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Praise for Sabrina Jeffries

“Anyone who loves romance must read Sabrina Jeffries!” —Lisa Kleypas, New York Times bestselling author

“Scintillating. … Verity is a formidable heroine whose refusal to be cowed by anyone is sure to endear her to readers. The hint of espionage and mystery adds allure to the romance. It’s hard to put this down.” —Publishers Weekly on Accidentally His

“This heartwarming historical romance teems with witty banter and wanton desire. The immersive detail and enchanting cast of characters create a compelling romp that will leave readers ready for more. … This book will appeal to readers seeking a playful and provocative Regency romance with an independent, intelligent heroine. Recommended for fans of Sophie Irwin, Eloisa James, and Virginia Heath.” —Library Journal on What Happens in the Ballroom

“Jeffries again proves her mastery of historical romance with this scintillating series debut, complete with bold, determined characters whose sparring only highlights their sexual tension. Historical romance fans will be riveted.” —Publishers Weekly on A Duke for Diana

“Olivia’s scientific gifts will draw in and delight fans of bluestocking romances, such as Tessa Dare’s A Week to Be Wicked. …” —Library Journal on Who Wants to Marry a Duke

“The chemistry is as intense in the bedroom as it is in the science lab in Jeffries’s intoxicating third Duke Dynasty Regency romance … Jeffries’s perfect blend of romance, mystery, and suspense is sure to have series readers anxious for more.” —Publishers Weekly on Who Wants to Marry a Duke

“The thing that makes all of Jeffries’s heroines stand out is that none of them are quiet and boring. Pretty? Often. But the women she writes are spirited, intelligent, devilish, brave, independent and politically and culturally savvy. They are true heroines; she-ros, if you will. And Olivia Norley is definitely a she-ro.” —BookPage on Who Wants to Marry a Duke

“Bestselling Jeffries brilliantly launches her new Duke Dynasty series with another exemplary Regency-set historical brilliantly sourced from her seemingly endless authorial supply of fascinating characters and compelling storylines.” —Booklist on Project Duchess
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To Deb Marlowe, who is always there for me and gives me stellar writing and research advice. Thanks for all the wonderful years! May there be many more.

And to Madeline Hunter, you are sorely missed. Thanks for being my friend.




Imagine going on vacation to a foreign land, only to be held captive for eleven years …

During the Napoleonic Wars, France, Spain, and the United Kingdom signed the Treaty of Amiens in 1802 promising to cease all hostilities. Thousands of upper-class British civilians flocked to France, eager to see the wonders of Paris for the first time since the war began in 1792. But the uneasy peace didn’t last. On May 18, 1803, shortly after capturing several French and Dutch ships sailing near the British Isles, Great Britain declared war on France once more. Napoleon retaliated by capturing all British civilian males between the ages of eighteen and sixty who were still in France, sometimes with their wives and families. These thousands of civilian prisoners were called détenus. Except for those who successfully escaped or negotiated their way out, Napoleon kept them prisoners until the end of that phase of the war in 1814.

This fictional series is about three such détenus.




Chapter 1

London

October 1814

When Giselle Bernard, accompanied by her mother, knocked at the town house door of Rupert Oakden, the Earl of Heathbrook, the grizzle-haired servant who opened it caught her by surprise.

“Mr. Renham!” she exclaimed.

“Mademoiselle Bernard!” the gentleman said. “What on earth are you doing in Mayfair? You said you were returning to Paris last time I saw you at Verdun. Three years ago, was it?”

“Yes, and I did return to Paris. But after Napoleon’s abdication this past April, Maman and I chose to leave France entirely. All is chaos there.” She took her mother’s hand. “Maman was worried about what might happen under a new regime. Besides, we have family in England.” Well, she did, anyway. “But why are you at the earl’s home?”

Mr. Renham puffed out his chest. “I am Lord Heathbrook’s butler now.”

“How wonderful!” It must suit him, for his tall, healthful appearance differed greatly from the gaunt and stooped fellow she’d once known. “I am delighted you made it safely back to England. I was aware that Lord Heathbrook and his friends were offering posts to many Verdun detainees, but I did not realize you had received one. When did you return to London?”

“In April, when you did.” His eyes twinkled. “You probably don’t realize this, mademoiselle, but before my imprisonment in France, I served as underbutler to the Marquess and Marchioness of Tweeddale.”

“Very impressive!” She tapped her chin. “Isn’t that the couple who died of cholera a year after arriving at Verdun?”

He turned solemn. “The very same. So, knowing of my former post, the earl hired me on the spot when our mutual friend Mr. Beasley sent me over here to interview for the position. It seems Lord Heathbrook’s butler had left the family while the earl and his father were still prisoners in Verdun.”

Her mother, who spoke little to no English, asked in French, “What is he saying? Will we be allowed inside?”

Mr. Renham looked startled, then answered her in French. “Forgive me, madame. We are merely reminiscing. Please, do come in, both of you.” He continued in French as he ushered them into a grand entry hall, waiting while she helped her mother make her slow way inside. “I assume you are here to call on the earl?”

“Oui,” Giselle told him.

When she said nothing more, Mr. Renham looked concerned. “Is his lordship expecting you?”

“Not exactly.” They were here to ask a large favor of him. But she dared not speak of that to a former detainee who might know more about the situation than most.

Instead, Giselle paused to take in her surroundings. She’d never been in the earl’s house but was not surprised to find the hall’s furniture looking ragged. After all, his mother had died in London over four years ago and his father had passed away soon after, during his and his son’s detainment in France. After eleven and a half years abroad, Lord Heathbrook had undoubtedly been too busy taking care of the family properties and arranging his financial affairs to bother with such things as wallpaper styles and the efficacy of bronze sconces.

“So, this is to be a social visit,” Mr. Renham said when it became apparent she would not reveal more.

“It is.” She cast him a bright smile that seemed to make him relax.

“Very well. This way, ladies.” Mr. Renham gestured to an open door. “His lordship will be with you in a moment. I’m afraid that today is not the best—”

“The man is an arse!” roared a voice down the hall.

It was the earl’s. Giselle frowned, having never witnessed Lord Heathbrook in a temper, at least not in England. She had only occasionally seen him that way in Verdun, the town where he and thousands of other English civilians had been detained for years at Napoleon’s whim.

That is, until Lord Heathbrook and his friends had attempted an escape three years ago and been packed off to the dungeon in Bitche for their trouble.

“Do not fret, my lord,” said a voice unfamiliar to her. “I swear—”

“Do not fret!” Lord Heathbrook cried. “Evan, Kit, and Zachary are still wards of my mother’s damn cousin. How can I ‘not fret’?”

At the sound of the word damn, the butler colored, then hastily ushered them into a drawing room and closed the door. “If you will be seated, ladies, I will make sure his lordship knows you are here. But I don’t know if he will be free. At present, he and his attorney are involved in a … er … discussion.”

“In France, we call that an argument,” Maman muttered, thankfully low enough that Renham couldn’t hear.

“We understand,” Giselle told the butler, forcing a smile, though she disliked men with hot tempers. Her stepfather had tried to bully both her and her mother from the time Giselle was small. Mother had put up with it, although she had complained a great deal out of his hearing. But past the age of twelve, Giselle had not tolerated her stepfather’s temper, and she certainly would not tolerate it from an Englishman.

Unfortunately, she still needed a favor from this particular Englishman. “If the earl cannot see us now, Mr. Renham, please ask him when he can. We would very much like to chat with him.”

“Of course, mademoiselle.” Mr. Renham hurried to the door and paused, as if listening for more shouting before he opened it. But Lord Heathbrook had apparently regained control over his temper, for the only thing they could hear was the murmur of voices. Thank heaven.

Mr. Renham flashed her a relieved smile. “I shall see that tea is brought.”

As soon as he had left, her mother used her cane to lower herself onto a settee of red toile de Jouy. Someone in the household must once have had a fondness for French décor, because in addition to the classically French toile, the other pieces of furniture were of ornately carved and heavily gilded mahogany and rosewood. The Parisian style made Giselle homesick.

Not that she wasn’t glad she had come to England. Getting to know her British half sister, who had completely embraced her despite her illegitimacy, had been lovely, but sometimes she desperately missed the quality of light in Paris, the lazy drift of the Seine, the taste of French coffee and baguettes. She missed having a garden. Their London lodgings had none.

“Why was the earl shouting?” her mother asked in French.

Surprisingly, Giselle knew the answer. “From what Jon has told me, Lord Heathbrook has been fighting for guardianship of his young brothers ever since he returned home in April.”

Her mother gave an exasperated shake of her head. “You should not call the duke ‘Jon.’ You should call him by his proper title.”

As usual, Giselle bristled at her mother’s admonitions. “I refuse to call my brother-in-law ‘Your Grace.’ I knew him as Lord Jonathan in France because that is what Monsieur Morris called him, but apparently I can’t call him that now that he is duke.” She drew herself up proudly. “Besides, he bade me call him ‘Jon,’ so that is what I do.”

She and Maman had this battle often. Giselle had grown up during the Revolution and thus possessed the lack of reverence for—or fear of—nobility that most of her French peers did. Her mother, however, despite marrying a member of the bourgeoisie, was the daughter of a count, though few knew it. Maman had never banished the images of the guillotine from her mind. She was still terrified of being sent back to France, which was why she placated the English whenever possible.

And pushed Giselle to save them both from such a fate.

“Why does Lord Heathbrook not have guardianship already?” her mother asked.

“I have no idea.” She waved her hand dismissively. “It has something to do with English law. I do not understand what. Does it matter?”

“I suppose not. But if this man has such a temper …”

The fierce set to her mother’s chin made Giselle force softness into her voice. “It will be fine, Maman. He is not generally that sort of fellow.” But just to be sure, she went to the door and cracked it open to see if she could hear anything.

Lord Heathbrook now stood in the foyer with his back to her, speaking in low tones with a gangly fellow. That man wore the white powdered wig of an English barrister and a simple suit of black wool with a white shirt and a black stock about his neck.

Nothing so dull for the earl, oh, no. He wore pantaloons—no, the English called those “trousers”—of an almond color. They were tight enough to show every line of his muscular thighs and calves. His tailcoat was of so deep a shade of green forest that it would surely match his dark green eyes.

His beautiful, teasing eyes. The man did have the loveliest eyes.

She shook off the thought, reminding herself she was only one of many women who had admired those eyes. And Lord Heathbrook had probably pursued half of them, too.

From what she could see of the back of him, she could almost guess the rest of what he wore. A spotless and starched white shirt. A waistcoat of patterned white on white silk or some other popular design. A snowy cravat tied in an elaborate knot about his neck. And all that white accentuating the midnight-black of his straight, thick hair. Indeed, even seen from the back, his whole ensemble was very stylish, very fashionable, as always.

Very delicious.

Her cheeks heated. No, she must not indulge her ridiculous attraction to the sinfully handsome earl or she would never last through this visit without making a fool of herself. He had once, years ago, stolen a kiss from her, the most perfect kiss of her life. The earl did have a way of setting the very bones of a woman aflame with just a look or a touch. It was most thrilling.

Until he had refrained from kissing her again. Rumor had it he had kissed plenty of other unattached women in the camp, but apparently she had not warranted a second kiss.

She sighed. Obviously, she had not attracted him in the least.

Fortunately, it had taught her not to allow any man such freedoms. A dangerous enough game in France, it was positively disastrous in England, where men of rank used women, then tossed them aside.

Besides, she had seen Lord Heathbrook engage in flirtations with many a woman at Verdun in their early days there. He had even had affairs with a widow and two married women, and those were only the ones she knew about. For all she knew, he had ruined a dozen others. She did not wish to find herself discarded by him here.

Nonetheless, she must convince him to help her and Maman. To that end, she had worn her best gown of violet taffeta, the one that showed her slender figure at its best. She wished she had more ample breasts, since men seemed to prefer them, but such was life. And since his lordship had kissed her once, he must have found something in her figure to attract him, even if it had not gone anywhere. She only hoped she could be forgiven for using any small attraction he had to her to get what she needed without becoming too enamored of the fellow.

If he still had such an attraction after all these years. And if she could keep her wits about her.

She scowled. She must. There was Maman and their future to think about.

Calling herself an imbecile for her unwise response to the earl, she strained to hear what the men were saying. Fortunately, their voices had risen just enough for her to do so.

“It’s been months, Pitney,” Lord Heathbrook was saying. “How much longer must I wait? You’re already my third attorney in this matter.”

“I’m aware of that. But sometimes it takes years for the Court of Chancery to act,” Mr. Pitney said. “I did warn you when I took on your case.”

“Yes, but Evan won’t be twenty-one for more than two years. By then, Yates could loot his property entirely.” Lord Heathbrook let out a surprisingly rough oath. “Why Father chose that man to be their guardian, I’ll never understand. If Mother had lived—”

“But she didn’t.”

Behind Giselle, her own mother had risen and ventured close enough to pull at Giselle’s arm and hiss, “Come back, you foolish girl, before they see you!”

Giselle shrugged off her mother’s hand and made a motion for her to return to the settee. Maman did so, muttering about “girls who don’t listen to their mothers,” then sat turning her cane round and round in her hands as Giselle leaned closer to hear.

“My point is,” Lord Heathbrook said to his lawyer, “Father should have listed me as guardian when he wrote his will.”

Mr. Pitney released a heavy sigh. “We went over this, my lord. You were sixteen at the time.”

“Then he should have done it once I turned twenty-one,” the earl said irritably.

Mr. Pitney shook his head. “You were being detained in Verdun.”

“So was my father,” Lord Heathbrook bit out. “God knows he had plenty of leisure to change his will. There was nothing else to do in that godforsaken place. And by the time he died, I was twenty-six, more than old enough to be their guardian.”

“And still, again, in a French prison,” the attorney pointed out.

“The prison came later,” Lord Heathbrook snapped. “I was at that time in Verdun, technically not a prison. In any case, Father could have written a codicil to the will and given it to me, so I could become guardian the moment I set foot on England’s shore. Then I wouldn’t be having to endure this Court of Chancery nonsense.”

“Forgive me, my lord, but from what I’ve determined of your situation before you went to France, he was concerned that your temper would make you inadequate to be your brothers’ guardian.”

“I was sixteen then, for God’s sake! Show me a sixteen-year-old who has not got a temper!”

“You’re showing your temper right now, sir.”

As a frosty silence ensued, Giselle arched an eyebrow. Touché, monsieur. You tell him.

Then Lord Heathbrook dragged in a heavy breath that made his broad back rise, then fall. “You’re right. Forgive me. I’m not putting my best foot forward.”

His apology surprised her. Her stepfather had never apologized for his temper, not even in situations that warranted it far less than this one. That the earl would do so relieved her a bit. But only a bit.

Meanwhile, Mr. Pitney winced as if realizing he might have spoken too boldly to his lofty client. “I am merely saying that perhaps your father believed that a more … shall we say … even-tempered guardian was in order. And he did also seem to think that your … er … fondness for the ladies might be a problem.”

She rolled her eyes. She could have told the lawyer that. Lord Heathbrook had come by his reputation honestly.

Lord Heathbrook sighed. “Knowing my father, I’m sure he thought precisely that. No matter what I did to change his opinion of me in our later years together at Verdun, it remained fixed.” The touch of bitterness in Lord Heathbrook’s voice saddened Giselle. “And whose side are you on, anyway?”

Mr. Pitney colored. “I’m merely pointing out that appearances are everything to the Court of Chancery, and their investigators probe everywhere. Your cousin is older than you and seems less … susceptible to strong emotions when he comes before the chancellor. You must learn to be just as dispassionate. Or at least give the appearance of being so.”

“Right.” The earl rubbed the back of his neck. “Certainly. I will try. Besides, how do you know so much about my father’s opinions?”

“I have my own investigators, my lord.”

“Well, I hope they are investigating Yates, sir, and not just me. Or, for that matter, my relationship with my father.”

“Investigating your cousin is their first priority, of course. But it always helps to know what the other side plans to use against you as well.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” Lord Heathbrook said, a bit stiffly.

“Next week should be better. By then, my spies will undoubtedly have turned up information we can use to reinforce your opinion of Mr. Yates when we counter his arguments for keeping the lads.”

“I hope so. My friend, Captain Scovell, speaks highly of you, so I’m willing to give you a chance.”

She knew Captain Scovell because he, too, had been in Verdun, living in the same house where she had worked and where her father and his other friends had lived. It did not surprise her that his lordship would trust the captain’s recommendation.

The earl went on. “God knows the other two lawyers weren’t as knowledgeable as you. Or as blunt.”

Mr. Pitney blinked. “Sir, I—”

“Don’t apologize,” Lord Heathbrook said wearily. “I’d rather a blunt man than a sycophant. Besides, you were right to take me to task. My temper landed me in trouble in my youth, and in this particular situation, I seem incapable of being ‘even-tempered.’ But I realize I cannot let it get the better of me.”

The attorney nodded his agreement. “And you will consider the other recommendation I made? It wasn’t only your father’s concern about your temper that guided his decision, after all, and my recommendation—”

“I’ll consider it.” The earl sighed. “But I don’t have to like it.”

“What man does? Still, it’s a trial all men must bear.”

“An interesting way to look at it.”

They both laughed inexplicably and began chatting of other things.

Giselle shook her head. What was that about? What trial must all men bear? She was so busy trying to puzzle it out that she didn’t see the maid heading toward the door with the tea tray before the young woman was practically upon her.

Managing to step back just in time, Giselle hurried over to the settee to take a seat beside her mother. The maid nodded to them as she entered and bustled over to set down the tray before bustling out again.

“Shall I pour the tea, Maman?” Giselle asked.

“There’s no coffee?” her mother asked.

“The English mostly drink tea,” Giselle reminded her.

“Bah, I hate tea,” her mother complained.

“I know you do. But English tea is stronger than French, so you might enjoy it more.”

As Giselle poured her a cup, her mother said, “Hmm. We shall see.”

Giselle added the same amount of sugar that her mother preferred to have in coffee. “The English even prepare their tea differently. Fortunately, my sister has taught me how to make a proper English tea.”

“The duke’s wife, you mean. Your half sister.”

Giselle sighed. “Yes, Maman. My half sister.” Whose father was your lover once, the man whom you refused to marry.

No, she could never say that to her mother, who grew more ashamed of her past the older she got. At least she had borne Giselle within the confines of a legitimate marriage, with only Maman—and eventually Giselle’s real father, Monsieur Morris—knowing Giselle had not been conceived within the marriage.

So, the world thought Giselle was legitimate, and Giselle had thought the same. Until she had met Monsieur Morris. After that, she had come to England and acquired her wonderful English family—Tory and her little brother Cyril and the rest of them—who had accepted her and been kind to her and made her feel welcome in her new home. Now that she had them, she never wanted to lose them.

Fine. She would do whatever she must to gain the earl’s help, short of letting him take her innocence. Because if he could not help them, all was lost, anyway.

And she did not think she could bear that loss this time.




Chapter 2

After showing Pitney out, Heathbrook climbed the steps of his town house, fighting to regain control of his anger as he unfolded the piece of paper Pitney had scribbled on and passed to him on their way out.


Yates rides with the lads in Hyde Park every afternoon at 3:30. As I told you, I have my own spies.



Heathbrook blinked, then shook his head ruefully. Pitney was proving to be a very helpful attorney, even if he was going a bit far to keep his information from being overheard.

Well, the least Heathbrook could do was follow the man’s advice and strive for better regulation of his own emotions. To be fair, however, he’d had two reasons for anger: not only his late father’s refusal to trust him, but also Yates’s idiocy. Yates could have just handed guardianship over to him, but no, the arse had insisted on hanging on to it … and in the process, hanging on to the boys’ property until at least Evan, the oldest, came of age. That alone made him suspect in Heathbrook’s eyes.

All right, so the man was Mother’s cousin. Still, Heathbrook refused to call Frederick Yates “my cousin” himself, although technically the man was his first cousin once removed. Until Father had listed Yates as guardian in his will, Heathbrook had only known him by the moniker Mother had given him: Frigid Freddy. Heathbrook’s image of the man had been of a cold fish who’d never married because no woman could warm to him.

So far, Heathbrook’s limited dealings with the older fellow had confirmed that image. Was such a man, with the inability to show even familial affection, fit to look after Evan, Kit, and Zachary? Not bloody likely. Heathbrook’s very occasional spates of bad temper—or his youthful mistakes—did not compare.

The worst of it was that even if Pitney’s investigators could discover how Yates was looting the boys’ property, the Court of Chancery would still have to do their own due diligence to make sure Yates was unfit. And as Pitney had said, the court wasn’t known for their speed.

Well, at least he had a chance now at seeing how the boys looked. Perhaps he could go riding in Hyde Park and pretend to encounter them by chance.

He entered the house. Or should he just—

“My lord,” his new butler said. Good God, the fellow had been hovering about ever since he and Pitney had left the study.

“What is it, Renham?”

“You have guests. I put them in the drawing room.”

“Guests?” When the bloody hell had “guests” slipped into his town house? Damn, had they heard him shouting?

He winced. Probably. All the more reason he must learn to better govern his temper. “Who is it, then?”

“Two ladies, sir. Madame Bernard and her daughter, Mademoiselle Bernard. You know. From Verdun.”

That brought Heathbrook up short. He definitely knew Giselle Bernard, Queen of Verdun. Or so he’d dubbed the lovely Frenchwoman whom he’d once had the audacity to kiss. She’d had soft lips, a shy smile, and a figure that would have tempted any man with blood in his veins to ravish her. Which, of course, he’d known better than to attempt.

Especially after Morris, who’d apparently seen them kiss, had warned him away, threatening to call him out if he persisted in showing her any attention. So, Heathbrook had steered clear of her. The last thing he’d needed in curst Verdun was to fight a duel. Besides, he and his father had already been at odds—it hadn’t made sense to damage that tenuous relationship any further.

Only recently had he learned the real reason for Morris’s concern. The late Dr. Morris had sired her. But that knowledge made it even more imperative that Heathbrook leave her be. Now she was sister-in-law to one of his closest friends, so she was still very much forbidden to him.

And why in God’s name were she and her mother here, anyway?

He paused in the entry hall, weighing whether to go in the drawing room or have Renham tell them he wasn’t at home to visitors today. Given his present state, the latter was probably best.

But curiosity got the better of him. Not to mention the urge to see the French beauty once more. After all, since arriving in England, he’d only encountered her twice—once at Jon and Tory’s wedding and once at Tory’s birthday celebration. Neither time had she flirted with him, which in itself was enough to whet his interest.

He groaned. Don’t even think it. Jon will skewer you for going after his wife’s half sister.

Still, if she needed something while Jon and Tory were away, he should at least find out what it was. It was the only proper thing, the only gentlemanly thing to do. Right?

Trying not to probe too deeply into that facile excuse, he put on the mask he was forced to wear all too often these days, of a gentleman in complete control of his life. As he strode into the drawing room, he fought not to notice how Mademoiselle Bernard’s hair gleamed like molten chocolate in the light filtering through the drawing room curtains. How the enigmatic smile she perpetually wore lent a mysteriousness to her expression that intoxicated him.

How her eyes were the exact shade of blue as Tory’s, but somehow more evocative.

He shook off those oddly poetic sentiments when the two ladies rose. He wasn’t surprised to see Mademoiselle Bernard wearing a lavender gown. She’d always preferred lighter, more cheerful colors in Verdun. And she looked like a violet in spring in that one.

As he approached, she curtsied, although her tight-lipped mother merely watched him advance.

“Come now, mademoiselle,” he told the younger woman as he walked over to take her gloved hand and press it, “there’s no need to stand on ceremony with me. We have known each other too long for that. How many years has it been since we first met in Verdun? Ten?”

“At the very least.” She withdrew her hand, then went on in her charming French accent, “I was nearly nineteen when we met.”

“And I actually had just turned nineteen.”

“We are almost the same age? I had no idea.” Her dazzling smile caught him off guard. “I always assumed a man of the world like you must be far older.”

He cocked up an eyebrow. “I’m not sure if you’re trying to flatter me or insult me.”

“I would never presume to do either,” she said, her eyes laughing at him.

“Or perhaps you’re presuming to do both, mademoiselle.”

She shook her head. “You might as well call me ‘miss.’ As I am resolved to live in England, I must get used to English ways and become more English.”

“Oh, never do that.” He gazed at her warmly. “Much as I hate Napoleon and his cohorts for my banishment from England, I could never hate the French people as a whole.” Certainly, he could never hate French women. They were by and large quite wonderful, and she was as perfect a specimen as any he’d seen.

“Daughter,” her mother said in French, casting him an assessing glance, “you did not tell me that you and the earl were friends. He’s a handsome one, I’ll give you that, but can we trust him?”

Trust him with what, for God’s sake?

“He is Jon’s friend, Maman, so that makes him our friend.”

“Please do introduce me to your lovely mother,” he told Mademoiselle … Miss Bernard, in English, fighting to hide his sarcasm. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

Miss Bernard did so with aplomb, proving she was already learning to be at home in English society. Her mother, on the other hand, clutched her cane and flashed dark glances at her daughter the whole time.

Still, Heathbrook could tell where Miss Bernard’s beauty had come from. Madame Bernard’s skin showed few lines, and she had the fine bones of a small bird. Her hair was jet black, probably dyed with one of many treatments French hairdressers used, but it did make her look more youthful. Except for the cane she gripped, of course.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madame Bernard,” he said in French as he bent over her hand.

Her light brown eyes narrowed. “You speak French, my lord?”

“Un peu.”

Miss Bernard eyed him askance and said in English, “You didn’t speak even ‘a little’ French when I knew you.”

That was because he and his father had found it advantageous in the camp to hide how much they could speak. But his father had made sure his son was schooled in French from the time Heathbrook was young. Part of the family legacy. Still, she didn’t need to know that.

He shrugged. “There wasn’t much to do in the dungeons of Bitche but learn French and fisticuffs.”

Sympathy crossed her pretty features. “Jon has told me the same thing, although he did not learn French and fisticuffs. I believe he was more intent on helping my father.” When Heathbrook blinked at her, surprised that she would call Morris “father” so readily, she raised an eyebrow and added, “Jon said he revealed the truth of my lineage to you and Captain Scovell.”

“He did. And may I say, if I haven’t before, that you have my deepest condolences for the death of Dr. Morris. He was one of the finest gentlemen I’ve ever met.”

Her lower lip trembled. “Thank you.”

“But surely you haven’t come here just to speak of Morris and exchange pleasantries with me.”

She swallowed, her delicate throat undulating as she did so. “You have guessed correctly, my lord.” After murmuring a few words to her mother and helping the tiny, cantankerous woman sit again, she approached him to say in English, “Perhaps you would be so good as to give me a tour of your lovely home while Maman rests.”

“Of course.” He offered her his arm.

She hesitated before taking it and allowing him to lead her from the room. “Forgive me for imposing,” she said in a low voice, “but although Maman speaks little English, she can understand some, and I would rather she not hear any of what I am about to tell you. She is vaguely aware of our situation, but not the specifics. As you can probably tell, she is generally suspicious of strangers, and it would alarm her to hear me tell you everything.”

That gave him pause. “Go on.”

“First, is there somewhere we can speak privately? This must remain between the two of us.”

Now he was definitely intrigued. “Will my study suffice?”

She cast him an arch glance. “As long as I can trust your lordship to behave.”

He smiled faintly. “I shall do my best.”

“If my father were here,” she said as they walked down the hall, “he would make sure you did.”

As he did before? he was tempted to say. But it was unwise to remind her of that one reckless kiss. “If your father were here,” he drawled, “I suspect we wouldn’t be having this conversation at all.”

She looked sad. “Probably not.”

They’d reached his study, so he stood aside to let her enter. When he came in behind her, he closed the door.

Her gaze shot to his.

“You said you wanted privacy.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “This is the only way to ensure it. Every town house in London has ears.”

“They are called servants, non?”

With a chuckle, he gestured to the Chesterfield sofa, but she chose to amble about the room, taking in the marble fireplace, the four glass-fronted cases filled with books and objects from his father’s many trips to France, and the large, walnut pedestal desk with ormolu trim.

“Your family certainly had a fondness for French décor,” she observed.

“My father had relatives—and property—in Normandy. They were the reason he and I traveled to France after the Treaty of Amiens was signed.” Not the only reason, but no point in telling her that. Even Jon and Scovell didn’t know all the sordid details of his past. He hoped they never did. “It was the first time Father had dared go since the Revolution. You saw how well that turned out.”

“Forgive me,” she murmured, her heart in her eyes. “I did not mean to pry.”

Her pity made him stiffen. “It’s fine. I’m merely pointing out that we aren’t typical Englishmen.”

She strolled over to the window to gaze out into his courtyard. “Your garden is grown over.”

He relaxed. He could handle small talk, even in this new England he was still trying to adjust to. “You should have seen it when I first arrived in London. I haven’t had time to interview a full-time gardener, but Renham has managed to hire some of my fellow détenus to clean it up a bit.” The French word for detainee had become the de facto term for those unlawfully imprisoned at Verdun. Even those who couldn’t speak French used it.

“They have done it well,” she said. “But you could use some flower beds just there, and a flowering bush in the middle for interest. Perhaps even a statuary of some kind—”

“Miss Bernard!” he said firmly to stay her assessment of his gardens. When she merely continued to stand with her back to him, he said, “Please don’t keep me in suspense. Why are you here?”

With a sigh, she faced him. “Do you know a détenu named Lewis Nash?”

The unexpected question threw him off guard. “Is he residing in London?”

Her brow furrowed. “I suppose he could be. I am not sure. I met Mr. Nash in Bath at a gathering of détenus.”

He stared at her a long moment. “My estate is near Bath, you know,” he said, wondering if that was why she had come to him and not to Jon or Scovell. “So, I’ve met most of the détenus who live or have settled in that area. I don’t recall anyone named Nash.”

She seemed to take that in with some worry. “Your estate is called Longmead, n’est-ce pas?”

“Indeed, it is.” Perhaps Jon had told her. Or Tory. “Have you seen it?”

“I have heard of it. Everyone in Bath knows of Longmead. But unfortunately, when Maman and I go to Bath, we cannot tour the countryside, so I have not yet had the pleasure of viewing it. We must spend all our time in the baths, you see. Maman has very bad—I don’t know how you pronounce it in English—rhumatisme.”

“Rheumatism. I’m sorry to hear that.”

She shrugged. “C’est comme ça. In any case, she derives great relief from the hot springs there. We go as often as we can, but it is a hard trip for her, and she prefers to live in London. She is a city lady.”

“And you?” he asked. “Are you a city lady?”

A faint smile crossed her lips. “I am. But I also like country towns like Bath and Verdun. I can be happy wherever there are amiable people.”

“Ah. That is the difficult part, isn’t it? Finding amiable people.” When she nodded, he said, “So, why do you ask about this Nash fellow?”

Dragging in a heavy breath, she glided about the room. He didn’t mind. Her wandering was pure pleasure to watch. She was the most graceful woman he’d ever met, and that included his well-bred mother.

She finally answered him. “When Maman and I were in Bath a week ago, Mr. Nash approached me to ask who had ‘created’ the English passports that Maman and I use.”

He sucked in a harsh breath. So that was why she was here. “And you, of course, didn’t want to tell him they were forged by our mutual friend Mr. Beasley.”

She whirled on him in alarm. “You knew this? A-About Monsieur Beasley?”

“Not for a fact. But I suspected as much. Beasley is adept at creating such documents.” He searched her face. “What did you tell Nash?”

“That we got our passports legitimately, of course.”

He shook his head. “So, you lied.”

“What else was I to do?”

“Indeed.”

A frown formed on her brow. “Does everyone know our documents are ‘forged’?”

“I doubt anyone does. Until you confirmed it, even I wasn’t entirely sure.”

And he probably shouldn’t tell her that Beasley had forged French passports for him and his friends for their escape. Not that it had helped them. Someone had reported their escape plans to the diabolical commandant of Verdun’s detainee camp. Before they could get away, they’d been caught by the gendarmes and summarily packed off to the dungeon in Bitche, France, where they’d remained for three years, until Napoleon’s abdication this past April.

He forced a smile. “But I did know that Beasley … er … doctored Morris’s will for Jon so Tory wouldn’t guess that her father hadn’t actually left a dowry for her. So, when I heard that you and your mother were in England, I thought perhaps your papers … well …”

Relief spread over her face. “Ah, yes, I remember the press claiming that Tory’s ‘dowry’ did not actually come from her father, but from Jon.”

“Exactly. Thankfully, no one speculated about how she and her father’s attorney came to believe otherwise. It would have been very bad for Beasley if they had. Forgery is treated severely in England.”

“I know.” She gazed down at her hands. “That is why I am here to speak with you.”

“You’re worried about Mr. Beasley?”

Her troubled gaze shot to him. “To be honest, I am worried about me and Maman. What will become of us if anyone questions the validity of our passports? Or, worse yet, realizes they are forged.”

“I don’t see why anyone would.”

She stiffened. “Obviously, this Mr. Nash does.”

“Right. Of course.” He narrowed his gaze on her. “But I’m not sure what you want me to do about it.”

“I was hoping …” She returned to circling the room and not meeting his eyes. “You have friends in the government, do you not?”

He cocked his head with a frown. “Some. Why?”

“Might they be willing to do a favor for you? To procure—perhaps—new, legitimate papers for Maman and me without revealing that the old ones are suspect?”

Well. This was an interesting turn. And come to think of it, not necessarily a bad one. “Is there a reason you aren’t asking this favor of Jon or even Scovell, who has multiple contacts in government?” Or are you asking me because you know I’m attracted to you?

She stared at him as if he were a fool. “Jon and Tory are in the north seeing to his estate right now, so I am not sure what they could do. And the captain’s brother is on his deathbed, so I do not think I should bother him at such a time.”

“Ah. Right.”

So, perhaps she didn’t remember that foolish kiss Heathbrook had given her years ago, after all. Although he wasn’t sure how she could have forgotten it. The memory was burned in his brain, not to mention other parts of his anatomy.

Stop thinking like a randy nineteen-year-old. You know what trouble that got you into. And you’re not that chap anymore, even if your cousin thinks you are.

But Yates’s “spies” couldn’t be very good. Heathbrook had practically lived like a monk since his return. His every day was consumed with three things—finding out who’d betrayed them to their French captors in Verdun, setting his estate to rights, and getting his brothers back home with him. In his six months back, he hadn’t even been allowed to see them, for God’s sake. It was maddening.

He rounded the desk to stand behind it, if only to put some distance between them. “One more question: Do you remember seeing Nash or meeting him in Verdun?”

She knit her brow. “I do not think so. I certainly did not recognize his name or even face. But there were many English soldiers to whom I paid no mind. You may recall, I did not spend time visiting the Verdun theater or the gambling places that Wirion and, later, Courcelles set up to steal from the détenus. I encountered few détenus beyond you, Papa, and your friends, and then only because I worked for your landlady.”

“Can you at least describe Nash?”

“I can do better than that. I can show you what he looks like. I sketched him. Wait here.” And with that, she hurried from the room.

She’d sketched the man? Good God. He’d had no idea she sketched. Or for that matter, did any sort of art at all. He really didn’t know much about her, did he, despite seeing her frequently in Verdun. Once Morris had warned him away, he hadn’t delved any deeper. Now he wished he had.

As for this Nash chap, the man might be fishing for information about the Bernard ladies’ papers to find out who helped Heathbrook and his friends. Lewis Nash might suspect they were searching for the man who’d betrayed them. Nash might even be their betrayer, hoping to stop their investigation by … by what?

Heathbrook scowled. Ruining Beasley? That made no sense. Although perhaps Nash had guessed that they would protect Beasley at all costs because of what he’d done for them. Perhaps the chap was hoping to threaten them by threatening Beasley.

Or, since Nash hadn’t seemed to know Beasley’s name, by threatening whoever had given them the forged French passports they’d never had the chance to use.

Heathbrook rubbed his temples. That sounded a bit farfetched. Then again, why was the fellow asking the Bernard ladies about their passports? How had Nash even known the papers were forged? It wasn’t as if French émigrés were forced to flash their passports every time they moved about town. That was done in France, to be sure, but not in England. Especially not now that the war was over.

“Here it is,” Miss Bernard said as she came back in. “It was in my reticule.”

When she handed the sheet of paper to him, he examined it thoroughly. “This is quite good. Apparently, artistic talent runs in your family.”

“Thank you,” she said with a self-deprecating smile that unfortunately made her even more appealing. “My half sister has been teaching me to draw. So, after Mr. Nash spoke to me that day, I made a point of watching for him in town so I could gather enough information to make a likeness of him.”

“He does look vaguely familiar.”

“Oh, that is a relief! I thought you might know who he is, and perhaps you could … mmm … talk to him.”

“Talk to him?” he said with a raised eyebrow. “Threaten him, you mean.”

She thrust out her chin. “Talk. Threaten. Cajole. A man like him would listen more to a man like you than to a woman of any rank.”

“No doubt.” He stared at her sketch. Why did the fellow’s face ring a bell? Had Heathbrook encountered Mr. Nash in Verdun? Or perhaps even in London or at some—

“Bloody hell, I saw this chap months ago at the theater. He seemed familiar even then. He was listening avidly to our conversation about life at Verdun.” And about the escape. Yes, Nash had been listening to that, too.

Still, the name Lewis Nash didn’t ring any bells.

He waved the sketch. “Do you mind if I keep this?”

“Not if it helps Maman and me.”

Of course. He’d forgotten entirely about the real point of her appearance in his town house. “I could show this to my friends in the Foreign Office—they might know who the fellow really is. Scovell would normally be more helpful in that regard, except that, as you say, he is too distracted right now by his brother’s illness to do much. Or I can show it to Beasley and see if he knows the man.” He laid the sketch on his desk. “For that matter, why didn’t you show it to Beasley yourself and see if he recognized the fellow?”

She stared at him, bewildered. “How would Mr. Beasley be able to help Maman and me get legitimate papers?”

“You’re right. He wouldn’t,” he said truthfully. “Still, knowing who the chap is might help me figure out what game he’s playing and why he seeks to make you part of it. But getting legitimate papers for you and your mother will take rather more work, I’m afraid. I’m not even certain who would be best to speak to about that. I’ll have to investigate the matter.”

“Bloody hell,” she said, shocking him.

“I should … um … probably warn you that ladies in England do not use the oath ‘bloody hell.’”

She genuinely looked confused. “But you just used it.”

“Ah, but I shouldn’t have. A gentleman should never say such a vulgar oath before a woman. I got carried away. Forgive me.”

“It is none of my affair,” she said, then paused. “I did use none of my affair right, did I not?”

He suppressed a smile. “You did. And it’s not inappropriate for a woman to say, either. But now I’m curious. What made you curse in the first place?”

“I had hoped this matter of our papers could be resolved before Maman and I return to Bath in a few weeks. That way, if I encounter Mr. Nash, I could show the legitimate papers to him, and he would see that our papers are not forged.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think the documents issue can be resolved quite so quickly. Between the time it will take me to find out what I need to know and the time I must spend getting the court to recognize me as my brothers’ guardian, I …”

Unbidden, Pitney’s suggestion about how to make the latter process go faster leapt into his head. Take a wife, my lord. That would be the quickest and easiest way to show you are responsible and settled, and not some free-living bachelor. Failing that, at least produce a fiancée for their benefit.

Heathbrook refused to marry just to obtain custody. No marriage should be contemplated without plenty of time and effort spent by both parties in getting to know each other. And he needed custody of his brothers sooner rather than later.

Besides, even if he were fool enough to marry Giselle, she would be all wrong for him. The town near Longmead still held too many of his secrets, and while the average Englishwoman of rank knew to refrain from asking probing questions about the earl’s past, Giselle was not that sort. No, she would throw her whole heart into a marriage. She would dig the truth up and be unable to keep it quiet. He couldn’t have that, not when it wasn’t just his secrets he kept.

Or worse yet, she would be devastated to hear it and be as disappointed in him as his parents had been. He refused to go through that again. He had made a terrible mistake in his youth, and he didn’t intend to make the same mistake again.

But there was another possibility …

“What?” she asked.

He rounded the desk. “I am more than happy to help you with this endeavor … as long as you give me something only a woman can offer me.”

She stared at him, then cast him the chilliest look he’d ever received from a lady. “If you are proposing what I think you are, sir, you should know that despite my illegitimacy, I am not that sort of woman.”

Turning on her heel, she marched for the door of his study. That was when it dawned on him how she’d interpreted his pronouncement. How he’d phrased the damned suggestion.

“No, no, it’s not what you think.” He strode after her, and she increased her pace. “For God’s sake, stop and let me explain!”

She halted to look back at him, her hackles still fully raised.

“I’m talking about you acting as my fiancée.” When she blinked, he added hastily, “Just long enough to convince the court to make me guardian of nurture to my brothers. If you’ll help me with that, I’ll have more time to help you with your issue. Please, Miss Bernard, be my pretend fiancée for a while. That’s all I ask.”




Chapter 3

Giselle stared at him, trying not to show how he had wounded her pride. Of course, he would only want her as a “pretend” fiancée. He was far above her in rank, and an Englishman who could not be kindly disposed toward the French, no matter what he claimed.

Besides, why would he even prefer—“I do not understand. Why seek only a betrothal, and a false one at that?”

He shrugged. “I’m not looking for a wife at present. But my legal counsel has suggested that even having a fiancée could help me gain custody faster.”

Oh, so having a wife was the “trial all men must bear”? Merde. It was all she could do not to roll her eyes at him. Men were such children.

She edged closer. “I cannot blame you for balking at marriage to a Frenchwoman who was once a mere servant in a Verdun lodging house. I would not be the ideal wife for any English lord. But surely you could find an appropriate English lady of rank to be your wife, which would, if you are to be believed, solve your problems gaining custody of your brothers.”

“If an ‘English lady of rank’ became my betrothed,” he said impatiently, “she would expect to marry me sooner rather than later, which I’m not eager to do. I’m asking you to be my fiancée because you probably don’t wish to marry me at all.”

She did not. He was right. Or anyway, she wanted him to be right. “That is truly why you would choose me for such a role? Because you think I would not marry you?”

His face closed up. “You know me well enough to know I wouldn’t make the best of husbands.”

“You certainly would not,” she said, as much to remind herself as him.

That brought a frown to his perfect brow. “And frankly, since you happen to be here asking a favor of me, I figured I’d ask one of you. We can help each other.”

“How could it possibly help you to be affianced to a Frenchwoman, considering how the English presently view my people?”

“I doubt that the Court of Chancery cares what nationality my betrothed is. They merely want to know if, given my reputation, I’m capable of acquiring a respectable wife sometime in the future.”

“And they would consider me a respectable wife?”

“Why not?” He approached her. “After all, a prominent duke and his family already embrace you as one of their own. Which you are, of course, but the court doesn’t know that.”

“And cannot know that,” she said emphatically.

“Certainly not. Jon and Tory are my friends, too. I would never want to damage their standing in society.”

She noticed he said nothing about damaging her standing in society, but then that was to be expected.

“Still, your closeness to them counts for something,” he went on. “Besides, it makes sense I would end up engaged to a woman I met in Verdun, doesn’t it?”

“I-I suppose.”

He took her hands in his. “A pretend engagement will help your situation as well. Who would deny a passport to the betrothed of an English earl? Especially if it allows her to stay in England with her fiancé. We can say you wish to be here because of me. It would all make sense.” He squeezed her hands, sending a little frisson of sensation down her spine.

A very unwelcome sensation. Or so she told herself as she slipped her hands from his grasp. “Still, is there no one else you would prefer to engage yourself to? Someone you might actually wish to marry when you are ready? Chloe perhaps?”

“Lady Chloe!” He snorted. “Jon’s sister has no interest in me. She certainly doesn’t wish to marry me.”

“Are you sure? Because she seems to enjoy your company.” And Giselle would not for the world hurt her. Chloe might be nine years younger than Giselle, but Giselle considered the woman a friend, and she had few enough of those in England.

“Lady Chloe merely sees me as safe,” he pointed out. “With me, she can flirt, joke, and converse without worrying I will think it means anything. Have you not heard her say she isn’t interested in marrying?”

Giselle gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “Many young ladies think such things.” And sometimes older ladies, too. Giselle certainly was not interested in marriage to someone like Lord Heathbrook, who, aside from being an unrepentant rogue around women, would have rigid expectations for his countess, which she doubted she could meet. “And if you are correct about Chloe not wishing to marry, that is all the more reason to choose her as your pretend fiancée.”

“Ah, but she’s not in town, is she?” he countered. “She’s up north with the rest of the family. Besides, Scovell has his eye on her, and I don’t wish to step in the way of that.”

Captain Scovell certainly had his eye on her. That had been obvious to everyone, even if Chloe denied it. “Yes, but she has no interest in the captain. She wants a more malleable fellow for a husband, a man she can bend to her will.”

“Like me, you mean,” he said sarcastically.

She snorted. “I have never found you malleable.”

“Good. I hate to be predictable.” He leaned against the wall. “Besides, Jon would disapprove of his sister being my fiancée, pretend or otherwise. He considers me a rakehell.”

“Are you not?” Giselle crossed her arms over her stomach. “You flirt with Chloe, with Tory, with me. If that is not a rakehell, what is?”

He lifted his eyes heavenward. “Only taking you, Chloe, or Tory to bed would make me a rakehell.”

“Assuming you could get any of us there,” she said tartly.

He pushed away from the wall, his gaze riveting her, full of seductive intensity. “Oh, trust me, ma chérie, I could get you there if I wished.”

A shiver of awareness shot down her spine. She suspected he was right. He had long possessed the ability to make her blood run hot. But she was not about to let him know that. She did not want to find herself with child and alone when this was over.

When she stared him down in a vain effort to show she would not be so easy a conquest, he flashed her a rueful smile. “Fortunately for both of us, I don’t wish it. It wouldn’t suit my aims. Nor yours.”

“Quite true,” she forced herself to say.

“Men flirt. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“I shall keep that in mind the next time you flirt with me,” she shot back.

“I haven’t flirted with you since you arrived in England. Not really.” He crossed his arms over his very impressive chest. “I wouldn’t dare. Jon would have my hide.”

She cocked her head. “And will he not have your hide if he thinks you are seeking to marry me?”

“That’s different. He’ll be happy to see you seemingly settled for life. Especially since he knows that unlike Lady Chloe, you’re …” He glanced away. “Well … um—”

“Illegitimate,” she said icily. “You and Jon would consider me fortunate to have an earl like you for a husband.”

“No, indeed.” He met her gaze again. “The circumstances of your birth never mattered to Jon. Not since he discovered that your father was his beloved mentor.”

“So, it is only you who think I would be fortunate to have an earl marry me.”

“Bloody hell, not that, either,” he growled, clearly frustrated.

She stiffened. “You are making my point for me, my lord. Did you not just say that a gentleman does not use such language around a lady? Clearly, you do not consider me a lady.”

“At the moment,” he muttered under his breath, “I consider you a termagant.”

“What is this word ‘termagant’?”

“Harridan, harpy, shrew. Pick one.”

She knew the first two words. “I am no harpy, sir!”

“Not generally, no. But you seem determined to take insult from what I’m offering.”

“Are you saying you would not consider me, the bastard daughter of an Englishman, fortunate to marry you?”

“I would not,” he said firmly. “For one thing, you aren’t truly illegitimate—only your close friends know that your French father didn’t sire you.”

“Hmm,” she said skeptically.

“But I would consider you fortunate to have me betroth myself to you.” He held up a gloved hand, ticking things off one finger at a time. “First, our betrothal would shield you if anyone came after you for your forged passports. Second, I could accomplish much more in finding out why this Nash fellow is threatening you if I told the authorities I’m trying to protect my fiancée from harm. Third, and perhaps most importantly, if you were engaged to me, it would raise your consequence in society enough that you could find a far better husband than I.”

“Not once you ended the betrothal.” She thrust out her chin. “That would ruin me. Even I know that much about English society.”

He sighed. “True. That’s why you would have to be the one to end it. Indeed, everyone would probably consider you very wise to do so, given my undeserved reputation.” When she started to speak, he held up a hand. “But I’d prefer that you not end the engagement until I get what I want—to become guardian of nurture to my brothers.”

“You said that before. What is this ‘guardian of nurture’ you seek to be?”

He dragged in a heavy breath. “When Father died, his will designated my cousin as my brothers’ guardian.”

“How did your family even know he died? There was no correspondence allowed between France and England by then.” Giselle remembered it well—it had happened in 1806. Afterward, a pall had fallen over Verdun. No mail had meant no news of family, no way to hear of deaths and births and marriages. It had been awful for the détenus.

“Believe it or not, news of Father’s death appeared in the French newspaper because of our Normandy connection. And because he was an English earl, of course. Then someone smuggled the newspaper out and it made its way to London where the authorities got hold of it and notified Yates.”

“That’s your cousin.”

“Yes. Wait, how did you know?”

She could hardly say she’d eavesdropped on his conversation with his attorney. “I guessed.”

“Right. Anyway, once he was notified, the will Father had on record was the one they used, and it gave Yates complete control over their money and their persons. But I fear that my bachelor cousin accepted—and continues to fight me for custody—because he wishes to make use of their income for his own purposes. Why else would he agree to be the guardian of three boys he’d only seen a handful of times in his life?”

“It is odd, I suppose.” And why would his father have done such a thing to them?

“They belong with me!” When she winced at his raised voice, he said, more calmly, “It’s possible to have a guardian who’s only in charge of their persons, who feeds and clothes and educates them. My attorney thinks that is the first step in gaining full custody—to convince the court that I should at least be their guardian of nurture. It’s the same guardianship Mother had until she died, since women aren’t allowed to handle financial matters for their children.”

She frowned. “Unfortunately, France also thinks women cannot do such things.” That was how she had ended up under her uncle’s thumb before she had run away to Verdun.

“So, if I want to prove that the boys’ income is being siphoned off by Yates, I need to have them with me. That way I can question them about what’s going on and be sure they’re safe if things get ugly.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” she said.

“That’s why I need you. And this could work for both of us. I solve your problem; you solve mine. Everyone walks away with what they want.”

She was not fully convinced of that. “But will not the court remove custody of your brothers once we end our betrothal? Truly, I shall not go so far as to marry you, my lord.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, you won’t have to marry me,” he grumbled. “Once I expose my cousin’s treachery, the courts won’t care if you jilt me. They do not look kindly upon financial misconduct in a guardian. Proving my cousin’s guilt is the one way to ensure they give me full and permanent custody.”

Something worrisome occurred to her. “You do not have designs on their property yourself, do you?”

Outrage filled his features. “Now you’re deliberately insulting me,” he bit out. “What kind of scoundrel do you think I am?”

She tipped up her chin. “I am not sure what kind of scoundrel you are. That is what I am trying to determine.”

His gaze narrowed on her. “If you were a man, Miss Bernard, I would call you out for that. I should hope you would know my true character by now.”

Clearly, he meant that. And if she were being fair, she had to admit she had always thought him honorable in most things. She simply was not sure how honorable he was toward women.

With some effort, she softened her tone. “And you should know that when a woman is involved, men have a habit of hiding their real intentions.”

He searched her face, then took a deep breath. “I suppose that’s true. But I swear to you on my honor as a gentleman that my intentions are pure, both toward my brothers and toward you.”

An uncomfortable silence fell between them.

He broke it first. “Just out of curiosity, why wouldn’t you wish to marry me? If I were offering for you, I mean.”

Because I have no desire to be chained to a rich rogue with a roving eye the way Maman was. And because I have been around Tory enough to know what is expected of a titled Englishwoman.

As a third son, Tory’s husband had spent nearly half his adult life with Giselle’s scholarly real father, so he was comfortable with both aristocracy and gentry. Even Captain Scovell, a marquess’s son, though not the heir, was still a naval officer and spent plenty of time with lower-class sailors.

Lord Heathbrook, on the other hand, was raised to be an earl. No doubt he had rigid expectations for a wife.

But she said none of that. He did not wish to marry her, after all. “Maman requires so much of my attention that it would be unfair to a husband. And only think what would happen if the press heard of my true status as an Englishman’s by-blow? I would never wish to drag you and your family through such a scandal, not to mention my own family.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Jon and Tory would never reveal it, and Scovell and I take our vow of silence on the subject quite seriously. So, the press will never hear of it.”

“Perhaps not.” She eyed him closely. “But you still have not answered my question, sir. Why are you not ‘looking for a wife’? I thought all English nobles wish to sire heirs as soon as possible.”

“And spares, yes,” he said dryly. “I mean to do that eventually myself. But right now, as with you and your mother, my brothers need me, and I must focus on regaining their birthright for them.”

She was sure there was more to it than that, but considering she was keeping her own secrets, she should allow him to keep his. “Very well. So, assuming I agree to your absurd arrangement, how would it work exactly?”

He looked relieved by her half capitulation. “First, we would have to make sure Society knows of our engagement.”

“No,” she said firmly. “First, you must speak to Mr. Beasley and the government.”

“Right,” he said, and ran a hand through his gorgeous hair. “I’ll have to show Beasley the sketch. He may even know whom I should consult about getting proper papers. I’m sure he didn’t forge his own passport—that would have been foolish for an accomplished engraver.”

“True.”

