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		ALEX MOVED STEADILY TOWARDS LAUREN.

		Instinctively, she made a desperate lunge for the hack, but he reached it before her. His arm shot up beside her, effectively barring the door and blocking her from the curious gaze of any onlooker.

		Trapped between the hack and his powerful frame, Lauren pressed into the carriage as he slowly leaned into her.

		“God help me, but you intrigue me, Lauren,” he murmured. “So full of surprises, aren’t you?”

		His nearness was a powerful drug on her senses. Her eyes fell to his mouth. The memory of that long ago kiss they shared came flooding back to her in the form of a queer tingle in the pit of her stomach. At the moment, she understood herself to be on dangerous ground. “I think you should leave me alone,” she stammered.

		“I think I should too, but I am afraid I cannot.”

		With that startling revelation, he leaned closer and gently laid his palm against her cheek.

		He meant to kiss her.

		And for one insane moment, she desperately hoped he would.

		
			Praise for The Devil’s Love

			“A dazzling debut by a fine new talent.”

			—Romantic Times
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		Chapter 1

		Bavaria, 1828

		Paul Hill felt the first stab of true panic—a young woman was wearing what he thought was one of his sister’s gowns. And if he was not mistaken, she was also wearing a gold locket he had given Lauren on her sixteenth birthday. Standing in the dank foyer of a perfectly gothic castle, Paul feared he had arrived too late. As the woman searched for someone who could make some sense of his pathetic attempt at German, he wondered helplessly if once again he would find himself in a situation where he would be unable to help his sister. Swallowing past a lump of rising panic, he thought there could be a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why the woman was wearing Lauren’s clothes and jewelry, though at the moment, that perfectly reasonable explanation escaped him.

		He shifted, leaning against his cane to take the pressure from his crippled leg. If it were not for his infirmity, he might have been able to save her two years ago. He might have been able to provide for her and marry her well before Uncle Ethan had come up with his detestable scheme. He might have—

		“Entshuldigen Sie, Herr …?”

		Paul snapped from his ruminations and leveled a cold gaze on a man bent with age. “I have come for my sister,” he announced grandly. The butler silently regarded him. Paul expelled a frustrated sigh; he did not have Lauren’s knack for languages. “Meine Schwester. Lauren Hill.”

		The old man’s face brightened noticeably. “Ah, Grafin Bergen! She will be quite pleased. We were not certain when you would arrive,” he responded—in perfect English—and cracked a smile consisting of three teeth.

		Startled, Paul straightened to his full height. “I demand at once to know her whereabouts!”

		The old man’s lips closed as he shuffled forward. “I should be perfectly happy to point you in her direction,” he sniffed. “You need only ask. She is, at present, in the servant’s quarters.”

		So they had forced her into servitude, the barbarians! “I should hardly think servant’s quarters are befitting a countess,” he snapped.

		“Begging your pardon, sir, but the servant’s quarters are just around the north side of the castle,” the man responded indignantly as he pulled the massive oak-planked door open.

		Paul pushed past him and moved as quickly as he could in the direction indicated. As he rounded a corner, laughter rose from a row of low-slung stone quarters built along the old curtain wall. Imagining the worst of indignities Lauren was being forced to suffer, he automatically groped at the small pistol he carried at his side.

		Her most recent letter telling him of the death of her husband, Helmut Bergen, hinted that things were rather tense in the house. The new count, Helmut’s nephew, Magnus, had taken exception to her unorthodox marriage to the old count. That was hardly surprising—their guardian uncle, Lord Ethan Hill, had arranged this preposterous marriage in exchange for the whole of the estate upon the old count’s death, a feat he had accomplished without so much as a dowry. Bloody hell, if anything had happened to Lauren, he would strangle Ethan with his bare hands.

		A chorus of German voices drifted up toward the slate sky as Paul attempted to quicken his pace, but it was nearly impossible on the wet stone path. Another burst of laughter sent his heart pounding against his ribs, and he lunged toward the first door he could reach. Flinging it open, he gripped the jamb to steady himself.

		He might as well have flung open the gates to the cemetery just outside the castle walls and selected his spot. Surrounded by a group of people, Lauren stood in the center of the room dressed in a plain brown gown, her dark chestnut hair tied simply at her nape and draped carelessly over one shoulder. In the corner, a man towered over the group, wearing an expression of pure tedium. Judging by the expensive cut of his clothes, Paul assumed he was the new Count Bergen. And Lauren was smiling brilliantly at him.

		Just as Paul had feared, whatever was happening in this stuffy room centered on his sister. Damn the girl, but she was clearly enjoying it. Unnoticed, Paul dragged himself through the door. He had half-expected to find her outside the cold stone walls, anxiously awaiting her rescue.

		But no. Not Lauren.

		She was cheerfully saying her good-byes, and as he glanced around the room, he noticed that several looked piteously enamored of her. He could surmise from her rather lengthy German monologue only that she was very thoroughly explaining, to each person individually, that she was leaving.

		Paul loudly cleared his throat and succeeded in gaining the room’s attention. Lauren paused in the delivery of her soliloquy and glanced over her shoulder. A bright smile instantly lit her face, and with a joyful cry, she pushed herself through the crowd, flinging herself into her brother’s arms.

		“Oh Paul! I am so thankful you have come! Oh, you cannot imagine how I have longed for you! I have missed you terribly!” she cried and kissed him fervently on each cheek. “Oh Lord, look at you! How handsome you are!” she exclaimed.

		The warm sting of a blush started to creep up Paul’s neck. He hastily grasped her arms and put her away from him as he warily eyed the crowd. “I have missed you, too. Are you quite finished here? The carriage is waiting,” he said under his breath.

		Lauren’s laugh was musical. “Yes, just let me finish saying good-bye.” She turned back to the crowd, grinning. They all grinned back at her. Everyone except Magnus Bergen, that was, and the frown on his rugged face made Paul shudder. Good God, but he was huge, and with features that appeared chiseled from stone, he did not present himself a happy man.

		“Who is this?” Bergen asked, his English twinged with only a faint hint of an accent.

		“My brother Paul,” Lauren announced happily. For the benefit of the others, she added, “Mein Bruder.” A round of “ahs” went up; the crowd beamed at him.

		“Come, Lauren,” Paul muttered. “A hired carriage is waiting.” He gripped her elbow, intending to propel her from that overcrowded room as swiftly as possible.

		“Wait!” Lauren exclaimed. “I forgot Herr Bauer!” She pulled away from him and moved back into the middle of the crowd, where a gardener of some sort was rummaging through a coarse hemp sack. He spoke in rapid German; the small crowd leaned forward, straining to hear. In a flurry of movement, he extracted a very large potato from the sack and very gently offered it to her, his voice having fallen to something of a whisper. Lauren leaned forward with a look of great concentration, then suddenly straightened and smiled warmly at the man. Bergen groaned impatiently and folded his massive arms across his chest.

