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Chapter 1




Visitors never came to west Hampshire during the Season. Not on purpose, anyway.

Thus the three massive coaches bumping down the rutted lane that ran from Westminster to the main road had to be lost. Very lost.

Hiking her brown muslin skirt up a little because of the mud, Emma Grenville hurried into the field at the edge of the road. Expensive-looking vehicles like that weren’t liable to turn aside for the headmistress of a girls’ school. And they were a magnificent sight. Elizabeth and Jane would wish they’d gone walking with her this morning, as she’d encouraged. Three grand coaches gracing west Hampshire in the summertime—who would have thought?

The first vehicle rocked by her without pause, a red dragon and sword emblazoned on the door and the flimsy curtains drawn. Nobility, she thought, her curiosity deepening. As the second coach neared, the small, balding driver tipped his hat at her and grinned.

For heaven’s sake—she was staring like a milkmaid on her first trip to market. One of the most basic lessons she taught her students was not to stare; she needed to practice following her own teachings. Flushing, Emma continued toward the Academy at a faster pace.

A thunderous crack made her jump and turn around. The second coach lurched with a crooked twist into the air, careening off one of the numerous boulders that had risen after the spring rains. It slammed back onto the road again with an even louder crunch. The near wheel snapped off the axle, hitting the ground a foot from Emma and rolling past her into the tall grass. The vehicle pitched forward and came to a grinding halt in the mud.

“My goodness!” Emma gasped, putting her hand to her heart.

The horses were stomping and snorting, and the driver cursing, as she hurried back to the coach. The flimsy door swung open just as she reached it.

“Damnation, Wycliffe! You and your stupid expeditions!” The well-dressed young man tottered in the doorway, then slipped and fell face first into the muddy road. He very nearly landed on her foot, and Emma hastily stepped backward—and collided with a brick wall.

Not a brick wall, she amended as it grabbed her elbow when she stumbled. “Steady,” it said in a deep voice that resonated down her spine, and lifted her upright again.

Emma’s surprised shriek caught in her throat as she whipped around. The brick wall was a giant of a man, tall and broad-shouldered and solid. The giant had light green eyes, and they gazed at her from beneath curved aristocratic eyebrows. One of them arched in obvious jaded amusement.

“Perhaps you could move aside.”

“Oh.” She stumbled sideways, her words catching as her feet slipped again. “Beg pardon.” She couldn’t recall ever seeing anyone, much less a nobleman, put together in quite so…magnificent a fashion.

The devilish handsome giant brushed past her and with one arm heaved the fallen fellow back to his feet. “Injured, Blumton?” he asked.

“No, I’m not injured, but look at me! I’m a bloody mess!”

“So you are. Get away before you fling mud on me.” The giant gestured at the edge of the road.

“But—”

“Oh, Grey!”

A woman appeared in the coach’s doorway and collapsed artfully into her rescuer’s arms. Long blond tresses, several shades lighter than the giant’s wind-ruffled, honey-colored hair, had come loose from their clips. Her curls spilled over his arm in a golden cascade as he held her close against his chest.

“Excellent aim, Alice.” Apparently unmoved by her unconscious state, he made as though to drop his burden in the muddy road.


Emma stepped forward. “Sir, you cannot mean to—”

Alice recovered instantly and flung her arms around his neck. “Don’t you dare, Wycliffe! It’s filthy!”

“That’s not likely to convince me to continue hauling you about. I’m standing in it, and so is this chatty female.”

“Chatty?” Emma repeated, scowling. Handsome or not, his manners were obviously lacking, and as she taught her students, manners were the first measure of a gentleman.

A second female pulled herself up to the door of the coach. “Oh, let him go, Alice, and give someone else a chance.”

“I’ll rescue you, Sylvia,” the muddy gentleman stated, slogging back toward the coach and lifting his arms.

“After you’ve been wallowing in the mud? Don’t be absurd, Charles. Grey, if you please?”

Emma started to say that if they would all just relocate to the edge of the road, they would find the ground much drier, but as they were nobles and nobles seemed to thrive on such silliness, she folded her arms and watched. Chatty female—ha.

Grey, as the ladies were calling him, seemed an odd nickname for such a powerful-looking, golden male. “Lion,” or something equally dangerous sounding, would have been a better fit.

He scowled at the other female. “I can’t carry everyone.”

“Well, I refuse to be rescued by Cousin Charles.”

A low-pitched sigh sounded several feet behind Emma. At the edge of the road, on the one nice, dry strip of soil, another nobleman stood gazing at the scene. His hands were in his pockets, and his light blue eyes twinkled despite the look of horrified affront on his lean, handsome face.

“Gads, I suppose that leaves me,” he drawled, eyeing the sodden roadway with distaste.

Sylvia’s lips tightened. “I would prefer n—”

“Yes, it does, Tristan,” the larger man snapped. “Quit tiptoeing about and get over here.”

“I will expect you to purchase me a new pair of boots, Wycliffe.”

As the dark-haired Tristan trod toward them, Emma gazed at the giant again. The name Wycliffe tickled at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t quite place it.

