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Restormel Abbey

Lostwithiel, Cornwall

April 1816

CRACK!

A log shattered in the grate; sparks sizzled and flew. Flames leapt, sending fingers of light playing over the leather spines lining the library walls.

Charles St. Austell, Earl of Lostwithiel, lifted his head from the padded depths of his armchair and checked that no embers had reached the shaggy pelts of his wolfhounds, Cassius and Brutus. Slumped in hairy mounds at his booted feet, neither hound twitched; neither was smoldering. Lips easing, Charles let his head loll back on the well-worn leather; raising the glass in his hand, he sipped, and returned to his cogitations.

On life and its vicissitudes, and its sometimes unexpected evolution.

Outside the wind whistled, faint and shrill about the high stone walls; the night tonight was relatively calm, alive but not turbulent, not always the case along Cornwalls southern coast. Within the Abbey, all was slumberingly still; it was after midnightother than he, no human remained awake.

It was a good time to take stock.

He was there on a mission, but that was largely incidental; learning whether there was any truth in tales of Foreign Office secrets being run through the local smuggling channels wasnt likely to tax him, certainly not on a personal level. His principal objective in seizing the excuse his erstwhile commander Dalziel had created, and thus returning to the Abbey, his ancestral home, now his, was to gain sufficient perspective to examine and, he prayed, resolve the increasingly fraught clash between his desperate need for a wife and his deepening pessimism over finding a lady suitable to fill the position.

In London, hed found himself hip deep in candidates, not one of whom was anything like the lady he needed. Being mobbed by giddy young misses with more hair than wit who viewed him only as a handsome and wealthy nobleman, with the added cachet of being a mysterious war hero, had proved something of a personal purgatory. He wasnt going back into society until he had a firm and definite vision of the lady he wanted for his own.

Truth to tell, the depth of his need of a wifethe right wifeunnerved him. When hed first returned after Waterloo, hed been able to assure himself that that need was only natural; his association with six others so very like himself, all equally in need of wives, and the camaraderie that had flowed through their formation of the Bastion Clubtheir last bastion against the matchmaking mamas of the tonhad reassured and soothed his impatience and blunted the spur for some months.

But now Tristan Wemyss and Tony Blake had both found and secured their wives, while he, with his more edgy, restless, desperate need, was still waiting for his lady to appear.

It had taken the last few weeks in London, being sucked into the whirl as society prepared for the intense months of the Season, to comprehend fully what fed that increasingly edgy need. For thirteen years, hed been dislocated, cut off from the society to which hed been born and to which hed now returned. Hed spent thirteen tense years buried in enemy territory, never relaxing, never less than alert and aware. Now, even though he knew he was home and the war was over, he still found himself, at parties, balls, any large gathering, mentally apart. Still the disguised outsider watching, observing, never able to let down his guard and freely merge.

He needed a wife to connect him again, to be a bridge between him and all around him, especially in the social sense. He was an earl with numerous sisters, relatives, connections, and obligations; he couldnt hide himself away. He didnt want to hide himself awayhe was constitutionally unsuited to being a recluse. He liked parties, balls, dancingliked people and jokes and having funyet at present, even though he might be standing in the middle of a ballroom surrounded by laughing hordes, he still felt he was outside, looking in. Not a part of it.

Connection. That was the one vital ability he needed in a wife, that she should be able to connect him to his life again. But to do so, she needed to connect with him, and that was where all the bright young things failed.

They couldnt even see him clearly, let alone understand himand he wasnt at all sure they had any real interest in that latter. Their notion of marriage, of the relationship underlying that state, seemed determinedly and unalterably fixed in the superficial. Which, to his mind, came perilously close to deception, to pretense. After thirteen years of lying, both living a lie and constantly dealing in fabrication, the last thing he would permit to touch his lifehis real life, the one he was determined to reclaimwas any element of deceit.

Fixing his gaze on the flames leaping in the hearth, he focused his mind on his objectiveon finding the right lady. Hed had no difficulty rejecting all those hed met thus far; accustomed to gauging character swiftly, it usually took him no more than a minute. Yet identifying what characteristics his right lady possessed, let alone her whereabouts, had thus far defeated him. If she wasnt in London, where else should he look?

The sound of footsteps, faint but definite, reached him.

He blinked, listened. Hed dismissed his staff for the night; theyd gone to their beds long ago.

Boots, not shoes; the boot steps marched nearer, and nearer, from the rear of the house. By the time the steps reached the back of the hall, not far from the library, he knew that whoever was strolling through his house after midnight wasnt any servant; no servant walked with that relaxed, assured tread.

He glanced at the hounds. As aware as he, they remained slumped, stationary but alert, their amber eyes fixed on the door. He knew that stance. If the person came in, the hounds would rise and greet them, but otherwise were content to let that person pass.

Cassius and Brutus knew more than he; they knew who the person was.

Straightening in his chair, he set his glass aside, almost disbelievingly listened as the intruder rounded the end of the stairs and calmly, steadily, climbed them.

What the hell? Rising, he frowned at the wolfhounds, wishing they could communicate. He pointed at them. Stay.

The next instant he was at the library door, easing it open. Unlike the person marching through his house, he made less sound than a ghost.

Lady Penelope Jane Marissa Selborne reached the head of the stairs. Without conscious thought, she turned her riding boots to the left along the gallery, making for the corridor at its end. She hadnt bothered with a candleshe didnt need one; shed walked this way countless times over the years. Tonight the shadows of the gallery and the peaceful silence of the abbey itself were balm to her restless, uncertain mind.

What the devil was she to do? More to the point, what was going on?

She felt an urge to run her hand through her hair, to loosen the long strands sleeked back in a tight knot, but she was still wearing her wide-brimmed hat. Dressed in breeches and an old hacking jacket, shed spent the day and all of the evening surreptitiously following and watching the activities of her distant cousin Nicholas Selborne, Viscount Arbry.

Nicholas was the only son of the Marquess of Amberly, who, after her half brother Granvilles death, had inherited her home, Wallingham Hall, a few miles away. While she felt respect and mild affection for Amberly, who shed met on a number of occasions, she was less sure of Nicholas; when, in February, hed appeared unheralded to stay at Wallingham and had started asking questions about Granvilles habits and associates, shed become suspicious. She had sound reasons for believing that anyone asking such questions bore careful watching, but Nicholas had left after five days, and shed hoped that that would be the end of it.

Yesterday, Nicholas had returned, and spent all day visiting the various smugglers dens dotted along the coast. Tonight, hed visited Polruan, and spent two hours at the tavern there. Shed spent the same two hours watching from a nearby stand of trees, taverns at night being one of the few places hereabouts she accepted were off-limits to her, at least when on her own.

