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		The Rogues of Regent Street

		With her trademark sensuality and dazzling storytelling, Julia London brings us the Rogues of Regent Street, three dashing, aristocratic gentlemen whose scandalous exploits are the talk of the ton. Adrian Spence, Earl of Albright, has earned his notoriety on the dueling field, and in the finest drawing rooms—and boudoirs—of England. This is his story.…

		THE DANGEROUS GENTLEMAN

		It was strictly business as Adrian Spence claimed the woman his brother desired. A hasty wedding, and Lilliana Dashell was his—sweet revenge on the father who disinherited him and the brother who let it happen. Their wedding night is a revelation as passionate, innocent Lilliana ignites fires Adrian tries desperately to deny. By day he is a stranger. By night he is the lover of her dreams, and she a shameless wanton in his arms. But Adrian is determined that no woman will ever possess him. And Lilliana knows that her only hope of taming this very dangerous gentleman is to unlock his deepest mysteries and open his shuttered heart to love.…
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		WICKED ANGEL

		
			“Rich in characters, unique in plot, heartwarming and heartfelt, Wicked Angel cements Julia London’s reputation as a rising star.”

			—Romantic Times

		

		
			“An achingly poignant story that will live long in your memory. Don’t pass it up.” (Five Hearts)

			—The Oakland Press

		

		
			“Wicked Angel is a charming, wickedly delightful story … well-written, absorbing.… I loved this book. The characters are so real and vibrant. I cannot wait until her next book.”

			—All About Romance
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			“A dazzling debut by a fine new talent … the sensuality, endearing characters and their powerful love will carry this tale straight into your heart.”
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			“Julia London writes in a style reminiscent of the historical romances that defined the genre.”
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			For this relief much thanks; ’tis bitter cold out
And I am sick at heart

			HAMLET, ACT I, SCENE I

		

	
		One

		DUNWOODY, SOUTHERN ENGLAND, 1834

		     Phillip Rothembow was dead.

		None of the mourners gathered around the grave had expected his demise to occur precisely this way, although there were certainly those who had wagered he would not live to see his thirty-third year. They never dreamed he would die by forcing the hand of his very own cousin. And they all agreed—rather adamantly in front of the justice of the peace—that Adrian Spence, the Earl of Albright, did not have a choice—it was either kill or be killed.

		Still, some of the mourners privately argued (at the public house, before the services commenced) that Albright might have avoided the confrontation had he not asked Rothembow to stop cheating. Not that anyone could dispute that Rothembow’s cheating was legion, or that Albright had been a virtual saint of patience through the years. But he might have thought twice before accusing his cousin before a roomful of people.

		That sentiment was met with the equally insistent one that as Rothembow had been cheating so very blatantly, he had obviously been asking to be called on it. A few tried to put forth that Rothembow had been simply too drunk to know what he was doing, particularly evidenced by his calling Albright a coward. Of all men, the Earl of Albright was the last one any of them would have called a coward, and furthermore, they argued, what could Albright have done? A man could hardly have his character challenged in the face of so many peers and not avenge his honor. Not one of the mourners could fault Albright for accepting Rothembow’s drunken challenge.

		Not one of them could believe that either man had actually gone through with it.

		So it was the collective opinion of the mourners that no matter how Rothembow and Albright came to be standing in that yellow field, Albright had had no choice. And he had done the honorable thing by deloping. Rothembow, who was still staggering drunk that morning, had responded by firing on him (a sin so great that the men shuddered each time they recalled it) and missing badly. Yet that paled in comparison to what Rothembow did next, and the mourners were divided on the subject of Lord Fitzhugh’s culpability.

		Having recently obtained a fine double-barreled German pistol inlaid with mother-of-pearl, Lord Fitzhugh had felt compelled to wear it in his new leather holster for the entire weekend in the event the party was set upon by thieves or an otherwise marauding band of ne’er-do-wells. So confident was he in his new pistol that he was in the habit of draping his coat in a manner that clearly displayed the firearm. Which was exactly how he was wearing it when Rothembow grabbed it from its holster. He had lunged for that pistol—primed for any event, naturally—and had fired a second time at Albright, clearly intending to kill him. Albright had to defend himself, and most agreed it was a bloody miracle that he was able to retrieve his own pistol and fire before his cousin gunned him down with a third shot. Fitzhugh had been the fool and Rothembow the coward—although one mourner noted that the wild look in Rothembow’s eyes suggested he was perhaps more deranged than cowardly.

		That, naturally, had prompted another round of debate as to whether Rothembow had actually meant Albright to kill him. It was hardly a secret among their set that Rothembow was drowning in debt, having squandered his funds and his life on excessive drink and Madam Farantino’s women, and was seemingly bent on self-destruction. That notwithstanding, it was inconceivable to them that a man might want to end his own life so desperately he would go to such extraordinary measures. Inconceivable, but apparently possible.

		Now, at the gravesite, all of the mourners who had come to witness the fantastic end to their hunting trip in the country covertly watched Albright and his friends beneath the brims of their hats as the vicar droned on.

		“Know ye in this death the light of our Lord …”

		The Rogues of Regent Street—Adrian Spence, Phillip Rothembow, Arthur Christian, and Julian Dane—were the idols of every man of the Quality. In fact, the final argument that had risen over the din of the public house was just how, exactly, the four childhood friends had come by that moniker. None could really recall, but they agreed the name had been earned honestly enough. The four had met at Eton, earning themselves reputations as young reprobates even then. But it was when their names started to appear with alarming frequency in the Times a few years ago that the name had stuck. The Rogues exhibited a penchant for breaking the hearts of proper young debutantes who strolled amid the Regent Street shops during the day. Capable of charming the young ladies and their mamas to the tips of their toes, they also were ruthless in winning their dowries from their fathers in the gaming clubs at night.

		“Know ye the quality of love …”

		That habit hardly endeared the four men to the Regent Street set, and for the more conservative members, their habit of openly frequenting the notorious Regent Street boudoirs in the early hours of the morning was the most egregious of their many sins.

		“And the quality of life …”

		Nonetheless, the Rogues were an enviable group who lived by their own code and amassed great sums of wealth in their various business ventures. They lived on the edge, never fearing danger, never fearing the law, and flaunting their disdain of society’s expectations for titled young men in the ton’s collective face—exactly what every mourner privately wished he had the courage to do. Until today.

		“And know ye the quality of mercy …”

		Until the solemn pain on the faces of the surviving Rogues suggested they had tasted their own mortality.

		And the mourners had tasted their own.

		“Amen.”

		Having seen what they had come to see, the mourners at last began to drift away from the gravesite in search of shelter from the threatening skies. Only five remained. Two were gravediggers, working to fill the hole before the rains came. The three surviving Rogues stood slightly apart, seemingly oblivious to the light rain as they stared blankly into the yawning grave.

