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Prologue

Spring 1820
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The delight in male children is strictly in fulfilling ones responsibility and having them in the first place because, unfortunately, at some point they become men.

The Duchess of Roxborough






And so, ladies, I propose we do something beyond simply complaining and hoping for the best. The Duchess of Roxborough cast her brightest smile around the gathering of ladies in the parlor at Effington House.

Helena, the Countess of Pennington, sipped thoughtfully at her tea and glanced around the fashionably decorated parlor to see the reaction of the dozen or so other women present. They were all friends, or at least acquaintances. Indeed, shed known most since her come-out season, which happened far too many years ago now to note without a visible shudder of dismay. Beyond that, each and every lady there had a son or daughter of marriageable age. And at one point or another, Helena had heard each and every one despair of ever getting said child to agree to a suitable match.

 
Im a bit confused, Your Grace. Marian, Viscountess Berkley, drew her brows together.

Marian had been a bit confused for as long as anyone had known her but was so delightfully pleasant, no one particularly minded. In truth, when she was very young and very blond and very flirtatious, Helena quite suspected Marian had actively perfected her state of innocent confusion to the level of art.

Your son and daughter are both married, Marian said. I dont quite understand why you should propose thiswhat did you call it again?

The Ladies Society for the Betterment of the Future of Britain. The duchesss voice rang in the room, and Helena was certain she saw Her Graces chest visibly swell with pride.

A murmur of approval washed through the crowd. And why not? It was indeed a grand name. And far better than anything with the words meddling or interfering or, heaven forbid, matchmaking in it.

And I propose this, Lady Berkley, precisely because I no longer have to worry about my children making suitable matches, but I am, as we all should be, concerned about future generations. Indeed, it could well be considered our patriotic duty. Besides, there are a number of young people throughout my family who are making no particular effort to marry. I find it quite distressing. In additionshe flashed a wicked grinI think it will be great fun.

The ladies laughed and nodded their approval.

I am simply suggesting we take our childrens destinies in hand and do all within our power, with the help of one another, to find suitable matches for them, whether they wish it or not.

 
Its past time my son wed, a lady somewhere behind Helena murmured.

Lady Heaton pursed her lips. One more season and my daughter will be firmly on the shelf. And I shall be stuck with her forever.

Probably because she greatly resembles her mother, Marian said under her breath to Helena.

Shhh, Helena whispered, stifling a grin and her agreement.

We are a clever lot, the duchess continued, and we certainly have the skills among us to assist one another, should it be necessary, with various and assorted ideas

Plots, schemes someone said.

Plans, tactics another added.

Voices raised with excitement. Strategies, intrigues!

Exactly. The duchess beamed. It may be that, in certain casesI think of them as projectsmembers of the society need do little more than lend moral support to one another. In other, more complicated projects, it might be necessary to actively take matters in hand to assist each other.

Surely youre not suggesting those of us with daughters trap some gentleman into a situation by which the only honorable solution is marriage? Lady Dawson said with a note of horror in her voice.

Of course not, although I for one would at least consider such a suggestion under the appropriate circumstances. The duchess paused thoughtfully. And how old is your daughter now?

Nearly two and twenty, Your Grace. Lady Dawson smiled weakly.

 
As old as that, the duchess murmured.

On one hand, the duchesss proposal was outrageous: turning their children into the projects of a society determined to see them wed. Still, Helena knew full well the marriages of a fair number of the women present had been arranged by their families, and most of those had turned out well. Indeed, it was rather a pity that such things had fallen out of favor. In some respects the duchesss society would simply be arranging matters in a tried-and-true method. Upholding a time-honored tradition, as it were. Honoring the heritage of their country. Why, who could possibly argue with that?

I neednt mention, should we decide to go forward with this, secrecy is of the utmost importance. Her Graces tone was firm. This simply will not work if any of the children become aware they are the target of an organized effort. She shook her head. They can be quite stubborn when they suspect interference on the part of a mother. I believe they get it from their fathers.

There was a general murmur of agreement.

Helena already had an idea of sorts that would serve well to get her son to at last accept his familial obligations and marry. It had begun as an odd, chance thought but had dwelt in the back of her mind, becoming more solid each time she turned her attention to it. She simply hadnt the courage to carry it through. Now, however, with, at the very least, the moral encouragement of the society behind her

Your Grace. Helena rose to her feet. I think the Ladies Society for the Betterment of the Future of Britain is an outstanding proposal, and I should like to do my part. She squared her shoulders. Therefore, I am more than willing to offer my son as the societys first project.

Excellent, Lady Pennington. The duchess favored her with a brilliant smile. I daresay you wont be sorry. Now, do you have any prospects in mind for him?

I not only have prospects. Helena grinned. I have a plan.








 

Chapter 1
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Men are untrustworthy, disloyal swine who care for nothing save their own pleasures and the perpetuation of their line.

