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      Dear Readers:

      I sold my first book in 1982, back in the days when all I had was an old Bic pen and a college-ruled notebook to scribble in while the kids played in the yard. I had to buy a used Underwood typewriter with a stuck S key to type up my proposals because we didn’t have money for anything more. Needless to say, those first books were typed once and not again. The editor would go through with red pencil, I’d make copies of the page, type up a new one, and clip them together. After I was making enough money to afford it, I graduated to cutting and pasting new sentences onto old pages and making a clean Xerox copy. Since books were cheap to print and readers loved big thick books, we didn’t do a lot of cutting or editing.

      It wasn’t until the 1990s that I had enough money to indulge in a new computer—one where I saved each chapter to a huge floppy disk.

      Most of the books I’ve labeled as English Historical Romance Classics  were written in my typewriter days. They include everything from Georgian England through the Regency era. I’d call them English Classics but that sounds like Victorian literature.

      They have been edited of excess verbiage and perennial head-hopping. At the time, the author omniscient voice was popular and justified watching scenes through the heads of servants and doting family. I’m afraid the multiple head spinning would drive the modern reader into gales of laughter or angry book heaving. But I have left enough in to understand the voice in which it was written. To do otherwise would deprive the book of the lovely flavors I instilled at the time of writing. The story and the characters remain unchanged. We were fond of old-fashioned melodrama back then, and I’d be fascinated to know if you enjoy the Perils of Pauline style.

      I hope you’ll sink in and stay there and enjoy a good rousing tale of love lost and won again.

      Thank you so much for reading!
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      April 1814

      

      Penelope Carlisle swung her basket and climbed the hill to the bud-filled orchard. A mist settled over her cloak, and the new apple leaves dripped on her bare head, but she gloried in the scents of blossoms.

      Without warning, a massive shadow materialized through the mist between the trees, startling her into stepping backward.

      The black-cowled figure resembled the specter of death in her father’s old books, except there was nothing gaunt about this creature. The man used his huge thoroughbred as a crutch, limping along with his arm thrown over the saddle.

      As he came closer, she froze, leaving the stranger to speak first.

      “How far is it into the village?” His voice was deep, as if emerging from the depths of a hollow barrel.

      Shaking off her superstition and falling back on her usual courtesy, she replied, “The village is a good half-hour walk from the vicarage gates, and we are some ten minutes from there. Has there been an accident? Are you injured?”

      Droplets fell from the gnarled branches, and a gust of cool wind flapped the stranger’s cloak. Penelope wished she could see his eyes beneath the hood. Self-consciously, she tugged her old cloak tighter at the throat, aware that her skirt did not reach her ankles.

      “Thor lost a shoe about a mile back, and the leg is one that has only recently mended. I did not wish to strain it with my weight. If you could direct me to the vicarage gate, I shall find my way from there.”

      That did not explain his limp, but Penelope politely refused to pry. “It is time I returned. I will show you the way if you do not mind wetting your boots. I failed to mention the walk to the vicarage is through the field and not by road.”

      Penelope thought she heard him chuckle as she led him down the path through the orchard. She had not meant the remark to be funny. Some gentlemen were very particular about the polished leather of their expensive boots. Admittedly this man did not wear fashionable Hessians, but good, solid knee boots, yet they looked costly to her eye. Even oddly garbed as he was, she could see the quality of the fabric in his cloak and knew the cost of the high-strung thoroughbred.

      “My boots have seen worse than good, clean Hampshire mud. Lead on, my lady.”

      My lady! Surely he did not know her. No one around here used her title. It was a quite ridiculous title in any account. It must be his manner of speaking. She would certainly remember if she had been introduced to anyone the size of this man.

      “We do not see many strangers in these parts, sir. I meant no insult.” Penelope lifted her skirts as she reached the grassy field, though there was no real need of it. She had already soaked her hem in the longer grasses.

      “And none was taken. Forgive me for not introducing myself. I am Graham Trevelyan. I will be a guest of the Stanhopes at the manor, should I ever reach there. Would you know how much farther on it would be?”

      “I am called Penelope Carlisle, and Stanhope Manor is not so very far if you could ride. I would not recommend walking the distance.”

      Considering his pronounced limp, she wondered if it would not be better to lame the horse than himself.

      “I trust there is some sort of blacksmith who can shoe the horse in the village?”

      “Yes, of course, but the village is the opposite direction of the manor. You will be out of your way.”

      Perhaps because she was bored and was eager for company, perhaps because she could not allow someone obviously in pain to walk such a distance, perhaps just out of simple curiosity, Penelope offered her hospitality.

      “Why don’t you come in and have tea with us while one of the boys walks your horse to the smithy? I promise the boys are very reliable and will be thrilled to death to be put in charge of such an animal.”

      “Your brothers, Miss Carlisle?” His tone showed interest as he glanced down at her.

      She turned laughing eyes upward. “One would think so, but no, Mr. Trevelyan, they are just neighbor lads who help me out from time to time, though sometimes I am persuaded their appetites cost me more than wages.”

      The vicarage came into view, and Penelope gazed upon its ivy-covered brick walls with fond pride. She had been born and reared here, and though there had been many a time she had railed against the fates for making her poor, she had always loved her home. The neatly tended lawn and shrubbery welcomed them now.

      Her guest hesitated at the gate. “Your offer is a tempting one, Miss Carlisle, but perhaps it would be better if I were to go on.”

      Penelope pushed the gate open and held it for him. “Fustian. Augusta will be delighted to have company, and I assure you, she makes an excellent chaperone.”

      The cowled stranger reluctantly entered, his head turning to take in the cottage, the neatly mended picket fence, and the empty stable at the end of the drive.

      “Is your father at home? Perhaps I should speak with him?”

      Penelope smiled. “Only if you wish to continue on to the churchyard. My father has been dead this year or more.”

      Before she could say more than she should, two lads of eleven and twelve raced each other around the corner from the kitchen garden.

      “Penny! Penny! Can we walk him, can we, please?” They ground to a halt before the magnificent thoroughbred, their reverent gazes scarcely noticing the cloaked man.

      “George, Thomas, behave yourselves, please. This is Mr. Trevelyan. Make your bows.”

      The two scrambled to attention, made short, formal bows, and offered their hands. “How do you do, sir?” came from both suspiciously chocolate-covered mouths.

      He shook both grubby hands, then glanced at her. “Do all children always mind you so well, Miss Carlisle?”

      “Oh, George and Thomas are good lads. They just need to be reminded of their manners. Do you think you could trust them to walk your horse into the village and back? I will vouch for them.”

      “You must promise to walk him both there and back,” he told the boys. “He is much too strong for you to ride, and you will hurt both Thor and yourself should you try.”

