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Chapter 1




Me? Marry again? Lady Glendowne tilted her head as she stroked the petals of a perfect yellow rose. It was as bright as a canary and peeked with precocious optimism out from amidst dark, scalloped leaves and thorny companions.

The fragrances of Jardin de Jacques were heady and ripe, teasing the nostrils, awakening slumbering senses. The sun felt warm and sensual against Fleurettes neck and bosom, for her frock, the exact shade of the impetuous rose, was cut fashionably low beneath her small, peaked chin.

She was on holiday, it was early summer in Paris, and she was accompanied by four of her closest friends, but she hardly needed those heady excuses to show such daring cleavage. Fashion and her own advancing years were reason enough. After all, she was nearly four-and-twenty.

No. I do not think I shall choose to marry again, she said.

You jest. Frederick Deacons tone was stunned as he curtailed his admiration of a cluster of blushing columbine. He was short and narrow and known to flirt with anything that donned skirts. Indeed, it was sometimes whispered that he flirted with some who wore breeches.

No, Fleurette countered. I do not. My husband meant the moon and the stars to me, as you well know, but I have little reason to marry again.

Quirking a brow and reaching for her hand, Deacon gave her an elegant bow. My dearest lady, if you do not yet comprehend the advantages of wedded bliss, I feel it is my responsibility, however tedious tohelp you understand nuptial pleasures.

Fleurette laughed, allowed one dawdling kiss, and drew her hand carefully away. She was no prude, but she was hardly a demirep either, parading about in dampened gowns that showed every peak and dimple. You are too kind, good sir, but that would hardly be proper.

Propriety, said Lady Anglehill, distractedly eyeing a nearby statue, is highly overrated. Jardin de Jacques was valued for its magnificent blossoms, its ancient statuary, and its lack of prejudice against artistic nudity. Not necessarily in that order.

Be that as it may, said Fleurette, skimming her fingers along the undulating wall of stones beside which Lucy led them, Thomas has been gone such a short while and

Seven years, interjected Lord Lessenton.

I beg your pardon?

Seven years. Stanford Henry, the third baron of Lessenton, was fair-haired, handsome, perfectly groomed, and impeccably dressed. This coming August.

Fleurettes steps faltered, and her eyes became misty. Has it been so very long?

Yes, Stanford said, catching her gaze. It has.

She turned toward him, taking his hand between her gloved fingers. But of course it has. My apologies. At times I forget he was as dear to you as he was to me.

Such a senseless loss, Stanford said. First my Clarice, then her beloved brother.

She squeezed his hand. Indeed, I shall never

Here now, Deacon cut in, with smooth aplomb. He scooped his arm through hers, but allowed her time to do the same to Stanford, so that they stood three in a line, linked side by side. Let us speak of happier things.

She gave him a half smile and forced her mind from sadness. After all, they were on holiday. And what would you suggest? she asked.

Well Deacon paused as if thinking, then, oh yes, your lucky bridegroom to be. Whomever shall you choose?

My dearest Frederick, youre dreadfully obvious, she said.

I beg your pardon. He drew back as if aghast, splaying elegant fingers across the crisp white of his freshly laundered cravat.

She gave him a look, then skimmed her gaze back to the meandering path. I fear your need for funds is well-known.

Deacon pulled his companions to an abrupt halt. Might you be suggesting that I love you for your bank account alone?


Yes, she said, and tugged them gently along in her wake. That is exactly what I am suggesting.

Well, he puffed and stared into the unseen horizon as if highly insulted. Tis entirely untrue. I also happen to very much admire your tilbury phaeton.

You mustnt forget her horses, Amelia added from behind. The fifth daughter of a struggling baronet, she had been hastily engaged to a promising young banker from Hendershire before, as her father put it, she went entirely to buttermilk. Her mother, it was said, had gained a good five stone since her marriage, but Amelia Engleton was hardly concerned. For she had eyes like an angel and hair like a goddess, or so vowed her besotted betrothed.

