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					To the memory of Rody Burrows,
 who taught me to play cribbage.
 And let a kid win more times than she deserved to.
 I shall never forget your patience,
 your kindness or your stories.
 And you will be a hero to me always.
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Prologue





England, 1801


My last meal, Lord John Tremont bemoaned as he tucked his knife and fork into the thick cut of beef before him. But at least it is a fine one.


I suppose it helps that I am paying for all that, eh, Jack? his best friend, Alexander Denford, Baron Sedgwick, commented dryly.


You owe me nothing less, Jack replied between bites.


I owe you? Alex laughed. Now, Im not one to call accounts between friends, but truly I dont see how I owe you. He refilled his glass from the bottle the innkeeper had left for them. Given that it was French and very dear, he knew hed best get a few glasses in before his friend decided to attack the rare vintage with the same fervor as the roast beef. Now, let me see, there was that rather large marker of yours I signed for last month at Whites.



Pocket change, Jack said with a wave of his hand.


And the lady of questionable character for whom I bought that bracelet because you feared losing her to old Ambercrombie?


That was a matter of honor. Jack reached for another slice of beef. Besides, can you imagine me losing Camillas affections to that fossil? He shuddered, then eyed the claret.


Alex nudged it out of reach. And what about that pair of cattle you had to have at Tatts but you hadnt the blunt?


Jack grinned. Necessities, my good man. Besides, that was nothing more than I would do for you.


The only difference is that I have the money to afford all these necessities, whereas you do not.


Jacks fork paused between his plate and mouth. Sedgwick, what the devil is wrong with you? You sound like my palsy brother tonight. What has you in such a foul temper?


Nothing, Alex told him. But I still dont see how I can owe you anything.


Jack grinned and leaned forward. Have you forgotten your dear wife, Emmaline? Without me, you would never have obtained her devoted attentions. I think that leaves you utterly in my debt.


This time Alex did laugh. You think I owe you because of my wife? Some nerve, that. He picked up the bottle of claret and poured his friend a glass. Jack Tremont was an annoying sponge, but he was also Alexs best friend. Despite his spendthrift ways and penchant for peccadilloes, a more loyal friend Alex had never known.


I think the success of your marriage was a stroke of genius, and worthy of unending reward, Jack said, raising his glass in a mock toast, most likely to himself.



Worthy of something, Alex mused. My marriage is successful because I have the wit and wherewithal to bring it off. If you must know, it is careful planning and intelligence that make it work. You were merely the catalyst to seeing it come to life.


His friend snorted. Sedgwick, you are the most stodgy fellow alive. Careful planning and intelligence, indeed! Emmaline was the best thing that ever happened to you. She keeps you from being a complete dullard.


I am not dull, Alex said, straightening his shoulders. Ill have you know some people consider me quite the dasher.


Who? Jack demanded. Ambercrombies ancient mother?


Alex nudged the bottle of claret back out of reach. Then he looked up at Jack and they both broke into companionable laughter.


I will own that I am perhaps not the first Corinthian people think of, Alex admitted, but I have my position and the responsibility of my family to consider. And what a family it was. He had no brothers and sisters, but scads of cousins and aunts and uncles who relied on his benevolence to keep them employed and housed and fed, not to mention his tenants and servants. It was a burden he took with great seriousness and pride, though there were many times when he envied his friends situationa third son and unlikely to inherit. Jacks legacy would mostly be a lifetime of scandalous memories and unpaid vowels.


Jack shuddered. Gads, how I detest those words. Position and responsibility. He tossed back the claret and pushed his empty glass forward. I propose we change the subject, for you are sounding more and more like Parkerton. It is bad enough he has summoned me home for my annual accounting. I daresay, no one can tally accounts with more excruciating detail than my brother. Jack took another bite of roast beef. By the by, how is dear Emmaline? You dont know how many times Ive kicked myself for not marrying the chit myself.


Happily, Alex told him, there is only one Emmaline.


Is she in London or Westmoreland at present?


You know the answer to that. Alex glanced over at the door. It wasnt closed, but it was nearly shut and there seemed to be no one about.


No, I dont really, Jack said, leaning back in his chair. I mean when you are in London, the dear girl is supposedly happily awaiting your return to Westmoreland. And when you are home in the country, your family believes her to be living in London. Jack leaned forward. So I pose this puzzlewhere does the chit reside when you are in neither place?


Alex laughed. That is why you could never manage such a marriage. Ill say it again: careful planning and intelligence. He tapped his skull. Those are the reasons why I am married to Emmaline and you are not.


Bother both your smug assurances. Your hide is safe because your grandmother remains encamped in the north. Can you imagine if she ever decided to venture to town and discovered that Emmaline was nothing more than a figment of your imagination?


Since that would never happen, he had no worries the dear lady would ever discover the truth.


That Emmaline Denford, Lady Sedgwick, had come to life one night five years earlier after too many hours of carousing with Jack. It wasnt that Alex drank often, but hed been in low spirits and his friend had offered him a night away from the problems plaguing himespecially when Alex had declared he was leaving town the next morning.


Jack had protested vehemently against such a plan, for who would pay his drinks and debts if his best friend left London?


But Alex was tired of being harassed at every turn by marriage-minded mothers and their conniving daughters. It seemed that the entire eligible female population of London had set their cap to see him married that Season.


Never mind that it was a well-known fact that Sedgwick barons were rather unpredictable when it came to marriage, marrying late in life, if at all. For some it had been a case of wanderlust, like his grandfather, who spent most of his adult life in the army, having inherited his title late in his career from a cousin whod never wed.


