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      He stared pitilessly, his mouth twisted cruelly as Mr. Matthew Hastings writhed uncontrollably on the mahogany desk. His arms flopped helplessly—a dull thud, thud, thud. Heavy green drapes lining the picture window behind the desk blocked any moonlight from streaming into the room. Only the dim light of fading embers bathed Mr. Hastings and his guest at this early hour. No sound echoed in the sleeping house. Anonymity cloaked the sole witness to Mr. Hastings’ excruciating demise.

      “It is unfortunate I had to resort to this unpleasantness.” The man shook his head with feigned sadness, a sneer hovering just on the edge of his lips. He paused, deep in contemplation, then spoke quietly as if explaining an important lesson to a child. “I did caution you–several times–over the past few months. However, you refused to heed my warning.”

      Leaning over, the man slid his fingers through Mr. Hasting’s hair, mostly black but highlighted by the graying of age. His grip tightened, and he wrenched Mr. Hastings’ head sideways. Pressing his lips to Mr. Hastings’ ear, he hissed intimately.

      “You have something I want, something that was promised to me when I was much younger. Since you are unwilling to relinquish possession…”

      He indicated a half-empty glass of brandy resting precariously near the edge of the desk, just out of reach of Mr. Hastings’ twitching hand. The brandy taunted, its amber color glistened ominously. Mr. Hastings’ eyes rolled wildly as the toxin caused his body to spasm in a gruesome dance. His tongue remained paralyzed, locked, unable to form a simple word. Help.

      The man released Mr. Hastings’ head, gently returning it to the desk, then stroked his fingers down the side of Mr. Hastings’ contorted cheek. “This particular poison is quite painful. I must admit, I chose it because I knew it would cause you to suffer horribly.”

      “Ugh,” replied Mr. Hastings. His flopping body beat its slow rhythm again—a fish gasping for its last breath of air. The raspy breathing echoed in the study. Although the sound was not loud enough to raise an alarm in the house, the man’s eyes flew to the closed study door. Grabbing Mr. Hastings by his hair, the man yanked, crushing Mr. Hastings’ mouth with his hand.

      “Stop this nonsense, this instant,” he hissed.

      Jerking, Mr. Hastings threw his torso forward, ripping out of the man’s grasp, as he stretched his out arm toward the poisoned snifter. His fingers brushed against the glass, sliding down the side. The glass scooted further away, teetering on the edge of the desk. With a lunge, Mr. Hastings wrapped his hand around the glass, locking tightly. Gasping twice, he shuddered, then exhaled, his body slumping onto the desk.

      The man relaxed, straightening slowly. He studied Mr. Hastings’ with narrowed eyes, searching for any hint of movement. Nothing. He grinned and chuckled quietly as his gaze fell on the glass in Mr. Hastings’ grip.

      “No clues.” He clucked his tongue. “A good attempt, however, kindly remember, I am much smarter than you.”

      Prying the glass from Mr. Hastings’ stiff hand, the man dumped the remaining liquid into the fireplace. The fire hissed and burned red briefly before returning to its normal color. Wrapping the glass in a handkerchief, the man placed it carefully in his coat pocket. He patted the pocket twice before his eyes rose to meet Mr. Hastings’ empty gaze.

      “I am sorry to steal you so young from your lovely wife. The loss will be devastating for her.” A horrid smile stretched across his lips. “Please do not concern yourself with the well-being of your dear wife or your children; I intend to take good care of your family.”

      “Ugh, ugh.” Mr. Hastings choked. His hand slammed down on the desk. His head rolled to the side, lifting a centimeter from the desk. His blue eyes rolled madly, threatening to burst from their sockets. Agony racked his features, his entire face straining taut from the poison’s brutal assault.

      The man laughed quietly and stepped toward the desk, his voice scornful. “You are a fighter. Perhaps I did not give you a large enough dose.”

      His hand slid into his breast pocket, fingers closing around a tiny brown vial. A wheezing breath escaped from Mr. Hastings’ lungs. He deflated, his body twisted grotesquely over the desk, a lifeless marionette. Eerie silence filled the study. Mr. Hastings’ empty eyes, permanently frozen in a moment of anguish, glared accusingly at the man.

      Placing his fingers to the side of Mr. Hastings’ neck, the man nodded with satisfaction. He leaned over the body and rifled through the desk drawers, his hands groping into the far recesses. Each empty disappointment brought a growl to his lips. Taking care not to disturb Mr. Hastings’ corpse, the man slid his fingers under the desk, looking for a secret compartment or a hidden drawer. He found nothing—not a key, not a clue, nothing—just an ordinary desk.

      With a snarl, he stood, his eyes scanning the study, absorbing every detail, every nook and cranny. This was the only room left in the townhouse he had not yet had the opportunity to search. Yet they continued to elude him. He shook his head, chewing his tongue as he glanced over at Mr. Hastings. Such an inconvenience–this murder business–although this was by no means his first horrendous act.

      His eyes swept the room again, taking inventory; various trinkets from Mr. Hastings’ travels decorated the bookshelves along the walls. Mrs. Hastings’ ornate writing desk, hidden in the far corner, was situated to face the beautiful garden hidden behind the green curtains, instead of the center of the room.

      Mr. Hastings once teased his wife at a dinner party her desk should be in his office since she spent most of her time on the business of correspondence, and all business should be performed in an office. In response to his remark, she requested the staff move her desk from the sitting room into his office the next morning, where she spent most of her time staring out the window at the foliage instead of writing letters.

      “What wonderful a distraction!” She often exclaimed the sentiment, her musical voice blooming with joy each time. “Surely if ever anyone has a reason not to respond to a letter, it is due to the beauty of nature.”

      Gliding over, he ran his fingers lightly over the soft wood. Rebecca’s desk. He tried to open the desktop, but the rollup lid refused to budge. Snarling, he grasped a bronze letter opener from Mr. Hastings’ desk and shoved the edge roughly under the lid, attempting pry it open. With a snap, the lock gave way, and the letter opener sliced into the wood, gouging a deep scar across the delicate surface of the desk. The letter opener fell from his palm with a thunk, skittering across the floor and disappearing under Mr. Hastings’ desk.

      The man searched all the crevices of the desk, pulling out every drawer and muttering with each empty outcome. His only discovery, an old pile of love letters, tied with blue and white ribbons, was stashed in the rear of the final drawer. He fanned through them quickly, annoyed to find Mr. Hastings’ tidy scrawl decorated the outside of every envelope. Sentimental value, apparently, why else would Mrs. Hastings store them in her desk? He shoved them roughly back into the drawer and slammed it with a snarl. Angered, he roared at the body sprawled across the desk.

      “Where did you hide them?”

      The corpse did not respond, but Mr. Hastings’ wide eyes appeared to be mocking his frustration. A last laugh in death, the man mused sourly.

      “No answer. I’m not surprised.” He cast a disdainful sneer at the body. “However, mark my words, I will find them, and no one will be able to tie me to your unfortunate demise.”

      The man crossed the room once more. Wrenching open the study door, he leaned into the hallway and with panic dripping from his voice, yelled. “Help, Mr. Hastings has taken ill. Oh please, help.”

      The butler, awakened by the man’s cries, came running down the hallway through a door in the kitchen. He slid across the wooden floor in his stockings and rushed to Mr. Hastings’ side. Drinking in his master’s anguished eyes and immobile figure, the butler gasped. He examined the body but felt no pulse in Mr. Hastings’ wrist.

      “What happened?” the butler asked, still bent over his employer.

      “As we were talking, Mr. Hastings fell into some sort of fit, thrashing about, then just slumped over.” The man forced a concerned tone into his explanation and leaned over the body as well. “I called for you as soon as the episode began.”

      Twisting sideways, the butler studied the man. “We will need to fetch Dr. Barnes; however, I fear it is too late to save Mr. Hastings’ life.”

      “Stay with him, do what you can, I will go for the doctor.” The man exited the study before the butler could reply.

      Stepping out into the late evening fog, the man whistled a hollow tune which echoed hauntingly in the mist. He called for his carriage with a quick snap of his fingers and climbed into the coach without a backward glance. As the carriage bounced along toward the doctor’s house, the man wondered if the butler noticed anything suspicious when he entered the room. His hand curled around a glass hidden in his coat pocket, the final detail which needed to be resolved.

      Perhaps it might be best to pay for the butler’s silence. However, if the butler was a loyal employee, a payoff would raise suspicions. An accident, on the other hand, would permanently guarantee the butler’s silence. How much tragedy could one family endure? He smirked in the darkness of the coach. Does a dead butler even count as a tragedy?

      The carriage stopped suddenly, jarring him from his morbid thoughts.

      “Help!” The man leapt from the carriage, bellowing and banged loudly on Dr. Barnes’ front door. His voice strained with false concern. “Help, please, help. I need a doctor!”

      “I will be right there.” The tired voice replied from deep within the recesses of the house. The elderly doctor blearily opened his front door, holding the nub of a candle. “I am Dr. Barnes, how can I help you, Mr…?”

      “There is no time for introductions,” replied the man, his face partially concealed in shadow as if the light recoiled from his visage. He shoved a parchment-wrapped bundle into the doctor’s hand.

      “What is this?” Dr. Barnes blinked, focusing his tired eyes on the solid mass in his hand.

      “Mr. Hastings has died.” The man lowered his voice and leaned closer. “This is to ensure he died of natural causes.”

      Thumbing through the stack money, Dr. Barnes’ tongue caught between his teeth. He whistled under his breath, counting silently. He glanced up, realization glowing in his dim irises, and raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Did he?”

      “Most definitely not. However, I am weary this evening and a bit reluctant to tolerate more than one death tonight. Although if the need arises…” The man’s voice trailed off.

      Dr. Barnes tightened his grip on the money and nodded once. “There will be no need, I understand your request.”

      “I thought you might,” the man smiled. The sentiment did not reach his cold, dark eyes.

      “I must leave at once,” replied Dr. Barnes. His tongue twisted around the words, garbling the sentence into mushy syllables of fear. Grabbing his medical bag from behind the door, Dr. Barnes threw a jacket over his arm and pulled the door closed behind him.

      “Would you like to ride in my carriage?” The man bared his teeth, gesturing to his carriage, darkness seeping from the inside of the coach.

      “No, thank you. I shall go on foot. Good night, sir.” Dr. Barnes shuddered once, then nodded to the man, turning and walking in the opposite direction of the carriage.

      “Doctor.” The man’s soft voice chased Dr. Barnes’ retreating back.

      Dr. Barnes paused halfway down the street, his shoulders drooped. Reluctantly he turned. “Yes, sir?”

      “It would do you well to remember I know where you live.” The man saluted him with a curt nod.

      “Yes, sir,” answered Dr. Barnes. A tremor wracked his small frame. He pulled the jacket tightly around his shoulders, spun around again, and hastened down the street. He vanished around a corner without another word.

      Strolling over to a nearby bridge, the man dug into his pocket and extracted the handkerchief containing the stolen glass. He leaned over the railing and dropped the contaminated snifter into the river below. Sucked into the swirling, black water, he watched the glass sink rapidly below the churning surface of the Thames–vanishing from sight. He folded the handkerchief and replaced it in his pocket, patting it.

      Humming the same haunting tune as before, he climbed back into his carriage and knocked on the window. The snap of a whip followed his cue, cracking twice over the backs of the horses. They pulled impatiently on the reins, jerking the carriage forward. The man leaned back into the darkness, pressing his fingers together in delight.

      “I am not finished with your family yet, Mr. Hastings.”
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      Thump!

      The dull sound echoed from the room above, followed by a chorus of high-pitched screams and giggles. Concentrating on her book, Sam forced herself to ignore the din. A second round of pounding and screeching caused her to glance at the ceiling, an exasperated sigh ripping through her lips. Expecting the floor to crash down, she shifted her weight, re-crossing her ankles as she debated whether to investigate her nieces’ current amusement. The sound subsided momentarily, and then an explosion of noise required her to abandon her current occupation in haste.

      Stumbling up the stairs, Sam raced around the corner and slipped on the slick floor, crashing awkwardly into her nieces’ door frame with a grunt. Gripping the wall for support, she planted her wayward feet firmly before glaring into the disheveled room.

      One look at the chaos reminded her why she should never leave the girls unsupervised for more than ten minutes. Her eyes narrowed, sweeping over the mess and silently counting children. Marie’s black hair clung to her sweaty face, undone from its neat plait, presumably during a recent struggle. Rose’s red face mirrored her sister’s, except her braid, slightly lighter than her sister’s hair, still held some of its original shape. Both of them sat on an abused armchair, squished together between the armrests. They grinned at each other, sharing a secret pleasure.

      Only two visible children meant the youngest sister must be hidden somewhere in the room. Sam pursed her lips when she realized exactly where Lucy was concealed. Marie and Rose had trapped Lucy inside their tiny armoire, stuffed with dresses and various toys in questionable working order. Lucy—howling with fear and a touch of anger—beat her little chubby fists against the jammed door while her two older sisters giggled conspiratorially. The chair on which they sat blocked the armoire, its weight preventing Lucy from escaping her dark tomb.

      Sam growled at her nieces. Frightened, the two girls shrieked, crawling over each other to escape Sam’s infuriated glare as they abandoned the armchair. The small room provided no sanctuary from her ire, which spread over the girls like a thick blanket.

      “Let your sister out.” Sam slammed her hands on her hips. Her ears met with silence. She repeated her demand, stepping forward with an intimidating scowl.

      “We cannot.” Marie peered out from between the slats of a rocking chair, her face painted with an angelic smile.

      “And why not?” Sam asked, forcing her voice to remain calm.

      “It is too heavy.” Rose popped up from behind the opposite side of the bed and pointed at the armchair. Her eyes widened to emphasize the point.

      Sam ground her teeth, glancing upward. She inhaled slowly and dropped her gaze to Rose. “Then how did it manage to get all the way over to the armoire?”

      “Magic?” Marie shrugged, a peek at Sam’s face caused her to reconsider her answer. She pointed an accusing her finger at her sister. “It was Rose’s idea.”

      “She is lying, Aunt Samantha.” Rose threw a wooden block at her sister. “Marie did it.”

      Crossing her arms, Sam stared at her two nieces, frustration pounding in her head. “Marie dragged over that chair across the room and leaned it against the door after she pushed Lucy inside.”

      “Yes.” Rose nodded emphatically, her little head nearly popping from her shoulders.

      “All by herself?” Sam crossed her arms, waiting for Rose to admit the truth.

      Rose paused, mulling over the possible outcomes of the conversation, and pushed out her lower lip. “Marie said she would cut the head off my doll if I did not help her.”

      “I did not!” Marie leapt out from behind the chair and flew at Rose, shoving her sister hard in the shoulder.

      “You did too.” Rose punched Marie in retaliation.

      An anguished wail interrupted the argument. Both little heads whipped around toward the closet, anticipating another scream. Their faces broke into quick smiles when Lucy fulfilled and exceeded their expectations. The cry echoed through the house, a large sound considering Lucy’s lack of stature.

      Crossing the room in two steps, Sam laid her hands on the edge of the gilded chair back and firmly pushed—the chair barely moved. She opened her mouth to ask the girls to help her but stopped when she caught sight of her nieces’ gleeful faces. Marie and Rose snickered behind their hands. Turning around, Sam shot both her nieces a stern glare.

      “What is so funny?”

      “I told her a monster lived in the armoire.” Marie clapped her hands together and rocked forward onto her toes as she bragged. “I said the monster ate...” her voice trailed off when she noticed Sam’s expression. Then, with horror breaking on her face, she realized her confession too late. Her eyes dropped to the floor.

      Another cry broke through Sam’s fury. Her fingers wrapped around the arms on the ornate chair. Grunting, she hefted it away from the door. Sam grabbed the armoire handle and yanked, flinging the door open.

      Light pooled around a tiny figure huddled on the floor. Old toys—several beheaded dolls, a white baby carriage with a missing wheel, a faded dollhouse, which had been locked shut for years, its peeling paint flaking onto Lucy’s dress, and a sad jack-in-the-box without its spring—surrounded her like a fortress. The haunted face turned toward the light, plump cheeks streaked with tears.

      Lucy leaped from the floor into Sam’s arms. She pointed a shaking finger at her two sisters. “They put me inside, with monsters.” Lucy’s lower lip quivered, tears streaming down her chubby face. She buried her head in Sam’s neck, sobbing.

      Sam glared at the older girls. “I ought to lock you two in the armoire.”

      “No.” Tears filled Marie’s large brown eyes. “The dark frightens me.”

      Wrapping her arms around Lucy, Sam groaned. Lucy had not quite outgrown her baby fat yet. Arms burning, Sam silently cursed her decision to give the governess the morning off.

      She shifted Lucy and pointed at Marie and Rose in turn. “You two will stay in your room until your mother returns home.”

      “Do we have to?” Marie glanced at the wide mouth of the armoire, sharing a fearful look with Rose.

      “In. Your. Room.” Sam repeated each word with exaggerated emphasis.

      Turning to leave, Sam felt Lucy lean sideways around her shoulder. Sam glanced up just in time to see Lucy stick her little pink tongue out at her sisters.

      “Lucy, do not stick out your tongue.” Sam chastised the little girl automatically and paused, snorting. Apparently, her sister-in-law’s constant nagging had seeped into Sam’s subconscious. Sam bumped her forehead against Lucy’s. “Do not tell your mother I just corrected your behavior.”

      “Alright, Aunt Samantha.” Lucy giggled. “May I stick out my tongue again?”

      “You may.” Sam laughed and paused at the landing, debating how she could traverse the staircase while holding Lucy. Marie and Rose’s bickering voices carried out of the room.

      “Tattle-tale.” Marie’s shrill voice trilled the insult.

      “Cry baby,” retorted Rose. A wooden block bounced out the door, tumbling past Sam’s feet.

      Sam sighed. Her poor, neglected book, haphazardly tossed on the armchair’s cushion, would remain unread until this chaos was resolved, or until the governess returned. It must be nearly past two.

      Sam shifted Lucy’s bulk, right to left, hips moving in rhythm. The pudgy hands wrapped around Sam’s arm, leaving sweaty fingerprints on her delicate sleeve—hands which threatened to stain new wallpaper, clean drapes, and glass windows. Sam considered the damage Lucy could accomplish to the spotless house in the ten minutes Sam needed to search for the governess whose tardiness caused her to mutter an unladylike word under her breath.

      “Nap time.” Sam bumped her nose against Lucy’s.

      Squealing, Lucy wriggled from Sam’s grasp and fell, crashing to the floor. She chewed her lip, pondering another fit, her eyes watering. Suddenly she giggled. Leaping up and running toward her mother’s bedroom, her bare feet pattered loudly.

      Lucy’s uncontainable energy caused her to misjudge the corner, and she careened sideways, her feet skidded on the slippery floor. She tumbled forward and found herself sitting again. Remaining on the ground, Lucy stared at her feet, her little face scrunched into a frown as she considered how best to maneuver into her mother’s nearby bedroom. Hoisting herself onto her knees, Lucy crawled to the room, her little bottom swinging side to side.

      The little girl climbed onto the bed, burrowed under the blankets, and closed her eyes, her thumb finding her mouth. Sam neatly tucked Lucy’s curls under her head to prevent them from tangling on the pillow, then crossed the room to pull the drapes closed. The room dimmed.

      The abandoned book called softly, promising worlds of gentility and seduction, but a nagging voice—which sounded peculiarly like Wilhelmina’s—suggested she research her older nieces’ activities over the past few minutes. No sounds emanated from their bedroom. Envisioning broken bones and bloody noses, Sam crept back down the hallway.

      Both girls lay huddled under a blanket, curled up on the mattress the three girls shared, their breathing slow and simultaneous. Sam drew the drapes to block the afternoon’s light, pausing to make sure neither girl awoke and tiptoed back to the informal sitting room. Snuggling into the paisley cushion on the windowsill, Sam flipped the pages in her book impatiently, searching for the exact spot she stopped reading. Returning to the opening of the paragraph, Sam’s lips curved into a smile.

      “Excuse me, Miss Hastings, I brought you some tea.” Mr. Walton made his entrance quietly, startling Sam out of her quiet reverie.

      “Thank you, Mr. Walton,” Sam nodded as he placed the tray on a table near her elbow. She had arrived a fortnight ago, and already, the butler knew to bring her tea at exactly two in the afternoon.

      He bowed, a little formality, before speaking again. “The mail is also on the tray. Will there be anything else, Miss Hastings?”

      “No, thank you.” Sam added milk to her tea before sipping. Leafing through the missives, she paused on a gilded invitation addressed to her in Mrs. Allendale’s immaculate flowery script. Sam shook her head. She was hoping Mrs. Allendale would accidentally overlook the invitation, considering Sam had only been in town a few weeks. She grimaced. Wilhelmina, her sister-in-law, insisted Sam accompany her to every tedious party to which they received an invitation.

      “It is the only way you will find a suitable husband,” Wilhelmina repeated her favorite sentiment at tea yesterday. Her brown eyes glowed with delight at the prospect of planning Sam’s wedding.

      “I am not interested in finding a husband,” Sam argued as she always did whenever Wilhelmina brought up the subject of marriage. The cookie Sam held in her hand snapped in half.

      “Then I shall find a suitable one for you,” Wilhelmina replied. She lifted her cup and sipped, ignoring the horror on Sam’s face.

      Of course, Wilhelmina supported the marriage mart. Not seven years ago, she had managed to snag Sam’s brother. Tragically, two years prior, he decided to travel to France for business. They received no word from him confirming his arrival. Then in the first few freezing days of January, they heard his ship sank somewhere off the coast of France. His body was never recovered.

      Wilhelmina, heart-broken and left to care for their three young children, communicated with Sam daily, often writing several pages to fill her lonely days. Although they only met each other a few times before the wedding, the two women became easy confidants. The loss of Edward brought them even closer together.

      Without Edward, Wilhelmina discovered she had no patience for business. As Edward’s finances needed constant care, Wilhelmina sent for Samantha to come live with her at the family townhouse. Sam agreed under the condition the entire family spend their summers at the country estate. Wilhelmina happily accepted, giving Sam access to her brother’s study to attend to her own business as well as manage her brother’s accounts.

      As the only male heir, Edward owned both the country estate and the townhouse, however, he allowed Sam to manage the country lands as she saw fit. Since they thrived under her careful hand, her brother felt no need to meddle in the business dealings. When he passed, his will stipulated she would be solely in charge of all the property and land until either she or his widowed wife found a husband… and as of yesterday afternoon, Wilhelmina was hunting.

      “Wilhelmina, I agreed to attend these functions as your chaperone when your bereavement period ended.” Sam discreetly brushed the crumbs of the crumbled cookie onto her plate.

      “Yes, however, there is no harm in looking for yourself as well,” Wilhelmina answered, lightly resetting her teacup. It clinked gently, a musical indication of her wish to end the conversation.

      “I have no desire to allow any man to order me around.” Sam slumped in her chair, her muttered comment causing Wilhelmina to glance up.

      “Edward never ordered me around,” she sniffed, dabbing her napkin at the corner of her eyes.

      Sam flushed, embarrassed she upset Wilhelmina. “I know. Edward was unique.”

      “Yes, he was.” Wilhelmina turned away to hide the tear streaking down her cheek.

      Sliding her hand across the table, Sam gently squeezed Wilhelmina’s wrist. “It would be my honor to accompany you for the remainder of the season.”

      Wilhelmina smiled.

      Now, Samantha regretted her rash promise. She stared at the invitation from Mrs. Allendale. Tonight’s party sounded dull—the same people discussing the same things, and the whispers which followed her everywhere she walked. Sam groaned, her eyes falling on the book resting on her knees. Maybe she could stay home tonight and finish a few chapters? After all, the scandals in her book were much more interesting than which gown Mrs. Whoever purchased from her dressmaker this week.

      “Samantha? Samantha? Where are you?” Wilhelmina rushed in, her voice breathy and excited, cheeks faintly pink from the cold.

      “I am right here, Wilhelmina.” Sam slid the invitation under her book, tucking the parchment carefully under the cover as she laid the book flat upon her lap. She folded her hands, forcing a pleasant smile to her lips.

      Wilhelmina bustled in, a rather large box under her arm and flashed a radiant smile. She possessed a dainty, petite frame—a grown-up version of her three children, complete with the same chocolate brown eyes. None of the girls inherited their father’s brilliant blue color; however, both Rose and Lucy received their father’s chestnut hair, complete with curls.

      “Just look at this dress.” Wilhelmina removed the lid and thrust the package onto Sam’s lap, knocking the book askew with her enthusiasm.

      “Lovely.” Sam scrambled to keep the invitation hidden. “It is a beautiful hue.”

      “Excellent,” Wilhelmina nodded, retrieving the box with a smile. “I shall wear it tonight.”

      A quizzical look crossed Sam’s face. “Tonight?”

      Wilhelmina glanced at Sam, eyeing her closely. “Yes, tonight. I already know Mrs. Allendale sent you an invitation. She confirmed it with me this morning. Do not try to beg out of this evening, Samantha Hastings. This is technically your first season, and although you are already twenty years old, I will not allow you to sink into spinsterhood.”

      “At least not quietly,” muttered Sam, her eyes flicking down to the open book resting on her leg.

      “And there will be no more of this.” Wilhelmina seized the book and snapped it shut unceremoniously. Sam winced as Wilhelmina spied the invitation hidden underneath.

      “Ah ha!” She plucked the invitation from Sam’s lap and waved it under Sam’s nose. “You did receive it.”

      “Yes.” Sam sighed. “I did, but…”

      Wilhelmina interrupted. “There will be no excuses tonight. This is the first important ball of the season.”

      Sam crossed her arms. “What were all the other balls we attended?”

      “Practice.” Wilhelmina waved her hand airily. “I have been off the market for several years, and it is important to stay current with the modern fashions. Now, I think you should wear the green dress, it brings out the red highlights in your hair.”

      “Why do you get to order me around?”

      “Because,” Wilhelmina paused, contemplating her words, “because I swore to your brother, I would see you married before the season is through.”

      Sam rose from her perch, hoping her tall frame would intimidate her sister-in-law. “When did you promise this?”

      “Yesterday, when I was visiting his grave.” Wilhelmina stretched as well, the top of her head even with Sam’s eyes. “I am not easily intimidated, Samantha Hastings. Kindly remember your brother was almost six foot tall.”

      Sam stuck out her tongue.
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      Benjamin, Lord of Westwood, swore under his breath. Not words for polite society–swearing was never acceptable in polite society–but words that would make any uncouth rascal blush. He returned to England after several blissful months in Greece, and within moments of his arrival, society deemed him the “most eligible bachelor in town.” At least, according to the bold headline of the society page which his brother, Thomas, gleefully tossed onto the table at breakfast.

      If one more feather-brained, marriage-seeking ninny jumped into his path, he was going to toss her back at her mother without so much as an apology. Well, after such rough handling, the lady would surely deserve an apology, but it would not be sincere.

      This last girl chattered on so inanely, he could barely hear the waltz over her incessant twittering. He deposited her back on the fringe of the dance floor by her mother’s side, nodded at the two, and escaped to the salon where, he noted with satisfaction, most of the unmarried bachelors now resided. They drank whiskey, smoked cigars, and pretended their conversations were far too important to return to the ballroom and the clutches of this season’s crop of newly eligible young ladies.

      “Westwood.”

      Benjamin turned toward the jovial voice, his eyes sweeping over the room. He recognized the owner, nodding with a broad smile. “Allendale, as always your party is an entertaining diversion.”

      “Thank you.” Mr. Allendale raised his glass in salute and grinned. “Especially after you make your escape from that stuffy ballroom.”

      “It is not the ballroom I fear, but suffocation from the plotting females.” Benjamin poured himself a drink before he sank into one of the large armchairs scattered throughout the room.

      “Benjamin, I did not expect you to attend this party.” A mirror image popped its head around the back of a chair. Thomas’ eyes flicked mischievously over Benjamin. “I assume you received a note from Mother.”

      “This very afternoon.” Benjamin sipped the amber liquid. It burned the back of his throat, dulling the headache pulsing just behind his eyes. “I see you are in attendance as well.”

      “I would never go against Mother’s wishes.” Thomas lifted his chair, turning it a halfway around until he faced Benjamin. “The note stated my attendance was requested at this party.” He extended his arms. “Here I am.”

      “Do you not think Mother will notice you have not stepped one foot in the ballroom this evening?” Benjamin tilted his head, tapping his temple.

      “No.” Thomas’ face paled after a moment. His eyes closed with a groan. “I thought she was not attending.”

      “Mother asked me to escort her this evening.” He shot a pointed glare at Thomas. “I have already made my rounds.”

      Mr. Allendale chuckled. “My friends, it would be much easier to marry and save yourself the trouble of being chased by every doe-eyed beauty.”

      “I am in complete agreement with Allendale.” Mr. Mason, seated opposite of Thomas, inclined his head toward his host. “My wife protects me from all those mothers and their daughters,” he laughed, lifting his glass in emphasis.

      “You forget she will soon be one of those mothers, Mason.” Mr. Allendale clinked his glass against Mr. Mason’s.

      “How true, Allendale. Would either of you want a wife in fifteen years? Elizabeth will be of age.” Mr. Mason’s teasing gaze darted between Benjamin and Thomas.

      “The way these two keep avoiding women, they might still be available.” Mr. Allendale slapped his hand against his knee, doubling over in laughter.

      Benjamin glared at his friends. “Just because you married right out of university, does not mean either one of us will get caught so easily.”

      Thomas nodded in agreement with his brother. “Do you think Mother will notice if I hide out here all night?”

      “Yes,” all three men responded in unison.

      “Alright, I will go make an appearance. However, I sincerely doubt I will receive any enjoyment from the endeavor.” He placed his half-empty glass on a silver tray centered on a small table to his right and rose with a heavy sigh.

      “Watch out for the Leveret sisters, they like to step on any available toe,” Benjamin warned Thomas with a wicked grin.

      “Damn,” Thomas grumbled and headed out the door in search of his mother and several minutes of torture on the dance floor.

      Benjamin watched his twin brother go. Easily interchangeable with the same dark hair and muscular features, Benjamin received the title and responsibility of the family name, but their father split their inheritance evenly, making both men very wealthy, desirable catches for the season’s greatest hunters. Not that this year would be any more eventful than the last.

      Each brother pronounced themselves a permanent bachelor and rake, much to the chagrin of their mother who tried, unsuccessfully, to interest them in the benefits of a satisfactory home life. They accepted her lectures as part of a mother’s duty and allowed her to maneuver them in front of various ladies of the ton, but they never courted any of the available beauties. Both men were happy to find pleasure in other pursuits.

      Although there would shortly come a point when Benjamin would need to marry, he mused sullenly, taking another sip of the amber liquid. His father’s will demanded a legitimate heir from Benjamin by the age of thirty or the estates would fall to his cousin, bypassing Thomas who never intended on marriage or children. Benjamin shook his head with a grimace, Thomas preferred poverty to the shackles of a wedding band. However, Benjamin refused to allow his mother to be evicted from her home.

      At twenty-eight, Benjamin was not considered an old man, yet he began to sense his own mortality might be sneaking up on him. He sat in the salon, remembering his childhood and the short amount of time he spent with his late father. The scent of wild grass tickled his nostrils as he recalled their early morning strolls around the grounds and the words of wisdom which flowed freely during those peaceful moments after daybreak.

      Idly observing his friends while they discussed politics, Benjamin pondered the benefits of marriage. Neither man seemed unhappy with his lot in life. In fact, Mason glowed every time he brought up the subject of his young daughter. Allendale loved his boys to a fault, turning a blind eye toward their rambunctious shenanigans. There were some positive aspects to the fairer sex; Benjamin half-smiled at the thought. This was the year to find a suitable wife, he decided with a nod and drained the contents of his glass in one swallow.

      Swift action was necessary. He must inform his mother of his intentions; her help would be invaluable. Standing, he dropped his glass on the table beside him with a definitive clunk.

      “I am going to find myself a wife.” Benjamin announced, surprised by the forcefulness of his voice. He nodded at each man, “Allendale. Mason.”

      “Westwood,” they replied, returning to their conversation with dual smirks.

      Sighing, Benjamin turned and left the room, pausing briefly in the darkened hallway. He inhaled slowly–one final breath of bachelorhood–and reentered the ballroom in search of his mother. He noticed with a grin that Thomas was dancing with Miss Violet Leveret who managed to step on Thomas’ boot at that precise instant. With his head bent to hide a widening smile, Benjamin stole past the unhappy couple toward the refreshment table where his mother stood conversing with Mr. Allendale’s wife.

      “Hello, Mother.” Benjamin bent to kiss her cheek.

      “Benjamin, it is a delight to see you again.” His mother returned his affection with an airy kiss. “I believe I have you to thank for convincing Thomas to come out of his hiding place.”

      Mrs. Allendale coughed to cover her chuckle. She took a sip of punch, her eyes still alight with amusement.

      “Mrs. Allendale.” Benjamin politely nodded, greeting his friend’s wife with a bow.

      “Lord Westwood,” replied Mrs. Allendale. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

      “The pleasure is mine.” He lifted her hand to his lips, placing a chaste kiss on the back of her hand.

      Lady Westwood smiled at her eldest son. “Did you enjoy your walk?”

      “Yes, however, it was much too short.”

      “I imagine the walk between the ballroom and the salon is a short one.” Her brown eyes twinkled.

      Benjamin raised his eyebrows. “Pardon me?”

      Lady Westwood turned toward Mrs. Allendale. “My boys are always surprised to learn I know exactly what they are doing.” She leaned forward to whisper, “I even know about their less than gentlemanly exploits.”

      Shocked, Benjamin stared from his mother to Mrs. Allendale and back again. “Mother, it is not proper for you to talk about such topics in front of mixed company.”

      “Mrs. Allendale, do you mind?” his mother asked Mrs. Allendale, winking audaciously.

      Mrs. Allendale cupped her hand around her mouth and whispered loudly, “Not in the least, Lady Westwood. I happen to know a few things myself.”

      “Mother, please stop this nonsense, or I will not tell you my good news.” Benjamin rolled his eyes at their foolishness.

      “What good news?” Lady Westwood forced the smile from her lips with a practiced sigh; only her eyes sparkled.

      Benjamin, choosing to indulge her playful nature, paused dramatically, glancing at Mrs. Allendale as though he were judging her trustworthiness. His gaze returned to his mother.

      “This is the year I get married.”

      His announcement stunned his mother, Mrs. Allendale, and apparently, a group of young ladies milling behind them, pretending not to eavesdrop. Their collective oohs did not escape Benjamin’s attention. He glared at the tittering group who moved subtly away, but not far enough to be out of earshot.

      “Wonderful.” his mother smiled, clearly delighted with the news. “Who is the young lady?”

      “I do not know,” he shrugged. “Someone… suitable.”

      “Well, of course.” His mother patted his arm. “I might have a few suggestions if that would help with your decision.”

      “Certainly. Thank you.”

      “There are the Leveret sisters, Miss Violet and Miss Victoria.” She gestured toward Thomas who twirled past them with a pained expression painted on his lips. Mrs. Allendale demurely covered a snicker with her gloved hand. Lady Westwood pressed her lips together, swallowing a giggle and continued speaking in an even tone. “There is also Miss Mary Bloomhaven; I am certain you remember her father.”

      Benjamin nodded as he listened, his eyes seeking out the ladies in the ballroom, mentally comparing them and creating inexcusable faults in each of them. Miss Violet Leveret–terrible dancer, one would always have sore feet. Miss Victoria Leveret–a worse dancer than her sister and spoke in annoying nasal tones. Miss Mary Bloomhaven–a brainless fluff, one could never hold a proper conversation with her. As the list continued, Benjamin mentally banished each one from his mind.

      “Miss Bloomhaven is engaged,” Mrs. Allendale leaned in to whisper, her voice barely audible.

      “I had not heard that yet.” Lady Westwood turned toward her friend, her eyebrows arched in surprise.

      “It was a rushed engagement, due to her condition,” Mrs. Allendale winked.

      Benjamin leaned in as well and lowered his voice. “Who is the lucky gentleman?”

      “Mr. Henry Martin. Although I am not sure the term lucky should apply to him, considering what Miss Bloomhaven’s brother has already done to him,” said Mrs. Allendale.

      “What did he do?”

      Mrs. Allendale shook her head and pressed a finger to her mouth. Her eyes darted to the side, indicating the group of hovering girls. “Lady Westwood, I apologize for interrupting you, please continue with your suggestions.”

      Lady Westwood inclined her head, accepting Mrs. Allendale’s apology. “Miss Sarah Varner, Miss Daphne Clemens, and Miss Alice Shirely.”

      A girl shrieked behind them, presumably Miss Alice Shirely. Benjamin stole a glance at her. Miss Shirely’s upswept blond hair reflected one of the more popular styles of the day. At least that is what Mrs. Allendale whispered in an approving voice. The pale lemon gown accentuated Miss Shirely’s beauty and figure. With the sizable dowry her father promised, society deemed her the most favorable catch of the season.

      “She will do.” Benjamin indicated Miss Shirely with a jerk of his head.

      “Perhaps you should dance with Miss Shirely to ascertain her demeanor before you propose marriage.” His mother placed a wise hand on his arm and squeezed gently.

      “Of course,” Benjamin nodded in agreement. “Please excuse me, Mrs. Allendale, Mother.”

      He skirted the edge of the dance floor, walking first toward the orchestra, then toward the open windows of the balcony. Stopping to speak with some acquaintances, he rounded the ballroom in a little under an hour. Benjamin felt Miss Shirely’s eyes track him during his lazy circle, watching her prey as he neared his extinction. He approached a small group of suitors at the center of which stood Miss Alice Shirely, looking every bit a flower among thorns. He brushed through the men who parted before his title.

      “Pardon me, Miss Shirely.” Benjamin bowed courteously. “May I escort you for the next waltz?”

      “I would be delighted, my Lord.” Miss Shirely’s demure voice fluttered in correlation with her eyelashes. She curtsied and raised her arm, offering a dainty wrist. Her dance card dangled from a yellow, velvet ribbon.

      “Thank you.” Benjamin scrawled his name on her card and dropped an elegant kiss on her gloved hand before releasing her wrist. “Until later, Miss Shirely.” He flashed a quick smile and retreated from the throng of admirers.

      Now, he only had one more obligation to fulfill tonight. With Mr. Edward Hastings’ unfortunate demise, a new duty rested on his shoulders. He was now the guardian of Miss Samantha Hastings, Edward’s little sister. Although a woman of her age hardly needed a guardian, chaperone would be a more appropriate word. Whatever the title may be, he now had the added responsibility of approving a husband for the lady—a task which placed him in direct control of her future. Not exactly a role he wanted to play. However, he just needed to marry her off to the first acceptable suitor, and he would be free of his promise.

      Still unmarried, he assumed Miss Hastings would be plain and willing to accept any man who proposed. Considering this was her first season, she would need guidance in that respect. Mrs. Hastings, Edward’s widow, would be able to assist with the husband-hunting process. He decided he would leave the matching to her, then after the pretense of a suitable waiting period, approve whichever man made it through the tedious courting process.

      Benjamin tried to remember the face of his best friend’s baby sister. Ten years ago, the last time he encountered Miss Hastings, she flew at him with a fencing foil clutched in her little hand. Her cherubic face screwed up with raw determination, she scowled at him as she swung at him from the landing of the Hastings’ country estate stairwell. Her verbal assault was almost as vicious. The corner of his mouth pulled at the memory; her brother must have been responsible for that display of unsuitable manners—a small girl equipped with plaits, a vulgar vocabulary, and a sharp sword. He chuckled softly, rubbing his left hand unconsciously. A tiny puckered scar still blemished his left hand.

      It seemed difficult to picture Miss Hastings as anything else but a scrawny, ill-mannered child. He assumed as an adult, she must resemble her brother—same chestnut hair, same blue eyes. Although decidedly more feminine; he corrected the image in his head. He would have no difficulty spotting her this evening. He only hoped she was unarmed.
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      “We are already late.” Wilhelmina burst into Sam’s room without knocking.

      “I will be ready in one minute.” Sam clenched her teeth, sitting perfectly still as Nancy tugged unforgivingly on her curls.

      “Well, hurry up.” Wilhelmina paced the length of the room, her nervousness apparent.

      “I have finished, Mrs. Hastings.” Nancy pinned the last tress and stepped away from Sam to critique her work. With a satisfied nod, Nancy dashed to the armoire to grab Sam’s shoes and shoved them onto her feet, her nimble fingers quickly fastening them. “Will you need anything else?”

      “No, thank you,” Sam dismissed the maid with a grateful smile.

      “We are late,” Wilhelmina repeated her earlier sentiment, practically vibrating across the room as she paced behind Sam.

      Sam sighed reluctantly. “Wilhelmina, you stated, this very morning, nobody interesting arrives before eight.”

      “True, but I have never arrived before eight, so I may be wrong.”

      Fighting the urge to stick out her tongue, Sam rose, looping her arm through Wilhelmina’s. “Have I told you how lovely you look in blue?”

      Wilhelmina’s choice to shed the usual half-mourning colors of gray and lavender indicated her decision to remarry. A choice which clearly had Wilhelmina tied up in knots.

      “Thank you.” Wilhelmina patted Sam’s hand. “I am a little nervous.”

      “Why?” asked Sam. “It is perfectly acceptable to find a new husband after an adequate bereavement period.”

      “Yes, of course.” Wilhelmina wiped a tear from her eye. “However, I loved your brother very much.” She choked, pressing her hand to her mouth. Swallowing the sob, she raised her eyes to Sam. “Thank you for not thinking poorly of me for making this decision.”

      Sam managed a half-smile. “The two of you were a perfect match; I was very happy for you both.” She paused. “However, you cannot remain married to a ghost, and those three, sweet,"—Wilhelmina smirked at Sam’s description of her daughters—“rambunctious, little girls need a father.”

      Wilhelmina nodded and stared down in silence, her fingers plucking at the pattern on Sam’s quilt. Smoothing out a wrinkle, she glanced up at Sam with moist eyes. “I am lonely, Samantha, and I know not to hope for a love match, but at least some amiable companionship would be nice.”

      Sam placed a stilling hand on her sister-in-law’s fingers. “I wish you everything you desire.”

      “I appreciate your kindness; however, the task of finding a second husband may prove too difficult. I am just so old.” Wilhelmina sniffed and pulled a hidden handkerchief from her sleeve, dabbing at her eyes. Even in emotional turmoil, Wilhelmina remained the picture of gentility.

      “So am I.” Sam’s outburst, colored by her aggravation, caused Wilhelmina’s mouth to pop open in shock.

      “Oh, Samantha, I am sorry.” She hugged Sam quickly. “I did not mean to imply you were old as well. It is just that I…” She gestured to herself with the handkerchief and glanced away. Inhaling deeply, she discreetly brushed away a tear, then returned her gaze to Sam. Her eyes glazed over with practiced indifference. “A widow with three children will hardly be able to compete with this season’s first blush.”

      Sam took both of Wilhelmina’s hands. “You are more beautiful and more intelligent than any of those silly girls.”

      “Thank you, Samantha.”

      “Besides you are not that much older than I.”

      Wilhelmina laughed and rose, moving in front of the mirror to check her hair. Strands of pearls, woven through Wilhelmina’s dark hair, glinted softly in the light, the perfect complement to the muted hue of the dress.

      “It is hard to imagine a love match the second time. Most people only get one chance.”

      Sam grimaced, muttering at the floor. “Some people get no chance at all.”

      “Samantha, you are mumbling again.” Wilhelmina’s eyes flicked to Sam, arching an eyebrow.

      “I am certain you will have a second chance,” said Sam. She rose from the bed and turned away under the pretense of smoothing her dress. Wilhelmina’s soft hands closed around Sam’s arms, squeezing.

      “You will have your chance too, Samantha,” Wilhelmina spoke to Sam’s back. “I know Edward kept you from society, but I am here to help you.”

      Sam spun, swallowing the lump rising in her throat. No society gentleman would marry a country girl like her, especially with her opinionated, headstrong, stubborn… She shook her head to quiet the criticizing voice… and lied.

      “I am not interested in marrying a pretentious brute.” Sam held up her hand. “No, Wilhelmina. I am here solely as your friend and chaperone.”

      Nancy knocked lightly on the door frame, her blank face gave no indication she had overheard the conversation. “The carriage is ready, Mrs. Hastings.”

      Ten minutes later, Sam and Wilhelmina bounced along the road toward the Allendale residence. Sam perched uncomfortably on the seat, her body half twisted as she stared out the window at the darkened streets. Wilhelmina, to her credit, did not correct Sam’s unladylike behavior. Instead, she sat stoically, her hands folded primly in her lap, a handkerchief woven through her fingers.

      Sam supposed Wilhelmina’s silence was due to anxiety over her decision to remarry. What would life be like for her nieces with a new father? Would he dote on them? Play with them? Or would he ignore them and treat them as an obligation? Sam’s eyes slid to Wilhelmina. Perhaps Sam could have a private conversation with her new brother-in-law regarding his nieces, one that involved threatening bodily harm. A grin twitched over Sam’s lips.

      “What are you daydreaming about?” Wilhelmina’s quiet voice echoed in the carriage.

      “Hunting,” replied Sam.

      Wilhelmina grimaced. “I wish you would focus your imagination on more ladylike activities.”

      “I am wearing a dress in my mind.”

      “Well, I suppose that is a start,” sighed Wilhelmina. The carriage slowed. Wilhelmina, smoothed out her bodice, pasting a smile on her face and tucking her handkerchief into her sleeve. “We are nearly there.”

      Sam pressed her face against the window. As the Allendale residence came into view, Sam’s breath caught in her throat. The sound caused Wilhelmina to lean forward and peer around Sam.

      Candlelight from over one hundred lanterns flickered on the ivy-covered columns, casting a magical glow over the house. Each footman, dressed in plum and gold, bowed as the guests passed. Illuminated by the lanterns, their jacket buttons winked like fireflies.

      Stepping from the carriage, Wilhelmina led Sam toward the entrance. Pausing to inhale the scent of jasmine as it drifted over the veranda, Sam lifted her head and gazed dreamily at the sky, remembering how much she loved the nighttime at the country estate, the inky night decorated with bright stars which glittered like diamonds.

      A light breeze tickled her skin, pulling her from her reverie and sending chills sliding down her arms. She tugged her wrap tightly around her shoulders and returned her attention to the beautiful house. Lifting her skirt, Sam followed Wilhelmina up the stone steps. They were greeted at the top of the stairs by a footman who led them into the deserted hallway.

      Six candelabras lit the corridor, casting enchanting shadows on the wall. Leading them down the hallway, the footman delivered them at the doorway of the ballroom, passed a small white card to the butler standing just inside the room, and vanished with a subtle bow.

      They were announced, “Mrs. and Miss Hastings” as they entered the crowded ballroom.

      “Everyone will think I am your daughter,” Sam giggled, acutely aware of the sharp eyes judging her and the emerald gown.

      “Stop laughing,” Wilhelmina hissed under her breath. “Everyone will think you are impolite.”

      “I giggle when I am nervous.” Sam hiccupped, a gloved hand pressed hard over her mouth.

      “Please try to behave yourself,” Wilhelmina hissed again, discreetly yanking Sam’s hand from her lips.

      “Yes, Wilhelmina,” replied Sam. The faint sound of whispers accompanied Wilhelmina’s castigation. Sam twisted to her right, her eyes narrowing as they fell on a trio of gossiping women. Glaring, Sam shot them a scattering look.

      “We should greet our host.” Wilhelmina nudged Sam forward, steering her along the sideline of the dance floor toward Mrs. Allendale. Low murmurs followed their progress.

      “Mrs. Allendale, it is a pleasure to see you again.” Wilhelmina smiled with genuine warmth and greeted the woman with a friendly embrace.

      “Mrs. Hastings, I am so pleased you could attend.” Her eyes widened as they inspected Wilhelmina’s dress. “That is a beautiful color you are wearing this evening.”

      Wilhelmina blushed and glanced down, flattening the skirt with her palms. “Thank you. I thought it might be time to purchase some new hues.”

      “I quite agree.” With a final nod of approval, Mrs. Allendale gestured to the woman standing beside her. “I am certain you have already been introduced to Lady Westwood.”

      “I have.” Wilhelmina curtsied. “Lady Westwood, it is a pleasure to see you again. I am looking forward to attending your birthday party next week. Miss Hastings and I were delighted to receive an invitation.”

      Another dreary party—Sam swallowed a groan. Eyeing the balcony ruefully, she plotted her escape from the ballroom. She imagined herself climbing over the railing, straddling the white decorative barrier as she struggled to fling her leg over the side. Her dress would cause some difficulty, but if she hiked the hem up to her thigh, it would be less restrictive although a bit scandalous. However, no one would notice her in the darkness of the balcony. Once over the railing, she could grip the thick ivy and slide down before her absence was noticed by Wilhelmina.

      Sam slid one foot to the side, slowly angling her body toward the balcony. Furtively inching out of the circle in this sly manner, Sam envisioned running across the cobblestones of the Allendale’s long drive, her emerald skirt flying behind her. A vise-like grip swiftly grabbed her arm, destroying her fantasy. Sam glanced sideways at Wilhelmina, who shook her head slightly, left to right.

      “Stay,” Wilhelmina mouthed the word as her fingers dug into the fleshy part of Sam’s elbow. “Lady Westwood, Mrs. Allendale, I would like to present Miss Hastings, my late husband’s sister.”

      “Lady Westwood, Mrs. Allendale, it is lovely to meet both of you,” Sam murmured politely, adding a slight curtsey as she spoke to each woman.

      “Miss Hastings.” Lady Westwood took Sam’s hand in hers. “I was sorry to hear of your loss. Your brother was truly an exceptional man.”

      “You knew Edward?” Sam could not keep the shock from her voice. Edward rarely spoke of his acquaintances during his visits to the country estate. She assumed he never spent time in society.

      “Why, yes.” Lady Westwood seemed surprised by Sam’s confusion. “Your brother and my son, Benjamin, were close friends. They spent many hours at my house.”

      “I have heard the name before,” replied Sam, reaching into the recesses of her mind to pull out a memory of Benjamin, Lord of Westwood. A sense of dread coursed through her body. Why did the name invoke such a response?

      “You should be introduced to him,” continued Lady Westwood. Sam swore she caught Lady Westwood winking at Wilhelmina.

      “You could waltz with him,” said Wilhelmina, a bright tone in her suggestion. “There is plenty of room on your dance card.”

      “Even I know it is inappropriate for a lady to ask a man to dance,” replied Sam, her head bobbing between Wilhelmina and Lady Westwood. She felt as though she missed an important portion of the conversation.

      “Benjamin is not concerned with such frivolity as proper social etiquette.” Lady Westwood shook her head, a faint glow of pride emanated from her statement.

      “The stance often lands him in the headlines of the societal pages.” Mrs. Allendale sipped from her glass, covering her improper snicker with a demure swallow.

      Sam’s jaw dropped. That is where she saw the name! Lady Westwood’s son was in the paper that very morning. Words from the headline floated around her head as she tried to recall the article. A gentleman rake…

      “He is a cad.” Sam’s hand flew to her mouth the moment the word left it. Mortified, she glanced at Wilhelmina who stared back at her with a scandalized gaze of disappointment. The grip on Sam’s arm tightened, cutting off the circulation to her fingers.

      “Samantha!” Wilhelmina’s voice shook.

      “I am sorry. Lady Westwood, please forgive me, that was a dreadful thing to say, and I am certain not a true reflection of your son’s character. I was recalling something I read earlier today.” Sam flushed in horror, wishing to disappear.

      Lady Westwood waved her hand airily. “Apology accepted. I have heard much worse things about my son, and I do believe him and his brother…”—she gestured to an attractive man who whirled past them, agony flashed over his handsome features—“have been labeled with that moniker for some time now. Though if memory serves, your brother held that title for some time as well.” She grinned merrily at Sam.

      “You married a rake,” cried Sam, turning toward Wilhelmina.

      “A reformed rake. There is a distinction.” Wilhelmina emphasized her correction with a wink.

      “Why did I not hear of this before?” Sam demanded, stretching her frame to her full height.

      “Because Edward tucked you safely in the country to prevent you from meeting people like him,” replied Wilhelmina.

      “And to keep me from learning of his reputation,” muttered Sam indignantly, folding her arms over her body. All three ladies burst out laughing.

      “I am certain it was as much for your protection as it was for his,” reassured Lady Westwood, patting Sam’s hand.

      “I very much doubt that,” Sam grumbled, earning a small pinch from Wilhelmina for the churlish reply.

      “Your brother was extremely protective of his personal life, Miss Hastings. He seldom spoke about you to anyone outside the family.” Mrs. Allendale leaned into the circle and whispered, her eyes flicking toward the eavesdropping couples surrounding their small group, “No one knew he had a sister.”

      “Mother.” The aforementioned brother drawled as he approached them, having deposited Miss Leveret on the far side of the room at the end of the song. His brown eyes winced with each step.

      “Thomas.” Lady Westwood held out her hands, welcoming him to the circle. “May I present Mrs. and Miss Hastings?” She indicated Wilhelmina and Sam with a graceful, flowing gesture. “Ladies, I would like you to introduce you to my son, Mr. Reid.”

      “Miss Hastings, a pleasure.” Mr. Reid murmured and pressed his lips lightly on the back of Sam’s glove. “Mrs. Allendale and Mrs. Hastings.” He nodded formally to each woman, accepting each of their hands in turn. “Each of you looks exquisite tonight.”

      “Did you enjoy your turn with Miss Leveret?” Lady Westwood teased, her eyes shining.

      “No.”

      “Neither lady?” Lady Westwood’s mouth twitched.

      “They both managed to step on my boots fifty times apiece.”

      “Goodness.” Mrs. Allendale struggled to keep from dissolving into giggles. “Fifty times apiece, were you counting?”

      “Yes,” nodded Mr. Reid. His curt tone held no trace of humor. “I was.” He bowed, attempting to flee. However, his mother’s hand quickly latched onto his sleeve.

      “Thomas, I was hoping you would dance with Miss Hastings before you fill yourself with whatever fine drink Mr. Allendale is offering in the salon.”

