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        Dear Reader,

        

        Welcome to my world of dangerous liaisons and forbidden desires in Regency London.

        When I first began writing about the Partington family, I had no idea how deep their secrets would run, or how dark their passions would burn.

        What began as a story about an overlooked wife's forbidden passion grew into something far more complex: a tale of four extraordinary sisters—two legitimate, two born in shadow—each searching for love while untangling a web of treason that threatens everything they hold dear.

        In these first three books, you'll meet proud Araminta, shy Hetty, clever Lissa, and rebellious Kitty. Their stories intertwine as they navigate a world where every ballroom may harbor a spy, and every love affair could end in betrayal.

        From a mother's dangerous liaison with her daughter's intended, to a case of mistaken identity that leads to unexpected passion, to a governess whose talent for portraiture draws her into a nest of spies—each sister's path to love is fraught with intrigue and danger.

        But there are still more secrets to uncover and hearts to heal in the final two books of the series, where Araminta must face the consequences of her actions, and Kitty must decide whether to trust her heart to a man who once betrayed her.

        I hope you'll join me for this journey through the glittering ballrooms and shadowy gardens of Regency London, where nothing is quite what it seems, and love blooms in the most unexpected places.

      

      

      BELOW IS THE ORDER OF THE BOOKS:

      
        
        Her Gilded Prison (#1)

        Dangerous Gentlemen (#2)

        The Mysterious Governess (#3)

        Beyond Rubies (#4)

        Lady Unveiled:The Cuckold Conspiracy (#5)

        Prequel: Scandal of the Season

        

        Warmest regards,

        

        Beverley Oakley
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      MONKTON ~ JUNE 21

      “He’s launching in, for God’s sake! Look at him!” The Earl of Barston’s heir shifted on his knees, his breath hot on Stephen’s arm as the three men gazed, rapt, at the amorous adventure playing out on the gossamer web before them.

      Warmed by the drawing room fire that crackled merrily a few feet from them, Stephen watched with satisfaction the elaborate arachnid courtship ritual playing out before their eyes, just as he’d foretold.

      His host, Sir Archie Ledger, laughed coarsely. “You say he knows his reward is death?”

      Stephen nodded, pleased that his boyhood fascination had earned him so much positive attention when he’d simply been glad of a comfortable bed for the night. A friend had warned him against taking up Sir Archie’s offer of hospitality but Stephen thought the young baronet a capital fellow.

      Sir Archie darted a glance at his wife who sat calmly embroidering at the far end of the drawing room, and lowered his voice. “The Paphian jig of eternal damnation, eh? I reckon that’s what I got,” he muttered.

      It was no secret Sir Archie had been pressured into marriage following an indiscretion with the lovely but sharp-tongued Miss Julia Preston.

      Lady Julia—as she now liked to call herself—raised her head at the commotion, her voice cutting crisply into the schoolboy game Stephen was orchestrating. “I say, gentlemen, what’s more interesting than paying some attention to the ladies? Mr. Cranborne, I want you to please take a seat by me and tell me all about your new benefactor.”

      Ignoring her, the three young men huddled closer, eyes still fixed on the spider’s web just below the window. “Take cover, gentlemen, here she comes.” Sir Archie’s tone soured. “No, it’s no good. She’s found us. Story of my life. Fun’s over.”

      Stephen, still on his knees like the rest of them, blinked to see first Lady Julia’s well-turned ankle and then, as she bent down, her lovely face. As her lively green eyes locked with his he wondered at Sir Archie’s discontent. She was a diamond of the first water.

      “What is so fascinating, gentlemen?” Her intimate murmur sounded as if it were just for him. Her gaze was certainly focused on him as her mouth curved in a secret smile.

      Stephen sucked in a breath and found he was quite unable to answer. Since he’d come back from war he was unused to mixing in such elite company, though he remembered frequenting houses like this when he was a boy before his mother’s decline.

      Just when he assumed she’d solicit her husband for information, she brushed his hand with hers, the smile that was just for him still in place.

      Good God, he thought he’d imagined it before. Now, with Sir Archie still on his haunches to her right, reluctantly in the process of rising, Stephen was quite clearly being conveyed a secret message. Lady Julia admired him. He forced himself to breathe evenly as his groin hardened. He could not rise now, for God’s sake. He must keep them watching at least a few seconds longer while he remained crouching.

      “She’s going to devour him.” The urgency in his voice had nothing to do with the mating spiders.

      “Nothing happening.” Archie sounded bored as he groaned and gripped the table edge to heave himself up. Stephen had wondered at a match between the spindly-legged, chinless baronet and the ravishing debutante conducted in such haste the season before. He’d not thought about the lovely Miss Julia again until news spread that the couple had been blessed with twin boys within a barely timely eight months of their nuptials.

      Now Lady Julia looked as dewy fresh and desirable as she had when Stephen had admired her in the ballroom as a young man experienced in battle but completely unprepared for London society. His mother had left him little of the vast fortune she’d frittered away through drink and gambling but enough to at least deport himself like the gentleman he’d been born.

      He managed. Just.

      “No, nothing happening,” muttered Barston, also rising unsteadily. “I’ll wager a thousand monkeys you’re all hot air, Cranborne.”

      Lady Julia, who’d straightened, bent at the waist to peer again at the scene that had so excited the gentlemen. “Oh, my goodness, the spider jumped!” she squeaked, twisting round so suddenly she tripped over her husband and fell full length upon Stephen.

      For a second he just lay beneath her, eyes wide with shock as her soft curves molded his hard—very hard—contours.

      “Get up, Julia. Cranborne, do you accept the wager?” Archie, who sounded as if these were everyday occurrences, took his wife’s elbow and hauled her to her feet. But not before Julia had slanted a knowing and very provocative look at Stephen.

      “What? Er, yes,” Stephen mumbled, paying only half a mind. He rarely gambled these days. He had only to recall his wretched, fatherless youth and the antics of his feckless, beloved, wager-mad mama.

      “Good fellow!” A hearty handshake followed as Stephen rose. He took refuge behind the back of the Egyptian sofa and forced a strained smile at his hosts.

      “I do love an unusual wager.” Lady Julia adopted a pose of rare solidarity beside her husband. “So this big, bold, female spider—obviously a prime article in the arachnid world—has just suffered the amorous attentions of her tiny, boring, timid, ineffectual husband?” Her words were heavy with emphasis as she enunciated each one. It was impossible to miss her meaning and Stephen could only wonder that Archie didn’t bristle at the obvious allusion to their own marital situation. She stroked Archie’s arm while asking Stephen in silky tones, “You’re the celebrated man of science in the room, Mr. Cranborne. Please explain in…explicit terms…the courting rituals of the spider world.”

      Stephen flicked a glance at Archie. Fortunately he appeared to be his usual good-humored self—and just as keen for information as his wife.

      He cleared his throat. “The male spider will court the female and…and then after he…”

      “Impregnates her?” Lady Julia supplied with an inquiring smile.

      “That’s correct, yes, the female will devour him.” Stephen let out his breath in a low whistle as his erection finally subsided. God, he hoped Archie hadn’t noticed. Lady Julia might be a diamond of the first water but she was dangerous and Stephen wasn’t in a position to alienate the few advantageous connections he’d made since his unexpected elevation in the world.

