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      “I will ruin you.”

      Lady Henrietta Harrow stared into the pinched face only inches from her own. Hatred burned in Lady Susan St. John’s eyes with such vitriol Hen had no response to her issued threat. How did one react to such a pledge? Inquiring further appeared her only option.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      This was Hen’s fifth ball of the new Season and thus far, she had managed to avoid Lady Susan by hiding amongst the plants or lingering in the shadows. Not the bravest thing to do, but unlike her friend, Patience Elmsley, Hen did not have the gumption to dump sweet punch over the young lady’s head. No matter how much she may have wanted to.

      Instead, she took to avoiding Lady Susan and her constant belittling, a method that had thus far proven relatively successful. At least until her great-aunt insisted she was parched and sent Hen out into the vast wasteland of the ballroom to fetch a glass of punch. A ruse, of course. What Lady Dalridge truly wanted was for her great-niece to quit lingering in the shadows and go out amongst the other ladies and lords as if she belonged there.

      Easy for Auntie to say. She was not the one with scars littering one side of her body. Scars that even her best efforts could not conceal completely. The flames that had left the marks had, after all, cared nothing about fashion and therefore felt well within their rights to crawl up the right side of her neck instead of staying discreetly beneath her collar. Her only recourse to cover them was to leave her hair hanging down over her shoulder. A style neither fashionable nor subtle, and a constant reminder in case their existence should happen to slip her mind.

      As if such a thing were possible.

      “You heard me,” Lady Susan said, her voice shooting out like a hissing snake with eyes narrowed to complete the impression. “I am going to ruin you.”

      Each word came enunciated with harsh purpose making it impossible for Hen to hold onto the hope she may have misunderstood. A foolish hope that was. The moment Lady Susan marched toward her like a general going into battle, forcing Hen back into a corner she could not get out of, she knew she was in for it.

      Her stomach sank. Lady Susan had a bee in her bonnet ever since Hen had befriended Judith Sutherland, now Lady Glenmor. Judith had been a previous recipient of Lady Susan’s special brand of venom and when Hen had stood by her friend’s side, well, that had put her, too, in Lady Susan’s crosshairs. Now with Judith married, it appeared she was to be this Season’s prime target. Lovely.

      She let out a long sigh. Perhaps she should try to get to the root of the issue in the hopes of diffusing it. “Whatever have I done to upset you, Lady Susan?”

      Not that it took much to set Lady Susan off. The duke’s daughter was a hateful sort on a good day and on a bad day…

      “You dare to stand there as if you do not know what you’ve done?”

      Hen had little choice as to where she stood. Lady Susan had, after all, backed her into a corner and now blocked her way. A fact that made it was impossible to escape unless she wished to knock the other woman on her bottom, hike up her skirts, and make a mad dash into the thick of the guests filling the ballroom. And while escape was the ultimate goal, she would prefer to achieve it with far less spectacle.

      “I’m afraid I do not know, Lady Susan. If you would have the courtesy of informing me as to what crime you believe I have committed, perhaps we can get on with things. I’m afraid I am in the dark as to what I may have done to you that justifies such threats of ruination.”

      Lady Susan took a step forward, crowding Hen farther into the corner. She was a few inches taller than Hen, thin and ropey. Perhaps Hen could push past her, but she didn’t care to risk it should she be wrong. An angry Lady Susan was an unpredictable entity.

      “I hold you responsible for your part in Lord Pengrin’s death and I will see that you pay for such.”

      Thoughts of escape skittered away as something cold and heavy turned over in Hen’s stomach. She had done her best to push any thoughts of Lord Pengrin and his treachery into a dark hole best left untouched. Such memories were fraught with pain and humiliation. The viscount had made a fool of her, tricking her into believing he had loved her. That he had seen beyond her scars to the woman beneath. He’d made her believe she had a chance at a normal life. But the man proved nothing more than a charlatan. He had not wanted her at all.

      Lady Susan’s claims that Lord Pengrin was somehow the injured party left her sputtering in amazement.

      “Pay? For what? For misleading me into believing he loved me so he could use my dowry to pay his gambling debts, then toss me aside?”

      “And why wouldn’t he toss you aside? Do you truly think anyone else wouldn’t have done the same thing? Look at you! You’re a scarred little beast. What man could stand to look upon you without losing the contents of his stomach?”

      Hen sucked in a shocked breath. Lady Susan had spent the past year making veiled little remarks about Hen’s scars, but this was the first direct attack. The words hit hard, cutting deep into the place in her heart that knew such claims were true. She was a scarred little beast. A monster in a pretty dress.

      Over Lady Susan’s shoulder, a few heads turned in their direction. Hen took a steadying breath. She would not make a scene. Nor would she allow Lady Susan to. All she wished for was to end this night as quickly as possible and return home. Away from society’s stares and whispers, away from James and Auntie’s foolish hopes that she might find a suitable husband, marry and be happy. Away from the memories of what a fool she had been to once believe the same.