      “I would be delighted,” Mr. Reid replied through gritted teeth, looking anything but delighted by the delay.

      Sam declined with a polite curtsy. “Thank you for your kind offer, Mr. Reid, however, I much prefer to remain on the fringes.”

      Mr. Reid’s eyes flicked over Sam, studying her with interest. “All ladies enjoy a turn on the arm of a debonair gentleman.”

      “I am not one of those ladies, Mr. Reid.”

      Mr. Reid leaned in whispering, his voice laced with humor, “I implore you, Miss Hastings. My mother will nag me to no end if you refuse.”

      “If only to save you from rebuke, Mr. Reid, I will accompany you. However, I am agreeing under protest.”

      “Noted.” He offered her his arm with exaggerated politeness.

      Sam placed her hand on his elbow and allowed him to escort her onto the dance floor. They danced in silence for several moments, avoiding each other’s eyes, pretending to listen intently to the orchestra. Mr. Reid’s face screwed up in concentration.

      “Mr. Reid, are you ill?” asked Sam, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

      “Pardon me?”

      “Are you ill?” she repeated.

      “No. I am merely waiting for you to tread on my injured feet.”

      “I may be out of practice, but I have been told I am an excellent dancer.”

      “By whom?” Mr. Reid eyed her with a skeptical expression on his face.

      “My niece,” replied Sam.

      “Your niece?”

      “Yes, Miss Marie Hastings.”

      “I do not recognize the name.” Mr. Reid spun Sam in a small circle and bowed once, keeping time to the music. “Has Miss Hastings been introduced into society?”

      “Heavens no,” Sam laughed. “She is only six years old.”

      “And how did Miss Hastings become such an expert in ballroom dancing?” Mr. Reid murmured against Sam’s ear as she passed under his arm.

      “I taught her.”

      Mr. Reid threw his head back and laughed, his voice carried across the floor. “I dare say, this is the most enjoyable dance I have had this evening, Miss Hastings.”

      “Considering your multiple partners, that is quite a compliment, Mr. Reid.”

      He arched his eyebrow at Sam’s borderline inappropriate comment and leaned in, lowering his voice, “May I ask you a personal question?”

      “Yes,” she drew out the word in a wary tone.

      “How are you related to the Hastings family?” He nodded in Wilhelmina’s direction. “I have known Mr. Hastings for many years, and I would never forget a face as lovely as yours.

      Swallowing, Sam looked away briefly. “Edward was my brother.”

      “Little Sam Hastings.” Mr. Reid stared at her disbelievingly. “But you are a girl.”

      “Well, yes. Sam is a family name.” Confused, Sam glanced at Wilhelmina, who smiled, waved and turned back to her conversation with a man who suspiciously resembled her current dance partner, albeit less shocked than his twin.

      “Please, excuse my bewilderment,” explained Mr. Reid. “Whenever your brother spoke of you, he always referred to you as little Sam. Little Sam lived in the country, little Sam excelled under private tutors, little Sam turned a profit with the land surrounding Hastings Manor. I just assumed you were his younger brother.”

      “I believe Edward purposely misled you, Mr. Reid.” Sam’s throat constricted around her brother’s name, garbling the final words of her statement.

      “He spoke very highly of your fencing skills,” Mr. Reid complimented Sam, drawing her from her melancholy thoughts.

      Sam snorted, crooking her mouth into a half-smile. “Edward did enjoy teaching me the most inappropriate things. My governess used to badger him incessantly about his improper guidance.”

      “Did he spend a lot of time with you?”

      “Not as much as I would have liked.” She curtsied and passed under Mr. Reid’s arm again. He spun her in a demi-circle, moving them in the same direction as the other dancers. “Edward left for school when I was still quite young. I only saw him over the holidays.”

      “What other unsuitable things did he teach you?” asked Mr. Reid, humor lit his chocolate eyes. He wiggled his eyebrows.

      Sam laughed, unable to resist his mischievous nature. “I have an extensive, indecent vocabulary.”

      “That must cause some awkward situations.” Mr. Reid bowed, spinning Sam outward like a top. She stopped in front of the man from the couple next to them, rotated in a half-circle, and curtsied to Mr. Reid.

      “It has on several occasions,” admitted Sam as she stepped forward, joining hands with Mr. Reid again. “Wilhelmina–Mrs. Hastings–nearly had my head the last time.”

      “Would this be the luncheon incident?”

      Sam’s mouth popped open in shock, her stomach twisted into knots. “How do you know of that?”

      “My dear, Miss Hastings.” Mr. Reid stretched his arms out, gesturing wide. “Everyone knows what happened at the luncheon.”

      “Everyone?” she squeaked, glancing self-consciously to her right and left. A faint blush crawled up Sam’s skin.

      “Ignore them.”

      “That is not as easy as you would expect.”

      “I do it all the time.” Thomas grinned, leaning forward to whisper. “You should hear what they say about me.”

      “Is it true?”

      “Most of it.” He winked. “Come, Miss Hastings. I would like to introduce you to someone.”

      “Who?”

      “Benjamin,” Mr. Reid stated. He grasped her arm and dragged her across the floor as the final notes of the song faded into applause.

      “Your brother?” asked Sam, rushing to keep pace with Mr. Reid’s long legs.

      “Yes,” answered Mr. Reid, expertly threading them through couples. “I think it is time the two of you were reacquainted.” They headed directly toward Wilhelmina and her conversation partner, Mr. Reid nearly yanking Sam’s arm out of the socket in his delight.

      “I have never met Lord Westwood.”

      “You have. However, at the time of your introduction, he would have been Mr. Benjamin Reid.” Mr. Reid glanced at her over his shoulder. “Benjamin was titled when he turned eighteen.”

      Bloody hell.

      A jolt shot through Sam at the memory of the name. Benjamin, Mr. Reid–Edward’s best friend–was definitely not someone she ever intended on conversing with at one of these ridiculous societal functions. Her childhood came rushing back like a flood. With each step, she prayed the ground would open and swallow her whole before she reached him and Wilhelmina.

      I will not faint, she repeated over and over in her head, a mantra which increased with urgency as Mr. Reid drew her closer to the sideline. She debated ripping her arm from Mr. Reid’s grip and escaping into the hallway. Sam took several deep breaths to calm the blood pumping harshly through her veins. However, the lack of interest on Lord Westwood’s face encouraged her spirits.

      Was it possible he did not remember Edward’s little sister?

      Wilhelmina smiled at their slow approach, causing Lord Westwood to glance up in her direction. His startling green eyes bore into her eyes, creating an even deeper blush. Sam feared Mr. Reid would feel the heat radiating off her skin. The blush traveled from her cheeks to the back of her neck, warming the tips of her toes and pooling in her stomach like molten lava. When they reached Wilhelmina’s side, Sam hesitated nervously, watching Lord Westwood’s lips, waiting for him to speak. When he finally spoke, his words rolled over Sam like thunder. She feared she might melt through the floor.

      “Little Samantha Hastings,” he drawled in a deep voice, his brilliant eyes gleaming fiercely. “You are all grown up.”

      Damn.
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          Fifteen minutes prior…

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin argued with himself a full five minutes in the darkened hallway, pacing between the music of the ballroom and the raucous laughter emanating from the salon. He paused just outside the doorway of the salon, debating which location would be most suitable to await his requested dance with Miss Shirely. Only a coward would imbibe beyond reason before dancing with his future wife. No one would dare call Lord Westwood a coward. A rake, definitely. He smirked, thinking of the newspaper article. He had even heard the word ‘scoundrel’ a couple of times.

      Labels did not bother him although this morning’s most recent moniker amused Thomas to no end. Benjamin shook his head. He was more interested in the reasoning behind the action, not the title applied by a faceless pack of tittering wolves who enjoyed nothing more than shredding their newest victim. He grimaced.

      If he chose to bide his time in the crowded ballroom, he would be able to observe Miss Shirely unobtrusively. Her behavior among societal peers would give insight into her personality and expose any flaws she intentionally hid from potential suitors. It was best he kept a clear head.

      Benjamin turned on his heel and strode purposefully into the ballroom. He spied Miss Shirely, shining elegantly and surrounded by a gaggle of admirers. He wondered if she encouraged their attention with false promises. Strange that she was in her third season with no husband. Perhaps no man captured her fancy, he knew of several smitten young men who volleyed for Miss Shirely’s hand last season.

      Strolling around the edge of the dance floor, he stopped by the refreshment table, his eyes traveling leisurely over the twirling couples. With a smirk, he noticed Thomas, ever the gentleman, once again rescuing some unfortunate debutant from the fringe. At least this girl managed not to step on Thomas’ feet. Actually, she appeared very graceful, moving with decisiveness, a trait many women in today’s society lacked. Her emerald gown swept along the floor in hypnotizing circles, and Benjamin found himself swaying along in time with the music. His eyes wandered slowly up the dress, drinking in feminine curves and chestnut hair. He waited impatiently for her to spin around, desiring to see the face of such a lovely form. She turned slowly as if hearing his command. Her blues eyes flicked over him and crinkled with delight at Thomas’ murmured comment. Thomas’s deep laugh reverberated over the melodic rhythms, breaking Benjamin’s trance.

      Benjamin felt his eyes narrow. Her smile, radiating across the floor, stirred unwarranted jealousy and passion through his veins. Independent of his body, his hands clenched as Thomas leaned in to whisper intimately under the soft chestnut curls, and Benjamin found himself three rather large steps closer to the couple.

      “Benjamin.” The trilled greeting interrupted his tangled thoughts. Only one woman in the world possessed the ability to pack so much meaning into a single word.

      “Aunt Abigail.” He acknowledged the woman to his left, his gaze furtively followed Thomas and his intriguing dance partner. “It is a pleasure to see you this evening.”

      “Do not lie to me, Benjamin. I am too old to listen to untruths,” she clucked in a dignified tone. She studied him silently for a moment. “Am I keeping you from something?”

      With an inaudible groan, he spun around completely, tearing his eyes from the dance floor. “Not at all, Aunt Abigail, I was merely enjoying the festivities.”

      Abigail grunted and peered around Benjamin’s formidable stature with a curious expression. “Who were you so intently watching?”

      “No one in particular,” Benjamin replied in a nonchalant tone, hoping his voice sounded convincing.

      “Another lie.” She shook her head, a grey bun bobbing with the slight movement. “Benjamin, I am not one of those naive young women you can deceive with your smooth tongue.”

      Benjamin grinned and lifted her hand to his lips, inclining his head in a bow. “At the present, Aunt Abigail, I am solely focused on your radiant beauty.”

      Abigail snorted. The discourteous sound caused several people to stare in their direction. Abigail shot a withering glare at them until they twisted away and resumed their conversation.

      “If you detest these gatherings so much, why have you attended?” asked Benjamin, his curious question drawing Abigail’s attention.

      “My dear boy, I come for the scandals.” Her eyes softened, and she placed a hand on his arm. “You remind me so much of your father.”

      “Thank you.”

      “He, too, thought his charm would get him anything.” Mischief danced in Abigail’s eyes.

      “I know you well enough to understand my charms are wasted upon your stoat character.”

      “Quite so.” Abigail’s gaze wandered to the dancers whirling around the floor. “Nor am I easily side-tracked.”

      “I was watching Thomas,” Benjamin sighed, revealing the partial truth.

      Abigail’s sage eyes narrowed slightly, glancing between Benjamin and his brother. “Were you watching Thomas or his exquisite dance partner?”

      Benjamin refused to confirm her suspicions.

      “Tell me, nephew.” Her eyes locked on Thomas and his mystery partner. “What brings you to such a tedious party as this? I know you are friends with Mr. Allendale, but I doubt your friendship is strong enough to convince you to subject yourself to such madness.” She gestured at the whispering group off to their left and shot them a second venomous glare.

      “I came at Mother’s request.”

      “I see.” Abigail raised her head, her gaze flicking over intimate groups until she spotted her sister on the opposite side of the ballroom. His mother waved, acknowledging Abigail with a friendly gesture.

      Remembering his manners belatedly, he bowed formally to Abigail. “Aunt Abigail, would you care for a dance?”

      “No, thank you. These bones are too old for such vigorous exercise. However, I would like to take a turn about the room to get some fresh air.”

      “I would be delighted to escort you.” Benjamin offered his arm. “It keeps the mothers away.”

      Abigail laughed. “Now that sounded exactly like your father.”

      Grasping his arm with her gloved hand, Abigail leaned heavily on Benjamin as they moved away from the dimmed hallway entrance. She panted a little from the exertion as they rounded the first corner of the ballroom. However, she managed to keep an even pace with Benjamin after he shortened his gait. When they approached the open terrace doors, Abigail stopped walking, her chest heaving slightly. She tilted her head, appraising Benjamin.

      “Have you given any thought to the addendum in your father’s will?”

      “I have,” Benjamin replied tersely, annoyed by the forthrightness of her question.

      “And what was your decision?” She dismissed his aggravated tone.

      Benjamin glared at her briefly and realized her prying question was based in concern for her sister’s future welfare. He swallowed his irritation. “I have decided upon Miss Shirely.”

      “Hmm.” Abigail resumed their slow pace. They rounded the third corner, heading toward his mother and Mrs. Allendale. “She is a beautiful girl.”

      Benjamin stopped walking and turned his full attention to his aunt. “Do you have any objections to the lady?”

      “I do not like to involve myself in affairs of the heart,” she replied with a haughty sniff. The gleam in her eyes belied her true sentiments. Benjamin knew if he pressed, Abigail would offer him her candid judgment of the entire situation.

      Benjamin pushed, “However, you must have an opinion.”

      “Since you insist.” A grin twitched across Abigail’s lips as she expelled her judgment. “A lady who adores attention, such as Miss Shirely, will not be a suitable match for you.”

      “How have you come by this estimation?” asked Benjamin, surprised by his curt tone.

      Abigail raised her eyebrow; however, she did not comment on his discourteous behavior. “I have seen many seasons, Benjamin. One can tell a person’s character by the company they keep. Miss Shirely surrounds herself with suitors.”

      “Is that your only objection?” asked Benjamin.

      “Yes.” Abigail’s penetrating eyes unnerved him.

      “I shall take your concern under consideration.” He replaced Abigail’s hand in the crook of his elbow again and tugged, drawing her into a slow stroll.

      Abigail ignored Benjamin’s attempt to end the conversation and indicated the dance floor with her free arm. “Regarding that lovely girl in green…”

      “Abigail,” Lady Westwood interrupted Abigail’s comment and winked at Benjamin. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

      Abigail relinquished Benjamin’s arm and greeted her sister with a light squeeze. “Katherine, as always, the pleasure is mine.”

      “How have you been?”

      “In excellent health. And you? How are you faring?”

      “Quite well, thank you.”

      “Good. Now that the formalities are out of the way.” Abigail leaned forward and cupped her hand around her ear. “Tell me, what gossip have you heard?”

      Benjamin snorted, shaking his head. Abigail’s abrupt manner no longer surprised him and, truth be told, he was grateful to cease being the focus of her singular consideration. Since both his aunt and mother were intimately occupied with the day’s scandals, he chose to make his escape before they returned to the inevitable subject of marriage. Hastily murmuring his regrets, he bowed and backed away, moving through the crowded outskirts of the ballroom.

      His eyes sought the intriguing lady in green, still swirling in mesmerizing circles on the arm of Thomas whose delight grew more evident as she maneuvered a tricky step with grace. Benjamin noted her skin flushed a charming shade of pink. Her sparkling blue eyes glanced up at him briefly, electrifying his skin. Bemused by his intense reaction, Benjamin wondered if her touch would render the same response and decided to intervene–under the pretext of rescuing Thomas–to ascertain the lady’s unusual charms.

      He took one step toward the couple and stopped. A petite barrier blocked his path with a dainty curtsy. He swallowed a frustrated growl. This evening was quickly becoming an exercise in patience. Taking a deep breath, he forced a smile to his lips and greeted the woman standing in front of him.

      “Mrs. Hastings.” He lifted her hand to his lips, barely touching the back of her hand, before releasing it immediately.

      “Lord Westwood.” Mrs. Hastings curtsied a second time. “When did you return from Greece?”

      “I returned just last month,” he answered politely, his eyes tracking the lady in Thomas’ arms. He imagined how she would feel in his arms, soft and supple under his fingertips. His hand twitched.

      “Was it a pleasant voyage?” Mrs. Hastings persisted.

      “It was satisfactory,” Benjamin ground out. Mrs. Hastings tilted her head at his abrupt tone. She opened her mouth to reply and snapped it shut, shifting a quarter-turn toward the dance floor. He had offended her. A widow deserved special treatment, especially Edward’s widow. Mentally, he berated himself. He needed her. She would be his ally when it came time to determine a proper match for Edward’s sister. He touched his hand to her elbow, in a comforting gesture, placing his full attention on her short frame.

      “The trip was business related.”

      “I never understood Edward’s business,” Mrs. Hastings admitted with a soft sigh. “All those numbers simply confuse me.”

      “Do you need any advice concerning his affairs?”

      “No, thank you,” she shook her head. “I have found someone to manage his affairs adequately.”

      “I am glad to hear it. I will look over anything if you would like a second pair of eyes.”

      “I appreciate your offer, Lord Westwood. I do not believe that will be necessary though.”

      “Of course.” He inclined his head.

      “I never properly thanked you for your help when Edward died.” Mrs. Hastings sniffed.

      “He was like a brother, and I am certain he would have done the same, had I a wife.” Benjamin retrieved his handkerchief from his jacket pocket and offered it to her.

      “Thank you.” She accepted the handkerchief gratefully, dabbing the corners of her brown eyes. She glanced around the room as if ensuring no one had noticed her lapse in indifference and smoothed her skirt.

      “Mrs. Hastings.” His gaze traveled the length of the gown; he grinned. “Are you looking for a husband?”

      She blushed. “Yes, my Lord.”

      “Then I shall extend the same courtesy to you as I extend to Miss Hastings.”

      “You are very kind,” replied Mrs. Hastings demurely. “Although I believe you will have a difficult enough time trying to find a match for Miss Hastings.”

      “I think I can manage.” Mrs. Hastings’ warning bounced in his mind. What was wrong with this girl?

      “We shall see.” Mrs. Hastings smiled, lifting her glass to her lips.

      “I should like to reacquaint myself with Miss Hastings,” Benjamin said. “One must know the lady’s character before one can approve of a suitable husband.”

      “Have you already been introduced to Miss Hastings?” She turned in surprise.

      “Yes,” answered Benjamin, a private grin tugging at his mouth. “I first met her when she was ten years old, a few days after the accident.”

      “Have you kept regular contact with her?”

      “No. I wrote to her a handful of times, but we fell out of contact. I never found the opportunity to visit Hastings Manor again.”

      “It is rather a far distance,” agreed Mrs. Hastings. She took another sip from her glass.

      “It was such a beautiful place,” replied Benjamin, his voice trailing off. It was not that Benjamin chose to never visit again. Edward always had reasons to postpone his return. Eventually, Benjamin stopped asking.

      “Quite so. We have been blessed to spend the last few summers at Hastings Manor. The children find the countryside very diverting.” Mrs. Hastings sighed warily. “Miss Hastings taught them how to swim in the lake last year. That is all they talk about now.”

      “Which lovely young lady is Miss Hastings?” asked Benjamin, his eyes roving the sidelines curiously. He wondered how he could have overlooked Edward’s sister.

      “She is walking toward us.” Mrs. Hastings turned to indicate the mysterious woman in green approaching them on the arm of Thomas.

      “Bloody hell,” he muttered. His body clenched with a very unguardian-like need. “Little Samantha Hastings. You are all grown up.”
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      “Samantha, may I present, Lord Westwood?” Wilhelmina gushed as Sam and Mr. Reid joined them.

      “Lord Westwood.” Sam acknowledged him with an awkward curtsy, acutely aware of the blush still rouging her features. “I believe we have met before.”

      “Indeed, Miss Hastings, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance again,” replied Lord Westwood with a slight smile, lifting her arm to lightly kiss her hand. His lips brushed softly across her skin, sending tingles racing up her arm. “I hope this conversation will be as pleasurable as our last one.”

      Sam fought back a shiver as she withdrew her hand. She exhaled slowly to allow herself time to regain control over her erratic heart before raising her eyes to Lord Westwood’s face. Her gaze hesitated on his full lips, which curved into a playful smile. Of course, he would find her embarrassment amusing.

      She lifted her eyes higher, attempting to keep her facial features indifferent. The intensity of his emerald smolder startled her, causing Sam to inhale quickly. Her childhood memory of him was vastly different from the man now standing directly in front of her.

      “Edward never spoke of your introduction. However, I always sensed there was something unusual about it. How did you meet?” asked Wilhelmina. Sam shot daggers at her.

      “Regretfully, I hardly remember our last meeting,” stated Sam, her dispassionate voice sounded flat.

      “I see.” Lord Westwood’s eyes narrowed slightly, a barely noticeable, little crinkle. Her comment annoyed him. “That is a shame. Perhaps I should tell the story?”

      Sam paled, her eyes flying around the circle. Wilhelmina and Mr. Reid regarded Lord Westwood with interest. Societal embarrassments were horrendous enough but having Wilhelmina privy to every childhood humiliation seemed too much to bear. Sam debated the terrace again. How quickly she could make it across the floor before anyone would react? Was Lord Westwood foolish enough to chase her down at Wilhelmina’s request? With his long legs, he would surely catch her within a few moments. Surprise would be her only chance. Her wild eyes fixed on Lord Westwood, pleading with him.

      He gazed back at her, a softer expression on his face. His head tilted to one side as he contemplated the manic look bleeding from her eyes.

      “Please,” Sam mouthed, her face already hot from humiliation.

      He nodded once. “Unfortunately, I do not remember the details either.”

      “Old age claims another victim,” teased Mr. Reid.

      “Then in two minutes you are going to forget everything too,” countered Lord Westwood with a grin.

      “Damn.”

      “Thomas, I am appalled by your language,” Lord Westwood chastised him, a grin hovering on his lips. “There are ladies present.”

      “I am not offended gentlemen, Edward has said worse.” Wilhelmina nodded at Sam. “In truth, Miss Hastings has also said much worse.”

      Sam’s jaw popped open. She blushed a deep red. “I was provoked.”

      “What were the two of you discussing so intently before we arrived?” Mr. Reid asked, winking at Sam as he abruptly changed the subject.

      “Mrs. Hastings and I were just discussing Miss Hastings’ future,” Lord Westwood answered blithely. His green eyes flared with a whisper of something dark.

      “My future?” questioned Sam with a suspicious glance in Wilhelmina’s direction. “Is this regarding the discussion we had earlier this evening where I explained I had no intention of marrying any suitor?”

      Wilhelmina looked away at that exact moment, suddenly interested in the empty glass in her hand. Sam glared at her forehead, but Wilhelmina refused to meet Sam’s irate stare. Incensed, Sam puffed out her chest, preparing to unleash a barrage of inappropriate comments. The atmosphere surrounding the tiny circle crackled with Sam’s fury.

      “Mrs. Hastings.” Mr. Reid flashed an impish grin, interrupting the impending dispute. He bowed elegantly toward Wilhelmina. “I do believe good manners require me to ask you for the next dance.”

      “Good manners must always be observed Mr. Reid,” agreed Wilhelmina. She placed her empty cup on the silver tray of a passing servant.

      Dismay crossed Sam’s face as Wilhelmina lightly grasped Mr. Reid’s offered arm. Sam’s heart hammered at the thought of being left alone with Lord Westwood. This reaction concerned her greatly. Even in a crowded room, his close proximity caused her brain to malfunction.

      “Wilhelmina.” Her voice cracked unnaturally. “I must insist, as your chaperone...”

      Sam’s voice faltered as she floundered for the words to complete her nonsensical argument. Three pairs of eyes stared–each with some degree of bewilderment–at her obvious discomfort. She wondered if they realized how much Lord Westwood affected her.

      “Sam, I doubt Mr. Reid will try to ravish me on the dance floor,” laughed Wilhelmina, allowing him to lead her among the swaying couples.

      “It is not that brother I am concerned about,” muttered Sam to their retreating backs.

      “Does that mean you are worried about me?” a velvety voice whispered in her ear.

      Sam spun to confront the voice with a resounding “No,” but the word died on her lips. She stared at his jacket, unable to meet his blazing stare. Mentally, she berated herself. She could speak to a man–this man–without fawning over his charming smile and deep, rumbling voice. She could look into his eyes without fear of drowning. Sam looked up, past his chin, past his full lips, and her knees gave way. His hand flew to grab her elbow, sending warm shivers through her skin.

      “I am fine,” she murmured, partially dazed. “The heat of the ballroom must be bothering me.”

      “Of course,” he agreed amiably, his hand still holding her arm. “Would you like to move closer to an open window?”

      “Yes, thank you,” Sam nodded. She felt her strength gather as they walked side by side. No longer captivated by his mesmerizing eyes, Sam felt silly. She blamed her over-reaction on nerves.

      “I am used to the cool air of country living,” Sam explained unconvincingly.

      “Of course,” replied Lord Westwood, his lips twitching.

      Sam took a deep breath and turned, stopping near a window. “Thank you.”

      “What have I done to earn your gratitude?” He arched an eyebrow.

      “You did not tell Wilhelmina about our first meeting.”

      “You do remember,” confirmed Lord Westwood softly.

      Sam nodded. “Wilhelmina witnesses my every social failure. It is exhausting to be continually compared to someone so perfect.”

      “Mrs. Hastings is not perfect,” answered Lord Westwood. His quiet insult barely reached Sam’s ears.

      She scoffed. “Apparently, you do not spend much time in society.”

      “I try to avoid it.”

      “We have that in common.” Sam’s eyes landed on Wilhelmina and Mr. Reid as they twirled past. Wilhelmina waved merrily, her face split into a wide grin.

      “May I ask you one question?” Lord Westwood gazed at her with a peculiar expression.

      “Certainly,” answered Sam, tearing her eyes away from Wilhelmina’s glee.

      “What were you concentrating on with such intensity when I threatened to tell the story of our first meeting?”

      Sam glanced down, a red tinge crawling up the back of her neck, indicating the balcony with a slight jerk of her head. “Whether or not I could make it over the railing before Wilhelmina realized I was missing.”

      “What did you intend to do once you climbed over the balcony?” asked Lord Westwood.

      “I was planning to shimmy down the column, using the ivy as a rope.” Sam lifted her head, a tiny smile pulling at her lips. “She would never catch me once I reached the drive.”

      Lord Westwood struggled to keep his face neutral. “Do you think about escaping ballrooms often?”

      “More often than I would care to admit.”

      “I suppose, as a gentleman, I would have to attempt to prevent you from injuring yourself even if that caused a public scene.” Lord Westwood clasped his hands behind his back, casting his eyes upward with a dramatic sigh.

      “Dragged away from the balcony in full view of society by Lord Westwood—that would definitely be one more mark against me,” murmured Sam ruefully, shaking her head sadly.

      “I believe I am the one with the mark,” grinned Lord Westwood.

      Sam glared at him, annoyed by his playful demeanor. “What are your designs on my future?”

      “Miss Hastings, this is neither the time nor the place for such a serious conversation.”

      “Mr. Reid,” Sam growled, reverting to the name she used during her youth, her eyes flashing.

      “Lord Westwood,” he interrupted gently.

      “Pardon me.”

      “Lord Westwood, remember, I was titled.”

      Sam rolled her eyes at the admonishment. “Lord Westwood,” she said, ridiculously emphasizing the words.

      “Yes?” He inclined his head and smiled.

      “Since it is my life, I would appreciate it if everyone would stop treating me like a child and allow me to make my own decisions.” Sam stamped her foot for emphasis.

      His lips curved slightly; apparently, he was losing the battle to keep his face expressionless. “You are quite right.”

      “Thank you.” Folding her arms, Sam nodded her head once.

      “You are definitely not a child.” The words rolled over her skin, caressing, burning, their hidden meaning igniting a long-forgotten feeling.

      “Nor am I easily seduced by a charming rake,” she spat, trying to ignore the fluttering in her stomach. Her thoughts danced erratically, like flames flickering in a grate.

      “No, I suppose your brother taught you a few things about avoiding men or ‘rakes’ as you so kindly put it.” He touched his hand to his forehead and inclined his head in a sharp bow.

      “I know all about you,” retorted Sam, her eyes narrowing. “Your reputation is soiled enough, I would never even consider you a worthy match.”

      “Miss Hastings,” Lord Westwood leaned closer, his warm breath tickling her ear. “Never issue a delicious challenge to such a notorious rake as I.”

      “Edward told me about your wicked, seductive exploits too,” she began again forcefully, fighting the fire threatening to burn her from the inside.

      “Were you intrigued?” His mouth moved closer to her ear, purring and threatening unknown pleasures. He touched her chin with his fingertips, tilting her head up toward him, his green eyes blazed. “Would you like to be seduced?”

      “No.” The word, barely audible, tumbled from her mouth. “No, I would not.”

      He smiled, his lips promising worlds of wonder and ecstasy. “I think you would, Miss Hastings. I think you would enjoy it immensely. I know I would.”

      “Well, I am not you,” replied Sam haughtily.

      “Quite right, and as your guardian, I would never allow you to marry such a notorious rake as myself, to quote your eloquent words.” Lord Westwood leaned back, dissolving the intimacy immediately, leaving Sam with a cold, empty feeling. The sounds of the ballroom whirled around her head, whipping into a deafening cacophony. Her legs trembled.

      Did he say her guardian?

      “My what?” shouted Sam, shock radiated from her core. Edward would never approve of such an immoral custodian, especially one with as appalling a reputation as Lord Westwood. How could Edward betray her to such a heathen?

      A group of young ladies standing near the window glanced at Sam when she raised her voice. They quickly looked away again after Sam glared pointedly at the cluster of curious girls. A beautiful young lady, swathed in a pale lemon gown that accented her lithe figure, leaned in toward the other girls and began whispering in earnest. Periodically, one of the other women in the circle would glance up at Sam and giggle.

      Sam shook her head; she detested this gossipy society. She sent a second filthy look in the direction of the little group of ladies, and they moved away slightly, still gathered tightly around the girl in the yellow dress. Sam chewed her tongue.

      Would Wilhelmina’s ire be worth sharing a few impolite words with the eavesdropping socialites?

      “Your guardian,” Lord Westwood repeated calmly, interrupting her internal struggle. “I promised your brother before he left on his ill-fated journey, I would watch out for your well-being.”

      “Edward would never entrust me to you,” sputtered Sam.

      Lord Westwood ignored Sam’s outburst. “And I swore I would approve of the suitor you wed, should something happen to him.”

      “You will do no such thing,” Sam bellowed, not caring about the nearby huddle of busybodies.

      “Dance with me,” commanded Lord Westwood, disrupting her imminent tirade.

      Sam paused, her mouth half open, confused by the sudden change of subject. This man repeatedly knocked her off balance.

      “Pardon me?”

      “Dance with me, people are beginning to stare at us.” Without waiting for another word, Lord Westwood grasped Sam’s elbow again and dragged her among the swaying couples. Sam swore Mr. Reid winked as she passed behind Wilhelmina. Lord Westwood bowed low to her; she scowled at him.

      “Your manners need some improvement,” Lord Westwood chuckled as he swept her into the dance. “We may need to work on that before I can garner you a proposal.”

      Sam glared at him. “Now may I yell at you?”

      Lord Westwood smiled pleasantly. “Absolutely.”
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      He did not listen. Benjamin knew Miss Hastings yelled words, sometimes screamed words, but the only sound he heard was the loud thrumming of his heart. It beat so loudly, he feared she might hear it over her tirade. How it was possible the little girl he still pictured had grown into such a vivacious, rather beautiful, albeit opinionated woman? No wonder Edward hid her in the country. Already the gentleman wolves–suitors, most of them unsuitable–were beginning to circle. Gentile tongued devils. He glared at them, tightened his grip on Miss Hasting’s waist and spun her deftly into the center of the room. She never missed a step, whirling at the last moment to complete the turn. His grateful feet were never in danger.

      Edward’s little sister did not much resemble her brother, except for their shared eye and hair color. Whereas Edward looked like a mirror image of Mr. Hastings, Miss Hastings had grown into a lovely tribute to her mother’s beauty. However, Miss Hasting’s spunky demeanor did not match Benjamin’s gentle memory of Mrs. Hastings. That particular trait seemed to be solely Miss Hastings’.

      Benjamin’s mind began to wander, preoccupied with the intriguing way her lips formed around the words which continued to pour uninhibited from her tongue. Her ire flushed her cheeks. Much prettier, he reflected, than the pale color most ladies favored. He thought of other things he could do that would cause her to blush this delightful shade of pink. His eyes flicked to her mouth, still moving incessantly. Benjamin ached to taste her sweet lips, plump and innocent, just out of his reach. He wanted to cover her mouth with his, to tickle the corners with his tongue, and to make her moan his name with complete abandon.

      “Lord Westwood,” she demanded, breaking through his wayward thoughts.

      “Yes,” he answered. Not quite the way he imagined her calling his name.

      “Lord Westwood,” persisted Miss Hastings. “You are not listening to me.”

      “My dear, Miss Hastings,” he replied as he gestured around them. “Of course, I am listening to you. The whole ballroom is listening to you.”

      She glanced around, suddenly shy. The beautiful pink color traveled down her neck, past her bodice. He wanted to trace the path with his lips, certain it would lead straight to her center. For the second time that evening, he felt the discomforting tightness begging for release.

      He realized what he needed was a cold bath and a night with a woman, any woman, except the one currently standing directly in front of him. Just as long as she had reddish tinges in her curls and glittering sapphire eyes, he added silently, picturing how soft her skin might look bathed in flickering candlelight while she lay shivering beneath him. No, he reprimanded himself sternly, not him, he was her guardian… beneath some other man. The thought made him want to put his fist through a wall. A dark expression crossed his face.

      “My Lord,” Miss Hastings asked with concern. “Is anything wrong?”

      Benjamin stared at her blankly as the fantasy faded around him, replaced by the intrusion of the crowded ballroom. Realizing she had addressed him, he forced himself to focus. Taking a deep breath, his features softened dramatically as his displeasure ebbed.

      “Not at all,” he stated politely after regaining control. “I was thinking about which suitors I might approve.”

      Miss Hastings rolled her eyes. “I have just finished explaining to you I am perfectly capable of choosing a suitable husband.”

      “Really,” Benjamin murmured, his eyes flickering over the young men roving hungrily on the sidelines. “I do not think you know the first thing about men.”

      “I do,” insisted Miss Hastings. She stopped dancing to place her hands firmly on her hips. The childish pose brought a smile to Benjamin’s lips.

      “Let me show you how much you do not know. Shall we retire to the terrace? It is such a lovely night.” Without waiting for a response, he grasped her wrist lightly and tugged her toward the open glass doors. Miss Hastings followed reluctantly.

      The balcony, bathed in light from the ballroom, provided shadowy corners for couples seeking a little more privacy. It was into one of these dim corners that Benjamin pulled Miss Hastings, pushing her back against the ivy-covered bricks. Both his hands rested on the greenery, sufficiently trapping Miss Hastings between his body and the wall. He inhaled her scent, sweet like honeysuckle.

      He moved closer, the heat from her body licked flames onto his skin. Their breath intermingled, caressing two pairs of lips before escaping into the star-spattered sky. His hips slid nearer, pressing into her with his unreleased desire. One finger tipped her chin until she was forced to stare into his eyes. The other hand moved behind her head, clasping her neck, and drawing her closer.

      “This,” he rumbled softly, their lips separated by mere centimeters, “is how a potential suitor might behave. Can you handle this?”

      “Yes,” she answered defiantly, her voice wavering. She placed her hands on his vest as if she were planning to shove him away. However, she did not exert any pressure, nor did she move them; her hands remained splayed across his broad chest.

      “And this?” He inched closer, his lips brushing hers in the barest of kisses.

      “Yes,” Miss Hastings managed to squeak out.

      Benjamin kissed her again, lightly at first, then with increasing urgency. He deepened the kiss, his body pressed against the full length of her. His hands slid down her back, wrapping around her waist and pulling her flush. His lips nibbled the corners of her mouth, his tongue pushing urgently past her lips, tasting her sweet breath.

      “Mmmm,” her protest died under his assault. Attempting to mirror his actions, she kissed him back, not as forcefully but with the same passion and intensity he felt. He wanted more of her. He wanted to take her right here, on the balcony, in full view of every guest in attendance. He needed to claim her as his—forever.

      Edward’s disappointed face swam into his mind. Reason washed over him, dousing him in an icy bath. Reluctantly, he pulled away, acutely aware of another couple entering the terrace. This was not the circumstances Edward had in mind when he appointed Benjamin to act as Miss Hasting’s guardian. Although Edward had taught her some questionable things as well, Benjamin thought wryly, his finger brushing over the scar on his left hand. He was certain this particular lesson was not on Edward’s approved curriculum.

      Miss Hastings looked faint, the fire behind her eyes dying like embers. Suddenly conscious of their ill-concealed location, she glanced around, pressing back into the shadowy bricks. She quickly lowered her hands, fussing over her dress, smoothing invisible wrinkles nervously. Benjamin blocked her body from meddling eyes to allow her a few extra moments of privacy.

      “That,” he said languidly, trying to slow his own breathing, “is how a possible suitor would act.”

      “That,” she replied, her eyebrow arched so sharply, he felt it would slice him, “is how a cad would act.”

      Benjamin threw back his head and laughed. Considering how soundly she had been kissed, Miss Hastings lost no time in regaining her powers of speech. Her severe tongue flung a torrid of insults. Her current outburst grew much more animated than the last. People on the terrace began to investigate the disturbance.

      “Be quiet, or I’ll kiss you again,” he threatened in a low voice.

      Miss Hasting’s delightful mouth dropped open in surprise. “You wouldn’t dare.” she gasped,

      “Of course, I would.” Benjamin wiggled his eyebrows. “I am the World’s Most Wicked Rake as you so sweetly dubbed me.” He exaggerated a bow, tipping an imaginary hat, making a grand sweeping gesture with his arm.

      “I said notorious,” mumbled Miss Hastings, staring at her shoes.

      “Why yes you did, Miss Hastings,” he agreed jovially. “Edward found the situation entirely too amusing. He could not wait to share the details of your fine estimation with our friends. I had to bribe him for silence.”

      “I was ten,” answered Miss Hastings petulantly, peeking up at him. “You reminded me of the villain in a book I was reading.”

      “I recall that afternoon very well,” chuckled Benjamin. “It was shortly after your lake accident. You came dashing down the stairs, swinging that foil like you were going to take my head off.”

      “I would have too if Edward had not warned you,” Miss Hastings’ laughed. The delightful sound wrapped around him.

      Benjamin deliberately rubbed his finger over a faint scar on his left hand, a small smile pulling on his lips. “You did leave me with a tiny memento of your good opinion of me though.”

      “It was just a little cut, you only bled for a couple of minutes,” Miss Hastings replied timidly as if waiting for him to chastise her.

      Amused, Benjamin cocked his head to the side, reminiscing on the afternoon. “What exactly did you yell before you attacked me?”

      Miss Hastings blushed, her skin glowing a delectable pink, and looked away. “I do not remember.”

      “Yes, you do,” whispered Benjamin, moving closer until her delicious aroma assaulted him again.

      “Death to all bastards,” Miss Hastings answered, staring at his chin.

      He lifted her face up again until she stared into his deep eyes, his thumb caressing her tantalizing plump lips. “Do you still feel that way?”

      “Yes,” murmured Miss Hastings, visibly shivering from his touch.

      Benjamin chuckled again, dropping his wayward hand. He stepped back to allow the evening air to cool his skin; it danced through the gap between them. The breeze did nothing to quell the inferno raging inside him.

      “Bad form to attack a man when his back is turned.” Benjamin clucked his tongue softly.

      “A woman needs every advantage she can obtain; Edward taught me that.”

      “Luckily, I was able to disarm you, before you thrust that tip through my heart.”

      “Villains do not have hearts,” Miss Hastings muttered through clenched teeth.

      “I believe Edward also forced you to write me an apology.”

      Miss Hastings glared at him. “Which I did,” she ground out.

      “Yes, you certainly did.” Benjamin smiled. “The first sentence of the letter caused me to burst out laughing. Do you remember what you wrote?” He paused, watching her intently.

      Miss Hastings looked skyward, fighting back the embarrassment. With a sigh, she leveled her gaze at Benjamin and recited, “I do not want to, but Edward is making me apologize to you.”

      Benjamin chuckled again. “Such prose.”

      “Then you did something unexpected,” Miss Hastings continued, ignoring his jab, the memory lighting her eyes.

      “I wrote back.”

      “You wrote back,” repeated Miss Hastings. “I always wondered why you took the time.”

      “Frankly I wondered myself. Your apology was so amusing, I could not help responding. Then your second letter came, less amusing than the first.” Benjamin paused again.

      “You will never know how much I appreciated having someone to confide in,” mumbled Miss Hastings, strolling a couple of steps along the balcony before taking a seat on a nearby bench.

      Benjamin sat next to her, keeping a respectable distance. “You lost both your parents within less than twenty-four hours of each other; less than one year later you had your own near-death experience. Yet you never spoke of it to anyone. Edward’s voice still haunts me. Normal children should cry. He used to repeat that over and over.”

      “I spoke to you,” replied Miss Hastings, twisting her fingers together in her lap.

      “Yes, you did,” nodded Benjamin. He offered her a lopsided smile. “Pages and pages of words.”

      A flicker danced through Miss Hastings’ eyes. Benjamin already knew the next question before she asked it aloud. It was the only question in the final letter he received from Miss Hastings, all those years ago, the one he never answered.

      “You wrote to me for nearly two years. Why did you stop so suddenly?”

      Benjamin glanced away. He studied the ivy wrapped over the balcony railing, wrapping a leaf around his finger, wondering briefly if the ivy would support his weight as well. Too many memories to dredge up in one evening; he sighed heavily.

      “We thought it was best.” His grave voice barely carried across the distance between them.

      “We?” Miss Hastings raised her eyebrows.

      “Your great-uncle Ephraim, Edward, and I,” explained Benjamin. “We decided my exploits were not appropriate for you to read about.”

      Confusion crossed her face. “You never wrote about anything unsuitable.”

      “It was more of a preventative measure.”

      “You were my friend,” whispered Miss Hastings, her accusing eyes boring into his soul. “You abandoned me.”

      Benjamin looked away again, running his hand through his hair, unsure how to explain. “You were twelve, it was inappropriate.”

      “Franklin is older than you and has been writing to me since I was twelve,” snarled Miss Hastings.

      “Mr. Franklin Morris is your cousin and a very dear friend of both your parents,” Benjamin retorted. “The circumstances were different.”

      Miss Hastings glared at him, biting her tongue. Benjamin swallowed a bitter laugh as he watched her struggle to contain the outburst which bubbled below the surface. Apparently, Mrs. Hastings had been working diligently to stamp out Miss Hastings’ fiery personality with society’s strict rules.

      “Samantha,” Benjamin used her intimate nickname to disarm her. She glanced at him. “I was there for you at a time when you needed someone. When it became apparent you no longer needed me, I removed myself from your life. Now, I must be there for you again.”

      “I do not need assistance from anyone,” She growled in a very unladylike manner. “Especially villainous rakes like you.”

      “You would do best to look out for villains like me,” replied Benjamin without a trace of humor.

      “I do not intend to marry a rake. I do not intend to marry at all as I have already explained in great detail, several times this evening. Once Wilhelmina is remarried, I plan to return to Hastings Manor,” she shot back, her blue eyes flashing.

      “As your guardian, it is my duty to find you a husband.” Benjamin folded his arms across his chest, adding finality to the argument.

      Miss Hastings paused and closed her mouth. She smiled sweetly in response. “But how will you find an appropriate husband, dear guardian, when every man you know is a scoundrel?”

      Benjamin edged into her personal space again, inhaling her sweet scent one last time before driving the final wedge between them. “I promised your brother I would see you married, and you shall be. We will not discuss this further. However, for your peace of mind, I will never permit any scoundrel to court you.”

      “Well, I will leave the scoundrel hunting to you, my Lord,” her irate words flew like poisoned darts. “After all, you are their leader.”

      “Miss Hastings, you wound me.” Benjamin placed a hand over his chest in mock injury. Underneath his fingers, his heart gave a very real–strangely painful–throb.

      “I would do more if I was a man.” She stamped on his foot, fleeing his company in favor of the stuffy ballroom.
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      Wilhelmina stepped directly into Sam’s path as she attempted to escape from the ballroom. Sam skidded to a halt, nearly knocking her sister-in-law over. Sam grasped Wilhelmina’s arms to catch her balance, wobbling slightly with the effort.

      “Samantha,” Wilhelmina spoke quietly, yet sternly, in the same voice she used to discipline her children.

      “Yes?” Sam forced a smile to her lips, sucking in a nervous breath. Her body tingled, aware of Lord Westwood’s intimidating presence approaching behind her.

      “Mrs. Hastings,” he interrupted with a short bow. “I was just about to return Miss Hastings to you. She has graciously accepted my offer to approve a suitable husband.”

      “I most definitely have not,” Sam spat out, cutting off Wilhelmina’s celebration. Sam’s eyes flashed at Lord Westwood. He grinned, the devilish smile causing her to blush involuntarily, her stomach flipping over twice.

      “Alright,” he amended. “She has begrudgingly allowed me to give her guidance in the daunting task of selecting an appropriate suitor.”

      Wilhelmina sighed. “Well, at least it is a start.”

      Sam glowered at the two of them. “Am I finished being paraded about this party?”

      “Unfortunately, you are not,” Wilhelmina chuckled. “Dancing with your guardian…”

      Sam bristled at the word, earning a smirk from Lord Westwood.

      Wilhelmina continued, ignoring the exchange between the two. “And his brother has not made you available to any suitor in attendance this evening.”

      Sam growled, muttering several curses under her breath. Lord Westwood winked at Sam. It irked her how much he enjoyed this exchange with Wilhelmina.

      “Nor are we leaving until you have danced with every man on your card,” continued Wilhelmina, without paying the slightest bit of attention to Sam’s profanity.

      Sam sighed, deflating. This was one argument she would not win. “Who is going to step on my toes first?”

      Wilhelmina produced Sam’s dance card, her face shining. “Mr. Franklin Morris.”

      Sam exhaled slowly. She would never turn down a dance with Franklin. He spent a large amount of his life traveling for business, and she rarely saw him. A family member and close confidant who always brought a smile to her lips, Sam wished she could spend more time with Franklin. But if she accepted his request, it would be impolite to refuse the other gentlemen who also requested a dance this evening. Her fingers traced lightly over the elegant dance card.

      The green ribbon trailing from the corner matched the hue of her gown exactly. Sam shook her head in disbelief. Always prepared, Wilhelmina managed to plan her outfit down to the tiniest detail. Sam briefly wondered how long Wilhelmina knew Lord Westwood had been appointed her acting guardian. She shivered again at the word.

      She had no intention of allowing Lord Westwood to direct her life even if he was Edward’s oldest friend. As far as she was concerned, Lord Westwood would never have the opportunity to foist her onto any man. A flash of anger crossed her face. She glared at him, incensed at the unfairness of the situation.

      He cocked his head and bestowed her with a wide, genial smile. She wanted to punch him in his arrogant face. Anger was good, it distracted her from focusing on his hungry eyes and sensuous mouth—a mouth which only minutes earlier reduced her to a dithering debutant.

      The memory warmed her skin. She glanced down quickly as the telltale blush colored her cheeks. She felt Lord Westwood’s curious eyes studying her face. She stubbornly refused to meet his gaze, focusing instead on the dance card Wilhelmina thrust into her hand. The inside was covered with various types of illegible scribbles.

      “Wilhelmina,” whined Sam, staring at the little card. “Almost every dance is taken.”

      “Fantastic, is it not?” replied Wilhelmina, squeezing Sam’s arm.

      “No,” muttered Sam, her eyes unconsciously rising to Lord Westwood.

      “I expect that dance card by the end of the evening,” he stated in a formal tone, his face a blank mask. “Please excuse me, ladies.” He bowed to each lady and moved away to converse with two approaching gentlemen, Mr. Allendale and Mr. Mason.

      “Mrs. Hastings. Miss Hastings,” Franklin greeted them with a jovial smile.

      “Mr. Morris,” Sam returned his smile warmly. “It is a pleasure to see you again. It has been far too long.”

      “Indeed,” agreed Franklin. “If it is possible, you are lovelier than the last time we met. You look more and more like your mother with each passing day.”

      Sam flushed. “Thank you, Franklin. You are exceedingly kind.”

      Franklin smiled and offered his arm. “I believe this next dance is mine.”

      “I would be delighted,” answered Sam, accepting his arm.

      “How are you finding city living?” asked Franklin as they joined the other couples on the dance floor.

      “I sincerely despise it,” Sam confessed, aware Franklin would never judge her for her complete candor.

      “I thought as much,” admitted Franklin with a nod. “When you wrote me you were planning to stay with Mrs. Hastings, I worried high society would not agree with you.” He leaned in with a small wink. “It was hard to imagine you wearing any type of footwear.”

      Sam chuckled, lifting her skirt to show her shoes. “I am under strict instruction to leave them on all night.”

      “And have you?” teased Franklin.

      “Up to this point,” replied Sam in the same joking tone, dropping her skirt again and curtseying in rhythm with the music.

      Franklin bowed, once to her and once to the couple on their left. He whispered as the other couple circled them. “The night is young, perhaps you can break some rules later this evening.”

      “Did you enjoy India? Your last letter stated you would be remaining there for several months,” Sam asked, changing the topic abruptly. Suddenly overcome by a feeling of homesickness, she tried to distract herself from reminiscing about springtime at Hastings Manor and running barefoot across the vibrant meadow.

      “India is very beautiful, filled with exotic creatures,” Franklin launched into a detailed description of the outdoor markets, failing to notice Sam’s lapse in the conversation.

      She pondered the melancholy thoughts which lapped over her like ripples in a pond. She supposed the reflection stemmed from her previous conversation with Lord Westwood. A shadow of a smile crossed her face as she recalled the afternoon when she permanently marred Lord Westwood for life. Edward had been aghast. Thankfully, Lord Westwood, then simply Mr. Reid, kept his sense of humor.

      “However, the food is much too spicy for my pallet,” Franklin laughed, interrupting her musing. He patted his belly. “I supposed I came back early because I missed Mrs. Clark’s cooking.”

      Sam laughed too. Franklin’s cook was renowned for her sumptuous cooking. “I can still taste the cake she sent me for my birthday.”

      “I wrote and asked her to bake you something special,” smiled Franklin. “I know how much you like chocolate.”

      “Thank you very much. It was heavenly.”

      “I shall pass your sentiments on to her.”

      Franklin was quiet for a moment, spinning Sam expertly in a small circle. His face scrunched in concentration as though he was contemplating his next statement.

      “I imagine you would like to travel, having spent most of your childhood at Hastings Manor.”

      “Most certainly. Your stories were always so intriguing and much more interesting than the novels I read,” answered Sam.

      “I offered to take you with me once when you were much younger, but Edward was adamantly against the notion. I never inquired again.”

      Sam sighed. “My brother discouraged any travel abroad. He disliked the idea of me leaving the country estate.”

      “I thought the idea was originally Uncle Ephraim’s.” Franklin tilted his head.

      “It was,” confirmed Sam. “He was uncomfortable with the idea of raising a little girl by himself, so he left me safely in the countryside.”

      “He did provide you with the best tutors,” countered Franklin.

      Sam nodded, ducking under Franklin’s arm. “Education was his foremost concern. That is why the library at Hastings Manor is fully stocked. Every time he came to visit, he always brought a couple of books with him. He claimed he only gave us money from the Hastings estate; however, I believe he paid for a lot of things out his own pocket.”

      “I think you underestimate him,” Franklin corrected her gently. “Ephraim was quite meticulous; an astute businessman could not have run your father’s business any better.”

      Sam chewed on the thought for a moment, remembering endless lessons of numbers for both Edward and her. Governess McConnell’s pitched face swam into Sam’s mind. She shuddered visibly. The knuckles of her left hand tingled suddenly, a tribute to Governess McConnell’s favorite method of teaching. Perhaps Uncle Ephraim had been wiser than she originally surmised.

      “Uncle Ephraim passed control of all the finances to Edward several months prior to his death. With the added pressure of sole control, Edward thought it best for me to remain in the country where I could continue my education undisturbed by the distraction of society.”

      Franklin nodded in agreement. “The country is definitely a fine place to raise children.”

      “It does have its charms,” agreed Sam, a wistful tone colored her voice.

      “If I had ever had children, I would have wanted them to enjoy the country life as well,” Franklin spoke pensively, lost in his own thoughts. “The time has passed for dreams like that though.”

      “You are not yet forty, you could still find a suitable wife,” replied Sam, patting his arm.

      “Are you offering?” teased Franklin.

      Sam opened her mouth, caught by her own words. “I did not mean, that is to say, I was not…”

      Franklin held up his hand. “My dear cousin, I am only teasing. Hopefully, you are familiar enough with my sense of humor to allow me a little joke.”

      “Certainly,” Sam smiled in relief.

      “I know too well how you abhor the idea of marriage.” Franklin winked as he brought her hand to his lips.

      “Pardon me. I believe I have the next dance,” a pleasant voice interrupted their conversation.

      Sam looked up at the young man standing next to them. The lights glinted off his hair like grains of sand. His easy, infectious smile was instantly returned by Sam and Franklin.

      “I do not believe I have had the pleasure of your acquaintance,” Sam replied, offering an almost acceptable curtsy.

      “Captain Daniel Mason,” he replied with a stiff bow.

      “Mr. Mason’s younger brother.” Franklin murmured in Sam’s ear. He clasped Captain Mason’s hand. “Captain Mason, we all appreciate the exceptional duty which you perform.”

      “Thank you, sir, however, I regret I must steal away your dance partner.”

      “The regret is mine,” answered Franklin. He bowed low to Sam, nodded to Captain Mason, and retreated to the edges of the dance floor, pausing to speak with Mr. Mason and his wife.