      “We’ll be careful, sir,” piped both boys.

      “Then I will trust you with him. He is as well-behaved as whoever leads him.” Trevelyan slid a walking stick from a sheath on the saddle. He released the horse and handed the reins to the boys.

      Leaning on the heavy stick, he watched as they disappeared down the lane, then followed Penelope to the cottage.

      Inside, Penelope flung her cloak on a rack in the entry, then turned to similarly dispose of the towering stranger’s. Perplexed that he had not removed it, she wondered if his injury was such that he could not.

      She held out her hand in a gesture to help. “We have no servants, unless you wish to call Augusta one. If you would permit me⁠—”

      A large gloved hand hesitated over the clasp, and Penelope sensed his searching gaze.

      “This is perhaps not a good idea. I do not wish to frighten you. If you will just guide me to the kitchen, I will make myself comfortable there until the boys return.”

      Penelope began to understand his hesitation, but she did not know how to ease his fears. Remembering a young man in the village who had been severely maimed on the battlefield, she tried to gauge the stranger’s feelings by this example.

      “I am the daughter of a vicar, Mr. Trevelyan. My mother died when I was but twelve, and I have carried out her parish duties ever since, including tending the sick. A vicar and his family come to know all the evil and good, beauty and ugliness of human life. You do not strike me as an evil man, Mr. Trevelyan, and only evil can frighten me.”

      “That is a very pretty speech, Miss Carlisle, but I daresay you have never been faced with a visage as beastly as mine is said to be. Few women care to be in the same room with it. None offer to take tea with it. Your kindness momentarily distracted me. Do not let me take advantage of it. Show me the kitchen.”

      “Upon my word, you do make it difficult! And what would you do there, terrify Augusta into a witling instead of me? Take off the cloak, sir. I can certainly deal with any beast that the ladies at the manor can.”

      At this scolding the stranger unclasped his cloak and shook off his cowl. Defiantly he watched her reaction.

      Penelope met his maimed stare without flinching. The one golden eye she could see appeared arrogant and rebellious, but not terrifying. With a black patch covering the other eye, all his intensity centered in this one, and she would not wish to see it angry.

      She surveyed the remains of what once might have been a handsome face. Prematurely silver hair surrounded a high brow that pulled into a pucker above the patched eye. A long scar drew the skin together from his temple down over his eye and through his high-boned cheek. The whole side of his face disappeared beneath the mangled tissue of scars, and Penelope wondered how he could open his mouth to speak. His mouth on that side had been savaged.

      “You should thank God each day that you are alive,” she stated simply, then held her hand out for the cloak.

      “For years, I cursed God each day that I did not die. Do not ask me to make any larger steps just yet.” He surrendered the cloak. When she faced him again, without flinching, he followed her to the parlor.

      “I am not my father. I will not preach. Am I permitted to ask in which battle you took your wound?” She showed him a chair at the fireside where he could warm himself. The sound of footsteps down the stone passageway indicated Augusta had heard them and was hurrying this way.

      “No battle. I could have accepted a war wound. No, this was a casualty of too much carousing and being in the wrong company at the wrong time. It is rather difficult to accept that one has wasted one’s youth and ruined his future. You are too young and too good to understand that.”

      “I am neither very young nor very good, but that is not the topic, is it? Here comes Augusta. I believe she may have scones today.”

      Trevelyan turned the mutilated side of his face to the fire as the elderly woman pattered into the room. As Penelope explained the situation, he nodded without turning around.

      “I shall fetch the jam from last summer’s berries,” Augusta replied excitedly, apparently seeing nothing amiss in the gentleman’s staring into the fire. “And there is still some of that honey left from Mr. Stillwell’s hives. . .” She drifted out again, leaving the chilly parlor in silence.

      “Is she a relative?”

      Penelope curled up in the chair opposite his. She saw no reason for formality. “Augusta is better than a relative. Most of my relations are cold, unfeeling people. Augusta is the warmest, cheeriest person I know. I rather think she came with the house. She was here when I was born and has been much a mother to me as my own. I cannot imagine this place without her, though I know she is much older than my father was when he died. Perhaps it is not the good who die young, after all.”

      “I’ll argue that,” Trevelyan grumbled, finally turning from the fire. “I and a lot of others like me would have been long dead did it work your way. You must come around to it and admit your Augusta is a wicked woman and your father a saint.”

      Momentarily startled, Penelope realized he jested and laughed. “If that be the case, I should prefer to go to hell with the sinners and Augusta. Preserve me from the saints!”

      His crooked mouth turned upward in an imitation of a smile. “Surely, you cannot hint the late vicar was less than a saint?”

      Penelope lifted her hand to make a gesture, then returned it to her lap. “I will not speak ill of the dead, but he was a man with all the faults of a man. No one would decry him as a saint.”

      Augusta bustled into the room carrying a tray and the best china. Penelope held her breath as the contents clattered and clanked under the old woman’s uncertain grip, but she knew better than to offer assistance. In the presence of company, Augusta would have been insulted to have anyone else wait on guests.

      “The scones are still warm, my lady. Will there be anything else?”

      Penelope caught the stranger’s one visible eyebrow arching at the title, but she offered no explanations. Although they often shared tea in the kitchen, she knew the older woman would refuse to join them now. She exclaimed in delight at the repast dredged up from nearly bare larders and gave her companion a warm smile.

      “I do not know what I would do without you, Gusta. The scones looks delicious. If you don’t mind, I’ll serve Mr. Trevelyan.” Her broad wink hinted of the nice coze they would have later to discuss the afternoon’s occurrences.

      Augusta returned the wink with a grin and a quick curtsy and hurried off, her fragile frame looking as if a wind could lift her from her feet.

      When Penelope turned to face her guest again, he gave her a quizzical look. “My lady?”

      This time, Penelope did gesture eloquently. “Baroness. Penelope, Baroness Wyndgate, if you please.”
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      Graham, Viscount Trevelyan studied his too-slender hostess in her outdated, girlishly modest white gown and felt the first stirring of an outrageous idea. It had been a long time since any woman had captured his jaded interest, but charming as she was, it was more Lady Penelope’s background than her person that fascinated him.

      “A title and good looks will give you entree to most of London’s fashionable houses. Why are you not whirling about the city, setting your cap for a wealthy young man?”

      The baroness sent him an amused look as she poured the tea. “Putting aside your flattery, wouldn’t I make quite a sight whirling about the city in this gown? Provincial that I am, even I am aware the fashions have changed. And I am much too old to be setting my cap for a young man. Any day now I expect to retire to one.”

      “Too old?” He raised his unscarred eyebrow. “Then I had best make my funeral arrangements whilst I can still toddle about. You are funning me.”

