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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The second half of the eighteenth century was a time of burgeoning interest in all things scientific, although the word “science” was not defined as it is today. Reading bumps on heads was considered as scientific as staring at the skies through telescopes. Although this was also a time of great experimentation in agriculture, the word “agronomist” had not yet come into use.

      For the sake of the modern reader, I have ignored eighteenth-century definitions and confusing phrases and used words like “scientist” and “agronomist,” as we do today.

      For the disbelievers among us who may be tempted to scoff at my heroine’s gifts, let me remind you that it has been scientifically proven that smell can evoke memories and influence mood, emotions, and choice of mates. It can predict death and detect illness. In a primitive manner, man can communicate by smell. Just don’t expect characters from the eighteenth century to recognize this as a science!

      To woman’s intuition and to everyone who feels a little different. . .
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      London, 1735

      

      “Pick little Christina if you must, but don’t pick Leila for our team,” a fair-haired adolescent warned her equally fair younger sister. “She has no powers. She’s useless.”

      “But Uncle Rowland favors her,” the younger girl replied. “He says Leila’s just like him.”

      “That’s because she’s not like the rest of us,” Diana, the elder, said with an arrogant toss of her blond curls. “Leila’s hair is black, and she has no gifts. She’s not a Malcolm. Even her baby sisters are better than she is. Let her play on the babies’ side. They won’t know the difference.”

      On the staircase above, ten-year-old Leila cringed and backed up the way she’d come, her heart breaking with every step. She’d anticipated the joyous romp of the scavenger hunt her aunt had arranged. She’d been thrilled to have the company of her beautiful older cousins with their fascinating abilities to find lost objects and to paint pictures of what wasn’t there.

      She hadn’t anticipated scorn at her own lack of such gifts.

      She’d known her sister could see odd colors around people that she couldn’t, but Christina was a baby. No one cared what babies saw, and what good were colors anyway? Leila was the eldest, and her mama said she was the best little helper she could have. Her papa called her beautiful. The little ones clamored for her company.

      But her cousins thought her useless. Wide-eyed with shock, Leila quivered at the top of the stairs, not fully comprehending her cousin’s antipathy.

      They thought she wasn’t a Malcolm. She might be adopted. She didn’t want to be thrown out in the snow and left to die because she didn’t belong here.

      Panicking, Leila grabbed her black curls and threw a glance over her shoulder to see if the portly butler might already be bearing down on her, prepared to heave her out the door. Relieved to see no immediate danger, Leila raced for the only comfort she knew—her very blond, very Malcolm mother.

      Tears forming at her cousin’s cruel dismissal, Leila rushed into the workshop and dived into Hermione’s welcoming arms.

      “I am a Malcolm, aren’t I?” she wailed against her mother’s plump bosom. “My hair will be just like yours someday, won’t it?”

      Sitting down on a bench beside a cluster of candle molds and jars of herbs and fragrances, Hermione wrapped her beautiful firstborn in a hug. “Of course you’re a Malcolm, dear. You’re just different. You should be proud of your lovely black hair. Someday men will swoon over you.”

      “I don’t want men to swoon,” Leila declared, tears still in her eyes. “I want to make people smile like you do with candles that smell like happiness. I want to find lost things like Diana can. I can do anything I want, can’t I? I’m a Malcolm.” The last came out almost as a plea.

      Hermione stroked Leila’s long curls. “It’s up to us to make the most of what we’re given, dear. You have beauty and grace and intelligence, and someday you will make some man very happy. Just don’t let that man be an Ives,” she added with a wry chuckle. “Your ancestors would rise from their graves.”

      Momentarily distracted from her grief, Leila gazed at her mother’s serene features. “What’s an Ives?”

      “Only the downfall of all Malcolms, dear. We are creatures of nature, and they are creatures of science. Disaster results when the two come together. But you are much too young to worry about that now.”

      Disinterested in future disasters, more concerned about the current one, Leila eyed the glittering array of equipment on her mother’s workbench. Inhaling the bouquet of scents exuded by the mood-enhancing wax candles and soaps her mother made, she bit her quivering lip and straightened her shoulders.

      She had better things to do than play at a stupid scavenger hunt. Heart bruised but pride intact, Leila lifted her chin. “I shall go down and see if Papa wishes to hear me play. I’m much too big for baby games.”

      “And take the chess set to the boys. They always behave better when you smile at them.”

      Racing to do as she’d been told, Leila vowed to smile and sing and make everyone happy and prove she was better than her cousins so her mama would love her.

      As the laughter of her sisters and cousins rose from the entrance hall, Leila stopped at the top of the stairs, scrubbed at a wayward tear, and sniffed back the sob in her throat. It didn’t matter if they wouldn’t play with her. She didn’t need them.

      But she needed to be a Malcolm. She didn’t want to be left out and all alone.
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      London, April 1752

      

      “He’s mine,” Lady Leila Staines announced, studying the imposing man at the entrance to the ballroom who scowled at her guests as if he were deciding whose head he might sever first.

      Her sister, Christina, followed Leila’s gaze and drew in a sharp breath. “Dunstan Ives? Don’t be absurd. He’s an Ives and a murderer.”

      Fascinated, Leila watched the formidable gentleman dressed entirely in black except for the immaculate white cravat at his throat. This Ives possessed the power to put her world back on course. She had to have him. “He’s not a murderer. Ninian says so.”

      “He could snap your neck with a flick of his wrist,” Christina whispered, watching with fascinated horror as Dunstan’s companions were announced. “Look, his aura is black as night!”