		Adrian could not tear his eyes away from his cousin’s pine box as the words of the vicar rattled about his head, taunting him. Know ye the quality of mercy, indeed, he thought bitterly. He certainly would never know mercy again. He would never know peace again. He had killed his cousin, one of his dearest friends, and had destroyed the quality of his own life in the process. There would be no mercy for him, not in this lifetime.

		He glanced at Arthur, who stood grimly rigid as the gravediggers pushed the earth onto the casket. Arthur, who in a moment of grief last evening had confessed that Phillip was the only one who had ever really looked up to him. In the unenviable position of being the third son of a duke, Lord Arthur Christian had, as long as Adrian had known him, felt inconsequential. Only Phillip, he said, had thought him capable of moving mountains. Only Phillip wanted to go where he led. But, Arthur lamented, he had never led him anywhere because he had nowhere to lead him to. And then he had harshly censured himself for not seeing the downward spiral sooner.

		Hell, Adrian hadn’t seen it, either. He never really understood it until Phillip was dead.

		But Julian had seen it. For two days now, the Earl of Kettering had barely spoken, except to admit last evening—having been moved by Arthur’s confession—that he had seen Phillip’s fall from grace and hadn’t done enough to stop it. Julian, who stood now with his greatcoat gathered tightly around him, a frown etched deeply into his face, had been Phillip’s constant companion the last five years or so. There had always been a special bond between the two of them, and Phillip’s demise was particularly difficult for Julian to bear—he feared he hadn’t taken his friend’s desperation seriously enough. That was perhaps because Julian was having a hard time himself. The sole guardian of four younger sisters for many years, Julian had been struggling since losing one of them a few years ago. Understandably restless since Valerie’s death, Julian had taken to following Phillip on increasingly aimless escapades, looking for something to fascinate him.

		Julian had seen Phillip’s downfall, he said, but had been too mindful of his pride, too trusting of his strength, too confident that Phillip’s esteem of Lady Claudia Whitney would bring him out of it to do anything about it. He had allowed it to happen, and no argument Adrian or Arthur put forth would convince him otherwise.

		But for all of Arthur and Julian’s pain, they had not killed him. Adrian had. As their unofficial leader for more than twenty years, he had let them all down by doing the unthinkable. The infamous control for which he was known had snapped like a twig under the pressure of a little fear and a stunning disbelief at what was happening. The events of the weekend played a thousand times over in his mind’s eye as he searched for a reason, anything that would help make sense of this horrible tragedy.

		It had started so innocently! Sick to death of Phillip’s cheating, Adrian had asked him to stop, plain and simple, and like a fool, had smirked when a drunken Phillip demanded satisfaction. He should have walked away. But his pride wouldn’t allow it, and he had convinced himself that when Phillip sobered they would end their foolish argument peacefully. But Phillip never sobered, and when he had actually fired on him, Adrian had turned away with sickening disgust. Lord God, everything happened so fast—Arthur’s cry of warning, the shot fired above his head, the frantic lunge for the small stand where his pistol lay, and the blurred moment in which he whirled around and shot Phillip through the heart.

		Somewhere in the distance the death knell rang. The gravediggers finished covering the grave and quickly departed with a wary look at the three remaining gentlemen. A fine rain was falling now, but Adrian could not make his feet move from the gravesite.

		“Come on, then. It’s over,” Arthur said quietly. Unable to make his legs move, Adrian ignored him. “Albright? The rain—”

		“I was a goddamned fool for letting him unnerve me,” he suddenly muttered to no one in particular, his eyes locked on the mound of earth.

		Arthur exhaled slowly as he glanced at the grave. “You may have pulled the trigger, but he wanted you to do it. Don’t torture yourself—he wanted it”

		A sharp pain stabbed directly behind Adrian’s eyes, and squeezing them tightly shut, he blurted, “Good God, no one wants to die!”

		“He did,” Julian muttered angrily. “Come on, then,” he said, and put a hand on Adrian’s forearm.

		No mercy! Adrian’s mind screamed, and he angrily jerked away, unworthy of the compassion. “I didn’t see what was happening. That is … I knew he was in trouble, but I didn’t know he was drowning,” he muttered helplessly.

		“Neither did I, God help me,” Arthur sighed. “I should have seen it.” He glanced warily at Adrian and Julian. “Look here, we don’t see each other as often as we ought. We should make more of an effort.”

		The sentiment of a man who had attended a funeral, Adrian thought blandly. He could hardly fault Arthur. If he had thought this was the last time he would see Phillip—

		“Our lives have taken us on different paths, Arthur,” Julian muttered. “It’s not the same as it once was.”

		“I’m not asking that it be the same. I just believe … come now, a vow. A vow among us, today, on Phillip’s grave, that we will never allow another of us to slip away. Nothing will go unsaid between us. I vow that at least once a year, on the anniversary of Phillip’s death, I will assure myself that all is well with the two of you, that not another of us will fall,” he said, almost desperately.

		“Arthur, you are overwrought,” Julian insisted, and glanced helplessly at Adrian.

		“Bloody hell, Kettering, what harm is there in it?” Arthur snapped.

		Julian frowned and looked at Phillip’s grave. But Adrian merely shrugged—there was no harm in it, and if it eased Arthur’s anguish any, what difference did it make? Their lives had taken different paths, and no graveside vow was going to change that. “I vow,” he muttered. Arthur looked anxiously to Julian.

		Julian groaned. “What sentimental folly, Christian,” he complained, and rolled his eyes at the pointed look Arthur and Adrian gave him. With a snort of exasperation, he nodded his head. “All right, I vow, I vow! Are you satisfied?”

		Arthur’s gaze slid to Phillip’s grave again. “Hardly,” he mumbled.

		Adrian winced, too, as he looked at the earthen mound. He should have paid more heed, but it was too damned late now. Phillip was dead. Suddenly sick, he pivoted sharply and walked away from the gravesite, his cloak snapping furiously about his boots. With a final look, Arthur and Julian fell in behind him.

	
		Two

		KEALING PARK, NORTHAMPTON, ENGLAND

		     Adrian left Julian and Arthur at the road to London and headed north, racing fast and hard from Dunwoody and the unspeakable thing he had done. But there was no place he could run to, no refuge from his guilt. London was out of the question—he had no desire to face the ton after what he had done, or his father, whom he knew to be there. Kealing Park was the last place he should seek refuge. But it was the family’s home, the one place on earth where he was capable of finding a measure of peace. Not that he had any hope of that.

		He rode mindlessly, feeling as if his entire being had been scattered in a thousand different directions like the leaves his stallion, Thunder, kicked up. He relived every moment from the time they had arrived at Dunwoody until the fatal morning, searching for an explanation that would enable him to put the pieces back together again. He saw every turn of card in his mind’s eye, and now questioned if Phillip had been cheating at all—perhaps he had just been losing badly. Perhaps, for once in his life, Phillip had not been cheating.

