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Prologue




If any man knew how to hold his liquor, it was Jake Linley. God knew hed had a lot of practice at itand it was a good thing, too, otherwise hed be staggering drunk at the moment. Unfortunately, no matter how much he drank this evening, it was not going to numb the bitter awareness of what he could never have.

Jake was tired, and hot, his caustic resentment seeming to rise with each moment he spent in the luxurious, crowded cavern of a ballroom. Separating himself from a group of friends, he wandered to a gallery that bordered the room, glancing at the sky that loomed dark and cool beyond a row of glittering windows. At the end of the gallery, Robert, Lord Wray, was surrounded by a smiling throng of friends and well-wishers, all of them congratulating him on the betrothal that had been announced an hour ago.

Jake had always liked Wray, a pleasant enough fellow whose combination of intelligence and unoffensive wit made him welcome in any company. However, at this particular moment, a feeling of contempt coiled inside Jakes stomach as he glanced at the man. He envied Wray, who didnt begin to realize the extent of his good fortune in having won the hand of Miss Lydia Craven. It was already being said that the match was more to Miss Cravens advantage than to Wrays, that her social position would be greatly advanced when her fortune was joined to a well-respected title. Jake knew better. Lydia was the true prize, regardless of her familys common origins.

She wasnt a conventional beautyshe had her fathers black hair and his wide mouth, and a chin that was a bit too decisive for a woman. Her figure was slim and small-breasted, falling short of the voluptuous standards that were considered so desirable. But there was something irresistible about herperhaps it was the charming absentmindedness that made a man want to take care of her, or the intriguing touch of playfulness that lurked beneath her pensive facade. And of course there were her eyes exotic green eyes that seemed out of place in such a sweet, scholarly face.

Sighing grimly, Jake left the overheated gallery, stepping out into the cool spring night. The air was humid and fecund, weighted with the fragrance of damask roses that burgeoned from the terraced gardens below. The wide, stone-flagged path stretched along a series of narrow box-edged beds filled with geraniums and a heavy misting of white feverfew. Jake wandered aimlessly along the path, almost to the end, where it curled gently into a set of stone steps descending to the lower gardens.

He stopped suddenly as he saw a woman seated on a bench. Her profile was averted as she hunched over something she held in her lap. Being a veteran of London soirees and balls, Jakes first assumption was that the woman was probably waiting to meet a lover for a few stolen moments. However, he experienced an instant shock of recognition as he saw the dark silk of her hair and the decisive lines of her profile.

Lydia, he thought, staring at her hungrily. What in Gods name was she doing out here alone, so soon after her betrothal had been announced?

Although he had made no sound, Lydias head lifted, and she beheld him with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. Dr. Linley.


Drawing closer, Jake saw that the object in her lap was a little wad of notes, which she had been scribbling with a broken pencil stub. Mathematical equations, he guessed. Lydia Cravens obsession with such masculine pursuits as math and science had been gossiped about for years. Although well-meaning friends had advised the Cravens to discourage such unorthodox interests, they had done the opposite, taking pride in their daughters adroit intelligence.

Shoving the objects hastily into her reticule, Lydia sent him a frowning glance.

Shouldnt you be inside with your fianc? Jake asked in a gently mocking tone.

I wanted a few minutes of privacy. She sat up straighter, the shadows playing softly on the sleek lines of her body and the molded white silk of her bodice. The indentation between her winged black brows and the moody set of her mouth were so antithetical to the image of a starry-eyed bride-to-be that Jake couldnt restrain a sudden grin.

Wray doesnt know that youre out here, does he?

No one does, and Ill thank you to keep it that way. If you will kindly leave

Not before I offer my congratulations. He approached her lazily, his heartbeat accelerating to a swift, strong rhythm. As always, her nearness aroused him, quickening his blood and sending frantic messages to his nerves. Well done, Miss Cravenyouve caught an earl, and a rich one at that. I suppose there is no greater achievement than that for a young woman in your position.

Lydia rolled her eyes. Only you could make congratulations sound offensive, Linley.

I assure you, my good wishes are sincere. Jake glanced at the space on the bench beside her. May I? he asked and sat before she could refuse him.

They studied each other intently, their gazes locked in challenge. Youve been drinking, Lydia said, catching the scent of brandy on his breath.

Yes. His voice had thickened slightly. Ive been toasting you and your fianc. Repeatedly.