Perhaps Alex should have just made it a point to avoid London during the Season altogether, like his own father had, knowing too well that all anyone saw in him was the old and respected title, vast holdings in the north and the wealth to support even the most spendthrift of wife and in-laws. All that was just too tempting a lure for a mother with an unmarried daughter.


No, theres no way around it, my good man, Jack had said. You need to get married. That would get the cats off your back.


Married? Alex shuddered. He just wasnt sure he could take that next step. Certainly it was a matter of duty, but something held him back from taking that all-too-essential plunge. Besides, a wife, he was convinced, would be tempted to start reorganizing his perfectly ordered life. Id rather see Hubert inherit, he declared.



Never! Jack drained the expensive champagne with a long guzzle. Do you think Hubert would be inclined to pay my vowels? I think not! He paused and raked a hand through his hair. Why couldnt you get married, but not actually take a bride? Invent one, so to say. Id wager that if you placed a notice in the Post, told the world youd married, theyd all leave you alone.


It had been that simple. Alex had always considered himself a sensible fellow, but hed been desperate, and in a flash, Emmaline was created. With a proper and likely lineage found with the help of an old copy of Debretts, theyd dashed off a notice and tipped a lad to deliver it forthwith to the paper.


And to his utter amazement, his faux bride had done the trick. The night after the announcement appeared, hed been left blissfully alone, with only a few scathing glances shot in his direction from his more persistent, now former, pursuers. To the few curious whod dared question his sudden marriage, he declared Emmaline to be in poor health and living in seclusion in the country. His stodgy reputation offered its own advantage, for then hed give a strict, uninviting stare that cut off any further inquiries.


The arrival of Emmaline into his life had also given him the added bonus of eliminating his grandmothers nagging. Well, most of it. Shed written to him with her overjoyed blessings that he had finally wed.


When hed returned home that summer, hed explained his wifes absence by stating that her delicate health prevented her from traveling so far. When hed returned the next Season, any inquiries about Lady Sedgwick were met with the same explanationEmmalines health prevented her from traveling to London.



And thus, the perfect wife had entered his life.


Though not everyone was convinced of the wisdom of his solution. His solicitor had warned him time and time again that a false wife was but asking for trouble. Bother the authorities, Alex had told the man, for there would be worse hell to pay if his grandmother discovered the truth. Then again, his grandmothers distaste for London was the key to Emmalines existence, or rather lack of one.


How is it that your grandmother hasnt discovered your secret? Jack asked, eyeing the roast beef and the wine and in an apparent dilemma as to which to go after next. I mean, if anyone is likely to ferret out an incongruity, it is her.


Right you are, but then again, Alex said, tapping his skull, careful planning has ensured my success. As it is, my solicitors wife pens a carefully worded letter to Grandmre every six weeks and signs it as Emmaline.


I suppose being dull has its advantages, Jack admitted. Why, youve thought of everything. He rose up and leaned over the table, his long arm reaching for and succeeding in gaining the bottle of claret. He filled his glass and then topped off Alexs.


Raising his glass in a toast, he said, To Emmaline Denford, Baroness Sedgwick, the most perfect wife ever.


To Emmaline, Alex agreed.





In the shadows outside the private dining room, a woman retreated from the partially opened door. She hadnt meant to eavesdrop, but the conversation inside had caught her ear, and shed found herself spellbound by the revelations.


Sedgwicks wife didnt exist?


It was so unbelievable, she thought as she silently made her way out of the inn and to the waiting carriage. Oh, this information was far too valuable, far too scandalous not to be put to good use immediately.


And she knew exactly where to start












Chapter 1





For his first month home at Sedgwick Abbey, Alex found himself left in blessed solitude.


Instead of being there to greet him, his grandmother had decided to remain at her sister-in-laws estate for an additional month, most likely unable to leave until they had caught up on every bit of family gossip. Therefore, his summer began with no pestering talk of heirs, no lengthy discussions of Emmalines continued ill health, just a continuation of his perfectly ordered life that Jack had the audacity to call boring.


But eventually his grandmother had decided she could no longer leave him to his lonely exile and had returned home like a whirlwind, her herd of pugs trotting in her wake.


Genevieve Denford, Lady Sedgwick, had been born in France, and the sixty-odd years shed been in England hadnt diminished her Gallic presence in the least.


His grandfather, another reluctant-to-be-wed Denford, had taken a trip to Paris in his late sixties and had brought home (to the horror of his own heir apparent) a French wife.


Given his grandmothers joie de vivre, Alex doubted his grandfather had stood a chance.


A lesson to all unmarried English gentlemen, hed decided years ago. Never venture across the Channel.


Grandmre had greeted him merrily when hed come in to breakfast and hadnt stopped talking since. And imagine Imogenes shock when I told her she was saying from her end of the table, where she sat encircled by her dogs.


It had been quiet without Grandmre, he mused as she barely paused between bites to regale him with tales of his great-aunts grandchildrenand, horrors, a few great-grandchildren. Heirs abounded in Aunt Imogenes world, and he knew the next few months would see no end of hinting and prodding that he and Emmaline should be doing the same as wellproducing the next Sedgwick baron.


Hed have to make a note to his solicitor to have his wifes next letter from Emmaline detail a litany of female complaints that would unhappily prevent such an event. The more, the better. He hoped that would keep Grandmre sufficiently diverted through grouse season.


The door to the dining room opened and Burgess, their butler, entered, staggering beneath a large silver tray. Behind him, a footman followed with an even bigger tray, just as laden with papers and notes.


