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        Dorset, 1817

      

      

      

      Lord Ambrose Ravenner, Marquess of Blackraven, stood at the side of the grave as the first shovelful of dirt landed on the wooden box that now housed the earthly remains of his late wife. The sound of it, the loud thump as it struck the wood, made him flinch. It wasn’t love that had kept him there. Perhaps it was duty. Propriety. Guilt. But certainly not love. There had never been any of that between Penelope and himself. After four years of marriage, all that existed between them was the pomp and circumstance of being wed within the confines of The Ton. He’d married her for money and she’d married him for an elevated position in society, all at the behest of her mother. His mother-in-law had been angling for a title from the time Penelope had been in swaddling clothes.

      “Ambrose, we must go… there will be guests at the house.”

      The kindly voiced admonition had come from his Aunt Minerva. It was an unusual thing to get kindness from either her or her sister Athena. Wit, witticisms, random bits of folklore and superstition and the occasional nugget of truth that hinted there was more of the otherworld about them than there was of this one—those things were always available and always delivered with a heightened sort of femininity that left most men addled by their beauty. But there was never kindness. Not that they were mean. Just equally different and indifferent. They were like no one else and they cared very little for the feelings of others.

      “Of course, Minerva,” he said. “I’ll be along shortly. I simply want a moment alone.”

      “I can’t fathom that you’re heartbroken,” she said, her tone hushed and quiet. “We all know she never touched that part of you.”

      Had anyone? It was an easy enough question to answer. No. Not even as a young man in the throes of lust and infatuation, he’d known it wasn’t love. He’d never mistaken those base feelings for anything more fine and noble. Perhaps he was one of those people who would never love, who would never feel something so deeply for another that their happiness would be more important than his own.

      “No, Minerva,” he admitted, “She did not. I am not grief stricken and contemplating tossing myself into the grave with her.”

      She harrumphed loudly. “I should certainly hope not. You may not have loved her, Ambrose, but I know this for what it is. Guilt. Your overdeveloped sense of personal responsibility is rearing its head again. But you have no need to bear the burden of guilt, nephew. What happened to Penelope was not your fault. To take on so now will only let that rumor bear fruit.”

      The whispers had begun already. They would grow, spread and take root regardless of anything he did at that point. They both knew it. And wasn’t he guilty to some degree?

      “And yet I am alive and she is not. Rotten fruit, Aunt. Rotten fruit. Of all the times I have known things, sensed things, seen and felt what was coming on the very wind, I did not see this… and perhaps I did not see it because I did not care enough for her that it should matter,” he said. That was the burden of his guilt. The Ravenner family had the sight, all of them to some degree but few to the degree that he possessed it. It was used to protect loved ones, to steer the family fortunes, and it had never failed them until his own father had tried to use it to satisfy his greed and destroyed the family fortunes. He hadn’t loved Penelope, and because he hadn’t cared for her really at all, the fates had not bothered to show him the danger she faced. She had paid the ultimate price for his indifference.

      When everyone had gone, and he stood alone save for the gravediggers who, out of respect, or possibly fear given his position, politely kept back and waited near the side of the chapel.

      “I am sorry,” he muttered. “I wish I could have done more for you. That you might have found some peace and happiness here on this earth. Barring that, I hope you find it beyond. Goodbye.”

      Turning, he strode away, walking behind the other mourners who were now huffing and puffing as they heaved their way up the hill to Ravenner Abbey. The sea was to their right, gray and churning against an equally leaden sky. Ahead of them, the dark and ancient stones of the Abbey looked down upon them all, impressive and forbidding.

      A commotion at the head of the group caused everyone to simply stop. His mother-in-law, Agnes Stone, had collapsed to her knees and was wailing like a thing wild and wounded. The mud of the road coated her black bombazine skirts and she tore at the veil she wore and the hair beneath that was tucked into her bonnet.

      “You did this!” she cried out. “You killed her. I gave her to you and you killed her. She’s gone forever… my sweet love is gone forever!”

