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The matchmaking began the moment it was
learned that Captain Kenneth Link, so recently lacking a feather to
fly with, had—as a result of one carriage accident, one drowning,
and one death from fever in India—unexpectedly inherited the title
of Marquess of Broadmoor. As well, of course, as a fortune.

Captain Link’s accession to the title
formerly held by his father’s eldest brother became the talk of the
assembly rooms at Almack’s as well as of dozens of London drawing
rooms, parlours, and sitting rooms, in which eager mamas mulled
this new entry on the social scene. For he was not only wealthy,
handsome, and personable but, at the age of thirty-two, remarkably
unmarried.

Servants were sent scurrying from household
to household to learn the latest titbits.

At least fifty ladies were informed the
moment Broadmoor removed from the family seat outside Camelford to
the handsome townhouse in Grosvenor Square.

Nor did the gossipmongers spare themselves
any details concerning the elegant breeches, coats, trousers,
waistcoats, shirts, and neckcloths he ordered in Bond Street, with
his boots, of course, from Hoby’s.

And there were many to admire, before it was
even delivered, his choice of a black and gold high-perch phaeton
with brushed-brass hardware to add to the already extensive
collection of carriages belonging to his estates.

It all pointed, everyone said, to one
indisputable conclusion: The new marquess, casting off the grime of
the battlefield where he had heroically acquitted himself the
previous year under Wellington’s command, intended to join the
merry life of London’s beau monde. And to what other end, the
matrons demanded of themselves, than to find himself a wife? And
who better suited than one’s own daughter?

Nor were the young ladies themselves
insensible of this new attraction in their narrow world. Although
he had not yet presented himself among the ton, the very
mention of Broadmoor’s name added spice to the card parties, balls,
Venetian breakfasts, and excursions to Vauxhall Gardens at which
they pursued their careers of finding husbands.

As a topic of conversation, the new-made
marquess rivaled even the departure of the scandalous Lord Byron
from England. It was generally agreed that whatever lady should win
the position of his marchioness would be unquestioningly acclaimed
the Incomparable of the spring of 1816.

As for the man himself, details of his
escapades at Cambridge, of his exemplary military service, and of
his upbringing in the wild country of northwest Cornwall were pried
and bribed from sons and nephews who had known him in his younger
days.

However, the piece of gossip most cherished
by the ladies concerned an earlier affair of the heart with Lady
Sarah Rowdon, the pretty but shy daughter of the Earl of Rowdon.
The crudest thing said of her was that she lacked conversation; the
crudest thing said of her father, and unfortunately true, was that
he had gambled away the family fortune.

The rumour spread that the marquess would
make his first public appearance one Wednesday night at the
exclusive weekly subscription ball at Almack’s. It was finally
confirmed by that arbiter of fashion, Lady Sally Jersey.

This was certain to be one of the most
important social occasions of the year—eclipsed only, perhaps, by
the wedding of Princess Charlotte to Prince Leopold of
Saxe-Coburg—and a peek into chambers across London before the
commencement of the ball would have revealed a flurry of
activity.

The principals in the drama, everyone
anticipated, were to be his lordship and the subject of his former
tendre, Lady Sarah, along with her present suitor, Sir
Lindsay Manx. But a number of other ladies were also determined, as
they donned their ball gowns and public faces, that they should be
chosen to become the envy of their sex.

One might have expected Lady Estelle
Mansfield to wear black for the occasion, her late husband—the
Baron Mansfield—having gone to his Maker a mere ten months before.
Black, however, did not flatter her pale blonde looks.

Yet white or pink, so well suited to girls
in their first season, could only serve to remind an onlooker that
Lady Mansfield had reached the less than exalted age of
twenty-eight.

“Pale blue, I should think,” suggested Mrs.
Patience Buxton, Lady Mansfield’s elderly cousin and companion.
“Twas what I wore when I began going out again after Mr. Buxton
died. And so fine with your grey eyes, my dear.”

Lady Mansfield turned about in astonishment,
her slender, rigidly erect figure framed by the wardrobe door. “I
do believe you’re right,” she said, her amazement deriving from the
fact that since Mrs. Buxton had come to live with her six months
ago, that lady had not until now offered a single suggestion of any
merit whatsoever.

“No one will take it as disrespectful.” Mrs.
Buxton nodded to herself, her cheeks flushed from the heat of the
fire before which she sat toasting her feet in Lady Mansfield’s
dressing room. “Such a love match, you and dear Mansfield. Like two
turtledoves, you were. Such a shame there weren’t any
children.”

“Yes. Such a shame,” said Stella, who had
only tolerated her late, gouty husband despite her considerable
respect for his fortune. “But no jewels tonight, I shouldn’t think,
save for a simple strand of pearls.”