My lord, a pouch from Mr. Elliotts office arrived this morning along with the mail, Burgess said, setting his burden on the dining table before Alex. To be specific, there were three pouches. His bushy brows rose. Large ones.


Alex stared up at the monumental pile, his knife and fork held in midair. What the devil is all that?



Burgess, being ever the diligent butler, replied, The regular newspapers and periodicals for her ladyship, but the remainder appear mostly to be bills, my lord.


Bills? Alex looked at the collection again. Hed instructed his London solicitor to take care of all his outstanding accounts. Besides, that pile looked like something Jack had run up, not him.


Unlike Elliott to be so inefficient, Alex muttered, as he began to sort through the mess. Ah, here is the answer. Seems Mr. Elliotts wife has inherited property in Scotland and they needed to inspect the place. His clerk is attending to all his business in his absence. Ill have to speak to him when he returnsthe fellow has obviously gotten my accounts mixed up with some wastrel client of his.


What is it, my dear? his grandmother asked from her end of the table, where she was dropping tidbits to her dear dogs.


He waved his hands over the pile of bills. Just the London papers and such.


The papers! Why didnt you say so? She rose and hustled down the side of the long table, her lace cap aflutter. Before Alex could stop her, she swept aside the neatly arranged piles to get to her most favorite thing in the worldthe gossip column in the Morning Post. Separating the pages with the skill of a farmers wife plucking a hen, she had her quarry in her clutches in a flash and settled into the chair next to Alex to begin reading.


Hopefully not aloud, he thought as he continued his sorting.


He was rewarded with a minute or so of silence before she couldnt contain herself.


Lady Vassar had a baby. A son, it says. She sighed and then shot him a significant glance. An heir is so important, dont you think, Alex?


Yes, of course, he agreed, his gaze stopping on one of the bills before him. Four hundred pounds for carpets. Another expenditure listed furniture for one hundred and fifty pounds. Bills for drapers, carpenters, painters, and that was only the start. Why, it appeared the poor sot for whom these notes had been intended had outfitted not only a new house, but a wife and stable of mistresses, what with the unending collection of milliner, modiste, glover, and lace bills.


And finally a mention of our dear girl, his grandmother was saying. Listen to this: Lady S. was seen shopping diligently with the assistance of Lady R., who has taken her new friend under her wing. Lady S., so long from town, is a delight and sure to be the prized guest next Season. She pursed her lips. About time she was mentioned. But what an odd thing to say. Why would they think her so long from town when she has lived there all her life? She tossed aside the paper and began once again upsetting Alexs carefully wrought piles with her rustling.


Madame! He rose up from his seat and covered the bills with his arms to protect them from her marauding. What has gotten into you?


I just want to see some more recent columns. She cocked her head and eyed the collection again. Before he could stop her, she spied her prize and caught hold of another paper, tugging it free and settling into her chair with a speed that belied her eighty-some years.


I think youve gone mad, he muttered. Though with her nose buried in another edition of the Post, he doubted she heard him. Didnt you get enough of that prattle while visiting Aunt Imogene?


Imogene doesnt take the Post, came the frosty reply.


That had to be the eighth wonder of the world, in his estimation, right behind the Tower of Pharos. He didnt know anyone more addicted to gossip than his Great-Aunt Imogenethat is, save his grandmother.


He turned his attention back to the bills at hand, tossing aside the ones that were obviously not his and the few that needed his attention.


His grandmother shook out the pages as she searched for her beloved column. I knew it!


And he knew shed continue to interrupt him until he replied, so he said, Knew what?


Knew shed be mentioned again. But I dont know if I should read it to you. Youll be in a dither for the rest of the week.


Alex gave up all hope of having a decent morning meal. In peace. Go ahead, he told her. Or youll be huffing and puffing until I relent.


I never puff, she said in a voice that sounded remotely like a huff. But if you insist: It is a good thing there are so few people in town, for Lady S. creates a stir wherever she is seen. One wonders what the baron is thinking sending such an Original to town without his watchful eye about.


He held out his hands and shrugged. And how is that supposed to put me into a dither?


She held out the paper for him as if the answer were as clear as the printed words before his eyes. Dont you see? Its Emmaline they are talking about. Your wife. Our dear girl.



Emmaline? Preposterous. he scoffed. Grandmre, there are a dozen or more Lady S.s gadding about town on any given day. I assure you, that is not our Emmaline.


And whyever not?


Because Emmaline would never comport herself in a manner that would be of any interest to a gossip column. Tis absolutely impossible. Alex had never issued a statement with more confidence.


But that was the problem with confidence, occasionally it needed to be shaken, and Baron Sedgwick was about to be rattled right down to the roots of his illustrious, as well as fictional, family tree.


Then why does it go on to say the following? From the amount of tradesmen seen coming and going at Hanover Square, it is said traffic has become a nuisance. She glanced up at him. Hmmm. How many Lady S.s reside on Hanover Square these days, Alex? For I can only think of one. She shook her paper again and went back to her reading.


His mouth opened to argue with her, but he couldnt get the words past his suddenly dry throat.


Tradesmen on Hanover Street? Near his residence? Enough to cause traffic problems?


His gaze shot to the pile of errant bills and he grabbed up the first one he could put his fingers on.


If his throat was dry, his heart nearly stopped as he spied at the top of the bill the telltale evidence to support his grandmothers outlandish theory.


No. 17, Hanover Street.


How had he not noticed this before? Of course, why would he? Imaginary wives did not go on shopping sprees capable of beggaring an Eastern prince.



