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      Flossie Stowe let out a long, satisfied sigh as her lover, the preeminent hotelier, Jason Throckmorton, collapsed beside her, his passion spent at last. “Good morning,” she murmured, a hint of teasing in her voice. Every morning was a good morning when it involved waking up in such a delicious way.

      Jason hummed as he rolled to his side and pulled her into his arms. His body was still hot from love-making, his well-defined muscles relaxed after the release of orgasm. She knew every inch of him like she knew her own soul, but it still felt wonderful to have him wrapped around her. “Good morning yourself.” He buried his face in her dark hair, and, by all appearances, fell back into a cozy slumber.

      Flossie giggled to herself as she smoothed her hand along his side and hip. That morning, like every morning for the past month since they’d returned from Silecroft, where they’d gone to discuss the choices facing them, had been greeted with comfort and desire without a thing between them, not even a French letter. Flossie closed her eyes and breathed a silent prayer that the hoped-for outcome of their morning activity—and their evening and occasional afternoon activities as well—would bless them with a baby soon. Then at least something would go the way they’d expected it to.

      It had been a trying month, with more twists and turns than a gothic novel. Everyone and everything at The Dragon’s Head Inn had been turned upside down after Jason made adjustments to his business plans—adjustments that he insisted would make the massive changes to their personal plans possible. The staff had been turned over, troublemakers sent off to London, Manchester, or the new hotels in Winchester and York. New people had been brought in and interviewed meticulously to make certain they were a good fit for the wildly unusual goings-on that were about to happen in Brynthwaite. The ability to be discreet had become the number one skill to recommend new employees, but the same skills couldn’t necessarily be counted on in friends, which presented a whole other problem.

      All in all, it made Flossie want to close her eyes again, like Jason had, and snuggle against him as though they were the only two people in the world. As if the things they wanted were all that mattered. But in the other room of Jason’s suite, the clock struck the hour of six.

      “No,” Jason grumbled as Flossie began the always entertaining process of extracting herself from his arms. “Just a little longer. You can be late for once.”

      “I can’t,” she giggled, prying his hands from her sides and wriggling away from him. They had repeated the same mock struggle for more than a fortnight. Silly as it was, she rather liked the idea that he didn’t want to let her go. It made the rest bearable. “You know how Mr. Perry fusses when I’m not at the front desk by half-six sharp to relieve him.”

      “And what about me?” Jason asked with a lazy grin. “What if I need relief?”

      Flossie let out a wry laugh and gave up her struggle, leaning closer to him and kissing him deeply. “You always need relief,” she teased him. But at heart, it was no joke. She’d been convinced their change in circumstances and the decision to make no secret of their connection would lessen his peculiar affliction—she still thought “satyriasis” was a devilish term for it—but, in fact, it had grown slightly worse in the last few weeks. Although, if she were honest, that was partially to be expected, what with everything that loomed before them.

      “I have a meeting with Lady E at ten,” she said at last, sighing. “And then there’s the wedding.”

      Jason grew serious, the tension in his arms lessening. “Oh yes. The wedding.”

      Flossie pulled away from him and climbed out of bed. She threw on the robe she kept draped over the chair in the corner of the room before heading toward the door. “I know you have your reservations about the wedding,” she said, opening the door and pausing before moving on to the bathroom, “but we talked about this, and we agreed it’s for the best. It’s the only way for everyone to get what they want.”

      “I know.” Jason flopped to his back. “It just seems so….” He pushed a hand through his hair and let out a breath. A smile touched Flossie’s lips in spite of herself. Jason was deliciously handsome lying on his back in bed, the sheet bunched at his waist, exposing his chest, and doing little to hide the shape of his hips and legs underneath. “It just seems so hasty,” he finished at last.

      “Hasty or not,” she told him, “it’s for the best.” Before he could drag her into another debate on the topic, she sped through the door and across the main room of the suite to the bathroom.

      She washed and dressed as fast as she could, thoughts of the changes her life had undergone in less than a year swirling around her. At the same time the year before, she had existed in a state of utter misery, used and insulted by the men around her at Crestmont Grange. Now, her world was so different that she could barely comprehend it. She dressed in a modest, yet fashionable, skirt and blouse ensemble instead of a dowdy maid’s uniform, fixed her hair in a stylish bun instead of wearing a frilly cap, and pinned an expensive brooch containing a ticking watch to her chest before leaving Jason’s suite and heading downstairs.

