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      Cornwall, Fall 1759

      

      Alyson Hampton clung to the masculine hand holding hers as she gazed over the choppy sea. Standing on the bluff, she let the wind off the water blow her black cloud of hair over her shoulders. Her eyes reflected the silver gleam of overcast skies.

      A vague smile tugged at her lips under the familiar admiration of the man watching her. The desire that had caught them both by surprise a few months ago blossomed into a strong urge that was difficult to fight.

      Alyson loved the natural cowlick that normally cascaded golden hair upon Alan’s noble brow. She wished he had not bothered with the formality of his powdered wig today. She had not yet developed the temerity to mention her distaste for his wig, however, so she merely smiled as he drew his hand through her hair.

      “You are so lovely, you shame the skies for not smiling upon you,” he murmured.

      Her lips parted at this nonsensical statement, and she turned her attention back again to the choppy sea. Watching her long-legged spaniel puppy dancing after some creature at the cliff’s edge, she abruptly frowned.

      “Peabody! Heel!” She spoke sharply, urgently, so unlike her usual tones that both man and beast stared in astonishment.

      The puppy bounded happily toward her, and Alyson relaxed. Returning to her normal absent-minded state, she scratched the dog’s head before allowing Alan to lead her away from the windy bluff.

      As they walked away, a cascade of pebbles fell from the ridge where the puppy had been standing. The soggy mud slid after the falling pebbles, and a moment later the tuft of grass where the dog had been disappeared in a rumble of mud and stone to the sea below.

      Alan caught his breath in shock. Alyson serenely picked a late wildflower. He expelled his breath and grinned. “Is that an example of that Scots second sight the servants claim you possess?”

      Alyson glanced at him with surprise; then, noting his mocking grin, she laughed. Picking up the skirts of her apron and gown, she raced him down the hill to the sanctuary of a rolling valley where they were hidden from all sight of the house.

      Alan caught up with her in a few long strides, pulling her into his arms as soon as the shadow of the hill hid them. His lips found hers, and in a few brief seconds their laughter melted into whispered sighs.
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        * * *

      

      Remembering that day with a happy flush, Alyson leaned over the upstairs balustrade to scan the majestic hall below. Boughs of evergreen and ropes of holly looped and spiraled down the polished wood of the staircase and throughout the hall. Tantalizing smells wafted up from the kitchen, and whispered conversations and giggles echoed from the far corners of the house. Excitement raced through her as she noted the footman opening the door.

      He was here! Heart pumping, she stepped back into the shadows of the upper hall. She knew Alan’s formidable parents would precede him, and they would not approve of her forwardness in racing to greet their son.

      She curled up on the backless sofa at the top of the stairs and listened to the deep male voices carrying up to her. That one was Alan’s, and she smiled as she imagined him swinging off his heavy greatcoat and handing it to the footman. He would be wearing his formal wig, a short, dignified one unlike his father’s old-fashioned full-bottomed one. He would have on his new green frock coat with the buff cuffs turned back and held with gold buttons. She couldn’t decide what vest he would wear, but it would look dashing against the starched lace of his shirt and the gold chain of his watch. When she tried to imagine the rest of his attire, her cheeks grew warm.

      She was eighteen-years old and had never been out of Cornwall in her life. Alan Tremaine was the only young gentleman of her acquaintance. She had no business knowing about a man’s breeches and what was under them, but she had heard enough from hushed conversations in the kitchen to know there was some marvelous secret to it. She felt every confidence that Alan would be the one to teach her all his secrets. Perhaps this very night he would seek her out. It had been so long since she had seen him. She had never known time could go so slowly until he went to London.

      Her grandfather’s greeting rose from the drafty magnificence of the hall, and Alyson leapt to her feet to find occupation in the second-floor salon. The earl would be accompanying his guests up the stairs shortly. He would not like to find her hovering in the dark like a common maidservant.

      Alyson knew Lady Tremaine considered her no better than the earl’s bastard granddaughter, but Alyson shrugged off her foolishness. She was aware her father had never married her mother in the church, but the romantic tragedy of their lives overshadowed the whispered labels people applied behind her back. In Scotland, formal vows weren’t necessary.

      Besides that, her father’s father had married her mother’s mother, and it seemed to her that made everything perfectly legitimate, particularly since she had never known her parents. An only son, her father had perished at sea, and her mother had died of consumption within a year of her birth. Her grandparents were the only parents she had ever known.

      Sadness crept into her heart as she watched her grandfather enter the salon. Since her grandmother’s death two years ago, the earl had grown old. He moved slowly, and the tired lines in his aristocratic face grew deeper with each passing day. But he carried his tall, lanky frame proudly erect, and his smile of pride upon seeing Alyson warmed her all the way to the bone.

      She rose and curtsied, blithely casting a laughing gaze to Alan and ignoring Lady Tremaine’s frown. He looked harassed as his mother launched into a monologue of the tribulations of their sojourn in the city, and his father headed for the brandy decanter. Alyson drifted back to the settee and dreamed of Alan’s kisses while she waited for him to find an excuse to leave the room with her. Surely he must be as eager as she to renew their sweet exchanges.

      Accustomed to allowing the conversation to flow unheeded around her, it took some time before Alyson grasped the subject under discussion. She caught it then only because Alan suddenly looked guilty and turned to pour a drink from the decanter for himself. Frowning, Alyson tried to tune in to Lady Tremaine’s incessant chatter.

      “It should be an excellent match. She has impeccable breeding, and her dowry is every bit as significant as her older sister’s. They seem well-suited. Alan scarcely left her side during the entire visit. They’ve not decided on a wedding date yet. Of course, they’ll reside here most of the year, where dear Alan will help his father in the management . . .”

      Alyson didn’t hear the rest. A hammer seemed to be battering at her heart, chipping it into little pieces. Surely she had not heard aright. Her grandfather was always accusing her of not hearing one word in two, and he was quite likely right. She had misheard Lady Tremaine’s lengthy monologue. Alan could not be marrying another. His kisses had promised her.

      With great dignity Alyson rose from the settee, murmured a vague excuse, and drifted from the salon. She felt Lady Tremaine’s malicious look, but she seldom took notice of the thoughts of small minds. Only Alan mattered, and she held that thought close while she waited for him to follow her. She had half-hoped it would be this night that he would pledge his vows to her. That was the only Christmas gift she craved. He would come and make everything right.

      Skirts lifted by fashionable side hoops, she swept down the darkened corridor lined with portraits of her English ancestors. She knew the name and history of each one of them, but her portrait would never hang here. Her illegitimacy barred her from the family tree. This had never truly bothered her, but waiting for Alan raised the specters of all life’s uncertainties.

