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What had he been thinking to have kissed Louisa like a starving man—to have kissed her at all?

Suddenly everything—his life, his future—took on new dimensions. Maxim could no longer deny even to himself that he had feelings for Louisa, and he could not ignore his ever-increasing desire to have her near him. But when he had looked down at Louisa’s lovely face, he had been unable to resist her.

How he could have let such a thing happen? He was betrothed to another and he had a thousand and one matters to attend to—and he was sensible enough to admit that he could blame no one but himself for his irrational behaviour. He knew he should let her leave for London when Emily left. She was too much of a threat to his sanity—too much of a temptation. Everywhere he turned she seemed to be there, ready to ensnare him, and when she was absent, his need to see her made him seek her out. He was furious with himself for feeling like this—for wanting her.






Author Note

I always enjoy both reading and writing stories that blend history and romance, featuring enigmatic heroes and audacious heroines.

The Countess He Can’t Have is a Regency romance, featuring Louisa Ashworth and Maxim Radcliffe.

It was useless for Louisa Ashworth to repine over Maxim, Lord Radcliffe. He was betrothed to Lady Mary Ward, an excellent match. But Louisa could still enjoy a Season in London, where Maxim would act as her guardian. It was strange that every suitor for her hand—for she was lovely as well as an heiress—had some fault for Maxim to find, but, if it could not be him, she was in no hurry to gain a husband.

She also had to solve the mystery of her background—her missing mother and brother—but with Maxim watching like a hawk, this was no easy matter.
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CHAPTER ONE
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1812

Passionate, feckless and subject to all the moods and contradictions of a high-spirited girl, Louisa Ashworth was every bit as beautiful as she was rich. Her vibrant golden hair and hazel eyes were a stunning combination. Her features delicately sculpted, her body trim and lithe, she was undeniably a tempting package of femininity. She had particular reason to feel happy this day, for it was her nineteenth birthday and already spring was in the air.

Seated by the window, she made a pretty picture as she worked on her sampler, humming softly to herself. With the winter sunlight shining through the latticed panes, giving the room a soft warmth and bringing out the richness of the wood of the chairs and dressers, often her gaze would stray out of the window of Sherbourne Hall, a large manor house pleasantly situated close to the River Avon and the city of Warwick.

It was the home of the Radcliffe family. The house nestled in a fold between the hills which protected it from the wind and weather. Built of brick which had mellowed over the years, it was a fine, long-fronted house with walled gardens and stables at the rear. The bright rays of the sun threw a gilt light over the bare limbs of the tall trees and shrubs scattered through the gardens, the birds competing with each other as they chirruped their own individual tunes.

Louisa raised her head and let her sampler fall into her lap when her cousin Felicity burst into the room, her round face flushed, her grey eyes wide. Felicity, just three months younger than Louisa, was an exact replica of her mother in face and form but, thankfully, not in character. Louisa felt sorry for her cousin. Felicity was in awe of her mother, Louisa’s Aunt Flora, who always insisted her daughter look her best. It was imperative that she make a good impression at all times—her future depended on it. She was overdressed as usual, and in Louisa’s opinion all the frills and flounces did nothing for her but, out of consideration to her cousin’s tender feelings and sorry she could do nothing to improve her appearance without angering her aunt, she would never dream of telling her this.

Louisa genuinely liked Felicity. Felicity could have been jealous of her eye-catching cousin who drew attention from her at every gathering. But her delight when Louisa had come to live at Sherbourne Hall when Louisa was eleven years old was genuine and she was completely without envy.

‘Why, Felicity,’ Louisa said, putting her sampler aside and getting to her feet, ‘you look quite put out about something. Has something happened?’

‘No—only—Mother wishes to see you—at once,’ she said breathlessly, having run up the stairs too quickly in her eagerness to do her mother’s bidding.

‘What on earth for?’ A summons to Aunt Flora’s presence was enough to cause Louisa some alarm.

‘Sir Robert Blythe has just left.’

‘I saw him arrive about an hour ago. They must have had something of interest to talk about for him to remain so long.’

‘I agree. I think it might have something to do with you.’

‘Why on earth should Sir Robert’s visit concern me? How did your mother look? Angry?’

‘One can never tell with Mother. I’ll wait in my room until you’ve seen her,’ she said with some agitation, twisting her hands in front of her, a habit which always irritated and angered her mother. ‘You will come and tell me what she wants to see you for?’

‘Of course I will, but you must not get yourself so worked up about everything, Felicity,’ Louisa said, hurriedly tidying her hair before leaving her room. Anyone would think Felicity was the one being summoned to the sanctum.

Smoothing her skirts with trembling fingers, Louisa hurried along the narrow gallery which ran the length of the entire first floor of the house. A shaft of sunlight pierced the lead-paned windows and shone on the portraits of the long-dead members of the Radcliffe family that lined the high walls on either side.

Hurrying down the carved oak staircase, she ran through her mind any misdemeanours serious enough to give her aunt cause to summon her to her presence. She had not ridden out without a groom in attendance, nor had she forgotten to visit and minister to any of the sick when she had done the rounds of the village with Felicity. Her cousin, with her astute, methodical mind, would have made sure no one was missed. Perhaps she had been seen talking too long to a handsome young farmer when he had waylaid her in the church porch after the service last Sunday. But he had approached her and it would have been impolite of her to ignore him. So what could it be?

Confident that her conscience was clear, she knocked on the door of her aunt’s sitting room, a room few entered without being summoned. Aunt Flora, widowed by a previous marriage, had married Lord Radcliffe on the death of his first wife. He had deemed it an honour to marry into such an old and distinguished family as the Ashworths ten years ago.

Ever since Louisa had come to live at Sherbourne, she had been painfully aware of her aunt’s continued dislike of her. She had taken her in on the death of Louisa’s beloved father, Aunt Flora’s brother. It had been a difficult time for Louisa. Never in her short life had she known such misery and even a sense of betrayal, that her father had left her alone and sent her to live in an alien world with strangers. For many long weeks she had cried herself to sleep for the loss of her dear father and she mourned him to this day.

After she had lost her mother at an early age, throughout her childhood it had been just her and her father. She had never known what it was to be deeply hurt, and the scale of her misery at that time was greater than she was equipped to deal with. It was Felicity’s unwavering friendship that had got her through it.

Unable to turn her out, since her husband would not allow it—and if she did it would reflect badly on her—Aunt Flora had grudgingly endured her niece’s living at Sherbourne Hall with the intention of finding her a husband and getting her off her hands as soon as possible.

Louisa had been allowed to live as a member of the Radcliffe family, sharing Felicity’s lessons, learning all the manners and customs of the household, in the hope of one day making a suitable marriage. Aunt Flora did not ask for gratitude—but she expected it, nevertheless. She was a tall and robust woman with a strong personality. She had iron-grey hair, a round face and piercing grey eyes. Louisa considered her to be a hard and unfeeling woman, who showed little love for anyone. As to her suitability as a wife, only Lord Radcliffe could provide an answer to that. But there was no escaping the fact that he had begun spending a great deal of his time in London, becoming more involved with the running of the family shipping company started by his grandfather.

The mercantile company traded in the Caribbean islands and the American mainland. Lord Radcliffe employed others to do most of the work. His son, Maxim, from his previous marriage, was heavily involved, but he preferred being the captain of one of the company vessels that crossed the Atlantic.

Louisa’s family, the Ashworths, belonged to the old English aristocracy. They were an authentic and wealthy family with their roots firmly embedded in Staffordshire. Sir John Ashworth, Louisa’s father, had been an astute and shrewd businessman. He had succeeded in acquiring immense wealth by his own good fortune and endeavours. On his death and the sale of his estate, all was left to his only child, Louisa, ensuring she would be eagerly sought-after in marriage.

Louisa was aware of her aunt’s deep displeasure as she observed her from across her small writing desk. In her aunt’s opinion she lacked humility and was considered problematic with a tempestuous nature and a reluctance to conform.

‘You asked to see me, Aunt Flora.’ Louisa came to a halt in the middle of the room, her knees suddenly weak.

‘I did—and don’t slouch. I swear one would think the expensive governesses we provided for you would have taught you about comportment. Do you forget that you are quality born with bloodlines, breeding and ancestry?’

Just because her knees felt weak didn’t mean Louisa’s spine was. She stood up straight, obediently squared her shoulders and raised her chin. Her aunt rarely spoke to her except to lecture, criticise, instruct or command. ‘I do not forget, Aunt Flora,’ she remarked calmly, ‘but the glory belongs to my father, not to me.’

Aunt Flora rolled her eyes upwards and pushed herself out of her chair. ‘That’s rubbish, Louisa, and just another of your absurdities.’

Louisa resented her aunt’s tyranny towards her, but open conflict between them was rare. Better to endure, she thought sensibly, than make life too unpleasant for herself at Sherbourne Hall.

‘I’ve just had a visit from Sir Robert Blythe,’ her aunt went on, her eyes taking on a sudden gleam, as if in triumph. ‘No doubt you saw him leave?’

‘Briefly. I was working on my sampler.’

‘He’s such a charming man—do you not agree?’

‘Of course,’ Louisa replied, knowing better than to disagree and wondering where this was leading. Something was definitely afoot and she did not like the feel of it. Ever since she had reached eighteen, she had been aware of her aunt’s increasingly anxious efforts to find a husband for her.

Always being one to come straight to the point, her aunt did just that. ‘I have decided on a match for you, Louisa. Sir Robert has asked for your hand in marriage and I have accepted on your behalf. Consider yourself fortunate.’

Louisa was so stunned she was unable to speak. All the colour drained out of her face.

‘I trust this is agreeable to you?’

‘Agreeable? Oh—no, Aunt. I cannot possibly agree to this. Why—Sir Robert is old enough to be my father.’

‘That may be so, but fifty is not old. Sir Robert is a fine figure of a man—a good catch for any woman, I would say. For some time now he has shown an interest in you. You must be aware of that.’

‘The only thing I am aware of is that Sir Robert is eager for money and Lord Radcliffe eager to acquire more land—which Sir Robert has plenty of. How valuable a union between two families of substance could be. My inheritance is enough to tempt any man.’

‘Goodness me, Louisa, what ails you? Sir Robert could have the pick of any girl in the district but he chose you.’

‘Nevertheless it is quite preposterous. I will never agree to this. I cannot.’

‘Why—you should be on your knees in gratitude that a man of such standing should show interest in you at all.’

Louisa looked at her with angry, bewildered eyes. ‘I do not feel gratitude, Aunt. I am obliged to Sir Robert for his interest but I must refuse his offer of marriage.’

Her aunt’s face hardened and her lips set in a thin line. Louisa knew that her aunt would not be beaten on this. If she succeeded in marrying her off to Sir Robert, then her problems where Louisa was concerned would be at an end. She would be able to concentrate on finding a suitable match for Felicity, who would no longer be overshadowed by her more conventionally attractive cousin. ‘You are a stubborn girl, Louisa, and too wilful by far. At the age of nineteen you still have no idea of what is meant by duty to one’s family. There are standards of our class that must be respected. If you are not prepared to observe the formalities required then the structure of family means nothing. When you are married to Sir Robert I sincerely hope it will curb you of these tendencies.’

Louisa smiled wryly. ‘Then all the more reason for me not to marry him, Aunt. He not only covets my inheritance but also sees me as someone to be a mother to his brood of five children. Why—the eldest daughter is almost as old as myself. No, I will not marry him. I do not like him one bit.’

‘Given time, you will get over your aversion. If you think of your scriptures, Louisa, you will remember being taught that Jesus told us to love our neighbours.’

‘Jesus hadn’t met Sir Robert,’ Louisa retorted bitterly, causing her aunt to give her a stern look.

‘Sir Robert will not bother you overmuch. At every opportunity he will be away in London.’

‘Spending my inheritance at the tables, I don’t doubt,’ Louisa replied drily. ‘I have heard that Sir Robert’s family fortunes are in decay, that he is an inveterate gambler and has taken to drink and low company. No, Aunt Flora. I don’t want to marry him. I will not marry him,’ she stated defiantly.

Louisa thought for a moment she had gone too far. She saw her aunt open her hand and had the horrifying notion that she was about to be slapped like a disobedient child. Then her aunt clenched her hand and stepped back. Louisa saw the muscle of her neck quiver and her face turn white with anger at her defiance and impudence. Her cold grey eyes bored into hers, gradually taking on a tinge of uncertainty when Louisa neither withered nor shrank but stood and faced her, unflinching beneath her hard gaze.

‘You should know better than to listen to gossip, Louisa, for that is all it is—exaggerated gossip put about by idle tongues with nothing better to do. I find your manner singularly tiresome, your behaviour unmannerly—and the pleasure it gives you to thwart my every wish conveys to me your ingratitude. I shudder to think what your father would think of you now.’

Memories of her beloved father flooded Louisa and her eyes momentarily clouded with sorrow. Her early years with her father had been particularly happy ones. She didn’t remember her mother, who had died shortly after her birth. Her father had always become quiet when she’d asked him what her mother was like. Believing it must have pained him to speak of the woman he had loved, having no wish to cause him further pain, Louisa had kept her silence, but she always thought of her mother with fondness.

Blinking tears from her eyes, she stood proudly, lifting her head imperiously, meeting her aunt’s gaze boldly and squaring her chin in her proud challenge to her authority. ‘I don’t mean to seem ungrateful, Aunt, and if you think so then I beg your pardon. I may have been troublesome and unmannerly in the past, but I have done nothing to contribute to your decision to treat me so shockingly. It is quite outrageous of you to expect me to marry a man I find so objectionable. If I were to marry Sir Robert then I would be an unwilling bride. My father would not have wished that for me. I will not bind myself to any man I do not love.’

Lowering her eyes, she thought achingly of the one man to whom she would give her very soul—how she longed to see Maxim. This longing tore at her heart. But the love she carried for Maxim was hopeless, for when he had last been in England six months ago he had not come to Sherbourne Hall but had remained in London.

‘Love? What has love to do with anything?’ Aunt Flora scorned. ‘Marriage in families such as ours is made for gain, not love. You are nothing but a girl with little to do other than let your mind dwell on idle fancies. I will not have it. Do not try my patience further. Now go to your room and let there be no more talk of your refusing to marry Sir Robert. It is all arranged. The banns are to be read and you will be married within the month. That is final.’

* * *

Feeling drained of all emotion, Louisa was eager to seek the sanctuary of her room, sparing herself just enough time to explain to Felicity what had transpired between Flora and herself, and desperate to concentrate her mind on what could be done to escape the outrageous suggestion that she wed Sir Robert. She remained in her room for a long time, unaware of the swift passing of time, her thoughts churning wildly, reminding herself that to let fear overrule her common sense would be fatal.

After a while, feeling stifled within the confines of her room, she left the house with a determined set to her chin, wrapping her cloak about her, heedless of the cold wind penetrating the vents in her clothing. Walking through the gardens, she headed for the parkland beyond, uncaring that her aunt would be furious that she had left to walk the countryside unattended. Her act of defiance gave her a fierce satisfaction.

On her arrival at Sherbourne Hall, she had been a gawky adolescent, vulnerable and broken-hearted following her father’s demise and without a friend in the world. Having to adjust to a new part of her life, all the while knowing her Aunt Flora didn’t want her there, she had used her intellect to guard her emotions. Once she had accepted her situation, the condition of belonging neither to her old way of life nor the new, she found that she could manage in the harsh, unfeeling house of her aunt—she could hardly call it a home. Had it not been for Felicity, whom she had come to love as she would a dear sister, she would have been truly alone in the alien world Aunt Flora created.

But what was to be done about Sir Robert? If only there was someone who could advise her, someone to fight her cause. Lord Radcliffe, with his kindly manner, would have provided a sympathetic ear, but would he take her side against his wife? Besides, he was in London. He always stayed with his daughter Emily and her husband, Theo, when in town. Emily’s life since her marriage was one long round of entertainments that surrounded the Prince Regent’s court. She had little affection for her stepmother and would have championed Louisa’s cause, encouraging her to stand firm and not give in to her aunt’s insistence that she wed Sir Robert.

Suddenly she was presented with an idea that was as preposterous as it was splendid and she congratulated herself on having thought of it. Her mind was racing like a ferret in a cage to find the spring on the trap she found herself in as the idea began to take shape. All her senses became alive with anticipation. Emily! She would go to Emily. Emily would help her, she was sure of it. This was better than she had dared hope for. At the prospect of escape from Aunt Flora and marriage to Sir Robert, her heart began to beat fast and she felt a great sense of excitement; the painful knot in her stomach that had been her constant companion since her aunt had told her what was in store for her vanished.

The following morning found Louisa waiting at the coaching inn in Sherbourne village for the stagecoach that would take her to London. She carried a small bag containing a few necessities she would need for the journey, having escaped notice when she left the house.

* * *

Stretching out his long-booted legs in front of him, well satisfied after his meal of mutton stew and crusty bread, Maxim Radcliffe relaxed on the high-backed settle to one side of a glowing fire, his hand resting on the handle of a flagon of foaming fresh-brewed ale.

Tall and lean with strong-muscled shoulders, he had sharp, distinguished good looks and a bearing that demanded a second look—and, being an astute businessman and an adventurer with an inbred iron toughness, he was not a man who could be ignored. At twenty-nine years old, he was possessed of an enormous presence. Everything he did was controlled and sure. There was an authoritative brisk, no-nonsense air about him, and he had an easy, confident way of moving and a haughty way of holding his head. His hair, thick and dark brown to almost black, was brushed back from his forehead and came to rest on the collar of his coat.

He sat in the shadow of the low beams of the wainscoted room of the coaching inn where he was to stay the night, along with others en route for London or the West Country. The room was full of people, most of them occupied in dining. Halfway home now, Maxim was to travel on to Sherbourne Hall at first light.

In mellow mood, he let his thoughts turn to his father and how sudden his death had been. Maxim had just returned from Lisbon after delivering supplies to British soldiers fighting the French under Arthur Wellesley in Portugal and Spain. He had scarcely had time to moor his vessel at the Pool below London Bridge before his sister Emily had sent word for him to go at once to her home, where his father had been taken ill. Unfortunately, and sadly, he had died before Maxim could get there. His father had been an honourable man of principle, a man who loved his family. Maxim would miss him and the sound advice he always gave him in business and family matters.

Maxim realised this would bring changes to his own life, for there would be little time for adventuring now. Until he had examined the ledgers and become acclimatised to working in the office of the family shipping company, he would have to settle down to the humdrum life of running the business and leave it to the reliable men the company employed to sail the vessels to foreign ports. Unfortunately the war had done them no favours and the business was suffering badly. The thought of his betrothed, Lady Mary Ward, awaiting his return to London and their impending marriage, did much to compensate. Their betrothal had been arranged with her father without any sort of courtship. Maxim had to presume that Mary was happy with her part of the settlement and as the months had passed her behaviour supported his presumption. Mary’s father was an extremely wealthy man and was looking to marry his only offspring to a titled gentleman—and who better than the son of his good friend Lord Radcliffe, the Earl of Sherbourne, who was up to his neck in debt? Maxim had not dismissed the scheme, realising it was the only realistic solution to his family’s problem. Neither he nor Mary were unwilling participants.

In her mid-twenties, Mary was a decent sort. It wasn’t a love match on either side, but they liked and respected each other well enough. Sadly, Mary suffered from a weakness in her chest for which there was no cure. Despite her fragility, she remained bright and hopeful for the future.

Now that he had to divide his time between the Sherbourne estate and London he would have to buy premises in town, which he would be able to afford when married to Mary. His father had lived with Emily and her husband in their spacious house in Brook Street when he was in town, but, reluctant to impose on his sister, Maxim had already begun looking for his own suitable dwelling.

But there was no denying that Maxim was more at home on the sea, feeling the heaving of the ship’s deck beneath his feet, than on dry land. He would miss that, he thought with regret. No more sailing the mobile vessels as he battled against storms, to the Indies and the American mainland, acquiring cargoes of tobacco, cotton and indigo. No more to feel the savage, burning sun on his face or to see the white sands shimmering in the heat as the sun blazed down mercilessly out of a sky bluer than England had ever seen.

Swallowing his ale, his thoughts turned to Sherbourne Hall and his stepmother. How would she take the news of her husband’s death? he wondered. Accompanied by Theo, Emily was to bring his body back to Sherbourne for interment two days hence. Maxim had come on ahead to break the news.

At a sudden rush of cold air he glanced towards the door, his gaze taking in a young woman who had just entered alone. The room was crowded but the landlord made room for her at a small table in a quiet corner. She held Maxim’s attention, shrouded in a cape with a wide hood pulled over her head putting her face in shadow. She was of medium height and moved with a regal grace—like a dancer, he thought—causing more heads to lift from their food and stare in curiosity. Maxim watched her throw back her hood and sit down at the table, her back towards him.

The sight his eyes beheld was so unexpected that it caused his breath to catch in his throat. The soft light from the oil lamps above shone fully on her, lighting her hair, the colour of burnished gold, with an unearthly brilliance, like a living flame, glorious and bright, shining like a beacon in the darkness of a moonless night on a black sea. Mellow as he was, he relaxed, content to let his eyes dwell on that glorious mass.

It held him entranced as he watched the light play on its changing colours as she moved her head while she ate. Only once had he seen hair that colour but, devil take it, he couldn’t for the life of him remember where. Ladies had always been an important feature of his life and few could resist his charms when he had the time and chose to exert them. Most he had dallied with he remembered—but this one? With hair that colour? If he had known her intimately, then how could he have forgotten? Glancing around the busy room, he noticed the stares she drew from others, and one man in particular who was already into his cups.

Having finished eating, the young woman stood up. Then she turned, the light falling fully on her face. Her soft lips and glowing eyes were impossible to conceal and were as tempting as any man could want. A soft flush crept over her creamy skin. And then she smiled at some fellow passengers on the next table, a warm, friendly smile that hit Maxim somewhere in his back and spread into his chest with a suffocating sensation. Never had he seen such gentleness, such grace in a woman’s face before.

That was the moment he recognised her, remembering in a rush where he had seen hair that colour before. He was dumbfounded. For an instant, he thought fatigue had produced some kind of hallucination—surely this lovely young woman could not be his stepmother’s niece and ward, Louisa Ashworth? It was two years since he had last seen her and she was much changed, no longer a leggy adolescent girl but a stunningly beautiful young woman.

‘Good lord!’ he breathed. ‘Who would have thought it?’

He watched her move away and climb the stairs. What was Louisa Ashworth doing here—and alone? Maxim asked himself. What game was this? It was plain to him that something was afoot. He watched her disappear up the stairs. He gave her a minute before he, too, rose, and followed her, irritated when the landlord waylaid him.






CHAPTER TWO
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Having already divested herself of her gown and shoes, after the long and tiring journey sitting in a well-packed coach, Louisa was ready for her bed. She was totally unprepared when the door was flung open and a stranger stumbled in. Closing the door, like lightning he caught her arm and pressed a hand tightly over her mouth, smothering the scream that rose to her lips. In a frenzy she clawed at it. The man’s face loomed close above hers in the semi-darkness and she was afraid. It was the drunken roué she had seen below.

The air in the room turned cold somehow, lapping against her like winter waves on a river. For a moment it held her in a circle of deathly chill and she could feel the blood in her veins freeze.

‘Don’t make a sound, lady, if you know what’s good for you,’ the intruder hissed, his liquor-soaked breath fanning her cheek and almost making her retch. ‘Tease, that’s what you are—travelling all la-de-dah without a companion. Indecent, it is, dearie—but then, you might not be decent.’ Removing his hand from her mouth, he waved a bottle in front of her. ‘I’ve brought somethin’ ter enjoy—afore we get down to business.’

Louisa made to move around the bed, but his hand shot out and grasped her wrist, pulling her to him with a strength that almost snapped the bone.

‘Not so fast,’ he growled, relaxing his hold to remove the cork from the bottle with his teeth.

Enraged, Louisa regained her courage and snatched her wrist away, dragging herself to the other side of the bed. ‘Get out of my room. I will most certainly scream if you don’t.’

The drunk set the bottle aside and lunged at her, but Louisa managed to avoid his clawing hands.

‘Now listen ’ere—’

‘I said get out.’ Reaching out, she grasped a heavy vase from the table, holding it high and threatening to hit him over the head with it.

‘You heard the lady,’ a voice said from the doorway.

The man’s sudden appearance and his towering, threatening presence in the small room like some angry, avenging god had the drunk scrambling back in terror. The stranger moved further into the room, a murderous expression on his face, his eyes flashing dangerously.

‘I meant no ’arm,’ the drunk mumbled.

At the same instant the stranger’s long sword went to his throat. The drunk saw the lethal power of the plain and shining steel in the light of the lamp. The blade was held at full arm’s length, the tip barely quivering at the drunk’s Adam’s apple.

Louisa did not recognise the tall figure immediately, so relieved was she that rescue had come, in whatever form. She sensed his anger. Her own had not diminished. Her eyes shone feverishly in the dim light. ‘What are you doing?’

The stranger spoke softly, each word clear and slow. ‘I was thinking of running my blade through his neck. However, it is with regret that I shall have to let him go.’

That was the moment the man moved further into the light and he turned his head towards her. Louisa’s eyes and brain recognised his presence but her emotions, bemused with the sudden happiness that washed over her, were slow to follow. In that moment he might have been a figment of her imagination, for he did not seem real. But those darkly handsome features were indelibly imprinted on her mind and so very dear to her heart. Even in her dazed state she was shaken to the core by the bewildering sensations racing through her body. Lord Radcliffe, Maxim Radcliffe, was here and as handsome and strong as he had been when he’d left Sherbourne Hall two years ago.

She’d kept the image of him in her heart, like a flower pressed between the pages of a book, where she could open it and look at it. He was just as she remembered, his mouth firm and with a hint of flashing white teeth behind the slightly parted lips. But it was his eyes that held her. In the dim light of the chamber they looked black, with mocking lights dancing in their depths. His clenched jaw was as hard as granite, and he was emanating wrath so forcefully that her breath caught in her throat. She stared at his face, a face implacable and frightening, but she felt no fear of him.

For one brief moment she forgot her predicament and looked at him with loving eyes, her heart beating with the unbelievable joy and comfort of knowing he was there. His face was tanned, and with his presence the contours of the room were swept away, replaced by the wide blue sea that washed the shores of the faraway lands he had frequented.

Quickly recollecting herself, she was filled with shame and humiliation that he should find her in such sordid, compromising circumstances.

The softness of a moment before when she had recognised him left her, and her mouth hardened to an unsmiling resentment as her temper rose once more. The mere thought that Maxim had heard and witnessed the sordid scene was too embarrassing to contemplate.

She recognised Maxim’s competence and hardness. She recognised, too, the temptation that he had to kill the man at this moment and might have done exactly that had he met with a similar situation on the high seas. The drunk must have seen it too, for he trembled violently, his eyes darting around the room, as if searching for a hole in which to disappear. The sword arm moved at last.

‘Get out,’ Maxim said, his voice as cold as the steel blade of his sword, ‘before I change my mind.’

The drunk didn’t need to hear those words again. In a trice he was across the room and stumbling through the door as if he had the devil himself on his tail.

Maxim watched him go, before turning his attention to Louisa.

Louisa found the whole of him vaguely disturbing—in fact, there was something almost otherworldly about his presence she hadn’t noticed before. She stared at him, rendered speechless. Her mouth formed his name but no sound came. She wanted to die. She felt weak and lost as his eyes raked over her semi-naked figure with disgust or contempt—what matter which? Unable to meet those accusing angry eyes, in her anguish and self-consciousness she lowered her lashes, shrinking back beneath the look that he fastened on her. She was acutely aware of the fury he must feel at finding her in such a compromising situation. A man such as he, with a hard, inflexible will, would never understand the situation, for she knew how her conduct must look to him.

* * *

Only for an instant did Maxim allow himself to acknowledge what he felt upon seeing Louisa, her head flung back, her lovely hair in a wild tangle about her shoulders…he was unable to tear his eyes off her. Her features were fine and soft, and yet he had borne witness to the fact that she wasn’t nearly as fragile and delicate as they suggested.

There was also a proud courage in the way she had leapt to defend her honour. She was a firebrand, and he could easily understand how she had captured the salacious attention of the drunk. In her struggle with the intruder her breasts had almost sprung free from the bodice of her petticoat. Her eyes, hazel flecked with gold, glowed feverishly in the dim light.

She had never looked more glorious and yet her expression as she had watched the drunk stumble out of the room was cruel, as cruel as he could be when faced with the enemy. Why had he never noticed how lovely she was before? But when he had last seen her she had been no more than a seventeen-year-old and, to him, still a child.

‘He’s gone now, Louisa. You can put the vase down.’

His voice was low but steady now. Placing his sword back in its scabbard, he stood before her, holding out his hand for the vase. His face was dark and inscrutable. His mouth was firm, his lips clamped tightly together.

‘That man should be punished,’ Louisa said. ‘He cannot go around trying to attack women in their beds.’ Her voice was quiet, steady now, with none of the impassioned wildness of the past few minutes.

‘Are you saying I should have run him through?’ She shook her head. He sighed. ‘Leave it, Louisa. The man was drunk and will no doubt sleep it off somewhere.’

She stared at him. ‘But—don’t you care what he—he—nearly…?’

‘What?’ Maxim’s deep blue eyes bored into hers. ‘I was concerned. I was furious when I realised that drunk had come into your room and what he might have done to you, but you also have my admiration for quickly overcoming your initial fear. I am proud of you, proud of the way you reacted.’

Louisa’s look was wary. ‘But?’

‘The man was drunk. Did you intend hitting him with the vase?’

‘Yes—of course I did. I had to defend myself somehow.’

He looked at her hard before taking the vase from her and placing it on the table.

Putting her fists in the small of her waist, she glared at him. ‘So, what should I have done? Should I have let that filthy drunk have his way with me?’

Maxim shook his head, his voice softening. ‘Louisa, where did you get that notion? And don’t look like that. You’re like a disgruntled hedgehog and just as prickly. Of course I’m glad you were prepared to put up a fight.’

Louisa folded her arms. ‘Just what does a disgruntled hedgehog look like? I really have no idea. I see there’s no danger of my head swelling from any compliments from you.’

‘Forgive me but no, it was not a compliment—it was not an insult, either,’ he said simply.

‘There is nothing to forgive,’ she said quietly.

Reaching out, Maxim picked her cloak up from where it was lying on the bed and handed it to her.

‘Here, cover yourself,’ he ordered harshly, for he found it extremely disconcerting speaking to her while she was in a state of undress. If she had been anyone else, and at any other time, he would have let his eyes feast with pleasure on this tantalising vision of loveliness. But she was his stepmother’s niece and, by all accounts, the cause of so much disruption at Sherbourne Hall of late. The only feeling he could allow himself where Louisa Ashworth was concerned was anger, for by her own fault she had brought about an impossible situation at a sad and difficult time. Had he not enough to deal with at this time with his father’s demise without Louisa Ashworth creating an outrageous scandal? Silently he chastised her for her foolishness and thoughtless stupidity.

‘Are you alone—or with your father?’ Louisa asked, wrapping the cloak about her.

A note of gravity entered his voice when he next spoke. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that my father is dead, Louisa. I am on my way to Sherbourne Hall to break the news to your aunt.’

Louisa stared at him in bewilderment ‘Dead? I—I am so very sorry to hear this, Maxim. I—I did not know,’ she said, her voice filled with remorse. ‘He was always so kind to me—I was truly fond of him.’ She lowered her head, close to tears.

‘How could you know?’ Maxim said. ‘It is recent. Now tell me what you are doing here—why you are alone.’

‘I-I have left Sherbourne Hall,’ she told him quietly,

‘Left or run away? If it’s the latter, why would you wish to run away? Have my family not given you all the care and consideration you could have desired since going to live at Sherbourne Hall?’

‘Yes, of course,’ she replied, turning to face him, ‘and I do not mean to seem ungrateful.’ She sighed deeply. ‘In truth, it is Aunt Flora I am running away from. She’s arranged a match for me, you see.’

‘By your actions, one you do not find agreeable. Who is the unfortunate fellow?’

‘Sir Robert Blythe.’

Her answer was such as to cause Maxim some amazement, but he gave no indication of this. ‘I see. I take it this is not agreeable to you.’

‘No, not one bit.’

‘From what I know of Sir Robert, he is a fine man. You should be grateful,’ he said, echoing his aunt’s words.

Louisa gasped. ‘Grateful? I feel no gratitude for being forced into a marriage that is abhorrent to me. I will not marry him.’

‘What is your aversion to Sir Robert?’

‘His age—and, among other things, his large brood of children. I dislike him exceedingly.’

Maxim gave her an angry, enquiring look. ‘Would I be right in thinking you would prefer it to be an affair of the heart when you wed?’

‘It would be a start. When two people have to live together in marriage for the rest of their lives, then it is as well if there is a closeness between them, otherwise they will know nothing but a lifetime of misery. It would be ideal if they entered into a marriage based on love.’

Maxim cocked an eyebrow with wry amusement and managed a faint ironic smile. ‘Love,’ he murmured. ‘My dear Louisa—how naïve you are. People rarely marry for love.’ Thinking of his forthcoming marriage of convenience to Mary, he thought it was not what he would have chosen for himself, had things been different.

‘Oh, but you are wrong. What of your sister? Did Emily not love Theo when they married?’

He nodded slowly. ‘I suppose she loved him well enough.’

‘There you are, then. No power on earth will force me to marry Sir Robert Blythe.’

‘You may not have to. I doubt even Sir Robert will have you when he hears of this. And when you left Sherbourne Hall…did you think to tell anyone what you were doing—where you were going?’

She nodded. ‘I knew they would be concerned in case something bad had happened to me—especially Felicity. I left a note.’

‘Well, that’s something, I suppose, but how could you have been so abysmally stupid? Where were you going to stay?’

‘With Emily. She would understand why I cannot marry Sir Robert.’

Maxim nodded. ‘I’m relieved to hear you would turn to my sister. But, as you will now understand, your efforts would have been in vain. Not wishing to bring about any displeasure your escapade would cause, my sister would have sent you back to your aunt in humiliation. You are under our care until you are of age or you marry. I would advise you to remember that—should you have a mind to repeat the offence.’

‘I will. Thank you, Maxim—for saving me from that drunk.’

He turned from her and went to the door. ‘Get some sleep. I will see you in the morning. Be prepared to leave at first light.’ He removed the key from the lock and held it up before replacing it in the lock. ‘Should any other unsavoury character come calling the moment my back is turned, make quite sure he gets no further than the door. Lock it after me.’

* * *

Louisa watched him go—so formal, so terse. Doing as she was told and locking the door, she prepared herself for bed. Slowly her anger abated as her thoughts turned to Maxim’s father. Her heart was heavy with his loss and what it would mean to her life at Sherbourne Hall. One consolation was that Maxim would be present more often.

When he had burst into the room, the joy and relief at seeing him was overwhelming. But no sooner had that thought consoled Louisa’s battered spirits than sharper ones began to pierce her in rapid, relentless succession. Drowning in humiliation, she moaned aloud, wrapping her arms about her waist, but the mortifying recollections wouldn’t stop. He had found her in a compromising situation in the privacy of her room.

Ever since Louisa had first set eyes on Maxim when he was an arrogant, sturdy young man, she had come under his spell. Being ten years older than she, he had always kept himself aloof, spending much of his time at sea. No one had ever guessed at the emotion the sight of him, or the mere mention of his name, always aroused in her. She did understand that he must be deeply saddened by the tragedy of losing his father—as she had been when she lost her own—and deeply regretted that in running away from Sherbourne Hall she had only succeeded in adding to his troubles.

* * *

As Maxim went to find his own room, his thoughts were travelling along the same lines as Louisa’s, triggered by the change he had found in her. When she had told him about her aunt’s insistence that she wed Sir Robert Blythe, he could not explain the relief he felt, knowing that she had disobeyed her aunt. It was the first time he had ever condoned her defiance, which surprised him.

Seeing her again, he had looked at her with fresh eyes, at her glorious wealth of golden hair and extraordinary looks. He could not help thinking that such perfect beauty would be sadly wasted on Sir Robert Blythe. There was no denying that he was disturbed by the recollection of the graceful figure she had presented before wrapping her cloak about her nakedness. For a brief moment he had felt a pang of regret and uncertainty that he was betrothed to Mary. Like Mary, Louisa was fair, and equally wealthy, but there the similarity ended, for by nature they were entirely the opposite of each other. Mary had a sweet and gentle disposition, not the fiery, volatile nature of Louisa Ashworth. Whoever married her would have to curb her spirit, otherwise she would lead them a merry dance.

His father’s death had brought a change to his life. He would have to think seriously about dividing his time between Sherbourne and overseeing the running of the estate, and the shipping company in London. He was returning to Sherbourne Hall as the new Earl of Sherbourne and intended to establish new rules. Maxim had found a letter delivered to his father from his wife two weeks earlier, complaining bitterly of her niece’s conduct. After this latest escapade of hers, it seemed high time that leniency was replaced by more positive action. No longer would her defiance be overlooked.

* * *

Looking pale and strained the following morning, Louisa sat across from Maxim at the breakfast table. She found him in a black mood, no doubt brought about by his father’s untimely and sad death and her own unacceptable behaviour. Neither of them were in the mood for conversation and after eating a hasty breakfast in silence, they went out to the waiting carriage. Handing her bag to the driver, Maxim opened the door and pulled down the steps.

When Louisa was seated, Maxim climbed in and seated himself across from her in tight-lipped silence.

It was with a heavy heart that Louisa stared out of the window at the passing scenery. She hadn’t thought to be returning to Sherbourne so soon. Tears gathered in her eyes as she relived what had happened over the past twenty-four hours. Drawing a shattered breath, she struggled to hold them back, but the humiliation she felt would not go away. When they ran down her cheeks, she fumbled in her reticule.

* * *

Having dozed for a while, hearing a suspicious sniff, Maxim glanced across at Louisa, at the lovely, anxious face, seeing her tears and wondering if they were feigned in the hope of softening his mood. He dismissed the thought. Her tears were real, he knew that. Louisa hadn’t feigned anything in her life.

‘Now what is the matter?’

‘I have to blow my nose,’ she said thickly. ‘Do—do you have a handkerchief?’

He gave her the handkerchief out of his pocket. ‘Why the tears?’

Blowing her nose and wiping the tears from her cheeks, she shook her head dejectedly. ‘I’m sorry. I never cry—only—I—I’m so ashamed.’

‘Why? Guilty conscience—because you ran away?’

‘Yes,’ she uttered, feeling thoroughly miserable. ‘I was so desperate to get away from marrying Sir Robert that I was prepared to adopt any means to do so. Aunt Flora was adamant that marrying him was the right thing to do—to get me off her hands.’

‘Why does she resent you, do you think?’

‘I think she sees me as some kind of threat to Felicity. When she considers the time is right, she will take her to London to launch her in a style that will ensure a reasonable chance of her securing a husband. She fusses too much about Felicity—there have been lessons in deportment, dancing, music and art—for which my dear cousin has not shown any aptitude. This is not her fault, just as it is not mine that such things come naturally to me. Against her wishes Aunt Flora took me in when my father died and I had nowhere else to go—which you are aware of even though much of your time has been spent on the high seas and London.’

‘Nevertheless, I remember that time well. Go on.’

‘Aunt Flora didn’t go out of her way to make me welcome. Indeed, she would have turned me out were it not for your dear father’s kindness, and the promise she made to my father before his death that she would always do right by me and ensure the man I married was suitable. I suppose she considers she has kept this promise as well as her nature will permit. She has never had any regard for me. I am a duty she is forced to endure.’

Watching her as she dabbed her cheeks, Maxim let his gaze come to rest on a pair of hazel eyes in which the gold flecks blazed, a sure sign that their owner was under some kind of compulsion. He watched her in silent fascination. He saw a sculptured face of unforgettable beauty, with high, delicately moulded cheekbones, a perfect nose and generous lips. It was a strong face, but essentially feminine. Bright golden curls clustered in artful disarray on the top of her head, a few gilded wisps wreathed about her delicate ears and nape, drawing attention to her slender neck.

To anyone with experience, Felicity’s mere prettiness could not hold a candle to Louisa Ashworth’s raw kind of beauty. He could still remember when she had come to live at Sherbourne Hall, a pale young girl trying to come to terms with the loss of her beloved father and her home. In melodramatic black mourning she had worn for her father, she had made a youthful attempt to make her mark.

‘I’m sorry,’ Maxim said, his tone suddenly sympathetic. ‘I had no idea how difficult it was for you, having just lost your father. I am no longer unacquainted with death,’ he said, thinking of the loss of his own father just days before. ‘I am just now suffering the pain of it. How was your relationship with my father?’

‘He always treated me kindly. I was extremely fond of him—although he was absent for long periods.’

‘And how will my esteemed stepmother receive your outlandish behaviour?’

‘She will be livid, I expect, and chastise me most severely. I will have spiked her ambitions well and truly with this outrageous escapade and she will hasten my marriage to Sir Robert—if he will still have me after what I have done.’

‘Have you changed your mind about marrying him?’

‘No, I have not,’ she said firmly, dabbing her eyes. ‘I know I should not have taken matters into my own hands and run away. I should have known better. I am usually a rational person, but this time I should have had the good sense to heed the warning inside my head and not done something so reckless. But my mind was made up. Too much was at stake. I was so certain It was the right thing to do. I could not stand by and do nothing. I am strong and capable and can withstand anything flung in my direction,’ she said with an impudent tilt of her chin.

‘I am sure you can, Louisa. Indeed, I am sure you can,’ Maxim said and a smile moved across his lean brown face. ‘In fact, I would go so far as to say you not only go looking for danger but also actually thrive on it.’

Her smile and the softening of her manner enhanced her beauty, and Maxim boldly and appreciatively stared at her hard for several moments. He found himself quite intrigued by this confounding young woman. There was a forlorn, lost look behind her smile and he sensed she bore a deep inner pain and bitterness that had driven her to where she was now. In fact, he saw in her that which was in himself, and that something stirred him and moved him in a way that had not happened in a long time. It came unbidden, unexpected, born of the bleakness of his own life, back to the time when he had been a boy, and to his mother’s coldness and frequent indifference towards both himself and Emily. Over the years he’d stifled that feeling as best he could, but it was there just the same, telling him how he felt, and it was ridiculous, totally ridiculous, for, with so much to do, his life was full. But always there was something not quite right, something missing from his life.

‘Louisa, before we get to Sherbourne Hall we have to talk about what happened. Are you listening?’

She nodded mutely.

‘Then look at me.’

Louisa somehow brought her eyes to meet his.

‘That’s better. Have you any idea of the seriousness of your actions yesterday? I can see your life at Sherbourne Hall has not been easy, but that is no excuse for running away.’

