
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Given the chance to live as the woman he’s always known himself to be, David Drummond leaps at the opportunity to become Miss Isobel Munroe. But will the help of Isobel’s friends and Lord Peter Fairfax, the man of her dreams, be enough to help her fool the ton—and also the man who wishes David dead?

	 

	 

	For the whole of his life, Viscount David Drummond has been groomed to inherit the title Earl of Falkirk upon the death of his father. However, instead of enjoying the manly pursuits expected by his father, he finds his every waking moment is consumed with the belief that he should have been born a woman and not a man. For David, it is a desire to compelling to resist.

	After being caught in a compromising position while dressed as a girl, David Drummond is cast out of his family home by his father. With just the clothes on his back and a few golden guineas in his pocket, he escapes to London. There, he hopes to seek out a new life when his trust comes to him on his twenty-first birthday. 

	Through a letter of introduction, Lady Olivia Hamilton, the Countess of Weybridge, is apprised of his secret. For particular reasons of her own, she resolves to help David become Miss Isobel Munroe, the woman he always felt meant to be. Willing to brave the scandal of discovery for a chance to be true to herself, Isobel becomes a reality, and with the help of Olivia and her friends, she begins her new life. She even finds the man of her dreams, Lord Peter Fairfax, a gentleman in need of a wife as special as she. Everything is coming together, or so it seems. But Isobel can’t escape her past so easily, for someone is seeking David Drummond—someone who wants him dead.
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	Prologue: Scotland May 1820

	 

	 

	Malcolm Drummond, 7th Earl of Falkirk, lay awake in his bed, even though he should have been sound asleep. On retiring that night his mind had been clouded due to the wine and the whiskey he had consumed at dinner, and by rights he should have slept soundly until the morn. But something had disturbed his alcohol-induced slumber, something intangible, unknown, and now sleep evaded him. Groaning, he turned and fumbled for the full hunter fob watch that hung on the stand beside his bed, pressing the button that ordered the tiny bells within to chime the time... a quarter past the hour of three in the morning.

	“Fuck,” he whispered as he rolled over once more.

	The earl sighed, his hand bashing his down-filled pillow as he turned over in his bed to seek out a comfortable position. Then a fox barked in the distance and Malcolm laughed out loud.

	That must have been it! A blasted fox!

	Relaxing a little with that thought, he rolled over once more, this time onto his front, his bloated body pressing down upon his very full bladder. Again, he laughed. Perhaps needing a piss was what had awoken him after all. With a pounding head, he clawed his way out of his bed and lifted the front of his nightshirt. He took himself in hand, and a stream of piss was soon ringing into the chamber-pot that was kept under his bed, a sigh of relief hissing from his lips as he emptied his bladder. Then his eye caught sight of flickering candlelight reflecting from a crystal decanter that stood on a table by the window.

	The whiskey called to him. Staggering over to the table, he poured himself one last glass and pulled back his drapes a fraction to peer out into the night whilst he sipped at the fiery liquid. His rooms were at the back of the manor house, overlooking the stable block below, and at first, everything seemed quiet, everything seemed as it should... That was, until he saw the unmistakeable flicker of a lantern being carried across the stable courtyard.

	Finally, there was the truth of it! One of his favourite horses, aptly named Midnight, was due to foal at any time, and the earl grinned drunkenly as he watched his head groom, Hamish Russell, disappear into a stable. Midnight was a superb brood mare and her soon-to-be foal had been sired by no less than Apollo, a magnificent Arabian stallion owned by his friend and neighbour, Lord John MacDonald. Not only would the foal have the pedigree of a champion, it was sure to be worth a pretty penny, too, and its birth was something the earl did not want to miss. That had to be it. Russell was, by nature, a lazy bastard, and the earl knew that the only thing that could possibly have dragged the man from his bed was the imminent delivery of the foal.

	In his inebriated state it took some time, but by the light of his candle, the earl dressed himself simply: trousers and shirt, and a pair of stout walking boots that he kept in his room for such an occasion. Then, after throwing his robe over his shoulders once more, he slipped out of his room and made towards the staircase at the back of the house, a staircase that led directly down to the kitchens. As he imagined it would be, the kitchen was deserted, the room still warm from the fire that cook had carefully banked in the stove. Striding purposefully across the flagstones, he made his way to the outside door, only pausing for a moment when he discovered it to be already unlocked and unbolted.

