

[image: cover]



Table of Contents

Book Description

Newsletter Signup

Love in Spades

Copyright

Dramatis Personae

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

A Token of Love

Chapter One

Acknowledgments

Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society

About the Author

Newsletter Signup

Books By Meredith Bond


Can the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society help a cloistered scientist discover love outside the garden?

Cassie Benton would much rather be breeding her beloved roses than dancing through the ballrooms of London. But at twenty-one, she longer has the choice to stay hidden in her garden. Now, Cassie is ready to brush the soil from her skirts and find the perfect husband. Her problem is that her scientific analysis is useless when she has to evaluate her feelings about an outlandish and exasperating gentleman.

Tall, blond, and blue-eyed, Archer Fitzwalter has always had to fend off the young ladies. So when he is instead dismissed out of hand by a girl with smudges of dirt on her dress, he takes that as a challenge. Before he knows it, he's doing the most outlandish things to win her affections. Always one to follow his gut, Archer is confused by this young woman, who teaches him that sometimes it's better to stop and think things through.

The Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society will need to find a way to help Cassie and Archer bridge their differences and allow their love to bloom. 
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Dramatis Personae

 

Christianne Ayres (previously Lady Norman): Founding member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. She is featured in  A Hand for the Duke.

Lydia Welles, Lady Welles née Sheffield: member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. Heroine of Jack of Diamonds.

Diana Crowther, Lady Colburne née Hemshawe: member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. Heroine of The Games She Played.

Claire Tyne, Lady Blakemore: member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. She is featured in A Trick of Mirrors.

Alys, Lady Gorling (previously the Duchess of Kendell): member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. She is featured in A Bid for Romance.

Penelope, Duchess Bolton, (previously Mrs. Aldridge): member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. She is featured in An Affair of Hearts.

Cynthia Montley, Lady Sorrell: member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. She is featured in Love in Spades.

Ellen Aston, Lady Moreton: member of the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. She is the heroine of A Token of Love.

Joshua Powell, Lord Wickford: owner, Powell’s Club for Gentlemen. Hero of King of Clubs.

Tina Bronley, Duchess of Warwick née Rowan: Christianne and Liam’s natural daughter. Heroine of A Hand for the Duke.

Robert Bronley, Duke of Warwick: Hero of A Hand for the Duke.

Margaret Douglass, Lady Rossburk, née Bronley: Warwick’s sister. Heroine of A Bid for Romance.

Liam Ayres, Lord Ayres: Christianne’s husband and Tina’s father. Featured in A Hand for the Duke.

John Welles, Lord Welles: Hero in Jack of Diamonds.

Andrew Crowther, Lord Colburne: Hero in The Games She Played.

Beatrice Adler, Lady St. Vincent, née Kendrick: Lady Blakemore’s niece. Heroine in A Trick of Mirrors. 

Isabelle Pike, Lady Conway: née Kendrick: Lady Blakemore’s niece. Heroine in A Trick of Mirrors. 

Edward Pike, Lord Conway: Hero in A Trick of Mirrors.

Paul Adler, Lord St. Vincent: Hero in A Trick of Mirrors. 

Elizabeth Aldridge, née Adler: Lord St. Vincent’s young step-mother. Heroine in An Affair of Hearts.

James Douglass, Marquess of Rossburk: School friend of Joshua Powell. Hero in A Bid for Romance.

Charles Aldridge: Mrs. Aldridge’s son, watchmaker, and businessman. Hero in An Affair of Hearts.

Cassia Benton: Sister to Cynthia Montley, Lady Sorrell. Heroine of Love in Spades.

Archibald (Archer) Fitzwalter: Hero of Love in Spades.

Christopher Pennyston, Viscount Pennyston: Hero of A Token of Love.

Gwendolyn Sherman: School friend of Cassia Benton, and the twins Bee and Bel. Heroine of King of Clubs.
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~March 31, 1808~

 

Cassia Benton wiped at the soil muddying her skirt, wondering what color roses would bloom, if any, on the bushes she’d planted last autumn. She’d spent the entire morning tending the few plants that had sprouted of the more than thirty she’d started. She was trying to create a pink, hardier, strongly scented rose. 