He shuffled through the notes before him, and to his horror they all had the same delivery address. His London address. And every single one was addressed as being the purchase of The Right Hon. Lady Sedgwick.


Not the gloating dowager peering over the top of her newspaper as she watched him come to the conclusion hed pompously told her was impossible. But the current Lady Sedgwick.


Emmaline.


This cant be right! he said, grabbing the paper out of her hands and reading the entry for himself.


Oh, Alex, do settle down. A lady is entitled to make some changes to her home from time to time. Ive always thought that house on Hanover Square was a veritable mausoleum. If your grandfather hadnt been so tight-fisted, I would have


But her words fell to a stop as she glanced up and realized she was talking to an empty chair.


Alex, it seemed, had departed. One would hope, she mused, for London. Back to his wife.


Right where he belongs, she said to the closest pug, scratching the dog indulgently.





His trip to town most likely set a record, if Alex had been of a mind to consider such things. Hed been far too occupied envisioning the scenes of complete and utter disaster awaiting him in London.


Emmaline? Impossible, he kept telling himself. But there she was in the Post and the Times.


Someone had let slip his secret. But who? It couldnt have been Elliott or his wife, or Simmons, his London butler. All three of them owed him their very livelihoods.



So that left only one suspect.


Jack.


It would be just like his puckish friend to think that bringing Emmaline to life would be a good jest.


Yet that left so many other unanswered questions. Such as, how had she gotten into the house? Simmons, having served the family for over forty years, would never allow such a calamity to sully the Sedgwick name.


Then, after that, he had to consider who else had seen this imposter. He shuddered to think if any of his extended family had come to call after seeing the accounts in the paper. Or, worse yet, had come to London and used the Sedgwick town house, as was the custom. Hed always been generous about extending the house to family during the off season and knew that his cousins and aunts and uncles often took advantage of this standing invitation.


And right now this person was living in his house, sleeping in his bed and passing herself off as his wife. Possibly even entertaining his family.


He buried his head in his hands. Lord, he could well imagine the type of doxy Jack would hire to impersonate Emmaline.


Entertaining his relations took on an entirely new meaning.


When his carriage turned the corner onto Hanover Square just after one in the morning, to his relief he found that his toplofty neighborhood looked much as it had when hed left it a month or so ago. Dignified and proper. And Number Seventeen appeared just as it should, the house of a respected member of the ton.


Hard to believe that inside, catastrophe awaited him.



The carriage pulled to a stop and he bounded out and up the front steps, running through the list he had compiled.


First he was going to toss this imposter into the streets. After that was completed, he was going to hunt up Jack and give him a thorough thrashing.


Then he was going to get very drunk. And make his former friend pay for every bottle, if he had to pay for it with his confounded flesh.


When he got to the door, it didnt open immediately as was the case when he was in town for the Season. Since he kept only a limited staff in London during the summer months, the door was locked, even to him.


He pulled the bell, then rapped on the panel with his walking stick as if every moment counted.


Well, it did.


He heard Simmons coming up from the back. Actually it was his muttering complaints that echoed forth.


Who is it? Simmons called out from behind the barred portal.


Open up, it is Sedgwick.


Sedgwick, indeed, Simmons shot back. His lordship is in the country. Go on with you, and play your tricks elsewhere.


And then, much to Alexs chagrin, the candle that had lit the entryway began to retreat back into the house. He pounded on the door anew. Simmons! he bellowed. Open this door at once or Ill tell your wife about your Thursday night card games.


The retreating light came to a fast halt. My lord?


Yes, Simmons, tis me. Now open the door.



There was a shuffle near the door, a rattle of the latch and then it opened wide.


My lord, what are you doing here?


Alex swept inside. Why do you think Im here? Shes here, isnt she? He knew he was bellowing, but demmit, it wasnt every day one met his wife.


And had the rare pleasure of getting rid of her.


The butler glanced up the stairs and put his finger to his lips. Sssh, my lord, or youll wake her ladyship. She had a rather long day and retired early.


Alex stopped, one foot poised on the stairs. He couldnt have heard Simmons correctly. For he swore he heard concern in the butlers voice.


Concern? For this imposter? Alex held his temper in check for the moment. And lowered his voice. Simmons, you know as well as I that whoever is up there isnt my wife.


Simmons nodded. Yes, my lord. But no one else does.


Thats good news. But it still didnt explain the more important question. What were you thinking, letting her into the house?


The butler heaved a great sigh, as if untangling himself from a mighty coil. She arrived on a Thursday night.


Alex groaned. Of course, she arrived on the one night Simmons traditionally took off.


Thomas, the second footman, was the only one about, Simmons said, continuing his tale. He didnt know what to do, so he went and fetched Mrs. Simmons. By the time I got home, her ladyship had been put to bed and two of the maids sent for to return to service. He leaned forward. I could hardly put her out with everyone fussing over her like that. There would have been talk.



Alex glanced once more up the stairs. So how many people have seen her?


Simmons flinched. Enough.


What do you mean by enough? Or rather, who do you mean?


The butler squirmed again. If it is any consolation, my lord, your wife seems quite popular. So much so, that


Alex didnt want to hear another word about it. He started up the stairs. Ensconced in his house for well over a month and shed already become popular. He wanted to groan.


There was only one solution.


This wily minx was about to make him a very contented widower.





As Simmons had said, it had been a very busy afternoon at the house on Hanover Square and Lady Sedgwick had sought her bed early, dropping into an exhausted, dreamless slumber in the secure peace of her home.


