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      She’s not the woman he married…

      

      Philomena Wright, Marchioness of Arlingview, is universally admired for her intellect, good sense and charitable efforts on behalf of widows and orphans. A woman with every advantage, she also has a guilty secret: in truth, she is Philomena’s twin sister, Penelope. Dreading spinsterhood, she attends a masquerade ball in the hope of finding a suitor before admitting the truth—only to encounter a gentleman who stirs her like no other…

      

      Garrett Wright misses the purpose—and the peril—of his work as a spy during the war and is bored with his disguise as a reckless rake. When he agrees to help unveil a jewel thief preying upon London society, he is beguiled by a beauty who awakens a dream—and becomes determined to unveil the truth, whatever the cost.

      

      When he finds stolen gems in her possession, Garrett fears his lady has a more dangerous secret than her identity. Forced to choose between honor and unexpected love, how will he both fulfill his duty and secure a happy future with the woman who has captured his heart forever?
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        November 1813—Arlingview Manor, Shropshire

      

      

      “No one will believe it, Philomena.” Penelope sat at her sister’s bedside, striving to persuade her twin of good sense and not for the first time. She should have known that such an endeavor was an exercise in futility.

      She had come to Arlingview Manor at her sister’s behest, puzzled that Philomena would have chosen to retreat to her husband’s country home when she was ill. Her sister might have remained in London and summoned any number of competent physicians, as well as saved Penelope an arduous journey of her own.

      But Philomena had never been one to change her thinking once she had resolved upon a path.

      Now she was resolute that Penelope must assume her place and pretend to be the marchioness. They had traded places often as children, as a jest, always at Philomena’s insistence, but this was of too great an import to be considered a jest.

      The sisters argued mightily, to no avail, yet never spoke of one old secret.

      The manor was old and draughty, its furnishings from an earlier era, and on this night, the weather was foul. Penelope had never seen such rain or heard a wind so determined to whistle in the cracks. Her sister’s chamber remained chilly, no matter how the fire was fed on the hearth, for it had large windows that overlooked the gardens. On this night, the wind made the glass panes rattled and seemingly found every chink.

      Though Penelope had been told her sister had a fever and an ague in her lungs, she had arrived to find the chamber filled with the scent of blood and the linens stained. No one in the household attended Philomena, at that lady’s instruction, all fearful of the supposed infection. Only Philomena’s lady’s maid, Sara Underwood, tended to her, that woman’s expression grim.

      This illness, though, was not contagious. Philomena clearly intended that the truth of her circumstance should remain a secret.

      “They will all believe it,” Philomena insisted in response. “I have planned for every detail.”

      “Save that we are utterly different in nature,” Penelope noted.

      “Speak quietly,” Philomena advised in a whisper. “I do not know the servants in this house well, but then, that is why we are here. Only Underwood can be trusted.”

      “Philomena, this is too much. You contrived this plan without speaking to me of it. You lied about the nature of your illness!”

      “It is the best way,” Philomena insisted. Penelope knew her sister would not listen to dissenting views, but still she tried.

      “It is the worst way. What would possess you to suggest that your own husband be deceived, as well as your sons?”

      Philomena waved a hand. “None of them will know the difference.”

      “Philomena!”

      “The boys are interested only in their studies and Garrett seldom is at home.”

      “I will not do it.”

      “You must!” Philomena seized Penelope’s hand. “What of the boys? Who will ensure their welfare in my absence?”

      “Do not say such things. You will recover.” Even as Penelope spoke, she doubted her own assurance.

      “I am dying,” her twin said with chilling conviction.

      “Then let me summon a physician! I do not understand your unwillingness to see sense in this matter…”

      “Do you not?” Philomena demanded with rare impatience. “Look at this chamber.”

      “There is a fearsome amount of blood,” Penelope had to concede.

      “And Underwood has told them all that I have a horrible ailment in my chest, possibly pneumonia. She, too, has coughed as if it is contagious.” She coughed loudly, ensuring the sound was wretched. Penelope’s lips tightened as coughing made the blood flow with greater vigor. “Not even a country physician would be fool enough to believe that once he stepped into this room.”

      “You should have told the truth.”

