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The men of the St. John family are outrageously handsome and possess far too much wealth. It is enough to make one ill.



Viscountess Hunterston to Miss Sophia Canterley,
 while sipping lemonade at the
 Woodhouse Charity Masque









Prologue


Its true that the St. John men are far superior to all other men. I wish just one of them would find me superior to all other women.



Miss Sophia Canterley to her mother, Lady Fetchwythe, while driving in Hyde Park





Kiltern House, England
 May 1, 1816

And last, to my cousin Anthony Elliot, the estimable Earl of Greyley, I leave the sole care of all five of my beloved children.

A complete, stunned silence met the solicitors words. The silence stretched and grew, punctuated only by the rustle of stiff black bombazine as people turned toward the back of the room where the Earl of Greyley lounged in a chair, legs stretched before him, hands shoved into his pockets. But although the assemblage waited, the earl gave no reaction.

The solicitor was disappointed. Mr. Hebershem had expected something. A startled blink. A quick frown. Anything other than bland acceptance. After all, the earl was a noted bachelor and one of the most successful, wealthy men in England. As such, he could hardly be pleased to learn that he had just inherited five notoriously unruly children from a cousin hed openly abhorred.

Fortunately for the solicitor, the earls half brother was not so reticent. Bloody hell, Greyley, Lord Brandon St. John said, amusement gleaming in his blue eyes. Youve just inherited an armful of babes.

Babes? the earl drawled in that lazy, deep voice that was peculiar to the head of the Elliot family. If theyre anything like cousin James, theyre devils spawn.

Lady Putney leaped from her seat in the front row, her black mourning dress a compliment to her falsely colored hair. How dare you impugn my sons name!

Greyley turned a bored gaze to the woman. Its the truth. James Elliot was a nip farthing, a scoundrel, a cheat, and a liar.

Im afraid hes right, Lord Brandon agreed thoughtfully. Didnt know how to dress, either. Never saw a man more given to wearing stripes with dots.

Oh! Lady Putney turned to Mr. Hebershem. My son would have never left his beloved children to thatshe cast a look of virulent dislike at the earlman.

Careful, Greyley, Lord Brandon warned his brother. She has thrown down the gauntlet and calls you a man. Such rudeness.

The earl ignored him. Lady Putney, if you have issue with the will, then take it up with your son. He wrote it.

Her face reddened. My son is dead.

So he is, the earl said with a sardonic glint. I must assume, then, that you know what he wished. I daresay he spoke to you about it frequently?

A nervous titter arose. Everyone knew Lady Putney and her son hadnt traded a word for over ten years. My relationship with my son is no concern of yours, she said stiffly. My concern is for my grandchildren. She turned to Mr. Hebershem. Isnt there something you can do?

Mr. Hebershem was not used to members of nobility asking for ways to disinherit an earl. Especially not when the earl in question was sitting a mere fifteen feet away. I, ah, my lady, you cant mean toplease, madam. Lord Greyley has the care of his cousins children unless he voluntarily assigns their care to someone else.

Lady Putney turned to face Greyley, but he held up a negligent hand. Dont.

But you dont even want them!

No, I dont. But I have never shirked my duty, and Im not about to begin now.

A faint stirring of appreciation warmed Mr. Hebershem. Few knew the extents to which the Earl of Greyley had gone to salvage his family name. Since he had assumed his responsibilities at the age of seventeen, he had pulled the Elliots from the dregs of their own waste and ruin. He had paid their debts, bettered their lands and profits, smoothed over scandals, and brought the entire, unruly family to heel.

In a normal man, the wear and tear of such an endeavor would have had some sort of effectleft him ill or wan or perhaps just bitter. But Lord Greyleys broad shoulders seemed to handle the heavy burden with ease. Oh, it was true that Mr. Hebershem could detect a slight hint of arrogance that had not been present before. But that was, after all, only natural.

Lady Putneys numerous chins quivered. Greyley, if you think for one moment Im going to accept this, you are sadly mistaken. Those children cannot

Mother. Rupert Elliot, Lady Putneys last remaining son, stood and crossed the room to his mothers side. Tall and lanky, his dark hair falling over his pale brow, he stood out among his Elliot relatives, his fashionable attire nearly as well wrought as Lord Brandons.

Rupert frowned down at his mother. You have said more than enough.

But I

No, he said again, more firmly this time. You will not make a scene. Not here. Not now.

The two glared at each other, the room fraught with tension. Just as Mr. Hebershem thought Greyley would have to intervene, Lady Putney flushed an ugly red.

Oh very well, she snapped. But I will not be silenced forever. She freed her arm from her sons grasp and plopped back into her chair.

That was the end of the theatrics, and Mr. Hebershem reluctantly finished reading the last few paragraphs of the will. The second he reached the final word, Anthony Elliot rose in an unhurried manner from the small, spindly chair and glanced down at his half brother. Thank God that is over.

Over? Brand stood and picked an invisible piece of lint from his perfectly pressed coat. You have a nursery to open, a governess to hire, ponies to buy

My man of business can take care of such nonsense. Dalmapple will find the task invigorating.

Anthony, I dont think you understand. Five children? That is a very heavy responsibility.

Ive been taking care of the entire Elliot family since I was seventeen. How much trouble could a few children be? Anthony lifted a brow. I suppose you will be sending news of my misfortune to Marcus?

As the oldest, he will want to know. Brand hesitated, then placed a hand on Anthonys shoulder, his expression serious. Anthony, I know you dontif you need any help, we are here for you. The St. Johns always support their own.


I am not a St. John.

Brand frowned and squeezed Anthonys shoulder. You were raised a St. John, and a St. John you are.

Anthony wasnt sure he believed that. His true father had died when Anthony was quite young and hed been raised by his stepfather, James St. John. Anthonys mother and her new husband had been deeply in love and had rapidly produced five more children, four boys and a girl. Anthony hadnt mindedhed enjoyed his little half brothers and sister. But hed always been aware that he was not one of them. Brand, thank you for coming to this debacle. I suppose I owe you something in exchange?

