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            Chapter 1

         
         
            1819

         

         It was to be a bacchanal for the ages.

         
         As Heathercote remarked, a man only turned twenty-nine once. Marlow pointed out that a man also only turned twenty-eight,
            or thirty, once as well, but they were well used to ignoring Marlow’s odd points of reason, and this one was promptly forgotten.
         

         
         Heathercote planned the entire affair, inviting the most dashing, daring rogues and scoundrels in London. He declared it to
            be the invitation of the month, and that he’d turned away several fellows for lacking wit, style, or both. “You mean they
            aren’t up to your standard of mayhem,” said Westmorland, whose birthday it was, to which Heathercote mimed tipping his hat
            in acknowledgment.
         

         
         After a raucous dinner at White’s, they decamped for the theater. The production was well under way when they invaded the
            pit in search of amusement. By the time the show ended, they had drunk a great deal of brandy, thrown oranges at the stage,
            and lost Clifton to the company of a prostitute.
         

         
         Everyone’s memories ran a bit ragged after that, with vague recollections of singing in the streets and Marlow casting up
            his accounts somewhere in Westminster, but eventually they settled at the Vega Club. It was so late, the manager tried to
            dissuade them from play. Mr. Forbes knew every one of them could wager for hours, and the Vega Club closed its doors at dawn.
         

         
         But Heathercote persuaded him to let them in and to give them the whist salon all to themselves. “We’ll leave by noon,” he
            promised, patting Forbes on the chest as he slid a handful of notes into the man’s hand. His words were remarkably steady
            for a man who’d been drinking for eight hours. Grim-faced, Forbes let them in, where they commandeered the main table and
            called for yet more wine.
         

         
         A few intrepid souls followed them from the club proper. Forbes tried to stop them at the door, but Forester recognized one
            and waved them in. “We don’t mind winning their money,” he said with a hiccup.
         

         
         They played whist, then switched to loo. One loser was dared to drink off the contents of his full flask in one go, which
            he did. The room filled with cigar smoke and ribald language, and the wagers grew extravagant. Marlow won a prize colt off
            Forester. Heathercote wagered his new phaeton and ended up with someone’s barouche. Sackville won the largest pot of the night,
            and everyone pelted him with markers.
         

         
         And then one of the hangers-on spoiled it. He had the look of a country fellow new to London, with an arrogant bluster that
            was initially amusing but eventually turned annoying. He’d played well enough, winning a bit and losing with colorful curses
            that made the rest of them roar with laughter. But it became abruptly clear that Sir Charles Winston was in over his head
            when he wagered his house.
         

         
         Marlow laughed. Heathercote picked up the scribbled note Winston had put forth and read it with one brow arched. “Can’t wager
            property, Winslow.”
         

         
         The man was already ruddy from drink, and now he turned scarlet. “Can so! Your fellow wagered a horse.”

         
         “Horses are portable,” said Forester, his Liverpool accent bleeding through. “Houses are not.”

         
         “Houses are worth more!”

         
         “Aye, too much more.” Heathercote flicked the note back across the table. “Markers.”

         
         “I haven’t got any more markers,” muttered the younger man. For a moment everyone focused in surprised silence on the empty
            space in front of him. None of them had run out.
         

         
         “Then fold your hand,” Forester told him. “You’re out!”

         
         Winston’s chin set stubbornly. His mate tried to slide some markers toward him, but he angrily shoved them back. “Give me
            a chance to win it back.”
         

         
         “All the more reason to walk away, if you’ve lost ’em all.” Marlow waved one hand, nearly toppling out of his seat. Mr. Forbes,
            watching grimly from the corner, came forward. “Forbes, Windermere is done.”
         

         
         “Sir Charles,” murmured the manager. “Perhaps it’s time to go.”

         
         “Not yet!” Winston scowled at them all, shaking off his friend’s quiet attempts to get him to fold. “Not now, Farley! They
            got a chance to turn their luck. Why shouldn’t I?”
         

         
         “Luck is like the wind,” said a new voice. Nicholas Dashwood, the owner of the Vega Club, stepped out of the shadows. “It
            rarely turns propitiously.”
         

         
         Winston stubbornly sank lower in his seat. “I deserve ’nother chance.”

         
         Heathercote slung his arms over the back of his chair. “Well, West? What say you? Shall we let him stay and wager away everything
            he’s got?”
         

         
         Lounging in his seat, the Marquess of Westmorland looked up in irritation. “Really ought to go, Winsmore.”

         
         “Wins-less, more like,” snickered Marlow.

         
         Winston sat up straighter in his seat. “Please, my lord.”

         
         “Oh, let him ruin himself,” muttered Forester, shuffling his cards restlessly.

         
         The marquess lifted one shoulder. “Damned if I care.”

         
         “Sir Charles,” said Dashwood evenly, “do not wager what you cannot afford to lose.”

         
         Winston scooped up the scribbled paper and added a line, signing his name with a flourish. “I won’t, sir.”

         
         But he did. Within four hands, he’d won a bit and then lost it all—including the deed. Suddenly he did not look so belligerent
            or so stubborn. He looked young and quite literally green, staring at the winning hand, lying on the table.
         

         
         “Should have listened,” said the unsympathetic Heathercote. “Should have left.”

         
         Winston puffed up furiously. “Should have known better than to play with the likes of you!”

         
         “Di’n’t y’know that before you sa’ down?” Marlow’s words slurred together. “Stupid bloody fool!”

         
         “That’s my home!”

         
         “And you risked it at loo!” Heath made a derisive noise. “Idiot.”

         
         Winston was the color of beets. “Don’t call me that.”

         
         Sackville raised one brow. “No? ’S not your home anymore.” He reached out and plucked the scrawled paper from the pile of markers and examined it, although his eyes
            never quite managed to focus on it. “It ’pears to be West’s.”
         

         
         West’s friends howled with laughter. “He doesn’t need it,” cried Winston. He made a convulsive grab for the paper before his
            lone remaining friend caught his arm. “He’s got a dozen houses!”
         

         
         “Set it up as a brothel, West,” suggested Forester. “And give all your mates discounted fees.”

         
         “Free!” yelped Marlow with a wheezing laugh.

         
         Winston drew a furious breath, but instead of continuing the fight he turned and rushed from the room, rather unsteadily;
            he wrestled with the door, and then almost tripped on his way out, causing more howls of laughter from the table. His friend
            helped him back onto his feet before the door closed on them both.
         

         
         “Who invited him?” asked Heathercote in disdain.

         
         “Marlow.”

         
         “Ballocks,” mumbled Marlow, putting his head down on the table. “Never did. Was Forester.”

         
         Forester made a rude gesture. “I vouched for the other man, Farley.”

         
         “Your friends are all bad ton,” said Sackville.
         

         
         Forester’s face tightened. He rose and swung his wineglass into the air in a toast, spilling some. “Thank you all for a most
            exciting evening, gentlemen.” Pointedly he bowed only to Viscount Heathercote and Lord Westmorland. Sackville repaid him with
            a rude gesture at Forester’s back.
         