“And speaking to the government about acquiring papers for the two of you will go easier when I say you are my fiancée.”

“That sounds very wise.” And she was relieved he was indeed planning to do his part of the bargain.

“After that, we should attend some Society functions to establish you as my betrothed.” He paced the Aubusson rug. “Most people have gone to their estates in the country for hunting season, but I, for one, am not fond of shooting. So, if we can find the best London event to attend, we can unveil our betrothal to the world.”

“‘Unveil’ is a good word for it, my lord. Because this betrothal will definitely be a painted likeness of an engagement.”

He grinned. “A masterpiece, if I have anything to say about it.” Hurrying over to his desk, he began sifting through a stack of envelopes. “Now, let me see what invitations I currently have. A dinner at the Huntleys …” He set the ornately inked card aside. “Too small. It would take forever for the gossip to get around.”

In much the same way, he went through the other varied shapes of cream-colored invitations, sparing only a glance for each, muttering such things as “not enough gossips will be there,” “none of the younger set,” “too many blackguards,” “too few women,” and so on. She had begun to think nothing would meet his peculiar requirements, when he came to an invitation larger than the others.

“Aha!” he cried, waving the card. “A party connected with the Lord Mayor’s Show. Perfect. Not usually something my father or I went to, but ideal for you and me and our purposes.”

“Is the Lord Mayor’s Show a play?” she asked.

“More like a parade. Combined with a feast and a boat ride and pageantry … It has a little of everything. It’s when the new Lord Mayor of London travels by boat from the Guildhall to Westminster to swear his allegiance to the crown. Then he returns in a procession through the city and holds a lavish dinner at Mansion House for various important people.”

“So, it’s a ceremonial event?”

He chuckled. “Not exactly. There are costumes and tradesmen in their regalia, elaborate carriages and drummers and trumpeters … It’s rather a mad procession, full of spectacle.” He shook his head. “I loved it as a boy. Father hated it. Too much noise, too many people … It wasn’t to his preference.”

“Still, it sounds very entertaining.”

“And you sound surprised,” he drawled.

She shrugged. “I often think of the English as … well … a bit dour and rigide. Rather like your father was.”

“Yes, Father was definitely hidebound,” he said, a trace of resentment in his voice, “as much as or more so than your own father.”

That reminder of her secret illegitimacy made her wince. “I suppose the old earl would have disapproved of me as your fiancée. My stepfather was in trade, after all. And if he’d known of my bastardy—”

“He wouldn’t. Because I wouldn’t have told him.”

“Because you would have been too ashamed.”

He snorted. “Because his opinion stopped mattering to me even before he died.”

“Then why would you not have told him?”

“Because I suspect that you care.” When that statement softened her heart, he added, in a colder voice, “Fortunately, my father no longer gets a voice in what I do and whom I marry, anyway.” When she stiffened, he added hastily, “That is, who I engage myself to.”

He forced a smile. “In any case, a party for the Lord Mayor’s Show is the perfect place to introduce you to my London acquaintances. And half of the city will be in the streets observing the spectacle.”

She blinked. “You do not mean to introduce me to half of the city, do you?”

“Of course.” When she muttered a French curse, he laughed. “Relax. To do that, we’d have to spend our whole lives at the Lord Mayor’s Show. It’s long, but not that long.” His eyes twinkled. “I’ll merely introduce you to a few hundred or so Londoners.”

She planted her hands on her hips. “How am I to trust a word you say when you are so often joking?”

He sobered. “Don’t worry about the introductions. I’ll be at your side every moment. I mean that.”

“Still, I do worry. Do you think Lewis Nash will be at this party?”

“It’s unlikely, but I hope so. Then you can point him out to me, and I can have a word with the fellow.”

“There, in public? I do not like the sound of that. What if he tries to fight you?”

“Then I’ll fight him back.” When she frowned at him, he reached out to pat her shoulder. “Do not fret. I won’t do anything stupid, I promise.” His smile faded. “Too much is at stake for that.”

She searched his face, but he seemed sincere. “Very well.” She paused. “What happens after we go to this ‘show’?”

“We can attend a couple of other small events, waiting for the gossip to appear in the press. Then I will return to the Court of Chancery for my next appointment and point out why they should give me custody and remove my brothers from the custody of my mother’s cousin.”

“I see.”

He paused, looking suddenly wary. “You’ll have to go with me, you know. Can’t have them accusing me of inventing a fiancée.”

“Even though you are,” she quipped.

“They mustn’t know of that,” he said earnestly.

“Of course. I can keep secrets, you know. I’ve kept the one of my true lineage for some years now.”

“Have you? Jon and Tory know. Scovell knows. I know.”

She crossed her arms. “You were not supposed to know, and neither was Captain Scovell.”

He blinked. “You said you were aware that Jon told us.”

“I found out afterward. I never expected him to do so. I never wanted him to do so, but he did not consult me. I tried not to tell even him.”

“But you did all the same. And he told us.”

She glared at him. “Is that my fault?”

“No, of course not,” he said with a sigh.

“Exactly.” She tipped up her chin. “So, I must keep your secrets and go to the Court of Chancery with you. Then what?”

“After I regain custody, I’ll take the boys back to Longmead.” He brightened. “You and your mother can travel with us. The timing would work.”

She frowned. “Will it? Exactly when is this show?”

“November ninth.”

Panic seized her. “Ten days from now? How can I prepare for such an event in so short a time? I will need a gown made and shoes to match and—”

“Don’t worry. I’ll provide all of that.”

She drew herself up stiffly. “You will not! I’ll have you know, sir, that my mother and I do possess money.”

He held up his hands. “Forgive me, I wasn’t trying to insult you. I just thought that since you are doing me a favor—”

“As you are doing one for me,” she said with a sniff. “Therefore, I will buy my own attire, thank you. I will not have you treat me like your kept woman. Bad enough I must pretend to be your fiancée.”

“‘Bad enough’?” He struck his chest playfully with his fist. “Wound me to the heart, why don’t you? Surely playing my fiancée will not be the torture you seem to think.”

He had no idea. Being around him when he was at his most flirtatious? Knowing he would never actually marry a woman like her? Keeping herself aloof so he did not exert himself to charm her?

Not letting her old infatuation with him rear its ugly head? It would be pure misery. “We shall see,” she murmured.

His face lit up. “Does that mean you agree to my proposal?” He approached to take her hands in his. “You’ll play my pretend fiancée, so I can get custody of my brothers?”

“Will you try to acquire legitimate papers for me and Maman?”

“Of course. That is the arrangement.”

His gaze was so intense, so devouring that she had to look away, though she still left her hands in his.

She knew she would agree. What choice did she have? She could not risk being thrown out of England and back into the cauldron of torn fealties and confused government that was France at present. She and Maman needed peace.

Even if they had to stay in England to get it. Even if she had to spend far too much time in his company for her sanity.

Reluctantly, she met his gaze once more. “I think your whole plan is mad, and I fear it will suit neither of us and possibly not serve our aims, either. But …”

He caught his breath when she didn’t finish. “But what?”

“Yes. I agree to your preposterous proposal.”

To her shock, he let out a boyish whoop, grabbed her at the waist, and lifted her off her feet to swing her about.

“Lord Heathbrook!” She pushed at his shoulders, which did not seem to faze him. “Put me down at once!”

“Right,” he said, and lowered her, although rather slowly.

Mon Dieu, but he was stronger than she had realized. She could feel his shoulder muscles flex even beneath his coat. By the time her feet touched the floor, her heart was racing, and she could not seem to release his shoulders.

Meanwhile, he kept his hands on her waist. “Forgive me, Miss Bernard,” he said in a husky voice that shook her resolve to resist him. “I got carried away.”

“You seem to make a habit of that,” she managed to murmur, her own voice sounding oddly breathless.

Now they stood so close she could smell his clove-scented cologne. He dropped his gaze to her lips. “Perhaps we should do something to seal our agreement.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “Is … is that really necessary?”

“It would make it official.”

“We could shake hands,” she could not help teasing him. “Is that not what gentlemen do?”

His eyes gleamed at her. “Ah, but to seal a betrothal agreement requires something a bit more … personal. A kiss perhaps.”

“I see.” She managed a weak smile. “It is not as if we have not kissed before.”

A harsh breath escaped him. “You remember,” he said in a ragged voice.

How could I not? she nearly said, before catching herself. “So do you.”

“But this would be just a formality. Nothing more.”

Did formalities make a woman shiver and yearn the way she was doing now? She doubted it. “That sounds … harmless enough.”

“‘Harmless,’” he said sarcastically. “Right.” And before she could retort, he pressed his lips to hers.

Had she thought his first kiss was the most perfect of her life? She had been wrong. This was the most perfect of her life, so perfect that she closed her eyes to savor the pure heaven of it.

It was soft and easy and oh so sweet. A dream of a kiss. His mouth slid over hers, tender and searching by turns, coaxing a response she could not help giving. She lifted her head to caress his lips with hers, then slid her hands down from his shoulders to his chest. His broad, firm chest.

But all too soon it was over. He drew back and seemed to shake himself before releasing her … and the moment was unfortunately past.

Unfortunately? She was being absurd again.

Meanwhile, he became suddenly formal and wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Forgive me, Miss Bernard. I swear that will not happen again.”

“That awful, was it?” she joked in a feeble attempt to hide her hurt. It was just like the last time. Once again, he was disappointed.

His gaze shot to her in surprise. “Of course not. But I swore this betrothal would only be pretend, and I don’t mean to make you regret agreeing.”

“I already regret agreeing, my lord,” she muttered.

“Then I’ll have to work harder to put you at ease.” He gave her a small bow. “And you, Miss Bernard, will have to stop calling me ‘my lord.’ No fiancée worth her salt would do so.”

“Oh. Of course.” She frowned. “Then what am I to call you, sir?”

The impish gleam in his eyes returned. “‘Dearest’ will work. ‘My darling.’ Or, if you prefer something in your own language, ‘mon chéri.’”

She cocked her head. “Were you not supposed to be putting me at ease?”

He laughed. “I am. Supposed to be, that is. But I confess you are far too much fun to tease.”

“You have not answered my question,” she pointed out. “What shall I call you?”

He seemed to ponder that a moment. “Call me … Heath.”

“H-Heath?”

“My mother called my father that. Short for Heathbrook.”

“You are not joking again, are you?” she asked warily.

“Why would I joke about that?”

“I have never heard anyone use ‘Heath’ in speaking to you.”

He smiled faintly. “That’s because before Father died, everyone at Verdun called me Ingram, since I was then the Viscount Ingram.”

“Oh, I have heard you called Ingram. I shall call you that.”

“You can’t. Although I still have that title, now that I’m earl my friends call me by that title, which is Heathbrook.” His eyes twinkled. “When you and I have a son, he will be called Ingram.”

She eyed him askance, and he laughed. Again. She rather preferred the flirtatious, teasing Heathbrook to the sober, controlled lord of the manor.

“Look,” he went on. “It’s not that unusual. Many lords have friends from their childhood and schoolboy days who called them short versions of their titles. Even my brothers called me Ingram. And now they will call me Heathbrook, like my friends from Verdun. So, you must either call me Heathbrook or Heath.”

“‘Heath’ seems too intimate,” she said uncertainly.

“Not for my fiancée,” he said in that smoky tone she found so delicious. “And I should call you Giselle, don’t you think?”

She was about to give him a proper set-down for toying with her so, when a tentative knock came at the door behind her.

Instantly, he lost his joking demeanor. “Yes?” he said in that commanding voice lords used with servants.

It was a good reminder to Giselle that he might tease her, but when it came to his responsibilities as earl, he was formal and entirely aware of his proper place as a man of rank. Which she could never be if he ever did make her his bride.

“Miss Bernard’s mother is asking for her, my lord,” Renham said through the door.

Giselle turned around to open it. “Please inform Maman that I will join her in a moment.”

“Very good, miss,” Renham said, appearing relieved to find her looking exactly as she had when she had entered the study.

Once the butler left, she dropped her voice. “What shall we tell Maman?”

“About what?”

“The betrothal!”

“Oh. Right.” He shrugged. “Tell her the truth.”

She rolled her eyes. “We cannot tell Maman the truth, or she will make a fuss about it, and one of your servants might hear.”

“She barely speaks English.”

“She speaks enough to say, ‘My daughter is not really engaged to the earl,’” she hissed. “She is the one who is not good at keeping secrets, trust me. Besides, plenty of your sort speak French.”

“My sort?”

“Nobility,” she said with a dismissive wave. “You know what I mean.”

“Fine. Then tell her we’re really betrothed.” Irritation crept into his tone. “I don’t see why it matters. You’ll be jilting me in a matter of weeks, in any case.”

“Yes, but she and I came here to gain your help, and without any warning I end up engaged to you. She will find that suspicious.”

“Remind her that you and I met before. That we knew each other for years. That I’m a good friend to your half sister’s husband. For all she knows, you could have been seeing me every time you went to Falcon House to visit Jon and Tory.”

Giselle bit her lower lip. That was a good point. She hated lying to her mother, but Maman would never approve of her quid pro quo with the earl. “Fine. I shall do as you say.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Should I ask her if I may call her Maman?”

Although she was almost certain he was joking, she sighed. “Why not? You will do as you please, anyway.”

He walked out into the hall, turning serious as he stared down at her. “It really bothers you, doesn’t it? Pretending to be my fiancée.” He looked a bit wounded by that.

Yes. Because standing near you like this sends pleasure careening through me. Because I would give much to be your real fiancée … if your compliments were anything more than flattery. And if I did not have to give up my soul and turn into a woman I do not recognize in order to keep you.

“It merely bothers me that I have no choice in the matter,” she blurted out.

He halted, a stricken look crossing his face. “I see.” After a long pause, he added, “I suppose it is ungentlemanly of me to insist you do something for me in exchange for my help.” He drew in a weary breath. “So, let us start over. I will help you to the best of my ability without expecting anything in return. Is that better?”

She searched his face. “You would do that for me and Maman?”

“I would. It’s hardly fair to expect you to turn your family’s lives upside down for the benefit of mine.”

The very fact that he would offer such a thing eased her objections. “True. But you were right when you said this faux betrothal would help me as much as you. An English fiancé is bound to improve our situation. So, please ignore my complaints. It was ungenerous of me.”

There was no denying his relieved expression. “Thank you. But you’ve never been ‘ungenerous’ a day in your life, and I’m grateful you’ve chosen to bestow your generosity on me.” He offered her his arm. “Now, shall we go tell your mother?”

She took it and managed a smile. “How do you English put it? ‘In for a penny, in for a pound.’”

And off they went.




Chapter 4

Heathbrook couldn’t believe he’d actually kissed Giselle again. What had he been thinking? Here he’d been telling himself he would behave better, and the first chance he’d had, he’d taken the woman in his arms. But who could blame him? Even watching her tell her mother about their faux engagement now was fascinating.

She talked with her hands as so many French did, but her hands were fluid and evocative, making him imagine what it might be like to have those hands caressing and stroking his—

God rot him. He could never have such pleasures with her, not without marrying her, and he’d already decided that was unthinkable. There was too much at stake if she uncovered his secrets and couldn’t keep quiet about them. Gaining custody of his brothers would be hard enough as it was without that.

And if anyone could tempt him to repeat past mistakes, it was Giselle. He’d already had his future upended once, thanks to his faulty instincts where women were concerned—he didn’t need it upended again. It had taken him years to recover last time. He wouldn’t survive it a second time.

Besides, just watching and listening as Giselle told her mother about their engagement in a fast spate of French was stirring his temper, which he was supposed to be keeping in good regulation. He tried not to let on that he understood every word of the conversation … even the uncomplimentary ones. But it was becoming difficult, since her mother didn’t seem pleased about the situation.

“You can’t marry him,” her mother was saying. “He is a debaucher. You told me so yourself.”

“No, Maman,” Giselle said, casting him a furtive glance. “I said he was a libertine. He enjoys flirting. That’s all.”

“Flirting.” Her mother sniffed. “Until it becomes debauching. You are exactly the sort of sweetmeat a man like him wants to gobble up.”

He couldn’t argue with that. Even now, watching how she used her hands so elegantly as she talked mesmerized him.

“He is an honorable gentleman,” Giselle said firmly. “He would not debauch me against my will. Or any woman, for that matter.”

Heathbrook fought a smile. At least Giselle didn’t think him all bad.

“Besides,” Giselle went on, “he is willing to help us get legitimate papers, so we do not have to worry about staying in England.”

“We had to worry about staying here?” her mother cried. “You said it was a simple misunderstanding. That he would tell us how to clear it up.” She got a mutinous look on her face. “And now you must marry him, I suppose, to gain his aid.”

He bristled. He’d had enough of this nonsense. Time for him to give up his language advantage, damn it. And he would have loved to hold on to it longer. “Giselle is marrying me because I became enamored of her in Verdun,” he said in fluent French. “But I was sent away to another camp before we could act upon it.”

Her mother gaped at him, understandably. Unless they dealt with the French routinely, few Englishmen were fluent in the language. Even many détenus had never learned French. And Giselle looked positively embarrassed to realize he’d understood their conversation. He hadn’t meant to make her feel bad, but how many insults to one’s character could a man endure?

“You speak more than ‘a little’ French, my lord,” Madame Bernard said accusingly.

He nodded. “My father’s family came from Normandy. Forgive me for not making that clear before.” Think fast, old man. The woman will not let me near her daughter if she smells a rat. “The truth is, now that Giselle is in England, we have renewed our friendship. I’ve been … er … seeing her from time to time at her half sister’s house. Courting her. I asked her for her hand today, and she accepted. Only then did she tell me about this matter of your papers.”

Damn. Lying to the mother of a woman he’d coaxed into becoming his faux fiancée must surely be a sin. Ah, well, he had so many sins on his account by now, what was one more?

“Is this true?” Madame Bernard asked Giselle.

Giselle was glowering at him. “Yes, Maman.”

Now, he was making Giselle lie, too. That was hardly fair to her. The least he could do was make their story sound convincing enough that she didn’t have to.

He walked over to take Giselle’s hand. What a delicate hand she had. It roused in him a sudden fierce urge to protect her, even from her mother. “Do we have your blessing, Madame Bernard? I wouldn’t wish to wed her without it.”

“I don’t know,” the older woman said unsteadily. “It seems quick.”

“We knew each other for over seven years in Verdun,” he reminded her. “That’s not quick.”

“I suppose.” Madame Bernard’s assessing gaze flitted from him to Giselle’s blushing cheeks and then to their joined hands. “But I do hope you intend a long engagement, so I may become better acquainted with you, my lord.”

“Of course.” That suited his purposes perfectly. And probably Giselle’s, too.

Besides, his foolish choice of a fiancée in his youth had nearly destroyed his life. When it came to marriage, one should never fall victim to romantic notions. Hasty engagements paired with unrealistic ideas of love in marriage would always lead to disaster where a lord of the realm was concerned.

“This is not some nobody you are wedding, you realize,” Madame Bernard said. “She’s the granddaughter of a count.”

Heathbrook fought to hide his surprise. He’d had no idea. “Then she and I are well matched, wouldn’t you say?”

“We shall see.” Madame Bernard turned to her daughter. “I’m ready to leave, Giselle. I am very tired.”

“Of course, Maman,” Giselle said. “But first …” Slipping her hand from his, she hurried to her large reticule, which leaned upon a sofa cushion, and rooted around in it until she found what she was looking for.

Then she approached him with a sheaf of papers. “You will probably need these, my … Heath.”

“If you say so, my Giselle.” Although it was better that Giselle call him Heath than call him “my lord,” he flashed her a chastening glance as he took the papers. She would have to be more convincing than this if she was to deceive everyone about their engagement.

Still, he hated to admit it, but the sound of “Heath” on her lips did something unexpected to his pulse. For all their shortcomings, his parents had been in love with each other. The nickname “Heath” had held a wealth of affection when his mother spoke it to his father.

He looked down at what Giselle had handed him and realized it was the forged passports of her and her mother. He would indeed need those.

Then he rang for Renham, who came so quickly, Heathbrook was almost certain he’d been listening at the door. “Have the ladies’ carriage brought around.”

Renham neared him to whisper, “They came in a hackney, my lord.”

So, they could afford gowns, but not an equipage of their own? That was good to know. “Then call for my carriage. I’ll accompany the ladies home.”

“There’s no need for that,” Giselle said hastily.

“Nonsense. I’m not going to let my fiancée and her mother ride unaccompanied about London. It’s too dangerous.”

“But you have places to go, do you not, sir?” Giselle said, casting a meaningful glance at the papers in his hand.

He sighed. “Very true, my dear.” Of course she would want this taken care of as soon as possible. And he couldn’t really blame her.

When he turned to Renham, the butler looked as if he were choking on his tongue. “Er … um … fiancée, my lord?”

“Yes. Miss Bernard and I are newly engaged. I hope you will wish us joy.”

Fortunately, Renham had the good sense to mask his shock. “Certainly, sir! Congratulations!”

“Thank you. Now, will you see to it that the ladies are accompanied home in my carriage? Send one of the footmen. I’ll take the phaeton.”

“At once, my lord.” With a bow, he hurried out into the hall.

“I’ll walk you out,” he told the ladies in French. “Renham will make sure you get home safely.”

“How very kind of you, Lord Heathbrook,” Madame Bernard said, even taking his arm when he offered it to help her down the front steps. “I hope you will join us for dinner tomorrow evening.”

“Maman!” Giselle said from behind them. “I am sure his lordship has plenty of other important matters to attend to.”

“None that I can think of,” he said, relieved that Giselle’s mother was going along with his plans, albeit unwittingly. “In fact, if you wouldn’t mind, madame, I’d like to take Giselle riding in Hyde Park beforehand, say, around three in the afternoon? With your permission, of course.”

“I do not know how to ride, sir,” Giselle interjected before her mother could answer. “I never learned.”

“Why not?”

“City lady, remember? I walked everywhere or took Papa’s carriage.”

They reached the bottom of the steps just as his carriage pulled up in front of them. He halted to look at Giselle as the footman put down the step. “Then perhaps I can teach you sometime.” When Giselle looked alarmed by that, he added, “But not tomorrow. Hyde Park isn’t the place for riding lessons. So, perhaps we can drive in my phaeton instead.”

“As long as you do not drive recklessly and Giselle takes her maid,” Madame Bernard answered, “I suppose that would be fine. Don’t you think, Giselle?”

“Yes, Maman.”

“Unless your maid wishes to ride on the back of my open phaeton and see to my horses, I think my tiger will do, don’t you, Madame Bernard?” he said firmly.

She observed him coolly, then said, “Very well.”

Thank God. He was not going to let Giselle’s mother push him around, not when Giselle was old enough to do as she pleased. Indeed, most people would consider her an unmarriageable spinster, but then most people were fools about women. He was not. He could see the advantages of taking a wife closer to his own age.

When he chose a more suitable wife, that is, one who would not expect him to hand over his heart, which Giselle would undoubtedly do.

He helped her mother into the carriage, then took Giselle’s hand, but paused before helping her in to say in English, “I am meeting someone on Rotten Row in Hyde Park tomorrow whom I’d like to introduce you to.” Time to put Yates on notice about the engagement.

“Oh!” she said. “So, that is why you wish to ride tomorrow.”

“Exactly.” Perhaps he should tell her who it was. Then again, she might not appreciate his using their new betrothal so blatantly. And he might not even encounter Yates and the boys anyway. “Wear your best day gown. This is someone I am eager to … impress.”

She frowned. “I should think I know how to dress for an outing, my lord.”

He tried to look solemn and failed. “Forgive me. I did not mean to insult you.” Then, clearly taking her by surprise, he lifted her gloved hand in his. “I will be counting the moments.”

She rolled her eyes at him and whispered, “Again, you joke.”

He turned her hand to expose the inside of her wrist, which he bent to kiss, exulting when he felt her pulse quicken under his lips. “Not entirely, ma chérie.” Then, while she was still blushing, he helped her into the carriage, very much enjoying the sight of her nicely shaped derriere as she bent to enter.

Damn. He would have to watch himself around her. She had too potent an appeal to a man who’d been without a woman for some time.

With his blood still pounding—from a mere kiss to her wrist, no less!—he waved them off. His phaeton pulled up, so he climbed into it, tucking the papers and the sketch she’d given him into a pouch below the seat.

He might as well go see Beasley now, not only because she would plague him about it if he didn’t, but also because his concern about Nash had been renewed. It made him uneasy to think of some stranger threatening Giselle. If Beasley could shed light on who the arse was, it would help ease his mind about this fellow’s true purpose. Not for a moment did Heathbrook think it was just about the Bernard ladies’ false documents.

When he arrived at Beasley’s, with the sun already starting to set, it was to see Beasley’s only daughter, Sarah, in the side garden, looking as if she were taking her farewell of a suitor. The young man stole a kiss and strutted out the garden gate as Sarah blushed and smiled to herself. The girl was what, eighteen now? He wondered if Beasley knew the boy who had her in his sights.

Their kiss reminded Heathbrook of kissing Giselle earlier. She’d responded as if ten years had melted away, and they were still standing in the cellar of the house they’d all lived in, furtively exploring each other’s mouths. It had been like a second chance at love had presented itself. Until Morris had come to him later and spoiled everything.

At the time, Heathbrook had been angry at the old man for interfering. But now he understood. After years of experience with women, he knew what a rare woman she was, and the fact that Morris had proved to be her father only reinforced it.

But this time … ah, what a kiss. She’d had the sweetest mouth he’d ever tasted. And the way she’d responded, as if she, too, were caught up in it …

No, he couldn’t have read that right. Afterward, she’d seemed much more determined to preserve her virtue than she’d been ten years ago. Thank God. Because keeping his hands off of Giselle these next few weeks would take every ounce of his self-control. But he had to do it. Making her angry—or alarming her mother—was the surest way of losing her help, and he needed that to bring his brothers back to Longmead and keep them there.

“Good evening, Miss Beasley,” he said after tying off his phaeton and retrieving the pouch of Giselle’s papers. “Is your father home?”

The blond chit blushed again and curtsied. “He is, Lord Heathbrook.” She cast a worried look down the street to her beau. “You didn’t happen to see me with—”

He chuckled. “I did, but your secret is safe with me. I won’t stand in the way of young love.” Or even mere infatuation. After all, I’m not my father. Or Morris.

Her face cleared. “Oh, thank you, my lord! Papa gets very cross about the gentlemen coming round here.”

“I’m sure he does.” Poor Beasley. Thank God Heathbrook’s own mother and father hadn’t had any daughters. The last thing Heathbrook needed was to try to manage custody of a young sister with lots of “gentlemen coming round here.”

She led him into the house and down to her father’s study. “Papa has been working on a set of engravings for two days and barely comes up to eat. I’m sure he’ll welcome a visit.”

Apparently, she was right, because the minute Beasley spotted Heathbrook, he stopped what he was doing, his face full of smiles. “How good to see you, my lord! Come, come, take a look at the new Rowlandson and tell me what you think.” He turned to his daughter. “Sarah, child, go see that your mother sends tea down to me and his lordship. And some of those fine lemon biscuits, too, if you will.”

“I don’t know which I’m more pleased at the prospect of, Beasley,” Heathbrook said as Sarah hurried off. “Seeing a new Rowlandson or having one of your wife’s delicious lemon biscuits.”

Beasley laughed. “Now, don’t go coveting my wife, sir, merely because you haven’t found one of your own.”

Did everyone think him an unrepentant rakehell? Good God. “Interesting that you should mention wives, Beasley. As it happens, I have recently become betrothed to Miss Bernard.”

That seemed to bring Beasley up short. “Mademoiselle Giselle Bernard?”

“The very one.”

He rubbed his scruffy chin. “Does … er … the duke know? Because I was under the impression that his sister had set her cap for you.”

That again. “Lady Chloe has set her cap for no one, least of all me. And no, the duke doesn’t know yet. He’s up north. So is Lady Chloe, actually.”

“Oh, yes, that’s right.” Beasley frowned. “And Miss Bernard has accepted you?”

Of course she’s accepted me. I’m a bloody earl, for God’s sake.

No, he could hardly say that. She had been surprisingly reticent.

“Yes, she’s accepted me.” If one could call it that. “In any case, as my fiancée, she has brought a matter to my attention that I promised to discuss with you.”

He tugged the sheaf of papers out of the pouch he’d brought in, and Beasley’s eyes went wide. “My lord, I should probably warn you—”

“No need. Jon and I had already guessed that you undoubtedly provided them to the Bernard ladies. It’s fine. We would never reveal what we know to anyone. We owe you too much for that.”

Mr. Beasley reddened. “You and the others don’t owe me anything. I was happy to help. And it’s not as if you ever got to use the passports.”

“That wasn’t your fault,” Heathbrook said. “But that’s why I’m here.” Swiftly, he explained about Lewis Nash and what had alarmed Giselle. Then he drew out the sketch she’d done and handed it to Beasley as the man’s daughter entered and came toward them with the tray.

“This is the fellow,” Heathbrook said. “Do you know him? Or why he’d be asking about your handiwork?”

The tray clattered on the floor next to him, scattering lemon biscuits, breaking crockery, and splashing tea on them both. Beasley’s daughter stood there, ashen faced, staring at the sketch.

“Sarah, what the devil?” Beasley cried. Then he followed her gaze to the sketch and groaned. “Aye, my lord. We know the fellow. And his name isn’t Lewis Nash. It’s Vaughan Jones, who was Sarah’s beau in Verdun a little more than three years ago. Until I found out he wanted to marry her right away, and I sent him packing.”

Sarah knelt to start picking up the broken crockery and tossing it onto the tray, along with the lemon biscuits. “I thought he was a nice man at first. But when Papa told him he had to wait until I was at least seventeen to marry me, he went into a rage and made all manner of accusations against my father. It frightened me something sore.” She rose with the tray full of broken bits in her hands. “After that, I refused to see him anymore.”

“Very wise of you,” Heathbrook said gently. He might have had a fierce temper himself in the past, but he had never loosed it on women.

Her father set down the sketch. “Sarah, my sweet, go on upstairs now. I need to speak to his lordship privately a moment. Close the door behind you when you leave.”

“Yes, Papa,” she said, and did as he bade.

Only when the door was firmly closed did Beasley speak again. “When I refused to let Jones see Sarah, the arse tried to report me to the commandant for doing those woodcuts that mocked Napoleon.”

“The ones that were handed about town? I remember those. We all laughed ourselves silly over them. But I never heard that you were involved.”

After fetching a broom by the door, Beasley swept up the shards Sarah hadn’t seen and pushed them over to a grate. “Fortunately, when Courcelles sent the gendarmerie to search my rooms, a French friend of mine warned me in time for me to hide the wood blocks.”

“So, it was indeed you who did the woodcuts,” Heathbrook said.

A small smile graced his lips. “With the help of Sarah, who sketched the designs I carved into the blocks. Jones must have seen one of her sketches when he was with Sarah and recognized the style of art in the woodcut.”

That gave Heathbrook pause. He lowered his voice. “Could Jones have been the one who reported me and the others to Courcelles? Could he have guessed you had forged our papers?”

Beasley frowned. “It’s possible, I suppose. But why wouldn’t he just have turned me in for that? Why drag you four into it?”

“He’d already tried reporting you for the engravings, and it hadn’t worked. So, perhaps he thought that reporting our escape would lead to your passports being discovered on our persons—tangible proof of someone’s involvement. Then Courcelles would demand from us the truth of who made them, which would result in you being arrested and sent off to Bitche, too.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Beasley got a funny look on his face. “To be honest, after they captured the four of you, I kept expecting a knock at the door, but it never came. So, if that was his plan, it didn’t work.” Guilt shone in his eyes. “Even though I did hear that they tortured all of you for the truth.”

Heathbrook shrugged. “They tied us up and pummeled us a bit. Threatened us. But it wasn’t too bad. Jon got off light because he was a duke’s son, I got off light because I was an earl’s heir, and Morris got off light because he was old and had injured his leg in the escape.”

All right, so he was downplaying the events of their brief stay in the Citadel, but Heathbrook generally tried not to dwell on that part of the whole affair. He went on. “Really, the main punishment was marching us off to Bitche, especially in the winter, and by then there was no point to telling them your part, anyway. Not that we would have.”

“And the captain?” Beasley prodded. “Did he not ‘get off light’?”

“They were hard on Scovell because they didn’t know he was a marquess’s son. They only knew he was a naval officer, which made him seem far more the enemy. What they didn’t realize was he was the least likely of us to be bothered by their tactics. You should hear what those lads go through as midshipmen coming up through the ranks. It’s brutal.”

“So I’m told.” Beasley stared down at the engraving, unseeing. “Still, I will never stop being grateful that you and the other gentlemen didn’t tell them about me. If I, too, had been sent to Bitche, my family …” He choked up a bit. “It is much appreciated, my lord.”

“Nonsense. You would have done the same for us.”

Beasley met his gaze. “I like to think I would have.”

“You’re a good man, Beasley. We all know that.” He heard the sound of laughter and voices overhead. “Besides, none of us had family in Verdun to worry about the way that you did.” Except Morris. Perhaps that was why he’d dragged his feet over the escape. “So, we weren’t going to let all of you suffer.”

“All the same, it was kind of you.”

Heathbrook cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the praise. “Getting back to Vaughan Jones, why do you think he’s been asking about the French passports of Miss Bernard and her mother? Does he truly want to get forged passports of his own? And for what? Or is he just hoping for news of you that might enable him to renew his attentions to Sarah?”

“You mean, news that I’m dead?” Beasley said dryly. “Because that’s the only news that would allow her to marry him. Even then, he’d have to get past the objections of her mother first. And her own objections, I daresay.”

“All right. He might just be unsure where you ended up and be hoping to find that out from Miss Bernard.”

Beasley nodded, now looking a bit worried. “That’s possible, too.”

“My other supposition will make you think I’m daft, but perhaps he’s heard that we’re hunting for the man who turned us in. If he happens to be the one, perhaps he’s hoping to get to us through you. Get you to tell him how much we know of him, what our plans are for finding him, that sort of thing? Perhaps even try to blackmail you into … I don’t know … revealing our plans to trap him? Since he has guessed that you forged the Bernards’ papers? He had to have guessed. I don’t know how else he would know.”

Alarm reddened his face. “Good God, none of that occurred to me. But it’s just the sort of things Jones would do, that sneaky scoundrel.”

“I’m probably wrong,” Heathbrook said hastily, realizing that his suppositions might be entirely insane, and he might have alarmed Beasley for nothing. “I merely thought I’d see what your opinion was.”

“I’m glad you told me.” Beasley straightened his spine as if preparing to march off to war with Jones. “I shall keep an eye out, make sure he doesn’t go sniffing around Sarah, and her with a new beau, too.”

“You do that. And if he should happen to approach you—”

“You’ll be the first to know, my lord. Jones is no one to trifle with.”

“I’m beginning to get that impression.” And now the arse had Giselle in his sights. What if Jones had just been trying to get her to admit that the papers were forged, so he could blackmail her into doing his bidding? If the man had been obsessive about Sarah, he could just as easily have become obsessive about Giselle.

Damn it, if the man was bent on gaining her …

As he felt his anger surging, he tamped it down viciously. He had to be wise about this. Giselle didn’t deserve to have her protector go off half-cocked when she was so vulnerable.

And that reminded him … “Beasley, if the Bernard ladies wished to acquire proper papers, could they do so? Might I be able to help them in such an endeavor? Do you know?” When Beasley frowned, Heathbrook added, “Not that I don’t think your work will pass muster. I’m sure it will. But Nash, I mean, Jones, has Giselle all worried about it.”

“Miss Bernard shouldn’t be worried—once she marries you, you’ll have to apply for new papers anyway, if only because her name will change.”

“Of course. Right.” What had he been thinking?

“Unless you are considering a long engagement.”

He seized on that. “And if we are?”

“Honestly, my lord, wouldn’t the very fact that she’s betrothed to you mean that she’s protected from being sent back to France?”

“I told her that, but she still worries. And being engaged or even married to me won’t take care of her mother’s situation.”

“Hmm. I don’t know. Madame Bernard would then be an earl’s mother-in-law or future mother-in-law. You shouldn’t have any trouble. Of course, if you did, all you’d have to do is say that her papers were lost or stolen. That way she’ll avoid having them scrutinized, and when the records don’t contain her information, it can merely be dismissed as one of the vagaries of our late war. If you accompany her to vouch for her, it ought to help.”

“I should hope so,” Heathbrook said dryly, though the idea of claiming that the papers were lost was unsettling, to say the least. He would have to learn more before they took such a drastic step. He pulled out his pocket watch. “Well, I don’t want to keep you. Your family will be wondering what has got you sequestered down here with me for so long.”

Beasley cast him a rueful smile. “They know I have secrets, sir. They just don’t care.”

As Heathbrook took his leave, he wondered if his own parents had kept secrets from their children. Because surely there was more to Father’s reason not to make his own heir guardian, especially after knowing of Mother’s death. And there was that moment as his father lay dying when he’d looked as if he were trying to say something important to Heathbrook.

Until now, Heathbrook had assumed it had involved some last-minute chiding of Heathbrook’s youthful indiscretions. But the choice of Mother’s cousin rather than one of Father’s own cousins or siblings as guardian was just odd. And Heathbrook would never be able to get past that until he learned why Father had done it.




Chapter 5

Giselle fretted as she stood before her mother in their drawing room. She wore a white muslin dress with triple flounces in the skirt and a sweet little spencer of royal-blue velvet, which had double frills at the neckline. Giselle liked flounces and frills—not only did they make her feel feminine, they reminded her of her favorite flowers, carnations. Besides, the skirt was just high enough to show off her matching royal-blue velvet boots.

But Maman was certainly taking her time about assessing her ensemble to determine its suitability for an outing. Giselle wished Maman would say she looked beautiful, that the earl would fall right into her arms.

What a foolish wish. For one thing, Maman never gave such effusive compliments. For another, Giselle did not want him falling into her arms. Her life had become complicated enough as it was. And the earl would probably only fall into her arms if he wished to offer a more indecent arrangement. She was having none of that.

“Well?” Giselle asked impatiently. “What do you think, Maman?”

“May I see the bonnet?” her mother asked.

“Oh! That is the best part!” Moving to the chaise longue, Giselle picked up her blue velvet bonnet, placed it on her head, and tied the wide blue ribbons with a little flourish. “Is it not glorious? I love the white silk lily ornamentation that contrasts with the blue.”

Her mother sighed. “You look like a princess in that ensemble.”

Tears sprang to Giselle’s eyes. Perhaps her mother could give effusive compliments after all.

“And far too lovely for the earl,” her mother added.

“Maman!”

A frown crossed her brow. “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were spending time with the man at your half sister’s home. Why would you hide that?”

The question felt like a dagger sliding into her heart. Not that Giselle had ever experienced such a thing, but she imagined it would feel exactly like this awful pain in her chest.

The deception was so hard. She did not regret her decision, but she did regret how it affected Maman.

She turned around to gaze into the mirror so she would not be forced to lie to her mother’s face. “I-I did not know what would come of Lord Heathbrook’s attentions. I was not sure he was seriously interested in me until he proposed. And then everything changed.”

“You are happy to be engaged to him, aren’t you?”

Facing her mother once more, she smiled broadly. “I am very happy.”

That was actually true. It was as if Lord Heathbrook … Heath … had lifted a weight off her chest. She had passed onto him the responsibility of getting proper papers for her and Maman, and now she could breathe again.

A knock came at the door, and Giselle turned toward the sound. “He is here!”

For pity’s sake, stop that! This is not a real courtship.

Yet Giselle could barely keep from hurrying to the door. That was for their manservant, Mr. Carr, to do. Unlike their lady’s maid, Brigitte, who was as French as they were, Mr. Carr was a real English butler, recommended by their landlord in Bath. So, Giselle forced herself to stand still and let the man perform his duties, so that Heath could see she had not lied about their financial prospects.

Granted, beyond Brigitte and Mr. Carr, they only had a cook and a maid-of-all-work, but Maman’s inheritance from Giselle’s stepfather was enough to pay them every year. And that was perfectly adequate. They were adequate without an earl wandering about, suddenly hoisting her into the air, and then giving her a kiss that was much more than adequate.

She sighed. When had she started wanting more than adequate? Why did she feel her pulse quicken when he entered? Why did the frank male appreciation in his gaze as he looked her over make her heart thump madly in her chest?

He bowed to Maman. “Bonjour, Madame Bernard.”

After Maman nodded and greeted him back, he turned to Giselle, and his voice turned husky, like thunder at the very beginning of rumbling. “Bonjour, ma fiancée.”

“Good afternoon, Heath,” she said primly. Why, oh, why, must he appear so very fine in his beige trousers and his double-breasted coat of chocolate-brown superfine with gold buttons? Not to mention his brown leather riding boots?

“You look like a veritable water nymph in that gown,” he said in English, his eyes practically eating her up.

“Thank you, sir.” She looked him over critically to hide the way she wanted to eat him up with her eyes, and added offhandedly, “Meanwhile, you look handsome as usual.”

He laughed. “How is it you manage to make looking handsome sound like a character flaw?”

“I did not mean it to be taken so.” She strolled toward him. “But I should point out that I have never once seen you with your hair disheveled or your teeth sporting a piece of green onion from breakfast or your perfect white cuffs bearing even the merest dot of a spot of coffee. However do you achieve such perfection?”

“First of all, I don’t drink coffee. I drink tea as every good English man should. Second, I do have a valet who makes sure I don’t leave my bedroom with a hair out of place or food detritus in my teeth.”

She brightened. “I know that word, détritus. It is French!”

“I’m aware,” he said with a lazy smile.

“And it is not your valet who keeps you in good order. Even in the camp, where your clothes were old and … er …”

“Ragged. You can say it.”

“Very well, ‘ragged.’ Even there, you always managed to make sure they were as kempt as clothes could be in such a place.” She tapped her chin. “Oh, dear, is ‘kempt’ a word?”

“I believe that ‘kempt’ was once a word centuries ago, but after it spawned its companion ‘unkempt,’ it retreated from the field forever.”

She laughed. “My point is, you like your appearance just so, which is the true mark of a dandy.”

Once more she must have stepped awry, for he drew himself up, suddenly haughty. “I should hope not a dandy. And again, you make being handsome and ‘kempt’ sound like a character flaw.”

“Is ‘dandy’ a character flaw? I thought it meant ‘gentleman’?”

“No,” he said, his tone softening. “It means a gentleman who is fastidious—méticuleux—to the point of being ludicrous.”

“I see,” she said, though she did not really. “You are not that, to be sure.”

That seemed to mollify him. But the English certainly had strange ideas sometimes. What was wrong with caring about the neatness and cleanliness of one’s clothing? Although she must admit that when he appeared looking so deliciously perfect, it gave her a strange urge to muss him up, to disorder his hair and perhaps unbutton his coat and waistcoat so she could—

The clock chimed three PM, and thankfully his gaze turned to it, so he did not see her blushing like a silly schoolgirl.

“Shall we go?” he said. “If we are to finish our drive in Hyde Park before it gets dark, we should leave now.”

“Of course.” She retrieved her reticule from the chaise longue. “I am ready.”

“Not quite. It’s warmer than usual for October, but still fairly chilly outside. You should probably bring a winter cloak, if you have one.”

“I do.” She beamed at him for being so considerate. Then she caught herself, and added saucily, “Fortunately for you, it matches this gown.”

“Why fortunately for me? What would happen if it didn’t?”

“I would have to change clothes,” she called back as she hurried to fetch it, “and we would be much later to the park.”

“Ah. Then thank God for matching cloaks,” he told her.

As soon as she had donned it and come back, she asked, “And do you have a greatcoat, sir?”

“My tiger has it, just in case. But I rarely get cold, and certainly not on a day as fine as this.”

She looked at him as she drew on her thick gloves. “Jon claims the same thing. He says it is because of the time he spent at Bitche, when the nights got so cold. He grew used to it.”

“Yes.” Before she could ask him to elaborate, he nodded to Maman and asked in French, “What time do you wish us to return?”

“Whenever you please,” Maman said, then added, “Before sundown, I suppose, to be proper. But we are not slaves to time as you English are. We prefer to enjoy life at a leisurely pace.”

“Understood,” Heath said, but muttered under his breath in English, “I’m sure your cook just loves not knowing when dinner is to be ready.”

Giselle fought to suppress a laugh as he offered her his arm. But as she took it, she could tell he was still somber. As soon as they headed out the door, he said, “Your mother doesn’t like me.”

She sighed. “She does not trust you. She can tell we have secrets, and she does not like that.”

“Ah.” He led her down to his phaeton and helped her in before climbing up beside her and taking the reins his tiger handed up to him. “‘A mother always sees what her child most tries to hide.’ Or so my own mother used to say.”

After his tiger took a seat on the footboard in back, Heath paused a moment to settle a blanket over their laps before he got the horses going. It was rather cold out today, so she appreciated being able to keep her hands warm.

Once they were clopping along at a brisk pace, she said, “You never talk about your mother. What was she like?”

“Rather like yours, I would imagine. Something of a stern taskmaster, and fiercely protective of her children, even when her children wanted her not to be.”

Giselle suspected there was more to it than he was saying, but this was probably not the time for discussing it. Especially since she had more important things to ask. “Were you able to see Beasley? Or any government officials?”

“I did see Beasley. It turns out that the man you encountered is named Vaughan Jones, not Lewis Nash.”

Giselle caught her breath. No wonder neither of them had remembered Lewis Nash. “Though I do not think I ever met him at Verdun, the name Vaughan Jones does sound familiar.” She frowned. “Did not Jones try to convince Sarah to run away with him?”

“Yes, he wanted her to marry—Wait, what do you mean, ‘run away with him’? Where the devil could they have run away to? They were both détenus.”

“I think he had some notion they could escape the camp easily because they were so young and both spoke a little French.”

“If even my friends and I couldn’t escape, I doubt some green lad and his young miss would have been able to.” He flashed her a look. “And how did you know about Sarah and Jones, anyway?”

“She told me, of course. She wanted advice from someone closer to her own age than her parents, and she knew I had run away from home to go to Verdun and be with my father. So …”

“You ran away from home to be with Morris? I never knew that.”

“Jon did not tell you?”

“No. He told us little beyond the fact that you were Morris’s daughter.”

“By-blow, you mean,” she said testily. “Or as we say in French, l’enfant naturel.”

“No one knows you’re a natural child, and it certainly doesn’t matter to me.”

She was not sure she believed him. It would matter if he were planning on marrying her. Unless he really did mean it because he … “Do you have any natural children?”

He blinked at her. “God, I hope not!”

“So, it does matter to you,” she said triumphantly, although his intense reaction was also reassuring, because she did not think he would have said it that way if he actually had one. Or two. Or a hundred.

He flushed a bit. “That does. If I ever had a by-blow … I mean, natural child—one I didn’t know about—I would have wanted to make provisions for them, so they didn’t suffer financially. And claim them, too, so they didn’t suffer the slings of ignorant people.”

“So … no natural children.”

“That I know of.” He slowed the horses now that they were entering Piccadilly, which was far more congested than the smaller streets of her neighborhood. “Considering the number of my … er … paramours who were married, I probably wouldn’t know, honestly. Besides, as long as the children were born in a legitimate marriage—which you were, by the way—they are considered legitimate. I know that’s the case in England, and I think it is in France.”

“It is. But now you have roused another question. Do you have any present paramours I need worry about?” The very thought of it made her ache inside.

“No. Actually, not for some years now.” He arched an eyebrow. “Do you have any paramours I should worry about?”

“Of course not!” she cried. “What sort of lady do you think I am?”

He grinned. “One that had half the men in Verdun longing for you, as I recall.”

“That is not true,” she said, trying not to be pleased by the compliment, ridiculous though it might be. “To them, I was a servant, practically invisible.”

He shook his head. “You have never been invisible a day in your life, chérie. And you were hardly a servant. Our landlady said she relied upon you to do her books and figure her rents and all manner of things that spoke more to your being her clerk than her servant.”

So, he had noticed, had he? “She had no husband and no son, so she needed help. And I always helped Papa at the hotel with such things.”

“Did you call Monsieur Bernard Papa?”

“Of course. I did not know he was not my papa until Monsieur Morris came to visit Maman after Papa died.” She gazed out at the crowds of people traversing Piccadilly. “Monsieur Morris asked me when my birthday was, and I told him. Then he figured out that I was his daughter. And … Maman admitted it.”

“In front of you?”

“I made her tell me. Before Monsieur Morris left, he told me where his hotel was, so I could come visit him if I wished.”

He glanced at her. “And that’s when you ran away from home?”

“Not then, no. Not until after Maman invited her brother, my uncle, to live with us. He tried to arrange a marriage for me, and Maman was eager for it.” She scowled. “The man he wanted me to marry was a rich baker who owned many bakeries. But he was arrogant and insufferable. I could not marry him.”

“So, you ran away.”

She looked out at the shops they were passing. “Monsieur Morris and I had visited a few times in Paris before Napoleon sent everyone to Verdun. Maman had even written a letter to her third cousin in Verdun suggesting that she should rent to Monsieur Morris and Jon.”

“Our landlady, Mrs. Dubois?”

She nodded. “So, yes, I ran away, but I liked mother’s cousin, and I thought she might take me in.” She shot him a smile. “And she did.”

“Did she know about Morris?”

“I do not think so. I never told her. I told her he was teaching me English. Because he was.”

Heath stared ahead at the road. “How did my friends and I manage never to know any of this about you?”

“Why would you?” she said with a shrug. “It was a big lodging house. You had your own troubles. Mother’s cousin and I had not met before I went there, so we might as well have been strangers. My real papa had a family by then, so we did not want anyone to know I was his natural child.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“As matters worsened for the détenus in Verdun, Mrs. Dubois began to worry about not being paid, and all of you worried about not having money to pay her, and the commandant was becoming more vicious … How would you notice me and my life? My father cared, and that is all that mattered to me.”

Heath swerved to avoid a dog in the road. Once he’d regained control of the phaeton, he said, “Speaking of Morris, there’s something I’ve been meaning to discuss with you. I suppose you know that Jon, Scovell, Morris, and I always suspected that someone betrayed our plans to Courcelles.”

She gazed out at the buildings, trying to hide her hurt. “It was not me.”

He blinked. “Of course it wasn’t.”

“Oh.” Did he mean it? “So … why do you wish to discuss it?”

“I thought you should know we’re trying to find out who the fellow is.”

“It could be a woman,” she said, then added as an afterthought, “just not me.”

“For God’s sake, I’ve never once thought it was you.”

“Never?”

“Never,” he said quite firmly.

That certainly cheered her. “You cannot blame me for believing that you did think it. Jon thought I was Morris’s mistress, for the love of God.”

“I know. That’s precisely why he actually did suspect you might … er … Damn.”

When he said no more, she asked, “Might what?”

“Nothing,” he mumbled. “Forget I said anything.”

“Too late. What did Jon suspect?” She thought a moment. “Wait! Are you saying he did suspect I might have betrayed all of you?”

He got that look gentlemen always had when confronted with their mistakes. “I mean …”

“You do not have to say it,” she snapped. “I am sure he did. I swear, when he and Tory return, I shall box his ears.”

Heath gaped at her, then laughed heartily. “I was going to ask that you please not tell him I revealed it, but the idea of you boxing the Duke of Falconridge’s ears is too tempting. That is something I have to see.”

She clenched her hands into fists under the blanket, only slightly mollified. “So, you said that you wish to discuss—”

“Right. Jon proposed that we each do certain tasks in our efforts to find out who betrayed us. I … er … volunteered to ask you about Morris.” Before she could protest that it wasn’t her father, either, he added, “You know that he left journals and letters for Tory.”

She nodded. “He had me bring them to her.”

“Exactly. Tory and Jon are going through them, looking for possible hints of who it might be. But my job was to ask you if you noticed anyone hanging about him. Anyone whom he might have told about our plans or who might even have overheard them.”

“Hmm. I shall have to think about that. I really am not sure. There were many servants in the lodging house, you know, and he tutored other French people in English and détenus in French. The list might be long. And he did not tell me about all of them.” She sighed. “He kept many things to himself.”

“I noticed.” He shot her a veiled look. “Did it bother you that he didn’t claim you as his daughter publicly?”

She eyed him askance. “Not one bit. It would have upset his wife and daughter, ruined his reputation, ruined my mother, and ruined me.” Gazing down at the blanket covering their laps, she sighed. “Sometimes I do wish Maman had chosen to marry him while he was still unattached, rather than Monsieur Bernard.”

“Why didn’t she?”

She stared at the horses. “Maman has never said why, but I suspect she considered him a mere love affair, her last time of fun before she married the very rich Monsieur Bernard two months later.” She shrugged. “And Monsieur Morris was English and a poor professor, besides. Knowing Maman, she wanted what you English call ‘to have her cake and eat it, too.’”

“Ah. I used to know a woman like that.”

The words made her wonder, but she did not want to know about any of his women. “I suppose I want the same, to have had Monsieur Morris as my papa from the beginning but also to have met Tory and Jon and Chloe and …”

“Me.”

She merely nodded, not wanting to admit aloud how much she would have missed by not meeting him.

