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    Prologue


    She was wearing peach, and it suited her so well.


    She was speaking to the same group of girls she’d been talking to at the other ball, the night they’d first met, but as if she could feel his presence, her head turned, and their eyes met. She lowered her lids and turned back to her friends, and he headed toward her. Drawn as if someone was pulling a string straight to her.


    “Miss Hillgrave.” He stopped in front of her, and it took everything inside him to not wind his arm around her, to not pull her to him, to not kiss her.


    “Lord Fairview.”


    “I pray that you saved a dance for me tonight.”


    With a saucy grin she examined her dance card and hummed to herself as if she were contemplating granting him a dance. He could see her card. There were three spots open, all waltzes.


    “I believe there is one left,” she said. “I will pencil you in.”


    He grinned and turned to her friend…Victoria? Blast it, he couldn’t remember the friend’s name, and asked her to dance as well, so as not to call attention to the fact that he’d singled Ellen out.


    Damn Society’s machinations!


    He didn’t have to wait long, just a few interminable dances before it was his turn. However, watching her dance with three other mates was torture. He experienced a wave of jealousy that set his teeth on edge. He drank far too much wine, in order to keep his hands occupied, as he watched her flit across the dance floor in other men’s arms.


    He knew people might notice his preoccupation, but he couldn’t help himself.


    And then it was his turn and she was in his arms and all was right with his world.


    She smiled up at him.


    “All night I’ve looked forward to this dance,” she said.


    “I could barely contain myself, seeing you with the other men.”


    Her smile widened. “Just know that I was thinking of you the entire time.”


    “That gives me some comfort.”


    They moved well together. He shouldn’t be surprised. They kissed well together. They conversed well together. Everything they did together, they did well.


    “I’ve missed you,” she whispered.


    He closed his eyes, and his heart thundered. He had missed her so much in the three days since their kiss.


    “I can’t do this anymore, Ellen,” he said softly. The music was loud but still he didn’t want anyone to overhear.


    She frowned up at him. “What do you mean?”


    He didn’t want to discuss it here, among the swirling bodies and the perked ears. He wanted Ellen all to himself, to speak freely.


    “Can you meet me outside?”


    “Oliver, you’re frightening me. Tell me what this is about.”


    “Nothing to be frightened over. I promise you. It is something good. Wonderful.” He smiled down at her.


    “Do you swear?”


    “I swear on my honor.”


    The dance seemed to be endless and over too soon, all at the same time. He wanted to keep holding Ellen in his arms, but he also urgently needed to speak to her, to finally make all of this formal and permanent.


    “Meet me outside. Through there.” He tilted his chin toward a set of doors that he knew led to a terraced patio.


    She nodded and turned away from him.


    In order not to make things look odd, Oliver wandered through the ballroom and spoke to a few friends, extricating himself before he was caught up in some debate or good-natured ribbing.


    Being outside, in the cool air, did nothing to clear his mind. His hands were sweating and his heart was pounding, but he had never been so sure of anything in his whole life.


    He made his way to a darkened corner, dodging other couples standing close together or intertwined, and nervously waited for Ellen to appear.


    Luckily it didn’t take her long. Unlike him, she didn’t hesitate or make it seem like she was just out for fresh air. She made her way straight to him.


    “What is wrong?” she asked anxiously, looking up at him.


    He took her hands in his and kissed her. The rigidness in her spine loosened until she melted against him, pliant beneath his hands, her lips molding to his.


    He drew away, breathless.


    “I want everyone to know about us, Ellen. I’m tired of hiding our relationship, of sneaking around like we’re doing something wrong when we’re not. We’re both adults. I am a viscount, someday to be an earl.” The thought of his father not being around sent a pain through his heart, but that was the reality of being an heir. “You are a lady, daughter of a baron. We are well-matched and well-suited.”


    She squeezed his hands, her eyes glistening. “What are you saying?”


    “I’m saying I want to declare my intentions to your father. I want to marry you, Ellen.”


    Her eyes widened, and a slow smile broke across her face. “Oh, Oliver.”


    “That is, if you will have me as your husband.”


    “Of course. Yes! I want nothing more.”


    “Then it is settled. I will talk to your father first thing tomorrow. And then we can start planning our future.”


    She pressed his hand to her pounding heart. “I can scarcely believe this is true.”


    “By the end of the summer we will be married.” The thought made his own heart pound in excitement. “I will take care of you, Ellen. I will always be here for you. You’ll never have anything to worry about.”


    Tears leaked from her eyes. Tears of joy and laughter. She leaned against him, pressing her head to his chest. “I love you, Oliver, and I can’t wait to be your wife.”


    “I love you too, Ellen.”

  


  
    Chapter One


    Seventeen Years Later


    Typically, he wasn’t overly concerned about his appearance. But this evening wasn’t typical.


    Was the scarlet waistcoat too much? Too…over the top?


    Should he settle for the very staid, very traditional black?


    His valet fit his black coat over his shoulders and brushed it clear of lint. Oliver McCaron, the Earl of Armbruster, thought about asking his valet, Richard, his opinion on the color of the waistcoat and decided to hell with it. He’d wear the red and damn anyone who thought he was too gauche.


    It wasn’t as if he were attending a formal ball. It was just a salon filled with bohemians and others on the fringe of Society. They were hardly worthy enough to look down at his attire.


    Except those weren’t the people he was concerned about.


    “Concerned, my ass,” he muttered.


    “Pardon, my lord?” Richard paused in his endless brushing.


    “Nothing,” Oliver said. “I’m ready to depart.”


    Richard put his brush down. “Very good, my lord. Your carriage is waiting.”


    Oliver was in a contemplative mood on the way to the salon. He’d been at odds for the past few weeks.


    Bored. Restless.


    His friend, Jacob Baker, the Earl of Ashland, was usually able to divert Oliver’s moods, but Ashland was newly married and had undergone a great ordeal when he was almost killed by a man who had murdered at least five women.


    It had been a horrendous time, and Oliver did not begrudge his friend the moments he wanted to take with his wife, but Oliver missed his weekly meetings with Ashland.


    And maybe, he might be a tad jealous that Ashland had someone to go home to every night.


    Oliver’s carriage pulled up to the Fieldhurst home, and Oliver took a moment to gather his thoughts before exiting. This sort of hesitation wasn’t like him. He tackled all his problems head on, but he was suddenly stricken with the memories of the last time he had been here.


    It had been for the wedding of Lady Fieldhurst. A grand affair it had been, too. She’d looked elegant and oh, so beautiful. The groom had been twenty years her senior but had stared at his bride with love and longing.


    He should not have gone. He knew that now, and he’d known it at the time. His pain had been fresh, raw. But he’d had to see for himself that she was truly going to wed a man twice her age. Afterward, he’d gone to his club and gotten so pissed that his father had to retrieve him. His father had never asked why, when Oliver had never been drunk like that before or after, and Oliver had been relieved to not have to say.


    The footman waited patiently for Oliver to exit, and the carriages behind him were no doubt wondering what was taking him so long. Reluctantly, he hopped down and straightened his jacket.


    Maybe scarlet had not been a good choice for the waistcoat.


    There was no announcement as he walked in. This was not a formal ball, but an informal salon where people who normally did not mingle, mingled. There were few of his mates here. Those whom he spent time with were not impressed with the artsy nature of such a gathering.


    Truth be told, he wasn’t quite certain what went on at these events. He was here on a special request from his friend, Detective O’Leary, from Scotland Yard, because he was the one person in Society that O’Leary knew. If he’d known he was walking into the lion’s den of Lady Fieldhurst, he would have passed on the offer.


    Or would he have?


    He saw her long before she saw him. She was standing with a strange group of people, fops, rogues, and women of dubious reputations, her raven hair curled and draped over one creamy shoulder. Ironically, she was wearing red as well. More of a burgundy, but red nonetheless.


    He circled the edge of the room, keeping his eye on her as he snagged a glass of wine from a passing servant. He’d been told there would be a poetry reading later. He was not looking forward to that. Poetry was not his thing. Theater was good, and he enjoyed a good orchestra. But he’d never understood poetry.


    Ellen loved it.


    He remembered that. He remembered a lot. Too much, maybe.


    He found his prey after about fifteen minutes of searching and leaned a shoulder against a white pillar to study him from afar. He was a twitchy little man. Short in stature, with a most horrendous mustache, heavy brows, and beetle-like eyes. Or maybe the unfavorable description was Oliver projecting his dislike on the man. He did seem the nervous sort, though. Looking around as if he trusted no one in the room.


    Oliver wondered what Ellen saw in the man to invite him to her home. Did she know he was a Chartist? A threat to the Crown?


    Oliver grimaced. Damn Chartists were causing all sorts of problems for Queen Victoria. Normally, Oliver didn’t get involved in politics, and never had he done any work for the Crown. He could say that he wasn’t working for the Crown right now.


    Oliver had acquiesced because…well, he wasn’t certain why he’d agreed. Boredom, most likely. He wanted something interesting in his life. Socializing, gambling, drinking—all of his favorite pastimes—were wearing thin and, truth be told, after watching Ashland fall in love, Oliver had felt a twitch of something in the region of his heart.


    He sipped his wine and watched the man. He was speaking with his hands. Grand gestures that almost knocked a tray from a passing servant and he didn’t even notice. His captivated audience seemed more like a captured audience. Not too keen to be with him, but not knowing how to disengage themselves.


    For their sakes, Oliver hoped the poetry reading—another grimace—started soon.


    “Lord Armbruster.”


    Oliver was in the process of taking another sip of wine when his arm froze halfway to his mouth. Every muscle in his body clenched, and he had a very strange impulse to not turn around, not face her. To walk away. The hurt, the shame, the anger, all came crashing back, but he was good at shoving those unwanted emotions away and ignoring them.


    He forced a smile on his lips and turned to her.


    “Lady Fieldhurst.”


    Seventeen years ago she had been beautiful, all lovely curves and wide eyes and luscious lips. Now she was stunning. She’d filled out in the years, her hips more rounded, her waist still impossibly small even after giving birth to the current earl. There was not a hint of gray in her hair, but there were tiny laugh lines at the corners of her eyes that only added to her beauty.


    “I’m surprised to see you here.” Her voice was musical. Deep and rich with a slight rasp that stirred his loins. He looked at Ellen, and he immediately thought of bedding her. It was an ungentlemanly thought and one he tried to banish, but it persisted nonetheless.


    It had always been this way with her. She stirred him in ways that no other woman had since, and he had definitely tried hard to erase her memory with other women.


    “Are you?” he asked. “Surprised?”


    She smiled, a slow seductive smile that made all the blood rush to his cock. “Shocked might be a better word. You’ve never attended any of my salons before.”


    He shrugged, almost forgetting that he was holding a glass of wine. It sloshed. He steadied it. “I wanted to see what it was all about.”


    She tilted her head and studied him. “You despise poetry.”


    Why was he so inordinately pleased that she remembered that about him?


    “I’m a changed man.”


    Her smile slipped. “I hope not.”


    …


    Why are you here? Ellen desperately wanted to ask Oliver, but she refrained from being rude.


    When she’d seen him enter, her blood had run cold. For all these years they’d had an unspoken agreement to steer clear of each other. If they happened to be at the same ball, they remained on opposite ends of the room. They hadn’t spoken since…


    She pushed the memory away.


    Why was he here now?


    “The poetry reading will start momentarily. You might want to head in to get a good seat.”


    He barely disguised his grimace. She did not disguise her grin. So, he still hated poetry. She was right. He had not changed, and that comforted her.


    He tilted his tawny head toward a man a few feet away. “Who is that?”


    “Antoine Bertrand?” she asked in surprise. He was here to see Bertrand? There was a curious feeling in her chest that was absolutely not disappointment.


    “Bertrand,” he repeated, as if memorizing the name.


    “Do you know him?”


    He seemed to shake himself and turned back to her with a slight grin. “Never met him. He seems passionate about whatever it is he’s discussing. His audience is captive. And not in a good way.”


    She studied Bertrand. She didn’t know the man well, but he was a part of the eccentric crowd that Ellen was drawn to.


    “That’s unkind,” she said. “They don’t seem too miserable.”


    He made a noise in his throat, and she was suddenly irritated with him. “Why are you here, Oliver?” This wasn’t his crowd of people. In fact, the idea of Oliver socializing with any of these people was laughable.


    He turned the full force of his intense blue eyes on her, and she wished she’d not asked. She wished she’d walked away. She wished she’d not approached him at all. Those eyes had been the subject of her dreams for years before she’d finally forced herself to stop thinking of him.


    “How have you been, Ellen?”


    She set her back teeth together in frustration. Lord Armbruster was a charismatic man. He drew people to him like bees to flowers, and she did not want to be another bee. Not again.


    Never again.


    “I should mingle. Enjoy the poetry.”


    She caught another grimace before she walked off and felt a small thrill that he wasn’t happy about the poetry reading.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Oliver sat in the back of the room, figuring if the poetry reading became too tedious he could make a quick escape.


    He was not alone. A few other men had quickly taken the empty seats around him, commiserating with each other with long faces and raised brows.


    Oliver recognized a famous actress, and an opera singer. There was a journalist from The Daily Telegraph.


    It was an eclectic group of people, and from what he gathered, these salons were held periodically, focusing on one art form or another. He’d heard that some of them involved nude drawings. But, alas, he was subject to a poetry reading. He hoped to God it wasn’t Byron. A sniveling fool, in Oliver’s estimation.


    The Chartist walked in—Bertrand—with a beautiful woman on his arm who, upon closer inspection, appeared very much younger than him.


    But it wasn’t the woman Oliver was interested in. Why would Ellen invite a Chartist to her gatherings? Her husband was dead, but her son was the current Earl of Fieldhurst and if there was one thing Oliver knew about Ellen it was that she was fiercely protective of her son. A reputation as one who hosted a Chartist was not a good reputation to have.


    And then Ellen sailed in, a stunning sight in burgundy with all of that black hair, dark, dark eyes, and pale skin. She smiled to a few people as she made her way to the front.


    Oliver didn’t listen to her words of introduction so much as he let the cadence of her seductive voice carry him backward through time.


    


    Oliver had his wine glass halfway to his mouth when he spied her. She was across the room, various guests flitting between him and her, frustratingly obstructing his view so that he had to twist his head in unnatural positions to keep his eye on her.


    She was dressed in pale, earthy green, like the color of springtime. But she didn’t put him in mind of spring. No, she was more like winter, or maybe a dark, stormy summer night, with all that black, black hair piled high on her head and those dark eyes that were crinkled in laughter.


    A dark emerald would have looked better on her, but she was young, most assuredly a debutante, and the darker colors were better suited to the more mature women.


    And still he couldn’t look away. His old schoolmate, Kitchener, was droning endlessly in his ear, but Oliver had stopped listening the moment he spied her.


    “Who is that?” Oliver interrupted, rather rudely.


    Kitchener paused. “Who?”


    “Her.” Oliver gestured with the glass he was holding. “In the green.”


    Kitchener squinted through the crowd, and Oliver was surprised at how impatient he felt. He wanted to know her name. Right that moment. How absurd. But nonetheless there it was.


    “I don’t see…” Kitchener’s expression cleared. “Oh. Miss Ellen Hillgrave.”


    “Miss Ellen Hillgrave,” Oliver said to himself. Ellen. “Do you know her?”


    “We met once—”


    That was all Oliver needed to hear. He grabbed Kitchener by the sleeve and dragged him across the dance floor, through the swirling bodies, straight toward Ellen.


    He stopped a safe distance away. “You will introduce us,” he said.


    Kitchener gulped. He was a socially awkward one, preferring his books to balls. How he ended up at this ball Oliver didn’t know, but he was glad Kitchener was there to make the introduction. How was it that he had not known of this Miss Hillgrave?


    He was pretty certain that since he’d left Eton, his mother had shoved every available chit in his face in the hopes that a spark of something would ignite and Oliver would fall madly in love, court and marry, and partake in the bearing of children. It had not happened yet.


    But his mother had not introduced him to Miss Hillgrave.


    Kitchener cleared his throat and bravely stepped forward.


    The gaggle of girls that Miss Hillgrave was in the presence of all stopped talking and turned expectantly to Kitchener. His face turned an alarming shade of red, and he stammered.


    “Miss Hillgrave, I would like for you to meet The Viscount Fairview.”


    Oliver stepped forward and bowed. Miss Hillgrave’s brow went up, her cool, dark eyes dancing with an inner amusement, and for a moment Oliver faltered. Well, what had he expected? The girl to fall at his feet? To fawn over him?


    “My pleasure, miss.”


    “Lord Fairview.”


    Good God, but her voice hit him like a ship being broadsided. Low and raspy. Not the high-pitched squeals of all the other girls he had met.


    Miss Hillgrave was poised, holding herself straight and giving off an air of someone who was very comfortable in her own skin.


    A waltz started up, and Oliver threw all caution to the wind. Later, he would find that Ellen had that effect on him. He lost all sense when he was near her.


    “Would you care to dance?” he asked.


    Both brows went up this time. “My dance card is full, I’m afraid.”


    Oliver refused to let her see that this wounded him. “Of course,” he said smoothly. “Silly of me to think that there would be an available spot.”


    The girls around her tittered, and he felt his face warm but kept his gaze steady on her. She was measuring him, sizing him up. He wondered what thoughts were going through her mind and found that he very much cared what she thought of him.


    “Maybe some other time,” he said. “It was a pleasure to meet you.” He nodded at the other girls who were standing in a semicircle around Ellen. “Ladies.”


    Even though it was one of the hardest things he’d done, he turned and walked away. He could feel Miss Hillgrave’s gaze upon his back. His shoulder blades itched with it, but he kept walking.


    


    Pulled from his reminiscence by a smattering of polite applause, he opened his eyes to find that he’d missed the poetry reading entirely.


    A plain, young woman with thick glasses and hair pulled so tightly it made her eyes slanted, stood, clutching a book to her chest, and blushed at the applause. She scurried away, pushing her glasses up her nose with the tip of her index finger.


    People began moving around and talking.


    Oliver spied Ellen in the front row. She leaned to her left and said something to the person sitting next to her. Oliver had to shift to the right and tilt his head to see to whom she was speaking. It was a gentleman with black hair liberally shot with gray and combed straight back. He was in a black jacket, and that was all Oliver could see of him.


    Ellen whispered something in the man’s ear, leaning far too close for this to be a casual acquaintance. She smiled, and the man turned to look at her, revealing his profile to Oliver. He was older than Ellen. Why was Ellen attracted to the older men? Her husband had been twice her age when they’d wed. The man smiled down at her, and Oliver caught a flash of white teeth, eyes crinkled with laugh lines, a prominent nose.


    Who is he?


    Not an aristocrat. Oliver would know him if he was. A businessman? He wouldn’t put it past Ellen to allow a businessman to court her. Not that there was anything wrong with businessmen. He was one himself.


    Society had changed. It used to be that businessmen were looked down upon by nobility. Part of the working class, nearly indistinguishable from the laborers. But, as he’d predicted long ago, times were changing. There were many businessmen far wealthier than nobles, who had been impoverished by vast estates that gobbled up any spare cash they might have.


    People rose and talked quietly among themselves. Oliver stood there awkwardly. At the balls he attended there was always someone for him to talk to, but here there was no one. He had nothing in common with these people, and he wasn’t sure how to act.


    “Did you enjoy the reading?”


    Startled, he looked down at the woman who had been on the Chartist’s arm. What luck.


    “I did,” he lied. “And you?”


    Her lips twisted. “I don’t understand the attraction to his poetry.” She shrugged, and he confirmed that she was quite young. More his sister’s age. And she was French. “But people seem to enjoy it.”


    “They do,” he agreed.


    Her gown was cream-colored and off the shoulder. It would not have been appropriate for the societal events that he attended, but it looked good on her, hugging all her curves before dropping into a full skirt.


    “I am Amelie Bertrand,” she said.


    How was she related to Antoine Bertrand? She seemed far too young to be his wife, but Oliver couldn’t be sure.


    “Oliver Armbruster,” he said, leaving off his title. Women sometimes acted strange about his title. They either coveted it or were frightened of it. Of course, all the women he met knew he was an earl. This anonymity was rather nice and besides, he wanted to get close to the man she was with and was afraid a title would scare him off.


    “It is a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Armbruster.”


    “Do you come to these salons often?” he asked.


    She shrugged and looked around. Her eyes were a dark brown, her hair a blond that was almost the same color as her gown. “Often enough. I come with my father.”


    Ah. So Bertrand was her father.


    “Your father?” He raised a brow in inquiry. What a perfect opportunity that had just dropped into his lap.


    “Armbruster. How did you enjoy the poetry?” Ellen swept up next to him and took his arm. For the first time he wished her away, even as his body responded to her touch. Seventeen years he’d gone without her touch. There had been a time when he’d thought he’d die without it. He’d been wrong. He’d lived.


    “It was entertaining.”


    She grinned. “Liar,” she whispered. “You despised it.”


    “Poetry is not my favorite. I will admit that.”


    Amelie wandered away, and Oliver cursed the missed opportunity to talk to her.


    “A little young for you, don’t you think?”


    He shrugged, wondering if Ellen was jealous of Amelie like he was jealous of the man Ellen had sat next to during the poetry reading. How absurd to be jealous after all this time. She’d made it clear that she hadn’t wanted him.


    “We were discussing the poetry,” he said.


    She arched her brows in doubt. “So now that you have a taste of these salons, what do you think? Will you return?”


    Was that hope in her voice? Was he projecting his own feelings of hope onto her?


    He needed to leave. He should never have come in the first place. He’d been foolish to agree to this preposterous proposal by O’Leary.


    The gentleman who had been sitting next to Ellen approached and put a proprietary hand on her elbow.


    She pulled her gaze from Oliver and smiled up at the man. Oliver felt a twinge in his chest region and forced himself not to rub it. Must have been something he’d eaten that wasn’t sitting well. Or the flat wine.


    “My lord, I would like you to meet Sir William Needham. William, this is…an old friend. Lord Armbruster.”


    …


    “What do you know of a William Needham?” Oliver asked Detective O’Leary the next night.


    They were sitting in the detective’s office, enjoying an ale. Oliver had come to appreciate his weekly meetings with O’Leary and much to his surprise, he enjoyed the ale just as much. Normally he was a wine or port drinker.


    O’Leary was sprawled in his chair, the front legs tilted back, his heavy booted feet resting on the top of his desk. From Oliver’s vantage point he could see that the soles of O’Leary’s shoes were nearly worn through.


    He was a big man, O’Leary, a ginger, with freckles over his face and forearms. Oliver could easily see O’Leary as a street thug or working a farm. That they were friends was as much a surprise to O’Leary as it had been to Oliver. They were of a different class, would never have met under any other circumstances—they’d met through their mutual friend, Ashland.


    Ashland was normally at these informal, ale-drinking get-togethers, but Ashland was spending time with his wife.


    “Needham,” O’Leary said after taking a swig of ale and wiping his lips with the back of his hand. He tapped his chair arm with a thick, callused finger.


    “Sir William Needham, the surgeon?”


    Oliver raised a brow. “Surgeon?”


    After Ellen had introduced the two men she’d been called away, and Needham had followed her. Much like a puppy, Oliver had thought. Again he’d felt that twinge in his chest that he now knew hadn’t been caused by food or drink.


    “Serjeant Surgeon to the royal family,” O’Leary said. “If it’s the same man you’re speaking of. Can’t be two Sir William Needhams. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him.”


    “Never until last night,” Oliver said, feigning disinterest, when in reality he was very interested indeed.


    Surgeon to the royal family?


    “Very accomplished gentleman,” O’Leary said. “President of the Royal College of Surgeons. Teaches some classes at the Kings College. Medicine, obviously. I hear he’s a nice gent, extremely focused.”


    Oliver turned his glass of ale around on the desk, studying the liquid as it sloshed around. Accomplished, nice and focused. A surgeon. Not of nobility, but also not of a class too low for Ellen’s interest.


    Ever since her husband died Ellen had dabbled in the arts. She was known as a great patroness—yes, Oliver had kept track—but where did a surgeon come into that picture?


    “Was he there last night?” O’Leary asked.


    Oliver grunted.


    “Strange place for a surgeon to be, but I’ve heard that Lady Fieldhurst is a beautiful woman. She would be quite a catch for someone like Needham.”


    “He’s not married?”


    “I seem to remember that his wife died a few years back. From Scotland, she was.”


    Quite a catch.


    Those words bothered Oliver for some reason.


    “Tell me about Antoine Bertrand,” O’Leary said. “Were you able to speak to him?”


    “There was no opportunity. He was surrounded by people most of the night. I did meet his daughter, however.”


    O’Leary seemed to brighten. “He has a daughter?”


    “Amelie.”


    Maybe not speaking to Antoine had been a good thing last night. Now he’d have to return to another salon, and he would get a chance to see Ellen again.


    Would she take offense if he asked her what she was doing in the company of a surgeon?

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Philip, please.” Ellen did not want to resort to begging her son, but she was out of options. The boy simply would not listen to her. He listened to no one.


    Philip did what Philip wanted to do and damn the consequences.


    He’d been like that his entire life. It had not helped that his father had doted on him and had excused any bad behavior. Ellen had tried. Lord knew she’d tried to discipline her son, but she was merely the mother, and her words had held no weight with Philip or his father, Arthur.


    He was sixteen now and out of her control. Truth be told, he’d been out of her control for years.


    “You simply cannot quit Eton. It’s not done.”


    He was sprawled on his bed, half propped up by a mountain of pillows. Clothes were strewn about, and she winced at the thought of his valet having to clean up after him. Her son was a slob.


    “Oh, please, Mother. This is getting tiring. I don’t need Eton. There is nothing more they can teach me.”


    How about manners? She swallowed the question because that would lead to another row, and she was so weary of arguing with him.


    “Your father would be furious if he were here.”


    “Father would say that I am the Earl of Fieldhurst now, and it is time I took the reins.”


    “You are not ready for that responsibility.”


    He swung his legs over the bed and stood, the motion so graceful that she was put in mind of someone else. Someone she’d forced herself not to think about for many years. But more and more Philip reminded her of Oliver, and it broke her heart.


    “It is not up to you to determine if I am ready for the responsibility. I became the earl when Father died. I know you hate the idea, but there is nothing you can do about it.”


    “I don’t hate the idea.” She just didn’t think he was ready. He was… Well, to be honest, her son was lazy and demanding, and he felt the world owed him everything. He’d become an earl at too young of an age. Thirteen was too young, but even then he’d felt he was ready, and he’d resented the fact that she’d made him attend Eton. It had been his father’s dream that he attend the school, and it had been her hope that the professors would straighten Philip up.


    Instead he’d been suspended multiple times. This last incident was the worst, and she feared that even Eton would not have him back. But it seemed Philip wasn’t going to give them a chance anyway. He had declared that he was finished with schooling and would not return, no matter what.


    He’d been caught in the linen closet with a maid. The headmaster had not given her the salacious details. He’d been very circumspect, but she had heard one of the other boys tell another boy that Philip had been found with his pants around his ankles and his bum facing the door when it had been opened.


    She’d nearly died of mortification and had wanted to flee right then—to leave him there and run away.


    She simply did not know what to do with him anymore.


    If he took over the earldom, he would bankrupt it within a year.


    At the moment, it was being run by her late husband’s steward, and she was fine with keeping it that way, at least for a few more years.


    Philip padded past her and entered his changing room.


    “We are not finished discussing this,” she said. “Philip?”


    He said something from the depths of his dressing room, but it was muffled.


    “What did you say?”


    He appeared a moment later, shrugging into a jacket that fit his widening shoulders to perfection. Philip was very particular about his clothes.


    “I said I’m finished discussing this. It’s nothing we haven’t said before, and it’s tiring having to repeat myself. I’m going out.”


    “You’re not going out. You’re supposed to be serving a punishment for your suspension from school.”


    He rolled his eyes. “Mother. Please. Every lad there has tupped that maid. I just happened to be caught.”


    “Philip!” She covered her hot cheeks with her hands. “That is completely unacceptable.”


    He laughed and kissed the top of her head as he walked past her and out of his room, leaving her standing there, mortified and afraid of what the future held for both of them, if he didn’t change his ways.


    …


    Oliver was deep in thought, his mind cataloguing the cards that had been played and the combination of cards that his opponents held that could possibly beat him.


    There were none.


    He held the winning hand.


    He kept his expression inscrutable as he puffed on an expensive cigar and waited his turn.


    “My lord.” A servant leaned close, holding out a silver salver with a note on it. Oliver observed all of this out of the corner of his eye, keeping his attention on the game.


    “What is it?” he asked.


    “Something urgent, I am told.”


    “Urgent? In the middle of the night? What time is it by the way?”


    The servant paused. “Three twenty-two in the morning, my lord.”


    The only urgent thing that Oliver could think of would be something with his mother or sister, but they were in prime health, and the Evendale ball had been this evening—they were probably not even home yet.


    With a sigh he put his hand of cards down and took the note.


    “Thank you,” he said absently as the servant scooted away.


    “Your turn, Armbruster.”


    But Oliver was reading the note.


    Urgent business. Please come right away–O’Leary


    What in the hell would O’Leary want from him this late in the day—or early in the morning?


    “Armbruster. Are you going to play or not?”


    Oliver stood. “My apologies, gentlemen. It seems there is an urgent matter to which I must attend.”


    The servant was hovering nearby. Oliver asked him to call for his carriage as he stubbed out his cigar.


    All the way to Scotland Yard he tried to determine what the hell O’Leary needed. Never had the man summonsed Oliver before. Their friendship was based on drinking ale and speculating about current cases the Yard couldn’t solve.


    He hopped out of his carriage before it stopped completely and was surprised to find O’Leary waiting for him at the door.


    “I apologize for the lateness.” O’Leary looked Oliver up and down, noting his formal attire. “But I’m glad to see I didn’t get you out of bed.”


    “It’s rare that I am in bed before the sun rises,” Oliver said.


    “I hope I didn’t take you away from any…fun activities.” The hint was that Oliver might have been with a woman, which was the furthest from the truth. It’d been a few weeks since his last woman and, while he had been feeling itchy for another, that feeling had gone away after Ellen’s salon. He refused to contemplate the reason for that. It certainly had nothing to do with Ellen. Past nostalgia, nothing more.


    “Just a spot of whist and a good cigar.” He missed the cigar more than he missed the women.


    “Ah. Well, then I feel slightly less bad for dragging you here.”


    “Why am I here, O’Leary? Certainly you don’t have a case you would like to discuss.”


    “Nothing like that. Truth is, I didn’t know who else to call. It’s a bit of a delicate situation.”


    Now Oliver was even more intrigued. They were winding through the convoluted halls of the Yard. He’d never been here at this hour, and it was eerily quiet, their shoes echoing off the walls.


    “I have in my possession a certain Lord Fieldhurst. He’s a bit inebriated. Very inebriated.” O’Leary sighed. “He’s far gone. Can barely speak.”


    For a moment Oliver’s mind went to Ellen’s husband, forgetting that the man had been dead for three years. Then he recalled that the current Lord Fieldhurst was Ellen’s son.


    Ellen’s son went on a drinking binge, and O’Leary had called him?


    “What am I to do about this?” Oliver asked, not thrilled that O’Leary had summonsed him for a youth’s folly. Damn it, he’d been about to win that hand.


    “I didn’t want to embarrass Lady Fieldhurst by dropping her son off at her front door. Neighbors would see, and we all know what that would bring.”


    Gossip.


    “And I certainly didn’t want to call such a woman of means to the Yard. That would be unseemly. So I thought you might be kind enough to drop the lad off at his home.”


    By now they were standing outside a door that Oliver surmised was some sort of holding room for inebriated individuals.


    “Is he being charged with anything?”


    O’Leary hesitated. “There was a…skirmish. Over a dice game. A window was broken and a man’s eye blackened. More than likely, if he pays for the window, this will blow over.”


    Oliver had never met Ellen’s son, and he was suddenly curious. His antics this night sounded like something that any boy feeling his oats would get into. Oliver tried to remember how old the lad was. Fifteen? Sixteen?


    Why wasn’t he in school? Oliver was certain that this week was not a school break.


    O’Leary opened the door, and Oliver was taken aback by the stench that assailed him. Vomit, urine, and alcohol.


    The boy was sitting in a chair, his arms folded on a table and his head resting on his arms. Oliver glimpsed blondish-brown hair and slim shoulders just beginning to fill out. His coat was of the finest material but bloodied and dirty.


    The lad groaned and lifted his head to squint at Oliver and O’Leary.


    “My lord, Lord Armbruster is here to take you home.”


    The boy’s squinty eyes traveled to Oliver and seemed to take his measure. Oliver was pretty certain he had no idea how he even got there.


    “Home?”


    “Home,” Oliver said. “To your mother.”


    The boy made a disparaging noise. “She’ll harp on me for weeks if she sees me like this.”


    “As well she should.” Oliver didn’t like the boy’s tone as he was speaking about Ellen, and he was also thinking he didn’t want this odorous individual in his carriage.


    Fieldhurst put his head back down. “I’ll just sleep it off here.”


    With a surge of anger Oliver gripped the boy’s arm and dragged him to a half-standing position.


    “Hey!” Fieldhurst blurted. “You can’t do that. I’m an earl.”


    O’Leary rolled his eyes.


    “I am, too, you ungrateful bastard, and I can do what I want to you right now. You don’t have the wits to do anything about it. Now I’m taking you home. We’re waking your mother, and you will feel her wrath, as you should.”


    Fieldhurst seemed a bit cowed by that and closed his mouth.


    Oliver marched him out of the room and down the hall. The boy could hardly stand. He was weaving back and forth and Oliver had to put Fieldhurst’s arm over his shoulder and support most of his insubstantial weight. He was almost as tall as Oliver, just a few inches shorter, but had not put on the weight that he would once he reached full manhood.


    “You can take me back to your place,” the boy mumbled.


    Oliver barked out a laugh. “No.”


    “Aw, help a fellow out. My mother is going to be furious.”


    “She should be furious.”


    “She’ll complain and nag me.”


    “It sounds like you need a good beating.”


    The boy didn’t say anything after that. He seemed to be concentrating on dragging one foot in front of the other.


    O’Leary led them back to Oliver’s carriage, but as soon as they hit the fresh air the boy started heaving. Oliver pushed him toward some bushes and he vomited in them while Oliver stood above him with his hands on his hips.


    “I hoped you learned your lesson tonight,” he said as the boy wiped his mouth with his coat sleeve.


    He shrugged a bony shoulder, and Oliver grabbed him up again and stuffed him into the carriage. He directed his driver where to take them, then sat opposite the lad.


    “If you vomit in my carriage you will clean it up yourself. Do you understand me?”


    The lad nodded, but his eyes were closed and he was resting his head against the window.


    They rode back to Ellen’s house in silence. Oliver had no idea what he was going to say to her, and he hated that he had to wake her for this.


    He wondered at the lad, a son of Ellen’s. The Earl of Fieldhurst, as he was quick to point out. He was certainly enamored of his title. Oliver tried to remember what it was like to be fifteen? Sixteen? He had not been an earl at that age. That had come many years later. He’d been a student at Eton, both the best and worst times of his life, when his father died. He had been devastated and would have gladly given up the title to have his father back. But that was not the way things worked, and immediately he had taken over the earldom while finishing his years at Eton.


    Fieldhurst’s life was different, having come into the title at such a young age. Damn, but he wished he remembered how old the boy was. The late Fieldhurst had died about three years ago so that meant this Fieldhurst had been twelve or thirteen. So young to come into such a large title. Had the elder Fieldhurst prepared his son for the responsibility?


    Oliver couldn’t fault the boy for having a little fun. There had been a few nights he’d rolled home so pissed he couldn’t stand. There had been the one time he’d vomited into his mother’s prized Chinese vase. That outcome had not been good for him. He’d suffered the wrath of his mother and father for that idiotic stunt.


    And then, of course, had been the night Ellen married. Even now his memories were vague about that night—exactly how he had wanted it.


    But there was something about this boy that worried Oliver, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He didn’t like how the boy spoke of Ellen or the fact that he’d taken umbrage when Oliver had grabbed him—thinking he should not be touched in such a way, since he was an earl.


    Oliver grinned in the darkness. They were evenly matched in titles, although the Armbruster title was older by a few generations. But they were unevenly matched in wit and brawn. Oliver could easily take the boy down, but that was not the way to handle such a situation.


    The lad would regret his rash words come morning—if he remembered them at all. Oliver would be the bigger man and would not remind him of his foolish posturing.


    They reached the Fieldhurst mansion, and Oliver and his driver practically had to carry the boy out of the carriage. Oliver half dragged him to the front door and knocked, wincing at the late hour, knowing he was probably waking up the household.


    The butler was wearing a robe and his sleeping cap when he answered the door, his eyes blurry with sleep, but they widened when he saw Fieldhurst.


    “This way,” he said, as if this was a usual occurrence. He directed a sleepy footman to fetch the countess. “Would you like to take him into the sitting room?” he asked Oliver.


    “It’s probably best to take him straight to his room.”


    “Very well.” The butler hesitated, probably trying to decide it if was a good idea for Oliver to take the boy up. The man was old, and Oliver didn’t think he could manage on his own.


    There was scurrying from the upper level and then Ellen was hurrying down the steps, tying a deep red robe around her waist. Her hair was in a braid that draped over one shoulder. She did not look as sleepy as the butler, and Oliver wondered if she had been waiting up for her son.


    She stopped at the bottom of the steps and put a hand to her mouth, her dark eyes wide.


    “Oliver?”


    Oliver hadn’t thought of a reason to give her that he was the one bringing her son home. He certainly couldn’t say they had spent the evening together carousing. That would be strange, and not the truth.


    “I have a mate at Scotland Yard who asked me to bring him home.”


    She looked at her son, whose head was hanging down, his chin nearly touching his chest. His knees were giving out, and Oliver was supporting his entire body weight.


    “Scotland Yard?”


    Oliver hesitated and looked at the butler. Sensing that this was a discussion he should not overhear, he instructed the footman to prepare his lordship’s bed, and they both hurried off.


    “I think I should get him to bed,” Oliver said, bypassing her question about Scotland Yard.


    “Yes, of course. I could get a footman…”


    “Probably best that fewer people see him like this.”


    She nodded. “You’re right, of course. This way.”


    Young Fieldhurst was useless at this point, not even able to put one foot in front of the other. Oliver hoisted him up over his shoulders and carried him up the steps. The boy was light, but not that light, and Oliver was winded by the time he made it to the top of the stairs and the gallery above.


    “Not much farther,” Ellen said.


    Oliver would admit to sometimes being a vain man, and he did not want Ellen to think that he couldn’t carry her son to his room, so he hid his breathlessness and gamely carried on, much relieved when they finally reached the boy’s chambers.


    His valet was waiting for him, and Oliver dumped the lad on the bed. He moaned and rolled onto his stomach then went still.


    “My apologies,” Ellen said to the valet. “Can you…”


    “Certainly, my lady. He’ll be suffering a bit come morning, but he’s none the worse for wear.”


    Ellen backed out of the room, worried eyes on her son. Oliver followed and closed the door behind him.


    Ellen put a hand over her eyes and another on her stomach and stood in the middle of the hallway, not moving, not speaking.


    “He’s a boy,” Oliver said. “Boys will do these things. He’ll feel sick for a few hours and hopefully that will dissuade him from going on another binge like that.”


    Ellen dropped her hand from her eyes and looked at a spot on the wall a distance down the hall.


    “I’m sure you’re right,” she said, but her words sounded hollow and defeated.


    “Is there anything wrong?” He waved his hand toward the closed door. “Besides that?”


    She took a deep breath and Oliver thought that she was going to say something, but instead she shook her head. “No. Other than my disappointment in Philip at the moment.”


    Philip. How had Oliver not known the lad’s name was Philip?


    She looked at him and seemed to note his attire. “You were called away from something important. I owe you.”


    “You don’t owe me anything, Ellen. I was happy to do it.” He sensed that there was more to this than she was saying, and he was curious. At the same time, he didn’t want to be curious. It’d taken a long time to get Ellen out of his system, to stop thinking about her constantly, to stop wondering why and what had gone wrong. He’d moved on years ago and didn’t want to be sucked back into her vortex.


    Somewhere in the house a clock struck five.


    “Would you like some coffee?” she asked. “I can have the cook start a pot.”


    “No, thank you. I’ll take my leave.”


    Oliver hesitated, wanting to say something but not knowing what he wanted to say.


    “Thank you again,” she said.


    Oliver nodded and made his way back downstairs and into his waiting carriage, more unsettled than he wanted to be.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    When Oliver awoke that afternoon, he lay in bed and thought a long time about Ellen, Philip, the incident with Philip, Bertrand, and even the surgeon who seemed to be a special person in Ellen’s life.


    But mostly, he thought about Ellen. He’d wondered about her through the years, as anyone would. They’d had something special a long time ago. Something that Oliver had thought came along only once in a lifetime. He’d been madly, breathlessly, deeply in love with her. He’d planned to marry her. But life or fate or whatever you wanted to call it, had other plans. It’d taken Oliver a long time to come to terms with the fact that he had lost. He’d lost the future he’d planned for himself and for Ellen, and he’d lost her affection. The how and why still haunted him to this day.


    What had he done wrong? Why had she turned away from him?


    Eventually he’d had to push those questions to the back of his mind, realizing he would never get an answer. Now he found them surging back, the old hurt returning. So silly. It’d been nearly twenty years since that fateful night when his world had come crashing down.


    But through the years he’d wondered about her. If she was happy. What her life was like.


    Tonight he’d gotten a glimpse of her life and it seemed…off.


    Her reaction to her son’s drunkenness had seemed more like acceptance. There seemed to be more to the story and for some reason, and against his will, Oliver’s heart went out to her. She was alone in her parenting, trying to raise a seemingly capricious boy who didn’t take well to being told what to do.


    Oliver had no children of his own, had never married. Someday he planned to have a family—he was, after all, an earl who needed an heir, as his mother was fond of telling him—but he didn’t know how to raise a child. So maybe what he’d seen was a normal part of parenting. Maybe he’d kept his mother up at all hours waiting for him to return home.


    Once he was dressed, he sat at his desk, reviewing the ledgers that his steward had brought him. Off to the side were Ashland’s ledgers. As Ashland was a newly minted earl, with no training whatsoever, Oliver had offered to help his friend learn his position and teach him the financial side of running an earldom. Not an easy task in this day.


    But his mind was not on the numbers.


    He withdrew a blank piece of paper etched on the top with his name and his coat of arms. For a long moment the pen hovered over the creamy white page as he wondered what to write.


    He had a need to reach out to Ellen, to let her know that she was not alone, and if she needed anything he was there for her. But he feared that the olive branch he was extending would be refused. Just like his proposal had been refused. And then he wondered why he wanted to help. For so long he’d allowed a low hum of anger to churn toward Ellen. He’d needed the anger to survive, to justify what she had done to him. And now he found himself reaching out, offering help.


    Was he a fool or had he finally grown past the old hurt?


    Until the night of the salon they had not spoken in seventeen years. She may not—probably did not—want him in her life again.


    And yet he could not walk away from her until he’d reached out to her.


    But what to say and how to say it?


    How to even start the letter? Did he call her Ellen? Too informal? Too presumptuous?


    Lady Fieldhurst? Definitely too formal. They had a past, no matter how hard each of them tried to forget it.


    My lady, he finally wrote.


    I hope all is well with young Fieldhurst and that he has recovered from his revelries. If there is anything you need of me, please don’t hesitate to ask.


    Sincerely,


    Here he hesitated again. Lord Armbruster? Again, too formal and Oliver was too presumptuous. So he signed it:


    A


    Before he could think twice he folded the paper, put it in an envelope, sealed it, and called for a footman.


    “Please purchase a small bouquet of flowers,” he said. “Nothing too extravagant, but something small and…pretty.” Good Lord, he sounded like a ninny. The footman looked confused. “A small bouquet of poppies. Deliver them to Lady Fieldhurst.”


    The footman’s confusion cleared, and he trotted off, but Oliver remained unsettled, wondering if he had done the right thing. Maybe he should have left well enough alone, acted like last night had not even happened. Maybe Ellen would read too much into his words.


    He pulled Ashland’s ledgers toward him and began to sort through them, forcing Ellen, and poppies, and drunken lads out of his mind.