Irritated and increasingly alarmed, shed waited until Nicholas came out, alone, then followed him back through the night. Once she was sure he was heading back to Wallingham, shed turned her mare north and ridden here, to her sanctuary.

During her long wait in the trees, shed thought of a way to learn what Nicholas had been doing in the taverns hed visited, but putting her plan into action would have to wait for tomorrow. As would racking her brains, yet again, to try and make sense of what shed thus far learned, of her suspicions and what she feared they might mean, might reveal, might lead to.

Despite the urgency she felt over that last, the long day had drained her; she was so tired she could barely think. Shed get a good nights sleep, then consider her best way forward tomorrow.

At the end of the gallery, she headed down the corridor; the bedchamber two from the end of the wing had been hers for the past decade, whenever she took it into her head to visit her godmothers home. The room was always kept ready, the Abbey staff long used to her occasional, unheralded appearances; the fire would be laid, but not lit.

Glancing to her right, through the long, uncurtained windows that gave onto the rear courtyard with its fountain and well-tended beds, she decided she wouldnt bother striking a flame. She was bone-weary. All she wanted was to peel off her breeches and boots, jacket and shirt, and tumble under the covers and sleep.

Exhaling, she turned to her bedchamber door and reached for the latch.

A large dense shadow swooped in on her left.

Panic leapt. She looked

Ahhee!!

Recognition hit; she clapped a hand over her mouth to cut off her shriek, but he was faster. Her hand landed over his, pressing his hard palm to her lips.

For an instant, she stared into his eyes, dark and unreadable mere inches away. Acutely conscious of the heat of his skin against her lips.

Of him there, tall and broad-shouldered in the darkness beside her.

If time could stand still, in that instant, it did.

Then reality came crashing back.

Stiffening, she dropped her hand and stepped back.

Lowering his hand, he let her go, eyes narrowing as he searched her face.

She dragged in a breath, kept her eyes on his. Her heart was still hammering in her throat. Damn you, Charles, what the devil do you mean by trying to scare me witless? The only way to deal with him was to seize the reins and keep them. You could at least have spoken, or made some sound.

One dark brow arched; his eyes lifted to her hat, then lazily traced downward, all the way to her boots. I didnt realize it was you.

Beneath the layers of her drab disguise, a lick of heat touched her cold skin. His voice was as deep, as languidly dark as she remembered it, the seductive power simply there whether he intended it or not. Something inside her clenched; she ignored the sensation, tried to think.

The realization that he was the very last person she wished to be therewithin ten miles or even more of thereslammed through her and shook her to her toes.

Well, it is. And now, if you dont mind, Im going to get some sleep. Lifting the latch, she pushed open the door, went in, and shut it.

Tried to. The door stopped four inches short of the jamb.

She pushed, then sighed. Deeply. She dropped her forehead against the door. Compared to him, she was still a squib; her senses informed her he had only one palm against the doors other side.

All right! Stepping away, she flung her hands in the air. Be difficult then. She uttered the words through clenched teeth. Tired as she was, her hold on her temper was tenuousthat, she knew, was the very worst state to be in when forced to deal with Charles Maximillian Geoffre St. Austell.

Stalking across the room, she pulled off her hat, then sat on the side of the bed. From under lowered brows, she watched as he entered. Leaving the door ajar, he located her, then scanned the room.

He saw her brushes on the dresser, glanced at the armoire, noting the pair of half boots shed left under it, then he looked at the bed, confirming it was made up. All in the time it took him to prowl, long-legged, arrogantly assured, to the armchair before the window. His gaze returning to her, he sat. Not that that word adequately described the motion; he was all fluid grace somehow arranging long, muscled limbs into an inherently masculine, innately elegant sprawl.

His black hair grew in heavy loose curls; presently neatly cropped, the thick locks framed his face. A harsh-featured, aristocratic face with dramatically arched black brows over large, deep-set eyes, strong, sculpted nose and jaw, and lips she didnt need to dwell on.

For the space of ten heartbeats, his gaze rested on her; even through the dimness she could feel it. Hed always had better night vision than she; if she was to survive this interview with her secrets intact, shed need every last ounce of her control.

Taking charge seemed wise.

What are you doing home? All her reasons for believing the Abbey empty, a safe haven, colored the words, transforming question into accusation.

I live here, remember? After an instant, he added, Indeed, I now own the Abbey and all its lands.

Yes, but She wasnt going to let him develop the theme of being her host, of being in any way responsible for her. Marissa, Jacqueline, and Lydia, and Annabelle and Helen, went to London to help you find a wife. My stepmotheryour godmotherand my sisters are there, too. They left here enthused, in full flight. Theres been talk of little else in the drawing rooms here and at Wallingham Hall since Waterloo. Youre supposed to be there, not here. She paused, blinked, then asked, Do they know youre here?

Knowing him, that was a pertinent question.

He didnt frown, but she sensed his irritation, sensed, as he answered, that it wasnt directed at her.

They know I had to come down.

Had to? She fought to cover her dismay. Why?

Surely, surely it couldnt be?

Charles wished the light were better or the chair closer to the bed; he couldnt see Pennys eyes and her expressionsthe real oneswere too fleeting to read in the dimness. Hed chosen the safe distance of the chair to avoid aggravating their mutually twitching nerves. That moment in the corridor had been bad enough; the urge to seize her, to have his hands on her again, had been so strong, so unexpectedly intense, it had taken every ounce of his will to resist.

He still felt off-balance, just a touch insane. Hed stay put and make do.

She appeared as he remembered her, tall, lithe, and slender, a fair sylph who despite her outward delicacy had always had his measure. Little about her seemed to have changed, but he mistrusted that conclusion. As a gently bred noblemans daughter, the thirteen years between sixteen and twenty-nine had to have left their mark, but in what ways he had no clue, except in one respect. He would take his oath her quick wits hadnt got any slower.

Im here on business. True enough.

What business?

This and that.

Estate business?

Ill be attending to whatevers on my study desk while Im here.

But youre here for some other reason?

He could sense agitation building beneath her words; his instincts were awake, alert, and suspicious. His mission here was to be open, overt not covert. For once there was no reason he couldnt cheerfully tell all, yet the very last person hed expected to tell firstif at allwas her.

But if she was asking, then his most direct way forward was to tell her, and see how she reacted. Yet he wanted quid pro quowhat the devil was she doing traipsing about the countryside at midnight, let alone dressed as a male? And why the hell was she there and not at her home, Wallingham Hall, a mere four miles away? Come to that, why wasnt she in London, or safely married and living with a husband? Oh, yes, he definitely wanted answers to all those questions, which meant the distance between them wasnt going to work. If she liedif he couldnt see her face, her eyes, he might not pick it up.