      As long as Alan stood at her side, she had not cared that she couldn’t be introduced to London society. She enjoyed the vast loneliness of her grandfather’s Cornish estate. She kept her own company well, and although she might wish for friends with whom to share secrets, she couldn’t miss what she had never had.

      She heard footsteps hurrying down the echoing stone corridor. She stepped into the moonlight of an arched window, where he could see her silhouette. She had known he would follow. Now he would explain, and everything would be right again.

      Alan’s arms slid around her waist, and Alyson raised her mouth to the ecstasy of his kiss. Her heart beat against a cage of whalebone as he pulled her close. Her hands rested against the smooth satin covering his chest, and as his kisses drifted across her cheek and down her throat, she sighed. Everything would be fine.

      “Tell me about London,” she murmured, turning from his embrace when his caresses became too bold. “Who is this heiress your mother has found?”

      “You need not worry about heiresses, my love. Lucinda prefers London, whatever my mother might think. I’ll ensure the family name and fortune by wedding her, but you’re the one I will come home to. It will work, I promise you. Come, give me a kiss, and I will show you what I brought for you.”

      She could see the outline of his neat bagwig in the moonlight, but in his eyes she could see only shadows. Alan’s head descended to find her lips, but Alyson twisted in his grasp. Perhaps she did not know a great deal about the world, but the effects of marriage, or lack of it, she had learned at a painfully early age.

      “I don’t understand, Alan. I thought you loved me. How can you wed another? Please explain,” she asked patiently, waiting for the understanding that sometimes came so slowly to her. She knew she was not stupid, but she had insufficient knowledge of people to always understand what they tried to tell her behind their words.

      Alan pressed a kiss to her hair and daringly slid his hand to the curve of her breast. She inhaled sharply as he stroked the edge of her bodice, and he smiled.

      “You know I love you, little turtle. And I’ve made plans for us. We’ll be together as often as we want. I’ll provide for you. You need never worry about that. Did you think my love so shallow as to forget how you feel in my arms, how your kisses torment my soul? Look, see what I’ve brought for you.”

      He released her breast to reach into the deep pocket of his coat to produce a small box, which he opened with a flick of his thumb. He held it up to the moonbeam from the window, and the magnificent garnet winked against the intricate gold of its setting.

      Alyson stared at the lovely ring with incredulity. This was what she had planned and dreamed and hoped, a sign for all the world to know that he claimed her as his. The words of love and kisses were there too, just as she had imagined them. So why, then, was everything so wrong? Perhaps she still misunderstood. She scanned the handsome curve of his jaw.

      “The ring is very lovely, Alan, but only a wife can accept such extravagant gifts. Forgive me if I am too overwrought to understand. Did you not say you were to wed this Lucinda?”

      Alan attempted to place the ring on her finger, but Alyson curled her hands into tight, frightened balls against his chest. He kissed her nose.

      “I have no choice, Alyson. The title requires legitimate heirs. Everyone accepts that’s the way things must be. But what is legality to love such as ours? You will be my wife in all but name. Wear the ring, my love, for me.”

      Perhaps she really was very stupid. Others understood their place in the way of things. Why couldn’t she? Her mother had borne her out of wedlock, and thenceforth, so must all her own children be the same? It seemed a singular feat of logic that she had not quite grasped before. She grasped it now, however, like twisting her fingers around a fiery brand until the pain seared with white-hot heat, leaving only ashes behind.

      “Your generosity overwhelms me, Tremaine. I must go now.” Dropping her hands from his chest, Alyson stalked down the hall, not caring if he followed. Pain lit her path and pain carried her feet and pain held her head high. She would walk away and never look back. Never. It had taken a long time to grow up, but her eyes were open now.
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        * * *

      

      Six weeks later, that night was no more than a half-remembered nightmare. Reality was the cold gray mist soaking her woolen cloak and clinging to her lashes and mixing with a torrent of tears. The polished coffin slid into its stone tomb, out of her sight forever, and Alyson choked on a sob.

      The vicar hastily concluded the service before the rain worsened. She didn’t hear words of comfort or love in his voice; she had to turn inside herself for that. Grandfather had loved her, and she wanted him to be happy. He couldn’t be happy lying ill in bed calling for her grandmother. He was much happier now, up in heaven watching over her. She shouldn’t mourn his passing, but be glad for him.

      Still, the tears rolled down her cheeks. The earl’s death left her with no one except this stranger the solicitor had introduced as the new Earl of Cranville. She knew it was the grossest self-pity she indulged in, but she could not imagine rising in the morning to a day with no grandfather in it.

      Shoving her gloved fist in her mouth, Alyson turned and raced back to the house, ignoring the black-clad company who so studiously avoided her. Only the servants dared offer her any comfort, and they had to maintain a respectful distance during the service.

      Behind her, Alan Tremaine started to break away after her, but his mother caught his arm with an angry hiss and held him back. As he had throughout the service, the new earl, Alexander Hampton, watched with bored disinterest.

      A little later, Alyson rubbed at the red in her eyes with cold water before descending to meet with the solicitor. Her maid Hettie clucked and brought a warm shawl to wrap over Alyson’s mourning gown. She hovered to brush straying curls back into Alyson’s chignon.

      The salon would be full of mourners who had traveled all the way from London and would spend the night. The late earl had had many friends in government and society, but Alyson scarcely knew them. She had never needed more than her grandfather.

      That was a lie, but she consoled herself with it anyway as she patted her hair and arranged her shawl and prepared to meet the gentlemanly old man who had requested her appearance in the study. In typical fashion, she had never wondered what would happen to her should anything happen to her grandfather, but a niggling doubt raised its ugly head now. She knew she had no legal right to the home she had called her own for nearly nineteen years, but beyond that she did not understand. She would have to go down and find out.

      Besides the bespectacled solicitor, the only other occupant of the study was her hitherto unknown cousin. Alyson sent him an anxious look as she settled her skirts in the chair. He was very big and cold and distant as he sat there in his extravagant London fashion. The full skirt of his coat flared out over his velvet breeches, silk stockings, and lace. She had never seen a Cadogan wig, and she tried to keep from staring to see how the satin tie of the wig wrapped around his collar and ended up in front. She had heard her grandfather call these young fashionables “macaroni’s” with scorn, and she fancied he had thought of his heir in that manner.

      The solicitor coughed to catch her attention. Alyson blushed and primly set her hands in her lap. She had been daydreaming again. She had been warned time enough and again that she shouldn’t let her mind wander, but it was so much easier to go off on distant journeys inside her head than to suffer tedium. She tried to concentrate on the formidable legal terms the solicitor read aloud, but she couldn’t keep her attention on words she didn’t know.

