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One



Late July, 1809




“I hate to abandon you in this horrid hot town, Bell,”
Abigail Wyckerly, Countess of Danecroft, protested. In her traveling gown and
bonnet, she descended Belden House stairs, trailing her gloved hand over the
banister. “The Season is over and you’ll be all alone in this old house. I wish
you would come with us.”



Isabell Hoyt, dowager Marchioness of Belden, in hastily
donned morning gown, declined the use of the rail, following her friend with
naturally graceful poise. Both in their late twenties, the countess’s more
matronly, but properly draped figure played counterpoint to Bell’s slender one
in dishabille.



Despite Bell’s worldly ennui, Abby’s wisdom found its target.



Not acknowledging a pang of loneliness at the reminder of
the empty months ahead, Bell languidly waved away her friend’s suggestion.
“Dearest Abby, I am not the sort to pamper your charming menagerie of children
and pets. The country has been bred right out of me, I fear. I will be fine. There
will be enough of us left in Town to sit about roasting those who abandon us.”



Bell’s words rang hollow, even in her own ears. Once upon a
time, her life had been built on children and pets. She’d outgrown that
infantile phase, she assured herself.



“Gossiping with a bunch of old biddies,” Abby declared with
scorn, much too perceptively. “You are in dire danger of becoming one of them.
You are too young to bury yourself in trite nattering.”



“Boredom trumps the constant hullabaloo I once lived with,”
Bell countered with a trace of aspersion.



Undeterred, Abigail beamed at her former mentor. “You are
too clever to live so idly. You need another project. I will think on it. But
in the meantime, I must confess that I’m eager to return to my menagerie.
Should you change your mind, we’ll put you up in our highest tower, and you may
descend only when the children are out of the way. The stable is yours, and you
know it.”



Bell’s investment had helped Fitzhugh Wyckerly, the earl of
Danecroft—Abby’s husband—to build his stable so his impoverished estate could
start producing an income.



Bell considered money to be something one invested in
happiness. Just seeing how happy Abby and Fitz were together had paid off
better than she’d dared hope.



But the mention of horses reminded her of why she would
never return to the country, where animals were a way of life. “Perhaps if
there is a pleasant day, I might take the carriage out. We’ll see,” Bell lied
politely.



A sharp rap at the townhouse door sounded from the foyer
below, bringing them to a halt on the upper stairs.



“Were you expecting company at this early hour?” Abby asked
in surprise. “Or have I lingered longer than I thought with my farewells?”



As if in answer, the tall clock at the base of the stairs
chimed ten in the morning. Bell was most generally not out of bed at this hour.



“I thought you were the last to leave town,” Bell said,
leaning over the rail to be certain a servant had heard. “A puzzle! Let us spy
and see who it might be.”



A sturdy footman wearing a stiff mien of disapproval hurried
down the hall below to unlatch the massive entrance doors. Stepping out of
sight, Bell gestured for Abby to join her in the shadows of the landing.



“Perhaps a new protégée?” Abby asked teasingly. “It’s time
for one.”



“Nonsense, you saw all the pleas Belden ignored, as he
ignored yours.” Bell was still incensed over that cache of unanswered letters
in her late husband’s files. “I believe I have succeeded in finding and aiding
all the impoverished relations he abandoned. There are no more who need
introductions to society.”



Bell diverted her interest to the opening door below.



A disheveled boy of roughly six years rushed in, then
skidded to a halt and gazed in shock at silk-covered walls, gilded mirrors, and
polished Chippendale. Behind him followed a young woman wearing a black, baggy
gown ten seasons old, and a hooded bonnet so large, her face couldn’t be
discerned. She carried a wriggling infant of indeterminate sex and stopped
woodenly just inside the door.



Bell had to grab Abby’s arm and hold her back. The
big-hearted countess loved babies and would have run straight down to welcome
the strangers with open arms and coos and cuddles. Bell, on the other hand, had
learned to fear surprises. This was why she hired large, reliable footmen. A
woman living alone needed security.



A more slender female with the yearling gait of an
adolescent bounced in. She, too, was garbed in sackcloth and virtually
invisible. Bell had just started to wonder if they came from one of those exotic
countries that hid their women behind walls when two black crows followed them
in.



The man wore the most hideous flat black hat that had ever
afflicted Bell’s gaze. He was dressed entirely in ebony except for his
neckcloth. The woman with him was large and buried in enough dark broadcloth to
dress an entire orphanage.



“This is the home of the marquess of Belden?” the man
intoned in a broad American accent.



The home of Lachlann Hoyt, the current marquess, was in Scotland. Belden House was the home of Edward,
the late marquess, but the footman
had been trained not to divulge the slightest bit of information to strangers.
He stiffly held out a silver salver to deposit a card on.



The stranger laid a rectangular packet on the tray. “Then
our charges have been safely delivered.” He turned to the youngsters.
“Godspeed, children.”



He was about to turn and usher out his companion when the
boy broke into wails. Bell could no longer hold Abby back. The countess flew
down the stairs to hug the child and rebuke his elders.



With amusement, Bell listened to the petite countess scold
like the farmer’s daughter she’d once been and the mother she was now.



“It is utterly rude to simply abandon children like errant
parcels! Let the servants fetch the marchioness. Go sit in the parlor. Young
man, stop the crying. If something is wrong, you must use words, not wails.”