      His father-in-law, a much more reserved person than Penelope’s mother, said softly, “Agnes, get up. It does no good to cast accusations when we’ve no proof!”

      “Proof? How dare you speak to me of proof! We trusted him with our precious child and now she lays dead in that horrid box while he stands before us,” she wailed, turning her face away from her husband and toward him. She lurched to her feet, her face red and blotchy, her voice hoarse from her tears. Stooping, she picked up a clod of mud and threw it at him as she screamed, shouting her accusations to the sky. “I know. I know what he did! He let her die because he wanted to be rid of her! He wanted his freedom so he could cavort with those witches that live in his house! Aunts! They’re no more his aunts than I am! They look younger than he does! He’s the devil and they’re his brides!” Flinging more dirt and mud, until she tumbled to her knees once more as Mr. Stone hovered over her.

      “You’re mad, Agnes. Out of your head with grief! If you don’t stop this, I will be forced to call the doctor… again,” Mr. Stone warned as he attempted to tug her to an upright position. “You need your tonic!”

      She clambered to her feet once more, shrugging off his hands which tried to soothe and restrain in equal measure. Her dress torn from her collapse and caked with mud, she looked like a Bedlamite. Before anyone could even fathom what she was about, she charged toward Ambrose, hands curled like talons. And when less than two yards still separated them, she simply stopped. Her steps faltered, she brought one hand to her chest. Her expression became one of almost comical confusion and she muttered one single word, “You!” She then collapsed once more into the mud. But there was no need to calm her any longer. For her sightless eyes were locked on the gray sky above, and there was no denying the utter truth of the matter. Agnes Stone had died in the process of attacking her son-in-law, whom she’d just accused of being the devil and involved in black magic.

      It wasn’t a new accusation. But it was certainly one that would hover for a long while, Ambrose thought, as he took in the shocked and suspicious faces of the gathered crowd.
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      Almack’s was a crush and a waste, as per usual. Miss Mathilda Featherington resisted the urge to check once more to see if any names had magically appeared on her dance card. They had not. Instead, she’d stood there in that horrible crush, surrounded by girls who were younger, prettier, wealthier, thinner, and just altogether more suitable in every way. They had danced prettily with their partners while she had stood about and drank, terribly weak and sour lemonade. It had been so sour in fact that it made her lips pucker and now had her desperately needing to find the ladies withdrawing room. But if she moved from that spot, her aunt who had sponsored her would be furious and she would hear about it for days and days.

      “Make yourself available to suitors, Mathilda!”

      The scold sounded in her mind much as it had in the carriage on the way over and as it had every night of every ball or soiree they had attended. It had been drilled into her head prior to every single event she had been forced to attend. It didn’t matter if she found them attractive or repulsive. Her family, as her mother reminded her on an almost daily basis, was counting on her to overcome her natural awkwardness and general lack of attractiveness in order to snare a wealthy husband and save them from ruin. There was a greater likelihood of her being struck by lightning twice.

      The season was now winding down, many of the families already making for the countryside and various spa towns. And she’d failed to attract even one potential suitor throughout it. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t tried. She’d done her best to be charming, to be available, to be less awkward and odd and all the other negative things that had been attributed to her over the years. None of that seemed to matter, though. She wasn’t a great beauty, she had no fortune, and as her own mother had said, the stink of poverty on them all was rather off-putting. Of course, she hadn’t had any better luck before they were hovering on the brink of financial ruin.

      The simple truth was that Mathilda’s status as an uMarried woman was not by choice. She’d failed, time and again, to attract the attention of any man worthy of marriage. And now, with the reeking of desperation on her, even her limited prospects seemed to have fled. She couldn’t make herself any more available unless she stripped naked in the center of the room.