         
         Heathercote protested, but Forester waved him off and left. With Marlow asleep on the table and Sackville still giggling drunkenly
            to himself, West placed his hands on the table, hesitated as if gathering strength, then heaved himself to his feet. “The
            carriages, Dashwood.”
         

         
         Stone-faced, the owner left. West—the Marquess of Westmorland—surveyed the table. “Did I win the last?”

         
         “Aye,” said Heathercote with a wide yawn.

         
         “Credit it all, Forbes,” said the marquess. “God above, I’m tired.”

         
         As expressionless as his employer, the manager stepped forward. With an air of distaste, he picked up the deed promise and
            held it out. “I cannot credit this, my lord.”
         

         
         West stared at it. “Damn. Right.” He stuffed it into the pocket of his jacket and staggered out into the morning sunlight
            with Heathercote, never guessing the trouble that wagered deed was about to cause him.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Georgiana Lucas was having an absolutely splendid visit in the Derbyshire countryside when the letter arrived. That simple
            page of folded paper would, unwittingly and unintentionally, disturb the equilibrium of her life and send it veering wildly
            off course.
         

         
         Of course, she did not know that at the time.

         
         It came while they were at the breakfast table. Georgiana was idling over her tea, savoring the freedom to do so since her
            rather starchy chaperone, Lady Sidlow, was still in London while she rusticated in Maryfield. Her hostess and dear friend
            from school, Kitty, now Lady Winston, was cuddling her baby at the head of the table, rapt with adoration for little Annabel,
            six months old this day. Geneva, Kitty’s sister-in-law, was reading aloud the amusing bits from a local parish newspaper,
            giggling over the tale of Mr. Pott’s pigs, who had got loose in the lane and caused an uproar. The dowager Lady Winston, Geneva’s
            mother but called Mother by all the family, was listening to her daughter while she went over the menu for that night’s dinner,
            when the local vicar and his family were to dine with them.
         

         
         Mr. Williams, the butler, brought in the post. “From Sir Charles,” he said to Kitty.

         
         “Oh!” With a pleased smile, Kitty laid the baby in the cradle at her feet. She took the letter and broke the seal.

         
         Georgiana let Geneva pour her another cup of tea. The windows were open, and the breeze carried in the ripe, lush scent of
            summer and the faint buzzing of bees in the garden. It looked to be another perfect day. Georgiana considered taking a long
            walk, or perhaps a ride. Country life was inferior to city life in many ways, but not in the exercise opportunities available.
         

         
         A clatter broke her thoughts. Kitty had dropped her teaspoon and sat bolt upright. “What is it?” Georgiana said in concern.

         
         Kitty held the letter in a white-knuckled grip. “Charles,” she said tensely.

         
         Geneva fell silent. “What has happened to Charles?” asked Mother Winston in mild worry.

         
         “Something dreadful.” Kitty looked up, her brows drawn. “My dearest wife,” she read aloud. “I do not wish to alarm you, but I write to you in great urgency and turmoil. I have had the terrible misfortune of falling
               in with—” Here she broke off, her eyes dark and dismayed.
         

         
         “Is he dead?” cried Geneva.

         
         “He could hardly write a letter if he were dead,” said Georgiana. She reached down to soothe the baby, who had begun whimpering
            at Geneva’s outburst. “Go on, Kitty. What has happened?”
         

         
         “He’s not dead.” Kitty put down the letter and stared out the window.

         
         “Do tell us, my dear,” urged Mother Winston. “Was he robbed? Is he injured? I have heard the streets of London are not safe.”

         
         Kitty didn’t reply, but she took up the letter again and read on. “I have had the terrible misfortune of falling in with some very sharp fellows, and I suffered a terrible loss at their hands,
               to my pride, and my dignity.”
         

         
         “Someone beat him!” cried Geneva. “Was it a boxing match?”

         
         Kitty’s face was inscrutable. “I don’t think so. He writes further: The chief scoundrel who tricked me is Lord Westmorland, and I fear he may present himself at Osbourne House. If he should
               arrive on your doorstep, my beloved, do not let him in. He will see us all ruined.”
         

         
         Geneva gasped. Mother Winston’s mouth sagged open in shock. “What?”

         
         Kitty flipped to the second page of the letter. “He says he is trying to prevent disaster from falling on us, and will write
            more later. The rest merely repeats that we must not admit Lord Westmorland or receive him at all.”
         

         
         “They must have fought a duel!” burst out Geneva.

         
         “Hush,” scolded her mother. “Charles would never be so rash.”

         
         “Even if he did fight a duel, he’s well enough to write letters, which is a very good sign,” Georgiana pointed out. “And if
            he were injured, he would send for Kitty immediately.”
         

         
         “Why on earth would Westmorland come here if he had a quarrel with Charles?” Kitty asked, almost to herself. She turned over
            the letter again. “Charles said he was tricked . . .”
         

         
         “Perhaps a business arrangement,” suggested Mother Winston. “Charles can be so trusting, I have often worried he would be
            preyed upon. His father worried, too.”
         

         
         “But what business could he have with a marquess?” Kitty frowned, one finger against her lips. “Surely he would have mentioned
            it. And if the marquess did something unethical, Mr. Jackson would put a stop to it.” Mr. Jackson had been Kitty’s family
            solicitor for many years, and had followed her to the Winstons on her marriage.
         

         
         “I doubt the marquess has the slightest idea how to transact business of any kind,” said Georgiana with a snort. “Everyone
            knows his father, the Duke of Rowland, manages everything.”
         

         
         Everyone looked at her. “Of course,” said Kitty in surprise. “You must know Lord Westmorland! You’ve been in London these
            three years now.”
         

         
         Still patting the fretting baby, Georgiana made a face. “I don’t know Westmorland himself. But I know of him.”
         

         
         They moved in the same society, after all, where it was virtually impossible not to know something about everyone else, let
            alone someone like the Marquess of Westmorland. Her chaperone, Lady Sidlow, had an encyclopedic knowledge of every unmarried
            gentleman in London, and was prone to discussing them with the avid interest of a sportsman discussing horses at Ascot.
         

         
         Superficially, Georgiana could have readily answered Kitty’s question. The marquess was tall and handsome, fit, and lethally
            charming when he wished to be. He had dark hair and glinting hazel eyes that made ladies swoon. He was heir to the Duke of
            Rowland, and as such would inherit one of the oldest and richest titles in all of England—not that he didn’t have a large
            income and an estate of his own already. Superficially, Westmorland was one of the most eligible men in England, and Lady
            Sidlow had mentioned more than once that it was very disappointing of Georgiana to promise to wed Lord Sterling, a mere viscount,
            when men like Westmorland were strolling freely around, almost flaunting their bachelor status.
         

         
         But Georgiana also knew something of his nature, and that was why she despised him.

         
         “What sort of man is he?” Kitty asked, her keen gaze fixed on Georgiana. “A scoundrel?”