	Quietly and with mounting excitement, the earl lurched towards the stable block, the bright luminescence of the full moon making it easy for him to find his way in the darkness. But as he reached the door through which the weak light shone, something made him freeze, his whole body becoming motionless. He had expected to hear the sounds of a horse in labour, perhaps the soft encouraging tones of Russell, the head groom and midwife to Midnight. Instead, coming from behind the door were the unmistakeable sounds of a man and woman enjoying each other’s pleasure: the steady slap, slap, slap of flesh on flesh, the deep grunts of man in the heat of passion; the soft moans of his woman urging him on.

	“The cheeky bugger,” whispered the earl. “Russell must have a lassie in there with him.”

	Smiling lasciviously to himself, the earl took a step forward and put his eye to the crack in the door. He recognised his groom almost immediately, for he was a giant of a man, his breadth of shoulders alone making it obvious as to who it was. The man was down on his knees amongst the freshly laid straw, his back towards the earl, the kilt he habitually wore hiked up to his waist exposing his massive hairy thighs and naked backside. And, as the earl had suspected, Russell was pounding away at a woman who was on her hands and knees before him, his hands gripping the girl’s hips to pull her in each time he thrust forward.

	Because of the angle of Russell’s body, it was difficult to see who he was with. However, one thing was for certain—the woman was young, and judging by the way she was dressed, was no commoner either. The dress she wore appeared to be of fine cotton, the skirt of which was pulled high over her back to reveal long, graceful legs encased in the finest of white woollen stockings. Her body was slim, almost prepubescent in form, her breasts so small they were invisible beneath the bodice of the dress she wore. As she braced herself on graceful arms, she held her head low, her long red hair hanging loose over her face and concealing her features, and the earthy noises she was making left no doubt that she was enjoying being fucked this way. So obviously near his peak, Russell began to pound even harder into the woman and, fascinated, the earl watched as the woman moved a hand between her legs to pleasure herself there.

	Only then did the earl look on in confusion.

	For the woman was not rubbing at the top of her cunny as he had suspected she would. Instead, her hand had made a fist, a fist that began moving furiously up and down, its movement in perfect unison to the thrusts of the man behind. Faster and faster they went, and suddenly the young woman squealed as her back arched, her whole body quivering as it was consumed with pleasure. Russell continued to hammer his cock into her. Within seconds, the earl saw every muscle, every sinew in Russell’s body contract, his hairy buttocks clenching as he too reached his peak. Unable to tear himself away from the scene, the earl watched on as Russell’s body sagged forwards, pushing his partner down onto the straw, his cock still firmly embedded in her body.

	It was only then that the girl turned her head to the side, her hair finally coming free from her face, her eyes looking straight towards the door behind which the earl was standing. In horror, the earl staggered backwards as sudden realisation sobered him like a bucket of ice water over the head.

	It was no woman. Instead, on his knees and in a dress, was David, his only son.

	 


Chapter One: London June 1820

	 

	 

	“Ah, ‘tis good to see you in the land of the living once more, sir,” said Jenkins.

	Lord Peter Fairfax, second son of the Duke of Abingdon, groaned as his valet pulled back the drapes from around his bed, the sudden burst of brilliant sunlight sending shards of pain lancing into his brain. It had been a diverting evening, and as usual, in a fit of remorse, Peter had consumed too much in the way of ardent spirits when he had returned to his lodgings. Now his head pounded like battle drums and his mouth felt like someone had poured sand into it.

	“Tell me why I put up with you, Jenkins.” Peter flopped back down onto his bed, covering his head with his pillow once more, knowing that if the pain was to subside, he would need darkness, and he would need more sleep.

	“Because I am the only one stupid enough to remain in your service, my lord. Besides, who else would employ a one-legged former soldier?”

	Jenkins grinned as he tapped the side of his leg, making a sound like a gavel on a wooden table. Late of the Royal Regiment of Horse Guards, Jenkins had been Peter’s sergeant when he had served as Major in the peninsular wars. For three long years they had fought together until a bayonet through the thigh had cut short Peter’s career, whilst moments later, a French canon ball had neatly severed Jenkins’s left leg just below the knee.

	Once more Peter groaned, his voice now muffled by the pillow.

	“True, so true. So why don’t you bugger off and let me sleep, before you find it necessary to seek alternative employment.”

