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      “If he comes here, I’ll run him out myself!”

      “Calm down, Ginny.”

      Virginia Blanchard turned on her heel to stare at her best friend. Harriet Percy smiled back with a serene expression. Ginny frowned. How could her friend not see the problem?

      “Did you just tell me to calm down?” She motioned wildly to the letter Harriet held in her hand. “After this?”

      Her friend nodded. “You have no idea what this-this-” She glanced back down at the missive. “Simon Webber is like. He may not be the ogre you believe he is.”

      “He’s a Blanchard!” Ginny snapped as if that explained everything. In her mind it did.

      Her friend rose to her feet and returned the letter with a wry smile. “Actually, he’s a Webber.”

      Ginny paused to shake her head, but most of the heat was gone from her voice and from her emotions. The fear was taking over, and that was much worse. She was so tired of being afraid. In the last few months, she’d thought her fears were gone for good, but now they returned with vengeance.

      “Simon Webber’s mother was raised a Blanchard,” she whispered. “Which makes him my husband’s cousin. If I’ve learned anything from the past four years in this family, it’s that all those people are fiends.”

      Harriet’s face softened with pity and Ginny winced. She didn’t want that. Not even from her best friend.

      “Jack is one of ‘those people’.”

      Ginny sank into a chair by the fire. Was it too early for a drink? Rubbing a hand across her throbbing temple, she struggled for calm and control.

      “My husband is dead. Henry won’t be raising Jack, I will. And I’d never raise him to behave like one of that family.” Ginny tossed the envelope on the table with a disgusted sigh. “Or a Webber.”

      Harriet sat in the chair next to hers to place a warm hand on her own. “Don’t assume the worst.”

      “I have no choice, don’t you see? This man has been named trustee of Jack’s inheritance. He’ll have the power on a whim and at will to give or take my son’s future until he comes of age and is given the title.” She took in a shallow breath and somehow managed to keep weak, useless tears from filling her eyes. “After Henry’s death, I swore no one would ever have the authority to do that again.” She swallowed and found a bit of strength somewhere inside of her. “Unless I get rid of this man, I’ll have failed my child one more time.”

      Harriet shook her blonde head. “Don’t talk like that! No one could do more for a child than you have done for Jack.”

      Ginny pursed her lips as she dismissed all she’d gone through in the past. She had more pressing problems in the present. “I can only hope all I’ve done won’t be for nothing.” She ran a hand over her eyes. “It doesn’t bode well, though.”

      “Why?”

      She motioned to the dreaded message with one slender finger. “First, the man didn’t even bother to write himself. He let Henry’s loathsome solicitor do the deed. Mr. Randall probably took enormous pleasure in removing my purse.” She grimaced as she thought of thin weasel of a lawyer. “And the letter clearly states that this Webber isn’t only the trustee of the estate until Jack comes of age, but he’s to have some part in overseeing my son’s upbringing, as well.”

      She jumped back up to pace the room. “Oh, this is so frustrating. At least when Henry was alive, I knew what I was dealing with.”

      “A bastard,” Harriet interjected with heat.

      Ginny smiled at her friend’s loyalty. “But this Webber could be far worse. He’s an unknown enemy.”

      “Or so you believe.”

      Ginny couldn’t fathom her friend’s naivety. Of course, Harriet had never had to reckon with a husband or in-laws like hers. No, Harriet’s late husband had been the love of her life.

      “Knowing that family as I do, I feel I must assume the worst. And so I’ll have to do my best to get rid of this man.” Ginny glanced up at her best friend. “Will you help me force his retreat to London?”

      With a nod, Harriet brushed her hand again. “You know I’d do anything for you. I only wish I could give you back some of the happiness you deserve.”

      Ginny dipped her head to shield Harriet from seeing the effect of her words. Happiness was a luxury she could ill afford. “Getting rid of this man will be the closest I can come to happiness.”

      Her friend’s grip on her hand tightened. “Well, perhaps once you’ve done that, we can concentrate on finding you a new love. A new husband, even. Or at least someone to take away the loneliness that has haunted you for so long.”

      With her friend’s words, every nerve in Ginny’s body crackled. Just the thought of another husband made her sick with anxiety. Another man’s hands on her, not with tenderness, but violence. The clumsy taking in the bedroom. The tears.

      No. Those were things she’d left behind when Henry had mercifully departed the earth. She never intended to revisit them again.

      “Let’s just concentrate on one thing at a time, shall we?” she asked with a shiver. “And right now all my attention has to be on Simon Webber. If he thinks he can waltz in here and take what rightfully belongs to my son, he’s in for a nasty surprise.”
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      Simon strummed his fingers along the tabletop as he glanced at his pocket watch for the third time. “Who the hell does the woman think she is?”