They traveled a way in silence before he spoke again. “You were very brave to leave Paris on your own and travel to Verdun. Having made that trip myself, I know it is not an easy journey.”

“True. But it was summer, so I … er … stole a cart and horse from the hotel and traveled the whole way pretending to be a peasant and sleeping in the cart at night.”

“Good God, the things that might have happened to you on the way, a woman alone.” He glanced at her. “It chills my soul to think of it.”

Suddenly, the turn into Hyde Park came up, and his gaze shot back to the road. He took the turn a bit too fast, throwing her against him. Instinctively, she grabbed his thigh under the blanket for balance.

Once everything righted itself and they were inside the park, she started to remove her hand, but he covered it with his. “Don’t,” he rasped. “Your hand will stay warmer there.”

A laugh escaped her. “And my other hand?”

He smiled. “It would stay warmer, too, but then everyone could tell where it was.”

“Heath …” she said, wanting to protest.

But he caressed her hand beneath the blanket, and the words died in her throat. She could feel his touch even through her gloves, making her wonder what it would be like to touch him skin to skin.

Even after he took his hand away to grasp the reins with both hands again, she kept her hand on his leg. His thigh, as firm as iron but warm, flexed under her fingers. She ran her hand along it, then glanced over to see his reaction. His jaw was rigid, and he swallowed hard.

“Enough,” he said hoarsely, removing her hand from his thigh. “Any more, and I’ll do something we’ll both regret.”

Her heart pounded and her cheeks heated. What was she doing? This was not what she wanted. He seemed to desire her, but he would never marry her, so she was playing with fire.

Still, as long as she did not throw herself into the flames, she’d be fine. Adequate. She had to content herself with that.




Chapter 6

Heathbrook struggled against pulling over into some dark corner of Hyde Park, asking his tiger to be a lookout, and then taking greater liberties with her.

But that hand of hers! God in heaven, she’d touched him as an innocent would, unsure of herself but curious, and he wished nothing more than to satisfy her curiosity. A pity that he couldn’t. Mustn’t, especially now.

The last thing he needed was to encounter his brothers and Yates with a cock-stand in his trousers. Holy hell, that would ruin everything.

To keep it at bay he thought over all she’d told him about her parents. That had an instant dampening effect. He couldn’t imagine finding out at eighteen that his father wasn’t really his father, and his uncle meant to marry him off to someone he despised. But that never happened to men, did it? They didn’t have the same things to worry about as women, and nobody knew that better than he did, given his past.

“I did not expect to find it so deserted on Rotten Row,” Giselle said. “I thought Society came here to see and be seen.”

“They do … during the Season. But we’re well out of the Season now, and everyone is in the country. This time of year it gets too chilly for driving in the park anyway—the ladies have to swaddle themselves in blankets and the gentlemen need a nip or two of brandy just to stay warm. So, you don’t encounter many out here.”

“I see. I suppose it was still the Season when I last came here. The place was packed with carriages.”

“In autumn, you see more walkers than carriages, the local populace that doesn’t mind a brisk walk in the cold. But from autumn until nearly Easter, most of the fashionable crowd are at their estates or their friends’ estates. The ones in town will come out, but on horseback for a quick ride in the morning or late afternoon.”

“Like that gentleman with his children just now coming around the turn?”

His gaze shot ahead to where four horses were approaching. His heart hammered in his chest. Finally.

It was Yates, looking as cold and unapproachable as usual, his unfashionably long gray hair sticking out from underneath his top hat. And riding on either side of him at a slow walk, obviously at the end of exercising their mounts, were Evan, Kit, and Zachary.

Heathbrook had to assume the smallest fellow, with the straight chestnut hair, was Zachary, since the boy had been born after Heathbrook and his father had left England. Zachary was eleven or so. Evan was easy to pick out, too, since, at nearly nineteen years old, he was the tallest of the boys and had always shared Heathbrook’s dark hair, even as a lad of nearly seven. Kit, now seventeen, was no longer a chubby child of five. He’d thinned out and practically grown into a man, his once-golden curls more of a medium brown hue these days.

With his heart in his throat, Heathbrook halted his phaeton and waited for the others to draw near, drinking in the sight of them looking so hale and hearty. Yates had not noticed him yet, busy explaining something to Evan who rode to the left of him while Zachary rode to the right, with Kit beside him.

“This is who you wanted me to meet?” Giselle whispered.

He could only nod, so enraptured at finally seeing them in the flesh that he couldn’t speak.

Kit was the first to spot Heathbrook. When the lad reined in and cried, “Ingram!!” and jumped down from his horse, Heathbrook practically leapt from the phaeton, leaving his tiger scurrying to secure the reins.

The boy was now running toward him and into his arms. “You came! I knew you’d come! I told Evan you’d come for us!”

Heathbrook squeezed his brother tightly, fighting tears, not wanting any of them to see him making a fool of himself. “Yes, lad, of course I came,” he whispered. “I would never abandon any of you by choice.”

“Christopher William!” Yates said sharply as he hurried his horse toward them. “Come back here at once!”

“No, I don’t want to!” Kit cried. Then he looked up at Heathbrook, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Why didn’t you come get us when you first got to England? We waited so long …”

When it dawned on him what the lad’s words meant, anger surged in Heathbrook so powerfully that he couldn’t contain it. “Damn you, Yates!” Heathbrook growled as the man rode up. “You didn’t tell them? You … you let them think I didn’t care?”

Evan was the one to answer. “But you didn’t care, did you? You were too busy with your friends and paramours and going about town to parties to even speak to us.”

“I was too busy trying to become the guardian of you three! The Court of Chancery wouldn’t even allow me to see you, much less be with you,” Heathbrook snapped, then glowered at Yates. “You didn’t say a word to them, you arse? How could you let them think I didn’t want them?”

“You’re violating the court’s instructions merely by being here,” Yates said in his even-tempered bloody monotone.

“It was a chance meeting, you scoundrel!”

Yates looked over at Giselle, who now sat pale-faced in the phaeton. “I hope so, for your sake. Because the very fact that you are here with a mistress proves—”

“How dare you, monsieur?” Giselle cried, her French accent thickening in her anger. She jumped up in the phaeton, nearly oversetting it. “I am not that sort!”

“And a French mistress at that,” Yates added coolly.

Releasing Kit, Heathbrook hurried to the phaeton. “Come, my dear,” he said as he helped her down, “let me introduce you to my cousin and my three brothers.”

“You will not do any such thing!” Yates retorted. “Have you no shame, man? No sense of decorum?”

Tucking Giselle’s hand in the crook of his elbow, Heathbrook said, in a voice that shook with rage, “Yates, allow me to introduce Miss Giselle Bernard, granddaughter of a French count and my fiancée. Giselle, this is Frederick Yates, my mother’s rude cousin.”

When the color drained from Yates’s face, Heathbrook nearly smiled.

“Fiancée?” Yates squeaked. Then he paused, and his gaze narrowed on her. “I’ve heard no mention of a fiancée of yours.”

“That’s because we only just became engaged,” Heathbrook said smoothly even as Giselle dug her fingers into his arm. “But we’ve known each other for ten years, ever since we first met in Verdun. I thought I’d lost her when I was sent to Bitche … until I learned she had come to England with her mother. That’s when I began courting her. Fortunately for me, she has finally agreed to marry me.”

“I see,” Yates said sullenly before tipping his hat to Giselle. “Forgive me, mademoiselle. I was unaware that the earl had a fiancée. I shouldn’t have spoken so rashly.”

Giselle sniffed. “I suppose I will accept your apology, sir, since we are soon to be family. But I do hope to be treated better by you in the future.”

Heathbrook struggled not to laugh at Yates’s comical expression, which vacillated between outrage and chagrin. She had certainly played that well. She’d thrown Yates off his game spectacularly.

“Come, Kit,” Yates said, banishing all Heathbrook’s satisfaction. “We must go home before night falls.”

Kit looked at Heathbrook.

“I’m sorry,” Heathbrook murmured to his brother. “The court won’t allow me to take you yet. But I hope to bring you home soon. Very soon.”

With a trusting nod, Kit turned and went back to mount his horse. Heathbrook could hardly bear to watch as they rode past. Evan wouldn’t even look at him, but Zachary regarded him with frank curiosity, and Kit gave a small wave as they went by.

Heathbrook waved back, his heart breaking. This was so unfair to them. What had possessed his father to do such a thing, not only to him but to his brothers? Granted, Heathbrook had been reckless and foolish in his youth, but at twenty-six, he had become as responsible toward his father as it had been possible to be in an enemy camp.

Yet Father had let the lads go to Yates. Heathbrook would never forgive him for that.

“Those poor boys,” Giselle said, as if she’d read his mind. “I understand why you struggle so to get them back.”

“The worst part is I assumed they knew I was in London fighting for them,” he said in a hollow voice. “I sent them letters but never received replies, and all this time they were thinking I didn’t care.”

“You realize Mr. Yates might never have passed the letters on to them,” she pointed out. Releasing his arm, she started walking back to the phaeton. “Still, you might have warned me.”

He fell into step beside her. “About what?”

“About whom we were going to meet. And why.”

“What do you mean, why? I wanted to see them, that’s why.”

She halted to look at him, her eyes sad. “No, you wanted to flaunt your faux fiancée before your cousin, so he would know you were not backing down. It was a strategy meant to throw him off his guard.”

How clever of her to have figured that out. “And it worked! Now he knows—and they know—I am not the man he keeps painting me to be.”

“Congratulations.” She began walking away from him again. “And all you had to do was pretend to be courting me and carry me out here to Hyde Park without a word to me about your plans or what my part in them was.”

It began to dawn on him that she was angry. “I suppose I should have told you.”

“Yes. You should have. You had no reason not to. What difference would it have made if you told me your ‘strategy’?” Her voice turned sarcastic. “You’d already engaged my services as your fiancée for the next few weeks, after all.”

“It’s not like that, Giselle,” he said, although he knew perfectly well it was exactly like that. “Besides, you agreed to the scheme.”

“Because I thought you would be honest with me at least. Why could you not even prepare me for being called your mistress and being considered as an insult to your brothers?” She strode past the phaeton and continued down Rotten Row. “Your cousin thought I was your whore!”

Oh, God, he had hurt her. He hadn’t anticipated that. “He didn’t think it for long. I disabused him of that notion.”

“Not at once. You … you—how do you English put it?—‘gave him enough rope to hang himself’ so you could embarrass him before your brothers. Did you think I did not notice you were doing such a thing?”

“It wasn’t intentional. I never expected him to believe—” He grabbed her by the arm. “Stop, damn you! Where the devil do you think you’re going?”

She snatched her arm away and continued walking. “I am going home.”

“Don’t be absurd. It’s miles from here!”

“But the entrance to Hyde Park is not far. And I can hire a hackney there.”

He really had wounded her feelings, hadn’t he? “Giselle, please, just come back to the phaeton.”

“I cannot ride next to you right now, knowing you are making all these plans to … to humiliate your enemy through me. I lied to Maman for you. I … I told you my whole past, and you could not even tell me we were meeting your cousin and your brothers?”

That was a direct stab at his conscience. He began to see matters the way she was seeing them. He’d made it sound to her as if he was so proud of their new association that he’d wanted her to meet friends of his. Not the enemy he was trying to conquer by betrothing himself to her.

“I wasn’t sure they would even be here,” he said hoarsely. “I didn’t want to … to mention it because … because—”

“You might risk insulting me before we encountered them.”

“I didn’t insult you!” He dragged in a heavy breath. “Not on purpose, anyway. I was merely … taken off guard by the discovery that he’d never told them I was fighting for them. My anger took over.”

“Yes, I could tell,” she said, her voice still sounding hurt.

“Look, I know that we—” He broke off as he heard the sounds of people approaching. “Damn it,” he muttered under his breath, then called back to his tiger, “Stay with the phaeton!”

There was a wooded copse just there, thick with elms. Grabbing her hand, he pulled her toward it. When they were well out of sight of Rotten Row, she snatched her hand from his. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t want to have this argument in front of an audience.”

“Because that would not suit your purpose, would it? Word of it might reach your cousin’s ears—”

“Yes, damn it, yes!” he cried. “Do you think I like having to perpetrate a deception like this just to save my brothers? I don’t, I assure you.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “It does not seem that way to me. You lie very well … to my mother, to your cousin, even to your brothers.”

“What? I did not lie to my brothers!”

“You told them, too, that I was your fiancée. What do you think they thought of that?”

The words hit him like a mallet. “I hadn’t even considered it,” he grumbled, angry at himself for not anticipating how they might view it, as another way he’d abandoned them.

“Well … perhaps you should have.”

She turned as if to walk back to the road, but not before he glimpsed the tears in her eyes.

He caught her about the waist, tugging her back against him. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I am truly sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

She remained stiff in his arms. “One minute you are asking me questions about my life in Paris and my family, as if you really wish to know, and the next, you are letting your cousin believe I am your mistress merely so you can embarrass him.”

“I wasn’t thinking.” What else could he say?

She twisted around to place her hand on his cheek as she gazed up at him. “I understand why you would do these things—I do. Those poor, motherless boys … I know they are confused and hurt, and I can see how that wounds you, too. But I cannot … I do not wish to be in the middle of—”

He kissed her, helpless for what to do to soothe the hurt he’d caused her. She pushed out of his arms and began to back away from him. “Heath, please, you do not mean anything by your kisses.”

“That’s not true,” he said hoarsely, pressing forward a step for every one she took back. “I mean a hell of a lot by my kisses. And for what it’s worth, I did wish to know about your life in Paris. I do find your family fascinating, and I wouldn’t ask questions if I weren’t interested. None of that was pretend.”

She came up against an elm. “That’s what you say now,” she whispered, “but later—”

He caught her by the waist before she could escape and rested his hand on the elm just over her shoulder. This time when he kissed her, he gave her a hard, ravening kiss. He couldn’t help himself. She made him insane whenever she said he was just using her to embarrass his cousin.

Couldn’t she see he desired her beyond all reason? That he might not wish to do so, but every ounce of him wanted her?

He slipped his tongue inside her mouth, and after a moment’s hesitation, she let him. Then their kiss turned far more intimate. She tasted like honey and smelled like lemon cake. Both seemed appropriate since he wanted to eat her up. Her arms stole around his neck, and he pressed into her, wishing he dared take her right here against this tree.

But she deserved better than an uncomfortable, hasty screwing outdoors. So, he contented himself with toying with her lips, delving inside to tangle his tongue with hers, then plundering her mouth with increasing strokes until he couldn’t take much more.

She broke the kiss to stare at him. “What do you think you are doing, Heath?”

“Showing you that my kisses do mean something. I swear, you can’t know what you do to me. I could kiss you all day.” And to show he meant it, he trailed kisses from the tip of her nose to her cheek and then her ear. “Sweeting,” he whispered, and nipped her earlobe. “You taste delicious.”

“You … you swore this would not happen … again,” she whispered, though her breath quickened and her hands clutched both his arms to hold him close.

“Did I?” he rasped as he scattered kisses down her neck. “I don’t remember that.”

“Liar …” Yet she arched her neck to give him better access.

Unable even to get near her throat because of her bonnet ribbons, he untied them and then went one step further and untied her cloak.

Feeling her gather her breath, probably to protest, he took her mouth again, this time in slow, drugging kisses that made him desire her even more. Only half-aware he was doing so, he slid his hand under her now-open cloak to cover her breast through her gown.

She tore her mouth from his to whisper, “Dieu, aide-moi. You are a very wicked man, sir.”

“Not as wicked as I wish to be with you, ma belle chérie,” he murmured, then kneaded her breast with his hand, wishing he dared unveil it. He didn’t—it was growing too cold out here, as evidenced by the way her nipple was hardening. Unable to resist that pert enticement, he thumbed it through the fabric, yearning to taste it and suck it, too, though that would be unwise in this place where someone might come along at any moment. “You make me insane, you know.”

Her eyes opened and she stared at him a long moment. Then she seemed to look around them. “Good heaven, it is nearly dark. We must go. Maman will wonder what has happened to us!”

He stepped back as she hastily retied her cloak and her bonnet. He offered her his arm, but she ignored it, setting off toward the road with brisk steps.

“Still angry, I see,” he said as he followed.

“Not quite.” She slowed her pace. “But I cannot go on with this jeu de volant of yours.” And to emphasize the point, she mimed the game with her hands.

“In what way am I playing ‘shuttlecock’ with you?” he growled.

“First you kiss me. Then you swear you will not do it again. Then you give me sweet compliments. Then you use me to attack your cousin. Then you kiss me again! It is too confusing, sir! I do not know where I stand with you.”

He gritted his teeth, although he knew she was right. But to be fair, he did not know where she stood with him, either. He wanted her, yet he shouldn’t.

“So,” she continued, “if you wish this to be a pretend engagement and to use me for the benefit of getting your brothers back, that is fine. I already agreed to that, after all. But we must make some rules.”

He didn’t know whether to be relieved she was going on with their scheme, or annoyed she wanted rules. He hated rules. His father had possessed more rules than an Eton headmaster.

“I don’t know if I like the part about using you,” he grumbled, “since this is a case of mutual benefits, but go on.”

“First rule—there will be no more private kisses. Much as I enjoy them, they cannot lead to anything since neither of us want to marry yet, so all they can do is frustrate us both … or bring about my ruination.”

“Or mine,” he said dryly.

She muttered a French curse. “You know perfectly well that ruining me would only enhance your reputation as a rogue.”

“Perhaps. But it would hurt my reputation as a gentleman. And my closest friends would skin me alive if I ruined you. That prospect alone would keep me on the straight and narrow.”

She sniffed. “If you say so, although I doubt I can trust you not to act according to your nature.”

He stiffened. “My nature is not to—”

“You were just kissing me and … and caressing me against a tree, so forgive me if I do not entirely believe you.”

He rolled his eyes. “Fine. No kissing.”

She halted to plant her hands on her hips and stare at him. “Do you swear?”

“I swear.” He held up his own hands. “Next time we kiss, you will have to be the one doing the kissing.” But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to make her want to kiss him.

“Thank you,” she said coolly. “Second rule—you may lie as much as necessary to continue our ruse.” Her voice trembled. “Just do not lie to me.”

He swallowed hard. “I didn’t lie today. I merely didn’t tell you everything.” When she bristled, he held up a hand. “But next time I will reveal every part of my plan. I swear.”

“I would appreciate that.” She dragged in a deep breath. “And the third and final rule—you will keep me informed about the progress of acquiring legitimate papers for me and Maman.”

“I’ve already been doing that,” he snapped.

“All you did was tell me that Lewis Nash is really Vaughan Jones. While that is interesting information, it does not tell me how that affects me and Maman.”

He thought back to their conversation. Damn. He hadn’t told her much, had he? One more sin to add to his account. “Forgive me. I was too interested in your tale of your childhood to go on. But I will tell you everything now.”

And with that, he proceeded to reveal all that Beasley had told him. By the time he was finished, they were in the phaeton and hurrying back to her and her mother’s rented town house.

She looked agitated again. “So, to gain legitimate papers, I would either have to marry you in truth or lie and say that the papers were lost or stolen.”

“That about sums it up.”

“Since neither of us is interested in marrying in truth, I suppose the lies are the only way?”

“Unless you want to trust to my power as your fiancé to protect you and just worry about your mother’s papers. What do you think? Would your mother be willing to tell the French ambassador that her papers were stolen or lost? Beasley is convinced that is the best way to proceed.”

“And what of your friends in government?” she asked. “What do they think?”

“I haven’t asked them yet,” he said. “I wanted to consult with you first, before I started drawing my own government’s attention to your dilemma.”

“That is wise, I suppose.” She straightened in the seat. “Before I do anything, I must speak to Maman. Proclaiming the passports lost or stolen would be hard for her. Ever since the Revolution—”

“She’s afraid to go against her government.”

“Oui.”

“I can understand that. The French government has been in such turmoil since then that it would be difficult for anyone to know how to approach them. Especially since they haven’t stopped using the guillotine.”

“Exactly,” Giselle said, her voice trembling again. “We should discuss it at dinner. Then at least we will have a plan of action.”

“Good idea.”

She cast him a quick look. “And Monsieur Jones? What shall we do about him?”

Heathbrook stared grimly ahead. “Leave him to me.”




Chapter 7

In the end, Giselle and her mother had agreed to give Heath time to figure out how best to handle Vaughan Jones. Heath had said he needed to learn more about the man from other détenus, and she knew that was probably wise.

She only hoped he was doing it as diligently as he was trying to regain his brothers. She had seen him nearly every day for some social occasion or another, and at every one, he had insisted on introducing her to the guests as his fiancée.

Although he had warned her to expect such a thing, it had reinforced her impression that she was but a cog in the wheel of his machinations. Especially since whenever she had seen him, he had been most formal with her.

When he was not squiring her and her mother to some affair, he had been meeting with his attorney. That left no time for cozy dinners or walks in the neighborhood or any of the things courting couples usually did.

Nowhere was that more evident than in how he avoided spending time alone with her. At balls he only asked her to partner him in country dances. No waltzes for her, to be sure. That might put them too close.

Maman had approved, of course. He was behaving as an earl—and a gentleman—was supposed to behave. Giselle wanted to approve, but sometimes, when she remembered how sensuously he had kissed her in the park …

You must stop thinking about that!

Lord knew she had done it much too often in the past week. She thought of it at night. She thought of it in the day. She tried to remember each touch of his hand, each caress of his mouth and tongue, the sweet, shocking pressure of his palm against her breast as he kneaded it, and the thrilling way he had thumbed her hard nipple through her gown until she thought she might melt into—

“Are you well, my dear?” Maman asked now, jerking her from her wicked thoughts and back to the market they were walking in. “Your face is flushed.”

“It is merely overly warm in here.” She forced a smile. “And of course I am well. I am shopping for bulbs and plants, my most favorite thing, no?”

Her mother shook her head. “I do not understand you. You would rather grub about in the dirt than look at reticules and bonnets.”

“I have all the reticules and bonnets I need. But Heath needs a better garden, and I mean to help him build one.” She would much rather make herself useful to him that way than by letting him seduce her with kisses and caresses.

She would. She really would. A pity it got harder and harder to convince herself of that every day.

Until she remembered how he had used her for his own purposes, disregarding the feelings of her and his brothers. Clearly, he wanted her only for a while. That was not worth losing her innocence for. Or risking finding herself with child and not yet married, like her mother.

Trying to keep her mind off that lowering thought, she peered into a basket of bulbs. “What do you think, Maman? Shall I buy the lily or the white tulip bulbs?”

“The tulip, of course. It is more suitable to his rank. And lilies are much too pungent.”

“I like the scent of lilies,” Giselle protested.

“Hmph. Well, here comes your fiancé now. We shall see if he agrees with me about the tulips or with you about the lilies.”

Giselle blinked at her mother, then glanced over to see Heath strolling between the tables of the market, looking as mouthwatering as ever in his dapper morning coat, tight trousers, and top hat. He was followed closely by one of his footmen, making her think this was more than just a chance meeting.

“Maman!” she hissed. “What is he doing here?”

Her mother shot her a quizzical look. “I invited him to join us. You’ve been so cold to him, I had to do something to keep his interest.” She leaned on her cane. “I thought you liked him.”

Giselle sighed. Maman had gone from disapproving of Heath to being delighted at the prospect of her daughter marrying such an important fellow. More and more each day, Giselle had a hard time keeping quiet about the true nature of her agreement with the earl. Her mother would be so disappointed when Giselle jilted him.

“Of course I like him,” Giselle said. “I accepted his proposal of marriage, did I not?”

“Then stop acting otherwise.” Maman sniffed some lily water the bulb seller had put out to tempt customers to buy, then shook her head. “Such an awful scent. How can you stand it?”

Giselle thrust out her chin. “It cheers me.”

“All the same, you should buy whichever flower he prefers,” her mother said under her breath, “even if it does not cheer you.”

Giselle sighed. Some things never changed. Maman was always pressing her to change who she was for any eligible gentleman who might marry her. Too bad Maman did not know that Heath would never marry her.

“There are my ladies!” Heath cried in French as he approached. “I got your mother’s note about meeting you at the garden market, but I wasn’t sure exactly why you were shopping here.”

“I am looking for bulbs for your garden.” Giselle glared at her mother. “It was meant to be a surprise for your birthday.”

“Bah,” her mother said. “Surprises are for children. His lordship is a grown man. He would want a say in what you buy for his garden.”

He gazed at Giselle, seemingly bemused. “How did you know tomorrow is my birthday?”

“Renham told us.” Giselle cocked her head. “And since we will only have a few months where you are older than I, I mean to enjoy them. Preferably by planting flower bulbs in your garden.”

He lifted one dark eyebrow. “Putting down roots, are you?”

She stared at him. “Do you mind?”

“Of course not,” he said coolly. “That’s what fiancées do.”

Real fiancées, anyway. Which she was not.

Her mother cleared her throat. “We were trying to decide between white tulips and lilies. I think tulips are best, but my daughter wants lilies. Which do you prefer, my lord?”

Glancing between the two women’s expectant expressions, he said, “I prefer hyacinths, to be honest.”

“Ooh, hyacinths!” Giselle exclaimed, all her irritation with him temporarily forgotten. “I do love hyacinths. We must have those, to be sure.”

Her mother shook her head and mumbled, “Such a vulgar shade of purple.”

“A vulgar purple for your vulgar daughter,” Giselle snapped.

“You couldn’t be vulgar if you tried, ma chérie,” Heath murmured in English.

It was the sweetest thing he’d said to her in days, and she could not help smiling at him for it. She liked him better when he was his usual seductive self, even if it did not mean anything.

He turned to her mother. “Madame Bernard, with your permission, I will have Wallace here accompany you back to my carriage. I’ll happily take you both home as soon as she and I find what she’s looking for, but I wouldn’t wish to tax you too much by forcing you to follow us around the market.”

Maman nodded regally. “Thank you, young man. That is very considerate.” Wallace bowed to her and offered her his arm, which she took at once, letting him lead her toward the entrance of the market.

Heath then smiled at Giselle. “Come, let’s hunt up these hyacinth bulbs.”

As they strolled through the market, he said in English, “I have a few things to tell you. First, I sent a footman to Bath to see if he could find Vaughan Jones, but he was unable to discover lodgings for the fellow under either name. Jones may be laying low now that you and your mother are gone. My footman will keep looking for him, however.”

“Thank you, Heath. I am not sure whether to be relieved or alarmed he has vanished.”

“You should be resolved not to worry about it,” he said firmly. “Some time ago, Scovell introduced me to a fellow named Sir Lucius Fitzgerald, who happens to be the undersecretary to the war minister. As soon as Sir Lucius returns to town for the Lord Mayor’s Show, I’ll see what I can find out from him about getting you and your mother new documents. And whether he’s ever heard of Vaughan Jones.” He gazed earnestly at her. “I am on the case, Giselle, trust me.”

She released a long breath. “I had begun to think you might have forgotten.” Or that he had been so annoyed with her reaction the day they had last kissed that he had deliberately not done what she asked.

He scowled at her. “I wouldn’t forget such a thing. I know it’s important to you. And you are very important to me.”

“As your faux fiancée, you mean,” she said, as much to remind herself of it as him.

He hesitated a moment before returning to the cool formality she’d had to endure for the last week. “Exactly.”

She sighed. She did not like him like this, but she had to protect her heart. He was quite capable of wounding it.

As they continued on, he said, “I also asked several détenus about him, but no one could tell me anything of use. They didn’t even know where he was from. Fortunately, plenty of other détenus will be at that party we’re attending for the Lord Mayor’s Show, so I can ask some of them. Someone has to know something about the fellow.”

“We can only hope,” she said.

Scanning the tables as they walked, she stopped before the one with hyacinth bulbs. “Are these all the ones you have?” she asked the seller.

“Yes, miss,” the man said. “They’re very popular.”

“Then I shall take them all. How much is that?”

The seller gave her a reasonable price. But when she opened her reticule, Heath said, “Stop that. I’ll buy them.”

“Do not be absurd. You cannot buy your own birthday present.”

“You don’t need to do this,” he murmured in French, a trace of irritation in his tone. “No one will know if I pay. And they’re for my garden, after all.”

She took out the requisite number of coins and placed them on the table. “Do not be silly,” she said in English. “It is done. Happy birthday, my lord. I only regret it is such a paltry gift.” She smiled. “Besides, with your permission, I will be the one planting them.”

Taking the box of bulbs from her, he headed back the way they had come. “Your mother wouldn’t mind that?”

“She would be with me, of course.” She shot him a side glance. “To chaperone.”

He grimaced. “Of course.”

The grimace gave her pause. “That would not bother you, would it?”

“Certainly not.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Although I do wonder how she thinks I’ll be able to seduce you when you’ve got a shovel in your hand.”

“Maman has an active imagination when it comes to gentlemen of your sort.”

“And you? Do you have an equally active imagination in that respect?”

She laughed lightly. “I do not need one. I have already seen what you are capable of, have I not?”

He laid his free hand in the small of her back and lowered his voice. “Oh, sweeting, you have only seen a fraction of what I’m capable of.”

A delicious heat swept up and down her from where his hand lay familiarly there. Deftly, she removed his hand. “And I need not see any more.” She had no doubt that if she did, he would reduce her to a puddle at his feet. And she could not afford to be quite so … liquid. He would drink her down in a heartbeat, the devil.

She could feel his gaze on her, hot and intense, but she dared not meet it. Instead, she fumbled for a less dangerous topic of conversation. “By the way, I have been meaning to ask you—whatever happened to the gentleman in your circle who was supposed to escape with the four of you?”

He sighed, obviously unhappy at the change in subject. Heath always seemed to want to flirt, even when they both knew it meant nothing to him.

“His name was Sir Percy?” she prodded. “He had very blond hair, and eyes of the most beautiful blue.”

“Sir Percy Tindale, yes,” he said with a scowl. “Surely you know he was packed off to Arras for … er … an infraction.”

“I heard that, but what sort of infraction? There were many rumors about it.”

Heath looked torn. “Um … well … one night at the theater someone angered him, and he … er … lifted his coat tails, bent over, and showed his … bottom to the entire theater.”

“No!”

“Yes. I was there. Although he was fairly drunk at the time.”

“I knew it was a popular way of showing one’s displeasure among peasants, but for an Englishman of rank to do it—”

“Oh, trust me, I’ve seen English schoolboys of rank do it a time or two,” he drawled. “And it turns up in caricatures often. Anyway, Percy was hauled off by the gendarmes and thrown into the Citadel, then sent to Arras. That was the last we saw of him.”

“How unfair! That is hardly worth sending him to Arras for. I had heard he had cheated at cards, a much more serious infraction.”

“That would have been unlikely,” Heath said. “I mean, Percy enjoyed gambling as much as the next Englishman, but he was a gentleman. He would never have cheated.”

“Still, did not another détenu show his bottom in the theater a few years before Sir Percy did? That man got thrown in the Citadel, too, and they even closed the gates to other détenus for several days. But after a few weeks passed, he was allowed to come out. He was not sent to Arras or Bitche.”

“That was when Wirion was running the camp, and we could get forgiveness for many infractions by bribing him. But not Courcelles. As you may recall, Courcelles’s wrath burned long and hot.”

“How true.” She shook her head. “That canaille was as eager to punish the English as Napoleon himself was. How unfair that Sir Percy got into trouble before he could escape with you and your friends.”

“Unfair? He was lucky, to be honest. Or not so lucky if we are to believe the gossip. Surely you must have heard that.”

“No, I left Verdun to go home to Maman once my father and you three were captured. There was no more point in staying.”

He arched an eyebrow. “I thought you were avoiding a suitor in Paris.”

“I was when I left Paris.” She shrugged. “But that was almost seven years before, and by then he had married another. Not to mention that Maman had started asking my cousin to convince me to come home.”

“So, why did you want to know about Sir Percy, anyway?” Heath asked.

“I was merely curious. The five of you were close, as I recall.”

Sir Percy, too, had been a flirt like Heath but had been too much a gentleman to progress beyond flirting.

It was shameful to admit, but she preferred Heath’s boldness. Or at least she had before she realized he merely saw her as he probably saw all women—as a potential conquest. She did not want a man to conquer her. She wanted him to woo her. It was not the same thing.

“Anyway, what was the gossip? What happened to him in Arras?” Giselle asked. “Or do you know?”

“Supposedly, he died there.”

She gaped at him. “How awful!”

“It is … if it’s true. I’m not sure I believe it.” He steered her down a path that probably led to where his carriage was situated. “Sir Percy was always adept at getting out of trouble, even as a lad.”

“You knew the baronet as a lad?”

“I knew all of our group as lads. Well, except for your father and mine, of course. But Jon, Percy, and I were at Eton together, and Scovell, too … until he was sent off to be a midshipman. He rose through the ranks fairly swiftly—”

“Probably because he was a marquess’s son.”

“I doubt that had much to do with it. He served with Admiral Nelson, who sang his praises. He managed to rise to commander before he was captured and sent to Verdun three years before our attempt at escape. We actually had a hard time talking him into it. He didn’t want to break parole. But we made it so he didn’t have to.”

She nodded. “I remember. The three of you and my father arrived fifteen minutes late for appel—what is it called in English?—ah, yes, ‘roll call,’ and were thrown into the Citadel.”

“Exactly. It was considered an infraction of the rules more than a breaking of parole. And we’d discovered it might be easier to escape from the Citadel than from the town when the gates were closed at night, anyway.”

“How clever of you.”

Heath halted just shy of his carriage to stare at her, remorse in his eyes. “Not so clever. That’s how your father was injured—trying to escape with us.”

She forced back tears. “I know. Tory told me. She also told me that Jon blames himself for it.”

“We all regret what happened to Morris.” He searched her face. “You realize that, right?”

“I do. But I told Tory as I shall tell you—my father wanted to escape. I tried to talk him out of it, but he missed Tory and his wife. And I understood that. I had begun to miss Maman by then, myself.” She glanced over to where her mother was watching them out of the carriage window. “As we grow older, we start to appreciate our family more.”

“That is certainly true,” he said wearily. “I only wish I could have seen my own mother again before she died. And even with Father, I … It doesn’t matter. The past is past now.”

She swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. Sometimes she forgot he had lost both his parents in a relatively short period of time. It had been hard enough to lose her papa and then years later, her real father. She could not imagine how hard it must have been for him to lose both parents so close together.

“Anyway,” he went on, “I hope Percy did not die in Arras. He had his troubles, but he was a good fellow. We spent many an hour playing cards together. Although honestly, he was pretty bad at it. Another reason I could never see him as a card cheat. Card cheats do it to win. Percy was always too busy romancing the ladies to concentrate on cards.”

“So, like you, then,” she quipped, although she was still distracted by thoughts of her real father’s death.

Her mother lowered the window. “Are you coming? It is chilly.”

“Of course, Maman,” she said in a voice of forced cheer. She did not like to dwell on how Morris had died in Bitche prison. He had broken his thigh bone during the escape, and it had never healed right. Eventually, a piece of bone started working its way loose and got infected, so the leg became gangrenous. He had suffered greatly, which was too unbearably sad to imagine.

She and Heath exchanged a glance, then headed to the carriage to climb inside. This time, when he held her hand to help her in, she did not mind so much. That was one thing they would always share—her fondness for the father she could never acknowledge publicly and his for the friend he admired.

As she settled into the seat next to Maman, Heath said in French, “Madame Bernard, you know that the Lord Mayor’s Show begins tomorrow morning.”

“Yes.” A troubled frown crossed her brow. “But I am not sure if I can stand long enough to see the procession.”

“It is a concern,” Giselle said to Heath.

“Don’t worry. I’ve taken care of everything. The party we’re attending is being thrown by the Earl of Thanet and his family. You may recall that two of his brothers were in Verdun. They have invited as many détenus as they could find addresses for. Their London mansion lies along the route of the return procession. We shall go there late in the morning, eat some breakfast, and watch as the procession goes by a while later.”

“But the standing—” Maman began.

“No standing unless you wish it,” he said gently. “The hosts have agreed to give you a comfortable chair on the long balcony next to a brazier, so you can keep warm. Most of the time, however, you may stay inside. If you don’t care to see the procession, you can stay inside the whole time. There will be numerous servants to look after you when we are outside, and I’m told there will be plenty of food and drink provided as well.”

He smiled at Giselle. “There will even be dancing if we choose to stay until evening. It will be fun, I promise.”

Giselle certainly hoped so. She could use a bit of fun these days. Besides, if the guests included many détenus. … “I will get to see people I have not seen in over three years! Oh, do you know if Mr. and Mrs. Witchell will be there? They were so kind to me at the lodging house.”

“I’m sorry, sweeting, I’m not sure who exactly was invited, or which ones accepted the invitation.”

Sweeting. Now he had called her that twice. Until today, he had refrained from using the lovely endearments for her that he’d used before that day in the park. Though she hated herself for being so weak, it did warm her toward him.

“It will be a rather large affair,” he went on in English, “given the size of their mansion. In fact, we may wish to spend more time on the balcony if we can, if only to avoid all the people.”

“I do not wish to avoid all the people,” she said in English, too. “I know so few people here in England that to have a chance of seeing those I knew in Verdun would be delightful. And some of the détenus took French wives, too, so I might even encounter some of my fellow countrywomen.” She gave a happy sigh. “You are right. This will be fun.”

“You see?” he said in that rough voice of his that never failed to set her heart thumping. “I told you there would be benefits to being my fiancée.”

Feeling heat rise in her cheeks, she glanced at her mother, who was listening avidly. Not that Maman could probably make out much, but she had definitely become interested when she had heard the French word fiancée.

Ah, well. Let Maman enjoy Giselle’s engagement while it lasted. Lord knows Giselle meant to do so.




Chapter 8

Heath sat next to Madame Bernard on a settee in Thanet Hall, drinking tea, eating baked eggs on toast, and watching as Giselle spoke with great animation to a Frenchwoman she’d just met. Leave it to the amiable Giselle to make a new friend within ten minutes of arriving.

“Would you like anything else?” Heath asked Madame Bernard in French as she set down her pear half-eaten.

“We are to eat after the procession, no?”

“Yes. This is merely breakfast to hold us over until it starts.”

“Then I shall wait.” She leaned over to him and lowered her voice. “Do you know that woman speaking to my daughter? Was she in Verdun, too?”

“I have no idea. Then again, I didn’t know everyone in the town.”

“My cousin told me Verdun was a small place.”

“Perhaps once upon a time. But when we arrived, there were at least four hundred détenus, some of them women and children. And that wasn’t counting the actual prisoners of war—naval officers, midshipmen, paymasters, sailors, and such—at one point, over eleven hundred men. There were even a handful of army prisoners of war. All crammed within the confines of a walled town already full of French men and women.”

He nodded to Giselle’s French companion. “Some of those Frenchwomen married détenus or prisoners who brought them back to England after Napoleon abdicated. That lady is possibly one.”

They fell silent. He found himself wondering what Giselle was saying to her new friend so animatedly.

God, she looked happy. And damned gorgeous. Her dark brown hair was piled seemingly haphazardly upon her head, giving the illusion that removing one pin would bring the whole mess of it cascading down her silk-adorned back to float easily about her undoubtedly tight bottom. A bottom he would dearly love to cup in his hands.

Impossible, of course. So was his other fancy, of loosening the ties of her bodice so he could kiss his way inside to her creamy bosom, before taking one of her undoubtedly plump nipples in his mouth …

He swore under his breath as his cock started to harden. She was driving him to distraction, his fascinating French goddess. In the past week, he had ached for the closeness he and she had found before he’d introduced her to Yates so clumsily. He liked the interesting way she had of examining the English ways he took for granted. He enjoyed her enthusiasm for gardens … hell, her enthusiasm for everything new and different. He loved the way she’d sympathized with Kit.

As every day passed, it took more and more of his control not to sweep her into some corner on one of their jaunts and swive her senseless, if only to gain a reaction other than polite smiles and wary distance.

Fortunately, he hadn’t, but no matter how much he told himself it was for the best, he still yearned—

“You truly love her, don’t you?” Madame Bernard asked.

Fool that he was, he nearly voiced the denial before he remembered he was supposed to love Giselle. Swallowing hard, he lied. “Of course.” If love means I wish to take her to bed. That was all he felt. Wasn’t it?

“I can see it in how you look at her,” her mother said.

Well, at least he had deluded Madame Bernard successfully. That thought brought his cock under control, thank God.

“I suppose you know about Giselle’s father?” her mother went on.

“Which one?” he asked, wondering if Madame Bernard realized how much Giselle had told him.

The woman scowled. “I see my daughter revealed to you all about my foolish behavior before I married.”

He forced a sympathetic smile. “It wasn’t ‘foolish behavior’ for a woman who was about to become the wife of a man she didn’t love.”

How she answered would tell him much about her feelings for Giselle’s stepfather. But Madame Bernard searched his face instead. “Do you care that Giselle was Monsieur Morris’s natural child?”

“No,” he said firmly. “I only care that she is happy.” Married to someone else, preferably, but happy.

Then again, the thought of her married to someone else, someone capable of making her happy, didn’t sit well with him, either.

“Happiness is what I wish for her, too,” her mother said.

That surprised him, given that the woman had let her brother try to choose a husband for Giselle that Giselle hadn’t wanted. This time his question was more direct. “Were you not happy with Monsieur Bernard?”

“He was a difficult man.”

“Was he difficult … with Giselle?”

“Sometimes.”

When she didn’t go on, he shook his head. She was adept at evading answering questions. He dearly hoped the man hadn’t mistreated Giselle. That would be something he couldn’t bear, though it might explain why she had fought being urged into marrying a man she didn’t want. But he doubted Madame Bernard would tell him the truth about that.

So, he changed tacks. “Just out of curiosity, why didn’t you marry Dr. Morris?”

She scowled. “He wanted to take me to England. To leave my family and everything I knew. In my day, a woman of my position did not do such things. She married whomever her parents wished her to. Which is what I did.”

If anyone understood how tumultuous it could be to be guided only by one’s parents and not by one’s own choice, it was he.

With a Gallic shrug, she added, “Of course, if I had married Monsieur Morris, I would have ended up avoiding the Revolution, and that would have been preferable. But one always sees better afterward, doesn’t one?”

Another idea he more than sympathized with. He nodded.

Suddenly, someone emerged from the balcony to cry, “They’re coming!” Then, for the benefit of the few French who were there, “Ils arrivent!”

He stood and offered his hand to Madame Bernard. “Shall we?”

“You go on.” She gestured toward the nearest balcony door. “I am cozy here. You must look after my daughter.”

“Of course.”

Fortunately, by the time he reached Giselle she was already searching for him. “What about Maman?” she asked.

“She said she wants to stay inside where it’s cozy.”

Giselle looked conflicted. “I should keep her company.”

“Nonsense. She sent me to take you outside. How often do you get to see the Lord Mayor’s Show, after all?”

He laid his hand in the small of her back, and today she let him. Relishing the small victory, he led her out.

In glittering gold and red, the mounted trumpeters of the Household Cavalry were just then marching by, playing their instruments loudly in a vain attempt to overwhelm the noise and cheers of the crowd. The Mercers liverymen walked past, resplendent in their red regalia, as did the Drapers livery company.

“What are those?” Giselle suddenly exclaimed as she pointed at two fourteen-foot-tall wicker effigies being carried along by the Basketmakers in the procession, towering over people, horses, and carriages alike.

“Oh, that’s Gog and Magog. They represent the giants that supposedly inhabited the British Isles until some Roman warrior chap named Corineus rid the place of them all. The effigies spend most of their time in the Guildhall, but they’re trotted out for the parade every year.”

He chuckled to himself. “When I was a lad, I asked my father if he could get me a Gog and Magog just like them. But Mother insisted there would be nowhere to put them in our house. Instead, I got both in miniature, which wasn’t at all what I was hoping for.”

“Why would you want two huge wicker effigies?”

Leaning closer, he whispered in her ear, “So I could see if the giants’ manly parts matched their height.”

Although she started to smile, she caught herself quickly enough. “Stop attempting to shock me, Heath. I do not believe you.”

“It’s the truth, I swear,” he said with a laugh. “I was a naughty boy from early on.”

“Now, that, I do believe,” she said archly.

“Look there!” someone cried. “It’s the blacksmiths!”

To be precise, The Worshipful Company of Blacksmiths. He’d forgotten about that. Every livery, as they’d always been termed, was called The Worshipful Company of Something or The Something Company. Idly, he wondered what made a company Worshipful instead of just a plain Something Company.

Perhaps it was the volume of their performance—the blacksmiths were so loud, he couldn’t even hear Giselle ask him a question. Situated atop a long wagon, the blacksmiths pounded anvils in counterpoint, making music with their sole instrument as they rolled past. That was fairly impressive.

They were followed by different sorts of marchers—a band of drummers here, a Worshipful Company there, another military regiment. Then came twenty-four knights on horseback played by actors in tin armor. It was a miracle they stayed on their mounts, given their obviously intoxicated state.

“Some things never change,” Heathbrook told Giselle. “They were inevitably drunk by this point in the few Lord Mayor’s Shows I saw as a boy, too.”

“But why have knights? There have been no knights in armor anywhere in Europe for hundreds of years.”

“It’s tradition. We are fond of tradition here.”

“Is that why the costumes of these marchers look so old-fashioned?”

“Exactly. The Lord Mayor’s Show goes back several centuries.” He shot her an arch smile. “We did not get rid of our aristocracy in a Revolution, remember?”

“Perhaps you should,” she said lightly. “Then you can wear more stylish clothes in your parade.”

He shook his head. One thing about his French miss—she had very interesting opinions. And she continued to express them throughout the procession. She did not like all the various military elements that marched, many playing fifes and drums to entertain the crowd.

“It is bad enough that Napoleon wanted war all the time,” she said. “He has certainly found a suitable playmate in England.”

“And in Russia and the Netherlands and Prussia and a few smaller countries I can think of.”

She sighed. “True. Napoleon found plenty of countries to play at war with.”

“What were we supposed to do—just let him devour all of Europe?”

“Of course not. But I should think you, of all people, would hate war as much as I. You were not even a soldier, and you ended up as part of the war anyway. You went to France on business with your father and then had to spend years in a prisoner’s camp because our emperor had a fit of pique. War is good for no one.”

He frowned. “You’re certainly right about that.”

The procession moved on with its variety of colors and costumes and music until the whole purpose for its very existence came around a bend. The Lord Mayor approached, riding in his bedazzling state coach drawn by six white horses.

Giselle gasped. “That coach is …”

“Beautiful?”

“Yes. But extravagant. So much gilding! It is blinding. It must be very heavy to require six horses.”

“The king’s coach is traditionally drawn by eight. The Lord Mayor is allowed six for this procession, which is significant, since no one in the peerage is allowed more than four.”

She smirked at him. “So, you are not as important as the Lord Mayor.”

“I don’t get to ride around in a gilded carriage,” he joked, “so probably not.”

“You could buy one and keep it for special occasions.”

“But that would be too extravagant for you, would it not?”

“I am a child of the Revolution,” she said coyly.

For the rest of the procession, she was easier with him than before, and he couldn’t help but be relieved. After all, he still needed her help. That was his only reason for giving a damn.

Right. That, and the fact that he’d started wondering what she might like or want or need from him. What he might like or want or need from her. Except for her in his bed, of course.

He sighed. He really had to stop thinking about her that way or he’d never make it through the next week. He was scheduled to go to court in a few days, and the last thing he needed was to alienate the one woman who could help him there.

Once the procession was past, everyone returned inside to warm up by the fireplaces. He and Giselle found Madame Bernard sitting alone, so they went over and asked if she would want food now. When she professed to be famished, they headed off to the supper room.

“When does the dancing begin?” Giselle asked.

“Probably soon. They’ll wait until people have had a bit to eat first, but then the musicians will start up.”

“I love to dance,” she said, a hint of yearning in her voice. “Especially the waltz. I learned how to waltz in Bath.”

He stifled a groan. Obviously, she was hinting that she wanted to be asked. Generally, he felt indifferently about dancing. But aside from the fact that he didn’t know the waltz well at all, he certainly wasn’t going to dance it with her, especially not the way she looked now. The idea of holding her close in a dance that practically mimicked the act of lovemaking …

No, he mustn’t. He couldn’t bear dancing any dance with her. He already ached to seduce her—dancing with her would turn him into a slavering beast who was liable to take advantage of her. And that wouldn’t be good for either of them.

So, he changed the subject as they entered the supper room. “Will you choose some things for your mother to eat?” Heathbrook asked. “I confess I still have no clue what she likes.”

“You are safe if you remember that she adores any kind of cheese, but dislikes anything that swims. Or so she always says.”

“Not even frog legs? I thought everyone French enjoyed those.”

She eyed him askance. “Not everyone French.”

“So, she doesn’t like frog legs.”

Giselle tipped up her chin. “She does, actually, but—”

“You just proved my point,” he said with a laugh.

“I do not myself enjoy them,” she said with a sniff. “That is surely proof of my point.”

He leaned close to whisper, “Ah, but you’re only half-French.”

“Must you remind me?” she said lightly. “It is such a curse to have even a minute amount of English blood.”

“Watch it, minx,” he murmured. “Your fiancé is rather proud of being English.”

“My faux fiancé,” she reminded him in a whisper as she filled two plates with food, one for her mother containing a selection of cheese-based dishes. “So, I need not trouble myself about your English blood. Tell me, sir, do you eat frog legs?”

He turned his attention to piling shrimp and whelks upon his plate. “Um … I do, actually. I eat anything that swims.”

“Do not tell Maman. She will lecture you about the ill effects of eating things from water.” When he arched an eyebrow at her, she shrugged. “Maman is what is often called ‘eccentric’ by you English. She also happens to think that water has little invisible creatures in it. Ridiculous, non?”

“My mother thought that peas caused indigestion. Yet I still eat peas.”

She narrowed her gaze on him. “Is there anything you do not eat? Because, if memory serves me correctly, you never turned down a single dish at the lodging house.”

“Madame Dubois happened to have a very good cook, if you’ll recall. I missed that chap terribly once we were at Bitche, believe me. I used to dream about his galettes.”

Occasionally, he dreamed about her, but he figured it wouldn’t be wise to mention that.

Giselle sighed. “I myself miss his galettes. Maman’s cook is not so good with them.”

“I have a French cook, you know,” he murmured. “He makes a blueberry galette to rival even those of your cousin’s cook. Now, don’t you wish I wasn’t merely your faux fiancé?”

“Hardly, monsieur,” she said sweetly. “Because then I would have to endure your sly hints about Gog and Magog’s giant verges.”

His bark of laughter at her mention of penises in French gained him a few looks. He didn’t mind. For one thing, he loved having a woman appreciate his wicked sense of humor. Very few did. Besides, with so many détenus here, the more attention he drew to him and Giselle, the more likely the détenus were to gossip about their engagement. That certainly played into his plans.

“You should have had your cook make a galette for today,” Giselle said.

“Why?”

“It is your birthday! Or have you forgotten?”

“I had forgotten, actually. But that’s not surprising. I haven’t celebrated one since my last before Father and I went to France.”

She gaped at him. “You never celebrated in the camp?”

“Do you remember me celebrating?” he asked, bemused by her interest.

“Come to think of it, no. Jon did. Scovell did. Even my papa did. Why not you?”

He shrugged. “My father thought birthdays were for children. Once I was grown, he saw no point. So, I saw no point.”

“Well,” she said, her tone full of outrage, “we shall celebrate yours. Perhaps not today, but tomorrow.”

“I’m busy tomorrow.”

“Doing what?”

He grinned at her. “Watching you plant hyacinth bulbs in my garden. It’s my birthday present, you know.”

“It is, indeed,” she said. “And you must have a galette, too.”

“If you say so.”

They walked back with their plates to join her mother, only to find Madame Bernard engaged in a long conversation with a French gentleman from Verdun.

Then Heathbrook heard a familiar voice behind him boom, “Heathbrook? Is that you?”

He turned to see Sir Percy Tindale standing there in the flesh. “Percy!”

The two shook hands vigorously as Giselle went over to bring her mother her plate of food. “What are you doing here?” Heathbrook asked.

“Probably the same as you, old chap. Watching the Show.”

Just then, Giselle returned to say, “Maman is very engrossed, so if we wish to dance, perhaps we can stay for—” She broke off as she caught sight of the baronet. “Sir Percy? I cannot believe it!”

“Mademoiselle Bernard!” He broke into a broad grin. “I didn’t expect to find you here tonight. Or, for that matter, in England.”

Taking the hand she offered, Percy stood back to examine her thoroughly. Too thoroughly, as far as Heathbrook was concerned.

“You look as ravishing as ever,” Percy said smoothly, and kissed her hand.

Bloody flirtatious arse.

“Thank you, sir.” She blushed as she extricated her hand from his. “And you look very good for a dead man.”

Percy blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“Rumor had it that you died in Arras,” Heathbrook explained.

“But you did not believe it,” Giselle reminded Heathbrook. She looked at Percy. “The earl remarked that you were very good at getting out of trouble.”

“That’s what people always said about me, anyway,” Percy drawled.

Heathbrook took in Percy’s robust frame, fine clothing, and golden hair carefully coifed into the Brutus style. “Giselle’s right. You do look good for a dead man.”

“Clearly, rumor is as inaccurate as ever,” Sir Percy said with a shake of his head.