Laughing silently as the tall Americans were herded by a
nagging banty hen into the visitor’s parlor, Bell waited for the footman to run
up the stairs to deliver the packet. He startled a bit at finding her hiding on
the landing, but he made a dignified recovery, bowed, and held out the tray.



“Have cook send up tea and biscuits,” she said, gesturing
carelessly and trying not to reveal her eagerness to discover if this missive
contained a new challenge.



Abby had been right. Bell always dreaded the loneliness of
Town after everyone had fled to the cooler countryside. During the busy months,
Bell didn’t have time to miss the fields of her childhood. In summer, however . . .
She plotted. Only this summer, she had run out of ideas, and weeks of boredom
stretched ahead.



Bell’s dislike of boredom had been the reason she had spent
her first summer as a widow searching through her late husband’s files in hopes
of discovering the whereabouts of her family, a fruitless search, as it turned
out.



Instead of finding her father’s whereabouts, Bell had
learned to her disgust that the husband she had once admired as all that was
superior in men— had entirely abandoned his many impoverished female relations.



That had given her a new mission to mask her loneliness and
disappointment at not finding her sisters. Giving her husband’s money back to his
deserving family members had kept her entertained these last years and been
well rewarded by friendship with the late marquess’s many and scattered relations,
like Abby.



Bell hid her anticipation until the servant had run back
down the stairs. Biting her bottom lip, she opened the oilcloth packet, and
frowned at finding only a single sheet of vellum inside.



As executor of the
estate of Glendon Boyle, recently of Boston in the state of Massachusetts, I
have been requested to deliver the deceased’s worldly possessions to the
Marquess of Belden. Guardianship of his unmarried descendants under twenty-five
is hereby bequeathed to the marquess in deference to all that gentleman has
done for the family.



Bell’s vision blurred, and light-headed, she grabbed the
stair rail. It could not be so. The
estate of Glendon Boyle . . .



She struggled to comprehend the rest of the verbiage, but
she could not read past that first sentence.



Daddy was dead?



In all those years of not knowing, she had hoped and prayed . . .



She clutched the rail and tried not to shatter. She’d had a
decade to develop a formidable control over her volatile emotions, and she
desperately employed those measures now. Her eyes remained dry. She didn’t wail
like the child below. She didn’t call for smelling salts she didn’t own.



Still, she couldn’t shut out a sudden rush of images of
Irish skies and emerald fields, a laughing lilt, and strong hands holding her
on her first pony . . . Unwelcome tears threatened. She hadn’t
cried in eons—probably since the last time she’d seen her family. She’d cried
buckets then. Cried and cried until she’d been certain her soul had shriveled
to a dried-up walnut.



Those had been futile tears. She refused to waste more.
Stiffening her spine and taking a deep breath, she re-read the missive, hearing
the sarcasm as her father consigned his heirs to the man he most despised.
There had always been method to her father’s madness.



Hands shaking, Bell proceeded downward, listening to the
voices carrying up from the parlor. Could this letter possibly mean . . .
Despite her despair, her heart dared to pound harder in anticipation.



Perhaps sensible Abby could make sense of the gibberish in
this missive. Her father, Glendon Boyle,
had been the Earl of Wexford, but
there was no reference to his title. Perhaps the letter was from a fraud.



Yes, with the aid of her late husband, her father had run
off to hide in the Americas after a series of disasters, but . . .



She couldn’t think further than that. Recalling the young
people below, she felt hope thumping like a drum in her ears.



Impostors, her
head said scornfully.



Tessa, Syd, her
lonely heart cried.



Impossible, said
her cynical head. Never. Tess and Syd
here?



Oh, please, Lord . . .



She’d thoroughly crumpled the letter by the time she arrived
at the door to the visitor’s parlor. Abby had the boy and the toddler in hand
and had been about to lead them from the room. Bell scarcely noticed. Her gaze
traveled directly to the two younger females, who had quite improperly thrown
aside their hideous bonnets.



Two heads of chestnut-red hair lifted expectantly. Two
identical sets of velvet-lashed emerald eyes flashed. They’d been born with
their father’s coloring, so similar to Bell’s own. The last time she’d seen
them, they’d barely been older than the boy who accompanied them—but she’d
recognize her sisters anywhere.



“Tess, Syd,” she whispered, and tears flowed despite all
she’d done to defeat them.



“Isabell?” they asked in unison, standing uncertainly.



“Is it really you?” the elder asked. Tess had been almost
ten when they’d parted, the more likely of the two to remember her.



Swallowing the huge lump in her throat, Bell glided toward
them, eagerly drinking in every aspect of their grown-up faces. Gently, she
touched a tiny scar on Tess’s hairline. “It still shows,” she said in wonder.
“I’m so sorry.”



Openly weeping, Tess— Lady Teresa Boyle— flung her arms
around Bell. “It’s you, it’s really you! I didn’t think we’d ever see you
again!”



Bell held out her arms to include her younger sister, who
was still stunned to speechlessness. With both her sisters in her arms again
after ten long years, she could scarcely breathe from joy and weeping.



“You smell the same,” Sydony whispered in wonder. “Any time
I smell lily of the valley, I remember you. You just don’t look like you
anymore.”



Since the eighteen-year-old girl her sisters remembered had
worn her hair hanging to her waist and roamed boldly about her father’s lands
wearing a stable boy’s gear, her baby sister had reason to complain. Bell
laughed and choked on tears at the same time, hugging them harder.



“You don’t know how much I’ve missed you!” Bell cried. “I
cannot believe you’re here. Papa never wrote. I didn’t know where you were. I
didn’t even know you were alive!”