      A knock at the door intruded. Before she could rise to answer it, the door exploded open. Two golden-haired children tumbled laughingly into the passage, followed by their harried mother who peeped around the corner into the parlor. Spying Penelope first, she gave a visible sigh of relief while the two youngsters raced down the hall to the kitchen.

      “Penny! I am so glad you are here. I must go into the village. . .” She stopped at the sight of Trevelyan, even though he’d turned back to the fire. “Oh, I am sorry, you have company. Excuse me, the twins begged so, but I’ll gather them up. . .”

      “Fustian! The twins will be fine here. Mr. Trevelyan has injured his horse and himself and is resting before traveling on to the manor. If you would, when you are in the village, have one of the Widow Baker’s boys carry a message out to the manor telling them where he is and that he will arrive as soon as his horse is shod. Is there any other message you need send, sir?” She turned to her guest.

      “No, that is much more than is necessary. They will not worry about me.” Trevelyan acknowledged the other woman’s presence without revealing his face. “I will thank you in advance should you stop by the smithy and be certain two small boys are warned again not to ride Thor.”

      “Of course, sir. I will be more than happy to. I will tell the twins to remain in the kitchen and not trouble you.” The woman sent Penelope an anxious, puzzled look.

      The twins erupted into the room again, each holding a sugary biscuit in one hand. “Penny! Play games with us!”

      Trevelyan flinched, but his hostess grasped the empty hands of both six-year olds and steered them toward the door. “Kiss Mama good-bye first, then sit yourselves properly on the settee where you belong.”

      Obediently the twins did as told, and their mother was persuaded to take her leave.
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        * * *

      

      When Penny returned to the parlor, the twins were happily whispering between themselves. Trevelyan had retreated entirely behind the chair back, not easy for a man his size to do.

      “John, Janie, I have company for tea today so I cannot play. Do you wish to sit with Gusta and play with the kittens or stay and have tea like a proper lady and gentleman?”

      Janie’s eyes widened to blue saucers. “We can have tea and scones and sit in the front parlor? May I pour tea?”

      Her brother gave her a look of irritation. “Who wants to sit in an old parlor? I want to play with the kittens.”

      “Very well, John, go on back to the kitchen and tell Augusta we will need another setting in here.”

      When the boy ran off, Penelope took a deep breath and muttered a silent prayer before introducing the terrifying gentleman to the little girl. He would not like it, she already knew, but she would not turn away old friends for new. “Janie, I would like you to meet Mr. Trevelyan, my friend. He has been in an accident and hurt his face. You may pour tea when Augusta brings the cup and saucer.”

      Speaking in firm, no-nonsense tones, she answered Janie’s questions before they could be asked and diverted her attention before she could stare. The little girl bobbed a curtsy before the silver-haired gentleman, gave his crumpled face a look of curiosity, then climbed up in the chair Penelope pulled up for her. She crossed her hands politely in her lap and waited for Penelope to sit.

      “May I have a scone now or must I wait for Gusta?”

      Trevelyan watched in apparent fascination as the golden-haired hoyden turned to model child. Even the child’s surreptitious glances toward him did not divert his captivation.

      “You are very quiet, Mr. Trevelyan. Have I offended you by inviting another guest? We are a most informal household, if you have not already surmised.”

      “No, I am not offended, merely amazed. How do you do it? It is as if you wave a magic wand and turn little monsters into fairy creatures. I have never seen the like.”

      Janie took umbrage at what she perceived to be a slur to her best behavior. “I am not no little monster. Aunt Penny says I am a fallen angel.”

      Penelope covered her laughter with one hand and sent a look of amusement to her guest, who received it in the same spirit. A grin twisted his mouth.

      “You most certainly are, Miss Jane. I have a daughter just about your age, so I know all about angels.”

      “You do? Can she come play with me sometime?”
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        * * *

      

      It had been a long time since Trevelyan had shared laughter with anyone, man or woman, and the comfort of this tiny cottage relaxed his usual wariness. Even as he chatted nonsense with the little girl, he felt the lady’s questioning gaze on him. He did not attempt to explain. There was plenty of time to do so in the future.

      When he finally departed the enchanted cottage and arrived at the manor in time for a late dinner, he set about finding the answers to his questions. The Stanhopes were both family and friends, and he had no fear of their sympathy or horror.

      His sister entered the study to perch on the arm of his chair and kiss his hair as he finished his brandy. “The city must be dreadful this year to bring you all the way out here. You never visit, you know. How is Alexandra?”

      “Well, as usual, and you are blooming, Adelaide. Married life suits you, though how you can isolate yourself out here I cannot know.”

      “Fie! I know you too well, Trev. You adore the Hall, and if it were not for your evil pursuits in the city, you would bury yourself alive in the country. If you wished to escape London, what brings you here instead of home?”

      “That is a cruel taunt, Adelaide, and you know it. The Hall is yours anytime you want it. I cannot go home again. Let us change the subject. I notice you have invited any number of your illustrious neighbors for the evening. Why do you not invite the baroness?”

      “The baroness?” Adelaide looked momentarily bewildered. Younger than him by some years, she still had a child’s blond fairness, though her face spoke of mature intelligence. “Oh, you mean the vicar’s daughter! Whatever made you ask of her?”

      “I will tell the story later. I did not mistake, she is a baroness is she not?”

      “Oh, you did not mistake. She comes of very good family, very few of them left now, I understand. The father was a younger son of a younger son or some such when he became vicar. Carlisle unexpectedly inherited the Wyndgate title and a small sum a few years back. Hied himself off to London where he drank and gambled to excess and was scarcely seen again until they carried him back in a coffin. I don’t know why Lord Chase never turned the Carlisles out of the vicarage. I suppose Chase never was much of one for religion. The new Lord Chase is a different story, I hear. Now that you bring the thought to mind, I heard some mention young Samuel was asking around about a man suitable for the position. He’s rebuilding that little church over the hill, you know. Oh, dear, I wonder where that will leave the little baroness?”

      Years of his sister’s company had taught Trevelyan to sift through the maze of her thoughts and follow their direction. He did not like to think of that cheerful cottage in the hands of some stiff-necked parson, but that seemed to be the message Adelaide conveyed.

      “I daresay she has relations to go to if worse comes to worst, but you have not answered my question. Why did you not invite the baroness this evening?”

      Adelaide ruffled his hair and rose. “I sometimes think the accident muddled your brains more than your face, big brother. I may invite her as much as I like, but she will not come because she has no clothes. Now make yourself at home and quit scowling like some ferocious beast. Lady Chatham just glanced in here, and she looks ready to faint.”
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        * * *

      

      Penelope expressed no surprise when Graham Trevelyan appeared on her doorstep the next morning. Over a spirited game of chess, he gave her the latest gossip of the courtship between Princess Charlotte and the Prince of Orange, and she advised him of the best place in the village to send mending and to obtain medicinal herbs.

