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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dashing and delectable earls, stubborn but stunning ladies, and destiny with a sense of humor? Three sweet Regency romances with noble heroes and strong heroines that will whisk you back to another time. Humor, angst, and passion combine to treat readers to a trio of sweeping love stories from the lawless rookeries of London to the wilds of the Welsh mountains.

      Earl of Darby

      Miss Hannah Pendleton, nursing her pride after her childhood crush falls in love with another, hurls herself into the excitement of a first season.

      Since his wife’s suicide on their wedding night, the Earl of Darby has carefully cultivated his rakish reputation. But when Nicholas sees a lovely newcomer being courted by the devil himself, her innocence and candor revive the chivalry buried deep in his soul.

      Earl of Brecken

      Notorious for his seductive charm, the Earl of Brecken searches the ballrooms for a wealthy heiress. His choices are dismal until he meets Miss Evelina Franklin. Guileless and gorgeous with an enormous dowry, she seems the answer to his prayers—until his conscience makes an unexpected appearance.

      Earl of Griffith

      Sorrow and Regrets…

      Lady Helen was a young, naïve girl when she gave up everything for a charismatic Irishman and eloped. After a few short years, she is disillusioned with love and raising a three-year-old daughter alone.

      An unexpected ray of sunshine…

      Conway, Earl of Griffith agrees to help a friend, escorting his sister from Bristol to London. At first sight, Lady Helen—and her daughter—illuminates the Welshman’s dull world. Can he convince the beautiful widow that love is worth the risk?

    

  


  
    
      Keep updated on future releases, exclusive excerpts, and prizes by following my newsletter:

      https://www.subscribepage.com/k3f1z5

      

      Once Upon a Widow series (sweet Regency)

      Earl of Sunderland #1

      A Wicked Earl’s Widow #2

      Rhapsody and Rebellion #3

      Earl of Darby #4

      Earl of Brecken #5

      Earl of Griffith #6

      Beware A Wallflower’s Wrath #7

      A Wallflower’s Wassail Punch #8

      The Scoundrel’s Christmas Challenge #9

      The Duplicate Duke #10

      

      A MacNaughton Castle Romance  (steamy Regency Highland series)

      A Merry MacNaughton Mishap (Prequel, only sweet romance in series)

      Deception and Desire #1

      Allusive Love #2

      A Bonny Pretender #3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EARL OF DARBY
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          (ONCE UPON A WIDOW #4)
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      Miss Hannah Pendleton, nursing her pride after her childhood crush falls in love with another, hurls herself into the excitement of a first season.

      Since his wife’s suicide on their wedding night, the Earl of Darby has carefully cultivated his rakish reputation. But when Nicholas sees a lovely newcomer being courted by the devil himself, her innocence and candor revive the chivalry buried deep in his soul.
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        There is a fountain fill'd with blood

        Drawn from Emmanuel's veins;

        And sinners, plung'd beneath that flood,

      
        Lose all their guilty stains.

        "PRAISE FOR THE FOUNTAIN OPENED" OLNEY HYMNS, 1779

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Mayfair, London

        December 24, 1814

      

      

      “I must admit, Mama, you were right.” Nicholas tugged at his cravat, snowy white against the dark blue of his waistcoat. “She is a diamond of the first water.”

      “Of course she is. The betrothal benefits both families. Lady Henning and I will have beautiful grandchildren, and you will not lose your inheritance. I will never forgive your father for his recklessness, gambling away such a sum.” Lady Darby’s expression hardened as she spoke of her husband, but her tone was that of a doting mother. “You are the most handsome viscount in London. What an earl you will make one day.”

      “Let’s not wish Father away too soon. It was not all his fault.” Nicholas took a final look at his own reflection, a mirror image of his mother’s that peered back at him. They had the same burnished-gold hair and clear, light blue eyes. But the lines around her mouth had deepened, and more worry lines creased her forehead. Their gazes held for a moment and then she busied herself, brushing imaginary specks from the back of his waistcoast.

      “The Duke of Colvin cheated. Granted, Father should never have staked so much on a hand of cards, but the man is a blaggard. And his son is no better, perhaps worse if the on-dits are true.”

      “Yes,” she muttered, still avoiding his eyes. “I’ve heard the same. Now, it’s your wedding day, and we should speak of happier times to come.”

      “Agreed, it’s been a trying year, but I believe the darkness is behind us now.” His father, the Earl of Darby, had lost an enormous amount to the blackhearted nobleman. It had been a night that still haunted his dreams. Colvin’s taunting, the slow anger that had built in the earl, the vicious smug smile when that extra ace had been laid on the table. Nicholas knew the man had cheated but could not prove it. One didn’t accuse a duke without proof. Even then, it would have been dangerous.

      They’d had to sell most of their property to settle the debt of honor and avoid scandal, barely holding on to the estate. The debacle had taken a toll on his father’s health. “You seem to have come to the rescue, Mama.”

      “Nonsense. Lady Henning wanted her daughter to move up in rank. As a baron’s wife, this is quite a feather in their cap. Alice will be a countess when you assume the title. And we needed the dowry.”

      “And the lady was willing?”

      “You asked her yourself, did you not?” His mother studied the evergreen garland that decorated the hearth mantel, fingering the sprigs of rosemary and ivy leaves. “What woman would not be happy for such a match? Handsome, titled husbands are hard to come by.”

      “I beg to disagree. Penniless titled husbands are more easily found, handsome or otherwise.” He smirked at his mother’s pursed mouth.

      “I could not ask for a better Christmas celebration than having a new daughter enjoying our Yule log. I realize the banns were read rather hastily, but our family shall begin a new chapter with the New Year.” She smiled up at him, her blonde hair gleaming in the sunlight that slanted through the gauzy curtains. On tiptoes, she kissed his cheek. “I must go. We leave for the church within the hour.”

      As Nicholas watched her leave, the image of his own children playing in front of the Yule log crossed his mind. He wanted children. Several, at least. Would they be dark like Alice or fair like himself? His stomach inexplicably tightened at the thought, and he attributed the discomfort to the approaching wedding and loss of bachelorhood.

      

      Nicholas and his best friend from university, Gideon, the future Earl of Stanfeld, stood before St. George’s, Hanover Square. The giant columns towered over them as they stood on the steps of the church. Complete opposites in looks and temperament, they had made quite a name for themselves during their time at Cambridge.

      “So, did Lady Darby attach the leg shackles or was this of your own making?” Gideon grinned, his black hair shining in the morning light, deep-blue eyes twinkling with laughter. “Though I admit Miss Alice would tempt the staunchest of bachelors.”

      “Let’s just say I don’t mind making the sacrifice. And with any luck, it might turn into a love match.” Nick adjusted his cravat for the tenth time since leaving the manor. “Is Pendleton coming?”