That is until the door of her bedchamber burst open. It rattled on the hinges and banged into the wall with a furious slam.


Emmaline sat bolt upright and stared at the caped stranger marauding into her sanctuary as if he had every right.


So she did what any lady of the ton would do when her honor was in peril. She pulled a small pistol from under her pillow and pointed it with dead-eyed aim at the intruder.


So perhaps she hadnt gotten this lady of the manor part down completely, but it was what she would do.


Stay where you are, sirrah, or it will be the last thing you do.



He ignored her warning completely, coming closer. The candle he held aloft cast a circle of light around them both. His gaze fell first on her face, then like any raving midnight visitor, it strayed lower, to the opening of her lacy nightrail.


Instinctively, she used her free hand to gather it up, blocking his view.


Thus thwarted, his gaze fell to the pistol in her hand and one regal brow rose. Put that away!


I will not, she said, her hand shaking. She didnt really want to kill anyone, but the way her hand was starting to tremble, she was afraid she was going to accidentally shoot the miscreant. Worse, now that he held the candle up, she could also see that he was devilishly handsome and well dressed.


Hardly some Seven Dials cutthroat.


From the imperious twist of his lips, the strong line of his jaw, to the upright, impossibly steely stance, he had to be wellborn. Gads, probably some drunken rake out to make a name for himself by seducing Sedgwicks wife.


That put his intentions in an entirely different light. He didnt look like the type of man a woman would deny easily.


Herself included. Shed always had a weakness for impossibly handsome men, especially dark-haired ones. They were as irresistible as the rustle of a new deck of cards being shuffled.


Then she stopped herselfwhat was she thinking? She had a reputation to uphold. She was a lady now. At least for the time being.


And as a lady, she had a duty to protect her virtue. Yes, that was exactly what she should do, she decided, as she took one last regretful look at the magnificent man before her. Simmons! Simmons! Help! she cried out.


He wont be forthcoming, the villain told her.


Mores the pity, she wanted to say, but still she couldnt let this arrogant lout get the best of her.


At least not without the appearance of a struggle.


She waved the gun at him again. My husband will not take kindly to this intrusion.


The fellow just laughed, his gaze raking over her with a measure of appreciation. I dont think hell mind.


Well, if Sedgwick doesnt mindEmmaline shook off that errant thought. I assure you, he will kill you for this.


I doubt it.


Smug bastard. She sat up straighter and pointed toward the door. Get out.


Of course, when shed pointed at the door, shed had to let go of her nightrail, and it fell open again, giving him a generous view of her breasts.


Her order was completely ignored. Instead, he came closer until he stood at the foot of the bed. Emmaline scooted up the mattress, dragging the sheets with her, pulling them up to her chin. When my husband returns fromfrom


Oh, demmit, where was it that Sedgwick had his ancestral home?


Westmoreland, the fiend offered.


Yes, thank you, she replied. When my husband returns from Westmoreland, rest assured, he will kill you.


Have you ever considered, Lady Sedgwick, that perhaps he already has?


Has what? she asked, the pistol trembling anew in her hand.



Returned.


It was at that moment that Emmaline Denford, Lady Sedgwick, realized she was about to shoot her husband.


The very notion startled her so much, she dropped the pistol. And then the damned thing fired for her.













Chapter 2





Alex closed his eyes and waited for his last moment. Luckily for him, it whizzed past. The bullet, that is, not his earthly existence. Slamming into the wall behind him, the lead ball sent a shower of plaster down.


Oh, my! Emmaline exclaimed. This is terrible. She bounded out of bed and headed toward him.


He had to say one thing for Jack: When hed picked out an Emmaline, hed gotten her all wrong.


The gel was glorious.


Her blond hair fell to her waist in long, tempting curls. He wasted only a sparing glance at her breasts, for hed already witnessed enough there. No, it was the lithe, long legs that captivated his imagination, the rounded curves of her hips, the wide and generous turn of her lips that stirred his blood.


No, indeed, leave it to Jack to get Emmaline all wrong.


The Emmaline hed always envisioned was a slight, modest chit of decent breeding. There was something wild and disconcerting about this womannothing boring or staid about herand she was heading straight for him, obviously to throw herself into his arms and plead for his mercy.


And really, what harm would there be to hold her just once? To allow her to ply him with kisses and her favors, before he tossed her out in the street?


She was his wife, in a manner of speaking.


But if he thought her concern was for him, he was in for a shock. Emmaline sped past him, as heedless as the bullet from her pistol.


Do you see what you did? she said, her finger pointing accusingly at the gaping hole in the wall. Look at that! Do you have any idea how expensive that paper is? She heaved a grievous sigh and shook her head woefully. All my work. Tis ruined. Utterly ruined. The entire ambience of this room is lost. She looked about to fall into a spate of tears.


Her work ruined? Shed nearly blown his head off and she was worried about the demmed wallpaper?


He held the candle up and stared at her, wondering if Jack had found her in Bedlam. No, she looked in her right mind, albeit a furious one.


Just like any wife whod found her newly redecorated boudoir spoiled. Sedgwick cringed and reminded himself she wasnt his wife. And this wasnt her room.


Then he glanced again at the wallpaper. The brand-new wallpaper, alongside new blue drapes, a new armoire in the corner and the list went on of furnishings and paintings and knickknacks quaintly adorning the room, none of which hed ever seen before. Over the mantel, where before a dour Holbein of the eleventh baron had hung, there sat a lovely watercolor of Sedgwick Abbey, a dreamy, wonderful rendition of his beloved home.