      “Good morning, Miss Stowe,” one of the new maids, Norma, greeted her with a curtsy and wide eyes.

      “Good morning, Miss Stowe,” the greeting was repeated by Reggie, the new porter, who had taken up his position by the hotel door a full five minutes before he was scheduled to.

      “Good morning,” Flossie greeted both of them as she marched across the hall, giving Reggie an extra nod and smile of approval. “Good morning, Mr. Perry.” She smiled at the night concierge as she walked behind the counter. “Did we have a smooth evening?”

      “We did, Miss Stowe,” the grey-haired man informed her with a sober nod. “Two late arrivals, but other than that, things were quiet.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Perry.”

      With one more smile, Flossie turned and headed into her office, which, up until three weeks ago, had been Jason’s office. It was hers now, with a brass plaque on the door that declared as much: “Florence Stowe: Hotel Manager.” Jason had handed over control of The Dragon’s Head along with the office, telling her she could rearrange the furnishings however she saw fit, both for the office and the hotel in general. His efforts were now turned toward launching the two new hotels. As it turned out, Flossie hadn’t had to rearrange anything. The Dragon’s Head ran according to her preferences anyhow.

      She sat at the desk and pored over the books from the previous week, checking bookings, glancing at finances, and making mental calculations and plans for the future. Anyone who questioned the ability of a woman to run a hotel—and questions were raised nearly every day by those who failed to understand how Flossie had come by her position—was quickly set straight when it came to Flossie’s competence. Granted, it would have been impossible for her to manage a hotel in London or any of the larger cities, but Brynthwaite was far enough out of the way for the guests who arrived with more cosmopolitan attitudes to brush off her authority as the eccentricity of northerners.

      Flossie was finishing up an inventory report from the laundry when there was a soft knock at her door. She glanced up to find Dora, the new head maid, one of the few staff members who hadn’t been shipped off to another of Jason’s hotels, and her friend, hovering in the doorway.

      “Good morning, Dora,” Flossie greeted her with a smile. “What can I do for you?”

      Dora inched into the room with an air of deference that made Flossie cringe. “Good morning, Miss Stowe.” Dora curtsied.

      Flossie winced and stood. “Dora, for the last time, you don’t have to call me Miss Stowe. We’re still friends.”

      “I couldn’t,” Dora insisted, shaking her head. “You’re the manager. You’re...you’re practically⁠—”

      “The queen?” Flossie teased.

      Dora lowered her eyes in embarrassment, and Flossie’s heart sank. “You know what I mean,” Dora said.

      In fact, Flossie did know what she meant. She meant that, like it or not, when she’d stepped over the gaping chasm into a grander social position by making her relationship with Jason known, she’d left every friend she had on the other side.

      “What can I do for you?” Flossie repeated with more kindness, and more authority.

      Dora recovered from one kind of embarrassment and shifted into another. “The honeymoon suite is ready for this evening, as you requested,” she said, not quite able to meet Flossie’s eyes.

      “Already?” Flossie pretended to be pleased with the speed of Dora’s work rather than wary of why it had been necessary.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Dora nodded. “Oh, and Cook wants to know if you’d like a special meal prepared for…for the newlyweds to be sent up later.”

      Flossie paused to think. She had her reservations about the whole thing. It wouldn’t exactly be a romantic wedding. But everyone deserved something special from time to time. “I’ll go speak to Cook,” she decided, heading out of the office. “In the meantime, how are the new maids coming along?”

      “Well enough,” Dora said. She gave a full report on the army of young girls who had been brought up from unlikely circumstances, such as orphanages, as Jason had instructed. Flossie was pleased that Jason was so socially-minded when it came to helping young men and women who came from the same sort of lowly background as he had, but the step up had been a steep learning curve for some of the young people.

      By the time she finished speaking to Cook and addressing the new maids, bellboys, and porters who needed a talking to, it was nearly ten o’clock.

      “Is Lady E here yet?” Jason asked as he came down the stairs to the lobby at last, just as Flossie was returning from a visit to the laundry. They met halfway through the lobby, and although both of them were fully engaged in their business selves, Flossie felt the familiar pull in her heart that met her every time she and Jason were near.

      “She should be here any moment,” she answered, looking at her watch brooch.

