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Prologue






London, 1813


Widowhood suited Lady Caroline Pearson just fine.


Her late husband Trumbull had recognized no difference between his wife and his horses, although Caroline suspected the horses had fared better than she. She and Trumbull had been the match of the Season, but Caroline considered the marriage a failure.


When Trumbull had choked on a chicken bone at the age of thirty-four while attending a cockfight with some of his sporting-mad cronies, Caroline had gladly wrapped herself up in widows blackand hard-earned peace.


To that end, for the past three years since her husbands death, shed avoided his family like the plague, lived within the meager allowance they provided, supplementing it with a small stipend she earned teaching at Miss Elmharts School for Young Gentlewomen, and kept her existence respectfully discreet, as was expected of a Lady of Quality. And if occasionally she grew restless with the sameness of her days, well, then, that could be expected from a woman widowed so young. Shed told herself years ago that life rarely lived up to ones expectations.


However, today, the day she turned thirty, the futility of her life hit her with the force of a slam against a stone wall.


Thirty marked the end of her youth, the halfway point between birth and deathand what did she have to show for it? Drab respectability, lonelinessand a sense of being incomplete.


Of course, children might have filled the void, but Caroline was barren. In seven years of marriage, shed failed to conceive. After the second year of their marriage, not a day had gone by without Trumbull complaining bitterly of her worthlessness. It didnt matter to him that his wife had been presented at Court, knew all the expected social graces along with French and Latin, could manage his household and see to his capricious whims. What mattered was whether or not she could breedand making sure his family and acquaintances knew that the failure to produce an heir was hers, not his.


Sane, sensible Caroline, who always played by the rules, had lost the game.


That night, lying alone in her bed, Caroline cried herself to sleep. Great sobbing cries of anger, disappointment, and sorrow. Not since her sham of a marriage had she indulged herself in such a manner.


Consequently, she overslept and woke up late the next day, heavy-lidded, tired, and crankywhich was unfortunate, because her whole world was about to change.
















Chapter 1






What do you mean youve lost the deed to my house? Caroline stopped in the act of pulling off her gloves, and stared at Lord Freddie Pearson, Trumbulls brother and heir to his estate, uncertain she had heard him correctly.


She had returned home from teaching her class at Miss Elmharts Academy for Young Gentlewomen only a few moments ago, to find Freddie waiting impatiently for her in the parlor and anxious to speak to her concerning a grave and urgent matter. She was not surprised. Freddie rarely paid her a call unless he wished to criticize her conduct or report a death in the extensive Pearson family.


However, not in her wildest dreams could she have imagined he planned to evict her from her home!


Freddie shifted uncomfortably, unaccustomed to being challenged so directly. Caroline didnt care. It was an affair of honor, he said at last, as though such a statement explained his foolish actions.


But not to Caroline. Not today. An affair of honor? she repeated in disbelief. She placed her gloves on the writing table and confronted her foppish brother-in-law. Taking a pistol and shooting someone is an affair of honor. Gambling away a sizable fortune, including my house, is sheer stupidity!


Freddie blustered. Now see here, Caroline. You dont understand these things. He tugged on his green-and-white-striped waistcoat, which was a half size too small for him. They are matters between men.


Whats to understand? She took a step toward him. To her satisfaction, he sidestepped gingerly in the opposite direction, but Caroline wasnt about to let him get away. She stalked him step for step around the parlors bare wood floors, the volume of her voice increasing with each sentence. I understand that Trumbull left this house to me. And I understand that between you and the Pearsons incompetent solicitor, the deed to this house has been tangled up in your affairsin spite of my repeated requests for the matter to be settled cleanly, openly, and honestly, for almost three years. Furthermore, I understand that not only have you ruined yourself on the turn of one single card, but youve also lost the roof over my head! Is that enough understanding for you?


Freddie backed away from her until he bumped into the wall. The action made him realize his own retreat. He straightened his shoulders, his color high. He was a handsome man, much like Trumbull, with blond curls and light blue eyes. And he was just as vain and difficult as Trumbull.


He spoke, his tone indignant. I didnt come here to explain myself to you. The reason for this call is that Mother and I have long thought you should not be living on your own. Now, with this change in my circumstances, we have decided that you will move in with her. She needs a companion, and the two of you are of suitable temperament.


Suitable temperament! Freddie, your mother and I can barely abide to stay fifteen minutes in each others company. Caroline gave a shiver at the memory of Lucinda Pearsons world of overheated rooms, medicinals, and quacks.


Freddie started moving along the wall, heading for the door. Caroline blocked his path. And what about Minerva? she asked, referring to Trumbulls maiden aunt who lived with her.


You know you are the only one in the family who recognizes her, he said stiffly. She was disowned years ago by the rest of us. She should never have come back from Italy.


But shes your aunt. You cant mean to throw her out in the street.


She cant stay with Mother. Mother still hasnt forgiven her for spilling wine on her Court dress.


Freddie, that happened thirty-some years ago.


Mother has a long memory.


Caroline knew that firsthandand she also knew shed rather be subjected to a life in the poorhouse than to serve as companion to Lady Lucinda Pearson.


Freddie, taking advantage of her moment of thought, stepped around her and reached for the door handle. Quickly, Caroline pressed her body against the door, her hand over his, preventing his easy escape. Freddieshe tried to make her voice almost friendlyI think I have a solution. You must go visit the man you lost your fortune to She paused. What was his name?


Ferrington. James Ferrington.


