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The Trouble With Charlotte



Victoria Alexander






Prologue



Spring 1817

“And then, of course”—Reginald, Viscount Berkley slumped deeper in his favorite chair in the library at Pennington House, gazed morosely at his oldest friend in the world over the rim of his brandy glass, and heaved a heartfelt sigh—“she broke my heart.”

“As all of your stories tend to end that way,” Marcus, the Earl of Pennington said coolly, “do forgive me if I’m not surprised by the outcome of this one.”

“I didn’t expect you to be, although one does tend to hope. However.” Reggie grinned. “That wasn’t the point of it.”

“I see. Then am I to assume there was a point?” “There is always a point. At this particular moment I was attempting to help you feel better. Bloody decent of me, too, I’d say,” Reggie added under his breath.

“Indeed it was, although somewhat unnecessary, as I do not feel especially distressed.” Marcus sipped his brandy thoughtfully. “No, I rescind that. There was the potential for distress. Indeed, another day or two, perhaps a week, and I might well have been irrevocably involved.”

Reggie raised a skeptical brow. “Love, Marcus?”

“I don’t really know. Certainly there was affection, a genuine fondness, but as for love . . .” Marcus blew a resigned breath. “I admit, there might well have been the potential for that as well.”

“How very interesting,” Reggie murmured. “You have never, to my knowledge, been in love.”

“Nor was I in love this time,” Marcus said with a firm note in his voice.

“Yet.”

Marcus paused. It was pointless to deny it. He had indeed been close to falling in love, saved only by the unforeseen circumstances of fate and misadventure. And remarkably poor timing. “Yet.”

“It’s been more than a month now and you have been annoyingly silent about it all.” Reggie settled back in his chair and studied his friend. “It’s past time you told me all the fascinating details.”

“I did tell you.”

“No, Marcus.” Reggie shook his head. “You told me the barest bones of the story, which I allowed, as I was certain you were consumed by the throes of unrequited love.”

Marcus snorted. “You thought that, did you?”

“No. I simply hoped.” Reggie studied his friend. “The problem with men who never fall in love, old man, is that when they do, and inevitably they do, it may well be devastating.”

“I am not devastated.”

“But you could be.”

“But I’m not.”

“Then why haven’t you told me all about it?”

“Blast it all, Reggie.” Marcus glared at his friend. “I haven’t told you because I feel like a complete and utter fool.”

Reggie scoffed. “Nonsense. This was not precisely something that could have been predicted. Indeed the very thought would never have crossed anyone’s mind.”

“I suppose not.” Marcus blew a long breath. “Still, somehow, I should have known.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Now, tell me everything.”

“Everything?” Marcus raised a brow. “The pertinent points and any interesting details will do.”

“You do realize that I don’t know all the details of what occurred after my involvement ended.”

“I suspect you can draw some conclusions with a fair amount of accuracy.”

“I probably know most of it.” In truth, Marcus knew far more than he really wished to know. Damn it all, he and the lady had become friends of a sort, and she’d felt compelled to tell him a great deal under the auspices of confession or atonement.

“We began seeing one another several months a—”

“Not that.” Reggie waved off his words impatiently. “I know all that. I wish to know about the rest of it.”

Marcus knew full well exactly what “the rest of it” meant.

“Very well then. It all began, or rather I should say it all ended, on the very afternoon I had planned on introducing the possibility, the subject as it were, to the woman known then as the widowed Charlotte Robb, of, well”—he winced in anticipation of the effect of this heretofore unknown information on his closest friend in the world—“marriage . . .”






Chapter 1



One month earlier . . .

It was past time she wed again. Everyone said so. Worse, she knew it herself.

Charlotte Robb, the widow of Captain Hugh Robb, who’d met his demise at the battle of Albuera six years ago this spring but who had, in truth, left her life long before his death, smiled with feigned interest at the gathering of friends in her salon and pretended to follow the ongoing debate over whether or not Keats was as brilliant as Shelley and if indeed Lord Byron should even be included in their company. The women were firmly in support of Lord Byron, as women generally tended to be. Still, it was a frivolous discussion, and Charlotte was rather grateful for that at the moment. She did love these gatherings, but today she was simply not in the mood for talk of a more serious nature than quibbling over the talents of poets. She had far too much on her mind.

It was an especially small group today, her guests only six in number. Her two dearest friends were in attendance, of course: Eunice, Lady Blackwell, and Isobel, Lady Hazel-wood. All three women had been friends since their first season eight years ago, and all three now shared their respective widowhood. Eunice’s state was not unexpected, as she’d wed a man more than twice her age. Indeed, the real surprise was that Lord Blackwell had lasted as long as he had, expiring a mere four years ago. While Eunice still swore she’d had genuine affection for him, her recovery from her grief at his passing had been relatively swift, helped, as she freely admitted, by the tidy fortune he’d left in her grateful hands.

Isobel was an entirely different story. She’d known her husband since childhood and had loved him nearly that long. When his death came three years ago, the result of a swift and unexpected illness, she was devastated. Without the support and love of her friends and family, the dear creature never would have survived at all. Fortunately, Isobel had a great number of relations and an equally large number of friends. Still, it was only in the past few months that Isobel had begun to show any interest at all in resuming her own life.

As for Charlotte, her own marriage had been a tempestuous mix of high passion and heady emotions and a disastrous error in judgment, on Hugh’s part as well as her own. They’d been married, or rather had done battle, scarcely more than a year when Hugh had decided to remove himself from all responsibilities of wife and wedlock and had purchased a commission in the army. One might say, and Charlotte suspected many indeed did say, that he had been well prepared for war, given the state of their marriage. Even so, he had obviously not been prepared enough, as barely a year later he was dead. The deep, shocking sorrow she’d had at the news was mixed, even now, six long years later, with a fury she was hard-pressed to ignore or understand. Still, it was over and done with, and Isobel wasn’t the only one who needed to get on with her own life.