‘I regret the trouble I have caused with my impulsive actions but it should be up to me to provide for myself. I do not want to be a burden to my aunt. I do not want to submit to her opinion as a matter of course. In short, Maxim, I would like to be my own advocate in all things, but because of the times we live in and the promises my aunt gave my father before he died it is impossible for me to do that until I reach my majority.’ She gave him a sideways, almost coy look. ‘Now you are back, will you be my rescuer, Maxim?’

He was grinning now, his mouth wide over his excellent teeth. ‘I think you are capable of rescuing yourself, Louisa. You sound like a radical.’

‘I would not go as far as to say that, but I do have ideas which do not always agree with those of my associates.’

‘And what are they?’

‘I prefer to keep my ideas to myself lest you hold them against me.’

He chuckled softly, fascinated by this extraordinary conversation. ‘I admire your spirit and I do understand the resentment you must feel. It can’t be a comfortable situation for a woman like you, a young woman who has lost her own family, yet with her whole life ahead of her. While ever you live with your aunt you are in Felicity’s shadow.’

‘That’s how it is for a lot of women,’ Louisa said, stung into honesty, ‘especially when a woman has lost her close family.’ Her lips curved in a slight smile. ‘It’s strange but—we have not seen each other for two years, yet I find in you a sensitivity that seems capable of perceiving my need for understanding. You are the only person who has told me you admire my spirit, instead of condemning me for it.’

Resting his arms on his knees, Maxim leaned forward, his face close to hers, his eyes impaling hers. ‘Louisa,’ he said on a softer note. ‘Listen to me. You are a wealthy young woman—prey for any impoverished man to take advantage of. It is essential that there is no repeat of this escapade or mention of it outside the family. I understand your abhorrence of wedding Sir Robert—and indeed I will not encourage it and will speak with Flora on the matter. But if you are to make a suitable marriage then your reputation must not be compromised. Of course, your suitors will be vetted for their eligibility. Do you understand?’

Louisa bristled. ‘Yes, I do, but who I marry will be my choice, Maxim. Who I associate with has nothing to do with you. It really is none of your business.’

Her words caused Maxim’s black brows to draw together. ‘On the contrary. Since you reside in my house, I make it my business. It might have escaped your attention, but I have the unenviable task of informing your aunt that her husband is dead, and Felicity that she has lost her father. I am seriously concerned about the effect my father’s demise will have on both of them.’

Louisa lowered her eyes, immediately contrite. ‘I am sorry. Forgive my thoughtlessness—my insensitivity. I do understand the strain you are under. I did not mean to sound ungracious.’

Looking at her quiet face, Maxim found himself touched by the sadness in her lovely eyes. None of this was easy for her either. By her own naïvety and foolishness she was responsible for her situation and would doubtless have to suffer the consequences of her actions. From the day Louisa had set foot in Sherbourne Hall, his stepmother had always dealt with her harshly in an effort to curb her wilfulness, but to try to force her into a marriage with a man who must seem as old as Methuselah to a young woman was sheer folly on her aunt’s part. Who could blame Louisa for running away?

Maxim’s expression softened. ‘I know you didn’t. This is not going to be an easy time for either of us. I am aware of the antagonism that exists between you and your aunt and I shall try and do my best to smooth the way for you. I have no doubt that Flora will give you a hard time when you return, but bear in mind that she cannot force you to marry Sir Robert.’

‘She can’t?’

For the first time he smiled, a warm, conspiratorial smile of understanding. ‘No. She will have me to reckon with first. I will not allow it.’

‘Then I am indeed at your mercy. After this my life won’t be worth living under Aunt Flora’s rule. She will treat me harshly because I dared defy her. But I am adamant when I say that I will not marry Sir Robert. If possible I would find somewhere else to live.’

His eyes held hers in an enquiring glance. ‘What you really mean is that your pride won’t let you show defeat.’ He saw her stiffen at his lightly mocking tone.

‘After this—if it should get out—I shall be regarded as low as a fallen woman—a helpless and defenceless female.’

Her words were so inappropriate Maxim laughed out loud. ‘Helpless and defenceless be damned. A woman who can do what you have done and still manage to fight back is not what I would call helpless or defenceless. I cannot approve of what you have done, Louisa, but I salute your courage and your boldness. You are undeniably brave—and reckless—and I have to agree that it would be a pity to waste all that to shackle yourself to Sir Robert for life.’

* * *

Hearing the gentleness behind his words, Louisa looked at him and felt her heart skip a beat. Her eyes devoured him, worshipped him—his hair, his eyes, his face were all more attractive than any she had ever seen, and if what she felt for him was love, then she loved him absolutely, devotedly. With a love that had bonded her to him when she had been little more than a girl, and yet was stronger still now. His eyes were on her face, gauging her, watching for every nuance of emotion in her. He could have no notion of her wayward thoughts.

‘I’m glad you agree, Maxim. I want so much more from life than marriage to an old man with a brood of daughters.’

‘And you shall have it. When my father has been interred and Emily returns to London, you will be able to visit her. She will enjoy taking you under her wing. She will give you a season and find you a husband—which shouldn’t be difficult, given the fact that you are a beautiful young woman and will have suitors vying with each other for your attention and singing your praises.’

His words brought Louisa a feeling of unease. ‘So! You really think that, do you, Maxim? That I am so silly and weak that as soon as the rakes and fops in London begin paying me attention and whispering sweet nonsense in my ear, I will be unable to resist them.’

‘Of course not, but you will enjoy yourself at the balls and soirées you will attend with Emily. You will form new acquaintances and there might even be a suitor you would like to get to know better.’

‘And where will you be while I’m forming these—these new acquaintances, Maxim?’

‘My time will be taken up with the business—which has suffered badly because of the war with France—and then there is my marriage to arrange.’

Shock drained away what colour Louisa had. ‘Marriage? But—you are to marry?’

He nodded. ‘Lady Mary Ward. You remember Mary when she visited Sherbourne with her father two years ago.’

‘Yes—yes, of course I do, but—I didn’t know—I didn’t realise the two of you are to marry.’

‘I wrote informing my stepmother of my betrothal to Mary.’

‘You did? She never said anything.’

‘Do not blame her for her thoughtlessness.’

Displaying a calm she didn’t feel and managing to bring a smile to her lips, Louisa said, ‘Then I must congratulate you. Having met Lady Mary just the once, I found her to be an exceptional woman. I wish you both every imaginable happiness. You are indeed fortunate in your choice of bride.’ She knew it was a mundane, inadequate thing to say, but she had to say something and there was nothing else that came to mind.

Maxim looked at her steadily for a long moment before replying. ‘Mary is all any man could want in a wife, Louisa. She is calm and reasonable. We will make an agreeable partnership, I am sure of it.’

‘There you are, then,’ said Louisa, her heart twisting painfully at his reply—although he had failed to say that he loved Lady Mary. Love matches were rare in the society-conscious world of the haut ton, but this didn’t make Louisa feel any better. Searching his sardonic features, she indulged in a brief, tormentingly sweet fantasy that he would tell her it was all a joke, that he wasn’t going to marry Lady Mary after all, but he looked supremely unconcerned. She closed her eyes, struggling against the hurt of his disclosure even as she accepted the inevitability of it. It wasn’t his fault she’d fallen in love with him. Suddenly she didn’t want to be there, and in a state of suspended anguish she secretly began counting the minutes until the coach reached Sherbourne and put an end to her ordeal.






CHAPTER THREE
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On reaching Sherbourne Hall Maxim got out. Turning to Louisa, he held out his hand. ‘Come. You have to face the music some time. Better to get it over with.’

Louisa’s face was a pale, emotionless mask as she took the hand he offered and climbed down from the coach. Her heart and mind felt empty and she was chilled to the marrow, and even now, when she was desperate at the thought of facing her aunt, the hurt that Maxim was to marry Lady Mary went deep.

Arching her neck like a young racehorse, she headed for the door. Aware of what awaited her, she entered the house reluctantly. She handed her cloak to a sympathetic-looking footman, who proceeded to welcome Maxim home. Maxim opened the door to the sitting room, standing aside and motioning for her to go in.

She would be told by Felicity later that, outraged and impatient for her niece to return, Aunt Flora had been quite beside herself with anger. When she read Louisa’s note and after being told by one of the servants that she had been seen in Sherbourne village boarding the stagecoach for London, Flora had sent a couple of male servants—a groom and a stable lad—in pursuit. When they returned empty-handed, her outrage had increased.

Louisa didn’t dare look at Maxim as she walked past, expecting her aunt to be waiting to cast her wrath down on her. To her relief the room was empty, granting her a few minutes of peace.

‘Sit down,’ Maxim said, striding to the sideboard and pouring two small brandies. He handed one to her, and when she shook her head, about to refuse, with a voice softer than he’d used so far when he addressed her, he said, ‘Drink it. It will fortify you for when you have to face your aunt.’ He watched her gulp it down. She grimaced with distaste as he tossed his own back in one.

Seated in an armchair as she waited for her aunt to appear, she looked at Maxim—clever Maxim, who was well experienced in the art of wielding power, and remained standing. He looked very tall, very authoritative. The brandy coursing through her veins warmed her, but did nothing to stop her limbs from trembling. Unconsciously she pressed herself into the soft upholstery, waiting in tense silence for what she was certain was going to be a verbal explosion from her aunt.

‘Wait here,’ Maxim said, crossing to the door. ‘I’ll go and find my stepmother and try to break the ice—although how she will react when I tell her of my father’s demise I can’t imagine.’

Louisa sat and waited for her aunt. When she finally appeared, she got nervously to her feet. Maxim must have told Flora about her husband but there was no trace of grief or sadness on her hard features. She lost no time in conveying her fury to her niece.

‘Well?’ Aunt Flora demanded, going to sit in her usual chair by the window, her hands curled over the arms and reminding Louisa of the claws of a bird of prey. ‘I am shocked and appalled at this latest misdemeanour. After all I have done for you—you have prevailed on my generosity and kindness and have thrown gratitude back in my face. I have no doubt you feel ill-used, but you could not be more wrong. Your disgraceful conduct is inexcusable and you have brought disgrace on Maxim’s good name and my own. You have shamed me and my dead husband with your indiscretion. What have you to say for yourself, Louisa? Too ashamed, are you? I am simply astounded that you could run away like you did—without a by-your-leave to anyone. You behaved in a thoroughly unacceptable manner and I will not have it. In one fell swoop you have broken all the rules young ladies should abide by.’ Louisa raised her head and looked at her aunt defiantly, which increased her wrath. ‘How dare you?’ She was puce with anger and resentment and her voice rose until she was almost screeching.

Erect and taut, Louisa met her aunt’s brilliant accusing eyes. ‘I understand your feelings, Aunt Flora, and I am truly sorry to have caused you so much distress.’

‘Distress? It was not distress I felt, it was fury,’ she said, her voice dripping with disdain. ‘I knew where you were. You were seen getting into the London stagecoach. You have made a fool of yourself and this family at a time when we are to go into mourning for my husband. You shameful girl. You are irrational, undisciplined and completely incapable of understanding the basic elementary rules of this house. It was fortunate that Maxim was on his way home and came across you on the way. Understand, Louisa, that there will be no repetition of this kind of behaviour. I will not stand for it. The house is in mourning and you will behave with absolute decorum. Is that understood?’

The women looked at each other. Louisa refused to be bowed. Her sense of outrage kept her anchored to the floor.

‘I am deeply sorry about your husband’s demise, Aunt Flora, but my mind is made up. I will not marry Sir Robert. Ever since I came here you have wanted me off your hands. I will be happy to oblige you but I am not so desperate that I will marry Sir Robert.’

‘And what makes you think he still wants you? After this your reputation will be in ruins. Even if you changed your mind and agreed to marry him it would be futile, for in the light of what has happened I have not the slightest doubt that he will withdraw his proposal—and I have to say that I cannot blame him.’

‘I am not sorry, Aunt Flora.’ At the absolute relief that flooded Louisa’s eyes her aunt’s anger increased.

‘Enough,’ Aunt Flora ordered. ‘I am your guardian. How dare you speak to me in this disgraceful manner? I have indulged you overmuch. What other reason can there be for such behaviour? You owe me your respect. For shame! Must you always think of yourself, you ungrateful girl? I had hoped you might regret the folly of your wildness but it seems you do not. I had hoped to find more submission in you—obedience, even—but I see it is not in your nature.’

‘I cannot change my nature, Aunt Flora,’ Louisa said quietly, feeling the tension between them increasing.

Enraged by what she considered to be Louisa’s insolence, Flora became even more incensed. ‘Why—you are just like your mother, after all. Her ingratitude to your father was unforgivable, also.’

Louisa looked bewildered. ‘My mother? What has my mother to do with any of this? And why should she have felt the need to be grateful to my father?’

‘He married her, didn’t he?’ her aunt replied with seething contempt.

Something dark and not to her liking began to form in Louisa’s mind and a wave of alarm swept over her. Something was amiss in all of this, something that had nothing to do with her running off to London. She straightened her spine, as if her posture could restrain her rising concern. Cautiously she said, ‘And why would my father not marry my mother? Was there something wrong with her?’

‘You might say that. It is high time you knew what kind of woman she was.’ She gave a shrill laugh that sounded ugly and brought a deadly glitter to her eyes. She looked so frighteningly angry that Louisa almost turned and fled the room.

Louisa had been told that her mother had died shortly after her birth and she had never had reason to question that, so what was her aunt implying? She had always known Flora had disliked her mother, which was why her name was never spoken between them. The reason for this dislike bordering on hatred always remained a mystery to her but she felt it must be something deep and profound. Suspecting that her aunt was about to enlighten her, she turned away, unwilling to hear anything to discredit or disrespect her mother.

‘Please excuse me, but I will not stay and listen to anything you might say that is disparaging about my mother.’

‘Oh, yes, miss, you will listen. For too long have I allowed you to live in ignorance. I can see only one reason for your disgraceful behaviour—which I am certain is caused by the bad blood inherited from your mother.’

Louisa turned, facing her aunt with defiance in every line of her body. She couldn’t imagine what her aunt was about to disclose, but her skin crawled at something deeper, stranger than she could understand. Before she could voice a question the door opened and Maxim entered. Closing it behind him, he advanced further into a room bristling with tension, his eyes going from one to the other, a frown creasing his brow.

‘I heard raised voices. I apologise if I am intruding.’

‘No—of course not, Maxim,’ Louisa said without taking her eyes off her aunt, eyes showing pain combined with fury. ‘Aunt Flora was about to tell me something about my mother—is that not so, Aunt Flora? Please don’t stop now. Whatever you have to say can be said in front of Maxim. My mother died not long after I was born. Even though my time with her was short, I shall cherish her memory forever. Do not tarnish that, Aunt, for I will never forgive you.’

Unable to stop now she had started, her aunt ploughed on, seemingly uncaring that what she had to disclose might shatter Louisa’s treasured memories of her mother, who, having given birth to her, had never featured in her life. ‘Your father would have you believe that she died soon after you were born in an attempt to hide the truth that your mother was a whore.’

The words hung in the air and Louisa stared at her, shocked into silence. With all her senses heightened sharply by her growing awareness of Maxim’s presence, a spark of self-preservation ignited within her.

‘Stepmother,’ Maxim said, his concern for Louisa visible in his eyes, ‘have a care what you say.’

Louisa’s eyes flew to his. ‘Have a care, you say. No, Maxim. Whatever Aunt Flora has to say concerning my mother I want to know. I will judge for myself if it is worthy of consideration.’ She looked again at her aunt, whose chest was rising and falling with the anger that gripped her. ‘Tell me what it is that is so terrible it makes you address my mother as a whore.’

‘She did not care for your father. The man she loved—whose bed she wallowed in and whose child she conceived shortly after you were born—was married to another.’

‘Stop this,’ Maxim said sharply. ‘I think this is a matter best kept for another time. You are making Louisa upset unnecessarily.’

Louisa looked at him as he tried to preserve some modicum of order over a situation that was rapidly beginning to disintegrate. ‘Upset?’ she flared. ‘Yes, Maxim, I am upset, but I am also furious. Now she has started I want to hear what she has to say.’ She was filled with an overriding horror at what she was hearing. The whole world seemed to be rocking about her. And then a thought, a thought occurred to her so monstrous that she was almost too afraid to ask the question that sprang to her lips. ‘Are you telling me that my father was not my father?’

‘Never fear—he was your father. The child she gave birth to so soon after you were born—that she paraded so insolently about his house—was her lover’s child. Your half-brother.’

No! screamed a voice inside Louisa’s head as she stared at her aunt in bewilderment, trying to comprehend what she was saying. ‘Brother? I have a brother?’

‘Dead or alive after these many years I care not one way or another. Your mother was unable to marry the boy’s father—she being married to my brother and her lover to another woman—a man who was also your father’s close friend. Like a fool your father worshipped her. She could do no wrong in his eyes. After you were born he was the happiest of men. After that things began to go wrong between them. That was when the truth came out and she told him he was not the father of the child she was carrying. Unable to accept her deception—her adultery—as soon as the child was born he turned her and her child out.’

Louisa stared at her, sick with horror, her mind already realising what her heart couldn’t bear to believe. Feeling a lightness inside her head, she swayed slightly, gripping the back of a chair firmly. Maxim held out his arm to steady her, but she brushed it away. He continued to watch her intently. After a moment she regained control of herself, breathing deeply.

‘What happened to my mother?’ she demanded. ‘Where did she go?’

‘That I do not know.’

‘And my brother?’

‘I do not know that, either.’

‘What was his name?’ Louisa asked, wanting and yet dreading to know all there was to know about her unknown half-brother.

‘I don’t remember. Edward—or something like it.’

Louisa looked at her aunt coldly. ‘You could have spared me this and gone on with the deception. Why tell me now?’

‘Because I have reached the limits of my endurance where you are concerned. I believe it is time you knew what sort of woman your mother was.’

With an understanding of all she had been told, Louisa stepped back, her hands falling to her sides. It was as if a window had been opened in a darkened room to let in the light. Her cheeks burned with indignation and heated words rose to her lips in defence of her mother, regardless of what she had just been told, but her aunt silenced her before she could utter a word.

‘I shall continue to do my duty towards you as your guardian, which is what your father requested of me before his demise, and see that a husband is found for you as soon as possible—for the sooner you are no longer in my care and I do not have to deal with your disobedience, the better it will be for all of us. But until that time your continual defiance must cease. I demand obedience. Do you understand?’

Anger brought Louisa to a temporary silence. Colour flooded and receded over her face. Normally she would bury anything she didn’t want to think about in the part of her mind where she buried all unpleasant things, but this she could not. She was overwhelmed with a sense of loss, which was ridiculous because her mother was just a shadowy figure in her life. As for her brother, she had never seen him, she had not known he existed, and now the thought that she never would made her feel that a part of herself had been torn away.

‘Perfectly. You hated my mother because you thought her immoral—I doubt what you have told me is as sordid as you would have me believe. Is there anything more you can tell me?’

‘Why? So that you can go looking for them—bringing further shame on us all? It is best that you think of them as dead.’

‘Never,’ Louisa replied adamantly. ‘I will never do that. Does anyone else know of this?’ She looked at Maxim. ‘Do you know?’ Maxim looked at his stepmother. Something passed between them. ‘You know, don’t you, Maxim? You have known this all along—and you didn’t tell me. How could you keep something of such importance from me?’

Maxim looked at her and a pair of piercing blue eyes locked on to hers. He was quite still—his expression showed no emotion whatsoever but his whole body tensed into a rigid line as her harsh words pierced the armour of his calm composure. His jaw hard and tight, he was looking at her intently, as their eyes parried for supremacy in a silent battle of unspoken challenges. It was as if no one else existed in the room.

‘Yes, Louisa, I do know. My father told me when you came here. It was right that we knew, since you were to live at Sherbourne Hall. We were both of the opinion that you would be better off not knowing.’

Furious that Maxim had known about this all along and kept it from her, Louisa was physically trembling with anger, with her fists clenched and her scornful hazel eyes hurling daggers across the distance that separated them. ‘How dare you make that decision about me? I should have been told. You had no right to keep it from me. Wherever they are—no matter what happened in the past—they are still my family. I will find them. I swear I will.’

‘Whatever the rights and wrongs of it, Louisa, I understand how hurt you must be feeling. Now you know, and when you have had time to come to terms with what you have been told we can discuss it.’

Louisa’s face was tormented. Her eyes, huge and full of unshed tears, darted feverishly from side to side, looking at nothing and everything. ‘You do not understand. I don’t want to discuss it with you. I don’t want you to tell me…’ Cracked with emotion, her voice failed and she could not go on. Suddenly she could take no more. It was all too much. She wanted to get out of the room as quickly as possible, to seek the solace of her room. Fighting back the scalding tears that rushed to her eyes, she didn’t see the anguish in his. Turning, she ran blindly to the door.

* * *

For a long moment there was an awful, ominous silence when the door closed on Louisa, and the very air seemed to crackle with tension.

‘I will leave her for now. I understand how this must look to her and in her present mood it would be a mistake to press her,’ Maxim said, looking at his stepmother. She stood straight and stoic, as if she had done no wrong. ‘You could have spared her this. Chastise her for her recent behaviour, yes, but to have told her in such harsh terms about her mother was wrong of you.’

His stepmother merely looked at him, her hard grey eyes showing no remorse for the damage and unbearable hurt she had wrought on Louisa. Her head held high, she strode to the door. ‘You are too soft on her, Maxim, too forgiving. Do as you will. I have washed my hands of her. If you don’t mind I will leave you now. I have to tell my daughter that her father is dead.’ On that note she went out.

Maxim would have preferred to tell Felicity himself. It was important that she was told with a gentle understanding, but he knew his stepmother, with her harsh manner and lack of any sympathy in situations when it was needed, wouldn’t do that.

He was extremely worried about the effect all this upset would have on Louisa. He was looking at the closed door through which she had disappeared, fury emanating from every inch of his taut, powerful frame. Ever since she had come to live at Sherbourne Hall most of his life had been in London or at sea. The times he had been at home were seldom. Yes, he had known about her family’s past but he had left it to his father and Flora to deal with. Now, with his father’s demise and Louisa’s latest escapade, it had brought the truth from his stepmother and there was no taking it back.

* * *

How Louisa got to her room she could not remember, for she was greatly disturbed by what her aunt had disclosed. She found it hard to believe that her mother might still be alive and that somewhere she had a half-brother who was unknown to her. She tried telling herself that none of what her aunt had told her was true, but then she realised it must be, that it was the reason her father had told her almost nothing at all about her mother.

She had always supposed that this was because he had loved her mother so much that it pained him to speak of her. But now she knew it went much deeper than that. Had he stopped loving her when he had learned the truth and banished her and her son from his life forever? And where had she gone? Had she missed her—the child she had given birth to and left behind? These were questions her mother alone could answer.

Sitting on her bed, she gave vent to her tears. She could not think of her mother or her brother as dead. How could she find them when she didn’t even know where to look? Suppose they were dead and she would never know? This thought brought further tears and she wept as if her heart would break. The family home in Staffordshire had been sold on the death of her father. The questions which tormented her must all remain unanswered for now, but never had Louisa felt so lost, helpless and alone and, she thought bitterly, betrayed by those who were supposed to love her.

She began to question what had happened all those years ago. Not only had she been betrayed but lied to and cast aside. Why had her mother not tried to contact her? Why had she let her go on believing she was dead? The same could be said of her father. He should not have kept the truth from her. It was cruel and thoughtless and inhumane to conceal the fact that her mother had not died in childbirth and that she had a brother who had been kept from her. She was desperate to know the truth. Where were they now? How could she find them? And to add to her misery and feeling of betrayal, she had discovered Maxim was to marry Lady Mary—even that had been kept from her. How could she possibly trust anyone again? Never had she wanted to leave Sherbourne Hall as much as she did just then.

Her thoughts turned to Maxim and had her heading back downstairs, for if anyone could find her lost family then he could.

* * *

The door to the study was flung open. Maxim was surprised when Louisa came in and strode to where he was sitting working at the large desk. Dealing with a pressing matter that should have been dealt with weeks ago, he looked up irritably.

‘Louisa? Have you not learned that you should knock before entering a room? I am working.’ He watched her flinch and rapidly blink her eyes. Her hands were clasped in front of her and she slumped a little, embarrassed. Maxim sighed, standing up and walking round the desk to where she stood, regretting his harsh words. ‘It doesn’t matter. I can see that the recent disclosure is troubling you. Speak up, as you are here.’

‘You should have told me, Maxim. I had a right to know.’

‘You were very young at the time. We considered it would be for the best not to worry you at a time when you were experiencing the loss of your father and your home,’ he said gently, watching the changing thoughts cross her face—anger, insecurity and hopelessness. ‘Perhaps you are right and we should have told you. You are not going to hold that against us, I hope.’

‘As a matter of fact, I do. I should have liked to be told. I understand why you didn’t tell me but I had a right to know.’

‘So, what is it you want to speak to me about?’

‘I want you to help me find my mother and half-brother. I want to see them—to know what happened to them after my father banished them from our lives.’

‘Louisa—’

‘I have to find them, Maxim. I have to know what happened at a time when I was too young to understand. Have you any idea how I am feeling now I know? I have been lied to all my life. I loved my father and would never hear anything wrong said against him—but now—knowing this—I don’t know what to think any more. Was my love for him misplaced? Was he at fault or my mother? And why did she take a lover? How could she do that when she was married to my father? Only my mother can tell me this. She has to be somewhere, Maxim. I have to find her—and my brother.’

Maxim remained silent. Two huge eyes were fixed on him, the evidence of recent tears on her drenched lashes. He looked at her, and under his thoughtful gaze he could see she was growing uncomfortable. She stepped away from him, fidgeting slightly with the skirt of her dress while looking at him all the while.

‘Would you not want to know if you were in my situation?’ she asked finally.

‘Yes—yes, of course I would.’

Her eyes lit up. She drew breath and then began to speak slowly, controlling herself. ‘Then you will help me look for them? Please, Maxim. I am not ungrateful for all you have done for me and I have no right to ask for more. But I am asking you because I cannot think of anyone else. Ever since Aunt Flora told me what happened, I have been trying to imagine what has happened to them. That is why I am begging you to help me find them. I will do anything for you if you help me. It will be much easier for you. Sherbourne is situated in a quiet, rural part of the country where it would be impossible for me to begin looking for them. Only in London can I hope to find clues as to what has become of them. You have connections—important connections. You could find them—I know you could.’

Maxim sighed. She spoke with desperation and was still looking at him with huge, imploring eyes. This close he could see the tiny golden flecks glinting in their depths, and he suddenly wanted to reassure her, to comfort her. ‘Louisa, I will do all I can—of course I will—but you must realise that with everything I have to do here before I return to London, where the work will be piling up and in need of my attention, my time is limited.’

‘Please, Maxim.’ Her fists were clenched in the folds of her skirts. ‘I would do it for you,’ she said simply. She smiled, that warm, endearing smile that twisted into the heart of him. ‘I would do it for you because…’

When she fell silent he raised one dark brow in question. ‘Because?’

‘Never mind—but I would.’

‘I believe you,’ he said curtly, walking back round his desk. ‘Now please leave, Louisa. I have work to do.’

Uncertainty on her face, she stood and stared at him. ‘I’m sorry. I—I should have realised.’

He looked at her, seeing her disappointment. ‘You have been crying.’

‘I couldn’t help it,’ she said, wiping her still damp cheeks with the back of her hand. ‘I must look a sight.’

‘You look beautiful,’ he said softly.

For a moment they stared at each other across the desk that separated them, too surprised by his remark to say anything more. And then Louisa turned and walked slowly towards the door. She turned and looked back at him.

‘I’m sorry, Maxim. If you really can’t help me—’

‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t.’ When she opened the door he said, ‘I promise I will do everything I can to find your mother and brother for you. When I get to London I will hire people to help in the search. Hopefully it shouldn’t be too difficult.’

She paused, then a nervous, joyous smile appeared on her face. ‘Thank you, Maxim.’ Opening the door, she turned and looked at him once more and the nervousness disappeared. ‘I knew you would. I knew I could rely on you.’

* * *

Despite the air of depression that hung over Sherbourne Hall, Maxim’s presence was like a light in a dark world to Louisa. The Earl was dead and the house was in mourning and everyone from the lowliest servant to the high-ranking butler was affected by this. But everyone also knew that something else had occurred, something unpleasant between the Countess and her niece related to the niece’s short-lived abscondment that upset the natural order of things. The atmosphere was strained, Maxim remote and subdued as he awaited Emily’s arrival with his father’s body. He spent hours riding the estate with his steward, and when he returned to the house he went directly to his study, going over the accounts and the planting for the following year.

The Countess did not ostracise Louisa completely from conversation and family activities, but she remained cold, stern and unsmiling, refusing to address the issue that was uppermost in all their minds.

Servants moved with stealth about the house, afraid of raising their voices above a whisper. Two days after Maxim’s return, Emily and her husband arrived from London, having accompanied the Earl’s body back to his home.

Three years Maxim’s senior, dark-haired and statuesque, Emily was very much like her brother. She had acquired a formidable presence, her strong, handsome features bearing down on any challenge with authority. She was good-natured, an unashamed socialite and fun to be with. Her husband, Theo, was a quiet, likeable man who adored his wife. They had no children, which was a matter of regret for them both. Despite this, Theo was happy with his lot. He had an attractive, smart and efficient wife who managed him and his household perfectly, and always gave him sound advice on his business affairs with more perspicacity than he could ever aspire to.

For the time they were to be at Sherbourne Hall, when the ladies had retired to their rooms, Maxim and Theo liked nothing better than to head for the billiard room or the library, to smoke their cheroots, drink only the finest French brandy and enjoy a flow of rhetoric. There was plenty to be discussed at this present time—politics, the state of the nation and the war with Napoleon Bonaparte in the Peninsula which was taking so many young lives. Bonaparte had departed the Peninsula to take his war to Russia, but the war in Spain still went on.

However, for Maxim another matter a long way from politics was taking control of his mind. Seeing Louisa day after day was beginning to take its toll, which he found troubling. His increasing attraction to her was being torn asunder by guilt. It had to end. In the past, hard logic and cold reason had always conquered his lust where necessary—with Louisa it was different. He had to purge her from his mind before he was completely beaten—and if they continued living in the same house he was in danger of losing the battle. He would not permit that. The stakes were too high. As a result, whenever he was in her company his eyes would settle on her in a cool and impersonal way, and when he spoke to her his words were often sharper than he’d intended. He would see her eyes fill with hurt and he would hate himself, but this was how it had to be.






CHAPTER FOUR
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Louisa was more than happy to see Emily. She had a warm and open manner and she and Louisa had always been close. Although deeply saddened by her father’s death, Emily was more in control of her emotions than Felicity, who was inconsolable and in the habit of bursting into uncontrollable sobbing whenever he was mentioned.

The Earl had been much loved and respected by most people in the district. As the solemn cortège moved slowly from Sherbourne Hall to the village church, where he was to be interred with his ancestors, the road was lined with all the estate workers tied to the great house, along with the bailiffs and tenant farmers whose rents supplied most of the Radcliffes’ wealth, all there to pay their respects.

It was several days later that Louisa and Emily, accompanied by David, one of the grooms, rode down the busy main street that ran through the centre of Sherbourne village, which was flanked on either side by small thatched cottages. They were passing the village inn, the Black Boar, when Louisa’s horse chose that moment to shed one of its shoes. They waited at one of the tables outside the inn whilst David took the horse off to the blacksmith’s across the street. Honoured to have such important customers, the innkeeper brought them some lemonade to drink while they waited.

As they chatted Louisa felt her eyes drawn to a young man sitting at a table some distance away, abstractedly staring down at a leatherbound book. She noticed how the sun shone on his head, bowed slightly as he read, his fair, silken tresses tied neatly back with a ribbon at the nape. He was of slender build and Louisa imagined he would be quite tall when standing.

Thinking him to be slightly younger than herself, he looked to be an intelligent, thinking sort of person, out of place here at the inn among rural folk. He would be better suited to one of the towns of learning, she thought, staring at him with frank curiosity, but then her attention was claimed by Emily.

‘It seems your escapade has created a fine bit of gossip here in Sherbourne, Louisa,’ she said, indicating a couple of gossiping women across the street who kept throwing meaningful, conspiratorial glances their way.

‘It would appear so,’ Louisa replied. ‘I do find it all so very tiresome. I was hoping that with all the attention paid to your father’s passing, interest in my own indiscretion would be brief.’

‘It will pass when something else occurs to give them something to gossip about. Although I must say that it’s taking my stepmother some time to get over it. I doubt she’ll recover in a hurry from your running off like that.’

‘I was quite desperate, Emily,’ Louisa said emphatically. ‘I ran away to escape marriage to Sir Robert. Maxim intervened and brought me back.’

‘I know. Maxim told me you were running away to avoid being wed to Sir Robert.’

‘I was going to come to you, Emily. I would rather die than wed Sir Robert. Anything would be preferable to that.’

Emily laughed. ‘I do see what you mean, Louisa. However, as things have turned out, it wouldn’t have done you much good to come to me. Maxim would have been furious if you just turned up and ordered you to return to Sherbourne Hall immediately.’

Louisa’s eyes clouded at the mention of Maxim. ‘Whatever I do seems to meet with his displeasure. When I left for London I admit that I behaved in a manner of which I am ashamed and regretful—but I thought we had put that behind us. I cannot understand his cold, remote attitude every time we are together.’

‘Oh, come, now, Louisa,’ Emily said. ‘I’m sure he doesn’t mean to be any of those things. You have to understand him. You must realise that Father’s passing is going to make a profound difference to Maxim’s life. It isn’t going to be easy for him having to adjust to the many things he will have to deal with. With the shipping company in London and Sherbourne so far apart, he’s going to have to divide himself between the two. Father always stayed with us when he was in London, whereas Maxim is looking for premises close to the company’s office nearer the docks. I imagine he will want the marriage to Mary to go ahead swiftly now. Having someone by his side should alleviate some of the pressure he is under.’

Louisa lowered her eyes so that Emily would not see the pain her words had caused her, saying a silent prayer of apology for the fierce joy she would be sure to feel if his marriage did not take place. ‘You are happy that he is to wed Lady Mary, Emily?’

‘Yes. He’s spent so much time at sea that I’m pleased his feet are now firmly fixed on dry land and he’s to settle down. Mary is a sensible choice. The title and position she will acquire on her marriage to Maxim will delight her father, for he has long been desiring a match between them. It will not be a love match—which I have to say saddens me, but Maxim is fond of Mary and has a high regard for her.’

‘Oh, dear, I find myself feeling sorry for Lady Mary. Is she aware what a cold fate awaits her when she marries Maxim?’

Emily looked at her steadily. ‘Theo and I are fortunate that we do love each other, Louisa, but there are very few men who love their wives.’

‘Or women who love their husbands, it would seem. If Lady Mary will not be hurt by Maxim’s indifference, she must be very unhappy or very cold.’

‘She is neither—merely practical. Unfortunately she does not enjoy the best of health, so perhaps that makes her less romantic in her notions than other girls her age. Maxim won’t be the first impoverished nobleman to marry for money and he won’t be the last. In English society, marrying for money is considered a perfectly acceptable undertaking.’

Louisa looked at Emily sharply. ‘I didn’t know the company was in such dire straits, Emily. It’s the first I’ve heard of it. How bad is it?’

Emily sighed. ‘Bad enough for my father to consider selling the company before his demise. Maxim is going to have to shoulder the burden to make it work.’

Louisa was more affected by this than she let Emily see and she wished with all her being that she could do something to help Maxim. Her heart went out to him. Pride was a dominant Radcliffe trait and she suspected Maxim would have found it extremely difficult and distasteful to have to resort to such extreme measures. Not wishing to dwell on the company’s troubles, she tried instead to make light of the situation.

‘Then we can only hope Lady Mary’s dowry will help. I suppose being so busy and with a wife by his side will mean he won’t have time to chastise me for some trifling misdemeanour.’

Her words caused Emily to laugh. ‘I don’t believe you have need to fear Maxim. Beneath his many moods I believe he is extremely fond of you.’

Feeling that Emily was being kind to spare her feelings, Louisa sighed wistfully. ‘I shall always be grateful for the kindness he showed me when my father brought me to Sherbourne Hall. But of late he has been so taken up with estate matters that I don’t believe he sees me half of the time.’

‘Come, now, Louisa, you misjudge him. My dear brother hasn’t seen you for some considerable time. I am sure the change in you has come as something of a shock to him. Haven’t you looked in the mirror recently? You, my dear, have become a very beautiful young woman. No man in his right mind, unless he is short-sighted, could fail to notice you. In London you would be all the rage.’

Not used to such flattery, Louisa laughed. ‘I think you exaggerate, Emily.’

‘I do not. If you can persuade your aunt and Maxim to let you go back with me, it will give me great pleasure to take you under my wing—even arrange for your coming out. You would never be bored, I promise you.’

Louisa brightened at the thought of going to London with Emily and her husband when they left shortly. ‘I would like that,’ she said, delighted at the prospect. ‘I’m sure Aunt Flora won’t object. She’ll be glad to see the back of me—although I’ll miss Felicity.’

‘I would be pleased to take you shopping if your aunt agrees to your coming to live with us for a while. The clothes you wear at Sherbourne are adequate for the country, my dear, but I shall see you are fitted out for London society. I will see that my dressmaker outfits you with a whole new wardrobe. Is that agreeable to you? Would you truly like to make your come out?’

‘Yes, of course.’ In fact, impatient to shake off the stuffiness of her life at Sherbourne Hall, Louisa was rather looking forward to the whole thing, imagining all the pleasures in store—the balls and assemblies, masques, and Turkish suppers she had heard about. She only hoped that she would stand the strain.

‘Then that’s settled. We’ll talk it over with my stepmother but don’t raise your hopes too much. She may still insist on your marrying Sir Robert Blythe.’

Louisa looked at her steadily. ‘I won’t marry him, Emily, not ever. Besides, he no longer wants to marry me—a woman whose reputation is beyond redemption.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Emily said, not sounding entirely convinced. ‘I am aware of the power money has over impoverished gentlemen. He may be prepared to overlook that. After all, your dowry is considerable.’ She rose suddenly. ‘Come. See—David is waving to us. He is ready to leave.’

Feeling the young gentleman’s eyes on her, Louisa turned her head as she was about to follow Emily. She met his direct gaze, which did not falter. Though some distance away, she could see faint laughter lines at the corners of his eyes. Unselfconsciously, she studied him. His look was thoughtful and inquisitive—his eyes did not light up with flattery or admiration as was often the case when men looked at her. He smiled, his teeth white and even, and then he rose, bowing his head courteously in her direction before disappearing inside the inn.

‘You look at that gentleman a good deal, Louisa,’ Emily commented as they walked across the inn yard. ‘Are you acquainted with him?’

‘No, not at all. I am familiar with most people in Sherbourne but he is a stranger.’

‘I think you might find he’s Sir Robert’s guest, making a stop at Sherbourne on his way to London from Bristol. Unfortunately he became ill and was forced to delay his departure. He appears recovered, so I expect he will be moving on.’

Louisa glanced at her. ‘You are remarkably well informed, Emily. How do you know this?’

‘Theo was in conversation with Sir Robert at Father’s funeral. He mentioned a visitor of his description.’

Louisa mounted her horse, still thinking of the young man. It had been a casual encounter which she found disquieting and puzzling, one that was temporarily forgotten on reaching Sherbourne Hall.

* * *

When they rode into the stable yard Maxim strode across the cobbles to meet them, his face breaking into a warm smile, his eyes lighting up with pleasure when they came to rest on his sister. Reaching up, he assisted her to dismount.

‘You look pleased with yourself, Emily,’ he said.

‘If I do it’s because I’m relieved to see you are taking a break from those wretched ledgers you’re so fond of poring over. I’ve hardly seen anything of you since we arrived.’

‘I apologise for neglecting you and you are right. It’s time I left it to my bailiff and spent time with my family when we are all together. You’ve had an enjoyable ride, I take it?’

‘Absolutely,’ Emily replied, ‘apart from Louisa’s horse losing a shoe. Fortunately it happened close to the blacksmith’s, so David was able to have it reshod while we took refreshment at the Black Boar. I was just telling Louisa about what she can expect if she comes to London—even to having her come out.’

‘Now, that should be interesting—should we agree to her leaving Sherbourne Hall just now.’ Maxim moved towards where Louisa still sat on her horse. Reaching up, he placed his hands on her waist, lifted her down and set her gently on her feet. He did not let her go immediately—the firm clasp of his hands remained on her trim waist as he looked deep into her eyes. ‘And what of you, Louisa? Is that what you would like? To be launched into society—which is looked on with great anticipation by families of note, families with daughters out to snare a husband?’

His warm, strong grip disturbed Louisa, stirring up dark, hidden pleasures deep within her. She recalled when she had come to Sherbourne Hall and the first time she had set eyes on Maxim, and how she had stared at him openly with all the innocence of her tender years, dazzled for the first time in her life by a supremely handsome young man and looking curiously exposed as she caught her breath and flushed a bright pink. Her eyes had been as big as saucers and must have held far too much eloquence as she gazed at him wondrously, until she had responded to Aunt Flora’s tut of disapproval and reluctantly torn her eyes from him. Pulling herself together, she managed to school her features to express nothing but polite interest in his question.

‘Why, I would deem it an honour—as anyone would. It would certainly be interesting and exciting,’ she replied. ‘Will you speak to Aunt Flora about allowing me to leave with Emily and Theo? I don’t think she will object, since I know she wants me gone.’

Maxim frowned. ‘I know she can be difficult, Louisa, but have some empathy. With Father’s demise, this is a difficult time for her.’

‘I know and I’m sorry.’

‘Whatever the situation, Louisa, Sherbourne Hall is as much your home as it is Felicity’s and always will be.’

‘Yes, I know, but it would be nice to go to London—to see the town and purchase some new dresses.’

How she longed for the time when she was out of mourning. The dark grey dress she wore for mourning the Earl she thought exceedingly dull—she did not possess a black dress and grey was the next best thing. Her hat was of the same colour, emphasising the creaminess of her skin and the rich colour of her golden hair.

But, she asked herself as Maxim continued to hold her gaze, was it what she wanted if going to London meant being away from him? If remaining at Sherbourne Hall meant seeing him married to Lady Mary—which would be too painful for her to bear—and the threat of marriage to Sir Robert, should he change his mind and decide to press his suit, then she would rather be in London. She could not marry someone she did not love and it would be a long time, if ever, before she would be able to rid her mind of Maxim’s image, or her heart of the love she carried, and it was going to make all the difference to her feelings for anyone else. If she couldn’t have Maxim, then how could she bear being married to someone else?

‘Although,’ she continued, ‘I have no interest in being paraded in front of Society merely to acquire a suitable husband. Besides, I cannot see the point of going to all that bother and expense when I have no intention of marrying at this present time. I’m quite happy as I am.’ She spoke with intensity and with deep conviction, which drew Maxim’s attention.

‘Don’t be alarmed, Louisa,’ Emily said gently. ‘It is not our intention to make you do anything you have an aversion to. Just do it for the fun of it.’