		“Oh, Herr Bauer, danke shoen!” she exclaimed, and affectionately patted his arm, causing the gardener to turn at least three shades of red.

		So now Paul could add daft gardeners to the list of hopelessly besotted fools his sister attracted. Since blossoming into such a beauty, she attracted everyone. With thick, curly dark chestnut hair, unusual cobalt blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires, she had a smile that could easily disarm a man—yet she never seemed to notice the attention, and if she did, she was unaffected by it. Paul had never known her to primp, or to flutter her lashes, or to flirt in any way. Lauren was as exactly as one saw her, completely artless. So artless, she would accept a potato as a gift from a simpleton and think nothing of it. She was the most generous person he had ever known, completely accepting of everyone and everything.

		God, how they needed her at Rosewood.

		“Lauren!” Paul called impatiently. With a beguiling grin, and clutching the potato securely to her bosom, she obediently made her way to Paul’s side, waving and calling a cheerful auf wiedersehen and leben Sie wohl to the lot of them. The moment she was within reach, he grabbed her elbow and dragged her forward.

		Bergen emerged from the dank, overcrowded cottage close on their heels, muttering something in nonsensical German as Paul half-dragged his sister toward the carriage. “That is hardly accurate!” Lauren exclaimed to something the Bavarian said, and tossed a half-smile, half-frown over her shoulder.

		Paul attempted to quicken the pace.

		But Lauren, bless her cheerful heart, stopped once they reached the courtyard and turned to face the man who had once threatened to toss her out on her ear. “Farewell Count Bergen! You’ve been quite generous considering the circumstance, and I would have you know I am very appreciative of it!” She sank into a respectful curtsy.

		Bracing his massive legs apart, Bergen folded his arms across his chest. “So you intend to leave?” he asked, frowning. “I thought we had an agreement.”

		Paul jerked a narrowed gaze to Lauren, fully prepared to do battle if he must. “An agreement?”

		“Oh, that,” Lauren said with an airy wave of her hand. “Count Bergen has some maggot in his head that I should perhaps stay and oversee the household. I did agree to help him, but only until you came for me. And now, here you are, so my part of the bargain is fulfilled.” She smiled brightly at Magnus and nodded resolutely.

		He snorted. “Bergenschloss suits you. Why would you return to that farm when you could oversee all of this as you see fit?” he doggedly continued, sweeping his arm across the old bailey and toward the main house.

		Paul glared at Bergen. “You think to make my sister your housekeeper?”

		“No, of course not!” the giant snapped. “Bergenschloss needs a mistress, and I am often away—”

		“Magnus,” Lauren said gently, “you know it is impossible for me to stay.”

		“Why?” Bergen started angrily. He quickly checked himself, running a hand through his flaxen hair as he contemplated the ground for a moment. “I admit I have said some things I regret,” he added uneasily. “And I do not blame you for wanting to be away from here. But you have brought a measure of … joy to Bergenschloss, and I—they—want you to stay,” he said, tossing a frown over his shoulder at the huddled group of servants standing several feet behind him.

		Lauren beamed. “That is so very sweet! But I cannot stay.”

		Bergen fisted his hands on his waist. “You can.”

		Incredibly, Lauren walked to where the giant stood. The German looked at her strangely—so strangely, that Paul stepped forward, gripping his cane tightly in case it was needed. “My family needs me now, you know that,” Lauren murmured, and then, much to Paul’s amazement, she leaned up on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “But thank you for your kind words.”

		Bergen looked as startled as Paul felt, and for one long moment, he did not respond. Slowly, his face began to darken as he stood contemplating her; a muscle in his cheek jumped erratically. Paul realized he was holding his breath, waiting for the explosion he was sure would come. But Bergen surprised him by suddenly shaking his head. “Perhaps you will visit,” he muttered, sighing heavily.

		“I would like that very much,” Lauren agreed.

		“We shall miss you,” he added irritably.

		She peeked around his formidable frame and smiled at the servants. “I will miss everyone, too—even you, Count Bergen.” With a little laugh and a playful wink for him, she turned and walked to the carriage. “Are you quite ready, Paul?”

		Oh yes, very ready. He pushed Lauren into the waiting carriage and banged hard on the side before Bergen could speak again. As the carriage lurched forward, Lauren leaned out the little window, waving and calling good-bye, laughing as the servants stumbled over themselves to shout their farewells. The last thing Paul saw as the carriage rattled across the bridge was Bergen glaring after them, his arms folded tightly across his chest.

		When at last they had cleared the castle walls, Lauren shut the window and settled onto the cracked leather seat. She smiled brightly. “Oh Paul, I am so thankful you have come! I have missed you dreadfully, and you would simply not believe how erratic Magnus Bergen has become!”

		Oh, he could believe it. Rocking along the almost impassable Bavarian road, Lauren very cheerfully chatted away about the last few months at Bergenschloss, as if she had not been completely mad to sign over every last penny of her inheritance. As if it was perfectly reasonable for Bergen to go from threatening to hang her from the turrets to asking her to act as mistress of that monstrosity he called Bergenschloss.

		“Count Bergen,” he interjected irritably at some point in her string of chatter, “is an ass. How you manage to attract them all is beyond me.”

		“Count Bergen is not an ass. I think he is just rather lonely up here. He’s accustomed to the city, you know. And I do not, by the by, attract … well … asses,” she added disapprovingly. “You know, I think you’ve grown an inch or two,” she said, easily changing the subject.

		Paul grinned sheepishly. “One and one quarter,” he admitted proudly.

		“Surely Mrs. Peterman has had to alter all your shirts to fit your shoulders! You look very well.”

		He blushed. “Well, I suppose I am a bit thicker than when you last saw me. I’ve taken to walking every day,” he said, and launched into an eager discourse of the last two years, repeating the very things he had told her in his innumerable letters. Relating all that he had been eager to share with his beloved older sister since the day she had left Rosewood.

		They could not reach Rosewood soon enough to suit Lauren. Having traveled for several days in stuffy mail coaches and a rickety old merchant ship, she was anxious to be home, to see the children again. “You are quite certain the children are all right?” she asked Paul for the second time as the post coach sped along a rutted highway snaking through the English countryside.

		“Mrs. Peterman watches over those chicks like a mother hen. She would let nothing happen to them.”

		“And Ethan? Mrs. Peterman wrote his gout is worse.”

		“Gout!” Paul snorted disdainfully. “Ethan enjoys complaining, that is all.”

		Lauren frowned, studying her brother. Although he insisted things were fine, he had said enough for her to know that things were not so fine. He counted each coin in his purse every morning, and she did not have to be told his lack of appetite last evening was due to the lack of coin in his pocket.