I appreciate your enthusiasm for my betrothal, Lydia said sweetly, pausing with expert timing before adding, or is it enthusiasm for my fathers brandy?

He laughed gruffly. Your betrothal to Wray, of course. It warms my cynical heart to witness the ardent devotion you display for each other.

His mockery brought a flush of annoyance to her face. Lydia and the earl were hardly the most demonstrative of couples. There were no intimate glances, no seemingly accidental brushes of their fingers, nothing to indicate even a modicum of physical awareness between them. Lord Wray and I both like and respect each other, Lydia said defensively. That is an excellent foundation for a marriage.

What about passion?

She shrugged and tried to sound sophisticated. As they say, that is only fleeting.

Jakes mouth twisted impatiently. How would you know? Youve never felt a moment of real passion in your life.

Why do you say that?

Because if you had, you wouldnt be entering into a marriage that contains all the warmth of last nights table scraps.

Your characterization of my relationship with Lord Wray is completely wrong. He and I desire each other a great deal, if you must know.

You dont know what youre talking about.

Oh, yes I do! But I refuse to divulge details of my private life merely to prove you wrong.

As Jake stared at Lydia, his body was flooded with longing. It seemed impossible that she would be wasted on a man as civilized and bloodless as Wray. He let his gaze fall to her mouth, the soft, expressive lips that had tempted and tormented him for years. And he reached out to close her upper arms in his hands, her flesh warm and supple beneath the layer of silk. He couldnt help himselfhe had to touch her. His fingers moved in a slow upward glide, savoring the feel of her. Youve let him kiss you, I suppose. What else?

Lydia inhaled sharply, the framework of her shoulders light and tense in his hands. As if I would answer such a question, she said unsteadily.

It probably hasnt gone much farther than kisses. Theres a certain look about a woman whos been awakened to passion. And you dont have it.

In the four years of their acquaintance, Jake had rarely touched her. Only on occasions of obligatory courtesy, such as helping her across a rough patch of ground, or when they had exchanged partners during a country dance. Even during those perfunctory moments, his response to her had been impossible to ignore.

Staring into her shadowed green eyes, Jake told himself that she belonged to another man. And he cursed himself for wanting her, even as his body hardened with desire and all rational thought began to dissolve in a swirl of heat. He faced a lifetime of nights without her, of kisses they would never share, of words that could never be spoken. In the scheme of things, the next few moments would not matter to anyone but him. He deserved to have at least this much of herhe had paid for it with years of longing.

His voice was low and unsteady as he spoke. Perhaps I should do you a favor, Lydia. If youre going to marry a cold fish like Wray, you should at least know what desire feels like.

What? she asked faintly, her gaze bewildered.

Jake knew it was a mistake, but he didnt give a damn. He bent his head and touched her lips with his, softly skimming, his large body trembling with the effort to be gentle. Her mouth was tender and sweet, her skin gossamer-smooth as he spread his fingertips along the edge of her jaw. Catching a light, elusive taste of her, he searched for more, the pressure of his mouth intensifying. Lydias hands fluttered against his chesthe sensed her indecision, her surprise at the reverence of his embrace. Grasping her wrists carefully, Jake pulled them around his neck. His tongue searched the hot silken depths of her mouth, the slight penetration bringing him infinite pleasure. He wanted to fill her in every possible way, to sink inside her until he found the relief he had craved for so long.

Lydias helpless response destroyed the remainder of his self-possession. She leaned hard against his chest, one of her slim hands sliding beneath his coat to find the body heat that was trapped between the layers of his garments. Her touch excited Jake beyond bearing, beyond sanity, and he realized incredulously that it wouldnt take much more than this for him to explode in climax. His body was clenched and hard all over, his veins throbbing with unspent desire. The effort of making himself let go of Lydia drew a groan from behind his tightly clenched teeth. He tore his mouth away from hers, breathing harshly as he fought for self-control. Sardonically he reflected that with all his experience, he had never been so unraveled by a mere kissone from a virgin, at that.

Struggling to her feet, Lydia tugged at her gown and straightened her skirts, while the night air made her shiver. After a long time, she spoke with her face averted. That was quite instructive, Linley, she managed to say breathlessly. But from now on, I shant require any more lessons from you. And she left him with impetuous strides, as if she could barely keep from breaking into a run.