      “Nonsense!” Archie let out a guffaw. “The male of every species is infinitely superior in every respect and I’ll wager the insect world is no exception. Cranborne, if this pretty boy spider is still safely in his love lair, gazing raptly at his lady love in two hours, then I’ve won the wager.”

      Stephen quirked an eyebrow, the fog which clouded his brain  starting to clear. He’d not realized what he’d agreed to. Honesty and fair play won over though the temptation to take advantage of Sir Archie was great. “I’m happy to call off the wager, old chap. It was foolishly done in the heat of the moment, for one can’t bet against the laws of nature. The study of spiders was my childhood hobby. As sure as the sun rises in the east this puny male will have been devoured by his mate by two a.m.”

      “The wager stands.” Archie grinned. “I’m willing to bet that a female is no match for a male—in any arena.” He glanced at his wife. “Don’t I prove that time and time again, dearest?”

      Lady Julia’s smile for her husband was limpid but when she slid her eyes across to Stephen he read calculation in their depths. Arousal slammed through him and he lowered his head to hide the guilt that burned his cheeks. If Archie were to intercept the silent messages she was sending him, the young baronet would go wild. Particularly if he knew the effect they were having on Stephen.

      Stephen had drunk more than usual yet he was not addle-witted. When he rose from his bow, his three companions were looking at him. He shrugged helplessly. Tomorrow he was to meet Lord Partington, his new benefactor. He wanted to be in top form. On the other hand, he’d need to stay to see his wager translate into a thousand pounds, an enormous sum but one that seemed neither here nor there to Archie.

      Archie was now bending over again, peering at the web beneath the table. “Can’t say the housemaids are up to snuff in this place but it’s good for a lark. Nothing’s happening. Reckon the old boy’s going to turn tail and run in a sec. Now, ‘nother drink, old chap?”

      “Thank you,” Stephen replied, though his bladder was full to bursting. He moved to the door. “Call of nature,” he mumbled. “Please excuse me.”

      He drew in a lungful of air as he headed up the passageway to the privy. He’d have to return in the next few minutes to keep an eye on his booty though he’d much rather have gone to bed. Still, he couldn’t afford to lose the wager. It would be some time before he became the next Viscount Partington and could enjoy the financial benefits that came with the title.

      He was just returning, issuing into the corridor, pausing to adjust his breeches, when a whiff of familiar orange-water scent assailed his nostrils.

      “Good Lord, I beg your pardon.” He stepped back as if stung from the connection of his forehead with Lady Julia’s pert breasts as he straightened. Half expecting an outraged slap, he was astonished by the warmth of her expression as she raised her candle.

      “You are a very handsome man, Stephen.” There was no mistaking the intention, conveyed by the calculating gleam in her eye and husky whisper.

      Her delicate fingers curved around his wrist and she gave a gentle tug. Obediently he followed her, assuming she wanted to show him something, though not really knowing what to expect.

      And certainly not expecting the door of a small closet to be closed behind him, plunging them into almost total darkness save for the candle she set upon the windowsill.

      “Lady Julia⁠—”

      His words were cut short by the touch of her lips, soft yet demanding as they covered his half-open mouth. He knew he should resist, and indeed he’d half turned to withdraw from the store room and save them both from temptation.

      But then surprise coalesced into desire, fierce and potent as her deft little fingers fumbled with the buttons of his breeches and closed around his pulsing manhood.

      “By all that’s holy—” he croaked, sucking in a breath when her tongue breached the seam of his lips and her grip upon him tightened. Self restraint was impossible. “Oh God,” he rasped as, this time without hesitation, he responded as she obviously intended he should by touching her, his hands roaming over her pliant, yielding body, all hard angles and soft curves. “What about…your husband⁠—?”

      “Too busy watching the spider,” she murmured, suckling his lower lip then biting it gently, her gleaming eyes dancing wickedly before him when he blinked open his own lust-dazed lids.

      Reality slammed through him.

      “My wager,” he said, drawing away, quickly. He had go to. This was one bet he could not afford to lose.

      “Oh God,” he groaned again, glancing down now at the top of her shiny blonde head. She was kneeling, both hands circling his erection, glancing up at him with those knowing eyes full of promise and mischief.

      Mesmerized, he watched as she parted her lips, moistening them slowly with the tip of her tongue.

      “Do you really want to beat such a hasty retreat, Mr. Cranborne?” Her voice was husky, languid with promise.

      He swallowed then made a slightly strangled noise as, slowly, she touched the tip of her tongue to his swollen member. Her eyes glinted, disappearing from view as she dipped her head to the base of his shaft.

      “Oh God,” he muttered again through clenched teeth. He thought he’d explode, his need for instant sexual gratification now greater than it had ever been with the Spanish whores and French camp followers who’d been his usual sparse bedroom fare until now. Indeed, Stephen Cranborne was rising in the world in all respects.

      Never had he ever been so desired. The lovely Lady Julia wanted him and nothing mattered except his sensory gratification at the hands of this exquisite woman.

      She must have sensed he was on the edge and wanted to prolong their lovemaking, for still gripping him, she rose to her feet so that her head rested just beneath his.

      Her arms went around him and she wriggled her body tight and hard against his almost painful erection, whispering, “Lift me onto the table, Mr. Cranborne, and let’s see what you’re really made of.”

      He did not need to be invited twice. He hoisted her onto the ledge, then rucked up her skirts, his hands skimming her smooth, shapely thighs. The candle flickered perilously.

      “Careful, Mr. Cranborne, or you’ll engulf us both in the fires of Hell.” She gave a throaty chuckle.

      Wasn’t that where he was going for taking his fill with another man’s wife?

      The thought was not enough to stop him. If the exquisite Lady Julia wanted him, he’d take her anywhere.

      He stepped back, his instincts at war with some faint kernel of restraint.

      “Come, Mr. Cranborne.” Her voice was hoarse and rough with desire. “Show me how a real man satisfies a woman. I get little enough pleasure in the marital bed. No, don’t be afraid. Archie is already so befuddled he won’t know if we’ve been gone five minutes or an hour.”

      A flicker of concern over his wager made him hesitate but was banished as she reached for his hand, the rapture in her expression too much to resist. After so many years in hellholes across the continent, fighting for king and country, it was rare to feel such a prize with the ladies.

      “That’s right, my lovely,” she crooned as she wrapped her legs around him. “My, but you’re so much bigger than my Archie. I want to eat you all up.”

      Something in her words sparked a momentary alarm but as she jerked her body forward, plunging him into her hidden depths, his thoughts were consumed by one thing only.

      Release.

      It had been a long time since he’d not had to pay a woman for sex. This one wanted him. Lady Julia wanted him.

      And she had a body to drown in.

      For the first time, Mr. Stephen Cranborne made love as a gentleman of the ton in a poky closet off the corridor of a home grander than he was used to gracing and not as grand as he was about to inherit.

      The world was at his fingertips and he’d never felt so on top.

      “Oh yes, Mr. Cranborne!” With a cry fit to bring the roof—and Sir Archie’s fury—crashing down upon them, Lady Julia convulsed in a final outpouring of pleasure. There was no mistaking the force of her orgasm, which fueled the ferocity of his, the pulsing of her silken canal in which he was so gloriously sheathed, sending the blood roaring to his extremities.