A sudden flash of humor lit Brands blue eyes. Now that you mention it He reached into his waistcoat and withdrew a thick silver ring, heavily decorated with circular carvings.

Good God. Mothers ring, Anthony said. Their mother had believed that whoever possessed the talisman ring would meet his lifes mate. Her sons, however, thought of the ring differently. They had early on dubbed the ring the family curse and then spent a considerable amount of time attempting to fob it off on one another. I thought Chase had that blasted thing.

He did. I discovered it in one of my riding boots after he visited last week.

So hide it in his boot the next time you visit him.

Yes, well, I was hoping youd do the honors. Hell be expecting it from me.

Anthony sighed. Normally he stayed out of this little game since the ring wouldnt affect an Elliot. Still, it was the least he could do after Brands show of support. Anthony held out his hand.

Brand dropped the ring into it and grinned. Ill owe you for this.


Yes, you will. Anthony deposited the ring in his own pocket. It seemed like a fairly easy request considering hed just agreed to take on five unruly hellions.

He almost grimaced at the thought. Despite his outwardly calm reaction, inwardly he was seething. Cousin James must have laughed uproariously as hed written that damnable phrase in his will. Anthony was quite certain the cretin had done it with no other thought in mind than to make his life miserable.

And who could blame him? Anthony had single-handedly forced the Elliot family to becomebetter, he supposed it was, for want of a more accurate word. At least more respectable and certainly more financially mature. In return hed earned their deep and undying hatred for imposing his will on the lot of them. He tightened his jaw. It was a good thing he was used to such. It had been his life for almost eighteen years now.

He glanced about the room now, noting that not one of his erstwhile family dared meet his gaze. None except Rupert Elliot, who offered a deprecating shrug and a half smile as he escorted his nearly hysterical mother from the room. Anthony returned the smile with a brief nod. Rupert was the only Elliot who showed any promise of overcoming his upbringing.

Anthony rubbed his neck wearily. Perhaps he was being unfair. Perhaps Jamess children held the same promise. After all, hed never seen them; and they were young, after all. For several minutes he mulled over this fact, an idea hovering. There must be some reason fate had given him these chargesperhaps here was his chance to prove that the Elliot family was not ramshackle by blood, but by the circumstances of their upbringing.

The thought took hold. It grew and expanded as Anthony considered the myriad of possibilities that lay before him. By God, hed raise the children to be models of propriety. That would show the doubters who believed that once an Elliot, always an Elliot.

His boredom banished, Anthony took his leave of Brand. He had to prepare Greyley House for the imminent arrival of five soon-to-be-perfectly-behaved children. The time had come to put to rest the last, unfortunate ghosts of his Elliot ancestry.








Chapter 1


The Earl of Greyleys sins have finally caught up with him. It couldnt have happened to a more deserving man.



Lady Fetchwythe to the Dowager Duchess of Roth, while taking a breath of fresh air on the terrace at the Hotchkiss soire





Greyley House, outside London 
June 15, 1816

Your brother will not be happy to see us.

Nonsense. Sara Montrose, the Countess of Bridgeton, regarded her husband from across the rumbling carriage. Anthony will be delighted we came to visit.

Not if you engage in your usual heavy-handed matchmaking attempts, Nick said, a warning threaded through his silky voice.

Me? Sara slipped off her shoe and rested her foot on the edge of the seat opposite hers, very near her lords muscled thigh. Heavy-handed?

He lifted a brow, his blue eyes fixed on her with unwavering regard.

Truly, Nick, I only wish to see if he is well.

Hm.

He said no more, and after a moment, Sara frowned, a niggling worry settling between her shoulders. Her husband suffered from horrendous headaches, though it had been almost six months since hed succumbed to an attack. You seem out of sorts. Is your head

No. Nicks gaze softened. Im fine. And so is Anthony. Leave him be, Sara. Hes over thirty and well able to live his own life.

Sara wiggled her toes once more. I just want to visit my brother. Surely theres nothing wrong with that.

Nick snorted inelegantly, responding to her not-very-subtle demands by capturing her foot. His warm hands cupped her ankle as he kneaded the pad of her foot. Sara closed her eyes, almost purring as his hands made their way up her calf.

But before he could proceed further, the carriage rumbled to a halt. Damn. Nick sighed and released his hold.

Sara hurriedly pushed her skirts back down and thrust her feet into her shoes just as the footman opened the door.

Moments later, they were climbing the stairs to Greyley House. Surrounded by a wooded park, the house sat on a small knoll and cast a forbidding shadow across the front lawn. Large and square cut, the manor conveyed all the welcome of a mausoleum.

It makes me yearn for Hibberton Hall, Nick murmured.

We wont be long. She was just as impatient to return home as he. She hated leaving their daughter for more than a day or two at most. The thought of little Delphi made Sara sigh. She would say what she came to say to her brother and then leave, not that Anthony would pay any attention. He rarely did. Still, it was her duty as his sister to keep a watchful eye on him and to offer advice. Whether he wanted it or not.

She and Nick had just reached the top step when the door opened and a horse-faced woman dressed in a sturdy traveling pelisse stomped onto the portico. A bandaged dog was tucked under her arm, a flowered bandbox dangling from her fingers.

Her clothing proclaimed her a step above a practical servant, but the state of her coiffure made Sara pause. The womans long, dull blond hair tangled to one side, a mass of feathers seeming to grow from the lump.

Jenkins, Greyleys most proper butler, followed hard on the womans heels. Miss Turner, pray reconsider. They were only teasing

Miss Turner whirled to face the butler. Teasing? Were they teasing when they rubbed poor Fanny with catnip and then locked him in the loft? That orange tabby in the barn frightened him so badly he nearly had a seizure.

It was never proven that the children

Are you suggesting that my sweet little dog opened the window in my room, climbed down a trellis from two stories up, and locked himself inside the barn loft?

Saras glance slid to the nearly bald dog. He was as fat as a stuffed hen, his legs splayed in a most unattractive way. He truly was an ugly specimen. As if aware of her thoughts, the dog turned his bulging eyes toward her and lifted a lip to display crooked, yellowed teeth.