Gwendolyn Townsend






No good ever came of a summons from a solicitor.

Gwendolyn Townsend stiffened her already ramrod straight posture and ignored the urge to pick at the worn cuff of her pelisse. She was the daughter of a viscount, and regardless of her current circumstances, she would not be intimidated by a mere solicitor. Furthermore, she was not at all pleased to be kept waiting. She ignored as well the fact that, in spite of her lineage, she was nothing more than a governess at the moment and an unsuccessful one at that.

No good ever came of a summons from a solicitor.

It was harder to ignore the long-forgotten warning that had surfaced in her mind with a vengeance and refused to let her be. It had echoed in the back of her thoughts ever since the letter from her late fathers man of affairs, Mr. Whiting, had at long last reached her in New York. And why shouldnt it? Shed heard the servants at Madame Chaussans Academy for Young Ladies say it often enough through most of the first sixteen years of her life, and indeed, hadnt it always proved true?

The last time Gwen had had anything whatsoever to do with a solicitor had been five years ago when Mr. Whitings nephew, taking up his uncles business, had informed her she was penniless. She still recalled that momentthe discomfort of the young man, a scant few years older than she, at his announcement, and the sympathy in his brown eyes. She remembered the look in his eyes as clearly as she remembered his words.

Miss Townsend, forgive me for keeping you waiting. A gentleman of distinguished appearance stepped into the room and crossed to her chair. Gwen knew his name, but theyd never had occasion to meet before now. He extended his hand, and she accepted it cautiously. Your appearance is something of a surprise. I did not expect you for several days yet.

I thought it best to return to England at once.

Of course. He withdrew his hand and nodded toward the door. You remember my nephew, Albert?

Only now did she note the younger man standing by the open door, a decidedly apologetic expression on his face. There was no sympathy in his eyes today but an odd look nonetheless.

Of course. She smiled politely and waited. If there was one thing, and indeed there might well be only one thing, she had learned through seven positions of employment, it was how to give the appearance of patience.

 
Mr. Whiting took his place behind his desk and nodded dismissively at his nephew. Albert started toward the door, then abruptly turned back. Miss Townsend, please accept my most heartfelt apologies.

At once she recognized the look in his eye as guilt.

He stepped closer. This is entirely my fault, and I cannot tell you how truly horrible I have felt since the error was first discovered. I have been most concerned about your

Thats quite enough, Albert, Whiting said firmly.

Error? Gwens gaze slid from Albert to his uncle and back.

What error? she said slowly.

It was a mistake. Albert shook his head. Quite inexcusable, and I shall never forgive

Mistake?

Albert. Whitings voice cut through the room.

Albert ignored him. Miss Townsend, please understand I consider myself at your service from this moment forward. Should you need anything whatsoever, up to and including the benefits that can only be derived from marriage, I should be honored to offer my

Albert, Whiting snapped. I will take care of this. Im certain you have other duties to attend to.

Albert hesitated, then nodded. Of course, Uncle. He squared his shoulders and met her gaze. Again, Miss Townsend, my apologies.

He left without another word. Gwen stared after him. A hundred myriad thoughts swirled through her mind, but not one made any sense.

Whiting cleared his throat. Miss Townsend, I

What mistake? Her gaze snapped to his.

 
Whiting paused as if considering his words. He was distinctly ill-at-ease, and for the first time since her fathers death, a glimmer of what might have been hope surfaced within her.

When shed received Whitings letter shed been curious, of course: it was accompanied by an already paid passage back to England. But hed said nothing more than that there was a matter of importance regarding her family that required her immediate return. Shed been only too glad to bid her employers and their annoying offspring goodbye and had sailed on the first ship home.

Mr. Whiting?

Shed assumed Whitings summons had to do with the signing of papers regarding her fathers estate or the transfer of ownership of his property, matters shed assumed as well had been settled long ago. Still, whatever it was, it was significant enough, in Whitings eyes, to provide her with a way back to England, and that was all she really cared about.

Now, looking at the solicitors obvious discomfort, coupled with his nephews abject apology and strange proposal of marriage, Gwen realized the matter of importance was far more significant than shed imagined.

Miss Townsend. Whiting folded his hands on the desk in front of him. My nephew should never have informed you of the state of your finances in the manner in which he did. Nor should he have said anything whatsoever so soon after your fathers demise.

Gwens heart sank.

It was most thoughtless of him and

Mr. Whiting, as much as I appreciate your sincere, albeit long overdue apology on the behalf of your nephew, it scarcely necessitated having me transported across an ocean. Even so, I am most grateful for the passage home. I can only imagine you provided it as a way to ease your conscience regarding the abrupt nature of the disclosure of my financial status on the day following my fathers death. Still, it is exceedingly kind of you.