    …


    “I cannot persuade the headmaster to take you back,” Ellen said at luncheon the next day.


    It was the first she had seen of Philip since Oliver had carried him home. Her son had spent the entire day in his closed bedchambers, refusing her entrance.


    He was shoveling food into his mouth and did not answer her.


    “What am I to do with you, Philip? You must go to school.”


    “Why? I’m almost finished and they haven’t taught me shite.”


    “Philip!” Ellen wanted to cover her ears. She had not taught her son to talk like that.


    “Well, they haven’t. I have an earldom to oversee, Mother. School interferes.”


    “Your father’s steward is overseeing everything until you are deemed ready to take over. Your behavior last night and your behavior at school has not convinced me you are ready.”


    He balled up his napkin and threw it on the table. Ellen nodded to the lone footman in the room to leave, and he quietly slipped out. If Philip wasn’t careful he would be the talk of the servants—if he wasn’t already.


    “And who is overseeing the steward? How do we even know he’s doing an adequate job of it? For all we know he is fleecing us. Stealing from us.”


    “Philip, that is enough!” She was appalled by what was coming out of his mouth. “The man has been employed by this family for years and has always done an exemplary job. I cannot believe you would question such a thing.”


    Philip put his head in his hands. “I’m sorry, Mother, but you have no idea how frustrating it is to be stuck with those…children…at Eton, knowing that I should be home taking the reins of the Fieldhurst earldom. It is my right and my duty. Staying in school is teaching me nothing.”


    “It seems to me that it has taught you much.” She was referring to the latest incident that had gotten him kicked out and he knew it, because he looked away, his cheeks turning red.


    “You will not take the reins of anything, except your good behavior, until I say you will,” she said.


    “Begging your pardon, but that is not up to you.” He scooted his chair back, stood, and left the room.


    Ellen pushed her plate away, no longer hungry. Indeed, she was feeling quite sick and quite angry at her deceased husband for leaving her in this mess.


    At her desk she pulled Oliver’s note toward her and read it for the hundredth time. The small bouquet of poppies was also sitting on her desk in a small crystal vase. He was the last person she would have expected to reach out a helping hand and offer kind words.


    Not that Oliver was unkind. He wasn’t. But he was also the last person from whom she wanted help.


    She put her head in her hands and fought the tears pressing against her eyes as so many emotions overtook her.


    


    Ellen watched Lord Fairview—Oliver—walk away. Her heart was beating wildly, and she cursed half of the men on her dance card for taking up time that would be wasted with them. She’d so wanted to find some space for him, but that would have been rude to the men who had written their names down.


    She fingered the card hanging from her wrist, wishing she could erase just one name and put Oliver’s in.


    His eyes had not flickered, no regret had crossed his face, when she’d denied him a dance. And that, most of all, was what sealed it for her. He was so self-assured. Not pompous, just…assured.


    His friend, a boy whose name she could not remember, turned to follow Oliver. Ellen quickly grabbed his sleeve to stop him. He jumped, as if pinched.


    “Tell Lord Fairview that I will be in Hyde Park tomorrow afternoon. Around two,” she whispered.


    At first his brows came together as if he didn’t know what to make of her pronouncement. And then his expression cleared. He nodded and hurried after Oliver.


    Immediately she was nervous. What had she done? She should go after the friend, tell him to forget what she said. But she wanted to talk to Oliver, to meet with him, to get to know him. He was intriguing, so different from the boys she knew.


    Maybe she should have asked him to call on her. That would have been more proper, but she didn’t know how her parents would feel about that. They were very strict with the people she called friends. All her life she’d been told that their social success rested on her shoulders.


    Oliver was a viscount; surely that would be socially acceptable to her parents.


    But she didn’t want him to come to her house. She wanted to meet him somewhere where they could talk without the watchful eyes of her mother.


    No, she would not rescind her invitation. She would be in Hyde Park the next day even if she had to lie to her mother to get there, and she would see where this would lead her.


    


    She was also to blame for the indiscretion. She was the one who had wanted an adventure, who had wanted Oliver all to herself without her parents hovering.


    She had not wanted to marry Arthur. She had been so young, and he had been so…old. Ancient in her seventeen-year-old eyes. But her objections had been no match for her parents, and she had not realized until then how determined they were to control her entire life and how powerless she had actually been.


    She felt just as powerless now.


    She did not want to accept Oliver’s offer to help. But, like so many years ago, she felt that maybe she did not have a choice.


    …


    “My sources tell me that Lady Fieldhurst is hosting another salon. Tonight. Will you be able to attend?”


    It had been a whole week since Oliver had sent the note with the flowers, and he had not heard from Ellen.


    Maybe he had assumed too much. Maybe he had seen things that weren’t really there. Maybe her problems with her son were nothing more than the usual problems with boys coming out of childhood and feeling their way to adulthood. Maybe he’d been a fool to reach out in the first place. There had been no need to open old wounds, but he’d done it anyway, and now he was suffering for it.


    O’Leary wanted him to go back, and he wasn’t sure he could.


    “Isn’t there someone else you can send?” he asked. “Someone who can get closer to Bertrand other than at these events?”


    “We’ve tried. He has a very tight circle of friends that don’t take kindly to strangers.”


    Oliver sighed and put his empty mug of ale down on the desk. “Very well.” He’d go tonight, do what he needed to do, report back to O’Leary, and wash his hands of the whole mess.


    He was glad that Ashland wasn’t here. He would see that Oliver was out of sorts and would want to know why, and Oliver had never told Ashland about Ellen. Out of respect for her he’d never told anyone, and he wasn’t going to start now.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    He saw her as soon as he walked in. She was wearing blue this evening. Ironically, so was he. Hers was a deep blue, the color of royalty. She looked regal with her head held high and her slight smile.


    He tore his gaze from her and searched for Bertrand. He found Amelie instead.


    “My lord,” she said, with a twinkle in her eye.


    “Who told you?” he asked.


    “Lady Fieldhurst. She said you are the Earl of Arlington.”


    “Armbruster.” He wanted to laugh because Amelie seemed to find his subterfuge entertaining, and she wasn’t the least bit upset that he’d lied to her.


    “Armbruster,” she repeated.


    She was wearing another cream gown tonight, a different style, but the same color. She put him in mind of an ice princess, although she’d never been cold to him.


    “Are you here with your father?” he asked.


    She nodded but didn’t elaborate. Her hair was swept up in an elegant twist, loose tendrils brushing her neck and the top of her shoulders. Amelie put him in mind of his sister, Josie.


    “I hear tonight’s entertainment is an ensemble.” Much better than a poetry reading. He thought he might gouge his eyes out if he had to live through another of those.


    Her smile was slight, as if she were reading his thoughts. “That is what I hear as well.”


    Silence fell between them after that.


    “What part of France are you from?” he asked. A waiter came by with a tray of wine and Oliver snagged two, handing one to Amelie.


    She took it with a soft thank you.


    “Paris.”


    “I have been many times. A beautiful city.”


    “I miss it,” she said quietly.


    Oliver tilted his head. “Oh? How long have you been in London?”


    “A few weeks. I am ready to return home, but Papa says we must stay a bit longer.”


    “Is he here on business?”


    Amelie shrugged, a purely Parisian gesture that was an answer in itself.


    “What business is your father in?” Oliver asked.


    “He works for the government. I am unsure what exactly he does.”


    Oliver doubted this story but didn’t doubt that this was what Amelie believed. Bertrand more than likely worked with some sort of government, but not the French government.


    Ellen was making her way around the room, smiling and stopping to talk to random people.


    Amelie’s crystal gaze swept the room as well but in a bored, resigned sort of way.


    “Why did your father bring you along on a business trip? It seems you would have preferred to remain in Paris.”


    Her gaze met his. “I do not want to seem rude. I’m happy to be here, of course, in the most vibrant city in the world. Please don’t think I am unappreciative that my father would like to expand my knowledge of the world.”


    “I don’t think that at all. You just seem sad.”


    Her gaze swept the room, but this time he thought it was so she could collect her thoughts. “It is lonely. My friends are in Paris and Father does not have time to introduce me to people my own age.”


    “Have you attended any balls?”


    “We have not been invited.”


    Oliver had a brilliant idea to introduce Amelie to his sister. Josie would love to introduce Amelie to her friends. But bringing a possible Chartist into his family was probably not a good idea.


    “Let me see what I can do about that,” he said recklessly, while also chastising his big mouth.


    “Oh, I couldn’t ask that of you,” she said quickly.


    “I can’t guarantee anything, but I will see.”


    The good doctor had reached Ellen’s side and cupped her elbow with his hand. She smiled over her shoulder at him, and Oliver’s stomach twisted. He had no right to Ellen. For God’s sake, she’d been married for nearly fourteen years to another man. If he’d had any rights, he’d given them up long ago.


    “Amelie?”


    Antoine Bertrand approached, his gaze bouncing between his daughter and Oliver. Clearly the man was confused as to why his daughter was speaking to Oliver.


    “Papa, I would like you to meet Lord Armbruster. My lord, this is my papa, Antoine Bertrand.”


    Bertrand eyed Oliver warily. Oliver gave him his most charming smile. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Bertrand. Miss Bertrand was telling me all about her home in Paris and how much she misses it.”


    Bertrand’s eyes clouded, and Oliver wondered if maybe he had misspoken. Recklessly he went on, ignoring the clanging in his head to shut his mouth.


    “I was thinking that Miss Bertrand and my sister would suit well. My sister could show Miss Bertrand around the city. They could go riding in Hyde Park one morning. It would all be very proper.”


    Bertrand now seemed intrigued. “Poor Amelie has been lonely since I dragged her to England. I will admit that I don’t know many people her own age. That is very kind of you to offer.”


    Oliver noted that Bertrand did not take him up on the kind offer.


    “Where are you staying? I can have my sister call on Miss Bertrand.”


    “My lord.”


    Oliver turned to find Ellen at his elbow, and his breath caught in his chest. Would he ever not be surprised to see her so close to him?


    “Lady Fieldhurst.” He bowed over her hand as her gaze flickered between him and Bertrand.


    “Mr. Bertrand, I hope you don’t mind if I pull Lord Armbruster away for a moment?”


    “Of course not.” Bertrand took his daughter’s elbow and steered her toward the refreshment room. Oliver was disappointed to see them go. He’d been hoping to find out more information from Bertrand.


    “That is an odd acquaintance to make,” Ellen said, looking at him closely, not willing to admit that she was curious as to his interest in Bertrand.


    “I don’t know what you mean.” But he did know what she meant. Ordinarily, Bertrand was not the sort of person Oliver would talk to at any type of event. “I was merely welcoming him and his daughter to London.”


    She raised her brow in disbelief.


    “Can I speak to you privately?” he asked.


    The other brow rose. “Here? Now?”


    “I realize it’s probably an inconvenient time…”


    The doctor was nowhere to be found, and Oliver wondered where he had gone off to. Normally he was hovering closely behind Ellen, like a lap dog.


    The thought was unkind, but Oliver didn’t care.


    Ellen seemed to be considering him. “I have to make sure the ensemble is ready, then direct my guests into the room where they will be playing, but…”


    “There you are, dear.” And just like that, when Oliver was hanging on that word “but,” the doctor appeared, frustrating Oliver to no end.


    She smiled up at Needham and patted his hand.


    “We are almost ready to go in,” he said.


    “Splendid.” She turned back to Oliver. “You are staying, of course. It’s a most excellent ensemble.”


    He almost mumbled, “Better than the poetry reading?” but held his tongue and nodded.


    “Shall we start herding the people in?” Needham said to her.


    Ellen hesitated, glancing at Oliver. “Give me one moment, William, and I will be right with you.”


    Needham shot a confused look at Oliver before walking away.


    “Call on me tomorrow morning,” Ellen said hurriedly. “There is something I need to discuss with you.”


    It took a moment for Oliver to realize what she was asking. What could Ellen possibly need to discuss with him?


    “Very well.”


    She reached out to squeeze his arm. “Thank you for what you did for Philip the other night.”


    “I’m assuming he’s feeling better?”


    “It took the better part of the day but, yes, he’s his old self.”


    By the way she said “old self” Oliver got in the impression that maybe that was not a good thing, but he held his tongue. He was doing a lot of that this night.


    “Tomorrow then,” he said.


    She hesitated, as if she wanted to say more, but nodded, then hurried after the doctor.


    …


    “Really, Oliver, you ask too much. I don’t even know this girl.” Josie had not been as open to showing Amelie around the city as Oliver had hoped.


    He’d stopped by his mother’s house on his way to Ellen’s to ask this favor of his sister and had not found Josie in the best of moods. He probably should not have come here rushed as he was.


    “Just a ride around Hyde Park. She’s lonely, Jose.”


    Josie huffed and put her stitching down. He was stuffed in a small, delicate chair that was more for decoration rather than utilitarian purpose, in her sitting room on the second floor.


    “How do you know this girl?”


    “I met her at a salon.”


    Josie’s brows went up, and she asked a thousand questions with just one look.


    Oliver sighed and then thought he might be able to turn Josie to his side with the truth.


    “You can’t tell anyone, Jose. Not even Mother.”


    Josie sat forward a bit more, curiosity lighting her features. Josie—short for Josephine, a name she despised—was considered a beauty of the first water. She’d had marriage proposals the moment she’d debuted, but nothing Oliver would even seriously consider. More than once she’d told him that she would marry for love or not marry at all, and he adored her enough to take that proclamation seriously. Because he felt the same way. He’d experienced love once, a deep, abiding love, and wanted nothing less with the woman he chose to spend the rest of his life with.


    How could he ask less of his sister?


    But she was also bored with her life as a debutante. Josie liked adventure and intrigue, and he feared that someday that would land her in trouble.


    “I was asked to discover some information on a man named Antoine Bertrand.”


    “That sounds French.”


    “He is French, as is his daughter, Amelie.”


    “What information? Who asked you to do this? Why you?” Her questions came one after the other with barely a breath in between.


    Oliver held up his hand. “Who asked is none of your concern. Why me, is none of your concern, either.”


    She sat back and folded her arms across her chest, pouting. “Then I won’t help you.”


    He contemplated her, testing the angles he needed to take to get her to do what he wanted. “Very well. I’ll find someone else to help me.”


    He stood, not an easy task when he feared the chair would collapse beneath him. “Tell Mother I’m sorry I missed her.”


    “She’ll be angry if you don’t stay until she returns.”


    “I have business to attend.”


    She was watching him warily, trying to decide if he would follow through with his bluff. “Business with this Bertrand?”


    He tweaked her nose and grinned. “None of your concern, since you said you wouldn’t help me.”


    She blew out a frustrated breath. “I’ll tell Mother you were here, and you will feel her wrath that you didn’t stay.”


    He shrugged. “I’ve heard it before. Besides, I really do have a business meeting.”


    He made it all the way to her door, stopped, hesitated, then pulled it open and walked out.


    She held out longer than he thought she would. He’d made it almost to the front door before she came barreling down the steps, skidding to a stop in front of him, practically flinging her arms out to block his exit.


    “What would you need me to do?”


    He barely concealed his satisfied grin.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Oliver was making his second round through Hyde Park, feeling like a lovesick fool. Kitchener insisted that Miss Hillgrave told him to meet her here. Oliver had interrogated him over and over, and his friend’s story never changed.


    So here Oliver was, riding through Hyde Park, staring intently at any gaggle of chits that happened by him. But no Ellen. It was close to one o’clock and he’d not laid eyes on her.


    He felt strangely bereft. Like he’d missed a life-changing opportunity.


    And then he saw her. He wasn’t even that close, but he would know the curve of her neck, the slope of her shoulders, anywhere.


    His heart slowed and a calmness overcame him, as if her presence soothed him.


    He slowed his horse as they approached and tipped his hat to her. “Ladies.”


    She was with what appeared to be a maid. It was just the two of them. None of the chits from the night before were with her. Had she planned it that way?


    “Lord Fairview, what a surprise to see you here.” Her eyes twinkled with amusement, and she pressed her lips together as if she were trying not to laugh.


    Oliver grinned. “Just taking my usual stroll through Hyde Park.”


    “Would you care to join me?”


    His heart leaped in an uncharacteristic way. “I would be honored to join you, my lady.”


    He turned his mount around until they were side by side. They rode in silence for a bit, but it wasn’t an awkward silence, more companionable.


    “Did you enjoy yourself at the ball last night?” she asked.


    “Immensely. And you?”


    “It was well attended.”


    Not the answer he had thought she would say. “Well attended?” he glanced over at her, but she was looking straight ahead, again appearing as if she were trying not to laugh.


    “You seem amused,” he said.


    She drew in her breath sharply, then let out the laugh that she had been holding in. “Don’t you find this…odd?”


    “This?” he asked.


    She waved an elegant hand in the air. “You and I. Here.”


    “I find it…destined.”


    “Destined?” She pulled her horse up, and he followed suit, but they were in the middle of Hyde Park in the afternoon. They were causing the pathway to become congested. He motioned for them to move to the side, near a line of trees.


    “What do you mean by destined?” she asked when they were repositioned.


    He shrugged and looked out over Hyde Park. “I don’t know. It just seems that you and I meeting seemed like it was meant to be. Didn’t you feel it last night?”


    She was suddenly serious, looking at him with those dark eyes. “I felt something,” she said, making his heart fly.


    “A connection?”


    “I don’t know what it was. I’m not willing to name it yet.”


    “Fair enough,” he said, determined that he was going to convince her that they were meant to be together. He knew it in his bones. His blood hummed with her and he just knew, more than he’d known anything else in his life, that he and Ellen were meant to be together.


    


    Oliver was more nervous than he anticipated when he approached Ellen’s home. He didn’t know what to expect, and he didn’t know what he hoped to achieve from their meeting.


    He missed talking to her. Even years later, he missed the easy camaraderie they had shared and that he had never had with anyone else.


    So maybe there was some hope that she wanted something more than the awkward avoiding of each other they had fallen into.


    The butler led him into the sitting room. In the light of day, with no one else in the room, it looked like an average sitting room, decorated to reflect Ellen. Priceless vases and objects de art were scattered around the bright and airy room.


    She did not leave him waiting for long, and as soon as she entered he picked up on her nervousness.


    “Tea will be served momentarily.”


    He nodded, not necessarily wanting tea but willing to play out the scene.


    She sat on the edge of the couch, her hands folded primly in her lap, her body held so tight that he feared she would shatter if he moved too quickly. He sat opposite her in a comfortable chair meant to complement the couch.


    It was apparent that she was not going to speak about anything until tea was served. So they sat in an awkward kind of silence while questions crowded his mind.


    Finally he could stand no more.


    “How do you know Antoine Bertrand?” he asked, because the question had been preying on him.


    She seemed surprised that he had not only broken the silence but asked that question. “I’ve met him at other salons. He’s an interesting man.”


    “Are you aware that he is a Chartist?”


    She blinked, again seeming surprised by his question. “I don’t see why that matters. The Chartist movement died years ago.”


    “Some would like to think it died, but there are others who want to bring it back.”


    “Is it so wrong to be a Chartist?”


    He was stymied by that question because no, he didn’t believe there was anything wrong with the heart of the Chartist movement. “I believe that there should be equality among people. I believe that everyone should get a vote. But I don’t believe in the Chartists’ ways of going about it. Violence never solves anything.”


    She tilted her head toward him as if she were pleased with his answer. “Mr. Bertrand is not a threat to the Crown, if that is your concern.”


    “You know this how?”


    “We’ve spoken of it. Yes, he’s interested in resurrecting the Chartist movement, but only on a Parliamentary level. He does not believe in the violence of the past.”


    “And he truly thinks he can breathe new life into a nearly dead movement?”


    “He’s here to see what can be done.”


    The tea arrived and they fell silent as the serving girl set it out.


    “I will pour,” Ellen told her. “Thank you, Hannah.”


    Without asking, Ellen poured his tea exactly as he liked it. A bit of cream and one lump of sugar. “I’m surprised you remembered,” he said.


    Her cheeks colored, and she put the teapot down rather sharply before folding her hands in her lap again.


    “It’s still here, isn’t it? Between us?” he asked.


    She was staring down at her hands, and he thought he might finally get an explanation of what had gone so terribly wrong that long-ago night.


    “Do you hate me?” She looked at him with troubled eyes.


    “Now? No. Back then?” He shrugged. Hate was not the word that came to mind. Hurt, despair. Anger, definitely.


    Is that why she asked him here? To see if he hated her? Had it bothered her all these years that she thought he did?


    “You could have at least left a note,” he said.


    “I…” Her voice trailed off. “I’m sorry.”


    He waited for more, but none was forthcoming. He’d not wanted an apology. He wanted an explanation. It seemed that seventeen years was still not long enough to put it all behind him.


    “I know I have no right to ask this, but…” Her shoulders slumped. “I need your help.”


    He let that sink in, her need for his help, and realized that still, after all this time, after what she’d done to him, he would do anything for her.


    “And you may have it.”


    “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask you.”


    “It doesn’t matter. I told you once, a long time ago, that if you ever needed anything you only had to ask.”


    It had been the night they had made love, the week before her wedding when they had made plans to run away, to get married in Scotland. Plans that she’d never followed through with.


    “What can I do for you?” he asked softly.


    She drew in a deep breath as if she needed courage to voice her request. “Philip has been suspended from Eton.”


    Curiously, Oliver felt disappointment. He didn’t know what sort of help she needed, but his thoughts had not veered toward her son.


    “Boys are suspended from Eton frequently. It’s like a rite of passage.”


    “This isn’t the first time.”


    “Ah.” The lad was a handful. He’d seen so the night he’d picked him up from Scotland Yard. “Maybe he’s feeling his oats.”


    “I think it’s beyond that,” she said quietly as she studied her clenched hands. “I tried talking to the headmaster. I actually resorted to begging him to take Philip back early, but he refused. He hinted… He hinted that they might not take him back at all.”


    This was serious, indeed. Eton was known for producing the finest men and doing whatever was necessary to do so. All sorts of punishments were not unusual, but to be kicked out? That was unusual and a scandal that would follow Philip his entire life.


    “What would you like me to do?” Take a strap to the lad? Because that’s what Oliver felt like doing after seeing the devastation in Ellen’s eyes. The damn kid. Didn’t he know what he was doing to his mother?


    “Would you talk to the headmaster? You’re a fine product of Eton. Maybe he will listen to you.”


    Oliver tried to remember who the headmaster was but couldn’t recall. If he were someone who had been there during Oliver’s time, then Oliver might not be the best one for this particular mission. He had hardly been a saint himself.


    “What exactly did young Fieldhurst do for such a stiff punishment?”


    Ellen looked away. Her throat moved in a swallow. “I’d rather not say.”


    “I very well can’t fight for his reinstatement if I don’t know what he did. Maybe the headmaster is right in not taking him back.”


    Her head jerked back, and panicked eyes met his. “But they must take him back. He needs the structure of Eton. As much as I am loath to admit it, he needs the strong hand and constitution of a man. He doesn’t listen to me. He blatantly ignores my rules. He’s out of control, and I don’t know what to do anymore.”


    A lone tear slipped down her cheek, and Oliver’s heart twisted. He hated to see women cry, but seeing Ellen cry was a special kind of torture. She’d cried their one night together because she’d not wanted to marry Arthur, and he’d made all sorts of plans and promises to her.


    “Tell me what he did,” he said, banishing the memories.


    She covered her eyes with her hand. “He… He was found…in the linen closet with a maid.” She lowered her hand and looked at him. There was defiance in her eyes, mixed with the tears.


    “I see. Well, I can assure you he isn’t the first lad in that closet with a maid.”


    Her lips quivered in an almost smile. “Do you say this from experience?”


    “I’ve heard stories.” He was admitting to nothing. “Let me see what I can do. I might have to enlist some help.”


    She shook her head. “No one else can know about this. Please, Oliver. Tell no one.”


    “There is only one other man I would trust with your secret and believe me when I say, he tells no tales.”


    Oliver had met Ashland at Eton. Ashland had been a colleger, what everyone considered “poor,” but poor had been irrelevant. His parents had not been able to afford the tuition, but Ashland had easily passed the entrance exams, so the college had paid his tuition fees. Oliver had been an oppidan. His tuition had been paid for by his parents. He had been a future earl. His admission had been secure.


    Oliver and Ashland had met under bad circumstances that had ended in Ashland being beaten by some sixth form boys and Oliver suspended and sent home for a week. They’d become best friends after that.


    The faculty at Eton had loved Ashland, because everyone could see he had a solid future ahead of him. Having Ashland in his corner could only help Oliver in this situation.


    “You will help Philip?”


    “No.”


    Ellen’s face fell and her shoulders rounded. “I understand.”


    “I will not help Philip, but I will help you. I will ask the headmaster to take him back, but Ellen, that boy needs a firmer hand.”


    “I know.”


    “There has to be an uncle or someone he can go to for the summer who will straighten him out.”


    “There is no one. At least no one young enough. Arthur has one brother who is in his seventies and a sister who is approaching seventy.”


    “What if I fail?” he asked. “What will you do then?”


    “I don’t know,” she whispered.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “Why are we doing this?” Ashland asked, as Oliver maneuvered his curricle down the path toward Eton.


    Oliver had tried to give Ashland as little information as possible, while still convincing his friend to go with him. But Ashland hadn’t been a solicitor for nothing, and he was starting to ask questions that Oliver could no longer avoid.


    “Lady Fieldhurst asked me to speak to the headmaster regarding her son. Apparently, he’s very close to being expelled from the school.”


    “From Eton?” Ashland fell silent for a moment. “I don’t believe I know of anyone who has been expelled from Eton. The school has always been able to set their lads straight. Especially a future earl.”


    Oliver hesitated, but there was really nothing to do but tell the story. “He’s already the Earl of Fieldhurst. His father passed a few years ago, and the young earl feels that he doesn’t need Eton, now that he has risen to the title.”


    “Ha!” Ashland chuckled and shook his head. Ashland had been learning how to be an earl for the past several months so he knew what needed to be done and how foolish young Fieldhurst was being. “So what are we to do about this?”


    “Talk to the headmaster.”


    “And what? Convince him to take the ungrateful lad back? Sounds to me like he needs a switch to his backside.”


    Yes, well, Oliver felt the same way, but the boy wasn’t his son and it wasn’t his call to make.


    Suddenly Ashland turned toward him. “I wasn’t aware that you knew Lady Fieldhurst.”


    Oliver kept his expression impassive as he trained his eyes on the road before him. “Were you even aware that a Lady Fieldhurst existed until a few minutes ago?”


    “You’re skirting the question.”


    He was.


    “You’ve never mentioned her to me.”


    “There was no need to.”


    Ashland sat back, but Oliver knew that was not the end of his questioning. His friend was thinking, and that was often not a good thing.


    Ashland had been very reluctant to take on the duties of the earldom, but Oliver had walked him through it and, while Ashland wasn’t fully comfortable in his new role, he was becoming more enamored of it.


    They drew up to the school, and a boy came out to take the horses’ leads as Ashland and Oliver headed toward the doors.


    The headmaster was waiting for them, as Oliver had sent word ahead that they were coming, although he had not told the man why.


    They were ushered into his office and offered tea, which they declined.


    “Lord Armbruster, it’s been a long time. And I see you are still tight with Lord Ashland.”


    Ashland seemed surprised that the headmaster was aware of his very newly inherited title, seeing as how Ashland had not even known he was in line for it until the former earl had passed away. But Oliver knew that it was imperative for the headmaster to be aware of all of Society, since he was the one to educate its most illustrious sons.


    “We are still friends, yes,” Oliver said.


    The headmaster—Charles Godfrey, was very old, since he had been headmaster when Oliver and Jacob had attended Eton and had appeared very old back then—folded his hands on his desk and smiled at them. “To what do I owe this honor?”


    “I have come on behalf of Lady Fieldhurst.”


    Immediately the smile faded, and a shuttered expression fell over Godfrey’s eyes. “It is highly unusual to speak to someone not of the family about a student.”


    “I understand these are unusual circumstances, but as you know, the young Fieldhurst does not have a father to speak for him, and apparently Lady Fieldhurst has already tried speaking to you.”


    Godfrey seemed to squirm in his seat, and Oliver thrilled that for once the tides had turned and he had made the headmaster squirm instead of the other way around.


    “As I told Lady Fieldhurst, there is nothing I can do for young Fieldhurst. He must serve out his suspension.”


    “I hear that there was talk of expulsion.”


    Godfrey sighed deeply. “We don’t take expulsion lightly. It reflects badly on the school. But we also can’t keep a student who has no desire to be here and whose antics could affect our reputation.”


    “I understand that his indiscretion was…inappropriate and that the young earl is apologetic.”


    Godfrey tilted his head. “Is he? Knowing Fieldhurst as I do, I question his remorse.”


    Truth was, Oliver had no idea if Fieldhurst was apologetic. He should have known Godfrey would question his claim.


    “May I be honest, Armbruster?” Godfrey leaned forward, hands folded on the desk. The same desk that Oliver had been summonsed to many times in the past.


    “Of course.”


    “Fieldhurst is one of the most difficult lads we’ve had at the school. This isn’t his first suspension and quite frankly, if we bring him back, I see more suspensions in his future. He’s a bully, he’s self-centered, and he feels the world owes him something.”


    All traits that Oliver had glimpsed the night he’d picked Fieldhurst up from the Yard. He understood Godfrey’s point, but he’d also told Ellen he would try.


    “What if I vouch for him?”


    Ashland looked at Oliver like he’d grown a second head.


    Godfrey grinned. “You would attach your name to the boy? Put your reputation on the line?”


    Oliver hesitated. He’d worked hard to build his reputation as a solid businessman who could be trusted. Could young Philip destroy it? He doubted it, but was he willing to put it to the test?


    There was something about Philip that reminded Oliver of himself. Maybe not the blatant disregard for the rules, but the recklessness. Without a father to guide him, Oliver could see why Philip was out of control. Oliver had been lucky enough to have a wonderful father who’d let him be himself to an extent and had reined him in when needed.


    Philip was not lucky enough to have a father in his formative years.


    “He needs the guidance of Eton to set him straight.”


    “You don’t think we’ve tried? He cares little for punishment. Will gladly serve it and not change his ways one bit. He’s a wild one and needs a very firm hand. He has been suspended until the end of the school year, and I will not bring him back early from that. But I will consider bringing him back for the next school year if you can vouch that he will behave himself. His behavior has to change, Armbruster. I will not back down on this.”


    …


    “How in the hell are you going to vouch for the lad’s future behavior?” Ashland asked on the way back.


    Oliver had been wondering that himself.


    “Do you even know what you agreed to? The boy sounds like a right bastard.”


    “I promised Ellen I would help,” Oliver said.


    Ashland raised a brow. “Ellen, huh? You must know her awfully well if you’re on a first name basis.”


    Oliver didn’t comment and Ashland did not let the point go.


    “How long have you known her?”


    “Many years. Seventeen.”


    Both of Ashland’s brows went up. “Seventeen years and you’ve never told me? Hell, our friendship goes longer than that.”


    “It wasn’t important.” But he felt a betrayal even saying that, because it had been important. At the time it had been everything.


    “She’s special to you.”


    “Enough, Ashland.”


    “I’ve never seen you like this with another woman. What happened seventeen years ago?”


    Ashland would not let it go, and so Oliver gave him a bone to chew on without divulging the entire story. “She was important, but then she wed the former Earl of Fieldhurst and she became a countess and we never spoke again.”


    “And then suddenly she reappears in your life and asks you to help her son? It doesn’t add up.”


    “I’ve been to a few of her salons. We’ve spoken a few times, and I helped Philip out of a scrape with Scotland Yard.”


    There was a long pause, and Oliver kept his eyes on the road, not daring to look at Ashland.


    “It seems that much has happened in your life since I got married,” was all his friend said.


    …


    “Are you a spy?”


    “I’m not a spy.”


    “Because if you are, I won’t tell anyone.”


    “I’m not a spy, Josie.”


    “It just seems like you are. I can help you.”


    “I’m not a spy. I promise.”


    “Would you let me help you if you were?”


    “No.”


    “Really, Oliver. You are so vexing.”


    “So are you with all of this spy talk.”


    For a few glorious moments Josie was silent and Oliver leaned back in his chair and enjoyed the pleasant weather and the view of his mother’s garden.


    “Amelie Bertrand is nice,” Josie said, shattering his temporary peace. “Quiet, but nice.”


    After Oliver’s talk with Ellen about Bertrand, Oliver was almost convinced the man was harmless. Worth keeping an eye on, but harmless. Nevertheless, he was curious as to what Josie had learned.


    “We went riding in Hyde Park,” she said. “She’s an accomplished horsewoman.”


    “And what did you think of her?”


    “I told you. Quiet, but nice. Really, Oliver, you would make a horrible spy. You don’t listen.”


    “I already told you I’m not a spy.”


    “I can see why.”


    Oliver tamped down his irritation, but really, he was more amused than irritated. “What did you think of Miss Bertrand other than she was quiet and nice?”


    “We were riding so there wasn’t much opportunity to speak. Although she seemed pleased to be out. She said she missed riding.”


    “Are you riding with her again?”


    “We talked about it. She said she would ask her father.”


    “Did she mention how long they would be in London?”


    “She didn’t seem to know.”


    But Oliver’s mind had wandered from the conversation. He had not yet spoken to Ellen about his visit with Godfrey, and he needed to do so today. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say, because things did not look promising for young Philip.


    “Oliver, there you are.”


    Oliver winced as his mother walked onto the back veranda. Not that he didn’t love his mother, because he did, but one had to be prepared to converse with her. The Dowager Countess of Armbruster was a beautiful woman, who had effortlessly held on to her beauty and grace through her later years. One would be surprised to learn that she was approaching sixty, because she looked to be forty at the very most.


    But there was far more to Lady Armbruster than looks. Under that full head of black hair that was just now beginning to gray was a mind as sharp as any man’s in Parliament. One did not simply verbally spar with Lady Armbruster without being prepared.


    She was also a scion of Society. Invitations to her balls were sought after and, if one were lucky enough to receive an invitation, one didn’t skip the ball unless you were dead. She was admired by all the other matrons, her style copied, her opinion revered.


    Being her offspring was an onerous task at times. Half the time Oliver didn’t know if a woman was interested in him or interested in meeting his mother.


    Oliver stood and kissed her offered cheek. “Mother.”


    “I feared you would escape without seeing me like you did the last time you were here.” There was no inflection in her voice, no motherly hurt look to accompany her words, but the cut was there just the same.


    “My apologies for running off the last time. I was late for a meeting.”


    “Hmm.” There was a wealth of meaning in that sound that put Oliver on alert. “Josie, dear, run along so I can speak to your brother.”


    “I don’t mind listening,” Josie said, making Oliver roll his eyes and hide his smile. Josie loved to rile their mother, but Nora had tremendous willpower and patience, and she rarely rose to the bait.


    All she had to do was give Josie a look and the girl pushed herself up from her chair with a heavy sigh. “I hate when you have to talk to him alone.”


    “Off you go. I believe you have some Latin to learn.”


    Josie left, mumbling about how she despised Latin. Oliver waited for his mother to get to the point, knowing the wait wouldn’t be long.


    It wasn’t.


    “I heard you’ve been in the company of Lady Fieldhurst.”


    Oliver never knew where his mother received her information. Josie was worried about Oliver being a spy, but Oliver often wondered if their mother ran the biggest spy network in London.


    “You have, have you?”


    “Don’t be coy, Oliver.”


    “I’m not being coy.” He was being evasive. He’d learned a long time ago not to tell his mother anything, or at least as little as possible. Of course, that just led to the vicious cycle of his mother trying to find out information on her own.


    “I attended a few of the countess’s salons.”


    “You’ve never done that before.”


    “I have not.”


    She sighed in exasperation. This verbal sparring was the foundation of their relationship, and neither would admit that they both enjoyed it.


    “I hear they’re quite bohemian, these salons.”


    “They’re not as bad as you think. Just a different sort of people than you’re used to.”


    “Actresses and poets.”


    “Yes, they are there as well.”


    She paused. “I just think it’s interesting that you attended these salons when you had no previous interest in them.”


    “Maybe I wanted something different.”


    “Maybe.” But she sounded skeptical.


    Often Oliver had wondered if his mother had known about him and Ellen. He didn’t think so. She’d been pregnant with Josie and preoccupied with his sister’s imminent arrival. He’d barely seen her during his brief affair with Ellen.


    “She is a widow now,” she said.


    “Mother,” he warned. If there was one project that Nora worked on, it was correcting Oliver’s status as a bachelor. She would find him a wife if it was the last thing she did.


    Unfortunately, she’d been woefully incapable of it, but that meant she only tried harder.


    “What?” She tried to appear innocent, but it didn’t work on Oliver.


    He stood and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Don’t even think of it.”


    “Where are you going? I was hoping you would stay for lunch.”


    “I have an appointment. I will stop by next Tuesday for lunch, if you are available.”


    She pressed her lips together and narrowed her blue eyes, so much like his own. “I will have to check my calendar.”


    “Do that and let me know.”


    “She’s a beautiful woman.”


    “Stop.”


    “A mother can try.”


    He laughed as he let himself out.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    They were sitting inside Gunters, huddled at a small table in the far back corner, eating ices.


    Ellen had told her mother that she was shopping for a new pair of gloves, having ripped her favorite pair. It was all a lie, of course. She’d not ripped her favorite gloves. She was eating a lemon ice with Oliver. Except she couldn’t quite bring herself to tell her mother about Oliver.


    Maybe because it was all so new, this feeling.


    And her parents had plans for her. Ellen had known that since she was a little girl. Aspirations, her mother had called it. It fell on Ellen to elevate the family.


    But Ellen had aspirations of her own. Plans that didn’t include what her parents thought she should be doing. She had things she wanted to do with her life that had nothing to do with men and their titles and Society and her place in it.


    “A little bird told me something,” she said, licking her spoon.


    “Animals speak to you?” Oliver’s eyes crinkled in laughter, and she dissolved into giggles.


    Oliver scared her. Or rather her constant thoughts of Oliver scared her. Her heart beating out of control when Oliver was near scared her.


    “This particular little bird spoke to me.” The bird was her friend Ruth, but she would play this game with him because she loved being silly with Oliver.


    “And what did the bird say?”


    “That your father is the Earl of Armbruster.”


    He put his spoon down, suddenly serious. “Is that a problem?”


    “No.” She stabbed her spoon into her melting ice. She’d been surprised when Ruth had told her, although she shouldn’t have been. Oliver held himself like someone who was important, someone of nobility. It was just another thing that frightened her, his titles.


    Because it was everything that Ellen’s parents wanted for her and it was everything that Ellen did not want. Not now. Not yet. She had plans.


    She swallowed and stabbed her spoon repeatedly into the ice until it was mush.


    Oliver put his hand over hers, and she froze. It was the first time they had touched other than Oliver helping her off her mount or the occasional brush of arms.


    His hand was warm, the pads of his fingers rough.


    He was staring at her intently. At first she’d been very much aware of the other patrons in the establishment. Now she saw nothing but the deep azure of Oliver’s eyes.


    “Why so serious?” he asked.


    She shrugged, suddenly shy when she’d never been shy with him before.


    She released her spoon, and it clinked as it hit the glass bowl. “Do you ever want more out of life than this?”


    He sat back, his hand sliding off hers. She wanted to grab it, hang on to it, put it back over her hand, and keep it there. “More than what? Ices at Gunter’s with you? No.”


    She pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. “More than what life has given us.”


    He drew in a deep breath and seemed to think about her question. “We’re lucky, you know. Born into the lives we have. Wealth. Social connections. Access to an education, if you are male.”


    She waved her hand in the air. “Yes, yes.”


    “What more could you want?”


    “It just all seems so…small. We see the same people every day, walk the same streets, attend the same balls, plays.”


    “You are far too young to be this jaded,” he said.


    She blew out a frustrated breath. He wasn’t understanding what she was trying to tell him.


    “What more do you want?” he asked.


    “I want to meet people. I want to expand my life, to learn things.” She leaned forward. He was watching her intently, honestly listening to what she was saying, and the idea was so novel, so exciting, that someone was truly listening to what she had to say. “Do you attend the opera? Plays?”


    “Of course. That’s hardly expanding your horizons.”


    She shook her head. “Do you ever look at the actors, the performers, the musicians? I mean, really look at them? Do you ever wonder who they are? What they do after a performance? Who are their friends? How did they get into this line of work?”


    He tilted his head. “I can’t say that I’ve ever thought any of that.”


    “There is a whole world of people out there and we converse with the same ones over and over. Why? Why can’t we make friends from the theater? Because there is some unwritten rule that says we can’t? That’s silly.”


    He blinked, then blinked again. “You’re right. We ostracize ourselves and by doing so we are hurting only ourselves.”


    She pounded her open palm on the table, making the silver spoons in the glass bowls rattle. A couple at the next table paused their conversation to stare at them.


    “Finally, someone who understands,” she said.


    “Is that what you want to do? Meet new and interesting people?”


    “Yes,” she breathed, excited by the prospect. “Do you know any of those people?”


    “No.”


    Her shoulders deflated. “Oh.”


    He leaned forward and took her hands in his and stared deep into her eyes. “But if you were my wife, I would not stop you from befriending such people.”


    She drew in a deep breath, shocked at his words. They’d never mentioned anything close to marriage. They’d met only a few times, clandestinely. That he mentioned it now took her aback.


    She’d not wanted to marry, but maybe, if her husband was someone like Oliver… Maybe she would consider it.


    


    When Ellen entered the sitting room, she didn’t need to see Oliver’s carefully and quickly concealed surprise at her pale complexion and worry in her eyes. She was put together, as always, but Oliver was good at seeing what was beneath. He saw the real her.


    That both bothered and comforted her, because he was the only man, the only person, really, who could do that.


    There was one thing that he did not see, because she was very careful to not even think it while in his company—that Philip was his son. She’d never had any intention of telling him, and that had been easy to do for the past sixteen years, because they had avoided each other.


    But when she’d seen Philip draped over Oliver’s shoulder the night Oliver had brought him home, she had nearly fainted with fear that her terrible secret was about to be revealed. And then she had been so shocked at the resemblance between the boy and the man that she’d wondered that no one else saw it.


    It had taken so much courage for her to ask Oliver for his help, and a great amount of guilt had followed the request. She was asking the man to help his son, and he didn’t even know it was his son. Did he have a right to know?


    Would he even want to know?


    Yes, he would want to know. He was that kind of man. The kind who would take his responsibilities seriously. After he’d become earl, he’d thrown himself into making the Armbruster estate and holdings even richer than it had been. He’d been innovative and creative in finding new ways to make money. He’d stepped outside the norm and had been one of the first of the aristocracy to invest in trade—something that had always been looked down upon.


    And he was a very wealthy, much respected earl in business.


    In Society it was a different story. He had a reputation as a rogue, and it had always confused Ellen why he cultivated that reputation when he was so much more than that.


    She often wondered how much her son had inherited from his father. Philip was obviously working on the reputation as a womanizer. Ellen had hoped that Philip would have inherited the brains and the drive to succeed instead.


    She swallowed all of those thoughts and proceeded into the room. Oliver stood but did not smile at her, which made her insides shrivel.


    Oliver had been a handsome young man, and the years had only been good to him. He had filled out. His shoulders had widened and his body had matured. Those bright blue eyes were more cynical, always searching and weighing, but never revealing anything.


    She sank down onto the couch and folded her hands in her lap.


    “Well?” She could not handle the pleasantries, the trite banter before the real conversation started. She needed to know the fate of her son. For this was his fate. If he didn’t go back to school, she didn’t know what she was going to do with him.


    “I’m sorry, Ellen.”


    She blinked, expecting that answer but hoping for so much more.


    “Th-thank you for trying, anyway.”


    “The headmaster said that there have been too many indiscretions. Too many suspensions to overlook this last one and bring him back early. I have to agree with him. It sets a bad example for the rest of the lads.”


    “I understand.”


    Oliver searched her face, and she turned her head away, not wanting him to see her fears.


    “Young Fieldhurst seems to find trouble easily.”


    “I think rather than finding it he creates it.”


    “I have no words of wisdom for you, as I don’t have a son.”


    She closed her eyes, the guilt so overwhelming that she nearly blurted out the truth to him. But that would be disastrous. It would destroy Philip, and he would lose his title. And it could possibly destroy Oliver as well.