      He rose to his feet and strode over to the window. Rain pelted the glass and the damp air chilled the room. With a frown, Simon looked at the fire. Only a few embers remained and barely heated the room at all, but there was no kindling in the wood box to stoke the flames.

      With a purse of his lips, he returned to his seat to wait. It was clear Virginia Blanchard didn’t want him in her home. Between the chilly welcome by the house staff, to this… he checked his watch again… hour-long wait in the drafty sitting room, every action seemed designed to make him want to leave. But why? He was here to help the woman, not harm her.

      Could his aunt’s accusations have been correct? Normally he didn’t put much stock in what Cordelia or her malicious daughters said, but perhaps Lady Westdale really was crazy. If that was true, he was going to have to remain at Westdale to ascertain if she was also unfit to raise James Blanchard. The heir to the title couldn’t be brought up in an unhealthy environment.

      “An hour and a bloody quarter!” Simon grunted as he strode over to the door and yanked it open. A startled footman stood watch outside.

      “Sir?”

      He used the no-nonsense tone he generally reserved for lazy galley hands. “Tell Lady Westdale that if she cannot see me now, I shall retire to Lord Westdale’s office and begin my study of the books. Now point me in the direction of his private rooms.”

      “But Mr. Webber, I was told…”

      “Well, I just told you differently.” Simon glared at the boy with what he knew was a hard, undeniable look. He hated to intimidate, but he’d do it if his hand were forced. As it was being forced at present. “Where is my cousin’s office?”

      The boy paled as he motioned down the hallway. “Down the hall, two doors on your left, sir.”

      “Thank you.”

      As Simon took the few long steps to his cousin’s business quarters, he stifled a smile. If that didn’t rouse the reluctant Countess of Westdale, he didn’t know what would. He wasn’t a man accustomed to waiting. Especially when he didn’t want to be in York in the first place. His ship waited. Port waited. His life waited.

      And he was here. Doing his family duty.

      Again.

      With a wry smile, he sat down at his cousin’s desk and smoothed his hands over the mahogany surface. Nothing but the best for Cousin Henry. Always. Some things never changed.

      Before he could contemplate his family any further, the study door flew open. Simon looked up to lock gazes with one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. Her blue eyes flashed fire and her cheeks were flushed with anger.

      She couldn’t be anyone else but Henry’s wife. Nothing but the best.

      “Mr. Webber, is it?”

      Simon was surprised by the icy disdain in her voice as she took a purposeful step into the room and shoved a few wayward auburn curls behind her ears.

      Simon managed to snap out of his haze enough to remember his manners. He stood up with a curt nod. “Yes, and I must assume you are the Countess. I’m here to…”

      She held up her hand for silence like he was some footman at her command. “I am well aware of exactly why you’re here. But that gives you no right to barge into private, family quarters and rifle through my late husband’s papers.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow. He was in no mood for her disrespect, not after the miserable, wet ride from London in the confined carriage and then the endless moments he’d been banished to the sitting room. His patience was far past its end.

      He did his best to keep his voice calm, but instead it came out as nearly a growl. “I beg your pardon, my lady, but if you’ll recall, I have been waiting for you for well over an hour. Perhaps you were raised to believe that an untitled person’s time isn’t as valuable as your own, but I assure you mine is. I have responsibilities here and I intend to address them, with or without your assistance.”

      Virginia Blanchard’s eyes widened at his retort, then her face twisted into the brittle mask of a smile as she collected herself. “Ah, yes. Your duties.”

      Where was this venom coming from? And how could it exist in the guise of such loveliness? He’d come to Westdale with an open mind, ready to do his duty and assist in any way he could. He’d expected a brokenhearted widow to greet him. Instead he found this… this…

      Fireball.

      With a frown, he decided to switch tactics. Obviously the woman felt threatened. Perhaps a gentler approach would sooth her.

      He motioned to one of the armchairs in front of the desk. “Why don’t you sit down, Lady Westdale? I’m very tired from my travels and I believe I may have spoken too harshly. Perhaps we can begin this conversation again.”

      To his surprise, Virginia didn’t react with pleasure to his attempt at charm. In fact, her face paled further and her hands began to shake with emotion.

      “This is my home, Mr. Webber. You’d do well to remember that before you go offering me a seat as if I’m some visitor.”

      He shut his eyes and counted to ten in his head. When he felt no better, he tried twenty. She seemed determined to quarrel with him, to read malice into his every action.

      “I didn’t mean…” he began with an exasperated sigh.

      “But you did.”

      She frowned at him as she folded her arms. Simon did the same and the two stared at each other. How long would this little showdown last? Judging from the steel in her eyes, quite a while. His aunt’s warning that Virginia wasn’t well flickered into his mind again.

