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      March, 2020

      

      My Dear Readers,

      

      I am very pleased to bring you this Second Edition of A Breath of Scandal, with a new cover. However new it may look, rest assured that it still contains the same story of heart-stopping adventure and almost impossible true love. Just the way you like it!

      

      Wishing you happy reading!
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        Wealdgate Village, Sussex

        December, 1814

      

      

      

      It ought to have had the decency to rain.

      If it had rained, the wet winter downpour might have been able to match the raw, aching pain of the day. If it had rained, the ominous, brooding, gray clouds blanketing the sky might have been able to prepare her for the dripping misery of what was to come.

      If it had rained, Antigone Preston might have been able to cry.

      At her side, her sister wept soundlessly into her immaculate, embroidered lawn handkerchief.

      Perhaps Antigone should have accepted the convention that funerals were no place for gently bred ladies, and insisted Cassie stay home with Mama, instead of exposing her so cruelly in her grief. But Cassie, in her characteristic generosity, had not wanted Antigone to be alone, and Antigone, in her characteristic tenacity, had been absolutely adamant that Papa not be alone on this, his final journey from this life.

      So Antigone did not cry.

      She squared her shoulders and squinted her eyes against the insufferable brightness of the morning sun, and willed the heavens to open with a torrent of sorrow to match the tide of grief welling within her chest, and obliterate the scene laid out in front of her eyes in such precise, melancholy detail.

      A few feet away, the vicar opened his book, and the ancient prayers for the dead rose from his mouth on ghostly clouds, evaporating with useless grace in the cold air of St. Bartholomew’s churchyard.

      “We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out. The Lord giveth and the Lord hath taken away.”

      The Lord had taken Papa away—carried him off so suddenly one fine morning three days ago, she could scarcely comprehend it. Without him, without his gentle logic and glad goodwill, Antigone couldn’t seem to think at all. She could only shut her eyes against the stark sunshine and rail against the serene heavens in heartbroken frustration.

      Because instead of cloaking her sorrow in gray, weeping rain, the winter sun was a mocking abomination, shining in a sky so startlingly blue and crystalline in its brilliance, it hurt her head as much as it hurt what was left of her heart.

      “I held my tongue, and spake nothing: I kept silence, yea, even from good words, but it was pain and grief to me.”

      Everything was pain and grief to her. Every glistening blade of grass poking through the cold crust of snow crunching under her feet. Every curl of frosted breath that rose in the air from her mouth in brittle, aching relief. Every clump of earth that fell upon the wooden lid of the coffin with jarring, emphatic finality.

      “Come ye blessed children of my Father, receive the kingdom prepared for you from the beginning of the world.”

      Nothing was prepared for Antigone. Nothing. And she was not prepared in the least for life without Papa. None of them were.

      “What is to become of us? Where is the money to come from?” Mama had wept and wailed, and ordered the fires put out, as though they could no longer afford fuel. As though Papa had been so thoughtless as to leave them destitute and insolvent. As though his estate were to be be entailed away and leave them at any moment without a home.

      In the absence of any real knowledge of the state of their finances, Antigone had tried to calm her mother as best she could, but with Mama in such a state, it had fallen to Antigone to see that things were done—to make arrangements with the vicar and purchase black ribbons for their clothes, to write to Papa’s mathematical colleagues and collaborators at Cambridge University and in the Analytical Society, as well as the Royal Society, and inform his solicitor in Chichester. To carry on.

      And so she could not cry.

      Not even when her mother, in her own inconsolable grief over papa’s death, betrayed Antigone’s trust in the most unexpected way possible, by betrothing her on the very day of her father’s funeral, to a rich man three times her age.

      Antigone did not cry. She could not.

      She was too bloody surprised.
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      There was no warning, no obvious sign from the heavens that her life would be upended. No deluge. No tremors. No helpful plague of locusts falling from the sky.

      Only her mama saying, “I have spoken to Lord Aldridge, and it is all arranged. He has made a proposal for your hand, and I have accepted. It only remains for you to make him the happiest of men.”

      “Lord Aldridge?” Lord Aldridge was a severe, older man Antigone knew only as the frosty master of the local hunt—a man who kept tight control of both the hunting field and his prized pack of hounds, kenneled at his estate, Thornhill Hall, some miles from the village.

      Antigone had often followed the progress of Thornhill Hunt from a distance, but had never hunted with his field, as ladies—especially brash young ladies on horses faster and more powerful than any other mount in the field—were actively discouraged from participating, if not banned outright. Antigone had never had more than a nodding—or more accurately, a frowning—acquaintance with the man.

      Lord Aldridge had not been among the mourners at either the church or the graveyard. While Papa had been a gentleman—a mathematical scholar, a graduate and former fellow of Trinity College at the university at Cambridge, and a member of the prestigious Royal Society—the Preston family had been quite beneath Lord Aldridge’s entirely more lofty touch.

      But it seemed he had come to their home, and instead of offering his condolences, what he offered, apparently, was his hand.

      It is all arranged.

      “Please, Mama. Please tell me you’re jesting.” Anything else was too horrible to contemplate.

      “Antigone, I am in earnest.” Mama looked tired and tense and pale in her black cap. “How could I be otherwise?”

      “Without my knowledge or consent?” She knew her mother was beyond fragile from trying to cope with her own fear and loss, but all the gentleness had been wrung out of Antigone by the events of the day. “What can you be thinking? On the day of Papa’s funeral?”

