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For my parents, Jack and Glad Martin, who tried to make Christmas special for us even in a foreign country. I love you two!


Sweet emblem of returning peace,

The heart’s full gush, and love’s release;

Spirits in human fondness flow

And greet the pearly Mistletoe.

—Anonymous, from The Mistletoe


Chapter One
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Walton Hall, Hertfordshire

December 19, 1829

Lord Stephen Corry, youngest brother of a marquess, might be considered too radical for polite company, but clearly he still had some credit in society. Otherwise he wouldn’t now be a guest at the manor house of American artist Jeremy Keane and the man’s new wife—Stephen’s old friend—Lady Yvette.

He entered the drawing room to find Yvette directing footmen who were hanging a large painting on one wall.

“Ah, there you are,” she said. “And just in time for the unveiling of my new portrait. Jeremy hasn’t seen it framed yet, so I’m surprising him by showing it off to our guests. The gentlemen are changing clothes after a day of shooting, the ladies will arrive any moment from shopping in town, and this must be hung before I can summon Jeremy from his studio.”

“He didn’t go shooting with the men?”

She laughed. “Jeremy is not the shooting sort.”

Stephen well understood that. “I fear I’m intruding on your house party.”

“Nonsense. Clarissa was absolutely right. It’s absurd of you to spend the night at the village inn when we have so much room here.”

What would Yvette think if she knew that her best friend—his cousin—had her own reasons for wishing him here? It had been a stroke of luck when he’d run into Clarissa earlier in the day.

I’ll convince Yvette to invite you if you’ll kiss me under the mistletoe in front of Edwin, Clarissa had said.

Why on earth would I wish to attend some society house party? he’d asked.

You told me once that you wanted to meet the owner of Montague Mills. Well, she’ll be at this party. I’ll introduce you.

Though Stephen hadn’t been sure what Clarissa was about with Edwin Barlow, the Earl of Blakeborough, he’d found the promise regarding Miss Amanda Keane, Yvette’s sister-in-law, impossible to resist. He had an article to write, after all, and he’d have no chance of meeting the American mill owner otherwise.

By all accounts, she was a colorless spinster with a hard-nosed view of life, who ventured into society as little as possible. He’d heard she’d be leaving England in a couple of weeks, so this would be his only chance to interview her.

“Well, I promise not to cause too much trouble,” he joked.

“Somehow I doubt that. Between our tendency to provoke people and the way women react to you, I imagine there will be trouble aplenty.” She grinned. “Fortunately, I enjoy a lively party. As does Jeremy.”

“Wait—how do women react to me?” he asked, genuinely curious.

Yvette eyed him askance. “You know perfectly well that every lady you meet wants to fall into your lap. The older you get, the more unobtainable they find you, and now that you’re nearly thirty, they’re practically salivating to catch the elusive Lord Stephen.”

“I’m only twenty-eight,” he said sourly.

“Close enough. Especially when you stalk about with that air of dismissive impatience that perversely attracts them all.”

“Have you been reading gothic novels again?”

“No, as a matter of fact,” she said lightly. “I’ve merely spent years watching you trail women behind you as though you were a prodigal son pied piper.”

The prodigal son part certainly fit. And it wasn’t his fault that his pursuits left him no time for the fairer sex. Or that his lack of interest only seemed to attract them more.

Sounds of horse hooves crunching on the snowy drive outside wafted to them. “We can continue this discussion later,” Yvette said. “That’s the carriages bringing the ladies from town, and I’m sure the gentlemen will be down soon, too. Go corral everyone and move them into the drawing room quietly, so as not to spoil the surprise, will you?”

Before heading off, Stephen asked, “Does my brother know I’m here?”

“How could he? When I arrived earlier, he was still out shooting with the others. But I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”

“I doubt that.” Ever since Stephen had begun writing for The London Monitor, he and Warren had been at odds. “He thinks me a dangerous radical determined to foment revolution and destroy England.”

“He does not. He merely worries you’ll do something rash and get yourself killed.”

Stephen snorted. Granted, some of his speeches had been known to rouse tempers, and his series of articles regarding the poor treatment of workers in mills hadn’t been well received by his peers, who cursed him for his lack of loyalty to other Englishmen of his class. But no one would murder him for them.

And once he interviewed Miss Keane and demonstrated that American owners were no better than English ones, people would see he wasn’t just throwing stones at his countrymen. That the situation in English mills mirrored an equally bad situation in America. Perhaps then they would finally regard working conditions in the cotton industry as a problem that spanned continents.

Perhaps then they would finally do something about it.

He entered the foyer to find chattering women everywhere, stamping the snow off their boots as footmen hurried to take their bonnets, cloaks, and capes. Some gentlemen had already come down, including Blakeborough.

Overhead hung a kissing bough, a ball of evergreens with a bunch of mistletoe dangling from it. Here was Stephen’s chance to discharge his obligation to Clarissa. Now, where was she?

Ah—there she was, with her back to him; he recognized her forest-green cloak and deep-brimmed bonnet. She was near the earl, so she must be setting up the scene she wanted him to play for Blakeborough’s benefit.

Making sure that the earl was looking on, Stephen strode up to his cousin and spun her around. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere, you little minx!”

But as he bent to angle his head under the bonnet’s brim, he caught sight of a freckled nose that was decidedly not Clarissa’s.

That arrested him—especially when the woman gave him a startled look from eyes the color of a sparkling brook. With her sweet-featured face turned up to his, he could now clearly see the curls beneath her bonnet.

A low simmer began in his blood. Her hair was vibrantly, gloriously red. His favorite. Besides, they were under the mistletoe, and he couldn’t balk at kissing her now or it would look as if he’d found her lacking.

Everyone had fallen silent to watch what he would do. So he pressed his lips to hers. For her sake, of course.

He enjoyed it, too, despite the tittering and whispering around them. Her mouth was soft, supple. She smelled of apples and tasted of cinnamon. And when she raised up slightly to meet his kiss, it made him want to stand there forever with his lips sealed to hers . . .

God, what was wrong with him? He had no time for this.

Pulling back, he reached up to pluck the requisite berry from the kissing bough, then forced a smile for his blushing mistletoe miss. Or perhaps not a miss. Damn it, what if he’d kissed someone’s wife?

Seeking to recoup, he handed her the berry. “Thank you for that, madam.”

She took it with a look of confusion. “Pardon me, sir,” she said in an accent he couldn’t quite place. “Is this some quaint English custom for greeting guests?”

English custom? Wasn’t she English? “Actually, kissing under the mistletoe is a quaint Christmas custom. I take it you were unaware of it, Miss . . .”

“Keane. Miss Amanda Keane.”

That froze the simmer in his blood. “Miss Keane,” he said disbelievingly. She certainly didn’t look like a colorless spinster. “Owner of Montague Mills.”

That seemed to amuse her. “As a matter of fact, yes. And sister to the man of the house.” Removing her bonnet, she handed it to a nearby footman. “Though I don’t believe we’ve ever met.”

“No.” This was bad. She would think him a complete idiot to be kissing a stranger, and then he would never get his interview.

She was even more fetching without the bonnet, her hair a flaming beacon in the foyer. She had the sort of freckle-faced country girl appearance that fired his blood and made him want to tumble her in a haystack.

God save him. He hadn’t reacted this fiercely to a woman in a very long time. Why did it have to be with her, of all people?

Then Blakeborough stepped up to cast Stephen a chastening glance. “Miss Keane, this is Lord Stephen Corry. Knightford’s brother. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”

Her smile faltered. “You’re Lord Stephen? Who writes the articles in The London Monitor ?”

“You’ve read my articles?” This got worse by the moment. How had a woman with her family connections encountered a radical newspaper? That would make it damned hard to get her to answer his questions truthfully.

“Yes, I have.” Her pretty eyes hardened. “Every ill-considered, blustering word.”

His temper flared. “If that’s how you feel about bettering conditions for workers,” he said coldly, “then I suppose I know where you stand on the matter of reform.”

“That’s how I feel about your depiction of mill owners, sir.” She was a tiny thing, but somehow her voice expanded to fill the room. “You write only about the worst ones, then tar the rest of us with the same brush. I’ve toured several English mills and have seen none of the things you describe.”

He laughed harshly. “And who arranged these tours? The owners? Because they aren’t about to show an esteemed foreign visitor how matters really are.”

“Yet they’re willing to show it to a lord whose idea of hard work is writing an article?”

As he bristled, Yvette hurried up to take Miss Keane’s arm. “Come, Amanda, your mother has been asking for you in the drawing room.”

Sparing a disgusted look for Stephen, Miss Keane let herself be led away.

She’d so roused his temper that he’d already started after her when someone grabbed his arm. “Leave her be,” Clarissa muttered.

He halted, though his eyes followed Miss Keane as she marched purposefully into the drawing room. Like a man. Or a woman with a very firm will. Oddly, that attracted him even more.

No, he was not attracted to the termagant. How could he be? She was an owner, for God’s sake.

“What were you thinking, to kiss Miss Keane so blatantly?” Clarissa went on. “I realize you were under the bough, but still—”

“I was thinking to do you a service.” He dragged his gaze from the doorway through which his mistletoe miss had disappeared. “It wasn’t my fault I mistook her for you.”

“How could you? We look nothing alike.”

“She was wearing your cloak and bonnet.”

“Not mine. Her own.” She scowled at him. “Yvette bought matching sets for the three of us. She thought it might be fun to have them for Christmastide.”

“How was I to know that? I saw Miss Keane from behind.”

Clarissa rolled her eyes. “You could have actually paused to speak to her before you put your mouth on her.”

“In hindsight,” he snapped, “that does seem the more sensible choice. But you weren’t in the room, so I assumed she was you, setting the scene for Blakeborough.”

“I forgot my reticule in the carriage and had to go back for it,” she said defensively.

His eyes narrowed. “How fortuitous. Did you plan this?”

“Oh, for pity’s sake.” She huffed out a breath. “Yes, I planned for you to sneak up on the poor woman and kiss her senseless without stopping to think.”

When she put it that way . . . “I wouldn’t exactly describe her as a ‘poor woman,’ ” he grumbled.

“No,” Clarissa said with a faint smile. “Unlike most of the ladies who set their caps for you, she actually has a mind of her own.”

“I noticed. And it’s dead set against me. I’ll never get my interview now.”

“Well, I’ve lost my chance, too. Edwin is going to be highly skeptical about your interest in me if you’re kissing every other woman in the house.”

“Wait, is that what this is about? You’re trying to make Blakeborough jealous?”

She blinked. “Don’t be ridiculous. This is about . . . something else.”

“If you say so.” He headed for the drawing room door. “Whatever it is, it looks like we’re both on our own from now on. And I, for one, mean to try again with Miss Keane.”

There was more than one way to go about this. Her reaction to his kiss before she’d learned who he was had been decidedly enthusiastic. Perhaps he could use that. Flirt with her. Tease her. Gain her trust so he could find out what he needed to know.

That’s right—this is all for my cause. It’s not because of any attraction to her. No, indeed.

She was a means to an end, no more. And he would do whatever he must to achieve that end.

With that resolved, he entered the drawing room. Unfortunately, he was immediately confronted by the one person sure to ruin his plans: the Marquess of Knightford.

Who was also his eldest brother, Warren Corry.


Chapter Two
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Amanda Keane stood in the drawing room, pretending to study the portrait her brother had done of Yvette, while she strained to hear the low-voiced argument taking place between Lord Knightford and Lord Stephen.

Oh, what she wouldn’t have given to know what Lord Knightford was saying to his arrogant, self-satisfied younger brother. She hoped he was flaying the ass alive.

Not for his flirtations, no. At twenty-six, she’d had enough experience with the male sex to appreciate a fellow who was good at kissing, especially when he managed to do fluttery things to her insides. But once she’d found out who he was . . .

Leave it to a man to ruin a perfectly good kiss by being an awful person.

With a scowl, she opened her hand to stare at the white mistletoe berry Lord Stephen had handed her. Why she was holding on to it was a mystery. Honestly, she should have tossed it back in his face.

Hopefully his brother would toss him out. Or coax her own brother into tossing him out. Wasn’t that what their new St. George’s Club was for—getting rid of unacceptable suitors to their sisters and wards? Though Lord Stephen wasn’t her suitor, he’d made it look as if he was. And unacceptable certainly fit him.

She sneaked another peek. What a pity the man was so infernally attractive, with his firm jaw and sensual mouth and wavy brown hair. Not to mention his smoldering green eyes.

How appropriate for a firebrand. He made a profession of speaking out on matters he knew nothing about. She hated men like that. Especially when they condescended to her, like her late father.

Thrusting that lowering thought from her mind, she slipped out the nearest door into the hall. She must avoid Lord Stephen at all costs. Otherwise, she was liable to brain him with the nearest poker the next time he opened his mouth.

Or tried to press it to hers.

No, she mustn’t think of that. It wouldn’t happen again, if she had anything to say about it.

Fortunately, avoiding him proved remarkably easy. At dinner she was seated between her brother and Mama, nowhere near the argumentative Lord Stephen. And once the ladies retired to the drawing room, she was able to slip away, pleading a headache.

But it was early still, and she was too agitated to sleep. So she went to what had already become her favorite place in Jeremy’s new manor house: the conservatory. She entered and went to peer out the window, glad that the moon was bright enough for her to view the lawn outside.

How lovely it looked at night. Snow frosted the cedars and holly hedges, and icicles sparkled along oak branches, reminding her of the Christmas trees people decorated in her native Pennsylvania.

Her stomach clenched. She missed Montague, even in winter. She missed the firs and the iced-over lakes, the log cabins and the elk. She didn’t belong here in elegant England, with these elegant people and their elegant ways.

Unfortunately, of the two aims she’d had in coming to England, only one had been reached—getting her brother to agree to come home long enough to help her settle Papa’s affairs.

But her other aim—getting information about how English mills achieved their success so she could make improvements in her own operation—had eluded her. The English were wary of having their advancements stolen by Americans—there was even a law against exporting English designs.

As much as she hated to admit it, Lord Stephen had been right about one thing: what she’d been allowed to see on her mill tours had been carefully orchestrated.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

She whirled with a little squeak to find the man himself leaning against the wall next to the lone candle lighting the room. “Are you mad, sneaking up on me like that? You nearly gave me heart failure!”

“Sorry,” Lord Stephen said, but the golden light spilling over his face caught the unrepentant twinkle in his eyes. His lovely, intriguing eyes.

Curse him for those. “How did you find me?”

Pushing away from the wall, he strolled toward her. “I asked Yvette where you might go, and she told me this was your favorite room.”

“That traitor,” she grumbled.

“Hardly. She merely realized that we should talk.”

“Why, so you could insult me again?”

His face was in shadow now that he’d moved in front of the candle. “Are you referring to when I kissed you?”

“Not that.” She could barely see him, but still she caught his sudden smile and realized her mistake. “I mean—”

“Too late to take it back.” He stepped closer. “So, you didn’t mind the kiss.”

“It doesn’t matter if I did or not.” Deliberately, she turned her back on him to gaze out the window. “You didn’t mean it. You were just adhering to some silly English custom.”

“There was more to it than that, and you know it.” His richly accented voice spilled over her like fine wine. “I enjoyed it. As, I believe, did you.”

She swallowed. So he’d noticed, had he? “Why wouldn’t I? You kiss well enough . . . for an Englishman.”

If she’d thought to prick his pride, she’d sorely miscalculated. He laughed. “So Americans kiss better than the English, do they? And how exactly do you know that?”

“I’ve been kissed often enough to make comparisons.” She couldn’t prevent the bitterness that crept into her voice. “As the only heiress for thirty miles around my home, I’ve had more than my share of flirtations.”

With men who wanted Montague and all it stood for. Having seen what Mama had been forced to put up with after marrying Papa and handing him her family’s mills, Amanda wasn’t about to follow in her footsteps.

“That’s not why I kissed you,” Lord Stephen said irritably. “I did it because you were under the mistletoe.”

“And because you thought I was someone else.”

That brought him up short. “What makes you say that?”

“Your familiar manner of speaking to me when you turned me around. And your surprise when you saw my face.”

A long silence passed, as if he were deciding whether to admit the truth. Then he sighed. “It wasn’t an unpleasant surprise, I assure you.” The low thrum in his voice sent a delicious shiver through her.

“Until you found out who I actually was.”

“True,” he said frankly. “Though I believe you were equally annoyed.”

