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Prologue

Sputtering torchlight illuminated a scene of grisly chaos in the courtyard below. The gates had opened: Silverthorne Castle’s garrison was surrendering. Tears ran down Lady Marpold’s face as she turned from the window slit at the urgent request of her maid. “My lady! Come quickly. Your father is injured.”

Her face as pale as her silver-blonde hair, Elena, the Dowager Baroness Marpold, left her observation post high in the castle’s keep. She hastened down the wooden stairs to the great hall, where two soldiers struggled to carry an older man to a bench before the fireplace.

“Father!” She knelt beside him, her hands already seeking to lift away his blood-soaked shirt.

“No, leave me be, Elena. The wound is mortal.” Baron D’Aumont raised a trembling hand to prevent his daughter’s ministrations. “No time for tears, either. My soldiers have surrendered at my command. One more cannonade and the north wall would have been breached. This way, my people will not be put to the sword. Armstead, Geoffrey, go back to your posts, and send Sir Broderick to me.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. “Blasted Roundheads. Damned Royalists. To think of Englishmen killing Englishmen, and I with a son on either side. Which side was I to serve, pray tell? Regicides or Papists? Bah! Neither of them worth shedding blood for. All I care for is to keep what is mine!”

“Shhh.” Elena took a flagon of water from her handmaiden and began bathing his bloodstained forehead. “Do not excite yourself; you’ll only bleed the more.”

“Nay!” He brushed aside her hand. “Dismiss the servants.”

With a glance and motion of her head, Elena sent the watching group in retreat.

“Your daughters are safely away?”

She nodded.

“I would have you go, too. This minute.”

“I’ll not leave you thus!”

“You must!” He grasped her sleeve, pulling her close to him. “You alone know where the treasure is hidden—the treasure that will restore the house of D’Aumont once this cursed war is over. It is to preserve my grandfather’s hard-won legacy that I have fought off all attempts upon this castle. You’ll keep my secret?”

“You know I will—to the death.”

“And what good would that do, pray?” The baron’s voice cracked with an ironic chuckle. “You must live to pass the treasure on to my grandchildren when England shall be at peace again. Now, swear to me you’ll go this instant.” He fixed her with piercing grey eyes.

With tears streaming down her face, Elena nodded. “It shall be as you say.”

“God go with you, daughter.”

“And you, father.”

“Nay, daughter, this day I go to God. Broderick!”

Elena turned her head. Her father’s second-in-command, Sir Broderick Ramsey, had joined the servants standing at a respectful distance.

The tall, ferocious-looking soldier strode forward. “My lord?”

“Take Elena to safety. You know how. She may have need of your sword. I will live long enough to surrender, but not long enough for them to torture me into giving up my wealth. Once you are safely in France, you have my permission to marry her.” He handed a long ivory tube to the attentive knight. “My testament. See that my property passes to my children and their children, never to that traitorous brother of mine!”

“It shall be as you command.” The two men’s hands joined briefly before Baron D’Aumont’s fell weakly to his side. Sir Broderick raised Elena to her feet, saluted the baron with his bloodstained sword, and half-dragged the weeping woman from her father’s side. The sounds of horns and marching feet lent urgency to their steps as the two fled into the dim interior of the castle’s keep.

Elena turned for one last look. “I’ll guard your treasure with my life,” she whispered, her tear-blurred eyes focused on the supine form in front of the fire. “Your children will restore the castle, and the D’Aumont name and heritage will blaze forth in glory once again.”





Chapter One

The tinkle of glasses mingled with the buzz of dozens of voices as Allison Weatherby stood talking with, or rather listening to, her dance partner. Victor Magnus, Lord Bertland, was holding forth on his favorite subject, the need for sterner vagrancy laws. The other members of the small conversational circle echoed agreement. Allison turned her attention elsewhere, for if she continued to listen, she would surely say something pointed about the way such laws would affect disabled soldiers, veterans of the late war, many of whom now begged for coins to keep themselves alive.

Thus it was that she chanced to listen in upon a conversation between two elegant and very young ladies standing next to her.

“Silverthorne has twenty thousand a year, Mama says. And though he is old, he is well enough looking, you must agree.”

Thorne old? Allison smiled. Well enough looking? She glanced across the room to where he stood in conversation with two of his political allies, Lord Langley and Lord Pelham. Both handsome men, they were put quite in the shade, in her opinion, by the tall, broad-shouldered marquess. Hair the color of rich, dark chocolate threatened to escape its careful arrangement in the Brutus style and break into ringlets. In profile, his nose hinted at the Roman. Thorne stood in his habitual commanding posture, one long leg forward, arms folded, looking down gravely at his companions.