      “Hush! Don’t be cruel.” Mama collapsed into a chair and passed her hands over her face, as if the interview had exhausted her diminished reserves of strength. As if she, and not Antigone, were the one who had just been bartered away to a man she could never hope to even tolerate, let alone come to like. “Because there is no money. The burial fee to the parish was the last of it. See for yourself if you don’t believe me.” She gestured to the books open on the table beside her.

      Antigone had taken only a cursory look at her father’s ledgers while she was making the funeral arrangements, but now she did as her mother bid. And saw what she had not before—that for a mathematician who had always delighted in creating equations full of variables and unknowns to explain natural phenomena, her father had proved to be woefully bad at basic arithmetic.

      In his ledgers of the household accounts, the plusses continuously under balanced the minuses. There was only the barest and most haphazard of incomes—throughout the years, every so often a lump sum would appear from some unknown source to keep the books, and thus the Preston family afloat just as it seemed they would be dragged down into the River Tick. But what those sources of income might have been, were never noted.

      Antigone pored over the books, looking and looking. But there was nothing.

      There was only, as Mama so succinctly put it, “Lord Aldridge or the poorhouse.”

      And while Antigone was impulsive and angry enough to want to take her chances in the world, and spit into the face of fate, it was winter, and it was bitterly cold. And even a cold house was better than none.

      Yet still, she could not bring herself to reconcile to such a fate—it offended her sense of order and rightness.

      “But why, Mama, why?” Antigone begged. “Why should a man as old, and rich, and used to having his way as Lord Aldridge want me, of all people? I’ll warrant the man never looked at me before in his life, except to criticize the way I ride Velocity.”

      It was her beautiful but painfully shy older sister, Cassandra, with her dark hair, luminous lavender eyes, porcelain skin and pink mouth, that people had always admired—at least one local would-be poet had been driven to write rapturous odes in her honor. No one had ever been driven to admire Antigone’s sharpness of mind or straightforward character.

      But her mother’s anxieties found a new target. “His lordship would not be alone in his criticism,” her mother rejoined with a sniff. “You ride that mare a great deal too fast for anyone’s comfort, especially mine. Half the district is sure you will come to grief in a ditch, and I live in terror that you’ll be killed, and leave me alone. I don’t know what I should do if you were taken from me as well.” She covered her face with her handkerchief, and descended into noisy sobs.

      “Hush,” Antigone soothed. “I am not reckless, Mama, I promise you. I am perfectly capable of handling Velocity—I’m as safe on her as if I were in a rocking chair. But if you don’t want me to be taken from you, why have you arranged for that very thing with Lord Aldridge?”

      “Did you not hear me? There is no money!” Mama wailed. “Why must you be so quick to turn your nose up? Why must you question such a piece of incredibly good fortune? Why can you not think of someone besides yourself—what of your sister?”

      The need to protect and care for Cassandra was an old theme of Mama’s, and doubly unfair, because Antigone did think of her painfully shy older sister—constantly. Antigone had been Cassie’s staunch champion, her buffer against the world for years now—as a scrappy, hoydenish girl she had even bloodied the noses of local boys for making fun of Cassie’s stammer.

      But now that her sister was in the forefront of her mind, she asked, “Why should Lord Aldridge ask for me and not Cassandra? She is both the eldest and the most beautiful. Not that I would wish for her such a man—his gaze is much too calculating and appraising—but surely such an influential man would want a beautiful wife. Why should he settle for me instead?”

      She, of all people, who was more at home out of doors, riding her prized mare, or tromping through the woods in any weather. She, who had neither beauty—she was no ogress, but Cassandra was the delicate, lavender-eyed beauty of the family, and Antigone’s plainer looks and ordinary blue eyes paled in comparison—nor fortune, nor any family connections from which he might profit in any way. And she who was in mourning.

      It was all absurd and strange, and completely, utterly impossible.

      Mama could only shrug. “I have no idea. He did not ask for her—he asked for you. And Cassandra is meant for better things.”

      The careless words were a shocking kick—a horse’s hoof to her chest that left Antigone painfully breathless. “And I’m not?”

      Too wrapped up in her own emotions to consider another’s, Mama dismissed her daughter’s bruised feelings with an impatient wave of her handkerchief. “Oh, you know what I mean, Antigone. He would chew her up and spit her out, but you—you’re impervious, and strong enough to withstand him. And with her beauty, Cassandra should have her pick of the highest men in the land, not just our musty corner of West Sussex. She could have her pick of such men, if only they could see her. Do you not see—this is our chance!”

      “Our chance for what?”

      “To better ourselves! To see that Cassandra marries as well as her beauty and sweet nature demand. This is the first step.”

      “Lord Aldridge?”

      “Yes! With you engaged to him, we will move in higher circles. We will be invited to Thornhill Hall, and then to the better houses of the district.” For the first time in days, Mama’s eyes were alight with a glint of purpose—there would be no stopping her now that she had the bit between her teeth. “Lord Aldridge’s sister, Lady Barrington, is a very great hostess, of some great influence in society. We must have her to our side and have her sponsor Cassandra. Yes, for a ball!”

      “A ball for Cassie?”

      Mama stood and grasped Antigone’s hands. “Think! You don’t have to marry Lord Aldridge—you only have to be engaged to him. For a time—for long enough for us to get Cassandra a suitable husband. Six months at the least, but a year if you can manage it.”

