moment, the features of her face faintly illuminated by the light from the door and windows behind him. Why have you not called on me?


His grin widened. Did you expect me to do so?


I did.


Alas, I found I did not have the courage. He adopted a mournful air. I am not nearly as daring as I appear.


I doubt that. Am I so intimidating then?


Yes. The word was out of his mouth before he knew it. He shook his head. Intimidating is not the right word.


She tilted her head and gazed up at him. What is the right word?


Intriguing. Enticing. Fascinating. Terrifying. He paused. Mysterious.


Mysterious? She laughed. I shall let terrifying pass for the moment, but do tell me why I am mysterious. It seems to me my life is very much an open book that no one has hesitated to read. I daresay, everyone knows virtually everything about me.


Everything?


Perhaps not everything but nearly so. I do have some secrets; every woman should, you know. Come now, my lord, I have been discreet in the decade of my widowhood but I have not spent those yearsshe searched for the right wordalone, as it were.


I am aware of that, he said simply. He was indeed aware that Lady Chesters life since the death of her husband had not been lived in a despondent state of celibacy. One of his oldest friends had had a liaison with her several years ago and, to his credit or hers, even now considered her a friend.


I would wager so is everyone else in London. As I said, my life is a well-read book. She spread her hands wide before her. Why then would you call me mysterious?


Perhaps because I have never met a woman I would call terrifying before either.


His words hung in the air between them, abruptly fraught with far more significance than he had intended. As well as entirely too much honesty.


She drew a deep breath. May I confess something to you?


Is it something I wish to hear? He stepped toward her. Or will it put me firmly in my place? Send me packing to nurse the remains of my shattered heart? He forced a light note to his voice.


I doubt any woman has the power to shatter your heart, she said wryly. You are the estimable Viscount Warton. You are well known for your wit and your dry sarcasm and your cutting manner. You are considered both aloof and arrogant


Arrogant? He gasped in mock dismay.


She nodded. Most certainly arrogant. Superior, as it were, to those of us who are mere ordinary mortals.


It is entirely without conscious effort on my part, I assure you. He grinned. Some of it.


You do not deny, then, your arrogant manner or superior attitude?


I should very much like to, buthe shrugged no. I am as well aware of my flaws as I am of the more desirable aspects of my character. Aspects that are far too numerous to mention, I might add.


Amusement sounded in her voice. Oh?


Modesty forbids my discussing them at the moment. He grinned in a manner that was not the least bit modest. However, I should be more than happy to provide you with an itemized list of my sterling qualities at a later date.


She laughed.


Although I should warn you now that I count persistence among those qualities. He paused. I believe you mentioned a confession?


Did I? She shrugged. It must have slipped my mind. For the life of me I cannot recall what I wish to confess to you.


There is nothing then? He stepped closer. Nothing at all?


Not a thing.


He took her hand and raised it to his lips. Surely there is something? Some secret perhaps you wish to unburden to a sympathetic ear?


Regardless of the sympathetic nature of your ear, I scarcely think I know you well enough to unburden myself of anything to you.


He brushed his lips across her gloved hand and wished he could see into her eyes. But even with the light behind him, it was far and away too dark. Pity. They were blue, as he recalled, a deep, rich color. Still, isnt it much easier to unburden oneself to a stranger?


Only if one is certain that stranger shall remain a stranger. There was an interesting note in her voice, of challenge perhaps or invitation or simply amusement.


My dear Lady Chester. He turned her hand over and kissed her palm. I have absolutely no intention of remaining a stranger.


What do you intend?


That is entirely dependent on you. He wondered what she would do if he were to pull her into his arms. It would be highly improper. They were indeed very much strangers at the moment.


Is it? she said thoughtfully. I wonder.


What? He couldnt recall ever having kissed a stranger before. It held a great deal of appeal. Especially in regard to this particular stranger.


If it is dependent on me. She pulled her hand from his. Or on something else. Forces already set in motion.


He raised a brow. You mean fate, destiny, the ordination of the stars, something like that?


Actually I was thinking more in terms of desire, need, unadulterated lust. A grin sounded in her voice.


Lust? He nodded slowly, ignoring a moment of surprise at her words. He had flirted with any number of women in his life, often with the explicit goal of eventually sharing their beds, yet he wasnt certain he had ever met a woman whose nature was quite as direct as Lady Chesters. It was most intriguing. Lust can indeed be a powerful influence.


