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Dedication

To my travel buddy—Judy Gomes Rogers

I am wealthy in my friends.
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The Curse

Macnachtan Keep

Scotland, 1632

A mother knows. ’Tis the curse of giving birth.

She feels life enter this world, a knife-sharp pain and one gladly borne for the outcome. She nurtures, protects and prays for her child’s safekeeping with every breath she draws ... and so is it any wonder she would also sense, know, the moment that precious life is cut short?

Fenella, the wife of the late Laird Macnachtan, was in the south gallery where the sun was best, plying her needle when terror seized her heart. She looked to her kinswomen, all gathered around for an afternoon chat as was their custom. These were her husband’s cousins, his sisters, and her daughters Ilona and Aislin—

“Where’s Rose?”

A mother should not have a favorite, but Fenella did.

Her other daughters were merry and bright, but Rose was special. She shared her mother’s gift of healing. Fenella had delighted in the realization that the powers of her mother and her nain—her grandmother—now flowed through her to her youngest. Rose would be “the one” to receive the Book That Contained All Knowledge.

Of course, Rose’s golden beauty was the stuff of legend, and that set her apart as well. The suitors for her hand had formed a line across the land, but there had only been one man for Rose—Charles Chattan of Glenfinnan.

Rose’s love for Charles reminded Fenella so much of her younger self, that self who had challenged and won the heart of the handsome Macnachtan. That self who was willful and bold.

But Chattan had proved a faithless lover. He’d handfasted himself to Rose and then accepted marriage to another—an Englishwoman from a family with power. Sassenach power.

With a jolt, Fenella realized today was Charles and the Englishwoman’s wedding day. She should not have forgotten the fact. No wonder Rose had been so quiet this morning and was not here amongst the chatter of women this afternoon. Fenella’s worry eased a bit.

Rose had loved Charles hard and well. Her heart hurt, but Fenella would see that Rose would recover. Thank the Lord, Macnachtan was not alive to witness the Chattans’ dishonoring of his daughter. It had been all Fenella could do to keep her sons from calling Charles out. She refused to spill her family’s blood over the traitor.

She could not see Rose’s future—her gift failed her when she attempted to discern Fate—but there would be another love for Rose. There must be. The powerful gifts handed through accident of birth from one ancestress to another needed to take seed in Rose’s womb. ...

Suddenly a scream rose from the courtyard, an alarm of shock and grief.

In that instant, Fenella’s foreboding gained life.

The other women scrambled to their feet and ran to the window overlooking the stone courtyard. Fenella didn’t move. Her whole being centered on one whispered word. “Rose.”

There were more shouts now. Fenella heard her son Michael call his sister’s name, heard weeping, wails of distress and mourning. Her kinswomen at the window threw themselves into shocked grief. They turned, looked at Fenella. Ilona, her face contorted, stumbled toward her mother. Aislin knelt, bowled over in pain.

Fenella set aside her needlework.

She did not want to go to that window.

Tears burned her eyes. She held them back. She didn’t weep. Not ever. She’d not shed one tear for Macnachtan’s death. Death was part of life ... that’s what Nain had said. One didn’t grieve for life.

Fenella stood.

It was hard to breathe.

She walked to the window. Ilona held out her arms and then dropped them, as if knowing she could not stop her mother.

Leaning forward, Fenella looked out upon the courtyard below.

Rose’s body was sprawled there, her golden hair mingled with a stream of blood flowing from her head.

Her dear daughter. Her darling, darling daughter.

She’d thrown herself from the tower wall.

She’d taken her own life.

Michael looked up and saw his mother. Tears flowed freely down his face.

He was so like his father—

In that moment, Fenella’s legs gave out beneath her. She fell to the cold stone floor.

Nain was wrong. Grief could not be contained. It started as a small flame that grew larger and stronger until it consumed her.

There was no doubt Rose of Loch Awe had taken her life because of Charles Chattan’s perfidy, no saving her memory from the disgrace of suicide.

Fenella longed for the magic to reverse time and bring her daughter back to life.

For the next three days she poured over her nain’s book. Certainly in all these receipts and spells for healing, for fortune, for doubts and fears, there must be one to cast off Death.

The handwriting on those yellowed pages was cramped and in many places faded. Fenella had signed the front of the book but not referred to it often, at least not once she’d memorized the cures for fevers and agues that plagued children and concerned mothers.

She’d been surprised to discover Rose had also been reading the book. She’d found where Rose had written the name Charles beside a spell to find true love. It called for a rose thorn to be embedded in the wax of a candle and burned on the night of a full moon.

They found a piece of the burned candle, the thorn still intact, its tip charred, beneath Rose’s pillow.

Fenella held the wax in the palm of her hand. Slowly, she closed her fingers around it into a fist and set aside mourning.

In its place rose anger.

’Twas said the Chattan kin had run for England. The rest had scattered to other clans. They feared Fenella of the Macnachtan, and well they should. Grief made her mad.

They thought themselves safe. They were not.

There was no sacred ground for a suicide, but Fenella had no need of the church. She ordered a funeral pyre to be built for her daughter along the green banks of Loch Awe directly beneath a stony crag that looked down upon the shore.

On the day of Rose’s burial, Fenella stood upon that crag, waiting for the sun to set. She wore the Macnachtan tartan around her shoulders. The evening wind toyed her gray hair held in place by a circlet of gold, gray hair that had once been as fair as Rose’s.

At Fenella’s signal, her sons set ablaze a ring of bonfires she’d ordered constructed around Rose’s pyre. The flames leaped to life.

“Rose.” Her name was sweet upon her mother’s lips.

Did Chattan think he could hide in London? Did his father believe his son could jilt Rose without penalty? That her life had no meaning?

That Macnachtan honor was a small thing?

“I want him to feel my pain,” Fenella whispered.

Ilona and Aislin stood by her side. They nodded.

“He will not escape me,” Fenella vowed.

“But he is gone,” Ilona said. “He has become a fine lord while we are left to weep.”

Feeling the heat of the bonfires. She knew better.

At last the moon was high in the sky. The time was right. Nain had said a witch knows when the hour is nigh. Tonight would be a night no one would forget. Ever.

Especially Charles Chattan.

The fires had drawn the curious from all over the kirk. They stood on the shore watching her. Fenella raised her hand. Her clansmen and her kin on the shore below fell silent. Michael picked up the torch and held it ready.

She brought her hand down and her oldest lit his sister’s funeral pyre as instructed.

’Twas the ancient ways. There was no priest here, no clergy to call her out—and even if there was, Fenella’s power in this moment was too strong to be swayed. It coursed through her. It was the beating of her heart, the pulsing in the blood in her veins, the very fiber of her being.

She stepped to the edge of the rock and stared down over the burning pyre. The flames licked the skirt of Rose’s white burial gown.