      “A year?” Such a span of time seemed forever when she was only twenty years old.

      “Yes. I have told him you are but eighteen, you see, and that you will need some time to accustom herself to the honor.” Mama’s voice was alight with her plan. “And that nothing or the arrangement ought be mentioned while we are in mourning. I said you have been raised as a gentleman’s daughter, but will need to learn a very great deal in order to be prepared to be Lady Aldridge, and manage a household as large as Thornhill Hall.”

      Antigone felt some small measure of relief washed in with the guilt of such a duplicitous plan. “So I only have to pretend?”

      “Yes. But you must wear the bride gift he left for you.” Mama held out an antique lover’s eye ring—a small enameled depiction of what must been Lord Aldridge’s left eye, made in much younger days when such tokens had been fashionable, and his hair had been brown, instead of silver, and his cheeks far less drawn than they appeared today.

      The eye stared up at her from Mama’s palm.

      And for the first time in Antigone’s life, she felt entirely unequal—unsettled and uneasy, and at a loss for what to do or say to regain her equilibrium.

      Mama was indifferent to her distress. “He said he commissioned it some years ago, on the Continent, during my grand tour, and have kept it as a keepsake,” she went on. “Waiting for the right…moment.”

      Antigone could only guess at his lordship’s age, but his grand tour must have been at the very least twenty-five, if not thirty-five years ago, as England had been at war with France for one reason or another for the whole of Antigone’s life. The recent peace had only just made travel on the Continent safe again. “It must be very old, indeed.”

      “He wanted you to know, that though our agreement needs must remain private, he is nevertheless keeping an eye on us.”

      What Lord Aldridge meant, was that he would be watching her.

      Antigone felt it then, the full breadth of her repugnance—the chill that skated across her skin like the rime of ice reaching its cold fingers across the surface of a pond, spreading frost over her skin.

      Antigone felt upended, as if the rug had shifted beneath her feet and loosened gravity’s grip on her knees.

      She tried again to make her mother listen. “Mama, Lord Aldridge does not seem to me the sort of man who will stand for being taken so lightly. Do you not think it is wicked to try and use the man so? Not that I care particularly about his finer feelings—thought frankly, I can’t see that he has them—but Lord Aldridge strikes me quite particularly as a man who is not to be trifled with.”

      “Then you shall not trifle. You will be all that is proper and good and reticent. Especially reticent—none of your outrageous hoydenish behavior, or frank talk. Can you not see how it shall be?”

      Antigone could see. She could see clearly that her mother wanted her to sacrifice her own happiness upon the altar of society so Cassie might marry well.

      And though it wounded her deeply to be so disposed of, Antigone Preston knew she would do it. She would do it to make her sister happy.

      Mama must have seen the crack in Antigone’s defenses. “You must do this, Antigone. For once in your life, do as you are asked, and don’t try to be cleverer than everyone else. Accept Lord Aldridge’s suit. Accept his gifts, whenever he might give them. Accept your unlooked-for good fortune.” Mama’s eyes were aglow with determination. “Do it for Cassandra, if you will not do it for yourself. You can do no less.”

      The words the vicar had spoken less than a hour ago came back to Antigone afresh. I held my tongue, and spake nothing, but it was pain and grief to me.

      And as she could not bring herself to agree to so ruinous a plan, Antigone spake nothing.

      No. Though her throat was raw and her head ached from the pressure of the tears that did not fall, Antigone Preston did not cry. She wasn’t made for weeping.

      She swallowed down the jagged stone of her grief, and set herself to endure.
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      More than endurance was needed.

      Because it was just as mama said it would be—within a few days, Lord Aldridge’s imperious sister, Lady Barrington, was persuaded to hold a ball, to be laid on in all its festive grandeur within the copious ballroom of the Barrington country seat, Northfield, where the Prestons were invited to be her ladyship’s guests.

      “A small ball, to be sure, in deference to your mourning,” the lady decreed from her armchair. “But needs must. The beautiful and delightful Miss Preston must be introduced to the neighborhood. And of course, Miss Antigone, such as she is, as well.”

      Mama was in alt at the prospect of mingling with the best society West Sussex and the eastern reaches of Hampshire had to offer, but Antigone, such as she was, had entirely different feelings.

      Normally, she had no objection to a ball—she did love to dance. It was one of the few things—along with riding at breakneck speed—she did really well. She was not always quiet and she was not always exactly correct, but she was always known to be full of friendly enthusiasm.

      But Antigone’s experience had been limited to country balls set in the rooms above the White Horse Inn on the village High Street, which was a very different thing from a private ball at an influential, wealthy lord’s country estate, with people she did not know—lord and ladies and whatever other manner of gentry Lady Barrington and her brother had chosen to invite.

      And it was an especially different thing to find herself the object of unwelcome attention.

      From the moment the Preston family, dressed in the finest fashions Mama’s economies could allow—freshly re-made muslin frocks with new black ribbon trimming—stepped out into the assembly, Antigone found herself the recipient of more than a few probing glances, and any number of whispered confidences behind cupped hands and tilted fans.

      People were talking about her.

      It was not the first time in her life that she found herself the object of idle speculation—she had gotten herself into many a scrape over the years, and her country neighbors were a garrulous, noisy lot—but this was the first time that the gaze felt...if not outrightly malevolent, then certainly not benevolent. The weigh of the assembly’s judgment hung over her like the mythical heavy sword of Damocles, dangling from the merest thread, ready at any moment to fall.

