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Chapter 1




Lord Zachary Griffin lifted a glass of claret from a passing footman. “For God’s sake, hurry it up,” he muttered, gazing at the pair of dancers twirling halfway across the room.

Thirty other couples swished about the Tamberlake ballroom, but he scarcely noted them. Likewise the half dozen single young ladies edging toward him along the wall—they occupied him only insofar as they kept him on the move to stay ahead of the silk and lace-draped gaggle.

Under normal circumstances he had no objection to waltzing with pretty young chits; he enjoyed it, in fact. However, the first order of business tonight was, well, business. He could dance later.

Across the room, his older brothers, Sebastian, the Duke of Melbourne, and Charlemagne, had also declined to waltz. The pair of them were in deep conversation with Lord Harvey and were no doubt finalizing negotiations to buy out the viscount’s shares in their shipping business. He wished them well, but just the thought of all the damned numbers and percentages flying back and forth over there made his head ache.

The waltz finally swirled to an end. Most of the dancers headed back to their companions or toward the refreshment table. The pair Zachary was after separated in front of the chocolate cremes. With a last glance at his brothers, he moved in.

“Glad to see you still in London, Major,” he said, putting a hand on the gentleman’s red-clad shoulder.

John Tracey faced him. “Zachary,” he returned with a smile, offering his hand.

Zachary shook it. “You look well.”

“Is there a reason I shouldn’t? Other than your sister deciding she didn’t want to marry me, that is.”

“None of us expected that,” Zachary conceded, his own smile tightening. Damn Nell. He didn’t need any complications tonight. “Except perhaps for Melbourne, of course. He tends to know everything.”

“He might have informed me then, that Lady Eleanor meant to marry the Marquis of Deverill before he asked if I wished to join the family.”

Zachary shrugged, not certain how genuinely perturbed Major Lord John Tracey was by recent events. As much of a handful as his sister Nell had turned out to be, he wouldn’t have wanted to be leg-shackled to her. “She eloped with Deverill. We even caught up to them once, and they still got away from us. After that, there wasn’t much we could do. Valentine and Eleanor together are rather unstoppable.”

“So I gathered. What can I do for you, then? It can’t be marriage again. You don’t have any other female siblings to send in my direction, and Melbourne’s daughter is what, eight?”


“Peep is six,” Zachary returned. “Actually, I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Ask away.”

With a deep breath Zachary stepped off the cliff. “I intend to join a regiment and head for the Peninsula with Wellington.”

The major laughed. “Oh, that’s…” He trailed off. “You’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious.” Damn it all, nobody believed him. Hence this secret conversation out of the Duke of Melbourne’s hearing. The laughter and teasing from his family members was becoming bloody tiresome.

“My apologies, then,” Tracey said. “But Zachary, you do realize that once you join the army you can’t simply change your mind. Not without some dire consequences.”

“I’m aware of that,” he returned, ignoring the insult to his resolve. “I’m not asking whether you think I should join the army. I’m asking which regiment would give me the best opportunity to see action. I don’t intend to end up in charge of lugging whiskey barrels somewhere twenty miles behind the front lines.”

“You want my regiment, then. The Forty-fifth Foot,” the major answered promptly. “And if you’re serious, I’d be happy to put in a word with Major General Picton. Not that you need much of a recommendation, with your family’s name and reputation.”

“I would appreciate if you would speak with the general,” Zachary said, otherwise ignoring the familiar compliment to his family. As far as he was concerned, he had the important qualities—skill with a weapon and the desire to excel. But if money qualified someone to be a competent soldier, well, he had that, too. “If you could arrange an introduction, I would be in your debt.”


“If you promise never to mention my name and marriage in the same sentence again, I would consider us even,” Tracey said, smiling again.

Out of the corner of his eye Zachary noticed the meeting breaking up across the room. He shook Tracey’s hand again. “That’s a promise. And my thanks.”

“I’ll send word when I can arrange a meeting. The general and I are both returning to Spain in another fortnight, so it’ll be soon.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

As the two of them parted, Zachary caught Melbourne gazing at him. Favoring the duke with a lifted eyebrow, Zachary went to find a dance partner. Whether his family in general, and his oldest brother in particular, had decided to take him seriously or not, he was going to decide his own future. And tonight he’d taken a large step in that direction—which meant that now he could find a chit and enjoy himself.



The next morning Zachary sat at the breakfast table to read the missive Major Tracey had sent over. It seemed that Major General Thomas Picton would be very interested in adding a Griffin to his staff, and that both men would be dining at White’s for luncheon. Folding the note and sliding it into his pocket, he turned his attention to the slightly wrinkled copy of The London Times that waited for him. From its condition, he surmised that either Shay or Melbourne had had a tea mishap earlier. He would wager it had been Charlemagne.

According to the latest printed reports, Eleanor and Valentine were enjoying their honeymoon in Venice. Nell’s latest letter said the same thing, but he always found it interesting to hear about the Griffin clan’s exploits from an outside perspective.


“Good morning, Uncle Zachary,” six-year-old Penelope said as she pranced into the breakfast room.

“Hello, Peep.” He leaned sideways to plant a kiss on her cheek. “Nell and Valentine went for a gondola ride last week.”

With the butler’s assistance Peep selected her breakfast from the sideboard and plunked herself down at the table beside him. “I’m going to go to Venice. You may come with me if you want to.”

“I’m meeting someone for luncheon at White’s today,” he countered, hiding a grin, “but I’m available tomorrow.”

“Not now,” she protested, rolling her pretty gray eyes at him. “When I grow up.”

“Oh. I’ll be available then, of course.”

“Good.” She bit into a peach. “Because I think Papa and Uncle Shay might be too strict.”

“And I won’t be?”

“Uncle Zachary, you let me taste your glass of scotch.”