		She knew perfectly well that she had done the unthinkable when she had defied Ethan and had signed over her inheritance to Magnus. At the time it had seemed the noble thing to do, but she was beginning to think that perhaps her actions had been a bit impetuous. A wave of guilt began to creep through her, and she looked uncertainly at the tips of her worn boots. “I would imagine Ethan is rather angry—”

		“What is done is done,” Paul said. He paused, sliding a curious gaze to her. “But why did you do it? Give it all to Bergen, that is?”

		Why? Because her two-year marriage had been a sham, because the senile old count had never so much as touched her, because her so-called inheritance rightfully belonged to his family. To Magnus, to be precise. “It did not belong to me. Uncle Ethan made a bargain, and I did not fulfill my part.”

		“Of course you did! You married him, did you not?”

		Married him by proxy, yes. But the feeble old count had never understood who she was. “He was quite senile and never so much as touched me. He never really even knew me. My part of the bargain was to provide an heir, but I was never truly his wife. So, I did not fulfill my part.”

		Paul colored slightly and looked away from her, out the window. “Did Bergen take your things? I saw a woman wearing your gown—”

		“Oh, no! That was Helga, the scullery maid, and well, she admired my gown, and as she did not have a proper thing to wear to her brother’s wedding, I gave it to her. I really had no need for it.” She laughed. “I am hardly called upon to entertain at Rosewood!”

		Paul did not smile. “And the locket?”

		“Now that,” she smiled, “was unfortunately but fairly lost in a card game.” Her brother remained looking out the window, silent. Too silent. God, what had she done? The moment she had walked into Magnus’s study with the paper relinquishing her claim to the Bergen estate and fortune, she could almost hear Ethan’s bellows of protest from across the North Sea. Even Magnus had looked at her as if she were insane. Oh, he had understood the moment he had arrived from Switzerland what Ethan had done. The whole of Helmut’s estate in exchange for an heir—how preposterous! A senile old man well past his eightieth year, the old goat had mindlessly signed an agreement that effectively gave her everything in exchange for nothing. Magnus had despised her because of the sham marriage, and the two of them existed uncomfortably for many months before Helmut’s death.

		When Helmut died, Magnus assumed the title and was finally free to say and do what he thought, and he heatedly accused Lauren of being a thief. Rightfully so, to her way of thinking. Ethan had taken horrid advantage of Helmut. She believed that so fiercely that she had made herself ignore Mrs. Peterman’s letters, all of which hinted at the deplorable conditions at Rosewood. She had to ignore them, because she could not, in good conscience, keep the Bergen inheritance. Magnus, naturally, had been the first to agree with her. All right, he had softened somewhat over the last few weeks, if one could assume a man with a heart of stone could soften, but it had not changed anything.

		Until this very moment, and she was mentally kicking herself for having turned over what might have been the only means to provide for Rosewood. “Good God, I am four and twenty,” she blurted suddenly as the gravity of what she had done sank in. “Four and twenty,” she repeated, stabbing the air with her hands for emphasis. “How could I be so impetuous?”

		“It is not your fault, love,” Paul reassured her.

		A surge of admiration washed over Lauren. God, how she loved her brother. To this day, she could not help feeling guilty about Paul’s limp. It was the considerable opinion of Rosewood’s stalwart housekeeper, Mrs. Peterman, that Lauren could not forgive herself for having emerged unscathed from the accident, for having been all of nine years old and arguing with a five-year-old Paul about who would be allowed to ride on the high seat with the driver, or for Paul’s having been thrown clear of the wreckage that damaged his leg and killed their parents. Mrs. Peterman further reckoned that Lauren’s guilt was what spurred her to work so hard for Rosewood. Lauren was less romantic about it—she worked hard because she loved her home.

		In the first years after her parents’ death, the estate had fared well enough, and Ethan had subscribed to the “out-of-sight, out-of-mind” theory of child rearing. Paul had continued his education at the parish school, and she had been placed under the stern tutelage of Ethan’s wife, Lady Wilma Hill. Aunt Wilma proved determined to pound as much feminine grace and propriety into her charge as she possibly could. The old battle-ax had succeeded well enough before her death ten years ago, for all the good it did Lauren at Rosewood. After her aunt’s death, she had refused to learn another blasted thing in the art of being a lady, and had thrown herself into the study of useful things, such as farming techniques, quotations and proverbs, and languages.

		But the farm had slid farther toward the precipice of poverty over the years. While Ethan spent their dwindling inheritance as his legal status of reluctant guardian entitled him to do, Paul and Lauren had lived practically hand to mouth. What little land they owned that was not eaten up by the parish, was soon overused and unproductive.

		It was Mrs. Peterman’s idea to accept the first of their boarders ten years ago. His name was Rupert, a fifteen-year-old dullard and an apparent embarrassment to his affluent family. The parish vicar had arranged everything: in exchange for a place to put his son out of sight, Rupert’s father provided a stipend that at least enabled them to keep food on the table. It turned out to be such a convenient arrangement, the vicar suggested to Mrs. Peterman that the parish would pay a small stipend to board orphans, and more had come over the years.

		Their uncle had been happy to take the paltry stipends that came with the unfortunate children. Lauren had been quite content with the arrangement—until Ethan had convinced the feeble Helmut Bergen to accept an unheard of betrothal agreement, using little more than a small portrait of Lauren. She had balked, but in the end, under unbearable pressure from Ethan, she had done it for Rosewood and the children.

		The children! How she longed to see them! There was Lydia, with fiery-red hair and big green eyes, and Horace, constantly dreaming of the day that he could be a real pirate. There was Theodore, who loved books as much as Lauren, and little Sally, the blond darling who worshipped Paul. And of course, Leonard, dear Leonard, the brightest and most tragic of them all. Born to a tavern whore, the poor child had been marred at birth with a purple birthmark that covered half his face.

		Through the years, she had come to accept that in her parent’s death was a blessing. Had it not been for that horrid spring day, she and Paul never would have known the boarders—they meant the world to her. And she had ruined the one opportunity they had to provide properly for them. What in heaven’s name would they do now?

		Lauren glanced at Paul, who had traveled thousands of miles to retrieve her, and impulsively grasped his hand. “Oh Paul! I gave it all away!”

		Paul slipped a brotherly arm around her shoulders. “You did the right thing, love, and we shall persevere,” he assured her. “We always have, we always will, and we shall do so without resorting to stealing from an infirm old man. You did the right thing.”

	
		Chapter 2

		Rosewood, southern England

		Rupert, the first of the Rosewood boarders, was waiting at the post station in Pemberheath, perched in an old wagon pulled by two fat grays that looked as if they had not seen this side of a pasture fence in a decade. Thankfully, Rosewood was only three miles from Pemberheath, and Lauren’s anticipation grew greater with each one. But when they turned onto the lane leading to Rosewood, her eagerness turned to shock. The once stately home was in such sad disrepair she hardly recognized it. The great green shutters, so grand in her youth, were faded with age, and one hung crooked from a single hinge. The paned glass windows her mother had been so proud of now boasted several cracks. The front lawn was overgrown with weeds, the fence was crumbling, and a thin, weak tail of smoke rose limply from one of four chimneys. Two kid goats chewed a section of weeds near the corner of the house.