      “She’s here now,” Lady E herself announced as she swept through the hotel’s front door, like an ingénue taking the stage for her first, triumphant performance. Flossie’s old friend, Polly Penrose followed her, far more stylishly dressed and turned out than an ordinary lady’s maid should look. Instantly, Lady E had the full attention of every member of staff and guest in the lobby. She used it to the full as she glided closer to Jason and Flossie. “And how is my dashing fiancé this morning?” she asked, loud enough for everyone to hear. Polly followed, sending Flossie a friendly nod and a grin, which Flossie returned.

      Jason cleared his throat and darted a suspicious glance around the room, his cheeks pinking. “I’m as well as could be expected.”

      “Aren’t you going to give me a kiss?” Lady E asked, mischief flashing in her eyes.

      Jason cleared his throat again and tugged anxiously at the bottom of his severely-buttoned frock coat. He sent a desperate glance Flossie’s way before leaning in, keeping his hips as far from Lady E as he could, and pecking her on the cheek.

      Flossie crossed her arms, her smirk intended to tell Lady E exactly what she thought of the woman’s antics. In spite of their odd, three-way arrangement, Flossie was technically as far beneath the earl’s daughter as she’d been the day she was born, but the two of them knew the reality of the situation was beyond social rules.

      “Good morning, Lady Elizabeth,” Flossie greeted her with the smallest of curtsies she could manage. “How are you on this fine morning?”

      “Magnificent,” Lady E replied, facing Flossie in a way that shut Jason out of their conversation entirely. “My dear Aunt Charlotte and her new husband are returning home tomorrow, my father is in good spirits, and my cousin Alexandra is on the verge of returning to her beloved Hampshire. Happiness abounds.” She turned to Polly and winked at her.

      “If you will excuse me,” Jason mumbled, stepping to the side. “I have some telegrams I need to send.”

      “Be back here in twenty minutes to walk me home,” Lady E ordered with a smile.

      Flossie’s eyes snapped wide, and she hardened her jaw, furious that the noblewoman would order Jason around. But there was only so much she could say, under the circumstances. “Are you sure our business will only take twenty minutes?” she asked instead.

      “Of course.” Lady E shrugged. “I only wish to tell you the new ideas I’ve had for the engagement party. And you’ve brought samples from The Dragon’s Head’s linen stores, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, my lady,” Flossie said, frustration pumping through her like iron filings in her blood.

      “Then this should take no time at all. Come along.” Lady E gestured for Flossie and Polly to follow her behind the desk and into the office as though it belonged to her instead of Flossie or Jason. “Now, I’ve added a few more people to the guest list,” she said as she crossed to the desk to make herself at home. “I trust that won’t be a problem.”

      “The hotel is already booked to capacity for this weekend, my lady,” Flossie said, fighting not to clench her jaw as she spoke.

      “You’ll just have to cancel the bookings of unimportant people,” Lady E said with a wave of her hand. “Especially since I’ve convinced Lord Porchester and his wife to join us. They’re ever so important, and I want all the finest people in the land here to celebrate my engagement.”

      “Your engagement,” Flossie repeated. Not hers and Jason’s engagement. Jason was an afterthought in the entire scheme. On the one hand, she should have delighted in that. There was no fear at all that Lady E would lure the man she loved away from her, in spite of marrying him. On the other, if Lady E could toss Jason aside so casually this early in the game, what did that say for further down the road?

      “Precisely.” Lady E smiled. “Now come over here and show me what options we have for dinner plates.”

      Flossie sighed inwardly, but did what was asked of her. The paper marriage between Jason and Lady E had its benefits, but she was deeply worried that it would be the death of her.

       

      
        
        Jason

      

      

       

      Telegrams didn’t take that long to send, but Jason did his best to stay far, far away from the office for the entire time it took Flossie to sort out whatever new demands Lady E was in the midst of making. The deal the three of them had struck would benefit everyone. Lady E would have the prestige of marriage, which would allow her to live in London at whichever of his hotels she chose, he would be introduced into the highest echelons of society and, hopefully, gain the contacts he needed to buy a baronetcy, and Flossie would be able to see her sons raised as the grandsons of an earl. But most importantly of all, Lady E’s connections at the highest levels of society would enable Marshall to win the custody battle for his daughters, which still raged with his deceased wife, Clara’s, family. It would all be worth it if Marshall got his girls back.

      But in the meantime, the whole mess was an increasingly bitter pill to swallow, and they’d hardly begun. He would have avoided Lady E entirely, if he hadn’t already committed to being part of a bigger scheme that day, a scheme which required him to be at Huntingdon Hall shortly. Damn his friends, he thought as he headed back into the lobby in order to catch Lady E. They needed him more than he needed to keep his dignity intact.