The horses, Deacon repeated dreamily. Sighing, he stared foggily into the distance again, as if imagining them even now. I admit that seeing you seated behind the grays makes me want to strangle you in your sleep, my dear. He shook his head and caught her gaze. No offense meant, of course.

None taken, Fleurette said, and smiled as she thought of her horses. She had purchased the team as matched weanlings and seen to their training herself. They are a lovely pair. You know their strides are matched to within a quarter of an inch.

Deacons mouth pulled down sharply at the corners. Now youre simply being cruel.

True, she admitted, but you did threaten my life.

Threaten yourI would do no such thing, he vowed, then leaned conspiratorially close, Not until after we have become lovers at the least.

Frederick, she scolded. I must implore you to keep a civil tongue.

I have always believed it quite civil to speak of love, quipped Deacon. What I find completely unacceptable is for a handsome woman such as yourself to be alone in the world.

I am hardly alone, she argued. I have Lucy and Amelia, you, and Stanford. She gave her brother-in-laws arm a gentle squeeze. Who is my rock.

I am speaking of an entirely different kind of loneliness, said Deacon.

Truly? She glanced at a bower of honeysuckle that graced a stone archway. The blossoms sprouted in spikes of white and pink, heavenly scented and as numerous as the stars. And all these years I was under the impression there is only one kind.


I am speaking about being alone in ones bedchamber as you very well know. Which you are, unless you and Stanford have an arrangement I know nothing about.

Stanford gazed past Fleur to give Deacon a scathing glance.

Just as I thought, Deacon deduced. Poor Stan is as alone as you.

Perhaps some of us still maintain a modicum of moral fiber, Stanford said. The two men were generally congenial enough, but tempers flared now and again.

Moral fiber, Deacon repeated, as if hed not heard of such a preposterous thing. Amongst the peerage? I very much doubt it.

Nevertheless, I must insist that you cease insulting Lady Glendownes reputation.

I am hardly insulting it. I am merely inquiring when she plans to take a lover. Indeed, if the truth be known, I am complimenting it by offering my services, he said, leaning close and speaking to her again, should you lack suitable options.

And Im certain if she desires the companionship of a boring wastrel with not a penny to his name, she will be quick to call upon you, Stanford suggested.

I may be penniless, and I am most certainly a wastrel, but I take exception to being called boring. I am never boring.

I am bored as we speak, Stanford said.

Perhaps it is your own disposition and not my presence at all that predisposes you

Gentlemen, Fleurette interrupted. I must insist she began, but her sentence was interrupted by a gasp from the far side of a carefully pruned hedgerow.

Dropping their arms, the threesome rushed around the bend to find Lady Anglehill staring upward in silent awe. Fleurette took one moment to ascertain that all was well, then flitted her gaze toward the towering statue that had speared her friends attention with such resounding finality.

Her breath caught immediately in her throat, for the statuary was all-consuming.

Chiseled from solid granite, the sculpture looked as old as life itself. Moss grew upon the rearing steeds shod hooves, and weathered stains marred its riders boots, but the warriors legs were perfect. As large and unyielding as oaken tree trunks, they hugged the stallions barrel with ferocious strength. Muscles hewn of ancient granite bulged beneath the horsemans kilt. In his fist he held a battle-notched sword and his gigantic arm, straining beneath the timeless weight of his weapon, was knotted with venerable strength.

A helmet shadowed his eyes and hid his cheeks. His teeth were gritted in a struggle as old as sin. But it was neither the statues towering size, nor its makers obvious talent that took ones breath. It was the sheer force of its presence, for it seemed almost as if the thing was the barest breath away from life.

My Lord! Amelia gasped, stepping up like one in a trance.

Or a demigod at least, Lucille corrected, rounding the statuary with revered awe.

Surely, you must have heard of the Black Celt, Deacon said.

The what? Amelia breathed.

The Black Celt. History claims him to be the fiercest of all ancient warriors.

Since when have you ever shown an interest in history? Stanford asked.