She had friends who had left the Academy in years past and married well, and she supposed one of them might have mentioned the name. Certainly she’d never set eyes on him before. Contented spinster and firmly on the shelf though she was, he was handsome enough that she would have felt herself remiss not to notice. Splendid gentlemen hardly ever came driving along this road.

As though remembering her presence, he faced her again, and Emma couldn’t help blushing at her unscholarly thoughts.

“If you’re intent on witnessing this idiocy, girl,” he rumbled, “at least make yourself useful. Go watch the horses while Simmons has the other coaches brought up.”

No man spoke to the headmistress of a reputable girls’ school in that tone. “I am hardly a girl, sir,” she said crisply, “and since no one appears to be injured, which was my reason for approaching, I have better things to do than wade through mud you people are too silly to get out of.” She turned around and picked her way back to the edge of the road. “Good day.”

“What cheek,” the mud-covered Charles sniffed.

“Serves you right, Wycliffe,” Tristan’s deeper voice said. “You can’t bully everyone into doing your bidding.”

“I suppose we can’t expect the peasantry to recognize their betters,” Sylvia added from her precarious perch in the coach’s doorway.

Although Emma wanted to point out that “peasantry” was an archaic term, given the current state of economic growth and industrial advances, she kept walking. They could deuced well wallow in their own ignorance and in the thick Hampshire mud, for all she cared.



By the time they sorted out who would continue on to Haverly Manor in which carriages, Greydon Brakenridge, the Duke of Wycliffe, was beginning to wish he’d simply walked down the road with that odd chit. On foot, he would already have been at his uncle’s estate and tilting a blessedly strong glass of whiskey down his throat.

“They grow the girls pretty in Hampshire,” mused Tristan Carroway, Viscount Dare, as he took his seat in the lead coach.

Greydon glanced at him. “She was soft-headed.”

“You think everyone is soft-headed. She told you off well enough.”


“She was rude.” Alice sat as close to Wycliffe as she could, ostensibly so he could catch her if she happened to faint again. In the closed, stuffy coach, it was nearly suffocating. Thank God Sylvia had opted to ride with her maid. “I suspect everyone in this godforsaken wilderness will be quite as barbaric.” She shuddered.

Tristan snorted. “This is Hampshire—not Africa.”

“As if one could tell from that encounter.”

Ignoring the argument, Grey pulled back the curtain on his side of the coach, hoping for a breeze as he slouched to gaze out the small window. That girl on the road had been an odd little thing, more well spoken than he’d expected, with large, hazel eyes in a pert oval face, capped by an absurdly proper bonnet. He would have to ask Uncle Dennis or Aunt Regina if they knew who she was.

Greydon sighed. He’d seen Dennis and Regina Hawthorne, the Earl and Countess of Haverly, less often than he should have over the years, and even more infrequently in the last few since he’d inherited the dukedom. The unexpected invitation to Hampshire had been well timed for several reasons, yet it was troubling. He couldn’t think of many reasons why Dennis would want him at Haverly in the middle of the London Season, but the most likely one would seem to be money.

“What did you say the nearest town was, Grey?” Tristan asked, fanning himself with his hat as he viewed the green countryside through the window.


“Basingstoke.”

“Basingstoke. I’ll have to visit.”

Grey eyed him. “Why?”

The viscount flashed him a grin. “If you didn’t notice, don’t expect me to point out the details.”

He had noticed, which bothered him. If there was one thing he didn’t need more of, it was female entanglements. “Have at it, Tris, if it’ll keep you from annoying me.”

“A fine thing to say to a guest.”

“You aren’t my guest. In fact, I don’t recall inviting any of you.”

Alice laughed. “London would have been a hopeless bore without you there, Your Grace.” She leaned closer. If he’d been a more moveable object, her attentions would have pushed him out the door of the carriage. “And I promise to keep you entertained here.”

Tristan sat forward, placing a hand on Greydon’s knee. “And so do I, Your Grace.”

“Oh, get off.”

“Get away, Dare,” Alice complained. “You’ll ruin everything.”

“Don’t forget, I was the one in the coach with Grey. You were behind us, with Sylvia and Blum—”

“Try arguing in pantomime for a bit, please.” Grey folded his arms over his chest and closed his eyes. He really didn’t mind having Tristan about. Besides owing the viscount a large favor for rescuing him from the claws of a particularly predatory female, he’d known Tris since before university—and Hampshire during the Season didn’t have much native entertainment to offer.


Alice would have been tolerable as well, if she hadn’t decided to view him as marriage material—as if he had any intention of marrying anyone after his narrow escape from Lady Caroline Sheffield. Alice apparently didn’t believe the depth of his convictions, though, because every time she’d ended up in his bed over the past few weeks, she seemed to want to talk about jewelry—rings, in particular. And Alice wasn’t the only female hunting him, so fleeing to Hampshire for a week or two had been an irresistible opportunity.

“Isn’t that Haverly?” Tristan asked.

Grey opened his eyes. “That’s it.”

He’d always been fond of his uncle’s old estate. A profusion of green vines crept up toward the windows, which reflected onto the glassy surface of the pond that nestled at the foot of the long, sloping hill. Swans and ducks swam at the edge of the water, while grazing sheep dotted the park on either side of the wide, curving front drive, lending the whole scene a sense of pastoral paradise, the very model for a Gainsborough painting.