Heathbrook had a hundred questions for his old friend, but about half would be better asked in a more private setting. He nodded to an opening leading into a hallway. “Come with me. I saw a deserted drawing room earlier. I want to hear everything about where you’ve been and how you got here. And I’d rather not be interrupted by strangers while we chat.”

Percy laughed. “That sounds ominous.” Then he halted, forcing Heathbrook to stop, too. “Are you joining us, Mademoiselle Bernard?”

“If I’m allowed,” she said coolly.

Heathbrook could have kicked himself for letting her think otherwise. “Of course you’re allowed, ma chérie. Why wouldn’t I want my fiancée along?”

Percy appeared surprised by that but swiftly hid his reaction. “So, you managed to snag Mademoiselle Bernard, did you?” He gave Heathbrook an assessing glance. “Good for you. And lucky, too, since otherwise, I might have snagged her first.”

With her free hand, Giselle took Heathbrook by the arm. “You could have tried, anyway,” she teased Percy, then gave him one of her musical laughs.

Heathbrook fought a scowl. He didn’t like the idea of Giselle flirting with Percy. He hated the idea of Percy flirting with her. And he positively despised the fact that he felt that way.

She was already halfway to twisting him about her finger as it was; if he gave in to jealousy, he’d soon be putting the shackle on his own leg. “I’m no fool,” he drawled, feigning nonchalance. “I can tell a good woman when I see one.”

“It took you long enough,” Giselle said, her expression veiled. “I have known you already for ten years, non?”

“I take my time when I’m choosing a prospective wife.” Heathbrook looped his arm about her waist and pulled her close. “I like to be thorough.”

“Ah, but were you being thorough, old chap?” Percy asked. “Or simply sowing your wild oats?”

She cast him a gleaming smile. “Yes, mon chéri. Which is it?”

“I’m not fool enough to answer that,” he said, somehow managing to chuckle, though it sounded false even to his own ears.

Then he halted outside the door to the drawing room. “Here we are.”

Percy grabbed a tray of glasses of champagne from a passing waiter as Heathbrook opened the door to find the room still empty. Then Heathbrook nodded to indicate they should all enter.

After they did so, Heathbrook closed the door. “So, tell me, Percy, how in hell did you manage to return to England when everyone said you died in Arras?”




Chapter 9

Wondering the same thing, Giselle set her plate down on a card table, then perched on the edge of one of its chairs.

“Clearly, I didn’t die in Arras.” Sir Percy laid the tray of champagne glasses on the card table and sat down on another of its chairs. “Unless you suspect me of being an impostor.”

“Of course not,” Heath retorted. “But I would certainly like to know how the rumor about your demise got started.”

“It probably began when I didn’t show up in Arras,” Sir Percy said dryly.

That clearly caught Heath off guard, which was surprising, since nothing else today had seemed to do so. He certainly had not seemed rattled by Sir Percy’s comments about his snagging her and sowing his wild oats.

“That one you will definitely have to explain,” Heath said, finally joining them at the table with his plate of food.

“The short version is that on the way to Arras I escaped my captors,” Sir Percy said. “So, I can only assume that the two gendarmes told their superiors I had died. Better that than revealing how they’d managed to lose me.”

Heath’s eyes narrowed. “How had they managed to lose you? Jon, Scovell, Morris, and I didn’t succeed in getting away from Verdun by so much as a mile.”

Sir Percy shook his head. “Yes, I heard that the escape we originally planned for the five of us didn’t work. Throughout my own escape, I imagined you four wending your way to England. I was rather hoping to join you once I got home.”

“When did you find out that they had not reached here?” Giselle asked.

“It took some months, partly because of how long I spent navigating my way through French territory. As so many others who escaped did, I crossed the Rhine into Germany, traveled through Austria, and then through Italy until I reached Trieste, where I could buy passage to England.”

Since this seemed the beginning of a long tale, Giselle started eating.

“But it made more sense to bypass London and go straight up the Channel to Sunderland’s port,” Sir Percy went on. “Once there I wrote my family to have me fetched and brought home to Northumberland. That’s all I wanted—to reach Tindale Castle and my mother.”

“Ah, yes, I forgot.” Heath toyed with a shrimp on his plate. “She was your reason for wanting to escape with us. As I recall, she was desperately ill. How is she now?”

With a heavy sigh, Sir Percy turned his glass of champagne round in his hand, then swallowed some. “I’m afraid she passed away a month ago. I couldn’t leave her, of course, so I wrote to the War Office, asking about the four of you, sure that you had arrived here not long after I did. But they told me their spies said you three had ended up in Bitche Prison. Bitche, for God’s sake! I’m glad I escaped that fate, at least.”

Heath ate a few walnut meats. “How did you escape that fate, anyway? You said you were en route to Arras? After the gendarmes captured Jon, Scovell, Morris, and me and sent us to Bitche, we were chained like dogs day and night. They were not risking losing us, to be sure.”

Sir Percy shrugged. “Trust me, I was in irons, too. Still, it is far easier to manage an escape involving one man than four. And I was already friendly with one of the gendarmes. I suspect you know the fellow I’m talking about—Gaspard, whom we played cards with occasionally?”

“The scrawny fellow with the gold tooth,” Heath said. “I remember.”

“The man was already predisposed to go easy on me,” Sir Percy went on as she and Heath continued eating. “He and the other gendarme took an inn room for us along the route, taking turns guarding me. It helped that Gaspard agreed with me how ridiculous it was that I was sent off to Arras just for … well … you know.”

A smile cracked Heath’s serious expression. “Yes, I know. And so does Giselle.” With a flourish, he popped a shrimp into his mouth and chewed.

When Sir Percy lifted an eyebrow at her, Giselle blushed. “Heath told me.”

“Ah,” Sir Percy said ruefully. “I should have realized that the tale of that particular exploit might have gone round the camp.”

“Along with a few other tales,” Heath said with a grin, and downed a whelk in one bite. “Including the possibility Courcelles shipped you off for cheating at cards.”

“The devil you say!” Sir Percy retorted, clearly insulted.

Heath drank some champagne. “We four knew better than to believe it. Especially me, since I saw your misbehavior firsthand in the theater.”

“Yet you didn’t stop me,” Sir Percy remarked. “Some friend you are.” Drawing off his gloves, he snatched one of Heath’s shrimps and ate it.

Giselle noticed he had a deep scar running from the tip of his thumb down the side of his hand to disappear beneath his shirt cuff.

She was about to ask about it when Heath said, “I generally find that if a chap is determined to show his arse, one should let him do so.”

“Heath!” Giselle chided him. “I may be French, but I know that word is not spoken in front of ladies.”

He grimaced. “You’re right, sweeting. Forgive me. Sometimes I still forget I’m a gentleman.”

“Sometimes?” She sniffed. “I fear your memory is much more unreliable than that.”

“Ah, a hit direct,” Sir Percy drawled. “Good show, mademoiselle.”

“I do try,” she said. “Even if my English is not always so perfect.”

“I hadn’t noticed any such thing,” Sir Percy said. “And what red-blooded chap would notice the occasional slip when it’s spoken in such a delightful accent?”

“In any case,” Heath said, sounding suddenly disgruntled for no reason she could see, “how did you manage to get out of the irons?”

“It wasn’t easy, I promise you. Fortunately, on our way, I saw Gaspard using laudanum, and that’s when I hatched my plan.” He frowned. “Earlier in our trip, I had reached for some meat, and Gaspard’s fellow gendarme had sliced my hand with a knife, saying I did not deserve meat.”

“Bastard,” Heath muttered.

“Is that where you got that scar?” Giselle asked, pointing to his hand.

He nodded, then self-consciously drew his gloves back on. It made her wonder if Heath had hidden scars. Jon certainly had some.

“Anyway,” Sir Percy went on, “I asked him for a swig to ease my pain from the wound. I may have … er … hinted that laudanum unfortunately made me a bad card player, so he agreed. I took a larger swig than I let on, held it in my mouth, and when his back was turned, spit it into an empty bottle I’d dug out of the garbage one night, hoping to get to use it for just such a purpose.”

Giselle put down the roll she was eating, sickened by the thought of him digging a dirty bottle out of the garbage and then spitting laudanum into it.

“That night when we were playing cards, I used my meager coin to buy two bottles of cheap wine from the innkeeper, plied the two gendarmes with drink, which I had laced with the laudanum, then waited until they were slumped over at the table. I then lifted the keys off one of them. All that remained was to make sure everyone else in the place had retired before I unlocked my irons and walked out the door.”

Heath gave a low whistle. “That was some feat. But your knowing one of the fellows was a stroke of luck. And you only had two guards. That wouldn’t have worked for us. We had an entire squad of gendarmerie accompanying us to Bitche, and we were housed in prisons in every town where we stayed overnight.”

“Speaking of that,” Sir Percy said, “I want to hear what happened with your own escape. I thought we had a solid plan. What went wrong?”

“The gendarmes caught us just as we were leaving the copse of trees where we’d been hiding. Apparently, someone told Courcelles about our ‘solid plan.’”

“How can that be?” Sir Percy exclaimed. “Who would do such a thing?”

Heath scowled as he finished off his seafood. “That’s what the lads and I have been trying to determine. But so far we have no idea how or where to begin looking for the scoundrel without returning to France, which I, for one, am never doing again.”

Giselle did not know how she felt about that. What if she and Maman were forced to leave England? Would he never visit her, never think twice about her?

She sighed. Of course he wouldn’t. She was nothing more than a means to an end to him, however much he might flirt with her. Or kiss and caress her and spout such sweet sentiments to her, as he did that day in the park.

Then again, he had done all of that to make sure she continued to do his bidding. She doubted he had meant a word of it.

“I am certainly making no plans to return,” Sir Percy drawled. “So, tell me, what has happened to everyone else? You couldn’t have had an easy time of it in Bitche.”

“Monsieur Morris did not survive it,” Giselle said. “He died there.”

Sir Percy sighed. “I am gravely sorry to hear it. He was a good chap.”

“He was,” Heath agreed. “But the rest of us managed to come out of it relatively unscathed. Lord Jonathan actually inherited the dukedom, so he’s now the Duke of Falconridge. I inherited from my father, but you knew that, since it happened before you left Verdun. And Scovell was promoted to captain, although he’s now the heir presumptive to his brother, and his brother is very ill.”

“That’s a shame. I did hear in the papers about Jon. He got married, right?”

“He did indeed,” Heath said. “If he’d known you were in England, I’m sure he would have invited you.”

“I couldn’t have come, anyway,” Sir Percy said. “Mother was so ill toward the last that she couldn’t bear to have me leave her. And after her death, I stayed a while longer at Tindale Castle to take care of matters involving my properties, then came to London, hoping to find you chaps. Is that why you’re here, Heath, and not at Longmead?”

“I’m here to gain custody of my brothers.” When Sir Percy looked confused by that, Heath added, “It’s a long story for another day.”

“Can’t wait to hear it.” Sir Percy then turned to her. “And what has brought you to our fair country, mademoiselle?”

She gave the same answer she gave most people who asked. “We thought that Maman might benefit from the springs at Bath. And she has. Besides, France is rather unsettled at present.”

“To say the least,” Sir Percy said.

“What about you?” Giselle asked. “Have you been in Northumberland all this time?”

“Primarily. I make occasional trips to other parts of north England but didn’t come to London until recently. You see, I … er … mean to run for office.”

Heath blinked at him. “What office?”

“Member of Parliament in the House of Commons. My father was in the Commons, you know, and I never saw the benefit of it, but now that I’m older I should like to explore it.”

“I’m not sure I even like being in the House of Lords,” Heath said. “But if that’s what you want, I wish you good luck with it.”

“Thank you.”

“Getting back to our escape,” Heath said, “I did mean to ask, did you happen to overhear anything the gendarmes said about us or our escape plans? Could they have known even then what we were about to do?”

“Not the two I was with.” Sir Percy mused a moment. “Or if they did, they certainly didn’t let on.”

“Did you ever notice anyone hanging about listening to our conversations?” Heath persisted. “Or hear anyone gossiping about our plans?”

“Not really.” He frowned. “There were people who had a habit of lounging about at the lodging house. That subordinate of Scovell’s, Lieutenant Jason Davis, had a habit of nosing around and never minding his own business.”

Then he shook his head. “No, he wouldn’t have betrayed any of you. He was quite the toady, always trying to get on Scovell’s good side. I doubt he would risk Scovell’s ire to do such a thing.”

Heath rubbed his chin. “He might if he resented not being included in the escape plan.”

“Hmm,” Sir Percy said, and exchanged a glance with Giselle. “That’s a good point.”

Sir Percy downed the rest of his glass of champagne and went to work on a second one, looking deep in thought. “What about the fellow who supplied our fake passports? Have you looked into him?”

When Giselle stiffened in alarm, Heath took her hand and squeezed. “Jon never told us who he was, so no. But Jon also said he can’t be the one.”

Why was Heath lying about it? He knew perfectly well who had done their passports. Or was he refusing to mention Mr. Beasley for fear Sir Percy might accidentally tell someone and get her and Maman in trouble? If so, that was very sweet of him.

Sir Percy nodded. “I’m sure Jon would know whether to trust the fellow.”

“And I trust Jon,” Heath said.

Heath still had hold of her hand, which he was idly stroking as he talked. Was he aware of it? She certainly was. They had both removed their gloves to eat, so now their hands were skin to skin. Her heart raced madly, a counterpoint to the slow dance of his fingers intimately caressing hers.

“Have you looked into other people in the lodging house?” Sir Percy took a deep breath. “I suppose it could have been Madame Dubois herself. She knew everything that went on in that place.”

Giselle scowled at him. “It could not have been Madame Dubois. You merely think so because she is French! I suppose you will be suggesting me next.”

“Of course not,” Sir Percy said hastily. He looked over at Heath in bewilderment.

“Madame Dubois is her cousin,” Heath explained. “She always treated us kindly, and none of us considered her capable of betraying us. Still don’t.”

“Besides which, she is a person of good character!” Giselle said hotly as she stood. “How dare you think so ill of her, sir?”

“He was only trying to help, ma chérie,” Heath said.

“By maligning my cousin!”

Sir Percy held up his hands. “I had no idea. I am dreadfully sorry to have offended you, mademoiselle.”

“Well, you should be,” she grumbled. “It was most presumptuous of you to think such a thing about Madame Dubois, who always had only the well-being of her tenants in mind.”

“You are absolutely right.” Sir Percy stood, too. “I spoke out of turn. Please say you’ll forgive me.”

“I do not know …” she said, though she had to admit he had apologized very prettily.

“It sounds as if they’re beginning the dancing,” Sir Percy added. “Come show me you don’t hold my rash words against me by standing up with me for the first dance.”

He held out his hand and she hesitated to glance at Heath. Suddenly, he seemed very interested in his food.

Ooh, she did not know which would be worse—dancing with Sir Percy after he had insulted her cousin, or sitting out the dancing with Heath, who clearly refused to oblige her in her desire to dance. No doubt he thought she should sit here with him.

The devil she would!

“Very well,” she said sweetly to Sir Percy, though she ignored his hand to head for the door. “But no more talk of Verdun and Bitche. You must tell me all about your home at Tindale Castle. I have never seen an English castle.”

Sir Percy followed her. “And how long have you been in England?”

“Several months.”

Heath stood. “Giselle is a city girl,” he said, with an edge in his voice. “She’s rarely anywhere that would allow for viewing castles.”

“We shall have to remedy that, shan’t we?” Sir Percy said, then led her out of the door.

Ha! Take that, monsieur!

They walked down the hall to the ballroom and entered to find that many others had been drawn by the music and were already taking positions for the first dance.

As they joined the other dancers, Sir Percy glanced back, then said, “Your fiancé has come after us, and is now standing over there glowering at me.”

She followed the direction of his gaze. “Is he?”

It was true. Heath was leaning against the wall, watching them with the same intensity that often gave her the most delicious shivers. Deliberately, she turned her back on him, though she could not stop the thrumming of her blood through her veins.

Sir Percy shook his head. “I daresay the green-eyed monster has taken him over.”

“What is this ‘green-eyed monster’ you speak of?”

“It’s from Shakespeare’s Othello.” The music started, and he swept her into the dance. “Jealousy is the green-eyed monster.”

“Oh.”

Could Heath be jealous? Surely not, or he would have asked her to dance himself. Lord knows she had given him enough hints that she wished him to. Besides, one had to feel deeply for a person to be jealous, and he obviously did not feel deeply for her.

Nothing the man did made sense to her. He could not make up his mind what he wanted, and she was tired of trying to figure it out. So, she would dance with Sir Percy, and anyone else who asked, and have a grand time. She did not need Heath’s mercurial emotions destroying her enjoyment tonight.

For the next hour, she danced with a number of gentlemen. She flirted and laughed and tried to pretend that the sinfully handsome man who stood in the corner brooding, drinking champagne, and watching her obsessively did not hold her entire attention every moment.

Because she hated that he did so. She wished she could forget about him entirely and have a pleasant time. Especially since he did not ask her to dance even once. It began to vex her. He did not ask anyone else to dance, either, but still, why not ask her?

When Sir Percy came to ask her for a second dance, Heath appeared in front of her before she could answer.

“Your mother says she’s tired and ready to leave,” he said curtly.

She had not even seen Heath go to speak to Maman, but she had been dancing so enthusiastically that perhaps she had missed it. “Of course,” she replied, then turned to Sir Percy. “Forgive me, sir, but I must depart.”

Sir Percy took her hand and kissed it for the second time that night. “I am sure we’ll see each other another time, mon ange.”

Heath scowled at that, though he said nothing as he led her out the door. But as soon as they were in the hallway, he steered her back into the drawing room they’d been in earlier and closed the door.

That put her on her guard. “What about Maman?” she asked. “You said—”

“I lied,” he retorted, his expression as thunderous as his tone. “Last I saw her, she was having the time of her life talking to that same French gentleman she was with earlier. But before we join her we need to talk.”

She tensed even more. “About what?”

“You making a fool of me.”

“I beg your pardon?”

He stalked the room like a caged tiger. “You’re supposed to be my fiancée. But instead of keeping me company, you went off to dance with any man who asks.”

She crossed her arms. “Yes. Tory told me I am not allowed to refuse unless I mean not to dance anymore. And I wanted to dance.”

He cast her a withering glance. “With every Tom, Dick, and Harry, apparently.”

She blinked. “I do not remember their names, but I suppose there might have been a Tom, Dick, and Harry.”

“It’s an express—Never mind. The point is it will not help my cause one whit in court to have you dancing with anyone who asks!”

She frowned. “You could have asked me to dance with you whenever you pleased. Instead, you stood in a corner and sulked.”

“Sulked! I did not sulk!” He glanced away from her. “Besides, I didn’t want to dance.” He even sounded like a sulky boy, the devil.

“So,” she said, planting her hands on her hips, “was I supposed to sit here and do nothing simply because you dislike dancing?”

“I do not dislike … I never meant …” He dragged his fingers through his hair. “It is merely that when you show attention to everyone but me, it raises speculation—”

“No one noticed or cared but you.” She marched over to thrust her face up to his. “Admit it, monsieur—this is not about your case in court. This is about your being jaloux of Sir Percy.”

His gaze snapped to her. “I am not remotely jealous, and certainly not of Percy,” he ground out, his eyes ablaze.

“L’absurdité! You are like a garçon who does not want his toy but also does not want anyone else to have it.” She thrust out her chin. “You do not want me, but you do not want anyone else to have me, either.”

“Don’t want you! Don’t want you?” He marched forward, forcing her to back up until she came up against the door. “I go to sleep wanting you, Giselle. I wake up wanting you. I sit in my lawyer’s office unable to think of anything but you, ma chérie, and how very much I want you!”

Her heart pounded as she realized he meant what he was saying. She had assumed he was toying with her or that perhaps he even thought it would be amusing to take her to bed. She had not for one moment believed he had this … this powerful an urge for her.

His face now full of frustration, he planted his hands against the door on either side of her. “Why do you think I didn’t want to dance with you? You’re dressed like … like some Greek goddess of old, and I knew I’d never be able to keep my hands off you the rest of the night if I got the chance to hold you in my arms for the space of one … damned … dance!”

She could not breathe, could not think. He was staring at her like Zeus coveting a maiden, and suddenly she just wanted to have him touch her again as he had that day in the park.

Then she remembered what he had said that day. Without stopping to think, she leaned up to kiss his mouth.

He jerked back. “What the bloody hell are you doing?”

“When we were in the park, you told me that the next time we kissed, I would have to be the one doing the kissing. So …”

He closed his eyes, as if to shut her out. Then he leaned in and growled, “God help us both,” before giving her a kiss so hot and devouring that she thought for certain she would melt down the door. Indeed, her legs were so shaky, she had to loop her arms about his neck to stay on her feet.

Meanwhile, the force of his kisses made her want to crow her delight, to exult in the power she seemed to have over him, at least in this. His tongue took her mouth boldly, demandingly, tempting her to slide hers between his lips. Thus, she did.

He groaned low in his throat, his mouth laying waste to all her vows to resist him. His hands swept her ribs as if seeking entrance to her very soul, and she ran hers down the front of his chest before slipping them inside his coat just to have less layers between his body and her fingers.

Lord, he had a fine physique. There seemed to be not a morsel of fat on his very firm waist, or none she could feel through his starched linen, anyway.

“Mon petit chou, I could eat you up,” he whispered against her lips, nibbling them, then lavishing kisses upon her cheeks and lower to her neck until at last he was scattering them along the upper swells of her breasts.

Before she could react, he tugged her gown off her right shoulder enough to expose her right corset cup, which he then drew down to bare her chemise. His breath came in heavy staccato gasps, mirroring hers as he tugged her chemise ties loose, finally revealing her bare breast for his devouring gaze.

Why was she not stopping him? Why did his dark glances make her heart turn over and her will melt like butter?

His eyes lit up. “Happy birthday to me,” he murmured, before pressing a kiss to the slope of her breast, making her want to tell him More, please, more.

Still, she felt duty-bound to protest. “Heath, you should not—”

“Just this once let me taste you, sweeting,” he said hoarsely. Then, without waiting for her to protest again, he bent his head to seize her nipple in his mouth.

She gasped. “Oh, Dieu, aide-moi!” How enticing was this? The more he sucked and laved her nipple with his tongue, the more she wanted him to continue. His mouth felt as hot upon her as the fire building in her belly.

Then he dragged down the other side of her gown so he could plunder her other breast with his hand, teasing that nipple between thumb and forefinger and kneading her breast with warm, tender sweeps of his fingers.

Her eyes slid closed. She thought she might explode with her need to have him keep doing what he was doing. The pleasure of it stunned her. How could it feel so very wonderful?

When he paused in his sucking, she lifted one hand to slide her fingers into his hair, gripping his head to keep him there. He obliged her by changing breasts to close his mouth around her other nipple while his left hand fondled her right breast, already dampened by his mouth.

“We … should … stop,” she managed to choke out, despite the mad frenzy of her pulse.

He muttered, “We should” against her breast, although he gave the lie to it when he kissed his way back up to her lips. But instead of taking her mouth again, he angled his lower half against her below.

She caught her breath. He had an impressively thick verge. She wished she dared touch it, but she knew enough to know that was unwise. Still, when he undulated against her, she sorely wanted to.

Then he rasped against her lips, “This is what you do to me, mon coeur. This is what I keep under strict control around you.”

“Not so strict at present,” she whispered.

“No. But I fought to do so.” His mouth toyed with hers, making her body thrum from tip to toe. “Never accuse me again of not wanting you. I want you most desperately.”

“You want my body in your bed,” she murmured as she felt a strange warming sensation where he was pressed against her. “That is not all I am.”

“I’m aware.” He drew away from her, and then, with a sigh, tied her chemise with surprising care before restoring the clothing he had disordered. “I’m more aware than even you could possibly realize.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her heart in her throat.

Suddenly, she felt the handle of the door turn, and terror struck her.

“Damn it, move,” he whispered, then grabbed the handle to open the door in such a way that she was behind it.

“Madame Bernard,” he said, a hint of surprise in his tone. But he quickly seemed to adjust. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. I came looking for Giselle’s reticule, but though I have searched this room over, I have not found it.”

“She left it with me, of course,” her mother said. “I wonder that you didn’t notice, monsieur.”

He headed out the door, pulling the door shut behind him. “Surely you realize that men don’t notice such things as their fiancées’ reticules. Why, even Giselle couldn’t remember where she’d left it.”

Must he make her sound like an idiote to her own mother? She made a vulgar gesture at him through the door.

Meanwhile, Heath went on. “We were in here earlier speaking to an old friend from Verdun who then asked her to dance, so she thought she might have left it in here. I came to check while she went to check the ladies’ retiring room. She said she’d meet us in front.”

Their voices began to trail off down the hall, but not before she heard Maman ask, “Then why was the door closed?”

She had to strain to hear Heathbrook’s answer. “Do you think I wanted people to see me crawling about the floor on my hands and knees to look for a reticule? I would be the laughingstock of Society.”

As her mother’s chuckle wafted back to her, she sank against the wall. Lord, but how smoothly that man could lie when he had to.

She would have found that more disturbing if he had not been doing it to protect her reputation. Or rather, to protect her from her mother’s disapproval. That seemed to say he cared for her.

But if so, why only show it when he was kissing and caressing her in secret?

No, that was not fair. He had also entertained her throughout the procession and had been kind to Maman in many ways. He had even defended her cousin when Sir Percy had maligned her.

To be honest, with every day that passed, Giselle had less and less idea of where she stood with him.

I go to sleep wanting you, Giselle. I wake up wanting you. I sit in my lawyer’s office unable to think of anything but you, ma chérie, and how very much I want you!

The thrill that coursed through her made her roll her eyes at herself. In that, at least, she knew where she stood. He’d made that perfectly clear tonight.

But in everything else he confused her exceedingly, and that gave her pause. Notwithstanding his struggles to gain custody of his brothers, an Englishman like him held all the power … especially in England. She could not afford to be lulled into complacency with the Earl of Heathbrook until she knew what he was about.

Very well, she would simply have to keep her feelings for him safely locked away until she knew what he was up to … or not up to, since he certainly was not up to marriage. She could be friendly—they had been friends of a fashion before, after all—but she must proceed more cautiously when he started to flirt.

And the next time he said such luscious sentiments and gave her such passionate kisses?

She would hold his feet to the fire until he confessed why he continued to toy with her.




Chapter 10

The morning of Heathbrook’s court appearance dawned cold and rainy, not unusual for autumn, but he still hoped it wasn’t a bad omen. He was still kicking himself for his lapses in judgment at the Lord Mayor’s Show celebration. What had he been thinking, touching Giselle as he had? With one word from her to the judge, he would lose custody of his brothers for good. And if anyone had seen them …

He shuddered. That, too, would hurt his chances, even if he went on to marry her. Scandal of any kind had to be avoided. He must be more circumspect. He could no longer afford not to be, if he wanted to save his brothers from Yates.

After dressing, he headed downstairs early, pleased to find his friend Scovell waiting for him when he entered the breakfast room. He could use a friend just now.

And Captain Scovell was a good friend, indeed. The chestnut-haired naval officer had a way of spreading calm wherever he went. Nothing ruffled his proverbial feathers. Heathbrook could use that sort of even temper himself today. He was agitated enough about the court appearance as it was.

“Stealing my food again, I see,” he joked as he caught Scovell helping himself to shirred eggs and rashers.

Scovell offered him a wan smile and put his plate on the table. “Your cook is much superior to my brother’s. Besides, you won’t let me steal your fiancée, so what choice do I have?”

Heathbrook groaned. “So, you know about Giselle, do you?” he said flatly. He should have told his friend right away, but he hadn’t wanted to bother Scovell while the man’s brother was dying.

“How could I not? The servant gossip network has spread the news far and wide.”

Renham. Of course. Heathbrook should be glad of it, but it bothered him to have Scovell find out that way.

His friend took a seat, angling himself to watch as Heathbrook filled his own plate. “Please tell me this is a genuine betrothal and not some machination you’re using to aid your cause at the Court of Chancery.”

“Keep your voice down, for God’s sake,” Heathbrook growled, and walked over to close the breakfast room door. “I don’t need that theory circulating among the servants.”

“But is it true?”

Heathbrook sighed. Scovell knew him too well. “Of a fashion.”

“Is she aware of the true nature of your engagement?”

“Of course. I would never lie to a woman about something like that.” He set down his plate of toast and his cup of tea. “She and I made a bargain. She agreed to it.”

“Ah. So, what exactly are you doing for her?”

Taking a seat at the table, he told Scovell that the French passports of Giselle and her mother had been forged by Beasley. Then he revealed how Vaughan Jones had frightened her over the truth, which had led to his bargain with Giselle.

“That arse.” Scovell snorted. “Can’t believe Jones is tormenting Mademoiselle Bernard now. Someone ought to take a cat-o’-nine-tails to him.”

“Are you volunteering?” Heathbrook asked, faintly amused by Scovell’s bloodthirsty proposition.

“Can’t. I don’t own a cat, and I’m not in the navy anymore. I resigned my commission.”

“So, you finally did it, did you?”

Scovell nodded. “I had my reasons. But back to Mademoiselle Bernard—”

“Miss Bernard. That’s what she prefers, or so she says. And I had my reasons for my bargain with her, so let’s talk about something else.”

“You mean, like your court appearance today? That’s actually why I’m here, you know. To wish you good luck.”

“I appreciate it.” Heathbrook ate a bit of toast. “By the way, I ran into the lads in Hyde Park while I was driving with Giselle. My mother’s bloody cousin hadn’t even told them I’d been trying to gain custody of them! They thought I’d abandoned them.”

“Damn. What a scoundrel!”

“Exactly. On top of that, he insulted Giselle by assuming she was my mistress.”

Scovell chuckled. “I can just about guess how that went over.”

“She blistered his ears, I tell you. And I cheered her on while she did it.” He paused to drink some tea. “But look at me, talking about my troubles when you’re in the thick of your own. How is your brother?”

“It’s touch and go, I’m afraid. Good days and bad days.”

Heathbrook sighed. “Like Morris.”

“Yes. My sister-in-law is desperate to see him well, of course, but the doctor says we should prepare ourselves for the worst. I’m having a hard time with it.” He shook his head, his brown eyes looking lost. “He’s the only one of my brothers who ever dared to stand up to my father on my behalf. I hate to see him at death’s door.”

“I know.” Rising and patting Scovell on the shoulder, he went to pour himself more tea.

“I just had to … get out of there for a bit. I was suffocating in that place. My other brothers are there and my sister-in-law does nothing but weep and I—” He shook his head.

“If anyone understands, it’s me. My father took weeks to die.” And yet, not once did he apologize for anything he’d done. It still hurt. Although toward the end, it had seemed as if he’d been trying to say something …

But no, that was probably just wishful thinking. “You’re welcome here anytime, you know, whenever you need to escape your brother’s sickbed. Although, if the court makes me guardian, even just of nurture, I’ll be taking the boys to Longmead.”

“And leave your ‘fiancée’ behind?” Scovell asked. “That hardly seems fair.”

“Actually, she and her mother will be coming with me.” He wasn’t about to leave her here where she could be preyed upon by the likes of Vaughan Jones … or Percy Tindale.

“Does she know that?” Scovell leaned back in his chair to cross his arms over his chest.

“Of course. She and her mother go regularly to Bath to make use of the hot springs.” He sat down with his cup. “Her mother has rheumatism.”

“Ah. Well, as long as you have a chaperone …”

Heath scowled at him. “Since when do you care if I have a chaperone?”

“Since you started sniffing around Tory’s half sister. I like Miss Bernard. I always have. And if you have designs on her—”

“Don’t put it like that. I’m not really … That’s not …”

Scovell laughed. “She’s got you tied up in knots, doesn’t she?”

Letting out a sigh, Heathbrook stared blindly at his tea. “You have no idea. Day before yesterday, she came over with her mother to plant hyacinth bulbs in my garden. For my birthday, of all things!”

“You don’t celebrate your birthday.”

“I do now, apparently, with a cake and everything.” He swallowed hard, but it didn’t remove the lump in his throat. For the first time in a decade and a half, someone had cared enough about his birth to celebrate the very fact of it—to even make sure he had his favorite galette for it—and it had touched him more deeply than he cared to admit.

He cleared his throat. “Then she headed out to the garden armed with garden gloves and a smock and the lot, to start digging around in the dirt. Damned if she didn’t look fetching even with a smear of soil on her cheek and a grubby spade in her hand. I wanted to—”

He halted before he could reveal that he’d wanted to carry her up to the big tub in his master bedchamber, bathe every inch of her, and then make love to her right there in his tub. Or his four-poster bed.

And then beg her to stay with him for the rest of his life.

He scowled. Not that. He knew better than to wish for that. When the fog of romantic love encircled him, he lost all common sense. That inevitably led to disaster. He refused to risk going through that heartache again.

“You will behave yourself with her, won’t you?” Scovell said sharply.

He gave a start. “Of course. What kind of gentleman do you take me for?”

Scovell watched as Heathbrook sipped his tea. “The kind who doesn’t know what to make of a woman like Giselle Bernard.”

Well, he had that much right.

“Have you told Jon and Tory about your pretend betrothal?”

“Are you daft? They’d come rushing back to London to put a stop to it. Jon would never let me near his wife’s half sister. And you’d better not tell them the truth, either.”

“I daresay they’ll hear about it soon enough.”

“I hope not. Even if Jon believed our betrothal was genuine, he would never approve of me as a brother-in-law, but if he believed it to be false, he sure as hell would never let me dally with Giselle.”

“Are you dallying with Giselle?”

Damn. He shouldn’t have let that slip. “No, of course not,” Heathbrook lied. He had to change the subject before he revealed just how much he desired his faux fiancée. Because if he did, Scovell would tell Jon and Tory, and then they would definitely try and stop all of it. “By the way, you’ll never guess who was at Thanet’s party.”

“Sir Percy.”

Heathbrook lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you got that from servant gossip, because I won’t believe it.”

Scovell ate some eggs. “Actually, he paid me a call yesterday. Said you told him about my brother.”

“Ah. Then I guess you’ve heard the whole story of his escape.”

“I did.” He shook his head. “Sounded rather harrowing.”

“Considering the months he spent traveling through enemy territory, I would say so. And, of course, he didn’t have the papers Beasley had forged for him. I’m not even sure how he got into Austria.”

“I believe he pretended to be American, the way some others did. God knows the Austrians and Germans can’t tell an American accent from a British one.”

“Did he mention his theories for who might have betrayed us?”

“He mentioned Lieutenant Jason Davis, which is certainly feasible.” A shuttered expression inexplicably crossed Scovell’s face as he fell silent.

“What are you not telling me?” Heathbrook asked, eyes narrowing on his friend.

“Nothing,” he said and forced a smile. “If you like, I’ll try to find out where the lieutenant has been posted.”

“That might be useful. Percy also suggested that Madame Dubois could have betrayed us—”

“Which I discounted even before he went on to say she was Miss Bernard’s cousin, so that let her out of the running.”

“You didn’t happen to tell him about Beasley, did you?” Heathbrook asked.

“No. The less people who know about Beasley, the better.”

“That’s what I think. Besides which, Giselle is nervous about having it generally known that her papers are suspect.”

“I can look into that for you,” Scovell said. “Discreetly, of course. But not just now.”

“I understand. You need to be with your family. Besides, Sir Lucius has promised to look into it for me, too, so I’ll let him do so. I may ask for your help later, however, depending on how long all of this goes on.”

Scovell searched his face. “Speaking of that, Percy did say you were behaving like a jealous fool over Miss Bernard at the party where he last saw you. Doesn’t sound to me like a man just fulfilling the terms of a bargain.”

“Leave it be, will you, Scovell?” He ate his last piece of toast. “Giselle will be here any minute with her mother, who is unaware of the nature of our … bargain.”

As if he’d summoned her by his very words, someone tapped on the door. “My lord?” Renham called through the door. “Mademoiselle Bernard and her mother have arrived.”

He walked over to open the door. “Go ahead and show them back.”

Scovell barely had time to rise from his chair before Renham was ushering Giselle and her mother into the breakfast room.

“Captain Scovell!” Giselle walked up to him wearing a concerned expression. “How is your brother?”

“He’s hanging on,” Scovell said. “Thank you for asking.”

Quickly, she introduced her mother to Scovell, who’d never met the woman. Scovell was fluent in French, too, so the four of them exchanged pleasantries a moment before Heathbrook took out his watch and glanced at it.

“Forgive me, old chap,” he told Scovell, “but we must leave now if we’re to make it to court on time. Feel free to stay a while longer if you’d like.”

Scovell shook his head. “I should get back. The doctor is coming later this morning, and I promised my sister-in-law that I’d be there for that.”

To Heathbrook’s surprise, Giselle slid her hand into the crook of his elbow. “You are always welcome here, I daresay, Captain. Or at the lodgings Maman and I share. You must come for dinner with us sometime.”

An ironic smile tipped up Scovell’s lips. “I would like that, thank you.”

“We could even invite Lady Chloe,” she said.

“Why would you want to do that?” Scovell asked warily.

She gripped Heathbrook’s arm. “To even up the numbers of gentlemen and ladies at dinner, of course.”

“Ah.”

As they all walked out, Heathbrook asked Scovell, “Can we drop you somewhere?”

“No need. I came in my curricle.” Tipping his hat, he added in French, “Madame Bernard, so nice to meet you. And Miss Bernard, it’s always a pleasure to see you.” He nodded to Heathbrook. “But if this rascal ever fails you, just say the word, and I’ll be there.”

Heathbrook glared at him. “I can take care of my own, damn you.”

“Thank you,” Giselle said hastily. “I am sure everything will be fine.”

“I hope so.” Then with a bow to her, Scovell left.

“What was that about?” Giselle whispered in English.

“Scovell sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.” When she looked confused, he sighed. “I told him about our bargain.”

“Are you not worried that Jon will hear of it?”

“I made Scovell promise not to tell anyone. But he guessed why I got engaged so suddenly, and that left me with no choice.”

She chuckled. “How unusual for you.”

“Don’t tweak my nose over it, for God’s sake.”

“Why not? He was being very sweet, and you do not appreciate that.”

“Being sweet to you, you mean. Not so much to me.”

Her pretty eyes sparkled at him. “That seems to be happening to you a great deal lately.”

He couldn’t deny that. And he probably deserved it, too. He only hoped the court didn’t see it that way. Because if he couldn’t gain custody of his brothers, all of his machinations—including his faux engagement—had been for naught.

Giselle had not known what to expect at the Court of Chancery, mostly because she’d never been inside any court, in England or France. It was just her and Heath and his lawyer Mr. Pitney on the one side and Mr. Yates and the man’s attorney on the other. Maman was seated with her and Heath, too, since Mr. Pitney had felt that her presence might play on the sympathies of the judge.

But was that even possible? As they rose for the Lord Chancellor, the judge who entered the courtroom, resplendent in his black robes with their gold stripes and his white, full-bottomed, powdered wig, did not seem to have any sympathies toward anyone. He scowled at them indiscriminately, as if the very fact that they graced his court annoyed him.

Giselle leaned over to whisper to Heath, “Where are the boys?”

“Outside in the hall, probably.”

“Have they no say in who their guardian is?”

“Evan and Kit do because they’re over fourteen,” Heath explained, “but I doubt they know that they do. And why would Yates tell them? He would not wish to have them choose between me or him. They would choose me. Or Kit would, at any rate. I no longer know about Evan. He seems to have taken on some of Yates’s own traits these days.”

She eyed him askance. “Or he is just a typical boy of eighteen who cannot tell his friends from his foes and so would rather keep his distance from all.”

Heath released a breath. “You’re right. He certainly doesn’t seem to be sure of his enemies these days.”

“Shall you tell them they have a choice?”

He looked startled by the question. “And have them make the wrong one? There’s too much at stake for that.”

She was about to point out that he was then no better than Yates, when court was called to order, and they had to take their seats.

The two barristers took turns explaining why they thought their respective clients deserved to have custody. Then the evidence portion of the trial began.

What followed from Mr. Yates’s side of the argument was a parade of six women with flamboyant personalities wearing gowns that ranged anywhere from desperately cheap to wildly extravagant. As each came in and stated her name, Heath groaned.

Because, as it turned out, they were all former ladybirds or actresses or married acquaintances of his lordship. A couple were détenus, reminding her that Heath was not to be trusted when it came to women. She even knew one of them, who waved to her as she walked past, and actually called out, “Mademoiselle Bernard! It’s good to see you again.”

Even as Giselle swallowed hard, Mr. Yates’s attorney began to speak. “My apologies, Your Honor, for the language I am about to use. But the women you see here are all willing to testify to having had … er … intimate relations with the earl upon several occasions.”

Heath had gone red in the face, but Giselle could not tell if it was from anger or embarrassment.

“That should demonstrate adequately to you, Your Honor, that his lordship tends to spread his affections around, so to speak. That his character is the sort we find in the unreliable ne’er-do-wells who populate the city now that the war is over. That a man of his proclivities—”

“Proclivities, Counselor?” the chancellor interrupted, his voice dripping sarcasm. “For bedding women? If that were the sole indicator of unreliable ne’er-do-wells, then they are populating Parliament in great numbers as well.”

“But, Your Honor,” the fellow said, “the man will be shaping the lives of these young boys.”

“Two of whom are nearly grown, Counselor. Before you continue elaborating on the earl’s peccadillos as a young man, I should like to know what other kind of evidence you have to produce. How responsible is he as a landowner? Has he ever broken the law? Is he in debt?”

The man began flipping through papers. “Um … Your Honor … I have not … that is, we have not had time to suitably investigate the matter of …” He seized on something. “There is a question about the true nature of his ‘engagement’ to Miss Bernard.”

Heath growled something to Mr. Pitney, who leapt to his feet. “I would like to know what our learned colleague is insinuating, Your Honor.”

“So would I,” the chancellor said dryly.

Mr. Yates’s lawyer stiffened. “That perhaps the lady is merely his mistress, whom he is trying to pass off as his fiancée. She is French, you know.”

Even as heat rose in Giselle’s cheeks, Heath jumped to his feet, as if to defend her, but Mr. Pitney caught him and hissed something in his ear that made him sink slowly into his chair.

“What are they saying?” her mother whispered beside her.

“You do not want to know, Maman,” she whispered back.

“And what evidence do you have of that, Counselor?” the chancellor asked Mr. Yates’s lawyer.

“I am merely pointing out—”

“You are speculating based on the fact that the woman is French, in other words,” the chancellor said. “So, let us hear from one of your own witnesses.” He crooked a finger at the détenu who had waved at Giselle earlier. “Come up here, Mrs.—”

“Lane, Your Honor.” Looking a bit wary, she walked up to the witness box and was sworn in.

“Mrs. Lane,” the chancellor said, “do you know this woman, Mademoiselle Bernard?”

“Yes, Your Honor, she worked at the lodging house where his lordship lived in Verdun.”

“To your knowledge, were she and his lordship involved in an illicit affair?”

“Not that I ever saw, Your Honor. She was kept too busy working for the landlady, Mrs. Dubois. Besides, she was Mrs. Dubois’s cousin and a respectable lady. I never saw her with any man except that old tutor who taught her English.”

The chancellor stared Mr. Yates’s lawyer down. “I should point out, Counselor, that Mrs. Lane is your own witness, and even she vouches for the character of Mademoiselle Bernard.”

He told Mrs. Lane to step down, and she returned to the group of other women.

“Now, Counselor,” the chancellor continued, “unless you have actual evidence of Miss Bernard being his lordship’s mistress, I suggest you stick to the things you have actual evidence for. Which, right now, doesn’t seem to be much.”

It dawned on Giselle that although there had been rumors of Heath’s affair with Mrs. Lane, that had been in his early years at Verdun. Giselle looked more closely at the other women. It was not as many as she’d have expected. And some were far older than she, which she assumed was because they had only been friendly with Heath in his youth.

She was not the only one to notice. Mr. Pitney, during his cross-examination, asked, “Your Honor, could you have the ladies state their ages and exactly when they were … er … intimate with his lordship?”

As they began to do so, it became apparent that four had only been involved with Heath before he had gone to France and then only briefly. She did some calculations in her head and realized he had only been sixteen then. She shook her head. No wonder his parents had despaired of him. He had begun sowing his wild oats young.

The two détenu women had been married, although both were widowed now. When they gave the dates of their involvement, it was around the same time when he had first kissed her. She remembered only too well how even then he had been quite handsome, flirtatious, witty, clever …

Lord, it was no wonder he had drawn so many women to him. He had been a strapping stallion. Still was, if she were honest, but with a greater measure of restraint.

Except when it came to her.

I knew I’d never be able to keep my hands off you the rest of the night if I got the chance to hold you in my arms for the space of one … damned … dance!

A sigh escaped her. The man did have a way with words. Not to mention, a way with kisses. And caresses. Perhaps Maman was right—he was a débauché.

Then again, he’d had many chances to whisk her away somewhere private and take her innocence, and he had not done so. He really had been trying hard not to “debauch” her. That showed him to have more character than Mr. Yates seemed to think.

Mr. Pitney went on to assert that very thing, providing for the chancellor the evidence that Mr. Yates’s attorney had not. He offered as witnesses tenants of Heath’s who sang his praises for how much he had improved their situation since his return to England. He had evidence that Heath was solvent, that Heath was helping the détenus by hiring them, that Heath owned several solid properties.

He emphasized that Heath was soon to be married, giving the boys the softening influence of a female in the household. He even pointed out Giselle’s strong connection to the very respectable Duke and Duchess of Falconridge, who invited her to their home frequently, not something they would do for the mistress of anyone.

While that was true, it did worry her. What if someone made the connection between her and the “old tutor who taught her English,” the way Jon had done before he learned the truth?

Good Lord, what if anyone learned the truth? Heath did not seem to think it could happen, but she was not so certain. She would not for the world want anyone to make sordid assumptions about her father. That would hurt her half sister deeply.

She forced herself to put that fear aside, so she could hear what the lawyer was saying. Mr. Pitney was showing how, as an older brother, Heath’s shepherding his young brothers through the difficult years of adolescence would have far more impact on their future—especially Evan’s as heir presumptive—than their distant cousin could possibly have.

By the time Mr. Pitney was done with his evidence, he had nearly elevated Heath to sainthood. So, it was no surprise to anyone that the chancellor granted Heath’s petition to be made guardian of nurture to the three boys.

Heath’s expression of relief bolstered Heath’s earlier claim that he wanted his brothers so he could guide them in life and not for any financial reason. Yet when Mr. Pitney asked if the chancellor could also make Heath the boys’ guardian of common law, enabling him to oversee their finances, the chancellor refused.

“The boys’ father chose Mr. Yates for a reason,” the chancellor said, “and until Lord Heathbrook can show cause to have Mr. Yates removed as guardian of common law, Mr. Yates shall remain in that capacity. Court is adjourned until such time as one of the parties has more evidence to present.”

And that was that. Heath gave her hand a quick squeeze and a half smile. After all, he had expected the second pronouncement, so she knew he could not be too disappointed over it. This was only the beginning of his struggle as he had described it to her.

When Heath led Giselle and her mother out of the courtroom, followed by Mr. Pitney, they came upon Mr. Yates and his lawyer and the boys.

Mr. Pitney offered to take Madame Bernard home so they would have more room in Heath’s carriage for the boys. “Thank you,” Heath said as Giselle explained that in French to her mother, who agreed to the plan since she was already tired from the long day.

Keeping Giselle’s hand firmly in place on his arm, Heath walked over to his cousin. “We will be leaving for Longmead in the morning, Yates, so I would appreciate it if you could have the boys’ things packed and sent over to my town house tonight. I will be taking them back there with me now.”

“Of course,” his cousin said in the same stiff-necked manner he’d had in the park. He turned to the boys. “Evan, will you accompany the lads out to my coach and make sure none of you left your belongings in it?”

“Of course, cousin,” Evan said, and ushered his brothers down the hall to the entrance.

Mr. Yates waited until the boys were gone before stepping close to Heath. “If you do anything to hurt those lads, I will drag you back to court and make you pay,” the man surprised Giselle by saying.

“I’d never hurt them,” Heath protested. “They’re my brothers, for God’s sake.”

“Being their brother doesn’t automatically make you a man of good character.”

“Being Mother’s cousin doesn’t automatically make you one, either.”

Mr. Yates held himself stiffly. “Your father didn’t want you to have them.”

A muscle worked in Heath’s jaw. “My father made that decision based on who I’d been at sixteen, not who I became. I am a man now and not the boy I was then.”

“I certainly hope so,” Mr. Yates said. “Otherwise, I swear we’ll be back here in a month.”

As he walked away, she heard Heath say under his breath, “Oh, we will definitely be back here in a month, you arse. You won’t get away with what you’ve been doing heretofore with their money.”

“Are you all right, Heath?” Giselle asked. “You seem very agitated still. You have the boys now. Are you not happy?”

He ran his free hand through his hair. “I am, truly I am.” He smiled faintly at her. “I just don’t like that he tried to slander you in court.”

“His lawyer tried to slander me in court. It might not have been your cousin’s idea.”

Heath snorted. “Believe that if you want, but I don’t.”

“Yes, I know. But he does seem to have the boys’ best interests at heart.” She nodded over to where Mr. Yates was shaking hands with each boy in turn. When he held out his hand to Zachary, the boy threw his arms about the man’s waist, and Mr. Yates actually looked choked up as he hugged the lad.

“He may be stiff and formal sometimes, but Yates is the only father of any kind Zachary even remembers,” she said softly.

“You don’t think I realize that?” Heath said in a pained voice as he, too, watched the boys saying their goodbyes. “I’ve been so focused on getting them back that it’s just beginning to dawn on me I don’t know a damned thing about raising children. Hell, I was hardly around any in Verdun, and certainly not in Bitche.”

“True. But except for Zachary, they are not really children anymore. They are young men. And you, of all people, should know how a young man ought to be raised. Clearly, you think your papa did a terrible job of it.”

“Who’s to say I won’t do the same?” Reaching over to squeeze her hand where it lay on his arm, he said, “What if I botch it? Yates has already ensured that they are wary of me. How on earth am I going to change that?”

“By being their older brother. You are not their papa, so do not try to be that. Instead, be their sympathetic brother. Listen to them. Ask them questions about what they want and need.” She patted his arm. “Most importantly, try not to lose your temper. It is important that they see you restraining it.”

He gazed at her a long moment. “When did you get to be so wise?”

She blushed. “No one ever calls me wise.”

“Doesn’t mean that you’re not.”

Determined not to let him see how gratified she was by the compliment, she went on the offensive. “You will not think so later when I demand to know exactly how many women you have been intimate with in your thirty years.”

He gave a start. “What makes you think there were more than the six who were in court today?”

She rolled her eyes. “Please do not take me for a fool. A man does not gain a reputation like yours by being with only six women.”

He shook his head ruefully and lowered his voice. “Then it’s a good thing we aren’t really marrying. Because you have an uncanny ability to root out a man’s worst behavior.”

“I do. What is more, that kind of ability only improves with age.” She smiled coyly. “And you had best not forget it, sir.”




Chapter 11

The ride back to the town house seemed interminable, and not only because the five of them were crammed into one coach, with the boys on one side and Heathbrook and Giselle on the other. Truth was, Heathbrook didn’t have the faintest idea what to say to the lads or how to put them at ease.

By being their older brother.

That was easier said than done. He had barely been their older brother in his youth. Father had packed him off to Eton at the age of ten before Evan or Kit had even been born. After that, he’d only seen the two of them during holidays and had never even known Zachary. Jon, Percy, and Scovell had become his brothers instead, first at Eton and then at Verdun.

Perhaps he could start there. “So, lads, from what I’ve been told, you have not been to school anywhere since a year after Mother’s death. I had heard you’d been at Eton until now, but my attorney’s investigators found out that was not quite the case.”

Evan looked at him with a cool-eyed stare eerily like their father’s. “That’s right. Kit and I were at Eton for a while after Mother died. But Cousin Yates eventually decided to hire us tutors instead. He said we would gain a better education that way.”

And would not have the undue influence of lads like Heathbrook and his friends at Eton? Either that or Yates had known it would make them more reliant on him.

“I can continue that if you prefer,” Heathbrook said. “Or I could send you back to Eton if you like. Father sent me to Eton himself.”

“You would really let us choose?” Evan asked.

Heathbrook’s heart settled like lead in his chest. God knows they’d had few enough choices given them in the past ten years. They hadn’t chosen to have the two oldest men in the family leave them. Or for their parents to die. Or to be taken out of a school they were used to.

He cleared his throat. “Of course you can choose. You and Kit are old enough to make such choices, I daresay.”

Zachary thrust out his lower lip. “I want to choose, too. I don’t want to go to school. Mother said I wouldn’t have to.” He gazed out the window. “Before she died, I mean.”

Leave it to the one brother Heathbrook didn’t know to break his heart.

“I liked school when I was there,” Kit announced. “But am I too old to go now?”

“No. You can always go to university if you prefer,” Heathbrook said. “I’d be happy to send you if that’s what you want.”

“You didn’t go to university,” Kit pointed out.