      “You overstep, Lady Susan.” Hen kept her voice firm, but her insides shook with a mixture of pain and anger and the knowledge that most of what Lady Susan said was true. All of it save for her responsibility in Lord Pengrin’s death. “Your friend, Lord Pengrin, died during the commission of ghastly crimes. His death was his own doing and no one else’s. I do not see how I hold any blame in that regard.”

      Lady Susan leaned closer until Hen could smell the sweet punch on her breath and feel its heat upon her face. “Had you married him, he would not have been forced to take such drastic measures. He would be alive and well, his debts paid and his fortune restored.”

      And Hen would have been miserable, but apparently that was of little concern to Lady Susan. Hardly a shock.

      “If you were so concerned about the state of Lord Pengrin’s fortune, why did you not marry him? Surely your dowry is far more significant than mine. You are the daughter of a duke, after all, as you so often like to remind us.”

      It was rumored Lord Franklyn had twice doubled the size of Lady Susan’s dowry in the hopes it might entice some willing gentleman to make her his wife, but so far no one had taken him up on his offer. There were some things money could not overcome and a lifetime of misery at the hands of a shrew appeared to be one of them.

      Lady Susan took a sudden step back as if she’d been slapped. “I-I—”

      “Oh!” Realization hit Hen square in the chest as Lady Susan stumbled over her words. Could it be? “Oh dear. You loved him, didn’t you?”

      “I…that is…you…”

      To find Lady Susan tongue-tied, unable to spit out her usual venom was a surprise indeed, but no more so than this new revelation. “You loved him but he did not return your feelings. Not in the same way.” He’d been more than willing to take part in her schemes, to play others false and cause them untold pain and embarrassment, but to marry her? Not even Lord Pengrin was willing to go that far.

      Shock tightened the skin across Lady Susan’s sharp cheekbones and abhorrence burned in her eyes once more. “He was my friend and he did not deserve to die in such a horrible way,” she spit out, neither confirming nor denying Hen’s claims.

      Lord Pengrin had taken an unexpected plunge into the Thames during the commission of one of his many crimes. By the time his body had been retrieved, it was much too late to save him. Hen had not been there, nor had she had anything to do with the events. She’d been oblivious, dreaming like a fool of the day he would propose and she could stop living in this strange limbo of a half-life that her scars had relegated her to. She’d had no idea other machinations were afoot until her brother came to her and broke the news. And broke her heart in the process as her dreams crumbled around her.

      Hen took a deep breath, ready to conclude this ridiculous conversation and put an end to Lady Susan’s threats. “I am sorry you lost your friend, but I—”

      “I care little for your apology, Lady Henrietta. That is not what I came here for.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “To give you fair warning that before this Season ends, I will see you ruined. Completely and irrevocably. And there is not a single thing you can do to stop me.”

      Lady Susan took a small step back and smiled, but if there was any mirth or leniency in the gesture, Hen could not find it. Lady Susan meant what she said and if there was something the duke’s daughter excelled at, it was making other people miserable.

      If Hen had been dreading the Season before, Lady Susan’s vow doomed any hope it would pass quietly.

      “Lady Henrietta?”

      Hen released a sigh of relief. Reinforcements had arrived. She relaxed at the sight of a familiar face. Still, familiar or not, habit forced her to tilt her head just so to keep her scars hidden in shadow. “Lord Walkerton. How are you this evening?”

      The recently minted Earl of Walkerton executed a proper bow and when he straightened, offered a polite smile. “Quite well, my lady. And you?”

      “As well as can be expected.” Given she had been cornered by one of the vilest women of her acquaintance and been threatened with utter ruination.

      Lord Walkerton glanced at the woman who continued to bar Hen’s avenue of escape and inclined his head slightly, forgoing the customary bow. It was unlike Lord Walkerton to be anything but the soul of proper behavior, but apparently even he had his limits. “Lady Susan.”

      His greeting held no warmth. Despite the earl’s most recent friendship with Lady Susan’s parents, the Duke and Duchess of Franklyn, it did not appear he extended such friendship to their daughter. Hen did not hold it against him. Lady Susan was a difficult person to like. Even a little.

      “Lord Walkerton,” Lady Susan responded, a smirk cutting into one side of her face. “And what brings you over to join our little tete-a-tete? Still trying to find yourself a bride, hm?”

      Rumor had it, Lord Walkerton had once considered Lady Susan a prospect, but luckily the man had come to his senses before taking the matter so far, he could not extract himself from it. Not an occurrence that left him in Lady Susan’s good graces.

      The earl ignored Lady Susan’s tart inquiry and turned to Hen, his expression steady and unreadable as it often was. For all his handsomeness, Lord Walkerton was not one to exude much in the way of emotion. But he was a polite sort and though his gaze often flicked to the scars she tried to hide, he did not allow it to linger to the point of discomfort, and for that she was thankful.

      “Mr. Elmsley sent me to fetch you, Lady Henrietta.”

