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      Thanks a lot for purchasing my book. It really means a lot to me, because this is the best way to show me your love.

      As a Thank You gift I have written a full length novel for you called Seduced by the Brooding Duke. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by tapping this link here.
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      Once more, thanks a lot for your love and support.

      With love and appreciation,

      Scarlett Osborne

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      She never really craved attention, until she tasted his…

      Melissa Alford, youngest daughter of the Duke of Greyfield, has always been the black sheep of her family. When her mother arranges a betrothal for her older sister, her life changes in the most unexpected way.

      Patrick Dutton, Marquess of Bergon, takes pride in being a very responsible young gentleman. But even though his word is his bond, he immediately falls for the rebellious, youngest daughter of the Duke instead of his intended, whom he finds completely dull.

      When Melissa suddenly disappears into the woods, people realize this is not one of her usual games. With wolves as the least of her problems, Patrick is determined to find her before the night is out.

      Soon it becomes apparent that someone is behind the disappearance and that the key to the riddle just might lie in a birthmark...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Birthday Mix-Up

      

      

      

      Melissa Alford was up with the birds, as she was wont to do, on the day of her birthday ball. Leaping out of bed, she put on her shoes before slipping out the door and down the back stairs. As expected, Brynn was waiting at the bottom with a hot cup of ale and a plaid shawl for Melissa to wrap around her head.

      

      She led Melissa to the mews where they saddled two horses and took off for Convent Garden, Brynn’s basket looped securely over her arm. They would get to the market just as the fresh produce was arriving and then Brynn would do the day’s shopping; picking two bundles a penny, primroses to put in a vase in the hall, perhaps some fried eels for breakfast. They might get a pint of milk, another of ale, and a bushel of apples.

      

      Melissa never knew exactly the shopping list they were going for, but she loved to accompany Brynn on these early morning runs. It was the only time she felt free as nobody knew nor cared who she was beneath her coverings. As the youngest child of The Duke of Greyfield, a great and powerful gentleman, it was difficult to go anywhere without immediately becoming the center of attention.

      

      So, she tucked her dark hair under the shawl and hid her warm complexion from the casual gaze. Her hazel eyes looked hither and thither, taking in all the sights as they peeked mischievously from the tip of the cashmere wool covering her face.

      

      She knew that she only got away with her escapades because there was no way that her mother would rise before ten in the morning and neither would her sister, Rose. Melissa cherished these few hours of freedom, where she did not have to listen to her mother harping on about her faults and failings. She could simply be nothing more than a girl of nine and ten with nothing to do but sit by her friend as she purchased the household produce.

      

      They arrived back at Greyfield House just as her father was stirring. They stood back as footmen hurried up the stairs bearing hot water for The Duke’s morning ablutions. As soon as they were gone, Melissa hurried to the back stairs and crept back up to her room. Diving under the covers, she closed her eyes and feigned sleep.

      

      Not three hours later, she was roughly shaken by Brynn, only then realizing that her pretense of sleep had become reality.

      

      “Wha…?” she mumbled as she jerked awake.

      

      “Her Grace says for you to join her in the library now, My Lady. She has the dressmaker come to do last fittings.” Brynn hissed in her ear.

      

      Melissa felt irritation burn at her craw. “Last fittings? Why? Does she expect I have gained weight in the three days since we got the gowns?”

      

      “I’m sure I don’t know, My Lady. Are you going to go or do you want to wait for her to come for you herself? You know that she will.”

      

      Melissa grunted resentfully. “Can she curb her impulse to make my life difficult for one day? It’s my birthday.”

      

      “Perhaps you should ask her.” Brynn shrugged, manhandling Melissa out of her nightgown. She wrestled a corset tight around Melissa’s torso before dropping a simple blue muslin gown over her head, paying no heed to her mumbled complaints.

      

      “There. Let me just add some color to your face and sweep your hair into a knot, and you will be ready to face your mother.”

      

      Melissa snorted. “When am I ever ready to face her? Mother is such a nightmare.”

      

      “Well, today is your day, so try and enjoy it, hmm?” Brynn squeezed her shoulder before picking up Melissa’s discarded nightgown and riding clothes and exiting the room.
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        * * *

      

      She would wash the clothes personally, so as to ensure that if there were any traces of Convent Garden mud along the hem of Lady Melissa’s habit, nobody else would be any the wiser.

      

      This was a dangerous game Brynn was playing with The Duke’s daughter but the lady’s maid saw how unhappy Lady Melissa was, trying to live up to her mother’s impossible expectations. If a simple ride to the market at the crack of dawn gave her some relief, who was Brynn to refuse her that?

      

      She had grown up with Lady Melissa, her mother being the Greyfield Housekeeper. When she had turned twelve, her mother had started her off as a scullery maid but she soon got promoted to maid of all work and then to her current position as lady’s maid to The Duke and Duchess’ youngest daughter.

      

      The Greyfields only had the two daughters which was just one more unusual thing about them. They did not seem eager to try for a son and heir, despite the vast lands and property that The Duke owned. He was one of the most powerful people in the land; why Brynn had heard it said that he had the ear of the Prince!

      

      But his wife was a miserable old hag for all that, seeming to enjoy inflicting pain and misery on everyone around her, most especially Lady Melissa. Only her older daughter, Lady Rose, was immune.

      

      Brynn found it passing strange but it wasn’t her place to comment.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick Dutton, Marquess Bergon was up at the crack of dawn and ready to leave before the majority of his household had yawned their way to full alertness. He had promised to be present at the docks when the new shipment of furniture his father had ordered from China arrived.

      

      Herbert Dutton, Duke of Cheshmill had recently remarried. His wife, Alexandra, much younger than he, could be described as a diamond of the first water with very particular tastes. She had decided to redecorate the Cheshmill Town House in a manner befitting her tastes. Said tastes demanded an entire set of furniture from the Far East and His Grace was in a mood to indulge her.

      

      He was not, however, in a mood to do any of the actual heavy lifting. For that, he had Patrick, his firstborn, always eager to please and perpetually at The Duke’s beck and call. He could rely on Patrick to not only make sure the shipment was intact and accurate but also arrange for it to be installed under his new wife’s exacting instructions.

      

      Meanwhile, The Duke would hole up at White’s until it was done.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick found his stepmother’s new furniture to be garish in the extreme. Just because something was exotic did not mean it was good. His mother had decorated the Town House in earth tones; blending greens and browns together to produce a peaceful whole that invited one to sit back and relax. They were to be replaced with Lady Cheshmill’s furniture upholstered in blood-red silk and wall hangings with stark gold embellishments not to mention a gold-plated dragon sculpture and dozens of red and gold silk pillows.

      

      It rather reminded Patrick of the high-end brothel his uncle Milford had taken him to on the occasion of his twenty-first birthday, two years ago. Pausing, his eyes on the middle distance and a slight smile on his face, he called to mind the spirited redhead that had dived down and swallowed him whole…

      

      A sigh escaped him and he shook his head slightly to clear it of the memories so that he could focus on dealing with the customs agent at hand.

      

      He cleared his throat. “Excuse me, good sir, I am here for the Cheshmill shipment.”

      

      The man looked up, frowning at Patrick, the agent could not believe that the Marquess had the nerve to disturb his day in such a manner.

      

      “Cheshmill? Which shipment is that?”

      

      “The furniture, from China. I believe it was to come in with your ship on the 18th, according to the notice sent to my father.”

      

      “Your father?”

      

      Patrick lifted an elegant blonde eyebrow as he looked down at the agent from his six-foot height. He caressed his chin as he waited for the agent to show any sign that he knew how to do his job.

      

      The man sighed, looking up at Patrick like his presence was a huge inconvenience. He got slowly to his feet as if he was fighting arthritic knees before shuffling off to check on the Cheshmill shipment. Rolling his eyes, Patrick turned to watch the ships as they made their way into London Harbor. Even at this early hour, the River Thames was teeming with marine life, the harbor bustling with life. The mud larks were busy already, collecting debris.

      

      The customs agent was back, clutching at a piece of paper as if it was trying to escape.

      

      “Yes, Mr. uh?” he lifted an eyebrow in inquiry.

      

      “I am the Marquess of Bergon, son of The Duke of Cheshmill.”

      

      The customs agent visibly stiffened his spine. “Oh, well, uh, your shipment has er, arrived. You can collect it from Warehouse three. I just need your signature or seal on this document,” he held out the document in question, hand shaking slightly.

      

      With an inward sigh, Patrick took the paper, extracted wax and his father’s signet ring which he used to stamp the paper. He handed it back to the customs agent still in silence. The customs agent led him to the right warehouse, Patrick towering over him as he cut a tall, strong, elegant figure with his pristine white pantaloons tucked neatly into his knee-high boots. His black tail coat provided a suitable contrast while highlighting his broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped silhouette. He wore a tall hat, his blond curls peeking through on the sides.

      

      Patrick was accompanied by several footmen who helped unload the furniture from the warehouse, loading it onto the wagons from whence they would be transported to Mayfair.

      

      He was bleakly hopeful that he would not be pulled into any consultations related to arranging the furniture as his only advice would have been to throw it all out and begin again.

      

      Heaving a sigh of relief that he did not have to live there–and sparing a sympathetic thought for his poor sister–he climbed into his carriage, which lead the team of wagons on their short journey to transport the new furniture to its home. He made sure–as instructed–to take the scenic route so that as many of The Duke’s neighbors as had servants walking about could see that The Duchess was making the Cheshmill townhouse her own.

      

      He could well understand her need to make an impression. The late Duchess, Patrick’s mother, had been a force to reckon with in the ton. She had been loved and respected. As a consequence, the new Duchess was treated as something of a usurper. Patrick knew this was unfair, and tried his best to demonstrate his good wishes toward her. But Lady Cheshmill did herself no favors by her loud and gaudy disregard of anything and everything his mother had held dear.

      

      They arrived at the Cheshmill townhouse on the dot of ten-o’clock, just in time for Her Grace to receive them in her drawing room, instructing the footmen on where exactly everything went. Patrick excused himself as soon as possible, his duty done.

      

      The air was crisp and a slight drizzle salted his cheeks with cold droplets. Patrick elected to walk, for even though he was a little late, he thought he might pass by Convent Garden and see if the mystery girl was there again today.

      

      He attributed his fascination with her to the mystery she presented. He had noticed her one morning as he took the air on horseback. Although she was dressed similarly to the lady’s maid she rode with, and her shawl covered her head completely, she sometimes forgot to change out of her bedroom slippers. They were very impractical for riding, made of silk lined with gold lame as they were.

      

      The first time Patrick had noticed them, he had been eager to see if he could guess who the young lady was and what exactly she was about. He had no doubt that whoever her unfortunate guardian was, he had no idea of her early morning adventures in produce shopping.

      

      It worried him sometimes when he thought of her out there, unprotected apart from her lady’s maid. There was little he could do about it as he did not know who she was. Still, he liked to watch over her as she haggled inelegantly over potatoes or fresh fish, her voice deliberately roughened to sound similar to that of her maid.

      

      It was ridiculous.

      

      It was amusing.

      

      It was dangerous.

      

      Any day now, her guardian would find out what she was doing and the mystery girl would disappear. Patrick might run into her at a ball or attend her wedding and he would never know that it was her.

      

      What a sad ending that would be to this adventure.

      

      He walked around Convent Garden for a while, keeping an eye out for her or her companion. After an hour, he conceded that it was too late in the morning for her to still be gallivanting about unsupervised and went home to his house on Grosvenor Street.

      

      He intended to ride immediately for the country, in part because he much preferred it to London but also because he wanted to be as far away as possible lest Lady Cheshmill decides she wanted his input in her household design. He put himself out to be civil to the woman because his father had chosen her and surely, he must have seen something worth having. Still, he could not deny that he found her draining to his spirit.

      

      He had an excellent excuse for his flight from Town. He was to hold a grouse-hunting party a week hence and he needed the time to prepare. He had extended an invitation to The Duke and hoped that he would find time to attend. He had a deep respect for his father and cherished the few talks they had on any topic from the health of his horses to that of his finances. Any advice his father could give him was deeply appreciated.

      

      He stepped into his house; coat held out for his butler to take before walking to the morning room in search of breakfast. Stirring some lemon into his tea, he stared out of the window before turning back to the table as his butler walked in with the mail on a tray. He caught sight of his father’s seal on a note and his heart rate sped up.

      

      He had seen his father just the day before when he had sent Patrick on his errand. He could not imagine why The Duke would feel the need to write him a note today unless something untoward had occurred. He snatched the note, tearing the seal so he could read it.

      

      My dear Patrick,

      

      You may hear some rumors about me as you go about your business today. I pray that you take no notice of it. I shall speak with you more on this later.

      

      Regards,

      

      Your Father

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Bit of Intrigue

      

      

      

      Patrick’s brow furrowed as he read the note again, wondering what his father could possibly mean by it. He felt his heart rate speed up with anxiety as he worried for The Duke’s wellbeing. He was aware that his father had many enemies who might like to see him destroyed. He knew this because his father had told him so.

      

      He got to his feet, breakfast forgotten and strode toward the door, his butler scurrying behind him with anxious questions.

      

      “I need my coat. Have a coach brought around,” he declared brusquely, not bothering to turn around.

      

      “Yes, m’ lord,” his butler overtook him in his haste to get to the coat rack, while simultaneously gesturing for the footman to go around to the mews for the coach and six. He held out Patrick’s coat to him, his face twisted with anxiety. He clearly wanted to ask what had gotten his lordship so riled up but was too well trained to impose on his master in such a manner.

      

      Patrick grabbed his coat, striding out the door without waiting for Andrews to drape it over his shoulders. The day was windy but he hardly noticed. The coach came around from the alley between his house and the next. He hurried forward, not waiting for the tiger to open the carriage door, but doing it himself.

      

      “Take me to White’s Gentleman’s Club,” he called to his coachman as the tiger leaped onto his platform. They took off in a rush, understanding that Patrick did not want to waste any time. It did not take long to get to the club and he, again, bounded out of the carriage without waiting for assistance. He blew into the club like a gale, his eyes seeking hither and thither for his father.

      

      The man in question was sitting with a group of noblemen as they played a game of cards, seeming quite unperturbed by any rumor that might be making the rounds.

      

      “Father,” Patrick murmured softly, coming up behind The Duke. His Grace turned his head, rolling his eyes comically in order to see Patrick.

      

      “Bergon? What are you doing here?” he snapped.

      

      “I...” Patrick was at a loss. The tone of his father’s note did not match his current devil-may-care attitude. He frowned; his eyes narrowed as he tried to figure his father out.

      

      “Well?” he Duke prompted.

      

      “I received your note. I thought we might discuss it further as it was rather short on details.”

      

      His father’s eyes first widened, and then narrowed. “Well, this is hardly the place for that discussion. Perhaps we can meet later in your home. I am rather busy at the moment.”

      

      Patrick bowed his head. “Of course, father.” He turned on his heel and walked out, feeling quite wrong footed.
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        * * *

      

      As much as her mother had ambivalent feelings toward her, Thalia Alford, Duchess of Greyfield was determined that nothing would ruin Melissa’s birthday ball.

      

      Like a whirlwind, she swept Melissa up in her preparations. First stop, Mrs. Thomas’ where she was made to stand still while the dressmaker poked, prodded and stuck pins in her one more time, just to make sure her dress was a perfect fit. Next, they had to pick up their hats from Mrs. Bell, before stopping by Wood for their footwear.

      

      Once the clothes were sorted out, there was still accessories. Melissa was to wear an emerald necklace from Rundell and Bridge, exclusively designed for the occasion. It would complement her burnished-gold gown and bring out her tan skin as well as cause her hazel eyes to shine. It was the linchpin that pulled her look together and an excellent talking point for her guests.

      

      Melissa would have preferred to have a nice tea with her best friend, who was also her lady’s maid, Brynn, and call it a celebration, but that was never going to happen. Her family had an image to maintain in spite of anyone’s–her mother’s–personal feelings for her.

      

      She and Brynn were as close as sisters but sometimes Melissa would look at her own sister with regret. The relationship she shared with her lady’s maid should have been one she shared with her real sister. Instead, their mother had them at loggerheads, forever in competition for their mother’s approval. Rose always won that race, and Melissa had reached the point where she was resigned to that outcome. It still hurt her, however, that she could not have a warm, loving relationship with either of them.

      

      Why does she hate me? Melissa often pondered this, for as far back as she could remember, her mother treated her with cold resentment and impatient irritation. What did I do to deserve this?

      

      Her heart twisted with pain even as she thought it. There was a brisk knock on her door and then Brynn was bustling into the room, talking a mile a minute.

      

      “It’s time Melissa, for us to get you ready for your big day. The footmen are bringing the large tub so that you can soak in hot water and rose petals while I lay out your clothes.”

      

      “Are you trying to say I smell, Brynn?” Melissa grinned at her lady’s maid.

      

      “You certainly do not smell like roses, but you will after your bath.”

      

      Melissa sighed. “It’s all so tedious.”

      

      Brynn gave her a sympathetic glance. “Oh, Lady Melissa, you should be excited. It's like you’re a princess. Everyone’s attention will be on you, they will pamper you and toast you and give you presents. How can you not like that?”

      

      Melissa tried to smile, unsuccessfully. “I suppose I sound very ungrateful to you.”

      

      Brynn hurried forward to rub at Melissa’s arm. “No! Of course, you don’t. I know why you don’t like all this. You’re a simple girl at heart who would rather have something real than something ostentatious. But that should not stop you from enjoying the prezzies!”

      

      Melissa rolled her eyes. “I wish we could change places. You would enjoy this much more than me. And where did you learn a word like ostentatious?”

      

      Brynn snorted. “Please. Do you think I don’t read all the same books you do?  You taught me to read so why are you surprised that I know words?”

      

      Melissa grinned, squeezing her arm. “I’m not surprised that you know them. I’m taken aback that you use them.”

      

      Brynn shrugged. “When it’s just you and me, I can use any words I want. Other people might think I was bein’ uppity.”

      

      Melissa shook her head. “It’s a lonely life isn’t it.”

      

      Brynn smiled wide at her. “Not really. I have you, don’t I?”

      

      Their conversation was interrupted by the maids of all work, carrying pails of hot water. It was time to get ready for the ball.

      

      When the maids had left, Melissa stripped down to her birthday suit and lowered herself into the heated water. The tub was next to the fire and she lay back, luxuriating in the warmth, appreciating the lap of water against her flesh. Her hand brushed against the butterfly birthmark against her waist and she traced it languidly as Brynn spread rose petals in the water.

      

      She sighed, closing her eyes. “I don’t ever want to leave this tub.”

      

      Brynn laughed. “Eventually, the fire will die down and the water will get cold, you’ll change your mind.”

      

      Melissa smiled, her eyes still closed, her head resting on the edge of the tub while dark hair hung in cascades, outside the tub. “That sounds like an analogy for something.”

      

      Brynn snorted. “Analogy? What does that mean?”

      

      Melissa’s eyes opened and she gave Brynn a look. “Ah, so now you pretend ignorance. Convenient isn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      Thalia Alford, Lady Greyfield, tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for her daughters to join her for a light meal before the ball. Her husband had been scheduled to join them but he had sent a note that he was delayed at Whitehall.

      

      He had been summoned for an impromptu meeting. Closeness to the crown had its advantages, but His Grace was forever at the beck and call of the Prince. It irked Thalia to no end.

      

      Her firstborn, Rose, entered the room and Thalia smiled with approval. Rose was already dressed for the ball in blue and silver, a perfect foil for her sister’s gold and green. If only Melissa would comport herself like a lady for one night, they might just end up having the premiere ball of the year; one which Thalia could boast about for a while.

      

      “You look well, Rose.”

      

      Her daughter curtsied prettily. “Why thank you, Mother. That’s kind of you to say.”

      

      While her silver necklace had not been designed specifically for this night, unlike Melissa’s, Rose’s was garnished with blue diamonds that shone against her alabaster skin. She and Melissa were night and day in every way; Thalia could not fathom how she had birthed two people who were so different.

      

      Even as she thought it, Melissa came rushing into the room, a flyaway curl in her face, walking too fast, breathing too hard. Thalia felt a familiar bolt of irritation streak through her and she frowned.

      

      “Slow down Melissa. That is no way for a lady to move.”

      

      Melissa’s mouth twisted, further irritating Thalia. Nobody liked a bad-tempered girl.

      

      “Yes, mother,” she replied biting off the ‘s’ as if it were Thalia’s finger. Lady Greyfield stiffened in her seat and opened her mouth to snap at her daughter but stopped as she spotted the butler enter the room.

      

      “Your Grace,” he said with a bow, “your mother has arrived.”

      

      Thalia sighed, rolling her eyes. Of course, her mother was early. For some reason, the dowager Lady Belford had a soft spot for Melissa. Thalia could not imagine why.

      

      “Send her in, Biggs. And bring in some refreshment for the girls and me.”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Biggs backed out of the room and not a moment later, Thalia’s mother was bustling in, kissing her grandchildren and generally making a nuisance of herself. Thalia looked away from her mother and focused on her breathing. Tonight, was a big night and anyone who was anyone in the realm was invited.

      

      Thalia’s heart sank as she thought of two men she was not looking forward to seeing. One had blackmailed his way onto the guest list, the other was a close friend of the Prince as well and could not be left out. She feared that the evening might prove too much for her what with having to deal with her daughter’s peccadillos already. She was exhausted and the ball had not even begun.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa opened the dance on her father’s arm. He twirled her across the room, a proud smile on his face, while the assembled audience watched. The ladies whispered behind their fans as they simpered at the gentlemen. Melissa spotted Brynn and the other servants walking about with trays laden with champagne, sherry, and strawberry cordial. Brynn winked when she spotted Melissa’s eyes on her and Melissa almost grinned before remembering herself.

      

      She turned to her father, a smile on her face.

      

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” he asked softly.

      

      “Yes, father. Everything is lovely.”

      

      His eyebrow rose. “You have your mother to thank for that, you know?”

      

      Melissa exhaled sharply, “Oh, father, do stop.”

      

      Her father was forever trying to reconcile Melissa and her mother. She did not know why he had not realized by now, that it was a waste of energy. Her mother hated her, for reasons unknown to Melissa–and she had long since stopped trying to change Lady Greyfield’s mind.

      

      “Hope springs eternal,” Lord Greyfield hummed as he swept her across the room.

      

      “Perhaps I shall find a husband tonight and then she shall not have to deal with me for much longer,” Melissa grumbled.

      

      Her father laughed. “Well, unless you plan to find a husband for your sister as well, your hopes might not come to fruition as fast as you might wish.”

      

      Melissa harrumphed, “Rose would be married by now if she would only accept one of the many offers she has received.”

      

      “Our Rose is very particular, as are you.” Lord Greyfield raised both eyebrows at her in challenge.

      

      “Yes, well.” Melissa looked away because she could not dispute his words. As daughters of the most powerful Duke in the land, the offers of marriage had poured in from the first day of both their coming-out balls. Her father was indulgent of them and let them decide which to accept. So far, both girls had not found a fitting suitor amongst the many.

      

      “Never fear my dear, you have plenty of time. Now, this is your night, so turn that frown upside down and smile for me, my dear daughter.”

      

      Melissa did as she was bid. Her father was right. This was her night and she would enjoy it to the maximum. All she had to do was avoid her mother for the rest of the evening.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick stepped into Greyfield House behind his father and straightened his tailcoat compulsively as they were announced. He accepted a glass from a passing serving girl before stepping into the ballroom proper. He looked around; eyebrows raised at the ostentation. Patrick knew the occasion was more about business than pleasure since his father had neglected to bring his new wife with him.

      

      Everything was draped in gold and green; from the floor-length curtains framing the windows to the sashes draped around the servers who were also dressed in green, their white gloves gleaming in the light from the gold chandelier above. The marble floor of the ballroom was crisscrossed with gold-leaf inlays, now filled with dancing couples.

      

      He looked around for their hosts, intending to pay his respects. He turned to say as much to his father and found that he had crossed the room and was now in deep conversation with The Duchess of Greyfield.

      

      “Oh, looks like you beat me to it,” he murmured to himself.

      

      “I beg your pardon?” a light voice asked from his right. He turned to find a young lady, dressed in a blue gown, her neck, and ears adorned with silver and diamonds.

      

      “Forgive me,” he bowed to her, “I do not think we have been introduced.”

      

      “Indeed, we have not. However, if you ask me to dance, we would not have broken propriety.”

      

      Patrick smiled at her forwardness, as well as her cleverness. “You are right.” He held out his hand to her, “Would you do me the honor of this dance, lady?”

      

      “Greyfield. Rose Greyfield,” she said placing her delicate small hand in his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Awkward Meetings

      

      

      

      They took their places on the dance floor, smiling politely as strangers do. “Rose Greyfield you said?” Patrick ventured to ask, “Are you a relation of the birthday girl?”

      

      Rose’s mouth twisted. “I am her sister.”

      

      She did not seem too pleased about it. Patrick lifted an eyebrow in surprise.

      

      “Is she younger than you or older?”

      

      Rose smiled coyly at him, her eyelashes fluttering. “Are you saying I look younger than nineteen years?”

      

      Patrick had been saying no such thing as he had not actually been aware of the age of the birthday girl. Yet he knew he could not say that so he just murmured noncommittally.

      

      “She’s my younger sister actually.” Rose was still giving him that pleased smile and Patrick did not know what to do with it.

      

      They whirled around the dance floor until the song came to an end, and then Patrick dutifully deposited her on a chair. As they had not been formally introduced, he simply took a bow and left in search of his father.
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        * * *

      

      “They do make an excellent couple, don’t they?” Lord Cheshmill whispered in her ear, his voice full of glee.

      

      “I don’t see it.” Thalia looked away from her dear daughter and the man she was dancing with–who was apparently Cheshmill’s son. She had no intention of giving in this time. He could not make her ransom her daughter.

      

      “Don’t you? Personally, I think they are a perfect match. You should think about it, Lady Greyfield. I’m sure you’ll come to agree with me. And look at how she is regarding him with so much adoration already. I feel quite sure Lady Rose will have no objection to this match.”

      

      Thalia exhaled a breath sharply from her nose as she flew her colors. There was very little she could do if The Duke insisted on going this route. He had her well and truly backed into a corner and they both knew it.

      

      “What could you possibly want with Rose?” she hissed.

      

      “Surely you must have heard those ugly rumors about me that are doing the rounds,” his eyes were scanning the crowd and he barely moved his lips as he spoke.

      

      “I have no need to listen to gossip,” she snapped.

      

      He snorted. “Well, you’re missing out. It’s all quite juicy. And the irony is that it’s not even true. However, should it reach certain ears and they believe it, well, my life could become very difficult. But if your family is willing to join with mine then obviously, such talk cannot be true.”

      

      “Just what is it are you rumored to have done this time, Cheshmill?”

      

      “Oh, it's too ugly for polite company. And there is no need for you to know any of it. Simply inform your daughter that she has found a groom and let nature take its course.”

      

      “My daughter will not agree to some arranged marriage.”

      

      Lord Cheshmill looked out at the crowd where his son was steering Lady Rose around the dance floor with the utmost solicitude. She was looking up at him, eyes shining as he led her in the quadrille. “I do not think she will object too much,” he murmured before stepping away from her and losing himself in the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick made small talk with Lord Fellowes, who cornered him wanting to know about the import/export business. His Grace, The Duke of Cheshmill was known to dabble, however, it was rather vulgar of Lord Fellowes to bring it up. Patrick had heard that he might be punting on River Tick, and judging by the frayed nature of his duds, that just might be true.

      

      It would account for his rather forward questions and general air of desperation.

      

      “I’m sure if you come by my office at Westminster, we can discuss it in further detail,” Patrick said quellingly. He looked around for someone who might rescue him and caught sight of his father milling about. “I see my father,” he murmured. “Must go.”

      

      With that, he hurried away as fast as he could not wanting to give Fellowes even a moment to come up with a further reason why they should remain in conversation. He cast a look over his shoulder, to make sure he had shaken the man when he bumped into someone.

      

      “Oh, I’m so…” he began to say before looking forward to seeing the most intense hazel eyes he had ever laid eyes upon. They were so alive and aware, that they stopped Patrick dead in his tracks.

      

      “Oh,” he said softly, “Good evening.”

      

      She smiled at him, wide and amused. “I can’t speak to you,” she whispered, “we haven’t been introduced.” Her eyes were dancing with mirth and mischief that he just had to know who she was.

      

      “In that case, may I have this dance?” he said at once.

      

      “I would like nothing better. Unfortunately, my dance card is full,” her eyes really did look regretful. Right on cue, a hand took her elbow as Lord Mountbatten appeared at her shoulder.

      

      “I do believe this is my dance, Lady Melissa,” his smile was pleasant enough as he looked between them, still Patrick found himself suppressing a growl. He had it on good authority that Mountbatten was in the marriage mart this season.

      

      He watched Mountbatten lead her to the ballroom floor, an inexplicable burning in his chest. “Melissa.” he murmured softly to himself, watching her smile at Mountbatten, those hazel eyes seemingly focused solely on him. He sighed and then stiffened in remembrance.

      

      A ball to celebrate the nineteenth birthday of Lady Melissa Greyfield.

      

      That was what the invitation had stated. Patrick could not believe he had forgotten. He raised his eyes to her again, studying her features. The burnished-gold gown she wore matched well with the décor yet managed to outshine it. The emerald at her throat was surely one of a kind, and Patrick knew his jewels. His father was forever sending him to buy some for his stepmother. She moved with easy grace, her smile lighting up the room.

      

      “I must find someone to introduce me,” he murmured. Perhaps if he cornered her with Lord Mountbatten after the dance, he could get an introduction that way. Or perhaps he could find his father who evidently knew the girl’s mother.

      

      Yes.

      

      That would be much simpler.

      

      He resumed his search for The Duke and before too long, found him in an adjacent hall, at a game of whist. He stood patiently waiting by his father’s chair for him to be done with the round. His father was aware that he was waiting, yet seemed to slow down his game as a result, as if he meant to test Patrick’s patience.

      

      Patrick took a deep breath and called on all his reserves of strength so he could wait uncomplainingly until his father was done.

      

      “What is it, Bergon?” The Duke asked, getting to his feet.

      

      “Father, I was hoping that you might introduce me to the belle of the ball. Lady Melissa Greyfield.”

      

      “Mmmph. Her sister is much more your speed,” The Duke said making his way back to the ballroom.

      

      “Perhaps you can introduce me to them both then,” Patrick said not wanting to argue with his father. He had met Lady Rose and she was indeed lovely. But she lacked the spark her sister exuded so effortlessly. It really was no competition. However, he was willing to make both their acquaintances if it achieved his goal.

      

      They were just in time for the toasts from The Duke of Greyfield, as well as the Prince Regent. Patrick waited until The Duke had taken the Regent off elsewhere before urging his father forward so that he could introduce Patrick to The Duchess and her daughters.

      

      Her Grace’s brow furrowed ever so slightly as she set eyes on them but then it cleared and she gave a tight smile. His father gave an elegant leg.

      

      “Your Grace, may I introduce my son, Patrick Dutton, Marquess of Bergon?”

      

      Patrick bowed to The Duchess, taking her hand and bestowing a kiss above it in the manners of the French, before turning to her daughters with a smile.

      

      The Duchess gestured toward them with her fingers. “My daughters, Lady Rose and Lady Melissa Greyfield,” she said in a rather offhand manner.

      

      Patrick smiled wide, “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He made a leg first to Lady Rose and then to Lady Melissa. When his blue eyes met her bright hazel, hers were dream-catching sunbeams and sparkling with merriment.

      

      He was fascinated.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa was enjoying herself, savoring all the attention she was receiving as well as the good wishes, the camaraderie, even the occasional proposal. She had taken Brynn’s advice and immersed herself in the experience.

      

      But then she’d been craning her neck wondering where Lord Mountbatten had gone to when someone bumped into her from behind. She had turned around, eyebrows already haughtily raised when she fell into eyes the color of sky crystal, regarding her with the kind of fascination one usually reserved for exotic animals.

      

      Her eyebrow rose of its own volition and she smiled, taking him all in. She had never seen him before which was strange as the ton was not that large.

      

      But when she found out who his father was, she was indeed not surprised that she did not know him. They did not run in the same circles. Even though Cheshmill was a Duke, he was hardly top of the trees. He was known to have a hand in commerce and was little better than a mushroom or a nabob.

      

      Not that Melissa cared about such things, but her mother certainly did. She was quite surprised that The Duke and his family were even invited to her ball. His wife was known to be quite vulgar. It was all a little too finicky for Melissa, given her early morning activities, but whatever the reason they were here, she was glad. The Marquess of Bergon had certainly piqued her interest with his glacial eyes and his blatant stares.

      

      “It is very nice to–formally–meet you,” Rose said stepping in front of Melissa and blocking her view of the Marquess. Her lips twisted as she took a step to the side so that she could keep him in sight. He looked startled by Rose’s abrupt interruption of the conversation they had been carrying on with their eyes; which Melissa supposed was something.

      

      Her musings were interrupted by Sir Rogers, who came to claim his dance. Sighing inwardly, she followed him to the ballroom floor, hoping that she would get to exchange a few more words with the Marquess before the night’s end.

      

      Meanwhile, she meant to continue enjoying herself.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Rose and her mother entreated Patrick to stay a while and socialize with them. He was very flattered by the attention even though something in his chest was hot and tight with annoyance at the evident popularity of Lady Melissa on the ballroom floor. She had not been joking when she said her dance card was full.

      

      Lady Rose, however, unlike her sister, rebuffed two suitors who came to claim a dance, in favor of speaking with Patrick. Her mother watched them covertly and Patrick could not tell whether she was pleased with her daughter’s interest in him or horrified. Patrick knew well his family’s reputation, knew that men of His Grace of Greyfield’s caliber barely tolerated his father and if it were not for the title, they would likely experience the cut direct.

      

      He knew it because he spoke not just with the nobility but their servants as well, and for the right coin, they were quite happy to tell him what their masters and mistresses really thought of him and his family. As a man of business, it was an important ace up his sleeve.

      

      He knew that the problem was that many noblemen envied them; for title or not, there were quite a number who were impoverished. His father’s cleverness in investing in the Far East, though seen as vulgar, was also very profitable. They might call The Duke of Cheshmill a merchant behind his back, but to his face, they were all gushing platitudes.

      

      Patrick regretted that he was forced to negotiate the fine line between commerce and nobility without any offense to both. It was a delicate undertaking that took him out of town a lot. It was no wonder he had not met the Greyfield daughters before today.

      

      He kept one eye on Lady Melissa even as he chatted pleasantly with Lady Rose. The former was talking animatedly to her dance partner and Patrick wondered idly what she could possibly be saying.

      

      He lazily alternated between watching Lady Melissa and listening to Lady Rose and it was during one of the periods when his eyes swung toward the younger woman, that he saw a man snaking his way over to her, his eyes malevolently bright with intent. Patrick tensed, not knowing what could be going on. He watched the man approach Lady Melissa, and involuntarily took a step toward the ballroom floor. His heart rate sped up as he sensed the onset of danger. Suddenly there was a piercing scream, the music stopped and the man had a knife to Lady Melissa’s throat!

      

      Patrick took another step closer to the action, as the man shouted for everyone to stay back.

      

      “I only want th’ necklace,” he declared, dragging Lady Melissa toward the French doors.

      

      Patrick took another step toward them. Lady Melissa’s eyes were so wide and scared, he felt compelled to remove that look from her face. Stepping lightly, he made his way to the wall, using the crowd of people to disguise his hurried advancement to the French doors. He stopped to grasp a heavy brass candlestick along the way. The man was still shouting to everyone to stay back, the knife had nicked Lady Melissa’s throat and there was a round red bud of blood hanging off his knife.

      

      Patrick moved faster.

      

      “I won’t hurt her. I won’t. I just want th’ necklace,” the man repeated again as Lady Melissa struggled in his arms.

      

      Patrick crouched by the windows, lying in wait. As soon as the man stepped over the threshold, he got up to his full height and hit him across the base of his head.

      

      The man made a strange sound of surprise and loosened his hold on Lady Melissa who promptly leaped away from him. The man wheeled around to face Patrick, his eyes were wide and unfocused.

      

      “What?” he said before Patrick hit him across the temple again, hard enough to put him on the ground. Immediately there was a surge of noise, movement, and excitement but Patrick only had eyes for one person.

      

      “Are you well?” he asked Lady Melissa.

      

      She nodded slowly, her breath hitching slightly, “Thank you.” Her hand went to her throat, caressing her neck in disbelief.

      

      “You’re very welcome, My Lady.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In Gratitude

      

      

      

      The thief having been subdued; he was promptly thrown in the dungeons in the cellar of Greyfield House to await the arrival of Bow Street Runners. Guests were invited to leave at their leisure, politely handed out the door by the Greyfield butler. Soon only the family was left, gathered in the drawing room as well as the Marquess and his father.

      

      Thalia took hold of The Duke of Cheshmill’s arm, pulling him aside. “Did you do this?” she hissed in his ear.

      

      “Do what, Your Grace?” his voice was low and bored as if he could not fathom what she could possibly be talking about and couldn’t care less.

      

      “Did you send that man to attack my daughter?” every word was snapped off in irritation.

      

      The Duke reared back theatrically, staring at her in disbelief, his hand on his chest, he could not believe that she would dare make such an accusation.

      

      “What fustian nonsense!” he declared, “If I were to send someone to attack one of your children in order to bring this about, it would be your eldest, we both know that. I would have no interest in your youngest.”

      

      The Duchess looked away, lips pursing in annoyance. Due to the Marquess’ bravery, her husband was plying him with drinks, as he expressed his gratitude over and over.

      

      “You must let me repay you in some way,” he was saying, his hand light on Melissa’s arm as she stood gazing up at the Marquess with equal adoration. “Name it, it’s yours.”

      

      Those words made Thalia’s heart sink for she knew without a shadow of a doubt what the Marquess, at the behest of his father, would ask for–Rose's hand in marriage.

      

      “Your Grace, truly I seek no reward. I did what any honorable gentleman would do, honestly.” the Marquess was so self-effacing, it was difficult to believe that he and The Duke were related. Nevertheless, Thalia knew it was all an act.

      

      The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa alternated between feeling dizzy and faint, and feeling quite giddy. Her hands were shaking and when Brynn pressed a hot toddy into her hands, she drank it down without complaint. She could see Brynn hovering in her peripheral vision, hands wringing with worry, but she only had eyes for the Marquess.

      

      They had cleaned the nick on her neck and smeared it with a soothing cream. The hot toddy was beginning to warm her up but the most reassuring thing to her after that shocking ordeal was the solicitous presence of her rescuer. His eyes crinkled with concern as his gaze rested upon her wound and he asked if she felt fine.

      

      “I’m a little shaken, but I shall be well. I cannot express to you enough how grateful I am to you…”

      

      The Marquess was already shaking his head. “Please Lady Melissa, you have nothing to thank me for. I only did what any self-respecting man would have done.” He reached out, hand hovering over her arm but not touching, “Now please will you sit down? You’re shaking.”

      

      Melissa hastened to comply, realizing as he said it that yes, her knees did feel rather weak. He hovered worriedly over her as if she might disintegrate if he went too far. “Do you need anything? Another hot toddy perhaps? Laudanum?”

      

      Melissa smiled. “I am fine, thank you for your concern.”

      

      Brynn stepped forward at once, hands on her shoulders. “We should get you to bed now, My Lady.”

      

      Melissa turned her head to glare at Brynn but her lady’s maid would not be dissuaded. “Come on Milady. Let us go,” she said urging Melissa to stand up. With an inward sigh, she did as Brynn urged but not before turning once again to the Marquess.

      

      “You must promise me that you will call upon us tomorrow for tea, so that I can thank you properly.” She widened her eyes in entreaty because she had found in the past that it worked on most people except Brynn and her mother.

      

      “Yes of course, if that is your wish, I shall be here,” he said making her a very elegant leg. Melissa smiled and left with reluctance, wanting to turn around and keep him in her sights as she exited the drawing room but knowing that her mother would rail at her for being unladylike if she did.

      

      She sighed. “Oh Brynn, did you see him?” she asked as they climbed the stairs, her eyes dreamy and far away.

      

      “I did. T'was a very brave thing he did.”

      

      “Yes.” Melissa sighed again as her eyes grew heavy. Now that the Marquess was no longer in her sights, she could admit that she was rather tired and worn down. It had been a long day even without having a knife at her throat. She let Brynn undress her and get her into her nightgown before collapsing on her bed, eyes long closed, already dreaming of knights in shining armor.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick was not surprised when his father grasped his arm and pulled him aside. He had been making polite conversation with Lady Rose, who insisted upon giving him a recap of his own exploits as seen through her eyes. It was extremely melodramatic, in Patrick’s opinion, and he had winced inwardly more than once at the praise she lavished upon him.

      

      He leaned closer to his father so that The Duke could whisper in his ear.

      

      “Ask Greyfield for his daughter’s hand in marriage.”

      

      Patrick froze, unable to understand his father’s words. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “He asked you what you wanted. Tell him you want his daughter’s hand in marriage.”

      

      Patrick’s heart sped up at the thought of having Lady Melissa as his bride. “It is too soon. Lady Melissa hardly knows me.”

      

      “Not her, you dolt,” The Duke hissed, “The elder one.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “She has clearly set her cap at you, now make her the happiest woman on earth and ask for her hand in marriage.”

      

      “I-I c-can't.” Patrick did not know why he was stammering but he felt his entire being was rebelling at the thought of taking Lady Rose to wife. She was the wrong Greyfield sister!

      

      “You can and you will. Our family reputation depends upon it.”

      

      Patrick stiffened, straightening up to face his father with wide eyes. “I beg your pardon? What do you mean by that?”

      

      “Well, clearly you haven’t heard the latest fudge about me. They are saying I forced myself upon a girl and then obligated her to marry my steward to hide the resulting baby.”

      

      Patrick paled. “That is not true,” he breathed.

      

      “Of course, it isn’t. But seeing as my steward took off to parts unknown, there is no way to prove it. This is exactly the sort of thing that can get a man and his family shunned. But with connections like the Greyfields, the ton will be more inclined to overlook these little faux pas.”

      

      Patrick’s brow beetled. Faux pas?

      

      “A-are you saying you did do it, father?” the confusion in his voice caused it to rise to a higher pitch.

      

      “Of course not!” The Duke said impatiently. “I simply mean that that is how other people would perceive it.”

      

      “Well, Lady Melissa is as much a Greyfield as Lady Rose.”

      

      “Humph. The younger cannot marry before the elder. And besides, the elder is the favorite. She is the better choice.”

      

      Patrick looked away; his heart troubled by his father’s words. He did not understand how he had not heard about any of this. It seemed strange to him because he made sure to have his ear to the ground.

      

      He glanced at Lady Rose, knowing that he would ask for her hand because it was his duty if his family needed this from him. Nevertheless, for just a little while, he wanted to rail about it, if only in his mind.

      

      She came up to him, a tentative smile on her face. “Are you quite well, Lord Bergon?” Her voice was so soft and gentle, her eyes concerned. He regretted deeply that her presence did not elicit the same reaction in him as her sister did.

      

      “I am fine, Lady Rose. But it’s late and no doubt you all need to get your rest, so I will be taking my leave.”

      

      Her face fell with disappointment and Patrick felt hollow as he realized that she was enamored of him. It would be a simple job to get her to agree to be his bride. In his mind’s eye, her azure eyes were replaced by ones of dancing hazel, so full of life and mischief. He sighed inwardly, made a leg to her before going to pay his respects to The Duke and Duchess. He could feel his father’s eyes on him the entire time and knew that he took in everything. He was sure that he would be betrothed as soon as his father could make it possible.

      

      The morning brought with it the evidence that his life was altered in interesting ways. His morning mail, usually comprising of bills, the day’s newspaper, and perhaps a letter from his sister or one of his country aunts asking for money, now held a myriad of invitations. Venetian breakfasts, teas, picnics, house parties, he was now invited to them all.

      

      He sighed with bemusement as he put all of them aside to savor his coffee and ponder this turn of events. He had barely finished his first cup when his butler announced that his father had arrived.

      

      “Show him in,” Patrick said with a sigh, “and set another place.”

      

      The thud of his father’s walking stick on the parquet floor alerted Patrick to his presence and he got to his feet, fixing a smile on his face. “Father. How nice to see you although it is a bit early for visits.”

      

      The Duke lifted an eyebrow, “Am I not allowed to have breakfast with my son?”

      

      “Of course, you are father, in fact, I just asked them to set another place. How are you?” Patrick sat back down a moment after his father settled himself into the chair on his right.

      

      “I am well. Your stepmother is driving me mad with all the decorating. Thought I’d look for some peace and quiet.” He aimed a smile at Patrick who returned a commiserating one. “You’ll soon understand what I mean.”

      

      Patrick grimaced, “Can one get married and escape the obsessive redecorating?”

      

      “Not possible. Can’t have one without the other. You just have to endure it.” The butler set a steaming cup of coffee in front of his father and for a little while, they sipped in companionable silence.

      

      “Mmm, is this Java?” The Duke asked.

      

      “Yes indeed. From the last shipment from Indonesia. I believe I sent some to your townhouse.”

      

      “Mmm, well, Her Grace prefers tea or hot chocolate,” The Duke grumped, “and so I try to indulge her.”

      

      Patrick patted his father’s arm in sympathy. “Would you like another cup?”

      

      “Yes, that would be lovely.”

      

      Patrick lifted his hand and his butler appeared, ready to pour more coffee. It occurred to him to share with his father the pile of invitations he had obtained. If he was getting so many in spite of the damned hum, then it meant that the ton was not taking the stories seriously. Surely that meant he did not have to marry Lady Rose?

      

      His father put down his cup slowly. “Son, I know that what I am asking you to do seems hard. You have clearly set your sights on the younger Lady Greyfield. However, I need you to trust me when I tell you, she is not the right girl for you.”

      

      “Why?”

      

      “There are things about her you do not know and I cannot tell you. Now, put her out of your mind. Lady Rose is delightful. She comports herself well, she plays the pianoforte wonderfully and is well read. She will be of value to you.”

      

      Patrick sighed. “Yes, father.”
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        * * *

      

      Melissa was quite excited about tea with the Marquess even if she knew she was only invited because it had been her neck he’d saved. If her mother had it her way, only Rose would be present. She did not understand why her mother was pushing her sister at the Marquess. Perhaps it was because Rose had shown interest.

      

      And anything Rose wants, she gets, Melissa thought bitterly.

      

      Nevertheless, she called Brynn to help her coif her hair and apply some color to her cheeks and lips as well as some cream to lighten her skin. She chose a simple chicory muslin gown embellished with gold lace, suitable for receiving guests at home. It cinched just beneath her breasts emphasizing their lushness without sacrificing modesty. Around her neck, she wore a gold-lace choker, which drew attention to the cut on her neck–and the reason they were all here.

      

      “You are looking well this afternoon, Lady Melissa,” the Marquess murmured quietly to her as he took her gloved hand and kissed the air above it. “And how are you feeling?”

      

      She turned, to find her sister glaring daggers at her, her mother pale with anger. Sighing inwardly, she crossed the room and lowered herself obediently next to her mother. Rose immediately took her place by Lord Bergon, plying him with honey cakes.

      

      “So Lord Bergon, it seems passing strange to me that we have not met before. How is that possible?”

      

      Melissa glared at her sister, “Really Rose, what a thing to ask!”

      

      Rose narrowed her eyes at her. “I was just curious. It’s not rude and the Marquess does not mind me asking,” she turned to face him. “Do you?”

      

      “Oh, it’s perfectly fine. I do not mind the question,” the Marquess hastened to assure her. “I am not in town much as I have businesses that take me to the Far East and indeed, sometimes to the New World.”

      

      “That is indeed fascinating,” Rose said moving closer to him. “I have always wanted to see the world. Maybe one day you can take me.”

      

      The Marquess simply stared, his teacup halfway to his mouth seemingly  at a loss for words.

      

      “That would be my pleasure,” he swallowed, looking away from Rose, his eyes flicking toward Melissa and then down to his cup. Melissa frowned.

      

      “Don’t put him on the spot like that Rose. The poor Marquess hardly knows what to say.” She kept her voice pleasant, all the vicious anger she felt plain in the look she directed at her sister.

      

      “Oh, I’m sure he can speak up for himself if he needs to.” Rose actually reached out and touched his arm with her fingertips. Melissa gasped, affronted on his behalf.

      

      “Well, we shall not put him in that awkward situation, shall we? Would you like some more honey cakes, Lord Bergon?”

      

      She reached out, handing him the plate.

      

      “Oh, yes, thank you,” he said sounding choked.

      

      “You’re welcome, Your Grace.” Melissa smiled at him, glad to draw his attention to her at last.

      

      The Duchess stirred beside her. “I understand you have some interest in the arts?” she said neatly capturing the Marquess’ ear. “Would you like to visit our art gallery? Rose can take you.”

      

      Melissa grounded her teeth in anger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pardon Me

      

      

      

      They’re fighting over me!

      

      Patrick could not conceive what was happening right in front of him. It would have been funny in other circumstances but just at present, he was having trouble believing that this was his life. Just yesterday, his biggest challenge had been making sure that his stepmother’s furniture arrived in a pristine state, and now he had the daughters of one of the most powerful Dukes in the land vying for his attention. Sadly, he was only interested in one of them while his father wanted him to marry the other.

      

      It’s as if my life has become one of those plays on Drury Lane!

      

      He put down his cup and dutifully followed Rose as she led him to the Portrait Gallery. He was indeed an art lover, although portraits did not interest him as much as landscapes of foreign lands or abstract art.

      

      If you have seen one portrait, you’ve seen them all.

      

      That was his general philosophy, at least it was until he stepped in front of Lady Melissa Greyfield’s portrait. Somehow, it seemed to stand out among all the pale-skinned, blue-eyed Greyfields. She was like a hummingbird in a nest of swallows.

      

      “You like that one?” Rose’s voice was sharp and displeased.

      

      “The artist captured her spirit very accurately,” he said slowly and thoughtfully as if that was the only reason he had stopped.

      

      “Yes well, Melissa does tend to seek the attention.” She sounded as though she was grinding her teeth. Patrick bit his lip so as not to laugh. He turned on his heel to face her.

      

      “And what about your portrait? Where is it?” that brought a pleased smile to her face and she led him further down the gallery, past portraits of The Duke and Duchess, and there was her portrait, in a place of prominence. Patrick wondered briefly why the two girls were not side-by-side, one being at the very back of the gallery while the other was at the front, but decided to hold his tongue.

      

      There really cannot be any diplomatic answer to the question in any case.

      

      “Would you like to see the other paintings in the house? We have quite a few.”

      

      Patrick inclined his head in agreement and she led him down a long hallway, that was intermittently lined with paintings. Most were of events at the castle, the Royal Garden Party, a rendition of Rose being presented at court, The Duke with the Prince Regent; it was a testament to the power of the Greyfields.

      

      Patrick took it all in without comment and soon, they were back in the parlor where Melissa and her mother sat stiffly next to each other, their color high. Whatever had transpired in the room had left behind a lingering tension that could be cut with a knife.

      

      Patrick took a deep breath and resumed his seat.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you have to throw Rose at him in such a vulgar manner, mother?” Melissa let all the irritation she was feeling bleed into her words as soon as the Marquess and Rose had left the room.

      

      “You’re one to talk about vulgarity. Do you only throw that word about when it suits you? You were practically salivating over the poor man. You really need to stop embarrassing yourself.”

      

      “Embarrassing myself? As opposed to Rose who is…”

      

      “Your sister is simply showing that she would not be opposed to a proposal. It is perfectly within the bounds of propriety for her to do so.”

      

      Melissa’s jaw dropped and she stared in disbelief at her mother. “I beg your pardon. Since when did you decide that he wants to marry her?”

      

      Thalia sighed. “Melissa, you know full well you cannot be married before your sister. You should be relieved that she has finally found a groom…”

      

      “The Marquess has shown more interest in me than her.”

      

      “You’re quite delusional, Melissa. It is a failing I have often noted with sadness.”

      

      Melissa reared back, unable to think of an immediate retort as her heart twisted with hurt. Her mother was constantly saying such derogatory things about her and she did not know why.

      

      “I…” her throat clicked as the words dried up in them.

      

      “You what, Melissa? Disagree? Well nobody has asked for your no-doubt impractical opinion and so you will be quiet and drink your tea. If you cannot do that, you should leave.”

      

      Melissa turned away from her mother, picking up her teacup and pointedly taking a sip. Her eyes fluttered, banishing the tears and she focused on getting through this visit. Her mother wanted to chase her away because she knew that the Marquess was more interested in Melissa than Rose.

      

      I am not delusional!

      

      But Melissa would not let her get her way. She could be stubborn with the best of them, and she would stay right here and continue to socialize with the Marquess until he indicated that he had no more interest in her.

      

      She took another sip of her tea, looking up as the door opened and Rose and the Marquess came back into the room. She took a deep breath.

      

      I can do this.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick had his coachman drop him off at White’s as soon as he left Greyfield House. He felt in need of a strong drink and perhaps a natter with his particular friend, the Earl of Stenwick, Driscoll Faran. They had roomed at Cambridge together and remained fast friends ever since Driscoll had stepped between Patrick and two boys who felt he should pay for his father’s transgressions–whatever they had perceived them to be.

      

      Patrick knew that people said awful things about his sire. He did not listen to the ugliness but chalked it up to jealousy. His father was a man who blazed his own trails and many in the ton were not fond of those who took the road less traveled. Everyone was expected to fit into a neat little box and his father defied that.

      

      Patrick was proud of his father, he looked up to him even though many times, it was he who paid the price of his father’s individuality.

      

      Driscoll was privy to all of this and still had no issue associating with Patrick. For that, Patrick would forever be grateful.

      

      He found an empty couch in the corner, where he could lean back and relax with his sherry as he waited for Driscoll to arrive. He had sent his tiger with a message to the man’s townhouse as he alighted from his coach and hoped that he would not have to wait too long.

      

      “Bergon, old man, what are you doing here?” a harsh clap on his shoulder had him opening his eyes to see Driscoll staring down at him in surprise.