		“What happened?” she exclaimed with unconcealed mortification.

		“We are somewhat short of funds,” Paul mumbled wearily.

		Short of funds? Judging by the look of the place, they had to be destitute. “But … we have some income, surely!” she cried.

		“It’s rather complicated,” Paul responded gloomily. “I’ll explain later,” he muttered as the wagon rolled to a stop on the front drive. Rupert immediately jumped down from his perch, striding away for what he apparently considered the important task of corralling the kid goats.

		The front door was suddenly flung open and a lad of almost twelve years scrambled outside shouting, “She’s home! She’s home!” A large, purple stain spread from the top of his forehead, across his left eye and cheekbone, and into his hairline. Lauren quickly alighted as the child rushed forward and threw his skinny arms around her legs. “Oh, Leonard! I am so very happy to see you!” She laughed gaily and hugged him tightly.

		“Did you sail on a very large boat?” he asked anxiously.

		“Yes, darling, we sailed on a very big boat,” she responded, chuckling. “But we saw only one pirate.”

		“A pirate! But how did you know he was pirate?” he asked in awe.

		Lauren laughed. “Why he wore a tricorn, a patch over one eye, and a sword at his hip, that is how I know!”

		“Was he taller than Uncle Ethan?” another boy of around ten shouted from the door, hurrying toward Lauren. She quickly stepped into his path and caught him before he plowed her over. Hugging him tightly to her, she kissed his golden head.

		“He was taller than Uncle Ethan and spoke a strange language,” she confided, dropping to her knees.

		“I told you Lydia! I told you there would be pirates!”

		“I know, Theodore,” a girl sniffed indignantly from the door. Lauren smiled and extended a hand toward the pretty twelve-year-old. Lydia started forward and was jostled as little Sally rushed outside, headed straight for Paul. Another boy, seven-year-old Horace, crowded in front of Lydia, his wooden sword stuffed in his belt. The children gathered around her like chicks to feed, and Lauren hugged them each, patiently answering the questions they shouted at her, and laughing gaily as she listened to their news.

		“You better have a damn good explanation!” a surly voice boomed from the door. Lauren glanced up and swallowed a squeal of shock. At two o’clock in the afternoon, Uncle Ethan wore a threadbare dressing gown, a snifter of brandy dangling from two fingers at his side. But even more astounding was the fact that Ethan was … enormous. Good God, he had gained five stone, maybe six. His face was pallid, his jowls as fleshy as the obstinate old hog that lived on the premises. He had always been a large man, but this—this defied large. And for some inexplicable reason, it made her angry. Since Ethan had squandered their inheritance, he had come to live at the estate. Rosewood was destitute, but her uncle, well, he looked remarkably well fed. She stood slowly, dropped Theodore’s hand, and folded her arms across her middle. “Good day, Uncle.”

		“What in the hell were you thinking?” he roared.

		That did it. Lauren’s eyes narrowed as she marched forward through the throng of children, her fists finding her hips. “What was I thinking? What were you thinking? You promised me, Uncle Ethan! You promised the children would be well tended!”

		Startled, Ethan glanced sheepishly at the gaggle of children gathered around her. “I did care for them!” he blustered, his face turning red. “Do not attempt to turn the subject and don’t talk to me of promises, girl! You broke yours!”

		Marching to where her corpulent uncle stood, Lauren shouted, “I did nothing of the sort! We had a signed agreement, and it was not fulfilled! That money did not belong to me!” Staring him straight in the eye, she silently dared him to disagree.

		Ethan obviously was taken aback. He made a great show of straightening the lapels of his dressing gown as he muttered weakly, “Impertinent little wench.”

		But Lauren did not hear him. Mrs. Peterman had stepped out onto the drive, a slash of flour across her forehead and wisps of hair sticking out of her bun. With a squeal of delight, Lauren threw herself into the woman’s arms. Hugging each other tightly, the two gleefully jumped up and down.

		Ethan turned his hostility on Paul as he limped toward the riotous scene. “She signs it all away, and now she thinks she can do whatever she pleases! By God, she’ll see differently, mark my words!” he growled.

		Paul lifted a dubious brow as he watched Mrs. Peterman and Lauren, arm in arm, turn and stroll inside. “Yes, she seems to be quaking in her boots.” A smug smile lifted the corner of his mouth as he moved past his uncle, crowding with the children into the door behind his sister.

		It had been just a little more than one month since her return to Rosewood, Lauren thought as she sat outside Dr. Stephens’s drawing room. One month. Staring blankly at the wall, she marveled at what had happened in that time. First of all, Ethan had mortified her by announcing, almost the moment she had arrived at Rosewood, that he intended to marry her off again. That announcement had been followed by Mr. Thadeus Goldthwaite’s attempted offer of marriage a scant four days later. It was enough to make her want to run screaming from the house.

		Good God!

		She was not even remotely interested in marrying again—not to some infirm old man as Ethan undoubtedly had in mind, and most certainly not to the round little apothecary, Fastidious Thadeus Goldthwaite.

		A sound caught her attention, and looking up, Lauren gasped in horror at the work Leonard and Horace had done to a bouquet of fresh cut flowers. Petals were strewn across the Oriental carpet and the small entry table, and only the stripped stems of the hothouse flowers remained in the hand-painted vase. Lauren scrambled to her feet and rushed forward to clean the mess before Dr. Stephens found it. Leonard moved to help her while Horace stood sullenly by.

		“It’s all right,” Lauren hastily assured them, and searched for a place to discard the petals. There was no receptacle in sight except a canister reserved for canes and umbrellas. With a mischievous wink to the boys, she dumped the petals into the canister, then turned and held a finger to her lips before marching the children to the lone seat in the corridor.

		She made them sit at her feet, her thoughts quickly returning to her dilemma. Though so very thankful to be home, she was absolutely sickened by the deplorable state of Rosewood. Paul had explained to her that because of escalating parish taxes, falling grain prices, and enclosures all around them that left the best lands to the wealthy, Rosewood was left with only a fraction of arable land, and that overused. “Representation is what we need!” he had blustered angrily. “There is no one in Parliament to look after our interests!”

		She did not understand all that. But she understood that their land was so depressed it could not support a decent crop of grain, and even if it could, they could not afford the labor to harvest it, let alone the parish taxes. So she had racked her brain for a way to fix things.

		She had been so intent on fixing things that she had not really paid Mrs. Peterman heed when she had tried to explain her solution for Rosewood. Lauren did not fully understand until the day Mr. Goldthwaite had come to Rosewood with herbs for the cough circulating among the children.