Since it was filled with murder and betrayal and lust, of course.

From the beginning of time then, Lucy murmured, still circling the statue.

Or very nearly so, Deacon agreed, watching Fleurette join Lucille. And that is just about the time when the Black Celt lived, according to the tales. Amelias eyes were wide and chocolate dark against her milky complexion. Tis said he was the deadliest of all mercenaries, hiring out his sword to the highest bidderuntil he met the fair mademoiselle who stole his heart.

The tale does sound familiar, Stanford admitted.

But of course. It is as old as black pepper. He met the lovely lady and became infatuated with her beauty even before he knew she was his lieges adversary.

Ahh, and thus trouble brewed, Lucy said.

Indeed yes, when your liege happens to be dabbling in the black arts.

Amelia hissed. Deacon smiled, glad for the appreciative audience. Thus, our stony fellow here vowed to protect the lady from all comers and broke his alliance with his dark overlord.

I have the feeling this tale may not end happily ever after, Amelia lamented.

Happily ever after. What boring tripe. Of course there are ferocious battles and constant tribulation. The Celts master was enraged by his bold knights duplicity and spat forth a dreadful curse. The warrior would be turned to stone, never to breathe again until he could right the wrong he had perpetrated against his lord.


A difficult task for a boulder, Stanford mused.

So this statue was once the Black Celt himself? Amelia asked.

Certainly, Deacon said, lowering his voice dramatically. And he may, at any moment, spring forth into full raging life once again.

Amelia rolled her lamb-soft eyes toward Deacon, who smiled and took her hand.

But you need not fear, my dear, for I am here to protect you from one and all.

Or at least from rocks and the like, Stanford quipped.

Amelia grinned at the baron, then turned narrowed eyes toward Deacon. Might you be forgetting that I am betrothed to be married in a matter of weeks?

He smiled. Then there is no time like the present.

But werent you just now flirting with Fleurette? Amelia asked.

Dont be ridiculous. You know youre all that I see.

So long as Lady Glendowne turns aside your advances, Stanford said.

Or at least until she gives me some kind of encouragement, Deacon admitted, and leaned close to Amelia as if he shared a great secret. You know shes amassed a fortune since her husbands death.

Youre shameless, Amelia tsked, but laughed just the same.

I do hope so, he admitted, then raised his voice. Lady Glendowne, might you at least give me a small hint who intrigues you? When she failed to answer, he turned and found that she stood perfectly still, one palm laid flat upon the warriors bulging thigh. Her gaze was lifted to his granite features, and her lips were slightly parted, as though she had been just about to take a breath before forgetting her intentions.

Well, it looks as if you have your answer, quipped Lucille.

Ahh, of course, Deacon agreed, scowling in puzzlement. But what might the question be.

Who intrigues la petite fleur.

No! Deacon placed his hand over his heart as if mortally wounded. Tell me tis not so. Our little flower could not be interested in such a hulking barbarian.

Whyever not? He is most Lucille skimmed her gaze down the Celts gargantuan chest, bare but for the bunched strip of cloth that crossed his bulging shoulder and disappeared beneath his belted plaid. Her nostrils flared. intriguing. Dont you agree, Fleurette? she asked.

Lady Glendowne did not answer.

Fleurette? Lucy repeated, louder this time.

Fleur snapped to attention as if struck.

Im sorry. What?

Lucy laughed. I said, the Black Celt is quite intriguing, is he not?

Oh, yes, beautiful She skimmed the statue again as if not quite able to resist. Artistry.

Lucilles eyes danced with mischief. And hes so large.

Yes, Fleur breathed.

It makes one wonder if he is just as impressive in other areas. Does it not?

Yes, she said again, then jerked her gaze from the Celt and felt herself blush despite her advancing years and widowed state. Surely she was well past the age of such foolishness.

No! Deacon said, sounding aghast. Ladies of quality could not possibly be interested in an overgrown barbarian with a fractious horse and a He glanced toward the hocks of the rearing steed and winced. Is that a hound?