      “There you are, Jason,” Lady E snagged him as he crossed through the lobby. “Where are you going looking like a disobedient schoolboy?” She marched out of the office, Polly just a few steps behind her, and Flossie bringing up the rear. From the frown Flossie wore, the meeting had gone just about as badly as they’d both expected.

      “I was just in the middle of…I was about to go….” He could never think of an appropriate lie when he needed one. “I thought perhaps you’d left without giving me the chance to escort you home.” He gave up, put on the bravest smile he could, and offered Lady E his arm. She wasn’t part of the plot for the day, but if escorting her home would make it look like he had a legitimate reason to be at Huntingdon Hall, he’d suffer through.

      “I would never leave without you,” Lady E said, the spark in her eyes terrifying him. It was imperative she be kept in the dark until the coup took place, but her sly look hinted to Jason she knew something was afoot and that he was involved. “How gallant of you to offer to walk with me. I do so delight in spending time with you, my handsome, powerful fiancé.” She glanced around at the people in the lobby as she spoke.

      “Yes,” Jason grumbled leading her toward the door.

      She tugged on his arm, stopping him from going on. “Aren’t you going to compliment me in return?” she asked.

      Jason sent a wary look toward the office, where Flossie still stood in the doorway, before trying to smile at Lady E. “You are, as always, a beautiful and delicate flower, my dear, whose petals are as soft as the morning dew.” He was certain he’d read that sort of clap-trap in a book at one point or another. Maybe it was something he’d overheard Lord Waltham say to his wife. That couple was ridiculously sentimental, even after fifteen years of marriage.

      Lady E rewarded him with a throaty laugh and slapped his arm playfully. “Oh, Jason. You do know how to flatter a girl.”

      It took everything Jason had not to roll his eyes as he walked on. He spared Flossie one last, pitiful look.

      “Hold on,” Reggie, the new porter, said as he held the door open, looking mightily confused. “I thought you and Miss Stowe—” He turned toward Flossie.

      “Reggie, could I speak to you in here for a moment,” Flossie cut him off, her cheeks pink.

      Jason’s mouth twitched into a smile in spite of himself as he took the door from the man and held it for Lady E and Polly. He winked at Flossie as Reggie scurried toward her. He’d have given anything to stay at the hotel with her, working on his growing hotel empire by her side. But duties of another sort called. Lady E didn’t have to know that those duties had nothing to do with her.

      “Thank you for being so willing to walk me home, Jason. It adds a lovely hint of authenticity to the image we present,” Lady E said, morning sunshine glinting off her blonde hair.

      “Quite,” Jason grumbled.

      “It’s surprisingly balmy for September,” Lady E went on as they headed out through the hotel’s garden to the street and on to the road that wound up through the woods to Huntingdon Hall.

      Jason was surprised that Lady E was as enthusiastic about walking as she was. He’d have thought she’d be much more interested in ordering someone to drive her around in a carriage. But Flossie had told him that she’d heard from Polly that Lady E enjoyed walking as a way to maintain her figure. A figure which, in spite of his heart’s devotion to Flossie, Jason’s rebellious body appreciated to the fullest. He cleared his throat and tugged at his coat with his free hand.

      “We can’t expect too many more cheery days like these,” Lady E went on. There was a pause before she said, “Autumn is just around the corner, and then winter.” Another long pause followed. “Although I’m hoping to spend most of the season in London.”

      Jason didn’t answer. The very thought of London turned his stomach and brought up more miserable memories than he wanted to deal with at that moment. He was well aware that he’d have to go to London soon. The hearing to decide custody of Marshall’s girls was scheduled for early January, and there didn’t seem to be a way for him to get out of being present for it. His clout and the influence that Lady E could bring to bear on the case was their trump card in the whole matter. He couldn’t very well continue to hide in Cumbria, much as he longed to, when his friend needed him.

      Lady E let out a frustrated growl and a huff. “Really, Jason. Why did you offer to walk with me at all if you have no interest in speaking to me?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “It sounded to me as though you were doing an adequate job of talking to yourself.”

      They were beyond the limit of the town, and few people of what Lady E considered consequence were around to see them, so she threw his arm down, huffed, and stomped a few steps ahead of him. Her fit of temper was short-lived, though, and within moments, she’d fallen into step at Jason’s side, and Polly had stepped up to flank her other side.