Miss Turner, Jenkins entreated. If youll just listen! Im certain your beloved Fanny is an excellent dog. But His Lordship was most insistent you stay for the contracted length of time.

Not for a hundred pounds! Miss Turner descended the stairs at high speed, her chin so high, she didnt see either Nick or Sara standing to one side.

Two hundred pounds? Jenkins said swiftly.

But it was a lost cause; Miss Turner never stopped. As she reached the drive, a lone carriage rattled from the stables and pulled to a halt. Miss Turner sent one last, virulent glare at Greyley House, hugged her ugly dog, then clambered into the carriage.

Jenkins had by this time noticed his masters sister and her husband. His face colored and he quickly stepped forward. My lady! My lord! I didnt see you! Please accept my apologies. Were in a bit of an uproar today and

Im sorry we didnt let you know we were coming, Sara said quickly, trying to soothe the ruffled servant. It was a sign of how badly things were faring at Greyley House to see the usually stoic Jenkins so overset.

The earl is expected any moment. The butler opened the door and escorted them inside. A fire has been laid in the sitting room in anticipation of his return. I will light it now and bring some refreshments while you wait.

Sara smiled pleasantly, but her attention was already diverted to the foyer. Someone had added two sets of imposing armor at the bottom of the stairs, and a new tapestry adorned one wall.

Anthony loved old things. As the years passed, his house looked more like a museum display than a home. It was yet another sign that he needed a wife. Before Sara could point out such an incontrovertible truth, Nicks hand closed over her elbow and he firmly guided her toward the sitting room.

They crossed the foyer and Sara noted other changes; one of the bottom spindles on the stair railing was missing, and the mirror in front of the entryway displayed a large crack.

Jenkins caught her inquiring gaze. Master Desfords cricket ball. He opened the door to the sitting room and bowed low. Just as Sara and Nick passed inside, a sound came from upstairs. It began as a low rumble, then increased in volume to a roar, passing directly overhead, then moving away.


Large mice, perhaps? Nick murmured, his gaze on the ceiling, a wry twist to his lips. Or a pack of demons. Must be one or the other.

Jenkins politely did not answer and Sara wished Mrs. Stibbons was about. The talkative housekeeper would have given her all the information any one could want. As it was, Sara barely waited for the door to click shut behind the stoic butler before she whirled on her husband. Anthony has gotten in over his head. As if to validate her words, a huge crash sounded, followed by a deadly silence.

Nicks blue eyes lit with mischief. You know, my dear, this visit may actually afford us some amusement.

The sound of booted footsteps approaching the door stopped any reply Sara might have made. The door flung open and Anthony entered the room. Tall and broad-shouldered, he made the generous chamber seem small.

Unlike her other brothers who were all made on more elegant lines, Anthony was roughly masculine, his hands large and powerful, his face seemingly hewn from rock. The Elliot blood showed in the straightness of his brows and the sardonic curve of his lips, making him appear cold and impersonal to those who didnt know him.

Sara! he said, a frown resting on his brow. To what do I owe the pleasure?

Nick and I were passing through on our way home and thought to see how you fared.

To Saras chagrin, her brother didnt appear the least gratified to see her. How long are you staying?

Sara frowned. Only for an hour. But if were not welcome, we can leave

Dont be ridiculous. Im always glad to have you visit, Anthony said briskly. Normally, that would have been true. But now


Six weeks ago, his life had been perfectly ordered, his goals to reestablish the Elliot name firmly in place. Anthony rubbed the back of his neck and tried to ease some of the tension that tightened his shoulders. Perhaps he should purchase an estate in America; he could send the children there. If that didnt work, there was always India. Anthony suddenly realized Sara was talking.

she just stomped off. I cannot believe a governess would behave

Wait. A sinking feeling weighted his stomach. Not Miss Turner?

Werent you listening? At his blank gaze, Sara made a disgusted sound and came to stand in front of him, tilting her head back to stare directly in his eyes. We ran into your governess as she was leaving.

Bloody hell! Hed paid a fortune for her and for almost three days, hed experienced some semblance of peace.

Unaware of his turmoil, or perhaps in spite of it, Sara continued, Miss Turner is gone. It appeared as if her hair and her fat dog had experienced some sort of accident involving feathers and catnip.

Damn it to hell! He turned to the door and yanked it open. Desford!

Saras eyes lit with curiosity. Who is Desford?

The eldest of my troublesome wards, Anthony said grimly. He thinks to force me into letting him and the rest of the children live with their grandmother, but he is mistaken. Ill be damned if I let an eleven-year-old dictate to me inside my own home.

Rushed footsteps sounded in the hallway and Jenkins appeared. My lord?

Find Master Desford and bring him here, Anthony ordered.


Yes, my lord.

Anthony watched the butler climb the stairs before slamming the door closed. He caught sight of his brother-in-laws amused gaze. Dont say a word.

Leave Nick alone. Sara crossed toward the settee. Perhaps if you showed a bit more patience, the children would not She looked down at her foot. A piece of paper had somehow glued itself to the bottom of her shoe. Frowning, she lifted her foot and yanked the paper free, resting her hand on a small escritoire as she did so.

Anthony started to call out a warning, but it was too late. Her slender hand already rested on the edge.

Releasing the desk, she turned back toward the settee, absently smoothing her gown as she went. Those poor children are probably frightened to death

Sara, Nick interrupted, his gaze fastened on her skirt. Perhaps the children have been more difficult than you realize.

You have no idea, Anthony muttered, watching with dark amusement as Sara stared in horror at the inkstains marring her silk gown.

How did She looked at her hand, black streaked from where shed held onto the escritoire. Those little devils! Nick just bought this gown for me in London.

Anthony smiled grimly. It is their favorite trick. They coated the edge of my dresser the first day they were here and I lost two good cravats before I realized what had happened. Theyve also smeared butter on the seats of chairs and the stems of the wineglasses, not to mention the step railing. Yesterday, for a change, one of them poured honey into my best boots.

Blinking dazedly, Sara sank onto the settee. Thats unthinkable!


Bridgeton chuckled. Tis war.