	“Whilst I would deem it an honour to bugger off, my lord, I am afraid I cannot do that. A message has been delivered from your father, the duke. It appears that their graces are in London and you are commanded to wait upon them at three o’clock in the afternoon at Wilton House.”

	“Christ!”

	“Quite,” replied Jenkins. “Anyway, I have drawn a bath for you, sir, for as usual you stink of whatever revelry you indulged in last night. I have also laid out your shaving kit so that you can at least make yourself look presentable. In addition, a hackney carriage will be here at half past two to collect you, as I suspect you will be in no fit state to ride.”

	“Tea first. I need tea.”

	Wincing a little from the pain in his head, Peter sat up in his bed, the blankets falling from his naked muscular frame, revealing the fact that he had, as normal, foregone a night shirt.

	“Yes, my lord,” said Jenkins. He handed Peter a mug of very strong tea that had been in his hand all along.

	Peter took the offered cup and smiled. When they had served in the army, tea had become something of a ritual, and Jenkins always seemed capable of having a pot on the boil, no matter what the weather or circumstances. Now, in the comfort of his own rooms, he sipped at the golden-brown liquid, sighing as the strong tea cleansed his mouth and settled his stomach.

	“God, that is good. You are forgiven, Jenkins,” said Peter.

	“Thank you, my lord,” Jenkins replied, unable to keep the sarcasm from his words.

	Peter threw on the robe that lay over the end of his bed and padded barefoot into his bathroom, where a copper bath full of steaming water awaited him. For a moment he paused before a small plain mirror that hung from a chain on the wall to inspect his face and rubbed at the stubble of his chin. He knew he was handsome, for he was often told that he was. His features were strong and aristocratic, and he kept his nearly black hair neat and unfashionably short, a style which he had always thought suited him admirably. He was tall, too, a little over six feet in height, years of soldiering having left his body hard, lean, and muscular. It was a physique he was proud of, and one which he maintained with regular riding and irregular visits to Gentleman Jackson’s boxing emporium. Then he shrugged off his gown and stepped into the bath, hissing a little as he felt the heat upon his skin.

	It was a decadently deep bath, and if he propped his back against the high end, he could almost stretch out his legs. To one side of the bath was a small wooden table on which lay soap, shaving brush, and what he knew would be a freshly stropped razor. But these he ignored for the moment, closing his eyes instead before ducking his head down beneath the surface of the water.

	He allowed his mind to wander, to reflect. All in all, he had a good life, a simple, yet privileged existence. His father, the Duke of Abingdon, gave him a generous monthly stipend which allowed him to live comfortably in a suite of rooms in an apartment house that his father also owned. Whilst not overly large, it had more than enough space for him and for Jenkins, who not only acted as his valet but as his butler, housekeeper, cook, and maid all rolled into one. As the second son, he didn’t even have to worry about someday inheriting the dukedom along with all of the responsibilities that would entail. No―his elder brother, Thomas, would inherit, and he already had an heir and a spare, his sons Frederic and Edmund. Why, even Peter’s twin sister Alice had two sons who could inherit, God forbid anything happening to Thomas and his family.

	No... life was good for Peter. He was responsible to no one but himself and was able to do whatever his heart desired. He had no wife or mistress. Not that he ever intended to have either. He was the son of a duke, had enough money, a title, and the respect that came with having served in the wars. That was enough for him.

	Besides, it also meant that he was free, discreetly of course, to pursue his own favoured type of sexual fulfilment, even if at times it left a bitter taste in his mouth to do so. As a very young man, still in his teens, Peter had realised that his sexual proclivity would never favour the female form, and as he had grown into adulthood, the feelings he had towards other men had only become stronger and stronger. His first foray into such had been at Eton, when a young and effeminate fag had offered him sexual favours in return for his protection from the inevitable bullies. The experience had left him reeling and wanting more.

	There were times when he hated himself for being this way. Society tolerated no aberrations such as he, and had it become public knowledge that he was, in fact, a shirt-lifter, the scandal would have been beyond belief. Yet he could not help himself. He was akin to an opium addict looking for his next pipe, especially when it came to soft and effeminate partners. And just like an addict, he went to extraordinary lengths and expense to keep his needs a closely guarded secret.

	There was, as far as he knew, only one other who knew he preferred the company of another man in his bed.

	His twin sister, Alice.