She tugged at the bell-pull and her maid,
Timms, appeared and quickly removed the chosen dress to be
pressed.

Lady Mansfield seated herself before her
mirror. Other women across London might even now be scheming to win
the marquess for themselves, but I, she told her proud, high-boned
reflexion, have them all at the disadvantage.

“Timms made reference to some matter or
other concerning tonight,” Mrs. Buxton rambled on, taking up a
nondescript piece of knitting. “Link, wasn’t it? Kenneth Link. I
remember his father. Now what was it about Link? Oh yes, he’s going
to marry Lady Sarah Rowdon, ain’t he?”

“What?” cried Stella, her involuntary
gesture sending pots of powders and creams clattering onto the
floor. “Marry Lady Sarah? Timms!”

The dresser reappeared. “My lady?”

“What have you been telling Mrs. Buxton
about the Marquess of Broadmoor?”

Timms’s plain, sturdy face contorted itself
with the effort of searching her memory. “Only that he’s to be at
Almack’s tonight, my lady.”

“And what of Lady Sarah?” Stella
demanded.

“He’s offered for her,” repeated her cousin.
“Twasn’t Timms who told me, though, now I think on it. I had the
story from Lady Jersey.”

“Oh, cousin!” An exasperated Lady Mansfield
thumped one fist down upon her much-abused dressing table. “You’ve
not seen Sally Jersey for years! This is old news you give me.”

“Perhaps so,” agreed Mrs. Buxton mildly.
“Now I recollect, I believe that was some time ago. Must have two,
three children by now.”

“He offered for her—though heaven knows why;
she appears to spend most of her time wool-gathering—but she
refused him,” said Stella. “Can you not keep from mixing things up
so?”

“It is a fault of my age, and not of any
want of character,” her companion reproved mildly. “I shall
endeavour to sort the past from the present for your sake, my dear,
but I am not entirely convinced the distinction much
signifies.”

“It does in this case,” snapped Stella. “The
marquess is not going to marry Lady Sarah, he is going to marry
me!”

Realising at once that she had spoken out of
turn, she added, “And not a word of this to anyone, either of
you.”

“As you wish,” said Mrs. Buxton, resuming
work on her shapeless knitted garment. She had been labouring at it
for as many years as Stella could recall, without ever finishing,
and on occasion had identified it variously as a scarf, a pair of
socks, a cap, and a shawl. “But please accept my felicitations.
When is the wedding to be?”

“That depends upon when he comes up to
scratch.” Stella waited impatiently as Timms gathered the fallen
pots before she could set to powdering her fair skin.

“Then he’s not asked you yet?” said her
cousin. “Ah, me. How times do change. When I was a girl, one didn’t
announce one’s engagement until one had at least consulted the
groom.”

Timms departed silently to finish pressing
the dress.

He will ask me to marry him soon enough,
thought Lady Mansfield, frowning as she noticed a brown spot on the
back of her hand. She must remember to apply cucumber water.

Six years ago Kenneth Link—then a mere
lieutenant—had been among those who worshipped Stella through the
ballrooms and gardens of London, quite ignoring the come-out that
year of the timid Lady Sarah.

Although his lack of prospects, as the
second son of a younger, brother, offered no inducement to
matrimony, she had bestowed upon the dashing young man more than
his share of waltzes and gavottes and quadrilles at the season’s
balls.

Then his duty to his country called him
away, and by the time he returned she was married to the baron. A
few months later she heard he had developed a tendre for the
insipid Lady Sarah that culminated, after weeks of courtship, in
her refusing his hand and his returning to his military duties.

Now he would rediscover the original object
of his admiration, Lady Mansfield told herself as Timms returned
and assisted her into the high-necked blue dress with its dark blue
underskirt. Surely her reserved manner and costume would contrast
favourably with the airs and excesses of younger rivals.

 


Quite unaware that their enthusiasms and low
necklines would be considered “airs and excesses” by her ladyship,
two optimistic young rivals were at that very moment making
themselves ready for the ball.

“I can’t wait to see if he gives Lady Sarah
the cut direct,” Miss Mary Elizabeth Williams was saying as she and
her cousin, Miss Catherine Williams, allowed their abigails to
dress them. Piles of rejected gowns and jewellery scattered across
Mary Beth’s room testified to the seriousness with which they had
made their choices, there not having been time to order new clothes
for the occasion. “How bitterly she must rue her foolishness in
refusing him!”

“It’s all that toplofty mother of hers,”
Kitty sniffed, then interrupted herself to cast her pink ribbons to
the floor, stamp on them, and ‘shout at her maid, “Oh, Liza, you
know I loathe this colour! Do find my cherry ribbons, and be quick
about it!”