So it seems, Anthony agreed. The childrens mother was a believer in the freethinking line of child rearing. They have had no rules and little discipline. And now Lady Putney encourages them to excess.

Sara turned a questioning gaze on her brother. Lady Putney? Not Jamess mother? How could sheIs she here?

Anthonys jaw tightened. That was yet another problem. She demanded to stay until the children had settled. I had thought it would help, since she is a familiar face. And at first, it had seemed that shed done just that. But lately it had become more and more clear that she was actively urging the children to new heights of impropriety.

Only the thought of the childrens reaction if he evicted their doting grandmother made Anthony tolerate her presence. Thank God shed gone to London for the afternoon. At least he was spared that much misery today.

Shes a horrible, horrible woman, Sara said.

To me. However, the children seem fond of her. Anthony settled into a chair across from Saras, but only after he carefully checked the surface and then tilted it over to peer at the fastenings. Meanwhile, they hate me.

But youve been so good to them.

Anthony shrugged. He was used to that reaction from the Elliot family, though it was somehow more difficult to stomach when coming from a four-year-old with soft brown ringlets and wide blue eyes. The children want far more than Im willing to give. Sweets for dinner, no bedtime, fewer baths, and the right to live with their grandmother. I told them I would die before Id allow such nonsense, and I think they took me at my word.

Nick glanced at the ink-smeared escritoire. Who is winning?


I will, Anthony said coldly. One way or another.

Hm, Sara said, though she didnt look as impressed with Anthonys pronouncement as her husband. Anthony, perhaps this has happened for a reason. It is time you married. This problem with the children is simply proof of that fact.

Anthony shot her a hard glance. I cannot, in all good conscience, bring a new bride into this household until I have managed to restore at least a little of its former tranquility.

Saras mouth dropped open for a full moment before she managed to ask, You sound as if you were already planningTo whom?

Charlotte Melton.

Melton. I believe Ive heard the name, but I cannot place her.

Thats because she hasnt been presented yet.

Nicks smothered laugh irritated Anthony almost as much as Saras incredulous expression. Trust me, shes very mature for her age, Anthony said in a stiff voice.

Anthony had known since the day he first met Charlotte that she was exactly the type of wife he needed to reestablish the Elliot name. She was well bred, quiet, and demurethe exact opposite of the Elliots. With a little training, he was certain he could mold her into an outstanding countess and a charming companion.

Good God, Anthony, Sara said faintly. Just how old is this girl?

His jaw began to ache. Eighteen. She was not able to take her season in London due to the death of her grandmother. I had thought to have the wedding this spring, but I cannot ask her to come here without settling my affairs.

No, Sara agreed, her mouth pinched with disapproval. You couldnt launch your problems on a chit right out of the schoolroom. Had you chosen a woman, one capable of dealing with lifes little foibles

I would hardly call five misbehaved children foibles.

Devils? murmured Bridgeton. Imps? Fiends?

Anthony had used all those names and more, but he refused to admit it.

A knock on the door heralded the entrance of Jenkins. He opened the door wide and stood to one side. Master Desford and Miss Selena.

A boy walked into the room. Thin and pale, with brown hair that proclaimed his Elliot ancestry, he was tall for his eleven years. A pugnacious tilt lined his jaw.

Anthony looked from Desford to the little girl who stood at his side. Selena was the youngest of the hellions. Only four, she was deeply under the influence of her brothers and sisters. She stood, dressed in a pink gown, sucking on one of her fingers, her face framed by soft brown ringlets, her blue eyes wide and unblinking. No angel could have appeared more innocent.

Anthony frowned at Desford. Why did you bring her?

She wanted to come.

Sensing a trap, but unable to fathom what it could be, Anthony nodded shortly and gestured to Sara and Nick. Allow me to present my sister and her husband, the Earl and Countess of Bridgeton.

Desford bowed just enough to show his indifference. Selena stared with wide eyes, but said nothing.

Anthony stifled a sigh and turned to Sara. This is Desford and Selena. Or, as I like to call them, The Bane and The Baby.

Nick grinned while Sara smiled gently at the children. How do you do?


Desford looked past Sara to the window beyond, too unimpressed to pretend interest.

Anthonys jaw tightened. Enough pleasantries. Desford, I wish to speak with you about the ink on the escritoire.

Oh? Is that why you were yelling like a common drayman? A flash sharpened Desfords brown eyes.

Dont act surprised; you knew of it.

Of course I knew of it. A slow curve touched Desfords mouth. Selena put the ink on there this morning.

Anthony looked at the little girl. She stared back with wide eyes, still sucking on her finger. You must be joking.

The boy gave his sister a look. Tell them, Selena. Tell them it was you.

She removed her finger from her mouth and lisped dutifully, It was me. She beamed at everyone while Anthony glared at Desford.

The boys expression shimmered with triumph. Do you want anything else? We were getting ready to play cricket.

Anthony stood staring down at the boy and the tiny girl, his hands curling and uncurling. He couldnt very well visit punishment on a four-year-old child who looked uncomfortably like a cherub, and Desford knew it. This new strategy was brilliant, and Anthony wondered wearily how many more confessions he was to hear from Selena over the course of the next few months.

Frustrated, he snapped at Desford, You and I both know that Selena did not think of this little trick by herself.

Yes, I did, Selena said, suddenly indignant. All by myself.

Anthony grit his teeth, aware of Saras interested gaze. We will discuss this later. Return to the nursery.

Desford shrugged, then bent and picked up his sister, who glared at Anthony over her brothers shoulder. Jenkins quietly followed the two and closed the door.

Sara turned to Anthony, her eyes dark with understanding. Oh dear!

Anthony rubbed his eyes wearily. It was always like this. The children would do something wrong and he would be forced to become a yelling boor in an effort to control them. At first it had worked and they had capitulated before the force of his anger, but they had swiftly banded together until he was outnumbered. Now they not only didnt care when he was angry, they worked hard to keep him in that state.

Anthony was not used to feeling like a tyrant, especially in his own house. He rubbed a hand over his face. Bloody hell, but what had happened to his well-ordered plans?

There is only one answer, Sara said into the silence.

Anthony didnt open his eyes. He already knew what she was going to say.