	With Peter, it seemed she had a second sight, some form of mystical twin connection, as he had with her. Somehow, when he had been one and twenty years of age and newly enlisted in the army, she had divined his preferences and had confronted him about his sexuality. At first he had tried to deny it, but it had soon become clear that he would never be able to hide something so momentous from her. Whilst it been difficult for him, like a torrent of water it had all come pouring out of him as he had sobbed upon his sister’s shoulder.

	To his absolute surprise, she did not condemn him for the choices he had made. Instead, she embraced them and had even suggested a way out of his predicament.

	The Moonlight Club became a sanctuary for Peter. It was a place where, on occasion, like-minded men could meet in complete anonymity, a place where there was no condemnation or censure for desiring to be with another man. He grinned to himself with that thought, for it had been at the Moonlight Club where, in private, he had spent the previous evening. His anonymous partner had been a most delectable and compliant young man whose talented mouth had brought him untold pleasure, a young man who had revelled in being with someone as masculine as Peter.

	By the time Peter re-entered his bedroom, he was feeling much more human. He had shaved, something he preferred to do himself, and his headache even seemed to have abated somewhat. A freshly pressed suit of clothes had been laid out on his bed, and on the floor was his favourite pair of black hessians which had been dubbed to a mirror-like shine. He dressed quickly in a fresh linen shirt and form-fitting pantaloons. He had just slipped his arms into a plain grey waistcoat and was about to tie his cravat when Jenkins returned, carrying a freshly sponged tailcoat.

	“Here, let me.” Jenkins stepped forward and relieved Peter of the cravat he was holding. “You will only make a mess of it and then I will have to go and press the silk once more,” he grumbled.

	Peter stood, stoically enduring his valet’s expertise as Jenkins tied a simple but elegant knot, knowing it was one task he could rarely complete on his own. Once satisfied, Jenkins completed the job with a ruby pin before holding up the jacket so that Peter could slip his arms into the sleeves.

	With a flick of his hand, Jenkins brushed away an imaginary speck of dust from Peter’s shoulder. “There, you’ll do. May I enquire as to if you will you be in this evening, sir?”

	“Not until late, I would guess. I may be expected to stay for dinner, but if needs be, I shall dine at my club, so there will be no need to wait up for me. In fact, you could take the rest of the day, if you wish.”

	“Very good, sir,” replied Jenkins. With a grin, he picked up a golden pocket watch from its stand before handing it to Peter.

	 

	At exactly half past two, Peter slipped into the back of the hackney carriage that had been waiting outside the house for him. Normally he would have ridden his stallion, Ajax, but on this occasion, he found himself glad to have a few moments alone to contemplate what was to come. Admittedly, in recent times, he had been a little neglectful in attending on his parents. He had good reason for that, or so he thought. They lived in Berkshire, a six-hour carriage ride away, and he resided in London.

	So why now come to London? he thought. After all, it is not yet the start of the season, and Papa much prefers the peace and quiet of his country estate. Perhaps this summons is their way of saying they want to see more of me. Or perhaps it is something more serious they want to discuss, an illness in the family, some financial difficulty. No. Surely it would not be that, for the old man is as strong as an ox and rich beyond belief.

	Then he had a sudden dreadful notion.

	God forbid if they know where I spent last night!

	So lost in thought as he was, Peter hardly noticed the journey, and in what seemed like a matter of moments the carriage was pulling up outside Wilton House, the family’s London townhouse in Belgrave Square. Reaching into his waistcoat pocket, he retrieved a silver shilling and passed it to the coach driver before jumping down onto the pavement. Then, with cane in hand, he skipped up the stairs and knocked on the front door. Immediately the door was answered by his father’s butler, who stepped aside deferentially to allow Peter to enter.

	“Good afternoon, Wilkinson,” said Peter. Schooling his face into a neutral expression to mask his growing apprehension, he handed the man his gloves, hat, and cane.

	“Good afternoon, my lord,” the man replied. “Their graces are waiting for you in the green room and have asked for you to join them immediately on arrival. If you would follow me, sir.”

	“No need, Wilkinson, I know the way,” replied Peter.

	The door to the drawing room was tall, solid, and ornate, and as Peter reached it, he found his heart begin to pound a little faster as it always did when summonsed by his father. For a moment he paused to collect his resolve, giving him the chance to draw in a deep breath to steady his trembling hand. Then he reached for the handle and opened the door, knowing it to be unwise to delay any further.