The abigail scurried away and Kitty resumed
her commentary to her cousin. “Lady Rowdon thought he wasn’t good
enough for her daughter, I suppose. Well, they’ve come down in the
world since then, haven’t they? It’s said Lady Sarah must make over
last year’s gowns. Can you imagine?”

“She must be all of three-and-twenty.” Mary
Beth examined her reflexion in the glass and admired her
peaches-and-cream complexion, evidence of that first bloom of youth
that can never be recaptured. “Practically an ape-leader. She’ll
count herself lucky to marry a tradesman if he’s wealthy enough to
suit her papa, I’d warrant.”

“Milk-and-water thing, anyway,” agreed Kitty
as the abigail returned with the cherry ribbons and wove them
through her stylish hair, piled atop her head à la Meduse.
“Always walking about staring into the air as if she weren’t quite
sure where she was.”

The two cousins primped in silence for a
moment, each occupied with her own thoughts as she gazed into the
mirror.

Said Mary Beth to herself, studying her
light brown hair, blue eyes, and heart-shaped face: There’s no
reason on earth he shouldn’t choose me.

What a masterstroke that would be, to win the
greatest prize in England, and during her first season! For she was
barely eighteen, a year younger than her cousin, with whose family
she lived.

She had the additional advantage of being
the sole heiress to her deceased parents’ estate. And, she told
herself with one last flirtatious glance in the looking glass,
wealth does like to marry wealth! Kitty, as it happened, was musing
along similar lines, although her fancies featured a different
heroine.

I doubt he would have offered for Lady Sarah
had I been out at the time, she thought. That was, what, four years
ago? Can’t imagine what he saw in her; true, her family still had
money then, but she’s such a meek little thing. Hasn’t the least
notion where to shop and never knows the latest on-dits.

Kitty tried to view herself with some
objectivity. The jaw might be termed a trifle narrow, but the
auburn hair was the inspiration of much poetry during her first
season, and her brown eyes had been described as vivid. They had
also been described as sharp and calculating, but only by jealous
young ladies.

Not for naught had she refused her hand to
several inferior suitors. She awaited precisely such a man as the
Marquess of Broadmoor, and even though she had never clapped eyes
upon him, she knew beyond a glimmer of a doubt that they should
deal well together.

Mary Beth, not unaware of her cousin’s train
of thought, smiled to herself. If only Kitty could see what a quiz
she was, such a pointy-featured thing, and everyone knew she was
hanging out for a title.

Poor Mary Beth, Kitty was thinking. Her
first season, and not a whisker of town polish on her yet. She’s a
sweet thing, of course, but she has no style.

Both finding themselves in a jovial mood,
the two cousins linked arms and went downstairs chattering happily
together.

It would have greatly surprised them to
learn that there were those in London who, although planning to
attend Almack’s that night, spared scarcely a thought for the man
lately known as Kenneth Link.

Among these were three men dining at
Wader’s, which, in addition to providing the gambling and good
company any gentleman required of his club, reigned supreme in the
area of the table as well, having been founded by a chef.

Two of the three would have stirred much
interest, had they shown themselves in a place frequented by such
female leaders of the ton as Lady Jersey and the Countess
Lieven. Prime among them was Sir Lindsay Manx, Lady Sarah’s
suitor.

There was also the Viscount Vincent Quires,
a connoisseur of gossip who could be counted on to have the very
latest information through his manservant Finley, a chap fleet of
foot and generous with coins to loosen the tongues of other
people’s servants.

The only unremarkable member of the trio was
their friend, Mr. Franklin Lenham, who, although of unobjectionable
family and character, possessed neither money nor notoriety.

“Going to ask her tonight, are you?” Mr.
Lenham was asking his friend, the baronet Lindsay Manx.

“Already spoken to her father, and he’s
given his consent.” His little finger raised delicately away from
the fork, Sir Lindsay nibbled a morsel of quail.

“Given his consent? Begged you to marry her
at once, ‘less I miss my guess,” chuckled Mr. Lenham, who was young
enough to find the matter fascinating but well bred enough to keep
his voice too low to be heard by diners at other tables. “Badly
dipped, is Rowdon. I hear his debts top thirty thousand, and he’s
mortgaged everything but his title.”

“Old news.” The third member of their party,
the beefy but richly dressed Viscount Vincent Quires, appeared to
dismiss the subject as he savoured a glass of French claret, now
legally imported again since Wellington’s victory. “Superb,” he
murmured. “So tired of those horrible Madeiras.”

“Indeed,” said Sir Lindsay. “Worth whipping
Boney for, weren’t it?” He shifted in his chair, taking care not to
tip any wine onto his yellow coat or the green and gold striped
swanskin waistcoat that sprawled across his extensive belly.