      He covertly shifted his gaze from her auburn-highlighted hair over her softly rounded breasts, slender hips and the shapely legs he’d wager hid under her blue skirts. Virginia looked perfectly well to him.

      He shook the thought from his head. Months at sea had obviously made him weak if he’d experience such a strong pang of desire for a lady who had just set him down with wild accusations. Since she didn’t seem capable, he had to be the calm one in the situation.

      Start over. Just start over.

      Clenching his teeth, Simon held out his hand to her. “Lady Westdale, I’m your late husband’s cousin, Simon Webber.”

      She eyed his hand with distrust for a moment as if sizing him up, then cautiously extended her own. He took it for a brief squeeze then immediately released her hand. Her face relaxed a fraction and her stance became less like a fighter.

      “I assure you I’m not here to do you any harm,” he continued. “In fact, I’m hoping my presence here will be of some help you through what must be a difficult time. And James, too.”

      The wall flew in front of her narrowed eyes again. Apparently he’d made another blunder.

      “We call him Jack.”

      “Jack,” he corrected with a placating smile. “I’m very much looking forward to meeting Jack.”

      “I’m sure you are.” She took a seat but continued to stare at him with obvious contempt. “Now I wonder if you could stop playing your little games for a moment and tell me what you really hope to accomplish while you’re here?”

      Simon’s mouth fell open and it took a moment to compose himself enough to speak. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You heard me quite well. Why are you here?”

      He blinked. Twice. “Didn’t you receive the letter from your husband’s solicitor?”

      She looked at him like he was some kind of idiot. “Yes. But I think we both know there’s more behind your arrival than just Henry’s will. Did his mother send you to check up on me? Or perhaps you’re hoping Jack’s inheritance will pad your own purse for the next twenty years?”

      At that, Simon forgot about control. The idea that she would accuse him of stealing from a child threw his mind into a fury. He slammed his palm down on the desk, and she jumped at the harsh sound.

      “Apparently you’ve done nothing to find out who I am, have you, my lady?” he asked with lethal calm as he circled around the desk closer to her.

      Her shoulders stiffened, but she didn’t rise from her seat. “I don’t need to research you or your past to know that any man would be thrilled by the kind of money you now have access to,” she said, but her eyes dropped from his, as if the intensity of their stare frightened her.

      He took the chair beside her and leaned closer. He was greeted by a soft whiff of flowers that radiated from her flushed skin. Despite his frustration, the feminine scent set his body on edge and cooled his anger, while it heated his blood in other ways.

      “Ah, but in this case, Lady Westdale, you do. You have no idea what I do, do you? Who I am?”

      Her nostrils flared and from the closer angle, Simon was surprised to see more fear than anger in her dark blue eyes. Between that and the intoxicating lilac scent of her skin, he was intrigued enough to tamp down his remaining fury.

      “No.” she admitted through clenched teeth.

      “Then allow me to fill you in on the details. I am involved in shipping, my lady. I have been for years. What I’ve earned from my own sweat and labor could buy what James has inherited three times over.”

      He couldn’t hold back a smug smile of pride as her eyes widened, first with doubt and then with surprise.

      “Three?”

      Her husky voice was barely a whisper and the timber ignited sparks of awareness throughout his body. What in the world was wrong with him? He’d met the woman not fifteen minutes before!

      “Perhaps four.” He cleared his throat as he forced his focus back to business. “So you don’t have to fear my sweeping in to take your son’s fortune. I have no need to do so.”

      Now it was her turn to lean in closer. She searched his face, taking in every angle and curve. What she was looking for, he didn’t know, but he would have been lying if he’d said he didn’t enjoy the sweep of her gaze.

      “I don’t understand.” Her voice was soft, as if she meant to speak her words only to herself. “If you aren’t here for Jack’s money, then why are you?”

      His smile fell. That explanation would have taken far too long, and he doubted a woman like Virginia Blanchard would understand. Besides, he wasn’t sure he wanted to give her such a glimpse into his personal life.

      Finally, he took the easy explanation. “Family duty, my lady. It’s all about family duty.”

      There was a long pause. Without warning, the moment of openness she’d displayed vanished. “Ah, yes, the Blanchards. I’d almost forgotten who your family was.” She shook her head and he had the sneaking suspicion she wasn’t really directing that comment to him either.

      “And your family,” he offered.

      Her eyes lifted to his and there was no mistaking the fire of hatred that sparked within them. “What?”

      “They’re your family, too. By law.”

      “They are not my family,” she said with venom. Then the anger faded, though what replaced it seemed false. For the first time since she’d stormed into the office, Virginia smiled. “But now we must discuss where you’ll be staying during the short time you’ll be here to look over Henry’s books.”

