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      Patience Carruthers is a bluestocking with no interest in the fleeting uncertainty of love. Her passion is for books, knowledge, and the improvement of the world. When she learns of Mrs. Oliver’s work, instructing ladies in intimate matters to better their marriages, she is resolved to see that volume published for the public good—and will even accept an agreement to wed a notorious rake to accomplish her goal.

      Thanks to his uncle’s reckless wager, Arthur Beckham has immediate need of a wife. Insisting he has an understanding with Miss Carruthers, a lady of good sense and practicality, may provide an escape from his predicament—assuming the lady in question can be persuaded to agree. He proposes a marriage of convenience to Miss Carruthers, vowing he will do whatever she desires in exchange for one son—even ensure the publication of such an uncommon volume.

      Arthur is intrigued by this lady and her ability to surprise him. Her commitment to honesty tempts him to abandon the disguise that has defined his life for decades—though Arthur fears that admitting his deception might turn Patience against him forever. Can the book help him to capture the heart of his pragmatic bride before his secret is revealed?
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      The Ladies’ Essential Guide to the Art of Seduction is a series of Regency romances. In each story, a marriage in dire straits is rescued by the lady’s consultation of Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne’s incomparable volume of amorous advice. Over the course of the series, Esmeralda matches wits (and more) with the resolute Duke of Haynesdale, who is determined to stop her endeavor, no matter the price.
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        London—September 1817

      

      

      

      Miss Patience Carruthers liked to collect facts as much as she liked to collect books. She found pleasure in knowing things, the more things the better. In fact, it was her considered opinion that the vast majority of people did not know nearly enough—or read enough—to be relied upon to function well. 

      The rakehell Arthur Beckham was a good example. Despite his charm, his remarkable good looks, and his determination to win her approval, he was incapable of shaking her convictions. After all, the man’s reading habits were woefully inadequate. If he would just pause for breath, Patience would tell him so.

      “Clearly, the book,” Arthur said with an engaging smile “is wrong.” He pushed a volume across the counter that he was returning along with the other volumes his mother had borrowed earlier in the year.

      Patience bristled, confident that she was unaffected by that smile. “Books, sir, are not wrong simply because an individual does not care for their content. Books provide an infinite variety of entertainment value as well as a wealth of factual information. Those books that appeal to one person may not appeal to another, which explains the inventory of libraries and bookstores…”

      She could have continued at some length in this vein, but the well-attired gentleman on the other side of the lending counter at Carruthers & Carruthers opened the book in question, presenting its contents to her. Patience had already noted that it was a leatherbound edition of Childe Harolde and surmised it was one of their lending copies, given that it was being returned with a number of other such volumes. But when the book fell open in Mr. Beckham’s gloved hands, she immediately saw that it had been savagely mutilated.

      She gasped, as loudly as if he showed her a child with a fatal knife wound.

      The block of pages had been rudely sliced from the inside of the case, the edges left so ragged that there were threads of linen binding visible. The endpapers were torn, as well, a travesty since they had been of fine marbled paper, perhaps from Florence. The volume that had been sloppily stitched into the case for the poem had a disreputable look about it. It was much smaller than the original block had been, which meant that the ravaged binding was exposed at the top and bottom of the spine. The paper was cheap and thin, and the pages were scuffed as well as discoloured around the edges. It was either a very well-thumbed volume or one that had been left in inappropriate circumstances for some extended period of time. The very prospect of a book being so abused was a shock to Patience and she gripped the lip of the counter, as well as falling into a horrified silence.

      What had happened to the poem that had originally been inside this case?

      Surely it had not been discarded?

      Surely the man before her had not destroyed the original volume? If so, he was even more reprehensible than she had imagined.

      Patience raised her horrified gaze to his and Mr. Beckham raised a hand, almost retreating a step. “I assure you that it was like this when we opened the package of books. I am not responsible for this book’s state, Miss Carruthers.” His dark gaze bored into hers with startling intensity. “I give you my word of honor.”

      Patience had no notion of the merit of his word of honor, though he made the declaration with such vehemence that she could not remained unmoved. She was only slightly relieved, for the damage could not be repaired.

      “The book remains wrong, however,” he said and held it a little closer to her.

      Patience’s gaze slid over the text and she retreated a step, appalled when she understood the content. The words printed there formed no part of the poem Childe Harold and were, in fact, lewd in the extreme.

      But then Arthur Beckham was notorious in so many ways.

      She glared at him, as he continued to watch her, eyes twinkling. (They were very, very dark and she dared not look into them for long, lest she tumble into those alluring shadows and forget herself utterly. Doubtless he relied heavily upon his very pleasing countenance to lead innocents astray. She would not join their ranks.) “Do you see my meaning, then?” he asked.