“You hardly seem excited, for a man on the
verge of getting himself leg-shackled!” exclaimed Mr. Lenham, who
was at four-and-twenty considerably the youngest of the three.

“My dear friend, I am not marrying for
excitement. Quite the opposite.” Sir Lindsay signalled a waiter to
bring the dessert. “Lady Sarah is a mild sort of miss, and that’s
what I have a mind to. Want a wife I can tuck away in the country
and breed children with, not someone eternally interfering in my
affairs.”

“She’s well enough born,” agreed Lord
Quires, selecting a cherry torte from the dessert tray. “Bit of a
strange duck, always walking about lost in her own thoughts. How
well do you know her, Manx? I paid her court once or twice myself,
before Rowdon lost all his blunt, you know. Thought I saw a flash
of spirit in her eye a time or two, though heaven knows she hides
it well enough.”

“Flash of spirit in her eye?” snorted the
baronet, finishing a peach torte and starting on one of apples and
cinnamon. “Sounds as if she were feverish, Quires, or you were a
trifle foxed.”

His companion shrugged. “I suppose you know
best. Only giving you a word of warning.”

Had the baronet possessed the social
swordsmanship of a Lady Jersey or a Countess Lieven, he might have
taken more stock in the viscount’s warning, but he lacked their
appreciation of his friend’s talent for accuracy. Now Lord Quires
asked with seeming blandness, “She’ll agree to the match, will
she?”

Sir Lindsay raised his shoulders eloquently.
“Her father says she will, and that’s good enough for me.”

“You’re not going to Almack’s tonight,
then?” asked Mr. Lenham. “All the world will be there, you
know.”

“Indeed I am, for that is where I am to
encounter Lady Sarah,” said Sir Lindsay. “And you’d best go
yourself. You’ll never have a better chance of snaring an heiress,
for they’ll all be there tonight, casting their caps at Broadmoor.
Nay, don’t look darts at me, friend. It’s no shame to marry for
money, when you’ve no other choice but the clergy.”

All three men observed a moment of silence
in contemplating the misery that awaited Mr. Lenham, should he fail
in his quest. Life in a country parsonage might have its
compensations, but none of them, used as they were to unending
entertainments, rich clothing, and sumptuous food, could guess at
what those compensations might be. “Too bad we can’t all have
Broadmoor’s good fortune,” sighed Mr. Lenham.

“Buck up, lad.” Sir Lindsay, in a jovial
mood due to his own upcoming nuptials, clapped his friend on the
shoulder. “You’ll find a lady to your liking, fear not.”

And he continued sipping wine with his
companions for some hours, for after all there was no need to hurry
himself to Almack’s to woo a chit who was already won.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


The Rowdon carriage had, when first
constructed, been a grand one, equipped with gold trim and purple
paint, and velvet squabs to match. However, the years had not been
kind to it.

The springs now sagged mercilessly, the
paint was badly chipped, and the trim tarnished. Moreover, the
horses did not match, not even in the faint moonlight, and should
have been put to pasture years ago.

It was imperative that the contraption
tonight resist its tendency to break down, reflected the Countess
Anna Rowdon, turning her head to glance at her silent daughter arid
nursing her pride as the carriage creaked toward Almack’s. For if
her plans succeeded, Sarah would soon be well wedded, with plenty
of carriages. And certain members of the ton would come to
regret their many slights and snubs.

“Oh! Hawkins, do be careful!” she snapped
through the window as the carriage lurched over a pothole. The
Rowdons would certainly be replacing some of their servants, she
thought with grim satisfaction.

These past three years had been difficult
ones for Anna Rowdon, once a much-admired beauty who had made a
brilliant match, or so everyone said. She could hardly have
foreseen that her Arthur, the dashing Earl of Rowdon, would
dissipate both his fortune and his looks in gaming-hells.

His dissolute ways had driven a wall between
them, yet Anna still hoped he might reform. He had promised to give
up gambling, and although that was not the first time he had made
such a promise, she could not help believing he would keep his word
at last. If only their daughter would make a brilliant match, all
might yet be put right.

Sarah uttered a small noise that might have
been a sigh, and Lady Rowdon rapped her daughter sharply on the arm
with her fan.

“Do sit up straighter!” she commanded.
“Merely because you must wear a gown made over from last year does
not mean we have no pride. How you wound me when you slump so! Is
our plight not difficult enough, that you must shame me by such
posture?”

Sarah obediently squared her shoulders,
without raising her eyes to meet her mother’s gaze. What did the
chit think about when she became lost in contemplation that way?
her mother wondered, not for the first time. The girl became quite
oblivious to those around her in a manner that was positively
embarrassing.