And dangerous as well.


I would certainly never force my attentions upon you.


That is not the danger that concerns me.


Or call on you if my presence was not wanted.


I never thought


He leaned close and lowered his voice. Or drag you into my arms and kiss you until you begged for more unless I was confident you wished to be kissed.


A wish prompted, no doubt, by lust. She heaved a heartfelt sigh and trailed her fingers lightly over the lapels of his coat. As I said, a very dangerous emotion.


And yethe caught her handnot especially unwelcome.


No, my dear Lord Warton. She reached upward and brushed her lips across his so lightly, he wasnt sure they had touched at all, then stepped away before he could react. Not at all unwelcome. Besides, it is the element of danger that makes it all so much fun. Dont you agree?


I do. He resisted the urge to make good on his threat to kiss her. He wanted nothing more than to feel her lips pressed against his and was confident she wanted the same. But there was something altogether too exciting about this game played between them on a darkened terrace in the cold of a winter night to allow it to end too soon. It was a tantalizing first course, an enticing prologue, a promise. And as such far too tasty to rush. In that casehe chose his words with careif indeed you and I choose to fall prey to the demands of lust or fate or what ever else we wish to call it, do I have your permission to call on you? Would you do me the honor of joining me for supper? The day after tomorrow perhaps?


I fear I am otherwise engaged the day after tomorrow.


The day following that then?


She shook her head. I have a previous commitment.


Four days from now then. Or five. Or next week if it suits you better.


Is this the persistence you mentioned earlier?


He flashed her a grin. Do you like it?


It is most impressive. Very well then, shall we say five days from now?


Excellent. I shall send a carriage


Oh, no. You shall join me for supper. At my home.


Your home?


On the field of play of any sport it is always best to have the home court advantage.


He laughed. And I have always relished a good game. I shall count the days. Now. He offered his arm. It is entirely too cold for us to linger here any longer. I fear we shall soon lose all feeling in various appendages.


Odd, I had not noticed the cold until now.


You were no doubt basking in the warmth of my presence, he said, a feigned note of humility in his voice.


Yes, Im certain that was it, she said lightly, then paused. Youre not at all as I expected.


Is that good?


I havent decided. Besides, if I said yes it would go straight to your head, and I fear that would only exacerbate an already serious flaw in your character.


We cant have that. He chuckled. May I escort you back to the festivities now before we both freeze to death?


Festivities might not be quite as appropriate a word as sentence, although bearing up under the offerings of SusannasLady Dinsmoresassorted nieces and nephews is a small enough price to pay for the privilege of her friendship. She entertains a great deal, and the diverse nature of the company she gathers is always interesting, even if the entertainment itself leaves something to be desired. I would never tell her that, of course. Howevershe shook her headI think its best if we each returned as we left. Alone, that is.


Surely you are not afraid of what people might say if we appeared together?


She laughed. I am not the least bit afraid of what people might say. Goodness, I am often disappointed that they do not say nearly enough, although admittedly the tales of my exploits are somewhat exaggerated.


And that does not bother you?


Not at all. She waved off his question. If one is going to have a reputation, it might as well be as interesting as possible. Besides, I have not completely fallen off the edge of respectability.


Ah yes, you are discreet.


Indeed I am. I enjoy my position in society and I should hate to forfeit it with unduly scandalous behavior.


Unduly scandalous? He laughed. As opposed to simply scandalous? Or ordinarily scandalous? Or merely scandalous?


Precisely. Its remarkable how forgiving society can be when one has a tidy fortune as long as one is not too outrageous. Her voice carried an almost prim note, but he suspected she was holding back a laugh. I have the wealth left to me by my parents and my husband. I have as well the freedom to do exactly as I please and the intelligence to understand what will be overlooked and what will not. She paused. I freely confess there are certain boundaries I have never, nor will I ever, cross.


Aha! At last. Confession. He chuckled in a conspiratorial manner. It feels good, doesnt it? The unburdening, that is.


A great weight has been lifted from my shoulders, she said wryly. As I was saying, I am not afraid of the talk that will ensue if we are seen in one anothers company, but rather the commitment such an appearance would imply.


Commitment?