      “He’ll be here.” Gideon slapped his friend on the back. Viscount Pendleton was the third member of their infamous university trio. “Nervous?”

      “I wouldn’t call it that, more a sense of foreboding.” He shook his head. “I’ve been listening to Sarah and her fairytales too much of late. The Grimm Brothers have her mesmerized.”

      “Your sister doesn’t need anything to spark her imagination.” Gideon reached inside his coat and pulled out a flask. “A flash of lightning to steady the hand?”

      “Gladly accepted, my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      “Calm yourself, Alice. I didn’t mean to raise my voice.” Nick smoothed back her rumpled dark hair, tipping up her chin. Deep shadows below those shimmering coffee eyes made her pale skin almost glow. She was magnificent, ebony upon ivory, docile and pliant. Or had been until he realized she’d been taken before their wedding night. While consummating their union, he found there was no barrier within her to breach.

      “I was just surprised you weren’t a…”

      “A v-virgin.”

      “There is someone else? You’ve already given your heart to another?” A first love, an infatuation perhaps that would fade in time. He was confident enough in his own looks and lovemaking skills to overcome the first attempts of a clumsy boy.

      She sniffed and shook her head, raven waves bouncing against her bare shoulders. “I can’t continue this charade any longer. I am so sorry, so so sorry.”

      “I beg your pardon?” An icy finger of dread skittered down his spine.

      She lifted a tear-stained face to him. “I am with child.”

      He froze, the muscles of his face paralyzed. His mouth hung open, but no words would emerge. Heat washed over him as her perfidious words sunk in. Trying to pull his thoughts together, he tied his shirtfront closed. Hell and damnation…

      An annulment. He would get an annulment.

      “I was forced.”

      “Raped?” He blew out a breath and ran his fingers through his hair. Had she led on a previous suitor? A flirtation gone badly? This was not how his wedding night was supposed to play out. “Who is he?”

      “A nobleman’s son. Mama said it would be his word against mine, that he would never be brought to justice, but I would be ruined.” She grabbed his arm as he tried to stand. “Please, our mothers came up with the idea. I was against it, but I was pregnant. I⁠—”

      “Thought it would be easy enough to pass the whoreson off as my child. I was in need of funds, and you were in need of a husband.” The spark of anger ignited, flames burning his stomach. What an imbecile he’d been. “Whose bloody child am I expected to raise in order to keep my estate?”

      “Mama said it must be kept secret. He must never know. He’s a vicious, despicable man. We don’t know what he would do.” Her eyes went wide with fear, those full lips he’d just kissed, trembled. “Please, don’t make me tell you.”

      “By God, you will.” Nicholas grabbed her narrow shoulders, pressing into the smooth skin, his fingertips creating red imprints in the creamy flesh. “I’ll know whose by-blow I have beneath my roof.”

      Alice began to sob in earnest, her chest heaving as she tried to breathe, her fingers clenching his hands. “I am so sorry. So sorry…” Her head moved back and forth as she muttered her apology over and over.

      He wrenched free and stormed across the room to open the window sash. He needed air; he couldn’t breathe. Pressing his head against the upper windowpane, he looked out onto the dark landscape and let the chilly breeze cool the angry fire consuming him.

      Alice let out a low wail, a sickening moan of pain and anguish, and clutched her belly, sinking to the floor on her knees. The light from the fire highlighted her wet cheeks and cast long, incongruous shadows off her small, delicate form. “Forgive me, please. Forgive me.”

      “Forgive you?” His hand curled into a fist, and he punched the wall, needles of pain searing from his knuckles through his wrist. “I am betrayed by my own mother, then my wife on my wedding night.” He laughed, the sound ugly and grating. “I believe I’ve reached my limit of absolution.”

      His entire body went taut as a wire. He had to get out, away from her tears, away from this hoax of a marriage. He’d been used. Nick pushed away her clinging hands as he dressed, barely registering the crimson smear his bloody knuckle left on the sleeve of her night rail.

      “Don’t leave me. Please, I’ll make it up to you. I’ll do anything,” she whispered, her voice tinged with panic. “Where are you going?”

      “Away. Anyplace I won’t have to look at another conniving female.” He yanked on his boots and threw open the door. “When I return tomorrow, we will sit down with both our dear mothers. By Christ, I will learn the truth.”

      Storming down the stairs, he bit out orders to the footman to bring round his carriage. “No, have my horse saddled instead.” He needed to get away. He needed to get drunk. He needed to wipe this nightmare out of his mind.

      Nicholas rode out of town, his mind whirling, cold sweat dripping down his back, his face hot with temper. Women. If his own mother betrayed him like this, how could he ever trust another female? He thought of his sister, her innocent face, and wondered if she would also grow duplicitous with age.

      As he entered the outskirts of town, he squeezed his gelding’s sides, sending Arthur into an easy canter and breathing in the chilly night air. The stars were bright in the black sky and twinkled merrily, mocking his mood. No snow tonight.

      With a sharp kick, they galloped on, white puffy clouds trailing behind them as Nicholas left his wife and that horrid scene behind. The pounding of hooves seemed to beat in the same rhythm of the curse echoing in his mind. Bloody hell! Bloody hell! Bloody hell! By the time the horse tired, his anger had eased. Calmer and more rational, he turned his mount around and headed back toward the lights and noise of London.

      Yes, Alice had deceived him, but she’d been as much a victim of their mothers’ scheming as he had been. The poor girl had been raped, packaged off to a convenient husband, and never had the chance to look for love or even affection. Never had a say in the matter. At least he’d had a choice.

      It would take time to adjust to the fact she was with child. But they had consummated the marriage, and he needed her dowry. Without it, his family would be on the rocks. His pride had been dented when he’d seen himself as hanging on Alice’s sleeve, the arrangement too one-sided for his liking. But now it seemed they were even; they were using each other. So be it.

      He’d deal with his mother later. For now, he’d go home to his wife and tell her they would come to an agreement and move on with their lives. He’d pray to God she had a girl. There was no way he would acknowledge a bastard as his heir.

      Nick arrived back at the terrace house, a sleepy groom waiting on the steps to take the reins. “He needs a good cooling down. I rode him hard.”

      He took the stairs two at a time and threw open the door to his rooms, his chest heaving with the effort of the ride and two long flights of stairs. “Alice…” It was cold. Had the servants let the fire die?

      In the sitting room of their apartment, a note lay on the table next to the door. He collected it from the silver tray, recognizing his name written in flowing letters.

      

      
        
        Nicholas

      

      

      

      With the envelope in hand, he entered the bedchamber. “Alice⁠—”

      An invisible iron bar hit him full force. He stumbled toward the bed, his body teetering before he sank to his knees, the letter drifting to the carpet. His eyes never left the petite body swaying from the upper rail of the four-poster bed.