      Ignoring her younger sister, Leila observed the entrance of angelic Ninian beside her handsome husband, Drogo, Earl of Ives and Wystan. Then her gaze followed the towering man who was dissociating himself from his companions by lingering behind them. Both Ives men exhibited their scorn of society with their sun-darkened visages and lack of powdered wigs.

      The lean earl possessed an air of intellect and refinement, but his broader brother glowered with hostility as he scanned the glittering throng. In his tailored coat, with shoulders strong as an ox, Dunstan Ives diminished the rest of the lace-and-silk bedecked company to effeminacy.

      “I don’t know about his aura, but his clothes are certainly unfashionably black,” Leila observed as she studied the brooding looks and powerful physique of the man she meant to proposition. He was definitely not the usual sort of London gentleman. But then, Ives men never were.

      “He must still wear black for his wife,” Christina murmured. “I suppose if he did not murder her, that would be tragically romantic.”

      “If he ever loved her, he fell out of it,” their cousin Lucinda said, hearing this last as she joined them. “Of course, one shouldn’t assume his lack of love means he intended harm.”

      Since Celia Ives had been murdered most violently more than a year ago, Leila knew her cousin hastened to correct any impression that Dunstan might have had something to do with his wife’s death. Lucinda possessed a gift for revealing true character through her paintings, and people tended to pay particular attention to even her most casual comments. She was careful, therefore, not to misstate her opinion. Like all Malcolms, she had acquired a keen sense of responsibility along with her gifts.

      Gifts that Leila didn’t possess. All her life, Leila had searched for a similar gift in herself, but she had never discovered the magic that would prove her to be a true Malcolm. Still, even with her limited perception, she could see that the arrogant man standing in the doorway despised the parrot colors of fashion and wore black out of disdain for the society over which she prevailed. Love and grief had nothing to do with it.

      He was an Ives, after all—cold and unfeeling.

      Fanning herself as she admired his stature, Leila thought of her own dark attire and smiled. They were soul mates in matters of dress at least. Black gave her an authority her age did not, and it set her apart from the common herd so she might better wield that authority. She was smart, as her mother had always said. She’d focused her intelligence on understanding society and had applied what she learned to make a place for herself and her late husband in fashionable circles.

      At least she’d made her husband happy.

      What her intelligence couldn’t master was what her family did without effort: see beyond the obvious, dabble in the supernatural, and help those around them through those gifts. All her life, Leila had been excluded from the whispered consultations of her younger siblings and cousins, simply because she did not see or hear what they could. Behind her, she heard Christina and Lucinda whispering about their insights into Dunstan’s character, excluding her as usual.

      Despite knowing everyone in this room, she still stood alone, the solitary cuckoo in her family’s nest.

      Until she discovered some special ability in herself and proved she was a Malcolm, she would always feel like an ostracized child—alone, unloved, and a failure.

      She’d spent her entire life meeting her family’s expectations of her. She’d married well, raised her husband’s social and political standing, acquired wealth, made others happy, if not herself. Widowed now, and finally free of all expectations, she stood on the brink of opportunity, if she possessed the courage to take the risk. With the help of an Ives, she might discover who she really was and of what she was capable.

      Leila allowed a tendril of hope to creep through her usual restraint as she watched the commanding presence of the tall man in the doorway. Nervously, she waved her fan, bouncing a loose pin curl in the breeze. After a year of planning and dreaming, she’d made her choice. All she need do now was approach Dunstan Ives and state her proposal. Even if he was immune to her charm, he should succumb to her monetary largesse, and then she would have England’s most learned agronomist at her disposal.

      “He’s an Ives,” Lucinda whispered in warning. “Don’t forget what happened to cousin Ninian.”

      Leila was aware of the danger Ives men posed to women, and to Malcolm women in particular. The attraction between them must be as powerful as legend said if even Ninian had risked disaster to fall for one of the logical, passionless men. But Leila was prepared to take her chances with the fire of physical attraction. Although men habitually flocked around her, she had never felt passion for them in return.

      Her only dilemma lay in whether she dared retire to the country in the company of a man whose adulterous wife had been found with her neck snapped. No evidence confirmed Dunstan’s guilt. None confirmed his innocence, either.

      Leila offered a practiced trill of laughter at her cousin’s warning. “I seduce men, not the other way around. An Ives is no match for me.”

      “Leila, you cannot tell what he’s feeling as Ninian can,” Christina warned. “He looks incredibly dangerous.”

      “Shall I go closer and see what I can learn?” Leila snapped her fan closed and, forgetting everyone else in the room besides Ives, left her sister and cousin.

      Progressing through the crowd of London’s wealthy and powerful, she stopped often to meet and greet her guests, never losing sight of the man she intended to trap in her net. Mother of goddesses, but he was built like a mountain, a smoldering one. She chattered and exchanged mindless gossip, but she couldn’t look away as Dunstan Ives glowered at a footman and ended up with two glasses of champagne in his huge fists.

      “Isn’t that the Ives who murdered his wife?” one countess whispered. “Honestly, Leila, even you can’t expect us to acknowledge a murderer!”

      “Dear, dear Betsy.” Leila patted the woman’s gloved hand. “I invited your current lover, the father of your son, and your husband, and I’m still speaking to all four of you. Be a good girl and don’t spoil my fun.”

      She left the rouged and powdered countess with her mouth open.

      “He looks as if he might murder someone any minute,” her mother, Hermione, Marchioness of Hampton, murmured worriedly, sidling up to Leila and fiddling with the gossamer scarf about her throat. “I cannot think why you invited him.”