Maxim looked at her. ‘I’m sure Louisa will have fun, Emily, but the reason for giving her a season is to introduce her to prospective suitors.’

Emily dismissed his statement with a shrug. ‘That may be so, but she can have fun while she is doing it. You have not visited London for some time, Louisa—just the once in the past and you were no more than thirteen years old when you and Felicity accompanied your aunt and uncle to stay with us. You will need time to adjust to things, should Maxim agree to your coming with us when we leave. If not then you can travel with him at a later date.’

‘I second that, Emily,’ her brother said. ‘Perhaps after some time spent with Emily and Theo you will come to see everything in a different light. You might change your mind when you become caught up in the excitement of it all.’

‘But can I not enjoy the simple pleasures of London without being thrust into Society?’

‘That is something you will have to take up with Emily—when your aunt and I consider the time is right for you to leave Sherbourne,’ Maxim commented.

Louisa looked at him calmly. ‘What are you saying?’

‘The point I am trying to make is that, as the ward of the Dowager Countess Radcliffe, it is important that you observe mourning for the Earl. If not, people will want to know why. You will leave yourself wide open to a great deal of gossip and speculation.’

‘I have little interest in what people think—but I would like to enjoy some of the pleasures Society enjoys. Is this acceptable in mourning?’

‘Don’t worry about it, Louisa,’ Emily said firmly. ‘Yes, we must mourn our dear father, but that does not mean that we have to lock ourselves away. I shall continue wearing my black bombazine—although thank goodness the styles are becoming more elaborate—and purple and grey can be worn for soirées and the like—should one wish to attend them. I promise you I will allow nothing to get in the way of your coming out when the Season begins.’

‘Then I will follow your advice at all times, Emily. I have no intention of causing you any embarrassment.’

‘I applaud your deference, but excitement and frivolity are always to be had in London, which my dear sister will tell you about,’ Maxim said as the three of them walked across the cobbles towards the house and the grooms led the horses away, the sound of their hooves ringing out in the enclosed yard. ‘She has a plethora of frivolous friends.’

‘And what is wrong with that?’ Emily remarked with fervour. ‘Were it not for our friends and Theo’s fondness for dancing—along with our penchant for the theatre—then London would be an exceedingly dull place indeed.’

‘Heaven forbid that that should be the case,’ her brother laughed, a deep, rich sound.

Louisa, listening to the light banter between brother and sister, was glad to see he had shaken off some of the gloom which had been present since his father’s interment in the Radcliffe family vault in Sherbourne village church.

‘And by all accounts,’ he went on, glancing sideways wickedly at his sister, ‘there was a time before you met your precious Theo when you were not averse to the attentions of the young gentlemen who frequent such events.’

‘Ha!’ Emily exclaimed good-humouredly. ‘I think you’ve had your head stuck in ledgers for far too long, Maxim, and the numbers have addled your memory. Recollect the time when you were one of those wild young gentlemen seeking additional pleasures before matters of business and the Sherbourne estate—be it at the gaming tables of Piccadilly, the racecourse at Ascot, or London’s pleasure gardens. The taverns of Westminster and the Strand held no secrets for you either.’

Maxim laughed. ‘You know me too well, Emily.’

‘Too well, brother.’ Laughing lightly, she gave Maxim a fond, mischievous look. ‘I know you well enough to know that you were not half as wicked or dangerous as you would lead one to believe.’

Maxim smiled broadly. ‘Emily, I beg you not to destroy my reputation. I worked very hard at it at the time.’

‘Too hard, I think, sometimes,’ Emily replied. Turning to Louisa, her eyes twinkling, she smiled broadly. ‘I will tell you, Louisa, that my brother was one of the most attractive men on the social scene, a man who stood out among his fellow men. Wherever he went the ladies strove to please him, for despite his cynical attitude—although some more sensible members of the ton have remarked that he has good reason to be cynical where ladies are concerned—there is an aura about him that does dangerous things to their hearts.’

‘And how does Maxim react to these adoring females who simper around him?’ Louisa asked with a lift to her eyebrows and meeting Maxim’s eyes.

‘Worry not, Louisa. Take no notice of what she says. My dear sister likes to exaggerate.’

‘I most certainly do not,’ Emily quipped with mock impudence, and to Louisa she said, ‘But I love him really. You will enjoy your time in London, Louisa—when the time is right. You were quite right to point out that we are a family in mourning, so frivolities must be subdued for the time being.’

‘Nevertheless, it all sounds so exciting,’ Louisa said. London suddenly seemed appealing and a lively place to be. ‘Will you have a word with Aunt Flora, Maxim—persuade her to allow me to leave with Emily and Theo? I think I would like to go to London.’

‘I will certainly speak to her.’

‘I really do think she will be relieved to have me gone.’

‘If that is the case then I’m sure she will consider it.’

‘Thank you, Maxim. It’s comforting to know that.’

Emily paused, looking from Louisa to her brother. ‘I’m pleased that you are addressing my brother by his given name, Louisa. When you first came to Sherbourne Hall I remember how formal you were—addressing him as my lord. What nonsense it was. You were in awe of him, as I recall. Maxim was amused by it and insisted on addressing you as Miss Ashworth. I’m relieved to know you are on more familiar terms. My lord made him sound so grand. Why, since you came to live at Sherbourne Hall you have been more like a sister to us both.’

Louisa’s eyes met Maxim’s, which shone with derisive humour. She tossed her head, instantly on the defensive. ‘It was your brother who introduced the formality between us when he took to addressing me as Miss Ashworth.’ But yes, she thought, she did remember a time when she was so much in awe of him that she considered it disrespectful to be so familiar as to call him by his given name. She looked at him. A smile moved across his handsome features.

‘Well, Maxim?’ Emily prompted. ‘What have you to say?’

Maxim gave Louisa a cool, sardonic look. ‘It may have escaped your notice, Emily, but when Louisa came to live here we had never met before. She is no longer the girl she was when she first arrived at Sherbourne Hall. And nor was she my sister, to be treated and spoken to as I would you. She is our stepmother’s niece and no blood relative.’ He looked at Louisa. ‘I trust it suits you that I address you as Louisa now? That it gives you no offence? If it does then we can return to the formality.’

There was mockery in his voice, and a challenge in his eyes which told Louisa he was jesting with her. How she wished she could think of something she could say in retaliation that would remove the arrogant smile from his lips. Instead she smiled sweetly. ‘I am not offended. I think we know each other well enough to have disposed of the formality. It suits me well enough.’

He chuckled softly. ‘I’m relieved to hear it.’

* * *

Linking her arm through her brother’s, Emily watched Louisa go before giving him a shrewd look. ‘You were teasing Louisa back there. I was surprised to see it from you.’

He sighed. ‘You raised the matter, Emily.’ He spoke absently, his eyes following Louisa thoughtfully as she went on ahead of them. The way she had begun to appeal to his senses, the desire he felt whenever she was near, made him thank the Lord that Louisa was not his sister. When he was in her presence he had difficulty keeping his eyes off her, and at times he’d been almost unable to keep his hands off her. Cursing himself for behaving like a love-smitten youth, he tried to divert his irrational thoughts away from her and think of Mary, but it became an internal battle—one he was in danger of losing a little more with each passing day.

When she had told him she was overly desirous to leave for London with Emily, he had been curious as to what lay behind her lowered lids. He realised just how much she had changed in the two years since he had last seen her. There was no sign of the buoyant, unruly adolescent girl. Now there was about her a strange new quality he had not known she possessed. She was poised, with a gentleness and a heartwarming charm that hid her wilful spirit, and he had tried not to let his mind dwell on how lovely she always looked, lest it weakened his resolve. For, however hard she pleaded with him, he had decided he would not let her accompany Emily when she left for London. He would keep her at Sherbourne Hall where he could keep an eye on her and allow her to accompany him at a later date.

* * *

Emily’s disclosure about the difficulties Maxim was up against regarding the shipping company forced Louisa to consider seriously what she must do next. She watched him more closely than she had before, his grim expression as he went into dinner that night telling her he was deeply troubled. Throughout dinner he presided over the meal with his usual calm composure. He was politely courteous and attentive to everyone, but when Theo raised a question about the shipping company Louisa’s heart twisted with remorse as she saw the pain etched on his unguarded face.

Wanting desperately to help him, she had the first stirrings of an idea, a faint hope that began to rise. The idea of offering Maxim some of her inheritance was perhaps ridiculous, and, knowing Lady Mary’s dowry would probably solve all his problems, if she had any sense at all she would cast the notion aside without giving it a moment’s consideration, but all her feelings were heightened.

The more she thought about it, the more it seemed a plausible solution. The Radcliffe family had been a consistent part of her life for some considerable time. It would be her way of thanking them.

Feeling more relaxed and in control of her feelings, she had made her decision and would throw every caution to the wind. She wanted to help, and now she only needed Maxim to agree. The thought suddenly invigorated her beyond all reason. She thought that in his pride he would refuse her offer, but she had to try.

Going in search of him the following morning, she was disappointed when told he was about his business on the estate and was not expected to be back until dark. With no choice but to wait, Louisa spent the day with Felicity trying to make some improvements to a couple of Felicity’s mourning dresses. Having bathed and washed each other’s hair, warm dressing gowns covering their nightgowns, and sitting beside Felicity before a fire burning in the grate, Louisa was carefully combing Felicity’s damp hair, their faces flushed as they chatted about inconsequential things.

* * *

This was how Maxim found them when he pushed open the door, having been told that Louisa had been looking for him earlier. With his shoulder propped against the door, he felt like an alien masculine presence in the small, feminine sitting room. He had shed his neckcloth, but otherwise was dressed in the same clothes he had worn during the day.

The unfamiliar scene in the warm room made him stop short and catch his breath. He had never seen anything more delightful or touching than Louisa’s closeness to his stepsister, who had never made any secret of the fact that Louisa was the best thing to come into her young life. She had kicked off her slippers and her hair was unbound and rested on her shoulders as Louisa combed it out. Felicity had probably already combed Louisa’s out, for it lay in a glorious, shining mass about her shoulders.

They chatted quietly, laughing now and then at something one or the other said. It was a beautiful tableau, one of homeliness and contentment, and something very deep stirred within Maxim. He continued to watch them, his throat tight with emotion. He loved his stepsister, and Louisa was very dear to him. He felt a profound need to protect them both.

When Louisa put down the comb and drew Felicity’s hair from her face, Felicity sighed, handing Louisa a handkerchief she had used to dab her damp brow. ‘You make me feel like a princess, Louisa. That’s what I always wanted to be when I was little—and to marry a handsome prince who is very rich with lots of jewels.’

Louisa laughed. ‘A handsome prince on a snow-white charger.’

Felicity nodded, looking deadly serious. ‘As long as I am a princess.’

‘You can be anything you want to be, Felicity,’ Louisa said, lightly kissing her brow, ‘and I am sure when the time comes for you to marry, your brother will find you the perfect prince.’

Seeming to sense Maxim’s presence, Louisa looked up.

‘Maxim,’ she said, her voice quiet.

‘I was told you were looking for me earlier.’

‘Yes—yes, I was. There is something I wanted to speak to you about.’

Momentarily their eyes met and then he looked away when Felicity scrambled to her feet.

‘I’m going to bed now. I’m quite worn out.’ She gazed up at her brother adoringly. ‘Will you really find me a prince to marry, Maxim?’

He smiled into her upturned face, and for the first time in years he placed a kiss on her soft cheek. ‘If I can find one, Felicity.’

Felicity sighed. ‘You are the best brother in the whole world.’ Giving Louisa a hug, she went to her own room.

Maxim watched her go before turning his attention to Louisa. He was seeing her as he had never seen her before. His eyes devoured her as she stood so very still close to the fire. Her lavender robe was open at the front. Her nightdress gleamed, outlining the womanly shape of her—the soft swell of her breasts, her tiny waist, rounded hips and long, slender legs. In that strange pattern of firelight she looked almost ethereal.

Perhaps it was the way she was looking at him with numb paralysis that brought his rampant thoughts to a halt and he quickly recollected himself. ‘It’s good to see how well you and Felicity get on with each other. I worry about her. She has few friends.’

‘Felicity and I enjoy the close relationship that real sisters share with each other. She confides in me.’

‘I am glad to hear that. Felicity has a gentle, caring side to her nature—and I’m sorry to say she is a victim of her mother’s harshness and, at times, indifference.’

‘I know. How I would love her to come to London when I leave—to see her happy. See her find a young man she could love. That’s all she wants, all she needs. Not wealth—just someone to love.’

Maxim moved closer to her. ‘Your concern is understandable, Louisa. One day she will find someone worthy of her.’

‘Do you think so, Maxim?’

‘I do. Forgive me for seeking you out in your sitting room. I shouldn’t be here, so whatever it is you have to speak to me about, we must be brief. You can ask me to leave if you so wish. Is it important?’

‘It might be—and thank you for coming,’ she said, the handkerchief slipping from her fingers. ‘I want to talk to you.’

With her flushed face and the warm glow in her eyes and a body beneath her robe to rival Venus’s, talking was not what Maxim had in mind, but he gave no indication of this. ‘What is it?’ Bending down, he retrieved her handkerchief from the floor.

‘I have been speaking to Emily and I—I was worried about you, Maxim.’

Her words took him by surprise. ‘You were?’

‘It—it’s about the company…that it isn’t doing well.’

His smile faded abruptly and he guarded his expression. Moving towards the fire, he braced his foot on the brass fender. Leaning his shoulder against the mantelpiece, he folded his arms over his chest and looked at her coldly. ‘So you know about that.’

‘Yes.’

‘Emily told you this?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did she tell you? How much?’ he demanded tightly.

Drawing a long breath, she said, ‘That it is in danger of going under.’

‘That my father was thinking of selling—if he could find a buyer, before he died?’

Louisa did not lower her gaze. ‘Yes. That too; Emily did not believe it was a secret. She did not betray a confidence. You are carrying your hurt and bitterness around your neck like a millstone, Maxim.’

Maxim’s smile was one of cynicism. ‘Does it show all that much?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘There are some things, Louisa, that cannot easily be put aside. You, more than any other person I know, should understand that—now you have found out that your mother didn’t die and that you have a brother.’ He looked at her. ‘And you knew none of this—about the company?’

‘No, I did not. I was under the impression that you had a thriving business, that your ships sailed for ports the world over.’

‘Things changed when the war in the Peninsula broke out.’

‘Can you not take money out of the estate?’

‘No. The estate is a separate concern, and besides, after some bad harvests in the past it is not doing well. Perhaps it will alleviate your worries when I tell you that where the shipping company is concerned, the difficulties will soon be resolved.’

‘When you marry Lady Mary.’

He nodded. ‘Yes—although that shouldn’t concern you.’

‘But I feel that it does and I would like to help.’

‘And how would you do that?’

‘I have money, Maxim,’ she said, with an eagerness that surprised him, ‘a lot of money.’

‘Money that is set aside for your dowry.’ Suspecting what she might be suggesting, he raised his brows quizzically. ‘Are you saying I should marry you instead of Mary?’

A pink flush of embarrassment sprang to her cheeks. ‘No, of course not. I want to help, that is all, and I—I thought…’

‘What, Louisa, that I could make use of some of your dowry?’

‘Yes—I would gladly give you whatever you need.’

Maxim studied her gravely for a moment and then his mobile mouth curved in a smile. ‘I can see you have it all worked out. So, you wanted to see me with a proposition—even though you knew I might send you away.’

‘I anticipated that—and I must confess to feeling how Daniel must have felt when he entered the lion’s den.’

‘Were you not afraid of my anger?’

‘I don’t fear you, Maxim,’ she replied, calmly looking into his clear eyes. ‘You should know that by now. Besides, why would you be angry when someone approaches you with an offer with only the best intentions? Among the many emotions you must be feeling right now I knew you would be angry and hurt at the state of things, but seeing you at dinner last night, so composed, so…’

‘Anaesthetised,’ Maxim suggested wryly when she hesitated for want of an appropriate word.

‘If you like. It’s just that I have no wish to see you made unhappy when I might be able to help.’

Maxim was moved by the sincerity of her words and a constricting knot of tenderness formed in his throat. For a moment he considered her in thoughtful silence. ‘I’m touched. I didn’t realise you cared.’

‘I do care, Maxim—otherwise I would not have made the offer.’

Maxim’s gaze searched her face with something like wonder in his eyes. There were depths to Louisa that every other woman he knew lacked, and she never ceased to amaze him. ‘You confound me—do you know that? You try my patience like no other, you try to run away to avoid marriage to Sir Robert, you often ride your horse without a groom as if you haven’t a care in the world, and you let me into your sitting room when you are in your night attire, while any other young woman would have been shocked and demanded that I leave, and yet what an amazingly sensitive, perceptive, wise little thing you’ve become, Louisa Ashworth.’

‘If I were wise, I would never have tried to run away—and when you entered my sitting room I was with Felicity and did not feel shocked.’

‘Perhaps you ought to have. Otherwise I might be tempted to welcome you into my apartment at some point.’

‘Said the spider to the fly,’ Louisa retorted airily.

Maxim grinned. ‘In no way do you resemble a fly, Louisa. You are far too nimble and sensible to become entrapped in any kind of web—especially one of my weaving. However, your offer to help me at a difficult time is extremely generous and I’m deeply touched, but I must refuse it.’

Her face fell. ‘I see,’ she said, her tone one of disappointment. ‘Then there is nothing more to be said. But the offer is there should you change your mind.’

‘I appreciate what you are offering, Louisa, but your dowry must remain intact for the suitors you will attract.’

‘I would like to think the man I eventually marry will see further than my dowry, Maxim.’

‘So would I, but your dowry will secure your future none the less.’

‘I suppose it does allow me freer choice in that respect. And impoverished gentlemen are not to be dismissed out of hand. After all, you are no different from them—an impoverished lord who is marrying a woman for her money.’

‘I must thank you for that,’ he said drily. ‘That remark really does make me feel like the worst kind of charity case.’

‘I didn’t mean it to sound like that.’ She sighed, moving closer to him. ‘Still, it makes me realise how different we are. I could never marry a man I did not love. If I had the choice between a man of wealth or a pauper, the pauper I would marry if I loved him.’

‘Well, fortunately for you there would be no consequence to that. Can you know you would choose differently in my position?’

‘Yes, yes I can.’ Her eyes darkened and they held his. ‘When it comes down to love and marriage there is no argument.’

Louisa was looking at him with eyes as large as her soul and as dark as midnight. Her sincere, heartfelt declaration had hit him like a punch in the gut. It also struck a chord of intense feeling deep inside him. How could she know herself so well? Something awakened in him as a huge knot of tenderness and desire tightened his throat and he wanted to pull her into his arms.

He looked into her eyes, enormous, captivating eyes, amazing eyes that made him think of liquid honey and burnished gold—candid and expressive, with long, dark lashes. His body was sending him all sorts of messages his brain didn’t want to accept. Her face remained strangely expressionless while a myriad feelings raced through his mind among the doubts and uncertainties. These feelings throbbed through every nerve-ending in his body and became a desire so strong it was like an intense pain—urgent, needing to be fulfilled. Unable to fight it, he stuffed the handkerchief he was still holding into his jacket pocket, and, taking her hand, he drew her close.






CHAPTER FIVE
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In the warm intimacy of the room, they stood close together. Louisa watched Maxim’s gaze drop to her mouth in a state of anticipation that was reaching dizzying heights as she waited. Not once by a look or a word had Maxim before now betrayed to her anything other than the affection of a guardian or a friend, but he had ceased to be disagreeable whenever they were together, keeping to the limits of punctilious courtesy. She was more than happy for this rare moment of conviviality and closeness between them. She could feel the heat of his breath on her lips, could feel his warmth, the vital power of him that had the power to shock her. Sensations of unexpected pleasure flickered through her, leaving her powerless to prevent what she hoped with all her heart would happen next.

Her trembling hands reached up to his chest. Beneath her fingertips the muscles of his shoulders beneath his coat coiled and quivered reflexively. Placing his finger beneath her chin, he tilted her face to his. When he lowered his head and covered her mouth with his own, she made no move to resist or utter one word of protest.

The contact was exquisite.

Louisa had never wanted a man before, never wanted a man to possess her, but with Maxim she seemed to have no control over her body. He only had to touch her and she came alive to emotions and sensations that were foreign to her. In Maxim’s arms she discovered she was as helpless as anyone else to resist the demands of passion.

Relinquishing her lips after a moment, Maxim reached up and slowly ran his finger gently along her full bottom lip, tracing its curving outline. He slipped a hand behind her neck, his touch light and sensual as he held her close.

‘I shouldn’t be doing this,’ he murmured, his mouth hovering close to hers.

‘No, you shouldn’t and I should object, but please don’t stop,’ she whispered.

Gleaming whiteness flashed briefly as Maxim smiled down at her. He looked deep into her eyes. Louisa lightly touched his face. His skin was warm to the touch and somehow reassuring. But he seemed too much of a man—too knowing and strong, too able to bend her to his will. She was dizzy with conflicting emotions and the turmoil made her momentarily speechless. She desperately wanted him to kiss her again. She was not disappointed.

Tentatively he took her lips once more. This was a moment Louisa had dreamed of—to be held in his arms. Her heart swelled with all the feelings she had kept to herself for so long, feelings she could no longer hide. His kiss became more urgent, ardent, and he held her so tightly she couldn’t have struggled if she wanted to. He held her fast, pressed to the hard length of his body. She felt herself weakening and slowly began to melt within his arms, the pressure of his embrace not nearly as disturbing as the pleasure his kiss aroused.

She was experiencing the most wonderful, warm feelings. She pressed into him, answering his desire with the same wild, exquisitely provocative ardour, feeling a burgeoning pleasure and an immense joy that was almost beyond bearing. Half stifled, she found her head reeling. Waves seemed to be running through her body, but there was also another far more disturbing sensation—a deep, primeval passion. She gasped, totally innocent of the warmth, the passion he was so skilfully arousing in her, that was pouring through her veins with a shattering explosion of delight. It was a kiss like nothing she could have imagined, a kiss of exquisite restraint, and she was unable to think of anything but the exciting urgency of his mouth and the warmth of his breath.

* * *

Maxim’s lips left hers and travelled slowly down her neck, burying themselves in the soft, warm curve of her throat before finding her lips once more, but when his conscience rose up to challenge what he was doing he tore his lips from hers and pushed her back.

What in God’s name was he doing? he asked himself. This was all wrong—taking advantage of her like this. When she had pressed herself against him, becoming a living spell, a temptress, a triumphant siren in his arms, he had nearly admitted defeat, had been almost tempted to strip her clothes away and make love to her.

He was shocked to discover just how close he’d come to losing control. He seldom felt ashamed of his actions, but some devil inside him had goaded him to take her in his arms and kiss her. And what a kiss! He had felt her response and it had fired his own need. Her mouth had been soft and yielding and moist. He’d savoured the feel of it, the taste of her. He’d felt as though he could have gone on kissing her and never get tired of it.

Drawing a deep breath, he looked away so she could not see the expression on his face. What was the matter with him? Why was he feeling this gnawing in his chest which her lips and the feel of her body pressed to his had aroused? How could he have ceased to think of his duty to Mary?

When Louisa had come to live at Sherbourne Hall she had been young and struggling to come to terms with the death of her father and adjust to her new home. Then he had felt protective towards her—but that had been the kind of protection he had felt for her when she had been little more than a child. Now she was grown, and these feelings were new to him.

Shaken to the core by what had happened, they looked silently at each other. This new turn of events was more than either of them had expected. Drawing a long, audible breath, he combed his fingers through his hair. ‘My apologies, Louisa,’ he said curtly, managing to regain most of his composure. ‘I forgot my manners. I have done you a wrong—and Mary, my betrothed, an even greater wrong. It should not have happened. It was a mistake.’

‘Why?’ Louisa said, her eyes clouded with bewilderment. ‘It did happen and we can’t take it back. Please don’t say you’re sorry,’ she begged, ‘because that means that you regret it.’

He drew back, resisting her, the slight smile that curved his mouth a curious blend of withdrawal and self-derision. ‘I do, Louisa. It won’t happen again. Excuse me.’

A hundred times over the following days he cursed himself for surrendering to emotional involvement. Shattered by what he had done, he sought solace on the back of his horse, galloping across his numerous acres like a man possessed, his two hounds bounding along beside him. What had he been thinking to have kissed Louisa like a starving man—to have kissed her at all? Suddenly everything—his life, his future—took on new dimensions. He could no longer deny even to himself that he had feelings for Louisa of the kind he did not feel for Mary, and he could not ignore his ever-increasing desire to have her near him.

She was fresh and vibrant and unspoiled—and he was betrothed to another. But when he had looked down at Louisa’s lovely face, noticing how her young breasts strained beneath the bodice of her dress, how her moist lips had trembled as she tilted her head slightly to look at him, he had been unable to resist her. Although how could he have let such a thing happen? He cursed himself for his weakness and stupidity, having to turn away to escape the soft bewitchment in her wonderful, imploring eyes.

He was betrothed to another and he had a thousand and one matters to attend to—and he was sensible enough to admit that he could blame no one but himself for his irrational behaviour. He knew he should let her leave for London when Emily left. She was too much of a threat to his sanity—too much of a temptation. Everywhere he turned she seemed to be there, ready to ensnare him, and when she was absent his need to see her made him seek her out. He was furious with himself for feeling like this—for wanting her.

He must fight the feeling, he told himself sternly. He was her guardian, and guard her he would. There would be no need for her to go ahead to London with Emily, as he would watch over her here at Sherbourne benignly until it was time for them to travel to London together. It would be, he chided himself, as simple as that.

* * *

Her shoulders tender from the grip of his hands, Louisa stared with confusion at the closed door for a long time after Maxim had left her in her sitting room. She realised full well what she had done. She had brazenly yielded in the arms of a man who was not free to love her. A rush of anguish tore through her. She had let him kiss her because of deeper feelings she hardly understood, and to her shame she thought of Lady Mary and felt like a traitor, but his kiss had kindled a spark of hope in her heart and, for now, her cup of happiness was brimming over.

Not normally given to displays of emotion, Maxim had taken her in his arms with a passion that had made him forget everything—and afterwards he had tried to throw a cloak over what had passed between them, apologising, telling her it would not happen again. Her instinct told her that he must be tortured with self-castigation as he angrily reproached himself for his weakness in giving way to his feelings.

But sooner or later they would have to meet. How would he react to her then? she wondered, experiencing a heady exultation, a sweet joy, knowing that she had the power to make him want her after all. But deep down inside her she knew that the love she carried for him in her heart was still an impossible dream.

* * *

Emily and her husband left for London without Louisa, whose mind was still filled with confusion over what had transpired between her and Maxim. When the euphoria of his embrace had worn off, it was like waking from a dream, one that Louisa had been feeding on for a long time, and her face had become hot with shame when she had begun to see her folly in a true light. The kiss had changed everything—things would not be the same between her and Maxim again. She felt that she had lost a happiness which had never been hers in the first place, and in that bitterest moment of all she looked clearly at her situation as it was.

Maxim was betrothed to Lady Mary, committed to her. Mary was the one who would live with him, share his thoughts, sleep in his arms at night, bear his children, not her. Mary trusted him, probably as much as she did herself, and for this reason she must abandon any hope that he would turn from Mary to her.

Louisa remembered the one time she had met Lady Mary, when she had come to Sherbourne Hall just over two years ago with her parents on a visit. She had liked her, warmed to her, and she would not wish to hurt her in any way.

Over the following days Louisa was never alone with Maxim. She understood how busy he was as he threw himself into his work, poring over ledgers, tending to the needs of the tenant farmers, his features thoughtful as he contemplated some new problem that had presented itself.

On the occasions when they did meet at mealtimes his voice was always cool and matter-of-fact; she might just as well have been transparent, for he seemed to look right through her. He had distanced himself from her completely, evading her about the house, and his determination to ignore her presence hurt and offended her deeply, reawakening all her old doubts and fears that he cared nothing for her at all.

He filled her thoughts, as did her mother and brother. She considered how she might discover further information about what had become of them all those years ago. Her aunt would tell her no more than she already had, saying that what had been was dead and buried. Why couldn’t she leave it that way? But, no, God help her, she could not. Curiosity drove her on.

Had she been free to do so, she would have made for her old home in Staffordshire at once to see if there was anyone who remembered her mother, but fear of being caught by Maxim and brought back to Sherbourne Hall, bringing further disgrace upon herself and the family, made her dismiss the idea. He had told her he would employ agents to make enquiries when he returned to London. For the time being she would have to be content with that.

Sherbourne Hall went on as usual. Louisa joined her aunt, Felicity and Maxim for luncheon in the dining room. It was a large room with two lovely crystal chandeliers and an impressive bank of tall, narrow windows that overlooked the formal gardens. It was tastefully furnished and elegant drapes of blue and gold hung at the windows.

Aunt Flora announced without prior warning that Maxim was to leave for London two days hence. Louisa’s heart clenched at the thought of his leaving, yet at the same time soared with hope that the hunt for her mother and brother might begin. Meanwhile, Felicity immediately dropped her napkin onto her plate, looking across the table at her beloved stepbrother.

‘Maxim—no. I like you being here—with us. You can’t leave.’

‘I have to, Felicity. I have pressing matters that need my attention in London. I am satisfied that I am leaving the estate in capable hands. The steward knows what he is doing. There are to be changes—hopefully they will make a difference.’

‘Such as?’ Felicity asked.

‘Well, as you are aware, I have been kept busy thinking of ways to increase the income of the estate, contracting better rents, and leasing out more grazing land to the neighbouring farms to allow them to increase their herds and flocks. However, until things are seen to improve, economy has to remain a rule. Because of the state of the nation, I am forced to return to London—to Westminster—to sit through long debates in the House of Lords. When I left London the company was being run by managers—trusted men our father employed, men who have worked in the business for years, but I’ve been absent too long and this wretched war in the Peninsula goes on. It’s important that we play our part and our ships continue to deliver supplies of food, arms and medical supplies for the troops.’

‘But isn’t that the concern of the Royal Navy?’ Felicity asked. ‘Is it not the Royal Navy’s role to supply Wellesley with provisions?’

Maxim gave his stepsister a fond, patient look. ‘Of course, but we all have to do what we can in the time of war. In the possession of armed ships, I feel we have a duty to give all possible assistance—which is why my father applied for and was given a letter of marque.’

‘But is that not a form of piracy?’ Felicity asked, nonplussed.

‘It does look like that, Felicity,’ Louisa said. ‘It is unfortunate that the letter of marque is abused by many, but the ships’ captains are obliged to abide by the terms and to obey the laws of war, to honour treaty obligations. Enemy vessels can be seized, the cargo they are carrying taken, along with persons who are subjects of France. Neutral vessels must not be attacked.’

Maxim glanced at her sharply. ‘You are remarkably well informed, Louisa.’

‘Not really. I’ve read all about it—and much more.’

Maxim grinned. ‘In which case I shall have to watch my back. Should I become incapacitated I’m in danger of being taken over by my stepmother’s ward.’

‘Then you will have to make sure you do not become incapacitated.’

There was silence in the room as they continued to eat their meal. Maxim’s eyes came to rest on Louisa where she sat directly across from him, the table between them laden with dishes of uneaten food. She sat with her back ramrod straight, her golden hair forming a glistening bright halo in the sunlight streaming through the windows behind her. Her eyes were fixed steadily on his.

Maxim had observed a change in her of late. Her smile was no longer spontaneous and, when she was with Felicity, he noticed that her laugh, once unselfconscious, sounded artificial. He was disturbed by this change in her. Could it be that, after what had passed between them, she felt shy and awkward in his presence? But then he bethought himself and frowned. Awkward? Possibly. But shy? Never. She still had a look of defiance, he thought, and impatience as she carefully kept her temperament in check. Perhaps the news that she would be leaving for London would cheer her?

His eyes came to rest on her. ‘You will be happy to know that your aunt and I are in agreement that you will accompany me to London, Louisa.’

‘I do so wish I could go with her,’ Felicity said miserably.

‘No, you may not,’ her mother said sharply. ‘You will remain at Sherbourne.’

‘But I really would like to go…’

‘No, Felicity,’ her mother snapped forcefully. ‘I have spoken. Now, let that be an end to the matter.’

Maxim watched as Felicity bowed her head miserably over her plate and toyed with her food. He felt sorry for his stepsister, knowing Flora was keeping her daughter at Sherbourne in the hope that, once the competition in the form of Louisa had been removed, Felicity would have more chance of attracting a suitor.

‘Since no gentleman of worth in the district seems to want anything to do with you following that unfortunate escapade, Louisa,’ Flora uttered scathingly, ‘we think it best that you go to London. Your chances of acquiring a husband will be increased somewhat there. I have asked Maxim to take charge of that. Emily has agreed for you to stay with her, and Maxim will be there to see to it that you behave in a proper and ladylike manner and to vet any suitor who may show interest in you.’

Maxim frowned. His stepmother’s words pierced his armour. The sensations Louisa had aroused in him the day he had kissed her surged through him anew. He was perplexed by the strong emotions he had felt as her lips had opened under his, yielding a sweetness which had made him want to drink his fill.

Flora thought he was taking Louisa to London in the hope of finding her a husband, but the thought of her with another man—in his arms, kissing him, lying with him—was in contradiction to what he hoped for. He was confused and this angered him. He told himself that only when she was wed and he was married to Mary would he be purged of these feelings, which was why he had decided to abide by his stepmother’s request and lose no time in finding her a suitable husband.

* * *

Excited at the thought that she was to leave Sherbourne Hall at last, Louisa realised her hands were trembling as they gripped the napkin on her lap. Her eyes began to sparkle. Life would have motivation again. New life began to flow through her veins, but nothing of what she was feeling showed on her face, which took on a calm serenity that was shattered a moment later by Maxim’s next words, forcing her mind back to painful reality.

‘Mary will also be in London with her father. They are eager to set the date for our wedding. However, that should not interfere with what is planned for you, Louisa.’

Louisa stopped her hands from trembling by gripping them together. She looked at him steadily, giving no indication of her thoughts, of how much seeing him with Lady Mary would pain her. ‘I shall be happy to meet her again. I am sure Lady Mary must be impatient to see you after so long an absence.’

‘When are you to leave?’ Felicity asked, looking as if she would cry in a moment, so distressed was she at the thought of losing Louisa.

‘A couple of days—no more,’ Maxim replied.

‘I do not begrudge your going to London, Louisa,’ Felicity said, ‘but I will miss you terribly. You will write often? Promise?’

‘Of course I will.’

‘Emily and Theo are popular socialites,’ Felicity said. ‘You will have to have a new wardrobe. How I wish I could assist you in the choosing of the sumptuous garments you will most certainly need to wear.’

‘Most of what Louisa already has will be perfectly suitable,’ her mother remarked sharply. ‘Anything else she needs Emily will attend to when she reaches London. Which reminds me,’ she said, rising. ‘I am expecting the seamstress shortly to measure you for two new gowns. Come, Felicity.’

As Louisa was about to get up and follow them Maxim spoke.

‘Do you need to hurry away also, Louisa?’ he said as his stepmother, with Felicity in tow, disappeared out of the room. ‘Does my presence offend you so much that you have to run away whenever you find yourself alone with me?’

Louisa looked at him, startled. How could he accuse her of avoiding him when he was the one who had deliberately distanced himself from her?

‘I was not aware that I did.’

‘I have apologised for my ungentlemanly behaviour on the last occasion we found ourselves alone. I had hoped I was forgiven,’ he said, smiling softly.

Taken completely by surprise that he should refer to the incident, Louisa sank back into her seat, an embarrassed flush covering her cheeks at the rush of memory. How could he remain so calm and unconcerned as to mention so casually something that had meant so much to her? But that he had spoken in such a matter-of-fact way confirmed her fears that he cared little for her after all. Since his kiss she had dreamed of little else.

Fearing that he should guess her thoughts, she lowered her eyes, afraid to meet his penetrating gaze lest he should lay bare the hopeless love she carried for him in her heart. But she was angry at herself, angry that she could have succumbed so easily to the embrace of this hard and unfeeling lord. In control of her feelings again, she looked across to where he lounged in his chair, watching her like a cat watching a mouse.

Louisa smiled at him sweetly. ‘Having heard of your exploits where ladies are concerned, Maxim, from your own dear sister, your behaviour came as no surprise to me. And as for apologies—well—it is a little late in the day to withdraw what happened. However, you may set your mind at rest. You are forgiven. My memory of the incident is extremely hazy. As far as I am concerned, it never happened.’

Maxim raised his eyebrows. ‘Now, why is it that I doubt the truth of your statement? Your generosity embarrasses me, Louisa. Indeed it does.’

His nonchalance irked Louisa somewhat, but she continued to smile softly. ‘I would not have believed a man of your phlegmatic character capable of embarrassment, my lord,’ she quipped with a hint of sarcasm.

‘By that I take it that you mean I am not easily excitable—dispassionate, even.’ His eyes narrowed and glittered meaningfully and his voice softened. ‘Oh, come, now—after what occurred between us the last time we found ourselves alone together, I think you know me better than that.’

A silence fell between them, broken only by the yawning of one of the hounds at Maxim’s feet. His eyes remained fixed on her. It was he who broke the silence, caressing the silken ears of the dog that had raised its head and placed it on his master’s lap.

‘So, Louisa,’ Maxim said softly, ‘will you oblige your aunt and find a husband?’

‘Are you as desperate as your stepmother that I find—or purchase—a husband?’

‘What you take to your husband will be the customary and—if I might say so, in your case—somewhat generous dowry. But purchase? No.’

‘That’s how it seems to me.’

‘Worry not, Louisa. All you have to do is look over the star-struck young men you will meet during the weeks of the Season, choose the one who attracts you the most and bring him to me for my blessing. Simple.’

Louisa stared at him. His conceit amazed her. Her chin came up in rebellion. ‘And if I don’t?’

‘Then you can rest assured that I shall do my best to find one for you.’

‘I am grateful to you, Maxim,’ she said with an ingratiating smile, ‘but if and when I am to marry then I shall marry a man of my choosing.’

‘Of course. One you can love.’ His lips twisted with sarcasm. ‘I remember you saying.’

‘My heart is set on it. I shall not surrender tamely to any other. I would as soon enter a nunnery.’

Maxim frowned and his expression became grave. ‘You are not destined to wear the habit of a nun. London Society is a very alluring place to someone as lovely as you, Louisa. There are many eligible young men there handsome enough to turn the head of a young lady.’

Louisa stared at him with frank amazement at the sudden compliment. ‘Handsome enough—I do not doubt. Rich enough I do.’

Maxim’s eyes narrowed. ‘So—you would have your eyes on a fortune after all?’

‘Of course not. I have my own fortune. But I am not so stupid or naïve as to fall at the feet of the first handsome gentleman who makes eyes at me, seeing not myself but the dowry I carry as a means of paying off his debts. I would rather not marry at all, if that be the case.’

‘But if you should fall in love?’ Maxim murmured softly, speaking slowly, his eyes never leaving hers for a moment. ‘What will you give then?’

His voice reached out to her and held her. She looked at him enquiringly, her eyes held by his. There was something in their depths, in the way he was looking at her, which seemed to convey a message, and it was a moment so significant that she could hardly bear to break it. At length she managed to answer.

‘Everything. It’s as simple as that.’ She rose to her feet, lowering her eyes over the flush on her cheeks. ‘Excuse me, Maxim. I must see if the seamstress has arrived. I promised to assist her in measuring Felicity up for her new gowns.’

‘Of course,’ Maxim said, also rising. ‘Run along. I did not mean to detain you.’

* * *

Maxim watched her leave before seating himself again, frowning at the closed door, deep in thought, the silence broken only by the tick of the clock on the mantelpiece and the sound of her footsteps becoming fainter on the marble tiles in the hall.

The following morning, intending to take one last ride around the estate before he left for London the following day, the desire to have Louisa accompany him prompted him to go and look for her. He found her in the library looking for something to read on the long journey to London.

The library, with its highly polished floor and vividly coloured oriental carpets, was like an Aladdin’s cave—a treasure trove of precious leatherbound tomes, where bookshelves stretched from floor to ceiling, broken only by a huge white marble fireplace and long window.

Opening the door quietly, Maxim paused to watch her as she happily browsed along the shelves, eventually finding what she was looking for before turning and seeing him.

‘Maxim! Are you here to look for something to read?’

‘No,’ he said, moving further into the room. ‘I was looking for you. Knowing how you love to read, I thought I would find you in here.’ He took the book she had selected from her hand. Seeing it was a book about the kings and queens of England from the time William the First had conquered that country, so taken aback was he that he almost laughed out loud. He had a familiarity with the ways of the female sex, but nothing had prepared him for this.

‘Kings and queens!’

‘Yes,’ she said with a note of indignation, taking the book from him. ‘Do you find something wrong with that?’

‘Nothing wrong with it, I’m merely surprised. When all the women of my acquaintance read romantic poetry and cheap, insipid novelettes that have a deleterious effect on their impressionable minds, you prefer reading about kings and queens.’ He chuckled, shaking his head slowly in disbelief.

‘I read about many things, Maxim, but never insipid novelettes.’

‘I remember how, when you couldn’t be found, you could always be found in here.’

‘It’s a wonderful room. It encapsulates so many different cultures and civilisations. I remember a time when I first came to live at Sherbourne and I would come in here and swear that I would read every book on the shelves before my demise. Of course it was a ridiculous thought, so I pick out the books I find interesting. How can I help you? You said you were looking for me.’

‘I thought you would enjoy a change of scene. We leave for London tomorrow. I’m taking one last ride around the estate and thought you might like to accompany me.’ His suggestion obviously appealed to her, for a smile broke out on her lovely lips.

‘I would love to.’

When she smiled with genuine feeling that lit up her eyes, he knew he was glad he’d asked. ‘Good, then off you go and change. I’ll wait for you at the stables.’






CHAPTER SIX

[image: ]

As though she had wings on her heels, Louisa flew up the stairs.

Pulling on her gloves, her riding crop tucked underneath her arm, she arrived at the stables looking extremely fetching in her dark blue riding gown with a matching hat set at a rakish angle on her glossy curls. Picking up her skirt, she crossed the cobbled yard. The sight of the horses’ heads peering out over the stable doors with their ears pricked forward, and their soft whickering, never failed to excite and cheer her. Breathing deeply, she inhaled the familiar smell of leather and saddle soap, warm hay and horses, which she always found an intensely masculine and restful smell, one that brought back childhood memories of riding with her father.

The yard was a hive of industry. The stable hands, having spent the morning riding out, were leading mounts back to their stalls.

Louisa’s experienced eye told her that some of the big hunters, full of fire and blood, could readily gallop and jump, their main priority being to follow the hounds. As she was a notable horsewoman, the sight of these magnificent beasts gladdened her heart. Horses had been a part of her life from early childhood, and she looked at them appreciatively. She admired them for their superb, noble beauty and understood them. Unable to resist reaching out and stroking the neck of a big chestnut closest to her, she experienced a feeling of absolute joy when it nuzzled her arm.