“It’s a pity you’ve no spirit, or we’d have
found a splendid match for you years ago,” reproved Lady Rowdon,
but Sarah made no reply.

It was difficult to believe the chit had
turned out to be such a disappointment. As a child, she had
conformed beautifully to her parents’ expectations. Everyone said
she possessed the most exquisite manners, and the promise of great
beauty as well, with her dark brown hair setting off eyes an
unusual shade of light green.

True, in her earliest years she had
sometimes ventured to disagree with her mama, but Anna had
squelched most signs of rebellion by clutching her heart and
declaring herself near death’s door from vexation. And Arthur...
well, she was forced to concede, his quiet talks had succeeded even
where her methods had failed in persuading Sarah that not only her
duty but her love of family required her obedience.

Unfortunately, her meekness did not serve so
well once she entered society. While there was much to be said for
discretion, Sarah was entirely too well behaved to attract any
notice at all.

Her only attempt at disobedience had come
after she received an offer from that nobody, Kenneth Link. How she
had cried and stormed when her parents refused the match! Well, she
had come round soon enough, after her mother swooned and Arthur
explained that despite their appearance of wealth, the family
finances would not sustain them for more than a few years. Their
only hope of escaping poverty was for Sarah to marry well.

Unfortunately, Arthur’s gambling had
intensified, with the result that their slide into debt eventually
became common knowledge. Thanks to that, and to Sarah’s pallid
demeanour, no acceptable suitor had appeared for four years, until
Sir Lindsay Manx, and he was a lukewarm prize.

She felt a momentary twinge of concern at
the thought of Sarah married off to the corpulent Sir Lindsay. But
the man was pleasant enough, and would not abuse her.

And perhaps the marriage would not be
necessary after all, Lady Rowdon reminded herself as the carriage
turned into King Street and halted in a line of vehicles jamming
the approach to the assembly rooms.

“Mother, I cannot see how I shall do it.”
Sarah’s small voice could scarcely make itself heard above the
shouts of frustrated coachmen.

“Oh, do speak up, Sarah! What a little mouse
you are!”

The girl tried again, patiently, as if
explaining a complicated matter to a querulous invalid. “You know
how it hurts me to see you suffer, and to see father worry over
bills,” she said. “And I am determined to do as father wishes, and
accept Sir Lindsay tonight. But how am I to respond if he tries to
kiss me? The man is so fat, and wears such outrageous clothing,
that I have a disgust of him, Mother.”

Only a few words of her discourse penetrated
Lady Rowdon’s annoyance with the slowness of their progress....
accept Sir Lindsay tonight.

“Tonight, you say?” she cried. “Tonight? Who
says you must accept him tonight?”

“Why, Father does,” said Sarah. “Is that not
what you want also? You have always welcomed his visits, and Father
said he has offered a generous settlement.”

“Yes, but you must put him off!” How typical
of Arthur, to make plans without consulting his wife! “You must not
offend him, mind, but you cannot accept him yet either.”

“I don’t understand.” Confusion writ plain
across her lovely face—and it was lovely, Anna conceded silently,
although sadly lacking in animation—Sarah awaited her mother’s
instructions.

“Have you not listened to anything?” said
Lady Rowdon. “One speaks of nothing else but that Lord Broadmoor is
to be at the ball tonight! He was your admirer once, and you can
attach him again. But of course you must not let go of the baronet
until all is assured.”

Her daughter’s eyes widened in dismay.
“Attach him again? Indeed, I cannot. I will not! Mother, I would do
anything for you, but do not ask this, I beg of you. You cannot
imagine how I—how angry he was, and my own feelings—oh—I simply
cannot do it!” Tears sparkled in her eyes, catching the gleam of
gas lamps from outside.

Anna pressed a handkerchief to her temple.
“To think that my own daughter would have so little care for
parents. I am not feeling at all well.”

“But Mother, I have said I am willing to
marry Sir Lindsay. Indeed, I have done nothing but weep and pray
for three nights, to bring myself to obey Father. But to display
myself before Kenneth... before Lord Broadmoor, I cannot do it. And
I cannot think why you should wish it.”

A complicated business, this! Lady Rowdon
moaned as if in pain, to give herself additional time to think. The
chit must be brought round, yet she must not discourage Sir
Lindsay. Not until her mother had a chance to see which way the
land lay.

“Sir Lindsay is a good man,” she whispered
hoarsely, in a tone that bespoke great agony and never failed to
wrench her daughter’s tender heart. “The sum he has proposed to
settle on you would greatly ease our difficulties for the present.
But he is not so wealthy, nor so generous if he were, as to assure
us of a secure future. The Marquess of Broadmoor, on the other
hand, possesses great fortune.”