      Instead, she watched the way the solicitor rubbed at his temple, indicating his increasing nervousness. A growl made her throw a surreptitious glance to her cousin. He seemed ready to choke on some particularly unpleasant morsel. She feared in a moment he would turn purple, and she wondered if she ought to pat him on the back. The explosion, when it came, did not surprise her. One would feel inclined to violently expel such unpleasantness.

      “He was mad! Criminally insane! I’ll protest it in the highest court! Bigawd, I’ll have you in Newgate for perpetrating this fraud! Don’t think I’m some yearling who can be flummoxed like this. Nobody in his right mind could expect me to run this rattling old castle without a cent to spit on.”

      The solicitor imperturbably adjusted his spectacles. “The land surrounding the estate has always produced adequate income for the maintenance of the property—with proper management, of course, my lord. As a matter of fact, your great-uncle’s fortune began with similar humble beginnings. He managed his money wisely, invested, and watched it grow. You have every opportunity to do the same.”

      “But I’m the heir! The money should be mine, not some half-witted bastard female’s.” He threw Alyson a furious look that caused her to draw back in surprise. “How do we even know she’s a blood relative? There are no marriage lines to prove her mother wasn’t just some doxy out for what she could get.”

      The solicitor’s lips thinned into a tight line. “There has never been a question of Miss Alyson’s parentage. His lordship documented the facts most thoroughly. And even if there were, he was quite free to bring beggars off the street and endow them with his wealth. Only the title and the estate were entailed, my lord.”

      Alyson heard the solicitor’s hint of scorn in speaking to the new Earl of Cranville, and she lifted her eyebrows. Never had anyone spoken to her grandfather in such a manner.

      Seeing her surprise, the elderly gentleman turned his gaze on her. “I apologize for losing my temper, Miss Alyson. Your grandfather was a close friend of mine, and I mourn his passing deeply. It has been a long, tiring day, and I will have to return to London immediately. Is there anything I can do for you? Do you need me to go over any of the facts again?”

      Facts? What facts? Why did that cold stranger stare at her with such fury? She twisted her fingers in her lap and wished she had listened more carefully. She hated that the term “half-witted” appeared justified. She wasn’t half-witted. It was just that half her mind was usually elsewhere.

      She sighed and sent a pleading look to the kindly man behind the desk. “Mr. Farnley, I am sorry, but if you could explain some of it in . . . less formal terms, perhaps. I don’t quite grasp what is being said.”

      Her cousin sniffed in disdain, but the solicitor smiled and polished his glasses.

      “Your grandfather regretted that he could not name you his heir for the purposes of entitlement, but he has left you all else. You have a town house in London, tenements and terraces throughout the city, a commercial block in Bath, and a number of other very substantial investments. In other words, Miss Alyson, you are an extremely wealthy young lady.”

      She felt her mouth fall open, remembered to close it, but then could think of nothing to say. A town house in London? And what on earth was a commercial block in Bath? She had never been out of Cornwall in her life. Odd’s fish, how was she supposed to know what to do with these exotic acquisitions?

      Flushed, she said to Farnley with honesty, “I’d much rather have my grandfather back. What do I do with all those things? Why didn’t he explain things to me before?”

      Farnley turned his palms up in helplessness. “I suspect he had hoped to live to see you happily married to some fine young man who would know how to take care of these properties. He kept mentioning it was time to bring you out in society, but first you were too young, then your grandmother died, and then, selfishly, he preferred to keep you to himself when you expressed no desire to leave Cornwall. Money has a way of taking care of itself, and I will be more than happy to deal with any problems that arise until you are prepared to make some decisions.”

      “I’m sure you will, you old humbug,” the new earl scoffed, “but as head of the family, I’ll see that Miss Alyson’s affairs are managed properly. The first thing I will do is have my own solicitors examine your books.”

      Her cousin had a way of holding Alyson’s attention but not pleasantly so. She gaped at his rudeness. Then, when he sent her a triumphant look which seemed to mark her as part of his entailment, she recovered some of her senses.

      Rising, she held out her hand to the solicitor. “Mr. Farnley, if I understand you rightly, the inheritance is mine to do with as I wish. I wish you to continue to look after it, and if it is advisable for me to have someone else go over the books, I will have the courtesy to send you a personal letter with the name of the man I have selected. Will that suit, sir?”

      Farnley rose and accepted her hand with a shake and a familial pat. “That will suit excellently. I’d recommend that you visit London whenever you are prepared to travel. I will be delighted to introduce you to your city home.”

      Alyson ignored the rude noise of the macaroni and allowed herself the comfort of knowing she had one friend in the world. Only too shortly, he would be gone and she would be left with the despicable fiend who had apparently inherited her home.
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      It didn’t take long to discover that old routines were irrefutably gone. After the guests had all left, Alyson tried to find comfort in familiar duties, but what point was there in planning menus when there was no grandfather to appreciate them? And when she took Peabody out for a walk, she could have no expectation of running into the earl as he argued with one of his tenants or rode his fields. She had no one to share her books with, no one to appreciate the first crocus blooming, no one to talk to at all.

      The new earl finally showed up at dinner looking much the worse for what must have been a long bout of drinking. Alyson gazed at his disheveled, uncovered hair with dismay. She hastily returned her attention to consuming her food. Her grandfather had never joined her at dinner unshaven and unwigged.

      Nervously she felt his gaze follow her as she left the room, but he didn’t speak. For the first time in her life, she contemplated the security of the bolt on her chamber door.

      She wasn’t certain she welcomed Alan’s arrival the next day. She walked along the cliff ridge to be alone, to feel her grandfather’s presence in the strong wind off the sea, to discover what it was best for her to do. Seeing Alan was not conducive to deep thought.

      He dismounted, extending his hand with every expectation of her taking it as she always had. When she just stood there, the wind whipping at her mantilla, he gazed down at her with a small frown. “I have worried about you, my love. You looked so pale the other day, but the servants would not let me in to see you. I know you have suffered a terrible loss. I wish I could offer you some comfort.”

      Alyson stood proudly, although she trembled inside. She had grown up that night when he had made it clear her illegitimacy destined her only for the life of a courtesan. That didn’t mean her heart stopped fluttering like a caged bird when he was near. She clutched the folds of her cloak. “I am fine, thank you, Alan. It’s chilly out here, and I was just returning to the house. Will you excuse me?”

      She turned away, but he wouldn’t let her escape. His hand closed over her shoulder, pulling her back into the circle of his arms.