      Her white gown fluttered from the light breeze of the still-open window. Delicate satin slippers swung lazily before his eyes. Slowly, his gaze rose past the hand wearing his emerald wedding ring, the limp arms, to the vacant eyes of his dead wife. Her head tilted at an awkward angle, her delicate chin resting against the linen sheet tied around her long, slender neck. The once-porcelain skin he’d stroked and kissed a few hours ago, now mottled and gray.

      “NOOOOOOO…” Nicholas clutched his head, rocking back and forth, cursing his wife, his mother, himself. He rose, clutched  the bedcurtain, and climbed onto the mattress. Face-to-face with his dead wife, his heart clenched, the breath gone out of him. Nicholas tenderly pushed a damp tendril from her cheek. The coldness of her skin against his scraped knuckles jarred him, and he frantically began to untangle his wife from the bedclothes.

      Tears blurred his vision; he cursed his trembling fingers as he tried to maintain his balance on the mattress. Finally releasing her from the linen noose, he fell to his knees and cradled her in his arms, swaying gently side to side. The door opened, and he heard a terrified gasp. He looked into his mother’s horrified eyes. 

      “What have we done?” he whispered. “What have we done?”
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        “…In as much as every discovery of what is false leads us to seek earnestly after what is true, and every fresh experience points out some form of error which we shall afterwards carefully avoid.”

        JOHN KEATS

      

      

      

      
        
        Wicked Earls’ Club, London

        Late October 1819

      

      

      “It’s just a friendly game of whist. C’mon, Darby, play with us.” The marquess made another unsuccessful attempt to bring Nicholas into the game.

      “I beg your pardon, my lord, but I don’t indulge in gaming.” Nicholas, Earl of Darby, shook his head, an easy smile curling his lips. His gaze swept the crowded room. Several men sat to his left near the fireplace, sipping drinks and engaged in conversation. Flanking the right side of the room were tables where various games of whist, faro, and hazard were in progress. “A friendly wager in the books, whether the heir will be born or a ninth daughter, perhaps whether Stanfeld will marry before he’s sixty, is as far as I go.”

      “I’m in the books?” Gideon, the Earl of Stanfeld, scowled, his bushy dark brows coming together. “How in tarnation did I get in the books?”

      “Once a man inherits an earldom, he becomes much more interesting.” Nicholas laughed and slapped him on the back. “Just an example, my friend. You are not a line in the club’s wagers.” He chuckled. “Yet.”

      “I think I already regret putting you up as a member in the Earls’ Club.” Stanfeld tapped the golden W pinned to his friend’s lapel. “Your standing improved, and I don’t see you any closer to the parson’s trap than I am.”

      A faded but familiar pain grazed Darby’s heart, and he forced another grin. “I escaped that snare once, if you remember.” He stopped a man in livery passing by. “Bring us a bottle of brandy, would you? We’ll be in the billiard room.” He nodded to Stanfeld and took his escape.

      Nicholas made his way down the stairs, his thumb rubbing against the W. Wicked. Yes, he was a wicked earl and planned on keeping that title and this pin for many years. His vices did not hurt anyone nor interfere with his title or family.

      Stanfeld had recommended him to the elite club. He’d had the requisite qualifications—trusted among his peers and claimed the title of earl and bachelor. The benefits included an exclusive floor of this club, a set of private rooms for each, and almost any vice for the asking. He had utilized the reserved rooms frequently. In fact, this had become a second home ever since the death of his father, a week after Nicholas’s ill-fated marriage.

      He had built up his reputation as a rake over the past several years, the gossips helping tremendously after his wife’s death. According to the on-dits, the Earl of Darby had drowned his sorrows in alcohol when his wife had mysteriously died. Some said she had been so frightened of his wedding night demands that she had killed herself. Others spoke in whispers of possible murder, only wanting the poor chit’s money and knowing that, as a peer, he could get away with it.

      Neither family had ever commented or spoken of the night, much to the dismay of the prattlers who wanted the sordid details. It had taken years to quiet the tongues. But the rumors still kept nosy mothers at arm’s length, worried for their innocent daughters. It kept him off the list of suitable bachelors.

      In reality, the suicide had been dealt with quietly, with all the efficiency that a peer-related catastrophe was always handled. The law requiring the forfeiture of a suicide’s property—in this case, dowry—was circumvented with a verdict of non compos mentis. A jury of his peers determined that Alice had not been of sound mind when she’d committed the deed. Alice’s mother had testified to her daughter’s melancholia the days before and of the wedding.

      Nicholas rolled his shoulders, the expensive coat hugging his frame, and shoved that unpleasant memory away. Instead, he concentrated on the delightful redhead that would be waiting for him later in his rooms, after a mind-numbing bottle of brandy and a few games of billiards with his two closest friends. He would never repeat the mistake of his father, having no appetite for gaming. His poisons of choice were drink and the type of woman with no desire for a husband.

      His present liaison was a prime article who had the misfortune to be a married to an elderly baron. The husband went to bed early in the evening, and she stayed in Nicholas’s bed until early morning. They’d been meeting weekly for the past year, and it was a pleasant arrangement for both. With the confidentiality afforded by the Wicked Earls’ establishment, however, his mistress could easily be whisked in and out of his rooms at the club, and no one would be the wiser. Though at times, he felt a twinge of pity for the aging baron.

      Nathaniel, Viscount Pendleton, sat in a highbacked leather chair near the fire, legs crossed, head back, a glass in his hand. The embers glinted off the silver cufflink of his sleeve as he swirled an amber liquid against the cut crystal. His brown hair still held streaks of gold from the summer sun, and his green eyes were thoughtful.

      “How did the brandy arrive before me? I just ordered it.” Nicholas stopped at the side table and poured himself a drink from the decanter. “You seem pensive.”

      “I ordered a bottle of my own. I know how you hate to share, Darby,” said Pendleton with a smirk. “And yes, I’m pondering a dilemma.”

      He sat down next to his friend, sinking into the soft leather and crossing his polished Hessians at the ankles. “Let’s wait for Stanfeld, and you can tell us both at once.”

      “Tell me what?” The Earl of Stanfeld entered the room, followed by a man with a bottle. “Thank you, Edward.” He took the decanter and set it next to the one already half-empty.

      “I have a problem,” said Pendleton.

      Stanfeld’s brows rose as he poured a drink. “A monstrous one, if the amount of alcohol is any measure.”

      “Ha! Nothing better than three muddled heads coming up with a solution. I’m sure we could take care of mine and solve all the world’s problems with just one more bottle.”

      “No, that would take at least four.” Nicholas stood, tossed back his last swallow, and poured another. The pleasant warmth was spreading through his body, a promise of sweet numbness and a night of dreamless sleep. He picked up a billiard stick and moved it from one hand to another, checking its weight, its straightness. “Who is the first challenger?”

      Pendleton shook his head. “I’ll yield to Stanfeld. You both play, and I’ll talk.”

