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Chapter One 
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LONDON, 1818 

Angel inched open the door, breath held. Her heart pressed against the bodice of her gown. Perhaps, just perhaps, if she stepped into the room quietly, no one would notice the late hour. The door hinge squeaked, and she winced. 

Blast. 

Easing one slippered foot through the tiny entrance she’d created, she crept through the gap into her brother’s office. The fair heads of her siblings remained focused on the lawyer who sat facing Angel. The slender man, his gray hair pasted over a balding and splotchy scalp, did not look up. 

She let loose a breath and immediately regretted it as the sound seemed to fill the quiet room. Her oldest brother, the Marquis of Eastbrook, gave her the briefest of glances. A lone brow arched. Angel felt her very soul shrivel. Theo was infamous for his stony glares, and she had been on the receiving end of them one too many times. 

A smile stretched across her lips. She took a few sideways steps and slipped into the chair next to her mother. The gilded chair gave a little creak when she relaxed into it, and she grimaced. Angel kept her smile in place then glanced at her siblings. Even Seth had a stern expression fixed to his face. 

Blast. 

She released the smile and pressed her lips into a stern line of aloofness. Lord, the corners of her lips itched to curve already, and her brows felt weighted and unnatural. It was not that she was not deeply sorry their grandfather had passed—the man had doted on them all and had been one of the funniest, sweetest men she had ever known—but there was only so long one could grieve. And frankly, grieving was a messy business, and she did not much fancy partaking in it. Far better to thrust one’s chin up and get on with things in her opinion. She was certain that was the way Grandpapa would have wanted it. 

“You are late,” her mother whispered while the lawyer shuffled a few papers. 

“Well, you see...there was a problem with my hair. And then I saw Miss Newhurst as I was about to leave, and naturally I could not be rude. And there was trouble with my carriage...” She clamped her mouth shut when her mother arched an eyebrow. 

Angel peered at the graying brow. So that was where her brother had learned it. Why had she not spotted that before? Perhaps because their Mama was a soft sort of character and rarely scolded any of them, especially not Angel, the youngest of them all. 

Minerva at least spared her a brief smile before turning her attention back to the lawyer. Her sister wore her mourning wear with more confidence than she had ever worn a fine gown of lace and silk. The gray gown was formless and frightful, but Angel had never seen her older sister look more comfortable. Minerva was so shy and retiring that she probably adored how it failed to draw a single jot of attention. 

Angel fingered her own gray gown. It would not be long before she could return to wearing bright colors and fine fabrics. She could hardly wait. Gray did not go well with her pale complexion and brought out the darkness under her eyes. The rest of her siblings and even her mother did much better in dark colors than her thanks to their fair hair and alabaster skin. Angel’s own mahogany brown hair looked its best when coiled artfully over a sheath of vibrant silk. 

The lawyer cleared his throat, and Angel lifted her gaze. A thin sheen of sweat covered the man’s forehead, and he licked his lips, making Angel frown. Mr. Barton had worked for the family for as long as she could recall and had no reason to be nervous. Her brother might be one of the more powerful men in the country and had a countenance that could frighten many a man, but she could not fathom why Mr. Barton appeared so nervous. 

“Well, now that we are all here, shall we begin?” he asked, looking to Theo. 

Theo gave a stiff nod. “If you please.” 

The lawyer tweaked his cravat and pushed spindly glasses back up his nose. “As you are aware, your grandfather had no sons and there are no male relatives to inherit.” 

Angel looked away from the lawyer’s sweaty features. Their grandfather had been a baron of excellent means thanks to some fine investments. Why that meant all of them needed to gather, she did not know. With no male heirs, it was assumed most of the wealth would pass to their mother—his only daughter—and maybe Theo as the oldest grandchild.  Goodness knows, Angel would far rather be joining Miss Newhurst at Hyde Park and enjoying the fine weather while trying to spot the Duke of Norwick, who was known to drive his curricle through the park on warm days like today. Though she was not certain she wanted him seeing her in such grim clothes. He would never fall at her feet in this unattractive sack of a dress. 

Fixing her attention back onto Mr. Barton, she pressed herself to listen. Did the man have to have such a droning voice? It was horribly difficult to concentrate on his words when he spoke in that monotonous tone. 

“My daughter will inherit a sum of one thousand a year for the rest of her natural life and my beloved family home—Holbury Hall.” Mr. Barton glanced up, presumably to look for her mother’s reaction, but she remained a mask of dignity even though Angel knew her mother would be glad that the home where they had all enjoyed such wonderful childhood memories was hers. 

Mr. Barton licked his lips and drew out a handkerchief to dab his forehead. “And finally, I, George Lockett, decree that my grandchildren, herein named, will inherit the rest of my fortune in its entirety, so long as they fulfill the following terms.” 

Angel drew her attention from the pretty gilding that ran along the edge of the room and shared a look with Seth, who made a face and gave a shrug. None of them had anticipated inheriting anything from Grandpapa, but the Templetons could certainly do with the funds. After their brother had been swindled by his late-wife, they all had vowed to take as little as possible from him, but it was not easy to live on little as Angel had discovered. 

“Each person must complete their task to my lawyer’s satisfaction or their share of the inheritance shall be forfeit,” Mr. Barton continued. 

The man glanced around the room. Angel’s siblings remained still, brows creased. Minerva pursed her lips and opened her mouth before shutting it again. Theo tugged his jacket straight. Seth leaned in then shifted back in his chair. 

Angel huffed. It would always be up to her to speak up for them all, which was ridiculous. She was the youngest for goodness sakes, but they were all too held up by the idea of propriety—even Seth, who prided himself on being quite the rake. 

She held up a finger. “Mr. Barton, if I may, what on earth do you mean by ‘task’? And to whom will the money be forfeit?” 

The lawyer shifted in his seat and scanned the paper in front of him. “I was just...um...about to get to that.” 

“Well...?” Angel pressed. 

“Angel,” her mama hissed. 

Chastened, Angel folded her arms across her chest and tapped a finger against an arm. 

“Let’s see.” Mr. Barton’s brow puckered. “Ah.” 

“What is it?” Theo asked, a hint of irritation edging his voice. 

Angel noted he did not get scolded by their mother. 

“If you are unable to fulfill your tasks to my satisfaction, all remaining inheritance shall be bestowed upon a Mr. Hastings.” 

A sharp inhale of breath echoed around the room. Angel met Minerva’s worried gaze. 

“That’s preposterous,” Theo blurted. 

“Theo,” Mama scolded. 

Angel had no time to be smug that her brother had finally been reproached. How could she celebrate such a tiny achievement when the bulk of their wonderful Grandpapa’s wealth could go to such a beast of a man? 