I would offer to reimburse you but such an offer would be pointless as my finances are little better today than they were five years ago. In addition, I have absolutely no difficulty in accepting both your apology and your funding of my return to England. You may tell Albert I appreciate his offer of marriage as well. Now. She rose to her feet. Unless there is something more

Whiting stood. If you please, Miss Townsend, I beg your indulgence. There is a great deal more. However, this is extremely awkward and most difficult. In many ways I feel as if my nephew and I have, well, very nearly ruined your life.

Ruined my life? Thats scarcely possible. She met his gaze squarely. You, of all people, are well aware of the status of my fathers estate. His title, his home, and his land were entailed and as such were the legacy of his only living male relativea distant cousin I have never met. As I was not born maleshe bit back the tide of bitterness that swelled in her at the wordsI could not inherit his home, my home. This is a fact, Mr. Whiting. One I have known always. Your nephews pronouncement came as no surprise, even if his timing and his exact words were not as politic as they might have been.

For the first time since entering his office she smiled, if a bit ruefully. Circumstances of nature and the legalities of men ruined my life, although I daresay I scarcely feel entirely ruined. I have my name and my reputation, and I shall find some way to support myself.

Yes, wellWhitings voice was gruffthat may not be necessary.

No?

Please. He gestured at her chair, and she retook her seat.

Whiting settled back in his chair and drew a deep breath. When my nephew informed you of your financial circumstances, he was not as experienced in such matters as he is now

She waved his words away. Another apology is not necessary.

Do allow me to proceed, Miss Townsend, this is not another apology. He huffed. What I am trying to say is that Alberts inexperience five years ago led him to make certain assumptions based on what he knew of your fathers affairs. He was correct, but only insofar as those issues he was versed in. He was not aware, as I was, that your father had made certain provisions for your future.

Provisions? She held her breath. What kind of provisions?

He did not leave you with nothing.

For a moment, the world tilted about her. Her perfect posture failed, and she collapsed back in her chair feeling much like a sail suddenly bereft of wind.

Are you all right, Miss Townsend? Whiting leaped to his feet and started around the desk toward her.

He did not leave you with nothing.

 
Quite. She shook her head to clear it and waved him away. Do go on.

Very well. Whiting studied her carefully, then returned to his seat. He glanced at the papers on his desk. Upon the birth of each of his daughters, your father set up accounts to provide you both with incomes in the event that you were unwed upon his death. When your sister married against his wishes, he abolished her account.

Of course, Gwen murmured.

She couldnt remember the last time shed thought of her sister. Louisa was thirteen years her senior and had fallen in love with a daring, dashing, adventurer when Gwen was very young. Louisa had married against her fathers wishes and left with her husband to travel the world, severing all ties with her family. At least that was Gwens understanding from what little shed heard through the years. Shed wondered on occasion about this sister of hers that she barely remembered. Where she was and what she was doing. And if she ever thought of the younger sister shed never really known.

As I was saying, the annual income is not extensive but will allow you to live modestly. In addition, his legacy to you includes a small house in the country, near the village of Pennington.

An income and a house. She stared in disbelief for a long moment. An income and a house?

Theres more. Shall I go on? Concern colored his face. Are you certain youre all right?

I dont know. She shook her head. An income and a house? I dont believe I am. At once the absurdity of it all struck her, and she laughed.

 
Miss Townsend?

Oh, do wipe that look off your face, Mr. Whiting, I am not going mad. Its simply She pressed her fingers to her temples, trying to fully absorb the import of his words.

She could not possibly explain to this relative stranger the relief, no, the joy of finding salvation where none is expected. A thought struck her, and any amusement vanished. Why was I not informed of this before now?

Miss Townsend, as I explained, Albert was

Albert be damned. Abrupt, unrelenting anger pulled her to her feet. You are the man my father trusted to handle his affairs, not your nephew. The fault here, Mr. Whiting, is yours and yours alone!

Indeed it is. And I accept it. It is precisely why I paid for your passage home. He too was on his feet. My mistake was sending an inexperienced boy to begin handling the details of your fathers estate. I had no idea he would leap into it to the extent he did. He was not charged with informing you of anything whatsoever. In truth, I sent him to Townsend Park in advance of my arrival to do nothing more than begin sorting through your fathers papers, quite within the jurisdiction of my responsibilities as his executor. I joined Albert the next day, but you, my dear young woman, were already gone.

What did you expect? My fears had all been realized. My father was dead. She swiveled and paced before the desk, her words as much for herself as for him. Yes, Id spent much of my life away at school and I barely knew the man, but still he had always existed. I always knew he was there. And he did treat me kindly if without extreme affection. I had no reason to think he didnt have some feeling for me, and I cared for him as well. I did not realize how much until he was gone. I was quite distressed by his passing.

In addition, I was about to be tossed out of my home. I was, in your nephews words, a penniless orphan with no prospects and no future save throwing myself on the mercy and generosity of a heretofore unknown cousin.