“Papa said the marquess forbade him to write ever again. He
said he’d be ruined all over if we tried to write to you.” Tess hugged her
tighter, then stepped back. “I did try a couple of times, after we moved from
Virginia to Boston, but I never received a reply. We didn’t know if you were
alive either.”



Bell cursed her parsimonious husband for the thousandth
time. Edward must have destroyed her
letters! He’d kept all the other pathetic begging letters he’d received from
his family, but not the ones that would have reunited her with her sisters. Had
he even opened them or just cast them directly upon the fire?



Remembering the angry man who had saved her and her sisters
from her father’s debtors, she had a glimmer of understanding of why he’d keep
her from her drunkard of a father. But to keep her from her sisters . . .



It was too late to castigate the clutch-fisted old goat now.
She’d thought she’d loved Edward once. He’d bought her gowns and jewelry,
offered her entrée into the highest society, and given her a marvelous new
life. He really hadn’t owed her or her family more. Bell understood that better
than her younger self had. She didn’t have to like it.



Looking uncomfortable and out of place in the airy pastel
room, the grim black crows rose stiffly from the blue brocade sofa. “We’ll be
going then. Our job here is done,” the man said.



The boy in Abby’s hands began to wail again.



Bell hid her impatience with the odd couple who had safely delivered
her most precious dreams. “Don’t be foolish. We haven’t even been introduced.
May I have the pleasure of the acquaintance of the generous protectors who have
returned my family to me?” With the practiced decorum learned in a decade of
London society, Bell released her sisters and held out a welcoming hand.



“Thaddeus and Lucretia Gibbons.” Tess hastily introduced
them. “Daddy’s lawyer recommended them as they were coming this way anyway. Mr.
and Mrs. Gibbons, this is our half-sister, Lady Isabell Hoyt, the Marchioness
of Belden.”



Isabell was proud to know that her little sister remembered
some of her etiquette, even if she hadn’t quite got the introduction right.
Americans didn’t have titles, so Tess might be excused her small lapse until
Bell had time to brush up their memories a little.



The Gibbonses didn’t accept her hand but stiffly nodded.



Abby whispered, “The little ones need a water closet. I’m
whisking them away. I’ll return shortly.”



“If you will show me the way, I’ll help you, my lady,” Tess
said politely, taking the youngest child in hand. “Beebee is only just two and
barely trained.”



Still lightheaded, Bell dropped into the nearest chair,
finally acknowledging the younger children. She was not maternal, like Abby.
“Beebee?” she asked faintly as a maid entered with a tray of tea and biscuits.



“Short for Beatrice. Tess is a widow,” Syd explained as the
little ones were led away. “We thought she was safely settled, then Dawson—her
husband— caught some fever and died in Jamaica not long after the babe was
born. Tess was devastated. She still cries.”



Syd, the younger of Bell’s sisters, studied an embroidered,
bow-legged chair, then lowered herself into it as if fearful of sullying the
cloth. The Gibbonses finally gave up and settled back on the sofa.



Hands shaking too hard to lift a teapot, Bell indicated that
Syd take charge. The girl did so awkwardly, as if unaccustomed to using one of
the major skills young ladies her age were proud to show off.



They were the daughters of an earl. Bell didn’t wish to contemplate what kind of life her sisters
had led in her scapegrace father’s care. She forced a smile and waited for her
guests to sip their tea before asking one of the ten thousand questions buzzing
through her exceptionally light head.



“You were an acquaintance of our father’s, Mr. Gibbons?” she
asked politely.



“Only indirectly, my lady,” Mr. Gibbons said, sampling one
of Cook’s strawberry tarts.



“He means the Methodists sometimes brought Daddy home from the
tavern,” Syd said without an ounce of shame, as if a father who got too drunk
to walk was a common occurrence. “Daddy took our step-mama’s death hard.”



Bell bit her tongue. Glendon Boyle, the scapegrace Earl of
Wexford, had taken her mother’s death
hard and his second wife’s death even harder. And there were some who said his
drinking had led to their deaths in the first place. But their father was dead,
and the girls didn’t need a loving memory tarnished. Bell was the one who had
learned the hard way to scorn the weaknesses of the male of the species.



“Your step-mama?” she inquired in trepidation. He’d killed
off three wives?



“Kit’s mother. Papa had to find someone to look after us
when we arrived in America. Charity was our nanny, and then they got married.
You would have liked her. She was from Ireland too.”



Bell kneaded her brow. She didn’t know a great deal about
children, but she knew quite a bit about the ways of men and the laws of
inheritance. She would very much like to ask how old Kit was and how long ago her father had married the nanny, but she
already knew the answer. Her father had always wanted an heir. He’d marry any
female he got in the family way.



The grubby urchin that Abby was leading back to the parlor
was now the Earl of Wexford.




Two



Lord Quentin Hoyt, fourth son of the current marquess of
Belden, handed his lathered gelding to a stable hand. He checked his pocket
watch as he strode down the mews to his back gate. Satisfied at the time he’d
made, he handed his hat to a footman who hurried to greet him. Still wearing
his muddy boots and the filth of the road, he eagerly took the stairs two at a
time to his study.



In a house blessedly quiet and now free of the twittering
females his family foisted upon him during the Season, he could finally settle
in and tend to neglected tasks. Work was the reason he rose in the morning. He
whistled as he entered his book-crammed study.