“My Rose died of love,” she said. She whispered the words but then repeated them with a commanding strength. They carried on the wind and seemed to linger over Loch Awe’s moonlit waters. “A woman’s lot is hard,” she said. “ ’Tis love that gives us courage, gives us strength. My Rose gave the precious gift of her love to a man unworthy of it.”

Heads nodded agreement. There was not a soul around who had not been touched by Rose. They all knew her gift of laughter, her kindness, her willingness to offer what help she could to others.

Fenella reached a hand back. Ilona placed the staff that Fenella had ordered hewn from a yew tree and banded with copper. “I curse Charles Chattan.”

Raising the staff, Fenella said, “I curse not just Chattan but his line. He betrayed her for a title. He tossed aside handfasted promises for greed. Now let him learn what his duplicity has wrought.”

The moon seemed to brighten. The flames on the fires danced higher, and Fenella knew she was being summoned. Danse macabre. All were equal in death.

She spoke, her voice ringing in the night.

“Watchers of the threshold, Watchers of the gate,

open hell and seal Chattan’s Fate.

When a Chattan male falls in love,

strike his heart with fire from Above.

Crush his heart, destroy his line;

Only then will justice be mine.”

Fenella threw her staff down upon her daughter’s funeral pyre. The flames now consumed Rose. Fenella could feel their heat, smell her daughter’s scent—and she threw herself off the rock, following her staff to where it lay upon Rose’s breast. She grabbed her daughter’s burning body and clung fast.

Together they left this world.

Six months to the date after his wedding, Charles Chattan died. His heart stopped. He was sitting at his table, accepting congratulations from his dinner guests over the news his wife was breeding, when he fell facedown onto his plate.

The news of his death shocked many. He was so young. A vital, handsome man with so much to live for. Had he not recently declared to many of his friends that he’d fallen in love with his new wife? How could God cut short his life, especially when he was so happy?

But his marriage was not in vain. Seven months after his death, his wife bore a son to carry on the Chattan name ... a son who also bore the curse.








Chapter One

London

April 1814

Thea Martin’s first thought upon receiving a letter from Sir James Smiley, Esq., renowned solicitor for Persons of Great Importance, was that her brother had hatched a new scheme to chase her out of London.

Her hands shook as she broke the sealing wax. So far, her brother Horace had attempted to bar all doors to her, an effort that had not succeeded, since London loved nothing more than a scandal—and the feud between the mighty duke of Duruset and his disinherited sister was great fodder for gossip.

Horace’s next action had been to block all reasonable landlords from letting to her. His machinations came to naught, because Thea was determined. London offered opportunities for her to make a living, something difficult for a penniless widow with children to do on her own elsewhere. This had been her home before she’d run away to marry Boyd Martin, and it offered the only hope for her small family’s future.

Thea had found a tiny set of rooms for let in a shabby building in a less-than-respectable neighborhood. It meant she would keep her boys in all day instead of giving them a garden for play, but it was a start, and that had been what Thea had needed—a new beginning.

Using the connections she’d made during her debutante years, she’d set about using the only skill she knew, matchmaking. She knew the ways of the ton, she knew marriage, and she understood the desperation of parents. She also knew how to be discreet.

And if her brother was not pleased? Well, she was already disowned. What more could he do?

Thea feared she’d discover the answer to that last question in Sir James’s letter.

“What is it, Mother?” Jonathan asked. He was a bright, towheaded seven-year-old who wanted to be her protector. His brother, five-year-old Christopher, stood by his side, his little forehead wrinkled in concern. Their small family didn’t receive letters often.

“I will tell you in a moment,” Thea murmured. “Are you waiting for my reply?” she asked the messenger, who still lingered in the hall with a distasteful sniff at his surroundings.

“Yes, ma’am. I’ve been ordered to return with your reply.”

Thea forced herself to focus on Sir James’s slanting handwriting. He wanted to see her on “a matter of Some Importance.” He mentioned he was the uncle of Peter Goodfellow, for whom she had “performed a service that was nothing short of a Miracle” and that he hoped she’d be willing to “assist Someone again facing the same Situation.”

Peter Goodfellow had been one of Thea’s matchmaking challenges. He was as tall as he was wide, had a squint, liked to pick at his face, and had a distressing tendency to burp. She’d found a wife for him, but it had not been an easy task. His family’s handsome commission had compensated for the difficulty. Thea wondered if this request could mean another large commission.

Oh, were it to be so. She’d hidden most of the Goodfellow commission in her “Future Box,” the small, wooden money chest kept under the floorboard beneath her bed. Her goal was to see that both her sons received a gentleman’s education. Jonathan had an interview in a month’s time with the headmaster of Westminster School, a prestigious day school that would offer him the opportunity to meet boys from the right sort of families, families far different from those living in their present neighborhood.

“Sir James wished to know if you could meet with him today at half past two,” the messenger said politely.

“Half past two?” Thea consulted the clock on the mantel over the hearth. It had been Boyd’s mother’s and was the nicest thing she owned. It was already one. “Yes, of course I can.” She reached for her reticule and pulled out a coin to tip the man.

The messenger smiled as he saw her open her purse, a smile that turned brittle at the small amount she placed in his palm. She knew what he was thinking, but she didn’t care. She must watch every penny.

“I shall return to him with your acceptance.” The messenger bowed and was on his way.

Thea shut the door. For a second, she allowed herself a moment’s relief over the letter not being from her brother—and then she danced a little jig. Christopher started dancing with her, his worry giving way to a huge smile.

“What was in the letter, Mother?” Jonathan asked, too dignified to join in their little party.

She knelt down to the level of her two handsome sons. “A chance to earn the money we need for your school fees.” She wrapped her arms around them and gave them both a big hug. “I was so worried, but God does provide.” Yes, yes, yes. She’d been living on what God provided ever since Boyd had abandoned them in Manchester right after Christopher was born.

“Do I still have the interview with the school next month?” Jonathan asked.

“Yes,” Thea said, “and you shall do very well. Westminster will be happy to have you. But first, I must see Sir James.” She was on her feet in a blink, her mind a flurry of activity.

She needed someone to watch her sons while she was out. She ran up the hallway stairs to Mrs. Hadley’s door. Mrs. Gray, Mrs. Hadley’s sister by marriage, answered. She’d only arrived last week, and Thea didn’t know very much about her except that her late husband had been a country vicar. She was a petite woman with a comfortable bosom and sad brown eyes.

“I am looking for Mrs. Hadley,” Thea said.

“Oh, she is off to care for my brother at the hospital,” Mrs. Gray replied. “You know how it is in those places. If your family doesn’t see to your care, you can rot.” Mr. Hadley suffered from consumption. Thea had been relieved when he’d been taken to the London Hospital, away from her boys, with his coughing and hacking.