      “Miss Hastings, you and Mr. Morris seemed so intent in your discussion; may I ask what the two of you were talking about so earnestly?” asked Captain Mason.

      “Marriage,” replied Sam blithely, chuckling when Captain Mason choked on his response.

      “That was not the answer I expected.”

      “No, I doubt it was,” grinned Sam.

      “Tell me, do you intend on discussing marriage with every dance partner you have this evening?” His face paled a bit.

      “Definitely not,” replied Sam emphatically. “I do not wish to have that discussion with any man this evening.” Or any other evening…

      Almost unconsciously, her eyes searched out Lord Westwood on the dance floor. She spied him twirling gracefully with one of the girls from the annoying, eavesdropping cluster and shot him a scathing glare. It zoomed across the floor and floated over the back of a gorgeous yellow dress. Lord Westwood glanced up at that exact moment and caught Sam’s glower. Embarrassed she glanced away quickly, the pink blush traveling down her neck again. When she peeked in his direction again, he winked. Sam blushed even darker.

      “Miss Hastings, are you feeling alright? You are looking a little flushed.”

      “I do feel a bit warm,” admitted Sam, turning her attention back toward Captain Mason.

      “We could take a turn about the terrace,” he suggested, holding out his arm.

      Apparently, Captain Mason planned on luring her into some dark corner. Perhaps Lord Westwood’s warning was warranted. Captain Mason’s eager response confirmed her suspicions. Sam studied his offered elbow for a moment, debating if the look on her guardian’s face would be worth the little charade.

      A grin tugged at her lips. Perhaps Lord Westwood needed to know how difficult this task of custodian was going to be. She imagined his aggravation would be great when he realized she stepped out onto the moonlit terrace with a young man and no chaperone. Definitely worth the trouble, she decided, shooting a winning smile in Lord Westwood’s direction. He raised his eyebrows in response, confusion crossing his face.

      “I would be delighted, Captain Mason,” smiled Sam, taking Captain Mason’s arm, walking slowly toward the terrace doors. She felt Lord Westwood’s irritated gaze burning into her back as he watched her move across the floor. By now, he would have figured out her intentions. She wondered if he would cause a scene in front of the whole of society.

      “Daniel,” a voice called warmly from a refreshment table set near the veranda. An older version of Captain Mason gestured them over to the table. “Come, introduce me to your lovely dance partner.”

      “It seems my brother would like to meet you,” grumbled Captain Mason, clearly displeased at the distraction. He steered them away from the French doors and toward the owner of the booming voice. Sam noted the frustration etched in Captain Mason’s features. Perhaps he was a bit too keen to get her alone.

      “Miss Hastings, I would like to introduce you to my brother, Mr. Mason. Nigel, this is Miss Hastings, sister of the late Mr. Hastings.”

      Mr. Mason lifted her arm and placed a showy kiss on her hand. “Of course, Miss Hastings, I see the resemblance. Your brother was a good friend of mine. I was sorry to hear of his passing.”

      “Thank you. You are very kind. It is always nice to meet one of Edward’s friends. I knew so very few of them.”

      Mr. Mason chuckled. “Yes, he did keep you safely tucked away in the country.”

      “Nigel, we were just about to—” began Captain Mason, his head inclined toward the balcony, but he was cut off by his brother.

      “I hope that I may have a dance later, Miss Hastings. It would be nice to reminisce about Edward.”

      “I would be delighted, Mr. Mason,” answered Sam with a polite smile, offering him the wrist on which her dance card was still tied. He signed his name with a flourish on the last available line.

      “Captain Mason, I believe you are holding my dance partner hostage.”

      The deep timbre sent tremors traveling the length of Sam’s spine. She shivered involuntarily, the anger in Lord Westwood’s voice apparent. Without turning her head, she felt the precise moment he reached their trio. The heat radiated off his body, burning her exposed skin in unyielding waves.

      “You are not on my dance card,” growled Sam through her teeth, finally turning toward him. The inferno in his eyes caused her to step back. Sam gulped. She began to regret her imprudent escapade.

      “I traded with Mr. Reid,” Benjamin retorted. “After all, we are so easily interchangeable.”

      “I sincerely doubt that,” muttered Sam, thinking the upcoming conversation would be much nicer if it were with Mr. Reid, instead of his brother.

      “I would like to have a few words with you, Miss Hastings. Gentlemen, please excuse us.” Lord Westwood grasped her arm tightly, his eyes never leaving her face.

      “Mr. Mason, Captain Mason, it was a pleasure to meet both of you.” Sam curtsied to each gentleman. Mr. Mason gave her a sympathetic smile. Sam allowed Lord Westwood to drag her across the ballroom and into the quiet hallway.

      “What, exactly, are you trying to do?” he demanded, letting go of her arm as soon as they were clear of the door.

      “I do not know to what you are referring,” retorted Sam, returning his hard glare.

      “You are very fortunate I asked Mr. Mason to watch you to ensure you would not do anything foolish.”

      “Do you have spies following me?” Sam stretched on her toes to reach her full height.

      “Yes. Apparently, for good reason too.” His lips twitched.

      Sam placed her hands on her hips, still stretched tall. “How dare you?”

      His eyes raked over her stance, a twitch still tickling the edge of his mouth. “Miss Hastings, it appears I must save you from yourself. No wonder Edward encouraged you to remain in the country.”

      “Lord Westwood, it may be your intention to act as my guardian, but I am fully able to take care of myself.”

      “Must I remind you how incapable you are in these matters,” murmured Lord Westwood, quickly closing the distance between them.

      Sam’s breath caught in her throat. Her eyes tracked his lips as they moved ever closer to her blazing skin. This was madness, the manner in which his proximity affected her rationality. Sam tried to move away but found herself cornered against the wall. Lord Westwood leaned in, his eyes level with hers. An unreadable expression flitted through his emerald pools.

      “Please,” she whispered, tilting her head and exposing the soft skin of her throat. Her body continued ignoring the explicit instructions her mind repetitiously shouted. How could he affect her so completely?

      Lord Westwood paused millimeters from her, brooding. He sighed heavily. Sam wondered what emotion lay behind the deep sigh. Resolutely he stepped back with a slight shake of his head.

      “No moonlit walks,” he growled from the darkness.

      “Yes, my Lord,” answered Sam shakily. The sudden lack of intimacy left her skin chilled.

      “Thank you.” Without another word, he turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowded ballroom, leaving Sam standing in the hallway, trembling.
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      In the early morning hours as fog blanketed the whole city–swirling circles in the air–one lone candle burned in the Westwood study. Benjamin paced the floor, stopping periodically to gaze unseeingly at a spot on the wall. His decanter of brandy, nearly half empty, called suggestively from the oak desk. The glass beside it contained barely a few drops, begging to be swallowed; his blurry vision watched two shadows dancing in the firelight to an inaudible minuet.

      He pondered Miss Shirely. She danced well, possessed good rhythm, having not stepped on his toes once during the waltz. Her voice, a sweet, soft tone, resonated pleasantly as she spoke with him about his recent journey to Greece. He noted she had focused her attention solely on him as they spun gracefully around the floor. Their uneventful dance had ended on an agreeable note when he returned her to her mother. Mrs. Shirely chatted politely for several moments, asking the same questions every other mother had asked of him that evening. Her daughter stood silently by her side, a beautiful statue, no doubt following some society encouraged instruction on proper etiquette. He must remember to send flowers in the morning—lovely, pale yellow flowers to match Miss Shirely’s elegant blond hair.

      Reflecting on the evening, Benjamin wondered if there was anything unique which stood out in his mind regarding Miss Shirely’s character. Aside from her beauty, he could not find one thing of note. In fact, the harder he tried to concentrate on Miss Shirely, the more it became impossible to remember anything significant. Another face persistently swam into his mind, a face which distracted him for the whole of the evening.

      “Samantha,” he whispered aloud, unaware the word tumbled from his mouth. He licked his lips, the taste of strawberries still sweet on his tongue. Never before had a woman tasted so good. He moaned softly, a bittersweet sound. Never again. Of all the women he found appealing, it had to be Edward’s little sister. Benjamin sighed, shaking his head forcefully. He had made a strict vow to Edward to find the perfect husband for Miss Hastings, and Benjamin knew, without a doubt, he was not that man. Only, Benjamin feared, no other man would measure up to his standards. No man could care for her the way she deserved to be treated, the way he wanted to treat her, to spoil her, to pleasure her.

      “Damn.” How could one woman torture him like this? She moved as if unaware of her beauty, unable to comprehend how her quick smile melted his resolve and left him begging for her attention. He had taken advantage of her inexperience and her trust. He sighed again.

      She deserved an apology. He had handled her callously that evening. Exercising more force than he should, he had wanted to frighten her, to show her how men behaved when provoked or even slightly encouraged. Benjamin smiled wryly at the memory. She did participate, hesitantly at first, then with more enthusiasm. He had seduced her out of her first kiss, tricked her out of some innocence. He really was a cad, but now she knew what to expect. She knew how to protect herself against future advances from other suitors—and from him, he added as an afterthought.

      His mind fruitlessly tried to return to his uneventful dance with Miss Shirely, but he found himself preoccupied with the thought of Miss Hastings waltzing with Captain Mason. A beautiful pink blush, like the morning sun as it kissed the sky, had crept sinfully down Miss Hastings’ neck when Benjamin caught her staring at him. It intensified when he winked. It took every fiber of his being to stop himself from crossing the floor and scooping her into his arms once he realized she intended to venture onto the balcony–alone–with Captain Mason. He shook his head in exasperation. She was quite a handful—stubborn, opinionated and deliberately trying to drive him insane. Luckily, Mason intercepted before she had a chance to ruin her reputation.

      The discussion in the hallway almost completely undid him. So close to her intoxicating skin, he wanted to kiss her once more. Her whispered please melted all but a shred of his self-control. He longed to press her against the wall, causing her to moan his name, again and again, to seduce her properly. He thought of her twisting beneath him, his lips trailing every naked inch of her body. It startled him how much pleasure he derived from the fact his mere presence could wipe all intellectual thoughts from her mind.

      He caught sight of himself in the darkened window—burning, a man on fire. Quickly he turned away again, ashamed at his lack of control. Edward had trusted him with this crucial duty. He would expect Benjamin to use his best judgment. He growled, took another sip of brandy, and forced himself to think as a guardian should, as Edward would.

      Personal feelings aside, Captain Mason was not a bad choice for a suitor. Stationed near Hastings Manor, Miss Hastings would be able to remain in her country home if she and Captain Mason wed. He was a sweet, intelligent boy, managed his money well, and held an impeccable reputation. However, something nagged Benjamin’s unconsciousness, an annoying needle which pricked his mind—Mason’s eagerness to get Miss Hastings alone on the terrace.

      “Edward,” he stated aloud to the empty room. “How could you ask me for such a favor?”

      The day Edward left for France, he had appeared at Benjamin’s lodgings less than an hour before his ship departed, frantic and slightly deranged. Edward’s hair, blown wild by the wind, held none of the effort he usually put into his appearance. His jacket, flung carelessly over his arm, slipped to the ground as he paced nervously.

      “Promise me,” Edward pleaded, his trembling hands gripped the lapels of Benjamin’s coat. “Promise me you will look out for Sammie.”

      “Of course, Edward,” placated Benjamin, detaching Edward’s fingers from his collar and retrieving the fallen coat, which he passed back to Edward. “Everything will be fine. Do not worry about your sister.” He remembered thinking at the time—how difficult would it be, she lived in the country? Difficult indeed, he mused grimly.

      “Benjamin, if I do not return…” Edward twisted his coat, grinding wrinkles into the cloth.

      “Do not talk like that,” commanded Benjamin, taken aback by his friend’s frantic plea.

      “Benjamin, you will keep her safe. Find her a husband, someone to take care of her. Swear to me,” he begged with wide eyes, grabbing Benjamin’s lapels again, shaking him with unintended force.

      “I swear,” Benjamin replied, confused by his friend’s anxiety. He loosened Edward’s grip and turned to the desk to offer some refreshment.

      However, Edward had disappeared out the door without another word, rushing for the docks. Benjamin never spoke with Edward again after that bizarre meeting. He must have known something, Benjamin thought. It seemed as if Edward had a premonition of his own death.

      Due to this rash promise, Benjamin found himself saddled with this current, extremely difficult, task. He longed to curse Edward for convincing him to undertake this guardianship. However, Edward’s wretched fate prevented Benjamin from uttering the sentiment. He cleared his mind of chestnut curls and sapphire eyes, focusing on the other men who danced with Miss Hastings that evening.

      Mr. Lockhearst had shown interest in her, dancing with Miss Hastings twice during the ball. She had politely held a conversation with him, offering a slight smile at the end of each dance. He, too, managed money well, shrewdly running the shipping company his father built. However, he did have the reputation of being short-tempered with his household staff. Possibly, he just needed a woman’s touch to guide him toward better manners. Miss Hastings’ sharp tongue would definitely keep him in line. Benjamin felt himself become distracted with images of other things Miss Hastings’ tongue would be capable of doing. He allowed the imagery to linger in his head for several pleasurable moments.

      Benjamin hit his forehead determinedly with the heel of his palm, trying to clear out the sensuous thoughts teasing his resolve. Taking a deep breath, he tried to focus on dissecting the evening rationally.

      Miss Hastings’ second cousin, a man she seemed most at ease with, Mr. Franklin Morris, would make an interesting choice. Conversing with him on the fringes of the floor, Miss Hastings and Mr. Morris both spoke animatedly, each laughing effortlessly at adventures from their shared past. Although older, his intelligence and amiability would make him a perfect match for country life. Plus, with Mr. Morris’ love of foreign countries, Miss Hastings would be able to travel abroad with him, an experience denied by her brother.

      Three possible suitors.

      Resolutely, he nodded, lifting his glass and sipping the final drops. His first night as Miss Hastings’ official guardian had not gone as planned, but he thoroughly enjoyed it—perhaps a little too much. Now, there would be no more diversions and no more kisses. He would marry Miss Hastings off and send her back to the country. He needed to get her out of his life, immediately, before he caused irreparable damage to her reputation. Then he could marry Miss Shirely and fulfill both his duties to his father and Edward.

      His aunt’s words echoed in his head, “Not a suitable wife for you.”

      Had he had missed something in his assessment of Miss Shirely? Surely, he was as good a judge of character as Aunt Abigail. However, she spent much more time in society than he did. Perhaps the warning held some merit. Then again, Aunt Abigail also singled out Miss Hastings as a preferred match.

      He shook his head, trying to manage his thoughts and set the glass back on the edge of his desk, pouring a bit of liquid into the empty snifter. A little time and a little perspective would remove any improper fantasies about Miss Hastings. He did not intend to attend any of the upcoming social gatherings until the Leveret’s ball, which was a solid fortnight away. That was more than enough time to regain control of his beleaguered mind.

      And… hell. His mother’s birthday party was in six days. Were six days long enough for him to refocus his energies on Miss Shirely? It would have to be. As far as he was concerned, Miss Shirely would receive his unwavering attention for the whole of the day. Miss Hastings was nothing more than an obligation, a stubborn, opinionated, attractive distraction.

      He drained the glass. “Keep lying to yourself, Westwood.”
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      “What does one give a countess for her birthday?” wondered Sam aloud. She stood in Wilhelmina’s bedchamber, hopping from one foot to another as Nancy helped Wilhelmina dress.

      “We are giving her the little orange tree I purchased from the market yesterday,” replied Wilhelmina, her voice muffled by fabric.

      “Suppose she does not like oranges,” mused Sam, chewing on her lower lip.

      “Then she will be gracious enough to accept it and express her gratitude for such a lovely gift,” Wilhelmina snapped as her head popped through the collar of her dress.

      “Perhaps it is too contrite a gift,” continued Sam.

      “Samantha Hastings, we are going to this party,” stated Wilhelmina, turning to face Sam with a grimace as Nancy fastened the back of her dress.

      “It was just a thought,” shrugged Sam.

      “We should be extremely honored to receive an invitation,” Wilhelmina answered in an even tone, taking a short breath before Nancy yanked on the bodice again.

      “She probably already has an orange tree,” muttered Sam loud enough for Wilhelmina to hear.

      Wilhelmina studied Sam for a long moment through narrowed eyes. Sam shifted under Wilhelmina’s scrutiny. Wilhelmina’s eyes widened as she lit upon a theory. “Why do you not want to attend? Are you avoiding someone?”

      “No one, in particular, I just dislike parties,” hedged Sam, turning to leave before the telltale flush gave away her feelings. Wilhelmina was more astute than Sam anticipated.

      “Do not forget your shoes,” Wilhelmina called after her in a smug tone.
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      The Westwood estate, located thirty minutes from town, had a line of carriages parked along the sprawling drive when Sam and Wilhelmina arrived. Accepting the footman’s hand, Wilhelmina stepped daintily from the carriage. Sam, holding the orange tree, stumbled on the step, clasping the footman’s hand tightly. Her exit slightly less graceful, Sam righted herself quickly and smoothed her skirt with one hand. She caught Wilhelmina rolling her eyes and flashed a sheepish grin.

      The path to the gardens, indicated by the footman, was lined with rosebushes blooming in various shades of pink and yellow. Butterflies fluttered throughout the adjoining garden pausing to kiss the colorful petals. The warm sun broke through the morning’s fog and lit the pathway with magic.

      “Oh,” breathed Sam as she stared at the sight.

      “Breathtaking, is it not?” a deep voice whispered behind her.

      Sam’s heart leapt into her throat. Her breath caught as she spun to her right, almost losing her grip on the pot she carried. There, on one of the white marble benches near a gazebo, sat Lord Westwood in elegant repose, looking more handsome than Sam remembered. His intense stare burned into Sam’s eyes. She blushed meeting his gaze.

      “Lord Westwood,” Wilhelmina turned at the sound of his voice.

      “Mrs. Hastings.” He rose, his movement almost liquid, and walked leisurely toward them. “I was just commenting to Miss Hastings on the beauty of my mother’s gardens. She takes considerable pride in them.”

      “Yes, they are striking,” agreed Wilhelmina with a smile.

      “Miss Hastings, allow me to take that lovely tree from you.” Lord Westwood stepped closer to Sam.

      Sam clutched the pot closer, trying to slow her pounding heart. “No, thank you, my Lord. I can manage.”

      “I am sure you can,” he replied, swallowing a grin.

      “Samantha, do not be ridiculous. Allow him to carry the orange tree,” Wilhelmina clucked, turning to continue up the path.

      Sam relinquished the pot to Lord Westwood. He took it with a smirk and continued his unhurried pace beside her. “My mother loves oranges.”

      “Wilhelmina will be so pleased,” replied Sam with a frown.

      Lord Westwood regarded her oddly but said nothing as they walked slowly behind Wilhelmina’s retreating figure. They rounded a bend in the path, and Lord Westwood walked over to a large table covered with gifts of assorted sizes. Sam noted there were several orange trees scattered across the table.

      She chuckled quietly.

      “Something amuses you?” questioned Lord Westwood as he glanced back at her before depositing the orange tree next to the others.

      “Oranges seem to be a popular gift.” Sam tried to hide her smile.

      Lord Westwood cocked his head. “Yes, they are.”

      “I wonder if Wilhelmina knows,” she mused, still trying to keep the inappropriate grin from appearing on her face.

      Lord Westwood ignored her comment. Glancing down, he meticulously brushed the dirt off his coat left by the pot. “If you continue to follow the path, you will find my mother as well as the rest of the guests. Please excuse me, Miss Hastings, I have other matters that need my attention.”

      “Certainly, Lord Westwood,” she murmured to the empty air; Lord Westwood had already disappeared down the path. His cool demeanor and abrupt departure stung immensely. Sam felt tears prick her eyes. Before they could spill, she spoke sternly to herself. Why did she care about the manners of a man–a scoundrel–whose only interest in her was to shuck her off onto any other man?

      “Such is the busy life of a lord.” The quiet sound from beside Sam caused her to jump.

      “Franklin,” smiled Sam, blinking away a tear swiftly and spinning to greet him. “I did not know you were attending this party.”

      “How could I pass up such a wonderful opportunity to spend the afternoon in your company?” he grinned back amiably, lifting her hand to his lips.

      “Have you decided whether you are going to postpone your trip next week?”

      “Unfortunately, I cannot.” He noticed Sam’s crestfallen face and gave her hand a squeeze. “I should only be away a few weeks.”

      “That is too bad. I was looking forward to seeing a friendly face at the Leveret’s ball.”

      “I would extend the offer for you to travel with me, but I think your sister-in-law would not approve.” Franklin’s wistful tone confirmed Wilhelmina’s over-protective tendencies.

      “She most definitely would not,” agreed Sam with a heavy sigh.

      “There will be a time when you will be able to travel,” comforted Franklin. Then he bowed dramatically and offered his arm to Sam who accepted with a giggle. Wrapping her arm through his arm, they strolled slowly down the path. Every few meters, they stopped to smell a flower or to watch the butterflies dance. Wilhelmina, now a mere speck in front of them, disappeared around the final corner.

      “Wilhelmina will wonder where I have gone,” frowned Sam.

      Franklin shook his head. “She knows you are with me. I already bade her good afternoon. We are free to be as leisurely as possible.”

      “Franklin,” whispered Sam, leaning in slightly. “What does one do at a countess’ birthday party?”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Franklin whispered back.

      They rounded the last bend in the gravel path. Beyond them stretched a vast lawn dotted with canopies, surrounded by various overgrown trees and hedges. Underneath the canopies, most of the guests gathered, chatting amongst themselves and watching the arrival of new visitors. Sam and Franklin walked slowly to the center tent where Wilhelmina was greeting Lady Westwood.

      They ambled past Lord Westwood and Miss Shirely, who were seated under the shade of a nearby canopy. Lord Westwood raised his eyebrows at their intimacy, his eyes raking over their interlocked arms. However, he pursed his lips and said nothing. Resolutely, he turned back to the chattering girl next to him. Miss Shirely, sparkling in pale blue, glared haughtily at Sam as payment for stealing Lord Westwood’s attention briefly. Sam resisted the urge to stick out her tongue.

      Sam wondered how she had missed Lord Westwood passing her and Franklin on the path, especially since it took them a quarter of an hour to walk the length of the garden. She realized Lord Westwood must have escorted Miss Shirely through the house once she arrived. The thought perturbed Sam. Was Lord Westwood avoiding her?

      “Lady Westwood, a pleasure to see you again.” Franklin bowed deeply to Lady Westwood, releasing Sam’s arm.

      Sam noticed a triumphant gleam in Wilhelmina’s eyes when she realized Franklin had escorted Sam to the canopy. Sam turned her full attention to their hostess, purposefully ignoring Wilhelmina’s gleeful face.

      “Lady Westwood. I wish you a very happy birthday.” Sam offered an awkward curtsy.

      “Thank you, Miss Hastings. Mr. Morris, I am pleased you could attend my little soiree. I was under the impression you had other business that needed your attention.”

      “Lady Westwood, I could never pass up the opportunity to spend time in your extraordinary company.”

      Lady Westwood giggled playfully. “Mr. Morris, you flatter me.”

      “Morris, come play cards with us. We need a fourth.” Mr. Charles Leveret gestured from one of the nearby tables. Franklin nodded at him in acceptance of the request. “Ladies, please excuse me.”

      Sam watched Franklin as he seated himself in the offered chair. She did not recognize the other two gentlemen at the table, but Franklin seemed at ease with the men. Soon his boisterous laugh carried over the lawn. Sam smiled. He was the type of man who seemed comfortable anywhere. He would be a fantastic traveling companion, having already visited many foreign countries. Her head cocked slightly to the side as she studied Franklin. He glanced up at her at that moment, winked, and slapped down his cards. His companions groaned, each man laying down his cards in unison. Franklin collected the coins in the center of the table with a flourish.

      “Mrs. Hastings, Miss Hastings, have you had the pleasure of meeting Mrs. Stanton?” Lady Westwood continued, introducing Abigail, who stood quietly on her right.

      “Yes,” smiled Wilhelmina. “We were introduced at the Allendale’s ball, not six days ago.”

      “Mrs. Hastings, it is a delight to see you again so soon and with your charming sister-in-law.” Mrs. Stanton’s eyes traveled slowly over Sam as if appraising her. The scrutiny caused Sam to squirm. A tiny giggle threatened to burst from her lips.

      “Allow me to introduce, Miss Samantha Hastings.” Wilhelmina indicated Sam with a graceful wave of her hand.

      Mrs. Stanton continued her silent inspection of Sam, who, uncomfortable by the older woman’s curious interest, nodded the barest of greetings. Anxious laugher continued to bubble in Sam until an errant giggle escaped. She quickly pressed her hand to her mouth, rouging instantly.

      Wilhelmina’s disapproving glare flashed briefly across her face. Sam winced. She could imagine the upcoming lecture she would receive once she and Wilhelmina were alone together on the long carriage ride back to the townhouse.

      “I am delighted to make your acquaintance,” Sam managed to choke out, swallowing her ill-timed laughter. She noted Wilhelmina’s approving nod out of the corner of her eye.

      “Come now,” stated Mrs. Stanton in a jovial tone. “There is no need for such formalities. I find them to be lacking in sincerity on most occasions.”

      Sam smiled gratefully, taking an instant liking to the older woman’s no-nonsense demeanor. Mrs. Stanton’s shrewd eyes swept over Sam once again. A tiny grin emerged briefly, long enough for Sam to catch it, before it disappeared again into the wrinkled face.

      “Mother, how are you enjoying your day?” asked Mr. Reid, approaching the four ladies, swinging a long wooden mallet. He kissed his mother on the cheek and bowed to each of the women.

      “Immensely,” Lady Westwood responded with a smile.

      “Would you care to join me in a game of croquet?” he nodded to the mallet in his hand.

      “No, thank you, Thomas,” stated Lady Westwood. “I will leave the game playing to the youth.”

      “Aunt Abigail,” Mr. Reid turned toward her with a grin. “Would you care to try your luck?”

      “Thank you for the invitation, Thomas, but I would much rather watch the game from the shade of the canopy.”

      “Ladies?” Thomas extended his offer to Sam and Wilhelmina.

      “We would be delighted,” answered Wilhelmina with a glance toward Sam as if daring her to object.

      “Excellent. You can be my partner Mrs. Hastings. Miss Hastings, we will have to find a second member for your team.”

      “I will play,” volunteered the gentleman currently waiting to greet Lady Westwood.

      “That is the spirit, Lockhearst,” replied Mr. Reid jovially, heartily clapping him on the back.

      “Mr. William Lockhearst,” the man introduced himself to Wilhelmina with a polite nod and raised her hand to his lips.

      “Mrs. Hastings,” Wilhelmina responded with a gracious smile. “May I present my sister-in-law, Miss Hastings?”

      “The lady and I have already met,” Mr. Lockhearst abruptly answered. “We were introduced at the Allendale ball. I had the immense pleasure of dancing with her that evening.”

      “Mr. Lockhearst,” replied Sam politely, offering her hand. “It is delightful to see you again.”

      He took her hand and pressed the barest of kisses upon it. “I hope you are well.”

      “Amiably so,” said Sam. “I am looking forward to our game.”

      Mr. Lockhearst smiled, but the warmth did not reach his eyes. “As am I, Miss Hastings. I must warn you though, I do take my game playing seriously.”

      “I hope you do not intend to forgo the opportunity of allowing me to best you once again, Thomas.”

      Tingles vibrated over Sam’s skin. She rubbed her arms as if fighting off the chill. Her heart rate increased to an alarming pace. Why did this man affect her so much? She drew a deep breath and turned her attention to the newest member of their small group.

      “Lord Westwood,” acknowledged Mr. Lockhearst with a slight, cold nod.

      “Mr. Lockhearst,” answered Lord Westwood, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      “Benjamin, we are playing partners. Is there a young lady who would be willing to play on your team?” Mr. Reid interjected.

      Just at that moment, Miss Shirely appeared by Lord Westwood’s side as if conjured from thin air. “Miss Shirely, I would like you to meet my brother, Mr. Thomas Reid, his partner Mrs. Wilhelmina Hastings, Mr. William Lockhearst and his partner, Miss Samantha Hastings.”

      Miss Shirely’s sharp eyes raked over Sam and Wilhelmina’s clothing, taking in the details of their dresses. Sam glared insolently back at Miss Shirely’s critical gaze, imagining the horrible critique she would give later to her social clique. Something about this girl rankled Sam.

      Miss Shirely broke eye contact with Sam and looked back at Lord Westwood with an innocent smile, batting her eyelashes. “I am not sure I really understand the game.”

      “That is alright, Miss Shirely. I will explain the rules to you,” Lord Westwood answered in a comforting tone, not one trace of annoyance in his response.

      Sam rolled her eyes at Wilhelmina who stifled a giggle before frowning at Sam for her impolite behavior. Witnessing the exchange between the two women, Lord Westwood’s lips twitched. He rearranged his features, but not before Sam caught his grin.

      “Beware, Mrs. Hastings, Benjamin cheats,” muttered Mr. Reid with a glance in his brother’s direction, quickly extending his arm to Wilhelmina. “We will need to watch him carefully.”

      “Edward has already warned me about your croquet tournaments,” laughed Wilhelmina, clasping Thomas’ arm. “I have no doubt we shall win.”
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      The sextet wandered down the lawn, away from the canopies and other guests. Each man carried a wooden mallet of varying colors with a thick solid band of color near the handle to match a specific ball. Set out on the manicured grass were several iron wickets, designed in the most complicated pattern known to mankind. Benjamin snorted when he saw the location of the hoops—Thomas’ imagination had certainly influenced the positioning of the wickets. Ignoring him, Thomas set up three colored balls at one end of the course.

      “Shall we allow the ladies to hit first?” suggested Mr. Lockhearst with a polite nod to Miss Hastings as he offered her his mallet. She took it from his hand, grasping the top of the handle carefully, so as not to brush her fingers against his.

      “I think, since Miss Shirely has the least amount of experience with this game, we should let her go first,” recommended Mrs. Hastings, a dash of venom in her sugary statement.

      Miss Shirely glared at her. Mrs. Hastings smiled serenely back and tilted her head slightly. Huffing, Miss Shirely accepted the mallet from Benjamin and leaned over the yellow ball. Her body positioned awkwardly, she swung the mallet with her eyes squeezed tightly shut. The mallet flew wide, missing the ball by several inches. Instead, a large chunk of grass sailed through the air, carved out of the ground by her wild swing. She pouted daintily and glanced up at Mr. Lockhearst who seemed struck silent by her sudden notice of him.

      “I guess I am just not strong enough,” she sighed, sending a winning smile in Benjamin’s direction as well. She delicately picked a blade of grass off her pale skirt.

      Benjamin watched her thoughtfully, failing to return her dazzling smile. Aunt Abigail may have been accurate in her assessment of Miss Shirely after all. She was feigning her inabilities to garner not only his attention but that of every man in the group. Benjamin slid his eyes furtively to the left, in his brother’s direction. Thomas, conscious of Miss Shirely’s pretense, raised his eyes dramatically at Benjamin, giving a subtle shake of his head. Then deliberately turning his back to Miss Shirely, Thomas placed his focus solely on Mrs. Hastings while they discussed their game strategy.

      Clearly not reaping Thomas’ notice, Miss Shirely pouted, her eyes flicked to Benjamin. She flashed a second, even larger smile toward him. Ignoring her flirting, Benjamin busied himself with resetting the ball in its starting place. He glanced up briefly at Miss Hastings, realizing she observed the entire exchange between Miss Shirely and the three gentlemen. A ghost of a grin crossed her lips as if Miss Hastings were enjoying his disappointment.

      Dejected by both brothers’ lack of interest, Miss Shirely turned her full attention back toward Mr. Lockhearst, a pout decorating her lovely face. Mr. Lockhearst took several unconscious steps toward Miss Shirely as if hypnotized by her beauty, his mouth hanging open slightly. Benjamin crossed his arms, bristling; Miss Hastings snorted quietly next to him.

      “Perhaps, one of us could help you swing the mallet?” suggested Mr. Lockhearst, using the opportunity to slide closer to Miss Shirely, his outstretched arms trying to slip around her delicate waist.

      “I think,” Miss Hastings declared in an unusual tone, “her partner should offer to help.” She watched Mr. Lockheast’s actions with a curious expression. “We would not want anyone think we cheated.”

      “I agree,” concurred Thomas with a nod as he looked up from his discussion with Mrs. Hastings.

      Benjamin flashed Miss Hastings a dark look. She tried to shrug innocently, but the ghostly smile graced her lips again. “It seems only fair, Lord Westwood.”

      Mr. Lockhearst moved away from Miss Shirely, lowering his arms slowly. He, too, had a scowl on his features. Benjamin stepped behind Miss Shirely with a sigh, carefully placing his hands further down on the mallet, so they did not accidentally brush against hers. Warily, he swung the mallet with her, striking the ball evenly, sending it flying across the grass. As soon as the mallet connected, he immediately released the handle and moved several paces away, lest he appeared more eager to Miss Shirely than he intended.

      Oblivious of his departure, Miss Shirely clapped her hands, dropping the mallet and squealing, the high-pitched sound grating his nerves. Benjamin shook his head slightly. Aunt Abigail was correct, he needed to reconsider his judgment of Miss Shirely. Surely no man should be subject to such ridiculous behavior.

      “Look how far it went,” Miss Shirely sang, dancing in a little circle, earning a charming smile from Mr. Lockhearst.

      Benjamin groaned, his eyes floating upward. He sighed deeply, longing to pinch the bridge of his nose. A small snort next to him drew his attention. Miss Hastings, spun away from Miss Shirely’s absurd antics, was struggling to keep ahold of her manners. She bit her lip forcefully, her eyes watering. Her eyes rose to him, dancing with amusement. Benjamin felt his loins stir. That plump lower lip, caught between her teeth, enticed him. He desired to taste her again, to feel her soft skin warming beneath his touch, to claim her over and over again until neither of them could move.

      “Miss Hastings, you are next,” Thomas interrupted Benjamin’s wicked thoughts.

      Smoothing her face, Miss Hastings turned around again and squared her shoulders. Looked down the course toward the first impossible wicket, she swung hard, connecting with a solid whack. Her red ball soared through the air, bouncing several yards beyond Miss Shirely’s yellow ball. It stopped just short of the first hoop. A smug smile appeared on Miss Hasting’s lips and vanished immediately, controlled by a discreet pinch from Mrs. Hastings.

      “What a fantastic hit,” crowed Mr. Lockhearst, jumping around with an inane celebration of his own. “I definitely chose the best partner.”

      “We shall see,” stated Mrs. Hastings grimly, stepping up next to the blue ball. With a deft swing, the ball flew several meters, knocking Miss Shirely’s ball away from the wicket, and bounced through the first hoop. Miss Shirely shrieked angrily; Mrs. Hastings winked at Miss Hastings.

      “I see Edward taught you how to play too,” laughed Miss Hastings.

      “Edward was not best at everything,” replied Mrs. Hastings with a wink. “I played a few games as a child.” She walked to her ball and took a second hit, sending it halfway across the course toward the second wicket.

      Mrs. Hastings’ comment drew Benjamin backward in time to summers spent on this very lawn with Thomas and Edward—three mischievous boys with nothing to do but invent dreadfully complicated wicket formations. A strange hollow feeling echoed in his body. He glanced up. Miss Hastings watched him intently as if she could read his melancholy.

      “Trade,” announced Benjamin, distracting himself from his thoughts.

      Mrs. Hastings passed her mallet to Thomas who accepted it with a boasting smile. Miss Hastings, too, relinquished her mallet, which Mr. Lockhearst seemed a little too eager to take. Benjamin noticed Mr. Lockhearst allowed his hand to linger longer on Miss Hastings’ than necessary, one digit slipped across her fingers. Benjamin’s eyes narrowed.

      Anger welled up in him; he longed to rip off Mr. Lockhearst’s arm. Instead, Benjamin walked to the errant yellow ball and whacked it with so much force, it passed Miss Hastings’ red ball and lined up perfectly with the opening. It sailed through the first hoop, allowing Benjamin to take a second turn. This hit placed him within a few yards of the next wicket.

      “Do not worry, Miss Hastings, we will catch up,” Mr. Lockhearst vowed in a low tone as he marched toward their ball, still positioned behind the first wicket.

      “I shall not worry, Mr. Lockhearst,” replied Miss Hastings, swallowing a grin.

      After several more strokes, Mrs. Hastings and Thomas remained in the lead, closing in on the final post. Miss Hastings and Mr. Lockhearst found themselves less than one yard behind them. Benjamin and Miss Shirely trailed far behind.

      As Miss Shirely stepped up to hit her lagging yellow ball, she smacked it violently in the wrong direction. The ball sailed skyward with more force than any of the other players anticipated and disappeared into the hedges surrounding their playing field. After swinging the mallet in a wide arc, Miss Shirely collapsed on the ground in an elegant heap, exhausted from the effort and claiming a sprained ankle. All play was halted as they searched for the missing ball.

      “I think she did that on purpose,” muttered Miss Hastings to Mrs. Hastings as they hunted through the grass, neither woman aware of Benjamin’s proximity.

      “Manners, Samantha,” reminded Mrs. Hastings without glancing up. She stooped to look under a nearby bush. Benjamin snickered softly as he listened; it seemed as though Mrs. Hastings was programmed to correct Miss Hastings’ objectionable decorum automatically. Miss Hastings stuck her tongue out at her sister-in-law’s back, just as Benjamin stepped around the hedge.

      “I do not believe that particular behavior is considered proper either,” he snickered.

      “Lord Westwood, I do not remember asking you for etiquette lessons,” Miss Hastings muttered quietly so Mrs. Hastings could not hear her retort. She stuck her tongue out at him as well.

      Benjamin moved closer to her, noting how the sunlight captured the red tinges in her hair. He lowered his voice, placing his lips near her ear. “I can give you private lessons if you like.”

      “I am not interested in learning anything you are offering to teach,” blushed Miss Hastings, twisting to her right to look him directly in the eye.

      His gaze greedily followed the blush as it traveled below her décolletage. “I have been told I am an excellent tutor.”

      “By whom?”

      “A gentleman never tells.”

      “I thought we established you were not a gentleman.”

      “Then you should not be surprised by my actions. However, since you are attuned to gentlemen, I must warn you. I have a suspicion Mr. Lockhearst is not one either,” rumbled Benjamin. His head tilted in the direction of the aforementioned man.

      Mr. Lockhearst lounged on the grass next to Miss Shirely, entertaining her with some longwinded story, neither he nor Miss Shirely feigning any interest in locating the missing croquet ball. Benjamin noted Miss Shirely glowed under Mr. Lockhearst’s singular attention. She giggled in appreciation of his devotion, pretending to accidentally brush her hand along his sleeve as she adjusted her injured ankle. Mr. Lockhearst fawned over her painful situation, offering words of sympathy and patting her hand.

      Benjamin shook his head, disgust roiling in his stomach. “I hope you do not have your mind set upon Mr. Lockhearst as a potential suitor.”

      “Do not worry, dear guardian, I have no intention of giving Mr. Lockhearst any encouragement,” she paused, “or any other man for that matter.”

      Benjamin narrowed his eyes. This was going to be a long season.

      “I found it,” stated Mrs. Hastings, interrupting Benjamin’s retort. She stood up with a grimace, adjusting her skirt. Bits of leaves stuck in her hair, the yellow ball clasped tightly in her hand. She waved it triumphantly in Miss Hastings’ direction.

      “I do not think Miss Shirely wishes to continue the game,” observed Miss Hastings as she nonchalantly increased the space between her and Benjamin, placing Mrs. Hastings directly between the two of them. Mrs. Hastings did not notice Miss Hastings’ subtle movement; however, Benjamin found it particularly amusing.

      In the distance, Miss Shirely limped slowly toward the house, her right leg gracefully lifted as she leaned her weight on Mr. Lockhearst’s offered arm. Miss Shirely’s pretty face strained with the effort of the pretense. She gingerly moved toward the nearest canopy. Mr. Lockhearst deposited her in a chair under the tent, and within moments, several young men flocked around, bringing punch and food.

      “I guess she did not enjoy losing the game,” Miss Hastings muttered under her breath, her voice carried louder than she expected.

      “Samantha!” hissed Mrs. Hastings, her gaze flying to Benjamin, silently begging him to forgive Miss Hastings’ improper comment. “Lord Westwood does not care for your prejudiced hypothesis.”

      “Are you implying Miss Shirely’s actions are fraudulent?” inquired Benjamin with a curious tone. He stared at her over Mrs. Hasting’s head.

      “No, my Lord,” answered Miss Hastings, casting her eyes down as Mrs. Hastings nodded in approval of the proper response. How often did Mrs. Hastings give subtle cues to improve Miss Hastings’ refreshing lack of societal manners?

      “I think we should offer her our sympathy for her injury, a sprained ankle is quite painful,” suggested Mrs. Hastings, a firm tone in her voice. Handing the ball to Benjamin with a smile and a curtsy, Mrs. Hastings turned to start up the lawn. She signaled for Miss Hastings to follow with a snap of her fingers.

      “My Lord,” curtsied Miss Hastings. “It was a pleasure beating you at croquet.” Smiling sweetly, she dashed after Mrs. Hastings, catching her in seconds. “Someone should offer us sympathy for having to spend time with the wretched woman,” she muttered loudly.

      “Samantha!” chastised Mrs. Hastings. Her irritation ebbed across the lawn. “I had one simple request.”

      “Leave my shoes on?”

      “Behave as a lady,” retorted Mrs. Hastings and marched up the lawn. Miss Hastings sighed heavily, her shoulders deflating. Lifting her skirt, she trailed after Mrs. Hastings without another word.

      “Opinionated is she not?” Thomas’ voice resonated over Benjamin’s shoulder.

      “Very,” agreed Benjamin with a private grin. “Would you expect any less from Edward’s sister?”

      Thomas chuckled. “Actually, I would expect more.”

      “Did I ever tell you about the time she tried to stab me through the heart with a foil?”

      Thomas looked at Benjamin with a smirk. “Really? I thought you were an excellent swordsman.”

      “She attacked me from behind.” Benjamin rubbed the raised scar on his hand.

      Thomas paused for a moment, his eye catching Benjamin’s unconscious movement. “Is that where the scar on your hand came from?”

      “Yes.”

      Thomas howled with laughter. “Little Sam is quite dangerous.”

      “That she is,” answered Benjamin grimly, watching her figure move gracefully over the lawn. She reached the shade of the canopy and was plunged into shadow as she passed under the canvas. He felt drawn to her, unable to see her features now the shade encompassed her. He quickened his pace, wanting to be nearer. Thomas fell in step beside him.

      “Edward must have trusted you a lot.”

      “Why would you say that?” Benjamin asked in a distracted tone, glancing at Thomas.

      “Of all his friends, you were the only person to ever meet her.”

      “I would hardly ravish a ten-year-old,” Benjamin replied scornfully.

      “Still, with all your less than honorable exploits, he made you her guardian,” Thomas pointed out.

      “Yes, he did,” mused Benjamin, perturbed by the very fact.

      They walked for several moments without speaking. Benjamin sensed Thomas wanted to ask a personal question. Benjamin held his tongue, tossing the yellow ball in the air as they climbed the gentle slope.

      “And Miss Shirely?”

      “Miss Shirely?”

      “Is she to be my sister-in-law?” pressed Thomas. He snatched the ball out of the air with a jovial grin.

      “I believe Miss Shirely and I are not well suited,” replied Benjamin, gesturing toward the canopy.

      Miss Shirely remained seated under the tent, her right foot propped on a footstool. Gentlemen gathered around her like she was holding court, each one attempting to gain her favor. She smiled at each one, in turn, sharing her attention amongst all the young men.

      “Mother will be so disappointed,” laughed Thomas.

      “I am sure Mother would be more disappointed if I married Miss Shirely.”

      “Then whom do you intend on marrying?” asked Thomas curiously. “With your terrible taste in women, I would like to approve of my sister-in-law before the wedding.”

      Benjamin tersely replied, “I have other options.”

      Thomas waited for clarification, however, Benjamin offered none. They continued the rest of the walk silently.

      Samantha, the name whispered on the breeze ruffling Benjamin’s hair; the scent of honeysuckle strong in his nostrils. His eyes scanned the canopy again for Miss Hastings’ familiar face, his heart lightening when he caught sight of her, the glint of sunlight on a chestnut curl. Somehow, she had managed to plant herself on the outside edge of the canopy. A grin spread across his face. She looked rather miserable, trying to discreetly edge away from Mr. Charles Leveret II. Mrs. Hastings’ well-trained hand snaked out and gripped Miss Hastings’ nearby arm. He saw her wince; Mrs. Hastings’ biting fingers were made of iron.

      Poor Miss Hastings, he thought with a wry smile, Mrs. Hastings would throw every available suitor into her path—Samantha was due for a long season as well.
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      “I am bored,” Sam whined, acutely aware she sounded very much like her absent nieces.

      “Then find something to do,” Wilhelmina responded without looking from her embroidery. Gnawing on her tongue, she poked a thread through the needle, allowing the metal piece to slide down the string.

      “I want to go outside.” Sam twisted away from Wilhelmina’s smug smile and stared out the window at a slate gray sky, her lower lip stuck out in a dramatic pout.

      Wilhelmina looked up from her lap, the needle hovering an inch above the napkin she was embroidering. Glancing quickly at the window, she shook her head at the burgeoning clouds.

      “It is going to rain again,” she answered, stabbing the cloth and pulling the thread gently through.

      Sam muttered an incoherent reply, complete with inappropriate language. Wilhelmina glanced up again at the sound.

      “You could work on your correspondence,” Wilhelmina suggested brightly, flashing a false smile before returning to her hoop again. She tied a knot and leaned over to search through a basket near her feet. Selecting a different colored string, she threaded her needle in one expert movement and grinned to herself.

      “There is no one left to write to,” replied Sam. She wagged her ink-stained fingers in Wilhelmina’s direction.

      “You have been neglecting your embroidery,” Wilhelmina pointed at the discarded hoop to her left.

      Sam pondered the idea briefly. “My fingers are still sore from last week.”

      “What about reading a book?” Wilhelmina mumbled around the needle in her mouth. “Usually I cannot get you to put one down.”

      Sam rolled her eyes.

      “I saw that,” her sister-in-law retorted without looking up. “You forget I have three children and right now, they are better behaved than you.”

      “They are not stuck inside, staring out a window,” Sam pointed out. She blew out a breath dramatically.

      “In fact, they are,” answered Wilhelmina. “They are upstairs, working on their lessons, and I am sure they would rather be outside too. Although you do not hear them whining.”

      “I would if I was upstairs with them,” Sam muttered.

      Wilhelmina ignored her. “Do not go upstairs and bother them.”

      Sam sighed and flopped down on the settee next to Wilhelmina. The sudden movement jostled the latter woman who stuck her finger. Wilhelmina sighed and dropped the needle, sucking on the tip where a drop of blood formed.

      “Samantha,” she announced, “I do not care what you do. But please, find something, you are beginning to annoy me.”

      “Sorry, Wilhelmina.”

      Sam had been out of sorts since Lady Westwood’s birthday party. She found herself reminded of Lord Westwood at the oddest moments—like during this morning’s breakfast when his name startled her by appearing in bold and dark letters in the society paper. His face swam into her mind, his blazing green eyes burning like molten emeralds. Mentally berating herself, she tried to clear him from her mind but found herself returning again and again to the kiss they had shared on the balcony. Having very little experience to draw from, she assumed her infatuation stemmed from his lips being the first to touch hers intimately. However, the memory of his mouth, soft and hard at the same time, continued to cause ghostly tingles across the sensitive skin of her lips.

      Shuddering, Sam glanced out the window again and rose quickly, pacing past the drawing room doors–a nervous ball of energy–unable to escape the thoughts of Lord Westwood, which chased her about the room. At his mother’s birthday party, he had remained cold and distant except for their brief tête-à-tête after the croquet game, when she saw a flash of his playfulness break through the icy façade.

      Why had Lord Westwood chosen to distance himself? She agonized over the thought as she paced. She concluded his nature was exactly as Edward had described to her—a true rake. Sam was not sure which irked her more—the fact she fell for his charms in the first place or the fact, no matter how many stern lectures she gave herself, she continued to fantasize about him.

      At least his imperceptible gentlemanly nature, which she would never admit he possessed, prevented him from taking advantage of her naïveté. Even so, she found herself anticipating the Leveret’s ball, wanting to see the man with bright green eyes.

      For the past two days, she paced the sitting room, trapped inside this prison of a house, surrounded by her churning thoughts. Yesterday’s rain, unrelentingly beat against the house, fraying her nerves and leaving her unable to avoid her thoughts of Lord Westwood’s wicked mouth. It was enough to try any sane person. She needed fresh air to clear her mind, the murmur of the wind through trees and the sound of water.

      Ideally, she wanted to wander beside the lake next to Hastings Manor, to dip her toes in the calm water; however, that desired solution was currently impossible. She wished for the diversion of country living. Sighing, she found herself drawn to the window again.

      “Maybe just a half hour,” she whispered, slipping out of the room and heading toward the hallway to grab her wrap.

      “What did you say, Samantha?” Wilhelmina asked, her eyes darting up from her needlepoint. An empty room answered her question; Sam had already disappeared out the door.

      The cool air greeted Sam’s face with a brisk kiss–an intimate exchange between old friends. She lifted her head toward the cloudy sky and decided to walk the ten minutes to the nearby park. If she kept her quick pace, she would have plenty of time to stroll leisurely along the riverbank and return before the first fat drops littered the sidewalks. She lifted her skirts and sped up, crossing the street without a backward glimpse.

      Although it was mid-morning, Sam met very few people on the route. The street appeared deserted, except for a few carriages that rushed their owners’ home from whereabouts unknown. Most people, Sam surmised, must be hiding inside their houses, avoiding the impending storm. She grimaced; most people were not agonizing over a silly kiss.

      Sam found the park completely empty. The lush green square of grass grew along the riverbank, her solace away from Hastings Manor. More than once, she found herself drawn to this part of town whenever the homesickness became too much to bear. Sam ached to remove her shoes and stockings and run barefoot across the park. Reminiscing of warm summer days at Hastings Manor, she slyly looked to her left and right. Appreciating the solitude, she deftly plucked her shoes and stockings off her feet. Tucking her stockings into her shoes, she wiggled her toes in the blades of grass.

      Then she set off down the bank, allowing the grass to tickle the bottom of her feet. Sam hummed happily as she swung her shoes in her left hand. The grass sprung back resiliently the moment her foot removed its weight. Sam smiled. No trace of her indiscretion, the grass ate up her footprints almost immediately. Tipping her head back, she stared at the sky. Judging how much time had passed since she had left the townhouse, Sam decided a few more minutes would be allowable before she returned to her suffocating prison. The soft grass was too inviting.

      “What the devil are you doing?” The gruff voice took Sam by surprise. She gasped, nearly dropping her shoes down the bank into the river. The one man she was trying to get out of her mind now appeared in front of her, an apparition who refused to quit haunting her.

      Peering up the gentle slope, she apprehensively watched Lord Westwood approach. His long legs closed the distance between them, faster than she anticipated. She debated hiding but found herself frozen with fear like a deer suddenly caught in a field. Sam stopped walking and stood very still. She hoped the length of her dress would cover her naked feet. The shoes she hid behind her back.

      “Lord Westwood,” she called out a greeting, hoping he did not notice the trepidation in her voice.

      “What are you doing out here, by yourself, with no chaperone when it is about to rain?” he demanded as he advanced. No sooner had the words left his lips than the steely sky above them opened and drenched them both.

      “I was taking a walk,” Sam replied with a shiver as the cold droplets pierced her skin.

      “Are you crazy?” Lord Westwood fumed. By this time, both of them were soaked completely to the skin, rivulets of water streamed down his face.

      “I was not doing anything wrong,” she retorted, her shoes still tucked behind her back.

      “My carriage will take you home,” he gestured impatiently to a black carriage waiting several yards away on the street.

      Sam did not move. She looked wildly between him and the carriage, wondering how she could walk with dignity through the park without exposing her secret. Lord Westwood would surely notice her shoes were not on her feet. She crinkled her exposed toes under the hem of her sopping muslin dress and shook her head resolutely.

      “No, thank you, my Lord, I prefer to walk.” Her teeth chattered loudly.

      “Obstinate woman,” he growled. “Do not force me to carry you.”

      “You would not dare,” she gasped, blushing at the thought of his hands wrapped intimately around her waist.

      Lord Westwood arched an eyebrow as if accepting her challenge and took a step toward her. She lithely leapt out of his reach, exposing her pink toes. He stopped short.

      “Where are your shoes?” Lord Westwood roared.

      Sam shrugged and brought her left hand out from behind her back, the missing shoes and stockings, now hopelessly saturated.

      “In my hand,” she murmured, avoiding his eyes. Another infraction; Wilhelmina would hear of this, Sam was certain. What horrible societal punishment would Wilhelmina think up this time?

      Lord Westwood took a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they blazed darkly. Lunging, he swept her into his arms, pulling her body tight against him. Before Sam could react, he carted her through the rain to his waiting carriage and deposited her, none too gently, on the leather seat. Hefting himself in as well, he slammed the door with a grimace. He sank onto the velvet cushion with a squelch and knocked on the window. His driver cracked a whip, and the carriage lurched forward.

      Sam opened her mouth to speak, but no words formed. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Instead, she stared at his stony face, willing him to speak but fearing his words. After several times of opening and closing her mouth, she gave up and sat dripping on the cushion. Minutes crawled by, Sam spending the time memorizing the pattern on the floor.

      She tucked her bare feet under her skirt as much to warm them as to prevent them from reminding Lord Westwood of his temper. Hoping to sit in silence the rest of the way to Wilhelmina’s townhouse, she adjusted the curtain slightly to peer out the window and gasped. They were traveling in the opposite direction.

      Noticing her distress, Lord Westwood spoke in a monotone, “We are going to change clothes first.”

      Sam’s head snapped up, her wet hair flinging drops of water on the upholstery. “Why?” she stammered, immediately wishing she could swallow her question.