      Philomena laughed. “And then Garrett would have killed me for certain.”

      Penelope was horrified. “How can you say such a thing of the marquis? He is an elegant man, a true aristocrat.”

      “He is a demon with a handsome face,” her sister insisted. Penelope was skeptical, for she knew that her sister was inclined to dismiss truths that did not suit her. “You have not seen his truth. His temper is fearsome, Penelope. Trust me, when you consent to this, you must never, ever provoke him.”

      “I will not consent to this scheme. It is madness and doomed to failure.”

      Again, Philomena seized her hand. “He will wed again. He has mistresses one after the other and will choose one.”

      “No!”

      “Yes. You have no notion what I have endured in this marriage.” Philomena blinked away tears and Penelope sensed that they were not entirely honest ones. “She will push aside the boys and there will be no one left to defend them.”

      “I cannot believe the marquis would treat his own sons so cruelly.”

      “That is because you believe him to be a man of honor. I know his truth.” Philomena sank back against the pillows, clearly exhausted, and Penelope could not ignore the signs of her failing. Her sister closed her eyes. “Why do you fight me in this?” she whispered. “I know what is best for all of you. All you must do is accept my advice.” Her eyes opened and she slanted a glance at Penelope, her tone turning sly. “Unless you want to return to father’s house and the roving hands of Mr. Neilson?”

      Penelope straightened at the distasteful reminder of her situation. “You know I do not.”

      Philomena did not abandon the point. “Unless you have another suitor willing to wed you at eight and twenty summers of age?”

      “You know I do not,” Penelope ceded tightly. She wanted more from marriage than financial security, though she knew she was unlikely to ever have it.

      Her sister appealed again. “Then do this thing. Do it for me and the boys even if you will not do it for yourself. I could not bear to know that any of you suffered in my absence.”

      “They are not so young anymore, Philomena. James is seven…”

      “They are children!”

      Penelope shook her head. “They will be going away to school soon.”

      “They need a mother’s love.”

      “Then do not die.”

      “It is too late for that.” Philomena’s voice rose. “He drove me to it, and it cannot be undone.”

      Penelope looked between her sister and Underwood, whose expression was wooden. Drove her to what? In that moment, she had a terrible suspicion. “What have you done, Philomena?” she asked in a whisper.

      “It does not matter. What is of import is that you will do as I ask. Promise me!”

      “I cannot lie, Philomena, even for you.”

      Her sister shook her head. “You have always had an unfortunate affection for the truth. It will be the essence of simplicity. Underwood will help you.”

      “You have arranged matters with your lady’s maid already?”

      Philomena fixed her with a look, as resolute as Penelope had ever seen her. “I have considered every detail. Why do you think I am at this wretched country house? It is because no one knows me here.”

      “But surely the marquis will wonder about the missing child.”

      “I have not yet told him of it. Indeed, I dared not!”

      “Philomena!”

      “I have one dying wish, Penelope. I beg you to take my place.”

      Penelope did not so promise, and the sisters continued to argue. But when Philomena was at her last, her grip slackening and her skin as pale as milk, Penelope made the pledge requested of her. She had never been able to deny any request made by her twin for long.

      Even though she feared the ruse would not survive long.

      

      To all appearances, it was Philomena who returned to the London house a fortnight later, though the weight of the gold band on the left hand of the lady in question was unfamiliar. The tale was that it was her devoted twin, Penelope, who remained in the churchyard, a victim of her own kindness in tending her sister alone through an infectious illness.

      But Penelope was not Philomena in truth, and she could not embrace life with her sister’s abandon. She also hoped that the marquis, a man she found alluring beyond all others despite Philomena’s assurance of his fearsome temper, remained away from home for the moment. Penelope knew that was unlikely. The moment the marquis returned home, the ruse would be revealed, if not before, but until then, she would do her best to use the position of the marchioness for good.

      There had to be some merit to this deceit.

      She would make every moment count.

      And when he arrived, she would tell him the truth.