         
         “Is he a cheat?” Geneva demanded.

         
         “He sounds very dishonorable, if he would trick Charles so cruelly!” declared Mother Winston.

         
         The Marquess of Westmorland was worse, as far as Georgiana was concerned. “I would be the last person to defend his honor.”

         
         Mother Winston’s eyes rounded. “What did he do?” asked Geneva, now avidly interested.

         
         Georgiana stirred her tea. She did not have a high opinion of the marquess, but for a purely personal reason. For a moment
            her conscience rebelled a little; just because she disliked him . . . intensely . . . didn’t mean she should blacken his name
            to everyone in Derbyshire.
         

         
         Then she recalled what Charles’s letter had said. Westmorland had tricked him, and might be about to arrive on Kitty’s doorstep—why
            would he do that? Charles was clearly terrified of what might happen if he did. Whatever had happened with Charles, if the
            marquess thought to punish Kitty and her darling child in any way, or Geneva and her mother, Georgiana was not going to stand
            by and let him.
         

         
         “He’s a notorious rogue.” Nothing she could tell Kitty was worse than what she’d hear in London anyway. “He runs with a very
            disreputable crowd—Viscount Heathercote, and Lord Marlow, and even the very shocking Mr. Clifton. You remember him, Kitty,
            the gentleman who nearly broke his neck climbing the spire of St. Martin’s.”
         

         
         “Oh my,” breathed Geneva.

         
         “How would Charles have fallen in with such a man?” fretted Mother Winston.

         
         “It must have been a lark, and not Charles’s fault at all. The marquess is quite wild,” Georgiana went on. “He and his friends
            are in the gossip papers all the time for some prank or another. They’re known for playing pranks, as a matter of fact, including
            putting one fellow into a boat while he was utterly foxed and sending him sailing off down the Thames. They thought it was
            a grand joke, even though he didn’t wake up until his boat hit a pier in Greenwich. At any moment he might have fallen out
            and drowned.”
         

         
         “Oh, and they might have played a prank on Charles?” Geneva’s face lit up, at once intrigued and horrified by the idea. “How
            dreadful that would be! Poor Charles!”
         

         
         “He doesn’t sound at all like Charles’s usual companions,” said Kitty. “But why do you dislike him, Georgiana?” She asked it with a look that said she knew there must be more to the story than wild, roguish behavior—which
            might, after all, fairly describe any number of London gentlemen whom Georgiana found charming and entertaining.
         

         
         “I am trying to be discreet,” Georgiana said in mock indignation.

         
         “Really?” murmured Kitty wryly.

         
         “Please don’t be!” cried Geneva, earning a stern look from Mother Winston.

         
         Georgiana took a sip of tea. “Well, if you insist on hearing more . . .”

         
         “Oh yes!” Geneva leaned so far forward she almost fell off her chair.

         
         “Geneva,” said her mother in reproof.

         
         “He may be on his way here to intimidate and alarm us,” returned Geneva without blinking an eye. “I think we ought to know
            the worst.”
         

         
         Mother Winston pursed her lips. “Nevertheless, it isn’t decent to look so eager.” Geneva grinned, and even Kitty choked on a laugh.
         

         
         “Westmorland is a scoundrel,” said Georgiana, abandoning all discretion. “He’s ill-mannered and mean-spirited. He and his useless friend
            Lord Heathercote amuse each other with spiteful little comments about other people, and they don’t care who overhears them.
            At a soiree this spring, they stood off from the rest of the guests, looking down their noses at everyone, and mocked everything
            from the food to the decor. He called Joanna Hotchkiss a simpleton. He suggested Lady Telford was a poor hostess, and called
            her decorations headache-inducing.” She paused, hating that she cared at all what a drunken rake thought of her. “He said
            I was nothing more than a silly, shallow flirt who reveled in teasing men.” Although he’d said it in more vulgar terms.
         

         
         Kitty’s mouth fell open. Geneva’s eyes flashed. “You, silly? How dare he!”

         
         “Very rude!” said Mother Winston indignantly. “Abominable man!”

         
         “He’s rude and abominable, and interested solely in himself,” she agreed. “Quite malicious, in my opinion.”

         
         “I hate him,” declared Geneva.

         
         “So do I,” murmured Georgiana.

         
         “And now he’s abused our dear Charles.” Mother Winston looked to Kitty. “What shall we do, my dear?”

         
         “For the moment, there’s nothing we can do.” Poised once more, Kitty folded the letter. “How odd that Charles thinks Westmorland
            might come here. Why on earth would he?”
         

         
         “To gloat, no doubt!” Geneva looked at her mother. “We would not be required to receive him, would we, Mother?”

         
         “Certainly not!” Mother Winston rose to her feet, a militant look in her eye. “And neither will anyone in Maryfield. I shall
            warn everyone, especially Mrs. Tapp at the Bull and Dog. Not only will this wretch not be welcome here, he shan’t find a room
            in our town, either.”
         

         
         “I’ll help!” Geneva went with her, proposing a dozen wild ideas about how they could deter and snub the marquess.

         
         In the silence of their wake, Georgiana looked at Kitty. “What else does Charles say?” she ventured to ask.

         
         “Not much.” Kitty’s gaze fell on the letter, brooding and pensive. “That’s what worries me.”

         
         “I confess I can’t see them crossing paths,” said Georgiana frankly. “Westmorland is a very different sort than Charles. Whatever
            it was between them, Westmorland may not have noticed or cared, regardless of what Charles fears.”
         

         
         “We both know there is one place they might meet.” Kitty pressed her fingertips to her temples as if they hurt. “Charles enjoys
            cards more than he ought to.”
         

         
         Georgiana had forgotten that. Charles wasn’t the most interesting person; handsome without being arresting, amiable without
            being engaging. It was entirely possible to spend an evening with him and not recall a single word he’d said the next day.
            It had been a bit of a surprise when Kitty married him, but he was a baronet and eligible enough. Kitty had always been a
            forceful personality, and Georgiana supposed she’d wanted a husband who would give way to her. Kitty would hardly be the first
            woman to feel so, and as she’d brought a sizable fortune to her less wealthy husband, perhaps she felt entitled to have the
            upper hand in her marriage. She certainly had more sense than Charles.
         

         
         But Georgiana wasn’t about to say any of that aloud. She busied herself adjusting the baby’s blanket.

         
         “Tell me the truth. Is Westmorland a gambler?” There was tension in Kitty’s question.

         
         Georgiana smoothed Annabel’s soft, fair hair. “Well, yes. I believe he is.” She didn’t precisely know Westmorland’s habits,
            but several of his mates were notorious for scandalously extravagant wagers and parties. It would be shocking if he weren’t
            the same, given how much he was seen with them.
         

         
         A fierce frown touched Kitty’s brow. “I worry about that. Charles has sometimes said the stakes at our neighbors’ parties
            here in Maryfield are so low as to make any game dull. I hope he would be too clever to get drawn into a table with men like
            that, but if the marquess joined a table where he was playing . . .”
         