	His father was stood by the fireplace looking every inch the senior aristocrat that he was. As usual, he was immaculately dressed in a finely tailored tailcoat. However, he had forgone the old-fashioned wig that he normally wore, and the greying hair which he now sported caught Peter by surprise, as it made his father look every moment of his sixty years of age. Even his face seemed to have aged since the last time Peter had seen him. His father had always been handsome, but now his skin was laced with wrinkles around the eyes, which served only to give him a serious and sombre look.

	His mother, on the other hand, was an entirely different matter. One would never suspect that she was five and fifty years old, for she looked so much younger. Her golden blond hair, without even the merest hint of grey, was elegantly styled, and she wore a gown of lilac silk that did little to hide a mature yet curvaceous body. In her day, Mama had been dubbed a diamond of the first water, and in her more mature years she was still regularly declared to be one of the most beautiful and elegant ladies in all of England.

	And sat next to her on the luxurious sofa was a young lady whom no one could ever mistake for any other but his mother’s daughter!

	“Alice! What an amazing surprise. Mother, you look as wonderful as always,” he added. With a boyish grin, he kissed first his mother and then his sister upon the cheek.

	“And hello to you too, Peter,” replied Alice.

	Her voice was icy, and Peter instinctively paused as he caught what he thought to be a note of warning, a hidden message for him to watch his step. As had always been the way between them, when Peter returned his sister’s gaze, his own expression showed his gratitude, a message he knew she would clearly understand in return. It was then that she nodded imperceptibly towards the duke. Peter took the hint, and with a single stride he found himself in front of his father, where he gave a curt yet respectful and deferential nod of his head as he held out his hand.

	“Hello Father,” he said.

	His father took the proffered hand and shook it with what Peter took to be genuine warmth. Then his father smiled. Yes, it was the merest turning up of his lips, but it was still a smile, and Peter found he was once more able to breathe freely, not realising how nervous he had become.

	“Peter, it is good to see you, my boy. But in future, I hope we will not have to drag ourselves up to London to do so!” His father’s tone of voice was light, almost jovial, but Peter did not fail to recognise the admonishment he had received.

	“That will do, Henry,” said the duchess.

	Peter turned and looked once more at his mother, noting the adoration that shone in her eyes. Whilst his father instilled the discipline, his mother had been the one he had turned to when hurt or upset, a constant source of warmth and love. She had always been there for him, and he knew, if push came to shove, she would act like the fiercest of tigers to protect her children. Had it not been she who had tracked him down after the Battle of Waterloo, refusing to believe the reports that his body had been left upon the field of battle? Somehow, the men she sent to look for him had discovered himself and Jenkins amongst all of the other fallen, and on her orders had removed them both from the filthy squalor of an army hospital. For months afterwards, his mother had acted as chief nurse as they both convalesced, resulting in Jenkins elevating her to almost goddess-like status.

	Peter suddenly felt the shame of it spear through his heart, the pain he felt at causing his mother any sort of heartache almost too much to endure.

	“No, Mama,” he said softly, “Father is right. I have been quite remiss not to come to see you, and for that I am truly sorry.”

	Lovingly, the duchess smiled. “Never mind, my darling, for now you are here,” she said.

	Once more the parlour door was thrown open wide, and without waiting to be announced, his elder brother, Thomas, Viscount Fairfax, entered the room. For some unknown reason, Peter shuddered at the sight of him. Whilst Thomas had never been unkind to his siblings, he had always been ready, especially with Peter, to put them in their place. Being four years older than the twins, he was quick to assert his authority as the eldest, as their father’s heir, and judging by the supercilious and pompous manner he now subconsciously projected, nothing had changed.

	Shit, he said to himself. Something has to be seriously amiss for all of us to be brought together.

	Peter felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand proud as he recognised the seriousness of the situation. After all, this was the very first time the whole family had been together in the same room since the day he was returned from the war. He had been close to deathbed at the time, and now the atmosphere suggested he was about to be so again.

	“Mother, Father, Alice. Peter. It’s good to see you here on time, brother” said Thomas. “Father, I am expected by Lord Jenkinson in an hour’s time. Do you think we could get right down to the matter in hand?”

	The bluntness of this statement compelled Peter to stare. His focus darted from father to mother to sister to brother, each one of them turning their gaze upon him as if he were some prize exhibit in the Tower of London zoo. Heat suffused his face as his heart ratcheted up to a beat higher that it had when going into battle. Something was wrong, something was seriously wrong, and everyone was staring at him as if it were his fault.

	“What?” he demanded. “What is it?”