		He then showed Lauren some of the herbs he had planted in the overgrown garden. The herb garden made Lauren think of the possibilities of trading the vine vegetables and fruits that seemed to grow rapidly and anywhere for supplies. Caught up in her ideas, Mr. Goldthwaite’s botched attempt to kiss her surprised her so much that her heart had stopped for a moment. “Mr. Goldthwaite!” she had shrieked when the round man had unexpectedly clasped her in an ironclad embrace and pursed his lips. “Dear God, let go of me!”

		The man turned as red as a fat ripe apple and quickly dropped his arms. Lauren had searched frantically for a club with which to brain him, but finding none, had brought her hands to her hips and glared at him. “Just what do you think you are doing?” she had demanded with all the authority of a countess.

		The rotund shopkeeper had pulled himself up to his full height—roughly two inches shorter than her—and replied haughtily, “What do you think I am doing?”

		Unfortunately, Lauren had startled them both by laughing, at which point Mr. Goldthwaite’s color went from red to purple. “I am sorry, Mr. Goldthwaite, I do not mean to laugh. But you see—”

		“I see very clearly, Countess Bergen,” he said stiffly.

		“Hill. Miss Hill,” Lauren corrected. Much to Ethan’s distress, she insisted on using her maiden name, believing she had no more claim to her title than she did the Bergen inheritance.

		“I was given to understand from Mrs. Peterman that as you are now a widow—”

		“Oh! Mr. Goldthwaite! Please, before you go any farther, you must understand my place is here at Rosewood. These children need me.”

		Fastidious Thadeus had puffed his barrel chest. “Indeed I do understand, madam, and I applaud your charitable disposition. I think such qualities are to be looked for in a wife, and you have those qualities in such abundance that I fully intend—”

		“Mr. Goldthwaite, stop right there!” she had shrieked in horror, lifting her hand. “Please excuse me, sir. There is something I must do right away,” she said unconvincingly, and had turned, intending to flee, but Mr. Goldthwaite had grabbed her hand and held it tightly. She had hastily jerked her hand from his grasp. “Mr. Goldthwaite, you must put all thoughts of me from your mind—”

		“Miss Hill, you cannot begin to imagine how my heart—”

		“I really must go inside!”

		“But Miss Hill, there is something I wish to say to you!” he had shouted earnestly. Lauren responded by turning on her heel and fleeing the garden, her last sight of Mr. Goldthwaite tipping his hat after her.

		When she flew into the kitchen, Mrs. Peterman greeted her with a strange, gleeful look. “Well? Did Mr. Goldthwaite have opportunity to speak with you?” the gray-haired housekeeper had asked, grinning unabashedly.

		Lauren had collapsed onto a wooden bench. “God help me, but Thadeus Goldthwaite wants to marry me!”

		“That’s wonderful!” Mrs. Peterman squealed, clapping her dough-caked hands.

		Lauren had gaped at her; she had obviously lost her mind. It was the most inconceivable, incredible, fantastic idea! “Mrs. Peterman, it is impossible!”

		“Impossible?” the housekeeper had shouted. “It is perfect! You need to consider the practicalities of such a match, Lauren. He is a good man and a good provider. And he cares for these children—you cannot overlook that,” she had blithely instructed her and had launched into such praise of Thadeus Goldthwaite that Lauren had begun to think the rotund apothecary must be kin to Hercules himself.

		Sitting in Dr. Stephens’s foyer, Lauren almost choked just thinking about how intent everyone seemed on her marital state. She would rather walk off a cliff than marry Mr. Goldthwaite or anyone else. If she ever married again, it would be for love. Yet it seemed the entire adult population of Rosewood wanted to see her married because of the practicalities. Oh, she understood their thinking. Obviously, the best hope for Rosewood was for her to marry someone of means, and as it was apparent that Ethan and Mrs. Peterman would struggle with one another to marry her off, she had desperately searched for another idea. If only she could make the farm profitable again, she reasoned, she could end this mad race to the altar.

		Well, she had at last hit upon an idea, and it was that which brought her to the doctor’s house today. The two children who accompanied her, despite their obvious energy to tumble on the carpet, were suffering from a cough that would not go away.

		A door suddenly opened; Lauren shifted her gaze from the children to an elderly gentleman who was peering at her from above the tops of his wire-rimmed spectacles. “Who are you? Don’t recall seeing you about,” he said gruffly.

		Lauren stood, and with a gentle command to the two children, politely extended her hand. “I am Lauren Hill.”

		“Hill? I knew a Miss Hill—Dear Lord, are you her? My, you have changed!”

		“Yes sir,” she said graciously, then glanced meaningfully at the children.

		The doctor followed her gaze and peered at her charges. “Your children?”

		“They reside at Rosewood.”

		“Ah, Rosewood, of course.”

		“They have a cough that will not go away,” she informed him.

		The doctor stepped around her, and with hands on hips, stared at the two children. Leonard, with the unsightly birthmark, looked him squarely in the eye. The younger boy fidgeted with his frayed belt. “Well, Miss Hill, bring them in and we shall see what can be done for a cough that will not go away,” he said brusquely, then turned and marched back into the spacious drawing room.

		Dr. Stephens walked to a shelf holding vials of various shapes. “Bring me a boy,” he said absently as he studied one vial. He was not a man given to sentiment. He had gotten over that particular affliction several years ago. As a young doctor, it had occurred to him that he could not very well perform his duties if he was going to be emotionally affected by every unfortunate he saw. He knew Leonard, had known him since he was a baby and Leonard’s mama had tried to drown the poor child. He had seen him sporadically throughout the last ten or twelve years and as would be expected, the boy was traumatized by the large port-stain that marred his appearance. As if being born to a whore and then orphaned were not enough strikes against him, he bore an ugly mark that made heads turn.

		When he turned back to see what held the child, he could not keep his jaw from dropping. Miss Hill had apparently worked magic on the unfortunate little boy. Kneeling beside him, she was brushing his red hair from his eyes and whispering something to him with a smile that made even Dr. Stephens sit up and take notice. Leonard was standing tall, and, Dr. Stephens would later swear on his medical journals, the lad was smiling. He had never seen Leonard smile. Amazed, he watched as the lad marched toward him with a strong, proud countenance.

		“Miss Hill says I might have a spoonful of delight,” the lad announced.

		“Beg your pardon?” Stephens managed to choke out as he looked down at Leonard. Miss Hill cleared her throat; Dr. Stephens glanced up in time to receive a pointed look from her.

		“A spoonful of delight. To clear the cough,” Leonard repeated.

