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Lord Humphrey was in a black mood. It was time to make good on a long-held understanding and offer for the hand of his godparents’ daughter, Miss Augusta Ratcliffe.

The Earl and Countess of Dewesbury had been fast friends with Lord and Lady Ratcliffe for decades. When the viscount was five years old, Lord and Lady Ratcliffe had been blessed with the birth of their only daughter, and in the excess of celebration that followed, the Earl of Dewesbury had expansively suggested a closer tie between their families, thus bringing about the understanding that upon reaching his majority at five-and-twenty, the viscount would offer for Miss Augusta Ratcliffe.

The young viscount had not then understood the implica­tions of what was being said over his head. As he stared down at his future wife, reddened of face and shrilling at the top of her lungs, his prominent feeling was one of fascinated revulsion. Through the years his feelings for Lady Augusta Ratcliffe had changed only slightly, and not for the better.

Lord Humphrey detested Miss Ratcliffe. She had always played off her airs against him and treated him with the smug possessiveness that one usually reserved for a pedigreed lapdog.

Lord Humphrey avoided his intended as much as was humanly possible during their respective childhoods. When the time came for him to be sent off to school, he welcomed the opportunity to leave Miss Ratcliffe behind; and later, when he had established himself in London society, he had felt himself even freer of her cloying presence.

But ever since Miss Ratcliffe had first taken her bows into London society, it had become rather more difficult to ignore her existence. It did not take long before the circles in which they both moved became aware of Miss Ratcliffe’s possessiveness and of his lordship’s tangible dislike of her. It became quite an amusing thing for the society to watch, especially when it somehow became known that the viscount was bound by familial duty to offer for the lady.

Of late there had even been bets laid in the clubs regarding when the offer would be made.

Lord Humphrey had celebrated his upcoming twenty-fifth birthday by getting thoroughly drunk. He had been unusually ripe for any outrageous scheme put to him by his cronies. Perhaps he hoped to either get himself killed or at the least become so completely inebriated as to inspire permanent amnesia. The result had been two wild days of carousing, horse races, and fisticuffs—from which he came away sporting a purple bruise across one cheekbone—culmin­ating in a raucous party hostessed by a set of demi-mondaines.

Lord Humphrey vaguely recalled attempting to drum up a duel over some lovely’s charms. He had quite charmingly announced his ambition of putting a period to his now-damned existence. However, none of his friends had taken his aggressive declarations to heart and so he remained alive and whole, somewhat to his disgust.

Now dusk was falling on his last day of freedom. His head was pounding and his acute discomfort was not aided by the motion of the speeding phaeton.

He was driving down from London to his country estate. In the morning, with the coming dawn and grim sobriety, he would continue on to the family seat, where he expected to be congratulated by his parents on his upcoming nuptials, and from thence to the Ratcliffe Manor to formally ask for the hand of Miss Ratcliffe.

In his coat pocket was a special license obtained the week before by petition from the Archbishop of Canterbury. At his feet was a small valise packed with the bare essentials required by a gentleman traveling over the weekend without his valet.

Lord Humphrey intended to have the disagreeable business done and over with without spurious delay and false cele­bration. He had no intention of playing either the dignified fiancé or the happy bridegroom, and so he would tell everyone. He wanted the knot tied that same weekend in the privacy of the family chapel, without the added gall of fanfare and wedding breakfast afterward. He knew that his insistence would cause general dismay and even anger in some quarters, especially with Miss Ratcliffe. However, he felt that if he was to be forced into a distasteful marriage, it would at least be done in the manner he wanted it.

Afterward, he would return at once to London. Miss Rat­cliffe could do what she damn well wished, he thought grimly.

Through the pounding haze that encompassed his mind, Lord Humphrey reflected bitterly on the chains of honor that had bound him to a loathsome future. The understanding between himself and Miss Ratcliffe was concocted before either was of an age to understand. He had been brought up in the belief that the informal agreement between his parents and his godparents was irrefutable. He did not want to marry at all, but any lady would be infinitely preferable to the bride chosen for him.