Last fall she’d done all the hard work involved in hybridizing her roses, and now that it was finally spring, she was waiting and watching each and every day to see what would grow. It was slow work that required more patience than skill. Mentally, she made a list of all she still needed to do: note down the growth—

“Cassia! Are you even listening to me?” her mother snapped, her voice getting uncommonly loud. 

Cassie’s head jerked up. The sudden movement caused the last pin holding her heavy brown hair to fall. Her wavy locks tumbled past her shoulders. She quickly twisted it into a knot on top of her head and retrieved the pin from the floor. Shoving it in, she hoped it would hold. “I’m sorry, Mother, I was just thinking—”

“About your roses, as always! What am I going to do with you?” The exasperation in Lady Benton’s voice was palpable, leaving Cassie shifting guiltily on the sofa. Her mother turned to Cassie’s older sister, Cynthia, who had come home for a visit. Their mother frowned as she caught Cyn trying to slip Cassie a pin from her own deep mahogany hair—perfectly coiffed as always. “Do you see what I have to deal with?”

“She’s always been this way, Mother,” Cynthia said with the utmost patience. Cassie appreciated her sister a great deal. She’d always been understanding of Cassie’s passions, much more so than their mother. It was odd. Her mother was frustrated but understanding when it came to her father’s scientific work and even her older brother’s—if you could call digging up old bits of pottery science—but she never extended the same courtesy to Cassie. It wasn’t fair.

“I know,” Lady Benton said with an exaggerated sigh. “Cassia, can we have your full, undivided attention for just a few minutes? Please?” 

Her mother was reduced to begging? Maybe this was serious. Cassie forced herself to focus. “Yes, Mother. I’m sorry. What is it that you wanted to speak with me about?”

“Your debut, for the twelfth time,” Lady Benton said. She tilted her head and looked meaningfully at Cassie, widening her stormy, green eyes—the same eyes all three Benton children had inherited—so as to stress the importance of the topic.

“We’ve discussed this, Mother. I’m not—”

“Yes, yes, you are,” her mother said, interrupting her. “If you’d been listening to me for the past quarter of an hour, which now, I see, you were not.” Her mother pressed her lips together for a moment, clearly holding back the words of anger she so wanted to unleash on her youngest child. She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and started again. “You are now twenty-one years old. You’re practically on the shelf! You will be making your debut this season, and I expect you to be engaged by the end of it. Is that understood?”

“But, Mother!” Cassie started to protest.

“No! You no longer have the luxury to argue with me nor take more than a year to find a husband. I have let this go for long enough. I have put up with your arguments and allowed you entirely too much license. That stops now! You will go to London with your sister, and you will make your debut. There will be no arguments and no further discussion. Now you are excused to go and pack.” Her mother paused to look her up and down pointedly. “And for goodness’ sake, change into a clean dress! You are filthy. Why are you not wearing the apron I gave you?”

Cassie kept her eyes lowered so her mother couldn’t see the anger in her eyes. “I forgot. But, Mother—”

“You are dismissed!” her mother said, interrupting her again. “Cynthia, please accompany your sister to her room and assist her in packing.”

Cynthia stood up like the dutiful daughter she’d always been. She gave Cassie a small, encouraging smile. 

Cassie had no choice but to follow her sister out of the room. 

Once they reached Cassie’s room and closed the door, she turned on Cynthia. “There’s got to be a way—”

“No. She’s right, Cassie. It’s almost too late as it is. You’ll be coming to London and making your debut,” Cynthia said, sounding much too much like their mother for Cassie’s peace of mind.

“But Cyn, my roses! I can’t just leave them,” Cassie argued.

Cynthia shrugged. “Bring the ones you can, but you don’t have any other option. You need to marry, my sweet. Not only will it give you access to your inheritance, but you don’t want to be known as that crazy lady in the village, now do you?” she asked with a little smile. 

Cassie gritted her teeth. “Is there nothing—”

“Nothing! Listen, I knew this was coming, and I did a little research,” Cyn said, opening the trunk someone had conveniently left at the foot of Cassie’s bed. Drawers were opened, and her sister started pulling clothing out and placing it carefully into the trunk. “You, of course, have heard of the Royal Society of London?”

“Of course! It’s the most prestigious society for the natural sciences in the country,” Cassie said.

“Yes, well, they meet most Fridays at Burlington House in London. I don’t see why you can’t attend.”