      

      “That was fast, Stenwick. Did you fly here?”

      

      The Earl took a seat opposite him. “Whatever do you mean?” he asked in amused concern, “Have you finally lost track of your last marble?”

      

      “Oh, ha-ha. Very funny. I take it you’re not here because you got my note?”

      

      “No, I have been here for quite some time. A thrilling game of whist kept me quite occupied.”

      

      “Hmmph. Well, can you spare a moment from your busy social calendar to have a chat?”

      

      “Well, I cannot tell you what a hardship that would be but I shall make the sacrifice.”

      

      “I am ever so grateful. Now, I know you were not at the Greyfield shindig last night, heaven knows why…”

      

      “I actually have no interest in the Greyfield girls and there was really no other reason to attend other than to be seen and you well know I am not concerned with that.”

      

      “I do. In fact, the less seen you are, the better.” Patrick said with a smile.

      

      “Eternal bachelor, that’s me.” Stenwick nodded proudly and Patrick could not help but laugh.

      

      “So now that we have established that, I do not know if the on-dits have penetrated this corner of the ton yet, so I shall tell you that last night, the party was infiltrated by a brigand.”

      

      “Indeed?” both Stenwick’s eyebrows rose in surprise, “How strange.”

      

      “It was indeed. He attempted to take the birthday girl hostage, to steal her necklace. Apparently, it was a rather unique piece, made specifically for the shindig.”

      

      Stenwick’s eyebrows rose higher, “You don’t say!”

      

      “I do indeed.” Patrick was enjoying Stenwick’s reactions to his story telling. The Earl had a very expressive face.

      

      “So, what happened?”

      

      “Well.” Patrick drew the moment out to pique Stenwick’s curiosity. The Earl leaned forward eagerly. “What, man?” he demanded.

      

      “I saved the girl. Cudgeled the man over the back of his head.” Patrick said with a proud grin.

      

      Stenwick jumped a little in his seat, his hand reaching out to close around Patrick’s arm, his eyes wide. “You did what? Are you well? Did you get hurt?”

      

      “No. I came at him from behind so he did not see me until it was too late.”

      

      “That is remarkable, yet typical of you,” Stenwick said dryly.

      

      “Yes well, that’s not what I wanted to talk about.”

      

      “It’s not?”

      

      “No. Unlike you, I am interested in marriage…”

      

      “Or your father plans to match you as advantageously as possible,” Stenwick interrupted.

      

      Patrick glared at him. This was an old argument where none of them was willing to concede their position.

      

      “As I was saying, I am interested in getting leg shackled at some point. And my father seems to think that the elder sister, Lady Rose, would be perfect.”

      

      “You mean that he is eager to have the connections that a union with the Greyfields would bring.”

      

      Patrick glared again. “Yes, perhaps.”

      

      “So, seeing as you’re the ever-obedient son, what seems to be the problem?”

      

      “The problem is that while he is interested in a union with Lady Rose, I would much rather be joined in Holy Matrimony with Lady Melissa.”

      

      Stenwick stared at him open mouthed. “Did you not just meet them the day before yesterday?”

      

      “Yes, well that is beside the point.”

      

      “How is it beside the point? I would say that it is the point.”

      

      Patrick put a hand on Stenwick’s hand for a moment, to stop him from talking. “My father wants me to propose to one of them and now, I have just been there for tea and...”

      

      “And what?”

      

      “They were fighting over me.”

      

      “Poppycock. Ladies don’t fight.”

      

      “No, they simply say vicious things to each other in the politest of voices. It’s quite frightening.”

      

      Stenwick laughed. “That it is. So, your father wants you in that family and both girls are willing to have you. Again, I do not see a problem.”

      

      Patrick sighed. “The problem is, what do I do about this? Do I defy my father–and apparently The Duchess too–and ask for Lady Melissa’s hand? Or do I propose to the elder Greyfield sister and regret it for the rest of my days?”

      

      Stenwick sighed. “I do see your dilemma, believe me, Bergon, I do. But the answer to your question is in your question.”

      

      Patrick boggled at him, at a loss as to what Stenwick was saying. It was a common problem.

      

      Stenwick rolled his eyes. “You said yourself, you’ll regret it if you ask the older Greyfield to wed. So ask the younger. At least your father will still have the connections and you will be happy.”

      

      “I expect so. I shall think about your words and act accordingly.”

      

      Stenwick clapped him on the shoulder again. “There’s a good chap. Now, how about we get a bottle of something bitter and alcoholic and get ourselves well and truly jug bitten?”

      

      Patrick laughed. “You have the best ideas, Stenwick. Now I remember why I bother to keep your company.”

      

      “Ha-ha. You would wither away and die of loneliness and misery without me.”

      

      “Well, I do admit you do spice things up.”

      

      “Good. Now, where is that waiter?”
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        * * *

      

      The Duke of Cheshmill walked slowly along Mayfair street thinking over the conversation he had just heard. His son and that dandiprat he called a friend were concealed in the corner but as luck would have it, his trip from the privy had taken him past their corner.

      

      He had stopped to listen as his son poured his heart out to that rattlepate. It had fed his ire and he had hastened to leave at once, making his way to Greyfield House. Perhaps it might have been less of a risk to meet with Lady Thalia Greyfield elsewhere but he felt strongly that he could better make his point right here in her home.

      

      He knocked on the door and waited. The door was opened by the butler who took one look at him and stepped back, closing the door in his face. Herbert gritted his teeth in anger, wondering how a mere butler could be so presumptuous. The door opened again fairly promptly, and the butler ushered him in without meeting his eyes.

      

      “Your Grace, forgive my rudeness, I was absent minded. Please come this way. Shall I fetch The Duke?”

      

      “No. I am here to see The Duchess.”

      

      Despite his training, the butler showed his surprise although he hid it quite quickly. He ushered The Duke into the parlor and went off. The house seemed to be in an uproar and The Duke was curious as to why. Certainly, the butler appeared to be more fatigued than was normal for one of his station and he had most certainly been expecting to see someone other than The Duke when he opened the door.

      

      It was all very interesting.

      

      The Duchess blew into the room in a cloud of abstraction and annoyance.

      

      “Herbert,” she hissed, completely forgetting herself. “What are you doing here?”

      

      “I came to remind you once again, that I wish my son to marry Lady Rose and only Lady Rose. Do not for a minute think that I will accept the other in my family. Do we understand each other?”

      

      Lady Thalia fixed him with a glare. “I understood you perfectly well the first time, Herbert. Now, are you done, because I am busy?”

      

      “My son seemed to have developed a tendresse for your younger and I am just curious as to how you let this happen.”

      

      “I did not let it. You know how susceptible these young girls are to any perceived champion. I am still not convinced you did not send that man to terrorize us.”

      

      Herbert laughed. “Think what you like. But remove her from the picture. I want a clear field, and no vacillating allowed. Get her out of sight if you have to. Do you understand me?”

      

      Thalia’s lips pursed in anger. “You do not tell me what to do.” she hissed.

      

      He moved closer, hand hovering an inch from her cheek, “Oh but I do.” He turned without another word and left.

      

      He trusted that she had got the message.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa lay in bed, eyes fluttering, breath coming fast as she burned. The wound on her neck where the brigand had cut her was swollen and red. The fever had taken her very suddenly and it was only luck that Brynn had found her, collapsed on the floor of her chamber as she tried to get out of bed in search of water.

      

      “Is she dying?” she heard somebody ask.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Repercussions

      

      

      

      The fever had Lady Melissa in its grip and she murmured nonsense words, seeing people that weren’t there as Brynn tried to cool her down with a wet cloth. The physician had been by and cupped her as he placed leeches to suck the blood from her wound. So far, it had not managed to break her fever but the swelling had gone down.

      

      She twisted and turned, eyes fluttering as she made inaudible protests Brynn could not understand. The Duchess had ordered her to spend the night with her mistress and to make sure that if there was any change for the worse, she should alert them at once. The lady’s maid was terrified of falling asleep and missing it if Lady Melissa took a turn. Her body was very tired and so she asked the butler if she might have some coffee. He had reluctantly agreed.

      

      “Do not make a habit of it,” he warned her with a stern look. She waited until he had left to make a face at him.
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        * * *

      

      George Alford the third, The Duke of Greyfield, knocked on the door of his wife’s sitting room before letting himself in.

      

      “May I speak with you, Your Grace?” he asked.

      

      Thalia put aside her knitting. “Of course. What can I do for you, Greyfield?”

      

      The Duke sat himself down opposite her on her flowered settee. “I am worried about this Cheshmill situation.”

      

      Thalia inclined her head. “What situation would that be?”

      

      “I understand he is sniffing around both our daughters and I am worried that the apple does not fall far from the tree.”

      

      “Cheshmill is a Duke and highly respected.”

      

      The Duke snorted. “Forgive me, for speaking of vulgar things in your company but I do assure you, Cheshmill is far from respected.”

      

      “Why? Because he engages in trade?”

      

      “Not just trade my dear. He is known to dabble in Paphian affairs quite often as well as other unsavory pursuits.”

      

      “Mmm.” Thalia did not sound the slightest bit shocked at this bit of news. “The man imports silk from China. The rest is simply conjecture and not worthy of our notice.”

      

      Greyfield sighed. “I am afraid that conjecture has a lot of truth to it. I have seen it with my own eyes.”

      

      Thalia narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean by that?”

      

      “I am afraid it’s too vulgar for your delicate sensibilities my dear but just know that that man is no good and the only reason he hasn’t been rounded up and charged with a crime is that nobody will come forward to accuse him.”

      

      “Why not?” Thalia was very curious as to how much, exactly, her husband knew.

      

      “Extortion and what not, or so I am given to understand. It’s a bit of a shambles.”

      

      “And you think the son is like the father?”

      

      Greyfield sighed. “I’ll admit, I have only heard good things about the boy in spite of his devotion to his parent. All inquiries I have made seem to indicate that the boy knows nothing of his father’s more nefarious activities. The Duke keeps him out of them.”

      

      “Well then?”

      

      Greyfield sighed. “We should be grateful to the boy, and I am. But joining our families together is something else again. We must think seriously about it.”

      

      “You’re right. We must think seriously if, the boy makes an offer. So far, nothing has happened.”

      

      “Yes, that is true. And how is our dear Melissa? Is she feeling at all better?”

      

      “Well, it seems her fever broke in the night but she is still miles away in her thoughts. I was thinking that we should send her to take the waters. She can stay with her Aunt Prudence while she is in Bath and travel with her lady’s maid. I feel sure that she shall feel better much faster.”

      

      “Well yes, that does seem like a good idea. I fear she might still be a little upset at the incident. Getting away from Town will do her a world of good. I trust that you shall arrange it?” he asked as he got to his feet.

      

      “Yes, you may trust me to see her safely away to her aunt.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive to Bath was grueling for Melissa, she still felt weak and ill and did not understand why she had to make the trip.

      

      “Why could we not have waited until I felt better, Brynn?” she complained as the coach hit yet another hole in the road.

      

      “The very reason for the trip is to take you somewhere where you’ll feel better,” Brynn replied as she tucked a pillow behind Melissa’s head and urged her to lie back.

      

      The coach lurched as one of the wheels went over a rock on the road and Melissa groaned. “Why does the world hate me so much?”

      

      She could not help the few tears that rolled down her face. She was tired, her whole body hurt and she did not want to be here in this coach, traveling to another city. She might have been happy that her mother had shown enough concern for her to send her away for treatment but she suspected that there was an ulterior motive. Now Rose had the way clear to ingratiate herself with the Marquess to her heart’s content.

      

      Melissa groaned again, as she thought of it.

      

      “Shh, m’Lady. Try to rest, yes?” Brynn ran a hand up and down her arm, trying to soothe her.

      

      “That is easy for you to say, you’re healthy.” Melissa knew she was whining but she absolutely could not help it. She felt so miserable.

      

      They arrived in Bath just as the sun was setting and were met at the door of her residence by Melissa’s Aunt Prudence.

      

      “Oh dear, look at you,” she said taking a step back from Melissa, “I do hope you’re not contagious?”

      

      Melissa sniffed miserably.

      

      Aunt Prudence turned away quickly, leading the way into the house. “We have a room set up for you, perhaps you should go and lie down. The servants will bring you hot water to bathe and some refreshment. Tomorrow we shall head to the baths.”

      

      Melissa nodded and sniffed again, “Thank you, aunt.”

      

      “Think nothing of it. Now go on and rest.”

      

      Aunt Prudence took care to stay out of breathing range and for some reason that made Melissa feel a little rejected. She and her aunt had never been close but they had also never had any falling out. She did not like that her aunt was treating her like a leper.

      

      “Brynn? Do I look really awful?” she asked as her lady’s maid arranged her limbs on the bed before bending down to take off her shoes.

      

      “What? No, you don’t look bad. A little tired.”

      

      Melissa almost asked for a looking glass but then changed her mind. If she looked hideous, she did not want to know. She slumped back onto the quilt, closed her eyes and before she knew it, she was asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick waited three days before calling on the Greyfields again. He sent a note ahead, to make sure of his welcome and was happy to receive a reply from The Duchess inviting him for tea once again.

      

      He was eager to see Lady Melissa again, get lost in her hazel eyes, and enjoy her mischievous nature. So, it was with great concern and disappointment that he learned from The Duchess that she had gone to Bath to take to the waters in order to recover from her ordeal.

      

      “Is she quite well?” he asked.

      

      “As well as can be expected. I am sure by the time she completes her treatment; she will be all better.”

      

      Patrick nodded, now at a loss as to how to proceed.

      

      “Shall we adjourn to the music room? My daughter is holding a piano recital with a few friends. She would be honored to have you attend.” The Duchess said clutching at his arm  to prevent him from escaping.

      

      “Oh, if you are certain it would not be an intrusion?”

      

      “Not at all, come along.” She led him down the corridor, in the direction of the ballroom if memory served. They stopped just short of it, entering a room that must be adjacent, where a few debutantes and their chaperones, as well as a few suitors, sat while Lady Rose played the pianoforte. Patrick was surprised at how well she played, she seemed to have an ear for music. She wrapped up her song to raucous applause and pleas for an encore.

      

      Patrick sat quietly, a slight smile on his face and watched it all. Once the impromptu concert was done, everyone stood up as The Duchess announced that a picnic had been laid out in the garden. Lady Rose slipped her arm through Patrick’s, leaving him with no choice but to escort her outside and endure whatever assumptions his fellow guests made.

      

      The sun danced in shining pinpoints of light on the surface of the brook running through the woods that bordered Greyfield House. A warm breeze whispered gently through the secluded back garden as Patrick rested his back against a tree, trying to remain as separate from the picnic party as possible.

      

      Dressed as he was in trousers, boots and a tail coat, it was not exactly comfortable lounging about on the ground. He made do, however, albeit with an internal sigh of despair. Lady Rose had deposited herself next to him, continuing the narrative of courting couple in front of her guests. Patrick couldn’t help but feel checkmated.

      

      A red-and-white-checked tablecloth had been laid out on the grass; the remains of their lavish meal deposited in the picnic basket. Lemon syllabubs were being passed around by the servants as the company indulged in general conversation. Patrick tried to participate as little as possible although everyone was eager for a retelling of his dramatic rescue of the young Lady Greyfield. Lady Rose simply smiled proudly at him, as if she had some ownership of him.

      

      He sighed inwardly as one of the debutantes asked if he wanted to join their game of Charades. He politely declined and decided that he might as well put himself out to be sociable.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa was not sure all this was necessary as she lowered herself into the waters at the bathhouse. Her green muslin gown billowed around her as she took a seat. She sighed as the water lapped at her reveling in the heat.

      

      “Oh, that feels nice,” she blurted.

      

      Brynn grinned. “You see. Soon we’ll have you feeling much better.”

      

      Melissa sighed. “You know that’s not why mother sent me here, don’t you? She just wanted me out of the way so that the Marquess could focus on Rose.”

      

      “Well…perhaps…” Brynn’s brow furrowed. “Nothing is stopping you from writing to him though.”

      

      Melissa perked up at once. “Yes I could do that,” her face fell as a thought occurred to her. “You don’t think that would be too forward do you?”

      

      Brynn slowly shook her head.

      

      “Well then, as soon as we get back to Aunt Prudence’s I shall write him a letter.”

      

      They settled back in silence, simply breathing as the water did its job. On their way out, they stopped by the pump room to drink some of the healing waters.

      

      Melissa grimaced. “Oh, that does not taste good.”

      

      “That’s because of its powerful healing. Have you ever tasted medicine that was delicious?”

      

      Melissa had to laugh at that. “I suppose not.”

      

      “No, you haven’t. Now let’s go home so you can write your letter.”

      

      However, when they got home, Aunt Prudence was waiting with a tray of simples she said her mother had ‘sworn by’.

      

      “We are going to bath your wound and then you shall drink this and have a bit of rest,” she fussed, directing Brynn on what to do. “And then you’ll feel all better.”

      

      Melissa could hardly get a word in edgewise and so decided to just go along with her aunt. She could always write the letter tomorrow.

      

      Whatever Aunt Prudence had put in the paste that had been rubbed on her wound made her so itchy she thought she might go mad with the need to scratch.

      

      “It’s all part of the healing, Melissa. You must just endure it, and no scratching!” Aunt Prudence said giving her a concoction to drink. The concoction made her dizzy and confused and she slumped back on the bed, closing her eyes to stop the room from spinning. When she woke up again, night had fallen. The maddening itching was gone and her mind was clear.

      

      She sat up, searching for Brynn. Her lady’s maid was passed out on the settee, looking extremely tired. She shuffled off the bed as quietly as she could and retrieved her robe. Tying it firmly about her waist, she left the room in search of food. She was feeling extremely peckish.

      

      She made her way to the kitchen where the staff all stopped what they were doing to regard her in some surprise.

      

      “Can I help you ma’am?” a rotund matronly-looking woman asked.

      

      “I uh, was wondering if I could get some food.”

      

      “Of course miss.” Another girl, this one younger and slimmer than the other said, walking toward her, “Shall we bring it to the dining room or will you eat in your chambers?”

      

      “Uh, my chambers please.”

      

      “Very good miss.” The girl said subtly herding her away from the kitchen. Melissa turned around and left, feeling a little wrong footed.

      

      She opened the door to her bedchamber with a sigh, and a sharp movement on the settee caught her attention as Brynn sat up with surprise. “Did I fall asleep?”

      

      “Yes, it seems you did. Don’t worry; I went in search of food. They should be bringing it any minute.”

      

      Brynn visibly paled. “You went to the kitchens? Oh dear, what will these people think of me?”

      

      “They will think that your mistress clearly lacks propriety but that is no fault of yours.”

      

      “Mmmph.” Brynn snorted, getting to her feet. “Well, I’d best go and see how I can repair this impression. You know your behavior reflects on me, my girl.” She wagged her finger at Melissa.

      

      She simply laughed, waving Brynn away. “Tell them to hurry up with that food lest my stomach eats me alive.”

      

      Brynn curtsied prettily. “Yes mistress, right away.”

      

      Melissa threw a pillow at her for her insolence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Check and Check Mate

      

      

      

      The Greyfields had invited Patrick to their home twice. It was time for him to reciprocate unless he wanted to appear rude. He was reluctant to ask his stepmother to host the function but his sister was too young to chaperone. He wracked his brains for anyone else who could do it but nobody came to mind. So he screwed up his courage and went to call upon his stepmother.

      

      “Patrick! Where have you been? I was just asking your father what became of you. We haven’t seen you in so long.”

      

      Patrick cleared his throat to prevent himself from stating that it had only been a week since he was last here. “I am sorry, Your Grace. It is a busy time.”

      

      “Mmm, well you are here now. Will you dine with us?”

      

      Patrick shook his head with as much regret as he could manage. “I am afraid not. I came because I need to ask a boon of you.”

      

      The Duchess simpered. “Oh? And what might that be?”

      

      Patrick manfully refrained from rolling his eyes. “I wondered whether you might host a tea I mean to have at my residence. For Lady Rose Greyfield and her mother.”

      

      Patrick could see how her eyes shone as she heard the names.

      

      “Oh, of course, Patrick! When would you like to receive them?”

      

      “Would the day after tomorrow be suitable for you?”

      

      She practically skipped in her seat. “Oh, I shall have to have a gown made in a dreadful rush but I shall manage.”

      

      Patrick hid his grimace. He knew his father would take the cost of the gown out of him somehow. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      

      “You are welcome, Patrick. Now if you will excuse me…much to do.”

      

      “Of course.” He made her a leg and then exited the premises, feeling relieved to have gotten it over and done with. Now he simply had to survive the event itself.
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        * * *

      

      It was all Lady Rose could do to contain her squeal of delight.

      

      “Mother! We have been invited for tea at Lord Bergon’s. What do you suppose it means?”

      

      “Well, I expect it means he has good manners. We have had him for tea twice.”

      

      “Yes but…”

      

      Thalia put a hand over her daughter’s. “Rose, do not get too excited about this. Until he has made an offer, all of this means nothing.”

      

      That wiped the smile off Rose’s face. “He seemed just as interested in Melissa,” she said miserably.

      

      “Well, Melissa isn’t here.”

      

      That brought a smile to Rose’s face, “That is true.”

      

      Thalia leaned forward to look her in the eye. “So, take advantage of it.”

      

      Rose pursed her lips demurely. “Yes, mum.”
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        * * *

      

      Patrick was ready to receive his guests promptly at 3 pm, a ready smile on his face. The Greyfield coach arrived right on time and he waited on his feet, for his butler to show his guests to the drawing room. His stepmother was fidgeting with excitement and he regretted deeply the necessity of having her in the room.

      

      “May I present Her Grace, The Duchess of Greyfield, and her daughter Lady Rose Greyfield.” A tall, thin graceful Lady swayed into the room. Her rosebud mouth pursed as if everything around was beneath her touch. Her dark eyes jumped from person to person as if searching for something while her long pale slim elegant fingers were clasped in front of her walking gown, free of any gloves.

      

      Patrick made a leg as his stepmother welcomed them effusively into his home.

      

      “It is ever so nice to finally meet you,” The Duchess of Cheshmill simpered with a smile.

      

      “Mmm,” The Duchess Greyfield’s smile was pained.

      

      Patrick hastened to cut in. “I am glad to welcome you to my home. I was hoping to return the favor and escort you around my portrait room. I have some pieces that might pique your interest.”

      

      The Duchess of Greyfield waved a lazy hand. “Oh, I would much rather sit here for a bit, and rest for a while. But you and Lady Rose go ahead. I am sure your stepmother would be happy to chaperone.”

      

      “Oh, of course, I would,” The Duchess of Cheshmill said with a pleased smile. Patrick sighed inwardly and got to his feet.

      

      The tour of the portrait room went fairly slowly. Lady Rose asked questions about all the paintings as if she was a buyer. Patrick answered her questions patiently, even as he heard his stepmother sigh with weariness behind him.

      

      Lady Rose smiled apologetically at The Duchess, “I’m sorry Your Grace, would you like to go and socialize with my mother? I do not mind. I am sure Lord Bergon will be on his best behavior.”

      

      The Duchess smiled with relief. “Yes, I think I shall do that.” She waved vaguely at Patrick and was off. Patrick watched her go with a strange feeling of trepidation. He had never imagined that he would ever feel regret to see the back of her. He turned to Lady Rose with a smile. She hooked a hand over his arm. “Lord Bergon, why don’t you take me on a tour of your house. I hear you have quite the eye for decorating.”

      

      Patrick grimaced inwardly, wondering where that rumor had come from.

      

      People will say anything these days. He thought grumpily.

      

      “I am no better than the average Lord I would imagine.”

      

      She batted her eyelashes at him. “You will have to let me be the judge.”

      

      Not seeing a way to politely get out of giving her a tour, he steered her toward his conservatory thinking that she might enjoy the hot-house flowers–perhaps he might even go so far as to pick her one. Fate seemed to be conspiring for him to court the older Greyfield sister and he was not sure whether he should not just go with it.

      

      “How is your sister doing? Is she feeling better?”

      

      Annoyance flashed in Lady Rose’s eyes. “I expect she is. She has taken the waters at Bath.”

      

      “Yes, your mother told me. I did not realize that the man injured her so badly.”

      

      “Oh, it was not the original injury. She just developed a fever. As I said, she’ll be fine.”

      

      “Is she all by herself in Bath?” Patrick could not help but worry.

      

      “Of course not! She went with her lady’s maid and she’s staying with my aunt. She is perfectly fine.” Patrick could see that she was beginning to get very irritated by his questions but he just had to know. He had entertained the idea of going down to Bath, to see her, to make sure for himself that she was fine. He knew it would be too much of a faux pas to do such a thing. He had to be patient.

      

      “This is my conservatory,” he said as they entered the room. Lady Rose made cooing sounds of approval and Patrick could not help but swell with pride. He had something of a green thumb if he did say so himself and had chosen each plant in his conservatory himself.

      

      “Ohh, it’s beautiful.” Lady Rose’s voice was low and breathy and she looked at him from beneath her lashes, her gaze heated. Patrick looked away, trying not to be tempted by her lush lips, colored lightly with red dye and glimmering with wetness. She pressed herself against his side, not hard enough to be obvious, but close enough so he could feel the swell of her breasts against his arm, her soft skin within reach.

      

      He took a large step away from her, drawing her attention to a cluster of oranges.

      

      “I do believe they are ripe. Would you like one?”

      

      She shook her head slowly. “Not right now. I wouldn’t want to make a mess of my gown if I tried to eat one. Why the juices would just scatter all over my bosom, you know?”

      

      Patrick wasn’t sure but it seemed she was thrusting her breasts at him.

      

      “Uh!” He lost his train of thought as her twin peaks winked enticingly at him. She was suddenly close to him again and he could not remember when she had moved.

      

      “Your hand must be very talented to keep all this greenery alive,” she said taking his hand in hers and staring down at it as if it were the second coming. Patrick cleared his throat. He had not expected this at all–more fool him.

      

      “We should, uh, join The Duchesses, don’t you think?” He tried to gently extract his hand from hers but she had a firm grip on it.

      

      “I do not think so. I am still so enjoying your company. Are you not enjoying mine?” she pouted prettily up at him, red lips pursed ready for his kiss. He was staring and he knew it but he could not seem to look away.

      

      “Lord Bergon?” she whispered sultrily and he found his head dropping of its own volition, pulled to hers like a magnet. Her lips parted and her back arched, eyes wide and blue, shining with desire. His lips closed the distance between them and they were kissing, her hand firm on his neck, holding him in place.

      

      Patrick’s tongue invaded her mouth and his hands encircled her waist, bringing her closer.

      

      What are you doing? A voice asked frantically in his head but Patrick ignored it for the moment in favor of enjoying her soft luscious lips and accommodating pliability.

      

      “Well, I never!” the outraged voice jerked him out of his self-imposed fugue and he snapped backward, letting go of Lady Rose as if she had caught fire.

      

      “Y-your Grace,” he stammered, “I…”

      

      The Duchess of Greyfield lifted a quelling hand. “We shall not speak of this. Tomorrow you shall present yourself promptly at 10 am before The Duke and ask for Lady Rose’s hand in marriage,” she snapped before gesturing impatiently to her daughter. “Rose, we are leaving.”

      

      They walked out at a fast pace while The Duchess of Cheshmill stared in bemusement. She turned to Patrick, mouth still open and clapped, laughing uproariously. “Well Patrick, that was well played.”

      

      Patrick simply looked at her.

      

      Yes, it would be well played if that was my game.
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        * * *

      

      “Well done,” The Duchess said quietly to Rose as they made their way home.

      

      “Thank you, mum. I did just as you said.”

      

      “You did very well, just giving him enough, but not too much.”

      

      Rose sighed. “He kisses like a dream, mother. I cannot wait for him to be my husband.”

      

      The Duchess smiled. “I am glad that you are happy with the match.”

      

      “Oh, I am, mother. I have never been so happy. I had all but given up on the thought of ever finding the right man for me.”

      

      “Your generation is fortunate to be able to marry for love rather than necessity.”

      

      Her daughter gave her a sympathetic look. “Are you referring to father?”

      

      The Duchess snorted. “Your father is a generous man, caring in his way, but he would not have been my first choice.”

      

      Rose reached over and squeezed her hand. “But you are happy with him now,” she prompted hopefully.

      

      “Of course,” The Duchess said squeezing her hand back with a tight smile.

      

      Rose heaved a sigh of relief. “Good,” she said leaning back in her seat to watch the scenery go by. They rode in silence for a while.

      

      “When do you think Melissa will be back?” Rose asked apropos of nothing.

      

      “Not soon enough to change anything,” her mother reassured her.

      

      Rose nodded. “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      Melissa sighed.

      

      She was having a difficult time with the letter to Lord Bergon. She found herself wanting to write ardent, flowery declarations and she knew that she could not. Aside from it being way too forward, it was also too fast. They had barely spoken.

      

      I must not burden him with my feelings. She chewed her bottom lip as she tried to marshal her thoughts into something less chaotic.

      

      “What is it?” Brynn was sitting by the window, some sewing in hand, and sounding resigned as if she was expecting Melissa to propose some mischief or other.

      

      “I cannot find the words to write this letter!”

      

      Brynn put her sewing aside. “Can’t you? I find that hard to believe. You have so many.”

      

      “Oh ha-ha. I am serious Brynn. I keep wanting to tell him how much I miss him and hoping that he misses me too. And maybe I want to ask him if he would come and visit me here.”

      

      “But you’re not going to say all of that, are you?” Brynn was staring at her in horror.

      

      “Of course not. I’m not an idiot.”

      

      “Oh thank heavens. So, what will you tell him instead?”

      

      “I shall express my gratitude to him for everything he did for me and, and, and, wish him well, tell him I am well, perhaps I should relate to him that story of the healer, the one who was full of faradiddles.”

      

      “You mean the amuser?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      Brynn grinned. “Yes, that story is amusing.”

      

      Melissa sighed, her face falling.

      

      “What is it now?” Melissa asked taking the seat next to her.

      

      “I want to go home.”

      

      Brynn reached out and squeezed her hand. “Just a few more days and you’ll be good as new. Come on, cheer up. The water is doing wonders for your skin, he will not be able to resist you once you get home.”

      

      “Oh, you are peddling Spanish coin there, my friend.”

      

      “I am not. You only need to find a looking glass to know that I tell you true.”

      

      “Mmph. Shush, I need to write my letter.”
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        * * *

      

      It was clear from his expression that The Duchess had apprised The Duke of exactly what she had seen in Patrick’s conservatory. If looks could kill, Patrick was quite sure he would be on six men’s shoulders. He took a deep breath and prepared to ask for Lady Rose Greyfield’s hand in marriage.

      

      It was surprisingly not as hard as he had envisioned. He knew all the platitudes that needed to be said and was able to inject a tone of sincerity somehow into his speech.

      

      The Duke issued some warnings about what would happen if Patrick mistreated his daughter in any way. Patrick acknowledged it and assured The Duke of his intention to cherish the girl to her last breath.

      

      The Duke gave his grudging permission and then Patrick was walking to the drawing room in order to make an offer directly to the girl. She was waiting with her mother, the eagerness in her expression undisguised. Patrick’s heart sunk because he knew he could not match her enthusiasm for this union. He regretted once again, that he had let his baser instincts get him in this situation.

      

      He pasted a smile on his face and got through the proposal with a minimum of fanfare. As soon as he could, he excused himself, pleading work. Lady Rose offered him her gloved hand to kiss, with a beaming smile. He took it, concealing his expression by bending over it and kissing the air above it.

      

      “Your Grace, My Lady,” he murmured before turning and leaving the room. He climbed wearily into his coach and headed for home. As he stepped in the door, the butler handed him his mail. Right on top was a letter from Lady Melissa.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Trapped

      

      

      

      Dear Lord Bergon,

      

      Forgive me if this is forward. It is not my intention to make you uncomfortable. I do hope that you don’t mind me reaching out to you in this manner.

      

      I am currently taking the waters at Bath as my wound from The Incident became inflamed and I suffered a fever as a result. I am almost all better and so my aunt has allowed me to sit and write.

      

      What shall I tell you about?

      

      Shall I tell you that this is my first time in Bath? I find myself surprised at the number of amenities available here for there are theatres and other entertainments. My aunt says I am not well enough to go out but has invited me to stay after I feel better.

      

      It is a tempting offer but I think I would rather come back to Town. I can visit Bath another time. Perhaps we can come up together.

      

      Forgive me, that was very forward of me.

      

      I have had a lot of time to think while I have been here and more and more, I find my thoughts turning to you. It is disconcerting. I feel bewitched.

      

      Have you bewitched me Lord Bergon?

      

      Patrick put the letter down, closing his eyes and breathing hard. What were the Greyfield sisters doing to him? He imagined that she had no idea of his engagement to her sister. Should he tell her? He did not think he had the strength for that. He hardly felt he had the strength to finish reading the letter, and yet, he could not stop.

      

      He lifted it up and resumed reading.

      

      I am being silly. Of course, you have not bewitched me. Please blame my nonsense on my fevered brain. Brynn says I should tell you of this charlatan we encountered on the way to the springs. He claimed to be able to heal any illness by use of a stone.

      

      He held a demonstration with what he said was a member of the crowd. He seemed to be a cripple but the charlatan rubbed the stone down his leg and, lo and behold, the man was healed!

      

      It was quite a spectacle.

      

      I might have believed it too if I had not caught sight of the so-called cripple the day before, lurking in an alley and in deep conversation with the charlatan. They seemed thick as thieves. Still, it was good entertainment. Brynn and I laughed so much.

      

      Silly me, you do not know who Brynn is...she is my lady’s maid and a good friend. She has kept me company on this and many other occasions and if it were not for her, I should be so lonely. I am ever so grateful for her.

      

      You won’t tell my mother that I told you that I am friends with my lady’s maid, will you? I know I can trust you.

      

      I will sign off here. I do hope you will write back.

      

      Yours sincerely,

      

      Lady Melissa Greyfield.

      

      Patrick sighed deeply as he put the letter aside and stared into space. This simply made it all the more difficult to accept that he would not be able to court Lady Melissa. It physically hurt him to fold up her letter and put it away in his chest of drawers. She was not only a delight in person but in writing as well. She made him laugh.

      

      He wanted to know her more.

      

      What cruel fate was this that forced him toward the elder when he was more than half in love with the younger? He thought about going to speak with his father, asking for his help in resolving this issue. But he already knew that his father, as well as The Duchess of Greyfield, were of one mind.

      

      Patrick laughed tiredly. “I feel like a damsel in distress desperately searching for someone to save me.”

      

      “I beg your pardon?”

      

      Patrick jerked in surprise, not having noticed that there was anyone else in the room with him.

      

      “I was not speaking to you, Jeffries.”

      

      “Very good sir.” Jeffries picked up the refreshments tray and walked out, closing the door of the study quietly behind him.

      

      Patrick sighed again. He stared at his stationery unseeingly for a long while. Then he grabbed a page and began to write.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The carriage came to a stop in front of Greyfield House and Melissa peered out with a sigh.

      

      “We’re back.”

      

      Brynn simply looked at her.

      

      “Well Rose isn’t going to get any less engaged the longer we sit here so we should go in and offer our congratulations.”

      

      Brynn snorted. “Congratulations? Are you quite sure about that?”

      

      Melissa shrugged one shoulder. “I was outmaneuvered. I can be a good sport.”

      

      “You can, but will you?”

      

      Melissa simply turned away to stare out the window.

      

      They sat there long enough for The Duchess to come out and see what was keeping them. “Melissa, why are you just sitting there? Do you need a footman to carry you into the house?”

      

      “No, ma’am. I am quite fine.”

      

      The Duchess continued to stare quizzically at her.

      

      “I was simply enjoying the view. I have missed this street.” Melissa finally said.

      

      The Duchess rolled her eyes. “Would you get in the house this minute and stop reminding me how peaceful it has been without you here?”

      

      Melissa swallowed the hurt and slowly alighted from the vehicle. She adopted the most leisurely pace she could because she was in no hurry to confront her sister.

      

      The letter from Patrick burned her pocket, so formal, so distant.

      

      I wish things could have been different.

      

      Why had he written that to her? What did it mean? Did he not want to marry Rose? It was very confusing. Brynn brushed past her. “I go in search of news,” she whispered as she hurried off toward the kitchens. Melissa decided to go and hide out in her room until Brynn resurfaced, no doubt armed with some water to wash off the grime of the journey and the news of how exactly this engagement had occurred.

      

      She took her clothes and shoes off, discarded her stockings and then jumped onto her bed in nothing but her shift. She extracted the letter from her pocket and unfurled it, reading it again.

      

      My dear Lady Melissa,

      

      I read your letter with great lightness of heart. I do not think I have smiled so much at any time after the death of my mother as I did when reading your missive.

      

      First things first, no. I have not bewitched you.

      

      If I could, however, perhaps I would.

      

      Forgive me, that was very forward of me to say.

      

      This is the single most irresponsible thing I have ever done save one and I cannot bring myself to regret it–unlike that other thing. I am glad to hear that you are feeling better. I was worried, even considered coming down to Bath to see you.

      

      Of course, that would have been the height of foolishness.

      

      I think if anything, we have bewitched each other, because here we both are, thinking of doing foolish things on each other’s behalf.

      

      This is the first and last letter I will be able to write to you in good conscience for you see, I recently plighted my troth to none other than your sister, the lovely Lady Rose.

      

      What is done is done and cannot be undone. I wish things could have been different.

      

      I wish you well in the rest of your repairing lease. I would suggest you stay as your aunt has asked, and take in the sights of the city. Bath really is quite an interesting place as you have seen.

      

      Thank you for your letter.

      

      Yours faithfully,

      

      Bergon

      

      She flopped back on the bed with a sigh. What did it all mean? She was distracted from her descent into the blue devils by the arrival of Brynn. As predicted she arrived accompanied by two maids bearing pails of steaming hot water. They poured it in the tub before hurrying out to bring more cold water. Brynn came toward her, indicating that she should take her shift off and put on her robe as they waited.

      

      “Well?”

      

      “As far as I have been able to find out, your Marquess was caught kissing Lady Rose in the conservatory and then your mother ordered him to propose.”

      

      Melissa’s eyes narrowed, “Is that so?”

      

      “As far as I can tell.”

      

      Her brow furrowed thoughtfully, “That must be the thing he did, that he regretted,” she murmured to herself.

      

      Brynn shook her head. “Melissa, what are you…”

      

      Melissa stood up abruptly, forestalling Brynn’s question. She slipped out of her robe and stepped toward the water. “Do you know where the Marquess lives?”

      

      “Melissaaaa.” Brynn whined.

      

      “I just want to ask him a question.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Brynn woke her up at their usual early hour.

      

      “Oh, are we going to the market today?”

      

      “No. We're going to Grosvenor Street.”

      

      “What’s on Grosvenor Street?” Melissa asked even as she wore the familiar clothes that Brynn passed to her, including the shawl.

      

      “Your Marquess.”

      

      Her heart rate immediately sped up. “Really?”

      

      “Yes, now hurry up.”
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        * * *

      

      Patrick was shocked when his butler walked into the dining room to inform him that he had two visitors who were not willing to identify themselves.

      

      “They seem to be ladies’ maids,” Jeffries frowned at this unconscionable breach of etiquette. They should have used the servants’ entry.

      

      Patrick got to his feet and went to see for himself. There were two ladies standing just outside the door, one wearing a very familiar shawl.

      

      “It’s you!” Patrick blurted before he could think about it. He had forgotten about the girl from the market in the wake of his dilemma. The girl with the shawl turned sharply to face him and he saw that it was Lady Melissa.

      

      His eyes widened in disbelief.

      

      “It's you?” he said coming closer.

      

      “Yes, Lord Bergon, it’s me. I had to see you.”

      

      Patrick shook his head, “No, I meant…” he let the thought trail away. Very likely Lady Melissa did not want the world knowing she regularly went to Convent Garden in the early morning dressed as a lady’s maid. He stepped back. “Come in.”

      

      He led them to his study, in the interests of privacy.

      

      “I’m sorry, can I offer you some refreshment?” he asked, feeling bemused and confused.

      

      “No. I need to ask you something then we have to go.”

      

      “I see. What is it you need to know?”

      

      “Why?” Lady Melissa asked.

      

      Patrick stared at her, brow beetled, waiting for some clarification. “I beg your pardon?” he said when she simply continued to watch him, expecting an answer.

      

      “Why did you do it? Did you want to ask my sister to be your wife or was it some sort of accident?”

      

      “It was no accident! I was the one who kissed her, and now I am paying the toll.”

      

      She sighed at him in frustration. “But why? Why did you do it?”

      

      “Because I was foolish. Men are weak creatures, easily tempted, My Lady. Do not waste a single tear on me.”

      

      “I’m not crying because…” she paused to impatiently wipe a tear away, “I-it’s just such a waste!”

      

      Patrick was agreeing before he could think about it. “Yes, it is. But everyone seems to have their heart set on me marrying Lady Rose. It does not make sense to fight it.”

      

      “Does it not? What about what you want? Is that not important?”

      

      Patrick just sighed, marveling at her naiveté. “That is not how life works.”

      

      She sniffed, wiping away a stray tear even as she denied that she was crying. He took a step toward her because he could not help himself and her lady’s maid cleared her throat loudly. Patrick froze.

      

      “Listen to me, My Lady, meeting you has been one of the high points of my life. I had hoped…” he stopped, not seeing the benefit of saying the words. “However, things have unfolded in a different manner. We must accept it.”

      

      “I don’t accept it. Unless you tell me that you don’t care for me, I do not accept it,” she clenched her jaw stubbornly. For a few minutes, Patrick was lost in admiration and thus lost his chance to decisively dissuade her from her course of action. She took the step that brought them flush against each other and then her mouth was on his.

      

      He froze in shock, not having expected it. Her lips moved against his, soft and giving. He wanted to press his own against them harder, coax her into opening her mouth and letting him plunder her to his heart’s content.

      

      What are you doing? Alarms were ringing in his mind and this time, he did not ignore them. If someone were to come in, Lady Melissa’s reputation would be ruined and there would be nothing he could do about it. Very gently, he pushed her away from him, shaking his head.

      

      “We can’t.”

      

      She stared at him, eyes wide and wet. “We cannot is not the same as I do not want to,” she whispered.

      

      He nodded in agreement. “That is true, and yet it changes nothing.”

      

      “Oh no, Lord Bergon, it changes everything.” With that she turned on her heel and left, her lady’s maid trailing resignedly behind her.

      

      Patrick found that he was unable to move, his feet glued to the spot as he watched her go.

      

      What are you doing to me?
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        * * *

      

      “What are you up to?” Brynn asked tiredly as they rode back home.

      

      Melissa looked over at her and smiled. “Don’t look so scared.  I am up to nothing. We are simply riding home.”

      

      “Mmm.” Brynn injected all the disbelieving sarcasm she could into that one sound. “You cannot win this.”

      

      “Why? Why can’t I win it?”

      

      “How? How can you? They are engaged. Your father has given his permission. Your mother is organizing an engagement dinner at which to announce the happy news. Your sister made sure she was compromised. Your Marquess knows that he is trapped. So what can you do?”

      

      Melissa looked away, a stubborn set to her jaw. “I will find a way.”

      

      Brynn snorted. “I do hope for your sake that you do, but My Lady, you have to be prepared for failure.”

      

      Melissa looked over to her with a wide, contrived smile. “Failure? I do not know them? Who are they?”

      

      Brynn just sighed and shook her head.

      

      They deposited the horses at the mews, wiping them down and rewarding them with apples before heading back to the house. They walked leisurely toward the house, speaking of inconsequential things. They reached the back door and Melissa reached up to open it. They both froze as they caught sight of The Duchess standing on the step, her eyes filled with rage.

      

      “Where have you been?” she hissed. “And what are you wearing?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Reckoning

      

      

      

      Melissa sucked in a quick breath, unable to believe that after everything they had gotten away with, going to visit Patrick would be her undoing. She stepped in front of Brynn.

      

      “Mother. What are you doing lurking about the back door?” she asked in her most affected tone. Her mother narrowed her eyes at her.

      

      “As a matter of fact, I was looking for you. Your sister said I might find you here, although I cannot fathom why.”

      

      “Well, I like to go for a ride in the morning.” Melissa tried to slow the pounding of her heart, quite aware that her cheeks were showing their colors.

      

      “Dressed like that?” The Duchess looked her up and down with disdain.

      

      “Well, I do not like to advertise who I am, seeing as it is just me and Brynn.” Melissa swallowed, hoping it sounded plausible.

      

      The lines on The Duchess’ forehead increased exponentially with every word Melissa spoke. Her mother turned to Brynn, “Perhaps you can be a little more honest about your little excursions, girl. Where do you go with my daughter?” she demanded.

      

      Brynn shrunk back, trying to make herself invisible. “Nowhere ma’am. We don’t go anywhere.”

      

      “Hmm,” The Duchess pursed her lips. “If I cannot trust you I’m afraid you and your family cannot stay in my employ.”

      

      Brynn made a sound of distress and Melissa could not have that. “Leave her alone mother! This has nothing to do with her, and everything to do with me.”

      

      “Tell me the truth then! Where have you been?” The Duchess' voice was sharp and grating.

      

      Melissa took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I went to see Lord Bergon,” she whispered.

      

      “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “I had to know from his own lips that what you had said was true.”

      

      “Why on earth would you do that? Have you no care as to your reputation? And you girl, why did you not stop her?” The Duchess was getting shriller with every word.

      

      “Mother, can we perhaps take this discussion to the study, please?” Melissa pushed past her mother, trying to get her attention off Brynn. She hurried toward the study, giving her mother no choice but to follow her.

      

      She stepped quickly into her father’s study, holding the door open for her and then shutting it firmly behind her. Brynn was at least safe, for now.

      

      Melissa turned to face the apoplectic woman. “Mother, please calm down and stop breathing like the bellows. Let me explain myself.”

      

      “Go on then, explain.”

      

      Melissa took a deep breath, closing her eyes and trying to calm her racing heart. “Fine. I was very taken with Lord Bergon as I’m sure you know and I felt that he also showed interest in me. But then I go away for a few days and when I returned to the city he was engaged to my sister! It made no sense to me, mother. I had to find out from him whether I had imagined our rapport.”

      

      The Duchess rolled her eyes. “And what did you discover on your ill-fated sojourn?”

      

      Melissa took a deep breath as if to speak and then let her breath out again. She had a feeling that if she told her mother that Lord Bergon was not indifferent to her, it would be the last time she saw him.

      

      “I don’t know mother. He was not happy that I risked my reputation either. He sent me home.”

      

      That was as close as she could get to the truth. He had been worried and he did send her home. Her mother nodded approvingly. “That was very gentlemanly of him.”

      

      “Yes, he is quite the gentleman.”

      

      Her mother fixed her with a jaundiced eye. “Do not think for a moment this explanation exonerates you, Melissa. What you did was beyond the pale. Go to your chambers until your father decides upon your punishment.”

      

      Melissa almost opened her mouth to protest but on second thought, she knew that would just make everything worse. She turned meekly to the door instead and left. After all, if she really needed to go somewhere, she could always sneak out.

      

      The door to her chambers had barely closed when Brynn opened it again, slipping into the room with wide eyes.

      

      “What happened?” she whispered as she busied herself by straightening out Melissa’s clothing as if The Duchess could see through the mahogany of the door and would know if they were simply whispering together.

      

      “I am to wait here for my punishment.”

      

      “And what about...?”

      

      “She said nothing about you, don’t worry.”

      

      Brynn heaved a sigh of relief. “That was very close.”

      

      “Too close,” Melissa agreed with a nod. The sobering reality had washed over her as soon as she sat down. She might have gotten Brynn and her mother  turned out to fend for themselves simply because of her need for adventure.

      

      Looking up at her lady’s maid as she made busy work for herself, she knew that her escapades to Convent Garden had to end. It was too dangerous for Brynn. Her mother knew how close they were. She would not hesitate to punish Brynn in order to teach Melissa a lesson.

      

      She sighed, leaning back on the bed. “I suppose I’d best change into something a bit more ladylike,” she said to the ceiling.

      

      Brynn came into her field of vision, holding a gown. “You took the thought right out of my head,” she said with a faint grin.

      

      Melissa sat up and looked miserably up at her lady’s maid. “Oh Brynn, I am ever so sorry for getting you in trouble.”

      

      Brynn took a deep breath and shook her head. “No harm done. That's the important thing isn’t it?”

      

      Melissa reached up and squeezed her arm. “Perhaps. But from now on, no more morning trips.”

      

      Brynn nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick could not settle to anything. His father had asked him to check on the status of a shipment but he was too distracted and so sent his steward to do it instead. He could see his butler hovering in his peripheral vision and it annoyed him. Every time he sent Jeffries away though, he found some pretext to return and hover. He was seriously considering firing the man.

      

      And that was the most disconcerting thing. He was not this impetuous or unthinking. He remained unruffled in the face of any kerfuffle. He could not imagine what was happening to him.

      

      The memory of her face!

      

      Lady Melissa had looked so devastated by his news. That carefree girl he watched masquerading as something she was not at the early morning markets had disappeared. In her place had been a more somber, despondent woman. Patrick would give anything to get the girl back but all the pacing in the world did not present him with any solutions. Whatever he did, somebody’s life would be ruined.

      

      Patrick sighed deeply, shaking his head. Suddenly a glass of sherry appeared in front of him.

      

      “You look like you need it, sir,” Jeffries said solemnly.

      

      “It’s barely gone nine in the morning!”

      

      “I’m sure it’s past noon somewhere My Lord.”

      

      Patrick almost laughed at that.

      

      Almost.

      

      “Yes, I suppose so,” he mumbled, taking the glass and draining it. The bitter liquid did not make him feel even marginally better. He glanced at Jeffries who was standing somewhat at attention near the door. “Have you ever been in love, Jeffries?” he asked distantly, eyes on his empty glass.

      

      “No, My Lord. Would you like a refill?” he was already proffering the bottle of amber liquid.

      

      Patrick shook his head. “No, I think I shall go out. I need a clear head at the moment.”

      

      “Very good sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas Harvey, Earl of Nordam looked up as The Duke of Cheshmill came up to him. He sighed deeply, knowing that whatever had caused His Grace to seek him out would cost him most likely his peace of mind, most definitely some money.

      

      The Duke took the seat opposite Nicholas, staring beadily at him as if he might be a beetle His Grace was considering crushing underfoot.

      

      “Nordam, fancy meeting you here.”

      

      Nicholas simply raised an eyebrow. It was common knowledge that he had his luncheon at Ofley’s. He thoroughly enjoyed the beefsteak and ale especially after an hour in the boxing ring.

      

      Cheshmill sighed. “I need you to do me a minuscule favor, Nordam.”

      

      “Are you asking or telling?”

      

      Cheshmill merely looked at him and Nordam looked away. Ever since Cheshmill had arranged for him to have a dalliance with the woman he loved, a woman who happened to be married to someone else, he had owned Nicholas’ life. Every time he found himself in a bind, he would give Nicholas the look, and expect the Earl to do everything in his power to get him out.

      

      Nicholas was aware that he was not the only man in the city who struggled beneath Cheshmill’s blackmailing thumb. Unfortunately having secrets to protect prevented anyone from speaking about it. Thus, Cheshmill got away with routinely ruining people’s lives and depleting their livelihoods. Those not in the know thought he garnered his money from his import/export business.

      

      The truth was that Cheshmill did more than export fabrics and furniture. He owned several very discreet brothels in Town where a man could have encounters with enchanting beauties of both sexes from Asia, Africa or Peckham. His brothel business fed quite well into his blackmail business as nobles traded favors or money in exchange for Cheshmill’s discretion about their sexual peccadillos.

      

      For Nicholas, it had not been a prostitute, but a noblewoman that Cheshmill had set him up with. He did not know if The Duke blackmailed her as well. He hoped not–even though she had ended up breaking his heart.

      

      “What is the favor?” Nicholas asked in resignation.

      

      “I need you to join the game of whist tonight at Lord Cholmondeley’s table. I want you to bring me up. Let them know that you have it on good authority that the nasty rumor about me going around was actually started by Lord Helmsley who is jealous of my good fortune.”

      

      Nicholas narrowed his eyes. “And how would I know such a thing?”

      

      “Lord Helmsley is a particular friend of yours, is he not?”

      

      “He is indeed. And that is why I cannot do this.”

      

      His Grace leaned forward; eyes narrowed as he met Nicholas’ eyes. “Will you not? Would you rather I start a different kind of rumor about you?”

      

      Nicholas looked away with a sigh. “Even if I started such a rumor, who would believe it? Everyone knows that Helmsley and I are bosom friends. Why would I betray him like that?”

      

      “Because he stole from you.”

      

      Nicholas’ eyes widened and he stared at Cheshmill in shock. “No, sir. I will not do this. Find someone else to do your dirty work.”

      

      Cheshmill’s pale flesh reddened with anger. “You are making a mistake, Nordam.”

      

      Nicholas simply looked at him. “There are lines, Cheshmill, that I simply will not cross. Do your worst.”

      

      Cheshmill got to his feet with an evil smirk. “Just remember that you asked for it.”

      

      Nicholas nodded jerkily and watched as Cheshmill walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Between the alcove that separated the boxing area from the dining hall, Patrick lurked, watching his father walk away from Lord Nordam, his back stiff and angry. Lord Nordam did not look much better, his eyes huge in his pale face.

      

      Patrick stared, trying to think of some reason why his father would threaten Lord Nordam. He had not even known that they were that closely acquainted.

      

      Patrick had come to Ofley’s to work off some of his restless energy. Witnessing his father do whatever it was he had done had sufficiently distracted him from his own woes that he was now curious rather than agitated.

      

      He went to the bowl that was there for that purpose and washed up before changing into his street clothes and striding to the dining room. He made his way to Nordam’s table, standing diffidently as he waited for the Earl to notice him. He looked up, eyes tightening slightly as he saw who was standing over him.

      

      “May I?” Patrick asked gesturing at the chair opposite the Earl.

      

      Nordam nodded stiffly, not really meeting Patrick’s eyes.