Wonderful. “We aren’t ever going to mention that again, remember?”

“I forgot.” She smiled, carefree and fearless as only six-year-olds could be. “Papa’s taking me riding this morning on Buttercup. You may join us, if you’d like.”

Before he could decline, Peep’s father strolled into the room. Sebastian, the Duke of Melbourne, looked like precisely what he was—at age thirty-four one of the most powerful, influential men in England, and the head of a famously distinguished family. What he didn’t look like was a man dressed for riding.

“I was beginning to wonder whether either of you was going to appear at all today,” Melbourne drawled, moving around the table to kiss his daughter.

“Late night,” Zachary said, declining to mention in whose company it had ended. The waltz was only one of Lady Amelia Bradley’s talents.

“I had to dress Mrs. Hooligan.” Peep looked up at her father. “She wants to go riding, too.”

The duke tugged one of her dark, curling ringlets. “My apologies, Peep, but I’ve been called to Carlton House.”

Penelope bounced in her seat. “Are you going to see Prinny?”

“I imagine so.” Melbourne straightened. “Perhaps Uncle Zachary will take you and your doll out riding.”

Zachary stifled a scowl. “What about Uncle Shay?”

The duke’s gaze slid over to him. “Shay would suffice, I’m sure,” he continued in the same easy tone. “Did you have something else planned?”

“He’s going to luncheon at White’s,” Peep supplied, starting on her honey and toast.

“Really.” Melbourne nodded, turning for the hall door. “That reminds me. Do you have a moment, Zachary?”

Zachary nodded and rose, reminding himself that while Eleanor swore their eldest brother could read minds, it had never been proven. “Leave my strawberries be, Peep,” he warned his niece, hearing her responding giggle as he left the breakfast room.

Melbourne led the way into his office. Hm. An office chat was never a good thing. Zachary headed for the window; he wasn’t going to sit in one of the “victim chairs” as he and his siblings called them, whatever the duke had in mind.

The door clicked shut behind him. “I have a task for you,” Melbourne said.

“I’ll take Peep riding tomorrow,” Zachary countered. “As I told her, I have a few obligations today.”

The duke took a seat behind his massive mahogany desk. Zachary kept his gaze out the window at the Griffin House garden, reminding himself that however much power Melbourne had over the rest of the world, he was still just an older brother.

“I don’t care about your luncheon,” his brother returned dismissively. “Shay can escort Peep. I wanted to discuss a family matter.”

That didn’t sound too ominous. Nobody had strayed from the well-delineated Griffin boundaries lately—not since Nell and Valentine had made their much-reported run to Scotland. And Melbourne had somehow managed to turn even that into a preapproved romantic escapade by the time the newspapers got hold of it. Zachary turned around, leaning a haunch against the deep windowsill. “Discuss away, then.”

“Aunt Tremaine has asked me to provide an escort for her.”

“She wants to go to the races at Derby again, doesn’t she?” Zachary cracked a grin. “The last time she attended, th—”

“Her gout is acting up,” Melbourne cut in. “She wants to take the waters at Bath, probably for the remainder of the Season. I told her that you would be happy to accompany her.”

Zachary took a moment to absorb that, though his mouth had already formed an answer. “No.”

“I beg your—”

“Send Charlemagne. I have plans.”

“I need Shay in Brighton to finalize the purchase of another half dozen cargo ships. And you never have plans.”

“I do now.”

Melbourne sat back in his chair. “Care to enlighten me about them?”

“I did enlighten you,” Zachary retorted, trying to keep his voice level. He didn’t need to fight about it; he’d already made his decision. “You just chose not to take me seriously.”

For a long moment the room remained so quiet that Zachary could hear Peep chatting with the butler down the hall. The duke didn’t move, but Zachary knew Sebastian was running past conversations through his mind, calculating responses, deciding how to enter the discussion at an angle that would give him the greatest advantage. There was a reason Zachary never played chess with Melbourne; he never won. Ever. But this wasn’t chess. This was his future. And as long as he remained resolved, he couldn’t lose.

“Tell me then,” the duke finally said, “why you have the sudden urge to join the army.”

So he had been paying attention. “It’s not sudden. I’ve been thinking about it for some time. I tried to discuss it with you a month ago, and you weren’t interested.”

“I’m interested now.”

“I thought you had a meeting at Carlton House.”

“Zachary, I don’t want you to join the army.”

Resisting the urge to shoot to his feet, Zachary settled deeper into the window. “What do you want me to do then? Chaperone Nell at parties? Wait, she’s married now. I’m not needed for that any longer. Which leaves me with escorting Peep to her tea parties, I suppose, and Aunt Tremaine on made-up journeys.”

“It’s not made up. And there are always—”

“Business concerns? That’s you and Shay. Buying and selling things for no discernable reason makes me want to lock myself up in Bedlam, anyway.”

“I’m certain there’s something you’d enj—”

“You enjoy doing that,” Zachary interrupted again, willing his oldest brother to understand his frustration. “You and Shay. I don’t. I want something else. I want some damned responsibility, Sebastian. And if some excitement and some glory come with it, so much the better.”

The butler scratched at the door. “Your Grace?”

“What is it, Stanton?” Melbourne called, irritation edging his voice.

“The coach is ready, Your Grace.”

“I’ll be there in a moment.”

Zachary straightened, pushing away from the window. “I believe we’ll have to finish this conversation later, then,” he said, taking Melbourne’s usual parting line. And after luncheon with Major General Picton, he’d have considerably more ammunition—and perhaps even a commission.

“We’ll finish it now.”

“But you—”

“No, now it’s my turn,” Melbourne countered sharply. “What about when you were going to take your orders?”

Zachary frowned. “I never really wanted to join the priesthood. That—”

“That’s why that scheme only lasted a week. And then there was training racehorses.”