“This is sad news,” Thea said. “I wanted to ask her to watch my sons while I ran an errand. Mrs. Hadley is usually home by now.”

“I don’t know what has been keeping her, but if it is help you need, I’ll watch your boys for you,” Mrs. Gray volunteered.

Thea’s first instinct was to refuse the kind offer. She hated leaving her sons alone at any time and was very particular about whom she asked for help.

However, this was a special circumstance.

“Are you certain it wouldn’t be a bother?” Thea asked. “I dislike imposing.”

“No trouble at all. I’ve seen your lads walking with you. They seem to be good boys.”

She had such a soft, melodic voice and grandmotherly way—and Thea really didn’t have another choice. Not on such short notice.

“Thank you,” Thea said, meaning the words. “I must change my dress, but if you could come down in ten minutes?”

“Of course I will.”

Thea didn’t waste another moment. She flew down the stairs, changed her into her best dress, a cambric gown in a brown with a reddish tint, then donned a very plain poke bonnet and dark green pelisse. Within ten minutes, convinced she looked every inch the part of a sensible matchmaker, Thea set off for Sir James’s offices on Beatty Street.

Thea actually arrived a few minutes early for the interview.

The law offices of Sir James Smiley, Esq., consisted of two rooms. Sir James’s clerk sat at a desk in the first room. At her entrance, he jumped to his feet. He was all of seventeen, with a slender frame and straight blonde hair parted to one side. He pushed his spectacles up his nose. “Mrs. Martin? Sir James is waiting for you.”

Thea always used her married name. She never even thought of herself as Lady Thea, which had really been nothing more than a courtesy title, since she was the daughter of a duke. In truth, a true lady would never style herself above her husband, and at this point in her life, Thea was concerned about what was honest and real over “courtesy.” After all, her ducal father had disowned her, and, as Mrs. Martin, she was determined to stand on her own two feet ... no matter how wobbly she felt doing so at times.

“I hope I’m not too late?” Thea said, nerves making her sound a bit breathless.

“You are right on time,” the clerk assured her. “One moment, please.” He crossed to the room’s other door, gave a knock and opened it. “Sir James, Mrs. Martin has arrived.”

“Send her in, send her in,” a hearty male voice ordered.

The secretary held open the door. “Mrs. Martin,” he announced, ushering her forward with a small sweep of his hand.

Her heart pounding in her ears, Thea crossed into the other room.

Sir James’s book-lined office was the typical sort one would expect from a solicitor. The desk was huge and covered with neatly stacked papers, the ink-and-quill stand was solid silver, and there was a side table for the wig stand that held the curled peruke of his profession. Two comfortable wooden chairs were arranged in front of the desk.

“Come in, come in,” Sir James said in greeting as he walked around the desk to welcome her.

He was a robust man with flinty blue eyes, a hawkish nose and an air that proclaimed him no one’s fool. “I’ve heard much about you, Mrs. Martin, and it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Please, have a chair.”

Thea sat on the edge of the offered chair, holding her reticule in her lap with both gloved hands. Sir James took his seat behind his desk.

He smiled at her.

She smiled back, very nervous.

“I suppose you are wondering why I requested this interview?” he asked.

“You mentioned my assistance to Mr. Goodfellow,” she murmured.

“I’m his uncle, and only one as familiar as I was with the situation can truly appreciate the miracle you wrought. All of us in the family adore his wife, Emma. How you managed to convince her to marry him is beyond our understanding, but we are thankful you did. In fact, his mother, my sister, has suggested I should think about seeking your services. She claims I’m too old to continue bachelor ways, but I am not ready to hand over my freedom yet. By the way, did you hear that Peter and his wife are expecting their first child?” Sir James asked. “One can hope the child looks more like Emma than Peter.” He paused before adding thoughtfully, “You know, Emma seems to love him. She sees the better qualities in him.”

And finding a suitable husband without the aid of even a modest dowry meant Emma had little choice in husbands Thea could have added, but didn’t. “How wonderful for them.”

“Yes, and when one of my clients mentioned he wished to find a wife to meet his most unusual specifications, I thought of you.”

“Thank you,” Thea said. She prayed this wasn’t going to be a task as difficult as Peter Goodfellow had been. “But exactly what is the gentleman looking for in a wife?”

Instead of answering, the lawyer straightened in his chair, listening.

Male voices came from the other room, one the clerk’s and the other a deep, well-modulated tone. Sir James smiled. “I’ll let him tell you himself. I believe you will be pleased. He won’t be as challenging a case as my nephew.” He rose and crossed the room, throwing open the door. “My lord,” he said in greeting. “Good of you to join us.”

“She’s here?” his lordship said.

Thea came to her feet. She caught a glimpse of the gentleman but could not see his face from this angle. She had the impression he was taller than Sir James, and that was good. Women liked tall men.

“Yes, she is, and very interested in meeting you,” Sir James said.

“I don’t know,” the gentleman said, doubt filling his voice.

“Speak to her. See what you think,” Sir James said. He stepped aside to let the gentleman enter the room first.

Thea caught her breath in anticipation, silently praying this man was not an unfortunate-looking soul like Peter Goodfellow. After all, there was usually something wrong with all of her charges, else they wouldn’t need her guidance—

Her breath left her with a small exclamation of surprise.

He wasn’t her usual charge.

This man was everything a young lord should be. He was tall, taller than most, with square shoulders and no sign of belly bulge or flabby calves. Strong legs were encased in buff-colored breeches and shining, tall black boots. He was handsome. Slashing black brows, a resolute jaw, blue eyes that seemed to look right into a person. The material of his bottle green jacket was of the finest wool and molded to his shoulders in such a way that she knew he did not need padding.

Indeed, there was so much masculine energy about him that most women would find it hard to breathe, let alone think, in his presence. Thea was no exception. Her mind had come to an abrupt halt. She couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything but stare, and not out of admiration ... but from the shock of recognition.

Before her stood the wealthy, reclusive Neal Chattan, Lord Lyon—the most eligible bachelor in society, and a man who had once been her closest confidant until he’d rudely rejected her friendship.

“Mrs. Martin,” Sir James said with the eagerness of someone very pleased with himself, “this is Lord Lyon.” He shut the door behind him and came into the room. “My lord, may I present to you Mrs. Martin, the matchmaker I’ve suggested you enlist.”

Neal appeared to be having his own bout of mind-numbing recollection. He didn’t react to Sir James’s introduction but stared at Thea with an unnerving intensity.

Or, perhaps, age had made his expression intense. She wouldn’t know. Their paths hadn’t crossed in close to fourteen years.

But he was here before her now.

She straightened her back and lifted her chin, keeping both hands on her reticule for balance, for support. “My lord.” She almost choked on the words. She’d heard his father had died several years ago, knew that he’d ascended to the title.