      When he appeared a second and third day, Penelope’s curiosity almost overcame her good breeding. She had learned that this oddly reclusive man disliked meeting strangers and hated to be an object of pity or rude attention, but the steady stream of visitors through the cottage did not seem to deter his visits. She sensed his need for companionship, but surely the manor folk could give him that. Whatever his reason, she enjoyed the diversion, and she welcomed him, until the day she refused a written invitation to Stanhope Manor.

      She heard the furious gallop of his horse but did not anticipate the angry gleam of his golden eye when she answered his knock.

      Stalking into the passageway and slamming the door behind him, Trevelyan waved the letter with her refusal beneath her nose. “Why? Is this an example of country manners? I may visit here but you may not visit me? I thought to offer you some recompense for the hospitality you have bestowed upon me, and this is what I receive in reply?”

      “Do come in, Lord Trevelyan.” Penelope expressed her anger with irony, emphasizing the title she had learned not from him but from gossip. “Or will you no longer darken my doorstep because I cannot cross yours?”

      “Cannot? Or will not? Has my family caused some offense that you cannot accept an honest invitation? I offered to send around a carriage so you need not walk the distance. I even asked that you bring Augusta so you could be certain I had no evil intent. Why can you not cross my doorstep?”

      His rage carried him into the parlor where the combination of his massive size, swirling cloak, and heavy walking stick threatened the row of figurines on the bric-a-brac. He wore his silver hair much too long for the current style, and it escaped about his forehead in wild dishevelment, emphasizing more than ever his resemblance to a maimed lion.

      “Upon my word, my lord, you will make yourself ill before you terrify me. Roaring may work very well with frightened servants, but do not try it here. I have excused you much, but I will not excuse your rudeness in my own home. There is no law anywhere that compels me to accept your invitation as if it were a royal summons. You have received all the answer I intend to give and more than you deserve. Good day, sir.”

      Penelope stalked out of the room, leaving him to dismiss himself.

      She buried her face in her hands as the front door slammed. Pride goeth before a fall, they said, and her fall would be a mighty one if the height of her pride served as any measure. But she could not bear the titters of the manor’s inhabitants as the Baroness Wyndgate was introduced as a country mouse wearing threadbare skirts. She did not mind her looks so much on her own ground, but to be laughed at by people who were supposed to be her equals was more than pride could allow.

      She hoped she had not wounded the viscount’s feelings too badly. He meant well, she was certain, and obviously he had been hurt many times before to act with such rage, but she simply could not countenance his behavior. He had been less than honest with her by not giving his full title, as if she would have taken advantage if she had known. He had been given what he deserved, but she could not help be happy about it.

      The next day, the winds of gossip brought the first harbinger of disaster. Penelope set aside concern over the viscount’s absence, and before she worked herself into a panic, strode across the fields to confront Lord Samuel Chase.

      After an hour in his company, Penelope reeled from the mansion in shock. She did not know how she ended up wandering up the hill to the orchard once again. This time, the mist was more of a drizzle, but she scarcely felt the damp as she stared over the familiar vista. From here she could see all of the countryside, the village like little toy houses in the distance, the vicarage just beyond that grove of trees. A welcoming swirl of smoke drifted from the chimney, and she nearly cried at the thought of never seeing that cheery kitchen again.

      Lead lay where her heart belonged. The vicarage was her home. Augusta was her family. How could she part from both of them? How would she tell Augusta she no longer had a home?

      That hurt the worst. There had to be a way. No one could be so cruel as to tear an old lady from the only home she had ever known.

      But his very pious lordship had not sounded particularly concerned for the fate of a single old woman in the face of his grandiose plans of restoring church and faith to these benighted denizens.

      The twig she held between her fingers snapped. Her life had been one series of blows after another, but she had always had the cottage and Augusta’s shoulder to cry on. What cruel fate had stripped her of what little she had left?

      A different fate in the form of a shadowy hulk materialized out of the mist. This time, however, Penelope knew his name, and she did not bother to approach him. She did not need one more humiliation this day.

      The viscount placed his weight on the walking stick and dragged his stiff leg until he reached Penelope’s side.

      “You have heard,” he stated without preamble.

      “Was I the last to know?” she asked bitterly. “Did you stay to watch me fall or help to bring me down?”

      “That’s unfair, Penelope.” It was the first time he had called her by her given name. “I heard rumors that first night. It is not easy for me to make acquaintance with strangers, but I have spent these last few days trying to talk him out of it. Lord Chase is quite a determined young man.”

      Her eyes filled with tears as she turned them to his scarred but troubled visage. “The cottage is his. I have struggled to pay the rent on it for years. I cannot say he is wrong in asking us to leave, but how can I tell Augusta? She came there when she was but a child. She knows no other place. I can go to one of my cousins, I suppose. They might resent another mouth to feed, but I can make myself useful. What promise can I make of that for Augusta? She is old and frail. To uproot her would be cruel enough. To force her to work in a stranger’s home and be treated as a servant would break her heart.” She choked back a sob and turned away.

      “His noble lordship has granted that if he sells the cottage, it will enable him to build a new and better one closer to the church,” Trevelyan said.

      Penelope uttered a hopeless laugh. “Fine, and would he sell it for what I pay in rent each year? Would that buy him a nice, new vicarage for his pious parson? Do you know how many dozens of eggs, how many pints of jam it takes to make that rent? If it were not for the small sum my mother left for me, we would starve. And even that small sum cannot buy a house.”

      The viscount looked prepared to be stoned as he replied, “I could buy it for you.”

      Penelope threw him an incredulous look, then shook her head in anguish, and started down the path to the cottage. “I thank you for the thought, but you know I cannot allow that.”

      Trevelyan could not keep up with her hasty steps. Instead, he hoped she would hear him before he had time to change his mind. “You could if you were my wife.”

      Penelope’s steps slowed. She sank to a fallen log and wrapped her arms around her knees.

      Understanding her dilemma, Trevelyan eased into a position against the tree in front of her. She wore no hood or bonnet as usual, and rain dripped from a loosened curl. She had lost the sparkle of life he had so admired. He knew what little he had to offer would not return her joy, but it was a choice, of sorts.

      “You do not need to answer immediately. I have had all week to think of it and you have not. I understand Lord Chase has not yet promised the vicarage to anyone. There is time.”

      “All week?” Penelope peered upward. “You courted me all week, knowing this day might come?”