    And it would paint her as the worst sort of person for not only lying to her husband and all of Society, but for sleeping with Oliver when she’d been promised to another.


    “Since Arthur’s death, Philip has been angry and has acted out. Philip was the center of Arthur’s universe and Arthur doted on him. He’d not had any other children, you know.” Her voice cracked. After many years of trying for another baby, Arthur had concluded that he was just too old to father again and had set the sun and the moon on Philip. Only Ellen knew that he’d not fathered Philip, either. She’d let Arthur believe that the boy he loved so much was his, and all had been well for many years. She’d learned to live with the lie and had discovered that the more you lived with a lie the more you began to believe it yourself.


    “He misses his father, and he’s at the age where he needs one to guide him,” Oliver said. “Did Arthur teach him anything about the earldom?”


    “Some. Philip thinks he’s been taught enough that he doesn’t need school anymore.”


    “There is more to school than learning. There are connections to make and friendships that will serve him far into the future, if he cultivates them correctly.”


    She looked down at her hands clutched in her lap, the knuckles white. “Yes, I know. I try to tell him that, but he rarely listens to me.”


    Oliver was silent for a long while, until finally Ellen looked up at him. His brows were pulled together, two vertical lines creased between them, and his lips were turned down.


    “The headmaster isn’t even sure that he can bring Philip back the next school year. Apparently, he’s disruptive enough that they would consider expelling him.”


    Ellen winced. Oh, Philip. What have you done?


    “This is serious, Ellen. Eton prides itself on forming even the most difficult students. To admit defeat is of great significance.”


    “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “Maybe one of the other schools…”


    “No other school can touch Eton’s reputation. The institution is known to educate most of the nobility.”


    “I remember how excited Arthur had been to put Philip’s name on the waiting list the day after he was born.”


    “Arthur was a product of Eton?”


    “Of course.”


    Oliver sighed and rubbed his forehead. After a lengthy pause, Ellen said, “Thank you for trying. I truly appreciate that you took the time to drive there and speak to the headmaster.”


    “What will you do?”


    “I’ll think of something. Maybe the break from school will clear his head and he will come to his senses.”


    Oliver looked at her in pity. They both knew that was not going to happen. Philip was on a road to destruction that he had no interest in veering from.


    “The headmaster…” Oliver stopped, paused, seemed to consider what he was going to say. “He said that if I vouch for the boy they will bring him back next school year.”


    A flicker of hope had her sitting up straighter, but then her shoulders slumped. “But what can you do? I refuse to let you put your reputation on my son’s head.”


    “I don’t know how I would even help him,” Oliver said. “But…I’m willing to try.”


    “I can’t ask that of you.” As much as she wanted, needed, someone to help her with Philip, it could not be Oliver. Never Oliver.


    He looked at her curiously. “It’s your only hope. If Philip stays on this path he will ruin his reputation. There will be no hope for a good marriage. No one will want to do business with him.”


    “I don’t think it is all that dire.” But she knew it was. She’d had those same thoughts herself. Ellen stood and Oliver quickly stood as well. “I will find a way to set Philip straight. As a mother it’s my duty.”


    And as a father it was Oliver’s duty to help. But their paths had been set long ago, and it was far too late for either of them to change now.


    “Very well. I will respect your decision and hope for the best for you and Philip.”


    When he left, Ellen slumped back on the couch and brushed away the tears that had started to drip down her cheeks. She was lost and afraid, and the one person who was willing to help her was the one person she could never allow to help her.


    …


    Ashland finally joined Oliver and O’Leary for a drink in O’Leary’s office, and it was almost like old times. Except Oliver didn’t feel the same. He felt different, like something had changed within him, although he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what that was.


    Ashland spoke of his new life with an inflection in his voice that had been missing since his first wife had died of childbed fever, and Oliver was glad to see a glimmer of his old friend back. He couldn’t begrudge Ashland his happiness, and he refused to admit that he was jealous.


    Until lately, he’d never felt that his life was empty or unfulfilled. If he was honest with himself, when he’d seen Ellen again, it had made him remember how fulfilled he had been in the short time they had been together. He was surprised to find that he missed that companionship. He’d had many women over the years and had cultivated a somewhat shaky reputation as a womanizer. And he’d thought he was having fun, living the bachelor life.


    But now it felt so superficial.


    “Armbruster? Where did your mind wander off to, mate?”


    Ashland was looking at him oddly, and Oliver pulled his mind back to O’Leary’s office and his friends.


    “Just thinking,” he mumbled.


    “We were talking about the strange disappearance of a few people in East End.”


    “East End?” Oliver’s attention was captured. “There are always murders and the like in the East End.” The East End was one of the poorest sections of London where crime was rampant and no good gentleman ever ventured.


    O’Leary took a long drag of his ale and put his mug down. “We have two separate reports from women who claim they were lured into a home, plied with ale, and then their lives threatened. One said she barely escaped, and she thought it was the end for her. The other sensed something was amiss with her hosts and claimed she needed to use the privy, whenceforth she escaped.”


    Ashland’s eyes narrowed. This was where Oliver and Ashland excelled. Or rather, this was where their inflated egos felt they could do their best work. Over the years they had come to O’Leary with many thoughts and ideas on cases that Scotland Yard was working on. Seventy percent of the time they were correct. They knew that percentage because they kept a log.


    It was a strange pastime, and Oliver wasn’t even certain how or when it had started, but eventually he and Ashland began to meet weekly, read the newssheets, and discussed the murders and other foul play reported. Then they speculated on motive and suspects.


    It was a game to them, but it was O’Leary’s livelihood.


    Oliver felt his blood humming with this new mystery.


    “Why would someone lure women into their home, get them drunk, then try to kill them?”


    Ashland and Oliver’s eyes met. They were both thinking of Ashland’s wife’s cousin, who had murdered at least half a dozen serving girls.


    “You don’t think there is another murderer on the loose, do you?” Oliver asked. “Surely there can’t be two in such a short time.”


    “The press went to town on the last murderer.” O’Leary shot Ashland an apologetic look. “Maybe someone read the newspaper reports and got it in his head to do the same thing.”


    “Like a sort of imitator?” Ashland asked.


    O’Leary shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. But it seems odd. And now they’re saying that Blue Posey is missing.”


    Even if you weren’t from East End, you knew who Blue Posey was—a young man touched in the head, who sold posies on the street corner of Cheapside. The only word he knew was “blue” and so everyone called him Blue Posey. Despite his disadvantages, everyone knew and respected Blue Posey and no one ever tried to cheat him. While Blue didn’t know how to speak other than the one word, he knew math very well, and he could add and subtract quicker than anyone Oliver had ever met. He knew if someone was trying to shortchange him.


    That he was missing was somewhat concerning, but Blue was also a man who kept to his own schedule.


    “Do you think he fell victim to these people who tried to get the two women drunk?” Oliver asked.


    “I think it’s a stretch to think that,” O’Leary said. “Blue’s a large fellow. It would be difficult to get him drunk, let alone kill him.”


    “Why don’t you go to this house and poke around?” Ashland asked.


    “I would if I knew where it was, but neither woman could confidently pick it out. Just knew it was ‘somewhere off the main road.’ That doesn’t help.”


    They all fell silent, lost in their own thoughts. After a while, talk turned to other things, and Oliver and Ashland soon took their leave. They walked out of Scotland Yard into the damp night air.


    “How are things with young Fieldhurst?” Ashland asked.


    “I spoke to his mother today. She’s at her wits end. Doesn’t know what to do with him. He doesn’t listen to her, thinks he can do what he wants, now that he’s an earl.”


    Ashland chuckled. “Ah, the poor lad. If he only knew that being an earl meant exactly the opposite. You can’t do anything you want. What is Lady Fieldhurst going to do?”


    “I don’t know.” Oliver had an uneasy feeling in his stomach, like a rock was sitting there.


    “Did you tell her the conditions of his return?”


    “I did.”


    “Well, out with it, man. What did she say?”


    “Damn it, Ashland. I know nothing about lads like that. I can barely keep myself respectable.”


    Ashland held his hands out to the side in surrender. “Did I say that you should take him under your wing? No. I was just asking.”


    Oliver was immediately contrite. “Apologies.”


    “Why are you so touchy about this? It’s not up to you whether young Fieldhurst complies with his mother or Eton.”


    Oliver didn’t know why he felt this compulsion to help Fieldhurst. Ashland was right. He had no obligation to the young man, nor to Ellen. He needed to move on and maybe, for once, he should take his mother’s advice and seriously look for a wife. A respectable countess who would give him respectable children. Children who would not be expelled from Eton and who would obey all the rules and grow up to marry respectable spouses of their own.


    It all sounded very…respectable.


    And boring.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Where ye want ’im, sir?”


    “Put him on the table.”


    Henry and his accomplice huffed and puffed as they hauled their package to the surgical room. With a heave and a ho the package landed with a solid thump that made William wince.


    “Watch it, mate,” he said harshly.


    Henry didn’t seem to care, and his skittish partner shrank back as if he’d been pinched. For being such a tall, gangly man, he frightened easily.


    Henry shifted from one foot to the other as William reached into his pocket, withdrew eight pounds, and handed it with a twist of his lips to Henry.


    Quick as the street urchin that Henry probably was, the money disappeared and Henry all but pushed his friend out the door, leaving William alone with the corpse.


    This was the part that William loved the most, the quiet moments before the surgery, before the students filed in and took their seats in the auditorium, when William ran through the motions in his mind.


    He turned to the ceramic bowl of cold water and dipped his hands in, closing his eyes as his hands soaked in the water. Studies had shown that washing hands was a great way to stop the spread of infection and, while the body was no longer living, William still washed his hands, because he couldn’t abide dirty hands in his operating room. Or in life in general.


    William liked things to go according to his plan. That was why Lady Fieldhurst was such a frustration to him. How could she not see that she was his perfect mate? That together they could become an invincible, respectable couple in English Society?


    But Ellen was proving difficult. She insisted on keeping their relationship at arm’s length, pretending they were friends, when William knew they were much more than that. It was destined, the two of them. Fate.


    He’d been patient, thinking she needed time. After all, her husband had died only three years ago, but William’s patience was coming to an end, and he was ready for the next stage in their relationship—an official betrothal.


    Except Ellen refused to consider the possibility. She liked her life the way it was, she’d said. She wanted to remain friends, she’d said.


    Friends.


    William was beginning to hate that word.


    Men and women couldn’t be friends. It went against everything God had decreed.


    He would simply have to press his suit more forcefully. He’d given her the time he thought she’d needed. He’d been patient. He’d been solicitous to her every need and had attended those ridiculous salons she insisted on hosting.


    That would come to an abrupt end once they were wed.


    The students started shuffling in, their voices hushed, as he required. The body might be dead, but it still deserved respect. That was the first thing William taught the young men lucky enough to listen to his tutelage and woe to the person who disrespected William’s rules.


    He dried his hands on a towel that he insisted had to be laundered just so and untouched by anyone but his assistant, and turned toward his rapt audience.


    He felt a swelling inside him, a pride that took over every time he looked into the avid faces of his students. They had fought and studied and worked hard to be in this room, and he never forgot that these men yearned to learn from one of the best surgeons England had to offer. Their pencils were poised above their papers, ready to write down every word he uttered, and he was ready for them. He took the knife from his dour-faced assistant, paused so his audience could get the full effect, and because William liked just a little bit of drama, he began to cut.


    There were murmurs when steam rose from the body. Every person in that room knew it meant that the body was recently deceased, and William silently cursed Henry.


    Did these students not realize that dead bodies were hard to come by, since all of the medical schools demanded a steady supply? William had told Henry to do what he had to, in order to give William the bodies he needed.


    He shot a quelling look at the students, and the muttering immediately ceased. They would not question the freshness of the body, because that would mean questioning William, and that would mean being tossed from the program.


    No one wanted to be tossed from the program.


    “As you can see,” William began, “the deceased is a young man, possibly in his late teens.”


    William continued cutting, and all else faded away until he was one with the body.


    …


    Ellen floated through the rooms, smiling and stopping to talk to people as she went, keeping a keen eye on the servants as they passed around drinks and food. Normally, she loved nights like this, but tonight things had been off.


    She felt like a ghost, flitting about the crowd, no one really noticing her.


    She’d been happy married to Arthur. They had loved each other in a comfortable, quiet kind of way. It had taken time, of course, and she’d had to put Oliver out of her mind, but Arthur had been kind and even somewhat grateful for his young wife. He’d treated her well, and she had done her duty by him, but beneath it all, she believed that there must be more to life.


    She often remembered her conversation with Oliver over ices at Gunters. She’d never told anyone else what she’d told Oliver that day, about wanting to meet new and interesting people. Only he had known of her secret desire.


    And eventually she had accomplished that. Her salons had taken time to grow, but eventually she’d found a group of people who had become her friends. A strange mixture of people with one thing in common—their open-mindedness and willingness to embrace diversity.


    She’d friended the actresses, musicians, poets, and politicians. She’d hosted salons where the main purpose was to educate people on the arts. She’d made friends with people she’d never thought to make friends with, and she’d learned so much.


    She’d finally felt like she’d landed where she was meant to be.


    She’d been truly happy, for only the second time in her life. The first being her short time with Oliver.


    And now, suddenly, there was a shadow over everything. Her happiness had dimmed, and she was inexplicably restless.


    She glanced over her shoulder, a prickling running down her neck, to find Oliver on the other side of the room, standing alone, watching her. She suppressed a shiver and continued her circuit, aware that he was watching her.


    William appeared beside her and put a hand on the small of her back. “A smashing success as usual,” he said as he smiled down on her.


    She looked around the room at the artists that might never have mingled, if not for her, and felt a hollow sense of accomplishment.


    “Yes,” she said. “It is.”


    “But you don’t have a drink in your hand.” He motioned for a servant and plucked a glass of champagne off the tray to hand to her. Absently, she took it from him but did not sip.


    Oliver was watching them carefully, and it made her angry. What right did he have to come back into her life all these years later? What right did he have to upset the balance of everything? To make her feel out of sorts?


    She paused. Is that what was happening? Was it Oliver who was making her feel suddenly restless?


    His reemergence from her past had definitely made her anxious. She’d been happy to avoid him for all those years after she’d realized that the baby she’d given birth to was not her husband’s but her one-time lover’s. It was safer that way.


    But now he was back and not only that, she had asked him to help her with Philip. Of all the stupid things she could have done. But she’d been desperate and out of options and Oliver had been so kind—with those blue eyes that were so much like his son’s—that she had pushed through all her misgivings and asked for his help.


    And he’d not really been any help at all.


    She turned her back on Oliver and let William lead her toward the music room where they were to hear the famous Abigail Betts sing. For a moment, they were alone in the room, and William turned to her.


    “You seem out of sorts tonight.” He looked concerned, and it made her heart twist a bit. William was one of the most brilliant men she knew—the queen’s surgeon and one of the leading surgeons in London. She’d been in awe of his reputation and had foolishly invited him to one of her salons, thinking he would mix well with the others. She wasn’t sure how it had happened, but eventually, they had become a couple. They’d never officially announced a courting, but it felt like it just the same. She’d not protested and sometimes she wondered why. She liked her new independence. She did not really want another man in her life, but William was here, and she’d not had the heart to send him away.


    He took her to the theater and the opera and he attended her salons. She’d learned that he was actually very gifted with the violin and he’d play with some of the musicians that attended.


    “I’m just worried about Philip,” she said.


    William’s eyes darkened. William didn’t like Philip. He felt Philip needed more direction and more punishment. Philip thought William was a self-centered windbag. They avoided each other.


    A servant approached and said something to William. His expression went grave, and he turned to Ellen. “I’m afraid I have to leave.”


    “Nothing serious, I hope,” she said, wondering at the bit of relief she felt that he would not be hovering the rest of the night.


    “A patient who needs my help.”


    “Go then. And good luck.” She lifted her cheek for his quick kiss, and he was gone.


    She’d become accustomed to these hasty exits. When one was such an accomplished surgeon, one was in demand.


    Her relief was short-lived, because William was replaced by Oliver who was suddenly at her side. He was looking down on her and she was looking up at him and neither one of them said a word for what seemed like the longest time.


    “Ellen,” he finally said. It was the first time she’d heard him say her name since that night seventeen years ago.


    “Lord Armbruster.” She had to keep her distance. She just had to. Otherwise everything she was holding together by a thin thread would unravel, and that simply could not happen.


    His lips tilted in a not-quite smile, and she knew that he knew what she was doing.


    “I’ve decided to help,” he said.


    People were making their way into the music room and Ellen glanced around nervously, but no one seemed to be paying them any mind. And why would they? They don’t know our history. They have no idea.


    “Help?” She couldn’t seem to think properly, and why did Oliver look so angry? He was clutching a glass of champagne as if his life depended on it, and there were two creases between his furrowed brows.


    “With young Fieldhurst. The headmaster said he would accept the boy back early if I vouched for him. Well, I’m not vouching for him until I know his behavior has truly improved.”


    Ellen felt as if a cold draft had entered the room, and she was suddenly chilled. She had no idea what Oliver meant by helping, but she felt a foreboding so deep that she wanted to run away.


    “Tell Fieldhurst to be ready at eight sharp and to dress in old clothes that he doesn’t mind ruining.”


    Ellen heard a roaring in her ears, not comprehending any of this.


    “What do you mean?” she asked. “What are you doing with him? Where are you going?”


    Oliver put his half-empty glass on a passing tray and looked at her with angry blue eyes. “Do you want his attitude and behavior to change?”


    “Of course I do.”


    “Then have him ready to go.”


    Oliver spun on his heel and walked out of the room. Ellen didn’t see him for the rest of her night, but an anxious rock settled in her stomach.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “I fear I monopolized the conversation the other day at Gunters,” Ellen said.


    They were strolling through Hyde Park but off the main thoroughfare. Their relationship, for lack of a better word, was complicated. Neither had told anyone of their meetings.


    Oliver’s mother was busy with her pregnancy. Yes, she was finally with child again. She and his father were ecstatic, and his mother was being very careful, in the hopes that this one would stick.


    The good part about that was that she did not question Oliver’s comings and goings. His mornings were spent with his father, learning how to one day become an earl, but the afternoons were all Oliver’s, and he spent as many of them as possible with Ellen.


    As for Ellen, she gave her mother various excuses as to why she had to be out. Her maid was with her at all times, but at a discreet distance, and Ellen insisted the girl could be trusted.


    So for the time being they were in their own little bubble, not under any watchful eyes, able to learn all about each other within Society’s restrictions.


    “I don’t mind,” he said in answer to her proclamation that she had monopolized their conversation over ices. “I like learning about you.”


    They were currently on a path all to themselves, and Oliver made a bold move to touch her hand, link their fingers before letting them slide away. Her steps hitched, and he was glad to see that she was just as affected by his presence as he was hers.


    She wound her arm through his and to anyone looking from afar they were a couple taking a slow stroll on a warm spring day. They were in trouble only if someone they knew happened upon them. Then tongues would wag and even though she was in confinement, Oliver’s mother would be the first to hear of it.


    “Tell me about you,” Ellen said.


    “You know about me.”


    She squeezed his arm. “I know you are a viscount, your father is an earl, and that you just left Eton. And you like orange ices.”


    He thought about her question, really thought about it. Was he passionate about anything as much as Ellen was passionate about learning about other people?


    And then he thought of something. “It’s silly,” he said. “And rather boring.”


    “Let me be the judge of that.”


    He took a deep breath and for the first time voiced his inner thoughts. Thoughts that were not fully formed, that had been nothing but ethereal flits of his imagination.


    “My father is teaching me about being an earl.”


    “That does not come naturally to you?” She laughed and he grinned.


    “There is so much I wasn’t aware of. Land and finances and there are people relying on you. It’s all rather daunting.”


    “And you don’t want that responsibility?”


    “On the contrary. But what I want… I feel that my father’s way is the old way of doing things. I think that this belief that earls run estates and make sure their tenants are doing what they are supposed to do is outdated. I see change in the future, and it is not good change for the old nobility.”


    “This sounds ominous,” she said, but she was taking him seriously. She was listening, and that made him want to talk more.


    “It doesn’t have to be. Have you heard of the steam engine?”


    “I have. Large machines that can take us to the country in a fraction of the time it takes now.”


    “Exactly. I think the steam engine is going to change everything. I think it will bring the country folk to the city. I think for the first time ever, families that have known nothing but toiling on land that is not theirs will realize they can come to the city and earn a better wage, become their own people instead of servants to someone else’s land.”


    “I’d never thought of it that way before.”


    “I think many noble families are going to be negatively affected if they refuse to see the change coming.”


    “And what do you propose to do so you are not negatively affected?”


    He drew a deep breath. “Trade.”


    Her brows rose. “Trade as in you would become a shopkeeper?”


    “As in I would bring the goods to the shops. I would purchase ships and have the raw materials, or even the finished products, shipped to England, and I would sell them to the shops.”


    “That’s not something that earls do,” she said.


    “I know, but I think it’s something they will need to embrace if they want to survive. It’s happening already. Men of business are surpassing many nobles in wealth. They do not have the titles, but they have grander homes, more money to spend.”


    “And that is important to you? Grand houses? More money?”


    He shook his head, fearing she thought him shallow. “The excitement of new ventures is important to me. Discovering new ways to do things is what’s important.”


    “Well I think it’s marvelous and ingenious and I have no doubt you will be a raging success.”


    Oliver acted on an impulse that he had never felt before. He pulled Ellen beneath a tree with low-hanging branches, cupped her cheeks, and kissed her.


    She squealed when he pulled her under the tree, gasped when he kissed her, and instantly melted against him as her lips softened beneath his.


    He’d kissed women before. There’d been a certain maid at Eton willing to do anything for the right amount of coin. But this was different. This was beyond any fumbled kiss he’d experienced in a linen closet.


    Ellen was pliant against him, warm and soft, and she smelled of an intoxicating mix of roses. He filled all his sense with her as his tongue explored the seam of her lips.


    And then she opened her lips and he was tasting all of her. Sweeter than any ice, she was.


    He groaned, suddenly so aroused that it hurt. But he kept his distance, did not allow her to know exactly what she did to him. He didn’t want to frighten her. The last thing he wanted was to scare her away.


    He just wanted to taste her and explore her.


    He was the one who broke the kiss first, pulling away because he was so breathless he thought he might expire.


    Her dark eyes were clouded, her lips red and moist, her cheeks flushed. Her lashes fluttered until their gazes met, and then she smiled.


    “I…” He thought he should apologize for being so bold, but he didn’t want to apologize. Because he wasn’t sorry. He was glad he kissed her, that he now knew her individual taste.


    …


    Oliver arrived promptly at eight in the morning and knocked on the door himself. He was in a foul mood that wasn’t helped when the butler answered the door and young Fieldhurst was sauntering down the stairs, a scowl on his face, one eye blackened and nearly swollen closed, and still in the clothes he’d been gadding about town in the night before. Expensive clothes. Not the old clothes he’d requested.


    His mother hovered behind him, shooting concerned looks at Oliver and her son, wringing her hands. She looked exhausted and worried, and that increased Oliver’s ire.


    He wasn’t sure if he was angrier at the boy or at Ellen. All night he’d thought about Ellen and the surgeon, and by the time morning came he had worked himself into a temper.


    “I said to wear old clothes,” Oliver said in lieu of a greeting.


    Ellen shot a nervous look at her son who appeared bored and uninterested.


    “I just arrived home,” young Fieldhurst said, as if it were nothing to keep someone waiting.


    Oliver arched a brow. “Very well, then. Come along.”


    “I thought I might come, too?” Ellen’s statement ended in a question, and Oliver shook his head.


    The last thing he needed was Ellen hovering about. He had a feeling that most of young Fieldhurst’s problems stemmed from an overprotective mother and no father figure.


    “Come along,” Oliver said again, turning toward his carriage without waiting for either of them to answer.


    He settled into the driver’s seat, and Fieldhurst fell into the seat next to him with a loud sigh, and Oliver urged the horses forward.


    They did not speak and that was fine with Oliver. He was thinking of his comfortable bed and how he should be in it and how he’d never seen the morning quite like this. Most mornings he also was just coming home, not going out.


    He resented Fieldhurst for this, but in truth it hadn’t been the boy’s decision to get started this early, and by the looks of him it appeared he wanted to be in his bed, too. In fact, his eyes were closed, his chin on his chest, and he was breathing deeply.


    Oliver kicked the boy’s boot. If he had to stay awake, then by God, so did the boy.


    Philip jerked awake with a loud, “Huh.” And looked around with bleary eyes.


    “Why’d you do that?” he asked in a whiny voice that put Oliver’s back teeth together.


    “Because this is not a drive through the country. You’re to stay awake.”


    “And who the hell are you to tell me what to do?” He settled back down in his sleeping position.


    “I am your last hope of getting back into Eton, you ungrateful runt. So stay awake.”


    Philip snorted but sat up and yawned and looked around blinking. “Where are we going?”


    “The Fieldhurst estate.”


    “The Fieldhurst estate?” His voice rose in shock. “Why are we going there?”


    “Your mother tells me that you feel that you are adequately schooled enough to run the earldom. I want to see if this is true.”


    Oliver received great satisfaction in seeing the young lad squirm in his seat.


    “Is this some sort of test?” His tone was sullen.


    “Not at all.”


    “And why are you the one to determine if I’m fit to run the earldom?”


    “In case you haven’t noticed, my own earldom has been very successful, so I am qualified. Your mother has asked me to help, and the headmaster won’t take you back unless I can vouch for you.”


    Philip was silent for so long that Oliver thought he might have fallen back asleep until he murmured. “I don’t need to return to Eton.”


    “Then today will decide that,” Oliver said.


    They fell silent, and Oliver let the boy ruminate on their intended day while Oliver thought more about Ellen and the surgeon. He didn’t like that relationship but thought it had more to do with the past feelings he had for Ellen. He’d thought he was over her, but maybe he wasn’t, and it was unfair to be angry at Ellen for moving on and finding someone. After all, she had to be lonely without a man in her life, and it was clear that she was having trouble with her son. So why not ask Needham for help? Why had she asked him?


    He’d been going round and round with this question all night and was nowhere close to an answer, nor would he be, because he had no intention of ever asking her. That would force him to reveal that he felt more for her than he should, and that would be awkward, because obviously she did not have feelings for him.


    Oliver glanced over to find the boy nodding off, keeling slightly to the left. Oliver nudged him with his foot, and Philip came awake with a grunt.


    “Damn, man,” he said, with a hint of a whine in his voice. “It’s not like we’re doing anything until we get there.”


    “What time did you get home last night?”


    He snorted. “The footman Mother sent after me found me around seven this morning.”


    He seemed proud of this.


    “What does a young boy do until that early in the morning?”


    He suddenly seemed reluctant to talk and shrugged thin shoulders. “This and that.”


    “What is this and what is that?”


    He turned to Oliver, revealing his shiner. “You should know. You have a reputation as a man-about-town.”


    Oliver wanted nothing more than to give the runt a shiner on the other eye, but he kept his hands on the ribbons and guided the horses down the path without responding.


    Finally Philip said, “A little gambling. Dice and such. Drinking with friends.”


    “And you think this acceptable behavior for a boy your age?”


    He bristled at being called a boy. “It’s acceptable behavior for an earl. You should know.”


    Oliver gritted his teeth. This lad needed a good beating and to be put in his place. The bad thing was that Oliver couldn’t dispute him because it was what he did.


    “I am older,” he said. “And my estate is in hand.”


    He waited a few heartbeats for those words to sink in. Philip’s brows came together.


    “What does that mean?” the boy finally asked.


    “It means: Do you know the state of your finances? Are you aware of money being spent? Money coming in? Can you afford the lifestyle you are living? Can you afford to keep your mother in the lifestyle she is accustomed to?”


    “Of course I am, and yes I can. We’re Fieldhursts.”


    “And what does that mean? You’re Fieldhursts. Does that mean you cannot run out of money? That you can live this lifestyle forever and your estate will go on as it has for the past generations?”


    “Yes. I mean… No. I’m assuming that we could run out of money due to some calamity or such.” But his voice was wavering, and he didn’t seem so certain.


    “So you think that the only way to lose your estate is through some…calamity? What sort of calamity?”


    They rode in silence for a minute or so.


    “If you’ve brought me out here to scare me, it’s not going to work,” Philip said with false bravado.


    “I didn’t bring you out here to scare you.”


    “We have money. Not that it’s any of your business.”


    “It’s none of my business.”


    That quieted him for a moment.


    “Then why are we out here?”


    “Because Mr. Potter needs your help.”


    “Mr. Potter?” His brows scrunched together.


    “The Potters have been pig farmers on your estate for generations. They are highly respected by everyone in the area, including your late father and grandfather. You should know this if you are the earl.”


    Philip turned his face away but not before Oliver caught the tinge of pink touching his cheekbones.


    “I knew that,” he said.


    Oliver kept driving and let the silence continue. His mood was greatly improved at this point. He liked verbally fencing with young Philip, and the boy had definitely been put in his place.


    “Why are we seeing Mr. Potter?” he finally asked after a few minutes.


    “Potter’s eldest son broke his leg and can’t help his father. The sows are about to give birth, and Potter needs help until his son is healed.”


    “Damnation! If you think I’m going to become a…a…pig farmer, then you are mistaken. You can turn this curricle around and head back to London.” Philip had half risen from his seat, and Oliver feared he would jump out.


    “He is your tenant. Highly respected, as I’ve said. And he needs help. It is your duty and obligation as the Earl of Fieldhurst to help him.”


    “But not do it myself!” The boy was yelling, and Oliver was trying not to grin.


    “Are you too good for such manual labor? Is this job too far beneath you?”


    “Yes! I am the earl. Surely there is someone else to help Mr. Potter.”


    “Who?”


    “I… I don’t know. We’ll find someone.”


    “And this someone? Where will you find him? Will you take him off his own farm? Pull him from his own job? And who will do that job?”


    “This is ridiculous. You are just trying to prove a point, but I will not get dirty with the pigs.”


    “I told you to wear old clothes.”


    “This has nothing to do with clothes. This… This is…”


    Oliver turned his face away to keep the boy from seeing his laughter. He was incensed. Furious. And scared. He did not want to be with the pigs, but that is precisely where he needed to be.


    “I am certain that you have never slopped around with pigs,” Philip said between clenched teeth.


    “I most certainly have. Watched a few sows give birth, too. Had to help one little piglet into this world because he got stuck.”


    Philip groaned and turned white. “Is this my mother’s way of punishing me?”


    “No. This is you being obligated to your estate, your land, and the people who rely on you. It’s you being an earl.”


    “And what if I refuse?”


    Oliver drove in silence, because he didn’t know what he would do if Philip flat-out refused. He had no recourse. He wasn’t the lad’s father and couldn’t punish him.


    “Then you will disappoint your mother.”


    …


    Philip stared at Armbruster’s retreating curricle in disbelief. The bastard had actually left him here. With the pigs!


    If he thought for one moment that Philip was getting in that mud with those pigs then he was highly mistaken. Philip would show him who was earl of this estate, and it certainly wasn’t Armbruster.


    “There you are.”


    An older gentleman hobbled toward him, with bowed legs and bowed back and gnarled, dirty fingers. “We been waiting for ye. This way.”


    The man turned around and shuffled away, obviously expecting Philip to follow. Did he not know protocol? Did he not realize that he was to walk behind Philip?


    Incensed, Philip hurried after him to give him a piece of his mind and a lesson on etiquette, but the stench of the pigs stopped him cold. He wanted to gag. Only pride kept him from doing so.


    The odor did not seem to affect old Potter.


    “We’re short a hand,” the man was saying as he hurried between the pens. “My oldest son broke his leg.” Potter stopped and turned to wait for Philip to catch up. “By the way, my wife thanks ye for the food from the main house. Taking care of him has been her full-time duty, so the food helped.”


    “Uh. You’re welcome.” Philip wasn’t aware of any food but thought it nice that his housekeeper had thought to send some to the Potters.


    “These’ll need mucking. Lord Armbruster said ye wouldn’t mind.” Potter eyed Philip’s pristine, if not a bit wrinkled attire.


    “Listen, Mr. Potter, there’s been some sort of miscommunication between you and Armbruster, regarding my services here.” He tried not to wrinkle his nose at the stench but feared he failed.


    “His Lordship said ye would help. Yer father and his father afore that helped when needed. No complaint.”


    “It’s not that I’m complaining. It’s just that surely there is someone else…more qualified to help.”


    Potter laughed. A guffaw that had him slapping his knee. “More qualified. You don’t need no qualifications to muck a pigpen. I’ll show ye where the shovels are.”


    And he was gone. Even though it was apparent he had bad hips that pained him, the man moved fast through the mud.


    Philip looked down at his ruined shoes, caked in smelly brown muck.


    He hurried after Potter, determined to convince the man to find someone else. He had a few shillings in his pocket, surely more than enough to hire an extra hand.


    “Mr. Potter, I have some—” A shovel was thrust into his hand and reflexively he took it.


    “Just shovel the shite out,” Potter said. “Ain’t nothing to it. You can start with that one. The sows are tame but be careful. Some of ’em can be nasty.”


    Potter disappeared so fast that Philip’s mouth was still open to tell him about the shillings.


    Philip looked at the pigpen and the huge animals nosing around through the mud.


    Disgusting creatures.


    “Bet you like bacon, though.”


    Philip spun around to face a lad a few years younger than him, but taller and wider, with a nasty smirk.


    “And who are you?” Philip asked.


    “Tom Potter.”


    Philip looked him up and down. “It doesn’t appear that you have a broken leg.” Had he been lied to by Armbruster and Potter?


    “I ain’t got a broken leg. That’s my oldest brother, David. I’m Tom. I was sent to watch over ye.” His eyes twinkled, and it appeared that he was quite pleased with having been given the task of looking over Philip.


    Philip’s nose went up in the air. “I don’t need looking after, but thank you.”


    Tom grinned. “I don’t see ye workin’. Standin’ around won’t get those stalls mucked out.”


    “I’m not mucking out stalls,” Philip said. “I was just telling your father that I will be glad to pay someone to come do the job.”


    Tom’s smile faded, and he looked Philip up and down, taking in the ruined shoes, the trousers with mud splattered on them, and the clean coat and shirt.


    “Afraid ye can’t do it?” he asked.


    “I can do it. I just don’t need to do it.”


    Tom tilted his head to the back and side, looking at Philip through half-lowered lids. “Ye think ye’re better than us, then.”


    “I didn’t say that.” Philip was beginning to worry. He’d come across mean boys before. There were times that Eton was more of a survival of the fittest than anything. He’d been in his fair share of fights, but Tom was different. Tom seemed feral.


    “Then start mucking, rich boy.”


    Philip’s shoulders went back. It was one thing to be called names by your peers in school, but being ridiculed by the son of a pig farmer was unacceptable.


    “I don’t take orders from you,” Philip said.


    Quick as lightning Tom shoved Philip. It was so unexpected that Philip hadn’t had time to brace himself, and he fell in the mud with a large splat. Muck flew everywhere. On his clothes, in his mouth and eyes, and soaking through the seat of his trousers.


    Philip scrambled to his feet, slipping and sliding, making himself look like a fool. That only added to his fury as he had to grab hold of the fence post and hoist himself up.


    Tom was laughing and Philip swung at him, but Tom ducked and Philip spun around.


    Before he knew it Tom barreled at him, his lowered head plowing into Philip’s stomach and forcing the air out of him. He went down into the mud again, but he wasn’t about to let the son of a pig farmer get the best of him.


    They rolled in the mud and the pig shite while the sows squealed and the piglets ran about in terror.


    Philip felt himself being raised from the ground, Tom falling away from him.


    He looked up into the furious eyes of Mr. Potter, who had a boy in each hand. The man may have appeared frail and in pain, but he was anything but.


    He shook both boys. “Enough of this nonsense.” He released the boys and both staggered to the side, breathing hard with bloody lips and noses.


    Philip looked down at his ruined clothes. He could barely tell what color they had been.


    “Get to mucking.” Mr. Potter thrust the shovel back in Philip’s hand, and he took it. “You.” He pointed to Tom. “Get back to the barn and shovel that feed.”


    When Tom sauntered off with another smirk, Potter turned to Philip and eyed him. “I knew yer father well. He came here often, especially as a young lad. Would help wherever anyone needed help. He’d be ashamed of you right now.”


    Potter walked off and Philip didn’t know if he tasted pig shit in his mouth or mortification.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    For Ellen the day was endless. She had no idea where Oliver had taken her son or what they were doing. She kept reminding herself that she had asked for Oliver’s help and she must trust him.


    However, her long-held secret hung between them, and her fear of being discovered was very, very real. Why had she asked for Oliver’s help? Because there really was no one else to ask.


    She spent the day floating between rooms with nothing to do. Or at least nothing that would stay her rambling thoughts.


    As soon as Oliver had told her that he was picking Philip up at such an ungodly hour, she’d sent a footman to find her son. It was embarrassing, not knowing where he was.


    The footman had found Philip with an hour to spare—drunk, with a black eye that had made her wince in mortification. She’d poured as much coffee into him as she could while explaining what he had to do.


    He’d been furious, as she’d expected he would be. He’d argued and refused to change his clothes, while she’d fallen into the predicted pattern of wheedling and bribing him.


    And sending him off with Oliver had been her greatest fear. How did others not see the resemblance? It was so clear to her that they were father and son. The cut of their brows, the solid jawline, the matching blue eyes. Philip had not fully grown into the man he would someday become, but Ellen could see he would be shaped like his father. Loose-limbed, wide of shoulders, slim of hips, and the same blond-leaning-toward-wheat-colored hair.


    Evening turned into night, and the clock was striking nine when she heard a carriage outside.


    Throwing off all sense of decorum, she rushed to the front window and spied Oliver’s curricle, but Oliver was alone, dismounting in a graceful leap and taking the steps to her front door two at a time.


    She was at the door before the butler had time to open it.


    “Where is he?” She was breathless, her heart hammering. What had Oliver done with her son?


    His eyes were gleaming in amusement as he entered her foyer.


    “He’s coming in through the servants’ entrance in the back. Trust me, you do not want him to come through your front door.”


    “Why? What happened? Is he hurt?”


    “Just his pride.” Oliver looked at her oddly. “Did you think I would let anything happen to him?”


    Her shoulders drooped, and she passed a hand over her eyes. Pull yourself together, Ellen. You’re behaving like a fool.


    “No. Of course not. I was just worried.”


    She motioned for him to follow her into the parlor. In the better light she could tell that he was weary and there was dirt on his boots.


    “Where were you?” she asked as she sat. Oliver chose to remain standing. “I was becoming worried that something had happened to the both of you.”


    “We are fine. Philip needs a bath, and you will have to discard his clothes. They are unsalvageable, I’m afraid. I took him to Fieldhurst where he worked with Mr. Potter and the pigs.”


    Her brows drew together. “The manor house? But that’s hours away. In the country.” And then the rest of what he said hit her. “Pigs? Philip worked with pigs?”


    Oliver finally perched on the edge of the couch and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Yes, to the manor house and yes, he worked with pigs. The boy needs to know his land. Being an earl is so much more than the title, as I’m sure you’re aware. But Philip seems to think it comes only with privileges and no work.”


    Her hands clenched in her lap, and she suddenly became defensive of her son. “His father loved him to the ends of the earth. In Arthur’s eyes the sun rose and set on Philip. Arthur tried to teach him how to be an earl, but he passed so suddenly.”


    Oliver waved her words away. She remembered that about him. He made no excuses and accepted no excuses. But she wanted him to know that Philip had been loved by his father.


    “Nevertheless, the boy has an unrealistic view of what being an earl means. He had an eye-opening experience with the pigs, and I daresay he learned something valuable along the way.”


    “Arthur adored Mr. Potter. He used to help him when the sows gave birth.” How had she forgotten that about Arthur? He’d loved to get his hands dirty, to come home with calluses on his palms. He’d said he felt like he’d accomplished something important.


    And how like Oliver to realize that this was what Philip needed.


    “Has he seen the estate’s books?” Oliver was asking. “Has he met with the land manager?”


    “I won’t let him. He needs to finish his schooling before he worries about those things.”


    Oliver sat back and studied her. His eyes were hooded, his expression neutral, but she feared that he thought she was an inadequate mother.


    “Maybe it’s time to let him do these things. Let him see that running an estate the size of Fieldhurst takes work. Hard work. Hard decisions have to be made, and they need to be made quickly.”


    Her head shot up, and a thrill of fear raced through her. “Why? Fieldhurst is a fully functioning estate. Rents are coming in as they should be. There are maintenance issues that we have been putting off—”


    “Ellen.”


    She snapped her mouth closed and raised her chin. Just the one word seemed to put her in her place.


    “I’m not making any accusations and I’m not passing judgment. Please stop being so defensive. You asked me to help and that’s what I’m doing. If you would like me to step back, I will. But if you want me to continue to help, then you need to stop fighting me.”


    Suddenly she deflated. He was right. Of course he was right. But her fear of discovery was overpowering every thought. She wanted to push him away, but he was the only one willing to help.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


    Oliver leaned forward again and studied her in such an intimate way that it made her cheeks heat and she had to look away, flooded with memories. There had been a connection the first night she’d met him at the ball, and there was still a connection. A visceral feeling deep inside her, a feeling that Oliver was special, once in a lifetime. Her body began to remember Oliver in ways she had tried to erase—that first kiss underneath the tree in Hyde Park. The shocked feeling that he was actually kissing her, then the acceptance that she liked him. She really, really liked him.


    He was the only man who had made her heart and body sing.


    Oh, it had been such a horrible mistake inviting him back into her life.


    “What is wrong, Ellen? You’re not yourself.”


    She lifted her chin again. “It’s been seventeen years, Oliver. I’m not the girl you remember.”


    “You never told anyone? About us?”


    “Of course not!”


    “Arthur never suspected?”


    “Oliver. Please. Stop. We can’t talk about this.”


    “He’s dead, Ellen. It doesn’t matter anymore.”


    But it did matter. It mattered greatly, and his look told her that he thought the same.


    “He never suspected,” she whispered. But there were times she’d wondered. Over the years, Arthur would say something about how lucky he was to have Philip. Or how sad he was that they’d never had another child. She would catch him sometimes looking at Philip when he thought no one was watching, a deep crease between his brows, as if looking for something of himself in the boy.


    Her guilt would consume her, and she would desperately try to distract him.


    “To see you with him…it was difficult. Especially after…”


    Please, stop. Please. But she sat silently, wringing her hands, her words locked in her throat.


    Oliver suddenly stood, startling her. “I must go. It’s been a long day. Tell Philip I will be by soon to go over the books with him. His tutelage on how to be a real earl will start then.”


    She stood on shaking knees, feeling as if she had just escaped something life changing. “I will tell him.”


    …


    A week later Oliver was still kicking himself for mentioning his and Ellen’s past relationship. Why the hell had he asked her if she’d told anyone about them? Had he wanted her to? Had he secretly hoped she had said something to Arthur? What kind of twisted thought was that?


    He’d certainly never told anyone, and he would expect Ellen not to have, either, since she had chosen Arthur over him.


    He wouldn’t say anything to her again about that night. It obviously made her uncomfortable, and that was the last thing he wanted to do.


    But he also couldn’t stay away from her. It had nothing to do with his promise to her and to the headmaster regarding Philip. It had nothing to do with Philip and everything to do with Oliver and his strange, awful need to see her again and again and again.


    He had no reason to continue to attend her salons. O’Leary had said that they were no longer looking at Antoine Bertrand as a threat to the Crown, that Bertrand seemed to be working on his own without any serious backing from anyone in France. Oliver’s services were no longer needed. And yet he found himself dressing for tonight’s salon and eagerly looking forward to it as if he were still that lad from long ago.


    He didn’t even care if tonight’s performance was another boring poetry reading.


    Good Lord. He shouldn’t go. He should go to his club, drink himself into oblivion, and lose some money in cards. And that was exactly what he had decided to do, but instead he found himself in front of Ellen’s home, staring at the bright lights coming from the windows and listening to the laughter and chatter floating out the open front door.


    And he found himself not entering his club, but walking through Ellen’s entryway, taking a glass of wine off a passing tray and moving farther and farther inside, away from his club.