      

      He decided to just jump in with what he wanted to know. “So, I saw my father speaking with you earlier...” he trailed off, hoping Nordam would fill in the blanks. The Earl simply grunted.

      

      “I wasn’t aware that you had business together,” Patrick tried again.

      

      “Do you know about all of your father’s business affairs?” Nordam’s voice was dry and ever-so-slightly sarcastic.

      

      “Well, seeing as I run most of his day-to-day operations, I should think so.” Patrick frowned, not knowing what the grimace on Nordam’s face was about. He had not thought him to turn his nose up at a noble doing business. He had it on good authority that Nordam had a thriving sugar cane farm in the Indies from which he manufactured rum.

      

      The thought set off an idea and he spoke up without thinking. “Is it your rum? Are you looking for an importer?”

      

      Nordam looked surprised. Perhaps he had thought that nobody knew of his business affairs. “No. I do not sell it in England and I already have a perfectly good connection in the New World. You shouldn’t worry about your father and my business. It was strictly personal.”

      

      Patrick nodded slowly. “I see. Well just know that I am at your service should you need to…” he didn’t really know how to finish that sentence. He was relieved that the mystery behind the strange interaction he had witnessed had completely eclipsed his earlier misery and replaced it with curiosity.

      

      He would get to the bottom of this mystery sooner or later.

      

      “I appreciate your courtesy,” Nordam said with a nod. “But I do assure you that it isn’t necessary.”

      

      Patrick simply nodded and stood up to leave. The Earl’s strange insistence simply fueled his determination to get to the bottom of this mystery. He had seen the man’s face as he spoke with His Grace. Whatever they were talking about had been upsetting to the Earl and his father had looked altogether too smug at first and then as he did when his wishes had been thwarted.

      

      If the Earl was an enemy of the family, then Patrick needed to know about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Defiance

      

      

      

      The season was upon them and Melissa was sure they would not run out of balls to attend. As a punishment for her behavior with Lord Bergon, she was apparently officially back on the marriage mart which meant attending every single recital, Venetian breakfast, picnic, and a ball that there was. Her mother knew she hated the whole process and neither she nor her sister had ever been pushed onto the marriage mart. After all, they had no shortage of suitors.

      

      Being pushed at all the eligible bachelors that prowled these events was the single most excruciating experience of Melissa’s life. Tonight, it was a piano recital to be held at Mrs. Pickering’s glasshouse. She lived on the outskirts of town and so The Duchess was of the opinion that Melissa should sleep over.

      

      The Pickerings were scheduled to have an excursion around their botanical gardens the next day in any case, as they had out-of-town guests. Melissa could join them.

      

      With a sigh, she packed her overnight pelisse, feeling put upon. She did not know the Pickerings well and was not looking forward to making small talk with various and sundry strangers for two days. She knew that her mother and sister were just trying to get her out of the way so that they could entertain Patrick in peace. It really stuck in her craw when she thought about it.

      

      Patrick was supposed to be hers.

      

      She wanted to stamp her foot, scream, and rage but instead, she swallowed her spleen and followed Brynn to the carriage. Her lady’s maid was to accompany her as it was an overnight trip and that was the only bright side on this dark day. She hoped fervently that at least whoever would be performing at the recital had some skill and talent.

      

      “Cheer up. It'll be fine,” Brynn whispered consolingly as the carriage took off.

      

      “Of course, it will be fine. I shall find some man who will capture my interest as much as Lord Bergon did at this recital. We shall be married and live together in eternal bliss.”

      

      Brynn simply looked away, her body vibrating with hurt. Melissa felt something twist in her chest with remorse. Brynn was her only friend and she was just trying to help.

      

      “I’m sorry. Please ignore my stupid words. I took my irritation with mother out on you and that was wrong.”

      

      Brynn turned her head to smile at her. “Tis fine. I understand.”

      

      Melissa reached out and squeezed her hand.
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        * * *

      

      Halston Pickering was a dear friend to Patrick. They had attended Cambridge and roomed together. His father might have been the younger son of a baron but he was also an excellent businessman. The Pickerings were therefore quite well off. It created a situation of resentment and jealousy with the other sons of lords.

      

      Patrick and Halston were considered to be practically in trade and barely qualified to attend Cambridge so they stuck together out of necessity. A burgeoning friendship had resulted as well as many opportunities to do business together.

      

      So when Halston sent him a note, pleading with him to attend the piano recital his mother was throwing, he promptly agreed. Even though he was engaged, and thus no longer in the marriage mart, debutante mamas were always looking for personable young men to fill up the numbers. Halston did not want to face all that on his own.

      

      He had an appointment to take tea with Lady Rose and her mother, and he was torn between anticipation and trepidation. Not having seen Lady Melissa since she burst into his house a week and a half ago, he was eager to at least have news of her. He did not dare to dream that she might be present at this tea. If he did that, he did not know if he would be able to attend. He had kept an eye for her in the early morning at the Convent Garden market but neither she nor her lady’s maid had appeared.

      

      Patrick wondered what it meant.

      

      Is she too miserable to adventure or did something more grave than that occur?

      

      Patrick could admit that he was a little worried.

      

      He arrived a little early for tea as a result, smiling slightly as he handed off his hat and coat to the butler. He stepped into the drawing room, bowing over Her Grace’s hand as he issued his apologies for his earliness.

      

      “My eagerness to see you both made me impatient. I hope you can forgive me for calling upon you earlier than requested.”

      

      Lady Rose veritably beamed and Patrick felt a twinge of guilt for his lies. He wondered how soon he could ask about Lady Melissa without appearing rude. They all sat down with The Duchess looking exceeding pleased. As the butler poured their tea,  the ladies inquired as to the health of his family.

      

      That reminded him of his stepmother and the bizarre request she had made recently that they all make a habit of sitting down to dine together every night. While The Duke was willing to indulge her, and his sister had no choice, he made every excuse to miss as many of these dinners as he could. He smiled tightly, informing The Duchess that his family was doing well.

      

      They drank their tea and Lady Rose asked him questions which he tried his best to answer. He was distracted, seeking any opening to ask after Lady Melissa but it was as if they knew what he wanted and steered the conversation from anything that might present an opportunity to unobtrusively slip her name into the conversation.

      

      Patrick was at his wit’s end. He was about to just blurt out his questions when The Duchess got to her feet, prompting Patrick to find his own as well.

      

      “Well, I do believe I shall go and lie down now. Lady Rose, I shall send in your lady’s maid to sit with you. Good evening Lord Bergon.” She nodded to him and he made her a leg before waiting on his feet until she walked out.

      

      With a deep breath, he sat back down, wondering why The Duchess had left them alone. Lady Rose immediately transferred herself from the armchair she had been sitting in, to the settee he was on.

      

      Patrick sighed inwardly.

      

      “Kiss me,” she said without preamble, her eyes bright and eager.

      

      Patrick hesitated, wondering if it was de rigueur to refuse outright to kiss one’s own betrothed. Even though it was already too late, he would not make that mistake again.

      

      “My dear Lady Rose, I cannot,” he avoided her eye as he said it.

      

      “But why? We are already engaged are we not?”

      

      “Exactly,” Patrick leaned forward ardently. “I fear that I may not have the requisite self-control should I begin to kiss you. Surely your mother has warned you of the dangers of forwardness with a man?”

      

      Lady Rose blanched, her cheeks coloring in embarrassment. “Well yes, but we are to be married.”

      

      “And once we are married, I shall be happy to kiss you every day. For now, I must restrain myself.” Patrick took a sip of his tea to hide his triumphant smile.

      

      Lady Rose’s face fell and Patrick knew she was check mated. He placed his cup down and began to ask the origin of her name. “Are you named for an antecedent?”

      

      “Oh, I have no idea. I suppose so,” her brow furrowed uncertainly.

      

      “And what of Lady Melissa? Is she named after an antecedent?”

      

      Lady Rose frowned at the mention of her sister’s name. “That isn’t really important,” she snapped.

      

      Patrick leaned forward, staring into his betrothed's eyes. “Why do you say that? You and your sister seem so distant. It is concerning.”

      

      “Oh, uh, no we are close. It is just, she is just a little wild and it is all we can do to keep her in hand. It gets exhausting sometimes.”

      

      “Wild? That is not the impression I got from her.”

      

      “Well, she is. Take my word for it.”

      

      Patrick inclined his head in acknowledgment. “And where is your ‘wild’ sister now?”

      

      “Why does it matter?”

      

      “Well, I suppose it does not. I was just curious because you said you had to keep her in hand at all times.”

      

      “She is out. You know she is still in search of a husband and so she likes to attend as many events as possible.”

      

      That stung. Patrick gripped his cup a little harder than necessary as he struggled manfully not to ask where exactly she was.

      

      Lady Melissa would not have volunteered for this. Patrick thought grimly. They have to be forcing her to go.

      

      The thought of another man sniffing around his…

      

      He cut the thought off before it could take him over and force him to get to his feet and demand that Lady Rose tell him where exactly they had sent Lady Melissa.

      

      “I see. And she goes alone to these events?”

      

      Lady Rose laughed at that and Patrick wanted to strangle her. “She is quite capable of comporting herself appropriately in company.”

      

      Patrick opened his mouth to point out that Lady Rose had called her sister wild and needing of a firm hand at all times not two minutes ago, so how could she sit there and say she was now capable of comporting herself in public? But he realized that he would be arguing for the sake of it and it would serve no useful purpose. Instead, he finished his tea as quickly as possible and got to his feet.

      

      “I want to thank you sincerely for the hospitality,” he said to Lady Rose. “But I must take my leave of you now.”

      

      Lady Rose got to her feet as well. “But why? It is still early!”

      

      “I apologize, but I have a prior appointment I cannot forego.”

      

      “Oh,” Lady Rose was the very picture of disappointment. Patrick might have felt badly about that if he was not too busy seething about Lady Melissa.

      

      He reached for her gloved hand and kissed the air above it. “My Lady,” he murmured before striding out of the room as fast as he could. He would go to the recital and make discreet inquiries there. Somebody would have seen Lady Melissa or know where she was.

      

      They had to, otherwise Patrick would go out of his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa sighed, leaning back in her seat and fidgeting, looking for a comfortable way to get through the caterwauling that was Lady Katherine Egbert’s idea of singing. The girl was newly returned for the season from India where her father was the viceroy. Clearly, she was used to being kowtowed to, because no one had ventured to let her know that she could not sing. Judging by her smug expression, she must have thought she had a voice like the angels.

      

      Melissa wanted to get to her feet, stride to the piano and fling her off. She looked around to see if she was alone in this opinion and found that most of the room was not even paying attention to the recital. Debutantes had their heads together, probably whispering about the eligible bachelors in the room. The bachelors meanwhile were drowning their sorrows in the freely-available gin.

      

      The hosts at least were kind enough not to expect their guests to get through this without help. As her eyes swept across the room, they came to a stop, and caught on the figure of a man, leaning back in his seat and watching her with no effort at pretense.

      

      No.

      

      He was supposed to be spending the evening with her sister.

      

      What are you doing here?

      

      She flipped her eyes back to find that he was still staring at her. She hesitated, wondering what to do and then got smoothly to her feet. She nodded at the people on her right and left before gliding gracefully to the door. Undoubtedly, they would assume she was seeking the withdrawing room. She flicked Lord Bergon a glance just as she reached the door and turned right, slipping quietly into the hothouse proper.

      

      The room was like an artificial jungle with climbing vines and plants that gave off the various scents such as Arabian Jasmine and Hyacinth. She crept down one aisle, breathing in the various fragrances, trying to calm her frayed nerves.

      

      What is Lord Bergon doing here?

      

      She looked impatiently toward the door, hoping he would hurry up and come so she could ask him.

      

      “Fancy meeting you here,” the voice came from behind her and she jumped, not having heard anyone come in. She pirouetted on her heel to face him, lips pursed.

      

      “Lord Bergon. How nice to see you again.”

      

      “I hardly expected that you would be here. The Pickerings are not that highly regarded in society.”

      

      Melissa shrugged. “Well, my mother thought it was a suitable place to spend my evening.”

      

      Lord Bergon’s eyes lit with understanding. “So, it’s a punishment.”

      

      “One might call it that if they wanted to be vulgar.”

      

      He huffed a laugh and took a step closer. “What would you call it?”

      

      “A lesson in humility perhaps?” her mouth twisted involuntarily and she looked away.

      

      “What did you do to deserve this lesson?” he asked, taking another step closer.

      

      Melissa sighed. “My mother was unhappy to learn that I confronted you about...”

      

      “Oh, she found out?”

      

      “She was waiting for me when I arrived home.”

      

      The Marquess hissed in sympathy. “Is that why you stopped going to the market in the mornings too?”

      

      Melissa tensed, the color draining from her cheeks. She felt slightly faint.  “I beg your pardon?” her voice was much too high not to betray her.

      

      He took another step closer, hand flicking her cheek. “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me,” he whispered, his breath fanning across her nose. They were so close she could feel the warmth radiating off him.

      

      I should move away. She thought even as her feet seemed glued to the floor.

      

      His head came closer to hers.

      

      “Uuh!” The breath left her body in a whoosh and she was unable to breathe in because his mouth was covering hers. His soft lips pressed down upon hers, his wet tongue flicking at her lips as if it could persuade them to open if it was subtle enough. She stared at him, eyes wide open as his mouth moved against hers, a curious sound emanating from his throat, halfway between a growl and a whimper.

      

      She did not know what to do.

      

      Her knees felt curiously weak and she had to lean on the table behind her for they refused to support her weight anymore. His hair tickled her forehead and she could feel his hands framing her hips with the slightest of touches.

      

      She made a pleading sound, somewhere in her throat and he startled away, eyes wide with horror.

      

      “Forgive me.”
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        Reluctance

      

      

      

      Patrick could not fathom what the matter was with him. He did not seem to be in complete control of his faculties. That was the only acceptable explanation for his behavior.

      

      Seeing Lady Melissa amongst the begonias, her light-blue gown complementing the aurulent hue of her skin, cinched so tight at the waist and spreading out luxuriantly at her hips.

      

      His fingers itched with the need to touch.

      

      He knew she had expected him to follow her here. He wasn’t sure why she wanted that, but he knew that he wanted his hands on her. It was like a compulsion–one he could barely control. He was kissing her before he could really think about it, her partly-open mouth an invitation he could not spurn.

      

      But then she made a sound in which he heard the fear and he was horrified. He stepped back, removing his hands from her body.

      

      What are you doing, Patrick? The low, disappointed sounding tone of the voice in his head sounded exactly like his grandfather.

      

      “Forgive me,” he mumbled, unable to look her in the eye.

      

      She drew in a shaky breath. “Forgive you for what?”

      

      “I...” Patrick just stared at Lady Melissa, her eyes downcast, chest heaving. He did not know if she was afraid or aroused.

      

      “Lady Melissa?”

      

      She lifted her lashes, favoring him with a hazel gaze. He felt he might drown in the liquid pools of her eyes. “Yes?” she asked ever so quietly.

      

      He swallowed, his throat making a clicking sound. “What is it you want from me?” the last bit came out as plaintively as he felt.

      

      She lifted her chin, her eyes never leaving his. “I want you.”

      

      Her words were simple, yet they cut him to the quick. He was unable to hold back his answer. “I want you too.”

      

      Their gazes locked and time stopped. A magnetic pull seemed to propel Patrick forward and by the looks of it, Lady Melissa was affected by the same phenomenon. Their lips met, softly, gently, and then truly, madly, deeply. Patrick’s tongue was so far down Lady Melissa’s throat that it was possible she had bitten it off. His hands wandered along the silky folds of her gown, following the sinuous line of her body.

      

      He knew he shouldn’t, but his body rebelled against his mind and went its own way. It did not help that Lady Melissa was pressed tightly against him, her hands snaking around his neck, her body arched in submission. There was only so much temptation he could resist.

      

      A loud clap had them breaking apart in discomfiture. They stared at each other in horror before both turning to face the doorway. Their eyes searched frantically for what–or who–had made the noise but there was nobody they could see.

      

      “We should get back to the recital,” Patrick said quietly. Lady Melissa nodded her agreement. He let her go first, needing a moment to get himself back under control. He waited ten minutes, took a deep breath and followed Lady Melissa back to the recital.
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast was a buffet which meant that Melissa could get away with eating little. Ever since the interruption of their kissing session, she’d been on tenterhooks, quite sure that somebody would come up and expose her to the entire company. She jumped every time someone moved suddenly or walked past her. It was nerve wracking.

      

      “Good morning,” a deep baritone said from just behind her ear. She almost dropped her plate.

      

      “Uh...” she replied before turning to see Lord Bergon smiling softly at her. “Should you be speaking to me?”

      

      “Why wouldn’t I speak to you?” he seemed honestly puzzled.

      

      “Because...” Melissa widened her eyes at him significantly. He simply raised an eyebrow and let out a hearty laugh.

      

      “What? Do you think someone will somehow know what happened between us last night if I speak to you?”

      

      “Lower your voice,” she hissed narrowing her eyes at him. He simply grinned wider, leaning closer to her.

      

      “No one cares who I speak to,” he whispered, his eyes twinkling with mirth.

      

      “How do you know that?”

      

      “Because I am engaged and therefore of no use to anyone here.” He said and they both sobered, remembering the direness of their situation.

      

      Melissa sighed. “Yes, you are engaged. And you’re not acting like it.”

      

      “What? Am I not allowed to discourse with my sister-in-law to be?” his tone was teasing but his eyes were serious.

      

      “You can hardly call what we did last night discourse,” she whispered harshly, her body leaning unconsciously toward him.

      

      He took a step back. “Well then, we should just keep that between ourselves don’t you think?”

      

      She simply looked up at him, unable to hide her puzzlement or despair. He put his plate down and held a hand out to her. “Come, let us take a walk, shall we? It's shaping up to be a balmy day, let us enjoy the cool morning breeze.”

      

      “We can’t just go walking together. Are you mad?”

      

      “We shall keep within sight of the house. Come, Melissa. Don’t you want to?”

      

      She shivered. Her given name sounding oddly intimate on his tongue. Of course, she wanted to walk with him. She was just afraid that her mother would somehow know.

      

      “And what can she do even if she did somehow find out?” he asked and she realized she had spoken aloud.

      

      Melissa’s brow furrowed as she thought about it. In truth there was little her mother could do after the fact without creating a huge scandal.

      

      “Fine,” she said inserting her arm into his. He led her outside and they walked sedately, alongside other groups and couples taking the morning air.

      

      “My engagement has not been announced yet.”

      

      Melissa looked up at him. “And therefore?”

      

      He shrugged his shoulders, looking down at her. “I don’t know, Melissa. I really don’t.”

      

      “Perhaps you can get out of it.”

      

      “Would that I could.”

      

      “Will you marry my sister after kissing me with such passion?” Melissa made sure to whisper the words to ensure no one else could hear them.

      

      “Marriage has nothing to do with love or passion, Melissa,” he replied, looking sadly down at her. “It is about partnerships and mergers. Joining one’s money to another’s title and so on.”

      

      “But both of you have money and a title so it does not apply in this case.”

      

      Lord Bergon sighed. “Not all titles are born equal. Yes, our fathers are both Dukes, but yours is revered, while mine is reviled.”

      

      “And he wishes this marriage to change that?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “But I am His Grace’s daughter too!” Melissa moaned plaintively.

      

      “And yet somehow they have all fixated on Lady Rose.” Lord Bergon shook his head uncomprehendingly. “I am sorry, Melissa. I wish it could be different.”

      

      Melissa sighed. “It’s my mother, you know. For some reason, she is repelled by me. She would do anything to thwart my desires in favor of Rose’s. I do not know why she hates me so much.” she sniffed, unable to restrain a tear from falling.

      

      Lord Bergon made an aborted motion as if he wished to take her in his arms. But he remembered himself and returned his hand behind his back.

      

      “I am sure that is not true.”

      

      Melissa merely gave him a look.

      

      “Well perhaps you know better than me, but it pains me to imagine you all alone and feeling unloved and so I wish to believe that you are mistaken.”

      

      Melissa’s look softened and she sighed. “I wish to believe I am mistaken too, but the evidence is overwhelming.”

      

      “Well, if it means anything, you are not completely unloved.”

      

      Melissa lifted her gaze to his, noting the openness in his face, his eyes shining with everything he felt for her. She could feel her chest tighten, breath coming short. “Oh,” she said softly.

      

      He reached out and squeezed her hand, and they resumed their walk.
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        * * *

      

      Halston had given him a sideways glance when he came back from his walk with the beautiful Lady Melissa but said nothing else. Nobody commented on their obvious closeness for which Patrick was grateful. The Pickerings’ visitors from out of town had a lot of questions about their botanical gardens and their hosts were mostly occupied with answering them.

      

      Patrick took the chance to simply sit with Melissa, breathing in her scent and enjoying her company. Not only was she a delightful conversationalist, but she was also sharp, witty and quite mischievous. He took the opportunity to ask her why she went to Convent Garden dressed as a lady’s maid.

      

      “It’s because that is the only time, I can be myself. When I am among my peers, I feel like a performing monkey, going through the expected paces. But in the mornings, haggling for a kilo of ham or a bunch of peonies, nobody cares who I am. They only care about whether I can pay. It's very freeing.”

      

      Patrick nodded his understanding even as he frowned with worry for her safety. “I wish I could take you to Spain or North Africa for a while, where you would be free to be yourself without censure.”

      

      Melissa snorted. “For a woman, there is always censure, no matter where you go. But perhaps I can just be Melissa Alford instead of Lady Melissa, daughter of the revered Duke of Greyfield.”

      

      Patrick gave her a sideways glance seeing her anew. “You are remarkably wise for nine and ten.”

      

      Melissa smiled sadly. “I have a lot of time to think.”

      

      “Well...” Patrick almost leaned in to capture her lips before he remembered that they were in company, “I wish I could occupy more of your time.” he whispered.

      

      “I wish you could too,” she whispered back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Melissa sighed. “I don’t want to go home.”

      

      Brynn reached out and rubbed her shoulder. “I know you don’t. But the party is breaking up. We have no choice.”

      

      “Spending time with Lord Bergon has been so magical,” she sighed deeply, eyes far away.

      

      Brynn smiled. “I’m sure it was. Now we just have to hope word of it does not get back to your mother.”

      

      Melissa narrowed her eyes at her lady’s maid. “You are such a wet blanket.”

      

      Brynn shrugged theatrically, widening her eyes at Melissa. “I am just a realist, My Lady. Somebody has to be.”

      

      “Really? Who says?”

      

      “I do. Now come. Sitting here and moping will not help anything. Let us get home and see if there is any music to be faced.”

      

      Melissa got to her feet with the utmost reluctance and followed her lady’s maid out of her temporary room. She hoped she might catch one more glimpse of Lord Bergon before she left but he was nowhere to be seen. With a last disappointed look at the house, she entered her carriage, eyes out of the window as they drove away.

      

      Her spirits continued to drop the closer they came to Greyfield House. With distance from Lord Bergon, came sobriety and the knowledge that the ton loved to gossip. There was absolutely no way that the news would not reach Her Grace that Melissa and Lord Bergon had walked together in the garden, heads close together for more than an hour.

      

      There was no way she would not hear that they had then sat together during the picnic, talking in low tones. It was more than impossible.

      

      “We didn’t do anything untoward,” she murmured, preparing her defense.

      

      If one left out the kissing and the groping, a laughing voice pointed out in her mind.

      

      She could still feel his lips on hers, hot and wanting. She had been scared to death and yet her heart had never pounded with so much excitement in her life. How could a man go from touching her like that to…?

      

      Melissa tensed, wondering if Lord Bergon had kissed her sister in the same way he had kissed her. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility. After all, he had confessed to her that his engagement was as a result of an embrace. Perhaps Melissa was nothing special. Perhaps she was just a warm available body for the Marquess to sate himself on.

      

      “Is something the matter, My Lady? Why are you shaking your head like that?” Brynn’s voice brought her out of her swirling thoughts. She turned, circling Brynn’s arm like an iron band with her fingers.

      

      “Brynn, I need you to take a letter to Grosvenor Street, please.”

      

      Her lady’s maid gave her an extremely skeptical glance. “Are you sure that’s wise, My Lady?”

      

      “I don’t care if it’s wise or not, Brynn! I have to know.”

      

      “Know what?”

      

      “I just need you to take this letter for me, please. I would take it myself if I could but I can’t.”

      

      Brynn reached out and patted her arm. “It’s fine, My Lady, you know I’ll do it.”

      

      “I’m sorry for always pulling you into my peccadillos,” Melissa said, her voice small and miserable.

      

      “But what are friends for, eh?” Brynn grinned at her, slapping at her shoulder before turning to peer out of her window. Melissa smiled at her friend, welling up with affection and gratitude. She really did not know what she would have done if she didn’t have Brynn.

      

      “My life would be a barren wasteland without you,” she said.

      

      Brynn just gave her a smile.
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        * * *

      

      The Duke of Cheshmill received a note from Mr. Pickering detailing his son’s activities the night before. He could feel his chest tighten with anger as he realized that Patrick was getting close to the wrong daughter. He ground his teeth, grabbing his monogrammed notepaper and wrote a memo of his own which he promptly gave to the footman to deliver to Grosvenor Street.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As soon as Brynn was done with her morning purchases, she turned her horse to Grosvenor Street where she delivered Melissa’s note to the footman at the door. Not wanting to spend any more time there than was necessary, she exhorted him to ensure that the Lord received it first thing.

      

      “Of course, ma’am. His lordship gets all his morning correspondence at breakfast. I shall give this to the butler right away to add to the rest.”

      

      Brynn nodded. “Thank you, kind sir.”

      

      “Oh no, I’m no sir. I’m just a footman. Henry’s my name.”

      

      Brynn smiled at him. “And I’m Brynn. Thank you, Henry,” she said as she prepared to ride off.

      

      “You're welcome Miss,” he called, watching her go with bright eyes. Brynn could not help but feel that the day had gotten off to a good start.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick looked through his letters as he drank his coffee, unsurprised to see yet another one from his aunt–probably asking for more money. He snorted, putting it aside to look at the other letters.

      

      He recognized his father’s uncompromising spiked lettering and wondered what else had happened now. The next letter stopped his heart, for he knew that hand as well. Soft, rounded letters, with a bit of elan at the end. Why was Melissa writing to him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Epistolary

      

      

      

      Dear Lord Bergon,

      

      This must be passing strange to you, getting a letter from me after everything we spoke about. But, short of coming to see you at Grosvenor Street, I saw no other way to get the answer I need.

      

      As I rode home from the Pickering gathering, our words–and actions–ran through my mind and I realized that what transpired between us was an earth-shattering event for me.

      

      But I began to wonder if it was the same for you seeing as you got engaged to my sister because you kissed her. And I wondered if I was not perhaps blowing things out of proportion.

      

      Forgive me if I did. I am but a young girl with not much experience of the opposite sex. I do not wish to be anybody’s fool. So, if this is simply some rakish attempt to get two sisters to fall in love with you, I beg you, please tell me. You have already achieved your objective if that is what you set out to do, so telling me will make no difference to you.

      

      It will mean the world to me.

      

      Please, Lord Bergon, I need to know.

      

      The letter was unsigned.

      

      Patrick put it down on the breakfast table and closed his eyes. And then he read it through again.

      

      What shall I do? He wondered. Lie to her?

      

      Patrick did not want to lie to her. He wanted to tell her the truth.

      

      But why would she believe me?

      

      He put her letter aside and then picked up his father’s.

      

      Bergon,

      

      What is this I hear about you cavorting with the younger Alford girl at the Pickerings? Need I remind you what is at stake? Cut her loose at once and announce your engagement. I will not abide this foolishness.

      

      The letter was also unsigned but came duly sealed with the ducal crest. Patrick sighed, not knowing what to do about any of it. On the one hand, he wanted to help his father. On the other, he was in love.

      

      “What does it matter which Alford I marry? The connection is the same,” he grumbled to himself. And then he stiffened, straightening up as his words caught up to his tired brain.

      

      Why did it matter if he married the younger instead of the elder? It made no difference. If Lady Rose needed to be married first, Patrick was perfectly willing to find her a husband. If it was the potential scandal of the kiss, the fact was that nobody apart from The Duchess, her daughter and himself even knew about it.

      

      “This can be done,” he said hopefully to himself and got to his feet.

      

      “Jeffries,” he called as he hurried down the hall, “I will need my horse.”

      

      He needed to speak with Lady Melissa before anything else happened and he had no idea how to do that. Then he remembered her maid, Brynn, her name was. He called for a footman and one came hurrying toward him at once.

      

      “I shall need you to come with me, Henry, for I will require the delivery of messages.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord. Shall I fetch the carriage?” Henry was already hurrying beside him, picking up on his urgency.

      

      “No. Get a horse,” he said even as he leaped onto his own mount and set off at a canter. Soon enough, he heard the clip-clop of horse’s hooves behind him and knew that his footman had caught up. Once they arrived at Mayfair, he turned off into Hyde Park and handed a note to Henry.

      

      “Take this to a lady’s maid named Brynn at Greyfield House. Can you do that?”

      

      His footman perked right up. “Yes, I can sir.”

      

      “Good, go now. And be discreet about it.”

      

      “Yes, sir.”

      

      Henry took off at a trot and Patrick found a tree to tie his horse to. Then he sat down to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Brynn burst into Melissa’s chambers, with scared-looking eyes, causing Melissa to sit up from her bed.

      

      “What is it?”

      

      “I have a note for you. From Lord Bergon.”

      

      “How did you get it?” Melissa slid off her bed and darted toward Brynn, unable to hide the eagerness in her face.

      

      “His footman brought it to me,” Brynn whispered.

      

      Melissa held out her hand for the note and Brynn slowly dropped it onto her palm. They stared at each other expectantly before Melissa looked down and unfolded the note.

      

      Brynn watched her keenly as she read. “What does it say?”

      

      Melissa inhaled sharply before looking up at Brynn. “He wants me to meet him at Hyde Park, now.”

      

      Brynn looked thoughtfully away, “That would explain why the footman is still waiting outside.”

      

      “What do I do, Brynn?”

      

      “What do you want to do?”

      

      “I want to meet him, what do you think?”

      

      “Well then, we shall take the air. You are feeling a little nauseous and need some air. I shall inform The Duchess.”

      

      Melissa nodded. “Good idea. I’m going to change my gown.”

      

      “Yes, fine,” Brynn said distractedly as she left the room. Melissa rushed around a bit like a headless chicken, heart beating double time as she tried to decide which gown to wear while trying to tame her hair into something resembling a coiffure and search for her shoes at the same time.

      

      Brynn came back to find her nowhere closer to being ready and sighed.

      

      “Come here,” she said pulling Melissa down onto the chair while she did her hair before crossing to her wardrobe to extract a walking dress of white muslin with puffed sleeves lined with tiny blue flowers. She placed a small brooch over Melissa’s heart and then fetched her boots for her feet.

      

      “There you go. Very beautiful,” Brynn finished with flourish.

      

      Melissa examined herself in the looking glass and nodded. “I’ll do,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick watched her approach with wide eyes, following the sway of her hips as the horse she was riding minced toward him. Her hazel eyes were on him, watching him almost with trepidation. He imagined she was afraid of why he had come. Afraid that he had come to break her heart.

      

      Bold of you to assume that you hold such power over her, a voice that sounded very much like his father’s interrupted his musings.

      

      She came to a stop in front of him and slid gracefully off her beast.

      

      “Lord Bergon.”

      

      “Please, call me Patrick.”

      

      “Fine. Patrick. What brings you here.”

      

      “I got your letter. I wanted to give you a reply in person.”

      

      She took a deep breath. “I see.” Her eyes fluttered with nerves, hands twisting against each other. She looked anywhere but at him.

      

      “I am going to break my engagement to your sister.”

      

      Her eyes snapped to his and widened as she gasped. “What?”

      

      “You are right. It was not my intention–rakish or otherwise–but I am playing around with both of your hearts and it is time I was true to myself and my heart. I told you how I felt about you at the Pickerings and I assure you, I did not lie.”

      

      “Are you sure?”

      

      “I’ve never been surer of anything. I shall call upon your sister and break my engagement this afternoon.”

      

      Melissa had her hand to her heart; her breathing was audible. “Oh, my goodness,” she whispered.

      

      Patrick’s brow furrowed as a thought occurred to him. “Unless you don’t want me to break my engagement?”

      

      “No, no! Please, of course, I want you to do that. I want to be with you, Patrick.”

      

      The Marquess smiled. “I like the way you say my name.”

      

      Melissa smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Thalia Alford sat in her sitting room, embroidering a table carpet as her thoughts whirled. Cheshmill had her by the short hairs and they both knew it. She tried to think of a way out of this predicament he had put her in without exposure, but could think of nothing.

      

      The soft knock on the door distracted her and she put her embroidery down to see who it was.

      

      “Your Grace, a gentleman is here to see you,” the butler announced.

      

      “Who is it?”

      

      “The Duke of Cheshmill, Your Grace.”

      

      Thalia cursed under her breath even as she nodded for the butler to let him in. She sat back wearily and waited for The Duke’s latest demands.

      

      He breezed into the room, walking stick in hand and sat down opposite her without waiting for an invitation.

      

      “My dear Thalia, how wonderful to see you again.”

      

      “Can we dispense with the so-called pleasantries please and just tell me why you are here.”

      

      “Well, I was wondering why my son is still consorting with your younger daughter.”

      

      Thalia frowned. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      

      “I understand they were practically canoodling at the Pickering recital. Didn't you know?”

      

      Thalia’s frown deepened. “That cannot be right. He was here, just yesterday, having tea with Lady Rose.”

      

      “Well then, he is more of a chip off the old block than I imagined.” The Duke gave an evil approximation of a laugh. “Because he was seen by multiple witnesses, with his head close together with your younger daughter–the one we both have no use for.”

      

      Thalia looked away, “I...” she shook her head, “that girl is a wild one. I cannot control her.”

      

      “You’d best find a way, or else...” The Duke got to his feet, narrowing his eyes at her.

      

      “There is no need for threats, Cheshmill.”

      

      He sneered. “Then get it done.”

      

      He swept out of the room in a cloud of malevolence and Thalia did not breathe again until she heard the front door shut behind him. She let her breath out, slumping back in her seat, thinking frantically.
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        * * *

      

      Rose was in her room when her lady’s maid came to inform her that the Marquess of Bergon had arrived to see her. She got to her feet excitedly.

      

      “Quick, bring me my forest-green gown and put my hair up,” she ordered.

      

      “Yes, My Lady.” the lady’s maid hastened to do as she was told.

      

      Lady Rose felt her hands trembling with excitement as she walked at a sedate pace toward the drawing room where Lord Bergon was waiting.  He had blindsided her with this impromptu visit. He had never sought her out before.

      

      Maybe he’s changed his mind about the kissing.

      

      Her heart sped up at the thought and she sped up as much as she could without running. As she stepped into the drawing room, her eyes were drawn to the Marquess as he paced near the fireplace. Her eyes shone with happiness as she sashayed up to him, a huge smile on her face.

      

      “Lord Bergon, this is a surprise.”

      

      He glanced distractedly at her, visibly struggling to cease pacing. “Yes, I am sorry to drop in on you without prior notice.”

      

      “Think nothing of it,” she said promptly, extending her gloved hand to be kissed. He took it absentmindedly and aimed a kiss at the air above it before dropping her hand and turning away.

      

      “I have something very urgent that I must speak with you about.”

      

      “Oh yes?” Lady Rose took a seat for her knees were weak and she did not think they would support her.

      

      “Yes, I’m sorry Lady Rose, but I have to break our engagement. I cannot continue with…”

      

      Rose shot to her feet; eyes wide with shock. “What? What do you mean?

      

      Lord Bergon sighed, coming to a stop next to Rose and looking her in the eye. “I’m sorry. This is just not going to work.”

      

      “But the invitations to my engagement party have already been sent out!”

      

      “Cancel it. Or announce your engagement to someone else. My heart is already given elsewhere.”

      

      “What?” Rose took a step closer to him, eyes narrowed. “Where exactly is your heart given?”

      

      “That is neither here nor there,” Lord Bergon began to say.

      

      “Oh, but I think it is.” Rose could not help how shrill she got.

      

      Lord Bergon scoffed, turning away from her. “I really apologize sincerely for any inconvenience caused to you, My Lady. Allow me to take my leave.”

      

      He bowed to her even as she spluttered indignantly and left the room.

      

      “Mother!” Rose called, stomping out of the drawing room.

      

      “Rose, why are you shouting?” The Duchess emerged from the sitting room, a frown marring her features.

      

      “I-I-I-it's Lord Bergon mama, he, he, he,” she inhaled sharply and sniffed, “He b-broke our engagement.” The tears flowed freely from her eyes as she clutched carelessly at her mother’s bodice.

      

      The Duchess’ face lost all its color. “Impossible. Why would he do that?”

      

      “He, he he s-said he-he, his heart belongs to som-someone else, mama!” Rose wailed.

      

      The frown on The Duchess face deepened as she thought about that. She patted her daughter absently on the arm and pried Rose's fingers off her bodice. “Don’t worry about it, Rose. I’ll take care of it.”

      

      “Y-you will?”

      

      “I will. Now go and dry your tears. A lady should not look so disheveled in public.”

      

      “Yes mama,” Rose sniffed, shuffling down the corridor and up the stairs to her room as her mother watched.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa paced.

      

      She rubbed her hands together to keep them warm and tried to stop her heart from pounding.

      

      What are we doing?

      

      She vacillated between joy and panic. Patrick–it still gave her a thrill to call him by his given name–had gone off he said, to break his engagement to Rose. He had asked her to wait for him at Hyde Park.

      

      He’ll come back. She told herself even as some part of her kept thinking that this was all a bald-faced lie and that right at this minute, Patrick was with Rose and they were laughing at how gullible she was. The other part was screaming in panic at the thought of Patrick breaking his engagement and having to tell Rose that he wanted her sister instead.

      

      How shall we make this work?

      

      She could not see beyond her desire to be with him, to be able to call him hers. It was all consuming. On the other hand, she was not so far gone that she could not see that the repercussions of this were quite grave. One simply did not cause a man to break his engagement and live to tell the tale.

      

      Mama will kill me.

      

      Her heart plummeted as she thought of it. The vague hope that one day, she and her mother would come to some rapprochement, fading. The Duchess would never forgive her for this.

      

      It brought her to an understanding of her feelings for Patrick, that she was willing to risk excommunication from her family for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kiss from the Rose

      

      

      

      Patrick pulled the reins to his horse, bringing it to a stop. He shimmied to the ground, hurrying to Melissa who was looking a bit worse for wear.

      

      “I did it,” he said without preamble.

      

      “Oh God,” Melissa turned sinking to the stone bench she had stood up from, looking devastated.

      

      “Did you not want me to?” Patrick was suddenly filled with uncertainty.

      

      “Of course, I did. That doesn’t mean I’m not terrified.” Melissa was short with him which he did not at all appreciate after his encounter with Lady Rose. He took a deep breath to calm himself, turning away from her.

      

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take my fears out on you.” Her voice was so small that he turned immediately to comfort her.

      

      “Think nothing of it. It's quite all right.”

      

      She nodded jerkily. “What now?” Her hazel eyes were as wide as saucers, looking to him for answers.

      

      He did not really have any.

      

      “We’ll give it a few days and then we shall declare ourselves to our parents,” he said at last.

      

      She gave him the smallest smile, a spark of her usual fire in her eyes. “Or we could elope.”

      

      Patrick met her smile with one of his own but shook his head. “Not quite yet. Let us wait and see what happens.”

      

      Her face fell with disappointment but she nodded her agreement. “All right then. I shall trust your judgment.”

      

      He smiled wryly. “I’m not sure my judgment is to be trusted, but thank you.”

      

      They ruefully regarded each other for a while in silence.

      

      “What now?” Melissa asked softly.

      

      “Now would you walk with me? Hyde Park is beautiful this time of day. Perhaps you would allow me to buy you refreshment?”

      

      Her face lit up, eyes brightening with pleasure. “I would like nothing better.”

      

      She looped her arm through his and allowed him to lead her down the path.
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        * * *

      

      It was a bubble they were living in, and Melissa knew it. She just did not care. She was ready to deal with the consequences when they got home.

      

      Patrick finally had Melissa to himself for the entire day. He planned to make the most of it, and damn what came after. He could only borrow her for the moment and that stung, but they were together, just the two of them, walking in Hyde Park. They ambled along the Serpentine which stretched ahead of them, crisscrossed by thousands of intersecting loops.

      

      “So many paths, all twisting and turning,” Melissa mused as she looked out at the lake. “Just like our lives.”

      

      “I didn’t know you had poetry in your soul,” Patrick smiled as he came to a halt beside her.

      

      Melissa nodded, turning to give him a smile. “So many things you don’t know about me.”

      

      “Is that so?” He looked her up and down, and licking his lips, “Well, I would like to know everything.”

      

      Melissa smirked. “I fear that we are talking about different things, Patrick.”

      

      Patrick laughed, “Do not worry your pretty head about it. Come, let us walk along the bridge and watch the activity on the lake.”

      

      “You’re not afraid of all the people that will see us?”

      

      “Why would I be? Are we not to be married?”

      

      Melissa laughed, turning away as she shook her head. “You are the silliest man.”

      

      “And you love me so what does that make you?” Patrick grinned cheekily at her.

      

      “It makes me the happiest lady in London.”

      

      Patrick’s lips curved downward. “Only in London?”

      

      That made Melissa laugh. “Fine, I am the happiest girl in the whole of England.”

      

      Patrick’s mouth was still curved downward. “Just in England?”

      

      Melissa laughed out loud, slapping him on the shoulder. “Take it or leave it.”

      

      He sighed dramatically. “I suppose I’ll have to take it.”

      

      Melissa skipped a bit, laughing like a child. It was worth any sacrifice to see Melissa like this, in her element; happy and free. When he watched her, he felt as if all the elements were hers. She wove through the traffic of humans as if carried on some invisible wheeled contraption,  and he followed along behind.

      

      Other ladies navigated around her like sailing ships, all that rigging keeping them stately even as they strolled, whispering together, no doubt sharing the latest on-dit. The cold wind nibbled on Patrick’s face and fingers but they had some nice toasty snack vendors on the way so he was reasonably sure they were not going to freeze solid.

      

      In any case, he had more important things on his mind, such as how to proceed with this unorthodox courtship and make it so that Melissa did not suffer undue repercussions. She caught his eye and smiled secretively, then, kept walking as Patrick watched her, hands clasped behind his back, ignoring everyone else in the vicinity.  He grinned and moved closer.

      “Hush, don’t tell anyone,” she said, “but I think we might be the center of attention.”

      

      He steered her toward the trees and gathered her in his arms: a nest for his magnificent albatross. “Are you not always the center of attention?”

      

      “Patrick?” she said.

      

      “Yes, my love?”

      

      “Could I borrow you for a while longer?”

      

      He wasn't certain what she was on about, but he didn’t need a special reason to tell her that he was all hers, that she’s his one and only love, his bright star. She smiled and buried her face in his coat even as she spoke in riddles about someone else wanting to burrow into him. “Well, I only want you,” His hands sought the sinuous folds of her bodice, his mind making no effort to stop them.

      

      As evening fell, they wandered hand in hand through the crowd like hunters through a forest, Patrick realizing he never truly understood that Wordsworth poem before. The Philistines around them were still gossiping amongst themselves, quite happy to have something new and juicy to snack on…but Patrick had never really been part of that world because destiny took him by the hand and taught him to fly.

      

      Melissa let go of his hand with a laugh, and they lost each other in the growing dark and always found each other again, because there was only one of her and he felt her inside, a certainty where his heart beat in his breast.

      

      He told her forever and meant it.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa crept into the house knowing that she was late for dinner. In all truthfulness, that was the least of her problems. She had no idea how her parents would react to her engagement. Lady Rose was going to throw a tantrum, that was a given. Melissa made up her mind to be as silent as possible and let everyone express their anger as they would.

      

      This would not be fine in a day or a month, maybe even not a year.

      

      Eventually, however, her family was going to have to accept things as they were and not as they wanted things to be. She slinked up the stairs, keeping an ear out for any approaching footsteps. She had the vague idea that she could pretend to have been in her chambers this entire time. Perhaps invent an illness that would keep the rest of her family away from her.

      

      “Melissa!”

      

      She closed her eyes, shoulders slumping in defeat and turned to face her sister.

      

      “Yes, Rose?”

      

      “Do not ‘yes Rose’ me! You know what you have done!”  Her sister was advancing on her at a fast pace, rage in her eyes and Melissa took a step back, not knowing how to prevent the fight she could see bearing down on her.

      

      “I...” she tried but her mouth went dry and then her cheek was stinging from a slap she did not see coming.

      

      “You thief!” Rose huffed, her face so red that Melissa knew that if she was a dragon, Rose would be breathing fire.

      

      “Thief?” Melissa had to protest nevertheless.

      

      “You stole Lord Bergon from me!” Rose shouted, pushing Melissa so violently it was a wonder she did not trip and fall down the stairs. She hastily moved away from the danger, putting her back against the wall.

      

      “Rose, can we discuss this like civilized…?” she tried to placate her but Rose wasn’t listening.

      

      “No!” she shouted, interrupting Melissa. “You’re a scapegrace, a bracket-faced wheedle.”

      

      Melissa closed her eyes, letting the insults wash over her. If this was what her sister needed to get over Patrick, she could let her have it.

      

      Rose growled in frustration, punching her on her arm before stomping off. Melissa took a deep breath, scurrying to her chambers and closing the door behind her.

      

      She took her gown off and dived under her covers in her shift, eyes scrunched shut. If the meeting with Rose had been bad, she knew that her interview with her mother would be worse. She was willing to delay it as long as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Before she knew it, Brynn was shaking her awake as the sun peeked in through her curtains.

      

      “Your mother wants to see you,” she whispered. “I brought you something to eat since you missed supper.”

      

      Melissa rubbed her eyes, getting on her knees and peering at Brynn. “I am feeling a little peckish.”

      

      “I thought you might.” She placed a platter of bread and cheese by the bedside with a cup of chocolate to accompany it.

      

      “How annoyed is she?” Melissa took a sip of her chocolate as she looked wide eyed at Brynn.

      

      “I don’t know. My mother sent me to get you. She said the butler sent her.”

      

      “Oh...” Melissa looked down, taking a sip. “If she’s using a chain of command I might as well say my last prayers.”

      

      Brynn patted her shoulder consolingly. “It may not be so bad. Don't borrow trouble.”

      

      Melissa just gave her a look as she bit into her bread.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Melissa entered her mother’s sitting room, feeling like her knees would cease to support her at any time.

      

      “Mother,” she greeted, taking a seat without waiting to be told.

      

      “Melissa,” The Duchess’ voice was weak and trembling. She was rubbing at her chest with one hand, “What is this I hear about you and Rose’s betrothed?” Her voice was so low and weak sounding that Melissa’s brow furrowed in concern. She did not even react to her mother calling Patrick Rose’s betrothed.

      

      “Mother? Are you well?”

      

      “I...” The Duchess’ eyes fluttered closed and she listed to one side. Melissa shot to her feet.

      

      “Mother!” she shouted leaping toward her. Melissa caught her mother in her arms as she fell. “What’s wrong, mama?”

      

      “I, oh my, I feel quite ill.”

      

      “Oh my, should I...? What should I do?”

      

      “Call the housekeeper. Tell her to bring the simples.”

      

      “But mother, I can’t leave you!”

      

      “Now?” The Duchess was looking at her in disbelief, “Now you’re concerned about me when you are the one who brought on my illness?”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “You make everything so hard, Melissa. Do you have any idea what you’ve done to our family?”

      

      “No mama?”

      

      “I don’t know what to do anymore.” The Duchess said before collapsing in Melissa’s arms.

      

      Melissa screamed in terror. “Help! Help!”

      

      The butler came bursting into the room at a dead run. “My Lady?”

      

      “She, my mother, she needs help.”

      

      The butler got to his knee, peering at The Duchess. “I shall get her lady’s maid,” he said and rushed out of the room.

      

      Melissa dragged her mother onto the settee, arranging her as comfortably as possible. “What can I do to help?”

      

      “Hot.” The Duchess whispered.

      

      “I’m going to get you a wet cloth.”

      

      Melissa hesitated, not wanting to leave her mother alone but needing to help her. Fortunately, it didn’t take long for the lady’s maid to show up.

      

      “Get a cloth.” Melissa said urgently, “She’s hot.”

      

      The lady’s maid rushed out and was back quite soon with a wet cloth. Melissa placed it gently on her mother’s forehead, watching her labored breathing with terror.

      

      “Why can’t you just do as you’re told, Melissa?” The Duchess wheezed.

      

      “I will. I promise Mama. I will. I’ll do as I’m told. I’m sorry.” Melissa mumbled, her voice trembling too.

      

      “I hope so, Melissa. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

      

      “I will, mama. Just get better.”

      

      The Duchess went limp, eyes closing.

      

      “Mama!” Melissa screamed and two other servants came in and carried The Duchess to her room.

      

      “Shall I send for a physician?” Melissa asked, flailing around for someone who could be in charge.

      

      “What’s going on?” Her father stood in the middle of the stairs a frown on his face.

      

      “Papa! It’s mama. Something’s wrong with her. Should I call a physician?”

      

      “Where is she?”

      

      “She’s in her chambers.”

      

      “Has the housekeeper seen to her?”

      

      “She’s with her now.” Melissa had faith in Brynn’s mother. She was very knowledgeable about illnesses and how to treat them. If anyone would know what to do, it was her.

      

      Melissa paced outside her mother’s room as she waited for the verdict. Soon, her father entered to see what could be done for her mother. Rose came running down the stairs, breezing right past Melissa like she wasn’t there. She rushed into their mother’s chambers, shutting the door behind her.

      

      Melissa stared bleakly at the door, hoping that somebody would tell her something about what was happening behind it.

      

      She stood, fidgeting from foot to foot as she waited for somebody to come out. Eventually, the housekeeper emerged.

      

      “How is she? Does she need a physician?”

      

      “The Duchess is on the mend. She just needs some rest.”

      

      “Are you sure?”

      

      “Yes. She's resting now.”

      

      Melissa moved to get past her, but the housekeeper stretched out a hand to stop her. “She said that she wants to rest. Maybe you should try to see her later.”

      

      Melissa nodded, not wanting to make a scene in front of the housekeeper. “Fine.”

      

      She ran up the stairs to her room, her mother’s words echoing in her ears. “I made my mother sick,” her lips trembled and her eyes blurred with tears.

      

      She grabbed a piece of stationery from her armoire and a pen.

      

      Dear Patrick,

      

      I’m sorry, we cannot do this. This was a mistake. Your engagement to Rose has not been publicly revoked. You can go back to it.

      

      Regards,

      

      Lady Melissa

      

      Her eyes were so blurry with tears she could hardly see to write, her hands shook and she felt her heart was breaking in two. She marveled that she was able to get it all down before she lost her nerve.

      

      “I made my mother sick,” she whispered as she folded it and reached for the bell to summon a maid. Brynn entered the room a few minutes later, her brow furrowed with worry.

      

      “Could you make sure that Lord Bergon gets this?” she asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Backtracking

      

      

      

      Patrick came down to breakfast, whistling cheerfully. He planned at some point during the day to let his father know of his change of plans. He could admit, if only to himself, that he was in no hurry to do so. But the thought of finally being free to be with Melissa spurred him on.

      

      Jeffries was carrying breakfast trays to the dining room when Patrick hailed him. “Not today Jeffries. I feel the need to expend some energy. I think I shall head off to White’s for an hour in the ring and then have a morning repast there before heading for the docks.”

      

      “What about your morning correspondence sir?”

      

      “I expect Aunt Katarina will be every bit at point non-plus in the evening as she is this morning,” he said rather breezily and looked away so that Jeffries would not be mortified about laughing.

      

      He really was in an uncommon good mood.

      

      He almost skipped out of the door and opted to walk rather than take a carriage. He wondered for a moment if Melissa might have disguised herself this morning and gone to the market. She might have gathered new courage from their assignation yesterday. It had certainly infused Patrick with new energy.

      

      He got through his hour and sat down to his food, quickly joined by the Earl of Stenwick, who made it a habit to breakfast at the club.

      

      “Bergon, old man, fancy meeting you here.”

      

      Patrick grinned. “I do occasionally grace the club with my presence.”

      

      “Hmm, especially when you’re the subject of the latest on-dit am I right?”

      

      Patrick frowned. “What have you heard?”

      

      “Oh, nothing. Just that you were cavorting in Hyde Park with one Lady Melissa Alford while the other Lady Rose Alford was telling all and sundry that you were engaged.” Stenwick grinned with amusement.

      

      “Really? She was saying that?” Patrick was cautious. He did not want to confirm or deny anything.

      

      “Apparently. So, what is it? Are you having your cake and eating it too?”

      

      Patrick waggled a finger at him, unable to quite suppress his grin. “Now Stenwick, you know I leave that sort of tomfoolery to you.”

      

      “Normally yes. But you seem quite taken with the Alford girls. What with saving their lives and what not.”

      

      “I really had no choice in that.” Patrick’s voice was droll.

      

      “Ah yes, one cannot help one’s chivalry can one? Especially when presented with the opportunity to be a knight in shining armor.”

      

      “You are making fun of me.”

      

      Stenwick placed a hand to his chest, wounded at the words. “What, me? Never!”

      

      Patrick could not help the joyful laugh that escaped him. “Let us have breakfast, my friend, before you start to weave your tall tales.”

      

      “Mm, yes. Wonderful idea. I just came from Ida’s–you know, my mistress–and I must say she wore me out.”

      

      Patrick laughed even louder. “You are veritably the worst, Lord Stenwick.”

      

      “Yes, I do believe that’s why we are friends,” the Earl said rather smugly.

      

      Patrick just shook his head ruefully.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa spent her day hiding under the covers, stewing in her misery. Brynn brought her regular reports on her mother’s condition although all she could get were tidbits from her mother who was keeping The Duchess supplied with a regular stream of healing tisanes.

