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“You’re mad, Mama!” exclaimed Lady Althea. “Why should I ever make up such a tale? I tell you the truth. Sir Bartholomew is a cad of the rankest cut!”

Lady Bottlesby picked at the expensive fabric of her skirt. Her eyes were lowered so that she need not see her daughter’s flushed indignant face. She was not a woman of strong char­acter and it distressed her to be at odds with anyone. “Surely you must be mistaken, Althea,” she repeated.

Lady Bottlesby braved a quick upward glance at her daugh­ter’s angry expression. She added hastily, “Not that I think you have deliberately misled me, Althea, for I do not! But you are so young still, just out of seminary. You could not possibly be ex­pected to understand gentlemen’s ways. It—it is perhaps natural that you should mistake Sir Bartholomew’s exquisite gallantries for—for something quite different.”

“Different, indeed,” said Lady Althea, very dryly.

At her mother’s helpless gesture, Althea snapped, “You for­get, Mama. I am not a dewy-eyed innocent of seventeen. I am nearly nineteen, and though I am not yet presented because Father’s death dictated our seclusion from society, I was in a position from an early age to observe just those sorts of gal­lantries of which you speak!”

Lady Bottlesby’s face whitened, then crumpled. She averted her head. “How could you be so cruel, Althea? When you know how—how ... oh, my dear!” Her voice was thick with suspended tears.

Althea was at once conscience-stricken. She crossed to her mother’s chair and dropped to her knees beside it. Laying her slim hand upon her mother’s knee, she said contritely, “Don’t, Mama. I am sorry. I should not have spoken so.”

Lady Bottlesby shook her head as she hunted for, and found, a lacy scrap of handkerchief. She delicately wiped her brimming eyes and summoned up a pale, wavering smile. “So foolish of me. It should not hurt so now, I know. The earl is dead.”

Lady Bottlesby raised her head so that she looked directly into her daughter’s face. An intentness came into her soft blue eyes. “Althea, can you not understand? Sir Bartholomew has al­ways had such exquisite concern for my sensibilities that I...”

There was a moment’s silence, in which the mother’s eyes pleaded for her daughter’s understanding.

“Yes.” Althea said it flatly. “I do know.” With a quick, graceful movement and the faint rustle of skirts, Lady Althea rose to her feet. She stepped away, restlessly going to the win­dow. She stared out at a dismal sky, though she did not really see it.

Oh yes, she knew only too well. She had seen firsthand the unhappiness of the loveless marriage that her parents had en­dured.

Althea had loved both of her parents, but as a child she had been helpless to make things right between them. Her mother was a fading beauty, not particularly intelligent, and needy of emotional support. The earl, ruthless and brilliant, displayed a cruel contempt for her weakness and tears.

The earl had married as society dictated in choosing for his countess a woman whose lineage and background had paral­leled his own. If he had thought at all about his bride’s tem­perament, he had counted himself fortunate that hers was a biddable character. It had not once occurred to him that his own temperament demanded one of equal strength from his mate. As a consequence, he had quickly become contemptuous of and bored with his wife. His cutting tongue had often caused her tears. Her pleading defenses had merely inflamed him further.

Even as a small child, Althea had recognized her father’s hard nature. She had understood that her father detested what he perceived as weakness. Therefore, she had not patterned herself after her mother. She rarely cried. Instead, she had screamed her defiance at authority and had gone to almost any length to gain her objective.

The earl had seen something of himself in the blaze-eyed child. Though she was not the male heir he had desired, Lady Althea came to be indulged to an amazing extent by her father. She was modeled by his careless attention and her own inclinations into a willful personality in her own right.

Through the years the earl had supported a succession of mistresses. The child Althea had seen and heard more than any young girl should have. There had been distressing scenes of anger and bitterness, accusations and cold scorn. Other scenes lodged in Lady Althea’s memory, too, scenes of subtle seduction be­neath the earl’s own roof.

The earl had seemed to be driven by the cruel side of his na­ture to inflict as much hurt as possible upon his wife, as though demanding that she respond. The countess had bitterly resented being displaced, but she had not known how to com­bat it.