She faced him. “I still am, as a matter of fact. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

As she started past him, he caught her arm. “I came in here to apologize. And I haven’t yet had the chance.”

Pulling her arm free, she stared expectantly at him. Goodness, why did he have to be so attractive? Why must his coat fall crookedly and his cravat be slightly askew, as if someone had mussed him up on purpose to make him more appealing to her?

And why must he thread his fingers through his wavy ash-brown hair until it stuck out, making her want to step forward to smooth it down?

“Well?” she asked, annoyed by her reaction.

He stiffened. “Forgive me for implying that you are as unfeeling as the rest of the mill owners.”

“Apology accepted,” she said curtly, though it wasn’t much of one. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

“I’m not finished.” His jaw tightened. “I admit I made assumptions about you . . . but only because I don’t know you well enough. I should like to remedy that, so I can form a proper opinion of you and your mills.”

She cocked her head. “You mean, so you can write about them—and me—as harshly as you’ve done all the others.”

He looked startled.

“I’m no fool, Lord Stephen. Since all anyone wants to discuss these days are the difficulties of the textile trade, sometimes the press actually deigns to interview a female like me. I presume you wish to do the same.”

He crossed a pair of rather impressive arms over what looked to be an equally impressive chest. “And if I do?”

“I shall regretfully have to decline. I have no desire to see you portray my mills as scenes of unspeakable horror because it suits your purpose.”

A smug expression crossed his face. “So you’re afraid of what I might learn by talking to you.”

“Certainly not!”

“Then why not let me do it?”

Did he think her a complete fool? “Because you’ll twist my words into an indictment of a business you know nothing of.”

He recoiled as if she’d slapped him. “I may not run a mill but I know plenty about them. That’s why I came here in the first place. To see if what I’ve been hearing about Hanson Cotton Works is true.”

“And what is that, pray tell?”

“Why should I tell you? You don’t want to tell me a thing about your precious mills.” Triumph glinted in his eyes. “Besides, you can always go on one of your special tours, can’t you? The ones where they show you everything.”

Arrogant rascal. “I suppose Yvette already told you that Mr. Hanson refused to give me a tour at all.”

“Did he, indeed?” His eyes narrowed. “It doesn’t surprise me. If what I’ve heard of him is true, he wouldn’t want anyone, even a fellow owner, witnessing his methods.”

Drat it all. Lord Stephen couldn’t have garnered her interest more effectively if he’d offered her actual designs of English machines. She wished she could dismiss his sly hints, but she knew full well that he discovered things no one else did. Someone on the inside was always willing to talk to him. It was how he exposed cases where laws were ignored, how he brought great injustices into the public eye.

“If he’s so secretive,” she said, “how have you happened to hear of it?”

One corner of his mouth kicked up provocatively. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Ooh, he was infuriating. But maybe she was going about this all wrong. As Mama was so fond of telling her, one could catch more flies with honey. Maybe she could make use of him, and in the process teach him a thing or two about responsible mill owners.

“I would like to know, actually. So much so that I might even be willing to agree to your interview.”

That certainly made him take notice. “Really?”

“But only if you introduce me to your sources of information and let me ask them as many questions as I please.”

His face closed up. “I can’t guarantee they’ll answer you.”

“They’re more likely to if I’m with you, aren’t they?”

“Perhaps.” He tilted his head, still wary. “And I suppose you expect to be given some measure of control over what I write about you and Montague Mills.”

“Is that a possibility?”

“No,” he said tersely.

“What a relief. For a moment, you had me thinking that members of the English press can be bought. In America, we believe that they shouldn’t be stifled.” He was still blinking at that remark when she added archly, “Although obviously someone should have considered stifling you long before now.”

He burst into laughter. “You do speak your mind.”

“As often as I can.” And he was the first man to say so without its sounding like a criticism. To her annoyance, that softened her toward him. Somewhat. “So? Do we have a bargain?”

“Not yet. There are some things to work out first. For one, you and I cannot wander the town alone together speaking with my sources.”

She shrugged. “My mother can chaperone.”

“For another, I heard that you’re leaving England soon. So when exactly do you mean to do this?”

“I’d like to begin tomorrow, if you can.”

“In the middle of the house party?”

“Certainly. I’m not exactly the kind of woman who enjoys sitting around making silhouettes or embroidering gloves. And I doubt you’re the kind of man to enjoy shooting or fishing or whatever else gentlemen do during a house party.”

“On the contrary, I enjoy such activities upon occasion.” A slow smile curved up his lips. “But I confess I’d much prefer squiring you about town.”

The rough timbre of his voice affected her most tellingly. “Well, then,” she said as she strove to ignore that. “Are we agreed?”

“I believe we are.” He marched forward, forcing her to back up or be run down. When he halted, his gaze drifted unexpectedly to her lips. “All that’s left is to seal our bargain with a kiss.”

That fluttering in her belly began once more. “Why would we do that?”

With a broadening smile, he pointed overhead. “Because we’re under the mistletoe again.”

She looked up, dismayed to see there was indeed another kissing bough hanging from the ceiling. Goodness, how many of them were there?

Then it dawned on her. That was why he’d maneuvered her in this direction, the arrogant devil.

And just his mention of a kiss had her heart pounding again, even harder than before. She couldn’t gather enough air to breathe, and what air there was seemed rich and thick, heavily perfumed by the Persian irises and Christmas roses of the conservatory.

Or maybe it was just the heat simmering between them that made it seem so. Good heavens, she didn’t want to feel this for him, of all people.

“Oh, very well, get it over with,” she said, trying for a dismissive tone.

As if he saw right through her, he smiled. Eyes gleaming in the dim light, he tipped up her chin with one hand. “Rules are rules.”

Then he took her mouth with his.

And oh, what a kiss. His lips were harder this time, commanding rather than entreating. So when he ran his tongue along the seam of her lips, it seemed perfectly natural to open her mouth and let him in.

Everything got more interesting then. His tongue sank inside to play with hers in slow, silky caresses that warmed her blood and banished any lingering reluctance. He slipped his arms about her waist to anchor her against him; she looped hers about his neck to bring him even closer.

It was amazing, like no kiss she’d ever known. His mouth consumed hers with long, hot strokes that made something heady and wanton curl up from below to entwine her like steam.

This must be what desire felt like. Oh, help.

“Lord Stephen, we shouldn’t,” she whispered against his lips.

“Stephen,” he corrected her, brushing kisses along the curve of her cheek. “And why shouldn’t we . . . Amanda?”

If her brain had been working properly, she could have summoned up any number of reasons. But it wasn’t and she couldn’t, and now he was kissing her again. That alone kept her from answering.

And when Lord Stephen . . . Stephen was plundering her mouth, he turned into something other than an insufferable English radical. He became a man, who tasted of brandy and smelled of wood smoke and wool, who knew how to kiss very, very well.

Who made her blood run hot and her knees wobble.

A noise in the hall arrested her. She pushed away from him. “Stop that,” she hissed. “Someone’s coming.”

“I hope not.” With a grin, he reached up and plucked a white berry, then pressed it into her hand. “I’d say there’s at least . . . oh, ten more of these. We might be here all night.”

That sent her pulse into a shameless scamper. She’d never expected Lord Stephen of The London Monitor to be such a flirt, though she was beginning to understand that Stephen was an outrageous one.

She closed her fingers about the berry. “What have the berries got to do with anything?”

“For every kiss, a berry must be plucked,” he said huskily, “and once they’re gone, there can be no more kissing.”

That was the silliest thing she’d ever heard. “What’s to stop a woman from plucking all the berries from the mistletoe while no one’s watching?”

He chuckled. “For one thing, that would be cheating. For another, the women like the game, too.”

No point in denying that; he’d know she was lying. Because she was rather enjoying having a man tease her. The men she’d known in America were far more interested in telling her what a woman ought to do, and how she ought to do it.

Yet this English lord was definitely flirting with her. Maybe it was time for her to try flirting back. It certainly seemed more enjoyable than fighting.

With what she hoped was a coy smile, she held out her hand. “Well, then, if there’s to be no cheating, you must play fair. By my count, you gave me two kisses. You owe me another berry.”

His amused gaze darkened into something more provocative. Keeping his gaze locked with hers, he reached up and plucked a second, then a third.

When she regarded him quizzically, he took her hand and put one berry into it. “This is for the kiss we just had.” He lowered his voice to a seductive murmur as he placed the other berry in her palm and closed her fingers over it. “And this is for the one we’re about to have.”

Oh goodness. If he kissed her any more, she would end up doing something she was sure to regret. Best to retreat while she still could.

“Thank you for the warning.” Slipping her hand free, she ducked around him and headed for the door.

“Hey, that’s not fair!” he cried from behind her.

She paused in the doorway to blow him a kiss. “There you go.”

“That doesn’t count,” he growled and started toward her.

“It’s not my fault you plucked the berry prematurely.” She waggled her fingers at him, delighting in his scowl. “See you in the morning for our trip to town.”

Stifling a laugh, she flew down the hall and up the stairs. She heard him grumbling behind her, but she knew he didn’t dare pursue her. There were too many people about.

Remembering the look on his face, she entered her room and collapsed into laughter. That had been fun. She’d never had fun with a man before. Maybe it was time she did more of that, too. Flirting and fun might be a nice change.

She threw herself down on her bed with a grin. And if in the process she also got to torment Lord Stephen Corry for his rigid opinions, so much the better.


Chapter Three
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Alone in the breakfast room the next morning, Stephen swallowed some regrets along with his eggs and toast. He shouldn’t have kissed Amanda in the conservatory. He shouldn’t have kissed her more than once. And he definitely shouldn’t have had erotic dreams about her that would rival the activities in a whorehouse.

Bloody hell. While his mind feared that Miss Keane was as ruthless as any other mill owner, his damned body didn’t want to believe that Amanda was anything but the sweet, artless woman whose mouth he’d ravaged beneath the mistletoe. That same mouth had featured so luridly in his fantasies that just remembering them made him hard as a—

“Good morning,” a familiar female voice chirped. “I’m glad to see you didn’t forget about me and Mama going into town with you today.”

Oh, God, could this get any worse?

“I didn’t expect you to rise so early, though,” Amanda added.

Rise? Could she actually see his arousal?

He groaned. Of course not. But she would see it when he stood, which he must— Oh God, and now her mother was entering the room, too.

“Good morning, ladies.” He rose and bowed in one smooth motion, hoping that it was enough to shield him, then waited until they’d swept past him to the buffet before straightening. By the time they took their seats, he was safely ensconced in his own.

“You’re up early, too,” he told Amanda.

“This isn’t early—at home I’m out of bed by five.”

Just the mention of her and a bed threatened to overset his control. Determinedly, he glanced at her mother. “You, too, Mrs. Keane?”

“Oh, I never rise before ten. But then, I don’t run the mills. Amanda insists upon being there as early as her workers.”

The mills. Right. He should focus on that.

Wait, she went in at the same time as her workers? How odd. Few mill owners did that. Of course, few were women, either. Amanda seemed to be extraordinary in many respects.

Like the fact that she ate a robust breakfast more suitable to a farmer’s daughter. And that she—like her mother—was dressed soberly this morning. Like him, they wore no expensive linens, no rich silks, no lace, as if somehow they’d known that serviceable wool gowns and cheap cotton fichus would be more suitable for today’s foray into town.

“So where exactly are we going this morning?” Mrs. Keane asked.

Stephen glanced at Amanda. “Didn’t you tell her?”

“Not the specifics. You didn’t mention them when we discussed it. You were too busy making bargains.” She cast him a secretive little smirk that tightened every muscle in his body. He could practically see the look on her face last night as she’d blown him that kiss.

“Ah, yes.” Let her smirk. He’d have the last laugh. “You said you wanted to speak to my sources. I thought we’d start in town with Mrs. Chapel.”

“And what does Mrs. Chapel do at the mill?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why are we visiting her?”

“You’ll see.”

Last night he’d decided there was only one way to decipher the real Amanda Keane—put her in certain situations and watch her react. Because he had to know where she stood. He owed it to himself . . . and to the girl whose memory he honored. To all the children who deserved better than a wretched existence as pauper apprentices.

After they finished breakfast, they headed into the foyer. Amanda donned a somber blue cloak and bonnet very different from her festive green yesterday, yet they didn’t keep him from itching to kiss her as she passed under the bough.

He scowled. Why the hell must she do this to him? He’d kissed plenty of women in his day. While at Oxford, he’d even joined Warren on a few expeditions to the stews of London. Yet nothing had ever affected him as profoundly as the simple pleasure of having Amanda in his arms. Indeed, it was all he could do not to drag her back into them as he helped her into the carriage.

While the women settled against the squabs, he leapt in to take his seat opposite them and ordered the driver to go on. Then he leaned back to fix Amanda with an even look. “You mentioned touring some English mills. Which ones?”

“Henley in Manchester. Wright’s in Liverpool. And of course, the most important one and the one I primarily wished to see—New Lanark.”

“Ah, yes,” he said cynically, “everyone’s favorite model cotton mill.”

“We were very impressed,” Mrs. Keane gushed. “I’ve never seen a mill town built from the ground up, with decent lodgings for the workers and schools for their children.”

But Amanda had caught Stephen’s sarcasm. “I take it you are not so impressed, my lord.”

He sighed. “Don’t misunderstand me. I admire what Robert Owen has done. I merely wish he wasn’t the only forward-thinking fellow. It took him years to make enough profit to please his investors, and even then, he had to buy some of them out before he found men willing to see his vision. Sadly, no one else wants to follow his stellar example.”

“I do,” Amanda said stoutly. “I hope to model my own factories after New Lanark.”

“Hope to? So that’s a new endeavor?”

She glanced out at the snowy fields they were passing. “For me, yes.”

Mrs. Keane smiled thinly. “My late husband and daughter didn’t always see eye to eye on the running of our mills. Now that he’s gone, Amanda wants to make improvements.” Before he could remark that wanting and doing were very different things, Mrs. Keane added, “And speaking of family disagreements, is it true that you and your brother, the marquess, are at odds?”

The abrupt change of subject, not to mention the highly personal nature of the question, threw him entirely off guard.

“Mama,” Amanda chided, “that’s his lordship’s private business.”

“It can’t be all that private,” her mother said with a sniff. “Everyone heard him and his brother arguing in the drawing room last night.”

He burst into laughter. Mrs. Keane was apparently as forthright as her daughter. “Warren was merely trying to convince me in his usual autocratic fashion to move back home, where he can keep me under his thumb.” His brother hadn’t admitted that was his intention, but Stephen suspected it was.

“You don’t live at home?” Amanda asked, bracing herself in a turn.

“No. If I did, it would make it harder for me to convince the workers that I’m their champion. This may surprise you, but some of us ‘whose idea of hard work is writing an article’ have the courage of our convictions.”

Amanda winced. “I . . . er . . . suppose I should apologize for that particular remark. I know that you do more than write—that you give speeches about reform and take great care with your research.”

“Do you?”

“I’m well aware of your reputation,” she said defensively. “And I laud your efforts. I just hate your assumption that all mill owners are alike, that the perfidy of the ones you haven’t destroyed with your pen merely hasn’t yet been revealed.”

He resisted the impulse to squirm under that rather harsh assessment. He focused on the bad ones because he wanted to shut them down. That didn’t mean he hated all mill owners.

“So if you don’t live at home, Lord Stephen,” Mrs. Keane said, clearly trying to steer the discussion into safer waters, “where do you live?”

He tore his gaze from Amanda to smile genially at her mother. “I have modest lodgings in Chelsea, but I’m seldom there since I travel so much.”

Mrs. Keane arched an eyebrow. “And how does your wife feel about that?”

He stifled a smile. Apparently matchmaking mothers were the same the world over. “I’m not married, madam.”

“Why not?” the woman pressed. “You seem old enough.”

“Mama!” Amanda said with more force this time . . . and a decided blush.

Absurdly, that blush pleased him. It reminded him that beneath her fierce mill-owner exterior was a warm woman with a penchant for hot, intimate kisses.

He flashed Mrs. Keane his most ingratiating smile. “Few Englishwomen are interested in marrying a lord who eschews the trappings of his rank, especially a younger son.”

That seemed to catch Amanda’s interest. “I thought younger sons in England usually became clergymen or barristers or soldiers.”

“They do. Sadly, I’m not terribly religious, wigs make me itch, and by the time I was old enough to consider becoming a soldier, England had stopped fighting Boney.”