      “Oh, Charlie has arrived?” Hen’s mood rose significantly. The future Baron Elmsley was a new friend, but he had quickly become a fast and reliable one, as had his sister, Patience. Cousins to her friend, Judith, both siblings had a way about them that made one feel instantly at ease in their presence. Not something that came easily to Hen. She should not be overly surprised Charlie would send Lord Walkerton over instead of making the rescue himself. He had only last week suggested the earl as someone she should consider as a potential husband. She had not given the idea much merit. Lord Walkerton had been kind to her, but he had never shown anything in the way of interest. No man had, aside from Lord Pengrin and, well, that had all been false, hadn’t it?

      “Shall I take you to him?” Lord Walkerton’s inquiry interrupted her thoughts as he turned and offered her his arm. The movement forced Lady Susan to take a step back and relief swept through Hen. Escape was nigh.

      “That would be most kind of you, Lord Walkerton.”

      Lady Susan smiled at them, but her gaze remained cold, like a bitter winter wind that reached into your bones and refused to let go. “I hope you enjoy the rest of the party, Lady Henrietta, but try not to forget what I said.”

      Hen forced a tight smile. One was hardly going to forget such a vindictive promise.

      Once out of Lady Susan’s earshot, she glanced up at Lord Walkerton, thankful her scars were on the opposite side of him. “Thank you for rescuing me, Lord Walkerton. I’m afraid I find Lady Susan’s company most unpleasant.”

      “I’m certain you are not the first person to feel that way, my lady. As well, I thought it a good opportunity to ask if you might save me a dance this evening?”

      His request surprised her. For all his politeness toward her, he had never asked her to dance before. Had Charlie put him up to this as well? Regardless, she was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. She loved to dance, but rarely had the opportunity. She wasn’t about to pass this one up. “I would be most pleased to save you a dance, Lord Walkerton.”

      Perhaps this evening was looking up after all.

      

      Hen should have known better than to get her hopes up. Not that the dance with Lord Walkerton was not lovely. He proved a very polite partner, not trampling on her toes once as they waltzed about the room. And oh, how she loved the waltz. It was like floating in a dream! But that dream came to a crushing end once she left the safety of Lord Walkerton’s company. She could not turn around this evening without finding Lady Susan and her gaggle of sycophants dogging her heels, offering their snide comments on everything she did or wore.

      Her hairstyle. “Why do you insist on wearing your hair down like that, Lady Henrietta? It is so common and unbecoming.”

      Her dress. “Long sleeves? Really? Why, it is as if you’re trying to hide something. Oh, but I suppose you are, aren’t you?”

      And now this. Startled when Lady Susan came up from behind her, Hen inadvertently spilled the punch she was pouring, splotching her dress sleeve.

      Lady Susan offered a smirk. “Good heavens, Lady Henrietta, were you not schooled in the arts of being a lady? Why you’ve slopped the punch all over your hand. Have you been imbibing on something other than punch this evening? Perhaps it is time you left the party before you embarrass yourself further.”

      Hen pulled her shoulders back but could not help twisting her hair closer to her neck. “I daresay a few spots on my sleeve are not worth hurrying back to Harrow House for.”

      “Indeed. We would miss you if you left, anyway.” Charlie Elmsley and Lord Walkerton appeared next to her, having stayed close by since her first encounter with Lady Susan earlier in the evening. “In fact, I did not even notice a stain and I have a keen eye for such things. Ergo, they are hardly worth noticing.”

      “Well,” Lady Susan shrugged. “I suppose the scars on your neck are enough to keep people’s attentions away from your sleeve, are they not?”

      Silence fell upon the group at her direct reference to Hen’s scars. It was the first time in mixed company that she had mentioned them directly, a clear indication her promise of earlier was one she took seriously.

      “Lady Susan,” Charlie began, but Hen placed a hand on his arm and stopped him. This was not Charlie’s fight, much as he’d like to make it so. But she would not have him dragged into Lady Susan’s crosshairs because of her.

      “I cannot say what about me other people pay attention to, Lady Susan, or if they pay any attention at all.” She struggled to keep her voice even and light as if the other woman’s words had no effect. But they did. They played upon every fear and insecurity Hen harbored about stepping foot outside Harrow House. The stares, the whispers, the shock in people’s eyes when she turned, her good side disappearing and the scarred side fully within their view.

      Lady Susan gave a short laugh, acidic in nature. “Of course, they pay attention. How can they not? It is not every day one sees such a thing. And such a shame. You would have been passably pretty, I’m sure, had you only run from the fire like any sensible person.”

      Hen’s heart leaped into her throat and lodged there. What did Lady Susan know of that night? What did Lady Susan know of loving someone enough that you were willing to risk everything—your very life even—to save them? That Hen’s attempt had failed when a beam fell upon her was something she lived with every day of her life. Each time she looked in the mirror she faced the question of what else could she have done differently to change the outcome.

      She opened her mouth to defend herself, but nothing came out. Her heart had created a dam against the unshed tears that threatened to fall should it break. She wanted to leave. She needed to leave. She should never have come here. Hang James and Auntie for their insistence. This would be the last party she ever attended!

      “You have overstepped, Lady Susan.” Lord Walkerton was the first to break the stunned silence.