She said it anyway. Anna Thraxton.

No.

But Anthony, she is the only one who could

You are exaggerating. Shes only been a governess for a year or so. Surely there are better trained

Anna only takes the most difficult positions; I daresay because she can charge higher fees. And she is always successful. She even tamed Lord Radcliffes twins and you remember what horrors they were.

That gave Anthony pause. Hed once had the misfortune of being trapped in a conversation with Radcliffe while the man was taking his sons for a walk. Though Anthony had excused himself with all possible speed, the meeting had confirmed his beliefs that children were best left in the nursery until they were of a more advanced agelike twenty. She transformed both of Radcliffes brats into better-behaved children?

In four months. She never takes a position for much longer as she trains her successor while she reorganizes the nursery. Everyone wants to secure her services.

Everyone but Anthony. I dont care how good she is. Anna Thraxton is the last woman I would allow in my house. Shes stubborn, interfering, and impossibly bossy. Id rather live in my own cellar than have her under my roof.

Such fervor, Nick said, his smile wicked, but I suppose I can understand. Shes an unforgettable woman. That rich auburn hair implies a very passionate nature.

Bridgeton, if you have nothing of value to contribute, then pray leave.

Oh, for heavens sake! Sara stood, stopping only when her skirt stuck to the edge of the settee. Making a disgusted sound, she pulled the material free, then stared down at a dark splotch on the back of her skirt. Glue.

Glue, Anthony answered dully. His whole house was a series of traps and countertraps, all arranged by a set of impossible brats wanting to live elsewhere. He was tempted to let them. But the hope that he could, somehow and some way, save these few children and prove that the Elliot curse was nothing more than an illusion, kept him bound to his course. He would save them just as he himself had been saved. And by God, theyd be thankful, the whole lot of them, or hed have something to say about it.

Anthony, Sara said, Anna is the only one who can turn this mess about, and you know it.

That was the most damnable part of ithe did know it. But he also knew what Anna Thraxton would do if she were allowed under his roof. Before shed become a governess, forced by necessity to seek employment, she had been Saras best friend since boarding school. Anna had taken advantage of that relationship to tell Anthony what she thought about everythingincluding him. It was not an experience he desired to repeat.

Peace was all he craved, now more than ever, and Anna Thraxton was the equivalent of a twenty-four-hour display of fireworkscolorful but exhausting. Why, he wondered, did Londons finest governess have to also be Londons most irritating female? It was a damned shame.

Sara went to the door, Bridgeton following. There is nothing I can do for you if you wont listen to reason, she said over her shoulder.

Well, I wont listen to crackbrained ideas like that. But thank you for coming, anyway.

That put her nose out of joint. And it was with a very haughty air that Sara finally took her leave, her husband trailing in her wake, his eyes glowing with suppressed mirth.

Anthony stood at the window and watched the carriage rumble down the drive. Sara was his favorite siblinghed been attached to her since his stepfather had first laid the tiny bundle of baby in his arms. But her marriage to Bridgeton had changed herhappy with her wedded state, Sara was now determined to see as many of her brothers leg shackled as possible. Anthony snorted. If she thought Anna Thraxton was the answer to that problem, she was sadly mistaken.

Unbidden, an image of Thraxton came to mindtall, auburn-haired, and elegant with a Roman nose and the audacious attitude of a born princess. The last time hed seen her, they had argued over Bridgetons courtship of Sara, and Anna had used the opportunity to inform Anthony that she thought him a complete idiot.

The words rankled still. No one treated him that way. It was insufferable and a perfect example of the discord that would cloud the pristine airs of Greyley House if he allowed her into his life. The last thing he needed was an argumentative woman. That decided, he closed the curtain. He would prevail on his own terms, by God.

Overhead came the rushed footsteps of scattering children. From the sound of it, they were headed down the hallway toward the back stairs, their favorite route of escape.

Anthony held his breath, waiting. Seconds later a scream arose, followed by the hysterical gibbering of the housekeeper. He tilted his head to one side, trying to distinguish sensible words from the loud screeching. Something about a mouseand a bedpan.

Shaking his head, he crossed the room, remembering that he was supposed to visit the tenant cottages today. Well, he didnt have time nowhe had other fish to fry. Five annoying little minnows, to be exact.

This time hed hire two governesses. Surely with two of them, the children would finally be under some sort of control. And if that didnt workthere was always Thraxton. The idea made him wince. Thank God he wasnt that desperate. Not yet, anyway. More determined to succeed than ever before, Anthony went to discover what new havoc his charges had wrought.








Chapter 2


It is a pity about the Thraxtons. Not even the prince can do anything for them now.



The Dowager Duchess of Roth to Sir Alfred Locksley, at a private party at Vauxhall Gardens





Dandridge House, London 
August 3, 1816

Her silk dress rustling delicately, Anna Thraxton pulled off her left glove and tossed the entire contents of her glass of orgeat directly into Viscount Northlands leering face.

To her immense satisfaction, the pudgy lord reeled back, tripped over his own feet, and landed against a tall potted plantthe very one hed cornered her behind. Leafy plant and damp viscount went sprawling onto the edge of the dance floor, dirt sliding across the polished floor as the music in the ballroom came to an abrupt halt.

Anna set her empty glass back on the table and replaced her glove. Oh, dear! she said loudly. Poor Lord Northland has tangled his feet and fallen!

A loud snicker met this statement, for everyone knew Northland was a bumbling fool. A few even knew he was also an insistent letch who believed the word no meant make me yours, my lusty lord.

Within moments, His Lordships anxious mother had rushed to her sons side, a servant had righted the upset plant and brushed away the loose dirt, and the music had resumed. Once again, dancers swirled across the floor, and no one was the wiser that Anna Thraxton had efficiently dealt with one of Londons most irritating toadstools.

Bloody fool, Anna muttered behind her false smile, picking up her skirts and stepping over the dazed lord as his fretful mother patted his wet face with her handkerchief. That was the problem with being an unprotected femaleand a poor one, at that. She was a walking target for every dandy with the desire to embark on a senseless flirtation, and she was getting deuced tired of it.