It was a flip response. But telling the truth—that he was too wary of all such institutions to join them—would only rouse more questions. “So there you have it. Instead, I write. And no woman wants to marry a writer with only a bit of money left to him by his mother, and no land at all. Land is everything in England.”

“Money is everything in America,” Mrs. Keane said.

“So I hear. But my inheritance is hardly enough to tempt anyone, English or American.” It was the truth . . . and also a warning, if she wanted her daughter to set her cap for him. “And despite my brother’s wishes to bring me back into the fold, I’m not interested in giving up my ideals to return to a world where I’m neither comfortable nor welcome.”

“I see.” Mrs. Keane smoothed her skirts. “In other words, you aren’t married because your wife would have to join you in being an outcast from society.”

“Oh, heavens,” Amanda muttered.

He chuckled. “You could put it that way.”

“Then Englishwomen must be stupid indeed,” Mrs. Keane said.

That stymied him. “Because they don’t wish to be outcasts?”

“Because they force you to choose between two opposite spheres, when there are many gradations between.”

“In America, perhaps,” he said dryly. “There aren’t many gradations in England.”

Mrs. Keane sniffed. “I hardly believe that. I’ve met several respectable females who are neither outcasts nor ladies of high rank. Surely you could find a woman among them who’s willing to compromise for the sake of love.”

“You don’t understand, Mama.” Amanda steadied her gaze on him. “It’s not the women who don’t want to compromise. It’s Lord Stephen.”

He met her gaze evenly. “I suppose you consider my refusal to compromise a flaw in my character.”

“That’s a flaw in anyone’s character, young man,” Mrs. Keane said. “Especially in a husband. Marriage is all about compromise.”

“For the women,” Amanda said tartly. “Never for the men.”

Her mother stared at her. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?” The resentment festering in Amanda’s voice gave him pause. “Papa never compromised with you. Things were always his way.”

Was that also true of the man’s treatment of his daughter? Was that why Amanda was so quick to take offense when a man with strong opinions started voicing them?

Mrs. Keane sighed. “All right, I’ll grant you that.” She smiled sadly. “But that’s precisely why I know how important compromise is, my dear.”

Stephen wanted to hear more about Amanda and her father. About her. But just then, they pulled up in front of a shop in the center of town.

Amanda looked out and frowned. “We’re going shopping?”

“No, but I want it to appear that way. I’d rather not call attention to Mrs. Chapel’s willingness to speak to us by driving right up to her cottage in your brother’s impressive carriage.”

That sobered both Amanda and her mother, as well it should. Warren hadn’t been entirely wrong to worry about the danger of Stephen’s activities. But it wasn’t dangerous for Stephen; it was dangerous for the workers feeding him information.

As soon as they’d disembarked, the coachman handed down the basket Yvette had sent along. Then Stephen ushered his companions through a series of alleys and streets until they were strolling on the outskirts of town.

So far his companions had asked no questions and made no fuss. Had Mrs. Keane known what she was agreeing to when she came along? Or had Amanda pawned it off as some fun excursion? Whatever the case, Mrs. Keane didn’t look at all perturbed when he led them up to a tumbledown wattle-and-daub cottage.

He knocked, and Mrs. Chapel answered the door with her babe on one hip. “Milord!” Pleasure wreathed her face in smiles until she spotted his companions. Then she turned wary. With a quick survey of the road behind them, she swung the door wide open. “Quick, come inside, if you please. Before anyone sees.”

Neither of his companions questioned her caution, but Amanda did shoot him an odd look as they entered the single room that constituted the entire home.

In the center was a rickety table with four mismatched chairs, and a kettle was on the hob. On one side sat a worn chest of drawers. The other side held a crudely built trundle bed, a basket that served as a crib, and a separate horsehair mattress lacking a bedstead. The beds were neatly made up, though a three-year-old wearing a threadbare cotton dress sat atop the trundle bed banging a pot enthusiastically with a wooden spoon.

Mrs. Keane’s eyes lit up as she saw the child, but Amanda turned distant once more, her eyes regarding him with a suspicion that roused guilt in his chest.

He tamped it down ruthlessly. “Mrs. Chapel, I’ve brought some friends from Walton Hall to visit. This is Mrs. Keane and her daughter Miss Amanda Keane. They own mills in America.”

Mrs. Chapel’s wariness turned to confusion. “You mean, Mr. Keane owns the mills, don’t you?”

Amanda smiled. “Actually, I own the mills. They were left to me and my brother by my father. My brother sold his share to me with my mother’s blessing.”

Something like awe passed over Mrs. Chapel’s face. “A woman owner. Who’d have thought it? America must be very different.”

“Not as different as we’d like,” Mrs. Keane said dryly, “but it’s so vast a land that both men and women are needed to run things.” She stepped forward. “May I hold the babe?”

“Oh! Why, of course, ma’am. Though hand her right back if she turns cross. Wouldn’t want her to spit up on you.”

As Mrs. Keane took the child and began to coo at it, Stephen handed Mrs. Chapel the basket. “The mistress of Walton Hall asked that I bring you these. Her guests went shooting yesterday and managed to kill more pheasants than anyone at the hall could eat. She said she was sure you could use them.”

Mrs. Chapel blinked back tears as she took the birds. “Oh, yes, milord, thank you. Tell her it’s most kind of her. The lads will make short work of these.”

“How many boys do you have?” Mrs. Keane asked as she jiggled the baby up and down.

“Three, counting the baby, ma’am. And Mary there makes four children altogether.”

Mrs. Keane glanced about the small room and frowned, but didn’t say anything. He sympathized. He’d long ago become accustomed to seeing whole families crammed into a room the size of a pantry at home, but that didn’t mean he liked it.

“Tom and Jimmy are at the mill right now, along with Mr. Chapel,” Stephen said.

“I would work there meself,” Mrs. Chapel said, “but someone has to tend the little ones.”

Mrs. Keane blinked. “Surely you aren’t old enough to have lads of an age to work at the mill.”

That caught him off guard. Mrs. Chapel looked every bit of her thirty years, even a little older. Mrs. Keane shouldn’t be surprised.

Mrs. Chapel preened a bit. “Thank you kindly, ma’am, but my oldest is nearly eleven.”

“Eleven is the oldest?” Amanda looked shocked, which gave him pause. “How old is the younger one?”

“Seven,” Stephen said in a hard voice. “Tom is a mule scavenger.”

Amanda fixed him with a horrified look. “Climbing about under the moving parts of the spinning mule for whatever bits of cotton fall,” she said, as if to clarify.

“That is what a mule scavenger does, isn’t it?” he said coldly. “Don’t you use them in your own mills?”

Mrs. Keane gaped at him. “Our mule scavengers are fourteen, my lord. My husband used to hire them as young as twelve, but Amanda refuses to hire anyone before the age of fourteen.”

“Anyone?” He turned to Amanda. “That’s the youngest age of any of your workers?”

“Yes. The piecers and tenters are generally older.”

Astonishing. There wasn’t a mill in England that started their apprentices as old as fourteen. But neither her nor her mother’s shock had been feigned. Perhaps Amanda wasn’t as hard-nosed as he’d assumed.

Then again, he’d been fooled by owners before.

Mrs. Keane now had a martial light in her eyes. “How can they let a seven-year-old work in the mill?”

Mrs. Chapel turned defensive. “We don’t have no choice, ma’am. They hired my husband as a mule spinner only because the two boys could work, too. I was agin’ it myself, but my husband—”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure he saw no way out,” Mrs. Keane said. “I’m not talking about your and your husband’s choices, Mrs. Chapel. Sometimes we have to do difficult things to support our families.” She glanced at Stephen. “But I was told it was illegal in England for any mill to employ children under the age of nine.”

At the word illegal, Mrs. Chapel whirled on Stephen in a panic. “You said you wouldn’t make trouble for me husband! He needs this post, milord. If they turn him off because you report Mr. Hanson—”

“They won’t turn him off,” Stephen said. “No one will know who gave me the information.”

“Really?” Amanda said. “You can promise her that?”

The hint of accusation in her voice made him bristle. “Why do you think I’m taking these precautions? When I write my article, I won’t use the Chapel name. I won’t give specifics anyone can tie to her or her husband. Trust me, plenty of other seven-year-olds work in that mill. And six-year-olds and five-year-olds and—”

“Enough,” Amanda said, her voice soft with compassion. “I know that your intentions are good, but mill communities are small. You must be careful or you’ll endanger the very people you want to help.”

“I suppose you think I should look the other way and never try to change things,” he snapped. “Let devils like Hanson bully their workers, paying them wages so low that they’re practically forced to sell their children in order to eat. Let them put the children in dangerous situations and punish them by—”

“No, of course not,” she said, her cheeks now as pale as Mrs. Chapel’s.

“I’ve been doing this awhile. I know how to keep the workers safe.” He turned to Mrs. Chapel. “I promise you, nothing will happen except that Hanson will be forced to follow the law of the land and not the law of profit.”

“And if something does happen,” Amanda told her, “I’m sure my sister-in-law up at Walton Hall can find work for your husband.”

He stifled a snort. And she thought he was making promises he couldn’t keep. Still, her words seemed to calm Mrs. Chapel’s fears where his own assertions hadn’t.

“Thank you, miss,” she said gratefully. “It’s much appreciated.”

Taking out his notepad and pencil, he licked the tip. “I’ve been asking everyone certain questions, Mrs. Chapel, so I can get my facts straight. If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you the same ones.”

When she glanced to Amanda for reassurance, it annoyed him. Amanda, not he, was supposed to be the person no one trusted. It was galling. It had taken him a week to gain Mrs. Chapel’s trust, and Amanda had gained it in minutes. He still wasn’t entirely sure she deserved it.

Mrs. Chapel seemed to consider a moment longer, then steadied her shoulders. “Things has got bad, real bad, at Hanson Cotton Works of late. If you think you can make them better, milord, I’m willing to tell you what I can.”


Chapter Four
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On the walk back to the shop where their carriage had been left, Amanda couldn’t even bear to look at Stephen for fear she’d fly into a rage. Over the past few hours she’d begun to suspect why he’d brought them to Mrs. Chapel’s, and if she was right, then he was the most deceitful, pompous—

“I can’t believe they work those poor children so long and hard,” Mama said in a hollow voice as they walked down an alley.

Amanda’s throat closed up at the thought of everything Mrs. Chapel had revealed. Workers at Hanson Cotton Works endured shifts of at least sixteen hours, which often stretched far into the night, in horrible conditions. Awful punishments were administered to those foolish enough to fall asleep. Accidents were so common, they were scarcely even reported any more.

“And the apprentices are so young, too,” Mama said. “It’s appalling.”

They were called “pauper apprentices”—most of them orphans taken from the workhouses in London to labor in the mills until they were twenty-one. Some began as young as four—four!—working as mule scavengers. Mr. Hanson and his men ought to be horsewhipped.

“It’s appalling indeed,” Amanda choked out.

“That’s all you have to say?” Stephen snapped.

Oh, that tore it. She halted just as they reached the alley’s end. “Mama, I’d like a word alone with his lordship.”

Her mother glanced from Amanda’s set features to Stephen’s narrowed gaze. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“I promise to leave him in one piece. That’s about all I can promise.” When her mother paled, Amanda softened her fierce tone. “Please just go on to the carriage. We won’t be long.”

Fortunately, Mama knew when to refrain from arguing with her headstrong daughter.

The moment she’d left, Amanda whirled on Stephen. “Why did you bring me to Mrs. Chapel’s?”

Something flickered in his eyes. Guilt? She doubted it. He was incapable of that.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “You said you wanted to speak to my sources.”

“You said you wanted to interview me. Except that this was the interview, wasn’t it? To see how I reacted to the recitation of such horrible, despicable—”

“Yes,” he said tightly.

She trembled with a fury she could scarcely contain. “And you thought I would approve of such methods? You thought me such a monster?”

“No!” He raked his hair away from his face. “I merely . . . Other mill owners regard these practices as acceptable, even necessary to their profits. The bastards don’t care about the human cost. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve listened to them defend their cruelties in Parliament speeches.”

“So you assumed I was as bad as they.” Her belly roiled. “You kissed me last night—several times—while thinking that I might be—”

“No.” He gritted his teeth. “You don’t understand.” Stepping closer, he lowered his voice. “I had to determine whether you were an ally or an enemy. I think I have good reason for caution.”

“Really? Have I personally given you any reason?”

“Not yet, but—”

“Not yet ? Are you waiting for me to show my true colors?”

A distinct unease crossed his face. “Certainly not, but—”

“We’re all the same to you, aren’t we? All monsters.”

“I do not think you a monster,” he bit out.

“You could have fooled me.” Before he could respond, she said, “Tell me something, my lord. Where do you think your cotton shirt and cravat were made? Or did you personally see to it that they were produced by handloom weavers in a cottage somewhere?”

“Of course not,” he said stiffly. “There are scarcely any of those left in England.”

“Precisely. Because people need cheaply made cotton goods. So somebody’s mills have to produce them. Wouldn’t it be better to support those mills that follow fair practices, rather than trying to tear down an entire industry?”

“I’m not doing that!”

“No? Without so much as a shred of evidence, you apparently assumed that my mills are as awful as Hanson Cotton Works. Have you ever even been to America?”

“I have not.” He drew himself up. “But I have trouble believing that American mills are any better than English ones.”

“My mills are better!” Amanda cried. “I can only speak for my own. Unlike you, I don’t presume to know the practices of every mill in the world. But I should hope that most owners are conscientious enough not to prey on their workers.”

“Most? I doubt that, having spent countless hours in research and observation.”

“Of the worst mills you can find.”

“Yes! The ones that need changing. It makes no sense to look at the good ones.”

“Maybe if people were to hear how things could be, they might push for change more willingly.”

He glared at her. “People only change if you shock them into it.”

“Now you sound like a mill owner who justifies his harsh treatment by saying that people only work hard if beaten.” Her voice caught. “I suppose you used the same argument to justify your manipulating me so you could find out where I stood on these matters. Instead of asking me, like a decent person.”

He looked momentarily shaken. Then his eyes hardened. “How could I have been sure you would tell the truth?”

“Why would I lie about practices I thought were, to use your words, ‘acceptable’ and ‘necessary’ to my ‘profits’? You pointed out last night that I speak my mind. Did you think I wouldn’t speak it about this?”

He met her gaze coldly. “And what about your determination to talk to my sources? You had some purpose for that which you didn’t bother to share with me.”

Drat it all, she wasn’t like him. She wasn’t! “You never asked my reasons, so I never told you. But they were innocuous enough. I wanted to find out why the English are more successful in their cotton textile production than we Americans.”

“Well, if American mills are all as perfect as you claim, then the owners of English mills succeed because they hire children and work them to death!”

“That is not why!” She thrust her face up to his. “I’ve run factories long enough to know that horrible conditions lead to accidents and losses. Such practices don’t even make good business sense. And when it comes to mistreating children that young . . .”

She choked down bile, unable even to think of a child as young as four in a mill.

Unexpectedly, he pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry.” When she tried to struggle free, he wouldn’t let her. “I admit I jumped to conclusions about you.” He brushed a kiss to her hair. “I just . . . worried that you were too good to be true. And I stupidly thought this the best way to find out.”

Pushing against him, she scowled. “This, and kissing me. Seeing what you could wheedle out of me by flirtation.”

“Absolutely not.” His eyes burned into hers. “The kisses had naught to do with it.”

“Really?” she said bitterly. “They weren’t an attempt to soften me up?”

He shook his head. “Perhaps I had some notion along those lines at the beginning.” He rubbed his thumb over her lips. “But our kisses rapidly became something else. An unintended complication. An unwise attraction.”

“Very unwise,” she agreed, only somewhat mollified by his assertion that his flirtations had been honest. Tearing herself from his embrace, she turned toward the end of the alley. “I’m glad to hear that we agree on that.”

He blocked her path. “I’m sorry I manipulated you, but as far as I’m concerned, our bargain still holds.”

“If you think I am going to—”

“You said I should write about the good mills. Very well, help me do that.”

That arrested her. “How?”

“Tell me about yours.”

“And you’ll listen without bias,” she said skeptically.

He flashed her a rueful smile. “I promise to try. And in exchange, I’ll see if I can’t find people who can tell you more about English mills and how they work.”

“The good factories,” she prodded. “Not the awful ones who rule their workers by fear and deprivation.”

“Yes.” He stared at her. “But first I must finish my article. And I’m hoping you can assist me.”

She lifted an eyebrow.