Lady Althea had often thought that if her mother had only stood up to the earl, even if only once, he might have relented in his barbed words and put aside his mistresses. But the countess had never tested the breach between herself and the earl, and so the years had passed in unabated misery.

It was no wonder, then, that Sir Bartholomew Bottlesby had found such rapid favor with the recently widowed countess. The baronet was unfailingly considerate and gentle of voice. He had scarcely ever been seen abroad with a frown fixed upon his florid face. On the contrary, his smiling geniality was a byword. If the gentleman was a trifle short and stout, his taste in small clothes a bit flashy, his compliments of an ex­travagance that bordered on the ludicrous, then that must all be excused in the face of his reputation as a dependable gallant and his obvious desire to please.

“We are caught finely, are we not, Mama?” asked Lady Althea, without turning away from the window.

There was no answer from behind her, which did not sur­prise her. Althea reflected wearily that her father’s dominating character had worked to put her into an untenable position from which she saw little hope of escape.

The years with the earl had served to create such a craving for tender regard in Althea’s mother that the lady prized affec­tion above all things. Lady Bottlesby had as good as declared her reluctance to disturb the Utopia of her new marriage, even for the sake of her daughter.

Althea laid her forehead against the cool glass. “If only we had not been forced to leave London,” she sighed.

At last Lady Bottlesby felt able to respond. “There was never any question of doing otherwise, Althea. I had hoped that you would be granted the benefit of a Season, but...” Lady Bottlesby’s voice trailed off.

Althea turned, a faint smile touching her lips. Her green eyes were all too knowing. “But neither my cousin nor his good wife wished to be saddled with me.”

Lady Bottlesby frowned. “That is not at all a well-bred ex­pression, Althea.”

Althea shrugged. “It matters not. I am not likely to grace any high-stickler’s London drawing room. When Harold stepped into my father’s shoes, he was quite definite in what he considered to be the limits of his duty toward us.”

Lady Bottlesby sighed in agreement. “No, your cousin is not a particularly generous gentleman.”

For a moment, both ladies reflected upon the fate that had carried them to Bath. The earl had never willingly associated with his cousins. Whenever he had chanced to meet them in society, he had ignored them as nearly as possible. His lady wife had once timidly questioned him why there was such dis­tance maintained between himself and his heir presumptive. She had been answered so sharply for her pains that she had never again presumed to attempt to satisfy her natural curios­ity.

Lady Althea, however, could have enlightened her mother upon one point at least. The earl had thoroughly disliked his heir, and if he had chanced to have gotten himself a male bastard off one of his many mistresses, he would have gone to great lengths to see the boy made his legal heir.

But the earl had not fathered a son, and upon his unexpected death, his heir presumptive had naturally stepped into his lord­ship’s shoes. Since there had never been any sort of friendly relationship fostered between the families, the new earl had not hesitated to request that Lady Hawthorne and Lady Althea remove themselves without delay from their prestigious London address so that he and his growing brood could take up residence.

Lady Hawthorne and her daughter had gone to Bath, taking a more or less permanent lease on a town house in the fashion­able quarter of the town. At one sweep, they had been de­prived of home and friends, and as deep mourning precluded going about establishing themselves as open to invitation, it had been a very dull six months indeed. The past few months, when they had observed half-mourning, had scarcely been less trying.

“Damn Father for dying at such a time,” said Lady Althea with suppressed violence.

“Althea!” exclaimed Lady Bottlesby, shocked. “The earl adored you.”

“Did he, indeed?” An odd smile touched Althea’s lips and the amused expression in her eyes made the color rise in Lady Bottlesby’s face.

Lady Bottlesby took to pleating her skin once more. “In-in his own way, of course he did. At least he left you well-provided.”

“There is that,” agreed Althea.

The earl had been affectionate toward Lady Althea in his cold-natured way, and he had proved it by leaving her a considerable heiress. However, Althea had never harbored illusions that she was a beloved daughter in the traditional sense. And so, within the space of a few months, she had done with her grieving and had been more than ready to go on with her life.

It was ironic that on the very eve of her long-anticipated emancipation from her father’s aegis, the earl had died.