      Stand up straight. A generous bosom will mask a multitude of sins. Her aunt’s words came back to her in that moment and of their own accord, her shoulders lifted up and back. It was easy enough for her Aunt Theadosia to say such things. Even though now well into her thirties and possibly even her forties, though such would never be admitted to, she was considered a rare and perfect beauty by the Ton. Meanwhile, Mathilda was plump, plain, dark and well, named Mathilda. It hardly rolled off the tongue in the way a name like Theadosia did. Men caressed that name when they uttered it. When they would say her own name, though they hardly ever had reason to, it sounded rather like they were calling to a bit of wandering livestock.

      But she was unable to wait any longer and unwilling to suffer the discomfort of not availing herself of the necessary simply because she might miss out on an opportunity to dance with someone who’d truly rather be doing anything else. In truth, if anyone offered said dance it was only because they’d likely already reached their limit of two dances with the object of their affection and she was the least likely candidate to arouse jealousy in their lady loves. Emboldened by her own logic, Mathilda made for the ladies’ withdrawing room.

      She was halfway across the crowded room when she heard the first murmurings. Conversation rose and then stilled, cresting and receding like a wave until naught but silence existed in the space. Even the musicians gradually ceased, save for a violinist who kept playing until, at last, one of the other musicians knocked him upon his head and he hit a sour note that echoed throughout the hall. All eyes were turned toward the entrance and to the elegantly turned out, dark-haired man who stood there. And he knew it. It was evident in the slight quirk of his lips as his gaze panned the room. He didn’t care that they stared and whispered.

      “Who is that?” Mathilda asked a nearby acquaintance who also hovered on the disastrous brink of spinsterhood.

      “That is the Marquess Blackraven… some say he’s a sorcerer. Others say he’s the devil himself. But all say he killed his late wife and her mother,” the girl said in a hushed whisper. She said it all with a kind of breathless wonder.

      “All at once or separately?” Mathilda asked with amusement.

      The girl beside her gasped. “What an odd creature you are, Miss Featherington! I do not know.”

      “Pity,” Mathilda said. “I think he might be the most interesting man here.”

      “If one wishes to be murdered!”

      Mathilda couldn’t hide her smile at the girl’s shocked and scandalized tone. But it was true. He was interesting. And handsome. Heaven help her, he was handsome. Tall and broad of shoulder, with black hair and eyes that, while she couldn’t make out their color from a distance, appeared to be very pale. Yet his skin was quite dark, the combination a stark contrast to the pale and insipid men of her acquaintance and inordinately appealing for it. “Perhaps it’s worth the risk.”

      “Well, no one will dance with him. I heard the Lady Patronesses only gave him a voucher in order to drive that fact home. They wanted him to be humiliated by receiving the cut direct from everyone here. Any young woman present, who does not… well, they will pay the price. His late wife was very popular here, you know?”

      “Who was she?” Mathilda asked, her earlier journey now forgotten in the face of her rampant curiosity about the newcomer.

      The other girl leaned in, whispering her answer with a strange sort of glee at being found in the important position of having much desired information. “Prior to the ill-fated union, her name was Penelope Stone. I’m certain you remember her. The two of you came out together all those years ago, didn’t you?”

      Yes. They had. All those years ago. And Penelope had managed to get married, get murdered by her husband and create a massive scandal. Meanwhile, Mathilda was still holding up the same walls as she ever was. It wasn’t that she didn’t have sympathy for Penelope. She did. The girl had been entirely too young to die, but it was hard to feel any true regret when Penelope had been naught but a terrible bully who’d always taken such pleasure in making the lives of everyone around her a misery. She’d particularly delighted in calling Mathilda names.

      “If he asked me, I’d dance with him,” Mathilda said.

      “You’d be shunned, Mathilda!” Fanny insisted. “The patronesses would never permit you to enter the door again.”

      “As if it has done either of us any good to be here at all!” Mathilda snapped. “I’ve not danced a single dance and neither have you. And do you know why? Because Almack’s is for debutantes. It’s for silly young women who can giggle and simper. It’s not for women of our age and gravitas.”

      Fanny looked as if she wanted to believe that. But her face was screwed up in an expression of consternation that was almost comical. “But Penelope!”