		“A spoonful of delight, is it? Well, let me hear you breathe, boy,” he said, and pressed his ear against Leonard’s chest. He checked the child for fever. “Yes, a spoonful of delight is just the thing,” he said, astonished that he, notorious for his less than sympathetic bedside manner, should call the foul liquid he was about to pour into that child a spoonful of delight. He retrieved a bottle from the shelf and poured a large spoonful. “Well then, open wide,” he said, and tossed the liquid down the boy’s throat. Leonard swallowed, then turned to Miss Hill. She smiled charmingly and held out her hand. Immediately, he went and slipped his hand into hers, then pushed the other boy forward, who marched resolutely to Dr. Stephens’s side.

		“Miss Hill said I might get a double dose of delight,” he said proudly. With a humph, Dr. Stephens bent to listen to the boy’s breathing. She was right; Horace’s rattle was worse than Leonard’s.

		“A double dose, then,” he muttered, and poured the pungent medicine.

		Horace swallowed the first mouthful without expression or comment, waited patiently for the second, then turned and walked back to Miss Hill. “How long will the delight last?” he asked her.

		“I should think until tomorrow, would you not agree, Dr. Stephens?”

		“I would,” he said curtly.

		“I think—and please correct me if I am wrong, sir—but shan’t the boys begin to feel the delight tingling first in their toes in just a few moments? I thought so. Now boys, please have a seat near the door and do not touch anything. There is something I would discuss with Dr. Stephens,” she said. Like perfect little gentlemen, the boys obediently took seats near the door.

		By Dr. Stephens’s account, everything he had just witnessed was a bloody miracle. Whatever she had done to bolster the confidence in the two young lads was worth every ounce of effort with which he could support her. Hell, he would just like to know how she had done it, if nothing else. “Miss Hill, I do not know what you have done—”

		“You mean the flowers,” she smiled with an airy wave of her hand. “I am dreadfully sorry about that; I am afraid I was a bit preoccupied,” she said sweetly.

		“Pardon?”

		“The flowers. Unfortunately, I do not have any coin, or I would gladly replace them, but it’s a condition I’m afraid I shall not see remedied for a time. Please don’t say anything yet, because I come with a proposition. You see, the children of Rosewood are not receiving the medical attention they need.” He must have looked puzzled as he adjusted his spectacles, because she explained quickly, “Oh, not bumps and bruises or that sort of thing. But the cough, illnesses of a more serious nature, are not called to the attention of a doctor until it is much too late, and the children spread those ailments so quickly that before you know it, the whole of Rosewood is infected, and I was thinking that perhaps we could agree to an arrangement whereby you might visit from time to time, not necessarily for coin, but something infinitely more agreeable, I should think.”

		Dr. Stephens had quit trying to understand the connection to flowers and had come to his senses, or so he thought. “Miss Hill, I cannot imagine what you’ve done, but you must know that I—”

		“I am speaking of tomatoes, sir, tomatoes as big as hams! And beans, and pumpkins and cabbage! It seems that there is some talent to be had at Rosewood, and I daresay it is in the growing of fruits and vegetables. And we cannot possibly eat all the vegetables we grow, because they grow rather quickly, you see, and sadly, Mrs. Peterman has been throwing what we cannot eat to Lucy—I mean to say, to a rather enormous old hog. I am sure you are aware that hogs will do quite nicely on something less valuable than fruits and vegetables, so I am suggesting a trade of sorts—”

		“Miss Hill!” Dr. Stephens fairly shouted. The young woman blinked. He removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose.

		“Honestly, Dr. Stephens,” rang another feminine voice, “anyone with an ounce of sense knows it is a waste to give anything more than slop to a hog!”

		Dr. Stephens groaned and opened one eye to see the Marchioness of Darfield standing in the doorway with her young daughter Alexa. The marchioness was a favorite of the doctor’s, despite her very exasperating habit of ignoring his sound advice. With dark hair and violet eyes, she was as unusually pretty as the mysterious Miss Hill. He could not help noticing that standing side by side, the two women made quite a remarkable picture. “Lady Darfield, I was just about to say—”

		“I think your idea is simply wonderful. My name is Abbey Ingram, and I should very much like to help.”

		Miss Hill smiled gratefully. “I am Lauren Hill. Are you familiar with Rosewood? It’s a small estate, just a few miles from here, and I have been thinking how to make it a bit more self-sustaining. The children who live there—Well, I think they should learn as much responsibility as they can. But they cannot learn if no one trades with them, and unfortunately, no one comes to Rosewood. That is, with the exception of the apothecary, but he can hardly be counted on to take so many vegetables in trade, and—”

		“Miss Hill! If you please, I was trying to say what you have done for those two boys is quite remarkable, and I would be more than happy to help you in any way that I can, including taking tomatoes as big as hams in trade!” Dr. Stephens bellowed.

		The two women looked at him as if he were mad. Lady Darfield lifted a censorious brow and muttered in a soft aside, “I was quite certain he would agree.”

		“Really? I was not at all certain, but I had rather hoped he would. Unfortunately, we are rather short of funds,” Miss Hill responded.

		“Oh, you mustn’t worry about that!” Lady Darfield said cheerfully. “Dr. Stephens should hardly be concerned about payment; he does quite nicely for himself. He will gladly look after your wards!”

		Miss Hill beamed at him. “I rather suspected he was not as crabby as he would have me believe. So you think he could be counted on to help?”

		“Absolutely!” Lady Darfield nodded enthusiastically.

		Incredulous, Dr. Stephens looked from one woman to the next, both wearing alluring smiles that would have sent a lesser man to his knees. Without a word, he turned abruptly and marched back to his desk.

		By the time Lauren Hill finally left—with two bottles of delight in exchange for a crate of tomatoes to be delivered the next morning—the women had agreed to meet at Rosewood the following day to discuss further what could be done. As with everything, Abbey Ingram had jumped in with both feet. She beamed happily at Dr. Stephens as he examined a cut on Alexa’s knee, insisting that she, too, knew all along that he was not nearly as “crabby” as he would have her believe.

		Over the next few weeks, Lauren established a trade of produce for medicine, flour, and twice weekly help with the sewing. Barren wheat fields were given over to pumpkins and gourds, and tomatoes and berries flourished along every fence. Each morning after completing their lessons, Lauren and the children would weed and water their little vegetable fields.

		The children delighted in their work. They measured the growth of the melons each day, searched for cucumbers hidden among the leafy vines, and arranged the pumpkins to their satisfaction. Their little kitchen garden was soon large enough to support a few more kitchens, and with the help of Abbey, who made a point of engaging in the trade herself, the townsfolk of Pemberheath slowly began to soften toward the children and their “trade.”

		As late summer turned to fall, Rosewood began to show signs of resembling the modest country home it had once been. Lauren managed this despite having to care for her slovenly uncle while intermittently arguing with him about her future. Paul was very silent about what he thought she should do, but at his request, she had bargained for two books on investments. He was very mysterious about his plans, but every once in a while he would look up from his books, run a hand through his dark brown hair, and smile. His light blue eyes twinkling with excitement, he would assure her that all at Rosewood would soon be well.