Lady Althea had set herself to shine at the select seminary chosen by the earl for its strict curriculum and the drilling of ladylike accomplishments into young misses. She had anticipated her presentation to society because it would have granted her the opportunity to display her accomplishments and her natural at­tractions. Those, coupled with her substantial dowry, would have made her very eligible in the eyes of unattached gentle­men. In short, Lady Althea had unemotionally planned a strategy that would snare a husband and so gain for herself her own es­tablishment and with it a modicum of freedom.

Then the earl had died, and instead of a brilliant London Season upon her emergence from the seminary, Althea had been plunged into a year’s seclusion.

Lady Hawthorne had not chafed under the period of mourn­ing as had her daughter. For her, it was a time of quiet content­ment. There had been so little love lost between herself and the earl that his unexpected death came as a surprising and ul­timately welcome release.

Once out of black gloves, Lady Hawthorne and Lady Althea began to emerge from total seclusion and were seen in the Pump Room or out walking sedately around the square.

Little was generally known of the Hawthorne ladies other than the fact that they had been used with regrettable brusqueness by the new earl. It was also thought that they were well-heeled. The latter was obvious from their address in Laura Place and that they were always very well attired. They also maintained a carriage, an extravagance indeed because it was impractical to use it on the steep hills of Bath proper. It was thought, too, that Lady Hawthorne possessed a more than gen­erous widow’s portion and that Lady Althea was endowed of fortune, but the specifics were unknown.

Even though Lady Hawthorne and Lady Althea were still in mourning, there were tentative invitations made to them as various personages made themselves known through the good offices of the Master of Ceremony. The initial overtures were made by ladies, but there soon came to be a few gentleman ac­quaintances as well.

Sir Bartholomew Bottlesby was one of the latter. He came to call upon the Hawthorne ladies more and more often. It was not long before others began to remark that the baronet seemed to have captured the ladies’ favor.

Althea was not unaware that her mother particularly en­joyed Sir Bartholomew’s extravagantly gallant attentions. Nor did she think it a bad thing. Her mother needed the sort of di­version and coddling that a comfortably aged admirer could bring to her.

Lady Hawthorne had blushed and blossomed under Sir Bartholomew’s unceasing admiration. Althea had been aston­ished to realize that her mother was still a very handsome woman.

Althea had been unsurprised when her mother announced that Sir Bartholomew had made her an offer. At Lady Hawthorne’s anxious query whether she cared for the match, Althea had said in her forthright way, “The question is hardly whether I care for it, but rather, whether you do, dear ma’am.”

“But do you like Sir Bartholomew?” Lady Hawthorne per­sisted.

“Come, ma’am, surely you do not mean to cry off if I do not,” said Althea in a rallying tone. She saw from her mother’s expression that was just exactly what Lady Hawthorne had meant, and she abandoned her levity. “Mama, I do not like nor dislike Sir Bartholomew to any strong degree. He has always been unfailingly polite toward me, so that I have nothing what­soever to complain of in his manners.”

“Yes, Sir Bartholomew treats one’s sensitivities with such exquisite forbearance. Not like—” Lady Hawthorne broke off, a shadow crossing her face. She shook her head. “That tender regard is what particularly appeals to me, Althea. Sir Bartholomew is such a perfect gentleman. But I shall refuse his suit if—if it is repugnant to you, for I know that you felt the earl’s passing, and it is not so very long ago, after all.”

“Nonsense. Why should I object to Sir Bartholomew’s suit for you?” asked Althea, setting aside an unfathomable, vague unease. “I have never seen you appear to better advantage than when you are in his company. I could not deny you that happi­ness out of some misplaced loyalty to my father’s memory. What a ninny you must think me, Mama!”

Lady Hawthorne squeezed her daughter’s hand. “Thank you, my dear. I am so glad that you do not oppose the match. I have never been happier than at this moment.”

“I suspect that shopping for your bridal clothes will make you happier still,” Althea had said dryly.
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The marriage had taken place and Sir Bartholomew had car­ried his new bride and stepdaughter off to his manor house in Surrey.

Lady Althea would have preferred to have remained in Bath, having no wish to intrude on her mother’s and stepfather’s honeymoon. However, without the services of a respectable chaperone, there was no question that she would be able to re­main in Bath. There had been a possibility of staying with the family of one of her dearest friends, but when her friend chose that inopportune time to contract a bad bout of influenza, Althea was once more cast adrift.