		In the village of St. Albans he was forced to a halt by market traffic, and as he waited, he happened to see two gentlemen. One was golden-haired, just like Phillip. And he walked with that same easy gait, twirling his hat absently on one finger as Phillip used to do. A cold shiver ran through Adrian, and he had shouted after that man, only to have his heart plummet. Of course it wasn’t Phillip. Phillip was dead.

		He rode quickly from the village before anyone could see the madness he was so certain had overcome him, his heart pounding against his chest. Was he losing his mind? Could he be so ridiculously sentimental? Phillip was dead!

		Phillip, who had arrived at Dunwoody with a flask of whiskey under one arm and a particularly notorious woman on the other, signaling the start of a weekend of debauchery so typical of their gatherings. Phillip, who was so drunk that night that Adrian could recall marveling at his ability to remain standing. “Then why did you sit for cards?” he asked himself aloud. The bastard always cheated, the severity determined by the amount of liquor he had consumed. Why hadn’t he just walked away?

		He would never know why, but he hadn’t, and the next thing he knew, the accusation had tumbled out of his mouth. Then Phillip was unsteadily on his feet, a dark, strangely victorious look on his face. Or had Adrian just imagined that was so? “You insult me, Albright. I demand satisfaction!”

		That had stunned him completely—it was the last thing he had ever thought to hear from Phillip’s mouth. He had not meant Phillip to take offense. God, no, he had never meant that. And when he had tried to laugh it off, to make light of Phillip’s intoxicated state, his cousin had looked him squarely in the eye and demanded, “Are you a coward?”

		Adrian moaned and shook his head. Thunder was beginning to labor, he noticed, and he pulled up on the reins, slowing their pace. As the horse slowed to a trot he recalled the whirlwind of unfamiliar emotions that had unbalanced him that night: a desire to hit Phillip in his fool mouth; absolute horror at what his friend was apparently doing; gross confusion as to why. “Wh-what?” he had stammered stupidly.

		“By God, I think you are afraid! You are a bloody coward, Albright!” Phillip had shouted, and by so saying, pushed Adrian and his foolish pride into a corner.

		But even then he had no intention of dueling him. “All right, Rothembow. Pistols at dawn,” he had shot back, and heard Arthur’s gasp as Julian jerked around and stared at him as if he were insane, which he certainly must have been.

		As he certainly must be now. Adrian pressed a gloved hand to his forehead, seeing in his mind’s eye only that strange, dark smile on Phillip’s lips. “Marvelous,” his cousin had drawled, and grabbing Tina’s wrist, pulled her along with him as he quit the room, presumably to wait for dawn.

		Would that it had ended there, Adrian thought miserably. But no. Dawn had come all too quickly, and incredibly, Phillip had not changed his mind. Nor had he sobered any.

		Standing in that field, Adrian had felt like he was the lead actor in some sort of bad dream. Everyone in their party had come out, along with their valets. Their cheerful laughter indicated that they, too, thought the so-called duel was far more entertaining than it was dangerous. But disbelief and fear had muted Adrian, and only Arthur and Julian had seemed as fearful as he was as they desperately tried to reason with Phillip. But the man was unrelenting, his determination bordering on macabre. So Adrian had gritted his teeth, swallowed his pride, and had selected a dueling pistol, frowning darkly at Fitzhugh when he had laughingly offered his new pistol before carefully stuffing it into his holster. He then had taken the requisite twenty paces, silently cursing Phillip and vowing to beat his cousin within an inch of his sorry life for putting him through this. Then, when the mark had been called, he had fired into the air, deloping.

		Would that it had ended there. But Phillip, damn him, had chuckled nastily, and weaving unsteadily, raised his pistol and fired.

		Something died in Adrian at that moment. Phillip had actually fired upon him, and he had turned away in disgust, striding toward the tree stump where he had left his gun, his only thought to be gone from Dunwoody and Phillip.

		Arthur’s fierce cry had raised the hackles on his neck. Adrian jerked around to see Fitzhugh on his rump and Phillip pointing that fancy pistol at him. At his back. He had no time to think; he dove for his gun as a bullet whizzed over his head. It was blind instinct, the sort of mindless reaction one draws upon when attacked. Somehow his hand had landed on the pistol. Somehow he had cocked it as he rolled onto his back, and somehow he had fired it with deadly aim before Phillip could fire again.

		Adrian yanked Thunder to a dead stop and pressed his knuckles against the burn in his eyes. The vision of Phillip, knocked from his feet by the force of the bullet, would haunt him all his days. But … but had Phillip actually fired on him? Or had he purposely shot over his head? Had Phillip actually cocked the pistol to fire again, or had he just convinced himself of it? Adrian tried to remind himself that he had had no choice—Phillip would have killed him. He kept telling himself that, desperate to believe it, but he could not erase the image of Phillip’s eyes. Jesus, his eyes.

		He suddenly spurred Thunder again, pushing him into a gallop in a vain attempt to escape the burning in his soul. His heart, dear God, his heart was positively bursting with the ache of having lost one so dear to him. He had not felt so empty since his mother died almost twenty years ago. No, that was not quite accurate. He had not felt since his mother’s death. Archie had seen to that.

		Archie, as he disparagingly thought of his father, was Archibald Spence, the Marquis of Kealing—tyrant, misogynist, and coward. To the country set and the ton he was a shining example of what a peer of the realm should aspire to be. No one outside their little family, save a few longtime servants, knew of the vile contempt he had heaped on Adrian’s mother, Lady Evelyn Kealing, and on him, his oldest son and heir, day after miserable day.

		Adrian’s earliest childhood memory was of him and his younger brother, Benedict, cowering in the nursery as words like whore and slut filtered up to them through the chimney shared with the green drawing room below. The verbal abuse was a constant barrage it seemed, and was sometimes backed with Archie’s fist. On those occasions, the young fool that he had been, Adrian had tried to fight for her, only to be beaten and called every invective that came to his father’s demented mind. Those were the days he had begun to teach himself not to feel. Feel nothing, feel nothing, feel nothing.

		There was never a reason for the abuse, no particular incident or misdeed that Adrian could recall. Archie simply despised him, had despised him from the moment of his birth, apparently, and Adrian had sought his refuge in the quiet solitude of the hills and streams and valleys of Kealing Park.

		But his mother was trapped and she died a broken woman when Adrian was only twelve. Archie turned the full brunt of his abuse on him then, but as Adrian grew older Archie could not affect him with his words and fists as he once had been able to do. So he had taken to banishing him from the Park for one infraction or another. The first time had been for fighting on Phillip’s behalf. On that particular occasion he had not allowed Adrian to come home during the Christmas season, and the boy had spent the holidays at Eton with the dormitory housekeeper. He had been all of thirteen years old.