      

      “She is fine. My mother says it’s probably nerves. Your mother is mumbling things to herself, but she’s not fevered. My mam said once she’s had a good night’s rest, she should be just fine. The physician cupped her just to be sure.”

      

      Melissa nodded miserably and Brynn took a step closer, rubbing her arm consolingly. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      

      “Did you get a reply from Lord Bergon?”

      

      Brynn shook her head slowly and regretfully, “No.”

      

      Melissa sighed, closing her eyes. While she was prepared to stand her ground and hold to her refusal to see him, she had hoped that he would at least be moved to protest. Was it too much to ask for somebody to want her more than anything?

      

      Melisa sniffed, scrunching her eyelids together to keep from crying. Brynn sat down on the bed, a warm presence against her side, her hand resting gently on Melissa’s shoulder.

      

      She appreciated the silent comfort, surprised to feel a little better for it.

      

      “I’m going to bring you some chicken soup and bread. Otherwise, you’ll be sick too.” Brynn said getting to her feet.

      

      Melissa wanted to protest. To beg her lady’s maid to just stay with her but pride kept her silent. The sound of the door closing softly behind Brynn alerted her to the fact that her lady’s maid had left. Melissa momentarily gave in to her grief, making the bed shake slightly with the force of her sobs.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick stumbled his way to Grosvenor Street feeling a trifle disguised. Spending the day with Lord Stenwick tended to have that effect on him. The only reason he was not as ape drunk as he had left his companions was that he had chosen to indulge in coffee rather than more brandy when they stopped at the coffee house after taking in a play on Drury Lane.

      

      It had sobered him up some and reminded him that he had yet to complete any of the tasks he had set himself for the day. He had not spoken to his father about his broken engagement nor been to the docks to see to some expected shipments. He had not even read or answered any correspondence.

      

      He resolved to at least tend to his letters before falling asleep. It was the least he could do. His footman, Henry, was waiting dutifully just next to the door, almost falling asleep on his feet. Patrick sent him off to bed before setting off for his office where he knew Jeffries would have stored his mail.

      

      Sure enough, there was a neat stack of envelopes on his desk and he sunk into his large leather armchair with a sigh and prepared to go through it.

      

      Dear Patrick,

      

      I’m sorry, we cannot do this. This was a mistake. Your engagement to Rose has not been publicly revoked. You can go back to it.

      

      Regards,

      

      Lady Melissa

      

      Patrick fingered the paper, still giving off her scent; an intoxicating mix of lavender and thyme, and struggled to comprehend the words. His hands felt numb.

      

      What does she mean by this?

      

      He had spent his day walking on air and now it had all come crashing down on him. He stood up, his armchair pushed back violently so that it teetered and almost fell on its side.

      

      “No!” he said before marching out of the room, headed toward the front door. A sleepy Henry was busy extinguishing the light sconces in the hallway, already clad in his night clothes.

      

      “I need a horse!” Patrick barked, making Henry jump.

      

      “Yes, m’Lord,” he murmured before scurrying off, presumably to the mews to fetch him one. He felt a moment’s regret sending Henry out so late, but it was overridden by his strong desire to get to the bottom of Melissa’s enigmatic note. Somewhere between the anger and pain was a nagging worry that something awful had befallen her.

      

      Henry came around the corner, awkwardly leading Patrick’s stallion. The Marquess did not wait for him to come to a stop but simply rushed forward, climbing onto the horse’s back in one fluid movement and took off toward Mayfair.

      

      He had arrived at Greyfield House before it occurred to him that he had no plan of action. All he knew was that he had to talk to Melissa.

      

      Silly me, you do not know who Brynn is...she is my lady’s maid and a good friend. She has kept me company on this and many other occasions and if it were not for her, I should be so lonely. I am ever so grateful for her.

      

      The words were etched into his mind from the missive she wrote him from Bath. He circled back to the servants’ entrance. He knocked tentatively at the door and waited. Sooner than he expected given the late hour, a pale face opened the door, staring blearily up at him.

      

      “I need to speak with Brynn. Would you get her for me?” he asked the face. It flickered again and then the door was shut in his face.

      

      He sighed, looking around him for ideas before his eyes returned to the locked wooden door. Was Brynn on her way and did the servant even understand Patrick’s request? He had no idea. All he could do was wait.

      

      A few minutes passed before somebody was unlocking the door. The fairly tall, red-headed girl was familiar. She had been with Melissa both at the market and the one time Melissa had come to his door dressed as a lady’s maid.

      

      “Brynn?” his voice was breathless with expectation.

      

      “Yes,” her eyes were wide with surprise at the fact that he knew her name.

      

      “I need your help. I need to see Lady Melissa. Would you please ask her to come and see me?”

      

      Brynn glanced behind her and then shook her head. “It is too dangerous here. She is being watched.”

      

      Patrick‘s face fell.

      

      “Oh, but can you be at Convent Garden fairly early? Around 6 am?”

      

      Patrick’s face lit up. “I can.”

      

      “Fine. We shall meet you by the flower sellers. Do not be late.”

      

      “I won’t.”

      

      She nodded and with that, shut the door firmly in his face. Patrick nodded once and then turned away. “I guess that’s that then.”

      

      He walked to his horse and climbed up, walking her at a sedate pace after his mad dash to Greyfield House. He did not want to damage her. He hoped that Henry had taken it upon himself to go to bed; Patrick had forgotten to dismiss him for the night again and knowing how dedicated he was, it was likely he was waiting patiently for the Marquess to return.

      

      Patrick fished out his watch and checked the time.

      

      3 am

      

      Now he felt like a bit of a heel, waking up not one but two households simply for his impatience. He resolved to think of some way to compensate them both for his lack of care.

      

      He sighed, closing his eyes.

      

      Please, Lord, just let Melissa tell me that all this is a misunderstanding and I shall do anything.
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        * * *

      

      “Rise and shine My Lady!” Brynn trilled with excitement and Melissa groaned.

      

      “Whyyy?” she moaned.

      

      “Because we are going to the market! What else?”

      

      Melissa frowned. “I don’t want to go to the market.”

      

      “Yes, you do.”

      

      Melissa got up on her elbows so she could properly glare up at Brynn. “No, Brynn. I don’t,” she said very firmly.

      

      Her lady’s maid simply raised smug eyebrows at her. “What if I told you that a certain Marquess will be waiting for you at the market?”

      

      Melissa shot to her knees. “I beg your pardon?” She clutched at Brynn’s shawl, eyes wide and desperate. Brynn laughed in her face.

      

      Melissa’s face filled with color and she let go of Brynn’s shawl with disgust. “You are the last person I expected to play with my feelings,” she spat.

      

      “Oh, swallow your spleen, My Lady. He truly is waiting for you. I was just laughing at how animated you became as soon as you heard his name. Why did you even bother to try and end things if that is how you feel?”

      

      Melissa struggled out of bed, still huffing with annoyance. “That is none of your business.”

      

      Brynn stopped smiling. “Forgive me, My Lady. I have just been so worried. It was nice to see your eyes light up again.”

      

      Melissa felt her heart soften at the words, though she wasn’t going to show her forgiveness so easily. “I suppose,” she murmured. “Get me my costume, would you?”

      

      “I have it right here,” Brynn said handing it to her. Melissa dressed quietly before another question occurred to her.

      

      “Did the Marquess send a note?”

      

      “What?”

      

      “Did he send a note? Is that how he arranged the meeting?”

      

      “No. He came by last night.”

      

      “What?”

      

      Brynn grinned. “Yes, he knocked on the servants’ entrance and asked for me.”

      

      Melissa’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, My Lord! Who else knows about this?”

      

      “Just Caleb. He's the one who opened the door.”

      

      “Which one is Caleb?”

      

      Brynn sighed, rolling her eyes. “The boot boy.”

      

      “I’m sorry! It's difficult to keep track of everybody’s names, ‘specially the new ones.”

      

      “I know. It's not like you speak to them much.”

      

      “Exactly. But thank Caleb for me, will you?” she fished in her pocket. “Here’s a gold coin for him.”

      

      “For his silence?” Brynn gave her a wry grin.

      

      “For everything.”

      

      Brynn pocketed the coin silently, as Melissa covered her head with a shawl and they tiptoed toward the back entrance.
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        * * *

      

      Lynn Sumner had worked for the Greyfield House since she was twelve years old and her own mother was the housekeeper. Now she had that role and her daughter was lady’s maid to Lady Melissa Alford. She would have preferred that Brynn catered to the elder daughter, seeing as she was the favorite child.

      

      She sighed, getting up from the makeshift pallet she’d made on the floor and checked on her mistress. She was sleeping peacefully, not a hint of trouble in her breathing. Whatever had assailed her yesterday, it seemed to have passed.

      

      She walked to the door and opened it to tell the footman that they were ready for them to bring hot water for The Duchess. Building up the fire so that the room was warm, she stood aside so a cauldron of water could be added. The steam was good for The Duchess' chest and she added in some mint and thyme as well.

      

      Then she began to straighten the room as she thought of her day’s duties. The tisanes she still had to make, planning meals, and watching over her mistress. But Lynn was happy to do it.

      

      The Duke stepped into the room, and Lynn looked up and then hurriedly curtsied.

      

      “How is she doing?” he asked quietly.

      

      “I believe she is feeling better, Your Grace.”

      

      He nodded his understanding. “Good. Would you wake her, please?”

      

      Lynn crossed over and gently shook her mistress. “Your Grace? Tis time to wake,” she said in a low voice.

      

      The Duchess stirred, stretching in bed before turning to face Lynn and The Duke.

      

      “Oh,” she said when her eyes fell on him.

      

      “I wanted to check on you before I left,” he said.

      

      She smiled. “I am perfectly fine.”

      

      He took a step closer. “Oh, I know you are. What are you up to, Thalia?”

      

      Lynn froze, not knowing if she should make herself invisible or leave.

      

      The Duchess sighed, leaning back on her pillows. “I am at my wit’s end with your daughter. I had to do something.”

      

      “This is all to curb Melissa’s impulses?” The Duke said in disbelief.

      

      The Duchess shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      

      Lynn made herself as small as she could as she chose an appropriate gown for The Duchess to wear after her ablutions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Partition

      

      

      

      Patrick was waiting by the flower girls. They kept coming up to him and thrusting their wares in his face. He had bought a bundle of peonies just to get them to leave him alone. Also, he thought it might be a good gesture that would go over well with Melissa.

      

      He spotted them before they saw him, plodding along on their horses, baskets in hand. He watched them come, seeing the familiar shawl which Melissa used to wear as part of her disguise. His eyes went to her feet but he saw that instead of slippers, she wore boots today.

      

      He looked up and found she had caught sight of him. Their eyes locked, hers sad and defeated. He wanted to be her knight in shining armor and fight her dragons. He couldn’t do that if she pushed him away.

      

      “Melissa,” he said as she came to a stop next to him.

      

      “Patrick.”

      

      There was a pregnant silence.

      

      “I got your missive. It was a bit mystifying.”

      

      “What was mystifying about it? I felt I was quite clear.”

      

      “The day before yesterday, we resolved to be together and then yesterday you change your mind? You did not strike me as indecisive.”

      

      Melissa slipped off her horse and began to walk toward the trees. Patrick fell into step beside her. They walked silently for some time before Melissa turned to Patrick.

      

      “If I was all alone in the world and my actions affected no one but myself, I would be with you in the wink of an eye. But that is not the case. Our relationship not only involves both our families but also the rules of society! We can’t flout them all, and even if we could, I am not willing to risk my mother’s health.”

      

      “Your mother’s health? What do you mean by that?”

      

      “My mother got sick because of my behavior. I have to do better. That means letting you go and allowing your engagement to my sister to continue.”

      

      “And what about my feelings? Do they not matter?”

      

      “You had enough feeling for Rose to ask for her hand!”

      

      “I was cornered. Yes, I was to blame for that but don’t confuse that with having any feelings. The only person I love is you. I cannot let you cast me away in such a manner. There are simply too few things that I want in life and you are on top of that list.”

      

      Melissa’s bottom lip trembled and for a moment, Patrick thought she might break down. Then she firmed up her chin, took a deep breath and looked up at him, lashes glistening. “I’m sorry. I wish things could be different.”

      

      To hear his own words thrown back at him was like a stab to the gut. When she walked away directly afterward, it was the killing blow. He hunched over, trying to keep some sort of balance. He felt like sinking to the ground and screaming. He watched as she climbed onto her beast and rode off, her lady’s maid throwing him a sympathetic glance over her shoulder.

      

      He wanted to scream for somebody to help him but there was nobody who would.

      

      It’s true what they say; you do not know what you had until you lose it, he thought with despair.
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        * * *

      

      The Duke waited until the housekeeper had left before coming to sit by Thalia’s bed.

      

      “Now, tell me why you are so determined for this man to marry Rose and not Melissa.”

      

      “You say that as if I have some nefarious motives instead of just wanting my children to get married in the right order.”

      

      “Is that so? Melissa seems just as taken with this man as Rose. Why interfere? Why not let them decide? What is it that is so special about this particular man?”

      

      Thalia looked away. “Rose wants him.”

      

      The Duke shook his head. “Why do her needs take precedence?”

      

      Thalia turned her head to glare at him. “She’s your first born. Shouldn't you be concerned with her welfare too?”

      

      “Of course, I do. And I am aware that Melissa needs to be taken in hand. But this feels excessive.”

      

      “Whatever works, Greyfield. Don't they say that all is fair in love and war?”

      

      The Duke inclined his head. “And which one is this?”

      

      Thalia simply looked away without saying a word.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa stumbled into the house and scrambled up the stairs without waiting for Brynn to catch up to her. Her vision was blurry with tears and she could barely stand.

      

      Be careful what you wish for.

      

      She had thought she wanted to see Patrick fight for her but she had reckoned without seeing the pain and misery in his eyes. He really did care for her. Melissa might have thought before, that knowledge would hearten her, instead, it was threatening to break her completely.

      

      For the first time in her life, she felt like an adult–even with the troubles with her mother, she had never realized how alone she was. There was nobody she could go to for advice or guidance. This issue was hers to solve.

      

      How am I supposed to live with Patrick Dutton as my brother-in-law? She wondered desperately. It was one thing to have cut him loose. It was another to have to see him court and eventually, marry her sister. To have to be with them at family events. To see them have children together.

      

      What was she supposed to do? Was she to enter a relationship of convenience? Of advantage? Something cold and bereft of feeling while she watched the love of her life grow old with her sister?

      

      How would that even work? There seemed to be no happy outcome to this terrible situation.

      

      Well, at least her mother would be happy. The woman seemed to want nothing more than Melissa to be miserable forever. Her wish was about to be granted.

      

      She flopped onto her bed, staring at the ceiling in despair.
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        * * *

      

      Lynn Sumner had watched the youngest Alford daughter drag herself up the stairs and her heart sunk. Melissa and Brynn were close which meant that Lynn knew a lot more about her than she imagined. She and her daughter remained close, and Lynn had often stood in the gap left by Melissa’s own mother.

      

      What Her Grace was doing to both of her daughters was wrong. If this man was enamored of one but forced to marry the other, the entire family would fall apart. How were they to relate? She did not understand why Her Grace did not see that. It was glaringly obvious to Lynn.

      

      There was not much she could do about it though.

      

      “Mama?” Lynn turned to find Brynn standing in the doorway of her rooms. As head housekeeper, she had her own space where she could keep the household records and where she did most of the planning for running the house. It was equipped with an adjoining bedchamber and she was changing into her uniform for the day when Brynn appeared.

      

      Her eyes were wide with misery.

      

      “What is it, girl?”

      

      Brynn walked into the chamber, closing the door behind her and sat on the chair with a sigh. “What am I to do, Mama? Melissa is drowning in the mulligrubs.”

      

      “It is not your place to do something about that. It's your place to make sure she’s dressed and coiffed.”

      

      Brynn just sighed, looking defeated and Lynn’s shoulders dropped with frustration.

      

      “She is really in love with that boy?”

      

      Brynn shook her head. “You have no idea mother. I have never seen her so alive as she has been since she met him. And now...”

      

      Lynn came to sit down beside her. “Tell me everything that has happened.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brynn climbed the stairs slowly, not eager to wake Melissa from her fitful, uneasy sleep. She had opted to spend the night in her lady’s chambers out of fear of leaving Melissa alone. She had watched sadly as Melissa tossed and turned, making sounds of distress in her sleep.

      

      She put down the tray of chocolate and crumpets on the armoire before walking slowly to the bed and shaking her mistress awake.

      

      “Rise and shine,” she said softly.

      

      Melissa made a sound of protest, moving away from Brynn’s hand.

      

      “My Lady?” Brynn called which simply caused Melissa to burrow deeper into her blankets.

      

      “I brought you chocolate and news,” she said.

      

      Melissa sighed before sitting up slowly and regarding Brynn with bleary eyes. “Tell me.”

      

      “Your mother is feeling better.”

      

      Melissa dropped her eyes. “That’s good.”

      

      “Whatever made her have an episode, it’s over now.”

      

      Hazel eyes pierced her with hopelessness. “Is it?”

      

      Brynn just looked away.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick knew he had to think about what Melissa had said and come to some conclusion but it hurt too much at the moment. He decided he would think about it after getting as jug bitten as possible. He was just reaching for the gin when his father was announced.

      

      Patrick sighed.

      

      “Send him in.”

      

      The impatient tap of his father’s walking stick preceded him as he marched into the room, his face dark and stormy.

      

      “What is this I hear of you attempting to break your engagement, son? What could possibly have possessed you?”

      

      Patrick sighed, staring regretfully at the bottle of gin he had yet to start on. He would have liked to have been at least half sprung before having this conversation but here they were.

      

      “I fear I have fallen in love with Lady Melissa Alford, father. I know she's not who you wanted, but she is still Greyfield’s daughter.”

      

      “Have you forgotten our predicament, Bergon? Don't you realize we have already lost business? Why can’t you just do as I tell you and trust that I know what I’m about?”

      

      “Father, you know I trust you. But…”

      

      “No buts, son. If you trust me, then you do as I say.”

      

      Patrick sighed, giving in and reaching for the bottle of gin. He poured three fingers into his glass and gulped it down, eyes boring into his father’s, not saying a word.

      

      “I can’t.” His voice was so quiet it was a surprise that his father heard him.

      

      “You will, Bergon. You will do it for the sake of your future. If I am ruined, the entire family is ruined. I want you to keep that in mind at all times.”

      

      Patrick poured more gin into his glass.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick had given Henry the night off. Having returned the previous night at 4 am and found him still faithfully waiting, the reward had been two nights off and Henry was determined to use them in a gainful way. The girl, Brynn, was a lady’s maid which meant she was probably busy all evening. However, she just might consent to take the evening air with him while her mistress was at dinner.

      

      Henry thought it was worth finding out.

      

      He walked slowly toward Mayfair, a feeling of trepidation burgeoning in his chest. He circled to the back of the houses, walking at a leisurely stroll in the gathering twilight. Others might think him stupid for not taking the opportunity to either rest or visit the taverns, but Henry happened to think this was a much better use of his time.

      

      He stopped, hearing voices carrying toward him in the mist. He wasn’t normally an eavesdropper but he had heard his master’s name mentioned.

      

      “But Mama, if The Duchess is just hamming it up to stop My Lady from being with Lord Bergon, shouldn’t we at least tell her.”

      

      “Wheest!” the reply was sharp and angry. “Do you wish to end up on the streets?”

      

      The first voice made a sound of frustration. “But how long am I expected to watch her fight the blue devils?”

      

      “You take too much on yourself, Brynn.”

      

      Henry stiffened as he heard the name.

      

      “I cannot help it; she is my friend.”

      

      “She is your Lady, first, and you would do well not to forget that.”

      

      “Yes, Mam.”

      

      There were footsteps disappearing down the path and then silence. Henry wondered what he should do now.
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        * * *

      

      “Good afternoon My Lady, would you like to take the air? Or we could sit in the music room and you can play the pianoforte. Perhaps you’d like to attend that recital at the Cholmondeleys?” Brynn made her voice as perky as possible but Melissa simply continued to stare blankly out of the window.

      

      “Melissa please,” she could hear the desperate pleading in her own voice but could do nothing to disguise it. Melissa’s victuals sat untouched by her bedside table, she was barefoot, dressed in a shift, hair disheveled. She would not let Brynn groom her, or feed her as Brynn had tried to do earlier.

      

      She was for all intents and purposes, vacant. Brynn did not know what to do. She turned away with a sigh.

      

      “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine.” Melissa speaking in that dead monotone was more startling than her silence and Brynn jumped, a hand to her heart. She rushed to her mistress, clutching at her hand.

      

      “Melissa! You have to snap out of this!”

      

      She turned slowly, lashes lifting slowly as hazel eyes regarded her with despair, “How?”

      

      Brynn’s bottom lip trembled as she too tottered on the edge of tears. “You just have to.”
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        * * *

      

      A tentative knock at the door had him lifting bleary belligerent eyes to the offending person, ready to eviscerate them for disturbing his descent into hell.

      

      “What d’you want?” he growled; his mouth so heavy he could barely form the words.

      

      “Sir? Uh...”

      

      He squinted toward the door, to see his footman–Henry his name was–peering into his study.

      

      “What?” he snapped.

      

      “I uh...I,” Henry fidgeted at the door, wringing his hands.

      

      “Spit it out and stop simpering,”

      

      Henry jumped at the harsh tone and took a step back, reaching for the door. “Uh, I’ll come back later shall I?”

      

      Patrick swallowed, a sad bitter twist of remorse burning his chest. His misery was not Henry’s fault. The footman clearly needed to tell him something and Patrick was too preoccupied with his own misery to pay attention. He tried to straighten up, and have a more dignified demeanor than his current one but it was difficult. He kept listing to the left and he could not bring himself to focus.

      

      “Coffee,” he said.

      

      “D’you want some coffee, sir?” Henry asked eagerly, already reaching for the door.

      

      Patrick focused on nodding clearly. In a trice, Henry was gone and before too long he was back with a maid bearing a tray with coffee and honey cakes on it.

      

      “Just the coffee, thanks,” he murmured and the maid poured him a cup.

      

      She picked up the tray and left, Henry on her heels.

      

      “Not you Henry, stay,” he called and the footman stopped in his tracks. He turned around, linking his arms together as he waited for Patrick’s next command.

      

      “Now, what was it you wanted to tell me?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rumors and Lies

      

      

      

      It was difficult to decide what to do with the new information he had, especially with the terrific headache he was now sporting. The sunlight hurt his eyes even as he tried to squint as much as possible. He was strolling along the thoroughfares of Convent Garden, hoping to run into the lady’s maid, or better yet, Melissa herself. Perhaps she had not ceased her morning adventures. So far, he had had no luck.

      

      He decided to go home, have some more coffee and think some more.  When he got there, he settled himself in the sunroom, lay back on the settee as he stared up at the vines climbing up the walls of his stone wall.

      

      Why are my father and Melissa’s mother so hell bent on Rose and I getting married? If I can answer that question, I can get to the root of the issue.

      

      He sat up, thinking hard before he let out a sharp exhale, smiling wryly.

      

      Thinking isn’t going to get me the information that I need.

      

      He got to his feet and took up his coat. “Jeffries,” he called as he walked out of the sunroom.

      

      “Yes, m’Lord?”

      

      “Fetch my carriage, please.”

      

      Jeffries bowed his head and went off while Patrick deposited himself outside the front door to wait. Soon he was traveling fast to White’s where he hoped his friend Stenwick might be holding court. If not, he could find out where he was. If there was anyone in this town who knew anything about everything, it was him.

      

      Luckily for him, Stenwick was in the gambling room, arguing loudly over the result of a cricket match, hosted by the Viceroy of India a few months back. There was some dispute as to the result seeing as the Indian team had thoroughly thrashed the British one.

      

      “Stenwick, pay up and let’s go.” Patrick interrupted, taking the man by the arm. Stenwick jumped in startlement before sighing and handing the money over. He let Patrick lead him to the bar without saying a word.

      

      The barman brought their drinks to them and then Stenwick turned to him. “So, where’s the fire?”

      

      “Fire? Try inferno. Try Dante’s Inferno.”

      

      “I sense that I am in the presence of melodrama,” Stenwick said dryly as he took a drink.

      

      Patrick scoffed quietly. “I need your help to find out why my father and The Duchess of Greyfield are so hell bent on me marrying Lady Rose. Please, Stenwick, if you have heard anything, tell me!”

      

      Stenwick sighed, looking into his beer, forever reluctant to spoil Patrick’s image of his father. Patrick had heard rumors–which he usually dismissed–of his father’s less than savory pursuits. People were jealous and they said things. Stenwick looking into his glass like it might contain the answers to life’s problems was scaring him.

      

      “Please.”

      

      Stenwick looked up at him, lips pursed. “From what I’ve heard, your father is peddling your forthcoming nuptials as some sort of vote of confidence. I’m sure you’ve heard,” he lifted an eyebrow questioningly.

      

      Patrick waved a hand dismissively. “Obviously it’s not true. My father is an honorable man. But people have been particularly cruel of late.”

      

      Stenwick looked away. “Indeed.”

      

      “But why the insistence on Lady Rose? Lady Melissa would do just as well and we are in love.”

      

      “I do not know the ins and outs of this, Bergon. Nobody does. Perhaps you should ask Lady Rose.”

      

      Patrick’s eyes lit up with fervor. “You’re right. It’s time my betrothed and I had a talk.”

      

      Stenwick simply nodded miserably and then lifted his hand for another drink. “Plenty of time for that old man. For now, let us drown our sorrows.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose had not seen her sister in a few days. She was a little relieved about that, but somewhere beneath the relief, was worry. Melissa was always a rambunctious child, constantly underfoot, seeking attention. This deathly pale, withdrawn person who barely spoke to anyone was an unfamiliar stranger. It made Rose uneasy.

      

      Not uneasy enough to have her heart skip a beat when the butler informed her that Lord Bergon was here to see her.

      

      She got to her feet, scampered to the drawing room and asked the butler to show him in, in ten minutes. She arranged herself as prettily as possible, her lady’s maid seated discreetly in the corner.

      

      “Lady Rose.” Lord Bergon made a leg as soon as he entered, his eyes on her. She held out her gloved hand to him, to be kissed and he promptly took it, resting a kiss just above her knuckles.

      

      “Lord Bergon, what a pleasant surprise,” she gave him a pleased smile and he swallowed. She watched with slight disappointment as he took the seat opposite her and not next to her. “I have wanted to call upon you for some time, unfortunately, I have been occupied with business. May we speak frankly?”

      

      Rose lifted an eyebrow in surprise. “But of course.”

      

      He nodded, eyes dropping to his shoes before he looked back at her with a very serious mien. “Why do you wish to marry me?” he asked.

      

      “I beg your pardon?”

      

      He shifted, crossing and uncrossing his legs. “Is there any particular reason why you chose me as your betrothed?”

      

      “I don’t understand.” Rose felt her chest tighten with anxiety.

      

      “Your mother has gone to great lengths to make sure that you and I are together and I am just wondering, am I that much of a catch? Why me?”

      

      Rose stared at him, with wide eyes. “Do you? Not?”

      

      Lord Bergon gave her a tired smile. “I broke my engagement to you not too long ago. What do you think?”

      

      Rose cast about for something to say. “I-I-I, but that was a mistake.”

      

      “Was it? If you believe that, then why not wait for me to realize it? Why go through the charade of your mother’s illness to coerce your sister into cutting ties with me.”

      

      “I never…we didn’t...that’s not...” Rose shook her head in confusion. “What exactly are you accusing me of?”

      

      Lord Bergon got to his feet, which was a grievous breach of etiquette as Rose was still sitting down. “You’re right. I am speaking to the wrong Alford. Is it possible to have a word with your mother?”

      

      Rose stood up; her mouth open. “I do not think she is at home.”

      

      “Isn’t she? I am quite sure she is. Perhaps you would be so kind as to check for me, please?”

      

      “I...” Rose shook her head. Her mother was in the sewing room, she knew that. But she also knew that her mother didn’t like confrontations and this man was definitely spoiling for one. “I believe my father is in the study,” she said to throw him off.

      

      He inclined his head in acknowledgment. “That is fine. I can speak to him too.”

      

      Rose hesitated, not knowing what to do next but he just continued to stare expectantly at her. “I-I’ll get him.”

      

      She scurried out of the room, heart beating triple time, and went in search of her mother.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick was not surprised when The Duchess entered the room instead of her husband. He had seen her in close discussion with his father just before the wedding. He knew that if his father had any association with this family, it was not with The Duke.

      

      He had heard of his father’s blackmailing ways, although he was not inclined to believe them. But perhaps if his father was in cahoots with her in some other way, she would be more inclined to honor his wishes. And it was apparent that his father wanted him to marry the elder sister and most definitely not the younger.

      

      Do I need to know why she is going along with it, or just that she is? Patrick wondered as he watched her walk slowly toward the settee opposite him. She sat down without greeting him, hardly looking his way.

      

      “Esme, you may leave,” she said and the maid who had been sitting in the corner got to her feet and fled.

      

      “And then they were two,” he murmured softly. She turned her head to look at him.

      

      “Why are you asking my daughter all these impossible questions?”

      

      “I was not aware that they were impossible. They seem fairly simple to me.”

      

      The Duchess let out a sardonic laugh, looking away.

      

      “Why her? Why must I marry your elder daughter?”

      

      The Duchess regarded him with feigned surprise, “Was it not you who cornered her in your greenhouse and sullied her honor?”

      

      “A mere kiss sullies nobody’s honor.”

      

      “Perhaps down in the pedestrian world you occupy it does not, but here we occupy more hallowed ground.”

      

      Patrick could not help but sneer. “Please tell me the truth,” he snapped.

      

      The Duchess gave him a look. “If you are asking me what your father gets from all this, all I can say is that you should ask him.”

      

      “What do you get?”

      

      “Me?” She held a delicate hand to her chest, “Not a thing.”

      

      Patrick narrowed his eyes at her, “Do you hate your second child that much?”

      

      She blanched in shock before she drew her face into a blank, “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t hate any of my children. Now I will thank you to leave my house before I am forced to throw you out.”

      

      Patrick merely glared at her one more time before he turned on his heel and left.
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        * * *

      

      “Your Lord Bergon is here,” Brynn whispered to Melissa. She turned her head to stare at her lady’s maid, unable to remember for a minute, why she was sitting at her windows with her legs freezing and no shawl. Her eyelids fluttered, and it all came back to her.

      

      “What?”

      

      “Your Lord Bergon is here,” Brynn repeated, looking hopefully at her, expecting Melissa to jump up and down with joy.

      

      “Why?”

      

      Brynn's face fell at that. “He asked to see Lady Rose.”

      

      Melissa nodded slowly, lowering her head to hide her face all the while. “Of course, he did.”

      

      Brynn exhaled sharply as if she wanted to say something but then the room was silent.

      

      “Do you want to go and see him?” Melissa had never heard Brynn sound so tentative before.

      

      “No. Why would I?”

      

      “I...”

      

      They were both startled by a knock on the door.

      

      “Lady Melissa?” The sound of Lord Bergon’s voice, whispering through the mahogany startled them even further. Melissa shot to her feet and ran for the door, thrusting it open in disbelief.

      

      “What are you doing here? She whispered frantically, eyes shooting down the hall in trepidation.

      

      Lord Bergon shrugged, “May I come in?”

      

      Melissa moved aside, pushing him into the room and shutting the door behind him before turning and staring with wide eyes. “How did you get in here?”

      

      But Lord Bergon was not looking at her. His gaze was aimed lower than her face, his face filling with color, eyes heavy in a way she hadn’t seen before; his mouth hung open as if he were a halfwit. She looked down at herself, realizing that she was in her shift and it was quite transparent.

      

      Even as her own face colored, Brynn was there, covering her up with a robe, her eyes narrowed at Lord Bergon. He shut his mouth with a snap, eyes shifting everywhere but on her person.

      

      He murmured inarticulate apologies.

      

      “What are you doing here?” she asked again.

      

      “I need to speak with you.”

      

      “In my chambers? Have you lost all sense of propriety?” she hissed. Brynn looked rather pleased to see her so animated.

      

      “I did not plan this if you must know. I was speaking with your mother…”

      

      “Oh, with my mother? You were speaking with my mother?”

      

      He gave her a strange look. “Yes, I was and it got rather heated. She asked me to leave which I was going to do. But the corridor was empty and I saw your lady’s maid walk across the upper landing and come in here. I waited for a footman to bring my coat and hat but when no one showed, it was much too tempting. I climbed the stairs and came here.”

      

      Melissa’s mouth was the one that was open now. “Why?”

      

      “Because I need to talk to you.”

      

      “We’ve already said everything that can be said.”

      

      “Melissa,” he took a step closer. “I know why you cut ties with me and you need to know that it’s not true. Your mother is not sick.”

      

      Melissa frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Of course, my mother is sick. The physician bled her the other day. Brynn’s mother is sleeping in her chambers to keep a close eye on her. They won’t let me in to see her because my presence is too stressful for her. I did this…”

      

      “You did nothing. It was all a trick!” Patrick reached out and grasped her arms in an iron grip. “You did nothing,” His voice was soft, a whisper, “You did not cause your mother’s illness because she’s not ill.”

      

      Melissa regarded him with dead eyes. “You’re lying to me.”

      

      “Why? Why would I lie?”

      

      “To get your way. Isn't that why people lie?”

      

      “Maybe other people, but not me. I am an honorable man, Melissa. I want what is best for you. I know that I can love you and cherish you the way you deserve. But for some reason, your mother and my father wish me to marry your sister.”

      

      Melissa was shaking her head for at least half of his speech. “It doesn’t matter how well you love me, Patrick. We are not meant to be. How are we to live without our families’ approval?”

      

      Patrick threw his hands out wide. “We shall sail to the New World. Migrate to the South of France. Live in Scotland, I don’t care. I just want to be with you.”

      

      Melissa almost laughed at his dramatics. “Oh, are we to become a pair of plantation owners perhaps? Live in a chateau in Bordeaux? Have you taken leave of your senses?”

      

      “Why? Why is it so mad to imagine us making a life together? Are you saying you don’t want to?”

      

      Melissa just stared at him, shaking her head.

      

      “Well? Answer me, Melissa. Have all your feelings disappeared? Do you not want me anymore?”

      

      Melissa was still shaking her head. “Why do you make it sound so easy?” she whispered. “It isn’t. It isn’t easy.”

      

      Patrick took a step toward her, his hands reaching out to grasp her arms as he looked her in the eye. “It’s as easy as we want it to be. Just say yes.”

      

      Melissa studied him for a long time without saying a word.

      

      Patrick lifted an eyebrow. “Well?”

      

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crossroads

      

      

      

      There was a door to the side of the largest, most exclusive brothel in London, not accessible to the public. Herbert Dutton, The Duke of Cheshmill, retrieved his key from his fob pocket and opened it, stealing up the stairs, out of sight of the patrons. He opened the door to his office, settling behind the large ornate desk. Behind him was a retractable peephole from which he could spy on the patrons below. He didn’t normally bother unless there was a person of interest making use of his facilities.

      

      Many men did not know that he owned this and many other brothels scattered along the major towns in England and Wales. Not even his family knew–especially not Patrick. Despite The Duke’s proclivities, Patrick had turned out to be a very morally-upright young man. Herbert blamed the boy’s mother; may she rest in peace.

      

      Patrick was under the impression that their wealth was derived from their import/export business but the truth was, prostitution was their bread and butter. With piracy on the seas, damage of goods and fickle supply, there was no way their business would have survived without help.

      

      Granted, ever since Patrick had taken over, things had improved and nobody was gladder than Herbert about that. However, he was not about to fling his cash cow to the side because of it, especially since it was the primary source of his power.

      

      Men forgot themselves when they were between a girl’s legs or even better, a boy. They might spill secrets that they would have done better to take to their graves–or be made to. Lord help the young men who fell under the spell of one of his girls. They could be made to do just about anything, betray just about anyone, to keep them.

      

      Sex was a powerful weapon.

      

      And Herbert Dutton controlled the sex trade.

      

      A few men, powerful, knowledgeable men, had an inkling about what he did. Some had tried to stop him; others had tried to use him. Even more lucrative than his trade in bodies, his trade in information. He knew quite a lot about many powerful men; too much to be dismissed or eliminated.

      

      He leaned back in his chair, thinking about his latest quandary. Most of his misdeeds were carried out in the dark and no one was the wiser. But these charges were bringing his activities into the light and he needed to do everything he could to mitigate it.

      

      Having Greyfield on his side was important. He did not understand why Patrick was so resistant to doing what he was told. He had always been an obedient boy, did as he was told. This new rebellious streak was a trifle inconvenient. He put his head in his hands, trying to think how he could force the situation. If it came down to it, he might have to expose The Duchess as well as her daughter. He would not hesitate to eliminate the girl if that is what it would take to get his way.
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        * * *

      

      The Duchess of Greyfield fidgeted a little, lost in thought while trying to seem to still be paying attention to her gossiping companions. This tea was becoming tedious and she would much rather have been in her cottage in St. John’s Wood where she could entertain her current lover in peace. Instead, here she was, enduring the company of these tedious women, all in the name of fitting in. Even an influential woman such as herself had to have allies.

      

      She sighed, thinking back to her interview with Patrick Dutton. He clearly had no inkling of his father’s dealings. This insistence he had of courting Melissa; it was just so misguided.

      

      She did not know what to do. If she didn’t do as Cheshmill wanted, he would expose her. Aside from the censure of her present company who would no doubt delight in giving her the cut direct, she had plenty more to lose. There was only so much she could do to make the silly boy do as he was told.

      

      She sighed again wondering how soon she could leave without being rude.
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        * * *

      

      “How are we going to do this?” Melissa asked, drifting toward the window.

      

      “Just say the word and I shall get us on a ship. We can be in the South of France before you know it.”

      

      Melissa giggled, “I just can’t believe you’re serious.”

      

      “I am, My Lady. Are you?”

      

      Melissa turned to find him regarding her solemnly. She nodded slowly. “Yes, I think so.”

      

      “You think so?”

      

      “I know.”

      

      Patrick took a step toward her, reaching out to run his palm up and down her arm. He peered into her eyes, his own wide and intent. “I’ll give you time to think about it, shall I?”

      

      She shook her head slowly. “I admit that it all seems very surreal at the moment. But I have no doubt about my feelings for you. I have had a taste of what life is like without you in it. With the prospect of you in it as nothing more than my brother-in-law. I don’t like it. Perhaps we are making a grievous error in attempting to run away like some tragic characters in a Shakespeare story but...” she shrugged helplessly.

      

      Patrick laughed. “I object to the use of the word tragic to describe us.”

      

      “Do you now?” Melissa gave him a small smile before turning back toward the window.

      

      “I think we are the very opposite of tragic,” his voice was low and flirtatious and she felt the warmth of his hands circling her waist. She stiffened slightly, surprised that he would touch her so intimately. Her eyes cut to her lady's maid who was making herself invisible in the dressing room. Their eyes met, and she found that Brynn’s were lit up with mirth.

      

      “You should go,” she told Patrick.

      

      “I should. But I don’t want to.”

      

      “Ah, you see, tragic.”

      

      Patrick threw back his head and guffawed making Melissa leap toward him, finger over his lips. “Shhh. Someone will hear you,” she whispered. They were so close together, almost flush against each other from toe to forehead. The sound of Patrick’s laughter abruptly cut off, replaced by a sort of choking sound, his storm-grey eyes wide as saucers, locked on Melissa’s.

      

      Time seemed to freeze as their gazes spoke to each other in hot, concupiscent, vehemence. Brynn loudly cleared her throat but even that reminder didn’t make them so much as twitch. Patrick’s eyes dropped to Melissa’s soft, wet, slightly parted lips and his eyes darkened.

      

      Melissa whimpered, listing unconsciously toward him and his head seemed to drop of the same volition. Brynn dropped the empty pitcher of water she was holding and it hit the floor with a loud clang. Patrick’s lips fused onto Melissa’s, seemingly helpless to resist. Melissa wound her arms around his neck, pulling him in, savoring the tangy taste of pork pie, seared with a bitter aftertaste of beer on his tongue.

      

      She sucked his tongue into her mouth, arching her body into his, reveling in his strength and ardor as his own arms closed around her waist. The groan that rumbled from his throat had her jerking forward with desire. Whatever it was between them, love, passion, desire, Melisa knew without a shadow of a doubt that she was not willing to live without him anymore. If she had to elope, if she had to abandon her family, well it was not as if they had ever made her feel like she belonged. Kissing Patrick was like coming home and she reveled in that feeling, never having experienced anything like it before.

      

      He slowly let go of her and she swallowed her disappointment as he took a step back, his lips glimmering with her saliva. She stared at them, feeling in equal parts smug and embarrassment, her face showing its colors.

      

      “I should go,” he sounded as reluctant as she felt and that heartened Melissa.

      

      “Yes!” she said, staring into his eyes darkened by desire from the storm grey of rain clouds to a thunderous dome of cloudy night.

      

      His skin tightened with disappointment. “You seem quite eager for me to leave.”

      

      “No! I mean yes, I will elope with you.” All her teeth were on display as she gazed up at him with starry happiness.

      

      His own face lightened in response. “You will?”

      

      “Yes, yes, I will. Make the arrangements.”

      

      “Melissa!” Brynn’s cry brought her back to herself and she looked around at her lady’s maid as if just remembering she existed.

      

      “Oh, and make arrangements for Brynn to come too,” she turned to her friend, eyes intent. “You do want to come with me, don’t you?”

      

      Brynn looked torn; her eyes dark with indecision. “Well, I suppose I am your lady’s maid. Where you go, I go.”

      

      Melissa practically skipped toward her, clutching Brynn’s arm earnestly. “I promise you; we’ll write to your mother all the time and you can come and see her any time you want.”

      

      Brynn gave her a tense smile, “I know.”

      

      “It’s going to be good. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Patrick walked slowly to the docks, his mind a whirlwind of disbelief and joy. Wanting Melissa to marry him and knowing she agreed to elope were two entirely different creatures. The former was a wellspring of hope while the latter was an explosion of bubbly incredulity. His feet barely touched the ground as he strode into the office, intent on finding them a ship.

      

      The last person he expected to see in there, was his father.

      

      He froze, staring in confusion. Ever since Patrick had taken over the day-to-day running of the business, his father had barely shown his face near the dockyards. He had once declared to Patrick that dealing with the bureaucracy was one of the most tedious ordeals to be endured in their business. He had all too happily ceded that aspect to Patrick.

      

      So to see him here at the docks, in earnest conversation with the commissioner was a shock. He stopped, watching them speak, wondering what they could possibly be saying.

      

      His father looked up and saw him. “Ah, there you are, Patrick. I’ve been expecting you.”

      

      Patrick walked slowly right up to them. “Indeed father? Did we have a meeting I was unaware of?”

      

      “No, no. I just wanted to introduce you to Lord Nordham, the new commissioner.”

      

      The man turned to face Patrick, a strained smile on his face. He seemed a trifle pale. Patrick almost asked him if everything was fine but refrained. It would have been too familiar and the man did not even know his name.

      

      “Patrick Dutton, Marquess Bergon, at your service,” he said since his father seemed to be in no hurry to complete the introduction. The man reached out and shook his hand but clearly, his mind was elsewhere. Patrick turned to his father with a strained smile. “You didn’t say if we had a meeting I forgot.”

      

      “Oh no, no, no. I just so happened to be in the neighborhood and thought I would call upon the new commissioner and issue him with an invitation. I mean to organize a hunt soon, and the Earl has agreed to join us.” The Duke smiled at Lord Nordham and the man returned it, albeit with considerable strain. Patrick looked from one to the other, wondering what the tense undercurrents were about.

      

      “A hunt you say?” he asked just to see if his father would be forthcoming with more information. He was quickly coming to realize that his father had depths he previously had not imagined and that perhaps Patrick did not know The Duke half as well as he thought.

      

      “Yes. You’re a newly-engaged man and I thought it would be an excellent way to acquaint ourselves with your future in-laws.”

      

      Patrick opened his mouth to tell his father that he was no longer engaged to Lady Rose but then his eyes cut to the Earl and he closed it again. There was no need to air their dirty laundry in public. He would tell his father of the change in status later.

      

      “As a matter of fact, I am just on my way to issue an invitation to Greyfield,” The Duke was saying.

      

      Patrick wondered if The Duke of Greyfield was aware that he had broken his engagement to one daughter only to ask the other to elope with him. He highly doubted it and wondered if he should be the one to apprise him of it all.

      

      The whole purpose of elopement was that one rather did it in secret which then eliminated the need to announce things to one’s parents. He did not know how to tell his father that the hunt was unnecessary, however. It would be a tad awkward when he turned up married to the wrong daughter.

      

      On second thought, Patrick thought that their parents getting better acquainted might actually ease whatever angst might result, for they would be able to commiserate with each other on what a disappointment their children had turned out to be. That should also give his father his wish of getting close to The Duke of Greyfield, especially when they both realized that their children had not only eloped but also left the country!

      

      Patrick almost tittered with amusement at the thought. He could just imagine his father’s embarrassment and discomfiture. His new wife would probably say something inappropriate while The Duchess of Greyfield fanned her pale skin and The Duke of Greyfield blustered.

      

      Yes, perhaps a hunt was exactly what they needed to give them all sufficient familiarity that they could bemoan this oncoming twist of fate without too much suspicion on either side. He knew for a fact that any father of a daughter in such a situation would be inclined to blame the groom’s entire family. But no doubt his father would make sure to communicate his desire for Patrick to join his life to Lady Rose’s. The Alfords would be left in no doubt that his father had had no idea of his elopement plans.

      

      That was at least something he could do, to help his father out and make the transition easier. The Duke of Cheshmill was still his dear father and if he could reduce the damage this elopement would cause him, he was all too willing to try.

      

      He sighed inwardly, his heart twisting with sadness at having to disappoint his father and move away from his family. He hoped that it would not be a permanent separation and he would be able to return home in a year or two. It was hopefully not too farfetched a dream. Melissa might be willing to follow him into the unknown but she did not know how lonely it could get when one was out in the world by oneself. He hoped she would never learn.

      

      Turning back to his father, he offered him a breezy smile. “A hunt seems like a splendid idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Complications

      

      

      

      Melissa ventured out of her room for the first time in days, peering down the corridor to see if anyone was about. She could not help the guilty leap of her heart as she saw the upstairs maid carrying a chamber pot down the stairs.

      

      Did she see Patrick leave?

      

      She minced down the corridor, alert for the sound of anyone approaching. She was still surprised when she bumped into her sister at the stairs. She froze, waiting for accusations to start flying. Her sister glared at her and then stepped past her without another word. Melissa watched her stomp to her chambers, a frown marring her forehead.

      

      She continued on downstairs in search of her mother and bumped into her, at the front door.

      

      “Mother!” her heart was pounding and she feared that all her secrets were apparent on her face.

      

      “Melissa! Did you finally decide to rejoin the living?”

      

      “Uh…” Melissa’s face colored as she stared guiltily at her mother.

      

      “Hmm, I see you haven’t recovered your powers of speech.”

      

      “Uh…”

      

      The Duchess sighed, rolling her eyes and stepping past her daughter. Melissa watched her sway down the hall, toward the parlor. She sighed, looking toward the door. What she needed was some time to herself. Perhaps a walk would do her some good, she decided, and so she ran back upstairs to change her shoes and retrieve her lady’s maid.

      

      As they came downstairs, they were surprised to find that The Duke of Cheshmill had come to call. Melissa froze, staring as he was ushered into the parlor to see Melissa’s mother.

      

      “What do you think that is about?” she whispered to Brynn. Her lady’s maid shrugged unconcernedly.

      

      “I expect we shall find out soon enough.”

      

      “Yes. That is what I’m afraid of.”

      

      “Well, let’s not borrow trouble now. The sun is shining and Hyde Park beckons. Now put on your shawl and let us take the air.”

      

      Melissa turned to Brynn and grinned. “Yes, mother.”

      

      Brynn snorted in return, turning to nod at the footman guarding the door as they passed. He would follow them at a discreet distance, far away enough that they could converse in peace. Brynn set a leisurely pace, which Melissa matched unthinkingly, her mind still in the house, wondering why The Duke of Cheshmill was calling on her mother.

      

      “Do you think Patrick told him already?” she asked Brynn.

      

      “Told who what?” Brynn glanced at her in confusion.

      

      “His Grace. Do you think Patrick already told his father about our plans?”

      

      Brynn gave her a jaded look. “I don’t know much about eloping, but I do know that you don’t go telling people about it before it happens.”

      

      “Oh,” Melissa’s face colored as she realized the idiocy of her question, “of course. He wouldn’t tell his father he’s planning to elope. I probably shouldn’t tell anyone either.”

      

      “No, you definitely should not.” Brynn sounded very firm about it and Melissa nodded attentively, her eyes wide on her lady’s maid. “You should keep it to yourself, along with the fact that a certain man visited you in your bedchamber.” Brynn’s voice got progressively lower until the last word was just a hiss of breath.

      

      “Uh, of course, I know that.” Melissa could feel her heart rabbiting in her chest, “It’s just all very overwhelming.”

      

      Brynn reached out and squeezed her hand in sympathy. “It’s not too late. You can change your mind if you want.”

      

      Melissa took a deep and shaky breath. “I do and I don’t. I’m so scared, Brynn. I don’t know what’s going to happen. At the same time, the thought of being with Patrick, of having him for my own…” she turned earnest eyes on Brynn, shaking her head for lack of words, “It’s everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Brynn held her gaze for a long while, noting the deepening of her hazel eyes to the color of dew-dropped grass in the early morning. She could see all the emotion swirling there, from the wonder of being wanted to the trepidation at all possible consequences. She knew that Melissa needed reassurance, that the choices she had made were valid.

      

      But Brynn couldn’t give them to her.

      

      She knew all too well the cruelty and malice that resided in The Duchess’ breast. She knew that the consequences would be dire if Her Grace got wind of their plan before they could carry it out. Yet she wished with all her heart for the spark that had been lit in Melissa when Patrick chose her would be protected long enough to reach its full potential.

      

      Even as a twelve-year-old girl, she had looked upon her new mistress and felt Melissa’s loneliness like the prick of a splinter in her nail. She had felt compelled to do everything she could to relieve the isolation her mistress was living under. Melissa’s solitude was born of rejection–her father barely noticed her and her mother pushed her away. Her sister, who basked in the warmth and admiration of both parents, had no time for her.

      

      Melissa had flitted from one form of rebellion to another, both overt and covert with Brynn’s help. But this, her love for the Marquess was no rebellion.  It was a genuine connection and awakening of hope. It was the possibility of family and love.

      

      Brynn wanted Melissa to have all of it. She feared, however, that The Duchess would find a way to take this from her daughter too.

      

      “We should go to Gunter’s and get some ice. Perhaps listen to the latest on-dit,” Melissa suddenly said.

      

      Brynn gave her a look. “I’ve never known you to be interested in gossip.”

      

      “Yes, but I’d like to know what they are saying now. It might be useful.” Her eyes shone bright with excitement and inquisitiveness.

      

      Brynn sighed, rolling her eyes as she bit her lip so as not to smile. “Fine then. We shall go. But you are buying.”

      

      Melissa laughed. “But of course I am.”
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        * * *

      

      “Good evening, Your Grace.” The Duke of Cheshmill bowed to her very correctly, his face the very picture of propriety. Thalia was not fooled.

      

      “I have done all I can, Herbert. There is no more that I can do.”

      

      His Grace waved her words away. “That is not why I am here. I wish to invite you to a hunt.”

      

      “A hunt you say? Why do you intend to kill my daughter and call it an accident?”

      

      The Duke gave a dry laugh and Thalia’s heart went cold. Had she jokingly unearthed The Duke’s intentions for her youngest daughter?

      

      “Of course not. I simply wanted us to get closer, as soon to be in-laws do. My son is most agreeable to this plan and I think that whatever fancies he harbored have been cast aside now for the greater good.”

      

      “Is that so?” Thalia almost told him that his son had been by, demanding difficult answers but then she thought again. She would not put it past The Duke to harm her youngest to achieve his aims and she had put the perfect way to do that in his mind just now. It would be best to play along and perhaps he had persuaded Lord Bergon of the error of his ways.

      

      “That is so, Your Grace. He told me so himself.” Herbert looked particularly smug as he gave her this news. No doubt he reveled in the control he held over his offspring.

      

      Thalia shuddered inwardly even as she smiled at him with relief. “Well, that is good to know. All the hysterics were getting a bit tedious.”

      

      Herbert gave a sardonic, knowing smile. “Yes, your younger daughter can be quite trying. She must get it from her father.”

      

      Thalia looked away, her face paling. “Well, if that is all…”

      

      Herbert held out a sealed envelope to her. “Here is the invitation. I shall await your RSVP.”

      

      Thalia nodded. “I shall be sure to pass it on to my husband.”

      

      Herbert gave her a bow. “Much obliged, Your Grace.”

      

      He walked smartly out of the room and Thalia watched him go with a sinking heart. Once Herbert had a foothold in her family, she would never be able to get rid of him. Her eyes narrowed in thought.

      

      Perhaps it’s time to think of an exit strategy.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas Harvey, Earl of Nordam had no idea why The Duke of Cheshmill was so insistent that he attend the hunt he was throwing, but he was quite sure that His Grace’s motives were not good. While he had gotten over his tendresse for The Duchess of Greyfield quite some time ago, he was still uncomfortable in her presence. Spending a substantial amount of time in her company was not his idea of an enjoyable time.

      

      The dismissive manner with which she treated him was not just a blow to his ego. It made him wonder if anything they had shared between them had ever been genuine. More than the blow to his ego, it made him doubt his own judgment.

      

      He well remembered how besotted he had been with her, spending his days dreaming of the stolen moments that Cheshmill made possible. She had returned his ardor in equal measure, he thought. He cringed now to think of the frantic plans he had made, the reckless risks he had been prepared to undertake, all in her name.

      

      He remembered with embarrassment the craven despair that had crushed him when she ended their affair.

      

      “It was nothing more than a fling,” she had said callously, dismissively, not even bothering to look him in the eye. “It meant nothing.”