“You must come with us, Althea,” Lady Bottlesby had said. Since both her mother and Sir Bartholomew had brushed aside Lady Althea’s observation that she would be underfoot, and really having no other choice, she had allowed herself to be per­suaded to accompany them.

For three months, theirs had been an ideal household. Sir Bartholomew had proven himself as attentive a husband as he had been an admirer. He was also indulgent of Lady Althea, calling his stepdaughter a pretty puss, and had promised to launch her to an extravagant London Season.

Then had come disillusionment. Lady Althea was at first incredu­lous. But there was no question that she was mistaken. Her early childhood had made her too wise in the ways of the world. She formed quite a decided opinion about her step­father.

Sir Bartholomew was a cad, a knave, and a lecher.

Althea had voiced her opinion on a number of occasions to the gentleman himself. Now she had broken her silence with her mother. She had not wanted to distress her mother. After all, the poor lady had endured much in her previous marriage to the earl. But Althea was not willing to immolate herself to preserve her mother’s blissful ignorance. No, the time had come when she had no choice but to burst Lady Bottlesby’s bubble. She had not anticipated that her mother would ques­tion the veracity of what she had to say.

Althea tried once more to convey her genuine concerns. “Mama, I am sorry that I have grieved you. But I must make you understand. I do know very well what I am saying about Sir Bartholomew. Do you recall that when I was a child I al­ways locked my bedroom door?”

Lady Bottlesby looked unhappy.

Althea pressed her. “Do you, Mama?”

“Yes, my dear. Nurse told me,” Lady Bottlesby admitted re­luctantly.

“Do you know why?” Althea asked gently, but with a hint of steel in her voice.

Lady Bottlesby averted her face. Almost peevishly, she said, “Of course I do, Althea. I am not the peagoose that you obvi­ously think me.”

“I have been glad lately of that childish habit, Mama,” said Althea deliberately.

Lady Bottlesby’s eyes rose swift to her daughter’s, conster­nation paling her face. Suddenly her gaze brimmed with tears. “I had thought to be done with it all,” she whispered.

There had often been odd comings and goings in the earl’s house and Lady Althea had formed the habit when quite young of locking her bedroom door upon retiring for the night.

Once, a rather disheveled blonde woman had come into Althea’s room after her nurse had put her to bed. Althea had sat up, regarding the intruder with sleepy, astonished eyes.

The woman had been just as surprised. “Oh! Is this your room, dearie? I must have missed my way.” The woman had retreated and softly closed the door.

Althea had climbed out of bed, padded barefoot across the room, and turned the key in the lock. There had not been a night gone by since then that she had not locked her door.

Not long after Lady Althea and her mother had settled into the house in Surrey, Althea began to be awakened at odd hours of the night by the stealthy sound of her doorknob being tried.

It did not terrify her. She had heard that sound before. Some of the riotous parties hosted by her father had resulted in the rattling of doorknobs and loud drunken complaints. On those nights, Althea’s nurse had always set up a cot in the bedroom and stayed with her. It had comforted Althea’s childish fears and she had always slept more soundly in the assurance that her nurse was close by.

Despite the conditioning of her childhood, however, Althea was distressed. Someone was obviously attempting to gain en­trance to her bedroom. Althea was not such an innocent that she would waste a moment wondering over the purpose behind such nocturnal visits. She suspected that she knew the identity of the visitor, as well.

Some weeks before, Sir Bartholomew’s attentions toward her had begun to take on a marked difference.

His paternal busses upon her cheek had begun to seek her mouth. He had made excuses to brush up against her, and his hands had surreptitiously roved where they had no business.

For Althea, the crowning incident had taken place when her stepfather had met her as she was coming back from a ride and waved away the groom, saying that he himself would help Lady Althea dismount. When her feet touched the ground, his hands had slid from her waist boldly up to her breasts. Althea had broken away from him, her cheeks aflame. “Sir! You cross the line!”

Sir Bartholomew had shrugged. “My dear Lady Althea. You are Hawthorne’s daughter. There is nothing over which you should take such a pet.”

Thereafter, Althea had taken to avoiding her stepfather as much as civility allowed.