		The last time had been five years ago when Adrian had refused to invest in his father’s newly acquired coal mine. He abhorred the conditions in the mines, particularly when owners like Archie enjoyed obscene profits at the expense of the children who labored there. But Archie complained that his profits were not as great as those of other mines of similar size and demanded that Adrian supply him with an infusion of cash. When Adrian refused, Archie had angrily banished him from the Park.

		And Adrian, of course, had responded as he always did—by enlarging his holdings again. It was the one thing he could do that Archie couldn’t. Since he had come of age he had invested wisely by joining ventures he knew to be sound. He bought a majority holding in a Boston shipyard, and as a result he now enjoyed a reputation for building the fastest and sturdiest clippers that skimmed the Atlantic between England and America. His partnership with Arthur in the manufacture of iron was earning beyond his wildest expectations. Everything he owned was of far greater value and earned much higher profits than anything Archie did—because Adrian spent almost every waking hour making sure of it.

		But for all that, it was Kealing Park he really wanted.

		Gathering his cloak around him, Adrian stared blindly at the road in front of him. For reasons that he did not fully understand, Kealing Park had become precious to him. It was the last thing he had, the last thread to distant feelings of love and comfort he had experienced in his mother’s arms, or the freedom he had known as a lad roaming the backwoods and valleys. When his grandfather had died five years ago with no surviving heirs save his two grandsons, Adrian had inherited the title Earl of Albright and the earl’s seat, the estate of Longbridge. Yet it did nothing to appease his desire for the Park. Adrian had been to Longbridge only a handful of times—it held no sentimental value for him and, being a few hours east of the Park, was not on any of the thoroughfares he typically used to travel about the country. No, it was Kealing Park he wanted, and one day he would have it, in spite of Archie’s complete disdain.

		As Thunder loped easily along the road, Adrian sighed thoughtfully. Though his father had never been very clear in his reasons for his contempt, he had heard enough through the years to deduce the truth. Actually, it was so bloody obvious—the horrible things Archie had said to his mother, the disgust he showed his heir at every turn, the absolute adoration of Benedict, Adrian’s weak-willed younger brother. Adrian had never asked another living soul, but he knew he was an illegitimate child. It was a secret that would die with him, because to tell it would be to free Archie to give everything that was rightfully his to Benedict.

		Legally, Archie could leave his many personal holdings to Benedict if he so desired, and Lord knew he threatened it enough. Kealing Park, the coal mines, the house in London and château in France—none of it was part of the Marquis of Kealing’s original entail. There was nothing left to Archie’s title but an old, crumbling manor on the southern edge of the Park—everything else, Archie and his father had acquired. Nonetheless, there was no law in the land that would prevent the title of marquis and its entail from passing to Adrian, and that was killing Archie.

		Adrian was more than happy to let it. Unless Archie was prepared to announce to the world that his wife had cuckolded him and his firstborn was a bastard he had been forced to raise as his own, his only recourse was to find fault with Adrian and disown him. There was no other way to give Benedict everything as Archie was so obviously desperate to do, but the scoundrel had no valid grounds to do it short of scandal. As Archie was loath to sully his own name, it meant one day Kealing Park would pass to Adrian.

		And it would be his great pleasure to allow his father to go to his grave unable to complete the one thing in life he truly wanted—Adrian’s demise and Ben’s ascendancy to the Spence throne.

		Unfortunately, although Kealing Park was blissfully free of Archie, Adrian found no comfort for his ravaged heart or refuge from the guilt that was eating him alive. Even worse, Benedict was not in London with Archie as Adrian had thought, but at the Park, hovering about. Every place Adrian sought solace, Benedict appeared, anxious and fretful and trying far too hard to befriend him. Three days at the Park quickly turned into three days of agony.

		“Ah! There you are!”

		Speak of the devil. Adrian glanced from the corner of his eye as Benedict strode into the library. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”

		“Have you?” Adrian asked indifferently, and pushed aside the letter to Phillip’s family that he had been trying to write for two hours. Actually, he had been trying to write it since Dunwoody.

		Benedict paused halfway across the room and nervously clasped his hands in front of him. “Father has finally returned from London. He requests an audience in the study.”

		An audience with Archie. Bloody hell, that was the last thing Adrian needed today. There was nothing he detested more than interviews with his father, and this one had to do with Phillip, that much he was certain. The news had reached London the day after Phillip’s death almost ten days ago. Well, he would be on his way to London as soon as they could ready his chaise. “He’s returned, has he? What does he want?” he muttered impassively.

		“Why, I can’t say that I know, really!” his brother said, a little too quickly. “No doubt he means to see if you are well.”

		Adrian gave him a lazy, knowing smile. Benedict was good at some things, but lying was not one of them. “When did he arrive?”

		Benedict’s eyes darted to the sideboard. “Um, an hour or two ago. What, did Brian forget to bring round some whiskey? I told him to fill the decanters.”

		“Oh, but he has,” Adrian drawled as he lazily shoved to his feet. “I’ve been draining it as quickly as he fills it.” Ignoring Benedict’s startled look, he began walking toward the door.

		“Adrian!” Benedict suddenly blurted. “I … I suppose you’ll be leaving soon?”

		Adrian paused to slice a disinterested glance across his tight-lipped younger brother. “I don’t know, Ben … am I going somewhere? Perhaps I’ve been banished again?”

		Benedict flushed. “I wouldn’t know. I just … I just assumed you would be going. You always do.”

		He would be going all right, and the sooner the better. He turned away.

		“Are you to London? Pardon, but would it be a terrible imposition if I should come too?” Benedict asked quickly.

		Sometimes Ben sounded like a child. Frowning, Adrian glanced impatiently at him. “Your father owns a very expensive house in London. Why don’t you just go if you like?”

		“I didn’t mean to imply … I rather thought … I’ve some business there, and as we never seem to encounter one another, I thought it would be easier to travel together.”

		A distant memory of a little boy running after him flitted across Adrian’s mind. Then, his brother’s near idolatry of him had amused him. He might have even cared for the lad. But Benedict had shown no particular affection for many years now—with the promise of Kealing Park dangling in front of him, he had succumbed to his father’s machinations. And Adrian long ago had lost whatever feeling he might once have had for his brother.

		Benedict apparently sensed his hesitation, because he quickly crossed the room to Adrian. “There was a time when you welcomed my tagging along. I thought it might be entertaining, that’s all.”

		Hardly. But as it was with most things, Adrian could not have cared less if Benedict accompanied him to London or not. “Whatever suits you,” he remarked unemotionally, and walked out the door before Benedict could say more.