She shouldnt have come, and she knew it. But she had been unable to turn away from what had promised to be a truly magical event as the Dandridges soire. Lucinda Dandridge was a particular friend of hers, and Anna had allowed herself to be swayed by protestations of friendship into forgetting one, unavoidable factthe Thraxtons were no longer sworn members of the ton.

Her throat tightened, though she managed to keep her smile rigidly in place. She had once belonged in gatherings such as this; her name and position secured, her bloodlines as pure as anyone elses. But all that had changed last year when Anna had been forced to accept employment as a governess.

Two circumstances had smoothed the way for Anna in her quest to support herself. First, though she had never been the sort of woman given to cooing over babies or collecting stray dogs and cats, she discovered, to her surprise, that she actually liked working with children, especially the older ones. They understood her, and she understood them.


Secondly, since Anna had very little experience in being a governess, the only positions she could find were for the more troublesome charges. But most of the children that had been labeled thusly were nothing compared to Grandpapa and his scheming ways.

Anna knew that her burgeoning reputation was based on only a very few successesfive, to be exact. It would take only one failure and the very members of the ton who had spread the word that she was a governess beyond compare would just as quickly condemn her. The thought made her chest tighten.

She impulsively smoothed her silk gown, her heartache easing somewhat at the feel of the rich silk beneath her fingertips. It was a pity she possessed the family weakness. Despite enjoying the most pragmatic of characters, she was sadly addicted to fashion, and heaven knew, she did not have the money to support her addiction. In fact, the blue gown was far more dear than she could afford. French by design and cut of fabulous watered silk, it looked wonderful on her tall frame, and she knew it. Still, that did not excuse her for spending money that should have gone for a new chair for the morning room. A chair that did not have a ripped cover or a sagging seat like all the others.

But somehow, as Lucinda Dandridges pleas for her friends presence at the soire increased, the need for a new gown became imminently pressing. Anna had finally succumbed, reasoning that she could buy a new chair with the income from her next positiona hazy bit of logic that she was sure she would find faulty once she examined it in the glaring light of day and away from the mesmerizing effects of blue watered silk.

She looked down at the new satin slippers shed bought to go with the gown and sighed. No wonder their family was nigh destitute. Of course, she wasnt totally at fault. A good deal of the problem lay in Grandpapas tendency to disburse their funds on every guaranteed investment that came along. Between Grandfathers spendthrift investments and Annas inability to stay within budget, they had found themselves in dire straits.

Anna had been forced to make a decisiondebtors prison or employment. The decision hadnt been difficult, but it had hurt, especially the realization that the second she became a governess, her old way of life was lost forever.

Of course Grandpapa didnt see it that way. He firmly believed that their bloodlines protected them from all harm, though Anna knew better. She straightened her shoulders, aware that people had begun to stare covertly. Damn Northland for drawing attention to her; shed been careful not to put herself forward, but now

She lifted her chin. Perhaps it was time to leave. Shed make her apologies to Lucinda anda commotion stirred to life at the door. The crowd parted to reveal Anthony Elliot, the Earl of Greyley, looking devastatingly handsome in his formal black attire.

An older woman dressed in the most atrocious pink flounce tittered excitedly, then said to no one in particular, Oh, look! Tis the Earl of Greyley. I didnt expect to see him here.

Neither had Anna. The earl was on her list of people one should avoid at all costs. He was the half brother of Annas best friend, Sara, but thered been an instant antipathy between Anna and the earlthe kind that made her neck tingle as if she were standing in a violent storm, in immediate danger of being struck by lightning. Theyd had more run-ins than she could count, and none had left them on speaking terms.

She watched him stop to greet their host. Tall and broad-shouldered, he looked like a giant among ants, his tawny hair the color of a lions maneamber shot with streaks of gold. His eyes were the deepest chocolate brown, fringed by such thick lashes that he appeared half asleep.

But Anna knew that air of sleepy watchfulness was a thin guise. Beneath that lazy facade was a mind strong as steel and as sharp as an arrows tip. Her gaze flickered past Greyleys mouth to his firm jaw, and then slid down to where his powerful thighs showed to advantage beneath the snug black fabric of his trousers. It was a good thing she disliked him so much, she thought with a faint stir of approval. She was very susceptible to men with strong thighs.

Wealthy, titled, and handsome. The matron in pink flounce leaned toward the younger dab of a female who stood at her side. Straighten up, Mary! He might look this way. Hes a good catch, even with all those children.

Children? Mary said, unconsciously echoing Annas own thoughts. What children? Mama, I thought the earl was still a bachelor.

Lud, child, where have you been? Greyley inherited an entire brood of children. And now that hes awash with responsibility, speculation is rife that he will wish to marry. Ive heard it said that hes worth twenty thousand a year, too.

Anna barely refrained from snorting aloud. Greyley might be worth twenty thousand a year, but he was also the most arrogant, most insufferable, and most obstinate man to walk the earth.

Mary gasped. Look, Mama! Hes coming this way.

Anna followed the girls gaze, and sure enough, Greyley was bearing down on them, but his dark eyes were not fastened on the woman in pink flounce, but on Anna. A trill of uncertainty touched her, and her shoulders lifted of their own accord.


Why on earth would Anthony Elliot wish to see her? Perhaps he wanted to speak about Sara. Or maybe

Dear God, the children. Anna whirled on her heel and slipped through the crowd, weaving through a crush of people by inserting an elbow here, a polite smile there. She circumvented the earl altogether and reached the foyer as if pursued by the devil himself. Despite the fact that Greyley was a commanding presence, Anna knew it would be some time before he extricated himself from that crowd of milling mamas and their dangling daughters.

She reached the safety of the foyer in what must have been record time, glancing over her shoulder and sighing in relief when she saw no sign of the earl. She called for her carriage, waiting impatiently until it rumbled up.

Anna was just lifting her foot to climb inside when a warm hand closed over her elbow. A hot jolt of sensation trembled up her arm and made her jerk away. Off balance, she reeled backward, her shoe falling from the foot she held aloft and landing with a clack on the cobblestone.