It almost appears to be a wolf, Lucille said. And a good-sized wolf indeed.

But of course. Deacon spread his hands wide as if surrendering to the inevitable. He would be accompanied by a wolf, would he not? he asked, then reached out and grasped Fleurettes hand. But surely youre more interested in an elegant bloke with a slim figure and ready wit.

Certainly, said Fleur, and smiled at Deacon. He had a pretty face, but it was generally accepted that he was built rather like a cricket mallet. Might you know of any such fellow?

How amusing. And what of you, Miss Engleton? he asked, but she, too, was staring wordlessly at the statue.

I am struck to the very quick, Deacon said, and placed his hand over his broken heart once again.

Dont be idiotic, Lucille said. Elegance is all well and good for a ball at Almacks or a nice turtle dinner. But for one mind-shattering night alone in the dark She paused and sighed heavily as she tilted her head toward the Celt. Theres not a woman on earth mad enough to refuse that.

Fleurette felt her attention tugged inexorably toward the Celt again. It seemed almost, that he watched her, that he could see her no matter where she stood. His eyes were hidden in shadow beneath his stony helmet, and his lean cheeks were mostly concealed under the tight rows of metal rings that served to protect his face. But it mattered little, for his demeanor was everythingboldness and bravery, chivalry and honor. A life that would be given without question or regret.

Thats it then, Deacon said. I shall return to my room straightaway and slice my wrists. Messy, yet effective, Im told. But wait, perhaps I should drown myself in the Seine. Ghastly inelegant, but oh the drama. Then again

Oh, Deacon, do shut up, Fleur insisted, drawing herself from her reverie.

He grinned at her. So you do care for me?

Of course I care, she said, her tone offhand.

And you wouldnt want some barbaric Celt in your bed?

Her scowl was thoughtful. I really dont think hed fit. His charger alone would take up the entire mattress, and the wolf

Very amusing, he countered, his tone dry and his expression nonplussed. I meant if he were aliveand conveniently detachable from his steed.

Oh, well She glanced at the Celt again and found that he still drew her. But she pulled her gaze resolutely away. That would make all the difference, wouldnt it?


He gave her a look that reminded her a bit of Henri, her overly sensitive spaniel, who was most probably still moping about being left behind in England.

I jest of course, she said. Its the nineteenth century, Deacon, and Ive no wish to abandon my freedom. Not that I wouldnt do anything to have Thomas back, of course. She paused as a pang of memory smote her. But I could hardly give up holidays such as this for a man with bulging biceps and a snarl.

Even if he has a wolf?

She laughed. Even if, she said, but as they traversed the mossy trails toward the gardens trellised entrance, she could not help but turn to take one last look. The Black Celt stood alone, rearing above the heads of mortal man, alone, dark, and shrouded in purpose.







    

Chapter 2




But you must come see the Pantheon with us, Amelia argued. Tell her, Antoinette.

Antoinette Desbonnet was a countess, a widow, and the woman with whom they were staying while in Paris. Her rambling estate offered a distant view of the Jardin Des Tuileries and the ancient palace that accompanied it. She was also, very possibly, the most beautiful woman Fleurette had ever seen.

Oui, certainement, she said. How could one live without seeing a cluster of moldering graves? She said the words with absolute sincerity, yet managed, somehow, to convey the exact opposite attitude. The Comtesse de Colline was the epitome of pedigreed class. Always dressed in immaculate white, her wardrobe was flawless, if monochromatic. Her coiffure was au couture, and her complexion glowing. She should be an easy woman to hate, and yet Fleur had not been able to manage it.

Yes, Lucille agreed. You should definitely come. Well not see a single thing without you there to distract Deacon. He may even become so desperate as to believe I might wish to marry, if he doesnt have you on whom to concentrate his attentions.

Fleurette forced a smile. I am so very sorry. But I fear my headache is worsening.

Mon dieu, said Antoinette, lifting a slim hand. Her gloves were made of white kid. Not a single speck of dirt dared show against the pristine leather. I shall order up a tonic straight away.