What have you done to my bedchamber? he bellowed. He made a point of emphasizing the my part to make sure she understood that this was not her room.


Isnt it wonderful? She patted him on the chest, her palm warm and familiar against his jacket. I knew youd love it. Then she sailed out of reach and went back to the bed, catching up a lacy, frothy confection that she tossed over her nightrail. It did little to cover her, only adding to her soft, feminine wiles. You dont mind, do you? It was such a dreary place, I cant see how we ever got a good nights rest in it before. Why, it was like a mausoleum.


In truth, the removal of the eleventh baron had lightened up the room considerably. Hed never been able to guess how his relations had ever conducted any marital business in the chamber with that dour face keeping a watchful eye over the proceedings.


No wonder the Sedgwick barons had been so reluctant to marry for so many generations. But he didnt know if he liked a stranger banishing one of his ancestors to the dustbin.


Madame, I want you out of here, he told her, getting back to the business at hand.


So formal, Sedgwick, she said, gliding around him like a wary cat. Tis me, Emmaline, your dear wife.


You and I both know that isnt your name.


Ah, but it is now, she said, smiling at him. Her hands glided over her hips. I think it fits perfectly, dont you?


You presume too much, he told her, his hand snaking out and catching her by her wrist before she could sidestep him. He towed her toward the door with every intention of sending her packing.



Out of the house, out of his life.


But Emmaline had other ideas. She dug her heels into the carpet.


The new carpet, he noted.


Sedgwick, what will the neighbors think if you toss me out into the streets in the middle of the night? She shook at his grasp. I wont go quietly.


You will if I tie a gag around your mouth.


You wouldnt dare, she sputtered. Im your wife.


He cocked a brow at her. Consider this the end of our marriage.


She hadnt lied to him, she wasnt about to go easily, catching hold of the doorjamb and hanging on with the tenacity of an alleycat. Demmit, Sedgwick, this isnt funny.


I couldnt agree more, he said, letting her go.


She straightened up and smoothed out her robe. Now, if you will just hear me out, I believe we can


He wasnt listening to anything she had to say. Shed turned his perfect existence upside down, possibly brought ruin and shame to his good name, and most likely put a dent in the family fortunes that would take several generations to repair.


Not to mention whatever shed done to the eleventh baron.


So instead of falling prey to her pretty pleas, he snatched her up by the waist, and in one quick motion hoisted her onto his shoulder. Her nicely rounded bottom sat right next to his face, with the rest of her trailing down his back.


Her breasts pressed against him, while a wild and exotic perfume assailed his senses. His body responded instinctually, clamoring for him not to throw this bounty of feminine wiles out the door, but toss her onto the bed and demand his marital due.


Luckily for him, he wasnt ruled by his senses. Family duty and obligations always came first. But for once, he had to admit the clarity of his purpose and duties wasnt as obvious and golden as it usually was.


Oooof, she sputtered. Put me down, you cad! Her fists pounded on his back.


She thought him a cad? Hed never been called a cad before and rather liked it. Relishing his new role, he decided to show her just how boorish he could be, and gave her backside a nice, solid spank.


Ouch! That hurt.


Yes, quite my sentiment when I saw the bills for all the havoc youve wreaked on my life.


That gives you no right to brutalize me, she complained.


Madame, I should have you locked up and transported.


You wouldnt dare


His response was another slap to her bottom. Now that he had started along the road of villainy and caddish behavior, he found it quite invigorating. He marched down the stairs, his gaze fixed on the front door. Hed throw her into the carriage and tell Henry to drive to the worst part of Seven Dials and set her loose among her own kind.


Shed probably find an entire block of tempting, redecorating vixens there to commiserate with.


This isnt done, she said. I am your wife.


I doubt the courts would agree, he said, surveying the course ahead. Three more steps, then across the foyer, into the carriage and shed be gone.


After which, hed find Jack and kill him.



Youll have a fine time explaining yourself, now, wont you? she argued. You cant prove Im not Emmaline Denford.


Hed give her one thing, she had nerve. For she was right. He couldnt go to the authorities. But that didnt mean he was going to stand idly by while she ran up his bills and paraded herself about society.


No, the only way to end this charade was to get rid of Emmaline. Then hed deal with the aftermath.


And while that plan seemed the best one, given the circumstances, even as his boot hit the marble of the foyer, his hopes for a quick end to his marriage faded from sight. The front door opened and while Alex looked up, thinking he was going to see Henry coming inside to inquire as to his wishes, there, to his horror, stood his cousin Hubert Denford and his wife, Lady Lilith, their mouths agape at this unseemly display.


Not Hubert, Alex wanted to groan. Of all his relations, why did it have to be Hubert and Lady Lilith who arrived in such a timely manner? The rest of his greedy cousins and wastrel relations could be happily bought off, but not Hubert.


I tried to tell you, my lord, Simmons offered from his post near the door.


Lady Lilith clucked disapprovingly at the shocking display before her, while Hubert struggled to maintain the same dismay as his wife, though he wasnt above taking a less-than-subtle survey of Emmalines bare limbs and her curved backside. In Huberts eyes glowed the same avarice that went with all of his presumptions when it came to the Sedgwick barony.


Hubert was, after all, the next in line and liked to remind everyone of that fact often enough. His cheekiness had been one of the many reasons Alex had concocted a wife, if only to keep his relation from becoming too comfortable in his tenuous position as heir apparent.


But with Huberts eyes raking over Emmaline, Alex felt a new fury. It wasnt like the lady was indeed his wife, but Hubert didnt know that.