At least one of the four gentlemen here today was an intriguing candidate for helping Charlotte do just that, and all present were those she included in her list of friends. There was Lord Warren, who was devilishly handsome, with far too much free time, money, and charm. Charlotte was probably only immune to him because she’d known him for much of her life and thought of him with the fondness one has for an unrepentant brother. Mr. Addison had become a friend as well in recent years. The man was a brilliant critic of art, in the process of making a rather distinguished name for himself and great fun to debate on almost any subject imaginable. Then there was Mr. Manning. The younger son of an earl, he fancied himself a writer of plays, although one had yet to be produced, or even, to Charlotte’s knowledge, finished. Still, he was of clever character, financially sound, from a good family, and he’d been head over heels for Isobel since the moment he’d met her. Not that Isobel had noticed. Not yet.

And last, but certainly not least among their number, was the Earl of Pennington. Marcus Holcroft. Charlotte had met him at a party in the country, and they had continued their acquaintance upon their return to London. He was charming and witty, with a dry way of looking at the world that was most amusing. With every passing day Charlotte found his company more and more enjoyable. Indeed, she had recently admitted, if only to herself, that she might be somewhat taken with him and was fairly certain, given the look in his eyes whenever her gaze would meet his, that he might be taken with her as well. It could even be love, although Charlotte wasn’t at all sure she would recognize love. Not real love.

She’d once thought she’d known real love, but with the clarity of years and distance, now wondered if what she’d had with Hugh had been nothing more than a concoction of forbidden lust and high passion stirred and flavored with the impulsiveness of youth and the lure of excitement. The fact that they’d wed at all was only due to the dishonorable circumstances they’d found themselves in. To give Hugh a modicum of credit, no one had known of their liaison and he could easily have escaped any responsibility. But he had insisted on marriage, and that alone had been enough to convince her of love on both their parts, although neither had ever said so aloud. Besides, her head had been too full of stars and romantic dreams about eternal devotion and fate and all sorts of other nonsense to realize that she and Hugh simply did not suit outside of a bedroom or a battlefield.

Hugh Robb had been a dreadful mistake, and all thought of him should be left firmly in the past. She was certainly ready to do so. Why, even the dreams of him that had haunted her nights for years, while not gone entirely, were more and more infrequent.

Lord Pennington, Marcus, could well be the best thing that had ever happened to her. Aside from his obvious charms—money, title, family—he was a very nice man. Beyond that, he had not expected more from her than she’d been willing, or perhaps ready, to provide. Considering the reputation she had carefully cultivated through the years of her widowhood, that was high praise indeed.

She suspected, given the offhand comments he had made and any number of other indications, that he was going to bring up the subject of marriage any day now. She had more or less decided that if he did not, she would. It was indeed past time.

“. . . past time, too, if I am to turn myself from acceptably charming and rather delightful into a goddesslike creature that will make ladies green with envy and gentlemen swallow their tongues. Charlotte?”

“Yes?” Charlotte’s gaze snapped to Eunice, sitting beside her, and she wondered what morsel of interest she might have missed.

“I asked if you were still planning on attending Lady Harvey’s ball this evening?” Eunice’s gaze slipped from Charlotte to Marcus and back. A knowing smile curved her lips. “Or do you have other plans?”

“Not at all, Eunice. My intentions for this evening include nothing more than attendance at Lady Harvey’s.” Charlotte couldn’t resist a wicked smile. “At least at the moment.”

“Excellent.” Eunice laughed, then sobered, leaned closer, and lowered her voice. “If marriage is truly what you want, dearest, he is an excellent choice. If not, well, I think he’s an excellent choice for that as well. Furthermore, if you don’t want him . . .”

Charlotte laughed. Eunice had been encouraging her for years to be freer with her affections, Eunice herself being an example. She and Isobel were the only two people in the world who knew the true details about Charlotte’s own amorous adventures.

“I shall see you tonight then.” Eunice got to her feet, the gentlemen rising a bare beat behind her.

“Lady Blackwell, you will allow me to see you home, won’t you?” Lord Warren flashed the rakish grin that was reputed to make grown women flutter their fans to dispense the heat.

“I would indeed, but Mr. Addison has already requested that honor.” Eunice smiled at Lord Warren in such a way as to make the man feel he was more than likely her favorite escort in the world in spite of having just been rejected.

“Do try to be quicker next time, Warren.” Mr. Addison looked altogether too, too smug. He should know better.

“I say, I have an excellent idea,” Eunice said brightly. “As I have my carriage, why don’t I see the two of you home?”

Mr. Addison sighed and exchanged a long-suffering look with Lord Warren, who grinned in return. It was not the first time Eunice had gotten the better of these two. She had, on occasion, shared the bed of each of them, and it was a testament to her charms or her skill or simply the joy of her nature that they continued to pursue her with the determination that they did.

“It seems then we are on our own, Lady Hazelwood.” Mr. Manning cast Isobel a smile that tried valiantly to be confi-dent but succeeded in merely looking hopeful. “If you would do me the honor—”

“I fear, Mr. Manning, I too have my carriage today. However,” Isobel drew a deep breath and met the man’s gaze directly, “I find myself in need of transport this evening. If you would be so kind as to escort me to Lady Harvey’s I would be most appreciative.”