She stopped and met his gaze. I had long ago determined that in this world, the only one you can truly count on is yourself. My parents were both dead, my sister long since gone; there was nothing to keep me at Townsend Park. You can scarcely blame me for leaving. She stepped closer. Every day of my life I was all too aware that should my father die when I was not yet wed, I would have nothing and no one to depend on but myself. And that, Mr. Whiting, is precisely what I did.

And made it damnably hard to find you in the process, Whiting snapped. I tried, Lord knows how hard I tried. It took months to track you from Townsend Park to that blasted Frenchwomans house here in London He narrowed his eyes. How did you manage that, penniless orphan that you were?

I had some resources, she said loftily. She had, for years, saved whatever spare money had come her way.

He snorted. No doubt. By the time I found your Madames Freneau and de Chabotand I should at some point like a detailed accounting as to precisely how you know a woman of her dubious reputation

Mr. Whiting, Madame de Chabot is Madame Freneaus sister-in-law. Madame Freneau was my teacher and remains my dearest friend. And both ladies have been exceedingly kind to me. Given Mr. Whitings obvious disapproval of Madame de Chabot, it was scarcely necessary to mention Gwen had been staying with the women since her return to London two days ago. The man had control of her finances after all. StillFurthermore I do not owe an accounting to anyone, least of all you. I am not some errant child straight from the schoolroom

Aha! He glared. But that was precisely what you were at your fathers death. You were barely sixteen years of age, and I was named your guardian as well as executor of his estate. And, I should point out, the administrator of your income until such time as you marry.

I have no need of a guardian now. I am of age.

Nonetheless, I am still in control of your income and shall remain so until the day you wed or the day I die. Now. He leaned forward in a distinctly menacing manner. Sit down, Miss Townsend.

She started to protest, then thought better of it and sat.

By the time I managed to discover where you had resided in London, you had fled to America. His eyes narrowed. Imagine my surprise to discover I was no longer trying to find the sixteen-year-old daughter of a British lord but a twenty-year-old governess. A Misshe glanced at the papers before himnoa MademoiselleFromage. Fromage? He raised a brow. Cheese?

Dont be absurd, she muttered. It was Froumage.

 
I see. Regardless, you did indeed manage to stay one step ahead of my efforts to locate you. Again he glanced at the papers. Your first position, in Philadelphia, lasted no more than a few months. Following that, you accepted a new position in Boston, again your employment was brief, as were your subsequent positions in Baltimore, Trenton, Philadelphia again, until your most recent in New York, where at long last, you stayed in one place long enough for my agents to catch up to you. He glared. It would have been far easier had you not continuously changed your name. The last one waswhat?

Piccard, she murmured.

Im assuming this was to avoid bad references?

She sighed in irritation and gazed innocently at nothing in particular, taking care not to meet his gaze. My character is not overly suited to the position of governess. A deficit that was only enhanced by the tendency of Americans to produce remarkably ill-mannered and spoiled offspring.

At once it struck her that she would never have to be in that position again. She snapped her gaze back to Whitings, an odd note of awe in her voice. I wont ever have to do that again, will I?

As I said before, Miss Townsend, the income is extremely modest, sufficient for your needs as an unmarried woman but nothing more. You will not be able to live in the style of Townsend Park, but nohe smiledyou will not have to seek employment of any kind.

For a long moment Gwen savored the sound of his words. Of all the things she had expected when shed received his letter, this was not even imagined. Her anger had faded, wiped away by the dawning realization of her change in circumstances as well as her acceptance that the last five years were as much the result of her own impulsiveness as of Alberts error.

Well, then, Mr. Whitingshe flashed him a genuine smile and stoodwhere is my money?

He rose to his feet and looked at her with a fair amount of amusement. I am not finished, Miss Townsend. Theres more.

More? She plopped back in her chair and stared with astonishment. More money?

Whiting laughed, and she had the good grace to blush.

Forgive me for sounding soso mercenary, butshe leaned forwardin the span of a few short minutes I have gone from having nothing to having something, modest though it may be. And the thought of having more, well, its somewhat intoxicating.

No doubt. Whiting tried and failed to hide his amusement and once again resumed his seat. However, while this has the potential to provide you with increasedhe cleared his throatfinances, Im not sure He paused and studied her carefully. Right now you have an income that will continue until you marry. When you wed, contingent upon my approval of the match, there are funds that have been reserved for a respectable dowry as well as the settlement of a substantial sum upon you personally. You will never have to worry about money again.

Never again worry about money? She shook her head. It is an interesting idea if a bit difficult to grasp at the moment. Howevershe chose her words carefullyin order to achieve that freedom from financial want, I should have to sacrifice my own personal freedom.

My dear woman, we are speaking of marriage, not prison.

Is there a great deal of difference, Mr. Whiting?