      “Oh God, Lady Julia!” he gasped, spilling himself into her, clasping her to him and clinging on for dear life so they didn’t both tumble dangerously to the stone-flagged floor.

      It’s where they ended up, regardless, in a tumble of petticoats and half-buttoned breeches, exhausted, spent and unable to move.

      In the silence all he could hear was their ragged breathing. It was a full few minutes before she struggled out from under him to lie against his side and whisper languidly, “Oh, Mr. Cranborne, you are so much more the athlete than my frogspawn, Archie. You can be my houseguest anytime.”

      Sir Archibald. Stephen froze. Sir Archie was in the next room, or as near as made no difference. How long had they been gone? How long before he’d come searching for his missing wife…who’d disappeared in the wake of his missing houseguest?

      “Don’t trouble yourself, Mr. Cranborne,” she whispered, as if reading his thoughts. “Archie will be snoring by now. He can’t stay awake beyond midnight. Not much sport for poor me. Won’t you stay another day?” Her tone was cajoling. “Perhaps we could do this again tomorrow.”

      His pulse skittered like a nervous schoolboy’s. He’d like to do it again tomorrow. He’d like to do it again every day. He gazed down at her with desperate fondness. No woman had ever wanted him like Lady Julia. In that moment they were as star-crossed lovers. Impulsively, he said, “You must come away with me.”

      She cocked her head. “Come away with you? Where to?”

      The ludicrousness of his words was brought home to him—he had no home. The army had been home for years. His father had departed this mortal coil when he’d been a boy. His mother had died when he was eighteen. In the time since then he’d drifted, making do on his paltry allowance of four hundred pounds a year. Good fortune had favored him on a few occasions at the horse races but he’d been burned and he’d learned his lesson.

      Oh God, his wager!

      She must have seen his panic. Leisurely she extended her hand, fondling his balls so that he hardened instantly, despite himself.

      He closed his eyes, hardly able to believe that this lovely woman wanted to do this all over again with him.

      After years as a young boy spent dodging his mother’s creditors while their well-connected friends dwindled, followed by a series of unexceptional liaisons while in the army, Stephen had been conscious of his shaky foothold on society’s ladder.

      Tonight in the arms of Lady Julia, he’d been admired as a man and embraced by quality. One day he would be a viscount. In two short weeks his world had expanded, offering him unlimited horizons.

      In a burst of adolescent daydreaming, he imagined pulling her up in front of him on his white charger as Sir Archie grasped ineffectually for its mane. Stephen the conqueror had claimed Lady Julia as his woman.

      He was conscious of her reaching down to adjust her garter.

      He glanced at her. She did not wear the love-limpid look he’d expected.

      “Let’s see what that spider’s up to, shall we?” she suggested as she tickled him playfully under the chin. “If you’ve won the wager, I think I deserve a present, don’t you?”

      He blinked, his throat dry. This was not how it was supposed to be in the aftermath of grand passion.

      “Come, Mr. Cranborne, let me smooth your hair and put you in order. That’s right, now… Goodness, we were awfully near the drawing room, I hadn’t realized. I hope Archie doesn’t mind. You’re right—if he suspects he’ll be awfully cross with me.” She put her finger to her lips. “Our secret, eh, Mr. Cranborne?” Her eyes danced with seductive allure but this time Stephen didn’t respond. Couldn’t. He had no idea what to think.

      Archie turned as Stephen entered the drawing room. “Ah, Cranborne… Sorry, old fellow, but you owe me rather a few monkeys.” He beckoned to him from the escritoire. “There’s the old chap, still loyally by her side.” He pointed. “Admittedly, she tried to best him.” There was gloating in his tone. “But he soon had her in order. As I maintained before, the male is the superior species, in every sphere. Ain’t that right, Julia?”

      “Of course, darling,” she replied. “You certainly rein supreme in this household.”

      From his chair by the fire, the earl of Barston nodded gloomily as he corroborated his host’s pronouncement. “Sorry, old chap.”

      It took a few seconds for the full import of Sir Achie’s words to sink into Stephen’s fuddled brain. He shook his head as if to clear it, picturing the mismatched spider couple. “But…I’ve seen it time and again. A male that tiny always becomes prey to its mate. I saw the way she moved. She was preparing to attack just as I was leaving.”

      “You were gone quite some time,” Archie said, pointedly before resuming his mournful expression. “So unless you want to watch the two of them smelling of April and May until the morning..?” He indicated the apparently honeymooning arachnid couple, yawning.

      Barston was already snoring gently, his head rising and falling on his chest from each breath.

      Lady Julia moved forward to stroke Stephen’s arm, murmuring words of comfort. “Poor Mr. Cranborne. Still, you’ll probably win that and more as soon as you take up residence with your rich relations. Perhaps you can ask your uncle — or, second cousin, isn’t it? — for an advance on your inheritance.”

      Stephen looked down at her face, pert with bright assurance. His stomach flip-flopped. He truly was all at sea. “I…I don’t see what choice I have but to ask Lord Partington,” he muttered, assessing the parlous state of his finances. His new coat was, literally, the most he’d outlayed on anything.

      Sir Archie raised his tumbler of whisky. “Or perhaps you’ll find yourself in parson’s mousetrap allied to Lord Partington’s lovely daughter, Miss Araminta. She comes with a sizeable dowry. You could be wed before the season’s over and then it won’t matter how long His Lordship kicks around on this mortal coil.”

      Lady Julia gave a snide laugh and said under her breath, “Designing little minx, that one.” When Stephen turned startled eyes upon her, she added unrepentantly, “Miss Araminta caused quite a scandal last season. Had to be shipped home early, though it’s not my place to gossip about what crimes she may or may not have been guilty of.”

      “Indeed not, my dear,” her husband cut in dryly, “in view of your own clever ploy in getting me to the altar.”

      Lady Julia dismissed this with a toss of her head. “I’d say you are a marked man, Mr. Cranborne. Why, Miss Araminta told me with her own lips that she intends to be mistress of The Grange, the home she grew up in.” She laughed, adding, “At the time, her cabbage-headed cousin Edgar was her father’s heir, so of course her wish was implicit upon marrying him, and you never met a greater ninnyhammer.”

      “Oh, Edgar wasn’t that bad,” drawled Sir Archie. “I won a few wagers against him.”

      “Edgar was utterly bacon-brained.” Lady Julia ruffled her husband’s hair. “Do you remember how you gammoned him over that story of your pointer, Benny, darling? You said the dog had disappeared during a shoot but was discovered a year later, turned literally into stone.”

      Sir Archie sniggered. “Oh yes. I told him the story at my club and he demanded to see the evidence. Said he’d wager two hundred I was lying. It only cost me a few guineas to have a stone mason craft me a reputable copy of Benny, which we positioned by the river.” He grinned. “Well, cabbage-headed Edgar said he couldn’t refute the evidence when I took him to see it. Paid me on the spot, in fact.”

      Stephen didn’t share in the hilarity at the expense of his poor distant, departed cousin Edgar. He was beginning to suspect he’d been set up the same way.