Eunice raised a brow and traded glances with Charlotte. Isobel had never before taken such a step.

Mr. Manning’s eyes widened slightly, and he nodded. “I should be delighted. Most delighted. Indeed, I will be most extraord—”

“He will be there,” Lord Warren said firmly.

Isobel cast the obviously flustered Manning a brilliant smile, and Charlotte feared the poor man would melt into a small puddle at her feet at any moment. Still, that wouldn’t be entirely bad. Not simply because Isobel could well use a man melting at her feet but more because, perhaps, at long last, she might just care about the melting. It was an excellent sign.

The company took its leave amidst a flurry of farewells and promises to seek out one another at tonight’s gathering, which threatened, as always, to be a crush of immense proportions. It was one of the first big events of the new season, and everyone who had any sort of presence in society was expected to be there. Marcus lingered after the others, obviously to speak to her in private. That too was a very good sign.

“I was wondering if I might have a word,” he started.

“You needn’t leave yet,” she said at precisely the same time.

They stared at each other, then laughed. “I was hoping you would ask,” he said, with the nicest smile.

“Watching Eunice manipulate Addison and Warren is like watching a fencing match between three people, only one of whom knows how to actually handle a sword, with the other two getting by on enthusiasm alone. It’s really quite exhausting.” She sank onto the sofa and sighed. “Is it too early for a brandy?”

“Not today,” he murmured and strode briskly across the room to the cabinet that housed brandy and other spirits. He had the distinct air of a man in dire need of a brandy. Or courage of some form.

She studied him curiously. “Why, Lord Pennington, if I did not know better, I would think you were nervous.”

“Not at all.” He poured two glasses and crossed the room to her side. “But the word terror strikes a familiar chord.”

“Terror?” She laughed. “Why on earth would you be terrified?”

“I have something I wish to ask you.” He handed her a glass, his demeanor abruptly serious.

Charlotte stared in surprise. “My dear Marcus, are you about to propose marriage?”

“Good God, no,” he blurted and tossed back brandy.

She raised a brow. “Your vehemence is most flattering. If you are not careful, you shall quite turn my head.”

“Do forgive me, Charlotte. That was not at all what I intended.” He returned to the decanter, refilled his glass, and took a deep swallow. His brows drew together, and he appeared to be considering all manner of options in far too somber a manner. Regardless of her own intentions toward him, she was not at all certain she liked this overly serious air. “To insult you, I mean. Or to propose.”

“Ah,” she said lightly, “then you must be planning on asking me to share your bed.”

He choked on the brandy. “Charlotte!”

“I am sorry.” She laughed. “I simply could not resist.”

“I would never ask such a thing.” Marcus took a sip of his drink. He shook his head solemnly, but there was a distinct twinkle in his eye. “I would consider it more of an invitation than a request.”

“And are you issuing such an invitation?”

“I can think of nothing I’d rather do.” His gaze met hers, and a lovely shiver rushed up her spine.

She laughed as she always did when situations such as this arose. It usually quite disarmed the gentleman in question. Charlotte wasn’t entirely sure why she employed such a tactic right now—instinct perhaps. As she had more or less decided not only to share this particular man’s bed but the rest of his life as well, why on earth was she hesitating?

“But we were speaking of marriage.”

“Then you do wish to marry me?”

“No.” He paused. “At least not yet.”

“Not yet?” She rose to her feet. “What do you mean, Marcus? What are you trying to say?”

“Blast it all, Charlotte, I am an extremely cautious man when it comes to matters of this nature. Matters of, well, the heart, as it were. Some even think me a bit cold.”

“I can’t imagine such a thing,” she said with a teasing smile.

“Nor can I.” Mock indignation rang in his voice. “Why, such an impression is no doubt nothing more than a misperception based on the natural reserve of my nature in matter of emotions, a distinct tendency toward sarcasm and a rather dry wit.”

“Oh dear, Marcus.” She shook her head in a mournful manner. “Dry wit will be your downfall every time.”

“Even with you?”

She sipped her drink. “I rather like it.”

“Charlotte.” He drew a deep breath. “I should like to call on you in a more serious manner than I have thus far with an eye toward . . . that is to say . . .”

“Dear Lord, Marcus.” She gasped dramatically and draped the back of her hand across her forehead. “Not marriage?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Apparently, I am not the only one with a dry wit.”

She grinned and fluttered her lashes at him. “Do you like it?”

“I’m not sure.” He set down his glass, and before she could protest, he stepped to her and pulled her into his arms. “But it should be great fun to find out.”

His lips met hers, and for a startled moment she could do nothing more than stand there. Marcus, along with most of London, would have been rather shocked to know just how very long it had been since she’d been kissed. She closed her eyes, slipped her free arm around his neck, and savored the feeling of a masculine body next to hers. It had been a very long time for that, too.

Like the man himself, his kiss was extremely nice. Confident but not at all arrogant, reserved but not overly so, and, dry wit aside, with a distinct promise of passion in the future. While she did want that, of course, her first marriage had been nothing but passion. What she wanted now was something rather different. A quiet, comfortable kind of affection with a man whose nature suited her own. She already liked him, quite a bit really, and had no doubt she would find a certain measure of love with him.

And his kiss told her this was a man whose bed she could easily share.

“Ahem.” The unmistakable sound of a throat discreetly cleared emanated from the doorway.

Marcus raised his head and grinned down at her. “I think we are discovered, Mrs. Robb.”

“I do so hate it when that happens, Lord Pennington.” She smiled, stepped out of his arms, and glanced at her butler, who had tactfully averted his eyes. She appreciated the gesture and wondered idly how devastating it would be to the servant’s sensibilities if she were indeed as active in matters such as this as she was reputed to be. “What is it, Willis?”