Having watched her enter the yard, Maxim moved to stand beside her. ‘I can see that your love of horses hasn’t changed, which pleases me, since I also have an abiding passion for these impressive beasts.’

‘Me too,’ she replied, laughing delightedly when the chestnut shook its head and snorted. ‘I loved to ride at an early age, and I do believe a couple of horses I saw being led into the stalls were thoroughbreds.’

‘True. I had them sent down here from London—a couple of Arab mares.’

‘Will you race them?’ Louisa asked with interest.

‘I’d like to, when I have the time. Possessing some prime horseflesh—some of the finest in Warwickshire, like my father before me—I pride myself on my stables, although Theo would sniff at that. He’s a keen racing man, and considers himself to be the best,’ Maxim joked good-humouredly.

‘They would have to be quite exceptional to compete with these.’

Maxim took her arm and guided her across the yard to where a young tousle-haired boy with a smattering of ginger freckles over his face emerged from the stalls leading her mare, which was already saddled up. Maxim locked his hands together to accept Louisa’s slender booted foot. Displaying an exceptional agility, she sprang into the side-saddle.

With Maxim mounted on a large, beautifully muscled gleaming black stallion, together they rode out of the stable yard, through the tall double gates and into the park. The mare was so keen that Louisa only had to think of a canter and she responded. With a watchful Maxim by her side she rode over the green turf, breathing deeply, exhilarating in the wonderful fresh breeze on her face and the strong, spirited mount beneath her. Louisa couldn’t resist sneaking a glance at her companion. The sight of him on the black horse with its high-flying tail drew her admiration. Horse and rider flowed along together.

At last she gave her horse its head. The mare gave a delighted squeal and broke into a brisk gallop, deftly clearing a shallow ditch. Maxim rode beside her. Louisa’s back was straight, the set of her head proud as she handled her horse superbly, especially when they soared effortlessly over a low hedge.

Leaving the park behind, they came to the still-bare fields and a large herd of cows separated by wide tracks. They slowed their horses and rode on in a leisurely fashion for a while beneath the trees. Eventually they pulled their mounts to a halt. Laughing breathlessly, her colour high and her eyes alight, Louisa leaned forward and gave her mare an appreciative pat.

‘You ride her well,’ Maxim remarked with admiration.

‘Thank you—although much of it is down to her.’

They rode on slowly along a narrow track by a broad stream that fed the lake in the distance, the peace disturbed only by the sound of the water rippling over its rocky bed. The lake was ahead of them, its waters still and gleaming.

Buoyed up by the ride and feeling a little mischievous, Louisa had no qualms about laying down a challenge. Under normal circumstances her mare was no match for Maxim’s stallion, but she knew this terrain like the back of her hand. She was a practised horsewoman and rode well, and she was confident she had a chance of winning.

‘We’ll ride towards that clump of trees overlooking the lake,’ she said, pointing at the trees in the distance. ‘But before we do, I’ll make you a small wager.’

Maxim’s eyes danced at the idea. ‘A wager? I must admit, I expect to feel confident in winning. When I recall your actions when we met at the inn, it seems to me that you are hell-bent on self-destruction.’

Louisa’s eyes flashed with a feral gleam. ‘Must you remind me of that?’

A small smile moved across Maxim’s lean face as his perusal swept her. ‘I apologise if it upsets you to be reminded of that, but you seem to have a genius for getting yourself into impossible situations. I might even be so bold as to say that not only do you go looking for danger, but you also actually seem to thrive on it. What kind of wager have you in mind?’

‘If I reach the trees before you, if I win, you return my handkerchief—the one you took from me on the night you came to my sitting room, if you recall. If you win, you can keep it.’

Maxim laughed heartily. ‘I’ve accepted some wagers in my time, but a lady’s handkerchief? Never. I must point out that I don’t usually wager on certainties.’

‘That’s an arrogant assumption. Are you saying I will lose?’

Maxim bowed his head in mock deferential respect. ‘My dear Louisa, I wouldn’t dare. It would be more than my life is worth. All I am saying is that I intend to win. Would you like a start?’

‘What? And put you at an unfair disadvantage?’ Louisa laughed, warming to the chase, her cheeks dimpling quite deliciously. ‘Come, my fine lord, you’re wasting time.’

Like lightning she urged her horse into action and headed in the direction of the trees, her swift and agile mare galloping off ahead of the stallion. The ground was undulating with many open ditches, making the going difficult in places and the riding hard, but Louisa and her horse knew every inch of the terrain. With exhilaration she exerted all her skill as she snaked her way around obstacles, clearing open ditches boldly and unheeded, urging her mare in a final burst of energy towards the trees.

Pounding hoofbeats sounded alongside Louisa and she turned to see Maxim separated from her by several yards. The stallion’s hooves sent up soil and grass in its wake, and its tail whisked like a pennon in the wind. With a triumphant yell Maxim pulled ahead on the big horse, outpacing Louisa’s mare and reaching the trees first. With a broad smile he whirled round to wait for her, his mount’s ebony coat slippery and shining with sweat. Louisa reached the trees a few yards behind him breathing hard, her heart pounding.

Her cheeks were as pink as pink could be and her hazel eyes sparkled like early-morning dew drops on summer grass. ‘Congratulations,’ she gasped. ‘The race is yours.’

Maxim laughed. ‘And you are a gracious loser. I must congratulate you, also. You are an excellent horsewoman.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘However, I am glad I get to keep your handkerchief,’ he said, producing it from a pocket inside his jacket. After putting it to his head and wiping his damp brow, he returned it to his pocket.

‘We’ll give the horses a chance to breathe,’ he said, dismounting and leading his mount to the lake to drink the cool water.

As Maxim returned towards Louisa, he held out his hands and spanned her waist, supporting her while she jumped lightly to the ground. They tethered their horses to a low branch, their bridles jingling as they snorted in eagerness, lowering their heads and beginning to crop the sweet, juicy grass, disturbing ducks and other birds, which noisily took flight in alarm.

‘It’s so beautiful here,’ Louisa breathed as the water of the lake seemed to beckon her with its timeless mystery, drawing her closer, pulling her into its dark, whispering waters. ‘I shall hate to leave it, but I know I cannot remain at Sherbourne for ever.’

‘Whatever happens, Louisa, Sherbourne will always be your home. Let’s walk awhile.’

They strolled by the side of the lake where the water lapped the stones a few feet away, quiet for a time, content to bask in the tranquillity that surrounded them. Where a rocky promontory jutted out into the water, in a clump of reeds a heron stood absolutely motionless. Louisa came under the spell of the lake, feeling the peace and enchantment reach her innermost being, appeasing the constraint she often felt when in Maxim’s company.

He glanced at Louisa. ‘Did you really believe your mare could win against the power of my horse?’

‘Why not? You and your stallion may be superior in both stamina and strength, but I have become familiar with the terrain—which you haven’t ridden for a while—which is an important advantage. You can’t deny that it’s a testing course for any horse and rider—it could prove disastrous to someone unfamiliar to it.’

‘My experiences have taught me how to read every kind of terrain and this is one—having ridden it many times in the past—that is familiar to me. It’s not one I am likely to forget.’

Glancing at his profile as he gazed wistfully towards the house in the distance, Louisa thought how remote he was and how much there was to him that she didn’t know. She was surprised to find at that moment how much she wanted to know. It filled her with a warm glow and shameless longing to reach out and touch him, to push back the wayward lock of hair that dipped over his brow, to be close to him.

Often when she lay awake at night she tried to understand the turbulent, consuming emotions he awoke in her. He broke into her thoughts against her will, and whether it was the closeness of that shared kiss, the feel of his hands, his skin touching hers, his smile, she did not know, but something inside her responded to him every time they were together.

‘What are you thinking?’ Louisa ventured presently, breaking in upon his thoughts.

Maxim was smiling a quiet, secretive smile as he looked with longing at the calm waters of the lake. ‘That the more I am away from Sherbourne, the more I miss it. I hanker after having the time to hunt again on my land, and to catch fish here in the lake.’

‘I remember how you liked fishing.’

He nodded and she also remembered that when she had come to live at Sherbourne and she had visited the lake with Maxim and Felicity, she had watched him pick up a handful of stones and throw them one by one into the water, the ripples he created widening until they travelled out of sight and the surface of the lake returned to its mirror-like surface.

‘When I was a boy I could often be found out on the lake in a boat with a rod and line, sometimes with my father, who taught me how to fish. Afterwards we would cook our catch here on the bank over an open fire. I remember how good it smelled, how the air never failed to give me an appetite so that the fish always tasted doubly delicious. You know, Louisa, the lake is positively teeming with fish.’ He paused and looked down to where she stood by his side, her face upturned to his. ‘Have you ever been fishing?’

‘No—never.’

‘Then when I am done in London and we are here together, I shall teach you and we shall cook what we catch here on an open fire, as I used to.’

‘Yes,’ Louisa murmured, meeting his gaze, trying to imagine him as a boy eagerly cooking his fish. ‘I would like that,’ she said, thinking he had forgotten that when he returned to Sherbourne it would be with Mary, who would by then be his wife. She almost reminded him of the fact but thought against it. These hours when they were alone would be precious in her memory when they were apart. ‘I find it strange that the only son of an esteemed family, with an estate as grand as this, spends so much time away from it.’

‘I have the shipping company to manage, don’t forget.’

‘But you employ managers to do that. Could you not give them more responsibility?’

‘I suppose I could—and I have to admit that when I return to London they will be the ones teaching me how the business is run. Just now it’s all so new to me. Sailing ships was my concern—what I loved doing. The war in the Peninsula changed all that. It is not a situation I sought. It has been forced on me by circumstance. When I’ve acclimatised myself to everything I will give the managers more responsibility.’

‘And your father? What would he want you to do?’

‘He’d be happy knowing I was managing the business at last. He fully expected me to take over the running of both the Sherbourne estate and the shipping company in time.’ He smiled. ‘He was disappointed when I told him I wanted to sail the ships myself, but he understood my need to rebel a little—slip the traces, test myself in the world. Then I would return home. He gave me his blessing.’

‘He was a very understanding man.’

A soft, remembering look came over Maxim’s face as he spoke of his father. ‘He was. There was no one finer.’

‘And if something had happened to you out on the high seas?’

‘Should anything happen to me then a cousin will inherit the Sherbourne estate and the company. However,’ he said, ‘things might change when I have a wife.’

The quietly spoken words carried a wealth of meaning, and the implications of how that would come about made Louisa bite her lip with regret that the woman he spoke of would not be her. She tried to ignore how it would be between him and Lady Mary, but she could not sustain her remorse when she was in such beautiful surroundings.

They walked on a bit further before turning back and mounting their horses. As they rode away from the lake, Louisa was unprepared for the strange mixture of emotions that filled her and the heavy sadness in her heart.

* * *

After all the preparations had been done, Louisa was ready to leave for London. Phoebe, her maid, was to accompany her. It was a tearful Felicity that Louisa said goodbye to. She felt sorry to be leaving her, wishing that she’d been allowed to go to London too. Doubtless, by the time she returned to Sherbourne Hall, if Aunt Flora had failed to take her to London it meant she would have succeeded in finding Felicity a suitor. But, knowing her aunt, love was low down on the scale of things, with wealth and position all-important.

When it was time for them to leave and the coach moved away from the house, Louisa waving out of the window and calling goodbye, Felicity remained standing, a small, hesitant figure in the courtyard, and then the coach turned into the road and she could be seen no more.

* * *

The journey to London was uneventful, with stops along the way for rest and refreshment. Maxim began inside the coach with Louisa and Phoebe, although for most of the journey he escaped the confines of the interior and sat on top with the driver and one of the grooms accompanying them. For Louisa, the journey was one of excitement and anticipation of what awaited her.

On reaching the outskirts of London, Louisa sat straight-backed as they travelled through this centuries-old city, its skyline peppered with innumerable church spires. The city was attractive, repellent and fascinating all at once, its vitality springing from a variety of commerce and industry. It was vibrant and violent, thriving and alive, the centre of England and, as far as Louisa was concerned, the whole universe. It stirred her deepest emotions and she would never cease to be enthralled by it all.

The conglomeration of muddled and unplanned narrow streets, abounding with beggars and footpads, was like a rabbit warren—a mixture of splendour and squalor, the air reeking with the stench of decaying refuse, and yet at the same time possessing a kind of beauty, colourful and noisy, with street vendors and rowdy markets to which people came from all over the surrounding countryside in droves to sell their produce. There was a marked contrast between the residences of the rich and poor, and when one reached the rich men’s abodes in Mayfair and Piccadilly and the royal palaces of Westminster and the Mall, the squalid hovels of the not-so-privileged were less frequent.

Emily and Theo were delighted to welcome them to their fashionable residence and told Louisa she could remain with them for as long as she wished. Despite being in mourning, but with as much discretion as she could muster, Emily accepted invitations to soirées, supper parties and visits to the theatre by way of entertainment.



* * *

A constant stream of visitors arrived at the house in Brook Street. Louisa was firmly fixed under Emily’s wing as she arranged her vast wardrobe for her début, employing modistes who enjoyed her own patronage. She was fitted for morning dresses, evening dresses, riding dresses, spencers, cloaks, boots for riding and satin slippers to wear with her fashionable dresses for balls. The list was endless.

Louisa was already well tutored in dance, which was due to Aunt Flora’s employing a tutor to teach Felicity and herself the intricate steps of the minuet and other country dances along with the waltz, which was considered fast by some and only danced at informal affairs and in private. Emily hired an elderly lady to teach Louisa the finer points of how to conduct herself in Society. There was so much to learn that it put her head into a spin. She was drilled in the rules of comportment and propriety. She was taught to curtsy without wobbling, deportment, and how to utilise her femininity by learning the art of the correct use of the fan—how to hold it, how to close it—which almost drove her to distraction.

To alleviate the tedium Louisa often accompanied Emily and Theo on drives through Hyde Park in an open carriage, which was a rendezvous for fashion and beauty, with splendid carriages. Louisa was a new distraction, drawing the admiring, hopeful eyes of several dashing young males displaying their prowess on high-stepping horses. Under the watchful eye of Emily, she was introduced to several, promising to dance with each and every one of them at her début ball.

Under Emily’s instruction, Louisa blossomed into a desirable young woman, who was refreshingly unselfconscious of her beauty. The furore she was causing delighted Emily and Theo, and they were secure in Louisa’s certain victory before the Season got underway. Before too long she would have London at her feet.

* * *

The time between Louisa’s arrival in London and her come-out was a period of trial and tribulation for Maxim and he made a point of keeping a low profile. Fortunately he had much to occupy his time at his office, organising vessels carrying cargos of supplies to Wellington’s troops in Lisbon and elsewhere, and making sure the work on the house he had purchased in St James’s Square was progressing to his satisfaction.

After much persuasion Emily managed to coax him—on one of the days when his work permitted—into escorting them on an outing to the Spring Gardens in Vauxhall on the Thames at Lambeth early one evening. Theo was temporarily out of London to approve some work he was having done on his estate in Essex.

With the coach waiting and no sign of Louisa, Emily went outside to wait while Maxim went in search of her. Going to her room, when there was no answer to his knock he went in and found her seated in front of her dressing-table mirror, brushing her hair that tumbled about her shoulders. With the full, tender curve of her mouth, her face softly flushed and naked, she looked so young, vulnerable and defenceless.

‘I apologise for not being ready, Maxim,’ she said, meeting his eyes in the mirror. ‘I’ve been to the shops with Phoebe. We were late getting back. I won’t be a moment.’

Intrigued at seeing her at her toilet, and contriving a stern countenance, Maxim leaned against the doorframe and casually folded his arms across his chest, watching with fascination as she pulled the heavy curtain of her hair from her face. ‘We’ll go down together when you’re ready.’

With a sigh of irritation, Louisa put down the hairbrush and stood up. ‘There. Are you satisfied now? You are indeed the most unmannerly of men to enter a lady’s bedchamber without knocking.’

Maxim was quite undaunted—a dazzling smile broke the firm line of his mouth. ‘I never pretended otherwise—and I did knock. You clearly did not hear me.’

‘That doesn’t give you any right to come in,’ she said as she began searching for her reticule beneath a pile of discarded clothes on the bed.

Maxim’s smouldering gaze casually caressed her as if her dress did not exist, his eyes resting on her breasts swelling above the top of her bodice, and he could well imagine the softness of her flesh beneath the fabric. Surrounded by a frame of gold tresses, vibrant and glorious, the hard planes of her face retreated and her eyes grew soft, her cheeks taking on a fragility like hand-blown glass that could be easily shattered by a careless move.

In fact, she appeared remarkably younger surrounded by the girlish fripperies scattered about her bedroom. He had often seen her with her hair loosened, but this time it changed his perception of her to such a degree that an unexpected rampant desire speared him. His brow arched as he peered at her, his desire hard-driven as he became preoccupied with her rosy mouth and pert nose. She was completely unaware that the hair tumbling about her shoulders was a hundred different shades and dazzling lights.

‘You really are very lovely, Louisa.’

‘Do not attempt to dazzle me with glib flattery,’ she retorted sharply, continuing to search for her reticule. ‘I think you’ve set your mind to torment me. Now, where did I put that wretched reticule?’

For a moment Maxim’s gaze lingered, and then, pushing himself away from the door, he frowned. ‘I apologise, Louisa. It is not my intention to torment you in any way.’

A heavy lock of hair caressed her temple and he had the urge to go to her and brush it away. Suddenly recollecting himself, he clenched his hands into fists to stop himself. Touching Louisa did not seem like a good idea. A part of him wished he’d never instigated this moment, another part of him wanted to drag her into his arms and kiss those luscious lips that were parted and slightly trembling.

Turning from her, impatient to be away, he opened the door and said, ‘Don’t take long. We’ll be waiting in the carriage.’

Why had he behaved like that? he asked himself angrily as he walked away. The fact was that, flushed and alone in her bedchamber, she had looked so delectable and desirable that he had wanted her with an aching need that seeped into the deepest parts of his body, had needed her with a recklessness that was completely foreign to his nature, but it had been a momentary aberration and now it had passed.

Vauxhall was the leading venue for public entertainments, where extravagance and pleasure were fashionable. It was where royalty, gentry and dignitaries mingled with ordinary folk and their families under the leafy avenues and neo-classical colonnades. The crowds were drawn in by the ascent of hot-air balloons, concerts and fireworks, exhibitions, ballad singers and menageries, and eating and drinking at leisure. Its covered walks and dark paths leading from lamplit alleyways, with so many intricate twists and turns that even the most experienced could get lost, made it an ideal place for flirtation, assignation and intrigue, where ladies and gentlemen lingered in the shade and many a stolen kiss was to be had. Pavilions of entertainment shone brightly amidst illuminated trees.

People from all walks of life combined. Everyone was there—double-chinned, bewigged politicians, lauded writers, artists, actresses, courtesans—all resplendent in shimmering silks and satins. Ladies were dressed in full splendour, their hats trimmed with delicate, tantalising plumes and tied with satin ribbons. The gardens were illuminated with lamps, beneath which people strolled, chatting and laughing with expectancy on their faces as they thought of the good food, good wine and pleasant music to be enjoyed.

Louisa walked beside Emily, a little behind Maxim, who attracted many raised eyebrows and admiring, languishing feminine glances from behind unfurled fans—none of which was lost on Louisa. Emily had seen to it that Louisa’s deep rose-coloured gown was as grand as any in the gardens.

Awed by everything she saw, Louisa found the gardens were a sight of breathless excitement, on a magical night when anything could happen.

Emily was distracted when she saw a lady trying to get her attention on the terrace. Excusing herself, she left to speak to her.

‘How are you liking London?’ Maxim asked as he strolled beside Louisa.

‘Very much—although I confess to being overawed at first. There is so much to do and see and experience—I love the parks, and Vauxhall Gardens are particularly beautiful.’ Her eyes shone. ‘Surrounded by so much beauty and gaiety, I am quite overwhelmed by the sense of occasion. It’s impossible not to enjoy oneself.’

‘Indeed the gardens are spectacular,’ Maxim agreed. ‘However, as the night wears on they become altogether different.’

‘How different?’

‘Only that they are not so genteel—in fact they really do become pleasure gardens in every respect. Intrigue stalks the remote avenues when ladies of the town frequent those dark walks.’

Confused by this information, she asked, ‘Pardon me—but what are you talking about?’

Maxim smiled at her innocence. ‘The ladies you would see strolling along Vauxhall’s Grand Walk on the arms of gentlemen are some of the greatest demi-reps in London and would more than likely be their mistresses than their wives.’

Louisa stared at him. He had not lessened her confusion, only increased it. ‘What is a demi-rep?’ she asked in all innocence. She really hadn’t the faintest idea, but she had a vague idea that it wasn’t something complimentary.

He cocked a sleek dark brow. ‘Do you really need me to spell it out?’

His meaning hit her. Her cheeks filled with heat. ‘Oh, no, of course not. I think I understand you perfectly.’

He laughed, bringing a smile to her lips, and they were both still laughing when Emily joined them, looking from one to the other in curiosity and asking if she could share in their joke.

‘Maxim was about to explain to me the definition of a demi-rep, Emily.’

Emily shot her brother a look of severe reproof. ‘I sincerely hope not. Really, Maxim, Louisa is a virtuous young lady. Have some respect for her sensitivities.’

Maxim winked at Louisa before bestowing on his sister a look that told her he was well and truly rebuked.

Maxim and Emily paused to speak to an acquaintance, falling some distance behind Louisa, who, unaware that they had stopped, continued to walk on. She suddenly found herself surrounded by a glittering array of colourful peacocks, and she was startled when the proudest, most arrogant peacock of them all suddenly made a beeline for her. Wearing a short wig of exquisite whiteness, he was of medium height, dressed in a violet-coloured frock suit of heavily embroidered silk—fine lace spilled from his throat and at his wrists in a frothy cascade, caressing his elegant, bejewelled fingers. He was attractive, with sultry features and dangerously hooded eyes, and he exuded all the confidence of a conceited charmer. When, in her startled state, she absently dropped one of her gloves he stepped forward to retrieve it.

‘Here, allow me,’ he said, picking it up and handing it to her.

‘Oh,’ she said, taking her glove. ‘Forgive me. You took me by surprise.’

‘Then I apologise,’ he said, his voice as smooth and seductive as the softest silk, his eyes absorbing every detail of her face and figure. ‘I cannot leave such a lovely lady floundering on the Walk. Please allow me to escort you. Come, take my arm. I am eager to see the effect your appearance will have on the other ladies in my group. I have no doubt you will ruffle a few feathers and cause quite a stir.’

Unable to resist such charming flattery, especially when it was spoken by a man whose eyes twinkled with such wicked mischief, Louisa responded with a smile, but she did not take his arm, which was offered in a way that was a masterpiece of faux-gracious arrogance.

‘Would it be because of my looks and because I am a stranger that will cause a stir—or because I am with you, sir?’ she murmured with an impudent smile and a delicate, knowing lift to her brows.

He laughed outright, showing teeth white and strong. ‘You read me too well, dear lady—my reputation has gone before me,’ he said, his heavy lids drooping over his eyes suggesting intimacy, and a salacious, lazy smile curling his full lips. ‘It is not merely a stir I would like to cause with you, but an outright scandal.’

‘I suspect a scandal would not concern you, sir, only the making of one,’ Louisa replied coolly, forming her own judgement of him and sensing he was of an unpredictable, dangerous nature, which her instinct told her to beware.

‘Allow me to introduce myself. Lord Rupert Belmont at your service,’ he said, making an elaborate bow.

‘I’m delighted to meet you, Lord Belmont,’ Louisa said with a smile, warming to his natural charm and easy manner and the twinkling, teasing light in his blue eyes.

‘And you are Miss Louisa Ashworth, only recently come to London.’

‘So, you knew who I was before I dropped my glove. You are very well informed, sir. How do you know that?’

‘I’ve seen you at one or two events—and everyone is talking about you. You are to make your début soon, I believe.’

‘I am. Will you be at the ball?’

‘I will.’ His grin was impudent as he subjected her to a long, lingering gaze. ‘I hope you will remember me and save a dance for me on the night.’

‘I will remember you, Lord Belmont, and yes, I shall be delighted to reserve a dance for you.’

‘And two or maybe three?’

‘More than two dances would be quite improper and commented upon, sir,’ she chided teasingly, amused and flattered by his persistent manner, ‘and I will have to leave room on my card for others who wish to dance with me. It will be my début, sir, and I have my reputation to uphold.’

‘Despite my earlier teasing concerning a scandal, Miss Ashworth, I would not dream of doing anything to damage that—so I shall have to be content with two.’

‘I’m afraid you will.’

At that moment Maxim came to stand by Louisa, looking quizzically at the young man. ‘Louisa?’

‘Oh, Maxim, here you are.’

Maxim was still looking at him. ‘And you are? Kindly enlighten me as to your identity, sir.’

‘Of course,’ he gulped. ‘I am Rupert Belmont—the second son of the Earl of Ariston, now deceased, in Kent.’

Maxim nodded, his manner brusque. ‘I knew your father. Excuse us,’ he said, when Emily came to stand beside them. ‘Louisa?’

Lord Belmont stepped back and bowed. ‘Goodbye, Miss Ashworth. I am grateful that you spared the time to speak to me.’

Louisa gave him an apologetic smile and moved on, having to almost run to keep up with Maxim’s long strides.

‘Really, Maxim,’ she said when they were out of earshot. ‘That was very rude of you. It was most impolite of you not to introduce yourself.’

‘I had no intention of becoming familiar with that young man—that ought to apply to you, too.’

‘Why on earth not? He was perfectly charming.’

‘I don’t doubt it. He’s had plenty of practice and has good reason to be. I have no doubt he knew who you were before he approached you.’

‘What if he did? I dropped my glove and he retrieved it.’

‘How convenient,’ Maxim said drily. ‘I understand exactly what he was about. Rupert Belmont’s father was unable to resist the rattle of the dice or the turn of a card and squandered his fortune, leaving his family with a pile of debts and a rundown estate in Kent. By all accounts his sons are of the same ilk.’

‘That may be. Yet you cannot deny that there is something charismatically appealing about Lord Belmont. Besides, he was pleasantly civil.’

Maxim drew in a sharp breath, casting Louisa a disapproving look. ‘So he should be. Like I said, he’s had plenty of practice.’

Emily linked an arm through Louisa’s, falling into step beside her. ‘Maxim’s right, Louisa. Don’t be deceived by Lord Belmont’s honeyed voice and seductive eyes. That young man has a lying, flattering tongue and spends his time prowling the drawing rooms of London’s elite in search of an heiress. Women without means swoon at the sight of his fair locks and his elegance. They fall for him like dominoes in a row, but when they get to know him they change their tune. He’s been the cause of many an open scandal. Don’t be fool enough to fall for his charming allure.’

Louisa laughed lightly. ‘What a simpleton you must take me for, Emily. I’m not such an idiot and am quite capable of forming my own judgement. I promise you that I shall keep my wits about me at all times.’

‘Make sure you do,’ Maxim uttered sharply. ‘His will be one of the names you will not enter on your dance card when you make your début. Remember that.’

Louisa looked at him aghast. ‘Why on earth not? That is rather high-handed of you, Maxim. I have already promised to reserve a dance for him on the night of my début.’

‘Then it was premature of you. The man is a reprobate. You will avoid him.’

‘Oh, do stop it, you two,’ Emily burst in. ‘Do you have to argue here—making a spectacle of us all? See—people are beginning to stare.’

‘You are right,’ Maxim replied, observing the glittering, gossiping passers-by looking curiously their way. ‘Come, it is time we left.’ He shot a look at Louisa, who, angry that her first visit to the gardens was to end so abruptly, opened her mouth to argue, but on seeing the grim set of Maxim’s countenance, forbidding any further argument, changed her mind. She merely threw him a sullen glare and turned her head away.






CHAPTER SEVEN
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When the Season finally began, Louisa threw herself into the preparations. The card rack at the house in Brook Street was full and the door knocker was never still as young gentlemen bearing bouquets of flowers came in the hope of winning Louisa’s favour, only to be disappointed when told she was not at home. This was true because Louisa, who enjoyed being outdoors, was usually riding or walking in the park, visiting some museum or gallery, or visiting the botanical gardens.

On the day itself, excitement gripped the house as the last touches were put to Louisa’s coiffure. It would not be long before the carriage would take her to the ball in Piccadilly, where she would make her grand entrance. She was terribly nervous. With her thoughts on what lay ahead and the many difficulties she might encounter during the evening, she stood while Phoebe and Emily fastened her into her ballgown. When she was pulling on her gloves, Emily, resplendent in a dark blue satin evening gown, having cast off her black bombazine for the event, told her they were waiting for Maxim to make an appearance from his office. When he had bathed and changed they would leave for the ball.

‘It’s almost time for you to make your grand entrance, my dear. Don’t forget you are to share the ball with several other young ladies making their début, so you will not be alone in that.’ When Louisa cast Emily a nervous glance, she smiled. ‘Try not to worry. Everything is going to be wonderful. I’ll go and see where that brother of mine has got to. I do so hope he isn’t going to be late. With Theo still in Essex I will need his support.’

Louisa watched her go. While living at Sherbourne Hall she had rarely given a thought to her appearance, but now she found herself wondering what Maxim would think when he saw her dressed in her ballgown. It was the thought of his eyes upon her that made her suddenly aware of how low-cut her bodice actually was and made her embarrassingly aware that the tops of her small breasts were boldly displayed for anyone to see.

Angry with herself for caring, even fleetingly, what Maxim might think about it, she lifted her head imperiously, reminding herself that she was wearing a perfectly respectable gown. Maxim was to marry Lady Mary and what she, Louisa, was wearing shouldn’t matter one iota to him.

Becoming impatient, she turned to the cheval mirror, took one last critical glance at her reflection and accepted the fan that Phoebe gave her. Picking up her skirts, she left her room.

* * *

On arriving at the house from the office, Maxim was greeted in the hallway by footmen and maids scurrying to and fro. Feeling weary and in need of a large brandy, he was unable to work up much enthusiasm for an evening of entertainment. Work took up most of his time, which he carried out as he did everything else in his life, with determination and energy and the careful strategy of a military campaign. Unfortunately, the heavy workload that faced him on a daily basis strained his patience.

Louisa was proving to be a distraction he could have done without. He’d done his best to avoid her since coming to London. He didn’t trust himself to be near her and not act in a manner he would regret. But, having been appointed her guardian, he was duty bound to guide her and see her settled in a suitable marriage.

Until his father’s demise and before the war in the Peninsula he’d looked forward to a settled future sailing the high seas on company business. He’d never imagined the possibility that his comfortable existence could be shattered, that he was being threatened along with everything else by the wilful, unmanageable Louisa. She somehow aroused his fury and his passion in a way Mary had never done and never would.

A loud cacophony of feminine chattering came from the upper regions of the house. He did not have to enquire as to the reason, for such feverish merriment and excitement. Tonight Louisa was to make her début. He heard the sound of her laughter, which rang in his ears and seemed to fill the whole house, a sound all the sweeter because of its rarity. He went directly to his room to bathe and prepare for the evening.

Now he stood at the bottom of the stairs and watched as Louisa came down, holding her skirts high to reveal her satin slippers and frilly petticoats beneath. He was totally unprepared for the sight his eyes beheld. She moved towards him like a mirage rising out of the desert, slender and beautiful—not the innocent beauty of yesterday, for that had been without art, without the narrow band of glittering jewels that adorned her throat and hung from her ears like droplets of sparkling water halted in its flow.

He could see the expertise of the dressmaker and hairdresser had changed her. She had been lovely before—now she was glorious, like a Grecian goddess. Her pale gold hair was caught up at the crown in a mass of thick, glossy curls. He saw a face of unforgettable beauty with delicately moulded cheekbones and perfect, generous lips. The gown she wore was of white satin, covered with a deep, delicate gold lace, the same colour as her hair, her small, exquisitely shaped breasts rising exposed from her bodice. She was definitely going to steal the evening.

Managing to conquer a traitorous rush of tenderness, he moved out of the gloom and into the light cast from the large windows and the many candles in the glittering chandeliers. Looking as she did, she would be sure to fire the blood of many of the young bucks attending the ball. With this thought in mind he was determined to introduce her to Sir Mark Sidlaw, a young gentleman of good breeding and sufficient means whom he considered suitable for her to marry. They had met as boys, having attended the same school.

Seeing Louisa day after day, he knew his attraction for her was growing at an alarming rate, which concerned him. With his marriage to Mary imminent, he could not allow anything to interfere with his duty. Louisa was too much of a temptation to his sensibilities and he did not trust himself to keep her at arm’s length. If she married Mark he would spirit her away to his country seat in Devon. It was often said that out of sight meant out of mind. Whether this could ever be the case for himself and Louisa remained to be seen.

* * *

Unaware of Maxim’s thoughts, Louisa stared at him with some surprise. She felt a leap of her heart, for she had seen little of him of late. Seeing him now, her eyes sparkled and a happy smile hovered on her lips. As Emily’s maids had dressed her in all her finery, all the while she had been thinking of Maxim and that she was dressing for him alone. And now here he was, looking every inch the Earl of Sherbourne. His hair was swept back from his face, the tanned flesh intensified by the neatly tied white cravat at his neck. Groomed and garbed in a black suit and dove-grey silk waistcoat with a small, tasteful design in a darker grey, he was as fashionable as the highest personage in English Society could have wished to be. Silver buckles decorated his shoes, his stockings of the purest silk. The tail-coat curved neatly at the waist and was an example of simplicity while doing an excellent job of accentuating his physique.

Louisa felt so happy that not even the prospect of meeting Lady Mary once again was allowed to cloud her excitement. With her heart beating like a drum, and lifting her skirts slightly to reveal the velvet toes of her gold-slippered feet, she floated down the stairs. She paused in front of him, her hazel eyes wide as they gazed into his, aware of the change he must see in her.

He stepped closer to her. The present faded away and their eyes locked as they stared mesmerised at each other. It was quiet in the hall, and hanging in the air was the faint scent of the flowers Emily had placed earlier in an ornate vase on the table in the centre. A few dust motes floated lazily in the rays of the fading sunlight that slanted through the windows. But Louisa wasn’t really aware of anything but the tall man in front of her. He looked tired, she thought, noticing the shadows beneath his eyes and the tight lines about his mouth.

‘Hello, Maxim. I haven’t seen you for several days—although I know how busy you are. You work far too hard.’

‘I have to. There is much to do. However, be that as it may, my work is finished for today. Besides, I wouldn’t miss your débutante ball, and if I may say so,’ he said softly, breathing in the sweet, heady scent of rose water, ‘you look exquisite. No one will be able to outshine you, looking as you do.’

For a moment there was a flash of genuine feeling in his eyes as they raked Louisa from head to toe, causing her heart to swell with love, giving her a buoyant sensation.

She was tempted to reply—What? Not even Lady Mary? but thought better of it, not wishing to sound malicious or ungracious. ‘Why, thank you, Maxim,’ she replied instead, delighting that she had succeeded in winning his admiration. She suddenly felt so bold that she dared to let a faint provocative smile touch the corners of her mouth and she gave him a sidelong look from under her lashes. ‘A compliment from you is a rarity indeed.’ If she had hoped for further appraisal from him then she was disappointed.

‘Doubtless there will be many eager young gentlemen falling over themselves to pay tribute to your beauty at the ball, all too ready with their compliments today and in the days to come. The excitement of going to your first ball, combined with the glitter you imagine you will find there, has made you realise the effect your beauty will have on the gentlemen present. It may have temporarily slipped your mind but I am betrothed to Lady Mary, so do not count me as one of them.’

Louisa scowled up at him, indignant at the slight. ‘You flatter yourself unduly, Maxim, if you think that—and no, it has not slipped my mind that you are to marry Lady Mary. I look forward to making her acquaintance once again, but in my opinion I cannot help but think that some time spent with your head out of your ledgers and in Society might well improve your manners.’

Maxim’s lips twisted with irony. ‘I lay little store by what happens in Society. There’s more to life than having little else to do but become embroiled in intrigue and gossip.’

‘Then what do you want from life, Maxim?’

‘What I want is unimportant for the present. With the country still on a war footing in the Peninsula, it is how it will affect my business that matters.’

His voice had become quiet, his expression grave, and his eyes looked past Louisa as they journeyed ahead of her into the future. She knew he was concerned about the troubles that beset so many of the merchant-shipping companies at this time, but she thrust these problematic thoughts from her mind, for they were too unpleasant to contemplate when she was about to experience her first ball.

‘Now,’ Maxim continued, ‘in the absence of Theo, who is more familiar with what is going on in Society and whom I had hoped would escort you to the ball, I will escort you and Emily myself.’

Louisa, still bristling internally at his previous slight, assumed an expression of pleasant dignity and again smiled up at him.

‘As you wish,’ she murmured sweetly. ‘Ah, here is Emily. It is time for us to leave—which is as well lest I begin to wilt.’

* * *

Filled, despite herself, with excitement and happiness at being escorted to her first ball by Maxim, Louisa sat opposite him in the carriage with Emily beside her. When they reached the grand house in Piccadilly where the ball was being held, the streets around were congested with a constant stream of carriages disgorging the cream of London Society outside the house.

The foyer was filled with vases and baskets of fragrant flowers and huge pots of ferns. Footmen in powdered wigs and dressed in formal dark green livery trimmed with gold braid lined the stairs. The host and hostess were standing close to the doorway to receive the guests. There was much fluttering of fans, bobbing of curtsies and bowing of elegant heads. Guests were arriving all the time—débutantes in gorgeous pale-coloured gowns accompanied by their chaperons, and young men dressed in a colourful array of garb and pristine white cravats.

Gently but firmly taking her arm, Maxim escorted her and Emily up the curved staircase that led to the ballroom, the strains of the music becoming louder. Louisa was grateful to him for the way he tried to put her at her ease and she wondered when she would meet his betrothed. Was Lady Mary already there—somewhere in the crowd, waiting for him to arrive? She drew a nervous breath, and with her knees trembling they entered the ballroom. Some of the débutantes were escorted onto the floor by their respective partners. When their names were announced they moved further into the grand room with its Venetian mirrors and crystal chandeliers. Elegant gilt chairs were placed at intervals along the walls and long French windows opened onto a wide balcony. Footmen flitted about balancing salvers of wine in white gloved hands.

There was an air of wealth and refinement and great beauty, where bejewelled ladies shimmered in satin gowns. Dazzled by what she saw, Louisa gazed about her, rapt with enchantment, for never had her eyes beheld anything as splendid. She recognised several faces from her drives through the park and visits to private drawing rooms. She felt a sudden shyness combined with a curious reluctance to join these distinguished, sophisticated members of Society—this gay, rakish and exclusive set who graced the Regent’s clique. Feeling unequal to it all, she moved past those who parted to let them through. Maxim nodded to friends and acquaintances and Emily paused to speak to a lady she knew.

The dancing had started, and Louisa watched transfixed as ladies and gentlemen, step perfect, chasséed and swung and formed the squares of the dance, the ladies’ colourful gowns brushing against each other like flower petals, the gentlemen, tall and straight, standing like spindles as the ladies danced around them, the music swelling into jollity that filled the room.

‘Well?’ asked Maxim, watching Louisa’s reaction to the scene with interest. ‘Are you impressed?’

‘Oh, most certainly,’ she enthused with wide-eyed wonder, thrilled by the splendour of it all.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked suddenly.

Louisa heard the note of measured and maybe genuine concern for her well-being. ‘I was thinking how beautiful it all is. But I confess to feeling nervous and more than a little apprehensive,’ she replied, giving him a shaky smile.

Maxim smiled down at her reassuringly and gently squeezed her hand in the crook of his arm. ‘Don’t be. Within no time at all your card will be full. This is going to be the most enjoyable evening you’ve ever had.’

‘And you, Maxim? Shall I reserve a dance for you?’

Looking down at her, he nodded. ‘Yes, if you have a spare dance, that is.’

‘There are so many people. Where do they all come from?’

‘All over London and beyond. Everyone will be charmed by you—in particular every eligible young man—and if I am not mistaken several haven’t taken their eyes off you since you entered the room. There’s nothing like a new face in town—especially a beautiful one—to set the tongues wagging.’

Within minutes there was a near riot to see who could beat a path to her for the first dance. Laughter and frivolity surrounded her and she found herself under Maxim’s watchful eye as she responded to it automatically. The first two dances went to young men she recalled Emily introducing her to at events they had attended. Another was the dashing and flamboyant Lord Rupert Belmont, who approached her when Maxim had disappeared to see if Lady Mary had arrived with her father. Which was as well, she thought, when she remembered he had told her to avoid him.

‘I’m delighted to see you again, Miss Ashworth,’ he said with a sardonic grin as he swept her a bow. ‘You haven’t forgotten me, I hope—or that you promised me a dance.’

‘No,’ she laughed. ‘I do remember you, Lord Belmont—and yes, I shall be delighted to save a dance for you—the waltz, I think.’ Louisa preferred the gliding flurry of the waltz to the minuet. The waltz was considered by some to denote a general decline in moral standards, but she thought Lord Belmont would thoroughly approve of the dance.

He grinned. ‘Perfect. I shall be content with that.’

It was with a small act of defiance that she entered his name on her dance card, hoping Maxim would be too preoccupied with Lady Mary to see. She resented the implication that she could not see Lord Belmont’s charming manner for what it was—he was nothing more than a momentary diversion for her. Besides, it was only one dance.

She turned to speak to another of her admirers and was soon swept onto the floor to join the figure dance of the Allemande and the Cotillion, danced in a square by four couples in sequence, which she found was great fun.

When the time for the waltz arrived, Lord Belmont proved to be a superb dancer and Louisa happily abandoned herself to his encircling arm as he twirled her about the floor. Unashamedly he flirted and flattered her and made her laugh, but their entertaining conversation came to an end when Maxim caught her attention. He was among a group of people and looking none too pleased. She froze for an instant, her thoughts scattered.



* * *

Maxim had left Louisa in the ballroom to see if Mary had arrived. She hadn’t and he’d been waylaid by several people wanting to speak to him. When he’d arrived back in the ballroom, he’d paused in the action of kissing the hand of an acquaintance’s wife and quickly glanced up to see Louisa taking to the floor with young Belmont. Nothing had prepared him for the sight. His heart wrenched when he looked on her unforgettable face—so poised, so beautiful that he ached to hold her.

He was mesmerised by the picture she presented. When he looked at her it brought up some elusive emotion, the same feeling evoked by an exquisite work of art. She had a face that was full of contradictions, a face that was the most compelling he had ever seen.

He was unprepared for the barb of resentment and jealousy that pricked him to a painful depth when, with a toss of her head, she looked at Belmont, her face rapt, frozen in perfect pleasure. Belmont’s eyes smiled into hers and never left her laughing face. She danced well and was as light on her feet as a lark. Belmont was little more than a youth still, bright and beautiful in his masculine way. When he looked at Louisa she basked in his admiration and seemed to bloom as Maxim watched her. Her hair caught the light from the chandeliers and gleamed, a mixture of white and gold. The bodice of her gown revealed the soft, upward thrust of her breasts and the sheen of her skin. The becoming flesh had filled out in her transition to womanhood. She was utterly womanly, sensual and beautiful.