“He has an air about him, that I will allow,” responded the second girl, causing Allison to think sardonically, Once those piercing grey eyes looked down into hers, and that sensual mouth gently touched her hand, the foolish chit surely would realize how ridiculous her faint praise was.

“But I do not think you should set your cap for him,” the high, breathless voice continued, “for Mama says he has never shown the least inclination to marry, and besides, he will soon be involved in a scandal.”

“Oh! Do tell me, Mary. You know my mother will not allow me to gossip.”

“He is living with his mistress, you see—a widow. Very pretty, they say. Doubtless she hopes to marry him, but Mama says such a high stickler as Lord Silverthorne will never marry his mistress.”

Allison stiffened and felt heat coloring her cheeks. Is that what the tabbies are saying? She looked more closely at the speakers. Judging by their white muslin dresses, the two young women were in their first season. The real scandal is that someone has discussed such matters with you, Allison thought. She turned her back on them.

“Living with her? How shocking! But I am persuaded you are wrong, for are not Lady Catherton and her daughter, Mrs. Weatherby, his house guests? They are related to him, I believe.”

“Distantly related, yes, but… Oh, good evening, Lady Langley.” Allison could hear the slight crinkle of muslin as the two gossiping minxes curtsied to their hostess.

“Good evening, Mary,” a pleasant female voice responded. “And Catherine. You are both in looks tonight. But where are your partners? Shall I look about me for someone to stand up with you for the next set?”

“Thank you, Lady Langley, but they have merely gone to bring us some lemonade. Such a delightful party, ma’am! We have just been talking about your charming decor.”

Little cats! Allison turned to catch Lady Langley’s eye. Immediately, Gwynneth excused herself from the young ladies and hastened to join her friend.

“Allison, there you are! Your mother is looking for you.”

“Thank you, Gwynneth. Before I go, will you present me to your two friends?”

Lady Langley looked a little puzzled, but agreed. Allison had the satisfaction of seeing the girls blush as her name was spoken. “Is this your first season?” she asked, looking from one to the other.

“Yes, Mrs. Weatherby,” they both chimed.

“Ah. Delightful. I remember my first season so well. I always went in terror that I might commit some terrible faux pas, but found it was as my mother said, ‘If you never speak ill of others, you need never fear the malice of the tabbies yourself.’ ”

The shame-faced looks of the two young women before her told her that the medicine had been unpleasant. I only hope they swallow it right down and that it may do them some good! Allison bade them good evening. They made haste to retreat to their mothers’ sides.

Laughter danced in Lady Langley’s eyes. “What was that all about, Allison?”

“You know what they say about never eavesdropping, lest you hear something bad about yourself…”

“I do beg your pardon for neglecting you, Mrs. Weatherby,” Lord Bertland interrupted them. “I know that such political discussion is incomprehensible to the female brain, and therefore quite boring. Shall we take the floor again?”

“Thank you, Lord Bertland, but I must decline,” Allison replied through clenched teeth. “Lady Langley tells me my mother wishes to see me.” She escaped gratefully, linking her arm in Gwynneth’s as they went in search of Delphinia, Lady Catherton.



Allison was silent as the carriage rattled through London’s streets, carrying them home to the Marquess of Silverthorne’s town house on Curzon Street. Her mother required few responses as she recounted the highlights of her evening of whist. I can never understand how she remembers every card played in every hand, and yet cannot recall how many debts she may have incurred. Glad enough to be left to her own thoughts, Allison nodded and murmured occasionally in response to Delphinia’s chatter.

Across from them, Thorne looked at her through hooded eyes, that look he often gave her that spread a sensuous warmth through her entire body.

A man ought not to look at any respectable female in such a way unless she be his wife or betrothed. It was precisely that look which made her mother so sure Thorne would offer for her before the season ended. But Allison’s view was less sanguine. There was no doubt that Thorne desired her, just as she was powerfully attracted to him. But he had never even hinted at any interest more particular than helping the two widows return to society after their period of mourning.

So, the tabbies think I am his mistress. Allison turned her head away and frowned at the rainy streets passing by her carriage window. I wonder if he thinks along those lines.

Allison lifted her chin proudly. Many men thought she would, as a widow, be desperate for a man in her bed, but she had quickly set them to rights. If Thorne thought to make her his mistress, he would find himself very sadly mistaken. She might feel desire, but she would never be a slave to it.

And if it is marriage, as Mother thinks? In general, Allison would have been satisfied to remain single, for unlike her mother, she liked her independence, though to be sure it would be much more agreeable had she a better income. Yet her feelings for Thorne went deeper than mere desire, much deeper than a wish for the security and status that marriage to a marquess would bring.