Dropping Emmaline to the ground, he hastily shoved her behind him. Hopefully, well out of sight.


Cousin, Hubert began. We didnt knowthat is, we would never have intrudedthat is


From behind Alex, Emmaline piped up. Oh, Cousin Hubert, I told you before that dear Sedgwick wouldnt mind if you and Lady Lilith stayed with me. Family is, after all, family. Isnt that right, my love? She placed her hand on Alexs shoulder, a gesture that sent a message of marital intimacy he didnt need right now.


Especially with her lithesome figure pressed up against him. If she thought her charms and curves were going to save her, she was wrong. Very wrong.


Just the same, he put a bit of distance between them.


How was the opera, cousins? Emmaline asked. I was so distraught to turn down your kind invitation.


Cousins? he thought as he shot a glance at her. Just how long had the Denfords been in residence?


You might have made it tolerable, Hubert told her. Always nice to have someone along, eh, Lilith? For I dont understand most of that caterwauling and


Lady Lilith wasnt so toadyish. She came straight to the point. Sedgwick, you arent supposed to be here.


No, Im not, he said. However, some new business brought me back unexpectedly.



Huberts eyes flickered with interest. New business? Mind sharing it with me, eh, Sedgwick? Always looking for the right opportunity.


To climb upon my back and suppose a station you are utterly unfit to assume, was the response Alex bit back.


Instead, he replied, Nothing that I fear is likely to bear any profit. For this, he received a very unfeminine nudge in his back. He stumbled forward and Emmaline just shrugged at his cousins, as if she hadnt a clue as to her husbands discomfort.


Huberts bushy brows knit together, suspicious and intent, and Alex knew his cousin would only strive harder now to insinuate his way into this mysterious prospect. His best hope was to find some bone of an opportunity to toss out and send the fellow off in the wrong direction.


While at the same time keeping him as far away from Emmaline as possible.


After a few more moments of awkward silence, Lady Lilith took charge. I fear we are intruding, and we shall leave you two toto


A little midnight supper, Emmaline offered. Sedgwick arrived just famished.


The way she said the word in long purring tones made it sound like the sustenance her husband was seeking would not be found in the kitchen.


Then we should let you get to youryour meal, Hubert offered as he took his wife by the arm.


Lady Lilith shot another scathing glance at the pair of them, drawing her skirt close as she passed by. The daughter of an impoverished earl, Lady Lilith had the haughty reserve of a duchess. And worse yet, the ability to gossip like a fishwife.



Alex closed his eyes. Now the entire family would not only think of this woman as his wife, as his Emmaline, but would hear the tales of their supposed lascivious practices.


In the very foyer, mind you, he could hear Lady Lilith saying in a scandalized voice. In front of the servants, no less.


Will we see you for breakfast? Emmaline called after them merrily.


I think, Hubert said, chuckling with boorish tones, the better question is whether you and my cousin will be there.


Lady Lilith sniffed and tugged her husband up the last stair and they disappeared from sight.


When Alex glanced down at herwell, actually gloweredher brows tipped with an innocent arch, as if she hadnt the vaguest notion what had him in such a foul mood.


Ah, hmm, Simmons coughed. Stationed as he was in the corner, Alex had forgotten he was still there. If there isnt anything else youll be requiring, my lord


No, no, Alex told him. Go to bed. I can settle this on my own.


The butler fled from the foyer, moving with due haste.


And once they were alone, Alex turned toward Emmaline, still very much of a mind to toss her out the door. Wisely, shed retreated to the stairs, her hand clinging tenaciously to the post.


Did you want a tray, Sedgwick? She nudged her bare toe at the floor, then glanced up at him from beneath her fair lashes. Or is there something else you require?




Did you see her? Lilith sputtered as they made their way to the guest room in the back of the house.



Yes, I saw her, Hubert answered a little too enthusiastically.


He was rewarded with a thwack from her fan. To avoid a second one, he said nothing more, but rather opened the door to their room and allowed his wife to stomp inside.


Parading about in the altogether. Land sakes, what was Sedgwick thinking, hauling her about like some savagefor one and all to see? Lilith yanked off her spencer and tossed it on a chair.


Most disturbing, Hubert rushed to agree.


Lilith eyed him as if she were considering if he needed another smack. I dont believe for a moment that they were simply seeking a midnight supper.


I thought the same thing, Hubert said. If he had a wife as gorgeous and so obviously willing as Emmaline, food would be the last thing hed desire.


Dear God, this is a disaster, Lilith complained. That woman could produce an heir. Why, that would ruin everything.


Bother, Lilith was right. Hubert hadnt gotten that far yet. He was still trying to recover from the sight of Emmaline in that negligee.


Though his cousins marriage to the sickly Emmaline had at first seemed a boon, especially since Sedgwick hadnt shown the least bit of concern for his ailing wife, now that her health appeared to be on the mend, so was Sedgwicks interest in her.


Lilith was over at the desk, rummaging around in the drawers. After some searching, she pulled out a sheaf of paper and set up the pen and ink. Write your grandmother immediately. Shell be able to put things to right.


Hubert knew exactly what his wife meant and nodded in agreement. No one could sow strife in the family like Grandmre. Shed have Sedgwick and the delectable Emmaline back to living apart in no time.




Downstairs, Emmaline wanted to bite back the seductive words that had come out of her lips.


Is there anything else you require?


Was she mad? She knew men, and she knew what it meant when they got that look in their eyes. And right now, the hot light burning in the barons steely gaze said only too clearly he was of a mind to demand his marital rightsfrom the appreciative glance that raked over her figure to the way his gaze strayed over her breasts like a hungry caress.