Unable to take his eyes off her, he continued to watch her dance with an air of polished graciousness and a lift of her proud head, noting the straightness of her elegant back. There was a certain air of sauciness about her—in the suggestion of the dimple in her cheek, the curl of her lips and the faint lift of one sleek brow that seemed to say she found the occasion amusing and not to be taken seriously.

Never had he seen her look so provocatively lovely, so glamorous and bewitching—and he wanted her to belong to him entirely, to take her in his arms and send her persistent suitors packing. He was not noted for his patience. His yearning was like an obsession in his blood.

His gaze shifted to Belmont, who was looking down at her upturned face like a hungry fox looking into a hen coop. That she had defied him and danced with Belmont angered him. Of all the males in London, why did she have to draw the attention of a young man with the reputation of an immoral reprobate?

He could not bear to see other men vying with each other with infuriating persistence to dance with her, coveting her, to watch the admiration and appreciation in their eyes as they followed and devoured her every move. He guessed their thoughts were not so very different from his own, and he despised them for it. For the first time in his life he experienced an acute feeling of irrepressible jealousy that twisted his gut and caught him completely off guard. Where was Mark Sidlaw with his upstanding character when he needed him?

The dance over, Lord Belmont escorted Louisa back to Maxim. Good manners dictated that he stop and offer polite words of greeting, which he did, bowing with a grand, sweeping gesture.

‘Lord Radcliffe, it’s good to see you again.’

Maxim did not deem to pay Belmont the same homage. Looking the younger man over with a haughtily cocked brow, he nodded, remaining cold and ungracious. Having already decided not to create a scene and not to berate Louisa for her defiance, he nodded and said, ‘Likewise.’

Smiling pleasantly, Lord Belmont turned to look at his partner. ‘If you will excuse me, I will leave you now. Should you have another dance free, I shall be more than happy to oblige.’ Passing his appreciative eyes over her exquisite features, he was unheedful of Lord Radcliffe’s face hardening as he witnessed the perusal.

‘I don’t think so,’ Maxim said stonily, considering the other without a hint of expression, then with a slow deliberation. ‘Miss Ashworth’s dance card is full. However, should any over-eager young swain on her card have the misfortune to fall over in their rush to get to her and break a leg, I shall oblige.’

Uncertainty flickered across Lord Belmont’s face, cutting through his easy, friendly demeanour. Giving Miss Ashworth a brief nod of farewell, he left them.

Louisa glared at Maxim. ‘Did you have to be so deliberately rude, Maxim?’

Maxim cocked a brow and attempted to regard her with a tolerantly amused smile. Little did she know his rudeness stemmed from jealousy. ‘Was I?’

‘Inexcusably so and you know it. He has done nothing wrong and did not deserve such a cruel set-down. And should one of my partners have the misfortune to fall and break a leg, there are others already waiting to oblige.’

Maxim grinned in the face of her ire, meeting her stormy eyes. ‘Then take my advice and choose your partners with more care.’

‘I don’t need your advice, Maxim.’

‘Yes, you do. Emily asked me to keep an eye on you. My sister’s tongue is as sharp as it ever was, and I do not doubt for one minute that she would use it against me should I fail in my duty.’

Louisa regarded him sceptically. ‘And I can dance with whom I like?’

‘Providing I approve of your choice of partner,’ he prevaricated. ‘You are not familiar with these people, Louisa. I am. As your guardian while you are in London, it is my duty to guide you in these matters.’

Louisa conceded. ‘Very well, Maxim. I do understand why you need to check my dancing partners—and I’m sorry I didn’t heed your advice when I added Lord Belmont to my dance card. You are right to remind me I don’t know these people but there are times when I like to trust my own judgement. I am not a child,’ she said on a note of defiance. It was clearly the ignominy that he thought of her as such that cut her to the quick.

‘No, you’re not—but do you mind not looking at me as if you are about to run me through, my dear? Do not make a spectacle, and try smiling. People are staring at us.’ He ensured his voice was soft, though he suspected his smile was knowingly reproachful.

Louisa’s face fell into more subdued lines, but when she spoke she could not hide her ire. ‘I am not your dear, Maxim, and people can stare all they like. Excuse me. I’m going to find Emily.’

Before she could run off, Maxim stalled her by placing a hand gently on her arm. He didn’t want her to go storming off and make a scene. He knew he was being hard on her and couldn’t blame her for her reaction, but he didn’t want her to do something stupid like dancing with another unsuitable young man to stir his anger.

‘Did you save a dance for me, Louisa?’

‘I have—the next—although if you’re going to chastise me then I would advise you to find someone else to dance with.’

‘What? And miss out on dancing with the darling of the debutantes? Come, I would have this dance before you are swept away by yet another devoted, over-zealous swain.’ He slipped a hand beneath her arm to escort her onto the floor as the orchestra struck up another waltz.

‘My feet ache. I think I’d prefer to sit this one out,’ Louisa said, resisting by pulling back.

‘I insist,’ he said. When she nodded, he drew her onto the dance floor. A group of young bloods with flirtatious grins standing on the periphery raised their glasses in a salute as Louisa drew level, and Maxim scowled disapprovingly when he saw her acknowledge their homage with one of her bright, generous smiles.

‘Do you have to smile at every male you come into contact with?’ he snapped.

Louisa tossed her head impudently. ‘Why not? I was only being polite.’

‘Forward to the point of being fast is how I would describe it. You smile and flutter your lashes like an accomplished flirt.’

‘As I understand it, flirting is an accepted, highly desirable mode of social behaviour,’ Louisa argued quietly.

‘It would appear that is so,’ he replied drily, ‘if the coy looks on the debutante’s faces is an example of that.’



* * *

Louisa had happily abandoned her waist to Maxim’s encircling arm. It was so steady and firm as a rock. He was a superb dancer. As he continued to swirl her into the dance she seemed to soar with the melody. It was as if they were one being, their movements perfectly in tune.

Falling silent while they concentrated on the intricate steps of the dance, at length Maxim said, ‘Emily informs me that the evening so far has been a resounding success.’

‘That depends upon what you mean by a resounding success. For myself I am enjoying every moment of it. Has Lady Mary not arrived, Maxim?’

‘No—although, not having arrived in London until late last night, her father wrote informing me they had things to take care of and were unsure of their time of arrival.’

‘You must be impatient to see her.’

‘Yes—yes, very much so.’

Maxim twirled her again. ‘I expect you find the occasion boring with nothing to amuse you other than a host of silly débutantes. I expect you’d rather be at your club.’

‘Not at all. The company at White’s can be exceedingly dull.’

Louisa could see the attention they had attracted. ‘I think we’ve become something of a curiosity,’ she said softly, very much aware of Maxim’s hand in the small of her back, his breath warm and smelling pleasantly of brandy on her cheek. ‘I imagine tomorrow the invitations to this and that will begin pouring in.’

‘Don’t get carried away, Louisa,’ Maxim murmured with a note of caution, smiling nevertheless. ‘Yet it’s true there have been rumours drifting about town about my father’s ward since you first appeared in London. Most people who have had the opportunity of seeing you before have dealt with a young lady up from the country with her hair in pigtails. Nothing has prepared them for how you look tonight.’ His eyes rested warmly on her face. ‘You dance divinely, by the way.’

‘So every one of my partners has told me.’

‘Saucy minx,’ he murmured, giving her a lazy smile.

‘And you dance better than most.’

‘Praise indeed,’ he quipped, sweeping her into another dizzying whirl.

Content to let the music carry them along, they fell silent, unaware of the passing moments. He whirled her round in time to the music with the easy grace of a man who had waltzed many times before. Louisa stared up at Maxim’s achingly handsome face and into his bold, hypnotic eyes, lost in her own thoughts, before she realised that his gaze had dropped to her lips and his arm tightened around her waist, drawing her closer to the hard rack of his chest.

When the strains of the waltz died they drew apart and he escorted her back to Emily. People were beginning to drift into the rooms where refreshments had been laid out. Welcoming the respite, Louisa accompanied Emily while Maxim went again to see if Mary had arrived.

* * *

Before Maxim left the ballroom he turned and looked back at Louisa. Her beauty fed his gaze, stirring a sweet, hungering ache deep inside that could not easily be put aside with anything less than what he desired. Immediately he pulled himself up sharp. What was he thinking? He was expecting Mary to arrive at any minute. She was the one he should be thinking about, the one he intended to make his wife.

Thinking of Mary, for the first time he fought the suffocating feeling of being entrapped. What he felt for Mary wasn’t love—he had known that from the beginning. She wasn’t in love with him either, but acutely afraid her health might swiftly deteriorate, that she might miss out on marriage altogether. Mary was…suitable—eminently suitable to be his wife. They suited each other, yet when they were apart he didn’t yearn for her—in fact, there had been days not so long ago when he didn’t think about her. Thoughts of her didn’t twist his gut—which was what happened when he was apart from Louisa.

Mary was a wealthy young woman—her dowry would be welcome—but so was Louisa. He asked himself if it was possible to change his choice of bride. Immediately he discarded the thought. He had pledged himself to Mary. He could not do that to her. He was duty bound to marry her.

* * *

As the evening wore on, it came as no surprise to Louisa to see how well-known and popular Maxim was. His commanding presence was awesome, drawing the eye of everyone in the room. Seated beside Emily, she watched as a group of people moved to speak to him, and she noticed how everyone was hanging on his every word—doe-eyed young débutantes gazing at him dreamily, and that there was a tension about the group that seemed to begin and end with him.

When Emily was whisked away to dance, she remained beside Maxim. For, despite the angry words they’d exchanged earlier when she’d danced with Lord Belmont—which Maxim appeared to have forgotten—so enraptured was she at being in this magical place with him that she was content to let her eyes dwell on him.

She noticed how his eyes would occasionally sweep the room and a heaviness descended on her heart—no doubt he was searching for Lady Mary, who did not appear to have arrived yet.

* * *

Louisa sat beside Emily after they had eaten and returned to the ballroom, and Emily turned to speak to an elderly lady next to her. Quite unexpectedly, Louisa became aware of an attractive-looking young gentleman standing in the doorway. Casually her eyes passed on to his older companion. Her attention was drawn to them because they were dressed in sombre black garments like those of clerics. It was the younger of the two who held her gaze. He seemed to be watching her closely. He had a pleasant countenance and a shock of fair hair. Not wishing to stare, she turned away. Feeling his eyes still on her, she looked at him again, boldly meeting his curious eyes.

He was quite tall and of slender build and, she thought, probably eighteen or nineteen. Unable to resist looking at him again, she turned towards him once more. As she was about to avert her eyes, something familiar stirred in her memory, taking her back to the day when her horse had shed one of its shoes and she had been sitting outside the Black Boar inn sipping lemonade with Emily, watching the young man who had been sitting close by reading his book.

Why, this man attired in black and the man she had seen that day were so alike they could almost be the same. She told herself that it was not possible, that it was merely coincidence, that was all. But the longer she looked into his steady, intense eyes, the more she began to experience the same disquieting feeling of puzzlement as she had on that day.

He began to move away with his companion and Louisa followed his progress, but she was distracted when Maxim, having noticed her gazing across the room and the interest she was showing in the young man, came over to her. She glanced up at him, but her eyes again sought out the youth, who was leaving the room with his companion.

‘Do you know the identity of that young man, Maxim?’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve never seen him before. Why?’

‘He seems familiar somehow.’

‘Are you attracted to him? He appears a trifle young.’

Louisa stared at Maxim. He was so close she could feel the heat of his body and she was tempted to say, Not in the way I am attracted to you. The young man did not possess the same powerful aura that drew her to Maxim, nor did she experience the warm tide of feelings that overwhelmed her and made her want to fall into his arms, to feel his lips on hers. It wasn’t like that, but how could she make Maxim understand?

‘No, of course not—at least, not in the sense you mean. I think I’ve seen him before. I believe I saw him in Sherbourne, that is all. Are you sure you don’t know who he is?’ she asked.

‘Why the interest? What can his fascination be? His looks? For he is fair, that I grant you. Or is it something else that draws you to him?’

Having watched the young man disappear from sight, Louisa once again fixed Maxim with her questioning eyes. ‘I told you. I believe I’ve seen him before.’

‘I don’t know the identity of the young man but I am well acquainted with Sir William Maynard, his companion, having met him several times at Westminster and through our work. He’s a boat builder on the Thames. He has a thriving business, his vessels being sold throughout England and sailing to ports the world over. I have one of his vessels myself. The young man is probably one of his apprentices. Although I’m surprised to see Sir William here tonight. He’s a strict man with no liking for the simple pleasures we ordinary mortals take so much for granted. If you are right and the young man is the same person you saw in Sherbourne, I cannot for the life of me imagine what one of Sir William’s apprentices would be doing there, unless he happens to live in Sherbourne—or happened to be on some private mission for Sir William.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Perhaps I should have a word with him and see what he’s about.’

Louisa placed a restraining hand on his arm as he was about to move away. ‘No,’ she begged. ‘Please do not draw attention to the situation or myself. We should not read too much into it.’

Maxim turned and looked down into her upturned face. ‘Maybe you’re right. And Rupert Belmont? Do you promise not to have anything to do with that reprobate?’

Louisa’s cheeks dimpled in a smile, glad he was no longer angry and wishing this rare moment of intimacy between them would never end. ‘You are far too concerned with him, Maxim, when I have barely given the man a second thought. I won’t be dancing with him again if that is what concerns you.’

She spoke with such ardour that it had brought a gentle flush to her cheeks. Maxim looked down at the seriousness in her eyes with mild amusement. He nodded slowly. ‘Good. Then his degenerate nature is no longer of any concern to me.’ In good humour he took her arm. ‘Come. Mary has arrived with her father and is eager to see you.’

Despite the mention of Mary, the warm, reassuring pressure of Maxim’s hand on her arm set Louisa’s pulse racing and she floated by his side in a state of euphoria, but she could not resist one last look at the doorway through which the young man had disappeared a short while before.






CHAPTER EIGHT
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Her euphoria soon evaporated. There was a pain inside her, a twisting, bitter agony of misery. She fought the pain and straightened her body. Lady Mary was standing close to her father, the Earl of Anston, who had turned to speak to an acquaintance. Mary’s eyes lit up the instant she saw Louisa. Leaving her father’s side, she threaded her way through the throng, moving towards them, a smile curving her lips.

Dressed in a sky-blue silk gown, she was smaller than Louisa, the bone structure of her face fine and delicate, and there was a certain frailty about her slender form. Louisa looked at her with some concern, thinking how ill she looked, for Lady Mary was much changed from what she remembered. There was a hollow, pallid aspect to her skin and she looked as if she would faint at the least exertion. But there was a quiet dignity about her which was touching and drew people to her.

Despite the fact that she was betrothed to Maxim, Louisa’s opinion of her had not changed. She liked her—although it would have been easier for her if she didn’t—but it was difficult not to like someone who exuded so much warmth and friendliness. When she smiled, Louisa thought how pretty she was. There was something ethereal about her.

When she took her place beside Maxim, it was like a dagger thrust to the heart. What chance did she stand in Maxim’s eyes against such goodness, such loveliness?

Maxim took her hand and drew her towards Louisa.

‘You remember Louisa Ashworth, don’t you, Mary?’

‘Of course I do,’ she said, smiling warmly. ‘Louisa and I met two years ago when I visited Sherbourne Hall with my father. I’m so happy to meet you again, Louisa. Maxim tells me that this is your first ball. What do you think? Are you enjoying it?’

‘It’s all so very exciting and new to me,’ Louisa replied. ‘Are you to remain in London long, Lady Mary?’

‘Possibly two weeks—no more.’ She favoured Maxim with a conspiratorial smile. ‘I’m returning home to Kent to make arrangements for our wedding. Has Maxim told you that we have decided it will take place next month?’

Louisa felt her heart sink with dismay as Maxim caught her eye, but quickly averted her gaze—she could not trust herself to look at him, not when she could still feel the warmth of his hand on her waist, how it had felt for him to hold her in the dance. The expression on her face did not change. After all, it had to happen in due course. It was what she’d both dreaded and expected. It was hard, but she must smile and let no one know how wretched she felt.

‘So soon?’

‘Yes. We have waited too long as it is. Maxim has been absent for a great deal of that time and we see neither sense nor reason in delaying any longer. Due to Maxim’s father’s recent demise, it will be a small, quiet affair in Kent.’

‘That is understandable and I wish you both every happiness.’ Louisa spoke graciously, feeling the tears sting her eyes. She swallowed down a hard lump of disappointment and misery that had risen in her throat. ‘Truly.’

‘Thank you, Louisa,’ Mary said, smiling and reaching out to squeeze her hand. ‘I have to say that, looking as lovely as you do, it won’t be long before some fine gentleman captures your heart.’

‘Which reminds me,’ said Maxim, ‘there is someone who is eager to be introduced. Come, Louisa. I believe I see him now.’

Leaving Mary with her father, Maxim guided Louisa to where a group of gentlemen were merrily conversing with each other, and he seemed to single one out with particular care, which made her inclined to think he had something up his sleeve.

The gentleman Maxim introduced her to as Sir Mark Sidlaw was of boyish, personable appearance, slender, with light brown hair and rather soulful brown eyes. Still, it didn’t take long for Louisa to realise that Maxim had contrived this meeting, that Sir Mark was more than likely the first of the gentlemen that he intended to parade before her, whom he considered suitable for her to marry.

Dismay washed over her and pain twisted her heart. Would she never learn? There was little wonder he had been so attentive, so keen to accompany her to the ball, when all the time he had every intention of abiding by his promise to Aunt Flora to find her a husband.

Louisa would not give Maxim the satisfaction of letting him see how hurt she was. Swiftly her eyes sought his in challenge. He smiled, telling her that Sir Mark was from Devon, but his smile maddened her, whipping up her anger. Her heart flamed rebelliously and her chin went up stubbornly. Forcing herself to remain calm, she turned away from him, leaving him in no doubt as to the depth of her anger.

Focusing all her attention on Sir Mark, she bestowed on him her most radiant smile. Hearing the music start up with a country dance, she placed her hand on his arm and allowed him to lead her away from Maxim towards the dance floor.

* * *

For the rest of the evening, which had lost some of its magic and which Louisa now wanted to end, she could not prevent her eyes from straying to Maxim but, since he talked intimately with Lady Mary, he had plainly ceased to notice she existed. A wave of lonely desolation and envy swept over her which she quickly suppressed. No one looking at her would guess, as she laughed and tossed her head at one of Sir Mark’s compliments, at the depth of misery in her heart.

As the evening progressed and the young men continued to vie with each other to dance with her, Louisa could not fail to be aware of her growing popularity and looked to see if Maxim was aware of it also. With immense satisfaction she saw he was, for he was scowling darkly. Fluttering her fan vigorously, in defiance she made it look as if she were enjoying herself. It was a game she overplayed. She could see he recognised what she was doing, and her deliberate attempt to draw attention to herself brought about his deep displeasure.

Sir Mark was utterly captivated by Louisa, his dark liquid eyes swimming with the kind of adoration that reminded her of a small liver and white spaniel she’d once had as a child. Continuing to attract attention, she laughed too loudly, conversed too long, totally ignoring Maxim—although she could feel his eyes burning holes into her back. Fury at his arrogant assumption that he could light-heartedly select a husband for her at will, without consulting her first on the matter of choice, was too much to be borne.

When she felt someone’s fingers take her arm, turning, she saw Maxim. Not a feature stirred on his face but she could sense his anger.

‘Come, Louisa,’ he said very calmly. ‘The hour is late. It is time to leave. Mary has left with her father and Emily is waiting for us in the hall. The carriage is ready. I am sure these gentlemen will understand if I whisk you away.’

They didn’t understand and stared at Maxim incredulously. Ignoring their protestations, he drew Louisa away, unable to stop her as she turned her head and smiled gaily back at their disconsolate faces. After bidding Sir Mark and their hosts goodnight they left the gathering. Descending the stairs and walking through the marble hall of the grand house, they were taken by surprise to see Lord Belmont standing by the doorway. Louisa heard Maxim curse quietly under his breath as he took her arm to guide her to the door. Ignoring Maxim, Lord Belmont settled his eyes on Louisa, his lips breaking into a charming smile. Maxim did not acknowledge him and Lord Belmont stepped aside to let them pass, making Louisa an elaborate bow as his eyes swept over her with confidence and familiarity.



* * *

Maxim was silent all the way to Brook Street, as was Emily, who had enjoyed the evening enormously but was exhausted. Louisa sat across from Maxim where he lounged in the corner of the carriage, his face etched sharply in the silver light shining in from the carriage lamps.

Upon arriving at the house Emily excused herself and went to her room. Before Louisa could do the same, Maxim told her he wanted to speak to her.

Maxim took a moment to pour himself a brandy, and Louisa waited for the stiff rebuke he no doubt meant to give her for how she’d gaily acknowledged the parting—some raucous-—farewells of the young swains. Instead, he sipped his brandy and remained silent for a while as if thinking.

Turning, he moved towards her. ‘So tell me, Louisa, was your début ball all you expected it to be? You have enjoyed it, I hope.’

‘Perfectly, Maxim. I shall remember it always.’

The semblance of a charming smile wreathed his mouth. ‘I’m glad to hear it. I haven’t been the best of company, have I?’

‘You weren’t there to keep my company, Maxim. You were there to do your duty—to guide me and to see I did nothing to embarrass you. I tried my best not to.’

He nodded, taking a drink from his glass before putting it on the table. ‘And Mark Sidlaw? You seemed to get on well with him.’

Louisa stood quite still, the smouldering inner fire which had possessed her when she had come to realise what Maxim was up to coming to the fore and lighting her eyes with anger. ‘Why—this is most interesting. It is important what I think of Sir Mark, is it, Maxim? How dare you try to manipulate me in this way? Is it your intention that I cultivate his friendship in the hope that I shall marry him?’

Maxim’s eyes narrowed dangerously. ‘Marriage? Did I once mention marriage?’

‘Do you deny that you introduced me to him with the intention of arranging a match between us? Without any reference to my feelings?’

‘What is wrong with that? Mark is a good, honourable man and comes from a respectable, well-to-do family. I do not deny that I consider him suitable for a husband. After all—that is your reason for being here in London,’ he said coolly. ‘I had assumed you understood that by now.’

‘You seem to have a curious urge to make decisions for me, as if you alone possess the key to my future happiness.’ She sighed deeply, lowering her eyes, suddenly feeling chilled to the heart. ‘I told you that when I marry it will be to a man of my own choosing—not yours.’ She spoke simply, without anger, merely stating a fact, which Maxim had to contradict.

‘With a look like that,’ he said, referring to her brooding expression, ‘you will frighten away any eligible suitor.’

‘If that is the case, I shall have to retain the look,’ she quipped, feeling more unhappy than ever and turning down her mouth at the corners. ‘You cannot force me to marry anyone.’

‘No, nor would I wish to. I wouldn’t dream of it. But you will have to wed some time.’

‘Not necessarily. I am not a chattel to be disposed of at your will—or anyone else’s, for that matter. You are being cruel, Maxim, cold and cruel and heartless, for only someone with a black heart would treat a person so abominably.’

‘Your opinion of me is ill-informed,’ he said, his eyes hard, ‘and I’m beginning to feel some sympathy for my stepmother. It cannot have been an easy matter dealing with your disobedience all these years. Perhaps she is right—the sooner you are wed the better. Maybe a husband will curb that sharp tongue you unfortunately possess, and your wilfulness. And while we are about it there is the matter of Rupert Belmont.’

‘Oh?’ Louisa had wondered how long it would take him to come to that.

‘Your behaviour, your expression, when you looked at him was far too eloquent. It amazes me that a woman with your intelligence can tolerate such a fool. His ulterior motive is to get his hands on your fortune. He is the type who will destroy your reputation so you would have no alternative but to marry him.’

Louisa sighed. ‘I thought we’d settled that.’

‘We have, but not to my satisfaction. But hear me now. No doubt you will see him again at some event or other. You will do well to avoid him. I will not have your name coupled with the likes of him.’

‘I do understand your anger and the reason for it,’ she said quietly. ‘Where Lord Belmont is concerned, should we meet in the future I will not acknowledge him—I promise.’

‘There are many men just like him you are likely to meet on the social scene, Louisa—men of ill repute. You will steer clear of them. Do you understand?’

She nodded. ‘Yes.’ Tilting her head to one side, she looked at him curiously. ‘In the past, were you as promiscuous as Lord Belmont—reformed now, of course?’

Her words caused Maxim to draw back apace and regard her steadily. His anger had abated somewhat, and he nodded slowly. ‘You may be right and I regret my past indiscretions, Louisa. Thank goodness I had the good sense to see the error of my ways.’ He turned from her and rubbed his neck as if it ached, giving Louisa the impression that he was suddenly weary of this conflict that existed between them. ‘Must we be at odds all the time?’ he said, turning once again to face her, his face lined with strain. ‘I possess a greater power over your senses than you give me credit for, Louisa, and I realise when you were dancing with Mark that it was a show you staged for my benefit—to infuriate me for introducing you to him without prior warning. Well—content yourself with knowing you succeeded.’

Surprised at the unexpected change in Maxim’s tone, Louisa took a deep breath. His eyes were as soft now as a moment before they had blazed with anger. She had been bitterly furious at his lack of consideration, and introducing her to Sir Mark Sidlaw without first consulting her, but he was right, there had been no need for her to behave so outrageously. Moreover, she was honest enough to admit her wrongs.

‘I do ask your pardon,’ she said softly. ‘I behaved badly. I knew what you intended but why did you not prepare me?’

‘I realise now that I should have. It was thoughtless of me.’

Taking advantage of the softening of his mood, Louisa came to stand close to him. ‘Why must I marry? Why can’t things be like they were when I was at Sherbourne?’

At the sudden note of anguish in her voice, Maxim leaned towards her and looked as if he was about to reach out and put his hands on her shoulders. She even moved closer towards the expected gesture of affection. But Maxim stopped himself.

‘You said it yourself at the ball, Louisa. It’s because you are no longer a child. That is why.’

Louisa stared at him. Drawing herself up straight, she sighed with resignation, having to admit defeat. ‘You disappoint me. How quickly you forget what you said to me on the day at Sherbourne when I asked you to speak to my aunt on my behalf—to allow me to leave for London with Emily and Theo. I remember the occasion vividly.’ She spoke softly and with meaning, her gaze holding his, forcing him to remember, also, what had transpired between them—the kiss, which neither of them could forget. ‘You told me that Sherbourne Hall was as much my home as it was Felicity’s for as long as I chose to make it so. How foolish of me to believe you meant it. But never fear, Maxim. I shall marry if that is what you desire. Maybe if Sir Mark Sidlaw proves to be as satisfactory to me as you say he is, then it could very well be him. We shall see. But whomever I choose, I give you my word that I shall do so quickly—and so relieve you of all responsibility where I am concerned before you get fed up of the sight of me.’

Louisa turned from him and was about to leave, but he caught her arm in a gentle grasp. Pausing in her step, she turned back, looking up at him. Her heart melted when she saw his eyes were soft and warm, and passion kindled in their depths when he met her gaze.

‘Shall I tell you what I see when I look at you, Louisa?’

‘Please—tell me,’ she said, trying to answer lightly, but her voice was low and husky.

‘I see an extremely lovely young woman with shining hair all the wonderful shades of the sun.’ His heavy-lidded eyes dropped to the inviting fullness of her mouth, lingering there.

Louisa stepped back a little, but an answering quiver that was a combination of fright and excitement was tingling up her spine. ‘Please don’t look at me like that,’ she whispered.

Turning from him, she crossed the room and opened the door, only to find it closed when Maxim came up behind her with the sure-footed skill of a panther. She stood there, frozen, anchored between his strong arms, the sleeves of his shirt rolled back to reveal their power. Unable to turn, she could feel his closeness, the muscular hardness of him, the vibrant heat of his body pressed close against her back and his warm breath on her hair.

She trembled when he drew her hair to one side, feeling defeat when she felt his mouth on the soft, warm flesh on the back of her neck. On a gasp she sucked in her breath when he parted his lips and touched her skin with the fiery tip of his tongue. Her heart was pounding, and for a moment she knew a feeling of sheer alarm when his voice spoke very quietly in her ear. ‘I want you,’ he murmured hoarsely. She didn’t fight him as his lips began a slow, erotic seduction over her flesh. ‘Despite my constant struggle to fight it.’

‘Please, Maxim… We—shouldn’t…’

‘You are as much a victim of the overwhelming forces at work between us as I, Louisa,’ he murmured, his lips continuing their tender assault on her neck, the scent and living heat of her invading his senses. ‘You and I are one. The simple truth can no longer be denied.’

Lowering her head, a small knot in the wood of the door became the focal point of Louisa’s concentration. She was not immune to Maxim standing behind her, his chest pressed against her back, making her feel things she had felt once before when he had kissed her. An alarming, treacherous awareness was creeping through her body, a melting sensation unlike anything she had known. She wanted to relax back against him, to feel his arms close round her. His lips brushed her shining hair. Slipping an arm about her waist, he drew her tight against him. A tremor passed through her.

For a moment she leaned into him, let his arm hold her, let him prevail in his hunger, his desire. Her confusion and her passion rose to a pinnacle as she stood trembling against him. To be this close to him felt like suffocating. She didn’t think she could survive it. ‘This is a mistake,’ she whispered, knowing that if she allowed some tenderness now between them she would be lost. ‘You forget Lady Mary, Maxim—the woman you are to marry.’

‘I do not forget, Louisa. The thought shames me deeply. Mary is one of the kindest, most honest and caring women a man could wish to marry, but my marriage to her is one of convenience—a business match. It does not stop me wanting you.’

‘I know,’ she said softly.

Turning to face him in the circle of his arms, she saw his face was full of unconcealed passion, his eyes looking at the desperate hunger mirrored in her own.

‘So,’ he said quietly, ‘it’s like that for you too.’

‘Yes, and I too am ashamed of what I feel. It could very well destroy her should she find out,’ she said softly.

He nodded, understanding, and their eyes locked together. ‘Considering our arrangement, I don’t believe it would trouble her heart unduly. But you are right, of course, it is deeply inappropriate. This must not happen again. We must try to distance ourselves from each other. What alternative is there?’

‘None,’ she replied, sighing deeply, and she suddenly felt weary. ‘It will be hard for us—to see each other often—feeling as we do.’

‘Yes,’ he said fiercely, ‘I shall probably go out of my mind wanting you. I want you so much that a moment ago I might have ill-treated one of the sweetest women a man could ever hope to marry. But I will not—I must not betray her trust.’

A sharp pain pierced Louisa’s heart at these words, and she bowed her head in defeat, turning from him. ‘I am not asking you to do that. I will make it easy for you.’ Somehow she managed to turn and place her trembling fingers on the doorknob. She turned it and opened the door, brushing past Emily, who was about to enter, and then she was gone, her feet driven away by panic. Let him never again look at her as he had just then, or touch her with such tender intimacy. She would not let herself be at the mercy of a man like Maxim Radcliffe, who radiated sensual hunger in every glance, every move and every touch, but she could not deny that something had passed between them that would change their relationship for ever.

* * *

Maxim was disgusted with himself, disgusted and contrite. Louisa was right. Together they would destroy each other. He was marrying Mary for what she could bring to the marriage—her generous dowry. The future of the merchant shipping company his grandfather had started and the Sherbourne estate depended on that, and he could not afford to forget it because of the deep feelings he had for another woman.

Louisa had no sooner left when Emily came into the room. She came to stand before him, looking at him intently.

‘Oh, my,’ Emily uttered softly. ‘You look quite wretched, Maxim. How Louisa does antagonise you.’

He nodded, tight-lipped. ‘She does. Louisa has some growing up to do.’

‘If the two of you were together more, you might see her for what she is. From what I know of her since her arrival in London—and every other male who was at the ball tonight could see—Louisa has come of age. She was undoubtedly the most beautiful woman present. She is no longer a child, Maxim.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ he flared, his eyes glacial. ‘Do you think I haven’t seen the way others look at her? Oh, yes, she’s beautiful—no face more lovely or form so perfect. Every young fop at the ball could see that.’

‘Yes, indeed. What we have to work out is which one of them would make her a good husband. In the morning I’ll draw up a list of candidates. You can review it when you return from your work tomorrow night. I’ll go over it with you if you like.’

Maxim’s lips tightened as he poured himself a drink. ‘We’ll see. I’ll consider it. I have a heavy workload and may be late back tomorrow.’

‘It is not a chore I enjoy, Maxim, but, since your intention is to see her married, then it has to be faced. From my observations tonight there are several suitable candidates.’

‘And they are?’

Emily began giving him a verbal list of eligible young men she considered suitable to pay court to Louisa, men Louisa had seemed to like and felt at ease with. She was disappointed when Maxim brusquely dismissed every one of them for a variety of reasons. They were either too young or too old, too impoverished or their families were not to be recommended. Emily gave up in frustration.

‘Fine,’ she said crossly. ‘Then I won’t bother with a list. Perhaps you can come up with someone you do like—or,’ she said, looking at him with a slow smile developing on her lips as a thought awakened in her, ‘perhaps it’s because you want her for yourself.’

‘No,’ Maxim snapped, striding to the sideboard and pouring more liquor into his glass. ‘She is not for me, Emily.’

‘I am not saying she is,’ his sister said gently, ‘but I am not blind. I have seen the way your eyes seek her out in company. You care for her and you want her. Why, tonight you were positively incensed by the attention being paid to her. Anyone can see you’re more than fond of her. Are you quite sure you are not in love with her?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Maxim retorted fiercely. ‘It is Mary I’m to marry, Emily.’

‘Yes, I know. I also know you do not love her, nor does she love you—at least, not in the way a woman should feel about her future husband. Louisa’s wealth is as great as Lady Mary’s. Have you not thought of that?’

He shook his head. ‘Stop it, Emily. I am committed to Mary. Louisa is too impressionable, too difficult for her own good and as obstinate and stubborn as a thousand mules—with a fiery temper and the tongue of a wasp. Any man who marries her will be welcome to her.’

Emily suppressed a smile. ‘Oh, dear. I do believe you have just given me a perfect description of yourself. You are too hard on her, Maxim. It has not been easy for Louisa, living at Sherbourne Hall. Our stepmother has always been hard on her, and of late—well, the discovery that she has a half-brother and her mother might still be alive troubles her deeply. I know it.’

Maxim sighed, his manner softening. ‘I imagine it does, but there is little I can do about it. I have agents looking into it. They should come up with something soon.’

‘I hope so. Perhaps if you weren’t so busy at the docks all the time you would see how troubled she is,’ Emily reproached gently.

‘I have no choice but to devote all my time trying to get the business out of the mess it’s in. Perhaps when this infernal war is over things might begin to look up.’

‘I sincerely hope so. But Louisa does mean well and has the softest heart. I have watched her. I have seen the look in her eyes whenever they alight on you. She loves you—that is plain—and I believe she has done so ever since she first went to live at Sherbourne Hall.’

Maxim looked at her as if she had taken leave of her senses. ‘No—that is not possible. It is imagination. Love?’

‘Yes, I do believe so.’

‘Then that is unfortunate for Louisa.’

‘Nevertheless, do try to be more patient with her—less severe.’

‘I will try, but if only she will endeavour to be less temperamental. Every time we meet she brings out the worst in my nature.’

Emily sighed. ‘If you have any feelings for her that go beyond fondness, then you must do something about it, Maxim, for there will come a day when you can no longer struggle against it. Think long and hard about what you are doing. Mary is an understanding young woman. Should you decide not to marry her, then I am sure she will understand. She will not want to stand in your way if you love another. I know that love is rarely a matter for consideration in most upper-class marriages—but it is because there are so many cold marriages that men and women seek their pleasures elsewhere.’

Maxim looked at his sister, seeing a deep concern in her eyes. ‘Not all marriages are like yours, Emily—you and Theo are well matched and fell in love with each other from the start. I shall marry Mary,’ he said firmly. ‘I would not betray her trust. Perhaps I do not feel for her in the way I might prefer—but I admire her. I respect her gentleness, her purity. We have mutual respect and understanding. What more is there?’

Emily moved closer and looked deep into his eyes. ‘A great deal more, Maxim. Although you will not admit it, you know it yourself. I have seen the intensity of feeling that exists between you and Louisa.’

‘Enough,’ Maxim said fiercely, suddenly angry, for Emily had touched a raw nerve. For his own self-protection he purposely didn’t want to think of Louisa, or her courage, her spirit, her fire, which he could not help but admire and which, although he would not admit it, appealed to his primitive soul. ‘Mary and I will be married—as will Louisa as soon as it can be arranged. I introduced her to Mark Sidlaw tonight. We have been friends for many years and I do not disapprove of him—he would make her an excellent husband.’

‘I know Mark and I believe he would—but when he whisks her off to Devon and she is no longer within your sights, what then? No matter how much distance there is between you, when she is out of sight and married to another, if you believe you will be free of her—then you are a fool, Maxim.’

He nodded. ‘Maybe you’re right. I don’t know. But I have lived by the code of honour I learned at Father’s knee. I have pledged myself to Mary.’

* * *

Later, when he was alone, Maxim stood in the centre of his room in deep reflection. Angrily he attacked his sentimental thoughts until they cowered in meek submission, but they refused to lie down. His attraction to Louisa was disquieting—in fact it was damned annoying. He was to marry Mary, so why should he feel this insanely wild attraction for Louisa?

Mary was the woman he would marry. Yes, his desire for Louisa was hard-driven. Just now he had almost overstepped the mark for the second time. He must make sure it did not happen again.

* * *

Louisa rose early the following morning. She was surprised to find Maxim alone in the breakfast room. Having finished eating and lingering over his coffee, he watched her place some scrambled eggs and ham on her plate from the tureens on the sideboard and take a seat across from him.

‘You’re an early riser this morning, Louisa. It was a late night. I thought you’d still be in bed.’

She shook her head, popping a piece of warm buttered bread in her mouth. ‘I’ve instructed the groom to saddle up one of the horses. I need some fresh air to blow away the fog from my brain. Are you going to your office?’

He shook his head. ‘Later. I’ve had word from Mary’s father. They’re to leave for Kent this morning. I’ll call on them before I go to the docks.’

Louisa paused with her eating. ‘Oh? I hope everything is all right? I understood she wasn’t to leave for several days yet.’

His face became troubled and his eyes clouded. ‘She had no intention of doing so but she wasn’t feeling well after the ball. Her father has decided to take her home. He thinks the country air will be beneficial to her recovery.’

‘Dear me,’ Louisa replied with some concern, for she had thought Lady Mary, who had a delicate constitution, looked unwell at the ball. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that. Perhaps you should accompany them to Kent.’

‘I will mention it, but, knowing Mary, she won’t hear of it. The wedding arrangements may have to be postponed until she’s feeling better—but I cannot deny that her health does give me cause to worry and I feel that her father is more anxious than he admits. Mary makes light of it, scarcely allowing her feelings to be alluded to.’

‘Then I shall pray that the country air and rest will soon make her feel better.’

Maxim smiled into her wholly sympathetic eyes across the table. ‘I know she would appreciate your concern. I have to remain in London, as I have a husband to find for you. I’d be failing in my duty if I did not abide by my promise to my stepmother to do just that. And besides—you do need some protection with the likes of young Belmont prowling the houses of the wealthy like some predatory tomcat.’

Louisa laughed. ‘You need not worry yourself about Lord Belmont. I believe everything you have accused him of and will be on my guard.’

‘I still do not trust him.’

‘Do not worry yourself on my account, Maxim. I shall guard my reputation carefully and you will be rid of me to an appropriate gentleman soon enough.’

She spoke lightly, with a hint of mischief. His face took on a seriousness when he spoke and, resting his eyes on hers, there was something in his voice which made Louisa’s heart quicken.

‘You are mistaken if you think that my aim is to be rid of you. It is important to me that you will be happy and safe. That you can be sure of. I am aware that there have been times when you have been unhappy at Sherbourne Hall, that your aunt has treated you harshly, and it bothered me a great deal when she became set on finding you a husband with no thought to your views on her choice.’

‘And yet it is normal practice when a girl reaches a certain age for her family to begin finding her a husband in this way.’

‘Nevertheless, you needed someone to guide you, to protect you. When you arrived in London you were ignorant of the realities of Society, unfamiliar with the disciplines this would enforce on you and ill-equipped to deal with the reprobates who loiter about the salons and pleasure gardens. I was happy I was able to be here—however severe and disagreeable I must have seemed at times.’

Louisa smiled at him, happy to see the warm friendliness in his eyes, but how she wished there was something else, for his marriage to Lady Mary would not erase her love for him. She laughed with a lightness slicing through her. ‘I have to agree. There are times when you can be excessively disagreeable—but I do forgive you.’ With a look of understanding, she said, ‘You have a lot to deal with, Maxim. I am aware of that and wish there was something I could do to ease your workload. The company business takes up practically all of your time. I pray that once Lady Mary takes you in hand she manages to tame you.’

A small smile began to curve his lips, his expression watchful and a knowing look in his eyes. ‘And I need taming, do I, Louisa?’ he said softly.

Mesmerised by the tender note of his tone, Louisa stared into his fathomless eyes while his deep, husky voice caressed her, pulling her under his spell. She was unprepared for the sheer force of the feelings that swept through her and she knew, with a kind of panic, that she was in grave danger, not from him, but from herself.

‘That’s not for me to say. I am sure Lady Mary will have her own way of doing that.’

‘You sound troubled by the thought.’

‘Not at all,’ she replied. ‘It really is not my concern.’

‘And yet your eyes are far too eloquent to claim uninterest.’

As she remembered how it had felt when he had kissed her Louisa’s lips trembled. He wrapped such carnality around the words that she almost fell back. For a second she glimpsed a different face—lowered eyelids, a passionate gravity, a face from which all cynicism and irony had vanished under the urge of a single feeling.

‘Please do not say these things to me,’ she said, beset with confusion on finding herself in a situation she did not know how to handle. ‘I think you’ve set your mind to torment me.’

For a long moment Maxim’s hungering eyes looked at her and then he nodded, his expression taking on a more serious look. ‘I apologise, Louisa. I forgot myself there for a moment. I promise that from now on I shall behave myself.’

Having finished her breakfast, Louisa pushed the chair back, depositing her napkin on the table. ‘And so you should. You do tend to forget yourself, Maxim. Now excuse me. I will be late for my ride.’

* * *

Maxim watched her leave. It was strange, he thought, the warmth being with her stirred within him, the need to protect her that brought it to the fore. He’d noticed when he’d been speaking to her how a tantalising lock of her hair caressed her temple and how he’d had the urge to brush it away. Recollecting himself, he’d clenched his hands to stop himself. A part of him wished he’d never instigated teasing her; another part of him wanted to drag her into his arms and kiss those luscious lips that had been parted and slightly trembling.