      “Penelope was a terrible person. As well you know. You came out only a year after us, after all. And what was it she called you, Fanny?”

      “Fanny Four Eyes and Flat Bosomed Fanny and later on Forlorn Fanny, Forever a Spinster,” the girl replied.

      “Right,” Mathilda said. “I’m not saying she deserved what she got. But she said terrible things about you without ever knowing you at all. And now people are saying terrible things about the Marquess Blackraven, and I’d daresay they don’t know him either. Gossip is a terrible thing! And who knows what really passed between them? We should not be so quick to judge on things we have had no opportunity to observe.”

      “My mother was at the funeral!” Fanny insisted. She leaned in and whispered in a low and conspiratorial tone, “Why, she was there when Mrs. Stone accused him of being in league with the devil and having unnatural relations with the female relatives living in his house. And when she made to attack him, just inches from him, she collapsed right at his feet. Dead as a doornail, she was. No one really believed it until then, but afterward—well, they could hardly deny it, could they?”

      “And your mother told you all of that?” Mathilda demanded.

      “She did. And she made me swear that if ever I encountered him in society, I would give him the cut direct. You should too! Heaven knows what might happen to you otherwise!”

      “I’d hardly be in danger just from saying hello to him,” Mathilda insisted. Not that she would. After all, they had never been introduced and being so forward would only serve to make her look more desperate than she already was.

      “But you would,” Fanny replied. “You’re barely respectable as it is. Your grandfather was in trade. You’re not a beauty or an heiress. People are already whispering because you haven’t worn an actual new dress all season. People notice these things, Mathilda!”

      Her heart stuttered in her chest. “People are talking about me?”

      Fanny looked rather abashed, as if she realized she’d said more than she should have. “I’m afraid so. Please don’t do anything foolish. You’ve already had five seasons and you haven’t even had a single offer. You can’t risk it, Mathilda!”

      And unbeknownst to Fanny and others of her ilk, they were on the verge of being tossed into the Marshalsea for debts. Though clearly, it had been remarked upon that they were perhaps not as flush as they had once been given the state of her wardrobe.  Her father had lost heavily on recent investments and they were living on the last vestiges of credit their good name could garner for them and whatever charity her Aunt Thea deigned to offer them.

      The unfairness of it all, of having the full responsibility of saving her family dropped on her shoulders, hit her very suddenly. It was followed by a wave of resentment that spurred a recklessness in her unlike anything she’d ever known.  Perhaps a bit of boldness was in order. “I’ve never risked anything, and as you pointed out, Fanny… I haven’t much to show for being circumspect, do I?”

      With that thought spurring on her on, and with all thoughts of retreating to the ladies’ withdrawing room forgotten, Mathilda closed the distance between herself and the mysterious Marquess of Blackraven. She smiled at him with all the warmth she could muster and no small amount of desperation. “My lord, how good to see you again! It has been ages!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ambrose stared at the girl in front of him for a moment. No, not a girl. She was a woman grown, clearly. Not in the first blush of youth, though hardly aged, this was not some school girl having a lark at his expense. So, he smiled back at her and inclined his head. “Indeed, it has been… so long that I cannot even recall,” he replied with only thinly veiled mischief. “I find I am rather parched and require refreshment. Would you like some lemonade, as well?”

      Her grimace was telling, but it was quickly hidden beneath a smile. “That would be lovely. I shall wait for you over there.”

      Despite the crowd, Ambrose had no difficulty making his way to said refreshment table. In fact, the throng parted before him as if he were Moses on the shores of the Red Sea. Retrieving two cups of the sour, watery substance which had only the slimmest resemblance to actual lemonade, he turned to make his way back across the room to the strange and unknown young woman. She’d essentially ruined herself by daring to speak to him in full view of everyone. The very least he could do would be to discover her name. As he walked, the band struck up again, the murmur of conversation swelled to a roar and yet every eye was on him.

      “Your lemonade, Miss—.”

      “Oh, do call me Mathilda, my lord. After all, we are well acquainted are we not?” she insisted. “Besides, Featherington is quite the mouthful.”