		Lauren desperately hoped he was right. There was more need at Rosewood than a fledgling vegetable trade could support. With Abbey’s help, she began to plan for a future that included dairy products and wool to be traded for more substantial assistance.

		She cherished her friendship with the marchioness. For once in her life, Lauren understood the quotation, “of all the heavenly gifts that mortal men commend, what trusty treasure in the world can countervail a friend?” And contrary to what she might have expected, Abbey did not seem remotely concerned that she was penniless. Even when Mrs. Peterman blithely informed the marchioness that Lauren was, in reality, the widowed Countess of Bergen, Abbey did not seem to mind that Lauren had been less than forthright about her identity.

		The two women grew even closer, oddly enough, because of Fastidious Thadeus. In constant pursuit of Lauren, he had finally worn her to the limits of her patience and she had confided her dilemma to Abbey. When Abbey was through laughing—she insisted that Lauren was no more suited for Mr. Goldthwaite than she was for the now infamous old hog, Lucy—she helped Lauren steer clear or her ardent admirer. But poor Mr. Goldthwaite could not be convinced; he never missed an opportunity to stare at Lauren with all the longing of a dog trapped on the wrong side of a door.

	
		Chapter 3

		Sutherland Hall, England

		Alexander Daniel Christian alighted from the sleek traveling chaise the moment it rolled to a halt in front of his massive Georgian mansion in Southampton. With a curt nod to a footman, he swept through the double oak doors and into the marble foyer where two more footmen waited with his butler, Finch.

		“Welcome home, your grace,” Finch said with a bow.

		Alex tossed his hat to a footman. “Finch,” he responded blandly, and handed the butler his leather traveling gloves. Another footman in the silver and blue livery of the Duke of Sutherland stepped forward to divest him of his cloak. “You may inform my mother I have returned. Where shall I find the correspondence?” he asked as he straightened the French cuffs of his silk shirt.

		“The study, your grace.”

		Alex nodded and strode swiftly down the marble corridor, his polished Wellingtons clicking softly beneath his determined stride. He did not glance at the new damask wall coverings, nor the dozens of roses displayed on the consoles along the hall. As he crossed the threshold of his study, he shrugged out of his coat, tossed it carelessly to an overstuffed chair of dark green velvet, then strolled to the intricately carved Louis XIV desk in the middle of the large room. “Whiskey,” he said to a footman and picked up the correspondence. Settling gracefully into a chair of burgundy Corinthian leather, he sifted through the stack of letters that had accumulated during his two weeks in London. In addition to standard business correspondence, there were a few invitations to social events. Those he tossed aside. His eyes fell upon a missive sealed with the signet of his solicitors in Amsterdam. Ignoring the whiskey the footman placed at his elbow, he tore it open. Scanning the letter quickly, he cursed softly.

		Christ, he had more trouble with that blasted trading company! He abruptly crumpled the report of yet another loss and tossed it across the room in the general direction of the fire. As if the rash of recent losses wasn’t enough, Britain’s tariffs were strangling him. If he actually had cargo, the import taxes were so damn high as to make it almost economically unfeasible.

		Restlessly he stood and picked up his whiskey, dismissing the footman with a terse nod as he crossed to the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows. He stared at the massive green lawn and gazebo at the edge of a lake marking his brother’s grave. Alexander Christian, Viscount Bellingham, was not supposed to be the Duke of Sutherland with all the attendant responsibilities of the family fortune. Anthony was supposed to be the duke—he was supposed to be the second son with lesser titles and the luxury of time to indulge in the pursuit of worldly adventure.

		Some might argue that he had seen enough adventure to last a lifetime, but he could not agree. When Anthony was very much alive and performing quite nicely as the duke, Alex had been plagued with stifling ennui. When an old family friend had reported the treasures he had found in Africa, Alex had eagerly accepted an invitation to accompany him on a return trip. That experience in the Serengeti Plain had whetted his appetite for raw adventure. Since then, he had traipsed the Himalayas, had sailed to the Orient, and had discovered the wilds of North America.

		It was a lifestyle that suited him well and one for which he still yearned, but a tragic accident on horseback unexpectedly claimed Anthony’s life five years ago. He bitterly recalled being abruptly summoned home to find his beloved brother truly dead and himself an instant duke. The change in his responsibility was almost as instantaneous as the change in attitude of those around him—old and new acquaintances alike were suddenly scraping their knuckles in front of him. And in addition to coping with his loss he suddenly found himself at the head of a powerful dukedom and a vast fortune. He no longer had the luxury of several months to leisurely explore the world.

		For five years now, he thought wearily, he had been a duke. Five years it had taken to grow accustomed to being the center of attention. Five years to learn the intricacies of the family holdings and accept the enormous responsibilities of being a duke, not the least of which included the production of heirs. At least Anthony had made that part of his responsibility easy enough, and he had, finally, set a wedding date with Lady Marlaine Reese, just as everyone expected him to do.

		Anthony had been promised to Marlaine almost from the moment of her birth. The Christian-Reese family alliance was almost legend. His father Augustus had befriended the young Earl of Whitcomb before either had married, and the two had formed a monopoly of sorts through their partnership in iron manufacture. The Christian-Reese factories had successfully underpriced other factories for the production of cannons, guns, and ironworks during the Peninsular War, making both families obscene profits. The two men were of like minds, and the powerful voting bloc they formed in the House of Lords had further solidified their long-standing friendship. Everyone knew that a Christian-Reese vote on a bill was as good as passing it.

		It was perfectly natural that their children should continue the alliance, and Anthony was quite content to marry Marlaine, even though he was fifteen when she was born. Alex remembered she was always a pretty, affable girl, but she was still in the schoolroom when Anthony died. When she made her debut three years ago, Alex had determined she was as good a solution to his ducal responsibility to produce heirs as he was likely to find. His title required a good business arrangement in a marriage, and Marlaine was definitely that. Moreover, she was trained to be a duke’s wife, was pleasant enough, and was a comfortable, quiet companion. As those things went, she would make a good wife, and he had finally offered for her—as everyone expected he would do—two years ago when she had turned twenty-one.

		The sound of the pocket doors sliding open interrupted his thoughts, and Alex turned.

		“Welcome home, darling.” His mother, Hannah, glided into the room, followed by Marlaine on the arm of his younger brother, Arthur.

		Alex crossed the room to greet her. “Thank you, Mother. I hope I find you well?”

		“Of course! A small ache in my back is all I have to complain of,” Hannah said with a smile. “And it is not worth mentioning. You should be quite pleased to know that Lord and Lady Whitcomb are visiting Lady Whitcomb’s sister in Brighton. As it is such a short drive, I invited Marlaine to visit this weekend.”

		“I am quite pleased,” Alex said, and kissed Marlaine on the cheek.