      “Because I am soaked to the skin as are you.” He silenced Sam’s protest with a hard look. “Imagine how Mrs. Hastings will react if I deposit you on her doorstep with us both in this state. Now, I have had an exceptionally long day. I am cold and tired and would appreciate it if you would sit there, and for once, not argue with me.”

      Sam nodded mutely. Wilhelmina would be furious. First, because it rained, and Sam was foolish enough to get caught in it; second, because she had no shoes on; and third, because she left without a chaperone and compromised her virtue riding home with an unmarried man. Although technically he was her guardian, she allowed. Wilhelmina would doubtfully ever let Sam out of her sight again. So much for her freedom, Sam thought sadly. Wilhelmina might actually lock Sam inside her bedchamber.

      She sighed. Lord Westwood had a point, however frustrating it felt to admit he was right; it would be best to return in a somewhat presentable state. Although she did not want to spend the rest of the morning alone with him, in his bachelor lodgings while her clothes dried. That excursion would certainly create fodder for the gossiping biddies. Somehow, someone would see her, then the rumors would destroy her carefully crafted reputation. Not to mention his ability to annihilate the rational side of her mind with just his presence.

      “Where are we going?” Sam asked in terror as her mind whirled with dreadful possibilities and the sudden realization of the seriousness of the situation.

      “We are going to my mother’s residence on the outskirts of town. We will be able to dry our clothes without any unnecessary attention,” he declared, reading her worries. “Now, please, hold your tongue before you anger me further.”

      Sam fought to stay quiet. She counted the seconds in her head, squeezing her eyes tightly shut, but her nerves strained under the forced silence. She giggled. Once she started, the laugh became louder, coming in hiccups as she struggled to remain silent. Her hand clamped over her mouth to stifle the sound, but it only caused her entire body to shake. Unable to control her laughter, she glanced up at Lord Westwood with wild eyes.

      Lord Westwood glared at her as though she were mad. “Are you trying my patience on purpose? I warn you, it is not endless.”

      “No.” Sam battled to breathe. She felt hysterical as if her soul wanted to climb out of her skin. His anger palpable in the tiny carriage, Sam tried to control her panic.

      “I giggle when I get nervous,” she explained weakly after covering another giggle with an odd hiccup. The sound wrenched itself under her tongue.

      “I see,” he replied icily. He shifted slightly, moving closer to her side of the carriage.

      “I am trying to stop.” The bubble of laughter hovered dangerously in her throat.

      Lord Westwood leaned forward further, his warm breath caressing her lips. When he spoke, his voice filled with curiosity. “Do I make you nervous?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, scooting back against the leather. She tried to avoid his intense eyes, looking lower and focusing on his mouth. Wrong choice, she thought, her eyes searching the tiny carriage for somewhere else to stare, but his face filled her entire vision. Her heart beat loudly, thumping hard against her chest. She feared Lord Westwood would hear the sound. Sam’s chest rose quickly as her breath caught the remaining giggle and she swallowed uneasily.

      She shivered violently, her teeth chattering from the chill of her wet clothes. She noticed her hands trembling uncontrollably in the dimness of the carriage. Rubbing her hands together, she shuddered again. She blew on her hands to warm them and finally placed them against her cheeks. Her face burned hot under the coolness of her fingertips.

      Lord Westwood regarded her silently, remaining a few meters closer to her than socially acceptable. He shook his head suddenly and settled himself properly on his bench again.

      “Are your feet cold?” he asked abruptly. His gruff tone grated through the silence in the carriage.

      “My feet?” echoed Sam, staring distractedly at her toes. They did seem an unusual shade of blue.

      “Yes, feet, cold,” Lord Westwood prodded. She looked up to see concern flash through his green eyes. They seemed duller today, Sam noted absently, thinking perhaps he was dealing with an exhausting business matter. Her gaze flickered back to her exposed toes.

      “Yes.” They were numb as well, but she did not mention that fact.

      Without asking her permission, Lord Westwood reached down and seized her feet from under the soaked muslin skirt. His hands massaged heat into her skin. Sam sunk down, her legs resting on his lap. She felt hot and cold at the same time. Although Lord Westwood rubbed warmth into Sam’s feet, she continued to shake incessantly. The rocking carriage lulled her like a cradle as her chin dropped to her chest. Sam’s eyelids fluttered shut as a fever took hold.
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      “Keep your guard up, Sammie.” Edward’s jovial voice carried across the lawn, disrupting a pair of nesting birds. They squawked angrily, flying over the lake toward a willow tree resting on the other side of the bank. Their displeasure echoed across the calm water.

      “Sammie, do not drop your hand, it will make you an easy target,” Edward instructed. His eyes gleamed as he lunged toward Sam, the epee swung wide.

      Sam ducked easily since Edward towered two feet above her. She giggled, returning with a thrust, which he neatly side-stepped. The warm sun shone on them like a spotlight, highlighting each block and parry. Flashes of light, momentarily blinding any observer, glinted like fireflies.

      “Ah ha,” shouted Edward playfully. He lunged forward again, quickly catching Sam’s left shoulder with the tip of his foil. He laughed, pretending to remove an invisible hat before he bowed teasingly at Sam.

      “Point and match,” he shouted, his adult frame galloping boastful circles around their make-shift arena. Sam glared at him, sticking out her pink tongue as he continued to dance around.

      “Someday, I will beat you,” vowed Sam, her narrowed eyes following her older brother’s antics.

      Edward stopped mid-celebration and chewed thoughtfully on his lip. “True, but you’ll have to catch me first,” he taunted and raced across the grass to a picnic spread under an oak tree.

      Sam ran as fast as her little legs could carry her, a blur of motion and color on an otherwise peaceful day. She collapsed on the blanket, reaching for one of the sandwiches Edward had piled on his plate. He blocked her hand with his arm, a devilish grin on his face.

      “Too slow again,” he teased. “To the winner go the spoils.”

      “Edward Hastings,” Governess McConnell addressed him as if he was still her charge. “I do not think teaching a ten-year-old fencing is your Great-Uncle’s idea of helping me tutor.”

      “Sure, it is,” Edward replied around the watercress sandwich stuffed in his mouth. “Father taught me at that age; both Uncle Ephraim and Father learned at an even younger age.”

      “But Samantha is a girl,” Governess McConnell pointed out, her voice dripped with scandal.

      “Are you really?” Edward turned toward his sister with a mocking expression. He grinned, then tickled Sam until she shrieked with laughter.

      “Ladies should learn about tea and embroidery.” Governess McConnell’s pinched face glared at him sternly over Sam’s braided head.

      Edward smirked, “I do not know anything about those activities. Uncle said to teach her about things I knew. And hey, come back here.”

      Sam had managed to steal several sandwiches off his plate during the conversation. Leaping off the blanket, she ran for the lake, squishing the food in her clenched fists. She had almost reached the willow tree on the lake’s edge before Edward tackled her, scattering sandwiches in every direction.

      “You little thief,” he said, hauling Sam to her feet by her wrists. “You are going to have to learn to run faster than that.”

      Sam squealed with glee as he lifted her onto his shoulders. Dancing around the willow tree, Edward pretended to trip, almost dropping Sam into the lake’s still blue water. Laughing happily, she clung to his head, grappling fistfuls of his chestnut hair to regain her balance. They both ignored Governess McConnell’s criticizing commentary, a tirade of should-nots that leapt from her lips in a rapid staccato. Annoyed and frustrated, she marched into the house, her mouth pressed into a thin line of disapproval.

      Edward whirled around in dizzying circles for several more minutes after the governess disappeared inside. As he danced, the hem of Sam’s dress fell in his face, blocking his view. Edward leaned precariously to his left, struggling to swipe the cloth from his eyes. He stumbled on an exposed root of the willow tree and caught his foot, falling forward. Edward landed on the grass with a loud thump, knocking the breath from his lungs. Sam flew off his shoulders, bouncing several times before rolling unceremoniously into the lake.

      Freezing water shocked a screech from Sam’s throat. Her empty lungs filled with water just as her feet touched the muddy bottom of the lake bed. She clawed her way toward the sky, able to see Edward’s rippling face on the surface. Her water-logged dress, petticoat, and layers of underclothes provided strong resistance, and Sam felt herself sinking down into the reeds. Kicking her feet caused mud to swirl up around her, the view of Edward becoming distorted.

      Maybe I’ll just live with the mermaids, Sam’s oxygen-deprived brain decided. Her legs kicked off from the ground again, but the weeds wrapped tightly around her boots. Struggling, she stretched her arms to Edward. Blackness clouded her vision, creeping in slowly from the sides. She extended her fingers a bit more, the bones seeming to pop out of their sockets. The shadows closed quickly, leaving Edward’s blue eyes burning in her mind.

      There was so much pain in the blue, colored with a touch a fear that circled around his pupils. Sam wished she could take Edward’s pain away. Perhaps he could live at the bottom of the lake with her. Her eyes closed.

      A rock poked unmercifully at her spine, threatening to pierce her skin. Her head rolled sideways, and she opened her eyes. She stared in confusion at the blurry colors, which dripped down her face, gathering under her cheek; her vision cleared. A thick green canopy captured her attention. It seemed such a lovely color to be growing under the water.

      Sam’s eyes refocused, and she realized she was staring at a tree, more specifically, the willow tree at the edge of the lake. Edward’s worried voice called to her faintly as if trapped in a deep hole. Suddenly, a rush of sound and color overloaded her senses, making her woozy. Soft hands lifted her head as she vomited lake water.

      “Sammie,” Edward sighed. He wrapped her in his wet arms, his hair dripping onto her face. So much emotion was packed in that one word, Sam felt as though her heart would break in two. Cradling the mess of curls to his head, Edward whispered her name continuously. They sat motionless in the cold sun. He cried, and Sam cried. She clung to him as he breathed for her.

      Governess McConnell found the two of them curled on the ground. Her pursed lips showed her displeasure, but she wisely held her tongue. She lifted Sam from Edward’s lap, after prying his fingers from her head. The three sloshed silently toward the front of the house, ignoring the picnic still spread carelessly on the lawn.

      As the trio rounded the corner, they were greeted by a freezing wind. Shivering in Governess McConnell’s arms, Sam coughed several times, shaking her tiny frame.

      “I want to walk with Edward,” whined Sam.

      “Quiet child. I need to get you out of these wet clothes before you catch a chill.”

      Quickly bustling Sam into her bedchamber, Governess McConnell stripped Sam of her ruined dress and tucked her under a heaping pile of blankets. Sam–lost in a sea of white linen–became delirious from fever within the hour. She rambled about mermaids and fencing.

      The fever she contracted took a bad turn around midnight, and its tiny victim, already weak, now struggled to survive. Fretting with worry, Edward sent for the doctor as well as Uncle Ephraim. Ephraim arrived early the next morning when the moon was still visible in the sky. He brought with him several trunks, two more doctors, and one specialist. The diagnosis was the same; they would have to wait for the fever to break.

      Edward spent the day holding Sam’s hand. Her skin, as pale as the sheets, burned under his touch. She tossed fitfully, calling his name in a hoarse voice. The darkened room reeked of sweat and sickness, the combination stinging his nostrils. Sam’s hair, dull against the white pillows, clung in patches to her cheeks and forehead.

      Taking a cool cloth, Edward gently dabbed her forehead and tried to force lukewarm broth down her throat, stroking her throat softly to help her swallow the liquid. He vowed not to leave her side, reading to her continuously, books from his classes, books from their library, even books he found hidden in the governess’ room. He prayed, lips moving fervently, eyes cast upward, and he swore such blasphemies even the doctors blushed.

      After two days of pacing and cursing, Edward exhausted himself beyond reason. Unable to keep his tired body awake, he passed into a dreamless slumber. The gilded armchair stationed by the bed provided a cocoon for him to rest. His head drooped to his chest as fatigue claimed him.

      A little voice traveled across the sleep-veiled barrier. Softly at first, it grew more insistent, waiting for a response. Edward mumbled incoherently and smiled in his sleep.

      “Edward.”

      Awakening with a start, Edward fell out of his chair. Placing both hands on the bed, he heaved himself back into a sitting position. His eyes flicked to the bed where Sam sat, propped against the headboard. She studied him with a concerned look on her face.

      “Edward, I have been calling your name for nearly five minutes,” she scolded, placing her hands on her hips.

      “Sammie!”

      Leaping on top of the bed and haphazardly knocking books onto the floor, Edward threw his arms around his sister. He buried his face in her little neck, wetting her nightdress with tears, sobbing uncontrollably.

      Sam stroked his hair, her arms wrapped tightly around his head. Ephraim discovered this odd picture ten minutes later—a child comforting an adult. He entered the room silently and waited quietly for a moment. Clearing his throat to announce his presence, Ephraim allowed Edward to regain his composure before stepping forward.

      “Samantha, I am pleased to find you awake.”

      “Uncle Ephraim,” her eyes crinkled in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

      He crossed the room, leaning heavily on his left leg. With a grunt, he sat in the chair recently abandon by Edward, rubbing his knee with a mutter about cold weather. He gazed at Sam for a moment with the same blue eyes, although slightly dimmer, as both his niece and nephew.

      “Well, my dear, you almost died,” he stated in his gruff voice. “However, it seems as though you are much stronger than the doctors supposed.” He paused at that moment and withdrew a handkerchief. Coughing several times into the cloth, he refolded it and placed it back in his pocket.

      “Uncle Ephraim,” began Edward. “She is too young to hear things like that.”

      “Ridiculous,” replied Ephraim in a tone indicating the much-conversed subject was closed. His eyes never left Sam’s face. “It is important to deal with reality, and I do not have time to cater to your overprotective tendencies, Edward. Now, Samantha, you are on strict orders to remain inside for the next few weeks.”

      “Yes sir,” replied Sam, her face unreadable.

      Ephraim coughed again, a deep, throated sound which reverberated through his chest. “I have been speaking with Governess McConnell, and she has brought to my attention you have been practicing fencing. She has expressed her concern about the inappropriate tutoring you have been receiving from Edward. I am sorry to inform you that Governess McConnell will no longer be offering her services. I shall see about finding you a proper tutor.”

      A wide grin split Sam’s face. “Thank you, Uncle Ephraim.”

      Ephraim leaned forward with a wink. “I have added a few more books to your library. They are on the large table downstairs. However, this one is special; it was your father’s favorite.” He pulled a small, leather-bound book from his coat pocket and placed it carefully on the bed.

      “I am residing here at Hastings Manor for a week at least, possibly longer, just to ensure you are in full health. Nevertheless, at this moment, I have some business that needs tending to if you would excuse me.” Ephraim stood with a groan, stretched out his legs to relieve the stiffness in his knees and shuffled toward the door. He paused at the frame and turned around with a mischievous grin. “Samantha, once you are feeling better, I expect an exemplary demonstration of your fencing skills.”

      As Ephraim opened the chamber door, he was met by the butler who had just raised his arm to knock on the door. Ephraim nodded politely and continued his heavy step down the hallway.

      “Lord Hastings, a Mr. Reid and his luggage have arrived.” Edward glanced up at the butler who stood waiting in the room for further instructions.

      “Damn,” Edward cursed under his breath. “I forgot I had invited him for a hunting weekend.”

      “Who is Mr. Reid?” asked Sam. She stopped leafing through the book on her lap and regarded her brother with a curious expression.

      “An old friend from school,” replied Edward. “Perhaps I should send him away.”

      “There is no need,” answered Sam with a wave of her hand. “Uncle Ephraim is here to watch over me. Enjoy your weekend.”

      Edward nodded and turned back toward the butler. “Show him to the informal sitting room and prepare some food. I’m sure he is hungry.”

      “As you wish,” the butler nodded. “Glad to see you awake, Miss Hastings.” He smiled a rare smile and disappeared out the door.

      “Sammie, if you feel even the slightest bit dizzy or sick, please let me know.” He placed a gentle hand against her forehead, judging the strength of her fever.

      She nodded, returning her attention to the book. Edward remained immobile on the bed, studying Sam.

      “Edward,” Sam spoke quietly after a few moments without even glancing up from the page. “You have a guest. It is impolite to keep him waiting.”

      “Can I get you anything?” he asked, standing suddenly.

      “Please open the drapes,” Sam decided after a moment. “I want to see the sunshine.”

      “Certainly.” Edward glanced at the book in her lap as passed beside the bed. “I remember that story. You’ll love it, it’s about pirates.”

      “Is there sword fighting?” Sam’s eyes shone.

      Edward laughed. “There may even be a curse word or two.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          March 1853 – Westwood Estate

        

      

    

    
      The candles burned low, casting a dreary gloom across the bedchamber. Benjamin, his large frame folded uncomfortably into a tiny wooden chair stationed beside a rumpled bed, slumped snoring. His head, heavy from exhaustion, rested carelessly on the bed, while an arm dangled, forgotten, on the floor. Miss Hastings mumbled a nonsensical word or two and fitfully thrashed in the bed of tangled sheets. At the first sound, Benjamin sat straight up and stretched, pain radiating through his cramped muscles. Standing slowly, he moved in front of a fire crackling in the nearby grate, both eyes focused on the girl sleeping restlessly next to him.

      For two days, she slept, her fever bringing nightmares of the past. Occasionally, she whimpered; a soul-baring sound that nearly brought tears to Benjamin’s eyes. He wanted to comfort her, but thus far his efforts were ineffectual. Helplessly he watched Miss Hastings’ internal struggle and prayed she would awaken soon. Edward would never forgive him if she died. One promise, Benjamin thought ruefully, one simple promise to a friend. Of course, Benjamin had never thought Edward’s ship would be lost at sea—no one did. It was a short voyage to France, nobody ever died sailing to France. Now he was burdened with a promise that tormented his very essence.

      “Edward,” Miss Hastings whispered from the blackness of her mind.

      Benjamin rushed over, placing a cool cloth on her forehead. A bead of water trickled down her cheek. Within moments, the blistering fever burned the towel dry. He sighed, dipping the towel again in a nearby bowl of water, placing it once more over her burning skin. No sign of recovery. The doctors–Benjamin asked more than one to assess her condition–stated they must wait for the fever to break. The fire would either consume her, or it would burn out, they concurred. Considering her experience with fever, the doctors were positive she would recover. Dissatisfied, Benjamin had thrown them all out. He sat diligently beside her bed, through the day and night, begging Samantha to wake up.

      “Edward,” Miss Hastings screamed, her body suddenly flying forward as she sat up. Her hand stretched out for her brother’s fingers, groping the sheets. Benjamin grasped her hand tightly and squeezed. She blinked several times and gazed around the unfamiliar dim room. Her eyes remained cloudy.

      He removed the cold cloth–already bone dry–to study her face, concern etched in the deep lines across his forehead. She gazed at Benjamin, her blue eyes focusing on him. As the confusion cleared, her eyes widened in surprise. She suddenly scooted back against the mahogany headboard, pulling the sweaty sheets to her chin.

      “Where am I?” she rasped, her cracked voice gravelly and deep.

      “I am glad to see you are finally awake,” Benjamin smiled politely, his hand still clamped on her burning fingers. “We were all very worried.”

      “I am certain you were,” Miss Hastings replied, the words grating her throat. Benjamin noted she continued to clasp the sheets over her nightdress. Her voice sounded a little stronger, but her eyes still possessed a worrisome dimness. She ripped her hand from his grasp. “So concerned, you kidnapped me and hid me away in your private lodgings?”

      “You are in my mother’s house,” Benjamin answered in amusement.

      “Oh.”

      “I expect your sister-in-law will be relieved to talk to you,” he continued, ignoring her sheepish tone.

      “Wilhelmina is here?” Miss Hastings asked, craning her neck to search the chamber again.

      He smiled. “They are occupying the adjoining room.”

      “They?”

      “Mrs. Hastings brought all three of her daughters,” sighed Benjamin. “I am surprised the din did not rouse you.”

      Miss Hastings managed a tiny grin. “They are quite a handful.”

      “Yes, they are,” Benjamin agreed. “But my mother is enjoying the company. She likes having grandchildren to spoil. I daresay she has started on Thomas and me anew. She will not rest until both of us provide her with her own grandchildren.”

      “That should not be too difficult for a rake like you,” Miss Hastings murmured. A flush crept into her cheeks when Benjamin raised his eyebrows.

      Benjamin placed a hand over his heart in mock pain. “Your accusations are unfounded.”

      “With all your wanderings, how can you not have children?” Miss Hastings retorted, looking extremely uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.

      “I can assure you, I have no children.” Benjamin leaned closer. “If I did, I would marry the woman straight away.”

      “So, you are a rake, but not a cad. Thank you for making that distinction,” Miss Hastings muttered. She glanced at her fingers, somehow trapped under his hand again.

      “Hmm,” Benjamin mused, his eyes following the movement of her head. He wondered himself how his hand had taken possession of hers again. He tapped absently on the back of her hand, pondering the actions of his wayward appendage. The tips of his fingers trailed up her arm to the crook of her elbow. A visible shiver traveled through her body. His fingers moved slowly back to her hand, which he lifted leisurely to his lips. Placing a searing kiss on her wrist, he saw the growing passion ignite behind her sapphire eyes, despite her delicate condition. She quickly looked down.

      “Miss Hastings, I may be a rake, but I am an honorable one.”

      He continued his assault on her hand, his lips nibbling at the soft part of her wrist. A slight moan escaped her lips before she regained her senses. Snatching back her hand, she stared scathingly at Benjamin.

      “Sir, I am wrong. You are a cad too.”

      “Why do you suddenly accuse me of this title again?” he smirked, his fingers inching toward her wrist again. He found himself desiring another taste of her skin.

      “Because you tried to take advantage of a woman not completely in control of her senses,” Miss Hastings growled, rubbing the spot on her wrist where his lips caressed her a moment before.

      “I like you better when you are not in control of your senses.”

      “Why is that?” she demanded, her eyes flashing.

      “Because your tongue is not so sharp,” Benjamin replied smoothly, a smile playing across his lips.

      Miss Hastings tried to smile too. The corners of her mouth tilted slightly upward as if the effort itself was exhausting. Her face paled noticeably. With a sigh, she leaned back against the pillows, nestling in them with her shoulder blades until she felt comfortable. Running her palm lightly over the sheets, she smoothed out the wrinkles, and–catching Benjamin watching her–flushed again.

      “Are you comfortable?” Benjamin asked lightly, enjoying a private joke.

      “Yes, thank you,” she replied. “I like the bed, it is both hard and soft in just the right places.”

      Benjamin physically bit his tongue until he tasted blood to prevent an ungentlemanly comment from slipping past his lips. He settled for teasing her, unwilling to completely ignore the innuendo in her innocent sentence.

      “I am glad you like it,” he murmured, leaning close again, his eyes gleaming wickedly. “It’s my bed.”

      “Hell.” The word traveled the distance of the bed before Miss Hastings realized she swore. She swore again. The word sounded even less ladylike than the one she had uttered a few moments before. Her hands flew quickly to her mouth to stifle any more improper comments.

      “Surely a lady would never use such language,” Benjamin teased, enjoying this surprising side. “Who taught you these terrible blasphemies?”

      “My brother,” she stated defiantly, her chin jutting out as if challenging him to chastise her behavior.

      Benjamin threw his head back and laughed. He laughed a full five minutes before catching his breath. He enjoyed having this woman in his bed, a shock considering they were both clothed, well, mostly clothed.

      “Of course, he did. Edward always insisted on teaching you the most inappropriate things. In fact, if I remember correctly, he had been teaching you to fence right about the first time I met you.”

      “My governess had a fit,” reminisced Miss Hastings with a small smile. “She nagged him every time he brought out the foils. She said it was improper for a lady to learn anything aside from tea and embroidery.”

      “Indeed,” replied Benjamin. “Even you must admit it was a little inappropriate.”

      She shrugged. “You stayed for a fortnight. It helped brighten Edward’s attitude immeasurably, even Uncle Ephraim noticed the change. Edward blamed himself for the near drowning incident.” Her eyes dropped to the bed.

      “I know. He was my best friend, we talked at length about you,” Benjamin replied. He moved his hand to cover hers in a comforting gesture.

      The warmth from her hand sent shivers through his body. Improper images began tumbling into his head—images of Miss Hastings, her ivory skin, glowing underneath his touch. He became aware the sheet had moved over the course of their conversation, partially exposing the enticing skin of her upper thigh, which distracted him immensely each time she shifted underneath the covers. He fleetingly wondered how he could move close enough for a taste of her silky, smooth skin, his tongue twitching impatiently.

      “Edward was a good brother,” she said, interrupting his fantasy, causing Edward’s face to swim in his mind. Benjamin’s entire body felt as though it had been plunged into ice. Memories flooded the room, causing a brief silence between the two occupants.

      “Yes, he was,” Benjamin finally said after a few minutes passed. His voice contained the lump he had been unable to swallow. “He was a very good friend as well. My father passed away just a couple of years after yours. Edward helped me enormously through an extremely difficult time.”

      Benjamin rose suddenly, crossing to the fireplace. He counted the bricks, six up from the bottom. On the side of the fireplace, he pulled the sixth brick. After some tugging, it came loose from the other bricks, revealing a hollow space in the wall of the fireplace. Reaching in, he plucked a dingy handkerchief from the hole and replaced the brick.

      “Wow,” breathed Miss Hastings. “That is a fantastic hiding place.”

      “It was the only place Thomas never found,” Benjamin responded wryly.

      He regarded her for a long moment, his mind jumbling with yellowed recollections, flashes of the past, tinged with sadness. He crossed the room and handed the handkerchief to her with a heavy sigh. Looking into her sapphire eyes, he wondered how much of the past she remembered. Perhaps the real reason Edward kept her in the country was to protect her from his own actions.

      “Your brother lost this in a game of cards shortly after your mother’s funeral. Later, I purchased the watch from the winner of the hand. I never wanted it, but Edward refused to take it back. I think you should have it.”

      Miss Hastings stared at him with questions in her eyes, but Benjamin shook his head. The lump rose in his throat as he thought of his heartbroken friend. Benjamin had to look away. He had never noticed just how much Miss Hastings resembled her brother. When he finally composed himself, he turned back toward her.

      The handkerchief, carefully unwrapped, lay in Miss Hastings’ lap. Inside the handkerchief, a gold pocket watch sparkled in the firelight. He noted she held her breath as she studied the watch, turning it cautiously in her hands. Her fingers traced the engraved letters, M.H., carved on the back.

      “This was my father’s watch,” she stated in a small voice.

      Benjamin nodded, unsure he could keep his voice from cracking.

      “Why did Edward refuse it back?”

      "I do not know. At that time, he was not in his right mind.”

      “Edward loved Father very much,” she said, her hand still caressing the watch.

      “I hid it in the fireplace until the time came when he would appreciate its true value.”

      Miss Hastings studied the watch, tracing her finger around the golden edges, abruptly glancing up at Benjamin. “Why did you wait so long to try to return it?”

      “I had forgotten it was hidden there. Edward never asked me about it again.” He glanced around the chamber with a tight smile. “It has been a long time since I have visited my old room.”

      “I cannot keep it,” said Miss Hastings, holding out the watch.

      “Please,” begged Benjamin softly, closing her hand around the watch. “Take it. Edward would have wanted you to have it.”

      “Thank you,” murmured Miss Hastings, regarding him briefly before wrapping it carefully in the handkerchief again and tucking it under her pillow for safekeeping.

      Benjamin shook his head, rousing himself from the past. He stood quickly and stumbled toward the door. “I must inform Mrs. Hastings and my mother you are awake,” he stated without turning around and disappeared out the door.

      Benjamin left Miss Hastings alone for several minutes, pausing just outside the door as he collected his wayward thoughts. He was sure Edward would not mind that he passed the watch on to his sister. Surely, Edward would never deny her a memento of their father. Benjamin never understood why Edward would allow such a beautiful gift to fall to someone outside the family. It seemed fate wanted him to guard more than just Miss Hastings.

      Moonlight pooled on his boots, shining brightly from a nearby window. The rain had eased, allowing the full moon to peek through some errant clouds. Realizing the time of night, Benjamin decided against waking the house. Only three more hours until morning, three more hours he could spend alone with Miss Hastings before he relinquished her back to Mrs. Hastings’ watchful eye. Just talking, he instructed himself sternly, ignoring his mounting desire. Sighing, he quietly reopened the door to his bedchamber.

      Miss Hastings did not notice his entry. He decided to watch her furtively from the shadows of the doorway. Carefully, she pulled the blanket off and slid out from under the sheets. She gasped as her feet touched the cold ground. She fell back onto the bed where she laid for some moments, cursing the floor.

      Benjamin struggled not to laugh. He clamped his hand over his mouth, inching into the room further. Softly, he closed the door behind him. The door made a tiny click, but she did not hear the sound.

      Struggling up again, Miss Hastings leaned forward, supporting her weight on the nearby chair. Inching toward the window, she grabbed a heavy drape and attempted to pull it to the side. She wrestled with it a few moments before pausing to catch her breath. She hung onto the drape tightly, blowing wayward tendrils of hair out of her face, before yanking on the material again.

      “What are you doing?” Benjamin’s voice startled her.

      She lost her grip on the drape and wobbled, collapsing on the floor. Her nightdress rode high around her thighs as she sprawled gracelessly, showing more skin than she ever intended. Clearly embarrassed, she tore at the cloth while trying to sit up, the telltale flush coloring her features.

      A very ungentlemanly thought took hold of him as he stared at her thighs, desire pouring through his body. This may not have been the best decision.

      “A gentleman would turn his back at this point,” she accused, still wrestling with her nightdress, “or at least attempt to help me out of this position.”

      “I thought we already established I am not a gentleman.” His eyes hungrily roved over her bare legs. His hand gripped the door handle to prevent himself from moving closer to temptation. Mentally, he drew an invisible line between them, vowing to remain safely on his side.

      “You are my guardian,” Miss Hastings sputtered.

      “Even guardians have their limits,” Benjamin grimaced, keeping his distance from her. His knuckles turned white from the force with which he gripped the door handle.

      Miss Hastings stretched the fabric over her legs and glared at him. “You could at least help me up.”

      “True, but I fear my rakish manner might cause me to take advantage of your current position, and since I am a cad, your virtue is best served if I remain over here.” That was good, keep teasing her. Now if only he could get her back into the bed without doing something they both would regret. “However, you still have not answered my original question. What are you doing?”

      “I wanted to open the drapes,” she replied from her seated position, her legs tucked awkwardly under her.

      “In the middle of the night?” he questioned, his burning eyes finally rising to her face. His fingers lost their hold. He grabbed blindly behind him but could not regain his grip—now only his resolve was standing between them, and that was melting fast.

      “I did not know what time it was,” she huffed, moving to her knees. One thick chestnut curl fell across her face.

      That one tiny movement destroyed his resolution. He could no longer fight his attraction to her; nor could he remember any reason why he should. In one movement, Benjamin crossed the room and gathered her into his arms. Her soft hair caressed his arms, sending shivers down his spine. He nestled her against his chest and flung open the curtains with one hand. The moonlight lit up the room, framing the bed in an ethereal light.

      Benjamin turned and carried her back to the bed—his bed, he thought with delight. A sinful pleasure rippled in his gut. She seemed unaware of the torment she inflicted on him. Benjamin gently placed her among the down pillows, brushing the aggravating curl out of her eyes. She stared at him, naivety seeping from her blue pools, and he longed to answer her question of wonder. Her hands fluttered to his chest as he leaned over to adjust the pillows behind her head. Shuddering, Benjamin pulled back quickly as if burned, his skin searing from where her fingers had touched him.

      He wanted to leave. He needed to leave, but he could not. Her skin called to him, an intoxication begging for fulfillment. Benjamin leaned forward slowly, allowing her ample time to protest. He inched forward, his lips aching to taste her sweetness. Closer and closer he moved until his breath brushed her fevered skin. Finding no resistance, he descended, attacking her lips with all the pent-up frustration he had felt over the last few days. His unplanned assault began softly, suckling on her lip softly before his need demanded all her attention. He nibbled on the corners of her mouth, and she allowed his tongue to push roughly past her lips. With a groan, he tasted strawberries, so sweet and juicy.

      It was not enough, his mind raged—not enough just to kiss her. He wanted to taste her, every part. He wanted to possess her and claim her. His pants bulged uncomfortably. Without thinking, he moved on top of her, his hands wandering in sensuous circles under her nightdress. He heard her moans and felt her raise her hips against his, innocently and unknowingly. She kissed him with the same intense urgency he felt coursing through his blood. He pulled at the sash of her nightdress, revealing her soft breasts. A cry tore from his lips, and he lowered his head to her nipples, capturing one between his teeth. Gently tugging, his caressing hand dragged an insensible groan from her lips.

      Her nightdress now rested around her waist, a pool of silk. While one hand cupped and rubbed the breast he suckled, the other slid down to her knee, caressing the uncovered skin. That hand moved painstakingly slow up her thigh, resting just before the entrance to her mound. He kissed her again, feeling her passion growing with each stroke. With one quick movement, he flicked his finger over the exposed bud. She writhed with pleasure, thrusting her hips against his hand with abandon.

      “More,” she whimpered in a strained voice. “I want more.”

      “Samantha,” Benjamin answered gruffly, her voice sent fire burning through his veins. “I want to give you more, so much more.”

      His mouth captured hers again, thrusting his tongue deep into her mouth. His hand performed the most incredible violations, bringing her to a shattering climax. His name tumbled incoherently from her lips like a prayer. He felt himself straining against her for release. His hips crushed against hers, pressing his arousal on her virginity. She laid, panting, her body still shivering from his touch. Her arms wrapped around his heaving chest, asking for something but not knowing what. As her fingers brushed the bulge in his britches, he felt himself implode with pleasure. His mouth clamped unforgivingly against hers, bruising her lips.

      “No,” suddenly Benjamin pushed away. “No, I cannot.”

      He stood up quickly, his eyes raking over her half-naked body. He dragged a hand through his hair and shook his head, upset by his lack of control, every moral of resolve in his head screamed with loathing. He stared wild-eyed at Miss Hastings who was just returning to her senses. He watched the passion drain from her eyes, and he fled the room, unwilling to see the resentment cross her face.

      Racing to the study, he bolted himself behind the heavy door and poured a glass of whiskey. Berating himself, Benjamin called himself every foul name that came to his mind. She was his charge, still inexperienced about love, and he had presumed to destroy her innocence. This innocence, so freely given, was no excuse for his lack of judgment. He could have ruined her reputation and any chance to find a suitable husband. Edward would never forgive him. Benjamin could never forgive himself. Any moment, Mrs. Hastings and his mother would come barging in, demanding he remedy this terrible situation. He readied himself for the barrage of threats, but none came.

      Miss Hastings remained ensconced in her sick room the entire day with Mrs. Hastings and his mother sitting patiently at her side. Her nieces’ laughter traveled down the stairs as they galloped back and forth across the landing. Periodically, Miss Hastings’ musical, slightly throaty voice reached his ears. He strained to hear the conversation but could not make out any words.

      She must think the worst of him—he thought the worst of himself. Was she really so much better a person as to forgive his horrid behavior? Or in her innocence, did she blame herself for his indiscretion? He needed to fix this, immediately.

      Benjamin was halfway up the stairs before he paused, realizing this was not a matter to discuss in front of witnesses. He turned and slowly descended the stairs, his dejected thoughts circling like buzzards. Desire raged through his loins, demanding satisfaction. Never again, he vowed. She needed a husband as soon as he could find one. He needed to be rid of her before his attraction destroyed them both.

      Benjamin paced for several hours, contemplating his situation. His obsession spiked with each newly thought of suitor. Not one would do. They were too poor, too old, or too inconsiderate. One, he surmised, might even be too tall. Benjamin shook his head. None of them were right for Miss Hastings. She needed someone special, a man who would appreciate every virtue and every vice. What about you? He paused, listening to the small voice, considering his options.

      Perhaps there was a way to get her through the season without ever approving of a suitor. Perhaps there was a way he could make sure she never ended up with another man. He burned with anticipation.

      What about him? He needed to get married, and she needed a husband. It would be the perfect arrangement. She could provide him with an heir, and he would allow her to spend the rest of her life happily managing the country estate. He would never have to share her with another man. Maybe one day, she would learn to love him. Plus, he would be fulfilling both his promises to his father and to Edward.

      A perfect plan; Benjamin breathed a deep sigh. All his frustration evaporated into the air like wisps of smoke from a fine cigar. He glanced out the window. Somehow, he had lost an entire day debating this prickly situation. His stomach grumbled, protesting a lack of food and he decided to search the kitchens for some late-night provisions.

      Humming absently, he wandered down the hallway, the toe of his boot just crossed the kitchen’s threshold when a knock came at the front door. Only tragedy would cause someone to call this late. Benjamin sprinted down the main hall, his hunger forgotten. Ripping open the door, Benjamin gaped in shock.

      A ghost hovered on the porch, his pale features shining from a nearby street lamp. It bustled past Benjamin into the hallway, shrugged off a worn coat and crossed into the formal sitting room where a fire still crackled. The corpse of a man, dead two years, stood swaying, dripping raindrops on the hearth, the firelight flickering ominously over his hardened features. The man wrapped a sinewy arm around Benjamin’s broad shoulders and addressed him informally.

      “Benjamin, it is good to be back.”

      Benjamin stared unbelievingly, watching his perfect plan burn with the logs glowing brightly in the fireplace. After a moment, he regained his speech.

      “Edward,” he whispered. “Welcome home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          18 hours earlier…

        

      

    

    
      Immobile with shock, Sam stared at the door Lord Westwood had disappeared through moments earlier. He had just walked out, well, ran out was a better description. She fought the tears which pricked her eyes, feeling as though she had been slapped across the face. Memories came flooding back from the past hour, pictures which caused her to flush in embarrassment.

      One other memory surfaced in her mind. The image of Lord Westwood, conflicted as he stood in the shadows, gripping the door handle, his face strained from the war he was waging inside. Had she somehow seduced him? Was it possible he lost the battle between guardian and rake? She should be grateful he came to his senses before some irreversible disaster occurred. On the other hand, she was furious he took such liberties, considering her lack of experience—a subject he had gleefully pointed out on several occasions.

      Sam tossed fitfully in the bed—his bed. She could still feel his hands stroking her skin, burning caresses which caused her to writhe in the bed restlessly. Kicking the bedcovers off her legs, she reached for a nearby candle. She paced the room slowly, approaching the door as if to leave, then changing her mind at the last moment. Twice she placed her hand on the brass door handle, wanting to demand an explanation for his bewildering behavior. In the end, she gave up and went back to bed.

      Sam spent the day conflicted. The addition of her nieces and Wilhelmina barely distracted her from ruminating on the events of the early morning. This was not a subject she could discuss with Wilhelmina who, upon the first mention of indiscretion, would demand restitution. Nor could Sam discuss this confusing matter with Lady Westwood. Instead, Sam drowned quietly in her mind, pretending to enjoy the company of Wilhelmina and the girls.

      The day passed painfully slow, seconds crawling like hours. To her great disappointment, Lord Westwood never reappeared. Not after breakfast, not after lunch, not even after tea—she felt rejected. His abandonment–a sharp smack to her self-confidence–grew more and more noticeable as the day progressed. Even Lady Westwood commented on his absence when she stopped in to have tea.

      Despite her intention to rage at Lord Westwood, a miniscule part hoped for one more moment alone; one more kiss. She shivered. He truly was the most seductive, dangerous man she had ever met. Picturing his lips drawing intricate patterns across her skin, Sam blushed. She could think of nothing but his wicked mouth.

      Wilhelmina slapped a wet cloth over Sam’s face, startling her from her daydream. Sam sputtered, clawing at the cloth. Wilhelmina pressed Sam back against the pillows with a cluck. “You look flushed, Samantha.”

      Sam sighed, rolling her eyes.

      “I saw that.”

      “My face is under a cloth how can you see anything?”

      “I felt it.”

      Politely refusing dinner, Sam encouraged her family and Lady Westwood to dine downstairs. Sam cited fatigue, a pathetic excuse, but Wilhelmina accepted it and ushered the girls out of the bedroom. Once the room emptied, Sam leapt off the bed as if burned. Agitated by her thoughts, she paced the length of the room.

      She could smell Lord Westwood in the air, in the chair, even in the bed. She flushed again, ashamed how the smell drove the erotic direction of her thoughts. Trying to suppress her fantasy, she inhaled deeply to clear her mind, but the musky scent overwhelmed her senses. She could still taste him on her tongue.

      No! She was only here this season to help Wilhelmina remarry, then she could return to her quiet country life. No pesky man was going to order her about and try to run her life.

      Sam slapped her hand on the bed. No more thoughts about Lord Westwood. He was her guardian, intent on marrying her off to the first available bachelor and nothing more. Her eyes flitted back to the disheveled bed, remembering his intense gaze, the way his hands traveled over her skin. Was that all a lie? She paced the room once more, mulling over the rest of the evening until the moon once again shone high in the sky.

      “This is silly,” Sam spoke aloud, her words echoing in the room.

      Grabbing her shawl, she wrapped it around her shoulders as she quietly opened the door and padded down the hallway, searching for Lord Westwood’s temporary room. She paused at the top of the stairs. Deep voices traveled from the sitting room. Sam cocked her head trying to make out the voices. Lord Westwood’s voice she recognized immediately, but the other man, whose voice sounded vaguely familiar, she could not place.

      Who could Lord Westwood be talking to at this late hour? Curious, she crept down the stairs and peeked into the study through the partially open door. Lord Westwood sat in the chair opposite her, his body relaxed, a glass of brandy resting precariously on the arm of the chair.

      Sam could not see the other man. She assumed he sat in the other chair, nearest to the fireplace. His shadow danced on the wall, wavering with the flames in the hearth. Her heart plunged into an ice-cold bath. This man must be one of the suitors to which Lord Westwood kept threatening to marry her. He must have spent the day interviewing gentlemen, and now, he had made his decision.

      Suddenly, her heart ached. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. How childish of her to think Lord Westwood cared about her. This morning was just another lesson regarding her inexperience with men, and she had believed him. Sam could barely control her anger. She berated herself for imagining he was anything more than a callous brute.

      The other man spoke again. Sam pressed herself against the door, trying to overhear their conversation. The door she leaned against squeaked slightly. Sam held her breath, backing slowly away from the door, but the gentleman continued talking without a pause. Hopefully, neither man noticed the sound. Taking a step forward again, Sam peered into the room again.

      Lord Westwood stared right into her eyes. She gasped, quickly covering her mouth with her hand. A small smile appeared on his lips as he turned back toward his companion. He took a small sip from the glass, running his finger over the rim thoughtfully.

      “There have been no marriage proposals?” asked the other man in a disappointed tone.

      “Not one,” replied Lord Westwood, still watching Sam over the man’s shoulder. “But the season has just started, I am sure there will be a couple within the next few weeks.”

      Who was this man? Sam could not fathom why Lord Westwood would discuss marriage proposals with a potential suitor. She sidled closer to the door, pushing it forward slightly to hear the conversation clearly.

      “You are making sure each gentleman is suitable?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Is wealth a factor?”

      “Certainly,” Lord Westwood responded. He turned his attention back to his guest. “There is a lot of money in Hastings Manor, and I want to ensure the suitor is not solely interested in a sizeable inheritance.”

      “Are there any frontrunners?”

      “Several gentlemen have expressed an interest:  Mr. Franklin Morris, Captain Daniel Mason, and Mr. William Lockhearst.”

      “Franklin is too old. He has near forty years,” scoffed the other man.

      Sam bristled at the comment. Franklin was a dear friend and close confidant. Very few men could hold a candle to his generosity and intelligence. She forcefully bit her lip to keep her angry retort from slipping out. She noticed Lord Westwood raise his eyebrows at her reaction, but he continued the conversation without bringing any attention to her internal struggle.

      “True, Mr. Morris is older,” agreed Lord Westwood carefully, his eyes traveling back to Sam. “However, she seems more at ease with him than any of the other suitors.”

      “Of course, she would be most comfortable with Franklin. He spent a lot of time at Hastings Manor while she was growing up.”

      “They also correspond regularly,” added Lord Westwood. Sam thought she detected a sour note in his tone.

      “She is fascinated with his expeditions to foreign lands.”

      “She does encourage his stories.”

      “I know little of Captain Mason, except he is Nigel’s brother. That itself would be enough to approve of the match.”

      “Daniel is a little too green for her. I fear her tongue would shred him to pieces.” Lord Westwood glanced up with this statement, his emerald eyes twinkling. Sam stuck her tongue out, and he laughed, covering the sound with a cough.

      The other man sighed deeply. “I suppose I must agree with that.”

      Benjamin took another sip. “The last candidate, Mr. Lockhearst, is an intelligent man, definitely not green.”

      “Lockhearst, I remember him. He took over his father’s business about ten years ago. A little callous for my own taste.”

      “Perhaps he just needs a strong woman to keep him in line,” smiled Lord Westwood. He winked at Sam, who rolled her eyes in return. “Although, I would not recommend the match.”

      A pause followed. “Has she shown favor to any man?”

      “Actually, no. I have been told, rather loudly and on several occasions, she does not intend to marry.”

      “We might have to force her,” the other voice mused.

      Lord Westwood glanced over at the door again. His eyes locked on Sam’s face. “She will not be pleased with that arrangement.”

      “You are correct, she would not be pleased with that arrangement!” Sam burst into the room, unable to hold her tongue a moment longer. “How dare you plan my life without my approval,” she spat.

      “Sammie.”

      The voice called from Sam’s memories, a childhood name, echoing from her past. Dazed, Sam turned slowly toward the other chair. The ghost grinned widely, the smile splitting his face with happiness.

      “Edward,” she screeched, flying to the man and falling on his neck.

      Sam’s excited cries woke Wilhelmina who, upon reaching the study door, screamed in shock and promptly fainted. Within minutes of Wilhelmina’s episode, the entire house had risen. Marie, Rose, and Lucy began dancing in circles around the chair where their father sat comfortably, singing an old nursery rhyme. Ever the gracious host, Lady Westwood had sandwiches brought to the room for a late-night snack.

      “Father,” Lucy began, stopping mid-circle. Her lips pouted. “What happened to you?”

      Edward leaned forward, looking each child directly in her eyes. “I was attacked by pirates.”

      Marie gasped. “Ooh, pirates. I love pirates.”

      “Well, you would not have liked these pirates,” chuckled Edward, patting his eldest daughter on her head.

      “Did you fight with them Father?” asked Rose, swiping her arm with an imaginary sword.

      “I tried, dear, but pirates are very sneaky. I was fencing with one man, our swords clashing in the storm, creating sparks upon the deck.”

      “It was raining?” interrupted Lucy, her thumb in her mouth.

      Edward smiled at his youngest child. “Yes, it was a terrible storm with lightning and thunder. The ship tossed back and forth, threatening to dump everyone on board into the ocean.”

      A collective sound of “ooh” echoed around the room. Marie scooted closer to her father, nudging Rose over slightly. Rose glanced at her sister quickly as if deciding to poke her in the side for spite.

      “One of the other pirates crept up behind me,” continued Edward in a low voice. “He hit me in the head with a bottle, knocking me to the deck where I lay unconscious for several moments.”

      Marie muttered something about a dirty bastard and swung her arm like she was going to punch an invisible pirate. Edward silently raised his eyebrows toward Wilhelmina.

      “If you are looking for someone to blame for your children’s vulgar mouths, you ought to look to your sister,” Wilhelmina retorted.

      Everyone glanced at Sam, who turned a delicate shade of pink. “I only know those words because you taught them to me,” she mumbled, suddenly interested in the pattern on the couch she sat upon.

      Edward laughed until tears ran down his face. He wiped the back of his hand across his face and continued his story, his raspy voice accompanied only by the crackle of the fire. “The pirates tied all the sailors and the passengers…”

      “To the mast,” interrupted Rose.

      “Yes, to the mast.”

      “But you escaped,” added Lucy.

      Edward chuckled again. “Yes, I escaped. I wriggled out of the ropes and quietly slipped over the railing into the icy water.”

      “During the terrible storm,” breathed Marie, so fascinated, she barely noticed Rose poking her in the side to scoot back over.

      “Yes,” answered Edward. “And I swam and swam until I could not swim anymore. I was so tired, I thought I might drown from exhaustion.”

      “Then what happened?” Lucy asked, leaning against his leg, staring up at her father with wide eyes.

      “Luckily, I was rescued by a fishing boat which happened to see me struggling in the waves.”

      The girls were quiet for a moment, their minds full of pirates. “What took you so long to get back then?” demanded Rose, her arms flying to her hips. The childish pose caused Lord Westwood to flash a grin at Sam. She frowned at him.

      “Well,” Edward continued in a theatrical voice, overlooking the silent communication between Sam and Lord Westwood. “Just as the fishermen were pulling me aboard, the storm worsened. The ship tossed back and forth between two gigantic waves, and I was thrown overboard again. The water quickly pulled me away from the boat until it was a tiny speck in the distance. I feared I would drown. Suddenly, I heard the most beautiful song. A woman swam up to me…”

      “Was it a mermaid?” Lucy interrupted.

      Edward smiled. “Yes, it was a mermaid. Her name was Serena. She breathed into my mouth and took me under the ocean to her village. I lived there for a long time, a prisoner in Serena’s castle.”

      “Kidnapped by a mermaid,” exclaimed Marie, her shining eyes full of wonder.

      “However, I never forgot about my girls,” continued Edward. “Eventually, I convinced Serena to allow me to return to my family because I missed them so much. However, I swore to her I would never tell anyone about what happened. So, you have to promise never to speak of this to anyone.”

      “We promise,” the three girls dutifully replied.

      The conversation stretched into a discussion of the current gossip, and eventually, all three girls fell asleep at their father’s feet, their jam smeared faces stretched into satisfied smiles. Wilhelmina, refusing to release Edward’s hand, silently stroked his arm. Sam sat across from them, near Lady Westwood. They shared a small smile before Lady Westwood suggested everyone return to bed just as the first streaks of light began to paint themselves across the morning sky. Sleepily, the three little girls staggered toward the stairs, ushered by Wilhelmina and Sam.

      Lady Westwood yawned and nodded goodnight to the gentlemen. Leaving the salon door slightly ajar, she followed the parade upstairs to her own chamber. Doors shut all over the house in a resounding echo.

      Remembering her shawl downstairs, Sam helped tuck the girls back into bed before dashing back down the stairs. She paused outside the study door, her hand raised to knock, but the voices on the other side caused her to pause.

      “What really happened Edward? I know pirates and mermaids would not have kept you away this long,” Lord Westwood’s voice faded slightly as he paced back toward the fireplace. There was no hint of a smile in his tenor.

      “I was attacked on my way to the port,” explained Edward. “I never boarded the ship. When I stepped from the carriage, I was struck from behind. I awoke two days later in a monastery with no memory of how I got there.”

      “When the ship went down your name was signed on the ledger. Everyone thought you were dead.”

      “An unfortunate coincident,” added Edward grimly.

      “Someone else must have boarded in your place.”

      “Yes,” confirmed Edward.

      “Do you know why?”

      “They were looking for this.” The sound of papers rustled as Edward handed something to Lord Westwood. There was a moment of silence as he read through the papers.

      “They must have thought you hid this letter in your trunk after they could not find it on your person.”

      “Exactly what I thought,” concurred Edward.

      “Why leave you at a monastery?”

      “I was stuffed in a hay cart. The driver stopped at the monastery to visit his brother. They discovered me under the hay when I started moaning.”

      “You must have been a sight.”

      “I was. Covered in hay and dried blood, the monks were amazed I was still alive. It took several days before I was able to communicate with them.”

      “Why did you stay away so long?”

      “Since everyone assumed I was dead, I decided to allow the rumor to continue. It gave me additional time to do some investigating, to find out if the information contained in the letter was true.”

      “And is it?”

      “Yes,” whispered Edward. “My father was murdered.”

      Sam gasped involuntarily. Both men stopped talking abruptly, allowing the fire to crackle for several moments. Backing away slowly, Sam dashed down the hallway and up the stairs to her room. Quickly, she closed the door and sank to the floor before allowing the uncontrollable sobs to shake her entire body.

      Sam sat frozen, staring unseeingly at the fire grate for over an hour. As the embers died, a chill settled in her bones. Edward’s sudden return, his admission of her father’s murder, and the attempt on Edward’s life—Sam’s head spun wildly. Murdered. The word reverberated in her mind. She wanted to go home. She needed the peace and freedom country living afforded her.

      All the ridiculous parties wore on her nerves—between the constant gossip and the strict rules of polite society, she felt stifled. Trapped in a continuous nightmare of should and should not, Sam grew weary of pretending to be someone she was not.

      Lord Westwood floated into her whirling thoughts. His green sparkling eyes and sinful mouth disarmed her. She did not understand his intentions. One moment he was passionately kissing her, and the next, he was trying to fob her off to the first available suitor. Yet it seemed as though he was against the idea of marriage as much as she. The man confounded her. No, she shook her head to clear him from her thoughts. It was better if she just disappeared. No complications, no heartbreak, just a quick escape. A mere two-hour walk and she would be home.

      Quietly, Sam crept over to the writing desk in her chamber. She searched through the drawers until she found several blank pieces of paper. She sat at the desk for quite a few minutes, pondering her rash plan, eventually deciding to follow through with it. Dashing off three notes, Sam stuffed the letters into three separate envelopes.

      Waiting until she heard Edward climb the stairs and enter the room next to hers, she stole swiftly down the stairs. Pausing, she placed two notes on a silver tray for missives in the front hallway. The third she held for a moment before adding it to the pile and slipping out the front door.

      

      The first one read:

      

      Dearest Edward,

      I am pleased you have returned home to your family after such a long absence. I missed you desperately. However, your wife and children have missed you too. Since I have had you longer in my life, I feel you deserve to spend some private time with your family.

      Last night, Lord Westwood explained to you I do not intend to marry, a belief of mine you were familiar with even before he spoke of it. The available suitors do not interest me. Please enjoy your time in society. I will see you after the end of the season.

      Love,

      Sammie

      

      The second letter was much shorter:

      

      Lady Westwood,

      Thank you for your hospitality during my ordeal. I appreciate all your generosity. It is a shame I will not be able to attend the Leveret’s ball. I thoroughly enjoyed your birthday party.