    He saw her immediately. Tonight’s color was green. He was not wearing green but rather a boring black. She was laughing at something someone said. He thought it was an actor but really didn’t know. Next to her was William Needham, smiling, nodding, and talking.


    And suddenly, Oliver had an urge to put his fist through Needham’s perfectly ordinary face and rearrange his thin nose. He didn’t know why he didn’t like the man. There was no reason to not like him. He was a well-known surgeon, serving the royal family, for God’s sake. He had a sterling personality and was obviously very gifted.


    Oliver turned his back to the couple and took a sip of his wine. He should leave before Ellen saw him. He felt like a fool, mooning over her this way when she was being courted by Needham. Their past meant nothing to her and should mean nothing to him as well.


    Just as he was about to leave, a glimpse of color caught his attention. Or rather, a glimpse of pale ivory, the hem of a gown around the corner.


    Amelie Bertrand.


    He hadn’t seen her at the last few salons and was curious as to how she was getting along and if Josie had been a good friend. He followed the gown and entered into the music room where he came face-to-face with not only Amelie but Josie, too.


    “What in the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.


    Josie looked startled, then guilty. Amelie took a step back, her gaze flitting between brother and sister.


    “Oliver.” Josie licked her lips.


    “This is not a place for you to be, Josephine.”


    She winced, hating the use of her full name.


    “I brought her,” Amelie said softly, stepping forward. “I invited her.”


    “Amelie is allowed to attend the salons,” Josie said defensively.


    “Amelie has the permission of her father, and he is here with her. Did you get permission from Mother? Is Mother your chaperone?” He was absolutely certain that she had not received permission, nor that his mother was here, because their mother would never allow Josie’s reputation to be tarnished by being seen at a salon that hosted actors and actresses and singers.


    By Josie’s guilty look Oliver knew he was right.


    “You must return home. Now.”


    “But Oliver, I was so looking forward to this night. Amelie says it is interesting to meet all of these different people from different backgrounds.”


    She sounded so much like Ellen when they were that age that he almost winced.


    “Mother will have a fit and no doubt blame me.” He may be a grown man of thirty-four, but he still feared his mother’s wrath.


    “I will tell her it was my idea,” Josie said, nearly pleading.


    “Go home.”


    Her lips pursed and her eyes took on a mutinous expression he’d seen too many times in the mirror.


    “Josie,” he warned.


    “Armbruster. Who do we have here?”


    Oliver closed his eyes before turning around. He knew that voice too well and, by the look on Josie’s face, she was taken by the lad behind her. Of all the bad luck. Oliver had never seen Philip at any of his mother’s salons. Why this one?


    He stretched a smile across his face and turned around. “Fieldhurst, fancy seeing you here.”


    But young Philip had eyes for only Josie.


    “It is my home,” Philip said, still not taking his gaze off Josie.


    And Josie was looking at Philip with an expression that Oliver didn’t even want to contemplate. This was not happening. This was not going to happen. Over Oliver’s dead body would Philip come within ten feet of Josie.


    “Will you introduce us?” Philip asked, a sly smile curving his lips.


    The boy knew exactly what he was doing, and Oliver wanted to blacken his eye again.


    “Lord Fieldhurst, this is Lady Josephine McCaron, my sister.”


    “Josie. Most people call me Josie.” She smiled at Philip, and Oliver wanted to step between them and sweep Josie out of there.


    “Most people call me Philip,” the boy said. His voice rose an octave.


    “Josie was just leaving,” Oliver said.


    “Why so soon?” Philip asked. “The entertainment hasn’t even begun yet. Poetry, I believe.”


    Josie fluttered her lashes. She actually fluttered her lashes! Oliver had never seen her do that before.


    “Ah, poetry,” Josie breathed. As if poetry was her very favorite thing when they both knew it wasn’t. Josie was like Oliver. She preferred numbers and facts to silly words strung together.


    But tonight she seemed to be changing her tune.


    And Oliver felt he was losing this battle, and he was desperate to stop it. He didn’t like the looks in either of their eyes.


    “Lord Armbruster.”


    Oliver was entirely too pleased to see Ellen glide up to them, looking between her son and Josie.


    “Philip, you didn’t tell me you would be attending tonight,” she said in veiled reproach.


    “I thought I would wander through before meeting friends. You didn’t tell me that your guests were so…fetching.”


    Josie blushed, and Oliver bit back a groan.


    Their mother was going to be furious when she found out what happened tonight, and she would blame Oliver for not taking care of the situation from the beginning.


    “Lady Fieldhurst, this is my sister, Lady Josephine.”


    “Lady Josephine,” she said. “Your sister?”


    “Yes,” Josie said.


    Ellen had gone white, and for a moment Oliver feared she would faint. He had no idea what would cause such a reaction. It wasn’t as if he’d kept Josie a secret. His mother had been pregnant with Josie when he and Ellen had been together.


    “May I speak to you for a moment?” Ellen asked him.


    Oliver hesitated, not wanting to leave Philip and Josie alone.


    “Philip, aren’t your friends waiting for you?” Ellen asked.


    “I believe tonight I will forgo that entertainment and stay for this.”


    Ellen made a choked sound and forcibly yanked Oliver away from the group.


    “This cannot happen,” she hissed once they were out of earshot.


    “I agree.”


    “Philip and Josie cannot… You agree?”


    “Of course I agree.” But Oliver felt a rising anger. Josie was a beautiful, accomplished young woman, and any man would be lucky to have her. Why Ellen thought she wasn’t good enough for Philip, he didn’t know, but he wholeheartedly agreed that the two couldn’t be together.


    “Why do you agree?” she asked, confused.


    “Because Philip has a hot temper and he’s spoiled and thinks only of himself. I don’t want my sister with someone like that.”


    Ellen’s shoulders drew back, and fire flared in her eyes. “How dare you.”


    “How dare I?” They were whispering, but the words and tone were angry on both sides. “He’s too quick to temper and uses his fists. Don’t forget I’ve spoken to the headmaster. I know exactly why Philip was kicked out of Eton.”


    Her shoulders seemed to fold in on themselves, and her anger retreated. “Of course.”


    “Why in the hell you don’t think Josie is good enough for your boy is beyond me, but I can tell you that Philip doesn’t hold a candle to my sister.” He was letting his anger take over, and he knew that he would regret the words. But right now he wanted to say them. He wanted to hurt Ellen, and he realized that the anger was not coming from the fact that Ellen thought Josie inadequate for Philip, but from a deep well of anger that he’d been carrying inside for years.


    “I’m not… Do you think…?” She stood straight. “Just keep them away from each other,” she said and marched off.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Come, Josie, we’re leaving.” Oliver grabbed his sister’s elbow and practically dragged her away from Philip, who was standing far too close, in Oliver’s opinion.


    And if Oliver wasn’t mistaken, the lad had a smirk on his face.


    “Leaving?” Josie squeaked. “But why?”


    “Because this is not an appropriate place for you.”


    “But Amelie is here. And Philip.”


    He bundled her into his carriage as she continued to protest.


    “This is a great opportunity for me to learn,” she said.


    “Learn what?”


    “About the theater. And poetry. And music.”


    “Then attend the theater, and the orchestra, and buy some poetry books.”


    “Ooh. You are vexing.” She crossed her arms and turned her head toward the window. She refused to look at him the entire way home.


    Oliver sat in the corner and stewed. Why did Ellen not think that Josie was good enough for her boy? If anything, Philip was nowhere near good enough for Josie. She was far too refined for such a lad, and their mother had groomed Josie to be the perfect wife to the perfect husband.


    Even though Josie had been insisting for years that she didn’t want to marry except for love. But that was neither here nor there. Oliver would never allow Josie and Philip to be so much as in the same room together. Love was out of the question.


    In that he agreed with Ellen.


    …


    Ellen found her son lounging in the corner, a glass of wine in his hand, as he surveyed the people milling about with hooded eyes and a guarded expression. Since when had he become so cynical? So closed?


    “Armbruster dragged his sister off,” he said by way of greeting.


    Good.


    “He doesn’t like me much,” Philip said.


    “And yet he’s willing to help you get back into Eton.”


    He took a swig of wine and dangled the glass between his fingers. If she wasn’t careful, she could see him becoming quite the rogue, and Josie would merely be the first eligible woman forbidden to him by a respectable family. He was already cultivating an air of ennui, his gaze constantly roving for the next exciting adventure. He would not stop at swiving the help in the linen closet, and that frightened her.


    He needed a strong male presence, and she had hoped Oliver might provide that, however twisted it was to ask Philip’s real father for help. But she feared that she’d angered Oliver and pushed him away by insinuating that his sister was not good enough for Philip when that wasn’t the case at all. She quite agreed with Oliver that Philip was not good enough for Josephine. But her determination to keep the two apart had nothing to do with any of that and everything to do with the fact that Josephine was Philip’s aunt.


    She closed her eyes at the tangled web she had woven over the years, never once thinking that things would get this complicated. Keep Oliver away from Philip. It had been her goal for sixteen years, and she’d done a decent job of it until recently. Until Philip had messed everything up so badly that she’d been forced to turn to Oliver for help.


    “And why is he willing to help me get back into Eton, Mother?”


    “Because the headmaster asked him to.”


    “Mmmm.”


    “Oh, for goodness sake, Philip. You are impossible. And you need to leave Lady Josephine alone.”


    “She was quite fetching. Stunning, really.”


    “And she is not for you. Not ever. You stay away from the Armbrusters. Do you hear me?”


    He seemed taken aback by her vehemence. There was little that Ellen was strict about, and she was well aware that was the cause of most of Philip’s problems. But in this she would not be swayed.


    “Tell me you will stay away from her,” she insisted.


    He pushed himself from the wall. “She seemed a bit too prim and proper anyway.”


    “Her mother would have a fit if she knew the girl had been here tonight. Lady Armbruster is a stickler for propriety, and she is not a person we want to anger.”


    In truth, Ellen had always been in awe of Oliver’s mother. Maybe even a little scared. Especially after Ellen discovered that Philip carried McCaron blood.


    “I think I’ll be off to find my friends,” Philip said, and sauntered away.


    Ellen was in no mood to stop him and in fact was relieved that he was leaving. Hopefully, he would forget about Lady Josephine.


    …


    Ashland sank down into the chair opposite Oliver and eyed the stack of papers on the table beside him. It was their weekly meeting at their gentleman’s club where they discussed current events and unsolved mysteries.


    “Anything new?” Ashland asked.


    “Not really. Things seem to be quiet.”


    “What about the murders O’Leary was telling us about?”


    “Murders aren’t uncommon in the East End.”


    “True. But I find it intriguing. Different.”


    Ashland accepted a port from the servant and sat back. “You seem preoccupied tonight.”


    “I have a lot of things on my plate right now.”


    “Such as Lady Fieldhurst?” Ashland grinned, but Oliver was not in a humorous mood and didn’t want to discuss Ellen, especially with Ashland, who was still in the first stages of marriage and thought everyone should subscribe to the institution.


    “Not Lady Fieldhurst,” he lied, hating himself for lying to his best friend.


    Ashland laughed, seemingly sensing the lie and not caring. “Come now, Armbruster. Lady Fieldhurst is a beautiful woman, around your age, I’m thinking. And a widow.”


    “And?” Oliver eyed Ashland unkindly. He didn’t want to discuss Ellen at all.


    “And you should court her.”


    Oliver huffed out a breath. “She’s already being courted by Sir William Needham.”


    “Is she?”


    Oliver sat up straighter. “What do you know about any of this?”


    “Nothing at all. But what does it matter if she’s being courted by Needham? It’s not as if it’s official or anything.”


    Oliver waved his hand in the air and sat back. “I’m not interested.”


    Ashland tilted his head and studied Oliver in such a way that made Oliver uneasy. In his former life, before he’d become an earl, Ashland had been a solicitor. His mind was astute, and he was quick to draw mostly correct conclusions.


    “By your admission, she meant something to you a long time ago, before she wed Fieldhurst. I don’t believe you’re not interested.”


    “That was a long time ago. Affections die. People move on.” Or so he’d once believed, but now he wondered if that was entirely true.


    “I just find it interesting that she asked for your help. Why you?”


    Oliver felt himself bristling over the inquisition. “Why not me? I have good standing at Eton. I’m well respected in Society.”


    “Of course you are, but so are many other men.”


    Oliver didn’t dare think of Ellen approaching any other men to ask for their help. That idea was not at all appealing.


    “Have you accomplished anything with young Fieldhurst?” Ashland asked, changing tactics.


    “I took him to the pig farm on his estate and made him work on it for a full day. At first he was angry, and when I picked him up he was exhausted. I don’t know if it opened his eyes to the life of his tenants or not.”


    “What were you trying to prove to him?”


    “That he is no better than a pig farmer.”


    Ashland chuckled. “I am fairly positive that did not change his opinion but rather reinforced his belief that he is happy not to be a pig farmer.”


    Oliver sighed. “I don’t know what to do with him. I’m not a father to tell him what he should do and not do.”


    “Pretend you are. If he were your son, what would you do to turn him around?”


    “I would tan his hide.”


    They both grinned, but Oliver’s faded first. If he were the lad’s father he would have taught him from the cradle what it took to become an earl and the responsibilities it would entail.


    And for a small moment he suddenly yearned for a son to teach and pass all of this on to.


    In his head he knew that someday soon he would need to wed and produce an heir. His mother reminded him every time she saw him. But his heart had never grabbed onto the idea, and he had yet to meet someone he wanted to bear his children.


    Ellen.


    No. Not Ellen. Maybe at one time, but no longer. She had her own life. Her own son and an enamored surgeon.


    He should probably make more of an effort to find his elusive countess.


    “So what are you going to do?” Ashland asked, and for a moment Oliver thought Ashland was asking what he was going to do to find a countess, but then he realized that Ashland was referring to Philip.


    “I am going to do what I did with you. We’re going to sit down and go over the books, and he will learn about profit and loss.”


    Ashland groaned. “The poor lad.”


    …


    Oliver entered his childhood home just in time for breakfast. His mother and sister were in the dining room, eating and discussing whatever it was they discussed in the mornings.


    “Oliver!” His mother offered her cheek, and he bent to kiss it.


    Josie looked less than pleased to see him and more than a little distrustful.


    “What brings you here so early?” his mother asked.


    He dumped about a dozen white envelopes beside her plate and sat next to her while the footman poured him coffee.


    “What is this?” She sifted through the envelopes a bit before her head popped up and her eyes went wide. “They’re…” She poked through them some more. “They’re invitations. To balls. And picnics.”


    He sipped his coffee and watched the joy cross her face, all while feeling his fate seal up tight.


    “Why are you bringing invitations here?” Josie asked.


    “Yes, dear, why?” Nora folded her hands beneath her chin and pierced him with her dancing blue eyes.


    “I believe it’s time that I make an appearance or two.”


    He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. This was more difficult than he thought it would be, and he didn’t like the gleam in his mother’s eyes.


    The idea of finding a suitable wife would not leave him. It was time. He was thirty-four years old with nothing to show except a very successful earldom that was earning money faster than he could invest it.


    After speaking to Ashland, and watching Philip attempt to piss it all away, he was more convinced than ever that it was time to produce an heir. And who else to help him find a suitable wife than his mother.


    “I see,” she said, studying him closely. “And what brought this on?”


    “Come, Mother, you’ve been telling me for years that it’s my duty to carry on the title.”


    “And suddenly you agree with me?”


    He found it hard to believe that she wasn’t jumping up and down in excitement and planning his nuptials already.


    She picked up an envelope and pulled out the invitation, then proceeded with the rest of them, sorting them into two piles. Oliver was known as a math genius, able to smell a good investment. He had no issue with dirtying his hands and his money in businesses that no aristocrat would touch. His mother was also a genius, except her genius leaned toward manipulating Society to do what she wanted. People feared her, because a snub from Lady Armbruster meant social ruin.


    She pushed two invitations toward him. “These two,” she said. “They will provide the most debutantes. Personally, I recommend Lady Sylvia Evendale. She is of fine stock, her reputation unblemished, and her bloodline impeccable.”


    Josie snorted then covered her mouth.


    Nora raised a brow at her daughter. “You don’t approve?”


    “Lady Sylvia is dull. She has not an original thought in her head. Oliver would be bored to death within five minutes.”


    Oliver grinned at his sister, who seemed to know him far better than their own mother. Lady Sylvia might be all of the things his mother said, but if she did not have an original thought, he didn’t want her.


    “Who else?” he asked.


    Nora sighed. “Really, Oliver. You must think of things such as bloodlines and reputation.”


    “Not if she’s dull. Who else?”


    “What about Lady Fieldhurst?” Josie hid her expression behind her cup of coffee that she raised to her lips. All Oliver could see was her mischievous eyes. He glowered at her.


    “Lady Fieldhurst is old,” Nora said, dismissively.


    “She’s my age,” Oliver said, a bit miffed that his mother thought him old.


    “That’s different. Men age differently. Lady Fieldhurst is almost past her child bearing years, and your purpose is to produce an heir.”


    “I find her fascinating,” Josie said.


    Oliver shot her another look that said if she persisted he would spill her secret. She simply smiled back.


    “Fascinating is not good,” Nora said. “She completely stepped out of the norms of Society after Lord Fieldhurst passed away, with her salons and the people she chooses to keep company with.”


    Josie shrugged. “I like her. And she seems to have the correct temperament for Oliver.”


    Nora’s eyes narrowed on her daughter. “When have you met with, let alone conversed with, Lady Fieldhurst?”


    Josie looked down at her plate and concentrated on her eggs. “She has a son,” she finally said.


    Oliver’s head whipped around, and he glared at her. She refused to look at him.


    “Notorious, too. You don’t want a wife who already has a son and a bad one at that. I hear he’s nothing but trouble.”


    Oliver felt the need to defend Philip but kept his mouth shut. How in the hell had the conversation become so derailed?


    “Just the other day you mentioned her as a possibility,” he said.


    “I did? I don’t remember.” She sorted through the stacks of rejections.


    “In your garden. You thought her acceptable then.”


    “I changed my mind.” She waved her fingers in the air. “Too many bohemians and that son is no good.”


    There were times he couldn’t follow his mother’s logic, and this time he let it go. It didn’t matter why she thought Ellen was not acceptable. He had his own reasons for not pursuing her.


    “Aside from Lady Fieldhurst and Lady Sylvia, who else would be appropriate?” he asked.


    Nora sat back and looked into the distance, apparently sifting through all of the eligible young ladies of the ton.


    “I’ll make a list,” she said. “This afternoon. We’ll discuss them tomorrow. Come by at the same time and we can have breakfast again.”


    Oliver felt uncomfortable making a list of eligible young women. It wasn’t as if he were purchasing livestock. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Except he knew this was how it was done in houses throughout London. And he was certain he was on a few of those lists. It was the reason he avoided these social events. But if he wanted an heir—and a wife was a requirement for an heir—then he must do what they all did to procure one.


    “Very well,” he said, wishing this whole thing done.


    “I’ll walk you to the door,” Josie said, standing hurriedly and throwing down her napkin.


    “Is this a case you’re working?” she whispered as they walked through the foyer.


    “Case?” His mind was still on the list.


    “Are you spying on someone? Is that why you are suddenly going to balls?”


    “What? No.” He shook his head. “Really, Jose.”


    “I can’t think of another reason that you would want to attend a ball. You hate them.”


    She was right. He did hate them, but he didn’t know how else to meet his bride.


    “It’s time for me to get a wife, and this is how one gets one.”


    “It sounds very unromantic.”


    He thought so, too.


    “I saw the way you looked at Lady Fieldhurst.”


    They were at the door and he turned to her, his heart suddenly hammering. “And how was I looking at Lady Fieldhurst?”


    She shrugged. “Differently. I’ve not seen you look at anyone like that.”


    “You’re just being silly.”


    “I think you like her.”


    “I don’t like her. Not like that, at least.”


    But he felt like he was betraying Ellen by saying that. She held a special place in his heart and always would. He often wondered what would have happened if she had followed through with their plans. Would they have a son like Philip? Better behaved, of course.


    “I think you do like her,” Josie said.


    “I think you should mind your own business.”


    “You didn’t tell Mother about last night.” This was just like Josie, to change the subject so fast.


    “And I won’t, if you behave yourself.”


    “I was behaving myself last night. I acted like the perfect lady. Mother would have been proud.”


    “After she beat you for nearly damaging your reputation. You heard her in there. She doesn’t hold Lady Fieldhurst in high regard and would have thought your appearance there last night appalling.”


    Josie pouted. “She really needs to stop being so judgmental. I saw nothing wrong with those who attended. You were there.”


    “It’s different for me.”


    “Because you’re a boy and I’m a girl?”


    “I’m a man and you’re still too young for such things.”


    “Well, when I’m grown I’m going to host salons just like that and invite all of the interesting people and not the boring people that Society thinks are acceptable.”


    Oliver bit back his grin. Josie was nearly seventeen, but there were times she still acted like a little girl. “You do that,” he said.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    He chose to go to the ball that Lady Sylvia Evendale was attending because he should at least consider her as a possibility. He trusted his mother’s opinion. But he also trusted Josie’s honest evaluation. So he went with an open mind and apparently caused quite the stir when he entered.


    He’d not realized—or possibly he chose to ignore—that people kept tabs on the eligible bachelors, and his absence from the balls was always noted. He understood. Without trying to sound vain, he was rich, richer than his father had been, thanks to his shrewd investments. Most nobles chose to put their head in the sand when they saw change coming. Oliver had chosen to take advantage of it.


    His mother swooped in on him the moment he entered, and immediately he understood why. The mothers with eligible daughters were heading toward him en masse. Their avid expressions reminded him of headhunters in far-off places.


    He shivered and, not for the first time, wondered why he’d thought this was a good idea.


    His gaze roamed the large room, searching for… He didn’t know what he was searching for until his eyes settled on her. She was standing with a group of women, all of their hands waving as they talked over one another.


    She was striking tonight, in deep purple.


    …


    Ellen’s circle of friends had shrunk since she’d started hosting her salons. There had been a time when she and Arthur had been invited to the best balls. But these days, the demand for her presence had waned.


    She had known it would happen, but she had been surprised at some of the friends who had turned their backs on her. It had hurt, but at the same time she did not regret it. What she liked most about her salons was meeting new and different people, learning new perspectives, and making new friends. It was a fair trade-off, in her opinion.


    But that wasn’t to say that she no longer enjoyed attending the occasional ball, and if invited, she went. The four women surrounding her were friends who had not abandoned her.


    It had been a while since they had all been together. Immediately, they congregated to a far corner to catch up on one another’s lives. Lucy had just asked about Philip, the question that Ellen had been dreading, when suddenly Ruth covered her mouth to stifle a gasp. Ellen heard the shocked, whispered, “Oh my goodness” and turned to see what all the excitement was about.


    He was descending the stairs to a hushed, reverent silence. Mothers of eligible daughters surged forward as if one big wave, while Lady Armbruster swooped in to save her son.


    The hundreds of candles shimmered down on his hair, turning it a golden blond. His black formal coat fit his shoulders perfectly. Beyond that, Ellen couldn’t see anything else, but she didn’t need to. She remembered.


    Her body remembered dancing with him at a ball such as this. The way they’d moved perfectly together. The scent of his cologne. The feel of his arms around her. The way his body had swayed toward hers.


    She hated that her body betrayed her whenever Oliver was near. She hated that she could never forget and that just looking at her son dredged up all the memories she was desperate to forget.


    “…Sylvia Evendale… Heard he’s looking for a wife.”


    Ellen’s attention snapped to Victoria, who always seemed to have all the gossip.


    “What about Lady Sylvia?” Ellen asked.


    “Rumor has it that Lord Armbruster is finally in the market for a wife. Or so Lady Evendale is saying. And she’s saying that her daughter, Sylvia, has caught his eye.”


    Ellen looked back at Oliver, but he’d been swallowed up by the crowd, and she could no longer find him.


    Lady Sylvia Evendale. She was a good choice. More than likely she was Nora’s choice, but still a good one. Impeccable breeding.


    Oh, who was she kidding? Ellen had a lead ball in the pit of her stomach at the thought of Oliver marrying Lady Sylvia. But there was no reason for such a feeling of dread. Marriage for Oliver would be good for her. Then he would no longer be a threat.


    “And there she is, Lady Evendale, following him around like a lost puppy.” Lucy giggled and the others covered their smiles.


    Ellen tried to smile, but she was sure she failed, and she was relieved that her friends were more interested in discussing Sylvia’s greatest coup, if she could land Lord Armbruster.


    She excused herself and wandered away from them, but if she had hoped to escape the discussion of Oliver and Sylvia she had been wrong. He was the topic of conversation, at least among the eligible young ladies and their mothers. Even the eligible bachelors were lamenting Oliver’s sudden appearance at a ball, since he rarely, if ever, attended.


    “Lady Fieldhurst.”


    She stopped at the sound of his voice and closed her eyes.


    With a pasted-on smile she glanced behind her. “Lord Armbruster. I’m surprised to see you here.”


    Up close he was even more devastatingly attractive. Age and time had been good to him. Seventeen years ago, he was just beginning to fill out. He’d been tall, his shoulders wide, but without the muscle that roped his body now. Small creases fanned from his eyes, making him look mature and handsome.


    “I’m surprised to be here,” he said.


    “You were always honest.”


    “Only with you.”


    She turned her head away, not wanting him to see that his words had touched her.


    “Rumor is circulating that you are here for Lady Sylvia.” Why did I bring that up?


    “Word travels quickly,” he said.


    They were in their own little bubble, the crowd surging around them but giving them room to breathe. Mothers kept a safe distance, watching, but pretending not to watch.


    “Oh, come now, Armbruster. You know nothing is a secret in London Society.”


    “I would have hoped something would be secret for at least a day. I just decided to attend yesterday.”


    “It’s true, then? You’re in the market for a wife?”


    “It’s true.” His gaze clashed with hers, chips of blue ice with an honesty she couldn’t meet him with.


    “I’m sure Lady Armbruster is happy.”


    “It’s been her dream since the day I was born, to see me safely wed.”


    Was there accusation in his words? Did he look hurt?


    “Wh-what made you decide to do the deed now?” Why was her mouth suddenly dry? Why was it suddenly difficult to speak?


    “I decided seventeen years ago, but alas, it didn’t work out.”


    Her cheeks heated. There was definitely accusation in those words. She looked down at her hands, unable to meet his gaze again. There was nothing she could say to refute him. Nothing.


    “There you are, dear.” Lady Armbruster approached and smiled at Ellen. “Lady Fieldhurst. How nice to see you.”


    But something in her cool tone made Ellen think that the dowager countess wasn’t at all happy to see her.


    Ellen inclined her head and said to Oliver, “It was nice talking to you again.” And then she mouthed, “Good luck.”


    …


    He’d forgotten just how much he felt like cattle at these events. Within an hour he was suffocating. His mother tried to keep most of the worst offenders away, but some slipped through, and he’d danced with many young ladies whose names he would never remember, none of whom appealed to him.


    Did they not have a single, independent thought in their heads? Were they taught to agree with every man they spoke to? And what was with the simpering and the eye fluttering? He wanted to ask them if they had something in their eyes.


    He was far too old for this and decided by the second dance that he didn’t want a wife who was so young she couldn’t think for herself.


    And yet the evening lumbered on, and Oliver’s mouth ached from smiling, his brain pounded from inane conversations, his feet hurt in the ridiculous formal shoes, and he was angry at his mother for no other reason than he didn’t know who else to be angry at.


    He’d lost sight of Ellen long ago but supposed that was a good thing. He couldn’t find a wife with Ellen lurking about. Never mind that he caught himself searching for her in the crowd more times than he could count.


    For a small moment he found himself alone, an island in a sea of sharks. There was no one watching him, no mothers hovering, his own mother was not to be found, so Oliver slipped out onto the terrace and practically dove into the shadows, skirting them until he could lean against the balustrade and breathe his first real breath of the night. He pulled on his tight collar and wished he were at home with a glass of port at his elbow and estate reports in his lap.


    Good Lord, but he was old if this was considered an evening of fun.


    He realized too late that the secluded spot he had chosen was not unoccupied. A darker shadow shifted and turned to him.


    He smiled, his relief enormous, his heart… Well, his heart hammered like a young lad.


    “You escaped,” Ellen said.


    He could barely see her, the purple gown blending with the shadows, but he would know her anywhere. She even smelled the same as she had all those years ago. Like roses with a hint of vanilla.


    “It was perilous, and I had to do a lot of maneuvering, but I escaped.”


    “Congratulations.”


    “Thank you. And you? Did you escape as well?”


    “I’m not as sought after as you are, but yes, I found a moment to grab some silence and breathe the night air.”


    “I’d forgotten what they were like.”


    She tilted her head. “Balls in general? Or the matchmaking mamas?”


    “Both.”


    “And what are they like?”


    “Exhausting. Are all women taught to agree with a gentleman? Are none of them taught to think for themselves?”


    She leaned back against the balustrade and he breathed out. It was so easy to talk to her. Ellen could always be counted on for engaging conversation. If she didn’t agree with something, then she voiced it.


    “It’s quite vexing,” she said. “And you can see it didn’t work well with me. I’m just glad that Arthur didn’t mind that I was a little more outspoken than most wives.”


    “That’s what I want in a wife.” The words were out before he could stop them. Talking to her made him forget that he probably shouldn’t say everything that came to his mind.


    “You will be hard-pressed to find one with an original thought.”


    He grimaced. “The whole ordeal is equivalent to purchasing cattle. Should I ask them to open their mouths so I can inspect their teeth?”


    Her amused chuckle floated through the night air. “It is rather unromantic.”


    If they had married when he’d wanted, if things had worked out the way they had planned, they would have been married for seventeen years now. They would have attended these balls and looked across the room and just known what the other was thinking. They would have shared jokes without a word spoken.


    “Do you ever wonder what it would have been like—?”


    “Don’t, Oliver.”


    “I used to wonder all the time.”


    “Why are you doing this?” She was whispering now, her voice pained. He still couldn’t see her but that made it only easier to reveal confidences.


    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Seeing you and Philip, it brought back feelings that I thought I had buried. The memories…they’re haunting me now. More so than ever before.”


    “Oliver.” She took a step away from him.


    “Don’t go,” he said. “Don’t leave me to the wolves.”


    “I can hardly save you from them.”


    “They’re not like you, the young ladies.”


    “Of course not. I’m twice their age.”


    And that’s exactly what he didn’t want. He thought of Josie’s idea of him courting Ellen, and suddenly the thought wasn’t as preposterous as his mother had said.


    “There is something to be said for maturity,” he said.


    “And that is exactly why we would have never made it back then. We were too young. Too…reckless.”


    He remembered the gazebo. The frantic lovemaking. They’d been each other’s firsts.


    “Do you regret it?” he asked softly, staring at the outline of her shadow. She was completely still. He couldn’t even hear her breathe. “What we did that night? Is that why you never met me under the tree?”


    There was a long pause, enough to make him dizzy from holding his breath. “No.”


    “I don’t, either. Never would I.”


    “But we were too young.”


    “I don’t believe that for a moment.”


    Her shadow shifted. “It doesn’t matter now. It’s in the past.”


    But was it possible to resurrect the past?


    What if they could?


    What if they did?

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “Tell me about Needham,” Oliver said, looking in the direction of her shadow. In a way he liked not being able to see her face; it made the exchange more intimate.


    “Oliver, please,” Ellen warned. “You don’t want to know about him.”


    “I want to know everything about you.”


    She turned her head away. He could tell because the moon’s rays lit her cheekbone. “No, you don’t.”


    He slid closer to her. She didn’t notice until she turned back to him. They were within touching distance. He wanted to remember what it was like to touch her, the feel of her skin on his.


    He leaned forward until his lips were near her ear. They weren’t touching, but he could feel her trembling. She had stopped breathing. He could feel it suspended inside of her as if she were waiting.


    “You were my first,” he whispered.


    Her breath whooshed out of her, and he turned his head slightly until his lips brushed against hers.


    “And you were the best. A memory I’ve always cherished.”


    She drew in a breath, no doubt to set him straight, but he kissed her instead. Her lips were like heaven, warm and pliant and smooth, and that night came rushing back, every fumbling touch, every moan, every thrust, every kiss, every I love you.


    To his immense surprise she responded to him, clinging to him as she kissed him back. He drew her closer then stepped into the corner where he thought the balustrade met the edge of the house, but the balustrade ended and a set of stone steps descended into the complete darkness of the garden below.


    He swooped her up in his arms, fighting with her voluminous skirts, and descended the steps, praying he wouldn’t trip and break both of their necks. He wanted her. His entire body was throbbing for her, and she was pliant in his arms, clinging as if she would drown without him and kissing him as if tomorrow did not exist.


    And for him, nothing existed except Ellen and this moment in time.


    The sound of the ball faded, the music a lovely backdrop as he leaned her against the side of the house and pressed against her while kissing her with the full force of his passion.


    She moaned, driving his need higher as he fumbled with her skirts, raising them until he felt the smoothness of her inner thigh.


    “Oliver,” she whispered.


    He froze, thinking she would tell him to stop. He wanted her so badly that he thought he would expire from the need. But she didn’t tell him to stop. She cupped his cheeks and drew his head toward her to kiss him again as she raised a knee to wrap a leg around his waist.


    “God,” he said between kisses. “My God.”


    He’d imagined this only in his wildest dreams and had never thought he would have Ellen again.


    He pulled back, his senses returning. “Let me take you home,” he said. “Let’s do this properly.”


    She shook her head and cupped his cheeks with her hands. “I want this here and now. If we stop… I’m afraid to stop now.”


    He leaned his forehead against hers. “I want to make love to you in a bed.”


    She grinned and he was so reminded of the seventeen-year-old Ellen that his heart surged with the old love he had for her.


    “For old time’s sake,” she said. “For the memories.”


    She undid his breeches and released his throbbing manhood, and there was nothing Oliver could say after that. He wanted her so badly that he didn’t think he could wait until they reached her house.


    “Come inside of me,” she whispered in his ear and he shuddered, testing her entrance, nearly weeping at how slick she was. He slid inside her, closing his eyes in ecstasy, biting back a moan. She was so tight, so wet, so ready for him.


    She wrapped her other leg around him and he cupped her buttocks, sliding out, then thrusting back in. His only regret was that he wouldn’t last. He’d wanted this for far too long. He hadn’t realized how much he’d wanted Ellen until he’d started kissing her.


    She moved with him, her moans low as he pumped harder and harder. He was racing toward his completion but refused to end this without her. He stroked her clitoris, and she gasped loudly. Mindful that there was a ball just feet from them, he kissed her as her body jerked and arched and her passageway clamped around his cock. He swallowed her screams as he came inside her, pumping all his seed until he was wrung dry.


    …


    Ellen bore the full weight of Oliver’s heaving body as he tried to catch his breath. He was still inside her, still pulsating, and she was reeling from the emotions and sensations that had just ripped through her body.


    She wanted to weep with both joy and mortification. She wanted to hold on to him and never let go. So many times she’d relived their first time lovemaking in the gazebo. So many times she’d cried remembering it, wanting Oliver back, wanting a life with him. Until she’d realized that she needed to put it behind her and move on with Arthur and Philip. But always the memories were there, just barely buried, haunting her.


    She could not have said no to tonight, to this moment. She’d wanted it more than she’d wanted almost anything else, but it did not make her feel complete. It did not give her a sense of closure. It made her want only what she couldn’t have—what she never could have. And that was Oliver.


    But she would not regret this. She would not allow herself to regret this moment. She would store it away with her other memories of him.


    Oliver pushed himself away from her and regretfully she felt him slide out of her and the warm gush of his seed run down her leg. She continued to use the side of the house for support, because she was certain her legs would not hold her weight. Not now. Not for a long time.


    “Are you all right?” A white handkerchief appeared in front of her, and she looked up at him blankly.


    “I’m fine.” She whispered the lie. Not the biggest lie she’d ever told. No, that was reserved for Oliver as well, but a lie nonetheless. Had she really thought that making love to Oliver would banish her feelings for him once and for all? Had she hoped that making love would not be as wonderful as she had remembered? Even against a wall, in the middle of a ball, it had been magnificent. She could only imagine what it would be like if they were in a proper bed with more time to devote to each other.


    But, no. That would never happen. She could not allow Oliver in her life like that.


    She took the handkerchief and balled it up in her fist, fighting tears for all that she wanted that could not be.


    “Ellen—”


    She held up her hand to stop whatever he was going to say.


    “Please, don’t,” she said, so close to tears.


    He stepped forward and pulled her to him, and she was so weak when it came to Oliver that she fell against him.


    “Next time it will be in a proper bed and we will take our time and we will wake up together in the morning.”


    He pulled away to look down on her, but she couldn’t make herself look him in the eye and tell him that there couldn’t be a next time or a morning together. For just one small moment she wanted to believe everything he said. She wanted to believe in a possible future.


    “Things were different back then,” he said. “I understand now that there were obligations you felt you couldn’t get out of, but those are no longer relevant. We can do this. There is nothing standing in our way.”


    Ellen buried her head in his chest and inhaled his scent. Tell him no. Tell him that could never happen. Tell him that there are more obstacles than he could possibly imagine.


    But she stayed silent and dreamed of a future without obstacles, of a future with Oliver.


    He kissed her on the forehead and then each cheek. “We should go back before we are missed. You go in first and I will follow in a few minutes.”


    She pressed her fingers to her forehead and closed her eyes. “You go ahead. I’d like a few minutes alone.”


    He took her shoulders, and she looked up at him. The moonlight shone in his hair, making it white. His eyes glistened. “From now on things will be right. I will make them right between us.”


    She nodded, her gaze sliding away.


    “I’ll wait for you in the ballroom. Don’t take too long out here by yourself.”


    He hesitated then disappeared into the darkness.


    She stifled a sob, pressing her fist against her mouth. She couldn’t cry now. Her nose would be red and her cheeks blotchy and everyone would know she’d been crying.


    Hold it together, Ellen. At least until you’re home.


    Her body shook from suppressed sobs, from anger that things couldn’t be the way Oliver wanted them and sadness that there were so many lies between them and so many other emotions that she couldn’t name.


    She wanted it. All of it. All the memories and the sensations and the mind-numbing release that only Oliver had ever been able to pull out of her. She wanted to kiss him again and feel his skin against hers. She wanted to feel him sliding inside her.


    And now that she’d had all of that, she felt empty, hollowed, a shell of herself. Like she’d been stripped bare and had nothing left to give.


    Having Oliver again reminded her only of how alone she really was.


    She straightened and fluffed her skirts, then touched her hair to make sure that all the pins were in place.


    Shaking her shoulders, she adjusted her bodice and cupped her still swollen breasts to make sure they were firmly in place.


    She took a tentative step, testing the resilience of her legs, and headed toward the stairs before she realized she still had his handkerchief balled up in her hands. She tossed it in the nearest bush and marched up the steps, head held high, and all emotion locked away.


    Just like she’d done seventeen years ago.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Oliver entered the ballroom and Josie was immediately at his side.


    “Where have you been?” she whispered. “Mother’s been looking all over for you.”


    “I needed fresh air.”


    Josie took his arm and steered him around the perimeter of the crowd. “Mother is not pleased that you disappeared. She wanted you to speak to Sylvia and her mother. Apparently, they are planning on you calling on Sylvia tomorrow and beginning your courtship.”


    Oliver closed his eyes. He’d forgotten all about that. Of course he couldn’t court her now.


    “Josie.” Oliver dragged his sister to a stop behind a pillar. “You have to make an excuse to Mother.”


    “Oh, no—”


    “Please. I can’t face Sylvia. You were right. She’s not for me, and I don’t want to encourage her.”


    “You owe me—”


    “No. You owe me. For the other night at the salon.”


    Josie’s eyes narrowed, but he knew he had her on this one.


    “Very well,” she said. “But Mother will not be pleased.”


    “I will handle Mother. Just tell her… I don’t know. You’ll think of something.”


    Josie looked around. “She’s at the other side of the room. If you’re going to go, go now.”


    “Thank you, Jose.”


    Oliver slipped through the edges of the crowd. Lurking like this was beneath him, but tonight he paused behind a tall potted plant where he could see the doors that he’d just walked through from the terrace. After a few minutes Ellen entered, gliding in, looking serene and beautiful. He wanted to go to her, take her in his arms, and let the whole world know that she was his and he was hers. But he was determined to do this the right way, not in the middle of a ball where dozens of people expected him to announce a courtship with Lady Sylvia.


    Now that he knew Ellen was safe inside, he skulked around the edges of the crowd, found a side door near the kitchen, and slipped out.


    He went to his club and began drinking, because he didn’t want to go to his empty house.


    Seventeen years ago his chance at happiness had been ruined. Or had it? Maybe it had merely been delayed. Maybe they were meant to wait this long, to come to each other as mature adults.


    Making love to Ellen had been like coming home after a long journey away. A cold drink of lemonade after a hot day working outside.


    After Ellen’s marriage to Arthur, Oliver had thrown himself into his studies. And after his father died, he’d been determined to modernize the estate and the farms and to make as much money as possible. It’d been his passion, and he’d been damn good at it. Until the estate could run on its own and he’d made so much money he couldn’t spend it in three lifetimes.


    Life had become somewhat dull until O’Leary had asked him to look into Ellen’s salons. And then suddenly his life had meaning.


    He tried to play cards but quickly realized that he was too far into his cups to concentrate, and he was losing money faster than was comfortable.


    He left the club, his tread unsteady as he listed a little to the left. He still didn’t want to go home. His house was truly a bachelor’s residence—cold and lonely.


    After leaving Eton, his sister had been young and he’d felt stifled at home, so he’d taken his first profits from a textile investment and had purchased his own townhouse. He’d enjoyed not answering to anyone and keeping his own hours, but had to admit that the alone-ness got tiring at times.


    Ashland!


    He would visit Ashland. Ashland would talk to him and have a few drinks with him. And Ashland lived close. Within walking distance.


    Oliver set off for his friend’s house, except when he got there he remembered that Ashland had moved a few months before to a place in Hyde Park.


    The next thing he knew he was standing in front of a house in Hyde Park, but he couldn’t remember if it was Ashland’s. It looked like Ashland’s house. At least from what Oliver could remember. He’d been there only a few times, because both Ashland and Charlotte, his new wife, were not keen on entertaining. At least entertaining big numbers of people. They didn’t mind Oliver stopping by. Except Oliver hadn’t stopped by in a long while, because he’d been busy.


    He felt bad about that.


    He should have called on them more often. He was a terrible, terrible friend. But they’d been newly married and, in all honesty, Oliver felt awkward around them and, yes, maybe a little jealous of Ashland.


    Ashland had found two loves in his life, but Oliver couldn’t find one.


    Except he had found a love. Ellen. And she was back, and this time he was determined to make it work. Yes, he was definitely standing in front of Ashland’s home, so he should visit.


    At least he thought it was Ashland’s home.


    The front door opened, and a figure appeared.


    “Oliver? Is that you?”


    “Yes!” he cried.


    “Shhh.”


    Oliver stumbled up the steps, catching himself on the banister as he smiled at Ashland, who was clearly in his sleeping clothes.


    “It’s nearly morning,” Ashland said.


    Oliver stopped and frowned. “Is it too late to visit?”


    “Try too early. Come in.” Ashland opened the door wider, and Oliver walked in.


    “The butler saw you skulking about and woke me.” Ashland said, as he led Oliver up the stairs to his private sitting room.


    “I couldn’t remember which home was yours.”


    Ashland chuckled. A bleary-eyed servant hovered. “Coffee, please,” Ashland said.


    “I re’mber when you just had Mrs. Smith,” Oliver said, referring to Ashland’s one housekeeper when he’d lived in the townhouse as a bachelor.


    “Mrs. Smith is still with us,” Ashland said. “But she’s asleep right now.”


    “And Charlotte? How’s Charlotte?” Oliver liked Ashland’s new wife. She was feisty and a bit eccentric and she perfectly matched staid, rigid Ashland.


    “Charlotte is sleeping as well. The whole house is sleeping.”


    “Except for you.”


    “Except for me. You’re drunk.”


    “Juss a little.”


    Ashland settled into a well-worn chair that Oliver remembered from the townhouse. They’d had many a night there, drinking and talking.


    “What happened?” Ashland asked.