Unhurriedly, he stood; his gaze on her, he walked, as unthreateningly as he could, to the bed and propped one shoulder against the post at its end. Her gaze hadnt left him; he looked down into her eyes. Ill tell you why, exactly why Im here, if in return youll explain to me why, exactly why youve arrived here at this hour, dressed like that.

Her grip on the edge of the bed had tightened, but otherwise she hadnt tensed. She stared up at him for a finite moment, then looked at the door. Im hungry.

She rose, walked to the door, and without a backward glance went through it.

Lips lifting, he pushed away from the bedpost and followed, closing the door behind him.

He caught up with her on the stairs and followed her to the kitchen. She marched in and went straight to the kettle, left sitting to one side of the hob; taking it to the pump over the sink, she started filling it. Crossing to the stove, he hunkered down, opened the furnace door, and riddled the grate until the coals glowed red. He piled in kindling, then a few split logs, conscious of the sharp, assessing glances she threw him as she moved about the room.

Once the fire was blazing, he shut the furnace door and rose. Reaching across, she set the kettle to heat and placed a teapot into which shed ladled leaves on the bench alongside. Glancing at the table, he noted the cups and saucers shed set out, the plate of Mrs. Slatterys almond biscuits shed fetched from the pantry. Not once had she hesitated in assembling those things. She knew where everything in his kitchen was stored better than he did.

He studied her as she sank into the chair at one end of the table. Mrs. Slattery, the Abbeys head cook and housekeeper, would never allow her to help herself, which meant shed learned all she knew on forays like this, long after his staff were abed.

Shed set his cup and saucer halfway along the table, the plate of biscuits between them, beside a single candlestick. The plate was as far from her as she could reach, and equally far from his designated place. He drew up a chair to that spot without comment. The candle flame was steady in the well-sealed kitchen; hed achieved what hed wantedhe could see her face.

Picking up a biscuit, she nibbled, over it met his eyes. So why are you here?

Leaning back, resisting the lure of the biscuits for the moment, he studied her. If he answered simply, succinctly, what were his chances of getting anything out of her? My erstwhile commander asked me to take a look around here.

Where to go from there? He could see the question in her gray-blue eyes, could only wonder why she was being so very careful.

Your commander She hesitated, then asked, What arm of the services were you in, Charles?

Very few people knew. Neither the army nor the navy.

Which regiment?

Theoretically one of the Guards.

In reality?

If he didnt tell her, she wouldnt understand the rest.

She frowned. Where were you for all those years?

Toulouse.

She blinked; her frown deepened. With your mothers relatives?

He shook his head. Theyre from Landes. A similar distance south, so my coloring and accent were acceptable, but far enough away for me to be relatively safe from being recognized.

She saw, bit by bit realized. Her gaze grew distant, her expression slowly blanked, then she snapped her gaze, now appalled, back on him. You were a spy?

Hed steeled himself, so didnt flinch. An unoffocial agent of His British Majestys government.

The kettle chose that moment to shriek. His words had sounded sophisticated, dismissively cynical, but he suddenly wanted that tea.

She rose, still staring, lips slightly parted. Her eyes were round, but he couldnt read the expression in them. Then she turned away, snagged the kettle, and poured the boiling water over the leaves. Setting the kettle down, she swirled the pot, then left it to steep.

She turned back to him. Her gaze searched his face; she rubbed her hands down her breeches and slowly sat again. This time she leaned forward; the candlelight reached her eyes.

All those years?

He hadnt, until that moment, known how shed react, whether shed be horrified by the dishonor many considered spying to be, or whether shed understand.

She understood. Her horror was for him, not over what hed been doing. A massive weight lifted from his shoulders; he breathed in, lightly shrugged. Someone had to do it.

But from when?

I was recruited as soon as I joined the Guards.

You were only twenty! She sounded, and was, aghast.

I was also half-French, looked completely French, spoke like a southern nativeI could so easily pass for French. He met her gaze. And I was ripe for any madness.

He would never tell her that part of that wildness had been because of her.

But She was trying to work it out.

He sighed. Back then, it was easy to slip into France. Within a few months I was established, just another French businessman in Toulouse.

She viewed him critically. You lookand acttoo aristocratic. Your arrogance would always mark you.

He smiled, all teeth. I gave it out that I was a bastard of a by-then-extinct family on whose grave I would happily dance.

She studied him, then nodded. All right. And then you did what?

I wormed my way into the good graces of every military and civilian dignitary there, gathering whatever information I could.

Exactly how hed done that was one question he wasnt prepared to answer, but she didnt ask.

So you sent the information back, but you stayed thereall that time?

Yes.

She rose to fetch the tea, returning to the table to pour; he watched, soothed in some odd way by the simple domestic act. So distracted was she that when she came close to fill his cup, she didnt seem to notice. As she leaned forward, his eyes traced the curve of her hip, plainly visible courtesy of her breeches. His palm tingled, but he ruthlessly kept both hands still until she straightened and moved away.

He nodded his thanks, picked up the cup, cradled it between his hands. He sipped, then went on, Once it became clear how successfully I could penetrate the highest civil and military ranks, there was more at stake. Leaving became too risky. The French had to believe I was always there, always accounted fornot the slightest question over what I was doing at any time.

Leaving the pot on the sink, she returned to her chair. So thats why you didnt come back for Jamess funeral.

I managed to get out for Papas and Fredericks, but when James was lost, Wellingtons forces were closing on Toulouse. It was more vital than ever that I stay in place. Frederick, his eldest brother, had broken his neck on the hunting field; James, the second eldest, had succeeded Frederick, only to drown in a freak boating accident. He, Charles, was the third son of the sixth earl, yet here he now was, proclaimed and established as the ninth earl. One of the vicissitudes of fortune that had overtaken him.

She nodded, her gaze far away; lifting her cup, she sipped.

Eventually, she refocused on him. Where were you at Waterloo?

He hesitated, but he wanted the truthall of the truthfrom her. Behind French lines. I led a few others, half-French like me, to join a detachment from Toulouse. They were guarding artillery on a hill overlooking the field.

You stopped the cannons?

Thats why we were there.

Her gaze remained steady on his face. To reduce the slaughter of our troops.

By slaughtering others. He left the words unsaid.

But after Waterloo, you sold out.

There was no further need of usagents like me. And I had other duties waiting.

Her lips curved. Duties you and everyone else had never imagined youd have to take up.

Indeed. The mantle of the earldom had fallen to him, the wildest, outwardly least suited, least trained to the challenge of his fathers three sons.

She continued to study him, after a moment asked, How does it feelbeing the earl?

Shed always had an uncanny ability to probe where he was most sensitive. Odd. He shifted in his chair, stared into his half-empty cup.