      And she felt ridiculous in the pale muslin gown. For one thing it was winter, and they were in England, and the flimsy material was no protection against the drafts in the cavernous house, let alone against the frigid weather. Though Cassie had gone to much trouble to trim the neckline and sleeves with dark velvet ribbon to signal their half mourning, Antigone still felt she was mutton dressed as lamb. She was too old, and too tall and spare for such a demure, girlish look. She was hardly the green, dewy-eyed girl she was dressed to portray.

      Antigone tired to brush the feeling of unease aside, and concentrate instead upon her sister, who gripped her hand so tightly, the damned lover’s eye ring her mother had insisted Antigone wear cut into her fingers until her knuckles began to ache.

      “Cassie, dearest, it will all be fine,” she whispered into her sister’s ear. “No matter their silks and plumes, they are still only men and women. I will lay you a shilling that someone here will get just as drunk as Squire Hoskins did at the White Horse last November, only here they will have extra footmen laid on to heft the sots from the floor.”

      Cassie answered with a quick, thankful smile, and nodded, as determined as Antigone to make the best of the situation.

      But the whispered glances continued, and even accelerated, when Lord Aldridge immediately approached to ask her for the first dance. “Miss Antigone. I hope you will do me the honor.”

      Clearly, though Mama had insisted upon keeping their spurious engagement secret, Lord Aldridge had made at least a few private announcements and was set on making a public spectacle.

      Odious man. And to and insult to injury, his invitation was issued as a statement.

      It made her want to give him a spectacle, indeed.

      As little as she liked it, there was nothing else for it but to accept as gracefully as possible. “My lord.” Antigone curtsied and took her place where Lord Aldridge led her to the top of the set.

      The dance was to be a stylishly forward quadrille, and thankfully not the new waltz that everyone in their village had secretly practiced, but never dared to dance in public. Hampshire was apparently fast, but not that fast.

      But then her took her arm in what she could only call a proprietary gesture, and his cold appraising eye slid slowly over her with the soft, dry skin of the belly of a snake.

      A moment, no more. But it felt as if...as if he were testing her out. The way one put a horse in to the traces of a carriage for the first time.

      Antigone stepped quickly out from under his hands, but the uncomfortably proprietary sensation of his touch against her skin lingered even as the dance began.

      “I saw you the other day, you know,” Lord Aldridge began. “Out on the downs. On that ungoverned mare of yours.”

      He’ll be watching you.

      During the past weeks, Antigone had found the only way she could relieve her aching grief was to ride hard across the downs on her mare, Velocity. Or walk for hours with no company but her dogs to let the wind howling across the downs shriek out her pain for her, and let the relentless rain pummel her until she was numb and exhausted enough both in mind and body to sleep through the night.

      So the observation didn’t bother her so much as it’s sly intent. Lord Aldridge’s slow, meticulously appraising glance managed to make her feel as if the rain from the downs was sluicing its chilly way down the back of her collar.

      Antigone felt her shoulder blades twitch beneath the light muslin of her gown.

      Lord Aldridge remained impervious to her discomfort. “I had taken my second best hunter out for the exercise,” he observed, his voice full of his own admiration. “I haven’t ridden him much this season.”

      Antigone was happy to try and turn his conversation away from the uncomfortable direction it had seemed to be going. “The Dutch warmblood chestnut?”

      “Ah, you’ve remarked upon him, have you? I’m not surprised. Gaius Caesar, I’ve called him. Superb hunter.”

      What she recalled was that the green horse in question had deposited his lordship on his arse in a ditch during the second hunt meet of the winter season. And that his lordship had not been best pleased with his superb hunter then.

      She schooled her face not to smile. “I take it he’s coming along?”

      There was an infinitesimal narrowing of his lordship’s brows, to prove not even Lord Aldridge was as confident as he liked people to think. “He’s learned how to go on. Needs a firm hand.”

      What the big-hearted animal needed was a rider with more skill and subtlety than ham-fisted pride, but Antigone forbore from saying so, and settled for smiling over her private amusement.

      Which had an unfortunate warming effect upon his lordship.

      “There. You see, Miss Antigone. It is not so hard for us to carry on a civil conversation if you try. I know you are young, but we have much common ground in our interest in hunting and all things equine. It is probably fair to say that we have both admired the other’s ability as a rider.”

      Aside from the arrogance of the statement, the man was at least in part right—horses were likely the only subject on which she and he might converse without controversy or contention.

      At least not much contention. If she were good. And accommodating. And did not talk about his lordship’s being unhorsed into ditches.

      She settled on, “How nice to know, my lord.”

      His chilly smile thawed another few degrees, until it almost reached his icy eyes. “Perhaps you might like to visit my stables at Thornhill. Understand what you might expect—the benefits of the association—as well as what will be expected of you as Lady Aldridge.”

      Oh, Lord give her patience. The man was serious—he honestly thought he could seduce her into the idea of becoming Lady Aldridge with the lure of his stables.

      It would be insulting if it weren’t so bloody clever.

      Because the uncomfortable truth was, if he were almost any other man in the country, it might have worked. If she were to be seduced at all—which she wasn’t—it would probably be by the likes of that promising Dutch warmblood.