“Mrs. Martin?” He moved a step away, as if uncertain.

His movement allowed her to take two paces opposite his. “I married,” she said.

“Apparently.”

Sir James looked at Thea, looked at Lord Lyon, and then back at her. The welcoming smile left his face, replaced by uncertainty. “Do you two know each other?”

“Barely,” Thea replied crisply even as Lord Lyon barked, “Hardly.”

The twin words lingered in the air, followed by a beat of heavy silence, and Thea couldn’t help but remember their childhood days together, back when her father had always banished his children to the countryside, where the favored sons had been encouraged to hunt and fish, and the girls had been left to sew samplers. Thea had escaped the house back then and come across Neal, who’d been just as lonely as herself.

Lord Lyon must have been thinking along the same lines. “I knew her when she was Lady Thea,” he told Sir James. There was an accusatory tone to his voice that Thea did not like.

Sir James dismissed this bit of information with a wave of his hand. “Yes, yes, we all know she is the duke of Duruset’s daughter. You needn’t worry about the current Duruset’s opinion, my lord. His father disowned her when she married. The current duke has stated publicly he won’t have anything to do with her.”

Lord Lyon frowned. “Is that true?” he demanded of Thea.

She was not pleased to have her business bandied about, yet she was also proudly defiant. “It must be,” she said. “Sir James wrote the letter from my father cutting me off.”

“Bad bit of business it was,” Sir James said, moving around his desk to his chair. “Never enjoy those sorts of things, and I admit I’ve been doing what I can to help her out. She’s widowed now. The marriage is done, but she is developing a very respectable reputation at putting the right sort of people together. She helped immeasurably with Peter, and you know we fretted of ever marrying him off. Considering your unusual desires for a wife, you’d be wise to listen to her.”

“Perhaps his lordship would not care to work with me,” Thea suggested stiffly.

“Perhaps,” Sir James echoed. He stood behind his desk now, his fingers resting on its polished surface. “Will you sit down and discuss the matter with her, Lyon? Or shall I toss her out?” He said this last with the familiarity of one who knew his customer.

Lord Lyon shifted his weight as if in indecision, and then he shrugged. “Very well, she may try. I suppose it doesn’t matter who I use as long as she is effective.”

“I believe you will be pleased,” Sir James said. He smiled. “Perhaps someday I shall use her myself. Like you, I must marry sooner or later. Will you sit, Mrs. Martin?”

Thea had the urge to run from the room, but then she thought of her sons, of her looming plans for Jonathan’s education. Lyon was rich. “I shall stay, but it will cost you a pretty penny, my lord,” she said, wanting to give him a bit of his own arrogance back. “My services are not inexpensive.”

“I can’t imagine they would be,” Lord Lyon replied. “In fact, if you find the wife I am looking for, I’ll triple whatever your commission is.”

Thea sat.

Lord Lyon took his seat.

“Now isn’t this better?” Sir James said brightly, taking his own chair.

Thea forced a smile. Neal remained stony-faced.

She decided to really tweak Lyon’s nose and take charge. “Sir James said you have particular qualities you are looking for in a wife. Please tell me what they are?”

He shifted in his chair, crossed his arms and his legs, not looking at her.

“Do you wish her to have blonde hair?” Thea queried in a pert, businesslike voice—one that she knew would needle him. “Or a brunette? Do you like voluptuous women? Or perhaps a more slender version?”

Lord Lyon looked to Sir James. “This is uncomfortable.”

“They are reasonable questions, Lyon,” Sir James said. “If she is to search for a wife for you, then she must know.”

“Or,” Thea said, “you could head out on the Marriage Mart and look for yourself.” The “Marriage Mart” was the name given to the round of social parties and engagements during the season when Parliament was in session. Many a match had been made at these events.

“I don’t want to do that,” he said, still not making eye contact with her.

A memory came to her of the two of them sitting on the same rock beside a running stream, their secret place. She’d been what? Fourteen? He must have been sixteen. She saw them, their heads together, laughing, drawing courage from each other. Their friendship had helped make her world sane, and then the next day, she’d escaped to meet him again as they had done every morning for the past month or more, and he hadn’t been there. She’d visited the site every day for the rest of her summer, and he’d never showed again.

No warning, no explanation ... and then, in the fall, she’d heard that he’d left for school and she’d stopped searching for him. She’d not seen him again until this moment.

“Then I shall need to know what you are looking for if I am to sift through the large number of women who would be very pleased to marry a wealthy, well-respected nobleman.” She heard herself sounding like a society matron planning a party. She liked the tone. It was distant and didn’t convey the turbulence of her own emotions.

His jaw hardened.

When he didn’t speak, Sir James prompted him once again. “Lyon, what are you looking for in a wife?”

His lordship stirred himself then to sit up. He answered, still addressing himself to Sir James, his voice low, almost inaudible. “Good family.”

How original, Thea wanted to say. Instead, she said, “Absolutely. And other qualities?”

There was a beat of silence. Thea felt her disdain for this man growing. After the confidences they had shared, how could he sit beside her as if they were strangers? How could he be so bloody cold?

“I don’t want a cold woman,” he said, as if he’d divined her thoughts. “My mother was cold. Some say I am as well.”

But he didn’t used to be. A wave of sadness swept away her disdain.

“Good with children,” he continued. “Our children must be her priority.”

Something that hadn’t been true about his mother.

Thea resisted the urge to place a comforting hand upon his arm. If Neal hadn’t valued their friendship, he certainly wouldn’t want her pity now.

“And she must be someone I cannot like,” he said. “Admired by others ... but I must not like her.”

Warm thoughts of him vanished from Thea’s mind. “You don’t want to ‘like’ the woman who will be your wife?”

At last he faced her, his features set. “No.”

“My lord, that is a ludicrous, irresponsible position.” The words had just burst out of her, carried by her previous disappointments in him.

Apparently, few talked to Lord Lyon in such a direct manner. Sir James’s mouth dropped open.

His lordship sat up even taller. “I find it very responsible.”

“Then you are deceiving yourself,” Thea said. She’d gone this far, she might as well go further. “Not all marriages can be built on love, but those are the best. At the very least there should be the compatibility of admiration and respect. Of liking the person you take a vow before God to cherish and honor.”

“That is your opinion. It is not mine.”

Thea looked into his eyes and saw a stranger. “Whatever happened to that boy I once knew who believed in friendship?” she said. “That lad whose confidences I valued and whose opinion I trusted?”

“Let us take a moment to consider our words,” Sir James advised, as if wishing to avert a disaster.

“I can’t help you arrange such a marriage as this,” Thea went on, ignoring the lawyer. “Knowing what I do of you, it would not be right.”

“You know nothing of me,” Lord Lyon countered.

“I beg to differ, my lord. I may know more of you than you know of yourself.”