    “Happened? Nothing happened.” Oliver frowned.


    “You wouldn’t be this far into your cups if something hadn’t happened. It’s not like you to get this pissing drunk.”


    “Oh! I’m getting married, old man!” Oliver grinned.


    Ashland’s expression showed shock. “To Lady Sylvia?”


    Oliver rolled his eyes. “Good God, man, does everyone know about her?”


    “Her mother made it known that you were practically courting her.”


    “Practically courting her? I don’t even know the chit. Juss met her tonight. Not for me. Girl can’t think on her own.”


    “So who are you marrying?”


    “Lady Fieldhurst.” Oliver made sure to pronounce her name carefully so as not to confuse Ashland. But Ashland still looked confused.


    “Lady Fieldhurst? When did this happen?”


    “It hasn’t. Not yet, at least. But it will. I decided. Tonight. I decided tonight that I was going to marry her.”


    “And does Lady Fieldhurst know this?”


    “No. But she will. Soon.”


    Ashland leaned forward and was about to say something, but the servant arrived with coffee and poured it for them. Oliver was very grateful for the coffee.


    Once the servant left, Ashland said, “Have you thought this through?”


    “Yes.”


    “But you barely know her.”


    “You barely knew Charlotte when you married her, and you two married, thinking you would divorce.”


    “Those were different circumstances and I was trying to save Charlotte from a murderer.”


    Oliver waved his hand in the air. He knew all of this, but he was irritated at Ashland for taking the wind out of his sails.


    “I know Ellen better than you knew Charlotte.”


    “You said you were acquaintances a long time ago—”


    “Seventeen years ago.”


    Ashland sat back and contemplated Oliver for a bit. “This isn’t like you. You don’t make rash decisions like this, and you’ve always sworn off marriage.”


    “Not true. I’ve delayed marriage. I always knew I would have to marry someday. Someday is here, and Lady Fieldhurst will be my bride.”


    “What if,” Ashland hesitated. “What if Lady Fieldhurst isn’t keen on this plan?”


    “I will convince her.”


    “She’s being courted by Needham.”


    Damn Ashland for being so sensible. Didn’t he see that for once Oliver was happy, elated? He was going to marry Ellen.


    “Not officially.”


    Oliver refilled his coffee. The buzz from his earlier drinking was wearing off, and his head was beginning to hurt.


    “Oliver,” Ashland began. “I don’t mean to pry, but how well do you know Lady Fieldhurst?”


    “I’ve made love to her twice. The second time tonight.”


    Ashland sat back, clearly shocked, and Oliver felt bad. A gentleman never bragged about such intimate things, but this was Ashland, and Oliver knew Ashland would take this secret to the grave. Still…he shouldn’t have said anything.


    “She’s the woman for me, Ashland. I knew it back then but was too young to know how to stop her marriage to Fieldhurst. I won’t let her slip through my fingers again.”


    “Maybe you should give it more time. Court her correctly.”


    There was some sense to what Ashland was saying. Seventeen years ago they had started out as friends and ended as doomed lovers. This time they started out as lovers and he wanted to become her friend. He wanted to learn more about Ellen, all the things he’d missed in the intervening years.


    He slapped his leg. “I will court her properly.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Very early on the morning that Oliver planned to speak to Ellen’s father, Oliver’s father woke him early. “We’re going to the estate to attend to some business.”


    Oliver’s mind was fuzzy. He’d floated home early in the morning from the ball on thoughts of life with Ellen. He would take her on a tour of the continent after their marriage. Surely, his father would not begrudge him time away from his lessons for a wedding trip.


    And then he and Ellen would settle into their own life. He’d considered looking at townhomes that he could purchase. He wanted a home all his own to bring his wife to.


    And then children.


    The thought made him nervous. He didn’t feel ready to be a father, but together with Ellen, he knew he could do it.


    Now he was looking at his father through blurry eyes. “The estate?” But that was hours away, and not a trip one could take in one day.


    “Yes. You’ve seen the books from the estate, but you need to see firsthand what we’ve been discussing. And you need to meet some of our tenants.”


    “But…” He rubbed his gritty eyes. But he was supposed to talk to Ellen’s father today. He was supposed to begin marriage negotiations.


    “But nothing. Hurry now, we need to get an early start.”


    Oliver threw the covers back and jumped up. “When will we return?”


    “I thought we’d spend about four days there, maybe more. It depends. We can’t have the servants open the house for us for just one day.”


    Ordinarily Oliver would have looked forward to such a trip. He loved their country estate, the seat of the earldom. Some of his best memories were from his childhood spent there. But not today.


    “Get dressed. Hurry.” And his father was out the door and striding down the hall before Oliver could formulate a response.


    Quickly he penned a note to send to Ellen, letting her know that he was going out of town and that when he returned he would proceed with their plans. He tasked his valet with getting the note to her, because he trusted no one else.


    And then he left with his father.


    …


    “You’re very quiet tonight.”


    Ellen and William were attending a small dinner party given by one of his colleagues, but Ellen’s mind wasn’t focused on the get-together at the moment.


    She’d wanted to cancel with William but knew that it would look bad in front of his colleagues, so she’d dressed and pretended the best she could, but apparently she had not pretended well enough.


    “I’m just tired,” she said.


    William’s expression closed up. There were times she thought she knew William, and there were times he seemed almost a stranger. She’d been drawn to his good looks—superficial of her, she knew—and had been intrigued by the fact that he was a well-respected surgeon. She liked surrounding herself with people of different backgrounds, and she’d been drawn to him only to find that he was entirely captivating. He made everyone feel at ease, and he was knowledgeable about everything—politics, music, the arts, as well as medicine. She’d been surprised to learn that he’d played the violin since he was a small boy.


    And then there were times that he was moody and unresponsive and demanded certain things of her. For instance, he wanted her to be witty and funny at all times, whether she felt like it or not. He wanted her at his side during these interminable dinner parties that she found completely boring. Sometimes she detected a dark side to him but brushed it off as weariness or preoccupation with a certain patient. His services were much in demand, and he lectured nearly every day. And then there was the royal family. He always had to be available in case he was needed at the palace.


    “No one likes a dull companion,” he said softly to her, but there was an edge to his voice that shocked her. She looked at him to see if he were jesting. But he wasn’t. His expression was entirely serious, his eyes cold, his mouth pinched in disapproval.


    “I’m sorry if you think me dull tonight,” she snapped. “It’s not as if the dinner conversation is stimulating.” In fact, the men had spoken of their work, their studies into the human body and diseases. It was unacceptable dinner conversation, but the other wives always said that was what happened when you married a doctor.


    Ellen thought it crass and vulgar.


    “We’re not here to entertain you, my dear.”


    Ellen pulled away, hurt and surprised at this sudden change in him.


    William put a hand on her arm, and his expression softened to regret. “Ellen, love, forgive me. I don’t know what’s come over me. That was rude and uncalled for and not true at all. You’re having an off night. We all have them. Let me take you home so you can get some sleep.”


    She was somewhat placated, but his words did not ease her completely.


    They bid their hostess goodbye and climbed into William’s carriage.


    “Is it Philip?” he asked as they got on their way.


    “Excuse me?”


    “Philip and his antics keeping you up at night?”


    “No.” It was thoughts of Oliver, reliving that moment at the side of the house while a ball took place on the other side of the wall. It was her constant thoughts of what if? What if she had followed through with their plans and not married Arthur? What if she had stood up to her parents? What if she had thrown convention out the window and did what she’d wanted to do? How different all their lives would be.


    “The boy needs a firm hand. He needs a strong male presence in his life,” Needham was saying.


    They’d been over this before. William thought she was too easy on Philip, and maybe he was right. Maybe Philip did need a man to help him navigate this stage of his life. Lord knew that Ellen didn’t know how to make him into a man.


    They pulled up in front of her home, and William helped her down to walk her to her door. He stopped a few feet away and turned her toward him.


    “I truly am sorry for the beastly way I treated you,” he said. “Do you forgive me?”


    He looked so forlorn that Ellen couldn’t help but smile.


    “It’s already forgotten.”


    Relief swept across his face. “I’ve been under stress lately, with work and such, but that is no excuse.”


    “I understand.” And she felt bad for thinking less of him. He had so much pressure on his shoulders.


    William took her hand in his and suddenly looked very serious. So serious that her heart started hammering and she suddenly didn’t want to be there anymore. Something told her to run, to escape.


    “Ellen.” He cleared his throat. “I admire you greatly.”


    “A-as I you,” she said through a tight throat.


    “I believe we suit very well, and you would be an asset to my practice.”


    Her brows came together in confusion. An asset to his practice?


    “What I mean is,” he said. “The other doctors and their wives think highly of you and you fit in well with them and I just think that we should combine our forces and wed.”


    He finished out of breath, as if he had to get it all out at once and left her standing there stunned. That was by far the strangest proposal of marriage she’d ever heard.


    “William—”


    “I botched that badly,” he said.


    “It’s not that. It’s—”


    “I know you have Philip and I can be the man to take him in hand and force him back on the right path.”


    “Force him?”


    “Come now, we both know he needs a strong man to guide him. A mother can’t teach him what a man needs to know. I mean, look what’s happened. He’s been ejected from Eton.”


    “He has not been ejected. He’ll return after the summer break.”


    He squeezed her hands. “Very well. We can discuss Philip later. This isn’t about him anyway.”


    But she was peeved now. Philip had always been a sticking point between William and Ellen. Having no children of his own, how was William to understand how difficult it was to raise a child, especially a son whose father had died at a pivotal moment in his life?


    “You don’t have to answer me now,” William was saying. “I know I took you by surprise. Although I’m certain you’re aware that I have deep feelings for you.”


    It was a relief to hear that he did have feelings for her and he didn’t choose her to be his wife because she got along well with the other wives.


    He released her hands and stepped back. “Just think about it.”


    She hesitated, confused as to what she was supposed to do and say now. William was a good companion and an interesting man…but marriage?


    He led her to her front door and made sure she was safely inside. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it.


    She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, hoping to push the sudden memory of Oliver out of her mind. She didn’t want to marry William. She wanted to marry Oliver. She wished she could tell Oliver about Philip and they could run away and be together, all three of them, without Society’s pressure.


    “Mother? Are you ill?”


    She dropped her hands to find Philip descending the stairs.


    “You’re home early,” she said, bypassing his inquiry.


    “I haven’t left yet.”


    “Isn’t it a bit late to be going out?”


    “It’s barely eleven o’clock. Nothing interesting happens before midnight.”


    Ellen pressed her lips together. If she told him that sixteen years old was too young to be going out this late, he would argue and they would fight, and she didn’t have the mental fortitude for a row with her son tonight, because it always ended with him slamming the door on his way out and her staying up half the night worrying about him.


    William was right. Philip needed a strong man to take him in hand.


    “You look a bit peaked,” Philip said.


    “William proposed to me.” She’d had no intention of telling Philip this, but her mind was in such unrest that the words were out before she could stop them, and she instantly regretted them when her son’s lips twisted.


    “I hope you said no.”


    “I didn’t.”


    “Surely you’re not seriously considering marriage to that windbag.”


    “Philip! That’s unkind.”


    “But the truth. The man is a pompous ass.”


    “That’s enough, Philip. I didn’t raise you to be rude.”


    “Which surprises me that you would be with a man like that.”


    “Philip! This is beyond unkind.”


    He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry, Mother. It’s just that you are so much better than him. He thinks only of himself, and you need someone who thinks of you.”


    Her spine deflated. Philip had a way of deflecting her anger and showing her that he really was the caring boy that she remembered.


    “Besides, you don’t need a husband,” he said. “You’ve told me so, many times.”


    This was true. Ellen enjoyed her independence. Arthur had left them well off, so she was not obligated to marry again to secure hers and Philip’s future. If Philip married someday she would become the dowager countess, and there were some privileges that came with the title.


    “I’m off,” he said with a cheeky grin.


    Ellen moved out of the way and Philip left, off to do whatever it was he did with his friends this late at night. Part of her said to go after him, to tell him he must stay in, but she didn’t have the wherewithal, and that made her feel like a horrible mother.


    Their future might be secure now but, if Philip didn’t change his ways, things might drastically change.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The next morning Oliver called on Ellen. More precisely, he was calling on Philip, but he also wanted to see Ellen.


    He woke with a hammering head, but his valet made him drink a concoction of tomato juice and alcohol. It was horrid, but it always cleared the sticky cobwebs from his mind. And while he’d been dressing he realized that he’d quite fallen down on the education of little Lord Fieldhurst. Today he would rectify that, and an added bonus was that he would see Ellen.


    He was shown into her parlor to wait for her.


    When she arrived, this time in a light blue day dress, there were circles under her eyes and her lips were pinched. She looked tired. Weary.


    “Ellen.”


    “Oliver.”


    They both sat, he in a straight back, padded chair, she on a couch that sat two people. She made a production of spreading her skirts out, not meeting his gaze. Finally she looked up at him, but her eyes wandered to a point over his left shoulder.


    “How are you, Ellen?”


    “I’m well, thank you.”


    “That’s not what I mean.”


    She finally met his gaze. “I know what you mean. It’s not appropriate to talk about…that.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because it’s not. It just isn’t. It’s not gentlemanly of you.”


    “It’s not gentlemanly of me to care? To wonder if you are feeling well? I think it would be far more ungentlemanly of me to ignore what happened.”


    “I wish you would.” She raised her chin, and he was quite surprised to find that she had hurt him.


    “I’ll never forget that night,” he said softly.


    “I’m asking you not to talk about it.”


    “I can’t comply with that request.”


    She huffed out a breath.


    “The other night meant something to me,” he said. “And I know it meant something to you, too. I know you too well, Ellen. Even after all this time, I still know you.”


    “You don’t understand,” she said. “It can’t mean anything.”


    “Why? Like I said before, there are no more obstacles in our path. No parents to satisfy. No Arthur. And the passion is still there. You can’t deny that.”


    “Please, stop,” she whispered.


    Oliver scooted to the edge of his chair and leaned forward. “Whatever is between us isn’t over. I won’t let it end like last time. This time will be different.”


    Her eyes were so large and luminous and dark when she looked at him. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”


    “I know exactly what I’m saying. We’ve waited our whole lives for this.”


    “No. You don’t know.”


    “I do know.”


    She swallowed and looked away. “Is that why you are here? To bully me?”


    “Is that what you think of me, Ellen? I’m a bully? That hurts, because I think you know I would never intentionally hurt you.”


    She looked away. “I know. I’m sorry.”


    They were talking in circles, and he was upsetting her.


    “I came to see you, but I also came to see Philip.”


    Her head jerked back to him. “Why do you want to see Philip?”


    “Because I promised the headmaster that I would turn the boy around, and I plan to keep my promise.”


    “This isn’t such a good idea anymore. I will think of another way.”


    “Are you going to convince the headmaster that your son has changed his ways and is ready to conform to Eton standards? Can you promise that there will be no more fighting? No more…linen closet escapades?”


    She paled. “I’ll find another way.”


    He stood and stepped closer to her, touching her cheek with his finger. “Where is the Ellen from last night? The Ellen who fell apart in my arms?”


    She put her palm over his hand. “She’s gone, Oliver. That was the Ellen of our past. This Ellen knows that what we had then can’t be repeated now. You need to understand and accept it.”


    He let his hand drop, angry that she didn’t believe in them—in him. “Never. I’ll never accept it because I know what last night meant to both of us. I’m a patient man, Ellen. I won’t give up so easily. Now, I made a promise to the headmaster, and I plan to keep it. Where is the boy?”


    She looked like she wanted to say more but instead she said, “He’s sleeping.”


    “Then get him up. We have work to do.”


    And still she hesitated. “He was out late last night.”


    Oliver stepped toward the door.


    “What are you doing?”


    “I will wake him.” What in the hell was wrong with that boy? Making his mother worry all night long. That was the weariness he saw on her face, and he didn’t like it one bit.


    He headed out of the parlor and toward the stairs that led to the private rooms. Ellen hurried after him.


    “Oliver, no. Wait. You can’t go up there.”


    But he was taking the steps two at a time and she was trying to catch up to him. When he reached the top he waited for her.


    “Which room is his?” He couldn’t remember from the night he’d brought Philip home from Scotland Yard.


    He opened the door she pointed to and stepped in, slamming the door shut behind him and leaving Ellen out in the hall.


    Philip jerked awake. He was still in his trousers from the night before, his shirt untucked and unbuttoned. His shoes lay haphazardly in a pile at the foot of the bed.


    “Wha—” Philip rubbed his eyes and peered into the murky shadows as Oliver whipped open the curtains and let the sunlight flood in.


    “We have lessons to learn,” he said.


    Philip sat up. His hair stuck out at odd angles. There was a crease in his cheek from the pillow, and he smelled of alcohol.


    “Lessons? But I’m not in school.” He rubbed his eyes.


    “Get up and for God’s sake, you stink.”


    “I went out last night with m’ mates.”


    “Your mates, eh?”


    “Yes.”


    “Get out of bed, boy. You have things to learn, and I haven’t all day.”


    “No one asked you to teach me anything.” His chin went up, and he so reminded Oliver of Ellen.


    “Your mother and the headmaster asked me, so we’re stuck with each other.”


    “Just tell her that you taught me some things and that will be it.”


    Oliver stood in the middle of the room with his hands on his hips, looking at Ellen’s son and wondering when he’d become such a bastard.


    “You want me to lie to your mother?”


    Philip looked away.


    “That’s what I thought. You have five minutes to get out of bed, get dressed, and cleaned up. If you’re not in that hall in five minutes I will come in and do it for you. And by God, you had better smell better, boy.”


    Oliver marched out, leaving a stunned Philip to stare after him.


    Ellen was in the hallway pacing a path in the carpet. She stopped when he came out. Oliver leaned against the opposite wall and crossed his arms.


    “He’s getting dressed.”


    “What did you say to him?”


    “I said he had lessons to learn and I didn’t have all the time in the world, so he’d better move fast.”


    “And he obeyed?”


    “I didn’t give him a choice. I also told him I would dress him myself if I had to.”


    “He’s a good lad, Oliver. He really is.”


    “Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself.”


    “He just…” Her hands fluttered in the air. “He lost his way when Arthur died.”


    “Understandable.”


    “I tried with him. I thought I could raise him on my own, but he got more and more wild and then he just stopped listening to me.” Tears pooled in her eyes, and Oliver’s heart went out to her. He didn’t know the pain a child could cause a parent, although his mother lamented about it often enough. But he could see it in Ellen’s eyes.


    “He’s not a lost cause,” Oliver said.


    She blinked the tears away and nodded. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”


    “But he does need a firm hand. Some boys just do.”


    The door opened and Philip came out. His hair was wet, his cheeks pink from scrubbing. He wasn’t wearing the same trousers and shirt and thankfully he didn’t stink.


    Oliver pushed away from the wall. “Let’s go.”


    “Can I at least get a cup of coffee?” Philip asked.


    Oliver stopped and looked him up and down, letting the silence stretch until Philip shifted from one foot to the other and he could see Ellen physically holding her breath.


    Oliver turned to Ellen. “Did Arthur have a study he used?”


    She nodded. “This way.”


    Oliver motioned for Philip to follow, and the three made their way to Arthur’s study. It was dusted and there were fresh flowers in there, but he could tell that no one used the room. It had an empty feel to it.


    “My footman should have delivered some ledgers.”


    Ellen nodded. “I will have them brought in.”


    When she left, Oliver motioned for Philip to sit behind the desk. The overlarge leather chair and massive mahogany desk dwarfed him, and he appeared uncomfortable.


    “You don’t like being back there?” Oliver asked as he took a seat on the other side of the desk.


    Philip ran his hands over the smooth, empty surface. “It reminds me of him. I remember playing on the rug while he moved papers around.”


    Oliver raised a brow. “Moved papers around?”


    Philip grinned and for the first time he looked like the young lad that he really was. “That’s what it appeared from my vantage point. He would move papers from one pile to the next.”


    “It’s quite a bit more complicated than that,” Oliver said.


    “I realize that now. I wish…” Philip looked down on the desk that Oliver could see had been polished and maintained since Arthur’s death.


    “You wish?”


    “I wish he had lived long enough to teach me all I needed to know.”


    Ah. The vulnerability came out. Oliver had sensed that Philip’s blasé attitude had been a ruse to mask the pain of losing his father.


    “I’m sure he wishes the same. But that’s what I am here to do.”


    A footman entered with an arm full of ledgers and put them on the desk. Philip eyed the stack.


    “What are these?”


    “These,” Oliver tapped the top ledger. “Are your bibles. In here is everything you need to know about the Fieldhurst fortune and what you need to do to not only keep it going but make it succeed. I hope you like arithmetic.”


    “I did all right in my classes.”


    “Good. Because you will need it. Now let’s get started.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Ellen could barely sleep after returning from the ball. Oliver’s words of love swirled around her brain until she was dizzy with it. Her heart thundered with excitement and she so wished she had someone she could tell her secret to. But there was no one she could trust with this. Her friends were flighty and giddy and would surely not be able to keep the news to themselves.


    She wished she had the type of relationship with her mother that allowed for confidences, but her mother was cold and had never been approachable with things such as this. So she hugged her knowledge of her impending betrothal to herself and fell asleep smiling.


    Soon she would have a home of her own and Oliver as her husband. And life would be so very wonderful.


    Oliver would allow her to be herself. He had not scoffed at her desire to learn, to expand her life beyond Society. He had thought her desire to meet different people was wonderful.


    She woke early, dressed carefully, barely ate breakfast. Her mother frowned at her meager plate of toast and cup of coffee. Ellen was so excited she almost felt sick with it.


    The morning dragged on and Oliver did not arrive. Maybe he was delayed by his father. She knew that the earl liked to have Oliver with him as he conducted business, to teach Oliver all he needed to know about being an earl.


    She was going to be a countess someday! Surely, that would bring a smile to her mother’s usually unsmiling face. Her mother was a baroness, but it had never been enough for her. She’d wanted more and, since Ellen was an only child, it had always been her mother’s wish for Ellen to marry well. And an earl was very well, indeed. Oliver was a viscount now, but someday he would be an earl.


    She was sitting in the front parlor, trying to concentrate on her stitching and not stare out the window looking for Oliver, when her maid motioned to her from the doorway.


    Ellen hurried to her, and Hazel pulled her aside and handed her a folded note. It was from Oliver, and her heart sank. He’d been unexpectedly sent out of town with his father and wasn’t returning for…four days?


    She couldn’t live with this anticipation for one more moment, let alone four days.


    She felt she would surely expire, but no, if she was adult enough to have a husband, then she was adult enough to wait four days for Oliver. After all, what was four days compared to a lifetime together?


    She went to her bedroom and lay down on her bed, dreaming of a small house on the ocean, a place they could escape to, with a passel of children that looked like a combination of them both.


    Two interminable days later Ellen was wandering through the house when she saw a man she’d never seen before leaving her father’s study. She didn’t think much of it and continued her bored wanderings. She missed Oliver terribly and silently cursed his father for taking him away at such a crucial time. By now she had expected to be planning her wedding. That she wasn’t was frustrating. Plus, she just missed Oliver. She wanted to see him, talk to him, kiss him. Discuss their future. But she told herself to be patient. They had a lifetime together.


    That afternoon she was summonsed to her father’s study. She was rarely allowed in this room where her father sat behind a large, imposing desk. She wasn’t sure what he did in here.


    “Yes, Father?” She stopped in front of his desk, her hands folded in front of her, and waited while he read some correspondence. She was only vaguely curious as to why she’d been called in.


    “I just met with the Earl of Fieldhurst’s solicitor and signed a marriage contract with him.”


    She furrowed her brow. “A marriage contract for whom, Father?”


    He looked at her just as confused as she probably appeared to be. “For you. You will wed Fieldhurst.”


    The room began to spin, and her knees went weak. Surely she was hearing this wrong. “But…I can’t marry him.”


    “Don’t be a foolish girl. It’s a remarkable match. He is an earl, well established, his line long. You will be a countess, and you will produce heirs for the Fieldhurst name. The marriage is set for three weeks from today.”


    He pulled another paper toward him and started reading it, while Ellen’s vision blurred. She couldn’t marry this Fieldhurst. She was marrying Oliver. It was all planned.


    Except it wasn’t planned.


    Oliver had not spoken to her father and now other plans had been made for her.


    


    Ellen paced the parlor. Periodically, she would enter the hall and press her ear to the study door where she could hear Oliver and Philip talking, but not what they were talking about.


    Lunch was served, but she barely ate, and the men didn’t come out to join her. She assumed that the books Oliver had brought were the ledgers from the estate and that he was teaching Philip everything that Arthur had not had time to teach their son.


    She should be grateful that Oliver was willing to do this. She was grateful. But she was also frightened.


    Frightened of her carefully held secret and frightened of Oliver, because she still loved him. As much as she wanted to deny it, she couldn’t anymore.


    She’d loved Arthur, too, in time.


    But, oh, the guilt she had felt on her wedding day, knowing she loved another man, had made love to another man less than a week before her nuptials. And when Arthur had taken her to bed on their wedding night she had naively assumed that it would be the same as it had been with Oliver.


    How wrong she had been.


    How very, very wrong.


    Oliver and Arthur were nothing alike.


    Arthur had not hurt her, but he had not paid attention to her, either. He had done his duty and left. There had been little kissing, no hugging, and no whispered words in the dark.


    She’d been left cold and alone in her own bed and that had set the course for the rest of her marriage.


    A few months later she’d realized she was with child and she’d hoped and prayed it was Arthur’s son. The following months had been torturous, not knowing who the father of her child was.


    Ellen could pinpoint the exact moment she knew that Philip was Oliver’s. He’d been a year and a half, and he was on the floor playing with his toys when the sun hit him just right, and in his profile Ellen saw a younger version of Oliver. The tilt of his chin was reminiscent of his real father. His hair was darker, but it curled above his ears just like Oliver’s did when he’d worn it longer.


    And that had started a new, deeper, desperate fear that others would see what she had. But as time went on and Oliver had kept his distance and it became clear to her that her secret was not written on her forehead or her son’s, she’d relaxed.


    Arthur had doted on Philip and had worshipped the boy to no end. Philip had been the sun and the moon to Arthur, and the guilt had returned for the deception she’d been living. The lie that would have killed Arthur if he’d known.


    And that’s how Ellen learned to live in constant, silent fear.


    “My lady.”


    Ellen’s head popped up. She’d been so deep in reminiscing that she hadn’t heard the butler enter.


    “Sir William Needham to see you, my lady.”


    Ellen’s breath caught in her throat, and a need to flee overtook her. William had said he would give her time, but he was here already? Surely he didn’t want an answer now.


    “Send him in,” she said.


    She stood to smooth her skirts and pat her hair to make sure it was all in place while her heart hammered.


    William entered and smiled at her as he took her hand and kissed it. “I know I said I would give you time, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I just had to see you.”


    She hoped her smile didn’t tremble as much as her insides did. “Tea, please,” she said to the hovering maid.


    William led her to the couch and waited for her to sit before he did.


    “I trust you slept well last night.”


    “I did.”


    “I was between patients this morning and knew that I had to see you.”


    “William, I…” She’d thought about his proposal all night. His words had kept her awake but not in excitement or joy. She’d thought of his attitude during the dinner and the cutting words he had spoken to her, and then she’d thought of his bizarre marriage proposal where he’d not spoken one word of his feelings toward her but rather how she would benefit him if they wed.


    Oliver’s arrival this morning had convinced her that she could not marry William.


    Not that she would ever marry Oliver. On the contrary. She could never live with herself and the secret she must keep while seeing Oliver day in and day out. No, she could never have Oliver.


    But just knowing what kind of life she could have had with him ruined her for any other man.


    William felt no passion for her. There was no excitement when they were together. She could never imagine William taking her against the side of a house, while people danced and socialized just feet away from them.


    “Have you given any thought to what we discussed last night?” William asked.


    “Much,” she admitted.


    His face lit up, and Ellen shifted to face him. “William, I can’t marry you. As much as you think we would suit, I disagree. I am not the wife you need for your practice. I socialize with the fringe of Society. I am friends with actresses, poets, novelists, and musicians.”


    For a moment William was silent, and she could not read his expression. It was so difficult sometimes to determine what he was thinking.


    “In time, people will forget your bohemian ways,” William said.


    “Forget them?”


    “Of course you would have to give up your salons. It’s quite inappropriate for my standing in Society. But we can attend the opera and you can see your friends from afar.”


    She drew back, astounded that he would even think that she would give up her friends for him.


    “I have no intention of giving up my salons or my friends.”


    “Ellen, dear.” He patted her hand. Ellen wanted to yank it away but decided to remain civil. “I understand that you were grieving for your late husband and making new friends might have lessened that grief. But it’s time to return to the Society you were trained for. That’s the Ellen I need.”


    Trained for?


    What he needs?


    She pulled her hand from his. “If you mean by ‘trained’ that I married into the title of countess, then you are correct. But my upbringing was much more humble. My father was a baron. I was not raised as Lady Ellen, but Miss Ellen.”


    He waved his hand in the air. That hand that had saved so many people. “That is of no consequence to me, and that was long ago. I daresay that most people assume you have been a lady your entire life.”


    This conversation was beyond bizarre.


    “William, I’m not giving up my salons. Or my friends. For anyone.”


    His face darkened just as the door opened and Philip and Oliver strolled in, talking quietly to themselves. They both stopped short when they saw Ellen and William sitting close together and talking earnestly.


    William stood but Ellen’s legs had gone weak.


    In the doorway, the similarities were obvious. It was so clear to her that they were father and son.


    And the eyes.


    The eyes were the giveaway.


    The same shade of sky blue—summer sky blue.


    Her gaze was riveted to them, her breath stolen with the lies she’d been living.


    “Ah,” Oliver said as he noticed William. “I wasn’t aware you were entertaining.”


    “Uh. Yes.” Ellen stood on shaking legs. She clasped her hands together so no one would notice how much they trembled. “You’ve met Sir William.”


    Oliver nodded to William, then turned his attention to Ellen. Philip seemed to be scowling at William.


    “Philip and I are finished for now. I will call tomorrow and we can wrap it up.”


    “Of course.”


    He turned to Philip and they shook hands, and Ellen wanted to sink through a hole in the floor. She couldn’t possibly let these two spend any more time together or everything would be ruined. Philip would lose his title, his inheritance, his name.


    “Thank you,” she heard Philip saying, and for once he didn’t seem angry or belligerent.


    “You did well.” Oliver patted Philip on the back, nodded to Ellen, and left.


    Philip didn’t bother with pleasantries, he simply vanished through the door, and she could hear him running up the steps to his rooms.


    William faced her, his expression hard, his gaze piercing. “Well. Ellen. It seems you have some explaining to do.”


    Her heart dropped, and she felt the blood rush from her head. It took all of her effort not to sway, to smile and look innocent instead of panicked.


    “Lord Armbruster is helping Philip learn about being an earl. Things that Arthur never had a chance to teach him.”


    William cocked his head to the side, and Ellen felt like a small rabbit in the sights of a relentless hunting dog. He knew. William knew her secret and all she could think to do was deny everything, get William out of here quickly, and cut all ties to him.


    “Philip is not Arthur’s son, is he, Ellen?”


    She drew back and tried to appear shocked and offended. “Of course Philip is Arthur’s son.”


    His eyes narrowed on her. “Lady Fieldhurst had an affair and lied to her husband, pretending Philip was his. That’s quite a big lie to live with all these years.”


    Ellen was struck mute. She had dreaded this moment for more than a decade, and every argument she had devised, every word she had promised she would say in defense of Philip and Arthur, vanished. She had no words, just flustered thoughts that flitted through her brain.


    Run. Hit William on the head with the nearby vase. Sink to the floor in a dead faint to keep him from talking.


    But she did none of those things. She was embarrassed to discover that she had no backbone, no strength, nothing to save herself.


    “Such a stupid fool Armbruster is to be cuckolded all of these years.” He chuckled, and Ellen’s hand whipped out and her palm connected with William’s cheek.


    They both stood there, stunned, as the slap reverberated through the room. She’d never hit anyone in all of her life, but her anger was so sharp and real when he’d laughed at Oliver that she hadn’t been able to control herself.


    A large red welt the size of her palm slowly darkened on William’s face. His expression went from shocked to furious, and his eyes went flat with anger. He grabbed her wrist in a painful grip that made her cry out, and he yanked her toward him until she bounced against his chest and the air rushed out of her.


    “Don’t ever hit me again. Do you understand, Ellen?”


    She nodded, thinking she would never be in the same room with him again and therefore would never have the need to slap him.


    He leaned toward her until his mouth was near her ear. She tried to pull away, to create distance, because her skin was crawling, but he wouldn’t give quarter, and his grasp was bruising, the bones in her wrist rubbing against each other.


    “I won’t tell a soul,” he whispered, causing goose bumps of fear to rise along her arms. “Your secret is safe with me.”


    His words did not make her feel better, because she sensed there was more. In the past two days she had seen a side of William that she had never seen before. A dark, terrible side.


    He released her wrist and she rubbed it. “That is, as long as you wed me, your secret is safe.”


    She looked at him in horror. “No,” she whispered. She could never marry this man. This monster. He had everyone fooled. The queen, his colleagues. Her.


    He straightened his cuffs and adjusted them. “Oh, yes. We will wed and Philip’s inheritance, his name, his title, will all be safe. Of course, he will return to Eton next semester and will stay there. I won’t have that insolent bastard darkening my doorstep, but at least he will have everything he thinks is due him. As for Lord Armbruster, you will never speak to him again. He will never be allowed at our home and you will never cross paths with him outside of our home. You will always have a servant of my choosing with you at all times when you leave the house. I can’t risk another…indiscretion…with a former lover.”


    He finally looked at her, and there was no life in his eyes. They were dead. No emotion. Nothing. She feared that she was seeing the true William.


    He was cutting her off from everything. Everyone she knew. Her own son, even.


    But if she didn’t comply. If she didn’t marry him, Philip would lose everything.


    “Well? What is your answer, dear? I haven’t all day. People need me, and don’t think I’ll give you time to think about this. Yes or no?”


    She swallowed. She so badly wanted to say no, to spit in his face, to slap him again and walk away. But she couldn’t afford to, and he knew it. He had her cornered.


    “Why?” she asked instead. “Why me?”


    “Because we suit.”


    “No, we don’t. I would never willingly marry someone as coldhearted as you.”


    A corner of his mouth lifted in a grin. “Then we’re both coldhearted, because it takes a coldhearted bitch to sleep with another man and lie to her husband, letting him believe the whelp is his own child.”


    She flinched at the barbed words. He believed that she’d slept with Oliver while married to Arthur. She hadn’t, but was there much difference in what she had done?


    “Come now, Ellen. Stop prevaricating and give me your answer. I have a cadaver and a roomful of students waiting for me.”


    “Y-yes.”


    He grinned. “Very good, love. I will place an announcement in the paper. Everyone will know by tomorrow.”


    Every word he spoke felt like a death sentence. She was agreeing to life imprisonment. She would constantly be followed, constantly monitored, and she probably would never see Philip again after this summer, not to mention Oliver.


    William stepped toward her, and it took all of her willpower not to cower or back away. He grabbed her hair and yanked her head back. She cried out in pain and surprise, but he swallowed her cries with a brutal kiss that ground his teeth against hers, bruising her lips. It was a kiss of power and dominance.


    He pulled away and before she could react his hand flew out and he slapped her so hard that her head whipped to the side. It happened so fast that she didn’t even cry out.


    “Be mindful, Ellen. What you do to me I will return tenfold.”


    He walked out, closing the door behind him. She could hear him speaking to her butler, and then he was gone.


    Hand covering her cheek, she sank to the couch and let her tears fall.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Oliver read the announcement twice before his mind could absorb the implications. Unfortunately, he’d just taken a bite of toast and it dried up in his mouth until it felt like sand.


    Surely the paper got it wrong. Ellen was not going to marry that twit, Needham. She couldn’t.


    Could she?


    He threw down his napkin and stood, determined to get to the heart of this…this…lie.


    He was knocking on Ellen’s door before proper calling hours, but he didn’t care. On the way to her house all he could think about was that there had to be some mistake. She would laugh and say it was a misprint.


    The butler let him in with a disapproving frown and showed him to the parlor.


    She made him wait a long while, and the longer he waited the more anxious he became. He’d been so certain of his future. He’d been convinced that Ellen was meant to be his wife and they’d merely had to wait years to make it so. Had he been wrong? Had they only had that one opportunity and they’d lost it?


    This all felt like a terrible déjà vu.


    Ellen entered, looking pale and hesitant, wearing a gray gown that did not help the sallowness of her skin, and still she looked beautiful to him.


    He tried to smile but it faltered as she drew closer.


    “Why are you here, Oliver?”


    “You know why.”


    She looked away, and his heart plummeted. It was true. It wasn’t a misprint. She was marrying Needham.


    “Why, Ellen?”


    She sighed and drifted away from him to place her hand on the back of the couch.


    “We suit,” she said.


    “Bollocks. What about the ball? Outside? What we did together?”


    Her face colored. “Oliver, please. This is unacceptable, and we cannot discuss it.”


    “We damn well can discuss it. It was only days ago that you gave yourself to me, and now this?”


    “I fear you think it meant more than it really did.”


    “I know it meant more. I know it, Ellen.”


    “You’re wrong, Oliver. There is nothing between us except friendship. There will always only be friendship.”


    His heart was being ripped from his chest. He was angry and hurt.


    “He’s beneath you.”


    “He’s knighted. He’s a valued physician and professor. He’s a consult to the royal family. That’s hardly beneath me.”


    “You are grasping at straws. People will talk. They will say you’re marrying beneath your station. You’re a countess, for God’s sake.”


    She lifted her chin, and her eyes flashed. “They talk now, anyway.”


    “But you’re still accepted in Society.”


    “And I will be with William, too.”


    “Ellen.” He took a step closer to her, and she backed up. “Don’t do this.”


    “I have to.”


    “Why? Why do you have to?”


    “I…I want this, Oliver.”


    “Do you? Do you truly?”


    She hesitated, and he felt a moment of thrill that she was wavering. Maybe he had a slim chance, and a slim chance was better than no chance.


    “I truly do.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    Her expression softened, and for a moment he thought she was going to reach out to him, but she didn’t.


    “It’s not up to you to understand. You don’t need to understand, because none of this concerns you. We had something wonderful once, a long time ago.”


    “And just a few days ago.”


    She shook her head. “No, Oliver.”


    He refused to believe that their lovemaking had meant so little to her. Ellen may have bohemian friends, but she did not live a bohemian lifestyle.


    “You cried in my arms. I told you my plans for us, that we were finally going to make it, to be together, and you cried. You didn’t tell me we don’t suit. You didn’t say that we will only ever be friends.”


    “You can’t come around here anymore,” she said.


    He felt as if she’d punched him in the gut, and he wanted to fold in half with the pain of it.


    “You don’t mean that,” he said.


    She lifted her chin. “I do.”


    “What about Philip? There are still things I need to teach him.” What about me?


    “Philip will be fine. He’ll learn in other ways.”


    “What? Needham is going to teach him?” He scoffed, but inside he was devastated. She was taking Philip from him. She was taking everything from him, his hopes and dreams for his future.


    “Of course not. I will figure something out.”


    “I promised the headmaster I would ensure that his behavior had improved.”


    “I will talk to the headmaster myself. The Fieldhurst name is prominent. I’m certain that with a little persuasion the headmaster will allow Philip to return next semester.”


    “And what about Philip himself? What does he say to all of this?”


    She hesitated. “In time he will understand.”


    He felt as if there was more she was saying but through his pain he couldn’t grasp what.


    “So this is it? Our entire past is gone? There is no future?”


    She lifted her chin. “There never was a future for us, Oliver.”


    It felt as if a door had closed and he was in a windowless, airless room. Suffocating.


    …


    Oliver rolled out of his unkempt bed and winced at his throbbing head. Everything on him hurt. The alcohol had numbed his emotions, but not enough, and even that was wearing off.


    He reached for the decanter of port only to become enraged when he found it empty. He hollered for Richard, furious that the man had left the decanter empty when Oliver needed it the most.


    But Richard didn’t come trotting in full of apologies with another full decanter. Oliver hollered again, louder this time, and was relieved when his summons resulted in the door opening. But it wasn’t Richard who came striding in.


    “Where’s Richard?” Oliver asked. His voice was rough from consuming too much alcohol and not enough sleep.


    “I sent him home,” Ashland said.


    “Home?” Did Richard have a home? Oliver assumed the man lived in the servant’s quarters below.


    “Good God, man, you look like hell.”


    “Piss off.”


    Ashland made a humming noise as he picked his way toward the windows and pulled back the heavy draperies. Oliver covered his eyes as the sun came streaming through, blinding him.


    “What in the hell are you doing?”


    Ashland eyed him critically. “How long have you slept in those clothes?”


    Oliver looked down at his trousers and a shirt that was so wrinkled it would have been embarrassing if he cared.


    “You need a bath. You reek of alcohol.”


    “What didn’t you understand about piss off?”


    “Oh, I understood.”


    The door opened again, and a footman entered, his gaze flickering to Oliver then away as he slunk in and placed a full breakfast tray on a table, then scurried out.


    “What’s this?” Oliver asked.


    “Food. Sustenance.”


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “Eat anyway.”


    Oliver glared at Ashland, but his friend just stared placidly back. There had been a time—two times, actually—when Oliver had done the same for Ashland. When Ashland’s first wife, Cora, had died in childbirth, and Oliver had very much feared that Ashland’s grief would send him to the grave, and when Ashland had been attacked by Charlotte’s murderous cousin and no one had known if he would survive.


    Oliver knew that Ashland was giving back to him, but he didn’t want it. He didn’t want Ashland’s pity or his insights into Ellen’s engagement. He didn’t want to be saved.


    His stomach grumbled loudly, and Ashland smirked.


    Oliver marched over to the food and sat down to eat.


    “Do you want to tell me about it?” Ashland asked.


    “There’s nothing to tell. She’s marrying that twit, Needham.”


    “And yet just days before you were at my house telling me you were going to marry her.”


    “She says they suit.” His lips twisted, because he didn’t believe that Ellen and Needham suited, but he didn’t know if that was his head talking or his heart.


    “Maybe they do.”


    “I don’t see it.”


    “Because you’re blind to everything but what you want.”


    Oliver paused in his chewing. “Do you think so?”


    “Sometimes you can be single-minded.”


    Oliver shoveled more food in his mouth.


    “What about the boy? Philip.”


    “She says I’m not to see him anymore. That she will get him back in Eton.” Strangely, he was almost as upset about Philip as he was Ellen’s rejection. He’d come to like the boy.


    Ashland’s brows rose. “But you gave the headmaster your word that you would guarantee the boy’s behavior and turn him around.”


    “I know.”


    “How was that working out?”


    “Well. At least, I thought it was going well, but I also thought Ellen and I were destined for matrimony.”


    They sat in silence for a bit while Oliver wallowed in his new wave of pity. “Maybe I should travel,” he said. “I’ve barely been out of the country in the last several years.”


    “Thinking of finding a nice Parisian girl, eh?”


    They both chuckled, but then Ashland became serious. “You had said that you and Ellen were close years ago.”


    “We were young, and our lives went on different paths.” Oliver looked away. He was not embarrassed by what had happened before Ellen’s marriage, but he was not proud, either, that he had bedded a woman destined to become another man’s wife. “We were intimate.”


    Ashland’s brows went up again. “Please tell me that the lady was unmarried. Although I fail to see how that is any better than being married.”


    “She was unmarried.” He paused. “It was right before her wedding to Fieldhurst.”


    Both of Ashland’s brows went up. “Well then. I don’t really know what to say to that.”


    “I’m not proud of it, but I wouldn’t wish that moment away. I believe that ever since then I have measured every woman against Ellen, and they have all fallen short.”


    “Sometimes it’s best to move on. Charlotte tells me that there are many eligible young ladies on the market right now who would suit you.”


    But Oliver didn’t want any eligible young lady. He wanted Ellen.


    “I don’t recall, as I wasn’t in Society back then, but the Fieldhursts wed, what? Eighteen years ago? That would have made you sixteen at the time?”


    “Seventeen years ago, and both Ellen and I were seventeen at the time.”


    “She married young.”


    “It was an advantageous match. Her parents were keen for it.”


