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London, 1813

Jonathan Burles, Earl of Rensfield, flinched at the sound of thunder and pulled back on the reins to keep his nervous horse in check. He craned his neck to glance up from under the canopy of his curricle, even though the sky was too dark at this time of night to see anything but black. When the torrent of rain began, he uttered a word that would have made the roughest sailor raise a brow. The rumbling had sounded far off when he’d called for his carriage at White’s twenty minutes earlier, but had moved much faster than he would have thought possible. 

“Blast London in the cold,” he muttered, wishing there were a way to pull his Hessians beneath the carriage’s cover. The boots were newly made by George Hoby, the Prince’s own bootmaker, and this icy rain would surely ruin the fine leather.

The weather was not the only reason for his dark mood. His father’s failing health had put more responsibility upon his own shoulders, necessitating an early visit to his solicitor’s office in London. When the need was presented, Jonathan was eager to both please his father and escape the critical attention of his sisters, but the city was quite different this time of year. Now he knew why the ton avoided London out of Season. The weather was unbelievably cold, and the grand houses eerily empty. Without society to occupy his attention, he’d become uncomfortably aware of less than savory characters on street corners, and the alleyways between shops looked even more dark and menacing.

Only a few more days, he reminded himself. Once this business is concluded, I shall be off to Northampton for a few more weeks before I can return with my parents and Archie. 

He felt a rush of anticipation at the thought of reporting the outcome of his meetings when he returned to the country estate. Over the next few years, his investments should nearly double the family’s holdings. The solicitor had been impressed with his business strategy, and Jonathan was certain his father could not help but be proud as well.  

Though nobody said it aloud, his father’s health was not improving. Jonathan would likely be the marquess within a year, and according to the women in his family, that meant he needed a wife. The thought of their attempts to throw young ladies they deemed acceptable into his path at every opportunity made him ill. The last thing he wanted was for this important choice to be made for him by people who so obviously did not care a bit for his opinion on the matter.

A surge of lightning lit the street, and the horse startled, jerking the conveyance toward the curb. At the accompanying sound of thunder, the animal skittered to the side. A branch scraped the top of the curricle’s canopy, showering a curtain of water onto Jonathan’s legs. He cursed and turned the horse off the cobblestone street onto the muddy path that led through Kensington Gardens in the very southwest corner of Hyde Park, choosing the shorter route over the lit and paved roads. His groom would be none too happy when he saw the state of the wheels, but the tree-lined route through the park would save nearly fifteen minutes, and that was a quarter of an hour less that Jonathan would be driving a skittish horse through a thunderstorm while sitting in wet trousers. 

The park’s pathways were shadowed, with the streetlamps much farther apart than those on the London roads, but he could see the way well enough with the lantern hanging from the carriage’s canopy, and he’d traveled this route often enough.

A gust of wind blew a wet spray into his face. What was the point of the blasted canopy if he was going to end up soaked anyway? He called over the noise of the storm to his horse, flicking the crop to speed the animal along.

Ahead, he spotted a glow that seemed too low to be a streetlamp. The light moved. Just as he squinted to look closer, another bolt of lightning lit the sky, revealing a carriage on an adjoining path. In the momentary glimpse, he’d seen that the carriage leaned at an odd angle, perhaps as a result of a broken wheel or axle. Two people stood next to the carriage: a man holding a lantern and a woman with an umbrella. As a gentleman, he could not continue without volunteering assistance, although he did reach beneath the bench and take hold of a pistol. Stories of bandits waylaying lone travelers were all too common, and though the scene looked innocent, he wouldn’t risk being taken by surprise.

A boom of thunder crashed overhead.

The passengers still had not seen him approach.

“Hello there,” he called as he rode near.

The woman whirled, her eyes wide, and she took a step back. Her gaze darted from her companion to Jonathan. The man, who was dressed in the livery of a servant, stepped in front of her, his hand on a pistol in his waistband.