She had been acquainted with him forever. In addition to their family ties, their fathers had been friends from school days, so she, Thorne, and his double first cousin, James, had been playmates during their early childhood. Thorne, older than she by four years, had made a warm place for himself in her heart by allowing a very young girl to play with him and James, always seeing that she took no hurt from their sometimes rough-and-tumble games. James, two years her senior, had followed the example of his adored older cousin. As a result, she and Jamie had been as brother and sister long after their fathers’ estrangement had separated Thorne from his playmates.

In the few weeks she had been living in his household, her feelings had ripened from friendship to admiration to deep affection. She had never known a kinder man, nor one more devoted to his duties to family, land, tenants, and country. Nothing would make her happier than marriage to him.

If they had become objects of gossip, though, she must consider her future. Thorne had always maintained he did not intend to marry; that he had reached the age of twenty-eight without being leg-shackled indicated he meant to keep this resolution. It is time to bring the Marquess of Silverthorne to the point, she decided, or leave his household, before my reputation is ruined.



Thorne let Delphinia’s flood of words wash over him as he studied Allison in the flickering light of the carriage lamp. He enjoyed looking at his distant cousin, who was an attractive woman, though her beauty by no means fit the classic mold. She was tall and slender, with the small, high bosom of a miss just out of the schoolroom, despite her twenty-four years. Her straight, narrow nose was more pert than classical in profile. She hadn’t the perfect oval face, either—heart-shaped, rather, with her wide forehead and small, rounded chin.

A phrenologist would say that forehead hinted at intellect far in excess of the ideal for a woman, and he would be right. She had an almost masculine understanding and loved to dispute with him on almost any subject, from politics to music to literature.

Still, she enchanted him. He liked that nose, and those brilliant sapphire eyes. He liked the way her full mouth slanted higher on one side when she was amused. She enjoyed laughing and frequently teased him into laughing with her. There had not been enough laughter in his life. As for her intellect and tendency toward argument, to his surprise, he had begun to look forward to their lively discussions. No stranger to argumentative females, he had been amazed to find one who could use reason to carry her point, rather than tears or tantrums. Better still, and even more surprising, she could admit to being wrong and seemed eager to repair the defects in her education.

He longed to kiss that pert nose and run his hands through her silky silver-blonde hair, which always seemed to glow. As if sensing his wayward thoughts, Allison suddenly turned her head away, staring moodily out the window. He had seldom seen her in the megrims, at least not since he had rescued her and Delphinia from the decaying dower house they had been forced to live in since Lord Catherton died.

Has anyone insulted her? he wondered, clenching his hands at the thought. Or is she upset that neither Jason Westingham-Jones nor Ronald St. John asked her to dance tonight? His conscience twinged at that thought. He had sent away two of her most ardent admirers with a flea in their ears, because he suspected they wanted more from her than friendship, though less than marriage.

He had encouraged Lord Bertland, however, for he could find no fault with the man except that he was a Tory and boring. Allison would say that was a redundancy, he thought, smiling. Perhaps after Delphinia went upstairs, he would tell her of the plans he, Langley, and Pelham had made to prevent the passage of more legislation limiting the freedom of England’s people to peacefully assemble and seek redress of their grievances. She always took a lively interest in politics.

Thorne allowed the ladies to exit first, into the capable hands of his first footman, who had carried a huge black umbrella out of the house to shield them from the light rain. Indoors, he stopped them at the foot of the stairs to ask if they wished to join him for tea or sherry before they went up. As expected, Delphinia declined. She always pretended to be exhausted, yet he suspected she wished to give him and Allison time to be alone together. That thought made him uneasy, though his mind shied away from examining it.

Unexpectedly, Allison also declined. She often lingered with him when they returned from the evening’s entertainment, discussing the day’s events. He had come to look forward to that time.

“Not tonight, Thorne. I… have some letters to write.” Allison had often made mistakes when she acted impulsively. She wanted to think matters over for a day or two before taking any steps either to head off scandal or bring Thorne up to snuff.



Thirty minutes later, Delphinia entered her daughter’s room to find her brushing out her long hair absentmindedly. Her maid had already brushed it once.

“What is it, dear? You were so quiet in the carriage and didn’t join Thorne for a sherry. Have you the headache?”

Allison jumped a little, for she had not even noticed her mother’s entrance. “Not at all, Mama. I just needed some time to think.”

“I wish you had stayed below with Thorne. He looked quite disappointed. Perhaps this was the evening he was going to offer for you.”

“Hmmm. If so, he will find another time. The way he looked at me in the carriage, I declare I wonder if he had some less honorable proposal to offer me.”