Impossible to explain the feeling that had enveloped him when hed walked up the front steps and through the massive front door earlier that day. The earldom and the Abbey were his. Not just them, but the lands and the responsibilities that came with both, and morethe Abbey was not just his childhood home but the home of his ancestors, the place in which his family had its deepest roots. This was home, and its protection and fostering had fallen to him; to him fell the challenge of seeing it and the estates pass to the next generation not just intact but improved.

The feeling was as compelling as any bugle call had ever been, yet the impulses it stirred were not as yet so clear. Nevertheless, more than anything else, his need to respond by finding his countess, by properly linking himself back into this world, had brought him home; Dalziel had just provided a fortuitous excuse.

I still find it hard remembering Filchett and Crewther are trying to get my attention when they say my lord.  Filchett and Crewther were his butlers, here and in town respectively.

Hed told her enough. He drained his cup, intending to start his side of the interrogation.

She stopped him with the words, I heard you and some others had formed a special club to help each other in your search for brides.

He stared at her, simply stared. Have you been to London recently?

Not for seven years.

Hed accepted Dalziel knew all about the Bastion Club, butHow the hell did you know?

She set down her cup. Marissa had it from Lady Amery.

He sighed through his teeth. He should have remembered Tony Blakes mother and godmother were French, part of the network of aristocratic emigres whod come to England years before the Terror. As was his mother. He frowned. She didnt tell me she knew.

Penny snorted and stood to retrieve their cups. She and the rest only went up to town four weeks ago. How much time have you spent with her?

Ive been busy. He was grateful he didnt blush easily. Hed been actively avoiding, not so much his mothershe understood him so well it was frightening, but consequently she rarely attempted to tell him his businessbut his younger sisters, Jacqueline and Lydia, and even more his sisters-in-law, Fredericks wife Annabelle and Jamess wife Helen.

Their husbands had died without heirs; for some mystical reason that had converted them into the most passionate advocates of marriage for him. Theyd infected his sisters with the same zeal. Every time any of the four saw him, theyd drop names. He didnt dare go riding or strolling in the park for fear of being set on and dragged to do the pretty by some witless, spineless miss they thought perfect to fill his countesss shoes.

Initially, hed welcomed their help, no matter his oft-voiced aversion to such feminine aid, but then hed realized the young ladies they were steering his way were all wrongthat there apparently wasnt a right one in all of Londonbut he hadnt known how to explain, how to stop them, couldnt bring himself to utter a straight No; he could imagine their faces falling, the hurt look in their eyesjust the thought made him squirm.

Have they driven you from town? Penny watched his head come up, watched his eyes narrow. She held his gaze, amused. I did warn themand Elaine and my sisters, toobut they were all quite convinced they knew just who would suit you and that youd welcome their assistance.

His snort was a great deal more derisive than hers had been. Much they know He stopped.

She probed. Its the start of the Seasonthe very first weekand youve already fled.

Indeed. His voice hardened. But enough of me. His eyesshe knew they were midnight blue, but in the weak light they looked blackfixed on her face. What were you doing riding about the countryside dressed like that? A flick of his eyes indicated her unconventional attire.

She shrugged. It was easier than riding in skirts, especially at night.

No doubt. But why were you riding at night, and sufficiently hard to appreciate the difference between sidesaddle and astride?

She hesitated, then gave him one inchdangerous, butI was following someone.

Someone doing what?

I dont knowthats why I was following him.

Who is he and where did he go?

She held his gaze. Telling him was too great a risk, not without knowing why he was there. Especially now she knew the truth of his past.

That hadnt been that great a shock; shed always suspected something of the sortshed known him quite well, the youth hed once been. But thirteen years had passed; she didnt know the man he now was. Until she did, until she could be sureshe knew enough to be careful. You said you were asked to look around here by your ex-commander. What sort of ex-commander does an ex-spy have?

A very determined one. When she simply waited, he grudgingly elaborated, Dalziel is a something in Whitehallexactly what, Ive never known. He commanded all British agents on foreign soil for the last thirteen years at least.

What has he asked you to look into down here?

He hesitated. She could see him weighing the risk of telling her, of giving her the last piece of information she wanted without any guarantee shed reciprocate.

She continued to wait, gaze steady.

A muscle shifted in his jaw. His gaze grew colder. Information has surfaced that suggests there was a spy in the Foreign Office leaking secrets to the French during the war. The information suggests the route of communication lay somewhere near Fowey, presumably via one of the smuggling gangs operating hereabouts.

Shed thought she was up to hiding it, had put all her control into managing her expression. A tremor in her hands gave her away; she saw his eyes flick down before she suppressed it.

Then, slowly, his gaze rose to her face. His eyes locked on hers. What do you know about it?

His tone had grown harder, more forceful. She thought of playing the innocent for all of a heartbeat. Futile with him. He knew, and there was nothing she could do to erase that knowledge. Nothing she could do to deflect him, either.

But she could deny him. Refuse to tell him until shed had time to think, to examine all the facts shed gatheredas shed been planning to do after a sound nights sleep.

She glanced at the old clock on the shelf above the stove, ticking stoically on. It was well after one oclock. I have to get some sleep.

Penny.

She pushed back her chair, but then made the mistake of looking up and meeting his eyes. The candle flame glowed in them, giving his face a devilish cast, one the lean, harsh planes, wide brow and bladelike nose, and the tumbling locks of his thick black hair only emphasized. His eyes were heavy-lidded; his jaw was chiseled, but its hard lines were offset by the subtle beauty of lips sculpted by some demon to lure mortal women into sin.

As for his body, with broad, squared shoulders, lean torso, and well-muscled, rangy limbs, he exuded strength tempered by a grace only few men possessed. His hands were narrow, long-fingered, by themselves quite beautiful. The entire package was quite sufficient to make an angel weep.

Yet his sensual allure wasnt his greatest threat, not to her. He knew her, far better than anyone else in the world. With her, he had a card he could playone she sensed he more than any man alive would know how to playa weapon guaranteed to make her comply.

As he sat and looked at herdid nothing more than let the weight of his gaze rest on hershe had no difficulty imagining and believing what his life had been like for the past decade and more. He didnt need to tell her that hed been alone for all those years, that hed let no one close, or that hed killed, and could kill again, even with his bare hands. She knew he had the strength for it; she now knew beyond doubt that he had the courage and conviction for it.

He never called her Penelope except on formal occasions; he used Penny when they were with family. When theyd been alone, hed often teased her with a different moniker, Squib, a nickname that said it all; when it came to anything physical, he would always be the victor.

Yet this wasnt physical, and when it wasnt, he didnt always win. Shed dealt with him in the past; she could do so again.

Holding his gaze, she stood. I cant tell younot yet. I need to think. Stepping around the table, she walked neither hurriedly nor slowly toward the door. It lay beyond him; she had to pass him to leave.

As she did, he shifted. She sensed his muscles bunch, tense, but he didnt rise.