      “Because he is the best agronomist in all of England,” Leila assured her. “Even Father says so. Since Dunstan has come to work for him, the estate has improved tremendously. Is that not so?”

      “Yes, but your father is a man, dear. It is not at all the same thing. I do wish you would reconsider offering him a position.”

      “But the opportunity is perfect,” Leila explained. “You know Father means to put Rolly in charge of the Gloucestershire estate. Rolly loathes Dunstan, says he does not take orders well. Why should I let Rolly drive him away when I can have him?” Leila did not slow her progress across the drawing room. Tugging at shawls and scarves, her mother trailed in her wake.

      “Leila, you know nothing of these things—”

      “Ninian does, and she says he’s innocent.” Ninian was years younger than Leila, but she possessed a gift of empathy and a talent for healing that had saved lives and fortunes—including Drogo’s. Ninian was the one her whole family turned to because she understood things without being told. Leila bowed to her greater gifts, even as envy devoured her.

      “You know perfectly well that Ninian is not herself when she’s in town with so many people around to disturb her gift,” Hermione whispered. “She could be wrong about Dunstan—”

      “I’m not changing my mind, Maman,” Leila said. “He’s mine.”

      A sensual shiver rippled down her spine as she repeated those words at the same moment that Dunstan turned his brooding gaze on her, and the implication of her arrogant declaration raised its serpent head.

      She wanted an agricultural expert, not a lover, but Dunstan’s hooded dark eyes and prominent nose stirred long dormant feelings. Uneasy with the sensation, she reminded herself that no man had ever wielded the power to tempt her.

      Safe behind a shield of indifference, Leila brushed a kiss on Ninian’s cheek. “How good of you to come.” Murmuring polite nonsense, she flirted with the impervious Drogo, then turned the full brunt of her attention on the imposing man standing distant from his family.

      Oh, my. His presence hit her with all the force of her mother’s lust-scented candles.

      “Black becomes you, sir,” she murmured, drawing her black-gloved finger down Dunstan’s lapel, resorting to her practiced role of flirt to hide the sensual impact of this man. Was it her imagination, or did his air of disdain conceal a whiff of loneliness? Perhaps his lack of artificial scent distorted her perceptions. Fascinating.

      “Black’s not fashionable,” he replied, staring past her powdered curls.

      “So flattering of you to mention that.” She immediately retracted any sympathy she might have mistakenly offered. “Shall I run upstairs and slip into something more to your liking? In red, perhaps?”

      Dunstan glanced down at her wide black skirts, then focused his gaze on the expanse of bosom exposed by her low-cut gown. “Scarlet seems appropriate.”

      The lady’s sensual perfume of roses and jasmine wafted around him, and Dunstan stiffened. He didn’t want to notice her at all, but she stood taller than most women, reaching past his chin in her heeled shoes. His gaze fell in direct contact with her lacy black cap, forcing him to notice how her tight, powdered curls accentuated her rouged lips and darkened lashes. Despite the white powder, he knew she was a Malcolm, and she’d have sun-kissed blond hair like all the rest of her kind, along with eyes that could ensnare and bewitch. He refused to look down and fall into the trap.

      Nodding curtly in dismissal, ignoring Ninian and Drogo, Dunstan spun on his heel and strode blindly for what he hoped was the card room.

      The lady’s exotic perfume clung to his senses as he departed, and raw hunger clawed at his insides.

      It had been that way with Celia.

      Never again. He would put a bullet through his ear before he became enthralled with another aristocratic, conniving female.

      Especially a Malcolm. He had enough disaster in his life without courting more.
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      Women pulled their skirts aside as Dunstan passed. Men scowled. Card tables emptied when he showed an interest in the play.

      The clawing at his insides became a hot anger he could taste on his tongue. He didn’t need this pack of rats and jackals. He had only put in an appearance because Drogo requested it, and he owed his brother far more than he could ever repay.

      Loosening his confining neckcloth, Dunstan located the door to the balcony and stepped outside to let the familiar elements feed his soul. He’d never been a part of the fashionable London scene that his wife had adored—the scene that should have been his by birthright. Instead, his spoiled earl of a father had chosen to hide Dunstan’s rustic mother and her uncouth sons in the country while the earl dallied in London with his aristocratic mistress.

      His father’s neglect had taught Dunstan to live without society. He’d grown up in the village vicarage of his mother’s brother, had learned from his maternal grandfather to respect the land and nature. London’s decadence had never called to him.

      Of course, if he’d made even the slightest effort to enter society, Celia might be alive today.

      Guilt joined the cold damp permeating Dunstan’s bones. Behind him, through the brilliantly lit glass, he could hear the poignant notes of violin and flute. Couples executed elegant dance steps and whirled about in colorful silks, laughing, flirting, arranging trysts. Celia had become a part of that world without him.

      His innards writhed in an agony of discomfort. He had no place here. His abilities related to the land, not people.

      Experience had taught him he could only hurt people.

      The land his grandfather had left him was little more than a useless bog he couldn’t afford to drain, but Drogo had offered a few acres of solid ground for Dunstan’s experimental crop—a fodder that would revolutionize farming by growing large enough to feed a flock of sheep all winter. This was the hope his future turned on, not this glittering artificial world.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to plant the seeds before returning to his tedious duties as estate agent for the Marquess of Hampton. The marquess’s heir demanded his presence in Gloucestershire two days hence. Even dealing with the marquess’s foolish son, Rolly, was far better than enduring an entire city of brainless fribbles.

      Leaning against the cold balcony rail, Dunstan fretted over the lack of time to plant his valuable crop, concerned about leaving it in the dubious care of Drogo’s steward.