“And what would that be?” he challenged.

Thea sat back, realizing she was now on very sensitive ground. How well did she know him? How much had he changed?

Certainly she wasn’t the same person she’d been during those long-ago summer days.

But one thing was still clear in her mind—she believed in love.

The acknowledgement startled her. After all that Boyd, her father, her family had put her through, she still believed.

It isn’t often one is struck with self-knowledge, and every time it is surprising. Suddenly, she realized why she’d set herself up as a matchmaker. She wanted to right wrongs, to guide others away from the disastrous decisions she’d made in her own life.

She softened her voice. “My lord, marriage is a difficult endeavor. I’m not saying you must love your wife, but you must like her. Otherwise you will be saddling yourself to a cold, uncompromising life.” The sort of life his parents had had all those years ago.

The sort of life she remembered him vowing never to live.

Her change in tone worked. The fury in his eyes died, replaced by hopelessness. “You don’t understand.”

“Then explain to me,” she said.

“I’m cursed.”

Thea blinked. Uncertain if he was being dramatic or factual. “Cursed?”

“Yes,” he said with complete seriousness. “And my only hope of survival is to marry someone I don’t like, that I will never be able to abide. It will call for a very special woman. I don’t want someone I would detest. There is a difference between not liking and detesting.”

Thea glanced at Sir James to see if he thought his lordship was spouting nonsense. He nodded his head as if agreeing with Lord Lyon.

“You believe him cursed as well?” Thea challenged the solicitor.

Sir James shrugged. “There is evidence to suggest it.”

For a second, Thea wondered if she had wandered into a world of nonsense—and then her mind seized upon another possibility. A sinister one.

“Is my brother behind this?” she demanded.

Both Lord Lyon and Sir James acted perplexed at her accusation, but she was on to the game now. This was the only explanation that made sense. She stood. “Oh, this was very clever of him. I know Horace is not happy that I remain independent and even dare to go so far as to work for my living. But this?” She shook her head. “You should be ashamed of yourself, Sir James. And you, Lord Lyon. What a faithless friend you are. Apparently your title has destroyed whatever was good inside of you.”

“I beg your pardon?” Lord Lyon said. He’d risen when she had and now pretended to be clueless in the face of her accusation.

She moved toward the door. Her excitement over a healthy commission had turned to disappointment.

Sir James came around the desk toward her. “Mrs. Martin, please, I don’t know what we said to upset you—”

She cut him off by whirling around, her outstretched hand a warning that she did not want him to come closer. “Enough. I can’t believe I wasted a half shilling on the two of you. Here you are giving in to my brother’s schemes, and for what? A payment, Sir James? Some sort of cloakroom political deal in the House of Lords, Lord Lyon? Oh, yes, I know how the duke works. He’s always hatching new alliances for his own benefit. But I once thought you the closest of friends, and to my great dismay, you have grown into a man much like your parents—cold, distant, everything you said you wouldn’t be. Curses,” she said, biting out the word as if it had been an epithet. “Did you really believe I would be so gullible. Well, return to my brother and tell him no one believes in curses in this day and age. Not even his sister, the one he refuses to acknowledge.” With that pronouncement, she opened the door and sailed out of the room.

“Thea, come back here,” Neal ordered.

Her response was to keep walking.








Chapter Two

Righteous anger propelled Thea down the street and halfway home. She didn’t have blood in her veins right now, she had gunpowder.

To think she had taken them seriously at first. She’d asked Lord Lyon what sort of qualities he was looking for in a wife? They had been very good at not snickering in her face.

And what of Lyon? Her relationship with her father had always been troubled. The duke and Thea had locked horns continually while she’d been growing up. She’d rebelled at his numerous rules, his favoritism toward her brothers and the injustice of refusing to let her study anything except deportment, painting and religion. He’d wanted docile, obedient daughters with more hair than wit, and Thea wasn’t cut of that cloth.

Neal had known all that. She’d confided in him the struggles and arguments between she and her father. With the solace of Neal’s friendship, Thea had been able to face a summer of her father being unusually harsh with his strictures and criticisms, until Neal had thrown the friendship aside without a fare-thee-well. He’d just left her wondering, worrying if she had done something to set him off her, worrying if he’d been ill or, worse, dead.

Of course, he’d been fine. She’d heard through the servants that he’d been up and around the parish.

He just hadn’t cared enough to explain why he hadn’t wanted to see or talk to her any longer.

And that was unforgivable.

Fury consumed her. Right there, in the middle of the busy city, she walked in a small, tight circle like a madwoman with too much energy to spare. Of course, she bumped into someone ... an orange girl who was not expecting Thea’s sudden change of direction.

“Sorry, miss, sorry,” the girl mumbled, adjusting the basket on her arm and hurrying on her way.

Thea looked around. She was in Picadilly. Only a few more blocks to home. She took a deep breath and released it. Enough of this nonsense. She needed to collect herself so that when she walked through the door of her apartments she had a smile on her face for her sons.

Of course, her smile would have been broader if she had actually been looking forward to a fat commission.

Money worries always plagued her, but the school fees were a particular concern. Mirabel, Lady Palmer, had offered the money, but Thea didn’t want to take advantage of her friend, who was already too generous to her and her sons by half.

No, educating her sons was something she must do on her own.

As Thea turned the corner onto her narrow street, she repeated under her breath with each step, “It will all work out. It will all work out.”

Her lips might be saying the words, but her mind was very anxious, an anxiety compounded by the realization that she had not shopped for their dinner that night. In her desire to save money, she sometimes let the cupboard grow a bit too bare. Her boys would be hungry.

Thea stood at the base of the four flights of stairs leading to her apartment and decided that this night, they all needed a treat. The half shilling she owed Mrs. Gray would clean out the allowance she gave herself for the week, but just this once, she should raid the Future Box for a little extra.

Perhaps she and the boys would make a night of it. They would do a bit of shopping and then buy a meat pie for their dinner. Jonathan’s appetite was starting to grow, but she and Christopher could spilt a half pie between them, and they would enjoy it in the small park several blocks away.

Her boys grew restless when left inside all day. She didn’t dare let them roam free in this neighborhood. She knew from growing up with brothers that boys of any age could find trouble if not kept under some sort of supervision. Furthermore, she was determined to raise gentlemen, not urchins.

The trudge up the stairs was always tiring, but Thea’s fatigue vanished when she saw her door slightly ajar. She always kept it bolted, and, before she’d left, she had advised Mrs. Gray to do the same.

She hesitated outside the door. “Mrs. Gray?”

“We are right here, Mother,” came Jonathan’s voice, his relief clear.

Thea pushed the door open. Her sons were sitting side by side on the same wooden chair. Jonathan’s arm was around Christopher’s shoulder. She smiled. It warmed her heart to see her boys depending on each other and relieved her momentary fears.