Delphinia drew herself up proudly. “Impossible. Even if Thorne were so lost to decency as to offer such an insult to his own kin…”

“It is a very distant connection, Mother.”

Delphinia continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Which he is not, for a more upright and moral man I have yet to meet! But even if he were, he would not dare to do such a thing with me under his roof. No, my dear. He has been most particular toward you. And do you really think if I had been a widow alone, he would have taken quite as much interest in my plight when that wretched William neglected me so?”

Allison did not want to get her mother started on the sins of her father’s cousin, William—now the third Baron Catherton. Not that his sins against her were undeserving of censure. He had refused either to remit to her mother the money due her as part of her marriage settlement, or to give her all of her dower rights, maintaining that, as her husband, the second Lord Catherton, had deliberately bankrupted the estate, William had no obligation to her.

“Many men think widows may take lovers with no disgrace to themselves,” Allison said, moving the conversation in a direction she knew her mother could not resist following.

“Now that I have never understood, for may not a widow sin? And it is a sin, my dear. Forgive me for showing my religious upbringing, but…”

“Pax, Mama. You long ago convinced me on this subject.”

“And if that were not reason enough, there is always the danger of a child, for at twenty-four you cannot be said to be past the age of childbearing, which is all to the good since Thorne will want an heir.”

Allison nodded, a familiar, unwelcome pang gripping her heartstrings. If only Charles had wanted an heir. She turned away from the mirror and rose to kiss her mother on the cheek. “I expect I do have a bit of a headache. Or perhaps I am missing Charles again, for after dancing with Lord Bertland, how can I help but remember how light on his feet my husband was, how very unlikely to tread on my toes?”

Delphinia frowned. “He is a worthy man. If Thorne does not come up to scratch, he would do very nicely for you.”

Allison grimaced. Lord Bertland was indeed a worthy man, and a kind one. But he was patronizing and self-important and stout and fifty and… Must she marry? If it were only herself, she would supplement her small income with a position as a governess or companion rather than marry for money. But clearly her mother expected her to find a husband who could provide for them both.

Allison turned away as a familiar anger swept her. How can I ever forgive Father for not paying Charles all of my dowry? For gambling it away as he did all of Mother’s portion? She had found it difficult to mourn her father properly after learning the straits in which he had left her mother and herself. She tried to tell herself that he would have mended his ways and made up her dowry if his death had not followed so quickly on the heels of Charles’. It was what her mother always said, but Allison thought she did not believe it, that acknowledging the truth of her husband’s lack of concern for them was just intolerable for her.

Delphinia put her arm around Allison’s shoulders. “Do not fret, love. You do not have to accept Lord Bertland, or anyone else, for that matter. I am sure that when Thorne completes his research into my legal position, I shall have a comfortable income.”

Allison smiled and allowed her mother to think she was reassured, but she strongly suspected such optimism would not be justified. She had thought from the first that Thorne sponsored them this season in the expectation that she would make an advantageous marriage.



Lord Silverthorne looked at his reflection in the mirror and frowned. Why are you so blue-deviled? It was Thorne’s wont to conduct dialogues with himself when he needed to sort through problems. Since when do you worry so about a woman’s moods? And when did your minutes alone with her become so important to you?

His reflection regarded him somberly. Face the facts, man. The widow of your good friend has become your treasured friend.

There is naught in that to be so downpin about, though.

Lust? His reflection showed a sardonically lifted eyebrow.

That, too.

But there’s more? You aren’t falling in love with her, are you? For you know where that leads, at least with a woman of your own class.

Not for me it doesn’t. No marriage for me, and most particularly not a love match. I learned my lesson well at my father’s knee.

Then you must bed her. Lust flames out quickly enough once satisfied, and the wench is not unwilling, I think.

Thorne frowned even more fiercely. Had he really allowed himself such a thought? Not a very honorable thing to do. She is a lady, my kinswoman, and a houseguest.

Not to mention tiresomely well-chaperoned, for Delphinia is still too much the parson’s daughter to turn a blind eye on even a well-managed affair.

Thorne nodded in agreement to his reflection and turned away. So, we stay friends, and that is that!

Hmmph! Thorne’s internal opponent couldn’t resist a parting shot. Something tells me a chaste friendship will be exceedingly difficult for you to maintain with her living under the same roof. Best get her married off as soon as possible.

Thorne had no answer for that. It was clearly the correct solution. And until she is married. I’ll be taking a great many ice-cold baths, he thought grimly as he rang for his valet.





Chapter Two

“Jamie!” Allison jumped up from her chair by the window and flew into the arms of James Betterton. “How wonderful to see you!”

