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  Prologue


“Father has decided we will go to France. So, I have come to tell you goodbye.” 
Edmund Harrison Blackburn Greystoke stared at his lady love, fidgeting on the settee. She’d been as jittery as a flickering flame from the moment she entered his home. He recollected the stiffness with which she had greeted him upon her arrival. No warm welcome, no purring or rubbing her delicious body against him. No breathless pants or melting in his arms. She had kept her eyes lowered, and avoided meeting his gaze, rushing by him to take a seat on the settee. He’d not been overly surprised at her unexpected visit as much as her brisk attitude. He closed the receiving room doors and faced her.
God she was beautiful. Blonde hair as golden as the sun, highlighted with streaks reminding him of the sun’s rays. Stunning blue eyes, as blue as the sky on a sunny day. Cheeks that flushed rosy with passion when he made sweet love to her. His belly grew randy with lust just imaging it. Every time he looked at Joyanna, he thanked his lucky stars she was his. That is, she would be as soon as he proposed. Which he planned to rectify very soon.
“You did not mention a trip with your father,” he said walking to the chair across from her. True, they were alone and the doors were closed. But he knew better than to sit beside her on the settee. He had enough trouble keeping his hands to himself when she was in the same room. His servants would not dare disturb him. Given her sweet scent and the creamy flesh exposed above her bodice, he would normally have her on her back by now. However, her detached attitude puzzled him. Until she explained herself, he best keep his distance.
“I did not say trip, Edmund.”
It was a good thing he was already sitting down. Mayhap he misunderstood.
“Forgive me my dear, I’m afraid I am at a loss. I have not seen you for several days.” Much to his discontent. Frustration, if he must be truthful about the matter. The demands of the estate taxed him, but not enough to notice Joyanna had not contacted him of late. “Do you not have a warmer welcome for me?”
“There will be no more of that, Lord Greystoke.” Her formal address hit him like a blow to the stomach. So much so, her statement barely registered.
 Joyanna knew better than to toy with him, although their play in the bedroom he enjoyed immensely. But they were alone, and she had called him by his title. Albeit, the heir had forsaken the grand Greystoke Manor, right along with the title, leaving the responsibilities entirely on Edmund’s shoulders. The ton considered Edmund the heir and his older brother as a reprobate. All and sunder called him by the Greystoke title.
But not Joyanna.
“Lord Greystoke, is it? What has come over you, Joyanna?”
“I am sure I do not know what you mean.”
If she didn’t quit playing with that damn string on her hand bag and look at him, he would throw the bloody thing in the hearth. Willing himself to remain calm, he rose and slowly crossed the space to the sofa, and sat beside her. She still didn’t look at him, so he put a hand over her nervous ones.
“Something is not right,” he said slowly and cautiously.
She trembled. Good God, Joyanna seemed on the verge of falling apart. He could tell it took great effort for her to hold herself together.
“Father wants us to be with his sister and his family. I shall leave by week’s end.”
“All right,” he said, hoping to ease her fears. God knew what had upset her, he would not add to her distress. “How long will you be gone?”
“You are not paying attention, Edmund.”
He caressed her fingers within his own. “I always pay attention to you, Joyanna.”
She finally raised her eyes to meet his. “Father is taking us to France. This is not a trip.”
Edmund’s head spun. The truth was right there in her eyes, for him to see. Joyanna was leaving? Going to France? For good? Anger replaced his dread.
“You are leaving in three days? And this is the first you have mentioned it to me?”
She jerked her hands away. “I never mentioned it because I never thought Father was serious. But he is, and we are leaving. Edmund, I do not have time to make explanations.”
She better, by God, explain to him.
She practically leaped from the settee and paced to the window. “I must pack. I felt I owed you the curtesy to tell you in person.”
“Curtesy?” Of the three brothers, Edmund had always been the quiet, logical one. He believed an argument could be settled sensibly and without bloodshed. At this moment, he was thinking of changing his mind.
“When will you be back?” She couldn’t leave. Let her damned father go. If she had to go with him, then she could bloody well come back. She would not be staying in France.
She twisted her fingers together and threw back her shoulders as if she were mustering her courage. “I thought I made myself clear. I won’t be back. This is the last time we will see each other.”
“The hell you say!” Rage took him to his feet. His hands fisted and he wanted to throw something. Anything.
She turned to face him, even though their eyes did not meet, he felt her sorrow. “There is no need to shout, Edmund. If you feel the need to curse, I shall take my leave.” She started for the door.
“Wait!” Good God, he needed to calm down. Think. He took a deep breath and released it slowly, gathering his control. “Please, Joyanna. Sit down.”
She hesitated. He waited, watching her as her teeth chewed on her bottom lip. He would swear she was hiding something. She had to be. There was no way she would want to leave him. He could not have misjudged her so. Finally, she slowly came to him. He stepped back, allowing her to take her place on the settee. He sat beside her, leaving a considerable amount of room between them.
“Now, start at the beginning.”