    “And they weren’t keen for you?”


    Oliver shrugged, not wanting to relive any of that.


    They fell silent again, and Oliver was thinking that he would really like that decanter of port. Damn Ashland for giving Richard the day off.


    “Oliver?”


    “Hmmm.”


    “How old is Philip?”


    “I don’t know. Sixteen, I believe.”


    Wonder where the butler kept the port in the house? He could find it himself. He didn’t need Richard to fetch it for him.


    “So Lady Fieldhurst wed Lord Fieldhurst, and they had Philip right away.”


    He really wanted that port, badly. He could, of course, find port at his club, but that would require dressing. And bathing.


    “Yes, Philip came along quickly.”


    “And no other after that?”


    “Apparently not. Why all these strange questions?”


    Ashland seemed to hesitate for a moment. “You’ve never considered that Philip might be a product of your…er…indiscretion with Ellen that night?”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    It took a moment for Ashland’s words to soak through Oliver’s foggy mind, and when it did, Oliver laughed. And then he laughed some more because Ashland was so serious.


    “Ah, my friend, you are humorous.”


    Ashland shrugged. “It’s just a thought. Of course it’s probably totally untrue.”


    “Of course it is. Ellen would never perpetuate such a farce. No. Philip is Fieldhurst’s son, through and through.”


    The thought of Philip being his son was ludicrous. Preposterous. Ellen would have told him. They’d had an honest relationship. They’d told each other everything.


    …


    “I’ll not do it,” Ellen said, the words out of her mouth before she could stop them. She’d never defied her father before. She’d never had a need to, but she couldn’t do this. She refused to be a pawn in her parents’ attempt to elevate themselves in society. She could marry Oliver. He was going to be an earl anyway.


    Her father slowly raised his head, and his eyes narrowed. She took half a step back. What had she just done?


    “The papers are signed. You have no choice.”


    “But you didn’t even ask me what I wanted.” She tried, she really tried, to keep her voice steady, but she failed miserably.


    “It doesn’t matter what you want,” he said. “You will do as you are told.”


    “I won’t,” she said calmly, then with more force, “I won’t!”


    She spun on her heel and ran out of the room as the tears broke free and she choked on a sob.


    She ran straight to her mother and burst through her sitting room door.


    Her mother was at her desk, writing letters. Her head jerked up when Ellen appeared, sobbing, breath heaving, trying not to vomit.


    “F-father has said…I’m to marry. The earl. Fieldhurst.” She could speak only in bursts, taking great gulps of air between words.


    Her mother had half risen when Ellen rushed in, now she sank back into her chair. “Yes, I know,” was all she said.


    “I can’t,” Ellen wailed. “I can’t marry him.”


    “Of course you can, and you will. This is a great coup for us. Fieldhurst is a very respectable man from a long line of earls. And you will have a son who will someday be an earl as well.”


    Ellen looked at her mother in horror. “My son? I don’t even have a son, and I’ll not have a son with that man.” She’d not even met Fieldhurst. She had no idea who he even was. She didn’t even know his first name!


    “But you will, and you will be a countess.”


    Why did she even think her mother would understand? Since the moment her parents realized that there would be no more children after Ellen, that their dream of having a son was dashed, they pinned everything on an advantageous marriage for her.


    “I’m in love with someone else,” she said recklessly.


    “What?” Her mother went pale.


    “I’m in love with someone else. We are to marry. He was going to ask Father for my hand in marriage, but he was called away and couldn’t do it. But he will. He’ll be here in two days.”


    “Ellen, dear, you are hysterical, and there is really no need to be. Fieldhurst is a nice man. You will get along famously.”


    Ellen stomped her foot. Why would no one listen to her? Why were they brushing her objections aside?


    “I am in love with The Viscount of Fairview. He will someday be the Earl of Armbruster. See, Mother? I’ve already made an advantageous match. I will be a countess and Oliver will be my earl!”


    “Armbruster? Isn’t he young?”


    “He’s my age. Seventeen. But we are in love. We’ve been meeting, and we’ve fallen in love.”


    Her mother stood swiftly. The chair tilted back and fell with a muffled thud. In two strides her mother was in front of her, grabbing Ellen’s hands and squeezing them until it hurt.


    “Ouch! Mother, stop!”


    “What do you mean you have been meeting? Without a chaperone? Without my consent?”


    “I…” Ellen realized her mistake. She should not have said that. Now her mother was furious.


    “When did you meet? Where? By God, Ellen, if you have put your reputation on the line…” Her mother flung Ellen’s hands away and paced. “I need to know everything. Where you’ve been with him. What you’ve done with him. Please tell me you are not with child. Please tell me you were not that foolish.”


    “No! Of course not. I would never do that before we were married. He’s going to ask Father for my hand.” She kept repeating herself, hoping her words would eventually make her mother understand.


    “Good. Good. Hopefully this won’t get out and Fieldhurst won’t have heard.” She rubbed her temples. “This isn’t a disaster.” She seemed to be talking to herself rather than to Ellen. “We can manage this. There’s no need for your father to know. We’ll keep it between us.”


    “Mother…” Ellen stepped forward, hands outstretched. “Please talk to Father. Tell him that I can’t marry Fieldhurst. That I will marry Oliver and I will still be a countess.”


    “I will not tell him that. Your father worked hard to procure this marriage agreement, and you will marry Fieldhurst. You will forget this viscount.”


    “Forget him?” The room tilted again. “I can never forget him. I love him.”


    “A girlish infatuation. Nothing more. Foolish, but I suppose we’ve all had them.”


    “That’s not the way it is.”


    “You will marry Fieldhurst in three weeks’ time. We have a lot to accomplish, a guest list to draw up. And a gown to be fitted. By then you will have forgotten all about this boy.”


    “Never,” she whispered, feeling her world fall apart in the face of her parents’ convictions.


    She now knew that it didn’t matter if Oliver had approached her father two days ago or two weeks ago. This marriage to Fieldhurst had been in the making long before that.


    They were never meant to be together.


    


    Since Ellen’s engagement announcement to William, she’d felt bereft, as if the life had been sucked out of her. She didn’t want to marry William but had no choice. If she were completely honest, she feared him. He’d shown a side to her that she’d never seen before, and she was quite certain not many people saw that side. Everyone spoke very highly of William, so even if she were to voice her fears, no one would believe her.


    It was either submit to his marriage proposal or her entire life and that of her son’s would crumble.


    Her future was bleak, without hope.


    She missed Oliver. She wanted to call him back, to ask for his help. To tell him that she had lied, that she did feel something for him.


    It had taken everything in her to pretend that she didn’t care for him when he had come calling. She’d felt her own heart breaking as she’d witnessed his doing the same.


    But she had to save her son. Everything was about Philip.


    Philip entered her private sitting room.


    “You’ve been quiet lately,” he said as he plopped down on her couch and negligently spread out on it.


    He rarely visited her anymore. He was too busy going here and there, meeting his friends for nights out. There had been a time once when he’d spent his afternoons up here with her. Sometimes they’d talked but mostly they’d just been together. She’d handled her correspondence, he’d read his books. He’d liked to read back then. Now she didn’t know when last he’d picked up a book.


    “I guess I don’t have much to say,” she said.


    “You haven’t said anything about your engagement to Needham.” He said Needham with a sneer in his voice.


    “Philip…” She couldn’t take his insolence. Not today when she was feeling so vulnerable.


    He hesitated and for a moment she thought the new Philip, the disdainful Philip was back, but he seemed in a strange mood today, more like his old self. “Does he make you happy?”


    She paused to gather her words, to try to sound convincing, but she was so weary, so heartsore that she feared she would fail to convince her son that she was happy. And he was the one person she must convince.


    “Yes.” She couldn’t say more, for the words were stuck in her throat, and she prayed Philip would believe her. It was the only lie she’d ever told him. Besides who his real father was.


    He studied her for a long time through the eyes of a man and not the little boy he had once been. She missed that little boy—with sticky hands, dirty knees, and uncombed hair.


    “What about Armbruster?” he asked.


    Oliver’s name was like a stab to her side, unexpected and painful.


    “Wh-what about him?”


    Philip looked down at his hands folded across his stomach, and suddenly the little boy was back for a fleeting moment. “I don’t know. I thought maybe you had feelings for him.”


    “Oliver is an old friend, but that’s all we are. Just friends.”


    Philip let the silence drag on between them while Ellen held her breath, her pain multiplying at the lies she kept telling. After all this time, she still had feelings for him, and she’d been afraid to admit it. Frightened of the consequences, because how could she spend the rest of her life with him with the knowledge that her son was their son?


    “I didn’t think you were so serious with Needham,” Philip said, his gaze still locked on his hands.


    “When you get older, you…settle…for comfort. I’m comfortable with William. I hope…that someday you will grow to like him.”


    His gaze flashed to her, his eyes a stormy blue, so much like his father’s. “I don’t like him, Mother. There is something about him that I don’t like.”


    “I’m sure with time—”


    “I’m sure not.”


    “Philip, if you’d just give him a chance.” She was pleading now, knowing that William had banished Philip from their lives anyway. But she couldn’t think about that, for she would fall apart contemplating life without Philip in it. She just wished he knew that everything she did was for him.


    “I like Armbruster better.”


    So do I.


    “I’m not marrying Oliver, Philip. I’m marrying William. I had hoped you would be happy for me.”


    He scowled, and she was reminded of the year or so after Arthur’s death when Philip had done nothing but scowl.


    “Armbruster was teaching me things. How to read the estate books. About agriculture and how to improve the Fieldhurst estate. I still have much to learn.” It was the first time since Arthur’s death that Philip admitted that his education was lacking. She credited Oliver for the change in her son.


    “You will. In time.”


    He sat forward. “What are you saying?”


    Ellen looked away, unable to face her son. “I think it’s best that Oliver not come around any longer. I’m engaged to another man now. It wouldn’t be appropriate.”


    “He wouldn’t be here for you. He’d be here for me.”


    “I’m sorry, Philip. I’ll find someone else to teach you what you need to know.”


    Philip jumped up, his face twisted in anger. “No. I’ll not have it. He will teach me what I need to know. He’s brilliant. I’m lucky he wants to help me. Did you know that he tripled the value of his estate in just ten years? He’s as rich as Croesus, and he did it all himself.”


    She had known all of that, because for all of these years she had followed Oliver’s life. She had read the papers and listened to the gossip and told herself that she didn’t care, but she had cared. She still cared…very much.


    “And that is important to you? Grand houses? More money?” Her seventeen-year-old voice floated back to her over the years, and she was transported to Hyde Park and the early days of her relationship with Oliver.


    He shook his head. “The excitement of new ventures is important to me. Discovering new ways to do things is what’s important.”


    “Well I think it’s marvelous and ingenious and I have no doubt you will be a raging success.”


    And he had been a raging success, just like she had predicted. And now his son was enamored of him, wanted to be like him.


    “I’ve told him that you no longer need his services.” She faced Philip and forced herself to witness his devastation.


    “I don’t have to listen to you,” he said. “I’m practically an adult now. If I want to see Armbruster, I will.”


    “Don’t do this, Philip. I forbid it.”


    He laughed. “Forbid? And what are you going to do? You can’t even send me back to Eton without his word to the headmaster that I am ‘reformed.’”


    “I’ll find a way.”


    He stepped closer to her and, as always, when they were standing next to each other she wondered what had happened to her lovable little boy. He was taller than her now, and his shoulders had widened over the summer. The sun had bleached his hair, and he looked so much like Oliver that she was ashamed to think that no one would notice.


    His gaze went to her cheek, and he cocked his head to the side. Ellen tried to turn her head so that cheek wasn’t visible, but he touched her chin with his finger.


    “You’re bruised.”


    “It’s nothing,” she said a bit breathlessly. “I…I ran into an open cupboard door helping the maid clear old linens out of the closet.”


    He looked deep into her eyes, really looked. She lowered her lids, because she didn’t want him to see the truth and the fear.


    “If he laid a hand on you I will kill him.” The words were said softly but with an edge that made her shiver.


    “I merely ran into an open cupboard door.”


    He stepped back and contemplated her for a long moment. Then he walked out, slamming the door closed behind him, and she realized they’d never finished their discussion about Oliver.


    …


    Oliver was going over papers regarding a new shipping venture he was considering investing in. These were the things that made him feel alive, made his blood hum through his veins.


    The possibilities, the risk, excited him like nothing else could.


    For the past several days, ever since he’d dragged himself from his rooms and bathed and decided to start living again, he’d been researching investment deals.


    He was deep into reading the papers when a footman knocked and brought him a calling card on a silver platter.


    “I said I was not to be disturbed,” Oliver snapped.


    “He said it was important.” The footman didn’t appear surprised at Oliver’s surly tone. He’d been surly since learning about Ellen’s betrothal.


    Oliver put the papers down and picked up the calling card, surprised to see that it was from little Lord Fieldhurst.


    He didn’t want to see Philip. Not because he didn’t care, but because he cared too much. He’d grown attached to Philip, and now Ellen was taking him away.


    But he couldn’t not see the boy. He didn’t have it in him to do that.


    “Send him in.”


    Philip entered a few moments later, and Oliver found himself looking more closely than usual at the boy. He still didn’t believe Ashland’s preposterous theory that Philip could be his son but, since the seed had been planted in his head, he’d not been able to fully shake it loose.


    He knew in his heart that Ellen would never have kept such a secret from him.


    “We haven’t finished going over the last of the estate books,” Philip said by way of greeting.


    Oliver waved to the seat in front of his desk and they both sat. “Have you spoken to your mother regarding our meetings?” Oliver asked.


    “My mother doesn’t control me.”


    Oliver pressed his lips together, not liking Philip’s tone toward Ellen. But there was little he could say or do at this point. Any power he had, had been taken from him by Ellen.


    “She’s asked me to leave off the rest of your education.”


    Philip jumped up, his face darkening in anger. Oliver stood as well, uncertain what the boy would do. His temper was large, but he’d controlled it in front of Oliver before.


    “This is ridiculous,” Philip spat. “You’re the first… You want to help me. Why would she deny me that?”


    And just like that the anger changed to confusion and Oliver glimpsed a younger, more vulnerable version of Philip. In some ways he was still a boy, lost without his father and searching for another father figure.


    What if…


    It wasn’t even possible.


    “She’s starting a new life and she can’t have…” Me. She can’t have me lurking about her new husband.


    “But that doesn’t mean she has the right to cut off our friendship.”


    Oliver was warmed that Philip thought they had a friendship. The boy truly was lost, trying to find his way in life. It was unfortunate that Arthur hadn’t better prepared his son to take over the earldom.


    “Philip—”


    “What do you think of her engagement to Needham?” Philip asked.


    Oliver hesitated. “It’s not up to me to agree or disagree.”


    “I don’t like him.”


    Neither did Oliver, but his thoughts were colored by his feelings for Ellen and therefore not reliable. Philip was angry that his life was changing once again, and he had no control over it, so his opinion was colored as well.


    “I’m sure with time—”


    “You sound just like her,” Philip said in disgust. “I won’t like him. Ever. And if you aren’t going to keep your promise then I guess I’m wasting my time here.”


    “It’s not that I’m unwilling to fulfill my promise, it’s just that—”


    “My mother won’t let you. Why does she always ruin everything?” Philip spun on his heel and stomped out of the room.


    Oliver hesitated, not knowing if he should follow. This really was not his business. This was Ellen’s son, and she had decided that Philip no longer needed Oliver’s services. He shouldn’t stick his nose in any of it.


    Nevertheless, he followed Philip, but he was too late. The lad had left, slamming the front door behind him and leaving Oliver’s butler looking confused.


    “He’s angry,” Oliver said.


    “I see that,” his butler said.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Oliver returned home three days after his father had promised. They had been gone for seven days, and each day away from Ellen had made him more anxious. He couldn’t help but have a feeling of dread, like everything they had promised each other was drifting away from them.


    That type of thinking was ridiculous. He was delayed only three extra days.


    He arrived home too late to go directly to Ellen’s father, so he was forced to wait another day. Exhausted, he fell into bed and slept like the dead.


    The next morning he dressed carefully, nervous to meet her father. He’d never met Lord Hillgrave before. Ellen said he was a quiet man, reserved and stern.


    Rehearsing his speech, he knocked on the Hillgrave’s door. He adjusted his cuffs and straightened his shoulders, his heart racing because Ellen was on the other side of that door. He’d missed her so much, but had also thrown his energy into learning everything his father was teaching him, because someday this knowledge would keep a roof over his wife’s head and food in her belly. He needed to learn to protect Ellen.


    But when the butler opened the door, Oliver was informed that Lord Hillgrave was not available. When Oliver asked about Ellen, he was told the same thing.


    Feeling like a fool, he stood on the steps of the Hillgrave’s townhouse, not granted entrance.


    Confused, he returned home, determined to try the next day.


    When he returned home he found a note from Ellen, and he began to feel alarmed. Something had happened. Something was wrong.


    The next morning he was determined to try again. His mother was in the dining room, feeling well enough with her pregnancy to make her ungainly way down for breakfast. She was reading the newspaper and smiled up at him.


    “Welcome back,” she said.


    He grunted, nervous about being rejected again at the Hillgrave residence.


    She went back to her newspaper while he tried to eat.


    “So many engagements lately,” she said. “I guess it’s the season for such things.” She turned the page without looking at him. He wanted to tell her that he was trying to be one of those engagements but kept his mouth shut.


    Before the pregnancy his mother had been hinting that maybe he should start looking for a wife. He didn’t want to awaken that beast inside her.


    His mother snorted. “Good God, Fieldhurst is marrying. The man has one foot in the grave, he’s so old.”


    Oliver made a noncommittal sound.


    “And his bride.” She made a tut-tutting sound. “So young. Far too young for Fieldhurst. Why, he could be her father. Such a shame.”


    The toast he’d been chewing went dry in his mouth. He could barely swallow it without choking. It was like he knew. He just knew what had happened.


    “Wh-who is he marrying?” he asked, trying to sound like he didn’t care.


    His mother’s eyes ran back up the page. “A Miss Ellen Hillgrave. Daughter of Lord and Lady Hillgrave.”


    The toast threatened to come back up.


    That couldn’t be.


    He wanted to snatch the paper from his mother, to see for himself. But he knew it was true. There was no reason for his mother to lie and, in his heart, he knew he had lost Ellen.


    No! He would not think like that. He had time. Surely the wedding wasn’t for a while yet. All was not doomed.


    He could fix this.


    If only he could talk to her and her father.


    But he was turned away again that morning, and the next day. He sent his valet with a note, but the valet returned still holding the note. He’d been turned away as well.


    Oliver resorted to standing across the street from the house, waiting for Ellen, for anyone to exit so he could talk to them. But no one did.


    He was becoming desperate.


    He had to talk to Ellen.


    His opportunity came a week before the wedding date. A ball was being held in Ellen and Fieldhurst’s honor, and Oliver was determined to be there.


    One of the perks of being an Armbruster was that you were invited to all of the important balls. Oliver’s mother was a scion of Society and, even though she was in her confinement, it was social ruin to not invite the Armbrusters to your ball.


    Oliver would be there.


    He would finally be able to talk to Ellen.


    


    He was a fool. But then he’d already determined that long ago. But tonight…tonight he was more of a fool than even he thought he could be.


    But he couldn’t stay away and whoever had sent him the invitation was the devil in disguise or his guardian angel.


    He went.


    He went because he couldn’t not go.


    He went because he wanted to see her again.


    He went because he was a fool.


    To his surprise, his mother and Josie were there, too, at the ball honoring the engagement of Lady Fieldhurst and Sir William Needham.


    “I’m surprised you’re here,” his mother said.


    “The same could be said of you.” He tried not to search the ballroom. Tried not to locate her.


    “I’m always open to attending a ball.”


    “Mmmm.”


    “Oliver.”


    He turned his attention to his mother, surprised to see compassion and sympathy in her eyes, and he knew that she knew. How, he had no idea, but that was his mother. She seemed to know everything. “You didn’t need to come.”


    “Oh, but I did. I most certainly did need to come.” He wandered away, feeling lost and suddenly alone.


    He’d attended countless balls alone, and it had never bothered him before, because he’d always known that he would meet up with friends. He was beginning to realize that there was a difference between being alone and being lonely.


    He spotted Lady Sylvia from across the room, and for an instant he considered her. Maybe she was the most viable opportunity as a wife. Maybe he needed to be more realistic.


    But then he saw Ellen, and his heart did a strange flip, and his hands became sweaty, and he wondered what the hell was happening to him. He was acting like someone more Philip’s age than a grown man.


    She was so damn beautiful tonight, in dark green.


    She was talking with a group of women but stopped suddenly, raised her head; their gazes clashed and held, and it was as if the room and all its occupants disappeared and it was just the two of them. Nothing else mattered.


    She turned, said something to her companions, and hurried away.


    Like a panther stalking its prey, Oliver followed, his head telling him to stop, to leave it alone, but his thumping heart and sweating hands were telling him something else, and he followed their lead instead of his rational side.


    He almost missed her darting down a deserted hallway and caught only the edge of her skirt as it swooped around a corner. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he followed. There were many doors, all closed, and he began opening them one by one until he found her on the fourth try, in a darkened sitting room.


    She was standing by the window, clutching the drapery, the moon highlighting her cheekbones and her pale skin and turning her dark hair nearly blue.


    “You shouldn’t be in here,” she said, not looking at him.


    “Neither should you.” He closed the door quietly behind him and slowly walked toward her.


    She turned to face him, still clutching the drapery as if she would fall if she let go. Her knuckles were white.


    They faced each other, so many words between them, yet silence hanging heavy.


    “You need to leave,” she whispered.


    “I can’t. I can’t seem to let you go, no matter how hard I try. You never leave my mind.”


    “Don’t do this.”


    “What am I doing but being honest?”


    She turned her head away and swallowed, and he could see her eyes shimmering. Were those tears? Or was it his hope, wishing they were tears?


    “Do you love him?” he asked.


    “Oliver.”


    “Tell me you love him. Convince me you love him, and I will walk out of here and never speak to you again.”


    She closed her eyes, and her chin trembled. He waited one heartbeat, two heartbeats, three heartbeats.


    “You have to leave. You have to leave me alone and never approach me again.”


    “Tell me you love him.”


    “Damn you.” The words were said so softly he almost missed them.


    “If you don’t love him, why are you marrying him?”


    “There are things you will never know. Things I can never tell you. But you have to trust me that this is the right thing to do.”


    He didn’t understand what she was trying to say. And he was angry that she would marry a man she didn’t love.


    “I told you once, a long time ago, that you could trust me with anything. I told you I would take care of you no matter what.”


    She dipped her head, and he saw the tears shimmering on her cheeks.


    “I would protect you with my life, Ellen. You can trust me with your secrets.”


    She shook her head and raised her chin to look out the window again. “You need to go, Oliver.”


    “This is just like Fieldhurst,” he said bitterly. “Why do you insist on marrying men you don’t love?” Why do you insist on choosing other men over me?


    “It’s complicated.”


    He laughed, a bitter laugh. “That’s it? That’s all I get by way of explanation? It’s complicated? What’s complicated, Ellen? At least give me that.”


    “I can’t tell you.”


    “Such riddles you speak.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    He wanted to tell her what she could do with her apology, but he bit his tongue and stepped toward her. She watched him warily but did not back up. God help her, but she stood her ground and let him crowd her space.


    “One last kiss,” he said before swooping down and taking her mouth with his.


    She tasted so good. She tasted so familiar, and he could not imagine his life without tasting her every day. But she was insistent that this was the way it had to be, and he had no recourse, no more argument left to give her. So he would taste her this one last time.


    And to his surprise she kissed him back with a passion that he’d experienced with only her. But it was a sad kiss, because they both knew this was the end. He wouldn’t come back to her, not after this night. Not even if she ended the engagement to William. He still had some pride left in him.


    Reluctantly he pulled away, and they stared at each other in the light of the moon. Ellen still clutched the drapery with one hand. Her gaze searched his face, as if memorizing it.


    She touched his cheek with her other hand, let her fingers drift down his neck until she pulled away.


    “There was only ever you,” she said.


    “Yet I am never good enough.”


    He turned on his heel and walked out of the room, the image of her by the window etched in his memory for eternity.


    …


    He had to keep reminding himself to not push through the crowd, to not run anyone over in his search for Ellen. But, by God, he would find her, and he would talk to her.


    The ball was a crush, and it was difficult to see very far in front of him. Eventually he found her standing in the middle of a group of people, a dour-faced, plain-looking woman standing beside her. This person had to be her mother. How could such an imposing woman birth such a beautiful girl?


    Ellen met his gaze and slightly shook her head, warning him off. Her mother was looking around as if she were guarding a precious jewel, and in a way she was. Oliver knew then that her mother knew of Oliver and was determined to keep them apart.


    He could not get close to her all night and was frustrated at every turn. Her mother left Ellen’s side only once, and that was when Ellen and Fieldhurst danced, and then they became the center of attention. Oliver had no hope of cutting in.


    He stood helplessly on the side, watching the love of his life dance with her betrothed. It should have been him in her arms. It should have been him that she was dancing with.


    “Meet her outside the terrace doors.”


    Oliver looked down at the girl who had sidled up to him. He hadn’t even known she was there until she spoke. He recognized her as one of the girls who had been in Ellen’s circle of friends at the first ball. Ruth. For some reason he remembered her name and that Ellen considered Ruth one of her better friends.


    She wandered away, and Oliver had to shake himself. Had he heard her right? Did Ellen want to meet with him?


    A surge of hope rose within him, and he made his way to the terrace doors and outside. There were too many on the terrace for them to meet, so he jogged down the steps and into the deep shadows, hoping she would think to find him there.


    Ten minutes later she was running toward him, and he opened his arms. Suddenly he was filled with the scent of Ellen, the feel of Ellen.


    Already she was sobbing. “Oh, Oliver, it’s horrible. Father signed a betrothal contract with Fieldhurst, and both Mother and Father absolutely refuse to listen to me. I’ve tried telling them that you and I are to wed and that I can’t possibly marry Fieldhurst, but it’s like they’re deaf. I fear there is nothing we can do now. The wedding is in a week.”


    She pulled back, her cheeks wet, her eyes red-rimmed, her nose running. He couldn’t have loved her more.


    “We’ll figure something out.”


    She sniffed. “There is nothing to figure out. They simply will not listen, and Mother went ahead with the planning of the wedding. Invitations have gone out, and I’ve already had two fittings for my gown.” She covered her face and started crying again.


    Oliver patted her on the shoulder while his mind worked to find a solution. He was not going to lose Ellen to an old man like Fieldhurst. There was no possibility that Fieldhurst would make her happy. She was too wild. Too free. He was too stodgy. Too…old.


    “They want me to marry an earl because it will elevate the family and I will become a countess.” She hiccupped. “I keep telling them that someday you will be an earl, but they call me foolish.” She clutched his arm. “We’re not foolish, are we, Oliver? This is real? What we feel for each other?”


    “Yes, it’s real and it’s not foolish. We’ll run away. We’ll get married on our own. We don’t need invitations or a grand gown. All we need is each other, and then we can live our lives as we like. We don’t even have to live in London if you don’t want to.”


    She was looking past him, into the darkness. “But that would devastate my parents. All my life I was their only hope to elevate themselves in Society.”


    “You marrying an earl doesn’t elevate them. Your father will still be a baron and you will be a countess eventually. Viscountess is not so bad, either.”


    Her bottom lip quivered, and he felt like she was slipping away from him, like she was feeling that all hope was lost. He could not allow her to lose hope for them.


    “Ellen, listen to me.” She turned large, luminous eyes up to him. “We can do this. We can satisfy your parents, and we can be wed. In time your parents will understand why we had to do this.”


    “Do you think so?”


    “I know so. Once they see how happy we are together they won’t possibly be able to deny us.”


    A slow smile formed, and she hugged him tight. “Oh, Oliver. You don’t know how scared I’ve been. I can never marry Fieldhurst. Not when I love you so much.”


    Their lips crashed together. This kiss was different than the other sweet kisses they’d shared. This was filled with longing and a passion that had swept upon them quickly, with desperation.


    Oliver pulled away and took her hand. “Come,” he said and ran to the gazebo he had seen when he’d first snuck out to the garden. It was deep in the shadows, far enough off the path that no one would see them. Three curved, stone benches were perched inside the gazebo, protected from the elements.


    Oliver shrugged out of his coat and spread it over the bench in the deepest of shadows. He could barely see Ellen, but he could hear her breathing and feel the heat coming off her skin. He took her hands again, and they sank to the bench, legs and knees touching. It was exhilarating being this close to her, this isolated with her. There was no one else close, no one to whom they had to be careful around. For the first time ever they were completely alone.


    He leaned forward and found her lips with his, but suddenly kissing was not enough. Oliver was not ignorant of sexual relations. There had been the maid in the closet at Eton, although he didn’t go all the way with her because he’d lost his nerve. But they’d gotten far enough.


    Ellen leaned back, burying her fingers in his waistcoat and pulling him forward until he way lying on top of her.


    “Ellen,” he said through a thick throat. He throbbed. He hurt so badly that it was uncomfortable.


    “I want this, Oliver. I want you to be the one to do this.”


    Her words gave him pause. “Don’t you want to wait until we get married?”


    She shook her head. He could barely see the motion through the darkness. “What does it matter if it’s tonight or after we wed? I want it now. I want you now.”


    He was powerless to deny her. Powerless against the raging need inside of him.


    He kissed her until her breath became his, until he was breathing only her. He kissed her until they were both panting and she was whimpering. She took his hand and placed it on her breast. He froze, looking down at his hand cupping her roundness. He swallowed.


    “Ellen.”


    She placed her hand over his, and he closed his eyes. His cock was so painful. He’d never been this uncomfortable before.


    “I-I’m not sure what to do,” she whispered, looking up at him with those big, dark eyes.


    “Ellen… This might hurt. I don’t want to hurt you.”


    “Will it hurt terribly?”


    “I don’t think so.” He didn’t know for sure, only that it could hurt for the first time for the woman.


    She raised her chin. “I don’t care. I want this, Oliver. I want to do this.”


    He thought to object, to demand that they do this the correct way, after they were wed. But his mind was befuddled and his cock was overriding any other thought that he had and his hand was burning as it held her breast.


    She slid her hand off his and slowly lowered it down her body. He watched her hand stop between them, at their pelvises. She turned her hand over and cupped his stiff cock. On their own, his hips pushed his cock into her hand, and he hissed in a breath.


    “Does it hurt?” she asked.


    “No. God, no. Well, yes. But in a good way.” He was gritting his teeth, forcing himself to stop pumping into her hand lest this was all over before it even began.


    “What do we do now?” she whispered.


    He rolled to his side, careful not to fall off the bench, and inched her skirts up. Their rustling seemed so loud in the silence, and she watched him with unblinking eyes.


    He touched her thigh, and she drew in a breath.


    “Tell me to stop,” he said.


    She shook her head and licked her lips.


    He inched his hand up her leg until he was at the apex of her thighs, touching the crisp curls there. They were wet, and she spread her legs wider, silently inviting him in.


    Gently he spread the folds that protected the very vulnerable essence of her and touched the hidden nub.


    She gasped, and his gaze flew to her, afraid that he’d already hurt her, but she didn’t seem to be in pain. Quite the opposite, actually. Emboldened, he flicked again, then rubbed, applying more pressure.


    A small cry escaped her, and she arched her back. “Oh my,” she whispered. “I didn’t…I didn’t know.”


    Transfixed, he carefully watched her reactions, wanting to learn what made her happy. She liked to be rubbed…just…like…that.


    Surprisingly, her back and hips came off the bench, and she cried out. Afraid that someone would hear, he swooped down and kissed her, swallowing her cries of passion. Panting, she thrust her hips into his hand, rubbing against his fingers until long moments later she settled down.


    Nearly blind with passion and pain he released his cock with one hand and hovered over her. She was looking up at him, her lips moist, her chest still heaving.


    “Are you ready?” he asked.


    She nodded and he slid into her, closing his eyes as her passage enveloped him, squeezed him, and welcomed him.


    “My God,” he whispered reverently. “Ellen.” He moved, pulling out, sliding back in.


    Pulling.


    Sliding.


    Pulling.


    Sliding.


    She started to move with him in counterbalance. The friction was unbearable. Unbelievable. Magical.


    He didn’t last nearly as long as he would have liked. His release came fast and powerful as spots danced before his eyes.


    When he finished, he found that Ellen was holding him, her arms wrapped around him as she kissed the side of his neck and his cheek.


    “Are you all right? I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked.


    “Of course not.” She was smiling up at him. “It was… I fear I don’t have the right words. Wonderful. Marvelous?”


    They grinned like lovesick fools, neither caring that a ball was taking place just through the trees and shadows. For now there was only them.


    “When we’re married we will do this in a proper bed,” he said.


    She touched his cheek, and he leaned his head into her fingers. “We have a lifetime, but only one first night, and it couldn’t have been more perfect.”


    He kissed her palm. “What do we do now? I have my father’s carriage. We can run away now. Tonight.”


    “Not tonight. I’d like to pack a few things. Prepare myself.”


    “When then?”


    “In two days. Give me two days.”


    “Meet me under our tree in Hyde Park at midnight. I will arrange to go to Scotland where we can wed.”


    “And then what?” she asked, her hand slipping from his. “Where do we live then?”


    “I’ve been thinking of purchasing a townhouse. I have some money set aside. And then we can start our life together.” He gathered her in his arms and hugged her tight, as if he could crawl inside her. “I love you, Ellen, and I can’t wait to spend the rest of our lives together.”


    She hugged him back. “I love you so much, Oliver, and we are going to have the best, happiest lives ever.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    “Please explain to me what we are doing again?” Ashland asked Oliver as he jogged up the steps beside him.


    “We’re attending Needham’s lecture.” Oliver had deliberately kept their destination from Ashland, for fear his friend would balk and not attend, and Oliver did not want to do this alone. To be truthful, he didn’t know why he was here. What did he hope to accomplish? Why was he torturing himself?


    Because he was curious about Needham, the man who had won Ellen’s heart, the heart that Oliver could not seem to keep.


    But Ashland was no fool. He stopped in the middle of the steps to squint up at Oliver. “What? Are you mad?”


    “If we don’t hurry we’ll be late.”


    “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” Ashland muttered as he followed Oliver into the Royal Academy building.


    The room was crowded when they arrived, and Oliver chose a standing spot in the back by the door. Two assistants were already on the stage, standing beside what appeared to be a body lying on a table, covered with a bedsheet.


    Needham appeared on the stage and conferred with his assistants. The physicians-in-training who were in the audience with Oliver and Ashland, quieted until silence reigned.


    Someone coughed. Another shuffled his feet. There was an air of hushed expectation.


    “Good God,” Ashland whispered when he realized what was about to happen.


    The bedsheet was pulled away, and Needham began lecturing. Oliver listened to the rise and fall of Needham’s voice, reluctantly admitting that the man knew how to captivate an audience. He was like a maestro with an orchestra, the knife his baton.


    The men around them frantically took notes in their books, their faces scrunched in concentration.


    Ashland edged toward the door, but Oliver grabbed his sleeve and pulled him back.


    Needham cut into the body, and steam rose from the incision. All around him the pencils stopped scratching. Everyone paused, and it seemed as if a collective breath was held. Oliver looked at the men curiously. Eventually, one by one, they resumed their note-taking, but a few whispered among themselves.


    Oliver looked back at Needham and the body and tried to remember the few things he’d learned in anatomy class at Eton. Something about dead bodies cooling to the temperature of the outside.


    Oliver continued watching. What was he looking for? Something nefarious? Something that he could take back to Ellen and say this. This is why you can’t marry the man.


    But there was nothing. Or was there?


    He did not want to draw attention to himself and Ashland, so he waited for a break in the lecture and followed the other students out.


    Ashland shot him a curious look but didn’t comment. Although he appeared a bit pale.


    But Oliver wasn’t finished yet. He hung back as the rest of the students filed out. Some were discussing the autopsy. Some were discussing the events of the night before. Apparently, they all had gone drinking together and had visited a brothel.


    One did not seem a part of the others. He was standing in the shadows, reading over his notes. Alone.


    Oliver headed toward him, motioning Ashland to follow.


    “Excuse me,” Oliver said.


    The man looked up and squinted at Oliver as if he couldn’t see him properly.


    “This is my first lecture with Sir Needham. Could I ask you a question?”


    The man’s pencil was poised above his notes, and he seemed to hesitate, unwilling to be pulled away from his studies. Ashland hovered at Oliver’s elbow, no doubt wondering what Oliver was up to.


    “Yes?” the man asked. He didn’t seem overly pleased to be speaking to Oliver.


    “He’s quite fascinating, Sir Needham. This is my first autopsy and, forgive my ignorance, but do they all…” He waved his hand in the air as if he were too embarrassed to say what he wanted to say. “Well, it seemed quite warm, the body. I had thought that bodies cooled over time?”


    The man’s eyes narrowed, and he snapped his book of notes closed. “Sir Needham gets his bodies like all the other professors. Resurrectionists.”


    “Ah. Of course. That makes sense.”


    The man made a huffing sound and moved away to a different shadowy corner where he resumed reading his notes.


    “What the hell was that about?” Ashland muttered.


    “He seemed a bit irritated by my questions.”


    “A fine physician he’ll make,” Ashland said.


    Oliver looked around the small space where everyone seemed to have congregated. They were all talking quietly in small groups. Oliver didn’t feel comfortable walking up to them and interrupting. He was on to something. He knew he was.


    Or you could be reaching. Wanting something to be wrong with Needham when really there is nothing.


    “Pardon me.” The voice came from behind him, and Oliver spun around to find a man whom he had seen at the lecture standing behind him. “I heard you asking Smithson about the bodies.” The man lifted his chin to the person Oliver had originally approached. “He’s a strange one, Smithson. Doesn’t mingle with the rest of us. Very off-putting.”


    “Quite,” Oliver mumbled.


    “I’ve not seen you at one of Sir Needham’s lectures before,” the man said.


    “I’m new. This is my first. And this is my assistant, Mr. Brown.”


    Ashland glared at Oliver, but Oliver ignored him.


    “I’m Mr. Lindsay, a student of Needham’s. And you are?”


    “Taylor. Mr. Taylor. I’ve long been interested in becoming a physician and am finally pursuing my dream.”


    Ashland snorted quietly and covered it up with a cough. Lindsay didn’t seem to notice. He was watching the rest of the men closely.


    “I heard you asking Smithson about the bodies that Needham acquires.”


    “I was just interested.”


    “Most physicians get them from Resurrectionists, men who raid the public cemeteries. It’s quite profitable, if you have the wherewithal to do it.”


    “And the others?”


    Lindsay swung his attention back to Oliver. “The others?”


    “You said most physicians. I’m assuming others find their bodies by other means?”


    “No. Not really.” Lindsay’s gaze went to his fellow students, but they were still in their groups and talking quietly. Smithson was alone in his corner, reading over his notes.


    “The thing is,” Lindsay said, lowering his voice. “Needham’s bodies seem rather fresh. The other physicians…well, their bodies are ripe, for lack of a better word. As if they’ve been dead for some time. Needham’s are not like that.”


    “Maybe Needham pays the Resurrectionists more money to bring him fresher bodies.”


    This all seemed wrong, talking about the dead like this, but Oliver wanted answers.


    “Maybe,” Lindsay said. “But there is talk among us all. It’s just strange.”


    At that moment they were called back to the lecture, and Lindsay hurried away to join the rest of the group.


    Oliver and Ashland hung back, watching them file in.


    “What do you think?” Ashland asked.


    “I think Needham has a mysterious supply of fresh bodies.”


    “It could be like you said. He pays the Resurrectionists more to bring him the newly dead.”


    “It could be.”


    Oliver followed the last of the crowd back into the viewing area. “Are we really staying for more?” Ashland asked a bit thinly.


    “You may leave, if you can’t take it.”


    Ashland stiffened his spine and marched in with him.


    Oliver paid little attention to the rest of the lecture as Needham carved up the body and produced the various organs. Oliver paid more attention to Needham himself and his assistants. One would think that a physician’s assistant would be another physician. Or an apprentice, one learning the trade and about to embark on his own. But these assistants seemed different than the men in the viewing area.


    They were harder in appearance, and they paid little attention to the lecture, hovering about and fetching as Needham called for it.


    Toward the end of the lecture—or what he hoped was the end—Oliver touched Ashland’s arm and indicated his friend follow him out. He circled the building until they were at the back entrance, where one lone door led into the lecture hall. Oliver hung back in the shadows of some trees.


    “Dare I ask what we are up to now?” Ashland asked.


    “I’m waiting for the two assistants to leave.”


    “May I ask why?”


    “Did you notice them? They weren’t what I would consider appropriate assistants for such a noted surgeon as Needham. They seemed more like ruffians.”


    They did not have to wait long. The two assistants, one short and bulky and the other tall and thin, emerged from the back door and immediately headed toward the street.


    Oliver and Ashland followed at a good distance. The assistants did not speak to each other. The shorter one was continually looking around, as if assessing the area for danger. The taller one seemed oblivious.


    They walked for some time, until they were at the edges of, “The East End,” Oliver whispered.


    “Should we continue to follow?” Ashland asked.


    Oliver plunged forward. Now that they were in the East End it was more difficult to keep the two in his sight, but he managed. They walked with purpose—no loitering here. It was far too dangerous—until they disappeared inside a home that butted up against several other homes, all tall and leaning in toward the street, blocking the sunlight.


    Oliver made note of where the home was and then motioned for Ashland to follow him out.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    The next day Oliver and Ashland sat in O’Leary’s office.


    Oliver had a hunch that Needham’s two assistants were killing people in the East End to supply the doctor with the bodies necessary for his numerous autopsies. Needham was known as the brightest, most brilliant surgeon. Not only did he educate up-and-coming doctors on human anatomy, but he performed autopsies on his own, in private, to learn more about the way the human body worked.


    He was considered a genius in his field.


    But at what price did that reputation come?


    The demand for his lectures increased yearly. Students were put on waiting lists to watch and learn from the master.


    Oliver supposed that the beast of Needham’s genius must be fed somehow.


    “It seems your outlandish theory might be correct,” O’Leary said, as he took his seat in his creaking chair behind his desk.


    Oliver leaned forward, waiting expectantly, while Ashland took a more casual pose, but was no less interested in what O’Leary had to say.


    “We sent an officer to the house you had indicated. It is owned by a Mr. Durant, an assistant of Needham’s. A rather belligerent fellow, who initially refused to let the officer in. Upon first inspection it appeared there was nothing out of the ordinary. Apparently, the other assistant lives with this Durant in the same house. Including the two wives. The wives were not happy that their home was being searched, and there seemed to be some commotion in a small room off the kitchen. When the officer demanded a look, he found a body buried in a pile of straw.”


    “A body?” Oliver asked. “As in a deceased body?”


    “As in a deceased body. Recently deceased. The four claimed they did not know how the body got there. Then one of the wives said that the deceased had arrived one night and had commenced drinking and gambling with them. When everyone woke up that morning, he was dead. Not knowing what to do with him, they buried him in the straw in the kitchen.”


    Oliver raised a disbelieving brow. “Because that is what people do upon discovering a dead body in their home? Bury it in straw?”


    O’Leary suppressed a grin, but it quickly faded. “The deceased is Blue Posey.”


    The men were silent for several moments, letting the information sink in. Blue Posey. Oliver had never met the man, but he knew of him. Everyone knew of Blue Posey.


    Ashland muttered a curse.


    “Did they admit to being in the employ of Needham?” Oliver asked.


    “After a bit of prodding they admitted to everything. Needham pays them seven pounds a body.”


    “A small fortune,” Ashland murmured.


    Four people could live off seven pounds easily in the East End, especially if they were careful with their funds. With the amount of bodies they were providing—at seven pounds a body—they were beyond rich.


    “What of Needham?” Oliver asked.


    “We will question him,” O’Leary said. “Although I’m unsure how much he will be implicated in this. He can claim to not have known about any of it.”


    “Or he could have masterminded the entire thing,” Oliver said.


    “Most likely that is the scenario, but based upon his reputation and the fact that he is a physician to the royal family, this all might be swept under the carpet.”


    So where did that leave Oliver?


    Should he tell Ellen?