Unfortunately, Miss Ratcliffe did not return his distaste. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the lady would not set him free of the obligation. Miss Ratcliffe, too, had been raised with the idea that her future was neatly tied up and she had on frequent occasions made known that she quite fancied herself mistress of the huge establishment that would pass to the viscount upon his parents’ demise.

Miss Ratcliffe had been on the town for three Seasons. Lord Humphrey had hoped that she would find someone more to her liking, but with the passing of each Season Miss Ratcliffe had remained unattached. Miss Ratcliffe was never backward in informing him how many and whose offers she had turned down in preference to the one that he had yet to voice formally to her. There was always an arrogant coyness in her voice on these occasions that never failed to set his lordship’s teeth on edge. Lord Humphrey had felt himself to be regarded as little more than a pet on a chain, never allowed to stray far or to express himself against the wishes of his mistress.

Lord Humphrey was so occupied with his angry thoughts that as he rounded a bend in the narrow road, a small shadow passing in front of him did not immediately command his attention. Before he was aware of it happening, his carriage had nearly bowled straight over the pedestrian. The small figure flew to one side, narrowly avoiding the oncoming phaeton’s wheels.

Appalled and shaken, Lord Humphrey pulled up his team. Hastily snubbing the reins, he leapt down from his phaeton and ran back to the side of the road where the woman had flung herself aside to escape the rush of his carriage. His worst fears were assuaged somewhat when he saw that she was moving. “I am so frightfully sorry. I say, are you quite all right?” he asked anxiously.

“I believe so. At least, I think so,” the woman answered in a somewhat dazed manner.

“Here, let me help you out of the ditch. It is the least that I can do,” Lord Humphrey said, jumping down into the ankle-deep water. He was completely unheeding of the mud spattering onto his exquisitely shined top boots. The viscount bent to put his hand under the woman’s elbow. She allowed him to help her to her feet, but suddenly she cried out and abruptly sagged against him. Not quite sober, Lord Humphrey staggered with the unexpected weight. Recovering himself with some difficulty and thoroughly alarmed, he exclaimed, “What is it? Are you hurt?”

The young woman bit her lip. She raised her eyes fleetingly to his. “My ankle. I must have twisted it when I leapt into the ditch.”

He saw even in the poor light that her face was unnaturally white and that her eyes held a sickened expression. “Up you go, then,” he said brusquely. Without further ado, he swept her up into his arms and staggered unsteadily out of the ditch. Breathing heavily at the exertion, he deposited her inelegantly onto the seat of the phaeton. The young woman righted herself, her color somewhat recovered and heightened by his unexpected gallantry. She readjusted her bonnet with a slightly shaking hand.

Lord Humphrey climbed up beside his passenger and picked up the leather traces. “I shall drive you to your destination, if you will but give me the direction,” he said.

She did so in a low uncertain voice, apparently mistrusting his driving ability after the exhibition that she had so lately been privileged to. But drunk or sober, Lord Humphrey was accorded to be an excellent whip. He kept the team to a decorous pace and after a few moments his passenger was confident enough to loosen her death’s grip on the seat rail.

Lord Humphrey glanced over at the young woman. “I am Lord Humphrey. I was not paying as close attention to my driving as I should have been, or I would have seen you in time. I most humbly beg your pardon, Miss ...?”

“Miss Joan Chadwick,” she supplied. After a pause, she said, “Your apologies are accepted, my lord. It was foolish of me to have been on the road so late in the evening. I do not wonder that you did not perceive me in the dusk.”

It struck the viscount as an odd thing, indeed, that a young woman should be walking alone along a country lane so late. “What are you doing walking at this time of evening?” he asked curiously.

“I was returning to the place where I am staying after being to the village on errands,” Miss Chadwick said briefly.

Lord Humphrey’s curiosity was not satisfied, and if anything, it was heightened. Miss Chadwick’s activities posed a welcome diversion from his own despondent thoughts and he pursued the topic of her errands. “I have been through that village any number of times and I have never thought of a reason to stop. What errands could you possibly find to do in that sleepy village?”