“What the devil was Grandfather thinking?” murmured Seth. 

Minerva shook her head. “This cannot be right. He would never give his money to that man.” 

Mr. Barton lifted his shoulders. “The will is quite clear. Should you fail, Mr. Hastings shall inherit.” 

“He is not even family,” Theo said, his tone bitter. 

Especially not after he separated from their cousin and brought utter scandal upon their family when he tried to gain a divorce and ran off with a nursemaid to Ireland. As far as they were all concerned, Mr. Hastings had not been part of the family for a good five years and their grandpapa had been suitably riled at the whole sorry mess. It was unfathomable that he should inherit anything after what he’d done to their poor cousin who passed away only six months after the event. 

“You said there were tasks, correct?” Seth leaned back in his chair and waved a hand. “We’ll do whatever it is that Grandfather wanted of us, and that will be the end of the matter.” 

Mr. Barton’s dimpled cheeks reddened. “Well, ah, the instructions are extremely specific. All four grandchildren must complete their tasks within two months of this reading.” 

Seth gave a smug shrug. “Easy enough.” 

“For you perhaps,” said Theo. “You have few commitments.” 

“And I had volunteered to help Lady Whitbury reorganize her library. I can hardly back out now,” cried Minerva. 

Angel rolled her eyes. As if her sister needed yet another excuse to be buried in books. It would do her good to do something different, of that Angel was certain. “I am sure she will survive without you, Minnie.” 

“But—” 

Mama lifted both hands. “Perhaps we should find out what these tasks are before we leap to conclusions.” 

Theo straightened in his seat. “Quite. Yes. Mr. Barton, what exactly did our grandfather want of us?” 

“There are letters for all of you...” Mr. Barton lifted a stack of letters. “Each describes your task.” He handed them out. 

Angel eyed her name written in her grandpapa’s slightly shaky handwriting and her throat tightened. She swallowed the knot and turned it over to press a finger under the seal. 

“But before you do.” The lawyer dabbed his forehead again before thrusting his handkerchief back up a sleeve. “You must understand that no one can know of your task. The only people who may be privy to your task are the people in this room, including me. I will, ah, assess whether or not it is felt you have completed your undertaking.” 

“So we can discuss this with each other?” Theo clarified. 

Mr. Barton nodded. “And your lady mother. But no one else.” 

“Well, let us get this thing done and then we can ensure that awful man does not get a penny of Grandpapa’s fortune.” Minerva flicked open her letter and scanned the contents. 

Angel watched her sister’s brow pucker then her mouth drop open. Her skin turned a strange ashen cast. 

“What is it, Min?” Seth demanded. 

“I...” She waved the letter at Seth. “Perhaps you should open yours.” 

Seth rolled his eyes. “You do not need to be scared of everything, Min. How bad can it be?” 

Angel allowed herself a smile. Whatever was in the letter could not be that bad. After all, Minerva was terrified of most things. She spent most of her time reading or writing and spending time with a limited few friends. Anything out of the ordinary practically petrified her. 

“Bloody hell,” Seth murmured. 

“Seth!” their mother scolded. 

With a heavy stomach, Angel glanced at her own letter. What could these letters contain that would shock even Seth? Her senior by two years, Seth had been playing the rake for enough time to have experienced most of what life had to offer. He was the most fun sibling, and she utterly adored spending time with him, even if he did occasionally take his role of rake a little too far. Angel had thought him impervious to shock. 

“Theo?” Angel nodded to the unopened letter in his hand. 

His shoulders dropped, and he pulled out a penknife to work open the seal. His lips compressed into a thin line. 

“Will no one tell me what theirs say?” Angel asked. 

Her siblings ignored her. Her mother tapped her hand. “Perhaps you should open yours, dear.” 

Aware of her hands shaking slightly, Angel ripped open the letter, ignoring Theo’s disapproving glare of the mess she made of the letter. This was ridiculous. Why was she so terrified of the contents of this letter? Was she not Lady Angel Templeton, sister to a marquis and known throughout London? Nothing scared her. Ever. Life was too short to be worrying about what others thought and what might be hiding around the corner. Their father’s sudden death many years ago had taught her that. 

Chin lifted, she scanned the contents of the letter. Her breath caught in her throat. She grew cognizant of her siblings’ gazes upon her. 

“No.” The word slipped out of her mouth. 

“Well, what is your task?” asked Minerva. “Is it truly awful?” 

Angel examined the letter again before meeting her sister’s worried gaze. She swallowed. “I...I have to get a job.” 
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Chapter Two 
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“ROO ROO!” A GRIMY, wrinkled hand thrust up from behind a bush, like a monster propelling up from the depths. 

Reuben winced at the nickname and the realization the grime-encrusted hand was that of his aunt’s. Her beaming face followed the hand as she stood and revealed herself from behind the bush. Dirt streaked her fragile face, sinking deep into the folds of her skin. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the afternoon sun and rolled her gaze up and down his person. 

“You grow bigger and more handsome every time I see you.” Aunt Jean smeared her hands down a generous gown of green silk. Her fischu and the cap covering her hair were askew. 

Reuben forced a smile. “I stopped growing a long time ago, Aunt.” At the age of twenty-seven, he suspected he’d been fully grown for some time, but his aunt was slowly shrinking with age so it was no surprise she thought him bigger, even if it had only been a week since his last visit. 

Hands outstretched, she beckoned him to her. He placed his palms in hers, her boney fingers like slender blocks of ice cocooned in his. He frowned to himself. Why none of her staff could keep her indoors, he did not know. The sooner she had someone looking after her, the better. At her age, and with her fragility, she should be inside in the warmth, even if it was a temperate day. 

He glanced around the substantial gardens of Kinden House, eyeing between the long lines of sizeable yew trees that were carefully trimmed into tall cylinders. Beyond them, the wildflower meadow was just visible, and when he twisted back, he could view the walled garden in front of the house. His aunt had several gardeners on hand to help with the maintenance of her lands, which begged the question, why was she digging around in the dirt? 

“Where is Mr. Higgins?” he asked. 

“Oh, trimming the trees I believe.” She waved a hand in the direction of the yew trees, and Reuben finally spotted a ladder leaning up against one, but no sign of the head gardener. 

“And what are you doing, Aunt?” 

She motioned down to the disturbed dirt at her feet. “Helping, of course. You know, I have one of the biggest gardens in the county,” she confided as though he had never stepped foot in the gardens let alone enjoyed them to their fullest when he’d been a boy. “My gardeners need all the help they can get.” 