Still wobbling, she was caught in a firm embrace and unceremoniously righted. Running away? said a deep, masculine voice. I would never have thought it of you.

The warm, smoky timbre of Greyleys voice made Anna stiffen and she was immediately released. She placed an unsteady hand on the side of the coach and turned to face her accuser. It was very difficult to be dignified when one had to hold ones stocking-clad foot above the muddy cobblestones, but she thought she managed quite well.

Or she thought she had until she found herself staring into Anthony Elliots darkly lashed eyes. Pools of melted chocolate, they made her heart race, her skin heat. Fascinated, she found she could not look away. I am not running anywhere.

He gave the carriage a pointed stare.


I was just, ah, going home. But slowly. I really wasnt running.

Amusement softened the hard line of his mouth. He waved the waiting footman away before turning the full force of his heated gaze back on Anna. Leaving without your shoe, Miss Thraxton?

Anna followed his gaze to where her shoe lay on its side, looking forlorn and alone on the curb. I suppose I will need that.

He picked it up, then turned to her, his eyes almost black in the faint light. Get into the carriage. If you attempt to put your shoe on here, youll drag your hem in the muck.

The street was dirty. And they were blocking the entry, not that anyone else was leaving the ball this early. Plus it was her new gown, and it would be a long time before she could afford another. Anna allowed Greyley to help her into the low slung coach, his long fingers resting lightly on her arm. Agonizingly aware of his presence, she found herself savoring his warm, masculine scent. She settled on the seat and deliberately leaned away. Thank you, Greyley. If youll just hand me my shoe, Ill

A warm hand encircled her ankle. Anna was too shocked to do more than stare. Compared to the size of his huge hand, her stocking-clad foot actually lookedsmall. Even dainty. It was a heady experience for a woman used to hiding her large feet beneath the edge of her skirts.

Greyley slipped the satin slipper over her toes and pushed her heel into place. It really was a pretty foot, Anthony noted with something akin to surprise. Long and delicately made, it said volumes about the fact that this was not an ordinary governess, but a lady of quality. And that was what Anna Thraxton wasa lady of quality reduced by her circumstances to take on employment.


But that apparently hadnt prevented her from mingling with her peers. It was something of a shock to see her after so long, looking coolly elegant in pale blue silk that made her eyes seem an even lighter silver than usual, her vivid hair attracting his gaze as surely as a lit flame.

Beneath Anthonys fingers, the warmth of her skin seeped through her silk stockings. Entranced, he slowly slid his thumb across the slope of her foot, relishing the contact. A slow, low heat began to build, brushing over him and leaving a trail of delicate fire.

I believe my shoe is on. Anna pulled her foot free, arranging her skirts so that they hid her feet. Lord Greyley, thank you very much for your assistance, but

I must speak with you, he said, struggling to regain his senses. Good God, but the children had indeed driven him to distraction. He was dizzy with relief at finally finding a capable governess. Its urgent. He rammed his hands into his pockets, ignoring the call from the driver of another carriage that had pulled up behind them. We cant discuss this here. I will call on you tomorrow and we will talk then.

Her creamy skin touched with pink. Lord Greyley, Im afraid I cannot

I wish to hire you and I will pay well.

To his chagrin, he thought he caught a hint of something like hurt in her eyes as she said, Im afraid Ive already accepted another position with Lord Allencott. Im leaving this week.

Thraxton, just hear me out. Thats all I ask. He saw her hesitate, and he added softly, If not for me, then for Sara. I need your help.

Her generous mouth turned down at the edges. It is very unscrupulous of you to use my friendship with your sister.

It was true; he was shamelessly trading on his sisters friendship just to get an interview with Londons best governess. In the month since Saras visit, things had spiraled even more out of control. His life had well and truly become a hell, and here before him, her chin tilted at a mutinous angle, her luxurious red hair curling over one white shoulder, sat his salvation. Miss Thraxton He grit his teeth. Please.

Her eyes widened. What did you say?

You heard me.

So I did. A mischievous twinkle lit her gray eyes. Would you mind repeating it? I dont believe Ive ever heard you use that word before.

Anthony scowled. Youre determined to make this difficult, arent you?

Greyley, I cannot accept your offer, so theres no more to be said. She tilted her head to one side, a thick curl of her hair swinging forward to rest on the curve of her breast. StillI may know of someone who could help. After all, it had to be quite galling for you to seek me out at all. And the fact that you said pleasethings must be dire indeed.

A shout arose from the coachman behind them, and Anna nodded as if shed just made up her mind. Come and see me tomorrow. Number four, Roberts Street.

At ten, he said quickly. Anna Thraxton might think she was controlling the moves in this game, but she was wrong. Until tomorrow. Anthony closed the door and stepped back. The carriage started with an abrupt jar as it hobbled over the cobblestone drive and rolled out into the street. Anthony watched until it disappeared from sight, his fingers still tingling with warmth where hed cupped Thraxtons amazingly delicate ankle.

He shouldnt have touched her in such an intimate fashion, but the opportunity to rattle her was too tempting. He looked down at his hands and thought of her calf as it rested against his palm, curved and firm. The gesture had been innocent, yet erotic at the same time.

Anthony closed his hands into fists and shoved them into his pockets, his fingers catching a round object. He pulled it out and glanced at it. His mothers talisman ring. Hed forgotten about it. Where in the hell was Chase, anyway?

The thick silver seemed warm in his hand, the strange silver runes gleaming as if just polished. A bittersweet warmth in his chest, he closed his fingers over the circlet. His mother had believed in the power of the ring, but then shed also believed in fairy sprites that made dew circles in the grass. Shaking his head at such unaccountable whimsy, Anthony tucked the ring away. He missed his mother even now, after all these years.

Hed find Chase another night. Tonight was for celebrating. By this time tomorrow, Anthony would have Londons best governess in his possession, and woe betide Desmond and the hordes. If Anna Thraxton was even half as good as rumor reported, Anthony was going to win the war. And winning had become imperative. There was no such thing as bad bloodonly bad behavior. And Anna Thraxton was going to help Anthony prove it, once and for all.

Whistling to himself, Anthony turned and made his way back into the Dandridges house. Things were finally going his way.