Jonathan laid his own weapon on the curricle bench and held up his hands, yelling to be heard over the storm. “Do not fear. I saw that your carriage is out of commission.”

“Stuck in the mud . . .” The driver jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “. . . my lord,” he added, looking closer. Rain plastered his stringy hair to his head and dripped from his face.

“I see.” Jonathan lifted his own lantern from its hook and stepped out of the carriage, grimacing as his boots sank into the sticky muck. He held up his arm to block the rain pelting his face. “Then perhaps I might be of assistance.”

The woman took a step from behind the servant, and Jonathan raised the lantern to get a better look. 

In the glow of the firelight, he could see her cape was well-designed, but not the latest in fashion. And the carriage, while not a hired hackney, had seen a fair bit of use. She was not a noblewoman, then, but certainly a gentleman’s daughter. Where is her traveling companion?

The wind tugged the umbrella, pulling it away and stretching her arm nearly straight. She gasped as a blast of wet air hit her face. 

Jonathan moved quickly, grasping the handle that had nearly been tugged from her grip, and held it over her head. He stood with her beneath the umbrella, so close that she tipped back her head to look up at him.

“Forgive me for presuming an introduction, miss.” He spoke with his chin nearly touching his chest to look down at the woman.

“I think in such circumstances, a breach of etiquette can be forgiven.” Her lips lifted in a smile. 

Even in the dim lantern light, he could see her eyes were a mossy green color. They were large, nearly too large for her face, but the effect was breathtaking, and he held her gaze, perhaps a bit too long. Especially for their close quarters.

“Miss Maryann Croft.” Her voice broke the spell of her gaze.

“Enchanted,” he murmured, and remembering himself, cleared his throat. “Jonathan Burles, Lord Rensfield.” He meant to tip his head in a bow, but his neck was already bent as far forward as his collar would allow. 

“A pleasure, my lord.” She dipped in a curtsy that, from his view, appeared as though the top of her bonnet sank down into the darkness and then returned.

Another howl of wind blasted a shower of rain over them. Miss Croft covered her face, and Jonathan was once again aware of the storm, the mud, and the waiting servant. He raised the lantern and returned the umbrella to Miss Croft, grimacing at the shower of rain when he stepped from beneath it. “Shall we have a look at the carriage?”

The servant had apparently been waiting for this very question and hurried to pull the horses forward. As the animals strained, Jonathan watched the wheels, which didn’t budge in the least. He moved to the rear of the conveyance to push. Though the animals pulled and Jonathan shoved, the carriage just slipped and sank farther, as did the earl.

Finally, he called for the servant to halt. He motioned the man toward him. “There’s no help for this tonight,” he yelled over the howling wind, lifting his feet from the thick mud. “Come, miss, I will deliver you home.”

Miss Croft’s brow furrowed, as she looked at him, then to the driver. Jonathan wondered what she could possibly be thinking. Was she considering walking? Did riding with a stranger make her nervous? 

Another burst of lightning, followed directly by a crash of thunder, sent the horses into a panic. Both Jonathan and the carriage driver hurried to calm their animals. 

“Best do as he says, miss,” the servant yelled. 

Miss Croft pulled her cape closer around, and Jonathan saw she was shivering. But she still hesitated. She glanced up the road in the direction the carriage was heading. 

Jonathan did not give her an opportunity to argue. He stepped back through the sticky mud and took Miss Croft’s arm. He led her to his curricle, handed her in, and sat beside her. But when he flicked the reins and the horse took a step, the conveyance did not move. He stepped back down, looked beneath the wheels, and was dismayed to see they’d sunk into the mud as well. Even with the servant’s help, he realized quickly that his carriage would not be moving tonight either. He uttered a curse that was thankfully carried away on the wind before Miss Croft overheard. He’d thought his lightweight carriage would fare better than the sturdier counterpart.