Most certainly, he said with the indignation reserved for those who dare to question the principles of crown and country and other respectable institutions.

Oh? She considered him carefully. Are you married?

That is neither here nor there.

She raised a brow.

He sighed. No.

Have you ever been married?

No. Nonetheless. His tone was staunch. It is a desirable state, much to be preferred by women.

Not this particular woman. She shook her head firmly.

Miss Townsend

Its quite simple, Mr. Whiting. What I have seen of marriage through my life does not endear the institution to me. She met his gaze directly. For the upper classes, marriage is for no other reason than to cling to titles and property. My mother died when I was very young while trying to give my father a male heirthe only true purpose of their union. My sisters marriage estranged her from her family and friends. I have no idea where she is, nor has she ever made any effort to contact me.

 
An uneasy look crossed Whitings face. Miss Townsend

She held out her hand to quiet him. Mr. Whiting, do allow me to finish. Even if what I have seen in my own family did not dissuade me from the bonds of holy wedlock, what I have witnessed in the households of my employers has certainly done so. She drew a deep breath. I freely admit I am not an overly competent governess. In point of fact, with one or two exceptions, the children in my charge were not especially fond of me, and I confess, their lack of affection was returned. However, that was not the only reason I took leave of my employments.

She paused, not entirely sure how to say this. There was, and had been from the beginning, the strange feeling that perhaps all that had befallen her was somehow her fault. That she had not coiled her dark red hair tightly enough against her head, or she had not chosen clothing appropriately dull enough to conceal what to her dismay was an overly lush figure, or she had not been subservient enough to avoid the attention of men who saw an unmarried woman in her position as fair game for their lecherous pursuits.

In my first position, the head of the household, the father of my charges, believed my duties extended beyond attending to his children to attending to his ownshe grimacedneeds. Suffice it to say I refused and left his employment at once.

Damnation, Whiting murmured.

I chose my second employer as carefully as he chose me. Unfortunately, I did not extend my scrutiny to his acquaintances, and there was a nasty incident late one evening when I rebuffed the advances of a houseguest who made his way to my quarters. She shuddered at the memory of awaking in the night to groping hands and demanding lips. And fear. I managed to discourage him with the help of a chamber pot.

Good God! Whiting stared in horror. Were you all right?

I escaped with my virtue intact; however, my employment did not survive. She shrugged. There were other instances in other positions and in each and every one, the gentlemen involved were married, yet that state did not deter their lecherous advances. At the very least, I should expect fidelity from a husbandshe shook her headand I have yet to meet a married man who understood that concept.

Actually, Miss Townsend, Whiting said slowly, your father made arrangements for a specific husband.

Did he? For a moment she stared in disbelief. Then she laughed. Mr. Whiting, if nothing else, this is most amusing. And gratifying as well to know that my father did indeed think enough of me to make such arrangements. Very wellshe grinnedwho did he have in mind?

The Earl of Pennington. Whiting shuffled through the papers on his desk. Your father and the old earl were great friends in their youth. They agreed to a marriage between you and his son if you were both unwed when the boy reached his thirtieth year. Its detailed in a letter signed by both men and delivered to me, as I also handled the earls affairs.

 
And?

And the thirtieth anniversary of his birth is fast approaching and he is not married.

I see. She thought for a moment. Tell me, Mr. Whiting, do I lose my income, or my house, if I do not wed this earl?

He shook his head. You forfeit nothing whatsoever. At least nothing you already have. Its an exceedingly unusual arrangement as such things go. The old earl decided it was fair to allow his son to choose his own bride, yet he was only willing to give him so long to do so.

Until he was thirty.

Exactly. Whiting nodded. Your father, given your sisters unsuitable marriage, was not quite as willing to let you choose your husband but bent to the wishes of the earl in light of what would be a most favorable match for you. Besides, when the earls son turned thirty you would be one and twenty and if you were not yet married

I too would need assistance, she said dryly.

I am glad you understand. He picked up and discarded several papers, then found the one he wanted. Here is where it becomes awkward.

Only here?

He ignored her. The earliest you and the young earl were to be made aware of this arrangement was three months before his birth date. Once you were informed, the only way to receive the dowry I mentioned previously, and the settlement, is to marry according to your fathers wishes.

Soshe chose her words carefullyif I had married as late as this morning, or if I had accepted Alberts proposal just a few minutes ago, I would have received this substantial settlement. But as of this moment, the only way to get that is to marry this thirty-year-old gentleman who cannot find a bride on his own?

Whiting frowned. I would not have put it quite like that but yes, that is essentially accurate.

Is he fat, Mr. Whiting? Or ugly? Does he have too much stomach and not enough hair?

The solicitor pressed his lips together in disapproval. Most certainly not. The earl is quite handsome but beyond that, he is considered a match much to be desired.