      Simon nodded. There was no use telling her that he had no idea how long or short his visit would be. Judging from her manner, his stay might involve more than a cursory look over the finances of the estate. It might include investigating her fitness. An exercise that suddenly didn’t seem so very unpleasant.

      “Of course you cannot stay here in my home. That wouldn’t be proper.” Her smile fell. “So I’ve arranged for you to stay in the little cottage on our property. It isn’t large, but it will house you and your staff.”

      Simon wrinkled his brow. This sudden sweetness and accommodating manner was as confusing as her earlier rage. But he had to admit, he was drawn to the act all the same. Even a false smile increased her beauty tenfold. He could only imagine what a genuine one would do.

      “Of course I wouldn’t want to be a burden. And staying on the estate makes sense. The sooner I can be done with my business, the sooner I can leave you to your normal life. I appreciate your offer.”

      She turned away, but not before Simon saw her smile had turned to a smirk. What in the world was he getting himself into?

      “Very good. I assume you can take care of yourself for the most part. Since the household is still in mourning,” she paused with a grimace. “We don’t have formal suppers every night. I’ll have the cook bring down food for you and your men. How many are there?”

      Simon glanced at her gown. The pale, spring blue was anything but mourning attire and he hadn’t missed how she’d accentuated the household was in mourning, but had said nothing about herself. He wondered why. Only a few short months had passed since Henry’s accident.

      “Mr. Webber?”

      “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. Maintaining focus around this woman was a difficult order. “There will only be two of us. Just me and my valet.”

      Her brow wrinkled and her eyes moved over him again. “I would have thought you’d need an army of men...” With a gasp, she shut her mouth and turned away. “If you need anything, please bring it up with my butler. Ingram will be happy to assist you. Good day.”

      With that, she gathered up her skirt and all but fled the room. Simon watched her go with a shake of his head. In the span of twenty minutes Virginia Blanchard had confused, aroused, and infuriated him. He found himself wondering when they would meet again, and if he would ever find out who the real woman behind the mask was.
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      “So what does he look like?”

      Ginny turned from the rain-streaked window to glare at Harriet. “You’re missing the point.”

      Her friend shrugged. “You said he was younger than you thought he’d be, I was simply curious.”

      With a sigh, Ginny sat back down in a comfortable chair by the roaring fire. “I said he was unexpected in many ways, not only in his appearance.”

      Still, despite her protestations to Harriet, thoughts of Simon Webber had crept into her mind since their meeting a few hours before. And not just because of the heated words they’d exchanged.

      “Which was…?” Harriet prodded.

      “You’re exasperating. He was very handsome if you must know.” The image of Simon Webber standing in her husband’s office as if he owned that and every other room flashed into her mind. “He’s very commanding. Hard, like a man who works outdoors, except for his eyes. I’ve never seen a color like that before. Blue-green like the ocean.”

      She trailed off. What was wrong with her? Talking like that about a man she’d only just met? It wasn’t like her.

      Harriet arched an eyebrow, and Ginny shook the images from her head before she continued, “He looked like a man who could take what he wanted.”

      “You were looking closely.” Harriet’s tone was low, as if that fact signified.

      “Why shouldn’t I? He holds the keys to my future and my son’s life. I must learn everything about him that I can.”

      She frowned. They were pretty words, but she hadn’t been thinking about those very rational things when she’d been with Simon. No, instead of concentrating on the problem – him, she’d been flustered by the odd feelings he’d inspired. It had taken all her strength to maintain distance and control. Her instinct had been far different. She’d wanted to run from him, from the strange curl of heat that had begun in the pit of her stomach and eased its way throughout her body when he looked at her.

      Harriet’s expression made it more than clear that she didn’t believe her rationalizations any more than Ginny did herself.

      “And what do you know about him now that you’ve spent a few moments in his company?” her friend asked with a wry smile.

      Ginny paused to contemplate the question. “Well, he doesn’t have that coldness most of his family does. His eyes weren’t just amazing, they were warm. Not cruel like Henry’s. Even when Simon was angry, they didn’t become hard.”

      “Are you admitting I was right, then?”

      Ginny wrinkled her brow. “About what?”

      “That he isn’t as much of a threat as you thought. That perhaps he isn’t here to destroy you or your son’s independence. Perhaps he’s here to help you, just as he claimed.” Her friend tilted her head while she waited for an answer.

      It was one Ginny found hard to come by. Yes, she’d been furious when she came into Henry’s office to find Simon Webber sitting there like he was lord and master of the estate. It had been too much of a reminder of her late husband in that very spot, drunk, his voice harsh as he listed her faults as a wife and lover. Henry’s cruel hands wrapping around her arms, dragging her to their room for punishment for unknown crimes. She shivered at the unwanted memory.