    He felt he owed it to her to tell her. She needed to know that the man she was about to marry might be an accessory to many murders.


    “And so we have solved another mystery,” Ashland said.


    Another mystery solved, but a conundrum created.


    


    After a night of sitting up, drinking expensive port, and thinking deeply, Oliver came to the conclusion that he owed it to his and Ellen’s past relationship and, yes, their past love, to tell her what he’d learned.


    What she did with the information would be up to her.


    And that’s how he found himself lifting the door knocker to her home.


    Would this be the last time he laid eyes on her in private?


    Suddenly their last meeting came roaring up from the depths of his memories. The searing kiss that had touched his soul. The desperation he’d put into that kiss. The ardent need to let her know just how much she meant to him and what she was doing to him by marrying that bastard Needham.


    He was a fool.


    A bloody, bloody fool.


    And yet he kept coming back like he did now, waiting for her in her own parlor. He kept allowing her to shred his heart over and over again.


    “Oliver?”


    He spun around to find her standing in the doorway, her expression guarded, her body language hesitant.


    “What are you doing here?” she asked softly.


    “I…” He swallowed, touched by the sight of her, his heart hammering, his hands clammy like he was a lad of Philip’s age, speaking to a woman for the first time.


    How could he let her go? How could he walk away if she asked him to?


    She stepped fully into the room and closed the door firmly behind her. “We agreed,” she said softly. “We agreed that you would not come back.”


    “I never agreed to anything. You told me not to come back.”


    “So then why are you here?”


    “There is information I just discovered that involves you.”


    Her eyes widened, and her cheeks paled. She blinked rapidly a few times as her mouth opened then closed.


    She visibly swallowed and seemed to gather her wits. “H-how did you know?”


    His brows drew together. “I discovered it myself.”


    Her hand flew to her mouth, and her eyes widened even more. “How?”


    Alarmed, Oliver took a step toward her, ready to catch her should she fall, but she held a hand out to stop him. “I’m all right,” she said. “I’m just…” She blinked again. “I have no words.”


    No words? “So you’ve known all this time? And you let it happen?”


    “Known?” She laughed. “Of course I knew. Nearly right away. How could I have not?”


    “And this does not seem wrong to you?”


    She lifted her chin. “I did what I had to do. For Philip and myself.”


    Oliver wanted to shake his head, afraid his ears were clogged. This was not the Ellen he knew. Why was she so desperate to stay with Needham, even knowing he was complicit to murder?


    “What hold does this man have over you, Ellen? At least tell me that.”


    She frowned. “Hold? Who has a hold over me?”


    “Needham.”


    Her frown deepened. “I don’t understand.”


    “My God, you just admitted that you were aware all along that he was ordering the murders of innocent people.”


    “What?” she whispered. “What are you saying?”


    Oliver was more confused than ever. “You admitted that you knew Needham was complicit in the murders of several people.”


    Using the couch as a crutch, she made her way around it on unsteady legs and plopped down on it.


    “Tell me,” she said. “Tell me what you know.”


    “You said you knew—”


    She waved her hand in the air. “I thought you were talking about something else.”


    Something else? What the devil else was he supposed to be talking about?


    “Please, Oliver. Tell me.”


    So he told her everything. From attending the autopsy, to the subsequent search and discovery of the dead body at the assistants’ home.


    She listened silently, her hands clenched in her lap, her face pale, and her dark eyes wide and unblinking.


    “He could walk away from this with merely a scratch to his reputation,” Oliver said. “He can deny ever knowing about any of this, and his assistants will take the blame and probably hang for it.”


    She sat in silence, still as a statue.


    “Ellen, love.” Oliver went to one knee in front of her and put his hand over her clenched fingers. Her hands were ice cold, and he could feel a fine tremor running through them. “Look at me.”


    She turned her dark gaze to him, but there was nothing in there. Her eyes were a blank slate.


    “Are you all right?”


    “I… This is all so… I don’t know what to say.”


    “I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you this. I thought you should know. If you break it off with him now, before the press finds out, then your reputation can be saved.”


    But she was shaking her head before he’d even finished. Frustration welled within him. How could she deny this? How could she stay with a murderer?


    “You mustn’t tell anyone,” she said. “Promise me, Oliver. Promise that no one will find out.”


    He sat back on his heels, stunned. “You can’t mean that.”


    She turned her hands over so that they were cupping his. “For me. I’m asking you to do this for me. For what we once meant to each other.”


    He yanked his hand free and stood to pace a few feet away. “For what we once meant to each other? Once, Ellen?” Good God but how many different ways could this woman break his heart?


    She stood a bit unsteadily. “I have to marry him.”


    “No, you don’t. Marry me. Or don’t marry me. But for God’s sake, don’t marry a man who condones the killing of innocent people.”


    She closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them there was determination and a hardness he’d never seen before. “You said yourself that he will probably walk away from this unscathed. Maybe he didn’t know about the killings. Maybe he trusted that his assistants were collecting these bodies the right way.”


    “He knows, Ellen. He knows exactly how he’s getting those bodies.”


    She turned away to circle the room, tapping her index fingers together in thought. She had acquired some strength in the past moments and a determination that confused him.


    From across the width of the couch she faced him. “I’m asking that you don’t tell anyone about this. Let the assistants be arrested quietly.”


    “I can’t do that.”


    “What if I beg?”


    “Bloody hell, Ellen. What is happening here? This is not like you. Do you truly love him that much that you would marry him, even knowing he’s a killer?”


    She lowered herself, painfully, slowly, to her knees, holding the arm of the couch for support.


    “Ellen, for God’s sake. Get up.”


    “Please, Oliver.”


    “Stand up.”


    “I’m begging you.”


    “Please, Ellen. Please, stop this.”


    She clutched her hands together as if in prayer, and he felt as if he might be sick. His stomach churned at what she had done to herself.


    “I have to marry him,” she whispered. “I have to.”


    “Whatever it is that is making you do this, I can help you. We can work through this together.”


    She shook her head as tears formed in her eyes. “We can’t. Not this we can’t.”


    He stood there helplessly, feeling as if his heart were being ripped from him. In two strides he was in front of her, tugging on her hands until she was standing. Not knowing what else to do, he wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly to him. There was a deep fear inside him, a terror that he had never felt before, that was slowly strangling him.


    “Tell me,” he kept saying over and over, and she kept shaking her head, her body trembling. But never once did she give in to the tears that he saw in her eyes.


    “You have to promise,” she said. “Promise that you won’t pursue this. That you won’t let the press find out. That this will quietly go away.”


    “I can’t, my love. I can’t. If it were in my power I would, but the arrests have already been made.”


    “No,” she whispered brokenly. “Please, no.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Ellen stood at the window and watched Oliver bound down the steps and into his carriage. She blinked the tears from her eyes because she wanted to memorize his form, his long stride, the way his shoulders moved when he walked with purpose. She wanted to imprint upon herself the wholly masculine scent of him and the strength and feel of his arms around her when he held her close.


    She wanted to remember it all, because it would be the last time she would see him alone.


    She knew she’d acted irrationally, but she was a mother trying to protect her son. She cared little for herself. As long as Philip was protected—as long as the secret of his paternity was kept guarded—she didn’t care what happened to her.


    Except when Oliver was present. When he was next to her, talking to her, she tended to forget all reason. He was so persuasive. For a moment she’d believed that he could help her, that he could make this nightmare go away. But she was also saving Oliver from her secret, protecting him the best that she could.


    Sometimes she wondered what would have happened if she had gone to him when she realized that Philip was his child. It wouldn’t have changed anything. She certainly couldn’t have left Arthur and gone to Oliver. The scandal would have destroyed them all. But sometimes she liked to pretend that Oliver would have swept her and Philip away and they would have lived happily ever after in a small cottage in the country, drunk on love and happiness and little else.


    That was a fairy tale, however. And reality was never like fairy tales.


    Her lie by omission had grown and grown until its evil tentacles had wrapped around her and she’d become a prisoner to it.


    But wasn’t that what all lies eventually became? A prison?


    William wielded her secret like a sword, threatening her and everyone she loved.


    For Philip she had to stay true to the course. For Oliver she had to stand firm.


    The thought of what William had done, killing people to provide his lectures with bodies to cut up, sickened her. She’d not thought that she could be any more disgusted by the man, but this was a new low. What was she to do? William would never let her go. He would never allow her to walk away in light of these accusations. Even Oliver admitted that William would probably find a way out of this mess.


    “Was that Lord Armbruster?”


    Ellen spun away from the window and tried to surreptitiously wipe the tears from her eyes.


    “Yes,” she said to Philip. “He just left.”


    “And what did he have to say?” Philip stood in the doorway, tense, his gaze direct and burning.


    Uncomfortable, Ellen turned away from her son. “Nothing important.”


    A heavy silence fell between them, so many unspoken words. She felt his disapproval from across the room.


    “Nothing important,” he repeated with little emotion. “I see.”


    She fiddled with a silly piece of crystal that was nothing more than a dust-catching ornament and wondered where it had come from, how long it had been there. This was her home; shouldn’t she know these things? But she looked at it like she’d never seen it before.


    “So, you’re intent on marrying Needham?”


    Her hand dropped from the frivolous ornament. “Yes, of course.”


    “Even after what Armbruster told you?”


    Her head jerked up to find her son staring at her with an odd, focused expression. “What do you know about that?”


    “He’s a bastard,” Philip hissed with more emotion than she’d seen from him since his father died. “And you’ll just ignore it and marry him anyway?”


    “Philip.” She passed a weary hand over her eyes, tired of trying to explain herself when she knew that her explanations were weak. What she wanted to do was scream at Oliver and Philip that she was doing this for them. That she was saving them from public humiliation and ruin. But she couldn’t say that, so she kept her course.


    “This is unbelievable,” Philip said. “Insanity at its best. The man’s true character has been revealed, and you insist on staying with him. He’s a bastard, Mother.”


    “That’s enough!” Her voice whipped out, startling them both. She never yelled at him.


    Philip shook his head. “I don’t understand you.”


    He turned to leave the room just as the butler opened the door to announce that Sir Needham had arrived.


    Philip sneered at William and brushed past him, knocking shoulders with him.


    William grabbed Philip’s arm, stopping him mid-stride.


    Ellen made a sound of alarm, but it was as if her feet were nailed to the floor.


    They were face-to-face, nearly nose-to-nose.


    “Show some respect, you miserable whelp.”


    Philip’s face turned red with rage, and he yanked his arm from William’s hold. “Never lay a hand on me again, sir. Or there will be fisticuffs.”


    Before Ellen could move, William cocked his hand back and punched Philip in the jaw. The boy reeled back, his hand going to his face, his eyes wide and shocked and filling with a rage that frightened Ellen.


    “No,” she cried out, hurrying toward them.


    Philip turned his gaze to her, and she instantly recognized her mistake. By not berating William she had let her son know that he came second to William. That was not true, of course, but it was what he saw.


    “Go to the kitchen. Have cook put a slab of meat on that. The swelling will go down in no time.”


    But Philip had already turned away from her, leaving her standing there helplessly.


    William took her arm and led her back into the parlor. “That boy needs some manners beat into him.”


    Ellen turned on him in a swirl of skirts. “Don’t ever touch him again,” she said through tight lips.


    William grinned. “And what will you do? Nothing. You will do nothing, because I know your secret, and I won’t hesitate to tell everyone I know.”


    Ellen’s stomach clenched, and she felt as if she were to be sick. But there was one thing she could do. She would separate the two, keep them apart, so William’s evil could not touch her son. After all, she’d spent his entire life protecting him, and she wouldn’t stop now.


    “Is it true?” she whispered. “What they are saying about you? Did you kill those men so you could cut them up?”


    William appeared surprised and then calculating. “How did you come by this information?”


    She realized her error. She could not tell him that Oliver had been by to warn her. He’d told her never to speak to Oliver again.


    William took a threatening step toward her. “Tell me how you found out.”


    She had no choice but to throw Oliver to the wolf, in order to save herself. “Armbruster came by to warn me.”


    William chuckled. “How very noble of him to try to save his damsel in distress. He’s such a lovesick fool, still pining after you even after our engagement. Really, I feel sorry for the chap having lost out to Lord Fieldhurst and now me.”


    “Stop it,” she said.


    William was suddenly very still. “Don’t ever tell me what to do.”


    She swallowed her fear, but it stuck in her throat like acid, eating away at her.


    “Never forget, dear Ellen, that I know everything. I know that whelp of yours is Armbruster’s son. I know the secret you’ve been carrying inside you for sixteen years. And I know what it can do to you and that bastard son of yours. I can ruin all of you.”


    …


    Philip waited until Needham had gone before confronting his mother. The anger had come after the paralyzing shock of hearing Needham threaten his mother with the knowledge that his father…his father…the man he had thought was his father was not actually his father.


    Even thinking about it made his head pound and caused a great pressure behind his eyes that made him blink to clear his vision.


    Eventually, he had run to his father’s study and slammed the door closed. Philip had stood in front of the fireplace and looked up at his parents’ portrait, painted right after their wedding.


    Philip had never thought that the rendering was a good likeness of his father. But last year, when he realized that he was forgetting his father’s face, he would come to the study to look at this portrait.


    Now he studied it with an intensity he’d never had before. He searched his father’s face, looking for a resemblance to himself. For anything that would indicate that Arthur had sired him.


    Needham had to be wrong, except his mother had not bothered to correct Needham. She hadn’t denied the disgusting revelation. In fact, she’d said nothing at all.


    Nothing.


    Philip curled his fingers into fists and wanted to punch Needham right in the face.


    But—and he would never admit this out loud—there was something about Needham that frightened Philip. A coldness that chilled him. When Philip looked into Needham’s eyes he saw two things—hatred and evil.


    He listened to Needham leave, the door close behind him, and still he stared up at the man who he thought had been his father. Then anger propelled him back to the parlor and his mother.


    “Is it true?”


    She was sitting on the couch when he walked in, bent forward, elbows on knees, face in her hands.


    She turned her head and dropped her hands, and Philip was taken aback by the dead look in her eyes, the defeated slant to her shoulders, the paleness of her usually vibrant skin.


    He’d never seen her like this before, even when his father had died.


    His father.


    Who was his father?


    “What Needham said to you. Is it true? Is Armbruster my father?”


    She stood and for a moment he thought she might fall over, she was so unsteady. “Where did you hear that?”


    “Through the door.”


    She closed her eyes, and her lips went pale. “You shouldn’t be listening at doors, Philip. It’s bad manners.”


    “Forget the bloody door,” he burst out. “Is it true what he said?”


    “Of course not.” She tried to smile, but her lips couldn’t quite complete the act.


    “So he lied when he said that? And you just let him lie about you? And about Father? You just sat there and let him say these horrible things about you?”


    “Philip…” She seemed so weary. So…beaten down. “You don’t understand.”


    “Then make me understand why you would want to marry a man like Needham. He has people killed so he can cut them up and pretend he is this great person in front of other people. He lies to you about me and about Father and he implies that you are less… That you are a…” His throat was slick with outrage and an emotion he couldn’t quite name. Sadness that she was unwilling to defend his father and herself.


    “That’s enough,” she said. “No more, Philip. Just know that…what I’m doing is important for you.”


    “No. I will not accept that. I want… I demand an explanation.”


    Finally, color flooded her face. He didn’t even care that it was anger. “You have no right to demand anything.”


    Philip took a step forward and pointed to his face and his swollen eye. “He hit me, and you allowed it. You didn’t even defend me.”


    “Everything I do, I do for you. Make no mistake about that.”


    He had no words left. He felt that she wasn’t hearing him, that she had created this wall between them that he was banging his head against. After his father had died they had become close, but it seemed that lately that closeness had evaporated. Part of it was his fault, he knew. He’d behaved abominably and had no excuse for his actions.


    He could say he was sowing his wild oats, but really he’d felt out of control, lost without his father. Angry that his father had left him, and he’d acted out in inappropriate ways.


    But this rift between he and his mother frightened him more than losing his father had. At least he’d had his mother after his father’s death. If he lost her, he had no one. And he feared he was losing her not to death, but to William Needham.


    “You will be returning to Eton in a few weeks,” she said. But she wasn’t looking at him. She was concentrating on the floral pattern at the top of the stuffed chair, running her finger over the edges. “I want you to stay there through the holidays.”


    Philip felt the blood drain from his face. His eye throbbed with the beat of his frightened heart. “You’re sending me off? You’ll not allow me back even for the holidays?”


    She drew in a shaky breath. “You saw what he did to you. Staying at Eton is safer than being here, with him.”


    She was claiming that she was protecting him, but it didn’t feel like protection. It felt like abandonment.


    “Needham doesn’t want me around,” he said flatly. “And you won’t fight for me.”


    “I am fighting for you. You just don’t understand.” But she still wouldn’t look at him, and there was no heat in her denial, so he knew it was true.


    “Why?” he whispered. And then an idea came to him, a horrible thought that had to be voiced. “It’s true, isn’t it? What Needham said about my father. Armbruster sired me, didn’t he? My father…” He swallowed through the lump in his throat. “Isn’t really my father and Needham is blackmailing you with the information.”


    She lunged toward him, grabbed his arm in such a tight grip that he flinched. “Don’t ever say that again. Never. Do you hear me, Philip?” She shook his arm. “You are never to say those words again.”


    They stared at each other, her with her anger and desperation, he with his fear and dawning horror.


    He shook off her grip and walked out of the parlor and the house.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    He walked all night, without a destination, without an idea of what he should do. Could he do anything? He was just a lad of sixteen, trying to get through this strange life he had been given.


    Two months ago, he’d been on top of the world, attending his father’s school, well-liked by the other students, known for his exploits both in the classroom and out. Some of his reputation was not good, but he’d thought that was fine. It wasn’t all that bad.


    Then he’d been kicked out for swiving one of the servants and the funny thing was, the swiving had been disappointing. Not what he’d expected. He’d bragged about his exploits, but in all honesty, the maid in the linen closet had been his first. He’d been a bumbling fool, and she’d laughed at him while showing him what to do.


    It hadn’t been at all what the older boys had described. Truth be told, it had all been a bit embarrassing.


    And certainly not worth being kicked out of Eton.


    If his father had known, he would have been severely disappointed.


    His father.


    Not Arthur. The man he’d thought of as his father all his life.


    But Armbruster. Oliver.


    At some point the tears came, running down his cheeks so fast that as soon as he swiped them away, more came to take their place. He walked and cried like a damn baby, and he mourned the life he thought he’d had.


    It had all turned out to be a lie.


    His mother had lied to him. To his father—Arthur. To Oliver. To everyone.


    And somehow Needham had discovered her lie, and he was using it against her.


    Just know that everything I do, I do for you.


    Philip stopped walking. At some point it had started raining, a fine mist that sat on his shoulders but didn’t penetrate his clothes.


    The lies came together, the story took on meaning and form.


    He put himself in his mother’s shoes seventeen years ago. Newly wed. Pregnant with another man’s baby. Had she and Oliver done it before or after she’d wed his father?


    Philip refused to believe that it was after. She would never have done that to Arthur because, despite everything, Philip knew that his mother had loved Arthur.


    But she had also loved Oliver. Or had she?


    He shook his head, droplets of rainwater falling from the tips of his hair into his eyes. He didn’t know. He just didn’t know that part of the story.


    But the rest he could imagine. He could deduce.


    How was she supposed to tell Arthur that the son she bore was not his? There would be scandal. She would be abandoned, probably divorced, and Philip would have been a bastard.


    But by keeping the secret, no one was the wiser except for his mother. Arthur had his coveted son. Philip had a father who adored him, and the title was secure.


    A title that Philip didn’t deserve, but now had to keep.


    Because revealing his mother’s secret would be disastrous.


    And Needham knew this. And Needham was using this information to his advantage.


    Why?


    Philip didn’t know the answer to that. All he knew was that his mother was being blackmailed, and Needham was pitting Philip against his mother.


    The eye that Needham had punched had stopped throbbing hours ago, but it was difficult to see out of it. His friends would think he was a hero for getting into a scuffle. No one would know that his soon-to-be stepfather had hit him.


    Philip’s stomach roiled at the thought of his mother married to that evil man.


    And he was evil.


    Philip didn’t believe that Needham knew nothing of the killings done by his assistants, but he knew enough to know that Needham would not be implicated in the murders. He would walk free. Free to marry his mother and plunge her into a life of misery. And Needham would force Philip to stay away.


    That was not acceptable. Philip couldn’t let that happen. Needham was a prominent surgeon. A physician to the royal family. He was well-respected and, like the snake that he was, he would slither out of this scandal.


    No.


    Philip couldn’t allow it. But he didn’t know what to do to stop it.


    …


    “Excuse me, my lord, there is a situation that needs to be addressed.”


    Oliver looked up from the coat sleeve that he was adjusting. Richard was searching through his closet for the shoes Oliver wanted to wear.


    In an hour he had a meeting with a representative from the American shipping company in which he was thinking of investing. He believed that this investment would be profitable, and he was anxious to begin.


    After the meeting he had an appointment with his secretary to plan his trip abroad. There was no reason to remain in London, especially after he signed the paperwork with the American. And he certainly could not stay and watch Ellen marry Needham.


    It was time to admit defeat and move on.


    For a very short moment he contemplated courting Lady Sylvia, but in his heart he knew that a marriage to her would be disastrous. He could not give her what she wanted, and that would not be fair to her.


    His butler cleared his throat, and Oliver realized he had been wool-gathering. “A situation, you say? What type of situation?’


    “You’d best come see for yourself, my lord.”


    Oliver made a point to hire a competent staff who did not overly rely on him to run his home. If his butler said something needed his attention, then something needed his attention.


    Richard emerged with Oliver’s shoes in hand, and Oliver stepped into them.


    “Very well. Lead on.”


    Oliver knew he was playing a role, pretending that Ellen’s marriage was not affecting him while inside his heart was broken.


    The butler led him to the front room that Oliver rarely used, since he rarely accepted callers, stopped at the window that overlooked the street, parted the curtains, and stepped back.


    “We think he’s been there since the wee hours of the morning.”


    Oliver peered through the crack in the curtains to see someone sitting on his front stoop, hunched over, obviously very wet and miserable. He remembered a heavy rain coming through in the dead of the night and awakening him for a bit.


    “What the devil?” He peered closer. Who would camp on his doorstep? The clothing indicated that this was not a tramp or a vagrant, but someone of means.


    Oliver strode to the front door, opened it, and stepped out. The air was cool, and the person on his steps was shivering. Having meticulously chosen his clothes for his meeting, Oliver did not sit down on the wet steps. Rather, he descended until he was one step below the person.


    It was most definitely a he, with short, light brown hair. His arms were crossed on his knees, his head pressed against his folded arms.


    “Philip?”


    The boy raised his head slowly, and Oliver winced at the shiner that had injured his eye.


    “A rough night? Fisticuffs with another mate?”


    Philip’s face was red-splotched and he was soaking wet, his body trembling in the cool air.


    Oliver’s first reaction was irritation that the boy had landed on his doorstep in this condition. He had an important meeting in less than an hour and the paperwork to go over beforehand. Not to mention that he’d convinced himself he was finished with both Ellen and Philip.


    But the boy looked miserable, and he was obviously cold, and Oliver couldn’t turn him away. He wasn’t that much of a bloody ass.


    “Come inside,” he said.


    “Have Richard run a hot bath,” Oliver said to the hovering butler. “And find some clothes that will fit him. Tell Cook to put on an extra pot of coffee.”


    Philip stood in the entryway, dripping rainwater on the marble floors. His housekeeper was going to have a fit, but there was nothing to be done about it now.


    “Were you out all night?” he asked Philip.


    Philip nodded, his head still hanging, as a drop of water dripped off the tip of his nose.


    “Good God, son. You have got to straighten your life out if you want to make something of yourself.”


    Philip flinched at Oliver’s harsh tone but did not raise his head to defend himself.


    “Other than your eye, is the rest of you intact?”


    “Yes,” he whispered.


    “You’re not hurt anywhere else?”


    “No.”


    Oliver contemplated him for a moment longer. Why show up on my doorstep?


    “The bath is ready, my lord.”


    Oliver nodded to his valet.


    “Go with Richard,” he said to Philip. “He’ll get you cleaned up and Cook will give you a warm breakfast and hot coffee to warm your innards. I have an important meeting that I must prepare for. We’ll talk after.”


    He sensed that sending the boy back to his mother was not prudent at the moment. There was a reason Philip was here, and Oliver would get to the bottom of it just as soon as he concluded this business.


    Philip trailed after Richard, his head still low. Oliver shuddered at the tongue-lashing he was going to receive from his housekeeper at the mess Philip made in his wake. Even his shoes squished when he walked.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    The meeting went well. Oliver was very pleased with the contract and the representative from the American shipping company seemed to be equally satisfied. He wouldn’t see any profit for a few years, but he speculated that when the profits started rolling in, they were going to be very fine, indeed.


    When he returned home, he half expected Philip to be gone, but he was still there, sitting in that rarely used front room, staring down at his feet.


    Oliver sat in the chair across from him. “You look a bit warmer and drier.”


    Philip nodded.


    “I’m assuming you were fed as well?”


    “Yes. Thank you.” The words were said so softly that Oliver barely heard them. This was not the Philip he had come to know. What had happened to send him here?


    “Do you want to tell me how you got that black eye?”


    Philip shook his head.


    “I’m assuming there is a reason you were sitting on my front stoop all morning.”


    “How did your meeting go?”


    Oliver hesitated. So this was how it was going to go. Philip did not want to talk about what happened, yet he’d stuck around, waiting for Oliver to return. Which meant, what? That he really did want to talk about it, but in his own time?


    How the hell was Oliver supposed to know? He didn’t have children of his own, and it’d been a hell of a long time since he’d been Philip’s age.


    “It went well. I invested in an American shipping company. We’ll be transporting cotton and tobacco, among other things.”


    Oliver thought he saw a flair of interest in Philip’s one eye but he ducked his head again, before Oliver could be certain. They had briefly spoken about foreign investments, and Oliver thought that was something Philip might like, but it was not something Oliver could teach him, since Ellen did not want him near her son any longer.


    “Does your mother know you are here?”


    “It doesn’t matter to her where I am.”


    Ah. So they were finally getting to the crux of the problem.


    “I’m certain that is not true. She’s probably beside herself with worry.”


    Philip shrugged. “She has more important things to think about, like her wedding.”


    Oliver felt a stab in the region of his heart, but he brushed it away. He needed to become accustomed to hearing about Ellen and William together. And this was precisely the reason he was going on an extended holiday.


    Damn. His secretary was due in any moment now to go over the logistics of Oliver’s holiday.


    “I’m certain you are just as important to her, if not more, than her wedding.”


    Philip finally looked at him. The eye was starting to go from red to purple and blue.


    “How do you feel about her marrying Needham?”


    Oliver paused, not expecting that question and certainly not prepared for it. “If she’s happy then I’m happy for her.”


    Philip seemed to study his face, so Oliver tried to keep it impassive, tried to keep his true feelings hidden.


    “The truth is, Philip, it doesn’t matter what I think. I have no say in what your mother does.”


    “But aren’t you incensed that Needham is getting away with murder?”


    How the hell did Philip know about that? Unless word was already out. “This is the way things work,” Oliver said, carefully choosing his words. “Needham could very well be telling the truth when he says he didn’t know that his assistants were murdering people to provide him with bodies for autopsies.”


    Philip snorted, and Oliver caught a glimpse of the old Philip in his look of disgust.


    “Needham claims he was paying them more than the normal price because they were good at what they did and they never disappointed. He says that’s all he knows of it,” Oliver said.


    “I think he’s lying.”


    Oliver did, too, but he was no match against the justice system, and in all honesty the justice system leaned toward the nobility and gentry. “His reputation is protecting him.”


    “That’s bollocks. That’s not right. You and I both know that he was involved, and my mother still wants to marry him.”


    Oliver sighed. “I know it seems unfair, but you have to remember that Needham could be telling the truth. If he is telling the truth and he is convicted, an innocent man, a brilliant man, could be unjustly hanged.”


    Philip shook his head. “He’s not innocent.”


    “Even if both of us truly believe he’s guilty, it’s still up to your mother to decide how to proceed.”


    It seemed unfair to Oliver, too, but he had the maturity to see the situation as it was and to realize that he was helpless against it.


    “Did you love her?” Philip asked.


    Good God but the lad was surprising him at every turn.


    “I know that you knew each other back then. Back before I was born.”


    Ashland’s words came back to haunt Oliver. Oliver tried to forget that conversation because, just like Needham, there was nothing he could do about it. He couldn’t pursue it. He couldn’t ask Ellen.


    “I did,” he admitted. “Very much. But then she was betrothed to your father.”


    Philip was watching him closely, almost obsessively, and Oliver shifted uncomfortably in his chair.


    “And now she’s betrothed to Needham,” Philip said.


    Oliver cleared his throat, hating the harsh reality, but also liking that they were being honest with each other. “Yes. Now she’s betrothed to Needham.”


    “He doesn’t like me.” Philip fingered his swollen eye and Oliver suddenly had a bad feeling.


    “Did Needham do that to your eye? Did he hit you, Philip?”


    Philip quickly dropped his hand to his lap. “It doesn’t matter. None of it matters.”


    “If Needham hit you then your mother needs to know.”


    “She saw him do it.”


    Oliver stilled. “What?”


    “She saw him hit me.”


    “And she stopped him?”


    “She protested, but it was a weak protest. She’s sending me away. Back to Eton. Told me that I wasn’t to come home over the holidays.” Philip’s voice cracked, and he pressed his lips together.


    Oliver wanted to protest, to deny that Ellen would ever say such a thing to her beloved son, but the words were stuck in the back of his throat, and he simply stared at Philip.


    “He’s blackmailing her,” Philip said. “Forcing her to marry him and to send me away.”


    “I don’t believe that,” Oliver said. He couldn’t believe that Ellen—his Ellen—would allow such a thing.


    “That’s what she told me last night before I left the house. That’s why it doesn’t matter where I am. She doesn’t care.”


    “Why would she do that?”


    Philip looked at him, his good eye glowing with determination and anger. “You don’t know? You haven’t figured it out yet?”


    Oliver shook his head, suddenly wary as a deep fear wrapped around him.


    “I’m your son,” Philip said.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Oliver stilled. It was as if all of the air had been sucked out of the room by the invisible force of Philip’s words.


    Philip had started off his announcement with bravado but by the end, when all Oliver could do was stare at him, Philip’s gaze slid away, and he resumed staring at his feet.


    All Oliver could think at first was that Ashland had been right. Ashland had tried to tell him, and Oliver had thought Ashland a fool, because his friend didn’t know Ellen as well as Oliver did.


    “What did you say?” Oliver finally asked, after long heartbeats of silence.


    “I’m your son.” This was mumbled to Philip’s chest, and he couldn’t seem to meet Oliver’s eyes when Oliver desperately wanted to see into the lad’s soul, to see if he was telling the truth.


    “She said that? Your mother told you that?”


    A bony shoulder came up and hovered around Philip’s ear. “She didn’t deny it.”


    But that wasn’t the same as saying it. It wasn’t the same as admitting it.


    One would assume, when confronted with such an enormous truth, that one would feel a plethora of emotions, but Oliver couldn’t seem to dredge one emotion—other than shock—from his depths.


    “Then how do you know this to be true?” he asked.


    Philip glanced at him quickly. “Did you… Did you and my mother…?”


    Oliver closed his eyes, lost as to how to proceed. Did he tell the boy the truth of the night that he and Ellen had spent together? Was he too young to hear this? Hell, Oliver didn’t know.


    “So it’s true.”


    Oliver opened his eyes to find Philip studying him intently.


    “It’s true isn’t it?”


    Oliver cleared his throat. “It could be true. But I want to hear this from your mother.”


    “You don’t believe me?”


    “It’s not that I don’t believe you, Philip. It’s just that…” That what? Did he think the boy was lying? “It’s just that maybe you misinterpreted.”


    “It would be difficult to misinterpret Needham telling Mother that if she didn’t marry him then he would tell the world that you are my father.”


    Oliver’s blood turned cold. “What? What did you say?”


    “You heard me. Needham is blackmailing her into marrying him by hanging my parentage over her head.” Bitterness crept into his voice, and Oliver was consumed with an anger he’d never felt before.


    “That doesn’t mean it’s the truth. It just means that somehow Needham found out that… That… Your mother and I…” Oh, hell. How was he supposed to navigate these waters?


    “So you did?” There was a touch of hopefulness in Philip’s voice that Oliver didn’t want to squash. Did the boy want to be his son? Was this fabricated by Philip to break up his mother’s betrothal to a man he didn’t like?


    “That is none of your business,” Oliver said, trying to add a touch of sternness to his voice.


    “It’s my business if I’m the outcome of your night together.”


    “That’s enough.” He didn’t have to pretend sternness with that. He would not have Ellen’s name besmirched. “Tell me everything from the beginning,” Oliver said.


    Philip started talking. He spoke of the time he thought he saw a bruise on Ellen’s cheek, to the sadness he felt in her after that. He told Oliver of Needham confronting Philip and punching him in the eye and of standing outside the parlor door, listening to Needham tell Ellen that he wouldn’t hesitate to use her secret to his advantage.


    By the end Oliver was enraged on two levels—that the man hit a young boy so hard he made his eye swell shut, and that he was blackmailing Ellen into marrying him.


    “There is a very good possibility that Needham knows only that your mother and I were once close and that he’s fabricating this entire story to force her to marry him,” Oliver said.


    Philip’s shoulders slumped. “I never thought of that.” But then he turned speculative. “But why wouldn’t Mother say that when I confronted her?”


    “What exactly did she say?”


    “When I asked her she got quite agitated, even grabbed my arm, and said I was not to say anything about it again, to anyone.” His lips turned up in a self-deprecating grin. “I guess I broke that rule.”


    “You do see that by circulating such a lie it puts your mother’s reputation on the line and questions your inheritance, don’t you?”


    “I’ve thought of that,” Philip said, his grin fading. “And that’s why I think it’s true. I think Mother would do anything to protect me.” He paused. “If it’s true then I am not really Lord Fieldhurst.”


    He sounded like such a lost little boy that Oliver’s heart went out to him, and he didn’t know what to say to make him feel better. He found himself studying Philip closer than normal, his mannerisms, his facial expressions, the cut of his jaw, the curl of his ear.


    Did he see his family in Philip? Was there a bit of Josie in the curve of his brows? Or was Oliver fishing for resemblances?


    Did he want Philip to be his son?


    That answer was far too complicated for a yes or no. The repercussions would be staggering. If he was Philip’s father, he would never be able to admit it publicly without fear of Philip losing the Fieldhurst earldom.


    But for a moment he thought of what it would mean to be this boy’s father, and he felt warmed. And then he thought of all that he had missed out by not knowing.


    But he still refused to believe. Not until Ellen herself told him the truth.


    “I need to speak to your mother about this,” he said, and then almost laughed. How many times had his own father said that to him when he was growing up? That and, Don’t tell your mother we did this.


    The memories made Oliver ache with the dulled grief of his father’s passing so many years ago.


    “If Needham is blackmailing her, you will stop him, won’t you?” Philip looked at Oliver with so much hope hanging on his words that Oliver had to look away.


    “Ultimately, it is your mother’s decision whether she marries Needham.”


    He cursed himself for accepting O’Leary’s request to attend the salons. He cursed himself for opening the door to the old feelings he had for Ellen. But mostly he cursed the anger he felt for her actions toward her own son. Sending him away? Marrying Needham? None of this made sense. It didn’t seem like the Ellen he knew and had loved so long ago.


    Why on Earth would Needham want to blackmail Ellen? Why would he want to force a woman to marry him if she didn’t want to?


    “She doesn’t love him,” Philip said, as if reading Oliver’s mind. “She’s miserable every time she’s with him, and I hear her crying sometimes after he leaves.”


    The image twisted his heart. To hear that Ellen might be unhappy enraged him.


    “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” he said, because what else was he supposed to do? He loved Ellen. That would never change. And he was fated to protect her. That would never change either.


    …


    “Philip!” Ellen rushed toward her son, so relieved to see him.


    When he’d walked out of the house last night she’d been terrified that he wouldn’t return.


    “Where are your clothes?” He was obviously not wearing his own clothes. While these were finely made, the jacket was far too large for him, the shoulders drooping, the sleeves covering his hands. The pants were out of fashion, and the shirt hung loosely at his neck.


    And then she saw the shadow behind him move, form into Oliver, and she took a step back, her gaze bouncing between Philip and Oliver. Father and son.


    Her heart dropped to her toes, and she felt everything unraveling, all the secrets that she had hidden. All the fears that had kept her awake at nights.


    She was just glad that Arthur was dead, because this revelation surely would have killed him.


    “What are you doing here?” she asked through lips that had suddenly gone numb.


    “We need to talk,” Oliver said.


    Her gaze went to Philip, but he was resolutely staring at the tips of his ruined shoes. He seemed so much like the little boy she knew so well, not the sixteen-year-old, almost-man, whom he’d been pretending to be since his father’s death.


    Oliver put a hand on Philip’s shoulder, and Ellen couldn’t pull her gaze from it. Such a strong, capable hand that would never strike Philip, but would guide him in the things he needed to learn.


    Suddenly she was wrought with guilt. Had the decision to remain quiet been wrong? Should she have told Oliver and Arthur the truth?


    “Go on up and change into your own clothes,” Oliver said softly.


    Philip nodded and shuffled up the steps. Ellen watched him in wonder. Surely this wasn’t her son, the son who fought her on everything—who would have argued if she had told him to go upstairs.


    “Is there somewhere private we can go?” Oliver asked.


    Ellen led him to the parlor and closed the door behind them.


    They stood a few feet apart, facing each other, staring at each other.


    “Is it true?” he asked.


    Ellen pressed her back to the solid door behind her. “What did he tell you?”


    “He believes that I am his father.”


    The denial came instantly to her lips, but she couldn’t form the words. She was so weary of keeping this secret, and yet she could not tell it without hurting those she loved the most. And, yes, Oliver was one she loved the most.


    “Philip should not be listening at doors.” It was not a denial, but neither was it an agreement.


    “I think part of him regrets that action.”


    She tried to smile. “Philip has always had to do things his way. If I told him not to do something because he could get hurt, he set out to prove to me he could do it without getting hurt.”


    “He’s a fine boy. A bit confused right now, but you and Fieldhurst did well in raising him.”


    Hearing Arthur’s name carved a hole inside of her. She loved Oliver, always would, because he’d been her first love and first lover. But her love for Arthur had been steadfast and comfortable. Not like the wild love she felt for Oliver.


    “Arthur and Philip were close.” She looked at Oliver pointedly.


    His lips were drawn into a fine line, but he nodded. “I understand.”


    “Philip was devastated by Arthur’s death.” Her husband had suffered for some time, and it had been hell to watch him wither away until he could not fight the disease inside him any longer.


    “I know Fieldhurst adored him.”


    “Do you think that maybe Philip is looking for a replacement for Arthur?” She sounded too hopeful, grasping at alternate scenarios while ignoring the truth that sat between them like an elephant.


    “No,” Oliver said. “I don’t.” He motioned to the couch for them to sit down.


    Ellen was too nervous, too fidgety to sit. And in the back of her mind was the constant thought that William could arrive at any moment, and he would be furious if Oliver was here. William had a knack of knowing when Oliver had visited.


    Ellen sat on the edge of the couch, pressing her knees together and smoothing her skirts, concentrating on the folds, while Oliver took the seat opposite her.


    “My butler discovered Philip on my front stoop this morning, soaked to the skin and shivering. He’d been there most of the night.”


    Ellen’s head jerked up, and their gazes clashed. “What in the world. Why?”


    “He was upset, would barely look at me, let alone talk to me.”


    Ellen’s hands tightened together on her lap as she remembered the confrontation between Philip and William and then her and Philip before he’d run out.


    “He was upset when he left,” she began carefully. “Thank you for taking care of him.”


    Oliver stared at her, and she got the impression that he wanted more from her. But she couldn’t give him more. She couldn’t give him what he wanted.


    “I can make sure he is taken care of now,” she said. “We’ll talk, he and I.”


    But instead of getting up and heading out the door like she had hoped, Oliver sat back, not going anywhere.


    “He told me what happened between him and William. He told me how he got that black eye.”


    Ellen was becoming nervous, because Oliver was very calm. Calmer than she’d ever seen him, and she suspected he had a tight control over his anger.


    “You don’t understand,” she whispered.


    Oliver leaned forward. “Make me understand. Did Philip strike first?”


    “No.”


    “Then there is no excuse for a grown man to hit a boy.” Oliver leaned back again and studied her for so many beats that Ellen grew uncomfortable.


    Just leave, she wanted to tell him. Walk away from us.


    But she knew that wouldn’t happen. Philip had heard her secret from William’s lips, and he ran to Oliver for confirmation. Now Oliver was here digging for the truth, and he wouldn’t stop until he found it.


    And they would all be ruined.


    “And yet you still are intent on marrying this man?”


    Every word felt like the blow it was meant to be. Oliver was striking hard and fast, and she had no defense. She was the worst sort of mother for allowing this, but what else was she supposed to do? Let William ruin Philip? The best she could do was keep the two apart.


    “This is between Philip, William, and me.”


    “Pardon me, Ellen, but I believe you are lying. Tell me that Philip is not my son.”


    “Please don’t,” she whispered into her lap.


    “I can help you if William’s threatening you.”


    She blinked away sudden tears, wishing with all her might that what he was saying was true.


    “You can help by walking away from us.”


    “I can’t do that.”


    “We are nothing to you.”


    When he didn’t respond she glanced up at him to find a look of profound disappointment and sadness in him.


    “Is that what you think? That you are nothing to me?”


    “Oliver.” She shouldn’t have said that. What had she been thinking to hurt him in such a way?


    “Because I love you, Ellen.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Oliver’s words dropped into the silence between them. Ellen opened her mouth to deny them, to tell him that he couldn’t possibly love her, that if he only knew what she had done to him, the secrets she’d kept, he would despise her.


    But of course she couldn’t say any of that so instead she said, “Oliver, don’t.”


    “No.” He shook his head in a way that told her he’d made a decision. “I’m not going to be quiet about this anymore. I’m not going to stand back and watch you make such a monumental mistake. Not again.”


    “Arthur was not a mistake.”


    “I didn’t say that.”


    “But you did. You said ‘not again.’”


    “That’s not what I meant.”


    “If not for Arthur there wouldn’t be Philip. That was not a mistake.”


    “Is that true, Ellen?” He cocked his head to stare at her.


    She paused. “Marrying William is not a mistake, either,” she said softly. It was a very calculated risk.


    “Ellen.” He ran a hand through his hair and breathed out in frustration. “We need to be honest with each other.”


    Ellen stood and paced to the other end of the room when what she really wanted to do was run away, hide. From everything. From William, from Oliver, from herself.


    “I told you I loved you.” He stood as well.


    “Oliver—”


    “Please, let me finish. I think I’ve loved you from that first kiss under the tree, and I’ve never stopped. Not once. I think… I think the reason I never married was because no one measured up to you. I tried. I searched. But no one compared.”


    “Oh, Oliver.” Her heart was breaking, and she didn’t think her heart could break any more than it already had. “I…I don’t know what to say.”


    “Just tell me the truth.”


    She drew in a deep breath, but no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t do it. She’d held her secret for so long that she physically couldn’t tell him. And there was still that fear of ruining everyone’s lives. And then there was William, who was threatening everything.


    But she could tell him one thing. One thing that was completely the truth.


    “That night, that first night with you, was everything that I had hoped being with a man might be. You said you fell in love with me under the tree. I fell in love with you long before that. But we were doomed. We are destined to be doomed, to never be able to express our love to each other.”


    “At least you admit your love, but I refuse to believe we are doomed.”


    She paced to the other side of the room and stopped before the fireplace, agitated and sad that their lives would always be interrupted, never completed. She did love this man. He was kind and gentle and always willing to lend a helping hand.


    “You must,” she said. “You must come to terms with the fact that we can never be together.”


    “Why?” His expression was determined, as if he could will her to change her mind.


    “There are circumstances that are beyond your control. For a man who is always in control I know that is hard to accept, but there are some things that will not bend to your will.”


    He laughed, a harsh laugh. “Oh, I know that. You will never bend to my will.”