      “So it is,” he agreed, bemused at how she’d circumvented that little issue. Now he knew her first and last name without ever having had an actual introduction. “Tell me, Miss Mathilda, how are you finding the Season thus far?” At that point, the band started playing again, loudly and enthusiastically, allowing them to speak more freely without being overheard.

      “Long and boring,” she said softly. “It was until a few moments ago at any rate. I daresay you’ve livened it up quite monumentally.”

      She was quite pretty, Ambrose noted. Or perhaps quietly pretty would be a better description. There was a softness about her that was due only in small measure to her more generous figure. She didn’t have the high cheekbones or sculpted bone structure that made some women striking. But she had large brown eyes with thick lashes and dark hair that framed her face nicely. Her pale complexion was complemented by the rosiness of her cheeks and the fullness of her cherry red lips. Soft, pretty, feminine, and clearly at a loss in regards to her own brash and ill-considered maneuver. “I believe that glory can be laid at your doorstep,” Ambrose said. “It was quite a bold move. Where does it go from here?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’m not even sure why I did it… except that I was bored. And I hate bullies and everyone here is one!”

      He grinned at that. “So they are, Miss Mathilda. And you are a woman of principle.”

      “No. Not usually. I mean, certainly, I have them, but I’m very rarely brave enough to act on them if it requires doing the unexpected. In truth, my lord, I can’t even fathom how I wound up here!”

      Ambrose grinned. “To be perfectly frank, Miss Mathilda, neither can I. But allow me to say that I am very grateful for it… and I cannot recall ever being more pleased to renew an old acquaintance.”

      “Are you flirting with me?”

      “I do believe that I am. Is that quite all right with you?”

      She blinked for a moment. “I should probably say no. But I don’t think I will.”

      “You’re a very interesting woman, Miss Mathilda.”

      “I’ve never been called that before,” she admitted. “I think I rather like it.”

      But then his grin faded as he took in the hard stares and glowering expressions of all around them. “You’ve put yourself in quite a pickle, you know? Saying even a simple hello to me is tantamount to social suicide. You, my dear, have ruined any chances of making a match for yourself.”

      She laughed at that. “This is my fifth proper season. It’s been more than seven years since my debut! If not for the fact that my aunt is a dear friend to Lady Jersey, a woman of my advanced years would never be permitted to enter Almack’s unless acting as a chaperone for someone with better prospects. No, my lord. I’m not making a match, much to my family’s dismay, ruined or no. So, I might as well have fun with it.”

      At that precise moment, a harried and clearly worried woman of not quite her middle years with blonde hair and a fashionable gown bore down on them. “Oh, dear, there you are, Mathilda! We must go at once, darling. I’ve been overcome with the most dreadful headache.”

      The girl beside him smiled again. “My aunt, Mrs. Theadosia Broadmore. Aunt Thea, this is Lord Ambrose Ravenner, the Marquess of Blackraven.”

      Theadosia Broadmore smiled so tightly it was a wonder the muscles of her face didn’t snap entirely. “I’m aware of who he is, Mathilda. We’re well-acquainted. Now, we must go, darling. I don’t feel at all well. Excuse us, my lord.”

      “Godspeed on your recovery, madame,” he said. And to the curious Miss Featherington, he added, “And I am delighted we had a chance to renew our acquaintance. Good evening to you both.”

      Stepping back, he watched as the infuriated aunt all but dragged her spinster charge toward the door. No doubt she would receive the scolding to end all scoldings. For himself, he sipped his tepid lemonade and let those around him stare to their heart’s content. He was done with hiding and he didn’t much care what any of them thought of him. “Until we meet again, Miss Mathilda Featherington,” he whispered under his breath. “Until we meet again.”
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      “Are you certain you have all the ingredients?”

      Minerva eyed her sister with contempt even as she stepped into the center of the ancient and somewhat overgrown maze that bordered the formal gardens of Ravenner Abbey. Ambrose, their nephew and the current Marquess of
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