She reached the doorway, and silently exhaled.

Mon ange

She froze. Hed called her that on only one occasion. His threat was there in his tone, unspoken yet unmistakable.

She waited a heartbeat; when he said nothing more, she looked back. He hadnt moved; he was looking at the candle. He didnt turn to face her.

He couldnt face her

A knot inside unraveled; tension flowed away. She smiled, softly, knowing he couldnt see. Dont bothertheres no point. I know you, remember? Youre not the sort of man who would.

She hesitated for another second, then quietly said, Good night.

He didnt reply, didnt move. She turned and walked away down the corridor.

Charles listened to her footsteps retreating, and wondered what malevolent fate had decreed hed face this. Not the sort of man to blackmail a lady? Much she knew. Hed been exactly such a man for more than a decade.

He heard her reach the front hall, and exhaled, long and deep. She knew not just some minor piece of the puzzle but something major; he trusted her intelligence too well to imagine she was overreacting to some inconsequential detail shed inadvertently stumbled on. But

Damn! Shoving away from the table, he stood and stalked back to the library. Opening the door, he called Cassius and Brutus, then headed out to the ramparts to walk. To let the sea breeze blow the cobwebs and the memories from his brain. He didnt need them clouding his judgment, especially now.

The ramparts were raised earthworks ringing the Abbeys gardens to the south. The view from their broad, grassed top took in much of the Fowey estuary; on a clear day, one could see the sea, winking and glimmering beyond the heads.

He walked, at first steering his thoughts to mundane things, like the wolfhounds lolloping around him, diverting to investigate scents, but always returning to his side. Hed got his first pair when hed been eight years old; theyd died of old age just months before hed joined the Guards. When hed returned home two years ago with Napoleon exiled to Elba, hed got these two. But then Napoleon had escaped and hed gone back into the field, leaving Cassius and Brutus to Lydias care.

Despite Lydias affection, much to her disgust, the instant hed reappeared the hounds had reattached themselves to him. Like to like, hed told her. Shed sniffed and taken herself off, but still sneaked treats to the pair.

What was he going to do about Penny?

The question was suddenly there in his mind, driving out all else. Halting, he threw back his head, filled his lungs with the cool, tangy air. Closed his eyes and let all he knew of the Penny who now was flood his mind.

When hed first returned home, his mother, unprompted, had informed him, presumably by way of educating his ignorance of their neighbors, that Penny hadnt married. Shed had four perfectly successful London Seasons; she was an earls daughter, well dowered and, if not a diamond of the first water, then more than passably pretty with her delicate features, fair, unblemished skin, long flaxen hair, and stormy gray eyes. Her height, admittedly, was to some a serious drawbackshe was about half a head shorter than he, putting her eye to eye with many men. And she washed have said willowy rather than skinny, with long limbs and svelte, subtle curves; she was the antithesis of buxom, again not to every mans taste.

Then, too, there were the not-inconsequential elements of her intelligence and her often waspish tongue. Neither bothered himindeed, he greatly preferred them over the alternativesbut there were, admittedly, not many gentlemen who would feel comfortable with such attributes in their wives. Many would feel challenged in a threatening way, not an attitude he understood but one hed witnessed often enough to acknowledge as real.

Penny had always challenged him, but in a way that delighted him; he appreciated and enjoyed their near-constant battles of wits and wills. Witness the one they were presently engaged in; despite the seriousness of the situation, he was conscious of the past stirring, elements of their long-ago association resurfacingand part of that was the challenge of dealing with her, of interacting with her again.

According to his mother, shed received dozens of perfectly good offers, but had refused every one. When asked, shed said none had filled her with any enthusiasm. She was, apparently, happy living as she had for the past seven years, at home in Cornwall watching over her familys estate.

She was the only offspring of the late Earl of Wallinghams first marriage; her mother had died when she was very young. Her father had remarried and sired one son and three daughters by his second wife Elaine, a kindly, good-hearted ladyhis godmother as a matter of fact. Shed taken Penny under her wing; theyd grown to be not so much mother and daughter as close friends.

The earl had died five years ago; Pennys half brother Granville had succeeded to the title. A sole male with a doting mother and four sisters, Granville had always been spoiled, tumbling from one scrape into the next with nary a thought for anyone or anything beyond immediate gratification.

Hed last met Granville when hed returned home in 14; Granville had still been reckless and wild. Then had come Waterloo. Fired by the prevailing patriotic frenzy, Granville had shut his ears to his mothers and sisters pleas and joined one of the regiments. Hed fallen somewhere on that bloody plain.

The title and estate had passed to a distant cousin, the Marquess of Amberly, an older gentleman who had assured Elaine and her daughters that they could continue to live as they always had at Wallingham Hall. Amberly had been close to the previous earl, Pennys father, and had been Granvilles guardian prior to Granville attaining his majority.

And thus the freedom to get himself killed, leaving his mother and sisters, if far from destitute, then without immediate protectors.

That, Charles decided, opening his eyes and starting to pace again, was what bothered him most. Here was Penny already involved in God knew what, and there wasnt any male in any position to watch over her. Except him.

How shed feel about that he didnt know.

At the back of his mind hovered a lowering suspicion over why she hadnt been eager to marry, why no gentleman had managed to persuade her to the altar, but how she now thought of him, how she now viewed him, he didnt know and couldnt guess.

Shed be prickly almost certainly, but prickly-yet-willing-to-join-forces, or prickly-and-wanting-nothing-whatever-to-do-with-him? With ladies like her, it wasnt easy, or safe, to guess.

He did know how he felt about herthat had been an unwelcome surprise. Hed thought thirteen years would have dulled his bewitchment, but it hadnt. Not in the least.

Since hed left to join the army, hed seen her a few times in 14, and then again over the past six months, but always at a distance with family, both his and hers, all around. Nothing remotely private. Tonight, hed come upon her unexpectedly alone in his house, and desire had come raging back. Had caught him, snared him, sunk its talons deep.

And shaken him.

Regardless, it was unlikely there was anything he could do to ease the ache. Shed finished with him thirteen years agocut him off; he knew better than to hold his breath hoping shed change her mind. She was, always had been, unbelievably stubborn.

They would have to set that part of their past aside. They couldnt entirely ignore itit still affected both of them too intenselybut they could, if they had to, work around it.

Theyd need to. Whatever was going on, that matter hed been sent to investigate and that she, it seemed, had already discovered, was potentially too dangerous, too threatening to people as yet unknown, to treat as anything other than a battlefield. Once he knew more, hed try to separate her from it. He didnt waste a second considering if she, herself, was in any way involved on the wrong side of the ledger; she wouldnt be, not Penny.

She was on the same side he was, but didnt yet trust him. She had to be protecting someone, but who?