      Now that his brother had married and produced a son, Dunstan was no longer heir to an earldom or the entailed estate he’d thought would someday be his. He must find his own land and his own place in the world. He couldn’t expect Drogo to support him for a lifetime.

      His brother had paid Dunstan’s way through school, provided for his illegitimate son, and loaned him enough to keep Celia in style. After Celia’s death, Drogo had paid the debts she’d left behind. He’d even offered to take on the expense of investigating Celia’s murder, but Dunstan had insisted that responsibility must be his. Until his name was cleared, there was little sense in wasting money on improving his boggy land.

      Voices at the door intruded on his musings, prompting him to retreat into the shadows.

      “The man should be hanged,” a deep voice uttered in vicious tones. “We hang paupers for stealing bread. It’s no wonder the lower classes don’t trust their betters if they perceive us as getting away with murder.”

      “There’s no evidence on which to try him,” a calmer voice said. “There’s no call for Ives to shove him in our faces, though. The earl hasn’t the political sense of a squirrel.”

      A flame flickered, and the aroma of a rich cigar drifted through the air. Dunstan cursed beneath his breath and considered his choices. Leaping off a balcony onto a flagstone terrace would either crack every bone in his body or split every stone in the terrace.

      The first voice grunted. “Ives doesn’t give a fig for politics. Shoving his criminal of a brother down our throats will ruin him.”

      “Polite society has standards,” the second voice agreed. “Ives have always been a ramshackle lot, at any account. Shut them all out, keep them away from our daughters, and the world will be a better place.”

      The smug satisfaction in the lout’s voice decided the matter. Dunstan had no doubt that Drogo could fight his own battles, and that his witch of a wife could hex the entire city if she were so inclined, but Dunstan wouldn’t allow the taint of his reputation to harm his younger brothers, either the legitimate or the illegitimate ones. With no titles or wealth, they would have to fight the painful battle for survival with several handicaps. Dunstan refused to add one more.

      With what he considered to be remarkable aplomb, he stepped into the light pouring through the glass doors. Towering over the elegantly bewigged and silk-coated gentlemen who stood frozen at the balustrade, Dunstan plucked the cigar from the speaker’s mouth, dropped the lighted tobacco on the man’s silver-buckled shoe, and mashed it with his massive foot.

      “Polite society might consider adopting Ives standards,” Dunstan said in his most courteous tone. “We crush stupidity and ignorance when they stand in the way.” With one last grind of his heel on lordly toes, Dunstan stalked off.
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      “Leila, Leila—hurry! I think your Ives has murdered someone!”

      Leila stiffened as Christina pushed through the crowd of suitors surrounding her. Trusting her sister’s ability to detect strong auras, she didn’t doubt there was a problem. She was merely annoyed that she didn’t possess the ability to see it herself.

      Hearing the commotion near the balcony doors, she directed her steps toward the gathering crowd.

      “I say, let us hang Ives from the ramparts!” the younger son of an aging roué announced gaily, following in Leila’s wake, as did his fellows. “It’s not done, murdering a guest of Lady Leila’s.”

      “Lord John, you. . .” Have the wits of a gander, she refrained from saying. She hadn’t climbed this far in society by insulting those who had helped put her there. Lord John was handsome, golden-haired, and a favorite of the ladies. “Go find Drogo, will you? He’ll listen to you.” Appeal to the man’s pride. He had too much of it, but she could put it to good use. That was how she’d gained her position, by knowing the weaknesses of others.

      “Of course, my lady.” Bowing cynically, Lord John sauntered off, his closest gambling companion, the pockmarked Sir Barton Townsend, trailing along for security.

      “Adult children,” Leila muttered to herself. What she would give for a man. She’d thought she’d married one when she’d wed Theodore. He’d been forty at the time, and it had seemed a reasonable assumption. But he’d been more child than his school-age nephew.

      Henry Wickham stayed at her side, reeking of determination. A gentleman of her own age, waiting for his elderly relation to die so he might enhance his dissipation, he had his own grievances against Dunstan. She did not mistake his company as tenacity in her defense.

      “This is a family matter, sir,” she informed him haughtily, keeping an eye on the scene outside the balcony door. Drogo had arrived. And Ninian. Where was Dunstan? “Find Viscount Staines and apprise him of events.”

      That offered Wickham a dilemma—to cultivate her interest or that of her nephew, the much more impressionable young recipient of her husband’s title. The fop surprised her by actually choosing the wiser course. Leila smiled when he disappeared in search of the new viscount.

      Her late husband hadn’t been particularly disappointed that she hadn’t produced a child to whom he could pass on the title. He and his nephew were two of a kind, and he’d known the odds against a Malcolm bearing a boy when he married her.

      Leila had been disappointed, though. Not bearing a child had been one more proof of her failure as a Malcolm.

      Despite her lack of Malcolm abilities, she knew she possessed an astute understanding of human nature. If Dunstan wasn’t in the midst of the shouting on the balcony—and he was hard to overlook—she knew precisely where to find him, providing he had not already escaped.

      Damn the man. She couldn’t afford to let him get away.

      Veering from her original path, Leila swept past velvet draperies into the conservatory, a room providing a second exit from the balcony.

      Humid warmth enveloped her as she opened the latticework doors. The servants had lit a few wall sconces, but the towering plants threw the jungle into heavy shadow.

      “I am not a patient woman,” she announced to the greenery. “You can’t turn my party into the talk of the Season, then lurk in the shadows until we all go away.”

      “I’m not lurking.”