Cassie froze. “I… I can attend their meetings?”

“Yes. They’re open to the public,” Cyn said, continuing with her packing of Cassie’s things. She finished with the last drawer and moved to the wardrobe. “I don’t think you should bring very many of your dresses. Maybe just a few of your older ones to garden in. We’ll buy you a new wardrobe for the season,” she said in the most off-hand way.

“Garden? How can I garden in London? My plants are here!” Cassie said, feeling her throat tighten once more.

“You have a number of roses in pots. I’ve seen them. You can bring them along with you. I don’t have a greenhouse, naturally, but my breakfast parlor is very sunny. I imagine you could put a number of your plants there. We’ll set up a table for them in front of the window. And then, of course, I would love for you to plant some of your roses outside in my garden. Would you mind very much, sharing some of them with me?”

Cassie widened her eyes in surprise. “You’ve never wanted any of my roses before!”

“Yes, I have. I asked you for some last Christmas,” Cyn said.

“At Christmas! What was I to do, dig them up from the garden in the middle of winter? How ridiculous!”

“You said you would give some to me this spring, if you remember?” Cyn pointed out.

“Oh, yes. Yes, I did.” Cassie had forgotten, actually, but she would be very happy to give some to Cyn now—especially as it seemed she was going to be moving to London for the spring whether she liked it or not.

What Cassie didn’t share with anyone—nor would she ever—was the other reason she did not want to go to London: Philip Bowlette, Viscount Kineton, the man Cassie had fallen deeply, madly in love with when she’d been seventeen years old. He’d been one of her father’s students at Oxford, and she thought they’d had something special. 

They’d met during Cassie’s summer holidays from school, spent three blissful months together punting on the river, going for picnics, and gardening together. When Cassie had returned home for Christmas, he’d been there happily waiting for her under the mistletoe with the most adorable grin on his handsome face. But when she returned again the following summer, he was gone. She later heard he’d graduated and married some wealthy chit in London. 

He hadn’t said goodbye! Not in person. Not in a letter. He hadn’t even left a message with her father! Cassie had been devastated.

She was certain she would meet him in London if she went. She knew he was there. She knew he always attended the ton events. Even Cynthia had mentioned seeing him a few times, just enough to rub it in her face that he’d left her without a word—not that her sister did so intentionally. She’d never known what Cassie and Philip had shared, and she never would! But Cassie didn’t know what she would do if she met him now. She could only hope she didn’t throw herself at him either in tears or with her fists flying because she was still angry. Either one was a distinct possibility that Cassie didn’t even want to contemplate.

“There is no possible way I could convince Mother…” Cassie started. She stopped speaking because Cynthia had turned around to glare at her in a most mother-like way.

“Right.” Cassie sighed dramatically. She turned on her heel, saying, “I guess I’ll go and gather up my gardening things and decide which roses to bring with me.” She opened the door. “I wonder how my new seedlings would do if I moved them from the garden…” she started more to herself than anyone else, especially since she’d left Cynthia behind in her room to decide which dresses would go to London and which could safely stay behind. 

Cassie certainly had no opinion on the matter. Her sister could choose for her.

~April 1~

Archibald Fitzwalter strode confidently down the gangplank from the ship that had carried him, five other passengers, and a hold full of goods from Bombay to London. It had been a long journey, and he was very happy to be on solid ground once again, but clearly not as happy as Mr. Rowley, who was down on his knees and looked ready to kiss the dock itself.

Archer burst out laughing. “Really Rowley, was it that bad?” he asked the fellow who was probably just about five years older than himself.

The man looked up, tilted his head a little as he considered Archer’s query, and then shook his head. “I suppose not,” he said as he got back to his feet. “It just feels so damn good to be off that ship! Not that it wasn’t wonderful spending time with you, Fitzwalter, it was. Honestly, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been there to—

“My boy!” Lord Lonsdale came up from behind Archer and slapped him on his back. “You heading off? Must come ‘round to visit. Yes, yes, must come ‘round,” the older man said through his overgrown walrus of a mustache. “Want you to meet my daughter. Told you about her, didn’t I?”

Archer laughed. “You did, my lord, a number of times. I can’t wait to meet her. She sounds like an absolutely lovely girl.”