“Edmund, I told you. I don’t have the time—”
“Yes, yes, you need to pack,” he interrupted. “When did your father decide to take you, bag and baggage, to France?”
Her gaze lowered to her lap. “Father has been talking about taking up residence in France for some time. He misses the home where he grew up and wants to be with his family. He made the final plans yesterday. He has landed an important position with their government.”
An important position that no one in the ton knew about. The rumormongers would have never kept such news under wraps. More like something else was underfoot.
“You kept this well-hidden.” When she made no response, he placed a knuckle under her chin, lifting her gaze to meet his. He tried searching her eyes, but she turned her head. “I will offer for you at once.”
Her gaze jerked to his. Her eyes held many emotions—confusion, hurt, and … anger. “Because you think you are the Greystoke heir, does not give you entitlement to all things, certainly not to me.”
Edmund’s disbelief had him grinding his teeth. “I am sure I have never claimed, nor expected, any privilege over another. You know very well the Greystoke title belongs to my brother.”
Or was that what was causing her to flee. Was she looking for bigger game?
No. Not his Joyanna.
“It should be yours,” she said.
She had never mentioned this before. In fact, she’d convinced him the title meant nothing to her.
Joyanna continued, “He ran off, snubbing his responsibilities.”
Oh God. Perhaps the title did matter.
“You of all people should know the reasoning behind my brother’s desertion.” He thought he and Joyanna were soul mates. He shared everything with her.
“And you of all people should want me to have a better life than that of marriage to a second son,” she shot back.
And there lie the crux of the matter.
He could not believe what he had just heard. His heart stopped. An agonizingly sharp pain pierced him as if a knife had impaled its center. Joyanna belonged to him. It was expected they would marry.
“I thought you and I had an understanding.”
“We are not officially engaged,” she sniffed, like a bloody matron aristocrat. “Nor will we be.”
He gaped. The drivel coming from her lovely lips could not be real. This encounter could not be real. “You said you loved me.” God, he sounded pathetic.
“Well, of course I did. But, love has nothing to do with a good match. Father is a marquis. When we move to France, I shall find a marquis of my own.”
Her stinging arrow found its mark. Bitterness clawed at his soul. “What will your husband say when he beds you on your wedding night and discovers his wife is not a virgin?”
Crack!
Edmund barely felt the slap. Barely saw it coming, although he knew he deserved it. Numb as he was, he could not feel anything at all.
Other than the pain splintering his heart.






  
  Chapter 1


Edmund opened one eye, very slowly, very carefully. 
Yes, it would seem he was in his study. He felt the hard surface of his desktop beneath his cheek. The wall in front of him slanted precariously on its side, unless the desk had somehow toppled over. No, he didn’t think he was on the floor. He tried opening the other eye, praying the movement would not trigger another round of hammering. Little by little, the second lid raised. After several anxious moments, he realized the headache that had been about to split his skull, was now a dull throb in the back of his neck.
And he was lying on the side of his face.
He rolled his tongue, closed his lips and gently lifted his head. It would appear he’d fallen asleep in his study. A glass housing a swallow of brandy sat within his reach. He grabbed it, tilted his head back and swallowed the last bit.
What time was it? He glanced at the clock on the far wall and could see it without squinting his eyes. Good. For he did not want to make any sudden moves that might generate another headache.
“Christ,” he said, scrubbing a hand over his face. Last night had been a bad one. The pounding had begun shortly after midnight. Nothing new. Same as any other night when he couldn’t sleep. Once the blurry vision hit, he knew he wouldn’t be able to escape. Most nights Brandy was the only thing that sent him to oblivion. So, he had risen and come down to the study. Several glasses had dulled his brain, but not enough to keep the pounding headache from ripping at his skull.
The blasted things were getting worse.
He looked at the bottom of the empty glass. Two years ago, he had no headaches. Oh, there was the brutality of the demanding role as heir—of which he was not—managing the Greystoke estates. An obligation not by choice. Not even by being born first. Edmund was the second son. But he accepted the role thrust upon him without complaint
He had never begrudged his older brother his birthright. ‘Twas the way of the gentry. The first born inherited. Father, being a true aristocrat, followed the dictates of nobility to the letter. A member of the peerage always kept up appearances—he had demanded the same of his sons.
Father had raised his sons with a firm hand.
Firm hand, hell.
The man was a tyrant. He showed no love whatsoever for his children. In all likely hood, the bastard did not love their mother, either. Edmund had no idea how she survived long enough to bear three children.
Had it only been two years? Two years when his life took a drastic change? When an ailment forced him to block out reality, forced him to live in a world of darkness and decay? Rotting away in a state of emptiness. A time when he did not give a damn about anything. The year before that, he had a life. One that had blown up in his face.
What happened?
What usually happened when a man professed to care for a woman. Heaven forbid he should actually fall in love. That would only give a woman a weapon with which to rip his guts out, for God’s sake.
Joyanna.