Not long afterward, Lady Althea had quietly told her dresser to move a trundle bed into the bedroom. She did not inform the maid why, nor did the woman inquire. It was simply done. But it didn’t put a stop to the old dream.

It was dark but for the embers of the dying fire. The man had snuffed the candles. Smoke was acrid in her nostrils.

The man gave a low laugh. His indistinct form swayed. “Come to me, little bird.”

She shrank closer against the wall at her back. Terror swelled in her throat.

She was shaken and shaken again, “My lady! Wake up, my lady!”

Althea’s eyes snapped open. Uncomprehending, still caught in the throes of the nightmare, she stared up into her anxious dresser’s face. The black mists receded. “Darcy?”

“Aye, my lady. You were crying out in your sleep.”

Althea passed a weary hand over her face. “It was but a dream. An old dream. Pray do not regard it, Darcy. Go back to sleep.”

“Aye, my lady.” The dresser slowly returned to her cot.

* * * *
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TWO NIGHTS HAD PASSED, scored by Althea’s recurring dream. The third night, there came a stealthy scratching upon Lady Althea’s door. The maid raised up on her elbow. She looked at the locked door. The scratching resumed, a little more insistently. The maid turned her head and in the firelight she met her mis­tress’s somber gaze. In a whisper, she asked, “My lady?”

Lady Althea nodded. Equally quiet, she said, “Let us see who it is.”

The maid got out of her bed and wrapped a shawl over her shoulders. She went to the door and turned the key. Opening the door a few inches, she met the astonished face of the mas­ter of the house. Woodenly, she asked, “Was you wanting something, sir?”

Sir Bartholomew backed hurriedly from the door, shaking his head vigorously. “Er-no, no! I was only passing. I wish you good night!” He had backed completely away from the maid standing at the door. Now he turned on his heel and hur­ried away down the dim hallway.

The maid closed the bedroom door. She locked it. When she turned, she again met her mistress’s eyes. After a long mo­ment, she said, “We shall rest easy from now on, my lady.”

Althea nodded. “Yes. So I hoped.” She lay back down. Within moments, she was deeply, dreamlessly asleep.

The following day at luncheon, Sir Bartholomew had made an expansive remark. “I have noticed that you are blooming into quite a beauty, stepdaughter. We must see to it that you have the very best to set off your glowing looks. I tell you what. I shall frank you to a new wardrobe. How will that be, heh?”

Althea looked across the table at him with a hard expression in her eyes. She was at once made wary as she wondered what he was up to now.

“Oh, Sir Bartholomew! How very kind of you, and gener­ous, too,” exclaimed Lady Bottlesby. “Isn’t it so, Althea?”

“Indeed, ma’am. I am quite overcome,” said Althea, still on her guard. She disliked the calculating look in the gentleman’s eyes. Her wariness was not misplaced.

“Then it is settled. You must pick out a few pretty notions for yourself as well, my dear wife. Nothing is too good for my two ladies. I wish only the best for you, which is why I have planned a little surprise for you, Lady Althea,” said Sir Bartholomew. He turned his smile on his stepdaughter. “I am persuaded that you will thank me. I mean to engage a most su­perior female to have the dressing of you. When you come out next Season, there shall not be anyone to hold a candle to you, my dear.” He beamed benevolence.

Althea cast a swift glance at her mother’s face, which held an expression of surprise, and she knew that Sir Bartholomew had not consulted his lady. “Thank you, but it is unnecessary. I already have a dresser of superior talents,” said Althea. “I need no other beside Darcy. She is head and shoulders above any others.”

“Quite true, my dear. Darcy came most highly recom­mended by one of my dearest friends, Lady Tarper. I have never had cause to doubt the woman’s abilities. Indeed, I have jealously guarded against her being stolen away from us,” said Lady Bottlesby, smiling. “No doubt it would make you stare to hear how many times, and from my own friends yet, that I have turned down suggestions that Althea let Darcy go to them.”

“No doubt it would, dearest lady,” said Sir Bartholomew, showing his teeth with a little less than his usual amiability. “I had only thought to treat my stepdaughter to a finer dressing than she now enjoys.”

“I did not realize that my appearance was wanting,” said Althea with a smile.