“Not just lovely, but smart,” the man said, tapping a finger against the side of his gray-haired head. 

“I would expect nothing less of a daughter of yours, my lord,” Archer said with a slight bow.

The man burst out laughing. “Indeed! Indeed.” He shook his head and patted Archer’s shoulder again. “Always the charmer, you are. Going to charm the shoes right off my little MaryAnn’s feet.”

“I will be more than happy to assist her in putting her slippers back on again,” Archer said with a wink. 

The man burst out laughing again. His attention was caught by a man in livery coming up to them. “Eh? Oh, that’s me. Recognize the livery if not the man,” he told Archer.

“Well, it’s been an honor, my lord. I do hope you enjoy being home again after your long journey,” Archer said.

“I’m sure I will. Say, can I drop you someplace?”

“Oh no, thank you so much, my lord. Mrs. Tilbury said she would see me to my friend’s home in Mayfair,” Archer said.

“Oh ho!” the man said with an exaggerated wink. “So there is something there after all. And you’ve been so gentlemanly and denying it all these months, you old rascal!” 

Archer laughed, but shook his head. “No, no, my lord. Truly, she is only being kind. I believe she said her sister lived very close to Lord Kineton, with whom I will be staying until I can find lodgings for myself.”

“Uh-huh.” The man sniggered and then went off with the footman who’d already loaded his lordship’s luggage onto his carriage. “Now, remember, you will be coming to meet MaryAnn. I’ll expect to see you in my lady’s drawing room before the week is out.”

“Thank you, my lord, I look forward to it.”

“You’re really going to meet his daughter?” Mr. Rowley asked after the carriage had rolled off.

“Of course! Why not? He says she’s quite pretty,” Archer said.

The man gave a shrug.

“Mr. Fitzwalter, sir, where would you like your trunk?” a sailor asked, coming down the gangway with the enormous piece of luggage in his big, beefy arms. 

“My goodness, Harold! You didn’t need to carry it down by yourself,” Archer said, jumping to help the man.

“No, no. No worries. I won the coin toss and got the privilege of bringing it down.” He deposited the trunk on the ground and then held out his hand. “It’s been an honor, sir, having you on board. I know the captain is coming down to thank you himself in just a minute. I believe he’s helping Mrs. Tilbury with her things.”

“You all have been too kind,” Archer said, grasping onto the man’s hand. “Thank you for all you’ve done to make this journey most enjoyable.”

“The pleasure has been ours, sir.” He turned to walk back up the gangway, but turned back and whispered loudly, “If only all of our passengers were as kind as you, it would make these trips a lot more pleasant.” He tipped his hat and then went back aboard the ship.

“Nice fella,” Archer said. “In fact, all the sailors were, don’t you think?”

“I can’t say I met many of them,” Mr. Rowley said. “You did, though?”

“Yes, I met a number of them as I strolled about on the decks.”

Finally, Mrs. Tilbury, the sweetest middle-aged lady, made her way slowly down the gangplank, a basket in one hand, the other hand gripping tightly onto the rope to steady herself. Archer jumped forward to assist her to the ground.

“Oh, thank you so much, Mr. Fitzwalter. Thank you. I just… ugh, that gangplank terrifies me,” she said, looking back at the offending bridge that extended from the ship down to the dock.

“Well, just think, you’ll never have to walk on it ever again. You’re home!” he said happily.

She sighed with a big smile on her face as she looked around the docks. “Yes, home!”

Two sailors came down after her carrying her trunks followed by the captain. 

“Is your carriage nearby, Mrs. Tilbury?” the captain asked, looking around. 

She turned and then smiled. “Yes, yes, there it is.” She pointed toward a bright red coach. “You may see my luggage and Mr. Fitzwalter’s put on top. I’ll be driving him to Mayfair.” 

The captain gave a bow and then saw to it, coming back quickly. “May I say what an honor it’s been having you both on board.” He suddenly noticed Mr. Rowley standing there and quickly added, “Er, the three of you, I meant to say.”

Mr. Rowley gave a little snort of laughter. “I’m sure you meant exactly what you said, sir. You hardly saw me at all the entire journey. I was so horridly ill.”

“Yes, I am sorry about that,” the captain said.

“Thank goodness Fitzwalter was there and kept me company a good bit,” Mr. Rowley said, giving Archer a nod.