      “I simply meant that I enjoy listening to you talk,” he said. It was a brazen lie, but with any luck, Lady E’s sense of herself would stop her from hearing it as such.

      She met his comment by pouting for a moment before breaking into a pleased smile. Polly wasn’t the least bit convinced, however. She crossed her arms and eyed Jason with suspicion, as she always did.

      “You’re going to have to do better at convincing people you’re in love with me, you know,” Lady E said, smiling in spite of the snap in her words.

      “Why does anyone have to be convinced I love you?” he asked, staring warily at her. “People like us marry for mercenary reasons all the time.” That was the one part of their forthcoming marriage that was both true and that no one, from London to Brynthwaite, would bat an eyelash over. He was rich beyond his wildest dreams and she was an earl’s daughter. In the circles of high society, they were normal, with or without love. It was the only way in which they were normal. “Besides,” he went on, “you plan to spend most of your time in London, at my hotels, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but I want everyone to believe I’m adored,” Lady E said with a smile.

      Inwardly, Jason groaned. What kind of a mess had he gotten himself—and Flossie—into?

      One that would benefit far more people than himself, he answered his own question.

      “You are adored, my lady,” Polly said from Lady E’s other side.

      Lady E’s cheeks went pink. “Thank you, Polly.”

      Jason glanced sideways at the pair and bit his tongue. He wondered if Flossie had gleaned what was now obvious to him as a man who had experienced every kind of sexual proclivity in one way or another during his seedy days in London. Lady’s maid indeed. There was another name for what Polly Penrose was to Lady Elizabeth Dyson, and it wasn’t “maid.”

      “What is that strange look for?” Lady E asked him as they turned a corner and started up the long and arduous slope that led to Huntingdon Hall.

      “My friends are constantly telling me I wear my heart on my sleeve,” he said.

      “Your friends Dr. Pycroft and Mr. Smith?” Lady E asked. “Or your important friends.”

      Jason scowled. “Dr. Pycroft and Mr. Smith are my important friends. They’re the only friends that matter,” he added in a mumble, then went on before she could steal the conversation again. “They rib me constantly for being unable to hide my true feelings.”

      “So?” Lady E shrugged.

      “So if I attempt to pretend to adore you, it’s likely to come off as laughable and false,” he answered.

      “You could pretend she’s Flossie,” Polly muttered, clearly not intending for Jason to hear. She and Lady E burst into giggles.

      Jason sighed. “I couldn’t. Believe me. It’s best if I simply treat you with the respect and admiration that I honestly feel for you.” Although even that had been slipping in the last month as her demands mounted.

      But to his surprise, Lady E sent him a genuine smile. “Do you really respect and admire me?”

      Jason couldn’t decide if she was sweet or aggravating for being flattered. “I do,” he admitted. “I always have.” Ignorant sot though he’d been.

      Lady E continued on with a bounce in her step. “Flossie Stowe is a lucky young woman,” she said, causing Jason’s feelings toward her to warm. At least until she added, “Though if I had any real interest in you, she wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      It would have been rude for him to roll his eyes, so instead he clenched his jaw and walked the rest of the way to Huntingdon Hall in silence as Lady E and Polly chattered. Because the trouble was, there was more truth to Lady E’s statement than he wanted to own up to. If Lady E had taken an interest in him before Flossie had come along, or even for the first few months after Flossie had entered his life, it was entirely likely that his childhood obsession with Lady E would have continued unabated. Though he didn’t see how he could possibly have been happy, even if he’d won her.

      Not that he could call himself happy now. Except for those blissful, quiet moments when he and Flossie were alone.

      “Here we are,” Lady E said once they reached the front steps of Huntingdon Hall. “You have fulfilled your gallant duties toward me, and now you may go.”

      Jason cleared his throat and prayed his face didn’t go red. He had been telling the truth when he’d said he was a terrible liar. “Actually, I was wondering if I could….” He froze. Flossie had come up with the perfect excuse for him to bluster into the house and cause a distraction for Alexandra, but in that moment, he couldn’t for the life of him remember what it was.

      “You were hoping you could what?” Lady E asked, blinking rapidly as she and Polly stared down at him from a higher step.