Ive never heard of him.


New in town. A nabob from the Indies and wealthy beyond belief, he added with a great deal of bitterness. He just purchased one of Nashs new houses around Park Square. Hes set himself up in Society, and they all slobber over him as if theyre his lapdogs. Why, do you know, Caroline, that hes already a member of the Four-in-Hand Club? he said, referring to the prestigious driving club.


Ive been petitioning them for membership for years. I cant tell you how much money Ive spent, not just on my cattle and my equipment, but also buying suppers for that whole crowd so they will give me a look. But do they care? No. They drink themselves blind and turn a deaf ear to my requests. Then Ferrington, whos little more than an adventurer, shows his face in London, and, within two weeks, theyre letting him in on the first ride of the year to Salt Hill. Oh, his family is good enough, I suppose, although he is really nothing more than some upstart squires son from Kent. And too arrogant by half about his abominable wealth. I hear the blighter spent a thousand guineas to get his driving coat and striped vest ready in time. Drops the money just like that! He snapped his fingers. Doesnt think twice of throwing money away.


Caroline felt a burst of confidence. All the better. This Mr. Ferrington doesnt need your fortune then, or my house. Freddie, you must pay him a call, explain the mistake, and ask for my house back.


His eyebrows rose to his hairline in a look of complete horror. Caroline, what are you suggesting?


Oh, dont look at me as if Im ordering you to dig up graves! The house wasnt yours to lose. In her opinion, the majority of the fortune hed lost hadnt been his either.


After her parents had died, shed been deeply hurt to learn her father had failed to entail a portion of his estate to his only child, but left it all to her husband. Freddie had then inherited it upon her husbands death. The thought that such a sizable estate had slipped through Freddies fingers made her want to shout in vexation.


She used her most reasonable voice. Freddie, if you go to Mr. Ferrington and explain the situation, Im sure hell give me my house back.


I will do no such thing.


Whyever not? she demanded.


Because its not honorable. Freddie bit each word out in that curt, determined manner of his that set Carolines teeth on edge. A gentleman doesnt welch on a gambling debt. Or air family business in public.


No, Caroline said bitterly, a gentleman throws his widowed sister-in-law and his aunt into the street on the turn of a card.


That remark hit its target. Freddies mouth began working with the speechless motions of a fish gasping for air. Caroline lifted her chin, ready to brave the storm. She didnt care if her head ached or her eyes felt scratchy from lack of sleep. In fact, she was glad of them. Maybe it was time she had it out with one of her overbearing relations on her husbands side.


But instead of giving her the fight she craved, Freddie stepped back. He took several seconds gathering his composure before he turned to her, his manner as stiff and correct as if they were strangers at a garden party. Im sorry you feel that way, Caroline. He tugged at his vest.


Caroline recognized the Pearson tactic: formality, withdrawal, deadlock. Trumbull had stalled her with this same approach for years. You arent going to talk to him, are you? Freddie didnt answer, but he didnt need to. The first wave of shock at her new situation was slowly receding, and in its place came angry disappointment. She pushed away from the door, feeling a need to distance herself from him.


That was a mistake.


Without a moments hesitation, Freddie bolted to the door, turned the handle, and slipped across the threshold before she could gather her wits. Caroline charged the door and tried to turn the handle to follow him. It wouldnt budge. There was no lock on the door! Then she realized he was holding the door shut.


She pounded on it with her fist. Freddie, open up! Do you hear me? Open the door.


Ill be by in three days time, Caroline, to remove you to Mothers, came the muffled reply from the other side. Id advise you to start packing this afternoon.


Caroline slammed her palm against the door. I dont want to move! Do you hear me? I dont want to live with your mother.


You know, you are still an attractive woman, Caroline, even if you are growing a bit long of tooth. Mother might even manage to find a husband for you.


That thought almost sent Caroline spinning like a top! I dont want a husband. She pounded the door to emphasize each word. I-want-my-house-back!


No answer.


Freddie! she cried, wishing she wasnt a lady and could say exactly what she thought. Violent, vivid anger at Freddie, his stupidity, and the Society that let men like him hold all the power welled up inside her. Well, she didnt have to be a lady. Not anymore. She was over thirty. Caroline lifted her chin toward the door and said what she really thought, Damn you, Freddie. Do you hear me? Damn you!


Still no answer came from the other side.


Suddenly suspicious, Caroline reached down to the handle. It turned easily. Hed escaped!


She flung the door open. Freddie was gone. Two steps away from the parlor, the front door to the house stood wide open. Caroline caught sight of her cowardly brother-in-law jumping up into his phaeton. She dashed after him, but her own skirts tripped her up on the front steps, and she had to stop before she tumbled down them.


With a snap of his whip, and barely giving his tiger a chance to hop on board, Freddie drove his matched set of bays down the streetand out of her life.


At least, hed better be out of her life because so help her, she promised, if he showed his face in three days time, shedshed


She didnt know what she would do. Or could do.


The realization deflated all her pride, her carefully nurtured sense of peace. Her self-esteem.


One thing she wouldnt do is pack. There had to be a way to keep her house.


Lady Pearson, is something wrong?


Caroline quickly blinked back the bitter, angry tears of frustration and turned to her servant, Jasper, who held Freddies hat. He looked at her with mild confusion. Lord Pearson left without his hat, he said. His wig moved slightly on his bald head, and he reached up to shift it back into place.