      As the men began their game, Pendleton told his story. “You know my sister, Hannah, was supposed to have her first season last year.”

      Both men murmured agreement, then with a nod from Nicholas, Stanfeld hit the first ball with a loud crack.

      “Yes, she changed her mind about a season in London when you married Lady Eliza. Decided to get to know her new sister and wait until she was eighteen.” Nicholas grinned at his opponent’s miss, bent, and sent a ball into a corner pocket. “Hoping to find some sweet, handsome landowner close to home, we assumed.”

      Pendleton nodded. “Well, she didn’t find one and was to come out this winter, arriving in Town after Eliza had the baby in late December or January. But now, Parliament has called a special session in November due to the Peterloo Massacre.”

      Nicholas studied the table and his next move before looking up. “Nasty business, that. Poor souls meeting at a peaceful assembly to hear a speaker, then slaughtered by their own skittish local government.”

      “By the by, Stanfeld, I am sorry about your cousin’s death in that fiasco. I do hope your mother has recovered sufficiently?” Pendleton laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Bloody bad luck, that was.”

      Stanfeld’s mouth tightened, and he nodded. “Thank you, and yes, she’s doing well. His death brought about a long-postponed trip to Scotland to see Mama’s ancestral home.” His countenance brightened. “I almost gave in and wore a demmed kilt but knew I’d only get tangled up in the deuced thing. Now, about the Special Session. You aren’t in the House of Commons, so how does it affect you?”

      “It doesn’t, but you are both members of Parliament and will be in Town...” Pendleton paused, looking uncomfortable. “Hannah wants to come for the start of the season. I could accompany her here, but I can’t leave Eliza alone for too long.”

      “You won’t leave her alone, you mean,” quipped Nicholas. It was well known that Pendleton was a bit overprotective of his wife. She had been abused by a malicious father, who had tried to kidnap her while under the viscount’s protection. The father had made a fatal mistake crossing Pendleton. “I haven’t seen Hannah since she was a child. What kind of woman has she grown into?”

      “I need you to protect her, not ogle her,” said Pendleton. “Both of you.”

      “Won’t your mother accompany her? She’d be protection enough from roving eyes.” Nicholas had met the dowager viscountess once during a summer party at Pendleton Place. She had been a formidable woman. Her icy stare could a freeze a man in his tracks. “Anyway, I’m happy to be of assistance since my sister is also coming out.”

      “Thank you. My mother still hates coming to Town and is using the arrival of her first grandchild to avoid it.” Pendleton sighed.

      Stanfeld laughed. “Believe me, her daughter can be just as daunting. Hannah’s a bit too assertive for my taste, but she’s a tempting armful.”

      “She’d love to hear the tempting part.” Pendleton held his glass up to Stanfeld. “You know she still sets her cap for you. I think she’s convinced once you see her in London, dressed and mingling with the ton, you will fall at her feet and beg her forgiveness for not noticing her remarkable beauty sooner. You could even act as if you don’t recognize her.”

      Stanfeld spit his drink out and swiped at his splattered cravat. “Good God, man, it would be like bedding my sister, and I refuse to encourage her. I, uh, have my eyes on someone.”

      “Oh? Did you find that bonny lass hiding in the heather while you were in Scotland?” Pendleton teased, remembering a conversation they’d had the previous summer.

      The earl turned red. “As a matter of fact, I did. Mama liked Lissie so much, she brought the chit back with us. As company for her this winter, so she says.”

      “So she says,” Pendleton and Nicholas echoed.

      “Back to your dilemma. So, you want us to keep an inconspicuous eye on your sister, I assume. I’m happy to accommodate when I’m here.” Stanfeld paused and took a sip of his brandy. “However, I will only attend the more pressing sessions until February. My sister is also expecting, so my mother will insist on a long visit then. Otherwise, I’ll be spending more time in the country.”

      “So we get to meet this Scottish lass?”

      Stanfeld looked embarrassed. “Truthfully, she is my cousin’s widow.”

      “And here I thought Darby was the only scoundrel among us.”

      “It’s not like that,” Stanfeld added quickly. “They were betrothed from birth and had more of a friendship than passionate love. She’s unlike any woman I’ve known, except Mama.”

      “I’ve heard those Scottish lasses are lively,” Nicholas teased. “I look forward to meeting her.”

      “Back to you, Pendleton. Who will be chaperoning Hannah if not your mother?” Another crack, a missed shot, and a mumbled curse from Stanfeld.

      “It seems Aunt Bertie has volunteered.”

      This time, Nicholas coughed and spluttered. Lady Roberta was infamous in her appreciation for the male physique. Almack’s had refused her entrance for a time. “I’ll never forget that tabby’s chubby fingers pinching my backside.”

      Stanfeld guffawed, mischief in his black eyes. “I heard you took the lady up on her overture.”

      “Devil it, I doubt I could have kept up with her, even at the tender age of twenty. I thought she finally retired to the country.”

      “Well, she has offered her services and is my first line of defense against the randy bachelors. You, my friends, are the cavalry she will call in if needed.”
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        * * *

      

      Darby climbed into the waiting hackney with his leather satchel. The driver clicked to the mare, and she pulled away with a snort, proceeding toward the outskirts of Mayfair. It was after midnight, and his man would be waiting at the Guinea.

      It was a small tavern, frequented by the staff of the wealthy. Grooms and footmen relaxed at the end of a long week and complained about their masters, telling secrets about the titled families who paid their wages. He opened the canvas bag and pulled out the homespun brown jacket, frayed neckcloth, and worn boots. Removing his hat and cravat, he leaned back against the worn leather squabs and pulled off his Hessians, donning the drab attire. A few blocks from his destination, he rapped on the roof and his driver stopped. He paid the man and, with a quick word and nod, arranged for the hackney to wait.

      “I should be back within the hour,” Darby said as he handed him a pouch of jingling coins. He’d been using the same driver for the past year. They had come to an understanding. The hackney escorted him and kept mum; the earl paid a week’s wages for a night’s work.

      “Aye, my lord, at yer service,” the old man replied, pulling his hat down over his eyes and leaning back. “I’ll be waitin’ right here.”

      Walking the rest of the way, Darby’s heels clicked along the slick cobblestones of the narrow street as he made his way toward the rendezvous point. Fog crept close to the ground, curling about his boots, obscuring the pavement then slithering away to reveal a puddle or dark outline of something he instinctively knew to sidestep. A cold mist sent a chill through him. It shrouded the buildings, lending the streets a Gothic quality that had Nicholas picking up his pace.

      We’re getting closer, Alice. Your death will not be in vain.

      He thought of the letter, the worn paper with the fateful words she’d left him that night. Even in her turmoil, she’d known her mother was wrong. The evil that possessed the Duke of Colvin must be stopped. And so, she had told him the name of the perpetrator in her final farewell, the name of the perpetrator.