“He kept you company in your quarters and me on my daily walks around the deck. Honestly, Mr. Fitzwalter, I don’t quite know how you did it. What a busy journey you must have had,” Mrs. Tilbury said with a little laugh.

“You all made it so very pleasant. I would have been bored beyond belief if not for both of you. And Lord Lonsdale, of course,” Archer said. 

“Well, thank you again,” the captain said with a tip of his hat.

“Shall we?” the lady asked, about to start toward her carriage. “Oh, Mr. Rowley, do you need a ride as well?”

“Thank you, ma’am, no. I’ll get a hack. I’m going in a different direction. But thank you.” Mr. Rowley reached out a hand to Archer, who shook it happily.

“I do hope we’ll see each other again,” Archer said.

“As do I.”

Archer then followed Mrs. Tilbury to her conveyance, ready and eager to see what his time in London would bring.


Chapter Two
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Cassie watched the scenery pass by outside her sister’s traveling carriage window. The city was beginning to creep up on them. She’d only been to London a few times, but she could already tell they were getting close. 

“Are you ready?” Cynthia asked as she stretched her feet out on the seat next to Cassie. Normally, her sister would never put her feet up on the seat, but there wasn’t any room on the floor for them to put their feet down. Cassie had filled all the available space with her pots of roses. 

Cassie shifted slightly to face her sister. Her feet were tucked up next to her. “I don’t think so.”

Cyn gave her a small, encouraging smile. “Don’t worry. It’s going to be fine, you know.”

“I just don’t like meeting new people. I can be so awkward,” Cassie admitted.

“I completely understand the feeling, believe me. You will have two things to make it easier, though.”

Cassie tilted her head to the side and waited for her sister to continue.

“One is the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society. We’re all very good friends, and all the ladies are truly kind and supportive. They will help you without you even needing to ask.”

Cassie smiled. “You are so lucky to have such good friends.”

Cynthia nodded. “I am. And that’s the other thing you have—friends.”

Cassie frowned. “You mean your friends?”

“No, I mean yours. The Kendrick twins—or well, they are Lady Conway and Lady St. Vincent now—but Bee and Bel are both going to be in town for the season.”

Cassie gasped. “I’d forgotten that! Oh, my goodness! How wonderful! I can’t wait to see them again!”

“I figured you would be eager to do so. I invited them over for dinner this evening.”

If she could have, Cassie would have hugged her sister. Since she couldn’t even put her feet down on the floor, she reached out her hand. Cynthia took it in her own. “You are the best of sisters, do you know that?”

Cynthia laughed. “Well, I knew this wasn’t going to be easy for you and… well, I just did for you exactly what I wished someone had done for me when I’d made my debut.”

Cassie could only shake her head. “You are too good, Cyn. Thank you.”

Now she actually had something to look forward to. Maybe this season wasn’t going to be as bad as she’d feared.

~*~

Archer jumped down from Mrs. Tilbury’s coach and turned to thank her once again while the driver lifted down his trunk.

“It has been such an honor, Mrs. Tilbury. I do hope we have a chance to meet again,” Archer said through the open carriage door.

“Entirely my pleasure, sir. And yes, I’m certain we shall.” She gave a wave, and Archer closed the door and turned to tip the driver.

 After watching the carriage continue down the street, Archer turned and strode up the three impressive steps to his closest friend’s home. He paused to admire the columns flanking the sharp black door before lifting the brass knocker and letting it fall loudly. 

The door was answered immediately by a footman in bright blue livery. “May I help you, sir?”

“Yes, I am Archer Fitzwalter, here to see Lord Kineton.” He passed over a visiting card which, unfortunately, stated that he was from Fort St. George, Madras and a lieutenant of the East India Company Army, Madras Presidency, neither of which were currently true. 

The man bowed and allowed him entrance to the house. “If you would wait here for one moment, Lieutenant Fitzwalter. I will see if his lordship is at home.”

“It’s just plain old mister, now, but thank you. He should be expecting me,” Archer said with confidence. 

The man bowed and went to check, nonetheless. 

His good friend came bounding down the stairs a few minutes later. His straight, dark blond hair bounced with every step, his brilliant blue eyes danced with laughter. “You’ve come! It took you long enough,” Kineton said, reaching out for Archer’s hand and giving his shoulder a friendly slap.