         
         Georgiana thought it very doubtful that the Marquess of Westmorland would want to join any table where Charles Winston was
            already playing. More likely it would be the other way around. Westmorland, with the wealth of Rowland behind him, could afford
            far higher and more exciting stakes than Charles could.
         

         
         He also preferred gaudier, flashier company, the dashing crème de la crème of London rogues, rakes, and ne’er-do-wells. Charles
            Winston, simple baronet of Derbyshire, would never be dashing or outrageous enough for the jaded marquess. It really was astonishing
            that they’d met in the first place.
         

         
         But it wasn’t shocking at all that Charles hadn’t come out of the encounter well.

         
         “No matter what happened, I don’t doubt for a moment that Westmorland was at fault,” Georgiana said breezily. “He’s a thoroughgoing
            scoundrel, but I’m equally certain he’s forgotten all about . . . whatever it was by now. Why, he must have gone on at least
            two or three drunken benders since he could have met Charles.”
         

         
         Kitty’s jaw set, her mood unchanged. “Charles mentioned suffering a loss at his hands. Not to his person, but to his dignity.
            It must be gambling.”
         

         
         Probably.

         
         “And it’s very disturbing that he thinks the man might come here,” Kitty finished slowly.

         
         Georgiana glanced at her uncertainly, but the baby began to fret louder, then to cry in earnest. Kitty’s attention switched
            to her infant daughter. She took the child and settled her against her shoulder, patting the tiny girl until she calmed down.
         

         
         “You mustn’t worry about it,” Georgiana tried to assure her. “Even if Westmorland has the unspeakable nerve to come here,
            we shall bar the door and lock him out in the rain. Pelt him with stale dinner rolls and insult his tailor. That sort of thing
            sends any rake worth his debauched reputation howling back to London, you know.”
         

         
         Kitty quirked a brow, her expression easing. “Of course you would think nothing of locking the door against a marquess.”

         
         “Against that one, I would not,” Georgiana agreed with a cheeky grin. “In fact, I would enjoy it.”

         
         Finally her friend laughed. “I don’t doubt it.” She pressed her cheek to the baby’s downy head. “But still I hope he does
            not come.”
         

         
         “Kitty,” said Georgiana honestly, “I cannot imagine that he would.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The harbinger of the apocalypse would be a lawyer.

         
         Robert Churchill-Gray, Marquess of Westmorland, was thoroughly convinced of this. Even more, he suspected that lawyer would
            be his father’s solicitor, Sir Algernon Sneed, who had invaded not just his house but his dressing room. And Sneed was in
            the dressing room only because West’s valet, Hobbes, had thrown himself in the bedroom doorway and threatened bloodshed if
            the solicitor advanced.
         

         
         He was grateful to Hobbes for that, as small a mercy as it might have been. He was still rousted from bed and forced to sit
            through a painful dressing-down from his mother, delivered in Sir Algernon’s cool, polished voice that stripped the passion
            from the duchess’s words but not the import. She had heard rumors of some of his latest activities and was—to put it mildly—not
            pleased.
         

         
         For his part, Rob barely remembered the night of debauchery that had set off his mother’s ire. It had been his birthday—he
            remembered that well enough—and there had been a raucous celebration, plotted and carried off in high style by Heathercote.
            He remembered his friends, wine, excellent food, brandy, women, more wine, gambling . . . They might have sung “God Save the
            King” while flashing their arses at Carleton House.
         

         
         Unfortunately, it was something he did not remember with any clarity that had brought Sir Algernon to his door, courtesy of
            some gossipy friend of his mother’s writing a scandalized, and quite probably exaggerated, account to Her Grace.
         

         
         “I trust you will do whatever is necessary to rectify this appalling situation,” read Sir Algernon, his wire-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of his nose. “Posthaste. I should hate to have to send your father to London to speak some sense to you, and he would be very grieved to
               do it, as the fishing at Salmsbury has been excellent of late.”
         

         
         “That’s enough. I grasp her meaning.” Rob put out his hand for the letter. The moment his mother threatened to send his father,
            he was doomed. The Duke of Rowland was generally an amiable, affable fellow, but when his temper was roused—and it would be,
            by missing quality fishing—woe betide the man who got in his way, including and especially his son and heir.
         

         
         Sir Algernon handed it over. “If I can be of any assistance in the matter, my lord, I would be delighted to do so.”

         
         And no doubt report it in great detail to my mother, thought Rob. “Of course.”
         

         
         The lawyer remained in his chair. “May I inquire how you plan to proceed, sir?”

         
         Rob peered at him. He could almost feel his brain sloshing gently from side to side in brandy from the night before. Another
            of Heathercote’s ideas, last night. They’d gone to the opera with Forester and some of his mates, who could apparently drink
            their weight in brandy. One had to keep up, of course. If he were less tired or less drunk, he might have made a more intelligent
            reply to Sneed, but as it was, he could only manage to say, “I’ll work it out.”
         

         
         Sneed was not impressed. “My lord, this is a matter of property. It cannot be papered over with a handshake and an apology.”

         
         “No?” Rob ground the heel of one hand into his eye. “Ballocks, that was my entire plan.”

         
         “Was it really?” asked Sneed dryly.

         
         Rob snorted. “Of course not. I don’t even recall this Winslow fellow—”

         
         “Winston.”

         
         “—and I do not recall winning any deed from him, and most especially I do not recall, in any degree, telling him I would commit
            immoral acts in his house.” That had been what set off his mother the most, he knew; someone had told her he’d not only swindled
            this poor Winslow person of house and home, but declared that he meant to set up a brothel on the premises.
         

         
         Since the house in question was reportedly located in Derbyshire, Rob couldn’t imagine wanting it, let alone going to see
            it. As for the brothel, who would visit a brothel in Derbyshire? It might as well be in China.
         

         
         Sir Algernon removed his spectacles. “I understand Sir Charles Winston is a young man, and this property is his sole holding.
            He must be mired in regret and anxiety about this affair. May I suggest, if you do not recall winning this property, that
            you approach him about giving it back?”
         

         
         Rob could not remember the slightest thing about Charles Winston. That didn’t stop him from hating the fellow, though, for
            being so stupid as to wager his house and then so careless as to lose the bloody thing. Now Rob would have to do something,
            to placate his mother if for no other reason. “Mired in regret, my arse. He’s gone about blackening my name, Sneed, telling
            people I cheated him and stole his house, and you think I should apologize and beg him to take it back?”
         

         
         “It would be the most discreet solution to the issue.”

         
         Rob let out a crack of laughter, which made his head ring. “Would it? Winslow has painted me a cheat and a scoundrel before
            all of London to the point where my mother heard of it all the way in Lancashire. I don’t take that sort of thing lightly.”
         

         
         “My lord,” said Sneed severely, “I do not advise retaliation.”

         
         “Duly noted,” replied Rob. “Fortunately for all, you are not my solicitor.”