      He stopped in front of the Guinea, the light spilling out onto the wet stones and illuminating two dark forms around the side of the building. Their heads were close as if in secret conversation, and a small parcel passed between them. One of the men glanced up, caught Nicholas’s eye, and scurried down the alley. One of Colvin’s men. Good, that’s why he was here.

      He entered the noisy tavern, the scent of sweat, stale beer, and cheap perfume assailing his nose. A barmaid smiled at him over her tray. He avoided her gaze and quickly moved to a back table where Walters sat with a bumper of ale. A fire blazed in a large hearth along one wall, patrons crowded around it, sharing gossip.

      Some were dressed in fine clothes, displaying their prominence in a household. Others wore homespun garb, workers from the area who cleaned the streets, made deliveries to the kitchens, or performed the city’s necessary menial labor. An occasional bark of laughter or shout of anger could be heard over the steady thrum of voices.

      “Good evening, my lord,” greeted his man with a nod as he stood. Walters waved his mug at the maid, who nodded in understanding. “Seems the duke is moving up in the world of vices.”

      “I saw one of his toadies outside,” Darby said, sitting down at the wood table, carefully balancing himself on the wobbly stool. “Looked as if he were paying for a service.”

      “Indeed, sir. We’ll be heading over to the Rat’s Nest as soon as yer ready.” His ruddy face wore a smile that didn’t quite meet his brown eyes. Walters had been a Bow Street runner before working for the earl. He’d been wrongly accused of bribery when he’d come too close to solving a crime that involved a nobleman and still held a grudge toward certain aristocrats.

      “St. Giles? The gin houses of Covent Garden aren’t keeping him satisfied now?” Darby accepted the mug and took a long pull. “Where in this delightful rookery are we destined?”

      “Seems there an interesting purchase at one of the flash houses.” Walters ran thick fingers through his tangled dark brown curls, tipped with premature gray. “A house that specializes in procuring chimney sweeps.”

      “But Colvin isn’t looking for a boy to sweep his chimney.” Darby’s lip curled in disgust. “Is that the transaction I witnessed outside?”

      “I would assume it is.” Walters winked at the barmaid as she plunked down another bumper. “Thank you, lass.”

      “It seems the old duke kept his son’s depravity in check while he was alive. In the past year, he’s gone from gambling and elegant prostitutes to gin houses. The type known for catering to hard-to-please clients.” Darby drummed his fingers on the glass and took a long pull of his ale. “He’s succumbing to his dark side.”

      “The question is, how far will he sink? The abbess of the last place he patronized refused him entrance last week. Seems he’s getting more violent and not worth the risk.”

      Nicholas had been watching the Duke of Colvin for the last year. A year of spies, of waiting for something that could be used against him. When Colvin’s father had been alive, His Grace had kept a tight rein on his son. The previous duke had known what his heir was about and hired a bodyguard of sorts to accompany his undisciplined son. Keep him out of trouble.

      Trouble. That’s what the old duke had called Alice’s fatal circumstances. A troubling situation. To date, Nicholas had witnessed several women unknowingly saved from Alice’s fate as the expensive attendant had pulled his ward from a compromising scene.

      

      In Darby’s eyes, the bloody bastard and his father had been equally responsible for their part in Alice’s death. And then there was his own role in the whole mess. So Darby, stricken with remorse, had made a vow. He would get justice for the woman who would never know love or a family of her own.

      Patience. The man had been untouchable when his father had been alive. But now he was on his own, no restraining hand, not a soul to tell the wretch “no.” In the past year, Colvin had lost interest in the well-born virgins. He’d gone to the gin houses instead—those known to provide for clients with peculiar tastes—and enjoyed some rough sport with those working women desperate enough for the coin. But his lust for inflicting pain seemed unquenchable.

      Darby tossed down a shilling for the unfinished ale and stood. “Let us venture into the Rat’s Nest. I have a hackney meeting us a few blocks away.”

      “Aye, sir. I’m in the mood to catch me a repugnant little rodent.”
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        “Cheerfulness, it would appear, is a matter which depends fully as much on the state of things within, as on the state of things without and around us.”

        CHARLOTTE BRONTE

      

      

      

      
        
        Pendleton Place

        Northern England

        Late October 1819

      

      

      Hannah glared at the array of clothes scattered across her rooms. Nothing seemed right, and she had to look perfect. Dresses and jackets were spread across the counterpane, hanging from the bedposts, or draped over her dressing table. In the next room, petticoats, stays, and stockings were strewn over chairs and her traveling trunks. One table held shoes, slippers, and boots.

      There would be walks during the day, dances, and rides in Hyde Park. It would be her first extended visit away from home. She could be in London for up to six months, except for the trip home at Christmas and the Twelfth Night celebrations, which her country neighbors still practiced with exuberance.

      She fingered the pale-pink muslin with tiny roses embroidered across the satin ribbon at the waist. The delicate flowers were repeated across the hem and cuffs. Would it make her appear too young? Would she look a total dolt against the backdrop of the elegant and polished beau monde?

      Stop it! she scolded herself. Hannah was known for her poise and self-reliance. Why should her confidence falter over a trip to Town? Because Gideon would be there. Her stomach did a flip, her lips curving into an instantaneous smile. She closed her eyes, and his deep-blue gaze, raven hair, and broad shoulders filled her vision.

      Piffle! She needed to cease daydreaming about the earl. If only she could so easily quit a habit that had become second nature to her—since the day he’d stolen her five-year-old heart.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” whispered Eliza from behind.

      She twirled around to find her sister-in-law with a hand over her mouth, surveying the windstorm that had come upon Hannah’s rooms. “I’m selecting my clothes and having an odious time of it. I need to look sophisticated and show off my best features, yet young enough that I don’t attract any vile old men.”

      “Of course, though I don’t believe that’s where your mind was just now,” argued Eliza, rubbing her swelling belly. She looked lovely in the creamy morning dress, delicately embroidered at the cuffs and hem with a pale yellow that matched her flaxen waves. “What do you consider to be your greatest qualities?”

      “That’s the problem. They aren’t visible. Intelligence, wit, common sense⁠—”

      “Humility…” Lady Pendleton’s violet eyes shone with mischief.

      “Merciful heavens, I don’t think I’ve ever been accused of that, though I only believe myself to be passable pretty.” She laughed and gave Eliza a hug. “How I will miss you, sweet sister.”

      “You’ll be home before the New Year. Perhaps even betrothed, for I don’t think it will take long for someone to fall madly in love with you.”

      “But I only have eyes for one, and I hope this season will make him loony with jealousy and realize we are the perfect match.” She sighed. “My first waltz shall be with Gideon. His strong hand on my waist, my palm against his. He will pull me close, our bodies in perfect harmony as he twirls me about the room.”