She shrugged. The moment we are linked together by gossip, well, we are linked together. There is an implied commitment of sorts in our appearing together that I am not yet prepared to make.


I see, he said, even though he wasnt sure he saw at all. Then you do not wish tothat is to sayI had the impression


I shall look forward to our evening together, my lord, she said brightly in a manner that made him wonder if she would now pat his head as one did to appease an annoying child. Now, if you will excuse me. Lady Chester turned and started toward the door.


One moment if you please, he said quickly.


She paused and glanced at him over her shoulder.


You do understand, I fully intend to seduce you.


Do you? Her laugh was rich with delight and anticipation.


Indeed I do. Furthermore, I suspectno, I am confidentthat thought does not displease you.


Are you certain your confidence is not misplaced?


He flashed her a wicked grin. My confidence is never misplaced.


Still, if I were to confirm your suspicion, it would take away any sense of challenge you might feel, and it is my suspicion that you are a man who quite likes a challenge. Noshe paused to emphasize the worda mystery.


Challenges perhaps, but Ive never been overly fond of mysteries.


Then I shall take some of it away for you. Consider it, oh, say, a gift of sorts. She opened the door, then looked back at him. The appropriate word is not if, my lord, but when. Good evening. She nodded, stepped into the house, and closed the door behind her.


He stared for a confsed moment, then realized exactly what she was saying. He smiled slowly.


Lady Chester would indeed be a challenge. Not in the bedding, that was a foregone conclusion. But whereas with other women that was the end of the pursuit, he had the oddest feeling that, with this particular lady, it would be merely the beginning.






twas for her alone his ardor raged


Judith slipped back into the parlor and for once was grateful for the endless length of Susannas nephews recitation. She took her seat with an apologetic murmur to the older lady beside her, who blinked several times in response, then smiled absently. Judith bit back a smile of her own. She had apparently awakened the woman.


Out of the corner of her eye Judith noted Lord Wartons circumspect return. He stood now in the back of the room: cool and collected, an observer of life, aloof and unaffected by the world around him. Still, it appeared he was not quite as cynical as he looked. A brief conversation on a terrace was far too little upon which to judge a mans nature, but he was not exactly what shed expected, given everything shed heard about him as well as her own observances in the past. Shed been surprised to find he was a great deal more amusing than shed suspected. She had fully expected to feel desire, but she hadnt for a moment expected to laugh.


And she had certainly never expected to now feel butterflies fluttering in the pit of her stomach. No, not butterflies. Butterflies were delicate, fragile creatures. What ever was tumbling about in her stomach was much more significant than mere insects. More like geese than butterflies. An entire flock of geese. Flapping and squawking and knocking about inside her. Why, if she dared to open her mouth at the wrong moment, no doubt a honk would sound and a feather would shoot from her lips. The image popped unbidden into her mind, and she choked back a laugh.


The lady beside her leaned closer, her voice barely more than a whisper. There, there, dear, it will be over soon and then we shall surely have a moment to compose ourselves before the next round ofshe heaved a resigned sighentertainments.


Perhaps it will be quite wonderful, Judith said with a forced note of optimism.


The older woman raised a skeptical brow, then turned her attention back to Susannas nephew.


where the posies nod their graceful heads in a fond bid of adieu


Judith smiled weakly and attempted to pay attention to the recitation. Or rather to look as if she were paying attention. Her mind was anywhere but on passionately delivered, yet nonetheless poorly written poetry.


There wasnt a doubt in her mind that she and Lord Warton would soon share a bed. She had known that with an unerring certainty at her Twelfth Night Ball. There had been the strangest moment between them as if the air itself was alive with excitement. With promise. It would have been most disconcerting if it hadnt been so exhilarating and just the tiniest bit dangerous. She wasnt sure she had ever felt anything quite like it before. Although perhaps once, a long time ago, when she was very young and substantially more foolish than she was now. Oh, certainly, there was always a sense of anticipation when she embarked on a new adventure with a gentleman. Not that there had been that many gentlemen through the years. She was both discriminating and selective. Judith had to like a man before she joined him in his bed. Her lovers were first and foremost her friends in the beginning as well as at the end. And she could count on the fingers of one hand the number of friends shed had in the years of her widowhood. Why, if one strictly defined both friend and adventure, it would not be necessary to include the thumb, and one finger would as yet be unused.


