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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            AN ACCIDENTAL DEATH

          

        

      

    

    
      April 1813, Craythorne Manor near Basingstoke

      The seal had long ago been broken, the bits of dark red wax having fallen to a marble floor many miles away. There was no discernible impression left in the seal. Isabella wondered if there had ever been one as she turned the folded missive over between shaking fingers.

      The first words she had already read several times.

      
        
        My dearest Arabella, You will forever be in my thoughts, for I fear for your life. Mine may as well be over.

      

      

      The simple “D” at the bottom provided little in the way of a hint as to whom might have written the missive, but then the message obviously required anonymity. The need for secrecy.

      
        
        It seems fate has only been kind in one regard. Oh, how I wish I could be with you when that kindness is delivered. Let us hope it won’t result in your demise.

      

      

      Isabella read the last line over and over, confusion and fright building to the point she thought she might faint.

      And she never fainted.

      Why ever would Mum need to fear for her life? Or whatever had Mum done to fear for her life?

      Isabella dipped her hand into the pocket of her riding habit, feeling for the pasteboard calling card her mother had given to her a long time ago. The corners were bent and frayed, but the print was still visible.

      
        
        If something should ever happen to me, be sure to find this gentleman. He’ll know what to do.

      

      

      The instructions hadn’t come with a sense of foreboding, but rather had been made as if the man would be able to provide assistance in some way. Perhaps he was the solicitor assigned to her parents’ estate, or an accomptant charged with seeing to their accounts.

      Staring at the name, Isabella frowned.

      David Fitzwilliam.

      She glanced at the letter again, rereading the simple D at the bottom.

      David.

      D.

      She slid the card back into her pocket, giving her head a quick shake. Certainly she would know this David Fitzwilliam if she ever saw him. He had probably been to the Craythorne estate on business in the past.

      Or was he the ‘D’ from the missive?

      The question had Isabella Tolson’s heart racing as she carefully refolded the note and returned it to its hiding place in her mother’s dressing table drawer.

      How long ago had the note been written?

      The parchment was old, the scrawl that of a man’s hand. She knew it was not her father’s, as she would recognize the flourish of his script. Maxwell Tolson, Earl of Craythorne, had beautiful handwriting. Despite his beefy fingers, he took great care in how he formed his letters, in how his words lined up along imaginary lines across the page.

      This missive was written by someone who was in a hurry. Someone who was fearful. Someone who was...

      The creak in the floor behind her had Isabella turning with a gasp. She relaxed a bit at finding her mother regarding her, even if it was with a frown and crossed arms.

      “Hullo, Mum,” she managed, a bit sheepish as she dipped her head.

      “What did I tell you about going through my things?” Arabella, Countess of Craythorne, asked as she continued into her dressing room. The light from the west-facing window bathed her in a golden glow, casting red glints in her otherwise dark hair. All the Brotherton women shared the hair coloring, along with an oval face, dark brows, long lashes, and a pert nose that together gave them an elegant appearance.

      Isabella rather wished she had her mother’s nose, but it was not to be. At least she had the oval face and the beautiful hair, although her curls were sometimes unruly.

      “I’m sorry, Mum. I... I was bored,” Isabella replied, hoping her sudden fear for her mother wasn’t evident in her coloring. She was sure her face was bright red just from having been caught sneaking about in the dressing room. “I promise it won’t happen again.”

      Arabella sighed, knowing full well her daughter wasn’t interested in needlework, or drawing, or practicing the piano-forté. Having grown up with a younger brother, Isabella had become a bit of a hoyden, preferring horses to dolls and riding horses to more domestic pursuits. “Perhaps it’s time we see to a Season in London for you,” the countess suggested. At nearly nineteen, Isabella was past the age for her come-out, although she still didn’t know all the dances performed at a ton ball. Having grown up at the Craythorne country estate near Basingstoke—her father had dubbed it Craythorne Castle—she didn’t have the experience others of her age in London had when it came to socializing with daughters of aristocrats.

      Or the sons, for that matter.

      Isabella’s eyes widened. “Truly?” she whispered. The idea of a Season in London wasn’t so exciting because of the balls, or soirées, or garden parties, but rather because she wanted to attend another play at the theatre, and she wanted a chance to go to Tattersall’s.

      She had only been to the theatre the one time, but the evening had been exciting. A naval battle had been reenacted on stage, the ships actually floating in a tank of water as they exchanged mock gunfire. John, her younger brother by less than three years, had been so impressed, he asked if he could become a naval officer.

      Isabella would never forget how his face fell when he was informed he couldn’t join the British Navy. He was the only heir to the Craythorne earldom.

      There was no spare.

      As for Tattersall’s, she just wanted to see the horses. Study their pedigrees and work up imaginary pairings. Study the shapes of their heads and watch how they walked. Compare colors and composition. Should her father decide to bid on one, she was sure she could provide him with the information to choose the best one to enhance his already impressive stables.

      “Do you really think father will allow me a Season this year?”

      Arabella angled her head to one side. “The earl has to go to London to attend Parliament. I see no reason as to why we cannot go along and stay in the terrace with him.”

      Well, she could think of one, but Isabella didn’t need to know about him. “I’ll speak to the earl about it during dinner this evening,” she replied. “In the meantime, I do believe you’re expected at the stables for your afternoon ride.”

      Nodding, Isabella gave a quick curtsy. “Thank you, Mum.”