“Do you not trust us, Mrs. Stone?” teased Mr. Higgins as he approached from behind her. He wiped his hands on a cloth that hung from his belt. “Your aunt has been...helping in the gardens for several hours now, Mr. Hunter. I think it’s high time she took a break.” 

Reuben met the man’s gaze and nodded in understanding. Aunt Jean had been growing increasingly scattered over the past year, causing quite a bit of trouble for her servants and gardeners. They all tolerated it with good humor, but Reuben feared it would not be long before she put herself in true danger with her absent-mindedness. 

Broad shouldered with thick, red hair that was slowly fading, Mr. Higgins had worked for his aunt for over a decade and would happily tolerate whatever behavior his aunt exhibited, but none of them were paid to be nursemaids nor had the experience of handling an elderly lady with the stubbornness of a mule. 

“I have a hankering for a cup of tea,” Reuben addressed his aunt. “I think Mr. Higgins can finish up here, can you not?” 

The gardener nodded vigorously, sending a grateful look his way. Reuben glanced down. Whatever Aunt Jean thought she was doing, all she had managed to do was dig a large pile of dirt out from around the tree—and it looked as though she had been using her hands as he saw no sign of gardening tools. 

He sighed. His aunt was a clever woman with all the health and vigor of a woman half her age, but her mind was not always there. He loathed to see the impact age was taking on her. 

“Very well.” Aunt Jean looped her arm through Reuben’s offered one. “Mrs. Brooks has made some lovely lavender biscuits. We grow our own lavender here, did you know?” 

“Indeed,” Reuben murmured as he led her to the house. Regret tugged at his gut. It seemed she could not recall the days when he’d picked that same lavender and proudly brought bunches to his aunt to be displayed in one of her antique vases. 

Stepping through a gate in the walled garden, he noted that despite his aunt’s meddling, the gardens were well-tended. Neatly trimmed lawns spanned the garden, stretching from wall to wall. Flowers of all colors edged the lawns and cut through them, dividing them into four quarters. At each corner sat a stone bench. 

Once upon a time this garden had been used for entertaining, but with no children or a husband, his aunt’s days of hosting garden parties were behind her. He could almost picture visiting with his parents when he was a young boy and sitting on the lawns drinking lemonade while sneaking the occasional sip of ginger beer. His parents spent most of their time in Bath now to take the waters, and the majority of his aunt’s friends had either passed or were too old to partake in lengthy parties. 

Despite her declining faculties, Aunt Jean walked at a fair pace, keeping up with Reuben’s own naturally lengthy strides with ease. Kinden House spread out in front of them, its two wings leading to a recess that housed the front door. Though one of the smaller stately homes in the Berkshire, it was no pauper’s house. His uncle had left Aunt Jean with a significant income, and the house was richly furnished with valuable works of art and antiques. 

Unfortunately, it made his aunt quite the target for unscrupulous characters. 

He handed over his hat to the butler and followed his aunt into her favored drawing room. A mix of sunny yellow and pale blue, the room was the smaller of the drawing rooms but more feminine and slightly cluttered with some of his aunt’s various collected items. Shells, fossils, and cracked bits of china were displayed on shelves and in the bureaus. Reuben waited until his aunt sat before sitting on the chair opposite. 

“My new companion should be joining me in a few days.” 

Reuben nodded. He’d been pleased when he heard the news that a companion would be joining her. He feared she got lonely, and as much as he’d like to visit more than once a week, his work kept him busy. A companion could also keep her out of mischief too. Hopefully this woman was someone plain and simple, someone who could handle the practicalities of living with a woman like his aunt. 

“I imagine you are very much looking forward to it.” 

“It does a woman good to be surrounded by youth you know.” She motioned to the serving girl to pour the tea then waved a hand to dismiss her. 

“She is young?” 

“Indeed.” His aunt nodded. “Early twenties, I believe.” 

Well, he supposed that was not terrible. He was only just at the end of his twenties after all, and he had been sensible at that age. Whoever this woman was, if she had taken up such a job, she had to be the practical sort. 

He frowned to himself at the sound of commotion outside. Lowering the cup of tea in his hand, he rose to peer out of the window. He could spy one of the gardeners waving his arms frantically. 

“Goodness, what is that racket?” his aunt asked. 

“I shall go and find out.” Reuben strode out into the garden to see Mr. Higgins, the gardener waving his hands again. “What is the problem?” 

He didn’t need to wait for Mr. Higgins’ response. He traced where the gardener was looking and bellowing and grimaced. One of the stallions had escaped and was proceeding to trample and chew his way through the garden. 

“Bloody animal,” cursed Mr. Higgins. 

Reuben shook his head. “If you shout at him like that, he will never come to you.” 

“That animal is a menace!” 

“I’ll see to him. Stand back.” 

Reuben edged his way toward the animal, who gave a snort of derision at his proximity. He knew Black Knight well and had ridden him many times, but the horse was as changeable as the English weather. If he wasn’t in the mood, there was no chance of putting a saddle on him. Reuben’s uncle had hoped to tame him but had passed away before he’d had the chance. If he had more time, Reuben would train him himself. 

“Easy.” Reuben held up his hands. “Easy, boy.” He moved closer, acutely aware of the height of the animal. He really was an impressive beast and knew full well he could get away with bad behavior. The creature was too damned smart. 

Stepping sideways, he kept his hands up, avoiding looking the animal directly in the eyes. The horse shifted closer to his aunt’s rose bushes. Reuben eyed the thorns and winced. If the horse got ensnared in those, he could do himself some damage. 

Keeping his voice low and calm, Reuben kept talking to Black Knight, easing closer. The horse spared him a glance but no longer seemed bothered by his presence. He took his chance and inched even closer, laying a gentle hand on him. 

“There we go,” he soothed. “Let’s not get near those thorns. You’ll do yourself some damage.” 

Now the animal was calm, Reuben had a much better chance of getting him out of the garden, but he still had to maneuver him, and he wore no bridle. Keeping a gentle hand on the horse and continuing to talk softly, Reuben eased out of his jacket and slung it over the horse. He bunched it around the horse’s neck and gave a gentle tug, using it as makeshift reins. His jacket might not be wearable again but at least Black Knight would be unharmed. 

Gently, he directed the horse back to the paddock with lots of promises of treats and a vigorous ride. Once Black Knight was back in the paddock, he shook off Reuben’s jacket, flinging it into the mud. 

Reuben retrieved it with a wry grin. “Thank you for that; it was my favorite.” 

The horse gave him a dismissive look and moved away from him. 