      But his lordship was still ancient old Aldridge, with his cold eye and colder hands, and not even the promise of a stable as fine as his could make her agree to anything more than Mama’s waiting game.

      And since she had been warned ad nauseam by her mother to say nothing if she could not say something agreeable, she held her tongue and spake nothing, and let the dance separate them until she could be silently returned to her sister’s side, where poor Cassandra was all but besieged by the knot of young men who pressed forward for introductions, which Mama, with the assistance of Lady Barrington, was all too happy to give.

      Antigone was in the process of making her way through the palisade of elbows to aid her sister, when Lady Barrington stopped her with a tap of her fan.

      “Miss Antigone, we must take you in hand. My dear Mr. Stubbs-Haye.” Lady Barrington called to one of the young men who had been drawn to meet the beautiful Miss Preston. “How do you do this evening? How is your dear mother? Miss Preston is already spoken for, but let me recommend Miss Antigone as a most desirable partner. We must have her dance this evening.”

      Despite the near-rudeness of being taken in hand, Antigone made no objection to such an introduction. She would have been content to stay with her sister, but Cassandra appeared to have been persuaded to dance the set with a handsome young man by the very encouraging name of the Viscount Jeffrey, who was already leading her sister away on his arm. And Mr. Stubbs-Haye seemed nice enough.

      For his part, Mr. Stubbs-Haye was also smart enough to know an order when he heard it, no matter how softly veiled, and self-interested enough to act upon it without delay.

      “I should like nothing better, my lady. I should be honored if you would consent to dance with me, Miss Antigone.”

      She consented, the gentleman politely offered his arm, and at the cessation of one piece of music, Antigone found herself being led out in almost happy anticipation of the next—in the uncomplicated, goodhearted company of a ruddy-cheeked sportsman like Mr. Stubbs-Haye, she might actually enjoy herself.

      The musicians struck up a lively country dance, and Antigone tried to lose herself in the pleasure of the steps. But within a few measures, when they found themselves at the top of the dance for a moment and the moment called for conversation, Mr. Stubbs-Haye ended all her enjoyment.

      “Well, I must say, Miss Antigone.” Mr. Stubbs-Haye leaned his head across the gap to impart his confidence. “I am surprised to hear about you.”

      Antigone’s curiosity got the better of her self control. “And pray what have you heard about me?”

      “That old Aldridge has his hooks in you. You don’t exactly look the type.”

      An uncomfortable heat settled between her shoulder blades and no doubt blotched up her neck.

      She put something more tart than vinegar into her voice. “And pray what type is that, Mr. Stubbs-Haye?”

      “Ah ha!” The roguish tilt of his head supplied all the innuendo his bluff words had not. “Manners forbid a gentleman, and all that.”

      “Manners ought to have forbidden a gentleman from making reference to a lady’s type in the first place, but that doesn’t seem to have stopped you, Mr. Stubbs-Haye.”

      “Ha-ha. Too true! But I tell you something—a lively girl like you is no match for his lordship. And when the day comes when you need a”—he lowered his voice insinuatingly—“friend, you remember your pal Gerry Stubbs-Haye.”

      “Mr. Stubbs, are you perchance drunk? Or merely suicidal?”

      “Stubbs-Haye,” he corrected without an ounce of shame, smiling at her in a way that did not inspire confidence in either his sobriety, or in appeals to his gentlemanly character. “Ain’t you just a lively, taking little thing.”

      As Antigone had no desire to be any kind of thing, she attempted to skirt past Mr. Stubbs-Haye to circle around the gentlemen next down the line.

      Which was when Mr. Stubbs-Haye reached down, and quite deliberately patted her bum.

      Antigone knew this—the deliberateness—because the dance called for no touching whatsoever at that point in the proceedings.

      Her discomfort rapidly distilled down into ire. She may have been a country miss, more at home with horses and huntsmen than dandies, but surely manners in Hampshire were not so very different from those six miles away at home, as to permit gentlemen such liberties?

      “Sir! Let me be clear. I have no wish to be a ‘taking little thing.’” Antigone attempted to keep her voice low—Mama would have apoplexies if she heard her daughter employing sarcasm in Lady Barrington’s ballroom—but anger gave her purpose. “Nor do I wish to be pawed at like a tavern maid, Mr. Stubbs-Haye. Please, kindly confine your dancing maneuvers to the prescribed areas. Or…”

      Antigone let her threat subside. If they had been in the upper rooms at the White Horse tavern she would have simply abandoned him on the dance floor and walked away, manners and appearances be damned, and seen to it that he was sent the wrong way on a hunt to come a cropper in a hedge.

      But they were not in her village, and her mother’s tense instructions had not included direction on what to do when pawed by drunk, or otherwise obtuse gentlemen. As it was, her forceful style of addressing Mr. Stubbs-Haye was drawing curious eyes in their direction.

      Well, perhaps the censure of his peers would help to stifle Mr. Stubbs-Haye’s ungentlemanly urges.

      And yet it seemed to Antigone, not all those glances were friendly or sympathetic. The gazes of the couple now nearest to them—a windswept-looking blond man and his much fairer skinned sister, for their familial resemblance was unmistakable—darted back and forth between the partners, seeming to question what she had done to invite such unwarranted liberties.

      Bloody hell.

      Antigone cast a glance over her shoulder toward the silk upholstered chairs where her mother sat with Lady Barrington, to see what they made of Mr. Stubbs-Haye’s egregious behavior.