Acton Penrose, an old friend and his newly hired aide,
appeared as soon as Quent dropped into his desk chair. “You made good time,
sir.”



“Leave off the ‘sir’ bit. You’re the one with society
connections, not me.” This was mainly because Quent’s impoverished Scots family
had scorned England, their English relations, English schools, and even the
title his father now possessed. That was water well under the bridge and never
a source of regret. He had little use for society except as a means of making
money.



Quent lifted a stack of new leather books from his chair,
their pages uncut and beckoning to be read. He looked around and found a stack
on his shelves that wasn’t quite full yet. He sneaked a peek at a map in one
particularly tempting volume before reluctantly stashing them away.



“I don’t know why you keep ordering books you never read,”
Acton complained.



“It’s August,” Quent said in satisfaction. “I have no
sisters to escort about, everyone is out of town, so I have few meetings. I can
spend my evenings with books I’ve only heard about all year.”



Acton wrinkled up his nose in distaste but wisely held his
tongue. From good family, with the sound education and social acquaintances
that aristocratic relations and Cambridge brought, Penrose had lost his small
inheritance to a scoundrel. He’d nearly died at Trafalgar attempting to earn a
living as a naval officer. He still limped and favored his injured arm, but his
mind was sharp, and he was always eager for action. Books weren’t action in
Acton’s young mind, Quent understood.



Quent loosened his wilted neckcloth and unfastened his
waistcoat as he flipped through the correspondence waiting on his orderly desk.
“Do we have the information on that steamboat investment yet?”



The tall, ginger-haired ex-officer slid one set of documents
out from beneath the others. “In here. It looks promising.”



Quent had only just hired him but had found his friend’s
insight invaluable already. With luck and Penrose’s aid, he could double his
accomplishments. He’d need to. Now that his father had inherited the title of
marquess of Belden, the family responsibilities were seemingly limitless, while
their fortunes remained quite confined. Quent’s older brothers had chosen
farming to cover the estate expenses. They depended on Quent’s business acumen
and London acquaintances to generate the capital needed for major improvements.



“Excellent.” Taking the papers, Quent lit a lamp to better
read them. The steam engine had an auspicious future, the kind of imaginative
investment he enjoyed.



Unfortunately, it wasn’t the kind of investment that
generated quick cash. His father’s aging fortress needed a new roof, if his
many siblings and extended family weren’t to drown this winter. Quent grimaced
as he read. The design of this engine looked promising, but manufacturing
experimental engines would drain more cash than he had and might not generate
income for decades. Damn.



“What will happen in the future if we begin traveling about by
steam?” Acton ventured to ask, distracting Quent from his numbers. “Think of
all the stud farms and stablemen who make horses their business. And
sailors—how will they earn a living? It seems impossible to imagine.”



“And it will happen many years after we’re moldering in our
graves, I should think,” Quent said, setting the papers aside and reaching for
the next batch. “Unfortunately, now that my father is responsible for both the Belden
and Hoyt properties, he needs more wealth than Croesus possessed. So I can’t
afford to take risks on that future.”



Painfully aware of the vagaries of fortune, Acton couldn’t
argue. “It is a shame the late marquess left his wealth to his widow instead of
to his estate. Then you could enjoy investing as you’d like, and your family
would be provided for.”



“Edward was a miserable miser and made that fortune on his
own, albeit with the aid of Belden coal,” Quent said, speaking of the late
marquess. “The error was on my great-grandfather’s part in not demanding that
his heirs sign an entailment on the mines as well as the farms. Edward was
within his rights to leave his funds anywhere he liked.”



“Marry Lady Bell and reunite fortune with land,” Acton
suggested with a grin, knowing he hit a sore point. Lady Isabell Hoyt, dowager
marchioness of Belden, enjoyed spending the fortune her husband had left her.



“Your diplomacy needs work,” Quent said dryly. “But you
remind me . . . Send round a note to the lady telling her I’m
back and at her disposal.”



It didn’t hurt to remind Lady Bell that he existed, just in
case she should grow bored with her empty bed after these years of widowhood.
Marriage wasn’t his goal, but the lady was.



“Ah, I was saving the best for last,” Acton said with a
self-important nod. “Lady Belden’s sisters have arrived from the Americas.
They’re currently on the hunt for a nanny.”



Quent dropped the documents on the desk and stared at his
aide. “Her sisters? What about her
father?”



He’d made it his place to learn Lady Bell’s history. Quent’s
family had been horrified when Edward, the old marquess, had come home with a
new wife. As long as Edward had no sons, Quent’s father had been his only heir.
A new wife had meant the potential loss of estate and title. At the time, Quent
had wanted to believe that Bell was no more than a fortune hunter.



But Bell’s credentials had been impeccable, even if her
father had been a dissolute gambler. She’d doted on her husband while he was
alive and behaved with perfect circumspection in the years since his
death—except for spending Edward’s wealth as generously as Edward had hoarded
it.



Personally, Quent suspected the old marquess had married
Bell just to spite his irascible Scots heir. The Hoyt family wasn’t known for
its loving generosity.



But Bell had been grateful to the old curmudgeon for saving
her family from disgrace and had never said a word against him. So it was
Quent’s own jealousy at the old man’s good fortune that colored his views now.
He’d only been twenty-five at the time Edward had married Bell. Quent had been
living on luck and looks then and couldn’t even earn a glance from the
vivacious young Irish bride.