“I suppose that’s the thanks I get.” Reuben glanced back at his aunt’s house. At least there was one rowdy creature who would listen to him. Aunt Jean was another matter altogether. Still, once this woman arrived all would be much easier, he was certain of that. 
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Chapter Three 
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“WELL, THIS IS WHERE we part, dear Sister.” 

Angel peered out of the window of the carriage at the ramshackle house. Sizeable with tall chimneys and spread into three sections, the building was no Waverly Hall, but there was an air of old glamour to it despite its slightly neglected look. It had clearly not been updated recently, unlike her own family home that had been added to by their father and modernized many times. The gardens, however, were immaculate with neat lawns leading up to an unpretentious front door. 

She glanced back at Seth, her stomach bunching, and grimaced. As pretty as the house was, it did not make her forget the reason she was here. 

She had to work. 

Two whole months of being a lady’s companion to a Mrs. Stone. Angel could not recall ever meeting any Mr. or Mrs. Stones so she hardly knew what to expect. 

She leaned a little farther out of the open window and looked from left to right. That one look confirmed it. They were in the countryside—utterly isolated, away from any entertainment or interesting people. Worst of all, away from the Duke of Norwick. Just a few more weeks of flirtation and she was certain the handsome man would look to seek her hand. With all this time away from Town, he would surely be preyed upon by some other woman, and he would forget all about her! 

“Angel, you cannot put it off any longer.” 

She shot her brother a look. “While I appreciate you escorting me, Seth, you are a fine one to talk. Do you not have your own task to see to?” 

He waved a hand. “My task is easy. I have plenty of time.” 

“Time to ensure you have seduced every woman in London first no doubt,” Angel said dryly. 

Seth’s task was the easiest, though. All he had to do was find himself a wife within the two months. So long as he had proposed and the lady had accepted, his terms would be fulfilled. With his dashing looks and charming manners, Angel doubted he would have any troubles. 

Oh, why could that not have been her task? For some reason, Grandpapa thought it necessary that she learn the value of hard work. What nonsense it was. She understood arduous work. Did he not realize that being a vital member of the ton was exceedingly demanding? And trying to get the elusive Duke of Norwick to pay attention to her and only her was even tougher work. 

A footman pulled open the door, and Angel let out a sigh weighted with regret that she felt all the way down to her slippered feet. Seth gave her arm a little shove, and Angel narrowed her gaze at him. 

“I am going, I am going. Be patient.” She pursed her lips and tweaked the sleeves of her velvet spencer jacket, aware of Seth’s gaze upon her. “I am,” she insisted. “I just need a moment to gather myself. I fear this is going to be the most frightfully dull two months of my life.” 

Seth took her hands in his and grinned. “I have no doubt you will fill these two months with as much fun as you can muster, just as you always do. Fun always follows Lady Angel Templeton, everyone knows that.” He squeezed her hands.  “Now, let us meet these challenges head-on, get our inheritance, and show our family that we can rise to these trials.” Seth released her hands and set her with a grave look. “And let us not fail, or else the God-awful Mr. Hastings will get everything that he does not deserve and Theo will likely disown us after we have fulfilled his every doubt about his most demanding siblings.” 

Her lips quirked. “That was surprisingly rousing. You should do battle speeches.” 

“Now go, dear Sister, before I am forced to fling you from this vehicle.” 

Angel leaned in to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “Choose well, Brother. You will be shackled to one woman for the rest of your life before long.” 

“Worry about yourself, Angel.” 

Stepping out of the door and down the step, Angel accepted her travel bag from the footman and gave her brother one last glance before straightening her shoulders and making her way down the graveled path toward this Kinden House. Tucked in the depths of Berkshire with nary a jot of entertainment to be found, she had to wonder what sort of a lady lived here. No one of consequence presumably, or else she would be in London at this time of the year. 

With any luck, the lady she was to accompany was someone old and quiet who slept a lot. Perhaps it would even be good for Angel. She could do something...relaxing. Read a book perhaps. Or whatever it was the people did to pass the time when not dancing or gossiping with friends. She scowled. If only she’d asked Minerva what one did to pass time in the peace and quiet. Her sister was quite the expert on such matters, preferring to bury her head in a book than spend time with people. 

Behind her, the carriage wheels rattled away. She didn’t look back. If she did, she feared she might dash after it and beg Seth to take her back to London. 

She took in a long breath scented with lavender and that sort of fresh quality that one did not notice existed until outside of London. Eyes closed, she tightened her grip on the travelling bag and nodded to herself. Perhaps Grandpapa did know what was good for her after all. A little time in the fresh air would do wonders for her complexion, and how much harm could some time away from the smog and noise of London really do? By the time she had returned, she would have a sizable inheritance and be fully ready to tackle the problem that was the reticent Duke of Norwick. 

Yes. She let her lips curve. This would be excellent actually. She could get in touch with nature and go for rambling walks across hills and— 

“Yoo hoo!” 

Snapping open her eyes, she peered in the direction of the voice. Her gaze fixed upon a lady standing in front of an easel, paintbrush in hand. Tucked between two large bushes, the elderly lady appeared fragile in comparison, but her bright smile belied her appearance. 

Angel hastened forward. “Oh, good afternoon. Are you Mrs. Stone?” She slowed her steps as she took in the lady’s appearance. 

Though wearing a beautiful printed gown edged in delicate lacework, the lady’s head was uncovered and her hair wild about her face. A pointed lace collar rose about her neck and was smeared with red paint, creating a grisly image. Similar streaks of varying colors spoiled the delicate printed flowers of the dress. 

The lady waved a paintbrush at her, sending splatters of paint in Angel’s direction. She ducked them, mouth agape. 

Mrs. Stone smiled broadly. “Do you like to paint?” 

“Well, I—” 

“I certainly hope so. It is a fine talent for young ladies to have, and there is nothing more charming than watching a beautiful young lady painting.” Mrs. Stone unfurled a hand and beckoned to her. 

Angel placed her fingers in hers and allowed herself to be tugged over to view the painting.  “Oh.” Angel tilted her head to eye the painting. “It is—” 

“Yes, yes. It is excellent.” Mrs. Stone waved a hand, sending more paint splatters about. Several plopped onto Angel’s lemon-yellow gown. The lady did not seem to notice nor care. “But tell me what do you see?” 

Scowling, Angel studied the floral composition and compared it to the flowers in front of the easel. Mrs. Stone had used unusual colors, instead of replicating exactly what was in front of her, and there was something even more odd about it—as though each petal and stem was out of place and yet exactly in the right place. 

“I see...um...distorted beauty..?” She swung a questioning glance at Mrs. Stone. 

Mrs. Stone chuckled. “It’s flowers, dear.” 