      Respectfully,

      Miss Hastings

      

      The third letter took much longer to write than the first two. Sam even considered tearing it up as she stood in the hallway, but she left it with the others and closed the front door behind her before she could change her mind.

      

      Lord Westwood,

      Since my brother has returned, it seems your duty of finding a proper suitor has been removed from you. As I told you before, I have no intention of marrying. Do not be disappointed in yourself, I did not imagine you would be able to complete the task. I fear Edward will not be able to do so either. To prevent him from any future attempts though, I have decided to make myself less available.

      I thank you for your kindness during my illness and for the use of your bed. I am sure Edward will reimburse you for any expense which you have suffered.

      Respectfully,

      Miss Hastings

      P.S. Of all the rakes I have met in my life, of which there have been few, you will always be my favorite.

      
        
        Sam breathed in the early morning air as she stood in Lady Westwood’s expansive garden. The sun, barely rising, illuminated drops of dew collecting on the flower petals, they sparkled like jewels. She sighed and took a final glance back at the house, then she set off running, her hair whipping behind her, unbraided and free. When she reached the edge of the Westwood property, she had to rest a moment. The fever had taken much of her strength. Relaxing on a rock that protruded over a large stream, Sam dangled her bare feet in the cool water–one last indulgence before the trek home.

      

      

      That rainy afternoon in Lord Westwood’s carriage seemed a world away now. She allowed herself a small smile at the memory of his face when he realized she was barefoot—such a shock to see a well-bred lady without her footwear. Sam imagined that many of her quirks would surprise him. Franklin was correct—high society did not agree with her.

      The brilliant green of spring cast itself over the meadow, spotted with bright colors of blue and purple. They reminded Sam of the meadows surrounding the lake next to Hastings Manor. With a final, heavy sigh she plucked her shoes and stockings from the rock and replaced them on her feet. Following the riverbank, she turned south and began the journey home.

      “Goodbye, Lord Westwood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin paced his study after Edward retired upstairs. He barely noticed the tread of his feet. Benjamin’s head–crammed full of so many thoughts–throbbed mercilessly. Exasperated, he rubbed his temples. With the return of Edward, Benjamin no longer needed to find a suitor for Miss Hastings. Edward would take over that happy task.

      “Samantha,” he whispered. He closed his eyes. Her scent surrounded him. She appeared suddenly, quietly standing next to him. Reaching out, he tried to touch her skin, but the vision disappeared like a mist. He was left with only the chill of the morning air.

      A door closed softly somewhere in the house. Wondering who was wandering around at this early hour, he left his study and strolled quickly down the hallway. He peeked into the salon. The embers of a dying fire glowed in the fireplace; however, the room was empty. Turning, he spied three letters resting on the entryway table. The topmost letter captured his attention. It was addressed to him.

      Tearing the note open, he read through the contents twice. Swearing, he bolted out the front door and saddled a horse from his mother’s stable, cursing under his breath. Where would she have gone? Morris kept a house near here, but Benjamin doubted she would impose on her cousin. No, she would go somewhere she could hide. Hastings Manor. Benjamin dug his heels into the horse’s flanks, urging it to run faster.

      Did she not realize the immense distress this would place upon her brother, upon himself? Traveling alone was dangerous enough, but with the threat of an unknown killer, her recklessness was preposterous. Fear kept him company during the ride. All manner of horrific thoughts consumed him—Miss Hastings’ broken, lifeless body left carelessly in a ditch, the image haunted him.

      He swore again. The horse moved at such a slow pace, it seemed as though he were traveling backward. Honestly, she was the most frustratingly, obstinate woman he had ever met. When he arrived at the country estate, the first thing he was going to do was take her over his knee. Perhaps she needed a good spanking. He rubbed the scar on his hand and allowed himself a small smile.

      Benjamin arrived at Hastings Manor before breakfast. He leapt from his horse, allowing it to wander toward the lake. Pounding on the door, Benjamin held his breath. Please be here. After a few moments of silence, he pounded on the door again.

      “Hello,” he called.

      The door creaked open partially, and an elderly woman glared at him from the recesses of the house. “Yes,” she asked, her voice still tainted with sleep. “May I help you?”

      “I hope so,” Benjamin answered. “I am looking for Miss Hastings.”

      “Sir, the hour is rather early. However, the lady in question is not currently at this residence.” The woman moved to close the door again, but Benjamin placed his hand on the frame.

      “Please, Madam,” Benjamin pleaded.

      “Mrs. Caldwell,” the housekeeper offered.

      “Mrs. Caldwell,” repeated Benjamin. “This is extremely important. Please tell her Lord Westwood needs to speak with her urgently.”

      She sighed and opened the door a little wider. “My Lord, unfortunately, Miss Hastings is currently in town with Mrs. Hastings. I am sorry you traveled all this way.”

      Damn.

      Benjamin thanked the housekeeper for her assistance and turned away, his face paling. Why had she not arrived yet? Benjamin fretted as he dashed toward the lake and his horse. Even if she had walked, which Benjamin assumed she had, he would have passed her on the road. He did not meet one soul. Unless she took a different route–he paused and shook his head. Of course, Miss Hastings would have forged her own path.

      His mind wandered back to his mother’s estate, trying to imagine Miss Hastings this morning. He followed her out the front door and watched her glance toward the main road, then to her right. The second direction, through the elegant gardens, would place her next to the stream which ran along the western edge of Hastings Manor. Benjamin turned his horse and set off at a gallop.

      Ten minutes later, he spied her, relief flooding his body. She wandered along the bank, her bare feet splashing in the water. Swinging precariously in one hand were both her shoes. Lost in her thoughts, she did not look up as Benjamin approached.

      He longed to rage at her, but he found himself distracted by her cheeks, colored a sweet pink from the cool morning air. As she kicked the water, her hips swayed seductively. He forced himself to remain seated atop his horse. The desire to crush her to his mouth was overwhelming. Deliciously wicked thoughts swam through his mind. His eyes hungrily traveled the length of her body, bringing forward memories of the previous evening—her soft skin warming under his touch, the sweet taste of strawberries.

      His intense gaze caused Miss Hastings to glance up. She gasped, the pink intensifying to a delightful berry hue. Glancing to her left and right, she appeared to be considering her surroundings. Benjamin wondered if she were planning an escape route. He dismounted and approached her cautiously as if she were a wild animal.

      “You left without saying goodbye.”

      His comment caught her off-guard. She opened her mouth, flustered. Apparently, this was not the statement she had expected to hear. “Is Edward alright?”

      “Edward? Edward is fine. I am talking about you.”

      “Me?” she asked, her brow wrinkled.

      “Yes, you. Why did you leave?”

      “Leave?” she repeated.

      “Are you going to reiterate everything I say?” Benjamin asked, closing the distance between them until he could reach out and touch her, yet he forced his arms to remain by his side.

      Miss Hastings shook her head. “No.”

      “Then why did you leave?”

      “With Edward returned, I am not needed as a chaperone anymore.”

      “Edward was worried,” replied Benjamin. Or at least Edward would be worried when he discovered her missing from Westwood Estate.

      “I will send my apologies,” she answered with a sigh.

      “You did not need to leave,” whispered Benjamin. “You could find yourself a husband.”

      Miss Hastings snorted. “I have no desire to marry.”

      Benjamin smiled wearily. “I have been told thus.”

      “Therefore, there is no reason for me to remain.”

      “Edward wants you near him. He will come after you, and he will not rest until you are wed, happily or not.”

      Miss Hastings stared at the water for a moment. “I do not believe he would have me unhappily wed.”

      “But he would have you wed. Believe me, you will not get a moment’s peace once Edward starts interviewing suitors.”

      Her shoulders slumped in agreement. “I was hoping distance would discourage him.”

      Benjamin shook his head. “You are lucky it was me who discovered your letters and not your brother.”

      “Edward is a little overprotective,” she replied. She heaved a second sigh and sank down onto the riverbank, pulling her knees to her chest. “He is never going to let me out of the house again.”

      “I have a plan,” Benjamin interrupted her melancholy, sitting on the grass next to her.

      She glanced at him warily. “What do you suggest?”

      “Marry me,” the words tumbled from his lips and hung in the air between them. Benjamin stared at her, waiting for her reaction.

      “Pardon?” Miss Hastings’ eyes flew to his face, judging the seriousness of his request.

      “Marry me.” As he said the words again, he began to believe his plan might actually work. He rushed on, not allowing her time to protest.

      “Think about it. You would not need to spend any time with ridiculous suitors who are only interested in your money. You would not have to attend many society functions. You could spend your days in the country and do as you please.”

      Miss Hastings chewed her lower lip; he took that as a good sign. A light breeze blew some tendrils into her face, and she swiped at them.

      “Why do you want to marry me?”

      Benjamin looked away briefly, contemplating how much of the truth he wanted to reveal. “I need an heir before my thirtieth birthday.”

      “Yes, but why me?” she persisted. “There are plenty of suitable women—prettier, wealthier, more inclined toward marriage and children.”

      Benjamin paused and flashed a grin. “You are independent, intelligent, and frustratingly stubborn. Plus, you dislike the idea of marriage as much as I do.”

      Miss Hastings’ lips twitched. “Those are not typical qualities a man wants in his wife.”

      Benjamin leveled his gaze, his eyes burning intensely. “I am not a typical man.”

      Standing, Miss Hastings paced several yards away, her eyebrows knitted together in deep thought. Unconsciously, she loosened her hold on her shoes. They fell, forgotten, in the grass as she walked. Periodically, she glanced at Benjamin but then continued her slow pace. She paused and sighed again.

      “Benjamin,” she spoke softly, approaching him slowly, kneeling on the grass next to him.

      The word sent sparks flying down his spine—his name whispered on her lips like a prayer. Lord, this woman boiled his blood, sliding under his skin. driving him insane. Whatever she wanted, he would give it to her.

      She turned her sapphire eyes on him. “Tell me the truth.”

      Except that.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You must have left shortly after I did. Why rush? We could have discussed this after I returned home.” She stared at him. Benjamin could see the answer forming in her mind.

      “Am I in danger?”

      Benjamin’s thoughts jumbled around her question. He wondered how she came to the solution so quickly. She must have heard part of his conversation with Edward. He sighed heavily, running his hand through his hair.

      “How much did you overhear?”

      “The part about the monastery.”

      “Then, yes, you are in extreme danger.”

      “Is this marriage your idea or Edward’s?”

      “It is mine. I have not spoken with Edward about it yet.”

      “That will be an interesting discussion.” A ghost of a smile crossed Miss Hastings’ lips. “If I agree to this, how do you intend on keeping me safe?”

      “Well, we will have to return to town for a while. There will be some planning and of course, a ceremony, nothing too rushed–a suitable engagement period. You will remain at Edward’s house until the ceremony, then at mine after the marriage is finalized. Once we catch the monster…”

      “Benjamin,” Miss Hastings interrupted; raw pain in her wide eyes. “Who murdered my father?”

      Benjamin shook his head. That was one answer he wished he could give her. “We do not know.”

      “Why was he killed?”

      “We do not know.”

      “What do you know?” Miss Hastings asked patiently.

      “The doctor who attended your father, Dr. Barnes, was paid very handsomely to rule the death as natural causes. He wrote a letter on his deathbed to Edward. My guess is he wanted to clear his conscience.”

      “What did the letter say?”

      “The letter stated he was paid by a man named Mr. Smith to lie about your father’s death. The truth is your father was poisoned.”

      “Is that why Edward wanted to visit France?”

      Benjamin smiled. “You are quite shrewd. I think you are much smarter than Edward gives you credit for.”

      She blushed and looked away from Benjamin’s intimate stare.

      “Yes, Edward was going to France to interview Dr. Barnes. According to his source, the doctor relocated there shortly after your father’s death.”

      “Is that why Edward was attacked?”

      “We think so.”

      “Did he speak with Dr. Barnes?”

      “No. Edward’s arrival in France was delayed; Dr. Barnes had already died.”

      “Natural causes,” mused Miss Hastings with a hint of sarcasm.

      “Apparently.”

      “If you capture the man prior to our wedding?” Miss Hastings turned her head away, watching the water gurgle for several silent moments. Benjamin waited patiently while she formulated her thoughts. When she turned back, a dismal expression clouded her face.

      “Would you not prefer a more suitable woman?” her voice cracked, and she looked away again.

      He wrapped his arms around her tightly. Tilting her face until she looked at him, Benjamin pressed his forehead to hers. Miss Hastings sat very still, her blue eyes filled with unasked questions and a touch of sadness.

      “Samantha, I find you very suitable.” His lips brushed over hers. Pulling away, he grinned. “However, there is one condition to our agreement.”

      “Which is?”

      “You are never to attack me with an epee again.”

      She laughed. “There is one flaw with your perfect plan.”

      “What is that?” A knot formed in his stomach.

      “Edward would never allow me to marry a notorious rake like you.”

      “Does that mean you will accept?”

      “Yes,” nodded Miss Hastings and Benjamin released the breath he had been holding for the past few minutes. “However, it is up to you to convince Edward of your honorable intentions.”

      “Not all my intentions are honorable,” Benjamin replied with a wink.

      “Your intentions regarding me,” clarified Miss Hastings.

      “Those are definitely not honorable,” rumbled Benjamin in return, snaking his arms around her. He pulled her closer, his lips descending on her exposed neck. She moaned, leaning against him.

      “You are distracting me,” she murmured, her eyes half-closed.

      “Good,” Benjamin replied silkily, nuzzling her once more, before reluctantly releasing his grasp. Now was not the time, he told himself sternly, fighting back wayward thoughts.

      “However, I must speak to Edward,” Benjamin stated as he stood quickly and took several steps toward his horse who wandered nearby grazing happily. Benjamin stopped several meters away from Miss Hastings and looked at her motionless figure. “We will need to leave immediately.”

      “Immediately?” She glanced at the riverbank.

      “Yes. I left a note telling Edward I would meet him–with you–at the townhouse. We must return as soon as possible.”

      Miss Hastings nodded and shivered. Looking around the embankment, she spied her shoes lying haphazardly in the grass. She scooped them up and slipped them over her wet feet. Benjamin heard Miss Hastings sigh, the sound tugging at his heart. He took her hands in his, lifting her fingers to his mouth, kissing each one in succession.

      “Samantha.” The name felt like heaven on his lips. “You will be home again soon,” he vowed, wrapping his arms around her, wishing they had more time together. However, Edward would be waiting and extremely anxious to see his sister. Surely, the letters would have been discovered by now. Reluctantly he released his hold.

      Benjamin mounted his horse, lifting her up behind him. She hiked up the skirt of her dress to straddle the horse and lightly placed her hands around his waist. Her touch sent a shiver through his body. Adjusting her hem to cover her legs, Miss Hastings nuzzled her face into Benjamin’s shirt, choosing to remain silent during the entire ride back to the Hastings’ townhouse. Benjamin did not press her; her sadness was palpable.

      “Miss Hastings,” Mr. Walton greeted them at the door.

      “Mr. Walton,” replied Miss Hastings with a tight smile. “Has my brother arrived yet?”

      “Yes, Miss Hastings,” answered Mr. Walton. “We were all very worried about your disappearance.”

      “I think I should speak to Edward first before he releases his temper on you,” suggested Benjamin.

      “Watch out for his right hand,” Miss Hastings called after Benjamin. She turned and disappeared up the stairs.

      Her warning held more truth than Benjamin expected. Edward ushered Benjamin into the study and waited anxiously for Benjamin’s explanation of his sister’s abrupt departure. No sooner had Benjamin informed Edward of the marriage proposal, then Edward punched him squarely in the face, a dark bruise forming immediately. Benjamin swore loudly, ducking the next blow.

      “Edward,” Benjamin began, holding his hands in front of his body as he hastily stepped away from his friend. “Edward, I did nothing to her.”

      Except kiss her soundly—twice—Benjamin thought to himself. Samantha’s face swam in his mind, passion highlighting her features. He ducked as Edward lunged toward him again.

      Finally comprehending Benjamin’s statement, Edward paused, mid-swing and stared critically at Benjamin for a moment. “Nothing?”

      “Nothing,” replied Benjamin.

      “Why do you want to marry her?”

      “I am a far better choice than the other suitors who have shown interest.”

      “Some might argue that point differently, given your past history,” retorted Edward, his hands still clenched.

      “Edward, be reasonable.” Benjamin continued holding his arms up to block any future blows from Edward. “I can keep her safe. It gives us time to figure out who is behind your father’s murder without worrying about your headstrong sister running off again. Honestly, how many people can you trust right now?”

      Edward paused, anger still radiating from every pore. He appeared to consider Benjamin’s argument, then tilted his head and glared at Benjamin. “And after this ordeal is over? What happens then?”

      “She keeps Hastings Manor, I keep my title. Everyone is happy.”

      Edward collapsed in a nearby chair with a heavy sigh. He studied the glass on Benjamin’s desk and glanced up at his friend who wisely kept his silence and his distance. “Do you love her?”

      “As much as a man can love a woman.”

      Edward’s features softened as he looked at his friend’s earnest face. “When did that happen?”

      Benjamin shrugged, remaining out of range of Edward’s fists. “I do not know, somewhere between her epee and your right hook.”

      “Does she love you?”

      “I do not know.”

      Edward looked at him quizzically. “How could you not know?”

      “Edward. She said yes,” Benjamin stated. “What more can you ask? I will protect her.”

      “I suppose so.” Edward looked at the swelling around Benjamin’s eye. He rose, filled a glass with ice and handed the tumbler to Benjamin. “Sorry about the eye.”

      Benjamin smiled warily. “She did warn me.”

      “Samantha!” bellowed Edward as he opened the door and leaned out into the hallway. “Get down here. Now!”
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      “Where have you been?” Wilhelmina’s shrill voice echoed into the bedchamber.

      Sam, head buried in her traveling chest, glanced up guiltily. “I left a note.”

      “Some note,” snorted Wilhelmina, closing the door behind her. “We left the Westwood estate early this morning without any indication of your safety.”

      “I would have sent a note as soon as I arrived.” Sam frowned, diving into the trunk again, returning to her task of searching for a dress. Her current one, covered in mud, dragged scrapes of the fraying hem along the floor.

      “You should have told me you were unhappy.” Wilhelmina sniffed, kneeling on the floor next to the truck. “I would have let you go back a long time ago.”

      Sam’s head popped up again. It was not her intention to hurt Wilhelmina. “My desire to return home had nothing to do with either you or those sweet girls. It was just…everything was so overwhelming.”

      Wilhelmina sifted through the clothing, silent for several moments. “Why did you come back then?” she asked, her eyes raising to Sam’s.

      “Lord Westwood convinced me to finish the season.” Sam shrugged.

      “Did he?” Wilhelmina arched her eyebrow. “That must have been some argument. I will have to thank him for his interference.”

      “You may change your mind,” Sam muttered under her breath as Wilhelmina rose.

      Crossing the room to perch on the edge of the bed, Wilhelmina folded her hands in her lap. “Samantha, I want you to be happy.”

      “I am happy,” Sam’s muffled voice came from the recesses of the chest.

      “Married and happy.”

      “I am not sure those two words belong in the same sentence,” mumbled Sam.

      Wilhelmina sighed. “You could be as happy as Edward and me. You could have children. You could host parties.”

      “Ugh, parties.” Sam shuddered, continuing her search. Why was everything creased? Did she have nothing suitable in which to meet her–Sam gulped–fiancé?

      “All right, no parties,” conceded Wilhelmina. “However, I know how much you love your nieces.”

      “Of course, I do,” Sam replied, lifting her head and tilting it in confusion. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Samantha, will you at least consider your suitors?”

      “Is that where this discussion is going?”

      Wilhelmina pursed her lips and peered over the edge of the trunk lid. “Wear the blue one, it will bring out your eyes.”

      She helped pull the dress over Sam’s head, tugging it down with a sharp yank. While Wilhelmina fastened the back, Sam stood quietly, pondering if she should tell Wilhelmina about Lord Westwood’s proposal. Eventually, Edward would tell his wife the news; however, Sam wanted to wait until Edward’s initial reaction passed.

      Would Edward even consider accepting Lord Westwood as a suitor? No, she corrected, a fiancé. The word caused her to shudder again. Edward knew far more intimate details of Lord Westwood’s less than gentlemanly exploits. That information itself might cause him to reject him unless she was in far more danger than even Lord Westwood led her to believe.

      What kind of peril was Lord Westwood trying to shield her from? She knew next to nothing of her father’s death, aside from the snippet overheard earlier that morning and what he had divulged. She knew a little about Edward’s business dealings, having taken over during Edward’s absence, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      Chewing on her lower lip, she allowed Wilhelmina to brush the tangles in her chestnut hair, too preoccupied to complain about the brush ripping through her tresses. Humming softly, Wilhelmina ignored Sam’s reverie and began pulling strands into an upswept fashion.

      Did this danger affect Wilhelmina and the girls too? Perhaps they would all be safer in the country, mused Sam. Then again, no one knew who the unidentified murderer was; what if it was someone close to the family? She caught Wilhelmina staring at her in the mirror, a concerned look flitting across Wilhelmina’s face.

      “If I told you I agreed to marry someone, would that put your mind at ease?”

      “Have you decided to accept a proposal?” Wilhelmina’s eyes lit up with delight.

      “I have,” answered Sam.

      “Who?”

      “Samantha,” Edward’s voice bellowed up the stairs. His anger seeped under the door.

      Wilhelmina spun Sam around to face her. “What did you do?”

      Sam shook her head. “I did nothing.”

      Wilhelmina, fingernails biting into Sam’s shoulders, stared deep into her eyes. “Who proposed to you?”

      Sam tried to wriggle away. “Edward is waiting for me.”

      “Edward can wait,” Wilhelmina replied severely.

      “Samantha Hastings,” Edward’s voice roared again.

      Sam glanced anxiously at the door. “If I tell you, will you let me go?”

      “Yes.” Wilhelmina released Sam’s shoulders.

      “Lord Westwood.”

      Sam dashed for the door, leaving Wilhelmina standing, frozen with shock, in her bedroom. Descending the stairs as slowly as she dared, Sam wondered if Lord Westwood was still alive. Each new step brought visions of his death, the twinkle in his emerald eyes faded into permanent dullness. The empty hallway brought no comfort. Raising her hand, she tapped lightly on the door.

      The study door swung open to reveal Lord Westwood holding a glass to the purpling bruise growing around his eye. Sam giggled, the hysterical laughter threatening to bubble its way to the surface. He shook his head imperceptibly and ushered her into the room. Pressing her lips together firmly, Sam walked toward her brother.

      Edward’s face, stretched tightly, showed no emotion. His calm nature unnerved Sam, and an errant giggle escaped, her hand flying to her mouth immediately. She felt Lord Westwood approach her from behind and take a seat across from Edward, without making a sound. Sam stood between the two men, her hand pressed forcefully against her lips, staring at Edward.

      Edward spoke softly. “Benjamin tells me he has found you a suitable fiancé.”

      Sam nodded, her eyes never leaving Edward’s face.

      “He also tells me that you have accepted this suitor’s proposal.”

      Sam nodded again.

      “Why?”

      Sam paused; the question took her by surprise. She opened her mouth, acutely aware that both men stared unflinchingly at her.

      “We reached a mutual agreement.”

      “An agreement,” Edward raised his eyebrows at Lord Westwood, who cocked his head and offered a small smile.

      “Edward, I know what I am doing,” stated Sam with more conviction than she felt.

      “It is a smart match,” allowed Edward.

      “My mother would approve,” interjected Lord Westwood with a smile, falling silent again when Edward shot a glare at him.

      “I wonder,” hedged Edward, “if you know what kind of man you have agreed to marry?”

      Sam stared hard at her brother. “What are you insinuating?”

      Edward shrugged, his eyes never leaving Sam’s face. “He has a colorful reputation.”

      “You did as well,” retorted Sam, her hands on her hips, indignation flashing across her face.

      Edward’s jaw dropped. Lord Westwood chuckled softly behind her, earning a withering look from Edward. The sound reverberated through her skin, causing an involuntary shiver. She refused to turn and look at Lord Westwood, knowing one glance would disarm her ability to argue logically with Edward.

      “Who told you?” Edward’s accusing eyes focused on Lord Westwood.

      His velvet voice crawled over her shoulders. “I did not say one word.”

      “Lady Westwood told me,” replied Sam haughtily, “and it was confirmed by your wife.”

      Lord Westwood snorted his amusement at the course of the conversation. Sam stole a brief peek at him; he winked. She flushed and turned back toward Edward, aware the telltale blush traveled down her neck.

      “My reputation is not what we are discussing,” bristled Edward.

      “Why?” questioned Sam. “If your only argument is he shares your sordid past, then you are a hypocrite.”

      Edward craned his head around Sam to glare at Lord Westwood. “Perhaps I should be asking you if you know what kind of woman you agreed to marry.”

      “I am well aware,” he replied, a quiet fierceness underlying his tone.

      Edward’s eyes flicked back toward Sam. “Are you certain this is what you want?”

      “Yes,” Sam answered without hesitation. She felt Lord Westwood exhale behind her, relief coloring the barely audible sound.

      “I suppose Wilhelmina will enjoy planning an engagement party.” Edward sighed, indicating the conclusion of his opposition. He grimaced. “Another party.”

      Sam smiled inwardly. Edward disliked society functions as much as she did. He attended them as an appeasement to his wife and spent most of his time hiding in the salon with the rest of the husbands. Wilhelmina once complained, just like her brother, it seemed Sam would rather join the men in the salon than the women in the ballroom.

      “Do not forget the Leveret’s ball is in two days’ time,” added Lord Westwood with a trace of humor in his voice.

      “Hell.” Edward rubbed his hand across his forehead.

      Alarm swept Sam’s face. Edward, just returned, already planned on placing himself in jeopardy. This time the murderer might succeed; she could not bear to suffer through his death a second time. She wanted to lock him away at Hastings Manor. She noticed Edward staring at her distressed expression.

      “That might be a bit of a shock for people,” she stated guardedly, avoiding his eyes.

      “I warned you she already knew,” murmured Lord Westwood from behind her, the clink of ice accompanied his statement.

      “Sammie,” Edward sighed. “Benjamin and I discussed this thoroughly. We think it would be best to catch everyone unaware.”

      “We will not be able to keep this a secret for long. The household staff already knows Edward is alive. We will lose the element of surprise if we wait too long,” added Lord Westwood, rising from his chair and moving to stand beside her.

      She looked up at him, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “He’s just returned.”

      “I know,” he wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders and drew her tightly against him.

      Sam paused a moment and pushed back against Lord Westwood, searching his eyes in earnest. “Is there something else you are not telling me?”

      Edward muttered a few inappropriate words under his breath.

      Lord Westwood nodded slowly, holding her gaze. “Yes.”

      “Are Wilhelmina and the girls in danger as well?”

      He glanced over her head at Edward who watched their exchange silently.

      “Yes.”

      “Edward has been gone for over two years, and nothing happened to us. Why would something happen now?” Sam’s voice rose hysterically.

      “Whoever tried to murder your brother wanted him dead for a specific reason. With Edward’s return, we fear this person will strike at the family any way he can.”

      “Benjamin,” warned Edward softly.

      Sam turned her full attention to Lord Westwood, ignoring her brother. Her frantic heart felt as though it would explode. She swallowed the lump rising in her throat.

      “By agreeing to this marriage, are you now in danger too?”

      “That is enough,” interrupted Edward, physically stepping between them. “You know far more than you should already.”

      Sam’s eyes flashed at her brother. “He is willing to sacrifice his life to marry me, I should know what kind of danger we face.”

      “Edward,” began Lord Westwood, placing a hand on Edward’s arm.

      “No. I will not have you filling her head with scary stories.”

      “Uncle Ephraim would tell me,” Sam retorted, placing her hands on her hips and stretching to her full height.

      “I am not Uncle Ephraim,” roared Edward in frustration.

      A light tapping on the study door interrupted their heated conversation. All three turned toward the door as the tapping came again, a little more insistent than the previous attempt.

      “Edward,” Wilhelmina’s muffled voice called.

      “Not one word about any of this,” instructed Edward as he crossed the room.

      Both Sam and Lord Westwood nodded their agreement. Edward opened the door to find his petite wife vibrating with excitement. Sam rolled her eyes at Wilhelmina’s enthusiasm as she danced into the room. She was a blur of motion, twirling in circles, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet, clapping her hands with delight.

      “Do I get to throw an engagement party?” Wilhelmina’s voice was breathless with glee.

      Edward chuckled, shaking his head at her antics. “Yes, my dear. It seems you have a wedding to arrange.”

      Wilhelmina beamed. “That is wonderful news,” she exclaimed. “We have so many things to plan.”

      Inwardly, Sam groaned. Lord Westwood caught her eye and winked before turning his attention back to Edward and Wilhelmina.

      “I am certain my mother would be delighted to assist you with anything wedding related,” he said, lightly placing his glass back on Edward’s desk.

      “An excellent suggestion, Lord Westwood,” curtsied Wilhelmina with a broad smile. Her curious eyes lighted on the bruise decorating his eye, but she did not mention the injury.

      “Edward. Mrs. Hastings, if you will excuse me, I regretfully have some pressing matters to take care of.” Lord Westwood acknowledged them both with a slight nod.

      “May I walk you out?” asked Sam, noticing her brother giving him a hard look, accompanied by a slight shake of the head.

      Wilhelmina misunderstood Edward’s gesture and patted him reassuringly. “I do not believe Lord Westwood will have time to ravish your sister in the hallway.”

      Sam grasped Lord Westwood’s offered arm, the intimate proximity causing her to gasp involuntarily—an explosion of heat seared through her hand. They walked the short distance to the front door, and Sam shivered with anticipation. Lord Westwood turned his smoldering gaze toward Sam, bringing her hand to his lips, placing a scorching kiss on the back of her hand.

      “When I have the time, I would like to ravish you in the hallway,” he murmured lustily, pulling her close, his hips pressed against her.

      Sam’s breath caught in her throat. The heat from his lips traveled through her skin and pooled in her stomach. She stared into his blazing eyes and lifted her face, inhaling his musky scent, melting into him.

      “Benjamin,” she begged.

      He pressed her against the door, his mouth finding hers. He kissed her with an intensity that stole her reason. His lips moved seductively, tenderly nibbling the skin on her neck before returning to her mouth, plunging his tongue deep inside. Sam moaned softly, her legs buckling beneath her. His arm wrapped around her waist, lifting her as he continued his assault on her senses.

      A noise above startled them. Breaking apart reluctantly, Sam glanced up the stairs with a nervous chuckle. Lord Westwood slowly lowered her back to the ground, sliding her body the length of his, sighing loudly.

      “I look forward to the day when I do not have to stop,” he whispered in her ear, sending a fresh wave of fire coursing down her spine.

      “As do I,” replied Sam breathlessly, her heart hammering haphazardly.

      Lord Westwood growled in frustration, pressing himself against her again, his mouth millimeters from hers. “I shall see you later this evening. Please, do try to stay out of trouble.”

      “I cannot make that promise.”

      “I know.” He pressed one final kiss to her lips and wrenched open the door.
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      Benjamin burned. The carriage ride to his city lodgings did nothing to distract him from the passion consuming his every thought. Miss Hastings responded so eagerly to his touch, it nearly melted his resolve. A weaker man would not be able to resist. He smiled inwardly, wondering if she knew how close he had come to seducing her in the hallway that morning.

      However, as alluring as she was, other pressing concerns demanded his attention, including determining how to protect Miss Hastings from the man who had murdered her father. He shelved his desires reluctantly—there would be plenty of time after the wedding for carnal distractions.

      Benjamin reflected on Edward’s risky plan. It would place the entire family in jeopardy although it appeared as though the Hastings family was already in danger. A man desperate enough to kill Mr. Hastings in his own home would not think twice about attacking a woman or child. Benjamin could not bear to lose Samantha, not now when he finally figured out what he actually wanted—her.

      Would he and Edward be able to subdue such a dangerous man? Benjamin's head ached with frustration. So preoccupied was his mind, when he emerged from his coach, he nearly bumped into Mr. Lockhearst. The latter man waited on the steps in front of Benjamin’s townhouse, puffing on a cigar.

      “Lord Westwood,” Mr. Lockhearst stated, annoyed Benjamin had failed to notice him loitering on the bottom step. Mr. Lockhearst’s pretentious tone grated through the cool morning air, accompanied by the acrid smell of tobacco.

      Benjamin blinked for a moment, startled from his internal reverie, greeting the man with a half-hearted nod. “Mr. Lockhearst.”

      “I hoped you were at home,” continued Mr. Lockhearst in a clipped tone, blatantly staring at the bruise blossoming around Benjamin's throbbing eye.

      “Did you?” mused Benjamin. “What can I do for you at this hour, sir?”

      “Shall we retire inside for our discussion?” Mr. Lockhearst gestured toward the door.

      “Certainly,” sighed Benjamin. He was in no mood for Mr. Lockhearst nor for anything this boorish man had to say, but society dictated his actions, and a gentleman needed cause to throw another man from his property. Reluctantly, he opened the door and gestured for Mr. Lockhearst to follow. They were instantly met in the entryway by Mr. Davis.

      Mr. Davis, Benjamin’s valet for the past ten years, merely nodded once at Benjamin before disappearing into the kitchen. He made no comment regarding his employer’s black eye nor the early morning guest. A particularly efficient man, Mr. Davis possessed the keen ability to aid without instruction.

      Leading Mr. Lockhearst into his study, Benjamin left the door open, unsure of the man’s true intentions. A tray of food and drink–laden with enough fare for two men–wafted invitingly from the corner of the desk. Benjamin’s stomach rumbled. However, deciding not to share his meal with Mr. Lockhearst, Benjamin pushed the tray aside and offered Mr. Lockhearst a glass of brandy, which he accepted gratefully and took a large sip, choking on the liquid.

      Benjamin studied Mr. Lockhearst with mild interest. Mr. Lockhearst, picked up his glass a second time, contemplated it and replaced it in the exact same spot without taking a sip. He continued in this manner for several minutes as if gathering his thoughts. Benjamin fought the urge to roll his eyes. He half-smiled as the action reminded him of Samantha’s inappropriate social manners.

      Debating opening the stack of letters piled up on his desk while he waited for Mr. Lockhearst to formulate his intentions, Benjamin sighed impatiently again, his hand hovering over a missive. Business required his full attention and apparently so did this matter with Mr. Lockhearst. Therefore, he allowed Mr. Lockhearst’s nervous behavior to persist for several minutes more before the annoyance became overwhelming.

      “What is the reason for your unexpected early morning visit, Mr. Lockhearst?” Benjamin asked gruffly, aware the lack of sleep had affected his manners.

      Mr. Lockhearst took a deep breath, replacing the glass again. “Lord Westwood, it has come to my attention you have been appointed as the acting guardian of Miss Samantha Hastings.”

      “I have,” drawled Benjamin, taking a sip and deliberating whether to hold the glass against his pulsing eye.

      “I would like permission to court her.”

      Benjamin glared at the other man for a moment. He imagined the satisfaction he would receive from throwing his glass at Mr. Lockhearst’s head.

      “I am very sorry to inform you that Miss Hastings has recently received an offer of marriage,” Benjamin replied, setting the tumbler down with a resounding clink. He knew his tone held not one note of sympathy.

      Mr. Lockhearst’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Has she accepted?”

      “Yes, she has.”

      “What is the name of the gentleman who proposed?”

      “You must understand, I cannot tell you the gentleman’s name as the engagement has not been officially announced,” Benjamin replied.

      “I am the better choice,” huffed Mr. Lockhearst, his pitch sharpening.

      “Are you?” Benjamin’s voice remained dangerously soft.

      “Unquestionably,” Mr. Lockhearst replied.

      “I will take that into consideration.”

      Mr. Lockhearst smiled arrogantly, draining the liquid in his glass. “Thank you.”

      “However,” Benjamin continued, “The choice belongs to Miss Hastings, and I am given to believe she is content with the match.”

      A black cloud crossed Mr. Lockhearst’s face. “Perhaps you would intervene on my behalf. I am sure you could convince her to change her mind.”

      Benjamin raised his eyebrows. “Are you suggesting I force her to marry you?”

      Mr. Lockhearst shrugged, a small smile on his lips. “Force is a strong word. Perhaps, compel might fit the situation better.”

      Benjamin grasped the edge of his desk to physically prevent himself from climbing over the top and punching Mr. Lockhearst directly in his smug face. Taking several deep breaths to calm his anger, Benjamin silently counted to ten in his head. Once he felt in control of his emotions, he slowly released his grip on the desk, one finger at a time.

      Mr. Lockhearst, unaware of his host’s current struggle, continued blithely. “I am sure we could come to some sort of monetary arrangement.”

      Pressing the tips of his fingers together, Benjamin stared at Mr. Lockhearst wordlessly, allowing an uncomfortable silence to stretch between them. When Benjamin spoke, his cold voice held very little of the fury glittering in his dark eyes.

      “Miss Hastings is not for sale, nor will she ever be. As you can have nothing further to discuss, I want you to leave my house immediately.”

      Furious, Mr. Lockhearst threw his empty glass into the fireplace. It shattered, sending shards skittering across the floor. He turned his glittering, black eyes back to Benjamin.

      “Beware, Westwood. I am a man who always gets what he wants.”

      “Even if that is true, in this case, Mr. Lockhearst, you will not.”

      “Our business is not finished,” Mr. Lockhearst foamed. Without another word, he slammed out the front door, muttering curses under his breath.

      Benjamin watched through his study window as Mr. Lockhearst stomped down the sidewalk and out of sight. Disgusted, Benjamin shook his head–such behavior from a gentleman. He wondered if the stories of staff abuse were true. Mr. Lockhearst seemed every bit as tyrannical as the rumors implied. After witnessing this morning’s episode, Benjamin speculated Mr. Lockhearst might be capable of more sinister acts. Definitely not a good match for any woman. Mr. Lockhearst’s continued bachelorhood was strong evidence of that fact.

      Pieces of broken glass shimmered in the fireplace, an ominous warning of the personality hidden beneath a gentile façade. Benjamin reminded himself to inform Mr. Davis of the sharp glass intermixed with ash before the maid cleaned the grate. Sighing again, he pinched the bridge of his nose between his forefinger and thumb, a dull headache pulsing behind his eyes.

      His pupils rested on the large stack of paperwork loosely organized on his desk. Still vibrating with anger, Benjamin found it impossible to work. He glanced up as Mr. Davis silently entered the study, carrying a cold compress which he placed next to the silver tray. Benjamin offered his gratitude and placed the compress against his pounding eye with a grateful moan.

      Turning away, Mr. Davis’ observant eyes swept over the room and came to rest on an errant piece of glass. He spoke in a soft tone, his tranquil cadence hiding his repulsion of Mr. Lockhearst’s brutish behavior. “I presume that particular gentleman will not be visiting us again.”

      Benjamin grinned. “You have my permission to expel him from the house with as much force as you deem necessary.”

      A grunt answered Benjamin’s statement. Mr. Davis leaned over and collected the broken shard from the floor. He turned it over in his hand thoughtfully. “I trust your eye is feeling better.”

      “Much better, thank you, Mr. Davis,” Benjamin replied, adjusting the compress. “I had an unfortunate accident this morning.”

      “What happened, my Lord?”

      Benjamin snorted. “I proposed.”

      Mr. Davis laughed, falling forward and placing his hands on his knees for balance as he shook. The robust sound echoed around the study. Once Mr. Davis regained his breath, he wiped his eyes and replaced his professional mask.

      “May I learn the name of the lovely young lady?”

      “Miss Samantha Hastings,” Benjamin replied, acutely aware of the pleasure that coursed through his veins at the mention of her name.

      “I know the family,” nodded Mr. Davis. He paused a minute and cocked his head. “Please excuse my curiosity, my Lord; as you are her acting guardian, who, exactly, struck you?”

      “Her brother,” Benjamin answered after a moment of consideration. Mr. Davis never showed anything but discretion in his duties. Benjamin trusted him implicitly with most of his private business.

      “Ah. I was under the misconception that Mr. Hastings had passed away.”

      “It is extremely important that everyone continues to keep the same impression.”

      “Then I will maintain the charade until I am proved otherwise,” Mr. Davis stated. His observant eyes swept over the room again. “I will notify the household staff to clean the fireplace carefully.” Without another word, he disappeared out the study door, still clutching the wayward piece of glass.

      Benjamin glared at the unopened stack of letters. His head replayed the recent conversation with Mr. Lockhearst. The man set his teeth on edge. Swimming with annoyance, Benjamin’s mind refused to allow him to focus. He decided his correspondence could wait.

      Miss Hastings’ voice, more specifically her laugh, wandered into his thoughts. He wondered what plans she had for the day. Wedding plans. Mrs. Hastings would have dragged her to Westwood Estate.

      He could picture Miss Hastings strolling leisurely through the gardens, beams of sunlight glinting off her curls. An absent-minded smile graced his lips. A little diversion would clear his head; he could think of no other reason to remain in town.

      Mr. Davis met Benjamin at the study door with a smile. “My Lord, I have laid out fresh clothes in your bedchamber. Perhaps you should dress prior to returning to your fiancée.”

      Benjamin glanced down at his trousers, covered in mud from the riverbank and grimaced. He nodded in agreement. “Thank you, Mr. Davis.”

      Within forty minutes, Benjamin was on his way to the country estate. He arrived in the early afternoon, finding his mother in the sitting room as she finished her tea. Politely declining her offer of refreshment, Benjamin paced the length of the room twice while his mother watched him carefully over the rim of her cup. Mercifully she said nothing about his eye.

      “Benjamin, please do sit down,” she offered, indicating a nearby chair.

      He complied with a tight smile, sitting on the edge of a settee. “I have found a wife.”

      She laughed, the sound resembling a merry tinkling of little bells. “Is that all? I thought you were going to tell me something frightful.”

      “I have not told you the lady’s name yet,” Benjamin spoke softly.

      “It is not that dreadful Miss Shirely is it?” His mother’s voice held a note of disgust.

      Benjamin smiled. “You must have been speaking with Aunt Abigail.”

      Lady Westwood returned her son’s grin. “I do not need her advice to form my own opinion. However, in this case, she was correct in her assessment of Miss Shirely. I certainly hope you are of the same mind.”

      “I am. It is not Miss Shirely.”

      “Thank heavens,” exhaled Lady Westwood, replacing the teacup with a light clink. “I do not think I would have been able to stand more than ten minutes of her odious company. I would miss you terribly if you chose to marry such a detestable woman.”

      “That kind of statement is not proper for polite society,” chided Benjamin.

      “I am too old to be proper,” laughed Lady Westwood. “Tell me, who is the lady?”

      Benjamin took a deep breath. “Miss Samantha Hastings.”

      Lady Westwood tilted her head slightly and nodded. “I thought as much.”

      “Pardon,” Benjamin stared at her in shock.

      His mother chuckled. “Benjamin, I may be old, but I am not blind. It was evident the night the two of you met at the Allendale’s ball.”

      “What was evident?” interrupted Thomas, entering the room and taking a sandwich from the tray on the table. He popped it into his mouth before grabbing a second and sitting on the sofa across from his brother.

      “Benjamin has proposed to Miss Hastings.”

      “I am not sure Miss Hastings should have accepted the proposal. It took Benjamin a long time to figure out his perfect match,” Thomas winked at his mother, reaching for another sandwich. “Perhaps, she should look for a more intelligent fiancé.”

      Benjamin growled at his brother. “When the two of you are finished dissecting my life, will you please let me know?”

      Lady Westwood smiled. “Benjamin, we were not dissecting, we were merely waiting for you to catch up to the rest of us.”

      “He has always been a little thick,” goaded Thomas.

      The housekeeper interrupted the conversation with a light tap on the door frame. “Lady Westwood, Mrs. Hastings has arrived with some important news. She asked to be seen.”

      “Please show her in,” gestured Lady Westwood.

      Mrs. Hastings entered the room; Benjamin held his breath inadvertently. He hoped to see Miss Hastings as well, but Mrs. Hastings arrived alone. His face reflected the disappointment, darkening slightly before both he and Thomas rose to greet Mrs. Hastings.

      “Lady Westwood,” Mrs. Hastings trilled with joy. She spied Benjamin and nodded, her face breaking into a large grin. “I see you have already been informed of the good news.”

      “Yes, I have,” beamed Lady Westwood.

      “I hoped you would be willing to assist with the planning. Samantha has disappeared and is not at all interested in the wedding details.”

      Benjamin sniggered, earning a glare from Mrs. Hastings. “Are you really that surprised?”

      She sighed. “No.”

      “Mrs. Hastings, I would be delighted to help,” Lady Westwood smiled. “Please, do have a seat. I shall call for more refreshments as my son has consumed most of them.”

      Thomas laughed, holding a half-eaten sandwich in his hand. “Benjamin, let us leave these ladies to their plotting.”

      Benjamin nodded to both ladies and followed his brother from the room. They walked slowly toward the library, Thomas still chewing on his pilfered sandwich. He entered the room first, crossing over to one of the plush chairs, indicating the one to his left.

      “What is bothering you?” he demanded, once he swallowed the final bite.

      Benjamin’s eyes studied his brother’s features—exactly the same, except for their eye color and taste in women. He knew by proposing to Miss Hastings, he had placed himself in harm’s way. However, his brother was unaware of the impending danger. Thomas deserved an explanation or at least a warning, considering they were walking around with the same face.

      “Edward is alive.”

      Thomas choked on the sandwich. Benjamin leaned over and deftly thumped his brother on the back until the sandwich dislodged from his throat. Thomas gasped for air, his face straining from the effort. Benjamin waited patiently while Thomas regained his power of speech.

      Thomas’ eyes roved over his brother’s face. “Is Edward aware you proposed to his sister?”

      Benjamin nodded mutely.

      “And is that bruise evidence of Edward’s handiwork?” Thomas asked with a smirk.

      Benjamin grimaced and nodded again.

      “What happened to Edward?”

      “He was attacked by some unknown man.”

      “Are you sure it was a man?”

      Benjamin nodded. “No woman would have been able to stuff Edward’s unconscious body into a hay cart.”

      “When was he attacked?”

      “The day he left for France.”

      “Why?”

      “We think it was to cover up the murder of Mr. Hastings.”

      “Edward’s father? Why was he killed?”

      “We do not know the answer to that.”

      “Did Edward see his attacker?”

      “No. He struck Edward from behind.”

      Thomas, quiet for a moment, stroked his chin thoughtfully. “A hay cart is not a very inconspicuous place to hide a body. If I murdered someone, I would expect the body to be found, eventually.”

      “That was my sentiment.”

      “And this mysterious person has been waiting two years for Edward’s body to be found?”

      “Yes,” Benjamin nodded, folding his hands.

      “Has anything turned up missing at either Hastings Manor or the townhouse?”

      “Not that anyone is aware of.”

      “Are there any suspects?”

      “None,” replied Benjamin with a shake of his head.

      “How long has Edward been in town?”

      “He arrived here this morning.”

      “Here?” Thomas looked surprised.

      “Yes. Miss Hastings took ill. Mother refused to allow her to leave until she recovered.”

      “Ever the gracious host,” Thomas said with a smile.

      “Mrs. Hastings and her children also blessed us with their company.”

      “That must have been a full house,” mused Thomas.

      Benjamin grinned. “It was.”

      “That is why I choose to spend my time in town,” Thomas smirked. “How did Edward know to look for them here?”

      “He arrived home early in the morning, shocking his butler nearly out of his skin. Mr. Walton told him what occurred with Miss Hastings’ illness, and Edward departed immediately for Westwood Estate.”

      Thomas, silent a moment, stared at the books lining the shelves. “Will Edward be reintroducing himself to society?”

      “He plans to attend the Leveret’s ball,” stated Benjamin quietly.

      “That is going to make someone very angry,” murmured Thomas.

      “Probably.”

      Thomas exhaled slowly. “Then Edward is still in jeopardy.”

      “Yes,” answered Benjamin, watching Thomas’ reaction as he fit the pieces together.

      “Am I to understand the entire Hastings family is also in danger?”

      Benjamin nodded, holding his tongue, waiting for Thomas to complete his thought.

      “And you, as the fiancé, are now also at risk?”

      Benjamin nodded again, still silent.

      “Did you know this when you proposed?”

      “I did.”

      Thomas’ eyes gleamed. “What is the plan?”

      Benjamin smiled with relief. Not only had Thomas not chastised his rash behavior, he was willing to help trap a murderer. No brother could be finer.

      “You realize this will place you in jeopardy as well.”

      “Of course,” Thomas grinned. “What is life without a little risk?”
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      “I cannot wait until I am old enough to attend balls,” stated Marie, flopping dramatically onto Sam’s bed. She watched Sam root through the hair adornments spread over the quilt and fiddled with the colorful ribbons, holding them up to her dark tresses and sighing.

      Sam grinned. “There will be plenty of time for you to dress up when you are older.”

      “It just seems so far away,” Marie whined, a hint of longing in her young voice.

      “Come here,” gestured Sam. She grabbed a pink ribbon and began braiding it into Marie’s hair.

      Marie stared at the mirror, silent for a moment, watching Sam weave the ribbon into her hair. “Did your mother ever plait ribbons into your hair when you were little?”

      Sam smiled at her niece’s reflection. “My mother braided ribbons into my hair every time she dressed for a party. I always felt like a princess.”

      “I wish I was older now,” said Marie. “Then I could dress up in beautiful gowns, dance all night long, and stay up late.”

      Sam laughed. She snagged another ribbon off the bed and began braiding the other side of Marie’s hair. “Where are your sisters?”

      Marie shrugged. “I think they are helping Mother get ready.”

      “Well thank you for helping me,” smiled Sam. “I might have had to dress all by myself.”

      “Do you remember your first ball?” Marie asked as Sam began working a third pink ribbon into her hair.

      “Yes,” Sam grinned. “I was about nine years old.”

      “Nine,” sputtered Marie, rolling her eyes. “Mother says I have to wait until I am sixteen.”

      Sam winked at Marie. “I was supposed to wait until I was sixteen as well. However, I slipped into the ball.”

      “How?” Marie’s eyes widened, her mind furious processing possible plans.

      Sam turned Marie to face her and leaned close. “I will tell you, but you must promise not to tell your mother.”

      “I swear,” Marie said, placing her hand over her heart.

      “At the end of every season before we returned to the country for the summer, my parents would host a ball at this very house. That year, your father, who was already away at school, returned the previous evening to spend his break at Hastings Manor. He was seventeen at the time, and therefore, he was allowed to attend the party.”

      “That seems very unfair,” stated Marie in a grave tone.

      “I thought so too,” smiled Sam in agreement.

      “What did you do?”

      “Before my mother went down for the ball, she dressed my hair in beautiful, pale blue and white ribbons. They matched her gown exactly. Around her neck, she wore an exquisite necklace of diamonds and sapphires that sparkled every time she moved.”

      “Ooh, did Grandmother look like royalty?” whispered Marie.

      “Yes,” nodded Sam. “She looked exactly like a queen. I watched her descend the stairs on your grandfather’s arm. She turned once and smiled at me before gesturing that I was to go to bed.”

      “How could you be expected to sleep with all the excitement downstairs?” Marie grabbed a final ribbon for Sam to finish her hair.

      “How indeed?” Sam murmured to herself. She deftly weaved the last ribbon quickly through Marie’s hair.

      “What happened next?”

      “I wanted to watch the guests arrive from the top of the staircase before going to the nursery; however, my governess refused to let me.”

      “All governesses are mean,” declared Marie.

      Sam grinned. “I pretended to fall asleep quickly, and my governess left for her own chamber. After a few minutes, I crept to the door and peeked into the hallway. Since it was deserted, I tiptoed to the top of the staircase and sat down on the first step.”

      “Were the ribbons still in your hair?”

      “Yes.” Sam spun Marie so she could see her own hair.

      “Then what happened?” Marie, distracted by Sam’s story, barely noticed her reflection.

      “A gentleman entered the hallway from the adjoining ballroom. Quickly, I slid behind a potted plant so he would not notice me.”

      “Who was it?”

      Sam winked. “Cousin Franklin.”

      “He attended as well?” complained Marie, her voice colored by injustice for children everywhere.

      “Franklin was in his twenties at the time and considered a fine catch by society. He stole into the hallway, attempting to escape from his overly enthusiastic dance partner.” Sam handed her brush to Marie, who began to brush the tangles out of Sam’s tresses.

      “Did he see you?”

      “Yes. He climbed the stairs slowly, each step creaking as he neared my hiding place. Suddenly, the noise stopped; he paused just on the other side of the plant. Then he peeked around it and winked at me.”

      “What did he say?” Marie paused with wide eyes, her hand mid-stroke.

      “He asked me if I had a free place on my dance card,” laughed Sam, thinking of the memory. “I told him I was not invited to the ball. He grinned and said that he was inviting me.”

      “What happened?”

      “He escorted me down the stairs and into the ballroom. I was still in my nightdress,” added Sam when she saw the question form on Marie’s lips. “He began spinning me around the dance floor in my bare feet. Then your father cut in, and we whirled around in circles, faster and faster until we both collapsed in a fit of giggles. Franklin and your father spent their entire evening dancing with me. It was the most wonderful ball I ever attended.”

      Marie was quiet, her eyes searched through the available ribbons on the bed. She carefully selected several dark red strands that matched Sam’s dress.

      “Was Grandmother angry with you?”

      “Not at all. She found the entire situation amusing. I can still hear their voices, joyful, lively. It was the last time I ever heard them laugh,” Sam’s mood turned somber at the admission.

      “Why?” Marie tilted her head curiously, her hand paused mid-stroke, the brush hovering in the air.

      “Shortly after the party, your grandfather became extremely ill. He died of heart failure the next morning. Shortly after learning of the news, your grandmother fell into a coma. She never recovered.” A tear threatened to slide down Sam’s face. Sam purposely chose not to tell Marie of the murder. Perhaps when she was older, Edward would explain the truth to his daughter.

      Marie patted her hand on Sam’s cheek. “Do not be sad, Aunt Samantha.”

      “Thank you, dear,” replied Sam with a tight smile.