      “Don’t, Alyson. Don’t throw it all away just like that.” Pain racked his voice as he lifted his gloved hand to her cheek. “I made a mistake. I’m not afraid to admit it. I was a fool. But don’t you see? You cannot go on as you have been. Soon the neighbors will be carrying tales about your living with a man not your husband, and the scandal will be enormous. For once in your life, Alyson, you must make some decisions quickly instead of turning your back on problems. Or if you would, let me make them for you. You know I have only your best interests at heart.”

      The warmth of his hand was so tempting, the solace of his voice such a boost to her spirits, that Alyson almost succumbed. She wanted to be enfolded in his embrace again. She wanted it to be last summer, when all she need do was take his hand and his kisses rained down on her like heaven. She had lived in bliss then.

      Only, he had taught her what lay outside her dreams.

      She allowed Alan to wrap his arms around her, and she rested her head against the strength of his chest as she had so longed to do. She needed this small piece of comfort to do what she must. It would have been so easy to accept his apology and forget there had ever been a rift between them. Except, once open, her eyes could not be blind again.

      “You had only my best interests at heart when you offered for Lucinda?”

      Alan brushed the scarf back from her forehead so he could kiss her there. “No, that was my mistake, love. I thought to be sensible, when there is naught sensible about love. Forgive me, Alyson, then come home with me and tell my family you have agreed to be my wife. You will be safer under my family’s protection than with that rake who inhabits your home now.”

      Just the thought of that daunting old battleax Alan called mother gave Alyson courage. She ripped her heart out of her chest and walked on it in the process, but she still clung to a fragment of pride. She pushed away from his hold.

      “My wealth makes up for my lack of name now, so that your family will welcome me with open arms? Is that what you are saying? I’ll not ever forgive you for not standing up to them, Alan. Never. You took every shred of happiness I ever hoped to possess and ground it beneath your heel like dirt. I’ll go to hell with my cousin before I ever run to the likes of you again.”

      It hurt. By all that was holy, it hurt. She should feel proud and vengeful and triumphant as she turned and stumbled away from the stunned look on his face, but she could only feel wave after wave of pain. She loved him so. It wasn’t fair. Nothing in this world was fair.

      Alan did not follow her. She almost wished he would. If he could only explain, convince her that she was wrong, that she was just having another one of her foggy notions, but he did not. Because he could not. He had been in the wrong of it, and so had destroyed both their lives.

      She almost didn’t go down to supper, but she refused to hide in her room like some lamb terrified of slaughter. If she had to make it on her own in this world, she would have to start somewhere.

      She didn’t reveal how she quailed inside when she entered the family parlor to find her cousin waiting. Cook had chosen to set up a buffet before the fire.

      The new earl had shaved and cleaned himself up to an almost respectable figure. His powdered hair had been pulled back in a neat bagwig, and even though his fingers trembled as he lifted his glass, he did not appear dissolute. In Alyson’s opinion, his face was more striking than handsome. He still had not learned to smile, but she no longer found him repulsive.

      “Cousin Alyson, this is a pleasant surprise. The way you’ve been sneaking around corners made me think you did not want to see me. Help yourself to the fare the kitchen has thrown up for our amusement and have a seat.”

      Alyson helped herself to small portions of the informal buffet on the sideboard the Scots cook had prepared to suit her tastes. Her cousin’s plate had not been emptied, and he was already pouring another glass of wine. Apparently haggis and bannocks were not to his appetite. She found a chair beside the fire and set the tea tray in front of her.

      “If the food is not satisfactory, I have only to notify the cook,” she told him. “You have some preferences? I’m certain the staff will be more than happy to cater to them.” She helped herself to a bannock while she awaited his reply.

      “The cursed creatures are accustomed to having you order them about, aren’t they? I daresay that will not be too infamous a thing when we are married, not like breaking in a new wife, I suppose. I’m beginning to see advantages to such an arrangement.”

      His insolent stare stripped away the layers of her woolen mourning gown until Alyson felt her skin burn. Two arrogant male assumptions in one day were more than her strained nerves could handle. She acted on instinct alone.

      “We are getting married?” she inquired, without a hint of emotion. In truth, she had no emotion left.

      “Of course, you silly chit. It is the only solution left to us. You have the money, I have the name and the house. It took me a while to see what the old man intended, and it was a bloody unfair way of manipulating me, but I’ll give him credit for winning this battle. I’ll make arrangements for the special license in the morning.”

      Alyson toyed with that idea as she toyed with her food. Had her grandfather really meant for her to marry his heir? Was this his way of making certain she had a home? She thought it more likely a matter of giving her a choice, but she took care not to mention that to Cranville.

      “I’ll think about it,” was all she replied.

      The new earl scowled and stood. Lifting her from her chair, he toppled back in the nearest sofa with her on his lap. “You flutter like a plump pigeon, cousin,” he chuckled as he pulled at the laces of her gown, exposing the chemise covering her breasts. “I’ll have pigeon for supper, and then in the morning, you’ll have nothing left to think about.”

      Alyson squealed with outrage as he tore at her laces and chemise. She tried to slap at his shadowed jaw, but even though she sprawled across his knees, he exerted full control with just one muscled arm around her waist. His chuckle infuriated her, and she struggled to pull away. Instead, he leaned back against the sofa’s arm, pulling her flat against him. One muscular leg crossed over hers, and her hips were trapped intimately against his. Terrified, she began to scream.

      Cranville cursed and tossed her over, covering her mouth with his hand. But Alyson had found all the weapon she needed. His empty pockets might pay the servants now, but decades of loyalty to the old earl and his granddaughter didn’t disappear overnight.

      The parlor door slid open and the butler stalked through, his nose in the air as he contemplated the ceiling. “You called, miss?”

      Alyson bit hard on the villain’s fingers, and he yelped. With a shove at his chest, she tumbled him off. A footman had followed the butler and was engaged in clearing plates, but she understood that she had only to say the word and they would risk their livelihoods to come to her aid.

      Cranville scowled as she rose from the sofa, pulling her bodice together. He scrambled from the floor and glanced warningly at the servants. “Miss Alyson and I are having a discussion. We do not need your interference this evening. The next man who walks through that door is dismissed.” He grabbed her arm and held it so she couldn’t escape.

      The butler stiffened.

      Muttering “Like bloody hell,” Alyson picked up the teapot and poured a boiling stream of tea down Cranville’s leg. He released her with a string of oaths that should have blistered the walls.

      Haughtily she lifted her skirts and swept from the room, followed closely by the two servants. She suspected they were fighting back grins, but she wasn’t in a humor to join in. Stomping up the stairs with unladylike grace, she slammed into her chambers and threw the bolt. Let the new lord lick his own wounds tonight. She had bags to pack.

      Hettie knocked shortly after and Alyson let her in.

      Taking in the mounds of clothing scattered across the room, the maid sent orders for a trunk and valise to be brought down, and set about making order of the situation.