         
         “His Grace your father would agree with me,” warned Sneed.

         
         Rob held up one finger. “We do not know that. Firstly, because this letter is from my mother, not His Grace. We both know
            there is a chance His Grace hasn’t heard a word of this.” Rowland was generally indifferent to gossip, even if his wife was
            not. “Secondly, she only instructs me to rectify matters. I assure you, I have no intention of keeping Winslow’s house,” he
            added as the solicitor drew a disapproving breath. “But I’ll be damned if I’ll let him slander me before the ton and then beg him to take back his property like a whipped dog. If he couldn’t stand to lose it, he ought not to have wagered
            the bloody thing.”
         

         
         “I quite agree, my lord,” said Sir Algernon, “however—”

         
         “I’ll deal with it.” Rob got to his feet, keeping his balance with some difficulty. “If you are under orders to report to
            Her Grace, you may assure her that I will devote my entire attention to the matter.”
         

         
         The solicitor pinched his lips together. He was not pleased but knew his place. “Of course, my lord. If I can be of assistance—”

         
         “Yes, yes.” Rob waved one hand, already turning back toward his bedroom. “Good day, Sir Algernon.”

         
         Once on the other side of the door, though, he toppled face-first into bed. The temptation to go back to sleep was overwhelming,
            but the thought of his father arriving was a sobering one. His mother did not bluff; she would drag the duke back to London,
            and then Rob would be in the fire. God almighty. What was he going to do now?
         

         
         After some thought, he decided there were three questions. One, had he actually won a property? That ought to be relatively
            easy to verify. There should be a note or the deed itself somewhere in his belongings. If none turned up, why, he could claim
            the whole thing was a tissue of lies and there was nothing more to be done about it.
         

         
         Two, had this Winslow fellow really made those slanderous charges against him? Again, an easy thing to discover. His friends
            would be sure to know, and eager to help plot his revenge.
         

         
         And third, presuming the answers to the first two questions were both yes, how could he exact the most fitting vengeance upon
            the man? Because Rob was no saint, but neither was he a cheat, and he wasn’t about to be called one without protest.
         

         
         He lurched out of bed again, cursing as his head threatened to explode, and staggered to the bell rope and pulled hard. He
            was still clutching his temples when Hobbes appeared. “Why was Sneed admitted?” he demanded. “I gave firm orders about visitors . . .”
         

         
         “It was an impossible choice, my lord. Defy your orders, or refuse a man from Her Grace.”

         
         “I ought to sack you on the spot.”

         
         “Indeed,” murmured Hobbes. “Mr. Bigby was in favor of admitting him when he first called, at half eight this morning.”

         
         God almighty. He’d have to speak to the butler about that. Rob scowled at his valet as he poured water into the basin. “Don’t
            ever suggest that again.”
         

         
         “No, sir. It did require some effort to persuade him to return at ten.” Hobbes stood by with the towel while Rob took a deep
            breath and plunged his throbbing face into the cold water. It wasn’t the best remedy, but these were desperate times.
         

         
         “Send for Tipton,” he said when he’d pulled his dripping head from the basin. “I want him within the hour.”

         
         “Yes, my lord.”

         
         “And Heathercote,” he added. If he had to be awake and thinking about his respectability, Heath could damned well help him.

         
         “Yes, my lord.”

         
         An hour later, Rob sat at his dining table eyeing his cook’s cure for drunkenness. A veritable tureen of weak tea, a cup of
            strong coffee, and a boiled egg sat before him, lined up in the proper order. His head still felt like it was inside a drum,
            so he grimly picked up the tea.
         

         
         “You summoned me?” drawled Heath, strolling into the room. Only the slightest wobble in his gait gave away that he had spent
            the previous night as Rob had done, drinking himself blue.
         

         
         “You’ve got me into a load of trouble.” He drained the first cup of tea. The footman silently stepped up and poured another.
            “Go on,” he told the servant, who bowed and left the room. “Did we wager houses the other night?”
         

         
         “The devil if I know,” said Heath, staring at the cure in disgust.

         
         “Did you win a house?”

         
         “No.” He thought for a moment. “There’s a strange barouche in my mews, though. Not quite certain where it came from.”

         
         Rob groaned. “Trade me—the barouche for the house.”

         
         “Not on your life.” Heath paused, an arrested look on his face. “Wait . . . Yes, now I recall. At the Vega Club. You won Winston’s
            house. Marlow thought you might set it up as a brothel.” He laughed.
         

         
         Rob cursed and drank off another cup of the tea. It wasn’t helping his stomach, but his head was starting to clear. “I don’t
            want a brothel any more than I want a house.”
         

         
         Heath laughed again, and Rob threw a spoon at him. Too late he realized the spoon might have been used to stir some sugar
            into the vile tea. It must be made of rotten vegetables and old hay from the stable, steeped through a footman’s dirty stocking.
            “My mother says I must make things right,” he said, staring into yet another cup. Two more to go, by his calculations.
         

         
         Heath stopped laughing at once. “God above. How did she find out about it?”

         
         “Gossip.” He lifted the tea to his lips. “Apparently I came off as quite the callous wastrel in the telling, and now I have
            to mend matters.”
         

         
         Heath sat as Rob choked down the tea. “That will cause trouble, West.”

         
         He snorted. “Already has.”

         
         “No, no.” Heath leaned forward, his voice dropping. “My uncle has been quite pleased with our progress with Forester. He wouldn’t
            be happy if you got distracted by some silly gossip.”
         

         
         Rob scowled. He did not want to disappoint Lord Beresford, Heath’s uncle. He’d given the two of them a clandestine assignment:
            monitor Frederick Forester, a merchant out of Liverpool. Forester’s shipping firm was violating an act of Parliament, but
            Beresford had been frustrated in all his attempts to put a stop to it. No matter how many times Forester’s ships were caught
            with contraband, they always managed to wiggle off the hook. Beresford believed Forester had allies in the British government.
            He’d put his nephew on the case, to see if more subtle means could trip up the man, and Heath had asked Rob to help.
         

         
         Now that the wars were over, it was about as dashing a task as a young man could find, playing a spy of sorts. It fit well
            with his eventual, though vague, intention of doing something in government. And all he had to do was be a rake of the first
            order. Rob hadn’t needed to be asked twice.
         

         
         “Surely Her Grace will get over her upset?” Heath pressed.

         
         “You’ve never met my mother. If I must choose between her displeasure and Beresford’s . . . make my apologies to your uncle.”
            He poured more tea, wanting it done with. “The solicitor said I should give the deed back to Winslow, even though he was fool
            enough to lose it.”
         

         
         “Give it back!” Heath reared back in amazement. “It’s a debt of honor!”

         
         “Heath,” said Rob with complete honesty, “I do not want the bloody house. The sooner I get rid of it, the sooner we can continue
            with Forester.” He bolted down the last cup of tea.
         