“That is not fair, S—”

“You sold off your interest in that after two months,” his brother cut in again. “What about taking up land management?”

Straightening, Zachary aimed a finger at his brother. “That was your fault. Bromley Hall is the least significant property you own. It was dull as damned door knockers there, Seb.”

“The irrigation channel was a good idea—or it would have been, if you’d finished it.”

“So I’m useless. Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’m saying you have no patience for anything. If it immediately satisfies your requirements, then you’re done with it. If it’s something that takes work, you lose interest. So if you want responsibility, get a dog. If you’re bored, take up painting. You don’t need to parade about the Peninsula in a bright red uniform so some bloody Frenchman can blow a hole in you.”

“Thank you very much for your faith in my stupidity and utter incompetence.”

“It’s not stupidity by any means, but you know how you are,” Melbourne countered. “And a lack of patience wouldn’t serve you in the army, either. You aren’t going to buy a commission, Zachary. I won’t permit it, and you know I can prevent it.”

Zachary glared at him, his jaw clenched so tightly that the muscles trembled. “I’m a third-born son in a noble family, Seb. My opportunities—”

“Are more than sufficient, if you would make a choice and abide by it.”

“I have made a choice. Thank you for the advice.” Turning on his heel, he strode for the office door.

“Zachary, you—”

“I what, Sebastian? We’re at an impasse. And while you might have the ability to prevent a Griffin from joining the military, I can pretend to be someone else.” He stopped, taking a breath and hoping he hadn’t just foiled his own plans. He really needed to learn when to stay silent and just leave the room. “I know what you’re afraid of,” he continued anyway. “And I’m sorry Charlotte died. I know how much you loved her. But you—”

Melbourne shoved to his feet with enough force that his chair went over backwards. “Enough!” he roared. “My wife has nothing to do with this.”

“She has everyth—”

“You will escort Aunt Tremaine to Bath,” Melbourne snapped, his gray eyes glinting with barely suppressed anger. “When you return and if you have proven to me in the meantime that you can show some patience and restraint and a reasonable level of responsibility, and if you’re still determined to join the army, we will continue this discussion.”

Zachary took a deep breath. As usual, he’d gotten angry and said the wrong thing, and now that Melbourne had handed down his proclamation, he couldn’t take it back. “I apologize, Sebastian,” he said.

“Don’t.” His oldest brother strode to the door and back, obviously in an attempt to regain his usually even temper. That in itself was unusual; Melbourne rarely let anyone see him out of countenance.

“All I meant to say was that you can’t keep all of us safe in glass cabinets and expect us not to try to get out,” Zachary said more quietly.

“I suggest you go pack a trunk,” Melbourne returned in the cool voice his siblings dreaded hearing. “You’re leaving in an hour.”

“Very well. One day though, Melbourne, you’re going to give one order too many, and you’ll find that all of your troops have deserted.”

Damn it all. They both knew that the threat was empty, but at least his brother didn’t laugh at him. Zachary had his own generous monthly income, but it had all been set up by Melbourne. If he pushed too hard, the duke could simply cut the purse strings—which would ensure that his next career choice would be the one he stayed with.







    

Chapter 2




Caroline Witfeld pressed her pencil so hard against the sketch pad that the lead snapped. “Grace, will you please stop fidgeting?”

Her sister scratched her left ear. “It’s not my fault. This hat itches.”

“It’s not a hat. It’s a turban. And please sit still. I only need two more minutes.”

“That’s what you said five minutes ago, Caro. And it still itches.”

For the space of a breath Caroline closed her eyes. Trying to focus on a subject who squirmed every which way was giving her nothing but an aching head. That didn’t mean, however, that she had any intention of giving up. Patience might be a virtue, but in this instance it was also a necessity. “It’s taking longer because you keep moving. And you’re the one who wanted to be a Persian princess.”

High-pitched voices echoed up from the foyer two stories below. “Grace! We’re going! Hurry up!”

Damnation. Caroline grabbed another pencil and began sketching madly, concentrating on the wisps of her sister’s blonde hair where it curled from beneath the silk turban. She could sketch the turban sans occupant later. “Wait, Grace,” she muttered as she drew. “You promised.”

The wisps of hair began edging for the door, along with the rest of her sister. “They’ll leave without me,” she protested, “and I need a new bonnet.”

“Grace—”

The turban hit the hardwood floor. “Sorry, Caro,” Grace called over her shoulder as she hurried down the hall toward the stairs. “I’ll be back after luncheon!”

“But the shadows will be diff…,” Caroline started, then trailed off. With a grimace she set down her pencil and stood to stretch her back. Grace didn’t care about light or shadows; she cared about a new bonnet.

She could recruit another sister, she supposed, but as she went to the window and looked down at the drive, she counted six bonnets wedging themselves into the Witfeld barouche. Apparently all of her siblings needed new bonnets.

Of course the urgency they felt to visit Trowbridge might have had something to do with the fact that it was Tuesday—and that Mrs. Williams’s son Martin, recently returned from the Crimean, helped restock her linen shop on Tuesdays. Caroline smiled. Poor Martin. After three months of Tuesday torture, she would have changed restocking day, or at least done it after hours. Of course the shop sold more on Tuesdays than any other day of the week, so perhaps Martin’s appearance in the middle of the morning wasn’t a coincidence at all.

Caroline retrieved the turban and set it on a stack of books at the appropriate height, then returned her attention to the sketch pad. By now she could probably draw any of her sisters from memory, but the slant of the head, the light in their expression—she’d never been able to capture any of that without the subject in front of her. She could finish the hat, however.

“Caro?”

She started, blinking. “Up here, Papa. In the conservatory.”