Sir Bartholomew laughed and shook his finger at her. “It is hardly that you do not appear charming at all times, Lady Althea. Pray do not mistake my meaning. However, I had hoped to be able to spoil you a trifle. You will understand that it is my fondest wish to gratify your least whim.”

Lady Bottlesby sighed. “How very affecting, to be sure.”

Lady Althea’s feelings were quite different. She knew that Sir Bartholomew meant to at once put her under obligation to him and cut out the loyalty of her serving woman, who could be depended upon to protect her. Well, he would catch cold with this clumsy effort. “While I thank you for your consideration, Sir Bartholomew, I do assure you that I am completely content with my present dresser. Darcy is devoted to me. I trust her judgment and her abilities implicitly,” said Althea.

“Indeed, I do not see how we could ever improve upon Darcy,” said Lady Bottlesby.

“Then naturally the subject is closed,” said Sir Bartholo­mew in almost an annoyed fashion. He turned to Lady Bottlesby. “How would you like to plan a dinner party, my dear? I should like to introduce you and Lady Althea to our neighbors.”

“Oh, I should adore it! What fun it will be, will it not, Althea? Only you must tell me just how you will like it arranged, Bartholomew, for I do not wish to leave anything undone,” said Lady Bottlesby.

Sir Bartholomew laughed, greatly pleased at his new wife’s desire to cater to him. His good humor was completely re­stored. “Ah, it will be a grand affair, I promise you! And we shall invite all the young bucks of the county for my step­daughter. She will turn all their heads. That will be something to see, will it not, my lady?”

Lady Bottlesby turned her head to smile at her daughter. She was oblivious to the barb in her husband’s voice. “Indeed it will, sir.”

Althea was more cognizant than her mother. She recognized the hypocrisy of Sir Bartholomew’s bluff comments, but she did not challenge the baronet then. There would be time enough for that when and if the gentleman chose to skirmish with her again.

In the meantime, she needed time to think what was best done. She could not continue much longer as she was. It was very nearly impossible to avoid the gentleman when they lived under the same roof. Eventually her mother must notice the tension and explanations would have to be made. Lady Althea had excused herself and gone upstairs to her rooms.

It had not taken a long reflection for Althea to realize that the time had come to talk to her mother. She had not relished the necessity, and it had proven every bit as bad an interview as she had anticipated.

Now Althea crossed the room to her mother. She laid a gen­tle hand for a brief moment upon Lady Bottlesby’s shoulder. Her mother did not respond to her touch, either by word or look.

Althea sighed. “I am so very sorry, Mama.” There was no more to be said.

Althea excused herself and went back to her bedroom to change into a riding habit. Riding crop in hand, she descended the stairs and went out to the stables.

Althea took a long ride. The interview with her mother had affected her. A gray depression seemed to have fallen over her spirits. But the exercise and the cool air rushing across her face blew away some of the cobwebs in her mind.

Althea returned to the manor house with much of her well-being restored. She had thought of a temporary solution to the problem that her presence posed for her mother. Surely after these months her friend Charity Comstock would have recov­ered sufficiently from the influenza that she would want Althea to come to stay for a time. Just the thought of returning to Bath and leaving the tension behind had raised Althea’s spirits. When she entered the house, her situation seemed much less threatening than it had earlier. She intended to write to Charity at once and secure the invitation that she needed.

It was an unpleasant surprise for Althea to meet Sir Bar­tholomew in the hallway.

Althea greeted Sir Bartholomew civilly, but coolly, as she started for the stairs. He had obviously just descended and now he barred her way. Althea looked at the baronet, her expres­sion inquiring. “Is there something that you wanted of me, Sir Bartholomew?”

There was a tight look about Sir Bartholomew’s mouth. “Lady Althea, I would be pleased if you joined me for a mo­ment in the sitting room,” he said.

Althea raised her brows at the baronet’s clipped manner, but she inclined her head in acquiescence. She preceded her step­father into the sitting room and turned to face him, wondering what he had to say to her. She had never seen him before with­out his full mantle of bonhomie, and the repressed air of anger about him only served to put her on her guard.