Jasper had come to her with her husbands aunt Minerva. Decades ago, when Trumbulls grandfather had disowned Minerva, his only daughter, Jasper had gone with his then young mistress. Hed served her as butler, footman, chef, and protector. Now he performed those same services for Caroline, although she could barely afford his wages. Shed grown as protective of him as she was of Minerva. They were her family.


Yes, Jasper, something has gone terribly wrong. She shut the front door, letting her fingers linger on the smooth painted wood. Her door. Her house.


Damn Freddie!


Is there something I can do to help?


Caroline smiled at the elderly man, touched by his offer. Reaching out a hand, she waited until he tentatively followed her silent command and placed his hand in hers. What was going to become of him and Minerva once Freddie forced her to move out? She squeezed his hand, wanting reassurance from his aged strength.


Instead, he watched her with trusting brown eyes, his wig slightly askew, waiting for her to make a decision or give a command. With a heavy sigh of resignation, Caroline let go of his hand. No, I dont think so. I dont think there is anything anyone can doexcept for Mr. Ferrington. She said his name with heartfelt derisivenessand it was in that moment that she experienced a flash of insight.


She took a step and repeated to herself, Except Mr. Ferrington, testing the words and the idea forming in her head.


Caroline shook her head. She couldnt.


Hope teased the edge of her mindbut no. It was too bold, too daring. Still


Leaning against the newel-post anchoring the stairs that led to the second floor, Caroline traced the pattern carved into the wood with her fingers. She knew and loved every square foot of her home.


If Trumbull had been alive, he would have dismissed it as a hovel. Perhaps for that reason Caroline took so much pride in the small house.


Shed decorated it with the Pearson familys castoffs. In the parlor, two sturdy Elizabethan chairs were arranged alongside an elaborate Baroque writing desk. The large, feather-stuffed armchair in front of the fireplace had been a purchase of Lucinda Pearsons, whod quickly grown tired of the figured fabrics pattern. Across from the armchair was Carolines favorite piece, a graceful Queen Anne settee with cabriole legs. Surprisingly, the mixture of furniture styles worked, giving the room a comfortable, pleasant feeling, especially when the morning sun streaming through the bow window gave the room a golden glow.


Upstairs were three small bedrooms: one for a guest, should they ever have one; one for Minerva; and one for Caroline.


Caroline adored her bedroom. The single window in the room looked into the branches of a magnificent old elm tree. Every year, she knew when spring had arrived by the first light green buds appearing on the tree. During the summer, she enjoyed the cool shade of the trees lush green leaves. Autumn saw the trees glory, the leaves turning yellow as goldand in the winter, she watched the moon rise and cross the sky, her room sheltered by the elms stark branches.


But could she confront Mr. Ferrington herself to save her home?


Yes!


Jasper jumped at her sudden exclamation.


She didnt need Freddie. Shed ask for the deed back herself! Caroline took several excited steps into the parlor. Jasper, wheres Minerva? She snapped her fingers in sudden memory. She is with the Baroness.


Minerva spent almost every day with her friendscronies, Caroline called them. Each had an independent and eccentric personality, and their friendships had existed over a span of yearsand numerous scandals, if one believed the gossip.


Caroline gave little credit to the rumors. Minerva was well-bred, sophisticated, and intelligent, even though, by her own admission, shed lived as the mistress of an Italian nobleman for years. It had been after his death, and finding herself practically penniless, that Minerva had ended her self-exile and returned to Englandbut that was where her confidences stopped.


Three years ago, when Trumbull had died and shed invited Minerva to live with her, Caroline had been too buried in the guilt and failure of her marriage to open herself to others. As if sensing Carolines need for privacy, Minerva had neither asked questions nor passed judgment. Gratefully, Caroline had returned the same courtesy, and in this manner theyd dealt very well with each other over the years.


Of course, Caroline was curious about the scandal in Minervas youth that had caused her to be disowned, but the time for asking such questions was past. The Pearsons never discussed it, not even Lucinda.


Not that the scandal mattered. Caroline cared for and admired Minerva. There were many times when she wished she had Minervas self-confidence and daring.


Caroline looked at the hall clock. A quarter past five. Minerva was due home sometime in the next houror later, if she was caught up in her friends gossip. Maybe it was a good thing that Minerva wasnt here.


Caroline reached a decision. Jasper, call a hack. I want to go out. And I need you to find an address for me. Mr. James Ferrington. He lives somewhere around Park Square. A new residence.


Youre going calling, Lady Pearson? Now? Alone?


His questions made her pause. Caroline rarely went anywhere other than St. Martins Church, where she was active in charity work, or Miss Elmharts Academy for Young Gentlewomen, where she taught French. She never went calling.


Especially not to visit a gentlemans home. Alone.


The clock on the mantel ticked. Through the open windows, she could hear a neighbor woman chat with the butchers boy, who must have just made a delivery. A horse whinnied. A bird chirped outside the parlor window. Everything was so completely, everyday ordinary.


So, why did she feel as if she were taking a tumultuous step?


Because she was making a huge decision, an inner voice whispered. Perhaps debutantes didnt visit mens private residences, but she was no longer a debutante. She was a woman of thirty. A woman in charge of her own life, just like Minerva. No more tears. No more regrets. No more escorts. A woman of thirty could call on a gentleman to conduct business.


Minerva would.


Besides, Caroline thought with wry self-deprecation, it wasnt as if she were planning to become a fille de joie, the path Minerva had chosen decades ago, to the Pearsons shocked dismay.