Over this past decade, Bell had grown more beautiful—and
sophisticated and cynical. The wide-eyed young innocent was gone, replaced by a
dignified marchioness who commanded the small portion of society she deigned to
acknowledge. Quent preferred the sensual widow to the naïve child.



If she had lovers, she was damned discreet about it. The men
at his club had taken to calling her the Virgin Widow. That was a challenge he was
prepared to meet—should she give him the slightest hint of interest. Which,
admittedly, she hadn’t. Perhaps, now that his sisters were out of the way, it
was time to escalate his pursuit.



“Her father has apparently died,” Penrose explained. “He
must have left an estate sufficient for his executor to ship her sisters back
to Lady Bell. I’ve only heard the news third hand, so I don’t know all the
facts yet.”



Quent peeled off his riding coat and headed for his chambers
and a bath. Business could wait a few hours. “Send word round to the lady that
I’m on my way over.”



He ignored Acton’s knowing grin.




***




Bell had settled at her private desk to dash off
correspondence to her circle of friends about the latest developments, when her
maid delivered Quent’s note. Her first reaction was one of relief that he’d
called on her so quickly. And then she scolded herself.



“He’s simply poking his nose where it doesn’t belong. I will
not rely on him or any other man,” she vowed, folding the note into a square.
But she rose and checked her mirror and found a prettier shawl to go with her
gown. It had been a decade since she’d undertaken the study of the most
distinguished ladies in society and learned to create an elegant style and air
of her own. She wasn’t truly worried about her appearance.



She was nervous for reasons beyond her looks. Her father’s
trunks had arrived this morning. She’d had time to peruse his documents before
sending them to Summerby, her solicitor, with queries. She wished Quent had
stayed in Scotland long enough for her to find answers.



She could hope that if she gave him a simple task, he
wouldn’t have reason to look deeper. Yet.



Quent arrived immaculately dressed, as if about to set off
for a night on the town. His blue superfine fit his broad shoulders to
perfection, but the tailored elegance didn’t suit him. London gentlemen needed
shoulder padding to achieve anything half so impressive as Quent’s yeomen’s
shoulders. He stood taller than any man in any ballroom she’d ever attended.
His muscled legs in tight stockinette had caused delicate females to gasp and fan
themselves. He belonged on a destrier, wearing a suit of armor, at the very
least. He always made her blood race a little faster, but she’d learned she
needn’t act on rash urges anymore.



Wearing the cloak of civilization, she knew how to behave.
She doubted that Quent was capable of misbehaving.



Bell led him to Edward’s study, where she could pour him a
brandy. “I see you’re already off to discuss business at Lloyd’s. You didn’t
need to stop by so soon after returning.”



They’d known each other too long to stand on propriety. That
she didn’t require a servant while entertaining him spoke of their
long-accepted roles. She was grateful for her worldly widow status. It
simplified so much. She would never have fared well as a simpering maiden. That
Quent acted as the Hoyt family representative in London gave them a family
connection to quell rumors. That he was the most formidably proper gentleman in
town aided her cause.



“I take it your sisters have gone back to Scotland. Since I
have no protégée to marry off to your bachelor friends at the moment, I cannot
think you needed to hurry over,” she said insouciantly, pretending this was an
informal call.



Quent merely nodded acknowledgment of their ongoing wager. Bell
had dowered Edward’s unmarried female relations so they might have choices
she’d never had. Quent had steered his group of impoverished younger sons in
the direction of her well-dowered protégées. Bell was adamant that her
protégées needn’t marry. Quent’s friends had still swept them off their feet. Bell
had agreed to sponsor Quent’s sisters in society in payment of her losses. Since
she would have done so anyway, she’d been quite entertained and thought the
outcome fair.



“How can I help you?” she asked when he merely accepted his
brandy.



More polite and better dressed than Brummell, with glossy
black hair, rugged cheekbones, and a stubbornly square jaw, Lord Quentin Hoyt
was a man who caused ladies to swoon when they spoke of him.



Unfortunately, all society knew he was a younger son of a
crude Scot and that he’d made his fortune in trade, so the marriageable maidens
swooned in private.



He sipped his drink and studied her. Bell couldn’t tell if
the appreciation in those sinfully lashed eyes was for her or Edward’s French
brandy, but she wasn’t the sort to swoon in any case. Men could be pleasing to look
upon, but she knew their danger and kept her distance, even if this one made
her blood race.



“You think I shouldn’t be eager to gaze upon your rapturous
beauty after so long a time apart?” he asked, his damned whiskey-brown eyes
dancing in amusement.



Quent’s normal mien was businesslike, efficient, and often
impatient. He seldom laughed. That he did so now, however discreetly, stirred
Bell’s wish that he could be anyone but who he was. Lord Quentin Hoyt was . . .
all sumptuous male. He was hard not to notice.



He created urges that Edward had seldom generated. She
resented that.



“If you truly admired rapturous beauty, you’d escort that
bird-brained but gorgeous Lady Edith about town and adorn your home with gilt
and murals,” she retorted. “Do not tease, Quent. I am out of my depth and in
dire need of masculine knowledge. Would you set your circle of friends to
helping me find a tutor? All my friends are either elderly or out of town, it
seems.”



“A tutor?” He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You plan on
learning Latin and Greek?”



“Stop it,” she ordered in annoyance, pouring sherry for
herself. “You collect gossip worse than any old biddy. Fitz will have told you
about my sisters’ arrival.”