      “Ginny, you look as though you’ll faint away. Breathe.” Harriet rose to her feet with a look of concern.

      “I’m sorry.” Ginny shook her head. She was being weak. Simon Webber didn’t hold any special power over her. “My mind wandered.”

      Her companion arched an incredulous eyebrow. “I would say so, and I’d hate to be on that journey if it makes your eyes fill with such terror.”

      Ginny ignored her friend’s words and forced her mind back to the subject at hand. “Mr. Webber isn’t what I thought he would be. He doesn’t seem to be a monster, but that could be part of his act. One way or another, it doesn’t change the fact that I don’t want him here. I don’t want him, or any other person, involved in my or my son’s life.”

      “Is that all you’re afraid of?”

      Ginny shrugged at her pointed question. “We both know that the longer he stays, the more likely he’ll be to find out…”

      She trailed off and for a moment the two women sat with locked gazes. Finally, Harriet broke the uncomfortable pause. “So where is he now?”

      Ginny didn’t answer, but shifted in her chair.

      Her friend stared at her with wide green eyes. “You put him in the cottage, even though you aren’t as certain of his motives as you were before?”

      “That was my plan.” Ginny squirmed under Harriet’s disapproving gaze. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      Harriet shook her head in utter disbelief. “I can’t believe you’d send him all the way down there when you aren’t even sure if you have a true reason to fear him.”

      “I can’t take any chances.” But even as she said the words, the pang of guilt grew to a full-blown ache. Perhaps she had made a hasty decision. “I only need a bit of time to figure him out before I come up with a new plan to get rid of him.”

      Harriet opened her mouth, then shut it with a shake of her head. Ginny was just as happy. She was confused by this turn of the situation already, she didn’t need her friend twisting it even more.

      Harriet simply didn’t understand how desperate she was. She couldn’t. After all, the two women were completely different. Sometimes Ginny was amazed they could be so close. Unlike her, Harriet wanted to believe the best in people. Ginny knew better. Simon Webber was probably a devil under those good looks and calm demeanor. He was waiting for his moment to strike once she dropped her guard.

      “Would you like my advice?”

      Ginny shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      “You should invite him back up to the house for supper tonight.”

      She stood up with a gasp. “Do you not remember the plan?”

      Harriet rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes. Bread and water from the kitchen, preferably damp. The cottage. Make him want to go back to London. But don’t you think that’s a little obvious? Besides, it will do nothing to endear you to him, and that’s what you’ll need to do if you want to find out what he’s really about and what’s the best way to make him go away.”

      Ginny had to admit the wisdom in both her friend’s statements. “So you’re suggesting a truce just long enough for me to find out his weaknesses.”

      Harriet nodded, though she looked unsure. “I suppose that’s one way to look at it. Though I’m rather hoping you’ll find out he’s not an inhuman monster and forget your whole plan to keep him away.” When Ginny opened her mouth in protest, she shrugged one shoulder. “Jack needs a male figure in his life, and this man could even become a friend to you if you needed one.”

      Ginny laughed. Simon Webber, a friend? Now why didn’t that idea feel as ridiculous as she wanted it to feel? She didn’t need another friend, and she certainly didn’t need another man.

      “I doubt that. But I do see the value in your suggestion. Will you accept an invitation for supper if I ask him to join us?”

      Harriet glanced at the little clock on the mantle. “I’ll need to dash home for a few errands, but I’ll come back for supper if you need me. I’m actually quite interested to see this man whose presence has captured your attention so.”

      Ginny sighed loudly. “I don’t want you here to size him up! I want you here as a buffer in case he’s more angry about the state of the cottage than I anticipated. And to help me procure information from the man.”

      “Very well.” A knowing smile tilted Harriet’s mouth up at the corners. “I am your servant for the evening.” She gave Ginny a brief hug then disappeared into the hall.

      Ginny sat back down to stare into the fire. Harriet was right, she needed more information. Even Simon had said she should have investigated him. And that’s exactly what she would do. Once she knew the man better than he knew himself, she’d surely have enough ammunition to keep him from ever harming her or her family.
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      “This is ridiculous.”

      Simon let out a laugh of agreement before he looked up from the gaping hole in the west wall of the cottage to stare at his friend. Adam Scott was irate as he stalked from one structural problem to another. He barely dodged a waterfall of rain coming from the roof as he turned to Simon.

      “This is where she’s putting us for the duration of our stay?” Adam sniffed. “It’s worse shelter than she’d give a dog.”

      Simon smiled. It was just like his best friend to be more upset by their current situation than he was. His protectiveness had come from their years aboard ship together. Sometimes he acted more like a father or older brother than a friend, though Adam was only ten years older than Simon’s own thirty years.