      No matter what the consequences might be.
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        January 1817 – London

      

      

      If ever there had been a woman who could name a man’s desire before he spoke of it, that woman would be Esmeralda Ballantyne. The infamous courtesan watched Garrett Wright, Marquis of Arlingview, swirl the brandy in his glass and did not disguise her appreciation of the view. Gauging his mood as pensive, she decided not to disrobe just yet. Her guest had arrived late, well after midnight, yet was utterly sober. He wore evening dress, as elegantly attired as was his custom, but seemed distracted.

      Sadly, he was not distracted by her.

      Esmeralda took the opportunity of studying his profile. The marquis was a dangerously handsome man with his dark hair and blue eyes, distinguished by a touch of silver at his temples. His jaw was square, giving him a resolute appearance, and he was taller than most men. He was his late thirties, a particularly fine age for men in Esmeralda’s view. His height combined with the muscular breadth of his shoulders to give him an imposing presence.

      It was impossible to guess his thoughts most time, for the man was as impassive as a statue, and perhaps that mystery contributed to the delight of his companionship. She looked forward to their encounters, for he always surprised her—in bed and out of it.

      But such earthly pleasures might not be savored on this night. He had not even shed his jacket, but remained staring out the window at the street, brooding over some matter.

      Esmeralda knew better than to pout. “Is the brandy a good one?” she asked as if unaware that he slighted her with his inattention. She lounged on a chair before the fire, twining a loose curl around her fingertip. She knew the pose and the light favored her, as did her sheer dress, but the marquis barely glanced her way. When he did, his gaze certainly did not linger.

      It was another woman, to be sure.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “I thought to order more if it was of merit.”

      She earned a hard look for that. “Have you not tasted it?”

      “I have no desire for brandy these days,” she said lightly.

      Arlingview smiled wickedly then, his eyes glittering. “Feeling the years, are we?”

      Esmeralda looked daggers at him, which clearly amused him, then composed her expression. She was supposed to be the perceptive one. “I prefer wine these days, that is all.”

      He nodded once and swirled the glass again. “Curious thing, changing taste,” he mused.

      Esmeralda waited but he did not continue. She smiled and deliberately prompted him. “How so?”

      “Who can anticipate it? Who can predict it? One is certain of what one wants until…one is no longer certain of any matter at all.” Arlingview shrugged and took the barest sip of the brandy before setting down the glass. “I should leave.” He reached for his hat, but Esmeralda rose smoothly to her feet, stepping into his path.

      “There is no rush.” She placed a hand upon his chest, and he looked down at it with a frown.

      He should have covered it with his own, then led her to bed.

      Instead, he lifted her hand away with a polite smile. “You may have other guests.”

      “Not on this night.” He could not leave so soon! She had cleared her schedule for him! “Stay and talk a while.” She gestured to the seat opposite the one she had chosen. There were two before the fire, facing each other, both upholstered in ruby velvet.

      He met her gaze, as direct as ever. “I did not think you were interested in conversation.”

      It was Esmeralda’s turn to shrug, then she sank into her chosen seat. “We are old friends, are we not? Who else should converse late at night in privacy?”

      Truth be told, she hoped his confession would lead their interaction in the usual direction. He would soon realize that this other woman, whoever she might be, could not compare to Esmeralda’s skills.

      Arlingview considered the suggestion for a moment—rather too long of a moment for Esmeralda’s satisfaction—then abruptly decisive, he set aside his hat and sat down opposite her. He braced his elbows on his knees, utterly earnest as he locked his gaze with hers. What a glorious man! “I do not want to do it any longer,” he said, his manner blunt.

      Esmeralda shrugged her lack of understanding.

      “That is not true, exactly,” he said, qualifying his claim. “There is much to be enjoyed in gambling, dancing and attending raucous parties. There is yet more satisfaction in seducing beautiful women and even in arriving home in the middle of the morning. But I can no longer summon much interest. The sense of discovery is gone, the thrill of forbidden pleasures is banished. I walk into a gaming hell, it is all the same as ever it was, and I am bored.”

      “You crave novelty.” Esmeralda understood this urge. It often came upon her clients as they grew older. She had wigs. She had costumes. She could provide novelty, to be sure.

      “Perhaps. I have been to Paris three times this year, to Brighton and even to Edinburgh. Nothing stirs my curiosity or captures my attention, and I cannot explain the change.”