      Indeed, he could not. Dunstan Ives was much too broad in the shoulders to disguise himself as a palm or a lemon tree. She’d misjudged the density of the shadows.

      She shivered in apprehension at the sepulchral sound of his voice. She should have recognized the scent of bone-deep isolation permeating the chamber, but she’d become too accustomed to her own. She entered, letting the door close behind her.

      “I am debating wasting another cigar by shoving it up their arses.” Blowing a curl of smoke, he leaned against a sturdy table, arms crossed, staring upward toward the glass ceiling. “Is that jasmine?” he asked, gesturing toward a towering vine with his obnoxious tobacco.

      “Yes, it makes a delightful perfume.” Gathering her panniered skirt to navigate the narrow path, Leila sucked in a gasp at the impact of raw male fury and an underlying current of—lust?—that he exuded. How could a man who looked so cold stir her with such heat?

      “What cigar and whose arse?” she asked, ignoring her passing fancy.

      “No idea. Obnoxious old fart. Why aren’t you out there with the rest of them, pouring witchy unguent on his wounds?”

      “If I had any idea what the devil you were talking about, I might be. It seemed prudent to locate you first and be certain you didn’t pull the house down around my ears.”

      “Or that they didn’t form a lynch mob and hang me from the chandelier?” he asked shrewdly, turning in her direction.

      “That caused me no concern whatsoever.”

      It did now. She had wanted to use this man’s knowledge, but his isolation reverberated upon the untried chords of her own heart. Leila grappled with the odd inclination to comfort his wounded soul—then decided Dunstan Ives had no soul and was quite capable of handling anything that came his way.

      He shrugged and ground his cigar against the dirt in a pot. “Where’s your bevy of cicisbeos? Aren’t they afraid I’ll snap your neck?”

      Amazingly perceptive of him, but she would not admit it. “I threatened them with hysterics if they did not leave me alone. Most gentlemen are instantly cowed by females who disturb their equanimity.”

      “Not cowed. Impatient. Blathering and dramatics are irrational and ineffective. If you will give my regards to my brother and his wife, I believe I shall depart for the country, where I belong.” He pushed away from the table and loomed over her, waiting for her to step aside.

      “Not yet,” she commanded.

      Leila shivered at the masculine aromas flooding her senses as he crossed his arms over his massive chest and glared at her. Someone—most likely Ninian—had tucked a carnation into his lapel. The combination of his male musk and the sweet perfume unleashed an unexpected hunger. In imitation, she crossed her arms beneath her breasts and shut out the sensation.

      “I want you to work for me,” she said, going straight to the point.

      He remained impassive.

      For the first time in memory, anxiety enveloped her. Wearing the guise of society coquette, she had persuaded dukes and princes to do as she wished—or rather, to do as her husband wished. She had never attempted to act on something she alone wanted, because she’d never thought that what she wanted was attainable.

      Now, with the opportunity of a lifetime at her fingertips, she was terrified of losing her one and only chance.

      “I need a garden.” How could she explain that she didn’t want just any garden? And that she didn’t want it for the usual reasons? “I need flowers that no one else possesses. I want to propagate varieties that exist only in my head.”

      He snorted. “Female heads might be fertile ground for cotton, but flowers do better in soil.”

      She tightened her lips against a spurt of anger at his insult. She might have laughed at his riposte had he been another man or had this been another occasion, but it was her future he scorned. “You will discover my head contains far more than cotton. I wish to grow flowers that produce special scents. I will start with varieties I’ve already located, but I need someone who knows how to propagate them. My father says you are an expert.”

      “With vegetables. Flowers have no purpose.”

      Mule-headed wretched stone wall of a. . . wall. For whatever reason, Dunstan Ives had erected a barrier between himself and the world. She hadn’t attained her position as society’s leading matron by ignoring the nuances of male behavior. A man who resisted had something to hide. In Dunstan’s case, she would prefer not to know what, but she needed the blasted man too much to allow his boneheaded stubbornness to stand in her way.

      “You may grow all the vegetables you desire,” she offered generously.

      Had he just drawn in his breath, as if she had touched a raw nerve? She would have explored the possibility, but he stepped back, his emotions impenetrable once again. She flirted with danger by stepping closer, running her fingers up and down his chest. “Or are you holding out for a more. . . personal offer?”

      She had no idea what possessed her to say such a thing, but his heat nearly set her gloves on fire.

      Though she could barely see his face in the darkness, Leila felt him stiffen, and seeking the crack in his armor, she pressed her case. “You may name your terms,” she said in a seductive tone that had brought generals to their knees, “as long as they can be measured in coin.” She paused for effect, then took a gamble. “Unless you prefer something less tangible than coin.”

      He removed her hand from his chest with a strength that could have broken bones and with a gentleness that didn’t.

      “That’s about the most inane thing anyone has said to me all evening. Go away before I chew you into little bits and spit you out.” Dunstan flung her hand away and retreated from her reach. He’d been without a woman for so long, he’d forgotten their alluring scents and softness, the sway and rustle of tempting curves, the hot bloodlust that throbbed through him when the need was on him.

      He couldn’t afford passion any more than he could afford women. Whatever she offered, she would take too much in return.

      “I am not an empty-headed twit,” the lady replied with scorn. “You can’t frighten me with exaggerated threats and intimidating stances. If you are the best agronomist in all England, then I need your services.”

      Intimidating stances. Dunstan almost chuckled at the way the irritating scrap of fluff stood there with her hands on her hips in her own version of intimidation.

      “I am the best agronomist in England, but I am already employed,” he avowed. “The last person in the world I’d work for is a Malcolm witch.”