      “I was hoping…I’m at the house…I need to come in and⁠—”

      “Mr. Throckmorton, what are you doing here?” Alexandra greeted him, marching out onto the front steps. He wasn’t the only one who made a terrible liar. Lady, or rather, Dr. Alexandra Dyson’s color was high and her eyes held a suspicious light that would have made it obvious to a child that she was plotting something.

      “Oh, uh, Dr. Dyson.” Jason cleared his throat, mind racing blankly. “I, er, I came to see your uncle.”

      Blast it, no. The last person he wanted to see was Lord Gerald Dyson, the Earl of Thornhill.

      “Papa will be so happy to see you,” Lady E said, clasping her hands in front of her in delight. “He’s been so lonely since Aunt Charlotte left, and he’ll be lonelier still once she and Mr. Fretwell and Alexandra move to Hampshire permanently.” Lady E glanced to Alexandra. “I still can’t believe you’ll be leaving me so soon, dear cousin. You must promise to stay at least until after the engagement party.”

      “Mother has written insisting that I be ready to return to Hampshire as soon as she and Mr. Fretwell return tomorrow,” Alexandra said, unable to look at Lady E or Jason. “If you could, um, excuse me for one moment.” She ducked back into the house.

      Lady E followed, Polly on her heels as usual, and Jason trailed them. Alexandra was halfway across the front hall by the time he entered the house. A moment later, she turned a corner into a side room, her skirts swishing behind her, then popped her head out to stare hard at Jason.

      “Darling, if you could let your father know I’m coming up to see him, perhaps that would be better than me simply charging into his bedroom,” Jason said, hurrying Lady E and Polly across the hall to the staircase.

      “Good idea,” Lady E agreed, by some miracle. “Papa hates surprises.”

      “I have work to do, my lady,” Polly said, leaving them at the stairs and veering off toward the servant’s corridor.

      “We’ll talk later,” Lady E called after her. She turned to Jason. “Wait just one moment.”

      Jason nodded, trying not to fidget as Lady E hurried up the stairs. The moment she disappeared from sight, he turned and rushed toward the room where Alexandra hid.

      “I packed as much as I could into this case,” Alexandra whispered, her color still high, as soon as Jason reached her. “There’s so much more I’ll need to send for later, but for now, these are the basics.”

      Jason picked up her suitcase and carried it toward the front door. He had no idea how Alexandra had managed to clear the front hall of all servants and of Lord Thornhill’s aged butler, Hugo in anticipation of his arrival, but for the moment, they were alone.

      “I’ll pick this up again as soon as I can get out of whatever God-forsaken visit I’ve just doomed myself to,” he said, resting the heavy case against the Hall’s outer wall. “I’ll leave it in the honeymoon suite for you tonight.”

      “Thank you.” Alexandra touched his arm for a brief moment. She looked at him more like a prisoner about to be taken to the gallows than a woman about to elope with one of his best friends.

      “Don’t worry,” he did his best to reassure her. “You’ve made a far more sensible decision than I have.”

      Alexandra broke into a grin. “I won’t disagree with you.”

      Jason wasn’t sure whether he wanted her to or not. “Go on,” he said, gesturing to the road that would take her into town. “Get out of here before your cousin realizes you’ve made your escape.”

      Alexandra nodded and dashed down the steps. She gave him one last wave before breaking into a jog.

      There was no time for Jason to watch her go. He dashed back into the house and made his way up the staircase, working to regulate his breathing and to look dull instead of like an accomplice in something that was likely to throw the entire Dyson family into fits of rage.

      His timing was perfect. He made it to the family’s hallway just as Lady E came out of her father’s room.

      “He’s ready to see you,” she told him with a smile. “Thank you for taking the time to visit him. I really do worry about him,” she added in a whisper.

      Jason gave her a sympathetic smile before entering old earl’s bedroom. Lady E wasn’t all bad. She truly did care for her father. But then, in Jason’s experience, no one in the world was all good or all bad.

      “My lord,” he greeted Gerald Dyson, who lay in his sickbed, a mountain of pillows behind him, a tapestry strewn over his gouty legs, and a book in his hand. “It’s a pleasure to see you looking so well.”

      Lord Thornhill scowled at him. “Who are you again?”

      “Papa, this is Mr. Throckmorton, my fiancé,” Lady E told him, pushing Jason closer to the bed. “You remember. The two of you have talked before.”

      “Hmm.” Lord Thornhill stared at him, rubbing his chin. “Nope. I still can’t say that I remember who you are. Though there is something familiar about you. Who are your parents?”