He gritted his teeth and hesitated, unsure of how to handle the situation. What was proper? They could not all go for help. One of the men would need to remain with the lady. If he remained with her without a chaperone, she might be considered compromised, but under the circumstances, it seemed the logical option.

The whipping wind made cold raindrops sting his skin. He pushed aside his worries. If anyone should wait in the carriage, it was he. He was Lord Rensfield, for heaven’s sake—the nobleman and therefore the responsible party. They’d dallied long enough, and it was time to take control. “You there,” he yelled, pointing to the servant. “Take the horses to your master’s house and bring help. I will remain with Miss Croft until your return.” The servant should return within the hour, he reasoned.

He did not wait for an argument. Holding on to Miss Croft’s elbow, he led her to the tilting carriage that would offer more protection than his open-air curricle and pulled open the door, bracing himself as the wind nearly tore the panel from his hands. 

The servant looked back and forth for a moment and then hurried to the horses, leaving Jonathan to assist the young lady into the leaning carriage.

He released the door, which slammed shut behind her. With the wind whipping around him and the rain soaking him through, he unfastened the curricle’s harness and led his nervous horse to the driver. 

Once the man had disengaged the two carriage horses, he mounted one and held the reins of the others, leading them from the path, through the park.

Jonathan returned to the carriage and forced the door open again, setting the lantern on the floorboards. It slid across the tilting floor toward Miss Croft, and she stopped it with her foot. Jonathan saw that her boots and the bottom of her cape and gown were caked with mud. The rest of her was soaked. She’d removed her bonnet, and her dripping hair was plastered to her head and face. He assumed he looked much the same.

As he climbed in, none too gracefully, the conveyance sank farther toward the rear. He sat on the bench facing her and braced his feet against the opposite bench to keep himself from sliding forward as the carriage tilted toward the back. 

“Do you mind, miss?” he indicated the empty spot on the bench next to her. At this point, he figured social graces were the last thing on either of their minds. 

“Of course not.” She slid toward the opposite door.

“Much better.” He turned and lowered himself onto the bench, leaning back slightly with the incline of the carriage. 

A bright burst of lightning and a thunderclap came nearly at the same time, and Miss Croft’s brow furrowed again. She glanced toward the door handle. The look of worry on her face was endearing, and he had the strange impulse to comfort her. Perhaps his emotion stemmed from the fact that she was very small, very beautiful, and wrung her hands nervously.

“Do not fear the storm. We are quite safe in here.”

She turned her face toward him. Small droplets still clung to her lashes, and in the lantern light, they shimmered. “I am not afraid. I simply wish . . .”

“Help is on the way, and you will be home and dry before you know it.” He hoped his tone was soothing.

Miss Croft’s expression did not relax, and he thought of how he might assuage her fears. He himself had been afraid of thunderstorms as a child and thought if he kept her talking, she might be distracted from her worry. 

“If you don’t mind my asking, where do you live, Miss Croft?”

She shivered and pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders, and he wished he had something dry to give her. “Ashford. But while we are in London, my father has taken a home in Knightsbridge.”

“Not far, then. The servant should return within a short time.” He looked at her, cocking a brow. Her carriage was heading in the opposite direction. And Knightsbridge was quite near. Had she started off from home after the storm began? “And where was a young lady going alone at such a late hour in this weather?”

She turned her face to glance out the window, and a wet curl fell against her cheek. She ran her hands over a bundle in her lap that he hadn’t noticed before and gave him a small smile. “A lady must have some secrets, my lord.”

Jonathan could not prevent his brows from rising. Was she meeting a man? Miss Croft did not seem like the sort of young lady to involve herself in a liaison. But what else could it be? And what did he know about the sort of young lady she was? Just because she appeared sweet and lovely did not mean she was incapable of indiscretion. His stomach heated with something very near jealousy, and he wished he did not find her so very attractive.

A loud crack sounded nearby, as though the wind had broken a tree branch. The wind shook the carriage, and something banged against it. 