      “Don’t be long, though. Dinner is at seven, and you’ll have to bathe and change, remember.”

      Suppressing the urge to roll her eyes at the reminder, Isabella murmured, “Yes, Mum,” and hurried from the dressing room, her riding habit nearly catching on the corner of the door.

      The countess watched as her daughter left the room. When she heard the girl’s half-boots on the main stairs, she turned her attention back to her dressing table and moved to open the drawer.

      She knew Isabella had been reading one of the many letters she kept hidden in the drawer. Most were bundled with a satin ribbon—those from her friends or her late mother—but some were loose. Frowning, she pulled the one that looked as if it was out of place and winced when she saw the scrawl on the front.

      “Bad news?”

      The deep voice of Maxwell Tolson had her body jerking in surprise as she whirled around to find her husband regarding her with a scowl. He wore a loosely-tied robe, his bare feet apparent beneath the hem. “You frightened me,” she accused, turning back around to slip the missive into the drawer. “As to the news, there wasn’t any. Your daughter was simply reading the old letters from my mother and cousin,” she added as she moved to place a hand on the earl’s chest. “Are you already dressing for dinner?”

      Maxwell regarded his wife for a moment, his brows still furrowed. The expression made him appear far older and more dangerous than he normally looked. “Not for a couple of hours or so,” he hedged, his eyes suddenly darkening. “Until then, will you join me in my bed?”

      Arabella blinked. Her husband rarely asked her to join him in his bed. When he was of a mind for conjugal relations, he usually came to her bedchamber, and did so well after dark. “I will,” she replied with a nod, making sure she arched an approving eyebrow. She regarded him for another moment, wondering what he had in mind. “Except it’s my lady’s maid’s day off, and she hasn’t yet returned from the village. I don’t expect her back until six o’clock.”

      His frown deepening, he gave a shake of his head. “I don’t wish to bed your lady’s maid.”

      Angling her head while managing an expression of contrition, she whispered, “Are you prepared to play lady’s maid in her place? You’ll need to undo the buttons on my gown.” She turned around, her chin ending up on one shoulder as she presented her back to him.

      “I think I can manage a few buttons,” he claimed as he moved to stand behind her. The earl undid the first fastening, his large fingers struggling with the jet button. “Forgive me,” he whispered before grasping the edges of the fabric in both hands and simply ripping it apart.

      Arabella allowed a slight gasp of shock as the black buttons scattered over the Aubusson carpeting, dancing about until they came to rest on the master bedchamber and dressing room floors. She hadn’t even managed to face the earl before he had the tapes of her petticoats torn apart. In the next moment, he had her in his arms and in the next, she was on his bed, left wearing only her corset and stockings.

      Her breasts swelling in anticipation, Arabella tugged at the top of the fabric cups of her corset. She knew Maxwell found the action erotic, for he always paused to watch as she barely allowed her suddenly engorged nipples to escape the confines of the lawn fabric. When she moved her hands to the ties of his robe, he suddenly stilled them with his own, gripping her wrists in one large hand.

      “Not yet,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. He allowed his gaze to travel over his wife’s corseted body, his attention settling on one exposed breast just as the afternoon sun suddenly bathed her entire body in a golden glow.

      “Now?” she whispered, her breaths coming in short gasps. At one time, she cursed her body for its wicked reaction to his attentions. Now, she merely accepted the pleasures whilst imagining someone else providing them.

      The earl shook his head, his lips suddenly descending onto the breast. Knowing he would expect a reaction, she lifted her chest just a bit and raked her fingertips into his unruly hair. Her purrs had him groaning as he moved his attentions to the other breast. She wasn’t even aware of him spreading open his robe until he was suddenly inside her, filling her over and over again, his crisp, graying curls tickling her nipples whilst his tongue and teeth nibbled on an earlobe.

      Maxwell’s body might have been a bit large and his manner at times brusque and unforgiving, but Arabella had long ago learned he wanted her for more than just a mother for his heir. He had confessed his desires on many a dark night—at least he had after she had given birth to a daughter.

      She often wondered if he suspected she had already given her heart to another. Her heart and her maidenhood. If so, Maxwell never asked her who might have ruined her. Never accused her of infidelity. Never put voice to doubt about the parentage of the girl who was now on her afternoon ride. Who was proving to be just as contrary as Arabella could be when stubbornness overruled good sense.

      The earl allowed Arabella the occasional bouts of contrary behavior, but he was also quick to anger should she test his patience. Arabella simply learned when he was about to reach his limit and relented, usually throwing herself into his arms and begging forgiveness. The move would leave him momentarily confused, but distracted enough that his anger rarely disrupted the household.

      Later, he would visit her in her bedchamber. Arabella never knew if he did do so to worship her body or to pretend to punish her for her insolence.

      He had another child on her two years later. Their son, John, was away at Eton and would attend university in another year.

      As for Isabella, a Season in London was on the horizon, although Arabella often wondered if there was a gentleman of the ton who could abide the girl’s obsession with horses, one that might exceed his own.

      Her attention was suddenly back on her husband, for when his entire body lifted from hers, he went rigid. She thought at first he was on the verge of his release, but his eyes were dark as they regarded her.

      “What is it?” she asked in a hoarse whisper. “Why did you stop?”

      Despite her attempts to hold onto him, Maxwell pulled his body from hers. “Who were you thinking about just then?” he asked, his voice gruff with menace.