“You have a caller, ma’am,” Willis said with a slight note of disapproval in his voice, whether for the late-afternoon visitor or Charlotte’s compromising position, a brandy in one hand and an earl in the other, in the late afternoon no less, she couldn’t tell. Willis had only been in her employ for a few years and did seem to disapprove of a great many things. “It’s a Lord Tremont.”

“Lord Tremont? Your late husband’s brother?” Marcus’s brows drew together. “I thought he was dead?”

“The older brother, Edmund, is. He died within a year of the news of Hugh’s death. This must be his younger brother, Bertram.” She set her glass aside and nodded at Willis. “Do show him in.”

At once the butler took his leave. Charlotte shook her head. “I can’t remember the last time I saw Bertram. He has a tendency to stay in the country. I wonder what brings him to London now and what he wants.”

“Something regarding financial matters? A question of inheritance perhaps?”

“No, all that was settled years ago.” In truth, while the duration of her marriage had not been overly long, Hugh, or, more than likely, his older brother, had made certain there was a trust in place to provide for her should anything happen to Hugh. Beyond that, she had received a substantial inheritance from her grandmother upon her twenty-first birthday. “Bertram’s a pleasant enough sort, although I have really never had more than a passing acquaintance with him. His calling on me now is most curious.”

“We shall find out soon enough what he wants.” Marcus glanced at the doorway then stepped closer to her in an instinctive gesture of protection. It was very sweet, and she realized, after all these years, that she had at last chosen wisely. She cast him a grateful smile.

“Char?” A deep voice sounded from the doorway.

She turned toward the door. An instant before she saw his face, his voice registered in her mind. And echoed in her soul.

Only one person in the world had ever called her Char.

Her smile faded, her breath caught, and she stared in stunned disbelief.

He was as tall as she remembered, his shoulders as broad, his hair as golden. And even from across the room his blue eyes bored into hers with an intensity that twisted something inside her she thought long dead and buried.

He moved toward her. “Charlotte?”

Without thinking, she stepped toward him. Her vision, the very world itself, narrowed to no more than his face. A rush, a roar sounded in her ears. Stars swam across her eyes. She could barely croak out a single word.

“Hugh?”

“And then, of course, she did what any well-bred woman would do when faced with a dead husband standing in her parlor looking astoundingly well, considering his demise,” Marcus said thoughtfully.

“Yes?” Reggie leaned forward in an eager manner.

“Really rather clever of women when you think about it. Gives everyone a moment to catch their breath, as it were. Gather their wits about them and that sort of thing.”

“Damn it all, Marcus.” Reggie glared. “What did she do?” Marcus shrugged. “She fainted.”






Chapter 2



“And?” Reggie prompted.

“And certainly you can see how my position was decidedly awkward.” Marcus swirled the brandy in his glass.

Reggie drew his brow together. “Actually, I’m not entirely sure I can.”

“I didn’t know what to do. I was not her betrothed, nor was I her, well, lover for want of a better word. My instincts were to rush to her side, yet there was her dead husband, and I rather suspect if I had come back from the dead I would not want some man I had never met touching my wife.”

“I can see where that would be awkward,” Reggie said slowly. “What did you, and he, do?”

“It doesn’t sound at all good in hindsight,” Marcus murmured.

“I can’t imagine it would.”

“Nonetheless we did what anyone would under the circumstances.”

“And that is?”

“We introduced ourselves.

“Bloody hell.” Hugh Robb, formerly Captain Robb and now, thanks to his resurrection, Lord Tremont, stared at the prone figure of his wife in a crumpled heap on the floor. “She dropped like a stone.”

“Not unexpected under the circumstances.” A man Hugh had scarcely noticed upon entering the room moved toward Char, then hesitated. “We should probably, or rather, one of us should—”

“Probably.” Although Char certainly wasn’t going anywhere, and it might well be best first to know exactly who his competition was. Char’s companion was annoyingly attractive in a way women would certainly find appealing and looked vaguely familiar as well, but Hugh couldn’t place him. Of course it had been more than seven years since he had left London. “And you are?”

“Pennington. The Earl of Pennington.” The man— Pennington—stared. “You’re Captain Robb, aren’t you? Charlotte’s husband. Charlotte’s dead husband.”

“Indeed, I am the husband.” Hugh narrowed his eyes. “And are you her—”

“No!” Pennington paused. “At least not yet.”

“Good.” Hugh nodded with a surprising amount of relief.

He bent beside his wife and gathered her into his arms, ignoring the flood of emotion that washed through him at the feel of holding her again.

The last thing he needed was to have Char’s affections engaged right now. From what he’d learned since his return to London yesterday, her affections had been engaged by a fair number of men since the report of his death. Not that it mattered. From the moment he’d decided to return home, he had vowed not to consider anything she might have done while believing him dead to be of any importance whatsoever. He had certainly not been a saint and he’d well known he had a living wife. Some of the time anyway. There had been a few years that had simply been lost, but for at least the last two he’d been fully aware of who and what he was. And where he belonged.

He straightened and for a long moment simply stood unmoving, holding her close. Savoring the weight of her in his arms, the heat of her body next to his, the faint floral scent she wore, that had haunted his dreams even when he had not been able to remember her face.

“You might put her down now,” Pennington said firmly.

“Of course,” Hugh murmured, glancing around the room. Nothing was as he remembered it. Every piece of furniture had been replaced, the window hangings had been changed, even the paint on the walls was a different hue. As if Char had swept away any evidence of his existence along with the old furnishings. Regardless, this was his house, or rather, their house.