“Everything looks well,” he mused.

“You were expecting something ill?” Tristan sat forward to get a better look.

Cursing at himself for whetting Dare’s bottomless curiosity, Grey assumed a relaxed pose. “I wasn’t expecting anything. The invitation to visit surprised me, is all, and I’m relieved everything looks to be in order.”

“I think it’s quaint.” Alice leaned across his arm, pressing her ample bosom against him. “How far is Basingstoke, did you say?”

“I didn’t. Two miles or so.”


“And the nearest neighbors?”

“Are you planning to be social?” Tristan gave a slight grin. “Or are you scouting out the nearest female competition?”

“I am being social, something you obviously need to practice,” she complained.

“That’s what I’m attempting at this very moment, my dear.”

Grey shut his eyes again, his temple throbbing, as the two of them resumed their sparring. The trip to Haverly should have been a pleasant and peaceful diversion. He hadn’t counted on his troubles accompanying him to Hampshire.

Once Alice had discovered his plans, though, she had promptly told everyone occupying his box at Vauxhall Gardens. Short of killing them, the only viable alternative had been swearing them all to secrecy and suggesting they come along.

“Grey, aren’t you going to defend me?” Alice demanded.

He opened one eye. “It was your idea to come to Hampshire. Fend for yourself.”

Usually he liked a good argument as well as anyone, and a good challenge even more. The former, however, had begun to seem pointless, and the latter nonexistent. He was the bloody Duke of Wycliffe: anything he wanted was within easy grasp, and more than he wanted was pushed at him relentlessly. Lately he seemed to spend more time evading trouble than seeking it out. So much for the excitement of one’s reckless youth.


The coach rolled to a stop. Quelling the urge to leap out and escape into the beech forest, Greydon waited until Hobbes, Haverly’s butler, pulled open the carriage door.

“Your Grace,” he said in his worn, gravel-rough voice. “Welcome back to Haverly.”

“Thank you, Hobbes.” He stepped down, turning to offer Alice his hand. “We lost a coach about a mile back. You’ll need to send a smith and probably a new wheel. I left Simmons and half the servants behind with the horses.”

“I’ll see to it at once, Your Grace. I trust there were no injuries?”

“My clothes will have to be put down,” Blumton said, as he climbed down from beside the driver. “Thank you so much for making me bake out in the sun. I feel like a brick.”

“You look like one,” Tristan said helpfully. “There’s always the pond.”

A look of horror crossing his face, the dandy backed toward the manor. “Just keep your distance, Dare.”

“Oh, shut up, Charles.” Lady Sylvia swished up from the rear coach. “You prattle more than anyone I know, Cousin. You should have heard him all morning. Prattle, prattle, prattle.”

“Hm.” Grey turned to lead the way to the wide oak front doors of Haverly. “You weren’t recommending that Parliament be disbanded again, were you, Blumton?”

“Of course not. I only pointed out that limiting the power of the king limits the power of the country.”

Tristan opened his mouth, but Sylvia put her dainty hand over it. “No. You will not encourage him. I’ve been listening to it since we left London. Next time, I get to ride with Gr—”

“Greydon!”

Dennis Hawthorne, the Earl of Haverly, strode around the side of the house. His round face bore a wide grin, and he clapped his hands as he approached. Yet even as he was smiling, lines of worry creased his forehead, and his eyes seemed disturbingly somber. Grey went forward to meet him, revising his earlier assessment. Something was definitely wrong.

“Uncle Dennis,” he said, allowing the shorter man to pull him into a sound embrace. “You look well.”

“As do you, my boy. Introduce me to your friends. I know Dare, of course.”

Tristan stuck out his hand. “Thank you for the invitation, Haverly. His Grace was wasting away in London.”

“Eh?” Dennis looked up at his nephew, his brow furrowed. “Not taken ill, are you, lad?”

Only Uncle Dennis called him “lad” any longer. “Hardly,” he said dryly, sending Tristan a warning glance. “Just getting older. Uncle, allow me to present Lady Sylvia Kincaid and Miss Boswell. And the mud hen is Sylvia’s cousin, Lord Charles Blumton.”

“Welcome to all of you,” the earl said, bowing and shaking hands. “I hope you don’t find Hampshire too rustic. We’re not London, but we do have our diversions.”

“Like what?” Alice asked, eyeing Greydon from beneath her lashes.


“Well, Haverly is host to a picnic, almost a fair, every August. And Thursday, the Academy will be presenting Romeo and Juliet.”

Charles’s expression brightened. “Academy? Which Academy?”

Greydon scowled as he realized he’d landed squarely in the middle of enemy territory. “Good God. The damned Academy. I’d nearly forgotten about that blight on the landscape.”

“That’s hardly fair,” his uncle returned, gesturing them toward the front entry. “Miss Grenville’s Academy is a finishing school for young ladies of breeding, Lord Charles. It stands on Haverly land.”

“A girls’ school?” Charles looked as though he’d swallowed something bitter. “I take it then, Wycliffe, that you also disapprove of the education of females?”