      “What happened to Grandmother’s beautiful necklace?” asked Marie, her voice pensive.

      Sam thought for a moment. “Actually, I do not know. I assumed it passed to Uncle Ephraim, along with most of the family heirlooms. However, I do not remember seeing him take anything from the townhouse, apart from a portrait. Perhaps your mother has it.”

      “Mother does not have it,” replied Marie, with a definite shake of her head.

      “Is that a fact?” asked Sam with a grin. “And how would you know that?”

      A knock interrupted their discussion. Sam quickly placed a finger to her lips, and Marie nodded.

      “Miss Hastings,” Nancy’s voice came through the door.

      “Come in,” Sam replied.

      The maid entered, her eyes sweeping over the ribbons strewn across the bed. Nancy’s mouth formed a disapproving thin line when she realized Sam had decided to dress Marie’s hair instead of her own. Crossing the room swiftly, Nancy grasped the brush from the dressing table where Marie had discarded it during Sam’s story.

      “Mrs. Hastings said to inform you that you are extremely late. Mr. Hastings has already gone downstairs to meet your guests.”

      “Our guests?” Sam raised her eyebrows, puzzled.

      “Lord Westwood and Mr. Reid,” Nancy replied, yanking Sam’s head around to face the mirror before ripping the bristles through Sam’s curls. Setting the brush aside, Nancy quickly began weaving Sam’s hair into an elaborate design.

      Sam’s heart jumped at the sound of Lord Westwood’s name; she barely noticed the rough tugging of Nancy’s deft hands. Apparently, he intended on escorting her to all public functions for the rest of the season. She grinned—if she must suffer through tonight’s horrendous soiree, at least she would have a distraction.

      “Who is hosting the ball?” asked Marie, startling Sam out of her contemplation.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Charles Leveret,” replied Sam. “They have a daughter, Virginia, who is about your age. Maybe we can convince your mother to allow you to attend the next tea party at the Leveret’s home.”

      “Would you?” Marie bounced happily from one foot to the other and clapped her hands together.

      “Marie, there you are,” Wilhelmina rushed into the room and embraced her daughter in a quick hug. “Your sisters have already gone to the nursery. Say good night.”

      “Good night,” repeated Marie with a polite curtsy, earning a grin from Sam. Marie grinned back and flounced from the bedroom, ribbons fluttering with each step.

      “Samantha, we are overdue,” chastised Wilhelmina.

      “We are always late, Wilhelmina. Besides, you had twice as many helpers as I did,” replied Sam, turning back toward the mirror.

      “I’m almost finished, Mrs. Hastings,” stated Nancy, her hands still pulling violently on Sam’s tresses.

      Wilhelmina nodded briefly. “Samantha, I will meet you in the sitting room.” She turned, crossing the room. “And Samantha,” Wilhelmina hovered in the doorway, “do not forget your shoes.”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “It was one time.”

      “Once was enough,” retorted Wilhelmina. She disappeared into the hallway.

      Sam twisted around, frowning at Nancy in the mirror, “it happened weeks ago.”

      Nancy answered Sam’s grimace with a sympathetic half-smile. “It seems Mrs. Hastings has not forgotten the incident yet.”

      “I doubt she ever will,” groaned Sam as she rose from the chair, she stepped carefully into her shoes. “No one else even noticed.”

      “They noticed,” replied Nancy, wiping her hands on her apron before she collected Sam’s wrap. “Their shrewd eyes catch everything. However, those ladies possess good manners and do not to mention the incident in front of Mrs. Hastings or yourself.”

      Sam snorted. “Gossiping is not good manners.”

      “Maybe not,” agreed Nancy, draping the wrap over Sam’s shoulders, “but it does make life much more interesting.”

      “Not when one is the subject of that gossip.” Sam sighed, her body deflating. She dragged toward the bedroom door, placing her hand on the door handle. “Good night. Thank you for your help.”

      “Good night, Miss Hastings,” responded Nancy with a short curtsey. She followed Sam in the hallway, turning in the direction of the kitchens. Nancy stopped suddenly and turned back.

      “For what it’s worth, Miss, I would prefer to spend my days barefoot too.” With a quick bob of her head, Nancy disappeared around the corner.

      Sam descended the stairs slowly, lifting her skirt so she would not accidentally step on the hem of the dress. She heard men’s voices rumbling in the study, indistinguishable words rising and falling in timbre. She crept closer and cursed under her breath. The door was completely shut, cutting off her ability to eavesdrop on their conversation. She suspected Edward had ensured privacy before beginning the discussion. Nevertheless, Sam pressed her ear to the door in the hopes of gleaning a word or two.

      “Samantha,” hissed Wilhelmina from the sitting room entryway. “What are you doing?”

      Sam jumped back with a squeak. “Nothing.”

      “Good. Then come here. You can hear the conversation much better in this room,” Wilhelmina winked at her.

      Sam’ mouth fell open. Silently, she followed Wilhelmina into the sitting room. Wilhelmina gestured toward the sofa nearest the adjoining wall and pressed her finger to her lips. Amazed, Sam sank down on the sofa and listened quietly. She could distinctly hear Edward speak.

      “The both of you must swear not to discuss this with either Wilhelmina or Samantha.”

      Sam looked at Wilhelmina quizzically, her mouth frozen in the shape of an O.

      Wilhelmina shrugged, sitting next to Sam. “I discovered this phenomenon the first month after I moved into the house. I was sitting alone, working on my needlepoint and heard Edward talking. I looked up, assuming he was in the room and was surprised to find myself still alone. It took a moment before I realized his voice was coming from the study.”

      “How is it possible?”

      “I am not really sure of the mechanics of it, I assume the grate in the wall has something to do with it.”

      Sam sat wordlessly listened to Edward as he discussed the upcoming evening. Lord Westwood answered in the affirmative. Sam leaned over and whispered to Wilhelmina, not wanting the gentlemen to overhear her question. “Do all the rooms in the house have this little quirk?”

      “No, just this room,” Wilhelmina shook her head. “Believe me, I have tested all the rooms.”

      “I take it Edward does not know.”

      Wilhelmina smiled slyly. “Wives have their secrets too.”

      Sam stared at her sister-in-law for a long moment. “How much do you know?”

      Wilhelmina looked Sam straight in her eye. “I know enough not to question why Lord Westwood and Mr. Reid are accompanying us to the ball this evening.”

      “Are you frightened?” Sam’s fingers twisted in her lap.

      “Edward would never let anything happen to us,” Wilhelmina frowned at Sam. Taking Sam’s hand, Wilhelmina gave a gentle squeeze.

      “Me too,” answered Sam.

      The conversation in the next room ceased, and the study door scraped opened. Footsteps echoed down the hallway. Wilhelmina quickly grabbed up the needlepoint which sat next to the sofa in a basket. She tossed a nearby book at Sam, who caught it deftly and wrenched it open to a random page. Both ladies looked up with innocent faces as the sitting-room door opened.

      “My dear, are you ready to leave?” Edward popped his head into the room with a smile.

      “Yes, my love,” replied Wilhelmina pleasantly, rising from the sofa and returning his smile. She dropped the untouched needlepoint back into the basket and kissed Edward lightly on his cheek as she passed him.

      “Sammie, you look beautiful,” said Edward, a note of surprise in his voice.

      “Thank you, Edward,” Sam blushed.

      Edward turned to follow his wife. Sam placed the book on the seat beside her and followed them. As Sam stepped into the hallway, she felt Lord Westwood’s presence. He waited silently in the shadows behind her. Moving closer, he slid his fingers slowly along the sensitive part of her arm, starting at her elbow and coming to rest at her wrist. Sam trembled as he continued to subtly stroke the inside of her wrist. For a moment, the entire house seemed to melt away.

      “You are lovely,” Lord Westwood’s voice rumbled deeply in her ear, his warm breath sizzling along her neck.

      Tingles ran up Sam’s skin. She shuddered involuntarily as her knees gave way. She sagged against him, his arm supporting her weight. The sudden closeness sent a fresh wave of tremors through her body. He chuckled softly.

      “You are distracting me again,” Sam murmured.

      “I like you distracted.”

      Sam turned as the smile playing across his face melted into fierce desire. His eyes smoldered with liquid heat, which radiated with such intensity, Sam felt she might burst into flames from his proximity. Without thinking, she tilted her chin up, exposing her delicate neck to his sinful mouth. He shook his head slightly, his disappointment evident.

      “Samantha,” he whispered, pulling her against his body. Her name rolled on his tongue decadently, sending shivers down her spine.

      “You are going to drive me insane,” he growled, bending his head to touch Sam’s warm skin with his lips.

      “Benjamin, we are going to be late,” Thomas chastised from the front porch.

      Lord Westwood glared at his brother. “As always, Thomas, you have impeccable timing.”

      “Miss Hastings.” Thomas winked at her as she passed him on the stoop.

      “Mr. Reid,” replied Sam, a blush creeping up the back of her neck. She climbed into the carriage with Lord Westwood’s assistance, seating herself across from Edward and Wilhelmina.

      Lord Westwood peered into the carriage briefly. “Edward, we will follow in a few moments.”

      Edward nodded. “Thank you, Benjamin.”

      Lord Westwood sent a wicked grin in Samantha’s direction before closing the door with a snap. Samantha flushed a deeper crimson. Wilhelmina’s lips pursed, her gaze jumping between Sam and the carriage door. Leaning back against the cushion, Sam closed her eyes and took several deep breaths to force the telltale blush from her pale skin. Abruptly, the carriage rocked forward, traveling at a quick pace toward the Leveret’s house and Edward’s unmasking. Dread settled in Sam’s stomach.
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      Benjamin watched the carriage with Edward, Mrs. Hastings, and Miss Hastings disappear around the corner. His eyes swept the street as he walked back toward the waiting carriage. The horses whinnied softly in the dusk, stamping their hooves impatiently. No unusual sounds captured his attention.

      Thomas stood at the rear wheel of the coach, also searching the approaching darkness for any hint of danger. He sighed, rather loudly, causing Benjamin’s head to snap quickly in his direction. With a sheepish grin, Thomas shook his head and climbed into their waiting carriage.

      Once more, Benjamin looked around cautiously before following Thomas into the dim compartment. Thomas, who had already moved his curtain aside, peered diligently out the window. Benjamin took up his post on the other side of the carriage, watching Edward’s townhouse as it faded into the shadows.

      “Edward instructed his driver to take a small detour. That will give us enough time to station ourselves in the best position to observe everyone’s reactions.” Benjamin addressed his brother without turning from the window, his eyes continuing to watch the cobblestone streets.

      Thomas smirked against the glass. “I think the general response will be shock.”

      “We are not looking for the general response,” countered Benjamin, his eyes flicking toward Thomas.

      They remained silent for the rest of the short journey, each man contemplating the upcoming task. However, Benjamin found his thoughts straying to Miss Hastings. Radiant this evening and silhouetted by the flickering lights, she captivated his attention immediately. He could not resist a brief brush of his fingers on her soft skin. That minuscule caress left him wanting, reigniting the inferno that constantly smoldered beneath the surface.

      He rubbed his forehead, an unconscious gesture. Tonight, he needed to focus. He glimpsed Thomas eyeing him with a curious expression from the opposite cushion. An amused look crossed Thomas’ face, but he held his tongue. Turning quickly, Thomas concentrated on the window again. Benjamin watched his brother silently. He hoped someday Thomas would experience the same disturbing, maddening passion he felt with Miss Hastings. Someday soon, Benjamin prayed wryly, turning his attention toward the upcoming lights decorating the Leveret’s lavish house.

      The carriage slowed, stopping directly in front of the steps leading to the house. Lanterns illuminated the two footmen standing regally at the bottom of the stairs. One man opened the coach’s door, allowing Benjamin and Thomas to exit the compartment. Benjamin glanced down the street at the line of carriages parked along the sidewalk, noting Edward’s carriage approaching in the distance. Quickly, Benjamin and Thomas entered the house, allowing the butler to escort them to the ballroom and announce them before returning to his post at the entryway.

      “Lord Westwood, may I have a word with you?” Mr. Lockhearst greeted Benjamin gruffly, stepping directly in front of Benjamin, effectively blocking his path.

      Benjamin groaned inwardly and rolled his eyes. He nodded to Thomas who maneuvered around to the far side of the ballroom, stopping when he reached Mr. Charles Leveret; the two men began conversing amiably. Angling himself in the direction of the ballroom’s entryway, Benjamin turned toward Mr. Lockhearst with a polite scowl.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Lockhearst?” Benjamin barely concealed the disgust he felt bubbling inside.

      Mr. Lockhearst either ignored Benjamin’s displeasure or was too ignorant to notice it. “Lord Westwood, I would like you to reconsider your previous opinion on my marriage offer to Miss Hastings.”

      “Mr. Lockhearst, my decision remains the same.”

      “Perhaps I did not make my position clear enough.”

      “Your position was quite clear,” growled Benjamin, his hand clenched unconsciously. Across the room, Thomas raised his eyebrows at Benjamin, taking a step toward the two men. Benjamin, shook his head, subtly warning off Thomas and forced himself to relax his fingers.

      Unaware of the silent exchange between the brothers, Mr. Lockhearst glowered at Benjamin, leaning forward until his face was inches from Benjamin. Benjamin did not step back.

      “I am warning you, Westwood, stay out of my way,” snarled Mr. Lockhearst, his eyes bulging with anger.

      “Mr. Lockhearst,” Benjamin replied in a cool tone, his voice barely audible over the din of the room. “As long as I am responsible for Miss Hastings’ wellbeing, you will never have the opportunity to court her.”

      “Interesting terms,” snarled Mr. Lockhearst, his voice filled with malice.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Hastings,” the butler’s voice announced suddenly, interrupting their conversation. Unaware of the effect of his words, the butler disappeared to receive the next coach.

      Both Mr. Lockhearst and Benjamin turned at the same time, Mr. Lockhearst’s face draining of all color. Standing in the doorway, a giant smile pasted on his face, stood Edward, his arm casually looped through Wilhelmina’s arm.

      The room went silent.

      Behind Benjamin, a shriek echoed across the floor. Several ladies fainted, falling onto chairs placed at the perimeter of the room. Their escorts bent over them, waving fans to revive them. The silence stretched on as everyone stared at the couple still standing in the entrance to the ballroom.

      A clap resonated from the far side of the room. Benjamin spied Aunt Abigail as she stepped forward into the center of the dance floor, still clapping loudly. Soon, the entire room burst into applause, and there was a stampede toward Edward to welcome him home.

      The crowd pushed Benjamin and Mr. Lockhearst out of the way as more people strived to move closer to confirm Mr. Hastings was indeed alive. Benjamin’s eyes scanned the room quickly. Thomas mirrored Benjamin’s movements, searching the faces of the guests for an inappropriate reaction. Edward, never releasing his wife’s arm, was passed from friend to friend. They received joyful accolades and well-wishes from the surrounding crowd.

      “Benjamin, I am extremely disappointed in you,” a voice trilled over the swarm.

      Benjamin turned briefly toward Mr. Lockhearst who still stood silently gaping at Edward. “Mr. Lockhearst, our discussion is finished.”

      “Quite so,” Mr. Lockhearst replied. With a curt nod, he moved in the opposite direction of Edward, Wilhelmina, and the throng of people surrounding them.

      “Aunt Abigail,” Benjamin smiled at the woman as she shoved her way through the mass, knocking several gentlemen out of her way with her cane.

      “You have been keeping secrets from me,” she accused, elbowing a man in his back before taking up residence next to Benjamin.

      “I am not quite sure to what you are referring,” hedged Benjamin, wondering which secret she had discovered.

      Abigail studied him shrewdly over the rims of her glasses for a moment. “Perhaps it is best to converse away from meddlesome ears.”

      Abigail clamped a wizened claw on Benjamin’s sleeve and began moving toward the music room, which was presently bereft of guests. Benjamin allowed Abigail to drag him through the ballroom with an amused expression. Abigail gestured to a settee, and Benjamin sat, folding his hands patiently.

      “I have just been speaking with Katherine,” began Abigail.

      Benjamin smiled; of course, his mother would tell Abigail of the engagement. However, he held his tongue, allowing Abigail to finish her sentence.

      “It is my understanding there is to be a wedding in the near future.”

      “There is,” affirmed Benjamin.

      “Would you be so kind as to tell me the name of the young lady?” Abigail’s mouth pulled into a frown.

      “Mother did not tell you?” teased Benjamin.

      “She did not,” Abigail sniffed, clearly upset by the lack of information.

      “I wonder why,” pondered Benjamin, a playful smile still on his lips.

      “She stated that the engagement had not been officially announced and refused to give me the name.”

      “Would it be sufficient to say that you would approve of the woman I have chosen?”

      “It would not,” huffed Abigail, thumping her cane on the floor.

      “Miss Samantha Hastings,” Benjamin acquiesced.

      “Excellent,” answered Abigail with a grand smile. “I had hoped you were not as dense as you pretended.”

      Benjamin bristled at the comment. However, Abigail laughed heartily.

      “My dear boy, do not be so easily offended. I am merely remarking upon your good taste. There was some trepidation you may still be considering Miss Shirely,” she explained with a small shudder.

      Benjamin shook his head adamantly. “There is no comparison between the two.”

      “I quite agree. Now, let us discuss the other matter.” Abigail sat down next to him with a groan.

      “The other matter?” Benjamin looked at her quizzically.

      Abigail glared at him, her eyes narrowing. “I am alluding to Mr. Hastings’ sudden reappearance.”

      “Such a pleasant surprise,” stated Benjamin, glancing over his shoulder; the throng still surrounded Edward.

      “Your best friend resurfaces after a two-year absence during which everyone thought he was deceased, and you did not shove everyone else out of the way to greet him…” Abigail paused for a moment as she pondered her words. Her eyes lighted suddenly. “Unless you already knew he was alive.”

      His silence confirmed her suspicions.

      “I see,” she stated stoically.

      “Aunt Abigail…”

      Abigail held up her hand. “Now Benjamin, I do not presume to understand the younger generation, however, a bit of a warning next time, please. Seeing a dead man is very unnerving, especially to a woman of my age.”

      Benjamin sighed heavily. “My heartfelt apologies, Aunt Abigail, however, it was important not to share that particular secret with anyone prior to Edward’s announcement.”

      Abigail tilted her head. “Why?”

      Benjamin pursed his lips, refusing to answer her question. A sudden thought struck him as he looked at his aunt’s displeased visage. “Do you remember when Edward’s father died?”

      Abigail studied him for a moment as if wondering about the strange direction of the conversation. “I do.”

      “What do you remember?” Benjamin pressed.

      “It was such a tragedy—to die so young and be followed so shortly by his pretty wife. My heart ached for his poor children.”

      “What if I were to tell you that he was murdered?”

      Abigail raised her eyebrows. “I would believe that theory much more than the explanation that quack doctor gave to the newspaper. What was his name? Dr. Barnes, I think.”

      Benjamin nodded. “Several years ago, Dr. Barnes wrote a letter to Edward explaining his diagnosis was a falsehood.”

      “Ha. I suspected as much,” snorted Abigail, her cane thumping the floor. “What was the truth?”

      “Poison,” replied Benjamin in a hushed tone.

      Voices began drifting into the music room as guests dispersed from the crowd surrounding Edward. Benjamin glanced up. They had run out of time, yet he still had several more questions for Abigail regarding her memory of Mr. Hastings’ death. However, this sensitive matter needed to be discussed furtively, especially since Edward had just revealed himself.

      “Aunt Abigail, I would like to visit you tomorrow to talk about this further.”

      “I would be delighted to have your company, Benjamin.”

      “I must entreat you not to mention our conversation to anyone else.” Benjamin stared at her earnestly.

      “Certainly, Benjamin, you have my word.”

      Benjamin rose, leaving Abigail seated on the settee, and walked back into the ballroom. He noticed Edward and Wilhelmina were still surrounded by well-wishers although there were considerably fewer people pressed up against them. His eyes searched the room for Thomas and found him conversing with Mr. Mason. Benjamin signaled for Thomas to join him in the study. He glanced once more over the room and noted Samantha and her red dress were not visible. This perturbed him.

      “Benjamin,” Thomas greeted him from behind and closed the study door.

      “Did you notice anyone in particular?” asked Benjamin.

      “No one stood out to me, except for Mr. Lockhearst. What were the two of you discussing? He looked enraged when he walked away.” Thomas tilted his head, a small grin on his lips.

      “We were discussing Miss Hastings.”

      The grin widened. “Intriguing. Why is he interested in Miss Hastings?”

      “He would like to court her.”

      Thomas choked. “He asked you for permission?”

      “Twice now,” confirmed Benjamin with a scowl.

      “I am disappointed I missed that conversation.”

      “I am concerned we did not see any significant reaction from anyone this evening.” Benjamin ignored Thomas’ glee.

      “Not everyone is in attendance tonight. It will take a day or two before the whole of society knows of Edward’s return,” Thomas mused, his tone losing all trace of amusement.

      “I think it would be best if we stayed several nights at Edward’s residence to ensure our trap has not placed their family in immediate danger.”

      “I agree,” Thomas looked up as Mr. Charles Leveret entered his study.

      “Gentlemen,” he greeted them jovially. “I was just saying to my wife I was in need of something stronger to drink than what is offered in the ballroom. Would you care to join me?”

      “Certainly,” agreed Thomas.

      “I must politely decline,” answered Benjamin. “I have an important matter to discuss with Miss Hastings.”

      “Miss Hastings is not in the ballroom,” Mr. Leveret stated absently, pouring some amber colored liquid from a crystal decanter. He barely glanced up at Benjamin.

      “Actually,” Thomas replied, “I have not seen her all evening.”

      “She should have arrived with her sister-in-law,” Benjamin stated in a worried tone.

      “I am sure she is somewhere in the house,” said Mr. Leveret, handing a glass to Thomas. “Let us toast the return of old friends.”

      “Please excuse me,” Benjamin mumbled, already halfway out the study door.

      He traversed the length of the ballroom in a minute flat, not finding Miss Hastings anywhere among the guests. His panic rising, he poked his head into the music room and nodded briefly toward Abigail who was currently in conversation with one of the boot-stomping Leveret girls. His gaze rapidly scanned the room.

      Benjamin’s heart hammered with dread. Could she have disappeared so easily? Would the murderer boldly strike in a house filled with people? His throat constricted. In his haste, he crashed into Edward who was on his way toward the study, finally free of the throng.

      “Where is your sister?” demanded Benjamin, his tone frantic.

      “She is in the library with Franklin,” replied Edward, gesturing toward the room at the end of the hallway.

      Benjamin exhaled loudly, the color returning to his face. “I thought something terrible had happened to her.”

      “Franklin had a poor reaction to my sudden appearance. Sammie escorted him to the library to recover.”

      “Oh,” Benjamin stated, his eyes skipping impatiently toward the open library door. He wanted to ensure Miss Hastings’ safety for his own peace of mind.

      Edward cocked his head and smiled. “Benjamin, you will make an excellent husband.”

      The comment caught Benjamin off guard. He raised his eyebrows in confusion at Edward’s statement. Waiting for Edward to further expound his thought, Benjamin found himself unable to afford Edward the attention he deserved. Benjamin’s eyes kept darting down the hallway.

      “Go,” urged Edward, clapping Benjamin on the back. “I am certain they are still in there, probably talking about Franklin’s latest voyage.”

      Benjamin burst through the library doorway, his face a mixture of apprehension and relief. Miss Hastings glanced up at him with a radiant smile, but Mr. Morris looked perturbed by the interruption. Benjamin was halfway across the floor, longing to crush her to him before he remembered they were not alone. His conflicted desire left him standing awkwardly in the middle of the room.

      “Miss Hastings, your brother was concerned for your whereabouts.”

      “Lord Westwood,” smiled Miss Hastings, “please put my brother’s mind at ease. I have been sitting here the entire evening with Mr. Morris.”

      “Lord Westwood, do forgive me for monopolizing this lovely young woman,” added Franklin hoarsely. He cleared his throat. “I had rather an interesting fit this evening. Miss Hastings was kind enough to stay with me while my strength returned.”

      Benjamin took a chair across from Miss Hastings, concern flickering across his face. “How dreadful, Mr. Morris. I hope you are feeling better now.”

      “I am.” Mr. Morris forced a smile and patted Miss Hastings’ hand; Benjamin’s eyes narrowed at the intimate contact. “Seeing a ghost tends to disarm a man, especially when one has attended that person’s funeral.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Thirty minutes prior…

        

      

    

    
      Wilhelmina and Edward sat in contented silence in the carriage, their fingers intertwined as they bounced along the road toward the Leveret’s house. The adoration ebbing from Edward and Wilhelmina overpowered Sam. Her eyes roved over their hands before turning to stare out the window, uneasy about intruding on their intimate moment.

      Sam’s thoughts flickered to Lord Westwood, traveling with Thomas in the coach behind them. Since he was no longer her guardian, it would be inappropriate for her to ride in his carriage; images of their last carriage ride tumbled through her mind, his inappropriate proximity, his hands warming her feet. She shivered. Suddenly, their carriage took a sharp left, flinging Sam across the cushion. She whipped around to stare at Edward with wide eyes.

      “We are just taking a little detour,” explained Edward without taking his eyes from Wilhelmina. “Benjamin and Thomas wanted to arrive at the Leveret’s home before us to ensure our safety. This is my first social event in two years,” he added, squeezing Wilhelmina’s hand.

      Sam shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Her shoes pinched her toes. She wished she could remove them and ride in her stockings. She shifted again, sliding one foot behind the other, in the hopes she could slip off her shoes secretly.

      “Leave them on,” Wilhelmina’s command echoed from the other side of the coach.

      “They hurt,” griped Sam. How could Wilhelmina possibly see Sam trying to remove her shoes in the dark?

      “What are the two of you discussing?” inquired Edward with a hint of amusement.

      “Nothing,” mumbled Sam, scowling at the floor.

      They remained silent for the rest of the journey, arriving at the Leveret’s house a few minutes later. As planned, Sam stepped from the carriage first, her red gown brushing against the stone steps as she entered the foyer. Wilhelmina and Edward remained behind, enjoying a few moments of solitude before the impending madness began. Sam continued into the house without a backward glance.

      “Miss Hastings,” a jovial voice called from the library.

      “Mr. Morris,” Sam greeted him with a radiant smile. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to be overseas until next month.”

      Franklin moved into the hallway, embracing Sam, before placing a light kiss upon her cheek. “I returned early. Mrs. Clark sent me a letter regarding your illness. However, you look simply beautiful, hardly like any unwell person I have ever seen.

      Sam glowed as he raised her hand to his lips. “I am pleased to see you also, dear cousin. However, I am curious to learn how Mrs. Clark knew of my ailment.”

      “One of the doctors who visited you at Lady Westwood’s house also visited Mrs. Clark on the same day. She, too, fell ill from fever.”

      “I hope she is feeling better,” Sam stated.

      “She is,” answered Franklin. “However, she was extremely concerned for your wellbeing.”

      “That was very nice of her.”

      “Therefore, I decided to cut my trip short; the two most important women in my life were suffering.” He stood back a moment admiring Sam. “I am delighted to see you are fully recovered.”

      “When did you arrive?” asked Sam. She always missed Franklin when he traveled for extended trips; he had such fantastic adventures.

      “Just this morning. As soon as I arrived, I headed directly to the Westwood estate. Lady Westwood informed me you were no longer her guest and... Oh… dear Lord!” exclaimed Franklin. He turned white, the colored draining from his face, and collapsed on the floor without uttering another sound.

      “Franklin!” Sam cried, staring at his crumbled form.

      Edward and Wilhelmina rushed to Franklin’s side. “Franklin, please wake up,” Edward pleaded, waving Wilhelmina’s fan under Franklin’s nose.

      “Edward,” Wilhelmina glared at him over Franklin’s unconscious form. “Mr. Morris is not the only person who will react poorly to your sudden reappearance. Perhaps this is not the best idea.”

      “It is too late for me to change the plan now,” Edward replied, his mouth pulled into a grim line.

      Franklin’s eyes fluttered open. He focused on Edward and reached his hand up to touch Edward’s face. “Edward, is that really you?”

      “Yes. It is really me.”

      “What? How? We all thought you were dead,” Franklin stuttered, color returning to his cheeks.

      Edward smiled. “I am a fighter.”

      “What happened to you?” asked Franklin. He struggled to sit up, assisted by Edward and Sam.

      “I do not know,” replied Edward, shrugging. “I woke up in a monastery a week ago with no memory of how I got there.”

      Sam was amazed at how easily Edward lied about his whereabouts. After all, only Edward and Benjamin knew Edward had actually awoken two years prior and had spent the time researching his father’s death. Neither of them realized Sam had overheard their discussion. She wondered if Edward repeated the same lie to Wilhelmina. She did not seem a bit surprised when he revealed that piece of information to Franklin.

      Did Edward suspect Wilhelmina too? Surely not. Possibly, he thought it best not to frighten her with the complete truth. To be honest, knowing the truth made Sam terrified. She refused to confess that fact to anyone, including Lord Westwood. Her fears remained locked tightly behind a cheerful façade.

      Wilhelmina, upstairs with her children at the time, did not have the chance to eavesdrop on the conversation between Edward and Lord Westwood. Sam’s eyes flicked over Wilhelmina, still bent over Franklin’s frail form. It would wound Wilhelmina tremendously if she learned Edward purposely stayed away from her and the children for two years.

      Franklin exhaled loudly. “Forgive me for fainting, dear cousin. It was a bit of a surprise to see you standing in the hallway.”

      “Of course, Franklin,” smiled Edward. “It was not my intention to cause you any distress.”

      “Perhaps you would like to take a few moments to recover in the library,” Wilhelmina suggested kindly, gesturing to the nearby room.

      “Yes, thank you,” nodded Franklin, leaning heavily on Edward as they entered the room.

      “Edward, I will sit with Franklin,” Sam volunteered. “You must be announced; the butler is waiting.” She gestured to the uniformed man waiting in the hallway. Shooing Edward and Wilhelmina from the library, Sam patted Franklin’s hand as she took a seat on the bench next to him.

      “Thank you, Samantha,” Franklin replied with a tight smile once they were alone. “Please excuse me for taking up so much of your time. I do not want to cause any trouble.”

      “Spending time with you is no trouble at all,” replied Sam.

      “I am keeping you from the ball,” continued Franklin in a miserable tone, his eyes cast down.

      Sam squeezed his hand. “I am sorry to admit this, however, I am using you as an excuse to avoid the ball. You are aware of how much I dislike these ridiculous social functions, and this incident has afforded me with the most perfect excuse.”

      Franklin laughed, his tone improving considerably. “Of course, my dear, I will be happy to provide you with such a reason. However, if I remember correctly, you did not always want to avoid balls.”

      Sam laughed too, thinking of her prior conversation with Marie. “That was the first ball I ever attended.”

      “You have always been my favorite dance partner,” added Franklin with a wink.

      “It is a shame you had to cut your trip short. Where did you go this time?”

      “Paris.”

      “I would love to vacation in Paris,” sighed Sam. Her eyes glanced up at the couples passing through the hallway, not one person noticing either herself or Franklin.

      Franklin laughed again. “Unfortunately, I was there on business. Yet it is breathtaking. I recommend everyone visit Paris in the springtime. Perhaps now that Edward has returned, he will allow you to travel with me.”

      Sam shook her head sadly. “I doubt that. He is most intent on my marrying a suitable husband by the end of the season.”

      “A suitable husband?” Franklin raised his eyebrow. “I thought you were against the idea of marriage.”

      Sam paused a moment, debating whether to confess she was already engaged. Franklin, a close confidant for many years, deserved to hear the news from her. Although it became clear to her of late that Franklin seemed to be a little more interested in her wellbeing than when she was younger.

      Could it be possible Franklin nurtured an unknown affection? Her mind raced over the past few times she spent in Franklin’s company. Ever the gentleman, Franklin remained well-mannered at every encounter. However, he did encourage a particular closeness between the two of them.

      “I was,” Sam dragged out the words, gauging Franklin’s reaction.

      “And Edward’s return has caused you to rethink that decision?” Franklin asked.

      Sam nodded, her fingers twisted together in her lap, unsure of how to explain Lord Westwood’s strange proposal. A plan, he called it–a mutual agreement between the two of them–her freedom in exchange for an heir. Not in the least bit romantic. Sam grimaced at the recollection. Perhaps amiable companionship was all she could hope for. At least Lord Westwood was willing to accept her quirks, and it was a smart match as Edward pointed out.

      Her mind drifted to Lord Westwood’s sinful mouth, moving expertly against her skin, whispering seduction. Naïve in this aspect of relationships, he would be a good instructor. His words echoed in her mind; I have been told I am an excellent tutor. She trembled involuntarily. She knew his reputation, the effect he had on women, on her. One touch and all her virtuous resolve melted like wisps of smoke. She suddenly longed to run her fingers over his bare skin.

      “Samantha is everything alright?” Franklin interrupted her reverie.

      A blush crept into Sam’s cheeks as the image faded, and Franklin came into focus. “My apologies, dear cousin, I was reflecting on a recent conversation.”

      “Is this something you want, or is Edward forcing you to marry?” Franklin leaned forward in concern, patting her arm.

      “Edward is not forcing me to do anything,” Sam replied. Indeed, Edward seemed less keen on the idea than she was. It had taken Edward some time to accept Lord Westwood’s offer—time and a black eye. A small smile flitted across Sam’s face—predictable Edward.

      “Has Edward approved of a suitor?” pressed Franklin, a dark, unreadable expression crossing his face.

      “Miss Hastings,” a strained voice echoed in the room, cutting off Sam’s reluctant reply.

      Sam looked up in joy and relief. “Lord Westwood.”

      Franklin, still pale, glanced up at Lord Westwood, offering him a weak greeting, then apologizing for keeping Sam from the ball due to his unfortunate reaction to seeing Edward.

      With a concerned look, Lord Westwood took a seat across from Sam and stared intently at Franklin. Folding his hands patiently, Benjamin gestured for Franklin to continue. Before Franklin uttered one word, Mr. Lockhearst stormed into the room, his chest puffed ridiculously.

      “Miss Hastings,” he demanded, a pompous tone rolling from his mouth. He paused briefly, noticing the other two men in the room. His eyes roved disdainfully over Franklin, narrowing significantly as they passed over Lord Westwood. Dismissing them with a curt nod, he turned his complete attention to Sam.

      “Mr. Lockhearst,” Sam greeted him with the barest of smiles. She noticed Lord Westwood rolling his eyes at her.

      “You haven’t the faintest idea what I have had to put up with recently,” he muttered, loud enough for only Sam to hear.

      She smirked, glancing down to hide her grin. Quickly she gathered her composure and returned her attention to Mr. Lockhearst. “What can I do for you, Mr. Lockhearst?”

      “Your guardian has rejected my proposal,” Mr. Lockhearst indicated Lord Westwood with a swipe of his hand.

      Sam glanced at Lord Westwood and raised her eyebrows. He offered a slight nod in answer to her silent question.

      “I am given to believe you have accepted an offer of marriage from another man,” he bellowed, ignorant of the exchange between them. “I demand you tell me the name of the gentleman, so I may convince him to withdraw his proposal as I would be a more suitable match. I am positive you were unaware of my desires, or you would have rejected this suitor in favor of the more acceptable choice.”

      Sam felt Franklin shift unhappily next to her. This was not the way she had wished Franklin to discover her engagement. She had planned on breaking the news gently to him, so as not to damage his fragile nature. Sam glared at Mr. Lockhearst, ire flashing in her eyes. When she finally spoke, her aggravation barely contained itself in her frosty response.

      “Mr. Lockhearst, I am well aware of your desires,” she stated, her voice dripping with venom, “and I am certain it was not your intention to insult me by questioning my decision to accept another man’s proposal.”

      Mr. Lockhearst’s mouth fell open with a pop, but shock prevented any sound from escaping.

      Ignoring him, Sam continued in her seething tone.

      “Since you are not family or my fiancé, it is none of your concern the name of the gentleman who proposed to me. However, since you find it necessary to bully your way into my affairs, I will answer your demand with this statement. I would never entertain the idea of accepting a man who doubted my mind.”

      Mr. Lockhearst glared at Lord Westwood. “I assume this response is due to the meddling of your guardian.”

      “Lord Westwood is no longer my acting guardian,” answered Sam, rising to her feet. “Do not presume I am easily swayed from my decisions.”

      “And if I disagree with your rash choice?” spat Mr. Lockhearst.

      Sam offered a tight smile, rising from the bench. “Then you may take the matter up with Edward as my brother is now my guardian.”

      “I shall,” retorted Mr. Lockhearst, turning on his heel and stomping out of the room.

      “Do you really want to set that man on your poor unsuspecting brother?” asked Lord Westwood with a grin.

      Sam answered his grin with her own. “I owe him one. He needs to fulfill his brotherly duties. Besides, I cannot allow you to bear that agony alone.”

      “My goodness, what has Mr. Lockhearst in such a fury?” Lady Westwood stood in the doorway, her eyes twinkling.

      “Miss Hastings’ sharp tongue,” replied Lord Westwood with a laugh.

      “Miss Hastings,” Lady Westwood smiled as Samantha offered her a wobbly curtsy. “I certainly hope never to err on the side of your anger.”

      Sam turned a bright shade of pink. “Lady Westwood, I am sure I would never find an occasion to speak to you in rough tones.”

      “I should hope not, my dear,” Lady Westwood replied. She smiled again at the room, noticing Franklin peering around Sam with a pale expression. He rose and bowed.

      “Mr. Morris, how delightful to see you again. How was your trip?”

      “It was very enjoyable, thank you,” he responded, his quiet tone filled with sadness.

      “We did not get a chance to speak of it this morning. You were in such a hurry to return to town.”

      “Please forgive my rudeness,” answered Franklin. “My thoughts were scattered this morning.”

      “Of course, Mr. Morris, I understand your distress. That reminds me,” Lady Westwood turned back toward Sam and produced a handkerchief from her handbag. “One of the maids found this when she changed the linens. I believe this is yours.”

      She handed Sam a small handkerchief. Sam gasped. How could she have forgotten her father’s pocket watch? Opening the handkerchief, she showed the gold watch to Franklin who leaned over to inspect it, curiosity shining in his face.

      “It was my father’s,” Sam explained, holding it out for Franklin.

      He took it, his fingers sliding over the watch cautiously. It snapped open. He poked the face, gently rubbing his thumb across the gilded edges. “It does not seem to be working.”

      “Would you be able to repair it?” asked Sam, her head bent over the watch too.

      “I can try,” answered Franklin, closing the lid and returning the watch to her. “I will drop by sometime this week and take a look at it.”

      “Thank you,” smiled Sam. A master with all things mechanical, Franklin loved to tinker with timepieces. Sam knew he would do everything within his knowledge to repair her father’s watch.

      “Mr. Morris, I am terribly parched. Would you care to get some refreshment with me?” asked Lady Westwood. Sam thought she spied Lady Westwood sending a quick wink in her son’s direction. Sam wondered what silent conversation had occurred between him and his mother while Franklin and Sam were preoccupied with the watch.

      “Certainly,” he replied. He bowed stiffly to both Sam and Lord Westwood, then offered his arm to Lady Westwood, escorting her from the library.

      Sam grinned at Lord Westwood. “Mr. Lockhearst did not seem to be enjoying himself at all tonight. Tell me, have you had a pleasant evening?”

      “Not in the slightest,” he responded. “Though I am planning on remedying the situation immediately.”

      “How do you intend to do that my Lord?” asked Sam, tilting her head slightly.

      Without speaking, he crossed the room in two large steps and gathered her into his arms. burying his face in her hair, inhaling deeply. She squirmed as his mouth, moving wickedly against her neck, beginning an assault on her skin.

      “Benjamin,” she moaned softly as his mouth traveled slowly up her throat, nibbling on her lips incessantly.

      “Samantha!”

      Sam jumped a foot in the air. Her head whipped around at the sound. Casually, Lord Westwood released his seductive grip and slid his body in front of Sam to protect her from the rage of Wilhelmina as she stood vibrating in the doorway.

      “In public, no less,” Wilhelmina continued, still shaking with fury.

      “Nothing happened,” replied Sam, peeking around Lord Westwood’s arm.

      “Nothing happened yet,” stated Wilhelmina, her accusing eyes falling on Lord Westwood.

      He had the good sense to appear apologetic. “Mrs. Hastings, surely you do not believe I would do anything to compromise the reputation of my future wife.”

      “I believe a great deal many things, Lord Westwood. That includes the rumors I have heard about your less than gentlemanly exploits.”

      “Whose less than gentlemanly exploits are we discussing?” Edward appeared behind Wilhelmina. His eyes quickly drank in the scene in front of him—Wilhelmina radiating anger and Sam partially hidden behind Lord Westwood.

      Edward sighed. He moved around Wilhelmina into the room, shaking his head. He focused his attention on Lord Westwood. “Benjamin, I do not wish to strike my future brother-in-law twice in the same week. However, if the need arises, I shall.”

      Lord Westwood nodded curtly. “You must do what you feel is best.”

      Sam noticed the ghost of a smile on Edward’s lips. “Sammie, as you have very little experience in this particular area of relationships, I would recommend you try not to stray too far from your guardian.”

      Sam glanced at Lord Westwood and raised her eyebrows, a giggle threatening to burst into the silent room. Quickly, she pressed her hand over her lips, momentarily distracted by the thought of his mouth on hers. She flushed, the heat creeping up her neck, following the same path his lips had taken only a few minutes earlier. Embarrassed, she looked down at the floor.

      “What are you thinking about?” murmured Lord Westwood. She blushed even deeper, afraid to look into his blazing emerald eyes.

      “Edward is your guardian,” growled Wilhelmina, glaring at Sam.

      “Speaking of guardians, what did you say to Mr. Lockhearst?” asked Edward with a confused expression. “He was in a terribly foul mood when he approached me in the ballroom.”

      Sam coughed to cover a chuckle. Her eyes rose to meet Lord Westwood’s, who was also having difficulty keeping a straight face.

      “Mr. Lockhearst does not approve of my ability to act as Miss Hastings’ guardian,” Lord Westwood managed to choke out.

      “I am not entirely certain I do either,” muttered Wilhelmina.

      “Since you are no longer Sammie’s guardian, I believe the point is moot. However, Mr. Lockhearst did express his wishes to court Samantha. Therefore, I must ask a question.”

      Sam tilted her head slightly and smiled sweetly. “What would you like to ask me, Edward?”

      Edward sighed, his disgust for social etiquette apparent. He directed his statement at Lord Westwood. “This is a mere formality.”

      He nodded. “Of course, please ask my fiancée your question.”

      Edward rolled his eyes. “Samantha, would you prefer to stay engaged to Lord Westwood, or would you like to reject his proposal in favor of Mr. Lockhearst?”

      “Hmm,” Sam teased. “That is such a difficult decision.”

      “Samantha, please act seriously,” Wilhelmina chastised.

      “My dear brother,” replied Sam, “I would prefer to remain engaged to Lord Westwood.”

      “Thank you,” responded Edward. “I shall tell Mr. Lockhearst.”

      “Miss Hastings.” Lord Westwood bowed ridiculously low to the ground. “Would you be so kind as to allow me to escort you into the ballroom? That is if your guardian approves.”

      Sam giggled, accepting his arm. “I would be delighted, Lord Westwood.”

      “You are trying my patience, Benjamin,” warned Edward as they passed him. “Remember the real reason for my attendance this evening.”

      “Of course,” nodded Lord Westwood, a serious expression replacing his easy smile.

      A significant look passed between the two of them. Edward nodded once, wrapping Wilhelmina’s arm through his. “Come, my dear. I think we should join them on the dance floor.”

      Wilhelmina paused, her eyes narrowing slightly. She planted her feet firmly on the floor, refusing to budge. “What is the real reason for your attendance this evening?”

      “To announce the engagement and subsequent party for Samantha,” Edward answered. He smiled winningly at his wife.

      Lord Westwood tugged lightly on Sam’s arm. “Miss Hastings, I believe we will be safer in the ballroom.”

      “I quite agree, Lord Westwood.”

      They disappeared into the ballroom, the music drowning out Wilhelmina’s angry retort.
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      Benjamin slid his hand along Miss Hastings’ arm, his fingers brushing against the bare skin, which warmed instantly under his touch. The action elicited a tremor from her. Benjamin could not help the smile that curved his lips—she responded as if she were created just for him.

      “My brother would not appreciate it if you ravished me on the dance floor,” murmured Miss Hastings, her eyes still half closed from his tantalizing caress.

      “Perhaps not,” responded Benjamin with a grin. “However, I would.”

      Benjamin’s fingers continued to stroke a discreet, blazing a trail along the inside of her arm. He brushed against something hard she clutched tightly in her left hand. Her father’s watch, wrapped in its silk handkerchief, peeked out from her fist.

      “Would you like me to keep that for you?” he suggested, leaning much closer than necessary. The aroma of honeysuckle assaulted his senses. He inhaled the intoxicating scent with a sigh.

      Miss Hastings lifted her head, her luminous eyes glowing deep sapphire. “Yes, thank you.”

      Benjamin delicately extracted the watch from her hand and placed it securely in his jacket pocket. He noticed she followed his movement carefully, her eyes hesitating a moment on his pocket before returning to his face.

      “Miss Hastings, since your brother and his wife will be joining us shortly, perhaps we should have one dance before the official engagement announcement is made.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he spun Miss Hastings in a lazy circle, joining the other dancers in the center of the room. His eyes sought out Thomas who remained on the fringes, conversing with Mr. Mason. Benjamin suspected Thomas was talking to him in order to avoid being ushered onto the dance floor by their mother who hovered impatiently near them. Thomas glanced up and winked, confirming Benjamin’s suspicions.

      When Edward and Mrs. Hastings re-entered the ballroom, Mr. Leveret interrupted the string quartet, gesturing for everyone to be silent. Standing on the dais, he raised his glass toward Edward with a solemn expression.

      “Mr. Hastings, two years ago, we were forced to accept the heartbreaking news of your passing. Today, I am grateful to discover that information was inaccurate. Barring the minor heart palpitations you afforded me this evening by your sudden reappearance, I am thoroughly pleased to see you again. I wish you and your family a long and happy life together.”

      A growing sound of “here, here” filled the room as the other guests echoed his sentiments, raising their glasses in kind. Benjamin glanced around the room furtively, watching everyone’s reactions. Not one person seemed genuinely distressed to see Edward standing–very much alive–at the edge of the dais. Edward stood patiently at the front of the room as Mr. Leveret continued his long-winded speech.

      Benjamin considered the people milling around him—a few family members, mostly friends. Was one of their friends capable of cold-blooded murder? What was the original motive behind the death of Mr. Matthew Hastings? He re-examined their faces cautiously. What did a killer look like?

      Thomas caught Benjamin’s eye and shrugged. Obviously, Thomas was having the same issue. They would be forced to wait until the murderer decided to make another move. Edward was the obvious target, but what about the rest of his family? Benjamin’s arm tightened around Samantha’s waist. She sighed unconsciously and leaned into him, listening intently to Mr. Leveret drone on about the importance of life.

      “Speech,” someone yelled from over Benjamin’s shoulder. He turned in the direction of the voice. Mr. Mason smirked.

      Edward smiled, still holding his wife’s hand and stepped up on the platform next to Mr. Leveret. “Thank you for your kind words.”

      “Welcome home.” Mr. Leveret embraced him and stepped off the dais.

      “My friends,” Edward’s deep voice echoed through the room. “Thank you for your loving reception. Had I known how much you all cared, I would have returned home months ago.”

      Laughter rolled across the floor. If only they knew the truth behind those words, Benjamin mused with a smirk.

      “I wish to thank everyone for their support this evening on such a happy occasion. I also wish to make an announcement. A joyful occasion this is indeed, as my sister, the lovely Miss Samantha Hastings, has agreed to accept Lord Westwood’s proposal of marriage.”

      The room burst into applause. Several people nearby turned to offer their congratulations. Miss Hastings, obviously embarrassed by the attention, blushed scarlet, the hue almost matching her dress. Benjamin tightened his grip around her waist. She looked up at him with a grateful smile.

      “Too late to back out now,” he murmured with a wink.

      “I wonder how many people will assume the wedding is because I am pregnant,” muttered Miss Hastings, an annoyed scowl decorated her face.

      Benjamin tipped her chin until she looked directly into his eyes. “It does not matter what they think. What matters is what you think. It is not too late to change your mind. Is this what you really want?”

      He paused, allowing her the opportunity to mull over his question. An internal struggle warred within him between his own selfish desires and his need to protect her. He had never considered his reputation would cause her any distress. However, he should have, he knew the viciousness of society ladies and their gossip.

      “Yes,” answered Miss Hastings.

      Benjamin exhaled slowly. “Then let them talk. Our engagement period will be long enough to dispel any malicious rumors.”

      “Benjamin,” her soft voice floated up hesitantly. “Is this really what you want?”

      He stared at her incredulously. Did she not understand the effect she had on him? He longed to caress her, to pull her against him and remove any doubt clouding her judgment. Desire crawled into his mind, demanding satisfaction. He leaned in, inhaling her hypnotizing scent once again.

      “You are what I want, and when I finally get you alone, I will show you just how much.”

      “Mr. Reid,” Miss Hastings admonished in a flustered voice, glancing around at the people closest to them. She flushed deeply, the color traveling below the décolletage of her dress.

      “Lord,” he reminded her with a grin, his eyes following the trail of her blush.

      “Lord,” she mimicked in a childish tone.

      “Miss Hastings, are you feeling a little warm? Perhaps you would like to take a turn about the terrace?” Benjamin suggested, his voice rumbling mischievously. “There is a beautiful moon out this evening.”

      “Lord Westwood, I was specifically instructed by my guardian not to take moonlight strolls with any gentlemen.”

      “Then you are in luck, Miss Hastings because I am not a gentleman.” Benjamin winked, slipping his hand under Miss Hastings’ elbow and steering her toward the exit.

      “Miss Hastings.” The nasal voice emanating from the heavily perfumed woman blocking their path caused Miss Hastings to groan under her breath. Mrs. Pierce, a woman who delighted in making other people feel inferior, vibrated with malice.

      “I was just saying to Charlotte how pleased I was to hear you managed to trap yourself a husband. Surely, you must have some significant powers of seduction to entice Lord Westwood away from my niece.” Mrs. Pierce waved vaguely, her snobby tone scraping against Benjamin’s ears.

      Miss Hastings bristled slightly at the accusation, but her tone did not betray her anger. “Mrs. Pierce, thank you for your kind sentiments. However, I must disagree with your assessment, as I could never imagine possessing the capability to steal away any suitor from someone as lovely as Miss Shirely.”

      “Indeed,” answered Mrs. Pierce, her hate-filled eyes traveling the length of Miss Hastings’ crimson dress.

      Fighting the urge to wrap a protective arm around Miss Hastings, Benjamin murmured quietly in her ear. “I think you underestimate your abilities.”

      She flushed, to his great delight. However, she quickly regained her composure. “Mrs. Pierce, Miss Randall, may I present my fiancé, Lord Westwood?”

      “Mrs. Pierce,” he greeted the woman coolly, his annoyance of her treatment of Miss Hastings apparent. However, his tone brightened considerably when he addressed the girl waiting patiently beside Mrs. Pierce. “Miss Randall, I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      He remembered the rumors surrounding Miss Charlotte Randall’s unfortunate upbringing. Her mother, the youngest of the three Randall sisters, was considered the catch of the season. Her exceptional beauty was complimented by her remarkable eye color, a magnificent shade of violet. Much to the chagrin of her family, she eloped with an unknown gentleman. Although gentleman was probably not the correct moniker for the scoundrel, Benjamin thought wryly. Miss Della Randall returned several months later, alone and very pregnant. She died during childbirth, leaving her orphaned daughter to be shuttled around the family–an unwanted burden. Miss Randall inherited her mother’s coloring, including her striking eyes.

      In the end, Miss Randall found a home with Mrs. Pierce, the oldest Randall sister, who begrudgingly agreed to house her niece since she found herself barren. Mr. Pierce, a gentle man, loved his niece as much as if she were his own child. Mrs. Pierce, on the other hand, resented the girl and subsequently showed her displeasure as frequently as possible.

      Everything changed three seasons ago. Miss Randall inherited a considerable sum of money from a mysterious benefactor. Her uncle agreed to manage her funds until she took a husband. However, Miss Randall seemed in no hurry to bind herself to any man. Financial freedom afforded her the ability to be independent. Mrs. Pierce radiated a thinly concealed jealously over her niece’s sudden wealth. Tonight’s appearance at the Leveret’s ball was a rare occurrence indeed since she never accompanied her aunt to any social function.

      “Lord Westwood, the pleasure is mine,” Miss Randall answered in a sweet voice before Mrs. Pierce stepped directly in front of her, preventing any further conversation.

      “Lord Westwood, you are even more handsome in person,” Mrs. Pierce simpered, a sycophantic expression plastered across her pinched face. She extended a gloved hand grandly while fanning herself vigorously with the other. “From the moment I met Miss Hastings, I have always held a soft spot for her, and I have tried to guide her as her mother would have, had she still been alive.”

      Benjamin grasped her hand lightly, his lips brushing the barest of kisses across the silky material. “I had no idea that you were so closely acquainted with my fiancée.”

      “Oh yes,” responded Mrs. Pierce winningly. “I had the pleasure of meeting her at a luncheon I hosted several weeks ago. She was the talk of the party.”

      Benjamin raised his eyebrows, turning his attention to Miss Hastings. “I am pleased to hear you were so well liked.”

      Mrs. Pierce snorted. Suddenly her mouth carved into a vicious smile. “Miss Hastings, I almost forgot to tell you, Bernard sends his regards.”

      The daggers shooting from Miss Hastings’ eyes would have reduced any normal person to tears. Benjamin wondered how long her internal struggle would continue before she loosened her tongue on the wretched woman gloating in front of her.

      “Aunt Hattie,” Charlotte interrupted quietly.

      “Charlotte, do not disturb me when I am speaking to your superiors,” admonished Mrs. Pierce, barely glancing at the girl.