The thought of becoming a courtesan almost sent Caroline into a swoon of laughter. First, her mother would rise from the dead at the thought of her only child stepping over that line; second, Caroline was not the great beauty that Minerva had been; and third, Caroline didnt have the temperament for such a life. Certainly, for a woman to choose the life of a mistress, she must harbor grand passion.



Caroline had thought shed known what passion was. Shed thought shed felt it for Trumbull, years ago, before theyd married. Perhaps if she hadnt married Trumbull


Caroline pushed the sudden unhappy memories aside.


Yes, alone, she said to Jasper. Im making a business call. The words made her feel better. Now hurry. It is of the utmost importance.


Jasper lifted his bushy gray eyebrows in surprise but shuffled off to do her bidding.


Caroline watched him as he left the house to hail a hack. She knew nothing about Mr. Ferrington. If he was anything like Trumbull or Freddie, hed think it was his right to keep her house. Well, she wouldnt let him. Perhaps Mr. Ferrington had a wife who would sympathize with her plight. Yes, she would plead her case to his wife and avoid meeting Mr. Ferrington entirely.


Coward, she called herself. If ever there was a time to be bold, it was now, when the threat of spending the rest of her life as Lucinda Pearsons companion hung over her head. Throwing caution to the wind, Caroline climbed the stairs to her room to change quickly into her best dress, a black Empire cut gown with a discreet white collar, her good black kid slippers, and the black poke bonnet she wore for special occasions.


And a veil. A long, heavy black veil.


A woman never could be too cautious.





James Ferrington drummed his fingers impatiently on the polished desk in front of him, his mind furiously engaged on the problems of shipping schedules, fund rates, and market opportunities. He and his business partner, Daniel Harvey, sat in their shirtsleeves. Theyd been behind the closed doors of his study working on answers to these problems for most of the day.


He was determined that in a weeks time, his fleet would set sail on his largest venture yet. But he was no closer to receiving a license from Parliaments Board of Control than hed been ten months ago, when hed decided to challenge the East India Company for a share of the silk and spice trade. Hed gambled a large stake of his fortune, as well as the money of a good number of well-placed investors, on this expedition.


Money he had no intention of losing.


Looking across his desk at Daniel, he asked, So, do you think weve been blocked? The officers of the East India Company had been working diligently to protect their monopolybut they couldnt protect it forever. Granted they had money, influence, and power, but so did he. The question was: did he have enough influence to challenge their charter?


It would help our cause if Lavenham would finally make up his mind and throw in his lot with us, Daniel said. He could easily swing the Board of Control over to our side.


James pushed away from the desk and stood, feeling the need to stretch his long legs. Lavenham. The very influential Lord Harold Stanbury, Earl of Lavenham. James walked around his desk, thinking.


I take it your meeting didnt go well this morning? Daniel said.


James sat on the edge of his desk before answering, No. He preferred to be out riding than cooped up in his study. In fact, maybe that was what he needed, a good ride. I saw Lavenham this morning. He has no response yet.


Daniel asked the next question somewhat delicately. About which? Your difficulties with the House of Lords, or your marriage proposal?


Both. James picked up a ledger and flicked through its pages, working the problem through his head. One problem was tied to the other. He tossed the ledger back on the desk. Lavenham isnt going to use his influence in any direction unless there is money in it for him.


So, lets pay him for his influence and you can forget this ridiculous notion of marrying his daughter.


And here I thought you were a romantic, Daniel, James said dryly.


No more than you are. Furthermore, if a man has to marry, why marry someone as flighty as Lena Stanbury? James, shes barely out of the schoolroom. And her voice He gave a mock shudder. Shed drive me to madness with that incessant lisp.


James crossed his arm over his chest. Theyd had this conversation more than once. In fact, since Daniel had started complaining about Lenas lisp, James could barely stand to be in the room for more than three minutes before it irritated him enough to drive him from her presence. The marriage is a sound one. Besides, Lena is attractive.


Daniel rolled his eyes. Not even with her mouth shut.



Theres nothing wrong with her


Her eyes bulge out like one of those dogs her mother carries everywhere.


All right. James stood. Shes not perfect, but neither am I. After all, Im thirty-four years old and set in my ways.


Another good point, Daniel agreed amicably. You are too old for her.


James ignored that comment. Instead, he ran down his own list. Im arrogant, overbearing, extremely ambitious


How do these faults compare to a lisp? Daniel asked irreverently.


And I snore, James finished.


Ah, yes. You do that.


Youre impertinent, Mr. Harvey.


But efficient, Mr. Ferrington, very efficientand if I had my way, wed both be leaving with those ships for India. Its too bloody cold here.


James moved restlessly. No. I like it here. Even the drizzle. London is my next step, Daniel. My next world to conquer. You can go back to India if you wish, but this is where I want to be.


Weve fought pirates together, made sultans kowtow to us, and chased women as if the fairer sex was a new religion. Now, youre telling me you want to conquer London, and what do you use for this grand adventure? Marriage. Daniel said the last word as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. Im disappointed in you.


We all have to grow up.


Not me.


Well, my time is coming. If it makes you feel better, marriage was Lavenhams idea. He may be an earl, but hes cash poor. Hes made bad investments. Lena is his youngest and only chance to fatten his coffers through marriage.