      “Your sons?”

      “Both excel in their studies and are fine marksmen.”

      “Your father, the duke?”

      “May never die, God bless him, and I would not have it any other way.”

      “Your properties?”

      “Are competently managed and as profitable as they can be expected to be.”

      Esmeralda took a cherry from a bowl on the table and bit it slowly off the stem. She chewed it elegantly, but her guest was not even interested in her action or any implication. “Your wife?” she asked finally, hearing the slight edge in her voice.

      Arlingview threw up his hands. “Busy, practical and competent. I have never met a woman more driven to improve the world.” He frowned. “Nor a man, come to think of it. She is not the woman I wed, to be sure, and her activity makes me feel my lack of industry.”

      And there it was. Esmeralda heard the marvel in his tone, even a tinge of envy. His wife had a purpose, one that drove her choices throughout every day, and the marquis did not.

      “Perhaps another child?” she suggested.

      He shook his head. “Philomena and I agreed before our marriage that two sons would suffice. We negotiated that detail before our marriage, and I will not press her beyond our agreed terms.”

      Esmeralda was intrigued. “She does not enjoy your moments of intimacy?”

      The marquis laughed, the move making him look young and reckless. “Evidently, she endured them, for the sake of the future.” There was a shadow in his expression, one that made her expect a confession, but he did not offer one. “I thought it uncharacteristic at the time that she was so determined to keep our agreement, but she has changed of late.” He shrugged. “Perhaps we both tire of fleeting amusements.”

      Esmeralda sighed, fearing that she would not experience such intimacy again with the marquis. There was something final in his manner, and she recognized a man who had made a decision. There were only two decisions men made in Esmeralda’s vicinity: to be seduced or to abandon any connection. Given that she had already seduced Arlingview, he could only have chosen the latter.

      Pity.

      That meant, of course, that she had little to lose in this discussion.

      Esmeralda chose another cherry and studied it. She could not imagine any woman simply enduring the attentions of the marquis. He was a playful and considerate lover, irresistibly charming and energetic beyond expectations. Yet she knew he and his wife were estranged.

      She recalled the few times she had seen his wife of late, a pretty woman, but definitely a practical one. It was strange, now that she considered the matter, for she had heard for years that the marchioness was a woman much enamored of parties and dancing. There were rumors of her scandalous affairs, and she was reputed to be the very mirror of her rakehell husband. The woman pointed out to her as the marchioness, at Carruthers & Carruthers’ lending library just a month before, had been sober and serious.

      “Your wife has a fondness for reading, does she not?”

      “She has developed one in recent years. I hear that she usually has a book in hand.”

      “And that is a change in her habits?”

      He nodded. “Indeed.”

      “Have you a notion what might be responsible for the change in her nature?”

      “Her sister died, and she took the loss very hard.” He frowned. “Evidently, she has reconsidered all of her former habits and found them lacking.”

      “It is no small thing to lose a sister.”

      “And worse, the sister had come to tend Philomena in her illness. Philomena recovered, but Penelope took the illness and died.”

      “She must feel some guilt then.”

      He nodded. “She insisted upon summoning her sister, for she wanted no one else in her company.”

      “Not even you?”

      “I was abroad,” he said tightly. “I received word of her illness but did not come.” He flicked a glance at Esmeralda. “She did not send word to me herself and I understood the implication.”

      It seemed to Esmeralda that the marchioness was not the only one experiencing a measure of guilt. There was an undertone to his voice, a hint that his pride was bruised that his wife had not appealed to him in her moment of need.

      That could only be because the lady did not know what she spurned. Once this pair had wed and conceived two sons. Then they had become estranged for some reason she did not know or care to know and both had embarked upon a bout of merrymaking. Now that both tired of such revels, they might find happiness together once again.

      If Esmeralda helped. It had been enormously satisfying to encourage the wife of Baron Trevelaine in igniting the slumbering passions of their match over the previous Christmas, and Esmeralda knew she spied her next candidate for similar assistance. She liked Arlingview and if he was not to return to her, he should have satisfaction in his marriage.

      Fortunately, Esmeralda had kept the costume for the meddling and fictitious Mrs. Oliver.