She wasn’t entirely certain she should mention Kit, but
Quent would know soon enough, and she had no better way of explaining her need
for a tutor. “My father apparently arranged to keep his title and our wretched
plot of Irish countryside out of the crown’s hands by finally producing an
heir. I’ll not have the boy grow up as ignorant as we did.”



“I had an excellent education,” Quent reminded her,
amusement still flitting about his lips. “But I take your point. I assume
you’re saying that the next Earl of Wexford will be as dependent on Belden
wealth as the last.”



Bell flung up a hand in despair that he still rode this old
argument. “Honestly, I don’t know why I bother confiding in you. Money is the
root of all evil, not the answer to prayers. Wealth exists to help people lead
better lives, and yes, I’ll certainly see that my siblings have a happier one
than I did. Go away. I’ll find a tutor on my own.”



She opened the study door and rudely gestured for him to
depart.



He didn’t move but continued sipping the brandy and eyeing
her with interest. Bell was too furious with him to preen. She’d been walking
on pins and needles all day, frantically trying to deal with the immediate
while fretting about the future. She had hoped for a little support. She really
should have known Quent would strike at her weakness.



“I’ll have three tutors on your doorstep by day after next,”
he said, as if promising a walk in the park. “I trust you have the documents
proving the boy’s legitimacy and will file them in a timely manner. I don’t
expect anyone to be foolish enough to fight his claim, but his future should be
assured at the earliest possible instant.”



Well, yes, there were
those stupid enough to fight Kit’s claim, if they thought they could do so
without too much trouble. That was beside the point.



Bell sighed in exasperation at his interference. “I am not a
simpleton. My father had his affairs fully documented.” And those damned
documents were the source of her current distress, but she would go to the
courts as soon as her solicitor arranged it. “I merely need help with a tutor,
not my affairs.”



“Summerby is handling them?” he inquired. “He’s a good
fellow. I’ll check in on him to be certain everything is filed appropriately.”



That was the absolute last
thing she wanted him to do. “I will thank you for the tutors, should they
arrive, but I will not thank you for interfering in my business.” She tapped
her foot impatiently. “I’m quite capable of dealing with my solicitor on my
own, and I do not appreciate you assuming otherwise.”



Just once, once,
she would like for a man to recognize her intelligence and capability. Why on
earth she expected respect from this domineering horse’s arse made her doubt
her own intellect. Just because Quent was bigger than everyone he knew didn’t
mean he was smarter.



“It’s unusual for a woman to be appointed guardian, that’s
all I’m saying,” Quent said with a dismissive gesture of his snifter. “As legal
representative for the family’s wellbeing, I’m simply trying to look after your
interests.”



Bell swallowed her panic to respond tartly. “No, you’re
worrying that I won’t have time for Sally and Margaret next season. I can
assure you, I am perfectly capable of setting up my sisters and shepherding
yours at the same time. It is only male pursuits that cause me consternation. Kit
needs men in his life, and I have not had a gentleman’s education or experience
to know which tutors are best.”



“Or the example of a good father, understood,” he said, no
longer looking amused. “You scaled the precarious ladder of society at the
delicate age of eighteen and now command the top with the highest sticklers.
Since Edward’s death, you have had to learn how to manage his investments and
households on your own, and you have done so superbly. I only wish to relieve
you of unnecessary burdens. It will be a pleasure to make your family’s
acquaintance. I’ll see myself out.” He set down the empty glass and bowed.



She could smell his rich shaving soap and the clove he must
have chewed after dinner. His muscled arm nearly brushed her breast as he
passed her in the narrow doorway. She had to fight not to inhale sharply at the
electric tingle created by his proximity.



Quent recognized how hard she’d worked to reach respectable
security! She wasn’t certain that Edward had ever noticed or appreciated her efforts to become the perfect marchioness.



Lord Quentin was the only man she knew who could unsettle
her just by his existence. She resented that with all her heart and soul. If
she were still the passionate sort, she’d smash the lovely crystal glass over
his head—or fling her arms around his competent shoulders and weep.



She was not that lost child any longer, and she never would
be again.




Three



The solicitor’s stuffy city office reeked of cigars and
old books. Documents in hand, Quent crossed his boot over his knee, aware of
his surroundings and ignoring Summerby’s nervousness. The solicitor’s desk had
once been rich polished mahogany but bore the damage of decades of boot heels
propped upon it—or perhaps angry clients hammering it with their walking
sticks. Shelves jammed with ancient leather-bound volumes and folios of musty
paper created a confining environment, and Quent rolled his shoulders inside
his tight jacket.



The stiff leather chair on its wooden legs provided no
comfort as Quent scowled and perused the will in his hands a second time.



“As legal representative and son of the current marquess,
you have a right to know,” Summerby said anxiously. “But Lady Isabell is
prepared to go to court to keep the guardianship in her hands. Her late husband
and your father were distant relations and not on speaking terms. It is more
than evident that Wexford meant for his children to be returned to their sister
and her husband and not to a man they don’t know. Your father has no family
relationship to her sisters. It would be better if we found a compromise.”



Quent massaged the bridge of his nose and wished he’d never
asked to see Wexford’s will, but he would have heard of it in a matter of time
anyway. “She’ll lose. No court will override a proper will and assign
guardianship of an earl to an unmarried female. She might argue guardianship of
her sisters, I suppose.”