Not for me. I shall have to do without the handsome, desirable earl. I shall be quite happy to live on my modest income, which is far better than I had ever hoped for, in my new house near the village ofshe starteddid you say Pennington? As in the Earl of Pennington?

Indeed I did. While your property is less than an acre, it does abut his.

How very clever of my father. What a pity I did not know him better. Nonetheless, I will not marry a stranger even for a substantial settlement. Once again she got to her feet. Now then, Mr. Whiting The look on his face pulled her up short. There is more, isnt there?

He nodded, and she sighed and sat back down.

This is not at all pleasant and Im not entirely sure how to say it. Apprehension creased Whitings forehead. Miss Townsend, it is with deep regret that I must inform you of the deaths of Mr. and Mrs. Loring, your sister and her husband.

 
The words hung in the air, so unexpected Gwen could not comprehend them for a long moment. Without warning, pain sharp and relentless stabbed through her, and she nearly gasped aloud. She had never known this woman, this sister, who had never made any effort to contact her. Why should Gwen care about Louisas fate now?

drowned as I understand it, a shipwreck I think, but that information was rather vague. Somewhere in the South Seas, Polynesia, perhaps, or

But she did, far more than she had ever dreamed she would.

more than a year ago now, however

Perhaps it was because as long as she had a sister somewhere, Gwen would never be truly alone in the world.

the children were not

Now she was.

taken in by missionaries, I believe, then finally sent on to England

Children?

Gwens attention jerked back to him. What children?

Your sisters children. He glanced at his papers. Three of them. Girls. He looked at her. I gather you didnt know she had children?

Perhaps she was not alone after all. What has become of them?

They are currently residing in the countryreluctance sounded in his voicewith your cousin. At Townsend Park.

They are well taken care of, then, she said slowly, her calm demeanor belying the turmoil inside her. Townsend Park. Home. How ironic that her sisters children were now living in the very place their mother had left without a second thought.

It would appear so. His manner was noncommittal. Too much so.

She narrowed her eyes and studied him, but his expression matched his tone. In the back of her mind she noted this very characteristic probably made him an excellent solicitor.

What are you not saying, Mr. Whiting?

Its not my place to say anything, Miss Townsend.

I suspect that will not stop you.

Very well. Save for your cousin, a remote relation if I recall correctly, you have no family. It would be most appropriate for you to call on your nieces and make their acquaintance. Ascertain for yourself their state. His tone remained aloof, but his gaze was intense. Besides, regardless of ones courage or strength or self-reliance, it is exceedingly difficult to travel through life alone. Especially for young women.

Her chin shot up, and she glared. I have managed my life thus far entirely on my own and quite adequately as well.

That is debatable, Miss Townsend. Howeverhe heaved a long-suffering sighthe question is not so much one of your life and future, but of that of these girls. They are your only family, but much more importantly, you are all that they have.

 








Chapter 2
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Sons or husbands, young or old, men in general havent the least understanding of what they are supposed to do until we tell them.

Helena Pennington






Dont know why you didnt have the blasted man come to see you. The indignant voice of Reginald, Viscount Berkley, drifted up the stairs. Bloody inconvenient, if you ask me.

Marcus Holcroft, the eighth Earl of Pennington, bit back a grin and glanced over his shoulder at his friend. I dont recall anyone asking you.

Reggie muttered something Marcus didnt quite catch, and he chuckled.

Come now, Reggie, its hardly an inconvenience. We were on our way to the club anyway, and this is but a few blocks from there. Besides, Whitings note said he had a matter of some urgency to discuss.

Precisely why he should have come to you. Something havey-cavey about all this, Reggie said darkly.

 
Nonsense.

Even as he brushed aside Reggies warning, Marcus had to admit the summons from the man who had long served as his fathers solicitor and, in the seven years since his fathers death, as his own, was, at the very least, unusual. Whiting was not a man prone to rash impulse or undue emotion. Yet his missive betrayed an urgency at odds with the solicitors character, and Marcus could not ignore a nagging sense of unease. Far better to visit the man at once and discover what was afoot than waste time worrying about it.

I daresay its nothing more than the requirement of a signature on one official document or other. Marcus reached the third floor and glanced back at his friend. Probably something involving a bit of property near Holcroft Hall that I have my eye on. The old dower house, actually. My father sold it years ago and I have been trying to get it back. I am in hopes that Whit

Sir! If you please

An irate feminine voice assaulted his ears at nearly the same instant he smacked into a short but surprisingly firm female form. Marcus jerked his attention back to where he was going in time to reach out and steady the woman hed just walked into.

Pardon me, miss, I

Unhand me at once! Beneath her now askew hat, she glared up at him, blue eyes flashing, a blush of anger coloring a porcelain complexion, lips full and ripe. For a moment he could do nothing but stare down at her.

Is your hearing as faulty as your ability to place one foot in front of the other? She slapped his hand away.