      Keeping his scarred face in shadow, Trevelyan tried to explain. “I told you I have a daughter. She has never known a mother, only a succession of housekeepers and nannies and governesses. Because I was so long in recovering from my injuries, she scarcely knows me, and I terrify her. She is a very quiet, sensitive child, and she quails at the sight of me. She needs a mother. She needs someone permanent in her life, as you have Augusta. Should anything happen to me, she would have no one. You offer the perfect solution, Penelope. You were meant to be a mother. Can you not consider my daughter a little when you decide our fate?”

      He had no right to force her to make such choices.

      But force her, he did.
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      The gilt-framed looking glass reflected a white face and shoulders above an even whiter lace-edged night shift. Distraught, Penelope wondered if this day had finally made a ghost of her. She pinched her thin cheeks and a spot of red appeared, but in the light of two tapers, the effect did not enhance her complexion.

      Strands of gold glinted through her pale brown hair, and she wondered if she ought to let down her heavy chignon or plait it as she usually did before retiring. She desperately tried to recall the few romances she had read, but she had no memory of one mentioning what happened to the heroine’s hair on her wedding night.

      She began removing pins while watching the closed door to the next chamber, fearful of the moment when that door should open. She jumped at every imagined noise, and the thick strands of her hair were soon knotted and unmanageable.

      She murmured curses a vicar’s daughter shouldn’t know as she reached for the familiarity of her ivory-backed brush. Some unseen maid must have unpacked her few things while her new husband had been introducing her to his London household.

      A pang of homesickness struck, and Penelope bit her lip to prevent crying out. At home now Augusta would be brushing her hair, and they would be discussing the Smiths’ new baby or the time to plant the spring onions. She would be with friends in the familiarity of her shabby room, instead of this elegant but unknown chamber. Augusta would untangle this wicked mane and soothe her fears—some of them, at least. But Augusta had chosen to stay behind, not wanting to leave the home she loved nor intrude upon the newlyweds.

      Remembering her fearsome bridegroom preparing himself beyond the other door, Penelope hastened to make order of her hair. As she brushed, she studied her night shift’s low neckline and wondered nervously if she should not have chosen another gown. Would such lack of modesty entice or enrage the stranger she had married?

      But Augusta had made this gown for her wedding night, and it was the most beautiful thing Penelope owned. If only for this one night, she looked almost pretty.

      It did not seem to matter to her new husband that she had been an old maid at twenty-two, but it mattered to Penelope. Men preferred young girls. She felt certain his first wife must have been young. How would she compare? It would have been easier if she were some young ingénue head-over-heels in love. There ought to be some tingling of anticipation, some hope of love to brighten this moment, but she felt only apprehension.

      What was taking Trevelyan so long? If he would only come, perhaps she would remember what madness had possessed her to agree to this marriage.

      Glancing around the shadow-enshrouded grandeur of the room he had brought her to, Penelope knew deep within her what she had done, but her heart had not yet accepted it. In a few minutes she would give her body to a man she scarcely knew, whom she could not and never would love, and her heart and mind and body all screamed denial.

      Not that she knew much of what happened between man and wife. Her mother had died before she reached an age when such explanations would normally come, and her father would never have thought of making such explanations even had he lived. And poor Augusta—well, she had tried, dear thing, but Penelope had learned more from barn animals than Augusta could teach her. That little bit of knowledge only multiplied her fears, not just of the act, but of the man himself.

      Not knowing if she should wait in the curtain-hung bed or sip the wine on the table, Penelope stirred the glowing embers in the hearth into small flames. She shivered even so, and her eyes filled with tears.
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        * * *

      

      Graham’s shoulders drooped at the sight of his bride’s despondency as she stared into the fire. Exhausted, she had slept in his arms for almost the entire carriage ride to London, and the memory lingered. Her warmth had stirred a protectiveness he had not expected, a protectiveness he had not felt for many years. He had chosen this woman because of her maturity and independence, but he had forgotten how fragile and innocent a young woman could be.

      She had never been from her home before. He should not have made her leave on their wedding day. But she had refused to go to his sister’s manor without a trousseau, and he could not impose on the limited resources of the vicarage. The choice had been Penelope’s, but she had only chosen the lesser of two evils with each decision that had led to this moment.

      With a sigh of resignation, Graham rapped his walking stick against the hardwood floor and proceeded into the room.

      Penelope leapt, startled, from her seat. She had not heard the door open, or noticed his approach. He had a way of moving silently that did not match his size or lameness. Hair tumbling over her barely concealed breasts, she felt naked beneath her husband’s appraising stare. She had never worn anything so revealing in her life, and certainly had she never stood before a man in such disarray. She could not raise her eyes to meet his.

      “All women should look as you do when they come to their husbands on their wedding night.”

      Did she hear a note of regret in that gruff voice? Penelope raised her gaze, prepared to flee at any untoward movement, but Trevelyan merely rested his weight against his stick and studied her. He had doffed his formal frock coat and cravat and replaced them with a deep green satin robe. She studied his powerful, stockinged legs, then the glove he still wore on his left hand. She had never seen him remove the glove. One more thing she did not understand about this man.

      “I am trying. . .very hard, to be a proper wife, but my instructions have been few, I fear.” She said this less smoothly than she had hoped.

      Graham caressed a strand of her hair, then gestured toward the chair she had just vacated. “Sit. There are a few things we should have discussed before now, but they did not seem proper topics for an unmarried maiden. You may still be maiden, but you are most certainly married now, for better or worse.”

      Trying to conceal her nervousness, Penelope took the chair indicated. Out of habit, she curled her feet up under her. She did not understand the slight upturn of her husband’s lips, but it gave her strength enough to return his gaze. She wished he were not of such a formidable size.

      “Penelope, stop looking at me as if I had suddenly grown two horns and a tail. I do not intend to touch you this night or any other night. Does that satisfy some of your fears?”

      She blushed as Trevelyan loomed over her. “I am not sure I understand, my lord.” She hesitated, hoping he would help her, but he only waited for her to continue. “I. . . We are man and wife. I agreed to that. You need not. . .” She stammered to a halt, unable to finish.

      Graham poured a glass of wine and handed it to her. “You could at least learn my name now that we are married. Most people call me Gray, a rather apt appellation, you must agree.” He ran his hand through his thick silver hair.

      Penelope took the glass and almost smiled. “I prefer Graham. It sounds very distinguished. I think I can manage that command. Are there any others?”

      “Are you a genie who will obey my every whim? My wishes are few, but rather impossible, of course.” He leaned against the bed’s edge, keeping a safe distance.

      “If I am a genie, I am not very good at answering my own wishes, but I shall try my best to answer yours.” This half-jesting manner of speaking they had fallen into from the first relaxed Penelope to a degree. Talking was something she knew how to do. If she did not look at him, she could almost forget where she was and what was expected of her. She could pretend they sat over the tea tray in the cottage.