Why had he behaved like that? he asked himself angrily. The fact was that to his observant eyes she was more of an enticement every time he was in her company. She always looked so delectable and desirable that he wanted her with an aching need that seeped into the deepest parts of his body. He desired her with a recklessness that worried him.






CHAPTER NINE
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Later that morning found Louisa in Emily’s dressing room.

‘I spoke with Maxim last night, Louisa—when we returned home. He made no secret of the fact that your behaviour at the ball displeased him. I do wonder whether you sometimes enjoy making him worry about you.’

Louisa gave her a smile of affection. ‘I don’t mean to,’ she said, listening to the light-hearted laughter and banter of Emily’s maids as they assisted her with her toilet, a function which never ceased to fascinate Louisa, who, with the sole help of her own maid, had managed to do almost everything for herself all her life—and in a fraction of the time. ‘Maxim is often so disagreeable. Whenever we meet my thoughts become muddled.’

Noticing how downcast Louisa looked, Emily brushed aside the maid, who was about to slip her dress over her carefully arranged hair, and came to sit beside her on the sofa. Her eyes seemed to bore into Louisa’s innermost heart.

‘Then perhaps it’s because you are in love with him,’ she said gently. ‘That’s it, isn’t it, Louisa?’

Louisa stared at her and didn’t even try to deny it. ‘How did you know?’

‘Oh—it’s not difficult,’ she replied, smiling. ‘Your eyes, your every look when you are together, betray you.’

Louisa nodded, swallowing hard. There was no use denying it. ‘Yes, but there is nothing I can do—and yet I would do anything to win his love. There are moments when I think he cares for me—in a look—in a glance—but it means nothing. I do see that. I am right, aren’t I? He’s your brother—you know him better than anyone. He doesn’t feel anything for me, does he?’

‘I am so sorry,’ Emily answered in a low voice, ‘but what do you expect me to say? Oh, my dear Louisa,’ she said with deep concern, seeing the sadness in her eyes, ‘do not delude yourself with that hope any longer. Maxim will marry Mary and so I urge you not to resist his will. Find someone else to give your affection to. You will only succeed in hurting yourself if you continue to think of Maxim.’

‘What—more than I already have?’ Louisa retorted bitterly.

‘Yes.’

‘What you are asking me to do is impossible, Emily. You cannot stop loving someone just like that.’

Louisa bowed her head, overcome with a feeling of profound sadness. In the time between her conversation with Maxim the previous evening and now, she’d had plenty of opportunity to consider the course she would take with her life. Looking up, she met Emily’s eyes and it seemed to her that she saw pity in them—which was one thing she could not endure. To hide her true feelings she forced herself to smile.

‘Don’t worry about me, Emily. I’m not going to make a fool of myself over him or anything like that. I do still have my pride and self-respect. I like Lady Mary very much and would not wish to hurt her for the world. But I cannot help being envious of her—which makes me deeply ashamed. I’m not jealous of her, so why does it hurt so much inside?’ Averting her eyes, to shut out Emily’s sympathy and concern, she knew she had tried so hard to convince herself that she didn’t care, but if this was so then why did she want to scream and cry and pound her fists on Maxim’s body with frustration whenever she saw him?

‘That is why I must go,’ she continued. ‘I cannot bear the thought of staying and seeing them together. That would be too painful. I realise now that my presence causes Maxim some embarrassment, so I will take my leave just as soon as the opportunity arises—perhaps when I have found myself a husband.’

‘You don’t have to leave us, Louisa. I like having you here. Besides, Maxim will be moving into his own home when he marries Mary. No doubt they will purchase a house here in town for when they are not at Sherbourne. You are welcome to stay with us as long as you wish.’

‘Thank you, Emily. I do appreciate all you and Theo have done for me. But it is only temporary.’

* * *

As the days stretched into weeks, Louisa relaxed into the general atmosphere and gaiety that surrounded the events she attended, despite her aura of sadness caused by her worry over her mother and how she was going to find out what had happened to her and her half-brother.

On occasion, at some of those events, she was acutely aware of the young man she had seen in Sherbourne and again at the ball. He did not approach her but continued to watch her from a distance and she became disturbed by his regard. But, strangely, unlike with other men, there were no danger signals emanating from him—nothing amorous or suggestive in any way.

Sir Mark Sidlaw sought every opportunity to become better acquainted with her and she did not discourage him. She found him pleasant enough and charming to be with—but so were many other gentlemen, among them a colourful array of poets and writers included in Emily’s social circle, whose effusive compliments she accepted most graciously. But it was Sir Mark Sidlaw that Maxim had presented as a potential suitor. It did cross her mind that marriage to Sir Mark might prove advantageous to her in many ways.

Despite Emily’s telling her she was welcome to stay with her and Theo for as long as she wished, she could not go on living with them indefinitely. The idea of returning to Sherbourne Hall and living under Aunt Flora’s rule was anathema to her, as was seeing Maxim married to Lady Mary. She had to decide for herself what her future would be. Devon was a long way from London, a long way from Maxim. Perhaps that would be just the thing for her poor broken heart.

* * *

It was mid-morning when Maxim arrived at the house. Emily and Theo were visiting friends, which was fortunate, for he wanted to speak to Louisa alone. She was in the garden seated on a bench in an arbour enclosed by tall shrubs. Something stirred in the region of his heart when she raised her head and he looked into her clear hazel eyes. Her hair was drawn off her face, revealing the long, slender column of her throat. After struggling with his emotions and his strong attraction to her, he could no longer deny that what he felt for her was more profound than anything he had experienced for any other woman before.

‘How are you, Louisa?’

‘Well, thank you. And you, Maxim?’

He shrugged slightly, moving a little away from where she was seated, finding it difficult to stand so close without touching her. ‘I, too, but there is something I wish to discuss with you.’

‘Oh?’ Getting to her feet, she moved gracefully to stand before him. ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Tell me.’

‘I told you I would make enquiries concerning your mother—’

At once she became alert and her eyes lit up with expectation. ‘You have found her?’

He nodded. ‘In a manner of speaking, and I am deeply sorry to have to tell you that she is dead, Louisa.’

‘Dead?’

‘Yes. Apparently she had been ill for a while. She died four months ago.’

‘Four months,’ she whispered, all the blood having drained from her face. One hand rose and froze at her throat as she digested the grim reality of his words. ‘Oh—I see, but…that is terrible. I—I had hoped to find her—to see her. I cannot believe she is dead.’

Maxim looked at her stricken face, wishing he could have softened the blow, but there was no easy way to tell her. ‘I wish I had better news. Her affairs were placed in the hands of her friend and trustee, a Mr James Wright—a solicitor in Holborn—although I must tell you that she died leaving very little.’

‘Where? Where did she live after she left me and my father?’

‘Surrey—close to London.’

Louisa stared at him, trying to comprehend what he was saying. ‘But I am not her only surviving relative. I have a half-brother, don’t forget. Do you have any news as to where I can find him?’

‘No, I do not. Apparently your mother went to live in Surrey with him when she left you and your father. She lived modestly on an income provided by her father. On her demise your brother sold the house and moved away.’

‘But where? Where did he go? Did Mr Wright not tell you?’

Maxim shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘But—what did he tell you about him? He must know something?’

‘Not much, I’m afraid.’ Taking her hand, Maxim drew her down onto the bench, sitting beside her, facing her. ‘Your mother did not break ties with the boy’s father, who expended every opportunity upon him. According to Mr Wright he’s a clever, studious youth. After years of advanced learning he lost touch with his father. When your mother died and having spent his money on trying to better his circumstances he found employment, but Mr Wright does not know where.’

Louisa looked at him in confusion, her eyes filled with pain for her unknown brother. ‘But—there must be something more. I cannot leave it at that. What is his name? Did Mr Wright tell you?’

‘Unfortunately he didn’t.’

‘You must understand, Maxim, that I have to find him. I must.’

‘I will keep looking, I promise, but I cannot go chasing about the country until I know for certain where he is. I still have agents looking for him. Hopefully they will come up with something very soon. With my impending marriage and up to my ears in company matters, I don’t have much free time, but rest assured that as soon as I have sound information concerning your brother I will tell you.’

‘I’m sure you are doing all you can, Maxim—and I am grateful—but I cannot leave it like this,’ she repeated fiercely, seeming not to care that she angered him. ‘I cannot sit idly by knowing my brother is out there somewhere. I wish I could do more.’

Maxim looked at her hard, his whole body taut. ‘I understand how frustrating all this is for you, but you must be patient. On the demise of your father you became my responsibility—as well as that of my father and stepmother. We made a promise to him that we would take care of you and that is what we will do. For God’s sake, Louisa, don’t take it into your head to go off on your own—like you did when you ran away from Sherbourne—to look for him. You wouldn’t know where to begin.’

Louisa stared at him incredulously, and the tears that had misted her eyes now flooded her cheeks. Maxim could see that his words had hurt her deeply. ‘You can forget the promise you made to my father, because I am not your concern. I have told you time and again that I am not a child, Maxim. I am quite capable of taking care of myself, and if you think I shall merely sit around and wait for you to find my brother then you are mistaken.’

‘Oh, Louisa,’ Maxim said, his expression softening, deeply moved by her distress. ‘Leave it to me. You know I will do all I can to find him.’ He was deeply affected by her anguish and he did what at that moment seemed so natural. He folded her in his arms, her head cradled against his breast, while she cried brokenly. With her face pressed into his shoulder she seemed so small, so utterly female, so fragile and vulnerable. His heart ached to see her so distressed. He held her tightly, tenderly, as she wept, soaking his coat front with her warm tears, murmuring soft words of comfort against her sweet-scented hair.

* * *

Slowly and reluctantly, because she did not want to spoil the moment, Louisa raised her head and looked up at him, her eyes shining with her tears, her lips soft and quivering. She trembled slightly at the naked desire in his eyes which their closeness had awakened in him. He reached out and very gently cupped her face in his strong, lean hands.

‘I’m sorry to see my disclosure has caused you such distress, Louisa.’

‘You had to tell me, so it’s not your fault,’ she said, gulping on her sobs and pressing her face to his chest once more in an attempt to find comfort. Drawing a deep, quivering breath, she attempted to still her trembling body, trying to gain control of her rioting emotions. ‘It—it’s just that ever since Aunt Flora told me about what my father did—banishing my mother and brother from our lives—I’ve gone over and over in my mind trying to come to terms with the fact that I was betrayed by both my parents. My father told me my mother was dead—how could he do that? And my mother? She must have hurt my father deeply when she began an adulterous affair with someone else—which I cannot begin to comprehend. I was just an infant. Was she unhappy with my father? He was a gentle man, so I cannot imagine him being cruel to her.’

‘I doubt you’ll ever know the truth of it, Louisa. Even if you find your brother he may not be able to provide answers.’

‘I know, but whatever happened, from the moment Aunt Flora told me, I felt terribly let down by them both. I have thought so much about finding my mother—and now I know I’ll never have the chance to see her face, to speak to her. Which is why it is so important to me that I find my brother. I want to know all that has happened to him and my mother. How difficult life must have been for her when my father turned her out of her home—and for my father. What she did must have hurt him terribly—to go with another man so soon after I was born.’

‘I understand. But while you wait for news of your brother, be patient, Louisa, hard though it may be.’

She raised her face to his, giving him a teary smile. ‘I will try. I promise.’

‘Try to absorb yourself with thoughts of your future—so soon to arrive—and not with sad thoughts of the past.’

‘You are right. I promise to give more time to thinking about my future—and a husband. But what of you, Maxim? Are you excited about thoughts of your future, so soon to arrive?’

Maxim sighed deeply. ‘Excited is not quite the right word. As you know, Louisa, mine is not a love match. But I will try to make Mary happy, to make our marriage as pleasant for her as I possibly can—I will make the best of it for both our sakes.’

‘It takes a strong person to sign his life away to secure the future of his loved ones and the family business, no matter how little you make of it. I can see you are in a difficult situation, Maxim.’

He nodded slowly. ‘Perhaps I am, but there is nothing to be done.’

‘You are doing what you were obliged to do by your father, but it needn’t be like that. I would be more than happy to offer you the support I think you need and you wouldn’t have to marry Lady Mary. I would like to renew the offer I made to you at Sherbourne—to give you the money you need without conditions—out of gratitude for providing a home for me when my father died,’ she said, meeting his gaze.

‘And I remember refusing your offer,’ he responded sharply. ‘It wouldn’t be appropriate. That is money set aside for your dowry, so let there be no more talk of that, Louisa.’

Louisa took the abruptness of his response to mean that he found her offer abhorrent. ‘As you wish,’ she answered stiffly. ‘I am only trying to help.’

‘I know you are and I am immensely grateful and touched by your offer, but you must understand that I cannot accept it.’ He saw that her eyes were wet with unshed tears. His hands went to her shoulders and he drew her near. Laying a hand alongside her cheek, he gently wiped away a droplet with his thumb. ‘Dry your tears. What has happened is not so bad that you should feel the need to cry.’

Louisa felt the strength of Maxim’s arms and the warmth of his masculine body. Slowly the distress on learning of her mother’s death and Maxim’s refusal of her offer began to recede, but she made no effort to free herself from the circle of his arms. She could feel the hard muscles of his broad chest and smell the spicy scent of his cologne. A tautness began in her breast, a delicious ache that was like a dangerous, honeyed warmth.

Maxim’s arms slackened. Curling his long fingers round her chin, he tilted her face up to his. She was calmer now, her eyes large, wide and soft, her eyelashes moist and glistening. Tenderly he brushed the remaining tears from her cheeks, his fingers infinitely gentle.

It seemed a lifetime passed as they gazed at each other. In that lifetime each lived through a range of deep, tender emotions new to them both, exquisite emotions that neither of them could put into words. As though in slow motion, unable to resist the temptation Louisa’s mouth offered, slowly Maxim’s own moved inexorably closer. His gaze was gentle and compelling, when, in a sweet, mesmeric sensation, his mouth found hers. Louisa melted into him. The kiss was long and lingeringly slow. When Maxim raised his head, she looked at him.

‘My God, Louisa,’ Maxim whispered, his voice hoarse, ‘you are so sweet.’

A strange, alien feeling fluttered within Louisa’s breast and she was halted for a brief passage of time when her lips became entrapped with his once more, and, though they were soft and tender, they burned with a fire that scorched her. Closing her eyes, she melted against him, yielding to his desire.

* * *

Maxim’s conscience chose that moment to resurrect itself. Expelling a ragged breath and out of sheer self-preservation, he flung himself away, raking fingers of angry self-disgust through his hair as he fought to reassemble his senses and bring his desire under control. Devil take it, he cursed silently as he tried to tame his body’s fierce, frustrating urges. What the hell was happening to him? He was using Louisa as he would one of the experienced mistresses he had taken to his bed in the past. But she was not like them. She was uncompromised and untainted. Compared to them, she was a gullible innocent.

His gaze swept over her lovely face and the full, soft mouth that positively invited a man to kiss it. Tendrils of her hair drifted like whispered secrets against the curve of her cheek, precisely where his lips had been just moments before. His eyes dropped to the swell of her breasts, trembling invitingly above the neckline of her gown. Desire poured through him like molten rock. She had a body that was created for a man’s hands—a body that could drive a man to lust.

Recollecting himself, he averted his gaze, felt his pulse hammering. He wanted to know her as intimately as it was possible for a man to know a woman—to give her her first taste of pleasure. Knowing the time was fast approaching when one of her suitors would take her away—make her his wife—that she would give the pleasures he wanted to experience for himself to another, sent ripples of unrest into the hollow place that was his soul. Yes, damn it, he was jealous, and he despised himself for his weakness.

‘We must stop now, Louisa, before things go too far for us to draw back.’ His voice was tight. ‘When I brought you to London my intention was to take care of you. I would be failing in my duty if I did not abide by that.’ He got to his feet. ‘I must go. Will you be all right?’

She nodded, wishing he would stay a while longer. ‘Yes.’

Reaching down, he let his fingers lightly brush her cheek, then he turned and left her.

* * *

Louisa watched him go. Raising her hand, she touched her lips. That kiss, vibrant and alive, soft, insistent and sensual, invaded her mind. Her reaction to it—her submission, despite knowing that he was determined to marry Mary—terrified her. She’d wanted more—much more. She’d wanted it to go on and on, and to kiss him back with soul-destroying passion.

She could withstand his superior attitude, his anger, but not his smile, his touch, his kiss—the kiss that twisted her insides into knots, that made her burn, that wreaked havoc on her heart, her body and her soul. She was as susceptible now as she ever had been. She wished she could resist that wanton streak he had uncovered in her but she was helpless to do so. Maxim had turned her into some kind of wild creature—someone she didn’t recognise. It would seem there was no protection against love once it had you in its power. From the instant she had seen him at the inn when she was running away to Emily she had admitted that she loved him still, and now she felt despair flooding over her like a great wave.



* * *

In the carriage taking him to his offices close to the docks, Louisa was uppermost in Maxim’s mind. He’d been in denial until now about just how deep his hunger for Louisa was. His need for her had built up to such a pitch that he was almost beyond restraint. All he could think of was shattering her reserve and laying bare the woman of passion. When she was in his presence he found it virtually impossible to stop looking at her, becoming distracted when her melodious laughter rang out. He found himself captivated by it and the infectious joy and beauty of it. It was music to his ears and it glowed in her magnificent hazel eyes.

She had a sharp intellect—evident by the books she read by renowned authors and covering many topics, books he admired and would be reaching for himself when he had more time to read them. She often challenged him on the debates that took place in the Houses of Parliament, disagreeing with the outcome and suggesting a better way of solving the nation’s problems, which made her more of an equal than any woman he had ever known.

But his heart was moved by something he knew had nothing to do with desire or passion or intellect. She had a strange and strong effect on him—she invaded his consciousness and took over his mind. He found it hard to explain because it was something he had never experienced before. The way she had of looking at him and making him feel was a new and profound thing. She was full of surprises, full of promise, and her allure was deep and abiding.

Louisa was both exquisite and unforgettable. He realised it as clearly as he realised she was utterly irresistible, and felt his bones melt when he saw the soft flush in her cheeks, the gentle curve of her neck, the stubborn tilt of her chin, the way her body swayed when she walked across a room, vibrant and strong. He found himself wanting to kiss her senseless, to feel her melt in his arms, to taste those lips once more. Heat burned in his blood. This was madness.

He thought of her warmth, her sweetness and yielding in his arms when he had kissed her. Faced with the truth, he acknowledged that Louisa lived in his heart, and no matter how hard he had tried he had been unable to wrench her out of it. She had settled there, and there she would remain for the rest of his days.

For a while now he’d been having misgivings about marrying Mary. Now he knew that, whatever it took, he would do anything to bring Louisa into his life. When his father had died, duty and responsibility had been thrust upon him and the burden of letting down Mary’s father weighed heavily on him, but he had to do something. Honesty and truth were the only way forward, and feeling as he did about Louisa, he knew he could not marry Mary. It would not be right for him to enter into a most solemn contract in the sight of God and man, loving not his intended bride but another woman—which would be a sin in itself.

* * *

One week after their conversation in the garden, Louisa waited for Maxim to come home. She was disappointed when he didn’t arrive for dinner, and ate alone in her room. Emily and Theo were staying with friends for a few days in Surrey, so apart from the servants she had the house to herself. As the hour grew late and because of the rain that was lashing down outside, Louisa considered that he might have decided to stay at his office overnight.

She allowed Phoebe to prepare her for bed and then dismissed her, continuing to wait. Eventually, unable to settle, she fastened her robe around her and left her room. She was struck by the heavy, almost brooding silence of the house as she soundlessly made her way down the staircase. On the last step she paused and listened, her slender hand resting on the banister.

Her eyes were drawn to a faint light shining from beneath a door to the sitting room, and slowly she moved towards it, pushing it open quietly and stepping inside. The room was in semi-darkness, the warm, left-over embers glowing in the hearth. She looked towards a circled radiance of golden light where two candles burned on a small table, and she sighed with relief when she saw Maxim on the sofa, his powerful limbs sprawled out and one arm flung above his head. A stray lock of hair fell over his brow and his eyes were closed in sleep. He looked exhausted. He had removed his coat, which lay untidily next to his boots on the carpet, and there was a half-empty glass of brandy beside him.

Louisa’s heart turned over when she saw him, for despite his dishevelled appearance he looked remarkably impressive lying there, with his crumpled white shirt half-open to reveal the strong muscles of his neck. Slowly and soundlessly she moved towards him, without recognising the temptation that had her in its grip. She stood motionless, letting her eyes feast on him, allowing herself the luxury of studying his face, feeling the same wonderful, bone-melting excitement stirring inside her that she experienced whenever she looked at him.

She gazed down at his fine-boned face in deep shadow. There was so much serenity there. She saw nothing harsh about his features in repose, nothing of the familiar, authoritative sternness in the straight set of his firm, curling mouth, or the saturnine sweep of his sleek black eyebrows, slanting up from the bridge of his nose to a high arch.

Her heart ached for him, and, for a brief moment, when everything around her stood silent and still, a faint nucleus of warmth within her began to grow and spread. Instinctively she bent slightly and reached out, brushing his hair with feather-light fingers from his brow. She uttered a faint gasp, her heart gently leaping, when he opened his eyes and caught her hand, looking up at her. The moment was so unexpected for both of them that they looked at each other for the length of several heartbeats, their faces underlit by the candles so that they were a play of golden light and dark shadows. Maxim’s features were less guarded than she had ever seen them, and there was something so tender in his eyes that all she could do was stare.

In the end Louisa broke the silence by saying simply, ‘I thought you were asleep.’

‘No,’ he murmured, keeping hold of her hand.

* * *

Maxim was content to let his eyes dwell on the softness of her lovely face, to gaze into the depths of her half-closed eyes, to glory in the gentle sweep of her long, dark lashes which dusted her cheeks, and seeing the soft candlelight bring a gleam of gold to the hair tumbling about her shoulders. The voluminous flounces of lace and the soft material of her deep pink robe concealed the hidden delights of her body beneath.

Without being conscious of what he was doing, he moved his head closer to hers, overcome by a strong desire to draw her mouth down to his and taste the sweetness of her quivering lips, which he did, succumbing to the impulse that had been tormenting him since they had last kissed. He kissed her slowly and deliberately and she responded with a melting sweetness.

With a deep sigh Maxim drew back and gave her a searching look, his gaze and his crooked smile dwelling on her features. ‘There are times, Louisa, when you confound me,’ he murmured, placing his warm lips on her hand before he let it go and swung his long legs off the sofa, tiredly brushing his fingers through his tousled hair. ‘It’s been a long day. I was just dozing.’

Her cheeks aflame, Louisa drew a long, shuddering breath. ‘Have you had something to eat?’ It was such an ordinary, mundane thing to say, but she could not seem to form the coherence of thought required to say anything more.

‘Yes, I have. Come and sit down,’ he said softly, taking her hand and drawing her down beside him, glad of her company and thinking how wonderful she looked. He closed his eyes, breathing in the essence of her. He could feel the heat of her beside him. Turning her head, she looked at him.

‘The hour is late, Maxim. I think I should leave.’

He leaned back and opened his eyes. He didn’t want her to leave. He kept hold of her hand, lifting it to his lips before lowering his head. His lips grazed hers, parted over hers as he moved his fingers up and down her spine in lazy, circular caresses, relieved that she did not resist. He brought his hand to her face and caressed her cheek with the tips of his fingers as he brushed her lips with his.

‘Kiss me back, Louisa.’ About to reply, she opened her lips. Taking advantage of it, he covered her lips, feeling her body softening close to his. Her mouth opened against his in silent permission. Bit by bit she relaxed in his hold and her body yielded to his. He wrapped his arms around her waist, sliding his free hand beneath her robe and cupping the full, round shape of her breast above the fabric of her nightdress.

I must stop, he told himself. I will stop, he promised silently as shudders of pleasure weakened his resolve. All he wanted was to pull her down onto the carpet and feel her hips move beneath him, feel those long legs wrap around his body. He allowed himself just a few more seconds of heavenly torture before he pulled away from her. She had no experience of what he was doing, what he wanted to do more than—God help him—more than anything he had wanted to do before. But he could not act on it. It would ruin her.

As if she could read his thoughts she got to her feet. He could see that she was trembling. Her eyes were large and luminescent, her lips soft and swollen from his kiss.

‘We must stop, Maxim. I—I must go. You should do the same.’

He sighed, forcing himself to stand. ‘You are right, Louisa. Come, we’ll go up together.’

Neither of them spoke as they went up the stairs. When Louisa reached her room, before she could open the door he had done it for her. She turned and they stared at each other. Still neither of them spoke. The moment was charged with a multitude of emotions and sensations. Holding her gaze, Maxim gently touched her cheek. She reached out and touched his chest, lightly tracing her finger over every line and contour.

The contact seemed to spark something in him. He stifled a groan and grasped her wrist. ‘Enough, Louisa,’ he said, taking her hand and drawing her inside her room, closing the door softly behind them. She did not complain or resist.

* * *

Taking Louisa’s hand, Maxim drew her close, wrapping his arms about her. She tried telling herself that she did not want this, that it was wrong, but she could not. The moment was real, and the feelings coursing through her body spoke of desire and love. Her body ached for him. Tilting her chin, he placed his lips over hers, his kiss deep. Oh, the exquisite sweetness of it, spreading through her body like warm liquid. When he placed his hand beneath her robe, that warmth became a desperate need, a longing that made her ache, making her want more.

When he took her lips again, she moaned with pleasure. Did it matter that they weren’t wed when his hands and his powerful body were demanding things from her that she knew she could give him, things she wanted as badly as he did? His mouth closed over hers once more, moulding, caressing, savouring, his tongue invading the dewy softness with hot need. It was a wild, wanton kiss, unlocking something inside her, releasing all the repressions and restraints she had imposed on herself ever since she had set eyes on him again at the coaching house. It catapulted through her, setting her whole body on fire, igniting every nerve beneath the crushing weight of his passion. She knew her vulnerability and seriously doubted that she could turn him away this time, so weak had her resolve become.

As he raised his head a little, his breath brushed her lips. ‘Shall I stay with you, Louisa—or are you to send me away?’

His words caused Louisa’s heart to soar. ‘Will you think me shameless if I say I would like you to stay? If this is the only way it can be between us, then yes.’

He bent his head and kissed her cheeks and then he found her mouth, soft and sweet. His kiss was intimate and impatient, sending indescribable pleasure surging through her with the force of a fast-flowing river. She trembled against him. He awoke hundreds of demons inside her head, plunging his fingers into the luxuriant, silken mass of her hair. He began fumbling with the fastenings of her robe until it slipped from her shoulders, settling in a shimmering mass at her feet.

When finally she stood naked and trembling within his arms he scooped her up and carried her across the room. He stared into her very soul, and she was hardly aware of the moment he placed her on the bed. Quickly removing his clothes from his strong, muscular body, he threw them onto the floor before lying beside her. At first he didn’t touch her, he merely looked at her with a kind of wonder, as if he was feasting his eyes on her beauty. She felt perfect under his scrutiny. Her skin glowed like silk as the soft light penetrating the window washed over her. His eyes darkened and came to rest on her face and the undisguised passion that filled them made Louisa tremble. Very slowly he leaned over and kissed her, first her lips and then her eyes, his hand, so surprisingly gentle but firm, caressing her body.

‘Say you want me, Louisa,’ he said huskily, his lips against her. ‘Say this is what you want also.’

‘Yes,’ she murmured. ‘Oh, yes.’ She had no thoughts on what was right or wrong any more, nor did she feel any guilt or shame or that what she was doing was classed as a sin. She didn’t care any more, she didn’t care about anything—as long as she had this one time to remember, whatever tomorrow might bring. She was aware of nothing but this man, this moment and her own passionate thankfulness, as if all her life had been a preparation for this.

There was no need for them to speak as Maxim drew her into his arms. They tightened around her, his lips warm and moist, again urgently seeking hers, and they were both seized by a desire so strong they were like two beings possessed. Nothing could touch them now, neither past nor future as they became lost in an enchanted circle of passion. Louisa closed her eyes and let all the pleasurable sensations she was experiencing sweep over her. She was only conscious of Maxim and how much she wanted him and had done for so long and now, at last, he was about to be hers. She forgot everything, her sorrow and pain, as she prepared to abandon herself to him completely.

Passion was driving Maxim beyond all reason, and now there was tenderness in his kisses. Sensing the strength of his desire, Louisa experienced a sudden fear and panic gripped her, but then his lips left hers and he bent his head and placed them on her breast and it disappeared. She was swept into a sense of being, where torture and delight were one and the same, where her whole being strained to a passion she did not recognise. She clung to him as he expertly rekindled her desire until it grew and spread throughout her body. He knew too, knew what she wanted better than she did. She moaned softly and no longer had any control over her actions. Her arms wound themselves about him, pulling him closer and closer until he was crushing her. She embraced him in pure, undisguised passion and unashamedly gave herself to him. She cried out and when he stilled she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him deeper into her until she lost any semblance of sanity.

She wouldn’t have believed that joy could be greater, or the ecstasy more complete as he led her along the paths of beguilement. The intensity of the hunger within her became almost insatiable. He took her to heights of unimaginable bliss and held her there, glorying in what was happening to her and keeping her there for as long as she could bear it. He filled and controlled every part and fibre of her body and Louisa felt a sense of such exceptional fulfilment as she had never known or even dreamed of.

When she could think again, Louisa’s eyes fluttered open. Maxim had shifted himself to her side and propped himself up on his elbow, supporting his head with his hand so that his face was poised above her, his free hand wandering, tender and tantalising, over her flesh. She lay there, rumpled and pink-cheeked and thoroughly kissed, her glorious hazel eyes sleepy with fulfilled desire. No words of affection had been spoken, nor had she expected them or uttered any herself. But when she had felt the leap of his response within her she had gloried in her power to bring pleasure to this enigmatic man.

She had never guessed the enjoyment that could be shared between a man and a woman. The knowledge she’d gained in Maxim’s arms was both intoxicating and frightening, for she had never been so unbearably aware of another human being as she was of him, never been conscious of the primitive, magnetic pull between two people.






CHAPTER TEN
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Dawn was breaking, sneaking into the room and bouncing eerie shadows across the ceiling as it illuminated the figures within the bed. Maxim opened his eyes. Louisa was curled up against him, her head resting on the curve of his shoulder, her arm flung across his chest. Her hair was spread across the pillows and his shoulder. It was only then that he came to his senses, reminding himself of the inevitable consequences of what he had done.

This did not stop him from gazing down at the woman in his arms in wonder, and his heart turned over at the sight of her lovely face. She was deliciously warm, soft and rosy in slumber, her dark, curling lashes sweeping her cheeks, her face serene. He had been driven by lust when he had entered her room. Now he felt a protectiveness so profound that it shook him to the depths of his being, and as he looked back the sweet memory of her response to him touched him deeply. She was as open and generous in her lovemaking as she was in every aspect of her life. He could succumb to the temptation of a beautiful woman as easily as the average man, but he had never experienced anything like what he was feeling for Louisa. He had never known anything of a woman’s love that had nothing to do with sex—not from his mother, nor the devotion of a nurse—and certainly not from Mary. In this moment of calm he realised that there had always been an unidentified, repressed hunger within him for female contact—physical, mental and spiritual. He felt like a man dying of thirst given his first taste of water. He had vowed not to touch Louisa. But just a short while in her presence and gone was the reserve, the restraint he exercised over all aspects of his life. He shook himself in irritation, ashamed of his thoughts. What was it about him that a beautiful, pure woman such as Louisa should bring out every wicked, shameful trait he possessed?

And now here he was, he thought as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and reached for his clothes, careful not to wake her. All his self-esteem had been set aside—he had been captured by a guileless young woman like a green youth barely old enough to control his urges. The guilt he felt for making love to Louisa, at a time when Mary was waiting for him and unwell, filled him with disgust and made him contemptuous of himself. There could be no excuse. What he had done had been a deliberate betrayal of trust.

When they had agreed to marry he had given Mary his promise, his word—and his word meant something to him, he who, despite his faults, tried to live according to the code of honour that had been instilled in him from an early age. Now, with bitter self-mockery, he recognised that he had been deceiving himself. There were no excuses for what he had done when he had taken Louisa to bed. And now he had an added worry—that because of his selfishness in wanting that one night of love, surrendering himself so completely, Louisa might find herself with child. At any other time, for Louisa to bear his child would have made him deliriously happy—but not now, and he reproached himself angrily. How could he have been so stupid—so irresponsible? But deep inside him he knew he would not change a thing about the night they had made love.

As he descended the stairs and took the note a servant handed to him, he realised he must deal with his broken commitment to Mary head-on, and swiftly. When he saw her he would tell her he could no longer let her go on in the expectation that they would be married. However much he would hate telling her about Louisa, he knew it was the right thing to do, now more than ever.

The note was from Mary’s father informing him that Mary was seriously unwell, suggesting that Maxim should go to Kent immediately. Having no wish to wake Louisa, feeling the urgency of the situation, he left. He would make things right with Louisa the moment he returned, but to do that he had to act now.

* * *

The hour was late when Louisa awoke in the big bed. Opening her eyes, she stretched luxuriously, a sleepy smile curving her lips. Reaching out her arm to her right, her fingers encountered soft linen and the edge of the mattress, nothing else. She was alone. Maxim had gone, leaving her body feeling cold and exposed. Desire stirred within her, her body flushing as memories of the previous night coursed through her. Her lips still felt bruised by his kisses. She could still taste him, could feel his body imprinted against her own. Any moment he would return, she would see his smiling face and again they would make love.

But he did not return. Phoebe came into her room and helped her dress. If she suspected what had occurred during the night she gave no indication of it. Louisa’s mind was preoccupied with conflicting emotions. Hoping to see Maxim at breakfast, she went downstairs. Entering the breakfast room, she was disappointed that he wasn’t there. She asked the maid if he had already eaten.

‘He’s gone, Miss Ashworth—went early apparently.’

‘Gone? Gone where? To his place of work?’

‘No—to Kent,’

The news hit Louisa like a physical blow. Lady Mary was in Kent. He had not simply gone to his work. No, he had abandoned her as soon as he had taken what he wanted from her. Without notice, he had left her alone, and gone to see his future wife. Desolation seized her and she was pierced by an unfamiliar sense of loss. Would she ever be cured of this ill-fated love she felt for him? This longing to have him close—to be near him always? She had always thought love would be a beautiful and wondrous thing, but instead it was pain and torture to her heart, a living flame which would not be satisfied until it had consumed her peace of mind. She did not want to want him, but she did. She couldn’t help it. Her whole future yawned before her, as endless as eternity, and when she thought of her life—to live each day and not have Maxim’s love, which she needed so desperately—she wanted to die.

Rejecting her breakfast, she returned to her room. She sat frozen at her dressing table, trying to get her feelings under control. Why had he left her? What did it mean? His leaving had left her feeling bereft. Maxim lacked even the most basic decency to say goodbye to her. The betrayal she had felt when Aunt Flora told her how her father had thrust her mother out of their lives came back to haunt her and with it a wave of bitterness overwhelmed her. She had lived in ignorance of that all her life, not knowing she had a mother and a brother.

The human heart must be a strong and resilient thing, she decided, for the feeling of desolation that gripped her quickly turned to anger. What she had done betrayed herself, her upbringing, and worst of all her father. While Lady Mary lay seriously ill, she had been in bed with Lady Mary’s betrothed—a man who should have known better. She despised herself for it, she loathed herself for being so easily tempted and for the unprecedented weakness that had driven her to it. Her weak will and fragile moral fibre had crumbled in the face of Maxim’s dangerous appeal. Only a fool without pride or sense would have done what she had. It was totally inexcusable and she had sunk beyond social and moral redemption.

But it was not all down to her. Maxim had done this to her. How could he? Ever since she had met him she had wanted him to want her as much as she wanted him, and even though she was tempted to throw herself onto the bed and cry into her pillow, nursing her broken heart, she would not. The only sad thing in this scenario was how much of herself she had wasted on him. She told herself more with defiance than sincerity that Lady Mary was welcome to him. When she had come to London she had hoped for a happy future, but all she felt was betrayed and let down, first by her parents and now Maxim. Was there no one she could trust?

* * *

When Maxim arrived at the large house in Kent where Mary lived with her father he was admitted to the sitting room, where Mary was reclining on a green and cream striped sofa, a cover draped over her legs. Her face was pale, her eyes sunken. He could sense a change in her for the worse. He went straight to her, loathing himself for what he was about to do to her.

‘Why, Maxim, this is an unexpected surprise,’ she said, gazing at him intently, her eyes questioning.

‘Your father wrote to me, informing me that you were unwell. I came at once.’

‘My cough has worsened, that is all. Father worries about me too much. He shouldn’t have taken you from your work. He isn’t here just now, but you’ll see him before you leave.’

‘Of course, but I wanted to see you first. I’m sorry you’re unwell, Mary, but I’ve come to see you on another matter,’ he said, knowing that telling her about Louisa was going to be no easy task, but he must get it over with. ‘There is something I have to say.’

His voice was calm. She neither moved nor spoke but looked up at him steadily. ‘I think I know what it is, Maxim. I think I knew on the night of the ball. It—it’s Louisa, isn’t it?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, it’s Louisa. I love her, Mary. At first I tried to fight it. You have no idea how much, or how wretched it made me. How I despised myself when I thought of what it would do to you. I will always feel a deep tenderness and affection for you, but—’

‘But you love Louisa. That is the difference,’ Mary said with a small smile. ‘Tell me, Maxim, when did you realise you loved her? Was it when she came to London, or before that?’

He sighed and shook his head dejectedly. ‘I don’t know. I only know that I do and always will. But—what does it matter anyway? I know I have hurt you, and for that I am deeply sorry. I never intended to do that—please believe me.’

‘I can see you speak the truth—that you didn’t mean to hurt me. Don’t worry. I’m not about to burst into tears, appeal to your honour, your emotions. The heart wants what it wants, isn’t that how the saying goes?’

‘I’m sorry I’ve let you down.’

‘You haven’t let me down, Maxim—never think that, and if it had to be anyone then I’m glad it was Louisa. She is so beautiful. I cannot deny that I am not sad that it’s all over between us. It would have been anyway—very soon, I feel. I’m not going to get better, I know that—each day is a little worse than the last—so it’s as well you are to be with Louisa. Where is she now?’

‘In London. She is still under the impression that I am to marry you.’

Mary’s eyes widened in amazement. ‘You mean you haven’t told her? She doesn’t know?’

‘No. The last thing she wants is to come between us. She both likes and respects you so much.’

‘Then I think you should go and find her and tell her how you feel. I have released your duty to me, so marry her, Maxim, and be happy together. But—do one thing for me, will you? Since the night of the ball—when I left London, because of my illness—I think Father knew there would be no wedding. Please don’t tell him you have ended our betrothal. I must find a way to tell him in my own time, in my own way.’

Maxim nodded. ‘I understand,’ he said gently, in awe of her quiet strength and fortitude. He longed to return to Louisa and open his heart to her, but for now he was needed here. He must wait for Mary’s father to return and accede to Mary’s desire to maintain the fiction of their engagement as long as she required.

But he intended returning to London and Louisa when it was decently possible for him to leave. How cold he felt without her presence, and totally bereft. She was the dearest, the sweetest, most magnificent woman he’d known, and he loved her. Yes, he loved her so much he ached with it, and he would never stop telling he so—and he wanted her love. He was greedy for it. Nothing made sense when he thought of her—of Louisa, in all her audaciousness, defiant and brave, her eyes blazing as she prepared to do battle with him, and those same eyes docile and brimming with contentment after making love.

* * *

A great emptiness engulfed Louisa when she thought of Maxim and she felt a deep physical pain—rather like an insatiable hunger which she would never be able to satisfy. When she slipped beneath the sheets of her bed, sleep eluded her as she tried to understand the turbulent, all-consuming emotions he was able to arouse in her. With the memory of the night they had shared still fresh in her mind, alone in her bed she was unable to think of anything else. What had happened between them had been a sudden overwhelming, irresistible passion. His gentleness and ardour towards her had shown her something of the man beneath the worldly, harsh surface, and melted her self-engendered resistance.

She burrowed deep beneath the covers, curled into a tight ball. She forced herself to suffocate all thoughts of the kiss and the feelings he had roused in her. In light of his sudden departure, she knew that night should not have happened and was something she would have preferred to forget, but, try as she might, she was unable to stop herself thinking of the way he had held her, of how it had felt when he had pressed her body to his own. So lost would she become in her reflections that she failed to notice the moment when sleep claimed her.

In Maxim’s absence, she forced herself to think of other things. She would have rather not attended a private viewing of an up-and-coming young artist, having little interest in art, but, concerned by her withdrawn look and the fact that she was having trouble sleeping, Emily had persuaded her to accompany her and Theo, telling her that she would probably enjoy it. Many people showed an interest in the artist’s work and there was little room to move. Louisa’s gaze was drawn to him immediately. It was the same man they had seen in Sherbourne, once again. Who was he? It was high time she found out.

It was at the end of the evening when Louisa was standing alone near the doorway, thronged with departing people all awaiting their carriages, that she dropped her fan. She bent to retrieve it but at the same moment so did someone else, who picked it up before her. It was the young stranger. He held it out and must have noticed how perplexed and shy she suddenly looked, and he smiled.

‘You dropped your fan.’

‘I—I thank you,’ she stammered, surprised at finding herself so close to him at last, noticing how soft his voice sounded, how young she could see he was now she was near to him. She took the fan from him. ‘That was careless of me.’

‘Not at all. We all drop things at times.’

‘Pardon me for asking but—but it was you I saw in Sherbourne, wasn’t it?’ she asked in a rush of words. ‘When I saw you at the ball that night it—it came to my mind that I knew you. Forgive me if I’m wrong—if I was mistaken.’

‘No, you were not mistaken,’ he admitted calmly. ‘I’m both surprised and flattered that you should remember the occasion. I was passing through on my way from Bristol—and,’ he said, becoming thoughtful, ‘I was hoping to see someone there.’

‘Then I hope you were not disappointed.’

‘No,’ he said, smiling, revealing his white and even teeth. ‘I was not—in fact, I was pleasantly surprised.’

Louisa looked at him curiously but they were distracted by Emily crossing the room to join them. Seeming reluctant to be seen speaking to Louisa, the young man stepped back.

‘Forgive me but I have to leave,’ he said in low, measured tones, his expression becoming suddenly serious, his eyes darting about the room, ‘but it is important that you and I talk. This is not the place.’

Louisa stared at him in consternation. She noticed how blue his eyes were, that his features seemed familiar somehow. His gaze had always been enquiring and curious and she wondered why. As realisation dawned on her of the shape her confused thoughts were beginning to take, she froze.

‘When?’ she asked quickly. ‘When can we talk?’