Miss Croft jumped, drawing in a quick breath and spilling the bundle, which turned out to be some sort of pouch from her lap.

He scooped up the book that had fallen from the pouch. “Homer’s Iliad? I see. Not even a hurricane could prevent you from returning this borrowed book.”

Miss Croft’s face was tense, her gaze on the book, but at his words, and more likely his teasing tone, her expression relaxed, and a smile pulled at the corner of her lips. “Yes, I am a very responsible patron of the lending library.”

Her smile made his pulse jump. The second unexpected reaction this evening. “I can see that.”

“Actually, it is my sister’s book. And if I am remembering correctly, you have sisters as well, don’t you, my lord?”

“Yes. And sometimes I wish I found it a bit more difficult to remember the fact.” He pulled his lips in a wry grin to show that his comment was meant to be a jest, but the truth of the matter was, at times, his elder sisters could be suffocating. And by “at times,” he meant at all times. Jonathan’s mother was The Marquess of Spencer’s second wife, and Jonathan was much younger than his half sisters, which meant he was perpetually treated like a child. Though he was the only son and heir, when it came to his sisters, his opinion was rarely taken into account, even though he was nearly six and twenty years old, educated at Oxford, and a member of Parliament in the House of Commons. He sat on important government committees, was well respected as Lord Rensfield to his peers and associates, but at home, he was more likely to be called “Renny,” or even worse, “Johnny Boy.” He stretched his legs out in front of him and crossed his arms. “Sometimes family can be rather overbearing. Surely you feel the same at times about your sister.” 

An expression crossed over her eyes for a moment, and Jonathan realized his comment bothered her. “Jane is my dearest friend.” Her voice was soft, and she pulled together her brows causing a wrinkle right above her nose.

Jonathan’s fingers itched to smooth it away. The thought of acting in so familiar a manner surprised him. He was becoming extremely uncomfortable with how extremely comfortable he felt with her. 

“Then Jane should have talked some sense into you. Hyde Park is no place for a young lady alone at night, least of all during bad weather.”

The wrinkle deepened, and she let out a breath through her nose. “You are right, of course.” She glanced again toward the window as a particularly loud gust of wind rattled the carriage. She returned the book to its pouch and situated herself in the seat, leaning back against the cushioned headrest. She held up her hand to stifle a yawn. 

“Where are you going tonight, my lord?”

He scooted down on the bench until his head was level with hers, thinking again how very pleasant the reclined seat and the cushioned headrest were. Perhaps he should consider installing leaning benches in his own carriage. He blinked against his weariness as he realized how silly his thoughts were becoming. “Home. Well, to the townhouse in Kensington. My home is actually in Northampton.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Do you?” He lifted his brows.

Miss Croft turned to lean her shoulder against the seat and her head on the cushion so that she was facing him. “I believe everybody in London knows where The Marquess of Spencer and his family live.”

She knew who he was, then. “And how is it that we’ve never met before, Miss Croft?” 

She shrugged but did not lift her head. Her blink was a bit too long. She must be sleepy as well. “I suppose with all the lovely ladies of the haut ton surrounding you, you could hardly be expected to remember one ordinary debutante in her first Season.”

“Nonsense. I would have noticed you immediately.” It was impossible that they’d been at the same functions and he’d never seen her. Why, her eyes alone would have arrested him with simply a glance. He yawned. “Did you attend Lady Mattingly’s Ball?”

She nodded. 

“Of course you did. All of London was there. Quite a crush, wasn’t it?”

“Very crowded, indeed.”

He studied her. “I find it shocking that I do not remember you. Did you play the pianoforte? Or sing?”

“You would certainly have remembered if I did, my lord. I am quite dreadful when it comes to the musical arts.”

He scanned his mind, trying to place her singularly lovely face at the ball. “Describe your gown.”
“Blue.” Her lips twitched the slightest bit, which he found extremely adorable.
“I have heard ladies go on for hours about the most minuscule details of an article of clothing, and all you have to say is blue?”