    She smiled and for a moment they shared a warm look, two lovers who had known each other for eternity and shared a love that would never die, even if it was doomed.


    “Is he blackmailing you, Ellen?”


    Her smile evaporated, the warmth quickly replaced by a cold fear that she had learned to associate with William.


    “Is he?”


    “Let’s just say that my choices have more to do with those I love than anything else.”


    He looked at her closely, as if he could delve into her mind and extract her thoughts and secrets. Oh, if only he could, then she wouldn’t have to voice them.


    “I can help you.”


    “You can’t. You might think you can, but you can’t.”


    “Then this is it? Your choice is made?”


    For a long moment she didn’t speak, because the words wouldn’t form. But then she thought of Philip and his legacy and inheritance and she knew she had no choice. She never had. Not since that moment when she’d realized Philip was Oliver’s son and she’d chosen to keep it her secret. Her course had been set from then on, and it was far too late to change it now.


    “My choice is made, and I have chosen William.”


    She could see the hope drain from him. She wanted to take the words back but knew she couldn’t.


    “Very well,” he said. “I won’t be back again, just so you know. There are only so many times I’ll come begging.”


    “I understand.”


    “But know this. If you ever need me you know where to find me.”


    Her throat closed up with so many emotions that she could only nod. Part of her felt good knowing that he would always be there for her, even while she knew she would never reach out to him. William had made it clear that she was not to speak to Oliver again. Even this meeting was dangerous for her.


    He walked to the door and she watched him go, desperately wanting to run after him, to beg him to stay and help her.


    His hand on the knob, he turned to look at her with blue eyes so much like their son’s.


    “I wouldn’t mind,” he said, “if Philip were my son.”


    


    Dinner that night was mostly a silent affair. Ellen had not even wanted to eat but she knew her time with Philip was ending soon. He would return to Eton in a few weeks, and who knew when William would allow him back.


    But few words were spoken. Philip kept his gaze on his plate, and Ellen just moved her food around on hers.


    They were both startled by a commotion at the front door. Ellen was halfway out of her seat and Philip’s fork was suspended in the air when William came crashing in.


    “William,” Ellen said in surprise.


    He looked a bit wild, his hair disheveled, his eyes flat.


    Philip put his fork down and rose slowly, his expression wary as he trained his one good eye on William.


    “We need to talk,” William said. His fingers tapped the side of his leg in agitation.


    “Of course. Philip, if you’ll excuse us.”


    Philip hesitated, looking between Ellen and William.


    “It will be fine,” she said with a forced smile.


    William started shifting from foot to foot.


    Philip sidled past William, keeping a wary eye on him, and exited.


    Ellen felt exposed and vulnerable alone in the room with William. Casually, she moved so that the width of the dining room table was between them.


    William paced the length of the room, his fingers tap, tap, tapping on his thigh. She’d never seen him like this before.


    He suddenly stopped and looked at her. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”


    She swallowed the bile that had crawled up her throat. “Find what out?”


    “Don’t patronize me, Ellen. I know. I know everything. You can’t do anything without me knowing.”


    She looked around as if there were eyes staring at her from every corner and through the windows. Had he bribed her servants? Did he have the house watched?


    “He was here. Armbruster.”


    She forced herself to visibly relax. “Yes, he was here. Philip had gone to him for some…help. And Oliver brought him back.”


    William shook his head. “You lie.”


    “I’m not lying. I promise you that was what happened. You can even ask him.” She despised herself for the pleading tone in her voice.


    “Didn’t you hear me? I told you that I know everything. Did you think I would trust you?” He laughed, and the sound sent chills down her back.


    He moved to the head of the table, where she had been sitting. Her dinner was still on the plate, untouched. William picked it up and hurled it at the wall. China shattered. Gravy dripped down the wall in grotesque globules. Ellen jumped and slid to the side, away from William, but in two strides he was beside her, grabbing her arm in a bruising grip that made her gasp.


    “You defied my strict orders.”


    “William, you’re hurting me.” She tried to tug away, but he merely tightened his grip, digging his fingers into her arm until she swore he was bending her bone.


    His eyes were bloodshot, and fine tremors were coursing through him.


    “I told you never to see him again.”


    She lifted her chin, more angry than scared. How dare this man control her in such a way?


    “He knows, William. He knows about Philip.”


    William stilled, and his eyes narrowed.


    “You told him?”


    “No. He suspected. Just like you did, and he came to me and asked me to be honest with him, and I was.” She was lying, but she would do anything to get away from William. She couldn’t marry this monster. She couldn’t trust him with her life because she feared that someday he would kill her in a fit of rage.


    How did no one see this side of him? How had she missed this part of him?


    “You lying bitch.”


    The punch came without warning, close-fisted and backed by the immense power of him. She was so stunned that she didn’t even have time to cry out. She reeled sideways, her hand going to her numb cheekbone. That punch was quickly followed by another, this one to her side, causing her to gasp and double over.


    He pushed her and she fell, hitting her head on the edge of the table with a whack that vibrated through her entire body. For a moment she lay on the carpet she and Arthur had picked out together, stunned, blinking, unable to focus.


    Through the haze of pain, she glimpsed William’s face, twisted in fury and something so terrifying that she couldn’t name it. He drew his leg back and kicked her in the stomach. She curled into a ball, covering her vulnerable midsection with crossed arms, but he kept raining kicks on her. Her thigh. Her hip. Her upper arm. Over and over he kicked her, and all she could do was roll into a tighter ball and protect herself as best she could.


    She glimpsed a chair leg and beyond that the table leg. If she could just get under the table he wouldn’t be able to kick her. Slowly she uncurled herself and reached forward, grasping the table leg. Thank God Arthur had believed in purchasing quality furniture. It had taken four men to move this table. She dragged her aching body a few inches forward, then a few more.


    She was kicked in the stomach again and had to stop because the breath rushed out of her. For a moment she thought she was going to pass out because she couldn’t breathe, but eventually her lungs loosened their hold and she pulled in a breath. With the breath came courage and determination, and she pulled harder. She was nearly halfway under the table when she felt William grab her ankles and yank her out. She wanted to cry in frustration, but instead she reached for the table leg again.


    William stepped on her hand, and she heard bones crunch. She screamed as fire raced up her arm and blurred her vision.


    The last thing she saw was his foot heading toward her face.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Frantic pounding on the front door had Oliver emerging from his study to see what all the commotion was about as a footman hurried to the door and opened it.


    Philip tumbled in, red-faced and gasping for air.


    “What the hell.” Oliver grabbed the boy by the shoulders before he fell over. He leaned forward, hands on his knees, drawing in deep breaths.


    “Mother…”


    “What’s happened? Did you run all the way here?” Oliver asked.


    Philip nodded and pushed himself up. “Mother. Needs. Help.”


    “What happened?” Oliver and the footman shared a worried look. He could barely make out what Philip was saying.


    “Is something wrong with Ellen?” he asked.


    Philip nodded. “William.” Another gasp. “Come.”


    A sick, cold feeling swept through Oliver, and he barked orders to ready his horse. Ellen didn’t live too far away but it would still be faster to ready the horse and ride over there. He would throw Philip on the back with him.


    The horse was ready in minutes and they were racing down the street to the horror and intrigue of pedestrians out for an evening stroll.


    Oliver’s mind raced with all possibilities. What had William done to her? What would cause Philip to run all this way to find Oliver and beg for help?


    Oliver pulled the horse up sharp at Ellen’s door and they both jumped off. The door was already open, her butler waving them in frantically.


    “He told us to leave her,” he said as Oliver raced through the entryway to the back of the house. “But we couldn’t do that. We’ve locked all the doors so he can’t get back in. The servants are terrified.” They stopped in front of the closed door to the dining room. The butler hesitated and looked at Oliver gravely. “It’s bad.”


    He opened the door and at first Oliver didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The room appeared empty. Then he saw a shattered plate and food congealing on the wallpaper. A chair had been tipped over, and he heard a moan from the other side of the table.


    He stepped around it and what he saw nearly brought him to his knees. Beside him, Philip gasped and made a strangled sound.


    “Good God.” Oliver hurried over and dropped to his knees, spreading his arms wide, not knowing where to touch. So much blood.


    There was so much blood everywhere. On the carpet, the chair legs, the table leg. Her hair glistened with it, and her face was unrecognizable. He knew it was Ellen because he would recognize her in any situation. But never had he thought to see this.


    Her face was so severely battered that her eyes were mere slits. Her lips were bleeding. She had a deep cut on her cheek.


    The housekeeper was on the other side of her, trying to clean her up. “I think her fingers are broken,” she said, her voice wavering.


    “All of them?” He looked up at her and saw his own horror reflected in her eyes.


    “All on one hand. I haven’t been able to roll her over to check the rest. I’m afraid to.”


    “I’ve sent for the physician,” the butler said. “We didn’t know if we should move her.”


    “No. I don’t know.” Oliver stared down at her, unable to think, barely able to breathe. “Good God. What happened?”


    “Needham,” Philip said flatly. “He said he wanted to talk to her, and she made me leave them. I heard a commotion and then she screamed. I ran to get you. I should have…” His voice broke. “I should have stayed to save her.”


    “There is nothing you could have done against a monster like Needham,” Oliver said. But right then, as Ellen’s blood smeared his hand, he swore revenge on the bastard.


    Ellen moaned, and Oliver leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I’m here. You will be fine, and I will protect you from now on.”


    Her lips moved, but no words came out, and then she went still. Oliver’s gaze flew to her chest, willing it to rise and fall. It did, but shallowly.


    “Where’s the physician, damn it!”


    “On his way, my lord.”


    Oliver looked at her hand, at the misshapen fingers and the blood-caked fingernails. He couldn’t believe that this was his Ellen.


    The physician arrived, forcing Oliver to step to the side and watch as the man poked and prodded, testing for broken bones while Oliver felt as helpless as he’d ever felt before. A slow rage burned through him. He would get Needham for this. The man would regret ever laying a hand on her.


    But first he would see her well again, and this time he wouldn’t allow her to push him away. He was here for good, and she would just have to accept it.


    With the help of the butler and two other footmen, they rolled Ellen onto a bedsheet provided by the housekeeper then carried her to her room on the makeshift gurney.


    They gently placed her on the bed and, even though they were as careful as they could be, she still moaned, and the sound cut through Oliver like a knife.


    They were asked to leave as the housekeeper and the physician tended to her. Oliver paced the length of the hallway, unable to stand still, while Philip slid down the wall and put his head in his hands.


    “I should have stayed,” he said.


    “Do you think you would have stopped him?” Oliver stood in front of Philip, looking down on his blond head. Just like his own had been at that age.


    There was no denying that he’d felt a connection to Philip the moment he’d first seen him. It wasn’t love, for he didn’t know the boy well enough, but it was something. A knowing, if you will. Ellen had never admitted it to him, but he was beginning to believe that they’d conceived Philip their night together in the gazebo.


    He had mixed emotions about Ellen keeping such important information from him, among them a dull anger of all that he had missed of Philip’s life. But anger had been such a prevalent emotion of late that he couldn’t hold on to it. Especially not when Ellen was fighting for her life. Mostly he was just tired. Tired of the anger, of the missed chances, and now of the fear of losing her again, this time to death.


    “I could have tried to stop him,” Philip said. “Instead I ran away.”


    Oliver lowered himself to sit next to Philip, and he put his head back against the wall. “You didn’t run away. You ran for help. No one can fault you for that.”


    “But he nearly killed her.” Philip lifted his head, and Oliver saw that the boy had been trying to hide the fact that he’d been crying. His face was red and wet with the many tears that had run down his cheeks. “What if she doesn’t survive?” he whispered.


    “Don’t talk like that.” Oliver sounded much sharper than he’d intended, but the words produced a fear that nearly paralyzed him. She would not die. He would not live without Ellen in his life. Not any longer.


    Philip put his head down, and his body shook with silent sobs. Oliver could only put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and sit in silence while he cried.


    


    Cracked ribs, four broken fingers on one hand, a broken orbital bone, and so many cuts and bruises that you couldn’t count them all. That’s what the doctor told them. He was optimistic that she would heal fully, although her fingers might pain her for the rest of her life.


    She was resting uncomfortably when Oliver and Philip were finally allowed to see her. The housekeeper had dressed her in a white, frilly nightdress and pulled the covers up to her bosom. Her arms were crossed outside the blankets. Her hair hung in a thick braid over her shoulder, and the blood had been cleaned from her.


    Her eyes were swollen shut, and a slice on her cheekbone was seeping. The physician said that she’d been punched with so much force it had caused the orbital bone to break.


    Her lips were cut and puffy and her hand was bandaged, the broken fingers splinted. That had caused the worst pain, according to the physician. She had moaned when he’d set the fingers. His hope was that they would heal straight, but he wasn’t positive they would.


    He had bound her ribs but didn’t think they had to worry too much about her moving around. He thought she would be unconscious for quite some time.


    “It’s the body’s way of healing,” he said. “In sleep it will repair itself.”


    Philip had hung back by the door, unable to look at her until Oliver coaxed him forward. He didn’t know how he was going to convince the boy that this wasn’t his fault. Philip felt quite a bit of guilt.


    Finally Philip had stepped up to the bed and looked down on his mother. She was nearly unrecognizable, only the color of her hair and the arch of her brows gave her away.


    Philip stuck close to his side.


    “Who did this?” the physician asked as he was packing up his supplies.


    “William Needham,” Oliver said, his voice flat.


    The physician paused and glanced at Oliver. “Needham the surgeon?”


    “Yes.”


    The physician’s gaze went to Ellen. “Are you sure?”


    “Very,” said Philip in almost the same tone that Oliver had adopted. “I saw him myself.”


    “But—”


    “It was him,” Oliver said.


    The physician shook his head. “You just never know about some people,” he muttered. “I’ll be back in a few hours to check on her, then again tomorrow morning. I truly don’t think she’ll wake up before then, but if she does I’ve left laudanum to help with the pain.” He tipped his head to a brown bottle on the bedside table.


    When the doctor left and the housekeeper stopped fidgeting with Ellen’s blanket, there was a suffocating silence that descended on the three of them, punctuated by Ellen’s shallow breathing.


    Oliver felt as if the walls were closing in on him, like he couldn’t breathe, and his skin itched all over.


    Philip pulled a chair close to the bed and slumped down in it, chin on his chest.


    Oliver paced until he thought he would go mad.


    “I’ll be back,” he said into the stillness.


    Philip’s head jerked up. “You’re leaving?”


    “For a little bit. I’ll be back.”


    “What if something happens?”


    “You heard the doctor. She’ll sleep the rest of the night.”


    Philip sat up straight. “But you don’t know that. What if she wakes up?”


    Oliver sighed. “Philip, it will be fine. Nothing will happen. I have something I need to do.”


    “Something more important than this?” He swept his arm toward the bed. Oliver didn’t look in that direction, because seeing Ellen like that nearly buckled his knees, and he couldn’t spend one more moment in this room without doing something to avenge this brutal beating she’d endured.


    It would not go unanswered, and he was afraid if he waited too long Needham would make some move to block him.


    “I won’t be gone long. If something happens fetch the physician.”


    “I can’t believe you’re leaving us.” Philip’s voice wavered, and Oliver was afraid the boy was going to start crying again.


    “Philip, I’m not abandoning you. On my honor, I will return.”


    He sidled out the door as Philip glared at him. Ellen did not move. She didn’t even know he was there, let alone that he was gone.


    At least that was what he told himself to allay the crushing guilt of leaving her.


    …


    Oliver felt bad about taking his father’s curricle, but he had every intention of returning it, and he couldn’t very well expect Ellen to ride all the way to Scotland on horseback. In time his father would understand.


    It was his mother he feared the most. His marriage to Ellen would get the tongues wagging in London, and his mother hated when the Armbrusters were the topic of conversation. But Oliver was convinced that the gossip would blow over, replaced by something even more salacious the next day or the day after.


    Like his father, his mother would forgive him in time.


    But none of that mattered, because being with Ellen, marrying Ellen, was more important than anything else. They would figure the rest out later.


    He pulled the curricle under the tree in Hyde Park where he’d first kissed her. Strangely, he was calm. He’d thought he would be nervous to be taking such a huge step in his life, but that wasn’t the case at all.


    This was right. It felt right. And he couldn’t wait to start his life with Ellen.


    He’d arrived early so he sat back in the curricle and looked out over the pond. Hyde Park was quiet at this time of night, which had been his hope. No use getting the tongues wagging before they even left London.


    He wasn’t even that angry that it had come to this—running away in the middle of the night. He was disappointed that he’d been called away and hadn’t been able to speak to her father before the betrothal contract with Fieldhurst. And he wondered how Fieldhurst would take the news that his betrothed had run off. If it were Oliver, he would be furious.


    He pulled out the pocket watch that his parents had given him for his sixteenth birthday. It was midnight exactly. Heart leaping, he straightened up and looked around. There were no shadows running toward him or lurking about, so he settled back down.


    By fifteen after the hour he was becoming anxious.


    By half after he was nervous.


    By one o’clock he was scared.


    What if something had happened to her? He decided to trace the route she would have used to get to him, but there were no bodies lying about and nothing out of the ordinary. He stopped in front of her darkened, quiet house and contemplated throwing stones at her window. But he didn’t know which window was hers.


    He drove back to the tree and waited until the subtle rays of a new day lightened the sky. And still no Ellen.


    As traffic increased in Hyde Park he took up the reins and drove home, confused.


    Once in his bedroom he found a folded piece of paper on his pillow, and he picked it up. In elegant, feminine handwriting it said: I’m sorry.


    …


    The three sat in silence, O’Leary and Ashland trying to absorb the story that Oliver had told them.


    “This is not right,” Ashland muttered, shaking his head. Ashland understood Oliver’s feelings the most. He seemed pale and angry.


    O’Leary appeared contemplative. “We can have him picked up,” he said. “If you’re positive it was him.”


    “Oh, I’m positive,” Oliver said. “I didn’t see him myself, but all of the staff did, as well as Philip.”


    “A boy’s word and the word of servants.” O’Leary shook his head. “I wish we had more to go on.”


    “People heard him beating her!” Oliver was becoming outraged, and he knew he shouldn’t take it out on O’Leary. It was incredibly difficult to convict someone with as high a standing as Needham. The court, if it even got that far, was always in favor of the person with the power. While Philip was an earl, Needham was older and respected. He was a physician to the royal family, and that was something special, indeed. And Philip had his own problems and a soiled reputation.


    “He’s already slithered out of one scandal,” Oliver said.


    “With no proof that he knew what his assistants were doing, there wasn’t much we could do.” O’Leary was beginning to sound defensive.


    “I’m not blaming you,” Oliver said, although his frustration was directed at O’Leary and the judicial system that let a man like Needham walk free simply because the word of a gentleman meant more than the word of a servant.


    “What are you going to do?” Ashland asked.


    “Take matters into my own hands,” Oliver said grimly.


    “I would advise against that,” O’Leary said.


    “As would I,” added Ashland. “Although I understand why you feel the need to do so.”


    “I can’t let this go unanswered. I won’t let this go unanswered.” He could not walk away from this if he tried, and damn he didn’t want to try, either.


    “Will you confront him?” Ashland asked.


    “Yes.” There was no doubt that he was going to confront Needham.


    “I’d like to go with you. You can’t do this alone.”


    “I can’t ask you to do that. You have a new standing in Society as well as a reputation as a fair and honest solicitor. I won’t let you jeopardize that.”


    “But we can’t let you walk into this alone,” O’Leary said.


    Oliver was surprised that O’Leary was backing him, considering that what he was thinking of doing was not quite legal.


    “I definitely can’t ask that of you,” Oliver said to O’Leary. “It would ruin your career. Although I appreciate that you want to help.”


    “We can have your back,” Ashland said. “We can be ready in case things go bad.”


    Oliver hadn’t considered that something could go bad. He was so angry, and he had right on his side. The thought of it all going wrong hadn’t occurred to him.


    “All right then,” he said. “I’m grateful that you have my back. Here is what I’m thinking of doing.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Before leaving to meet with O’Leary and Ashland, Oliver had posted footmen at all the entrances with strict instructions that they were not to allow Needham in.


    “Any problems?” Oliver asked the butler when he returned from his meeting.


    “None, my lord. We are being very vigilant.”


    “Good. What about Lady Fieldhurst? How is she?”


    “Sadly, the same. No improvement, I’m afraid.”


    “That just means she’s healing from the inside out. I will go up to see her now, but will stay for only a short time. I have some business to attend to.” He gave the butler a pointed look that the man seemed to understand immediately.


    “Certainly, my lord.” He cleared his throat. “Could I, uh, be of some service with this business you must attend? I have a great right hook, if I do say so myself.” He grinned, and Oliver laughed. Probably the first time he’d laughed in days.


    “I appreciate the offer, but this is something I need to do myself. If my plan should fail I will certainly call on you.”


    “And I will answer the call. Justice comes in many forms.”


    “Yes, it does. Yes, it does.”


    Oliver headed up the steps to Ellen’s rooms. Philip was still slumped in the chair and appeared to be sleeping, his chest rising and falling deeply.


    Gently he lowered himself onto the side of the bed. Ellen’s head turned toward him, and the tip of her tongue came out to lick her cracked lips.


    “He will pay for this,” Oliver whispered. “You have my word that he will never darken your doorstep again. You will never have to lay eyes on him again.”


    Her eyes fluttered but did not open and she seemed to have fallen back into the void that she had escaped to.


    Oliver leaned forward and lightly kissed her brow, the only place on her that wasn’t bruised or bleeding. She sighed but did not wake up. “I love you,” he whispered against her hair. “And I love our son.”


    He stood and glanced at Philip. The boy was staring at him. Had he heard what Oliver said?


    “I need to leave again,” Oliver said.


    “I want to go with you.”


    “No, son, you can’t.” It felt so right calling him son. At some point they would need to talk about it, acknowledge it openly, and discuss their next steps.


    But not now.


    “I’ve taken boxing lessons,” Philip said. “I know how to fight.”


    Oliver took in his blackened eye. The swelling had gone down, but it still looked painful and raw. Another wave of fury overtook him. Needham had caused that. Needham had punched his son, and he wasn’t getting away with that, either.


    “I need you to watch over your mother for now.”


    “You don’t think I can do it. You don’t think I can fight Needham.”


    “That’s not true. I know you can. I know you feel the same rage inside that I do. There is a parallel rage inside me for what he did to your eye. I will avenge that as well.”


    Philip appeared stunned for a moment, then frightened. “What if he hurts you, too?” he whispered.


    “I won’t allow that to happen.”


    “But what if you can’t stop it? What if he has a pistol and he shoots you?”


    “I won’t be completely alone. I’ll have friends watching from the shadows. He won’t kill me.” But part of Oliver wondered at the outcome. Philip was right. If cornered, there was no telling what Needham would do.


    He’d already escaped one scandal. He might not escape another. Killing a nobleman such as Oliver would be a bold and stupid move, but desperate men did desperate things.


    A week ago he wouldn’t have cared if his life ended. Now it was all about Ellen. Avenging Ellen. Protecting Ellen. But there was Philip to think about now. His son. He couldn’t leave Philip an orphan even if he could never acknowledge their relationship outright.


    “He won’t be so stupid as to shoot me,” he said.


    Philip glanced at Ellen, then down at his hands. “I wouldn’t think him so stupid as to hit a woman, either,” Philip said softly.


    “It’s never right to hit a woman, Philip. Never. No matter the circumstances. They are bold and wonderful creatures, women. And we are here to protect them. When that trust of protection is breached then justice must serve.”


    “And you are the justice?”


    “I am.”


    Philip nodded. “Just come back to us.”


    “I will return.” He took one more look at Philip—his son. He was just on the cusp of manhood but not really a man yet. There was still much of the little boy in him, the one who needed his mother and a good father figure. He would be a fine man someday. He just required guidance to the right path.


    Oliver nodded to him as he left, sending up a small prayer that he would be back.


    It was surprisingly easy to gain entrance to Needham’s townhouse. The housekeeper simply let him in and directed him to the front parlor where Oliver cooled his heels for about ten minutes.


    Needham’s home was not at all what Oliver would have pictured. It was nearly sterile, with no pictures on the walls or carpets on the hard floors. He had utilitarian furniture as if he knew he needed furniture so he’d bought the least expensive he could find. Being such a prominent physician and especially one to the royal family, you would think he was wealthier than this. But then Oliver knew of men who were hugely wealthy but chose not to spend money on things that would make them more comfortable.


    Needham appeared in the doorway then stopped short, surprise in his expression.


    “I take it your housekeeper didn’t tell you who was calling?”


    “She didn’t.” Needham stepped in and quietly shut the door behind him, but he stayed where he was, not venturing inside. “What are you doing here?”


    “I think you know.”


    “If this has to do with Ellen, then it is none of your business. The moment she agreed to wed me she was out of your life for good.”


    Did the man have no remorse? Did he not care that he’d left her nearly dead?


    “I did not agree to that.” Oliver started walking the perimeter of the room, still far away from Needham, but when he completed his circuit he would be next to him. Needham watched him closely. “She has four broken fingers, bruised ribs, a broken orbital bone, and so many cuts and bruises that the physician stopped counting.”


    Needham remained silent, his gaze fixed on Oliver.


    “Does it not concern you that you almost killed her?”


    “But I didn’t.”


    Bastard.


    “And that is acceptable?”


    Needham shrugged. “She was not following my orders. It is in my right to discipline her.”


    Oliver had to forcefully not clench his fingers into a fist. The man was a monster.


    “It is your right to discipline her if she is your wife. She is not your wife.”


    “Close enough.”


    “I wonder—” Oliver edged closer. “What kind of parents teach a child that it is acceptable to beat a woman?”


    Needham huffed out a laugh. “Please. Don’t get all high-and-mighty on me. A woman is a man’s property, and it is perfectly acceptable to discipline her as a husband sees fit.” He paused, considered Oliver. “Besides, it was your fault she had to be disciplined to begin with.”


    “Mine?” Oliver raised a brow even as his insides clenched. He knew the man was testing him, getting under his skin on purpose and damn it, it was working.


    “I told her she was no longer to see you or converse with you, yet she continued to do so.”


    “That is not her fault. I was the one who called on her.” Had Needham really beaten Ellen because of Oliver?


    Needham shrugged. “She should have told you.”


    And she had. The first time he’d visited after the engagement was announced, but he’d continued to call on her, and she’d paid the price for his stubbornness.


    But that did not make what Needham did right.


    “I know the secret,” Oliver said. The length of the room separated them, and Needham had to turn his head to keep Oliver in his sights.


    “What secret?”


    “Don’t play coy with me, Needham. I know you were blackmailing her into marrying you. Was it because you could not get a woman the normal way?”


    Rage flattened the doctor’s eyes, but he seemed to tamp it down and didn’t respond. Oliver stopped pacing, not yet ready to approach.


    “I know Philip is my child.” He didn’t really know that for a fact but was going on his gut. “I won’t allow you to blackmail Ellen or punish Philip.”


    “The boy is a bastard, through and through, both by blood and by nature.”


    With supreme force of will Oliver pushed away the ever-increasing rage inside him and made himself practice patience.


    “That is enough.” His voice was calm, quiet, forcing Needham to concentrate on his words.


    “Or what? What will you do to me? No one will believe that I did that to her.”


    “Two scandals in one week, Needham. That’s hard to overcome.”


    Needham made a noise of dismissal. “The other was preposterous. No one believes it anyway.”


    Oliver grinned, and Needham paled just a bit. “Do you think so?”


    “I know so. I am highly regarded in Society. No one will believe you, just as no one believed that I knew about the dead bodies.”


    “Ah. So you were aware that your assistants were killing people to provide bodies to you for autopsies.”


    “Of course. How else was I supposed to get them? The Resurrectionists couldn’t provide me with enough, and I was in competition with other physicians. That wasn’t acceptable. I needed a steady supply. People were relying on me to teach them. They were coming to me because I am the best, and they wanted to learn from the best. It was a necessity. Besides, those people were nobodies. They didn’t matter.”


    They didn’t matter?


    What kind of person, a physician no less, thought a human life didn’t matter? That his career and his reputation were more important than their lives?


    “You are a sick man, Needham. Sick in the head.”


    Needham laughed. “I am the most gifted surgeon in England, possibly all of Britain. I’ve sacrificed everything to become so. Hours and hours of cutting bodies open and studying them. My knowledge could save mankind. That is not sick. That is fact.”


    Oliver had never met a man so full of his self-worth, who put himself above everyone.


    “And how did Ellen fit into this?”


    “She is my perfect mate. She’s beautiful, and she handles herself well in social situations.”


    Oliver waited for more, for a declaration of love or something other than her charm and her looks. But nothing else was said, and Oliver felt a sadness for Ellen that this man did not appreciate her inner beauty as well as her outer beauty. She was so much more than her looks.


    “And when she didn’t cooperate with your plans you blackmailed her?”


    “She didn’t see what I saw. All she could see was you, and when I figured out why, I used it against her.” He shrugged as if that was what happened when you crossed him.


    “How did you discover her secret?”


    Needham chuckled again. “It’s so obvious. I can’t believe you didn’t see it yourself. The boy looks just like you, and by the way Ellen looked at you, I knew.”


    Oliver felt a rush of pride that Needham thought Philip looked like him. How had he missed it? How could he not have known? Because it had been the furthest thing from his mind, and even when Ashland had mentioned it he still hadn’t believed that Ellen hadn’t told him.


    Oliver sidled closer but Needham was so far into his story, talking about himself and how wonderful he was that he didn’t even notice that Oliver had stepped up to him until Oliver’s fist met Needham’s cheekbone.


    The man howled and staggered to the side, clutching his face. Oliver quickly followed it with a punch to Needham’s soft underbelly and another to his groin, causing him to double over and sink to the floor with a strangled sound.


    “The first was for Philip’s black eye. Don’t ever touch my son again or I will kill you. The second was for the people you had murdered, the ones you believe aren’t important. Those people were far better than you could ever be.”


    Oliver crouched down close to Needham’s face. He was on his side, gasping, clutching his hopefully shriveled and throbbing cock, his eyes clenched closed.


    “Look at me,” Oliver said softly. “Look at me,” he repeated when Needham didn’t obey.


    Needham slit one eye open and Oliver whispered in his ear. “The last one was for Ellen. If I see you go near her again, even if you’re across the street or across the park, I will put you on your operating table and cut you up myself. I will pull your organs out one by one, while you are still alive.”


    Oliver stood and brushed the dust from his trousers.


    Needham’s hand fell to his side, and Oliver casually stepped on it, watching as Needham’s eyes widened and he howled in pain. Slowly Oliver increased the pressure of his foot on Needham’s hand until the bones crunched underneath.


    He took his foot away and Needham rolled to his side, clutching his broken fingers. “And that is for all of the future surgeons you will never teach because you won’t be able to hold a scalpel again.”


    The door opened and O’Leary, Ashland, O’Leary’s commander, and Needham’s housekeeper entered.


    The housekeeper was pale and shaking. The three men looked grim.


    “I’ll take it from here,” O’Leary said.


    “Did you hear him admit to the murders?” Oliver asked.


    “We did.”


    Oliver looked down at Needham’s gasping, moaning body. “Your career is over.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Oliver returned to Ellen and Philip. Ellen was still in that dreamland of sleep and healing.


    “She hasn’t moved,” Philip said. “I watch her to make sure she’s still breathing.”


    “She just needs to heal.” Oliver settled into a chair and trained his gaze on Ellen. The restlessness was gone. He felt surprisingly calm and confident in Ellen’s recovery, now that Needham was taken care of.


    “Where did you go?” Philip asked. He appeared a little less sullen, a little less frightened and more awake.


    Oliver could see that the housekeeper had tried feeding him. A nearly full tray of food sat to the side.


    “You’re not hungry?” Oliver tipped his head to the tray.


    “No. Where’d you go?”


    Oliver had hoped to change the subject, but Philip was having none of it.


    “I had business to attend to.”


    “Did the business involve scraping your knuckles?”


    Oliver looked down at his hand. He’d not even noticed that his knuckles were raw and bleeding. He flexed his fingers, wincing at the slight sting. But the satisfaction of taking Needham to the ground far outweighed roughed-up knuckles.


    “Is he dead?”


    Oliver glanced at Philip. “No.”


    Philip turned his head to look at his mother. “Too bad.”


    “Killing him would have caused more problems.”


    “But you thought about it?”


    “Of course I did.”


    “I thought about it, too,” Philip whispered. “Killing him. I wanted to.”


    “But you realized it was not the right choice. We’re not like him, Philip. We don’t resort to violence. And we certainly don’t hit women.” Oliver folded his fingers over his knuckles.


    “No,” Philip said softly, still looking at his mother.


    Oliver leaned forward. “Remember this. Remember what happened to your mother and never, ever touch a woman in anger. If I hear that you did, I will hunt you down.”


    “I would never do that,” Philip said. “On my word.”


    Oliver nodded. “A man’s word means everything. If you don’t have your word, you have nothing.”


    “I understand.”


    They descended into silence, comforted by Ellen’s steady breathing.


    “We’ll figure this out,” Oliver said into the silence, not knowing if he was speaking to Philip, Ellen, or both of them. “We’ll sort all of this out.”


    “Will we?” Philip asked.


    …


    She pictured the pain as an ocean. She’d gone to the ocean once. In France. With her family. It had been beautiful and magical and it had called to a primitive part of her and she’d never felt that type of connection again. She’d always thought that if she could, she would live on the ocean and listen to the waves for the rest of her life, and every day she would walk with bare toes sinking into the wet sand and the small waves lapping at her ankles, and life would be good.


    The pain came in waves like that, and if she rode the wave and pictured the endless water and the horizon in the distance, it made it better. Tolerable, at least.


    But certain things would pull her back. Like the driftwood that would gather at the edge of the water. Voices. People touching her. She didn’t like the touching, but they were gentle hands and at times she recognized her housekeeper and a kindly gentleman who came and went.


    A doctor maybe.


    And then there was Oliver, always talking to her, trying to convince her to open her eyes and leave the ocean. Well, not really leave the ocean. He didn’t know she was at the ocean, but that was the effect of his voice, making her leave the one place she felt safe and happy.


    She listened for Philip. Occasionally she would hear his voice talking in the background, mainly to Oliver, never to her. But she knew he was there. She could feel his touch on her arm, and she knew her son was by her side.


    In the back of her mind she knew why she was in this strange nowhere land, a place in her brain that she had escaped to. She knew about William and what he’d done to her, however, when the memories tried to surface she pictured herself floating on the endless waves and everything went away.


    Eventually the water became more and more distant. She could hear the roar of it but could no longer see herself on the waves or feel its warmth cocooning her.


    The insistent voices prodding her to wake up overtook the sound of the ocean and her eyelids would flutter and she would look around her bedchamber. Not the sea, not the small cottage that she had conjured in her mind, but her bedchamber in London. And she would close her eyes again.


    …


    Oliver made his way down the hall and to the terrace where Ellen sat in a pillowed chair, wrapped in a blanket, staring at her gardens.


    It had been two weeks since the attack. She’d been asleep for four of those days, and he had despaired that she would never wake up. But gradually she’d come back to them. Not the same. She liked to sit in silence more than she liked to talk.


    Her bruises were healing. The swelling had gone down. She still winced when she moved, because her ribs pained her, and her hand was still wrapped in a splint.


    She spoke. It wasn’t as if she were completely mute. But she talked only about superficial things and never about Needham or that night. Oliver hadn’t even dared to bring up their own relationship.


    They were in a sort of limbo.


    Philip was due back at school soon, and Oliver wanted to discuss things with her. Difficult things.


    He sat in a chair next to her. She smiled at him, but it was a sad smile, bereft of her once sparkling personality.


    “I want to go to the ocean someday.” It was the first time she’d initiated a conversation, and the fact that she was declaring something she wanted to do was unexpected.


    “Very well. We will go to the ocean.”


    She turned her head back to the gardens. “When I was asleep,” she said. “I dreamed of the ocean. Floating on the ocean, walking in the ocean, dipping my toes in the ocean.”


    “Did you?” He treaded carefully, not knowing how he was supposed to react.


    “I guess I wasn’t really dreaming. It was a strange alternate place. But I loved it there. I didn’t want to come back.”


    It hurt to hear that she did not want to return to him, but at the same time he understood.


    “I’d like to go there. To the ocean…” Her voice trailed off. Oliver was becoming accustomed to this. She would suddenly stop talking and lapse into silence.


    If the ocean would bring back the old Ellen, then he would take her there. If the old Ellen was gone for good, then he would learn to love this Ellen.


    “We need to discuss things,” he said, hating to bring it up but knowing it needed to be done.


    She looked at him out of the side of her eye but didn’t say anything.


    “You’ve never asked what happened to Needham.”


    “You said he wasn’t coming back. That’s all I need to know.”


    “He’s not. I can promise you that. But don’t you want to know what happened to him?”


    She turned to look at him. “Do I have to marry him?”


    “No.”


    “Do I need to worry that he will return?”


    “No.”


    “Do I need to worry that he will…hurt Philip in any way?”


    “No.”


    “Then I don’t want to know. Maybe in the future I will ask, and you will tell me, but for now this is enough.”


    In the future? His heart soared that she was thinking of them in the future.


    “Very well,” he said. “Speaking of the future…”


    She turned her head away, but he thought he saw a slight smile curve her lips.


    “Or rather the past and the future,” he said. “We need to discuss Philip.”


    She burrowed farther into her blanket. Even though it wasn’t that cold it seemed she’d not been able to get warm since awakening from her sleep.


    “Is he my son?”


    Long moments passed, and Oliver realized that he was holding his breath, waiting for final confirmation. In his head Philip was his son. In his heart Philip was his son. He just needed confirmation.


    Ellen looked out over the garden, her chin tucked into the folds of her blanket. “I regret so many things,” she said softly. “It about killed me that I didn’t meet you that night we were to run away.”


    “Why didn’t you?”


    “All of my life I was raised with the knowledge that I was to make a good match and, while you would someday be an earl, it still wasn’t good enough for them. And the thought of… The thought of disobeying them terrified me. More than walking away from you. I thought of the wedding my mother had planned, the wedding breakfast that they had paid for, and the gown that we had picked out. But mostly I thought of their expressions when they realized that I had run away and what their friends would say about them. And I couldn’t do it.” A lone tear leaked out of her eye, and she rubbed it on the blanket.


    “Knowing you were waiting for me, knowing that I was breaking your heart, was nearly unbearable.”


    His throat had grown thick with emotion, and he found he couldn’t say anything. Finally, after all these years he was getting the answers that he had longed for.


    “And so I married Arthur, and eventually the pain of forsaking you lessened, and I convinced myself that I had done the right thing. Arthur was kind and gentle, if a little inattentive. And then I found out I was with child and I had convinced myself the baby was Arthur’s. I simply told myself that there was no other option but for the child to be his.”


    She paused, wiped another tear. This was the most she’d spoken since awakening, and he could tell it was taking a toll on her. And still she had not answered his question.


    “When did you know for sure?” he asked.


    She drew in a deep breath as if she needed courage. “Philip loved to play in Arthur’s study while he was working. When he was about a year and a half I walked in on the two of them. Arthur was at his desk, Philip was playing on the floor. The sun hit his blond curls and highlighted his profile, and all I could see was a younger version of you. It was then that I knew I was the keeper of a terrible secret no one could ever know.”


    Oliver covered her hand with his. She was so frail right now that she was nearly skin and bones.


    “I-if I told,” she said. “Philip would lose the title. Arthur would be crushed, because he so loved his son. And you… I didn’t know what would happen to you or how you would react. I loved all of you too much to tell.”


    Oliver absorbed the information, taking himself back to that time in his life, putting himself in Ellen’s shoes.


    “Are you angry?” she asked softly, finally looking at him.


    “No.” Curiously, he wasn’t angry. “You did what you thought best at the time.”


    “I want you to know that Philip was very much loved by Fieldhurst. His father held him when he was just minutes old. Arthur walked the floor with him at night when no one else could get him to stop crying. He loved Philip like his own son, because he believed him to be his son.”


    Oliver felt an intense jealousy of Fieldhurst that he had been there for that, and he felt an intense sadness that he had missed it all.


    “You could have told me,” he said.


    “What would you have done, knowing that Philip was your son, being raised by another man? Would you have been able to move on with your life? Marry? Have other children?”


    “Maybe. Maybe not. But that was my choice to make. And it’s not like I ever did move on and marry and have children.”


    “Because of me?”


    “No one ever measured up to you, Ellen. I was always comparing them to you.”


    “Oh, Oliver.” She sighed. “What a mess we’ve made.”


    “Not really a mess. A detour, maybe.”


    “Will you ever forgive me?” she asked softly.


    “There is nothing to forgive. I’m disappointed I missed out on so much of Philip’s life, but you are right. There was only one path you could take that would save everyone’s reputation.”


    She turned her hand so it was palm up and squeezed his hand. “And where do we go from here? Does Philip lose his title?”


    Oliver shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that to him or Fieldhurst. In the eyes of the world, he is the Earl of Fieldhurst. Always.”


    Tears flooded her eyes, and she blinked them away. “You’re a good man,” she whispered.


    “Not really. I should have taken you away the night we made love in the gazebo and kept you to myself. Then none of this would have happened, and we would have had a passel of children by now.”


    She looked at him and for the first time he saw light and laughter in her dancing eyes.


    “So we got started a bit late,” she said.


    “Will you still have me, Ellen, after all this time?”


    “I’ve always wanted you. I just couldn’t have you until now.”


    He kissed her knuckles and grinned, for the first time thinking that there really was a future for them.


    “Why, Lady Fieldhurst, was that a marriage proposal?”


    She considered him gravely for a few moments. “I believe it was, Lord Armbruster. If you’ll have me.”


    “I think I can cope.”


    “And one other thing.”


    He paused, his stomach churning, thinking he’d been so close to happiness to have it snatched away again. “What is that?”


    “We move to the ocean.”


    He laughed and pressed the back of her hand to his cheek. “I can arrange that.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    They never did move to the ocean permanently, but Oliver bought Ellen a quaint cottage perched on the edge of a cliff that overlooked the vast ocean with a winding path to a private beach, where she would walk every morning and dip her naked toes into the cold water.


    She would stand there and look out to the horizon, the brisk breeze blowing her black hair all about, lost in thoughts that she never shared with Oliver.


    He wondered what she thought about during those moments. He’d even asked her a few times, but she would just smile and link her arm through his and lay her head on the side of his arm, and they would stand there together.


    They kept the secret of Philip between them, but in private the three of them would acknowledge the connection. Philip called him Oliver and referred to Fieldhurst as his father and Oliver learned to accept it.


    Needham quietly disappeared. Oliver heard from O’Leary that Needham had been shipped off to Australia to practice medicine with the stipulation that he was never to return to England.


    Eventually, the fear in Ellen’s eyes faded, and they stopped talking about Needham.


    Oliver carefully picked his way down the winding path, alternately watching his footing and staring at his wife. She was dressed in blue today, the color of the sky, facing the horizon, her toes digging into the sand as the waves lapped at them. The breeze was brisk, blowing her hair and gown back as if she were poised on the prow of a ship.


    He reached her side, and she turned to smile at him.


    Thomas, their two-year-old son, squealed and reached for her. Gladly she took him in her arms and pointed to a ship far into the distance. In three months their third child would be born, and Ellen had insisted that they spend the months at the cottage and that the baby be born there.


    Oliver was willing to give her anything she wanted. He’d spent far too many years alone, with the memory of Ellen haunting him.


    “Boat,” Thomas said, pointing a chubby finger at the ship and looking at Oliver.


    “That is, indeed, a boat.” Later Oliver would teach him the difference between a boat and a ship. Now he would enjoy his little family.


    “Philip comes home today,” Ellen said.


    “I know.” Philip was in his last year at Eton, having been taken back by the headmaster and proving what an honorable student he could be.


    She leaned her head against his shoulder while Thomas babbled about the boat.


    “All my men together again,” she said, sighing.


    Oliver put his hand on her stomach and felt the baby move.


    “Was it worth the wait?” he asked. “Was it worth all those years of waiting to have this?”


    “Oh, yes.” She tilted her head up and smiled at him. “It was all worth it. Everything.”


    He kissed the top of her head and the three of them watched as the boat grew smaller and smaller until it disappeared over the horizon.
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