		She blushed slightly, shifting her smiling gaze to the carpet. “You look fatigued. Have you been sleeping?” she murmured.

		“I am fine, Marlaine.”

		“Are you quite certain? You look as if you have something on your mind,” she insisted.

		“It’s business.” Extending his hand to Arthur in greeting, he added, “East India.”

		“What, again? By God, Alex, we should withdraw!”

		Alex chuckled as he sat on a leather couch. Arthur dropped beside him while Hannah took a seat near the hearth. Marlaine picked up Alex’s discarded coat and folded it carefully over one arm before joining her there. Alex reported the contents of his correspondence to Arthur, absently playing with his empty whiskey glass. Unnoticed, Marlaine rose from her seat and crossed to Alex’s side. “A drink, darling?” she asked softly. He glanced briefly at her as he handed her the glass, and returned his attention to Arthur, who was quite adamantly reviewing the pros and cons of investing in the East India Company. Marlaine returned with a fresh whiskey and handed it to him with a quiet smile.

		From the corner of his eye, Alex watched her as she returned to her seat. He had the brief, blasphemous thought that on occasion, she behaved like a well-trained dog. Sitting prettily with his coat folded across her lap, she smiled softly at the others without breathing a word. In contrast, Hannah sat on the edge of her chair, leaning forward and listening intently to her sons as they spoke of high tariffs and the need for economic reform. Every so often, she would interject her own opinion.

		They talked until Finch appeared and, moving immediately to divest Marlaine of Alex’s coat, announced a bath had been drawn for his grace. Alex tossed the last of the whiskey down his throat and stood. “If you will excuse me, Mother. Marlaine,” he nodded, and began to stride across the thick carpet. “I assume supper at the usual time?” he asked over his shoulder.

		“Eight o’clock, dear. Lord and Lady Whitcomb will be joining us.”

		Alex nodded, and walked out the door, Finch trailing behind.

		Hannah Christian, the dowager Duchess of Sutherland, peered over the rim of her wineglass at Alex and sighed softly. His handsome face and warm green eyes betrayed no emotion whatsoever. It was silly, she knew, but she had worried about him since the day he had assumed the title. In contrast to Arthur, who enjoyed each day as if it was a new beginning, Alex seemed to take each day too seriously, as if the success of each one was his own private responsibility.

		It was perfectly ridiculous, in her humble opinion. He was a strong and capable leader, with a sharp mind for business details that had enabled him to expand the family’s holdings beyond her wildest imaginations. He could manage the family fortune standing on his head and, as his leadership was also highly regarded in the House of Lords, he could be the toast of all London if he so desired. Certainly the ton had tried to make him so. He was one of the most sought-after personages in all of Britain. A young duke, excessively wealthy and exceedingly handsome, his influence was unparalleled among the peerage. Yet he seemed forever bored—at times, even anxious. Her gaze shifted to Marlaine sitting on Alex’s right, her quiet smile reserved for him alone. Alex hardly seemed to notice her.

		That’s what Hannah hated about the whole betrothal. He hardly noticed Marlaine.

		She casually sipped her wine as she contemplated the pretty blond. She had nothing against Marlaine; she was a pleasant, well-bred young woman, the daughter of the affable Earl of Whitcomb, and a very suitable match for a duke. But not her son. Hannah wanted Alex to know the sheer joy of love she and her beloved Augustus had known, that complete adoration one feels for a true soul mate. She wanted her son to marry for love, not for some arcane sense of responsibility. She had hoped that in some dark corner of his soul, Alex might want to love the woman he would marry. That maybe, just maybe, he would realize Marlaine did not strike the chord in him that made him want to move mountains just to please her.

		Alex’s gaze met hers across the table, and he very subtly lifted a brow, as if inquiring what she was thinking. Hannah shrugged helplessly. He smiled faintly and shifted his gaze to Arthur, who was relating some outrageous event that had occurred at a rout of the infamous Harrison Green, much to Edwin Reese’s considerable amusement. Hannah had noticed that other members of the youthful set hung upon every detail of a Harrison Green affair, but Alex, as usual, looked bored.

		His mother was mistaken—Alex was not bored. He was quietly plotting to entice his future father-in-law into supporting a set of reforms sure to make their way out of the House of Commons next Season. Reforms that would lower the sky-high tariffs he was paying on his shipping line.

		When supper was concluded and the women retired to the green salon, Alex, Arthur, and Lord Whitcomb stayed in the dining room for the customary cigar and port. Alex absently watched the hands of the porcelain mantel clock as Arthur and Whitcomb discussed a pair of hunting dogs. Convinced the expensive timepiece was winding down, Alex checked it against his pocket watch.

		“Are we boring you, Sutherland?” Whitcomb grinned. Startled, Alex hastily shoved his pocket watch out of sight.

		“He’s smarting over another reported loss from East India,” Arthur said, chuckling.

		“That so? Never thought dallying in shipping was the way to go,” the elderly earl remarked.

		“It would be quite profitable if the tariffs weren’t so damned high,” Alex said.

		Whitcomb shrugged. “Those tariffs also keep foreign grain from coming to our shores and competing with what you grow out here, son.”

		“Yes, and when the domestic markets are flooded, it keeps the smaller farmer from exporting his grain to the continent.”

		Whitcomb chuckled and puffed on his cigar. “Don’t know why you’d worry about that. From what I hear, most of them can’t afford the labor tax necessary to harvest the grain to begin with. It’s not as if they are competing with your exports.”

		“My point exactly, Edwin. Competition is healthy. This country is long overdue for economic reform. Taxes are strangling the shipping and agricultural industries—the system is antiquated and lacks equity. Just think of the profits you would realize in your factories if the labor tax was equalized across all industries,” Alex said calmly, and took a long sip of his port, eyeing his future father-in-law above the rim.

		“Perhaps,” Whitcomb said thoughtfully. “Can’t deny the countryside suffers worse than the manufacturers. But I don’t like the reform package the Radicals are pushing—they want to do away with the whole parliamentary system, I fear, and the first step would be allowing the Catholics a seat. Can’t have that, you know.”

		Alex did not immediately respond. Catholic emancipation was a point of great contention among his peers, but he honestly could not care less if Catholics held a seat in Parliament. “All I know is that we need relief and a new, fair system of taxation. Perhaps next Season we could work together toward a more palatable set of reforms.”

		Whitcomb smiled as he drained his port glass. “I might be amenable to that. Always enjoyed a good fight in the Lords. Well, gentlemen, shall we see what the ladies are about?” He did not wait for an answer, but shoved away from the table. Alex and Arthur dutifully followed him to the green salon, where they sat quietly listening to the ladies talk of engagement parties for two hours more.

		Later, as Alex stood in the foyer with his mother, he heard Marlaine mention that she and Lady Whitcomb would return the next day to discuss the
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