      

      Those words still haunted him sometimes, in his deepest nightmares. To this day, he failed to understand what had prompted her to be so cruel. He did not want to lay the blame solely at her feet for his reluctance to wed but protecting his heart had played a significant role in his current status. He knew his heart well, knew that if he should join together with a woman in holy matrimony, he would need for the connection between them to be real. He could not manage a marriage of convenience.

      

      Part of him sometimes wondered if, despite everything he now knew about her, he was still in love with Thalia Alford. He dismissed the thought as soon as it occurred to him. There was no way he could let that be true.
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        * * *

      

      The summons to her mother’s rooms took Rose by surprise. She quickly ran through everything that had happened recently, looking for some misstep she had made. There was nothing that jumped out to her and so she had to assume that her mother had some news or instructions she needed to impart.

      

      She slipped on her house shoes and padded down the corridor, anxiety beating in her breast in time with her heart. Although she had her mother’s approval, unlike Melissa, she always felt as if she was walking a tight rope. One misstep might have her relegated to the eternal purgatory her sister occupied.

      

      “Mother?” she slipped into the room, a tentative smile on her face.

      

      “Rose, have a seat.” The Duchess didn’t look up from her embroidery.

      

      Rose crept to the nearest sofa and sat down, eyes on her mother.

      

      “His Grace, The Duke of Cheshmill came by today.”

      

      “Oh?” Rose felt her throat lock.

      

      Had Lord Bergon said something about her?

      

      “Yes, he wanted to issue a personal invitation to a hunt. He seems to think his son will have no objections.”

      

      “Oh.”

      

      “I was under the impression he was resistant to your engagement?”

      

      “Yes, uh, yes, he was adamant about wanting to know why I wanted to be engaged. He did not seem to believe that I could simply want him.”

      

      The Duchess snorted. “Or he did not want to believe it.” Finally, she looked at her daughter. “This hunt is your last chance, Rose. Make sure to take maximum advantage and get Lord Bergon right where you want him. Do not stint to use any means within your arsenal, my dear. Mistakes will not be tolerated.”

      

      Rose swallowed. “Yes, mother.”

      

      “Good, you may go.” The Duchess returned to her sewing, as impassive as ever. Rose slowly got to her feet and left the room, thinking hard. If His Grace, The Duke of Cheshmill thought his son was coming around, then it must be true. Her heart leaped in her breast as she resolved at once to call on the dressmaker and have a few gowns made. Perhaps a riding habit though, of course, she had no intention of actually going on the hunt. It wasn’t ladylike. She left such wild shenanigans to Melissa.

      

      Honestly one would think that the girl would learn. Always running off like a wild animal instead of comporting herself like a lady. And then she wondered why mother was always annoyed with her!

      

      Rose shook her head ruefully as she summoned her lady’s maid. There was no time to waste. She would call on the dressmaker at once, as well as the shoemaker and the haberdasher. Her supply of creams and lotions was also insufficient for her needs. Rose skipped up the stairs, anticipating a full day of shopping. Aside from dancing, it was her most favorite activity. She would venture out to the Pantheon Bazaar where she could pick up everything she needed.

      

      Rubbing her hands together gleefully, she gathered her purse and changed her shoes, put on a bonnet and a shawl.

      

      “The carriage is waiting outside, My Lady,” her lady’s maid informed her. Rose nodded, sweeping out of the house in the company of her maid and two footmen, a smile playing on her lips.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa and Brynn were just walking back from Gunter’s when they saw Rose alighting from the family carriage in front of the Pantheon.

      

      “What is she doing?” Melissa asked.

      

      Brynn turned a disbelieving look on her. “Clearly she’s shopping.”

      

      “Yes, but why?”

      

      “Because she likes it?”

      

      “I know my sister, Brynn. I know that set of her shoulders. She's excited about something. Why would she be excited when Patrick just broke his engagement to her?”

      

      “Perhaps everybody is not as taken by Lord Bergon as you are, My Lady.”

      

      Melissa snorted derisively. “I’ve known Rose my entire life. She does not take well to losing. Does that look like somebody who has lost to you?”

      

      Brynn really looked at Rose, ordering her footmen about as she swept into the Bazaar, head held high. “No.”

      

      “So? What do you think is transpiring?”

      

      “Do you suppose it has something to do with His Grace’s visit?”

      

      “I fear so.” Their eyes locked in fear as they tried to imagine what nefarious plans The Duke might have for his son and Rose.

      

      “In any case, if The Duke has some sort of plan, your Lord Bergon is not aware of them.”

      

      “Or, he is just playing with me.” Melissa’s voice went dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Artemis

      

      

      

      The entire family was present for dinner which was unusual in itself because The Duke tended to stay late at the palace, catering to His Majesty. The atmosphere was tense as a result; Melissa had not come down for a meal for several days while The Duchess had been taking meals in her chambers.

      

      The butler scurried about, trying to ensure that the meal was served without a hitch. The conversation was stilted as nobody seemed to know what to say.

      

      “Melissa, it is good to see you out and about again,” her father commented and she looked up at him with an acknowledging nod.

      

      “I feel much better now,” she said quietly.

      

      “Yes, your mother is feeling better too, which is excellent news.”

      

      “It is indeed,” Melissa avoided looking at either her mother or Rose. She wondered if her father knew of her mother’s deception.

      

      “Yes, well it is fortuitous that we are both feeling better because The Duke of Cheshmill has invited us all for a hunt at the week’s end.”

      

      Melissa stiffened, sitting ramrod straight in her seat. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      Her mother turned to her; eyes triumphant. “Did you not hear me, Melissa? Honestly, you need to learn to pay attention. I said that The Duke has invited us all for a hunt. After all, when his son and Rose are married, we shall be in-laws.”

      

      Melissa just stared at her; mouth open, unable to comprehend what she was saying. “What do you mean when his son and Rose are married? Does he have another son?”

      

      Her mother barked a rather unpleasant laugh. “Why would he need another son, Melissa? Have you completely taken leave of your senses?”

      

      Melissa shook her head, unable to speak, eyes wide with shock. “When did he decide this?”

      

      The Duchess inclined her head, watching Melissa’s every reaction. “Why just this afternoon.”

      

      Ah ha! So that is what he came here for.

      

      Melissa was glad that mystery had been solved, although it gave her more, rather than less, to worry about. If Patrick had not told his father of the change in circumstances, then it meant that his father was under the impression that Patrick was still engaged to Rose. Either that or this was some scheme to get him and Rose together. Either way, Melissa could not imagine why Patrick would be in support of it.

      

      Unless he had a change of heart about them.

      

      Without thinking, Melissa got to her feet and then froze when she realized that her family was ogling her as if she had divested herself of all clothing in front of them.

      

      “Uhh...I must go,” was all she could think to say.

      

      “Where are you going in the middle of dinner?” her father’s voice radiated disapproval and she realized that she might have acted rashly in just getting to her feet. Nevertheless, the urgency she felt to see Patrick was not diminished.

      

      “I am not feeling well.”

      

      Everyone still continued to stare as if that explanation was not enough. “Forgive me, I must go and lie down.”

      

      She hurried off as fast as she could, breathing a sigh of relief when nobody tried to stop her. Something in her belly twisted with sadness however, that nobody cared enough to stop her or ask if she was fine.

      

      She took the stairs two at a time, hoping that Brynn would be in her chambers; perhaps stoking the fire and laying out her nightgown in preparation for bed. She heaved a huge sigh of relief when she saw her lady’s maid doing just that as she opened the door.

      

      “Brynn, I need to talk to Patrick. Can you take a letter to him?”

      

      Brynn simply gaped at her.

      

      “Well?” Melissa prompted, widening her eyes at her friend.

      

      “Uh, yes, yes, of course, I will. What has happened?”

      

      Melissa began to pace wringing her hands. “The Duke has invited us all to his estates. For a hunt he says. Mother seems to think it’s for bonding purposes, since ‘we are all about to be in-laws' she says.”

      

      “Oh, and you think Patrick...?”

      

      “I don’t know, Brynn! I am just so confused. I don’t want to keep questioning Patrick about everything but every time I think that we...” Melissa huffed, looking helplessly at Brynn, “something always happens to perturb me.”

      

      Brynn was already nodding in understanding. “Write your note, I shall take it for you and await a reply. I do not think you should be seen together and I do not know of any place that would be safe to meet.”

      

      “Perhaps he would know.”

      

      “Or you could wait until you all adjourn to the country for this hunt and then speak to him.”

      

      Melissa sighed heavily. “Oh Brynn, I do not know if I can wait that long.”

      

      Brynn gave her an affectionate smile. “You always were an impatient one. Now come here and let me help you with your buttons. After you’ve taken your gown off, and had a nice soak in the tub, you’ll be nice and calm, ready to write something coherent.”

      

      Melissa fixed her with a glare. “I am plenty coherent!”

      

      “Yes, yes,” Brynn said herding her over to the dresser and beginning to undo her hooks, “Of course you are. Now hush and let me get this off.”

      

      Melissa stood huffily, pouting at Brynn through the looking glass. It was rather a relief not to be confined in her constricting gown so she let Brynn take it off before turning to continue haranguing her.

      

      “Now, now, your water’s cooling fast even though it’s by the fire. Come and step in the tub,” Brynn said heading her off at the pass, “I’ll just go and fetch you a nice bit of stationery and a pen.”

      

      Melissa knew she was being placated but still, she went along with Brynn because it was nice that someone cared enough to fuss over her in such a fashion.

      

      She sank slowly into the steaming water, feeling all the tension in her body seeping out of her. She closed her eyes and sighed, relaxing into the water and letting the steam blow away her worries.

      

      She did not even notice when Brynn slipped back into the room and placed the sheet of paper on her bedside table, having fallen asleep in the water.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick startled awake in the middle of the night, in a cold sweat. His heart was racing and he could not seem to draw a deep enough breath. The last vestiges of his dream were already shredding into indecipherable fragments. The feeling they left behind, a frantic worry that something was wrong, stayed lodged right in his throat.

      

      He got out of bed, his naked body gleaming with sweat. Considering that it was the middle of autumn and his fire had burned low, that was cause for worry. He wondered if he was coming down with the ague but aside from the churning in his belly, he did not feel unwell.

      

      He reached for his dressing gown, tying it securely around his waist and slipping on his red velvet slippers before heading down to his study. A glass of whiskey seemed imperative to his continued wellbeing. He threw the liquid back, swallowing it in one gulp before pouring himself a second glass.

      

      Sitting on the settee facing the window, he stared outside at the quiet street, watching as a man, clearly intoxicated, wove his way down the street, cane tapping on the stone walkway.

      

      Patrick snorted. You’re lucky you weren’t set upon by brigands, you fool.

      

      He turned away from the window and back to his desk, noting that he had quite a bit of paperwork to get through, even with a steward to do most of the heavy lifting.

      

      I need to get through that before Melissa and I go away. His mind went to the thought of the two of them, alone, together, perhaps in a chateau in France, perhaps on a ship to the new world. They would lie abed together, and he would divest her of her clothing and gaze upon her soft flesh for the first time. He would run his fingers all over her body before making her his.

      

      Patrick shivered, thrusting the thought away from him before his breeches became too constricted.
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        * * *

      

      Brynn got up as early as possible and got dressed quietly. She could feel her mother’s eyes on her even as she pulled her shawl over her head.

      

      “I don’t think there’s anything we need from the market this morning.”

      

      Brynn jumped at the words, not having expected her mother to comment.

      

      “Uh, I er, thought I should get some flowers for Melissa’s room. She's been so down in the dumps lately; I just want to cheer her up.”

      

      “Is that so? That's very kind of you my dear. But if I am to groom you to take over as housekeeper, you cannot be so obviously biased toward one member of the family, Brynn.”

      

      “I am taking care of her as best as I can! Like you taught me.”

      

      The housekeeper put up a hand in a quelling gesture. “I understand Brynn, but you need not be so blatant about it.”

      

      Brynn looked away, afraid that her mother had seen something in her manner that alerted her to their plans. “Yes, mother,” she said even as she walked out of the room and headed for the back door. Lynn sighed as she watched her go. Unlike the rest of the household, she was aware that Patrick Dutton had not left right away when asked to do so by The Duchess. Instead, he had stolen up to Lady Melissa’s rooms and had a private audience with her.

      

      The only thing that had stopped Lynn from raising the alarm was that she knew that her own daughter, Brynn, was in the chambers with them. She knew that her daughter would not let anyone hurt the lady. However, ever since that visit, both Lady Melissa and her daughter had exuded a frantic kind of energy as if they held a grave secret.

      

      Lynn was scared for Brynn. While Her Grace might exert the direst of consequences upon her daughter should she find out about whatever it was they were hiding–and she would find out sooner or later–the lady was still her daughter and so there was a limit to the things The Duchess would be willing to do to her. Brynn had no such protection. The only thing that would save her was if she proved to have no knowledge of whatever Lady Melissa’s plans were. Even then, it was unlikely that she would escape unscathed.

      

      Lynn resolved that the best thing to do would be to find out Lady Melissa’s plans and betray them to The Duchess before she had a chance to find out herself. That was the only way her daughter would be saved. Gathering a shawl of her own, she resolved to follow Brynn upon her mysterious errand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brynn was glad to see that Henry was the footman on duty as she drew her horse to a stop in front of Lord Bergon’s Grosvenor Street resident. He came to her at once, taking hold of her bridle as she alighted from the horse.

      

      “Miz Sumner,” he bowed to her just as if she was a lady. “How nice to see you again.”

      

      “Is your master in?” she asked, a hollow feeling taking over her chest much to her puzzlement.

      

      “Yes, he is. I believe he is about to sit down to breakfast. Do you have something for him?”

      

      Brynn removed her hand from inside her shawl to reveal the missive she was clutching. “I am entreated to get a reply.”

      

      Henry nodded. “Come with me then, ma’am.”

      

      He led her through the front door and down the corridor. She ignored the hustle and bustle of the household around her, keeping her eyes on Henry’s broad back. He came to a stop beside a man who by his dress was definitely the butler.

      

      They whispered together for a while before the butler opened the door behind him and went in. Henry turned to favor her with a reassuring smile before the butler returned and ushered her into the room.

      

      Lord Bergon was sitting at the head of the table, a newspaper in his hands. He folded it and put it aside as she entered, his stormy eyes latching onto her. “I am told you have a note for me?”

      

      Brynn nodded, feeling oddly intimidated. She handed over the letter in silence and then stood by the wall, waiting.

      

      “Please, sit,” he pointed to a chair, much to her surprise. She pulled it out and sat down slowly, tapping her fingers soundlessly on the table as he slowly unfolded the missive.

      

      “Can I offer you tea or coffee?” he asked, not looking up from his reading. Brynn shook her head before remembering that he wasn’t looking at her.

      

      “No thank you, sir.”

      

      “Are you certain? We have some of the most excellent coffee to be found on these shores.” He glanced up at her briefly, his gaze friendly.

      

      “Well then, I shall have a cup.” Brynn had never heard of a lady’s maid being offered any sort of beverage to drink. She found it quite discombobulating. Even more startling, Lord Bergon got to his feet to pour her a cup himself! She held her breath until it was done, wondering what was happening.

      

      The Marquess impassively went back to his letter and she reached out and took a tentative sip of her brew. She nodded in approval, feeling that Lord Bergon might be right about this being the best coffee in the land. She took another sip, relaxing in her seat as the Marquess read his letter.

      

      A loud sigh from Lord Bergon startled her, pulling her out of the reverie she had fallen into. “How is My Lady? Is she well?” he asked, lifting his eyes to pin her to her seat.

      

      “Um, she is fine. A little confused.”

      

      “Yes, I can see that,” his eyes flicked down to the letter in his hand. “What does she think is going on?”

      

      Brynn was really not happy to have to answer these questions. “She, uh, she does not know My Lord.”

      

      “If she cannot trust me, I do not know if we will last very long.”

      

      Brynn almost dropped her cup. “She does, she wants to trust you. But I think there are just too many changes all at once and it gets confusing.”

      

      “I just told her a few days ago about my plans to marry her. To elope with her. So, what is this nonsense about Lady Rose?”

      

      Brynn really had no idea what Melissa had put in the letter and so it was difficult to answer Lord Bergon’s questions. She could not exactly tell him that if he wanted to know he should ask Melissa himself; that would have been too rude. But she was at a loss as to what to do.

      

      “I don’t know, My Lord.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Confrontations

      

      

      

      Dear Lord Bergon,

      

      Forgive me for writing to you in this manner but I am in a state of confusion. I do not know whether I am coming or going and I need you to clarify things for me. Your father just invited us for a hunt. Would you mind telling me why he would do that? Is he still laboring under the delusion that you and Rose are to be wed, or am I the one who is deluded?

      

      Please answer these questions right away for I am close to hysterics just thinking about it.

      

      Yours hopefully,

      

      Lady Melissa Alford

      

      Patrick had no idea what had gotten into Melissa. He was inclined to dismiss it all as women’s nerves but he was afraid she might interpret it as lack of care. Her lady’s maid was not of much help as far as what her mistress could be thinking about. It was left to Patrick to decipher things for himself and come up with a suitable response.

      

      He spared a moment to lament the absence of his mother, who would have known just the thing to say, to soothe Melissa’s fears. Patrick, on the other hand, had no idea how to proceed.

      

      He reached out and rang the bell, summoning Jeffries to him.

      

      “Yes My Lord?”

      

      “Take Miss Brynn to the parlor to await me and bring my coffee to my study, right away.”

      

      “Yes m’lud.”

      

      Jeffries was blessedly free of questions and simply did as he was bid. Patrick picked up the letter and walked out of the room, conscious of the lady’s maid’s anxious eyes upon him. She probably needed to return to her station as fast as possible but regrettably, Patrick would need some time to compose a suitable missive. He stopped short and turned.

      

      “On second thought Jeffries, see Miss Brynn to her horse. I shall send a footman with my reply later on today. Please be good enough to watch for his arrival.” He addressed the last part to the lady’s maid, who nodded although she did not look happy. Patrick almost opened his mouth to explain his reasons but then closed it again. It would do no good and might even do harm if Lady Melissa decided that his delay in answering was steeped in subterfuge.

      

      Clearly, they had to work on their trust issues.
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        * * *

      

      Brynn rode home feeling a bit of trepidation. She knew that Melissa was waiting anxiously for a reply and having to tell her that she would have to wait a bit longer than anticipated well, she was not looking forward to it.

      

      She could well anticipate all the badgering her lady would do, trying to gauge from his words or expression just what her beau might have been thinking. Brynn had no idea. She was still reeling from being treated like a guest and regretting the bit of coffee she had left in her cup. It really had been delicious.

      

      Seeing her mother waiting for her at the servants’ entrance as she rode up caused her spine to stiffen. She remembered the lie she had told this morning. The reason for her early sojourn.

      

      And here she was now, her hands empty of flowers. Her face paled as she realized that her mother looked most unsurprised to see her bare hands.

      

      Does she know where I have been?

      

      She walked slowly toward the door, keeping her eyes glued to her mother, her arms crossed over her shawl, trying to think frantically of an excuse for not having flowers.

      

      “Brynn.” Her mother was giving her a gently-disappointed look and Brynn’s shoulders slumped as she realized that the jig was up.

      

      Her mother held a hand out to her. “Come with me.”

      

      To Brynn’s surprise, her mother led her not into the house, but down the alleyway between the Greyfield House and the mews.

      

      “Tell me why.”

      

      Brynn closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and contemplated the prospect of lying to her mother. She did not think it would go well if she did, especially since it was clear that her mother knew something.

      

      “I was simply passing a message on,” she tried, hoping that would be enough for her mother.

      

      “What kind of message?”

      

      “I did not read it!” she winced, knowing that her mother was not going to let this go, but doing her best to keep Melissa’s confidence in any case.

      

      “Why are you passing messages between Lady Melissa and Lord Bergon? You know The Duchess has her heart set on him marrying Lady Rose.”

      

      Brynn took a deep breath, stopped walking and turned to her mother. “Mother, it is not your place to question what the masters do.”

      

      Lynn narrowed her eyes at her. “It is my place when they put my daughter in the middle of their games.”

      

      “Nobody put me…” Brynn began to protest.

      

      Lynn took a step closer, the look in her eye intense. “Brynn, you might think that you can hide behind Lady Melissa’s skirts and nothing will happen to you when you are caught. But rest assured that you will receive the brunt of punishment when all this comes to light. So tell me what you are about so that I can at least protect you!”

      

      Brynn’s felt her core turn to mush at her mother’s words, appreciating them so much more in light of The Duchess’ neglect of her own child. “Oh mother,” she shook her head helplessly.

      

      “Tell me girl, this minute. That's an order from your mother and your boss. Do not think I won’t let you go. I have the power to hire and fire all staff below me.”

      

      Brynn widened her eyes at her mother. “You would do that?”

      

      Lynn snapped her fingers in Brynn’s face. “Just like that my girl. Try me.”

      

      Brynn gawked, never having seen this side of her mother, not at least directed toward her. “Uh, well,” she fluttered her lashes a few times trying to get her thoughts together. “It’s uh, well Lord Bergon and Lady Melissa are in love.”

      

      “But he is engaged to Lady Rose.”

      

      “No.”

      

      “No?”

      

      “No. He broke that engagement and now he is free to elope with Lady Melissa.”

      

      “Elope?”

      

      “Yes, Mam.”

      

      It was Lynn’s turn to gawk, eyes bugging out of her head as if she had never heard of such a thing. Brynn bit her lip, hard, so as not to giggle.

      

      “You cannot help her with that.” Brynn could feel her mother’s hot breath in her face, her fingers digging painfully into Brynn’s arm.

      

      “Er, too late?”

      

      “What do you mean too late?”

      

      “The plan’s already been made mam.”

      

      “But, not executed. She’s still here,” Lynn made to turn to the house, as if to confirm that Lady Melissa was still indeed, still on the premises, “When is this to occur?”

      

      Brynn shrugged. “Lord Bergon is to make arrangements.”

      

      “You must...you can’t...” Lynn was clearly agitated. Brynn put a calming hand on her arm.

      

      “It is fine mother. Lady Melissa will take me with her when she goes.”

      

      “What?” Lynn’s face blanched, her eyes disbelieving.

      

      “Oh don’t worry mother. I should write all the time and Lady Melissa does not think we shall be gone long. Just long enough for the scandal to die down.”

      

      “Gone where?” Lynn’s voice was going higher and higher with each word. Soon only the dogs would be able to hear her.

      

      “Uhm, well, Lord Bergon talked about going abroad. Perhaps to France or the New World.”

      

      Lynn was shaking her head as soon as Brynn began to speak. “You can’t.”

      

      “It’s just for a short time mother. Not forever.” Brynn tried to sound as reassuring as possible although she did not know herself how long they would really be away.

      

      “No,” Lynn whispered.

      

      “I am sorry, mother. I don’t like it either but what else are they to do? Neither The Duchess nor Lord Bergon’s father will listen to reason.”

      

      “This is not...I won’t...” Lynn clutched her head, turning away. “You’re all I have,” her voice was quiet and despairing. Brynn stepped forward at once, clutching her mother’s shoulders and squeezing as hard as possible.

      

      “And you shall always have me, mother, whether I am here or not.”

      

      Lynn’s breath hitched and she shuddered, and Brynn froze, unable to understand what was going on with her mother. “It’ll be fine, mam,” she whispered.

      

      Lynn just shook her head. “No. It won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      “He said what?” Melissa was unable to believe her ears. Why would Patrick dismiss her concerns like this?

      

      “He said he would send a reply later today,” Brynn said patiently, for the third time. She well knew Melissa’s anxieties and yet she was hard pressed not to roll her eyes. “I have to go downstairs so I can keep an eye out for the footman he will send.”

      

      Melissa nodded. “I shall be in the music room, come find me there. Well, unless Rose is there and then I shall be in the conservatory.”

      

      “Do you intend to never speak to your sister again?”

      

      Melissa shrugged. “I will. Just not now.”

      

      Brynn sighed and left her to her own devices. Melissa was tired of her room; she felt as if she had practically been living in it ever since she met Patrick. She would go out and enjoy the air. Now that she thought about it, the conservatory seemed a better idea than the music room. Inevitably, people would come to call and if she were on hand, her mother might call upon her to play for them. She had no wish to entertain company in any form. Not until she knew what exactly was on Patrick’s mind. Therefore, hiding among the roses and oranges in the conservatory seemed a much better plan.

      

      She swiped up her book and walked out of her chambers, a vague smile on her face. She made her way down to the conservatory and settled down on the bench, trying to get lost in the story. She didn’t know how long she sat there before she noticed she was being watched. Looking up in startlement she regarded her mother who was standing still as a statue in the doorway, staring at her.

      

      Melissa stood up; she always liked to face her mother on her feet.

      

      “Mother.”

      

      The Duchess glided toward her. She was wearing a gown too ornate for lounging about at home but it was not an unusual thing for her to do.

      

      “Melissa. What are you doing?” The Duchess’ voice was unusually gentle and it scared Melissa.

      

      “I-I-I'm reading mother,” her hand shook as if she’d done something wrong. Her eyes darted about as if she was trapped in the conservatory.

      

      The Duchess took a seat on the bench, patting the space next to her. Melissa looked down at it as if she had never seen it before; as if she herself had not been sitting on it a moment ago. Slowly, she lowered herself onto the bench, eyeing her mother warily.

      

      The Duchess sighed, eyes on her hands. “I know that you’re unhappy with the way things are, Melissa, but it’s time to face reality. It would be extremely helpful if you would just accept things as they are and stop trying to make waves.”

      

      Melissa frowned, “I haven’t made any waves, Mother.”

      

      Her mother reached into her pocket and removed a piece of paper. Melissa looked down at it, and her heart froze in her chest. It was an envelope, the writing on it was familiar. Her jaw dropped.

      

      How did mother get hold of that?

      

      “Were you waiting for this?”

      

      Melissa’s mouth was too dry to speak. Her mother fingered the envelope before she snaked her finger between the clasp and broke the seal.

      

      “No,” Melissa whispered, wishing she had the courage to reach for it, grab it away from her mother and run.

      

      The Duchess was unfolding the letter, and then with a sigh, she began to read.

      

      “My dear Melissa...” her mother gave her a look, “he calls you by your given name? How far have you gone with this man?”

      

      Melissa gasped, staring in shock at her mother. “He is a gentleman mother! And I am a Lady.”

      

      The Duchess snorted. “Well, you do not act like it. What are you doing exchanging letters with your sister’s betrothed?”

      

      “He’s not.”

      

      Her mother gave her a look. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “He’s not her betrothed. He broke that engagement.”

      

      The Duchess’ eyebrow rose. “If that is true, don’t you think I would have known? This man is lying to you.”

      

      “He’s not.”

      

      Her mother put a gentle hand on your elbow. “Believe me, Melissa, I know his father well. That family is nothing but lying rakes.”

      

      Melissa sniffed. “If that is so, then why would you want him to marry Rose.”

      

      The Duchess sighed. “I don’t.”

      

      It was Melissa’s turn to widen her eyes at her mother. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “I don’t want Rose to marry into that family. But I had heard nothing untoward about Lord Bergon. I thought he might be different, but clearly he isn’t.”

      

      Melissa searched her mother’s face for a clue as to why she would say these things.

      

      “But...”

      

      The Duchess shook her head. “You should stay well away from this man. He is nothing but a rake.”

      

      “If you want nothing to do with his family, then why?” Melissa shook her head in disbelief, wondering if this was more of her mother’s games.

      

      What could she mean by her words?

      

      “The Duke, he strong armed me into this. There is nothing I can do.” The Duchess swallowed, her eyes closed, looking the very picture of despair.

      

      “Then why don’t you tell father; I am sure he would…”

      

      “No!” The Duchess clutched Melissa’s arm hard, her nails digging into Melissa’s flesh like talons. “He cannot know anything about this. It would kill him. You do not know this because I have been trying to protect you, but your father’s heart is weak. Any shock, however minor, could kill him.”

      

      Melissa felt her breath freeze in her throat. She had had no idea. “We keep this between us, agreed?”

      

      Melissa nodded slowly, her left thumb rubbing repeatedly against the base of her right. “How can we...what...?”

      

      “Please, we need to give the Cheshmill’s what they want and then they’ll leave us alone.”

      

      Melissa’s eyes dropped to the letter that her mother was still holding. “May I see?”

      

      Her mother tore the missive up in front of her. “No. I don’t think so. I will not give him a chance to get in your ear again. He means you harm, daughter.”

      

      Melissa did not know what to believe. “What about the hunt?”

      

      The Duchess sighed. “You must give me your promise, Melissa. No, you will give me your word, that you will stay away from that gentleman.”

      

      For a moment, Melissa regarded her solemnly before nodding jerkily.

      

      “No, Melissa. Say it.”

      

      Melissa took a deep, shaky breath. “I give you my word, Mother. I shall stay away from him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Series of Misunderstandings

      

      

      

      Patrick was surprised not to get some kind of answer from Melissa. She had been so hell bent on getting answers from him as if he was guilty of something that he thought his reply might have elicited at least an apology from her.

      

      He stopped in to White’s, in search of Driscoll. Τhe Earl would make a sufficient distraction from his life, he thought, and the old man might even be able to give him some advice. Stenwick liked to pretend he was very droll; it masked his ability to care and his very-sharp mind.

      

      If Patrick was to elope, it would be good to have someone in his corner, on whom he could bounce off ideas and generally receive suggestions. For all he knew, his father might cut him off which meant knowing how he and his bride might make a living. He was thinking about purchasing a home before he left because most of the properties they owned off the continent were in his father’s name. It really did behoove him to be independent if he was to get out of his father’s thumb.

      

      It was only after making the decision to defy his father’s wishes that it truly came home to him how very interwoven his fortunes were with his father’s. His every-day livelihood came from the work that he did for his father and although he had quite a bit of savings and he owned the house on Grosvenor Street outright, he did not have enough to live a long stretch of time on his own resources.

      

      Stenwick, who had long severed ties with his own father for reasons he would not share, might have some ideas on how one was to live. Still, at the back of his mind, it niggled that he had received no reply from Melissa even though he knew that she could not exactly just send one of her footmen. He really was not built for intrigue.

      

      He was glad to see Stenwick at the whist table, relieving lesser men of their money as amiably as possible, and sat down at the bar to wait for him. It took three hours for him to stand up from the whist table and he came straight to Patrick, a smile on his face.

      

      “Bergon, old boy, what’s got you looking like a horse’s arse then?” Stenwick clapped him on the back even as he called for a drink.

      

      Patrick snorted. “I have no idea what you mean,” he said gulping down his whiskey.

      

      “You’ve been sitting here all alone for three hours, looking like someone pissed in your whiskey. Tell old Stenwick all about it and I shall make it all better.”

      

      Patrick laughed, his mood already lifting. “Actually, now that you mention it, I could use some advice.”

      

      Stenwick leaned forward, his blue eyes intent on Patrick. “By the time you’re coming to me for advice, it must be awful. Go on then.”

      

      Patrick explained his dilemma to his friend and by the time he was done, the smile had slid right off the Earl’s face and he was regarding Patrick quite solemnly. “That’s a brave thing you’re planning. Brave, but foolhardy. Are you sure she is worth it?”

      

      “She’s worth everything,” Patrick assured him.

      

      “Very well then, here’s what you need to do...” The Marquess leaned over eagerly, to listen.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa’s head was spinning with everything her mother had told her. She had so many questions, the number one being, how had her mother gotten hold of her letter? She knew that there should be more pressing things on her mind. Her mother was apparently being strong armed to support this wedding. The Duke was the one who wanted for Patrick to marry Rose.

      

      Why though?

      

      What difference did it make if he married Rose or Melissa? Was it an inheritance issue? She didn’t understand.

      

      What was in the letter?

      

      She couldn’t stop herself from being curious. She couldn’t stop herself from thinking that there had to be some sort of mistake. That her mother did not know what she was talking about and that Patrick wasn’t a rake.

      

      Her heart was having trouble believing it.

      

      What had he said in the letter?

      

      Brynn walked into the room, carrying laundry. Melissa silently watched her lady’s maid arrange her clothes, her face absorbed in her task.

      

      “Did you wait for Patrick’s footman?”

      

      “Yah?” Brynn whipped her head around in surprise, “I haven’t seen anyone.”

      

      “You haven’t?”

      

      “No. I’ve been keeping an eye out for him but no, I haven’t seen anyone.”

      

      “That’s strange because my mother had a letter from Patrick.”

      

      Brynn stopped what she was doing to gawk at Melissa. “What do you mean, your mother had it?”

      

      “I mean my mother came to have a talk with me in the conservatory. She told me that Patrick is a rake and I should not believe a word he says. She showed me the letter. And then she tore it up.”

      

      Brynn’s mouth remained open as she continued to gawk at Melissa. She dropped the gown she was holding as her hand went limp. “What?” her voice was low and weak.

      

      Melissa nodded. “I don’t know what to think, Brynn.”

      

      “Well, for one thing, I think that Lord Bergon is the furthest thing from a rake.”

      

      “What makes you say that?”

      

      Brynn shrugged. “I haven’t seen many rakes in my time, and maybe I’m biased because he let me sit at his dining table and drink his coffee, but he’s too nice.”

      

      “He’s too nice to be a rake? Don't you have to be nice to draw the girls in?”

      

      Brynn shrugged. “Perhaps. But I see the manner in which he looks at you. I think he is sincere.”

      

      Melissa’s eyes darted from place to place as she thought. “I don’t know, Brynn. She was so convincing. She even held my hand, she confided in me, she was gentle with me. So vulnerable. You should have seen her. She’s never been that way with me. She didn’t want me to be hurt.”

      

      Brynn’s look was still uncomprehending. “Are you sure?”

      

      “What do you mean, am I sure?”

      

      “I mean your mother has lied before. She lied about being sick.”

      

      “This isn’t like that! She wasn't...she wouldn’t...” Melissa was shaking her head in denial.

      

      “Wouldn’t she?” Brynn asked in a very-small voice.

      

      Melissa got to her feet, turning away from Brynn. “Get out,” she said her voice cold.

      

      “What? But...”

      

      “Get out, Brynn!” Melissa shouted and Brynn jumped, startled.

      

      “Fine,” she said scurrying toward the door. Melissa’s color was high and she was quite sure she had never been this angry at her friend, ever. Breathing huffily through her nose, she threw herself on the bed, closing her eyes and blocking everything out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brynn went straight to her mother, feeling incandescent with rage. “May I speak with you, please?”

      

      Lynn put down the silver fork she was polishing. “Now? I am very busy.” The housekeeper made sure to polish all the silver herself to protect both the household staff and family. She wanted to remove temptation from any of her staff to pilfer the family silver. Besides, The Duchess knew that she did all of it herself and so she was secure that her household goods were safe.

      

      “Now, mother.”

      

      Lynn turned to face Brynn; her face was impassive. “Is that how you speak to your mother now? Who has taught you this impertinence? Was it Lady Melissa?”

      

      Brynn ground her teeth together. “Mother, did you intercept her letter and give it to Her Grace?”

      

      Lynn turned back to her polishing, saying nothing.

      

      “You did, didn’t you?”

      

      Lynn continued to say nothing. Brynn stomped off, huffing through her nose. She could not believe her mother had betrayed her in such a fashion. She had confided in her, secure in the knowledge that her mother would keep her confidence. It was beyond her understanding that her mother would do such a thing to her.

      

      And to betray her to The Duchess of all people; it truly felt like a knife in the back. She rushed out, determined to do something, anything, to make this right.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was purely by accident that Lynn had intercepted the letter. She had been paying the tinker for the afternoon milk when she noticed the footman, loitering about. She had called to him and reluctantly, he had come to her.

      

      “Who are you waiting for?”

      

      He had hemmed and hawed but finally admitted that he was to leave a letter with a certain lady’s maid.

      

      Named Brynn.

      

      Lynn’s heart had sunk to her shoes. Not her little girl. She had immediately held a hand out for the letter. The man had resisted for a few minutes but he was no match for Lynn Sumner. She had him handing over the letter in no time.

      

      She had opened it, read it, and then sat down in her chambers, thinking hard. What was she to do? If The Duchess even knew she had this in her possession and did not immediately hand it over to her, they would all be out on the street. If she knew how Lynn had gotten her hands on it, Brynn would be out on the street without question.

      

      The only way to save them all was to take this straight to the Madam and feign all ignorance of wrongdoing. Nodding to herself, she got to her feet and went to find Her Grace.
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        * * *

      

      Brynn was not sure of her destination until she found herself on Grosvenor Street. Was she going to tell on her mother and mistress? Was she going to demand answers from a lord? She was standing, staring off into space when somebody bumped into her, catapulting her forward and almost making her land on her face. Only a strong hand wrapped around her arm like a vice saved her.

      

      “Careful now,” the person said as she composed herself and turned to thank him. She froze, finding herself face to face with Henry, Lord Bergon’s footman.

      

      “What are...?” she began to ask him what he was doing there when she realized that it was, she who was out of bounds. “Uh...”

      

      Henry smiled. “Why it’s Miss Brynn, isn’t it? You’re out of your way.”

      

      “Yes, I am. Must have got turned around,” she tried on a smile for size.

      

      “Did you get the note I gave to your housekeeper?” Henry leaned forward earnestly.

      

      “Yes, I did.” Brynn figured it was none of Henry’s business what went on in the Greyfield household. Perhaps his master had some investment in who got the note but Henry was just a messenger. A tall, very blue-eyed messenger but nonetheless, simply that.

      

      “Is your master home?” she ventured to ask.

      

      Henry shook his head. “He is not,” he looked regretful to inform her of it. “Do you have a note for him? I could take it.”

      

      Brynn shook her head vigorously, at a loss of how to explain why she had asked that question. “Uh, I, uh, I thought perhaps I should check–since I am here in any case–if he had some more mail for My Lady.”

      

      Henry’s eyes brightened. “That’s a good thought. Your lady is lucky to have one so solicitous of her welfare in her service. Come with me, I shall show you to our kitchens where you can rest your feet and have a cup of tea. My master may be back soon and I’m sure he should be glad of the chance to write to his betrothed again.”

      

      Brynn started with surprise to hear Henry call Melissa Lord Bergon’s betrothed.

      

      Or does he mean Lady Rose?

      

      It was difficult to know who he might mean unless he specifically named her.

      

      “Yes,” she tried, “Lady Melissa would indeed be pleased.” She watched him carefully for a reaction but all he did was nod absently. She sighed inwardly, resigned to waiting for Lord Bergon if she wanted any answers.

      

      It wasn’t as if Lady Melissa would miss her. She had been summarily dismissed from her sight and judging by how angry she had been, she doubted that her friend would want to see her again tonight.

      

      Unless she brought back something irresistible.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick weaved his way home, feeling quite sozzled as he went over everything Stenwick had told him. He would have his work cut out for him if he wanted to make a clean break.

      

      This isn’t as romantic as the novels try to make out. He thought with amusement. In all the books he had read, the hero would decide to elope and he’d steal in through the heroine’s window and cart her away without so much as a stop at Lloyd’s bank to get some gingerbread. Somehow they were able to make their getaways without such tedious encumbrances.

      

      He, on the other hand, would have to make extensive arrangements and liquidate some assets before he could make his dreams a reality. He hoped that Melissa could be patient because, in the meantime, they were going to have to play by their parents’ rules. He was beginning to understand how very far under his father’s thumb he had been, without a thought as to his own future.

      

      He had been laboring under the delusion that his own ends would forever align with those of his father. Now that they had come to this crossroads, he felt it was a sort of coming of age. Hopefully, in the future, he would be able to reconcile with his father and continue the amiable relationship they had always shared. But for now, he had to stand straight and be a gentleman.

      

      He stepped into his house, nodding at his footman who was smiling expectantly at him.

      

      “Good evening My Lord,” he said and then paused to take a breath. Patrick lifted an eyebrow even as he nodded a greeting.

      

      “Yon lady’s maid is here to see you again,” he said, managing to surprise Patrick.

      

      “What? Who?”

      

      “Yon lady’s maid? Miss Brynn.”

      

      Patrick’s brow furrowed. “Brynn is here?” his heart sank as he wondered what could have happened to bring Melissa’s lady’s maid to his house twice in one day. Had something happened to Melissa? Was she ill?

      

      “Bring her to me!” he shouted, striding quickly toward his study.

      

      “Yes sir,” Henry called even as Patrick disappeared into his study. He was still pacing up and down when Andrews ushered the girl in. He stopped mid-pace; his eyes fixed on Brynn.

      

      “Well, this is a surprise. Twice in one day. To what do I owe the privilege?”

      

      Brynn took a deep shaky breath and seemed to brace herself. “Your letter, My Lord, it was intercepted by The Duchess.”

      

      Patrick blanched. “And?”

      

      “And well, she tore it up before Melissa could read it.”

      

      Patrick looked around thinking hard. “I see. And what is to be Melissa’s punishment.”

      

      “Oh no My Lord,” Brynn took a step closer, “It’s worse than that. The Duchess has turned her against you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Back and Forth

      

      

      

      Melissa was beginning to regret banishing Brynn. Until she had stayed out of sight for so long, Melissa had not realized how much time they spent together. Not speaking to her lady’s maid all day really brought home to her how lonely her life was.

      

      It wasn’t even her fault. How could she have known that mother would intercept the letter?

      

      She knew she had unfairly taken out her frustrations on Brynn–what she had said had been perfectly true. Her mother had lied to her before and Brynn hadn’t been there. She had not seen the sincerity in The Duchess’ eyes when she told Melissa about being blackmailed. There was no way she was cutting shams.

      

      She thought back to the night of her birthday when Patrick had saved her life.

      

      Supposedly.

      

      What if the whole thing had been set up so that Melissa would need rescuing and then Patrick could get into her good graces? Melissa stopped short on the stairs, staring off into space. The bell had gone for dinner but the way she was feeling at the moment, she did not think she could force anything past her lips.

      

      Was it all a game?

      

      The Cheshmills had gotten what they wanted after all; a betrothal. Melissa just didn’t know what to think anymore. The gentleman she’d come to know, her Patrick did not seem capable of such chicanery. The way that he touched her, so gentle, so intent. The strange heat which suffused her stomach when she saw him…

      

      But it was true that he admired his father and she had no idea what his father was capable of.

      

      She remembered seeing The Duke of Cheshmill speaking with her mother at the ball, but not what they said. Was he blackmailing her then or later? She needed to speak more with her mother, find out everything. She didn’t know what she could possibly do about it but it might help to crystallize her thoughts in a way that made them less confusing.

      

      “Melissa?”

      

      She started, eyes lifting to see her father at the bottom of the stairs, observing her with raised eyebrows. She quickly began moving again, descending the rest of the way to the bottom of the stairs.

      

      “Is anything the matter?”

      

      “No, Father. Everything is fine,” she smiled at him, lifting her skirts so she could walk down the corridor with him, toward the dining hall. She sighed, shooting glances at him, wondering if she should betray her mother’s confidences and tell him what she knew. Her mother had been so adamant though and what if she was putting her father in danger? She would die if any harm came to him because of her actions. Of all the members of her family, he was the kindest to her.

      

      She put her hand on his arm, squeezing gently and he aimed a vague smile in her direction in return. They entered the dining room where her mother and sister were already seated. The Duchess aimed a narrow-eyed glance her way but she simply shook her head discreetly to indicate that she had said nothing.

      

      Dinner went on civilly enough after that. She still missed Brynn terribly.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean; she has turned Melissa against me?” Patrick knew he was too close to the serving girl. That she was intimidated by his looming. But he could not help himself. He had spent all day making plans to elope; to forsake all others for this girl and she had turned her back on him at a single word from her mother?

      

      “Sir, please, I am sure it is all just a misunderstanding. If you could explain to her…” Brynn was trying to be reassuring but every word she said made him angrier. He interrupted her rudely.

      

      “Explain what? I have nothing to explain.”

      

      “Her Grace has Melissa thinking you’re in an elaborate scheme to ruin both her and Lady Rose. She doesn’t understand why you agreed to the hunt. Please sir, as adventurous as she may seem, she is still a green girl, not used to the ways of the world.”

      

      Patrick gave a sardonic laugh. “And you are?”

      

      Brynn shook her head helplessly. “I am but a simple lady’s maid. I am just trying to...” her shoulders slumped as she ran out of words.

      

      Patrick felt his heart soften and knew that his anger and impatience would just make this situation worse. The truth was, however, that he could not make Melissa trust him. Either she did or she did not.

      

      “Nothing has changed. The plan remains the same. We will elope. But only if she still wants to. In the meanwhile, we must go along with my father’s plans, to avoid suspicion.”

      

      Brynn nodded. “I see. That is what I thought as well. But The Duchess has her convinced...”

      

      Patrick shrugged. “There is nothing I can do about that. It is up to her. Either she will come around or she won’t.”

      

      Brynn narrowed her eyes at him. “You seem remarkably calm about it all.”

      

      “I think the lesson that I have learned today is that you can only do so much. You can lead the donkey to the river, but you can’t make it drink. I cannot force Melissa to feel things she doesn’t.”

      

      “But you do love her?” Brynn insisted looking for a definitive answer.

      

      “Of course. As I said, the plan has not changed.”

      

      Brynn nodded. “Good.” She took a deep breath before asking tentatively, her voice small, “Now, would you mind rewriting that note?”

      

      Patrick huffed a laugh. “Very well, Cupid. I shall rewrite the note.”
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        * * *

      

      Melissa was just getting ready for bed when Brynn breezed into the room, her cheeks shiny with excitement. Melissa paused in her attempts to unhook herself–an effort that was admittedly not going very well–to stare expectantly at her. Clearly, the girl had some news.

      

      Brynn thrust something at Melissa and she looked down at it in surprise. Reaching out slowly, she took it from Brynn’s hands.

      

      A note from Patrick.

      

      Melissa’s eyebrows rose.

      

      “I got you a replacement.”

      

      “I see that.”

      

      “So? Are you not going to read it?”

      

      Melissa stared at the note some more before putting it aside. “First, would you help me with my stays?” she turned around so that Brynn could get to them. She could feel the other girl’s surprise at her actions but stood waiting until she felt Brynn’s warm hands upon her back.

      

      “I should not have taken my ire out on you,” she said quietly, finding it easier to apologize when her back was turned. She felt the other girl shrug.

      

      “Tis fine. I understand, My Lady.”

      

      Melissa felt the hurt of Brynn calling her ‘My Lady’ as if they were no more than mistress and maid. “And I am grateful that you sought to replace the torn note.”

      

      “It was the least I could do, ma’am.”

      

      Melissa sighed. “You did not have to do it, though. It was dangerous and if someone had caught you, the consequences might have been dire. I don’t want you to risk yourself on my account.”

      

      There was a loud, disbelieving silence behind her. The air was fraught with tension. Melissa didn’t know the words to say that would take them to yesterday when she had not gone and treated her friend merely as another servant. “I am sorry,” she whispered, close to tears. She turned to face her friend, searching her face for forgiveness.

      

      “Please do not apologize.” Brynn’s lashes dropped to hide her eyes and her fingers twitched against each other. “I know how much you crave your mother’s approval and I should not have said what I did.”

      

      “You told me truth like you always do. I cannot blame you for that.”

      

      Brynn lifted her lashes and they regarded each other intently, the tension stretching between them like a wire. Then Brynn smiled tentatively and Melissa smiled back in relief. Brynn let out a laugh and Melissa threw her arms around her neck and hugged her close.

      

      “Forgiven?” she whispered into Brynn’s neck.

      

      “Forgiven,” Brynn whispered back, holding on tight. “Now are you going to read that note I worked so hard to get?”

      

      Melissa laughed out loud. “Of course. I’ve been dying of curiosity.”

      

      Brynn shook her head as she moved away. “Of course, you have. I do declare that you were a cat in another life.”

      

      Melissa gasped. “Don’t let your mother hear you talking like that.”

      

      Brynn shrugged. “What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

      

      Melissa picked up her letter.

      

      My dear Melissa,

      

      A loyal friend of yours informs me that there has been a misunderstanding of some sort between us and you may be under the impression that I aim to play games with your heart. While I wish to assure you that nothing could be further from the truth, I also feel quite aggrieved that you would lose faith in us so easily.

      

      If we are to elope as we planned, we may have to spend years relying on no one but each other. It is a grave undertaking and if you do not feel up to it, then please break my heart now. Let us end this before something irrevocable has happened.

      

      I say ‘something irrevocable’ even though I know that I have already given my heart away and I do not know how to get it back.

      

      In any case, I expect that I shall see you at the hunt and you can give me your answer then.

      

      I am now and remain forever,

      

      Yours faithfully,

      

      P

      

      Melissa gave a deep sigh as she came to the end of the letter. It was a bit more reprimanding than she had expected but strangely enough, it was that reprimanding tone that reassured her.

      

      He was not trying to persuade her, as a rake would–at least she assumed that was what a rake would do–he was simply stating his case and leaving her to form her own conclusions. And he was right; perhaps she had succumbed to suspicion too fast. In her defense, there was a lot of evidence to support her mother’s words.

      

      But what if they were both telling the truth?

      

      After all, her mother might well assume that Patrick was in on whatever blackmailing scheme his father was running when in actual fact, he was just a pawn. That would explain all of it.

      

      She perked up at the thought, relieved to find an explanation that did not mean either her mother or the love of her life was a villain.

      

      “What does it say?”

      

      She jumped, having forgotten that Brynn was still in the room. She shrugged, smiling at her best friend. “It says I should have more faith.”

      

      “I told you so!”

      

      “Yes, you did.”

      

      Melissa looked back down at the letter, feeling a sudden longing to be back in Patrick’s arms. It felt like forever since she had seen him last. Perhaps she could get her sister to invite him for dinner soon. It might not slake her thirst to just look at him, but it was better than nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Rose was practicing her scales the next morning when Melissa walked in. Just from the look on her face, Rose knew she was up to something. Her sister was nowhere near as subtle as she thought she was.

      

      Melissa came and sat down at the pianoforte and began to play counterpoint. Rose stopped playing at once, staring at her sister.

      

      “What is it?”

      

      “What do you mean? Can't we spend time together without fighting?”

      

      Rose lifted an eyebrow. “Since when do you want to spend time with me?”

      

      “I have always wanted us to be sisters, Rose. Why is that so hard to believe?”

      

      Rose tittered. “Perhaps because it’s never happened before.”

      

      Melissa sighed, she found Rose’s words extremely tiresome. “You’re the one who pushes me away, Rose. You always have.”

      

      Rose stared at her in disbelief. “You antagonize mother all the time, you do not comport yourself like a lady and you expect me to aid you in these endeavors?”

      

      Melissa regarded her sadly. “I just thought that we might do more than fight.”

      

      “We do,” Rose said with an amused half smile.

      

      Honestly, Melissa is so full of melodrama.

      

      Her sister sighed, looking away and shaking her head. “So, your beau, will he be by for dinner?”

      

      “Why do you ask?”

      

      “I just want to know if I should make other arrangements for my meal. I’m not going to sit there and watch the both of you.”

      

      Rose smiled. “You’re not? That just might give me the incentive to invite him.”

      

      Melissa inclined her head at her. “You see. This is what I mean. You always seem determined to hurt me.”

      

      Rose looked away. She could not believe that Melissa was daring to make their tense relationship somehow her fault. She huffed a laugh and resumed playing her scales. “You should find somewhere else to eat tonight because I will be extending an invitation for Lord Bergon to join us.”

      

      Melissa stood abruptly, nodded jerkily and took off at something of a run. Rose watched her go. “You see. You can’t even walk away with dignity like any other young lady. You have to run off like some sort of monkey.” she sneered before going back to her scales with a slight head shake.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa tried very hard not to smile as she walked away. She knew her sister well and the only way she would have agreed to do anything Melissa asked was if she thought that she was hurting her.

      

      Melissa really didn’t understand why her sister was so vindictive and what she could possibly have done to make her that way. She could barely remember a time when they got along. Perhaps when they were very young. In any case, she had got what she wanted; she would see Patrick this evening. Her mind turned to gowns, mentally going through her wardrobe to see what she was going to wear.

      

      She could not help the happiness in her belly at the thought of seeing him again. Perhaps they could steal a moment to speak in private. Even if they didn’t, just to see him would be sufficient to assuage any remaining doubts she might have.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick was surprised, but pleased, at Lady Rose’s letter of invitation. Dinner with the Greyfields was one of the only ways he could see Melissa without offending propriety. Once he overcame his anger with her mistrust, he was able to see why she would be suspicious. As far as her family knew, he was still engaged to Lady Rose and now his father had invited them on a hunt to get to know the family better.

      

      He could see how that was confusing.

      

      As he rang the bell and waited to be let in, he closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. He would find a way to clear up that confusion tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dinner and a Show

      

      

      

      Melissa’s heart was pounding in her chest as she sat quietly in the drawing room, one hand placed over the other on her lap. She was dressed in a forest-green gown with a low neckline that made her eyes shine and complemented her complexion–at least according to Brynn. She wore a simple ruby brooch on her chest and ruby earbobs. Her dark hair was swept up in a beehive. She looked as pretty as she possibly could.

      

      Rose was sitting in the settee across from her, glaring. Melissa kept the smile off her face but she suspected that Rose might have figured out that she had been tricked.

      

      Oh well, too late now.

      

      Melissa shrugged internally and avoided Rose’s eyes as she tried not to look too smug. The butler was at the door, announcing Lord Bergon’s presence and then he was in the room, dominating it with his presence. The Duke of Greyfield was out of town, having accompanied the Regent to Bath, so it was just the three women present.

      

      Lord Bergon kissed the tips of fingers and was very complimentary to everyone but Melissa had seen how his eyes darkened when he looked at her; how he squeezed her fingers extra hard and his lips just barely missed skimming over her gloved hand. He might have looked in her eyes just a tad longer than was polite, but Melissa wasn’t complaining.

      

      She could feel her heart thudding dully in her throat and wondered to herself how she could ever have doubted this gentleman. Her mother was watching her keenly and so she tried to seem as indifferent as possible, a task that she found almost impossible.