	“Peter,” his father began. His voice was strong and resolute, and left Peter in no doubt that his father intended to be obeyed. “Do you realise that is has been five years since you were injured at Waterloo. Has it not occurred to you that since leaving the army, your life has lacked purpose and direction?”

	“No father, “said Peter defensively.

	“Well, I have, Peter. I have therefore called the family together to discuss your forthcoming marriage to Lady Priscilla Weston.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“So what are you going to do?” asked Alice.

	They sat together upon a garden seat, and Alice had taken hold of Peter’s hand in an effort to quell his anger. For a moment Peter stared back at his sister morosely. Then he shrugged his shoulders and slumped forward in abject surrender.

	The argument had been of epic proportions, a battle to rival anything that Napoleon could have arranged. His father had issued him an ultimatum. He would marry by the end of the season or have his monthly stipend withdrawn. Even his mother had sided with his father and his brother on this matter. She had taken the eminently reasonable stance that she wanted to see him settled, to have a family, to put behind him the years of debauchery and risk that being an army officer had brought. His mama had even sweetened the pot by announcing that his wedding gift would be Winsworth Manor and its estates, along with the guaranteed income of at least five thousand a year that it would bring. Then his brother had put in his two-penny worth. He argued that by marrying and having children, Peter would ensure the ducal succession should anything happen to him and his family. Only Alice had offered an olive branch and had tried to be the voice of reason on his behalf.

	“I don’t know,” whispered Peter. “At least you got them to agree that I could make my own choice of bride.”

	“Yes,” laughed Alice. “Lady Priscilla, despite the size of her dowry and her breasts, would be entirely unsuitable for you in so many ways. That girl is truly vain and spoiled, not to mention that laugh of hers, which always reminds me of a braying donkey. However, you have to admit Father was right when he said that your life lacked purpose. Winsworth might give you that.”

	“I suppose I could always re-join my regiment.”

	“No!” declared Alice emphatically. “I will not have that. I nearly lost you once, and I am not going to risk losing you again in some Godforsaken war in some Godforsaken country.”

	“But...but...I can’t marry, Alice. I can’t. Just the thought it sends shivers of horror down my spine, you know it does. How could I possibly marry and not be true to myself?”

	“No, indeed. This is quite a quandary, is it not?” said Alice.

	“I will have to get a job then, find some form of gainful employment to support myself once I am cut off. Perhaps I could become a Member of Parliament.”

	“A role for which, with your obvious lack of tact and diplomacy, you are eminently suited,” replied Alice sarcastically. “No, you must be wed, for I see no other way out of this. All we need to do is to find you the right kind of girl to marry.”

	Peter turned his head towards his sister at this comment, and hope flared through his eyes.

	“What do you mean?” he asked.

	“What I mean is that there are plenty of ladies out there who are prepared to sacrifice a love match for the sake of a secure future for themselves. You are quite a catch, brother mine, whether you know it or not. I am certain that we could find you a wife who would be satisfied with a marriage of convenience, in return for becoming mistress of Winsworth Manor. Whilst children would be good to occupy her time, you would not even have to bed her if you didn’t want to, for nothing was spoken of having to produce children from the marriage, was it?”

	“No, by God, it was not,” declared Peter as he jumped to his feet. Then he sat once more, his sudden enthusiasm ebbing away as another thought entered his mind. “No, Alice. I could not do that. It would not be fair on whatever girl who would accept me.”

	“And there is my true brother. Always thinking of others before himself,” said Alice. She smiled fondly at him. “You have a good heart, Peter, but trust me when I say that I am certain we could find you a suitable match, one who would be more than willing to be wife to the second son of the Duke of Abingdon and mistress of Winsworth Manor in exchange for your supposed freedom.”

	“Do you think so?” asked Peter.

	“I know so.”

	“So... so where do I start?” he asked tentatively.

	“If it were I, I would go and see Countess Hamilton.”

	“Who in blazes is she?”

	“She, brother dear, is affectionately known as the Matchmaker. If she cannot find someone suitable for you to marry, then no one can.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Olivia Hamilton, Dowager Countess of Weybridge, was sat in her office, her ledger open in front of her as she neatly penned yet another entry onto the income page. Thanks entirely to her business acumen, the current state of her finances was eminently satisfactory—so much so that she was even contemplating retirement. With what she had squirreled away and had invested in the five percents, she could easily afford to maintain her town house and live in the manner she had become accustomed to for the rest of her natural life, without having to rely on the generosity of her daughters.