He pictured her hip length blonde hair. Creamy skin that made his mouth water. Blue eyes that reminded him of the brightest sky. Her rosy, full lips that kicked his gut when she gave him that flirty pout.
His mind screamed every time he reflected on her name. The day she’d left began a bizarre series of events. He’d lost touch with reality, and lived as if he were on the outside looking in.
He became a hermit. Never going out in public, unless absolutely necessary. Still asserting the role of the Greystoke heir. Fulfilling the duties that had been thrust upon him mandated an appearance, occasionally. Although, his attendance was required more than he deemed necessary. Especially when he suffered a broken heart.
Ah hell. He shoved a hand through his disheveled hair. Their love affair had ended so quickly. For a short time, she claimed to be attracted to him. He had dared to hope. Plan a life with Joyanna by his side. Only he had forgotten to tell her. By the time he asked, she had plans of her own.
France.
Less than a month after her rejection, he’d turned into an alcoholic. One would think he drank because of a woman. If only that were true.
A member of the peerage did not show weakness. So, he hid his misery, thinking time would heal the pain. But time did not. And he hid his heartache well.
The only problem—he could not hide his megrims. No matter how hard he tried, no matter how much he drank, the bloody megrims hammered away at him.
Some nights he managed to black out before the megrims overtook him. Then the headaches attacked in the light of day. Without warning. Sneaking up on him the way a panther would stalk its prey. Lurking in the shadows, waiting, prowling with menace, pausing for the right moment to strike.
And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.
Other than drag himself up, bathe, and don a new suit of clothes.
He looked down at his unbuttoned shirt, blood soaking his sleeve.
Good God. He was a mess.
He wrinkled his brow, trying to remember the events from last night. Of course, there had been the usual headache. It was bad for he’d broken out into a cold sweat. The customary pounding, the agony. The pain so fierce he wanted to bash his head against a wall. He recalled blindly charging through the corridors, storming into the game room. Hurling the first thing he could find. Smashing the glass in the cabinet door when he could not find the key. Reaching inside for a pistol and catching his arm on a broken shard of glass. And his confusion as he held said pistol and watched his own blood run down his arm, dripping onto the carpet.
For a moment, he had wondered if he’d somehow shot himself. He glanced down and desperately tried to remember. After a thorough search, through his mind and on his person, he found no bullet holes.
Good God, what had he been reduced to? A pistol, for God’s sake. A bloody pistol. Had he seriously been going to shoot himself? At the time, he supposed the answer could have been yes. Anything to relieve the agony.
Propping his arms on the desk, he slumped his head to his hands. He thought of pulling his hair out by the roots, but that might trigger another headache. Several papers were stacked about the desk along with an empty bottle. He seemed to recall looking at his time piece around four in the morning. What bloody time was it anyway?
Two sharp raps resounded on the heavy door.
“Enter.”
Ruthers may have been old, but the man held a strict code, as butlers went. He knew what was proper and what wasn’t. He could have written the aristocratic handbook for novices. Edmund never saw the man flinch, no matter who got in his face. He never smiled, had a direct way of handling the staff, and visitors. But most importantly, he minded his own business. Edmund considered that a trait beyond others.
“Beg your pardon, my lord.”
“Yes, Ruthers?”
 “Do you require anything, my lord?”
“What time is it?”
“Midday, my lord.”
Edmund shoved a hand through his hair, dragging the strands back from his face, and in the process, felt the stubble on his jaw.
“Perhaps you would care to freshen up, my lord? I can order a footman to prepare a bath if you like.”
Edmund knew his appearance was shabby, and it was too late to hide the blood on his shirt. Since he was awake and speaking, the wound on his arm must not be serious. As if he’d spoken out loud Ruthers gaze went directly to the blood-soaked shirt. Without saying a word, his eyes darted back to Edmund’s face.
 “Yes,” he answered, not thinking entirely too clearly. “Yes. A bath.”
“Some food, my lord?”
He searched for sign of a headache coming on. No throbbing, no queasy stomach. Actually, food sounded good. “Perhaps some toast to begin.”
“Shall I send it upstairs?”
He glanced again at the pistol. He should put that away. He mentally checked his limbs to be sure they were working. “Give me another moment, if you will, Ruthers.”
“Very good, my lord.”
Edmund did not want to move too quickly. He doubted if he had the energy to climb the stairs. Since his first decline into the pit of darkness, he had questioned if this was to be his lot in life. He could not imagine spending the rest of his years in a damnable state of depression.
Fear was a dangerous emotion. He lived in constant worry when the next megrim would hit. He had allowed fear to send him on a path of destruction. He shook his head. Unbelievable what he had almost done. Yet, he could not imagine shooting himself. He was a reasonable man.
Sane men did not break into a cabinet and grab a gun in desperation.
“Forgive me, my lord.”
Edmund realized he had not moved.
“There is a gentleman to see you.”
He picked up on the change of tone when Ruthers mentioned the word gentleman, which meant the man was not an aristocrat, merely posing as one. In Ruthers’ opinion, of course. Which was fine by Edmund.