After an astonished glance for his lordship’s unusual lack of civil indifference, Miss Chadwick realized that her escort was somewhat the worse for having consumed spirits. Strong drink was something she knew very little about, but she had often heard woeful tales about the odd effects it had on some individuals, often causing the person to be unusually tenacious over some notion or other. She therefore decided to set aside her natural umbrage at the viscount’s nosiness and answer him fully and simply so that he would not persist in his questioning.

Lord Humphrey learned that Miss Chadwick was the daughter of a vicar. Her father had died, and as the vicar was a widower with little to his name but a few published works, she had had no alternative but to seek refuge with an old family friend until she could gather her resources together enough to earn her own living.

“I hope to find a post as a needlewoman or as a governess. That is what I was doing in the village, sending in an ad­vertisement to the London Gazette in order to find a suitable position,” she said.

Lord Humphrey was struck by the gloomy future that Miss Chadwick had outlined for herself. It was nearly as bleak as his own, he thought blearily. He cast a thoughtful glance at his slim companion. Miss Chadwick appeared to be a well-bred and well-educated young woman, who would certainly be quite wasted in such positions, and he said so.

“I don’t think that will do for you, my girl. You’d be bored silly within a week of mending someone’s dirty laundry. As for working as a governess, you’d be sent packing in a fort­night,” he said frankly.

“Sir!” Miss Chadwick was taken aback and somewhat piqued at what she construed as a slight against her abilities. “Why, I hardly think that you are any judge to say such a thing, my lord. I am perfectly capable of teaching in any number of subjects, being quite conversant in Italian and French and-”

“You need not rattle off your qualifications to me. After all, I am not dangling a governess’s post in front of your nose,” said Viscount Humphrey with asperity.

“No, you are not,” Miss Chadwick replied. She remained silent for a moment, during which she struggled to gain firm control of her feelings. “However, I do take gentle offense at your unwillingness to see that I should make an excellent governess.”

He threw a harried glance at her. “What I meant was, you’ve an appealing face. Miss Chadwick, too appealing to suit a governess. Even in this light, anyone can see that.”

Miss Chadwick was once more reduced to silence. She did not know whether she should be flattered or amused by the backhand compliment. She said finally, “Perhaps that is so, my lord. Nevertheless, one must do whatever is necessary to get on with one’s life, and in the best possible style that is open to one. Do you not agree, my lord?”

Lord Humphrey was frowning, as he had been for several moments. While he conversed with Miss Chadwick an odd notion had popped into his head that had gradually begun to take possession of his mind.

Now, at Miss Chadwick’s words, he slewed his head around. His eyes held obvious surprise and some other indefinable emotion, almost a suspended excitement. “Lord, I don’t know why I did not think of it before,’’ he murmured.

He suddenly smiled with such charm that Miss Chadwick was dazzled. “Miss Chadwick, you are precisely right. One should arrange one’s life in the best possible style open to one. I most humbly thank you for opening my eyes to it before it became too late.”

“Whatever are you talking about, my lord?” Miss Chadwick asked, understandably confused.

Lord Humphrey whipped up his team. “I cannot think of the least objection to it, actually.” He turned to his passenger and regarded her with a somewhat anxious air. “What say you, Miss Chadwick? Can you think of any objections?”

“No, certainly not,” said Miss Chadwick, not really attending as she eyed with misgiving the increasing speed of the team. She gripped the seat rail again. “My lord, I hesitate to point out something that is most likely of little consequence to yourself, but I do have an inordinate fear of fast carriages and—” She suddenly saw a landmark whip past. “My lord! You have missed my turning. The house is down the lane that we just passed.”

“Oh, we have no need to stop. It would only result in questions and an unnecessary delay. We shall go straight on, I think,” said Lord Humphrey coolly.