      “Aunt Lillian is waving.”

      Mrs. Pierce’s head shot up so fast, Benjamin expected it to fly off her shoulders. She waved dramatically across the room at Mrs. Shirely. “Please excuse me. I must see to my sister.”

      Without another word, Mrs. Pierce shoved through the nearest couple waltzing on the dance floor and rushed to the group now surrounding Mrs. Shirely. Benjamin, who never struck a woman in his life, seriously considered changing that fact as he watched Mrs. Pierce barrel her way toward Mrs. Shirely.

      Miss Randall sighed, turning her unusual violet eyes toward Miss Hastings. “Miss Hastings, please forgive my aunt for her disrespectful display of manners.”

      “Of course,” Miss Hastings replied warmly. “I was hoping to see you again. We had such a lovely afternoon together at the luncheon.”

      Miss Randall laughed, the sound similar to a light tinkling of bells. “Miss Hastings, as always, you are far too magnanimous.”

      “Who is Bernard?” Benjamin asked as he turned back toward the two ladies, his curiosity burning.

      “Miss Randall’s Saint Bernard,” answered Miss Hastings with a twitch of her lips.

      Benjamin smirked. “You named your Saint Bernard, Bernard?”

      “It seemed fitting,” Miss Randall laughed.

      “May I ask why Bernard sends his regards?” inquired Benjamin.

      “It seems Bernard and I share the same taste in footwear,” replied Miss Hastings blithely. She and Miss Randall burst into a fit of giggles.

      “Charlotte,” Mrs. Pierce’s nasal voice carried over the final notes of the music.

      Miss Randall glanced in the direction of the huddle where her two aunts resided. She sighed heavily, reluctant to leave. “Miss Hastings, I am sorry I must cut our discussion short. I hope to see you again soon. Lord Westwood, it was a lovely meeting you. Please excuse me.”

      “Certainly, have a lovely evening,” smiled Miss Hastings.

      “Miss Randall,” Benjamin nodded his farewell.

      He longed to ask Miss Hastings more about Mrs. Pierce and Bernard. However, he found himself suddenly distracted. Samantha turned her glowing eyes toward him and grinned wickedly.

      “Lord Westwood,” she began in a low voice. “I believe you mentioned something about a moonlit stroll.”

      Instantaneously, the fire raged inside him. His fingers grasped her waist lightly, twitching on contact as if burned. He pulled her flush against his hip. “Miss Hastings, I would be delighted to escort you onto the terrace.”

      “Westwood.”

      Benjamin growled with exasperation, turning toward the new interruption. He feared he would explode from desire before he managed to get Miss Hastings alone. The heat between them refused to cool.

      “Surely, you are not thinking of leaving without allowing me to give you my heartiest congratulations.”

      “Mason, I would never dream of depriving you of the opportunity to gloat,” responded Benjamin with a sigh as Mr. Mason intercepted their stealthy escape.

      “Samantha,” Mrs. Hastings appeared suddenly on Benjamin’s right side. “May I have a moment?”

      Samantha nodded silently and followed her sister-in-law out of the ballroom. Benjamin’s hand and arm chilled with Miss Hastings’ sudden departure. No longer wrapped around her waist, they felt disconsolate, hanging empty by his side.

      He tracked her slow progress over Mr. Mason’s shoulder as they talked. Rubbing his vacant arm unconsciously, Benjamin marveled at the sway of her hips under the crimson material, imagining the soft cloth rubbing against her skin. She looked up at that moment, sending a brief glance in his direction before disappearing out the door leading to the music room. He idly wondered what musical torment was in store when the first shrill notes of the harpsichord grated on his ears.

      “Should we retire to a quieter room?” Mr. Mason suggested, shuddering. “It looks as though Miss Leveret is resuming her piano concerto.”

      Benjamin nodded, looking once more at the door Miss Hastings had vanished through. “Perhaps we should rescue Mr. Hastings before his wife comes in search of him next.”

      Mr. Mason agreed with a smile. They walked the length of the ballroom and found Edward conversing with Mr. Allendale.

      “Such a shame you have no memory of what happened,” Mr. Allendale stated, concern troubling his eyes. “It must have been so confusing to awake in a monastery.”

      “Especially since he intended on visiting France,” added Benjamin with a smirk as he and Mr. Mason joined the conversation.

      “Where was this monastery?” asked Mr. Mason.

      “Somewhere in the English countryside,” responded Edward with a wave of his hand. “My memory is still hazy regarding the details.”

      “To lose two years of your life in a coma,” Mr. Allendale shook his head.

      “Thankfully, it was only two years,” interjected Thomas as he approached the group. He clapped Edward on the back deftly.

      “Gentlemen, I suggest we move this discussion to the study,” suggested Mr. Mason. “I am in dire need of some libation.”

      “Some things never change,” laughed Edward.

      Benjamin followed the four men to the study. He entered the room last, leaving the study door open and took a cushioned seat closest to the window. His eyes glanced sporadically into the empty hallway, watching the guests filter past the room.

      The next hour or so passed by quickly while Benjamin reminisced about boyhood exploits with his friends. On several occasions, he found himself examining the men sitting next to him, wondering if something sinister lurked beneath their carefree facades. He caught Edward staring at Mr. Allendale and Mr. Mason with the same pensive look and knew Edward, too, was contemplating his friends’ moral compasses.

      Benjamin could not fathom a reason as to why either man would want Mr. Hastings dead, let alone kill Edward to cover up the murder. The whole situation puzzled Benjamin. He could not help but think there was some glaring oversight they all had made, an obvious clue which remained elusive.

      A brief flash of red caught his attention. He glimpsed the red sleeve of a footman as he whipped past the study opening. The color reminded him of Miss Hastings. He absentmindedly wondered if she was enjoying the impromptu concert. A smile touched his lips. Perhaps he could discreetly steal her from the music room; she did agree to take a walk on the terrace with him, and he planned on imposing that particular promise. Especially if it involved some darkened corner; his delightful thoughts turned to seduction. He shifted slightly in his chair, preparing to make his excuses.

      Edward rose first.

      “Gentlemen,” he stated as he set down his glass, “I have thoroughly enjoyed your company this evening. However, I owe my wife a dance.”

      Benjamin, following Edward’s lead, offered his apologies as well, and the two men exited the study together. Thomas murmured something incomprehensible at their departure, and the three men remaining in the room laughed, their voices carrying into the hallway.

      “Just wait until you are married Thomas,” threatened Mr. Mason.

      “I have no intention of ever taking a wife,” replied Thomas smoothly, his statement punctuated by the click of a glass.

      Edward placed a hand on Benjamin’s shoulder. “Someday, when Thomas is in earnest, we will tease him incessantly.”

      Benjamin grinned. “I look forward to it.”

      “As do I,” answered Edward, returning Benjamin’s smile.
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      Sam stole a peek at Wilhelmina as they sat, side by side, in chairs arced around the pianoforte. Wilhelmina remained motionless, a peaceful smile pasted on her lips, her head tilted slightly to the right. Sam wondered if Wilhelmina actually enjoyed the concert or if she were just so conditioned to society, she was able to appear interested as she suffered through the same torture assaulting both their ears.

      Shifting impatiently, Sam turned her attention back toward the front of the room. Miss Shirely, dressed in peach, warbled a familiar tune. Her voice seemed pleasant enough; apparently singing was one of her many talents. However, the same could not be said for the poor girl in green accompanying Miss Shirely on the pianoforte. Hunched over, trying to hide her face, the lithe brunette frowned in misery, a worried line creasing itself across her forehead. Obviously uncomfortable with the attention she now received, she kept glancing at Miss Shirely for reassurance. Unfortunately, the girl’s fingers slipped periodically, and a sour note would echo through the room. Each occurrence earned her a vicious stare from Miss Shirely. Sam felt pity for the girl, imagining the upcoming tongue-lashing Miss Shirely would unleash once the song finished.

      Sam wondered what Miss Shirely’s motivation was in choosing the girl for an accompanist. Clearly, music was not her talent. However, the brunette, who appeared slightly older than Miss Shirely, doggedly continued the painful performance. Perhaps Miss Shirely made the choice to showcase her own attributes. The design appeared a failure—another unharmonious note resonated through the tiny room, setting Sam’s teeth on edge. The girl cringed, staring at the piano keys to avoid the increasing ire emanating from Miss Shirely. If not for the attention of the entire room, Sam suspected Miss Shirely would humiliate the poor girl into a puddle of green silk.

      “Terrible, simply awful,” commented a voice to the left of Sam.

      Sam turned and found herself staring into Mrs. Stanton’s ancient eyes. “Pardon me?”

      “I was remarking on the concert we are being forced to endure.” Mrs. Stanton whispered loud enough for the people around her to hear her displeasure.

      “I think the song is quite lovely.”

      Mrs. Stanton stared at Sam for a moment, drawing out the silence; another raw note echoed in the room. “Yes, the song is usually quite beautiful; however, this particular presentation is not.”

      Sam did not respond. She sat quietly in her chair for a moment, contemplating her words. Next to her, she felt Wilhelmina smile in approval at Sam’s restraint. Mrs. Stanton thumped her cane on the ground next to Sam’s foot, startling her from her silent deliberation.

      “Come now, I know you are filled with opinions.”

      A quick glance at Wilhelmina showed her sister-in-law had either not heard Mrs. Stanton’s comment or chose to ignore it. Another off-key chord reverberated down Sam’s spine. She shuddered; Mrs. Stanton smiled knowingly.

      Sam leaned closer to the older woman, whispering to prevent anyone else from overhearing her words. “I do not envy that poor girl once Miss Shirely gets her alone.”

      Mrs. Stanton raised her eyebrows, clearly surprised by Sam’s charitable comment and angled her chair closer, bending her head. “Do you not think this display of incompetence is enough punishment for Miss Clemens?”

      “No,” Sam shook her head firmly, not recognizing the name of the unfortunate girl. “Miss Shirely’s reputation has also been publicly dented by this little performance. The revenge she has planned for Miss Clemens will be severe.”

      “Miss Shirely is not a friend of yours?” questioned Mrs. Stanton, her eyes probing.

      “I am outside her sphere of consideration,” replied Sam succinctly.

      “I highly doubt that,” Mrs. Stanton snorted, “considering to whom you are engaged.”

      Sam sighed in concession. “I have no desire to befriend someone who takes pleasure in another’s despair.”

      “Ahh,” nodded Mrs. Stanton, a flitting smile pulling at her lips. She jerked her head toward the pianoforte. “And Miss Clemens?”

      “She should choose her friends more carefully,” Sam replied in a hushed tone as Wilhelmina sent a withering glance in her direction.

      “This is Miss Clemens’ first season. I am sure you are aware of the pitfalls which come from being thrust into society.” Mrs. Stanton arched an eyebrow.

      Sympathy poured through Sam, she did indeed. “Does Miss Clemens have any family to guide her?”

      Mrs. Stanton half-smiled. “Her mother has encouraged the attachment to Miss Shirely.”

      “An unfortunate recommendation,” Sam murmured. She noticed sadness in Mrs. Stanton’s eyes; the older woman blinked quickly, clearing the emotion from her face. Another sour note pulled Sam from her musing.

      “Tell me, Miss Hastings, are you proficient at the pianoforte?” questioned Mrs. Stanton, abruptly changing the subject.

      “Not in the slightest,” Sam replied.

      "Honesty. How refreshing.” Curiosity sparkled over Mrs. Stanton’s face. “However, you must be good at something. At what do you excel?”

      Sam pondered the question for a moment—none of her favorite pursuits were deemed the least bit acceptable. She chewed her lower lip. An eighteen-year-old Benjamin flashed into her mind, blood dripping from his hand, a broad grin splitting her face. She knew without a doubt Mrs. Stanton would appreciate such an intriguing skill.

      “Fencing.”

      Whatever proper activity Mrs. Stanton imagined, that was definitely not the answer she expected. The older woman choked on her response, demurely covering the sound with a cough. Once she regained her composure, she sent a conspiratorial wink in Sam’s direction.

      “How delightfully inappropriate; I, myself, excelled in horsemanship.” Her eyes twinkled, an indication the spunk she once possessed still coursed through her veins although slightly muted.

      Mrs. Stanton grasped Sam’s hand, squeezing it with surprising strength. “I suppose Edward tutored you in the fine art.”

      Sam nodded absently, her attention drawn by Wilhelmina’s pursed lips. Obviously, Wilhelmina did not approve of the course of the conversation. However, she continued to sit silently, reluctant to lecture Mrs. Stanton on the unsuitability of the discussion.

      “Edward thought I was an excellent practice partner,” Sam ventured, shifting slightly in her seat to block Wilhelmina’s disapproving look.

      “You must have done extremely well under such excellent tutelage,” Mrs. Stanton smiled.

      “I did,” grinned Sam, twisting further around in her chair. “Edward said I could out-fence most of his schoolmates.”

      Suddenly, Sam felt a sharp poke between her shoulder blades. Sam turned and glared at Wilhelmina who discreetly moved her hand back into her lap. Mercifully, the song finished at that exact moment, and the surrounding crowd broke into a smattering of polite applause. The unsuitable comment Sam wanted to fling at Wilhelmina was drowned out by the stampede of people escaping from the room as Miss Victoria Leveret took a seat behind the pianoforte.

      Sam’s eyes followed Miss Clemens unfortunate path as she was roughly steered toward the rear of the room where several twittering girls waited. Miss Shirely’s vise grip left red fingerprints on Miss Clemens’ delicate arm. Sam noticed the anguish of pain which flashed across the poor girl’s pale face.

      “Daphne, may I have a moment, please?” Mrs. Stanton’s stern voice halted the somber procession as they passed their row.

      “Aunt Abigail,” answered Daphne with a tight smile. She moved toward her aunt but found Miss Shirely unwilling to release her rigid grasp.

      Mrs. Stanton raised her eyebrows and looked pointedly at Miss Shirely’s hand. “Miss Shirely, I would appreciate if you would unhand my niece.”

      Miss Shirely’s lips smiled, but the sentiment did not reach her eyes. “Certainly, I was merely assisting Miss Clemens as she has a tendency to be fairly clumsy.”

      “Especially when she is shoved,” muttered Sam, earning a reproachful glance from Wilhelmina.

      Miss Shirely shot a glare at Sam. “Miss Hastings, a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Likewise, Miss Shirely,” answered Sam, her voice dripping with honey. “I do hope your ankle is not causing you too much trouble this evening.”

      Wilhelmina poked Sam severely again between the shoulder blades. Sam did not turn around this time. She knew the effect of her improper comment on Miss Shirely who bristled slightly as Sam pasted a pleasant smile across her face.

      “I have not had any difficulties this evening. Thank you for your concern,” Miss Shirely responded through clenched teeth.

      “Miss Hastings, I would like to offer my heartiest congratulations on your upcoming nuptials,” Miss Clemens stated courteously, her shy voice holding a pleasing melodious tone.

      Miss Shirely’s face turned red. She opened her mouth to issue Miss Clemens a scathing retort, but paused, her mind working furiously. Instead, Miss Shirely settled for growling under her breath and flounced out of the room without another word. Several girls trailed behind, a kind of informal procession, offering their sympathies in whispered tones.

      Sam smiled graciously, “Thank you for that lovely sentiment, Miss Clemens.”

      “Enough with all this formality,” interrupted Mrs. Stanton suddenly with another thump of her cane. “Daphne, I would like to present Miss Samantha Hastings. Miss Hastings, I would like to present my niece, Miss Daphne Clemens.”

      Miss Clemens moved to curtsy, obligating Sam to rise and mirror the action. They bumped heads and broke apart, laughing.

      “Samantha,” Mrs. Stanton interrupted, her eyes twinkling, “as you are now part of my family, or will be shortly,” she amended, “you may refer to me as Aunt Abigail.”

      A jarring chord echoed suddenly, announcing the readiness of Miss Leveret. Sam glanced around, shocked by how quickly the room had emptied in the past several minutes.

      “Aunt Abigail,” Sam tested the words.

      “Yes, Samantha,” the woman smiled broadly, indicating her pleasure of the familiarity Sam employed.

      “I have had a charming time sitting next to you during the concert, however,”—Sam grimaced as the first few discordant notes began floating through the room again—“I believe I am in dire need of refreshment. Miss Clemens, would you care to join me?”

      Miss Clemens beamed, a brilliant smile lighting her face. “I would love to.”

      Sam grinned at Wilhelmina. “I hope you enjoy the rest of the evening’s recitals.” Wilhelmina rolled her eyes in response; Abigail snorted.

      “Daphne,” a shrill voice greeted Sam and Miss Clemens as they exited the music room.

      “Mother,” she greeted the woman dejectedly, sighing as a rather large woman, swathed in an abhorrent pastel rose color, stopped directly in front of her.

      “I have been recently informed you were purposely rude to Miss Shirely.” Mrs. Clemens’ voice, frothing with irritation, carried over the din echoing from the music room. She glanced briefly at Sam, sniffed, then continued her rant. “You should be grateful Miss Shirely deigns to spend her time with you.”

      Miss Clemens flushed, embarrassed by the attention drawn from her mother’s chastising tone. “Mother.”

      “I do not welcome the influence of your new acquaintance,” continued Mrs. Clemens, ignoring her daughter.

      “Mrs. Clemens,” began Sam earnestly. “It was not my intention to cause any strife between you and your daughter.”

      Mrs. Clemens eyed Sam disdainfully and sniffed again. “Intentional or not, you have. I would prefer you do not associate with my daughter in the future, Miss….”

      “Samantha Hastings,” answered Miss Clemens, an undercurrent of joy shooting through her comment as if she finally discovered a moment in which she could unbalance her mother.

      “Hastings,” choked Mrs. Clemens. “You are the sister of Mr. Edward Hastings?”

      “Yes, I am,” smiled Sam serenely, tilting her head to the side.

      “And the future wife of Lord Westwood,” added a voice from behind them.

      “Abigail,” scowled Mrs. Clemens. “I should have known you were interfering again.”

      “An introduction is not interference,” stated Abigail blithely.

      “Miss Shirely refuses to continue her instruction of Daphne,” accused Mrs. Clemens.

      “Surely, you do not find that a great loss,” Abigail countered with a smile. “Lord Westwood’s fiancée would certainly be a much better example.”

      Mrs. Clemens grunted. “I have heard differently.”

      “Then you have been misinformed,” another voice broke into the discussion. Wilhelmina joined the circle, standing between Sam and Abigail.

      “Mrs. Hastings,” stammered Mrs. Clemens. “It is a pleasure to see you.”

      Wilhelmina studied Mrs. Clemens for a moment, uncomfortably drawing out the silence. “Indeed,” she finally answered. “It is a delight to see you again too.”

      Mrs. Clemens, eyes bulging, glared at her daughter. “You may spend your time with whomever you wish. Choose carefully though, your future happiness depends upon your decision.”

      “Thank you for your excellent guidance, Mother,” replied Miss Clemens respectfully, adding a short curtsey.

      Undeterred, Mrs. Clemens attempted her argument again. “It took your sister four seasons before she found a suitable husband, and you do not have the same amount of leisure as she.”

      “Miss Hastings is the same age as Daphne, and it took her less than one season to find a suitable husband,” countered Abigail. “If I am not mistaken, Miss Shirely is on her third season, is she not?”

      Wilhelmina nodded in agreement. “That is correct.”

      Realizing her defeat, Mrs. Clemens deflated considerably. She nodded cordially to each woman and retreated from the circle. Her repugnant dress trailed across the floor as she neared a group of three women, including Mrs. Shirely and her vile sister, Mrs. Pierce. Mrs. Clemens leaned in and whispered quickly to the ladies. They glanced up, shaking their heads in unison.

      “I do believe your nephew’s wife will not forgive you for this intrusion,” commented Wilhelmina, her eyes sliding to Mrs. Stanton.

      Abigail shrugged. “At this point, I am too old to care. Now, I trust we are all in need of some refreshment.”
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      Benjamin and Edward entered the ballroom simultaneously. Standing together in the doorway, they created a rather formidable barrier. Searching the sidelines of the crowded room, they discovered Mrs. and Miss Hastings conversing in a large cluster of elegant women, including Mrs. Allendale and Lady Westwood. Approaching the ladies, Edward slipped his arms around his wife from behind. She squealed in delight and twisted sideways in his embrace to give him a quick peck on the cheek, her face rouged with delight.

      “My dear,” Edward replied happily, his arms still wrapped tightly around her waist. “May I request the next dance?”

      “Of course, you may.” Mrs. Hastings giggled like a young girl, the adoration for her husband shining in her eyes.

      Edward swept her away in a swirl of cloth onto the dance floor without another word. Benjamin smiled as he watched Edward disappear among the twirling couples, pleased by his friend’s happiness. Then he turned swiftly toward the group and winked boldly at Miss Hastings. She blushed deeply, the delectable color inciting his carnal thoughts.

      “Mrs. Allendale, delighted to see you this evening,” Benjamin greeted the woman with a warm bow and continued around the circle of women, politely addressing each lady in turn. He reached Miss Hastings last, lifting her hand to his mouth, allowing his lips to lightly caress the soft skin, relishing the sizzling contact between them.

      “Mother, I am so happy to see you decided to attend,” Thomas’ teasing voice carried over the music as he leisurely approached the group, a mischievous smile illuminating his features.

      “Thomas,” Lady Westwood smiled broadly. “I must say, I share the exact same sentiment as you.”

      “Ladies,” Thomas bowed so ridiculously low, his hand scraped across the wooden floor. His behavior elicited a giggle from both Miss Hastings and Miss Clemens.

      “Mr. Reid,” Mrs. Allendale arched an eyebrow, “I suppose you have been monopolizing my husband most of the evening.”

      Thomas sighed dramatically. “I am afraid that particular rumor is true.”

      “However, I have escaped from his odious company and come to make amends,” Mr. Allendale answered joyfully as he approached his wife. Flanked by Mr. Leveret and Mr. Mason, each man moved around the circle to stand next to his respective wife.

      Mrs. Allendale beamed at her husband. “Have you left any libations for Mr. Leveret?”

      “Not a drop,” replied Mr. Leveret with a boisterous laugh.

      “Miss Hastings,” rumbled Benjamin in a husky voice, his voice whispering softly in her ear. He moved a bit closer, allowing the flames building between them to course enticingly over his skin. “I believe you agreed to take a stroll about the terrace with me.”

      She flushed again, glancing at the floor and answering him quietly, allowing the group’s focus to remain on Mr. Leveret as he began a long-winded tale about his university years. “Lord Westwood, if that is the promise I made, I must follow through with my obligation.”

      Benjamin raised his eyebrows in mock distress. “Your obligation? I certainly would never want to force you to do anything distasteful.”

      “Not at all, my Lord,” Miss Hastings responded graciously, her eyes lifting to his face. She held his gaze a moment longer than socially acceptable.

      “I prefer it to be your pleasure,” whispered Benjamin, his emerald eyes melting into liquid pools of green. He snaked his arm around her waist, pulling her closer.

      “Thomas, where are your manners?” Lady Westwood interrupted their private conversation.

      “Yes,” Benjamin chimed in, looking up at his brother as he mimicked his mother’s tone. His arm remained tightly wrapped around Miss Hastings. “Thomas, where are your manners?”

      Thomas glared at Benjamin; Benjamin grinned in return. After rolling his eyes at Benjamin, Thomas turned his full attention to Miss Clemens who nearly fainted with delight.

      “Miss Clemens, are you free for the next dance? I would be honored to escort you.”

      She radiated joy. “Thank you, Mr. Reid, that is very gentlemanly of you.”

      “I am a gentleman,” stated Thomas, his eyes twinkled as he offered his arm to escort Miss Clemens onto the dance floor.

      Benjamin chortled quietly. As Thomas passed by, he stepped hard on the toe of Benjamin’s boot. A silent exchange passed between the two brothers. Benjamin winked and spun Miss Hastings in a small circle, navigating her in the opposite direction of the dance floor, the terrace clearly his intended destination.

      “Am I to understand Mr. Reid’s definition of a gentleman is similar to your definition of the word?” asked Miss Hastings, her eyes flicked up to gage Benjamin’s reaction.

      “I have not the faintest idea to what you are referring,” answered Benjamin slyly as he continued to steer her through the guests, his hand resting happily on the small of her back.

      “Oh dear, poor Miss Clemens,” Miss Hastings muttered to herself, her eyes drifting over the swirling couples.

      “Miss Clemens has nothing to fear from Thomas.”

      “Why is that?” Miss Hastings demanded, halting their slow procession, placing her hands on her hips. “What is wrong with Miss Clemens?”

      Benjamin, finding Miss Hastings rooted to the spot, turned as well. The childish pose caused his lips to twitch. It surprised him how protective she had grown over Miss Clemens, considering the two women hardly knew each other. He looked around, judging the people pretending not to listen to their conversation.

      “May we continue this discussion outside?”

      Miss Hastings shook her head. “No.”

      “Why?”

      “You will become distracting once we reach the terrace.”

      A languid smile crossed Benjamin’s face. He traced one finger lightly down the skin on her arm, reaching her wrist, caressing it softly. She shivered under his touch. He leaned in, his voice whispering intimately in her ear.

      “That is my intention.”

      “Then answer my question first,” replied Miss Hastings with less conviction, her eyes half-closed.

      “Have I told you how lovely you look this evening?” hedged Benjamin, his finger continuing its tantalizing trail.

      “Benjamin,” she murmured, her voice a mixture of passion and warning.

      “Miss Clemens is safer with Thomas than with most of the men in this room,” he whispered, continuing his subtle assault. “Thomas prefers his woman with a little more experience, she is much too naïve to tempt him.”

      “A lesser man might take advantage of that situation.”

      Benjamin leveled his gaze at Miss Hastings, a serious expression replacing his playful demeanor. “Thomas is not a lesser man.”

      Miss Hastings’ eyes flicked to Miss Clemens and Thomas as they whirled past them. Unapparent elegance hidden beneath the shyness, Miss Clemens possessed grace in her dancing, which few ladies could rival. Several young men gawked in astonishment; Miss Hastings snorted.

      “Then perhaps, your brother would be safer with another woman as it appears Miss Clemens might become a little more attached than he intended.” Miss Hastings inclined her head in the direction of the couple under discussion as they passed by again.

      Following her gaze, Benjamin noted the glowing smile decorating Miss Clemens’ face. Her eyes focused solely on her partner, oblivious of the extra attention she garnered from the sidelines. A woman in love, Benjamin smirked; Thomas was going to have his hands full. Thomas glanced up at that exact moment. His blithe expression revealed he did not realize the effect of his chivalrous action. The direct result of his request, Miss Clemens’ unrequited affection increased tenfold.

      “That is an interesting development,” mused Benjamin.

      He caught his mother staring intently at Thomas and Miss Clemens from across the room, a devious expression crossing Lady Westwood’s face. Benjamin sighed audibly. His mother was already planning on meddling again. He wished she would stop throwing young ladies into Thomas’ path. The harder she pressed, the more Thomas fought the idea of settling down.

      Benjamin preferred to allow Thomas to find his own direction as their father had done while he was alive. Even the stipulation in the will, stating Benjamin needed to marry and produce an heir, allowed Benjamin to make his own decision between responsibility and frivolity. He knew what choice Thomas would have made. At least, he thought he did.

      Perhaps, in his own way, his father did lead him into marriage. Benjamin glanced at Miss Hastings who stood watching Thomas and Miss Clemens with curiosity. Tightening his fingers on Miss Hastings’ arm, she turned to him and smiled, her blue eyes sparkling. It seemed as though fate intended for the two of them to be together; perhaps fate had a secret plan in mind for Thomas as well.

      “Mr. Reid,” teased Miss Hastings, breaking into his thoughts. “I believe you were planning on escorting me to the terrace.”

      “Lord,” corrected Benjamin with a wicked grin as he tugged her toward the balcony stairs. The darkness slid out to greet them with an inviting kiss. The dim shadows enveloped Benjamin softly as he continued to pull Miss Hastings into the night air. His breath caught with anticipation.

      “Fire!”

      Benjamin paused on the top step, his mind processing the unusual word which echoed through the abruptly silent ballroom. Surely, he heard the word incorrectly. His eyes swept across the floor. There was no visible fire. In fact, there was no smoke. Miss Hastings froze next to him, her fearful eyes searching his. Suddenly she gasped and pointed.

      Whirling around, he noticed a billowing cloud of smoke rising in the distance. Without a word, he grasped Miss Hastings’ arm tightly and rushed down the stairs onto the crowded floor. People stampeded hysterically for the ballroom’s two exits. Several young ladies were knocked to the floor in the madness, including Miss Clemens who collapsed in an ungraceful heap. Benjamin noted how Thomas lifted her from the ground, brushing her gown, before thrusting her in the direction of Aunt Abigail. With her cane swinging, Abigail cleared a path and led Miss Clemens by the hand from the room. Miss Clemens turned once to send a grateful smile at Thomas, however, he did not notice, his focus rested entirely on reaching the man who incited the mad dash.

      “Sammie,” Edward sighed with relief as he joined them on the bottom step with his wife in tow, her eyes darting about with fear. Edward wrapped his arm tightly around her waist to calm her nerves; she appeared to be on the verge of fainting. Thomas came rushing from another side of the room, accompanied by Mr. Walton.

      Mr. Walton, wheezing and pale, tried to speak, but could not catch his breath. He gestured for Thomas to speak for him. Thomas glanced at Mr. Walton briefly as the elderly man puffed with exhaustion.

      “The fire was at the townhouse,” Thomas spoke gravely. His tone conveyed sentiments he could not voice aloud.

      “The children,” gasped Mrs. Hastings. Her face paled as her eyelids fluttered, and she rocked dangerously on her heels, nonsensical words tumbling from her white lips as her eyes rolled back into her head.

      A slap resonated around the empty room. All four men turned to stare at Miss Hastings with wide eyes. Edward’s mouth hung open with shock as Miss Hastings slowly lowered her hand.

      “We do not have time to panic,” stated Miss Hastings, grabbing Mrs. Hastings’ arms forcefully, her eyes bore into Mrs. Hastings’ face. “Do you understand?”

      Mrs. Hastings nodded and swallowed several times.

      “Mr. Walton would have made sure the children were safe before he came to warn us,” continued Miss Hastings, her attention still solely on her sister-in-law. Mrs. Hastings nodded again, the color returning to her skin.

      “Of course. Of course, you are right.” Mrs. Hastings took several deep breaths and turned her attention back toward the butler, gesturing for him to continue.

      “As per our discussion,” began Mr. Walton. Benjamin shook his head in the barest of movements. However, he suspected Miss Hastings caught his signal. Her mouth scrunched at the corners, a slight grimace, although she remained silent.

      “The children and Miss Nancy went by coach to Lady Westwood’s estate,” Mr. Walton explained, mopping his brow with a handkerchief he kept hidden in his waistcoat pocket.

      “I wish to see them,” stated Mrs. Hastings, interrupting Mr. Walton. She grasped her skirt, starting for the door. “Samantha, we are leaving immediately.”

      Miss Hastings glanced apprehensively between Benjamin and Mr. Walton, eagerly hoping to hear the rest of his story. She took one hesitant step toward the exit as if hoping Mr. Walton would continue speaking. However, Mr. Walton waited quietly, a patient smile on his lips. Benjamin grinned despite the situation. It seemed the butler was well experienced with Miss Hastings’ curious nature.

      “Samantha, right now,” bellowed Mrs. Hastings from the doorway. Sighing, Miss Hastings resolutely lifted her skirt and hurried after Mrs. Hastings’ retreating back. Benjamin supposed she would have several unanswerable questions for him once the men finally arrived at his mother’s house. Benjamin wondered how much he could tell Samantha without Edward’s permission.

      Edward watched Miss Hastings disappear through the open door before he spoke. His strained voice barely reached Benjamin’s ears. “I guess we made someone very angry.”

      “I would say so,” agreed Thomas.

      “How did the fire start?” asked Benjamin, drawing their attention back to Mr. Walton.

      “A lit oil lamp was flung through the sitting-room window sometime after midnight,” explained Mr. Walton, his voice hitching. “The crash initially woke me. When I went to investigate the disturbance, the sitting room was already ablaze. I was able to wake the girls and Miss Nancy before the fire spread into the hallway. We escaped down the back stairs and out the kitchen.”

      “How much of the townhouse has been destroyed?” Edward spoke through a hand pressed against his forehead.

      “Much of the damage was held to the sitting room,” replied Mr. Walton. “However, the hallway will need significant repairs as well. The fire brigade arrived just as I sent the carriage with Miss Nancy and the children to Westwood Estate.”

      Benjamin placed a comforting hand on Edward’s shoulder. “Edward, no one was injured.”

      Edward looked up, worry etched across his forehead. “I have placed my family in danger.”

      “They were already in danger,” answered Benjamin, more forcefully than he intended. “This was a risk we knew we were taking.”

      Edward sighed heavily.

      “Your family will be safe at the country house,” Thomas added softly. “Plus, Mother will enjoy having company to dote upon.”

      “Perhaps we should investigate the townhouse for clues before they are completely ruined by the fire brigade,” prodded Benjamin.

      “Yes,” Edward nodded in agreement, lost in thought. “Good idea, Benjamin.”

      The men rode silently in the darkness toward the dying remnants of the flickering blaze. A cloud of smoke billowed ominously over the townhouse, an indication of the sinister acts performed underneath. Edward’s haunted eyes watched the horrific scene draw nearer as their coach rounded the final corner.

      Neighbors milled around outside, whispering excitedly, wrapped in heavy coats and an array of bedroom slippers. They stared with shock at the blackened hull which once was the elegant sitting room, situated prominently at the forefront of the Hastings’ townhouse. Barely moving aside as the carriage approached, Edward was forced to push through the crowd as he stepped onto the street.

      Both Mr. Walton and Edward sought out Lieutenant Collins and spoke with him quietly on the side. Benjamin watched the man gesture to various parts of the house with a grim expression. Thomas stood next to Benjamin, his eyes roving inconspicuously over the onlookers.

      “It would have been someone at the party,” Thomas muttered out of the side of his mouth.

      “I do not see anyone who looks out of place,” mouthed Benjamin.

      Edward and Mr. Walton finished their discussion with the fireman and joined Benjamin and Thomas as they continued to scrutinize the crowd. Benjamin noticed a puzzled expression on Mr. Walton’s heavily lined face.

      “Is something bothering you?” asked Benjamin.

      “Yes.”

      Edward turned toward his butler. “What is it?”

      “It was something Lieutenant Collins mentioned in his conversation to us.”

      “Go on,” encouraged Edward.

      “The fire brigade arrived just as we were rounding the front of the house after escaping through the kitchen. Lieutenant Collins said they were roused by a man wildly banging on the door and yelling the address. Who would have had the ability to react so quickly? Who would have noticed the fire?”

      “Was anyone at the door when Lieutenant Collins opened it?” asked Thomas, his eyes traveling over the crowd of spectators.

      “No,” answered Mr. Walton with a small shake of his head. He looked around the group, his eyes red from the smoke still rising from the townhouse. “How would someone have had the time to set the fire and alert the fire brigade before the blaze raged out of control?”

      “There had to have been two people,” determined Benjamin. “One person to set the fire and one to alert the fire brigade. It is the only explanation.”

      “That would make sense,” Thomas continued Benjamin’s thought. “Two people would have had the strength to lift Edward’s unconscious body into the hay cart and bury him under the hay.”

      “Why would someone start a fire, then alert the fire brigade as soon as it began?” Mr. Walton stared at Benjamin. “What purpose would that serve?”

      “Mr. Hastings?” A small voice spoke from Edward’s left.

      Edward turned automatically. Standing next to him on the sidewalk was a messenger, not more than eleven years of age. The boy trembled slightly and reached a grubby hand out. In his fingers, a missive, clasped so tightly, it wrinkled.

      “I am he,” answered Edward.

      “I am under strict instructions to hand this message to only Mr. Hastings,” repeated the boy dutifully.

      Edward smiled encouragingly at the boy and gently pried the note from the boy’s hand. The boy nodded once as if satisfied with his obligation. Then he turned and raced up the street, disappearing into the darkness as quickly as he appeared.

      Glancing at the note with an odd expression, Edward tore the seal and perused the letter quickly. He paled visibly and wordlessly thrust the missive into Benjamin’s hand. Thomas leaned over Benjamin’s shoulder, and the two of them read the letter in the flickering light of a nearby street gaslight.

      

      I bid you good evening, Mr. Hastings. Consider tonight’s misfortune a warning. If you do not give me what is rightfully mine within twenty-four hours, a Hastings will die.

      

      Benjamin crumpled the note with a growl. “Coward.”

      “Does anyone recognize the handwriting?” asked Thomas, taking the note and smoothing it carefully. All the men shook their heads.

      “What about the boy?” asked Mr. Walton in a hopeful tone. “Do you know him?”

      “No,” replied Edward, “just a street urchin.”

      “I think we need to leave for the estate immediately,” said Thomas. His voice held no hint of his usual playful nature.

      “I quite agree,” whispered Edward.
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      Sam’s head tumbled with worry. Unable to remain still, she paced, her nightgown–a blur of white cotton–trailed after her like falling snow. What caused the fire at the townhouse? Luckily, no one had been injured—the girls, Miss Nancy, and Mr. Walton had all managed to escape before any serious harm occurred. She could not bear to imagine what would have happened if Mr. Walton had not awakened in time to rescue her nieces.

      Mr. Walton must be incensed. Someone deigned to interrupt his perfectly timed household schedule, not to mention threatening his life as well. Sam allowed herself a wry grin. Of course, the butler would be angriest at the disruption of his schedule.

      However, houses do not suddenly burst into flames without provocation. Was it possible this tragedy was the work of the mysterious person who had attempted to murder Edward? The same man who murdered her father? Sam shuddered, rubbing her hands over the thin material covering her arms. She snagged her shawl off the back of an armchair–one of two placed next to the large window–and continued her restless circle.

      The danger was greater than even Lord Westwood led her to believe. She assumed his omission was due to Edward’s influence—always trying to protect his little sister. Sam snorted. She deserved to know the entire truth, and Lord Westwood was going to tell her.

      Jumping at a noise, she cracked open the door to peek into the hallway. Her eyes searched the blackness fruitlessly. There was nothing, only darkness pressing against her strained eyes. She shook her head at her own silliness, the sound merely a fabrication of her hyper-sensitive imagination. Closing the door with a click, she walked slowly back to the window. The drawn drapes allowed the room to glow with moonlight. A fire flickered merrily, trying to combat the dour feelings crawling throughout the room. Worry etched a permanent line across Sam’s pale forehead, her mind racing over the evening’s events.

      Lady Westwood seemed unsurprised and unperturbed to discover Wilhelmina and Sam panting on her doorstep at one in the morning. She wordlessly opened the door and gestured to the stairs with a candelabra, indicating which room each lady should take.

      Sam wondered how much Lady Westwood knew about their dangerous situation. Considering her accepting manner of their unannounced arrival, Sam decided Lady Westwood was well informed by her sons. The plan was already in place, a precaution in case such an unforeseen emergency arose.

      Wilhelmina smiled gratefully at Lady Westwood and rushed up the stairs. As Wilhelmina neared the top, Marie, Rose, and Lucy burst from the room in a cacophony of fear and relief. Wilhelmina wrapped them tightly in her arms and carried them effortlessly back into the room, their little feet swinging above the ground.

      Sam could hear excited voices echoing from their chamber as the girls described, what Sam suspected to be, a wildly inaccurate detailing of their nighttime adventure. Sam nodded politely to Lady Westwood as they climbed the stairs slowly, walking side by side in silence.

      With a sigh, Sam watched Lady Westwood turn down the hallway toward her chamber, taking the candlestick with her, the circle of light fading from the hallway. Sam stared wistfully at Wilhelmina’s closed bedroom door, wishing she was not heading for an empty bedchamber. Benjamin’s bedchamber. She flushed at the memory.

      Now, even that titillation held no excitement for her. She stared blankly out the window, her eyes gazing unseeingly over the shadowy gardens. She shivered slightly, tugging the shawl closer around her shoulders. Shuddering again, Sam moved away from the window, opting for the heat emanating from the fireplace. One of the bricks caught her attention. Not flush with the rest of the bricks, one of the corners partially stuck out from the fireplace. Sam trailed her fingers over the wayward brick—the brick that hid Lord Westwood’s secret hiding place. He had kept her father’s watch concealed for years in the side of the fireplace. She wondered what other unique items were secreted behind the block. Glancing over her shoulder to make sure she was alone, she began prying the brick from the side of the hearth.

      Pausing a moment, Sam wondered if this could be considered invading his privacy; he did show her the hiding place. She argued with herself for a few minutes. However, curiosity got the better of her, and she resumed her effort to work the brick loose. It popped out suddenly in a shower of dust. Surprised, Sam dropped the brick. It clattered against the hearth with a resounding crash. Sam jumped backward in shock and screamed.

      A moment later her chamber door slammed open. Sam’s head whipped around in terror. Struggling against the door frame, both Lord Westwood and Edward shoved themselves through the small space, tumbling into the room in a tangle of arms and legs, their wild eyes darting over every empty corner.

      “What are you doing?” demanded Sam incredulously as she slid surreptitiously in front of the wayward brick, covering it with the hem of her nightgown.

      “We heard a crash and a scream. We rushed up here as fast as possible,” Edward choked out, his chest still heaving.

      “Are you alright?” asked Lord Westwood when Edward paused to catch his breath.

      “I am fine, thank you,” answered Sam, embarrassed. She hoped Lord Westwood did not notice the blush creeping into her face. “I was just startled.”

      “What caused that dreadful noise?” Edward, now sure there was no danger, studied Sam more closely. Sam squirmed under his gaze.

      “Edward, what are you doing?” Wilhelmina’s muffled voice came from the hallway. “Why are you bothering Samantha?”

      Edward turned toward his wife who now stood behind him, her hands on her hips. “We heard a suspicious noise.”

      “Is that all?” Wilhelmina patted him on the arm. “I have been hearing noises all night. Please come to bed, the children will feel safer knowing their father is with them.”

      Edward nodded, glancing around the room once more. He offered his hand to his wife. “Sammie, please accept my apologies for disturbing you.”

      “Of course,” smiled Sam, grateful for Wilhelmina’s interruption.

      “Benjamin,” Edward glared intently at his friend.

      “Yes,” Lord Westwood answered, cocking his head to the side.

      “I expect you will be lodging in one of the guest rooms since my sister is currently occupying your room.”

      “Of course.”

      “And Benjamin,” Edward continued to glare at him, “not one word.”

      Lord Westwood grinned in reply.

      Edward narrowed his eyes. “Good night then.”

      Turning on his heel, Edward followed Wilhelmina to their chamber, leaving Sam’s chamber door wide open. Sam could hear the excited squeals from Marie, Rose, and Lucy when Edward entered their room. She smiled to herself, wondering what fantastic story with which Edward would regale his young daughters.

      She glanced back at Lord Westwood who was staring at her intensely, his green eyes burning. She shivered again even though the fire blazed hotly behind her.

      “He does not trust you, does he?”

      Lord Westwood’s eyes flared. “He has his reasons.”

      Sam decided her best defense would be to try to distract Lord Westwood until she found an opportunity to replace the brick. While her intentions had been innocent, she was unsure if he would appreciate her snooping through his private memories.

      “Are they well founded?” she inquired in what she hoped was a convincing tone.

      He smirked, his mouth pulling up at one corner. “Miss Hastings, I am not as easily sidetracked as your brother.”

      Sam raised her eyebrows innocently. “My Lord?”

      “I am curious to learn what did make that sound.” His stare deepened as he leaned closer. “I see nothing broken.”

      So much for distractions, she gulped. Sam stared down at the floor, unwilling to meet his prying gaze, her toe digging into the rug. “I dropped something.”

      “Indeed,” murmured Lord Westwood, moving again until he was inches from her face. His whisper tickled her lips. “What did you drop?”

      Sam raised her eyes to his face as color rouged her cheeks. “A brick.”

      “A brick,” he repeated skeptically. He stepped back and studied her for a moment, then understanding flitted across his face. “Ahh, I see.”

      “I am very sorry,” Sam began, her voice wavering. “I was curious, and it slipped out of my hand as I was removing it. I should not have invaded your privacy.”

      “Stop,” Lord Westwood placed his finger against Sam’s babbling lips. An electric spark shot through her body like a bolt of lightning.

      Sam looked up at him with wide eyes. She nudged the brick forward from its hiding place under the hem of her nightgown.

      “I did not get a chance to see anything hidden in the cubby.”

      Lord Westwood leaned over and reached for the brick. His fingers lingered a moment on her foot, tracing light lines across the surface. Another spark shot through Sam’s body.

      “There is nothing else in the space,” he replied tersely, straightening. His eyes blazed fiercely. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” answered Sam in a meek voice as she watched him shove the brick back into the side of the fireplace.

      Once it was flush against the hearth, Lord Westwood turned toward Sam. “Have you been awake long?”

      “I never went to sleep,” replied Sam.

      “A shame to waste such a nice bed,” he answered, struggling to appear playful.

      “I was worried.”

      “About?”

      “You.”

      Lord Westwood considered her answer. “There is no need to worry about me.”

      Sam laughed, the hollow sound barely reaching her ears. “Benjamin, someone tried to massacre our family tonight.”

      Fire burned once again in his liquid emerald pools. “It appears as though I have underestimated your inquisitiveness. Perhaps we can put it to better use.”

      Sam opened her mouth to speak, but Lord Westwood held up his hand. Sam bit her tongue and waited with uncertainty. She watched quietly as he strolled languidly over to the open chamber door and closed it with a light click.

      “Edward would not approve,” clucked Sam. Apparently, Lord Westwood determined the best way to avoid Sam’s questions was to divert her attention.

      “I have no doubt there is a myriad of things I have done which Edward would not approve,” he grinned wickedly, twisting the lock.

      He crossed the room in two long strides. The heat radiating off his skin made the fire behind her feel like a cool breeze. He lifted his hand, running it lightly over the tendrils escaping from her braid. A tremble danced over her skin. He was clearly intent on distracting her from her current line of thought.

      Lord Westwood captured her mouth in a soft, feathery kiss. Her mind went blissfully blank. Slowly, his lips traveled down her neck, nibbling lightly until a moan escaped from Sam’s mouth. His sinful grin flashed in the moonlight.

      “What a delightful sound. I wonder how many times I can make you moan before the sun rises.”

      Sam’s mouth fell open with a pop. “Benjamin,” she spluttered, but the rest of the sentence was muffled as he resumed his sensual assault on her mouth.

      The fire, which originally coursed through her body from Lord Westwood’s earlier caress, burned over every inch of her skin. She felt as though she would explode into a million pieces. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she moaned against his lips.

      Lord Westwood deepened the kiss, his tongue pushing into her mouth. He pressed against her body, allowing her to feel the muscles beneath his clothing. She pulled him closer, wanting to ignite the same passionate moan from his mouth. Biting on his lower lip, Sam slid one hand into his hair. She nestled against him until her body molded into his body. Her hands wandered under his shirt, skimming across his smooth skin, brushing down his stomach. Her heart pounded, the blood rushing through her body as her fingers slid down his body.

      A sharp intake of breath caught her attention. Pulling away with a sigh, Lord Westwood shook his head.

      “Slow down, Samantha.”

      He took several steps away, standing in the beam of moonlight still shining through the open drapes.

      “Why?” she pouted, feeling rejected by the distance he now placed between them.

      Lord Westwood pursed his lips as if searching for the right explanation.

      “For a self-proclaimed rake, you are behaving exactly like a gentleman,” accused Sam, still annoyed by his sudden detachment.

      He snorted. “I believe that particular moniker was given to me by someone else.”

      Sam glared at him, still stinging. “It seems I was wrong in my earlier assessment.”

      “Samantha, I have been trying my damnedest to be a gentleman, but you seem intent on making that particular endeavor extremely difficult,” he glared at her.

      “Good,” retorted Sam with a stamp of her foot. The juvenile action earned the flash of a grin.

      “Miss Hastings,” he drawled slowly, his eyes fixed on her face. “Are you asking me to seduce you?” His smile faded, and suddenly, his eyes blazed again with a burning intensity, colored by a touch of darkness which radiated from the green.

      “Yes,” squeaked Sam with more conviction than she felt. What was it about this man that made her feel so secure, yet so wildly in danger?

      He closed the distance between them in half a second, crushing Sam against his torso. She felt the hard length of him press against her abdomen. His mouth, urgent upon hers, demanded satisfaction. He seemed a man barely in control of his own actions. His passion caused her head to spin until she was dizzy, sagging against him. He lifted her effortlessly and carried her over to the bed—his bed.

      Her skin blazed under his touch. Each kiss, each caress left her wanting, needing and yet unable to fulfill the desire. She wrapped her arms around him, pulling him down. He groaned, a guttural sound which excited her senses. Again, she slid her hand under his shirt, wanting to feel the skin burning underneath. He complied, whipping his shirt over his head, tossing it unceremoniously onto the floor.

      Trailing one finger down his chest, Sam marveled at his muscular physique, his skin smooth under her fingertips. He groaned again as she continued the slow path down to the top of his pants. His hands skimmed over the cotton nightdress, lifting it until it pooled around her waist. Then in one swift movement, he yanked it over her head, allowing it to join his shirt on the floor.

      She lay naked underneath him, his body pinning her to the mattress. The moonlight glinted over her alabaster skin, warmed by his contact. For a moment, he just stared until embarrassed by his undivided attention, Sam moved to cover herself with a sheet. He blocked her hand, holding the sheet firmly against the bed.

      The inferno behind his eyes burned brighter than ever, and Sam shivered as his intense stare washed over her.

      “Tell me to leave,” he ground out.

      “Why?” whispered Sam.

      Lord Westwood took a shaky breath. “Tell me to leave before I do something we cannot undo.”

      Sam stared back into the green pools, liquid with passion. “No.”

      “Stubborn as always.”

      “I want you to stay.”

      “Alright,” he hedged. “I agree to stay on one condition. If at any moment you change your mind, you will tell me to stop. Do you understand?”

      Sam bit her lip and nodded. “Yes, Mr. Reid.”

      “Lord,” he growled and lunged forward. His mouth closed around her nipple, sucking hard at her breast until she squirmed with pleasure, her back bowing off the bed.

      His hand traveled leisurely over her skin, caressing, stoking the fire which burned through her skin with abandon. Gliding over the soft skin of her stomach, he dipped his hand lower, sliding between her legs. She moaned again as his fingers skated higher, tickling the sensitive skin along her inner thigh. His fingers continued their upward trek, pushing into her and massaging the exposed bud with astonishing dexterity.

      “Benjamin,” she panted.

      She felt as though her entire body would rip apart from pleasure. Sam continued to writhe wantonly on the bed under his ministrations, her voice growing louder as he continued his rhythmic stroking. Her breathing hitched as she exploded around his fingers, her voice calling his name. He covered her mouth with his, swallowing her cries of release.

      Sam drifted slowly back to her body, her limbs still tingling from his passionate assault. She sighed and stretched dreamily, earning a grin from him as he watched her intently, his hungry eyes consuming her exposed skin.

      Moving off the bed, he stood, slowly removing his pants. They dropped onto the floor silently, exposing his erect member. Sam gasped audibly as he stood, naked, in front of her. He continued to hold her gaze with his intense stare.

      “Do not over think this, Samantha.”

      Sam swallowed and nodded, her eyes still following his every movement. Her tongue, tied in knots, refused to speak. She swallowed again nervously as he lowered himself carefully between her legs, still slick from his fondling. He entered her gradually, inch by inch, until he was completely sheathed inside her. Then he stilled, balancing his weight on his arms, gazing at Sam thoughtfully.

      Several sensations played through Sam’s body at the exact same time. The first one was an initial shock of pain, a sudden pinch, then the stretching of her body as he slid slowly inside her. The second one was a peculiar feeling of fullness, which accompanied the third and most curious feeling of all—overwhelming desire washed over her like waves lapping at the shore.

      “You are still thinking.” His husky voice rumbled with uncertainty.

      “I am trying to decide what to do next,” murmured Sam.

      He chuckled softly. “Anything I can do to help you make up your mind?”

      Sam glared at him. Even in this most intimate position, he still enjoyed teasing her. Sam ignored his comment, choosing instead to shift her hips. He inhaled sharply.

      “Samantha,” he cautioned as she wriggled under him again.

      Sam stared at him with wide blue eyes. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No,” he answered through clenched teeth. “But if you continue moving like that, I am not going to have the power to stop.”

      The thought shocked Sam—she had the ability to undo his resolve. She wiggled again, testing her newfound power and grinned sweetly. He moaned, his eyes blazing as he looked down at her, his lips twitching into a wicked grin. Without warning, he descended, his mouth capturing hers once again. Unhurriedly, he began making a path along her jawbone, a trail of hot kisses burning across her skin.

      “Benjamin,” Sam breathed softly, tilting her head against the pillow to expose her neck to him.

      Gradually, he lifted himself up and thrust forward once again. Only this time, he continued his slow torturous rhythm, the increasing friction causing Sam to wriggle again underneath him. He increased the speed, his hips slamming into Sam with an unparalleled urgency.

      Sam pushed back against him, meeting each thrust with one of her own. The intensity between the two of them crackled through the air, a mixture of desire and passion. Sam’s breathing became ragged as she neared her apex. Gripping his hips, she pulled him closer as she exploded with ecstasy, her voice calling his name again. A moment later he followed her over the edge with one final thrust, her name on his lips and collapsed on top of her.

      As their breathing slowed, Sam shifted, drawing a sheet across them, her legs still wrapped around his waist.

      “Uncomfortable?” murmured Lord Westwood. He pushed up on his elbows, concern flitting through his eyes

      “No.” Sam shook her head. She offered him a small smile.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure what to do next.”

      Lord Westwood laughed and pressed his forehead against hers, his mouth brushing lightly over her lips. “We have all night, I am certain we can think of something.”
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      The first sound which woke Benjamin was the chirping of doves nesting on the nearby window ledge. They continued their song, blissful in the early morning hours. Sunlight streamed into the room, creeping closer to the bed with each passing minute. His eyes traveled lazily around the room, taking in the familiar setting. Miss Hastings sighed softly next to him, etching the memory of last night freshly in his mind. A half grin played across his lips as he drank in the sleeping form of the girl still wrapped in his arms.