Daniel started to swear under his breath at that statement, but James cut him off with a wave of his hand. Im committed, Daniel, and influence like Lavenhams doesnt come cheaply. An alliance with the earl will make Ferrington and Harvey one of the most powerful trading companies in England. Well end up ruling the China tradeand will be very wealthy men. Remember when we used to dream of this day, back when we had barely two halfpennies between us to scrape together?


I never dreamed of you having a wife who lisps.


Most of the young women on the Marriage Mart lisp, James reminded him gently. Its fashionable.


So why hasnt Lavenham snapped up your proposal?


Because his wife refuses to speak of it. She wants a title for Lena.


In the way of a loyal friend, Daniel immediately took Jamess side. You come from a good family. Even without a title, you could match Lena bloodline for bloodline.


The countess thinks Im an adventurer. James said the last word with mock horror.


Daniel shot him an easy lopsided grin. Well, she has you there.


Yes, but it wont matter. Lavenham wont receive a better offer for his daughter than mine.


Dont underestimate the power of a society matron, James. If the countess doesnt think youre good enough, nothing will make her change her mind.


Would you like to place a wager on it?


Daniel pursed his lips together as if he tasted something sour. No, damn your eyes. Every time we bet, you win, and this is one wager I dont want to lose.


James laughed. James had saved Daniel from being sold into the slave trade during a skirmish with a Bedouin sheik. Since that moment, the two of them had been together. Side by side, theyd fought, struggled, and worked to build the business into what it was today. James valued Daniels advice on everything except this one issue.


Daniel was a confirmed bachelor who enjoyed a different actress every night and admired their easy virtue. At one time, James had been equally self-indulgent. But since arriving in London, he had found he yearned for something more. Returning to England meant returning home. And what hed said about himself was true. Hed reached the age when a man should settle down. Should set up a household with a wife and childrenchildren who would ensure the succession of the business he was building.


James voiced his thoughts aloud. Lena may be hopelessly silly in her manners, but shes no different from most women Ive met among the ton. Furthermore, she is young and strong and, if she is anything like her mother, she should be able to give me many children. The countess carried nine children and all but one lives. She bore Lena when she was in her late thirties. Not many women can do that.



Are we discussing horse breeding or marriage? Daniel leaned forward in his chair. James, I realize Im not an expert, but there has to be more to marriage than that. You will be with this woman for the rest of your life, looking at her face every single morning over the breakfast table and seeing her head beside yours every night on the pillow. He raised a hand for emphasis. England isnt like the East, where you can set a wife aside. Here, if you marry her, shes yours. Forever and ever. World without end. Amen.


James moved back around his desk to his chair before correcting him. In England, once youve made the offer, my friend, shes yours whether the banns have been announced or not. So that bridge has already been burned. Shes mineunless she rejects the offer, which is not likely if the earl gets his way. He sat down. And if a man must be married, let it be a wise business decision. Ferringtons Law, not Gods, he added with a smile.


So if shes yours, and this marriage is such a good business opportunity, why arent you dining with her tonight? You were scheduled to. Daniel crossed his arms, skeptically sitting in judgment.


James felt his smile freeze into place. He turned his attention to the ledger on his desk. Im tired of waiting while he reasons with her. We must have Lavenhams assistance at the Board of Control meeting Friday. So I informed him that I would not be dining with his family tonight. Perhaps if I appear to lose interest, the countess will come to her senses.


Good. Let them stew about all that money slipping through their fingers.


Or let me stew about how were going to convince the Board of Control and the bankers without his support, James countered.


A knock sounded on the door. Enter, James said.


The heavy paneled door swung open on well-oiled hinges and a regal Indian manservant entered, dressed in a turban and the black-and-white formal wear James preferred for his servants. He gave a low bow. There is a woman to see you, Sahib James. She waits in the receiving room.


A woman?


She asked first for your wife, Sahib. When I told her there is no mistress of this house, she asked for you. She says it is most urgent she talk to you.


James shut his eyes for a moment, summoning his patience. He could almost feel Daniel grinning at him. Is she alone, Calleo, or does she have an escort?


She is alone, Sahib, and she is dressed like a widow.


Ah, another widow, Daniel said in mock surprise.


Since James had come to London, there had been an endless succession of willing and available women knocking on his door. Some were actresses attracted to his wealth. Others were women of rank and privilege searching for a new lover and a break from boredom. All of them never ceased to surprise him by the forwardness of their advances. One opera dancer had had herself delivered in a carpet and rolled out before him by two footmen dressed in Eastern garb. The bored young wife of an aged duke had bribed his servants and waited for him naked in his bed. And more than a few had adopted the guise of a widow.



The attraction of looks and money, Daniel said with a sigh.


You sound jealous, Daniel.


I am. Think of the success I could have if I was over six feet tall with a full head of hair. He ran a hand over his thinning locks. Hair is wasted on you. All you think about is building your empire. It pains me to see nubile young women turned away at your doorstep.


Then why dont you go meet her?


Because you need a distraction. Put aside the ledgers for one night and relax.


James didnt want to argue. Instead, he nodded to Calleo. Tell the woman that unfortunately, I am occupied at the moment. Offer her hack fare and send her on her way.


He started to turn his attention back to his reports when he noticed that the servant didnt instantly move to obey his command. James regarded him expectantly.


Calleo bowed again, his manner completely subservient. I beg your pardon, Sahib, but I think perhaps you should honor this womans request.


Something special to look at, hmmm, Calleo? Daniel asked with a sly glance.


I do not know. She wears a heavy dark veil.


Daniel frowned. Then what makes her so special?


Karma, the manservant answered.