He seized her hand. “Help me interview the workers. I can see you have a good heart. What’s more, the workers see it, too. They may be even more likely to talk honestly to a female owner who understands their concerns and isn’t part of the English system. Working together, you and I could learn a great deal more than I could learn alone; we could put an end to at least one bad owner’s reign. That’s what you want, isn’t it? To force Hanson into cleaning up his mill?”

She sighed, still haunted by the fear in Mrs. Chapel’s voice for her family. “I do.”

“So, what do you say?” he asked, his gaze intent on her. “It’s Christmastide, a time to set things right. Will you help me with my article? Agree to a truce for the sake of the children?”

“I suppose.” Her tone hardened. “But only because you need to nail Mr. Hanson and his disgusting compatriots to a wall.”

“We need to do that.” Cocking his head, he smiled faintly. “I had no idea you had such a bloodthirsty streak.”

“Luckily for you, I can restrain it when necessary.”

“Well, you did promise your mother to leave me in one piece,” he teased.

If he thought he could jolly her out of her bad humor, he had another think coming. “That’s the only thing that saved you from my wrath,” she said, and slid past him.

“I was saved from your wrath?” he called after her. “I think I missed that part.”

As she headed down the street, his laughter rang in her ears.

Let him laugh. He would soon find she wasn’t the sort to easily give up a grudge. Especially one that involved her being manipulated by some man.

Christmastide or no, it would be a long time before she forgave Lord Stephen Corry.

♦ ♦ ♦

Five days had passed since Stephen’s argument with Amanda in the alley, and to his irritation, they were once again surrounded by far too many people. Earlier in the day, the servants had brought piles of holly, cedar, and other fragrant greens into the drawing room, and the ladies were now weaving them into garlands and wreaths in preparation for hanging them tomorrow, on Christmas Eve.

“I’m so glad you accepted my husband’s invitation to shoot, Mr. Hanson,” Yvette said as the mill owner helped himself to some cucumber sandwiches. “We do so want to be an important part of the community in our new home. I’m just sorry that the sleet forced all of you gentlemen inside.”

“I’m not sorry one bit, with such lovely ladies for company.” Hanson glanced over to where Amanda was cutting lengths of wire for the wreaths and flashed her an oily smile. “And such industrious ones, too. I’m rather surprised, my lady, that you didn’t leave all this to your servants. I should hate to see Miss Keane cut one of her pretty fingers with those wire cutters.”

Amanda’s eyes narrowed dangerously before she caught herself and smoothed a smile across her face. “I’d be happy to have you cut the wires. It would be such a help, a big strong fellow like you.”

Stephen nearly choked on his wassail, even though he was perfectly aware that the point of inviting Hanson was for Amanda to have a chance at persuading the man to let her tour his mill.

Keeping an eye on the arse now heading over to help her, Stephen rose to refill his glass with wassail. These past few days, Amanda had seemed perfectly content to go everywhere with him, speak to everyone, find out everything . . . as long as her mother was with them.

Now that he’d come to know her better, he wanted more—private moments with her and a chance to kiss her again. He’d gone to the conservatory every night, but she was never there.

It was driving him insane. And that, too, drove him insane. He had no business wanting a more intimate friendship. How could it work between them?

“You do that so well, Mr. Hanson,” Amanda said sweetly. “I would dearly love to see you commanding all those strapping fellows at Hanson Cotton Works. Are you quite certain you won’t have a chance to take me about it sometime?”

Hanson ran his gaze down her in a way that made Stephen want to leap across the table and throttle him. “Perhaps on your next visit to Walton Hall, Miss Keane. With the holidays approaching, my workers don’t need anyone as beautiful as you distracting them from their labors.”

When it looked as if she might throttle the man herself, Stephen said, “How is your mother, Miss Keane? Yvette told me she has a cold.”

Amanda drew in a deep breath as she faced him. “I’m afraid so. She has taken to her bed today in hopes that she’ll be well rested for the festivities tomorrow, so with any luck we’ll see her at breakfast.”

“Speaking of Christmas Eve,” Blakeborough broke in to ask his sister, “will there be a Yule log?”

“I hope so.” Yvette wrapped some ribbon around a giant wreath. “It’s still drying out in the stable, but our servants assure me it will burn well enough tomorrow night. Why?”

“You know Edwin,” Clarissa said archly. “Everything must be perfect to keep him content.”

Blakeborough lifted an eyebrow. “And you know Clarissa. Everything must be chaotic to keep her amused.”

When Clarissa glared at him and looked as if she was about to say something cutting, Yvette said, “Edwin, why don’t you help Amanda hang this wreath on the front door?”

“I’ll help her.” Stephen hurried over to pick up the wreath. It would finally give him a few moments alone with Amanda. “I could use some fresh air anyway.”

“So could I,” Amanda said blithely, looking relieved to leave Hanson’s side.

The sleet had stopped, but the cold had not, so as soon as they were out on the portico, she shivered. “When I’d rather be outside in freezing temperatures than inside a warm, cozy room with a certain mill owner, you know I truly detest the man.”

He laughed. “I could tell that long before we came out.”

She shot him an alarmed look. “Could he, do you think?”

“I doubt it.” He wrapped some wire around the knocker to support the wreath. “I know you well enough to see it, but he’s too full of himself to notice anything but a pretty woman flattering him.”

“I hope you’re right.” She supported the wreath from below while he threaded the wire through the ribbon. “But it worries me that he won’t let me tour the mill. I wonder if he’s heard about our questioning people.”

“No, he’s probably just the sort of man who believes that women shouldn’t run factories.”

“And you?” She toyed with the ribbon. “What do you believe?”

“Do you care?”

Her gaze shot to his. “Of course.” She forced a smile. “You’re writing about me, aren’t you? I should hope I care what you write.”

But he wasn’t fooled. Sometimes when he least expected it, she looked at him as if she cared very much what he thought of her. It was the only thing that gave him hope she might one day forgive him. “I believe any factory would be very lucky to have you for an owner.”

The blazing smile she shot him made his heart catch in his throat. God, how he wished he had more time with her. The house party ended on Boxing Day, and she left two weeks later.

He wasn’t ready for this . . . whatever it was . . . to end. Which was odd, since he generally had no interest in prolonging a relationship with a woman he merely desired.

But you don’t merely desire her. That’s the trouble.

He scowled. That couldn’t be true. Mustn’t be true. She was returning to America, and he couldn’t follow. He had too much left to do here in England.

“Well, I hope you’re right that Mr. Hanson hasn’t guessed what we’re up to,” Amanda said as he opened the door for her. “He could make matters very difficult for the workers. Have you gathered enough material for your article yet?”

“I believe so, yes.” He shut the door behind them. “I was planning on working on it some more in a bit. Would you like to help?”

Pleasure suffused her cheeks a lovely pink before she masked it. “Me? What do I know about writing?”

“You were fairly eloquent when dressing me down in the alley five days ago,” he pointed out as they paused just inside the door.

Now her cheeks were positively crimson. “I was maybe . . . a bit too forceful in my opinions.”

“No, you weren’t. But I hope you’ve formed a better opinion of me over the past week.”

“Maybe a little better,” she said with a brief, almost teasing smile that sent his pulse galloping.

“So will you help me with the article? Read it over, put in some comments?”

“All right.” She glanced back toward the drawing room, and her gaze sharpened. “I’ll definitely do whatever I can to make sure that a certain individual gets his just deserts.”

A chuckle escaped him. How could he have ever thought her a hard-nosed owner? Beneath that pragmatic exterior beat a heart as wide as the ocean. “Let’s meet in the conservatory in half an hour to work on it.”

She arched an eyebrow at Stephen. “I think not. The atmosphere in the library is more conducive to writing articles. Right now I’ll tell everyone I’m going up to keep Mama company. But I’ll just check on her and then sneak back down. After I’ve been gone a bit, you can make some excuse for leaving the drawing room and meet me in the library.”

He forced a look of disappointment to his face, though inside he was doing a little dance. Thanks to her randy brother and sister-in-law, a kissing bough hung in the library, too. She probably hadn’t noticed.

“Very well,” he said, trying to sound downcast. “If you insist.”

For the next half hour, all he could think about was meeting her in private. Holding her. Taking her mouth with his. Caressing her. So when he walked into the library to find her reading a book right under the mistletoe, he exulted.

She was so engrossed in her reading that she didn’t even glance up when he entered. Closing the door behind him, he paused to look at her, and something knotted in his chest.

God, she was magnificent, even in that subdued gray wool gown she favored. Her glorious red hair was an upsweep of ravishing curls, and her freckled cheeks shone pink and pretty in the muddy light from the window. It was enough to turn a gentleman into a raving rogue.

But it wasn’t just her looks that captivated him. She was the first woman with whom he felt entirely at ease, the first woman who didn’t make him impatient to be somewhere else. When he was with her, he found himself yearning for something deeper, something more . . . permanent.

No, that was ridiculous. Right now, he yearned for one thing only—a kiss. More than one, if he could manage it. He started toward her and reached up to pluck a berry from the bough, then froze.

There were none. How could that be?

His disappointment was so acute that he spoke without thinking. “What happened to the mistletoe?”

Startled, she looked up from her book. Then she followed his gaze to the bough and smoothed her expression. “How should I know?”

Remembering what she’d said about why women didn’t pluck the bough clean themselves, he scowled at her. “Are you telling me the berries all just disappeared?”

With a shrug, she returned her gaze to her book. “The house party has been going on for days. I can’t help it if the men here take every opportunity to blackmail women into kissing them.”

“It isn’t blackmail,” he grumbled. “It’s supposed to be fun.”

“So I’m told.”

But he noticed she fought a smile as she stared down at her book. The little minx had probably plucked them all herself, just to torment him.

Now thoroughly out of sorts, he dropped into a chair across from the settee where she sat. “What are you reading?”

“Christabel, by Samuel Taylor Coleridge.”

“Poetry? You?”

“I like poetry. It has a steady rhythm, like music. Or the machines at the mills. It’s quite soothing.”

He shook his head. Only Amanda could find poetry in a mill. “You really enjoy running your factories and working in them every day, don’t you?”

“I do.” She got a faraway look in her eye. “I like seeing something beautiful spun from a piece of nature. I like the whoosh and clack of the flying shuttle, the hum of the spinning mule, and the haze of cotton dust that casts everything in a soft light.”

Hearing her speak of it made his gut clench. If he ever did offer marriage to her, she would never accept. Not if it meant staying in England. She too had a mission of sorts, very different from his.

“I’m afraid I can’t see them as romantically as you,” he said.

“Only because you don’t look at them in the proper light.” She held out her hand. “So, let’s see how you do view them. Is that your article?”

“Yes.” Handing it over, he sat back and watched as she looked it over.

It was a bit disconcerting. He’d never actually witnessed someone reading his work. He didn’t like it. She sighed, she marked things with a pencil, she furrowed her brow. It was enough to drive a man to drink.

When she gasped, he demanded to know why. She merely ordered him to hold his tongue until she was done.

At that point, he couldn’t sit there any longer. Rising from the chair, he strode over to gaze out the window at the icicles melting off the eaves. Perhaps this hadn’t been such a good idea. Perhaps she would hate how he’d characterized her. When he’d initially written the piece, he’d thought she might approve, but he was beginning to understand that Amanda—

“Very interesting,” she mumbled.

He glanced over at her, his blood racing when he saw her set the pages down. “You’re done?”

She looked up. “Yes.”

“And you found it interesting.” His stomach lurched. “In a good way? Or a bad way?”

“A good way, of course.” She sounded surprised that he would think otherwise.

He released a breath. “You like it.”

“I do. It’s much more even-handed than your usual work.”

Probably so. The whole time he’d been writing it, he’d heard her voice sounding in his ears, telling him to be fair. “You didn’t mind that I contrasted your methods with those of Hanson.”

“Of course not.” Her cheeks colored. “I’m flattered that you spoke of admiring them.”

She’d blushed more today than in the past five days. It brought his desire roaring to life.

Then she tapped the pencil against one sheet of paper and frowned. “But I’m confused about this part concerning a girl piecer. Jimmy Chapel is eleven, and I don’t recall our interviewing any eight-year-old piecers.”

He tensed. “That’s because we didn’t. Since you wanted me to be careful about implicating the workers, instead of using Mrs. Chapel’s son for my example, I chose to make the piecer a girl.”

Her eyes warmed. “You listened to what I said?”

“I’m not immune to criticism, you know,” he muttered.

“I see that.”

Her soft smile made him want to scoop her up and spend the rest of the afternoon ravishing her. “According to sources, there were several piecers at the mill, so I figured that would make it harder to determine whom I meant.”

“Yes, but the way you describe her is so powerful, so true.” She searched his face. “She feels very real to me. And not just a female version of Jimmy, either.”

How astute of her to notice. He thought about denying it, but he couldn’t. Not with Amanda. Not when she’d come to understand so much about him and his quest.

Possessed by an overwhelming urge to explain why this crusade was so important to him, he said, “You’re right—she’s not a female version of Jimmy.” He dragged in a heavy breath as memories assailed him. “She was a real girl named Peggy, whom I considered a friend. She died in the mills when I was eight, and I never forgot. So I do all of this for her . . . and children like her.”


Chapter Five

[image: Images]

For a moment, Amanda could only stare at him. She’d wondered what drove him, but she hadn’t expected this. “How on earth does a marquess’s son have a mill girl for a friend?”

“Not easily, I assure you.” Glancing away, he speared his fingers through his hair in a gesture she’d come to adore.

But she dared not let him see how she felt, or he would guess that she was falling for him. And that was hopeless.

Even if he were enough of a rebel to consider marrying a woman in trade, she doubted he would move to America. He felt compelled to do what he did here, in England.

And did she even want him to marry her? What if she let him close, and he turned out to be like Papa, trying to take things over, trying to make her mills what he wanted?

He’s nothing like Papa. Just look at what he wrote.

Yes. He’d shown he understood her, far more even than she’d guessed. It was gratifying. Intoxicating.

And a little alarming. Though it made her want to understand him, too. “How did you meet Peggy?”

He rose to roam the small sitting area like a caged beast. “My late mother used to help support a school for the children of our local mill workers. She would drag me along when she went to observe. Said it would be good for me, would teach me compassion.”

His voice turned self-deprecating. “As you might imagine, I detested going. At eight, I was starting to be rather full of myself, and I hated being forced to deal with grubby urchins whom I considered beneath me. But I was a dutiful son, so I did as I was told, though not happily. Until I met Peggy.”

A smile softened his face. “She was my age and the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen—always neat as a pin, with a face like a cherub and a head full of ginger curls. She took a shine to me when she caught me stealing away from Mother one day at the school to read a book. She, too, was a great lover of reading.”

“She could read?”

“Oh, yes, she had a gift for it, a thirst for learning. And in her I’d found an ally. At first I lent her books from Father’s library. I got in trouble for that, as you might imagine, so then I took to buying her books with my allowance.”

“Your mother didn’t mind,” Amanda said softly.

“She told Father it was good for me to learn kindness to those beneath me.” He shook his head. “She never understood—it wasn’t about charity or kindness. It was about the books. None of my brothers were keen readers, but Peggy knew at once why Sir Walter Scott transported me, why Shakespeare lifted my heart. We could talk for hours just about that.

“Then one day she wasn’t there at the school. When I asked about her, I was told that her father had fallen ill, so all his children had been put to work in the mills to keep the family afloat.”

He sank onto the settee beside her, his eyes bleak. “I made a fuss about it with Father, who said it was none of our concern. Mother said she sympathized, but we couldn’t interfere with another family’s choices.” His voice grew choked. “As if there was a choice. Mill workers don’t earn enough to have choices.”

She took his hand in hers, but he hardly seemed conscious of it.

“Since I couldn’t see her anymore, I wrote her a letter, but I got no answer. For a long time, I wasn’t even sure if she’d received it. Then one day her father came to the manor. He said he thought it only right, since I’d been so kind to his girl, that I be told of . . . of . . .”

Sensing what was coming, she clutched his hand to her heart.

“Of her . . . death.” A shuddering breath escaped him. “She fell into one of the machines and . . .” He stared blindly past her. “Well, you know what happens.”

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, though the words were wholly inadequate. She brushed a kiss over his knuckles. “So very sorry. Eight is far too young to lose a friend.”

“Eight is far too young to die.” His angry gaze shot to hers. “And for what? Commerce? Cheap cotton shirts? It isn’t right!”