He deposited Char carefully on a sofa and knelt beside her. She was as lovely as he remembered. Errant strands of dark hair escaped their imprisonment on top of her head and tumbled around her face. Her features were regular, with a somewhat delicate quality that belied the nature of her character, but her lips . . .

Ah, her lips. Full and deep in color, as if she had just eaten something rich and red and delicious. He could almost feel the warmth of them against his own, the way they had whispered against his or met and matched his demands with her own.

In repose, she was peaceful and serene, but she’d always had an air of restlessness about her. A sense of reckless, carefree exuberance they’d both shared. It had drawn them together and led them along the edge of scandal. And they had reveled in it. She’d been only eighteen when they’d wed and he a bare two years older. Neither had known anything of life save fun and excitement and high, heady passion.

Had she changed? He stared at her lovely face. He was certainly not the same man who had stalked out that very door seven long years ago. He had left a selfish, stupid boy and returned as . . . what? A man at long last willing, even eager, to live up to the responsibilities of his life? Dear God, he prayed he had indeed become man enough to do so.

And prayed as well he had not lost his wife in the process.

Her long, lush lashes flickered and her eyes opened, caught sight of him, and widened.

“Char?”

Char’s gaze searched his face as if she were trying to determine if he was real or nothing more than a dream. Slowly, she raised her fingers to his face and traced the scar above his right eyebrow. Her hand drifted down his face to rest upon his cheek. Her dark eyes met his, and he read wonder and awe and . . . fury.

She cracked her hand hard across his face.

The sound reverberated in his head and around the room, and he jerked back on his knees. Even Pennington winced.

“You’re alive!” She stared in shock and disbelief and struggled to sit up.

“Indeed I am.” Hugh rubbed his cheek gingerly. “You do not appear quite as pleased as I thought you’d be.”

“You thought I’d be pleased? Pleased? Hah!” She scrambled off the sofa and moved away from him as if to keep a safe distance between them. “How long have you been alive?”

“Nearly nine and twenty years now.”

Pennington choked back something that sounded suspiciously like amusement. Char shot him a lethal glance, which Hugh found rather heartening. Divide and conquer was always a good tactic.

“I don’t mean that and you know it,” she snapped.

“It’s a very long story.” Hugh searched for the right words. “Some of it is confusing and some rather unpleasant, and,” he drew a deep breath, “much, if not all of it, is my fault.”

“That was never in question.” She shook her head. “This is impossible. You simply cannot be here looking so ... alive!” Char turned on her heel and paced. “You must be nothing more than a dream—”

“A good dream?” A hopeful note sounded in Hugh’s voice.

“Hardly,” she muttered, scarcely paying any heed to him at all, as if she was trying to work out the answer to his sudden reappearance in her life without any help from him. Or from anyone, for that matter. It struck him that she had probably been doing exactly that for seven years. And struck him as well that she might not need him or, indeed, anyone at all.

She halted and addressed Pennington. “Marcus, is there a man standing in this very room looking suspiciously like my husband? My dead husband?”

Marcus? She called him by his given name?

Pennington nodded reluctantly. “I’m afraid so, my dear.”

My dear?

“Are you very sure?” She gazed up at Pennington with a hopeful look on her face, and Hugh’s heart twisted. He couldn’t blame her, of course. He’d known his appearance would be a dreadful shock. Still, he had harbored a tiny hope that she would be a little pleased to learn he was still alive. “Is it at all possible that he is merely a ghost? A vengeful spirit come to haunt me?”

Pennington shook his head. “He seems very much alive.”

She ignored him. “A specter perhaps, conjured up by nothing more significant than a rather surprising qualm of conscience given my newfound intentions regarding you and I?”

Intentions?

Pennington grinned. “Intentions?”

“Marcus,” she snapped, “that is neither here nor there at the moment. I have a dead husband come to life in my parlor, and I need assurances that he is indeed dead and I am simply dreaming!”

“Char.” Hugh stepped toward her.

She whirled toward him. “Quiet! You are not here! You do not exist! You are nothing more than the product of an overwrought imagination!” She turned to Pennington, desperation in the very line of her body. “Please tell me he is not here.”

“I am sorry, Charlotte.” Pennington shrugged in a helpless manner. “He has every appearance of being flesh and blood.”

“I am flesh and blood, Char.” Hugh stepped closer. “Touch me.”

Her eyes widened and she stared at him for a moment, then once again smacked her hand across his face.

“Yow!” Hugh clapped his hand to his cheek and glared. “Bloody hell, Char, why did you do that?”

“It did seem a bit excessive,” Pennington said under his breath.

Char stared at her reddened palm. “That hurt.”

Hugh rubbed his cheek. “Damned right, it hurt. I should think it would have hurt the first time.”

“The first time I scarcely felt it,” she murmured. Her gaze shifted from her hand to Hugh’s face. “You really are alive. Real.”

“I daresay there were better ways to prove it,” Hugh muttered, then drew a deep breath. He was determined to do whatever was necessary to make his resurrection easier for her. It seemed the very least he could do. Besides, it was the first step toward the resumption of their lives together. A resumption that was obviously going to be even more difficult than he had anticipated. “However, you may slap me again if you need additional proof.”

“Thank you but no.” She shook her head slowly. “I do appreciate the offer, and I should like to reserve the right to smack you again should I need to do so.”

Hugh narrowed his eyes. “As you have now verified the solidity of my presence, there should be no need to do so in the future.”