‘Soon, I promise. I will contact you.’

‘But—please wait,’ she said, hoping to stall him, but he had turned from her and was heading towards the door.

At first she didn’t feel anything at all. Everyone around her disappeared into a haze, leaving her insensate, her face drained of colour as she stared in disbelief at the man taking his leave of her. No, said a tentative message travelling up to her brain. It isn’t possible. It cannot be. But as he disappeared through the open doorway, where the blackness of the night wrapped itself around him like a shroud, she knew that this young man was her half-brother. Why else would he have shown such interest in her?

* * *

That night Louisa was unable to sleep with all the questions she had wanted to ask the young man spinning around inside her head. For days afterwards her mind was in a confused and bewildered state. She was impatient to see him again, to talk to him. If he was indeed her half-brother, then why had he not sought her out? He had told her he would contact her. Do not let it be too long, she prayed, for she would never rest until she knew the truth.

There was still no word from Maxim. It was as if that morning when she awoke he had walked out of the house and out of her life. She had tried to put all thoughts of him from her mind. She marvelled that once the mere thought of him or the mention of his very name had evoked such joy inside her, such delirium that she had been happy. Now there was nothing. Only an emptiness in her heart.

She had fallen into the habit of riding in the park early in the morning with a groom or Theo in attendance. She would have preferred to ride alone but this was absolutely forbidden. Her spirited grey mare was groomed to perfection and fretting to be off, but she held her to an impatient trot before reaching the park, where she spurred her on to a faster pace, the mare’s coat gleaming silver in the early light.

The rain had kept Louisa indoors the previous day, but today was fine and the quietness of morning possessed the park. Green leaves shone with yesterday’s rain, spinning slowly in the gentle breeze at the tops of ancient trees. A faint mist lined the horizon and there was a strange, eerie quietude to the park that morning, with few people about. Even the small sounds of birds and beasts seemed more subdued than usual.

Occasionally she glimpsed the odd rabbit and the bushy red tail of a squirrel nimbly running along the branches of the trees or scampering in the damp undergrowth. Eventually she slowed her horse to a walk, her cheeks aglow with vitality, realising she had ridden hard, forgetting about her groom, who she had left to follow on. He knew of her love of riding and always rode at a respectful distance. Few people were abroad, which was why Louisa always chose to ride at this hour.

On seeing a horse and rider coming towards her out of a thicket close by, as if he had been waiting for her, she slowed her mount to a trot, watching warily as he came closer. She was unable to see who it was until he reined his horse in in front of her. It was only then that she recognised the lean young face of the person she believed to be her half-brother.

Louisa stared at him with a fearful look, almost too overcome to analyse her feelings now that she was face to face with him at last, finding it incredible to believe that this young man, whose features she now realised had a resemblance to her own, was related to her. Suddenly she was swamped with immense joy that they had found each other.

‘You,’ she gasped. ‘I had not thought to see you here.’

‘I hope you will forgive my seeking you out like this. I’ve been out of town for a while, which is why I haven’t contacted you. I’m aware of your habit of riding in the park at this hour—I’ve been waiting for an opportune moment to attract your attention—and now here you are.’ He dismounted his horse and looked up at her, smiling.

Louisa turned to her groom, who had just caught up with her, alarmed as to the identity of this person who had waylaid his mistress, and was about to question him. She instructed him to wait for her. Ignoring his disapproving look, she dismounted hurriedly, insisting that there was no cause for concern because the gentleman was a good friend of hers. Reluctantly the groom held back, but made sure she was never out of his sight.

Louisa fell into step beside her companion. Only when they were in the confines of the trees and partly hidden by their leafy branches did they stop and face each other as their eyes met, devouring the sight of each other as if to make up for all the lost years of their lives they had been apart.

Timidly taking both her hands in his, her brother looked down at her intently. ‘You know who I am, don’t you, Louisa?’

Swallowing hard, she nodded. ‘Yes. I guessed the truth the last time we met—at the art gallery.’

‘I thought so. I saw recognition in your eyes as I was leaving.’

‘You knew who I was when you saw me in Sherbourne, didn’t you?’

He nodded. ‘I was on my way from Bristol. I had papers to deliver to Sir Robert from my employer. Unfortunately I went down with some kind of malady and he kindly offered to let me stay until I was well enough to resume my journey to London. I knew you lived at Sherbourne Hall and couldn’t resist seeing you.’

‘I wish you’d made yourself known to me then. You were a stranger—and yet I… I felt I knew you. There is a similarity between us. I see it now. What is your name?’

‘Edmund—Edmund Loxley.’

‘You have our mother’s maiden name.’

‘Yes. Many times I have been on the point of making myself known to you but I hesitated, afraid of the effect it would have on you. I have always known I had a sister—a half-sister—whereas you… I did not know what you had been told. That is, if you had been told anything about me at all. I had to consider that to confront you, to tell you who I was, could be a shattering experience for you. What do you know of our mother, Louisa?’

‘Very little. For most of my life I believed she died when I was very young. I—I know now she is more recently deceased, Edmund. I was deeply sorry and sad to learn this. I was recently told by my aunt—my father’s sister—that when my father found out that she’d had an adulterous affair and you were conceived from that affair he shut her and you out of his life. I was only an infant myself, so I remember nothing. It must have hurt her dreadfully having to leave like that.’

‘Yes. She never got over it. We went to live in Surrey. Her father—our grandfather, who is now deceased—provided a small allowance, but it was not sufficient.’

‘And—your father?’

‘We only saw him occasionally. He did make sure that I received a good education, for which I am grateful. Our mother devoted the rest of her life to me.’

‘How I wish I had known her as you did,’ Louisa said softly.

‘It broke Mother’s heart when she had to leave you behind—this I know. She talked about you often—that you had gone to live with your aunt in Sherbourne.’

‘When my father died, why did she not come for me?’

‘We had very little, Louisa, whereas you, living at Sherbourne Hall—part of the Earl of Radcliffe’s family—would have a better life.’

‘But I have money, Edmund, left to me by my father. I would have given her every penny of it if she had come for me.’

He smiled softly. ‘No, Louisa. She was too proud to do that. She would not have taken your money, money she knew your father would not have wanted her to have. She knew she had done wrong by your father, but she never spoke to me of regretting what she had done. To do so would be to reject me. We were close and I mourn her deeply.’

‘I’m sure you do. How I wish I had known her. What was she like—our mother?’

He smiled, a softening entering his eyes as he prepared to answer her question. ‘You are very much like her. In spite of her folly she was a loving person, gracious and kind. Now you must tell me something of your life. How do you like living in the city?’

‘Perhaps I would like it more if my aunt hadn’t sent me here with Lord Radcliffe with the intention that I find a husband.’

‘And have you? Found someone to marry?’

Maxim’s aristocratic face swam into Louisa’s mind unbidden. She tried to push it away but it would not leave her. She missed him dreadfully, the pain of their parting having seeped into her very bones. During daylight hours she kept herself busy and often succeeded, but when darkness came and she was in her bed, the memories would come creeping out of the corners of her mind and she would relive all the glorious things Maxim had done to her and the dreams would pursue her all the way into wakefulness.

‘Not yet.’

‘You will. You are very pretty, Louisa, and very gracious. Mother would have been proud of you. But have a care who you settle for. London is full of disreputable characters all looking for the main chance.’

Louisa smiled at him, feeling it strange and comforting that she had a brother and that he should be so concerned for her well-being. ‘Please—do not worry on my account.’

‘Nevertheless, I cannot help but feel brotherly concern. Will you tell anyone about me?’

Louisa’s first instinct was to confide in Maxim, but he wasn’t here, and his abrupt absence after leaving her bed spoke volumes. He had made a commitment to someone else, and she had been a diversion, nothing more. She needed to take joy in her reunion with her brother and would manage all the emotions this meeting evoked alone. But Maxim was forever uppermost in her thoughts.

She shook her head. ‘No—at least, not yet. It is something I must get used to myself first. Everyone will ask interminable questions and I do not feel able to answer them. You are my brother and I’m so happy we have found each other, but I would like to get to know you better before I tell anyone. Will you admit that I am your sister?’

His eyes filled with loving emotion. ‘I would like to tell the whole world but I will wait until you are ready.’ He examined her sweet, beseeching face with a kind of wonder, touching her cheek gently with his finger. ‘I can hardly believe I am with you at last, that I am speaking to you like this. You are very much like our mother, Louisa. I’m sorry she never saw you again after she left your father. I know she would have loved to. She would be so glad to see us together now. And now you must go. We have talked long enough. Your groom will become suspicious if we keep him waiting much longer.’

Drawn together, they embraced warmly before he stepped away from her.

Panic seized Louisa. ‘But I will see you again?’

‘Of course you will. I’ve been staying with a friend of mine while I’ve been working for Sir William Maynard. He has a house in Cheapside.’

‘You like being around boats, Edmund?’

‘Very much. Unfortunately I have a matter to attend to for my employer and will be out of London for a while. I’ll contact you when I return.’

‘Yes—you must,’ Louisa said as she mounted her horse. ‘Please let it be soon.’

* * *

In Kent, Maxim mourned the tragic death of Mary. When he had come to see her he had been unable to believe the change in her—her condition had worsened rapidly, and he had stayed to offer what support he could to her family. Now she was dead, and the shock of this to Maxim’s system was deep and profound, but he grieved for her as he would a dear and trusted friend.

His thoughts turned to Louisa, of the intimate passion they had shared a short time ago. Her image formed in his mind, although he tried telling himself that it was sacrilege to think such thoughts so soon after Mary’s passing, but he could not rein them in. Remembering their night of love, he was unable to believe the innocent temptress had surrendered in his arms, returned his passion with such intoxicating sweetness that had shattered his self-control. Unwittingly he had released the raw sensuousness he had known all along lurked beneath her veneer of respectability.

Maxim wanted Louisa more than he’d wanted anything in his life—more than he could believe possible. The weeks of explosive emotions her nearness had elicited had been hell. Like that of a siren in Greek mythology, whose singing was believed to lure sailors to destruction on the rocks, Louisa’s soft voice had lured him into her room, and her vulnerability had finally broken all bounds of his restraint. He yearned to go to her, to write to her, to find a means to explain his sudden departure and continuing absence in a way she would understand, but, surrounded by Mary’s close family, he felt unable to put pen to paper and decided to explain on his return to London. He was needed here for the present, and he had dashed off a quick note to Emily to explain Mary’s sudden decline. He could only hope that Louisa would understand his dilemma.

With these feelings and his need to be with her uppermost in his mind, he unexpectedly received a note from one of the grooms in Theo’s employ, who had accompanied Louisa on one of her early morning rides in the park. It informed him that she had met a young man, how their apparent closeness might give him cause for concern and provided him with the man’s description. He thought his lordship, as Miss Ashworth’s guardian, should be told. In the frozen silence that followed that message, white-hot fury, the like of which Maxim had never experienced before, consumed him. Hatred and jealousy sank their poisonous fangs into his heart and almost destroyed him.

Passing before his eyes were visions of a bewitching, tantalising Louisa, lying in his arms, her glorious wealth of hair spread over his chest, kissing him, laughing at him and with him. Why had she done this? He despised himself for his stupidity, for trusting her, for wanting her more than any other woman. But as his anger waned, suddenly nothing seemed important any more. Not the future, and not even his revenge on the man she had betrayed him with. Outwardly he seemed the same, his face impassive, but inside everything had begun to crumble, to break up and bleed, draining the life out of him.

Remaining longer in Kent than he had intended, sharing in the grief of Mary’s family and seeing her interred in the family vault in the local church, he returned to London, seeking the hospitality of a close associate, to give him time to overcome his grief and torment before going to Brook Street.

* * *

Despite the hurt Louisa felt over Maxim’s sudden departure from her bed, when news arrived informing them of Lady Mary’s death she was filled with remorse and genuinely mourned the woman Maxim would have married. She could not escape the searing guilt that swamped her thoughts when she thought of what she and Maxim had done while Mary was so ill. Her sorrow defied release.

She had a deep concern for Maxim and how Mary’s death would have affected him, how much he would be suffering her loss. And so, stunned and enclosed in a curtain of shock and recrimination, she retreated into herself. A great desolation spread over her. The night they had spent together she had allowed herself to dream, and his leaving and the manner of it diminished her in some irreparable way. She had not asked for this, had not chosen to feel so deeply for him. She had not bargained on the bond between Maxim and Mary. It was still there, she had believed, pulling at them. What other explanation could there be for him to go rushing off to Kent?

She knew a dreadful resentment that Maxim had left without telling her why, as if she was of no more importance than a passing acquaintance. She was shaken momentarily mindless that he could do this to her. It was not just anger she felt, she realised, but humiliation, shame, hurt pride and an awareness of her own foolish naïvety.

To alleviate the strain of waiting for Maxim to return from Kent, tightening her jaw and straightening her spine, her resilient spirits stretching themselves as they always did when faced with such difficulties, she surrendered herself to Emily’s suggestion that they take a drive in Hyde Park while the weather was fine. It was a glorious sight, with splendid, shining carriages and dashing young males on high-spirited horses.

Occasionally they stopped the carriage to speak to friends and acquaintances, and Louisa did her best to appear as happy as she should be on such a pleasant outing. On one such occasion Louisa’s attention was caught by a couple strolling side by side along one of the paths, a maid acting as chaperone to the young lady a few steps behind. She was surprised to recognise the gentleman as Rupert Belmont, dressed in his customary bright colours. His attention was focused on the young lady. A soft glow shone from her eyes and a secretive smile parted her lips. She was blushing prettily with pleasure at something he had said, and he resembled for all the world a wolf about to pounce on a defenceless lamb.

Louisa stared at him until instinct made him look up, as if sensing her gaze. Smiling in an appraising way when he recognised her, he paused to execute a courtly bow, making no attempt to approach their carriage, before turning his attention back to the young lady and moving on.

‘Lord Belmont appears well pleased with himself, Emily,’ Louisa said, indifferent to Belmont’s activities but aware she should make an effort to converse normally with Emily.

‘And so he should be. That particular young lady is the daughter of a well-heeled earl who is in possession of a large estate in the north. With the dire state of his family finances and with his eye on the main chance, no doubt Lord Belmont will be hoping the young lady falls for his charms.’

No sooner had Lord Belmont gone on his way than another gentleman astride a restive mount halted beside their carriage. It was Sir Mark Sidlaw. Pleasantries were exchanged and casual remarks about the weather and the beauty of the park.

‘I’m happy to have seen you before I leave for Devon,’ Sir Mark said.

‘Oh,’ Louisa said with mixed feelings—relief and regret that she was unable to think of a future with him. She had no room in her heart for anyone but Maxim now, even if she had no right to claim him. She had always been civil and courteous to Sir Mark, always happy to be in his company, but she had given him no encouragement to hope for more. ‘You will be missed, Sir Mark. When are you leaving?’

‘Tomorrow morning. There are pressing matters at home that need my attention. I hear Maxim is out of town just now, so I won’t be able to take my leave of him. Perhaps you will pass on my good wishes and tell him I hope to return to London next year at some point.’

‘Rest assured we will tell him, Sir Mark,’ Emily said. ‘Have a pleasant journey back to Devon.’

Sir Mark’s gaze lingered on Louisa’s face before he smiled and rode on.

‘Maxim will be sorry to have missed him,’ Emily remarked before looking at Louisa. ‘Are you sorry he’s going, Louisa?’

She shook her head. ‘No, Emily. I know Maxim considered him for one of my suitors, but he was not for me.’

Emily laughed lightly, instructing the driver to move on. ‘No, I didn’t think so either.’






CHAPTER ELEVEN
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The house was quiet when Louisa entered, having visited the shops with her maid, Phoebe. The outing had been yet another attempt to calm the chaos and confusion that overwhelmed Louisa whenever she allowed herself to brood alone. She continued to miss Maxim dreadfully, but the memory of their parting, of the pain and the hurt he had caused her, was still present. When Emily came into the hall, Phoebe, her arms full of their purchases, retreated to Louisa’s room.

‘Those packages tell me you’ve had a favourable trip to the shops, Louisa.’

‘Yes, Emily, but everywhere was so busy,’ Louisa said with feigned enthusiasm, removing her bonnet and gloves. ‘You should have come with me—there’s a lovely milliner’s opened on Bond Street you would love.’

‘I’m sure I would.’

Louisa looked at her. Emily’s expression was grim. Alarmed, she went to her. ‘Emily? What is it? Is something wrong?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid there is, Louisa. Maxim is back from Kent.’

Louisa’s heart gave a sudden leap, of joy or trepidation at seeing him again she didn’t know. ‘Oh, I see. How is he?’

Emily sighed, clearly distressed by the news. ‘Very much as I expected. He hasn’t said much but, knowing him as I do, he will be devastated.’

‘Where is he?’

‘In the library.’

‘I’ll go to him. I must offer my condolences.’

‘Of course you must.’

Louisa crossed the hall, knocked on the library door and stepped inside. Having removed his coat and rolled up his shirtsleeves, Maxim was standing by the window, a drink in his hand. He must have sensed her presence. His shoulders stiffened and he turned. Her heart twisted with remorse and a deep and abiding love when she saw the pain etched on his unguarded face. On seeing her, he inclined his head slightly, his indomitable male pride coming to the fore.

‘Louisa.’

He spoke as if to a stranger. Louisa’s throat swelled with pain. His mouth was set in a bitter line, his black brows drawn in a straight bar across his eyes, and she saw how resolute his expression was. The harsh light made him look stern and judgemental. His iron-hard determination, his rigid resolution to treat her as no more than a passing acquaintance tore her to shreds.

‘Maxim! If you want me to go away, I will. You only have to say.’ She was relieved when she saw his granite features relax a little.

‘You don’t have to do that. Please stay.’

Louisa moved towards him, feeling momentarily at a loss to know what to say, how to comfort this suffering man. ‘I’m so sorry, Maxim, about Lady Mary.’

His face hardened, his eyes as brittle and cold as ice. Placing his empty glass on the table, he moved away from her towards the fire, bracing his foot on the brass fender.

He was quite still, utterly controlled, no movement of hand or face showing any emotion whatsoever. There was something tense, unnatural, about his stillness. A wave of lonely misery swept over her.

‘I’m so terribly sorry. You have no idea how wretched I felt when I was told of her demise—how I suffered when I thought of what we…we were doing while she…she was suffering. I wish I could have spared you.’

Maxim nodded gravely in acknowledgement of her words. ‘None of it was your fault. I was with her at the end. I received a note from her father that morning. I didn’t want to wake you.’

‘You should have,’ Louisa told him on a cross note. ‘Better that than two weeks of waiting for the man who had spent the night in my bed—only to leave it without an explanation for his absence.’

‘I have nothing but regret for doing so. It was cruel and thoughtless. You must have been deeply hurt to find me gone that morning. I assure you that wounding your feelings was never my intent.’

‘I understand how devastated you must be feeling, Maxim—’

‘Do you, Louisa?’ he remarked sharply, his tone taking her aback. ‘Are you sure of that?’

‘But—of course. I have no wish to see you made unhappy,’ she said quietly.

For a moment Maxim considered her in thoughtful silence. ‘I’m touched to know you care so much.’

‘I do care, Maxim—you know how much I care, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.’

‘I have to go out,’ he said abruptly, moving away from her. At the door he turned and looked back. ‘I’m immensely grateful for your commiserations, Louisa. Please understand that Mary’s death makes no difference to you and me. I appreciate the wrong I have done you—in more ways than one, it would seem—but that does not alter my obligation. We will be married as soon as it is decently possible.’

Louisa felt he was referring to Lady Mary’s death, but it made no difference to how she felt. With her head held high, she crossed towards him and looked into his eyes, shocked to see a darkness that concealed his innermost thoughts and his emotions.

‘You speak as if I have no control over any of this. This is not all about you, Maxim. It has to be a mutual decision. You speak of obligation, which makes me feel that what happened between us was something sordid, something to be ashamed of—that now I am a duty that needs to be taken care of, when all the time this is about your sense of guilt.’

Maxim flinched. ‘What do you expect of me? I would be a cold-hearted, unfeeling brute to ruin you then turn my back on you. No matter what your feelings are, Louisa, and what you feel about me, we will marry.’

‘We will? Why? Because you say so? I will not marry you because, despite the attraction we so clearly feel for each other, you do not care for me in the way that would result in a happy marriage. I understand that marriage is the accepted thing to do in situations like this, but I will not be entrapped in a loveless marriage with any man.’

‘Damnation, Louisa, I do have feelings for you—you know that—but this is about duty and honour—’

‘And doing the right thing,’ Louisa said, holding his gaze with her own. She searched his eyes for something, to see anything of the tenderness he had shown her. There must be some sentiment, there had to be, but those incredible eyes only stared back at her, cold as a block of ice, without emotion or memories of the tender kisses and passionate embraces they had shared. Determined not to make a fool of herself, and with her heart breaking, she lowered her eyes. Was this what Lady Mary’s death had done to him? she wondered. If so, would there be any coming back from it?

‘My feelings are comparable with yours—I too have a strong and passionate desire for you, but I will be no man’s duty, Maxim, so I will release you from that. I thank you for your offer of marriage but the answer is no. Now if you will excuse me I have things to do.’

Maxim stepped aside to let her pass, even opening the door for her, but his next words made her pause.

‘And if there is a child, Louisa? What then?’

Turning her head, she looked back at him. ‘If that should occur then we will deal with it.’

* * *

Maxim stared after her as she crossed the hall, lifting her head imperiously and holding her skirts high as she went up the stairs as regal as any queen. He felt the blood flow hot in his veins and the heat of it warm his belly with wanting. She was as dear to him now as she had ever been, but she had changed during his absence. Was this down to him, or the man she had been with?

On seeing her again he had given no outward sign that he was in any way affected by her, but inside his emotions were roiling and seething with ice-cold fury and frustration. Whatever the truth of the matter, she was still as alluring and desirable as ever. She had become a passion to him, a woman he had hurt very badly when he had left her bed to go to Mary that morning after their night of love, no matter how good his intentions had been. Had that driven her so soon into the arms of another?

They were not the most romantic of circumstances under which he had proposed—he had never intended to be so blunt, and he supposed it had been arrogant of him to expect her to comply with his wishes without question. But, having ruined her, he knew marrying her was the right thing to do. His fists clenched in frustration as he thought of what was at stake. He loved Louisa, and he had been conceited enough to believe that the strength of feeling was reciprocated. Yet now it seemed he had lost her. He had no one to blame but himself.

Louisa was disappointed that Maxim had made no attempt to touch her. He had held himself in reserve, as if he didn’t want to come too close, which had hurt her deeply. A chill had settled deep into her bones. When she had walked into the room she hadn’t known what she expected from him, but it wasn’t the flat and total detachment, the deeply rooted emotional resistance from the man she loved. She had watched his expression intently, but it had told her nothing, as if not one word she said had made any impression. She now knew his mind had erected an insuperable barrier against her. He’d withdrawn into himself. He was an isolated stranger. Raw pain ripped through her, but she did not show it. Perhaps it was guilt that had brought about this transformation because of what had happened between them when Mary lay dying and he could not forgive himself. Whatever it was, there was no way she could surmount it unaided.

Thinking back to the time they had spent in her bed reminded her of all that had been wondrously, joyously right between them. She had loved him with all her being before that, but he had shown her that love of the physical kind was all-important and it had touched both their hearts. She had been so certain that love such as theirs couldn’t die—but then it had all fallen apart.

When the knot in her chest began to subside, she went to her room, sitting in a high chair by the window and closing her eyes, giving serious thought to her future. At that moment all she wanted to do was to leave London and never look back, to forget everything. All her attention must be focused on that, on forgetting that she had ever met Maxim, and that she had been foolish and vulnerable enough to surrender her body to him like a common strumpet.

When Emily came up to see her she smiled. ‘I was about to come down, Emily.’

‘You saw Maxim?’

She nodded. ‘You were right, Emily. He is quite beside himself over Lady Mary’s death.’

Emily gave her a concerned look. ‘You look tired, Louisa. Why don’t you have a lie down before dinner?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m all right, Emily. Is Maxim joining us for dinner?’

‘I’m afraid not. He’s left for his office, telling me he will dine at his club later. After the time he spent in Kent he’s got some catching up to do.’ She paused in what she was doing and looked at her. ‘You look as if you have something on your mind. Can you talk to me about it? Only if you want to, of course.’

Louisa shrugged. ‘There’s not a lot to tell.’

‘Well, then, just as you like. I am always here.’

‘I know. I have nothing to hide from you, Emily. Indeed, I don’t know what I would have done without you of late. You and Theo have been very kind to me. I am most grateful, but I realise that I cannot remain here indefinitely. I have no intention of going back to Sherbourne. I couldn’t bear being back under Aunt Flora’s thumb.’

‘Then what will you do? I’ve told you time and again that you don’t have to leave here. You are welcome to remain as long as you wish. Besides, we like having you here.’ As if sensing Louisa’s unhappiness, she sat in the chair facing her. ‘What had Maxim to say to you, Louisa?’

‘Not a great deal. He—he listened while I offered my commiserations and…well…there was an awkwardness between us, as if he couldn’t wait to get away.’

‘I don’t for one minute believe that. He is upset. Mary’s death has affected him deeply. Be patient with him. He’s grieving.’

‘Poor Maxim,’ Louisa said, wondering what Emily would have to say if she knew her brother had just proposed marriage to her—but no, she thought, not proposed. He had told her. ‘He must be hurting terribly.’

She felt the vicious thrust of foreboding. Emily’s words tore into her heart and mind with a rending impact that shocked her and she felt more hurt than she cared to admit. She lowered her head, a sick feeling of disappointment welling up within her. Oh, dear lord, she hurt so much. Of course, Emily was right. Maxim must be suffering—as she was, with a demon tearing her heart to shreds. She had studied the terse lines his face revealed. There were dark shadows around his eyes, and the uncompromising lines at the sides of his mouth had not been there before. When she had stood beside him in the library his close presence had emanated a sense of controlled power straining beneath the surface.

‘So, tell me.’ Emily said, taking one of Louisa’s hands in her own and looking at her with deep concern. ‘If you have no wish to return to Sherbourne and would like to leave London, where would you like to go? What would you like to do?’

‘It’s not a case of what I would like to do, Emily, but what I should do. Maxim remains my guardian. Whatever I decide it has to be with his approval.’

‘And what about Maxim?’ Emily asked, watching her closely. ‘It is clear how deeply you care for him. You love him, in fact.’

‘Yes, I’m afraid I do,’ Louisa said quietly. ‘But I will not wait for him to stop grieving for Lady Mary. Life is too short.’

* * *

The barrier Maxim had erected between them remained throughout the days following his return from Kent, which only served to burn Louisa’s longing for him deeper and deeper into her heart and soul. Maxim began spending less time at the house and more time at his club. The only thing Louisa felt was an aching, hollow place where her heart should be, the aching hollow of a love unreturned she had carried in her heart since she was a girl.

Most of the time she was able to subdue the hurt she felt by losing herself in whatever Emily had planned for them to do, be it driving through the park, visiting the fashionable shops or anything else of interest London had to offer. But all through the busy schedule of her days her sorrow over Maxim did not lessen. Whenever he walked into a room she was afraid of venturing too close by word or deed lest it invite new suffering.

To add to her worries she had heard nothing from her brother and she thought she would go mad with the strain of not knowing how he fared. It was the one thing that she had not mentioned to Maxim, and, given his aloofness, it was not a secret she felt compelled to share with him.

* * *

Theo’s passion in life, apart from his wife, was horses. He was in high spirits when they met in the dining room for dinner as he sang the praises of a new racehorse he had purchased earlier to grace his stables. Emily greeted Maxim warmly when he arrived from his place of work in time to partake of the evening meal, which was a rarity these days. Taking his sister’s hand, he led her to her place at the end of the table.

‘You are looking very lovely, my dear,’ Theo proclaimed, pulling out Louisa’s chair. ‘As lovely as my Emily.’

‘Nay, Theo,’ Emily laughed chidingly as she flapped open her napkin and placed it on her knee. ‘Your memory deceives you. I never looked as lovely as Louisa.’

‘Nonsense, my love,’ Theo said, looking at his wife as the servants entered carrying dishes of food and placing them on the table for them to help themselves. ‘I cannot count the number of times I had to fight off smitten swains.’ His eyes twinkled down at Louisa. ‘Your face would slight the beauty of a lily in full bloom, my dear.’

‘I do love lilies, Theo, so to me that is quite the compliment,’ Louisa returned.

Her light laughter threaded through Maxim’s head, weaving a spell. His gaze fell upon her face as she slipped into her chair, and he was relieved to see that Theo’s words had put her at ease.

‘We have some prize blooms in the garden,’ Theo answered as he seated himself. ‘I shall see to it personally that some are picked and placed in the hall. Their scent I always find quite intoxicating.’

‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Louisa agreed. She glanced at Emily. ‘Your husband is always so charming, Emily.’

‘Yes, he is,’ Emily admitted, giving her spouse a fond look. ‘Theo never can resist complimenting a beautiful woman on her looks, but he is utterly devoted to me and never strays.’

‘I wouldn’t dare—and nor would I want to,’ Theo chuckled good-humouredly, looking at Maxim. ‘I’ve had a new racehorse delivered from Newmarket today, Maxim—can’t wait for you to see him. He’s a peppery beast—a high-spirited, excitable sorrel stallion. Have a look at him in the morning, before you leave for your work.’

‘I’ll look forward to it, Theo,’ Maxim replied, glancing across at Louisa, who was quietly pushing her food about her plate, her mind clearly on other things.

‘What news is there from the docks, Maxim?’ Emily asked.

‘Very little,’ he replied, grimly. ‘Business is beginning to pick up, which is a relief. One of our ships, which had been laid up in Carolina, where it had to put in for repairs after severe storms, arrived back in the Thames today carrying a cargo of indigo and cotton, which should bring in a tidy sum. I’ve two vessels crossing to America in the next few days carrying a profitable cargo.’

‘Well,’ Emily said, helping herself to steaming vegetables, ‘that’s good to know. If this wretched war in the Peninsula ends soon then with business picking up you will be looking to purchase another vessel.’

‘When the time is right I shall have to approach Sir William Maynard and tell him what I have in mind. Which reminds me. Two of his apprentices met with an accident today—one of the vessels rolled off its cradle apparently. It would appear one of the apprentices has some very serious injuries.’ Looking across the table at Louisa, he saw how she received this terrible news in silence. She fixed Maxim with a stricken look.

‘Do you know his name?’

‘Edmund Loxley I believe he is called.’ He saw her flinch and lower her eyes. He remembered what the groom had told him, that Louisa had met a young man on one of her early morning rides in the park. That young man fitted the description of Sir William’s apprentice—and of the man Louisa had said she had seen in Sherbourne and again at the ball. A sharp barb of resentment and jealousy pricked him to a painful depth. He’d considered raising the matter with her, but something held him back. Maybe it was the fact that he didn’t want to hear the truth, fearing his absence when he had gone to Kent may have pushed her into another man’s arms, that his duty to Mary had cost him his happiness. ‘What’s wrong, Louisa?’ he asked quietly.

Raising her eyes, she looked at him. ‘Why—nothing is wrong.’

‘There’s something troubling you,’ he insisted. ‘Are you going to tell me what it is? What secrets are you harbouring?’

‘Secrets?’

‘Yes, secrets, Louisa.’ His voice was quiet and calm.

‘I—I don’t have secrets.’ Even as she said the words, colour flooded her cheeks. ‘Where—where is he… Edmund Loxley?’ Louisa asked. ‘Where was he taken?’

‘To the London Infirmary in Whitechapel,’ he answered flatly. ‘I am sorry to be the bearer of such tragic news. You seem surprisingly affected, Louisa.’

Louisa looked at Maxim, swallowing hard. ‘What are his injuries?’

‘As to that, I cannot say.’

Placing her napkin on the table, she got to her feet. ‘Please excuse me. I must go to my room.’

‘Are you feeling unwell?’ Emily asked, frowning and studying her pale face and strained features.

Grasping the excuse she’d been offered, she nodded hastily. ‘I—I haven’t been feeling too well. I—I have a headache,’ she said now in reply to her question. ‘An early night is what I need.’ With her head bowed she hurriedly left the room.

Deeply concerned and curious about Louisa’s reaction to the news about the young man, Emily watched her go. ‘She doesn’t look well. I must go to her,’ she murmured, about to get to her feet, but Maxim stopped her.

‘Finish your meal, Emily,’ Maxim said firmly. ‘I will go and see her when we have eaten.’

‘Very well. If you’re sure. She looked upset.’

‘Indeed she did. I’ll go up shortly.’

* * *

Without any warning, the impact of Maxim’s disclosure about Edmund had struck Louisa like a whip. Anguish tightened her heart and tears misted her eyes. She allowed her mind to wander as she went to her room. How serious were his wounds? He must need her help. Dear God, don’t let him die. Oh, sweet Jesus, not Edmund. He can’t be dead. Suddenly understanding that this might be so, she became conscious of outrage that she had not been given the chance to know him as a sister should her brother, and of a wave of bitter grief. She had to see him. A light of decision in her eyes, she summoned Phoebe, for she had made up her mind to go to the London Infirmary herself.

She burst into her bedchamber. ‘Phoebe, you’ve got to help me.’

‘Why, what ails you?’

‘Come, Phoebe,’ she ordered. ‘Get your cloak. We are going out—and not a word to anyone about where we are going. Do you understand? If anyone should ask, we are merely going for an airing in the park.’

‘But—it will soon be dark. Where are we going?’ Phoebe enquired with growing apprehension.

‘The London Infirmary in Whitechapel,’ Louisa told her, stuffing a small leather purse with coins with which to bribe anyone who tried to stop her into the pocket of her skirt beneath her cloak. ‘Hurry, Phoebe. I’ll get one of the grooms to harness the horses before everyone has finished dinner and come looking for me.’

Phoebe stared at her mistress in genuine astonishment, alarmed by her distressed state. ‘The infirmary?’ she said on a note of uncertainty.

‘Yes. There is someone I have to see.’

Maxim sat through the rest of the meal conversing with Theo, who hadn’t tired of discussing his new racehorse. Maxim listened patiently, but a face with a pert nose, a lovely and expressive mouth with soft, full lips and thickly fringed hazel eyes remained persistently in his mind—beckoning him.

At this thought he pushed back his chair and dropped his napkin onto the table. He had seen her eyes glistening with unshed tears when he had told her about Edmund Loxley’s accident at dinner, and he could no longer ignore the jealousy seeping through him. He got up to go to her, to ask her to explain her distress about a man who she would have him believe was practically a stranger to her.

Reaching her room, he knocked gently on the door, only to be told by one of the servants that Mistress Ashworth had gone for a walk in the park with her maid.

Maxim nearly laughed in disbelief, for it was almost dark. At first he was perturbed and anxious, and then alarmed, which increased as the minutes ticked by to all-out fury. He had a creeping foreboding that the park had been the last place she had intended going to when she had set out. His suspicions roused, he left the house and went to the stables. The light was beginning to fade. He was just in time to see Louisa and her maid climbing into the carriage, both shrouded in dark cloaks. Knowing what she was about, he strode towards her, his chest tight but his emotions held coldly in check.

‘Maxim,’ she gasped.

His eyes slid to Phoebe. ‘Go back to the house.’

Phoebe didn’t need telling twice. With an apologetic glance at her mistress she darted away.

Taking Louisa’s elbow, he looked at the groom standing by the horses. ‘Keep the horses coupled up for now.’ To Louisa, he said, ‘Come, walk with me.’

Together they entered the flower-filled garden at the rear of the house, the scent of the lilies Theo had referred to earlier filling the air.

When he released her arm Louisa stood perfectly still, staring into the distance.

‘Where the devil did you think you were going?’ he demanded.

‘I’m sorry if my behaviour seemed odd, but—the young man’s accident came as a shock to me.’

‘Clearly. Edmund Loxley?’ Maxim growled with bitter emphasis. ‘How anguished you sound when you speak of him. He was not the only man who was injured.’

‘I know,’ she said quietly. ‘But he is the only one that I care about.’

Her words caused a deep frown to crease Maxim’s brow as resentment and jealousy flared inside him. .

‘So—it is as I thought. There is more to this. Tell me what it is you feel for him—for it is not just kindness or pity that causes this concern for his well-being. No—it is something deeper—something warmer than that. What is it, Louisa? And what precisely was the reason you went to meet him in the park when I was in Kent?’

Louisa paled, staring at him. ‘You know about that? Who told you?’

‘The groom who accompanied you. He felt I should know.’

‘I should have known,’ she whispered. ‘He did witness our meeting that morning, but I swear to you, Maxim, that I did not arrange to meet him. You must believe that.’

‘Then confound it, Louisa, what is it between you? Tell me?’ he demanded, his face darkening. ‘And where the hell were you going at this time?’






CHAPTER TWELVE
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Hearing so much anger in his voice, Louisa almost took flight. Never before had she seen Maxim in such a towering rage. Her heart began to beat in heavy, terrifying dread as she sensed he had withdrawn from her even further, as if the closeness, the tenderness they had once shared had never existed. She felt a terrible pain inside, felt tears she was too proud to shed. The face of a stranger, not a friend or a lover, was looking at her—angry, hard, judgemental.

‘I—I was going to the infirmary,’ she said quietly, too overcome with worry for her brother to care about anything else.

‘It may have escaped your notice but it is almost dark. Why did you not tell me what you intended?’

Louisa looked at him steadily, preparing herself for a fresh tirade, knowing the moment of truth had come—that it could no longer be avoided. ‘I—I have to see Edmund. I have to know how badly he is injured.’ She quailed before Maxim’s hard stare of disbelief.

‘So—at last we have the truth. I must say I expected as much but hoped I was wrong—that not even you would be foolish enough to venture into the streets of Whitechapel tonight.’

‘I have to go, Maxim. Please don’t try to stop me.’

‘Dear Lord,’ he said incredulously. ‘Considering your reaction when I told you he had been injured—the manner in which you left the room—I should have known.’

‘I had to,’ Louisa burst out in a voice quivering with emotion. ‘Don’t you understand? I had to.’

‘But why? In God’s name, why? Tell me, Louisa,’ he demanded, reaching out and taking her upper arms in his hands. ‘What is it that exists between you and Edmund Loxley? It goes deeper than friendship—that is plain.’

Louisa raised her face imploringly to his, tears of despair misting her eyes. ‘Don’t you know?’ she cried. ‘Can you not see when you look at us both? Are you still as blind as I was when I first came to London and saw him at the ball? Have you not looked at us together? Seen the resemblance?’

Maxim stared at her, a sudden dawning in his eyes as he realised what she was trying to tell him. Before the thought had formulated in his mind, she spoke with all the passion of hopelessness and despair.

‘He is my brother, Maxim. The half-brother you have been looking for. I have found him—or perhaps I should say he found me. He is of my own flesh and blood. Now do you see why I must do all in my power to help him? I have to go to the infirmary to see for myself how badly he is injured. He has no one to care for him.’

Maxim stared at her. ‘Good Lord! Of course! I should have seen!’

He should have known. And worse, it seemed the love he thought was theirs he had betrayed by giving her the impression that he had loved Mary more, and by his silence since Mary’s death. Regret filled his heart because he knew that, despite everything, the attraction that flowed between them was as strong and sure as it had ever been. It was time to put things right; all trace of anger had vanished but he remained tense. ‘Your brother? Yes,’ he murmured, ‘you are right—I have been blind. I should have seen it myself. At least this explains your strange behaviour where that young man is concerned—and why, after not being seen for some time, he suddenly appeared when you arrived in London. But why did you not tell me of this sooner? Why have you allowed me to believe it was some kind of affair of the heart that drew you together?’

‘And how could I have known you thought that? I have never done anything to give you that impression, and I did not know he was my brother until the morning in the park when he sought me out.’

‘I still don’t understand why you did not tell me!’

‘It—it was difficult when you got back from Kent. You were hurting, Maxim.’

He sighed, stepping back. ‘Yes—yes, I was. I was grieving for a dear friend who was to have been my wife, but I was also eaten away with jealousy and resentment when I imagined you with another. My leaving you that morning so abruptly did not disprove my love for you. Yes, I received a note from Mary’s father informing me that her condition was giving him cause for concern and he thought I should be there. But when I left you I had another reason for going to see Mary—to tell her I could not marry her.’

Louisa stared at him incredulously. ‘You did? And did you—tell her?’

‘Yes—although I think she already knew. When I told her I was in love with you, that I wanted to make you my wife, she understood. She knew she was not going to recover. She wished us well.’

‘Oh—you should have told me, Maxim. I was so horrid to you when you returned.’

‘I gave you good reason. When I received the groom’s note, it implied you had betrayed me with another.’

‘How could you think that—after—after that wonderful night we were together? And from your silence I thought that, in your grieving for Lady Mary, you loved her more.’

‘Then it would appear the reason for our behaviour has been misconstrued by both of us. I have been trying—under God knows what difficulties—to come to terms with what has happened. So my suspicion that someone else might have come along and stolen your heart was hard to contemplate.’

Louisa studied his handsome face carefully. ‘You should have talked to me. I do understand. Your behaviour towards me implied that you loved Mary more than I realised and was proof that you didn’t care for me as much as I thought you did. And after what happened between us, it felt like the worst kind of betrayal—to me and to Mary.’

He stared at her hard and then shook his head in dejection. ‘My guilt was great indeed before you said that, but now it is doubly so. I wish you had trusted me enough to tell me about your brother.’

‘It’s not that I didn’t trust you. I didn’t want to add to your list of worries.’

Maxim looked at the waiting carriage. ‘Now is not the time to go into that. Go and get in the carriage. I’ll have a word with Emily and Theo. They should know where we are.’

Louisa stared at him in surprise. ‘Why? Do you mean…?’

Maxim paused and drew her close. ‘Yes, my love. We will go to the Infirmary together.’

Louisa’s heart soared. ‘Thank you, Maxim. You have no idea how much this means to me.’

‘I do, Louisa. Now please get in the coach.’

* * *

In no time at all they were leaving the well-structured world of the gentry for the less wholesome district of Whitechapel. The air inside the coach was sultry and warm, with tiny moths coming in through the open window, and the gentlest of breezes stirring the curtains.

Leaning back in the corner of the coach, Maxim studied Louisa’s face as she looked anxiously out as they rumbled along the darkening streets. He noted that her high cheekbones were tinted pink, her expression one of melting softness. The longer he looked at her, the more he accepted the fact that Louisa Ashworth was a far cry from being an ordinary young woman. In reality she was intelligent, spontaneous, courageous and naturally sensual.

The revelation of how much she had come to mean to him, how much he loved her, pounded in his brain like a hundred hammers, mingling with the torment of his cruelty since he had come back from Kent. He felt a surge of remorse and scolding rage at his blindness when he recalled his treatment of her. She had been quiet and subdued, enduring his coldness until tonight, when she had suddenly snapped on being told of her brother’s accident and he had seen her spirit revived.