      Lady Julia’s laugh seemed to hold an edge to it, her quick glance at him suggesting that indeed he had.

      “A good thing for the whole family that poor Edgar took a bullet at Corunna, eh?” she said. “You must be awfully pleased too, Stephen. Otherwise you’d not be next in line for the title and chances are we’d never have had such a jolly time this evening.”

      Her dancing green eyes searched his, her pretty white teeth bared in a smile.

      And Stephen did not respond with the rush of adrenaline to the groin he had earlier in the evening when she’d focused her attentions so singularly upon him.
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      THE GRANGE, JUNE 22

      Sybil, Lady Partington, clasped her hands in her rabbit-fur muff as the congregation filed into their pews.

      With her thirty-eighth birthday looming, she felt old as she watched proceedings through clouds of frosted breath. Particularly today. Old and superfluous. A failed wife. A failed mother.

      Araminta had been dismissive of her well-meaning attempts to reassure her that the disgrace of her curtailed London season would not dash her chances of a good match. No, Araminta already had her mind made up in that regard. She knew exactly who she was going to marry, and had done since she was twelve.

      There’d been an exchange of words before they’d walked to church. Or rather, Araminta had flounced off ahead while good-natured Hetty had stayed back to keep her mother company.

      Sybil slanted a sideways look at the two girls now, neatly turned out in the family pew beside her. Araminta looked proud. Expectant. Sybil repressed a sigh. That’s all she’d been doing lately. Sighing. But perhaps everything would all turn out for the best.

      Beside her, Hetty smiled at several new arrivals.

      Nobody noticed her.

      On Sybil’s other side, her husband made a remark about the floral arrangement. Too flamboyant, he thought.

      Sybil nodded distractedly. Nothing seemed to please Humphrey unless he was with his beloved mistress, she thought bitterly, slanting a surreptitious glance across the aisle to see if Mrs. Hazlett and her family had arrived yet.

      They had. She snapped her attention back to her neat rabbit-fur muff.

      At least Humphrey had pledged to play the dutiful host and mentor when Cousin Stephen arrived.

      The heir apparent.

      Not that young Mr. Stephen Cranborne’s imminent arrival was anything to get excited over. It merely reinforced Sybil’s sense of superfluity through her failure to provide Humphrey with an heir. Or rather, a spare, since the death of their darling boy, George, from the measles four years ago.

      In those interim four years, Humphrey’s nephew Edgar had been next in line. Humphrey had refused to recognize him. Edgar was a clodpoll, he said, and the mere fact he was Humphrey’s heir was incentive for Humphrey to live to one hundred so he could outlive his cork-brained nephew.

      Sybil supposed the bullet that had knocked poor Edgar out of the succession was rather fortunate for everyone, not least this unknown Mr. Cranborne. But really, it changed nothing for her. She was still the unwanted wife and, as far as Araminta was concerned, the superfluous mother.

      Thank goodness Hetty still needed and appreciated her.

      A rustle went through the congregation. Sybil opened her hymn book and stared unseeingly at the lines designed to bolster her joy in God’s world. Once again she tried telling herself everything would work out. Humphrey would take a liking to young Stephen, young Stephen would be the perfect match for Araminta, and wedding bells would ring out by the end of the year, a lusty son cementing the succession nine months later.

      On painful joints, Reverend Bicklefield climbed the steps to the pulpit while old Mrs. Henshaw shuffled in on her handsome nephew’s arm. Sybil glanced up at the whiff of camphor and glimpsed the flare of interest Hetty sent the young man from beneath her sandy lashes as she focused attention upon her hymn book. Poor Hetty, for it was Araminta, sitting beside her, that he was looking at.

      Araminta. Sybil sighed. Araminta was, without doubt, the most arresting young woman in the region. She’d turn anyone’s head, however the man who won her would have a tussle on his hands from the outset. Araminta was only happy when she had her own way.

      She wondered what kind of man Mr. Stephen Cranborne was. She knew nothing of him and had had little time to prepare for his arrival.

      Reverend Bicklefield cleared his throat and hymn book pages rustled. Glancing at her youngest daughter, Sybil did not miss the smile Hetty flashed at Ned Hazlett in the pew almost directly across from them. He nodded briefly in acknowledgement before his stern young countenance refocused on his own hymn book.

      As far as Sybil knew, the young people had never spoken, although they crossed paths each Sunday.

      A chill of foreboding made her shiver and she touched her knee to Humphrey’s.

      Could Hetty…know?

      Yet when her husband glanced across at her, she could not put into words her fears.

      Ned and his two sisters were Humphrey’s children by his mistress Elizabeth Hazlett. That made Ned Hetty’s half-brother yet surely Hetty had no idea that the Hazletts, who sat quietly and modestly through Rev. Bicklefield’s sermon every Sunday, were her father’s “other” family.

      Further study of Hetty reassured Sybil, even after Ned, looking up and locking eyes with the girl, grinned self-consciously.

      Ned Hazlett would know, of course. Perhaps he was consumed by impotent rage, knowing Hetty and Araminta, his half-sisters, enjoyed an easy, privileged life while he and his sisters, as Lord Partington’s sideslips, must navigate a hurdle-strewn path, denied social acceptance. How could he not be outraged if he knew—as he presumably did—the reason he was not Lord Partington’s heir?

      Sybil sighed again. She’d gladly have given up Humphrey if she’d known what unhappiness would result from their ill-advised union.

      She caught young Ned’s eyes upon her and quickly looked away. No doubt, his mother would have told him that his father had buckled under family pressure and reneged on his marriage proposal to his mother, Miss Elizabeth Hazlett, a mere solicitor’s daughter. When Humphrey had unexpectedly inherited the title days before the secret marriage he’d planned with Lizzy, a severe talking to by his father had led to him marrying the more “suitable” Miss Sybil Green.

      That was Humphrey. Easily led.

      Easily led, yet stubborn and, in his own way, loyal. Though not towards his wife.

      Sybil glanced down at her hymn book then across at her nemesis. Lizzy Hazlett had survived the heartbreak and the betrayal and, twenty years later, was still Humphrey’s secret mistress.

      Two generations had suffered the unhappy consequences—and always would. It was of no account that Humphrey had regretted his marriage almost immediately, or consolation to Sybil when he’d told her it was not her fault he was unable to  show her the husbandly devotion she deserved.

      She glanced at her husband’s impassive profile. Hard to believe they’d been married so long and produced four children, two of whom had died. Both sons. One stillborn, the other, George, only fourteen. It had been four years since that terrible day but the pain still sliced through her with the rawness of lemon in a fresh cut.

      She took a trembling breath as she prepared to expound upon her blessings in song with the rest of the congregation who were getting to their feet.

      Despite the fact Humphrey had no heir, he’d not come to her bed for a full three years. And then, only after Sybil had pleaded with him and reminded Humphrey that without a direct heir The Grange and the fortune that went with it would go to his nephew Edgar.

      Detested Edgar.

      She turned the page of her hymn book, aware of Hetty’s concern as Sybil’s voice broke. Damn the memories.

      Knowing that Stephen Cranborne was due sometime that day had reminded Sybil of Humphrey’s eventual reluctant visit to her bedchamber three years after they’d buried George.