“This is the fourth time this gentleman has called without an appointment.”
Ruthers was a stickler for appointments. If he believed the man beneath the aristocracy, he would not permit the interloper access unless Edmund insisted. If his head was clearer, he might enjoy the irony.
“I told Mister Bellingham you were indisposed. I offered to deliver a message. The man insisted on waiting until I notified you that he is here. Shall I send him on his way?”
Edmund knew Ruthers would have no trouble doing just that. No matter how old and feeble the man looked.
“Yes, Ruthers. I am not up for visitors.”
“Very well, my lord.”
As Ruthers closed the door, Edmund’s gaze landed on the pistol. He supposed he should check to see if it was loaded. Before he could pick it up, the door opened again.
“Forgive me, Lord Greystoke. I hope I am not intruding.”
Shock and anger hit Edmund’s chest dead center as he stared at the invader. Who the hell was this? How dare this man barge in unannounced. Edmund shoved out of his chair and suddenly the room began to spin. He grabbed the edge of his desk to keep from falling.
“Well, well. It seems I may have indeed come at an … inopportune moment.”
Edmund felt weak, no doubt from loss of blood. He could not for the life of him remember the cut or the amount of blood he’d lost. Or it could be the aftereffects from the drink. He dropped back into his comfortable leather chair and found the rude man’s eyes pinned to the bloodstain on his shirt.
Bloody hell.
Edmund took measure of the man while he gave his rage a much-needed moment to simmer. Tall, but not as tall as himself. Fairly large, the man must like to eat. He was developing a paunch in the middle. Beetle black eyes, taking in everything at a glance. Pompous arse, standing there, acting as if he had accidentally walked into Edmund’s study. The man donned confidence, as if it were a cloak. And his smile, Edmund had seen the same smirk on cats after they lapped up all the cream.
“Lord Greystoke, I presume.”
“You presume much. It appears you know who I am. Who are you?”
“Thaddeus Bellingham at your service.” The man grinned as he bowed, a cunning grin as if to say, ‘now that I have gained your attention, I’ll get what I want’.
Wrong.
Edmund was in no mood to placate anyone. Least of all a slick haired, slick tongued devil. He’d seen it all. All the crafty ways sly gentleman used in scheming the unsuspecting. The man had barged into his domain. Unannounced and unwelcome.
“What can I do for you Bellingham?”
“It is what I can do for you, Lord Greystoke. May I?” He gestured to a chair in front of Edmund’s desk.
Edmund stared through half-closed lids. Let the man stew.
“Lord Greystoke. Since your butler was off to get refreshments, I thought I would find you on my own.”
“Refreshments?”
“Why yes.” Bellingham cleared his throat. “That is the custom. Refreshments are served when a visitor comes to call.”
The man had a way with words. He managed to suggest refreshments without actually lying. “My butler was just here. I believe he was on his way to make my regrets. I am indisposed.”
The bastard could not take a bloody hint.
Bellingham took a long, deliberate survey of Edmund’s desk. The pistol. His bloody shirt. The man was adding two and two together.
“Forgive me, Greystoke. I hope it’s nothing serious.”
Edmund seethed, feeling the blood rush to his head. “Nothing for you to concern yourself with.”
“It is no bother a ‘tall.” Bellingham had the audacity to slink forward and stand beside one of the two seats facing Edmund’s desk. He watched as the flashy man flipped his coattails and sat.
A smart man would get the hell out of there. A smart man would never have ventured in without invitation to begin with. Bellingham was not a smart man.
“I am fairly new to London. I have been asking about the area and it seems you are the man I need to see.”
“About what?” His father would be turning in his grave to see Edmund behaving in such a manner. His brother would be cheering and slapping him on the back. Appalling what Edmund had become. At the moment, he didn’t give a bloody damn. He just wanted the idiot to hurry up and be gone.
“I have sent you several letters of introduction, Lord Greystoke.” The cretin paused expecting Edmund to answer.
He let the man wait.
“I would have thought you had gotten at least one of them by now. So, I deemed I would announce myself.”
“It is customary for a guest to wait for his host to accept him.”
“And I thank you, Lord Greystoke for allowing me into your home.”
As if he’d had a choice in being waylaid.
 “Get on with it, Bellingham.”
“I own a shipping line. My business consists of shipping goods to new ports. I’ve had a good run for several years now, the business practically takes care of itself. I have a crew that is trustworthy and I think it’s time to trust those who have been loyal to me. Hand the reins down so to speak.”
Shit. Edmund was weaker than he thought. His gut rolled. All he needed to complete his humiliation would be to cast up his accounts.
He spoke hoping he would not retch. “What does that have to do with me?”
“I’ve been looking for a section of land, preferably an estate where I could relax and enjoy the fruits of my labors. I understand Greystoke Manor is empty.”
“Greystoke Manor is our family home.”
“Is it true no one resides there?”
Bellingham must have asked around. Any man worth a grain of salt, would have gathered his facts before meeting the lion in his den.
“Mister Bellingham, it is Mister …?”