“No. Instead I went on a trip with Father and didn’t come back for over eleven years. So, I am definitely too old for school.”

A smile crossed Evan’s lips before he caught it and went back to being aloof.

“You can take some time to think about it,” Heathbrook went on. “Since the Michaelmas term is already in session, you can’t start just yet. And the next term doesn’t begin until January, so you have plenty of time to decide. We’ll be traveling to Longmead tomorrow, and I can hire you any tutor you like to get you through until the next term.”

“Will she be going with us to Longmead?” Zachary asked, jerking his head to indicate Giselle.

“She has a name,” Heathbrook said, bristling. “You will call her Miss Bernard.”

“Or you may call me ‘Giselle,’” she said, then glanced at Heathbrook. “Unless you prefer they be more formal with me, Heath.”

“You … you’re calling him what Mother called Father,” Kit put in, looking a bit perturbed.

Giselle smiled. “He asked me to. ‘Lord Heathbrook’ seemed so formal. Heath is my fiancé after all. What would you have me call him?”

Kit thrust out his chin. “Lord Ingram.”

“Don’t be a dunce,” Evan snapped. “He’s the earl now. You have to call him Lord Heathbrook.”

“I’m not a dunce, you bloody arse!” Kit said.

“Now, Kit—” Heathbrook began.

“You had better watch your language, you little worm,” Evan shot back, “or I’ll give you what for!”

“Stop it, stop it!” Zachary cried, clapping his hands over his ears. “I hate it when you fight!”

“That’s enough, boys!” Heath said firmly. “We’ll be spending hours together in a carriage tomorrow, and it will seem interminable if you lot continue sniping at each other. So, there will be no fighting. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” the two younger boys mumbled.

“And we’re in the presence of a lady, so no naughty words like ‘bloody’ and ‘arse,’ either.” Heathbrook stared Evan down. “And no name-calling.”

“I learned it from you,” Evan shot back. He was clearly testing his limits.

“No doubt,” Heathbrook said dryly. “Did you enjoy it when I called you insulting names?”

Evan sighed. “Not really.”

“Then perhaps you should not follow my bad example,” Heathbrook said. “I’ve learned through the years that people of all sorts generally respond better to respect than to name-calling.”

When a brooding silence fell over the carriage, Heathbrook added, “I tell you what, why don’t all of you call me Heath? I’m not your father, after all.” He flashed Giselle a rueful smile, which she returned with one so brilliant that his pulse jumped at the sight.

God, he was in such trouble. Today’s court case had amply demonstrated that he could not risk doing anything to ruin his chances at keeping the boys. Which meant he must not lay a hand on Giselle anymore if he didn’t want it discussed the next time he went to court.

Or reported to Yates by one of his uneasy brothers. He must behave toward her with the respect she deserved, which meant keeping his hands off of her. Even if it was torture to do so.

“I hope you lads enjoy collared veal with roast potatoes,” he said. “That’s what we’re having for dinner tonight, along with ham and macaroni. And there’s ice cream for dessert.”

“Ice cream!” Zachary sighed. “We haven’t had ice cream in years. Not since Mother died.”

“Did our cousin starve you?” Heathbrook said, his throat tightening at the possibility.

“Of course not,” Evan said sullenly. “But Cousin Yates is a pinchpenny and ice cream is very dear.”

“Also,” Kit said, “he didn’t have an icehouse on his property as we do at Longmead.”

“So, what did you eat?” Giselle asked.

“Oh, roast beef mostly,” Kit said. “He has his own cattle. Not to mention, his own deer and fowl and partridges.”

“But his cook was awful,” Zachary said. “Not like ours at Longmead. Everything was tough.”

The boys all nodded.

“Well, I have an excellent cook, so no worries there,” Heathbrook said. Thank God he had something the lads might want.

Evan stared at him. “Cousin Yates doesn’t like you, you know.”

Heathbrook blinked, taken off guard by the not-so-veiled attack. “The feeling is mutual,” he said acidly. “But just for fun, why don’t you tell me why he dislikes me?”

“He says you’re a rake,” Zachary piped up. “Or that’s what I heard him tell Evan.”

“You weren’t supposed to hear that,” Evan muttered.

“I know,” Zachary said. “No one ever wants to tell me anything. Everyone thinks I’m a baby. But I’m not.” Zachary paused, then gazed at Heathbrook with guileless eyes. “I can’t figure out what it means, though. How can a person be a rake? Rakes are for gathering up leaves, aren’t they?”

As the other two lads groaned, Giselle said, in a decidedly teasing tone, “Yes, Heath, do tell us what a rake is. I’m sure your explanation will be quite enlightening.”

When he shot her a dirty look, she laughed.

He thought about how to explain it to an eleven-year-old. “When someone talks about a person who is a ‘rake,’ they mean a ‘rakehell.’ That’s a man who seeks only pleasure in life, mostly with women.”

“Or with girls, Zack, if you’re the rakehell.” Kit laughed.

Zachary frowned. “I’d never do anything with girls. Girls are … are …”

“I’d be careful with what you say next, lad,” Heathbrook interrupted, fighting to restrain a smile. “We’re in the presence of a girl right now.”

“Who will one day be your sister-in-law,” Evan added.

Zachary shook his head. “Giselle isn’t a girl. She’s a lady. Like Mother. It’s not the same. Girls are disgusting. They play with dolls, which are creepy. And they want to kiss you all the time. It’s … it’s …”

“Disgusting?” Giselle said gently. “What would you have them do, Zachary?”

“Don’t call me Zachary,” he grumbled. “Everybody calls me Zack. And … and girls should … you know … do what boys do. Hunt and ride and fish. Play soldier. Find bugs to put in jars.”

“When I was a girl, I found bugs to put in jars,” Giselle said. “I had a little garden I tended that I was very proud of. I would pluck the bugs off the leaves and put them in jars and let them out down the street so they would not eat my flowers and vegetables.”

Of course she’d done that. It was so like her to treat bugs with the same kindness as she treated people. Like his brothers, for example, who could clearly use some kindness.

His heart twisted in his chest at the thought of kindness being denied to Zachary all these years.

“Why didn’t you just smash them with your shoe?” Zack asked with great seriousness.

Giselle shrugged. “They were just doing what was in their nature. You should not smash them for wanting to eat flowers and vegetables. You eat vegetables, do you not?”

“Not if he can avoid it,” Evan said dryly.

“How did you come to be around girls, anyway, Zack?” Heathbrook put in. “Yates has no children.”

“One of our tutors had a girl that came with him to the house,” Evan explained. “His daughter or granddaughter, I think. Cousin Yates allowed it, since the man had no one to watch her. While he was teaching us, she played with Zack. She was sweet on him.”

“She was not!” Zack cried. “Take that back!”

“Perhaps Zack is a rakehell,” Kit teased. “Like Heath.”

“I am not,” Zack said sullenly.

Belatedly, Heathbrook realized that Kit had just called him Heath. As if it were the most natural thing in the world.

He felt a little less unsteady. Perhaps he could do this after all. But first he had to stop their constant squabbling.

Fortunately, they had just pulled up in front of his town house. “We’re here, lads,” he said.

And just that quickly, the argument was forgotten.

“Do we get our same old rooms?” Kit asked. “And do I still have to share with Zack?”

“You each have your own rooms, both here and at Longmead,” Heathbrook said. “Here, Zack will be staying in Mother’s old room for now.”

“But where will Giselle stay?” Zack asked.

In my bed.

God, he really was behaving like a rakehell these days, wasn’t he? Lately, he couldn’t seem to think of anything but bedding Giselle.

“I have to stay with my mother,” Giselle told Zack kindly. “Heath and I are not married, so we cannot stay in the same house.”

“Aren’t married yet,” Kit pointed out.

“Of course.” She smiled overbrightly. “That is what I meant. I have to stay at Maman’s house wherever we go.”

Hmm. Did she always have to stay at her mother’s house?

“Exactly,” Heathbrook told his brothers. “Now, go on in the house and find your rooms. I’ll be along shortly. I just need to speak to Giselle a moment before she goes on to her mother’s house.”

The boys were all too eager to leap from the carriage and run up into the town house that had once been their London home.

“Tomorrow,” Heath told Giselle, “how should we arrange the seats? We can all fit in this carriage, but I daresay it wouldn’t be a comfortable journey for any of us.”

“Probably not. Honestly, Heath, if you would prefer that Maman and I follow our original plans and hire our own post-chaise to take us to Bath—”

“No. I would not prefer it. I’d already planned on taking two equipages with me, anyway. Might as well fill them both. We just need to decide how to arrange the group.”

“For the first leg of the journey, you should ride with your brothers. Spend time getting to know them as they are now. Maman and I will ride in the other carriage. Then once we stop to eat, we can consult on who should ride where.”

“That’s one way to do it, I suppose.” He rubbed the back of his neck, wondering how he could broach the subject of the other idea he’d had. “In fact, I was thinking … well, you and your mother could stay with us at Longmead while you’re in Bath.”

She blinked at him. “B-But how would Maman go to the baths?”

“Longmead isn’t that far outside the town. I could send you both to Bath in one of my carriages in the morning, and you could return in the afternoon, once you’re done. We could all have dinner together. The boys could practice their French with your mother. It would be perfectly respectable.”

“Do you really think that is wise, Heath?” she asked in a low voice.

Wise? Not at all. But he suddenly felt a desperate need to have someone else helping him with the boys. She seemed to be good at it, and he was terrified he would prove bad at it.

She narrowed her gaze on him. “Why are you proposing this all of a sudden?”

“I merely think it makes sense. And it will keep you safe from Vaughan Jones.”

“If he is still in Bath, which is by no means certain. Your own footman could not find him there.”

“That doesn’t mean he isn’t hiding there, somewhere.”

She searched his face. “I know why you want us to stay at Longmead. And why you want us to ride with you tomorrow. It has nothing to do with Vaughan Jones, either. You are afraid to be alone with your brothers.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he muttered, surprised she knew him so well.

A smile crossed her lovely lips. “The Earl of Heathbrook, who was ready to thrash a man for flirting with me, who risked life and limb to try escaping Verdun, is afraid of three boys.”

“I’m not afraid of them,” he grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m just worried I won’t be able to handle them alone.”

“You will be fine, I am sure. At Longmead, you can all sit around scratching yourselves and complaining about women and dressing as you please.” Her eyes gleamed at him. “You can teach them how to be rakehells! Not Zack, of course, since he is obviously terrified of girls, but the other two—”

“Now, see, that is precisely what I mean. You immediately realized Zack was bothered by girls, and you found a way to make him think logically about it. I don’t come up with those things.”

“Because you think like a man. Try thinking the way you did when you were their age.” Her voice softened. “Kit is barely older than you were when you went to France, is he not?”

Oh, God, he was, and considering the trouble Heath had landed himself in then … “Just think about it, will you?” he said hoarsely. “Talk to your mother and see what she says.”

Giselle sniffed. “I know what she will say. She likes you. She will think it all perfectly acceptable, because she thinks we are marrying.”

“It will certainly be seen by anyone as perfectly acceptable, even after we part. Besides, I was already planning to invite you to our Harvest Ball later this week, and this way you will conveniently be right there.”

“Are not harvest celebrations generally earlier—in September or October?”

“Due to the necessity of my being in court, we decided to postpone the Harvest Ball until this week. The women in the village near Longmead agreed to plan it on my behalf, since one hasn’t been held since my mother’s death and since you and I are newly betrothed.”

He seized her hands. “Just come to Longmead, you and your mother. I promise to behave myself.”

“You had better,” she said, unwittingly betraying that she was considering his suggestion. Or perhaps not so unwittingly, since she took her hands from his. “Very well, I will talk to Maman.” She thrust out her chin. “But only if you agree to dance a waltz with me at your Harvest Ball.”

“Certainly. I’ll have to dance at least once with you, anyway, since we’ll be announcing our engagement there, so it might as well be a waltz. I assume you know how?”

“Do you?” she asked saucily.

“Of course,” he said, though he didn’t know it well. “I make sure to learn every dance that involves holding a beautiful woman in my arms.” He could practice before the Harvest Ball, couldn’t he?

Before she could retort, a tap came at the window, startling them both. He glanced over to see Renham standing there, looking agitated. He opened the door. “What is it, Renham?”

“Master Zachary says he cannot sleep in your mother’s old room because it is haunted.”

Heathbrook released her hands to rub his temples. “Of course it is. I’ll be right there.”

As soon as Renham left, Heathbrook cast her an imploring look. “So, you’ll come to Longmead then.”

“I said I’d talk to …” She lifted her eyes heavenward. “Oh, very well. As long as Maman does not object. But there will be no secret kisses, do you hear?”

“I swear it upon my honor,” he said, crossing his heart. And he meant to hold to it if it killed him.

Which it very well might.




Chapter 12

As her mother stared out one window of Heath’s park drag, Giselle stared out the other, wondering how to mention the possibility of their staying at Longmead. When Giselle had arrived home last night, Maman had been in bed and left word she was not to be disturbed. And this morning, they had been hastily preparing to leave for Bath, with little time to talk about anything, since his cursed lordship had wished to be on the road by the ungodly hour of seven in the morning.

Had he gone quite mad? The sun had just come up! If this was indicative of how early he rose every day, it was probably good that she planned not to marry him.

Even if he ever wished to marry her, which looked more doubtful by the day. Bed her? Yes. Marry her? She did not know if that was possible for him. Even his brothers meant more to him than she did, to be sure.

“Are you well?” Maman asked. “I know you do not feel fully awake until you have had a great deal of coffee, which you did not have the chance to have this morning, but you must endure that if that is what the earl wishes.”

“What the earl wishes?” She gritted her teeth. “At present, Maman, I do not give a franc what the earl wishes. And when did you start caring what the earl wishes? You did not even like him at first.”

Her mother glanced away. “He grows on one.”

That was the trouble. He did grow on one. Rather like a boil.

An image of a boil with Heath’s face on it made her smile. Who was she fooling? She liked the rascal. That was what made this all so hard.

Giselle sighed. “Well, I hope he has grown on you enough that you would spend two weeks with him underfoot. He has invited us to stay at Longmead rather than at our lodgings in Bath.”

Her mother blinked. “He has? But what about—”

“He says he will happily transport us to Bath and back every day.”

Maman digested that a moment. “That is very generous of him. It will probably save us a great deal of money, will it not?”

“Of course. Bath is quite dear, and the more of these trips we do not have to fund ourselves, the more of them we can make.”

Her mother searched her face. “But why does he want us there? I mean, I know that you are his fiancée, but it seems very unnecessary.”

I am not his fiancée, Maman! It is a ruse we are perpetuating so that he could gain his brothers, and now that he has …

No, she could not say that to Maman. Because now that he had gained his brothers, there was less need for the ruse. Now that he had, he need not ask her to stay at Longmead.

So why had he? Simply because he did not know how to handle his brothers? Or for some more substantial reason?

She was grasping at straws, of course. She wanted him to need her, but as his wife. Not as a possible mistress. Not as a sort of pretend mother to his brothers … or whatever he saw her as at present.

She wanted more. And yearning for more had always landed her in trouble. She had wanted a deeper relationship with family, so she’d run off to be with the father she’d never known. She had wanted to know her half sister, so she’d convinced Maman to let them get forged passports when the French government had refused passports to them.

And she had wanted to be around Heath, so when he had asked her to be his fake fiancée, she had agreed. Had that been a mistake?

“I think he wants us at Longmead because he needs help with his brothers,” she told Maman. “He has not been around them in twelve years. It makes sense that matters might be awkward between them.”

Maman sniffed. “Well, I don’t see how you can help. What do you know about taking care of boys?”

“Apparently more than he does,” she said with a shrug.

Her mother digested that in silence. Finally, she said, “I need to ask you about what happened in court yesterday. Who were those women?”

No reason to hide it from her. “The earl’s former paramours.”

“So many?”

“Yes,” she said with a sigh. “I told you from the beginning that he is … was a libertine.”

“Then why are you marrying him? Your father was such a one, and you never liked that.”

“Heath claims to have reformed. And I believe him.” She wanted to believe him, anyway.

Her mother leaned forward to lay her hand on Giselle’s knee. “Do be careful, daughter. Such men can be wily. They cannot always be trusted.”

“Yes, Maman, I realize that. But Heath … He is like a tuning fork, do you know? Someone strikes him, and I hear his reaction singing through me. I-I do not know how to explain it. We understand each other.” Sometimes. “But I promise to be careful.”

“Good. Because I would hate to see you follow in your mother’s path.”

“Your path was not so awful. Without it, I would never have been born.”

A ghost of a smile tipped up her mother’s lips. “And that would have been a great loss.”

Her mother’s words warmed the cold, dark part of her soul that always craved such kindnesses from her mother. Maman did not bestow them often—or easily—but when she did, it was always lovely.

“So, what do you wish me to tell him about our staying at Longmead?” Giselle asked. “Do you want to stay there or no?”

“I suppose it cannot hurt.” Her mother stared her down. “As long as you observe the proprieties and do not let him persuade you to misbehave.”

Yes, God forbid she misbehave and have some enjoyment for a change.

Knowing better than to say something like that, she murmured, “Of course I will observe the proprieties. I always do, do I not?”

“As far as I know,” Maman said, sounding faintly suspicious.

Oh, dear. She would have to proceed more carefully from now on. Because if her mother ever realized just how often she responded to Heath’s fervent attentions, he would find himself being treated to the rougher side of Maman’s tongue.

And then being forced to marry her. Neither she nor Heath wanted that.

Thus far, the lads had talked about cricket, Heathbrook’s least favorite subject; hunting rifles, Heathbrook’s second least favorite subject; and religion, Heathbrook’s third least favorite subject. So help him, if they started talking about medicine, he might just leap from his landau.

When had boys stopped talking about pirates and horses and the best hand at whist?

Probably around the time his own boyhood had been cut short after he was forced to accompany Father to France.

“Have you really known Giselle for ten years?” Evan asked.

Hah! Giselle was always one of his favorite subjects. “Yes.”

Evan and Kit exchanged glances. “That long?” Kit ventured. “But Cousin Yates said—”

“I can well imagine what our cousin said,” Heathbrook retorted. “But Yates doesn’t always tell the truth.” And, come to think of it, he might not have taken Heathbrook at his word.

“So, when are you getting married?” Zack asked.

Heathbrook stiffened. “We haven’t … er … set a date for the wedding yet.”

“Why not?” Kit said. “I like her. She’s pretty.”

“You like all the pretty women,” Evan drawled. “They just don’t like you.”

Kit crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t exactly see beautiful ladies tripping over themselves to get to you, Evan.”

“They do often enough,” Evan said loftily. “You just don’t know about it because I’m discreet.”

“What’s ‘discreet’?” Zack asked.

“You’ll find out when you’re older,” Evan said.

Zack slumped in his seat. “That’s what you and Kit always say. But when I’m older, you’ll both be even older than me, so I’ll never find out.”

“Don’t be in a hurry to grow up, Zack,” Heathbrook said. “Sometimes a boy can grow up too fast.” If anyone knew that, it was him.

“Like Kit,” Evan snapped, “swanning around the Isle of Thanet with Jane Gray as if they’re betrothed.”

“Perhaps we are,” Kit said hotly.

“Perhaps you’re not,” Heathbrook interrupted with a scowl. “You’re too young for that.” And he wasn’t about to let any of his brothers make the same mistakes he’d made at their age.

“I’m not really betrothed, Heath,” Kit said with a roll of his eyes. Then he glared at Evan. “And at least I don’t have my heart set on Miss Uppish Uppington who lives in the estate next to Cousin Yates’s.”

“Watch your mouth!” Evan growled. “What you mistake for uppishness is actually Miss Mariah Uppington’s elegance and her superiority to the likes of Jane Gray.”

Damn. In this at least they were definitely his brothers. “Did all of you leave behind sweethearts in Broadstairs?”

“Not me,” Zack said sullenly. “And I don’t want any, neither.”

“It’s either, Zack,” Evan said. “And for your information, some of us do want sweethearts, and we’d rather be near them than live in Longmead, cut off from the world.”

That stabbed Heathbrook right through the heart. “We have plenty of beautiful girls in Somerset, you realize.”

Evan stared out the window. “A man can’t change ladies like he changes his clothes, Heath. Or I can’t, anyway.”

Ouch. Nothing like being forcibly reminded of his reputation. And his age. And how long he’d been out of their lives.

A heavy silence fell on the carriage. Heathbrook was considering what else to say when Zack said, “I’m starving. How much longer until we get there?”

“Six hours, give or take an hour,” Heathbrook said.

“Six hours!” Zack cried. “It never took that long with Mother.”

When that clearly bewildered Heathbrook, Evan sighed. “That’s because Mother preferred to stay the night at Freeman’s Inn rather than go it all at once. So, it was really two shorter trips when we went to London.”

“Oh.” Zack looked at Heathbrook. “We’re not staying the night at Freeman’s Inn?”

“I hadn’t planned on it, no,” Heathbrook said.

“But I’m starving,” Zack complained.

“Yes, I heard,” Heathbrook said dryly.

“I could do with something to eat myself,” Kit said.

“So could I,” Evan said. “And we’re not that far from Freeman’s Inn.”

Heathbrook groaned. Even he could tell when he was outnumbered. “Fine. We can stop for nuncheon at Freeman’s Inn.”

“Yay!” Zack said.

“But we’re not staying there, mind you. After we eat, we’ll continue on. I’d like to be at Longmead well before eleven PM.”

“Yes, Heath,” Zack mumbled.

God, the lad had a way of making him feel like a monster. To avoid thinking about that, he opened the panel and told his coachman about the change of plans, asking that he alert his other coachman about it, too. Since his landau was in the lead and the coachmen had possibly already planned to change horses at the inn, Heathbrook doubted it would require much communication.

It turned out Evan hadn’t been wrong. They were close to Freeman’s Inn, indeed. Twenty minutes later, they were pulling into the busy coaching inn’s courtyard. As he and the lads climbed down, he found himself seeking out Giselle and her mother. Odd how that had become his first impulse in recent days.

He spotted her standing beside her mother and gazing around at Freeman’s Inn. Though relatively large as coaching inns went, Freeman’s was a cut above the usual.

As he approached Giselle, she asked him, “How is it I have never been to this place in all my times traveling on the road to and from Bath?”

“It’s off the beaten path, purposely so. It caters to a wealthier clientele, who demand good fare and good horses. My family have been frequenting it since the place opened in 1769, long before I was born.”

“I see. So, it is very expensive, I suppose.”

“Don’t worry about that,” he said. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Heath—” she began in that tone she used to chide him.

“The boys wanted to stop here for a bite to eat,” he said in a low voice.

That brought a strained smile to her lips. “Ah. Of course. That explains it. In that case, you may ‘take care of it.’”

Zack dashed up to her. “I’m getting the apple cake. You should, too, Giselle. It’s wonderful!”

“You’ll be eating something other than just sweets, young man,” Heathbrook said sternly, then realized how he sounded when Giselle bit her lip in an obvious attempt to keep from laughing.

She ought to laugh. He was turning into his parents, for God’s sake.

When they went in, Mrs. Freeman hurried to them at once. “Lord Heathbrook, what a delight to see you! And with your brothers, too. Such a pleasant surprise.”

As she showed them to a large table in a more secluded part of the dining room, Zack beamed up at her. “We’re having apple cake!”

She glanced at Heathbrook, who sighed. “Yes, do bring us apple cake, but after the meal.”

As Evan held a chair out for Madame Bernard, Heathbrook held one out for Giselle, then took the chair next to hers. “Is the menu the same as it usually is for a Tuesday?” he asked Mrs. Freeman.

“Mr. Freeman wouldn’t have it any other way,” the innkeeper’s wife said as the boys quickly took seats.

“Then we’ll have an assortment of your best savory puffs, some cabbage pie, a dish of sliced ham and cheese with mustard, some roast potatoes, and—”

“Apple cake!” Zack put in.

“I was going to say, a dish of roast partridges, lad.” That last had been his favorite food as a boy. “But yes, do bring apple cake as well, Mrs. Freeman.” He turned to Giselle. “Will that suit you and your mother, or do I need to add some other items?”

“A salad of some sort would be nice,” Giselle said. “And some coffee, if there is any to be had.”

“Of course. Salad and coffee, Mrs. Freeman. Ale for me and tea for the boys, if you please.”

“I’m glad we’re having partridges,” Kit said as Mrs. Freeman hurried off to the kitchen. “Mother never let us get them because they were so dear.”

“Actually,” Evan said, “that wasn’t the real reason. She said they reminded her of you, Heath. She said it was too painful to know that you and Father were somewhere she could never see you, possibly for years.”

A lump settled in Heathbrook’s throat. “It was painful for us, too, lad, especially me. Why do you think I’ve fought so hard to gain you three? Yates wouldn’t let me see you.”

“That is very curious, too,” Giselle said, taking her time about placing a napkin in her lap. “Do any of you know why he was so determined to keep Heath away?”

“Not really,” Evan said. “He never talked about it. He just said we were in London to settle the matter of his guardianship.”

“Which made no sense,” Kit said, “since Cousin Yates was already obviously our guardian.”

“He didn’t mention me at all?” Heathbrook said. “He didn’t say I was going to court to try to gain you?”

All three shook their heads no.

“He didn’t talk about you ever,” Zack said. “And I asked. A lot.” When their gazes all went to him, he said, “What? I never knew my oldest brother. I was curious.”

“Well, you were asking the wrong person,” Heathbrook said. “I can count on one hand the number of times I saw Mother’s cousin.”

“What was he like, your Mr. Yates?” Giselle asked. “Was he kind? Patient? Affectionate?”

The three boys burst into laughter.

“Hardly any of that,” Kit said. “He wasn’t mean or anything. He was just stern.”

“Like a schoolmaster,” Evan said.

“He made sure we did our lessons every day,” Zack said, “and he insisted on having us bathe every night.”

“‘No stinky boys on my watch,’ he used to say.” Kit shook his head. “Mother never did that, to be sure.”

“Father did,” Heathbrook said. “Which is odd, since they weren’t related. But then, Father was concerned about discipline, cleanliness, and a rigid moral code.”

“That is Mr. Yates to a T,” Evan said. “We went to church every week, and even Father was a bit lax on that score.”

“True,” Heathbrook said. Perhaps Father had chosen Yates as guardian because the two men mostly had the same goals. “But Father was quite concerned about character-building. Everything I hated was ‘character-building.’”

“Like reading dry tomes about the history of the Romans,” Kit said.

“And brushing our teeth twice a day,” Zack said. “Cousin Yates had the nastiest tooth powder, too.”

“It had soap in it,” Kit said. “Ugh. Although the peppermint oil did help.”

Heathbrook shook his head. “Sounds unsavory.”

“He was caring for your daily needs at least,” Giselle said primly.

The food arrived then, and the boys dug in as if they hadn’t had a meal in weeks. Considering that Heathbrook’s cook had served them a very capacious dinner last night, he wasn’t sure how that could be. But he certainly enjoyed his own food.

Not to mention the ale. He took a long sip of it and let out a sound of pure pleasure. “I will never tire of having good English ale. The French don’t make ale, and every time I have it, I’m reminded of how much I prefer it to wine.”

“Then you are definitely English, my lord,” Giselle said. “I cannot imagine preferring ale to wine.”

“I will have to convert you,” he said. “I will make that my first act as a married man.” When she cast him a sharp glance, he winked at her.

With a sniff, she returned to eating her salad. After she had satisfied her appetite a little, however, she began questioning the boys again. “You said Mr. Yates didn’t have a good cook?”

“Not really,” Kit said between bites of partridge. “Our cousin liked tasteless joints of meat, brown bread, and boiled potatoes, mostly.”

“And pickles,” Evan said. “For some reason, Cousin Yates is very fond of pickles.”

“I like a good pickle myself,” Heathbrook said.

“With breakfast?” Kit said. “He liked them at every meal. Pickles and eggs do not go together.”

“I should say not,” Heathbrook remarked.

The apple cake came, and Zack’s eyes widened. “And he wouldn’t give us sweets. He said too much sugar was bad for you.”

“He is not entirely wrong,” Giselle said. “Or so I have heard.”

Heathbrook and all three boys looked at her in shock. She blinked. “Fruit is good for you but not cakes and such.”

“What about cake with fruit in it?” Zack asked. “Like apple cake?”

“I could be misinformed,” she said, as if realizing that her companions were decidedly not of her opinion.

“Misinformed or no,” Heathbrook said, “a man needs something sweet once in a while.” Like a taste of honey. Or honeyed lips. Like hers.

He groaned.

“Of course, an exception can be made for birthday cake,” Giselle said with a smile for him, thankfully unaware of the direction of his thoughts. “As for your cousin Yates, perhaps he did not provide sweets because sugar is so dear. Was he tightfisted like that?”

“Hardly.” Evan happily cut off a generous slice of apple cake. “He spent a good bit of money on our clothes. We went to an excellent tailor. I never dressed as well at Longmead, I can tell you that.”

“And he did buy tea of good quality,” Kit said.

“And fresh fruit,” Zack said. “There was always plenty of fruit. I like fruit.”

“Of course you do, Mr. Sweet Tooth,” Evan said, but mildly, like an amiable older brother should.

“Fresh fruit can be quite dear, especially in the winter,” Giselle said, casting Heathbrook a look. “That was very good of Mr. Yates.”

At first, Heathbrook couldn’t figure out what she was trying to tell him. Then it dawned on him. She was questioning his brothers about Yates’s finances and whether he had skimped on things despite the boys having more than enough money in property to allow big expenditures. She was doing it rather obliquely, but so unobtrusively that the boys couldn’t even tell. Hell, he practically couldn’t tell, himself.

How clever of her. Was she doing it for him? To help him with his investigation? Because she hadn’t needed to do such a thing, although he was grateful for the help. It was clever and sweet and beyond the pale. And not at all what he’d expected of her.

He tried to convey with his expression that it was very much appreciated, but of course that was hard with three curious boys and a curious mother watching their every move. He would have to take her aside later and thank her.

Her mother whispered something in her ear, and she rose from her chair, then helped her mother to stand. Meanwhile, Heathbrook stood, too, as did all of the boys. At least Mother had raised them to be gentlemen.

“If you would excuse us,” Giselle said, “Maman needs the necessary.”

“I can show you where it is,” Zack piped up, hurrying around the table to Giselle and her mother.

“That would be very kind of you,” Giselle said. “Thank you, Zack.”

The three of them disappeared through a hall door, and the remaining lads dropped back into their chairs to keep eating. Zack and the Bernard ladies were gone quite a while. Heathbrook was well into his first piece of apple cake when Giselle rushed through the door and to his side, followed more slowly by her mother and Zack.

He rose, alarmed by the ashen cast to her skin. “What is it, sweeting?”

She came close to whisper, “I could swear I just saw Vaughan Jones outside in the innyard.”

Heathbrook’s stomach sank. Damn it all to hell.




Chapter 13

Heath pulled her away from the table, probably noticing how she couldn’t stop shaking. “Are you certain it was him?” he asked in a low voice.

“Yes,” Giselle said, although she’d scarcely been able to believe the evidence of her eyes. Worse still, Maman had not seen him, and by the time Giselle could point him out, he was gone.

“Why would he be here, of all places?” Heath asked.

“I do not know. Perhaps he is following us.”

“That would be difficult to do without being seen.”

“Would your coachmen even pay attention to a carriage behind them on the road?” she asked. “Or, for that matter, a man on a horse?”

“Possibly. I’ll ask them if they noticed anyone. But the road to Bath is busy. Then again, if he’s here in this out-of-the-way inn, then he would have been behind us on the short road to it. They might have noticed him then.” Heath touched her arm. “Show me where you saw him.”

She glanced back at the boys.

Heath clearly took her meaning. “Lads, Giselle and I have to go talk to the coachmen. Evan, you’re in charge. You speak French, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Heath smiled faintly. “I’m your brother. You needn’t call me ‘sir.’ I just need you to be able to deal with Madame Bernard’s needs.” He told her mother in French that Evan could help her with anything she required.

Then Giselle moved ahead of him to show him where she saw Mr. Jones. When she got to the window facing the innyard, he scanned the area, but of course the villain was gone.

“You did not happen to keep my sketch, did you?” she asked.

“It’s in my baggage. Frankly, I didn’t expect to see him on the road. He knows that you often stay in Bath. He probably knows my estate is outside of Bath. So, I can’t imagine why he’d follow us.”

“He may not know exactly where you live outside Bath. Or he might just be following me and Maman to determine where our lodgings will be.”

He stared at her. “For what purpose?”

She mused a moment. “Because he has not yet found Mr. Beasley? After all, he does not know for certain that Mr. Beasley is in London. And even if Mr. Jones is aware of that, Mr. Beasley is from Bath originally, so perhaps Mr. Jones was in Bath in the first place hoping to come across Mr. Beasley visiting his relations there.”

“I didn’t know Beasley was from Bath.”

She shrugged. “That’s because you never spent much time with the man in Verdun. I knew him and his family well. Indeed, that’s how I learned about the hot springs in Bath and why it would be wise to take Mother there.”

“Ah.” He looked at her as if seeing her more deeply.

It embarrassed her. “So, if Mr. Jones is looking for Sarah—”

“You do realize he could simply be interested in you.”

“Me! Why would he be interested in me?”

He eyed her askance. “Come now, ma chérie, you know you’re ten times more beautiful than Sarah. A man who becomes obsessed with one woman can easily become obsessed with another when the object of his affections rejects him.”

She did not know what to say. Sarah was quite pretty, after all. “I do not think Mr. Jones is ‘obsessed’ with me. He did not behave that way when he spoke to me about the passports.”

“And how exactly do you think a man would behave in such a situation?” Heath drawled.

“Flirtatious. Aggressive. He was more—how do you say it?—calculating.”

Heath stiffened. “Like me, you mean?”

“Of course not. You may flirt with me now, but your interest in me will wane, just as it did after you kissed me years ago.”

He blinked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “You kissed me, and then you never came near me again.”

“Because Morris threatened to call me out if I ever did.” He snorted. “I was not going to duel with your father, no matter how much I desired you.”

She stilled, the shock of that resonating through her. “He threatened to call you out?” She could not believe her father would go so far.

Heath arched an eyebrow. “He saw us kissing and said you were an innocent. That if I even attempted to seduce you, he would fight me. I knew he was unaccustomed to using weapons, and that he’d lose. Since I had no intention of killing Morris—I respected your father, after all—I refrained from acting on my desire for you.”

Glancing away, she gazed out at the innyard, her thoughts all ajumble and her heart racing. “So, all these years, you were …”

“Trying to be a gentleman. I am many things, Giselle, but not a liar. When I told you I wanted you, I was speaking the truth. I desire you. I have always desired you. I just refused to act on it.” He searched her face. “Surely you knew that.”

She shook her head. “My father never said a word about it. I-I thought you simply did not like our kiss.”

He gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, I liked it, trust me. But I knew you were forbidden to me, so that was the end of it.” He shrugged. “I found others to enjoy.”

“And now?”

“Nothing has changed.” He sighed. “I cannot be the man you want, sweeting. Once you know me better—” He swore under his breath. “In any case, there’s no point to this.”

He was right about there being no point to this. Worse yet, she feared he was right about not being the man she wanted. If they married, he would always find “others to enjoy” once he tired of her. He was a man like her French papa, incapable of fidelity, and having seen Maman suffer through that, she refused to go through it with any man.

“We should go speak to the coachmen,” he said coolly. “Jones might even now be on the property.”

“Yes,” she said, trying to hide the tumult that his revelation had startled in her chest. Her father had intervened to protect her? That was so sweet it hurt.

Yet it also made her angry. What right had her father to decide who she did or did not kiss? “What if my father had not said anything to you? What would you have done?”

He sighed. “Does it matter? He did. And we cannot change that now.”

“I suppose.” Of course he was right. The truth of it was he had not wanted to fight for her, to defy her father on her behalf. And that had not changed, to be sure—he did not even care enough about her to make this betrothal a real courtship.

They headed off to question the coachmen, but neither man had noticed anyone on the main road behind them. One of them said he thought he saw a young gentleman follow them down the small road to Freeman’s Inn, but when he looked again, the man had vanished.

Just as he had done after she had spotted him.

Heath insisted on having one of the footmen get down his bag that contained her sketch. He dragged out the sketch and showed it to the coachmen.

“That’s the fellow I saw behind us coming up to Freeman’s Inn,” said the driver of the park drag she and her mother had ridden in. “What does he want?”

Giselle sucked in a harsh breath. She did not know whether to be glad to be proven right about what she had seen or terrified that Mr. Jones was following them. And to what purpose?

“Who is he?” the coachman for Heath’s landau asked.

“He’s a détenu. We’re not sure what he wants, but he’s someone we’d like to avoid,” Heath said grimly. “So, here’s what we’re going to do.” He turned to the coachman who had carried Giselle and her mother. “When we are all done eating, James, you’ll head to the road to Bath. I’ll make sure the ostler is paid well to say, to anyone who asks, that the ladies are inside your coach. You’ll keep the curtains drawn, and if anyone asks, you’ll say they’re resting.”

Before she could protest that madness, he turned to the other coachman. “Meanwhile, Tom, all of us lads and the Bernard ladies will go in my landau and turn off on the road to Longmead as soon as possible. We’ll let James get ahead of us by a good bit, enough to lead this fellow astray.”

Giselle relaxed. Heath’s plan was rather clever, actually.

“It will be uncomfortable, my lord,” Tom said, “with six of you in the one carriage.”

“A little, perhaps,” he said. “But at least the lads and I can look after the ladies better. It’s the ladies this chap wants to follow, I think. So, we’ll give him the ladies by sending the park drag to their usual lodgings in Bath.”

“What about after I arrive in Bath?” James asked.

“Jones is not so stupid as to follow too closely,” Heath said, “so by the time he reaches the house where the ladies usually stay, he’ll assume Giselle and her mother have disembarked already. That he has them where he wants them—in certain lodgings in Bath. And if you pull the drag away with the curtains open to show it’s entirely empty, he will believe the illusion. For a while, anyway. At least long enough for us to get home.”

“And the luggage, my lord?” James asked.

“It’s already loaded on the drag. We should leave it there until you reach Bath. The footman riding with you can hastily take it down and put it inside the coach before you pull away. That will support the illusion that the Bernard ladies have reached their destination. By the time our villain discovers that they are not inside, you will be long gone.”

The coachmen exchanged glances, probably a bit bewildered by Heath’s elaborate machinations. But she noticed that they did not question the necessity of them. Clearly, his servants trusted him, which told her something about his character in general.

“Giselle,” he went on, “if you’ll give James directions to your usual lodgings in Bath …”

“Certainly.” She explained them in great detail, and since James was clearly already familiar with Bath, he knew the place she was talking about.

“One more thing, James,” Heath said. “You should let the footman out once you think you have lost Jones. I want him to see if he can learn where Jones is staying.”

He touched Giselle’s arm. “I’m going to go give more detailed directions to my footman and then speak to the ostler and see if he’s encountered Jones. If he has, he can distract the fellow while we climb into the carriage, so he doesn’t realize that we all embarked in the same one.”

“And if he has not encountered him?” Giselle asked.

“Then I’ll see who has. Someone has to have while we were here. And you should probably go inside and get your mother, so you can slip into the landau first.”

“Very well.”

As it turned out, Mrs. Freeman herself had seen Mr. Jones arrive on horseback and had sent him packing since he did not want to pay for food or lodgings. She told Giselle she thought he had gone up to where the inn road met the road to Bath.

“Excellent,” Heath said when he came inside and found out what Giselle had learned. “That makes everything easier.” He looked at his brothers. “All right, lads, we are embarking on a sort of adventure. Miss Bernard and her mother are being pursued by a scoundrel, so we’re going to give them the slip. James is driving the park drag to Bath so the scoundrel will follow him, and all of us are riding in the landau to Longmead.”

“All of us?” Evan exclaimed. “We won’t fit.”

“Of course we’ll fit,” Heath said.

“It’ll be better if Evan and I ride up top with Tom,” Kit said.

Heath looked at him in surprise. “What an excellent idea, Kit. Are you fine with that, Evan?”

“I prefer that to being in a cramped carriage with Zack and his grousing,” Evan muttered.

Heath shot Zack a look. “Would you rather ride with Kit instead of Evan? Or stay in the landau?”

“I want to stay in the landau with you.” When Heath smiled, clearly touched, Zack then added, “Somebody has to look after Madame Bernard.”

She had to admit that the lad was sweet. He had been so kind to Maman while escorting her to the necessary.

“Great,” Heath said. “That’s what we’ll do then. Assuming that works for Tom, that is.”

Not only did it work for Tom, but he said he was glad of a chance to talk to the lads he had known since they were babes. He did not even mind being cramped on the perch.

As they headed out to the carriages, Giselle told Heath in a low voice, “I suspect that Jones is hoping we will lead him to Beasley and his family. I cannot think of any other reason he would be following me and Maman.”

Heath sighed. “He might be hoping for more than that. If he can prove that your papers truly are suspect and that Beasley did the forgeries, he could have Beasley hanged for it. Then Sarah wouldn’t have a protector.”

“Merde! How awful.” Terror struck her anew. “Could they hang Maman and I, too?”

“No,” he said firmly. “The authorities would probably merely try to send you back.” When she tensed, he added, “I wouldn’t let them, mind you. I wouldn’t let them hang Beasley, either, but I definitely wouldn’t let them harm a hair on your head. I swear.”

Her heart swelled at those words. She tried not to read too much into them, but it was hard. “Do you think that is what Mr. Jones wishes to do?”

“I don’t know, honestly. I wish I did. But we’ll make sure he can’t harm you at least. Or steal your papers to show as proof, if that is his plan.”

She dragged in a heavy breath. “Now I am very glad you invited us to stay at Longmead.”

“I am, too.” Taking her hand in his, he squeezed it hard before releasing it. “Very glad.”

Once Heath had paid the ostler, they sent James off in the park drag and waited a while before they, too, left. Fortunately, their pursuer was nowhere to be seen once they reached the road to Bath. Still, they were all pretty grim until they had turned off on the road to Longmead.

When they stopped about an hour later so the boys could relieve themselves, Heath conferred with Tom and reported back to her that Tom had not seen anyone following them. That was quite reassuring.

This time, Kit and Evan decided to get in with the rest of them. They had apparently discovered that a cramped carriage was preferable to bugs and dust and the like.

As they rumbled down the road, Zack, who’d been chattering for a while about this and that to Maman in his very bad French, suddenly grew quiet.

He glued himself to the window, as if watching for his home, and stayed still for a while, quite a feat for the eleven-year-old. When he finally broke his silence, it was to say, in a fractured voice, “I miss Mother.”

Heath got a tortured expression on his face that made her want to leap across the carriage and soothe his hurt. Then he put his arm about Zack’s shoulders and squeezed. “I miss her, too, lad.”

“Yes, but you didn’t even come home after she died,” Zack said petulantly.

“I couldn’t,” Heath said. “The French wouldn’t let me. You know that. And I tried, believe me.”

Evan perked up. “What do you mean, you tried?”

When Heath looked bewildered, Giselle said, “He probably does not know about your attempt to escape with your friends.”

“You tried to escape?” Kit cried.

“Did you fight the French?” Zack asked excitedly.

“What happened?” Evan demanded. “Were you caught?”

Scowling, Heath crossed his arms over his chest. “Yes, we were caught. Someone told our captors about our plans before we could actually get away. So, after we broke out of the Citadel, the gendarmes surrounded our hiding place before we could get even a mile away from Verdun.”

“Who told?” Evan asked, clearly outraged.

“We never learned,” Heath said.

“Is it the ‘scoundrel’ trying to follow Miss Bernard?” Kit asked.

“Possibly.”

“We should find him and shoot him!” Zack cried.

Heath clearly fought a smile. “Do you even know how to shoot, lad?”

“He doesn’t, but I do,” Kit said hotly.

“No one should shoot anyone,” Giselle said disapprovingly. “I thought that in England the rule of law prevailed.”

That made the boys scowl at her. Then they returned their attention to their brother.

“How did you escape the Citadel?” Kit asked. “Did you fight your way out?”

“Hardly,” Heath said with a shake of his head. “Escapes must be done by stealth, lads, or the armed gendarmerie would have surrounded us at once and cut us down.”

“Or shot you,” Giselle said, with her heart in her throat. She had not heard this part of how they’d escaped. She was not sure she wanted to hear.

But even her mother was listening now, although Giselle doubted she could understand much of the discussion. So, as Heath began to answer Kit’s question, Giselle began translating for her mother.

“Before I explain about the Citadel,” Heath went on, “I should mention that Father had just died. I knew you three had been sent to live with Cousin Yates, and I was desperate to get back to you, so we could be a family … such as it was without Mother and Father. So, I had every incentive to escape. I went into it knowing there was a risk, but I thought the risk was worth it.”

The boys were silent, for the first time seeming to understand that he had actually sacrificed to gain custody of them.

“Anyway,” he said, “Jon, Morris, Scovell, Percy, and I made a great deal of preparations for our escape before we even attempted it. Weapons were impossible to obtain, but we could get tools and thin rope and victuals that would keep over time, especially since it was nearing winter. When we were allowed out of the walled town during the day, we would take our items to a copse we’d found and hide them in a tree.”

“Why didn’t you just escape then?”

Heath laughed mirthlessly. “We wouldn’t have gotten far. First of all, we had to leave our passports in town to even be allowed into the countryside. Second, there were gendarmes posted three miles out on every road to keep us from going farther. Third, the peasantry were told that if there was an escape, they would be given a guinea, about twenty-three francs, for every prisoner they caught. So, they were all diligent in scouring the countryside and beating the bushes for escapees.”

“‘Escapes must be done by stealth,’” Evan quoted him.

“Precisely.” Heath gazed out the window. “Thus, we always had to return. But the day we planned to escape, we gathered our tools and rope from our supplies in the copse, hiding them on our persons. By then, our friend Percy had already been sent off to Arras, so it was just us four. Then we made sure to be late to roll call, which earned us a trip to the Citadel.”

“Didn’t they search you going in?” Evan asked.

“Never. We were supposed to be gentlemen, remember? Englishmen but also gentlemen, which in itself was strange. Anyway, the Citadel was within the walled town, but parts of it weren’t as fortified as others. Prisoners, of course, had no access to those, but one of our group, my friend Jon, had been put in the Citadel for a while, so he knew that the chapel was vulnerable.”

“There was a chapel in the Citadel?” Evan asked.

“There was an old convent in the Citadel. The commandant used it occasionally to house some prisoners. But we knew scarcely anyone was there at the time. So, we got ourselves sent to the Citadel, knowing that Courcelles preferred to put people in the old convent.”

The boys hung on his every word. Even she and Maman, who knew part of the story already, were held rapt by his part of the tale.

“During the day,” Heath went on, “I climbed down the convent stairs to where only a wooden door separated it from the old chapel, which at that time was used for storage. With a gimlet I’d smuggled in, I bore small holes around one panel of the locked door, then plugged them with candlewax and pressed sawdust into it to make it look as it normally did.”

“Why?” Zack asked.

“I’m getting there, lad,” Heath said gently. “After the last time the gendarmes came to check on us at night, we knew we had until morning before they checked on us again. We hurried downstairs to the door panel, where the holes made it easy to punch the panel out, then we climbed through into the chapel and propped the panel back in place, so it wouldn’t immediately be noticed.”

“But then you had to get out of the chapel,” Kit said.

Heath nodded. “The windows had bars, but above one window was a frieze. We put storage items up on a desk to reach the frieze, pushed it out, then climbed through the hole. That led into the general’s garden, but he wasn’t at home that night, so we were able to cross the garden and get to the wall fairly easily, after evading a sentinel. Unfortunately, we miscalculated how far the drop was, so our rope played out ten feet above the ground. We ended up falling farther than we expected. That’s how our friend Morris got hurt—he was older than we were.”

Maman gave a little gasp, but the boys thankfully didn’t seem to notice. Giselle had never told her mother how Morris was hurt, just that it happened during the attempted escape.

“We made it to our copse, half carrying Morris. We intended to stay in there the next day until Morris could walk, but the gendarmes surrounded the copse in the morning and made us come out. Then we were sent to Bitche prison in irons. There was no more escaping after that.”

“Bitche prison had a dungeon,” Giselle said dully. “Everyone called Bitche the ‘Mansion of Tears.’ It was no place anyone would ever wish to be. Your brother and his friends spent three years there before being set free when Napoleon abdicated.”

“We were in two cells rather than in the dungeon proper,” Heath said. “But they were carved out of rock. All night we could hear those in the dungeon drinking, carousing, gambling … sometimes screaming. It wasn’t a pleasant place. There were a number of suicides.”

“There were those at Verdun, too,” Giselle said woefully. “When one’s captivity stretches on for a decade with no end in sight, people begin to lose hope of ever seeing their families.”

With a little cry, Zack threw his arms around Heath. “We’re glad you came home!”

Heath ruffled the boy’s hair, looking a bit taken aback by the show of emotion. “I’m glad I came home, too, lad. I missed all of you—even you, though I hadn’t met you yet. But Mother spoke of you a great deal in her letters, so I felt as if I knew you.”

Giselle blotted her eyes with her handkerchief, hoping Heath did not notice. But how could she not cry for what he had lost? It all seemed so unfair, even to a Frenchwoman. Then again, she was half-English, and her father had suffered with them. It was not right.

After his tale, his brothers had questions. They wanted to know all about life at Verdun and Bitche. She knew much of the first and little of the second, so she was almost as interested as they.

Dusk fell not long into the second half of their journey, but none of them noticed, especially once the small lamps inside the carriage were lit at their next stop. The questions continued, and Heathbrook answered every one until the boys fell silent.

After a while, Zack’s head fell against Heathbrook’s shoulder as the boy dozed, and her mother’s head fell on hers. On the other side of Zack, Evan stared out the window at the rising full moon. Kit got quiet next, and she looked over past her mother to where Kit sat next to the carriage wall. He was propping his head against it in an obvious attempt to doze a little himself.

Time passed, with the only sounds being her mother’s snores and the squeaking of the carriage.

“How much longer?” rumbled Evan’s voice, sounding more like his older brother’s in the dark.

“An hour, I think?” Heathbrook answered. “We should be there soon enough.”

“Do they know to expect us?” Evan asked.

“Of course,” Heathbrook said, a trace of irritation in his tone. “I may not have been here for over a decade, but Father made damned sure I would know what to do with managing the estate once I was.”

The moon illuminated Evan’s head nodding. “Cousin Yates said he hired an estate manager. I never liked him, but I only met him a handful of times.”

“He’s not a talkative chap,” Heathbrook answered. “But he’s good at what he does, and he made it clear from the first day that his loyalties lie with me. I have kept him on. So far, he has not disappointed me.”

More time passed until, all of a sudden, Evan cried, “There it is! Wake up, boys, it’s Longmead! It’s lit up for our arrival!”

Maman stirred beside her and peered around her to look out the window.

“What?” Kit said sleepily.

“It’s too dark to see,” Zack complained, although probably he could not see because he sat between his two taller brothers.

Giselle could see. And what she saw took her breath away. Lights shone from every window, and there were so many of those that she couldn’t count them all. The horses’ hooves crunched on gravel as they turned down the wide drive, heading through an imposing gatehouse and beyond that to a circular drive in front of the manor house itself.

The moon cast just enough light to show how very large it was, and she sucked in a breath. It was nothing like she’d expected. It had beautiful, long, stained glass windows on the upper floors, and what looked like a walkway across the top, although perhaps that was a trick of the moonlight.

Her stomach sank as she realized how large the place was. This was not the dwelling of some minor noble of no consequence or income. This was the mansion of the obviously important Earl of Heathbrook, a man of great wealth and probably more power than she had realized, at least in the portion of the country she was in.

“Your home is very beautiful, sir,” Maman told Heath in French. “My daughter will never want to leave.”

“She won’t have to,” Evan answered in French. “They’re getting married.”

Never had her subterfuge weighed on her more than now in front of his brothers. Because the truth was, no matter what Maman always said about her being the granddaughter of a count, her grandfather had never owned a home like this.

And Heath, the man she was coming to yearn for beyond endurance, was clearly far, far beyond her reach.




Chapter 14

The morning after they arrived, Heathbrook came down to breakfast at his usual early hour, foolishly hoping for time alone with his suddenly prickly house guest. Last night, despite the intimacy of their discussions during the trip, Giselle had gone very quiet when they’d entered the house. After he’d presented her to the servants as his fiancée, she’d smiled and said all the appropriate things, but she’d taken the first chance he’d given her to retire with her mother to the suite of guest rooms, where their luggage already sat waiting for them.

James had made much better time than Tom, not only because of his lighter load, but also because the fleeter park drag had taken the better road into Bath and spent less time on the road to Longmead. He’d also revealed that Jones had followed him to Bath, but he’d shaken him after that. Also, as far as he knew, Heathbrook’s footman was still in Bath doing his inquiries.

Heathbrook couldn’t help wondering how long Jones had kept his distance in Bath, watching the Bernard ladies’ “lodgings,” before he’d figured out that the ladies weren’t there. Hopefully, the time had been substantial.