         
         “Mr. Tipton, my lord,” announced the butler, not a moment too soon. The solicitor, this time his own, appeared in the doorway,
            and Rob waved him to a chair.
         

         
         “I have a problem,” he said, clutching the cup of coffee as if it were salvation. After the tea, it probably was. “It seems
            I have acquired the deed to a house.”
         

         
         “Indeed, my lord,” said Tipton without blinking.

         
         “I don’t want it.” He took a cautious sip of coffee and exhaled in pleasure at the taste of it. “I need to return it to the
            man who lost it.”
         

         
         Tipton’s eyebrow quirked, but he only repeated, “Indeed, my lord.”

         
         Rob sipped more coffee, beginning to feel restored. “How do I do that?”

         
         “Well.” Tipton shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. “I presume this acquisition was made at the gaming tables.” Rob
            nodded once. Tipton spread his hands. “Then it ought to be a simple act. One might wish to add a stern word about wagering
            valuable property, of course.”
         

         
         “So I can give it back to him?”

         
         Tipton nodded. “I don’t see why not.”

         
         “That’s brilliant. Precisely what I needed to know.” He paused, glancing at Heath, who was watching with a mixture of disbelief
            and dismay. “Simply handing it back makes it rather easy on the fool who lost it, don’t you think?”
         

         
         “Aye,” muttered Heathercote.

         
         “Especially a fool who’s gone about London telling people I defrauded him of it.” Rob scowled at that memory.

         
         Tipton’s eyebrows shot up. “Fraud, my lord?”

         
         “The devil he has,” exclaimed Heathercote.

         
         “He has.” Winslow deserved to squirm until he apologized and retracted his slanderous charges publicly.

         
         “I wouldn’t give him a stained handkerchief,” Heath was saying. “You can’t appease that sort of thing!”

         
         “No.” He stared into the coffee. That damned cure might actually work; he felt more like himself than he had in days. “I won’t
            give it back to him. The idiot will probably just wager it away again. No . . . I’ll give it to his family and make them aware of what he’s up
            to.” If they were anything like his own family, Winslow would suffer far more, for far longer, if his wife or mother knew
            what he’d done. Rob did not want that house, but he did want to make the man writhe and agonize over his actions.
         

         
         Heath burst into laughter. “Oh, that’s too good! West, you’re positively fiendish.”

         
         He smiled over his coffee. “Tipton, find out where this Winslow lives.”

         
          

         And that was how Rob found himself rattling northward the next day toward the hamlet of Maryfield in Derbyshire, looking forward
            to giving Sir Charles Winston—not Winslow—a very memorable lesson.
         

         
         Tipton had tracked down Winston’s solicitor and demanded the actual deed to the house, using the scribbled note Hobbes had
            located in the pocket of his jacket as leverage. Part of Rob had hoped the lawyer would refuse to give it, which would have
            let him off the hook. But, somewhat disappointingly, the lawyer had meekly handed it over.
         

         
         Heath had refused to come, despite enjoying the prospect of the revenge Rob would have. Marlow pleaded family obligations.
            Clifton couldn’t even be found, and Sackville said he’d rather take holy orders than go.
         

         
         Piqued, Rob decided he did not need his friends’ company; he could travel faster without them anyway. By a happy coincidence,
            Maryfield was less than fifty miles from Salmsbury Abbey, the Rowland seat in Lancashire. With only a small detour he could
            return to London by way of Salmsbury. Like his father, he also enjoyed a spot of good fishing, and after such a journey, he’d
            have earned it.
         

         
         It would also prove to his mother how extremely attentive he’d been to her wishes, and prevent her from sending the duke after
            him. Rob would drive to Scotland and back in a poultry wagon to avoid facing his father in a temper.
         

         
         As the miles passed, however, the diabolical pleasure of this plan began to wear thin. It was three days’ journey to Derbyshire,
            and even though his travel coach was outfitted with every luxury, Rob had never wanted to spend three days inside any coach.
         

         
         Dust drifted in the windows and the sun beat through the shade. He cursed the narrow confines of the coach. He wished for
            his horse, even though he’d never subject his favorite gelding to this long a trip. The road was rutted, jolting him about
            so hard his head banged on the cushioned wall. This was a fiendishly brilliant idea, but it had clearly rebounded and was
            now causing him enormous inconvenience.
         

         
         By the morning of the third day, when there remained only twenty-some miles to go, he took one look at his carriage, which
            seemed to have shrunk in every dimension since he left town, and decided to risk a hired mount. The stable master led out
            a strong-looking animal, and he accepted it at once.
         

         
         The sun still blazed, but at least he was out in the open air. He threw some necessities into the saddlebags, and told his
            coachman and valet to take lodging at Macclesfield, the nearest town of any significance. He expected to spend a few days
            in Maryfield, then continue on to Salmsbury Abbey.
         

         
         It was afternoon when he reached the hamlet, barely a village at all. A brief stop at an inn called the Bull and Dog to water
            the horse confirmed he was nearly there; Osbourne House was only three miles distant.
         

         
         He began to think he’d be doing Winston a favor by keeping this house. Not only was it leagues away from anything resembling
            civilization, the locals were rude and lazy. His query about the best road to take had been met with suspicion and hostility.
            They demanded to know who he was, and when Rob informed them, there was none of the usual eruption of solicitude, and no offers
            of guidance.
         

         
         He was not used to that. Normally his title flattened everything in its path, spurring even the laziest lout into action.
            This time they all but turned up their noses. He discarded his plan to spend a few days here recuperating from the journey,
            rusticating with some potent country ale. He would spend the night and be on his way, even if he had to hire the sorriest
            nag in Derbyshire.
         

         
         The road to Osbourne was a lonely stretch of narrow, sunken lane, bordered by hedgerows on one side and a wide muddy ditch
            in front of open meadow on the other. The sun seemed to have got hotter since he left the village. He stopped at a signpost
            and lingered a moment in the shade of a gnarled hawthorn to doff his hat and wipe his brow. It had been a long time since
            he’d been outside so much. He ought to have kept the carriage. His throat itched for a mug of ale, or a good glass of claret.
         

         
         Heath had been right, damn him. This was an idiotic idea. With a sigh he set the horse back in motion. Only a mile to go.

         
         He paid little attention to the trio of riders who came up behind him. They passed at a smart trot, one after the other, only
            to stop twenty feet ahead of him.
         

         
         “Where be you headed, Lordship?” asked one.

         
         He halted his horse, belatedly realizing his isolation. He wasn’t afraid of a fight, but it was three on one, bad odds in
            any circumstance, and once again he cursed his mates for abandoning him. “Hardly your concern.”
         

         
         The biggest one jumped down from his horse. “That’s rude. Answer the question.”

         
         “I’m afraid we’ve not been introduced.”

         
         The third man chortled. “We will be, guv.”

         
         The big man reached for the bridle of the horse. At the last moment Rob turned the horse’s head to avoid his grasp. The fellow
            glowered at him. The other two dismounted.
         