Bellingham gave an assenting nod, but Edmund could tell it galled him. Seeing the man’s mouth tighten, the man more than likely coveted a title.
 “I believe, Mister Bellingham, you should continue your search elsewhere. Greystoke Manor is entailed.”
“Is it? I was under the impression it has been deserted.”
Yes. His goddamned brother ran away.
His brother’s abandonment had come as no surprise, and Edmund had assumed the duties of the absent heir. If it wasn’t for these bloody headaches— Good God. He felt one coming on now.
“I was not expecting you, Mister Bellingham, I’m afraid I have no more time. He rose willing his legs not to buckle. His belly stayed quiet, but his temples were beginning to pound.
God’s teeth. Was he to find no peace?
“If you will excuse me, Ruthers will show you out.”
“Not so fast, Lord Greystoke.”
Edmund was around the desk before Bellingham’s words registered. He did not give the man time to object as he strode to the door and reached for the handle.
“I apologize for the inconvenience, Lord Greystoke, but our meeting is not concluded.”
The gall of the bloody bastard. As Edmund’s anger seethed, the pain in his head grew sharper.
“By the looks of you, I think you should sit down.”
Edmund’s temper flared. “I don’t give a damn what you think. Who the bloody hell do you think you are?”
“I think I am the man who found you with a loaded pistol to your head.”
All the air swept out of the room. Edmund’s lungs screamed with injustice. Who the hell was this man?
His eyes shot to the desk.
“Ah, ah, ah, Greystoke. If you lunge for it, I shall have to stop you. Who knows what might happen? You in your weakened state.”
Edmund stood there dazed. Where was the man who would have thrown this cur out on his blimey arse? Was he really lying at the bottom of a bottle? He shook his head and felt the room spin. Grasping any measure of stability he could find, he pulled himself together. He knew grinding his teeth would add tension to his temples, but he did it anyway. Then, he changed his direction, strode to his desk, and made his way to the solid chair behind it.
Christ. How much had he bled out?
“The earl of Greystoke was described to me as a strong man. A leader worthy of his title. A man of power, métier, and character. Not the pitiful buffoon I see now. Are you sure you can handle that pistol?”
How dare this cur insult him. In his own home.
One corner of Bellingham’s mouth lifted in a smirk. “You might shoot yourself. Who would fault me for trying to stop you from blowing your brains out?”
Edmund growled at the man, but his vision blurred and he saw two of them.
“You know the ton is very judgmental. When word spreads that an empty bottle was found overturned on your desk. Or that a frail, wild looking man, certainly not fitting the description of Greystoke at all, was found with a pistol in his hand, why, the ton will imagine the worst. The Earl of Greystoke has fallen to dependency—dare I say it—on illegal medicines. Or he has lost his mind.”
Bloody fucking hell!
“Don’t look so despondent, Greystoke. I would never tell anyone.”
Edmund glared at the man sitting in front of him. “For a price,” he spat.
Bellingham gave a shrug. “I’m a business man. I simply want to conduct a bit of business. Honest business.”
Any man resorting to blackmail is not hawking honest business. Edmund had allowed the bugger to remain in his study when he should have thrown him out straight away. Would have, if he’d not been so weak.
“What do you want?”
“I told you. Greystoke Manor.”
“For what purpose?”
“I have shipping interests in London, but I like the quiet countryside. I would merely be conducting my business from the estate.”
“There is no port there.”
“I like seclusion. The property is deserted.”
Already the first signs of the dreaded megrim made their efforts known. His only hope was to saturate his blood and hope the drink would block the attack before it crippled him. He had to get rid of Bellingham. Perhaps Edmund should just agree and send the man on his way.
“Greystoke is not for sale.” When Bellingham puffed up his chest, Edmund held up a hand. “However, I could allow you access for a period of time.”
Bellingham started to protest, and seemed to think better on the matter. “I will offer you a fair price.”
“As I said before it is the family home. A temporary arrangement only. Take it or leave it Bellingham.” Edmund leaned back in the chair, struggling to hold off the headache that he knew would consume him. “Our meeting is concluded.”
Bellingham studied him for several seconds. “Very well. I accept. I will also give you time to think on the matter of a future purchase.”
Briefly, Edmund thought ‘Why not’. His brother didn’t want it. But Edmund could not sell Greystoke Manor. Only the eldest could do that. At the moment, Edmund didn’t care if the house went up in smoke. He just wanted Bellingham gone.
“I would like a binding, written agreement.”
A what?! The man had ballocks.
“Leasing the property is the best I can do.”
“I will need a document, in case someone should question my authority to be at the manor.”
“No one will question—”
“It is difficult to gain an audience with you, Lord Greystoke. I had assumed you read my letters of intent. Perhaps I was mistaken. But should I find the same difficulty gaining your attention again …” Bellingham let his words dangle in silence.
Edmund’s temper was rising right along with the steady thrumming at his temple. Not only did the bastard interrupt him, the man had the gall to insinuate Edmund would continue on his way as though he had not given Bellingham permission to be on the property at all. Which was not a bad idea. Pretend this meeting never happened.