      “That book does not belong in that case.”

      “And yet, here it is.” Mr. Beckham closed the book and shook it at her. “I must say that I never expected to receive such a volume from Carruthers & Carruthers.”

      “But…”

      “My mother left an order of books to be borrowed for our trip to Venice,” he continued smoothly. “And this volume was included in the parcel, though its contents were not as expected. Fortunately, I discovered the truth before my mother or younger sister became aware of it.”

      Patience had a sick feeling then, for she recalled an instance that she had dismissed at the time. Her older sister Catherine had been annoyed about a book disappearing in the spring, a book that she insisted did not belong to the bookshop. Had it not been a copy of Childe Harold? Patience thought perhaps it had been.

      She had packed Lady Beckham’s order. She remembered that well. Was she responsible for the inclusion of this volume? She had to be.

      And Mr. Beckham appeared to have guessed as much.

      “I will see the matter resolved, sir.” She reached for the book with an unsteady hand, examined it upon all sides, then checked the endpapers front and back. There was no stamp declaring that it belonged to the bookseller. In fact, what remained of the endpapers were marbled with a thread of gold, an expense her father only undertook for particularly important books and never for those to be lent.

      Which meant that either Mr. Beckham played a jest upon her, having presented a book that had not originated in her father’s place of business—and that meant he might be lying about his role in the desecration—or this was Catherine’s missing book.

      There was no logical cause for Mr. Beckham to tease her. Patience was certain they had never spoken before, though—of course—she knew who he was. And she, perhaps foolishly, trusted his word. He seemed very earnest in this moment and she was tempted to believe he told the truth as he knew it.

      She stole a glance to find him watching her closely, as if he could not anticipate what she might do and was interested to find out. Patience’s heart fluttered, as it never did, for such action would be irrational—but then, she was not accustomed to having very handsome and eligible young men study her so avidly.

      She was glad she had worn her better dress on this particular day, which made no sense at all.

      She shook her head. It was Catherine’s book, then, and the mystery of why her sister had such a volume in her possession could wait for a later interview.

      Patience held fast to the book and smiled politely. “I thank you for bringing this error to my attention. I will ensure that the necessary corrections and repairs are made.”

      “That is all you mean to say?”

      “I cannot imagine what else I would say. It appears that no one was inconvenienced by the mistake, and by your own admission, there is no cause to send apologizes to your mother or sister.”

      “But I was grievously affronted.” The wicked glint in his eyes hinted otherwise.

      Patience gave him an icy look. “But a glance, sir, apprised me of the book’s content, and given your reputation, I hardly expect the content was a shock to you.”

      He grinned. “Was it a shock to you, Miss Carruthers?”

      “I hardly see that the reply is of any import at all.”

      “Oh, but I see it as a very worthy question.” He leaned closer and she could not avert her gaze from his cursed confidence—or those eyes dancing with mischief. What would he say? He lowered his voice to a whisper that she found inappropriately seductive. “I must wonder whether you included that volume on purpose.”

      Patience retreated a step. “To what end, sir?”

      “To provoke me into thinking of you.” He tapped the counter with a fingertip. “Perhaps to create this very opportunity for discussion.”

      Patience felt her mouth open and close again. She had no reply to such an audacious suggestion.

      Mr. Beckham nodded with a surety in his own notion that was irksome beyond all. “Perhaps you wished to speak with me. Many young ladies do. I assure, you, Miss Carruthers, that I am yours to command.” He consulted his pocket watch as she was amazed by his high opinion of his own charms. “For the next seven minutes. After that, I will be obliged to attend my mother.” He closed the watch and returned it to his pocket and regarded her, his pert expression reminding her of a sparrow keeping track of a particularly tasty crumb.

      “I did no such thing,” Patience said. “Though I am reluctant to confess as much lest you be overly disappointed in the measure of your own allure.”

      He laughed, a loud and merry sound that made more than one patron turn to look. Patience felt her color rising. “Touché, Miss Carruthers. You put me in my place for making assumptions about your interest.”

      “If I did include the book, it was by accident, though I have no recollection of so doing.”

      “Then I should take it back, as perhaps it does not belong to Carruthers & Carruthers.”

      Patience tightened her grip upon the volume. “We did have a report of a lost book of this title in the spring. I shall see it returned to its rightful owner.”

      “May I witness that exchange?”

      “To what purpose?”

      “I imagine, Miss Carruthers, that you blush most emphatically.” His gaze swept over her, an appreciative gleam in his eyes. “You are so fair. It must be bewitching to watch, and I cannot imagine that you could return that volume without a blush or two.”

      “Oh!” Patience felt her cheeks heat. “You are audacious beyond all, Mr. Beckham.”