She slanted a discreet glance at Lord Warton. He stared at Susannas nephew with an expression that was just a shade too polite to be truly called bored. The vaguest hint of a satisfied smile quirked up the corners of his mouth as if he knew she was watching. Judith jerked her gaze back to the poet, and an annoying flash of heat washed up her face. Good Lord, she was blushing. She couldnt remember the last time that had happened either. At the advanced age of thirty she should be immune to blushing. It implied a loss of control that she rarely if ever experienced. Her position as a widowed baroness as well as her fortune and an innate sense of her own worth meant she seldom, if ever, and never if she had her way, was at anyones mercy. Blushing definitely put one under influences that could not be easily managed. It was most annoying.


And the blame could be placed firmly on the arrogant, self-satisfied, undeniably attractive Viscount Warton.


Still, Judith allowed a slight satisfied smile of her own, it was quite exciting and would no doubt become more so with every step toward each other they took. Indeed, one could argue there was something about an annoying man that made him practically irresistible. Judith had never found it so before, but then she wasnt sure shed run into the likes of Lord Warton before. There was much about the man yet to be determined, but it struck Judith that this was a man who was very much her equal. That too was unusual. Oh, certainly there was nothing unequal about the men she had chosen to be with in the past, although her previous adventures had always been very much on her terms. Lord Warton did not appear to be the kind of man to live by any terms other than his own. All in all, he was annoying, arrogant, and amusing. Oh, this held a great deal of promise indeed. Let the adventure begin.












Chapter 2





Lord Warton was annoyingly prompt but then she knew he would be. At this very moment he was awaiting her in her parlor although it was entirely too soon to greet him yet.


Judith glanced at the clock on the ladies desk in her boudoir. Seven minutes more would make his wait an even quarter of an hour, an absolutely perfect amount of time for a gentleman to wait for a lady to appear. Less than that and she would seem far too enthusiastic for his company. Longer would be, well, rude.


She drew a deep breath and assessed the image in her mirror yet again and acknowledged, yet again, that her reflection was practically perfect, at as least as far as those things she could control. Not a blond hair was out of place. The gown she had carefully selected for the evening had not rumpled or shifted since she had donned it in some defiant show of fashion rebellion to reveal more than she had intended orGod forbidto conceal more than she had planned. In regard to an evening such as the one that lay ahead, what a lady revealed was every bit as important as the time she kept a gentleman waiting. A gown that concealed too much of a ladys assets indicated to a gentleman she was not especially interested in anything beyond supper, while displaying too much would be interpreted to mean she was not merely willing but eager. Regardless of how she truly felt about what ever gentleman was at hand, Judith would allow him to see a certain amount of enthusiasm, but eagerness? She shuddered. That wouldnt be at all proper. The absurdity of the thought struck her, and she grinned at the Judith in the mirror. Proper? There was nothing the least bit proper about inviting a man to join you for supper with the distinctif unstatedintention of having him join you in your bed sometime after dessert was served. Or possibly even before. Which might well verge on improper but not substantially so, all things considered.


Still, Judith did have certain rules she abided by, including what was and was not proper for the evening ahead. Certainly, those ladies of English society who blindly adhered to the regulations of appropriate behavior endorsed by Her Royal Majesty would not see anything whatsoever proper about an unchaperoned woman, widow or not, entertaining a handsome, dashing bachelor. However, to Judiths way of thinking, in her younger days she had behaved exactly as expected for a young lady of good breeding and background and had, therefore, fulfilled any responsibility shed had to continue to abide by standards shed had no say in setting. She had married quite properly and respectably, if a bit young, to a nearly as young gentleman of good family and wealth who was, as well, she had thought, the love of her life. But he had died, and as she had not died with him, well, she saw no reason to spend the rest of her days behaving as if she had.


What would Lucian think if he could see me now?


The smile in the mirror faded just a touch. It was not the first time in the decade since Lucians death that the thought had occurred to her. Usually it arose unbidden, as it did to night, and as always the answer was the same. Her husband might well laugh with the sheer, unadulterated delight that had underscored so much of their life together and applaud her efforts and encourage her to live as fully as he had now that he was gone. Or he might become thoughtful, even appear sullen to someone who did not realize his melancholy was the hallmark of genius, and heralded his vanishing into the library to compose poetry she had loyally thought brilliant at the time and might think so now as well, although she had not read his poems for years. Or he might rage with a towering fury fueled by unwarranted jealousy, all the more terrifying for its rarity and its suddenness, and he would call her a whore and show her what men did with women like her.