      Lady Susan shrugged and tilted her nose in the air. “I merely speak the truth.”

      “What you speak are hurtful words that have no place in this conversation. I think you owe Lady Henrietta a most sincere apology.” Lord Walkerton’s voice remained calm and even, and in the back of Hen’s mind she wondered how he did it and if perhaps he could teach her. She had attempted to cultivate the skill over the past year, but with little success. While the burns had long since healed and scarred over, the cause of them, the loss they signified, remained an open wound.

      “I can’t imagine I owe anyone anything. I am the daughter of a duke, after all, and I said nothing more than what everyone else was thinking. Or are we to pretend Lady Henrietta’s scars don’t exist for the entirety of the Season?”

      Hen’s face burned. How she loathed being the center of attention in such a way. In any way, really.

      “Remove yourself from our sight,” Charlie barked, his affable nature apparently meeting its limits. “You are not welcome here and I do not care whose daughter you are. I cannot believe Lord Franklyn would be pleased to know of your behavior this night.”

      Lady Susan’s expression turned sour as her gaze raked across everyone present. “Come,” she said, snapping open her fan and addressing the gaggle of ladies behind her, who had already begun to back away. “I grow bored of this conversation. I’m certain I shall see you soon, Lady Henrietta.”

      Lady Susan spun on her well-shod heel and lost herself in the crowd, leaving Hen to stare after her in silence.

      Lord Walkerton turned to her and offered his arm, the hint of a warm smile playing about his lips. “Lady Henrietta, might I escort you back to Lady Dalridge?”

      Hen nodded and blindly reached for his proffered arm. She wanted away from here—the ballroom, the Season, London. She offered a smile of gratitude to Lord Walkerton for providing her a way to escape at least one of those things with a small scrap of dignity. If only he could take her away from the rest.

      For if this was what Lady Susan had in store for her, or worse, she simply could not endure the rest of the Season. But what other choice did she have?
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      Hen sat back from her writing desk, the candle sitting atop it wavering from the sudden movement. The room had grown chilly in the wee hours of the morning and she rubbed her arms to keep warm. She turned her gaze away from the folded letter on the desk and stared up at the moon, taking a deep breath. Did she dare? Did she really, truly dare to do something so audacious? Doubt crept in. But she had to do something. If not, Lady Susan would make good on her threats, of that Hen held every certainty. A broken heart and misdirected sense of vengeance were powerful incentives.

      With a determined breath, Hen reached for the wax, holding it over the candle to soften it before dripping it carefully on the vellum paper. This was the only way. The only possible end to her misery.

      She pressed her brother’s seal into the wax, sealing the letter before she could come to her senses and change her mind. It was a bold move to be sure, proposing to a man she barely knew. Proposing to any man for that matter. But she had nothing left to lose. She had already suffered great loss, disfigurement, and constant public humiliation. Besides, this man was in search of a wife, was he not? James thought well of him, so she needn’t worry there. All she was doing was fulfilling both their needs in the most expedient manner.

      Should he turn her down—which she understood was all too likely—how could that be any worse than what she had already been through? Or what Lady Susan had planned for her?

      If he was willing to consider her suggestion, she could finally put a stop to this hideous round of parties and revelry and move on with her life. And more importantly, James and Auntie could move on with theirs instead of constantly hovering over her, trying to make her fit into a world where she no longer belonged.

      She stood and hurried down the stairs to put the letter in the salver where James placed letters he wished to have posted the next day. She could not tarry on this matter. Her brother would soon return from visiting his dear friend, Lord Rothbury, at Breckenridge Hall. Time was of the essence.

      Hen hesitated a moment longer, staring at the letter. She teetered on the edge—though whether of madness or brilliant success, she could not say. With a fortifying breath, she turned and marched herself back upstairs to her bedchamber before fear and doubt and uncertainty forced her to snatch the letter back and toss it into the fire.
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      One would think that being a future duke would command more respect than having the fifth nanny in a year slink away in the wee hours of the morning, forcing him to throw himself—yet again—on the mercy of the employment agency he’d hired to find such women. Yet, as Alexander St. John, Marquess of Rothbury and future Duke of Franklyn awoke this morning, that is exactly the position he found himself in. And it galled him to no end. What was wrong with these women that they could not stay put and do the job he’d hired them to do? He paid them handsomely, provided them with decent accommodation and even gave them a day off every other week to do as they pleased.

      Granted, there was not much to do at Breckenridge. Its remoteness did not offer much in the way of entertainment unless one was fond of long walks along the jagged shoreline—which he was—or taking a two-hour carriage ride into the nearest village—which he was not.

      He allowed that the position of nanny to Lady Margaret was a challenging one. She was unruly, despite his best efforts to curb such in her. She had a quick tongue, even for one as young as seven, and possessed the uncanny ability of knowing exactly how to terrorize the women he had hired in such a way that they took off in the middle of the night without even requesting a reference.

      “Bloody hell!” Alex slammed the quill down on the vellum paper with enough force to break the nib and scatter ink across the letter he had half-written. “Shit!”