She shifted her head and blinked a few times as if trying to keep herself awake. “The gown was neither pastel, nor vibrant. Rather a regular color of blue. The style was not daring, nor was it frumpish. Lace adorned the sleeves and neck, but it was not extravagant, just lace. And I wore a gold ribbon in my hair.”

“Ah, there is a very important detail that I believe you deliberately omitted. The gold ribbon.” He waggled his brows.

“And even with such a sensational accessory, you do not remember me, my lord.” She pouted her lip.

He could tell she was teasing, but he wished he could say he’d seen her. For the life of him, he’d never laid eyes on the woman before this night. “If I had, I would have not forgotten.”

She glanced at him and then away, and he wondered if in the flickering light of the lantern he had seen color rise in her cheeks. She pulled her cape tighter around her shoulders and settled back on the cushion. A small smile pulled at her lips. “Perhaps they should install water features at society gatherings. They seem to bring out one’s best attributes.” She closed her eyes as she spoke, and her words came slower and grew softer. “And in the future, we should be sure to recognize one another at any event, but only if we are dripping wet.” 

He chuckled to himself and closed his eyes for a moment, thinking it would be lovely to dance with Miss Croft at a ball. He would pay a visit to her family tomorrow to make sure she was well, and then visit her as soon as he returned to London in a few weeks. Perhaps take her for a ride through the park or to Vauxhall Gardens when it was not a muddy bog hole. His thoughts grew more colorful and less defined. He imagined how it would be to dance with Miss Croft in her blue ball gown. She was surely a fine dancer. And her small size would fit perfectly into his arms. He found it harder to catch the images as they swirled in his head. Perhaps they would even waltz at the Prince Regent’s ball. Or any ball really, as long as there was music and blue gowns and miles of golden ribbon.

A bang jarred him from his stupor. He squinted against the sunlight streaming into the carriage and tried to remember where he was. He must have fallen asleep. How long had he slept?

Miss Croft sat up, and Jonathan was suddenly completely awake as he remembered where he was and whom he was with. At the same time, he realized she’d been leaning against him as the two slept together. Her hair, dry now, was mussed, and she rubbed her eyes sleepily, looking from him to the carriage doorway.

A red-faced man stuck his head through the opening.

Jonathan twisted. He thrust an arm in front of Miss Croft to protect her from the intruder. 

The man looked between them, his eyes pulling into a fierce scowl. “What in the blazes are you doing with my daughter?”
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Chapter Two
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Maryann blinked at the bright sunlight that came through the open carriage door behind her father. As her mind cleared, the impropriety of her situation immediately became evident, and she sat up as straight as possible on the leaning bench, folding her hands in her lap. She’d spent the night alone in the company of a man! Her face burned. Not just in his company, but nestled against him with her cheek on his shoulder. 

Lord Rensfield slid along the bench, moving as far away from her as the space would allow. “I beg your pardon. I did not realize we had fallen asleep. Is it indeed morning?” His voice was raspy with sleep, and he rubbed his hands over his face, then craned his neck to see through the door. 

“Maryann!” Her father leaned through the doorway and reached past Lord Rensfield. He grasped her arm, pulling her up the inclined floorboards and out of the carriage. 

Once outside, her father looked her over. “My dear, are you all right? Did that man . . . do anything inappropriate?” 

She shook her head. “No, not at all. Lord Rensfield was simply—” 

He grabbed on to her arm, leaning his face close. “Did you say Lord Rensfield?” His brows shot up, and he darted a glance toward the open door of the carriage.

“Yes, he offered assistance when the wheels were stuck in the mud. Surely Tom told you.”

Her father grew silent for a moment. “Wait by the hackney.” He gave her a small push and turned back to where Lord Rensfield was climbing out of the leaning carriage. 

She stepped carefully through the mud and puddles until she reached the firmer ground of the path where a hackney coach waited. At the sound of horses, she turned and saw Tom and another servant leading the carriage horses and the earl’s fine animal toward them. 