      Even though he could barely see the lady in the darkness, she was still working her witchy Malcolm wiles on him. A part of him wanted to show her he was far more than the best agronomist in all England. He wanted to prove he was first and foremost a man—but that pathway led to hell, and he refused to take it, no matter what enticements she offered. Name his own terms! Gad, the woman had parsnips for brains if she didn’t know the power of her own seductiveness.

      Lady Leila had the most luscious curves created in the eyes of God and mankind. He was far better off out of her presence, and she was far better off understanding with whom she toyed.

      Dunstan wrapped his hands around her corseted waist and lifted her to the potting bench, knocking plants out of the way with her wide panniers.

      She gasped and got in a well-placed kick with her heeled shoes, but Dunstan merely grunted and staggered away.

      Name his own terms, indeed. She would scream and have his head cut off if he told her exactly what terms he’d choose.
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      Wiltshire, April 1752

      

      The last person in the world I’d work for is a Malcolm witch. Famous last words. Taunting a Malcolm was as witless as teasing dragons.

      Cursing and wiping the filth of the road from his brow, Dunstan halted at a crossroad near Swindon and let his aging mount nibble grass while he debated his route.

      Dismissed. The best damned agronomist in the land, and he’d been dismissed. For insubordination. Imagine that. And not another fat-headed lordling on the horizon seemed interested in hiring him.

      Dunstan returned to pondering the crossroad. He could take the route east and crawl back to Drogo, but he’d rather eat his own foot than ask for help. The fiasco in London had proven he was a detriment to his noble brother as well as to his own son, whom he was determined to take under his wing one day.

      Years ago, Celia had been horrified when he’d suggested bringing his by-blow, Griffith, into their household. Celia’s death and the subsequent rumors had effectively destroyed his hopes of developing any filial relationship with the boy. Until Dunstan’s innocence was established, Griffith was better off with his mother.

      Dunstan might be a failure at his social obligations, but he knew he possessed an encyclopedic knowledge of experimental agricultural techniques. He wasn’t too proud to work, provided someone would let him.

      The cursed Malcolm witch had seen to it that no one would let him.

      You may name your terms. Had she really said that? Was it a trap?

      He glared up the road leading west, toward Bath and the Staines estate. He had no proof that Lady Leila was responsible for his current situation. After Celia and London, his reputation could be the reason that no man would hire him. But it had been the lady’s half-brother who had sacked him, even though Dunstan had tripled the estate’s profits over the past year. It certainly looked like the lady’s doing to him.

      Of course, to be fair, Rolly was a prig of the worst sort, and Dunstan might have let the lordling know that a time or two. He didn’t tolerate fools gladly.

      Dunstan leaned against his horse’s neck and considered his alternatives. His saddlebag still contained the experimental turnip seeds. He could crawl back to his brother—and the few acres Drogo had promised him—and never earn enough to pay his recently hired investigator to seek the truth of Celia’s death, much less make a life for his son.

      Or he could turn toward Bath and accept the lady’s offer.

      His terms. The possibilities intrigued him.

      He had catered to Celia’s whims for years. Like a blithering fool, he’d showered her with fripperies and jewels he could ill afford, placating her with the dream of someday becoming a countess, since Drogo had no heir. He hoped she would be patient and learn to love him.

      The instant Drogo had married and had a son, Celia had danced off to London and a round of lovers, and never looked back.

      Dunstan would rather rot in the Tower than play carpet for a woman’s dainty feet again.

      He particularly wouldn’t play the part of carpet for a seductive Malcolm. Lady Leila was too attractive and determined. She could walk all over a man, if he let her. Then again, no one said he had to let her.

      She’d said he could name his own terms.

      Crawl or fight. Friggin’ hell of a choice.

      Reining his gelding to the right, he set his jaw and hunkered down for the battle ahead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dunstan pounded on the door of Lady Leila’s rural mansion until a stiff-necked butler answered. Accepting Dunstan’s hat, the servant led him toward the back as if he’d been expected. The witch had probably read of his arrival in her tea leaves.

      Entering what was obviously her late husband’s masculine study, he watched as the woman he thought of as the Black Widow paced before a sunny window. Or at least, he assumed it was she, given her black skirts. The bright light threw her features into shadow, and he had deliberately avoided looking closely at her in London.

      At first, this female appeared every bit as tight-laced and haughty as the woman he remembered from the ball. But noticing the way she clasped and unclasped her hands, he sensed in her an uncertainty that he hadn’t discerned earlier.

      “I’ve come to inquire if the estate agent position is still available.” Clenching his jaw, Dunstan focused on the cap covering her tightly pinned and powdered hair, avoiding any contact with her provocative Malcolm eyes. He didn’t believe in fairy tales, but if even Drogo could be tempted by a Malcolm witch, he would take no chance that there was truth in the attraction between Malcolm women and Ives men. He figured the legendary disasters between their families were to be expected of any Ives who was foolish enough to fall for a witch.

      He wished the devil she’d sit down.

      “As I told you before, I need someone who is willing to help me develop new strains of flowers, ones grown for fragrance,” she announced, as if they were continuing the conversation begun in her home weeks ago.

      Her perfume smelled sweeter than the jasmine in her conservatory. He concentrated all the more on the lady’s white curls.

      “I know nothing of flower breeding.” He tried not to bite off his stubborn tongue for flapping when it shouldn’t. He needed this position.

      “Learn.” Advancing from behind the desk, she gestured with long, beringed fingers at shelves of books behind him. “I wish to start with propagating roses and progress to the development of other varieties. I mean to produce perfumes from my own distillations.”