      The second noise, which probably was the original cause of his sudden consciousness, came again. A light tapping on the chamber door, sounded three times. Benjamin sat up suddenly, instantly alert. His gaze flicked to the loose brick in the fireplace and the pistol hidden behind it. Surely, a murderer would not knock on the door. It had to be someone in the household. This was not the place to be discovered, engaged or not. His eyes roved over Miss Hastings skin, still pink. Who would be disturbing her at this hour?

      “Sammie.” Edward’s voice came a little louder and a little more urgently as he rapped again. The handle jiggled. Benjamin’s eyes flicked to the door, and his heart froze. The door did not open. Thankfully, Benjamin had the presence of mind to lock it last night. However, he now faced a completely different problem—a quite thorny problem. He found himself trapped in the bedroom with Miss Hastings while her soon-to-be irate brother waited, unsuspecting, on the other side of an insubstantial door. Interestingly, even with his sordid reputation, this was the first time he’d been in this particular predicament.

      “Samantha.” Edward’s voice came more insistently, an undercurrent of panic colored his tone.

      Miss Hastings sat up with a gasp, alarm flooding her face. Her wide eyes flew between the door and Benjamin. He pressed his finger to his lips and inclined his head toward Edward’s disembodied voice.

      “Just one moment, Edward,” she called breathlessly, her voice slightly strained. Her eyes darted back to Benjamin and flew about the bedchamber, searching for a viable hiding place. As she continued her frantic assessment of the room, she snagged the nightdress from the floor, thrusting her arms through the sleeves in one quick movement. Miss Hastings glanced at Benjamin again, her eyes narrowing slightly.

      “Sammie, are you going to make me stand here all morning?” Edward’s muffled voice carried under the door.

      “Of course not,” she retorted through clenched teeth. She studied Benjamin a moment longer, then shrugged as if accepting her decision. Benjamin barely had an instant to wonder what Miss Hastings planned before she shoved him with all her might. Caught off balance, Benjamin tumbled over the side of the bed and landed with a low grunt.

      “Samantha, are you alright?” called Edward in a worried tone. He jiggled the door handle again.

      “I am fine,” she huffed back as she quickly threw the blankets on top of Benjamin’s crumpled form.

      Edward knocked again. “It sounded like something crashed on the floor.”

      “It was me,” Miss Hastings ground out, struggling to cover every inch of Benjamin’s skin. Her fingers brushed across his stomach, igniting a fire in his loins. Had Edward not been waiting impatiently outside the room, Benjamin would have acted on his animalistic desire.

      “Samantha,” Edward’s annoyance seeped through the door.

      “I became entangled in the linens and stumbled. Give me a moment to collect myself,” she yelled back in the same exasperated tone.

      Benjamin choked on his laughter. He heard Miss Hastings’ feet pad across the room. The lock clicked, and she flung open the door. Benjamin wondered briefly what it would be like to watch the ensuing exchange between brother and sister. However, he decided not to risk his discovery. If Edward found Benjamin lying naked under all the bed linens… Benjamin shook his head, all manner of gruesome deaths flashing through his mind. He could not fault Edward for any violent reaction as Benjamin would act the same way should he discover a man in his sister’s bedchamber—if he had a sister.

      She really was going to be the death of him, perhaps indirectly, but the result would be the same. How did he manage to find himself in this ridiculous situation? Benjamin took a deep breath and held his body still as Edward entered the bedchamber.

      Edward, either suspicious or anxious, paced the length of the room. He traveled from the window to the open door within seconds and back again. This trip continued several times before Edward spoke quietly, pausing at the foot of the bed.

      “Why was the door locked?”

      Benjamin felt Edward’s eyes boring into him, burning through the sheets under which he lay frozen.

      “It made me feel safer,” responded Miss Hasting tightly. Benjamin could detect a note of hysteria in her tone as her muffled voice neared the pile of linen.

      “There is no need to be afraid,” answered Edward, his voice softer. “With all the men in this house, you are not in any danger.”

      “I had a nightmare.” Miss Hastings’ voice floated closer still. She stepped between Edward and Benjamin’s hiding place. Benjamin wondered if he could reach out and touch her foot. His fingers twitched at the thought, but he locked his arm to his side, commanding his anxious hand to freeze.

      “Is that why you ripped all the linens off the bed?” Edward’s boot nudged the pile suspiciously, the toe of his boot kissed Benjamin’s ribs. Benjamin held his breath. Had Edward noticed?

      Edward’s voice came from a spot near the window. The drapes rustled. “That must have been some nightmare; you nearly ripped the drapes from their rod.”

      “For your information, dear brother, I do not feel perfectly safe. I feel as though my life is in a great deal of danger.” Benjamin imagined Miss Hastings, her hands on her hips, stretching herself up tall, to argue with her brother. His lips twitched slightly.

      “Benjamin,” growled Edward darkly, his voice ripe with anger. Benjamin’s heart sank. Well, he would welcome his death at Edward’s hand. At least he would die like a man though. Benjamin moved slightly, struggling to stand, but he froze suddenly when Miss Hastings kicked his leg lightly.

      Edward spoke again, his voice drifting from the opposite side of the room. There was a small click as Edward closed the door.

      “How much has Benjamin told you?”

      “Nothing,” she grumbled, her tone causing Benjamin to snicker.

      “He must have said something to you last night,” prodded Edward. “Otherwise, you would not be suffering from absurd nightmares.”

      “Or perhaps I may have figured some of it out on my own,” huffed Miss Hastings.

      “Of course, you have,” Edward groaned. Benjamin could envision Edward pinching the bridge of his nose as he spoke.

      “Why was there an emergency plan in place?” demanded Miss Hastings, attempting to take advantage of her brother’s weariness. “Who do you think started the fire? Do you think they will attack again? What other secrets are you hiding from…?” She paused mid-question. Benjamin assumed Edward must have held up his hands to stop the torrent of questions.

      “Oh no, Samantha,” replied Edward sternly. “You are not getting one shred of information from me.”

      “Uncle Ephraim…” began Miss Hastings.

      “Uncle Ephraim is not here!” Edward was losing control of the conversation. Benjamin noted the strain in Edward’s voice.

      Miss Hastings continued, ignoring Edward’s frustration. “If Uncle Ephraim were here, he would tell me exactly what was going on. He trusted me.”

      “I do trust you,” shouted Edward. “This is not something I want you involved with. It is too dangerous. I am not willing to place your life in jeopardy.”

      “You already have,” she spat, “The moment you began investigating Father’s murder.” The air between them crackled with tension.

      Taking a calming breath, Edward attempted to steer the discussion back to neutral ground. “Please allow the—”

      Miss Hastings cut him off with a growl. “Adults,” she snarled. “You were going to say adults.”

      “I was,” agreed Edward tightly. “Allow the adults to take care of things.”

      “When are you going to accept I am not a little child?”

      “When you start acting like a lady,” retorted Edward.

      “I do,” fumed Miss Hastings.

      “You still spend most of your time barefoot. You lost your shoes at a society luncheon,” roared Edward. “Yes, Wilhelmina told me about the Pierce incident. You refuse a chaperone and risk your reputation by wandering off without a word to anyone. Thankfully, Benjamin knew where to find you that time. You are disrespectful to your elders. You constantly use foul language, and you refuse to listen to any advice I give you.”

      The room’s silence stretched out for several minutes. Miss Hastings gave an audible hiccup; the sound strained Benjamin’s heart.

      “Your definition of a lady is very short-sighted.”

      “Sammie,” Edward’s voice softened. He moved closer to her. She must have stepped away since her voice carried from the doorway.

      When she spoke, her clipped tone was formal and distant. “Edward, now that you have finished assessing the flaws in my character, what is the purpose of your early morning visit?”

      Edward sighed heavily. Obviously, this was not the direction in which he planned the conversation to move. “I came to ask you not to wander off Lady Westwood’s estate alone. The grounds are expansive, there is more than enough room for you to explore within its boundaries without the need of a chaperone.”

      “To ask me or to tell me?” growled Miss Hastings.

      “Whichever keeps you on the property,” answered Edward, his tone short. He crossed the room quickly, pausing in the open doorway, the floor squeaking under his boots.

      “How long am I under this involuntary imprisonment?” she demanded.

      Edward’s response was inaudible, and Miss Hastings did not respond to his whisper. However, the last statement Edward flung at her as he exited the room caused Benjamin to snort under his pile of linen.

      “Do not forget, Wilhelmina is hosting a luncheon today to plan the wedding and engagement party. You are expected to attend.”

      “Is there anything else?” Miss Hastings asked waspishly.

      “Try to be on your best behavior.”

      She slammed the door and locked it for spite.

      “That was childish,” Edward’s triumphant, albeit muffled voice danced through the door. His footsteps faded down the hallway as he descended the staircase.

      “Was it necessary to pick a fight with your brother?” asked Benjamin as he emerged from the pile of linen. “He will be in a foul mood all day.”

      Miss Hastings shrugged. “It was the fastest way to disarm him. He is no longer suspicious, and you are still alive.”

      “Fair point,” agreed Benjamin. “Perhaps I should make my escape before the rest of the house wakes.”

      “Benjamin,” began Miss Hastings with a hopeful tone as she watched him slide his pants on and fasten them.

      “I cannot answer any questions,” he replied quickly, fishing his shirt from the floor. He refused to look at her, knowing she wanted to inquire about the fire. “I promised Edward I would not say anything.”

      Miss Hastings grunted several unladylike words in his direction. Benjamin sighed. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her tight against him. His body reacted immediately, pressing his desire into her abdomen. His lips descended, capturing her mouth, her sweet breath mingling with his. He inhaled deeply and released his hold reluctantly, taking several steps back in the process, a visible shiver traveling the length of his body.

      “You are extremely distracting, Miss Hastings,” he rumbled thickly. “However, I must leave before you convince me to stay. My mother would not appreciate a murder in her own home.”

      “Will I see you later today?” asked Miss Hastings, her eyes still burning.

      “I have some business in town to take care of this morning, but I should return by the evening. I do have one favor to ask you.”

      “What is it?”

      “Promise me you will attend the luncheon with your sister-in-law this afternoon.”

      Miss Hastings rolled her eyes at him. “Are you and Edward deliberately trying to drive me mad?”

      “Samantha, as a courtesy to your fiancé, will you simply do as I ask?”

      “Alright,” she agreed finally. “But I do not promise to enjoy myself.”

      “I would never dream of asking you to,” chortled Benjamin. He lifted her hand to his lips and placed a searing kiss on her palm. “Until this evening.”

      He silently crossed the room and unlocked the chamber door, peering into the hallway. He turned briefly and glanced back at Miss Hastings. With a devilish grin, he winked and quickly slipped out the door, shutting it with a light click.

      That was the last time he saw Miss Hastings that day.
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      Sam gazed at the door for a moment, lost in the memory of the previous evening, a warm glow coloring her cheeks. Giving her head a brief shake to clear the cobwebs, she decided to dress first, then clean up the room. She dressed too quickly, becoming entangled in her undergarments. Laughing at her ineptitude, she removed her garments and began again.

      A buoyant feeling of happiness bubbled inside of her. Even though Lord Westwood was spending the morning in town, it felt as though he were still beside her; his scent lingered intoxicatingly on her skin. Sam sighed blissfully, inhaling his musky aroma.

      After she was properly attired, she gathered the bedding from the floor and tossed it into a heap on the bed. Then, considering the strange reaction the upstairs maid might have upon seeing the unusual arrangement of bedding, Sam shoved the linens onto the floor again. She shook out the sheet, spreading it carefully over the mattress and saw several drops of blood—a telltale sign. She sank her teeth into her lip. That particular indiscretion would surely lead to a conversation–or worse–with Edward regarding her deceased fiancé.

      Folding the sheet in half, she covered the stain, hoping the maid would not notice the stain when she changed the linens, or at least, the upstairs maid would remain discreet regarding the discovery. Spreading the second sheet over the first, she tucked in the material then collected the blankets from the floor, whipping them over the mattress. Presentable… or at least, not quite so suspicious.

      Standing back to survey her work, she noticed a shiny object lying on the floor. Her father’s watch glinted in the morning’s light. Lord Westwood had placed the watch in his jacket pocket the previous evening, it must have fallen out in her rush to hide him from her brother’s ire. Sam giggled. She never imagined she would be in the position she found herself in this morning. The image of Lord Westwood trying to hide his tall frame under the blankets was comical. Luckily, Edward did not discover him. Sam was certain Edward would not find the situation as amusing.

      Leaning over, she retrieved the watch from the rug and discovered a missive hidden underneath. Carefully placing the watch on the desk, she inspected the folded note, turning it over in her hands curiously. She did not remember receiving any letters recently. It must have been hidden in Lord Westwood’s pocket with the watch.

      The whinny of horses drew her attention to the window. Peering out, she saw Lord Westwood cross the courtyard. She watched him for a minute, marveling at his physique. He glanced back, as if he could feel her eyes on him, his gaze raising to the window. Sam jumped backward behind a drape, embarrassed to be caught staring. When she peeked out again, Lord Westwood had already climbed into the carriage. The carriage vanished from sight.

      Her fingers stroked the note thoughtfully. Technically, this letter should be returned to Lord Westwood, which she intended on doing, eventually. However, since he stated he would not return until this evening, was there any harm in perusing the missive? She glanced around the room quickly. Obviously, no one had realized the note was missing. Or maybe Lord Westwood had left it on purpose. It was not addressed to anyone. In fact, the outside of the letter was completely blank.

      There would be no harm in looking. She unfolded it carefully, smoothing the page out, her eyes quickly scanned the words. All feeling drained from her legs, and she collapsed on the bed. Her white lips repeated the final line.

      “A Hastings will die,” she whispered.

      No. This could not be. She would not lose Edward again. Whatever this man wanted, she would find it and give it back to him. She read the note again, searching for clues, but she found nothing helpful. She flipped the note over, scanning the back, to no avail–three sentences. She stared at them again, willing them to reveal their secret; not even the handwriting appeared familiar. She smelled the paper. The thick parchment held a rose smell as if the paper was sprinkled with rose water. Was the murderer married?

      She turned the idea over in her mind. The thought did not seem completely inconceivable. Over a decade had passed since her father’s murder; surely the killer would have had the opportunity to marry, even have children. Sam shuddered. What kind of monster would attempt to kill her brother, burn down their house, threaten the lives of her nieces, and still have the audacity to return to his normal home life? Was he currently sitting at breakfast with his pretty wife, smiling at her over a vase of spring flowers which decorated their lavish dining table?

      She tapped the missive thoughtfully against her chin. The note must have been given to Edward and Lord Westwood after Wilhelmina and Sam left for the Westwood estate. She gasped suddenly. Of course, it seemed so simple. It had to be someone who attended the Leveret ball last evening, a friend or at the very least, an acquaintance. This is what Lord Westwood and Edward were trying so earnestly to hide. Their plan backfired. The murderer remained masked. Now, they were all in more peril than before.

      Suddenly, the door handle rattled. Sam squeaked and jumped off the bed, her head whipping around toward the door.

      “Samantha,” Wilhelmina called from the hallway. “Samantha? Why is this door locked?”

      Sam quickly folded the note and tucked it into her bodice. She raced to the door and flung it open. “I’m sorry, I did not sleep very well last night.”

      “Nor did I,” responded Wilhelmina with a playful wink.

      “Wil, I do not want to hear about your nocturnal exploits with my brother.”

      Wilhelmina grinned, but mercifully changed the subject. “We have some tasks that need to be completed prior to the luncheon.”

      Sam groaned.

      “For someone who is engaged, you certainly do not show any interest in planning your wedding,” growled Wilhelmina. “I expect you downstairs in ten minutes.” She turned on her heel and nearly knocked over Nancy who waited patiently at the top of the staircase.

      “Mrs. Hastings,” Nancy bobbed her head as she spoke. “Mr. Franklin Morris has arrived.”

      Wilhelmina glared at Sam peevishly. Sam shrugged and grinned impishly. “A distraction, that is fortunate.”

      Turning back toward Nancy, Wilhelmina addressed her in a clipped tone. “Did he say why he chose to arrive prior to breakfast?”

      “No, he did not,” replied Nancy. “He asked for Miss Hastings and said the matter was of some urgency.”

      “He promised to look at Father’s watch,” explained Sam. “Franklin thought he might be able to repair it.”

      Wilhelmina sighed deeply. “I suppose you must see to Mr. Morris first.” She ignored Sam who happily bounced from one foot to the other. “However, once your business with him is finished, I expect you to assist me with the wedding details.”

      Sam smiled broadly. “Please show Mr. Morris to the study and let him know I will be with him shortly.”

      “Do not spend all morning with him either,” warned Wilhelmina sternly as she followed Nancy down the stairs.

      Sam dashed across the bedroom; the watch that shimmered like a beacon. She snatched it off the bed, where she’d dropped it, and raced for the door. Halfway across the floor, she hesitated for a moment. Fishing the threatening missive from her bodice, she ran back across the room, shoving the folded note under the ink well. A few drops of ink spilled on the desk. Sam grabbed a nearby blank envelope and hastily dabbed at the spots until the stain disappeared from the desk. She stepped back to survey the desk. The corner of the note peeked out from under the bottle. Leaning the stained envelope against the ink bottle, Sam covered the missive. With a final nod, she rushed out the door, closing it behind her.

      Watch in hand, Sam burst into the study. Her sudden appearance startled Franklin. He dropped the book he was holding with a gasp, his hand flying to his chest.

      “Samantha, you nearly frightened me to death,” he panted. His face appeared more pale than usual. “I am not as young as I once was.”

      “Please accept my apologies, dear cousin.” Sam took his hand and led him to a nearby chair where he collapsed with closed eyes.

      Sam waited patiently for several minutes, but Franklin did not speak. She placed the watch on the table next to him and walked over to the book which laid open and face down. Leaning over, Sam plucked the book from the floor, her eyes scanning the open pages for damage. Once satisfied, she replaced the book on the shelf.

      The chair creaked as Franklin moved to reach for the watch. He studied it inquisitively, running his fingers over the edges again as he did the previous evening. He popped open the lid, looking at the face of the watch. Winding the top carefully, Franklin glanced at the watch face again. The little hands, frozen at 2:25, refused to budge. Sam moved closer, kneeling at his feet while he mulled over the antique watch.

      Franklin held the timepiece to his ear, listening for movement. After several minutes of silence, he muttered a handful of indistinguishable words. His unfocused eyes glanced up at Sam.

      “I think we should open up the back,” he said. Reaching into his breast pocket, Franklin withdrew a little cloth pouch. Folded inside was a couple of bizarre tools which Sam had never seen before. Extracting one, Franklin cautiously wedged the tool under the back cover of the watch. It popped open, revealing little wheels and cogs. Absentmindedly, he handed the cover to Sam while he studied the gears closely.

      “Look,” he pointed at one of the gears. “Some of the teeth have been completely sheared off.”

      “Can you replace the gear?” Sam asked, their heads bent so close together, their foreheads touched.

      “Certainly,” replied Franklin, his eyes locked on the watch. “However, I do not have the tools with me. If you would like, I will take it to my house and return it to you once I have repaired it.”

      “Will it take a long time?” asked Sam, glancing up.

      Franklin shook his head. “A few days. If I have a spare part I can use, I should have it back to you by the end of the week.”

      “Thank you.” Sam smiled, handing him back the cover. A scrap of paper, balanced precariously on Franklin’s gleaming black boot, caught her attention.

      “What is that?”

      Franklin glanced up as he snapped the back cover onto the watch.

      “What is what?”

      “That.” Sam pointed at a tiny folded square still resting on the top of his boot.

      “Hmm,” murmured Franklin as he looked over his protruding belly. “I do not know. It must have fallen out of the watch when I removed the cover.

      Leaning over, Sam plucked the piece of paper up and unfolded it carefully. She gasped, a numb feeling spread through her body—she recognized the handwriting instantly.

      “Father wrote it.”

      “What does it say?” Franklin prodded, his eyes gleaming with curiosity, the watch forgotten on his lap.

      Sam cleared her throat and read:

      

      Fortune lays forgotten

      In a house that is not a home.

      Treasure waits for discovery

      In a place that Sammie has outgrown.

      

      Her wide eyes stared up at Franklin, questioning. “What does it mean?”

      “He must be referring to the missing jewels,” Franklin replied. “May I see the note?”

      Sam nodded, allowing Franklin to tug the paper out of her hand. His eyes quickly perused the lines again, his lips moving with the words he read. He glanced up, his face pale.

      “Samantha, how much do you remember about the night before your father died?”

      Sam squeezed her eyes shut tightly, trying to remember the last night she saw her father alive. “Less and less every day.”

      Franklin patted her arm softly and allowed her to compose herself before he spoke. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes, thank you. Please continue.” Sam discreetly wiped a tear from her eye with the back of her hand.

      “That last night, the night of the party, your mother wore a brilliant sapphire and diamond necklace. Do you remember that?”

      “Yes,” Sam replied, her eyes screwed shut again as she pictured the evening. It was the same necklace she described to Marie.

      “That necklace was a family heirloom, part of a collection of jewelry that had been passed to the eldest Hastings on the day of their wedding. The jewelry is quite valuable, worth much more than both estates combined. Your Great-Uncle Ephraim gave it to your father as a wedding gift. It was your mother’s favorite piece although she only wore it on special occasions. That night was the last time anyone ever saw the necklace, it vanished completely. Your mother only wore it for an hour; she removed it because the clasp was loose, and she did not want to lose the necklace. In fact, she asked if I would stop by to repair it after I returned from my trip to China.” Franklin paused, lost in the memory, his eyes clouded with the past.

      “Now that I think about it, the entire collection has been missing since that evening. The authorities assumed the jewelry had been taken at some point during the party. All the guests were questioned, but the pieces were never recovered.”

      His eyes roved over the note again. “I see now that theory is incorrect. Your father must have hidden them somewhere in the townhouse.”

      “But where would Father have hidden an entire collection of jewelry?” Sam rose suddenly and paced the length of the room as she spoke. “How is it possible that no one has found it since then?” She stopped directly in front of Franklin. “A place that Sammie has outgrown. What have I outgrown?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head. A light tapping on the study door interrupted them.

      “Samantha,” called Wilhelmina. “Please finish up your business with Mr. Morris, we have a full morning.”

      Sam glared at the door and stuck out her tongue. “I will be right there.”

      “No dawdling,” reprimanded Wilhelmina, her footsteps fading away from the door. Quickly, Sam refolded the note and tucked it into her bodice.

      “Franklin,” she whispered with a furtive glance around the room, “please do not tell anyone about the note we found.”

      “You have my word.” He placed his finger over his lips, then gathered his tools, the watch, and his coat, which he had laid carefully over the back of his chair. Shrugging his arms into the heavy coat, he replaced the tool kit in his breast pocket and slid the watch in as well. Sam escorted Franklin to the foyer. He took her hand and kissed it lightly.

      “Do not fret, my dear, we will get your father’s watch working again.”

      “Thank you,” replied Sam, placing a light kiss to his cheek. “You have no idea how much that would mean to me.”

      “Consider it a wedding gift, and if you figure out the rest of the clue, let me know. I am always up for an adventure,” Franklin winked. He had forgiven her for her deception.

      “Certainly,” Sam smiled. “If you have any epiphanies, please let me know.”

      “Samantha!” Wilhelmina yelled from the sitting room, her voice resonating impatiently. Marie and Lucy ran past, knocking into Sam as they scampered by. Cacophony echoed in the hallway.

      Franklin patted her arm, sympathy shining in his eyes. “Try to enjoy yourself today.”

      “I wish you would kidnap me,” muttered Sam.

      Laughing, Franklin opened the door. “Your brother would never forgive me.”
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      Benjamin’s town business consisted solely of visiting Aunt Abigail. After their discussion at the previous evening’s ball was cut short and with the subsequent attack on the Hastings’ townhouse, urgency compelled Benjamin to dig into the events leading up to the discovery of Mr. Hastings’ body.

      “Benjamin, it is lovely to see you this morning,” Abigail announced as she entered the dining room. “I did expect you today. However, I am surprised to find you visiting at such an early hour.” She yawned widely and shuffled over to the sideboard which was laid with steaming eggs and fresh scones. She accepted a plate laden with food from Mrs. Grace, her long-time housekeeper and cook.

      “Tell me Benjamin, is your mother not feeding you enough you are now forced to scavenge my table for scraps?”

      Benjamin choked on his eggs. He swallowed the mouthful and grinned mischievously. “Thomas eats all the food.”

      Abigail laughed as she seated herself next to Benjamin at the head of the table. “That, I would believe.”

      She took a sip of tea and studied Benjamin carefully. After a moment, she placed the cup back onto its saucer.

      “Enough niceties. I am curious to know the motive for this early appearance, and it is not for Mrs. Grace’s sumptuous cooking.” Abigail gestured to the empty space the woman occupied a moment earlier. Mrs. Grace had disappeared soundlessly behind a side door situated next to a china cabinet, leaving Abigail and Benjamin in privacy.

      “I do,” replied Benjamin. He set down his fork with a clink. “I wanted to speak with you further about the night of Mr. Hastings’ murder.”

      Abigail raised an eyebrow at her nephew’s candor. “I may not be much help. My memory of that evening is over ten years old.”

      “I am aware,” Benjamin replied. “However, anything you remember would be helpful. Perhaps you could remember the names of some of the guests. That information has been muddied over the past few years.”

      “Yes,” Abigail agreed, her mouth pulling into a wry smile. “It seems as though the whole of society claimed to have attended that night.”

      “I do know neither Father nor Mother was present. Father had business in Greece and Mother decided to drag Thomas and me along with them.”

      Abigail shot him a scathing glare. “Do not pretend you did not enjoy those trips, Benjamin Westwood.”

      Benjamin held up his hands to fend off his aunt. “Of course, I did.”

      “Oh,” A voice squeaked from the doorway.

      Benjamin and Abigail glanced up at the same time, their heads moving in unison.

      “Daphne,” Abigail spoke first, smiling warmly as she beckoned to her niece. “Please, do join us for breakfast.”

      “Miss Clemens.” Benjamin rose and bowed to her. Miss Clemens managed the barest of curtsies. “It is lovely to see you again. Miss Hastings sends her regards.”

      The color returned to Miss Clemens face. “Lord Westwood,” she whispered shyly, staring at the floor as she curtsied. She chose a chair on the other side of her aunt, directly facing Benjamin, and accepted the offered plate from Mrs. Grace who had re-entered the dining room stealthily. While she ate, Miss Clemens stole furtive glances at Benjamin. Considering how smitten she seemed with Thomas last evening, Benjamin figured this breakfast must seem like a dream and a nightmare at the same time–the right face, but the wrong brother.

      “Will you be staying long?” he asked politely, trying to put her at ease.

      “I will be staying indefinitely,” she replied, blushing deeply. Aware she had been caught staring, her eyes dropped to the toast in front of her.

      Benjamin noticed a firm tone in her voice when she spoke the word indefinitely. It seemed out of place for her gentle character.

      “Daphne has become a permanent member of this household.” Abigail placed her hand over her niece’s and gave it a gentle squeeze. A sob tumbled from Miss Clemens’ lips as she flung herself into Abigail’s arms and buried her face in the elderly woman’s neck. Abigail wrapped her arms around the girl and patted her on the head, cooing tenderly.

      Benjamin was surprised by the sudden closeness between them. In his memory, Aunt Abigail never seemed to be the nurturing type, preferring to keep most people at a distance with her vicious cane. Feeling as though he was intruding on their private moment, Benjamin rose quietly. He stood awkwardly for a moment, trying to determine if he should remain in the room during this exceedingly personal exchange. Deciding to hunt down some coffee, he slipped out the slightly ajar side door into the kitchen. In his haste, Benjamin nearly knocked over Mrs. Grace who hesitated near the door as she listened to the breakfast conversation. In her hands was a tray with the absent coffee pot.

      “Is there something I can assist you with, my Lord?” she asked, taking several steps back to avoid spilling the tray. She seemed utterly surprised by his sudden appearance in her kitchen. Benjamin wondered how many people actually had the opportunity to view her domain.

      “I was looking for the coffee,” he replied.

      Mrs. Grace set the tray on a nearby table and poured him a cup. He accepted the offered beverage and glanced around the kitchen, trying to invent another reason to delay his return to the dining room. Mrs. Grace eyed him warily. His hesitation unnerved her.

      “Mrs. Grace, may I ask you a delicate question?”

      “Absolutely, my Lord.” She looked at him curiously, no doubt wondering why he was still standing in the kitchen.

      “What happened to Miss Clemens?” he asked, knowing someone as nosy as Mrs. Grace would be brimming with details and more than willing to part with them.

      “Poor thing,” Mrs. Grace began in a gleeful, hushed tone. “Her mother woke the house at one this morning, banging on the front door with a chunk of Miss Clemens beautiful hair wrapped around her fist. Mrs. Clemens screamed the most dreadful obscenities and threw her shoe at the dining-room window.”

      “Was she intoxicated?” asked Benjamin, the coffee cup hovered near his lips forgotten.

      “I believe so,” nodded Mrs. Grace. “After she threw the shoe, Mrs. Clemens accused your aunt of interfering and threatened her life.”

      Benjamin’s eyes narrowed. “She probably was interfering; however, Mrs. Clemens reaction seems entirely too extreme. What was the reason behind this horrendous display?”

      “Mrs. Clemens forbade her daughter from encouraging an attachment to Miss Hastings.”

      Benjamin bristled at the mention of Miss Hastings’ name, but he bit his tongue and allowed Mrs. Grace to continue her story uninterrupted.

      “Miss Clemens stated she would rather cut her attachment with the Shirely family. Her mother was livid. Mrs. Shirely is a close friend of hers.”

      “How did they end up here at such an early hour?”

      “Apparently, the argument occurred in the carriage as they were leaving the Leveret’s residence after everyone had stampeded out of the ball due to the fire. Mrs. Clemens told her daughter if that was her choice, she was no longer welcome in the Clemens’ home. Miss Clemens replied she would go live with your aunt instead. I believe Mrs. Clemens was hoping your aunt would reject the new living arrangements.”

      Benjamin snorted. “Not likely.”

      Mrs. Grace smiled. “Miss Clemens was sent upstairs immediately. There was already an armoire stuffed with new clothes waiting in her room.”

      “What was Mrs. Clemens’ reaction?” asked Benjamin.

      “She launched into a tirade. Your aunt stood on the steps in her nightdress, wrapped in a shawl, and watched Mrs. Clemens throw a tantrum in the middle of the street. The neighbors came outside to investigate the ruckus.”

      “That will be interesting to read about this morning,” Benjamin quipped.

      Mrs. Grace shook her head. “The incident has already been hushed. Mrs. Shirely’s name was mentioned. She will make sure the society papers do not repeat anything that occurred that does not paint her in a favorable light.”

      Benjamin was quiet a moment as he processed the information—a closet of clothes, an already prepared chamber... “Aunt Abigail must have been planning this escapade for a while.”

      That comment earned a grin from Mrs. Grace. “I know nothing of your aunt’s plans, except what she would like for supper this evening.”

      “How did Mrs. Clemens finally come to leave?”

      “Your aunt threatened to bring the constable.”

      Benjamin laughed and shook his head. Yes, Aunt Abigail was definitely meddling. He wondered if his mother had also been involved in Miss Clemens’ family defection. Lord help Thomas if both Aunt Abigail and his mother were plotting to find him a wife.

      Sensing the end of the conversation, Mrs. Grace nodded briefly to Benjamin before entering the pantry. She returned a moment later carrying several large potatoes, which she dumped onto the table and began peeling in earnest. Benjamin turned to re-enter the dining room, his head swimming. As he put his hand on the door, he paused and turned back to the housekeeper. There was one more question he needed to ask.

      “Mrs. Grace, I am curious to know how much of our morning conversation you overheard.”

      Mrs. Grace glanced briefly at the potato in her hand and then leveled her gaze. “Every word.”

      “I see,” replied Benjamin. “I would appreciate your silence on this matter until the details are made public.”

      “You have my word, my Lord,” she replied with a nod. She began cutting the potatoes into chunks but paused mid-slice, the knife hovering an inch above the table. “My Lord, I may be able to help you.”

      Benjamin looked at her oddly. “Help me with what exactly?”

      “My brother worked for the Hastings family. He was the person who discovered Lord Hastings’ body.”

      Benjamin’s breath caught in his throat; this was the missing piece. “Where does he work now?”

      Mrs. Grace shook her head. “Sadly, he died of a heart attack several days after Lord Hastings passed away. However, he mentioned something to me prior to his death. I thought it was strange at the time though I have not thought about it since he passed.”

      Benjamin fleetingly wondered if her brother’s death was also orchestrated by the same man who murdered Lord Hastings. However, Benjamin did not share this notion aloud.

      “Please continue,” he replied quietly, giving the housekeeper his full attention.

      “John told me the authorities questioned everyone at the house before deciding the death was due to natural causes. Yet the investigating officers neglected to question the man who originally raised the alarm to Lord Hastings’ dire predicament.”

      “That is odd. Was there a reason given for this oversight?”

      “The man was out of the country at the time of the inquiry. After the cause of death was determined, there was no longer a need to interview him.”

      “Did your brother mention the name of this mysterious man?”

      “Mr. Franklin Morris.”
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      “It is mine. Give it back,” snarled Marie as she chased Lucy down the hallway, nearly knocking over a vase situated in Lady Westwood’s large foyer. Lucy skidded to a halt as Sam entered the hallway after bidding Franklin goodbye. Lucy turned to face her sister with a gleeful smile. Marie also stopped suddenly, a look of contemplation crossing her young face.

      “It is not yours,” Lucy shouted with a stomp of her foot. “Mother gave it to me last month. She said you had outgrown it, and now it was mine.”

      “That is not fair,” Marie screamed. “I did not say you could play with it.”

      “Quiet,” Sam yelled, interjecting herself between the two sisters. She knelt on the floor, so each child was at eye level. “Now, both of you will have the opportunity to tell me what happened. Marie, please go first.”

      Marie folded her hands in front of her and smiled angelically. Sam rolled her eyes. “That only works on your father, Marie.”

      Marie huffed and crossed her arms in exasperation. She took a deep breath and began speaking in a serious voice. “Lucy knows she is not allowed to touch my things,” Marie emphasized the word in a deep drawl. “During breakfast, Rose told me she saw Lucy playing with my dollhouse yesterday”–she paused dramatically–“outside.”

      “Is that everything?” Sam asked.

      “Yes,” confirmed Marie with a deft nod, flipping one of her braids over her shoulder.

      “Now Lucy, it is your turn,” Sam turned to the younger girl.

      Lucy squared her shoulders and sucked in her lower lip. “Last month, Mother donated some of our old playthings to the orphanage. Marie placed a couple of things on the pile of toys, including her old dollhouse. When I saw it, I asked Mother if could keep it.”

      Sam turned back to Marie. “Did you put the dollhouse in with the donations?”

      Marie bit her lip and hesitated, the wheels turning in her mind. “Yes.”

      “Then it is no longer your dollhouse,” Sam replied.

      “Keep it,” pouted Marie. “The lock is broken, anyway. It has been from the day I found it.”

      Sam looked at Marie strangely. “Since you found it?”

      “Yes,” Marie replied. “I found it in the playroom, hidden in the armoire Lucy was accidentally trapped inside.”

      “Accidentally,” murmured Sam, raising her eyebrows.

      Marie nodded solemnly. “I went to close the door after you rescued Lucy and saw it on the floor, surrounded by a bunch of broken toys.”

      “Samantha,” Wilhelmina bellowed again from the sitting room. “I am still waiting for you. I know Mr. Morris has already left.”

      Sam glared down the hallway and back at the two girls. She looked skyward and heaved a sigh. “I think the two of you should go back upstairs before the guests arrive.”

      Marie took her sister by the hand. “Come on, Lucy. Maybe Rose can think of a way to break open the dollhouse without causing too much damage.”

      Lucy stopped halfway up the stairs and tugged her hand from Marie’s grasp. “Aunt Samantha, do you have the key?”

      A perplexed look crossed Sam’s face. “Why would I have a key to your dollhouse?”

      “Mother said it used to be yours,” Lucy shrugged sadly and began climbing the stairs again.

      Sam gasped. A house that is not a home. A dollhouse. Her dollhouse. Could it really be that simple? She had no time to speculate. How much time was left on the twenty-four-hour deadline? She would not allow her brother to die again, not when she could save him.

      “Lucy,” Sam called up after her niece, a hint of desperation in her voice.

      Lucy’s little brown head popped back around the banister. “Yes, Aunt Samantha.”

      “Where did you leave your dollhouse?” Sam tried to sound nonchalant.

      Lucy glanced suspiciously to her left and right to make sure her sisters were not around. Then she came down all but two steps and leaned over to whisper in Sam’s ear. “I hid it under Grandma’s desk in the study. Mr. Walton said I could keep it there. Do you think it was damaged in the fire?”

      Sam shrugged. “I do not know.”

      Lucy came closer, tugging on Sam’s skirt. “Please do not tell Marie or Rose.”

      Sam winked and placed a finger over her lips. “I promise.”

      “Thank you.” Lucy gave her a quick hug and dashed up the stairs again.

      The townhouse. Sam needed to get to the townhouse immediately. She glanced toward the sitting room, feeling a brief pang of guilt. All the work for the luncheon was going to fall onto Wilhelmina. Plus, the guest of honor was planning to miss the entire event to go on a treasure hunt. Maybe she would make it back to the Westwood estate before the end of the luncheon. She prayed she would be able to catch Franklin; a carriage ride would be much more convenient than trying to secretly saddle and steal a horse from the stables.

      “Wilhelmina will forgive me,” Sam chanted to herself as she wrenched open the front door, her eyes flying over the drive. Franklin’s carriage was about to pass through the main gate. Sam waved frantically as she ran toward the coach. Tripping over her skirt, she gathered up the material in her hands and raced across the dirt. Mercifully, the driver heard her calling and stopped the carriage on the edge of the property. With her hair flying wildly behind her, Sam sprinted the last few yards to Franklin’s carriage.

      “My dear,” he exclaimed, startled by her sudden, unkempt appearance. “Is something the matter?”

      Sam answered him breathlessly, a gleam in her eye. “I know where the jewelry is hidden.”

      Franklin extended his hand with a smile and lifted her into the carriage. As he grinned, he bared his teeth.

      “That is excellent news, Miss Hastings.”

      

      
        
        The End
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      Thank you for reading A Perfect Plan. If you enjoyed the love story of Samantha and Benjamin, please consider leaving a review wherever you purchased the story, it really does make a difference.

      

      I invite you to continue their adventure with AN IMPERFECT ENGAGEMENT. Will you capture the culprits?
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      Sam anguished.

      Not the normal kind of worry which usually plagues young ladies of the time but stomach-churning, soul-wrenching agony.

      She deliberately disobeyed the wishes of not only her brother, Edward, but those of her future husband, Benjamin, Lord Westwood—the two men she loved deeply. In addition, she abandoned Wilhelmina, her brother’s wife, to host a luncheon without the guest of honor—her, the future Lady Westwood. Those transgressions were terrible enough; however, she also forgot to leave a note regarding her whereabouts, or better, her destination, the townhouse. Or whatever was left of it after last night’s horrific fire.

      Her mind replayed the prior evening—the moment of panic when she realized the significance of the fire burning in the distance, the worry etched across Edward’s face, and Benjamin wrapping her in his arms, a protective gesture. His scent overwhelmed her senses, wafting so strongly through the carriage she felt as though he were seated next to her. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. The air tasted like his skin. Her mouth curved into a smile; unconsciously, she arched her neck, leaning into his invisible embrace.

      Tingles danced across Sam’s arms. She felt Benjamin’s sinful lips nibble a delectable path across her collarbone. The ghostly sensation elicited a tremble, which originated in her shoulder blades and shot down her spine. Sam blushed deeply, her eyes jumping to her cousin, Mr. Franklin Morris who stared out the window, absentmindedly rubbing the edge of the curtain between his thumb and forefinger. Pulling aside her curtain, Sam peered out the window, endeavoring to hide the telltale color of her wayward thoughts.

      There was no need to upset Franklin further with intimate details of her inability to remain a proper lady in the presence of her fiancé. She shuddered at the title. Never in her life did she expect to hear the word fiancée attached to any gossip surrounding her name. Miss Hastings engaged to Lord Westwood—the sentence would be the main headline in the society pages for weeks. Franklin only just learned of her engagement the prior evening. He appeared devastated by the announcement.

      Poor Franklin. He was such a dear man. Sam’s eyes raked over his oblivious visage. Why he had been unable to find himself a suitable match? Surely a man with Franklin’s humor would have no trouble attracting the fairer sex. A few thinning hairs would hardly stop a woman’s interest. Perhaps Sam could enlist Wilhelmina’s help; her sister-in-law did introduce Samantha to Lord Westwood. Although that particular introduction was not intended to encourage any permanent attachment to her temporary guardian, Sam allowed. She bit her lip and swallowed a smile, fighting the blush creeping back into her cheeks. Benjamin’s late-night visit last night was definitely not on Wilhelmina’s list of acceptable activities. Sam sank her teeth into her lower lip.

      Franklin chose to look over at that exact moment, his dark eyes flicking over her face, an unreadable expression passing through his features. Franklin tilted his head as he studied her. A shiver ran the length of Sam’s spine; she was not sure if the sensation was caused by a sudden draft under the carriage door or the odd way Franklin wordlessly continued to watch her.

      Rubbing her arms for warmth, Sam regretted her hasty departure—no gloves, no shawl, hair unbound. Traveling in mixed company in such a state did not add to her colorful reputation. Who would kill her first upon returning to the Westwood estate? No doubt, both men and Wilhelmina would volunteer for the opportunity. Sam grimaced; Wilhelmina would beat both Edward and Benjamin to that happy task.

      How would Sam explain her reckless behavior? Treasure hunt hardly seemed like an acceptable justification for missing her own engagement party, even if it was to retrieve the ransom demanded by her father’s faceless murderer. Although the threatening missive–currently hidden underneath an inkwell in Lord Westwood’s bedchamber–did not explicitly state to recover the missing Hastings’ family jewelry, Sam was certain they were the items requested.

      After several minutes of silent inspection, Franklin spoke, his hollow voice barely carrying across the coach. “Are you alright my dear, you seem preoccupied?”

      “I should have informed someone of our destination,” blurted out Sam, unable to contain her struggle a moment longer. “Edward will be extremely worried.”

      “I see,” replied Franklin in his soft voice. He steepled his fingers over his slightly protruding belly, resting his arms for a moment. “We would not want to cause Edward any undue strife. Perhaps you would like to send him a missive before we begin our little adventure?”

      Sam nodded, gratitude seeping through her body. Her muscles relaxed, and she leaned back on the bench. “That is an excellent idea, Franklin.”

      A brief note would ease both Edward and Benjamin’s minds, but it would not alleviate Wilhelmina’s anger, no matter how eloquent the letter. That particular apology would need to be done in person… after Sam ensured her father’s killer never threatened the family again.

      Her eyes swept over Franklin. His companionship during this particular expedition was reassuring. Even though she only intended on searching the townhouse, Sam hesitated at the idea of completing the task alone. Franklin’s presence eased many of the fears dancing around in her erratic mind.

      “I doubt you will be able to send a missive from the townhouse. With the extent of the fire damage, there is no way you will be able to find paper and ink, let alone a safe place to compose the letter,” continued Franklin quietly, tapping his fore-fingers absently. “I keep an apartment nearby. You should be able to find everything you need to allay your brother’s overprotective tendencies.”

      “You know him so well,” Sam grinned.

      “While you are corresponding, I will have an opportunity to gather supplies for our little treasure hunt.” Franklin returned her smile with an exaggerated wink.

      Concern scrunched Sam’s forehead, deflating her excitement. Certainly, it would be prudent to pen a quick letter to Edward. However, an engaged woman should not visit a man’s lodgings without a chaperone. Even though Franklin was her cousin, his overly friendly attachment to her could be enough to start the societal tongues wagging. She bit her lip with indecision.

      Franklin sensed Sam’s hesitation. He smiled slightly, the emotion barely reaching his dark eyes. “Mrs. Clark will be most delighted to converse with you again. She is currently residing in town with me and finds my lack of visitors most discouraging.”

      “I would be delighted to visit with Mrs. Clark again.” Relief washed over Sam, tension ebbing quickly from her, disappearing under the carriage door like wisps of smoke. “It will give me the opportunity to personally express my gratitude for the lovely birthday cake she sent. Thank you, Franklin.”

      The coach turned on its own accord—without direction from its occupants—and headed down a nearby street. Sam’s stomach grumbled, protesting a lack of food. She had rushed out without even a piece of toast.

      “Perhaps Mrs. Clark has prepared breakfast?” Sam inquired over another loud rumble.

      “Possibly,” Franklin replied and offered his empty smile again. He fell silent, twitching aside the curtain and watching the cityscape move past his window.

      Fifteen minutes later, the carriage stopped in front of an older building in an unfamiliar neighborhood. As Sam gaped at the shabby townhouses, one shed a piece of its roof, which clattered to the broken cobblestones below and shattered. A collection of building debris cluttered the length of the street, hiding a thin layer of grime. Why did Franklin choose to keep his lodgings in such a dilapidated part of town? This must be the reason he had very few visitors.

      Producing a key ring from his waistcoat pocket, Franklin emerged from the coach—his lips pressed into a thin line—and gestured for Sam to follow. He glanced to his left and right before marching up to a decaying door.

      An ominous squeak emanated from ancient hinges as he wrenched it open, the sound echoing down the empty street, causing rats to scatter from a nearby trash pile. A scream bubbled in Sam’s throat. Franklin grabbed her wrist, tugging her into the dingy darkness of the dwelling.

      The door closed, aided by a strong yank from Franklin who wrestled it shut with a muttered curse word. The door groaned as it latched. Wordlessly, Franklin led Sam up a winding staircase to what she calculated was the third floor of the building.

      He leapt lithely over the last step onto the landing. Sam glanced down at the stair and noticed the rotting wood already bowed under the weight of a tiny mouse which scurried ahead of Sam into the hallway and disappeared under a crack in a door. Sam bit her tongue and made no mention of the staircase or the mouse. Franklin must be having financial difficulties. Perhaps she could speak with Edward about offering a loan to Franklin.

      Turning to his right, Franklin rapped three times on the only door visible in the hallway, the same door under which the mouse had disappeared. There was no answer. He tapped again, repeating the same knock and waited. Again, no one appeared at the door. Franklin shrugged, offering Sam a half-smile. He lifted the key ring to eye level and flipped through several keys.

      “Ah!” he exclaimed before sliding a brass key into the lock. He twisted the large piece of metal firmly, pushing the door open. Sam expected the peeling door to scrape along the floorboards, but it swung easily, the hinges noiselessly complying with his request.

      “Mrs. Clark must have gone to the market,” Franklin explained as he led Sam into a small foyer. Squeezing past her, he inserted the brass key again and locked the outer door. He dropped the key ring on a small ornate table near the front door and murmured, “This part of town is not quite as sheltered as where you reside.”

      “Franklin...”

      “It was a few bad business decisions, I will recover in time.” He patted Sam’s arm. “Thank you for your concern, dear cousin, but I shall be fine. Please, allow me to show you my apartment.”

      Franklin’s lodgings were tastefully decorated, radically different from the depressing exterior. The sitting room, bedecked in deep hues of green and gold, reminded Sam of the German forests Franklin described from his exotic travels. The entire apartment was spotless, scrubbed from the rafters to the floorboards, a tribute to Mrs. Clark’s efficiency. Elephant statues of varying sizes littered the room sporadically. Sam wondered how long Franklin had been collecting them; he never mentioned an affinity for pachyderms. The statue nearest her looked to be as large as a horse. She laid a hand gently against the cold surface, marveling at the pristine ivory.

      Shaking off his coat, Franklin laid it carefully over a nearby chair and gestured to his left. The study, doubling as a guest room, was situated off the sitting room. It was this room which Franklin directed Sam toward, pointing out the desk featured prominently near a dirty window. The window seemed out of place in Franklin’s otherwise immaculate accommodations. A large spider web stretched intriguingly across the frame, leading Sam to believe the room had not been cleaned for quite a few months.

      “Please make yourself comfortable,” Franklin announced brightly from the doorway. “There should be ink and paper on the desk. I will scrounge up some breakfast for us. It may not be as delicious as Mrs. Clark’s cooking, but I daresay, I do have some culinary talents.” Franklin patted his belly and wandered toward the back of the apartment, his footsteps fading down the hallway.

      Sam glided over to the desk and sank down with a sigh. Already she had written the note countless times in her mind; however, putting a quill to paper made the task more difficult. How does one explain why they intentionally broke a promise? There was nothing she could say that would excuse her thoughtless behavior. She sighed again and extracted one heavy sheet of creamy paper from the stack on the far corner of the desk.

      The scent of roses hit her nostrils sharply. Sam glanced up, perplexed, expecting to find a bouquet of fresh flowers in the room. There was not one visible rose. She peeked out the door into the sitting room but found the smell lessened as she moved away from the study. Curiously, Sam returned to the desk and lifted the sheet of paper to her face, inhaling deeply.

      Rose-scented paper. Sam’s hand began to tremble, the page clasped in her fingers vibrating wildly. Sam’s mind flashed on the threatening note she’d hid in Benjamin’s chamber at the Westwood estate. It was the same smell. It was the same paper. The paper slipped from her fingers and floated featherlike to the floor.

      It was Franklin.

      Franklin sent the threatening letter to her brother. Franklin set fire to the townhouse. Franklin murdered her father and attempted to kill Edward as well. Franklin was the sinister face behind the mysterious terror gripping her family. Sam’s mind sifted through the past, quickly analyzing all her interactions with Franklin; it did not seem possible. How did he fool her so easily? Her childhood memories of her parents’ last ball bubbled in her brain—Franklin whirling her in dizzy circles, her father laughing merrily, the beautiful necklace adorning her mother’s slim neck. Did Franklin know at that moment he would commit cold-blooded murder later that evening?

      “My dear,” Franklin exclaimed as he entered the room with a plate of fruit and cheese. “You look as though you have seen a specter.”

      Sam glared at him with rounded eyes. “How could you, Franklin? He was your cousin!”

      Franklin laughed, the hollow, mechanical sound ringing in Sam’s ears. “My dearest Samantha, I fear you may have deduced my little secret.”

      Sam nodded mutely. Her eyes searched the room, darting from the tiny, filthy window over the wooden floorboards, and to the open door, yawning widely behind Franklin, his wide frame blocking the only exit.

      “How did you figure it out?” he spoke languidly, popping a grape in his mouth as if they were discussing the weather.

      “The paper,” whispered Sam as she gestured to the innocent stack in the corner of the desk. “It smells like roses.”

      “Damn.” Franklin shook his head with a disgusted grin. “I have always loathed scented paper. However, I am surprised Edward shared my little note with you. He is usually so secretive when it comes to questionable affairs.”

      “He is unaware I read the note,” admitted Sam. She rolled her shoulders back, elongating her frame—her feeble attempt to appear intimidating.

      Franklin’s lips stretched across his face, forming a thin grotesque smirk. “You are an intelligent little thing. I always told Uncle Ephraim it was a terrible decision to educate a girl; more trouble than it is worth. I see now I was correct in that assumption.”

      Sam’s eyes skipped about the room again, focusing on the door leading into the sitting room. How would she escape? If she charged Franklin, would she have enough strength to knock him over? Where was Mrs. Clark? Surely, she would not permit Franklin to slaughter Sam. Sam took a deep breath to calm the macabre thoughts dancing through her imagination.

      Franklin tilted his head, baring his teeth. “There is no one to hear your scream.”

      “M-M-Mrs. Clark?” Panic bubbled in her throat.

      “Mrs. Clark is happily working at my country estate. She refuses to visit town for any reason; she has never been to this apartment, nor does she know of its existence.”

      “Why, Franklin?” Sam asked, her eyes flashing back to the grimy window. She needed a distraction. Conceivably, she could squeeze through it and climb down the roof to safety. She could also slip on the loose slate and fall to her death.

      “I think you are going to be more of a nuisance than I originally anticipated.” Without warning, Franklin lunged forward and struck Sam with the plate. It split in two as it crashed down on Sam’s head, sending the fruit and cheese flying in various directions. Sam crumbled to the floor, unconscious.

      Humming, Franklin stepped over Sam’s immobile form and extracted a rope hidden underneath the bed. He dumped Sam’s body unceremoniously on the mattress and lashed both her arms together at the wrists. His eyes fell on the rose-scented paper. Plucking it from the floorboard, he laid it on the desk, and sat down, staring at the blank page. With a nod, he lifted the quill from the inkwell and penned a quick message. Leaning out the window, he called over a boy passing underneath, tossing the letter and a coin to him with strict instructions to deliver the message to the Westwood estate.
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      Wilhelmina scoured the house for Samantha, stomping through empty rooms, snarling at the staff. As she crossed the foyer, a knock sounded at the front door. Scowling, she jerked open the door, her eyes falling on a small boy who held out the missive with a trembling hand. Once his soiled fingers released the note to Wilhelmina, he spun and dashed off, running until his legs became a blur of gray.

      Ripping open the letter, Wilhelmina pursed her lips, expecting to read the far-fetched excuse Sam invented in order to forego her own engagement party. Instead, Wilhelmina fainted.

      

      Mr. Hastings,

      I bid you good afternoon. I thank you for the generous donation of your sister’s life to my worthy cause. Interestingly, Miss Hastings seemed more than willing to assist me with my current endeavor. If she proves most helpful, I shall return her body to you for a proper funeral. However, if she becomes willful, as she has proven to be in the past, I regret I will only be able to return pieces of her to you.

      Rest assured, once I have found my inheritance, I will no longer haunt your family. I appreciate your patience in this matter.

      Please give my regrets to Lord Westwood for stealing his fiancée so young. However, I do believe he will be happier without her.

      

      
        
        The End
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