“Heard you were staying with Thorne, thought I’d pop in to see you and Aunt Delphinia.” James returned her hug, then stood her away to study her face. “It’s good to see the bloom on your cheeks again, Cousin.”

Thorne watched the two greet one another with no great enthusiasm. He felt left out by this evidence of their closeness. James and he had once been as close as brothers. Drat Uncle Leo for making me James’ guardian, Thorne thought, not for the first time. Thorne had been twenty-one, James nineteen, when Leonard D’Aumont had died, leaving Thorne in charge of James’s finances until he should reach the age of thirty. And then a couple of years later, James’s newly-acquired step-father, thinking it a very good idea, had done the same.

After James hugged Delphinia, he offered his hand to his older cousin. Well might you look wary, Thorne thought grimly. He had ordered James to stay in the country until all his debts were retired.

Once they were seated, Allison quizzed James on his late arrival in town for the season. “I made sure there was a pretty young lady in it,” she teased, “for what else can have kept you in the country so long?”

James’ eyes darted to meet Thorne’s briefly, and he smiled ruefully. “Had to take a repairing lease, you see. A stroke of bad luck put me all to pieces until quarter day.” He had come to London to renew his request that Thorne purchase colors for him. In the army, he might find some purpose for his life, as well as an escape from Thorne’s control.

They chatted happily in the brief periods between visitors, for this was Allison and Delphinia’s afternoon to be at home to callers.

Thorne surprised Allison by staying through the afternoon. Usually, he did not put in an appearance at all, being much too busy with his estates, charities, and political activities.

One of their visitors was Claude Springfield, of whom he heartily disapproved. He had not bothered to warn Claude off, as he had Jason Westingham-Jones and Ronald St. John, because until this day, Allison had never shown any signs of encouraging him. But today she flirted most charmingly with the man, who was an accredited rake. He noticed that Delphinia, too, was frowning a little as she watched the two.

Just as Springfield took his leave, Mrs. Pendleton and Mrs. Larchmont and their daughters, Catherine and Mary, were announced. Both Allison and Delphinia were surprised by their arrival, though for different reasons.

I had not thought the minxes would have the nerve! Allison greeted these visitors coolly, reluctantly acknowledging their introduction the night before. Her mother was even more frosty. The reason soon became apparent.

“Lady Catherton, you may perhaps remember my sister, Antonia, now Lady Dyshart,” Mrs. Pendleton said.

“I daresay I remember her at least as well as she remembers me,” Delphinia responded.

Here was unexpectedly plain speaking. Mrs. Pendleton decided to meet it head-on. “She does remember you, and longs to renew the acquaintance. It quite broke her heart when Dyshart made her cease writing you. But Lord Catherton’s unseemly behavior…”

“My husband’s heavy gambling and the resulting bankruptcy were indeed unseemly. Some people were unable to make allowances for the fact that he had recently lost his only son and heir.”

Allison turned her head to one side and bit her lip. The death of her younger brother, Phillip, in a carriage accident had hurt her no less because she was with Charles on their honeymoon when it happened.

“It was a terrible loss for you both,” Mrs. Larchmont inserted, hoping to smooth the troubled waters. “We all felt for you. What mother could not?”

Delphinia’s rigid posture relaxed slightly. “There is nothing so devastating as losing a child. But it is different for fathers than for mothers. We feel the loss of the dear flesh that we carried beneath our bosom and brought into the world, the merry, delightful child, the promising young adult. But for a father, the loss of a son is all that and more. It is a loss of his posterity, his chance of immortality in this life. My husband never quite recovered from it. While I could weep, gaming and roistering were his only way of dealing with grief.”

Tears stood in Allison’s eyes. Her heart contracted with pity and love. I never looked at it quite that way. My poor father. Suddenly, the anger that had gripped her whenever she thought of him fell away.

Gratitude and a desire to give her mother time to recover her composure made Allison join the conversation, encouraging the young girls to talk of their experiences in their first season. Mary Larchmont boldly launched into a humorous account of her presentation at court, addressing herself particularly to Thorne, who listened with an indulgent smile.

Catherine was more reticent, but Allison noticed that her eyes frequently strayed to James’ profile. And why not? He is almost as handsome as Thorne, Allison thought. For his part, James had been caught up in some private reflections and was clearly woolgathering.

Mrs. Larchmont brought him back abruptly by her sudden exclamation. “I just realized that all three of the Silverthorne heirs sit here in front of us. Mary, Catherine, have you heard the tale of the Silverthorne treasure?”