      “I know.” He grinned, then touched the brim of his hat. “Perhaps that is unlike other young men of your acquaintance.”

      “You have no notion…”

      “Why else would I surprise you so?” He gave a dramatic sigh. “I suppose that you have a very proper betrothal arrangement, to a very proper clerk who is a very suitable match for the proper daughter of a proper bookseller and publisher, and as such, is not a man to make such improperly bold suggestions.” He lifted a brow, which made him look disreputable indeed. The twinkle in his eyes did not mitigate the impression at all. “Perhaps you peruse such volumes with him?”

      “I have no betrothed,” Patience said crisply. “I yearn for no man to take my hand within his, for I have books for companionship.”

      “A book like that might keep you awake long into the night. It did as much for me.”

      What was in that book? Patience wished she’d had more than a glance, but she wouldn’t open it while Mr. Beckham was still watching her. The deed would give him far too much satisfaction and he was already insufferably convinced that he could guess her every impulse.

      It would have been so much more satisfactory if he had been mistaken.

      She lifted her chin. “Everyone should be so fortunate as to be kept awake at night by a good book,” she said, not expecting his loud guffaw. Evidently, she had surprised him, for he strove to cover his amusement, though her father gave him a stern look from the back of the shop.

      “And what of love, Miss Carruthers? What of that siren’s song drawing destined partners together forever?”

      Patience gave him the look he deserved for promoting such nonsense. “Love is a fleeting inducement and one unworthy of trust. If more people were sensible of its perils…”

      “Then there would be far fewer people,” Mr. Beckham concluded cheerfully. “Do you not wish for children, Miss Carruthers?”

      Patience felt her color rising. “That is a most inappropriate query, sir.”

      “And yet I remain intrigued by your reply.” He watched her with an intensity that heated her to her toes. Patience knew she should feel fortunate that reckless young men seldom engaged in such conversations with her, yet she felt curiously invigorated by his attention.

      She could not even think of a suitably dismissive reply. His eyes twinkled as her flush deepened and she swore the man was going to laugh.

      “What a delightful honor to provide your amusement,” she said tartly.

      “Oh, I am the one honored, Miss Carruthers. Did you know that you blush in the most beguiling way?”

      “Sir!”

      He leaned on the counter between them. “I am, in fact, utterly beguiled.”

      Patience was very aware that this exchange would be drawn shortly to a close, one way or the other. She spoke clearly, so others could hear. “The poetry section, sir, is to the right of the pillar there, while historical sagas are on the opposite wall. I trust you will find something similar to Childe Harold in one location or the other, or another volume to snare your interest.”

      “What about more books like that one?” he asked and she glanced at him. “The one that is actually inside the binding.” He dropped his voice to a dangerous whisper and he watched her closely as he spoke. “Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies.”

      Goodness. Is that what it was? Patience could not hide her shock at the prospect of holding a copy of that guide of courtesans and whores. She glanced down at it, curious indeed. Were its contents as scandalous as they were reputed to be?

      “Aha! You know it! There is nothing, in my view, so refreshing than an educated lady.”

      “Statistically, very few young women benefit from the advantage of a formal education in our society,” Patience found herself saying. When agitated, she invariably provided unwelcome statistics. “While young men, particularly those of the upper classes, routinely have tutors at a young age then attend school. Many even proceed to university to complete their educations, leaving their sisters to take dancing lessons from a governess.”

      “My sister studies French, German, Latin and Italian but tends to neglect her dancing lessons.”

      Patience thought she might like his sister.

      “But you change the subject, Miss Carruthers. Have you read the volume in question?” Mr. Beckham murmured wickedly, the words recalling her to the situation. “If not, I could summarize it for you.”

      “We do not lend or sell such volumes, sir,” she said crisply. “This work clearly does not belong here and I thank you for doing your part in seeing it reunited with its rightful owner.”

      He looked left and right, then leaned over the counter, the very image of devilry. “Will you read it first, Miss Carruthers? We might arrange to meet and compare observations on the text.”

      Patience barely resisted the urge to cast the book at him—but then he might abscond with it and keep it, which meant she would have no opportunity to read it herself.

      Or return it to Catherine.

      How had Catherine even come to have such a work in her possession?

      “You make the most scandalous suggestions, Mr. Beckham. I do believe several moments have passed, perhaps even seven, and I would not detain you from your engagement with your mother. Good day.” Instead of turning to the next customer, Patience retreated into the back of the shop, where the printing presses were running noisily.

      She told herself that she was not truly hiding from an aristocrat overly convinced of his own merit, but that there was no other way to terminate the conversation. Mr. Beckham seemed oddly determined to speak with her at length.

      In fact, she glanced back to find his gaze still locked upon her. He lingered at the counter for long moments, apparently awaiting her return. The man must believe himself to be irresistible. He certainly had a rare ability to disconcert her, a talent possessed by very few.

