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Chapter One 
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Herefordshire, England 1817 

“Eloise, please tell me you have not been near those God-awful creatures again.” 

Eloise drew off her hat, plucked a bit of straw from it and rolled her eyes. Her stepbrother paused to eye himself in the looking-glass hanging in the entranceway of Evergreen Hall. He ignored her while he pushed back an invisible errant strand of hair. David’s dark golden locks were never an inch out of place, carefully styled and slicked so that each curl presented perfectly around his face. Clean-shaven and perfectly polished, he never failed to make her aware of her inability to remain as neat as he. 

Of course, she did not spend all day, every day, looking after her appearance. She had far too much to do. 

“The rain is coming down heavily now. I needed to ensure they were warm.” 

David fixed her with a look. Raised eyebrow, blue eyes cold, lips thin. She was well used to that look from just about every member of the household whenever she so much as uttered a word. It would not matter if she declared herself betrothed to the Prince Regent, she would still have that look bestowed upon her as though she were barely worth mustering anything other than disdain for. 

That might have bothered her once but it had been years since she had felt anything but a mild annoyance toward her family. 

“Those little rats should be drowned, as far as I’m concerned.” 

“They are cats, not rats. Or more precisely, kittens.” 

“Flea-ridden, disease-carrying, vile creatures,” her stepbrother muttered. “I do not care for them one bit.” 

She forced a tight smile. “What a fine job it is then, that I do not ask you to.” 

“Yes, but you’re...” he waved a hand, “out there, touching them. How do I know you are not carrying disease or...fleas?” His lips curled in disgust as though simply saying the words might infest him with fleas or illness. 

Before she could answer, Adam strode into the hallway. Though David’s twin and similar in looks, he was several inches shorter than his brother—something for which he tried to make up for by having his boots specially made with a hidden heel. Not that Adam would relish his stepsister knowing such things. He was, like his brother, well-dressed from his cream pantaloons to his dark waistcoat and tailcoat. His cravat was tied with a precision that Eloise could only wonder at. The brothers had gone through several valets in the past year, none quite able to meet their demands, it seemed. The latest two had yet to tire of the twins’ demands but she knew it would not be long before David or Adam lost their temper and they would have to hunt for yet more staff to serve the spoiled men. 

“Did you say fleas?” Adam demanded. 

“She has been playing with those creatures again,” David explained. 

“Kittens,” Eloise said, patiently. 

“So, you have added yet more animals to your menagerie?” Adam asked, one neat eyebrow lifted. 

“Their mother died. I could hardly leave them,” Eloise protested, even knowing her stepbrothers would care little for some orphaned kittens. 

David came to his brother’s side. “You could. And you should. It’s is called nature, sister. Let it run its course.” 

Adam shook his head. “Why Father allows this to continue, I do not know. I should remind him once more that you are neglecting your duties in this house in favor of flea-ridden animals.” 

His brother smirked. “Yes, do you not have a spring ball to organize, Eloise? I am sure that is more important than a handful of filthy creatures.” 

Eloise would not mention that her collection of abandoned and sick animals was growing by the day. What had started off as one rude parrot, cast off by his owner who could not tolerate the chatter, had turned into two goats, an ugly sheep that insisted on butting people and chasing old ladies, five cats and two kittens. And, of course, the old nag that her stepfather was threatening to shoot as he was a waste of money. 

After getting a reputation for taking in animals that no one else wanted, the villagers had come to her many times over the recent months with more animals. A few she had found homes for but some were too ugly, weak or old to find loving homes, so she did the best she could. 

“The ball is almost organized,” she said calmly. “I am perfectly capable of running this household and looking after the animals.” She smiled. “Of course, I would not expect you two to understand such capabilities. You would find it a little taxing.” 

“Hardly,” David sneered. “I could organize a few menus and order about servants with ease. Not that I ever intend to. That will be my wife’s job when the time comes.” He leaned in. “I do hope you have invited some beautiful young women. It will be a frightful bore if you have not.” 

“Oh yes, I invited Lady Surridge and her sisters.” She grinned. “They are so looking forward to a dance with you both.” 

Adam groaned. “What did you do that for? You know she never leaves us alone.” 

Eloise lifted a shoulder. “Does she not? Oh dear.” 