You have my abject apologies. Marcus moved back and swept an exaggerated bow. I should be well advised to watch my step in the future in the event yet another determined female should plow headlong into me.

I was scarcely the one doing the plowing. You were looking where you had been rather than where you were headed. She straightened her hat and narrowed her lovely eyes. Your sarcasm, sir, is neither necessary nor appreciated.

Really? How exceedingly odd, he said in the droll manner he had honed through the years to a fine art. I usually find sarcasm second only to wit in both need and appreciation.

She stared, obviously suspicious as well as annoyed, and he tried not to laugh. It was apparent the young woman was trying to decide if he was merely impolite or actually deranged.

Forgive him, miss. Reggie nudged him aside and tipped his hat. He fancies himself a great wit. Truth is, he hasnt been the same since he was the victim of a horrible hunting accident last year. Reggie leaned toward the woman, who eyed him with equal amounts of curiosity and trepidation. You see, he was mistaken for a buck. Shot right in the

Sir! Shock rang in the ladys voice but Marcus swore he saw what might be the tiniest glint of reluctant amusement in her eye.

Thats quite enough, Marcus said mildly. And patently false as well. I can assure you I have never been shot in any part of my person, neither accidentally nor deliberately.

I find that exceedingly difficult to believe. The young womans forbidding and vaguely familiar expression was unchanged, but now Marcus was certain she was, however unwillingly, amused. I would not be at all surprised to learn more than a few shots have been directed at your person, for the arrogance of your manner if nothing else.

Reggie laughed. Shes got you there, old man.

Indeed she does, Marcus said coolly.

Reggie grinned at her as if they were coconspirators. Any number of people would like to shoot him, miss. It was no more than an entertaining fancy on my part that someone actually had.

My friend is easily amused. Marcus stepped aside and nodded cordially. I fear we have detained you far too long. Again, my apologies, miss.

Certainly. She lifted her chin, marched past them, and proceeded briskly down the stairs.

Marcus watched her with his usual sense of appreciation for the sway of attractive hips and toyed with the passing notion that there was more to this woman than met the eye. Not that it was any of his concern, of course.

Shes unaccompanied, Marcus. Reggies gaze lingered on the figure rapidly vanishing down the stairwell. Not so much as a maid with her. Odd, dont you think? Shes well spoken enough, obviously a woman of quality.

Yes, but her cuffs were frayed, Marcus said thoughtfully. And her gown is sadly out of style.

Ugly as well. Too

Proper? Stiff? Dull?

Exactly. Reggie nodded. Seems a pity. Id wager there is a fetching figure beneath that drab gown and an intriguing story behind those eyes. She could well be the victim of dire circumstances beyond her control. And sorely in need of assistance, even rescue. Why, I should probably see

You most certainly should not. Marcus took his friends elbow firmly, steered him away from the stairs and down the corridor toward the solicitors office.

Viscount Berkley, Reginald, Reggie, was Marcuss closest friend and his oldest. Their country estates were in the same county, and the men had grown up side by side. In many ways they were as alike as brothers. In others they couldnt be more dissimilar.

Reggie had the most annoying tendency to imagine himself in the manner of a knight of old, rescuing fair maidens and damsels in distress. Most times the lady in question neither wanted nor needed the proffered rescuing and always Reggie offered his heart along with his assistance.

As for Marcus, he was certainly no rescuer of helpless females but hed always had a fondness for mysteries and a corner of his mind lingered on the enigma presented by a pair of fetching eyes, a nicely rounded derrire and an air at odds with the obvious circumstances of her existence. It had been his experience that only women born to his own station in life ever met a gentlemans gaze with the unflinching directness shed displayed and even then, such women were exceedingly rare. In truth, the only other women he could recall ever speaking in so firm and direct a manner to him had been those entrusted with his care as a child. His mother, of course, nursemaids, governesses

 
He chuckled. I daresay your damsel in distress is more than capable of taking care of herself. In truth, I would wager a considerable sum the lady in question is used to navigating far more treacherous waters than even those presented by being unescorted on the streets of London. I suspect shes accustomed to dealing with that most unpleasant form of life,he pulled open the door to Whitings outer office and grinned at his friendchildren.


A scant two hours later, mysterious women, firm-spoken governesses, and helpless maidens were the last things on Marcuss mind.

Its absurd, thats what it is, Reggie declared for perhaps the hundredth time, his level of indignation growing with his consumption of Marcuss excellent brandy. I cannot believe

I can. Marcuss tone was wry. My father always did have an interesting way of giving me just enough rope to hang myself.

Enough rope? Reggie held out his again empty glass.

Figuratively speaking, for the most part. Marcus shrugged and refilled the viscounts glass. The two were ensconced in the spacious library at Pennington House, the London residence of the Holcroft family and the earls of Pennington for the last two centuries, and the two friends personal sanctuary throughout the years of their majority. What he has done now, without my knowledge, of course, is to allow me what he considered a reasonable amount of time

 
Thirty years? Reggie peered over the rim of his glass. That would be the rope?