“Well, it does take some time to travel nearly half-way around the world. My apologies for the slowness of the tide,” Archer said, laughing. He gave his childhood friend’s arm a squeeze. “It has been a long time!” he said, looking his friend over. 

The last time they’d seen each other was three years earlier, just before Archer had left for India. Kineton had been at Oxford when Archer’s father had bought him his commission. 

“You haven’t changed a bit!” Kineton said. He narrowed his eyes a bit. “Was your hair always that blond?”

Archer laughed. “That hot Indian sun has bleached it a bit,” he admitted. “Combined with my tanned face, it looks lighter, I imagine.”

“Yes, that must be it,” his friend nodded. “And you’re still taller than me! I was hoping I would have caught up by now.”

Archer laughed again. “In three years? Have you grown since I left?”

“A little,” his friend hedged.

“Well, I’ve always been taller than you, always will be.”

Kineton just shook his head, but his smile didn’t waver. “It’s not fair, you know. The girls always did go for you at the dances.”

“I never left you behind! Always made sure you had a partner too. And besides, who’s the one married now? It’s not me!”

“No, but we’re going to fix that, aren’t we?” Kineton wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “But let’s not stand here in the foyer. Come up and meet my wife.”

“Yes, yes! Oh, er, my trunk is outside. You did say it was all right if I stayed with you until I could find rooms of my own. Lady Kineton won’t mind, will she?” Archer asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous, of course she doesn’t mind!” He turned toward the footman, standing discreetly by the door. “Fetch Mr. Fitzwalter’s trunk and put it in the green room,” he directed the man. The fellow nodded and went off to do his bidding. 

Archer paused. “That trunk’s rather heavy, maybe I should—”

“Don’t you even think of lifting a finger,” Kineton protested. “If he can’t manage, there are two more footman to help him. Now, come upstairs.”

Archer nodded, but watched as the footman went out to get his trunk, worried about the man lifting something that heavy. The sailor had been used to lifting heavy loads; he didn’t know about this footman, no matter how broad his shoulders.

“Coming?” Kineton’s voice pulled his thoughts back to what he was supposed to be doing—following his friend up to meet his lady wife. Archer jogged up the steps after him. 

Lady Kineton was a beautiful petite thing with pale brown hair and large brown eyes. When she stood to greet him, Kineton towered over her. 

“My darling, here is my dearest childhood friend, Mr. Archibald Fitzwalter.”

“Mr. Fitzwalter, how lovely to meet you,” she said, inclining her head and extending a child-sized hand in his direction. 

He quickly took a few steps forward to take it in his own and allow his lips to hover over the back of it. “It is an honor, Lady Kineton.”

“I understand you will be spending the season with us,” she said, smiling at him, her eyes crinkling ever so slightly.

“Hopefully, it won’t take me quite that long to find someplace to stay. I promise to be out of your hair as soon as possible. I do thank you most sincerely for your hospitality,” he said, bowing once more.

Kineton waved a negligent hand. “It is no trouble at all. And do not rush to find rooms, we’re very happy to have you stay as long as you want.”

“No trouble at all, truly,” his wife agreed. “We have plenty of room, and it will be lovely to get to know Kineton’s good friend. You’ll have to tell me every embarrassing thing you can remember about my husband.” She gave a tinkling little giggle.

Kineton burst out laughing. “Oh, no, Archer wouldn’t do that! If he did, I might have to tell some tales myself.”

Archer smiled at them both but stayed quiet. He was certain Kineton wouldn’t appreciate him sharing embarrassing stories, just as he wouldn’t. As Kineton was being so kind as to put him up, he was not about to jeopardize his friendship in any way. He was also hoping to use his friend’s contacts to find the financial investors he needed to get his new company up and running—the entire reason he had come. No, no, he’d be telling no tales, that was for certain.

“Well, we will leave you to your stitching, madam, and go down to my study for some gentlemanly talk,” Kineton said, giving his wife’s cheek a quick buss.

 Archer gave the lady another bow and followed his friend out the door and back downstairs. In his study, which was a refreshingly masculine room of dark wood paneling and paintings of horses and the countryside, Kineton handed Archer a glass of amber liquor. 

Archer sniffed at it.

“Brandy,” Kineton said.