      “Well, this explains that little smirk she gave me before I left the main house,” Simon said with a shrug.

      To him, this was just one more piece to the puzzle that was Virginia Blanchard. And he had to admit, he admired her spirit, even if he didn’t understand why her anger was devoted to him.

      Adam grunted a reply as he crouched down to examine some of the damage to a wall. The cottage was a small building. It had two bedrooms and a sitting area with a large fireplace. Aside from the leaky roof and hole-ridden walls, it wasn’t a bad dwelling. In fact, Simon wondered why there would be such an accommodation on an estate like Westdale. The main house had large servant quarters, so there was no reason for servants to be housed here. And it was too close to be used for hunting.

      He fingered the damp fabric on the chaise before the fireplace. It was expensive. This was a place for someone important to stay. Or had been before it had been damaged so severely by the elements.

      “Well, I’ll be…”

      Simon turned to look at Adam who was pointing to one of the holes. “What is it?”

      “On purpose!” his friend muttered. “Some of this damage was inflicted on purpose. As if someone took a sledge to the wall.”

      “No!” Simon crouched down to look at the hole. Indeed, it did look purposeful. The wall was smooth around it, like there had been one blow and nothing else to damage the surface.

      With a soft laugh, he stood back up. “Well, she certainly has a plan to get rid of me, I have to acknowledge that.”

      Adam pursed his lips. “I don’t see anything funny about this. We would have fared better aboard The Keeper, even in a hurricane.”

      Simon nodded, though he was hardly listening to his friend as he ran his hand along the damaged wall. What game was Virginia trying to play with him?

      “I’ll send a post to Havers right away and see if he can swing her around and put her in port over in Bridlington.” He lifted twinkling eyes to his friend. “Then you can have the luxury of familiar surroundings while I attempt to solve out the mystery of Virginia Blanchard.”

      “It’s too far for me to be of any service to you.” Adam grinned. “But I can’t say I’d be sorry to see your ship if The Keeper pulled into port today. But don’t you already know the cause for Lady Westdale’s behavior?”

      Simon wrinkled his brow. At this point he knew nothing about the Countess except that she was beautiful and strange.

      “What cause?”

      Adam shrugged one bulky shoulder. “Didn’t your aunt say the Countess was daft?”

      Simon let his hand drop from the wall as he considered that possibility. Again he flashed to the strong anger and equally intense fear Virginia had shown him that afternoon in the few moments when her guard was down. But there had been a purpose behind her emotions, even if it wasn’t one he could determine. At worst, Lady Westdale was highly emotional behind that disconnected mask she wore, but not mad.

      “I think my Aunt Cordelia was merely spouting more of her poison, Adam,” he said with a sigh. “If Lady Westdale is daft than I’m a saint. No, there’s something else behind her behavior, I’m almost sure of it.”

      Adam shook a stream of water from his wet coat as he glanced up at Simon. “Then what do you think of her?”

      “Well, she’s stunning.”

      His friend winked. “Yes, you’ve mentioned how beautiful her ladyship is several times since you left the house.”

      Heat darkened Simon’s skin. Had he been prattling on about Virginia’s looks? That wasn’t wise, even around a friend. Not only would Adam rib him mercilessly about it, but putting a voice to the feelings she’d inspired in him would only open him to harm. Desire, when controlled, could be pleasurable, but Simon hadn’t exactly felt control when he’d leaned in close to Virginia and breathed in her scent. In fact, he hadn’t experienced a reaction quite so strong in a long time, let alone for a woman he didn’t even know.

      “What else, then?” Adam prodded.

      “Yes, my impressions… I’d almost forgotten.” Simon sighed. There was no avoiding a question with Adam. “She’s very complex. She seems to believe I’m here for some nefarious purpose.”

      “Like what?” his friend scoffed. “You don’t want to be here at all. You get no pleasure from this!”

      “Which I tried to tell her, but my mention of family duty only seemed to upset her even more.” He rubbed his chin. He was accustomed to the beard he kept on board his ship. The smooth shave felt odd. But nothing in his current situation felt normal. Nothing except that dreaded sense of obligation to his family. He shook his head. “And there’s one more thing that troubles me.”

      “What’s that?”

      He paused as he considered what he was about to say. “She isn’t in mourning, Adam. My cousin died only a few months ago. By the rules of Society, she should still be in full black. But she wasn’t. She wore a blue gown that matched the exact shade of her eyes.”

      Adam smirked.

      Simon winced at the realization that he’d once again revealed too much to his friend. He shot the other man a glare, then continued, “Though she mentioned the household was in mourning, the look in her eyes told me plainly that she doesn’t feel Henry’s death is much of a loss to her personally.”

      Adam twisted his mouth. “Curious.”