Lady Surridge was a wealthy widow of about fifty. Unfortunately, she and her three spinster sisters had taken quite the liking to Eloise’s stepbrothers, even though they had little interest in the eccentric women who quite fancied a younger husband. If nothing else would interest her at the ball, it would at least be amusing to see Adam and David chased about by the determined ladies. 

David narrowed his gaze at her. “You ought to be more careful about how you treat us, Eloise. You do not want something happening to your animals, do you?” 

“Why, are you planning on visiting them? I’m not at all sure you would wish to go near those—what did you call them?—flea-ridden rats.” She paused and frowned at David’s shoulder. “Oh dear.” 

“What? What is it?” he demanded. 

“Oh, well, I think I might have just seen...” She pointed to his lapel. “Yes, there it is.” Putting on an apologetic smile, she tilted her head. “A flea I’m afraid. Oh, look there it goes.” 

“Christ, get it off, for goodness sakes.” Her stepbrother began tugging off his jacket with haste. “Where is it? Do you see it?” 

“Hmm, I’m not sure.” 

“Adam, help me,” David shouted, practically stomping his feet. 

Adam threw up his hands. “I am not going near you, not if there’s a flea on you. I have delicate skin. It might bite me.” 

“I think it might have jumped onto you, Adam,” Eloise said breezily. She glanced at the grandfather clock in the hallway. “Oh, look at the time. I must be getting on. Lots to arrange for the ball. I hear lavender is a good repellent for fleas.” 

“I hate lavender,” one of her stepbrothers declared as he began stripping off his jacket and cravat. 

Chuckling to herself, Eloise swept past them and moved through the lower chambers to her stepfather’s study. Her stomach bunched a little as she knocked. It annoyed her that, after all these years, she still felt apprehension about seeing him. Why her mother ever married him she did not know. 

Well, perhaps she did. Safety and security for them both, of course, but sometimes she wished her mother had married for love instead of wealth. Perhaps then her mother would have enjoyed her last years of life and Eloise might have a stepfather that cared for her. 

“Come in,” her stepfather, Viscount Tremaine bellowed. 

Shoulders drawn up, chin lifted, she eased open the door. Her gaze landed on her stepfather, tucked behind his desk. Several lamps were lit near the desk but the rest of the room was cast in shadow. Despite the weather beginning to clear, he had kept the curtains drawn, ensuring the study was blanketed in a haze of gloom. 

The book-covered corners of the room remained mysterious and shadowed while her stepfather’s desk stood out in bright contrast with no less than three lamps upon it and several more scattered about the shelving directly behind him. She had little idea why, but her stepfather had always preferred to spend his time in the dark and he loathed the rain. Of course, no one particularly adored rain but the viscount had a special aversion to it. Eloise had some suspicions it was to do with it having been raining when her mother passed from influenza—not that the cold-hearted man would ever admit to that. 

“Well, are you going to come in or not?” 

The barked demand had her scurrying into the room and shutting the door behind her. She edged up to his desk. He drew off his glasses and laid them on the desk before eyeing her. With thick, gray hair, dark eyes that sometimes seemed fathomless to her and a physique that he kept in shape with fencing, he was—for his age—a handsome man. It was a shame about the fathomless eyes, though. 

And the ugly heart. 

Her stepfather ran his gaze over her from head to toe, making her want to fidget. She clamped her thighs together and kept her hands still. She would not be intimidated by him, not anymore. Too many years had been wasted to feeling fearful of this man. 

“What have you been doing?” His gaze arrowed in on her face. “Is that straw?” 

Eloise plucked the straw from her hair and tucked her hands behind her. Blast, she should have neatened up before seeing him. The last thing she wanted to do was remind him she was housing stray animals in the barn. He tolerated it mostly because he would not go near the animals and none of the servants would touch them either—mostly out of loyalty to her, but he did not know that. 

“You had better not be neglecting your duties.” 

Eloise shook her head. “We are all prepared for the arrival of our first guests tomorrow.” 

“Good. Everything must run perfectly.” He jabbed a finger at her. “Perfectly, you understand. If anything goes wrong, it will all be on you, Eloise.” 

She held back a sigh. His threats were empty. She had been running the household since her
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