It wasnt like shed never been looked at by a man, admired by one, but most of them sent the same coveting glances that seemed to be Huberts domain. However, it appeared that Sedgwick coveted nothing. He was a man who knew what he wanted and was used to demanding itif not just taking it outright.


Oh, bother! Where was the staid, dull man shed heard so much about? This Sedgwick was nothing like his reputation. No, the way he looked at her said that if she was willing, the taking would be unforgettable.


One very unforgettable night. She cocked her head and gave him another once-over. Make that a night and a day, with his apparent stamina.


Steady, Emmaline, she told herself. Remember, you are a proper lady now. A fortnight is all you need. A fortnight and youll have the stake of your life.


Yet her gaze strayed once again to his chiseled features, the pair of firm lips pursed in a hard lineones that promised breathless, staggering kisses. Now, that was a way to pass the time. It wasnt hard to imagine what two weeks spent in this mans bed would be like


The silence in the foyer had grown terribly uncomfortable, and thankfully he broke it.


We are going to settle this right now. Sedgwick caught her by the arm and started dragging her back upstairs.


She pressed her lips together. Tightly. Gads, she could only imagine what wayward suggestion would come out of her mouth nextunnerved and borne by his sure touch.


Up the stairs he pulled her. Now, that was a fine sight better than out into the street as hed promised earlier.


However, while she was here to impersonate Emmaline Denford, that didnt mean she should expand her reign as the lady of the house to the man of the house.


It would complicate matters. Utterly. Completely. She continued to convince herself of that fact as he towed her up the stairs.


Not that she wasnt going willingly, but she didnt want to seem too eager.


Well, that just makes this a fine mess, he was sputtering, as they got to the bedchamber and he shut the door behind her. Inviting yourself to breakfast.


I do live here, she countered, stopping before the bed. Truly, she hadnt chosen that spot on purpose. Not completely.


Whatever was wrong with her? He was just a man, and an arrogantly noble one at that. She abhorred those types. Absolutely.


Yet why did his eyes have to be so greenhis shoulders so broad and imposing? He quite stole her breath with all his magnificent brooding and posturing.


That is quite enough, Emmaline, she told herself. You have a task to attend to. Tipping her nose in the air, she said, If I didnt arrive downstairs in the morning, dont you think your cousins would find that odd?


The point is that you shouldnt be here! His glance went from her to the bed behind her and then back to her again. His jaw worked back and forth, and then he caught her by the hand and hauled her through the bedroom into the private sitting room beyond.


And why shouldnt I be at breakfast? she asked. I am your wife.


Through clenched teeth he sputtered, The point is, you are not.


Not invited to breakfast? she asked coyly, settling herself onto a settee. She hadnt spent a lifetime avoiding being evicted without learning how to change the subject. Besides, the key to any deception was believing utterly in your guise. And she wasnt about to drop this onenot when it afforded her the chance to leave her life of guile and deceit behind forever. Someone has to act as hostess, and who better than your own dear wife?


You are not my wife.


She leaned back and tapped her chin with her finger. Ah, now that is a problem, isnt it? If Im not Lady Sedgwick, then where is she?


He glowered at her. It actually made him more handsome, that fierce mien of his. My wife is none of your business, he told her, pacing about the room, his hands folded behind his back.



I think she is.


Fine, have your breakfast, he offered, but then you are going to leave.


Tomorrow? She shook her head. I fear that wont work. The draper is coming with the fabrics for the ballroom.


Sedgwick closed his eyes. Madame, there will be no more drapers, no more bills, no more of this dalliance. Your time as Emmaline Denford is over.


I hardly think you should cancel the drapers work. He sent a note around that he found the most perfect Chinese brocades to match the new carpets.


He crossed his arms over his chest and let his sharp green gaze bore into her. How much?


She glanced up from her examination of her nails. For the carpets or the drapes?


This time, she could spy a vein in the side of his head that looked ready to explode.


No, he said. How much are you being paid to ruin my life? The words ground out with an impatient air.


I hardly think a few alterations and knickknacks are going to ruin your life.


How much are you being paid? he repeated.


Well, shed give him one thing. He was dogged. But as much as he wanted her gone, she had every reason to stay.


Nothing, she said. A wife does all these things purely to make her house a home for her dear spouse.


But you are not my wife.


There you go again, making a bad situation worse, she said, rising from the settee and making her way toward him. Really, Sedgwick, if Id known you were such a dour man, I would never have married you.



The point is, you didnt.


She smiled. Prove it.


This time she overplayed her hand. Youd think that after so long taking such risks, shed know when to fold her hand and run. For in an instant, Sedgwick took her in his arms and hauled her close.


Would you like me to? he offered. Prove it, that is?


Up against his chest, Emmaline found herself assailed with memories, memories of what a man with some charm and skill could do to a woman.


How could this be? Where was the dull, stuffy baron shed been promised? For this man appeared not only quite capable, but would relish the task at hand.


No matter how tempting it was to prove her dedication to her employment, she had sworn off such temptations. They only led to ruin, and ruin was what she was trying to avoid.


Of course, shed also sworn off gambling, drinking, and all sorts of other vices at one time or another


Oh no, you dont, she told him, pushing at his solid chest, trying to twist out of his muscled arms. If you think you can just assert youryour


Marital rights, he said, looking down at her as if he had every right, and then some.


Yes, those, she said, struggling some. That would hardly help your case that I am not your wife.


Yes, but it might satisfy my curiosity.


I wasn
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