		Fortunately, Archie was not a coy fellow. The moment Adrian entered the study, he shot out of his seat, holding a crumpled paper in one hand. “Murderer! I should have known it would come to this! Gambling and whoring were never enough for you, were they?” he bellowed.

		Well, they were off to a fine start, as usual. “Please, Father, you mustn’t fawn over me,” Adrian said dryly as Benedict timidly slipped past him and hurried to the window.

		“God’s blood, Albright, don’t belittle me! You are a murderer”

		Years of practiced indifference had made Adrian a master at masking all emotion, and he leaned casually against the door with his hands shoved deep in his pockets, coolly observing his father. “As usual, you have your facts a bit backward. I did not murder him; he tried to murder me. If you have cause to question that fact, you might speak with the justice in Pemberheath.”

		Archie scowled deeply. “That’s just like you, to make light of something so reprehensible! God knows how you could possibly disparage the death of my cousin’s son! Have you no conscience?”

		God, did he? He had not seen his cousin in fifteen years—as was so bloody typical of him, Archie hated Phillip’s father because of some vague falling out over money.

		“You are no son of mine, do you hear me? I will not have a murderer in my house!” Archie shouted angrily. “I have done it this time, you worthless—”

		“Father!” Benedict cried. “Please!”

		“Ah, Ben, he was just getting started,” Adrian said, smiling. “Go on, Father … you were saying?”

		Archie’s flaccid face turned red. He growled and raised the crumpled paper he held. “Do you see this? I have done it, you worthless cur! You don’t deserve the title of earl, much less marquis! I may not be able to keep you from my title, but by God, I can keep you from my fortune! This,” he shouted, waving the paper, “says it all! I have done what I should have done long ago and disinherited you at last! It belongs to Benedict now, all of it! Kealing Park, the house in London, the château in France! It is all his now!”

		Behind him, Benedict shamefully bowed his head. Adrian chuckled derisively—the little rat had known it all along. “Well, Ben, I suppose you will want to visit your own house in London now,” he drawled, and smiled at the twitch in Benedict’s shoulders.

		“Everything is a jest to you, isn’t it?” Archie hissed. “You have mocked me for the last time, do you understand? You disgust me! A bad seed from the start, you were! That shameless mother of yours—”

		A cold chill shot down Adrian’s back and he pushed away from the door. “Leave her out of it, Father.”

		“Why should I? That whore had this coming!”

		Adrian lunged across the room before Archie could react and grabbed his father’s neckcloth, twisting it as he glared down at him. “Not another word against her, or I shall give you true cause to call me murderer,” he breathed.

		His father’s eyes bulged with fear, and disgusted, Adrian shoved him away. Gaping fearfully, Archie quickly grabbed his neck. “My God, are you insane?” Oh yes, he was. With a nonchalant shrug, Adrian started for the door. “You have dishonored me from the moment you were born! I have been exceedingly generous to you, and for what? So that you could drag my good name through the mud? So that you could kill my cousin’s son? You are a blight on this house, Albright!” Archie roared as Adrian walked to the door. “I am ashamed to call you son, you reckless heathen! May God have mercy upon your soul!”

		Too late for that, Adrian thought wryly and paused to glance over his shoulder. Benedict had not lifted his head. Not a word of protest or indignation passed his quivering lips as he cowered behind Archie and the piece of paper that gave him everything that was rightfully Adrian’s. His expression bland, Adrian slid a cool, unaffected gaze to his father. Archie’s jowls were purple with rage, and for one bizarre moment, Adrian was reminded of a turkey. “Be careful, Father,” he said, smiling. “You have finally achieved what you have sought for thirty-two years. You wouldn’t want to spoil it with a heart seizure,” he said flippantly, and casually strolled out the door.

	
		Three

		     Mr. Pearle prided himself on being a solicitor with a heart. Having served Kealing and the neighboring villages for nigh on twenty-five years, he could count among his clientele such noteworthy personages as Lords Kealing and Carmichael and Baron Huffington—exactly three more nobles on his rolls than his chief competitor, Mr. Farnsworth of Newhall, could claim. His success was due, he thought proudly as he marched down Kealing’s main thoroughfare, to his penchant for learning things about his clients that made them unique. For caring about them.

		Pausing in front of the apothecary’s shop, Mr. Pearle checked the alignment of his neckcloth in the reflection of the front windows. He spotted Mrs. Rasworthy inside, rapped lightly on the window, and waved. She was one of his best clients, he thought as she frowned back at him, because he had taken the time to learn about her. He knew, for example, that she was a rather avid fan of the country horse races held twice yearly at Barstone. So avid a fan, in fact, that she had lost much of what her father had settled on her. This he knew about Mrs. Rasworthy, but Mr. Rasworthy did not.

		With a cheerful smile, he continued his march down the street, musing that Mrs. Rasworthy was one of many who appreciated his skills—which far surpassed those of Mr. Farnsworth—as well as his impeccable discretion. The effort he put into learning about his clients enabled him to help them if the need arose. Such as the fact that Mr. Tinsley had an ailment that prevented him from fathering children. Or that Lord Huffington was descended from mental imbalance on his mother’s side. There were so many small details, that he had, several years ago, taken to chronicling them in a series of leatherbound journals he kept safely hidden in his offices. Appropriately titled Pearles of Wisdom, his journal contained twenty-five years of interesting tidbits about practically everyone in Kealing, Newhall, and Fairlington.

		He paused at the corner of the thoroughfare and Grayson’s Alley to look carefully in both directions before continuing across to the bakery he owned, above which he received his clients in a tidy little office. Even that was discreet—one never knew if a person entered his establishment for bread or for legal services. As he neared the door he fumbled in his pocket for a key and promptly dropped it at his feet. Bracing his legs far apart, he cautiously leaned forward to retrieve it. When he lifted his head, he saw the expensive traveling chaise coasting down the thoroughfare, its distinctive crest identifying it as belonging to the Earl of Albright. Now there was an interesting family, he thought as he pocketed the key again, and mentally flipped through the journal pages cataloguing the Spence family tribulations. Pity that Lord Kealing had disowned the earl in favor of his youngest son, Benedict. Mr. Pearle knew this because just this morning he had reviewed the details of the revised will to make sure nothing was left unclear—or to Lord Albright—and had promptly entered the latest information into his journal over luncheon.

		As he watched, the traveling chaise drew to a halt just outside Randolph’s Sundries; a man sitting with the driver leapt to the ground and strode inside. Mr. Pearle unconsciously adjusted his neckcloth. He had an obligation to make sure Lord Albright understood all interpretations of the disownment, really, and without hesitation strolled to the traveling chaise.