Once he was standing on solid ground, Lord Rensfield straightened his waistcoat and ran a hand through his messy hair, perhaps wondering what had happened to his top hat.

Maryann watched him for a moment, a blush stealing over her cheeks as she thought of the way he’d come to her rescue last night. She’d, of course, seen the handsome son of The Marquess of Spencer on numerous occasions, but always from a distance. They had never been introduced as their families shared few, if any, mutual acquaintances. The Earl of Rensfield and Miss Maryann Croft belonged to very different social circles. 

His blond hair that seemed determined to fall where it chose, feathering messily back from his forehead, his broad shoulders, dimpled chin, and deep brown eyes had been a regular topic of discussion among her friends. But none of them ever dreamed that the most eligible bachelor in London would pay them any attention. 

She thought of his silly conversation about her gown the night before as they’d become drowsy and the way he’d moved to protect her when the banging of the carriage door startled them awake just now. If she had been alone in her bedchamber, or perhaps with Jane, she would have allowed herself a dramatic sigh. He was every bit as charming as she’d imagined. 

Lord Rensfield approached Maryann’s father. “And what is your name, sir?” 

“Rupert Croft.” He put his hands on his hips, his eyes squinting in a scowl. 

Maryann could not imagine why her father was so angry. His actions were entirely against his nature. He should be grateful to Lord Rensfield for rescuing her; not to mention, propriety dictated that he act with more respect toward a high-ranking Peer of the Realm.  

The earl didn’t seem to notice her father’s aggressive posture and held out his hand politely. “Pleased to meet you. Jonathan Burles, Lord Rensfield.” 

“I don’t care if you’re the Prince Regent.” He spat out the words and pointed a finger at Lord Rensfield’s face. “How dare you muddy my daughter’s reputation in such a fashion? Taking advantage of her innocence.”

“Father!” Maryann could not hold back her outburst or control the scarlet heat that seared her cheeks. 

The earl glanced at her quickly, then returned his gaze to her father. His courteous expression hardened. “Mr. Croft, I’ll have you know nothing untoward happened. I simply did not wish to leave the young lady alone and unprotected during the storm. I did not realize assistance would take so long to reach us.”

Her father shook his head. “A likely story. You’ve tarnished her reputation. What will happen to her now? She’s ruined.” 

Maryann had never seen her father behave in such an angry fashion. He’d acted worried when he pulled her from the carriage, but now his expression seemed utterly furious. She didn’t know what to make of the change.

“I hardly think her reputation is tarnished.” The earl’s voice was low, and his brows pulled downward. “She was treated with the utmost respect while under my care.”

Maryann could not remain silent any longer. “Father, he speaks the truth. And nobody will gossip. Few people even know the circumstance. Only the servants, and—”

“I’ll hear no more from you.” Her father pointed at her, barking his words. A dangerous look entered his eyes. Maryann pulled back, surprised by the vehemence in his expression. 

He turned back to the earl. “Honor requires you to marry her.”

Maryann gasped.

Lord Rensfield did not shrink from the glare or show surprise at her father’s words. He worked a muscle in his jaw and pressed his lips into a tight line. After a moment, he turned to Maryann. “Very cunning. You no doubt planned this entire thing.”

The calmness in his voice did not match the fury burning behind his eyes. Maryann felt as though she had been struck. She took a step toward him, pressing a hand to her breastbone. “My lord, I did not. I would never . . .” Her words choked in her throat.

“Clever plan, the carriage stuck in the mud. A ruse no doubt, designed to snare an unsuspecting gentleman. And then the servant conveniently does not return until the morning. Very ingenious.” He turned away, and the muscle in his jaw jumped. “Should have trusted my instinct and kept driving,” he muttered.

“I shall expect you to do your duty, sir,” her father said. 

Maryann felt tears threatening, but held them back. “No, Father.” Anger and humiliation churned hot inside her chest. 