	When her late husband, the Earl of Weybridge, had died, there had been little left in the estate for her. Not that Olivia minded, as her daughter Amelia had married well, and had often begged Olivia to come and live with her, especially as Amelia was now expecting her first child. In addition to that, there was her particular friend, the Duchess of Camberly, who was not only immensely wealthy in her own right, but was married to one of the richest men in England.

	However, having been a dependent for most of her life, when the Earl died, she had taken it as a sign to begin again. Whilst by no means destitute, she had resolved to pay her own way, to earn her own money and to become financially independent for the first time in her life. Her solution had been an easy one to find. After all, she had the title of countess, a title that she had used to great effect to discretely facilitate connections throughout the highest echelons of London society. So why not use those connections?

	So it was that she became the Matchmaker to the ton.

	For a modest fee, she elicited introductions, negotiated marriage settlements, and took great pride in meeting the needs of her clients. Why, only that morning she had witnessed the signing of the marriage contract between Miss Helena Smythe-Jenkins and Baron Teddy Porchester. Helena was something of an oddball, and after four seasons, her parents had despaired of her ever finding a husband, even though she was in possession of a handsome dowry.

	The problem was that, whilst eminently pretty, Helena had been labelled as a bluestocking and could often be found in the gallery of the Royal Society listening to some lecture on astronomy or natural history. However, as Teddy was usually to be found in his own laboratory, Helena had been the perfect choice when he had asked for help in finding a bride. Right from the offset, Olivia had known that they were meant for each other, and the couple now seemed deliriously happy. The fact that the match had added yet another five-hundred guineas to her coffers did little harm, either.

	There was a knock on the door, and Olivia saw her abigail and maid-of-all-duties, Mary, enter the room, her ever-present smile preceding her as she curtsied to her mistress.

	“Lord Fairfax is here to see you, my lady. Says he has an appointment. Good lookin’ one too,” she giggled.

	“Mary, what have I told you about keeping your comments about my customers to yourself?”

	“Oh, sorry my lady,” the girl grinned, completely unabashed by her mistress’s chastisement.

	“You, young lady, are incorrigible. Would you please show him in?”

	“Yes’m.”

	Once she was alone, Olivia closed her ledger, carefully locking the leather-bound book into a hidden strong box that lay behind some panelling in her office. Seating herself back at her desk, she then closed her eyes for a moment and reflected on what she knew about Lord Peter Fairfax.

	Like she did with all her customers, Olivia had done her homework and had made discreet enquiries about the man, knowing full well how the gossips of the ton liked to talk. Seemingly, he was one and thirty years of age and had been a Major in the Royal Regiment of Horse Guards. Second son of the Duke of Abingdon, he now kept apartments in London and was attended by a single servant. He had a small social circle of male friends with whom he enjoyed an occasional bawdy evening. Yet he was not seen as a rake and had never been embroiled in any sort of scandal. That in itself had surprised the countess. It was said that he was as handsome as sin, and had he not studiously avoided the London marriage mart, he would by now have been snapped up by one of the eligible ladies of the ton.

	So why come to me to find a match? If he is what is reported, surely he would be able to find someone suitable for himself.

	Once more there was a knock on her office door, and Mary entered, this time with something of a blush to her cheek.

	“Lord Fairfax, my lady,” the girl announced formally.

	Olivia watched intently as her customer entered the room, noting instantly that Mary had not been wrong with her appraisal of the man. He was, indeed, extremely handsome. Tall, broad-shouldered, and with the face of a dark-haired Greek god, he was immaculately dressed in form-fitting buckskin trousers and a perfectly tailored coat. In fact, the only things she could note to mar his appearance was a slight limp where he favoured his right leg, and the red blush in his cheeks that suggested the man was more than a little nervous. She stood and waited until he had bowed respectfully before returning his courtesy with a curtsey of her own.

	“Lord Fairfax, welcome to my home,” she said. “Please, have a seat.” Graciously, she indicated two tall library chairs that had been placed by the fireplace for such an occasion.

	“Thank you, Lady Hamilton,” he replied. As he took the proffered seat, Olivia noted the shakiness in his voice, so she sat on her own chair opposite him and smiled encouragingly.

	“So how may I be of service to you, Lord Fairfax?” she asked, deliberately keeping her voice light.