The carriage lurched forward a few feet and
then halted again. This wretched mess of carriages would indeed
give her the megrims, thought Lady Rowdon.

“Do you think he would wed me, if he knew it
was only for his money?” Sarah pleaded with her mother. “He would
not even wed me if he knew—well, that is of no consequence. But I
tell you, he will snub me if I speak to him, and then I will be
disgraced.”

This was an argument Anna had not
considered. If the marquess were to cut her daughter in full view
of the assemblage, Sarah’s reputation would be ruined. The few
invitations they still received would cease altogether, and Sir
Lindsay might even withdraw his offer of marriage.

“Everyone will be watching to see what
passes between us,” Sarah pressed on. “I think I should faint dead
away from the humiliation, if he slights me.”

Her words, far from achieving their desired
effect, gave Lady Rowdon an idea.

“That is what you must do!” Her feigned
headache forgotten, she all but bounced upon her seat with delight.
“You must contrive to be near him somehow, perhaps in the same set
upon the dance floor, or you must stand near him. And then on some
pretext or other you must faint into his arms.”

Sarah tried to speak, but no words issued
from her mouth.

“He cannot refuse to aid you, for that would
be ungallant,” Anna continued happily. “Furthermore, I am convinced
he still wears the willow for you, for he has not ventured back to
London in all these years until now, when he must come to take his
seat in the House of Lords.”

“But such deception is foreign to me,” Sarah
managed to protest, the words seeming to stick in her throat before
breaking forth. “It is dishonest, and I cannot abide falseness, nor
can he.”

“Then he must not know it is false,” said
Lady Rowdon with what she considered clear logic.

“And even if he is forced to acknowledge me,
owing to my indisposition, he will quickly escape from my company,”
Sarah pointed out. “It’s a mad scheme, Mother, and sure to be my
undoing.”

“Nonsense! Once he has acknowledged you, he
can hardly snub you, now, can he?” Seeing her daughter about to
protest more forcefully, Lady Rowdon uttered a pathetic cry. “How
my head does pain me! This arguing, it grieves me, Sarah. I cannot
bear any more.”

“Perhaps we should not go in,” said her
daughter, unable to disguise a note of hope. “We shall return
home.” She leaned out the window and called, “Hawkins!”

The creaks of the carriage starting forward
again drowned her voice, and moments later they arrived at their
destination.

Ignoring her daughter’s continuing offers to
forgo the evening’s enjoyment, Lady Rowdon descended grandly with
the assistance of the coachman. She had no doubt her persuasions
would work upon her daughter, as they always did.

Neil Gow’s band was already playing when
they entered, the gay music and the bright colours of the gowns
compensating for the dullness of the rooms themselves. A furtive
glance at the dancers assured Sarah that Lord Broadmoor had not yet
arrived.

What a crush there was! It seemed everyone
in London had turned out tonight, all laughing and gossiping as
they consumed the weak lemonade and stale cake for which Almack’s
was notorious. The din racketed through her bones, making her long
to be home again.

To Sarah’s dismay, dozens of pairs of eyes
followed her and her mother wherever they moved. Distant
acquaintances, moved by curiosity, shoved their way through the
crowd to speak to them, when all she wanted was to find some corner
to languish in so that she might think.

This was a mad idea of her mother’s, and she
would not carry it out!

She was willing to sacrifice herself to
spare her family suffering; had she not proved that four years ago,
by giving up the man she loved?

If it would save my parents from grief, I
would gladly humble myself before him now, but it would serve
nothing, she thought. How he must despise me! Pray let Sir Lindsay
come quickly, and make his offer, and I will accept him as I
promised Father. Once it is done, Mama must resign herself to
it.

Lady Rowdon’s arm in hers, pulling her
forward to make way for new arrivals, restored Sarah to the
present. The throng parted as the two ladies moved, then closed in
around them once again. Why must they stare at her so, these
gentlemen and ladies who came pushing round, resplendent in French
silks and Italian crepes, embroidered gauzes and beaded sarsenets?
She was only too aware that her own gown of light green striped
satin had been purchased a year ago, and despite a few renovations
was sadly out of style. Past its first youth—as indeed am I, she
thought wryly.

Sarah curtseyed to the Countess Lieven, wife
of the Russian ambassador and one of the patronesses of Almack’s.
It was she who had introduced that daring new dance, the waltz, to
these assembly rooms.

“You are the centre of attention tonight,
no?” said the countess frankly, for her eminence in society carried
with it the right to display a directness that in others might be
considered rude. “The new marquess, has he called on you?”

“No,” said Sarah, ignoring a scorching look
from her mother.