 

Chapter 1




There were two ways to pick a husbandwith your head or your heart. Being a sensible young woman, Lydia Craven had naturally done the former. Which was not to say that she didnt care for her future husband. As a matter of fact, she was very fond of Robert, Lord Wray, who was kind and affable, with a quiet charm that never grated on the nerves. He was handsome in an approachable way, his refined features providing the perfect framework for a pair of intelligent blue eyes and a smile that was employed somewhat judiciously.

There was no doubt in Lydias mind that Wray would never object to her work. In fact, he shared her interest in mathematics and science. And he mingled easily with her familyher unconventional, close-knit family, which had been blessed with enormous wealth but possessed a singularly undistinguished pedigree. It was a high mark in Wrays favor, that he could so easily overlook Lydias ignoble ancestrybut then, as she had reflected wryly, a prospective dowry of a hundred thousand pounds would be a savory condiment to even the most plebeian of dishes. Since Lydias come-out at the age of eighteen two years earlier, she had been ardently pursued by a legion of fortune hunters. However, as a peer who had come into his own size-able inheritance, Wray had no need of Lydias moneyanother mark on his side.

Everyone approved of the match, even Lydias overprotective father. The only mild objection had come from her mother, Sara, who had seemed vaguely perturbed by her determination to marry Wray. The earl seems to be a fine, honorable man, Sara had said while she and Lydia had wandered through the gardens of the Craven estate in Herefordshire. And if he is the one that youve set your heart on, I would say that youve made a good choice.

But? Lydia had prompted.

Sara had stared thoughtfully at the rich planting of golden kingcups and yellow irises that lined the neat, brick-paved walkway. It had been a warm spring day, the pale blue sky embossed with fleecy clouds.

Lord Wrays virtues are indisputable, Sara had said. However, he is not the kind of man that I imagined you would marry.

But Lord Wray and I are so much alike, Lydia had protested. For one thing, he is the only man of my acquaintance who has actually bothered to read my article on multidimensional geometry.

And well he should be admired for that, Sara had said, her blue eyes sparkling with sudden wry amusement. Although Sara was an intelligent woman in her own right, she had freely admitted that her daughters advanced mathematical reasoning was far beyond her own understanding. However, I had hoped that you would someday find a man who might balance your nature with a little more warmth and irreverence than Lord Wray seems to possess. You are such a serious girl, my dearest Lydia.

Im not that serious, she had protested.

Sara had smiled. When you were a little girl, I tried in vain to coax you to paint pictures of trees and flowers, and instead you insisted on making lines to demonstrate the difference between obtuse angles and orthogonal ones. When we played with blocks and I began to build houses and towns with them, you showed me how to construct a dihedral pyramid

All right, all right, Lydia had grumbled with a reluctant grin. But that only serves to demonstrate why Lord Wray is perfect for me. He loves machines and physics and mathematics. In fact, were considering writing a paper together about the possibility of vehicles being powered by atmospheric propulsion. No horses necessary!

Fascinating, Sara had remarked vaguely, leading Lydia away from the paved path and wandering to a wildflower meadow that stretched beyond a grove of fruit trees.

As Sara had lifted her skirts ankle-high and waded among the thick carpeting of violets and white narcissi, the sun shining on her chestnut hair, she had looked far too young to be a matron of forty-five. She had paused to scoop up a clump of violets and inhale their heavy perfume. Her speculative blue eyes had regarded Lydia over the brilliant knot of flowers. In between all these conversations of machines and mathematics, has Lord Wray ever kissed you?

Lydia had laughed at the question. Youre not supposed to ask your daughter things like that.

Well, has he?


As a matter of fact, Wray had kissed Lydia on many occasions, and Lydia had found it enjoyable. Of course, she had led an extremely sheltered life, and shed had no basis for comparison, except

Suddenly the image of Jake Linley had appeared in her mind, his dark golden head bending over hersthe sweet, dark fire of his kiss, the pleasure of his hands on her bodyand Lydia had shoved the thought away immediately, as she had a thousand times before. That night had been an anomaly that she would do well to forget. Linley had only been toying with herthe kiss had been nothing more than a prank fueled by one glass of brandy too many. She had not seen Linley at all in the three months since then, and when they next met, she would pretend to have forgotten all about the episode.

Yes, shed admitted to her mother, the earl has kissed me, and it was very pleasant.