Both Mary’s and Catherine’s eyes rounded with interest. “I didn’t realize Mr. Betterton was one of the three,” Catherine said. “Tell us, Mr. Betterton, have you ever seen the ghost—what is she called? The Silver Lady?”

Delphinia shook her head sternly. “That is merely a folk tale, Miss Pendleton. Everyone knows there is no such thing as a ghost.”

“And very likely no Silverthorne treasure either,” Thorne added, frowning at James as if daring him to disagree.

“Will you be attending the balloon ascension tomorrow, Jamie?” Allison interrupted before Thorne and James could fly at one another, as they always did when the subject came up of the lost wealth of their common ancestor. Not only was this a controversial subject, but also a painful one for Thorne.

The distraction did not work. “Is it a very romantic tale? I should love above all things to hear it.” Catherine sat forward on her seat, eyes fastened hopefully on James.

“James, I don’t think—”

Thorne interrupted Allison. “It is quite all right. By all means, satisfy the young ladies’ curiosity, James. I must see to some business anyway.” He stood and formally took his leave of them.

Mary pouted. “Did we say something wrong? Lord Silverthorne is not angry, is he?”

“His father and younger half-brother Percy were killed trying to find the Silverthorne treasure,” Delphinia said. “It is not a romantic tale to him, but a tragic one.”

“Oh!” Mary put her gloved hand to her mouth. “It seems I have put my foot wrong again.”

Allison primmed her lips and said nothing. She longed to go to Thorne, to comfort him. But under the gimlet eye of the two matrons and their gossiping daughters, she didn’t think it wise.

James made a soothing response, obviously thriving in the sunshine of Catherine Pendleton’s smile. “Not at all. That was five years ago. He’s long since recovered. And it is a romantic tale. Shall I tell it?” Ignoring the silence from both Allison and Delphinia, he launched into his recitation.

“The founder of our line, Thorne D’Aumont, was one of those bold gentlemen sailors known as privateers who helped England drain Spain’s treasury during the reign of Queen Elizabeth. He was named ‘Silver’ Thorne not just because he captured two rich Spanish prize ships, nor because he owned a king’s ransom in silver, but because from childhood he had a thick mane of silver hair.”

“Like yours, Mrs. Weatherby,” Mrs. Pendleton observed. “I’ve heard it said that prematurely grey hair crops up from time to time in the bloodline.”

“Allison’s hair is not grey,” Delphinia inserted. “It is pale blonde, and—”

Having little interest in the color of any woman’s hair, much less one as old as Mrs. Weatherby, Mary interrupted to demand of James, “Catherine spoke of a ghost, a lady ghost. Pray tell me about her.”

“The story is that after the reinstatement of the monarchy following the civil wars, the third Baron D’Aumont’s children disappeared while searching for the treasure that their ancestor had amassed as a privateer. Various explanations have been offered, from their having found the treasure and fled the country to keep the king from confiscating it, to their being killed when the north tower of Silverthorne, the D’Aumont’s castle, collapsed. As Baron D’Aumont’s sons were unwed and his grandchildren by his daughter were all females, his title passed to his brother, who spent the rest of his life trying to find the treasure—in vain.

“Through the years, numerous people have claimed to see the daughter wandering the ruins. And yes, Miss Larchmont, she is called the Silver Lady. She is thought to be the ghost of Elena, the third Baron’s daughter. Some say she guards the treasure from intruders, others that she tries to show where it is hidden, and still others that she deliberately lures to their deaths those who seek it.”

“Which may be a romantic story, but quite a ridiculous one. Thorne is convinced that the treasure, if treasure there was, has long since—”

Interrupting Delphinia, Catherine asked, “Have you ever seen the ghost, Mr. Betterton?” She looked hopefully at James.

Allison bit her lip to keep from reprimanding the chit. Both of them as rude as they can stare, she thought, glowering darkly at them, for all the good it did her, for they both were looking at James, eager for his answer.

James sighed. “Unfortunately, no, but not for want of trying. As a boy, I believed she would appear and lead me directly to the treasure.” Then he grinned mischievously and, slanting his eyes briefly toward Delphinia, said, “Allison has seen her, though. Haven’t you, Allie?”

“James!” Delphinia huffed, reacting just as he thought she would.

Allison shook her finger at him. “Shame on you! You know I was a very imaginative child, and Silverthorne Castle is a very romantic place. It is easy enough for a child to see any number of ghosts and mythical beasts there.” She smiled and spread her hands. “As an adult, I have seen nothing but picturesque ruins.”

For good measure, Delphinia added, “Dangerous ruins, too. No one is allowed there since Thorne’s father and brother were killed.”

“Which means the treasure will never be found.” James’s mood underwent a sudden transformation. “Pity. My finances could use an infusion of silver, gold, and precious stones.”