      What a debacle it had been—Humphrey plied with drink, mumbling that he felt like an adulterer as he tried to coax his unresponsive nether regions to perform.

      It didn’t work. Nothing did, including Sybil’s extensive efforts to entice him with her dubious charms before she’d resorted to some crass pumping of Humphrey’s flaccid member.

      Oh God, this was not a reflection for church, but the embarrassment of being woken by her husband’s drunken snoring just as her maid had come in to draw the curtains still burned.

      Sybil glanced at Araminta as they all sat. Perhaps it helped to have no heart, she thought, immediately chastising herself for her uncharitable thoughts. Araminta was still so young. She’d learn.

      Besides, Sybil had every comfort she could wish for. Except love. But, wasn’t love a necessary comfort? Didn’t it feed the soul, nourish the mind?

      Humphrey didn’t love Sybil but he’d been kind in his way and he’d  tried to spare her discomfort. Not pain, for nothing could erase the hopelessness of knowing one would never know the love of a man.

      Nor could Sybil hate Lizzy Hazlett although on more than one occasion she’d wished her dead, wondering if perhaps then Humphrey might be able to form for Sybil some small affection.

      It had taken many years before Sybil realized Humphrey would never love anyone but Lizzy Hazlett. Perhaps Sybil ought to have admired the solicitor’s daughter. After all, Miss Hazlett had eschewed the respectable marriage she might have made and, despite Humphry’s betrayal and his promise to make her his wife, she’d become, instead, Humphrey’s mistress.

      Didn’t that suggest true love? It must, for she’d have known that social ostracism was her fate and that her actions condemned her children to the opprobrium meted out to bastards.

      Sybil glanced at Ned’s two sisters. The older, dark-haired girl was so like Araminta in appearance it made Sybil shiver. Yet perhaps Sybil was the only one to notice, for the girl’s serious, almost grim demeanour made her seem a Puritan in contrast with Araminta’s flirtatiousness.

      The younger Hazlett girl — blond, vivacious and with a roving eye — was much more like Araminta in demeanour but nothing like her in looks.

      But both girls were bastards. Unlike their half-sisters, Araminta and Hetty, their marital prospects were bleak.

      No, Sybil wasn’t the only one to suffer.

      A ripple of interest stirred the congregation and Sybil turned her head as the door blew open to admit a new arrival. He was a stranger, she realized, taking in his large bulk. A dark, faceless cut-out against the sun, which lit him from behind.

      As he progressed down the aisle, he paused as if suddenly uncertain, and a shaft of sunlight from one of the side stained windows lit up his face.

      It was a handsome face, sensitive and finely rendered rather than rugged. Although young, he had creases near his eyes denoting both good humor and experience. Active service perhaps. That turned a boy into a man, and this young man seemed both as his mouth, which had been pressed into a diffident straight line, curved up in recognition upon seeing Humphrey.

      She stiffened.

      Stephen Cranborne. It could be no other.

      The young man bowed, his broad shoulders filling out his sober dark coat nicely; certainly in Araminta’s opinion, it would seem. Sybil registered the girl’s sudden awareness, the flare in her eye as she locked glances with the stranger, who was now looking directly at them, the first family of the district sitting according to their station in the front pew.

      And at the expectation in his eye Sybil’s heart began to beat rapidly while her breath caught in her throat. Humphrey was staring, a wary smile of welcome softening his features. It was impossible to determine his thoughts, even though he’d invited the newcomer here.

      Stephen Cranborne, Humphrey’s heir, had finally arrived, having been summoned from the other side of the country after much searching.

      And on first impressions he did not disappoint.

      Sybil released her breath in quiet relief. She didn’t usually worry about Araminta but this was the young man Araminta had pinned her hopes upon. Araminta would marry Stephen and so remain mistress by proxy of the family estate where she’d grown up and which she would have inherited had she been born a boy.

      She’d declared it since her twin George’s death and she’d declared it when she’d been hustled home from her first season after the terribly distressing affair that no one spoke of. “If I cannot be Papa’s heir I shall marry Papa’s heir.”

      Araminta’s famous saying. Everyone knew it.

      Now Araminta was staring into the eyes of the most attractive young man Sybil had seen in a while and the look in his was wary, uncertain, and, yes, very interested.

      Sybil heaved another sigh of relief.

      All would go well now.

      The organ ceased, the shuffle of parishioners settling in to listen to another fire-and-brimstone sermon and the church door was again firmly closed.

      Sybil returned her attention to the front, following a sidelong glance to gauge Humphrey’s reaction.

      His expression was inscrutable, as usual. Never once in twenty years had Sybil ever intercepted a look between her husband and Lizzy Hazlett that suggested they spent almost every evening and many nights together.

      Lizzy’s children were equally well trained.

      Sybil lowered her eyes and pretended to pray while she dreamed of sinking into a tub of hot bath suds as soon as they returned. A megrim was coming on and she needed to ease the tension from her limbs. All she’d done since Humphrey had come to her bed three months ago for a repeat performance of the debacle three years after George’s death was worry about the future.
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      “My dear Mr. Cranborne, of course it is nonsense for you to put up at The Wren.” Lord Partington patted him on the arm after they’d dispersed from the church. “Did I not say it in my letter?”

      The letter had been such a bombshell Stephen had refused to completely believe its contents until it could be confirmed, in person, by Lord Partington.

      Some of the tense, wound-up feelings he’d bottled up inside for the past few weeks relaxed.

      Lord Partington hadn’t said how long he was to remain his guest and Stephen had wondered if in fact he’d been summoned on spec.

      Fortunately it seemed he passed muster on first impressions. Lady Partington had been gracious, Lord Partington enthusiastic and judging by the gleam in the lovely, raven-haired Araminta’s eye, he could look forward to some mild flirtation.

      He forced back an image of Lady Julia, determined to conduct himself with the utmost propriety, saying conversationally as they were borne over the rutted roads in the most comfortable conveyance he’d enjoyed since before his mother died, “I remember meeting you when I was a lad and you were both little girls.” He smiled. “And now you are beautiful young women.”

      Yes, he would conduct himself with propriety but he could afford to flirt. Lord Partington was riding on the box with the coachman and the ladies had made clear their welcome.

      Cousin Araminta smiled. “Nor are you the shy young lad I remember who preferred to catch tadpoles rather than play with your cousins, Mr. Cranborne,” she said coyly, perhaps for her mother’s benefit for her eyes flashed the subtext for which he’d been fishing. “I remember not all our dolls, dressed for the occasion of your visit, could entice you, although we tried to interest you in the elaborate rig-outs of one-eyed Miss Lilly Vanilly and bald Lady Jane Tremain. I hope you will be less interested in tadpoles this visit, Mr. Cranborne. Or should I say Cousin Stephen?”

      “Of course you should,” Lady Partington interjected. Araminta, beside her, fixed him with her curiously feline smile as she smoothed the folds of her dress. She managed to combine sexual allure with enough girlish innocence to please all parties in the carriage, for clearly her mother was unaware of the lures she was casting.

      “I shall try to be less disappointing,” he replied. “Ten-year-old boys understand far less than young girls about what’s important but now my vocabulary is sufficiently broadened to be able to remark that your eyes are reflected by the color of your gown, whose fashionable name I believe is Pomona green.”