		Fortunately the chaise curtains were open, so Mr. Pearle could see Lord Albright was alone inside, reading a newspaper. Clearing his throat, he tapped lightly on the window. “Good afternoon, my lord!” he called cheerfully. Lord Albright glanced at him and nodded—at least it seemed like a nod—then turned back to his paper. A bit of heat crept under Mr. Pearle’s collar, and he cleared his throat again. “I trust you have come from Kealing Park?” he asked loudly. “Rather unfortunate turn of events, I must say.”

		Lord Albright turned his head slowly and considered him with a cool nonchalance that reminded Mr. Pearle just how chilly the day was turning. After a moment of casual perusal, the earl reached for the door and flicked it open. “Good afternoon, Mr. Pearle. Would you care to join me inside while I wait?” he asked smoothly.

		Indeed he would! Mr. Pearle eagerly clambered inside, rocking the coach with his clumsy entry. Settling himself against the velvet squabs, he nervously straightened his neckcloth. “I had heard you were at Kealing Park, of course. And as your lord father was by early this morning, I rather imagine you have learned the regretful news by now.” Instantly, he recognized how forward that sounded, and in an attempt to explain blurted out, “Naturally, Lord Kealing entrusted me to review the documents.”

		“Naturally,” Lord Albright drawled.

		Heat seeped into Mr. Pearle’s face. “Terrible pity that you weren’t able to resolve your differences. But I suppose if something like this had to happen, it is fortunate that you are quite able to fend for yourself, what with your title and the Longbridge estate. And, of course, the entail that will one day come with your father’s title. I suppose if one was to look on the positive side, one could hardly ignore the fact that young Benedict’s finances will be secure. It is not very often the younger son has such security, you may trust me.”

		Lord Albright nodded and settled further into the squabs with such an unconcerned expression that Mr. Pearle had to wonder if he did indeed know what his father had done. “Well,” he said in a nervous croak, “behind every cloud there lies a silver lining! It is important for a young man to have security if he intends to marry well, and Lord Benedict is quite enamored of Miss Dashell—Lilliana, that is, not Caroline, as one might expect.” At that, Lord Albright cocked his head to one side; his hazel eyes pierced Mr. Pearle’s until he felt the heat spread to the top of his scalp. He swallowed. “What I mean to say is that since you do not stand to suffer, not really, then one might be pleased that Lord Benedict’s offer will seem, ah, more palatable to Baron Dashell. That would be your silver lining, you see.”

		“An offer? I am afraid I have not heard of this … fortunate … turn of events, sir,” Lord Albright admitted casually.

		Mr. Pearle squirmed uncomfortably. “Haven’t you? I should think Lord Benedict might have mentioned it.”

		“Ah. But as he did not, perhaps you would be so kind as to enlighten me?”

		“Yes, well, I know of it only because Lord Kealing called upon me in an effort to gain some … ah, information … about Lord Dashell,” Mr. Pearle said cautiously. “He hasn’t exactly been careful with his funds, you see.”

		Lord Albright glanced at his paper and asked, “Gambling debts?”

		“Oh no!” Mr. Pearle said, shaking his head vigorously. “Well, not entirely. Lord Dashell had a particularly bad crop three years past, and it was hardly improved the following year. And what with the taxes … well, I rather think he meant to make it up at the gaming table, but he was not very successful. And now there is the matter of keeping Blackfield Grange afloat.”

		“I see. And I gather Benedict proposes to help him, so that Dashell will look favorably upon his suit,” the earl remarked as he casually studied a cuticle.

		Mr. Pearle relaxed a bit, warming to the topic about which he was so well informed. “In a manner of speaking, yes. Miss Dashell does not have a dowry to speak of, so Lord Kealing thought to offer a betrothal gift of her father’s debts in exchange for her hand.”

		Lord Albright looked up, smiling thinly. “It seems a bit extreme for my father to pay Dashell’s debts, doesn’t it? I should think a waiver of the dowry would be sufficient to earn the young lady’s favor.”

		Recalling almost every word he had recorded in his journal about it, Mr. Pearle was quite proud of knowing the answer. “One would think so, yes. But Lord Dashell’s creditors have grown quite insistent, I’m afraid. Lord Kealing intends to pay his debts in exchange for the gel’s hand and a controlling interest in Blackfield Grange. Very clever, your father,” he said with a nod.

		Odd, but Lord Albright’s smile seemed almost a sneer. “Yes, isn’t he? But I wonder why he should want a controlling interest in an estate that is not producing,” he mused, and arched an inquisitive brow.

		“Oh! That’s quite simple! Blackfield Grange sits on some of the richest soil in the parish. But Lord Dashell could not manage to withdraw his kerchief from his pocket efficiently, if you take my meaning. He does not have a head for things agricultural in nature.”

		“I see.” Lord Albright nodded thoughtfully. “Then I must agree with your assessment, sir. It appears my brother has gained himself the silver lining.”

		Mr. Pearle beamed with pleasure that the earl had recognized his keen powers of deductive reasoning. He was still beaming when the door opened and the earl’s man stuck his head inside. “Beggin’ your pardon, milord, we are ready now,” he announced.

		Lord Albright graciously inclined his head to Mr. Pearle. “Thank you for the visit, sir. It has been my pleasure.”

		Mr. Pearle saw that his time was up, and inched his way to the door. “Thank you, my lord. I am glad I had the opportunity to say good-bye and to give you perhaps a more cheerful interpretation of events. I suppose you will go to Longbridge now? Or perhaps London?” he asked as he carefully extended his legs through the small doorway.

		“Good day, Mr. Pearle,” the earl said.

		The solicitor made his way onto terra firma and glanced back; Lord Albright had resumed reading his paper. He tipped his hat at the earl’s man and, straightening his neckcloth, turned around and marched to the bakery.

		So, Benedict was to marry, Adrian thought bitterly as he watched Pearle waddle away. And Archie was going to hold a man’s estate as ransom for the privilege. As if the man needed Blackfield Grange—but with Archie, the conquest was just as enticing as the spoils.

		As the chaise started forward, Adrian clamped his jaw tightly shut against an indignation that was beginning to soar in him. He could hardly bring himself to admit it, but the loss of Kealing Park had wounded him deeply. Somehow he had foolishly convinced himself he could hold Archie at bay until his death. He’d been stupid enough to think so even after he had killed Phillip.

		A familiar stab of pain jabbed at him, and Adrian closed his eyes. He should have known Benedict would have the Park in the end. Benedict, who had never lifted a finger in all his life to earn a blasted thing, would benefit from Adrian’s misfortune just as he always did. Benedict the Coward would have everything that rightfully belonged to him, the heir.

		A budding anger took firm root and began to feed on years of suppressed emotion. Suddenly, Adrian could not allow Archie and Benedict to have their way in this. He had lost his father’s esteem long ago, and now, his rightful inheritance. He would never have them back—at the moment, he didn’t want them back—but neither did he want Benedict to have them. He suddenly lunged toward the ceiling vent and jerked it open. “Arlo!” he bellowed. “Stop the coach!” As the conveyance shuddered to a halt, Adrian slowly leaned against the squabs, turning a nugget of an idea over and over in his mind, looking for holes, for pitfalls, anything that might persuade him to continue on to Longbridge as he fully intended, having lost the will to return to London just yet.