“What do you think of this?” her father asked as he walked into the room. In his arms he hefted a wooden box filled with a tumbled chaos of miniature papier-mâché columns and blocks of faux stone. “It’s not to scale, of course.”

Edmund Witfeld looked how she imagined any father of seven daughters would—fingertips stained black from doing the accounts and trying to come up with a way to provide seven dowries, hair silver and beginning to thin now that five of those daughters were of a marrying age, jacket a little loose across the shoulders and a little snug around the waist from worry and frustration and the inability to do anything about it. He was, after all, badly outnumbered.

Caroline looked over the meticulously arranged diorama. “Those are new,” she said, indicating the pair of broken columns resting beside the miniature painted streambed.

He smiled. “Yes. I thought adding a sixth and seventh column on the north side would balance the quarter-wall on the south.”

“It’s beginning to look like the Parthenon in ruins—or what I imagine it would look like, anyway. Antique and romantical.”

“Ah ha! That’s what I was attempting to evoke.” He kissed her cheek. “I’m going to order the additional columns for the meadow tomorrow.” Muttering figures to himself, he toted the box into the hallway. “Oh, I nearly forgot.” He reentered the conservatory. “The post just came. You have a letter.”

Her body turned to ice. “Is it a reply?” she asked.

He fumbled in his pocket with his free hand. “I think so. Here. Hold this a minute.”

She took possession of the miniature ruins. “Papa.”

“I’m not trying to torture you, but I knew I’d never get an opinion from you about the ruins after I told you about the letter. Ah. Here it is.” He pulled a letter from his inside jacket pocket.

Caroline took it, nearly dumping his diorama as she handed it back. Her fingers shaking, she turned the missive over to view the address. “It’s from Vienna. The Tannberg artists’ studio.”

“Open it, Caro.”

Sending up a quick prayer, she slid a finger under the wax seal and unfolded the letter. Her heart hammering, she read through it—and the breath froze in her throat. “Oh, my goodness. Oh my, oh my.”

“Well?” her father prompted, carefully setting the diorama on the floor. “Do they accept you? It’s past time somebody showed some damned sense.”

She cleared her throat to read it to him. “‘M. Witfeld, Thank you for the series of portraits you sent with your application. I see no reason you should not be admitted into our apprenticeship program. For final consideration,’” she continued, her voice shaking with a sudden wave of breathless excitement, “‘please submit a portrait of an aristocrat, along with a signed affidavit from said aristocrat attesting to his or her satisfaction with your work. Yours in anticipation, Raoul Tannberg, director, Tannberg Studio.’”

“That seems a reasonable request,” her father said, nodding. “All the money in portrait painting likely comes from commissions from wealthy citizens. They probably want proof that you can bring the studio income and clients.”

She didn’t know how he could be so calm. Caroline could scarcely breathe. It wasn’t an unconditional acceptance, but it wasn’t one of the twenty-seven rejections she’d received previously, either. One more step, and she would be able to grasp her dream. No more fighting to make her sisters sit still while she tried to shape them into something a studio would find artistic. No more having to ask Cook if she could borrow dinner for half an hour in order to perfect the sketches of chicken or quail beaks. It would be real. It would be heavenly.

“I suppose you’ll be calling on Lord and Lady Eades, then.”

The excited bubble of her dream popped.

She’d painted the earl and countess before, actually, and the portraits hung in Eades Hall. But this was the most important work of her life, and the local aristocrats were two of the most eccentric people in Wiltshire. She wasn’t about to submit Lord and Lady Eades as Egyptian Pharaohs to Vienna. Raoul Tannberg, director, would laugh her off the Continent.

“You need to secure their agreement for this,” Edmund Witfeld pursued, his voice solemn.

“Yes, I’ll manage something.” Perhaps she could switch paintings. Lord and Lady Eades would never know. All she needed was a letter expressing approval—it didn’t have to describe the painting.

“This is good news, Caro,” her father said, taking the missive from her to read it again himself. “I hadn’t wanted to say anything, but now that you have a letter, you need to know.”


She frowned, her chest tightening. “What’s wrong, Papa?”

“Nothing. But you’re three and twenty. And as your mama keeps reminding me, you have six younger sisters all eager to marry. For their sakes we can’t keep doing this.”

“Doing what? I’m not hurting anything. This is my dream, Papa. It has been forever.”

“I know that. And that’s why I’ve been encouraging and supporting your efforts. Lord knows I understand what it’s like to have a dream. But you are hurting something—your sisters’ chances at finding husbands. This is a small estate with a limited income and a desperate need to find dowries for seven dau—”

“Six,” she interrupted, tears trying to push to the front of her eyes. She felt what she wanted so clearly that she tended to forget that her sisters wanted different things. So now she was a roadblock to what they all considered to be their path to happiness. Marriage. “I’ve asked you to pass me by.”

“I accept that, my dear. But you are still a part of a household with limited resources. Paints and canvases and—”

“I pay for most of the supplies myself,” she broke in.

“Don’t get upset now that you have good news,” he returned, handing back the letter. “But I wanted you to know. This is the last year we can allow this.”

“So what happens if I’m rejected by Monsieur Tannberg?”

“You won’t be, of course.”

“But if I am, what happens?”

He drew a heavy breath. “Then at the end of the summer you will either marry, or you will accept the governess position generously offered to you by Lord and Lady Eades. They would love you to teach their children how to paint.”

“Their chil…” She trailed off. Horror. No other word could describe the ice that gripped her heart at the thought of teaching wealthy, spoiled children how to paint posies.

“But you don’t have to worry about that now, do you?”

From his mouth to God’s ear. “No, I suppose not.”

“That’s the spirit.” He lifted his box again. “I’m going to pace off the new columns,” her father said, leaving the room again, “and to tell your mother that you’ve been all but accepted at the Vienna studio. We’re all relieved.”