Im glad to hear it. Sara had let the violets spill from her fingers in a vibrant shower of fluttering petals. Shed rubbed her perfumed fingertips behind her ears and darted a slightly mischievous glance at Lydia. I would not wish for your marriage to be mostly cerebral in nature. There are many joys to be found in a husbands arms, if he is the right man.


Lydia had hardly known how to reply. Suddenly shed felt heat gathering at the crests of her cheeks and the tips of her ears. Although Sara was discreet about such matters, it had always been obvious that Lydias parents were a passionate couple. There were times that her father would make an oblique remark at the breakfast table that would cause Sara to splutter in her teatimes when their bedroom door was inexplicably locked during the middle of the dayand then there were the private glances her father would sometimes send her mother, somehow wicked and tender at the same time. Lydia had to admit that Wray had never looked at her that way. However, few people ever experienced the kind of love that her parents shared.

Mama, I know what you are wishing for, Lydia had said with a rueful sigh. You want all of your children to find true love, as you and Papa have. But the odds of that happening to me are approximately one in four hundred thousand.

Long accustomed to her daughters habit of translating everything into numbers, Sara had smiled. How did you decide that?

I started with the number of eligible men in England, and estimated how many of them might be appropriate for me in terms of age, health, and so forth. Then I assessed the number of possible outcomes to meeting each one of them, by observing a random sampling of our married acquaintances. At least half have fallen into indifference for each other, a third have been separated by death or adultery, and the rest are content, but not what anyone would call soul mates. According to my calculations, the chance of finding true love compared to the number of total possible outcomes for the process of husband hunting is one to four hundred thousand. And with odds like that, I will be far better off marrying someone like Lord Wray, rather than wait for a lightning strike that may never happen.

Good Lord, Sara had exclaimed, clearly appalled. Lydia, I cannot think how a child of mine has come to be so cynical.

Lydia had grinned. Im not cynical, Mama. Just realistic. And Ive gotten it from Papa.

Im afraid so, Sara had said, briefly raising her gaze heavenward, as if in supplication to some inattentive deity. Dearest, has Lord Wray ever told you that he loves you?

No, but that may come in time.

Hmmm, her mother had said, staring at her dubiously.

And if not, Lydia had said cheerfully, Ill have all the time I want for my mathematical studies. Seeing how distressed Sara appeared to be by her irreverence, Lydia had gone and hugged her impulsively. Mama, dont worry, shed said into her mothers flower-scented hair. Everything will be all right. Ill be very, very happy with Lord Wray. I promise.


Sara soaked in a large porcelain bathtub, hoping that the steaming water would help ease the tension in her shoulders and back. The tiled bathing-room was lit by a single lamp, the gentle flame shining softly through the etched-glass globe. Sighing, she rested her head against the mahogany rim of the tub and considered what to do about Lydia. Her other children, Nicholas, Ash, Harry and Daisy, were always getting into scrapes and charming their way out of trouble. Lydia, on the other hand, was responsible, intellectual and self-controlled, possessing a head for numbers that rivaled her fathers.

Since her come-out two years earlier, Lydia had kept her suitors at bay with a distant friendliness that had led many disappointed young men to claim that she was made of ice. That was far from the truth. Lydia was a warm and affectionate girl, with a reserve of deep passion that was waiting to be tapped by the right man. Unfortunately, Lord Wray was not that man. Even after a six-month courtship, he and Lydia showed no signs of having fallen in love. To Sara, their amicable relationship seemed more like that of a brother and sister than of two lovers. But if Lydia was content with the arrangementand she certainly seemed to bewas it right to offer any objections? As a young woman, Sara had been allowed the freedom to find her own husband, and her choice had been unconventional by anyones standards. Lydia certainly deserved the same opportunity.

Thinking back to the days of her courtship with Derek Craven, Sara slid a bit lower into the water, while her toes idly pushed soapsuds from one side of the tub to the other. Back then Derek had been the owner of the most notorious gaming club in England, making a fortune by exploiting the greed of his aristocratic patrons. By the time Sara had met him, Derek had already been a legendary figure, a penniless bastard who had eventually become the wealthiest man in London. No one, least of all Derek himself, would have claimed he was a feasible match for a young woman as un-worldly as Sara had been. And yet they had been drawn together irresistibly, too desperate for each other to make any other choice.