He no longer knew enough about her or her friends to guess.

How long before she decided to tell him? Who knew? But they didnt have a lot of time. Now he was there, things would start happening; that was his mission, to stir things up and deal with what rose out of the mire.

If she wouldnt tell him, hed have to learn her secret some other way.

He strode along the ramparts for half an hour more, then returned to his room, fell into bed, and, surprisingly, slept.
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2




HE AWOKE THE NEXT MORNING TO THE SOUND OF HOOFbeats. Not on the gravel drive circling the house, but farther away, not nearing but retreating.

Hed left the French doors to his balcony open, a very un-English act, but in Toulouse hed grown accustomed to open windows at night.

Fortuitous. Rolling from the bed, he stretched and strolled across the room. Naked, he stood in the balcony doorway watching Penny, garbed in a gold riding habit, steadily canter away. If the doors hadnt been open, hed never have heard her; shed left from the stables, a good distance from the house. Sidesaddle on a roan, she was unhurriedly heading south.

To Fowey? Or her home? Or somewhere else?

Five minutes later, he strode into the kitchen.

My lord! Mrs. Slattery was shocked to see him. Were just starting your breakfastI had no idea

My fault entirely. He smiled charmingly. I forgot I wanted to ride early this morning. If theres any coffee? And perhaps a pastry or two?

In between muttering dire warnings over what was sure to befall gentlemen who didnt start their day by sitting down to a proper breakfast, contemptuously dismissing his proffered excuse that hed grown accustomed to French waysWell, youre a proper English earl now, so youll need to forget such heathenish habitsMrs. Slattery provided him with a mug of strong coffee and three pastries.

He demolished one pastry, gulped down the coffee, scooped up the remaining pastries, planted a quick kiss on Mrs. Slatterys cheek, eliciting a squawk and a Get along with you, young mastermlord, I mean, and was out of the back door striding toward the stables ten minutes behind Penny.

Fifteen minutes by the time he swung Domino, his gray hunter, out of the stable yard and set out in her wake.

He hadnt had the big gray out since early March; Domino was ready to run, fighting to stretch out even before he loosened the reins. The instant they left the drive for the lush green of the paddock rising to the low escarpment, he let the gelding have his head. They thundered up, then flew.

Leaning low, he let Domino run, riding hands and knees, scanning ahead as they sped southwest. Penny, sidesaddle and believing herself unobserved, would stay on the lanes, a longer and slower route. He went across country, trusting hed read her direction correctly, then he saw her, still some way ahead, crossing the bridge over the Fowey outside the village of Lostwithiel, a mile above where the river opened into the estuary. Smiling, he eased Domino back; he clattered across the bridge five minutes later.

Returning to the high ground, from a distance he continued to track her. Fowey, her home, or somewhere else, all were still possible. But then she passed the mouth of the lane leading west to Wallingham Hall, remaining on the wider lane that veered south, following the estuarys west bank all the way to the town of Fowey at the estuary mouth.

But the town was still some way on; there were other places she might go. The morning was sunny and fine, perfect for riding. She kept to her steady pace; on the ridge above and behind, he matched her.

Then she slowed her roan and turned east into a narrow lane. Descending from the ridge, he followed; the lane led to Essington Manor. She rode, unconcerned and unaware, to the front steps. He drew away and circled the manor, finding a vantage point within the surrounding woods from where he could see both the forecourt and the stable yard. A groom led Pennys horse to the stables. Charles dismounted, tethered Domino in a nearby clearing, then returned to keep watch.

Half an hour later, a groom drove a light gig from the stables to the front steps. Another groom followed, leading Pennys horse.

Charles shifted until he could see the front steps. Penny appeared, followed by two other ladies of similar age, vaguely familiar. The Essington brothers wives? They climbed into the gig. Penny was assisted back into her saddle. He went to fetch Domino.

He reached the junction of the Essington lane and the Fowey road in time to confirm that the ladies were, indeed, on their way south. Presumably to Fowey, presumably shopping.

Charles sat atop Domino and debated. At this point, Penny was his surest and most immediate link to the situation hed been sent to investigate.

She was concerned enough to follow men about the countryside at night, concerned enough to refuse to tell him what shed discovered, not without thinking and considering carefully first. Yet there she was, blithely going off to indulge in a mornings shopping with such concerns unresolved, circling her head.

She might be female, but hed grown up with four sisters; he wasnt that gullible.


Penny stayed with Millie and Julia Essington for the first hour and a half of their prearranged foray through Foweys shopstwo milliners, the haberdasherers, the old glove-makers, and two drapers. As they left the second drapers establishment, she halted on the pavement. I must pay my duty callwhy dont you two go on to the apothecarys, then Ill meet you at the Pelican for lunch?

Shed warned them before they set out that morning that one of the retired servants from Wallingham had fallen gravely ill and she felt honor-bound to call.

Right-oh! Julia, rosy-cheeked and forever sunny-tempered, linked her arm in Millies.

Quieter and more sensitive, Millie fixed Penny with an inquiring gaze. If youre sure you dont need support? We wouldnt mind coming with you, truly.

Notheres no need, I assure you. She smiled. Theres no question of them dying, not yet. Shed managed not to mention any name; both Millie and Julia were local landowners daughters, had married and continued to live locallyit was perfectly possible anyone she might mention would have relatives working at Essington Manor.

I wont be long. She stepped back. Ill join you at the Pelican.

Very well.

Well order for you, shall we?

Yes, do, if Im not there before you.

With an easy smile, she left the sisters and crossed the cobbled street. She followed it slowly uphill, then, hearing the distant tinkle shed been listening for, she paused and glanced back. Millie and Julia were just stepping into the apothecarys tiny shop.

Penny walked on, then turned right down the next lane.

She knew the streets of Fowey well. Tacking down this lane, then that, she descended to the harbor, then angled up into the tiny lanes leading to the oldest cottages perched above one arm of the wharves. Although protected from the prevailing winds, the small cottages were packed cheek by jowl as if by huddling they could better maintain their precarious grip on the cliff side. The poorest section of the town, the cottages housed the fishermen and their families, forming the principal nest of the local smuggling fraternity.

Penny entered a passageway little wider than the runnel that ran down its center. Halfway up the steep climb, she halted. Settling her habits train more securely on her arm, she knocked imperiously on a thick wooden door.

She waited, then knocked again. At this hour, in this neighborhood, there were few people about. Shed checked the harbor; the fleet was out. It was the perfect time to call on Mother Gibbs.

The door finally cracked open an inch or two. A bloodshot eye peered through the gap. Then Penny heard a snort, and the door was opened wide.

Well, Miss Finery, and what can I do for you?