Everything had been so perfect. Lord Rensfield had come to her rescue. He’d teased her, laughed with her, they’d gotten on well, and she had thought there was a chance he might call on her. With their shared adventure, he would certainly not ignore her if they met at a ball or garden party. Perhaps he would have even asked her to dance. But it was all ruined now. He thought her deceitful, and knowing that she’d lost his good favor made a lump grow in her throat. She would not have him forced to marry her against his will. “I do not want to marry Lord Rensfield.”

“You should have thought of that before allowing yourself to be lured into this compromising position,” her father said.

“Father!” Maryann stepped toward him and laid a hand on his arm. “I was not lured into anything.” Her face burned. “It is all a misunderstanding.”

Her father shook off her hand with a forcefulness that made her nearly lose her balance on the uneven ground. She took a step back and, for the first time in her life, was frightened of the man who had raised her. 

“The lady is correct, sir,” Lord Rensfield said. His eyebrows had shot up at her father’s rough treatment, but returned almost immediately. “Her reputation is intact, and if you’ll excuse me . . .”

Her father glared. “Is this how The Marquess of Spencer’s heir acts? Doing whatever he desires and taking no responsibility for it? Perhaps I should send for a constable, or maybe the newspaper would listen to my complaint. What would your father think should he hear of this?”

Lord Rensfield held her father’s gaze for a long moment. He glanced at Maryann, then back. His expression did not change, but he blew out a breath through his nose. “Very well, sir. I will act as honor requires. One of us at least knows what it is to be a gentleman.”

The earl did not glance again toward Maryann as he walked to where the servants and the hackney driver were pulling his curricle from the drying mud.

Raising her gaze, she saw a look of extreme satisfaction on her father’s face as he walked past. She felt as if the world around her had begun to shrink, and a wave of panic flowed over her. 

“I shall have my solicitor draw up the marriage papers in the next few days.” Lord Rensfield did not turn when he spoke to her father.

“Tomorrow. It shall all take place tomorrow. I’ll not have you leaving town and reneging on your duty.”

At that, Lord Rensfield did turn. His gaze, which had held such warmth the night before, was cold. He lifted his chin, and his eyes were mere slits. “I am a man of honor, sir.”

Her father stuck his fists on his hips. “Tomorrow. I insist upon it.”

Maryann could not listen any longer while they discussed her as if she were a problem they were forced to contend with. Having nowhere else to go, she ran to the carriage and climbed inside, not caring that she had to hop to reach the step or that she practically tumbled through the door.

Her father had trapped a man she was fond of, forcing him into an arrangement that would make him despise her. And now any chance of finding out whether Lord Rensfield could have ever cared for her on his own was spoiled. She pressed her hand over her mouth, not knowing whether a sob or her supper from the night before was trying to push its way free. She looked out the window on the far side of the carriage, wishing there was somewhere she could go. If only she could escape these men and the utter mortification that felt like a dense, cold corset twisting around her and squeezing the breath from her lungs. If she could have figured out a way to harness the horses, unstick the wheels, and drive the carriage away without the men seeing her, she would not have stopped until she reached Scotland. 
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Chapter Three
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The next morning, Maryann looked out the same carriage window, blatantly ignoring her father, who sat across from her, and her stepmother, who sat beside her as they drove toward the church. 

Her father had been quite pleased with himself when they returned home, bragging to his wife about what he’d done. His typical easy attitude had returned the moment he and Maryann left Hyde Park, and it was all too apparent that his anger at the earl had been a performance. Maryann thought he would have a promising career in the theater if he ever grew weary of his dull life in Ashford.

She’d pleaded with both of her parents to call the wedding off. But she realized they would not be moved. Both were delighted with her father’s accomplishment and refused to listen to her protests. 