She shook her head to clear it of the memory. It was very long ago and scarcely worth remembering now. Besides, in the three brief years of their marriage she had seen his anger no more than a handful of times. He had laughed far more than anything else and had lived life with a fire she had not seen before or since. No, she thought firmly as she always did when these memories intruded, Lucian would have laughed and approved of her life and her choices. It served no useful purpose to think otherwise, and it was pointless to consider him now. Now she had the intriguing Lord Warton to consider.


And what would he think when he saw her to night?


She wrinkled her nose at the question. A nose a bit too sharp to be truly considered pert, but a nice nose nonetheless, situated on a face with even features, wide, appropriately spaced blue eyes; and a blush in her cheek only slightly augmented by a dash of powder. Up to this point in her life the combination of those features had been such that she was considered quite pretty. Indeed, she had on occasion been described as the epitome of English beauty. In truth, she noted little change in the mirror yet, although one couldnt help but wonder how long she still had before pretty turned to handsome and eventually to one wouldnt know it to look at her now but she was considered quite a beauty in her youth. There would come a day when she would glance into the mirror and note a wrinkle or two or twenty. There was nothing to be done about it, of course. She was thirty, after all. One simply had to accept aging as one did everything else in life that was inevitable: with a certain grace and humor. Besides, interesting women simply became more interesting with age. And while even as a child Judith had been pretty, interesting had come only with experience and maturity. As a quality, she thought it considerably more valuable than appearance. Still, it would be nice to retain a fetching appearance along with an interesting character.


Her figure would serve as well, although she had never been overly fond of it. She was far and away too short and her bosom rather too full for her liking. Still, her waist was proportionately small and her neck graceful and her skin unblemished. All in all, she was holding up nicely. At least for the moment.


Would he think so?


It was rather absurd that she was this apprehensive about to night. Or was it anticipation that knotted her stomach? She hadnt seen him since Susannas gathering, five full days ago. While she certainly hadnt sought him out, shed made no effort to make herself scarce either. Why, one night shed attended a dinner hosted by Mrs. Windham that might have been considered a small, private affair save that there were easily two hundred of the ladys closest friends in attendance. Another evening had brought her attendance at Lord and Lady Carlyles musicale, where the entertainment was considerably more polished than at Susannas. On yet another night shed joined a small group of friends at the theater for an eminently forgettable performance of an equally forgettable play. However, it featured an actress she rather liked, and by that virtue alone redeemed itself somewhat. Admittedly, one of the reasons she might not recall details of the play was that she had spent a great deal of the evening casually searching the theater for His Lordship.


Still, to be entirely fair, she had been the one to dictate when and where they would dine. Therefore, it wasnt at all reasonable to blame him for the fact that they had not seen each other, although it did bring up all sorts of unpleasant thoughts. Was he anywhere near as eager to see her as she was to see him? To give the man his due, even without appearing in person, he had made his presence felt. The day after the evening at Susannas, a book of Keatss work was delivered with a note expressing His Lordships hope that this poetry would prove more palatable than that at Lady Dinsmores. Two days later there had been a simple note, no more than a few lines, expressing how much he was looking forward to seeing her again. Very polite, nothing whatsoever improper, yet it did seem to her that there was a distinct undercurrent that sent a thrill of anticipation racing up her spine. Of course it could well be that that thrill had nothing whatsoever to do with either his words or his intentions and everything to do with hers. Yesterday two dozen roses had arrived, yellow, which Judith found somewhat surprising. She would have thought Lord Warton was more of a red rose type of fellow, but then it was probably best to set aside any assumptions she had previously made about the dashing viscount.


Blast it all. She stared into the mirror. There had been nothing whatsoever between them up to now, save a moment at a ball and a conversation on a winter night, and the man had her heart thudding and her mind thinking all sorts of unreasonable thoughts based on nothing but conjecture. In addition, those annoying geese had taken up permanent residence in her stomach. How much worse would it be when they had actually spent some time together? When she was in his arms. OrShe smiled slowly. How much better?