Chapter 3


Phineas Thraxton is a taxing companion. The last time I saw him, he taxed me to the amount of 150 guineas.



Sir Alfred Locksley to Lord Brevenham, over a glass of port at Whites





Sir Phineas Thraxton leaned on his cane and stared out the window of the tiny, cramped room that passed as the morning room. He glanced once at the closed door, then leaned over the windowsill and blew a cloud of smoke into the chilled morning air. As he stood, he bumped the edge of the shutter where it hung drunkenly on its hinges. He winced at the resulting groan of rotted wood and rusty fasteners, a sad testament to the state of the entire establishment.

He hated this house. Hated every creaking, leaking inch of it. Narrow and drafty, it was in a part of town he openly considered deplorable. He took another pull of the cigarillo, savoring the pungent aroma even as he tried to wave it out the window.

It was his only vice, and it was a demmed shame his granddaughter had taken it into such dislike. He deserved a few pleasures, at least. Especially now that fortune had turned her back on the Thraxton family. Gingerly holding the rapidly shrinking cigarillo, Sir Phineas blew a perfect circle of smoke into the air. A noise in the hallway made him freeze, and he relaxed only when he heard Mrs. Duckrows raw voice raised in outcry at the clumsiness of a maid. The housekeeper might be a termagant, but she didnt interfere with his pleasures. No, that privilege was reserved to his granddaughter, Anna.

Anna was Sir Phineass ultimate joy. Free spirited, intelligent, attractive, and opinionatedshe possessed all the best Thraxton qualities. Phineas had no doubt that, had he not been so foolish as to tie up the family fortune in a series of unfortunate investments, Anna would have found a nice, handsome young man and settled into a life more suitable to her station.

He bit the end of his cigarillo and stared morosely out the window for a long moment, mulling over the unsatisfying aspects of his life and wondering what he could do to fix things. After a moment, he shook himself out of his brown reverie. By God, he was a Thraxton; something would occur to right things. He was certain of it.

Annas quick tread sounded in the hallway. Sir Phineas took two final puffs, then tossed the cigarillo out the window, closed it, and then hurriedly limped to a chair by the cold fireplace and dropped into it. Hed barely managed to pull a nearby lap rug across his knees before the door opened and Anna walked in.

Tall, auburn-haired, and elegant, with a nose as bold as her spirit, she was a true Thraxton. Every blessed inch of her.

There you are, she said, her smile warming the whole room. I was wondering where youd disappeared to.

Im sitting here, dying of thirst.

More likely you were smoking one of your nasty cigarillos.


He almost returned her smile, but caught himself in time. Thank God his granddaughter wasnt a prude. He wouldnt live with anyone who spouted mealymouthed morality. If he had any complaints, it was that Anna had inherited his own outspoken tenacity along with her grandmothers overly generous heart. As a result, once his granddaughter took it into her head to help someone, neither heaven nor high water would turn her from her mark.

Sir Phineas wished shed find someone more worthy than he for the focus of her astounding efforts. It would help if it were someone well established. Perhaps even wealthy.

He folded his mouth in what he hoped was a hurt expression. How can you accuse me of smoking? Didnt I promise I would quit last Christmas?

So you did, although you were quite careful not to tell me exactly when you were going to quit. Ive caught you doing it a total of seventeen times since.

Unfeeling, disrespectful girl.

Rude, bamboozling grandpapa, she said, taking the seat opposite his with a grin.

Dont try to cozen me, he said, though he was more than a little pleased that she was in such good spirits. I might look old, but Im as sharp as a quill.

So you keep telling me. She eyed him from head to toe. I vow, but you look fresh this morning. Did you sleep well?

Like a rock. Didnt even hear you return. Tell me, how was the soire last night? You didnt stop by to see me when you returned, as you usually do.

Her gaze shuttered immediately. It was lovely.

Was it, indeed? Sir Phineas leaned back in his chair. Any interesting gossip to be heard at the refreshment table?

She shrugged, but volunteered no more information.


Sir Phineas waited patiently. When his granddaughter did nothing more than stare down at the tips of her slippers, he said, Come, child. I want the latest gossip, descriptions of which women wore the most diaphanous gowns, and which men made asses of themselves. Its the least you can do since I was unable to attend myself.

Anna stood and went to wind the clock that graced the mantel, her face carefully averted. There was one thing

Yes?

Lord Northland. He tripped and spilled my orgeat.

Sir Phineas looked at Annas hand, which was bunched about the clock key so tightly that her knuckles shone white. Damn it all, he should have been with his granddaughter and not tucked into bed like an invalid. I hope you drew his cork.

The air of tension eased a bit, and she turned to smile at him over her shoulder, a look of great satisfaction softening her face. Nothing so dire as that. Just a little orgeat up his nose. I think I made my point rather nicely.

It was a pity he hadnt been present to defend his granddaughter. Wish I could have done the honors for you, he said sourly.

I handled him quite well myself. She set the clock key back on the mantel, a quiver of some emotion lurking in her gray eyes. It was a lesson to me. I should never have gone to the Dandridges. I stepped out of my station by doing so, and Lord Northlands behavior reminded me of that fact.

Sir Phineas had to grind his teeth to keep a scowl from his face. In over seven hundred years no Thraxton had done more than dally in trade, and it was a demmed shame to see it start now. Not that he was averse to hard work; he understood the benefits of using ones own hands to assist those in need. But the Thraxtons were not common laborers. In fact, there was nothing common about any of them. And seeing his granddaughter slaving for a few pence like a mill worker was heartbreaking.

Annas gaze suddenly flickered past his shoulder. Grandpapa, you were smoking, werent you?

Heavens, no. Wouldnt think of it. Nasty habit, smoking. Often thought they should ban cigarillos and

Someone was smoking. And they caught the shrubbery on fire.

Phineas turned to see a thick column of smoke rising in front of the window. Damnation, I thought I had extinguished that blasted He caught his granddaughters amused gaze and added hastily, Dont just stand there, yammering away! Tell Hawkes to put it out before the whole house goes up in smoke. As ramshackle as this place is, it
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