      “Then we will test your strengths on very small commands, at first. Call me Graham, do not interrupt me until I finish, then say, ‘your wish is my command,’ and hop off to bed and sleep.”

      Pressing her lips tight to keep from smiling, Penelope did as told.

      “You could have at least said, ‘Yes, Graham,’” he complained with a hint of self-mockery. “Well, then, let me try to say this as politely as I am able. This is London. You will be moving in circles a little different from the one you are accustomed to. Their customs may seem a trifle odd, but they’re all for the best, under the circumstances. You have heard of marriages of convenience?”

      The smile slipped away, but Penelope nodded. “Yes, Graham.”

      This bit of spirit seemed to reassure him, and he continued. “That is what we have. I wanted a mother for Alexandra, and you wanted a home for Augusta. We have accomplished that. You are very young and inexperienced, and I have no intention of taking advantage of that fact. I want you to learn about London, have the coming out you should rightfully have had, feel the freedom to fall in love as you will. All I ask in return is that you be discreet, that you do nothing to impair your relationship as mother to Alexandra, and that you not interfere with my manner of living. I think I know you well enough to trust you in that.”

      Young? He thought her young? A dozen questions danced in her head, but she remembered his command. She nodded her head. “Yes, Graham. Your wish is my command.”

      “Thank you, my dear.” Smiling sadly, he dragged himself from the bedroom.

      Closing the door between them, Trevelyan leaned against it. With effort, he pushed himself upright again and rang for his manservant. Without waiting for a reply, he peeled off his glove and reached for the gargoyle guarding the heavy wardrobe by the window. A grating noise rose within. Leaning his walking stick against the wall, he threw open the wardrobe door and vanished inside.

      The portly servant who appeared shortly afterward was not surprised to find the chamber empty. Closing the wardrobe doors and securing the chamber locks, he settled on a long settee and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Whether from wine or exhaustion, Penelope slept soundly in her grand bed that night. She woke to the distinct impression that she was no longer alone. Judging by the light behind her eyelids, it was daylight, but she feared to open her eyes. She held still, trying to find the source of the impression. She sensed the bed was empty of anyone but herself, and she gave a mental sigh of relief. There could not be anything more frightening in a London townhouse than her husband. She would have to wake and see.

      Her first full sight of her new home left her awestruck. Pale blue satin draperies looped about her bed, and a matching comforter kept her snug. A veil of fine gauze hid the room from clear view, but she could detect long windows and a pillow-filled window seat. It would be easy enough to lie here and pretend she was a princess, but it wasn’t in her nature to be idle.

      She drew aside the veil of gauze and immediately encountered the dark gaze of an elfin child perched in a blue and gold brocade chair in the corner. The child did not speak as they studied each other.

      The girl could be no more than five or six, but her thin features held an unexpected maturity. Black hair tumbled about a heart-shaped face, but Penelope noted a resemblance to the father in the strong line of her jaw and the set of her thin lips. Quiet and sensitive she might be, but Penelope was willing to wager an obstinacy and temper to match her father’s lurked behind that innocent exterior.

      The child broke the silence first. “Are you my new mama?”

      Word traveled as quickly in London as in the village, Penelope surmised, searching for the proper reply. “I have always wanted a daughter. Do you think we’d suit?”

      Alexandra’s face broke into an enchanting and unexpected wreath of smiles. “Will you take me to the park?”

      “I should think so, as soon as I find out how. I’ve never been to London before.”

      “I’ve been to the park before,” she declared. “I saw a little girl there riding a pony. Can I ride a pony, too?”

      “I don’t know why not. Do you know how to ride?” Penelope wondered in which of the massive wardrobes her dressing gown had been stored, but it seemed more important to learn about Alexandra than to look for it.

      The child shook her head negatively. “But I know I can if I just have a pony,” she added defiantly.

      “I can’t promise you a pony. That’s for your papa to say,” Penelope said.

      Alexandra grew paler. “He won’t give me one. I’ve been a bad girl.”

      At just that moment the connecting door opened. Without a look back, Alexandra dashed for the hall door on the far side of the large chamber. Penelope cast aside the covers and set her feet to the Turkish carpet, catching Alexandra just as Graham entered.

      He remarked dryly, “I see you have met my daughter.”

      Penelope regretted her instinctive reaction to the girl’s flight, but now that it was done, she intended to make the best of it. She sat back down on the bed and held the child in her lap.

      “We were having an interesting conversation before you came in.” Penelope pushed Alexandra’s hair back from her eyes, but the child buried her face against her shoulder and wouldn’t look up. “Alexandra, why don’t you ask your papa about the pony? If you want something badly enough, you have to be willing to fight for it.”

      “I can’t,” came the whisper from her shoulder.

      Penelope glanced from the child’s head to the father’s expressionless face. Her heart went out to both of them, and she prayed she had the ability to bring them together again. If Trevelyan could save her home and Augusta, surely she could show this terrified child the love behind that wounded face.

      “Alexandra would like to be able to ride in the park, but it seems she has no pony and cannot ride. I know nothing of London, Graham. Is it possible for little girls to go riding in the park?”

      “I see no reason why not. She will need to learn to ride, first.”

      Alexandra’s head jerked upward, and she peered suspiciously over her shoulder. Saying nothing, she clung tighter to Penelope.

      “I can, I know I can,” she whispered.

      “I could teach her, Graham. I’m not a great equestrienne, but I can certainly teach her to ride a pony. Could it be arranged?”

      He studied the small dark head turning with a wary look of hope in his direction. A similar look appeared on his face as he met Penelope’s eyes. “I will have my groom hunt for a suitable mount for both of you today. There shouldn’t be any difficulty.”

      The tension left the child’s small frame. She abruptly scrambled down from her seat. With a quick, bobbing curtsy halfway between her father and Penelope, she said formally, “Thank you very much. Mrs. Haywood will be looking for me.”

      This time, when she ran for the door, Penelope let her go. When she turned back to Graham, she found him studying her, and she remembered her attire. Blushing, she pulled the covers up, to find her efforts rewarded with his half smile.

      “You will do very well, Lady Trevelyan. Shall I have your maid come up now that my daughter has introduced herself in her own inimitable manner?”

      Penelope frowned. “I think I must talk with this Mrs. Haywood. Is she the governess?”

      “Yes, a very respectable widowed lady. She has done well given Alexandra’s propensity for disappearing at any hour of the night or day. Shall I send for her?”

      “Not yet.” Penelope wriggled under his gaze, not certain if she should reveal her suspicions. “Alexandra said you would not give her a pony because she was a bad girl. Have you told her that?”