      With blinding clarity he recalled the candlelight catching the lustrous folds of Lady Julia’s Pomona-green gown in their trysting closet and confusion washed over him.

      What had she been about? Stephen had left their home rather as a street urchin who’d been invited into the inner sanctum and after supping and being cosseted like a princeling by a lovely queen had been booted out into the night—but with promises of similar delights in a nebulous future.

      This feeling was distinctly assuaged by the interest in Cousin Araminta’s assessing green eyes. He recalled Lady Julia’s remarks about the girl.

      Could Araminta really have marked him out?

      “Very clever, Cousin Stephen,” she murmured. “Where did you learn that, for you have no sisters?”

      “I’m not a complete novice when it comes to ladies’ attire,” he responded.

      “Where were you when you got the letter, Mr. Cranborne?”

      Although it was the first question Cousin Hetty addressed to him, her mother caged her daughter’s hand and murmured, “It is not polite to be so direct, Hetty.”

      “I’m not embarrassed by directness, Lady Partington,” he assured her, transfixed by Miss Araminta’s full, enticing mouth rather than her homely sister who was waiting for an answer.

      He caught himself up and transferred his attention with difficulty. “To answer your question, Cousin Hetty, I had recently returned from Spain and was staying with an aunt in Dorset.”

      “You were in Spain?” Hetty’s hazel eyes widened and she looked almost pretty with the light burnishing her chestnut-brown hair. “That’s where our poor cousin Edgar died of a bullet wound.”

      She gave a little hiccup of distress and Lady Partington patted her hand, adding by way of explanation, “Hetty was very fond of her cousin Edgar. They were great playmates when they were children. His death came as a shock to everyone.”

      He registered the curious look in Lady Partington’s eyes and the tightness of her mouth and shifted awkwardly.

      How did Lady Partington regard the young usurper, Stephen Cranborne, whose arrival reinforced the absence of her beloved late son, George? Of Edgar?

      “I am very sorry for your losses, Lady Partington,” he murmured, resisting the urge to stroke her lilac-gloved hand. It was true he seemed to respond with instant attraction to women with flashing pomona-green eyes but gentle-natured, doe-eyed women like Lady Partington and her younger daughter appealed to the chivalric part of his nature.
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      When the carriage drew up in front of the steps, Lady Partington left the young people chatting on the front portico before departing to ensure Stephen’s room had been satisfactorily prepared.

      “I’m so sorry to leave you like this but I have the most terrible megrim and Araminta will look after you. The reverend’s fiery pronouncements have done nothing to improve my aching head,” she’d said by way of parting.

      As the front doors closed behind her, Stephen indicated the well-kept grassy slopes and roses bushes. “Perhaps we could take a turn about the garden since the weather has turned so agreeable,” he suggested, not being disposed to drawing room chatter when he’d much rather get a sense of the dimensions of his future domain.

      He glanced across the verdant green lawn toward the beech woods that bordered the manicured gardens. Shooting parties in August? A spear of anticipation shot through him as the young ladies readily agreed to his suggestion before hurrying upstairs to fetch shawls and change their clothes with the promise to meet him in five minutes.

      Stephen wandered out into the center of the lawn and gazed up at the Queen Anne façade of The Grange. How could it be improved? A conservatory? A new wing? Perhaps a tennis court. He’d never imagined being in a position to put his own stamp on things.

      Hetty’s girlish giggles made him turn and he smiled to see the two young ladies crossing the lawn toward him. Cousin Hetty fairly galloped. Beside her, Cousin Araminta had perfected the regal glide. With her glossy dark hair and her proud eyes she looked like no other member of her family.

      Hetty pointed at The Grange. “So, Cousin Stephen, do you like our home?”

      Araminta immediately quashed Hetty’s high spirits. “Cousin Stephen is surveying the house that will be his after Papa meets his maker.” Her look was pert. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Cranborne?”

      Hetty wasn’t the only one whose spirits were quashed. Stephen managed a brittle smile. “You must resent that The Grange passes out of the family because you have no brothers, Cousin Araminta.”

      “I refuse to resent what I cannot change, Cousin Stephen.” Araminta tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “Let us walk and I will answer everything I can about our family and the estate.”

      Gallantly, Stephen offered Hetty his other arm. He’d seen her uncertainty. “It will be many years before you must worry about your home passing to me,” he assured them. “Your father is in excellent health and has merely asked me here because he is a wise man who plans ahead.”

      “What would you like to know, Cousin Stephen?” Araminta reeled him back to her. “No doubt you have questions that must have kept you awake since receiving Papa’s letter.”

      Stephen met her challenging look with a smile. So there was resentment after all. “I had no idea Edgar had died,” he said with complete candor. “Not once did it enter my head that I should one day inherit and become the next Viscount Partington.”

      “Please, don’t speak of Edgar again. I can’t bear it,” said Hetty. “For months I’ve prayed he’d turn up unexpectedly on our doorstep⁠—”

      “Well, that’s a nice thing to say to Cousin Stephen,” Araminta snapped. Composing her smile, she asked conversationally, “So where did you spend last night, Cousin Stephen?”

      After an uncomfortable pause, Stephen replied, “I was the guest of Lady Julia and Sir Archibald.” Adjusting his suddenly too-tight high collar, he directed an enquiring look at Araminta, who’d burst into shrill laughter.

      “Lady Julia!” She emphasized the title with heavy scorn.  “Is that what she’s asked you to call her? Why, she’s the most designing brownnoser I’ve ever come across, the daughter of a wool merchant who spared no expense in seeing she was tricked out to make a good catch, though she likes to pretend she’s an earl’s daughter.”

      Hetty tugged her sleeve, looking worried as she reminded her sister in an undertone, “Lady Julia—or rather, Lady Ledger—is a friend of Cousin Stephen’s.”

      Araminta tossed her head. “Surely Cousin Stephen is a friend of Sir Archibald. Sir Archie and Lady Julia—as she would have us call her—have been married such a short time and only because—” She broke off, clearly reconsidering her words. “Ah well, you’re right, Hetty. It’s not my place to tell Cousin Stephen what he already knows and what you have no need to know.”

      As they negotiated a small dip in the path, Stephen was glad that Hetty took umbrage at her condescending tone. He’d very much like to know what he supposedly already knew.

      “Why ought I not know the reason they married, Araminta? I shall be coming out in a few months. You’re not that ahead of me.”

      Araminta slanted a sly look at the pair of them. “Miss Julia’s eyes are as sharp as her nose and she knows how to sniff out a sure thing. She proved that when she fainted into Lord Clairmont’s arms at Hatchard’s Bookshop the day after she took up Laetitia Milbank’s challenge that she couldn’t inveigle herself into his carriage.”

      “But Lady Julia didn’t marry Lord Clairmont.” Hetty frowned. “Not that she’d want to. He’s in his dotage!”

      “Just over forty and definitely in need of a wife, though clearly Miss Julia thought she could do even better than Lord Clairmont after she’d won her wager. Anyway.” Araminta rolled her eyes and resumed her tale. “Quite by chance, it seems, Lady Julia was in Hatchard’s when Lord Clairmont walked in, whereupon she promptly fainted right into his arms. He had her carried to his carriage whereupon his lady friend’s vinaigrette quickly had her up to the mark.”