“Hello there, my handsome lads,” she said. “Mummy’s home.”

To that statement, Christopher burst into tears. He jumped from the chair and ran to her, catching her at the knees and almost toppling her.

“I’m happy to see you as well,” she said, laughing. She gave him a hug and smiled at Jonathan, a smile that quickly died when she saw that his eyes were red and he had been crying as well. “Jonathan? Is something the matter? Where is Mrs. Gray?”

There was no sight or sound of the woman.

“She left,” Jonathan said, his voice strained, as if he had the worst sort of news to tell her. Christopher buried his head deeper into her skirts and cried harder.

Thea moved into the room, walking her youngest in with her. She set her reticule aside on a chair and called, “Mrs. Gray?”

No answer.

“She’s not here, Mummy,” Jonathan repeated. “I told you she left.”

“Where did she go? Why would she leave?”

Christopher started gasping for breath as if he would be sick. Jonathan, instead of being horrified the way he usually was when his brother threatened to be ill, jumped from the chair and raced over to hug him.

Thea fell to her knees on the floor and gathered them both in her arms. “Be easy, Christopher, easy. Mummy’s home. Nothing bad will happen.”

“It is bad,” Jonathan said. “Very bad.”

“What is bad?” Thea asked, struggling to keep her voice calm. “You can tell me. Did Mrs. Gray do something bad?”

“Yes,” Christopher said. “I didn’t mean to tell her about the Future Box. I told her to stop.”

“To stop what?” Thea asked.

“Taking the money,” Jonathan said. “She took all the money in the Future Box.”

Thea went cold with panic. She rose to her feet, ran the few steps to the bedroom.

All looked as it should. The bed was neatly made, all tidy and right, but Thea knew her sons were not teasing. She came down to the floor, reached under the bed and pressed the board so that one end would pop up.

Her boys had followed her. They stood in the bedroom doorway, their faces pale.

Thea lifted the box out. It was much lighter.

So much saving, scrimping, planning ... dreaming.

She opened the box. She had to see with her own eyes that it was empty, and it was. All was gone. Everything. The only money she had to her name was the half shilling in her purse she had been going to use to pay Mrs. Gray.

“We told her to stop,” Jonathan said. “Chris didn’t mean to tell her. She had us sharing secrets.”

“Sharing secrets?” Thea said, confused.

“Yes, she said we all had secrets and she told us some and then wanted to know ours. It was a game,” Jonathan insisted. “A game.”

“Yes, she said she was thirsty and wanted to know where we hid things,” Christopher said. “I didn’t mean for her to take the money.”

“I know you didn’t,” Thea answered. She had to stay calm. She must think, reason.

“I told her it was for Jonny’s school,” Christopher said. “She didn’t listen to me.”

Anger welled up inside of Thea, and disgust with her own culpability. She hadn’t known Mrs. Gray other than in passing. She should not have trusted her.

But that didn’t give the woman license to steal from them either.

In a blink, Thea was on her feet, the box under one arm. She marched through the apartment and out into the hall.

“Where are we going, Mother?” Jonathan asked.

“To see Mrs. Gray.”

Thea took the stairs two at a time. Her sons dashed behind her to keep up, Christopher echoing her words, “See Mrs. Gray.”

They were all on a mission now.

She knocked on the door at the top of the stairs. It opened immediately. Mrs. Hadley looked at the three of them standing on her landing and gave them a tired, welcoming smile. She was a thin woman with a sharp nose and pleasant blue eyes.

“Look who has come to see me,” she said in her soft Irish lilt. “My, you lads are so handsome and brawny you brighten my day. You need to stop growing. Doesn’t your mother put the bricks on your head to keep you little? If you aren’t careful, Mrs. Martin, they will be tall as giants.”

Usually when she made her comments, they all laughed, but not today.

“Where is Mrs. Gray?” Thea asked anxiously.

“Why, I don’t know,” Mrs. Hadley said, her manner changing to concern. “She was not here when I returned home. I went to see my husband in the hospital.”

“How is he doing?” Thea stopped her own concerns to ask.

“Not well. Why do you need my husband’s sister? What has she done now?”

Thea’s heart sank at the wariness in Mrs. Hadley’s tone. “She stole from us.”

“She took the money in the Future Box,” Jonathan chimed in.

Thea placed her hand on her son’s back. “I did something foolish,” she whispered, fearing she had only herself to blame. “I had an appointment, a rather important one, I thought, but it was a fool’s errand.” Thea forced herself to think clearly. “I came up here to see if you would watch my sons for an hour or so while I was gone, but you weren’t home. Mrs. Gray volunteered to help. I mean, the two of you are related, and you are so good and kind to the boys. Also, she was a vicar’s wife? I should have been able to trust her, shouldn’t I ... ?”

She broke off, needing, yearning for confirmation from Mrs. Hadley.

“Oh, my dear, I am so sorry,” the older woman said. Tears welled in her eyes.

“What is it?” Thea begged.

“My husband’s sister is too fond of gin. Her husband had the affliction. He was a vicar but one that stole from the church plate. He was run out of three parishes, and she is just as bad as he was. He died and she being alone, she came to see me. She had nowhere else to turn. The Church didn’t want her. I told her she could not be sipping the gin under my roof, and I thought she was doing good. You know, some people make you think they are doing well, but they aren’t. They are liars. Thieves. There has been a time or two that I sensed she was going through my things looking for a bottle or money.”

“Where is she now?” Thea asked, the words hard to push past the heaviness in her chest.

“Who knows? If she has taken your money, I shan’t be seeing her anytime soon,” Mrs. Hadley predicted. “And don’t think I’ll let her stay under my roof again after what she did. I don’t know what to do for you and your lads, Mrs. Martin. I feel bad, but I don’t know what to do.”

Thea didn’t either.

“Perhaps you should call for the Watch. Let them know she’s a thief,” Mrs. Hadley suggested.

And then what? Thea knew the money was gone. “I might,” she said, more to placate Mrs. Hadley.

“I’m so sorry,” the older woman said.

“I am as well,” Thea answered. She turned to her sons. “Come, boys. Let us see what we can find for supper.” They wouldn’t be going out for a shopping lark.

“I have a bit of bread and cheese,” Mrs. Hadley offered. “Unless Mary took that as well.”

“We’ll be fine,” Thea said, the words sounding curter than she had intended them. She softened her tone. “Truly, we will be.”

They would survive, but her dream of Jonathan going to Westminster was gone ... and she didn’t know if she could revive it. Perhaps she had been fooling herself all along that she could enroll her sons there, that she could do it all on her own.

“I’m hungry, Mother,” Jonathan complained.

“Me, too,” Christopher echoed.

Children were so resilient. Her mind was still spinning with what had happened, while her sons had moved on to what was practical.