That was what bothered her about Lydia and Lord Wray, Sara realized. One had the sense that their relationship would always remain at a safely tepid level. Of course, Sara was well aware that in upper circles, love matches were considered to be tastelessly provincial. However, she had come from the country, raised under the tender guidance of two parents who had loved each other deeply. As a young woman she had wanted to find that for herself, and as a mother, she certainly wanted no less for her children.

Sara was so intent on her thoughts that she did not hear the sound of someone entering the bathing-room. Suddenly she was startled by the sight of a waistcoat sailing to the wooden chair in the cornerfollowed immediately by a dark silk necktie. As she began to sit up, a pair of muscular forearms slid around her from behind, and she felt her husbands gentle mouth at her ear. Slowly he pulled her back against the warm porcelain wall of the tub.

I missed you, angel, he whispered.

Smiling, Sara relaxed back against him and toyed with the edges of his rolled-up shirt-sleeves. Derek had been away in London for the past three days, negotiating a deal between his telegraph company and the South Western railway to lay new telegraph lines along the tracks. Although she had kept herself busy in his absence, the daysand nightshad seemed very long indeed.

Youre late, she said, her voice tipped with a flirtatious note. I expected you to return by suppertime. You missed a very fine sturgeon.

Ill have to dine on you, then. His large hands plunged beneath the water.

Giggling, Sara turned to face him, and her mouth was instantly captured in a searing kiss that unsettled her breath and spurred her heartbeat to a new, urgent cadence. Her fingers gripped the hard planes of his shoulders until the fabric of his shirt was splotched with water. When their lips parted, a little skipping sigh came from her throat, and she lifted her lashes to stare into Dereks lavish green eyes. She had lived with him for more than twenty years, and yet that vibrant, audacious gaze still never failed to make her senses leap with pleasurable excitement.

Derek cradled the side of her face, his thumb smoothing the dappling of water flecks across her shining cheek. He was a big, black-haired man, with a scar on his forehead that lent an agreeable ruggedness to his handsome face. Outwardly the passing years had wrought little change in him, except to weave a few strands of silver into the hair at his temples. And as always, he possessed a devilish charm that often lulled people into forgetting the predatory nature that lurked beneath his elegant facade.

Dereks alert gaze moved over her face. What is the matter? he asked, sensitive to every nuance of her expression.

Nothing, really. Its just that Sara paused and snuggled her cheek into the warm cup of his palm. I talked to Lydia while you were gone. She freely admitted that she is not in love with Lord Wrayand she is determined to marry him anyway.

Why?

Lydia has decided that she will probably never find a soul mate, and therefore she should choose a husband based on practical considerations. She claims that the odds of anyone attaining true love are negligible.

Shes probably right about that, Derek commented.

Drawing back from him, Sara frowned. Do you mean to say that you dont expect our children to be as happy in their marriages as we are?

I wish for nothing less, for every single one of them. But no, I dont necessarily expect that they will each find true love.


You dont?

A man or woman can spend a lifetime searching for a soul mate and never find one. In my opinion, Lydia is wise to choose prime goods like Wray, rather than wait until the best picks are all gone. Ill be damned if my grandson will be sired by some third-rate fortune hunter.

Oh, good Lord, Sara exclaimed with a strangled laugh. Between you and Lydia, I dont know who is more exasperating. What about hope, and romance, and magic? Some things cannot be explained by science, or measured in mathematical calculations. Reaching over the edge of the tub, she played with the dark hair revealed by the open neck of his shirt. I waited for my true love, and look what it got me.

Sliding his hand behind her neck, Derek urged her face closer to his. It got you twenty years of marriage to a ruthless scoundrel who cant keep his hands off you.

Her breath hitched with a laugh. Ive learned to live with that.

His mouth glided to the soft hollow behind her ear, while his fingertips roamed over her wet shoulders. Tell me what you want me to do about Lydia, he said against her skin.

Sara shook her head and sighed. Theres nothing to be done. Lydia has made her decision, and one can hardly fault her choice. Now I suppose I shall have to leave everything in the hands of fate.

She felt Derek smile against her neck. Theres nothing wrong in giving fate a push in the right direction. If the opportunity presents itself.

Hmmn. Considering various possibilities, Sara picked up a ball of soap and rolled it between her palms.

Derek stood and unfastened his shirt. He let the garment drop to the floor, revealing a lean, powerfully muscled torso and a thickly furred chest. His hot gaze slid along the water-blurred shape of her body. Arent you finished with your bath yet?