      Graham looked startled. “Me? The child runs every time I come in sight. I would have no idea if she were good, bad, or indifferent, no less the opportunity to tell her so.”

      “That’s what I thought. Well, I will talk to Mrs. Haywood and take care of that shortly.”

      “Devil take it, Penelope, what are you trying to tell me? That the prim, upright Mrs. Haywood has been calling my daughter a bad girl? From all reports, the child is incorrigible, but bad will suffice. I admit, calling her bad does not sound like a healthy practice, but what else can you say?” He sounded exasperated.

      Penelope returned his irritation. “The child is neither bad nor a model of good behavior, as any child that age would be. What concerns me is that she connects you with her bad behavior. I very much suspect Mrs. Haywood has threatened to hand her over to you every time she misbehaves, rather like the mothers in the village threaten their children with hobgoblins if they don’t behave.”

      Graham uttered a curse that was new to Penelope’s repertoire, but her curiosity as to the origin of the word did not prevent her leaping from the bed once again to keep him from storming off after the governess. She spread her arms over the door and met his glare.

      “If she is a good governess, you do not want to lose her. Let me take care of this, Graham.”

      The fire in that one golden eye warned he was severely tempted to bring his stick down over her head, but taking a deep breath, he refrained. “Only with the exception that if you find she is the one who has made my daughter fear me, you will allow me the pleasure of tearing her limb from limb.”

      “Thank goodness I never met you before you learned to curb your temper. We would most certainly not have got on at all.” Penelope stalked from her position before the door and threw open the wardrobe. Somewhere she had to find her dressing gown. “And I won’t tell you anything if you’re going to lose your temper with some poor old woman who doesn’t know any better. People can be very stupid sometimes, but that is no reason to tear them limb from limb.”

      “What happened to my wish is your command?”

      “I’m still working on it.” The wardrobe muffled her reply.

      “Work harder,” he murmured from right behind her.

      Before Penelope could react, a strong arm caught her by the waist and lifted her into the wardrobe. Overwhelmed by the heat and strength of him, she failed to even peep a protest at the mishandling. She heard him call out as the door closed, “I’ll send your maid to rub the magic lantern,” and then it went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Once released from her embarrassing imprisonment, Penelope did not see her husband again that day. He had apparently made it known to the staff that they were to defer to her wishes on all household matters, for she spent the remainder of the day answering questions that had long been neglected by the master of the house.

      She also had a long talk with the prim Mrs. Haywood who objected coldly to any interference in her realm. When Penelope made it clear that dismissal would result if she threatened the child again, the governess hastily reassessed her position. They parted with the decision that Penelope would be the one to deal with misbehavior.

      Even as she took the reins of the household in hand, Penelope could not let go of the embarrassment of being locked in a wardrobe on her wedding morning. That the maid hurried in shortly after did not excuse Graham’s behavior, though by the end of the day Penelope was able to look at it with humor. Still, if he thought she truly was a foolish girl who would accept such treatment, he might as well learn otherwise right now.

      When she learned that the cook routinely sent up a cold supper platter to his lordship in the evenings, Penelope offered to carry the tray herself. The kitchen staff approved with knowing smirks, but when she also removed a large measure of pepper from the condiments cabinet, they gaped with incomprehension.

      Since her new husband had ignored her all day and made it clear that this was a marriage in name only, Penelope felt confident that he had not changed his routine on her account. She knocked on his chamber door, but only John, his manservant appeared.

      “I have brought Graham his supper. Is he not feeling well?” she asked solicitously. She knew the household spoke of her husband as an invalid, but other than his handicap, she had seen little evidence of ill health.

      “His lordship has taken to his bed for the evening, my lady.” The portly servant gazed upon her with a look much like sympathy. “The traveling has caused him much pain. He always takes to his bed after a journey.”

      Penelope’s eyes widened, and she had second thoughts about the pepper-laden meal. “Perhaps I should fetch some liniment and compresses. I know how to nurse the sick.”

      John remained adamant. “His lordship would not want it. He will be fine by morning. I will take the tray and place it by his bed in case he wakes during the night.”

      She had no choice but to hand over the meal and return downstairs. Sometimes she was too hasty in her judgments. Graham’s irascibility might mean that he felt unwell. She would have to be more careful in the future.

      Despite these charitable thoughts, the picture of his reaction to the sabotaged meal made her smile. He deserved that.

      In the empty bedchamber John helped himself to the supper his lordship seldom ate. Within minutes his eyes began to water. His throat and tongue turned to fire, and even an entire glass of wine did not quench the flames. Wondering if he had been poisoned, he sniffed the food and instantly sneezed half of it off the plate.

      Alternately sneezing and gulping wine, the tormented man had reverted to a limp rag with a red nose slumped in his chair by the time the viscount crept back into the chamber. Graham took one look at his miserable manservant and lifted the cold remains of his supper to his nose. He sneezed and heaved the dish into the hearth, but a smile twisted his lips as he realized the deviousness of his bride’s revenge.

      At the sight of John’s miserable look he chuckled, and at the man’s malevolent glare, Graham roared with laughter.
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      The next day Penelope decided Graham’s revenge was more fiendish than she could possibly have imagined. Shortly after breakfast she was inundated by a parade of tradesmen, milliners, glove-makers, jewelers, seamstresses, cobblers, and modistes he had ordered to attend to her wardrobe.

      She had nary a minute’s quiet for the remainder of the day. Not only must she try everything on and be measured and pinned and stuck and turned about like a cloth doll, but she had to endure the audience of half the staff at one time or another as they besieged her with questions about menus and linens and minor household emergencies. Whether Graham intended revenge or generosity, she did not care by mid-afternoon. If he had put in an appearance, she would have scarred the other half of his face.

      Instead Alexandra materialized like a magic fairy. Perched on a dresser out of the chaos, she bedecked herself with stray feathers, over-large kid gloves, and a scrap of pink satin that had been thrown aside.

      Penelope reluctantly ordered muslin gowns for day, a pair of gloves, and a hat and pelisse. The modiste protested that wardrobe was barely suitable for a servant, that a viscountess must have much, much more.

      “I cannot possibly need more! Perhaps a gown for dinner, that gold crepe is very fine, but I cannot justify more. Lord Trevelyan does not entertain, there is no need. . .”

      Over her protests a basted gown of lilac silk was pinned in place. The mirror revealed a fashionable lady with a neckline scooped low over her breasts, but Penelope could no more imagine herself appearing in public like that than she could imagine doing somersaults before the Regent.

      “I can’t wear it,” she insisted, picking at the pins in an attempt to free herself.

      “Oh, no, my lady, it is perfect for you!” the modiste exclaimed, gesturing for a jeweler waiting nearby.