Miss Chadwick eyed his lordship in growing alarm and perplexity. “My lord, I don’t know what you mean. But I do know that you promised to set me down at my doorstep after running me down in the lane. Pray do turn your horses around and take me home.”

The viscount did not slow his horses as she would have expected him to. “Home? Pah, you cannot call it that. Why, you’ve as good as admitted that you are there on sufferance only until you are able to find a position of unending drudgery. I have a much better scheme in mind for you than that, I promise you,” he said.

Miss Chadwick began to wonder what she had gotten herself into. With a sinking sensation she thought she knew too well what sort of future the viscount was referring to. She was not at all worldly, being the much loved and protected daughter of a minister, but she had read and heard enough in her short lifetime to have learned something of the sort of sordid life to which a certain type of woman was condemned. She had no desire to become anyone’s mistress. It went against the moral code that she believed in. Besides, she had never even thought of the possibility of marriage without its being indelibly linked to hazy romantic notions of love and a fine upstanding husband.

“My lord, really! I have accepted your apology. There is no need to trouble yourself further,” she protested.

She saw that his lordship was not attending to her, having begun to whistle tunelessly and quite cheerfully. Exasperated, she reached out and tugged sharply on his sleeve. “My lord! I have no intention of becoming your mistress, so you may as well have the decency to set me down and allow me to bid you good-bye.”

Lord Humphrey threw her an astonished look. “My mistress? What put that maggoty notion into your brain? Miss Chadwick, I intend to marry you at Gretna Green!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Upon Lord Humphrey’s announcement, Miss Chadwick, already considerably alarmed, felt that nothing could now rival the turmoil of her emotions. She rather wildly wondered if she shared the carriage with a madman.

However, Miss Chadwick was made of resolute stuff and she did not shrink away from the gentleman now so bent on his driving. She cast a despairing look at the speeding horses and clung tighter to the seat and its rail. In a calm and rational tone, she said, “My lord, you cannot have thought. You cannot possibly fly with me to Gretna Green.” Her breast swelled with indignation. “Why, we have just met. I have not the least notion of your character, although I can regret­tably say that it is much the worse for strong drink. Nor do you have the least notion of who and what I am.”

Lord Humphrey barked sardonic laughter. His eyes glit­tered in the fading light. “I already know that I like you better than Augusta Ratcliffe, and for me that is reason enough to marry you.”

“Augusta Ratcliffe?” faltered Miss Chadwick, grasping in appalled comprehension the gist of his lordship’s reasoning. “Are you then engaged, my lord?”

The viscount frowned heavily, his eyes still on the surging team. “No! At least, I suppose you could call it that, might one? It is the most deuced coil that ever I have been in.”

Miss Chadwick saw that his lordship was fast sinking into a ruminative reverie. She said gently, prodding, “My lord, if you have promised yourself to this Miss Ratcliffe, then you certainly cannot elope with me. Surely you must see that?”

“I have not promised myself to Miss Ratcliffe. I was never consulted in the least. Our parents did the thing while I stood staring at her in her cradle,” Lord Humphrey said bitterly.

“Oh.” Miss Chadwick thought she understood the problem. The viscount was suffering from an overweening sense of honor, and instead of seeing that he must tackle the problem head-on, he was instead reaching desperately for straws and in his inebriated state he had latched on to the ludicrous notion of eloping with her.

As she saw it, she had only to convey to the viscount that he was not obligated to marry the lady that he so obviously detested if he had not actually offered for her. He would naturally be very grateful to her and then no doubt he would sheepishly turn the carriage around and take her safely home. Accordingly, Miss Chadwick bent herself to the task of pointing out the realities to the viscount. “My lord, I gather that you have not actually offered for the lady in question yourself. Am I correct in that assumption?”

The viscount shrugged a brusque assent.

Miss Chadwick smiled as she let out a sigh of relief. “My lord, then you need not wed her. You have only to explain to your parents that you prefer to look about for a bride of your own choosing. I am certain that none but the most tyrannical of parents would actually expect you to make good on a foolish promise exchanged so many years ago. And as for Miss Ratcliffe, she might very well be grateful on her own count to be freed of such an onerous duty.”