“No, it’s not.” She lifted her other hand to cup his taut cheek. “Why do you think I’m so careful with my own factories? I could never bear it if some sleepy child got hurt. It’s why I’m helping you with this article. I know how bad things can be if an owner is indifferent to the risks.”

“The problem is there aren’t enough owners like you.” He let out a ragged sigh. “Sometimes it feels as if I write and shout and pound the walls and nothing happens.”

“That’s not true,” she said earnestly. “Thanks to you and others, there’s the Factory Acts, there’s New Lanark . . . there are members of Parliament fighting for better conditions. It just takes time for things to change for the better.”

“How can you always be so full of hope? I look and see only hardship and difficulty. You see potential.”

“Because I believe most people have good intentions. They want to do the right thing. They want to help, to make improvements.”

“But when faced with men like Hanson—”

“I look to people like you.” She brushed back the lock of his hair falling into his eyes. “You’re the ones who give me hope.”

His gaze caught hers, fierce and intense and full of longing. It mirrored the longing in her . . . for a connection with him deeper than their platonic friendship of the past few days.

He obviously saw it, too, for hunger leapt in his face.

Suddenly she realized how close they sat, how tightly he gripped her hand . . . how hard she found it to breathe. His eyes deepened until they shone as glossy-dark as holly, and he lowered his head to hers infinitely slowly, as if giving her a chance to stop him.

There wasn’t a chance in hell of that. So as her eyes slid closed, he kissed her.

It started tender and soft, the merest press of lips meant to get her attention. But soon it began a slow crescendo. His tongue slid inside to toy with hers. Then his hands clasped her head to hold her still so his mouth could give and take with impudent, hot strokes that made her blood roar and her heart thunder.

Even his kisses shouted.

Ohhhh, how lovely! How she’d missed this.

A strange excitement built in her belly and she squirmed, not sure why she felt the urge to press against him . . . everywhere. But he must have felt it, too, for he cupped her breast in an intimate caress.

She froze. She should shove his hand away. Shove him away.

There wasn’t a chance in hell of that, either. So she pretended not to notice that he was kneading her breast, lightly, carefully, as if afraid she might revolt.

How could she revolt when she’d just been yearning to have his hands on her? When the sheer wonder of his fondling whipped her blood into a frenzy? Giving herself up to his caresses, she looped her hands about his neck and just held on.

His mouth grew wild on hers, and his hand grew bolder. Oh, it felt like heaven, all of it. She wanted more. She wanted everything.

After several moments of hot kisses and hotter caresses, he murmured against her lips, “I’ve dreamed for days of having you in my arms, putting my hands on you.”

“Why didn’t you do anything about it?” she whispered, arching into his hand.

“You know why.” He planted kisses along the line of her jaw down to her neck. “Your mother was always around.” Shooting her a wry glance, he said, “And you wouldn’t go to the conservatory.”

“Oh. Right.” She began to regret her stubborn refusal to forgive him for his earlier manipulations, because this sweet intimacy was incredible. Now it was nearly Christmas Eve, and they had little time left to experience such delicious . . . astonishing . . .

“You did it on purpose,” he growled against her throat. “And admit it, you plucked all those berries from the bough, too.”

“Not a bit,” she said, then betrayed herself with a giddy laugh.

“I knew it, you cheater.” Even as his hand kept fondling her breast, his eyes gleamed with darker intent. “So now it’s my turn to cheat.”

He tugged her fichu from the neck of her pelisse-robe and tossed it over the back of the settee.

“Stephen!” she gasped, but any further protest died in her throat once he started kissing his way down inside the vee of her bodice. “Ohh, you . . . devilish fellow, what are you doing?”

“Claiming my kisses,” he said hoarsely. “All the ones I would have taken if you’d left the berries on the bough.”

Her breath came in hard gasps as he unbuttoned her front-opening gown just enough to draw it open and bare her corset and chemise to his gaze.

Oh, help. “You really shouldn’t be doing this,” she said as her traitorous hands buried themselves in his hair.

He fixed her with a decidedly carnal look. “I really shouldn’t.” Then he tugged down her corset cup and chemise to reveal one breast, and his gaze dropped unerringly there.

Dear Lord. Who would have thought that having a man look at one’s naked breast would be so enthralling? The part of her that would normally urge caution had clearly gone to sleep, because she wouldn’t have stopped this for the world.

Especially when he lowered his head, closed his mouth over her breast, and began to suck.

What bliss! Her body entirely betrayed her. It pressed into him like that of a dockside tart. Her fingers clutched him tight to her breast, and her lips scattered kisses over his silky locks. He smelled of mint and bergamot, some rich scent that probably only lords used.

But his mouth was just a man’s, with a man’s boldness, a man’s eager hunger. It made her squirm and moan.

As if that encouraged him to recklessness, he eased her back down on the settee until he lay atop her, the strength and power of him surrounding her. That ought to panic her. Instead, it made her feel oddly safe.

This was Stephen, her Stephen. She trusted him with her virtue.

He kissed her again, slowly, leisurely, with heart-stopping strokes of his tongue, and it was perfect. His hand rubbed her breast while his thumb teased her nipple and his mouth made her eager for more.

Then he settled between her legs, and even through her layers of petticoats and skirts she felt an unmistakable bulge hardening against the tender flesh down there. For a moment, it tempted her to be naughty. For a moment, she relished the way he pushed against her, rousing urges she’d ignored most of her life.

Until he groaned against her lips, and her good sense finally reasserted itself. She was playing with fire. And she was the only one who’d be burned by it.

She tore her mouth from his. “We mustn’t,” she whispered. “We can’t do this.”

He froze, then muttered a soft oath, and she had a moment’s fear he wouldn’t relent.

But he didn’t resist when she pressed against his chest to put some space between them. “We have to stop this. Someone could come in any minute.”

Bracing himself up on either side of her, he stared down into her face. “So what if they did?”

She could feel the thundering of his heart against her hand. “Then we’d be forced to marry.”

At the word forced, he narrowed his gaze. “Would it be so terrible? For us to have to marry?”

That made her silly pulse leap. “Are you . . . making an offer? Because this isn’t quite how I envisioned that happening.”

A rueful laugh escaped him. “No, I would imagine not.”

Pushing himself off her, he slid to the end of the settee so she could sit up. For a moment he just sat watching as she restored her clothing. Then she began hunting for her fichu, so he rose to fetch it from behind the settee.

But when she reached for it, he kept hold of one end. “You didn’t answer my question. Would marrying me be so terrible?”

She stared up at the face that was rapidly becoming dear to her. “No.”

With a ragged breath, he released the fichu and came around to sit beside her. Unable to look at him, she struggled to repin the scrap of fabric inside her bodice.

“But it wouldn’t be what you want,” he said tightly. “Living here. With me.”

She concentrated on her fichu. “I’ve worked hard to gain my birthright. I have people depending on me, who need the work that my mills provide. So the ‘living here’ part wouldn’t be what I want.” She slanted a shy glance at him. “But the ‘with you’ part sounds . . . lovely.”

A long silence fell between them, punctuated only by the crackling of the fire and their slowing breaths. She could hardly believe they were discussing this. Was he really so taken with her that he would marry her? Or was this just his manly urges prodding him on?

She had to know. Twisting to face him, she said, “You could move to America. With me.”

“And what would I do there?” he asked warily.

“The same thing you do here. Try to change the world.” She seized his hands. “You can help me try to change my little corner of it.”

“And abandon all the children who have no one to speak for them?” he said harshly. “The pauper apprentices, the orphans, the lads and lasses whose families can’t feed them so they’re farmed out to the factories instead?”

She gave him a sad smile. “You wouldn’t be abandoning them. There are bad mills in America, too.” When he tried to pull his hands free, she gripped them tighter. “You could help those workers. You could help me make my own factories better.”

“It’s not the same,” he bit out.

“Why not?” When he had no answer for that, she had to resist the urge to shake him. “You aren’t the only person in England who cares about the children, you know. Other people care, too. You don’t have to take the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

Temper flared in his features. “That’s precisely why I want you to stay. So we can do it together. Make a difference together. You say it doesn’t matter whether we do it here or there, so why not stay here with me?”

“Because my mills aren’t here. And England isn’t my home.” Struggling to conceal her disappointment, she slid her hands from his and rose. “From what I can tell, England hasn’t been much of a home to you, either. But if you’d rather live here alone than leave with me, I was obviously wrong about that.”

As he shot to his feet with a shuttered expression but said nothing to contradict her assertion, she fought a sudden urge to cry. She should have known better. She should never have tried to alter his rigid principles. They were unalterable, even for her.

“It’s odd,” she said past the thickening lump in her throat. “That first night in the conservatory, I actually got the insane notion that you might teach me how to have fun.” She shook her head. “But all you really know how to teach is guilt and loneliness. And I already have plenty of both.”

“Damn it, Amanda—”

“So these are yours.” Grabbing his hand, she reached into her apron pocket and pulled out several white berries, which she placed in the center of his palm. She closed his fingers around them. “I believe I’ve paid my debt in full.”

Then she left him standing there under the naked kissing bough.

♦ ♦ ♦

That evening before dinner Stephen stood in the drawing room, watching as Amanda talked intently with Blakeborough. Was she trying to make him jealous? Or was she simply cutting her losses, now that it was clear he wouldn’t come to heel?

Stephen winced. That wasn’t fair. She was the least manipulative woman he knew. She hadn’t attempted to force him into anything, not with guilt, nor with any other weapon at her disposal. She’d merely stated the obvious—that their lives were in two different places.

And yes, it had been unfair of him to ask her to give up everything for him. But she was asking him to give up everything—his work, his home . . .

From what I can tell, England hasn’t been much of a home to you, either.

She had a point. He’d made his life here not because he wanted to, or even because he belonged here. He’d done it because he wanted to show them all that he didn’t need them. That, younger son or no, he could make a difference in the world without playing by their rules.

“You’re an idiot, you know that?”

He jumped, then scowled at Warren, who’d come up to stand beside him. “Why? Because I won’t move back home and do your bidding?”

Warren took a sip of his mulled wine. “Because you won’t take what you want.”

He went rigid. “And what do you think that is?”

His brother nodded at Amanda. “Her.”

Bloody hell, the last thing he needed was Warren reading his mind. “What makes you think I want her?” he asked with feigned nonchalance.

Warren snorted. “Right. You only stare at her every chance you get, spend every waking hour with her, and watch her as if she holds the key to your future.”

Sometimes he nearly hated his brother. “Has it occurred to you that she might not want me?” he said irritably.

“No. I’ve seen how she looks at you, too.”

Not anymore. Not after their discussion this afternoon.

His brother lowered his voice. “She’s an heiress, you know.”

“And I suppose you think I should marry her for that reason alone.”

“It’s as good a reason as any.”

“If I were a fortune hunter—which I’m not.”

“True. Her brother may worry about it, but I know you better. You’re too full of righteous fervor to be a fortune hunter.”

He bristled. “I’m getting damned tired of people accusing me of that.” Seizing his brother’s glass, he downed the spiced drink, then handed Warren the empty glass. “There’s nothing wrong with having a conscience.”

“And you wonder why we haven’t invited you to join our club,” Warren muttered as he waved over a footman carrying a tray of steaming glasses.

“Because I have a conscience?”

“Because you can be a dead bore sometimes.” When that made Stephen scowl, Warren added hastily, “Don’t get me wrong: I’m proud of what you’re doing. Your articles are well written, and your speeches inspire people to do the right thing. They’ve made a stir in Parliament, whether you realize it or not, and that’s always good, given how stodgy those Tories can be. I daresay you’ve influenced more than one MP.”

Stephen just gaped at him. Warren was proud of him? He’d read the articles, heard about the speeches? He actually thought Stephen had made a difference?

“But you do have a tendency to go on and on.” Snagging a glass from the footman, his brother stirred the wine with the cinnamon stick. “You’re very single-minded. And sometimes when a man goes to his club, he just wants to relax and enjoy himself, not hear a lecture about the miseries of the world.”

I actually got the insane notion that you might teach me how to have fun.

Damn Warren. And damn her, too. Stephen knew perfectly well how to have fun. He just . . . chose not to most of the time.

“Yes,” Stephen clipped out, “God forbid you should do anything important at your club, like discuss reform.”

“No, we just talk about how to keep our women safe,” Warren said dryly.

Belatedly, Stephen remembered the real purpose of St. George’s Club—to provide a place where gentlemen could band together to protect their women from men who threatened their future or their virtue.

Stephen arched an eyebrow at him. “Who the hell are you protecting? We don’t have any sisters.”

“I have a ward.”

“Clarissa?” He rolled his eyes. “That woman can take care of herself.”

Warren’s expression grew shuttered. “Not always.”

The words gave Stephen pause. “Is there something I should know about?”

“Not a bit. I’ll look after Clarissa.” Warren drank from his glass. “You need to concentrate on looking after Miss Keane. Or doesn’t she deserve to have someone care about her, too? Are only pauper apprentices worthy of your concern?”

The rebuke stung. “Don’t be absurd.”

He wasn’t choosing the paupers over Amanda. Well, perhaps he was, a little. But only because they had no one. While she had—

He let out a breath. No one. Not really. Oh, she had her mother, but Mrs. Keane didn’t deal with the mills. And Jeremy Keane had washed his hands of them long ago. So Amanda would be going back to America to run them alone. Because he wouldn’t go with her.

Stephen muttered a curse. “Look, I appreciate your concern, but she and I have already decided we wouldn’t suit, so that’s an end to it.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“Stop saying that! It won’t change anything.”

“You do tend to be a particularly inflexible idiot.”

Inflexible and single-minded and full of righteous fervor. Warren was painting a rather dour picture of him that Stephen wanted to ignore. But Amanda had said much the same. It was harder to dismiss when it came from both of them.

A masculine guffaw from across the room made him look over to see Amanda being teased by another male guest. A handsome one. By all accounts, an unmarried one. And as Warren had so helpfully reminded Stephen earlier, she was an heiress.

Stephen choked down bile. Judging from the misery on her face, she probably wasn’t getting ready to run off with anyone just yet—but one day she would. One day she’d find a husband who did care about her. Who knew how to compromise and have a little fun.

And then she’d forget him. The thought made Stephen’s gut knot.

“Either go after her or put her from your mind,” Warren said. “But whatever you do, stop drooling over her. You’re making an arse of yourself.”

He’d already done that—by hurting her. By ignoring the precious gift she’d offered. By insisting that everything had to be his way, or no way at all.

So perhaps it was time he reconsidered the convictions he’d held so dear. Because if he didn’t, he was going to lose the only woman he’d ever wanted to marry.


Chapter Six
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Christmas Eve was generally Amanda’s favorite day of the year, with all the anticipation of Christmas and none of the tumult. But when she rose early, after a night trying to beat thoughts of Stephen from her head, she was too heartsore to even think of Yule logs and feasts and carols sung by roaring fires.

So with a footman accompanying her, she took her brother’s carriage over to Mrs. Chapel’s. Maybe giving joy to someone else would help drown out her despair. And considering the nature of her errand, no one would think it amiss this time if she drove right up to the cottage, especially since the sky threatened snow.

Before Amanda could even knock, Mrs. Chapel opened her door and stood beaming at her. “Miss Keane, what a welcome surprise! I couldn’t believe it when I saw your carriage coming up the road. After the many visits you’ve already paid us, I didn’t expect you on Christmas Eve.”

“I know.” She forced a smile to her lips. “But I have some happy news for you, and I just couldn’t wait to tell you.”

“How very kind of you to come all this way for that, miss.” Mrs. Chapel peered beyond her to where the footman stood with the horses. “Where’s your mother? And his lordship?”

“I’m afraid Mama has a bit of a cold. And his lordship—” The emotions were still too raw; she couldn’t even drum up an excuse. And to her horror, that made tears start in her eyes.

“Oh, my dear Miss Keane.” Mrs. Chapel drew her into the cottage and urged her to sit at the table. Then. handing little Mary a doll, the woman checked on the babe sleeping in the crib and then went to fetch the kettle off the hob. “You just tell me all about it while I make you a nice hot cup of tea.”

For some reason, that simple kindness started the tears flowing that Amanda had suppressed ever since yesterday’s encounter with Stephen. She couldn’t speak, much less lay out all the intricacies of her tangled relationship—such as it was—with Stephen. All she seemed able to do was cry.

Mrs. Chapel bore it all with sweet generosity. She urged tea on Amanda and offered her honey for it, a luxury that Amanda knew she could ill afford.