But Edmund was a man of his word. Acting as the earl had nothing to do with it. He scribbled a few words on some foolscap and handed the so-called document over.
 “I shall return with a contract.”
Edmund gave the man a harsh glare. He would rather use his fist to remove the man’s smirk. Bellingham glanced again to the pistol. The threat was clear. Give him what he wanted or—
Christ. At the moment, he didn’t care what the deuce Bellingham wanted. The megrim would not be ignored any longer.
 “Lease, Bellingham. Not ownership.”
Bellingham stood, his puffy cheeks glowing. Edmund itched to knock the bastard on his arse.
“Now our business is concluded.” Bellingham gave a sharp nod. “Good day, Greystoke.”
Edmund watched Bellingham until he heard the click of the latch. Then willed his stomach not to revolt.






  
  Chapter 2


Madame Joyanna Mirabeau carefully descended the long staircase as elegant as any esteemed lady of her peerage. Having fled England years earlier, she had no idea what her fate would be. At the time, she thought she would die of a broken heart. Her wastrel father had lost everything. The family’s only recourse was to move in with her mother’s brother in France. 
As pledged by her father, she had married a Marquis. And now her husband’s solicitor waited for her in the receiving room.
Good Lord, three years and she still could not believe she had married a man forty years her senior. Her mother had promised a good match. Made her brother deliver. What choice did Joyanna have other than continue to live off her uncle’s generosity while his wife and daughter complained and snubbed their noses?
Uncle Lamar was a well-respected man of the peerage. Her father also shared nobility status. Apparently losing his money meant little when his family was among high-ranking aristocrats. Her father and her mother were treated accordingly, as though her father still had a fortune. Still, Joyanna had been told she must marry. Losing the love of her life had shattered her heart and crushed her spirit, so she hadn’t cared. Even the elder man’s age was of no concern. Although, suffering his fumbling in the bed chamber had made her ache for the vigorous appetite of her former lover.
Yes, for the past three years Joyanna had been in a prison of her own making. She had cruelly broken off with the only man she would ever love. If marrying a rich man forty years older was her punishment, so be it. Her heart might as well have been dead, anyway.
With a sigh Joyanna reached the last step. She glanced to the clock and realized her husband’s solicitor was right on time. As she approached the receiving room, the deputy butler stood before the door in a flawless uniform. Andre Mirabeau had been a perfectionist. The entire staff was held to his high standards. He expected every button to be done and every pressed crease to be sharp. Not one hair out of place, and one did not slouch. He had corrected her enough times she now walked as if she had an iron poker down her back.
That would have to change.
She could not endure a stiff, upturned nose matron. She refused to be one. Especially now that she was free.
The butler hurried to open the door for her and she wanted to yell ‘stop’. Joyanna was capable of opening her own door. But daily criticism had turned her into a meek mouse that hopefully would not take another three years to reverse the process. Unfortunately, three years had seemed like ten. Or a hundred.
“Bonjour, Maître Allard.” Joyanna greeted the short man. He shoved his wire framed glasses upon his nose as if they were about to fall off. More than likely a habit he had done frequently.
“Madame Mirabeau.” The solicitor kicked his heels together and gave a slight bow.
Joyanna spoke fluent French, but she preferred the language of the home where she had been raised. So, she told the solicitor, “Je prefere parler English, si ca ne vous derange pas.”
“Of course, Madame. Whatever you wish. Please accept my sincere condolences on Monsieur de Mirabeau’s untimely passing.”
Untimely? She hadn’t thought a thing about that. Andre had been in his dotage years. Joyanna had seen the solicitor in passing, when he came to see Andre, but she had never been introduced. Andre thought anyone not of nobility was not worthy of an introduction to his wife.
“Please sit, Maître Allard.”
“Thank you, Madame.” He waited for her.
Joyanna gave a slight nod, then sat down on the sofa, arranging her skirts.
“Um, yes, well …”
Joyanna remained quiet, giving the little man time to gather his words.
“I have here the—forgive me, Madame, for being, uh, explicit. I shall try to spare—”
“I understand, Maître Allard. Please go on.”
“I have the de—, uh medical record. Monsieur de Mirabeau died of heart failure,” he said with grave solemnity.
Yes. Joyanna had accepted many condolences with many opinions over the last weeks. She found, the less she said, the less she had to listen to from the person praising all of her husband’s traits.
Deceased husband.
Andre was not a bad man. He was simply set in his ways. He had lived long enough and was wealthy enough to do exactly as he wished, and he expected others to accede to his wishes.
Joyanna was dressed lavishly, always on display, and was given an allowance. But he expected his wife to behave with decorum and live according to his—and her— prominence. She had been placed on a pedestal for all to see, and Andre expected her to have not one blemish. Physically or otherwise.
Joyanna obeyed his wishes, she had no one else to please. She really didn’t give a fig what other people thought because she simply did not care.