Grey sidestepped his muddy companion and strolled into the manor. “I have no problem with the education of women,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ve just never seen it done properly.”

“Don’t be a beast, Wycliffe,” Lady Sylvia cooed. “I attended a finishing school.”

“And what did you learn?” he asked, scowling as Dare mumbled a curse. They should have known better than to bring it up. “Oh, yes. You learned to say whatever I want to hear. And to follow the tradition of becoming clinging, helpless—”


“So I suppose we’re not going to be attending the performance?” Tristan interrupted, following him inside.

“Only if you kill me first and drag my rotting carcass along with you.”







    

Chapter 2




Aunt Regina took charge of assigning the guests their various bed chambers and of having a bath drawn for Blumton. If she had any suspicions regarding Alice or Sylvia’s presence, she didn’t voice them. The entire family was familiar with his late father’s proclivity for carting mistresses about with him, so she probably expected it of his son, as well.

But Greydon had more significant things to worry about than his aunt’s reaction to his companions. He dropped into Dennis’s padded desk chair, noting that the stitching was beginning to come loose on one side. “All right. What is it, Uncle?”

Dennis Hawthorne circled the small room a few times and ended up leaning on the back of the opposite chair. “You might at least do me the courtesy of thinking we—I—invited you to Haverly because I haven’t seen you in four years.”

“Has it been that long?”

“Yes, it has been. And I do miss you, lad. I’m glad you brought friends along. I presume that means you intend to stay awhile this time?”

“That depends on you, I suppose.” And on how long he could hide out from the London hounds. “Why am I here?”

With a heavy sigh, the earl sat. “Money.”

Sometimes, it would be pleasant to be wrong, Grey thought. “How much?”

Dennis gestured at the tattered ledger book beneath Grey’s left elbow. “It’s…not good. I should have sent for assistance sooner, but until the spring crop came in, I thought…well, you’d best take a look.”

Unpaid invoices marked the page of the most recent entries. Grey owned and managed several sizable properties and the two town houses in London, and it took only a moment of perusal to realize that Uncle Dennis was correct. “Good God,” he muttered. “It’s a wonder you haven’t been dragged off to Old Bailey for unpaid debts.”

“I know, I know. I didn’t—”

“How could you let this happen?”

Dennis’s ruddy cheeks darkened further. “It didn’t happen overnight, you know. It just seemed to…creep up on me. Prentiss—you know him—took ill last year. Rather than replace the old fellow, I started doing the books myself. That’s when I began to realize that my manager might not have been entirely…diligent in apprising me about the state of things.”


“Prentiss should be shot for negligence,” Grey snarled, flipping backward through the pages. “And so should you be, for trusting that doddering old—”

“That’s enough of that, boy.”

Grey looked up at him. “I am four and thirty, Uncle. Please do not call me ‘boy.’”

“Seems to me by that age you might have learned to spare a body’s feelings.”

With a sigh of his own, Grey closed the ledger. “I don’t suffer fools gladly, if that’s what you mean.”

“You can’t help being your father’s son, I suppose.”

Anger began curling up Grey’s spine. “I’ve been hearing that a lot, lately. I’ll take it as a compliment, since I’m sure that’s how you meant it. Now. Once again, why am I here?”

Dennis cleared his throat. “Right. Best not to annoy the lion when you’re about to stick your hand in its jaws, I suppose.”

Grey sat looking at him.

“Oh, all right. I know you could afford to buy Haverly, or to pay off every debt I have hanging over my head.”

“Yes, I cou—”

“But I don’t want you to do that. I’ve owned this estate for thirty years, and it’s been in the Hawthorne family for the last three hundred. I’ve only had trouble over the last season or two.”

“At least,” Grey muttered.

“Help me get Haverly back on its feet. I need a plan.”

“You need a miracle.”

“Greydon!”


Taking a deep breath, Grey stifled his annoyance at the shoddy accounting and carelessness which had led up to the present disaster, and at the realization that his escape from his responsibilities was going to be mired in invoices and numbers and too damned much time behind a desk. “I’ll need to look at everything.”

His uncle relaxed a little. “Of course. I must have the final say, but I shall put Haverly into your capable hands.” He stood and began pacing again. “I’m sorry to drag you out of London, but I really didn’t know what else to do.”

“That’s all right.” He shifted in the chair, hearing it squeak in protest. “London was becoming a bit crowded for me, anyway.”

Dennis grinned for the first time since they’d begun their meeting. “Your mother, eh?”

“Among other things.” Mostly of the female persuasion. “How did you manage to grow up with her and avoid having her marry you off?”

“Believe me, she tried. Practically had me engaged to the local parson’s daughter when I was eight. I daresay if I hadn’t offered for Regina when I did, Frederica would have set the hounds on me.”

“Well, my heels are chewed bloody this Season.” His uncle’s expression grew curious, but Grey had no intention of providing any further details. He opened the accounts book again. “Are these your current tenants?”

“Yes.”

“And where are the rental amounts you charge?”

Dennis pointed at the notations. “Right there.”

Grey blinked, not certain he was seeing straight. “These are the rents you’re charging now. Today.” At his uncle’s nod, he looked at them again. “When was the last time you raised the rent? At the turn of the century?”