      Arabella blinked. “Why, you, of course,” she whispered as one thumb flicked over his chest, barely grazing a nipple. Usually the move brought at least a hiss or a grunt of satisfaction from him, but not this time.

      She glanced around, wondering what had captured his attention. Why he might have thought she had been distracted.

      Leaving the bed in a motion that belied his size, he wrapped his robe about his body and held it with one hand before stalking off. He had the bedchamber door open before Arabella realized what was happening. “Don’t go,” she called out. “Craythorne!”

      Arabella managed to scramble off the tall mattress and was about to round the end of the four-poster bed when she stepped on one of the jet buttons that lay scattered about the carpet. Her stockinged foot slid sideways before she could gain her balance, sending her flailing to the floor.

      When her head hit the maple footboard, the hollow sound had Craythorne turning around to find her on her back, her head twisted awkwardly to one side and her body lifeless.

      A moment later, he was on his knees, begging her to wake up and shouting curses at the top of his lungs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            A TWIN BROTHER’S SECRET

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Kensington Gardens

      The scent of roses had Clarinda Ann Brotherton closing her eyes and inhaling deeply, her expression one of pure bliss. Daniel Fitzwilliam adored seeing it, so he made sure she had occasion to display it every time she was in his company.

      Even if it was for only ten or fifteen minutes at a time.

      “They are your favorite, aren’t they?” he murmured as he regarded the pink roses. Given the time of the year, there weren’t too many in full bloom, but there were enough for Lady Clarinda. He had seen to the delivery of a dozen of them to Stockton House the day before. The Mayfair home of her father, the Earl of Heath, was also where Lady Clarinda still resided.

      “Oh, indeed. Thank you for meeting me here again, Mr. Fitzwilliam,” she said, her head angling so she could see if her lady’s maid was watching them. Sometimes Missy grew bored and simply stopped watching the couple as they strolled through the gardens.

      “I look forward to the days when I can do it every day,” he replied, following her gaze to find her lady’s maid intrigued by a garden of red tulips. Taking advantage of the opportunity, Daniel leaned in and captured Clarinda’s lips in a quick kiss. “And that as well,” he whispered, referring to the kiss.

      “As do I,” she countered with a grin. A slight dimple appeared in one cheek just as it bloomed with color.

      “Will you marry me then?” Daniel asked as he reached into a waistcoat pocket and pulled out a ring.

      Clarinda rolled her eyes, and her smile widened. “Yes, of course I will,” she answered. Other than marrying in June, they hadn’t discussed their impending nuptials at length, his proposal was expected. She was betrothed to the Earl of Norwick, after all, and had been since she was fourteen. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed as she watched him slide the gold band on her finger. Three bright blue sapphires glittered in the morning light.

      Daniel had thought topaz a better choice given her aquamarine eyes, but Mr. Bridge had assured him sapphires were more valuable. Although the ring had cost him more than six months of his Norwick earldom allowance, he knew the expense would be worth it just to see her reaction.

      “Will you wear it every day?” he asked.

      Clarinda finally tore her gaze from the ring and nodded. “Of course. But what shall I say when people ask when we’ll marry?” she queried. According to the contract her father and the late Earl of Norwick had signed eight years ago, she was to be married to the Norwick heir apparent by the time she was two-and-twenty. That birthday had already passed.

      “Will June give you enough time to make arrangements?” Daniel wondered. “I don’t want to rush you, but...”

      “June would be perfect,” she interrupted. “Father will be so pleased to hear you’ve finally proposed. I’m so pleased,” she admitted with another grin. She suddenly sobered. “You do remember there are some other provisions that need to be met?”

      Daniel winced, realizing she was referring to the businesses his brother, David, the current Earl of Norwick, still owned. Businesses that were inappropriate holdings for a man in his position. “I don’t own either one of them,” he said with a nod.

      Clarinda’s brows furrowed until a fold of skin appeared between them. Daniel was tempted to press a forefinger against it, a move he knew she wouldn’t like one whit, even though she had done it to his knitted brow on more than one occasion. “I wonder why father made mention of them just yesterday then,” she murmured. “Oh!” she added as she placed a hand over her mouth. “I wasn’t supposed to hear his comment, of course, given he was speaking of a men’s club and a... a brothel.” This last was said in a whisper, as if she wasn’t supposed to know of such a business.

      Shrugging, Daniel finally had to mention his brother. “David owns those businesses. Not me.”

      Her face brightening, Clarinda nodded. “I’ve forgotten you have a brother. A twin, is he not?”

      “That’s right,” Daniel acknowledged, hoping beyond hope she didn’t remember that it was David to whom she had been betrothed. A betrothal that stipulated David would divest himself of his unsavory businesses and marry Clarinda no later than her twenty-second birthday. Now that she was several weeks past turning two-and-twenty, Daniel was sure the contract for her marriage to David was null and void, which meant she could marry anyone.

      Why not him?

      He had felt affection for her since the first time he laid eyes on her. They had met in Hyde Park whilst she and her chaperone rode horses in the afternoons. They danced together at balls and soirées, sat next to one another at Lady Worthington’s annual musicales, and rode horses during the fashionable hour in Rotten Row. Noting how David barely gave her a second glance when he attended the same entertainments, Daniel had decided Clarinda would be his wife.

      About to kiss her again, Daniel allowed a sigh of disappointment when he realized the lady’s maid was regarding him with a rather sour expression. “I fear our time is up,” he murmured. “Will I see you here again?”