No. Sara smiled provocatively, running her soapy hands over her leg.

His hands moved to the fastenings of his trousers. Then youd better be prepared for some company, he said, and the note in his voice made her shiver in anticipation.








 

Chapter 2




In two days, Lydia would become Lady Wray. The weeklong celebration had already begun at the Craven estate, with nightly soirees, balls and lavish suppers. On Sunday, the festivities would conclude with a ceremony in the family chapel. Guests had come from all over England and the Continent to take part, until every private house, guest cottage and tavern in Herefordshire was filled. The twenty guest rooms in the Craven manor were all occupied, and visiting servants swarmed below-stairs like bees in a hive.

It seemed to Lydia that every question directed to her lately had centered around the subject of her nerves, with the general expectation that any proper young lady should be suffering from fits of bridal agitation. Unfortunately Lydia felt quite calma pronouncement that seemed to perturb everyone who heard it. Perceiving that her composure might somehow reflect badly on Lord Wray, Lydia tried to work up a twinge of anxiety, a shiver, a quake or a twitch, all to no avail.

The problem was, marrying Lord Wray was so sensible that Lydia saw no reason to be nervous about anything. She wasnt even worried about the wedding night, for her mother had explained such matters in a way that had robbed them of any fearful mystery. And if Wray proved to be as adept at lovemaking as he was at kissing, Lydia rather expected to enjoy the experience.

The only thing that troubled Lydia was all of this infernal entertaining. Ordinarily she was accustomed to days of tranquility, during which she could ruminate and calculate as long as she wanted. Now, after approximately one hundred and twenty hours of endless feasting, toasting, talking, laughing and dancing, Lydia had had enough. Her mind was seething with ideas that had nothing to do with romance and matrimony. She wanted to have done with the wedding and be free to work on her latest project.

Lydia, Wray chided with amusement as he interrupted her furtive attempts to write some notes during a huge soiree on Friday. Working on your formulae, are you?

Guiltily Lydia slipped a scrap of paper and a pencil stub into the little fringed silk bag that dangled from her wrist. She looked up at Wray, whose lanky form towered over hers. As always, his appearance was immaculate. His smooth, dark hair gleamed with a thin veneer of pomade, his evening suit was precisely tailored, and the knot of his black silk necktie was perfectly centered.

Im sorry, Lydia said with a sheepish smile. But my lord, I just had the most interesting idea about the probability analysis machine

This is a soiree, he told her with a playful wag of his finger. Youre supposed to dance. Or gossip. Or linger at the refreshment table. See all the young ladies enjoying themselves? Thats what you should be doing.

Lydia sighed grumpily. Ive done all that for two hours, with at least four more to go before the evening is done. Ive had the same conversation with ten different people, and Im tired of discussing the weather and the condition of my nerves.

Wray smiled. If youre going to be a countess, you had better get used to it. As a newly-wed couple, well be mixing in society quite a lot when the season begins.

Lovely, Lydia said, and he chuckled.

Come walk with me.

Taking his arm, Lydia accompanied Wray on a sedate stroll through the circuit of entertaining rooms. Wherever they went, they were greeted with approving smiles and murmured congratulations. Lydia knew that they made an attractive couple, both of them slender and dark-haired. It was obvious that Wray was a man of scholarly pursuits, with his fair complexion, his noble forehead and his beautifully manicured hands. There was nothing he loved better than long, intricate conversations concerning a wide variety of subjects. He was a sought-after guest for supper parties, where he would entertain the table with the perfect blend of wit and erudition. His academic dabblings were regarded with general approval, for a gentleman could follow his interests as long as he remained a dilettante and didnt seek to earn money from them.

They stopped to converse with a group of friends, and Lydia grinned ruefully as she saw all the signs of Wray settling in for a long discussion. Using her painted silk fan as a screen, she rose on her toes to whisper to him. My lordlets slip away together and find a private place. The conservatory, or the rose garden.

The earl smiled and shook his head, answering in an undertone that no one else could hear. Absolutely not. Your father might find out.

Youre not really afraid of him, are you? Lydia asked with an incredulous smile.

He terrifies me, Wray admitted. In fact, of all the points that Linley made when he advised me not to propose to you, that was the hardest to refute.

What? Lydia stared at him with open-mouthed astonishment. Which Dr. Linleythe old one, or the son?