Heathbrook entered the breakfast room only to realize that Kit and Evan—despite staying up late roaming the house to pick out all the changes—had managed to beat him downstairs. They were regaling Giselle with some tale about how Heathbrook used to ride neck or nothing about the countryside to avoid the tutors Father hired for him during his school holidays.

“That’s enough of that,” he said with a scowl. “Do not ruin my fiancée’s illusions about my great seriousness and intellect by telling her I wasn’t fond of spending time on my studies.”

Giselle flashed him a cool smile as she sipped a cup of coffee. “My illusions about your seriousness were dashed the moment you told me of Gog and Magog. Although I concede that your intellect does not seem to have suffered from your lack of application to your schoolwork.”

“Thank you,” he said smoothly. “I’ll take half a compliment over no compliment any day.” He gazed at his brothers as he poured himself a cup of tea. “Where is Zack?”

Kit shrugged. “Running about outside, checking to see if all his favorite spots for keeping watch over the property are still intact.”

“What?” Heathbrook said.

“Zack always had some notion that he kept the estate safe by sheer force of will,” Evan drawled.

“Perhaps he just needs time away from his brothers,” Giselle said gently. “Some people require more time and space to be quiet than others.”

Heathbrook smiled at her, once more moved by her kindness toward everyone in her sphere. Except him when he was misbehaving. Which he was itching to do now that he was home and she was here.

“I hope you are not one of those people, Giselle, because I’d like to steal you for a while so I can show you the house and estate, since it was too late last night to accomplish it.”

Before she could reply, bloody Evan said, with mischief in his face, “We’ll join you, won’t we, Kit?”

“You two rascals will not join me,” Heathbrook shot back. “I’ve spent the past two days never having a moment alone with my fiancée, so now you will let me walk with her about the house and the property while you boys do whatever you please for a while … far away from us.”

Giselle rose, and he nearly dropped his cup of tea. Today, she wore some filmy white muslin thing that skimmed her curves with loving attention to detail. The fabric was embroidered all over with little flowers, which emphasized that she was fresh and young and absolutely breathtaking.

Apparently completely unaware of her effect on him, she turned to her mother. “Maman, do you wish to go with us?” she asked in French.

“I would rather sit right here,” her mother answered, to Heathbrook’s relief. “Yesterday’s journey was trying. Besides, you don’t need chaperoning if you walk around the estate. But I will join you when you tour the house. I’d like to see more of it, anyway.”

“Then why don’t you finish your breakfast at a leisurely pace,” Heathbrook said, “and we’ll see you when we’ve finished touring the grounds.” He crooked his arm to Giselle. “Come, ma chérie. The weather is unseasonably warm—a perfect day for a walk.”

He held his breath, hoping she would not find another excuse for preventing their tête-à-tête. But she nodded and came over to place her hand on his arm.

As they left the breakfast room, he said, “You’re up early.”

“So are you.”

“I always am.”

She grimaced. “I noticed. I am not a person who rises with the sun. That is why I require gallons of coffee to be coherent. Given that I have only had two cups, you should adjust your expectations.” She glanced at him. “I cannot promise to be entertaining until at least noon.”

“Then you will fit right in with Society. No one is even up until noon in London.”

“Fortunately, I will not be spending time in Society,” she said stiffly. “Maman and I intend to live a quiet life in our town house, with perhaps the occasional foray into émigré or détenu parties.” She glanced around as they walked down the hall, then lowered her voice. “At least after this is all over, that is.”

“Then I hope it’s not over too soon,” he said unthinkingly. “I enjoy your company.”

“And I enjoy being free,” she countered, her nose high in the air. “After you gain what you want from me, I mean to take full advantage of that freedom.”

The thought of her going off to live her life away from him made him feel suddenly bereft. He led her down the steps. “What has changed, Giselle? Yesterday in the carriage you were friendly and seemed to be enjoying yourself. Today, you’re … different.”

She pulled her hand from his arm and turned around to gaze up at the main house with a despairing look. “I do not belong here, and you know it.”

For some reason, that roused his temper. “I am the only one who gets to say who belongs here, and you have as much right to be here as anyone else. You are a gentleman’s daughter.”

“I am a tradesman’s stepdaughter and a gentleman’s by-blow. Not to mention that I am French, and only here on a forged passport. Under normal circumstances, I would not even be in this country.”

Her implacable words put him on his guard. “But these are not normal circumstances, are they? In fact, I have never experienced normal circumstances in my life, and from what I can tell, neither have you. So, I am willing to let things be what they are and enjoy them while I can. Can’t you do the same? Think of this as a sort of holiday from your life in London. The interlude in a play, if you will.”

Her clear blue eyes seemed to see right down to his soul, to unveil the tumult that always lay there, the very product of his abnormal circumstances.

Was he a lord of the manor or still a prisoner to the exile that had shaped his life? He hardly knew anymore.

Was he a benevolent brother or another oppressor like Yates? He hardly knew that, either.

Most importantly, was he a friend to Giselle or was he the man who would ruin her? That one, he definitely did not know. Did not want to know. Because it meant examining all his past choices far too thoroughly.

Suddenly, she turned her gaze away. “I have never been one for the theater, my lord.”

It was the first time she’d called him “my lord” in some weeks, and it stung more than anything else she’d said so far.

Then she flashed him one of her enigmatic smiles. “But I do not wish to quarrel with you, especially now that I have the chance to view your lovely estate. Do continue with the tour, sir. You may start by explaining what sort of house this is. It looks very old.”

Still smarting from her words about not belonging here, he skipped over the usual description of Longmead—that it had originally been the royal manor to Saxon kings and had been passed down through royalty until the Elizabethan era.

Instead, he took up the history that began in the 1500s. “This version of the house was bought and built by a customs collector during Queen Elizabeth’s reign. It changed hands a number of times before my ancestor from Normandy was given it for his service to Charles II while the king was in exile in France. My ancestor chose to move his family here and never returned to Normandy. He made his own additions to the house.”

She smiled. “It does have the look of a French manor. But the honey-colored stone reminds me of the stones of Notre Dame Cathedral during certain times of day. I’ve seen it used for many buildings in Bath. What sort of stone is it?”

“Don’t laugh,” he said, “but it’s called Bath stone. It’s actually a certain kind of limestone designated as freestone, because it can be cut or carved in any direction.” When she looked at him oddly, he shrugged. “I used to follow the stone carvers around the estate when they were making additions to buildings. When I was ten, I aspired to be a mason. Needless to say, my father nipped that in the bud very quickly.”

That got a laugh from her. “Speaking of buds—I should love to see your gardens. Even from here, I can tell they are quite beautiful.”

“They are.” He offered his arm to her, and after a moment’s hesitation, she took it.

God, how good, how natural it felt to have her hand wrapped about his arm as they strolled around the house toward where the gardens were located. He wished he could have her hand there always, then cursed himself for even indulging such a thought. This was not the time for taking a wife. There was too much left for him to do, too much that could go wrong as long as he was here in Somerset. It would rip him in two if he married her only to find out that his past had come back to haunt him, and he lost her as a result.

So far, he had managed to avoid seeing Lily Faircloth, the only woman he’d ever fancied himself in love with and whom he’d nearly married before his father had put a stop to it and whisked him off to France. Lily, who’d found herself another man without a thought.

The longer he stayed here at Longmead, the more likely it was that he would encounter Lily, for she still lived in Somerset. And that would not go well, especially if Giselle were there to hear the tale. Or worse, one of the boys heard it and chose to tell Yates of it.

As soon as they reached the first pathway, Giselle let out a little cry and ran forward to look at a bed of flowers. “You have China roses! I have never seen them in England, only in Paris. And look how lovely yours are!”

“I have very good gardeners here, I confess,” Heathbrook said.

She looked over to where Heathbrook was watching her and enjoying her reaction.

A blush stained her cheeks. “You must have found me very silly, monsieur, planting hyacinth bulbs in your town house when you had these beautiful gardens here at your home.”

“Not at all. My garden in London needed your ministrations. Here, I have enough workers to take care of the gravel paths and flower beds and hanging plants. But I’ll admit the estate gardens look better now that I plumped up the staff with several détenus in need of work.”

“You know whom you should speak to about your gardens,” she said as she approached. “Mrs. Beasley. She is as clever with plants as Mr. Beasley is with engravings. I turned to her for advice regarding my cousin’s kitchen garden in Verdun.”

“So, you were the reason we started having decent vegetables and herbs for our meals during our second year there?”

She looked away, now clearly embarrassed. “My cousin did not have good skill at gardening. Her plants often died. Thus, I helped her.”

“Good God, woman, how many things are you skilled at? Gardening, clerking, sketching, entertaining boys of all ages … Is there anything you cannot do?”

She flashed him a shy smile. “I cannot sew or mend or embroider. I have tried. I have a détenu friend named Eve. You may know her and her family, actually.”

He scoured his mind until an image of a jovial fellow leapt into it. “Mr. Archer’s daughter, yes. He married a French seamstress.”

“Eve is the daughter of his first wife. Unfortunately, Mr. Archer died on their way back to England.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, and meant it.

“Anyway, she has been trying to teach me to embroider, but it is hopeless. I keep stabbing myself with the needle or making the stitches crooked. It never turns out right.”

“So, you did not embroider the pretty flowers on your gown?”

“No, indeed. Eve did that. It is beautiful, no?” She held out the sides of the skirt to show more of the embroidery.

“Yes.” He gazed intently into her face. “But not as beautiful as the woman wearing it.”

“You say such lovely things,” she said with a sniff. “It is a pity you do not mean them.”

Before he could protest that, she added, “As for my gardening skills, you do not need my help with that here.” She swept her hand about. “Why, you still have asters and snapdragons blooming this late in the season. There are none to be had in London at present.”

“It’s markedly warmer in Somerset than in London this time of year,” he pointed out.

“True.” She flew ahead of him as something caught her eye. “You have fuchsias? I have only seen them in drawings.” She paused to gaze at them with such rapt enjoyment of their colorful blooms that it made his heart twist in his chest.

Then her expression turned mournful. “But of course you have them. A man of your wealth can easily afford fuchsias.”

“Why do you assume I’m wealthy?”

She eyed him askance, then pointed to the house. “Come now, you and I both know you are not poor.”

“You make not being poor sound like another of my deficits of character,” he drawled. That had never been Lily’s reaction, to be sure.

“It merely reminds me—again—that I do not belong here.” She started walking toward the nearby folly that his grandfather had built—a stone tower with an observation deck at the top.

He strode along behind her. “You made it clear a couple of weeks ago that you aren’t exactly poor yourself,” he snapped as he caught up to her just outside the tower.

“There is a great distance between being comfortable, as Maman and I are, and being rich, as you clearly are.”

“Does it matter so much to you?” he asked hoarsely. It had mattered to Lily more than he’d expected.

“It should matter to you. There are expectations, rules, customs among rich English lords that I could not begin to know or understand.”

“I don’t care.” After gazing about to be sure no one was nearby, he pulled her into the room on the tower’s first level, then tugged her into his arms. “All I could think about during our drive to Somerset was how much I wished the two of us were alone, so I could do this …” He kissed her hair. “And this …” He scattered kisses over her cheek and up to her ear. “And this …” he whispered before taking her lips with his.

For several delicious moments, she opened her mouth to him, letting him sip and take and explore, letting him tangle his tongue with hers so he could enjoy the damp heat of her, the little moans she made low in her throat, the wonderful way she threw herself into it …

Until she seemed to think better of it and drew back to whisper, “You promised not to give me any secret kisses if I came to Longmead. You swore it on your honor.”

“Did I?” he lied. “I do not remember that.”

He bent as if to kiss her again, and she murmured, “Heath, please do not—”

“Kiss you, ma belle?” He caught her head in his hands. “Caress you? Because that is impossible, when I know you want me, too.”

“I wanted you years ago,” she rasped as he pushed her back against the stone wall. “What good did it do me?”

“That was a different time and situation. Being mine could do a great deal for you now.”

“Being your what?” she asked, her eyes searching his face. “Your mistress?”

Damn. He could never ask that of her. “My faux fiancée.” He kissed her neck to avoid looking into those all-seeing eyes. “My temptation.” As he whispered the words in her ear, he swept his hand down to her skirts. “And, I hope, my friend.”

She must have realized his words were sincere, because that last gained him the response he wanted. She melted in his arms, sliding her own about his waist, not even protesting when he dragged her skirts slowly up her stockinged legs, so he could gain access to her sweet mons.

Not that he gave her a chance to protest. He was too busy devouring her mouth as he sifted through her curls below to find where she was warm and wet and oh so soft to his touch.

But when he fingered her there, she jerked her head back to stare at him with wide eyes. “What are you doing, my lord?”

The “my lord” gave him pause. But not enough to make him relinquish his goal. “Offering you pleasure. Making sure you feel la petite mort for at least once in your life.” He had this visceral need to prove to her how blissful it could be if she ever gave herself to him.

Which would ruin her.

No, he wouldn’t think about that.

“What is this ‘little death’ you speak of?” she whispered.

“I’ll show you.”

He found her pearl and stroked it, watching with pure masculine pride as her eyes slid closed and she murmured, “Bon Dieu du ciel …”

“‘God in heaven’ cannot save you from me, sweet Giselle,” he whispered against her cheek. “I mean to give you a taste of what it could be like between us …”




Chapter 15

A taste? This was more than a taste. Giselle wanted to protest, but she could not. She was too far gone, too enraptured with what he was doing to her, how he was touching her. He smelled like clove cologne and the outdoors. He tasted like cinnamon—no soap in the tooth powder for him. And his finger delving slowly inside her …

Was pure magic. She had never believed in magic.

Until now. “Ohh, Heath … yes … that is so … yes …” It felt so amazing.

“You can’t imagine what you do to me, mon petit chou,” he said hoarsely.

“I can … because … I feel your … verge hard against … my leg.”

He gave a throaty chuckle. “There’s no hiding things from you, is there?”

“Non … never.” She began pushing her mont de Vénus against his hand … his magical fingers, which were rubbing and plucking her as expertly as a musician with his guitar. Music thrummed in her ears, her body, her very soul.

“You are mine,” he whispered.

“For now …” she gasped.

He did not answer that, merely increasing the tempo of his caresses. “Come for me, sweet Giselle. Let me watch you fall apart in my hands.”

That was a good way … to describe what she felt … as if she were … falling apart … shattering … dissolving into air …

The scream erupted unbidden from her throat, and he cut it off with his mouth. She collapsed against the wall as her body quaked and trembled in his arms. His kiss turned more leisurely, tender and sweet and knowing, if a kiss could ever be knowing.

He whispered against her lips, “That, ma chérie, is ‘the little death.’”

Then I should like to die again, please.

No, she dared not say that. He would happily bring her to such peaks of enjoyment again, only this time probably in his bed. And she knew enough to realize what that would involve. Maman had told her all the ways of a man, thank God, so she knew that despite his caresses she was still chaste … or as chaste as a woman could be after experiencing la petite mort.

But she would not stay that way for long if he kept doing these things.

She broke the kiss and pushed him back so she could restore her skirts to the proper position. She was just about to begin a serious conversation with him when a voice behind him made her heart plummet.

“What are you doing to her?” Zack cried.

Oh, no.

“Damn it, Zack!” Heath cursed, then whirled to face his brother. “How long have you been standing there?”

The boy looked truly perplexed. “I just came down from upstairs. I-I heard a scream, so I hurried down, and you were … were …” He squared his shoulders. “Well, I couldn’t see, so I don’t know what you were doing, but Miss Bernard screamed, so you must have hurt her!”

“I did not hurt her, for God’s sake,” Heath snapped.

Thinking quickly, Giselle slipped from between Heath and the wall. “No, no, that is not what happened, my dear boy. I saw a spider on my gown, and I screamed. Your brother was only trying to help me get the spider off.”

Zack still looked confused. “I-I thought you liked bugs.”

“Except for spiders. I do not like spiders.” That was actually true.

“Oh,” Zack said. “I understand. I don’t like spiders, either.”

“Fine,” Heath muttered. “We agree that we all dislike spiders. Glad we sorted that out. Now, feel free to leave whenever you like, lad.”

“But …”

“Zack, would you mind accompanying me back to the house?” Giselle put in, sparing a frown for Heath. “I shall not feel perfectly safe until I can change my clothes and be certain there is no spider lurking in them. And I cannot find my way alone.”

“We’ll all go,” Heath said, his eyes glittering at her.

“I think you should stay and determine if there are any more spiders here.”

“And kill them!” Zack said.

“Yes, exactly.” She leaned up to whisper, “He will keep believing that you hurt me unless I speak to him alone. And someone has to make sure he does not say anything to your brothers.”

Heath conceded that with a glance. “You’re right as usual, Giselle. I’ll check for spiders.”

“That’s a good idea,” Zack said. “I like to lean on the rails sometimes, and if a spider crawled on me, I might fall off.”

That arrested both Heath and Giselle. Heath stared hard at his brother. “On the rails? Do you mean, the rails around the observation deck?”

Zack nodded. “It’s my special place. I can see all of Longmead from up there.”

Giselle’s heart dropped.

“You mustn’t do that anymore, lad, do you hear?” Heath said, alarm plainly evident in his tone. “The observation deck isn’t stone; it’s wood. It might have supported you when you were younger, but it’s not sturdy enough now that you’re big.” He gripped Zack’s shoulders. “Besides, that wood hasn’t been maintained for years. And if you fell through it from that height …”

Heath shuddered, and Giselle shuddered along with him.

“Promise me you won’t lean on the rails anymore, or even walk on the observation deck,” Heath said earnestly. “You can view Longmead from the stone entrance to the deck. There’s no need to risk your life.”

“But—”

“Promise me, Zack!”

The boy turned sullen. “I promise.”

Heath let out a breath. “Good. Now, why don’t you take Miss Bernard back to the house while I … er … search for spiders.”

The last view of Heath she had was of him sweeping a stick around a corner of the first-floor room. She stifled a chuckle. He clearly did not like that task.

But she’d had to get away from him.

Her amusement abruptly faded. When it came to Heath, she had no spine. She had spent too many years in Verdun dreamily imagining what it would be like to have him actually desire her, and now that it had happened, she could not get enough.

Noticing how Zack trudged sullenly beside her, she realized he was still smarting from how Heath had spoken to him. “You know that your brother just wants to keep you safe, do you not?”

Thrusting out his lower lip, Zack said, “I can take care of myself.”

“Of course you can,” she said quickly, “and it was very brave of you to try and protect me. But Heath was not hurting me, I swear. Just like he was not doubting your ability to navigate the deck. He was merely trying to be sure you understood the gravity of the circumstances.”

He gazed at her. “You talk funny.”

She smiled. “Because I am French. We do not speak like the English, even when we speak English.”

He digested that. “Well, I’m glad you don’t like spiders. But you’re a girl, and you’re not supposed to. Evan and Kit tease me because I don’t like them.”

“Evan and Kit tease you a lot, do they?”

He shrugged. “They think they know everything because they’re older than me.”

“Older brothers tend to think that.”

“Do you have a brother?” Zack asked.

“No. But my mother does, and he was always trying to tell her what to do. And me.”

“Because you and her are ladies.”

And he was a tyrant. “Do you think gentlemen should always tell ladies what to do?”

Zack frowned, clearly considering the idea. “Cousin Yates said no. He said ladies should make their own decisions, even if the law didn’t think so.”

“Then I applaud your cousin Yates.” She bent to whisper, “But do not tell your brother Heath. About me applauding his cousin, I mean.”

“Has Heath really been trying all this time to get us back?” Zack asked.

“Yes. I swear.”

“Then Cousin Yates should have told us.”

“He should have. That is true.”

They walked a while in silence.

Then Zack gave a great sigh. “So, I can’t go up onto the deck of the tower anymore?”

“It is very dangerous, Zack,” she said. “How would your mother feel if you were to join her in heaven before she wanted you there?”

“She would understand,” he protested. “She used to take me up to look out from there. She liked the view. And being up there … makes me remember her better.”

The poor lad. He probably missed his mother even more than his brothers did. He had been so young at her death, only eight years old.

“So, why not just look through the stone entrance?”

“Because you can’t see everything. I like to circle the tower and look out over Longmead to make sure things are all right. For that, you have to be on the deck—the stone entrance doesn’t give you a view of the whole estate.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “But if you fell … Good Lord. Heath is right—it is too dangerous.” She laid her hand on his shoulder. “The next time you want to go up in the tower, come find me, and I shall go with you. Then I can keep you safe, and you can tell me all about your mother.”

Zack nodded, looking very serious. “I’ll do that.”

That evening the footman Heathbrook had left in Bath returned. His spy had reported that despite wearing a greatcoat over his livery and having been armed with Giselle’s sketch, he had not been able to find Jones’s lodgings.

Jones was wily—Heathbrook would give him that. It wasn’t as if Bath was that large. How many places could a man like that hide himself? Heathbrook would have to accompany Giselle and her mother one of the days they went into Bath, so he could look for the fellow himself.

But over the next few days, Heathbrook scarcely saw Giselle. Between her accompanying her mother to Bath for the hot springs—with two footmen to keep them safe—his making plans for the Harvest Ball with the local matrons, and the estate matters he’d been unable to handle in London, there was no time for more than a few words with Giselle here and there.

They were always at dinner together, but so were her mother and the boys, the latter of whom dominated the conversation … and fought to gain Giselle’s attention. He couldn’t blame them. Who wouldn’t want the gift of her laughter and smiles?

And in the few instances when he and Giselle were actually alone, he hadn’t known what to say to her. Because he knew that what he should say was an apology. He’d gone too far in the tower that day. If not for Zack, would he even have stopped? Or would he have taken her like some witless fool, too caught up in the pleasures of her to halt his unwise actions?

By God, what was he to do about Giselle?

Every day that passed, he wanted her more. Her kindnesses to his brothers warmed his heart, her enthusiastic enjoyment of the treasures of Longmead’s gallery touched his soul, and her winsome smiles and teasing remarks made him wish to carry her up the stairs to his bed where he could—

Bloody hell. He was losing his mind.

By the night of the Harvest Ball, he was all at sixes and sevens. Nor did it help when she swept down the stairs in the most beautiful harvest gown he’d ever seen. Of saffron-colored silk with dark brown trim, it skimmed her lovely form so perfectly he could hardly think of anything but letting his hands roam the paths the fabric took along her fatal curves.

Fatal to him, at any rate. Because he dared not behave in anything but the most circumspect way toward her at the ball. The female guests would be watching for any misstep on his part, and the male ones would be looking for any excuse to whisk her away from him and give her comfort.

God, it was going to be a long night.

“You look like autumn itself,” he said, forcing a smile as she reached him. “I can’t wait to show you off.”

Her face darkened and she glanced over to where her mother stood nearby, then leaned up to whisper, “Do not get too caught up in the ruse, sir. Remember this is not real.”

“It feels real,” he murmured. “And I will make it look as real as possible, too, especially when we lead out the dancing with a waltz.”

She shot him an arch smile. “At least you keep some of your promises.”

“Certain promises are made to be broken, sweeting.”

“Like the one about not kissing me while Mother and I are here?”

“Especially that one,” he said with a grin.

She turned away, but not before he saw a small smile grace her lips. “Then I should take care not to be alone with you, sir.”

“You should.” He added in a whisper, “If you can.”

That was all the conversation his brothers allowed him before they crowded around her to say how pretty she looked and to ask her for dances later on.

She laughed. “I can see I will only be dancing with Oakden gentlemen this evening.”

Even Zack was promised a dance.

“Do you even know how to dance?” Heath asked the lad.

“Giselle has been teaching me,” he said.

That caught Heath off guard. “She has?”

“She has,” Giselle repeated. “He wanted to learn so he could be ready for the ball, so I gave him a few lessons. He is a quick study, your brother.”

“If you say so.”

“Do you doubt my ability to teach dancing?” she quipped.

“I saw you dancing at the Thanet party, so no, how could I? I will merely add it to my ever-growing list of your talents.”

He was rewarded for that bit of gallantry with a brilliant smile from her.

Unfortunately, before they could dance, they had to wait through an interminable receiving line. The guest list had been quite large, including détenus and local gentry alike. He noticed that the longer he and Giselle stood there, with him introducing ladies, gentlemen, tenants, and farmers he’d known since childhood, the paler Giselle became.

No doubt speaking to a lot of strangers was wearing on her. So, he was vastly relieved when at last they could end that torture and start their waltz.

For the first several moments, he reveled in the pleasure of having her in his arms, of being able to dance with her and hold her close. Then he realized that his usually cheerful fiancée still wore a tight-lipped expression.

“What’s wrong, chérie?” he asked her.

“I had no idea how many people know you here,” Giselle said in a low voice. “When I jilt you, they will all hate me.”

“Why do you care? You won’t be coming back here.”

“True” was her only answer, though she turned her face away as she said it.

And he realized he didn’t like the idea of her not being part of his life here. Hell, he didn’t like her not being part of his life anywhere, since he wouldn’t be able to see her if they were supposed to be at odds.

The thought of it made his stomach churn. No more bright smiles, no more arch remarks, no more unexpected kindnesses.

God, what was wrong with him? “You’re the one who reminded me that this is a ruse.”

“I am, indeed.” She forced a smile to her lips. “And I am not playing my role very well, am I?”

“You’re playing your role just fine.” Because holding her like this, having her in his arms didn’t feel like a ruse. It felt …

Enchanted.

She danced like a princess, ever aware of where her feet landed and never once landing on his. This close he could see how her eyes shone in the candlelight, and how her rigid smile softened to a real one the longer they whirled about the floor. Best of all, he could feel her body shift and adjust to his, taking his every lead even when his leading probably left much to be desired.

He hoped he didn’t dance too much like a clumsy oaf.

“You are not as good at the waltz as I expected, sir,” she teased him. “Perhaps I should have given you lessons.”

“Perhaps you should have. It’s been almost a decade since I danced, remember? I’m still a bit rusty.”

“There was dancing at Verdun,” she pointed out.

“Only in the early years,” he said bitterly, “before everything lagged on and people began to feel hopeless.”

“And ran out of money to throw balls,” she added, her face clouding over. “Or could not get credit because their families could not be reached.”

“Exactly.”

It was enticing to have a person other than his male friends understand what he’d experienced. Ladies who flirted with him had no concept of it. Nor could he begin to explain it.

But he didn’t have to explain to Giselle. She understood it all.

“Surely you danced some in London,” she ventured.

“Not that much. Especially not the waltz. It’s too new, and some in society consider it scandalous, so those matrons won’t even allow it in their ballrooms.”

“How silly,” she said with a musical laugh. “Dances change. La Volte was considered utterly indecent a long time ago, but eventually it became acceptable, and now it’s passé.”

“I’ve never heard of it, so I’ll have to trust you on that.”

Shortly after, their dance ended, and he led her from the floor. As they were heading to the refreshments table, he caught a glimpse of a familiar face, and for a moment, he was sure it was Lily. But when he looked again, he didn’t see her.

Clearly, he was imagining things. Even if she had been invited, which she decidedly had not, she wouldn’t have come. Besides, he had left specific instructions to his servants not to admit her or her family or her husband if they should ever try to enter the estate proper.

After leaving Giselle’s side, he had to force himself to dance with any number of important village ladies. But once he entered into the spirit of the ball, he improved as he remembered more steps. Meanwhile, Giselle danced with young and old alike, including his brothers. Unable to dance, her mother spent the entire time conversing with a couple of French women who’d married détenus and moved to Bath.

By the time his second dance with Giselle arrived, he felt reasonably certain he could manage even a waltz. Fortunately, it was a reel, which he not only knew well, but meant plenty of time to chat as people moved down the line.

“Maman and I would like to go to Bath tomorrow,” she said.

“The rest of us would like to go with you this time.”

“Why? It’s very dull at the baths.”

“I’m well aware,” he said. “My mother used to go occasionally. But the boys have been clamoring to reacquaint themselves with the town, so I told them we could do so the next time you and your mother went.”

She smiled. “That would be lovely. And it would be nice to spend the day together.”

Thankfully, she had grown more comfortable with him, less caught up in remembering this was all a ruse. To be honest, it still didn’t feel like a ruse. It felt like the most wonderful night of his life since his return. He had custody of his brothers, two of whom were dancing with young misses themselves. He was master of his own property at last. And he had the woman of his dreams in his arms. She’d even commended him on his dancing at one point. Tonight, it felt as if nothing could possibly go wrong.

Then he spotted Lily. This time he knew it really was her.

His blood ran cold. Damn it all to hell. How the devil had she made it inside? Yet there she stood in the corner, watching him with a tense expression.

He hadn’t realized he’d been staring until Giselle said, “Who is that woman?”

Jerking his gaze back to her, he said dully, “Nobody. Someone who shouldn’t be here.”

“Why not?” she asked. “She is glaring at me as if I am a witch.”

“That’s not you she’s glaring at,” he bit out. “That’s me.”

“But why?”

Good question. Why, indeed? She had wronged him, not the other way around.

“Heath?” Giselle prodded.

Fortunately, just at that moment the music ended. They had no time to say anything else to each other before he had to stop, bow to her while she curtsied to him, and then return her to where Evan waited to whisk her off for her next dance.

He watched her go with his heart in his throat. God, how could he explain Lily to Giselle?

Sliding a surreptitious glance in Lily’s direction, he examined the woman he’d once intended to spend his whole life with. The years of bearing children to a wealthy merchant had been oddly kind to her. Thin and blond when he’d fallen in love with her—or thought he’d fallen in love, anyway—Lily was now fuller and a little less blond, but still pretty in that way certain women had of keeping their looks despite their age.

Yet she had a pinched look about her eyes and mouth. Had that come from being unhappy with her rich husband, the man she’d chosen instead of him once she’d realized Heathbrook might not come home for a while? Or had resentment over her situation eventually made her that way?

Why the devil was she even here? She had to know he wouldn’t wish to be around her after what she’d done to him. If she didn’t, he would make that quite clear to her.

He waited until the next dance began, and then through another one so he could avoid any gossip. Then, looking as if he merely wanted another glass of champagne, he strolled over to where Lily stood in the shadows, picked up a nearby glass, and said, “Choose another door to the terrace, but follow me. We need to talk. Do try not to be noticed by anyone.”

Without a word, he went on and waited for her outside. Making sure no one had come after them or was watching, he took her down some steps and out to the gardens before rounding on her angrily. “Why are you here, Lily? I thought I made it perfectly clear that I didn’t wish to see you ever again.”

“Ingram, please—”

“Not Ingram anymore. Heathbrook. The Earl of Heathbrook. You could have been the Countess of Heathbrook if you’d bothered to wait for me.”

“Wait for you! And what was I to do all those years? How dare you criticize me when you left me to your mother’s tender care?”

“It wasn’t my choice, as you know perfectly well.”

She sighed. “I know.” She stepped forward to lay her hand on his rigid arm. “But once you returned you wouldn’t see me—or even invite me to this. As if we meant nothing to each other. So, I sneaked in when your staff were busy with the receiving line.” Her tone turned sarcastic. “You’d think you would at least make time for your ‘one true love.’”

He winced as she threw back at him the words he’d written to her years ago.

“But I couldn’t just sit around,” she went on, “and twiddle my thumbs waiting while you—”

“So that is who she is to you?” said a voice he recognized only too well.

His stomach sank. Oh, God, Giselle. Damn.

He whirled to find her staring at them both, eyes wide.

“She is your mistress,” Giselle said in a heart-wrenching voice.

“Of course not!” he told her. “It’s not how it looks.”

Lily faced Giselle with a haughty demeanor. “This is none of your concern, Miss Bernard.”

Damn the woman for not denying it. “Giselle—”

“How can it not be my concern?” The hurt in Giselle’s voice cut him to the bone. Then she gazed at him. “Heath, you should at least have had the courage to tell me what she meant to you instead of lying to me about it and telling me she was nobody. If I had known the truth when we first began this, I would never have agreed to become …”

She caught herself in time. “Well, I do not know what I would have done, but you must realize I cannot continue … I will not …” She folded her arms over her waist. “Never mind. I should not have followed you out here at all.” Turning on her heel, she hurried away from them.

“Giselle, wait!” he cried, but she had already disappeared inside. Only then did he realize Lily still had her hand on his arm.

He snatched his arm away. “Damn you, Lily, now look what you’ve done.” He started to head after Giselle.

“Wait,” Lily called after him, “you and I need to talk. It’s important.”

“Not now,” he snapped. “I have to—”

“Yes, of course,” she said coldly, “please go tell your wife-to-be that I am a respectable married lady and not your mistress. But I still have to discuss a matter of great importance with you.”

He gritted his teeth. “Fine. Come tomorrow evening, and I’ll see you then. But only if you leave now, do you hear? I won’t have anyone speculating about your presence here.”

“No one knows about us, Ing—Lord Heathbrook. Nor do I wish for anyone to know. But you left me no choice. You refused to see me.”

“Obviously, with good reason.” He sketched a bow. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

He made no answer to that, just strode back up to the terrace and into the ballroom. He scanned the hall but didn’t see Giselle. Damn it, where had she gone?

Kit marched over to him, followed closely by Evan. “What did you do to Giselle?”

God, not this again. How had Giselle managed to get his brothers on her side so damned effortlessly? “I didn’t do anything to her. I want to talk to her. Do you know where she went?”

Looking a bit uncomfortable, Kit stared at the floor. “She said she wasn’t feeling well. That she ate something earlier that didn’t agree with her. Her mother was with her and asked me to make her excuses to you and tell you Miss Bernard will see you in the morning.”

“The hell she will,” he muttered under his breath, and started to head for the hallway.

Evan blocked his way. “Not yet, Heath. If you go now, everyone will think something is wrong between the two of you. At least stay around long enough to make your excuses for her. You can—I don’t know—explain to people that she is feeling unwell after something she ate. Then when you say you’re going upstairs to make sure she’s all right, they’ll expect it.”

His every impulse was to say to hell with the ball and run upstairs so he could impress upon her that she was wrong about his relationship with Lily. But he’d followed his impulses over a decade ago and they hadn’t served him well.

Perhaps it was time to let cooler heads prevail. Odd that the cooler head should happen to be his younger brother’s, but Evan was right. The best thing to do—the thing that would hurt her the least—was for him to act as if this were just an unfortunate occurrence that he meant to explain to his guests before hurrying off to see to his ill fiancée.

Yes, he could do that. He could wait a few minutes more to tell Giselle everything. But he had no choice now. He had to reveal the truth.




Chapter 16

Wearing her nightgown and wrapper, with her hair stuffed up into a nightcap, Giselle marched about in her bedchamber at Longmead after Maman had left to go pack in her own bedchamber across the hall. Giselle folded things into trunks and cursed herself for being ten kinds of a fool. She had known he was keeping secrets. She had been sure that all was not as she had hoped—that Heath was merely skittish about marriage after all the turmoil in his life.

But she had not guessed this.

You’d think you would at least make time for your “one true love.”

Her stomach roiled. The bloody Englishman had lied to her, of course. He had told her he had no mistress. He had even pretended that the woman Giselle had seen him staring after was nobody, when she clearly was far more than that to him.

“Mon dieu, c’est un canaille menteur!” Giselle thrust a pair of stockings into a silk bag. Yes, Heath was definitely a lying scoundrel. She remembered only too well what he had said when she asked who the woman was: Someone who shouldn’t be here.

Although she supposed that was true. Women like his pretty friend were supposed to hide in the shadows, waiting for their lovers to come away from the women they had married for money or respectability … or to gain custody of their brothers.

She plopped down on the bed. No, at least he had never done that. He had made it clear he could not marry her, and this woman had to be the reason.

A knock came at the door, and she jumped up. It was Maman’s third time to come ask her some inconsequential question about the packing.

As if any of that mattered!

“I thought you were going to bed, Ma—” she said as she swung the door open.

But it was Heath. Anger surged in her so powerfully, she tried to slam the door shut, but he put his foot in the doorway to block it.

“Giselle, please let me in,” he said in a low tone. “I have to talk to you.”

“Go talk to your mistress,” she snapped.

“Lily is not my mistress, damn it. Let me in, so I can explain.”

“I will break your foot, I swear!”

“Lily is the reason I left for France twelve years ago!”

The words resounded in the hall. They would soon bring Maman or some servant who would—

What he’d said finally sank in. Slowly, she opened the door all the way to glare at him. “You lie. You went to France with your father on a business trip.”

“I did. But only because he made me go to get me away from Lily Faircloth.”

The peculiarity of his claim intrigued her more than it should. And he and his father had been at odds most of the time in Verdun. She did remember that.

He pushed his way into the room and closed the door behind him. “I hadn’t seen her again until tonight. I had hoped never to see her again, but she sneaked into the ball. She was not invited.”

Feeling suddenly very exposed in her nightgown and wrapper, she crossed her arms over her breasts. “She wanted to see you.”

“To talk to me, she said.”

“About what?” Giselle asked, curious in spite of herself.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “She didn’t say. I told her she should return tomorrow evening, and I would discuss whatever the hell nonsense she wanted to discuss. But only if she left immediately tonight. So, she did. Or at least I didn’t see her again.”

She dragged in a heavy breath, unsure whether to believe him. “So, she is not your mistress.”

“No.” He gazed into her eyes. “I told the truth when I said I had no mistress.”

There had to be more to it than that, and she meant to hear all of it. She cocked her head. “Why did your father want to get you away from her?”

With a sigh, he walked over to the bed. Then he apparently noticed the trunk on the floor. “Are you packing?” he asked with a scowl.

“Yes. I figured that with the ball done, and everyone knowing I am your fiancée, Maman and I could move to Bath for the remainder of our visit.”

“You can’t do that! What about Jones? I haven’t worried since you’ve been going in my carriage with two of my most stalwart footmen, but if you’re going to stay there …”

Bon Dieu, she had forgotten about Jones. She suppressed a shudder. “He is not interested in Maman and me. Clearly, he merely wants us to lead him to Beasley. Since we will not do that—”

“You would risk your mother on the off chance that his following you really has nothing to do with the two of you?”

Annoyed by the logic of his words, she sighed. “No, of course not.”

He seized her hand. “Don’t leave, Giselle. I’ll keep my distance, I swear. Just don’t go stay in Bath. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you there.”

The words softened her for half a moment until she realized that she always let his tempting words change her mind.

She scowled at him. “You are avoiding the subject of your Lily.”

“She is not my Lily,” he snapped, eyes blazing. “Not anymore. Not since we were both sixteen.”

“Why not?” She slipped her hand from his. “Was she really your ‘one true love’?”

A muscle worked in his jaw as he dropped onto her bed. “Yes. Or I once thought she was, anyway.” He avoided her gaze. “But that was twelve years ago.”

“Before you went to France.”

He nodded.

Pulling her wrapper more tightly about her, she sat down beside him. “If you want me to stay, you must tell me everything.”

“Oh, God,” he groaned.

“I mean it, Heath.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Lily is the daughter of one of our tenant farmers. Back then I fancied her quite a lot. Over twelve years ago, we spent my summer holiday from Eton—unbeknownst to my parents and hers—in each other’s company on the estate.”

Giselle swallowed her jealousy with some difficulty. “She is very pretty.”

He flashed her a faint smile. “Not nearly as pretty as you.” When she remained impassive to that compliment, he sighed and went on with his tale. “My father and I were at odds as usual, but I was feeling my oats, so I escaped him and rebelled as much as possible.”

“Many boys do at sixteen, from what I hear,” she ventured.

He conceded the point with a nod. “As the time for me to return to Eton approached, when I knew we would be separated, I concocted a plan for us to elope. I figured if we could get married in Scotland, my parents would have to accept the marriage.”

“Why would they? You were both under the age to marry, were you not?”

“We were, but in Scotland one can marry much younger,” he said wearily. “However, Scotland was a long way from home. I thought I had tricked both sets of parents by making it seem as if we were traveling by ship to Scotland, but her parents were no fools. They knew Lily easily got seasick, something I never knew, so they swiftly guessed we were on the Great North Road instead. And they told my father.”

“I am surprised to hear it,” Giselle said, nervously twisting the ends to the ties of her wrapper. “Would not a marriage to you have been advantageous to their daughter?”

“Oh, yes. But not so advantageous to them. If they had allowed Lily to make a runaway marriage with their landlord’s heir, they knew they would be evicted through any legal means my father could find. So, after her father found Lily’s note, which she’d been foolish enough to leave behind, the two fathers dogged us all the way up north.”

He snorted. “We’d assumed that since we’d gone as far as York without being discovered, we were safe, so we took a room there at an inn I knew from travels with my family. Of course, my father knew it, too. Our fathers caught up with us there, a couple of hours after our arrival. Her father brought her back home, and my father took me to London where he arranged for him and me to travel directly to France.”

She arched an eyebrow at him, now fully engrossed in his tale. “That is a long way to go to save his son from an unwise marriage.”

“Father had already been planning to go to France, since we had property in nearby Normandy.” He uttered a bitter laugh. “As with many Englishmen, he thought the Treaty of Amiens made it safe to return to France at last, so he merely moved up his trip. Then he kept me prisoner until we were on our way.”

“He forced you to go?” she said, eyes widening.

“Yes. I never got to say goodbye to Lily or my brothers or even my mother. Mother died thinking I was a reckless idiot. Which I suppose I was, to be honest.”

He released a ragged breath. “I told Father I was in love. He told me I was a fool—that Lily merely wanted me for the wealth I could bring her. I denied it, I raged against him … I even tried to jump overboard once we were on the ship and headed down the Thames toward the Channel.”

The image of him attempting to jump off a ship to return to his “true love” made her laugh. When he scowled at her, she mumbled, “Sorry. It’s just that I never dreamed you were such a … er … dramatic young man.”

“Overwrought, more like.” He flashed her a rueful smile. “I was nearly seventeen and full of myself.” He shook his head. “I could no more have swum across the Thames than I could have flown to the moon, but you wouldn’t have convinced me of it. Father had to lock me in a cabin to make me stay put. Looking back, it’s hard to believe I was once as young and stupid as Kit can sometimes be now.”

Suddenly, his aggressive reaction to Kit’s announcement that he was “betrothed” made perfect sense. “You were a sensitive and feeling young man,” she said softly. “I know the sort.”

“You certainly do. Kit and Zack definitely qualify. I’m not so sure about Evan.” He shook his head. “But they come by it honestly. Perhaps we got that from our mother, since we certainly never got it from Father.” He sighed. “I used to write poetry and such, you know. Tonight, Lily was quoting one of my poems where I called her ‘my one true love.’ But she was being sarcastic.” He muttered a curse under his breath. “What a little dupe I was. I was thoroughly taken in by her.”

“How so?” Giselle asked. “Surely she was once in love, too, or she would not have defied her parents for you.”

“Oh, Lily was in love, all right,” he said acidly. “She was in love with my money, rank, and consequence, the usual things women of her kind are in love with.”

She caught her breath, praying he did not see her that way, too. “How do you know that about her? Because your father said so?”

“Hardly. At the time, I wouldn’t have believed a word he told me concerning her.” He thrust his fingers through his beautiful hair. “No, I found out when she wrote to say she was soon to be married.”

She was married, this former love of his? “Oh, dear. That must have been difficult for you. How long after you left England did she tell you?”

He shrugged. “Only four months, even before Father and I were sent to Verdun. A letter from her came to our lodgings in Paris, saying that she regretted to inform me, but she had found a new love, a man named Samuel Pritchard.”

“The merchant?” Giselle asked.

“You’ve met him?”

“No, but his name is everywhere in Bath. He owns many mercantile shops, does he not?”

Heath narrowed his gaze on her. “I can’t believe you know that.”

“I do like to shop occasionally, Heath,” she said primly. “Not very often, grant you, but once in a while. And what else am I to do while Maman is soaking in the baths?” She made a face. “I do not like the waters there. They have a smell.”

“True,” he said with a faint smile. “Anyway, I had known Samuel Pritchard was courting her, but she hadn’t seemed to take him seriously. Suddenly, they’re in love? Suffice it to say, he was wealthy and consequential enough even then to gain her interest.”

“But he must have been far older than she,” Giselle mused aloud, starting to feel a little sorry for this woman. A very little, anyway.

“I don’t know. And I don’t care, either. Until she wrote me, I was still making plans to return and marry her myself. But after that …”

She reached over to grab his hand. “You were hurt, of course.”

“Not just hurt, but furious.” When she squeezed his hand and then tried to withdraw it, he kept it between both of his. “I had tried to marry her and for what? So my father could drag me off to France and berate me for the rest of our time there? So I could be separated from those I held most dear for years? I had risked all of that for her, and she not only didn’t care, but she blithely went off looking for another rich dupe of consequence.”

“Remember, she was young, too,” Giselle said. “And you do not know if her parents forced her to make the match.”

“I doubt that. They were the very definition of doting parents. Besides, she never wrote such a thing in her letter—she wrote that she had found a ‘new love.’ I remember it well.” He hunched forward, still holding her hand in his. “And just like that, my father’s words made sense. She had eloped with me solely because I was the heir apparent to the Earl of Heathbrook.” His voice turned bitter. “If I had been Rupert Oakden, the farmer next door, she wouldn’t have given me a moment’s notice.”

“You cannot possibly believe that,” she protested. “You are a charming man, not to mention a clever and responsible one. Any woman would have been lucky to have you. I am sure she felt the same.”

He sat up to shoot her a skeptical look. “You’re going to defend her now?”

“Of course not,” she mumbled. “I am merely pointing out that you have attractive qualities which have nothing to do with your title or fortune.”

“Such as?” he asked in a husky voice, and slid his arm about her waist.

“Stop that,” she said, though she did not remove his arm and he continued to hold her hand with his free one. “Finish telling me the rest.”

He huffed out a breath. “There’s nothing left to tell.”

“Ah, but I have more questions.” When he stared at her, she had to look away. “When you … um … kissed me that day in Verdun, were you wishing I was her?”

“Good God, no.” He squeezed her waist. “Surely you remember that you didn’t come to Verdun until over a year after the rest of us did. I had long before emerged from the fog of romantic fancy that Lily had wrapped me in, enough to know that I had made a lucky escape. Though at that point I would never have admitted it to my father.”

Now, he did release her hand, only to tip up her chin so she was staring into his solemn eyes. “Nor did seeing her tonight change my mind about that. Lily was never my ‘one true love.’ She was my first boyish infatuation. Whereas you …”

He bent his head as if to kiss her, and she murmured, “Heath, perhaps we should not do this.”

“We probably shouldn’t,” he whispered against her lips. “Or at least not until I confess to the one lie I have indeed told you.”

Her heart sank. “Oh?”

Brushing her lips with his, he said, “That day at Freeman’s Inn, when you asked what I would’ve done if your father hadn’t threatened to call me out, I told you it didn’t matter since we couldn’t change it now. Remember?”

Her breath quickened. “I-I remember.”

“I lied,” he rasped. “It did matter. And we can change it. I want to change it.” He took her mouth with his so tenderly, she thought she’d dissolve into the bedcovers.

Slipping her arms about his waist, she gave herself up to the kiss with enthusiasm. So, it was some minutes before he drew back to speak again.

“Know this, Giselle,” he said, his voice resonating through her. “You are to Lily as the sun is to a candle. Brighter. More thrilling. The greatest temptation I’ve ever known. And I don’t want to fight it anymore.”

“Nor do I.” What was the point? If she could not be with the man she had always wanted, did she really want to be with anyone else? “But we must be quiet. If Maman should happen to knock, or, fearing the worst, ask a servant to let her in—”

“My servants would never do such a thing without asking me first. You are my fiancée, after all. But if it will help assuage your worries …” He stood and held out his hand. “Come with me.”

Heathbrook’s blood pounded in his temples, and he itched to grab her hand, lift her into his arms, and carry her off to where they could be sure of not being disturbed. But it had to be her choice. Bad enough he was breaking his own rule—never deflower an innocent. He had done that once with Lily, and that had been a disaster in the end.

He did not want this to be a disaster for her.

Then she took his hand in hers with a shy smile, and he exulted. She was his at last.

Now he must make sure she stayed his. He couldn’t think beyond that, couldn’t consider the ramifications. All he wanted was to show Giselle that she meant more to him than Lily ever had, and making love to her seemed the best way to do that.

You’re thinking with your cock again, man.

He was. He didn’t care. He needed Giselle, and she wanted him, and that was all that mattered. He tugged her up into his arms and gave her a hard kiss to mark her as his.

Then he said, “This way, mon petit chou,” and brought her to the servant door placed discreetly in a corner of her room.

She tensed as they passed through it. “Where are we going?”

He pulled her close to whisper, “My bedchamber, through the servant passage.”

“Are you not worried about running into servants?” she whispered back as he maneuvered the passage, the way he’d done so often as a boy.

“Not right now. They’re all still dealing with guests downstairs. We merely have to avoid your mother … and Zack, who was sent up to bed a while ago.”

After that, she remained quiet until they had slipped into his room. Then she stood staring about her as he walked into the adjoining dressing room and dismissed his valet for the night, making sure the fellow went out the servant door and not through his bedchamber.

When Heathbrook went back in to join her, half-afraid she might have fled like a nymph disappearing into a mirrored pool, he was relieved to find her still rooted to his Aubusson rug, though barefoot now, looking more like a dryad than a naiad.

Of course. Because she was a creature of the earth and plants and gardens, not of the water.

“I would not have expected this.” She swept her hand to indicate his room. “All the simplicity. You seem so comfortable with the elaborate French decor in your town house that these furnishings of walnut and rosewood and all the blues in your bedclothes and rugs surprise me.” A teasing smile crossed her lips. “No ormolu clocks? No gilded chairs and curved settees? No fur rugs?”

“My father’s tastes were different from my mother’s. He liked showy and ostentatious. Mother liked … simple. This is Mother’s room. I moved into it thinking I would redo Father’s in time. But I’ve grown to like this one.” His heart racing, he walked up to take her in his arms. “Especially with you in it.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “You, sir, are too ready with lavish compliments.”

“Aren’t lavish compliments generally preferred by women?” He reached up to tug off her nightcap, bringing her gorgeous chocolate-brown hair cascading down over her shoulders and making him itch to have it spread on a pillow beneath him.

Apparently ignoring her own quickening breaths, she answered saucily, “I do not know about other women, but I prefer honest to lavish any day.”

“And I don’t see why compliments can’t be both.” He buried his hands in her hair, marveling at the shimmer and glorious excess of it. “For example, you, ma chérie, have the most luscious head of hair I’ve ever seen on a woman. It should be in a painting.”

She opened her mouth, and he put his finger to it. “Before you chide me, I must point out that my compliment is perfectly honest … not to mention, lavish, since your hair itself is lavish.”

“You are ridiculous,” she protested, clearly trying not to smile.

He untied her wrapper and pushed it off her shoulders, then caught his breath to see so much of her at once, barely veiled by her paper-thin linen nightgown. “And you are the loveliest thing ever to grace this bedchamber. Is that honest enough for you?”

“Honest and lavish,” she teased.

“Perhaps not all of the overwrought feelings have been wiped out of me, Miss Practical.” He skimmed the back of his hand over one breast through the linen, exulting when her nipple beaded up beneath it and she blushed crimson.

“Will I get to see you without your clothes, sir?” she asked.

“If you wish.”

“Oh, I definitely wish.” She pushed his coat off his shoulders, then folded it primly and carried it to a chair where she centered it on the seat.

When he chuckled, she returned and went to work on unbuttoning his waistcoat. “What do you find so funny, my lord?” she asked, sounding missish.

“You and your careful ways. I would have tossed my coat aside willy-nilly. Like this.” He wriggled out of his waistcoat and sent it flying.

“Your valet will not appreciate that,” she said, clearly biting back a smile.

“I pay him well enough not to care.” He slipped off his shoes, then tore at his cravat so unsuccessfully that she said, with laughter in her voice, “Stop that! All you are doing is knotting it more.” She took it over and had his cravat unknotted in no time.

“This is why I never wore elaborate cravats in Verdun or Bitche,” he said, working the buttons of her nightgown loose, now desperate to see her without it. “I’m not good at being my own valet.”

“Clearly,” she said in a throaty voice that notched up his arousal. “But you excel at being a lady’s maid.”

“At the moment, I’m well motivated to be so.” Just the sight of her breasts thinly veiled was rousing his blood.

When she went to work on his shirt buttons, he was too impatient to wait. Catching a hank of her nightgown, he began to raise it up her legs, then sucked in a breath to find them long, shapely, and bare.

“Good God,” he muttered. Keeping her nightgown raised with his other hand, he smoothed his hand up over one cheek of her bottom. “Well, well, what have we here? No drawers, Giselle? How wicked of you.”

“Maman always said drawers are wicked.” She caught his hand. “No touching until I get to see you bared, too.”

“Then stop taking so long undressing me.” Brushing her hands away from his buttons, he tore off his shirt, then unfastened the fall of his breeches before shoving them off, too.

He dragged her close to kiss her long and hard so he could fondle her breasts through the linen. When she made a little needy sound low in her throat, he began walking her backward to the bed. “I want to make love to you, my faux fiancée. But first I want to see if the unclad you matches my dreams of the unclad you.”

“‘Unclad,’” she echoed as he halted just short of the bed. “What is that? I have never heard that word.”

“Without clothes. Naked.” His heart thundering, he dragged her gown slowly up over her head and off. “It means naked.”