She watched him go down the hall, then sat again. The situation was worse than she’d realized. The frustration and the humiliation of being repeatedly rejected because she was a female, or because the studio had too many applicants, or because she couldn’t afford the attendance fees, was nothing compared to being a governess. She’d have to put away her brushes, and would never have an opportunity to pick them up again. No more painting, no more feeling that…lift inside her when she captured part of someone’s life on canvas. It would be like cutting out her own heart.

Thank God her father had told her the consequences of failure this time. She would convince Lord and Lady Eades to dress in their present-day finery, and she would be accepted as an apprentice at the Tannberg Studio.

There was no other choice.



“Zachary, if that blasted thing bites my toe one more time, I am going to have someone serve it up for dinner.”

With a sigh Zachary leaned down and grabbed the dog by the scruff of the neck, returning it to the carriage seat beside him. “Apologies, Aunt.”


Gladys, Aunt Tremaine, looked at his new companion. “What is it, anyway?”

“I believe it’s half foxhound and half Irish setter,” he returned, absently wriggling his fingers so the pup would consume him rather than his aunt.

“And you’ve acquired it for what reason?”

“Melbourne said I should get a dog. Apparently to him it demonstrates patience and responsibility.” He winced as a sharp tooth grazed one finger. “I named it Harold.”

“That’s your brother’s middle name.”

“It is? What a coincidence.”

His aunt turned over her embroidery hoop and lifted it to bite off the blue thread she’d knotted. Without pause she pulled a spool of green thread from her sewing basket.

“I have a knife, you know,” Zachary said, watching from the opposite seat as she measured a length of thread and bit that off, as well. “And a sharp-toothed attack beast.”

“This is faster,” his aunt returned, deftly threading her needle and going back to work. “You never know when it might be handy to be able to embroider in an emergency.”

“Yes, one never knows when one might need one’s initials put onto a handkerchief,” he said dryly, the sight of the intricate stitches making his eyes want to cross in sympathy.

“Make fun now, but I have thirty more years of wisdom than you, my boy.”

“But you’ll be blind by the time we get to Bath, trying to embroider in a moving carriage, and toothless from chewing off the threads.”

She chuckled. “I’ve been doing this since before you were born, Zachary. It passes the time better in a moving carriage than attempting to read, or than sitting about while a wild dog attempts to chew off my foot.”

He had to agree with part of the statement, anyway. Zachary eyed the book his brother Charlemagne had foisted on him yesterday morning when they’d left, as if two dozen Byron poems would compensate him for being exiled to Bath. Harold obviously felt the same; he’d already torn the cover off. And in addition to the feeble quality of the bribe, he was certain it was worse than that. No, he didn’t doubt at all that Aunt Tremaine had instructions for her gout not to subside until she received word from Melbourne that he’d found a way once and for all to prevent his brother from joining the army.

Yes, Melbourne’s delaying strategy annoyed Zachary, but whether it took a week or a month, it wouldn’t stop him. He needed a change. And unless the almighty Griffin clan came up with some miraculous plan before then, he was going to join Wellington on the Peninsula. At least there he could be more than the extraneous third brother, the spare’s spare, the token escort for the family’s females, famed more for his healthy appetite and popularity with chits than for any other attribute or interest he might have.

“I was actually going to recommend napping,” he put in when he realized his aunt was eyeing him.

“You could ride,” she suggested. “You did go to all the trouble of bringing your horse along. And I’m perfectly happy to embroider in solitude.”

His first response was to ask why his presence was necessary at all, then. Everyone knew, however, that he wasn’t journeying to Bath for Aunt Tremaine’s health but for his own. Zachary pulled out his pocket watch and glanced down at it. “We only have another hour to the inn. Harold and I will just stay and doze, if you don’t mind.”

Aunt Tremaine shifted her large frame. “Actually, I arranged for Phipps to take us on a short detour.”

“What sort of short detour?” he returned suspiciously, straightening again. They’d better not be trying to lock him into a monastery somewhere.

“I thought we might spend a night or two at Witfeld Manor so I might visit with my friend Sally Witfeld.”

Zachary looked at her for a moment. “This isn’t a Melbourne-devised detour, is it?”

“Heavens, no. Sally and I went to finishing school together. It’s only an hour out of our way, and I have a standing invitation to visit. I haven’t seen her for nearly six years.”

He held up his hands in surrender, then had to block Harold with his elbow when the pup tried to leap onto his chest. “Bath or Witfeld Manor—it’s all the same to me. Far be it for me to stand in the way of finishing school friendships.”

“You are a wise young man.”

With a grin Zachary settled back into the leather cushions again, wrapped his fingers into Harold’s collar, and closed his eyes. Inconvenient though the entire journey might be, he did like his aunt. And under the circumstances, if napping the afternoon away in a warm, well-sprung carriage had any drawbacks, he couldn’t see them.

In another twenty minutes the coach turned off the main road and onto the deeply rutted and pockmarked route that turned off to the south. Zachary opened his eyes again as he nearly jolted off the seat. Napping was obviously finished with. In fact, he anticipated having a black-and-blue backside by the time they arrived at Witfeld Manor. He grabbed one of the coach’s hanging straps and held on, while the dog bounced to the floor and dove between his Hessian boots to cower. Good God, who lived at the other end of this road—wild, blue-faced Celts? Aunt Tremaine, of course, continued her needlework, though he wouldn’t care to wager on how straight her lines would be.


Finally the coach bumped onto a smoother, better-maintained stretch of road, a hopeful sign that they’d entered a private drive. Zachary released the strap and flexed his fingers. “There’s supposed to be some good fishing in this part of Wiltshire,” he said, deciding to make the best of the situation. “Is there a Mr. Witfeld?”