“Well, yes, of course.” Angel felt heat tinge her cheeks. “But, er...” 

“Are you any good at painting, dear?” Mrs. Stone peered at her through a narrowed gaze, her faded blue eyes sparking bright for a brief moment of curiosity. 

Pursing her lips, Angel shook her head. “I am afraid to say, I am not. My mother despaired at my lack of talent as a girl.” 

“You must have had a terrible teacher.” 

Angel thought back to poor Miss Hill who struggled to handle Angel and Minerva. Though Minerva was not deliberately ill-behaved, she preferred reading to taking lessons and could be hideously precocious as a child. She had grown out of being precocious for the most part, but her sister still adored books over anything else. 

As for herself, well, she found it hard to stay still for long at all. After all, there were so many things in life to entertain. Who in their right mind should wish to remain cloistered in a single room, reading from books and attempting to paint a still life from a dull arrangement of flowers when there were so many other things to do? 

“I think she tried her best.” Angel shrugged. “Perhaps I am unteachable.” 

Mrs. Stone made a dismissive noise in the back of her throat. “No one is unteachable. After all, art is in the eye of the beholder. You see distortion. I see the wildness of this earth, demonstrated in this fusion of color.” 

The old lady waved a hand back and forth, and more paint flecked from the brush. Angel blinked when one wet splotch landed on her cheek, but she had no chance to rub it off as Mrs. Stone thrust the paint brush into her hand. 

“Do not think of the rules.” Mrs. Stone picked up a blank canvas and switched it with the painting of flowers. 

Angel grimaced at the expanse of empty paper then looked to Mrs. Stone, whose expression brokered little argument. This old lady was going to be harder to look after than Angel thought. She’d anticipated a tiny, wrinkled old prune of a thing who would not be able to leave her bed and Angel would be forced to spoon feed her soup or play endless games of whist. 

Well, Mrs. Stone was certainly wrinkled. And she was tiny. But liveliness governed her movements, even if they were stiff on occasion, and passion sparked in her eyes. 

“Paint with your heart.” Mrs. Stone pressed a boney hand over the organ in question. “Forget what governesses have said, what books have taught you. Paint with abandon, for there is no other way to live life.” 

Angel would have taken the time to agree with her new charge but a persistent hand to her back urged her forward, and the brush struck the paper before she was ready, leaving a thick blue mark in one corner. 

“There, that is an excellent starting point. Just remember, nothing in art is wrong,” Mrs. Stone informed her. 

Swallowing, Angel lifted her gaze to the flowers in front then dropped it back to the seemingly endless blank space in front of her. “I—” 

“Paint,” Mrs. Stone urged. 

There was no escaping this, it seemed. For an old lady, Mrs. Stone was persistent. These two months were going to be quite a bit different to what she imagined. 

Angel stared at the flowers for a while, taking in the curves and points. Then she glanced at Mrs. Stone’s artwork, lying flat on the grass. Taking a breath, she painted her first deliberate stroke, curving the color, despite the fact it did not match a single color in front of her. 

She continued in this manner, layering in colors and using bold sweeps whilst trying to ignore the voice of Miss Hill that kept echoing in her mind and reminding her how little discipline she had and how she would never be an accomplished lady. 

Well, Miss Hill, just look at me now. 

By the time she’d be finished, she’d be practically a master. The bold splashes of color merged to form a wonderful riot of flowers. Goodness, Angel could practically feel the creativity surging from her fingertips. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw Mrs. Stone nodding with approval. Angel grinned. 

“You know—” Angel paused when movement flickered in the corner of her eye. Paintbrush still raised, she twisted to view the approaching man. 

Moving with long, confident strides across the lawns, even from a distance, the breadth of his shoulders and the strength in his tall body was evident. She could not see his features properly under his hat but she was no stranger to men—after all, she was a marquis’s sister. Since even before her coming out ball, men had flirted with her, and the fact she was not hideous to look at certainly helped. 

And that experience told her that this was a strong, likely attractive man. Her stomach told her of this too. It did an odd swoop, and a tingle raced through her limbs as the newcomer moved closer. She gripped the paintbrush so as not to press a hand to her chest while her breaths grew a little ragged. 

Oh, yes, her knowledge of men had proved her correct. Handsome indeed. From underneath the brim of his hat, a determined gaze fixed upon her. For a moment, she was certain he was going to keep walking until he was practically toe to toe with her. Quite a large part of her would not have minded that. He had the body of a man who surely had to know how to hold a woman when dancing, and long fingers that would cradle a lady’s hand just so. 

He did not barrel right up to her and press the length of his body against her, however. Of course he did not. He was a stranger, and that would be an entirely odd thing to do. But Angel could not help mourn the loss of her little fantasy. The men in Town rarely looked at her with such intensity—not even the Duke of Norwick. No, that blasted man had a constant quirked smile on his lips as though she amused him persistently. For once, she’d like to see him look at her like this. She offered a careful smile and tilted her head a little to ensure he saw her from her best angle—all wide-eyed and innocent. 

“What the devil is this?” The stranger in question motioned to Mrs. Stone and then the paintbrush in Angel’s hand. 

Now that Angel had a moment to think about it, perhaps that intense look was not quite as she had anticipated. He was not driven to stride over by his desperate need to be close to her. No, the man was angry. 

She frowned. What sort of a man was angered by art? Especially by her wonderful, creative masterpiece in progress. 

Angel looked back at her work. “Oh.” 

“Oh?” The man removed his hat and rested it under his arm so that he could push a hand through his hair. 

After looking a little more dispassionately at her work, she could see that it was perhaps not quite as masterful as she had hoped. In fact, it was quite a way from being masterful. In truth, a five-year-old could likely have done better. How frustrating. She had so been enjoying herself. 

The man ran his gaze over Angel, and his lips tightened. His callous stare lingered on where she felt the paint hardening on her skin. Though it was silly and frivolous of her, she found herself disappointed that the only reaction she could conjure in this man was pure disdain. 

No one looked at her that way. Ever! 

If they did not appreciate her symmetrical face, sweetly pointed nose, and generous lips, they at least respected her rank. 

Well, she would show him as soon as she had the opportunity to introduce herself. 

“Aunt, you should be inside. It is breezy today.” The man went to put his arms around Mrs. Stone, but she shrugged them off. 

“I am quite well, Reuben.” 

So this handsome, dismissive man was a nephew. It would do to charm him then as she would likely be seeing him a fair bit during her two months here. Unfortunately, she could no longer summon her charming smile. Not when he was scowling as though Angel and his aunt had done something gravely more terrible than painting outside. 

“It is a lovely day. The fresh air is good for your aunt,” Angel interjected. 