      “Now, miss, you’ll be traveling by public coach, and a right rowdy lot they’ll be. It won’t do to let them think you’re quality. Mind me, now, you say nothing to nobody until you can get to a respectable posting house and hire a chaise.”

      Having utterly no idea how one went about traveling by coach or chaise, Alyson listened carefully as she folded those items she most needed for travel. Obviously, she could not wear her riding habit, nor any of her expensive gowns. Consulting with Hettie, she sent for one of the younger maids. She gave her a choice of any gown in exchange for a servant’s dress suitable for her disguise. The girl gaped but hastily agreed.

      By the time Alyson was garbed in a threadbare cotton dress and cloaked in an old wool that still smelled of the stable, the hour had crept past midnight. The butler reported his lordship had drunk himself to sleep. Still, she crept quietly out the back with her loyal servants carrying lanterns to light her way.

      A cart had been prepared to take her trunk to the coach station. With tears in her eyes, Alyson hugged her friends before climbing in.

      Alan had wanted her to make a decision. Well, she had. She would go to London and see the world.

      The groom made the ticket purchase at the staging inn and stayed with her until her trunk was loaded on top of the rickety wooden coach. Without a single look backward, Alyson waved farewell and climbed into the crowded interior.
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      Rory Maclean cursed and scratched surreptitiously at a suspicious itch beneath his arm. Beneath the coarse wool of his decrepit coat, his stained leather jerkin and threadbare homespun shirt stank from hard use and no washing. Why the devil he had decided to make this trip was far beyond his capacity to comprehend. The country that had branded him an outlaw for all these years would scarcely welcome him with open arms now—even less so if they knew he was more of a criminal now than he had been when he left. But his family had worked hard to obtain his pardon, and it seemed only fair that he should thank them personally.

      His ship had landed off the coast of Cornwall. His men were unwilling to risk the British Navy in closer ports. Glaring over the desolation of a Cornish mining town, Rory knew he was in for a long and tedious ride to London.

      The gray colors of day were fading to twilight, and he yawned. He could have chosen to arrive in a little more grandeur than his usual disguise, but he preferred to keep the connection between himself and the ship undetected. The men had their orders and would carry them out well enough without him for a while. And they would be ready when he was. This courtesy visit should not last overlong.

      Sometime after midnight the coach rattled to a halt to change horses and take on passengers, but by this time he was sound asleep.

      When he woke again, Rory found the opposite seat occupied by two daunting women who glared at him as if he had threatened rape at knife point. One was so obese as to make the act physically improbable. The other wore the prim attire and thin-lipped mien of a spinster. Maliciously Rory winked and watched her shiver in horror, before he returned to watching the passing landscape.

      The barely perceptible evergreen scent of heather in springtime gradually reached his senses. Rory wondered if one of those damn fleas had given him the fever. Springtime would not have reached the Highlands yet, and he was a long way from those lovely hills.

      The soft rustle of a page turning jerked his attention back to the far occupant of his seat. Since she was not in his direct field of vision, he had not bothered to examine the passenger blocked by a large merchant snoring between them.

      Adjusting his position so his long legs nearly touched the skirts of the wide-eyed spinster, Rory glanced over. The cloak the small passenger wore was as disreputable as his own and totally enveloped her. The fabric might smell of the stables, but the scent of heather had to be coming from somewhere.

      The smooth white hands turning the pages revealed she was as much a fraud as he—more so, he suspected. But the fact that she was a fraud wasn’t what fascinated him. It was the hands. He hadn’t been this close to soft hands like that in years. The women he knew lived harsh lives, and the toil showed in the brown filth and calluses. These hands didn’t appear to have ever lifted anything heavier than roses or touched anything dirtier than crystal. They were slim and soft. He wondered how they would feel against his skin, but remembering the unshaven bristles of his jaw and the work-hardened coarseness of his own palms, he turned to stare out the window again.

      By evening Rory was cursing himself for three sorts of a fool for not just sailing up the Thames and disembarking in London for all the world to see. He was unaccustomed to sitting still this length of time. He contemplated buying a horse to complete the journey rather than continuing to suffer this torture. The merchant had descended at noon, but the three women lingered. If he had to sit idle any longer, he would go mad.

      The fat one had snored through most of the day, waking only when they stopped to eat. The spinster had managed to spend the entire time looking disapproving and pulling her skirts away from his boots. The third one . . . Rory leaned his head back against the hard box seat and contemplated the third one with pleasure.

      She had declined to join the others in their meals, but stayed in the coach and evidently lunched out of the basket at her feet. But he had stationed himself where he could see her when she descended to visit the necessary, and he had finally caught sight of the vision beneath that musty wool.

      The glimpse had been brief but revealing. Light eyes the gray-blue of a misty Scottish morn gazed from a round-cheeked face of palest snow, with just a hint of rose to her cheeks. A beauteous cloud of ebony hair swirled about her brow and throat despite some attempt to control it with combs and ribbons. He still could not see her figure, but the way she moved across the yard told him all he needed to know. She was an angel down from heaven, and as such, far from the reaches of a devil such as himself.

      Lapsing into drowsy cynicism as night closed in, Rory ignored temptation and tried to sleep on the rough wooden bench of the public conveyance. Before he reached that happy goal, the frantic cry of the driver and the sudden unexpected jerk of the coach threw him forward, nearly landing him in mounds of flesh. A faint wailing sound arose from the other passenger’s throat as Rory righted himself by using her knee as a brace.

      The coach ground to a halt, and the spinster shrieked in terror at some sight in the forest beyond. The angel finally surrendered her book to the gray light and looked outside as if to discern the status of the elements. Rory pushed her back against the seat and leaned across her to find the cause for this unscheduled stop.

      From this angle he could see a mounted man holding the bridle of the lead coach horse. Another horseman held a blunderbuss pointed at the driver, while a third had dismounted, pistol in hand, and approached the coach. That didn’t require much problem-solving.

      In the darkening twilight he could see only an expanse of bare trees behind the highwaymen. They had found a barren, isolated spot to perpetrate their crime.

      Rory disturbed the spinster’s equilibrium by brushing her skirts in climbing over her legs to unlatch the coach door. His seat mate only made her delicate frame more compact to allow him to pass. He dropped to the ground, blocking the coach door.

      The highwayman pulled his tricorne over his brow and gestured at Rory with his pistol. “Get the women down.” The kerchief masking his jaw muffled his voice.

      With three loaded weapons aimed in his direction, Rory didn’t see an immediate alternative. Keeping his eyes on the pistol, he opened the door and held out his hand. “Best listen to the man with the gun,” he suggested.