He stood back to survey her. She was as perfect as he’d known she’d be, her skin golden, her breasts just large enough to fill a man’s hands comfortably, and her belly and mons … “What a wonderful naked it is, too,” he choked out, his cock feeling close to bursting out of his drawers.

She tipped up her chin. “A very lonely naked. Because you are still not naked, sir.”

“I can easily remedy that.”

Then he slid off his drawers.




Chapter 17

Giselle had never seen a man without clothes. Even the jaunts she and her half sister had taken to the British Museum to look at sculptures had not prepared her for the sight of a real man “unclad.” For one thing, the sculptures had no hair. And hair made quite a difference in a man’s appearance.

Her mouth went dry at the sight of Heath’s hair-dusted upper body—his sculpted, muscular chest and his lean stomach with hair that led down to …

She jerked her gaze up hastily. She was not quite ready for that. “You are rather hirsute, sir,” she said, keeping her eyes above his waist.

His eyebrows quirked upward. “I come from a long line of hairy gentlemen, I’m afraid. Does it bother you?”

“Non. I like the hair myself.” She finally let her gaze go lower to where his verge thrust itself boldly forward like a long, thick aubergine emerging from the vine. She swallowed hard. “You are also … er … large, are you not?”

He chuckled. “I don’t know. I don’t make a practice of comparing my penis to other men’s.”

“Oh! We have that word, pénis, in French, too!”

“We also sometimes call it a man’s member.”

“Membre. Yes, we use that one, too.” She frowned. “Although it is considered vulgar to say either word in polite company. Indeed, it is considered vulgar to speak of any of this.”

“Then it’s a good thing we’re not in polite company,” he said, and tugged her close enough so she could feel the thrust of his membre. “I doubt they’d approve of what we’re doing with my pénis and your mont de Vénus, anyway.”

“True,” she said, feeling heat rise in her cheeks again.

He hesitated. “You do know what we’re doing, don’t you?”

“Yes. Maman told me.”

“Everything?”

How much was there to tell? The man put his verge inside the woman, and then it was done. “I think so.”

He cupped her cheek. “I merely don’t want you to have any surprises.”

“Then let me touch your … you know …”

“God help me,” he muttered, but released her to close her hand about his membre.

She marveled at how alive it seemed, the skin like velvet, but the meat of it quite firm beneath the skin. “It is stiff, no?” she said as she carefully stroked along it.

“Getting stiffer by the moment,” he muttered, closing his eyes. “Hold it a bit harder when you stroke it.”

She did so, and he groaned. But after a few moments, when she explored too close to his body, he shoved her hand aside. “You are too good at this, mon petit chou.”

She tensed, both at the rejection of her caress and his use of the endearment. “I am not your little pastry, sir. I do not want you to eat me up, like the wolf in Le Petit Chaperon Rouge.”

“If you didn’t like the words, ma chérie, you should have said something sooner. Although you may find you enjoy a bit of eating in the bedchamber.” He bent his head to nibble on her earlobe. “Like this.” He kissed his way down to where he could suck and tug on her nipple with his teeth. “And this.”

Every suck and nibble sent surprising tingles straight to her mont de Vénus, making her warm and damp below.

She arched up on tiptoe to feel more. “Perhaps that is not so … very bad,” she whispered.

Next thing she knew, he had tumbled her back onto the bed so he could lie beside her and spread soft kisses over every inch of her body. “Do you know how many times I have dreamed of us like this?”

“As many times as I have?” she whispered.

He lifted his head to stare at her. “You dreamed of me?”

“More often than you know. I just never thought you would want me.”

“Then you were daft, my sweet.” He kissed his way down her body. “I will always want you.”

The words caught her off guard. She wished she knew if he meant he would always want her body or if he would always want her. But she was not sure she wanted to hear the answer if she asked, so she did not ask. Instead, she threaded her hands through his hair and attempted to pull him back up to her, so she could kiss him.

He chuckled against her belly. “Let go, Giselle. I mean to show you that you can enjoy being eaten by the wolf.”

Curious to see what he meant, she did as he bade, but when he spread the curls of her mont de Vénus with his fingers and bent his head toward it, she gasped. “You are not … you do not mean to …”

“Taste you,” he said with an arrogant smile. “I do, indeed.”

Then he covered her there with his mouth.

For a moment, she remained tense, thinking he truly meant to bite her there. Then he began to suck and use his tongue as he’d used his fingers there before, and she nearly burst out of her skin. Since he had already told her to release his head, she dug her fingers into the bedclothes to keep from grabbing him again as he tongued and licked and drew on her there.

She had never experienced such sensations, such wild … carnal … heart-palpitating sensations!

Oh! That feeling was building again … as when they were in the stone tower … oh! And now … oh … she had not realized … oh, yes …

Suddenly he drew his mouth from down there, wiped it on the bedclothes, then crawled up her. He used one knee to part her legs and fit himself between her thighs. “Now, may I finish this by making love to you, my darling fiancée?” he asked in French.

“Yes,” she said in English, ridiculously cheered by his not using the word faux this time. “Please do.”

That was all it took to have him sliding inside her.

For a moment, she regretted her Yes, for it felt very odd. Intrusive. Unfamiliar. Not what she had imagined. But then he began to move.

She grabbed for his shoulders in surprise, and he said hoarsely, “Yes, ma belle chérie, touch me … anywhere you like.”

Now that he had given her license to do so, she used her hands to feel his strong arms, she stroked his chest and then down his ribs to grip his waist. He brushed kisses over her temples and rasped lovely, sweet words into her hair, all the while driving slowly in and out of her.

“You’re so tight, dearest,” he murmured. “It feels like … heaven to be inside of you.”

“Does it?” She kissed his neck. “It feels … different for me, too.”

“Different, hmm?” he choked out. “Let’s … make it more … pleasurable.”

He caught her under one knee and dragged it up, then switched hands to pull up the other, which planted him inside her in a much better way.

“Oh!” she said. “That is …”

“Good?” he asked, drawing back to smirk at her.

“Very much … good …” she uttered, not caring she was murdering the English.

“I came by my … reputation honestly … you know.”

“I see that,” she said, and squirmed a little until he was slamming against her where she wanted him to be. “Oh-h-h, yes. Yes. Like that, Heath. Yes …”

That made him thrust harder, deeper, as he used one hand to fondle her breast quite deliciously. “You are quite … the seductive … minx …”

“And you, sir … are a true … rogue.”

They were both panting now, their bodies entwined, each of them seeking pleasure from the other. Soon, she was feeling those same wild sensations from before, and her body seemed aflame, and her blood trampled through her veins, and her breath … she could not … catch her breath because she had to … had to …

Scream! And she did, as her body vaulted into a glorious release. But he must have anticipated the scream, for he was already cupping his hand over her mouth. He gave one last deep plunge and let out a broken string of French curses—or English prayers?—as he reached his own release.

Then he collapsed atop her before rolling off to lie beside her, clearly spent. His breath came in quick gasps, and his eyes slid closed. “That was … amazing.”

It was, indeed. She felt happy and sated and warm all at once. If she were a cat, she would lie here purring, but since she was not, she merely curled up against him and laid her arm across his waist.

He pulled her closer and nuzzled her hair. “I’m sorry, Giselle,” he whispered.

She frowned. “For what?”

“For taking you like a madman run amok.”

“If that is what a madman run amok is like, then I say, bring on the madmen.” When he chuckled and relaxed, she added, “I did not know what to expect of faire l’amour. But I very much enjoyed it.”

“So did I.” Mischief shone in his face. “And may I still call you mon petit chou?”

She tilted up her chin. “I do confess I rather like having you eat my pastry.”

“I rather like eating your pastry, too,” he said, and kissed her forehead softly.

They lay there in utter contentment a while longer, warm and pleasantly spent.

“May I ask you something?” she said after some time had passed.

“Anything.”

“Did you become a rakehell because of Lily? Because she made you doubt all women?”

He sucked in a harsh breath, then let it out. “Not exactly. If you’ll recall from that day in the Court of Chancery, I wasn’t a saint before she and I tried to elope. At Eton, Jon and I spent plenty of time with loose-living barmaids and married women and the like.”

“Jon? Really?”

“Oh, yes. We were both rascals … and Percy, too.”

“And Captain Scovell?”

He shook his head. “Not Scovell. That one tried to serve as the conscience to all of us.” He turned grim. “Not that it worked. Jon was wild because his parents coddled him, Percy was wild because he had no father to rein him in, and I was wild because I had too rigid a father.”

“Or perhaps you were all wild because you were young and rich and simply liked being wild,” she ventured.

He gave a mirthless laugh. “Quite possibly.” He sobered. “But once I met Lily, I honestly decided to be better. I had no intention of being a faithless husband. I’d seen that too many times among the parents of my other friends at school—some of the lads even joked about their fathers’ mistresses. Even then, I could hear the pain behind the jokes, and I swore I’d never be one of those fathers.”

She propped her head up on one hand. “Until after Lily betrayed you.”

“My father betrayed me first, because I was in love and he didn’t understand it, or at least that’s how I felt then. He decided Lily was wrong for me.” He got a distant look in his eyes. “Looking back, I can see he was probably right about her, but at the time I could only see that he didn’t trust me to make my own decisions, to choose the woman I loved. That he thought only money and consequence mattered in a marriage.”

“Perhaps they did to him.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Surely you don’t agree.”

She swallowed and glanced away. “Of course not, but Maman probably would. If you are correct about Lily, then even she agreed, and that means your father was right to be cynical about her. If that makes sense. He probably saw himself as saving you from her.”

“Or was he saving himself the embarrassment of having a son who married beneath him? I will never be sure. I do know that even after I outgrew my younger impulses, he continued to keep me at arm’s length, to blame me for our having ended up at Verdun. Because, as he saw it, my reckless actions ‘forced’ him to save me and ‘forced’ him to leave my mother and brothers behind. It was my lack of character that led to our detainment.”

She stroked his arm. “That hardly sounds fair.”

“It wasn’t. And since I was an idiotic young fool, I reacted badly to the unfairness of it, especially once I got Lily’s letter. I really felt the weight of his condemnation then, so I lashed out by becoming exactly the son he thought I was—a libertine of the first order. A rakehell without a conscience.”

She rested her head on his shoulder. “You must have had something of a conscience. You let my father shame you into never going near me again.”

“True. And believe it or not, his actions were the beginning of my salvation. The fact that a man whom I respected, who was not my father and did not have a history with me, would be so appalled by my behavior that he would threaten to duel with me … well, it brought me up short. It made me see how recklessly I was behaving.”

She frowned at him. “But you continued to go from woman to woman afterward. I remember it.”

He flushed. “For a while longer, yes. Until I realized it was no longer satisfying. I could never get Morris’s words out of my head.” He chucked her under the chin. “And I could never get our kiss out of my head, either.”

“Come now, Heath—” she began, thoroughly skeptical.

“I mean it, Giselle. How many times did you actually see me with a woman in my room? Or see me kiss or try to seduce or do anything more than dance or flirt or talk with a woman? Hmm? You lived in the lodging house. Surely you would have seen something.”

She thought back, but she could not pull up an image in her head. Then again, she had not wanted to know, either, since she had liked him and felt jealous of any woman he paid attention to, even though she knew it was hopeless. So, she had tried very hard not to notice such things.

But she could hardly tell him so because she would be admitting how much she had cared for him even then. She left the bed to draw on her nightgown, feeling too exposed for her liking.

He sat up and pulled on his drawers, but naught else. “Now can I ask you something?”

“Of course. You answered my question—I shall be happy to answer yours.”

“Why have you never married? You’re beautiful and accomplished and a delightful conversationalist. Any man would be lucky to have you.”

She shrugged. “I never met a man I cared for.”

“No one? Surely there were men in Verdun, or even in Paris after you returned home from Verdun, who …”

“Appealed to me? No. I had suitors, but …” She waved her hand dismissively.

“I do remember hearing men in the camp say you were high in the instep.”

She stared him down. “I suppose that is true. I am particular. I never wanted to be any man’s mistress, either. And for a husband, I would prefer a man who is trustworthy and responsible. Most men do not fit that description.”

“Am I to understand that you think me one of ‘most men’?”

She busied herself with pulling on her wrapper. “Why do you say that?”

“Because you told me at the beginning of all this that you didn’t wish to marry me. You never were very clear about why. Don’t tell me it’s because of your mother—whom you surely know would always be welcome here. I can only assume you and Chloe want your freedom or some such.”

He seemed tense. She did not know what to tell him. Not the truth, to be sure.

“But I behaved recklessly tonight with you,” he went on. “I would not have done so, except I couldn’t stand having you think I would … lie to you about another woman. I have taken your innocence, and that means we must marry.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Why do you assume I was an innocent?”

“Aside from the blood on the sheets there,” he said sarcastically, gesturing to the bed, “I could tell when I made love to you.”

“Because you make a practice of deflowering innocents?” she snapped.

“Because I deflowered Lily,” he said wearily. “It was the main reason we got caught. We stopped in York, and we made love in the inn. We were damned lucky our fathers didn’t catch us in the act, or I daresay one of the fathers would have killed me. It’s a tossup which one.” When she gaped at him, he said, “All right, so my father probably wouldn’t have killed me, but at the time, it felt like he did, him with his machinations.”

“Did you tell your father that you had already bedded Lily?”

He eyed her askance. “And have him be even more disappointed in me? Hell, no. Besides, I was a gentleman. I could not risk telling Father and having him use it against her.”

“I suppose I can understand that.” She put her hands on her hips. “But I am not a sixteen-year-old girl—I do not require you to marry me out of some sense of responsibility. I agreed to share your bed, and I did not do it to compel you to marry me, either. I did it because I wanted to. And … because I was tired of being alone. So, there is no need for you to sacrifice your freedom for me.”

She found her slippers and sat down to put them on, but he sat down beside her to stay her hands. “Ma chérie, it is no sacrifice. I like having your companionship, and I wish to marry you. Don’t tell me you don’t enjoy our friendship, at the very least. We could make a good marriage.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps you would tire of your French wife and her strange ways eventually, of worrying that her own past would come back to haunt you and your children. I-I do not want the responsibility of being an English countess. It would be like trying to ‘make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,’ to use one of your countrymen’s colorful sayings.”

“Damn it, Giselle,” he said as he squeezed her hand, “you are already a silk purse. You might have to learn some things here and there, but you are a lady through and through. And, to be perfectly honest, I don’t want an English countess. I want my half-French wife. I want you.”

Yet he said nothing of love. And she was beginning to realize that love was important to her, since she was already half in love with the rascal herself.

Snatching her hand free, she put her shoes on and stood, unable to look him in the face for fear he would see her feelings writ large there. “I must return to my room in case Maman wakes up and goes in search of me. It would not do to have her raise an alarm over my disappearance.”

He stood, too. “At least think about it.”

Swallowing hard, she nodded. “I must go.”

“We’re still heading into Bath with the boys tomorrow, aren’t we?”

She forced a smile for his benefit. “Of course. I shall look forward to it.”

Then she fled. But long after she reached her room, relieved to find that her mother had not entered it at all, she could not fall asleep. Because the thing she could not tell him, dared not tell him, was she would give anything to be his wife.

But only if she could have his love, too.




Chapter 18

Heathbrook was vastly relieved when Giselle turned up at breakfast, accompanied by her mother, as she had for every morning previously. Her mother wore concern about her like a cloak. God only knew how Giselle had convinced her to unpack and stay.

But Giselle was her usual self, speaking with the boys about the ball the night before, asking them whom they’d danced with and in general making small talk admirably. He wished he could take her aside and ask if she had made a decision about marrying him, but he knew she wasn’t the sort to be hurried along. He would have to be patient.

Unfortunately, patience was not his virtue.

“You seem to be feeling much better this morning, Giselle,” Evan ventured.

Although Heathbrook tensed, Giselle merely smiled and said, “I am, thank you. I had a good night’s sleep, and I’m looking forward to our jaunt into town today.”

“We’re all going,” Zack piped up. “Do they still have Peter’s Pie Shop near the green?”

“They do,” Heathbrook said. “I stop there when I can.”

“Maman and I always get the pork pies,” Giselle said. “They are quite tasty.”

“That’s my favorite, too,” Kit said. “We should go there.”

“And you have to see the Sydney Gardens Tunnels,” Giselle added. “They’re wonderful. We can drive over the bridges in the carriage, can we not, Heath? And then walk under the bridges through the tunnels?”

Heathbrook chuckled. “If you wish. Not sure why you’d want to do both, but we can indeed.”

By the time they headed off on their “adventure,” as the boys were calling it, the lads could scarcely contain their excitement. Even Evan, who’d chosen to ride on the coachman’s perch again, was infected, especially since the weather was fine enough that they had put the hoods down on the landau to ride in style into town.

“Another thing you lads may not have seen yet,” Heathbrook said, “since it, along with the tunnels, was built while you were in Broadstairs, is the Cascade. It’s a clockwork village with flowing water. I’m not sure where it is in there, but we can look for it.”

“It is in the Labyrinth,” Giselle’s mother shocked them all by saying, in English, no less.

When they all gaped at her, she said, “That is the word, yes? Lab-y-rinth?”

“Of course it is,” Heathbrook said, and smiled broadly at her.

“What’s a ‘labyrinth’?” Zack asked.

“Did you learn nothing from our tutor?” Kit said. “It’s one of those maze things. You know, like the one on the Uppingtons’ grounds.”

“Oh! Those are fun,” Zack said. “Can we see it, Heath?”

“Certainly. Perhaps Giselle and I will get lost in it.” He winked at her.

“Speak for yourself, sir,” Giselle said, her eyes twinkling. “I am perfectly capable of navigating us through a labyrinth.”

“I’ll just bet you are,” he said. “You can navigate your way through damned near anything, I suspect.”

Suddenly, an image leapt into his mind—him with a couple of small sons and a daughter, going through the Labyrinth with Giselle, his wife.

He swallowed hard at the thought. He had never given children a moment’s thought before. But on this fine day, with the wind blowing Giselle’s curls around her ears and the boys practically beside themselves with excitement to see the delights of Bath, he could think of naught else but the possibility of having a family with Giselle.

She had to marry him. He wanted her to marry him, even though she suddenly seemed to have infected him with this mad desire to procreate and fill Longmead with people. The thought unsettled him. Because with marriage came responsibility, and he doubted he could manage that along with managing his brothers’ futures.

Yet he must. No matter what she’d said, it would be unconscionable not to marry her now that he’d taken her innocence.

And God knows he would enjoy having her to talk to in the mornings, to walk with in the afternoons … to make love to in the evenings. The image was so intoxicating he could almost taste it.

Damn, the fog of romantic love was already enveloping him. And God help him, but he didn’t mind it nearly as much as he should.

“We’re going to the baths first, right?” Giselle asked.

“Yes, of course. Your mother needs her hot springs.”

“We should get a pork pie for Madame Bernard,” Zack said. “So, she can have one later, since she won’t be with us.”

When Giselle translated for her mother, the woman smiled genially at Zack and patted his knee. He beamed at her.

Heathbrook couldn’t believe it. When had Madame Bernard begun to regard Zack almost as if he were her own child? Hell, when had Zack begun to accept Madame Bernard’s treatment of him as such?

Or had Heathbrook just not been paying attention?

Perhaps. He had been so focused on making sure the lads were taken care of that he had ignored the needs of his guests. Well, that would end today. He had to show Giselle that he could be a good husband if she would only let him.

As soon as they had reached the baths, and after he and Giselle had accompanied her mother inside, they went on to the Sydney Gardens.

As it turned out, there was no need to navigate the Labyrinth. In the place where one purchased entry into the Gardens, one could also buy a map showing exactly how to navigate it.

When Heathbrook paid for it, Giselle said, “That is cheating, is it not?”

“You don’t have to use it,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “But I don’t think we want to spend ‘up to six hours’ wandering around a maze in search of the Merlin Swing at the center, do you?”

“Six hours!” Evan exclaimed. “That’s how long it takes?”

“If you don’t have the plan, yes,” Heathbrook said. “Or so the man at the gate told me.”

“Six hours to traverse a Labyrinth that they also said is only half a mile long?” she asked. “I do not believe it.”

“That’s up to you. So, who wants to go with me using the plan, and who wants to navigate the Labyrinth on their own?”

“I’m with you,” Evan drawled. “I have no desire to wander a ridiculous maze for six hours just to get to a swing, Merlin or otherwise.”

“I would rather navigate on my own,” Kit said. “I daresay I will get there before you two do.”

“Do you care to place a wager on that?” Heathbrook asked Kit.

“I do,” Giselle said stoutly. “I’m going with Kit. Whichever group gets there first has to buy everyone pork pies at Peter’s Pie Shop.”

Until that moment, Heathbrook had been sure she would choose to go with him, and that the boys would choose to find their way through on their own, but apparently he didn’t know his fiancée as well as he thought. Or his brothers, for that matter, because Zack then declared he would go with Giselle.

“You will go with us, Zack,” Heathbrook said firmly. “You’ll get too tired out with Giselle and Kit.”

“I will not!” Zack crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m going with Giselle.”

“It is fine if he joins us, Heath,” Giselle said softly. “We may all get tired out by the time six hours is up.”

“I won’t,” Zack said with a frown.

“Of course not,” Giselle responded. “But you will come back if I get tired, will you not?”

Zack tipped up his chin. “Certainly. That’s what a gentleman does, ain’t it?”

“Isn’t it,” Evan snapped, causing Zack to roll his eyes.

Meanwhile, Heath envied the gentle way Giselle was handling Zack. She made it look so easy. “Very well, Zack. Go with Giselle if you wish.” Heathbrook turned to Evan. “Come, let’s head off on our guided tour. But we’ll wait to leave until they do, so they cannot follow us.”

“We do not cheat,” Giselle said with a sniff, then set off in what he knew was the wrong direction.

He had to laugh. The two of them congratulated each other on how clever they were as they walked along the pathway, looking at the mildly interesting views.

They made it to the clockwork village, with its miniature millworks powered by a real stream of water, without seeing any sign of Giselle and the other two. Clearly, they were winning, so they stood there a moment trying to figure out how the clockwork village worked.

“There aren’t many people here,” Evan said.

“It’s autumn,” Heath pointed out. “I gather that the attractions are more popular in summer, when they have dances and food and such.”

“With no one around, aren’t you worried about that fellow showing up?”

“What fellow?” Heath asked.

“You know. The one who tried to follow us from—”

“Damn it all to hell!” Heath said, and immediately began running back the way they came. “How could I have forgotten about Jones?”

But he knew how he had. He’d been so caught up in the pleasures of the day, the enjoyment of being with her and the boys in such beautiful weather, that he had let down his guard. He hadn’t once even thought of Jones. Some protector he was.

Evan kept up with him admirably. “Is the chap really dangerous?”

“He could be. We just don’t know for sure.” He got to the entrance, then ran the way the others had gone.

“Kit and Zack are with her,” Evan said. “Surely this Jones won’t approach her when she has two lads in her company.”

Two green lads with no weapons? A man whose motives were murky at best? “We’re better off hoping Jones doesn’t have funds for a ticket.”

And that Giselle might actually evade the scoundrel by going the wrong way in the Labyrinth. Because if anything happened to her …

Oh, God, he had no idea how he would survive that.

Giselle knew they’d gone the wrong way—she’d done it on purpose to fool Heath. The truth was she was cheating, too. Because it had never occurred to her dear faux fiancé to ask her if she’d been to the Labyrinth before. And of course she had, weeks before she’d gone to ask for his help in London. So, she knew exactly how to get around the many winding paths to where the end was.

All one had to do was slip through the hedge to the path that led one closest to the end. Which they had done, mere moments ago.

“Come now, Zack,” Giselle said, trying not to let her impatience color her voice. “Have you not seen enough of the Hermit’s Cot? We are almost to the end, and I wish to beat Heath.”

“I’m waiting for the hermit to come out,” Zack said. “We have to see the hermit.”

“There is no hermit,” Giselle said. “It’s just a building. There used to be a life-sized puppet that served as the hermit, but a bad storm blew him away, and they have not replaced him yet.”

“A puppet?” Kit said. “That’s a disappointment.”

“P’raps they decided to replace the puppet with a real hermit,” Zack put in, “and he’s inside or something.”

“Plenty of people hire real hermits to enhance their landscaping,” Kit told her. “I know the Uppingtons do.”

“What?” Giselle said. “You are joking, surely.”

Both boys shook their heads no and continued to watch the cottage.

“Oh, for pity’s sake.” She was about to give them an earful about the idiocies of their fellow noblemen when she felt, rather than saw, someone come up behind her.

She did not even get the chance to turn around before she was grabbed about the waist and a hand was clamped over her mouth.

“Let the boys look,” a familiar voice hissed in her ear. “But you are coming with me, Mademoiselle Bernard, so we can have a conversation.”

She froze. Vaughan Jones. And he was already trying to drag her back into the bushes.

Terror gripped her before she realized that since he seemed to be trying to take her by brute strength, he probably had no weapon. Thank God she had worn her sturdy walking boots today.

She kicked backward at his shin, a maneuver she’d had to use a time or two in Verdun with drunken officers. Though he did not release her, he howled loud enough to draw the boys’ attention.

Kit whirled around to see her struggling with Jones. “You leave her be, you villain!” Then he gave Zack a little shove. “Go find Heath! Now!”

Zack needed no more encouragement to go running back the way they’d come, yelling at the top of his lungs for his brothers.

Meanwhile, Kit threw himself at Jones, dragging on the man’s arm while Giselle bit down on the devil’s hand as hard as she could.

Jones released her to back away from the two of them, holding his now-bleeding hand. “I just want to know where Sarah is!” Jones cried. “If you tell me where she lives, I swear I’ll leave you be!”

“She does not want you!” Giselle snapped. “I will never tell you where she lives, you bloody cur!” Then she let loose with a storm of French invective that even seemed to give Jones pause.

Suddenly, he looked off beyond her, released a curse, and went racing down the path toward where the Merlin Swing was. Evan and Heath came running up to them at that very moment.

“Are you all right?” Heath paused long enough to ask, alarm in his eyes. “You have blood on your chin.”

“Because I bit the scoundrel,” she said, then pointed forward on the path. “Jones went that way.”

“Stay with her!” Heath ordered Evan, and broke into a run once more.

She drew out her handkerchief to wipe her chin, and almost at once began to fret. What if Heath got into a fight with Jones? What if Jones hurt him? What if …

“We have to follow him,” she told Evan.

Zack came running up just then, all out of breath. “Wh-where … did … H-Heath go?” he managed to choke out as he bent over to rest his hands on his knees.

Kit patted his brother’s back. “After the villain. You were so brave, Zack. I’m very proud of you.”

“We all are,” Evan said.

“Yes, yes, every one of you is brave,” she cried, “but what if Jones does something to Heath? We have to go after them!”

“Heath said to stay with you, and staying with you is what I’m doing,” Evan told her, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Besides,” Kit added, just as she was about to head off by herself, “Heath practices fighting nearly every morning with one of the servants.”

She gaped at him.

“Renham told us,” Zack added. “When we stayed the night in London.”

“Apparently, Heath … er … spent his time in Bitche prison learning to fight,” Evan said.

Belatedly, she remembered Heath’s assertion that there had been nothing to do in Bitche but “learn French and fisticuffs.” She had never dreamed he actually meant the part about the fisticuffs.

All the same, she was on the verge of marching off after him, anyway, when she spotted Heath walking back down the path toward them.

“What happened?” She hurried up to him. “Are you hurt? Is he hurt?”

Heath ran his fingers through his hair. “I lost him,” he said bitterly. “I found the Merlin Swing, though, for all the good that does any of us.”

She sighed. “That means he escaped through the Grotto. He is long gone now.”

“I didn’t see any grotto,” Heath said.

“You would not have. It is on the other end of an underground passage. There is a staircase you can only see from atop the Merlin Swing. Going down the stairs leads you into the underground passage where you come out through a grotto and back into the pleasure gardens.”

“Wait,” Evan said to Giselle, “how did you know about …”

“She’s been here before,” Heath said as he fixed her with a wry look. “How else?”

“You cheated?” Evan said to her.

“No more than you and Heath did,” Kit said, thrusting out his chest. “We would have beaten you, too, if not for me and Zack wanting to see the hermit.”

“At least we now know for certain what Jones wants,” Giselle told Heath. “He really is after Sarah.”

“I heard him demand that Giselle tell him where this Sarah is,” Kit said. “And he was holding Giselle around the waist and had his hand over her mouth, too, the scoundrel.”

“Oh, God,” Heath said, and took her in his arms, heedless of his brothers being there. “How did you get away?”

“Kicked him in the shin with my boot,” she murmured into his coat. “And Kit pulled on his arm.”

“That’s when she bit his hand,” Kit said. “He was bleeding something fierce when he left.”

“Good work, both of you,” Heath said, the look of distress on his face making her want to burrow deeper into his arms. “But we should probably all stick together from now on when in Bath. I think I lost half a lifetime when Zack said that devil had you.”

Swallowing hard, she nodded. “We should probably also warn Mr. Beasley again. Jones will keep trying to get to Sarah.”

“It’s possible Jones mentioned Sarah merely as a way to hide the truth,” Heath pointed out, “which is that he’s really after Beasley. I don’t trust him.”

“Neither do I,” Giselle said. “But short of scouring the town for him, which would not be easy, what do you propose we do about it?”

Heath took her aside. “With your permission, I mean to go to the constable and demand that he put his men to looking for him. Now that Jones has assaulted you—and we know it really has nothing to do with your papers—we can have him searched for through the town until he’s discovered.”

She gazed up at him. “But what if once they find him, he tells them he suspects my papers are not genuine?”

“Then we’ll marry sooner rather than later, and the whole thing will become moot.” When she hesitated, he added, “You know that’s the wisest course of action, ma chérie.”

She nodded. It was. And the way Heath had come to her rescue told her more certainly than anything that he would never let anyone, even his government, harm her and Maman.

Oh, Lord, Maman! She gripped Heath’s arm. “We must fetch Maman, in case Jones decides to use her to get my compliance!”

“Of course.” Heath turned to where the boys were waiting, whispering among themselves. “Come, lads. We’ll return another day. But we must go pick up Madame Bernard. I have to stop at the constable’s office after that, so Giselle and I may report her assault, but then, we’ll go to get pork pies if you would all prefer.”

Evan shoved his hands in his trouser pockets. “We were just talking, and we think perhaps we should just go home after we get Madame Bernard. Giselle is still very shaken up. She shouldn’t have to wait around for pork pies.”

Giselle glanced at the other two boys, who would not meet her eyes. Clearly, they were not as keen to skip the pork pies as Evan made it sound. “How about this?” she said softly. “We stop on our way out of town to buy them, and then we eat them in the carriage. Yes?”

Zack bobbed his head, and Kit said, “Whatever you prefer.”

She smiled at Kit. “I prefer not to let some scoundrel keep me and Maman from our pork pies.”

“Then it’s settled,” Heath said. “Madame Bernard first, constable’s office second, and pork pies last.”

As they left the Sydney Gardens, she told the boys, “We really must come back sometime to explore the tunnels.”

“After the wedding,” Heath said, with a quick glance at her.

“Of course.” It was getting harder and harder to resist him, and he knew it. But she couldn’t chide him for it just now.

Much later, when they were on their way back to Longmead with their pork pies, she wondered how it had gone in the constable’s office. But they could not discuss it with the boys around.

Once they reached the manor house, she got her mother settled in her room for a nap—since Maman was always exhausted after a day in the baths—and then went to her own room to decide what she would wear for dinner. A knock came at the door and she hurried to open it, hoping it was Heath.

But it was only a servant. “Begging your pardon, Miss Bernard,” she said with a curtsy, “but there’s a lady named Pritchard here to call on you.”

Lily Pritchard? Had Heath not said she was barred from the estate?

Oh, but he had also said he had promised to speak to Lily this evening. Very well, if the woman wanted to confront Heath’s fiancée instead, Giselle would be more than happy to oblige. “Ask the lady to wait, if you do not mind. It will take me a few moments to dress. Oh, and please send my maid up.”

Because if Giselle was to meet her nemesis in close combat, she wanted to be dressed for the part.

She took her time choosing her most flattering dinner gown, a jade-green silk sheath with a lovely sheer muslin overlay that had embroidered scallops lining the bodice and emphasizing her breasts. It was lower-cut than Maman liked, but under the circumstances, Giselle thought it appropriate.

For luck she added a locket that her half sister had given her. It contained a copy of a miniature Tory had once painted of their father. Opening it up, Giselle kissed the miniature. “Wish me luck, Father. I am going into battle with a witch, and I mean to win. Just do not look at the bodice.” Closing the locket, she went down to meet Lily Faircloth Pritchard.

She found the woman waiting for her in the drawing room, staring at a painting of Heath when he was young. Gritting her teeth, she entered and closed the door rather forcefully behind her.

Lily whirled to face her. The two of them assessed each other a moment. Lily’s gown was a sumptuous confection of pink satin and white lace, unsurprising since her husband was a wealthy merchant, but it would have flattered her better if her pretty face had not been set in such a haughty expression. “So,” she said coldly, “you are Ingram’s French fiancée.”

“I am Lord Heathbrook’s fiancée, yes. And you are the woman who threw him over for another man, leaving the field wide open for me.”

That seemed to make Lily uncomfortable. Taking a seat on one of the gilded chairs with its damask upholstery, she smoothed her skirts. “Still, you haven’t known him nearly as long as I have.”

“True.” Giselle sat down on the settee. “I have only known him ten years, although I might point out that I spent seven of those years seeing him daily. As opposed to you, who spent seven months, if that, in his presence?”

Lily blinked, clearly unaware of Giselle’s long connection with Heath.

“But that is of no matter,” Giselle went on with what she hoped was an elegant flip of her hand. “Perhaps before we continue much further in this conversation, you should tell me why you wished to speak to me rather than to your former acquaintance?”

“Former fiancé,” Lily snapped.

“His parents were unaware of any formal arrangement. So, I gather, were your parents. Thus, I hardly think you could consider yourself betrothed.”

To Giselle’s surprise, Lily’s face fell. “Lord Heathbrook told you everything that happened, then.”

“Yes. My fiancé tells me everything.”

Shame altered the woman’s features. “Then I need to know if you will keep our secret.”

Giselle blinked. “Which secret?”

“That Zachary is our son, of course.”

Her heart dropped into her stomach. Heath had definitely not told her that.




Chapter 19

Having come to find out why Lily had insisted on speaking to Giselle privately, Heathbrook heard Lily’s words just as he burst through the door. “What the hell are you talking about?” He marched up to the young woman. “Why would you even speak such a lie to my fiancée?”

A quick glance at Giselle and her shattered expression showed him only too plainly just how unconscionably cruel Lily’s words had been. “She’s lying, sweeting.”

“It’s the truth!” Lily jumped up to face him, looking perplexed. “I thought you knew.”

He jerked his attention back to the damned female he’d once foolishly fancied himself to be in love with. “That Zack is my son? No, I damned well didn’t know! You have to be making that up!”

“I’m not, I swear. Your mother said she told you.” Lily paused. “Well, she said she was going to tell you, at any rate. I-I assumed she had. Ever since your return, I’ve been terrified you’d say something about it to my husband. Samuel doesn’t know about us at all, and I don’t want him to know. I was just about to discuss that with Miss Bernard.”

He turned to Giselle in a panic. Now she was gazing at him with an unreadable expression. That could not bode well. “Ma chérie, I swear to you this is the first I’m hearing of this.”

“I can tell,” she said. “I have never seen you look so shocked. Besides, you told me once that as far as you knew you had never sired a child, and I think you would have had trouble speaking that monumental a lie.”

“Damned right.” His stomach churning, he turned back to Lily. “You’re going to have to explain this. I mean, I know that you and I … But it was only once. And how did my mother get involved with any of it later?”

Lily dropped back into her chair. “I … I came to her when I missed my courses the third time.”

“Why didn’t you write and tell me?”

“I didn’t know what it meant until I told Mama about it. Then, she insisted on going to your mother, and they hatched a plan to protect my reputation. I mean, you were gone, and they weren’t sure how long it would take to get you back from France. I would almost certainly have been showing by then. Besides which, your mother really felt you were too young to marry.”

“As did my father and your parents, apparently,” he growled.

She conceded that with a sheepish look. “So, they decided that your mother would announce to everyone that she was with child by your father and say that she was going east to stay with her cousin for her lying-in, since your father wasn’t here. Because my family was so close to yours, she said she was going to take me with her as a companion … to … to help me learn some polish, so I could find a good husband in society.”

“And people believed that nonsense?” he said incredulously.

Lily shrugged. “My parents and yours had been fairly good at hushing up the elopement, so no one had any inkling that you and I knew each other … er …”

“Intimately?” Giselle suggested.

He glared at her, then turned back to Lily. “Go on.”

“The two of us traveled to Broadstairs—”

“Broadstairs! What cousin was she staying with in …” It hit him all at once, and he groaned. “So, that’s why Yates has been fighting so hard for custody. He knows about all the skeletons I didn’t even realize were in my closet.”

“I suppose he does,” Lily said. “But he’s a very nice man. A bit odd perhaps, but he didn’t seem to mind helping with our mothers’ arrangement. And it couldn’t have been easy for him having me and your mother thrust upon him out of the blue like that.”

“You and Mother stayed with him for five months?” he said, still finding the whole story incredible.

“Yes.”

“And you wrote me that letter about Samuel Pritchard while you were there.”

She colored. “Yes.”

“Was it true?” Not that he cared anymore, but it had always pricked his pride that she’d married so quickly after he’d gone. “That you were in love with him?”

“Not really. But I liked him well enough. And if I hadn’t married quickly after Zachary was born and the truth had come out later somehow, there was always a chance I would never get to marry anybody. Plus, I knew Samuel would take good care of me and never stray like some men do.” When he scowled at her, she added, “You did have a reputation, you know.”

“I was sixteen when I got that reputation! And I had promised to marry you and be faithful. You could at least have waited for me.”

“For eleven and a half years?”

“I would have done it for you,” he said stoutly. But would he really have? In all those years, he had changed a great deal. Lily hadn’t been his idea of the perfect wife for a long time.

For better or for worse, Giselle now held that position.

“I know you would have,” Lily said, “but … well, your parents didn’t approve. And my parents didn’t wish to go against them. Besides, you were in France. How could I have known you would inherit and come back and be rich? I thought you might die over there, and by then I would have been too old to marry anybody.”

“Too old. Like me, you mean,” Giselle said pointedly.

“Exactly,” Lily said, completely oblivious to the insult she gave Giselle.

Oh, for God’s sake, how had he ever convinced himself to elope with this chit? He really had been stupid at sixteen. “Where were Evan and Kit during all this?”

“Here at Longmead. I was told that your parents always went to London for the Season and left the boys at home with their tutor and the servants, anyway.”

“Yes, they did.” That had been before they were old enough to attend Eton. He’d forgotten all about that. He paced in front of the ladies. “So, Evan and Kit don’t know the truth about Zack?”

“Of course not,” Lily said. “Your mother came home with their ‘little brother,’ and they were none the wiser. Still are, as far as I know.”

“And Heath’s father?” Giselle put in. “Did he know the truth?”

“Oh, yes,” Lily said. “Lady Heathbrook wrote to inform him of what she was doing, and he wrote back, giving his approval.”

“Of course he did,” Heathbrook spat. “God forbid he should tell me I had a son.” Then again, his father had tried on his deathbed to tell Heathbrook something but had been too ill to manage it. Could that have been what he’d been trying to say?

“Honestly,” Lily went on, “until you returned in April, I had put that part of my life out of my mind completely. Although I truly did think you already knew. I was only concerned that now that you were marrying, you might wish to claim Zachary as your son publicly. But I don’t want anyone to know I’m his mother. I have my own children, and my husband wouldn’t—”

Something crashed to the floor in the hall behind Heath. He whirled to see Zack picking up a tin box, his expression haunted.

Oh, bloody hell.

“You are not my mother!” Zack shouted tearfully at Lily. “It’s a lie! My mother is … was the Countess of Heathbrook, and my father—” He looked up at Heathbrook, gave a little cry, and ran back down the hall.

“Zack!” Heath bellowed. “Zachary Oakden, come back here!” He glanced at Giselle, not wanting to leave her alone with Lily, but also not wanting to abandon his brother in the lad’s time of need.

Not his brother—his son, for Christ’s sake. He had a son.

“Go,” Giselle said with concern on her face. “I shall be fine.”

That was all the encouragement he needed to run after Zack.

But by the time he reached Zack’s room, the lad had locked the door. “Zack, let me in!” he shouted, pounding on the door.

“Go away!” the boy yelled. “I don’t want to talk to you!”

“I didn’t know about you, lad,” he said through the door. “I swear.”

“I don’t believe you! Go away!”

“I don’t want to go away.” Heathbrook dragged in a heavy breath. “We need to talk.”

“Th-There’s n-nothing to t-talk about,” Zack sputtered.

Then Heathbrook heard what he was almost certain was crying coming from the other side of the door. It tore his heart in two. Even when he’d thought Zack was his brother, he couldn’t have borne the lad’s tears, but now that he knew the boy was his son?

God curse his parents for never telling him!

He laid his head against the door. “Zack, please let me in.”

But all he could hear was sobbing.

Then he felt a soft hand on his back. “Leave him be for now,” Giselle said gently. “It is a lot for a boy to understand at once.”

“He won’t talk to me. I need to make him understand.”

“I know.” She pulled Heathbrook into her arms. “It will be all right, mon chéri. Just give him a chance to take in the truth. I know what it is like to find out that your father is actually someone other than you thought. It is hard to adjust at first, but you adapt to it eventually.”

He stared at her. “Oh, God, sweeting, I didn’t even think about the fact that you’ve been through it yourself. Forgive me for being an idiot.”

“You are not an idiot—you are just not used to being on Monsieur Morris’s side of things. It is rather odd, actually, that both of you found out so suddenly.”

“That’s an understatement.” He clung to her for a minute, then pulled back. “Where’s Lily?”

“Gone. I promised her we would keep her secret, and she decided it might be best if she left.”

He arched an eyebrow. “You mean, you informed her it would be best.”

She stared at him uncertainly. “Would you mind if I had?”

“Not in the least. Frankly, I’m surprised you didn’t march out of the house and go back to London once you heard what she had to say.”

“I am not so foolish as all that. Or so heartless. It was painfully obvious that you were taken by surprise every bit as much as Monsieur Morris was.”

The weight lifted from his chest. She understood, and that meant more than she could possibly know.

He nodded toward the locked door. “Zack was taken by surprise, too. Honestly, I don’t know what to do about him. I wish I could claim him, but that might be worse for him than letting things lie. At least this way the world thinks he’s legitimate.”

“Yes, but if something ever happened and he ended up in line to become the heir, would not the people in authority examine the circumstances of his birth? Could they not uncover the truth fairly easily?”

“You have a point, although let’s hope I sire an heir long before it comes to that.” He glanced at the closed door. “Perhaps I should fetch the keys and unlock the door.”

“You could. But that might shatter his trust in you entirely.”

“True,” he said with a sigh. “Very well. I’ll give him a chance to take it all in.”

“A few hours at most,” she promised him. “He will surely come out when he gets hungry. That boy gets hungry all the time.”

“He does indeed.” He glanced down the hall, torn between camping outside of Zack’s door for those hours and doing what he knew he must. The latter won out. “But in the meantime, I must talk to you about something privately. Let’s go to my study.”

She looked perplexed by that, but she nodded.

He led her there, somehow managing to avoid any of the servants or his two brothers. Once they were inside, he closed the door and began to pace. “I need to find out the truth about Yates.”

Clearly, that wasn’t what she’d expected him to say. “What do you mean?”

He gestured to the well-worn marquise chair where he’d spent many an hour being lectured by Father in his youth, but she ignored him, choosing instead to glide about the study.

So, he walked over to sit on it himself. “If Yates knew everything about Zack, then obviously he realized I had behaved badly toward Lily. I have to wonder what Mother told him. Did she paint me the feckless, thoughtless son that I was? Or did she excuse my behavior?”

“Does it matter? Obviously, he decided to fight for custody for reasons of his own, perhaps those financial reasons you mentioned.”

A sigh escaped him. “Actually, none of my investigators or Pitney’s men have found one scintilla of evidence that he is stealing from the boys’ properties. Not in all this time. And neither have I.”

“Perhaps he hid it well.”

“Perhaps.” He grimaced. “Or perhaps I’ve misjudged him as badly as he misjudged me. Mother entrusted him with the knowledge of Zack’s true parentage. So, even though she called him Frigid Freddy, she also involved him in Zack’s and Lily’s care. That speaks to her having a great deal of trust in him indeed.”

“I suppose it does.” She was watching him with her arms wrapped about her waist, clearly waiting for him to explain further.

“And when you so skillfully questioned the boys about how he treated them, you uncovered no evidence of dishonesty or neglect, either. Just the image of a bachelor of some years who had tried to do his best by them.”

“It did seem that way,” she said cautiously.

“Even now, Pitney is working hard to find proof of his wrongdoing.” He shook his head. “That’s not right if Yates isn’t actually in the wrong. What skeletons might he have in his closet that Pitney will unveil, perhaps skeletons that have naught to do with why he wants custody? What if all this time he’s simply been doing what my parents told him to do because they had no faith in me?”

“It is possible, I suppose.”

“I have to know the truth, Giselle. If he has been looting the boys’ inheritance, then I’ll fight him tooth and nail. But if he hasn’t—”

“You would give up custody?”

“No! Yes. I don’t know. I’ll cross that bridge after I talk to him.” He leaned forward to rest his elbows on his thighs. “But I have to know why he’s fighting me. Because there’s one other dangerous possibility that could harm more people than just me. What if Pitney cornering Yates pushes my cousin into revealing the truth about Zack to the court or the press? I can’t let that happen to the lad.”

“Or to Lily, for that matter,” Giselle pointed out.

He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m shocked you care what happens to Lily, given that the woman insulted you more than once.”

“I merely understand what it is like to feel trapped, to seek an escape from the plans your family made for you. In that respect, I sympathize with her.” She sighed. “Even if she was too stupid to see how lucky she was to have your love.”

“I don’t know how lucky she was,” Heathbrook said ruefully. “She ended up having a child she had to pass off as some other woman’s. I misjudged her completely. As you said, she was trapped and did the only thing a woman of her station could do who found herself with child and without a husband to claim the babe. She let my mother lead her.”

“True,” Giselle said, though she looked momentarily discomfited by his answer.

“Not that it changes anything,” he said hastily. “It doesn’t change my feelings for you in the least. But it does lessen my anger toward her. Given the circumstances, she did the only thing she could, I suppose. And perhaps Yates did as well. But I can’t know until I talk to him.”

“So, why are you telling me all this?”

He dug his fingers into his knees. “Because I need to ask you for a favor. A rather big one.”

“Oh?” she said warily.

“I’m going to London. And if I leave tonight, I can be there by midday tomorrow. Yates is still in the city, trying to gain custody through legal means, so it’s better if I catch him there. Otherwise, I’ll have to go all the way to Broadstairs.”

“Then what is the favor?”

“I’d like you to look after the boys while I’m gone.” When she blinked at him, he added hastily, “You needn’t worry about Jones—I’ll have men posted at every corner of the estate. That’s assuming he even knows where the estate is, which he doesn’t seem to, since he hasn’t tried to reach you out here.”

She marched up to him, her eyes ablaze. “I am not worried about Jones. I am worried about the boys. Zack needs you here right now. What if he tells Evan and Kit the truth? What if … what if I am not good at looking after them?”

Uttering a self-deprecating laugh, he pulled her down onto his lap. “Thus far, you have been better at looking after them than I have been. Zack adores you, Kit fought Jones for you, and even Evan has softened toward you to an astonishing degree. I’m much more worried I’ll come home to find them ready to toss me out rather than risk me harming a hair on your head.”

“That is very sweet of you to say.” She shook her head. “But what about Maman? Is she allowed to know about Zack? And I cannot let her go into Bath alone, so—”

“I’ll be back long before she needs her next trip into Bath. No more than two days.”

“You cannot be sure of that,” she murmured, clearly worried. “Anything might happen.”

“I’m asking only for what I know you can handle,” he said, cupping her cheek in his hand. “Because so far you’ve proven you can handle quite a lot.”

She pressed a kiss into his palm. “We could all go with you.”

“No,” he said firmly. “The boys have been uprooted too much as it is. Besides, I like the idea of coming home to you, knowing you will be here waiting.” If she was in London, she could choose not to come back, after all. “It gives me the strength to face whatever I must with Yates. So, will you do it? Take care of the boys while I’m gone?”

That enigmatic smile of hers crossed her lips. “Whatever you wish, Lord Heathbrook.”

“Don’t say that if you don’t mean it,” he growled, and looped his arm about her waist to hold her fast. “Because at the moment I wish only one thing—not to spend time discussing this when I can be making love to you instead. Now. Here.”

“In your study?” she protested.

“Right here on this marquise.”

She eyed him skeptically. “That will not work.”

“Trust me, it will.” He dragged her skirts up and slipped his hand between her legs to find her already wet for him, which immediately roused his cock. “What’s more, you want me to do it, too.”

Coloring fetchingly, she murmured, “The chair will break.”

“Good. I hate this ostentatious chair.” He nuzzled her neck, then tugged at her earlobe with his teeth. “It’s ugly and old-fashioned and very much in my father’s taste. If we break it, I’ll buy one more to our liking.”

“Our?” She eyed him askance. “I have not yet said I will marry you.”

“Then allow me to convince you.” In his eagerness, he took her mouth too roughly, but she rose to the kiss like a gazelle to the sky. And when he leaned her back in his arms, she threw hers about his neck and kissed him so thoroughly that he went hard as stone beneath her bottom.

Giselle was everything warm and sweet and endearing, with a little bit of tart at her center. He loved that about her. He had to have her in his life, no matter what.

He kissed his way down to her bosom, so beautifully lifted for his pleasure, then worked at her gown and undergarments so he could expose one breast for his mouth.

“What if one of the boys comes in?” she whispered, then let out an inarticulate sound of pleasure as he sucked hard on her nipple.

“Then they’ll learn to knock, won’t they?” he murmured against her breast. “But I don’t think they will stumble upon us. They don’t know we’re here.”

“Of … course.” When he slid his hand up beneath her skirts to thumb her pearl, she arched up against his hand with a gasp. “I … no longer … care … who finds us.”

He chuckled. “Nor I.”

She shifted atop him, which only further aroused him.

“God, mon petit chou, I cannot take my time with you tonight. I want you too badly.” He slid her off his lap and onto the wide marquise seat just long enough to unbutton his trousers and drawers so he could shove them down to his knees. Then he pulled her back on top of him, but with her legs straddling him.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

He dragged his shirt tails up higher and tucked her skirts out of the way. “Helping you make love to me, ma chérie.”

“Like this?” She looked perplexed.

“No,” he said, and pulled her bottom up until she was kneeling over him. “Like this.” Then he guided her down onto his cock.

As her warmth engulfed him, he uttered a sigh of pure pleasure.

“Ohh!” she cried. “How very … intriguing.”

“How very satisfying.” He settled her better on top of him. “Being inside you is pure heaven, sweeting.”

She looked down to where they were joined. “So, I suppose it is I who must do the seducing?” She wriggled a bit atop him, driving him to the brink of insanity.

“Not like that, you don’t,” he groaned.

A minxish smile tipped up her lips. “Like this, then?” she said, and came up just enough to torment him before sliding far too slowly down.

“If you’re trying to tease me,” he rasped, “you’re doing an excellent job of it.”

“I am just making sure of the proper procedure, sir,” she said in a tone of perfect innocence.

He glared at her. “The proper procedure is that you move up and down on top of me as quickly as you can … before I go out … of my … bloody mind, damn it!”

She laughed flat out. “Oh, very well, mon chéri.” Then she began to slide up and down on top of him.

It was magnificent. She was magnificent, part goddess, part witch, determined to drive him to distraction.

So, he sought to do the same. Down where they were joined, he rubbed her the way she liked, relishing her every little moan and sigh of enjoyment. With her breasts mere inches from his mouth, he took advantage of those, too, sucking each in turn, enjoying her pleasure almost as much as his own.

Soon he was driving into her—or she was sucking him in—he wasn’t sure which, but either way it was the best thing he’d felt in his whole life. And somehow, his feelings were all tangled up in hers, especially once she began rocking faster and harder atop him, her breath coming in sweet, soft gasps and her hands grabbing his arms so tightly that he could feel her fingernails through his shirt and coat.

He didn’t care how hard she gripped him. All he cared about was the surge rising in him, pushing him forward … “That’s it, my darling wanton … just like that …”

Suddenly, a look of pure bliss crossed her face, driving him to feel his own release stampede over him like a herd of Thoroughbreds. When she quaked above him and around him, crying out her ecstasy like a swan uttering her last song, he spilled himself inside her and let out a cry of his own.

They clung to each other then, their half-clothed bodies entwined and holding on to those last few moments of bliss. Gradually, their frantic breathing slowed. He scattered kisses over her cheeks and her closed eyes; she ran her fingers through his hair, then swept them down to caress his bare hips and thighs.

Suddenly, she uttered the words he had most dreaded hearing from any woman: “I love you, Heath.”