Yes, Amelia agreed. In a matter of minutes youll be right as rain.

Thank you, Fleur said, fighting her conscience. Had she not known better, she would have thought she had pummeled the damn thing into submission many long years ago. But I fear I didnt sleep well, and I am mad to spend the day abed.

Oh dear. Amelias expression turned from enthusiast to worried in a matter of seconds. Was it talk of Thomas that disturbed you?

Perhaps, Fleurette admitted, then touched her young friends arm and gave her a brief smile. But you neednt worry. I shall be fine if left to my own devices.

I am so very sorry, Amelia said, covering Fleurs hand with her own and gazing into the others eyes. Lord Lessenton means well, you know.

I do know, Fleurette agreed, doing her best to lighten the mood. It seemed to work, for Amelia sighed and gave her an optimistic smile.

Since her engagement some weeks before, Amelia tended to see the world from the rosy precipice of impending matrimony. You must miss Lord Glendowne so. I know if anything happened to my Edward She paused, unable to go on.

There now, said Lucille, coming up from behind and patting the girls arm. Edward is as healthy as a hound. And looked similar by all accounts, despite his impressive bank account. You neednt worry. But we must rush on now. I promised your mre that you would return to London as cultured as a marchioness.

Amelia shifted her wide-eyed gaze from one to the other. In reality, she was no more than a few years younger than Fleurette, and yet, at times, the difference seemed vast indeed. But surely we cannot leave Lady Glendowne unattended.

I think she can brave a headache, Lucille said, and, fetching their shawls, draped an Indian silk across the girls shoulders. Come now.

Amelia scowled but allowed herself to be herded relentlessly toward the door. Are you certain there is nothing I can fetch you? A cup of tea? A cool cloth for your brow?

You are kind, Fleur said. But truly I am quite well. Just fatigued. I am sorry, she said again, and after shed repeated that sentiment several times, Amelia relented and stepped outside, followed by the comtesse, holding her immaculate skirt just so.

But Lucille stopped in the doorway, her shrewd eyes somber as she rested her hand on the latch. Their gazes met. I am told repeatedly and emphatically that they are not all alike.

Who? Fleur asked.

Men, Lucille said. Her husband, the aging earl of Anglehill, had been bent, bald, and as cantankerous as a toothache. But despite it all, Fleurette suspected at times that Lucy still missed him, regardless of the cavalier front she so carefully maintained.

Go now, Lucy, Fleur scolded. The others are waiting. Hurry along, or youll be late.

Lucille shook her head, sighed, and drew herself to her full height. She stood five-eleven in her silk stockings, a daunting height for any man. The earl, riddled by rickets and a number of other ailments, had never reached the five-six mark. Hed resented it deeply. There is no such thing as being late when one is on holiday. One is either spot on time or early for the next engagement.

I shall keep that in mind, Fleur said, and smiled at her departing companions. But as they traipsed down the steps to the cobbled street, she realized her hands were shaking. Pressing the door shut, she retreated to the parlor and assured herself that all was well. The nightmares were nothing new. They were only dreams conjured up by a foolishly overactive imagination. All was as it should be. She neednt worry.

But she dare not return to bed. Neither could she eat, though the breakfast she had ordered waited on the sideboard.

She tried to read, but the words swam before her eyes, and dark images crowded in. Finally, vexed and restless, she donned her favorite riding habit and wandered alone to the comtesses stable. The buildings were immaculate, as were the steeds. Although Antoinette had never been known to ride, she kept several fine hacks. Requesting a leggy bay be saddled, Fleurette finally rode the wending streets of Paris alone.

It was nearly dusk when, to some surprise, she found herself at Jardin de Jacques. Fond memories of the day before drew at her until she left her mount with a squire and wandered the mossy paths. It was not long before she came once again upon the statue of the towering Black Celt.