“No, no,” Amanda protested. “You keep the honey for your little ones. I won’t be the cause of you . . . of you . . .”

Tears burned her eyes again, and she swept them ruthlessly away.

Mrs. Chapel sat down to pat her hand awkwardly. “There, there. Can’t be as bad as all that. Surely his lordship weren’t so cruel as to break your heart.”

Amanda drew out her handkerchief to dab at her eyes and nose. “What makes you think . . . this has to do with his lordship?”

As Mary climbed into her mother’s lap, Mrs. Chapel shook her head. “Any fool can see that he’s sweet on you.”

“I wish you’d tell him that.” Amanda scowled. “I don’t think he knows.”

Mrs. Chapel laughed heartily. “Go on with you, of course he knows. But men ain’t good at saying such things proper. They like showing it better than saying it.”

That was certainly true of Stephen. Amanda stared down at her balled-up handkerchief. “He wants me to stay here and marry him, instead of returning to America.”

“Well, that ain’t fair. Who’s supposed to take care of them mills of yours?”

She blinked at the unexpected support from Mrs. Chapel. “That’s what I said!”

“But that’s how them lords is, you know. Even a nice one like Lord Stephen wants to be in charge. And if he goes off to America with you, he’ll have to give that up.” Mrs. Chapel bounced Mary on her knee. “He’ll have to find his place in your world. P’raps that don’t sit well with him.”

The words gave her pause. She’d been so eager to convince him to go with her that she’d ignored his manly pride, which dictated that he ought to have a purpose, too. Had she been too hasty in brushing off his concerns?

But she couldn’t give up her whole life for him. Why couldn’t he see that?

A knock came at the door, and they both started. Setting Mary down, Mrs. Chapel rose to peer out the window. “Well, well,” she murmured as she headed for the door. “Speak of the devil.”

Before Amanda could even react, Mrs. Chapel was opening the door.

“Good morning, Mrs. Chapel,” said a painfully familiar male voice. “I understand that Miss Keane is here?”

Oh, Lord. Had Stephen followed her?

“Why, indeed she is,” the woman answered.

As Amanda frantically wiped at her eyes and nose, Mrs. Chapel ushered him inside.

Determined to hide that she’d been crying, Amanda rose to face him. “What are you doing here?”

As he looked her over, he paled. “You weren’t at breakfast.”

“I figured I’d get my errand run early, before all the festivities began. Why do you care, anyway?”

“I was worried about you. No one seemed to know where you’d gone. I had to ask ten servants before I could find out.”

“Well, as you can see, I’m perfectly fine.”

“All the same, I’m happy to accompany you back to Walton Hall. It’s snowing now, so we should probably return.” He glanced from her to Mrs. Chapel. “Er . . . what errand are you on, anyway?”

“Miss Keane says she’s got good news for me,” Mrs. Chapel said. “We was just gettin’ to that.”

“I came to tell Mrs. Chapel that Lady Yvette wants to hire Tom as a footboy.” Amanda turned to Mrs. Chapel, whose mouth had fallen open. “That is, if you can spare him. Yvette says she could really use him at Walton Hall, and he’s just the right age to start, since he’s nearly eight.”

“A footboy?” Mrs. Chapel said. “Oh, miss. My boy in service at Walton Hall? I . . . I can’t believe it!”

It had taken Amanda a while to learn that being “in service” in England was the holy grail for those without education or birth. Aside from the fact that it paid better than most rural or factory positions, it had a certain cachet.

But Amanda cared less about that than about the fact that little Tom would no longer be risking life and limb as a mule scavenger. The one time she’d met the child, when they’d come here late in the evening to speak to Mr. Chapel himself, Tom had shown them the scars on his hand from where it had gotten caught in one of the machines. That had chilled her to the bone.

“Shall I tell her that you’re interested in having Tom take the post?” Amanda asked Mrs. Chapel.

“You bloody well shall!” Mrs. Chapel blushed. “Forgive my language, miss. I’m just so delighted!” Seizing Amanda’s hands, she squeezed them hard. “I know this was all your doing, and I’m ever so grateful, I am. My husband will be beside himself. Our Tom, a footboy! Oh, he shall be so grand!”

“He shall indeed,” Stephen said, clear emotion in his voice. “I’m very happy for you, Mrs. Chapel.”

When Amanda ventured a glance at him, he was watching her with a soft approval that turned her knees to jelly. She steeled herself against the warm emotions threatening to swamp her. She wouldn’t let him do this to her again. She wouldn’t!

Suddenly they heard a commotion outside. Then the door to the cottage swung open, and young Jimmy dashed inside. “Mother! Mother, you must come! The mill has caught fire! Father is hurt, and Tom . . . Tom’s inside.”

Mrs. Chapel screamed, and just that quick, they all plummeted from heaven to hell. Amanda knew better than anyone that fire could eat up a cotton mill faster than a glutton at a feast, and the thought of little Tom being trapped made her sick.

The soot-stained Jimmy caught sight of Stephen and grabbed his arm. “You got to help Tom, milord. You got to!”

“Of course.” Stephen swung the door open and strode out, with the rest of them hurrying after him. “If you don’t mind, Amanda, I’ll take the carriage in case we need it to ferry people. You can ride, can’t you?”

“I’m going with you,” she said stoutly.

“So am I,” Mrs. Chapel said, “me and the children. My husband’s hurt and my boy’s in there!”

Stephen gritted his teeth. “There’s no time to argue it.”

“Exactly, so we’re all going,” Amanda said. “We’ll walk if we have to.” She turned to the footman. “Take his lordship’s horse and ride back to Walton Hall. Tell them there’s a fire at the mill, and we could use any servants they can spare.”

While the footman rode away, Stephen helped Amanda, Mrs. Chapel, and the three children into the carriage. “The folks at Walton aren’t going to like that,” he said. “Their big Christmas celebration starts tonight, and they’ll need the staff.”

As they set off, Amanda glared at him. “Well, I don’t know about your family and friends, but mine will want to help however they can.”

“I hope you’re right. Because anyone they can send will give us some advantage.” Stephen turned to Jimmy. “Where in the mill is the fire?”

“In the picking room, sir. The master there had to go out, so he left a wee lad in charge. I think the boy fell asleep. Must have been a spark or something . . . Oh God, it’s spreadin’ fast!”

No doubt. The mill wasn’t far off, so they could already see the smoke.

“How badly is your father hurt?” Mrs. Chapel asked her son.

“He broke his leg jumping out the piecing room window, but they say he’ll be all right. Can’t walk on it, though.” Jimmy’s eyes filled with tears. “Tom was having breakfast in the cellar; nobody saw him come up with the others when the alarm bell was rung.”

She and Stephen had learned that half-past nine was generally breakfast for the apprentices, since they came to work at 5:30 A.M.

“I should have gone back inside to look for Tom,” Jimmy said, his eyes filling with tears. “But nobody would let me back in!”

“Where’s the entrance to the cellar?” Stephen asked.

“It’s just inside the front door, sir, to the right of the stairs. A pair of big double doors painted blue.”

Jimmy glanced worriedly out of the carriage as they approached and saw flames licking out the windows of the two top floors. Mrs. Chapel paled and Amanda’s heart dropped into her stomach.

Thank goodness Hanson and his overseers had brought in the mill fire engine, and men were already using the pumper to attempt to halt the flames. So far, the fire was still confined to the top two floors, but that made it hard for the pumper to reach high enough.

“The snow might help,” Stephen said, “as long as the temperature doesn’t drop too fast and impede the pumper.”

“I don’t see Tom.” Mrs. Chapel leaned out the still moving carriage to scan the crowd. “I see your father, but I don’t see my boy!”

As soon as the carriage shuddered to a halt on the outskirts of the crowd, Stephen leapt out. “You look after your husband and your other children,” he told Mrs. Chapel. “I’ll go search for Tom.”

As he started pushing through the crowd, Amanda jumped out and told Mrs. Chapel, “We’ll find him, I promise.” Then she set off after Stephen, hoping to God she could keep that promise.

When she caught up to him, he growled, “You should stay in the carriage.”

“I know the inner workings of mills better than you. And two of us can find him quicker than one.”

Stephen was already vaulting through the crowd so fast that his hat tumbled off. She had to hurry to keep up. She scanned every boy’s face she saw, but didn’t see Tom anywhere. As soon as they reached the entrance, she broke into a run ahead of Stephen.

“Damn it, Amanda!” Stephen called as he raced after her up the stairs and into the building.

She paused in the entryway to look around. There wasn’t much smoke down here yet, thank goodness. She instantly spotted the open blue doors and headed for them.

Stephen caught her by the arm. “You’re not going down there. I’ll look for him.”

“From what I remember the workers saying, it’s a large cellar. It will take us both to search it.” Wrenching her arm free, she darted through the doorway and down the stairs before he could stop her.

The cellar was only three quarters of the way in the ground, so a short stairway down and they were entering a cool, damp space that stretched the entire width and depth of the building.

At least the walls were stone—those weren’t going to burn, but the floor above . . .

She shuddered. As long as they found Tom before the fire engulfed the first floor, they ought to be fine. There wasn’t yet a whiff of smoke down here. But if the single fire engine couldn’t get it stopped, this would become a tomb, since the only windows were two tiny ones at either end, too small for even her to crawl through.

Fortunately, between the windows and the lantern Stephen had fetched off a hook by the landing on their way down, there was light to see by. Calling Tom’s name every few steps, they roamed the tables built to accommodate nearly a hundred apprentices.

At the back of the cellar the walls were lined with old pieces of equipment, thread cabinets, broken spindles. And on one end were stacked several cotton bales, which fell short of the ceiling by a couple of feet.

That would certainly be a place for a boy to hide, wouldn’t it? And as she recalled from their interviews, child apprentices were often punished for returning late from meals for work because they were sleeping.

So as Stephen moved swiftly along the tables, she searched the tops of the bales. She found Tom atop the third stack.

“Tom!” she cried, and he jerked awake.

“What’s happened? Where am I?” He leapt off the bale. “Cor, I’m late, ain’t I? The master will beat me!”

As Stephen came toward them, she snatched Tom up in her arms. “No one’s going to beat you ever again.” Tears stung her eyes. “No one!”

“We have to go,” Stephen urged.

“Yes, yes, of course.”

They headed back toward the entrance just as a sudden rumble sounded somewhere above.

“Damn!” was all Stephen had time to say before something crashed down at the top of the stairs.


Chapter Seven
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The dust settled enough for Stephen to look around. At least they still had light coming from the cellar windows and the lantern.

“Is everyone all right?” Amanda asked.

“I am,” little Tom said.

“Let me go make sure it’s safe before we try to get out.” Still carrying the lantern, Stephen climbed the stairs. But as he neared the top and the light fell full on the doorway, his blood chilled. “It looks like the entrance is blocked.”

He set down the lantern and shoved against whatever blocked the opening. Made of solid iron, it didn’t budge.

This was bad. Very bad.

As Stephen descended the steps, he saw Tom gaze up at Amanda and ask, “Are you sure I won’t get beat for being late, miss?”

“I’m sure,” she said fiercely and clutched him to her. “I won’t let them.”

Stephen’s heart flipped over in his chest, the way it had when he’d heard her tell Mrs. Chapel about Yvette giving Tom a position. While he talked about reform, she did something about it, even if only to help one little boy. It humbled him.

“I think it’s a piece of machinery,” he told Amanda. “Bloody thing must have fallen through the second floor and right in front of the doorway. I can’t move it.”

She swallowed hard and looked about her. “Might Tom be able to get out through a cellar window?”

“It’s worth a try.” As they approached the nearest one, Stephen removed his cravat and wrapped it about his hand. “Stay back.” He pounded on the window until the glass broke, then cleared the glass from the frame.

Amanda lifted Tom in her arms. “Do you think you can get through, my boy?”

“Oh, yes, miss. I’ve squeezed into spaces smaller’n that.”

“Good boy.” She pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. “Just be careful of the glass once you get free.”

Stephen hoisted the lad up to the window. Young Tom wriggled his arms and half his body through, but it took a shove from Stephen for him to get completely out.

When he scrambled to his feet, he turned and bent to peer down at them. “Now you, miss.”

Amanda shook her head. “Sorry, but there’s no chance of my getting through that window.”

Tom looked crestfallen.

“But you can go fetch someone to help clear the door,” Stephen said. “Hurry, now!”

As soon as Tom ran off, Stephen turned to Amanda. “It will take him some time to make himself heard in that melee.”

Amanda nodded. “In the meantime, we should see if the machine blocking the door can be moved.” She took the lantern and rushed up the stairs. Swinging the light over the metal contraption, she released a defeated breath. “It’s an iron boiler. Several men and possibly horses will be needed to move that.”

Slowly she descended the stairs to the landing and set down the lantern, then removed her bonnet and tossed it aside. Her eyes were bleak and lost. “We’re going to die here, aren’t we?”

Stephen’s heart thundered in his chest as he hurried up to the landing to sweep her into his arms. “No,” he said fiercely. “Not if I can help it.”

“How are you supposed to stop it?” She wrapped her arms about his waist and laid her head against his chest. “The boiler is blocking our only way out. Eventually the fire will burn through the floor above us, and the smoke will kill us before anyone could even get close enough to help us out.”

She was only voicing what he knew to be true, but it stabbed him through the heart to hear her lose faith. It wasn’t like her. “They might still put it out.”

“I doubt that. One of our mills caught fire when I was a little girl.” Her breathing grew ragged. “Jeremy and I watched it burn to the ground.”

He clutched her to him, his throat closing up. “You have to have hope.”

“I’m all out of hope.”

Tipping up her chin so he could look into her face, he murmured, “You saved Tom, didn’t you? So there’s no reason yet to despair. He’ll get help.”

“Even if he does, there’s nothing they can do!”

“You don’t know that. Have faith. I swear I’ll get us out of this somehow.”

She cupped his head in her hands. “Oh, my darling. Even you have your limits.”

My darling. The words fell on his parched heart like summer rain, and he couldn’t help himself. He kissed her. Hard, with his blood beating a wild staccato.

Then she threw her arms about his neck and kissed him back. There was desperation in their kisses, both of them knowing these might be their last ones. After a few moments, she pulled back to whisper, “Make me yours.”

He couldn’t have heard her correctly. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.” She brushed a kiss to his jaw. “If this is our last chance to be together, I want to be together.”

“Amanda—”

She cut him off with a kiss, her mouth soft and supple, then eager, opening beneath his. With a groan, he gave in. The landing was far enough up the stairs to be out of sight of the windows, giving them their own private space, and he wanted to be together, too. He wanted her, even in this place, in this hour. Because the idea that he might die before ever making her his cut him to the bone.

After that, they moved in a frenzy. She shoved off his coat. He untied her cloak. As he worked her wrapped bodice down to her waist, she unbuttoned his waistcoat and slid her hands inside.

Within moments, he had her undergarments lowered and her soft bare breast in his hand. “My dearest,” he murmured in her ear as he rubbed her nipple erect. “I wish we had more time. I would kiss and lick every inch of you. I would make you want me so badly that you never left my side.”

Her eyes slid closed and her mouth parted as he fondled her breast. “I already want you . . . more than you could possibly imagine.”

“Do you? Let’s see.” He raised her skirts and felt around beneath until he found the slit in her drawers. Then he cupped her warm flesh, exploring with his finger until he discovered the slick feminine core of her.

“Ohhh . . . Stephen . . .” she moaned as he slipped his finger deep.

“So sweet and hot and wet for me,” he said, exploring inside her satiny passage. “You’re mine.”

“Not yet, but I will be, my darling,” she whispered, her breathing shallow, panting. “And you’ll be mine, too. I’ll take however much I can have of you. Now. Here.”

She tried unbuttoning his trousers, and he hissed out a breath at just the brush of her hand against his straining cock. Impatient to be inside her, he pushed her hands away so he could get his trousers and drawers open. Shoving both down past his hips, he backed her against the stairwell wall and caught her behind the thighs to lift her so he could fit himself between them.

“Hook your legs behind mine,” he ordered. When she did so and he felt the damp silk of her plastered against his aching cock, he nearly lost his mind. “I have to be inside you.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, please.”

Though she didn’t know what she was asking for, he didn’t have the strength to resist her. It took some maneuvering to get her positioned, but the minute he was easing inside her, it felt so incredible that he wished he could make the moment last forever.

She tensed, and he murmured, “I can stop.”

“No,” she said hastily and clutched at his shoulders. “No, don’t.”