“There is.” As Aunt Tremaine packed her embroidery back into the basket, she gave him a sideways look. “I don’t imagine you’ll have much difficulty keeping yourself occupied for a few days.”

A tiny spark of uneasy suspicion tickled at the back of his brain. “Sally Witfeld doesn’t have a young, marriageable daughter, does she?” he asked as the coach stopped.

“No.”

“Good.”

Huffing and puffing, a rotund butler appeared to pull open the coach door. With Zachary and Harold’s assistance from behind and heavy reliance on her cane and the butler’s proffered arm, Aunt Tremaine crabbed awkwardly to the ground. She looked up at him again, grinning.

“She has seven, actually.”

“Seven what?” Zachary bit out, despite the sinking realization that he had a very good idea what she was talking about.

A high-pitched tittering began from the window that apparently opened onto a downstairs sitting room. A moment later, females began streaming out the double front doors in a flouncing rainbow of sprig muslin.

Harold lowered his head and barked. It was too late to duck back into the coach and escape, though Zachary couldn’t help thinking about it for a bare second. Watching over Aunt Tremaine was supposedly a test of his ability to be responsible and patient, and he wasn’t going to give up that easily. Seven daughters, though. Good God.

Deciding he would voice his annoyance with his aunt later and in less crowded company, he pasted a smile on his face and finished his descent from the coach to the ground. The puppy followed, beginning a mad tear around the drive in pursuit of a trio of hens.

The chits seemed to know Aunt Tremaine; deafening shrieks and trills of “Lady Gladys” filled the air, nearly drowning out Harold and the chickens.

“Girls, girls, hello!” Aunt Tremaine returned, beaming as she took a dozen kisses to her round cheeks. “This is my nephew, Lord Zachary Griffin.”

The feminine army curtsied in an undulating wave. “Lord Zachary.”

Zachary sketched a return bow. Just as he was being surrounded, two more females emerged from the house. What was this, a bloody finishing school?

“Gladys!” the older one, nearly as broad as she was tall, shrieked, grabbing his aunt for a sound hug. “Oh, my dear! I’m so pleased to see you!”

The mother of the brood, obviously. He could see where the daughters learned their reserve. When his aunt beckoned at him, Zachary deepened his smile and waded through the crowd to her side. “You must be Mrs. Witfeld,” he said to his aunt’s companion, taking the woman’s plump hand and bowing over it. “My aunt Tremaine speaks very fondly of you.”

“Oh, heavens, what a charmer,” Sally clucked, blushing. “You were right about him, Gladys.”

They’d been discussing him? That didn’t bode well. “You have lovely daughters,” he continued, thankful that he came from a large, boisterous family himself. Otherwise the onslaught would likely have been overwhelming. And if he fainted here, there was no telling where he would wake up.

“Tut tut,” Mrs. Witfeld chided. “Let me introduce you. Come on, girls, stop gawking, you silly things.” With that she began towing the chits into a long line that wasn’t dissimilar to a regiment at attention, except for the gowns and bonnets, and the giggling and whispering. Apparently sensing the lessening of chaos, Harold bounded back over and began attacking Zachary’s left boot. Thankfully he’d worn his old, comfortable ones and packed the better pair.

As they organized themselves, one of them—the chit who had emerged last from the house—caught his attention. It wasn’t that she was particularly striking, though she did have soft copper hair a few shades darker than her next sister, clear green eyes, and a trim, tall figure. No, it was the way she kept eyeing him from head to toe, even edging around to view his profile, as if he were some sort of insect and she an entomologist.

“Lord Zachary,” Mrs. Witfeld said, hauling the copper-haired girl to the head of the line, “this is my eldest girl, Caroline.”

He bowed. “Miss Witfeld. Pleased to meet you.”

Caroline Witfeld nodded back at him. “I advise you to save the bowing till the introductions are finished, or you’ll end up dizzy,” she returned in a low, amused voice. Since her mother had moved on to the next daughter, he was probably the only one who’d heard it.

“Susan,” the matriarch was saying as she traveled down the line, “then the twins, Joanna and Julia. Grace is just eighteen. The youngest are Anne and then Violet.”

Zachary shook Harold off his foot, waited a moment to be certain Mrs. Witfeld was finished with the introductions, then bowed again. “It’s good to meet all of you,” he said, glancing again at the oldest girl, who seemed to have forgotten her wit of a moment ago and was now staring at his left hand. He experimentally wiggled his fingers, and she blinked.

“You’ve all grown so much,” Aunt Tremaine commented to the brood. “And into such lovely young ladies. My niece married a month ago, and I’m afraid I’ve been a bit starved for a good chat and a look at the fashion plates.”

One of the twins rushed her, clasping her hand. “Then you must stay! Mama, tell Lady Gladys she and Lord Zachary must stay!”

“Of course they’ll stay. I wouldn’t have it otherwise, and I’m certain Mr. Witfeld would agree.”

Aunt Tremaine smiled. “If it’s not imposing, we would love to visit for a few days.”

Caroline hung back a little as her sisters swarmed around Lord Zachary, each vying to be the one to show him to a guest bedchamber. She watched as he smiled again, diplomatically offering his arm to Violet, the youngest, and gestured the rest to lead the way.

With deep brown, almost black hair that glinted a slight bronze in the afternoon sunlight, eyes that seemed to vary between a dusky charcoal and cloudy gray, and a pleasing figure both tall and athletic, Lord Zachary was an exceptionally handsome gentleman. In addition, his face, with its high cheekbones and aristocratic brow, had some very nice angles to it. Caroline would have smiled, but it wouldn’t do to announce victory until she’d made a few preliminary sketches and discovered whether she could do him justice on canvas.