      The spinster screamed again, but she reluctantly obeyed Rory’s whispered reassurances and took his hand to climb down. The fat one huffed and complained and rolled out after her. The third one hesitated, and Rory had to climb up on the step to urge her to hurry.

      “They’re likely half-bosky and ready to show their prowess at the slightest disobedience, ma’am. Giving them our coins is better than surrendering our lives.”

      Reluctantly, she took his rough hand and climbed down.

      “’And over the val’bles, ladies and gent.” The highwayman swept off his hat for them to deposit their coins in, revealing a swarthy face and filthy hair.

      “You bloomin’ hidget! We ain’t arfter the gold. Just get the female and lets get outter ’ere.” The mounted horseman added a few succinct curses as his companion began pocketing the coin purses he had taken.

      “Which uv the wenches you meanin’ to take?” the bold thief demanded irritably. “They don’t none uv ’em look like quality to me.”

      Rory felt the slim woman beside him stiffen, and he rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder while the highwaymen bickered among themselves over the identity of the mysterious female they had been sent to abduct. Things made a little more sense now.

      Shoving his slovenly hat from his brow, Rory spat at the ground and contemplated the gunman. “Don’ know who ye be lookin’ for or why, but just to get rid of ’er wicked tongue and bony knees, I’d give you this ’un, exceptin’ that’s my bun she’s got in the oven, and I reckon I’ll keep what’s mine.” He felt the girl’s angry twitch, and aggravatingly, he hugged her shoulder. Be deviled if she didn’t feel good squeezed against his side.

      “That leaves ’em two.” Rory nodded helpfully toward his other traveling companions. “If I was ye, I’d cast my lot on the young ’un. She’s got a fine eye to ’er and a lady’s ways. She’ll be bringin’ you the best billet, I reckon.”

      The spinster sputtered, apparently not knowing whether to scream in outrage or preen. Rory smothered a chuckle as the would-be kidnapper grabbed her skinny elbow. The girl beside him tried to jerk from his hold, but he kept a firm grip on her hood so no one could see her face. One look at her creamy complexion and sooty lashes, and even a man without a brain would know she was the one they wanted.

      “Come on, miss, we ain’t got all day. We ain’t gonna ’urt you none, just take you back where you belong. That’s all, miss.”

      Those words coupled with the spinster’s screams caused the girl to step back against Rory, and he wrapped a protective arm around her waist. He felt her shudder, but whether it was him or fear that caused it, he couldn’t ascertain.

      With much ado and wails and shrieks of protest, the spinster was carried off in the arms of the highwayman for the first and only adventure of her dismal life. With the gunmen gone, the remaining passengers returned to the coach to the tune of the driver’s curses.

      The fat woman stared at Rory suspiciously. Muttering under her breath something vaguely resembling “What’s this world comin’ to?” she removed a hunk of cheese from among her voluminous clothes and began to munch.

      Alyson sat on the edge of the seat, nervously clasping and unclasping her hands, deliberately not looking at him. “What’s to become of her?” she whispered.

      Rory smiled at the beauty of that musical lilt. Each piece of this puzzle was better than the last. It almost made the journey worth it. “That’s something I suspect you would know better than I.”

      Alyson jumped nervously at this murmur so near her ear. She glanced at the woman across from them, but she had leaned back and begun to snore again. Guiltily Alyson looked at the empty place across from her. Apparently the spinster had been traveling alone.

      “I don’t know.” This rather odious man had saved her, Alyson realized. She didn’t know how to thank him.

      That he had guessed she was the one the villains were after did not puzzle her. She had long ago accepted that other people understood things that she didn’t, while she saw things that made people look at her strangely. That was the way her world was.

      “He’ll be furious, but I shouldn’t think he would harm a stranger,” she said more to herself than to her listener.

      Her companion crossed his arms over his chest. “Who will be furious? Who wanted you abducted?”

      Alyson sighed and sat back against the seat. There was little enough she could do now. The coach rattled and jerked faster to make up lost time. Her words lurched with the horses’ gait. “My . . . cousin. He meant . . . for us . . . to be married.”

      Her filthy companion hummed but merely asked, “I don’t suppose you would have a bite or two of something edible left in that basket, would ye, lass? It looks as if we’ll not be makin’ the inn for supper.”

      Startled, Alyson glanced at the stranger who had rescued her, however ungallantly. In this dusk she could discern little, but her sight was enhanced by the impressions she had received throughout the day. He was taller than she, but not frighteningly so, not so tall as Alan or her cousin. He seemed very sturdily built, certainly not the skinny scarecrow one would expect beneath those rags. Remembering the muscular strength of the arm that had restrained her, she stirred uneasily. He was not so big as Cranville, perhaps, but he had to be as strong. That arm had been sheer iron.

      His face was something of a problem. Covered in a week’s growth of beard, it appeared formidable, as square and sturdily made as the rest of him. His russet hair was tied in a queue, but since he kept it covered with a hat, she could tell little more. She suspected she should be afraid of him, but she had felt him as a congenial presence from the very first, more so than the ladies, and she trusted her instincts.

      She reached for the basket. “You certainly have many voices, don’t you? Are you an actor?” The change from his ignorant accent with the highwaymen to a hint of a Scots burr had not escaped her notice.

      “‘All the world’s a stage, and men and women merely players . . .’” he quoted mockingly. “I fancy you’re not quite what you seem either, milady.”

      “Do you enjoy Shakespeare, Mr. . . .” She glanced up in surprise, realizing she was conversing with a man whose name she didn’t know.

      “Rory Douglas Maclean, at your service, milady.” He swept off his hat and made the half-bow the coach’s limited interior allowed him. “Might I have the honor of yours, milady?”

      The soft, lilting roll of his R’s enchanted her, and Alyson smiled. “You sound just like my grandmother. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed that accent until now.” She produced a linen napkin with a variety of selections from the cook’s generous basket. “I hope some of these will suit your appetite.”

      She had not responded to his calling her lady. She had not offered him a name. She had merely offered him all the food she carried.

      Rory accepted the offering without looking at it, wondering if he’d finally found the flaw in all this perfection. What a shame it would be to have a witless angel. Their conversation seemed to be carried on two levels: he would ask questions and she would talk about Shakespeare and accents and grandmothers, which would be fine if that was what he had asked her.

      But how many witless ladies could even read Shakespeare, let alone recognize the quote? He didna ken, but he would.

      Rory opened the napkin, and the scent of pickled salmon hit him. With wonder he sampled the rest of the fare, each discovery bringing another enraptured cry. “Bannocks! Ach, my bonny lassie, do ye not know what I would give for fresh bannocks? And spelding! It’s been years . . .” His ecstasy disappeared in the mouthful of bread and fish he deposited between his grateful lips.