      

      Patrick made sure to make pleasant conversation and keep them entertained, including them all in his banter. Melissa tried not to stare too much but it was hard. Patrick really could be quite a pleasant fellow. She hid a smile and swept her eyelashes downward to hide the shine in her eyes, focusing on the roast pigeon on her plate. She was sure it was quite delicious–they had a French cook, so of course it was–but it might as well have been sawdust for all she could taste it.

      

      “Are you looking forward to the hunt this weekend?” Patrick was ostensibly speaking to The Duchess but his eyes darted toward her for just a second and she bit her lip to avoid smiling.

      

      “I expect that we shall enjoy ourselves,” Her Grace said drily.

      

      “Yes. My stepmother has quite a few activities planned.”

      

      Melissa turned to watch her mother’s face at the mention of Patrick’s stepmother. She knew for a fact that her mother considered the other woman beneath her touch.

      

      “That is excellent.” Melissa didn’t miss the slight grimace before her mother replaced it with a smile.

      

      Melissa giggled. She tried to turn it into a cough but she knew she had fooled no one. They were all polite enough to pretend to believe her, however.

      

      “Shall we take our digestif in the conservatory?” Rose proposed with a significant smile at Patrick. Melissa’s eyes narrowed.

      

      “Of course, if you so wish,” Patrick, ever gallant, agreed.

      

      They all retired to the conservatory where the butler served them dessert.

      

      “Your oranges are doing well,” Patrick ventured to say.

      

      “Thank you. I enjoy taking care of them. It’s a very soothing pastime,” The Duchess smiled.

      

      Patrick nodded. “Yes, at my country estate, I have a few lemon trees. They are not doing this well, however.”

      

      “Is that so? I look forward to visiting there.” Rose leaned toward him, staring eagerly at his face.

      

      “Mmm,” Patrick replied noncommittally and Melissa looked toward the trees to keep from laughing.

      

      “And how are you doing, Lady Melissa? You haven’t said much this evening.” Patrick’s eyes were boring into her, and she could not but raise an eyebrow at his tone.

      

      “Oh, I am fine, thank you kindly. I have simply been enjoying the conversation.” She could feel her face heat up as his attention fell wholly on her and knew there was no chance that her mother hadn’t seen it too.

      

      Melissa sighed inwardly.

      

      This is so much harder than it looks.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick lingered by the doorway, hoping to steal a moment with Melissa but Rose stuck to him like a burr, smiling hopefully up at him. He wanted to push her away because he could see just the tip of Melissa’s gown hovering around the corner. Rose was no fool, however, and it was not worth the aggravation it would cause to excuse himself. So, he took his hat and coat and left instead.

      

      Behind him, he heard the girl sigh and wished he could do the same.

      

      As he rode home, his thoughts turned to the hunt; and the Greyfields’ clearly unenthusiastic response to it. Perhaps it hadn’t been such an excellent idea after all. The Duchesses were not really enamored of each other, he did not want to give Lady Rose any more opportunities to corner him and Melissa was uncomfortable with the entire notion.

      

      He knew however that it wasn’t the Greyfields’ comfort that interested his father. It occurred to him that he might benefit from having a deeper knowledge of what exactly had happened to cause the scandal which had set them all on this road. So far, he had not heard much aside from whispers and cutting remarks about what his father did. Even those whispers were unbelievable to him. He did not think his father capable of such things.

      

      But what if he is?

      

      Patrick pushed the thought away, but it stuck to him like a burr.

      

      “Stenwick will have some answers,” he said as he changed direction and headed for White’s instead of his home.

      

      He found his old friend just where he thought he would be at this time of night; at the whist table.

      

      “May I speak with you privately?” he whispered into his ear and the Earl immediately threw down his cards and got to his feet with a nasty quip aimed at the skill of the high flyers around the table. In return, there were some loud protests–allusions as to how Stenwick employed his genitals–before Stenwick was able to extract himself. Finally, however, they were able to retire to a darkened corner of the room to speak in private.

      

      “Go on then, open the budget. What’s got you so miffed old friend?”

      

      “I am not miffed, merely...” Patrick paused to find the right word.

      

      “Awakening?” Stenwick asked looking him over shrewdly.

      

      “Yes, I think so.”

      

      “So how can I help?”

      

      Patrick sighed, put his elbow on the table like some pedestrian and leaned forward. “Tell me everything that you know about what my father allegedly did that is causing so much talk.”

      

      Stenwick sighed. “Are you sure you want to know?”

      

      Patrick shook his head. “I’m sure I don’t. But it has caused significant repercussions in my life. I feel that I should know instead of just boxing at shadows.”

      

      “You’ve never wanted to know before. Why now?”

      

      “You’re right. I’ve never wanted to know. I’ve been content to live in the dark and do as I’m told. That is not possible anymore. I have to know what I am contending with and I have to know how true everything might be.”

      

      Stenwick sighed. “It’s true. All of it. I know for sure.”

      

      “How would you?”

      

      “I took it upon myself to know. I spoke with individuals directly involved and they told me what happened.”

      

      “What individuals?”

      

      “The girl’s family, her beau and your father’s former steward.”

      

      Patrick stared at him in surprise. “I thought he absconded. Where did you find him?”

      

      Stenwick sighed. “He did not abscond. He was let go and ended up on a ship to the New World. The girl is in the almshouse according to rumor. I haven’t been able to find her.”

      

      “In the almshouse,” Patrick’s voice became rather high at this news, “with her baby?”

      

      Stenwick gave him a look that stated quite clearly that his friend thought he was an idiot. Patrick nodded and sighed.

      

      “I have to find them.”

      

      “Why?” Stenwick seemed very surprised which was gratifying because it took a lot to surprise his friend.

      

      “Because that is my brother or sister,” Patrick said as if it should be obvious.

      

      “And? Will you take him in and treat him as your ward? Everybody will know, and that reputation your father is working so hard to protect will be gone.”

      

      Patrick closed his eyes and swallowed. “I cannot worry about that. The child is innocent.”

      

      Stenwick huffed out an annoyed breath, giving Patrick the stink eye. “Fine. I will help you find her.”

      

      Patrick smiled. “You’re a good friend, Driscoll.”

      

      The Earl snorted. “I’m your only friend. Now leave me alone, I have inquiries to escalate. Don’t touch it yourself. If your father even suspects what you’re up to, we’re going to have a lot more problems than we currently do.”

      

      Patrick nodded and then froze. “He wanted to use the Greyfields to salvage his reputation. And I’ve been doing everything I can to help.”

      

      Stenwick nodded. “Well, he is your father.”

      

      “Well, what should I do now?” Patrick’s eyes were wide with fear, as he waited for Stenwick to tell him what to do. His friend leaned forward so far that Patrick could feel the Earl’s breath on his face. “You do nothing. Do you hear me? You carry on as usual. No change. If you still want to elope, you need to think about what resources you need to amass and start doing that. I shall get myself invited to your hunt. We can see what’s what then. You hear me?” Stenwick went as far as to grab his arm.

      

      Patrick nodded slowly. “I hear you. Business as usual.”

      

      Stenwick leaned back with a light pat of his knuckles. “Good man.”

      

      Patrick just sighed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Packing for the Cheshmill hunt was more of a challenge than Melissa had ever experienced in her life. She wanted hunting clothes and ball gowns, day dresses and walking suits, riding habits and pretty hats; all of which was expected to fit in one portmanteau. She was not to be the focus of the trip; her sister was the one meant to shine and so she could not complain to anyone that her allocation of one trunk was inadequate.

      

      Luckily for her, Brynn was adept at utilizing space as economically as possible.

      

      “They shall all be terribly wrinkled by the time we get there, but do not fret, I shall steam them all before hanging them up.”

      

      Melissa wrapped her arms around her friend’s neck in gratitude. “What would I do without you? Thank you so much.”

      

      Brynn laughed against her flesh, which was a little ticklish and made her shiver. “I expect another lady’s maid would manage just as well.”

      

      “No!” Melissa pulled back, keeping her hands on Brynn’s shoulders, “I should never want anyone but you; unless you wanted to leave?”

      

      Brynn patted her shoulder. “Of course, I don’t. Now let us conclude this conversation because I have a lot of work to do if I am to fit all of these into your luggage.” she sighed. “I may have to sneak some shoes into my own bags though I have less allocation than you.”

      

      “No, it’s fine, what won’t fit we shall just leave. Don't pack it in your things. You need space for your own clothes because, for sure, you will accompany me everywhere.”

      

      Brynn simply gave her a strange look and continued packing.

      

      Melissa was well aware that she was being over solicitous of Brynn’s welfare. Ever since ‘the incident’ as she called it, it had come home to her how important Brynn was to her. At the moment, the lady’s maid was the only person she could fully trust.

      

      It was a sad testament to her life and she knew it, but could not see what could be done about it now. Dinner with Patrick had reminded her that he was kind, thoughtful and chivalrous but the trust would only be built over time. She was more secure in the choices she had made but the ground was still slippery beneath her feet and she needed to step carefully. Having Brynn’s support as she navigated these strange waters meant more to her than she could say.

      

      She looked over at her friend, wanting to reach out and hug her again but she supposed Brynn had had enough of her strangeness for one day. Instead, she picked up a book and began to read; or tried to. Her mind kept going back to that seemingly-long-ago kiss she and Patrick had shared. The feel of his lips on hers, the heat of his hands on her body, how tightly he held her. She had never felt so protected as she did in his arms.

      

      She dropped her book on the bed and turned to Brynn who was busy attempting to fold her boots. “How do you think I should prepare to elope, Brynn?”

      

      She startled her lady’s maid so much that she dropped both boots with a small scream before putting a hand over her heart and breathing hard. “Don’t scare me like that,” she said.

      

      “Sorry. Did you forget I was here?”

      

      “Well, you were so quiet.”

      

      “Well? Do you have any advice for me?”

      

      Brynn paused in her folding to stare into the distance. “I suppose you won’t have your mother there with you on your wedding night to take you aside and have a talk so maybe you should learn what she would tell you before.”

      

      Melissa sat up in alarm. “And how do I do that?”

      

      Brynn shrugged, regarding her wryly, “Unfortunately, I’m not married either so I cannot tell you. You cannot ask any of the married servants in this house because it might get back to my mother which might mean getting back to your mother.”

      

      Melissa sighed. She deeply regretted the rift her relationship had caused between that of Brynn and her mother. She had always envied their close bond and now it was broken.

      

      Because of her.

      

      “I am so sorry about all of that,” she said softly.

      

      Brynn’s lips twisted. “She thought she was protecting me. I cannot find fault with her for it. But, that means that I cannot trust her with any of this.”

      

      “Perhaps she was right to do so. I involved you in my shenanigans without thought as to what my mother would do to you if we were caught. It isn’t fair. I don’t know what I was thinking. The last thing I would ever want is to cause you a problem.”

      

      Brynn came to sit on the bed beside her, one hand over hers. “If you didn’t involve me, then who?” she said gently. “I am your friend.”

      

      Melissa turned her hand around, the better to squeeze Brynn’s. “Well then, friend, what shall we do about finding a married madam to tell us all about the facts of life?”

      

      Brynn looked thoughtful and then grinned wickedly. “Well, it’s not only married women who know. We could find ourselves a trollop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Risking it All

      

      

      

      Melissa could not believe she was doing this again. It was the early hours of the morning and here they were, clad in shawls, her face hidden, creeping along the thoroughfares of Convent Garden, in search of a prostitute.

      

      This has got to be the wildest thing I have ever done in my life.

      

      Still, she kept an eye out noting how many noblemen were also trawling the thoroughfares in search of women of easy virtue. She snorted quietly to herself, thinking how so very repugnant some men were.

      

      “There is one who has no customers,” Brynn hissed, startling her.

      

      “Fine, how do we proceed?”

      

      Brynn shrugged, as they stood staring at the woman. Then abruptly, Brynn marched over to her. Melissa hurried after her, her heart pounding with fear.

      

      “Good evening,” Brynn said.

      

      The scantily-dressed woman looked her lady’s maid up and down, her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

      

      “Wot dy’e want?”

      

      “We were wondering if we could talk to you?”

      

      “Talk?” the woman spat the word out like it was poison, “I don’t get paid to talk.”

      

      “We will pay you,” Melissa hastened to say and the woman snorted.

      

      “Look, whatever you’re after, I don’t ‘ave it. Whoever ‘e was, I don’t know names, so I can’t tell you if yer ‘usband or yer intended or whoever was ‘ere or not. So, piss off, will you?”

      

      “Oh no, no, you misunderstand. We are seeking information on...” Brynn hesitated, looking for a word.

      

      “We want to know the facts of life,” Melissa cut in.

      

      The prostitute regarded them both with open mouths. “Have you lost yer minds?”

      

      Brynn and Melissa exchanged glances, “No.”

      

      “It’s just that we have no one else to ask,” Brynn earnestly explained.

      

      The woman looked from one to the other and then suddenly she reached out and snatched the shawl from Melissa’s face. Melissa gasped, her hand flying up to hide as much of her face as she could, realizing that what they had done was extremely dangerous. This woman might raise the alarm, for brigands to come and hold her for ransom!

      

      The woman stared at her face. “Yer no lady’s maid,” she said.

      

      Melissa simply gave a haughty stare as Brynn tried to cover her with her body. She appreciated the effort but Brynn was a bony girl who was also shorter than Melissa. It was a valiant attempt but ultimately useless.

      

      Melissa drew herself up to her full height. “No, I am not. And I can pay you. So, will you help us?”

      

      The woman looked from Melissa to Brynn and then sighed. “You have somewhere we can talk?”

      

      They shook their heads simultaneously. “No.”

      

      She rolled her eyes and then turned away. “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Patrick didn’t know what made him wake early and make his way to Convent Garden that morning. He highly doubted that Melissa would be there–she hadn’t been ever since the last time he’d seen her there. He did not know why he thought today would be any different.

      

      But he was out of sorts after his talk with Stenwick. He had barely slept. Everything he had learned was haunting him. To discover that his father had feet of clay in such a manner was not something he would wish on anyone.

      

      The fresh air will do me good, even if I do not see her. He decided.

      

      He was sitting beneath a large oak, eating a pomegranate obtained from an extremely-determined vendor when he looked up and saw her. She was walking beside her lady’s maid and unlike the other times, she was not buying or haggling. In fact, from what he could see of her, she was doing nothing but staring vacantly off into the distance, her face pale. Her lady’s maid did not seem in any better shape.

      

      He was on his feet before he even thought to stand, and chasing after them. They didn’t even have horses; he really did not know what they were thinking.

      

      “Melissa!” he hissed as soon as he was within hearing range. She jumped, clutching at her lady’s maid’s arm in fear before whipping her head around and staring at him with wide scared eyes. He hastened forward to clutch at her arm. “Shh, it is only me. What are you doing here? I thought you stopped these games.”

      

      She stared up at him with an open mouth. “I...” Her mouth fell open as her long lashes fluttered, covering her eyes; she got even paler if that was possible.

      

      “We have to get home,” Brynn cut in.

      

      He looked from one to the other with narrowed eyes. “Where are your horses?”

      

      “We left them tied at the edge of the forest.”

      

      “Why?”

      

      “We wanted to be more inconspicuous,” the color was returning to her cheeks in droves and that made Patrick even more worried.

      

      “Why?”

      

      “We had business to attend to.” Melissa tried to pull her arm out of his hand but he held on tight.

      

      “I swear to God, Melissa, if you do not start explaining…”

      

      “I owe you no explanation.” In spite of her flaming cheeks, her voice was calm. That was worrying.

      

      “You are here, alone, in Convent Garden, at the crack of dawn with no protection but your serving girl, and you say you owe me no explanation?” his voice was getting higher with each word.

      

      “Shush,” Melissa looked around as if her father might pop out from anywhere, “Someone will hear you.”

      

      “I am surprised that you grasp that danger. Come, I will take you to your horses and you will explain to me exactly what you are doing.”

      

      He began walking still clutching her arm, completely unable to let it go. This part of Convent Garden was a place of ill repute in the evenings and even now, there were still women of easy virtue about, mingling with the early shoppers. He had never seen Melissa here this early before, and it seemed that they were leaving which meant that they had come in the dark. He really could not fathom what she was about.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa could barely feel Patrick’s hand on her arm as she was still very much in shock. To see him so soon after she had seen and heard what she had was disconcerting, to say the least. Would he do those things to her?

      

      Has he done those things with someone else?

      

      The woman they had accosted–Soraya had been her name she said–had taken it upon herself not just to explain what that most intimate of acts was about but also, to show them. She had put them behind a tree as some man, who was clearly in his cups, had accosted all three of them. She led him away, whispering for them to watch carefully, and began to kiss him. It was unlike any kiss Melissa had ever seen. It looked more like licking and biting, eating each other’s mouths. Melissa’s nose had wrinkled in disgust just to see it. And then the man had reached up and squeezed Soraya’s breast. She had made a loud moaning sound and arched her back. Melissa’s eyes were bugging out of her head so far that she feared they might roll out completely.

      

      Soraya’s leg lifted and she settled it about the man’s waist as he was fumbling with his trousers. Then she had caught a glimpse of white flesh but promptly shut her eyes as tight as they could go.

      

      She opened them again when she heard the groaning and moaning. It sounded a little painful to her scandalized ears. The pair were moving up and down in a rhythmic fashion and now both of Soraya’s legs were about the man’s waists and he had her wedged between him and a tree. She kept her eyes somewhere around their shoulders after having glimpsed the twin white peaks of his buttocks gleaming in the moonlight.

      

      It did not take too long thankfully and then the man was shaking and shouting and Soraya was saying things. The man stepped away from her and refastened his clothing before handing her a coin.

      

      Soraya sauntered over to where they were standing, frozen and shocked, and grinned. “Well, you wanted to know the facts of life, there you have it. Now, where’s my money?”

      

      Melissa had handed over every penny in her purse without another word and the woman had been kind enough to lead them back to the thoroughfare where they could make their way out of the park.

      

      Melissa and Brynn had avoided each other’s eyes, walking in silence, not knowing what to say, until Patrick had startled her. He seemed very agitated to find her here and she wondered if he had ever partaken of Soraya’s charms or someone else’s.

      

      She stole tiny glances at him, unable to look him in the face with the image of Soraya and that man still squarely front and center in her mind. She knew there was no way that she could tell him what they had been up to. She wasn’t that naïve.

      

      They stopped by the horses and Patrick turned her squarely to face him so that she could not avoid his eyes. “Melissa?” his voice was softer than any tone he had heretofore employed with her, “What’s wrong?”

      

      “Nothing,” she hastened to assure him.

      

      “Then why won’t you look me in the eye?”

      

      She struggled to lift her lashes and meet his eyes but found that she could not do it without blushing crimson. He stared at her, his brow furrowed, eyes shadowed with worry. She was sorry to have discombobulated him but they were not–yet–husband and wife and so he had no rights over her movements.

      

      “I’m sorry, we need to leave or else we shall surely be caught,” she whispered softly.

      

      He lifted a hand and placed it gently on her hot cheek. “You know you can tell me anything right? I have kept your confidence so far, have I not?”

      

      She nodded jerkily, feeling a little guilty.

      

      “Well then?”

      

      Melissa decided that there was only one way to distract him from his stubborn line of questioning. She reached up, and placed her lips on his, pressing down hard against him as if she knew what she was doing. He made a surprised sound, almost like a whimper and then he was sucking at her lips, both hands holding her face still as his tongue entered her mouth and plundered her.

      

      It was not a chaste kiss. It was not even remotely similar to what she had thought was a passionate kiss they had shared in her chambers. This was a taking, a sating of hungers undeclared, a claiming. Her knees were weak and she clutched at his shoulders to hold herself up. He continued to lay waste to her mouth.

      

      Oh, My Lord.

      

      There was a strange wetness between her legs and she just did not know what to do.

      

      Brynn cleared her throat loudly and it registered somewhere in Melissa’s mind, but not significantly enough to take any notice.

      

      “We’re still out in the public!” she said very loudly and Patrick jerked away from her with a gasp and a sigh. Melissa took two steps, blindly following his mouth but he held her back, chest heaving.

      

      “Please,” he said his voice raw, wrecked and pleading.

      

      She stopped and really looked at him, seeing in his eyes, everything she was feeling. She stepped back, closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      

      This is probably why they were moaning. The thought flashed through her mind and surprised a laugh out of her. One that started as a snort and then became helpless, long and hysterical. Beside her, Brynn began to smile uncertainly before braying along with her while Patrick watched them with an indulgent smile.

      

      “You have really lost your marbles,” he said speculatively.

      

      That prompted another burst of laughter from the girls and eventually, Patrick as well. It took a while for the hilarity to die down, the sun was already climbing halfway across the sky.

      

      “We need to go, Lady Melissa,” Brynn said.

      

      “Yes.” Melissa turned to gaze adoringly up at Patrick, “I look forward to seeing you at your father’s hunt.”

      

      He stepped forward, reaching for her hand. “I look forward to seeing you.”

      

      He lifted her hand, keeping his eyes locked with hers, and kissed it. They gazed at each other for another moment before Patrick reached down to form a step with his hand and help her up onto her horse.

      

      “I shall follow you at a discreet distance, to make sure you arrive home safely,” he told them.

      

      Melissa smiled, nodded and spurred her horse onward.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick was still at a loss and he did not miss the fact that Melissa had deliberately sought to distract him with a kiss. Whatever they had been doing at the market, she clearly had no intention of sharing it. Which was worrying, but not life threateningly so.

      

      The thought occurred to him that ever since he had spotted her at the market, his mind had given no thought to his father, his dilemma or the fate of the woman his father had used and discarded. He felt grateful for the respite as he rented a horse from the market to follow them discreetly home. They arrived without incident and he turned away at the end of their street, debating about whether he should go home, or to the docks. A shipment was expected soon, from Sri Lanka and he wanted to be present.

      

      He decided that going home would just give him more opportunity to dwell on things and opted for the docks.
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        * * *

      

      They had learned from their last mistake. This time, Brynn went ahead, clutching a packet of pot pies she had obtained from a street vendor. She opened the door to the servant’s entrance, trying to be cautious without looking too surreptitious. There was nobody about that she could see but just to make sure, she checked under the back stairs and down the corridor.

      

      The house was still mostly asleep although she could hear voices emanating from the kitchens and pots and pans clanging as breakfast was made. She was grateful in that moment that she and her mother were on the outs because it meant the housekeeper had not come looking for her in the morning. At least she hoped so.

      

      Ascertaining that the coast was clear she went out to get Melissa. They stole up the stairs to Melissa’s chambers and collapsed together on the bed, letting out a long sigh of relief.

      

      There was an expectant silence in the room.

      

      “Oh, My Lord,” Melissa said.

      

      Brynn immediately sat up and turned to face her, eyes wide and curious. “Yes exactly. What did you think you were doing?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Role Reversal

      

      

      

      Melissa gawked at Brynn as her lady’s maid proceeded to give her the scolding of her life. She noted with wonder as she watched her friend gesticulate wildly, eyes wide and face red, that Brynn was really upset.

      

      She waited for the lady’s maid to run out of steam before opening her mouth.

      

      “And don’t even think that you can justify that kiss! If anyone had seen you…Lord!” Brynn interrupted before she could say anything.

      

      “I’m sorry!” Melissa shouted just to get her to stop. “I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      

      “Evidently! This whole expedition was folly.”

      

      Melissa’s brow furrowed, “Well it was your idea.”

      

      “I just meant for her to…tell us a few things. Not…that.”

      

      Melissa giggled. “Why, Brynn, I do believe you are boggled by what you saw. Did you not think it would be so…” Melissa cast around for a word and could not find one.

      

      Brynn shuddered. “Physical?” she looked at Melissa with the horror of it still in her eyes.

      

      Melissa nodded in agreement. “Yes. But…they seemed to be enjoying it.”

      

      Brynn snorted. “Certainly by the way you hurled yourself into Lord Bergon’s arms afterward, one would think that you enjoyed it a bit much too.”

      

      Melissa felt her skin heat and she shrugged as nonchalantly as she could. “I was…curious.”

      

      Brynn snorted loudly again.

      

      “In any case, it’s all water under the bridge now. Are we all packed? You know how mother gets if you delay her.”

      

      Brynn glanced at the pile of luggage by the door. “Everything is ready apart from your travel gown. I need to get you some water to bathe.”

      

      “Very well then, you go and do that; I shall change back into my nightgown and imitate the lady of leisure I am supposed to be.”

      

      Brynn snickered as she turned away with a head shake, closing the door with a soft snick behind her as she left. Melissa sighed deeply, flopping back on the bed and looking up at the ceiling as her mind floated back to the kiss. She could feel heat suffuse her belly, and lower, as she pursed her lips, imagining Patrick’s own pressing down on them, the heat of him bearing down on her insistently.

      

      She felt it should scare her, his passion, the strength with which his hands held her to him, the sounds he made. But instead, she was eager for more, panting for it. She let her legs fall open, decrying the curious emptiness she felt in her center.

      

      “Patrick,” she whispered, swallowing audibly. She did not know how she would keep her hands off him when they were at his father’s estate.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick had arrived home to find a note from his father, asking him to proceed to Cheshmill Hall a day early in order to make sure everything was ready for the hunt. He was torn, because he had it in mind to see Melissa one more time before they all converged at his father’s manor, even though he knew that would probably not be a wise decision.

      

      Since he was unable to come up with a reason why he should stay in Town a little longer, he resigned himself to seeing her when she arrived with her family.

      

      I just hope and pray that Lady Rose does not cling to me like a burr.

      

      Patrick shook his head slowly and summoned his valet. “We shall be leaving for Cheshmill Hall today and not tomorrow as planned. Pack my things and meet me at the mews; we shall take the carriage.”

      

      His valet nodded and left. He headed toward the door, deciding that a short walk would clear his head.

      

      “Will you be needing me to accompany you to Cheshmill Hall sir?” the footman at the door asked him.

      

      Patrick turned to him with a smile. “I expect the Hall has an adequate number of footmen, Henry.”

      

      “Yes but there are brigands on the roads. You should not make your journey with just your valet to defend you.”

      

      Patrick wondered for a moment if Henry was angling for a promotion. There was no way that his newfound devotion was simply just that. “Very well then, Henry. Gather your things together, and you can join us on our trip.”

      

      Henry bobbed his head. “Thank you m’lud.”

      

      Patrick watched with a frown as Henry excitedly hurried off to the servants’ quarters. He found the footman’s behavior passing strange.

      

      “Oh well,” he shrugged and resumed his walk, his mind jumping between Melissa and what he had learned about his father. He was glad to have invited Stenwick down to Cheshmill Hall for the hunt. Perhaps he would have some news on his lost kin. Patrick felt the weight of everything coming down on him. He needed to rescue his father’s indiscretion from the poorhouse while planning his own escape from his father’s clutches.

      

      His mind drifted back to Melissa; specifically, kissing Melissa. He wanted to wallow in the memory of honey-and-cinnamon-scented lips pressing down on him, but the fact that she was avoiding telling him what exactly she was doing in Convent Garden kept intruding. For sure, the girl was adventurous and reckless forby. She could have been up to any type of mischief. He felt his stomach twist with anxiety at what could possibly have taken her to such a place at such a time.

      

      The girl, Brynn, she’ll tell me.

      

      He resolved to corner her as soon as he could and ask.

      

      After all, it’s not as if she can distract me with a kiss.

      

      Patrick smirked at the thought before the looks that had been on the faces of both Melissa and her lady’s maid flashed across his mind. Whatever they had witnessed had shaken them considerably. The insidious worm of worry currently residing in his belly spread out, infecting every other organ around it.

      

      “You’re going to be the death of me, Melissa Alford,” he murmured.

      

      “Sorry, did you say something?” A voice behind him called out.

      

      He jumped, turning around to find his sister had been dogging his footsteps.

      

      “Caroline! What…?”

      

      She smiled impishly at him. “I gather you’re off to Cheshmill? I managed to convince father that I should go with you so that I could take care of all the ‘womanly’ things that need doing.”

      

      Patrick snorted. “And what do you know about ‘womanly things’?”

      

      She grinned up at him, all five-foot one-inch of her fifteen-year-old self. She was very sheltered, allowed to be a child longer than most ladies were; she was the apple of her father and her brother’s eye. Her coming out was to be delayed so that she could go to finishing school in France. Nobody, thankfully including her, was in a hurry for her to grow up.

      

      “Why, I know how to prepare to receive guests! I am no green lady.”

      

      Her apple-cheeked smile lifted his mood considerably even though he was doubtful of her claims.

      

      “Did father really allow you to come with me?”

      

      Her shoulders dropped and her eyes lost their sparkle. “No,” she admitted sourly, “But that woman is driving me mad, Patrick. I cannot abide her a moment longer.”

      

      Patrick sighed in sympathy, knowing just who she was talking about.

      

      “I miss mama.” She said sadly.

      

      He reached out and squeezed her arm, his gut twisted at the reminder that if he did elope, he would be leaving more than one person to fend for themselves.

      

      Her pleading eyes rose to meet his. “I can come with you, can’t I?”

      

      Patrick nodded jerkily, feeling a lump in his throat. “Of course you can, Caroline. I should be glad to have you with me. The journey is likely to be very boring otherwise.”

      

      His sister beamed at him and he was blinded at her delight. Suppressing a sigh, he took her arm to lead her back to his home.

      

      “What were you talking to yourself about, just before I reached you?” Caroline’s regarded him with bright curiosity and interest, and he was at a loss as to what to tell her.

      

      “Uh…I was just thinking aloud.”

      

      “About?”

      

      “None of your business, meddlesome chit.”

      

      “I’m not nosy! You sounded very despairing. Is it your betrothed? And why did I have to hear that you are getting married from the cit? Honestly, Patrick, am I not your favorite sister anymore?”

      

      “You’re my only sister.” A pang hit Patrick that their usual joke may not be true anymore. They had another sister out there or brother.

      

      “Exactly. So I should have been the first to know.”

      

      “Very well then, I shall tell you something that not even father knows.”

      

      Caroline clutched her proverbial pearls. “Oh, oh, should you swear me to secrecy first? I do love a bit of intrigue.”

      

      Patrick snorted. “Yes Caroline, you are sworn to secrecy. Now, do you want to hear this or not?”

      

      “Tell me, brother.”

      

      “I am no longer engaged to Lady Rose.”

      

      Caroline regarded him speculatively. “Is that so? And why is that? Is it because of the lady you were murmuring about?”

      

      Patrick’s head whipped around as he stared in shock at his sister. Just because she was naïve did not mean she was stupid. He tended to forget that. “How did you…?”

      

      She shrugged, a smug smile spreading on her face, “I am familiar with the lovesick look. My lady’s maid is forever lost in contemplation of the boot boy. If she could write, I am sure she would be composing sonnets to him.”

      

      That surprised a bark of laughter out of Patrick. “And how do you know this?”

      

      “I have eyes. And not much to do.” She sighed deeply, looking downcast. Patrick watched her; his eyes soft with sympathy.

      

      “I am sorry. I should visit more.”

      

      She raised her eyes, smiling bravely, “Well you can make it up to me by telling me all about this lady that has you twisted around her finger.”

      

      Patrick sighed. “Very well. I shall tell you. But we are leaving soon if you intend to come with us, so don’t you think you should run along and get your things together?”

      

      Melissa snorted. “Do you think me so unprepared? My things are already in the coach. In fact, we are all ready. I came to find you to tell you so.”

      

      “Is that so?” Patrick raised an eyebrow, “And what was that entire slum about asking for my permission? Were you playing with me?”

      

      “Of course not, brother. I was simply fairly confident in my ability to convince you of my usefulness.”

      

      Patrick laughed ruefully, as he shook his head at his sister. He was grateful to have her with him nonetheless; she had a knack for making him laugh and drawing him out of the quagmire his thoughts could get him into. She understood both his antipathy and admiration for their father but unlike him, was not inclined to blind obedience. He admired that about her.

      

      It occurred to him that many of the traits he admired in his sister were the same as those that had drawn him to Melissa.

      

      “Huh,” he said with a thoughtful lift of an eyebrow.

      

      Caroline looked at him in enquiry. He shook his head to indicate that it was nothing. She smiled, her rosy-cheeked, blue-eyed innocence shining like a beacon to light the darker corners of his soul. He smiled back, resolving to enjoy riding with his sister and put his troubles aside for now.
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        * * *

      

      Rose burst into her room just as she was trying to fit one more pair of shoes into her portmanteau before Brynn closed it. Melissa looked up with a raised eyebrow. “Where’s the fire?”

      

      Rose huffed she wished she was a dragon and could actually breathe fire out of her nose. “I know what you did.”

      

      Melissa frowned in puzzlement.

      

      “I heard the downstairs maid talking to the footman. You went out this morning, they saw your furtive return with your partner in crime,” her eyes went to Brynn, narrowing dangerously.

      

      Melissa’s heart began to pound painfully in her chest. If Rose was so inclined, she could get Brynn fired in minutes.

      

      “I didn’t go out with Brynn. She simply found me returning from my morning walk and we came back together.”

      

      Rose pursed her lips, clearly not believing a word of it. “And Lord Bergon? Did you run across him on your ‘morning walk’?”

      

      Melissa tried to look as mystified as possible. “Lord Bergon? Why would I have seen him?”

      

      “Because he was lurking at the end of our lane when you came home this morning. Do not lie to me, Melissa. You are seeing him behind my back!”

      

      Melissa straightened up to her full height. “Behind your back you say? How do you reckon so? Did he not break his engagement to you?”

      

      Rose was so red, she resembled her namesake flower, eyes bugging out with rage. Melissa might have laughed if things were not less dire.

      

      “We are going to this hunt in order to get to know each other better and you know it. You stay away from him or I shall have your lady’s maid fired, you hear me?”

      

      Melissa merely looked at her sister. “Your jealousy will eat you alive, sister.” She said quietly.

      

      “I do not take advice from scatterbrains like you.” Rose hissed, “Now which will it be? Will you keep away from my betrothed or shall your lady’s maid be seeking other employment?”

      

      Melissa sighed, sitting down on the bed. “Have it your way Rose. You always do in any case.”

      

      Rose flounced out of the room, slamming the door behind her. At her side, Brynn collapsed to the floor.

      

      “Oh, dear Lord,” Brynn murmured, her hand covering her eyes as sweat stained her top lip.

      

      Melissa reached out to pat her shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. She won’t say anything because she knows now that she has leverage.”

      

      Brynn moved her hand so that Melissa could see her narrowed eyes. “She won’t say anything…for now.”
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        The Duchy of Cheshmill

      

      

      

      The journey to Cheshmill Hall was fraught with tension. Rose and Melissa rode with their respective lady’s maids while the Duke and Duchess followed behind in a second carriage. A third carriage bore their luggage as well as two footmen and a tiger. Melissa kept her face turned away, pretending to watch the passing scenery while Brynn occupied her time with embroidery. Rose was restless, alternating between ordering her lady’s maid about and sighing loudly.

      

      Melissa clenched her fist, bound and determined not to say anything to her sister. She could feel the crescents of her nails make indents in the flesh of her palms and she tried to focus on that to calm herself down. Regretting not bringing a book to occupy her time, she glanced over at Brynn, wondering if she had another piece of embroidery that she could work on. That would pass the time. She knew Rose would scoff if she offered to help Brynn. It would give her an excuse to say disparaging things about Melissa doing ‘maid’s work’.

      

      She wouldn’t have minded if she did not feel the insult to Brynn as well.

      

      She sighed, leaning back in the seat and closing her eyes tightly. To distract herself from the loud annoyed sighs and tension in the carriage, her mind went to Patrick, trying to define exactly what color his eyes were. Slate grey, as cold looking as winter but with a warmth that brightened them to polished silver, so alive and aware that when they rested on her she felt seared as if he could strip her skin and see into her soul. She suppressed a shiver, as her nipples peaked at the thought of his big hands resting upon them.

      

      He made the smallest hungriest sound, just before his lips closed over hers. It made her whole body jerk with reaction, hungrily wanting to draw more sounds from that lush, soft mouth. She almost moaned aloud but bit her lip just in time.

      

      “What are you thinking about?” Rose’s voice cut rudely into her fantasies and her eyes flew open in mortification.

      

      “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “Your face is twitching and grimacing. What are you thinking about?” her sister was sneering no doubt preparing to make fun of Melissa’s thoughts.

      

      “Oh, I was just imagining various ways to end your life. It got rather gory. I apologize if my face disconcerted you.”

      

      Beside her on the bench, Brynn giggled, trying to hide it in her embroidery and not doing a very good job. Rose’s lady’s maid had her mouth wide open in shock.

      

      “Close your mouth before you inadvertently swallow an insect,” Melissa told her, making Brynn giggle even more. The other girl closed her mouth with a snap. Melissa realized that she did not know her name. Rose changed lady’s maids like gowns. No doubt this latest one was regretting taking this particular employment.

      

      Rose snorted, looking away with a frown. Melissa closed her eyes again, going back to her fantasies.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick was nervous. His sister had managed to squeeze from him the entire tale of his fraught love life, including his intention to elope. She was surprisingly supportive of it, even if he had explained that he might have to leave the country–at least for a while.

      

      “You love her a lot do you not?” she had asked wistfully.

      

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      

      “Then it’s worth it, isn’t it?”

      

      Patrick had sighed. “It is. And yet, I cannot help but regret leaving you behind.”

      

      “I shall go away to France soon. Perhaps you can visit me there.”

      

      “I should love that. I do not know how Aunt Gabrielle would feel about me turning up at her residence.”

      

      “Oh pshaw! She is French. She understands true love.”

      

      Patrick laughed. “I pray you are right.”

      

      “I am.” She had leaped at Patrick, wrapping her arms around his neck and holding on tight. “You are doing the right thing, brother.”

      

      Patrick’s lip had quivered with the temptation to tell her his other secret; the existence of a by blow condemned to an almshouse. He resisted because it was too much; Caroline was yet untouched by the ugliness of the world. Patrick would not be the one to introduce it to her. Not especially by way of their father and his indiscretions.

      

      Patrick thought about confronting their father with his knowledge–and yet he was aware that his father had already lied about it. It was unlikely he would be moved to tell the truth just because Patrick wanted to know. He shook his head, unable to assimilate the image of his father in his mind with the villain of the story.

      

      He sighed, turning his mind to Melissa and the fact that in a day or so, she would be here with him. For now, the household was preparing for the arrival of the Duke and the Duchess. Patrick wondered if their stepmother knew about the side of his father he’d just discovered.

      

      He doubted it.

      

      She was vulgar and little more than a cit, but in spite of that, or maybe because of it, her feelings for the Duke were real and she believed they were returned. No doubt she would be more heartbroken if she knew.

      

      For all I know, her feelings are returned.

      

      Even as the thought crossed his mind, Patrick dismissed it. Even in his most devoted days, he had always assumed that there was some more commercial reason for his father pledging his troth to Miss Alexandra Tolbert, first-born child to shipping magnate, William Tolbert who commanded a fleet large enough to rival that of Her Majesty’s Navy. He hailed from New York and was therefore quite happy for his daughter to join the English nobility.

      

      Probably because he had not heard of father’s more illicit activities. Patrick thought bitterly.

      

      He could find it in his spirit to pity his stepmother but not for long. She was far too irritating for real sympathy, her voice too loud, her manner too tawdry. Patrick did his best, but he was hard pressed not to wince continually in her presence.

      

      Father must really have wanted those ships. He thought cynically.

      

      He watched as the Duke and Duchess alighted from their carriage, a pleased smile on the Duchess’ face as the servants all lined up to greet her. She was enamored of such traditions even though she must have been used to them, living as she had on her father’s cotton plantation. She greeted the servants as regally as she could manage before sweeping into the house and extending her gloved hand to Patrick for a kiss.

      

      Patrick obliged, even as he noted Caroline rolling her eyes from the corner of his own. His father nodded his greeting, a slight smile on his face.

      

      “And how goes the preparations for the hunt?” he asked them both.

      

      “Everything is ready, Father,” Patrick replied.

      

      The Duke nodded before summoning his steward and retiring to his study. Patrick sighed, looking to Caroline with a rueful glance. She gave him an encouraging smile. “Shall we go riding? We have yet to check the route that the hunt will take.”

      

      “Good point.” Patrick smiled and offered her his arm as they sedately walked out to the stables. “Do you not need to change into your riding habit?” he asked.

      

      Caroline shrugged. “I can ride quite well in this. Why? Do you need to change?”

      

      Patrick gave her a shark-toothed smile. “What do you think?”

      

      “I think…the last one to the stables is a ninny!” she shouted as she took off at a run. Patrick let her get two paces ahead of him before taking off after her. He would let her win–that was his job as her big brother. But he did intend to make her work for it.
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        * * *

      

      They stayed at an inn for the night. Several people had been evicted to make room for their party and that made Melissa feel somewhat embarrassed. She should have been used to it by now. It was not as if her father had requested that anyone be thrown out. In fact, she had only realized that they had displaced other people because she was standing near the stables with Brynn, watching the horses when two men emerged from the back door, griping bitterly about it all.

      

      “Oh dear,” she murmured to herself. Brynn turned to look at her.

      

      “Are you well?”

      

      “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

      

      “You look distressed.”

      

      “I am not. I am mortified that we have gotten other people evicted but since it is out of my hands, I cannot be distressed about it.”

      

      Brynn stared at her. “I have never known you to be concerned before.”

      

      Melissa shrugged. “Perhaps I am growing up.”

      

      Brynn gave her a speculative glance. “Perhaps you are.”
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        * * *

      

      Patrick let his parents and sister greet the guests as they arrived. His Aunt Hilda, who lived in Bath was first to arrive, escorted by her companion as well as a lady’s maid and two footmen. They had quite a long procession of luggage.

      

      “How long does she mean to stay?” Patrick shook his head as he watched from the balcony as the footmen ferried bags to the largest guest room. Aunt Hilda always came early for a reason.

      

      Patrick snorted feeling glad to have missed welcoming her to their home. Despite her almost weekly letters requesting funds from him, she still treated him like a little gentleman when they met and was wont to pinch his cheeks. Needless to say, Patrick did not enjoy that at all.

      

      Next to arrive was Nicholas Harvey. As far as Patrick knew, Nicholas was an acquaintance of the Duke’s. He did not seem to be pleased to have been invited to spend the weekend hunting with His Grace, however. Patrick could not even begin to imagine what kind of hold his father had on the Earl of Nordam. The Earl was alone and greeted the Duke with a stiffness that indicated he would rather have been attending an execution than be here.

      

      Patrick sighed, resolving that he would find time to probe the Earl and see if he might find out just what it was his father was holding over him. If it was some shameful secret, it was doubtful that the Earl would share it. It would be enough if he confirmed that the Duke was indeed blackmailing him. Patrick needed to be absolutely sure.

      

      The next arrival was someone more dear to Patrick; the Earl of Stenwick. He smiled as he watched Driscoll extravagantly compliment his stepmother. He could tell by how much she was simpering in pleasure. Driscoll always did have a smooth tongue–it was a mystery why the gentleman was still single. There was more than one debutante who had shown interest in ending his bachelorhood.

      

      Patrick shrugged. It was not something they discussed in detail. If Stenwick had no interest in marriage, then Patrick would not press him. He moved away from the balcony as Stenwick’s valet started up the stairs with his bags, aiming to meet his friend at the top of the stairs. Stenwick met his smile with one of his own and they shook hands amiably.

      

      “Quite the hodgepodge of people you have assembled, wot?” he commented, watching Aunt Hilda dig into the buffet that had been set out on the verandah.

      

      Patrick laughed. “Yes, indeed. We should be well occupied looking for topics of conversation that will interest everyone.”

      

      They were distracted by the twittering voices of the three Addison sisters. The Addison place neighbored Cheshmill Hall to the south and they attended every one of his father’s events. The increase in excited squealing alerted the two gentlemen that the sisters and Caroline had caught sight of each other. Being essentially country bumpkins, the Duke deemed them suitable companions for his daughter as they were ‘unlikely to corrupt her’ in any way. Caroline was always excited to see them since they provided relief from her usually-lonely existence.  The youngest was thirteen and the oldest seventeen–she would be having her come-out ball soon and then she would likely move away from socializing with her sisters and Caroline and begin the search for a husband. Patrick had not missed the speculative looks she cast in his direction and was grateful that by the time of her coming out, he would be safely married.

      

      The sisters had arrived with their mother and a chaperone, the former of whom was conversing animatedly with the Duchess. They shared a love for garish foreign furniture and gossip. As the wife of a Baronet, she certainly did not consider Duchess Cheshmill beneath her touch. Patrick had never thought about it before but not many higher-ranking members of the nobility voluntarily frequented his home.

      

      How strange that I never noticed that before.

      

      He could see now, what was pushing his father to merge with one of the most influential families in the realm. He really was something of an outcast among his peers. Patrick suspected that if they were not as wealthy as they were, that they might have been drummed out of the Bon Ton a long time ago.

      

      But why the eldest girl and not the youngest?

      

      Patrick kept coming back to that sticking point. The only thing he could think of was that there was some secret to do with Melissa that his father was holding over The Duchess of Greyfield’s head. The thought of that filled him with cold grue and nagging worry for his chosen love. Whatever it was, he would be willing to wager that Melissa did not know about it. He prayed frantically that it was nothing that would hurt her but knew that if her mother was so determined to keep it secret as to feign illness in order to dissuade Melissa from her chosen path, that it likely would cause severe hurt.

      

      Patrick wondered if it had been his father that had made The Duchess of Greyfield pretend to be sick or had it been her own idea? If it was the latter, it indicated a strong commitment to maintaining this secret.

      

      Speaking of the Duchess, he noted that three carriages had now drawn up in front of the houses.

      

      “I say, your dilemma is here,” Stenwick murmured sotto voce to him.

      

      Patrick snorted with amusement. “You have such a way with words, Driscoll.”

      

      “Why, thank you, Bergon. You’re not too bad yourself.”

      

      Patrick merely shook his head at his friend, brimming with the affection and relief of having him there. Suddenly Stenwick stiffened as the Alford family stepped gracefully through the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If Auld Acquaintance Be Forgot

      

      

      

      “What’s the matter?” Patrick asked while simultaneously thinking ‘What now?’

      

      Stenwick shook his head. “No-nothing. I just had the most bizarre thought.”

      

      “Please do feel free to share with the room.” Patrick’s tone was the slightest bit irritable. He was beyond done with secrets.

      

      Stenwick shook his head. “It has been a long time since I saw  the Duchess…” he mused, before lifting his chin with a grin, “Don’t exactly travel in the same circles, wot?”

      

      Patrick gave him an impatient look. “Yes, and?”

      

      “I espied her once, locked in a tense conversation…with your father and another gentleman.”

      

      “Speak plainly, Stenwick. Where did you see her and with whom?”

      

      Stenwick sighed. “It was some time ago, you understand. I was barely out of my leading strings. I only remembered her because of the impatient gesture she just made, toward her lady’s maid. She made the same gesture to the third gentleman and I remember wondering what he had done to deserve such curt dismissal.”

      

      “Where was this?”

      

      “By the docks. My governess had taken me there to work off some of my exuberance in the mud.”

      

      “Why? Was your back garden not big enough?” Patrick asked, grinning at his friend.

      

      Stenwick snorted. “She might have had a tendresse for one of the sailors, I don’t know. All I remember is that every week like clockwork, we would be down at the docks, I would be knee deep in mud and my governess would disappear for some time, come back all flushed, and we would go home where she would clean me up so there was no evidence of our excursion.”

      

      “It sounds as if you had a very exciting life.” Patrick clapped him amiably on the shoulder.

      

      “Well, perhaps. My point is, that’s where I saw The Duchess of Greyfield, speaking with your father. The conversation was heated. The third gentleman seemed as if he was trying to keep the peace and not doing a very good job of it.”

      

      Patrick bit his lip, looking into the middle distance thoughtfully. “What do you think they were discussing?”

      

      Stenwick lifted his eyebrows as if to say, ‘How should I know ?’ and then sighed. “Whatever it was, they were in extreme disagreement about it.”

      

      Patrick watched The Duchess of Greyfield walk up to his stepmother and the Baronet’s wife, greeting them both with a strained smile. Lady Rose followed close behind, a ready smile of her own on her face while Melissa stood just behind her father, looking around, searching for someone.

      

      “I think you’re wanted,” Stenwick said, nudging him and inclining his chin in Melissa’s direction.

      

      “Best I don’t go there now. I’m not ready.”

      

      Stenwick turned to regard him with surprise. “Why ever not?”

      

      “Too many expectations in one group.” Patrick looked from his father to The Duchess Greyfield, then to Lady Rose and finally, to Melissa.

      

      Stenwick whistled softly. “You have your work cut out for you, old boy. Perhaps we should remove to London at once before the hunt begins.”

      

      Patrick laughed ruefully. “You know, I think I would take you up on that offer if I could.”

      

      Stenwick regarded him, sympathy softening his features for a moment. Then he turned away to make a comment on the buffet, just in time to catch Nicholas Harvey emerging from the cover of the verandah. The Earl was staring in disbelief at The Duchess of Greyfield, his body seemingly frozen to the spot.

      

      “That’s him,” Stenwick said quietly.

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Patrick leaned closer; his brow furrowed with confusion.

      

      “The third gentleman.” Stenwick pointed at the Earl.

      

      Patrick’s brows rose right up to his hairline. “Huh. That is indeed…curious.”

      

      Stenwick turned to him. “Do tell.”

      

      Patrick shook his head. “It’s just that I know that the Earl is not happy to be here. Now, why did my father want him in the vicinity of the Duchess? It is clear they have a contentious relationship. Just what is father up to?”

      

      Stenwick sighed. “I expect we shall find out. Now I see some delectable treats on that buffet table, are you quite sure you won’t come down with me?”

      

      Patrick looked at his friend. “I suppose I cannot hide forever.”
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        * * *

      

      Melissa watched Patrick descend the staircase looking tall and elegant in his afternoon suit, as he walked beside a shorter, compact, though well-built gentleman with a mess of blond curls topping his very expressive face. Something seemed to be thoroughly amusing him at the moment and Melissa wondered what it could be. From the way they matched their strides, Melissa concluded that they were used to walking together quite a bit.

      

      A good friend then.

      

      She smiled, glad to know something new about the Marquess. He saw her smile and lifted an eyebrow even as he stopped to greet her parents as well as Rose who was staying close to their mother. Melissa turned back to the table, not wanting the shadow that crossed her face to be seen by anyone. She almost jumped out of her skin when a voice spoke to at her side.

      

      “Tiresome isn’t it? Secret affairs?”

      

      She turned her head to behold Patrick’s friend rocking on his heels beside her, his face the very picture of amusement.

      

      “I don’t…” she began to deny but he lifted a hand to quell her tongue.

      

      “Don’t bother trying to con a conman, love. Besides, Patrick tells me everything.”

      

      Melissa swallowed her mouth suddenly dry. “Oh…well, in that case, yes, it is rather tiresome.”

      

      The gentleman barked out a laugh before turning to her, looking like he thoroughly approved of her answer. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Driscoll Faran, Earl of Stenwick. You may call me Stenwick.”

      

      “Melissa Alford,” she replied, “Isn’t this terribly de rigueur? We have not been formally introduced.”

      

      Stenwick waved a careless hand. “Oh, I expect Patrick will get around to it. Are you that much of stickler?”

      

      Melissa thought about that seriously. Did she truly care about propriety or was she just afraid to be caught? Then she thought about her early-morning sojourns to the park, her talk with a literal woman of the night and shrugged. “I suppose I am not that concerned as long as we are all discreet.”

      

      Stenwick clapped at his chest as if he had just been struck. “A lady after my own heart!” he exclaimed with faux joy, making Melissa laugh.

      

      She leaned closer to him. “Well, that is too bad because I’m already taken.”

      

      “What are you folks whispering about?” Patrick’s voice startled her and she turned to find him regarding them with a mock stern expression.

      

      “Oh, we were just plotting to run away together,” Stenwick said, “So hurry up and introduce us so that we can say that we at least observed all protocols.”

      

      Melissa could not help the laughter that sprung from deep within her. She was surprised by it and frankly could not remember the last time her laughter had been so carefree.

      

      “Well, that is twice you’ve made her laugh. I am about to be very jealous.” Patrick pouted quite prettily in Melissa’s opinion. She found herself snorting to keep the burst of merriment in.

      

      “Oh, you have nothing to fear from me. She is quite smitten with you. Wouldn’t so much as give me the time of day.” Stenwick assured his friend.

      

      “Well, that is a relief.” He turned to Melissa and bowed, taking hold of her fingers. “It is good to see you again, My Lady.” He said before laying a kiss in the air above her gloved hand.

      

      Melissa inclined her head. “It’s wonderful to see you as well.”

      

      They smiled conspiratorially at each other.

      

      “Melissa, mother says you are to join her at once,” Lady Rose barged in between them before turning her smile on Patrick. “You haven’t introduced me to your friend.”

      

      Melissa sighed inwardly, exchanging the very ghost of a glance with Patrick before walking over to her mother, a smile on her face as she thought of her exchange with the Earl of Stenwick. Secret affairs?

      

      Is that what we are doing?
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        * * *

      

      Rose was seething. As much as she tried to keep Patrick’s attention, his eyes kept straying toward her sister. She did not understand it at all. With her darker complexion and boring hazel eyes, her uncouth manners and her loud voice, Rose did not understand how a gentleman like Patrick could be interested in Melissa. Especially when a literal English Rose stood right in front of him!

      

      Rose had heard herself described as such; in fact, her father called her his little English Rose. She was the apple of his eye, an apple-cheeked, blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty. She was the very antithesis of Melissa known as a scion of beauty across the Isles…why did he not see her?

      

      Why did his eyes slide to follow Melissa’s clumsy gait to their mother’s side instead of noticing Rose’s graceful poise right at his? What did she have to do to have that admiring gaze trained only on her? She turned her head to find the gentleman’s companion regarding her with what looked like sympathy. She turned away with a sniff, not needing some nobody to pity her. She was Rose Elizabeth Alford, first daughter of The Duke of Greyfield. There was nothing in her life that required anyone to feel sorry for her.

      

      She looked away from him.