“I swear I will make it good for you, dear heart.” He took his time pushing into her, but she only uttered a small mew of complaint at the beginning and then she was opening to him like a fragrant winter rose.

Thank God she was such a slip of a thing. Otherwise, he would never have been able to hold her against the wall and still enter her.

Once he was fully seated, he let out a heavy breath. “If being inside you is the last thing I ever know, I’ll be content.”

“I won’t. I want to know it all.” She tightened her grip on his shoulders. “I want to have it all.”

He brushed a kiss to her temple. “And I intend to give you what I can while I can.”

Amanda meant to hold him to that promise. Already he was exceeding her expectations. She would never have thought she’d relish being pinned against a wall and filled with a man’s . . . member. Especially when it was so thick and hard inside her, so embarrassingly intimate. But when Stephen began to move with slow, steady strokes, like a well-oiled piston in perfect rhythm, he roused an odd aching between her thighs . . . and a piercing need in her heart.

His eyes met hers, hard and searching, in the reflected glow of the lantern. It was as if he looked into her very soul and saw what she wanted most. To have more time with him. Nights entwined like this, days spent running her mills together.

Shoving that futile dream from her mind, she threw herself into taking what she could of him now. She kissed his chin, his throat, whatever she could reach. In the little time they had left, she meant to learn every inch of him.

He shifted her higher. The next time he thrust, he hit that aching spot between her legs so perfectly that it sent her into a mad frenzy of squirming and bucking against him for more. “Oh, Lord, that feels . . . oh, Stephen . . . that’s . . . astonishing . . .”

“Yes . . . it is.” His breath came in staggered gasps. “You make it so.”

Dragging his shirt up, she worked her hands beneath it to feel the muscles of his chest working and flexing as he held her suspended with such ease. “Goodness, you’re . . . strong.”

“Not strong enough.” He drove harder inside her. “I’d give anything . . . to be able to shove that . . . boiler free.”

“So would I.”

With a low moan, he quickened his thrusts until he was pounding into her, deeper and hotter and fiercer with every stroke. The force of it sent her careening wildly, as if a wind had caught her and was carrying her up and away, high and fast, until she shot into the pure white air of sky . . . and exploded all over Stephen.

“Yes!” he cried, and drove into her hard, then spilled himself inside her. “Yes . . . my . . . sweet . . . Amanda. My dearest . . . love.”

The word love sounded like a gong in her ears, and, still quaking from her own release, she cried, “I love you, Stephen. I do.”

He bent his head to her ear, his breathing still rough and ragged. “I love you, too.”

The words were so sweet she wanted to clutch them to her. But she wasn’t sure she trusted them. As he pulled himself from her and she let her feet slide down to the landing, she whispered hesitantly, “You’re not just saying that . . . because we’re about to die, are you?”

He caught her head in his hands. “I’m saying it because it’s true. And because we’re about to die—I don’t want to go to my grave without your knowing that I love you.”

This time it was her heart, not her body, that soared. Tears stung her eyes, but before she could even swipe them away, he was kissing her, deeply, warmly, as a man kisses the woman he loves.

“Stephen! Miss Keane!” called a voice. “Are you there?”

Both of them jumped. Thank goodness they couldn’t be seen in the stairwell.

“Stay here,” Stephen whispered as he hastily did up his drawers and trousers. “I’ll be right back.”

Then he strode down the steps as if he weren’t in only his shirtsleeves, with his waistcoat undone and his cravat missing. “We’re here!” he called out. “We’ve been seeing if we can’t move that boiler.”

Hastily, she pulled her bodice up and her skirts down. Stay here, indeed. She wasn’t about to hide like some lily-livered coward. She hurried down the steps to go to Stephen’s side.

Lord Knightford’s alarmed features filled the cellar window. He glanced from her to Stephen speculatively, but merely asked, “Are you both all right?”

“Except for the fact that we’re about to die, we’re fine,” she snapped. “Please tell me that they’ve put out the fire.”

The look of utter agony on his face gave her the answer even before he said, “I’m afraid not.”

Slipping his arm about her waist, Stephen pulled her to him. “Is there any chance that they might?”

“It’s not looking good. And it’s too hot to go in and move the boiler, even if they could do so in time.”

More voices sounded behind Lord Knightford, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. His face disappeared from the window, and she heard a muffled discussion.

When next he peered in the window, he looked decidedly cheerier. “Listen, old boy, the mill chaps here tell me there’s another exit. It’s boarded up and it’s behind equipment and furniture in the back of the cellar, but they’re going for the ax to chop the door down, so if you and Miss Keane can start—”

He hadn’t even finished the sentence before she and Stephen were racing to the back of the cellar. They couldn’t see any door, but there was so much refuse and equipment that it would be impossible to see anything without moving some of it.

“Did they tell you where exactly the exit is?” Stephen called out to his brother as he started yanking pieces of equipment off the pile and tossing or shoving them behind him.

“I’ll find out!” Lord Knightford cried, and disappeared.

Meanwhile, she pulled anything she could reach from the tops of bureaus and cabinets and dragged empty barrels back from the mass of refuse.

Wisps of smoke had started to seep through the floorboards over their heads, lending their efforts more urgency. She kept her head down and took great gulps of air from below to keep from breathing in smoke. All it would take was one spark from the floor above, and half of this, especially the cotton bales in the corner, would go up in flames.

“How deep does this go, anyway?” Stephen wrestled a broken carding machine away from the wall, then paused to wipe sweat from his brow with his shirtsleeve.

“I don’t know,” she shot back, her hands bleeding from tugging on jagged metal objects. “I didn’t get to tour the place, remember?”

Then suddenly they heard it. Chopping. And it didn’t sound too far ahead of them either. Heartened by that, they focused their attention on the sound, frenziedly pulling and jerking and tossing refuse behind them. They were about to attempt to move a massive cabinet when it suddenly started moving toward them of its own accord.

They both jumped back just as a soot-blackened head peered around the edge of it. “This way, Miss Keane!” the fellow said and extended his hand.

That was all the invitation she needed to get the hell out of that cellar.

Choking on smoke, they rounded the cabinet and stumbled up an ancient cracked brick stairway overgrown with ivy. When they broke free into the snow-covered lawn behind the mill, she thought she’d never seen a more beautiful sight. Behind them, smoke billowed into the air and fire crackled, but they were safe. Alive. Together.

Once they got free, they were swamped by friends and family, everyone laughing and crying and congratulating the men who’d rescued them.

Amanda glanced anxiously back at the burning mill. “Is there anyone else in there, do you think?”

Mrs. Chapel pushed to the front of the crowd. “They done a count, miss, and they think everybody got out, thank the good Lord. Though if not for you and his lordship, my Tom—”

She burst into tears, and it was Amanda’s turn to soothe the woman who’d become a friend. Next thing she knew, Lord Knightford was drawing Stephen away to consult about something, and Jimmy came running up to tell her that her mother was out front looking for her.

And she was engulfed in chaos.


Chapter Eight
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Several hours later, night was falling when Stephen drove back from the Chapels’ cottage to the now smoldering mill. He’d just ferried Mr. Chapel home after the lone village doctor had seen to setting the man’s leg. The poor physician had been sorely taxed all day, but fortunately, though nearly fifty workers had suffered burns and some had broken limbs from trying to escape the fire, everyone was expected to recover.

Still, as the carriage approached what had once been the main building of Hanson Cotton Works, Stephen thought again that it looked like the scene of a battle—smoke still rose from the blackened shell and twisted hunks of metal lay in the ashes.

A shudder wracked him. He and Amanda had nearly been entombed there. He prayed he never came that close to death again. They had been very, very lucky.

As he got out of the rig, he glanced about for her. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been helping the townspeople in the makeshift tents erected for those injured who couldn’t be moved until the doctor saw them. But those tents were rapidly emptying and he saw no sign of her.

So he scanned the area where Yvette’s servants were scurrying about at her command, spooning bowls of soup from vats that she’d had brought from Walton Hall. He didn’t see Amanda there, either, though he caught sight of her brother speaking to the magistrate, and Hanson being forced to answer what were probably some very pointed questions.

“If you’re looking for Miss Keane,” Warren said from behind him, “she took her mother back to Walton Hall. Mrs. Keane is still suffering the effects of her terrible cold, and the day wore sorely on her. Besides, most everyone has been taken care of, so I believe even Yvette and her husband are heading back shortly.”

Stephen released a frustrated breath. He’d tried to get Amanda alone ever since they’d escaped the cellar, but they’d all been drawn into helping the mill workers.

Glancing over at Yvette, Warren smiled ruefully. “I’m told that she invited the pauper apprentices to sleep at the hall tonight and eat Christmas dinner there tomorrow, since they have nowhere else to go. They were all housed in the mill.”

Stephen chuckled. “Does she have any idea what she’s getting herself into? I think Hanson Cotton Works has something like twenty pauper apprentices.”

“You know Yvette. She has a big heart.”

Just like Amanda. And like Mrs. Keane, judging from what he’d seen of Amanda’s mother today. Not to mention Yvette’s husband.

He frowned. Come to think of it, every single guest at Walton Hall had been at the mill, dishing up soup or allowing their carriages to be used to ferry food and servants, or sitting with those waiting in the tents for their burns to be tended. He’d even seen Blakeborough helping a little girl find her mother.

A lump clogged his throat. What had Amanda said yesterday? You don’t have to take the weight of the world on your shoulders.

She was right. He chose to take that weight, and he chose to take it here. But there were other mills, other workers. Other possibilities. And even if Yvette and Keane were more altruistic than most, he had met other good people of their rank. He just chose to dwell on the worst ones.

A half smile tipped up his lips. Just as Amanda had accused him of doing with the mills. And if he were to marry her . . .

He turned to his brother. “Why did you never consider marrying Yvette? I used to think you might, before she ended up with Keane.”

Warren shrugged. “She’s a fine woman, but I’ve always seen her as rather more of a sister than anything. I’ve known her too long, I suppose.”

Stephen nodded. He’d felt much the same about her, even though he hadn’t been as close to her and Blakeborough as Warren had been.

“What are you going to do about Miss Keane?” Warren asked.

He gazed over to where Blakeborough and Clarissa were attempting to drink wassail while they pulled a succession of small boys about on sleds. His heart thumped in his chest as he remembered something else Amanda had said: You aren’t the only person in England who cares about the children, you know. Other people care, too.

Perhaps it was time he let them. “I’m going to marry her, of course.”

Warren let out a long breath. “Thank God. In that case, I have a proposition for you . . .”

♦ ♦ ♦

Amanda awoke on Christmas Day feeling as if she’d been pummeled. Every inch of her hurt, and her throat still felt raw from the smoke. Thank goodness she’d been able to have a nice long bath last night.

She’d intended to join everyone for the hanging of the greens and the burning of the Yule log and the singing of carols, but she’d fallen asleep in the tub and then had crawled into bed.

Besides, she’d been afraid to see Stephen in a crowd when she didn’t yet know what he intended. He’d said he loved her, but that was when they’d both thought they were about to die. Since then, she’d had no chance to talk to him privately.

Did he still want to marry her? And if he did, would he only do it if she stayed here? Because now more than ever, she wanted to go home. She wanted to make changes in her own mills, to do more to help workers there. And she wanted him to do it with her.

Mama came into the room and frowned. “Good heavens, girl, are you still abed?”

The look of disapproval on her face was so comical, Amanda couldn’t help but laugh. “What happened to, ‘I would have died if I’d lost you’?”

“That was yesterday,” Mama said. “Today is Christmas, and Yvette has planned a big breakfast for her guests and all those children. I don’t intend to be late to anything my daughter-in-law has planned, and neither should you.”

Then Mama called for their lady’s maid, and that was that. Amanda could no longer put off seeing Stephen.

A short while later, dressed in a new gown of green silk, Amanda nervously descended the stairs with her mother. As they passed under the kissing bough, she noticed all the berries were gone. The last time she’d checked, there had been a good dozen left, so the gentlemen must have been quite busy last night.

A footman redirected them from the breakfast room to the ballroom, where several tables had been set up, including a long one for the children. Each place was set with little treats, and the apprentices were all huddled in a group in one corner, gawking at the decorations and the tables groaning with food.

Someone came up behind her to murmur, “I suspect there will be more than one pauper apprentice who finds a position in Yvette’s stables or kitchens.”

With pulse stammering, she faced Stephen. “You look well this morning.”

And oh, he did. His beautiful hair fell recklessly about his collar, and he was dressed in a suit of dark green wool that brought out the emerald lights in his eyes.

“You look beautiful.” His gaze played over her with a hunger that roused her own.

Her cheeks flamed, and she knew everyone would notice. But right now she didn’t care.

He offered her his arm. “Let me escort you to your seat, Miss Keane.”

As she let him lead her to the table, she noticed that everyone—everyone—was observing her furtively while heading for their own seats. Even the apprentices seemed to be watching and whispering as they sat down with a scraping of chairs. What the devil?

Stephen brought her to a chair and pulled it out for her. It was only after she sat that she noticed the bowl in the center of her plate.

It was filled with mistletoe berries. He must have stripped every bough in the house.

With her blood pounding, she looked up at him as he took the seat next to her. But before she could say a word, his brother rose across the table and tapped his glass with a knife to gain everyone’s attention.

Beneath the table, Stephen clasped her hand.

“As some of you have already heard,” Lord Knightford began, “I have bought what’s left of Hanson Cotton Works.”

Amanda’s mouth dropped open. Thank goodness someone had finally taken action! Hanson could no longer torment his workers.

“Hope you got a good price for it!” Lord Blakeborough called out, and everyone laughed.

“A very good price indeed.” Lord Knightford scowled at Lord Blakeborough. “Now stop interrupting, or I’ll convince you to invest.”

That got another laugh.

Lord Knightford shifted his gaze to Stephen and Amanda. “I asked my brother to run the place since he seems to have a fondness for mills—”

Everyone laughed again, but Amanda’s stomach sank. This was what happened when you trusted a man. He did things behind your back without consulting you. Like Papa, and every man she’d ever known.

She tried to tug her hand from Stephen’s, but he wouldn’t let her.

Lord Knightford went on. “It seems he has other plans, though. So he recommended some competent people to serve as managers, and I will soon be interviewing them.”

And just like that her heart went from sore to soaring. Her gaze flew to Stephen. He was smiling softly at her, giving her hope, making her blood quicken.

“In the meantime,” his lordship said, “it appears that I have become the owner of a cotton mill.”

“Better you than me!” Jeremy cried and gave her a sly wink.

With another squeeze of her hand, Stephen rose and held up his glass. “To the new owner of Hanson Cotton Works!”

Everyone stood and toasted Lord Knightford, who was now wearing his usual world-weary expression. But after seeing how he’d fought to save her and Stephen from the fire, after watching him purchase a whole mill on his brother’s behalf, she knew it to be a facade.

As she drank from her glass, Stephen used his knife to clink his glass, and every eye turned toward him.

With an uncertain smile, he took her hand. “Miss Keane, while we were in the cellar yesterday, you said that even I have my limits. You were speaking of my rather pompous tendency to believe I can save the world single-handedly.”

She was finding it hard to breathe, hard to do anything but hope.

“While I admit that a self-righteous fervor is a particular flaw of mine, I’ve recently learned that there is one person who understands it for what it is: a fear of losing what I love most . . . a world of decency and honor . . . good people . . . and you. As it happens, what I love most of all is you. So would you possibly consider doing me the honor of becoming my wife?”

The word yes was on the tip of her tongue, but she still needed to be sure. “Before I can answer, I have to know—”

“Where we will live, yes.” He cast her a tender smile that made her throat tighten. “That’s up to you. Because I am perfectly willing to follow you to the ends of the earth.”

As tears stung her eyes, she whispered, “Even if the end of the earth is in America?”

“Especially if the end of the earth is in America. That’s where the love of my life resides, and I cannot live without her.”

There wasn’t a sound in the room as everyone waited for her answer. Normally she would hate being the center of attention like this. But normally, the only man she’d ever loved wasn’t proposing.

“In that case,” she said, “of course I will marry you. Yes.”

Cheers went up around them, and no one made a single protest as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her soundly on the lips.

When at last they broke apart, Yvette gave a signal and the servants started serving. But as Amanda sat down at her place with her cheeks on fire from all the jokes and well wishes, she caught sight of the bowl of berries.

Leaning over to Stephen, she whispered, “What were these for?”