      Clarinda allowed a smile. “Of course.” And then, in defiance of her lady’s maid’s presence, she lifted herself on tiptoes and kissed Daniel on his cheek. “Until then.”

      Daniel gave her a bow and kissed the back of her hand before she hurried off, a sense of relief settling over him.

      Now that she had accepted his proposal, the two of them could marry in June and all would be well.

      Well, eventually.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            BREAKFAST INTERRUPTED

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, in Westminster, London, England

      Octavius, Duke of Huntington, gave the footman a withering stare. “What is it?” he asked, obviously annoyed at being interrupted during his breakfast. Despite not having had more than two glasses of scotch the night before, a headache pounded at the front of his brain, and his mouth felt as if it were filled with cotton.

      “A courier just delivered this for you, Your Grace,” the footman said as he placed a sealed note on the edge of the table next to the duke’s plate. “He said he is to wait for a reply,” the footman added before straightening and standing at attention.

      Annoyed, Octavius was about to make some comment about how long the courier might have to wait when he decided instead to simply read the missive and deal with it as quickly as possible.

      Lifting the new note between his thumb and forefinger, he flipped it over to find a puddle of dark red wax impressed with a seal. Norwick? he guessed as he quickly lifted the corner and unfolded the paper.

      Jesus! What could be so damned important on a Saturday morning as to require a courier?

      He glanced at his chronometer, making sure it was still early morning and not the middle of the afternoon. Time had a way of slipping away from him these days, especially when he spent far too much time thinking. He didn’t mind thinking so much during sessions of Parliament, but losing entire hours to his thoughts on days he could be out riding, or at Brooks’s enjoying a game of hazard, or playing billiards with Lord Devonville, was simply unacceptable.

      It hadn’t been like this back when he had a wife, of course. A woman he had married because he felt affection for her—he had since they were young children—and whose absence due to death had him mourning far longer than most widowers.

      The tiny child she gave birth to only moments before she died joined her in death—and in her casket. He couldn’t bear to separate the two. My heir, he thought for at least the thousandth time since that awful day he was stripped of everything he held near and dear. Everything that mattered.

      Well, everything except his dukedom.

      Octavius swallowed suddenly, realizing it would be unseemly to weep in front of his footman. God knew he had done quite enough of it in the privacy of his bedchamber since that awful night.

      His eyes focused on the messy script in the missive he held, and he began to read.

      Hunt, I apologize for the ungodly hour, but your presence is requested at The Elegant Courtesan at your earliest convenience. Seems there’s been a murder. I am in need of your counsel. Norwick.

      Octavius blinked. And blinked again.

      Christ! A murder?

      The duke had a passing thought that the crime might have occurred at the upscale brothel David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, still owned in a tony section of Westminster, but the words ‘seems there’s been a murder’ suggested the offense happened elsewhere. He reread the words twice before turning his attention to the footman.

      “Tell the courier I will be there in an hour,” he growled, pushing away from the table. Truth be told, he could be there in under thirty minutes if his groom could saddle his horse in ten. He was already dressed for a ride—he had planned to enjoy a ride in Hyde Park and possibly go as far as Chiswick before his luncheon. “And have the groom saddle my horse.” At least he would get some exercise, although not for enjoyment, it seemed.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” the footman said, giving a bow before hurrying off toward the vestibule.

      Fifteen minutes later, Octavius Whitney, Duke of Huntington, was on his way to The Elegant Courtesan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            A WOMAN PURSUED

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Worthington House in Mayfair

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me. I know it’s far too early to be paying a call,” Clarinda Brotherton said as she made her way to a chair in Lady Worthington’s private salon.

      The older woman, obviously abed when Clarinda arrived, wore a deep red satin dressing gown over her rather elaborate night rail. Her blonde hair, still free of the grays of age, was brushed out and secured in a ribbon beneath her left ear, the style making her look years younger than her five-and-thirty years. “I’ve been awake for hours,” Adele Slater Worthington claimed as she leaned over and poured a cup of tea for her visitor. She didn’t add that she was awake because she had entertained her late husband’s brother until five o’clock that morning.

      Stephen Worthington’s attentions had been a welcome respite from the confines of mourning, his discreet visits to Worthington House timed so that no one knew of their affaire. That he was a better lover than Samuel only enhanced his standing. As for how long their affaire would last, she found she didn’t much care. She was quite sure the man was only paying her visits because Samuel had asked him to look after her should anything happen to him.

      Such as death.

      “Counting the days until I don’t have to wear black or lavender any longer,” she murmured.

      Clarinda winced, a bit chagrined she hadn’t considered Adele’s situation when she decided to come for advice. “How are you, really?” she asked as she leaned forward to take the cup and saucer.

      Adele gave a shrug. “Better than I could be, truth be told. And looking forward to life as an independent woman,” the older woman added. “I’ve a house, a town coach and four beautiful horses, and a fortune to spend as I see fit. What more could I want?”

      Clarinda dipped her head. “A man who loves you?” she ventured with an arched brow.

      Blinking, Adele straightened on the settee and regarded her visitor for a moment. Ah, the innocence of youth, she almost said. “I take it Norwick has finally formally proposed?”

      Nodding, Clarinda said, “He has. And my parlor is filled with pink roses.” She pulled off her gloves and held out a hand. A ring of gold topped with three sapphires decorated her fourth finger.