Lord Humphrey snorted derision. “You don’t know Augusta or you would not say anything by half so silly. Augusta has been thinking herself lady of the manor for all of ten years or more, ever since she got her figure. She has turned down scores of offers. She means to have me,” he said gloomily. “If I was to cry off as you suggest, the rarest dust-up would be kicked up, and not just by Augusta but also by my parents and my godparents as well.”

Miss Chadwick was momentarily silenced. His lordship’s misery at the thought of his seemingly unavoidable future was obvious. She said sympathetically, “Oh dear, it is a pretty coil, isn’t it? One does hate to be the object of filial displeasure, naturally. I suppose that you cannot appeal to Miss Ratcliffe’s finer nature?”

At that Lord Humphrey gave a crack of genuine laughter. He threw an impatient glance at his companion. “Her finer nature! That’s rich, by Jove! No, mine is much the better plan. I shall present them all with a fait accompli. There cannot be much said once the knot is tied, you know.”

Miss Chadwick could think of several things that could be said and none of them either comfortable or compli­mentary to herself. “My lord, I simply cannot marry you,” she said determinedly.

Lord Humphrey looked at her again. There was an anxious expression in his gray eyes. “You have not taken an aversion to me, surely?”

“No, of course not. Why should I?” Miss Chadwick asked, and then she bethought herself of several very good reasons. Her own fine brown eyes kindled with righteous anger. “Though I do not know why I should not, when you have actually abducted me. Yes, and have forced me into an intolerable position where I shall have to explain my tardiness to my host and hostess. Why, I shall be fortunate if they do not condemn me for a forward hussy who actually connived to be run down by your lordship’s carriage. Indeed, I shall be fortunate if my reputation survives this adventure intact.”

The viscount looked much striken, but then his brow cleared. “No, they won’t, for the next time that you have occasion to see them, they will be bowing and scraping and addressing you as ‘my lady,’” he said confidently.

A horrible thought struck him. He threw her a stem look. “Mind, I have nothing to say against anyone who is kind enough to take in someone who is a bit down on their luck. But I’ll not have a rum set running tame about the place. A visit from these friends of yours once or twice a year is all to which I shall agree. Of course, you may visit them as often as you wish.”

Miss Chadwick was pardonably exasperated. “Really, my lord! Mr. and Mrs. Percy are very worthy, but certainly not cut of the same cloth as your own acquaintances. As though I would not have the sense to know that different sorts of company will not mix.”

She realized that she had fallen into the trap of sharing in the viscount’s delusion. She recovered herself quickly. “In any event, the question shall not arise. I shall not marry you, whatever the state my reputation is left in at your hands,” she said resolutely.

The viscount’s frown deepened and there appeared a some­what chilly note in his voice. “I shall not leave you ruined, if that is what you fear. I am no libertine, at least,” he said swiftly.

“No, I am sure that you are not. I never meant to intimate such a thing,” said Miss Chadwick, appalled by her own inadvertent faux pas. She gathered herself together. The viscount had an unaccountable way of rattling her self-posses­sion. She supposed it was because she was unused to the ways of gentlemen and their odd ways of thought. “My lord, I beg you once more. Pray set me down. I should make you a very bad wife, you know. I am not at all fashionable or witty or beautiful.”

“I don’t want fashion or wit or beauty. I can have all that in Miss Ratcliffe,” said the viscount crushingly. He apparently realized that he had not been exactly compli­mentary. “I say, I do beg your pardon. My tongue seems to run on without my consent. Your features are actually rather pleasing, as I said before. And I am certain that you can be quite witty, since you are something of a bluestock­ing and all.”

“Thank you, I am sure,” Miss Chadwick said in a wooden voice.