      Standing there beside him, she absently patted his arm. “I have discovered that growing things is very”—her voice caught—“difficult.”

      Beneath the sizzle of her caress, Dunstan lost the power to focus on the hitch in her voice. He had the distant notion that she’d just hired him without question or interview, but the headiness of her perfume and her stirring touch blurred his brain.

      As if sensing that, the lady tilted her coiffed head to regard him, and Dunstan steeled himself, refusing to look down any further than the cap beneath his nose. If he tried hard, he could watch the robin in the bush outside the window.

      “Flowers produce no income,” he insisted, gritting his teeth. “My usual salary is based on the income I produce. How will you pay for my services?”

      He thought she glared at him before she swung on her high heels and click-clacked away.

      “I believe I told you to name your price,” she said. “I have use of my late husband’s entire estate. Take a higher percentage of sheep sales for your salary to make up for the non-income- producing acreage.”

      Use of her husband’s estate? That did not sound very permanent.

      Dunstan debated questioning her, but he had no real choice. He needed money. His seeds needed immediate planting. He was here. She had land. It galled him to be obligated to a woman, but he knew he could prevent some other man from robbing her blind while doubling her income—if she’d allow it.

      “I can do that,” he said, testing the waters. “But I’ll need a field of my own for my experiments.”

      “Take whatever fields you need, drain fens, plant crops, whatever you wish outside of the flower gardens. Start as soon as you like.” Leila swung around to see how the arrogant son of an earl accepted her offer. She tried not to clench her fists and show her despair. This past month living in the country had sorely tried her patience. The few flowers she’d planted were dead or dying. She needed Dunstan Ives and his knowledge more than she’d imagined.

      Standing in front of her accounting desk, frowning at her as if she were some form of insect, Dunstan seemed to steal all the air in the room. He wore muddy boots, his tailored wool coat and vest were unfastened in the warmth of the spring sun, and he vibrated with male energy and hostility. She opened a casement to let a spring breeze enter, but the masculinity of his fragrance made him impossible to ignore. Restlessly, she picked up her fan and opened and closed it while pacing behind her desk.

      These past weeks had taught her how little practical knowledge she possessed, despite all her reading. Dunstan’s unexpected arrival had revived her hope, but now she understood the difficulty of dealing with the strong attraction of an Ives. How annoying that she must learn to face temptation at this late date.

      If only she could surrender her role as a pillar of society to explore these feelings. . . But circumstances didn’t allow that yet. She still had appearances to keep up and her authority to maintain, or her nephew and his fellows would run all over her.

      “I’ll need a house with an adequate cook and housekeeper,” Dunstan asserted.

      Leila lifted an inquiring eyebrow, but the thorny Ives refused to look at her. More experimentation in managing his prickly exterior was called for.

      “The farmhouse down the lane is already prepared,” she answered, testing her strange perception of this angry man. “Have my butler give you directions. I’ve ordered more roses and will need to begin planning their location soon. I’ll expect you to return this evening so we may discuss the best approach.”

      Dunstan rested an insolent shoulder against the bookshelves and crossed his arms over his chest. Thin lines creased either side of his set mouth, and she could read refusal in his dark eyes as if it were printed there. Therein lay the problem of hiring an aristocrat to do a servant’s job. They simply didn’t know their place.

      In the sunlight, she thought him wickedly fine. His well-endowed nose suited his rugged features. Blue-black highlights gleamed in his raven hair, and a frown added to his dangerous appeal. He might not be handsome in the conventional sense, but he possessed the Ives masculinity that spun a woman’s senses.

      She shuddered and turned away. She dared not place herself in the power of a man again, and definitely not one as commanding as this one.

      “As you suggested,” he answered calmly, “I’ll ask a higher percentage to compensate for non-income-producing fields. That could be costly, so your paying crops should be planted first. The roses must wait.”

      She could get angry and crisp him to ashes. Instead, she donned the deliberate smile with which she’d conquered society. Granting him a smoldering look from beneath lowered lashes, an expression that always conned men to do her bidding, Leila glided closer, until she could tell he was holding his breath. She could smell the sensual awareness on him. Seductively scratching a manicured fingernail over his jabot, she detected the rapid beat of his heart.

      “The rose garden,” she insisted, “comes first. If your income does not equal what my father and Rolly paid you by year’s end, I will provide the difference as a salary.”

      “I’ll study roses,” he agreed, not really agreeing. He abruptly turned his back on her and scanned her bookshelves.

      “I’ll take a few of these books with me,” he added, “and go back to the inn to fetch my things.”

      He selected a few sturdy volumes and walked off.

      May the goddesses rain toads upon his head!

      Leila wasn’t certain if she should laugh with relief or fling books at his stiff spine as he departed.

      She wanted to hate the man for being so obdurate. Instead, she longed to be just like him. She wanted to know her abilities and where they could take her with full confidence, as he did.

      Releasing her disappointment and puzzlement, Leila let an almost giddy excitement renew her resolve. Dunstan Ives, the best agronomist in all England, had come to work for her.

      Finally she had what she needed to explore her interest in scents. She could only pray that her explorations would lead to the discovery of her Malcolm gift.

      The extraordinary gifts her sisters and cousins possessed all related to their more common talents. Lucinda had the gift of revealing character through portrait painting. Felicity, the bookworm, picked up images of the past from old maps and letters.

      Surely, surely, her own gift must be related to her talent for scents. Perhaps someday she might discover in herself a gift capable of saving a life, as Ninian’s had saved her husband.