The sun was low in the sky and cast a gentle glow on the upturned blossoms of the nearby roses, but it did little to lighten the Celts granite face. Instead, he stood imposing and dark, as if the light never quite reached him. As if he stood perpetually alone despite the many visitors who stopped for a moment, then bustled past.

He was not entirely unlike herself, Fleurette thought, then laughed at her melancholy mood. In that instant a shadow loomed over her. A scythe swooped down. She gasped and jerked about, but the shadow materialized into nothing more deadly than a wizened old man bearing a gnarled staff.


Fleur pressed a hand to her pounding heart and sought to calm her breathing.

Me apologies, lass. The old gaffer was dressed in rough garb, his knobby hands bent with age and placed one atop the other on the curve of his cane. I did na mean to frighten ye.

Fleurette pinched back harsh words. Fear tended to make her sharp-tongued. No. No. She forced a weak smile. The fault is entirely mine. I must have been daydreaming.

Aye. Twill happen. He returned her smile, showing stained teeth and a kindly temperament. Tis easy to do in the shadow of the braw Celt. He nodded toward the statue. One tends to remember things long past and sometimes things best left forgot.

She watched him, wondering what he meant, wondering if he could read her thoughts, could guess the images that haunted her nights. Or did he have dark memories of his own that came tumbling back in the Celts stony presence?

Are you the keeper of these gardens? she asked.

Me? Nay, he said, and gave a gravelly chuckle. I am na but an old man what comes to visit the Celt now and again.

An admirer of ancient art? she guessed.


I would na say so, he said, eyeing the statue. But more an admirer of ancient times.

She turned her gaze toward the venerable sculpture. It seemed to watch her even now, its thoughts unspoken, its purpose suspended, but only for an abbreviated moment. When was he sculpted? Do you know?

Sculpted? said the old man and gave her a glance from the corner of his rheumy eye. Have you na heard the tale, lass?

She smiled. Surely you dont believe that foolishness about his being cursed, she said, though she admitted to herself that in the lengthening shadows of the Celt all things seemed possible.

A sensible young maid are ye then? he asked, and canted his head at her.

She laughed. Sensible yes. Young She shrugged, and he chuckled.

The Celt lived back when the world was new. When druids roamed the Highlands and chanted beneath an ancient moon. Even ye are probably young compared to him, aye?

Fourteenth century? she guessed, studying the chiseled links of the warriors lower helmet.

The old man cocked his head as if impressed by her knowledge. Ye ken yer history.


I am fond of ancient artifacts. Indeed, I collect some pieces from that era and before.

Do ye now? And what of the dark Celt here? Does he strike yer fancy?

She tried to pull her gaze from the statue but found she could not quite manage it. There was something about it, something that spoke of honor and duty and virtues lost long before her time. Yes, she said, I suppose you could say that he does.

Then ye should take him home with ye.

What? She jerked her gaze toward the old man. She was certain he was joking, but his expression suggested otherwise. It was as somber as a stone.

I have been visiting the Celt for nigh on sixty years now. And afore that me da did the same. He nodded ruminatively, then sighed. Me own time grows short. But ye He eyed her askance, then nodded as if deep in thought. Aye, he would do well in yer care.

She laughed, startled and breathless. I am certain his curator has no wish to see him gone from this place.

The old man squinted as he gazed up at her from his wizened height. The light from the sinking sun gleamed in his marble-bright eyes. Certain of that are ye, lass?


Ancient art as fine as this is not easily parted with, she said, and motioned toward the statue. It called to her, and she stepped nearer. The hound seemed to be laughing, its pitted eyes rolled up to watch her approach. The stallion all but quivered on the brink of release. And the warriorDear Lord, the warriorReaching up, she touched his solid arm. It still held the heat of the sinking sun. She smoothed her fingertips along the corded muscle. I doubt any would part with such a piece, she breathed, but even as she said the words, she imaged him in her own gardens, imagined him watching over her at night, shielding her from the world beyond her windows. He would not be easily replaced. Indeed, she added, skimming along his massive forearm to his hand, fisted tight about his etched sword, I doubt if there is another like him in all the world.