      His companion giggled at his reaction to her food. “Alan always turned up his nose at my favorite dishes. Even grandfather hated spelding. I should have known the Maclean would like this fare. My name is Alyson Hampton. Pleased to meet you.”

      Rory nearly choked on her ingenuous recognition of his Scots title. He hadn’t introduced himself as laird, nor did he show any outward sign of it. He wasn’t even certain why he had given his proper name after all these years of hiding it. Maybe she wasn’t the one who was witless, but he.

      She offered him a jug of cool, sweet water, and he took a gulp, wishing it were something stronger. Angels and half-wits and kidnappers all in a night strained credulity. Handing back the jug, he glanced at her bent head as she nibbled on a scone. The hood had fallen back and he could see the white sheen of her bare nape in the moonlight, delicately adorned with black curls. She showed no apparent fear of him and seemed to have forgotten the highwaymen entirely. Definitely mad.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Hampton. Should I recognize your name, since you so obviously know mine?”

      Frowning, she asked, “Do you think p’raps I ought to travel incognito?”

      Rory gulped and swallowed his last bite practically whole. All that blessed loveliness, and every bit as mad as a Bedlamite. “Incognito?” he questioned stupidly.

      She didn’t appear to notice the inanity of his reply, but began to repack her basket. She glanced to the snoring woman on the other seat, then whispered, “If my cousin is so very desperate to have my money, he must try again, mustn’t he? I thought I’d hidden myself very well, but perhaps that’s not enough. Maybe I should change my name. What name do you think I should use?”

      As long as he didn’t distract her with questions, she was making some small amount of sense. Rory wiped his fingers on the damask napkin she had given him and gave the matter some thought. How in hell could he ascertain her predicament if he could not ask her questions?

      “Perhaps you should tell me the whole story first,” he suggested.

      Miss Hampton curled up under her cloak and closed her eyes. Rory listened as she related her tale without self-consciousness, explaining her illegitimacy and her unexpected inheritance.

      Rory could not believe his ears. As the musical voice drifted on, unraveling the whole story for his amazement, he had the urge to warn her not to talk to strangers. She had no business telling him all this. He was absolutely the worst possible person for her to confide in—couldn’t she see that?

      But, of course, she could not. Angels knew nothing of guilty minds and lesser beings. When she finally fell asleep and her head gravitated toward his shoulder, Rory wrapped his arm around her and settled her against his side. Here he was, a landless, dispossessed laird, a hardened criminal, and holding probably one of the wealthiest, most innocent women in the realm in his arms. God might as well have parted the clouds and dropped the kingdom of heaven on him. He couldn’t be any more dazed.

      Her breathing against his chest stirred gentle emotions, and not all of them were base. Perhaps, just once in his life, he would do the right thing.
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      London, February 1760

      
      They switched transport somewhere during the night.

      Alyson woke to the Maclean shouting and dragging some poor man out of his bed, insisting they could not wait until morning in this pestilential hellhole they called an inn. With the authority of an aristocrat, he hired a chaise and driver and ordered food and hot water for washing. She would never had been able to do all that. On her own, she would still be sitting in that unsprung coach across from the snoring fat woman, wondering if they would ever reach London.

      And now they were nearly there. The country lanes had turned to mud flats and the dismal hovels of squatters and scavengers on the outskirts of the city. The sooty fog of thousands of chimneys hung in the distance, and Alyson began to twist the strings of her reticule in nervousness.

      “I’ll need to tell the driver your direction shortly,” Rory prompted her.

      Alyson returned her attention to the rough-hewn features of the man who had befriended her. He had washed and shaved at the inn and looked considerably more presentable than earlier, if one could consider an ostler more presentable than a chimney sweep. Now that it was clean, his hair had taken on a definite auburn hue she found attractive, particularly with those deep, brandy-colored eyes of his. But in the bright light of day there was no denying he was more rogue than gentleman.

      “I will need to go to my solicitor’s office. I have the address here somewhere.” She rummaged through her bag until she found the card Mr. Farnley had given her.

      Rory glanced at the address and handed it back to her. “Lass, should you appear at Mr. Farnley’s in that gear and in the company of the likes of me, he would have a failure of the heart. Why don’t I have the driver take you to your grandfather’s house, where you can deck yourself out in finery and purloin a maid and a groom to accompany you?”

      He seemed to know a great deal about everything, but little enough about her. Alyson shrugged. “I have no other address other than that. Mr. Farnley will help me.

      Rory rolled his eyes skyward. “You have come all the way across country with no other address than the solicitor’s? What if you had arrived by night? Did you expect him to be there then? Have you no relatives, no friends you can call on? Are you really quite as mad as you seem, Miss Hampton?”

      “It isn’t night, so there’s no need to worry, is there?” she replied practically. “I’m certain Mr. Farnley will understand when I explain. There is still the matter of my cousin, though. I really do think I should change my name.”

      The Maclean rubbed his temple with an expression of frustration. “Miss Hampton, for your sake, I hope you have some powerful relative who will chop off your cousin’s head if he bothers you again. Until then, let me give you the address of my aunt. You will need a companion who knows her way around, and she might be helpful. If you will allow me . . .” He took her card and with a stub of lead scrawled the direction under the solicitor’s.

      Alyson smiled. The Maclean was looking at her as if he couldn’t decide whether to eat her or strangle her, but she felt confident he would do neither. He really was a nice man for all that he tried to be an irascible curmudgeon.

      She gazed with wonder at the vendors weaving their carts through the street, hawking their wares while ragged urchins dodged in and out. Watching a maid in an upper-story window empty a slop jar into the street below, she wondered how all this mass of humanity came together in these narrow streets without killing each other. She had never seen so many people in her entire life.

      When the chaise finally arrived in front of the impressive facade of the law offices of Farnley and Farnley, Rory felt leapt down from the carriage and assisted her to step out.

      Instead of releasing his hand once she was on the street, Alyson continued to hold it, and studied the Maclean’s face. He wasn’t handsome like Alan, but she liked the strength of his square jaw and broad cheekbones. She wondered what it would be like to be kissed by lips as hard and . . . Her mind sought the word that described the slight fullness of his lower lip. Sensual? She shivered in pleasure, and her smile widened.

      “I shall never forget your kindness, Lord Maclean.”

      Stunned almost to a state of shock by the full brunt of her devastating smile, Rory shook his head and asked, “Will you tell me how you knew I am laird?”

      Alyson removed her hand from his grip and righted her cloak. “You told me, of course.”

      Rory suffered a pang of regret at parting from the only angel heaven would ever send to him. In thirty-six hours of her company he had become as daft as she, to let a lovely heiress escape his arms. Perhaps he was building up credit in heaven.