	For several moments she observed the man as he squirmed in his chair, almost as if he could not find a comfortable position to sit. He crossed his leg and then uncrossed it once more. He placed his feet upon the floor only to have a knee jiggle up and down. With knowledge born of experience, Olivia instantly realised that she would have to take control of the situation if he were not to bolt like some thoroughbred stallion spooked by a yapping hound.

	“Please, Lord Fairfax. You have my word that whatever we speak of between these four walls will remain entirely confidential. I have built my reputation on such a fact. You may speak freely. In fact, I insist that you speak freely and honestly, for without that, I doubt I will be able to help you.”

	To Olivia, Lord Fairfax looked morosely miserable as he toyed with some sort of inner demon. But then she saw his resolve stiffen as his back straightened, as his dark brown eyes turned to hers.

	He coughed.

	“Lady Hamilton. As you may have surmised, I am here today to avail myself of your...erm...your matchmaking services. I...er...I am in need of a wife, in need of a wife before the season’s end.”

	With these words, Olivia observed the redness in his cheeks flare even brighter with embarrassment. This was an occurrence that Olivia had come to expect from her customers, who often felt intense discomfort when explaining the reason for their visit. However, some instinct was telling her that the whole process was going to be far more difficult than then norm for Lord Fairfax.

	Kid gloves, she thought, this one needs kid gloves.

	So it was that she replied with the gentleness of a mother holding her new-born babe.

	“Well, my lord. I see no reason why I would not be able to help you with this quest. From what I know of you, you will make quite a catch for the right young woman. Perhaps if you were to tell me a little more about the circumstances leading up to this decision.”

	Her words were spoken softly, in a soothing tone that was designed to make the man feel more at ease, and she knew that they had achieved the desired effect when he looked back at her with a little more confidence in his eyes.

	“My parents, the Duke and Duchess of Abingdon, are insisting that I marry, even though I have no wish to do so. To ensure that I comply, they have set certain conditions. I must marry before the end of the coming season. If I do so, I will inherit a sizeable estate with a sizeable income. If I do not, I will be cut off from all financial support.”

	Olivia smiled. “You are not the first to suffer from this demand, my lord, nor will you be the last, I am certain. So, if it is to be, what sort of girl would you be looking for?”

	Olivia stared at Peter intently, watching the play of emotion as it flickered across his face. It was almost as if there were some kind of internal war going on inside his head so, rather that pushing him further, Olivia sat and waited for his to make up his mind about what he wanted to say.

	“I have your word, Lady Hamilton, that this conversation will go no further?”

	“Yes, of course you have.”

	Again, he paused, and Olivia took advantage of the delay to stand and to walk over to a sideboard, where on a silver tray there was a decanter of fine brandy. With a clink of glass, she removed the stopper and carefully poured out two measures of the ruby coloured liquid before turning back to Peter.

	“Here, drink this, Lord Fairfax.”

	She watched as a grateful Peter took the glass from her hand, only to swallow the spirit in a single mouthful. She in turn sat once more and sipped a little of her own drink before placing her glass onto a small side table.

	“Lord Fairfax, you do not have to tell me anything you do not wish me to know. But in my experience, the more truthful you are, the easier it will be for me to find the right match for you.”

	“I know, “Peter sighed. “But ‘tis difficult for me to talk about this. The truth of the matter is that I will require a bride in name only. Yes, I will provide for her as a husband should. She will be mistress of a fine house and will want for nothing...except...except for the warmth of a husband in her bed. You see, I... I...” he stammered.

	“Ah,” replied Olivia as the penny began to drop. “Does this mean that you...”

	Heat flared in the young man’s face as he stared down at the floor miserably, and Olivia suddenly felt her heart go out to him.

	“Mmm,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “Unfortunately, my sexual preferences do not run to members of the opposite sex, if you get my meaning.”

	“Ah, I see,” said Olivia. “And may I ask where you seek out such liaisons.”

	“I am a member of the Moonlight Club.”

	“Ah yes. I am aware of that establishment, my lord. That is well, for I believe the club to be quite discreet.”

	“So, you see my dilemma, Lady Hamilton. I will not, cannot bed a woman, yet I need a wife if I am to satisfy the demands of my parents.”

	Olivia slid back into the library chair and picked up her brandy glass once more. With intelligent eyes she viewed the man who was sat before her, looking for any form of subterfuge, knowing how difficult it must have been for him to admit to being such a man. Not that a man with his preferences was
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