A dove crooned at the oncoming night, but the old man remained silent. She pried her gaze from the Celt. Dont you agree? she asked, but when she turned, the old man was nowhere to be seen. Sir. Sir? she said. Nothing answered but the sound of the wind in the nearby willow. Its trailing branches waved gently as if moved by unseen hands.

She tightened her grip on the Celts fingers. They were as solid as forever, as unyielding as the earth beneath her feet, and for a moment, for one brief lapse of time, she felt truly safe.

But someone giggled from a path nearby, snapping her from her reverie. Feeling girlishly foolish, she pulled her hand from the Celts hewn grip and slipped unnoticed from the garden.







    

Chapter 3




Lady Glendowne. Mr. Finnegan bowed over her hand, squeezing her fingers and placing a sloppy kiss somewhere in the vicinity of her knuckles. You look absolutely bedazzled this evening.

She could only assume he meant dazzling, for despite the mind-boggling amount of work and the nightmares that had plagued her since her return from Paris, she herself had thought shed looked quite fetching when first shed seen her reflection in her bedchamber mirror. Her gown was made of salmon brocade, beribboned at the hem and laced tight below her bosom. Tessa had used her magical skills to sweep her hair into an intricate coiffure embedded with faux pearls. Small ringlets cascaded to her breasts, which, though humble in stature, had been persuaded by somewhat deceitful means to reside just below her chin.

She looked quite charming, Fleurette admitted silently. And she wanted nothing more than to return home and toss the entire ensemble into the cook fire.

Thank you, she said instead, and, smiling prettily, pulled her fingers firmly from his grip. Mr. Finnegan was short, as round as a turnip, and married to a woman who could wither an adversary with one glance. He was also sloppy drunk. You look enchantingly besotted yourself.

He beamed at her. Youve noticed.

Twould be impossible not to.

Youre too kind, he said, and staggered a little. He was sweating like a draught horse, but he owned a small fleet of ships that regularly carried Fleurs coveted carriages across the Channel and beyond.

Shortly after Thomass death, Fleurette had sold off everything but Briarburns floor tiles and bought a floundering company. Eddings Carriages, as it was now called, was, to date, her greatest success. Have you lost weight as well? she asked.

A bit perhaps. Finnegan patted his expansive belly. One has got to watch his figure, or the maids will surely not, aye? Why just last week I

His voice droned on like a pesky insect. Fleurette smiled, glanced up, and caught Stanfords attention from across the room. The slightest widening of her eyes had him easing away from Deacon to come to her aid.

Lady Glendowne, he said, and bowed elegantly at the waist. His hair glowed like autumn wheat in the bevy of candles that graced the width of the ballroom. I have been searching for you all this long evening.

Truly? She feigned surprise, My apologies. Had I known, I would have sought you out straightaway. Please excuse me, Mr. Finnegan.

Oh. The Irish merchant scowled at the intrusion, his mouth still open from his ongoing soliloquy. Very well. But you must promise me a dance before you leave.

Most certainly, she said, and, taking Stanfords arm, eased into the milling crowd of revelers. Well out of earshot, she clasped her companions hand as he led her into a waltz. Stanford settled his fingers comfortably against her waist and held her gaze with his own. He was a fine dancer, well tutored, considerate, and graceful. I am, once again, entirely in your debt. Whatever would I do without you?

I am certain you would do very well on your own, he said, and swept her about an elderly couple near the towering double doors that led to the formal gardens beyond. In fact, that is something I had hoped to speak to you about.

Oh? She tried not to stiffen with apprehension and prayed quite fervently that he had no hopes of furthering their relationship. She adored Stanford like a brother, and he had been a tremendous support to her in the months following Thomass death, but she had no desire to marry again. As it turned out, independence suited her far better than she had dared hope.

He studied her face for a moment, and she felt her breath hitch.

I wish you would not drive so much alone, Fleurette, he said. Especially to Hampstead.

She laughed with relief and he scowled.