      Rory tried one last time. “I gave you my name, lassie, not my title. It is not a thing I throw about, under the circumstances.”

      Alyson frowned and touched a gentle finger to his jaw. “’Tis time now that you begin. The Maclean is a proud name and title. You wear it well.”

      Then, as if she had said nothing any more astonishing than farewell, she swept up the polished marble steps to the solicitor’s office and out of his life.
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        * * *

      

      Farnley was startled to discover that the shabby maidservant drifting into his chambers was actually the lovely Cornish heiress he’d left behind just days ago. He kept removing his spectacles and rubbing his eyes, but the vision didn’t change.

      When he fully grasped her tale of the new earl’s actions, he surmised she must be suffering maidenly hysterics. A gentleman wouldn’t behave in such a manner. But she was a wealthy client, and he wouldn’t dispute her version. He polished his spectacles again.

      “Well, you certainly have every right to set up your own household, Miss Hampton, every right indeed. Of course, a young unmarried lady will need a suitable companion. I am certain you must have other cousins we can consult . . .”

      Alyson drew out the card the Maclean had scribbled on and handed it to the solicitor. “This lady was recommended to me. Do you know her?”

      Farnley studied the card. “Lady Campbell? Yes, of course, but . . .”

      All the objections that came to mind would have no impact on this young woman. Lady Campbell had been a suspected Jacobite in her youth and had escaped the full process of law only because of her Tory husband. Since her widowhood, she had lived on the thin edges of poverty. There was no questioning the lady’s good breeding, however, and in a day when morality was something to be discussed philosophically but seldom practiced, Lady Campbell had a faultless reputation. Farnley gave up the battle without a fight.

      Standing, he picked up his hat and offered his arm. “Come, we will visit the lady and see what she recommends.”
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        * * *

      

      In one of the older residential districts, the Campbell house’s narrow facade was squeezed in between a palatial limestone mansion and a small church. The window frames lacked paint, Alyson observed, but the front step was well-scrubbed. The maid answering the door appeared equally scrubbed and cheerful. She bobbed a curtsy, led the visitors into a small parlor, and carried Mr. Farnley’s card away on a silver salver.

      Garbed in a simple lutestring sacque of dove gray adorned with a handful of pink silk roses, the lady who joined them appeared almost doll-like, but possessed the presence of a royal duchess.

      Mr. Farnley made a leg and bowed. After the first courtesies, he brought Alyson forward. The lady’s gaze swept from Alyson’s face to her indescribable clothes without comment.

      “Lady Campbell, I would like to present to you Miss Alyson Hampton, granddaughter of the late Earl of Cranville. She has come up from Cornwall after her grandfather’s death. She has few acquaintances here, and it has been recommended that she be put under the protection of a suitable companion. Your name being mentioned, Miss Hampton asked that we discuss the issue with you first.”

      Lady Campbell’s blue eyes lit with fascination, but she revealed no surprise as she offered seats to her guests and perched on the edge of a striped brocade settee. “Might I inquire as to who recommended me?”

      Alyson met her gaze with ease. “Your nephew, my lady. He was most courteous in my behalf, and I respect his opinion. I trust I have not been too forward in responding to his suggestion.”

      Lady Campbell laughed delightedly. Her dancing gaze swept from the staid solicitor and back to Alyson. “Of course, he mentioned some such to me, but I paid no mind to it. He is quite right, though, child. We shall suit. Mr. Farnley, I am certain you and my solicitor can work out whatever arrangements are necessary, but I should think Miss Hampton ought to come to me, immediately. The poor child needs a tub and a maid and a good sleep.”

      In a flurry of maternal fluttering, she pried Alyson from her solicitor and charmed him into saving any messy material details to another date. In a matter of minutes Alyson became a fixture in the shabby but genteel Campbell household.
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        * * *

      

      Within a fortnight both the Campbell residence and Alyson had taken on a new polish. With amazement and a judicious dollop of amusement, Alyson stared at her London reflection in her full-size gilt-framed mirror. While the house had acquired new carpets and draperies and a discreet servant or two, she had acquired a powdered coiffure with lovely fat sausage curls and any number of gowns. This one tonight was the most extravagant.

      Alyson admired the yards of white satin brocade embroidered in gold threads that made up her coming-out gown. The Maclean had known what he was doing by sending her to his aunt. Whatever recompense Farnley had offered Lady Campbell for introducing Alyson to society had decidedly improved the lady’s financial standing. Alyson had no objection to the lady profiting from the arrangement, since she herself had done so well by it. She would never have dared to order a gown like this on her own.

      The elbow-length sleeves dripped with fine lace. Gold bows accented the shoulders and were repeated again in the long train of the robe à la française, which was held up by wire side hoops at her waist. Her gold stomacher narrowed her waistline, and the corset pushed her breasts to a fullness that matched that of the grandest of ladies she had seen in the park. Staring at the image in the mirror, Alyson decided this was a more effective disguise than any she could have created. No one would recognize the elegant young lady in the mirror as the earl’s bastard granddaughter.

      She wrinkled her nose at the powdered hair. It was the height of French fashion, the hairdresser had assured her. None of the other ladies had tried it yet, but it was perfect for mademoiselle, whose own hair was so full and luxuriant. Why hide behind the tight curls of old ladies? Alyson lifted a fat curl and decided it added to the disguise. Besides, it made her feel very sophisticated.

      She needed the courage of sophistication to survive the evening ahead. Lady Campbell had decided Alyson was ready to meet society and had devised a small party just for her introduction. Of course, over these last few weeks Alyson had met many new people, but she still wasn’t ready. What could Lady Campbell say that would coerce all society into accepting a female marked with the bar sinister?

      Alyson lifted her skirts and followed the maid who summoned her. The ballroom was on the third floor, but Lady Campbell—Deirdre as she’d been told to call her—waited for her in the newly refurbished salon in the family quarters. What the house lacked in width it made up for in depth and height, and Alyson had time to feel excitement build before she reached the designated salon.

      She heard voices behind the panel, but the maid rapped on the door, leaving her no time to hesitate. At a call from within, the maid opened the door and left Alyson on her own.

      The man dominating the room’s center clenched his glass and stared as she entered.

      Alyson’s smile of delight at seeing the Maclean again faltered when he said nothing, but continued to study her. She threw an uncertain glance at Lady Campbell, who merely shook her head. Alyson returned his rude stare.

      His clothes had certainly improved since she’d seen him last. He was wearing one of the new elegant coats with the narrower skirt, and the fashionably short vest emphasized his narrow hips and flat belly. The dark blue velvet of the coat contrasted nicely with the paler blue of the vest and breeches, and the freshly starched lawn jabot
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