His eyebrows coming up in surprise, Daniel turned and looked at James. Calleo rarely expressed an opinion. He had walked out of the jungle one day in India and into their camp, a dirty ragamuffin with the straight-backed pride of a king and the clothes of a beggar. Because of his clearly spoken English, some speculated that he was a banished noblemans son. James never had discovered his story. From that first day theyd met, Calleo had latched himself onto James, seeming to want nothing more than to serve.


One thing James had learned during his years in the East was a very healthy respect for the mysterious religions of the Orient. A man did not argue with karma. Hearing the word said in the civilized center of London gave it even more mystic meaning.


James frowned. He didnt need this interruption. As it was, he would have to work past midnight to prepare for Fridays meeting with the Board of Control. Ill be with you momentarily, he said, letting his irritation show.


The servant didnt so much as blink. I will wait, Sahib.


James studied Calleo for a moment. It was unlike him to press an issue. He turned to Daniel. Care to dine with me this evening?


Daniel pretended to make a great study of his fingernails as he answered, Sorry, but Ive already made plans with a certain actress.


Lucky bastard, James said mildly.


Youre not married yet, Daniel pointed out. Accept the widows offer. Put Lady Lena, he said her name with a shiver, out of your mind for one night and enjoy yourself with a woman who doesnt lisp.


To Jamess surprise, Calleo said, I think it would be most wise, Sahib. He held the door open expectantly.


Daniel laughed. There, its settled. You go meet your widow, and I will pursue that redhead who has the crowds clapping and shouting for more at the Drury every night. He rose to his feet. I will see you tomorrow then? At our regular hour?


James shook his head, curious now about this widow. Lets make it an hour later. His eyes met Daniels. After all, we both might have a busy night.


Its my fervent desire, Daniel vowed, as he began placing ledger volumes in their place on the studys shelves. Challenging the East India Company is interesting, but women are far better sport.


James agreed, and it would be pleasant for once to be with a woman who knew how to play the game instead of an indifferent debutante who had yet to see her twentieth birthday. He closed the report file in front of him, got up, and reached for his jacket. Pulling the jacket on, he headed toward the door.


Happy hunting, Daniel called softly, his good-natured laughter following James as he walked down the black and white marble floor of the hallway, following Calleo to the receiving room.


James was proud of this house, just as he was proud of the business hed built. Hed chosen every color, every drape, every stick of furniture himself. The truth was, the Countess of Lavenhams objection to his marrying her daughter didnt sit well. He had no use for aristocratic snobbery, and his years in the Orient had taught him that a man should be judged by who he was and not by his rank and title. However, now the game was to make Lady Lavenham accept him.


And he would win. He always did.


Calleo stood waiting by the ornate double doors of the receiving room located off the front foyer. She waits for you inside, Sahib, he said, and opened the door with the solemn ceremony of a eunuch presenting a harem.


James entered. The receiving room faced the street and, other than the grand ballroom, was the largest room in the house. Paneled in polished teakwood with a thick patterned carpet in red and gold covering the entire floor, this room was designed to impress visitors with Jamess power and wealth. He intended to rule London, and this room declared his intentions.


It was so large that it took him a second to find the widow.


She sat on the edge of one of the gilded wood sofasand Calleo was right. Dressed in a long, heavy veil, she looked more like a black haystack than a woman.


This was what Calleo found so special? James tossed an irritated look in the direction of his manservant.


She came to her feet. Mr. Ferrington? she asked, and the well-modulated tones of her low voice sent a shaft of sweet, wild desire straight through him.


He gave a curt nod, suddenly wary.


Her gloved hands slowly lifted the veil and let it fall gracefully from the crown of her hat down her back. James stopped dead in his tracks.


She was beautiful.


She personified his image of British womanhood, with her porcelain-perfect skin and clear, gray eyes the color of a lake beneath a summer storm, framed by long, sooty eyelashes. Beautiful.


The black of her widows weeds only emphasized the trim perfection of her figure and the gentle roundness of her curves. Wonderful, full and lush curves. The wide brim of her hat made her oval face stand out, while its heavy veil drifted regally behind her. He wished she would remove the hat. He wanted to know the color of her hair.


God in Heaven, shed fit very nicely next to him in bed. Very nicely.


Yes, I am James Ferrington, he answered, his voice taking on a huskiness, a sign that he was in full, hot-blooded pursuit. He pulled the door shut firmly behind him.














Chapter 2






The door clicking into place sounded ominous. For the first time in Carolines life, she was alone with a man who wasnt a member of her family.


Furthermore, James Ferrington was a far cry from what shed expected. Here was no pampered Englishman. He brought to mind men who were explorers, adventurers, raiders. Men who knew what they wanted and were bold enough to take it. Every inch of Mr. Ferrington radiated power, self-assurance, wealth.


Only with a great deal of money could a man purchase and maintain this house. Quality was stamped on everything from the ornate carving of the divan legs and ceiling medallions to the perfect cut of the bottle green jacket stretched across his broad shoulders. He probably paid more than her annual teaching stipend for his mirror-shined boots or to get his buff-colored breeches to hug his thighs so closely that it was almost indecent.


Reminding herself that she was here on businessimportant businessCaroline searched her mind for the speech shed mentally rehearsed during the hack ride. Shed planned on being straightforward and to the point, the way she imagined a clerics wife would handle a difficult matter. Shed also prayed that she could appeal to the sensibilities of his wife and not to him directly.