Tis no laughing matter, he assured her. It can be quite dangerous, even during the day. I know your business endeavors are important to you, and I applaud your success. Truly I do, but you must implement caution.


She gave his hand a grateful squeeze. Tis sweet of you to be concerned for my welfare, she said, and leaned back slightly so as to study his face more closely. But you neednt be. Truly. If I feel there is the slightest risk, I make certain to have Mr. Benson accompany me.

Mr. Benson, he said, spinning them around a drunken gentleman who seemed to be dancing alone, while a formidable overseer, is the approximate age of the equinox.

She laughed despite the fact that her slippers were pinching and her head was beginning to pound. I would disagree, but Ive no idea what the equinox is.

He gave her a charming smile. Neither do I, but Im quite certain Mr. Benson was present at its birth.

The music led them easily across the marble floor. She sobered somewhat. You always make me feel better, Stanford. I want to thank you for that.

You should not spend so much time alone, Fleurette. Indeed, despite Deacons deplorable He paused as if searching for a kindly euphemism, then said, self. I must agree with his sentiment. You should consider marriage again.


She stared at him. Thomas and Stanford had been as close as brothers. So close, in fact, that it was difficult for her to believe he was prepared to see her put his death behind her. Im not yet ready, she said. Surely you can understand that.

Fleurette

She interrupted him quickly. Thomas was She paused, fighting to give him a misty smile. It would be impossible to replace him. The young baron of Glendowne was well-bred, elegant, and intelligent. He had been a fine catch for a young lady with no one to see to her future. Shed been no more than fifteen when her parents had died in a carriage accident. Alone and utterly lonely, she had been thrilled when Thomas began his courtship. The days had been filled with picnics and laughter. The evenings had been afloat with dancing and earnest conversation.

He was charming and witty and irresistible.

Unfortunately, he had also been a devout gambler. But his hobbies were no hardship, for shed inherited a modest fortune, one she was more than happy to turn over to the charming baron who asked her to be his bride. Theyd had money and to spare. Or so she had thought.


The devastating truth had come quickly upon the startling news of his untimely death.

But she had been unable to bear making the news of their financial failure public. Thus she had emptied every room in Briarburn, the only property shed been able to retain, and quietly sold the goods overseas. Except for the parlor. Into that one chamber, she had poured every bit of remaining treasure. It was, after all, the place where she most often entertained guestsfriends and business acquaintances alike. And she was not foolish enough to allow others to glimpse too much truth. No matter how much she trusted them.

Stanford was watching her with the slightest scowl marring his elegant brow. She caught his gaze, and he sighed. You know I loved him as a brother, he said But he was not perfect.

Memories knocked at her consciousness, but she honed them carefully. Thomas had been exceedingly handsome, she remembered. Everyone had said so. But I fear he was as close as I am likely to get, she said.

Stanfords scowl deepened.

She squeezed his hand and gave him a tremulous smile. Seven years is not so long a time. Is it? Say, shorter than theequinox.


He stared at her for a moment, then shook his head and gazed past her shoulder with disapproving solemnity. Im quite certain youre using the term entirely incorrectly.

She laughed, and he returned her smile.

I simply want you to be happy, Fleurette. Nothing more.

I know you do, Stanford. And I am. Truly.

But for a woman such as yourself to live aloneIt seems He shook his head, at a loss for words.

I enjoy being alone. And when I do not, I seek the company of friends.

Your business endeavorsthey are a strain on you. Why must you

If not for Eddings Carriages, whatever would I do with my time? she asked, interrupting smoothly. There are only so many items one can embroider. Without my business holdings, I would have embellished everything I own by this time.

Honestly, he said, watching her with wry interest, have you ever embroidered a single article in the entirety of your life?

She blinked, all innocence. Of course I have.

When?


Back when I was seven I

Oh for heavens sake!

Back when I was seven, she began again, patiently stifling a laugh. I embroidered a shawl for my mother. Gave it to her for her thirty-second birthday. She made an expression as if she were
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