      Her mood lightened immediately. She would send a message to Ophelia Pearl, the actress who had assisted her with the disguise, this very night.

      “It sounds as if you need a new distraction,” she said to her guest, who nodded.

      “But I do not know what it is, much less where I might find it.” He looked up as if recalling where he was and his manner became polite again. “But I bore you for no purpose. I do apologize that I am such poor company this night.” The marquis reached again for his hat. “I thank you for your indulgence and will trouble you no longer.”

      In a heartbeat, he was gone, striding from her drawing room and the many pleasures she could offer. Esmeralda ate another cherry, planning her course.

      Mrs. Oliver needed to encounter the marchioness and soon.

      A call at the premises of Carruthers & Carruthers was in order.
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      Should he have confided in Esmeralda?

      Garrett’s had not truly been a confidence, because he had kept back the more interesting details. Indeed, it had been more of a performance.

      But a necessary one, to his thinking.

      He reviewed the exchange as he rode home in his carriage through darkness and rain. Even the perceptive courtesan had not known of his role during the war working as a spy for the crown. To be sure, he missed the danger of those days, and its challenges. Was he the only loyal Briton who regretted the victory at Waterloo?

      The end of the war meant he was left with his disguise as a reckless rake, which was highly unsatisfactory. He yearned to shed that whimsy, but a carefully constructed disguise could not be plausibly abandoned in a heartbeat. The supposed change would have to be made slowly, if it were to be credible at all, and even then, he knew many would have their doubts.

      Beyond that, what Garrett needed was another challenge, a new quest, a task to employ all his facilities and give purpose to his days. Sadly, he had no notion where to find such a project and he frowned as the carriage halted before his London home.

      And then there was Philomena. His wife had utterly changed her nature by all reports since the death of her sister. Indeed, the twins might have changed places, given Philomena’s assumption of her sister’s modest and dutiful habits. When first he had heard of the change, he had attributed it to grief, suspecting that Philomena could not endure such sobriety for long.

      But it seems she mourned her sister more deeply than he had anticipated, for more than three years later, she was a different woman than the one he had wed.

      Once before, he had been deceived about her nature and he would not make that error again.

      But then, he was not the same man who had stood before the altar, either.

      In truth, there was little to criticize about her newfound taste for responsibility. She ran his household efficiently, had the respect of his servants and the outright admiration of his father. There were no more parties, no more lavish bills from dressmakers and shoemakers, and perhaps no more lovers. He could not imagine she had the time for such indulgences, given the duties she had assumed after his mother’s death at his father’s charities. It would have been better if one of their many arguments had compelled his wife to change her spendthrift ways, but Garrett was prepared to welcome the result, no matter how it had come about.

      If this change was as enduring as it seemed to be, the courtship of his wife’s affections might offer the challenge he sought. The bitter words and accusations they had flung at each other after the birth of their second son could not be forgotten. They had been estranged when he had taken the role of a spy and had seen little of each other in the intervening years.

      But the woman Philomena had become was infinitely more interesting than the one who had vexed him so mightily.

      Perhaps they had grown into a couple who could live together with affection, as he had once hoped.

      Perhaps it was time to rekindle their relationship.

      Garrett stepped out of his carriage and looked up at the house. There was a light in his wife’s chamber but as soon as he spoke to the driver, it was extinguished.

      Perhaps he could use his experience as a spy to unveil the reason for his wife’s altered manner. His success might also give an outward explanation for the abandonment of his own disguise.

      All the world, after all, admired a man who repented of his wayward habits in pursuit of a lady’s heart.

      The very notion made Garrett smile in anticipation.
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      The situation was intolerable.

      Three years before, Penelope had been skeptical of her sister’s claims about her husband’s character. She knew full well that Philomena had a casual relationship with the truth when it suited her, but it seemed that her twin’s evaluation of the marquis had been overly kind. The man was never at home. He might as well have been the dead partner these past three years.

      To be sure, he sent gifts to the boys on their birthdays, but seldom crossed the threshold himself. He had not even come home for Christmas this past season—though the boys had seen him at Montford when they had visited their grandfather, the duke. Penelope had gone to her own family at Clapham that day, wanting the duke to have some time alone with his grandsons. It turned out that the marquis had been there, as well, a joyous surprise to the boy’s view.