She glanced at the clock. It was time. She could, of course, make him wait a bit longer, but that would be playing a game she had no wish to play. She drew a deep breath. In spite of the candid manner theyd adopted thus far, it was inevitable that between men and women there would be some games played.


She cast a confident grin at the Judith in the mirror. Making him wait was simply not one of them.




Gideon resisted the urge to pull out his watch and check the time. He steadfastly refused to glance at the French gilded clock perched on the mantel although the timepiece with its ornate golden figures and matching candelabra was almost impossible to ignore. Nor would he act in any way as if he was aware of the minutes ticking by. He was not about to give in to the restlessness prompted by nerves that currently held him in its grip. He didnt like it one bit and could not remember the last time he had experienced anything remotely similar. It was very much an exercise in self-control, and Gideon was, as usual, pleased with his ability to rule his own impulses. Aside from that, neither clock nor watch was necessary. Gideon had always had the unique ability to accurately judge the passage of time. He knew he had been waiting for Lady Chester for precisely six minutes thus far and fully expected to wait for at least six more. She was a woman, after all. Besides, if she had been awaiting his arrival he would have been somewhat taken aback. While he hadnt a doubt in the world that she was as eager to see him again as he was to see her, for her to have greeted him personally upon his arrival would have been unseemly. There was a proper way to do this sort of thing.


Unless, of course, she had changed her mind about seeing him again.


Nonsense. He brushed the thought aside. He was, after all, wealthy, attractive, witty, and in considerable demand with the fairer sex. He was considered quite a catch, not that marriage had anything to do with this. In addition, while he didnt know Lady Chester wellindeed, he didnt know her at allshe was obviously the type of woman who would have let him know she had decided against furthering their acquaintance long before he had arrived at her door. She was not a shy, retiring maiden but rather an experienced woman who knew her own mind. If she did not want him, in her home or her bed, he was confident she would make her feelings known. He liked that. There would be no foolish games with Lady Chester. Everything would be aboveboard and honest between them.


Gideon clasped his hands behind his back and strolled around the perimeter of the parlor. The house itself was large, in a fashionable part of the city. Like most formal parlors, this was a room that was used primarily for the entertainment of guests. Still, one could learn a lot about a person from the manner in which she decorated her home. All in all, it was not an unpleasant room. While not overtly feminine it was still a bit cluttered to his way of thinking, with statuary and vases and the assorted odds and ends that ladies were so fond of. It was the current fashion and as such unavoidable. His own home was considerably fuller than his well-ordered nature preferred, thanks to the influence of his aunt. But then she was his only living relative and he was willing to humor her in those things that were of little consequence, including the decoration of his homeor rather their home. Besides, it was no doubt the very temperament of women that led them to feather their nests in such a manner. That too was unavoidable.


Paintings covered the walls, landscapes and portraits primarily. English works for the most part, although he did note a significant number of French artists. On one side of the fireplace was the unmistakable style of Boucher, while a Fragonard graced the far wall and a David hung on another. The selection was an interesting mix of the frivolity of pre-Revolution France and much darker, more somber later works.


The furniture was intricately carved, again in the style of the times. Heavy drapes covered the tall windows, and he wondered if Lady Chester kept them drawn during the day against the fading effects of the sun. He rather hoped not. She struck him as a creature of light, and he would hate to be wrong about that. A creature of light? He smiled to himself. What an odd, whimsical notion. Not at all the sort of thing he usually thought about a woman.


I do hope I havent kept you waiting too long. Lady Chester swept into the room and reached out her hand to him. Her blue eyes sparkled in the gaslight, her skin glowed, her blond hair shone like pale gold. A creature of light. How had he managed to wait five full days?


Indeed you have. He took her hand and lifted it to his lips. Every moment not spent in your presence is an eternity.


She raised an amused brow. Very good, my lord. Very good indeed.


His gaze met hers directly. Yes, I am.


She laughed and pulled her hand from his. I meant your words, and you knew exactly what I meant.


Ah, yes, but can one really separate the man from his words?


I should think so.


What, or rather who would Keats be without his words? Or Byron or Shakespeare?


I have no idea.


Neither would anyone else. He cast her an overly smug smile. My point exactly.