He sent her a hard look that she had no doubt many a man and woman had cowered under. Angel puffed out a breath and met his gaze head-on. 

It would be a lot easier to dismiss this man if he were not so handsome. Black hair curled around an angular face that revealed slight signs of stubble. Admittedly, he was not as perfectly polished as the Duke of Norwick, and the dimple in one cheek was a little odd in a grown man, especially on such a stern face. Her attention kept swinging back to it, wondering how it was that he only had one and if women enjoyed tracing their fingers over it. 

She gave herself a mental shake and forced herself to hold a glare of her own, drawing up her chin and trying not to think about how blue his eyes were. 

He had to have Irish blood in him surely...? And— 

“Miss?” 

Angel blinked. “Pardon?” 

“I asked who you were. I do not believe we have been introduced.” His tone remained cold, not a hint of welcome inflecting it. 

“Oh.” She forced her chin higher and hoped he noticed her stance rather than the color likely tingeing her cheeks. “I am Lady Angel Templeton. Your aunt’s new companion.” 

“Oh how delightful.” Mrs. Stone clapped her hands together. “Here I thought I was going to be lumbered with some ageing, plump creature, but you are quite delightful indeed.” 

Angel managed a smile at Mrs. Stone’s effusive praise. At least someone here was pleased to see her. Apparently the utterance of a name most people of consequence should know had negligible effect on this man. 

“You are her lady’s companion?” 

Admittedly, Angel had been shocked when she’d read the full extent of her task and talked to the lawyer. Her grandfather must have put a lot of effort into arranging her new role prior to his passing. But, even so, was it so shocking that she might be a kind-hearted  young woman seeking to help another? That might not be her reasoning for being here, but he didn’t know that. No one apart from the lawyer, her mother, and her siblings did. 

“I am indeed.” Angel tilted her head. “And you have yet to introduce yourself, sir. Whom might you be?” She perfected her most aristocratic tone, sure to make any man squirm. 

Sadly, there was a distinct lack of squirming. She tried to keep the dissatisfaction from her face. Why was this man so damnably immune to her? 

“Mr. Hunter,” he said simply. 

Angel met his gaze with a bold one of her own. If he thought he could intimidate her, he would be in for shock. Whatever she had done to displease him, she could not fathom, but no one scared Lady Angel Templeton. No one. 

Especially not a stern Mr. Hunter who clearly thought himself much higher and mightier than he really was. 

“Aunt, why do you not go inside and ring for some tea?” he suggested, his tone and scowl lightening briefly as he addressed his aunt. “No doubt your guest has had a long journey and is in need of refreshment.” 

For a moment, Angel considered that he had undergone a sudden and swift change of heart with regards to her, but the smile vanished as soon as Mrs. Stone had uttered her agreement and hastened inside the house. 

“She should not have been out here in such weather.” Mr. Hunter’s lip curled in distaste and his gaze landed on the paint splotches again. “And you should not have been encouraging her.” 

“Encouraging her?” Angel nearly choked on a breath. “I have been here all of twenty minutes. I hardly think I have managed to corrupt your aunt already. Besides, how on earth is painting a corrupting pastime? If it is, someone should tell Mr. Constable or...or Turner.” 

“Turner is a known recluse,” Mr. Hunter said dryly, ice in his gaze. 

“Well, your aunt is notoriously sociable, and I hardly think a little harmless painting is likely to change that.” 

“We have met before, you know.” 

Scowling, she forced herself to take true notice of his appearance. He dressed well with an excellently cut jacket and a gold embroidered waistcoat. Flecks of mud tarnished his hessians so he must have ridden to Mrs. Stone’s house rather than come in a carriage, but that did not mean much. Both Seth and Theo rode aplenty. Given Mrs. Stone’s clearly comfortable life and his appearance, she had to assume Mr. Hunter was no pauper. But she did not know him as a member of the ton nor recognize him from any events in London. 

“Forgive me, I do not recall,” she managed to squeak out under his intense stare. Why on earth did he have to possess such blue eyes? Did he know how strangely mesmerizing they were? Was that why he was attempting to use them to his full advantage? 

Damn the man. This would not endure. She might not wish to be here any more than he wanted her, but she had done nothing wrong except be known to him apparently. Forcing herself to forget eyes that were like twin sapphires beckoning to her, she straightened her shoulders. 

“Though, whether you have met me or not, I am not certain why I should entertain such a cold welcome. I have come to help your aunt.” She met his gaze with what she prayed was a hard glare of her own. Glares were not exactly her specialty. Giggles or flirtatious winks were more to her taste. 

Apparently her glares were not nearly up to par with her winks. His expression remained unchanged and entirely unintimidated. In fact, he took a step closer so that she had to crane her neck to look up at him. 

“I am aware of your reputation is what I mean.” 

Drawing in a breath, she puzzled at the shaky quality of it. Heat rolled under her skin—and she could not blame the weather nor the breadth of his shoulders. No, this was entirely different. She was angry. 

She never got angry! 

“My reputation as a lady from a fine family is what you mean, I assume?” Angel replied. 

“Your reputation as a lady who actively pursues entertainment.” 

“Be careful, Mr. Hunter.” She dropped her voice. “I will have you sued for slander.” 

“You know very well I speak no lies.” His gaze dropped briefly to her lips then darted back up. “You are known to be prone to outrageous behavior.” 

She snorted. Admittedly, she did not like to spend her time embroidering or gossiping quietly with her friends, but her behavior was hardly scandalous. Yes, she enjoyed a good dance and took every opportunity to laugh and flirt, but it was entirely harmless. She was always escorted, and she could hardly help if some of the sour-faced crones did not approve of her vivacious manner. 

“I did not realize such behavior was a crime. Nor would I go so far as to call it outrageous.” 

“My aunt is in need of a steady companion. Someone who can ensure she remains safe and well.” 

“And I hardly think allowing her to paint put her in any danger,” Angel exclaimed. 

His lips thinned. “My aunt’s behavior can be...erratic. You encouraging her is not helpful.” 

“I suppose you would rather she remained inside, Mr. Hunter? Spending her time embroidering or perhaps that she simply stay sedentary for the rest of her days?” 

“There are plenty of age-appropriate activities for a lady of her age,” he said tightly. 

“I understand that you may think you are protecting her, but you do your aunt a disservice.” 

Angel could not help like how his posture tightened. A tiny flourish of triumph whirled its way through her, easing some of the annoyance bunching her fists. The man was being wholly unreasonable and he had to know it. 

“By your own proclamation, you have been here a mere twenty minutes, and yet you claim to know what my aunt needs already, my lady?” 