      “About Lord Stanfeld…” Eliza transferred a deep-green riding habit from the bed to the post and sat. She patted a space next to her, waiting for Hannah to sit before she continued. “Nathaniel has returned with news.”

      Hannah’s brother had gone to London on some business and to arrange for the  townhouse to be opened. He most likely had seen his friends. “Is Gideon in good health? Has something happened to his mother, Lady Stanfeld?”

      “Everyone is fine.” Eliza paused. “Do you remember when he took his mother to Scotland?”

      A knot began to form in Hannah’s stomach. “Yes, his cousin was killed in that political demonstration, and the Stanfelds went to offer their condolences.” She didn’t like the pitying expression in her sister-in-law’s eyes. “He didn’t marry?”

      She shook her head. “No, but it seems he met someone, who Lady Stanfeld was also quite taken with, and she has returned with them.”

      A rock plummeted to the bottom of her belly, her chest tightening as she stared blindly at the Axminster carpet under her feet. He’d found another? She was just coming of age, and he couldn’t wait a few more months? The selfish, thoughtless scoundrel. Horsefeathers! Why she’d…win him over, of course. Hannah Pendleton was not one to give up easily.

      “You say, he’s not married?”

      “No, but Nathaniel thought he sounded quite smitten.” Eliza took Hannah’s hand, sympathy darkening her eyes to a deep plum. “Stanfeld told your brother he plans on asking her as soon as the mourning period has passed.”

      “Mourning period? For a cousin?”

      “The young lady is his cousin’s widow.”

      Hannah let out a long whistle. “The proper Earl of Stanfeld wants to court the widow of his dead cousin?” She laughed then, relief untying the knot and disintegrating the rock in her stomach. “He must feel some kind of obligation toward her, and being from the Highlands, she is sure to have a certain charm. He will come to his senses.”

      She kissed her sister-in-law on the cheek and resumed her packing. Althea, Eliza’s daughter from her first marriage, burst into the room. “Oh, the pwetty clothes,” exclaimed the toddler. “Are you putting them on, Aunt Hannah? Can I watch?”

      Hannah squatted down, her face level with the almost-four-year-old. “I’m so glad you’ve arrived. I want your opinion on each dress. Your mother and you will vote on which ones I shall pack and which shall stay behind. Can you help me?”

      Althea clapped her hands, her blue-violet eyes dancing with excitement, the black curls bobbing furiously as she nodded her head. “Oh, yes! Mama lets me pick out her dwesses when she’s going someplace vewy important.”

      Hannah gave the little girl a hug. “I’ll miss you so much, Thea.”

      “You will be back in two blinks, Mama said.” Althea returned the hug and climbed onto the bed, leaning against her mother’s swollen belly. “Little Nathaniel, it’s me again, your big sistah.” She kissed Eliza’s stomach, then settled back against her mother’s swollen belly.

      With the help of her audience, Hannah finished packing. It took a bit longer than expected, with Althea piping in her opinions, trying a few articles on herself, and inviting her basset hound, Cyrano, to join the party. The dog didn’t seem quite as happy as his mistress after a bonnet was wrapped around his head. When he began a long, soulful howl, Eliza packed up both dog and girl and bid Hannah good night.

      Sleep did not come quickly with so many plans and thoughts of Gideon in her head. She dreamt of a prince, dark and handsome with smoldering dark blue eyes, and a princess with sepia hair and a gilded tiara sparkling with gems. They danced until she was breathless, and as he bent to kiss her, Hannah woke.
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        * * *

      

      London

      Early November 1819

      

      The trip was uneventful, the weather pleasant, and the coach ride dull, dull, dull. Hannah had forgotten to pack her latest novel. Her brother, dear sweet Nathaniel, had unearthed an ancient magazine from an innkeeper’s wife. She’d exhausted the pages of La Belle Assemblée. Thrice. She was now a fountain of knowledge concerning a wide variety of no-longer-pertinent subjects.

      Masques, popular during the reign of James I, were at once a ball and an opera. But a masquerade might be titillating, she thought. All those hidden faces identified only by the gleam in one’s eyes or the devilish smile below the guise. She’d found the Turkish tale of Jahia and Meimoune interesting the first read, the true story of George and Sophia better the second time, and never should have attempted the Fugitive Poetry section a third.

      The humorous anecdotes of famous French women had instigated a fierce bout of yawns. She knew what performances had been seen at Covent Garden or the Cobourg Theatre and what mourning fashion had been prevalent when Queen Charlotte died this time last year.

      Hannah was not accustomed to being idle. She kept busy throughout the day, either practicing the pianoforte, embroidery, painting, walking, or riding her mare. Never sitting. Just sitting. Thank goodness there was a library at the townhouse. She would remember to bring several books for the journey home. She listened to her maid’s soft snore and wished she could sleep in the dratted rocking vehicle. She should have brought her mare and been outside with her brother, but her mother had stomped her foot and forbade it.

      

      The coach slowed as they finally encountered city traffic. The farther into the town center, the more congested the streets. She flicked open the wooden slats and looked out at the clamor and overcrowded walkways. Parliament would assemble in another week or two, and the ton were gathering.

      The smells of the city assaulted her nose but she breathed in deeply, anticipating the coming adventure. The curses of coachmen, chatter of those on foot, and calls of vendors all combined into a background of indiscernable nattering. The streets were still dry as the weather had been clear, and no snow had fallen yet this season.

      “How do you fare, sweet sister, with two days of inactivity?” Nathaniel’s question floated through the narrow openings of the window. She could see strips of his dark great coat and black riding boots as he pulled up next to her. “One magazine and two days of nothing to do but look at your lady’s maid.”

      “Which was why she chooses to ride in the rumble seat with the footman for the last leg of the journey. She’d rather face the chill than my sour countenance.” Hannah chuckled. “Not that I blame her. I think that last accidental kick from my jiggling foot did her in.”

      “Aunt Bertie arrived ahead of us and, according to her note, has everything in order.” He winced. “I am sorry about being unable to stay and chaperone you myself. The timing couldn’t be worse with Eliza.”

      “Don’t be a ninny. I enjoy Aunt Bertie’s outrageousness and am looking forward to it. Besides, I’d be disappointed in you if you weren’t by Eliza’s side. And Althea would be lost without at least one of us present.”

      “We’ll have dinner with Stanfeld and Darby once we’re settled in. They have been instructed to keep an eye on you and your chaperone. At least Darby’s sister is also coming out, so you’ll know someone before your first formal event.”

      “How old is Lady Matilda?” Please don’t let her be stunningly perfection.

      “Seventeen, I believe. Close to your age, of course.” He grinned. “She and Lady Darby will be a voice of reason, or a shield, when Aunt Bertie makes a sham of things.”

      “Perhaps our aunt has matured.” Hannah rolled her eyes when her brother guffawed. “I mean, in actions rather than years.”