      He was unlike other persons of her acquaintance.

      He had simply surprised her.

      Patience glared at him, then retreated into her father’s office when the audacious rogue winked at her.

      She peeked out a moment later to see the back of Mr. Beckham’s impeccably tailored dark blue jacket as he left the bookstore. Goodness, his shoulders were broad and she could not help but like that he was so tall. He was handsome even from the rear and even better, he would not see her looking at him. She watched as he tipped his hat to a pair of ladies entering the shop, then caught her breath when he suddenly glanced back one last time. The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile when their gazes caught and her heart skipped in the same moment.

      It was as if he had known she watched him.

      Of course, such a notorious rake would expect her to be fascinated by him.

      Patience saw no reason why Mr. Beckham should learn that his expectation was correct. She began to turn away, but halted when she spied a street urchin tug on the hem of Mr. Beckham’s jacket. She paused to watch, certain he would ignore or dismiss the child, but instead, his smile broadened. He reached into his pocket as he spoke to the boy and she imagined from his expression that his tone was kindly. She saw the glint of a coin as he gave it to the boy, then the boy’s delighted smile, then she turned away from the view.

      So, Mr. Beckham had kindness in his heart. The knowledge should not influence her view of him—even though it did. Patience reminded herself that now that he had his moment of amusement, she was unlikely to ever see or speak to him again.

      It was less than a satisfactory prospect, which meant only that the man stirred irrationality within her. Patience was better with his absence than his presence, to be sure.

      She returned to the office, closed the door, then sat on a stool considering the book she had retrieved from him. Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies. She had heard of the scandalous volume, of course, but no one ever specified in her presence what might be found within its covers. She opened it at a random page and felt her eyes widen.

      It was a list, including the names of courtesans and women whose favors could be hired, with addresses, descriptions—and prices. Oh! Patience snapped the volume shut, certain she was blushing all the way to her toes.

      If he had been able to pursue her to her father’s office, Mr. Beckham would have gained his wish to see her cheeks burn crimson, of that there could be little doubt. Patience would not be disappointed that he was gone—though she could not help but strive to guess his reaction.

      It was easy to imagine how he would laugh and how his eyes would glimmer and how utterly handsome he would appear—with his gaze locked upon her, as if she were fascinating herself. A young lady might become treacherously accustomed to such attentions. Patience had spoken to him for a matter of moments and the man had beguiled her as easily as any adoring young maiden. She could only hope he had not guessed his effect upon her ridiculously agitated heart.

      Doubtless he had forgotten her already. She had been only a moment’s diversion for him.

      She sighed despite herself. Hers was not the life that thronged with male admirers and she did not regret that as a rule. There were books, after all.

      Like this one.

      What a veritable education it might offer.

      Patience eyed the book, knowing her father would be outraged if he learned that she had glimpsed within it, certain that Catherine would forbid her the merest glance, and knew this was her sole chance to learn its secrets. Lest she think the better of her impulse, she quickly opened the book and began to read about Mrs. G—frey.

      “This lady may be about thirty, rather plump, she has however every requisite to make an agreeable bed-fellow, every nerve during the preludes to enjoyment, seem trembling alive to all the refined sensations, and every part about the frame is blessed with that corresponding aptness that cannot fail of producing the most desirable effects, neither has the too frequent use of the most bewitching spot rendered it the least callous to the joys of love…”

      Patience yearned for a pencil to introduce some punctuation to this torrent of praise, then frowned and read it again

      What did these comments and descriptions mean, exactly? Where was the lady’s most bewitching spot? Did all women have one or just Mrs. G—frey? It sounded like a body part, but Patience had studied the anatomy books available for lending and knew that none of them catalogued a ‘bewitching spot’. It also sounded like it could be worn out with frequent use, which was even more confusing. Body parts, in her experience, did not fray to nothing like velvet ribbons and silk slippers.

      There was, of course, no one she could safely ask for explanations—save the gentleman who had just returned the book. Mr. Beckham alone knew that Patience had it in her possession. And likely, he would be amused by her questions.

      She did not doubt that he had read it from cover to cover, more than once.

      She was certain he knew the answers to her questions.

      She wondered if he had acted upon its contents, following a reference to a specific address.

      Perhaps he was already acquainted with some of the ladies documented within, and could compare his own assessment with that of the guide. At the very possibility of such wicked indulgence on the part of someone with whom she had actually spoken, Patience was certain she was blushing to her very toes.

      She also wagered that Mr. Beckham would know a great deal more than she did about Mrs. G—frey’s bewitching spot, whether he was acquainted with the lady in question or not. She peeked at the book again to learn more.