She studied him for a moment. You are very clever, my lord.


And good. He wagged his brows at her in a decidedly wicked manner. Dont forget good.


I daresay you wont allow me to forget good.


No, he said in a low voice, I wont.


His gaze met hers, and for a long moment neither of them said a word. Nonetheless, there was an exchange between them. An acknowledgment of sorts, of shared desire and mutual curiosity and anticipation. Delightful and exciting.


She drew a deep breath, and the moment was lost. Pity. It was the sort of moment when a man could take a womaneven a woman he scarcely knewinto his arms and she would go willingly. Although it was probably for the best. His own breath was oddly unsteady as well, and who knew what loss of self-control that might lead to.


Her gaze slipped to the unwieldy, brown paperwrapped package he had left on a nearby side table. Is that for me?


Direct and to the point. No coy pretense with you as if you werent aware of the large, bulky package that could, in fact, be nothing but a gift. He nodded in a mock serious manner. You dispense with the playing of games, my lady. I like that.


Not at all. She laughed. I quite enjoy playing games and I have every intention of playing games with you. Unless it has to do with gifts.


He winced. Rather mercenary of you, isnt it?


I dont think so. I would term it She paused to find the right word. Practical. Yes, thats it. If you have brought me a present and placed it in plain sight, which indicates it is not meant to be a surprise, then its nothing short of impractical to pretend I havent seen it. Mercenary implies greed, and your gifts thus far have not been extravagant enough to provoke greed.


I did not wish to offend you with extravagance, he said slowly. Gideon had thought, with this particular woman at this particular time, extravagance would be an error in, well, tactics. I hope I was not mistaken.


Of course not, although extravagance is rarely offensive. She cast him a brilliant smile. However, it has been my experience that men give women expensive gifts as a lure to entice them into their beds. An advance on the position of mistress, as it were. As I do not intend to be your mistress, your gifts were entirely appropriate and quite, quite perfect.


They were?


Most certainly.


But you do notthat is to saywhat I mean is Words, at this particular moment, failed him completely. But then he had never been in this position before. Nor was he entirely certain what his position was.


Absolutely not. She shook her head firmly.


Then I fear you have me confused andhe smiled wrylymore than a little disappointed.


My dear Lord Warton. She laughed again, and he noticed what a lovely laugh it was. Honest and direct, as if it came from somewhere deep inside. And deep inside, she obviously found him rather more amusing than he would prefer. You and I are dealing with a difference in perception or perhaps definition. Mistresses are supported in a financial manner by gentlemen in exchange for their favors and possibly their affection as well, I would imagine. I have no need of financial support from a gentleman, therefore I find the very term mistressshe wrinkled her noseinaccurate and inappropriate and rather subservient as well. I have no intention of being subservient. Ever.


I see, he said, although he really didnt. Best then perhaps to keep his mouth shut. StillThen in regard to you and me


I am confident you shall not be the least bit disappointed. Now then. She nodded pointedly at the package. May I?


Please do. He hadnt the vaguest idea what had just occurred here, yet he was fairly certain an understanding had been reached. Damned if he knew what it was.


She approached the package and studied it curiously. It was rather obvious, at least to him, that it was a plant of some sort. He grinned in anticipation. But it was the perfect plant.


She tore off the paper carefully to reveal a tall orchid plant sporting a large blossom with pale pink petals, a darker lavender center section, and a few fat leaves. He knew little about plants in general and nothing at all about orchids, but this was an outstanding example. At least thats what hed been told.


She stepped back and stared. Oh my.


Its a cattleya, he said proudly.


Indeed it is, she murmured, still staring at the plant. Cattleya labiata, to be precise.


He stepped toward her, feigning interest in the orchid. And a fine specimen too, I understand.


Very fine indeed. She leaned closer and studied the plant. And in excellent condition. She glanced at him. Youve taken good care of it.


He shrugged modestly. I will confess it has not been in my possession long.


She straightened and smiled at him. How did you know?


About your passion for exotic plants, particularly orchids? A mutual friend told me. And wasnt it exceptionally clever of him to have talked to Lord Helmsley about Lady Chesters likes and dislikes?


A mutual friend? Her smile remained but her voice held a curious note. Do you mean Lord Helmsley?


He nodded. Yes.


You discussed my likes and
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