      The coach rolled to a stop in front of the townhouse, located at the end of the long brick terrace. The brick had been covered with a plaster stucco and painted a creamy pale salmon with Maritime blue door and trim.

      A pair of pilasters stood on each side of the three steps leading up to the door, and to the left of the entrance, a bow window shone with a warm welcoming light. Above, miniature wrought-iron balconies graced the windows of the top three stories, which would hold baskets of flower in the summer.

      The door opened and a butler appeared with a stiff bow and a bewildered expression. The look was explained as Lady Roberta pushed her ample bulk through the doorway, sending the poor man in a forward spin. Aunt Bertie grabbed his arm with her beringed fingers, her brown eyes slanted with merriment, and pulled him from almost certain mishap.

      “You almost went tumbling down the stairs, Smith! Really, you should be more careful. I don’t know what we’d do without you.” She floated down the steps, always a remarkable sight due to her plump figure, and informed the neighborhood that they had arrived. “My lovelies,” she said in a booming welcome, “I’ve been waiting forever and a day! Come give me a hug. It’s been monstrous long since I’ve seen you both.”

      The attendant opened the door and helped Hannah from the coach. The weak streetlamp cast a golden glimmer on Aunt Bertie’s face that made her appear years younger as she met Hannah at the pavement. She grabbed her niece in a tight hug before she could say a word. After an air-sucking welcome, Hannah managed, “Goodness, it is good to see you too, Aunt.”

      She gave her brother a sidelong glance and saw Nathaniel maintaining a polite expression while preparing himself for the forthcoming attack. Her brother had always been slightly intimidated by their independent aunt. While their father had been cordial and compliant, his sister had been full of life, pushy, and vocal in her opinions.

      At seventeen, Lady Roberta had wed a wealthy baronet’s second son. The father had wanted to move up in society, and Aunt Bertie had wanted his handsome son. “It may not have been love at first sight, but it was certainly lust at first touch,” she’d confided to those present on her niece’s sixteenth birthday. It was the first time Hannah had seen her mother blush.

      Lady Roberta’s robust husband, however, had one major flaw. He could not swim. While on a business trip, his ship had encountered a storm and sank. The marriage contract had provided well for the widow, including a substantial jointure until she remarried or died. Finding herself plump in the pocket and independent, she shunned all future marriage proposals. At almost fifty years of age, she was still dogged by a reputation of bold flirtation and speaking her mind.

      Hannah adored her Aunt Bertie. Nathaniel remained cautiously affectionate. Their mother secretly envied her.

      “You must be famished. I’ve arranged a light repast in the parlor. I thought it would be cozier than the dining room.” Lady Roberta gave orders to the footman and driver, then turned to the butler and maid. Bodies went scurrying in different directions, trunks were hauled inside, and Hannah soon found herself shed of her traveling cape and sipping a steaming cup of tea.

      “You look well, Aunt,” Hannah said as she filled a small plate with a chunk of cheese, sliced beef, and a thick piece of buttered bread. “And this is delicious.”

      Nathaniel agreed, his cheeks full as he took another bite of the meat, quickly followed by more cheese. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” He leaned back against the stuffed brocade with a sigh. “My back is stiff from so many hours in the saddle. I shall retire early tonight.”

      “Thank you, Hannah. I’ve taken to walking every day. It adds color to my cheeks, and I feel better.” Patting her gray-streaked auburn bun, she continued chatting as she bit into chunk of the blue-veined Stilton. “I’ve also ordered cream cheese. It’s monstrous good on biscuits.

      The small hearth had a cheery fire, the coals burning red and orange. On the mantel were cameos of their grandparents, their father, and Roberta. Likenesses from years ago when the entire family had been alive. The Brussels carpet beneath her feet had been there since Hannah could remember.

      With her toe, she traced the now-faded red floral medallions that had once brightened the room, letting memories envelop her. Her grandmother had decorated this space with vivid, warm colors and personal curiosities and portraits. Aunt Bertie refused to change anything in this room, and Hannah was happy for it.

      Grandmama had insisted her grandchildren visit annually, and she and Nathaniel had stayed a week each year near St. Nicholas Day. They received gifts, always something they might have asked for throughout the course of the year. How Grandmama always knew, they never did find out. Cook would let them in the kitchen to help prepare the mince pies that would be eaten on Christmas Day. Parlor games were played every night before the fire, and an ongoing tale read to them with a special sweet treat before retiring for the night. Visits here, until the death of their grandmother, had been magical and highly anticipated.

      Those weeks came to mind when she thought of her own children she would have someday. Children who would know the feel of their mother’s arms around them, kisses at bedtime, and a welcome lap when they needed comforting from a fall off their pony or a dispute with a sibling. It would be her grandmother that Hannah would emulate when she was a wife and mother.

      Mama loved her children, but one would not describe her as warm nor overly affectionate. Yet, she was responsible for Hannah’s confidence and fearlessness in making her voice heard. She had instilled a steely graciousness in her daughter that would bide her well against the vicious tongues of the beau monde.

      Hannah had also inherited her mother’s sense of fashion and quick wit. If only Hannah knew what her father had passed on to her. Perhaps that would be a conversation with Aunt Bertie during a quiet evening spent at home.

      This was one of the few places that held memories of happy family gatherings.  She rose and touched the silver frames, her finger trailing along the delicately engraved metal.

      “You were stunning, Aunt,” she said, stopping at the likeness of Lady Roberta. “Yet you never married again.”

      “Pshaw! I had no desire to let another man dictate my comings and goings. My widowhood allowed me almost the same freedom as a man. I can’t tell you how that irked the ladies of the ton. Green with envy, they were.” She grinned, the dimple appearing in her left cheek. “All that whispering about my peculiarities and unladylike behavior was driven by jealousy. I decided at an early age, if I was to be accused of something, I may as well get some pleasure from my supposed wicked deeds.”

      “But did you never love anyone again? Enough to want to spend the rest of your life with him?” Hannah couldn’t imagine not marrying or having children. Perhaps no one else had compared to her husband. “Or was your husband your true love?”

      “He was my first love,” she said wistfully, her brown eyes softening. “But not true love. He… I… Well, that’s a story for another day.”

      “He was a handsome man, my brother, wasn’t he?” Aunt Bertie changed the subject, picking up another frame. “I still miss him every day. You have his best traits, Nathaniel. The golden-brown hair and tawny eyes, his athletic nature and generosity of spirit.”

      “And I never knew him.” Hannah had heard the stories, of course, and had listened to countless comments from her mother and aunt. Her mother had never been reticent in her disdain for her husband. Her aunt had never believed the rumors of her brother’s infidelities. Nathaniel rarely spoke on the subject at all. “I wish I’d had the chance.” To make up my own mind on his character or lack of.