She loved him? How could that be? Hadn’t she heard a single thing that had been said about him these past few days? “That’s just the pleasure talking,” he said flippantly, though he couldn’t keep his breath from hitching as he did so.

The shattered expression on her face made him wish he could take the words back. “So, that is what you think of me,” she said coolly. “That I say things I do not mean, as we French always do.”

When she started to leave his lap, he grabbed her about the waist. “No, I don’t. I was just … I mean, I didn’t …”

She struggled free of him and left his lap to go jerk her gown down about her legs and smooth her skirts.

He leapt up and hastily began to fasten his drawers and trousers. “Listen, sweeting, I sometimes say things I don’t mean. Because the truth sounds far worse than a jest.”

She faced him with her chin set. “And what is this truth, exactly?”

“That I’m not sure I’m capable of loving anyone anymore, if I ever was. Look at my record on that score. I abandoned my first love—and our son—because Father commanded me to. I could have refused him, run away, or told him flat out that I had taken Lily’s innocence, so I was marrying her. Instead, I did as he ordered.”

“You were sixteen, Heath. You had no money, no way to support a wife if your family did not stand by you, and you did not know she was pregnant. Anyone else of your age and rank would have done the same.”

“You didn’t. You were eighteen—and a woman alone—when you ran away from your family to Verdun. You did it for love. A different kind of love—love of the father you’d never known—but still love. My love for Lily was so … insubstantial that I abandoned it the first chance I got.”

“You did not abandon it, or you would not have become so angry at Lily for giving her love to another and at your father for separating you.”

He stiffened. “My point is, I am no prize, Giselle. Loving me will get you nothing, because I’m incapable of love. Hell, even your own father thought me unworthy of you. Which I am, damn it.”

She stared at him with pity on her face. “Oh, mon chéri. You are eminently worthy of me. You care so much for your brothers—and your son—that you fight for them even though it is hard for you. You always talk about your difficulties with your father, but you forget that we all saw you struggle to get him a doctor when he fell ill. That we watched you stay hopeful even to the end, when your father struggled to speak, that he might still apologize for his past sins toward you. And after he died, we watched you grieve him. That grief is what drove you to want to escape, was it not?”

He just stared at her, not sure how to answer her.

“So, you are most certainly able to love. You are just afraid of it.”

The words hammering in his head made him recoil. “Don’t be absurd. I’m not afraid of a damned thing.”

“You know I am right. And I can understand why you are afraid of it, too. Your father took away your right to choose your own future, nearly destroying you in the process, so you have sworn you will never give up that right again.” She gazed at him with love shining in her eyes. “But a man must share with the woman he loves his right to choose his future. The two must become one to make a marriage, after all—they must choose their future together. Unfortunately, giving up that much control to anyone goes against every part of your being.”

He scowled at her. “When did you turn into such a philosopher, Giselle?”

“When I fell in love with you all those years ago.”

Her claim caught him off guard. “Now you really are being absurd,” he said, though his words rang hollow, even to him.

“You asked me why I never married. The truth is, I was waiting for you to notice me, to care about me, to love me the way I had already come to love you, even though I did not see it myself at the time.”

She swallowed. “But I cannot love you by halves—I cannot marry you while fearing you will come to resent my love. So, the choice must be yours, mon coeur. Let yourself love me. Or let me go.”

The words let me go pounded in his brain. “Don’t ask that of me. I cannot let you go.” He hadn’t meant to say that, but it was true. He seized her by the arms. “I want you to marry me. I need you as my wife. But you should know from the beginning I can never be the man you wish me to be.”

“Do you intend to stay faithful to me in marriage?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said, insulted that she would even question it.

“Will you look after Maman even in her old age?”

He stared at her. “If that is what you want, yes.”

“Will you give me children if we are fortunate enough to be able to have them?”

Had she read his mind earlier at Sydney Gardens, for God’s sake? “I would like nothing more,” he admitted.

“Then you are already the man I wish you to be. And because it makes me love you even more, it also makes it harder for me to marry you. I cannot live without having my love returned. I would wither away in the kind of unequal marriage my parents had.”

He didn’t know what to say to that. He couldn’t bear the thought of watching her leave, yet he balked at saying he was in love with her. The last time he’d thought he was in love it had destroyed his entire future in ways he was still coming to know.

Suddenly, a knock came at the door, startling them both. When he didn’t answer, his butler said, “My lord, are you in there? Master Evan and Master Christopher wish to know when dinner will be served.”

“In an hour,” he called out. So much for no one knowing where he was.

He turned back to her, relieved to have something to keep him occupied that took his mind off the possibility of her leaving him. “I have to go. I will instruct the footmen to be on their guard against Jones, and I will go into Bath first to find out if the constable and his men have caught the villain, but this business with Yates cannot wait. Still, I do need you to do one more thing for me.”

After scribbling the words “I love you, my son, and I’ll be back soon” on a sheet of paper, he signed it and handed it to her. “Will you give this to Zack?”

She read it and nodded, then tucked it into her bodice.

“And will you look after the boys if I leave before dinner? Make sure that … that Zachary is all right until I come back?”

“Of course. Do as you must. I will be here at least until you return.”

Those last few ominous words gave him pause. But he couldn’t think about that. He had to think about Yates, and what the man might do to his family.

Nonetheless … He caught her close and kissed her deeply, determined that she keep him in her mind while he was gone. When he drew back, he said, “We will sort it out, chérie. I promise.”

She nodded but did not follow as he left his study.

He understood why. She had to maintain appearances. Still, it rankled that she was already withdrawing from him. Because that hurt more than even Zack’s rejection.




Chapter 20

Giselle waited a long while before leaving Heath’s study. Fortunately, everyone in the house was consumed with making sure he was ready to leave for London, so she was able to go upstairs unnoticed and make sure no signs of their lovemaking remained on her attire. It would not do for her to join the boys for dinner looking like Heath’s mistress rather than his fiancée.

She sat down on her bed, brushing away tears. His fiancée. At last he wanted her as his wife. Then he had gone and ruined it by telling her he could not love her. Could she be a mere wife to him when she loved him so very much?

After all, he had run away to avoid her love. There was no doubt in her mind he was doing exactly that. Her talk of love had scared him off, and though she thought she knew why, it did not change anything.

How could she have fallen in love with the rogue, anyway? He was so … so irritating.

And handsome and seductive and clever, with a boyish charm that somehow made him endearing. Oh, she was such a fool.

She brightened. Perhaps if she married him and gave him enough time, he would come to love her. But what if he never did? What if he merely continued to take her for granted as Papa had done with Maman, while he went about doing what he pleased?

She could not live that way, no. Of that, she was certain. With a sigh, she went down to dinner.

The rest of the evening passed far too slowly. First, she had to explain to the boys that Heath had been forced to return to London briefly on business. Then she had to explain—without telling them the truth—why Zack insisted on remaining in his room.

Thankfully, she persuaded them that Zack had overheard Heath arguing with her over his trip to London and had grown upset. Now, she must somehow convince Zack to keep quiet about Heath being his father, at least until Heath returned home and could talk to the boy himself.

Once that was done, she had to talk to Maman. But she could not bring herself to do so. Maman seemed so happy that Giselle’s and Heath’s betrothal was continuing after all that Giselle did not have the heart to disappoint her with the truth.

By the time the boys and Maman had retired for the evening, Giselle was exhausted by all her evasions, not to mention the outright lies she had been forced to tell. She did not like lying. And if she did agree to marry Heath, she would make him swear not to force her to lie for him ever again.

Before she could retire, however, she had to check on Zack. She knocked on his door, but he did not answer. Fortunately, when she turned the knob, she found the door unlocked.

And there he was, fast asleep, still wearing his clothes. She sighed. How difficult this must be for him. She remembered only too well how hard it had been for her, and she had been old enough to understand that her parents had never had a good marriage. But Zack knew that his “parents” had loved each other, so to lose them suddenly …

The poor, sweet lad.

Careful not to wake him, she undressed him and put him in his nightshirt, then tucked him in under the covers. She could not help looking for signs of resemblance to his real papa. And they were there, to be sure, although anyone else would see those as signs of how much the brothers resembled each other.

She choked back tears. Leaving Zack—and Evan and Kit—would be almost as hard as leaving Heath.

No, she must not think about that. She had to protect her heart. And if that meant leaving, then so be it. With a shake of her head, she went down the hall to her bedroom and fell into bed.

The next morning, she was rudely awakened by Evan and Kit barging into her bedchamber. She jerked the covers up to her chin. “You cannot come in here!”

“Zack is gone!” Kit cried. “We’ve looked everywhere for him.”

Her heart sank.

“He was not in his room when we arose,” Evan added, “and we can’t find him in the house. He must have been very upset about your argument with Heath, indeed.”

Oh, no, this was a disaster. “Leave the room so I can dress,” she ordered them. “I shall meet you downstairs in ten minutes.”

Not bothering to put on a corset, she threw a redingote on over her nightdress, donned stockings and a pair of sturdy shoes, grabbed Heath’s note to Zack, and hastened down to meet the boys.

“Did he leave any indication of where he was going?” she asked them.

“Nothing,” Evan said.

“And he didn’t even ask for food from Cook,” Kit said, “although the footmen did say someone took a couple of slices of apple cake out of the breakfast room.”

She raised an eyebrow at them.

“Of course it was Zack,” Evan said with a roll of his eyes. “We figured that much out. But where could he have gone?”

“Here is what we should do,” she said. “You two should take horses and go to the farthest ends of the estate and work back this way, checking all his favorite spots. I will start on this end and look around the gardens, then check the tower.”

“Surely he wouldn’t be stupid enough to go back up there,” Kit said. “Heath gave him quite the lecture the other day about how dangerous it was. He even threatened to withhold apple cake from him if he persisted.”

“It’s Zack,” Evan said. “He doesn’t think like you and I, Kit. You know that.”

Because he is Heath’s son. He thinks like his reckless father, who nearly pulled off an escape from Verdun’s notorious Citadel. Who dealt with his imprisonment in Bitche by learning to fight, the stubborn fool.

“We’ll find Zack,” she said firmly. “Now go mount up and check the rest of the estate, and I’ll check the tower.”

She was nearly certain that was where Zack had gone. It would be just like him to rebel against Heath by doing the one thing his father had forbidden him to do. But if the boys went to the tower with her, they might spook him.

Hurrying through the gardens, she scanned them in passing, but the closer she got to the tower, the more she thought she could make out a figure at the top, leaning on the railing and looking over the edge.

With her heart in her throat, she practically ran up the stone stairs. And of course, there at the edge of the wooden deck was Zachary. He had to have seen her coming, yet he had stayed at the railing.

Not sure what to make of that, she ventured out onto the tower observation deck. Heath had been right about one thing—it was unsafe. There were spots where the wood was worn clean through, and other places where whole boards were rotted away. Stepping carefully, she made her way to where Zachary stared out over the estate, probably watching his brothers—his uncles—searching for him on horseback.

When she came up beside the lad, she had to resist the urge to jerk him back from the railing. No sudden movements, she warned herself. It’s a long way down, and if he should fall through the railing …

She shuddered. “Zack, mon ange,” she said softly, “are you all right?”

He did not even start at the sound of her voice. “What does mon ange mean?”

“My angel.”

“I’m not an angel. I’m a bastard.” He practically spat the word. “How do you say ‘bastard’ in French?”

“Bâtard.” She debated a moment, knowing that what she was about to do was monumental. But somehow she knew it was right. “I’m a bâtarde, too, you know, although I prefer to use the term ‘natural child’ myself.”

“No, you are not. Your mother is here, and your father died in France, and they were married to each other. Even I know that.”

“That is not the whole truth. My mother married a man who was not my father. Before that, she became pregnant by my real father, who was not her husband. So, yes, I am a natural child every bit as much as you, although nobody knows because Maman had a husband by the time she gave birth to me.”

He looked at her then. His eyes were red from crying, and apple cake crumbs dusted his shirt and waistcoat. “When did you find out about your real father?”

“When I was eighteen. It was hard to hear the truth.”

He nodded. “I don’t like that Lily woman.”

“Neither do I.”

He scowled. “I don’t want her to be my mother.”

She chose her words carefully. “The woman you knew as your mother chose you to be her son, even though you were really her grandson. She did that out of love, because you were so special to her and because your real father was in France against his will. And your real mother, Lily, agreed to the countess’s scheme out of love, too.”

She reached up to stroke his hair, as straight and thick as Heath’s. “They did not want you to live the life of a bastard. People can be very cruel about children born or conceived out of wedlock. So, if you want Lady Heathbrook to be your mother, then you can choose her to be your mother. Lily will understand. She wanted that for you, after all. That is one of the nice things about being a natural child. I got to choose the father I liked best, and you can choose the mother you like best, as long as you do not tell anyone that you’re a—”

“Bâtard,” he said woefully.

“Natural child,” she corrected him gently. “Through no fault of your own.”

He seemed to consider that a moment. “Do my brothers know?”

“No one, not even Maman, knows. Just you, me, Heath, and Lily. And your late grandparents, of course.”

“And Lily’s parents?”

“Yes.” She winced. “I suppose a few people know.”

“And Cousin Yates.”

She sighed. “Apparently so. And Heath and I just found out ourselves. It came as a great shock to both of us. But I assure you, Heath is delighted to have you be his son.”

“He ran away to avoid being around me,” he grumbled.

He ran away because he is afraid to love me. No, she could hardly tell the lad that. “He did not run away. He went to confirm everything with Cousin Yates. Only so that Heath will know how to make matters easiest for you. And he left this for me to give you.”

She handed the note to Zack, who read it, looked as if he might cry, then tucked it carefully into his pocket and thrust out his lower lip. “It’s not fair. I’m being punished even though I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“That is true. Sometimes society punishes the wrong people for the wrong things.” She put her arm about his shoulders. “But Heath and I want you to be happy, so you should think about what would make you happiest—letting things stand as they are or having your father claim you, which means the world will know the truth. I know Heath will do whatever you want.”

“I don’t want either of those. I want Heath to tell people he’s my father, and I want you to be my mother.”

Tears stung her eyes. “I would consider it a great honor to be your mother. But if you do not want people to know you are a natural child, you might have to choose me to be your sister-in-law instead.” Assuming she married Heath, that is.

“But Heath isn’t my brother.”

“No, of course not.” And he should be the one here telling you this. She swallowed down the lump in her throat. “Unfortunately, you cannot tell anyone that, or, once again, they will know you are a natural child. So, while you are trying to decide, this conversation should remain between me, you, and your father. Do you think you can keep that secret from everyone, even your friends and brothers?”

“I guess.” He stared out over the estate, then frowned. “Someone is coming up the drive to Longmead in a carriage.”

She had a moment of panic, wondering if Jones had managed to elude the footmen stationed at the head of the drive and was even now coming after her and Maman. Then she saw the carriage Zack was speaking of, and relief gushed through her as she recognized it. Relief and a few tears. It was so good to see her family here just when she needed them.

She rubbed the tears from her eyes. “That is one of Heath’s best friends in the whole world—the Duke of Falconridge. And his wife is my … closest friend.” No point in giving Zack another secret to keep. That was why she had not revealed the name of her real father in the first place. “Come, you must meet them.”

She took his hand, relieved that he let her lead him through the treacherous path she had come. By the time she and Zack got to the bottom of the tower, Evan and Kit were there.

They both hugged Zack, then chided him for scaring the wits out of them. “You can’t keep going up there,” Evan said.

“I won’t,” Zack said.

Giselle suppressed a snort. She did not believe him for a minute. But she would make sure that from now on, the door to the tower was locked and barred until repairs to the deck could commence. Clearly, that was the only way to keep the little daredevil safe permanently.

They managed to reach the house just as Jon and Tory pulled up in front. When they leapt out, she ran to hug them both. “What are you doing here?”

“Jon read in the press that you are betrothed to Heathbrook, so we came to save you from a fate worse than death,” another voice said.

“Chloe!” she cried, and ran over to hug Jon’s sister, who was also her friend. “It is so good to see you!”

Chloe drew back with a laugh. “I mean it, Giselle. The man is an unrepentant scoundrel who doesn’t deserve you. Or so Jon says, anyway. We came straightaway to inform Lord Heathbrook of that.”

“Where’s your mother? And Cyril?”

“Cyril came down with an ague,” Chloe said, “so Mother stayed in London to nurse him back to health. They may join us if Cyril starts feeling better.”

“How did you know where to find me, anyway?” Giselle asked Jon.

“I went to your town house, and they told me you were at Longmead. It wasn’t hard to figure it out from there. I was here enough times in my youth to remember it.” He walked up to Evan. “And I remember this rascal, too, I think. Evan?”

When he started to hug Evan, the lad thrust out his hand to shake. “How are you, Your Grace?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, call me Jon as you always did.” Jon turned to Kit. “And this strapping lad must be Christopher, I presume?”

“Kit,” the lad said, and happily hugged Jon. “It’s so good to see you, sir. You used to give me lemon drops when I was a boy.”

“I outgrew that habit, I’m afraid. Now it’s ginger comfits, if you’d like one of those.”

“Excuse me, husband of mine,” Tory said archly. “You know those are my ginger comfits.” She smiled at Kit. “But you’re welcome to one, if you like.” She looked at Zack, who was hanging back, looking unsure of himself again. “And you, too, young man. You must be Zachary.”

“You know about me?” Zack said.

“Of course,” Jon replied. “How could we forget Heath’s youngest brother? Even though he’d never met you, he told us everything he learned about you from your mother’s letters.”

When Zack’s face clouded over, Giselle stepped in to change the subject. “Ginger comfits?” she said to her half sister. “Are you, by some chance—”

“I am,” Tory said, beaming up at Jon.

“Congratulations!” Giselle cried, and hugged her again, more gently this time.

“Congratulations for what?” Zack asked. “She is what?”

“My wife and I are expecting a child, young Zachary,” Jon said, staring down at Tory with love in his eyes.

It was hard for Giselle to watch. Of course, she was thrilled for them, but seeing the way he looked at her made her wonder if Heath would ever look at her that way.

“Now,” Jon added, “where is the rapscallion who has the audacity to think he can marry our favorite French friend? Heathbrook! Come out here, you scoundrel, so I can call you out!”

“That’s not amusing, Jon,” Tory said. “Leave him be.”

“He cannot hear you, anyway,” Giselle said. “Believe it or not, he is in London just now on urgent estate business. But he is supposed to return late tomorrow, so you might as well stay until then.” She looked at Evan. “That is, if Evan is fine with it, since I am sure he put Evan in charge.”

“Actually,” Evan said, “he left me a note saying you were in charge. Which is fine by me. You are generally better at such things as hospitality.”

Giselle melted. “You are very kind, Evan.” She gazed at her friends. “Do come in then. I am sure you would like a cup of tea and a biscuit or two, not to mention a chance to stretch out on a more comfortable seat than the one in your coach.”

“You aren’t lying, my dear,” Tory said. “Lead the way.”

When Giselle first walked inside, one of the footmen tried to take her redingote, but she told him she wanted to keep it on.

Tory whispered, “Why not give the man your redingote?”

“Because I’m only wearing my nightgown underneath.” When Tory blinked, Giselle added, “It is a long story. I shall tell you all about it later.”

For now, there was much to be done. While the boys and her mother joined their guests in the drawing room, Giselle flitted about giving orders to the servants to bring refreshments and prepare rooms for a couple and a single lady. To her astonishment, they obeyed her.

And the whole time she was making arrangements, Zack’s words kept running through her head: I want you to be my mother. She began thinking about that, wondering about possibilities. If they could manage it, could Heath claim Zack and somehow lessen the scandal?

Much later, Chloe and Tory snagged her and insisted that she put on “proper clothes,” then followed her to her bedchamber, so they could find out about Heath while she did so.

“What is going on?” Tory asked as soon as the door closed behind them. “I knew you two were friendly, but I never imagined …”

Giselle glanced at Chloe. “You do not mind that Lord Heathbrook and I are engaged, do you?”

Chloe blinked. “Why would I mind?”

“The two of you have always seemed … comfortable together, you must admit,” Giselle said, going behind the screen to remove her nightgown and put on her chemise.

“If by ‘comfortable together,’ you mean we love to exchange witticisms and complaints about the food, drink, dances, company, etc., at any social event, then yes, we are comfortable together.”

Giselle came out from behind the screen with her corset loosely fitted around her waist and turned her back to Tory, who began to lace her up. Giselle stared at Chloe. “You also flirt quite a bit with each other.”

Her friend burst into laughter. “I don’t know about Lord Heathbrook, but I flirt with everyone, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“She really does,” Tory said behind her. “Except for Scovell. Him she avoids.”

Chloe sniffed. “I do not avoid Captain Scovell. I ignore him.”

“He certainly doesn’t ignore you,” Giselle said.

“No. He looks down on me.” Before Giselle could protest Chloe’s nonsense, Chloe added, “And as for Lord Heathbrook, surely you know that I mean nothing by my flirting with him. Half of the time we are around each other, Lord Heathbrook spends trying to pick out suitors for me. He, of all people, knows I have no interest in him, and he certainly has none in me.”

Giselle felt the tightness around her heart slacken. “That is what he claimed, but I was not sure whether to believe him.”

“Why not?” Tory asked, her expression suddenly quite serious.

“Because he … that is …” She sighed. “You know he likes to flirt with ladies. You should have seen the line of his former paramours Yates’s lawyer paraded through the court to demonstrate that he is a … a rakehell undeserving to have custody of his brothers.”

“You went to court with Lord Heathbrook?” Chloe exclaimed, and threw herself down on the bed. “Tell us everything.”

Sacrebleu, Giselle had already said too much. “Obviously, he won custody despite all of his cousin’s machinations. So, there is nothing more to tell.”

“Liar,” Chloe said.

“Don’t be mean,” Tory said to her sister-in-law before turning to regard Giselle quite seriously. “Are you in love with him?”

“Yes,” Giselle said.

“Is he in love with you?” Chloe asked. When she hesitated to answer, not really knowing what to say, Chloe leapt up from the bed. “Lord Heathbrook can be such an idiot sometimes.”

Giselle found a gown in her closet and slipped it on. “Do not call my fiancé an idiot.”

Tory came over to fasten her up.

“Fine,” Chloe said. “How about ‘oblivious,’ ‘blind’, ‘foolish’ …? Feel free to add your own when you’re ready, Giselle.”

“He is cautious,” Giselle said. “But do not worry. I have already told him if he cannot love me, I cannot marry him.” She sighed. “But I want to marry him. I’ve loved him for years.”

Her half sister murmured, “Really? Years?”

Giselle shrugged and faced the two women. “Ever since he kissed me the first time, when I was nineteen.”

“What?” the two ladies said in unison.

Briefly, she explained some of their history, leaving out the huge parts about their bargain that had resulted in a faux engagement and how he had sired a son without knowing of it.

“Ah,” Tory said. “Now the engagement makes more sense.”

Chloe turned serious. “So, what are you going to do?”

“I honestly do not know,” Giselle said.

“He’ll come to his senses,” Tory proclaimed with a hug. “He’d be a fool to let you go.”

“I told you—he is a fool,” Chloe said bitterly. “Men are all fools.”

“Not all of them,” Tory said, exchanging a glance with Giselle.

No, not all of them. But Giselle began to fear that this one just might be, if not a fool, then at the very least a man who did not know his own heart.

She could only hope he got to know it very soon.




Chapter 21

Heathbrook sat in his carriage outside Yates’s town house as his footman inquired whether Yates would see him. What was he doing here? What did he hope to accomplish by challenging Mother’s cousin?

An end to this struggle, hopefully. Or at least an end to his fears that Zack might pay for it one day.

The footman came back to the carriage. “The servant says the master will see you, my lord.”

Moments later, Heathbrook was being ushered into Yates’s study to beard the lion in his den. If he was even a lion.

Yates rose from the chair behind his desk, concern clearly written on his face. “How are the boys? No one’s hurt or—”

“They’re all fine,” Heathbrook said. “They’re actually thriving.”

Except for Zack. He couldn’t think about that right now or he’d fall apart.

Yates eyed him cautiously. “Then why are you here?”

“Lily came to see me.”

The older man got shaky all of a sudden and dropped into his seat. He glanced at the footman still standing by the door, waiting for Yates to either dismiss him or command him. “Please call for tea for us, John. And perhaps some brown bread with butter.”

Heathbrook resisted the urge to ask if they had any apple cake. He didn’t want to further alarm Yates. The same reason kept him from asking for something stronger than tea.

“You were saying?” Yates said. “Mrs. Pritchard came to see you?”

“Yes. She informed me of something I did not happen to know—that Zachary is my son. Imagine my surprise when I heard that you have known it all along but didn’t bother to inform me of it.”

Yates paled. “That is what your parents preferred.”

“Then someone should have told Lily. She was shocked to hear that I didn’t know. She thought my mother had already informed me of it.”

“Of course she did,” Yates said wearily. “Mrs. Pritchard has a tendency to hear only what she wants to hear.”

“I’ve noticed that about her,” Heathbrook grumbled. “During our elopement, when I told her we should stop for dinner in York, she took that to mean we should take a room and go about the business of consummating the marriage we hadn’t yet had. And having seen what she looked like back then, you can probably imagine how eager I was to comply.”

Yates’s expression hardened. “So, you blame her and not yourself for what happened between you.”

“Oh, no, I blame myself more than anyone. I knew the rules and chose to ignore them. What’s more, I should have seen through her scheming. But at the risk of repeating myself, I was sixteen at the time, younger than Kit is now. So, I didn’t see her clearly, or we wouldn’t be here having this conversation.”

“And why exactly are you here, Lord Heathbrook?” his cousin asked coldly. “What do you hope to accomplish?”

“First, answer my questions. I need to know why you have been so determined to fight me for custody, even of my own son. Did Mother convince you I was a roué, who could never learn to behave himself and would make a terrible parent? Did Father? Did Lily? What made you decide I wasn’t worthy of the information that Lily had borne me a child?”

At that moment, a maid came in with the tea and a plate of brown bread and butter, with a couple of pickles on the side. Apparently, the boys hadn’t lied about Yates’s fondness for pickles.

After the maid poured the tea, Heathbrook took the cup she offered him but waved away the bread and pickles. He was in no mood to eat just now, even though he’d had little nourishment on his way to London.

As she headed back to the door, Yates said, “We do not wish to be disturbed, Mary.”

The girl nodded and left.

“Well?” Heathbrook asked, growing impatient. “Let’s start with the most pertinent question—why not tell me the truth about Zachary?”

Yates sighed, and sipped his tea. “Your father sent me a strongly worded letter saying you were running after every light-skirt in Paris and under no circumstances was I or your mother ever to let Lily tell you about Zachary.”

The pain of that unexpected betrayal hit Heathbrook surprisingly hard. “What the hell? Father lied! I didn’t start running after light-skirts again until Lily broke my heart with that damned letter about Pritchard. Even then I only did it to infuriate my father.”

“I confess that your mother and I did wonder about your father’s claims. Your letters to Lily, which she kept and showed us, were romantic and poetic. The thought of you penning them while at the same time running after light-skirts was monstrous and showed you to be more untrustworthy than either of us had previously considered you to be. Especially since you had deflowered the chit and had clearly planned to marry her.”

A picture was starting to emerge that made Heathbrook wonder just how much his father had to answer for. Granted, Lily had been at fault, too, but still … “So, that is why you fought me for custody? Because of what my father said?”

“And because you’d been a bit of a wild lad before.”

“Yet you didn’t use my past with Lily against me in court. Why not?”

“Then everyone would have known Zack was a bastard. I could never do that to him. Or ruin Lily’s life, either, since she is married now, with children.”

A picture of Yates was also beginning to emerge, and it little resembled the one Heathbrook had formed of him.

Yates stared down at his desk. “About that letter from Lily to you—I should probably tell you that your mother basically dictated it to her, although to be fair, Lily was happy to go along with it.”

“Because she saw the writing on the wall. Much better than I had ever done, at any rate. But why would Mother—”

“She could think of no other way to keep you from continuing to pine after Lily—or do something disastrous like attempt to return to England alone. I know it probably doesn’t look that way right now, but your father had been trying to save you and so had your mother.”

Odd how Giselle had said almost exactly the same thing.

“He knew you had a mind of your own and could act unpredictably.” Yates grimaced. “Unfortunately, neither of them revealed to me the truth of everything. So, I assumed you were still every bit as reckless as your parents thought.”

“That’s why you took me to court over custody.”

He nodded. “At first I was surprised you even wanted custody. I figured you meant to continue your whoring in London. But after my investigators couldn’t find any actual mistresses for you since your return, I began to wonder. Especially since they also couldn’t find any evidence of malfeasance in your management of your father’s estates.”

“Yet you took me to court.”

“I … er … wanted to see how you behaved. If your lawyer had tried to explain away your actions as youthful indiscretions, I would have felt surer of my opinions. But I was impressed by his logical assessment of the situation and his evidence about your character beyond your relationship with women. And afterward, when my investigators told me your new fiancée was practically a saint—helping détenus when she was in France and taking care of her aged mother, not to mention being befriended by Falconridge’s perfectly respectable wife and sister—I began to question your father’s dictate even more.”

“Thank you for admitting that,” Heathbrook said, now feeling faintly guilty that he’d lied to Yates about Giselle being his fiancée. On the other hand, it wasn’t a lie anymore, so there was no reason to tell Yates the truth now, was there? “And in appreciation of your revealing the truth to me, I will admit that my investigators couldn’t find any evidence you were trying to siphon money from the boys’ inheritance.”

Yates jumped to his feet. “You thought I was stealing from them?”

“I couldn’t imagine any other reason you’d have for wanting custody.”

Marching over to a bookshelf, Yates took down a stack of ledgers, then walked over to drop them at Heathbrook’s feet. “Here, see for yourself! I have not taken one penny from those lads. Your father allotted a certain portion of their properties to supporting them, but beyond that, the income from said properties has all been detailed down to the last farthing and deposited in individual bank accounts for the day when each of them reaches his majority.”

When Heathbrook stared down at the stack of ledgers in astonishment, Yates added, “Look them over. Take your time. I’ll wait.”

“Relax, Yates,” Heathbrook said. “I’m not here to accuse you of theft.”

“Aren’t you?” Yates snapped, crossing his arms over his chest.

“No. I’m here to get at the truth. Don’t you think it’s time that we do so, instead of relying on a basket of assumptions we have no evidence to support?”

Yates stared down at him, then softened imperceptibly. “Probably. Yes.” He walked back to sit down behind his desk. “But you should take those anyway, to peruse. I have copies.”

“Of course you do,” Heathbrook said. “I would have done the same if I’d been you. You see? We are more alike than you realize.”

“Yet I did not impregnate any young ladies without marrying them,” Yates pointed out.

“You did not impregnate any young ladies at all. Nor have you ever married. I could have used that against you if I’d wanted, pointing out that a bachelor couldn’t possibly know how to raise three young men. But I try not to fault a man for having a different personality than I do.”

“As you say, we are quite different. I am not good with people, I’m afraid.” Yates stared past him at the door. “Still, will you tell me—do the lads … miss me?”

“Of course,” Heathbrook said, although he’d seen little sign of it. “But they have also missed their home in Somerset, so being there has slightly changed their perspective of matters.” He softened his tone. “And my fiancée’s mothering has gone a long way toward making them feel comfortable at Longmead again. Madame Bernard suffers from rheumatism, so she and her daughter are presently staying at Longmead to be near Bath’s natural springs with their healing properties.”

On his trip to London, he had weighed whether he should mention that, but Yates’s investigators would eventually have discovered it in any case.

Yates narrowed his gaze on Heathbrook. “But you do intend to marry Miss Bernard.”

“As soon as possible. Although my running up here and leaving her with the boys directly after hearing of Zack’s true lineage might … er … have been ill-considered. Lily chose to tell Giselle the truth first. When I learned of it, I demanded more information, and unfortunately, Zack overheard the truth.”

Yates blanched. “So, he knows.”

“Yes. Frankly, I don’t know what to do about it. I’d like to claim him, but it would destroy Lily’s marriage.”

“It would indeed. And after your mother brokered that marriage so carefully by offering the man a handsome dowry, you wouldn’t want to do that.”

Mother had paid money to get Lily out of his hair? “Didn’t Pritchard wonder about an unrelated countess offering him a dowry?”

“Well, she didn’t do it directly. She offered it to Lily’s parents, and they offered it to him. That gave him an extra incentive to marry, since he was enamored of Lily, and Lily seemed to like him well enough.”

“I suspect that Lily likes anyone who can buy her whatever her heart desires,” Heathbrook said dryly.

Yates sighed. “I would protest that statement except I saw firsthand how true it is. She fixed her sights on me at first because she saw how much property I owned.”

Heathbrook gaped at him.

“But I was not a sixteen-year-old boy, and my head was not easily turned by a pretty chit’s attempts to flatter me.” He stared hard at Heathbrook. “What of your Miss Bernard? Is she of Lily’s ilk?”

“Giselle?” Heathbrook laughed. “I had to work hard to convince that woman to marry me. She’s a veritable wonder. She could have any lord of any rank that she wants, and for some reason she seems to love me. She’s about as far from being Lily’s ilk as a woman can be.”

Heathbrook rose from his chair. “And speaking of that, I should probably get home before she changes her mind about accepting me.” A very real possibility, unfortunately. “But I do need to know—are you going to continue to fight for custody? I do not wish to go on with the struggle, but I will if I must.”

Yates rose slowly. “How about this? I shall request that the court consider making us both common law guardians. It is frequently done and would meet the spirit of your father’s will, if not the actual letter. Your father did not make allowances for people changing, and I’m afraid, neither did I. But I can see that you have matured, and it makes no sense to me that you should have no say in how your brothers’ money is spent or invested.”

“That would be good of you, Yates. Although to be honest, you’ve been taking care of their money for a while now. Assuming I find nothing wrong in these ledgers, I see no reason you can’t continue. We could meet once a month to look over things and make decisions.”

Yates nodded. “And perhaps when you and Miss Bernard choose to travel for your honeymoon or go abroad on a short trip, the lads might be allowed to visit here?”

Heathbrook was beginning to think his mother’s appellation of Frigid Freddy for Yates wasn’t entirely accurate. “They would like that, I’m sure.” He thrust out his hand. “Lord knows they’ll soon be too grown to want anything to do with us old chaps.”

Taking Heathbrook’s hand, Yates shook it vigorously. “I’ll consult with my lawyer about how we should handle the guardianship matters, and you should consult with yours. In the meantime, you’d best go soothe your wife-to-be’s apprehensions. Those boys could use a mother, at least for the nonce.”

With a nod, Heathbrook left, carting the ledgers back to his carriage. As he told Tom to return to Longmead, he was happy he’d listened to his instincts about Yates. The man would never be a close friend, but given that he held some important family secrets, he might make an excellent family advisor. Heathbrook could certainly use one of those.

But how had he managed to judge his cousin so unfairly in the first place? Perhaps it had begun because Yates had seemed so much like Father—sanctimonious and controlling, a man certain he was doing the right thing when really, he was marching over the backs of everyone who got in his way. That sort of man always raised Heathbrook’s hackles. Too much like Father.

Then again, Heathbrook had to admit that Father’s instincts about Lily had been right. Perhaps if Heathbrook hadn’t been so bullheaded himself about things, he might have seen that. He shook his head, wondering what Father would have said to see him marrying a French woman like Giselle.

A faint memory bubbled up in his mind, of his father in Verdun, voicing his opinion of their landlady’s cousin: That Mademoiselle Bernard is a solid sort. Madame Dubois was wise to have brought her on. She brightens this dreary lodging house. She’s not as beautiful as your mother, mind you, but she will make some man very happy.

Yes. She would. As long as that man wasn’t so foolish as to let her go. Especially if that man was doing it simply because his father had actually liked her.

Heathbrook stared out the window. Perhaps it was time to stop fighting his father in his head. Because Giselle was right. He was afraid to love. With Lily, he had let love take over his common sense, his duty to family, and even his instincts that had told him she wasn’t as wonderful as she seemed.

So, the thought of giving up everything to that unpredictable emotion again damned near terrified him. It made him wonder if he was wrong about Giselle, too. What if she proved to be another figment of his love-soaked imagination?

Except he wasn’t wrong. He knew Giselle’s character as well as he knew his own. She was brave and good and, yes, a solid sort who was everything he wanted in a wife. What was more important, she loved with her whole heart and never wavered.

He loved her already just for that. She was the kind of woman he could easily see spending his whole life with, having children with. In fact, he couldn’t even imagine his life without her in it. Such an imprisonment would be worse than any he had suffered in France.

So, why suffer? All he had to do was throw himself off a cliff into her arms, and his suffering would be over.

He would just have to pray that she caught him.

Waiting for Heath’s return had been difficult, to say the least. Not that Giselle had not enjoyed the time she had been spending with her family. She had thoroughly liked having the chance to be around her half sister without worrying who might wonder at their closeness.

Then there was Maman, who had never really had a chance to get to know Jon and Tory. Now that Maman had heard about Tory’s pregnancy, she had been in her element, suggesting various possets and cures for morning sickness. Tory had gone along with Maman’s suggestions gamely, though she had seemed a bit taken aback by all the attention from her father’s former amour.

The boys, of course, had reveled in the attention of Giselle’s relations. Evan had talked “man to man” with the duke about a number of important matters she was not privy to, Kit was already nursing a serious infatuation with Chloe, and Zack spent his time asking Tory a million questions about what it was like to be expecting a baby. God only knew why.

Now it was the end of their second day. Everyone else had gone to bed, but Giselle could not. She was too excited about her plan to enable Heath to claim Zack as his son. Of course, it would only work if she married Heath, which meant much of it was up in the air, but she was hopeful that Heath would have had time to consider her parting words to him.

What was more, Heath’s butler had already informed her Heath was arriving soon, since he had sent a messenger ahead to say so. She paced the drawing room in her best evening gown and tried not to get her hopes up, but she desperately wanted to see him.

“What’s this I hear about Jon and Tory and Chloe visiting?” asked a voice from the door.

“Heath!” she cried, and ran to him, then stopped short as she realized how they had left matters.

He did not let her dwell on that. He lifted her in his arms and twirled her about just as he had done that day in the study, then finished the twirl with a kiss that was far more provocative than the one they had shared then.

A long time later she broke away from him to say, “Stop that! I have so much to tell you.”

“It had better not be a litany of all the gossip Jon and his family brought from London, because I’m simply too tired to listen to it. Too tired to do anything, to be honest.”

“I do not think you will be too tired to listen to this,” she said. “I have thought of a way you can claim Zack as your son without hurting Lily or her family.”

“What about without hurting Zack?”

“That is another matter entirely.” Swiftly, she described what had happened with Zack since Heath had left. Aside from cursing the boy soundly when he heard that Zack had gone up in the tower again—forcing her to go up in the tower, which Heath seemed to find just as terrifying to hear—he took it all in stride.

When she was done, she began to pace. “So, here is my plan for Zack. What if we let it be known that when your mother went east to Broadstairs, she was actually planning to go across to France in a few months, so she could fetch the baby that I was soon to have by you? We could claim that she had to go to Broadstairs as soon as she could have been showing.”

She halted in front of him. “We can say your father refused to approve a match between you and me, so your mother took the baby and claimed it was hers by your father. She managed to escape France in time to avoid the war beginning again. But Zack, the baby she’d presented as hers and your father’s, was really mine and yours.”

He blinked and looked as if he would say something, but she continued hastily. “I was actually in Paris at the time you conceived the child. You and your father came to Paris without ever coming back here, so we can claim you were there by the time you conceived the child. Lily’s trip with your mother could be passed off as her needing Lily to help her with the child on the trip to France and back. Jon was not in Paris yet—so he would not know one way or the other if you and I had already met. My father is dead and cannot tell anyone that we had not met. It would all work.”

“Except for one thing,” he said softly. “You would have to bear the stigma of having a child out of wedlock. Your mother would suffer from that, too.”

“I do not care!” she cried. “I daresay Maman would not care, either, since she hardly knows anyone here, and she barely speaks English. And no one here knows enough about my family to go hunting up the truth about us, anyway. Even if they did, who would remember if I had been pregnant then? It was years ago.”

She frowned. “But for it to work, we will have to tell Maman, as well as Lily and your cousin, so that they can confirm it if anyone asks. Lily would certainly agree to it because she does not want Zack. But do you think your cousin would agree?”

“I think he would, actually. After talking to him, I found out that you were right all along—he really does have the boys’ best interests at heart. And having gone through the ledgers he lent me on my way home, I can honestly say he has been a great manager of their properties.” He rubbed his unshaved chin. “Of course, if we reveal that Zack is illegitimate, Zack would never be able to inherit the title if I were not to have a son.”

“I do not think he would care, but the chance of that would be remote anyway, with two elder brothers. He just wants to be able to call you Papa.”

“And you Mama.” He searched her face. “You would do that for me, risk having your name dragged through the mud, so I could claim Zack?”

“I am doing it for Zack, too. He says that is what he wants. Of course, he will have to be made to understand what it means for his future, so if he does not wish to endure the stigma himself, we can leave matters as they are. But if that is what he wants …”

Heath broke into a grin. “This is precisely why I fell in love with you. Because you give yourself wholeheartedly to everyone you care about. Because your heart is—”

“Wait, wait, wait!” she cried, not sure she had heard him correctly. “You fell in love with me?”

“I did.” He drew her back into his arms. “You were right. I was afraid of love, afraid I’d lose myself to it the way I’d done with Lily, who hadn’t deserved to have my heart. Then I realized that you already have my heart. And not because you’re beautiful, although you are ten times more beautiful than Lily. But because you’re clever and kind and thoughtful and full of such joie de vivre that you make me happy every time I’m near you. I love you, Mademoiselle Giselle Bernard, soon to be Giselle Oakden, the Countess of Heathbrook. Marry me, will you?”

“As soon as possible,” she whispered with a heart so full she feared she would die of happiness. After covering his face with kisses, she grinned at him. “How else can we make sure my papers are finally made legitimate?”

He drew back to arch an eyebrow at her.

“I am teasing you, mon amour,” she said with a laugh. “I do love you, you know.”

“Then perhaps you should prove it,” he murmured, and released her only long enough to go over and lock the drawing room door.

“Mon chéri!” she said in mock reproach. “I thought you said you were too tired to do anything.”

He returned to take her into his arms. “Too tired to listen to Jon’s and Tory’s gossip, yes. To make love to you? Never.”

“We are not married yet, sir,” she reminded him, half-teasing.

“You’re nearly a bride,” he retorted. “And that’s good enough for me.”

As he drew her over to the chaise longue, she decided it was more than good enough for her, too. No longer did she have to content herself with adequate.

At long last she got to have her heart’s desire.




Epilogue

With a sense of satisfaction, Heathbrook surveyed Longmead’s ballroom, which hadn’t been used in years. Giselle had insisted on getting it into shape, so that they could have balls if they wanted.

Today, it was being used for their wedding breakfast, which included half the détenus in Somerset, it seemed. Heathbrook had invited as many of the local ones as he could. He’d even invited Lily and her husband, so no one could gossip about why he kept ignoring the pillars of the community when he had events.

That had been Giselle’s idea. Once Zack had made his decision to become known as their “illegitimate” child, everything had centered around lessening the blow for him. Heathbrook had done his best to dissuade the lad from that course of action, but secretly he’d been glad that Zack had chosen him and Giselle. What good was it being an earl if one couldn’t have what one most wanted?

And Giselle loved being Zack’s mother. She loved mothering all the boys. He couldn’t wait to see her have their own child to mother.

Scovell walked up to shake his hand. “I just spoke to Jon, and he didn’t seem to know that originally your engagement wasn’t a real one.”

Heathbrook scowled at him. “You didn’t tell him otherwise, did you?”

“Of course,” Scovell said, smirking. “What are friends for?”

Just then Jon marched up with Giselle following hastily behind. “What’s this I hear about you and Giselle having a fake engagement? She denies it, but I know you, Heathbrook, and it would be just like you to involve yourself with a woman under false pretenses.”

“Did my wife say it was under false pretenses?” Heathbrook asked, bristling at the accusation.

“Of course not.” Giselle took her husband’s arm. “Your bullheaded friend just will not listen.”

“That is not unusual for my husband,” Tory approached to say. “He’s a bear when it comes to protecting his family.” She softened her tone. “I think he’s merely angry you didn’t tell him about your arrangement when we came to stay with you in November.”

“I did not tell him because by then it was a moot point,” Giselle said. “Heath had already asked me to marry him in truth. The fake engagement had ended. And since we legitimately got married today, I should think it no longer matters.”

“Hmph,” Jon said. “And it is a genuine marriage?”

“As genuine as the local vicar could make it,” Heathbrook said. “We had the banns read for the proscribed three weeks, so everyone would know.” He covered Giselle’s hand with his. “We love each other. I think that’s what you really wish to hear.”

“I told you,” Giselle added. “This is no scheme, Jon.” Eyes gleaming, she added, “Besides, it is all your fault.”

“My fault!” Jon sputtered. “How is that? I tried to keep him away from you.”

Giselle laughed at her half brother-in-law. “You should have tried to keep me away from him. You were gone to the north when I sought help with my passports, so I had no choice but to turn to Heath. And he, being the gentleman he is, very admirably helped me.”

“For a price,” Scovell drawled.

“One that gained me a family.” Before Jon could protest that he and Tory were her family, she added, “A family I can publicly claim, even if Evan and Kit are only my stepbrothers-in-law.”

“And Zack is your son,” Scovell said.

“Yes,” Giselle and Heathbrook said together.

Not telling his friends the truth had been harder, but they had both agreed it was necessary. For better or worse, Zack was theirs now, and he had managed to keep the secret better than they’d expected.

At that moment, a servant approached to say, “The constable is here. He says he begs your pardon, but this cannot wait. I have put him in the drawing room.”

“Of course. I’ll be there shortly.” Heathbrook turned to his friends. “This is about Vaughan Jones, I’m sure, so you two may wish to join me.” He had told them everything he knew about Jones and his obsession with Sarah Beasley.

“And the wives must join you, too,” Giselle said firmly as Tory nodded. “This involves us as much as it does you three.”

“Very well.”

The four of them followed Heathbrook, all of them probably wondering what had been so urgent that the constable had felt compelled to interrupt a wedding breakfast over it.

As soon as they entered the drawing room, the constable gave a start.

“Forgive me, sir,” Heathbrook said, “but this may concern all of us, so we would all like to be present for your news.”

The constable nodded. He could hardly gainsay the lord of the manor. “I thought I should inform you, my lord, that we found Vaughan Jones this morning. He was living in a lodging house that has been vacant for some months. The owner was abroad and unaware of his presence there until this morning, but it explains why we could not find him before.”

“Do you have him in custody now for assaulting my wife?” Heathbrook asked.

The constable grimaced. “We have his body in custody, yes.”

“His body?” Jon exclaimed.

“It appears he died by his own hand a few weeks ago. The owner found him upon his return, along with this note.”

He handed it to Heathbrook, who read it aloud.


To whom it may concern, I cannot live without my Sarah. In trying to secure her, I have done unspeakable things, and I know that even if I can find her, those acts would prevent her from becoming mine. She is a good person and would never approve. Thus, I take my life in hopes that she will live happily in this world without me.

Sincerely,

Vaughan Jones



“How very odd,” Giselle said. “He did not strike me as a selfless fellow.”

“Not selfless,” Tory pointed out. “He is blatantly blaming his death on Sarah and hoping to make her feel guilty that he took his life to ‘protect’ her.”

“It’s still odd,” Heathbrook said. “He gave up the fight for no reason?”

“We found several letters from her in the place where he was staying,” the constable put in. “In them, she begged him to leave her be. They seem to be quite old, probably dating from when the two of them were in France.”

“Yet he decided to wait two or three years to kill himself over her?” Jon said. “I agree with you, Heathbrook, it’s a bit odd.”

“Then again, from what I knew of him, Jones was odd, wasn’t he?” Scovell said. “He definitely had a vendetta against Beasley. Perhaps once he realized he could never have his revenge on the man, he gave up.”

“How did Jones die?” Heathbrook asked the constable. When the man looked nervously at the two women, Heathbrook added, “My wife was assaulted by the man. She has a right to hear it if she wants.”

“I want to know,” Giselle added.

“He hanged himself. There will be an inquest, of course, but that is how it appears. And the note definitely confirms it.”

“I would like to attend the inquest, if you don’t mind,” Heathbrook said.

“Of course, my lord.”

“But for now, you are welcome to join us in celebrating our marriage—” Giselle began.

“No, no, my lady. I still have much to do involving the man’s death. I merely thought you would like to know that you no longer have to worry about the scoundrel.”

“Thank you, Constable,” she said. “It vastly relieves me, and I know it will relieve my mother, too, not to mention Sarah.”

The constable nodded. “I shall show myself out, sir. No point in me intruding any further on your celebration.”

After he left, Scovell asked, “What do you think Jones meant when he said he’d done ‘unspeakable things’?”

“Betraying us?” Heathbrook said. “Trying to get Beasley imprisoned in Verdun for those anti-Napoleon etchings he did? Attempting to marry Sarah without her father’s knowledge? Trying to drag my wife off by force? It could have been any of those. We just don’t know enough about the man to be sure.”

“Perhaps we should try to find out more about him,” Jon said. “If he’s the one who betrayed us, then we no longer have to worry about finding the fellow.”

“And if he’s not?” Heathbrook asked.

“Then we need to keep looking.” Scovell turned to Tory. “Have you learned anything more from your father’s journals?”

“I don’t know what I’ve learned, since I don’t know all the people involved,” she admitted. “But I’ve cataloged all the names and their connection to Papa, and I can give that to one of you if that helps.”

“Give it to me,” Scovell said. “Now that I’ve settled my brother’s estate, I have some time on my hands.”

“How is your family?” Heathbrook asked.

“Better, actually. I think it was rougher watching him die. It sounds awful, but it’s almost a relief to have it be over.”

“Give them our best,” Jon said.

Suddenly, the door to the drawing room burst open and Zack and Kit ran in, led by Evan.

“What happened?” Evan demanded. “We saw the constable. Did they find Jones?”

“Is he going to prison?” Kit asked. “Because he should be for what he did to Giselle!”

“He should be shot,” Zack cried. “He hurt my mother!”

“Whoa, whoa, lads, no one is getting shot,” Heathbrook said. “Actually, Jones is already dead. He killed himself, I’m afraid.”

“Oh,” Kit said, a bit deflated.

“Good,” Evan said firmly.

“Did he shoot himself?” Zack asked, now clearly fascinated with the blood-and-gore part of the Jones saga.

“No, you bloodthirsty little devil,” Heathbrook said. “You don’t need to know how he died. He can’t hurt anyone anymore. That’s all you need to know.”

“I was just wondering,” Zack said sullenly.

As usual, Giselle smoothed things over. “Thank you, boys, for being so concerned on my behalf. You probably saved my life that day in the Labyrinth.”

Evan drew himself up like a soldier. Kit beamed at her.

Zack thrust out his chest and announced, “We’d do it again, too, Mother, if you were in danger.”

The boy had certainly taken well to having Giselle in the role of mother.

Heathbrook patted her hand. “We all would.”

It was true. He would go through fire for her. He would have gone through fire for Lily, too, but this was different. Because this time he would rather be able to sit by a fire with his wife, to sleep with her even when they didn’t wish to make love, to eat and laugh and stroll the gardens. This time he didn’t need the thrill of saving the fair maiden to sustain his love.

This time all he needed was love itself, for the woman who knew him as well as he knew himself. Just as he knew her bone-deep.

This time was bliss.




Author’s Note

The Lord Mayor’s Show has been going on in London since the thirteenth century. As much as possible, I tried to stay true to what actually happens during the procession. I’ve never attended (and now I’m dying to do so), but judging from the videos I watched, the modern event is a bit like Mardi Gras parades, but without the throws. The Gog and Magog wicker figures are definitely part of it, as are the various liveries (think of them as guilds or trade associations). There are also marching bands and other kinds of music, and the mounted knights I described. You can find out more about it on its website at lordmayorsshow.london.

Heath’s description of how he and his companions escaped the Citadel in Verdun is based on another escape (one that was successful, however), even down to the injured member of the group and the misjudgment of the length of rope they’d need.

The Court of Chancery has been described at length in Charles Dickens’s novel Bleak House, but in case you haven’t read it, I tried to present what I discovered through research. Cases could be tied up for decades. Inheritance was a big business for lawyers at that time (and their investigators). I figured I wouldn’t be too far off the mark by having Heath’s case mired in legal machinations for a while.

Also, guardianship was complicated. There were three kinds: guardian of nurture, guardian of socage or common law, and guardian by statute or testamentary (a guardian named in the will). The first one took personal care of the ward (the mother could hold this guardianship, for example), and the latter two took care of the ward’s money and property (the mother could not be entrusted with their money; yes, it was a very sexist system). If guardianship was disputed or unclear, the Court of Chancery stepped in.

Oh, and the Labyrinth in Bath’s Sydney Gardens? Definitely taken straight from history. I was even able to find a map of the Labyrinth that was sold with tickets to the amusement. I just love it when history is as much fun as fiction, don’t you?
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