The mocking formality edging Mr. Hunter’s tone had her bunching her fists all over again. She had to concentrate hard not to twist on her heel and stomp off. She did not want to be here any more than he seemed to want her here, but she had no choice. If she did not complete these two months and ensure Mrs. Stone remained in excellent health, she would not gain her inheritance. Goodness knows, Theo needed one less burden desperately. 

Oh yes, and she would be that much more impressive to the Duke of Norwick. She kept forgetting that part. 

Angel forced her voice to remain steady and her feet to stay in one spot. “I do not need to know your aunt to understand that no lady of intelligence wishes to remain cloistered in a house with nothing to entertain.” She drew up her shoulders. “Now, if you are done berating me, I imagine your aunt is waiting inside for us, and she was right, I have had a long journey.” She took a long breath. “I must thank you for your...warm welcome” —she quirked her lips and took a little pleasure in the way his expression soured— “but I think I could do with some refreshment and a little repose. You should like that, Mr. Hunter. You seem quite a fan of inactivity.” 

His eyes turned hard. “Just be aware, my lady, I will be watching you. My aunt is important to me, and I will not have some frivolous young lady taking advantage of her.” 

“Whether you are her nephew or not, Mr. Hunter, I shall not be intimidated. I wish only the best for your aunt, and if I believe that includes painting outside, you can be certain that is what will happen.” 

Angel turned on her heel, snatched up her travel bag, and headed toward the house. Somehow she felt his gaze boring into her back but managed to keep her gaze head-on. The awareness made her stomach twist, however. For some reason, this man had already decided he knew her and was determined she was entirely inappropriate for his aunt. Well, this might not have been how she’d planned to spend the next two months, but she would show him. 
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Chapter Four 
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REUBEN RUBBED A HAND across his face. While he might not have liked Lady Angel Templeton, he’d rather hoped his impression of her had been wrong. He had never been formally introduced to her—after all, his time in London was for work and never for any of the frivolities the ton enjoyed. He was not quite important or rich enough to be considered part of the ton. However, he’d witnessed her...vivacious behavior. It might sit well enough within London society, but it would not do here. Besides, what the devil was a lady of her breeding doing being a lady’s companion? Surely there was a ball somewhere that was lacking dancers or a gathering of noblemen with a need of some flirtation? 

Oh yes, he knew well enough of Lady Angel’s reputation as silly and flirtatious. The papers were seldom without a line or two dedicated to her persistence in all things frivolous and amusing. While she might not be actively involved in scandal, she was one of those women who persisted skirting the line. As soon as she married a wealthy, titled gentleman, her behavior would change from slightly mischievous to downright wicked. He’d seen it many a time, not least in his own mother. 

Unfortunately for Lady Angel, the letter he’d just received only secured his understanding of her arrival here. He ran his gaze over the neat cursive once more then folded and tucked it into the breast pocket of his jacket. 

Lady Angel...if there was anyone further from an angel, it had to be her. Whoever had arranged this with his aunt was surely mad. Indeed she had the sort of perfect skin and symmetrical features one might expect from an angel, and her emerald eyes were to the point of startling. And, admittedly, her figure was distracting. Not to mention that dark glossy hair... 

Reuben frowned. What was his point now? He reached across the desk and clasped his cup of coffee. Well, it did not matter what his point about her looks were. The fact of the matter was she should not be looking after his aunt, and he could only fathom one reason why she would volunteer for such a position—money. 

His aunt had plenty, and according to the letter, the Marquis of Eastbrook was struggling financially. With several large estates to look after and a dead wife who apparently managed to accrue enough debt to make even the Prince Regent cringe, as well as three siblings who no doubt took some looking after, it had become clear why Lady Angel Templeton was spending time with his aunt. 

He sighed. Hopefully there would come a day where no one was trying to swindle his trusting aunt and he could relax. Today, however, was not that day.  Reuben took a quick sip of coffee and grimaced at the bitter, cold taste. After dealing with some constituent problems, this letter from a friend in London who had far better connections with the ton than he had caused him to forget all about his afternoon drink. 

It was not because he had spent too long thinking of Lady Angel’s green eyes. 

No. Not at all. 

Shoving back his chair, he stood and straightened his jacket. He would have to spend even more time at his aunt’s if he was going to ensure this woman did not swindle any money out of her. 

With a quick glance around the study at the letters abandoned on the desk and the general mess, Reuben shook his head. Ideally, he  would spend the day working, but his mind was not in it now. 

Not because Angel Templeton was preoccupying his mind. 

Even if she was not readying herself to deceive his aunt, she hardly warranted much thought. He knew her type all too well—pretty, wealthy, used to getting whatever they wanted, and bored far too easily. A woman like her would lose interest soon enough with any luck, and his aunt would be safe. Until then, he had to protect Aunt Jean. 

He strode out of the study, wincing at the bright streams of sunlight spilling in through the glass that lined the corridor. Crests and family mottos were set in colored glass into the windows at the top, shimmering their varying hues onto the wooden floor. Dust danced in the light, reminding him of how Lady Angel had looked with the sunlight behind her yesterday. 

He shook his head to himself and strode along the corridor to the stairs leading down to the main living areas. No doubt she had been fully aware of how she appeared. In fact, she’d likely expected him to be thoroughly charmed by her appearance, but he’d seen straight through her the moment he set eyes on her. Lady Angel Templeton wanted nothing more than fun, and no matter how charming she seemed with her perfect smile and those little splotches of paint smeared across her cheeks, she was not suited to looking after his aunt. 

“Good afternoon, Sir.” One of the maids scurried past when he stepped into the drawing room, a bundle of laundry in hand. Several sheets spilled from the pile and dropped to his feet. “Oh dear...” 

Reuben held up a hand. “I’ll get it, Ruth.” He crouched and picked up the creased sheets, taking the time to fold each neatly and set it back on top of the pile. 

She gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you, Sir, you know how my back plagues me.” 

“I hope you will take my advice and see Dr. Donaldson soon. You can send the bill to me.” 

“I will, Sir, I promise.” Ruth hastened off. Reuben sighed. He doubted she would. No doubt she was too proud to take his charity. Perhaps he would see if he could arrange a subtle pay rise with the housekeeper to cover the cost. 

Retrieving his coat and hat, he headed to the stables, crossing the narrow bridge across the moat that surrounded the house. Built by his ancestors in the Tudor era, the building still bore the marks of the era with its small windows and dark wood beams set into the walls. It even boasted a priest hole where the family would have once hidden clergymen from those seeking to punish Catholics. He could appreciate the history now, but as a child, he’d simply enjoyed that he could sneak away and while away hours reading or playing. Growing up with five sisters had been no peaceful childhood, no matter how much he loved them. 