Lord Humphrey saw that he had deeply offended the lady, and since it was not in his nature to deliberately inflict hurt on another, he attempted to make further amends. “I daresay you would like to be married to me. I am rather plump in the pocket and I wouldn’t be stingy with your allowance, you know.” He paused to gauge her reaction, and when none was forthcoming, he added, “You could be as extravagant as you chose and I would not breathe a word against it. At least I should try not to, at all events.”

“Very good of you, I am sure,’’ said Miss Chadwick. She was looking at him now and there was the trace of a smile upon her face.

Encouraged, Lord Humphrey pressed home his point. “And of course, there is the advantage of social position. That is what Miss Ratcliffe finds so attractive about me, I suspect. She would eventually be the Countess of Dewesbury and mistress of Dewesbury Court, which is a grand sprawling place. Mind you, I am not all that fond of the older section of the house. It is too damp and dark for my taste, besides being haunted.”

“Haunted?” Now Miss Chadwick looked at him wide-eyed. “Surely not!”

“Quite, quite haunted,” Lord Humphrey said cheerfully. “Some Tudor ancestor of mine lost his head to the headsman’s ax and he has had the bad taste to roam the halls for centuries, his severed head under his arm, while groaning in the most heart-rending fashion.”

Miss Chadwick shuddered, her lively imagination calling a vivid vision to her mind. “No, I don’t wonder that you do not care for that part of the house.” She suddenly recalled the point of their discussion as she watched the last sinking of the sun beyond the hedges. The lateness of the hour brought her renewed anxiety. “I don’t care for all that, my lord. Unlike your Miss Ratcliffe, I would be quite content in a small cottage to call my own.”

“She is not my Miss Ratcliffe,” Lord Humphrey said, revolted.

“I beg your pardon,” Joan said meekly, recognizing that she had given grave offense.

“Yes, well.” The viscount grudgingly accepted her apology. “I don’t care for her overmuch, you see. She treats me much like a pet pug, giving me only an absent pat now and then until she wants something of me,” he said by way of explanation.

“How awful. But I know exactly what you mean. I once had a friend—at least, I thought she was my friend. In any event, for a while I was indispensable to her. I was always willing to stand in for her whenever she took it into her head to cast off an old beau in favor of a new one. I was her most trusted confidante and she, mine.”

Joan reflected a moment before she sighed. “I was most disappointed in her after my papa died. When I went into mourning, she had not much use for my company. In fact, I did not see her above a half-dozen times after that, and on those occasions, it was I who called upon her. I doubt that I was ever missed when I came to stay with the Percys.”

Lord Humphrey reached out his gloved hand and put his fingers over her tightly clenched fingers where they curled for purchase under the seat. “You will not be subject to such glaring distress again, I promise you. As my wife, you will naturally be entitled to every comfort.”

Joan was shocked by his lordship’s intimate gesture, but she was touched as well. It spoke well of his own sensitivity to discern her old hurt and attempt to reassure her. However, she could have wished that his reassurance did not stem from his continued delusion that she was going to wed him. She removed her hand from the warmth of his clasp and reached across herself to grasp the seat railing so that she held it with both hands.

Lord Humphrey felt dimly that something more was called for from himself. He frowned deeply, then his brow cleared. “You did say that you had no objections, Miss Chadwick,’’ he reminded her triumphantly.

“I didn’t know what I wasn’t objecting to,” Joan exclaimed, rather incoherently. His lordship was frowning again, apparently attempting to puzzle out her meaning, and she tried again. “My lord, how can you persist in this foolish notion? Surely you must see that I cannot possibly become your wife. The differences in our stations in life, your own averred commitment to an old family promise, the obvious scandal that must arise out of an elopement—why, sir, the objections against such a union are innumerable. I agree wholeheartedly that it was very bad of your lordship’s parents to bind you over to Miss Ratcliffe without inquiring your preferences . . . Well, actually, they hardly could do so if you were indeed in short coats. But it is the height of unwisdom to marry the first available female in order to save yourself from an unwanted connection.”

Lord Humphrey laughed recklessly. “Anything is prefer­able to spending a lifetime with Augusta, my girl.”