      Penelope might have concluded that he was avoiding her, but she suspected he was avoiding Philomena.

      The question was why.

      And the difficulty was that she had no opportunity to tell him the truth. Even now that he was in residence at Arlingview House, Penelope caught only hints of his presence. His gloves and hat might be in the foyer. Books were moved in the library and brandy glasses left on the dining room table. She caught the scent of his skin at unexpected intervals but never a glimpse of the man himself. He returned home routinely just before the dawn, often singing loudly, prompting Penelope to watch the light beneath the door that connected their rooms. Thus far, he had not come to her, but every night she watched, her heart in her throat. He slept late and evidently went to his club in the afternoon, when she was out herself. She knew he was in the house at intervals, yet she had never yet been in the same room as him.

      It had been almost a week, and a more vexing six days could not be imagined. To put an end to this charade encouraged by her sister, Penelope had to find the man to make her confession.

      The marquis’ activities, though, did give credence to Philomena’s claims and his reputation. His late hours, the rate that brandy now vanished, and his apparent indifference to his wife certainly indicated his renown as a rakehell was deserved. Had Philomena been right about his temper? Truth be told, Penelope’s life suited her quite well, and had it not been for the deception at root, she might have been happy. She certainly had no desire to return to the house in Clapham and be beneath her mother’s thumb again.

      If only the man would allow himself to be found.

      Was it not curious that he had not troubled to speak to his wife, much less to communicate his intentions? Penelope’s parents had talked endlessly, bickering over every detail, to the point that anyone might have wished for a moment of silence. She had no notion what other married couples expected.

      In truth, the marquis’ silence would only have earned her sister’s ire. Philomena had never suffered a situation when she was not the focus of attention. Penelope was content to be ignored, save when a discussion was inevitable—as one was currently.

      Perhaps that was why he did it, to vex Philomena.

      It had to come to an end.

      When Penelope left her room for luncheon, she was so bold as to rap upon the door of her husband’s chamber. Her heart was in her throat, but there was no cause for concern. There was no reply.

      She reasoned that he might yet be in a drunken slumber. She listened but could not hear him snoring or the sound of his voice. The head housemaid appeared in that moment, bustling along the upstairs corridor. She curtsied, then opened the door to the marquis’ chamber.

      It was devoid of one particular gentleman.

      He was awake, then.

      Penelope continued down the stairs briskly and looked in the library. There she found only an empty brandy glass and the fire burned down to embers.

      The man might have been dead.

      Irked, she continued to the breakfast room. She had no confidence that the butler, Wrigley, would reveal his master’s whereabouts, for he had been most annoyingly vague when asked of late. She carried a book from the lending library that she planned to finish at her solitary meal, then would visit Carruthers & Carruthers this very afternoon for the second volume of the novel she was reading. The heroine in question held the attention of her dashing beau with enviable ease and Penelope hoped to learn something from the volume. Sadly, many of the salient details occurred between chapters or were merely implied, causing Penelope some vexation with the author’s creative choices.

      She had already dressed for the afternoon in a dress of yellow and white. It was not a new dress, but the benefit of ordering garments of good quality and conservative style meant they were suitable for years. This one would be suitable for some time yet.

      If only she could locate the marquis.

      Routine would diminish her agitation. She had never liked surprises as much as Philomena. Penelope knew she would be served a soup made from the chicken that had been roasted for dinner the night before and smelled that Mrs. West had added a bit more thyme to the stock, doubtless the result of her gentle comment the night before. Wrigley swept open the door to the breakfast room at her approach with his usual flourish and she thanked the butler as always she did. She glanced down at the tray of newly arrived mail left by her place as her chair was drawn out for her by a footman.

      Then she blinked, astonished to see that several of the letters had been opened. Worse, no attempt had been made to disguise that fact.

      Who had dared to read her mail?

      The footman who held her chair cleared his throat in a most impertinent manner. She bit back a comment and sat down, sparing the silver salver one last glare. She was about to summon Wrigley, but the audacious footman didn’t move away. Indeed, a quick glance revealed that his hand was not gloved.