“But… how can you be one of the heirs?” Miss Larchmont snapped. “You aren’t a D’Aumont. Neither is Mrs. Weatherby.”

James was clearly taken aback by her accusatory tone. “Mrs. Weatherby is descended through her father from the third baron. And my father was younger brother to the previous Marquess. I took the name of my stepfather, Harold Betterton, when I became his heir. My father was killed in a riding accident several years ago.”

Miss Larchmont’s expression turned worshipful. “Then you are still Lord Silverthorne’s heir.”

“Yes. I must go. I have an appointment.” James stood abruptly, his expression closed. He bowed politely and said all that was proper before taking his leave. The other four guests suddenly realized they had stayed far past the acceptable half-hour allotted for a social call, and hastily made their retreat.

Allison was glad to see the back of them. They had managed to irritate or upset everyone, and doubtless were preening themselves on a successful visit. Still, the afternoon had not been a total disaster. Her plan to make Thorne jealous as a way of precipitating a proposal had been well launched. She had flirted shamelessly with Claude Springfield, surreptitiously studying Thorne’s reaction.

Your face is too expressive for your own good, Thorne, she thought, smiling to herself. I saw that look in your eyes.

She would prefer to flirt with Ronald St. John, though, for there was little chance he would take any hurt by it, as he had no interest in matrimony. Claude had made hints that his rakehell days were over, so he might be looking for a wife.

“I wonder why St. John did not call,” Delphinia said, voicing Allison’s next thought. “He did not dance with you last night, either. And what has happened to Mr. Westingham-Jones? He had been most attentive.”

Thorne spoke from the doorway. “If you hope to see your daughter married again, you should be grateful to m… ah, pleased that they have both concluded Allison is not suitable game. I am afraid neither of them would wish to be leg-shackled.”

“Oh! I didn’t know. They both seem such nice gentlemen.” Delphinia rarely saw flaws in handsome men, particularly if they had generous incomes.

“And whom do we have to thank for their reaching that conclusion, my lord?” Allison asked in a sweetly lethal voice.

“Why, ah, I may have had a word with them. My duty as your kinsman, you know, to see that their intentions are honorable.”

“That was very good of you, Thorne. I’m sure we are both very grateful to you, aren’t we, Allison?”

“I shall try to think of words to suitably express my gratitude at another time.” Allison tilted her nose up and turned away from him.

“I shall look forward to it,” Thorne replied gravely. Allison looked back to see that laughter lurked in his eyes—laughter and admiration.



It was such a beautiful dream, Allison tried to keep from waking up, but inexorably the sounds of early morning intruded. Her maid bustled about the room, and the scent of hot coffee lured her into opening her eyes.

She burrowed deep into her covers and tried to remember the dream. Extraordinary, she thought. I saw colors, heard sounds—it seemed so real. In her dream, she had been at Silverthorne Castle, a place she had often visited as a child before her father and Lord Silverthorne had fallen out.

This dream was a recollection of a particular visit, the year she was nine. Prior to that, although she had often seen the Silver Lady, the spirit had never taken note of her, only hovered about anxiously, watching the people who walked about the castle, speculating about where the treasure might be. Thorne’s father had enjoyed taking visitors to tour the castle while he regaled them with tales of his ancestors’ valor.

On the particular visit that her dream had re-created, Allison had tired of the conversation of adults; tired, too, of Jamie’s boyish teasing. He kept trying to frighten her by jumping out from behind rocks and outbuildings, pretending to be a ghost. So, she had slipped away and was exploring on her own when suddenly she saw the Silver Lady, closer and more clearly than ever before. Her hair tumbled about her shoulders, glowing in the sunlight. She looked right at Allison, a radiant smile on her face, and beckoned for her to follow. At the entrance to the keep, the Lady motioned for her to enter. Hesitating a little at the thought of braving the darkness beyond the entryway, Allison heard her mother’s frantic calls. In an instant, the Silver Lady disappeared.

That was the last time Allison saw the specter, for her mother had been frightened and angry at the same time. Warning her that the old castle was too dangerous for her to explore alone, she had sternly forbidden her daughter ever to wander off unaccompanied again. Since that day, Delphinia had always campaigned to convince her that there was no such thing as a ghost, and Allison had eventually come to believe the whole incident was a figment of her imagination.

Her dream had taken up where reality left off. In it, she had followed the ghost into the keep. It led her through dark tunnels in a phantasmagorical sequence that bore no resemblance to the real appearance of the old castle’s stronghold, at least not any part of it that Allison had seen. Eventually, she was brought into a room filled with treasure. The Silver Lady stood in the center, shining radiantly as she spread her hands to welcome Allison. Golden goblets, swords, rubies, emeralds, and diamonds sparkled as they spilled out of chests. And everywhere there was silver, silver, silver—goblets, swords, coins, cutlery—a king’s ransom of silver.