      Ripping off her cap and shaking a cloud of powder from her tightly pinned curls, Leila massaged her scalp and sighed in relief. Now, if she could take off this damned corset and gown and slip into the fields to see how her newly planted roses had fared through the night. . .

      Glancing out the window, she watched Dunstan ride away, and an odd excitement possessed her. Could it be possible to work side by side with a man who might respect her for her talents rather than for her position in society?

      Then again, how could she possibly work with an Ives? Whom was she fooling?

      A carriage rolled up the drive, and running a hand through her hair to loosen it, she wrinkled her nose in distaste. She didn’t want to put her hair up again for visitors. She’d invited several of her younger sisters and cousins to stay, but that wasn’t one of her family’s coaches.

      She crossed to the study door to listen as the butler greeted her unexpected guest. She heard no feminine laughter, only a single male monotone. One of her suitors, then, hoping to beat the competition. Fie on him.

      If that brat of a nephew of her husband’s had some idea that she would marry and thus give up this land as stipulated in her husband’s will, he had another lesson or two to learn. She intended to wear widow’s weeds into eternity.

      She hurried up the back stairs to her chamber and rang for her maid. “Who has arrived?” she demanded as soon as the maid entered.

      “Lord John Albemarle, milady.” She sounded scandalized, as well she should be. It was highly improper for a gentleman to call without a family member in attendance.

      “Lord John, the presumptuous twit.” Leila glared at her reflection as the maid brushed off her black gown and pinned up her hair again. She hated black, hated powder, hated the trappings of this woman she’d become to suit her husband. But she wore the guise for good reason. It gave her the authority she needed to wield her wealth and assets, and the approval of society required to do so.

      “He is most handsome, my lady,” the maid whispered.

      “And he’s gambled away this quarter’s allowance,” Leila replied in irritation, well knowing the company the gentleman kept. She hoped her nephew avoided the gaming tables that Lord John frequented.

      “Ahh, but a gentleman like that could be trés amusing. And what pretty children he would give you.”

      Leila ignored the swift shaft of pain to her heart and, feigning lightness, replied, “Oh, I’m much too busy for children.”

      She allowed Marie to pin her hair beneath the black lace cap. Older than most of her nephew’s sycophants, Lord John was the spoiled son of a wealthy nobleman and would not leave without a personal reprimand. His kind always thought their charms irresistible.

      Brushing away her maid’s offer of earbobs and necklace to match her rings, Leila descended the front stairs without hurry. She’d performed the role of society beauty for so many years, she could do it in her sleep.

      She’d disdained panniers for this encounter and merely brushed her petticoats aside as she entered the guest parlor. Lord John leaped to his feet, swept an elegant bow, and offered his gloved hand.

      “My lady, London has been forlorn without you.”

      “Fiddle-faddle. What are you doing here, sir?” She removed her hand from his. He smelled of horses and gaming tables, odors she found particularly repugnant at the moment. She produced a handkerchief to ward off the scent. “Did my nephew not tell you I have tired of the city and wish to rusticate a while?”

      “I could not bear the thought of another evening without your presence. The lure of the countryside, and you, drew me onward.”

      So, the young viscount had not given him the message. The little brat. He was up to his childish pranks already. She would never be rid of these encroaching mushrooms. “I am sorry you have come so far without reason. My sisters have not arrived to entertain you. But I understand Bath is lively. Perhaps you could seek lodging there.”

      “Do not send me away so soon,” he pleaded. “I will be all that is circumspect until your family arrives. Let us take time to know each other better.”

      Marie was right—he was a handsome man. Beneath his elegant wig, Lord John revealed a high, intelligent forehead, eyes of pleasing bronze, and curved lips one could contemplate with pleasure. She had dallied an evening or two tasting those lips, but they had not inspired her to more. In fact, his fawning courtship had shown her the shallowness of the seductive powers she’d wielded these last years.

      “Remember my heritage, my lord,” she said. “My father may be a marquess, but my mother is a Malcolm. I know you far better than you know me.”

      She rarely flaunted her ancestry. Her husband had frowned upon it. Most men didn’t wish to be allied with a family that was commonly rumored to include witches, but Malcolms were wealthy and powerful, and men couldn’t resist the alliance any more than they could like it.

      It was a measure of Lord John’s desperation that he hesitated only briefly. “I do not court your family,” he informed her boldly. “It is you I desire. Let me beg just a few days of your time.”

      He kissed the back of her hand and gazed upon her soulfully, as if he truly meant the depth of his devotion. Had she been an innocent eighteen, she might have believed him.

      The loss of that innocence pained her, but it was too late for regret. She’d chosen to do her duty as a Malcolm should. Although she’d failed to produce more Malcolms, she’d accomplished the main objective of adding to the family coffers. Now that that duty had been fulfilled, she needn’t marry again.

      Leila removed her hand and rang for the butler. “Homer will show you out. I believe there is time to reach Bath before nightfall. It was good of you to stop and visit, and if you will post your direction after you are situated, I will see that you receive any invitations we offer this summer. Good day, my lord.”

      She held her capped head high, clasped her fingers in the folds of her black silk, and remained inflexible while the butler escorted her guest to the front doors.

      With Lord John gone, the house echoed in emptiness.

      Her nose twitched in irritation at the scent of horses and leather and cowardice lingering in the air after he departed.

      It was almost sunset. She could slip into the garden to fill her senses with fresh fragrances and erase the stench of decadence. The most recently planted roses had been healthy last time she looked.

      Flinging off her cap and shaking loose the pins for the second time that day, Leila raced up the stairs, gleefully anticipating the sight of those first rosebuds.
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