But he had no wife.


Caroline raised her eyes to his face, her cheeks flaming at the direction of her thoughts, and found herself staring into a pair of the most sparkling, beautiful eyes shed ever seen on a man. They were green, with flecks of gold. Eyes made for laughterand they were all but undressing her.


The huge, spacious receiving room suddenly felt too close.


Caroline struggled for the cool authority shed practiced. I am Caroline Pearson. Lord Freddie Pearsons sister-in-law.


Freddie Pearson? He appeared to test the name as he pushed away from the door and stepped into the room. It took all of Carolines control not to sidestep in the opposite direction. Im sorry, I dont recall the acquaintance. He had a deep, rolling baritone, the kind Caroline admired in a man.


You played cards with him recently. At his still blank expression, Carolines intimidation evaporated into exasperation. You won, she reminded him.


James Ferrington appeared to search his memory for a brief second and then shook his head in apology. Im sorryLady Pearson. He said her name as if he questioned the title for correctness.



She gave a curt nod of her head. He smiled, a disarming smile. Caroline found herself thinking almost crossly that it should be a crime for a man to have such a charming smile.


He continued, I dont recall playing cards with a Lord Freddie Pearson. He added, almost apologetically, I often win at cards.


His words knocked all thought of his winsome smile or rugged masculinity out of her mind. You dont remember? she said in open disbelief. How could you not remember winning an absolute fortune?


He shrugged. I play to enjoy the game, Lady Pearson, not for the winnings.


Caroline stared at him, struck dumb by the idea of his having so much wealth that he didnt care if he won or lost. Obviously hed never worried about where to find a coin to put in the basket for the poor at church or haggled with the butcher over a cut of meat.


She gathered her scattered wits. My visit has to do with Freddies game of cards with you. She drew in a deep breath, sobering herselfand couldnt help noticing the way his eyes discreetly, but avidly, followed the movement of her bosom. Could he be as aware of her as she as she was of him? The thought set her senses swimming with new and not-altogether-unpleasant responses.


Is something the matter, Lady Pearson? he asked politelybut with that voice, that rolling masculine voiceand again, he shot a discreet, appreciative glance at her breasts.


Sudden heat rushed to her cheeks. She struggled for command over herself. She was a woman. Over thirty. Not some giddy schoolgirl. Mr. Ferrington, when you won Freddies fortune, you also won the deed to my house, which was not his to lose. It was left to me as my widows portion, and I wish it back. She didnt pause to take a breath until shed spoken the last word, which seemed to hang in the air between them. She squeezed her thumb in a tight handclasp.


Why, certainly, he said.


It took Caroline a full minute to realize that hed agreed to her request, and then she almost laughed with joy. She could keep her house! She and Minerva wouldnt be dependent on relatives. She could almost dance a jig, she was so happy


Provided you join me for supper, he added.


Carolines joy vanished. I beg your pardon?


No, dont be alarmed. He took a step toward her. Caroline discovered that in spite of being a tall woman, she had to lean back to look up into his face. And dont stop smiling. Youre lovely when you smile.


His words startled her. She wiped the smile off her face.


No, please, he said. I dont mean to alarm you. The warm timbre of his voice was almost hypnotic, and she could swear his look of contrite anxiety was real. Youre not accustomed to compliments, are you?


That was an understatement! Caroline almost laughedbut instantly sobered. No matter how tempting, his request was out of the question. She shook her head, casting a worried look at the door. Im sorry, I couldnt. It wouldnt be right


He held up a hand to stop her words. No, let me start again. He took a step back, and Caroline was amazed how much easier she breathed when there was a little space between them. He straightened his shoulders, gathering himself up like an actor performing a part. Making a great pretense of raising an imaginary quizzing glass, he said with bored hauteur, Lady Pearson, I find myself dining alone this evening. Would you do me the very great honor of joining me? He made an elaborate bow that would have done a cavalier proud.


His game was foolish, but fun. Caroline caught herself smiling at him.


Please, he added in his own voice and held out his hand.


Caroline looked down at it. She looked up into his eyes, which were dancing with laughter.


Now, when I hold out my hand, youre supposed to place the very tips of your fingers on mine, he prompted. At least, thats the way we snobbish sticklers for decorum handle matters.


Caroline shook her head. You dont strike me as snobbish or a stickler. If anything, I have a feeling you enjoy breaking the rules.


The merry gleam in his eyes was infectious. Absolutely, he agreed. And what about you? Do you enjoy breaking rules?


For one long minute, Caroline was tempted to answer yesbut she didnt. She shouldnt.


He read her indecision. Lady Pearson, I mean no offense. I hate to dine alone. Its the loneliest thing to do in the world, but I understandafter all, you are in mourning.


Caroline pulled back, alarmed to think that he might believe her disrespectful of Trumbulls memory. My husband died years ago. I mean, Im past the official mourning period. That is, I still wear black, but Im not actually in mourning Her voice trailed off.


He didnt miss a beat. Im delighted to hear that. Then you can officially join me for supper?


Mr. Ferrington, she said, shaking her head, I cant possibly


Yes, you can.


Caroline looked down at his offered hand and back up to his all-too-handsome face. It would be very forward of me. But oh, how she wanted to do it.


I would never think that of you, Lady Pearson.


She looked again at his hand. It would be pleasant to eat with someone besides Jasper or Minerva for once. Often Minerva wasnt home for dinner, and Caroline would eat off a tray in her room while she worked on tallying the charitable accounts for Reverend Tilton. Actually, it had been years since shed gone out, since Trumbull didnt like to dine out oftenat least, not with his wife.