      A deep chuckle emanated from the doorway. “Such language. No wonder your daughter possesses such a foul tongue.”

      Alex looked up from the mess he’d made and scowled at his oldest friend. James Harrow, Marquess of Ridgemont, stood in the doorway of his study, leaning casually against the doorframe, arms and ankles crossed. In all likelihood, James was the only friend Alex had left. The two had forged a common bond as boys, both their mothers having died when they were young, only to have their fathers remarry and produce a daughter. Luckily for James, his sister was everything one could wish for in a younger sibling. Alex’s on the other hand, well, that was another story.

      Regardless, the bond between James and Alex had proved unbreakable, even after Alex had cut off everyone else in his life save for his father when Alex’s wife, Ruth, had announced she was expecting. He’d tried to cut off James as well, but the man was too stubborn to take the hint. If anything, he’d grown closer, spending as much time at Alex’s country estate as he did in London, especially of late. If Alex didn’t know better, he’d say his old friend was avoiding something, not that he’d asked. Delving into James’s problems might mean reciprocating by discussing his own, something he had no desire to do.

      “I thought I heard you arrive late last night,” Alex muttered. “And I do not spend enough time in Margaret’s company to take any responsibility for her foul tongue. Besides, she is not my daughter, as you well know.”

      James pushed away from the doorframe and shrugged, walking into the study. “She is in the eyes of everyone who matters, including little Miss Margaret. And you have recognized her as such, so quit quibbling on semantics.”

      Alex glared at his friend. Very few knew the truth of Margaret’s true parentage, though likely several more had their suspicions. He knew, of course. Ruth had made sure of that. And James knew, as he was the one who had found him deep in his cups shortly thereafter and Alex had blurted the facts out in a fit of wild anger. His father was aware, as it was his counsel Alex had sought once he had calmed down enough to realize something had to be done, and his father had in turn imparted the news to Alex’s stepmother.

      And then there were Ruth’s parents, Lord and Lady Ottley. Alex gritted his teeth and pushed thoughts of that meddling twosome from his mind. He was having enough trouble holding his temper this morning without bringing thoughts of them into the mix.

      “And really, Rothbury, if you glare at your nannies the way you do your invited guests, is it any wonder they make midnight runs to places unknown?” James took a seat across from Alex’s desk and stretched out his long legs, a clear sign he had no plans on leaving any time soon.

      “I assure you it is not my behavior that sends them running,” Alex said. “And what are you doing here anyway? With the Season well underway, shouldn’t you be squiring Lady Henrietta about to all the parties and entertainments and keeping the riffraff from sniffing at her skirts?”

      James gave an exaggerated shudder. “God, no. I’ll leave that to my dear great-aunt. Besides, who better to ferret out the riffraff and find a good and proper husband for my sister than the great Lady Dalridge, hm?”

      “Who indeed,” Alex said, averting his gaze. Had he listened to Lady Dalridge when she offered him guidance on choosing his own bride, would things have turned out differently?

      “She’s unsuitable for your temperament my dear. Lady Ruth prefers parties and people and being taken about on the arm of her husband, the future duke. She wishes to be constantly fawned over and adored. If you, my dear boy, are not willing to do these things, you should choose another.”

      He hadn’t listened, of course. He’d been too captivated by Ruth’s beauty. She was the diamond of the Season and he, determined to have her. A future duke needed a bride, after all, and Lady Ruth, only child of the Earl and Countess of Ottley, was perfectly suited to be his duchess. Beautiful and refined, educated in the appropriate ways and in firm possession of all the proper manners. She was young enough to bear him several sons, and if a few daughters came along as well, that would be fine also. She was a rare find and he would be a fool not to propose before someone else did and he lost her forever.

      That she liked parties and people and being adored was of little importance to him. Surely once they were married her priorities would shift to more matronly pursuits. He had allowed he would take her to a few parties each Season, provided she was not in the family way, and he would continue his own preferred pursuits as well—time with friends, hunting and fishing and carousing, as young men were wont to do. And given he was still a young man; he saw no reason to give up such pursuits simply because he had done his duty and taken a wife.

      Naturally, he spent time with Ruth in the hopes of propagating an heir, a spare and preferably a spare to the spare, because one never knew, did they, and he had a duty to his family to ensure their lineage continued. Not that time with her was a hardship. He loved her, after all. Of that he was fairly certain. Who could not love one that was such a vision of beauty and poise? Visiting her bed proved a wonderful way to spend an evening and she’d welcomed him with open arms. It had not taken long before news came that she carried his child and he eagerly awaited the anticipated birth, imagining all the things he would teach his firstborn.

      Except things hadn’t quite gone that way, had they? No. Alex shoved the pain that stabbed at him away. No, things had not. And in the end, Lady Dalridge’s words of wisdom proved all too true. Though by then, it was far too late for him to pay them heed.

      “So, what is it that the lovely Lady Margaret has done this time?” James asked, pulling Alex from the dark reminiscences of past mistakes.