He was furious with himself and shame poured through him like boiling water. Yes, he’d been blind, stupid and unfeeling. How could he possibly have believed she had found someone else when presented with such flimsy evidence on a groom’s say-so? She was gentle, caring and innocent of any wrongdoing. She was the most wonderful person in the world.

With the revelation of how deep his love was for her, it was as though his mind had become free of its burden of pain and sorrow.

As if sensing his eyes on her, she looked across at him and smiled. ‘Thank you for coming with me, Maxim.’

‘How could I not? There is something you should know,’ Maxim uttered in a strange, quiet voice, his handsome face grave and unsmiling.

‘Oh?’

‘Contrary to what you believe, my darling Louisa, I love you too much to let Mary’s death come between us.’

Crossing over and sitting beside her, Maxim cupped her face in his firm hands so that the glow from the carriage lamps lit up her magnificent eyes. His soul burned with love and passion.

‘I meant it. I love you, Louisa,’ he said softly, ‘and that is the truth of it. I love you more than I ever thought it was possible to love any woman. But while I was betrothed to Mary I did not have the right to love you. When I brought you to London you already had a hold on me, but I was determined to fight it. The more I saw of you and watched every eligible man in London vying to pay court to you, the more I knew I could not fight it forever. How could I have believed for one moment that I could live the rest of my life away from you? Each day would have been torment when I imagined you in the arms of another man.’

* * *

Waves of great joy swept over Louisa and inwardly she prayed that this marvellous moment would go on for ever. ‘Oh, Maxim,’ she sighed, ‘if only you knew how I have prayed for you to say those words to me. I have loved you for so long and so deeply that sometimes it has been too great for me to bear. I knew you were promised to Lady Mary and I was even prepared to marry Mark Sidlaw if he had asked me and go and live in Devon, so that I wouldn’t have to watch the two of you together. I have always loved you—ever since I first saw you when I was just a girl.’

Gently Maxim laid his hands on her shoulders and drew her to him. His strong arms folded around her, drawing her close to his hard chest, and his head descended to hers.

‘Say you love me again?’ he murmured. ‘Let me hear it again?’

For answer she put her arms about his neck, turned her face up to his and offered him her lips, feeling his mouth on hers, firm and demanding, with all the pent-up passion of something long desired but which they thought would always be denied them. There was no tenderness in that kiss. It was hard and filled with desperation, and for a moment time seemed to stand still for them as they were swept along on a savage tide of love.

Louisa clung to him, her passion equalling his own so that everything and everyone was forgotten in their desperate need for each other. Maxim’s mouth moved from her lips to her eyes, her throat, and back to her lips, and again they kissed as if to quench this demanding thirst which, even when they thought they had drunk their fill, remained unslaked.

* * *

When desperation ebbed, slowly they drew apart and looked—without fear or any obstacles between them—deep into each other’s eyes, with silence all around them. Never had Maxim known a love like this. They shared an unashamed passion for each other. There would be no defences between them, no reserve.

He realised he was happier than at any other time of his life, and his happiness, his future, seemed to have come down to this one woman.

Her face was still so close to his that he could see her beautiful hazel eyes dark with love, the soft down on her flushed cheeks, and how her moist lips quivered and parted slightly to reveal her teeth gleaming like pearls. He longed to taste once again the sweetness of those lips, to feel their softness, but time enough for that later.

‘Much as I would like to go on kissing you all night, my love, we have the urgent matter of your brother to consider. We will shortly be at the infirmary.’ Taking her hands, he placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. ‘There is one thing I want you to understand. Never, not even in my darkest moments, have I considered letting you go.’ Tipping her chin up, he forced her troubled gaze to meet his implacable one. ‘It’s as impossible to put you out of my mind as it is to stop breathing. I want you with an intensity that seeps into the very deepest part of me. I want you, all of you, all of the time. I want to feel the smooth naked flesh of you, your slender waist, hip and thigh, the lift of your peaked breasts, which are round and full beneath your bodice.’

A little smile tweaked Louisa’s lips. ‘That snaps of greed to me, Maxim.’

‘Ah, but my greedy lust isn’t alone, for I want more than the physical act of loving. I want your friendship, your companionship, to know your innermost thoughts. If you ask for time then I cannot give it to you. Loving each other as we do, you must realise there is no going back, that there is no escaping what is to happen.’

Louisa pulled back and looked at him with reproach. ‘Why, of all the arrogant things to say. In my gullible way, I am a complete fool when it comes to you, but you speak as if I had no choice in the matter.’

‘What do you want me to say, Louisa? I want to look after you, take care of you and know that you are safe in my home and the mother of any children we will be fortunate to have. Dear lord, you are looking at me as though I have offered you some insult instead of an honourable proposal of marriage.’

‘Honourable?’ she gasped. ‘Why, your arrogance stupefies me—your stubborn disbelief that you are right, and that you only have to snap your fingers and I will do your bidding without murmur or complaint.’

Maxim’s lips curled in a roguish grin and his eyes twinkled with mischief. ‘Are you trying to tell me that you don’t want to marry me?’

‘That’s beside the point, Maxim—and don’t be flippant. You decided, not me.’

Even as she continued to berate him, Maxim’s mind and senses were bemused by the way the light from the carriage lamps played on her hair, streaking the gold and copper with silver light that gave it a halo effect. Unable to resist touching it, he reached out and wound a curl around his finger, letting it fall where it rested on her cheek. She was magnificent, even when she was being defiant, Maxim thought. Courageous, proud, impertinent, adorable, beautiful in the undisguised fullness of early womanhood. Yes, she was all these and he fully intended that she would be his. This delectable woman whose stormy eyes were filled with ire, would be his wife, grace his house and bear his children, and pit her will against his whenever she saw fit.

‘You know how I feel about you, but if that is what is bothering you then I will ask you. Louisa, will you be my wife?’

‘Since you finally ask so nicely, yes, I will. Since marriage to you is what I’ve always wanted I find I cannot refuse—not that I would dream of doing so. I do love you, Maxim. I love you so very much.’

Her eyes were shining with all the love that was in her heart and Maxim was humbled by it. His lips touched her cheek, his hand moving about her waist possessively. When his lips closed over hers as he gathered her to him, there really was nothing more to say.

When he released her, tenderly he took her hand and kissed her palm, and then, resting his hands on her shoulders, he looked deep into her eyes.

‘We must take care, my love,’ he said huskily, ‘else there is a strong probability that I shall make you mine once more before we have taken our vows.’ He sighed deeply, brushing a heavy lock of dark hair from his face. ‘I am heartily sick of London. Depending on your brother’s injuries, we will shortly leave for Sherbourne. There we shall be married as soon as it can be arranged. Then you will be mine, Louisa—flesh of my flesh, wholly and completely. How will that please you?’

‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘I can think of nothing that would please me more.’

‘And your aunt? How do you think she will react to the news that you are to be my wife?’

Louisa frowned. The spell was broken. Abruptly she turned from him, clearly struggling against this looming menace which had invaded her peace. ‘This is one obstacle I have not considered. In all truth there has been so much happening of late that I have not given her a moment’s thought. I have a distinct feeling that she will set herself against the match. When she sent me to London to look for a husband she wanted me out of her life for good. She will not take kindly to my returning to be the next Lady Radcliffe. She will never accept it.’

‘Frankly, Louisa, I care not one way or the other what she thinks. She cannot stop us from marrying. If she cannot accept you as my wife then she will have to retire to the dower house. I love you deeply and I mean for us to be happy together at Sherbourne Hall. I will not allow my stepmother, or anyone else for that matter, to spoil our happiness. So—you can set your mind at rest.’

* * *

The London infirmary, along with other London hospitals where treatment could be sought, offered valuable medical care for the poor. It was not a place of efficiency and order, and any makeshift arrangement for medical facilities had to suffice. Washing and toilet facilities were primitive and rooms were filled with patients, some recovering from surgery and others wandering about aimlessly while scrubbers and cleaners worked at making the conditions more bearable for the patients. Above it all a sickening stench pervaded the air.

Louisa held her handkerchief to her mouth as they followed a young doctor along the passages filled with children playing and relatives of the sick, knowing she would never get used to the sights, sounds and smells. She was impatient to see Edmund and get out of there. Apparently he had a head injury and had not regained consciousness since he was brought in. Sureties for the patient had to be paid and according to the male orderly Sir William Maynard had agreed to pay the fees for Edmund. Maxim would insist on reimbursing him.

Entering one of the wards, she looked down the line of patients to see her brother at the end. She went to him, racked with emotions caused by the sight of the crude dressing stained with blood wrapped around his head. As she looked down at him, for an anxious moment she steeled herself against panic. She laid her palms on either side of his face as a tear ran down her cheek, which she wiped away resolutely, for this was Edmund, her brother, and it did no good to weep for him when he had need of her help. His eyes were closed and his face seemed bloodless. Her heart went out to him. He looked so young, so helpless, lying there.

‘Edmund! Oh, Edmund…’

When there was no response, she turned to the doctor who had come over to the bed. ‘Has he not opened his eyes at all?’

The doctor looked at her gravely. ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘How serious do you think his wound is?’ she asked, not taking her eyes from the doctor’s face. ‘Please tell me the truth. Do—do you think he will die?’

‘I honestly do not know the answer. I’ve known many men receive such a blow and recover without any after-effects. I consider your brother’s wound is serious but there is nothing further we can do for him. The wound bleeds intermittently. I’m afraid it’s a case of wait and see.’

Louisa looked at Maxim, her eyes blazing urgently. Never had she been so grateful to have his strong, determined presence at her side. ‘Maxim, we have to help him. We have to get him out of here. How can we do that? We can’t leave him.’

‘I don’t intend to. When we get back to the house I’ll arrange for him to be moved. I promise.’

She smiled. ‘I know you will,’ she replied softly.

* * *

True to his word, as soon as they arrived back in Brook Street Maxim gave instructions to two of the grooms to take a large conveyance and go to the hospital and return with Edmund immediately. In the meantime Emily arranged for a room to be readied for the injured young man who staff were informed was Louisa’s long-lost brother.

When Edmund arrived at the house, he was carried upstairs and laid on the bed. With a single-minded purpose and a tenderness for her brother, Louisa tended him. After removing the dressing from around his head, stroking back the fair curls from his brow and wiping away some of the blood, she placed a cool wet cloth against his forehead before sitting at the side of the bed to await the dawn.

Maxim came to stand over her. ‘I’ve sent for the physician to take a look at him.’

‘Thank you, Maxim. I think it’s as well. The wound is still bleeding and there’s no sign of his regaining consciousness.’

When Emily ushered Dr Skelton into the room half an hour later, Louisa and Maxim rose to greet him.

‘I’m obliged to you for coming so soon,’ Maxim said. ‘This young man needs urgent attention. He received a blow to his head at his place of work and the wound still bleeds. We are also concerned that he has not recovered consciousness.’

Dr Skelton lost no time in examining the wound. ‘There’s no fracture,’ he said at length. ‘But there is a ruptured blood vessel.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Louisa asked in a small voice.

‘I’m going to cauterise the wound and seal the vein,’ Dr Skelton said, removing his coat and rummaging in his bag for the instruments he would need. ‘The wound is small despite the severity of the blow. The scar will be small and the hair will cover it.’

‘We’ll leave you to your work, Doctor,’ Maxim said. ‘Come, Louisa,’ he said, taking her arm and leading her to the door.

* * *

‘I can’t believe that after finding my brother after all these years, I might lose him.’

Maxim gathered her into his arms. ‘He is a young man with a strong constitution. It might just pull him through,’ he told Louisa, who looked pale with misery.

Stricken to the heart and close to tears, she sat down beside him, huddled closer to him and laid her head on his shoulder. He put his arm around her tenderly then forced her to look at him, seeing the tears shimmering on her lashes. ‘Weep, Louisa, if it makes you feel better.’

‘It doesn’t,’ she said quietly, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

On a sigh Maxim produced the handkerchief he had won the right to keep when they had ridden together at Sherbourne and she had challenged him to a race. She took it and looked up at him in wonder, smiling through her tears.

‘Why, Maxim Radcliffe! Despite the tough and formidable man you profess to be, you are nothing but a sentimental romantic at heart,’ she teased, mopping up her tears. ‘Here,’ she murmured, giving it back to him. ‘You’d best keep it—in case I should need it again.’

‘No, Louisa. The time for tears is past.’ He grinned down at her crookedly, taking it from her. ‘But I’ll keep it all the same.’

Dr Skelton asked them to come back into the room. ‘There,’ he said. ‘It’s all done. The vessel is sealed. I’ve applied some salve and a dressing. In a few days the wound should have healed. The good news is that he opened his eyes while I was cauterising the wound, so in all probability he’ll come out of it.’ Lifting Edmund’s eyelids and feeling his pulse, he seemed to be satisfied. ‘Let him sleep. I’ll call again in the morning.’

Louisa refused the pleas of Emily and the housekeeper to go to her own room and rest, stating resolutely, ‘I will sit with him.’

‘Louisa,’ Maxim said, taking her hand and pulling her to her feet. ‘You look exhausted. I will sit with him. If there is any change then I will send for you, I promise. You can go to bed knowing he is in safe hands.’

Seeing no opening for argument, Louisa finally relented. Maxim escorted her to her room.

‘If his condition changes by so much as a whisker, you will come and tell me?’

‘I promise. Now go to bed.’ He kissed her once and then returned to his quiet vigil.

Throughout the interminable hours of the night, Maxim had plenty of time to go over the events of the last twenty-four hours. The young man who demanded all his attention was unmoving, but there were moments when his eyes flickered and his hands clenched, which gave Maxim hope that he would recover. He prayed he would, for Louisa’s sake.

Closing his eyes, he rested his head on the back of the high-winged chair and let his thoughts of Louisa meander at will. He smiled softly to himself. Her disruptive presence when he had encountered her at the inn on his way to Sherbourne to inform his stepmother of his father’s death had caused him no little difficulty, not to mention her influence over him since. He was amazed at how profoundly his attitude towards her had changed. His intention to keep her at arm’s length had failed miserably, he admitted.

Remembering that incredible day before they had left Sherbourne Hall and spent some time together, riding among the woods and fields and pausing by the lake on that glorious morning, he had scarcely been able to keep his hands to himself. Her warm gaze as they had ridden side by side had been solely for him and set his body ablaze with need and desire, which was brought to fruition on the day they had made love in the house in Brook Street. That magical night he had come to realise, for the first time in his life, the difference between making love to a woman’s body and loving a woman. He loved her. He loved her laughter, the fire and exuberance within her.

When Mary had died and he’d been overwhelmed with grief and guilt, Louisa had challenged him to face and triumph over his guilt. This he had done. She had given him hope for the future and now he couldn’t imagine living without her. She had found her way into his heart and there she would remain. He would rather cut out his heart than let her go.

* * *

Edmund regained consciousness just after dawn and Maxim duly summoned Louisa to his bedside. Her brother turned his head on the pillow to see her, and smiled.

‘Hello, Louisa,’ he said softly. ‘It’s good to see you.’

‘Edmund!’ She stood by the bed and took his hand. Severe though the blow to his head had been, he had come through. ‘I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you awake at last. We have been so concerned about you.’

‘Lord Radcliffe has told me what happened. I remember nothing about the accident—or being taken to the hospital. I can’t thank you enough for all you have done for me.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Tired—and I’ve a whole regiment marching with boots on their feet in my head.’

‘Dr Skelton will be coming to see you later. I’m sure he’ll give you something to help with that. Meanwhile I’ll have one of the servants bring you a light breakfast—then you must get some sleep.’ No sooner had the words left her mouth than his eyes fluttered closed. Her eyes strayed to Maxim, who was sitting at the window that looked out across the park. She crossed to him and looked at him anxiously. His face looked strained and there were dark circles around his eyes. ‘You look exhausted, Maxim. You must go and get some rest. I will sit with Edmund.’

* * *

The water of the river Thames moved gently past with scarcely a ripple, with swans floating on its glassy surface. The day was pleasantly warm, the blue sky giving an added beauty to the river. Boats went back and forth, their oars dipping and rising in unison, dripping water.

Louisa strolled along the embankment with Maxim and Edmund in companionable silence, each content to be in the others’ company. She had accompanied Maxim and her brother to see Sir William Maynard at his shipyard. Sir William was relieved to see Edmund had recovered from the accident and hoped to see him back at work when he felt well enough to return. He had always been a conscientious apprentice and would go far. Edmund thanked him but had to refuse the offer, since Maxim had suggested he come to work for him.

Maxim hadn’t known what to expect of Louisa’s brother and he was pleasantly surprised. In fact, he admired everything about the young man. He was struck by Edmund’s youth, his vulnerability and his courage. His strength of purpose was evident in the set of his clean-shaven face, and he could see in his eyes how proud he was to have Louisa as his sister. Nothing had diverted him in his determination to find her. Maxim was almost overwhelmed by an unexpected feeling of admiration.

‘The Radcliffe shipping firm is working flat out at this time—what with the war in the Peninsula still ongoing. There’s work for a clever head and a keen pair of hands if you want it. Besides, as my future brother-in-law, if you work hard you can work your way up in the business and take some of the load off me. You would be a welcome addition to the firm. What do you say?’

Edmund had been more than happy to accept his offer—in fact he could not believe his good fortune. Maxim also suggested that when he was married to Louisa and they bought a town house, he would be welcome to reside there, which would solve the problem of his having to find accommodation. It would also be good to have someone living in the house when Maxim and Louisa were at Sherbourne Hall.

Now, as they strolled along the embankment at Greenwich, Louisa looked lovingly at the two men in her life. Along with Emily and Theo, the three of them were to leave for Sherbourne the following day to begin preparations for her wedding to Maxim.

‘I cannot begin to tell you how grateful I am for all your generosity, Lord Radcliffe.’

‘You are more than welcome, Edmund—and please address me as Maxim. We are family now.’

‘Of course—Maxim.’ He looked fondly at his sister, taking her hand and walking by her side. ‘You have no idea how I have longed for this moment, and now, having met you, I so want to get to know you.’

‘And I you. We’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other now—and you can tell me more about my mother.’

‘I will—and I’m looking forward to visiting Sherbourne again.’

Louisa laughed. ‘Don’t be too hasty. You have yet to meet Aunt Flora.’

‘Aunt Flora?’

‘My stepmother,’ Maxim provided. ‘She’s a force to be reckoned with and I doubt she will look on my marriage to Louisa with favour.’

‘So do I,’ Louisa said. ‘We didn’t get on, you see, Edmund, and she will not take kindly to my change in position. In fact, I’m hoping she’ll retire to the dower house after the wedding.’

Maxim laughed, placing his arm lightly about her shoulders as they strolled along. ‘I will certainly suggest it—although Felicity will have to be taken into consideration. I doubt she will want to move into the dower house.’

‘Felicity doesn’t have to do anything she doesn’t want. Wait and see.’






EPILOGUE
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Maxim and Louisa returned to Sherbourne Hall. Friends and neighbours were surprised to learn of their forthcoming marriage and rejoiced in their happiness. Aunt Flora wasn’t at all pleased by the upcoming wedding and was only too happy to retire to the dower house, which was in close proximity to Sherbourne Hall and which she lost no time in doing, much to Louisa’s relief. Reluctant to go with her, Felicity remained at the hall. In fact, Louisa very much suspected it was so she could be near Edmund—she had not taken her eyes off him since he’d arrived—and, if she wasn’t mistaken, Edmund was not averse to her. The two of them could often be found together.

Because the Radcliffe family was still in mourning, Louisa and Maxim were married very quietly in Sherbourne church. It was festooned with garlands of flowers, the heady scent of the blooms so intoxicating it made Louisa’s head swim. The nuptial bells pealed out for their wedding. Just a few guests were invited but the whole village turned out in its Sunday best to watch them arrive at the church.

Maxim was already inside when Louisa arrived with Edmund. She paused in the doorway to look at him. Resplendent in a suit of midnight-blue velvet, he was standing with Theo, his head leaning to his as they exchanged words. Louisa knew the moment he became aware of her presence. His words died on his lips and he turned his head to look at his bride.

Her ivory satin dress was ornamented with tiny pearls, the sleeves ending at her elbows edged with deep lace. Her glorious hair hung free, her golden tresses tumbling down her spine.

Striding towards her, Maxim took her hand and drew her to him, unable to define the emotions he felt as he looked at her. She was beautiful, utterly lovely, his bride.

He raised her hand to his lips. ‘Louisa, you dazzle me.’

Louisa felt herself blushing under his intense regard and her own eyes never faltered in returning his gaze. ‘I wish my mother and father were here this day to see me wed to the man I love so dearly,’ she whispered, unable to believe her happiness.

‘I believe they would be well pleased. Fate struck you a harsh blow when your father died, but things have a way of coming right. I shall love you till I die. So come, my love, and marry me.’

Together they walked to the altar, where the clergyman was waiting. The ceremony seemed to take hardly a moment. Plighting their troth, they both felt the solemnity of the blessings, which faded away in a final amen. Louisa raised her eyes, shimmering with tears in orbs of hazel flecked with gold and laced with love and hope for the future she would share with this man who was now her husband.

Maxim’s strong hands closed on her arms and, with his throat tight with emotion almost too great to be borne, he murmured, ‘Kiss me, Louisa.’

She raised her mouth for him to place his lips softly on hers. Then he pulled her hand through his arm, and they turned from the altar and together walked out of the church.

* * *

It was late when they finally found solace in their bedchamber after the servants had been dismissed. Proud and unashamed, Louisa slipped between the cool sheets, knowing as she waited for Maxim, her body trembling and burning with anticipation, that he would soon follow. She was not disappointed. Maxim climbed into the huge bed beside her and bent over her, the firelight caressing their bodies.

‘You wanton. My beautiful witch. You are my undoing,’ he murmured, a husky tone having invaded his voice. He drew her into his arms, feeling her womanliness and the hard peaks of her rounded breasts pressed to his chest as he prepared to hold dear the fullness of her response.

‘Love me, Maxim,’ Louisa begged with her lips against his cheek, her eyes dark and sultry, ‘and show me how to love you—how to please you.’

‘Have no fear. I have a thing or two to teach you as regards pleasing me. I trust you will be an avid pupil.’

‘I certainly will. Yet I will remind you that you must please me, too, Maxim.’ Louisa sighed, her lips finding his as his hands boldly explored and caressed every inch of her.

‘And so I shall, my sweet,’ Maxim murmured, looking deep into her eyes. ‘And by all that is holy, I shall love you until I die.’

They came together, naked and unashamed. The ecstasy of their union, the sweet agony of their passion, was a joy undreamed of, and even when they drew apart it rekindled the desire Louisa had felt before, entirely brazen and gloriously uninhibited.

Only later, when they were sated, did Maxim smile and draw Louisa into the warm circle of his arms. Sighing with dreamy contentment, she placed her head on his chest, her glorious hair spread over them like a silken sheet.

‘Do you hear it?’ she whispered, her lips against his flesh, listening to the merrymaking of the few remaining guests still engaged in celebrating this memorable wedding. ‘The guests are still revelling. Were we selfish to leave when we did?’

‘No. Tonight I want you all to myself, Louisa. Call that selfish if you like, my love, but to my mind every man and woman has the right to be alone on their wedding night.’ He placed his mouth against her hair. ‘In fact, looking as ravishing as you did today, it’s a wonder I did not whisk you away sooner.’ He sighed deep with contentment, letting his head fall back onto the pillow. ‘I ask for nothing more than to live a life of ease and contentment here at Sherbourne Hall with you, where, God willing, nothing will intrude on our joy. We have our own happiness to think of—a future of our own which we will build together. So now, my wilful, wonderful wife, kiss me. The night is still young, and I do not intend to waste one minute of it.’

* * * * *
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June 1460

Edmund Deverell leaned on the rail and watched the town of Calais, with its isolated but stubbornly entrenched population of English colonists, slowly recede into the morning sea mist. The cog he’d boarded half an hour earlier belonged to the Earl of Warwick, Captain of Calais, who was standing now in the forecastle, his eyes fixed seaward. With the Earl sailed his father, the Earl of Salisbury, and Edward of March, eldest son of the Duke of York.

Edmund was in illustrious, if attainted company. Richard of York had been declared a traitor after the rout at Ludlow nine months ago and had been in exile in Ireland ever since. His sons too had fled the realm but now the time was ripe to return to England and seize the throne from the weak King Henry of Lancaster. Behind their vessel sailed two more cogs filled with soldiers, warhorses and weapons to aid York in his bid for the throne of England.

Like his exalted fellow sailors, Edmund was returning to England to claim something. Not a throne but his home, his lands and his inheritance, and the powerful Earl of Warwick, who had become his friend as well as his lord, had pledged to help him.

Anticipation sent a thrill down Edmund’s spine. Before noonday, he’d be stepping onto English soil for the first time in ten years, apart from that one sad and secret journey home after the battle of Castillon to tell his mother of Hugh’s death.

The loss of his brother had been hard but Edmund couldn’t deny he himself had done well out of war. It was surprising how quickly a mercenary could amass money if he had nothing to spend it on, apart from the food to keep himself and his horse alive. And how easy if he had no conscience to fight for France—the enemy of England—to kill one’s countrymen, to oppose one’s king. But then, why should he be loyal to a country that had disowned him? To a king who had destroyed his family?

He had minded the killing of Englishmen in the beginning, but after Hugh’s death he’d fought his foes all the harder, and among the French had earned the nickname L’Invincible. But then when Mariette had broken both his heart and his pride, he’d learned that love was not invincible any more than he was, that it could destroy a man where weapons of steel could not.

As the sea lapped quietly and time washed backwards, Edmund asked himself what he’d asked a thousand times already. Had it all been his fault? Had he failed his wife somehow? He’d never know now she was dead, killed by the sordid life she’d chosen instead of the better one he’d tried to make for her, for them both. He hadn’t understood it then and he understood it even less now.

The sound of footsteps, firm and sure, came to his ears and, turning, he saw Warwick walking towards him.

‘Not long now, Edmund.’

Edmund shook his head, blinking salty sea spray from his eyes. It had been four years since Mariette’s death, seven since Hugh had been killed. Why now, when he was finally leaving, did France reach out to him and bury her claws in his soul, as if to hold him forever in his sorrow?

‘No, my lord,’ he replied. ‘Not long.’

The wind picked up suddenly, the boats that had rowed them out loosed their tug ropes, and the French coast gradually disappeared from sight. Edmund shivered, drew his cloak tighter around him, and went to the forecastle to look towards England. Just twenty or so miles, a few short hours if the weather stayed fair, the wind held its course, and the sea remained calm. The sun rising in the east behind their fleet cast a golden rippling path across the grey waters ahead.

It was an omen, surely, lighting their way to glory. France was lost to England forever and the English king, stricken by its loss, was reputed to have lost his wits too. York was in the ascent, Lancaster was in disarray, and England was embroiled in civil war—a war that would provide the opportunity to take revenge on his enemy at last.

The French had a saying: Tout vient à point à qui sait attendre. All things come to he who waits. Well, he’d waited long enough. Vengeance was sweet, they said, and God willing he’d soon savour its taste.




CHAPTER ONE
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The twenty-fifth day of October 1460

‘But…surely this cannot be!’

Isobel Calvert stared at the letter in her hand, outrage flooding her heart. ‘I will never relinquish our manor to this Yorkist! Now my father is dead…’ Her voice threatened to break. ‘My brother is lord of Mistlecote, not this cur Deverell, whoever he be.’

The messenger enlightened her. ‘Sir Edmund is a knight in the service of the Earl of Warwick, newly come from Calais.’

She looked up at him. ‘Then he can go back there! I refuse, absolutely, to leave my home, not now, not ever.’

His face remained impassive as he replied. ‘It matters not what you wish, Mistress Calvert. This is a command, signed and sealed by the Earl of March himself, heir to the Duke of York.’

Isobel recognised the seal, of course. Richard of York had been overlord of these parts until he was declared traitor and all his possessions in England forfeit after he fled the King’s army at Ludford Bridge last year. Now they were returning to regain all that they’d lost, Edward of March and Warwick here already, laying the path that would lead England once more into war with itself.

‘Is it lawful to seize the lands of a loyal subject, one who fights for his rightful king?’ she said, giving the messenger a venomous glare. ‘Edward of March and his father are traitors, since they fight not for but against our anointed sovereign!’

She looked down at the parchment again, the name Edmund Deverell swimming in and out of focus. Deverell… Deverell. She knew the name, surely?

‘Henry of Lancaster is captive of the Earl of Warwick, mistress.’ The man’s tone was shockingly irreverent. ‘His wife and son fled for their lives to Wales.’

‘Is Warwick so powerful then that he dares to depose the King? Is that what he intends to do? Unseat King Henry and put Richard on the throne?’

The messenger glanced towards the door, clearly eager to be away. ‘As to that, I know not. I have merely been charged to inform you that Sir Edmund Deverell is on his way here to take possession of this manor and hold it in fee of the Lord Edward.’

Crushing the parchment into a ball, Isobel threw it at the man’s feet. ‘You can take this abomination back from whence it came and inform Sir Edmund that my gates are closed to him—indefinitely!’

The man shrugged, left the parchment where it was, and took his leave. Isobel sank into a chair at the table, fury burning behind her eyes and a sense of helplessness closing around her heart. If only her brother were here…

At first, when the news of the defeat at Northampton had come three months ago, she’d refused to believe her brother had been slain by the Yorkists, just as her father had been a year ago at Blore Heath. Thousands of Lancastrians had died at Northampton, it was said, and many more were drowned in the River Nene as they fled the carnage of the battlefield.

Even so, Isobel had told herself Tom was simply missing, and making his slow way home, or at worst a prisoner. But the months had passed, and he hadn’t come, and now with this latest blow hope began to desert her. If her brother still lived, she would have heard something from him, surely, after all this time?

Rising to her feet, she flung the door open and called for the steward. He came so quickly that he must already have been on his way to her chamber after seeing their unwelcome visitor off.

‘Has he gone?’

Ned had been steward of Mistlecote for nearly forty years and suddenly, as he replied with a grim face, he looked his age. ‘For now anyway.’

Isobel picked up the parchment from the floor and smoothed it out. ‘Do you know a man called Edmund Deverell, Ned?’

‘He is the son of Roger Deverell, the man your father fought a trial by battle with over this manor.’

‘Of course! I knew the name was familiar. I remember the incident but have forgotten the exact cause…’

Ned, despite his advanced age, had a better memory. ‘Mistlecote was originally the Deverells’ estate, gifted to them by William the Bastard in return for helping him conquer England four hundred years ago.’

‘But they lost it to us?’

Her steward nodded. ‘More than half a century ago, when King Richard was deposed and your grandfather supported the claim of Henry Bolingbroke to the throne.’

Isobel cast her mind back to the trial by combat, ten years ago. She’d not been present, of course, being but a girl of fourteen, and besides it had been played out at Windsor. ‘And my father killed Roger Deverell. What happened to his family?’

‘The two sons were banished from the realm and Lady Deverell retired to a nunnery—the White Ladies at Brewood, I believe. I know not if she is still there, or even if she is still living.’

Isobel nodded. ‘Poor lady,’ she said, but didn’t linger there. After all, she didn’t know the unfortunate woman or her family, come to that. In fact, she’d forgotten all about them when her father had returned victorious from Windsor with the matter decided once and for all. They’d disappeared, never to return as far as she knew.

But now, one of them at least was back!

She handed the parchment to Ned. ‘This is a command from Edward of March to hand Mistlecote over to one of those Deverell sons, who it seems is banished no more.’

The steward read it and his face blanched. ‘Master Tom has been disinherited?’

‘It seems so, doubtless for being a loyal Lancastrian!’ Isobel sank down into her chair once more. ‘But the knave will never get his hands on Mistlecote. When he comes, we’ll bar the gates to him and hold until Tom returns.’

‘Hold with what?’ Ned frowned. ‘Most of the men went to Northampton with your brother—’ he crossed himself ‘—and as yet not a single man has returned.’

‘They can’t all have been killed, surely?’

‘I suspect those of the common soldiery have gone back to their villages, believing the Lancastrian cause lost with the King. The men of this manor…’ Ned paused, then continued gravely. ‘They would have been fighting at Master Tom’s side, and many might well have died or else been taken prisoner.’

Isobel closed her eyes for a moment, the grief in the steward’s voice as he reverted to the childhood term for her brother—now Lord Calvert and not Master Tom at all—wrenching her heart. But she too must face reality, no matter how bitter it was.

‘Exactly how many men do we have left, Ned?’

‘Eleven, and that’s mainly the grooms and servants, not trained soldiers, and none of them fit to withstand a siege, for that is what it will be if you close the gates to Deverell.’

A siege! But Ned was right. They had no fighting men to repulse an attack. They might hold for a while, but what would happen when the food ran out? Clasping her hands together, Isobel felt her whole world begin to topple, even as Mistlecote’s walls might topple very soon.

Mistlecote. Her home. Her haven. From the age of twelve, she had taken her mother’s place as mistress here, looking after her father and her younger brother. That was all she’d ever wanted to do, all she knew how to do, a role that had become as familiar as it was comfortable.

Now it seemed all that was about to change and her life would never be the same again. If Tom truly was dead, she was the only Calvert left, and for that reason alone she would not give Mistlecote up without a fight. She’d keep Edmund Deverell out even if she died in the attempt.

‘Nevertheless, close the gates we will.’ Isobel nodded, her mind made up. ‘God willing Tom is alive…and if…when he returns home he will find us still here to welcome him.’

The steward looked at her doubtfully but he nodded too, albeit with misgiving writ clearly on his face. ‘As you wish, mistress. With luck, and if we prepare adequately, we might just hold out long enough…’

That ‘might’ sent a shiver down Isobel’s spine. If the flower of the Lancastrian army was slain, many of the great lords of the land with them, the King himself a captive and the Queen and their only son fled to Wales, what hope was there that Tom would return, in truth? And what hope had she to withstand what was coming?

Ned bowed and, placing the parchment on the table, left her alone. Silence filled the chamber, broken from sounds down below. Ominous sounds of the gates being barred, Ned’s voice issuing her orders, the excited and fearful chatter of those ill-suited to face a siege, however short it might prove to be.

The manor wasn’t a castle, for all its crenellated towers, high walls and gates of studded oak. The valley it sat in was flat and lush, no high mountains or thick forests to deter or confuse an enemy. The river that curved around three sides of it was narrow and shallow, hardly deep or wide enough to stop a man on a tall horse.

And she’d just bet that this Edmund Deverell rode a tall horse. Just as all the Yorkists rode tall and arrogant in their saddles now that their star was in the ascent. She tried to picture him but her mind conjured up only a faceless monster bent on stealing her home, perhaps her life too.

Well, she’d made her choice. She would stand tall too, for as long as she could, on her own two feet, with her handful of house servants at her back. And pray that determination alone would be sufficient. If it proved otherwise…well, she would face that too with all the courage she possessed.

* * *

Edmund reined in his horse on the crest of the hill and looked down at the valley stretching before him. The river ran through it like a silver thread and oak trees climbed the valley sides, their leaves already turned from green to red-gold. On the low ground, stubble indicated the late harvest of corn and barley, and lazy smoke drifted skywards from chimneys, marking out the farmsteads dotted here and there. In the distance, a bull bellowed, the sound carrying on the light breeze.

But it was the house in the distance that held his attention. Built on the site of an old Saxon court, its golden walls gleamed and its great tower stood proud at the northern corner. Behind the ramparts, against the south wall, the manor house itself, the sun catching its mullioned windows and tiled roofs.

A lump rose into Edmund’s throat. He’d never seen Mistlecote but he had pictured its beauty many times in his mind. Now, on this first day of November in which a mellow autumn still lingered, it shimmered like a fairytale palace, surpassing even his dreams. France was beautiful, of course, but because he’d been in constant battle there, he’d soon ceased to notice anything of beauty at all—until Mariette had come into his life.

But her beauty had been all on the surface. Underneath had lurked a woman who had shamed him and betrayed him, a woman he’d never really known. Then beauty had ceased to exist for him, but now he discovered that there was still beauty in the world. The beauty of England and the beauty of Mistlecote—more glorious perhaps because he had not once stepped inside its gates.

Just then his sergeant rode up beside him, his voice with its thick Bordeaux accent breaking the stillness. ‘The bridge over the river is unmanned, Edmund, but the gates beyond are closed. Think you they mean to bar us entry?’

Alain Vachier had been with him since he’d left Bordeaux, first as his squire, now as his second in command, both of them finding a place with the Earl of Warwick’s garrison at Calais.

‘I am certain of it.’ Edmund squinted against the sun. ‘This is a Lancastrian house, after all,’ he added, ‘or rather it was.’

With the death of John Calvert at Blore Heath last September, and now the probable death of his heir, Mistlecote would become a Yorkist house, regardless of what its current occupants thought. The woman of the house, Blanche Calvert, had died long ago but there was a daughter, and about her something would have to be done.

He had no quarrel with Isobel Calvert, who he knew to be unmarried, though well past marrying age, being a full four and twenty. If she were pious, he would suggest she enter some convent, provide her with a dowry even, perhaps speak to his mother, who was Prioress of the White Ladies at Brewood, and secure a place for her there.

The recent visit he’d paid his mother, en route here, had been almost more painful than the previous one, when he’d gone to tell her of Hugh’s death. Then she’d been beside herself with grief but she’d still been herself. The woman he’d left a few days earlier had not been his mother at all.

Constance Deverell had greeted him politely, wished him well, and then vanished, serenely enough, into another world, her life devoted wholly to God, her former life forgotten. Or perhaps she’d chosen not to remember it, because it was easier that way to bear the losses of her husband and her youngest son. Easier not to contemplate the death too of her eldest son, which might come one day, if this war continued.

Gathering his reins, Edmund touched his heels to his courser’s sides. As painful as it was, he had to accept that his mother had retreated to place where he could no longer reach her. ‘Allons-y!’ he said to Alain. ‘Let us find out just how firmly those gates are barred.’

As they rode along the valley floor, alongside the river, a hawk hovered over a mown cornfield, keenly eying some rodent that hoped to hide in the stubble. Suddenly, it dived and captured its prey just as he would soon capture Mistlecote.

Edmund watched the bird soar high into the sky again, its prize clutched tightly in its talons, and considered his prey—the current mistress of the manor. Would she be as helpless as that poor shrew? Would she submit demurely to her fate? Or would she resist?

They forded the river easily, since the water was barely up to their horses’ knees, and halted at the gates. They were indeed barred and no sound at all came from within. The place might have been completely empty, though he knew it was not.

‘Ho!’ he called, looking up to the walled parapet above the arched gateway. ‘I am Edmund Deverell and I demand admittance to my manor house.’

There was no response, although he sensed eyes watching him from above. He could almost hear the owners of those eyes breathing, see the look of apprehension on the faces, feel the tension in the bodies. He scanned the walls and saw one…two…three pike heads above the parapet, and a pitchfork.

Not a large defensive force, but then he hadn’t expected one, since most of Mistlecote’s men had perished at Northampton. A few survivors had fled but two rode with him, having wisely changed sides to save their lives.

Suddenly a flash of blue showed above and a face appeared. Not the face of a soldier, or even of a man, but a woman’s face, pale and framed by wisps of dark hair. He’d never seen Isobel Calvert but he knew instinctively that it was she.

‘I am waiting, Mistress Calvert,’ he called, but the face promptly disappeared from sight. Edmund looked at the oaken gates, assessed quickly and accurately how long they’d hold. Too long and he’d done enough waiting already. Beckoning the two former Lancastrians forward, he ordered them to dismount, which they did, warily, obviously wondering what he was up to.

‘Turn towards the house and let them see you clearly,’ he commanded.

Reluctantly, and sheepishly as well they might, the two men obeyed. Edmund waited a few moments, letting those inside the walls recognise their former comrades, then he rode forward a few paces.

‘Doubtless you know these men? They are my prisoners, captured at Northampton, where I spared their lives. Unless you open these gates immediately, they will hang from the nearest tree.’

There was a silence that seemed to make the air crackle, though he knew they’d heard and understood his words. Would they open up—or let the two hapless men suffer for their stubbornness? After all, they had no idea of their comrades’ change of heart, nor that he had no intention of hanging the men, but it would be irksome to lose face at the moment of his arrival.

‘How many more deaths do you want on your hands, Mistress Calvert?’ Edmund called again, louder this time. ‘There has already been bloodshed enough. Would you add to that toll?’

Another silence and then a flurry of activity erupted on the parapet. The sound of bars being drawn back was heard, the gates swung slowly and heavily open, and a figure emerged and strode towards him. A tall, slender young woman, dressed in a light blue gown, her hair dark, her head bare of veil or coif. On her heels came two lean greyhounds and, with a hand on each of their collars, a man, old and grizzled, with the stamp of a steward upon him.

She halted before Edmund and he looked down into eyes that were green and compelling. Her face was perfectly formed, with a straight nose and a wide mouth of dusky pink. Beneath her gown, her breasts were small and high, and they rose and fell furiously as, with a reckless disregard for caution, she addressed him in a torrent of hostility.

‘How dare you demand entrance here? How dare you threaten to kill my men? You will release them to me at once and then go away!’

Isobel Calvert was nothing like he’d imagined and, as he stared, the wild beauty of her stirred something within him that had not been stirred for a long time.

‘I had no intention of killing your men,’ he replied. ‘I merely said they would hang from the nearest tree.’

‘Then you have a lying tongue, like all your kind.’

‘And who are my kind, mistress?’

‘Yorkists!’ The word was spat out with venom. ‘Traitors all.’

Edmund dismounted and handed his reins to Alain. ‘You know why I am here?’

Her hands were on her hips now, her feet planted firmly on the ground, as if daring him to pass at his peril. ‘Word of your coming was sent me, yes; however, I ignored it.’

‘Ignore it if you like but Mistlecote is mine as of today.’

‘You have no place and no right.’ Her chin lifted and she drew herself taller. ‘Mistlecote belongs to my brother.’

‘Your brother is likely dead, mistress, and disinherited, in any case. Even if by some miracle he still lives, he forfeited the title to these lands when he fought on the wrong side at Northampton.’

Her face paled and Edmund steeled himself to not pity her. Such was the way of war. ‘I fought on the right side,’ he went on, ‘and have been granted this manor as a reward.’

‘You?’ The scorn dripped from her lips. ‘A mere knight, like your father before you, and a tainted one at that!’

Edmund felt his shirt cling to his back as the sun beat down from on high. Here and now was not the time to tell her that his family was noble, with a lineage that went back centuries. That the Deverells’ title of lord had been extinguished with the execution of his grandfather, their family attainted for the crime of loyalty to the true king, poor murdered Richard.

‘I have more claim than you know,’ he said, ‘but I suggest we go within now and get out of the sun. My men and I have ridden far today.’

Her lips parted, doubtless to aim more curses at him, but Edmund didn’t give her the opportunity. She would have plenty of time to rail at him in the days to come, until he could find some way to be rid of her.

‘We will enter, whether behind you or in front of you. It is your choice, mistress.’
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