“But then, he has scarcely had time to
settle in,” Lady Rowdon assured the countess. “Perhaps tonight he
will remedy the matter.”

“I have no doubt of it,” said Lady
Lieven.

She nodded and relinquished her spot to Lady
Castlereagh, wife of the Foreign Secretary, who proceeded to probe
with greater subtlety but no less determination into whether
Broadmoor had given sign of renewing his courtship.

Sarah lowered her gaze, allowing her mother
to cloud the air with half-truths and innuendos.

Through the clacking of hundreds of tongues,
she perceived, or thought she perceived, snippets of conversation
that stabbed at her heart.

“… a bit of new lace, perhaps, but I’m sure
it’s the same gown …”

“What did he ever see in her? Why,
she’s...”

“How she must rue the day...”

“. . . can’t wait to see whether he notices
her at all.”

How much easier life seemed in the books
Sarah loved to read, where the heroines faced only ruined castles
and caped villains, ghosts and near-fatal illnesses. I should deal
well enough with that sort of business, Sarah reminded herself. And
I’d not languish weakly until I was rescued, either!

His cloak whipping about him in the chill
night wind, Lord Evilwit chuckled madly as his cruel gaze raked
Lady Sarah from top to toe.

“Soon you will be mine, my sweet,” he
murmured. “You have no choice but to wed me.”

“Never!” cried the heroine, her back to
the cliff. “1 should cast myself into the depths sooner than submit
to you!”

As he leered again, she leaped forward,
grasping a corner of his cape and pulling it across his eyes,
momentarily blinding him as she…

“Sarah, whatever are you doing?”

At the sound of her mother’s voice, filled
with vexation, Sarah’s gaze cleared and she realised that she had
involuntarily reached out and was even now fingering the material
of a gown worn by Lady Mansfield.

“I... I was only admiring this beautiful
silk,” she stammered. “What a becoming shade of blue, Lady
Mansfield.”

Ice-grey eyes acknowledged the compliment
with lowered lashes. “You are very kind,” said the cool blonde
woman.

Mercifully, they were interrupted at that
point by an elderly gentleman, requesting a cotillion with Sarah.
She agreed at once.

When that dance ended, other partners kept
her busy with Scottish reels and gavottes. At how many balls these
past few years had she attempted to merge herself with some potted
plant, from shame at not being sought after; yet tonight, with her
dance card filling rapidly, she longed to be left alone to sort
through her tangled emotions.

Where was that capricious Sir Lindsay? Often
before, the sight of his gross figure had filled her with dread,
but now she longed to see him. What a night for contrarieties this
was turning out to be!

A hushed murmur soughed through the
assemblage as the band played the first strains of a waltz. Sarah
turned her head toward the door in time to see it filled by the
wide shoulders of Kenneth Link, Marquess of Broadmoor. Circling the
room in the unsteady arms of a rail-thin young man, she caught only
frustrating glimpses of the man she still loved with all her
heart.

These four years had changed him. He moved
with more confidence than before, and held his head more proudly,
displaying a small scar across the cheek doubtless earned at
Waterloo. No longer unruly, his light brown hair had been
close-cropped in the latest fashion, and his dark eyes burned with
unfamiliar intensity as they swept the room.

Sarah hoped the movements of the dance hid
her trembling as that gaze passed over her. Passed without a blink,
and moved on. Had he seen her and deliberately ignored her? Or did
she mean nothing to him any more, so little that he even failed to
recognise her?

Surely everyone else in the room had noticed
the coldness with which he disregarded her presence. Surely even
her own mother must realise the cause was hopeless and abandon the
field.

As if unaware of the stir he was creating,
Lord Broadmoor turned to Lady Jersey and asked her to dance. A
diplomatic move, for although the matron already ruled London
society, she was surely flattered at being thus distinguished.

The room filled again with chatter, and
Sarah was grateful that the music prevented her overhearing any
conversations. She felt herself blushing in shame at the thought of
what those tongues must be saying now. Where was that dratted Sir
Lindsay?

The dance ended at last and her partner
returned her to Lady Rowdon.

“Mother, we must leave,” Sarah gasped in an
undervoice. “You can see he will cut me dead.”

“Nonsense,” replied her mother, also very
quietly, while nodding brightly at Mrs. Drummond Burrell, another
of the patronesses. “Remember our plan. It will not fail.”

The evening took on a nightmarish quality as
Sarah moved dutifully through dance after dance, making polite but
monosyllabic conversation with her partners and enduring with
difficulty the uncharitable stares and smirks of other ladies. At
every moment, she knew within a hair’s-breadth where the marquess
was and what he did.