“But the court won’t wish to make an exception. They’ll rule
on the codicil as one act and one alone. Unmarried
Descendants under twenty-five, that’s
all they need. Your father, as the current marquess, has acquired the
guardianship of all four children, even the widow and her child, since she’s
still under age and with no other male family. They will not consider a female
as a responsible party.” Summerby looked as uncomfortable as Quent felt.



“My father needs four more responsibilities like he needs
another hole in the castle roof,” Quent said gloomily. “Had the earl left an
estate to support them, that would be one thing, but I assume he died as
bankrupt as he lived.”



“Yes.” Summerby sighed and polished his wire-framed glasses.
“From what I gather, the church collected funds to send them back to England.
The young widow was left a small account after her husband’s death, but that
was exhausted by the time the earl departed this mortal coil. I’m uncertain why
they chose not to send word to the marquess when the earl passed away. Perhaps
they feared he’d refuse the guardianship. It’s all very sad, and if I could
tell you otherwise, I would. The children would benefit from staying with the
lady,” Summerby added with a glimmer of hope.



“Possibly.” Quent pondered all the angles of this new
situation, looking for the one to his best advantage, but seeing only more
unpleasant complications. “But guardians must meet certain requirements, and my
father won’t shirk his duty. The boy needs a tutor, not a nanny. An all-female
household can’t harbor a bachelor.”



“Lady Bell will put up a fight. From what I know of the
family, her sisters won’t abandon their little brother. I do not desire an
adversarial relationship with the marquess, but my duty is to the lady,”
Summerby said stiffly.



“As my father’s man of affairs, my duty is to my father. I
will apprise him of the developments and let you know how he means us to go
on.” Quent rose and returned the will to the desk.



Summerby dragged his portly frame to his feet. “Should Lady
Bell marry, the court could be swayed to change the guardianship to her
husband, especially if the marquess agrees.”



That was Quent’s thinking, but he seldom revealed his
hand—especially when he wasn’t certain he wished to play it. He nodded, slapped
his tall hat on his head, and proceeded out of the aging edifice that had
probably sat on this narrow medieval street since London last caught fire.



One did not go up against the unyielding majesty of
centuries of English law without a great deal of ammunition. Bell had wealth on
her side. Quent had his own wealth, his father’s title, the earl’s will, and
his gender. The grimy stone buildings around him had been built on centuries of
law that favored men, titles, and wealth. She would lose.



He would lose any chance of winning her bed if he fought
her.



He damned well didn’t want to recommend she marry anyone
else.



He’d sacrificed his youth for his family. How much more of his
hard-won freedom was he willing to sacrifice for Bell’s relations?



He feared he was about to learn how a condemned man felt.




***




The modiste had strewn the Aubusson carpet of Bell’s
newly-refurbished upper salon with bolts of silks, muslins, buttons, bows, and
sample books. The delicately curved blue-and-gold sofa Bell had so carefully
chosen last spring was buried under boxes of feathers, lace, and ribbons. The
girls had jigged around excitedly with the bounty until the once-serenely
elegant chamber now resembled an explosion of colorful plumage in an exotic
zoo.



Bell allowed their delight to assuage her frayed nerves.
She’d heard nothing from Quent or her solicitor. She was about to come apart at
the seams with worry. Perhaps Quent really had gone hunting tutors instead of
interfering where he shouldn’t.



Even if Quent had behaved himself, Summerby would still be
obligated to notify the marquess in Scotland. That gave her a little time to
prepare, she hoped.



“Really, Bell?” Tess asked in wonder, stroking an
elaborately woven fine cotton. “This is what you call muslin? Ours is so much
coarser! And ladies wear fabric like this in public? It is almost . . .
unseemly.”



Since Bell was sitting there in the lightest muslin in her
wardrobe in respect for the August heat, she spread the skirt over her palm to
display it. “One wears petticoats, naturally, but muslin is all the rage. And
Syd really cannot appear in anything else. If innocent young girls may wear
white muslin, then widows certainly can.”



Tess glanced sadly at her dark skirts. “Shouldn’t we all be
wearing black? It’s only been six months since Father died.”



Bell frowned. She had mourned the loss of her father a
decade ago, when he’d still been alive but not to her. “It is very hard to
think of him dead,” she admitted. “I have been picturing him happily riding
broader fields. Do you miss him terribly?”



Both girls looked more uncomfortable than distressed. Tess
finally spoke with a sigh. “We were living in the boarding house that Jeremy’s
parents owned. We did not see Da much these past years since our step-mama
died.”



There was the earl Belle knew. She might paint pretty
pictures of her handsome, laughing Irish father, but they were just that—the
wishful images of a child who missed her home and family. She was certain he’d
loved his family as best as he was able, but he’d spent more time with his
drinking cronies than with his children. That was what he’d been brought up to
do.



And judging from their work-roughened hands, her sisters had
paid their own way—as Wexford women were taught to do to survive.



“I must write and express my gratitude and sympathy to your
husband’s family,” Bell decided, already planning a substantial donation to
them and their church. “I suppose you might wear lavender or gray out of
respect, if you wish, but it’s not wholly necessary. And white is also
perfectly respectable mourning wear, plus absolutely necessary for an ingénue.”



“If I must wear white, then I want the dotted one,” Syd said
with a defiant tone, holding up the fabric to her face and glaring at it. “With
lavender ribbons all over.”



“Syd!” Tess scolded. “Ribbons are far too expensive. You
will not be going anywhere to be seen.”



“Why can I not be seen?” Syd asked. “You were seeing Jeremy
when you were my age.”