		The groom’s face appeared in the narrow doorway. “Have Wyatt turn the coach around and drive to the village inn,” Adrian said curtly. Arlo’s eyes widened, but he nodded directly and closed the door. As the coach began to move again, Adrian glanced out the window, his mind churning. He could find no obvious flaws in his thinking. His idea, much to his great surprise, suddenly made a great deal of sense to him.

		Archie had chosen well. Reined to a stop on top of a hill, Adrian surveyed the valley below him where Blackfield Grange sat. A little ragged around the edges, it was nonetheless a fine estate of Georgian design, with two modern wings sweeping out from either side of the main hall. The fields beyond the house were dotted with haystacks, feed supply left for the winter. A spread of gardens graced the east wing, a bowling lawn was off the west terrace, and two riders raced headlong into a wooded area that bordered the west side of the estate.

		Adrian only vaguely remembered the owners, Lord and Lady Dashell, and had racked his brain for a memory of the children, but to no avail. He seemed to recall that Lady Dashell had visited his mother with her brood in tow on occasion, but his lack of any other memory had forced him to call on the odious Mr. Pearle to find out exactly how many children, and of what age and gender. Pearle had eagerly ticked off Master Tom Dashell, the heir, his younger sister, Lilliana, and the youngest of them all, Caroline, the family beauty. Both girls were of marrying age and, as Pearle so delicately put it, Lilliana was even a smidgen past a suitable age at two and twenty.

		The fat little solicitor had also added that the girls were healthy feminine specimens, and in his words, “built to produce an abundance of heirs.” Adrian had certainly not inquired as to that, but was glad that Pearle had volunteered it all the same. The debate warring inside him argued that he was doing this, in part, because he needed an heir. Phillip’s death had rudely awakened him to the reality of his own mortality, and he would not allow one foot of Longbridge or any of his other holdings to pass to Benedict.

		He needed an heir.

		It was the rationalization he clung to, but he was not so obtuse that he didn’t recognize that this was also revenge, plain and simple. He simply could not allow Benedict and Archie to have Blackfield Grange in addition to everything else they had taken. Apparently he was in luck—another interesting piece of news Pearle had passed along was that a final agreement between the Spence and Dashell families had not been reached. And to Pearle’s knowledge, Miss Dashell was not aware of the particulars of the offer.

		Adrian adjusted the brim of his hat with a wry smile. Miss Dashell would be aware of his offer, just as soon as he had his audience with Lord Dashell. It would no doubt seem like a godsend to Dashell. It was so simple, really. He would pay the man’s debts, just as Archie had offered to do. But instead of taking a controlling interest of Blackfield Grange, Adrian would offer to give the baron twenty-five thousand pounds over and above the twenty-five thousand he needed to settle his affairs. In exchange for that extraordinary sum of money, Adrian would request only that the marriage occur as quickly as possible—and he had taken the liberty of obtaining a special license to ensure that it did. As for the matter of never having met Miss Dashell, well, he would finesse that when the time came. He was banking on the fact that Dashell would realize there would never be a chance like this again in his lifetime.

		The smile slowly faded from his lips as he asked himself again why he should care if Benedict married the Dashell girl or if Archie got a piece of Blackfield Grange. He didn’t really know the answer, and he certainly didn’t care to analyze it. The only thing he knew was that he wanted revenge. Revenge for a lifetime of Archie’s abuse, for the many times he had tried to please his father. Revenge for his mother and the loss of Kealing Park. He wanted revenge, and the longer he sat here, the longer he would have to wait for it.

		He spurred his horse forward.

		Jason, a groom at Blackfield Grange, could see Lilliana crashing through the trees just ahead, starting to put distance between them. He gave his horse his head and crashed after her, but she was an expert rider. When he caught up with her, she veered sharply to the right. Jason managed to keep pace parallel to her, catching glimpses of her blue riding habit through the copse of trees through which they recklessly rode. As they neared a meadow stretching beyond the woods, they broke through the trees at the same time, both bent over the necks of their mounts. Jason saw the mound of brush and rocks looming directly in front of Lilliana and caught a nervous breath in his throat. But she led her horse to leap agilely over the brush, never losing speed.

		They tore down the length of the west meadow and around the lone oak at the far end, neck and neck. As they raced down the return stretch, Jason gained a nose on her. Lilliana suddenly pulled up short, her cry fading swiftly as Jason shot past. Panic assaulted him—immediately he yanked on the reins and jerked the roan around, just as Lilliana flew past.

		“Damnation!” he shouted, and yanked the roan around again. But it was too late and too well done on Lilliana’s part. He saw her disappear into the woods ahead of him, and when he emerged on the other side a few minutes later, Lilliana was at the finish line. Laughing.

		“You cheated!” he cried angrily.

		“I certainly did!” she readily agreed, and laughed gleefully.

		Jason couldn’t help himself—he smiled broadly. “That was hardly sporting, Miss Lilliana! I wonder what your lady mother would say to your racing and cheating!”

		“She would flay me alive, I assure you,” Lilliana responded cheerfully.

		Jason’s gaze flicked to her gown, spattered with mud and bunched around the tops of her boots. She rode astride—terribly improper, but effective. “She may flay you alive yet. Your gown is ruined,” he remarked, and motioned to her hem.

		Lilliana’s smile faded as she leaned to one side to have a look. “Oh, no,” she moaned, then sighed wearily. “Well. There you have it. I am to be flayed alive.” She glanced up, a devilish grin on her face. “Therefore, I should take full advantage of the opportunity. Come on then, I am simply dying to see Mrs. Oakley’s baby boy!”

		Jason instantly shook his head. “Lady Dashell said you weren’t to go there.”

		Lilliana smiled brightly. “I’m not to race, either, and you did not protest too strongly. Oh, do come with me!” she urged him, and started Susie in the direction of the tenant cottages, blithely ignoring Jason’s calls to turn back before her mother discovered where she had gone.

		When they returned to the Grange two hours later, Lilliana was a bit more frantic than she let on. She really had not intended to be gone so long and had little doubt her mother was already scouring the countryside in search of her. This would earn her a grand tongue-lashing at a minimum, which she prayed would be all. Heaven help her, she just could not please her mother.

		Inside the stables, Lilliana donned a drab brown cloak she kept there just for emergencies such as this, and was frantically trying to stuff errant strands of blond hair into something resembling a coif when she heard her mother calling. Wincing, she redoubled her efforts to repair her hair.