      Adele’s eyes widened. “Finally,” she breathed. “Where did he propose?” Rumors had persisted for years that David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, would make Lady Clarinda his wife, and not just because they had been betrothed since she was fourteen. Reports in The Tattler had the two meeting in secret in every square of the capital as well as having dinner together at Rules Restaurant. Sightings in Hyde Park along the Serpentine had also been reported.

      “Kensington Gardens. He meets me there every other day for ten minutes,” she whispered. “And he always manages a kiss or two before my lady’s maid appears.” She suddenly angled her head. “I wonder if he bribes her to stay back and give us a few minutes alone?” she murmured with a hint of concern.

      Grinning, Adele allowed a sigh and decided not to address that particular comment. It had worked for other gentlemen who had little time to court the women they intended to marry.

      Or ruin.

      “Have you set a date?”

      “Late June, although we haven’t yet discussed a wedding trip,” Clarinda replied, her brows suddenly furrowing.

      “What is it?” Adele wondered, leaning forward to pour more tea.

      “I can’t help but think I’m being courted by two entirely different men,” Clarinda whispered. “Do I sound utterly ridiculous for saying such a thing?”

      Adele blinked. Then she inhaled sharply when she remembered there were two Fitzwilliams. “Are you quite sure you’re being courted by Norwick and not by his twin brother?“ she asked. She was tempted to add some brandy to her tea, if for no other reason than she would have to get some sleep once Clarinda took her leave. Given Stephen’s frequent visits, she wasn’t sleeping much at nights, and she planned to secretly attend the theatre later that night. If she sat in the back of her box, no one would notice her presence.

      Clarinda frowned. “Which one is the earl?” she asked in a whisper.

      Adele’s brows lifted before a grin spilt her face. “David is the earl. Daniel—I think that’s his name—he’s the spare heir,” she explained. “Although I don’t think I’ve ever met him. I’ve probably seen him a dozen times and thought he was his brother,” she added, her brows suddenly furrowing.

      Apparently Clarinda hadn’t seen the two men side-by-side. Adele had just the one time, although it was from across a crowded ballroom. With both men dressed in black evening attire as they had been, with their hair parted and combed exactly the same, it was impossible to tell the two apart.

      “So, it is possible they’re both courting me?” Clarinda hedged, a look of worry making her appear older than her two-and-twenty years. “Oh, but that cannot be. How can two men look so much alike that I wouldn’t be able to tell them apart?”

      “Because they’re identical twins?” Adele responded with an arched brow. “But what does it matter? You’re betrothed to the earl. Why would the other twin even bother to court you?”

      Clarinda gave a sigh of relief. “Exactly. I knew you would have the answer,” she said with a wan smile. “I was about to ask my godfather, but I really don’t wish to bother Torrington with such a query. I’m his oldest goddaughter, and I shouldn’t wish to seem... addle-brained.”

      Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, was her godfather and knew everyone in the ton, especially his one-and-twenty goddaughters and over a dozen godsons. That David Fitzwilliam wasn’t among their company was only because the man had been born only a few years after Torrington.

      Adele bobbed her head back and forth a moment before she remembered Clarinda’s earlier words. I can’t help but think I’m being courted by two different men. “So tell me, what made you think you were being courted by two different men?” she asked suddenly.

      Her shoulders slumping, Clarinda wondered how to respond. “Some days, Mr. Fitzwilliam bestows the most wonderful kisses on me while other days he doesn’t even attempt to show affection. Some days, he comes with pink roses, and other days, it’s as if he doesn’t know they’re my favorite flower. Some days...” She paused, as if she didn’t want to mention the next bit of information. “He seems old and cranky, while most days, he seems like the youngest, most darling man on the entire planet. Pray tell, how can that be?”

      Having been married for over ten years, Adele could certainly agree that men were unpredictable, but explaining it to a woman who was thirteen years her junior and probably still a virgin would be difficult. “Men are fickle,” she stated finally, hoping she wouldn’t have to provide examples of just how fickle her late husband could be.

      “More so than us?” Clarinda asked, incredulous.

      Adele allowed a giggle, the musical sound filling the salon. “Oh, far more than us,” she replied happily. She regarded the daughter of the Earl of Heath for a moment before adding, “Follow your mother’s example, and employ a bit of patience,” she suggested in a low voice. The Countess of Heath certainly had to have patience with the Earl of Heath. Albert Brotherton had been the worst sort of rake during his university days. Once he turned six-and-twenty, though, he settled down and finally married the woman to whom he had been betrothed since he was a child. “And all will be well.”

      Clarinda considered Adele’s words for a time before finally allowing a nod. “Would it be acceptable to admit I love him?” she asked in a whisper.

      Sighing, Adele angled her head to one side. “Give it a few months,” she replied carefully. “Then, when you’re sure of your heart, you can tell him anything you want. Just be sure to do so after he’s pleasured you to within an inch of your life,” she added with an arched eyebrow.

      Clarinda blinked several times before finally allowing a nod, her face having turned bright pink at hearing Adele’s words. “And, if by then, I’ve decided I don’t love him?” she asked carefully.

      Adele sighed. “Then let us hope he’s gotten a child on you. Then you will have someone to love for the rest of your life.” Not that she knew this first-hand. Samuel Worthington had never gotten a child on her, but then, he hadn’t bedded her with the kind of fervor his brother employed in the bedchamber. Good thing Stephen uses French letters, she thought just then, for if she found herself with child, she didn’t know what she would do.