“There is no one in Town to see you,” Bell said, diverting
the impending argument. “But there is no reason you can’t have ribbons and
sashes. We haven’t been to the milliner’s yet, so you may want to wait and
choose your colors after that.”



Grasping the opportunity, the modiste produced a rich white
satin. “For the young lady’s presentation, yes? With the lace and pearls . . .”



Both girls fell speechless as the modiste’s assistant held
up examples of how the gown would be adorned in seed pearls amid the lace.



Bell had adored dressing her protégées and Quent’s sisters,
but they had all been pragmatic young women, experienced in pinching their
coins. Tess and Syd, however, had no concept of what materials could be had,
much less their cost. Bell understood she should be careful not to
over-indulge, but she loved shocking them. They deserved a little pampering
after years of desperation.



“First, morning and walking gowns,” Bell corrected the
modiste, wielding her fashion authority. “Once they are dressed for the shops,
we can explore and see what colors and fashions appeal most. They need a little
town bronze before choosing more expensive garments.”



“Very wise, milady,” the modiste acknowledged, setting aside
the luxurious fabric and returning to sturdier broadcloth. “Will the ladies
need habits?”



“Naturally. Boyles are born on horseback. That forest green . . .”
Bell realized her sisters hadn’t resumed chattering, an unusual state if she’d
ever heard one. She glanced at them questioningly.



“We lived in town and didn’t have a horse,” Tess murmured
apologetically. “Daddy sold the mares he took with him.”



The mares that had been Bell’s life and soul for her first
eighteen years. At the time, the pain of their loss had been as great, if not
greater, than losing her family. “Even Little Dream?” she asked, trying to hide
her horror. He father had promised to
take care of her mare . . .



“No, we learned Dream was with foal before we left. He left
her with Uncle Jim in payment of debts he owed,” Tess acknowledged, lovingly
folding a piece of lace over her hand, not recognizing the blow she’d just
dealt. “Might I have some of this for a new gown for Beebee?”



Bell nodded, unable to speak through her despair. Dream, the
mare she’d raised from birth, in Uncle Jim’s ignorant care? How had she not known this? She’d been told their father
had been allowed to keep his horses to set her sisters up in the new world. For
all his faults, her father was an excellent horseman and would never let harm
come to his animals. She’d thought Dream would be in good hands. She’d wept and
pleaded to keep her mare, but Edward had refused, saying the valuable horse had
been part of the bargain.



So she’d consoled herself thinking Dream would provide an
excellent dowry for her sisters, and then she’d shut the memory and the pain
out of her heart. She had turned her mind to learning to be the best wife and
marchioness in existence, and done her best never to think of her horses again.



And now to learn that her Dream could still be alive . . .



She suffered the despair of an adolescent all over again,
only this time with a mature woman’s sense of responsibility . . .
a deadly combination.



She wanted to rip off heads, and these days, she had the
power to do so.



She’d have Summerby send a groom to Ireland—immediately.



Still stunned, Bell tried to imagine a world where her
father did not proudly sit one of his
Thoroughbreds. He’d sold them all?
Tess had been a daredevil on horseback before the age of eight. Syd had already
known how to groom her pony and ride like the wind when she’d been younger than
Kit. The true awfulness of their circumstances finally sank in.



“Kit?” Bell asked in dismay. “An earl of Wexford who cannot
ride?”



Looking a little surprised that Bell stuck to the topic,
Tess bit her lip and nodded. She clung to the soft white muslin and lace she’d
chosen for Beebee. “Horses are expensive to keep,” she explained. “We had no
land and no stable.”



At the age of six, Kit couldn’t even ride a pony? That would
not do at all. Bell didn’t know how she would rectify the omission, however.
She hadn’t touched a horse since she’d left Ireland. She didn’t want to touch a horse, she reminded
herself. The wound had healed. She refused to reopen it. But she knew her duty.



“That must be corrected at once,” Bell said, hoping she hid
her frown. Just because she would never ride again did not mean the children
shouldn’t. Turning back to the modiste, she gestured at the broadcloth. “Habits
for both of them. Can you recommend a good tailor for boys?”



She jotted down the names but knew she must consult with
Quent or his friends about suitable clothing for a young boy. She had no
familiarity with male accoutrement. Fashionable Nick Atherton would have been
an ideal adviser. He wouldn’t harbor ulterior motives like Quent. And with four
sisters, he was accustomed to shopping. But he and Nora were still on their
wedding journey aboard Nick’s ship.



She would think of someone
besides Quent to ask.



When Jocelyn Montague sent up her card a little while later,
Bell smiled in relief at the solution. Blake Montague, her husband, worked with
the Duke of Fortham. He knew everyone. “Bring her up at once and fetch some
tea, please,” she told the maid. “Syd, clear some room on the sofa, will you?
If you are to take the town by storm, you will need sponsors, and Mrs. Montague
is one of the best.”



Moments later, statuesque Jocelyn Montague swept into the
sitting room in all her golden glory. Bell watched in amusement as her sisters
gaped. Jo flung off her gold-embroidered pelisse to reveal a stunning blue
Grecian gown that flattered her generous figure. The lady sailed her feathered
hat to a table, set her hands on her curvaceous hips, and studied Bell’s
guests.



“All these years and you’ve been holding out on me, my lady!
I should turn around and stomp back out in utter outrage at the insult. You
have sisters! Why did you never say so?”



Amused at this performance, Bell gestured for her stunned
sisters to rise. “Mrs. Blake Montague
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