“Ah! It’s been a while since I’ve had anything so refined,” Archer said. He lifted his glass to toast his host and then took a sip. It was sickly sweet but burned pleasantly down his throat. 

“What do you drink in Madras?” Kineton asked, taking a seat on the red leather sofa and indicating Archer sit in the matching wing-back chair across from him.

“Very bad wine, when we can get it. And my superior is a Scotsman who always has a few bottles of whisky handy. I think he brings it over by the barrel.”

Kineton shook his head. “Ugh! Can’t stand whisky.”

“I’ve actually developed quite a liking for it.” 

“Well, tell me all about this new endeavor of yours. You’re planning to undercut the East India Company?”

Archer choked on the sip of brandy he was taking just at that moment. When he stopped coughing and laughing, he said, “No, no! Not undercut. I couldn’t possibly do that. I want to start a business that actually pays a fair price for the goods purchased. It’ll be a small endeavor that will simply export spices from Southern India. The East India Company is much more interested in cotton and silk. They won’t even notice a small spice merchant.”

“I thought you worked for the Company,” Kineton said, frowning.

“I am in their army. Or, well, I was. I quit.”

“So you could start this business?”

“Because I had problems with some of their policies. Just before I joined, there was an uprising near Madras where over 600 men were murdered for standing up for their religious practices. Once I learned about that, I… I just couldn’t stomach the Company’s rule any longer. They don’t pay a fair price for their goods in order to squeeze out as much profit as they can, and they don’t treat the native people well. It just… well, it floors me how they can treat people that way,” he said with much more heat than he’d intended. “I’m sorry, but it infuriates me.”

“So, in your typical fashion, you’re going to do something about it,” Kineton said with a laugh.

“I don’t know what you find amusing about poor people being hung out to dry,” Archer said, putting his glass down with some force.

“No, no. No offense meant. I can see this is something you feel very strongly about,” his friend said, immediately holding up his hands. “You just tend to… well, you tend to jump into things.”

“I’m not jumping into this. I’ve thought it out, and this is the best way to help these people. Philip, you haven’t seen the way the Indians live—if you can even call it that,” he said. He shook the image of the poverty he’d seen out of his mind’s eye. It was too disturbing, especially when he was sitting here in his friend’s luxurious home in London, enjoying a glass of fine liquor that probably cost Kineton a pretty penny.

“You know I would…” Kineton started.

“No, no, I told you in my letter I’m not asking you to invest,” Archer replied quickly. It was one thing the two boys had in common while growing up—both their fathers had been in difficult financial situations. They figured it was the boggy land the neighbors were attempting to farm, but they hadn’t known the particulars. Of course, now Kineton had inherited his father’s land. Archer didn’t know how well he was doing with it, but it couldn’t be much better than Lord Fitzwalter who, Archer knew, was always struggling, living on the edge.

“Well, you know, all I have is thanks to Martha-aaah!” Kineton snapped his fingers, his eyes lighting up with excitement. “But of course! That’s just what you need!”

“Martha? Er, your wife?” Archer was confused.

“Yes, Martha’s my wife, so you can’t have her. But you need someone just like her—an heiress! I’ll introduce you to all the girls who are known to have large dowries. That’s where you will get the funds for your business.” Kineton sat back with a very self-satisfied grin.

Archer just laughed and shook his head. “No, thank you. It worked for you because you’re very happy living here in London, playing escort to your lovely wife, but I’m going back to Madras as soon as I get the money I need. I can’t marry someone, take her money, and abandon her here.”

“You could bring her—”

“And I would not submit a gently born young lady to the trials of living in India. No! Honestly, all you need to do is introduce me to some of your wealthier gentleman friends, and I’ll do the rest. I’m certain I can convince a few people to invest in this business. It’s a sound idea.”

Kineton shook his head sadly. “You’re making a mistake, Archer. You’re young and not that bad looking. I’m sure you could find a very willing miss—”

“Thank you, no!” Archer insisted.

His friend sighed heavily. “Very well.” He sat up again as another thought seemed to strike. “What about a wardrobe?”

“Are you referring to mine? I’ve been living in a uniform for the past three years.”

“Just what I thought. I’ll take you ‘round to my man. He’ll get you fixed up in no time.”