      “He was a good man, regardless of the on-dits at the time,” her aunt consoled. “Just not strong enough for this world or your mother. A gentle soul who was never meant to shoulder such heavy responsibility. If my eldest brother had survived, he would have been perfect for Lady Pendleton. Proper, rigid⁠—”

      Nathaniel cleared his throat, indicating his unease with the direction the conversation had taken.

      She ignored him and continued speaking to Hannah. “You are at an age now where we should have a long talk about the past. Before we attend any public functions.”

      “For tonight, let us be glad to be together again. What a splendid season it shall be, eh?” Nathaniel’s voice lifted in false enthusiasm, and both women recognized it.

      “Lud! Do not fret, nephew, I will not slight your mother,” she relented. “Now, how was the trip? Uneventful, I hope.”

      “I don’t think you’ve ever hoped for that,” mumbled Nathaniel.

      “Dull. I forgot to bring a book and thought I would go mad.” Hannah whispered loudly, “I have taken to novels as of late.”

      “And with that tidbit of information, I shall take my leave.”

      She watched her brother depart, then turned her attention to a shelf with glass and ivory figurines. She picked up a tiny china bell and smiled at the clear, light tinkle.

      “Your father bought that for Mama before he went off to university. I swear that woman kept everything.” A thoughtful expression crossed her still lovely face. “She was a sentimental soul. She passed that tenderness on to her son and the good sense to me. Another reason I never married again.”

      “You don’t approve of marriage?”

      “Of course I do! Marriage is a wonderful institution for some. I tried it, enjoyed it, and moved on to the next adventure.”

      “So, no regrets?”

      “Ah, that’s a tricky question. One always has regrets. More to the point, would I do it the same way again?” Aunt Bertie nodded, her dimple deepening. “Without a doubt.”
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        “Never will I give my hand where my heart does not accompany it.”

        ANN RADCLIFFE

      

      

      

      
      “I left my card at Darby’s townhouse,” Nathaniel informed the ladies next morning at breakfast. “I went for an early ride, before Rotten Row was crowded, and stopped by on my way back.”

      “And Lord Stanfeld?” asked Hannah. She’d prefer to see Gideon first.

      “He won’t be back to Town until the session begins. He’s been busy at home with his mother and company. Perhaps you should focus your attention elsewhere.” His tone was insistent and meant to put his sister off.

      “Oh, piffle! He’s not even betrothed. If I ever believe him to be in love with another, then I’ll sample the other pies.” She giggled at the horrified look on her brother’s face.

      “She didn’t get that from me. I did not tell her anything about wares and sampling.” Lady Roberta defended herself. “I only mentioned that testing the waters can be a wise thing. One never knows what sort of man is compatible until one has met that particular type.”

      Nathaniel opened his mouth, closed it, then took a sip of his coffee. “I think I already need something stronger added to this. Fortification for the day.”

      “What is the schedule for today, nephew?” She rubbed her hands together. “I so enjoy meeting new people.”

      “As I said, I’ve left my card at Darby’s, so he’s first on the list. I’m hoping his mother can get vouchers to Almack’s.”

      “Oh, yes, Mother said I must be seen there.” Hannah slathered the thick cream cheese on her bread and sank her teeth into it. Sooo good. Talking around her mouthful, she asked, “Aunt Bertie, you can’t inquire about Almack’s?”

      Silence. The only sound was Hannah chewing her bread and cheese. Then both Aunt Bertie and Nathaniel burst out in loud guffaws.

      “Oh, my dear, you are a cake. While I was only denied a voucher for a short time, my influence has still not improved.” She bit her bottom lip, the laugh lines around her brown eyes deepening as she chuckled. “I raised a bit of a breeze there when I was younger. If those walls could whisper, there’d be some ears pressed against them.”

      “It seems there is much I don’t know about London and my own aunt.” Hannah put her nose up. “I expect to be educated on all of your stories before the end of the season.”

      “My pleasure, sweet niece,” agreed her aunt.

      “This may be the longest week of my life,” groaned Nathaniel. He stood and wiped a few crumbs from his olive-green waistcoast. The buckskin breeches had a coffee stain on the right leg, and he cursed softly as he tried to wipe it off with his napkin. “Dash it all! Now I’ll have to change.”

      “Such a fuss over nothing.” Hannah waved a finger at him. “We have to change clothes sometimes three times a day, so don’t expect any sympathy from us.”

      “I think he misses his wife and pretty little stepdaughter,” added Aunt Bertie.

      With a snort, Nathaniel tossed the napkin back on the table. “We will depart by three o’clock. I’ll have the carriage brought round, so please be ready.” He managed a stern glare at Hannah. “I mean it, promptly at three.”

      “Of course, I’m always punctual.”

      Aunt Bertie and Nathaniel shared another look, another burst of laughter.

      “Well, I try anyway,” she admitted with a pout.
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        * * *

      

      “We leave in quarter of an hour, dear,” announced Aunt Bertie from the other side of the room. “Do not give your brother reason to gloat.”

      Hannah smoothed out the pale-rose skirt. The white cotton walking dress had a modest neckline with puce Vandyke points of lace that repeated in a double row at the calf and again along the hem. A satin ribbon matching the lace adorned the waist, with a redingote of the same color over the dress. The double layer of petticoats would keep her warm in the chilly November temperatures, along with her gloves. Now for her hair.

      Her maid fretted behind her, a silver brush in one hand and combs in the other. “Please, Miss, we don’t have much time.”

      Hannah sat down with a sigh and gazed at the mirror. Her dark honey-colored waves hung loose down her back. Within ten minutes, the efficient lady’s maid had swept her mistress’s hair up into a loose chignon, attached a ribbon matching the one on her dress, and pulled out curls to frame her face. Wrapping two longer strands from the back around the curling tongs, she laid each warm curl over Hannah’s shoulders.

      Another rap at the door, and then Aunt Bertie entered. “Pish and a pox on you, girl, if you aren’t ready. We must get down those stairs now.” Her aunt stood, clutching her gray embroidered reticule, a slate redingote over her pale-lavender day dress. She patted her own simple chignon, pulled back with only a few curls in front of her ears. “I hate that smug look Nathaniel wears every time you are late.”

      “I’m well aware of my brother’s condescending looks,” she said, thanking her maid quietly and  pulling on her gloves. “Are we ready for our next adventure?”

      “Indeed!”

      They’d just arrived in the entrance hall when Nathaniel appeared from the drawing room.

      “Well, I’ll be hornswoggled.” Her brother gave a low whistle, surprise in his eyes as he and the footman helped them on with their wool pelisses. He donned his greatcoat over fawn-colored breeches and gleaming Hessians. Placing the beaver hat over his burnt umber curls, he added, “Either you are excited to meet the acquaintance of your first London friend, or Aunt Bertie is a good influence on you.” He held out both arms to escort the ladies to their conveyance
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