      She glanced up, prepared to deliver a lecture upon proper deportment.

      But her words died on her lips when her gaze collided with that of the marquis.

      Her husband.

      In name, at least.

      She had found him in the most unlikely of places.

      Why was he here? Penelope’s mouth went dry. She stared but the man in question did not vanish. He was clearly no illusion.

      Nor was he as cavalier as his reputation. His gaze was so steady and so piercing that she was certain he could read all of her secrets. She strove to recover from the surprise and seize the moment to begin her confession, but he smiled, and she could only blink in awe.

      Goodness, he was a handsome man.

      And as she stared into the marquis’ impossibly blue eyes, Penelope could not recall the words to make the confession she knew was overdue.

      The man’s affect upon her had not diminished a whit in thirteen years.
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      “Good day, my lady,” the marquis said, four words making her tremble deep inside. Penelope swallowed and found herself unable to avert her gaze. His eyes were so vehemently blue that a woman could drown in them.

      And that smile was dangerously confident. Knowing. Penelope’s heart skipped a beat, stopped cold, then galloped like a colt that had broken its tether.

      His was the expression of a man who knew a secret and meant to act upon it. No, it was the look of a cat that had cornered a mouse and meant to play with it before the kill.

      Had he guessed?

      Philomena’s warnings of his fearsome temper filled Penelope with dread.

      “What a welcome surprise, sir,” she managed to say as her thoughts spun.

      “Is it?” His voice was deliciously low, the words a bare murmur. She might have considered that a voice for the bedchamber, for wicked propositions and enticing whispers. She knew it was a good one for confidences exchanged in the shadows, which was a most untimely recollection.

      It was warm in the breakfast room.

      “It appears I have quite confounded you, my lady,” the marquis said smoothly. “I do apologize. It was not my intention to do as much.” He looked, in decided contrast to his claim, as if he had surprised her on purpose.

      That could be no good portent.

      Penelope’s thoughts spun. She frowned again at the mail as her heart skipped. Had the marquis been the one to open the letters?

      Why was he awake at this hour?

      Why was he even here? The man never took luncheon at home.

      “I did not expect you, sir,” she said, which was true, even if her stiff words might make the man feel unwelcome.

      “Clearly.” He sauntered toward the other end of the table. He was dressed in dark breeches and boots, his white cravat tied with impeccable flair. She took the opportunity to study him, for it was a rare one. His hair was still as dark as ebony, though there was a touch of silver at his temples. He was as taut and trim as ever had been, though she thought his chest might be a bit broader than in his youth. Indeed, she found him more handsome than when he had first invited her sister to dance.

      She had always been convinced that the dissolute lost their looks, but that was not true of the marquis.

      Once she had watched him swim in the lake at his father’s country house. It had been the summer before Matthew’s birth, just before he had absented himself with such frequency. She had been there to comfort Philomena during a difficult pregnancy. Something quivered deep inside her at the recollection of his sleek power as he moved through the water with ease. He had been beautiful, like a Greek god come to life.

      There was a memory unexpected and one that shook her composure a little more. Penelope took a breath and strove to control her errant thoughts.

      Surveying the man in question might not have been the best means of doing as much, but she dared another glimpse all the same. He wore a brocade vest, one wrought of silk in a hundred hues of gold and blue, and she thought the color a fine choice for him. He was freshly shaved, and so completely at ease that they might have met daily under similar circumstance.

      Even if he had not guessed the truth, there were other possible explanations for this change in his behavior. He might admit to having a paramour, for example. Such a confession could imperil her own situation, for it hinted at love that would not be constrained.

      He might put her aside even without realizing she was not Philomena.

      The rain increased its cold onslaught against the windows and Penelope wished she could think of a clever way to reveal the truth and be done with it.

      I have deceived you these past three years seemed unlikely to be welcomed.

      Perhaps after luncheon would be better.

      She certainly could use those few moments to think.

      The marquis’ place at the opposite end of the table was always set even though he was seldom home. He shook out his napkin, eying her as if she was the unpredictable one.

      He was waiting, though she could not imagine what he expected her to say.

      “You are not customarily at luncheon, even when you are in
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