“Excellent!” He looked down at his coat and breeches and then over at Kineton’s clothes. It was painfully obvious that Archer hadn’t seen a tailor in some time, and certainly not one who had been on Bond Street recently. And besides, who didn’t like getting new clothes?

“And don’t even think of laying out the ready for them,” Kineton added. “I know you’re strapped for funds. I’ve got a good allowance, and I just won a monkey off of old Merriton a few nights ago.”

“You have an allowance?” Archer asked.

Kineton’s cheeks turned slightly rosy. “Er, yes. Howden—that’s Martha’s father—keeps a tight fist on his money. I’ll get a good chunk in the end since Martha’s an only child, but for now I have to put up with him.”

“Didn’t you get ten thousand pounds when you married? I remember you writing me about the fantastic dowry you received.” 

Kineton shifted uneasily in his seat. “Yes, but it all got divided between my estate, trust funds for Martha, and any children we might have as per the terms of the marriage settlement. I actually saw very little of that. I tell you, Howden’s a sharp one.”

Archer gave a little laugh. “In other words, he arranged it so you couldn’t possibly squander his blunt.”

“Yes.” Kineton clearly wasn’t happy about the arrangement, but he had agreed to it, so he truly couldn’t complain.

“Well, I appreciate you lending me a hand for now, and I will pay you back just as soon—”

“No worries, old man! No worries!” Kineton sat forward again. “I can’t wait to introduce you to society. I tell you the ladies are going to be eating out of your hand. You’ll have your funding in no time.”

“Kineton, I told you, I’m not marrying—”

“Right, right, so you say. Just don’t… don’t dismiss the idea completely, all right?”

Archer sighed. “Fine. I suppose it’s always good to have a contingency plan.”

“That’s my boy!”


Chapter Three
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That evening, Isabel, Lady Conway—better known simply as Bel—let out an ear-piercing squeal the moment she walked into Cynthia’s drawing room. Running up to Cassie and giving her a big hug, she said, “I can’t believe you’re finally here! We are going to have the best season! I can’t wait to introduce you to everybody and, oh, my goodness, I will introduce you to every eligible man I know. Now granted, that’s not a lot, but we’ll find more. I promise. We are going to have so much fun and—”

“My goodness! Take a breath, Bel!” Cassie laughed, interrupting her good friend. 

Bel just giggled.

“Yes, friends, this is the esteemed Viscountess Conway,” Lord Conway said, looking lovingly at his new wife. He turned back to Cassie. “Miss Benton, it is wonderful to see you again.” 

“Oh, Conway!” Bel laughed and playfully swatted at his arm. “I don’t have to be on my best behavior with Cassia. We went to school together.” She turned toward Cassie’s sister. “Thank you so much, Lady Sorrell, for arranging for this dinner party. I am so thrilled to have Cassia here, as you might have been able to tell,” she said with a giggle.

Cynthia nodded. “It’s my pleasure. I do so want my sister to feel comfortable and be happy here this season. You know it’s going to be difficult for her. I wanted to be sure she was at least surrounded by friends.”

“Absolutely! I couldn’t agree more. I so wished I could have had my friends here when I’d made my debut. Goodness, I almost didn’t even have my sister!”

“You almost didn’t have me where?” Beatrice, Lady St. Vincent asked coming into the room. Even though the twins no longer lived together, they still looked completely identical. Cassie wasn’t certain, but it almost looked as if both girls’ deep red hair was done up the same way, with the same curls gently framing their pretty creamy complexions. Only Bel’s giggles and Bee’s gentle smiles made it so Cassie could tell them apart.

“Oh, Bee, how wonderful to see you.” Cassie walked up and gave her other closest friend a hug. 

“You’re looking well,” Bee said, looking her over.

“Thank you. I was just thinking the same of you. Marriage agrees with you, I think,” Cassie said with a broad smile. She turned to Bee’s new husband and curtsied. “Good evening, Lord St. Vincent.”

He bowed slightly in return. “Good evening. It’s very nice to see you again, Miss Benton.” He turned to their hostess. “Lady Sorrell, how are you this evening?”

“Well, thank you, my lord. Welcome.” Cynthia said with a broad smile.

“I was just saying that I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t had you with me at my come-out,” Bel said, finishing what she’d been saying earlier.

“Oh
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