      Alex crumpled the letter he’d splotched and tossed it toward the fire. It bounced off the grate and rolled onto the floor.

      “What hasn’t she done? Last week my charge”— daughter was not a word issued with ease — “found a book on anatomy in the library and decided she was going to point out all of the body parts on everyone she passed while in the nanny’s presence. Unfortunately, the only parts of interest were those of a more…intimate nature.”

      James stifled a laugh but could not disguise his amazement. “She is but seven years of age. How is it she could read such a book and understand it?”

      Alex shook his head. “Several nannies ago, one had the brilliant idea that keeping her mind busy by teaching her to read would help curb some of her less than desirable behavior. Unfortunately, it only served to create more avenues for her to torment my employees with. If only that child would put as much effort into behaving like a proper young lady, I might be able to keep a nanny for more than two months at a time”

      “But pointing out anatomy parts hardly seems worth taking off into the dark night over,” James pointed out.

      Alex leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking as he folded his arms over his chest. “I believe the tipping point came when Lady Margaret decided to re-home a nest of field mice from the stables into the nanny’s bed. I’m quite certain the blood curdling scream that ensued was heard several counties over.”

      James pursed his lips but the telltale shaking of his shoulders gave him away.

      “Stop laughing, Ridgemont. This is not a humorous matter. How am I supposed to raise this child if I cannot find a proper nanny to stay long enough to do the job?”

      He was not about to take on the responsibility of Lady Margaret all on his own. What did he know about parenting? He’d barely had a chance at it before it was torn away from him. And it wasn’t as if he had the most stellar examples to draw upon. Illness had stolen his mother from him when he was Lady Margaret’s age and his grief-stricken father reacted by seeking solace with a new wife. Unfortunately, the new Lady Franklyn was not exactly skilled in the maternal arts.

      Once James regained control of himself, he smiled. “What you need is not another nanny that can leave if the situation is not to her liking. What you require is a wife. Then you may wash your hands of the whole matter, as it will be your wife’s domain to ensure Lady Margaret’s behavior is proper and correct. Honestly, man, I know the circumstances of Ruth’s death were tragic, but it was over six years past and the time has come for you to take matters into your own hands.”

      “By taking a wife?”

      “Indeed. You do still need an heir, do you not?”

      The familiar jolt of pain hit Alex but he pushed it away before it could take hold. He’d toyed with the idea of marriage in the past year, though his idea of the institution had soured. He no longer looked at marriage with the gooey eyes of a young man who thought everything would turn out as he wished, simply because he wished it.

      Marriage, now, was a business arrangement entered into in order to do his duty. A duty he could hardly achieve hiding away in the country.

      “Come back to London with me for the Season,” James said. “And bring Lady Margaret. Perhaps the change of scenery will cause an improvement in her behavior.”

      Alex shook his head. “I cannot bring her to London as you well know. Her resemblance to—” He stopped, his jaw locking before the name of his wife’s former paramour—her murderer—crossed his lips.

      “Alex, she looks nothing like him.” James leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees, his tone serious and straightforward. “You cannot hide her away forever. Besides, it would do your father good to see her. You know he dotes on her, and Lady Franklyn has said of late that she wishes to spend more time with her. Besides, if she is bent on terrorizing those around her, perhaps she can take it out on Lady Susan and give her a taste of her own medicine.”

      Alex caught the caustic tone in James’s voice at the mention of Alex’s half-sister. “And what has my spoiled sibling been up to now?”

      “Only attempting to make my lovely sibling’s life a living hell. With Miss Sutherland—that is, Lady Glenmor’s—marriage, it seems your sister has turned her attentions toward Hen, attempting to humiliate her at every opportunity.”

      “What the deuce?” Anger shot through Alex. It had been years since he’d seen Lady Henrietta. She had been fifteen at the time when she’d been brought to nearby Breckenridge to convalesce following the fire that had killed her parents and left her with severe burns along her right side. The notion that anyone, let alone his sister, would cause her further grief was beyond the pale.

      James shrugged and shook his head, worry dipping his dark eyebrows downward. “I believe Hen is on the verge of holing herself away for good if it does not stop. It is why I must return to London; in the hope I can convince her to continue with her Season now that she has been presented. If she does not, I fear I will never be able to convince her to rejoin Society again. It was difficult enough to coax her out of the country in the first place.”

      “Society is highly overrated,” Alex pointed out.

      “My sister deserves a happy life. With everything else that has been taken from her, I am determined to see that she gets this one thing. I’ve already failed once with that bastard, Pengrin, may the lying reprobate rot in hell. But I will not fail her a second time. I will see her happy if it’s the last thing I do. Something I cannot achieve if your sister continues to harass her every time she sets foot outside of Harrow House!” James threw up his hands in frustration.

      Alex tilted his head to one side. How refreshing that he was not the only one mired down by familial difficulties. Though the notion that his half-sister was the cause of James’s did not sit well with him at all. “And you wish my help in this regard?”