      “…she still feels all that torrent of rapture, the mutual dissolution of two souls in liquid bliss can possibly afford, meets the coming moment with uncommon ecstasy, and asks the speedy return.”

      It might as well have been written in Greek—save that Patience could read Greek with some skill. This volume’s prose was incomprehensible at intervals, but oh so very intriguing. She sensed that there were forbidden secrets hidden behind the words, and the only thing Patience liked better than a book was a secret. There had to be a code to decipher its meaning.

      It suddenly became quite busy at the lending counter and she heard Prudence call her. She sighed and reluctantly hid the book away, knowing that her older sister would not be forthcoming but that it had to be returned. It probably was fortunate that she was unlikely to cross paths with Mr. Beckham anytime soon.

      Perhaps she could find some other helpful reference here at the bookshop or at home in the library kept by her father. Patience most certainly would look.
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        * * *

      

      Arthur was never late for any appointment, particularly one with Lady Beckham. Not only was her generosity responsible for his many comforts and amusements, but he liked his mother. Their relationship had always been amiable: she was fair in all matters and he strove to be the son she expected him to be. Fortunately, Lord Beckham, the lady’s own father, and all of her brothers had been wastrels of the worst order, so no amount of indulgence within Arthur’s capabilities could result in the loss of her affection.

      He saw no reason for concern in being summoned for an interview at a precise time. Lady Beckham was nothing if not organized—indeed, it was her custom to schedule as much of her day as possible, often weeks in advance.

      He allowed himself to review his interview with Miss Carruthers as the carriage made its way through the congested streets of London. She was entirely different from the two types of women Arthur tended to meet. On the one hand, there were the females to be found in gambling dens, theatres and establishments of lesser repute, who were invariably wise in the ways of the world and its foibles, painted, and generally willing to oblige a gentleman’s desires. The company of these women might provide amusement and entertainment, but they were not worthy of serious attachment.

      Any of them would have been familiar with that scandalous volume and its contents, and likely known the location in its pages of a reference to themselves, or even recited it from memory. Such worldly women, in Arthur’s experience, were impossible to shock.

      In contrast, there were the debutantes and daughters of the aristocracy, each and every one seeking a husband. They were universally young, meek, and dull. Some were desperate to be chosen; others believed the entire merit of their lives would be measured by their husband’s rank; yet others saw the marriage mart as a competition and one in which they were determined to triumph. There was one lady in particular whom Arthur found scheming and unattractive, but he avoided Miss Felicia Grosvenor like the proverbial plague. With any luck, she had forgotten about him while he was in Venice. He dared to hope she might even be married by the time their paths crossed again.

      But Miss Patience Carruthers did not fit into either category. (Neither was she a relation, which he supposed was a third category of female but one only slightly more interesting than eligible young ladies.) She was unwed, yet she declared herself to have no interest in matrimony. She was not to be found in those establishments where he sought entertainment in the evening, nor was she painted or dressed to display her virtues. Her gown had been a simple and serviceable one of navy blue with white trim. Her fair hair had been drawn back in a style that was almost austere, given its lack of dangling curls and fetching little ribbons, but her prettiness could not be disguised.

      She had magnificent eyes of silvery grey, thickly lashed pools that could be serene in one moment and flashing like a storm at sea in the next.

      Best of all, she possessed no guile. Her thoughts had been easily read, her reactions immediate—a sign of cleverness, to be sure—and her company a delight. She amused and provoked him, a most welcome combination. He could not anticipate her, which was even more enticing. Was she kind? Arthur suspected she might be. Her family was respectable, to be sure, her father and uncle running the largest publisher and bookseller in London. Arthur liked that Miss Carruthers was both polite and well-read, that she was opinionated and expressed herself well. He had not been joking about her blushes. She flushed more perfectly than any lady he had ever seen, the rosy hue lighting in the midst of her fair cheeks and spreading slowly to suffuse her face. It was as if this concession to mortal flesh surprised even her.

      He already enjoyed both teasing her and challenging her, simply for the pleasure of watching her reactions. Better yet, he had no doubt she would take satisfaction in chastising him for a view she found inadequate.

      He smiled at the prospect, resolving that he would have need of many more books in the near future. Anything to enjoy the company of Miss Carruthers at regular intervals.

      He also fancied she might be one of the few people of his acquaintance who would tell him the truth. Not only did she appear to have no ability to deceive, but she also seemed enamored of honesty itself. Arthur found himself drawn to such candor, and for more than its refreshing novelty.

      All in all, he was content to be back in London again, particularly as Miss Carruthers was unlikely to leave town soon.