She knew when he partnered Lady Mansfield
through a quadrille and smiled at her. She knew when he bent to
kiss the hand of an aging duchess, when he favoured the
rapier-tongued Miss Kitty Williams with a dance, and when he
delighted her cousin, Miss Mary Beth Williams, by asking for her
first waltz and securing permission for her from Lady Jersey.

She missed not one expression of those eyes
that had probed into hers during their first, accidental meeting at
a house party; not one amused twist of the lips she once had
kissed, in a moment of overwhelming happiness, in her family’s
garden; not one gesture of the strong hands that had clenched into
furious fists when she told him the agonising news, that she could
not marry him.

If only she had dared tell him the real
reason, her family’s precarious finances; but to do so would be to
betray her own father. So she had been forced to remain silent when
he accused her of the worst sort of snobbery and insult, of toying
with his affections while scorning him as a worthless fortune
hunter.

Now, when the movements of the dance brought
her near to him, Sarah sensed her mother’s silent command, and
shuddered. Faint into his arms? He would cast her to the floor if
she did!

She gazed about, praying for the sight of
Sir Lindsay. It must be nearly eleven o’clock, after which no one,
not even the Prince Regent himself, would be admitted to Almack’s.
Perhaps her suitor had changed his mind, leaving her alone to face
the barely concealed ridicule and scorn of the beau monde.

How she longed for a clear-cut enemy, one
she could confront and defy...

Lady Sarah drew herself up straighter as she
faced the foul den filled with cutthroats and thieves. “I will
never tell you where the fortune is buried,” she declared, “not if
I must die a thousand deaths!”

“By the time we are finished with you, my
dear, you will beg to die!” cackled an aged crone, brandishing a
torch that seared perilously near Lady Sarah’s delicate
face.

“Torture me then, but it will avail you nothing\”
Even as she spoke, Lady Sarah’s keen mind sought some means of
escape from this horrid chamber. A current of air on her ankle
alerted her to a narrow doorway behind her.

With a suddenness that took her captors
unawares, she flung herself backwards...

The startling and very real sensation of
hurtling backwards awoke Sarah from her reverie too late. With a
shriek that silenced even the band, she flailed her arms, making
one last, futile effort to recover her balance before she landed
with a thud against Lord Broadmoor who, caught unawares, collapsed
beneath her.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Until the moment when he found himself
unceremoniously hurled to the floor, the evening had fallen
considerably short of Lord Broadmoor’s expectations.

During his years of self-imposed exile from
London, his sentiments toward the faithless Lady Sarah had
undergone a transformation, from fury to scorn to indifference. Or
so he had assumed, until the unexpected legacy and his return to
London.

A casual mention at White’s revealed to him
that, far from marrying some eligible gentleman years ago as he had
assumed, Lady Sarah had remained single. In addition, her family
had lost the fortune that once had placed her so far above him.

Along with this information came the news
that the young lady was expected to marry at last, her intended
being a baronet of attractive means if not looks.

This information displeased the marquess,
although he was hard put to determine why. The reason could only be
that, despite her family’s, ills, Lady Sarah had never suffered as
he had, never undergone that torment of the heart and blighting of
the spirit that had haunted him for years and prevented his forming
an attachment to any other woman.

His rise to prominence and the stir created
by his return to London gave Broadmoor a cherished opportunity to
even the score.

Thus he cast aside his instinct to avoid
society and determined instead to lionize it. He would be seen with
the most beautiful and fashionable women of the ton; his
name would perch on every tongue; and Lady Sarah, mercenary
creature that she was, would soon regret her heartless conduct
toward him. What a crashing bore it had been, enduring those
fittings with his tailor, opening up that big house instead of
taking comfortable rooms as he originally planned, and parading
himself about in a phaeton that verged on the gaudy. But he
intended to play this role to the fullest.

Tonight at Almack’s was to be the climax. At
first, all had gone according to plan. London buzzed for days in
advance; Broadmoor’s entrance to the assembly rooms created a
sensation; even Lady Mansfield, as ravishing as ever in her
widowhood, gave indication that she was available to be
courted.

What spoiled it in the end was Lady Sarah
herself, the heartless wench! Not one whit changed from four years
ago, she whirled blithely in the arms of one man after another,
taking no notice of the marquess at all.

Despite his seeming lack of interest,
Broadmoor could not help remarking to himself on the grace with
which she danced and the soft, dreamy expression that had always
mystified and intrigued him. It was as though Lady Sarah were
merely a visitor to this world, a faery descended for a few hours
to brighten the drabness around her.

Doubts began to plague him, along with
memories he had ruthlessly suppressed. He could still see her, that
last evening, sitting in silence on her drawing-room sofa as he
railed at her, with
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