      “I was here last week,” Jason said, avoiding the question. He took a seat in the stiff-backed chair beside the old man’s bed. “I own the hotel in town, and several others besides.” Several others that needed his undivided attention and business acumen if they were going to succeed.

      “Hotels, hotels,” Lord Thornhill said. “I stayed at a smashing hotel when I visited Cairo last year.”

      Jason sighed inwardly. Lord Thornhill hadn’t been out of his bed for several years, and he hadn’t traveled for nearly a decade. It was going to be that kind of visit. “I’ve heard Egypt is lovely,” he said, sending Lady E a sidelong glance.

      “It is, it is,” Lord Thornhill said with a smile. “The air is hot and dry, and the natives are ignorant and grubby.”

      Jason sat back in his chair, hiding a wince. It was going to be that kind of visit. So much for getting work done. At least he’d played his role in his friend’s game.

       

      
        
        Marshall

      

      

       

      Try as he did, Marshall couldn’t get his nerves to steady as he paced his hospital’s halls, checking on long-term patients with fractured attention. He hadn’t slept a wink the night before. He hadn’t slept well since Eileen Danforth, sister of his deceased wife, had heartlessly wrenched his three, darling daughters, Mary, Martha, and Molly, from him two months before. The house was too quiet without his beloved girls filling the rooms with their laughter and chatter. The silence was driving him mad, particularly since, in spite of the optimism Jason expressed about their chances of winning the girls back in the custody hearing scheduled for January, Marshall couldn’t shake the feeling that the Danforth clan was too clever and too well-connected even for Jason’s machinations.

      But Marshall’s nerves had an additional reason to be frazzled. As of that night, he wouldn’t be in the house alone anymore. If everything went according to plan and all those who had pledged their support came through, he would be bringing home a new wife. Not that evening, of course. In typical form, Jason had gifted him with a night in the luxurious honeymoon suite at The Dragon’s Head. But that only exacerbated Marshall’s nerves. A honeymoon suite implied things. It implied romance and sensuality. It implied love. And while there was no lack of love on his end, he knew full well Alex didn’t love him in return.

      Dr. Alexandra Dyson. Marshall stopped halfway down the hall as he walked from the men’s ward to the staircase that would take him down to his office and leaned against the wall. Alex was the most beautiful thing that had ever entered his life, aside from his girls. She was elegant and accomplished. She could discuss medicine and operate on patients in dire need side-by-side with him, then wash her hands and head out into the town to charm donors into giving more than he’d ever been able to collect for the hospital on his own. She was the niece of an earl, miles above him, and yet she’d said yes when he proposed to her just a month before.

      Granted, she’d agreed to marry him not out of affection, but because marrying him would remove her from the strangling influence of her mother and allow her to remain in Brynthwaite, practicing medicine, instead of being trundled off to Hampshire. But from the moment she’d said yes, Marshall hadn’t been able to shake the hope that, if he played his cards right, the two of them might have a real marriage, one built on mutual respect rather than emotion, but one that could grow into true love in the end. He also hadn’t been able to stop thinking about that honeymoon suite and the distinct possibility that he and Alex might end up in a sweaty, naked tangle within a matter of hours.

      “Good Lord,” Mrs. Garforth, the hospital’s head nurse, exclaimed as she came around a corner and saw Marshall slumped against the wall. “Whatever is the matter with you? You look feverish.”

      Marshall pushed himself straight and smoothed a hand over his white physician’s coat, glad it was there to hide the evidence of his thoughts. “I’m fine,” he said in curt tones, marching past her.

      “Wedding jitters,” Mrs. Garforth said with a grin. “You always did get nervous when you had to perform.”

      Marshall missed a step, tripping over his feet. “I beg your pardon?” he asked, twisting to stare at Mrs. Garforth with wide eyes.

      She blinked at him. “When you were a boy,” she said, her face a mask of innocence. “When there was a play or a recital or anything where you had to stand up in front of other people. It always upset your digestion.”

      Heat flooded Marshall’s face. Mrs. Garforth had been a matron when the hospital had been the Brynthwaite Municipal Orphanage. She’d watched him, Jason, and Lawrence grow up, though the type of attention she’d given them couldn’t be classified as motherly. The other side of that coin was that Marshall had known her his entire life, and ribald jokes were not in her vocabulary. She couldn’t possibly have known how anxious about performing he was.

      “Yes, well,” he said, not knowing what else to say. He cleared his throat and hurried on
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