As Allison drew near the Silver Lady, she began to change. The beckoning arms became muscular, the figure grew and took on a man’s shape, the clothing went from voluminous skirts to form-fitting trousers, and the ghost’s glowing tresses became a top hat and intricately tied cravat. Allison did not dare to look at this new figure’s face, but she knew somehow that it was Thorne. She moved into the welcoming arms that enfolded her and lifted her face for a kiss. It was at this point that reality began to intrude. She had tried to hang on to the dream, but sleep retreated, leaving her bereft of the strong arms and passionate kiss she so much desired.

She realized the dream had been triggered by the conversation the day before. Is this how James pictures the treasure? If so, it is a compelling vision, indeed. Allison shook her head. Impossible! Every square inch of the castle, above and below ground, except for that buried under rubble or threatening to collapse, had been searched over and over. Secret rooms had indeed been found—empty rooms. Whatever the childhood dreams she and James had spun around that treasure, as an adult, she was as convinced as Thorne that it had long since been removed from the castle, or buried too completely to ever be found.



That evening, Allison found her opportunity to twit Thorne for his presumption in discouraging her suitors. They returned from another ball in the early morning hours. For once, Delphinia was not feigning tiredness. She yawned even as she followed the footman’s high-held candle branch up the stairs. Allison accepted Thorne’s suggestion of a glass of sherry, so that she could beard him on his interference in her affairs. He had given her fresh cause: This time, Claude Springfield had also eschewed dancing with her.

Thorne handed her a small crystal glass and, to her surprise, immediately turned away from her. He made his way to the French doors that opened out onto the small garden at the rear of the house. “A beautiful evening, isn’t it?” he asked, holding out his hand in invitation. “Shall we walk in the moonlight?”

At the expression on his face, all thought of quarreling with him disappeared. Heart pounding with excitement, Allison crossed the room and took his hand, allowing him to lead her through the doors and into the silvery light. They walked silently side by side down the narrow, winding brick path.

“Your hair glows like moonbeams,” Thorne finally said, turning to face her. “In fact, in that silver-beaded gown, you look like a moon maiden. Are you, in fact, a daughter of the moon?”

She lifted her eyes to meet his. Naked desire stared out at her and called an answering passion from her. Suddenly, she was in his arms, without knowing who had made the first move.

Thorne’s first kiss was hard, urgent—the expression of long pent-up feel-ings—and she returned it in kind. Then his lips gentled on hers and began a slow, maddeningly slow sampling of her lips, proceeding by delicate nips, stopping to suck gently on the fullness at the center.

This was seduction, and Allison loved every minute of it. As her knees buckled, she slumped against him, and he gathered her close with his strong left arm while his right hand plundered her hair, plucking out pins and jewels to free it. Then he broke off his kisses to spread it about her shoulders, fingering a curl wonderingly and murmuring, “So soft, so silky.”

Allison put her hand behind his head and pulled him down for another long, drugging kiss. Before it had ended, she felt herself being lifted off her feet. She kissed his jawline as he carried her back into the house and lowered her onto the soft cushions of the largest sofa in his drawing room.

Immediately, Thorne followed her down, pressing her into the yielding damask, kissing her face, her neck, her bosom. She pressed her breast willingly, eagerly, into his hand as he pulled the beaded lace away. Lost to reason, frenzied with desire, she lifted her hips as he began to work the material of her skirt higher, all the while raining kisses on her.

But just as he successfully worked the fabric free, Allison became aware of the meaning of the words that punctuated his kisses. She stilled beneath him. “What? What did you say?” Her voice was breathless.

“I said you would be the most cherished, indulged…” Thorne, too, stilled as he realized what she was reacting to.

“ ‘Mistress in all of England.’ Isn’t that what you said?” She pulled her hands out of his hair and pushed against his chest.

“Don’t. Oh, God, don’t deny me this. You want me, I know you do. I’ve been going mad with desire for you. I know it will be awkward. Your mother is an observant woman, but—”

“My mother is a principled woman, and so am I.” This time, Allison pushed with all her might, heaving with her body, too. Thorne began to slide off the sofa. He had to sit up to regain his balance. Instantly, Allison wriggled from beneath him. Springing from the sofa, she hastily reclaimed her bodice and smoothed her skirt.

“No wonder the gossips say I am your mistress! They know you better than I do. How dare you warn Jason and Ronald away because
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