      The clerk rushed forward with a display of his wares and the modiste chose a splendid display of amethysts and diamonds, placing it around Penelope’s throat to demonstrate the effect. “See? A gown like this is made for royalty. His lordship will be proud of you.”

      “His lordship will think me a very expensive investment should I indulge myself so,” Penelope scoffed. “I would have to have his permission before I could possibly agree.”

      Figuring that would sabotage the saleswoman’s plans, Penelope waved away the necklace. The chances of these people daring to face her husband seemed small. She had already learned enough from the staff to know Trevelyan seldom ventured from the house, that he used his secretary and footmen to carry out his business by letter. Should he walk in here now, in all likelihood these tradespeople would flee in terror.

      She had not reckoned on Alexandra. From her corner the child piped, “Papa is downstairs in the study. Why don’t you ask him? If he gives me a pony, he ought to give you something pretty. Can I have a frock just like that when I grow up?”

      The modiste stepped back triumphantly as Penelope struggled to answer the child’s question. “Of course you may have nice frocks when you grow up, but we need to find you a riding habit right now. I don’t think we should disturb Papa.”

      “Oh, he won’t mind,” Alexandra announced cheerfully. “He sent me up here to see how you were doing. I’ll fetch him if you like.”

      Penelope contemplated the satisfaction of allowing the child to do just that, but it would be unfair to Graham to expose him to these people. There was nothing for it. She would have to ask him just what he intended for her to buy.

      With a sigh of resignation she lifted the lilac skirt, and in stocking feet traipsed off to Graham’s study.

      He rose slowly to his feet when she entered, his gaze sweeping her from head to toe. “I see Madame has had time to whip something up for you already. She is a clever lady. Come closer and turn around. Let me see.”

      Penelope hadn’t expected this sort of interest in her wardrobe from a man who seldom kept his coat on and who wore only the plainest of cravats and waistcoats. She advanced at his command, spinning around to show the elegant frills in the back, then curtsying wryly.

      “I think it a trifle indecent even for a genie, my lord, but I promised I would ask your opinion. I did not mean to disturb you on so trivial a matter, but your daughter seemed to think you had some interest.”

      As she realized Graham’s gaze lingered overlong on her daring décolletage, she hastily retreated toward the shadows. She cursed herself for not thinking to bring a shawl.

      “I most definitely have an interest. I like to see where my money goes. It seems well spent in this case. It’s a decided improvement over those drab high-necked muslins of yours. Have Madame make up as many as she likes. It might behoove me to come down to dinner occasionally to see what Madame creates, if not just to keep an eye on the seasonings.”

      Penelope had the grace to blush, but before she could reply, a knock on the door interrupted. A footman waited, card tray in hand. Graham glanced at him with impatience.

      “What is it?” His growl was so curt, the servant literally shook in his boots, but his reply caused an even greater roar. “Guy Hamilton? That’s impossible! Have him in. No, wait,” he glanced toward Penelope in her scanty gown and stocking feet. “Tell him to—” But it was already too late.

      A tall, slender gentleman in his early thirties swept through the door, his dark blue eyes seeking and finding Graham. Penelope noted his blond hair did not have the latest fashion of dishevelment, but gleamed smooth above a high brow, intelligent eyes, and well-formed features. His blue superfine fit perfectly, revealing wide shoulders and narrow hips concealed in tight, buff pantaloons. He seemed the epitome of all a London gentleman should be, and he greeted Graham without pity or condescension. She liked him at once.

      “Gray, you damned devil,” the stranger hooted, “I had been told you were all but on your death bed, and look at you! I knew it had to be lies. Now tell me⁠—”

      Graham cut him off, gesturing toward Penelope in the shadows. “Penelope, I would like you to meet an ancient friend of mine, Sir Percival Hamilton.”

      Hamilton’s gaze swiveled to Penelope as Graham concluded, “Guy, I would like you to meet my wife.”

      “Sir Percival, so pleased to meet you.” She held out her hand as steadily as she could. She was unaccustomed to greeting strangers in evening gown and stocking feet.

      “Lady Trevelyan, this is a delight.” He bowed deeply over her hand. “If you had warned me this would be a formal affair, I would have dressed accordingly.”

      “We were discussing fashion, Hamilton. My wife is something of a prude and objects to my taste in gowns. I need not ask your opinion of it.” This last had a wry note as Graham settled back into his desk chair.

      “If you do not mind my saying so, the color compliments your lovely eyes, my lady. For what occasion is it to be worn? I must be certain to obtain an invitation to see the full effect on the male populace of London.”

      Penelope hesitated, glancing to Graham for aid. She had no occasion for such a dress, but surely this man ought to know that? Graham came to her rescue, but not in the manner expected.

      “Penelope has never had a proper coming out. I thought perhaps I ought to invite a few friends over so she might be introduced.” There was a wariness to his voice as he watched Hamilton.

      “A few friends will not suit for a gown like that. You will need to have a crush of some sort to do it justice. No one even knows you’ve married. You could make it a formal announcement party.”

      “You have been away too long, Guy, and the battlefields have obviously addled your brains,” Graham responded, unruffled. “I have no intention of setting myself up as an object of curiosity for half of London. The gown can be saved for another occasion.”

      “I do not need the gown at all, Graham.” Penelope stepped closer to her husband, touching his hand. “It is thoughtful of you to consider it, but I am quite content here. I do not need a come out or fancy gowns. Let me return upstairs and tell them no.”

      “By Jupiter, if you think I will selfishly keep you from your proper society as your father did, you think wrong, my lady. You will have that gown and every other and there will be no further debate!” Graham roared.

      Hamilton stepped in to intervene, apparently fearful such a roar would send a delicate female flying from the room in tears.

      Penelope simply withdrew her hand from her husband’s and inquired, “That is your wish, my lord?”

      To Hamilton’s obvious amazement, Graham’s ravaged face hinted at a smile. “Consider it your command.”

      Penelope wrinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue. “So be it. You shall be bankrupt by the morning.”

      She sailed out of the room, head held high, stockinged feet gliding across the polished floors. Both men watched with admiration until the door closed behind her. Then Guy put an end to his friend’s chuckles by throwing himself into a nearby chair and demanding, “What the hell is going on here?”

      Graham met his gaze coldly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Guy leaned forward, studying his friend’s scarred and damaged face. “I still do not believe it. When I joined that bloody war, I thought you were as good as dead. The physicians said you didn’t have a chance.”

      “And so you went to war so you could die too?” Graham asked irascibly.

      His friend waved away the question. “When I got back a few days ago and made inquiries, everyone agreed you still lingered at the gates to hell. No one has seen you. You haven’t been anywhere. They gave up visiting when you turned them all away. Then I heard about Exbury, and Deauville
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