About anything.
So, she lived her life to suite Andre. In return, she had become one of the most envied ladies in Paris.
Others saw an elegant woman dressed in the latest fashion wearing the family diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and emeralds. What they could not see was the broken woman underneath the paint and polish.
“Madame?”
She blinked, then realized the solicitor expected her to answer.
“I’m sorry, Maître Allard.”
“No need to apologize, Madame. I understand your grief. It is I who apologize. I am sorry to discuss such things. If it is too soon—”
“No. These matters need to be done. Please continue.” She had no desire to go through this again. Best to get this over with. Whatever the news Andre’s solicitor had to deliver.
“Monsieur de Mirabeau made no bequests.”
That surprised her. “None?”
“That is to say, none to others. He has passed everything to you. His land, his holdings, his accounts.”
Joyanna just stared. Andre was a Marquis. Surely, he had other relatives waiting to claim his estate. True, he never mentioned other family members, and as far as she knew, no relative had come to visit. Still, this astounded her.
“To me? Are you sure?”
“Quite sure, Madame. As you are no doubt aware, Monsieur de Mirabeau has no children. His only son predeceased him some years ago.”
Yes, she had been made aware. And his son had no heirs.
“Monsieur Mirabeau was extremely fond of you, Madame. He wanted you to have everything, and continue to live in the same style in which you are accustomed.”
He pulled an envelope from the stack of papers and handed it to her. She could only stare at it.
“He wrote you a letter.”
She blinked. “A letter?”
“You may want to read it in private.”
Joyanna slowly reached out, thinking Andre was watching her from his grave. A shudder passed down her spine. “Yes. I will read it later.”
“I have several documents that require your signature.”
“My signature?” She realized she was repeating him, but she was still trying to accept that there were no other heirs.
“Yes. You are his heir. Everything in Monsieur Mirabeau’s name is now yours.”
“Everything,” she murmured. Dear Lord.
As the man droned on, she stared at the envelope she held in her hands. Andre had written her a letter. What in the world had he needed to say to her that he had to put down on paper?
“… transferring his holdings to you.”
“Wait. Wait a moment.” Maître Allard was talking and she had not heard a word. She should be paying attention.
The solicitor sat back, shoved his glasses with a finger, and placed his hands on his knees.
And waited.
“This is a bit overwhelming.”
He shook his head. “I understand. Today if we could perhaps, sign the most necessary papers. Then one day, when you feel …  more … when … that is …” he tugged on his collar. “You can come to my office or I will come here.”
“Yes, Maître Allard. That would be better. The most important ones today.”
“Madame Mirabeau. If I may speak freely.”
She wondered what the man had to say. She doubted his news would be brutal. The little man could barely acknowledge Andre’s death without stuttering. She gave a nod.
“Marquis Andre de Mirabeau was quite wealthy. You will never have to worry about a thing.”
Good Lord. She had never given finances a thought. Andre owned three magnificent homes, each holding dozens of servants, a coach with four high stepping thoroughbreds. Andre liked fine things. It was obvious by the clothes he wore that he could afford the best. He gave her jewels, took her to the opera.
“Madame Mirabeau.”
She gave the solicitor her full attention.
Maître Allard cleared his throat. “You are a very wealthy woman.”

      ***Joyanna stared out of her bed chamber window thinking of her new status. Dear Andre. He had given her everything.
She could be practical, but that had been expected of her all her life. Right now, all she could think of was that she was free and had her own money. Plenty of it.
Years ago, she'd had to abscond London. Her father had lost all of their money. The only way to save him embarrassment and avoid a scandal was for them to run to France and live at the mercy of her mother’s brother. A short time later, she had been pressed to marry the Marquis de Mirabeau. Bless his soul. She recalled being under her uncle’s roof, being at the mercy of his resenting wife and daughter. Wait until the two women heard about this latest development. She was wealthier than her uncle, aunt, cousin and several other members of the peerage added together.
The money meant nothing to her. Throwing her status in her cousin’s face held no reprisal for her. The only person who mattered did not know of her fate. The man she had once loved with all her heart—still did—wanted nothing to do with her. And it was her fault.
Yet she could not help but hope for what could have been. Perhaps what still could be. What if she went back to England? Back to the man she still loved. She could go in style, with all the money necessary to set up a home of her own.
Edmund would see her as a new woman. Not a penniless wafe that needed to be pitied. Lord Greystoke and Madame Mirabeau would be on equal footing. She with her own title and money. After three years, she could face him. As a marchioness. A woman of import. A woman of worth.
Tingles of excitement danced in her stomach. If she wanted, she could see him again.
On the heels of her excitement, anxiety dared to interfere.
Would Edmund want to see her? She had broken his heart. Memories flooded back as if the terrible scene happened yesterday. She’d done the unforgiven. She’d thrown a man’s love back in his face, allowing him to believe he was not good enough for her. And she had slapped him.
There was no way he could have known that when she’d crushed his heart, she had shattered her own as well. Edmund had no idea of the devastation she had done to herself. The misery, the tears, the anguish she had suffered. Would he forgive her?