“I thought Haverly was in good condition, remember?” the earl answered, his tone defensive.

“The first thing you’re going to do is dismiss Prentiss.”

“But—”

“Provide him with a pension if you want, but he is not to set foot on Haverly land again. And the second thing you’re going to do is raise the damned rents.”

“The tenants won’t like it.”

“And you won’t like debtors’ prison, Uncle Dennis. Raise the rent.”



“But it’s tradition!”

“Jane, if we went by tradition, all the roles would be played by men.” Emma Grenville folded her hands in her lap, torn between pulling out her hair and laughing. “Being that this is a girls’ school, that would leave the stage rather bare of performers.”

“But I don’t want to kiss Mary Mawgry! She giggles!”

Emma glanced at the group of young ladies standing at the far end of the stage, practicing their swordplay and wisely keeping their distance from Lady Jane Wydon’s rare bout of foul temper. “Then perhaps we should find you a part that doesn’t require kissing,” she said in the cool, logical tone all of her students had quickly learned to dread.

“Jane could play the fat old nurse,” Elizabeth Newcombe, the youngest of her pupils, suggested from the edge of the crowd. “Nurse doesn’t have to kiss anybody.”

“Lizzy Newcombe, you be quiet! I am not—”

“I am playing the fat old nurse,” Emma interrupted, stifling a grin, “so none of you will have to do it.”

“But I know Freddie Mayburne would do a bang-up job as Romeo,” Jane persisted.

That didn’t bode well. Emma hoped Jane didn’t speak from firsthand experience, or she was going to have to start double-locking the front gate and posting guards at each entrance. “First of all, Lady Jane Wydon,” Emma said in her firmest tone, “we do not use slang or vulgarisms at the Academy. You know that. Please revise your statement.”

Jane flushed to the roots of her raven black hair, even her blush becoming. “Freddie Mayburne would be splendid as Romeo,” she amended.

“Yes, I’m sure he would be. But this school is for young ladies, not for Freddie Mayburne. And my task with this play is to teach you poise, confidence, and diction. Not him.”

“Besides,” Elizabeth chimed in again, “Mary Mawgry’s been practicing for weeks, and so have I. And I don’t want to play Mercutio if Freddie Mayburne is going to be Romeo. He smells funny.”

“He does not! It’s a very fashionable French cologne.”

They all seemed far too familiar with Freddie Mayburne. Clapping her hands together for attention, Emma rose. “No one is changing roles. Jane, if you wish to earn Mr. Mayburne’s—or anyone else’s—admiration, you would best do so by excelling at the task at hand.”

Jane’s shoulders sagged. “Yes, Miss Emma.”

“All right. Why don’t we go through the Capulet party, Act 1, Scene V, once more, and then we’ll go to luncheon.”

“At least I don’t have to kiss Mary in that scene,” Jane muttered, and with a flounce of her skirts, she returned to the stage.

Emma seated herself in the second pew of the old monastery’s church. Once they’d removed the rather oppressive-looking apostles lining one wall, the large room had converted quite nicely into a lecture hall and theater.

The girls not attending the Capulet ball took seats around her. “Begin,” she called, gesturing at Miss Perchase, who was in charge of the stage curtains, as well as Latin and crochet.

“Miss Emma,” Elizabeth Newcombe whispered, turning around on the front pew to face her, “tell us about the carriages.”

“Not during a rehearsal. Face front, bottom on the seat, miss. Show courtesy and respect for your fellow students, and they will do the same for you.”

Elizabeth rolled her eyes, but complied. “You’ll never tell us anything, anyway,” she muttered.

“Proper ladies don’t gossip,” Emma returned.

“At least tell us if they were handsome,” Julia Potwin urged from the seat behind her.

Cynical green eyes glittered in her mind. “I didn’t notice,” she hedged. “And what is more important than outward appearance, anyway?”

“Money,” Henrietta Brendale said, eliciting a chorus of hushed giggles.


“Henrietta.”

The pretty brunette sighed and resumed playing with a strand of her long hair. “Inward integrity.”

“But isn’t—”

“No, Mary,” Emma called toward the stage, standing. “It’s ‘as a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear’—not an ‘antelope’s ear.’”

“‘Antelope’ sounds more poetical.”

“Yes, my dear, but Mr. Shakespeare decided to use ‘Ethiop.’”

“All right.”

Mary repeated the line correctly, and Emma sat again. Since yesterday, those green eyes had taken up a preposterous amount of time better spent on rehearsals and budgets and organizing summer curriculums. No one in the area had heard a whisper about Haverly’s guests, or about the golden lion in particular, and she hadn’t been successful in conjuring a reason to go visit Lord and Lady Haverly and find out about them. It was too silly, anyway—she’d never indulged in such delicious, shivery daydreams even as a young girl. Hopefully she wasn’t going to become soft-headed before she turned twenty-six.

A tap on her shoulder made her jump. “Yes, Molly?” she asked, turning in her seat.

The maid handed her a note. “Tobias said Lord Haverly sent this.”