Sir Bartholomew snapped shut the door. He strode over to the mantel, taking a stance with his back to the grate and his feet spread wide. He said abruptly, “I have just come from my dear lady’s rooms. Lady Bottlesby is overwrought due to a conversation that you had with her. I do not like to have my wife’s peace cut up. I will have an explanation, Lady Althea.”

Althea was frankly surprised that her mother had spoken to Sir Bartholomew on her behalf, but it warmed her, too. After she had comprehended just how important the success of her marriage was to her mother, Althea had scarcely hoped for even that much. Quietly, she said, “I am truly sorry that my mother is overwrought, Sir Bartholomew. However, I can readily understand it. She is my mother, after all. It cannot be a pleasant thing to learn that one’s new husband is making up to one’s daughter.”

Sir Bartholomew smiled wide. His eyes somehow did not reflect the geniality of his expression. “Lady Althea, I am surprised at you! You have put an entirely erroneous con­struction upon my gestures of affection. Surely you must realize that. I am but recently wedded to your mother and I hold her in the highest esteem. If I have seemed too forward, too eager, as I have taken on my new role of father, I do assure you that nothing of ill intent was meant toward you. Of course not! It is only your imagination that has led you to think otherwise. I would not for the world distress you or place you in an awkward position. This has all been an unhappy misunderstanding.”

He sighed heavily and briefly lifted his hands, palms out­ward, in a show of regret. “Unfortunately, it is not you or I who has suffered from it, but your dear mother. I hope that you may reassure her that there is no reason at all for her to be anxious. Lady Althea, I appeal to your good sense. Surely you will go at once to put your mother’s disquiet to rest.”

Lady Althea listened to her stepfather’s speech with disbelief. The baronet was actually denying to her face that there had ever been anything untoward in his actions or his words. He was actually attempting to cause her to question her own conclu­sions and so put the blame upon her shoulders.

Althea’s cheeks flushed. She said very quietly, “Sir Bartholomew, you and I both know the truth. So does my mother, now. If you truly wish to bring peace to my mother, you will go to her and assure her that you will no longer im­portune me. Otherwise, I fear that she will always regard you with an uncomfortable question in her heart.”

Sir Bartholomew suddenly puffed up in a rage. His nor­mally genial face took on a ruddy hue and his small eyes flamed. “You dare to undermine my place in Lady Bottlesby’s affections! I shall see you punished, so I shall!” He stepped forward, raising his wide palm to strike her.
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Chapter Three
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Lady Althea’s voice was whip-crack sharp. “Be very certain you know what you are about, sir!”

The baronet stopped, his hand still uplifted. Slowly, he let his hand drop, but there remained an ugly expression in his eyes. “You lack proper manners, Lady Althea. Perhaps it is time that you were taught to respect those who have been given authority over you.”

Althea tightened her grip on her riding crop. Coldly, she said, “I am not a serving wench that you may abuse with im­punity, Sir Bartholomew. I am my father’s daughter. He would have thrashed you, and so shall I.”

The baronet’s hot gaze dropped to the ready whip. Sir Bartholomew took a careful step backward. Breathing heavily through his nose, he stretched his lips in the travesty of a smile. “We have misunderstood one another again, I fear. A cool head is needed in such trying circumstances. We must talk again after you have had an opportunity to reflect upon your mistaken, ill-advised representation to Lady Bottlesby. I shall naturally expect an apology from you, given to me before my dear lady.”

Lady Althea smiled. There was no fog of uncertainty in her eyes or timorousness in her words. “You may whistle for your pre­cious apology, Sir Bartholomew. I have made no mistake, nor have I misrepresented your behavior to my mother. I shall allow you this much, however. I shall keep my peace as long as you refrain from repeating your unwelcome attentions. Those are my terms.”

Sir Bartholomew’s smile had withered away. His eyes went cold. “Your terms! Do you not presume somewhat, my lady? I am the master here. If there are to be any terms made, then they shall be dictated by me!”

“Not in this, Sir Bartholomew. Understand me well, sir. I am my own mistress. I shall protect myself and my honor by any means available to me. For the sake of the peace which you say you desire with my mother, you will abide by my wishes in this.”

“You shall regret this day’s work, miss,” said Sir Bar­tholomew, staring at her with hatred plain in his eyes.