      

      “I think I shall go and get myself a stiff drink,” the gentleman said and began to walk away. He paused as he came up next to Rose and leaned forward so that he could whisper into her ear.

      

      “You should quit while you’re ahead,” he said very softly.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa pinned a smile on her face as she came up to her mother who was standing with The Duchess of Cheshmill and another lady Melissa had not met.

      

      “Oh, there you are,” Thalia said, “I was just telling Her Grace about your love for playing dress up.”

      

      Melissa’s eyes widened in confusion. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “Oh, you know you like to dress up in maid’s clothes.” She leaned forward to whisper loudly in Duchess Cheshmill’s ear, “She thinks it makes her more anonymous.”

      

      “Oh.” The Duchess’ eyes shone with glee at exchanging gossip with her much more powerful counterpart, especially at the expense of her daughter. Melissa could see that Duchess Cheshmill was under the impression that her mother liked her now when in reality, this was more about humiliating Melissa than bonding with Patrick’s stepmother. Her face colored all the same with embarrassment, wondering how long her mother had been waiting to spring this on her.

      

      Now that she thought about it, she was not surprised that her mother knew. For surely the Duchess had spies everywhere. She was simply relieved that she had not decided to dismiss Brynn forthwith. Although no doubt, that was due to some nefarious reason that Melissa was sure to find out sooner or later. Perhaps it was a sword of Damocles to hold over her in case she felt a bout of rebelliousness coming on.

      

      She wanted to close her eyes and take deep breaths, feeling anxiety tightening her chest. To stave off what seemed to be a full-fledged panic, she asked the Duchess about the hunt.

      

      “Will it be foxes or some larger beast?” she asked.

      

      Duchess Cheshmill waved a hand. “I’m sure I have no idea. I have absolutely no interest in hunting. Don’t tell me you intend to go?” she seemed shocked at the notion.

      

      “Well…” Melissa cut her eyes at her mother, trying to gauge her opinion, “I would like to go on the hunt. I quite enjoy the sport.”

      

      Her mother put a deceptively gentle hand on her shoulder, her smile vicious, at least to Melissa. “My daughter is quite the adventurous tomboy. I do declare sometimes I wonder if we shall be able to keep a gentleman interested enough in her to take her off our hands.”

      

      “Oh, I’m sure you won’t have a problem. She’s quite pretty…in an exotic kind of way and her dowry is surely substantial?” The Duchess Cheshmill said and Melissa blanched at her uncouthness. Her mother, of course, remained impassive but ignored the question.

      

      “I am quite tired. Melissa, would you fetch the maid to escort me to my quarters?” she couched it as a question but it was an order. Melissa went off at once, in search of anyone who looked like they might know where the Duchess would be staying. Her heart was still thudding with astonishment and fear and she wanted to run up the stairs and collapse from the vapors. But first, she had to get her mother what she wanted.

      

      A maid came scurrying to her, to ask if she could help Melissa with anything and she directed the girl toward her mother. Then she started up the stairs, quite sure that Brynn would be unpacking her gowns and readying them for use. As she shakily climbed the stairs she vacillated, wondering whether to share her panic or not. She had no idea how much her mother knew, perhaps it would be best to keep things to herself. No need to panic them both.

      

      “Melissa.”

      

      She turned to see Stenwick at the bottom of the stairs. “Leaving us already?”

      

      “I’m tired. Just need to lie down a bit.”

      

      “All right then. I expect the journey was long. We shall see you at dinner, wot?”

      

      “Of course.”

      

      Stenwick nodded. “Good.”

      

      Melissa turned away and continued on down the hall, not sure what to make of Stenwick’s stamp of approval. She was glad of it, but it also scared her. The more people knew their secret, the riskier it became. Her mother might hear something of it too, and then all hell would break loose.

      

      She shivered at the thought of it and entered her room where Brynn was indeed steaming her gowns.
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        * * *

      

      “Cheshmill.”

      

      The Duke turned to see who had addressed him, although he knew quite well who it was. “Nordam,” he nodded at the Earl.

      

      “Why is the Duchess here? What are you doing?” his tone was distinctly unfriendly.

      

      Herbert smiled. “She is here at my invitation, the same as you.”

      

      “And again I ask, what are you doing?”

      

      “Oh, I think a reunion is overdue, don’t you? Things…ended, on such a sour note. It’s unseemly. We can do better.”

      

      Harvey snorted. “Since when do you care about unseemly endings? Isn’t that your stock in trade?”

      

      “I care when it gets in the way of my business.”

      

      “I have nothing to say to her.”

      

      “I’m sure she would say the same.”

      

      Nicholas Harvey lifted an eyebrow. “Well then? Why force things?”

      

      “Ah, I wish I could tell you but just at the moment, I shall keep that to myself.”

      

      Nicholas breathed out noisily through his nose, clearly at the end of his patience. “The time will come, Cheshmill, when these games you play will be too much for somebody and you will end up with a knife in your back.”

      

      The Duke laughed. “Is that a threat? Or a promise?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Foxes and Hounds

      

      

      

      "Right then, keep that tray steady," The Duke of Cheshmill barked just as Nicholas stepped out the door of Cheshmill Hall, having stayed back to enjoy another cup of coffee before facing this idiotic hunt he’d been strong armed into attending. He still did not understand the reason why he was here, having spent most of his time avoiding The Duchess of Greyfield.

      

      Footmen went around serving mulled wine to the riders who would go on the stag hunt. That seemed a bit of overkill to Nicholas seeing as they’d just had breakfast. He shivered in the sharp morning air and had to acknowledge that they could do with some warming up in the inclement weather–hence his decision to take that second cup of coffee.

      

      The horses were milling about and some very excited dogs leaped about, one of which immediately tried to jump up on him, while riders shouted to each other. All things considered, it was an intimate–just seven riders–yet quite a loud group and Nicholas got the impression that hunting was not the chief goal of this party.

      

      As he came upon one horse, he was surprised to realize that the rider was, in fact, female. She was riding side saddle, with her skirts on the other side of the horse from him, and of course her hair was up under her hat, so he hadn't noticed on his approach, but she was wearing a fashionable veil and, while not exactly voluptuous, was definitely shapelier than the rest of the riders.

      

      She was a young lady, perhaps newly come out, probably out to impress one of the young gentlemen on the hunt. She surveyed the chaos with a judicious eye that seemed to find fault with everything she saw. At the very least it didn't seem to impress her much.

      

      Nicholas had avoided introduction to her family, with the exception of The Duke of Greyfield, so he could only guess that this was one of His Grace’s daughters although she looked nothing like him. She barely resembled the Duchess which was a relief in some dim way that Nicholas did not want to examine too closely. He offered her a smile when their eyes met and she inclined her head to him in greeting.

      

      Her eyes were a beautiful hazel that reminded him of his dear-departed mother and he felt a pang of regret for what might have been. Quickly, before he became too mawkish, he went to his horse and climbed on. He could not wait to be done with this hunt.

      

      He decided that after this, he was also done with Herbert Dutton, Duke of Cheshmill. He could do whatever he wanted with the knowledge he had. Nicholas would not live with the Duke’s foot on his neck any longer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We shall be the first to capture the stag,” Melissa declared, taking the reins of her horse. It huffed as it came to a stop, and her lady’s maid reined in her own, watching her intently. “I’m going to show them all that a lady is as good a hunter as any lord. I'll show them all. We can do it you know; just you and me, Brynn.”

      

      Her lady’s maid laughed. “Good luck, My Lady. I know it is every gentleman’s ambition to fell such a prize. Be wary, though–we approach the outskirts of the hunting grounds–and to be lost after dark is something no one wants, even if it means being the belle of the hunt.”

      

      “Oh, do not worry about it. We’re still on Cheshmill lands, and I’m sure his beaters are around here somewhere. We shall be more than fine.” Digging her heels into the horse’s sides, Melissa caused it to slowly trot forward. “By sundown, we will make our way back with my kill in tow.”

      

      Brynn ushered her own horse forward shaking her head with a smile. “Your confidence is key, I am sure.”

      

      “Is that a jest?” Melissa returned her smile as she turned to face her. “You of all people should know what I can do if I put my mind to it, Brynn.”

      

      “Oh no, My Lady, not a jest by any means.” A small laugh escaped Brynn’s mouth as they both rode further into the forest. The sounds of their party’s hounds slowly faded with each step until they could no longer hear them.

      

      It was late autumn, and though the weather was still warm, the winter chill had begun to make itself felt in the biting cold of the breeze, causing Melissa to shiver and hold her cloak closer to her chest. The hunt had been called at the crack of dawn, the sun barely peeking over the horizon. The Duchess Greyfield had been present, as had all the ladies, to see the gentlemen off. When Melissa had arrived wearing her riding habit, the Duchess had taken the chance to disparage her–gently of course, so as not to expose her malevolence in front of the other guests.

      

      “This isn’t one of your games, darling. What do you think you will do with that rifle? It's twice as long as your arm!”

      

      The gentlemen, including her father and Patrick, had laughed, taking it as a joke. Only the Earl of Nordam had looked away with a frown. It had incensed Melissa more than she could say and she had taken off as soon as the horn blew, determined to prove herself. She paid no attention when she heard her name being called; they could bloody well eat her dust as far as she was concerned. She would show them all!

      

      The chirping, twittering birds rustling about above the treetops were a distraction she didn’t need, and Melissa cursed at them for the noise since they covered any sound the stag might have made. Birds were excellent early warning systems if a predator was about, but a stag would not disturb their song.

      

      She searched the soft earth at her feet for any sign that the stag had been this way, looking out for hoof prints or fecal matter, only to be disappointed. The only signs she could see were those made by horses or hounds.

      

      Melissa sighed, and Brynn took note, smiling up to her. “We shall find the beast, don’t you worry,” she said, and Melissa smiled back.

      

      “Oh, we will. Do not take me for a quitter.” Melissa grinned mischievously, and Brynn laughed.

      

      “We both know you do this to please your beau and irritate your mother.”

      

      Melissa suddenly snapped her head to the side and glared at Brynn, the movement caused her steed to startle slightly as did her lady’s maid. She had been dealing with Melissa’s strange mood swings ever since she’d retired to her chambers after the welcome buffet the previous day and it had the lady’s maid feeling very unbalanced–her position more precarious than ever before.

      

      Brynn swallowed as a sudden surge of bile filled her throat. She sometimes forgot that Melissa had a temper, legacy from her mother. This was especially so, since when they were together like this; they usually talked with the casual ease of long friendship. Brynn had seen manifestations of Melissa’s temper after interactions with her mother, but now it seemed that she herself was not safe from the bite of her mistress’ temper, no matter how fond the relationship.

      

      “Too far, Brynn. I am more than my relationship with other people. I would like to capture this stag on my own account.” Melissa said with a snarl, although in Brynn’s humble opinion, it was a bit of an overreaction. “And you would do well, dear Brynn, to have more respect when you speak of my mother. Moreover, you should never assume that I am trying in any way to prove myself to her. I have nothing to prove. She must accept who I am–her daughter–and if she does not like it, she can surely go to…”

      

      Before Melissa could further curse her mother’s name, there was a snap in the forest. They both stiffened and turned their heads toward the sound hoping to find the source, but the forest was far too thick for them to detect any signs of life save for the warbling birds and the rustling insects. Melissa’s breath caught tight in her chest as she searched for movement.

      

      There was another snap.

      

      Melissa and Brynn tensed, waiting. Melissa had her rifle at the ready. So, they were both very surprised to see the Duke of Cheshmill step into the clearing.

      

      “Your Grace...” Melissa said.

      

      “Forgive me. I seem to have misplaced my horse. I was wondering if you would spare your lady’s maid to escort me back to the house.”

      

      Brynn and Melissa exchanged glances. It was a most unusual request for the Duke to make.

      

      “What happened?” Melissa asked.

      

      “We came across a fox and my horse shied. Threw me and then took off. She's a new horse. Barely broken in. I should not have tried to ride her. I would walk back but I fear I twisted my ankle.”

      

      “Weren’t you with the others?” Melissa did not know why she was asking so many questions but she was uneasy.

      

      “No. I had left them behind, in pursuit of you as you had pulled far ahead of everyone.”

      

      Melissa’s face colored with embarrassment. She knew that taking off like that, separating from the main hunting party was frowned upon. She had just been so angry.

      

      She turned to her lady’s maid. “Brynn, would you please escort His Grace back to the house?”

      

      “What about you My Lady? You should come with us.”

      

      Melissa shook her head slowly, “I shall continue with the hunt. Don’t worry, I’ll join the others and not hunt alone.”

      

      Brynn just continued to watch her, a worried frown marring her forehead.

      

      “They are over by the creek if you want to make your way there,” the Duke broke into their staring contest, startling them both.

      

      “Yes, all right, I shall make my way there. Brynn, come join us once you are finished.”

      

      Brynn nodded, looking a little relieved. “I’ll do that.”

      

      The Duke limped slowly to Brynn’s horse and got on it behind the lady’s maid. With one last glance at Melissa, she turned her horse back to the Hall. Melissa watched them go before making her way down to the creek.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick felt bad for laughing at Melissa, especially after the reckless way she’d taken off. He had wanted to follow her at once but his father urged him to stay with their guests.

      

      “I’ll go and find her myself,” His Grace nodded to the other gentlemen, “this is why ladies don’t hunt...”

      

      His last comment elicited an indulgent smile from Greyfield, as did Lord Addison who had joined them that morning, and even Nordam nodded in acknowledgment. Only Stenwick remained impassive. Patrick could see why Melissa had gotten so angry. It could not be fun to always have your abilities called into question because of your sex. He watched his father ride off after Melissa, wishing him Godspeed and hoping he would not say something to further upset her.

      

      “Well, shall we get on with this hunt then?” he called to his companions. The wind was picking up and he had to raise his voice to be heard.

      

      Stenwick spurred his horse on and the others followed. Drops of rain began to fall on their faces. The conditions were not ideal and likely, the hounds would lose the scent of the stag. However, there was still time for the weather to clear up and so they kept going.

      

      They followed the sound of the barking dogs, deeper into the forest. The hounds had yet to pick up a scent, and so the party remained in companionable silence for at least a quarter-hour. Patrick let his horse fall behind slightly. Soon his blond friend sidled up to him.

      

      “Honestly, Patrick. You look like you've been invited to afternoon tea and then offered a fig roll. Stop sulking.”

      

      Patrick sighed. “I'm not sulking. I'm pining.”

      

      “Same difference.”

      

      “No, pining has romantic connotations. Sulking is for petulant children.”

      

      “See? You are sulking. I can practically hear you internally writing poetry, Bergon. It's already pissing me off.”

      

      Patrick sighed again. People did it a lot in novels; it was a clear indication he was a gentleman in love. “I'm being pensive. It's a very attractive quality in a gentleman, I'll have you know.”

      

      “We'll see how attractive it is when you brood so hard you fall off your horse,” Stenwick mumbled. Patrick ignored him. “See here, I apologize on your father’s behalf for that remark that sent your amour running, but all this moping about is not helping. Aren’t you meant to be keeping it all a big secret? Chin up, soon it will be over and you’ll be living out all your romantic fantasies on a boat in the high seas.”

      

      Patrick’s eyes brightened; his grip on the reins tightened.

      

      “But mind yourself, for now; you can't go back to your little sweetheart. It would ruin her reputation, Patrick. Please remember that in the eyes of everyone here you are engaged to her sister. I know you’re new to this, so just stay close to me and I shall do all the work, agreed?”

      

      Patrick felt he should have been offended that the other gentleman thought him so inept that he could not conceal his feelings for Melissa in the company of others. Instead, he merely found himself happy that he and by extension Melissa had such protective friends. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Stenwick,” he moved to turn his horse, but stopped momentarily, as if he couldn’t leave it unsaid.

      

      “I adore her, Stenwick. It would be an insult to her to call it love yet… There’s still so much more of her for me to fall in love with. But… I will. If she’ll have me.”

      

      Stenwick looked slightly taken aback but recovered quickly. “I see all that brooding hasn’t improved your eloquence any,” he smiled, “but if you mean it, you have my approval. Not that it matters one whit against hers, though!”

      

      Patrick grinned back, spurring his horse to catch up with the rest of the party. He would play his role as the dutiful son. Nobody would have any reason to suspect anything untoward.

      

      As the rain began to come down in earnest, he spared a thought for Melissa, out there with no one but his father. He slowed, wondering if he should go after them. She would not be comfortable with his father. Then he remembered that her lady’s maid had taken off with her.

      

      “She’ll be all right.” He said to himself as he caught up with the rest of the party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lost and Found

      

      

      

      In the clearing by the creek, Melissa could feel her eyes slipping shut as she waited for the hunting party. They must have been delayed because the Duke had said they would be here by now.

      

      Waiting was tiring.

      

      It was not her fault that she'd had to wake early for the hunt. After a very upsetting night trying to pretend everything was normal for Brynn. She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders as she alighted from the horse to sit under a chestnut tree.

      

      The horse immediately set about grazing, its coat shivering to dislodge the gnats trying to take hold. Melissa leaned her head back, as her eyes got heavier, sighing in impatience and wondering vaguely why she could not even hear the hounds.

      

      It wouldn't bother anyone, surely, if her breathing evened and pulled her to sleep for a minute.

      

      Or an hour.

      

      Above the sleeping lady, clouds smothered the sky.
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        * * *

      

      “Looks like the hounds have found a scent!” Lord Addison observed.

      

      “Well finally,” Stenwick snorted with amused derision, “We’ll be caught in a downpour soon. Those so-called hounds should perhaps be demoted to house pets if this is how long it takes them to find a stag in a wood.”

      

      The rest of the party glanced up at the angry clouds rolling in overhead. “Ought we to turn back instead? Lady Melissa and your father shall surely get soaked.”

      

      “I expect my father has turned back toward the hall by now–otherwise they would surely have joined us.” Patrick tried to sound reassuring but he was worried too. The Duke of Greyfield sighed, shaking his head dubiously as if he had the same worries as Patrick. He almost suggested that they head out to find them.

      

      “No gentleman worth his title would leave her out in the elements like that. We should turn back if the weather’s going to sour.” The Duke said before Patrick could say another word.

      

      Lord Addison piped up. “It doesn’t look like it’ll rain for a little while longer. We might have time to follow this scent if we’re quick.”

      

      “We can cut through the bracken.” Stenwick suggested.

      

      “Besides, the path we were on circles back,” Lord Addison added, “I believe we’re already on our way back to the road.”

      

      The Duke cut in, “So it’s decided. We follow the scent.”

      

      With that, he whistled to the dogs, who took off with much of the party in tow. Patrick followed after a moment, the lot of them charging through the bushes and stirring vegetation into the air.

      

      It began to hail a few minutes later causing them to abandon all pretense of hunting and gallop at full speed toward the Hall. Patrick’s mind was still on Melissa, hoping she was safely ensconced in the parlor with a cup of hot cocoa and some honey cakes keeping her company. The icy hail peppered his shoulders and Patrick turned up the collar of his coat in an attempt to stop them from slithering onto his neck and melting down his chest.

      

      They rolled into the compound a few minutes later. Patrick alighted from his horse even before it had come to a complete stop, all resolutions to keep his distance from Melissa forgotten in his anxiety to ensure she was all right. Brynn came hurrying toward him, her eyes wide and his heart dropped.

      

      “Is Melissa with you…My Lord?” Brynn tacked the last part in at the last minute as if she had just remembered who she was talking to.

      

      “She was with you, I thought,” he said grabbing her arm in his urgency.

      

      Brynn was already shaking her head. “We left…we left her,” she began to hyperventilate, bending double as her breath came too fast, “She’s…where is she?” she grabbed his lapel, pale blue eyes staring bleakly into his.

      

      The Earl of Nordam came up to them. “Is there a problem?”

      

      Patrick frowned his eyes on a panicking Brynn. “Pull yourself together girl. Now, where did you leave her?”

      

      “Th-there was a co-copse of tr-trees. I c-came back with the Duke, she was supposed to g-go to the creek where the r-rest of y-you were.”

      

      Patrick’s frown deepened. “The creek?” he shook his head, “We didn’t go near the creek. It tends to spill over when it rains. The whole ground there is wet and slippery.”

      

      “We-well, that’s where your father told her to go. And that’s where she went. Di-did you n-not see her?” Brynn gradually got her breathing under control but her face was deathly pale.

      

      Patrick shook his head slowly, already turning back toward his horse. “I shall go and look.”

      

      “I’ll come with you.” The Earl of Nordam offered.

      

      Patrick nodded gratefully. “Thank you. The creek is long and runs quite a way. There may be a good bit to search.”

      

      Stenwick came riding in, and saw that Patrick was climbing back onto his horse, and so was Nordam. “What’s going on?”

      

      “It’s Lady Melissa. She’s not back yet and she was down by the creek.”

      

      Stenwick looked up at the hailstones coming down. “And you mean to go and get her?”

      

      “Of course.” Patrick pressed his thighs against the horse to spur it into movement.

      

      Stenwick sighed tiredly, “I suppose I shall have to come too.”

      

      “You don’t have to,” Patrick’s voice was sharper than he intended but he was too anxious to be patient.

      

      Stenwick met his eyes. “I know I don’t. But how am I to rest while Lady Melissa is out there alone, in this weather?”

      

      The Duke of Greyfield came galloping into the yard and Brynn blanched. Patrick shrugged apologetically at her. “Explain to him what has happened, we need to go.” With that, he spurred his horse into a gallop, going as fast as he could in the wet, muddy conditions.

      

      He did not look back, just rode straight toward the body of water. He could hear the steady clip-clop of the horse behind him, belonging to Nordam and was grateful for the company. But he knew that they would find her faster if they separated.

      

      “You head that way, and I will head this way,” he told the Earl who nodded and immediately turned his horse. He knew that once Stenwick caught up with them, he would conduct his own search. He prayed they found her quickly, the stinging cold could not be good for her.
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        * * *

      

      The creek was indeed long and winding, and Nordam wondered if they would find the lady in time. He did not understand why she had continued to wait for them once the hail began to fall. Surely she would have known to make her way to the house? It was passing strange.

      

      He was surprised at the grain of worry that nudged against his belly. He had only met Lady Melissa briefly but he found himself hoping fervently for her wellbeing and good health. A flash of brown caught his eye, in the middle of the creek and he spurred his horse forward.

      

      The creek curved away from him a few meters ahead and then went into a fork. As he rounded the bend he gasped, seeing that what he had been hoping was a stray piece of cloth was actually the lady’s riding habit, billowing around her as she lay face down and still in the water. Without a second thought, he had slid off his horse and was running toward her, calling her name, even though he knew she would not answer.

      

      He splashed into the water at a run and grabbed her booted ankles, pulling her to him. He carried her carefully out of the freezing creek, noting the blue cast of her ice-cold skin with trepidation. Hoping against hope that the cold was due to being in the water and not because she had been dead a while he turned her over, patting her back to dislodge any water from her throat and lungs that he could.

      

      “Come on, come on, please…” he murmured as he rubbed her back, noting how her wet clothes clung to her, probably adding to her lowered temperature. He patted her back a little harder until she gave a little cough and vomited dirty water onto the mud.

      

      “Thank heavens,” he leaned back with a sigh of relief and then immediately leaned forward again as she started to shiver. He knew he had to warm her quickly but he hesitated to divest her of her clothes. Propriety had not provided guidelines for such a situation. He looked around, wondering if he should call for help but there was really nothing the Marquess or his friend the Earl could do except provide a further source of embarrassment to the lady should she come to learn of her exposure.

      

      With grim resolve he turned her around, removed her jacket and began to unbutton her chemisette, trying at the same time to avert his eyes. He loosened her skirts and then pulled it off her, and then began to take his coat off. He froze, his eyes on her ribs where a butterfly birthmark was clearly displayed…the twin to the one on his own ribs.

      

      “No,” he whispered, face paling.

      

      Melissa shivered violently and he redoubled his efforts to get his coat off and wrap her gently up in it. He gathered the lady in his arms, swaying her back and forth as if she was a baby. He murmured nonsense words under his breath, trying to be soothing. She was still shivering and so he began to rub her arms up and down. He noted the sharpness of her cheekbones, her Cupid ’s bow mouth, the brown of her hair…he did not understand how he hadn’t seen it before. Her dusky complexion inherited from his Spanish ancestors, the hazel eyes that were the twin of his mother’s.

      

      “I need to talk to Thalia.” He murmured even as he rocked her, trying to think how to get her to the house without further injury. He did not know why she had been in the water–if it was an accident or she had been pushed. He had heard the rumblings about the Alford sisters fighting over a single gentleman and his mind was jumping from possibility to probability at high speed.

      

      “Is this why he wanted me here? Did he intend to expose you?” Nicholas struggled to his feet, whistling sharply for his horse. Thankfully it was a well-behaved beast which answered his call at once. As gently as he could, he placed Melissa across the saddle and then got on behind her. He gathered her close again, making sure his coat covered her adequately and began to ride as fast as he could back to the house.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick blamed himself for Melissa’s disappearance.

      

      I should have gone with her!

      

      Bitter regret curdled his belly and he swallowed down bile as he rode up and down, calling her name. Stenwick appeared out of the blue and shook his head. “She’s not here. We have to go back. Perhaps, Nordam found her.”

      

      “If he did, why didn’t he call for us?”

      

      “I don’t know. But what I do know is, she’s not here. Let us go back to the hall and organize a proper search party. We can cover the whole property more efficiently.”

      

      Patrick acknowledged the truth of Stenwick’s words but he still didn’t want to go back without Melissa. He counted it an awful failure on his part. Stenwick reached out and took hold of his reins, pulling him along and making him move. Patrick traveled with his head hanging down in defeat.
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        * * *

      

      Brynn was standing on the verandah, eyes on the road, waiting anxiously for some sign of the horsemen. Pellets of hail bounced off the floor and pinged against her ankles but she paid them no mind. The Duke of Greyfield would occasionally wander outside to ask if there was any sign of anyone and she would shake her head miserably. Lady Rose and the Duchess sat in the parlor, awaiting news while the rest of the party tried to reassure them as to Melissa’s likely safety.

      

      Brynn was sure that the Duchess was merely putting on a show for sympathy. There was no way she was really worried about Melissa. Brynn suspected that she might be quite relieved if something actually happened to her daughter.

      

      A lone rider emerged from the hailstorm and Brynn hurried forward, an umbrella at the ready, before any of the footmen could move. He had someone wrapped in his greatcoat, laying against his chest and Brynn heaved a sigh of relief.

      

      “Lady Melissa!” she called but the burden did not move. Her heart dropped. Was her mistress well?

      

      Lord Nordam alighted smoothly from his horse, sliding Melissa down with him, her body listless and unmoving.

      

      “What’s the matter with her?” Brynn knew her tone was too shrill for someone of her station but she could not help herself. Melissa looked pale as death, her lips blue and she was generally unresponsive. Two footmen arrived, reaching to relieve the lord of his burden but he ushered them away.

      

      “It’s fine. I’ve got her,” he said leading the way as fast as he could to the house. He made straight for the stairs, glancing briefly back at Brynn. “Where is her room? Get some steaming water, she needs to warm up.”

      

      Brynn rounded on the footmen, “You heard the Lord, get her some hot, steaming water!” she said before hurrying up the stairs to show the Earl where Melissa’s temporary room was. He placed her gently on the bed before turning to Brynn. “Strip her of her remaining clothes and cover her with as many blankets as you can find. Build up the fire. As soon as the water is here, lower her into it and keep her there until her skin is flushed pink and healthy again. You understand me?”

      

      Brynn nodded vigorously.

      

      “I am off to find a physician.” He said with a nod and then marched out of the room. Brynn spared a moment to gawk at him before getting down to the business of shedding Melissa’s clothes. She wrapped her up in all the blankets on the bed before letting in the servants bringing in a large claw foot tub and buckets of hot water. One of the servants hastened to build up the fire without being told, as the others left the room to give them some privacy. As soon as they were alone, Brynn quickly unwrapped her from the blanket and half-carried, half-dragged her over to the tub.

      

      “Come on, that’s it. You can do it. One leg at a time.” Eventually, she got Melissa into the tub. She opened her eyes into slits and stared at Brynn, lips moving, she wanted to say something.

      

      “Don’t speak you, hear me? You need to get warm first,” Brynn poured some water over Melissa’s hair to warm her head. Melissa slowly shook her head from side to side, swallowing audibly as she tried to get some words out.

      

      Brynn leaned closer to hear. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “…tried…kill…me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chickens Coming Home

      

      

      

      Nordam found quite the crowd gathered at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for him. “We need to send for a sawbones,” he said at once.

      

      “Already on his way,” The Duchess of Cheshmill said.

      

      Nordam nodded curtly. “Good.”

      

      He strode forward, grasping The Duchess of Greyfield by the arm and dragging her along behind him, heading toward the study.

      

      “Excuse me!” she cried as she stumbled, trying to keep up with him. “What are you doing?”

      

      He said nothing, just kept walking.

      

      “I say!” The Duke of Greyfield said, lifting a hand to stop them, “What…?”

      

      “Excuse me, sir, I need to speak with your wife urgently,” Nordam said, shooting a hand out to stop the Duke from impeding his way.

      

      “Well, this is most irregular. Is it something to do with my daughter?”

      

      Nordam opened his mouth, closed it and then opened it again. “Yes.”

      

      “Well then, I am coming too.”

      

      Nordam hid his frustration and simply nodded impatiently. “Very well. If you must.”

      

      The Duke replied by falling into step with them, before reaching out to remove Nordam’s hand from his wife’s arm. The Duchess was quivering repeatedly.

      

      “Are you quite well, my dear?” the Duke asked.

      

      “I…am simply…my nerves. It has been a trying day.”

      

      “Yes, indeed it has. Thank goodness it did not end in tragedy.”

      

      Thalia did not deign to answer.

      

      Nordam ushered them both into the study and made to close the door behind him. He was impeded by The Duke of Cheshmill, who had his hand on the door, and was stopping him from closing it.

      

      “Don’t you think I should be here for this?” he asked.

      

      “Not particularly,” Nordam said, tried beyond his ability to pretend politeness.

      

      “Indeed, well, too bad, you shall have to endure me.” The Duke pushed past Nordam without another word. The Duchess’ hands were shaking.

      

      Nordam turned to face her, taking a deep breath. “Twenty years ago…” he began.

      

      “I’ll stop you there,” Thalia said holding up a quelling hand, “the answer is yes. She is yours.”

      

      “But…you must have known when you told me…” Nordam gaped at her in disbelief.

      

      Thalia nodded, then looked down at her hands which were moving restlessly against each other in her lap. “I did know. That is why I did it.”

      

      Nordam shook his head, gaping at her, his incredulity apparent. Greyfield looked from one to the other. “Just what is going on here?” he demanded, getting to his feet.

      

      Cheshmill smiled in malevolent amusement. “Shall you tell him, or shall I?” he asked Thalia.

      

      Greyfield looked around at them all, wondering they had taken leave of their senses. Nordam didn’t blame him. He felt he had lost his marbles.

      

      Thalia took a deep steadying breath and turned to face her husband. “Twenty years ago, I did a very foolish thing that I have regretted ever since,” she looked him straight in the eye as she said it. Nordam winced at her words.

      

      “Go on,” Greyfield said.

      

      Cheshmill crossed to his desk, seating himself in the high back leather armchair and regarding them all as if they were his subjects.

      

      Thalia sighed. “I committed an…indiscretion with the Earl and…Melissa was the result.”

      

      “An indiscretion?” Nordam broke in, “Is that what you call six months of hot, torrid, desperate sex?”

      

      Thalia flinched as he’d meant her to do. Her husband paled. Cheshmill was supremely amused. “Facilitated by that Lord over there.” Nordam pointed and then turned to face the Duke. “I fancied myself in love. I thought your wife felt the same for me. I had visions of divorce and elopement. Perhaps a chateau in France…” he laughed bitterly. “Little did I know I was nothing but a plaything to her. She ended our affair at the Leighton Christmas Ball. The next thing I knew, the both of you were announcing her pregnancy to the world.”

      

      The Duke was staring at him as if he did not comprehend any of the words Nordam had just said. The Earl did not blame him. It wasn’t every day that you heard your wife was a faithless adulteress who had tried to pass off the child of her dalliance of as yours.

      

      “And how long have you known of this?” the Duke said very slowly.

      

      “I just found out about my daughter when I rescued her from certain death. She has a very distinct birthmark upon her ribs.”

      

      If it was at all possible, the Duke became even paler. “Is that the only proof you have?” he said in any case.

      

      Nordam studied him grimly. “Your family is generally pale, blue-eyed, blond-haired…did you not wonder where Melissa came from?”

      

      “We all have a little bit of Spanish in our blood.”

      

      “Perhaps. So you assumed she was a throwback. I can understand that. But I tell you true. She has my mother’s eyes, her cheekbones, and her birthmark is the very twin of mine. In any case, if there was a chance she was yours; Thalia would have been shouting it from the roof tops by now.”

      

      Thalia opened her mouth and then closed it again. Her fingers twisted together as she kept her eyes downcast. “I…” she began and stopped.

      

      The Duke took a deep breath. “Don’t even bother, Thalia. I think we have lived with more than enough lies for the last twenty years.”

      

      The Duke of Cheshmill cleared his throat. “Well…this is certainly an awkward situation but there is no reason it cannot be salvaged. Nobody need know about this…little revelation…but us.”

      

      “Little revelation? I have just been informed that a lady I regarded as my flesh and blood is not, in fact, that. And you expect me to keep it to myself? To just go on as if everything is normal? I’m afraid you mistake me mightily, Cheshmill!” Greyfield said.

      

      Cheshmill got to his feet. “And what will Prinny think of all this were he to hear of it? You are his foremost advisor. What would he think of you being so easily bamboozled for so long?”

      

      “With your help apparently. Is that why my wife is so hell bent on my daughter marrying your son? Did you strong arm her with threats?”

      

      Cheshmill’s smile became arctic. “My son has nothing to do with this.”

      

      “Has he not? It was terribly convenient that he came into our lives just in time to save my–to save Melissa from that brigand. Was he one of yours? I expect the rumors swirling around about you might be truer than you are willing to admit!” Greyfield lifted his chin proudly, glaring pointedly at Cheshmill.

      

      “My son is a brave and selfless boy and you shall not disparage him in my presence,” Cheshmill growled. “What happened with your daughter was terribly convenient, but if it was my doing, I would have had him go for Lady Rose. After all, I was aware the entire time that the other was but a cuckoo in the wrong nest!”

      

      Greyfield took a step toward Cheshmill, his hands fisted. Nordam stepped neatly between them. “Gentlemen. This is not helping.”

      

      “Oh, I think you have helped quite enough!” Greyfield cried pushing Nordam to the side. The Earl stumbled and almost fell giving Greyfield sufficient time to reach Cheshmill, wrap his hands around his neck and squeeze.

      

      Thalia let out a scream of terror and Nordam leaped forward even as the door was thrust open and the butler together with Lord Addison burst in just in time to see Nordam attempting to separate Greyfield from Cheshmill.

      

      “Your Grace…?” the butler said uncertainly, not knowing how to proceed when two Dukes were fighting.

      

      Lord Addison walked more confidently into the room. “The physician has completed his examination. Perhaps we ought to go and hear the verdict,” he said with aplomb.

      

      The Duke of Greyfield straightened up and pulled himself together before lifting his chin and marching out of the room. The Duchess followed meekly behind, closely followed by Nordam. Cheshmill stayed where he was, breathing hard.

      

      The butler looked to Lord Addison for direction and the Baron waved him out of the room. He took a moment to look Cheshmill up and down. “Are you fine?” he asked.

      

      Cheshmill nodded jerkily and Lord Addison nodded once, retreating from the room and shutting the door behind him. He found the butler hovering outside looking uncertain.

      

      “We’ll give His Grace a minute. Go and make sure all the guests are well supplied with drinks.”

      

      The butler nodded with relief, glad to have a specific task to do and hurried away.
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        * * *

      

      “Lady Melissa has severe hypothermia and there is some bruising around her neck that seems to indicate strangulation. She still cannot articulate very well but she seems to think somebody tried to kill her.” The physician looked from one parent to the other and then to Nordam, waiting for one of them to give him an answer.

      

      “What do you mean by that?” Thalia asked, stepping forward, a frown marring her forehead.

      

      “She says the fall into the river was not an accident.”

      

      Thalia paled considerably as the Duke rounded on her. “Did you know about this?”

      

      Thalia gaped at him in disbelief. “Know about what? Surely you don’t believe that…”

      

      “Melissa is an excellent rider,” Greyfield said, “There is no way she would have fallen into the creek without some outside impetus.”

      

      “I agree that she’s a good rider, but what has that to do with me knowing anything?”

      

      “You have wanted to keep her identity a secret.”

      

      “Not to the extent of killing her! Have you taken leave of your senses? If I wanted to kill her, I would have done it when she was a baby.”

      

      The physician cleared his throat loudly to remind them that they were not alone. Not just him but the rest of the hunting party, save The Duke of Cheshmill, were listening avidly. Thalia paled as she looked around the room before scurrying out of the room, skirts billowing around her. The Duke went to the window breathing hard.

      

      Nordam turned to the physician. “Is she well enough for visitors? I should like to see her.”

      

      The physician nodded awkwardly. “Yes, well, she’s resting comfortably. Try not to tire her out.”

      

      “Of course. Thank you.”

      

      “You’re welcome.”

      

      Nordam walked out, leaving the rest to decipher for themselves what could possibly have transpired between him and the Alfords. He walked slowly up the stairs, trying to assimilate the knowledge that his own flesh and blood lay injured upstairs. It was simultaneously the best and worst news he’d ever had. He had just reached the top of the stairs when the front door burst open and the Duke’s son came rushing in. He caught sight of the Earl and stopped short; his eyes wild.

      

      “Did you find her?”
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        * * *

      

      Patrick caught sight of the Earl of Nordam at the top of the stairs, looking extremely solemn and his stomach dropped.

      

      Has the worst happened? He wondered. At that moment he did not know how he would go on if Melissa had run afoul of something and shuffled off the mortal coil.

      

      “Did you find her?” he asked the Earl, his voice trembling. Behind him, Stenwick clutched his arm hard.

      

      Nordam nodded slowly, painfully and Patrick felt his chest constrict. “And? Where is she?”

      

      “She’s resting. I am just on my way to see her.”

      

      Patrick was taking the stairs two at a time even before Nordam was done with his words. “Is she in her room?”

      

      Nordam frowned. “Yes, she is. You cannot go in there. It is not seemly.”

      

      Patrick regarded him in disbelief. “But you can?”

      

      “I am her father,” Nordam said his tone very matter of fact for someone who had clearly lost his mind.

      

      Patrick gawked. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      Nordam gave him a tired smile. “You missed all the theatrics but bottom line, Lady Melissa is my child, and not The Duke of Greyfield’s.”

      

      Patrick just continued to gawk.

      

      “Now if you’ll excuse me, I am going to see my daughter.” Nordam made to push past Patrick but the latter stopped him.

      

      “Does she know?”

      

      “No.” Nordam shook his head, looking sad.

      

      “You’re not going to tell her, are you? If she is injured, perhaps you should wait for her to be better.”

      

      Nordam sighed tiredly. “I merely want to see my daughter. I do not intend to drop any surprises in her lap at this time.”

      

      Patrick nodded. “Fine. I will come with you.”

      

      Nordam lifted an eyebrow. “Why? My understanding is that you are engaged to her half sister.”

      

      “Your understanding is wrong. I love your daughter. The fact that she is your daughter and not the Duke’s explains a lot though. Did my father have this information by any chance?”

      

      Nordam sniffed bitterly. “He and Thalia both.” He growled.

      

      “Hmm.” Patrick looked thoughtful. Nordam raised an eyebrow in inquiry.

      

      “Nothing. It is just that a lot of things that have been puzzling me are now explained. Come, let us go and see how she is.”

      

      They walked in companionable silence down the hall, each lost in their own thoughts while Stenwick trailed behind, shaking his head.
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        * * *

      

      Brynn was fussing something awful. Melissa felt not just warm, but veritably hot. The fire was built up so high, some of the flames disappeared up the chimney. She was securely wrapped up in several blankets after Brynn had dressed her in her woolens, and now the lady’s maid was wrapped around her, rubbing her arms to warm her up.

      

      “I promise you,” she said in hoarse tones, “I am warm enough.”

      

      “The hot chocolate should be here momentarily,” Brynn replied, ignoring her protests. The knocking on the door was a huge relief to Melissa as it meant that Brynn had to get up from the bed to go and answer it. It gave Melissa a chance to wriggle loose from her bindings.

      

      She froze in shock as she looked up to see the Earl of Nordam enter her chambers, closely followed by Patrick. The Earl of Stenwick brought up the rear. To see three men in her most intimate space, when she was dressed for warmth rather than receiving was mortifying even without the issues of propriety.

      

      “What are you all doing here?”

      

      Patrick stepped forward; his expression was frantic. “You almost died! I had to come and see for myself that you were well.”

      

      Melissa gawked at him, her hand snaking up to close around her neck. “I didn’t almost die. He tried to kill me.”

      

      The Earl of Stenwick stepped out from behind Patrick. “He? He who?”

      

      “It was the Duke.” She looked at Patrick sorrowfully, “I am sorry, Patrick, but your father tried to kill me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Everything and Then Some

      

      

      

      Patrick collapsed at the bottom of the bed; all the strength was gone from his legs. He was shocked, but at the same time, he was not surprised. His father going above and beyond to get his way was something that Patrick had always admired. He had never stopped to think about how far exactly, that entailed. He had esteemed the determination without thinking of the methods.

      

      “I suppose he was not fooled by my apparent change of heart then,” he said quietly.

      

      “I would say not.” It was Stenwick who answered him, whose hand landed consolingly on his shoulder, squeezing gently.

      

      Patrick turned to face him, “And so, now what are we to do? Melissa is unwell, and she is likely not safe here. Not if my father thinks she might expose him. If he made one attempt, he might make another.”

      

      “I have not left her side,” Brynn stepped forward into the light from the fire and Patrick registered her presence for the first time.

      

      “Good,” he nodded, swallowing hard. “Do not leave her side. I will keep track of my father.”

      

      “He will not touch my daughter.” An angry voice came from the other side of the bed and Patrick looked up at Lord Nordam, shaking his head slowly.

      

      “I thought we were not going to say anything.” He regarded the other gentleman censoriously. Nordam had the grace to look ashamed.

      

      He bowed to Melissa, “Apologies my dear. I did not mean to drop this on you in such a manner.”

      

      Melissa just stared at him, clearly unable to understand his meaning. “It’s perfectly fine,” she said calmly. “You have a daughter?”

      

      Nordam froze, seemingly at a loss for words, “Uh, yes. Yes, I do.”

      

      “I’m sure she’s in no danger. Is she here?”

      

      Nordam opened his mouth but no sound emerged.

      

      “That is neither here nor there,” Patrick jumped in, “How are you doing?”

      

      Melissa touched her neck. “I have a bit of a sore throat. I expect the hot chocolate will help.”

      

      Patrick shook his head. “What you need is a hot toddy. Always did the trick for me.” He stood up, leaning forward eagerly to peer at her, “Shall I go and make you one?”

      

      Melissa gave him a fond smile. “You don’t have to do that. I’m sure the chocolate will be fine.”

      

      “I insist,” Patrick said leaping toward the door in his eagerness, “Just…wait there.”

      

      He got the door open before Stenwick laid a detaining hand on his shoulder. “Never you mind. I shall make the toddy. Stay with your love. Keep her safe,” he said softly.

      

      Patrick nodded, squeezing Stenwick’s hand in gratitude. “Thank you, my friend.”

      

      “I shall go and see what I can find out.”

      

      Patrick moved aside so that Stenwick could pass before closing the door firmly. He went to the corner and picked up the chair, carrying it toward Melissa’s bed. To the other gentleman’s surprise, he looked at Lord Nordam, gesturing at the chair. “Would you like to sit?”

      

      “Uh, yes, I would. Thank you kindly.”

      

      “No problem.” He stepped back putting his hands behind his waist and standing by the wall. Melissa looked from Patrick to Lord Nordam before exchanging a bemused glance with Brynn.

      

      “So what is going on here? Why did your father try to kill me, Patrick?”

      

      He sighed, looking away from her, wanting to protect her from it all but knowing he couldn’t.

      

      “Patrick?”

      

      He turned to face her, seeing her expression so open and ready to believe anything he said. The temptation to lie was strong, but they were to be married. If so, then lies was no way to begin.

      

      “I expect he wanted you out of the way.” He said.

      

      “So that…you could marry Rose.”

      

      Patrick shrugged.

      

      “That is a little…extreme.”

      

      Patrick sighed. “I have come to learn lately that my father is an extreme gentleman.”

      

      Melissa held out a hand to him. He stumbled forward in order to take it, caught wrong footed by the gesture. She squeezed it, looking up at him with wide, sincere, hazel eyes. “I am sorry.” She said.

      

      He frowned. “Why would you be sorry?”

      

      “Because he is your father. This must be very difficult for you.”

      

      He stared at her in disbelief. The sound of logs crackling in the fireplace was loud in the silent room. “I love you,” he said.

      

      She laughed. “I love you as well. Tis a good thing we’re getting married.” Her eyes darted to Lord Nordam and she slapped her hand over her mouth in mortification. “Sorry,” she said from behind her hand.

      

      Patrick laughed. “It’s fine. A little truth telling is probably what we all need.”

      

      Lord Nordam leaned forward, covering Melissa’s other hand with his own. “If marrying this Lord is what you want, then that is what will happen,” he declared solemnly.

      

      Melissa gawked at him, afraid he might have lost his mind. “All right…” she said.

      

      Nordam smiled sadly. “I fear I must tell you something that may upset you. But I think that you should know.”

      

      “Tell me,” she said at once.

      

      Tears clouded his eyes as he regarded her with affection. “You’re very like my mother. So kind and generous, so brave,” he said.

      

      “Th-thank you?” Melissa was clearly very confused.

      

      “You remind me of her,” Lord Nordam sniffled.

      

      Melissa squeezed his hand with both of her own, listening intently.

      

      “And in spite of the circumstances, it makes me very happy to know that you are my child.”

      

      Melissa and Brynn both gasped. “What?” they said together.

      

      Lord Nordam nodded slowly, leaning forward to look Melissa in the eyes. “This must be difficult for you and I do not want you to worry about it now. Rest, get better. Drink your hot chocolate and keep warm. I am going to be here when you are better and you can ask me any and every question you desire.”

      

      Melissa simply continued to stare at him with wide eyes. Then she slowly raised her eyes to Patrick. “Is that why…Rose and not me?”

      

      Patrick nodded, understanding her perfectly. “I think so. It makes sense.”

      

      “He wanted an Alford…and I am not…that.”

      

      “In English law, it matters not who your actual father is. Since your mother is legally married to your father, you are an Alford.” Lord Nordam said.

      

      “But my blood is not. Does father know? I mean…t-the Duke?”

      

      “I’m afraid so. He insisted on being present when I confronted your mother and Cheshmill about it.”

      

      “And what does he…I mean, what…?” Melissa dropped her head to hide her tears, swallowing audibly. Patrick hurried forward, sitting on the bed and tucking her hand into his elbow as he tried to catch her eye.

      

      “Do not borrow trouble, my love. Whatever he feels or doesn’t feel, I expect we shall know soon enough.”

      

      “He has always been distant. I expect that he shall disown me quite thoroughly after this.”

      

      Nordam squeezed the hand he was still holding. “You are not alone.”

      

      A lone tear fell against her wrist. Patrick took a deep breath to try and find something comforting to say when a brisk knock interrupted them. Stenwick walked in, followed by a maid carrying a steaming cup on a tray.

      

      “A hot toddy, as promised.” He announced it like a major achievement. He looked around at the three people huddled around the bed and drew his own conclusions.

      

      “I see you have been busy while I was gone.” He picked up the cup and advanced toward Melissa with it. “I expect you can use this for more than just your throat, eh?”
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        * * *

      

      Thalia sat down on her bed, her hand on her heart. Twenty years of keeping secrets and then having them all bared to the world in half an hour had left her nerves quite exposed. Her future had never seemed so uncertain. She flinched as her husband burst into the room, his eyes gone red with upset and anger.

      

      “Were you in cahoots with that bastard when he tried to drown your daughter?” he demanded with a hiss.

      

      “Of course not! I already told you so,” Thalia surged to her feet, face paling. “Why don’t you believe me?”

      

      Greyfield shot her a look of disbelief. “Are you serious?”

      

      “Lying is not the same as ending her life!”

      

      Greyfield turned away, breathing hard. “We’re leaving. Melissa is not safe here. None of us are now that your Duke’s secrets are exposed.”

      

      “You are my Duke. He was my jailor.”

      

      “Well, congratulations,” he said bitterly, “You’re free.”

      

      Thalia took a step closer. “Am I? What good is freedom if I have lost you?” Tentatively, she rested her hand on his arm. He jerked it off violently.

      

      “Pack your things. And get your daughters packed as well.” He snapped before slamming his way out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Thalia entered Melissa’s room without knocking. She ignored everyone else in the room, eyes only on her daughter. “Have your lady’s maid pack your things. We are leaving right away.”

      

      Melissa sat up in surprise. “What? Me too?”

      

      Thalia stared at her uncomprehendingly before her eyes went to Lord Nordam, who still had hold of her hand. “What do you mean by that?”

      

      “Does father want me to leave with you?” Melissa baldly asked.

      

      “Of course he does. Who do you think demanded we leave right away? You are clearly not safe here.” Thalia left, closing the door behind her and left Melissa gawking at her.

      

      She looked around at Patrick, Stenwick and then Lord Nordam as if they might have answers to this puzzle.

      

      “Your mother is right. You’re not safe here. You should go home.” Patrick said.

      

      Melissa gave him a sardonic look. “Oh yes? And where is that?”

      

      Patrick returned the look, inclining his head in sympathy. “With your family.” He turned to Brynn. “You heard Her Grace. Pack your things. It’s time to go.”

      

      The lady’s maid nodded and immediately began to extract gowns from drawers. Patrick turned back to Melissa. “I shall follow you to Town. Tomorrow, I will call upon your father and ask for your hand.”

      

      “He isn’t likely to want to see you.”

      

      “Yes well, I cannot let that hinder me…unless you do not want me to?”

      

      “No, I do want you to. If we do not have to elope…well, that might be best for us do you not think?”

      

      Patrick smiled. “I do think. It is a great relief to me that you feel the same.”

      

      Melissa’s lashes lowered and she peered at him through them. “I will see you tomorrow then.”

      

      “You will.” Patrick bent down and kissed her naked fingers before turning to leave with a nod at Lord Nordam. Stenwick was right behind him.

      

      Melissa turned to the Earl. “I do not know…” she shook her head.

      

      The Earl smiled. “Neither do I. I would however very much welcome the opportunity to get to know you.”

      

      Melissa nodded. “I would like that too. Although I do not want to offend my father.”

      

      “Of course, one so kind and gentle as you would not want that. Perhaps I might call on you once you are married?” He smiled conspiratorially at her and she found herself smiling back.

      

      “Perhaps you might.”

      

      The Earl got to his feet, bowed very solemnly to her and then left. As soon as the door shut behind him, she struggled out of bed. “Is this real? Or am I lying dead in the creek at the moment?”

      

      Brynn came over and pinched her arm, hard.

      

      “Ouch! Why did you do that?” Melissa muttered angrily, rubbing at her arm.

      

      “To prove to you that this is real, My Lady.”

      

      “Next time, just agree with me, please. No need to cause me new injuries.”

      

      “Yes My Lady,” Brynn’s voice was humble, but she was grinning like a loon.

      

      “And what are you so happy about?”

      

      Brynn looked at her with shining eyes. “You have managed to do it! You will marry your true love with no impediments.”

      

      Melissa smiled to see Brynn so happy for her but then she sobered. “Yes. But at what cost?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Melissa did return to London that very evening with her family, laid out on the bench in one while Brynn provided her a makeshift pillow with her lap. Rose sat opposite her, not saying a word. Melissa had not the energy to engage her. Patrick wanted to rush to London to ask Melissa’s father’s permission at once, but he had to stay behind and see to the remaining guests and to his own family. Everybody knew that something grave had happened, but not what. The Duke had disappeared without a word.

      

      Still, he managed to make it back to London by noon the next day and called on the Greyfield that evening. Melissa was much recovered and insisted on accompanying him to his meeting with the Duke. She had not seen him since they got back and wanted to see in his face what he truly felt for her.

      

      To Patrick’s surprise, Melissa wanted to be married at once; she even asked, hesitantly, in her erstwhile father’s presence, if Patrick would obtain a special license for them.

      

      “I have had the license for some time,” Patrick admitted sheepishly.

      

      They both colored a little. The Duke smiled regretfully at them.

      

      “It is good that you are both so certain. A union that begins with love might well survive the vagaries of marriage.” He lowered his voice, murmuring to himself they assumed. “Heaven knows making a proper match has not.”

      

      They both chose to ignore that last part, although Melissa looked to be on the verge of tears.

      

      “I know this might cause some talk but if we wish to diminish any scandal that could arise, the best way would be to prolong our engagement and comport ourselves as if nothing is wrong. Besides,” Patrick smiled at the thought, “I wish to show you off to all my friends before I sweep you off to the country and share you with no one.”

      

      “Well…perhaps,” Melissa said, finally after looking to her father for guidance. He continued to stare pensively out of the window. Patrick and Melissa exchanged glances and then as one, they turned to leave him to his musings, closing his study door softly behind them.

      

      They sat on the couch together, unchaperoned in the Greyfield parlor; Lady Rose and the Duchess were in another room, talking. Patrick has stripped off his gloves to hold Melissa’s bare fingers in his own. “If it would decrease the gossip…we can be engaged for a little longer. If your parents don’t mind.”

      

      “I am sure they will not.”

      

      “I wish I could do something more to make this better.” He sighed regretfully.

      

      She covered his hand with hers. “You already have.”

      

      “I must go before we become too scandalous. But first, you must tell me your favorite jewel, so I may buy you a proper engagement gift.”

      

      “No!”

      

      “You would prefer something else?”