      “Yes. It’s just one more mystery I’ll have to solve while…”

      He trailed off when there was the soft sound of a throat clearing behind the two men. Both turned to see one of Lady Westdale’s footmen standing in the creaking door of the cottage. Though the man held an umbrella, he was soaked through and looked utterly miserable.

      “I beg your pardon, gentlemen,” he said as he stepped inside and lowered the protective barrier. When the gash in the cottage roof continued to drop rain onto his forehead, he lifted it again with an apologetic smile. “But her ladyship has asked that I bring you a message.”

      “Well, I can’t wait for this,” Adam muttered under his breath.

      “What is it, young man?” Simon asked.

      “Lady Westdale has requested the pleasure of your company for supper this evening. She will expect you at eight sharp. And your man is also welcome to take a warm and dry supper in the house.” He gave a short bow. “Would you like to send a message in reply?”

      Simon looked around. The room didn’t appear to have anything to write with, or even a decent place to lean. “Even if I did, it doesn’t appear that a missive would survive your wet ride back to the main house. Please tell her ladyship that I shall be there at eight and I look forward to sharing a meal.”

      The young man nodded, and with a glance of regret at the torrent outside, departed for the long ride back up to the house. Once he was out of earshot, Simon turned to Adam with a cocked brow. “I thought this ‘household in mourning’ didn’t have formal suppers where I’d be welcome?”

      Adam shrugged. “Well, I have never claimed to understand the ever-changing minds of women. At least it will give you a chance to tell her what we think about her putting us in this leaky hole!”

      Simon glanced around them once again. The place really was dreadful, and even worse in the rain. He thanked his luck that it was early spring and not winter when they might have frozen to death thanks to Virginia’s ‘hospitality’.

      “No, I don’t think I will tell her.”

      Adam’s eyes grew wide. “Are you serious?”

      “Absolutely.” Simon put his hands on his hips as he glanced around the room in a slow circle. “Virginia put us here for a reason. Confronting her will only put her on edge. At the very least, I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing she’s upset me.” Simon shook his head with a smile. “If we’re asked, neither one of us will act as if there is anything amiss about our quarters. In fact…” He grinned. “I plan to compliment her on their comfort.”

      Adam’s eyes grew wide, but then he broke into a long burst of laughter. “It should be interesting to see how she reacts to that!”

      “Yes. And that’s exactly why I plan to do it.” Simon smirked at his friend before he flipped open his pocket watch. In just a few hours he would be with Virginia again. He was surprised to feel anticipation at the thought. Everything she’d done so far was designed to make him dislike her. Instead, he found himself enjoying the adversarial dance they were engaged in. The question was, would he come out on top?

      And even more, did he want to?
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      “My lady?”

      Ginny jumped at the sound of her maid’s voice and pivoted toward the door to look at the girl with what she knew were wild eyes. “Yes, Nora?”

      Her maid hesitated and her concern was plain. “The gentleman is downstairs in the Green Room, as you instructed. He was told to help himself to a drink and that you would be down in a few moments. His servant has gone to the kitchen to have his meal.”

      Somehow, Ginny found the strength to nod through her anticipatory fog. “Thank you. That will be all.”

      The girl dipped out a quick curtsey as she slipped from the room and shut the door behind her. Once she was alone, Ginny turned to the full-length mirror again with a short breath. Simon was there. Downstairs in her home. And for all she knew he was furious about the state of the cottage. A furious male was a dangerous male, that she knew from bitter experience. Yet, she’d still goaded him. But only because she had no other choice. Any problems she suffered now would be worth it if he took her not-so-subtle hint and went back to London where he belonged.

      She wrinkled her brow at her reflection. Was she primping? She’d been so focused on her fears that she hadn’t even realized she was checking her hair until she caught herself doing it in the mirror. How could she care about her appearance when she went down to face him? He was the enemy. The worse she looked, the better.

      Unless…

      She paused with her hand halfway to her chignon. Though she’d tried to deny it to herself all day, she’d felt Simon’s eyes on her that afternoon. She knew what the glitter in his gaze meant. He was attracted to her. And if she looked pretty, perhaps it would mitigate some of his anger and save her from whatever punishment he was sure to dole out.

      Unable to avoid the inevitable any longer, Ginny gathered up her skirt and swept into the hall. With every step, her imagination spun images of how angry Simon must have been when he saw the state the cottage was in. Even though it had been part of her plan, she still dreaded facing the consequences. Though she had to admit, smashing holes in the walls of the place where Henry had entertained his whores and widows and even some of her ‘friends’ had been most rewarding.

      It was with a smug smile on her face that she entered the Green Room, but her smile fell when she saw Simon.