There was no scandal—Maryann was certain of it—and the idea of being attached to a person who was so obviously loath to be with her made her insides cold. How would Lord Rensfield treat a wife he did not want? Would he serve her with a writ of divorcement? Ignore her completely? Tell the rest of the ton how unhappy he was? 

Her childish dreams of an affectionate marriage now seemed silly. She would be surprised if Lord Rensfield ever forgave her for ruining his life so completely.

As servants scrubbed the muddy boards and upholstery of the ill-fated carriage, Lord Rensfield had sent his solicitor with documents for her father to sign along with a very impersonal letter that indicated he had purchased a special license and given the location and time of the wedding.

Just thinking of Lord Rensfield’s face the day before brought a pain to Maryann’s stomach. She wrapped her arms around her middle, holding tightly to push the ache deeper inside.

Her father cleared his throat. He stretched his arms across the back of the seat, looking as happy as if he’d just placed a wager on a winning horse. “Well, my girl, I must say I’m impressed. You caught yourself a title.”

She did not point out that if anyone had done the “catching,” it was he.

Her stepmother made a “hmph” noise. As usual, she was less than impressed with anything where Maryann was concerned. Araminta Croft was a pointy-faced, perpetually disappointed woman, who did not typically care to speak about anyone else in a positive manner. “Almost makes up for the disgrace of your mad sister.” 

“She is not mad,” Maryann ground out, knowing her stepmother was hoping for an argument. “She is just troubled and needs to be with people who care about her. Shutting her into that place does not help at all.”

“That ‘place’ is no doubt where you were going last night?” Araminta said.
“The thunder. You know how it frightens her,” Maryann said. She pressed her eyes closed. “She needed me.”
Her father let out a sigh. “And Maryann loves to be needed.” 

“Mind you don’t tell the earl of our disgrace. He’d not be pleased for such a humiliating scandal to blight his fine family name.” Araminta’s voice held a contemptuous tone.

Maryann wanted to say that Lord Rensfield already had a humiliating scandal, and that her family was the cause of it, but kept silent, seeing the wisdom in her stepmother’s words. She’d shamed the man enough.

“And now, Rupert,”—Araminta reached across the space to clasp her husband’s hand—“you shall not have to worry about Jane anymore.”

Maryann whipped around her head, forgetting her resolve to ignore her parents. “What do you mean by that?”

Maryann’s father kept his gaze on the street outside the window.

“Watching his daughter descend into madness has been very difficult on your father.” Araminta shook her head and gazed at her husband with pity in her eyes. “You shall have the proximity, not to mention the means to care for her—your marriage contract entitles you to a quarterly allowance that more than meets the financial obligation—and it will be much easier on all of us. I, for one, am determined to enjoy the Season without the worry that someone will discover that my stepdaughter is a lunatic.” She smiled, though her eyes remained cold. “And now that you and your sister are no longer our problem, we can afford to take a finer house and do the things we’ve always wanted to.”

Her father swallowed and pursed together his lips, but he did not say anything to contradict his wife.

“She is not a lunatic.” Maryann clenched her hands, pressing her nails into her palms to keep herself from shouting. “And I shall gratefully care for her. She would do the same for any of us if she could.” She turned back to the window, gritting her teeth and thinking how she would handle this new responsibility. And how to prevent anyone from discovering that she was doing it.

As strained as the relationship had been with her stepmother, Araminta had at least discovered a discreet institution—a home in Craven Hill—where Jane would be cared for. And the girls’ parents had come early to Town—not without grumbling—to make sure Jane was settled. Aside from a few servants in their country house of Ashford, the three occupants of the carriage were the only people who knew the truth about Jane. Her stepmother was utterly horrified that the disgrace of an “abnormal” daughter would become common knowledge among London society, but now both her parents had washed their hands of her and Maryann. Maryann would carry the heavy burden alone. 

Very well. She had been the one to care for Jane ever since that night when everything changed—the one who understood how to calm her episodes and to find the sister she knew hidden inside the frightened young woman. No upheaval in her own life would alter
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