“I suspect there will be every need to do so in the future.” Her eyes flashed, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “Where have you been for the past six years? What have you been doing? Why didn’t you come home? Failing that, why didn’t you let anyone know you were alive?”

Hugh blew a weary breath. “As I said, it is a long story. Complicated and confusing.”

“Apparently, we have a great deal of time to sort it all out. I do not expect the full details of six years in six minutes.” She set her jaw. “But do feel free to begin at the beginning. With your death.”

Hugh glanced pointedly at Pennington. “I would prefer to do this privately.”

“I should take my leave.” Pennington nodded and started toward the door.

“No.” Char moved to block the earl’s passage and glared at her husband. “I would prefer that he stay.”

“Char, this is none of his concern.”

“It is very much his concern,” she said sharply. “It is?” Pennington raised a brow.

“Is it?” Hugh snapped. “Indeed it is.” She cast her husband a smug smile. “He is my fiancé.”

“What?” Hugh glared. “What?” Pennington stared.

Char’s gaze met the earl’s, and they stared at one another. Blast it all, from this angle Hugh couldn’t see the look in her eyes; only the understanding in Pennington’s.

Pennington smiled and shrugged in a manner at once resigned and pleased. “As Charlotte said, I am her fiancé.”

“And I am her husband.” Hugh drew his brows together. “Rather awkward, don’t you think?”

“It is exceedingly awkward,” Char said. “And due entirely to the fact that you are not dead. So tell us,” she sank into a chair and waved at Pennington to do likewise, “why aren’t you dead?”

“I was assumed dead, indeed I was sorely injured.” Hugh clasped his hands behind his back and absently paced the room. He had gone over this in his head a hundred times, choosing the right words to make her understand. Not at all easy, as he did not entirely understand it himself. “Some of this I have been told, some I have pieced together.

“A horrendous number of men in my regiment were killed at Albuera, and there was a great deal of confusion. Apparently I was listed among the dead and, due to some bureaucratic error, some dreadful twist of fate, misplaced among the wounded. I was identified as a German and ultimately transported to Bavaria.”

“Why didn’t you say something?” Pennington asked. “Tell them who you were?”

“For one thing, I was unable to.” Hugh shrugged. “You must understand, I was not expected to live, and I was rather a mess as well. Those charged with my care and transport had never met me, nor had they met the man I was purported to be. I did not recover for months, nearly a full year, and my mind was, well, to be blunt, addled by all I had been through. I had no true memory of who I was. I found myself on a farm surrounded by people who claimed me as a relative but looked at me as a stranger. Johann Berringer.” He shrugged. “That was my name.”

“You don’t speak German.” Suspicion sounded in Char’s voice.

“Which made it all the more confusing.” Hugh smiled wryly. “Apparently, I looked a great deal like Johann, hair color, eyes, height, that sort of thing. The differences in appearance were attributed to the rigors of my ordeal. Beyond that, Johann had been a mercenary since his youth and had not been home for many years. His family consisted of his younger siblings and their children. They were more than happy to get their brother back.

“I accepted who they said I was. Indeed, as my mind was an empty slate, I had no reason not to accept it. I learned to speak the language and, I must admit, my life was not at all unpleasant.” His gaze caught hers. “Except for the dreams.”

She swallowed hard. “Dreams?”

“Of places, at first. Spain, of course, then England. London. Tremont Park. And then, finally,” his gaze met hers. “Of people.”

“Oh?” Her voice was light, as if she did not care.

“They were annoyingly vague as dreams are wont to be. Little more than scarce hints, dim memories of a voice or a laugh. A scent or a touch. Nothing specific. Nothing to indicate they were more than the fevered imaginings of a wounded mind. I never spoke of them to anyone. At the time, I feared I was mad. You see, I had no reason to believe I wasn’t who everyone said I was. I think now that my mind could not begin to recover until my body had.”

Pennington stared in fascination. And why not? It was indeed a fascinating story. And true for the most part. “When did it all come back to you?”

“It wasn’t like that. What I mean to say is it didn’t all come back to me at once. There was always the sense that all was not right with my world, that I did not quite belong. I thought it was a restless aspect of my nature. The same thing that had driven me—or rather Johann—to leave his home in the first place. And there were the dreams of course, more vivid and detailed with time. Still, they were no more than dreams, and I paid them no heed. I was Johann Berringer, a farmer, member of a community and large family—”

“With his wife and children no doubt,” Char said coolly.

“Johann never married,” Hugh said just as coolly. “Not that he didn’t have plenty of opportunity.” He caught Pennington’s gaze. “Women were especially fond of Johann.”

Char sniffed in disdain.

Pennington bit back a smile. “Go on then.”

Hugh drew a deep breath. “Two years ago—”

“Two years!”

“Do be quiet, Charlotte, and let the man finish,” Penning-ton said firmly, and Hugh’s opinion of him notched upward. The earl might be a rival for the affections of his wife, but he was obviously a fair sort. In addition, fiancé or not, his hesitation to go to Char’s side in the presence of her presumed dead husband spoke of a highly developed sense of honor. Pennington might prove to be an ally rather than a rival.

“Then,” the earl added, “if you wish to place him in his grave for good I shall not attempt to dissuade you.”

Or not.

“Very well, Marcus. I admit to a certain morbid curiosity.” Charlotte turned her gaze back to Hugh. Challenge sparked in her dark eyes. “You were saying?”

“Nearly two years ago, there were travelers passing through my village speaking English, and I knew what they were saying.”

Char rolled her gaze toward the ceiling. “Of course you knew what they were saying.”

“You don’t understand.” Even now the memory of that moment brought a raw edge to Hugh’s voice. “I had not heard English since my recovery. It had been years.”