Penny left Mother Gibbss residence half an hour later, no wiser yet, but, she hoped, one step nearer to uncovering the truth. The door closed behind her with a soft thud. She walked quickly down the steep passageway; she would have to hurry to get back to the Pelican Inn, up on the High Street in the better part of town, in reasonable time.

Reaching the end of the passage, she swung around the corner.

Straight into a wall of muscle and bone.

He caught her in one arm, steadied her against him. Not trapping her, yetshe couldnt move.

Couldnt even blink as she stared into his eyes, mere inches away. In daylight, they were an intense dark blue, but it was the intelligence she knew resided behind them that had her mentally reeling.

That, and the fact shed stopped breathing. She couldnt get her lungs to work. Not with the hard length of him against the front of her.

Had he seen? Did he know?

Yes, I saw which house you left. Yes, I know whose house it is. Yes, I remember what goes on in there. His gaze had grown so sharp it was a wonder she wasnt bleeding. Are you going to tell me what you were doing in the most notorious fishermens brothel in Fowey?

Damn! She realized her hands were lying boneless against his chest. She pushed back, dragged in a breath as he let her go and she stepped back.

Having air between them was a very good thing. Her lungs expanded; her head steadied. Grabbing up her skirt, she stepped past him. No.

He exhaled through his teeth. Penny. He reached out and manacled her wrist.

She halted and looked down at his long tanned fingers wrapped about her slender bones. Dont.

He sighed again and let her go. She started walking, then recalled the Essingtons and walked faster. He kept pace easily.

What could you possibly want from Mother Gibbs?

She glanced briefly at him. Information.

A good enough answer to appease him, for all of six strides. What did you learn?

Nothing yet.

Another few steps. How on earth did youLady Penelope Selborne of Wallingham Hallmake Mother Gibbss acquaintance?

She debated asking him how henow Earl of Lostwithielknew of Mother Gibbs, but his response might be more than she wanted to know. I met her through Granville.

He stopped. What?

NoI dont mean he introduced me. She kept walking; in two strides he was again by her side.

Youre not, I sincerely hope, going to tell me that Granville was so mullet-brained he frequented her establishment?

Mullet-brained? Perhaps he hadnt met Mother Gibbs by way of her trade. Not precisely.

Silence for another three steps. Educate mehow does one imprecisely frequent a brothel?

She sighed. He didnt actually enter the placehe grew enamored of one of her girls and took to mooning about, following the poor girl and buying her trinkets, that sort of thing. When he started propping up the wall in the passageway, languishingfor all I know serenadingMother Gibbs said enough. She sent word to me through our workers and the servants. We met in a field and she explained how Granvilles behavior was severely disrupting her business. The local fisherlads didnt fancy slipping through her door with the local earls son looking on.

He muttered a derogatory appellation, then more clearly said, I can see her point. So what did you do?

I talked to Granville, of course.

She felt his glance. And he listened?

Regardless of what else he was, Granville wasnt stupid.

You mean he understood what would happen if you mentioned his habits to his mother.

Looking ahead, she smiled tightly. As I said, he wasnt stupid. He saw that point quite quickly.

So Mother Gibbs owes you a favor, and youve asked her for information in return.

That, in a nutshell, was ither mornings endeavor.

You are not, I repeat not, going back there alone.

His voice had changed. She knew those tones. She didnt bother arguing.

He knew her too well to imagine that meant shed agreed.

A frustrated hiss from him confirmed that, but he let the matter slide, which made her wonder what he was planning.

Regardless, theyd reached the High Street. She turned onto the wider pavement with Charles beside her.

And came face to face with Nicholas, Viscount Arbry.

She halted.

Charles stopped beside her. He glanced at her face, noted the momentary blankness in her expression while she decided what tack to take.

He looked at the man facing them. Hed also halted. One glance was enough to identify him as a gentleman of their class. No real emotion showed in his face, yet the impression Charles received was that he hadnt expected to meet Penny, and if given the choice, would have preferred he hadnt.

Good morning, cousin. Penny nodded in cool, distinctly mild greeting; smoothly, she turned to him. I dont believe youve met. Allow me to introduce you. She glanced at the other man. Nicholas Selborne, Viscount ArbryCharles St. Austell, Earl of Lostwithiel.

Arbry bowed; Charles nodded and offered his hand. While they shook hands, Penny said, Nicholas is a distant cousin. His father is the Marquess of Amberly, who inherited Papas title and estates.

Which might explain her coolness, but not Arbrys hesitation. How distant was the connection, Charles wondered. More than the stipulated seven degrees? There was definitely more in the cousins  interaction that required explanation.

Lostwithiel. Arbry was studying him. So youre back atthe Abbey, isnt it? A fleeting visit, I expect.

Charles grinned, letting his practiced facade of bonhomie bubble to his surface. Restormel Abbey, yes, but as to the fleetingness of my visit, that remains to be seen.

Oh? Business?

In a manner of speaking. But what brings you here with the Season just commenced? It was the question Arbry had wanted to ask him. Charles capped his inquisition with a studiously innocent, Is your wife with you?

Nicholas isnt married, Penny said.

Charles glanced at her, then directed a look of mild inquiry at Arbry. He was a peer in line for a major title, appeared hale and whole, and looked to be about Charless age; if Charles should be in London getting himself a bride, so, too, should Arbry.

Arbry hesitated, then said, I act as my fathers agentthere were aspects of the estate here that needed attention.

Ah, yes, theres always something. Charles darted a look at Penny. Shed managed the Wallingham Hall estate for years; if there was anything requiring attention, she would know, yet not a hint of anything resembling comprehension showed in her face.

Arbry was frowning. I vaguely recallI met your mother and sisters last time I was here. They gave me to understand you would be marrying shortly, that you intended to offer for some lady this Season.

Charles let his smile broaden. Very possibly, but unfortunately for all those interested in my private life, duty once again called.

Duty?

The question was too sharp. Arbry definitely wanted to know why he was there. Charles glanced again at Penny, but she was watching Arbry; she wasnt giving him any clues.

She was protecting someone. Could it be Arbry?

Indeed. He met Arbrys eyes, dropped all pretense. Ive been asked to look into the possible traffic of military and diplomatic secrets through smuggling channels hereabouts during the late wars.

Arbry didnt blink. Not a single expression showed on his pale face.

Which gave him away just as surely; only someone exercising supreme control would be so unresponsive in the face of such a statement.

Still blank-faced, he said, I hadnt realized thegovernment had any real interest in pursuing the past.

As certain arms of the government are controlled by those who fought, or sent others to fight and die over the last decade and more, you may be assured the interest is very real.

And theyve asked you to look into it? I thought you were a major in the Guards?

I was. Charles smiled, deliberately cold, deliberately ruthless. But I have other strings to my bow.

Penny glanced around, desperate to break up the exchange of pleasantries. Nicholas might be good, but Charles could be diabolical. She didnt want him to learn more, guess more, not yet. God only knew what hed make of it, or how he might react.