      Moving to get up, Clarinda held out a hand to keep Adele from rising from hers. “I’ll let myself out. You get some sleep, and perhaps I’ll see you at the theatre tonight,” she suggested with an arched brow. “In the back of your box. Wearing all black.”

      Rolling her eyes, Adele gave a nod. “You know me too well,” she said with an impish grin.

      She watched as the younger woman took her leave of the salon, secretly jealous of Clarinda’s younger age and situation.

      Time and the opportunity to be a mother had already passed her by, she was sure. But a life of independence—the life of a Merry Widow—might be an acceptable alternative. Nights with Stephen were certainly suggesting that was the case.

      Adele took her leave of her salon—brandy in hand—and headed back to bed.
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      Back in Westminster

      Holding onto Poseidon’s reins with one gloved hand, the Duke of Huntington regarded the front door of The Elegant Courtesan. He wondered at the news that awaited him behind the white stone Palladian mansion. Having barely dismounted before a liveried stableboy ran up to take the Turk, he found he couldn’t give Poseidon the small apple he had in his pocket.

      “Good morning, Yer Grace,” the boy said with a bow.

      Octavius frowned before he tossed the boy a coin, wondering how the boy knew he was a duke. His horse didn’t sport any silks bearing his ducal colors, and he hadn’t patronized the exclusive palace of pleasure for nearly five years.

      The duke wondered how much longer David Fitzwilliam would continue to operate the business. It was rather unseemly for an earl to even be engaged in trade—especially that of a brothel—although Octavius knew the man’s twin brother, Daniel, saw to the books and the business side of the brothel whilst David did whatever it was he did as the owner.

      “Morning,” he answered, deciding not to take out his growing dislike of the day on the young stableboy. At least his headache had subsided. Poseidon had been most accommodating in getting him to The Elegant Courtesan in near-record time.

      He walked up to stand on the top step between two Corinthian columns, thinking a butler would open the door before he would be forced to use the brass knocker. After a few seconds, he dared a quick glance around and simply used the handle to open the door.

      Half-expecting to find several scantily clad females wandering about, he instead found himself regarding two fully-dressed young ladies, arm-in-arm, walking toward him. They looked as if they had been raised in the homes of gentlemen, their gowns and pelisses of the highest quality, and their bonnets quite fashionable.

      “Ladies,” he said with a nod, removing his beaver as he stepped aside.

      “Your Grace,” they said in unison as they each dipped a perfect curtsy. The two moved beyond him and took their leave of the house.

      Octavius angled his head to one side and almost wondered if he had the wrong address. His arrival was obviously expected at the brothel, though, if both the stableboy and the two women who had just taken their leave knew he was a duke.

      Glancing off to the side, he spotted the ornate hotel-like counter at which guests checked into The Elegant Courtesan. A young woman regarded him with an arched eyebrow.

      “May I be of assistance, Your Grace?” she asked, her manner of speech suggesting that she, too, had been raised in a proper English home.

      Perhaps she had.

      “Is …” He started to say, “Norwick”, but changed his mind. “The proprietor available?” He had heard rumors the earl would be divesting himself of his brothel and a gaming hell down the street in anticipation of his marriage to Clarinda Anne Brotherton. For the five years since David Fitzwilliam had inherited the Norwick earldom, it was expected he would sell the businesses because it was unseemly for him to hold such properties, even if said properties did a great deal to line his already rich pockets. And, according to the rumors circulating at Brooks’s, the man no longer enjoyed any of the entertainments offered at his establishments. His involvement in both the brothel and the gaming hell were entirely professional.

      The young woman behind the counter nodded. “I’ve informed Lord Norwick of your arrival. Would you like a brandy? Or a glass of whisky whilst you wait?”

      Although he was sorely tempted to accept the offer of a whisky—he was fairly sure it was from Devonville’s distillery just north of the border—he had a feeling he would need all his faculties for whatever awaited him. “No, but I do appreciate the offer.”

      When the woman merely nodded but made no move to leave her station, Octavius was about to ask that she fetch the earl when he realized she had probably already summoned him with a flick of her wrist beneath the counter. A series of wires were evident on the wall behind her, each one connected to a different room in the house. The things you forget, Octavius thought with a shake of his head.

      This wasn’t his first visit to the high-end brothel, of course. As a younger man, he had taken a great interest in spending time with one of its courtesans, a raven-haired woman named Ava who was especially beautiful and ever so patient while she taught him how to pleasure her. You’ll never keep your wife happy if you don’t please her in bed, she was fond of saying, as if her sole purpose in life was to see to his future wife’s pleasure.

      And she had. Although far too nervous at first, Octavius’ late wife had finally taken a modest liking to the marriage bed, although she would never admit such a thing. At times, he refused to allow her to leave his bedchamber in the hopes he might be favored with yet another tumble before the dawn lightened the skies. Sometimes Jane even allowed it, although she did so grudgingly.

      He had to push the memory aside lest he lose himself in his thoughts again. His memories of the brothel came unbidden, though.

      The Elegant Courtesan.

      Expensive, exclusive, and ever so satisfying, his nights at the Courtesan had proved as educational as they were pleasurable. The resident courtesans were each employed for a different reason, a different proclivity. His choice of Ava hadn’t been because he sought to improve his lovemaking skills but merely because he desired a beautiful woman with whom to enjoy a tumble until it was time he take his childhood friend as his wife.