The son, Wray replied with a grimace. Damn, I didnt mean to let that slip out. Perhaps you would be so kind as to overlook that last remark

I most certainly will not! She scowled at the discovery. When did Linley advise you not to propose, and what were his reasons? The intolerable ass, Id like to tell him

Lydia, hush, Wray counseled softly. Someone will hear. It was nothing, just a brief conversation we had before I approached your father to ask for your hand. I happened to mention to Linley that I was going to propose to you, and he offered his opinion on the matter.

A negative opinion, I gather. As Lydia struggled to control her temper, she felt a wash of color sliding over her face and throat. What were his objections?

I dont remember.

Annoyance nearly suffocated her. Yes, you do. Oh, dont be a gentleman for once, and tell me!

Wray shook his head and replied firmly, I shouldnt have been so careless with my words. It doesnt matter what Linleys objections are, nor anyone elses. I am resolved to have you as my wife, and that is that.

Resolved? Lydia repeated, making a comical face.

Wray touched her gloved elbow. Let us join the others, he urged. Well have all the time in the world for private conversations after were married.

But my lord

He propelled her toward the gathering of friends, and they all proceeded to chat with relaxed idleness. Lydia found it impossible to keep her attention focused on the conversation. Silently she stewed and fumed, becoming increasingly irate. Even before now, she had considered Jake Linley to be the most provoking man she had ever known. How dare he try to dissuade the earl from marrying her! She wondered what he had told Wrayno doubt he had made her sound like a very bad bargain indeed.

Linley had done nothing but mock and annoy Lydia ever since they had met four years earlier, when she had twisted her ankle at a game of lawn tennis. It had been during a weekend party at a friends estate, to which many prominent families in Herefordshire had been invited. After Lydia had injured herself during an energetic volley, her younger brother Nicholas had helped her hobble to the shade of a luxuriant maple tree.

I believe the Linleys are here, Nicholas had told her, carefully easing her down to a cloth spread on the velvety lawn beside the remains of a picnic they had enjoyed earlier. You sit here while I fetch the doctor. Old Dr. Linley was a kind and trustworthy man, who had helped deliver the last two of the Craven brood.

Hurry, Lydia had told him, managing a pained grin as she saw three eager young men approaching. Im about to be besieged.

Nicholas had grinned, suddenly looking exactly like their father. If any of them tries to examine your ankle, just look queasy and threaten to cast your accounts all over him.

As her brother had scampered up the hill to the main house, Lydia had indeed found herself under siege from enthusiastic suitors. Shed been helpless to do anything but sit there while the throng of men had plagued her, one of them pouring a cup of water, another pressing a moistened cloth to her forehead, another bracing his arm behind her back in case she felt faint.

Im perfectly all right, she had protested, smothered by their attentions. Its just a twisted ankleno, Mr. Gilbert, there is no need to look at itplease, all of you

Suddenly the three ardent young men had been shooed away by a brisk masculine voice. Go on, all of you. Ill see to Miss Craven. Reluctantly theyd turned tail and left, and the newcomer had lowered to his haunches before Lydia.

For a moment shed actually forgotten the throbbing pain in her leg as shed stared into the strangers dark-lashed gray eyes. Although hed been well dressed, hed been a bit rumpled, his necktie a bit too loose, his coat unevenly pressed. Hed looked to be about ten years older than herself, possessing a masculine vigor that shed found vastly appealing. Sometimes, extremely handsome men seemed a bit vacuous, perhaps even a little effeminate, in their physical perfection. But this one had been all male, with boldly drawn features and thick, wheat-colored hair that had been cropped close to the back of his neck. Hed smiled at her, his teeth a flash of white in his tanned face.

Youre not Dr. Linley, Lydia had said.

Yes, I am. Hed extended his hand to her, still smiling. Dr. Jake Linley. My father sent me in his stead, as he is deep in a glass of port and didnt fancy walking down the hill.

Lydias fingers had been enclosed in a firm clasp that had sent a pleasant ripple of sensation along her arm. Good Lord, she had heard tales of the old doctors dashing eldest son, but she had never met him before. Youre the one with the wicked reputation, shed said.

Releasing her hand, hed regarded her with laughing eyes. I hope youre not the kind to hold a mans reputation against him.

Not at all, shed told him. Men of ill repute are usually much more interesting than the respectable ones.