At this moment, though, it seemed as though her prayers had been answered. She’d asked for an aristocrat, and Lord Zachary Griffin had practically sprung to life on her doorstep. And with him, her way out of Wiltshire.







    

Chapter 3




Her sisters joined the parade of people and luggage as Witfeld Manor’s unexpected house guests were shown to private rooms, but Caroline climbed the back stairs to the third floor and her conservatory.

The large turret-shaped room with its half circle of bow windows had previously been Edmund Witfeld’s study, his refuge from the female horde. She’d been the only one allowed to join him there, and as her interest and skill in painting had increased and her mother had seen a possibility for her unexpected talent to snare attention and income for the family and perhaps even an art-appreciating husband, Caroline had moved her studio into a corner of the room. Gradually she’d taken over more and more of it until two years ago her father had voluntarily and completely evacuated in favor of his smaller, if equally isolated, office on the ground floor behind the kitchen.

She made straight for an unused sketch pad and carried it to one of the deep seats that circled half around the room beneath the windows. The conservatory gave her a good degree of light all day long, with perfect morning sun for painting and sketching subjects until just after noon.

At the moment, she didn’t want to paint. She wanted to sketch. Under normal circumstances she liked to have her subjects pose for the preliminary sketches, and at the very least she needed to observe them for more than five minutes. Today, though, she scarcely remembered to breathe as her pencil scratched across the pad.

This subject was different—not just because it was for the most important portrait she would ever paint but because not many men had ever sat for her. Her father, of course, and Lord Eades dressed as King Arthur and various other historical figures, and Mr. Anderton, the village solicitor, who’d wanted a confidence-inspiring portrait of himself for his office. All older men, and men with whom she had been acquainted all her life.

Her hands, however, didn’t share any of her mind’s hesitation. With quick, short strokes she formed the overall shape of Lord Zachary’s head, then feathered in the dark, wavy hair. She generally didn’t attempt the eyes without her subject being in front of her, but when she closed her own eyes she could see his clearly, light gray and amused despite the straight, sensual line of his mouth. They were remarkable eyes. Unforgettable.

The conservatory door rattled and opened. Sisters began bouncing and skipping into the room, all of them chattering so fast and so loudly that they couldn’t possibly be listening to anyone but themselves.

She tucked her pencil behind her ear, quickly stifling her abrupt annoyance as she closed her sketch pad. “Will you please be quiet? You’re going to shatter the windows.”

Julia sat beside her. “But didn’t you see him?”

Susan dragged over the painting stool and joined them. “He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever set eyes on,” she breathed.

Grace plunked down on her other side. “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice him, Caro.”

“Of course I noticed him. I’d like to sketch him, I think. The letter from Monsieur Tannberg requested the portrait of an aristocrat. And he is definitely an aristocrat.” She would have known that, she thought, even without hearing anyone calling him “my lord.” His bearing, his confidence, the light in his eyes—she would have known.

“I’d like to sketch him, too,” Joanna said, giggling.

“Or make a model out of clay,” Julia suggested, her fair cheeks darkening.

“Oh, yes, clay,” Joanna seconded with a breathy sigh. “I could shape him with my hands.”

Violet made a face. “You make a model. I want to marry him.”

“You’re barely fifteen, silly girl. He’ll never marry you with the rest of us here.” Julia gave a condescending laugh.

“He won’t marry you, either,” Violet grumbled. “Caro’s the oldest. She has to get married first.”

A low, uneasy flutter ran through Caroline’s stomach. “I’m not marrying anyone,” she stated, keeping her gaze on her closed sketch pad. He was in there, and she wanted to go back to working on him. “And you all know it. I’m going to the Tannberg Studio and paint portraits and travel the world.”

“Well, if he stays until after you go to Vienna, then I can marry him,” Susan put in.

“He has to ask you first, Susan.” Julia shrugged. “Besides, he’s probably betrothed to someone else already. How could he not be, handsome as he is? And wealthy, too, from the look of that carriage and his fine clothes. And another carriage with their luggage and servants is following.”

“Mama said he’s not married.” Violet still looked annoyed that her marriage plans had been so swiftly thwarted. “And he is wealthy. And he has two older brothers. They’re not married, either.”

“He has two brothers?” Clapping, Grace shot to her feet. “That’s husbands for three of us. I’m going to talk to Mama.”

“You don’t even know him,” Caroline protested. “Or his brothers. How do you know you want to marry any of them?”

“You don’t know anything, Caro, unless it’s on canvas,” Susan returned. “So don’t criticize us.”

Well, that was hardly fair. “I—”

“Yes, you can be an old spinster. I want to get married.” Joanna bounded to her feet again. “Come on, let’s ask Mama.”

In a flash of muslin skirts, the conservatory emptied. Caroline shook her head, removed the pencil from behind her ear, and flipped open her sketch pad again.

“So you’re not interested at all?”

Caroline jumped. “Anne,” she exclaimed. “I thought you were going down to hear the Griffin family history.”

“I already know it.” The pretty seventeen-year-old, her honey-colored hair piled atop her head, crossed the room to sit beside her. “Unlike certain other members of the household, I read the news and Society pages instead of just looking at the fashion plates. The oldest Griffin brother is the Duke of Melbourne.”

Caroline’s heart stopped, then began hammering again. “Oh, goodness. He’s one of those Griffins?”


“Yes, he is.”

“But they’re…famous.”

“And extremely wealthy. Mama was correct about that. So I repeat: You’re not interested at all?”

“In him? Of course I am. If I can secure a Griffin on canvas, Monsieur Tannberg will have to take me on. It’s only a shame the Duke of Melbourne didn’t come instead. I’d get into Thomas Lawrence’s studio if I painted him.”

“Lawrence’s studio rejected you.”

“The Duke of Melbourne’s portrait would make them reconsider.”

Anne shook her head indulgently. “You are very single-minded.”