With a grin, he plucked one from the bowl. “These were in case you refused me.” His eyes gleamed at her. “That way I could have kissed you as many times as it took to get you to accept.”

And as he kissed her again, she realized that she’d been right, after all. He did know how to have fun.
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When Warren Corry, Marquess of Knightford, arrived at a Venetian breakfast thrown by the Duke and Duchess of Lyons, he regretted having stayed out until the wee hours of the morning. Last night he’d just been so glad to be back among the distractions of town that he’d drunk enough brandy to pickle a barrel of herrings.

Bad idea, since the duke and duchess had decided to hold the blasted party in the blazing sun on the lawn of their lavish London mansion. His mouth was dry, his stomach churned, and his head felt like a stampeding herd of elephants.

His best friend, Edwin, had better be grateful that Warren kept his promises.

“Warren!” cried a female voice painfully close. “What are you doing here?”

It was Clarissa, his cousin, who also just happened to be Edwin’s wife—and the reason Warren had managed to drag himself from his bed at the ungodly hour of noon.

He shaded his eyes to peer at her. As usual, she had the look of a delicate fairy creature. But he knew better than to fall for that cat-in-the-cream smile. “Must you shout like that?”

“I am not shouting.” She cocked her head. “And you look ill. So you must have had a grand time at St. George’s club last night. Either that, or in the stews early this morning.”

“I always have a grand time.” Or at least he kept the night at bay, which was the purpose of staying out until all hours.

“I know, which is why it’s really unlike you to be here. Especially when Edwin isn’t.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Wait a minute—Edwin sent you here, didn’t he? Because he couldn’t be in town for it.”

“What? No.” He bent to kiss her cheek. “Can’t a fellow just come to a breakfast to see his favorite cousin?”

“He can. But he generally doesn’t.”

Warren snagged a glass of champagne off a passing tray. “Well, he did today. Wait, who are we talking about again?”

“Very amusing.” Taking the glass from him, she frowned. “You do not need this. You’re clearly cropsick.”

He snatched it back and downed it. “Which is precisely why I require some hair of the dog.”

“You’re avoiding the subject. Did Edwin send you here to spy on me or not?”

“Don’t be absurd. He merely wanted me to look in on you, make sure everything was all right. You know your husband—he hates having to be at the estate with Niall while you’re in town.” He glanced at her thickening waist. “Especially when you’re . . . well . . . like that.”

“Oh, Lord, not you, too. Bad enough to have him and my brother hovering over me all the time, worried about my getting hurt somehow, but if he’s sent you to start doing that—”

“No, I swear. He only asked that I come by if I were attending this. I had to be in town anyway, so I figured why not pop in to Lyons’ affair?” He waved his empty glass. “The duke always orders excellent champagne. But now that I’ve had some, I’ll just be on my way.”

She took him by the arm. “No, indeed. I so rarely get to see you anymore. Stay awhile. They’re about to start the dancing.”

“Just what I need—to dance with a lot of simpering misses who think a coronet the ideal prize.”

“Then dance with me. I can still dance, you know.”

No doubt. Clarissa had always been a lively sort, who wouldn’t be slowed by something as inconsequential as bearing the heir to the reserved and rather eccentric Earl of Blakeborough.

Clarissa and Edwin were so different that sometimes Warren wondered what the two of them saw in each other. But whenever he witnessed their obvious affection for each other, he realized there must be something deeper cementing their marriage. It made him envious.

He scowled. That was absurd. He didn’t intend to marry for a very long while. At least not until he found a lusty widow who could endure his . . . idiosyncrasies.

Clarissa stared off into the crowd. “As long as you’re here, I . . . um . . . do need a favor.”

Uh-oh. “What kind of favor?”

“Edwin would do it if he didn’t have to be in Hertfordshire helping my brother settle the family estate, you know,” she babbled. “And Niall—”

“What’s the favor?” he persisted.

“Do you know Miss Trevor?”

Miss Trevor? This had better not be another of Clarissa’s schemes to get him married off. “Fortunately, I do not. I assume she’s one of those debutantes you’ve taken under your wing.”

“Not exactly. Although she was just brought out this past season, she’s actually my age . . . and a friend. Her brother, Reynold Trevor, died last year in some horrible shooting accident, and she and her sister-in-law, Mrs. Trevor, have been left without anything but a debt-ridden estate to support. So Miss Trevor’s aunt, Lady Pensworth, brought the two of them to London for the Season.”

“To find them husbands, no doubt.”

“Exactly, although I think Lady Pensworth is more concerned about Miss Trevor, since the late Mr. Trevor’s wife has already borne him a child who will inherit the estate, such as it is. To make Miss Trevor more eligible, Lady Pensworth has bestowed a five-hundred-pound dowry on her, which ought to tempt a number of eligible gentlemen.”

“Not me.”

She looked startled. “I wasn’t thinking of you, for heaven’s sake. I was thinking of someone less wealthy, with fewer connections. And decidedly younger. She’s only twenty-four, after all.”

Decidedly younger? “Here now, I’m not that old. I’m the same age as your husband.”

“True.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “And given your nightly habits, you apparently possess the stamina of a much younger man. Why, no one seeing you in dim light would ever guess you’re thirty-three.”

He eyed her askance. “I seem to recall your asking me for a favor, dear girl. You’re not going about getting it very wisely.”

“The thing is, I’m worried about my friend. Miss Trevor keeps receiving these notes at parties, which she slips furtively off to read; she falls asleep in the middle of balls; and she seems rather distracted. Worst of all, she refused my invitation to our house party next week, which I had partly planned in hopes of introducing her to eligible young gentlemen.”

“Perhaps she had another engagement.”

Clarissa lifted an eyebrow at him.

“Right. She needs a husband, and you’re nicely trying to provide her with a selection of potential ones.” He smirked at her. “How ungrateful of her not to fall in with your plans.”

“Do be serious. When was the last time you saw any unmarried woman with limited prospects refuse a chance to attend a house party at the home of an earl and a countess with our connections?”

He hated to admit it, but she had a point. “So what do you want me to do about it?”

“Ask around at St. George’s. See if anyone has heard any gossip about her. Find out if anyone knows some scoundrel who’s been . . . well . . . sniffing around her for her dowry.”

The light dawned. During her debut years ago, Clarissa had been the object of such a scoundrel’s attentions, and it had nearly destroyed the lives of her and her brother. So she tended to be overly sensitive about women who might fall prey to fortune hunters.

“You do know that if I start asking about an eligible young lady at the club,” he said, “the members will assume I’m interested in courting her.”

“Nonsense. Everyone knows you prefer soiled doves to society loves.”

That wasn’t entirely true. He did occasionally bed bored widows or ladies with inattentive husbands. There were a great many of those hanging about—one reason he wasn’t keen to marry. He had a ready supply of bedmates without having to leg-shackle himself.

“Besides,” she went on, “that is the purpose of St. George’s, is it not? To provide a place where gentlemen can determine the suitability of various suitors to women?”

“To their female relations,” he said tersely. “Not to the friends of their female relations.”

Clarissa stared up at him. “She has no man to protect her. And I very much fear all of the signs lead to her having found someone unsuitable, which is why she’s behaving oddly. I don’t want to see her end up trapped in a disastrous marriage. Or worse.”

They both knew what the “worse” was, since Clarissa had gone through it herself. Damn. He might not have been her guardian for years now, but she still knew how to tug at his conscience.

“It would be a very great favor to me,” Clarissa went on. “I tell you what—let me just introduce you. You can spend a few moments talking to her and see if I’m right to be alarmed. If you think I’m overly concerned, you may leave here with my blessing and never bother with it again. But if you think I might be right . . .”

“Fine. But you owe me for this. And I promise I will call in my debt down the road.” He grinned at her. “At the very least, you must introduce me to some buxom widow with loose morals and an eye for fun.”

“Hmm,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll have to speak to my brother-in-law about that. He has more connections among that sort than I do.”

“No doubt.” Her brother-in-law used to use “that sort” of women as models in his paintings. “But I don’t need you to talk to Keane. So I suppose I’ll settle for your promise not to be offended if I also refuse your invitation to your house party.”

“There was a possibility of your accepting? Shocking. But since I’ve never seen you attend a house party in your life—unless it was to some bachelor’s hunting box—I didn’t bother to invite you.”

“Good,” he said, though he was mildly annoyed. Marriage had obviously changed her. A year ago, she wouldn’t have stopped plaguing him until she’d convinced him to attend. Surely she had not given up on him already.

Unless this was her sly way of once again trying to get him married off. He’d best tread carefully. “So where is this woman you wish me to meet?”

“She was right over there by the—” Clarissa scowled. “Oh, dear, that’s her by the fountain, but what the devil are those fellows doing with her?”

She stalked off across the lawn and he followed, surveying the group she headed for: a woman surrounded by three young gentlemen who appeared to be—fishing?—in the fountain.

He recognized the men. One was a drunk, one a well-known rakehell, and the third a notorious gambler by the name of Pitford. All three were fortune hunters.

No wonder Clarissa worried about her friend.

He turned his attention to the chit, who had her back to him and was dressed in a blue-and-green plaid gown with a pink-and-yellow striped shawl.

Good God. Any woman who dressed that way was bound to be a heedless young twit, and he disliked that sort of woman. Unless she was sitting on his lap in a brothel, in which case intelligence hardly mattered.

As they approached the group, Clarissa said, “What on earth is going on here?”

The jovial chap with cheeks already reddened from too much champagne said, “The clasp broke on Miss Trevor’s bracelet and it dropped into the fountain, so we’re trying to get it out to keep her from ruining her sleeves.”

“I would prefer to ruin my entire gown than see you further damage my bracelet with your poking about,” the chit said, her voice surprisingly low and throaty. “If you gentlemen would just let me pass, I’d fish it out myself.”

“Nonsense, we can do it,” the other two said as they fought over the stick wielded by the drunk. In the process, they managed to poke Miss Trevor in the arm.

“Ow!” she cried and attempted to snatch the stick. “For pity’s sake, gentlemen . . .”

Warren had seen enough. “Stand aside, lads.” He pushed through the arses. Shoving his sleeve up as far as it would go, he thrust his hand into the fountain and fished out the bracelet. Then he turned to offer it to the young lady. “I assume this is yours, miss.”

When her startled gaze shot to him, he froze. She had the loveliest blue eyes he’d ever seen.

Though her gown was even more outrageous from the front than from the back, the rest of her was unremarkable. Tall and slender, with slim hips and no breasts to speak of, she had decent skin, a sharp nose, and a rather impudent-looking mouth. She was pretty enough, but by no means a beauty. And not his sort. At all.

Yet those eyes . . .

Fringed with long black lashes, they glittered like stars against an early-evening sky, making desire tighten low in his belly. Utterly absurd.

Until her lips curled up into a sparkling smile that matched the incandescence of her eyes. “Thank you, sir. The bracelet was a gift from my late brother. Though I fear you may have ruined your coat retrieving it.”

“Nonsense.” He extended the bracelet to her. “My valet is very good at his job and will easily put it right.”

As she took the bracelet from him, an odd expression crossed her face. “You’re left-handed.”

He arched one brow. “How clever of you to notice.”

“How clever of you to be so. I’m left-handed, too. So I generally notice another left-hander because there aren’t that many of us around.”

“Or none that will lay claim to the affliction, anyway.” And he’d never before met a lady who was.

“True.” She slipped the bracelet into her reticule with a twinkle in her eye. “I’ve always been told it’s quite gauche to be left-handed.”

“Or at the very least, a sign of subservience to the devil.”

“Ah yes. Though the last time I paid a visit to Lucifer, he pretended not to know me. What about you?”

“I know him only to speak to at parties. He’s quite busy these days. He has trouble fitting me into his schedule.”

“I can well imagine.” Pointedly ignoring the three men watching them in bewilderment, she added, “He has all those innocents to tempt and gamblers to ruin and drinkers to intoxicate. However would he find time to waste on a fellow like you, who comes to the aid of a lady so readily? You’re clearly not wicked enough to merit his interest.”

“You’d be surprised,” he said dryly. “Besides, Lucifer gains more pleasure in corrupting decent gentlemen than wicked ones.” And this had to be the strangest conversation he’d ever had with a debutante.

“Excellent point. Well, then, next time you see him, give him my regards.” She cast a side glance at their companions. “He seems to have been overzealous in his activities of late.”

When the gentlemen looked offended, Clarissa said hastily, “Don’t be silly. The devil is only as busy as people allow him to be, and we shall not allow him to loiter around here, shall we, Warren?” She slid her hand into the crook of his elbow.

“No, indeed. That would be a sin.”

“And so are my poor manners,” Clarissa went on. She smiled at her friend. “I’ve forgotten to introduce the two of you. Miss Trevor, may I present my cousin, the Marquess of Knightford and rescuer of bracelets. Warren, this is my good friend, Miss Delia Trevor, the cleverest woman I know despite her gauche left hand.”

Cynically, he waited for Miss Trevor’s smile to brighten as she realized what a prime catch he was. So he was surprised when her smile faded to politeness instead. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Clarissa has told me much about you.”

He narrowed his gaze on her. “I’m sure she has. My cousin loves gossip.”

“No more than you love to provide fodder for it, from what I’ve heard.”

“I do enjoy giving rumormongers something to talk about.”

“No doubt they appreciate it. Otherwise they’d be limited to poking fun at spinsters, and then I would never get any rest.”

He snorted. “I’d hardly consider you a spinster, madam. My cousin tells me this is your first season.”

“And hopefully my last.” As the other fellows protested that, she said, “Now, now, gentlemen. You know I’m not the society sort.” She fixed Warren with a cool look. “I do better with less lofty companions. You, my lord, are far too worldly and sophisticated for me.”

“I somehow doubt that,” he said.

“I hear the dancing starting up,” Clarissa cut in as she released his arm. “Perhaps you two can puzzle it out if you stand up together for this set.”

He had to stifle his laugh. Clarissa wasn’t usually so clumsy in her social machinations. She must really like this chit. He was beginning to understand why. Miss Trevor was rather entertaining.

“Excellent idea.” He held out his hand to the young lady. “Shall we?”

“Now see here,” Pitford interrupted. “Miss Trevor has already promised this dance to me.”

“It’s true,” she told Warren. “I’m promised for all the dances this afternoon.”

Hmm. Warren turned to Pitford. “Lord Fulkham was looking for you earlier, old chap. He’s in the card room, I believe. I’ll just head there and tell him he can find you dancing with Miss Trevor.”

Pitford blanched. “I . . . er . . . cannot . . . that is . . .” He bowed to Miss Trevor. “Forgive me, madam, but I shall have to relinquish this dance to his lordship. I forgot a prior engagement.”

The fellow scurried off for the gates as fast as his tight pantaloons would carry him. Probably because the wretch owed Fulkham a substantial sum of money.

Pitford’s withdrawal was all it took for the other two gentlemen to excuse themselves, leaving Warren alone with his cousin and Miss Trevor.

With a smile, he again offered his arm to Clarissa’s friend. “It appears that you are now free to dance. Shall we?”

To his shock, the impudent female hesitated. But she obviously knew better than to refuse a marquess and quickly recovered, taking the arm he offered.

As they headed toward the lawn where the dancing was taking place, Miss Trevor said, “Do you always get your way in everything, Lord Knightford?”

“I certainly try. What good is being a marquess if I can’t make use of the privilege from time to time?”

“Even if it means bullying some poor fellow into fleeing a perfectly good party?”

He shot her a long glance. “Pitford is deeply in debt and looking for a rich wife. I should think you would thank me.”

She shrugged. “I know what Pitford is. I know what they all are. It matters naught to me. I have no interest in any of them.”

Pulling her into the swirl of dancers, he said, “Because you prefer some fellow you left behind at home? Or because you have your sights set elsewhere in town?”

Her expression grew guarded. “For a man of such lofty consequence, you are surprisingly interested in my affairs. Why is that?”

“I am merely dancing with the friend of my cousin,” he said smoothly. “And for a woman who has ‘no interest’ in the three fortune hunters you were just with, you certainly found a good way to get them vying for your attention.”

She blinked. “I have no idea what you mean.”

“The clasp on that bracelet wasn’t broken, Miss Trevor.” When she colored and glanced away, he knew he’d hit his mark. “So I can only think that you had some other purpose for dropping it into the fountain.”

As they came together in the dance, he lowered his voice. “And if it wasn’t to engage those men’s interest in you personally, I have to wonder what other reason you might have to risk losing such a sentimental heirloom. Care to enlighten me?”
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