      His excellent mood did not last long. His sister Amelia, an imp all of ten summers of age, hissed at him when he was removing his hat in the foyer. She was hidden in the side corridor, one of her favorite places to eavesdrop. Arthur looked left and right as if to ascertain he was not watched. This amused Amelia mightily, so he habitually performed the rite. He was well aware that the door to the drawing room was closed and their butler, Stevens, had already vanished. He then crept into the side corridor, as if meeting a fellow spy, and flattened his back against the wall.

      “The lark sings at dawn,” Amelia whispered, her typical confirmation of his identity—though she could see him clearly.

      Arthur suppressed his smile for spying was solemn business. “The crow calls at sunset,” he replied in an undertone, looking around the corner again.

      “The sparrow chirps at noon,” Amelia confided.

      “And the bats fly at night,” he whispered and Amelia flung herself at him. He caught her in an unexpected hug.

      “Bats are not part of the code,” she chided as he set her on her feet.

      “But they should be.”

      “It should be the owl,” she insisted.

      “The owl flies at night?” Arthur shook his head. “The owl hoots at midnight,” he proposed and his sister’s delight in that suggestion was clear. They had a new code, then.

      Then she looked around the corner, before reaching up to whisper in his ear. “He is here.” Her eyes shone, undoubtedly because she was in possession of valuable information.

      “Who?” Arthur mouthed.

      She mimicked their uncle’s manner, sticking her nose in the air and drawing down the corners of her mouth as if she were a bad-tempered fish. Arthur barely kept from chuckling at her antics. It was true that they shared a dislike for their mother’s much younger brother, but they strove to hide as much in company, particularly his. Alone together, they mocked him mercilessly.

      “Why?” he mouthed and she drilled a fingertip into his chest.

      “You. He wants you.”

      This made no sense at all and Arthur shook his head in confusion.

      Amelia, though, nodded wisely. She drew a fingertip across her throat then feigned choking from a garrotte, her dramatic expectation making Arthur smile. She could not make him fear the earl.

      “He just wants money. Again,” he said, for that was undoubtedly true. Lady Beckham’s brother was the biggest wastrel in London. Arthur pointed up the stairs. “Your French verbs are waiting.”

      “I have to listen!”

      “You will be caught.”

      “Then you must promise to tell me.”

      “I will tell you what you deserve to know, no more and no less.” For this offer, she stuck out her tongue at him.” Go.” Arthur leaned down to hold her gaze. “I promise I will tell you all. You know that I always do.”

      She smiled and rubbed her hands together. “You are powerless when faced with my relentless questions.”

      Arthur laughed, because it was true.

      She crossed her heart with a fingertip, and only when Arthur had done the same did she dart away. He stood, amazed at how silently she could move through the house. She must have every creaking stair memorized.

      Maybe she was a spy, or had a promising future as one. There could be no secrets wherever Amelia resided, though he wagered her governess was unaware of great swaths of her charge’s life.

      He checked the knot of his cravat in the large mirror in the foyer, giving Amelia time to retreat before he entered the drawing room. He caught a glimpse of her face at the top of the stairs and saluted her, marching toward the drawing room even as he heard her giggle.

      What could Reynaud want?

      “Mother,” he said as he entered the room, bowing to Lady Beckham. He could not fail to note that she looked agitated, which was not her custom.

      She had not invited her brother, then. What did Reynaud want from her? His frequent requests for funds did not typically trouble her. Arthur immediately felt the urge to defend the lady and did not take a seat, standing before her and almost between the siblings.

      Reynaud Tattinger, Earl of Fairhaven, turned from his place at the window to nod a greeting. The product of an impulsive second marriage on the part of their father, he was more than twenty years younger than his older sister, and only a few years older than Arthur, her oldest son. The earldom had fallen to him, and their respective ages meant that Arthur had no expectations of inheriting the title. Reynaud had not married as yet, but he undoubtedly would and there would be a veritable army of sons between Arthur and the earldom. He had made his peace with the situation long before.

      “I thought you had become lost in the foyer,” Reynaud said tartly. “It is not so large as that, Arthur. Have you mislaid every last increment of intelligence?”

      There was something about the earl that provoked a sensible man into hiding his assets, lest they be appropriated or put to the service of the Earl of Fairhaven. He was not an unattractive man, with his fair hair and chiseled features, but there was a pettiness about his uncle that Arthur disliked.

      Arthur made an elaborate bow. “My cravat, sir, had to be tidied before I could face Mother,” he said lightly. “I find it quite impossible to get the knot exactly right without my valet.” He turned to Lady Beckham. “What do you think, Mother? Will it suffice?”

      That lady, to Arthur’s relief, had a welcome gleam in her eye. He knew she was glad of his presence. “A little asymmetrical, dear boy. Do come here.”

      He bent and allowed her to adjust his cravat, winking at her when his uncle could not see his face. Her eyes twinkled as her smile was restored.