Emma took the paper, that same ridiculous feeling of anticipation running through her again. Trying not to appear as though she was hurrying, she opened the missive and read it—and her heart began thumping even faster. “Hm. It seems Lord Haverly would like to see me as soon as possible.”


“Ooh! Maybe you’re to meet his guests!” Elizabeth popped up over the back of the seat again.

“Lord Haverly and I often converse on various matters concerning the Academy. I shan’t speculate.” She rose again. “Miss Perchase?”

“Yes, Miss Emma?” The Latin instructor poked her head around the edge of the curtains.

“Please take Nurse’s lines for me, through the end of the Act.”

“Me?”

Emma made her way to the back of the small auditorium. “Yes. I need to call on Haverly. Molly, have Tobias saddle Pimpernel.”

“Yes, Miss Emma.”

As she went upstairs to change into her riding habit, Emma’s heady excitement continued to grow, and she tried to combat the giddiness with logic. He—they—probably wouldn’t even be at the manor house. On a day this fine, she certainly wouldn’t stay cooped up inside if duty didn’t require it.

Out in the yard, Tobias Foster, the Academy’s stable hand and jack-of-all-trades, handed her up into the saddle. With a cluck to the sorrel mare, Emma set off down the road toward Haverly.

Even before the earl’s visitors had arrived, she’d intended to call at Haverly. The Academy’s stable roof needed mending, and so did the ivy-covered wall bordering the north end of the property. The school could afford the repairs, but she would rather use the funds elsewhere. As landlord, Lord Haverly had offered to help her with such costs in the past, and she wanted to ask if he would at least stable the school’s five horses until the roof work could be completed.


When she reached the manor she left Pimpernel with a groom and went around the front of the house, climbing the shallow steps of the main entry. The butler opened the door before she reached it, and she smiled at him.

“How do you do that, Hobbes?”

He stepped aside so she could enter the cool, high-ceilinged foyer. “I have very sharp hearing, Miss Emma.”

“I see.”

His stern face cracked into a half smile. “And you were expected.”

Except for a few servants passing through the hallway, Haverly seemed quiet and deserted. A small, guilty twinge of disappointment soured Emma’s mood as she followed Hobbes to the earl’s small office. She always enjoyed chatting with both Lord and Lady Haverly, she reminded herself. The guests and their whereabouts didn’t matter. While the butler went to find the earl, she wandered over to the window.

The white pieces of the chess set on the table there had advanced by one, and after a moment’s study she shifted her black bishop. She and the earl had been playing the same game for almost two months, another indication that she needed to visit more often.

“Emma.”

She turned as the earl hurried into the room to take her hand. His color seemed high, and she abruptly wondered why he had needed to see her so urgently. “My lord. I hope all is well with you and Lady Haverly?”

“Oh, yes. Fine, fine. I didn’t mean to take you away from your students.”


“We were rehearsing Romeo and Juliet. I don’t think anyone will miss me.”

His smile, before always warm and open, seemed to have developed a tic. “I find that difficult to believe. But take a seat, if you please. I…need to discuss something with you.”

Emma seated herself before the desk and folded her hands in her lap. “I was glad you sent for me, actually. It’s been too long since we’ve chatted, and I wanted your opinion on something.”

The earl cleared his throat. “Well. Ladies first, then.”

Something was definitely going on. As she’d taught her students, though, one didn’t pry. “All right. You know my aunt began restoration and repairs on the various parts of the Academy that were beginning to show their age. In the two years since Aunt Penelope passed away, though, I’m afraid I haven’t kept up the project as I should have.”

“You can’t blame yourself for that. I know how busy you’ve been, my dear. Taking on the running of the Academy at the age of three and twenty wasn’t easy on you, and you can’t convince me otherwise.”

She smiled. “Thank you. Even so, it would be decidedly unwise to wait much longer. The stable roof is a sieve, and I’m afraid the north wall might collapse in the next strong wind. So, I was wondering whether you were still willing to consid—”

He stood, the speed of the movement startling her. “Speaking of your aunt,” Haverly rushed, striding around the desk and sitting again, “I’m—I’m going to have to raise the Academy’s rent.” He pushed a paper toward her. “Here are the calculations and the terms. If you’ll sign at the bottom, we can conclude this as painlessly as possible, and then we can have some apple tarts in the garden. I know you like apple tarts. Regina had Mrs. Muldoon bake them especially for you.”

Emma looked at him. The earl seemed utterly serious, and yet…she forced a laugh. “My goodness. If you keep this silliness up, I shall have to make you pay a shilling to see our play.”

“It’s…well, it’s not silliness, Emma. I hate to do it, but it’s become unavoidable.”

Emma glanced down at the paper he’d placed in front of her. Her heart skipped a beat as she read through the figures and the precise, legal-sounding terms. “This is triple what the Academy’s been paying.”

“Yes, I know, but I haven’t increased the rent in…in a very long time.”

She shot to her feet. “That is certainly not my fault!”

His ruddy complexion darkened. “Now, now,” he said, patting the top of the desk, “I know that. Calm yourself, Emma. Please.”

Emma forced herself to sit again, despite an unladylike urge to throw something. “You and my aunt, and you and I, have had a very cordial relationship. I consider you a dear friend, Lord Haverly.”