“I think not,” said Lady Althea cooly. She turned on her heel and walked quickly out of the sitting room.

Althea went upstairs to her bedroom. She shut the door and then stood leaning against it. She was shaking. She was glad it was over. She had not wanted a confrontation. Indeed, she saw now that she had made a tactical error in going to her mother before she had thought things through entirely. She should have written to Charity and presented her mother with an un­exceptional invitation that Lady Bottlesby would have been glad to accept on her behalf. Then she could have left Sir Bartholomew’s roof quietly and without open feelings of hos­tility.

But she had not been as wise as she had thought. She had taken an irrevocable step and involved her mother. The confrontation with Sir Bartholomew had come swiftly and had been far uglier than she could ever have imagined. Sir Bar­tholomew’s veneer of urbane geniality had been stripped off to reveal the true nature of the man. Mean, tyrannical, self-cen­tered, cowardly. Who would have ever have believed that all of that had lurked beneath the skin of the ridiculous little dandy.

Althea came away from the door and started across the room to her wardrobe, then faltered a step at a thought. She frowned in dawning dismay. Sir Bartholomew’s strength lay in his lavish address and easy congeniality. If it ever came to the point, it would be his word laid against hers. It did not bear thinking about, but she must. For Sir Bartholomew was obvi­ously not one to accept defeat either gracefully or graciously. As certainly as though she was again standing in the room with him, listening to his threat, Althea knew that she was not yet done with Sir Bartholomew.

She would take what precautions she could until she had the opportunity to leave the manor house. Her faithful maid would continue to share her bedroom. In addition, Althea would take care never to be caught alone in the same room with Sir Bartholomew. If her mother retired early of an evening, so would she.

This dinner party that was being planned to honor Lady Bottlesby and herself posed a special challenge. The intent was to introduce them to the surrounding countryside and of a certainty there would be much mingling and probably dancing as well. It would tax her ingenuity, but Althea thought there was little to be gained by giving way to dismay or fear. She would mingle as assiduously as any proper daughter of the house and never allow herself to come within touching dis­tance of Sir Bartholomew. It might prove to be a task to de­cline to dance with her stepfather, but Althea was determined to manage it. She would not have his hands upon her for any reason.

Althea wrote to her friend in Bath with high hopes. She was devastated when she learned by return post that Charity had been taken to the seashore for a restorative holiday. Appar­ently the influenza had so undermined Miss Comstock’s con­stitution, which had never been robust, that she had not recovered as well as had been expected. Althea stared at the wall, wondering what she was going to do.

The dinner party was an overwhelming success. Lady Bot­tlesby was flushed with triumph. She and Lady Althea met the neighbors and all were exceedingly gracious in welcoming the baronet’s lady and her daughter to their circle. A liberal num­ber of invitations were bestowed upon the ladies for teas and dinners and other entertainments.

Althea was also well pleased. She had always enjoyed soci­ety and she was glad to discover that she met with admiration and acceptance. The gentlemen in particular were quite taken with her. She never lacked for a dance partner or a lemonade. This circumstance was much to Althea’s satisfaction because that made it impossible for her stepfather to step into the role of her rescuer. Althea enjoyed the attention and the admira­tion, but there was not really any single gentleman who struck her fancy.

Althea did mark one gentleman in particular, however, sim­ply because of the oddity of his inclusion in the dinner party. She was told by one of the ladies whom she had become newly acquainted with, somewhat disparagingly, that the gen­tleman had recently bought a beleaguered and hopelessly mort­gaged estate. Mr. Craddock was attired in less than fashionable evening dress and wore a bag wig. Althea was not surprised to be told that he was a self-made gentleman with strong affilia­tions with trade.

What did surprise Althea was to witness the effusive wel­come that Sir Bartholomew extended to the gentleman. The baronet’s pride was such that Althea would not have believed that Lord Bottlesby would spend more than a moment with this particular guest, or even have bothered to invite him at all.

However, Althea did not find the odd occurrence of more than passing interest and she dismissed the strangeness of it from her mind. She enjoyed herself immensely at the dinner party even though she kept a constant eye out for Sir Bar­tholomew. But as the evening progressed, her stepfather
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