Exactly. A sufficient amount of time, in the eyes of many, to select a bride of my own choosing. That I have failed to accomplish that thus far means I now forfeit the right to do so. Marcus leaned back against the edge of the desk and sipped at his brandy thoughtfully. As much as I do not relish the idea of such a choice being taken from my hands, I must admit the way in which it has been done is remarkably clever.

Is it?

If I had known of this deadline for matrimony I might well have selected a wife on the basis of suitability alone. Position, finances, that sort of thing. My father, you see, was something of a romantic. Affection, even love if you will, would never have been a possibility if I had known of his plan. He was a great believer in engagements of the heart. He chuckled. Oh yes, he was exceedingly clever. I might have to perpetrate the same hoax on my own son someday.

See here, Marcus, I thought you were bloody angry about all this.

I was. No, I still am, but my ire is tempered with admiration. He blew a long breath. In truth, Reggie, hes reached out from the grave and grabbed me by the

The door to the library slammed open and the dowager Countess of Pennington swept into the room like an unrelenting, ill wind.

Marcus Aloysius Grenville Hamilton Holcroft, are you or are you not going to marry this girl?

Reggie sprang to his feet in an interesting mix of terror and courtesy. The widow of the seventh Earl of Pennington often had that effect on those who did not see through her behavior, generally everyone except her late husband and her son. Good evening, my lady. As always it is a pleas

Lady Pennington waved him quiet and halted a few feet from her only child. Well? Whats it to be?

Good evening, Mother, Marcus said mildly. He was eternally grateful he had not inherited his mothers tendency toward overly dramatic displays of passion. I see you have heard the news.

Of course I have heard. I was here when Mr. Whiting came by this morning with the horrible tidings. You, needless to say, were as usual nowhere to be found.

Imagine that. Marcus tried not to smile at the accusation.

He loved his mother, as any good son should, but much preferred her at a distance. The mansion in London and Holcroft Hall in the country were large enough, and mother and sons individual interests varied enough, to allow them to cohabit peacefully during those months of the year when it could not be avoided. He had long considered the purchase of a town house of his own, although, in truth, even when they were both in residence, their paths rarely crossed. Marcus thought, and he suspected his mother agreed, that was for the best.

If you had not squandered your life thus far you would be married by now and, with any luck, already have an heir. Lady Pennington glared as if Marcuss failure to wed and reproduce was part of a grand scheme to deny her life meaning and fulfillment. Now you have no choice.

Apparently not, Marcus said.

You do not seem overset at the prospect. His mother studied him suspiciously. Why on earth not?

Marcus shrugged as if the idea of marrying a woman he had never so much as seen was of no consequence whatsoever and not one of the most infuriating prospects he had ever encountered. One from which he could see no means of escape.

Your distress is sufficient for both of us. He sipped casually at his drink.

My distress is entirely appropriate given the dreadful nature of the situation. Her eyes widened in dismay. You do realize the consequences if you do not marry the Townsend girl, do you not? You will lose your entire fortune, every bit of it.

Yes, but I shall retain my title and the estate as well as this house.

Neither a title nor an estate is of any significance if you cannot keep them up, she snapped. And what of me, Marcus? Didnt Mr. Whiting explain that I too will lose everything? All that your father left me? Funding, I should point out, that has allowed me to live without impinging on your resources. It has allowed me to live independently for the most part. She paced to and fro across the width of the library. I have not had to depend on your finances for every little thing. I have been able to make my own decisions, and you have been able to make yours. In truth, when I look at my friends who are completely dependent on their families for survival, I am eternally grateful for your fathers foresight.

 
As am I, Marcus murmured.

Reggie edged toward the door. Perhaps I should take my leave

Stay right where you are, my lord. Reginald. Even though I daresay you are no better than he is. I know your own mother has quite despaired of you ever doing your duty and finding a suitable wife. Still, I do need someone to help him see that he has very little choice in this matter. She forced a pleasant smile. And you are apparently the best I can do.

Glad to help. Reggie smiled weakly and glanced longingly at the brandy decanter on the desk.

Lady Penningtons gaze followed his. Oh, do fill your glass, my boy, and one for me as well. The situation fairly screams for spirits of some sort although something stronger than brandy is probably appropriate. I have been most distressed since I heard of all this and have had to face the most dire of fates.

Marcus bit back a grin.

His mothers gaze caught his. You think Im being overly dramatic, dont you?

Perhaps a bit.

Only a bit? She sank down on the sofa with a sigh and accepted a glass from Reggie. Perhaps I am not being dramatic enough. It has come as quite a shock.

You didnt know about this plot of Fathers, then? Marcus studied his mother carefully.

She stared at
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