Her gaze found Millie and Julia, both with faces alight, hurrying as fast as they decorously could to join her. And the two handsome gentlemen shed somehow acquired. For quite the first time in her life she thoroughly approved of their blatant curiosity.

Penelope! We were just coming to join you. Julia beamed as the three of them turned. We got held up in the apothecarys. She directed her gaze to the gentlemen; Millie did the same. Lord Arbry, isnt it?

Nicholas had met them before; he bowed. Mrs. Essington. Mrs. Essington.

Charles turned fully to face them. He was taller than Nicholas; Millies and Julias gazes rose to his face. They both blinked, then delighted smiles lit their countenances.

Charles! Julia all but shrieked. Youre back!

How delightful, Millie cooed. I had thought, from what your dear mama let fall, that you were quite fixed in London for the Season.

Charles smiled, shook their hands, and deflected their questions. Penny heaved a sigh of relief. Now if only Nicholas would grab his chance and escape.

She was turning to nudge him along, when Julia gaily said, You both must join us for luncheonits gone one oclock. If I know anything of gentlemen, you must be ravenous, and the Pelican has the best food in Fowey.

Oh, yes! Millies eyes shone. Weve booked a private parlordo join us.

Charles glanced at Penny, then at Nicholas. Indeed, why not? His smile as he gazed at Nicholas was distinctly predatory. What say you, Arbry? I cant see any reason not to take advantage of such an invitation from such delightful company.

Millie and Julia preened. They turned shining eyes on Nicholas.

Penny inwardly swore. Nicholas couldnt do anything but agree.

With Julia, Millie, and Charles providing most of the conversation, the five of them walked the short distance to the Pelican Inn. As the landlord, all delighted gratification, bowed them into his best parlor, Penny hoped Nicholas understood that he was walking into a lions den, with a lion with very sharp teeth and even sharper wits beside him.


She was nursing an incipient headache by the time lunch ended. Predictably, Millie and Julia had filled the hour with bright conversation, retelling all the repeatable local gossip for Charless edification. Hed encouraged them, leaving him able to direct the occasional unexpected and unpredictable query at Nicholas, not that hed learned anything from the exercise.

Nicholas was clearly on his guard, his attention focused on Charles, his attitude to everyone as it usually was, reserved and rather standoffish. Shed clung to the cool demeanor she always adopted around him; most put it down to understandable distance over his fathers assumption of her fathers estates.

Little did they know.

As they all rose and together quit the parlor, it occurred to her that, with Charles now present to draw his attention, Nicholas might lower his guard with her. Shed never given him reason to think she suspected him of anything; he had no idea she knew of the questions hed asked the Wallingham grooms and gardeners, or of his visits to the local smugglers. He certainly didnt know shed been following him.

She raised her head as they emerged into the bright sunshine. Charles appeared beside her as she went down the steps into the inn yard. An ostler was holding her mare; she was about to wave him to the mounting block when Charles touched her back.

Ill lift you up.

She would have frozen, stopped dead, simply refused, but he was walking half-behind her; if she stopped, hed walk into her.

They reached the mares side. Charless hands were already sliding around her waist as she halted and turned.

Lungs locked, she glanced into his face as he gripped and effortlessly hoisted her up. But he wasnt even looking at her, much less noticing her embarrassing reaction; his gaze was locked on Nicholas, helping Millie and Julia into their gig.

How long has he been here?

Slipping her boot into the stirrup hed caught and positioned for her, she managed to breathe enough to murmur, He arrived yesterday.

That brought Charless dark gaze to her face, but an ostler appeared with his horse, and he turned away.

Nicholas had also asked for his horseone of Granvilles hacksto be brought out. He, too, mounted. Without actually discussing the matter, the five of them clopped out of the inn yard together, Nicholas riding attentively beside the gig, she and Charles bringing up the rear.

She watched Nicholass attempts to be sociable. Millie and Julia were thrilled, their day crowned by being able to claim theyd spent time conversing with both the two most eligible, and most elusive, gentlemen of the district.

Has he been spending much time down here?

Charless tone was low, noncommittal.

If she didnt tell him, hed ask around and find out anyway. Its his fourth visit since July, when he and his father came for Granvilles funeral. The longest hes stayed is a week in December, but that was their first formal visit as owner, so to speak. He came down alone in February for five days, then turned up yesterday.

Charles said nothing more, but was aware she was watching her cousin with an assessing and cynical eye. He wasnt surprised Nicholas had joined them on their way home; all through luncheon, hed shot swift glances at Penny, concerned, yes, but not just in the usual way. There was definitely something between them.

They reached the Essington lane and farewelled Millie and Julia. By unspoken consent, he, Penny, and Nicholas cantered on together.

Until they came to the lane to Wallingham. Nicholas drew up, his chestnut stamping as he half wheeled to face them. Penny slowed and halted. Charles drew rein beside her.

Nicholas looked at him, then at Penny. I, er His features hardened. I had thought, or rather understood, that you believed the countess was still at the Abbey.

Penny had an instant to decide which way to jump. Charles, being Charles, would already have guessed shed left Wallingham for the Abbey because of Nicholas. A nobleman with four sisters, two of them married, Charles would also know there was no social reason behind her decamping; she hadnt gone to the Abbey to avoid possible scandal. Nicholas, of course, thought she had, because shed led him to think so.

But now here she was, staying at the Abbey apparently alone with Charles, to whom she was in no way related.

She had three options. One, take advantage of Nicholass misconstruction and seek refuge at Essington Manor, free of both Charles and Nicholas. Unfortunately, Lady Essington, Millie and Julias mama-in-law, was a dragon and would expect her to remain with Millie and Julia during the days, and even more during the evenings and nights. Shed never find out what was going on, and what she needed to do to protect Elaine and her half sisters.

Alternatively, she could return to Wallingham Hall on the grounds that residing under the same roof as Nicholas was scandalwise preferable to sharing a roof with Charles; no one could argue that. However, shed then be using the same stables as Nicholas, the same house, and shed much rather he remained ignorant of her comings and goings while following him.

Living at Wallingham might be useful if Nicholas lowered his guard while distracted by Charles, but shed seen enough of Nicholas to be sure that if Charles wasnt physically present, being distracting, then Nicholas would have defenses aplenty deployed against her.

All in all, her last option seemed preferable.

She smiled reassuringly. The countesss elderly cousin Emily is at the Abbey, so theres no reason I cant remain there, at least while youre at Wallingham.

She glanced at Charles; his expression deceptively open, he was watching Nicholas. His horse didnt shift. Not by a flicker of a lash did he betray her.

AhI see. It was Nicholass horse that shifted. After a fractional pause, during which she
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