      At the time, he thought Ava’s instructions misplaced. He was a good enough bedmate, he always thought—and he was paying a pretty pence for the privilege of having her exclusively for those weekly appointments—but after his visits increased in frequency, he found her requests to please her more challenging, more of a game he found he wanted to win every time they played. And then, one night, he arrived for his regular visit only to discover she was no longer in residence.

      Married? he had repeated when the madame whispered the reason he would no longer be able to spend the night with Ava.

      She left our employ a few days ago, the woman had said with a wan smile, her expression managing to display just how much she regretted having to disappoint the duke.

      I do hope she married well, he remembered saying, deciding he couldn’t feel too terribly upset about the loss of his favorite harlot. His only harlot.

      A baronet, the woman had replied with a shrug. I do hope you’ll afford her all the courtesies should you come upon her at a ton event, she added in a whisper.

      Octavius blinked at that, wondering what the madame expected he might do should he come across Ava at a ball or soirée. Did she think he would give Ava the cut direct?

      Or course he would not!

      He had never seen Ava again, though, which suggested the baronet had her sequestered in his country estate or in a hunting lodge, probably concerned her former clients would seek her out if he kept her anywhere near London.

      Well, life as a baronet’s wife had to be more respectable, he supposed.

      The loss of a regular tumble, as well as turning eight-and-twenty, had him proposing to the woman who would be his wife only a week later. He had married her a few months after that.

      Two years later, he buried her.

      Silently chastising himself for once again becoming lost in his thoughts, Octavius sighed and wondered again about his reason for being at The Elegant Courtesan on a Saturday morning at almost ten o’ clock.

      “Huntington. Good of you to come so quickly,” David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, said as he entered the large vestibule from a wide hallway.

      Despite having been a regular customer for over two years, Octavius had never paid witness to the earl actually being on the premises before. The duke regarded the proprietor of The Elegant Courtesan with a nod. “You look like hell,” he murmured.

      David Norwick was usually well-dressed, well-groomed, and possessed of a confident air that served him well at the gaming tables at Brooks’s as well as in Parliament. Although his manner of dress was appropriate, he looked a bit rumpled, and his face appeared rather haggard.

      “I feel like it,” David replied, not the least bit offended by the duke’s remark. “I need you to meet someone, Your Grace,” he added as he turned and led the duke down the hallway from which he had come.

      “Is business always this slow on a Saturday morning?” Octavius wondered as he glanced around, not seeing any evidence of the resident courtesans or their clients.

      “It is,” David replied as he stopped in front of one of the last doors lining the hallway. Unlike the others along the Turkish carpeted corridor, there wasn’t a painting of a doxy hanging above the door. Octavius surreptitiously glanced toward Ava’s old room, knowing the painting of her had long ago been replaced with that of another woman, this one sporting blonde hair and not much else. A quick second glance had him realizing he had passed the young woman when he had first arrived.

      How different women looked when they were fully dressed!

      “We’re closed until eight o’clock in the evening,” David explained with an arched eyebrow. “Which gives us some time to sort this situation.” He knocked twice on the door before letting himself into the room.

      As with all the bedchambers in The Elegant Courtesan, the room featured a large bed, a floor covered with Aubusson carpeting, heavy drapes that blocked any light from the room’s only window, and decor specific to whomever called the room their own. Noting the lack of accoutrements in this one, Octavius thought at first it was empty. But in the dim light of a lamp set on the bedchamber’s only nightstand, he spied a young woman as she quickly stood up from the bed. Her riding habit suggested she had been riding just that morning, and at a great deal of speed. In the low light of the room, the velvet fabric appeared discolored, and most of her hair had escaped its pins and now fell in long, curly locks about her shoulders.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you, my lady,” David said with a bow.

      My lady? Octavius had to resist the urge to admonish the earl until he heard the young woman’s response.

      “You did not, my lord,” she said before she curtsied. “I was afraid I might fall asleep, is all.”

      David reached over and turned up the gas on a lamp near the door. The room brightened to reveal the object of his attention.

      “Octavius, Duke of Huntington, this is Lady Isabella,” David said quietly. He turned his attention to the young woman. “He’ll know what to do.”

      Dipping a curtsy to the duke’s nod, Isabella murmured, “How do you do, Your Grace?”

      What the hell? Octavius was about to say before he realized he had to keep his head about him. He was a duke now, even if he had only been one for a couple of years. It wouldn’t be seemly to go about cursing in front of a gently bred young woman. He had barely finished that thought when he wondered why a gently bred woman would be in The Elegant Courtesan.

      And then he remembered Norwick’s missive.

      It seems there’s been a murder.

      “Lady Isabella,” he said with a nod, trying with all his might to remember if he had ever met her before. She still looked as if she should be in the schoolroom!

      “Tolson,” she offered, when she realized he was attempting to sort the rest of her name.

      With a surname of Tolson, she might have been related to Maxwell Tolson, Earl of Craythorne. “What’s this about?” Octavius asked as he moved closer to where she stood.

      ‘Stood’ might be giving her too much credit, he realized when he noticed how she seemed to require the support of the bed in order to remain upright.

      He glanced around, deciding they should hold their conversation in the comfort of upholstered chairs. There were two near the fireplace, where a small fire provided heat and a bit more light.