      

      “Don’t be absurd, Patrick, I have enough jewels. I do not need more. You must not go to any trouble.”

      

      “Indeed I shall, and since it was an emerald that brought us together, that is what I will bring.”

      

      “Patrick,” Melissa scolded. “Marrying me will be expensive enough already, without you wasting your funds on emeralds.”

      

      “Nothing that pleases you could be a waste,” Patrick said. “But fine, I shall buy nothing yet.”

      

      “Good.”

      

      “I will make them a wedding present. That will give me time to have something made.”

      

      “Patrick!”

      

      “I need to go, there is so much to plan.”

      

      “Ridiculous,” Melissa said.

      

      Melissa escorted him to the door, as they seemed unable to leave each other’s side before it was absolutely necessary. She jammed her hat low over on her eyes, keeping her face lowered as if she expected to be jeered at by passersby.

      

      Patrick vowed to do something about the situation, to allay Melissa’s discomfort. A thought came to him; now that Melissa and he were engaged, there was no reason Patrick could not actually throw a ball in her honor, officially, now that they were no longer to wed in secret. He could invite close friends, Melissa’s–other–father and they could begin their new life as they meant to go on. The slight touch of her hand on his arm had him turning to her with a smile.

      

      “Goodbye Patrick.”

      

      “I will see you soon, Melissa.”

      

      Her touch burned long after his carriage had departed and Patrick was on his way home.
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        Foxtrot

      

      

      

      Rose was becoming a tad bit tiresome, vacillating between blaming her for their mother’s melancholy and accusing Melissa of stealing her fiancé.

      

      Melissa sighed, holding grimly onto her patience. “He was never yours, Rose. Accept it.”

      

      Her parents had called her into the study soon after their arrival back in London and told her in no uncertain terms that she was not to speak of what transpired at Cheshmill hall to anyone–not even Rose who had somehow failed to notice anything untoward.

      

      “Not even that I am not her sister?” she asked.

      

      The Duke had shot to his feet. “You are her sister,” he cried, hitting the table with his fist and quite disconcerting both Melissa and her mother. Her father was not one to get mawkish.

      

      “I simply meant…” she began to say quietly.

      

      “I know what you meant,” The Duke cut her off quite effectively, “and I shall not have it. Nothing has changed.” He stared at her with beady eyes and she did indeed understand. He was saying that he was still her father. Something that had knotted tight in her chest loosened on its own and she took her first full breath in days.

      

      “Yes, father.”

      

      So she had to endure Rose’s cutting remarks in silence. Rose had been taken aback when their mother had said nothing about the change in Melissa’s status. She attributed it to the blue devils and fingered Melissa as the source. As such, she took every opportunity to harangue her.

      

      “You see how you break her heart with your stubbornness? She wanted me to marry Lord Bergon.”

      

      “Well, that’s too bad because he wants to marry me,” Melissa finally broke and snarled back. She then ran out of the house so that she would not be tempted to say anything else.
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        * * *

      

      On her wedding night, excitement permeated every cell of Melissa’s body. She would be with Patrick, invariably, for the rest of their lives. It made her giddy just thinking about everything they would have the chance to experience together. She still very much wanted to travel the world even if they were not eloping.

      

      Here she was, on the precipice of another first with Patrick.

      

      The festivities of the day had been quite overwhelming, especially with Rose glowering and her two fathers casting wary glances at each other. Now she and Patrick were finally alone and about to enter their home on Grosvenor Street.

      

      “Are you ready, my love?”

      

      Melissa nodded. Patrick leaned down to briefly touch his lips to hers before picking her up and kicking open the door so he could carry her across the threshold. Squealing loudly, she kicked her legs in the air even as she wrapped her arms around his neck and closed her eyes.

      

      Once inside, Patrick graciously put her down. They couldn’t help but feast upon each other’s visages for a few moments, unable to stop the dizzy smiles from marring the solemnity of the moment. Finally, Patrick said, “I have a few things I have to see to very quickly. Why don’t you wait upstairs for me? I won’t be more than ten minutes.”

      

      “Patrick, I’d wait a lifetime for you,” she said sentimentally and they both grinned. She quickly kissed him before finding her way to her new bedchambers. Brynn had already been by and unpacked her clothes for the night. After quickly washing with the gently-steaming water in the wash basin, she changed into the light confection of cotton and lace, and then let her hair down, brushing it vigorously so it fell about her shoulders in a shimmering brunette curtain.

      

      Once she was done, she found herself at a loss as to what to do next. Electing to sit on the bed, she gazed out the window as she waited for Patrick. The sky was dark and the sounds of the city vaguely drifted up to her through the open window. This was the sound she was going to go to sleep with every night and wake up with every morning, Patrick by her side always.

      

      She loved it.

      

      From behind her, she heard Patrick open the door and she stood up, startled.

      

      “Oh, Melissa.”

      

      Patrick stood in the doorway, captivated by the sight of his new bride clad in a see-through night rail. He quickly made his way to her, swooping in to capture her lips in a searing kiss imbued with all of the passion and pent-up longing of their courtship.

      

      He let himself experience her in a way he didn’t dare to before, having had a taste of what they could spark in each other at Convent Garden. Emboldened by his actions, Melissa lightly tugged on his lower lip, pulling it between her teeth. Patrick slowly groaned at the sensation, holding her tight against him, unable to help himself even though he had resolved to go slow. Spurred on by his reactions, Melissa’s fingers trailed downward and began to unbutton his shirt. But her inexperience caused her hands to shake so badly that Patrick had to finish the task for her.

      

      She allowed herself a moment to unabashedly take him in, her beautiful Patrick. She had never seen a gentleman like this, and she slowly ran her hands down his chest, feeling the fine hair and soft skin over rock hard muscle beneath her fingers. She looked up at Patrick and pulled him into another kiss, resting her hands at the waistline of his trousers and toying with it.

      

      “God, Melissa, you look so beautiful. The entire day all I could think about was bringing you home and slowly unlacing your gown. I desire to watch as you fall apart beneath me, knowing full well that nobody but me will ever see you like this, laid out on our bed. Our marriage bed, Melissa, because we managed it, and…” Melissa cut him off with another kiss, smiling to herself at Patrick’s delightful verbosity.

      

      Together, they toppled onto the bed, with Patrick on top of Melissa. He pressed down against her, letting her feel his arousal. She shifted her hips a little bit to accommodate him between her legs which brought his member flush against her. Slightly intimidated, but determined to overcome it, she ground up against him and Patrick made the most beautiful little sound.

      

      She wanted to hear him make that sound again and wished she knew how to deliberately do that. His mouth came down upon hers, hot and searing and she arched back into him, letting him know that she was his. She wondered if he would do what that man had done to the woman of the night.

      

      If so, she was ready for it. She reached up and loosened the lace at her throat and he took it for the invitation it was, swooping down and scooping her breast out. His mouth closed upon her nipple, making her cry out in shock and pleasure. He suckled her, as he rubbed her breast, his other hand reaching down to push her nightgown up and out of the way. One hand was on her breast, the other between her legs and his hot mouth worked diligently on her nipple.

      

      Melissa hardly knew where to focus. Everything was just this side of too much. She began to undulate, feeling her body relax and loosen, wanting to let him in. She opened her mouth, wanting to beg for something, but lacking the experience to know what. Her hand slid behind his neck, cradling his head gently as she pulled him closer to her.

      

      Small whimpering sounds fell from her lips as he made encouraging noises, and whispered absent compliments into her flesh.

      

      “Oh!” she cried as his finger breached her opening and brushed against something round and swollen that caused her to leak like an old bucket. She jerked upward, making a hungry sound that embarrassed her mightily, but he simply swooped down, thrusting his tongue down her throat as he squeezed her breast and she had no spare emotions left to be embarrassed. Her hands explored his broad back, snaking into his breeches and cupping his bottom. It was his turn to jerk in surprise, making a grunting sound that made her laugh. Then he was up on his knees, divesting himself of his clothes and displaying himself to her in full naked glory.

      

      “Your turn,” he growled, eyes glowing with a hunger she had never seen before. She reached for her gown at once, pulling it over her head and leaving herself exposed to his gaze. He smiled proudly. “Brave girl,” he whispered.

      

      She colored prettily even as he fell atop her, then they were both laughing and her legs were wrapping themselves around his waist.

      

      “Oh God,” he groaned, teeth closing around her ear as his hips jerked. She could feel him like a length of iron, seeking entry.

      

      Yes. Do it. I’m ready.

      

      The familiar wetness that came about every time she thought of him kissing her smoothed his way so that she hardly felt any pain. The shocking immediacy of having him inside her might have overshadowed any other sensations and she froze, trying to listen to her body.

      

      Her body was telling her to move. She wiggled experimentally and he cried out in what sounded like shock.

      

      “Did I hurt you?”

      

      “N-no,” he moaned, “but I need you to lie very still or this will be over before it has even begun.”

      

      “A-as you wish.”

      

      She lay as still as she could and very soon, he was the one moving, thrusting against her, causing jolts of sensation to shoot from her center to every part of her body.

      

      “Oh,” she said, completely understanding what the moaning had been about. She arched, giving him more access and his thrusts got faster.  Sweat dripped from his brow and onto her naked breasts. It was all very…intimate. His slate-grey eyes met her hazel ones and held on, his hand lacing with hers as he rode her to completion.

      

      “Oh, my Lord,” she murmured as he collapsed on the bed beside her. He immediately turned to face her.

      

      “Melissa?”

      

      She turned to him a wide grin on her face. “I am perfectly fine, thank you very much for asking.”

      

      His smile got as wide as hers. “I am happy to hear it.”

      

      “Can we do that again soon, please?” she asked.

      

      He lay on his back and laughed long and hard.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa came down to the breakfast nook, to see that Patrick had already had his morning meal and had left for the day. She sighed, trying to think what to do with her day. She loved her life but she was still finding her feet. Grosvenor House had run efficiently for years with no mistress and it was taking time for the household to recognize her as an authority. It was partly her fault because, for the first three months of marriage, she had been completely consumed by Patrick and their burgeoning relationship.

      

      She wasn’t even sure if she had spoken more than three words to Brynn. Her face brightened as she thought of her friend. Surely she would have some idea of what Melissa could do to pass the time. She picked up the bell and rung it. Less than a minute later, a footman was at the door, ready to serve.

      

      “Can you fetch me my lady’s maid, please?” she asked.

      

      “Of course milady,” the man bowed to her before leaving. She smiled, shaking her head. Apparently, not being used to having a mistress made the staff extra solicitous of her as if she were some delicate thing that might fall apart if they weren’t.

      

      Brynn came in a few minutes later and plopped herself down on the seat next to Melissa, stealing a piece of bread from her plate. She was relieved that at least Brynn treated her the same.

      

      “I’m bored. Can we do something?” she asked.

      

      Brynn widened her eyes at her. “Something like what? Melissa! You’re an adult now. A married Lady. You can’t…”

      

      “Oh, do stop scolding me. I just meant we could go for a walk. Perhaps call on my er, father.”

      

      Brynn watched her suspiciously for a while and Melissa tried her best to look innocent. Brynn snorted but got to her feet. “Very well, I shall fetch your shawl. Henry’s coming with us.”

      

      “Fine. I would not dream of separating you from your beau for more than five minutes.”

      

      Brynn gave her a look before heading up to her bedchamber to fetch her shawl. Melissa sighed, shaking her head. Even Brynn had ceased to be her ally in mischief. Now that she thought of it, it was not only her fault that they’d had so little time together. Brynn was spending a lot of time with the handsome footman and Melissa was just waiting for her to make an announcement. She already had the wedding planned in her mind–it was something to do on long cold mornings while Patrick worked.

      

      They walked slowly, Melissa speaking at length about Patrick and the little things that he did which fascinated her. Brynn listened dutifully, an indulgent smile on her face, while exchanging a few conspiratorial glances with Henry now and again. Lord Nordam was pleased to see them and urged them to stay for nuncheon.

      

      “If you’re sure we’re not bothering you?” Melissa said. They were still very tentative with each other, but the Earl’s gentle accepting love was a balm to Melissa’s spirit after years of feeling that she did not fit in her own family.

      

      Lord Nordam was just seeing them off when they caught sight of Patrick, waiting for them outside the gate to the Earl’s residence.

      

      “Patrick!” she cried out in delight, “What are you doing there? Why didn’t you come in?”

      

      Melissa caught sight of his face and her own became solemn. “What’s happened?”

      

      Patrick took a deep shaky breath, reaching for her. She went to him at once. “It’s my father,” he whispered, “he’s been murdered.”

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Eager to know more on how Melissa and Patrick’s relationship evolved? Then enjoy this free complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple!

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: http://scarlettosborne.com/f0bo directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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        But before you go, turn the page for an extra sweet treat from me…
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      If love was poison, he'd drink it anyway.

      Shunned by society her entire life, Joanna Bagley has been living as a nomad amongst the Travellers of Britain. When her daughter gets seriously ill, she has no other choice but to ask for help from the man that has been haunting her past for years...

      Christopher Albertson, now Duke of Gresham, has always been duty-bound, until the death of his domineering father. Knowing no other love than the fair Traveller he fell for many years ago, his life changes unexpectedly when he takes her child under his protection.

      But when he gets poisoned, all clues lead to Joanna. With suspicious filters found in her possession, she is thrown in prison, awaiting her horrid fate...

      Until her daughter discovers a secret entrance to the Gresham manor that may be the only lead to her mother's salvation…but who will believe a little Traveller girl?
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        Sorrow and Joy

      

      

      The child was getting sicker. Joanna Bagley could not deny that, much as she might want to pretend all was well.

      Hannah refused to eat. Her little eight-year-old body, not robust at the best of times, was wasting away. Her strange, beautiful eyes, so much like Joanna’s own, were glazed with fever. She was pale as death, except for the bright cherry patches on her pretty little cheekbones.

      Last night, she had begun coughing up blood.

      Joanna had begged Maggie Mae, the Traveller band’s wise woman, for herbs to treat her. Maggie’s draughts brought down the child’s fever a bit, but only for a while. Maggie Mae consulted Old Sal, who though blind and decrepit, had more knowledge of potions than any of them. Old Sal had no comfort to offer.

      “There’s a worm inside her chest, eatin’ away at ‘er, lass,” Old Sal told Joanna. “Happens mebbe the worm’ll consume the chile. There’s naught to be done.”

      Maggie Mae took Joanna in her broad arms and held her as Joanna wept. “Joanna, girl. Mayhap it’s for the best. The little one’s brought naught but sorrow and shame into yer life.”

      “If the Spirit took her back, ye’d be able to wed a man of our own kind, a Traveller. Ye’re still so young. Barely six-and-twenty summers ye’ve seen, am I right? Yer life’s yet ahead of ye.”

      Joanna pulled out of Maggie Mae’s embrace. Her oddly colored eyes—one topaz brown, one green as jade—sparked with anger at the old woman. “‘Naught but sorrow and shame’? Is that all you have to say, then? About this little angel, this little innocent? Whatever I did—”

      Here Joanna broke down, her rage and pain making it hard for her to speak. It took a few moments to get herself under control again.

      “Whatever I did, what I did that created a child, the shame of it is on me, not on my Hannah. And as for sorrow—whatever I did, there could never be sorrow in it. I love Hannah. She’s my soul, my joy, my life.”

      The wise old woman’s eyes narrowed. “And the child’s father? Did ye love him, and was he yer joy, too? More important, now, did he love ye back?” She pursed her lips, biting back her own anger at whatever man had hurt Joanna years before. “No. Or ye’d be with him now, would ye not?”

      “He couldn’t—” Joanna tried to defend the lover of her girlhood days.

      “Of course he couldn’t. Because ye’re one of us, lass, a Traveller. Our people have lived on these British islands since long before there was a Britain. Back to the Druids, some say.”

      “But it’s always been the same—we’re good enough to train the Outsiders’ horses or mend their broken pots, but not good enough to mix their blood with. Afraid mebbe we’d give ‘em bairns who’d want to ramble from place to place like we’ve always done. Afraid mebbe we’d hex ‘em while they slept at night, and steal away with their horses and their gold.” Maggie paused, out of breath from so long a speech.

      “I never said he wasn’t a Traveller,” Joanna said haughtily.

      “Nay, ye didn’t. And ye didn’t have to. We don’t have much, but we have our own rules among ourselves. No Traveller lad would leave you with a bairn in your belly and disappear. One of our lads would have stood right up and been a man about it. Happens all the time, and folks are understandin’ of the fire that burns in the young. Ye’d both have been forgiven and welcomed back to yer people, aye, and yer baby with ye.”

      “No, the father wasn’t one of us, girl. And the baby didn’t drop into yer belly straight from heaven. It had to be one of those fine, fancy lads the gentry breeds. Got ye into trouble and then ran. As they do. Even if it hadn’t been a Traveller but a common working man, a farmer’s boy or a stable hand, he’d have done right by ye. No, it was gentry. And there’s many a man here among our own people who’d kill him dead if they ever learned the name of the man what shamed ye.”

      Maggie Mae took a slug of home-brewed whiskey from a rough wooden cup sitting near her. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then offered the cup to Joanna. Joanna shook her head and waved the cup aside. Rotgut poteen from the Traveller stills wasn’t going to ease her pain. It went too deep for that.

      But Maggie wasn’t finished with her. “And there’s another thing. Just one look at the little lass and you can tell she has Outsider blood, and probably blue blood at that. No Traveller ever had such fine little features, even yerself. Oh, I know, the girl’s the spit of ye in a lot of ways,” said Maggie, seeing Joanna was about to protest. “Like those witch’s eyes ye both have. But she’s as white-skinned and delicate as a fairy sprite, like one o’ them fancy ladies. And her hair’s not true black like yours. More like the mane of a dark roan horse. And the airs she puts on, when she’s feeling well! A right proper little miss, is our Hannah. Figure her pa, whoever he was, had the same airs and graces. We Travellers don’t like that in our young ‘uns. Ain’t fittin’ for our way o’ life.”

      Hannah began to cough violently again. Maggie Mae started to put the cup of whiskey to the child’s mouth, but Hannah pushed it away. When the coughing fit subsided, both women sat silently for a while. Joanna absent-mindedly combed through her own long, black hair with her fingers.

      “Maggie Mae, you’re the closest thing to a mother that I’ve ever known. And a lot of what you say is true, though it’s bitter truth to me. But you’re wrong about one thing. He didn’t run because of the baby. He never even knew that we made one together. And I plan to keep it that way.”
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        A Very Disappointing Son and Heir

        Nine Years Earlier

      

      

      Rowland Albertson, 9th Duke of Gresham—who, like his eight ducal forebears, was the proud possessor of ancestral estates in England, Scotland, and Ireland, not to mention a rather disastrous property venture in the colonial West Indies—surveyed his only son and heir, Christopher, with something approaching dislike.

      How could he, a man of widely acknowledged political and pecuniary savvy, and the boy’s sharp-nosed, sharp-witted late mother, together have produced such a fool?

      He couldn’t deny that at the age of twenty, the young Marquess of Clydekill was a fine-looking specimen, demonstrating the successful good breeding of generations of noble, untainted family lines. Standing a few inches above six feet without his riding boots, he had broad shoulders and slim hips that could carry clothes in a manner Beau Brummell would envy.

      The young man’s hair was a dark mahogany, the Duke’s own best feature in his youth. His glittering hazel eyes were his mother’s, but without the calculating shrewdness that had marred her beauty. He moved with the easy, unaffected grace of a fine young colt. In short, he was as handsome a young man as one was likely to meet in any noble’s drawing room in London or Bath.

      But why was he such a blasted fool? The boy had always been soft-hearted, always nursing little birds with broken wings back to health and such nonsense. No runt of a litter of pups ever starved with Christopher playing mother to it.

      To make more of a man of him, the Duke had hired a boxing tutor, pugilism being all the rage among fashionable young bloods, and good bodybuilding exercise besides. Admittedly, Christopher took to the bodybuilding aspect of the sport, and his long reach and powerful muscles soon had him winning every match.

      But the damned idiot then takes pity on his opponent and calls the match a draw. He can’t bear humiliating someone weaker than himself.

      Christopher loved to ride—he had a way with horses, even unbroken ones. He could put a wild horse through its paces, just out of the horse’s love of him. But he would never use the whip.

      “I don’t need to, Father,” he had said once.

      Well, of course he didn’t. But that wasn’t the point. Didn’t he ever feel the pleasure of smashing something, of breaking a creature’s will, just because it felt so damned satisfying to do it?

      His father despaired of him. What would become of the Dukedom of Gresham and all its holdings here and abroad, once the 9th Duke lay with his ancestors in the family crypt? Perhaps the future 10th Duke would hand it out piecemeal to every poor soul with a sob story to tell.

      No, that couldn’t happen, the current Duke reflected with relief. The entire estate was entailed. It could not be broken apart. It always had to be bequeathed in toto to the first male heir. Christopher would have no choice but to pass the entire Dukedom to a son of his own. But he needed to marry to accomplish that goal.

      In this, too, the young Marquess seemed determined to defy his father’s wishes.

      “All that I am asking— No, I take that back. All that I am requiring of you is that you attend the London Season this autumn. You’re twenty, and it is time to settle down. Leave Oxford—two years of ‘varsity is enough for any well-bred man, and in any case, you don’t aim to become a parson or a don, do you?”

      The Duke answered his own question, a habit of his. “No. Your destiny, m’boy, is someday to be Duke of Gresham. Meet a young filly you can marry and breed with. Preferably one with a large fortune. It’s your only real duty in life, and you can’t escape it, no more than any of us could at your age.”

      “I’m not interested in wasting time dancing at London balls. Or in marrying, for that matter,” Christopher responded woodenly.

      “ ‘pon my word, young feller-me-lad, you’ll be telling me next that you don’t like gels. Well, strictly between ourselves—” and here his father gave Christopher a coarse wink, “—I personally don’t care whether you like gels or boys, or sheep or horses, for that matter. Just father a son on a rich wife, and then you can take your pleasures wherever else you like.”

      “I like girls as much as the next man. But why does she have to be rich? Doesn’t love come into the equation at all for you, Father?”

      The Duke snorted. “Love? Gad, the worst marriages in the world all start with true love, and then go downhill from there. Forget love. For people like us, wedding and begetting are strictly business propositions. These days, the great families can’t rely on just their ancient status to stay afloat. They need massive transfusions of new capital. And marriage is the cleanest and most dignified way of bringing money into the family.”

      “Don’t we have enough? Most people out there manage to survive on a mere pittance.”

      “Enough? It’s never enough. Christopher, do you have the slightest idea how much it costs to run all these estates? The people who work for us are demanding wages these days, unlike the old times when they served out of loyalty. They eat us out of house and home—they cost us more than they produce for us. And look at the world we live in. Every few years, another famine in Ireland, and the bastards use it as a reason to withhold our rents. How about the West Indies—do you know how much gold we lost when the slaves on our rum plantation revolted last year? They damn near burned the whole place to the ground, and all our stores with it.”

      “We should have kept in mind that rum is flammable,” Christopher observed drily.

      “Oh, you’re a wit, you are. A half-wit, more like. Laugh while you can—these’ll be your own problems soon enough. Unless you marry well.”

      The London Season is the best show of prize females there is. If he can’t find someone rich that’s to his liking there, with his title and prospects and good looks, there’s something wrong with him.

      “In the meantime, boy, humor me and try to learn just a bit about how the Dukedom is managed, will you? I’m sure they didn’t teach you that at Oxford.”

      Christopher explained to his father that he already had a plan to accomplish just that. He said that the problems on their Irish holdings, in particular, tore at his heartstrings. Mothers and babies were being turfed out of their cottages for their inability to pay rent. They took to the road and had only grass to eat, till they and their children starved to death.

      “Father, I’d like to take a few of my friends and go to the family estates in Connaught—perhaps set up soup kitchens in the old family castle.  I think we should review the rent rolls and see if fairer rates could be managed, given the crop failures. When I become the Duke, I’ll have to take your seat in the House of Lords, Father. Maybe by sharing my observations about the Irish problem with Parliament, I could make my own contribution to the realm.”

      His father exploded. His face grew purple with rage. He wondered whether the boy had brought on an apoplectic attack. He worriedly clutched at his chest.

      “S-s-s-soup kitchens?” Gresham spluttered. “By Gad, Christopher, you’ll be the death of me yet. Get out of my sight before I thrash you within an inch of your worthless life.”

      Christopher turned to leave his father’s presence. “Wait,” the old man said. “Wait. If you want to help with useless rabble, why don’t you give Brown, the estate manager, a hand clearing that Traveller crowd out of our woods? Every year, they come and camp here. Poach our grouse and game. Steal our horses. Put spells on our cows so they give sour milk. Pagan filth, that’s what those people are.”

      “They don’t do any real harm, Father,” the young man said quietly. “They gather here for a few months each year, getting ready for the county livestock fair. Then they head to other parts before autumn sets in. They’ve been doing it since practically the beginning of time, apparently.”

      “Next you’ll be telling me they have as much right as we do to be on this land.”

      “Well, they were here longer than us—before the Normans, before the Angles and the Saxons, some say even before the Romans. You might say we’re the trespassers.”

      A damned fool, that’s what my son is. Too much book learning and not an ounce of common sense.

      “Help the estate manager run that filth off our lands. I’ve told Brown that any man, woman, or child among them that steals our game will be publicly horsewhipped, and if they’re repeat offenders, I’ll start cutting off the thieves’ hands. It’s my legal right. The Prince of Wales hinted when I was last in London that he might visit us here during the autumn hunting season. If that happens, it will be one of the greatest honors of my life. And yours, too. Do you think I’d want His Royal Highness to run short of sport, just to keep that lot’s bellies full? Or for him to encounter such vermin while riding in our forests? I don’t think so. Now get out, Christopher, I’m sick of the sight of you.”
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        The Awakening

      

      

      The young Marquess left his father’s study willingly. In truth, he was not in a bad mood, despite his father’s hectoring. He was rather used to the Duke’s ugly bluster. And in any case, he was cheered by the wonderful secret that he tended in his heart, where no one could see it or take it away from him.

      For years, Christopher had a friend that his father, had he known, would never have approved of. She meant the world to him. Her name was Joanna, and she was a Traveller.

      She was two years younger than he was. Every summer since Christopher was fourteen, the two children had met and played in the forest surrounding the Gresham estate, during the few short months the Travellers camped there.

      The first time he encountered her, he thought she was a wood nymph or fairy sprite rather than a human child. Small and slight, she had black gypsy hair that hung almost to her waist. Framed by the veil of raven hair, her eyes were startling: one a warm golden topaz, the other a glittering jade green.

      Funny, all those years, I never thought of her as a girl. As my comrade, my twin, a mysterious spirit as close to me as my own soul. But never as a girl.

      Girls were like Christopher’s sisters, the Lady Daphne and the Lady Henrietta. Girls simpered and blushed. Girls had delicate constitutions that could not be subjected to rough sports. Girls had sensitive feelings that could not be subjected to coarse language.

      Girls spend most of their time standing before the looking glass and worrying about whether their hair is done in the latest fashion or their clothes designed in the latest mode.

      Girls were hemmed in on every side by Society’s rules and restrictions: they could not talk to a boy unless a chaperone was present. When greeted by a man, a girl could only offer her hand for a prescribed number of seconds. If a man rose to offer her a seat, she could not sit down while the seat was still warm from the man’s contact with it.

      In short, girls are boring idiots. Ergo, Joanna is not really a girl.

      Joanna as a young teenager could hoist her skirts and shimmy up a tree or a rock as fast as he could. Joanna could snare animals for food, or catch trout in the stream using a pointy stick. Then she would roast the fish, skewered on the same stick, over a campfire she built herself. Nothing had ever tasted better to Christopher.

      Joanna could curse like a sailor without a blush. In Christopher’s opinion, it was rather charming in such an innocent child. There was no harm in it.

      Joanna is the brave, brash younger brother I always wished I had. She is the best buddy a fellow could ever spend time with.

      In truth, Christopher had been a lonely little boy. He hadn’t realized how lonely he was, though, until he no longer was. He hadn’t known that no one in his life understood him, until someone finally did. Joanna felt like a part of his very self. He’d cut his own arm off before he’d ever hurt her.

      Two years had passed since he had last seen the mischievous little sprite. Christopher had left for Oxford when he was eighteen, and he had no way of communicating with her since then. The Travellers didn’t give forwarding addresses to the Royal Mail.

      Then yesterday, the townspeople were all commenting that it must be summer, because the gypsies had come back, regular as clockwork.  Christopher’s heart rose within him, as if in a wordless song.

      He slipped away from the ducal manor house and checked the hollow old tree where as children they had left each other notes. A balled-up bit of paper was waiting. “Christy, I’m back, are you? The ravine tomorrow at midday. J.”

      She hasn’t changed at all.

      At least, I really hope she hasn’t changed.
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        * * *

      

      As it happened, though, she had changed so much he hardly recognized her. She had grown a couple of inches over the last couple of years, as had he. She was entirely different, somehow.

      The soft, pliable, slightly plump face of childhood had been overlaid with a grown woman’s features. Her face was thinner, her high cheekbones more pronounced, and the shadows below her cheekbones more interesting.

      Her lips were no longer cute in their pouty fullness. Now they were luscious, redder somehow, like moist, delicious fruits ripe to be bitten and sucked. Her marvelous eyes glowed, not with the childlike merriment of old, but with some deeper, more mysterious female knowledge.

      And her figure. Christopher swallowed hard, looking at her. Her makeshift clothes hung differently on her. There were curved parts of her that strained the very fabric of that old dress now, as if they sought to rip through their bindings into the caress of eager hands.

      Her waist nipped in delightfully. Her shapely ankles under the patched gown had been sculpted by a master. Her long legs seemed made just to be parted by a man’s hungry hands.

      Christopher noticed all these things about her, things he had never cared to notice about a girl’s body before.

      “Joanna?” he said.

      Then Christopher felt suddenly ashamed of himself. He was not an innocent—he had been out in the world, and had heard men talk about women in just this way. Lusting after them like animals. This is my best friend. It’s disgusting to think this way about her, even for an instant.

      As he wrestled with these thoughts, she just stood there, looking at him.

      In the old days, he would have run up and given her a mighty hug, clapping her on the back like a brother. He felt constrained, now. One did not greet a goddess by clapping her on the back. Her unexpected beauty paralyzed him completely.

      “Christy?” she answered, saying that precious nickname used by her, and only her. He noticed that she, too, did not race forward for an embrace.

      Their world had turned upside down. They had lost childhood’s innocence, and they now saw each other through the eyes of a man and a woman.

      “I missed—”

      “I thought—”

      They spoke at the same time, and their words stumbled over each other. They started to laugh. He thought, then, that maybe all would be well.

      “You go first,” Joanna said generously. Or perhaps she wanted to gauge his feelings before she took any risks?

      Christopher struggled. This was hard, very hard. Just close your eyes and pretend you’re talking to the old Joanna. Just plunge in. You used to be able to tell her anything.

      “It’s been so long, Joanna. I missed you so much when I was away at school. You’re my very best friend, and I had no way of reaching you. I thought maybe you’d forget me.”

      “Moron,” she said. If he kept his eyes closed, she sounded young and cheeky, just like the old Joanna. “I was so lonely. Among the Travellers, there was no one I could talk to, the way we always used to talk. I was angry you were gone so long!”

      “It was the same for me. You think there was anyone at Oxford, or when I took my European Grand Tour last summer, that I could talk with like we talk? You don’t know how much I’ve missed you.”

      “You’re all grown up now, Christy. You’ve been to places I’ll never see—Oxford and Europe—why, I’ve never even been to London. You’re going to find me pretty boring now.”

      “Boring? Joanna Bagley, you’re the most exciting person I know! Don’t you remember, when we were children, we said when we grew up we’d travel all over the world together, having adventures?”

      But even as he said it, his throat constricted with something like loss and grief. He was a man now. She was a woman. He knew he couldn’t travel unchaperoned with an unmarried woman—the scandal would rock Society. He would be ostracized as a cad. She would be judged a woman of low morals.

      And Society would be right to be scandalized. Because she was no longer just a sweet, enjoyable child—she was a strikingly beautiful woman who would draw attention everywhere she went. And no one would believe that a man could be alone with such a woman and not want her in his arms, in his bed. He would indeed want those things himself. He couldn’t deny it.

      He looked up at her and saw sadness in her face that mirrored his own. She, too, seemed to understand things had changed. “You used to tell me you’d run away with me and join the Travellers.”

      He hid his head in his hands, raking his fingers through his hair. “Oh, Joanna,” he said softly. “What are we going to do? You’ve been a part of me for so long that it would kill me to lose you. But we can’t love each other now the way we did as children. We’re not children.”

      Her voice was strong and resolute. “Well, if becoming a man and woman means we can’t love each other like children anymore, then we just have to start loving each other as men and women do.” There wasn’t a trace of embarrassment in her words.

      He looked at her in shock. Truly she must still be a complete innocent, to even say such a thing. She couldn’t know what she was talking about. Only a—well, a wanton, could offer herself to a man so lightly and freely. And a wanton was the last thing his Joanna was.

      Imagine if any of the dandies at ’varsity were to hear such a beautiful young woman talk this way? They would ruin her good name. First they’d trick her into doing whatever they wished, then they’d ruin her reputation and snicker publicly about it.

      Christopher knew what appetites he wanted to satisfy on the glorious body of the girl standing in front of him. But beyond that, he truly loved Joanna, as he had never before had the chance to love another human being.

      Good God, she’s only eighteen, no matter how ripe and delicious her body looks. What kind of a cad would force himself on an innocent girl?

      Joanna might think she knew what was best for her, but he was older and he knew better. He must protect her. From his own newly raging desire, which he could not deny. And from her own innocent recklessness, which if unchecked would bring her to shame. He must guide their feelings in a safer direction.

      “Joanna, you are dearer to me than any sister. And I love you more than a sister. No matter what happens, you can count on me for that.”

      She must never know that I love her as so much more than a sister.

      For the rest of their short time together that afternoon, he tried to focus the conversation on commonplace, familiar things: the horses her Da was readying for the county livestock fair; his dog Huntress’s latest litter—including the runt, Orion, who was thriving on cow’s milk and almost as strong as his mates.

      They just about made it safely through that painful, troubling day.

      He walked home in the summer twilight, his mind roiling with conflicting emotions. Perhaps he should just stop seeing her? But no, he couldn’t bear that. For the joy of her company, he would do whatever it took to hide his true feelings.

      It occurred to him then that in all the years they had known each other, the word “love” had never before been spoken by either of them. And yet to say it now seemed the most obvious and natural thing in the world.
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        Strategies and Snares

      

      

      Joanna was lost in thought as she made her way back to the Traveller encampment that same evening. She needed to think this situation through carefully.

      Joanna knew she had changed during the two years Christopher had been gone. But her Christy had changed just as much.

      His face had hardened into manliness. It was all lines and edges, now. His eyes were still as honest and direct as always, and they glowed with good health. But his fine square chin with its attractive dimple had grown much more determined and resolute.

      His nose had become more patrician, as if he were coming to an acceptance of his lofty role in the world. The soft, light boyish down on his cheeks was gone, and in its place a faint shadow of dark beard, cleanly shaven, had replaced it.

      Joanna saw how Christopher’s shoulders had broadened and how hours of sport at Oxford had developed his chest and biceps. His muscles rippled beneath his shirt. He had arms meant to hold a woman, to protect her from the world. Any woman, young or old, would want him.

      And at twenty, he was a full-grown man. Joanna herself was only eighteen, and she had had no experience of men, but still she knew herself to be a woman. And she lived among earthy people who well understood what urges drove men and women.

      What’s this silly business about loving me like a sister? I’ll have to put a stop to that right quickly!

      She remembered Christy’s face as he first looked upon her today. She could see his eyes rake over her newly ripened body, wanting it. Wanting her. Lusting for her.

      Looking at her, he had been breathing hard, and his eyes were almost feverish. There was a fine, manly bulge in his breeches, and it was a compliment to her. Yes, he was ready.

      A sister! What bloody nonsense.

      He was no doubt still a virgin, as was she. But he was now a man fully grown, ready to have pleasure from a girl. All this she had seen in one instinctive glance at her childhood friend, and it awakened a corresponding hunger in her.

      Yes, he is the one I will have, the one I will give my maidenhead to. He is the one I will choose as a partner for my entire life, so there can be no shame if we express our love in the way God intended.

      Yet she had not reckoned on Christopher’s inherent good breeding, his natural chivalry toward women. It seemed that among all the obstacles to her claiming her man, Christy himself might prove the biggest obstacle.

      How could she open his eyes and win him to her? He was still such a boy in many ways. Although she was two years younger, didn’t they say girls were always more mature than boys? She knew that she and Christy were meant for each other, even if he didn’t know it yet.
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        * * *

      

      Joanna reached her father’s caravan just as dusk was falling. She was back to the camp in good time, then—twilight lasted for hours at this time of year, and the Travellers were likely to sit out in the sultry evening shadows, talking and laughing and singing old Traveller ballads. Joanna loved this time of year.

      She sought her father’s old caravan. It was rickety and broken down, but it still rode smoothly enough with a horse or two harnessed up to pull it. It was a cheery yellow with dabs of bright red paint. It was home, and she loved it.

      There already was a campfire started in the little clearing behind the caravan. She could see other campfires near other caravans, here and there in the woods around her. Clusters of other Travellers, in small groups of kinfolk and friends, were gathering for their evening meal.

      Maggie Mae was stirring something in a pot. Stew, maybe? It smelled delicious.

      Joanna had known Maggie Mae her whole life. She was some sort of relation, her Da’s great-aunt perhaps. She was old as the mountain crags and as tough as the knotty roots beneath an oak tree.

      Joanna’s own mother had died when Joanna was a baby. Maggie Mae has stepped in to help Da raise her. It wasn’t something a man could do by himself, particularly with a girl child.

      “Here,” said the old woman, handing Joanna a large tin spoon. “Ye can stir this while I clean an’ cut up the couple o’ fowl yer Da shot down and bagged today. It’ll make a tasty mouthful for ye. There were some potatoes left, an’ I found a patch of lovely mushrooms in the woods.”

      “Smells good, Maggie Mae,” Joanna said absentmindedly.

      Her thoughts were back on Christopher, going round and round in her head. What do I do? If I push too hard, mayhap he won’t respect me as much. But if I act all stand-offish and prim, we’ll get no further with this.

      “Here! Here! What’s the matter with ye, lass? Ye’re stirring the pot so hard ye’ll make a hole in the bottom of it yet. And ye’re sloshing good soup over the sides.”

      “Sorry, Maggie Mae. I’ll be more careful.” But her thoughts pulled her away again to puzzle over Christopher.

      Maggie Mae gave her a sharp tap on the shoulder to bring her back to reality. “Ye’re right addled tonight, lass. I don’t know what to make of ye.”

      Joanna realized that if she didn’t snap out of her foggy state, she’d soon have Maggie Mae interrogating her like a magistrate. And Maggie Mae wouldn’t rest, then, till she had an explanation.

      “Oh, I don’t know what ails me, Maggie Mae. Just the summer heat, I suppose. Where’s Da?”

      “He’ll be back in a minute or two. Just gathering more firewood.”

      “Joanna, lass!” It was her Da’s cheerful voice. A tall man, he had broad shoulders, but grief over the loss of his wife had left those shoulders a little bowed. Still, he had a strong, brave spirit that Joanna admired greatly.

      He gave her a mighty hug, lifting her off her feet. “Where’ve you been all afternoon, then? Out in the forest casting spells on us all, with those witchy eyes of yers?”

      Joanna loved her Da more than anyone else in the world—with the exception, maybe, of Christy. She knew that her Da adored her, and she could do no wrong in his eyes. Da would do anything to protect her. Really, she was all he had in the world, and he let her know in every look and gesture that in his estimation, she was a priceless treasure.

      “Domnall, sit for the meal,” Maggie Mae urged. She was ladling large spoons of the stew into tin bowls. “The food gets cold so fast, and I want ye to enjoy it. Joanna, girl, stop talking to yer Da and let him eat some dinner.”

      The three of them settled comfortably around the fire, eating their fill of the freshly caught game birds. They didn’t say much for a while—just enjoyed Maggie Mae’s good cooking. There was delightfully cool water to drink, too, just brought up from the nearby brook.

      “More?” the old woman asked. They nodded, their mouths too full to talk, and she dished up seconds all around.

      Joanna was helping Maggie Mae clear the few tin plates and utensils, when a hearty voice called out a greeting. “The Bagley family,” the newcomer said. “This is where I come to see the loveliest two women in the camp.”

      “Ah, now, don’t ye be butterin’ us up, Cormac. We’re wise to yer charm,” said Maggie Mae with a big smile.

      “Mac, come sit a spell with us, if ye have the time,” Domnall said to the other man. “You’ll have a drop o’ whiskey with us, won’t ye?”

      Some clean tin cups were brought out and the jug was passed from hand to hand. “What news from the town, Mac?”

      Cormac was a few years younger than Domnall. He had crisply curling black hair, sparkling dark eyes, and a merry smile. Cormac could charm the birds right down from the sky, as Maggie Mae put it. He had the gift of the gab—a joke or a story for every occasion. His good cheer was contagious.

      Cormac also had a musical gift—when he played a sad song on the fiddle, everyone listening was moved to shed a tear. And when he played a lively song, you just had to stand up and dance. He was very valuable to the band of Travellers because of these two gifts. As they made their pilgrimage from place to place, the Travellers were usually shunned by the Outsiders settled in those areas.

      But Cormac could walk into any public house in England, with his fiddle under his arm. He’d play for the Outsiders, and he’d sit and pass an evening talking and jesting with them, just as if he were one of them. As a result, he knew the lay of the land wherever their group went. It was valuable information to his fellow Travellers.

      So Domnall now asked him, as people always did, “What news from the town, Mac?”

      Cormac shook his head as if he had nothing good to say. “Tell me, Dom, what did you and yours have for your meal this night?”

      Domnall looked at him as if he had lost his senses. “What? A few game fowl that I shot and bagged. Why?”

      “The same supper as most everyone else in this camp, I’d wager.  Dom, ye’d best spread the word. This land belongs to the Duke of Gresham, the law says, and his bloody Graciousness is on the tear about poaching Travellers. Told his man Brown to have their lads on the lookout for us. Says that any man, woman, or child among us caught taking so much as a rabbit will be horsewhipped, or have his right hand cut off, or worse.”

      Joanna’s father smiled and poured out another round of whiskey. “He’ll have to catch us first. I don’t see that happening. Nay, his lordship’s attention will soon turn to something else, and we’ll be fine.”

      “This time seems more serious, Dom. Seems the Duke thinks the bloody Prince is goin’ to come down here from London in the huntin’ season, and the Duke’ll be embarrassed if the game supply’s low. Means to keep his foot on our necks meanwhile, even if it means we starve. All I’m sayin’ is be careful, Domnall. Just be careful.”

      A shiver ran through Joanna. That’s Christy’s father they’re talking about. The one who plans to horsewhip and mutilate and starve us. She was cold suddenly, as if with an evil premonition. She reached for the whiskey, but it did nothing to drive away the chill.
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        Fever and Its Cure

      

      

      Thus began the most agonizing summer of either of their young lives. They could not bear to be apart, but it was pure torture to be together. Every movement, every casual touch or contact by one left the other on fire.

      Lying on their separate beds at night—he in a manor house, surrounded by silken hangings and resting on the softest of sheets; she on a bare pallet in her father’s rickety caravan—they tossed and turned, and could get no relief from sleep.

      They tried to do all the things that had brought them joy when they were children. They caught and roasted the fish on pointy sticks, but when he watched her slowly lick her fingers one by one, savoring the salty juices on them, the thought of her licking him the same way brought him to something very like madness.

      He lay flat on his stomach on the grass, searching for the entrance to a woodchuck’s den, but to see him lying prone in that way made her imagine what it would be like to be under him just then, with his strong arms holding her down by her shoulders, and his knee wedging her thighs apart.

      A saint could not have withstood it. Yet they carried on day after day in each other’s company, because it would be even harder not to see one another. And nothing happened. I might just make it through the summer without harming her. Damn it, though, she made it hard for a man to control himself.

      Perhaps because they were so uncomfortable with each other, arguments flared up easily between them. Once they had seemed like two identical halves of one soul. Disagreement between them would have seemed impossible. Now they were like dry, parched timber, and any spark could start a blaze.

      For Joanna, her secret deadline for action was late September, when the Travellers would leave Gresham on their age-old western trek to meet other clans at Stonehenge. There they would celebrate the Samhain festival, with rituals, feasting, and bonfires lit under the open stars. “Halloween, you’d call it,” she explained to a puzzled Christopher.

      An argument broke out between them, though, when she learned that he would become nearly unavailable to her starting on the “Glorious Twelfth” of August, when the hunting season officially opened. That meant they would miss more than a month of their daily meetings.

      “Joanna, I’ll slip away whenever I can to see you. But we’ll have house guests most of the time, and I can’t just disappear for hours without appearing very rude to the guests.”

      “Rude?” she snarled. “You haven’t seen me in two years, and now we’re going lose half the summer together because you bloody well don’t want to be rude to a bunch of snooty strangers? How about maybe you’re being rude to me?”

      “They’re not snooty strangers, Joanna, no more than the folk you’ll see at Stonehenge will be strangers to you. They’re the haut ton, the cream of England’s nobility, and we’re related to most of them by blood or marriage, if you look back far enough.”

      “‘Oat tonn’ my ancient aunt. If you look back far enough, they’re probably related to me, too, even if you have to go back to Adam and Eve to find the kinship,” Joanna said sharply. “But you don’t see me running after them like a lap dog, saying, ‘Yes, My Lord,’ and ‘No, My Lοrd.’ I’d respect you more, Christopher, if you didn’t care so much what they thought of you.”

      “Joanna, be reasonable. I have to care what they think. My family position, the marriages my sisters are able to make, and so many other things depend on my behaving as Society expects me to. I have responsibilities now.”

      “Oh, la-di-da, responsibilities, is it?” Joanna taunted. “And to think this was the boy who was going to run away with me and roam the world with the Travellers.”

      We were children when we said those things. She can’t really think we’d still be able to act like that.

      He tried to reason with her—a mistake, he knew, when she was in such a mood. “The other thing, Joanna, is that the Prince of Wales may be coming. It’s an unbelievable honor. I have to be at my father’s side for that. It would be a grave insult if I were missing.”

      “Oh, we wouldn’t want to insult your father, would we. Or the bloody Prince of Wales. You disappoint me, Christy.” She stalked off without a goodbye.

      Yet when he reached their usual meeting place the next afternoon, she was waiting for him. It seemed they could not stay away from each other.

      The rift between their separate worlds increasingly tormented them, almost as much as did their physical longing. The summer would be short, and then what would happen to them?

      In truth, Joanna did try to meet him halfway. “When this royal crowd leaves, and when the Travellers have left Gresham for the autumn, I could maybe write to you, Christy.”

      “How would you do that?” Christopher was surly. As much as he loved her, he sometimes felt these days that she was clinging too hard, a noose around his neck.

      “Well, there’s a man among us named Cormac.”

      “What of him?”

      “He makes friends among the Outsiders in the towns we pass through. Plays fiddle in the public houses, chats people up and all that. If I gave him a letter, he could mayhap meet someone who was headed back toward Gresham, who could leave the letter at The Shield and Crown here in town. You could check in there sometimes, couldn’t you? To see if there was a letter?”

      “Oh, Joanna, I won’t even be here then. After the hunting’s over, I’ll be leaving for London with my family. For the Season.”

      “What’s that?” Joanna asked suspiciously.

      “All the best families gather in London when Parliament is in session. Most of the men have seats in the House of Lords, like my father. The wives and children come along, and there’s just one splendid ball after another. Sometimes fancy-dress balls, where everyone wears masks and costumes. It can be very jolly, particularly for the young ladies. My sister Lady Henrietta came out last Season.”

      Joanna looked out of her depth. This is another world for her, as foreign to her as Samhain and all those other pagan festivals are to me.

      “‘Came out’? From where? And why?”

      “It’s more about what they’re coming out to. They’re being shown off to all the other highborn families. Sometimes, if they’re well connected, they’re presented at Court. In my opinion, it’s really just a marriage market. A girl tries to make a good match during her first couple of Seasons, while she’s a new face in Society.”

      “A marriage market. And what do the young men have to do?”

      “Well, just show up. Be a dance partner for the girls and cut a good figure among the men. Hold their brandy like gentlemen, lose at cards and dice without seeming to care. Dress like dandies and ride their mounts down Rotten Row every morning to show off. And pick the girls they’ll marry, I guess.”

      A dark cloud passed over Joanna’s lovely face. Her eyes, so serene at other times, now flashed like lightning coming from a multicolored summer sky. “Pick the girls they’ll marry. And is that what you’ll be doing, Christy?”

      He finally understood the reason for her anger, and he was grieved. For her, certainly, but for himself, too. The only girl I’ll ever want to marry is standing right in front of me. And I can’t tell her so.

      “Joanna. Don’t you understand? I don’t want to go do the Season. My father insists I go, but I’m fighting him tooth and nail over it. I’ll do anything to keep from going. I was thinking of faking a dreadful illness—they wouldn’t want me out in Society in that case. Maybe they’d even quarantine me.”

      The lightning bolts shooting from Joanna’s eyes suddenly subsided, and in their place was merriment. Oh, my quicksilver girl. How you can flit from mood to mood! But that’s one thing I love about you.

      Joanna giggled with delight. “Oh, Christy. You wouldn’t do that, would you? Christy, you’d never get away with it, you can’t ever tell a lie with a straight face!”

      He played the fool for her. “But what shall I pretend to have? Consumption, maybe? I could borrow from my sisters’ secret rouge supply, and paint myself some red cheeks. Or how about scarlet fever? That would require red spots all over. And maybe I should seem to lose my hearing for a while, if it’s to be scarlet fever.”

      Now they were both laughing uncontrollably. Each tried to top the other with a more outrageous suggestion for Christopher’s mysterious malady.

      They parted friends that afternoon, and peace reigned between them for a few days.
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        * * *

      

      Christopher thought that with enough fondness and good humor, he might make it through the summer without giving way to his desires. But all his resolve fell apart one day in early August, when they were exploring the prehistoric caves at the other side of the forest.

      The weather had been unusually hot and dry for England. People swore there hadn’t been such a sweltering summer since their great-grandparents’ time.

      The heat cast a pall over everything. Everything seemed to be waiting, gasping, for the heat to break and the heavens to pour down rain.

      The tension grew unbearable. Normally mild-mannered people snapped at each other and started fights; even the village’s dogs and cats seemed to have grown more restless and vicious. The forest became brown and sere. Streams dried up. All nature seemed at odds with itself in the relentless heat.

      Joanna and Christopher felt the tension, too, and it again and again made them bicker over silly trifles. That larger issues were the true cause of the bickering was not something either cared to acknowledge. As much as they loved each other, it began to feel like they hated each other. Each secretly blamed the other for the desperate awkwardness between them.

      They went exploring in the caves to escape the heat. Climbing down from a rock ledge in the darkness, Joanna made an uncharacteristically clumsy movement, and she fell forward.

      Christopher was there to catch her, of course. When he grabbed hold of her body, she moaned and pressed her swelling breasts against his chest. It was beyond him to resist her. His mouth was suddenly on hers, and that very first kiss was sweet beyond imagining.

      They were acting purely on animal instinct, for he had never kissed a girl before, nor she a boy. Her plump lips parted against the hardness of his unrelenting mouth, the insistence of his exploring tongue. She took his tongue into her as far as she could, sucking on it and licking it with her own tongue, biting at him with her strong young teeth.

      He felt a frenzy overtake him. He pushed her to the cave floor, his hands seeking the opening of her bodice even as she reached behind him and stroked his buttocks. It was good, so good.

      His fingers wanted to work on her bare breasts, if he could just get them loose. He wanted the feel of him against her, and he cupped her arse with his hands, pulling her upward to maximize the friction between their groins.

      All of a sudden, the wave of insanity lifted, leaving him horror-struck at what he was doing. He pulled away from her and tried to sit up. She began fixing her bodice, making sure her breasts were once again fully covered. She was crying soundlessly in the darkness.

      He was too inexperienced to realize she was crying out of sheer sexual frustration, now that they had uncoupled. He thought she wept because he had hurt her, dishonored her.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again, I promise. But we’re all right. Nothing really happened. We stopped before I did anything really bad to you. It was just a kiss and a cuddle, right? We’re still all right, aren’t we?” He was babbling, but he didn’t know the right words to say.

      Her face turned as cold as the icicles in the cave. “‘Nothing really happened,’ you say? You self-righteous little prig. ‘Just a kiss and a cuddle’? What am I, the downstairs parlormaid, good for a kiss and a cuddle and nothing else from his high and mighty lordship? You hypocritical bastard. Get away from me. I never want to see you again.”

      She stood up and left him there, open-mouthed.

      Outside, the heavens opened and the rain finally fell. The summer heat had broken.
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      Thank you for reading Bewitching the Forbidden Duke!

      

      I hope you enjoyed it! If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE? It would mean the world to me. Reviews are very important and allow me to keep writing the books that you love to read! ♥

      

      Some other stories of mine:

      Tamed by the Marquess

      Rescued by a Wicked Baron

      A Fiery Escort for the Roguish Marquess

      Seduced by the Brooding Duke

      

      Thank you for your support, you are a gem!
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      Born in the Sunshine State of Florida, but of both British and Nordic descent, Scarlett Osborne grew up reading historical romances from the land of her ancestors. Fascinated with the British society of the 1800s and armed with a wild imagination, she obtained a degree in Creative Writing and immediately started her career as a Regency romance author.

      

      A daydreamer extraordinaire, Scarlett likes to jump in the shoes of her heroines, immersing herself in her own stories, living the adventures that she wished she had experienced as a child. An avid reader and fan of the outdoors, Scarlett spends her free time either reading or going on long horseback rides along with her two sons.

      

      Get lost in a land of enchantment, where adventure and love await around every corner...Scarlett hopes that through her heroes, you too will get to live a whirlwind romance in the Regency era, when fairytales were real and all dreams possible!
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