The blood pounded in her ears as she reached a decision. And will you give me the deed afterward?


My word of honor. He smiled at her. Besides, no one will know except you and me. What harm can it do?


He was right. It didnt seem such a wicked thing. Tentatively, Caroline reached out, placing the tips of her fingers lightly on the tips of his.


To her surprise, Mr. Ferrington lifted her hand to his lips, the action pulling her closer to him, and lightly brushed his lips against her gloved fingertips.


A tingling sensation as bright and sparkling as shooting stars raced down her arm, and made everything inside her tingle in response. Caroline almost didnt recognize her own voice as she whispered, Yes, Ill join you.


His eyes blazed with bright happiness and she felt ridiculously pleased with herself that she could make him feel this way.


Nor did he give her time to reconsider her decision. He pulled her gently toward the door, opened it and called, Calleo, Lady Pearson will be joining me for dinner this evening. Inform the chef.


Immediately, Sahib, the servant said with a quick bow. He clapped his hands, and two footmen in dark blue livery appeared to do his bidding.


The sound of clapping snapped Caroline out of the haze James Ferrington had created. Their fingers broke contact. Suddenly, she realized shed agreed to dineunchaperonedwith a man she barely knew.


Panicwhich immediately evaporated when he turned from the doorway and shot her a lazy good-natured grin. He was stunning. Absolutely the most masculine, handsome man shed ever met. The pull she felt toward him was almost overwhelmingundeniable. After all, it was a business call, she reminded herself. And she was no longer a green girl. She could handle herself.


James leaned against the doorframe. Looking at her gave him pleasure. He saw her indecision, her hesitancy in the shadows of her incredible eyes. If she was an adventuress, she was either a timid one or an excellent actress. It had taken all of his prowess to bring her to this point, and hed been surprised at how important it was to him that she accept his invitation.


For the first time in his life, a woman offered a challenge to him.


Do you like curry? he asked.


I dont think Ive ever had it.


Im addicted to it, from all my years living in the East. My chef makes a wonderful curry. You must try it.


Im sure that I must, she said, and then smiled at him, that wonderful, tentative smile that made his heart do strange things.


Catching himself staring at her like a slack-jawed fool, James straightened and pushed away from the door. I hope you dont mind eating early. I usually eat at half past six or at seven. Ive never gotten into the habit of Town Hours when I eat alone.


That is perfectly acceptable to me. Im often in bed by nine. She blushed when she realized what shed said. Not a practiced blush, it was the gentle shade of pink clouds before dusk, and James found he wanted to believe her.


Sudden, fierce pride filled him. This beautiful, refined woman was his discovery, and he thanked whatever gods had sent her to him. He would woo her, win her, protect her. Lady Pearson would be his.


No, not Lady Pearson. Caroline, he reminded himself. The syllables of her name rolled through his mind. Car-o-line. He wondered what color her hair was.


Would you like to remove your hat?


My what? she asked, and then seemed startled to realize she still wore it. Oh, yes, I should do that. She untied the ribbons and started to lift off the bonnet, but the weight of the veil made it difficult.


Here, let me help, he offered. In two steps he crossed over to her and reached around to try to lift the veil. He wanted to see her hair. Every fiber of his being tightened in anticipation.


Unfortunately, the black netting appeared to get hopelessly tangled with the black brim and ribbons, and by the time theyd removed the veil, they were both chuckling over the silliness, until James realized how close he was standing next to her.


But not as close as he would like.


He looked down in the gray depths of her eyes and felt a pull as old as time. Kiss her, something inside him ordered. And he wanted to. Right now.


But it would be a rash thing to do.


As if feeling the tension of the moment, she took a step back, raised her hands, turning slightly away from him, and lifted the bonnet from her head. James held his breath and then almost gave a sigh of satisfaction. Her hair, braided and pinned in a heavy chignon, was the rich, warm color of mahogany or the most expensive cinnamon. The style emphasized the graceful column of her throat, her genteel femininity.


James ached to touch her hair, to see if her hair was as silky as it looked. And to pull out the pins, one by one, letting it spill down around her shoulders so he could see it in all its glory. See where it reached on her body and how it would cover her. He imagined her naked beneath her hair, the image in his mind turning so erotic, the air around him fairly crackled with desire.



Champagne, Sahib? Calleos voice brought James back to his senses. He stood in the doorway holding a tray with a wine bottle and glasses.


Did I ask for that? James said, feeling in something of a daze.


No, I asked for it, Daniel Harvey said, coming through the door around Calleo and grabbing the wine bottle. He picked up a glass and was ready to help himself when his gaze fell on Lady Pearson still holding her hat. His movements froze as he stared at her with open appreciation. What have we here? Calleo, we need to take the hat from this woman to make sure she stays.


Calleo calmly set the tray on the table in the center of the room and took Lady Pearsons hat, before quietly leaving.


Aware that Daniels interest had been aroused, James stepped between them, taking the glass and wine bottle from his friends hands. He poured a glass of the sparkling wine and offered it to Lady Pearson. This gentleman, Lady Pearson, is my business partner, Daniel Harvey. He reached for the other glass on the tray. But be wary of him. He is not only a scoundrel but also a notorious liar. A wise woman would avoid him at all costs.


Daniel feigned hurt. I ask you, Lady Pearson, do I look like a
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