“And I you,” he returned in a soothing tone. “This is not personal, I assure you. If it makes you feel any better, Wycliffe has had me increase the rent of all my tenants. Everyone’s been quite understanding.”

So this was that Wycliffe person’s idea. Handsome or not, Emma decided that she didn’t like the golden lion at all. Not one whit. “If your other tenants are paying you more, there’s very little reason for the Academy to do so,” she said, trying for her calmest tone. She was very logical; everyone always told her that was her strongest suit. “We are an institution of learning. Surely for that reason alone the Academy deserves special consideration.”

A muscle in his round cheek twitched again. “Well, I—”

“And Miss Grenville’s Academy has earned a fine reputation for itself in London,” she continued quickly. Overwhelming him with facts seemed her best chance. “Just in the last two years, we’ve seen our graduates marry a marquis, two earls, and a baron. That can only reflect well on you, as our landlord. We could never have fared so well under some harsh dictator’s hand.”

“I’m hardly a dictator, Emma.”

She smiled, squeezing his hand. “No, you aren’t. You are very kind, and helpful, and understanding. Which is why I won’t press you any further than to ask that Haverly take in the Academy’s horses while we repair the stable roof. I hope that is agreeable—and I won’t ask you for anything more.”

“I—no, that’s—that’s not a problem. Of course.”

The earl looked befuddled, which Emma took as her cue to retreat with as much speed as she could manage. She needed to think up a strategy before Haverly’s new rent ruined her plans for the Academy. She stood, nodding. “Thank you, my lord. I trust I’ll see you and Lady Haverly on Thursday evening, for Romeo and Juliet?”

“Ah, yes. Yes.”

Hardly daring to breathe, Emma escaped out of the office, down the hall, and through the front door with no one calling her back to empty all of the change out of her pockets. This was a disaster. Worse than a disaster. The groom was nowhere in sight to help her into the saddle, so she grabbed Pimpernel from a pen and led the mare back toward the Academy as swiftly as she could. Her tactics, though not the most scrupulous, would at least give her until Thursday to come up with a way of countering this Wycliffe person’s idiocy.



At the sound of the front door closing, Greydon set aside the Hampshire planting almanac he’d been reading and rose. He could sympathize with his uncle’s reluctance to increase the rent of Haverly’s tenants, in all instances but one. A finishing school for females—bah. They might as well have named it the How to Trap a Husband Academy. He could vouch for how successful the damned establishment was; Caroline had attended it, and she’d nearly gotten the wedding shackles locked around his neck.

He’d left the library door open, hoping to hear the exchange between Miss Grenville and Uncle Dennis, but they’d managed to keep it fairly civilized, and he’d only discerned an occasional murmur of raised voices.

Dare and the others had deserted Haverly for the day, ostensibly to tour Basingstoke and the surrounding countryside. He knew better, though; Tristan had gone looking for the pert miss from the roadside. He wouldn’t have minded running across her himself, and he added the lost opportunity to his list of Miss Grenville’s faults. Crossing the hallway, he rapped on the office door and strolled inside. “I assume your news displeased the old spinster?” he asked, unable to keep the satisfaction out of his voice.

The earl stood by the window, gazing into the garden. “You don’t need to enjoy it so much,” he grumbled.

“You’re a better man than I am.” Grey joined him, shifting a white pawn on the chess board to counter his uncle’s move. “Nevertheless, being compassionate won’t save Haverly. Did you schedule the payments?”

Dennis frowned. “No. I—” He stopped, and to Greydon’s surprise, chuckled. “Outmaneuvered me, she did. Outsmarted me, really.”

“What are you talking about?” With a scowl of his own, Grey strode to the desk and grabbed the agreement he’d painstakingly drafted last evening. “She didn’t sign,” he said unnecessarily. He glared at his uncle. “Why didn’t she sign?”

“I believe it was because she was more concerned with having me board the Academy’s horses while she repairs the stable roof.”

“Damnation! Haverly’s not entailed, Uncle. And I doubt the rich merchant you end up having to sell to will be as generous with his tenants as you’ve been,” Greydon growled.

“She makes a good argument.”

“I don’t care. You would allow a female to bring your estate to ruin?”

“It’s not as desperate as—”

“It will be, if you allow this to continue!” Folding the paperwork, he jammed it into his pocket. “I won’t allow this to continue.”

He strode out of the office. A barked inquiry to Hobbes informed him that the headmistress had arrived on horseback, so he commandeered one of his uncle’s mounts and went after her.

She had apparently decided to take the morning to savor her victory, because he caught up to her less than a mile from the manor, on foot and leading a small sorrel mare.

“Miss Grenville!” he bellowed, charging up behind her on his uncle’s big bay gelding, Cornwall.

She jumped, spinning around to face him with one hand to her breast. And Greydon forgot what he’d been about to say.

Large hazel eyes, wide and startled, gazed up at him, and her soft, full lips formed a perfect, soundless oh. The chit from the roadside. The one he hadn’t been able to get out of his thoughts. The one Tristan had gone into Basingstoke this morning to find.

“You’re Miss Grenville?”

The oh snapped into an annoyed line. “I am Miss Emma Grenville. Miss Grenville was my aunt.”