He sighed and marched over to the stable and waited for his horse to be saddled. Now all five were married, life was quieter than ever. He did not much mind the peace. His duties in London and the modest estate kept him busy enough—not to mention looking after Aunt Jean. He did, however, resent Lady Angel interrupting it. 

Rubbing a hand across his jaw, he sighed again. What would he do with her? She was not easily frightened away by all appearances. The woman had the brashness of someone raised with money and few consequences. 

But, according to the letter he’d just received, money might very well play a role in why the lady was here in Berkshire. It was no secret his uncle had left Aunt Jean with a sizeable inheritance nor was the knowledge that his aunt had been taken advantage of by unscrupulous characters who wanted nothing more than access to her coffers. 

If his information was correct, the Templetons were in financial crisis after the marquis’ late-wife accrued significant debt. Reuben was not unaware of the financial burden siblings could be but now his were all married, he did not have to worry so much. The marquis’ brothers and sisters were unmarried, however, and no doubt cost him a pretty penny. 

Reuben mounted the horse and directed her out of the estate. What this meant was he had to put a stop to Lady Angel’s ways and ensure she was out of his aunt’s life with haste. Poor Aunt Jean was far too trusting. 

By the time he reached the house, a light drizzle dusted him and the horse with a sheen of damp. Droplets began to gather on the brim of his hat, and he swiped them away as they trickled down his face. He hoped Lady Angel was at least clever enough to ensure his aunt was not outside for once, or she’d catch her death. 

When he reached the stables, he slowed the pace to eye the carriage currently being wiped down. Bunching the reins in his hand, he clenched his jaw. That damned Christopher Cartwright was back and no doubt clutching at Aunt Jean’s skirt hem hoping to charm her into another of his investments. Reuben blew out a breath.  He doubted any of the money went anywhere other than Cartwright’s own pocketbook. 

Drawing off his hat as he entered via the rear door, he pushed a hand through his damp curls and worked his way through the house toward the main drawing room. Servants greeted him with a curtsey. He forced a tense smile, but his knuckles hurt from grasping his hat too tightly. He’d be damned if that bastard would take advantage of his aunt again. If he had any proof of what the man had done, he’d have handed him over to the local magistrate. Unfortunately, it was only hearsay at present. 

Not that he needed evidence to know Cartwright was up to no good. The man was a notorious gambler and a blaggard to boot. 

Reuben slowed his pace when Lady Angel’s light laughter trilled through the house. The sound made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end—and not for the right reasons. He ground his teeth together and tried to force his mind away from the sordid place it kept seeming to end up when in her presence. What a fool he was to be so distracted by a pretty smile and a laugh that seemed to tangle his insides. No doubt she had distracted many a man with her wiles, and he’d be damned if he’d be added to that list. 

With cautious steps, he moved into the hallway, aware of the leather of his boots creaking with his every movement. It might not be becoming to sneak into a house, but when he heard Cartwright’s low tones, he knew he needed to hear whatever they were conversing about. For all he knew, they were looking to swindle his aunt together. 

Another laugh. He bit down harder. Curse the woman for having such an attractive laugh—and for using it so frequently. He remembered it from the one ball he’d attended in which she had also been in attendance. It was no trifling, girlish giggle, but a full one that drew attention and made people want to smile. He’d witnessed that very thing himself in Town, and apparently it was not put on for the people of the ton. 

“I hope we shall see much more of each other, Angel.” 

Reuben fought a snarl and slid behind the staircase to peer around. Cartwright had his back to Reuben while Lady Angel stood to the man’s side, her profile illuminated by a candelabra nearby. 

“I am here for another two months, so I am sure we shall,” replied Lady Angel. 

Cartwright moved marginally closer. Reuben didn’t think she had even noticed him encroaching on her space, but he damn well did. First, he didn’t address by her title and then he stood far too close to her. If he did not already know her, then he was being entirely inappropriate. 

Reuben rubbed his jaw to ease the ache from clamping it tightly shut. 

“I look forward to it.” Cartwright moved closer still. “We can get to know each other much better.” 

“Well, you must be warned that Mrs. Stone intends to keep me quite busy.” 

Scowling, Reuben observed her take a slight step back from Cartwright. Her tone held a slightly hesitant note that belied her easy smile and the laughter he’d heard. It seemed she did not know him after all. 

“I did not take you for the sort of woman who was all work and no play.” Cartwright closed the gap again, and it was hard to miss the lascivious quality of the statement. 

“You hardly know me, Mr. Cartwright. I do not think you should jump to conclusions so quickly.” She straightened her shoulders and looked him square on. 

Reuben had to ignore the little flare of pride that rushed through him. For all he knew, she wanted Cartwright gone so she could ensure there was no competition for his aunt’s wealth. 

“As I said, I hope to remedy that.” Reuben heard the smile in Cartwright’s tone. “The country can be a little dull at times. I always welcome a beautiful face and a quick wit.” 

“You cannot know if my wit is speedy or slow, Mr. Cartwright. I might very well be the biggest bore you have ever come upon.” Lady Angel glanced around. “In fact, I should be—” 

“Angel—” Cartwright stepped closer and reached out, his fingers grazing a curl that framed her face. 

Damn it all. Reuben marched out from behind the steps and cleared his throat. For a brief moment, Lady Angel’s face lit with relief until he saw recognition flare behind her eyes and her expression hardened. 

Skin hot, muscles tense, Reuben came to stand at Lady Angel’s side. “Lady Angel has duties to which to attend. You are dominating her time.” 

Cartwright ran his gaze lazily up and down Reuben. Though Reuben was never one to fall for the latest fashions, his clothes were well-made and cut to fit him perfectly. However, Cartwright gleamed and shone and made Reuben look like a bloody pauper next to him. He could not help wonder if Lady Angel preferred the perfectly put-together look combined with a strong jawline, clear blue eyes, and golden hair that Reuben knew had worked on many a woman. 

“Good to see you too, Hunter.” A smile slipped across Cartwright’s lips. “I thought I would call upon your aunt and ensure she was not feeling lonely.” 

“She is not lonely by a long shot,” Reuben fired back. 

“Well not now she has the lovely Angel here to keep her company.” Cartwright’s gaze skipped up and down her. Reuben saw her stiffen. “But I would be remiss not to visit your aunt. She is delightful company, and I know she appreciates my visits.” 

“A visit which I believe is over, is that right?” Reuben moved closer to Angel, inserting himself ever so slightly between the two of them. 

“Indeed, I
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