		“Hurry, Miss Lilliana!” At sixteen, Jason had just been promoted to the position of groom, of which he was exceedingly proud. Which was why the prospect of facing Lady Alice Dashell at the moment scared him more than it did Lilliana. Not two days ago Lady Dashell had threatened to hang him if she discovered him racing Lilliana again. He peered nervously out the stable door. “She is coming this way!” he hissed.

		“Hurry and get yourself up in the loft!” Lilliana whispered frantically, and yanked her cloak tightly around her. Jason did not argue; he pivoted and bolted for the back of the stables, disappearing into the loft just as Alice Dashell swung the door open.

		“Lilliana! God in heaven, where have you been?” her mother snapped.

		Bloody hell, judging by the tone of her voice, this could be worse than she thought. Lilliana forced a cheerful smile to her lips. “I was just saying hello to the horses, Mama. I’m very sorry, I did not hear you.”

		The frown that creased Lady Dashell’s face would have made a warrior cringe. “I find it rather hard to believe that you did not hear me just moments ago, miss,” she said as she stalked toward the stall.

		“Oh! Did you call?” Lilliana asked sweetly, her smile widening as her mother closed in on her. Dear God, please don’t let her see the mud on my gown, she pleaded silently, and to be safe, moved to the horse’s side as her mother marched to a halt in front of her.

		“What on earth are you doing?” Lady Dashell demanded.

		“Why, nothing, Mother! Oh, you mean now? I am, ah, brushing Susie, because she—”

		“Not in one of your good gowns, I should hope!”

		“Oh no, mum. I put on this old cloak so as not to spoil my gown.”

		Alice Dashell punched her fists to her hips and glared at the horse. “And just where have you been?” When Lilliana hesitated in a frantic effort to think of an answer, her mother angrily shook her head. “Never mind! Come now, and leave the task to that worthless groom. There is a gentleman caller for you,” she said, and impossibly, her stern frown deepened.

		“Lord Benedict?” Lilliana asked, and suppressed the strange urge to yawn. Benedict had, of course, hinted at his intentions, and Lilliana supposed she was prepared to accept him. He was a nice sort of fellow, although a little weak in the knees. She had discovered that one morning when they were strolling the grounds and a poor little bird fell from its nest. Benedict had gone positively green, but she had thought to save it and had become rather disgusted with Benedict’s squeamishness. But she supposed it hardly mattered that he did not share her enthusiasm for life—he was as good a match as she could ever hope to find in the middle of absolutely nowhere as she was.

		How painfully aware she was of that, just as she was painfully aware of her advanced age. At two and twenty, she should have been married by now, maybe have a babe or two. And to make matters worse, her sister Caroline was absolutely desperate to marry Mr. Horace Feather. Unfortunately, she could not until Lilliana had married, because, as their mother pointed out to Caroline on an almost daily basis, that was the way things were done in the country. So her sister spent every day absolutely frantic that Lilliana stood in her way of everlasting happiness. Benedict would solve all that, Caroline reasoned, and Lilliana could not dream of doing better.

		“I wasn’t expecting Lord Benedict today,” she added, and sighed unconsciously.

		“No, not Lord Benedict,” Lady Dashell replied impatiently.

		Lilliana glanced curiously over her shoulder as she smoothed Susie’s mane. “Then who? Please don’t tell me it is that mean Mr. Willard again! I did not harm his silly old clock! That old thing was broken long before I tried to wind it—”

		“Not Mr. Willard!” Lady Dashell fairly shouted. “It is Lord Benedict’s brother.”

		It took several seconds for that to register. Stunned, Lilliana jerked her head to her mother. Adrian Spence had come to call on her? The Earl of Albright? The most fantastically masculine man in all of England? “Wh-what? What did you say?” she gasped.

		“Oh dear, what have you done to your hair?” her mother moaned.

		Lilliana suddenly lunged at her mother and grabbed her shoulders, causing the woman to shriek in surprise. “Mother, is it Adrian Spence? Lord Albright? Do you mean to tell me he is here? Oh my God, oh my God!”

		“Lilliana, get ahold of yourself!” Alice Dashell demanded, and grabbed her wrists, forcing her arms to her sides. “Turn around so that I might do something with your hair!” she snapped, and shoved her around to begin jabbing her hair into place.

		“But what is he doing here?” Lilliana cried. Her mother did not answer immediately, and pushed Lilliana’s head around when she tried to look over her shoulder. “Mother!”

		“He wants to speak with you!” Lady Dashell snapped, as if it was perfectly obvious. “Now listen to me, Lilliana. You will remember that Lord Benedict has been very persistent in his courtship, and you have given him every reason to believe his attentions are welcome. I should not be surprised if things may have been said between the two of you, but you must be cognizant that there are other suitors—”

		“Lord Albright wants to court me?” she gasped in disbelief.

		“There are other suitors,” her mother continued evenly, “and your duty is to choose the one who can give you the most comfortable and prosperous existence … without making too great a demand on your family. Do you understand? You know we have been through a rough patch recently, and while I know you are fond of Lord Benedict, you must be aware—”

		Lilliana wrenched free of her mother and whirled around, gaping at her in astonishment. She was going to swoon. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, she was going to drop dead where she stood! Adrian Spence wanted to court her? It was not to be believed! This was some sort of waking dream, and to prove it, she quickly pinched her arm. That hurt—oh God, she was not dreaming!

		“Lilliana.” Her mother sighed heavily. “Do not look so overjoyed. It makes you appear simple.”

		“But … but there must be some mistake! Are you quite certain he did not ask for Caroline? Surely he asked for Caroline! A man such as Lord Albright would call on Caroline, not me!”

		“I am quite certain he asked for you, dear. Please stop twisting the buttons on your cloak before they break off.”

		“But … but why? Mother, do you realize that Lord Albright could court whomever he wants—and believe me, the rumors are that he has—”

		“Lilliana!”

		“But not someone like me! I don’t understand why he would call on me!”

		Lady Dashell frowned as she reached to straighten the collar of Lilliana’s cloak. “You won’t understand until you see him, will you? Now come with me—and do not gush like a simpleton, and do not show him such blatant favor right away! It is quite unseemly for a young woman to pounce on the first compliment she receives!”

		Lilliana barely heard her mother—her head was reeling. There was some mistake. Or someone was playing a cruel joke on her, a very cruel joke. From almost the time she could walk, she had dreamed about Adrian Spence. When she was a child, her mother would take her and her siblings along when she visited Lady Kealing. She remembered Adrian as tall and handsome and terribly dashing. He would tweak her nose and give her sweets and entice her to sing little ditties. She had worshiped Adrian Spence even then, had followed every word ever said about him—and God knew there was no lack of gossip. Everyone in Kealing, Newhall, and Fairlington knew he was a rogue, a scoundrel, and a daring adventurer. 
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