      To be sure, Lady Beckham could be as demanding as her brother. The Tattingers were a fiercely stubborn lot. Arthur liked to think of himself as an exception.

      Lord Fairhaven cleared his throat, then took a seat opposite his hostess. “I have no time for such fripperies and nonsense,” he said sourly. Lady Beckham poured the tea and Arthur delivered a cup to his uncle before accepting his own. “I have come on an errand of importance, and I will not be put aside.”

      “I do not believe anyone has attempted to dissuade you from doing as much, Reynaud,” Lady Beckham said, offering a plate of iced cakes.

      “But you have delayed me. My time is of the greatest importance, as you would understand if you had any obligations at all, Yvonne.”

      Arthur watched his mother straighten. A lady of great activity and instigator of many initiatives for the welfare of others, she did not take well to any suggestion that she was idle.

      The earl was living dangerously.

      “I did not realize you had obligations, Reynaud,” she said, her tone seemingly mild. Arthur heard the current of steel beneath her words though. “Have they taken to scheduling appointments in the gaming hells?”

      The earl, astonishingly, sputtered, a dull red rising up the back of his neck.

      “Oh, you have come to entreat me for funds again,” Lady Beckham said with surety. “I regret, Reynaud, that I can no longer indulge you or your profligate habits. If you cannot pay your gambling debts, you should not incur them.”

      Arthur moved to stand by her side, bracing himself for a tirade from his uncle.

      “Just because you married well, Yvonne, does not mean you are my superior,” the earl said bitterly. “You were fortunate in your match, that is all, and you were fortunate because Father saw to it…”

      “I was fortunate in my match because my husband was not a fool,” Lady Beckham said crisply.

      The earl’s disdain was clear. “He was as inveterate a gambler as I.”

      “Yet he had the good sense to die before he had exhausted his inheritance. You might have taken a lesson there, Reynaud.”

      The pair glared at each other.

      “And you have a son,” the earl concluded, his gaze flicking to Arthur.

      “You might take a wife if you desire offspring,” Lady Beckham said before she sipped her tea. She looked wise and implacable, perhaps because the uncertainty of this encounter had been removed. The earl wanted money and she had already refused him. Arthur guessed that his uncle would leave shortly. “I do understand a successful result requires the participation of both parties.”

      “Save for the Madonna,” Arthur noted.

      “One event only in the history of the world,” his mother said. “A miracle and a gust of wind. To my knowledge, no ladies since have endured such good fortune.” She smiled at her brother, who glowered at her.

      “I did not come for advice, Yvonne.”

      “Then why did you come, Reynaud? I assure you that we were quite content in your absence.” Lady Beckham sipped her tea, her expression angelic. “I can also assure you that I have no funds to spare for your debts.”

      “That is not it.”

      “Then what is?”

      The earl sighed. He rose and paced the width of the drawing room and back, as Lady Beckham and her son exchanged a glance of confusion. The earl dropped onto the settee opposite Lady Beckham and fixed her with a look.

      The look.

      Arthur, and undoubtedly his mother, immediately understood that the earl had a problem, one that presumably only they could repair.

      That was not the most reassuring realization, given past incidents when the earl had donned with the same pleading expression.

      If it was not money he wanted, what else could it be?

      Nothing good, in Arthur’s view.

      “There is a small situation,” the earl confessed heavily. “Which requires a happy resolution, an occurrence you can assure.”

      “Me?” Lady Beckham asked.

      “You,” the earl said, looking at Arthur. “You have to wed anyway, and making this match will set everything to rights.”

      Arthur retreated a step, putting distance between himself and any suggestion of marriage. There were limits to his duty to the Tattinger family.

      “Reynaud,” Lady Beckham thundered. “What have you done?”
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      The book might have been made of lead for the apparent weight of it in Patience’s bag. She was certain that everyone in the shop knew that she carried the scandalous volume and that even passersby in the street could sense that it was in her possession.

      She wanted to read it from cover to cover.

      She wanted to know how it had come to be in the shop at all.

      She knew that the only person who could unravel the mystery was Catherine. This, in itself, defied belief as Catherine was the oldest and the most responsible of all three Carruthers sisters—but Catherine had been the one to proclaim her copy of Childe Harold to be missing when the Beckham’s order was packed. Perhaps it belonged to her husband.

      Either way, Catherine knew the truth. The book had to be returned to her, and Patience only hoped she might gain some details in exchange.

      When she left the shop, Patience did not go home. It was simplicity itself to ask Quinn, the family driver, to take her to Trevelaine House to visit her sister instead. Catherine was expecting her first child in December and now that her pregnancy was evident, she spent less time in the bookstore. It was completely reasonable that Patience would visit her. She even chose some books for her sister and bought some sweets from the confectioner shop next door to the bookstore.