         
         He had a pistol, but it was in the saddlebag. He hadn’t thought he’d need it, so far from the main roads and city. He eyed
            the meadow to his left, trying to guess whether his horse could outrun them.
         

         
         It was worth a try. Rob pulled the horse sharply left and put the spurs to him, but the ruffian was too quick; he had Rob’s
            coattail in his hand, and he yanked, causing the horse to give a shrill whinny and bolt.
         

         
         And with a bone-jarring crash, the marquess hit the hard-packed dirt of the lane.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Georgiana urged her horse across the field, relishing the chance to let the animal run. In London ladies were expected to
            ride gentle mares and never venture past a trot, but Georgiana loved to go fast.
         

         
         The weather was warm and clear, and it hadn’t rained in a week so the ground was firm and dry. Geneva and her mother had gone
            visiting in the carriage. The baby had been fussy and unhappy all morning, and Kitty didn’t want to leave her. That left Georgiana
            free to do as she pleased.
         

         
         Adam, the groom, pulled up alongside her. She glanced at him in question, and he gave a nod and a grin. Yes, the horse could
            go faster. Georgiana touched the gelding’s flank with her crop and leaned low over his neck as he shot forward, reveling in
            the rush of wind past her.
         

         
         They streaked across the field, the horses taking soaring leaps over a low stone wall. Good heavens, this is living, she thought with glee. They tore up toward Maryfield, keeping well clear of the sunken lane that wound between the hedgerows.
            Finally they had to slow the horses, Georgiana doing so with a sigh. It would be wonderful to continue that way, at high speed,
            for an hour.
         

         
         “A good run, my lady,” said Adam admiringly.

         
         “Ajax is a marvel!” She stroked her horse’s neck as they turned back at a walk. “Would that I could take him with me to London.”

         
         Adam chuckled. “Sir Charles might not like that. Ajax is one of his favorites.”

         
         Georgiana shook her head in pretend despair. “Of course he is! How could he not be?”

         
         The groom started to reply, then fell silent. He turned his head and gazed intently toward the road. “Lady Georgiana,” he
            said quietly, “we need to make haste.”
         

         
         “Why?” Up ahead, a horse’s frightened whinny sounded, making Ajax dance sideways into Adam’s horse. “What is it?”

         
         “Might be a spot of trouble,” said Adam grimly. He flipped open a pocket on his saddle and drew out a pistol, proceeding to
            check it while keeping one eye on the road. He did the same for a second pistol, tucking the first back into the pocket.
         

         
         Nervously Georgiana glanced that way, too. There were horses and people on the road. The road was so sunken she couldn’t make
            them out clearly. “What is it? What’s happening?”
         

         
         “Robbery, most likely.” Adam nudged his horse forward, blocking her view. “There’s been a rash of it about lately. We ought
            to head back.”
         

         
         Maryfield was a small village, well off the turnpike. It wouldn’t be travelers; it would probably be a local woman on her
            way to market, stopped and robbed of her coin. It had happened once to a teacher at Georgiana’s school. The woman had been
            abused, spat upon, and relieved of a month’s salary. She’d been taking it to her sister, who lived in the nearby town and
            was ill with four small children, and instead returned to the academy with blood on her face and a mortal terror of walking
            to town.
         

         
         She rode around the groom. “Not yet.”

         
         “My lady,” he protested, once again riding forward to put himself between her and the road. Another frantic neighing sounded
            from across the field. “It’s not safe!”
         

         
         “You have a pistol,” she pointed out. “And it’s far less safe for that poor victim.”

         
         “Don’t go any closer,” the groom pleaded. “Please, m’lady!”

         
         Georgiana obeyed, but kept her eyes fixed on the road. There was shouting, and now more than one horse was whinnying. “Go
            look,” she told Adam. “Please. If someone is harmed while we sat here, I could never live with myself.”
         

         
         He frowned. “My duty is to look over you, m’lady. Sir Charles will turn me off without a reference if I leave you defenseless.”

         
         “I shall explain to Sir Charles.”

         
         Stubbornly the groom stayed where he was. “No, ma’am. ’Tain’t safe.”

         
         She hesitated, but then a horse burst over the embankment and took off across the field, riderless and clearly spooked. A
            shout came from the road, and then a man appeared running after the horse. He caught sight of Georgiana and the groom and
            stopped, then disappeared back into the road.
         

         
         “Ah, saints, we’re in it now,” said Adam in despair. “Go catch that horse!” He spurred his own horse into a gallop, pistol
            in hand.
         

         
         Georgiana suspected he’d told her to follow the horse because that would lead her away from the trouble in the road, but she
            obediently touched her crop to Ajax’s flank and took off after the runaway. There came the sound of a single gunshot, hopefully
            Adam’s, and then no more.
         

         
         She caught the horse easily—he was spooked but tired—and spent a few minutes calming him before taking hold of his reins like
            a lead rope and heading back toward the spot of the robbery.
         

         
         She approached hesitantly, but found only Adam in the road. “They run off when I took chase,” he told her. He still held a
            pistol. “We should get home.”
         

         
         Beyond him a man lay facedown in the dirt. Georgiana muffled a gasp behind one hand. “Is he—? Did they—?”

         
         Adam’s eyes continued to swivel around, taking in the area. He spoke without looking toward the figure in the road. “They
            could come back. I’ll send for a constable once we’re safely back at Osbourne.”
         

         
         “Is he dead?” she finally managed to ask. The man in the road hadn’t moved a muscle. Georgiana’s stomach churned. He was dead,
            she knew it, and Adam wasn’t looking because he knew it, too.
         

         
         Then the man’s hand twitched. A slight movement, but enough to indicate life. With a gasp of relief she flung herself off
            Ajax. “We have to take him with us,” she said to Adam. “Help me get him across his horse.” The runaway must be his; there
            were plump saddlebags over the horse’s back, and the villains had let him go.
         

         
         “We ought not to get involved,” Adam insisted. “Those thieves might come back! He might even be one of them. I only startled
            them, ma’am, we must make haste—”
         

         
         “And we will,” she said firmly, “with him.” She thrust the reins of the runaway at the groom, who took them with a ferocious
            scowl. “I cannot let a man bleed to death in the dirt.”
         

         
         There was quite a bit of blood, and she took a deep breath to keep her hands from shaking. The victim lay facedown, his hat
            gone and his coat torn. Blood ran over the side of his head, matting his long dark hair. Gingerly she touched his back, and
            felt the rise of his chest as he breathed. “Help me!” she ordered the groom, who still stood at a distance.
         

         
         Grumbling, he came and took a hard look at the fellow. “This is a bad business, Lady Georgiana.”

         
         “It will be worse if we leave him.” She seized the reins of the runaway horse and tied him to a sagging hawthorn branch. “We’ve
            got to take him back to Osbourne House.” Town was over two miles away, while Osbourne House was less than one.
         

         
         “I don’t like this,” muttered the groom. But he bent down and rolled the prone man over.