      “Come. Sit down before you fall down,” he said as he indicated the wing chairs, noting how she seemed to be shivering despite the otherwise warm room.

      Isabella quickly moved to one of the chairs, gripping the pull strings of her rather worn reticule between her gloved hands. She seemed to hesitate before sitting down, as if she feared her dirty riding habit would ruin the furniture. Meanwhile, Octavius glanced over at David, hoping the earl would provide a bit of context.

      “I’ll be in my office,” David said before taking a step back and closing the door behind him.

      Rather surprised at the earl’s sudden departure—there was no lady’s maid nor an older woman to act as a chaperone—Octavius once again turned his attention to the young woman. Although her riding habit was obviously of good quality—the cut and fabric suggested she was from a family with money—it now reeked of horse, and what he had first thought was discolored fabric was instead a good deal of nearly-dried mud splatters. What little he could see of her riding boots suggested they had suffered the same fate.

      By continuing to stand, he realized the poor girl was probably as frightened of him as she seemed to be of whatever had her seeking refuge at the brothel. Octavius quickly took the other chair. Stunned by its comfortable upholstery, he thought to just sit a moment and think of what he should ask first.

      Certainly something about why an aristocrat’s daughter would come to a brothel. And he was about to ask just that when he discovered he didn’t have to say a thing.

      “I watched as my father killed my mother,” Isabella said suddenly, as if she could read his thoughts.

      Octavius blinked and nearly opened his mouth in shock. “When?” was all he could think to ask just then. Not ‘who?’ or ‘how?’ or ‘where?’ Any of those queries were probably the more logical questions with which to start such an inquiry.

      Isabella glanced about the bedchamber, as if she were in search of something. “What time is it?” she countered. “Is it still … Saturday? Still morning?”

      Rather alarmed at her response, Octavius pulled his chronometer from his waistcoat pocket. “It’s nearly ten-thirty in the morning. And, yes, it is still Saturday,” he replied carefully.

      “Then, just yesterday. About four … four-thirty in the afternoon,” Isabella said as her body rocked a bit in the chair.

      The duke frowned, wondering too many things all at once. “Who is your father?” he asked before he shook his head. Tolson, she had said.

      “The Earl of Craythorne,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out.

      Octavius did his best not to hiss. Craythorne had married one of the Brotherton females. Isabella’s mother was probably a sister or aunt to Norwick’s future wife, Lady Clarinda.

      I suppose that explains why she’s come to Norwick, Octavius figured. “Tell me everything. From the beginning,” he ordered.

      Isabella stopped rocking, well aware of the duke’s sudden impatience. “My mother is … was Lady Arabella. Lady Craythorne,” she added with too much emphasis on the ‘was’.

      Jesus! The Duke of Craythorne killed his wife?

      Octavius inhaled sharply, but realized his expression must have startled the poor girl. “Go on,” he murmured as he considered the character in her tale.

      Arabella Brotherton.

      That would be the sister of Albert Brotherton, Earl of Heath, he realized. Before he could think more on the victim’s relatives, he realized he needed to concentrate on Isabella’s story. For the first time that day, his inner thoughts weren’t of his own tragic life, but of hers.

      “I was about to go for a ride, but I realized I had forgotten my gloves, so I returned to Craythorne Castle intending to go to my bedchamber,” Isabella explained. She gestured at her habit, wincing at the splatter patterns of dried dirt. “The stableboy took my horse, and I went into the house through the back door nearest the stables. I heard my father’s voice—he was... yelling. Shouting. Quite loudly. My only thought—two thoughts, actually,” she quickly amended, “Were ‘what had him so angry?’ and ‘where were the servants?’ There were none about the halls. It’s as if they had all taken a holiday or... or fled the house. I followed the sound of my father’s voice until I found him in his bedchamber, his hands …” She stopped, her eyes suddenly closing as tears escaped.

      “His hands?” Octavius prodded, rather enthralled by the young woman’s tale.

      “They were around my mother’s neck, and he was yelling. Something about her disobedience. Her strong will,” she whispered. Isabella’s body once again rocked in the chair. “Her eyes were … white, her lips were blue. She was on the floor, and he knelt over her as if he was proud of what he had done,” she managed to get out before a sob interrupted her words. “He has always had a temper,” she whispered, her head shaking from side to side. “But I truly believed he felt affection for her.”

      Having heard the evidence of the Duke of Craythorne’s temper whilst in sessions of Parliament, Octavius knew he could believe the girl’s claim. “Go on,” he said quietly, suddenly wondering as to the timeline of the incident.

      Yesterday. Four o’clock in the afternoon.

      Why had it taken so long for her to report the murder?

      “I suppose he must have heard me,” Isabella said in a quiet voice. “I must have made some sort of sound, for he suddenly looked up and saw me. The bedchamber door was open, you see, despite the fact that he was wearing his dressing gown.” She didn’t mention that her mother wore only her corset and stockings. “I was sure I would be next,” she claimed in a hoarse whisper. She lifted her eyes to find the duke staring at her. “I ran back downstairs. I grabbed my reticule off a peg where I had left it the day before. I knew I would need money, I suppose... my gloves…” The images were replaying themselves in her mind’s eye, now far more clearly than they had seemed the afternoon before, as if she knew she would need to tell of them to someone. “My horse was still saddled, of course. I didn’t even need the mounting block. I simply ran and jumped up onto him, and we were off before my father had made it out of the house.”

      The duke regarded the young woman for a moment
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