Sympathy shone in Pennington’s eyes. “Since Albuera.”

Hugh nodded. “I had no idea I understood it, let alone spoke it. And I spoke it like a native. It was a revelation of astonishing proportions.”

“I can well imagine.” Pennington leaned forward eagerly. “What was a German, a former mercenary and now a farmer, doing with the ability to speak English?”

“Exactly.”

“Then what?” Impatience colored Char’s voice.

Hugh stifled a smile. She was interested in spite of herself. It was a good sign.

“It was very much as if a candle had been lit in a dark room. In the first moments there are a few bare flickers of illumination, then abruptly the shadows are gone.” He searched for the right words. “One moment, I was Johann Berringer who led a pleasant and uncomplicated life, and the next I was Captain Hugh Robb, a man of substantial means. The brother of Viscount Tremont and the husband of Charlotte Robb.”

Her chin rose slightly, and there was the faintest suggestion of a tremble in her voice. “Why didn’t you come home then?”

“Because I remembered, Char. I remembered everything.” He wanted to step toward her, but he wasn’t sure he should. Wasn’t sure even now if he had the right. “I remembered the kind of man I was when I walked out that door after another of our endless fights. Johann Berringer was a good, honest, hardworking man. Hugh Robb was a scoundrel, selfish and irresponsible. Oh, he—or rather I— was a good enough officer, and I think if all this had not happened, I would have been a different man when I returned.

“Still, it had been four years since my ‘death,’ and I thought, given all that had passed between us, you would be better off as my widow than my wife. I was a disappointment as well to my family, my brother especially. I looked at Hugh Robb from the vantage point of Johann Berringer and I was not proud of the person I had been. I thought it might well be best for everyone if I remained dead. Myself included.” He braced himself. This was not an easy confession to make. “The life I was leading of hard work and simple pleasures was not at all the life of rank and privilege I had been born to, yet somehow it suited me. I had been relatively happy until I discovered the truth about myself. I thought I could remain happy as Johann for the rest of my days.”

“Why then did you decide to return now?” Pennington asked.

“Because I am indeed a different man,” Hugh said simply. “Hopefully, a far better man than when I left. Try as I might, I could not ignore the past and the obligations I had abandoned. I made inquiries and learned Edmund had died and I had forever lost the chance to reconcile with him. I will regret that for the rest of my days. Bert never wanted the title but, because of my absence, had no choice. As for my wife,” his gaze met hers, “she had never remarried. She was young and beautiful, and she deserved far better than she had received at my hands.”

Char stared at him wide eyed, and he held his breath.

“I should be going,” Pennington said abruptly and stood. “There are any number of things the two of you need to discuss. Charlotte?”

She nodded but didn’t look at him, her gaze instead focused on Hugh. He’d wondered, before today, if he would still be able to see her thoughts reflected in her eyes. She had always worn her heart in her eyes. Now, he knew. It was most disturbing. Aside from those first few moments, when she’d stared at him with shock and disbelief and anger, her eyes were shuttered, her thoughts private. Even her voice sounded neutral. “It’s quite all right, Marcus. I shall see you tonight, then?”

“Tonight?” Hugh said.

“Tonight? Is that wise?” Pennington nodded pointedly at Hugh. “You might well have more pressing matters on your mind tonight.”

“Not at all.” She rose to her feet but continued to stare at Hugh. “I think it’s best to go on as if nothing has happened. We are expected, and there will be talk if either of us does not attend, although it might be best to arrive separately.”

“Attend what?” Hugh asked.

“Lady Harvey’s ball.”

“Until tonight then,” Pennington said, his voice faded as if he were already far away.

“Tonight,” she murmured.

“Of course, Lady Harvey’s, the beginning of the season. How could I have forgotten?” Hugh chuckled. “Has she forgiven us then for that unfortunate incident at our last appearance together at her fete?”

“She forgave me years ago.”

Hugh chuckled. “But not me?”

“You’re dead. Everyone forgives the dead,” Char said with an offhand shrug.

“Do you?” An intensity he could not hide underlaid his words.

“I haven’t thus far.” Her voice was level, even, without discernable emotion. When had she become so good at hiding her feelings?

“I see.” He stepped closer to her. “Can you?”

She raised her chin slightly. “I don’t know.”

Her gaze locked with his. They stared unspeaking for a long, silent moment. At last, she wrenched her gaze away and glanced around the room. “Where did he go?”

“Pennington?” Hugh scanned the room. “Apparently he’s left. No doubt so that we may speak in private. We have a lot to discuss.”

“Indeed we do, but not right now.” The vaguest edge of panic sounded in her voice, and she started toward the door. “I have a great deal to think about. My mind is as muddled at the moment as you claim yours was.”

He wasn’t entirely sure he wanted her to think. Their marriage might well have been impulsive and ill-advised eight years ago, but he knew now as he had known then, at least in his heart, and, somewhere in the back of his mind, had known always, that she was the only woman for him. They were destined to be together. Fated for each other. Half of the same soul. Above all else, she was what had pulled him home.

He forced a casual note to his voice. “Perhaps we could talk on our way to Lady Harvey’s tonight?”

“What?” She swiveled toward him. “Surely you do not plan on attending Lady Harvey’s ball?”

“What better place to announce to the world that I am alive and well and ready to resume my place in society as Viscount Tremont.”

“Good	Lord, I’d forgotten about that. You are Lord Tremont now, and I . . .” She shook her head. “That scarcely matters at the moment. Of course, the world should know that you are alive, but perhaps it would be best not to inform the entire world at the same time. Think of the shock. And Lady Harvey’s is so . . . public. Everyone will be there.”