      Yet that proved to be an error of the gravest kind, for while her attention was diverted, Mr. Stubbs-Haye ignored her warning, and instead reached down and groped her bottom. Roughly.

      And that, as they were wont to say, was that.

      Before another thought could force prudence upon her brain, and remind her that she meant to be good, and proper, and quietly supportive of her sister, Antigone simply hauled off and punched Mr. Gerald Stubbs-Haye with every ounce of indignant anger surging from her affronted behind.

      Luck, and the full centrifugal force of her blow would have it that she struck him squarely on the chin. He went down hard—felled like a tree, crashing to the ground in a tangle of flailing arms and quivering, satin-breeched limbs.

      Mr. Stubbs-Haye, it would seem, had a glass jaw.

      And as she stood over him, panting with the pain in her hand and not a little satisfaction, everything else stopped.

      The music faded to a scratchy end, and all eyes turned to her.

      No one spoke. No one came forward to offer her any kind of assistance or support. No one so much as moved a muscle.

      For a the longest moment, the crowded room was so quiet Antigone fancied they could all hear the pant of her breath and the low creak of her heart turning over in her chest. In reality there was only the pathetic and decidedly unmanly moans of Mr. Stubbs-Haye.

      Oh Lord help her. She had certainly stepped in it this time.
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      Commander William Arthur Jellicoe missed the sea. He missed the clean salt tang of the air, he missed the steady rise and fall of the deck beneath his feet, and most of all, he missed the deep sense of purpose in fulfilling his duty.

      As far as he could tell, the land offered nothing but inactivity, pretense, and until a few moments ago, death by boredom. Until he was persuaded by his sister to dance.

      That’s when all the fun began.

      An avenging angel, in the earthly form of a marvelous slip of a girl, dispatched Gerry Stubbs-Haye with all the aplomb of a twenty-year bos’un. It had been handsomely done.

      “Bravo,” he said when he reached her side. “Are you quite to rights?”

      “Yes.” An astonished smile blossomed across her face. “Thank you.”

      Yet no one else was so amused.

      “You wretched girl! What have you done?” A be-turbaned matron prostrated herself dramatically alongside Mr. Stubbs-Haye, like an overwrought soprano dying in an opera. “Oh, my darling boy, what has she done to you?”

      “Taught him some manners,” was the girl’s honest reply.

      Truthful, but perhaps more than a trifle imprudent.

      “Manners?” the prima donna echoed. “Why you vicious little...hoyden!” From her tone, and from other’s gasping reactions, she might as well have said “harlot.”

      The matron was obviously Mr. Stubbs-Haye’s mother, and judging from the icicles of diamonds dripping from the great eaves of her bosom, a woman of considerable fortune. And no doubt, influence. Because at her word, the matrons were hauled the girl away like a merciless press-gang before he could do anything more than speak to her.

      But he did catch her name.

      “Antigone Preston.” The gossips were already pronouncing it with hungry, spiteful delight, like sharks circling in the water, ready to strike at the smell of blood.

      The rigors of battle frightened him not a whit, but ten years at sea in the exclusive company of men had left him feeling ill-prepared for the damnable hidden agendas of the rumor-mongering matrons of even country ballrooms. The room glowed from the warm light of hundreds of candles, and the air was thick with the smell of beeswax, the heavy scent of too much French perfume, and the heady opiate of fresh scandal.

      Will thought he would choke.

      He had been there less than an hour and was already contemplating something neither he, nor any of his previous naval commanders had ever considered—a hasty retreat.

      God’s balls. This is what he had come to—uselessly propping up the walls of country drawing rooms. The damned starched cravat was strangling him, and the form-fitting evening coat he had been made to borrow from his slightly smaller older brother felt as hot and tight as a shroud.

      Why he could not have been allowed to appear in his own comfortable, albeit worn uniform, was beyond him, but so were most of society’s strictures. Like the strictures that said a crowded ball was a worthwhile way to pass one’s evenings.

      If it were already this bad his first week back on land, before his family repaired to London for the Season, the coming months would be nothing short of torture.

      He needed a drink.

      A real drink, not the lukewarm champagne footmen were passing out on trays as a diversion from the set-to on the dance floor. Will excused himself to his sister, and ducked down a corridor, steadfastly avoiding the eyes of any female, whom it seemed, always wanted to dance. He had agreed only to escort his mother and sister—he drew the line at dancing with every wallflower in the place. Young ladies’ minds were full of desperate agility—they made the mental jump from dance partner to wife in once graceful leap.

      And Will was not in the market for a wife. Definitely not—that was his older brother’s job, to get himself a wife, an heir and a spare.

      But without active employment, Will was adrift, and out of his element, restless and dissatisfied having been turned ashore at the prime age of two and twenty. But he was determined that the little time he had allotted himself ashore would be spent as pleasantly as possible until a ship should come ready and he might be called back into service.

      Yet, with Napoleon exiled to the island of St. Helens, it was proving to be a long, thirsty wait. And not one he wanted to pass in the company of giggling, marriage-minded chits and their managing mamas. Or his even own managing mama.

      So Will prowled down the dimly lit hallways looking for a more likely place to moor up. There had to be a suitably masculine room—one that contained a drinks tray—along one of these damned endless corridors.

      His long-legged stride took him around another corner, where the low, orange light shining from beneath a door led him to the perfect haven—a private library, its walls covered in bookshelves and its tall windows mercifully cracked open to the bracing, damp night air.