      “I believe we can both be of assistance to each other. You get your sister under control, and I will help you acquire a wife who will take over matters regarding Lady Margaret and give you an heir.”

      “I hardly think I require assistance finding a wife. I am a future duke with a sizeable fortune and many ladies have verified the fact that I am an incredibly handsome man. I should have my pick of titled young ladies.”

      James laughed out loud. “It is good to see that your ego is well intact, my friend. But I think you will discover things have changed somewhat in the decade since you last looked for a proper bride. Some have gone so far as to find love with gentlemen who have no title whatsoever, and vice versa. Lady Rebecca Sheridan for one, and most recently Lord Hawksmoor.”

      Alex glared at James at the mention of Hawksmoor.

      “You know, your surliness does not work in your favor, old chap.”

      “I am not surly!”

      James gave him a knowing look. “You are completely surly. You scowl at everyone and if you are not scowling, you’re glowering. It’s rather off-putting. You really should try to work on that.”

      Alex scowled at James. Then glowered. “Perhaps, what I need to work on is finding new friends to replace the know-it-all one I currently have. Or…” The idea burst into his head and he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it earlier. Or why James had not suggested it.

      “Or what?”

      “Why don’t I marry Lady Henrietta? It will serve both our purposes and I will not have to leave Breckenridge to achieve it.”

      James’s expression turned serious. “I think not.”

      Alex ignored the sting that came from such an instant rejection by the one man who knew him best. “Why ever not?”

      James let out a long breath and gave him a knowing look. “Alex, I cannot allow you to marry my sister. She has been through enough. She deserves a husband who will treat her as the special woman she is. I want her to be loved, adored. And I believe, deep down inside, Hen wishes for that too. You and I both know you view marriage as nothing more than a transaction, as witnessed by what you have stated to me in proposing your idea. Your suggestion was cold and impersonal. If such a union suits you, that is fine, but it would never suit someone with a heart as tender as my sister’s. Forgive me but I cannot—”

      Alex waved off James’s rejection of his suggested suit. “No, of course. You’re right. And I would not wish to see Lady Henrietta unhappy, especially if such was my doing.”

      The image of her burned and heartbroken over the loss of her parents still resonated deep within his soul. At the time, he had been struggling with his own demons, but having her convalescing at Breckenridge, too weak and injured to make the journey to London, had calmed him somewhat. The challenges she faced going forward, scarred and orphaned, put his own problems into perspective to some degree, though he had moments when the darkness crept in and overtook him. When it did, he would go to Lady Henrietta’s room and sit at her bedside as if he could somehow soak up her quiet courage and her ability to persevere in the face of such dismal odds.

      To rob her of a chance at a happy life only because it proved the simplest solution to his current dilemma required a level of callousness he did not possess.

      James interrupted his thoughts. “So, what say you, old boy? Shall we head for London to find you a proper wife?”

      Alex let out a long breath. He had sworn off London following Ruth’s death, making only the occasional trip home to see his father and staying mostly within the confines of Franklyn House while there. But much as he hated to admit it, James was right. He needed a wife and the only place someone of his stature could procure such a creature was in London.

      “We shall leave tomorrow.”
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      Hen pulled off her gloves and shawl and handed them off to Cleveland, then made a beeline to the silver salver resting atop the small narrow table in the main hall. While she and Auntie had been out paying calls—another dreaded necessity of the Season—several letters and invitations had arrived. She flipped through them, holding her breath. It had been a full week since she’d sent her letter, surely a response should have arrived by now.

      But, no. Nothing. Fear and uncertainty trickled down her spine. She closed her eyes and a small groan escaped her throat. What had she done? What fool notion had possessed her in the wee hours of the morning to do such a thing?

      “Is something amiss, my lady?”

      Hen opened her eyes to find Cleveland staring down at her, still holding her shawl and gloves. “Oh. I was…”

      She was what? Hoping beyond hope that she had not done the most foolish thing possible? Heavens, at this rate, she would ruin herself well before Lady Susan ever got her chance. In future, the next time she awoke in the middle of the night with what seemed at first blush like a brilliant idea, she would tamp down the need to act upon it with all due haste.

      “No, Cleveland,” she said, putting the letters and invitations back in the small tray. “Everything is fine.”

      “Very well then, my lady. I am to inform you that—” Whatever Cleveland had been about to say was cut off as a shriek let loose from down the hall. A streak of gray flew toward Hen followed by a small child running almost as quickly behind—though with far less grace—her feet slipping on the marble floor.

      The tiny spot of gray reached Hen and leaped onto her skirts, scrambling upward and stopping only once it reached her bodice and ran out of material to cling to. It was only then Hen had the opportunity to recognize said spot was a tiny kitten. However, the young girl, dark hair flying about her head like streamers, she did not recognize, and while her manner of dress indicated quality, her behavior leaned more toward that of an unruly street urchin. The child skidded to a stop in front of Hen and reached for the kitten whose claws had sunk into the gauzy material of Hen’s fichu.

      Hen stepped back to avoid the girl’s grasping hands. “Stop that this instant,” she said swatting at the reaching hands.