      He had a drink in his hand and leaned with the other bracing his weight on the mantel. His eyes, the amazing sea blue eyes that haunted her mind, were focused on some of the trinkets that decorated the fireplace. He tilted his head to one side to examine her favorite vase a bit closer, but he still hadn’t noticed her quiet entrance.

      A quick flash of heat rushed through her at the sight of him. How could he be so handsome? So much bigger than she was, even bigger than Henry had been. Yet, his superior size didn’t frighten her as it should have. Instead of wondering how he would use his height against her, she found herself wondering what it would feel like to have those large, rough hands touch her skin.

      With a gasp, she shook away the scandalous thoughts and straightened her shoulders. Was she weak? Or just a wanton? Perhaps a glutton for punishment was a better analysis. After all, desire only bred pain.

      At her soft sound of distress, Simon turned from the fireplace. His gaze locked with hers. For what seemed like forever, the world slowed to an almost unbearable pace and she was drawn to the intensity of his stare as easily as if he’d reached out and physically pulled her nearer. Worse, the sensations his mere look inspired were anything but unpleasant.

      Using the remainder of her dwindling willpower, Ginny broke their stare and took a step into the room. Icy detachment was the best course of action. She’d learned that over the years.

      With a thin smile, she said, “Good evening, Mr. Webber. I hope you weren’t forced to wait long.”

      His gaze, which had maintained its intensity even when she looked away, softened with his smile. “No, my lady, not this time. May I fix you a drink?”

      A drink was the best idea she’d heard in what seemed like years. Yes, a drink to make her hands stop shaking, to help her stay relaxed as she faced off with this devil who hid behind a handsome exterior.

      “Sherry, please.” As he turned to the bar, she gripped the back of the chair and screwed up what courage she had left. “How is the cottage?” she managed to squeak out.

      His shoulders stiffened and her heart sank. Despite a friendly attitude when she first entered the room, he was angry. She straightened her spine and prepared for the harsh words she knew would come.

      But when he turned, his face was clear of anger. In fact, an amused twinkle brightened his eyes before he cloaked the reaction with a hooded glance. “Our accommodations are fine, thank you.”

      Ginny barely kept her mouth from falling open in shock. The accommodations were fine? There was a foot wide hole in the roof that she had ordered placed there. On a rainy night like this one, the cold and damp would permeate everything and everyone who dared to take shelter behind its damaged walls.

      His smile widened and took on a rakish air that made her stomach flip flop. “And I hope you haven’t put your schedule off by having a formal supper prepared. You’ve gone to so much trouble as it is.”

      He arched one dark brow and there was no doubt in the challenge of his stare. Ginny somehow swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. She’d all but forgotten her earlier lie about not having formal suppers. It was so hard to keep all the lies straight, especially with a man who seemed to see her soul with his blasted, beautiful eyes.

      “We-well,” she stammered as her fingers dug harder into the back of the chair. “I thought we’d make a special effort for your first night here, Mr. Webber.”

      He smiled and her eyes strayed to the drink he’d prepared for her. Wasn’t he going to give it to her? She needed it now more than ever. She was shaking so hard she was afraid she wouldn’t stay upright for long.

      As if he’d read her mind, he took a long step closer. His stare never left her as he held out the drink. With trembling fingers, she reached out to take the glass, but they slid from the damp crystal and instead brushed across his hand.

      The electricity that shot between them at the inadvertent touch stunned her. Ginny blinked up at him, and the flash in his eyes made it clear he’d felt the heat, too. And that it confused him as much as did her.

      But she’d just met him! There was no reason for him to inspire any strong emotions beyond wariness and anger. No reason for her to be slowly leaning toward him as she was doing at that moment. Yet she couldn’t seem to control the slow sway of her body any more than she could control the wild cadence of her heart.

      “Ginny?” Harriet’s voice came from the door.

      The sound of her name startled her back to reality. Ginny dropped her hand from Simon’s fingers to take a stumbling step back. The spell between them was broken, but from the look in his eyes it was one neither would soon forget.

      Damn devils and their charms.

      “Harriet.” She turned toward her friend with a wide smile that felt more false than any expression in her life. Behind her, she heard Simon set her drink down on the table with a clink. If only he’d done that in the first place she never would have touched him. She shook away the memory. “I’m so glad you made it through the torrent.”

      Harriet eyed her with a questioning gaze that slowly shifted to Simon. At her perusal, she let out a gasp of “Oh my,” under her breath. Ginny tossed a look over her shoulder and had to agree. The man was sinfully handsome.

      “The torrent has eased,” Harriet said, shaking off whatever surprise she felt and giving both occupants of the room a bright smile. “But I’m glad to have a skilled driver. The roads can be treacherous on a night such as this.”

      Ginny linked arms with her friend. Her own shakiness began to
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