      The room looked to be a wood-paneled sanctuary—a safe, snug harbor where he could moor up until he was called to escort his mother and sister home. If there were a just God, the room would house a decanter of brandy.

      He shut the door behind him and made for the tray beside a couple of deep armchairs near the low-burning hearth, when a small noise—the faint clinking of glass—made him swivel toward the bookshelves.

      Well, damn his lucky eyes. It was she—Miss Antigone Preston, the girl who had knocked Gerry Stubbs-Haye down with a carronade of a right.

      In the half-dark of the firelight, she looked much less the athletic Amazon than she had standing over old Stubby’s prone form. At this distance, her chin, though tipped up defiantly, had a definite wobble.

      And, if the dark, liquid shine in her eyes was any indication, she looked near tears.

      Oh, fuck all. Will had a definite weak spot for young women in distress. Half the whores on Gibraltar knew that all they had to do to earn a coin was gift him with a tear and a tale of woe.

      But if there were to be tears and tales of woe, a decent drink was an absolute necessity.

      But before he could recover his gentlemanly instincts, she dismissed him without another word, turned her back and bent down to peer into a cabinet.

      Which treated Will to an absolutely spectacular view of the young woman’s backside.

      In the current fashion of the moment, she was clothed in a soft, high-waisted gown of some indeterminate, virginal color, which ought to have appeared demure, but which flowed over her body in a foamy, liquid wave.

      He tried not to stare, but her lean curves appeared very nice indeed, especially the way they seemed to dissolve into a pair of very long legs.

      This was a sight for which the land seemed admirably suited, and one which he had not had the pleasure of viewing for quite some time.

      William’s curiosity, as well as another, less cerebral part of his anatomy, was piqued.

      It took him a moment to drag his brain, and his voice, back up into his throat. “May I be of some assistance to you?” It seemed only polite to ask while he stood there perusing her lovely derrière.

      “I doubt it.” She didn’t even spare him a second glance, but continued to rattle through the cabinets.

      “What are you doing?” Not that he didn’t mind the view.

      “Getting a decent drink,” she said with some asperity. With that she stood and turned, bottle in hand, having excavated one of Lord Barrington’s finer French cognacs from the dark recesses of the cabinet. In the low light, the strong architecture of her almost plain face was thrown into relief. She looked as ardent as a ship’s figurehead, long and slender in her flowing gown, with her chin tossed up, daring him to gainsay her.

      Not in a thousand years.

      “Well done,” he said instead, and turned to cross the dark, patterned carpet to the tray, from which he produced two crystal glasses. “I hope you don’t mind if I join you?”

      Her surprise was evident in the look she gave him—a combination of chary, narrow suspicion, with her lips pressing together and her eyes creasing ever so slightly at the corners, and the beginnings of a smile. Whatever it was, it forestalled the tears. “You’re not going to fuss?”

      He shook his head even as he smiled. “No. Should I?”

      One straight brow bowed up and away over that pert smile, telling him she knew just as well as he that young ladies ought not drink anything stronger than punch, or perhaps wine at dinner. And certainly not clandestine cognac. “Or tattle?”

      As long as she didn’t cry, or giggle, he didn’t give a cold damn what she drank. But she certainly didn’t look like a giggler. She looked a bit plain, and wounded perhaps, but somehow interesting in a very direct way. And she had the bottle.

      Will raised his hand in solemn pledge. “I am an officer of His Majesty’s Royal Navy. I do not ‘tattle.’ I assure you, you can trust me.”

      “Trust?” She made a sound that was very nearly a sneer. “I don’t think I should trust anyone.”

      “Then you are smart. And I like clever girls. I like girls who have cognac even better.”

      “Do you?” Her eyes flicked over him, up and down—a quick appraisal.

      He gave her his best version of a charming grin. “Yes. I consider your intention most refreshing.”

      “Really?” She tried to look down her pert nose at him. “It was meant to be appalling.”

      William could feel a laugh build in his chest. She certainly was a saucy little piece of brightwork, and just the sort of wayward girl he liked—which was to say, she appeared to be unlike every other insipid miss lining the country’s ballrooms, with their simpers and mealy-mouthed smiles.

      “You’ll have to do better than that, if you hope to appall me. Because you’re holding a bottle of very fine, aged French cognac, and I very much hope I can persuade you to share it.” He held out the glasses in supplication.

      “Said the spider to the fly.” Her look was unflinchingly direct. “Don’t think I’m not watching you. Try anything and I’ll knock your daylights out, too.”

      Will smiled. “How delightfully bloodthirsty of you to offer, but as fond as I am of a good mill, this evening I am in search only of a decent drink. I’m a sailor, you see. We’re a notoriously thirsty lot.”

      His ridiculous pronouncement took her sails aback, and knocked the last of the wobble out of her chin. “Who are you?” she breathed.

      Her interest brought Will up short—who knew what sort of plan she might be engineering behind those woefully innocuous, deep blue eyes? One mention of his family name and the fact that his father was an earl, and she might turn into one of the female fortune hunters.

      But the bright sheen in her eyes didn’t appear to be avarice—it was more like wounded defiance. A look he knew all too well—he’d been a defiant young midshipman once himself.

      “I’m Will Jellicoe. Formally Commander William Jellicoe, of His Majesty’s Royal Navy, but at the moment I’m just another half-pay sailor with a powerful thirst.”