“Let’s see what we have to eat,” Thea answered, starting down the stairs, her tread heavy, her mind numb—

She pulled up short on the last three stairs as she realized she had a visitor.

Neal Chattan, Lord Lyon, stood at her open door. He’d heard them coming down the stairs and had turned to face them.

He seemed even taller, and even handsomer, here in the dingy halls of her building than he had in Sir James’s office, perhaps because the refined cut of his clothes emphasized the shabbiness of her humble home.

Their eyes met. Thea tightened her jaw in resentment. She had a good notion to heave the Future Box at him. She had no doubt she couldn’t hit him right on his arrogant nose, and it might make her feel better.

As if reading her mind, he held up his hands. “We should talk, Thea. Please, just for a moment. We apparently have outstanding business between us.”








Chapter Three

Neal had been taken aback by how rickety the stairs in this building were. The smoke from coal fires burned his nostrils, while the smell of ages of cooked meals seemed to have permeated the walls.

This building was so old that it had to have been standing during the time of the Great Fire. It was a pity it hadn’t been burned down. He’d not live here and was surprised anyone did, most of all Lady Thea.

In the dim light of the hallway stairs, she stood tall, her eyes burning with pride. She was still dressed for going out, still in her drab hat, her gloves and her pelisse.

And he remembered her as he last saw her years ago, the memory still fresh in his mind—her hair down around her shoulders, her feet bare because she’d been wading in the stream waiting for him, a chain of bachelor buttons and daisy wildflowers forming a crown on her head.

They’d both been so young.

He’d forgotten what it was like back then. Now, responsibilities, worries, and the weight of not only his country’s future but his family’s were heavy on his shoulders. He’d forgotten how free he’d felt when he’d been around her.

But that was then and this was now. Gone was the blondness of her hair, which had darkened to a honeyed brown. Maturity had sharpened the lines of her face and given her character. Her eyes were just as blue, but they were no longer innocent. Knowledge of the world, of herself, had created shadows in their depth.

“I don’t need this discussion right now, my lord,” she said.

“I’m not here to discuss anything,” he said, suddenly concerned he’d be dismissed. He needed to talk to her. He wanted to.

And then tears came to her eyes. Large, luminous ones that she struggled to hold back.

Like most men, Neal didn’t know what to do in the face of a female’s tears. His sister, Margaret, rarely cried. She was too proud. Considering the set down Thea had given him only an hour ago, Neal had assumed that she was as proud, unless something had broken her spirit.

He didn’t think it was himself ... or at least he hoped it wasn’t.

Neal took a step up the staircase toward her. “What is the matter?”

“Nothing,” she said, the tension in the word so tight that something had to be wrong.

“Mrs. Gray took all our money,” a voice from her side said.

Neal was startled to realize they weren’t alone. He’d been so focused on Thea that he hadn’t noticed the two small beings who stood on either side of her.

Both had flaxen blonde hair and eyes as blue as their mother’s. The youngest had a death grip on Thea’s skirts, his wary expression telling Neal he wasn’t about to trust him any more than his parent did.

The other was bolder. He was the one who had spoken. He’d stepped forward to make his announcement, his body taut from the top of his head to the fists he clenched at his side.

There was no doubt these were her sons. They shared her refined features and determined chin.

Neal didn’t come in contact with many children. He had few relatives, and they were all aged. His day-to-day activities rarely brought him within close proximity of children and, although he saw them on the street or in shops, he rarely talked to them—even if he wanted sons of his own ... desperately.

His desire to father a child was more than just a need to fulfill the obligations he owed his family name and title. He yearned for children in a way he didn’t understand.

He now found himself both charmed and curious by these two boys. They were more than copies of their mother. They were independent souls, souls created from the spark of a connection and little more.

“Mrs. Gray stole your money?” Neal repeated, addressing the child directly while wondering who this woman was. “Did you see her take the money?”

To his surprise the youngest answered, the words coming out of his mouth so fast they tumbled over each other in his earnestness. “Yes, we did. She took the money. We told her not to, but she didn’t listen to us. Jonny told her.”

“Who is this Mrs. Gray?” Neal demanded, insulted for the boys.

“This isn’t your concern, my lord,” Thea snapped, even as her youngest answered, “The lady. Mrs. Gray. She took all our money. We don’t have any.”

“Chris, quiet,” Jonny ordered.

His brother’s response was to bury his face in his mother’s skirts but not before he explained, “We can’t catch her. She’s gone.”

Jonny was furious that his order had been ignored. He took a step toward his brother, but Thea’s hand on his shoulder stayed him, and Neal was reminded of his own battles with his brother. He and Harry were as close as two brothers could be and as far apart.

“Who is this Mrs. Gray?” Neal asked again, ready to charge after the woman.

Thea said, “I am handling the matter, my lord. This is none of your affair. Is there some outstanding business between us you wished to convey? Although I don’t understand why there should be.” She’d started down the last of the steps, brushing him aside as she made her way through the open apartment door, shooing her boys in ahead of her. They obeyed, the oldest taking the youngest’s hand. Seeing they were safe, she turned, blocking Neal from entering the flat by leaning one hand on the door. “I thought I made myself very clear this afternoon.”

“You did,” Neal said.

“Then we have nothing else to say to each other,” she informed him crisply.

“Actually, we do. You misunderstood me in Sir James’s office. I am serious in my need for a wife, and you are not in a position to toss aside opportunities,” he said, pointing to the empty wooden box she held in her arms.

Her chin lifted. A flash of new insult lit her eyes.

“A moment of your time,” Neal pressed. “That’s all I ask.”

“A moment is too much,” she answered.

Her tart reply ignited Neal’s own temper. “Every inch the duke’s daughter, aren’t you, Lady Thea? Well, think about your sons and don’t be foolish. I need your help and you need mine. Let’s keep the past behind us.”

The lines of her mouth flattened. “Your request is impossible to honor. That talk about a curse—”

“It’s true.”

She rolled her eyes and reached for the door to close it.

Neal blocked the action with his arm. “I know it sounds impossible,” he said, “but I’m not known for being a frivolous man. Why would I make such a thing up?”

“I haven’t a notion, my lord. Now, if you will please go?”

“Once you’ve heard me out.”

For a long moment they were at a standstill. The set of her mouth told him she would like nothing more than to push him down the stairs and out of her life.

Well, he wasn’t going, and he didn’t know why, but it was now very important that she hear his story.

She sighed her capitulation. “All right. Explain yourself, although I’m not in the mood for explanations. You would be wise to postpone this conversation.” She turned and walked into the apartment.

“Why are you so angry with me, Thea?” he said.

She looked back at him with suspicion and then frowned. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?” Neal asked, closing the door behind him. Her sons still stood together, the oldest watching him warily. The youngest yawned.