Was. “You’re the headmistress of that blasted Academy.”

It wasn’t a question, but she nodded anyway. “Yes. And thank you for your condolences about Aunt Patricia.”

Grey narrowed his eyes. He had no damned intention of being chastised by a chit who looked barely out of the schoolroom. “You’re just…a girl. You can’t be old enough to—”

One fine eyebrow lifted, mocking him. “I am five and twenty—a grown woman, by any definition. I suppose, though, that you didn’t charge out here to inquire after my age. Or did you, sir?”

“Your Grace,” he corrected.

The surprised look came into her eyes again. She should never play cards, he thought abruptly. He could read her from a mile away.

“You’re a duke,” she said dubiously.

He nodded. “Wycliffe.”

Miss Emma Grenville stared up at him for another moment, while an absurd feeling of triumph ran through Grey. He’d found her, and Tristan hadn’t. She was his. As he had the first time he’d set eyes on her, he knew precisely what he wanted to do with her. And it would involve silk sheets and naked skin.

“Wycliffe,” she mused. “Greydon Brakenridge. One of my friends spoke of you.”

“Which friend?” He doubted any of a glorified governess’s friends would be acquainted with him.

“Lady Victoria Fontaine.” She revised that. “I mean Victoria, Lady Althorpe.”

“The Vixen?”

She must have heard the disbelief in his voice, because she put her hands on her hips. “Yes, Vixen.”

“And what did the Vixen say about me?”

A touch of amusement entered her eyes. “She said you were arrogant. Now, I’m pleased to have made your acquaintance, Your Grace, but I do have a class waiting for me. Good day.” She walked on.

“You didn’t sign my uncle’s rental agreement.”

She stopped, then looked up at him again from beneath the brim of her prim green bonnet. “That matter, Your Grace, is between Lord Haverly and myself.”

His towering over her didn’t seem to be intimidating her in the least, but it was making him feel like a bully. Grey swung out of the saddle. “If you don’t wish to pay the increased rent,” he continued, torn between irritation at her statement about his arrogance and the desire to untie the green bow under her chin and pull off that ridiculously strait-laced bonnet, “you can find another location for your school.”

The petite headmistress lifted her chin. “Did Lord Haverly ask you to ride me down and threaten me?”

Somehow this wasn’t going quite the way he’d envisioned. “I’m stating facts.”

“Hm. The fact, Your Grace, is that you obviously don’t approve of the education of women. The fact is, Haverly belongs to Dennis Hawthorne, and I will conduct any and all negotiations with him. If you’ll excuse me.”

With a flounce of her green riding skirt, she stalked off down the road again. Grey watched for a moment, admiring the angry sway of her hips. After her bonnet, her dress would be the second thing he removed. A girls’ school headmistress. She probably starched her shift. The thought had the unexpected result of arousing him, and he tugged on Cornwall’s reins to follow her.

“For your information, I do approve of educating females.”

She kept walking. “How wonderfully condescending, Your Grace.”

Greydon swore under his breath. “Your Academy,” he continued, trying to maintain a grip on his temper and his damned unexpected lust, “doesn’t educate females.”

That got her attention. She faced him, folding her arms across her small, pert bosom. “I beg your pardon?”

Her breasts were just the right size to fit a man’s hands. His hands. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but—”

“Oh, I intend to.”

“—But you instruct your students in etiquette, do you not?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “And dance? And polite conversation? And dress?”

“Yes.”

“Aha. You know as well as I that all that nonsense is for the ultimate purpose of enabling your students to marry—and to marry well. You, Miss Emma, are a paid matchmaker. And in less polite circles, you would be called worse.”

Her face went white. He hadn’t meant to be so biting, but she kept making him lose his train of thought—he had no idea why he was lusting after a prim headmistress. Now, he supposed, she would swoon and expect him to catch her. Grey sighed, taking a step closer in anticipation.

Instead, she laughed. It wasn’t an amused laugh, by any stretch of the imagination, but it was the last thing he expected to hear. Women, as a rule, didn’t laugh at him.

“So, Your Grace, if I might reiterate,” she said, her voice clipped, “you disapprove of women who feel they need a husband to make their way in the world, despite the fact that this is exactly what society has dictated since before the Norman Conquest.”

“I—”

She jabbed a finger in his direction. “And at the same time, you deride me for taking up a career which leaves me completely independent from the male of the species.” She stalked closer, glaring up at him. “What I think, Your Grace, is that you like to hear yourself talk. Thankfully, that does not require my presence. Good day.”

He suddenly realized they had reached the Academy grounds, and swiftly stepped back as the heavy wrought-iron gate banged shut with a clank Miss Emma Grenville must have found utterly satisfying. A moment later she and her horse vanished behind the high, ivy-covered walls.

Grey stood where he was for a moment, then turned and swung into the saddle to head back to Haverly. He couldn’t remember ever having been shut down so efficiently, even by his mother—who was renowned for her razor-sharp tongue. And surprisingly enough, he was as amused as he was infuriated and aroused.

One thing was for damned certain. He was going to see Romeo and Juliet on Thursday. Miss Emma Grenville was not going to escape that easily.
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