      She nodded, as if she were storing that little piece of information away in her brain, but her chary defiance still held sway. “If you’re in the navy, why aren’t you in uniform?”

      “Against the rules. Especially for relatively junior, half-pay officers. Especially when my mother commands me otherwise. And my brother, who is apparently an arbiter of male fashion, said my coat was too shoddy—said the damn thing still reeked of tar and black powder. For myself, I hadn’t noticed.”

      Miss Antigone Preston looked at him for a long moment, her gaze holding steady with his, trying to decipher him, as if his trustworthiness were writ across his forehead.

      Then she slid a glance toward the door. “Did you lock it?”

      Well, damn his eyes. Perhaps she was an heiress wary of fortune hunters. Or perhaps she was something else entirely.

      While that possibility was vastly intriguing, it was also dangerous. Will may have been the second son, but he was not in the market for a rich wife—nor any wife for that matter. And he had absolutely no intention of getting himself in an untenable position by locking himself in a room with a young miss. “No, I assure you, I have no intention of⁠—”

      But she was walking away from his disclaimer, crossing to the door to try the handle. Yet, she didn’t open the door, as he had expected, and as propriety demanded. Instead, she turned the key, and then dragged a chair up and jammed the back securely under the door handle so it couldn’t be depressed.

      “There,” she said as she stepped back. “Now you’re safe.”

      He was safe? Locked in a darkened room with a wayward, pugilistic young female who seemed quite experienced at jamming chairs under doors to prevent unannounced entry?

      Holy hell.

      His cravat hitched itself tighter. He’d felt safer at Trafalgar.

      But damn his eyes, not half as intrigued.
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      And Will was certainly intrigued now, as well as thirsty.

      And then the winsome, wayward girl cemented her appeal by returning directly to uncork the bottle, and pour him a very generous portion of Barrington’s finest, before she took the other glass from him, and retreated a safe distance to fill her own.

      And while she did so, her surreptitious gaze took a long, meandering trip from the tip of his polished boots to the top of his sun-bleached head.

      William decided to sit back in the deep leather chair and let her look. He hadn’t any idea what game she played, but he was interested enough to see the hand out. She seemed prudently wary of him, keeping her distance, but there were ways around that—patience and charm.

      He raised his glass in a toast. “To appalling acquaintances.”

      And everything changed.

      She smiled, a slow, secret grin that spread full across her face, and made dimples appear deep in her cheeks. In the low glow of the firelight, the deliciously impish grin made her look pretty and devilishly sweet. The kind of sweet he wanted to taste.

      The impulse caught him out of the blue, but when she smiled, she didn’t seem so plain, or ordinary. Her shuttered, defiant face came alive with warm color and humor, and she became much more of a fey, mischievous woodland creature—all sleek, sandy brown hair and twinkling, knowing eyes the color of the Atlantic on a fine day.

      Eyes which raised to his, as she took a seat in the opposite chair. She held up her own glass in reciprocal toast.

      “Yes. To appalling acquaintances.”

      Well, damn his interested eyes. Will shifted uncomfortably in his seat, aware that his body was demonstrably betraying his thoughts.

      He must get a grip on these unbidden urges. One didn’t go about tasting strange young ladies, trim, nimble and wayward or not—their parents invariably didn’t approve, and he didn’t imagine the parents of such an interesting girl would approve of any part of this meeting, from the lack of chaperone right down to the cognac.

      But then again, that was what made the wayward ones the only ones worth knowing.

      Will tipped back his glass and bolted down a goodly portion, letting the sweet fire spread down his throat and into his belly, suffusing his mouth and nose with the pungent, earthy fumes of cognac.

      Anything to replace the appallingly sudden urge to move closer to her. Anything to douse the low heat building deep in his gut.

      One did not taste young country misses. One did not even share a drink with them.

      With that admonition in mind, he was entirely surprised to see her take a healthy swallow, without affectation or bravado, inhaling through her nose as she eased the mellow liquid warmth down her throat.

      He had half expected her to choke and wheeze at the first delicate sip. But she wasn’t gasping, or even so much as breathing hard. She was smiling that lovely, secret smile he’d seen only moments ago. This was clearly not her first time.

      Oh, he liked her.

      Will smiled back, a large just-beat-the-bloody-French-into-flotsam-and-couldn’t-be-happier, ear-to-ear grin. It was one thing to be physically attracted to a girl, but another thing entirely to actually like her.

      “You’re to be congratulated.” He raised his glass again. “This is quite superior. I’m very glad you thought of it first, because I would have just settled for the sherry on the tray, and not bothered myself to dig out the good stuff.”

      “‘Claret is the liquor for boys,’” she quoted, “‘port for men; but he who aspires to be a hero⁠—’”

      “‘Must drink brandy.’” He raised his glass again in salute. “You read as well as drink. Dr. Johnson is a good choice, but hardly the usual fare for young ladies.”

      She gestured to a volume on the table. “It was he who sent me in search of the brandy.”

      “This is cognac, to be correct. The Frogs are particular about that, but since we’ve beaten them into flotsam, I reckon we ought to let them have this one little bit of distinction. So you don’t normally drink?”

      “I do now,” she answered with a low laugh.

      “Then I would advise you to go slowly.”

      She held the glass up in front of her, carefully considering it. “Do you know, I think I’m through with
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