         
         There was more blood down his front, running from his face to stain his collar and cravat, onto his waistcoat, which had been
            torn open. He’d been pummeled about the head, and his hair was plastered over his face in dark scarlet ropes. It was enough
            to make her stomach heave.
         

         
         She tried not to look at the poor man as they heaved him to a sitting position, then Adam hauled him up facedown over the
            horse’s back. He was a large man, tall and well built, and he weighed a ton. Georgiana pushed and shoved, helping as best
            she could. What a lark, she thought in dark humor; the first time she touched a man’s thighs, he was beaten almost to death.
         

         
         “Let’s be off,” said Adam, glancing up and down the road as if armed murderers might come racing toward them at any moment.
            He gave Georgiana a leg up onto Ajax’s back before leaping into his own saddle and pulling the runaway horse, with its battered,
            bleeding burden, behind him.
         

         
         Georgiana watched that inert figure all the way back to Osbourne House. One arm dangled limply toward the ground; the other
            must be caught beneath him. The rocking of the horse set the loose arm swaying plaintively, as if he were trying to summon
            help. Which of course he was not doing; he might in fact be slipping the rest of the way into death. Please don’t die, she silently begged. Georgiana had seen her father die, and she did not want to repeat the experience ever again. By the
            time they reached the graceful curved drive of Osbourne House, she felt almost personally responsible for this poor man, clinging
            to life and helplessly dependent on her.
         

         
         Williams, the butler, met them with an expression of incredulity. “What is this, Adam?”

         
         “We came upon a terrifying scene.” Georgiana flung herself out of the saddle and ran to the unconscious figure. A light touch
            on his back reassured her he was still breathing. “We must get him into bed and send for a doctor at once.”
         

         
         “My lady.” The butler gazed at her in shock.

         
         “He was attacked by villains in the road! He needs help!”

         
         “Of course, but . . .” The butler’s face broke in relief as Kitty came out of the house. “Lady Winston.”

         
         “What’s happened?” Kitty demanded, rushing forward.

         
         “We were riding and saw an altercation from a distance. Adam gallantly rode in to break it up, but not before they’d beaten
            this poor man half to death.” To Georgiana’s eyes, it seemed like his breathing had slowed. She shuddered; she did not want
            him to die right here on the front steps of Kitty’s home.
         

         
         Kitty glanced sharply at Adam. “Are you certain he wasn’t one of the villains?”

         
         The groom hesitated, but the figure hanging limply over the saddle began to slide. With an exclamation, Adam lunged forward
            and caught the wounded man before he could fall headfirst onto the gravel, though only enough to break his fall.
         

         
         The poor fellow landed on his back, his arms flopping wide and his head resting at a drunken tilt to his shoulders. Some of
            the blood must have been wiped off by the saddle or the horse’s side, and this time Georgiana could make out his features,
            despite the swelling beginning in earnest on one side of his face.
         

         
         She took one look at his face and gave a strangled scream.

         
         Kitty, who had bent down to look at him, jerked upright. “What?” she cried. “What is it?”

         
         Georgiana could only look at her, speechless. Oh God.

         
         Kitty, she remembered out of the blue, had a ruthless streak in her. At school once, when another girl had mocked and snubbed
            her for her background, Kitty had taken the abuse calmly, then somehow managed to slit the soles of that girl’s dancing shoes,
            causing her to slip and fall during dance lessons in a horribly embarrassing way. The girl had sprawled on the floor, howling
            that she’d turned her ankle, and Kitty had sat quietly at the side of the room plying her fan with the faintest of smiles
            on her lips. To her friends she was unwaveringly loyal and generous, but to anyone who crossed her . . .
         

         
         Kitty stepped over the unconscious form and seized Georgiana’s arms. “Are you going to faint? What is wrong?”

         
         “I—I know who he is,” she whispered numbly.

         
         Kitty’s eyes narrowed. “Do you? Who is he?”

         
         He would die without their help. He might already be beyond saving, with all that blood dripping slowly out of him, but any
            chance of survival he had rested in their hands. In her hands. Georgiana’s chest felt tight and she wavered on her feet. She wet her lips and squeezed handfuls of her skirt so tightly,
            her fingers cramped.
         

         
         “It’s Sterling,” she choked out. “My fiancé.”

         
         Kitty’s eyes went wide as the name registered. “Good heavens! Oh my dear—no wonder you’re overwrought! Do not despair, we
            shall do everything we can for him.” She gave Georgiana a brief, fierce hug before whirling to her servants. “Adam, fly to
            the doctor at once!” The groom vaulted back into his saddle and tore off. Kitty ran to the open door of the house. “We must
            get him inside! John, Angus, come at once!” she cried inside, and her two footmen came running. “Gently now,” Kitty commanded.
            “Mrs. Hill! Turn back the bed in the green bedroom! Send Lucy to heat a large pot of water, and fetch some bandages—a great
            many bandages, Mrs. Hill! And my sewing kit—at once!”
         

         
         The footmen carried the unconscious man by his shoulders and legs into the house. Kitty hurried before them, calling out instructions
            to her housekeeper and answering the anxious queries of her mother-in-law and Geneva as the drama reached the rest of the
            household.
         

         
         Outside, alone for the moment, Georgiana started to put her face in her hands, only to recoil at the sight of her bloodstained
            fingers. There was so much blood—on him, on her, in a dark puddle out on the sunken road where they’d found him, now on the
            gravel drive of Osbourne House. With jerky motions she wiped her hands on her skirt, trying not to think of what she had just
            done.
         

         
         It was to save a life, she told herself. She was right to have done that.

         
         But the man she’d saved was not Viscount Sterling, her charming and beloved fiancé.

         
         It was the Marquess of Westmorland, who had come to turn Kitty out of her house and home.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         The trail of blood led through the hall and up the stairs, seeping into the carpet. Georgiana gripped the banister and slowly
            climbed the stairs, avoiding each splatter of red.
         

         
         In the corridor outside the sickroom she stopped. The door was open, giving her a view of Kitty and her servants, scrambling
            over themselves to help the man who had come to destroy their lives.
         

         
         A second letter from Charles had arrived just yesterday. Kitty hadn’t shared this letter with Geneva or Mother Winston, but
            she’d showed it to Georgiana. More despondent than in the first, Charles had confessed to Kitty that he had been duped into
            putting up Osbourne House as collateral in a dispute with the marquess. The marquess subsequently demanded the deed, and Mr.
            Willis, the family solicitor in London, had foolishly handed it over before Charles could warn him not to do so. He assured
            his wife he meant to fight Westmorland’s claim, based as it was on nothing but deceptions and fraud, but he reiterated that
            they must not admit or speak to the marquess if he should present himself in Derbyshire. In a dire aside, Charles added that
            the marquess had spoken of turning the house into a den of vice.
         

         
         He assured Kitty this would never happen, but Kitty had been deadly, calmly furious. She vowed to defend her home and family
            with every means at her disposal. Georgiana hadn’t repeated her joke about driving off the marquess by
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