“Honestly, Anne, do you think it matters whether I might be interested in Lord Zachary or not? For heaven’s sake, with his family’s pedigree he could marry Prinny’s daughter if he wanted. I doubt that with a choice of hundreds of eligible young Society ladies he would choose a Witfeld girl.” She chuckled. “Even Susan.”

“Don’t tell her that.” Anne looked at the sketch. “I can see who it is you’re drawing, already. And he is very handsome.”

“And thank goodness for that. But pleasant or frog-faced, painting him is more important than marrying him.”

Anne kissed her on the cheek and stood. “To you, yes. I, however, don’t paint.”

“Does that mean you’re joining the fox hunt, as well?” Caroline asked, a little disappointed in her usually pragmatic younger sister, if not all that surprised.

“Well, someone has to catch the fox. I’ll run with the other hounds for a bit, so at least I’ll have a good view of the proceedings.”

“Mm hm. Best of luck, then.”


Caroline watched her sister out the door. It didn’t bode well for family harmony if even sensible Anne was mooning after Lord Zachary. Of course he was undeniably attractive, but she had no intention of marrying anyone—much less a lord. Marriage meant gossiping, doing embroidery, buying clothes, anything to fill up the waste of useless, endless days. That might be what the rest of her sisters wanted for themselves, but she would rather die.

However handsome he was, she needed—wanted—him for one thing only: His likeness on a canvas that was going to arrive in Vienna by the twentieth of the month.


Caroline Witfeld was staring at him again. Zachary tried to ignore it, a feat that should have been easy amid the cacophony of questions being thrown in his direction, but every time he looked around the table to avoid excluding any members of the huge family from the conversation, her gaze was on him.

If she’d conversed it would have been less noticeable, but all she seemed interested in was staring. In truth, perhaps he looked at her more frequently than he did at the others, but Caroline Witfeld was the only chit he didn’t have to keep at bay with a pitchfork. And the flecks of brown in her green eyes…Zachary shook himself. Losing concentration here could lead to some very sticky entanglements, multiplied by seven.

“Lord Zachary, is it true that you have two older brothers?” one of the twin Witfeld girls asked.

He finished his bite of roasted chicken and nodded. “Yes. Charlemagne and Mel—”

“And all of you are unmarried?”

No wonder just about everyone at the table had finished their dinner except for him. He didn’t have time to get words out or food in. “Melbourne is a widower, but yes, technically we’re all—”

“Mama said that your sister recently married the Marquis of Deverill. Is that true?”

Zachary sighed. “Yes, last month in Scot—”

“How do you like your chicken, Lord Zachary?”

The two bites he’d managed had been cold by the time he’d gotten to them. “It’s quite delicious. Thank y—”

“Chicken is my favorite, as well, isn’t it, Anne? Do you like to waltz?”

And the oldest girl kept staring at him. This was beginning to be annoying. “I enjoy dan—”

“We had a private tutor teach us all the latest dances. The assembly rooms at Trowbridge are fabulous for balls and soirees. They put up silver ribbons and balloons.”

Zachary was beginning an internal debate—not something he generally wasted time on—over whether it was more rude to stare or to interrupt. He enjoyed a good conversation, and definitely a good meal, but though he’d been gazed at admiringly before, he couldn’t remember so…intense or extended a look before now.

“Lord Zachary, do—”

“Lord Zachary, how—”

“My lord, did—”

He set down his fork with a clatter and turned to face her. “Miss Witfeld, is something troubling you?”

The corners of her eyes crinkled as she gazed back at him. “No, my lord.”

He noted that the rest of the horde stopped peppering the air with questions. They stopped talking altogether, as a matter of fact. Even Mr. Witfeld, who’d been ignoring the female cacophony in favor of his roasted potatoes, stopped a forkful halfway to his mouth. “Oh. Good, then,” Zachary muttered, disconcerted at the abrupt silence, and went back to his meal.

The chaos resumed before he could begin chewing. “Lord Zachary, what is your horse’s name?”

“Sagramore.”

“Like the knight in the King Arthur legend?” another of them asked.

“Yes.”

“And your dog?”

“Harold.”

And the eldest sister still looked at him and still didn’t participate in the general roar of conversation.

“Lord Zach—”

“What are you staring at, then, Miss Witfeld?” he interrupted again. So he wasn’t working on being patient tonight; no one would tell Melbourne.

“Your ears, my lord,” she returned promptly, her voice perfectly serious.

“My—” He hadn’t expected that. “My ears?”

“Yes, my lord.”

Surreptitiously he angled his knife to take a look at them in the reflection. He hadn’t cut either of them off while shaving before dinner, at any rate. “What’s so interesting about my ears, if I might ask?”

“The shape of them.”

He thought her mouth twitched, but he couldn’t be certain. Now the rest of the Witfelds were staring at his ears, as well. Bloody wonderful. “Aren’t everyone’s ears nearly the same as mine?”

This time he was certain he saw amusement touch her eyes, and the crinkles at their corners deepened once again. “Oh, no, my lord. Your ears are quite unique.”

“That’s probably from having his oldest brother yank on them so frequently to get Zachary to behave,” Aunt Tremaine put in.

“There’s nothing wrong with my ears,” he stated.

“I think you have lovely ears,” the youngest Witfeld offered.

“No, they’re handsome, not lovely,” another one argued.

The next argument was over whether a man’s ears could be termed “pretty” or “lovely” or if more masculine compliments were appropriate. Zachary took the moment to lean across the corner of the table toward the oldest girl. “What’s wrong with my ears?” he murmured.

Soft color touched her cheeks for the first time since their odd conversation had begun. “Nothing. You only asked me what I was looking at, and I answered. If I’ve been too direct, I apologize.”

“Not necessary. Why
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