Thea set the box on a wooden table. There were three chairs around the table, an unfortunate-looking settee, a serviceable cupboard. Everything was clean and neat and, in spite of the scant furnishings, it felt like a home. There was a stack of books on the cupboard and a slate board with chalk. Two horses carved out of wood had been placed there as well. They had leather saddles and bridles and appeared to be cherished toys.

She removed her gloves and started untying the ribbons of her hat as she said, “You disappeared on me years ago. I went to the stream, and you didn’t show—without any explanation, my lord. You stopped coming, and I didn’t know if it was something I said or did. I feared you had taken ill, until the servants said they had seen you out and about.”

“It was the curse,” he said.

“The curse? What, you’ve been cursed so that you cannot act politely to your friends?”

Her barb stung. “You’ve developed a sharp tongue, my lady,” he said.

“It’s the consequence of marriage, my lord,” she shot back. “I’m not as gullible as I was when we were younger.”

“Then hear me out. I don’t ask that your mind is open, Mrs. Martin, but I’d like to finish a thought without your ‘wisdom’ being tossed at me.”

She didn’t like a touch of sharpness tossed right back at her. She placed her hands on her hips, her hat still on her head, the ribbons hanging down. “I don’t have time to dally, my lord.”

“Then let me pay you for your time,” he challenged. “Provided you will let me speak.”

“I don’t think you could afford me,” she answered. “Furthermore, after all this time, I truly am no longer interested in your excuses.”

“For a woman without a shilling to her name, you are very proud.”

“I’m still the daughter of a duke,” she replied tightly.

“I am a wealthy man,” he returned. “I want what I want and will settle for no less.”

“And you must have my help?” she said, her disbelief clear.

His gaze drifted to the boys, who listened attentively to all that was being said. Did they understand? Could children understand the arguments of adults?

Bringing his eyes back to her, he answered, “Yes.”

“Unfortunately, you will be disappointed. I choose not to work with you,” she said, and he could have ground his teeth in frustration.

“You are so foolish,” he said almost under his breath, but of course she heard it.

For a second, Thea appeared ready to breathe fire—

“Mother, I’m hungry,” the youngest boy said.

“Christopher, one moment,” his mother answered.

“No,” Neal countermanded her, seizing upon an idea. “I’m hungry as well. Why don’t we discuss this over dinner?” He’d be moving the lioness from her lair, and then she’d have to listen to him with a reasonable state of mind, all past grudges set aside. “Let me take all of you to dinner.”

“That isn’t necessary—,” she started, ready to refuse his invitation.

“Have you lads been to the Clarendon Hotel?” he interrupted her, brazenly taking the argument straight to her children.

“The what?” Christopher asked. His older brother looked to their mother, not answering Neal without her approval.

Neal lowered himself to their level. “They have a French chef at the Clarendon who truly is a marvel. And there is nothing more fun than a small outing.”

Jonny had placed his arm around his younger brother as if holding him back. Neal pressed his case. “Jacques makes a poulet en croute that is food of the gods.” His mouth was watering just thinking of it.

Thea laughed, the sound bitter. “They don’t know what you are talking about, my lord. They’ve been raised on my meager cooking. Talk to them of a rarebit and they’ll understand.”

“You cook?” Neal repeated in surprise and then realized it was a ridiculous question. All of this—the boys, the squalor, the married name Mrs. Martin—was a surprise. The girl he’d known had been raised in luxury.

It was Christopher who saved him. “Do you have a horse?”

“Chris, stop talking,” Jonny said, giving his younger brother’s shoulder a jerk.

Neal put out his hand to steady the boy and said, “I have many.”

Now he had Jonny’s attention as well.

“How many horses do you have?” Christopher asked.

“More than I can ride by myself,” Neal assured him. “And my brother is in the Horse Guard.”

“Horse Guard?” Jonny repeated with the same awe that pilgrims reserved for a religious shrine.

“He’s one of the barracks officers,” Neal said.

“What color is his horse?” Christopher demanded.

“A bay,” Neal said. “His name is Ajax.”

Christopher broke free of his brother’s hold and ran to the cupboard for his horse. He held it up. “This is my horse. His name is Regal. My mother had a horse named Regal.”

“Yes,” Neal said. “I remember Regal. He was a good pony.”

“Mother says he was very fast.”

“She and Regal beat me and my pony in every race,” Neal confirmed.

Jonny glanced at his mother as if trying to picture her flying along the ground in a race.

Thea came over to her sons. “Please, boys, we need to let Lord Lyon leave—”

“What are the names of your other horses?” Christopher cut in as if he hadn’t heard her speak, and he might not have. Neal remembered a time when he was that enthusiastic about life.

“It would take a while for me to tell you all of them,” Neal said. “However, I have two waiting outside that you lads should meet. Would you like to see them?”

“Yes.” The word practically burst out of Jonny. Christopher nodded his head vigorously. He started toward the door, holding his wood horse in front of him.

“Wait,” Neal cautioned. “We need permission from your mother. We could even have a ride in my coach, if your mother would let us go to the Clarendon for our dinner.”

Two pleading sets of eyes turned as one toward Thea, not, she knew, because of the treat of patronizing one of the finest public dining rooms in the city but because of the opportunity of a coach ride.

“Please, Mother,” Jonny whispered.

“I want to go,” Christopher said with his delightful candor.

Thea stood in indecision. Neal had circumvented her wishes by catering to her horse-mad sons, and he was unrepentant.

“I don’t know,” she hedged. “I don’t know that it is proper for a lady to go to the Clarendon with a man who isn’t her husband.”

Neal made an impatient sound. “Women dine at the Clarendon. You shouldn’t feel uncomfortable. Yes, they are accompanied by friends or their husbands, but you have two of the most upstanding chaperones of all. Your sons.” Her boys stood up a bit straighter at his words.

Thea’s gaze met his, and he saw that she really did want to go. He wondered how long it had been since Thea had participated in society for the pleasure of it and not as a means to help her small family survive.

She breathed deep to register her annoyance, then released it before saying, “Very well. This one time. Go don your hats and coats.”

She didn’t have to repeat the order. Her sons charged off with cheers of excitement.

Thea retied the bonnet ribbon beneath her chin. “Unfair,” she said to Neal.

“But necessary,” he assured her, quite proud of himself. She needed this outing. He knew it. “We will talk, Thea.” He paused and then added quietly, “You were important to me.”

She looked away.

The boys joined them. They had matching coats and wide brimmed hats that were exactly the sort any child of the gentry would wear. Christopher was so excited that he was having trouble putting his coat on. Neal helped and then opened the door. The boys fairly ran down the stairs.

“Wait,” their mother warned them. “You know the rules.”

Her sons came to a halt and stood like two racehorses anxious to take off out of the gate.

“You must be gentlemen at all times,” Thea
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