      She had never been able to read in carriages, unlike her sister Prudence who could read anywhere, but for once that did not vex her. She was thinking of Arthur Beckham and considering herself fortunate that her family did not mingle overmuch in society. She had found herself almost overwhelmed by the attentions of such a handsome young man, particularly one so inclined to make mischief. Had she encountered a number of such men in succession, each determined to charm, tease or provoke her, there is no telling what she might have done.

      Actually, there was no uncertainty. Patience would have done what was right and proper—most likely, nothing at all but return home with her chaperone—there was a family jest, after all, that Patience suited her name while Prudence did not.

      “I suppose that you have a very proper betrothal arrangement, to a very proper clerk who is very properly a suitable match for the proper daughter of a bookseller and publisher, and is not a man to make such improperly bold suggestions.”

      She heard Mr. Beckham’s words again, and saw him, leaning over the counter, the light glinting in his dark hair. His confidence was alluring, to be sure, and his conviction that he was right as irksome as his surety that he was irresistible. Patience wished heartily that she might have been the one to prove his charm less than he believed it to be, but to herself, she could admit that she had been beguiled.

      She had always imagined that an older brother might tease a sister thus, but there was something in Mr. Beckham’s manner that had not been brotherly.

      No, there had been an admiration and an awareness, an interest that had been the reason she could not simply turn away from him. She was surprised to realize how much she had enjoyed his attention. She had not been certain what he would say, and that had intrigued her.

      Had he been flirting with her?

      If so, he had been teasing her, of course. Such a man, a handsome rakehell with every asset at his fingertips, would court the favors of a lady who was his social equal. An heiress, perhaps, the cherished daughter of an aristocrat, a beauty so indulged that she never had to mend her petticoats or lengthen the hems of her older sister’s discarded dresses. The Carruthers were comfortable, but their father was frugal.

      The fact was that Patience had never concerned herself with marriage or her prospects. Books were her companions, and they were far more reliable than most people. When she was younger, the family conviction had been that Catherine would wed first, but her older sister had not succumbed to a nuptial vow early. It had only been three years since the Duke of Haynesdale had arranged Catherine’s match to Rhys Bettencourt.

      Why had he done as much? Patience had never considered the choice, though now she wondered. Catherine had been old for marriage even then—to be wed the first time at twenty-three years of age was somewhat astonishing, to wed so well might be a miracle. At any rate, the duke was unlikely to arrange a match for Patience—there had been no suggestion of that eventuality.

      Contrary to Mr. Beckham’s convictions, there was no clerk paying his attentions, proper or otherwise. If there had not been one thus far, Patience doubted one would appear when she was so long in the tooth as to be one-and-twenty.

      How curious that the situation had not troubled her before Arthur Beckham teased her.

      It was the nature of having sisters, she decided, to dislike any sense that she was missing something. Was she missing something by not entering the matrimonial state? This book suggested she might be—but Mr. Beckham’s provocation made a more compelling case.

      Patience wanted to know.

      As the carriage made its way through the streets, she considered her own eventual fate. Remaining unwed did not trouble her, unless she considered the likelihood of her father departing this world before her. What then?

      Childbirth did increase the possibilities of a woman’s death at a comparatively young age, but without a husband, Patience was unlikely to bear a child. Given her robust good health, she would likely survive her father.

      It was easy to anticipate the rest. The bookselling and publishing firm would pass to her uncle, her father’s younger brother and the other Carruthers of the firm’s name, and thence to his sons, now thirteen and eleven years of age. Even if Uncle Richard was survived by his brother and Patience’s father, her cousins, Michael and Thomas, would still ultimately inherit the business.

      And that would mean that an unwed Patience would be beholden to either or both of those hoydens for the rest of her days. She closed her eyes briefly at the prospect. Catherine would ensure her comfort, she was certain, if her sister did not succumb to the risk of childbirth herself. If she did, heaven forfend, and her husband remarried, there might not be a welcome for Patience at Trevelaine House.

      Patience gripped her bag, thinking somewhat more favorably about the prospects of marriage than she had to date, and purely on the basis of its financial repercussions. She looked out the window at the numerous people going about their business.

      Where did one find an eligible partner, preferably one with sufficient finances to support her desire for books? How she wished one could place an advertisement, as Wentworth did when they had need of a new housemaid.

      Perhaps Catherine could help.
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        * * *

      

      The earl’s tale was surrendered in fits and starts, as was characteristic of his reluctant confessions. Lady Beckham had to order a second pot of tea to sustain them while he wound his way to the heart of the issue, and Arthur thought the sun might set upon another day before they heard the damning details.

      Of course, his uncle was lacking in funds
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