      Hetty appeared let down by the story. “So she didn’t receive a marriage offer from him, then?”

      “No, but that wasn’t what the wager was about. It was about money and clearly a stepping stone to more of it. Lady Julia used her trickery to get herself into Lord Milbank’s carriage and won her wager, which Miss Laetitia Milbank had to hand over that afternoon when Miss Julia called upon her with two witnesses and, believe me, that was worth a tidy sum.”

      “How big was the wager?” asked Stephen, feeling distinctly green around the gills.

      “It was big.” Cousin Araminta looked up at him, her eyes gleaming. “Miss Milbank’s pearl choker, would you believe? A small fortune, but then Miss Julia will take big risks for big stakes.” In an undertone she added, “Of course, she took the biggest risk of all to snare Sir Archie but was then awfully miffed to discover his prospects weren’t at all as grand as she’d been led to believe.”

      Stephen cleared his throat. “They appeared a very devoted couple,” he lied. He was conscious of the lack of conviction in his tone and not surprised Araminta seized upon it.

      “Of course! Lady Julia didn’t get where she did without being a consummate actress. Now, Cousin Stephen, I’m glad to note you’re nothing like our other cousin, poor Edgar, who was next in line after Papa. You’re tall and athletic and very handsome while Edgar was dumpy with sandy hair and freckles and couldn’t talk about anything except hunting and shooting. Quite frankly, poor Edgar was a clodpoll.” Miss Araminta said it as if it were the last word. She seemed the kind of young lady who liked having the last word on everything.

      “How can you say such a thing?” Hetty’s expression was murderous.

      Stephen could not resist a smile. “Your loyalty is to be commended, Cousin Hetty.”

      “It wasn’t me who said it.” Miss Araminta looked smug. “It was Papa, if you must know.”

      “Papa?”

      Stephen patted Hetty’s hand, understanding her betrayal amidst the undercurrents. “I’m sure he didn’t mean it. I’m sure Edgar was an excellent sort.”

      “He was my best friend.” Hetty looked away, silent as her sister changed the subject, pointing to the house.

      “There’s Mama’s wing, to the right,” Araminta said. “Papa’s is on the other side. Hetty and I are at the back with no view at all while you will have one of the guest bedrooms that run between them, perhaps even the room the late King George stayed in.”

      “You are very proud of your home.”

      “I love it more than anything.” This was spoken with quiet fervor.

      “The footman is about to take in my trunk.” In the distance Stephen saw the carriage that had obviously been dispatched to fetch the last of his belongings draw up in front of the portico. “I have a present for you, ladies, which I would like to give to you now.”

      They retraced their footsteps to the house, the young ladies gasping with pleasure at the caged canary Stephen presented them with a flourish.

      “Does it have a name?” asked Hetty.

      “A very grand name,” said Stephen. “Lady Zena, in fact. She belonged to my aunt who had to give her away after she took up residence with her daughter who couldn’t abide Lady Zena’s singing.”

      “Lady Zena sings?” Hetty’s plump face flushed with pleasure.

      “Not only that but she’ll sit obediently on your wrist and eat breadcrumbs from your hand.”

      “Really?” Hetty’s girlish squeal gratified Stephen in a way he was quite unused to. Genuine girlish enthusiasm was refreshing, he was surprised to find—but Miss Araminta’s scorching green-eyed gaze above Hetty’s head as the younger sister fiddled with the latch of the birdcage promised so much more.

      It was not hard to interpret her meaning. Had she really picked him out?

      Heat prickled his skin and he licked his lips. Fixing his attention upon the tiny mole to the right of her mouth, he imagined running his tongue over the contours of her satin-smooth skin. Miss Araminta loved her home and she clearly was not immune to the charms of the newly summoned heir.

      If she had picked him out, he could think of a lot worse ways to spend his future than leg-shackled to such a diamond of the first water.

      “Oh!” Hetty’s shriek punctuated his appreciation of the lovely Araminta, who was returning his look with transparent interest. “The bird! Oh no, she’s flown away!”

      Hetty leapt to her feet, her mouth open with dismay as they all watched the canary alight upon the ivy-clad windowsill of one of the upper casements. It tilted its little head jauntily and immediately broke into song.

      “Careless girl, Hetty!” snapped Araminta. “She’ll make a tasty meal for the nighthawks, won’t she?”

      Her sister began to cry, great, gulping sobs that made her face red and blotchy.

      “She’ll come to me. Don’t cry, Cousin Hetty,” Stephen assured her, assessing the distance to the first floor. Grasping the thick ivy, he found a firm foothold and hauled himself up.

      “Oh no, Cousin Stephen, you’ll hurt yourself.”

      The fact Hetty was more afraid for his safety than the loss of the canary, which just minutes before had been the greatest tragedy, determined him. He would get the bird back.

      Stephen was fit and agile. He’d climbed the Andes like a goat and sailed through the Strait of Gibraltar without even casting up his accounts, so hoisting himself onto a sturdy ivy root, reaching for a secure piece of trellis and hauling himself up one story was no major feat.

      “Ooh, careful!” The gasps of both young ladies was balm to his youthful ego.

      “Come, my pretty. Come, Lady Zena.” Carefully, he extended his hand toward the bird.

      After some contemplation, the little bird decided to make him work for his reward. When she hopped onto the sill of the farthest casement windows, Stephen had no choice but to follow.

      This involved a heroic full-body thrust followed by a hasty snatch at the stone ledge. With heart hammering and very conscious of his audience below, Stephen hauled himself across the wall, securing one foot on the buttress. Victory was in sight. Lady Zena hadn’t moved position for some minutes and soon he’d pop her onto his shoulder and descend to the rapturous cries of the young ladies. It would be a just recompense for what, he realized looking down, was a rather risky ascent after all.

      Eyeballing the canary, he whistled softly. She hopped daintily toward him then hopped backward. Clearly she was enjoying the game.

      Stephen growled, hoping this dance of seduction was not going to become prolonged.

      It was only the merest flash of something in his peripheral vision that made him turn his head slightly to the right. There was certainly no intent to peep through the misted windows. Yet the shock of seeing a shapely pair of thighs connected to a round, ripe naked bottom as its owner bent down to pick up one stocking was completely unexpected.

      Sucking in a breath, he put his head closer to the pane, not pausing to consider it an act of prurience. He was simply riveted to the spot by such a tantalising sight, wondering what else the lovely creature had to offer in the way of fleshly delights.

      The bird fluttered by his ear but he ignored it. Instead,  Stephen squinted to see better. Rising steam indicated a bathtub to the rear of the room from which the lady in question had just risen. In fact, steam still swirled in eddies that partially obscured her until she discarded the linen she’d been using to dry herself.

      Vaguely, he was conscious of the young ladies below calling to him but he was rooted to the spot, desperate to see what more this as-yet-unintroduced female had in the way of sensuous charms.

      Who could she be? A house guest? A cousin of the family?

      He couldn’t make out her face, but her light hair rippled to below her waist and her pale limbs, the color of whipped cream, were well turned. He tried to gauge her age for she walked with calm, fluid movements, like one who has grown used to her body without realizing how lovely it is.