She vowed she would make it up to him.
On her life, she would win his love again.






  
  Chapter 3


Aaron gave Edmund’s butler his hat and wondered if the man slept as stiff as he stood. He never cracked a smile and never spoke more words than necessary. 
“Don’t bother. I can find my own way.”
“Lord Greystoke is not expecting you. Please wait in the library.”
Please wait in the library.
It wasn’t that Aaron thought his brother was doing something wrong, he just wanted to catch Edmund off guard to see if he could learn something. His brother was a mess and Aaron needed to find out why.
Edmund had been losing weight. He stayed enclosed behind these walls, rarely coming out into the light of day. The only way Aaron knew his brother attended certain functions was through the mention of his friends. He’d not seen his brother for weeks. Upon hearing startling news today, Aaron knew he had to pay Edmund a visit.
Aaron stared at the butler, eye to eye. The man never blinked. Bugger it. He turned in the direction of the library.
Aaron fiddled with a statue, then strode to the window to look outside. He had no reason to be jumpy. But the unknown always set him off kilter. Better to deal with the devil he could see than the one lurking in the shadows waiting to pounce. If he knew why his brother—
“Aaron,” Edmund said sharply as he entered the library.
Aaron turned. Good God. His brother looked like walking death. Edmund’s clothes hung on his shoulders and his face had sunk in at the cheekbones.
“Well? Are you just going to stand there or are you going to tell me why you’re here?”
Aaron, normally calm, was stymied. “What the bloody hell happened to you?”
Edmund cocked a sardonic brow. “If that is all you came to ask then you may leave.”
“Christ, Edmund. You look like a bloody ghost.” The protruding bone in his jaw constricted making him look even more like a damn skeleton.
“Are you hung over, Aaron. For that is the only reason I will stand here and ignore these insults.”
“Insults— Edmund. I mean no insult. But … Good God. Look at you.”
“I have no time for this.” Edmund whirled around and was leaving.
“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”
Edmund came to a stop. “You may see yourself out. I have work to do.”
As Edmund started again for the doorway, Aaron shouted. “Dammit Edmund, come back here!”
Edmund turned and drilled Aaron with a glare. “If you expect to remain in this house, you will get control of your temper.”
Aaron thrust a hand through his hair. He knew if he continued to shout, Edmund would throw him out. Or worse, ignore him. “I beg your forgiveness. Please, may I sit down?”
Edmund stared for several seconds, then finally strode to the hearth and took a seat in one of the chairs facing the fire. “What do you want?”
“Perhaps if you were more affable I would have less of a temper.” Aaron grumbled then took the chair next to Edmund who was staring into the fire.
“I believe you were shouting, brother, as I entered this room.”
He hated the control Edmund always seemed to have. “I have not seen you for months. I was surprised at the … your appearance.”
“My appearance? Were you not expecting me to be in my own home?”
“That’s not what I meant. Ballocks, won’t you at least offer me a drink?”
“You know where it is.”
Aaron glared at his brother, then rose and went to the sidebar. He grabbed the decanter and poured himself a drink. He thought to toss it back and figured Edmund would scold him on that too. So, he poured another glass and brought it to his brother. When he didn’t take it, Aaron sat it on the table between them.
Aaron wondered where in the hell to begin. He took a gulp of his brandy and wished he had the bottle.
“Edmund, as I said, I have not seen you in a long time.”
“Through no culpability of my own.”
“You’ve been holed up here, in this house. Aunt has asked about you. Why haven’t you come to see her?”
“I’ve been busy.”
Doing what, he wanted to yell. Bugger it. “From what I gather, you rarely go anywhere.”
“Have you been questioning my servants?”
“No. I’ve been speaking with members of the ton.”
Edmund actually turned to glance at him. “Since when is my whereabouts scuttlebutt for the ton?”
“It’s not gossip. Just the normal conversations of gentlemen about their business."
“Not their business if I am the topic.”
“I didn’t say you were the topic. Dammit, Edmund. I am simply saying that in conversation it was mentioned you did not attend a few meetings. No one was tattling on you.” Good God, his brother was touchy.
 “So why are you here?”
“Can a man not come to visit his brother?” Aaron wanted to cringe at Edmund’s raised brow. Edmund had a way of getting the truth out of him. Very well. “What is going on with Greystoke Manor? There is talk that a man named Bellingham has taken possession.”
Edmund didn’t even blink. “Do you want to live there?”
“God no,” Aaron replied, slight shiver running down his spine. He hated the place. Hated the memories.
“Then why do you care?”
“Now I know why you are the calm one and everyone else blows their temper. It’s because you drive them to it.”
“Anything else?”
Aaron fumed. “You are not getting off that easily. I came here to find out what is going on and I mean to do just that. After you tell me about the manor, maybe you can explain what has happened to you.”
“Nothing has happened to me,” Edmund said as he turned to stare into the fire. “The manor is
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