“So much the better.”

“You can’t, you simply can’t. It isn’t . . .” She thought for a moment. “. . . fair. To Bertram. Yes, of course, that’s it. It isn’t at all fair to your brother to allow him to find out that you are not dead in this manner.”

“Unless he has changed dramatically, occasions like this have never been Bert’s idea of a pleasant evening. Indeed, I would venture to say he isn’t even in London today.”

“Even worse,” she said quickly. “If he is in the country, everyone will know of your resurrection and his loss of the title before he does. If you have truly changed—”

“I stopped at Tremont Hall on my way to London. Bert and I had a most enjoyable reunion.” He chuckled. “My brother, at least, was pleased to see me alive and well.”

She gasped. “I am pleased to see you alive.”

He raised a brow.

“I am.” A defensive note sounded in her voice. “I never wished you dead.”

“Never?”

“Never!” Her eyes narrowed. “Although it was you who left me. If indeed I had wanted you dead, who would have blamed me?”

“Not I.” He shrugged. “In truth, though, I went off to the aid of my country. To fight Napoleon. Some might well call my actions noble.”

“Your actions, perhaps, but your motives?”

He winced. “An unpleasant fact but true nonetheless.” He met her gaze curiously. “You know, for the life of me, I cannot remember what our last argument was about.”

“You accused me of flirting with Lord Wexley, and I charged you with bedding his wife,” she said without hesitation.

“Ah yes.” He paused. “Were you?”

“Yes, but flirting is all I was doing.” She studied him for a moment. “And were you sharing Lady Wexley’s bed?”

His immediate impulse was to deny it. It was a very long time ago, after all, and scarcely mattered now. Still, he suspected the question was a test of sorts. Of the kind of man he was now, probably. “No.” Pity he had to pay the price for the kind of man he had been then. “But that had been my ultimate intention.”

“I see.” She stared at him for a long moment, then nodded slowly, as if to herself as much as to him. “I am glad that you are not dead, Hugh. However, you can certainly see where it is most awkward. I don’t know what to do, nor do I know what to think, and I certainly have no idea how I feel about it all. Or about you.”

“You are suffering from shock, I think.”

“Shock?” She laughed an odd sort of high-pitched laugh. “I daresay shock is mild compared to what I am feeling.”

“Char.” He started toward her.

“No! Stay away.” She thrust her hand out. “Please, Hugh.” She drew a deep breath. “You have had years to comprehend all that has happened to you. I have had but a few minutes. I need time to sort this out, in my head at the very least. And I am far from ready to do that in front of all of London society. Do you understand?”

He nodded. “Completely.”

“Thank you.” She breathed a sigh of relief, then started. “Are you planning on staying here?”

“It is still my house, Char.”

“Yes, I suppose, although I did inherit—” She shook her head. “Obviously that is no longer pertinent. There is indeed a great deal to sort out. Tomorrow, I should think we can begin.” She smiled for the first time since his arrival. How could he ever have forgotten that smile? It was all he could do to keep from pulling her into his arms. “My shock should have abated somewhat by then.”

“Tomorrow then.”

She nodded and again started toward the door.

“I should warn you, Char,” he called without thinking. “I fully intend to have my life back.”

She paused but did not look back. “And what of your wife?”

“My wife is my life. She always has been. It just took me a very long time to realize it.”

For a moment she simply stood frozen, then without words swept from the room.

Hugh blew a long breath. This had not gone as well as he had hoped, but it had not been nearly as bad as it could have been. Char had not thrown him out or thrown anything of substance at him, for that matter. Indeed, she had even listened and seemed, as well, to accept his story. Which was something at any rate. As true as it was, it was still a farfetched tale.

As far-fetched as her engagement to Pennington. It had been obvious that Char’s claim as to their betrothal was the first Pennington had heard of it. Still, he had not protested, nor had he looked the least bit dismayed. Just how great an obstacle the earl was remained to be seen. Pennington bore watching, but of all the concerns Hugh had at this point, Char’s alleged fiancé was not prime among them.

As for giving her time to sort out her thoughts and feelings about his return, well, he had no intention of that. If she had changed as much as he, if she had indeed become more rational and mature since their days together, she’d probably become cautious as well. It might be years before she agreed to resume their life together, and that would never do. He had lost far too many years with her already. No, he had to strike now.






Chapter 3



Reggie blew a long, low whistle. “I’m not certain which of the three of you deserves my sympathy more.”

Marcus shook his head. “Did I mention it was awkward?”

“Yes, but it bears repeating,” Reggie said under his breath. “What happened then?”

Pennington raised a brow. “You know as well as I. You were there.”

Reggie stared in confusion, then his expression cleared. “Yes, of course. Lady Harvey’s ball.” He chuckled. “How could I possibly have forgotten?”

Charlotte gazed over the crush of guests at Lady Harvey’s and, for the first time today, let her mind dwell on Hugh’s unexpected resurrection. It seemed safe to do so now, when she was surrounded by people. It had not seemed so earlier.

She had left him in the parlor, fled from him, if truth be told, like the specter she had originally hoped he was. She had given instructions to Willis to prepare rooms for him, leaving which rooms to the discretion of the butler, but she’d suspected Hugh would request those rooms that had once been his. The rooms that connected through a dressing room to her own. And as Hugh was Lord Tremont, and his former rooms were the largest to be had save hers, she had no doubt Willis would give him the best the house had to offer.

Charlotte glanced at the wide, sweeping stairway that marked the entrance to the ballroom. Even though one climbed a grand stairway from the foyer
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