His gaze had slid over her in a quick but thorough investigation, starting at the tumble of her wavy black hair, and ending at the protrusion of her toes from the frothy mass of her white ruffled skirts. One corner of his mouth had lifted in a coaxing half-smile. Your brother said youd hurt your leg. May I have a look?

Suddenly Lydias mouth had gone dry. She had never been so unnerved by anyone in her life. Her chin had dipped in a shallow nod, and shed held very still as Jake Linley had grasped the hem of her skirt and eased it upward a few inches. His expression had become businesslike, his manner impersonal, but all the same shed felt her heart begin to clatter madly in her chest. Shed glanced at his downbent head, while sunlight had spindled through the maple leaves and caused his hair to glitter with every shade from gold to dark amber. His large, gentle hands moved over her leg.

Just a mild sprain, hed said. I would advise you to stay off it for the next couple of days.

All right, shed replied breathlessly.

Deftly hed bound the swollen ankle with a linen napkin purloined from a nearby picnic basket. My bag is in the house, hed murmured. If you will allow me to carry you inside, Ill bind your ankle properly and apply some iceand give you something for the pain, if you like.

Lydia had responded with a jerky nod. Im sorry to be such trouble. She had gasped as hed lifted her carefully against his chest. His body had been hard and muscular, his shoulders sturdy beneath her hands.

Not at all, he had replied cheerfully, adjusting his arms around her. Rescuing injured damsels is my favorite pastime.

To Lydias everlasting chagrin, that first encounter with Jake Linley had started a wild infatuation that had lasted approximately four hours. Later in the day shed happened to overhear a snippet of conversation between him and another male guest at the weekend party.

Damn, Linley, the guest had remarked, now I see why you became a doctor. Youve managed to get under the skirts of every attractive woman in London, including Cravens daughter.

Only in a professional sense, had come Linleys sardonic reply. And I assure you, I have absolutely no interest in Miss Craven.

The comment had hurt and mortified Lydia, deflating her romantic imaginings with unpleasant abruptness. From then on, Lydia had treated Linley with coldness whenever theyd met. Through the years, their mutual antipathy had increased until they couldnt be in the same room together without launching into an argument that caused everyone else to scurry for cover. Lydia had tried to be indifferent to him, but something about him provoked her to the depths of her soul. When she was with him, she found herself saying things she didnt mean, and brooding about their fractious encounters long after they had parted company. During one of their battles, Linley had given her the infuriating nickname of Lydia Logarithms, which family and friends still occasionally used to tease her.

And now he had tried to thwart her betrothal to Wray.

Hurt and furious, Lydia thought once again of the night her betrothal had been announcedthe astonishing moment when Linley had kissed her, and her own mortifying response to him. If his actions had been designed to mock and confuse her, he had succeeded brilliantly.

Bringing her thoughts back to the present, Lydia decided that she could not bear another moment of the inane chatter that surrounded her. She stood on her toes and whispered to her fianc. My lord, my head has begun to ache, and I want to find a quiet place to sit.

The earl regarded her with a concerned gaze. I will accompany you.

No, she said hastily, there is no need for that. Ill go to a private corner somewhere. I would prefer you to remain with our friends. Ill return in a little while, when I am feeling better.

Very well. A teasing glint entered Wrays blue eyes. I half suspect that my dear Miss Lydia Logarithms is going to sneak away to puzzle over some mathematical formula.

My lord, she protested, scowling at his use of the hated nickname.

He chuckled. I beg your pardon, my sweet. I shouldnt tease you like that. Are you certain that you dont want company?

Yes, quite certain. Lydia gave him a forgiving smile and left him with a promise to come back soon.

As she made her way out of the crowded ballroom, it was all Lydia could do to keep from running. The air was thick with the smells of flowers, perfume, sweat and wine, and the endless hum of chatter made her ears ring. She had never wanted to be alone as much as she did in this moment. If only she could reach the privacy of her bedroombut there was no way to get there without going through a gauntlet of people who would insist on stopping her for mind-numbing conversation. Spying her mother, who was standing with friends near the French doors that led to the outside gardens, Lydia went to her at once.

Mama, she said, its stuffy in here, and my head hurts. Would you mind terribly if I disappeared for a little while?

Sara stared at her with concern and slid a slender, gloved arm around her waist. You do look rather flushed. Shall I send a servant to fetch you a
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