      “My lady, forgive me! She got away.”

      Hen looked up to find Cook puffing her way up the hallway then glanced back to the little girl. The child’s eyes narrowed. For a fleeting second, it appeared the girl might actually launch herself upon Hen, but she appeared to think better of it and settled for stomping her foot and making her demands known.

      “I want Merlin back!”

      By now, Cook had caught up with them and bent over, hands on her knees as she caught her breath. “Forgive…me…my…lady.” Cook sucked in greedy gulps of air before straightening. “I turned my back but for a moment and she was gone. She ran off to the stables and came back with that.” She pointed at the kitten that had now nestled itself into the bodice of Hen’s dress and purred contentedly as if it was not at all responsible for any of the ruckus kicked up over it.

      “I see,” Hen said, though she didn’t, because she’d had no idea there were kittens in the mews—how lovely! —nor could she conjure up any reason a strange young girl with wild dark hair and flashing green eyes would be standing in front her, stamping her feet and making demands.

      “What is all this noise and nonsense about?”

      Hen peered over her shoulder, not quite ready to fully turn her back on the willful child. Auntie had entered through the front door, having stopped outside upon their arrival to inspect the tulips that had bloomed over the past week in a spectacular array of colors.

      “She stole my kitten!” The girl stamped her foot once more, drawing Hen’s attention back to her. Her small hands were fisted at her sides and her lips pursed in an angry grimace.

      “Good heavens,” her aunt muttered, coming to stand next to Hen. “What is that?”

      “It is a kitten, Auntie.” Hen stroked the soft gray fur and was rewarded with a nuzzle that tickled the base of her neck.

      “No, I was referring to that.” Her aunt pointed her walking stick in the direction of the child.

      Hen smothered a smile. “That is a little girl.”

      “And what, pray tell, is it doing in our front hall?”

      “Apparently she was chasing this.” Hen said, motioning toward the kitten before turning her attention back to the strange girl and addressing her. “I have in no way stolen your kitten. And, might I remind you, that if you did indeed retrieve this kitten from our mews, then it does not belong to you in the first place and therefore could not possibly have been stolen from you. In fact, if you took it from our stables, it is you who is the thief. Did you take it from our stables?”

      The little girl narrowed her gaze once more, but remained silent on her culpability.

      Her aunt huffed and banged her walking stick against the marble floor twice, an indication her patience had reached its end. “For the love of horses, would someone care to enlighten us as to who, exactly, this little thief is?”

      “May I present to you, Lady Dalridge, Lady Margaret St. John.”

      Hen spun on her heel, holding onto the kitten as she turned to face the deep, masculine voice that had come from behind. Her breath caught in her throat at the gentleman standing next to James, a most unhappy expression on his exceptionally handsome face.

      “Lord Rothbury?”
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      Several things struck Alex at once as Lady Henrietta turned to face him. The first thing was her voice, sweet and melodious. It drew his attention and once drawn, he could not look away. The next was her hair—dark golden blonde with streaks of sunshine shot throughout. The long tresses fell in thick waves over her shoulder, covering the scars he knew hid beneath. Then there was the tiny ball of fluff she held against her breast, resting peacefully as if it had taken up permanent residence there.

      “Lady Dalridge. Lady Henrietta,” he choked out past his surprise. “It is a pleasure to see you both once more.”

      When he’d seen James’s sister last, she’d been at her worst. Covered in burns and mired in grief and agony. Her hair, now long and glorious, had been burned away until it hung in singed clumps barely long enough to cover her ear. She’d barely spoken, though, as he sat at her bedside awaiting James’s return from Italy upon receiving the news, tears would often leak from the corners of her eyes. It had been difficult to determine if the tears were from the pain of the burns or the heartbreak over her parents’ death.

      The doctor had indicated he did not expect her to live long enough for James to arrive and the idea of telling his oldest friend he had lost his beloved sister as well as his father and stepmother was more than Alex could abide. So, he’d watched over her, day and night, leaving only when the doctor needed to tend her wounds as best he could. As Alex had sat at her bedside, he’d begged her to hang on. To fight. To survive. He’d even prayed, though he didn’t expect that to do much good. He’d prayed when his son had fallen ill, but it had done little good. Little Edward had succumbed within the week to the fever that ravaged his little body and when Alex had asked God why, the deity had remained silent.

      To unite this stunningly beautiful young woman standing before him to the image of the girl he remembered, proved impossible. When James had indicated how lovely she’d become, he’d thought his friend viewed Lady Henrietta through the eyes of brotherly love, blind to any imperfections the fire had left behind. But he had not. Yes, the scars were there, though she did well in hiding them, but her beauty shone with such brilliance the scars faded to little more than an afterthought.

      She offered a shallow curtsey without releasing her hold on the kitten. When she straightened and smiled, the effect of it sheered through him. “Lord Rothbury. I did not realize you had intended to return to London.”

      Alex struggled as this new image of Lady Henrietta left the old one shattered, until nothing was left but tiny pieces scattered about his mind.

      “Likely
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