Miss Chadwick persisted in her efforts to dissuade him, but none of her arguments had the desired effect. Finally, she quite lost her temper and she threatened to jump from the carriage if his lordship did not instantly set her down. The viscount rather maddeningly pointed out that she would then have a broken neck in addition to her sprained ankle and he earnestly advised her against such a drastic measure.

Miss Chadwick heaved an exasperated sigh. “I see that you are set on this course and nothing I say will persuade you from it. But at least attend to me this much, my lord. Seek out a lady of your own social standing, one who is compatible to you in ways that I am not by birth or training equipped to become. I beg you, my lord, do think of it.”

A mulish set settled across his lordship’s countenance. “I have thought upon it. I consider you most suitable, Miss Chadwick, and to Gretna we shall go.”

She saw that he was not quite rational and she rightfully blamed the strong liquor that he had obviously been privy to. “Then at least think of your horses, my lord. At this rate, you are likely to drive them into the ground,” she said with asperity.

Lord Humphrey threw an astonished glance at her. He smiled with what she realized was sincere gratitude. He said in a confiding way, “Damn if I did not give a thought to my cattle. It must be the brandy, you know. I seem not to be as needle-witted as I should be. You are perfectly right, of course. We must switch over the team at some point.” He frowned suddenly at the thought. “I had meant to stop over at my estate, but now I quite see that will not do.”

“I hardly think that my reputation will suffer much worse than it already has if I was to be seen by your lordship’s servants,” said Miss Chadwick tartly.

Though she shrank from the obvious conclusions that must be drawn by anyone who chanced to see her in the viscount’s company, unchaperoned and her cloak muddied as it was, she was infinitely grateful to know that she would be shortly set down someplace where there would be reasonable ears to hear her request to be taken back to her home.

However, her comforting hopes were swiftly dashed.

“No, it wouldn’t do at all to stop there,’’ said the viscount decisively. “Hickham, a proper stiff-rumped butler if ever there was, has known me since the cradle and would instantly send word to the earl and my mother about this escapade, and that would put snuff to it.” He nodded. “We’ll go to the Swan instead. I have never stopped there, so there is but the slightest chance of running into some acquaintance of my parents’ or of my own. It is rather farther than I like for my cattle to travel in one journey, but that cannot be helped at this stage in the game. We should be able to change out my cattle for a decent team that will carry us the remainder of the way.”

Joan was all the more convinced of the viscount’s inability to reason clearly, though he was showing a remarkable and frightening ability to the contrary when it came to bringing about the conclusion of his fantastic scheme.

Completely talked out, she subsided silently on the seat. She hoped that as the miles passed, his head would clear of brandy fumes and he would finally come to realize the ludicrous nature of his plan.
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Chapter Three
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The conversation between Miss Chadwick and the viscount never resumed.

The viscount alternated the pace of his team in an effort, Miss Chadwick recognized, to draw out his horses’ stamina to the longest possible duration. She hoped that the viscount’s uninterrupted reflections were giving his thoughts the desired turn and she held herself as still as possible so as not to divert him.

As the miles unrolled and dusk turned to deep night, Miss Chadwick also had time in which to reflect. Her spirited conversation with his lordship had opened avenues of thought that she had previously repressed, in the knowledge that unfounded hopes would cause her only dissatisfaction.

Her situation was one that was certainly not much to her liking, but seeing no alternative, she had resigned herself to it. Joan knew herself to be ill-suited to go into service. She was far too educated and gently reared to ever fit easily into the hierarchical servants’ world. She had thus favored the professions that she had mentioned to his lordship. But now she questioned her own wisdom.

As a young girl, Joan had often entertained the thought of marriage, and like any other young maiden, she had daydreamed of the perfect gentleman with which she would share romantic bliss. But no suitable young gentleman had appeared on her horizon. Certainly, she had received a handful of suitors, but none had struck the proper chord with her. Now at one-and-twenty, Joan had quite accepted her spinster status with a
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