      “Cousin Stephen! Lady Zena is right by your left hand!” Hetty’s voice contained a note of desperation as it floated up to him and Stephen forced himself to acknowledge her—and the bird which hopped away, this time right onto the window ledge in front of him.

      It provided him with just the justification he needed to refresh his view of the scene though he made a half-hearted attempt to reach for the canary.

      But Lady Zena was the least of his concerns right now. He simply could not pull his gaze away from the woman as she made her way languidly from her bathtub towards the bed. It was a large, intricately carved tester covered in a sumptuous white counterpane, edged with white velvet, and as she lowered herself onto it her lustrous golden tresses swirled about her waist.

      Golden tresses!

      Last night’s breathless, clandestine encounter with Lady Julia in the small closet returned with all the intensity of a full immersion in bilge water. He shuddered and closed his eyes. All day he’d experienced surges of the utmost remorse for his actions for they had certainly not been those of a gentleman.

      Because of him, Lady Julia had committed adultery. And, despite Stephen’s other self-confessed failings, adultery was one of those sins he most despised having experienced the terrible effects faithlessness had had on his own young life.

      What on earth had attracted him to Lady Julia? he wondered, when her behaviour ran so parallel to the behaviour he’d most despised in his mother.

      “Cousin Stephen! Lady Zena is right there! Can’t you see her?”

      It was only when opening his eyes and seeing that the mist had dissipated that Stephen suddenly realised with the most enormous shock the identity of the woman upon whom he was spying.

      Surely not?

      He shook his head as if to clear it, and looked again.

      Dear God, it was true. The naked woman in the bedroom was  the quiet, modest woman who’d welcomed him here. He’d barely noticed her in the carriage with her hair covered by a blue silk bonnet and her manner almost deferring to her eldest daughter, who certainly wanted to put herself forward.

      This was Lady Partington.

      Torn between the desire to scramble away as fast as he could and to strain his eyes for one final look, fascinated desire won out. She was exquisite.

      Stephen watched as she flicked aside the curtain of her hair to reach for a stocking, raising her leg to put it on so that he was treated to the most intimate view a newly arrived heir no doubt had ever received of his benefactor’s wife, the lady of the manor.

      He swallowed. He had to go. Glancing over his shoulder, he met the expectant looks of both his cousins far below him. Sweet innocent girls who held no interest for him.

      But this woman, so close through the glass, yet so far away… He turned his head as if for closure, half wanting to see her clothe herself and so firmly put an end to this sensual extravaganza to which she was treating him.

      Instead, Lady Partington eased the stocking onto her ankle then, in a seemingly unrelated act Stephen could not at first explain, she hooked her ankle over her knee and placed her head on her thigh. Then she raised her head…

      And looked him squarely in the eye.

      At first he did not move. He registered the flare of shock in her expression, quickly followed by confusion. She stood up quickly, her hair frothing about her waist, one hand moving to cover the fluff at the juncture of her legs, the other to conceal her full, heavy breasts. From this distance he could see the sheen of moisture from her bath and the faint marks left by pregnancy on her soft and rounded body.

      He’d been with women who’d given birth to children but never one who’d shied away from him with such outraged horror.

      As was only to be expected. Lady Partington preserved such delicacies for her husband and Stephen was guilty of gross voyeurism. He ought to be ashamed of himself yet he was curiously aroused in a way he’d not expected. Against her vibrant eldest daughter she’d been a soft little pouter pigeon, clucking her welcome. Now she’d stepped into a different league altogether.

      Lady Zena chose this moment to hop onto his shoulder and Stephen deemed it timely to beat a rapid retreat. With his heartbeat roaring in his ears, he descended in record time, leaping the last six feet and going over on his ankle, surrounded by the young ladies—Hetty who gripped his arm and Araminta whose regal self-possession was nevertheless disturbed by the violence of his fall.

      “Did you hurt yourself, Cousin Stephen?” she cried.

      He was about to dismiss their concerns when he checked himself. “I might have twisted my ankle. Perhaps if we retired indoors you’d be so good as to administer a soothing poultice.”

      Araminta read his meaning at once, offering him her shoulder to lean on, which he made good use of, and the close proximity. She was worldly enough to know he’d hardly make a fuss over a minor injury and she would be flattered that he’d use the opportunity to gain access.

      Yet while her perfume teased his senses and her ministering touch was gratifying he could not get out of his mind the lush, ripe nakedness of Lady Partington’s unexpectedly desirable body.

      Limping into the house, he realized how terribly embarrassing the episode would be for Lady Partington once she understood he was blameless. Hopefully she could dress it up as an amusing anecdote to share with Lord Partington as they cozily discussed the day’s events—something Stephen was looking forward to doing with his own wife when the time came.

      Simple pleasures.

      Lord Partington had done well in his marriage, even if he didn’t have a living son. The demure façade presented by Her Ladyship was clearly very different from the reality.
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      Sybil didn’t know how she had the courage to enter the dining room that evening. Should she tell Humphrey? How would he take the fact that his highly anticipated heir was a peeping Tom? That he had spied on her in her bedroom and leered at her naked. For he hadn’t looked away in shame. Oh no, he’d continued to stare right at her.

      Her stomach roiled. At his contempt? His disgust? When he addressed her in future he’d think only of her old, ugly body while he pretended the requisite courtesies.

      She knew she should face him with regal hauteur but her embarrassment was too acute.

      “Mama, come and look at Lady Zena.” Hetty leaped to her feet when Sybil entered the drawing room. “Isn’t she a darling?” she demanded as she ran across the Wilton carpet to drag Sybil to the corner where Araminta—and, lord forbid—Cousin Stephen were crowded ‘round what looked to be a bird’s cage.

      Sybil could not meet his eye. She should make clear her indignation and outrage but she lacked the courage. Was he embarrassed that he’d been caught peeping? Or did he imagine her such a mouse that she’d say nothing?

      Running a hand across her heated brow, Sybil forced herself to attend to Hetty’s prattle while acutely conscious of the young man’s strong, lithe body only feet from her. Her brain whirled with questions. Why had he spied on her? And—not that it should matter, but…how badly had he been repulsed?

      “We were quite certain poor Cousin Stephen was going to break his neck,” Araminta said, casting a surprisingly warm glance at the young man. “Then Hetty wanted to run into your room to see if we could help him through the window as it was your sill he was clinging to.”

      Sybil stiffened. “What did you say, Araminta?”

      “Mama, you are so vague,” Araminta huffed. “I said that Cousin Stephen rescued Lady Zena, the canary he gave to us this afternoon, after it flew out of its cage and landed on your windowsill.”

      “He was so daring and insisted the bird would come to him if he could get close enough,” said Hetty. “He climbed right up to your bedchamber. I’m surprised you didn’t see him.”

      “But he was in such a hurry to climb down again he twisted his ankle when he landed,” said Araminta.

      Cousin Stephen cleared his throat. “All’s well that ends well and no damage was done, I assure you, Lady Partington.”

      Oh dear

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/sani-publishing-logo.jpg






OEBPS/images/dos-new-cover-for-1-3-2000.jpg
HER GILDED PRISON
DANGEROUS GENTLEMEN
'HE MYSTERIOUS GOVERNESS

BEVERLEY OAKLEY





