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For Erin, Jeff, Trevor and Steve.

Thank you for your friendship. But most of
all, thank you for daring me to use the words

"loin salad" in this book. What would I do
without you?
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For those who have read the previous
Tenacious Trent stories: Compromised for Christmas, A Misguided
Lord, A Perfect Gentleman, A Lass for Christmas and A
Reluctant Rake, please note that Chapter One of Julia’s story
begins during the same time A Misguided Lord began. I felt
it was important to show Lord Acker and Julie’s love story from the
beginning, not simply when they encounter each other once again in
London, where Reluctant Rake ended. I provide this
information to clarify and not confuse as some references to people
and events have not yet occurred when Julia and Lord Acker first
meet.

I hope you enjoy and thank you for
reading.

 


Jane
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October, 1793

 


Juliette stood at the window looking out at
the dark night. Maman had put her to bed a long time ago but she
couldn’t sleep. She had heard the servants whispering that the
queen was dead. They had taken her to the guillotine and they cut
off her head.

What horrible thing had the queen done? Now
her children were without a mère or a père. At least she had her
mère and arrière grand-mère.

Juliette frowned and leaned her forehead
against the cool glass. She didn’t have a papa though. Mère said he
was dead. Just like the queen. Had his head been cut off too?

A shiver ran down her spine and Juliette
grabbed the small blanket that had been with her for as long as she
could remember. It was soft and warm and she always felt safer when
it was with her. Her fingers ran over the embroidery,
“Julia”. Maman had wanted to cut the name out when she asked
who Julia was but arrière grand-mère said no one would notice. Had
the blanket been made for another little girl but given to Juliette
instead? Or had the person sewn the wrong name on the blanket?
Maman didn’t want to answer the questions and told her not to worry
about the name, but Juliette was still curious. If she had someone
else’s blanket, shouldn’t she return it?

Two sharp sounds from below caused Juliette
to jump and she turned toward the open nursery entrance. Who was
banging on the front door and why would someone call this late at
night?

She made her way out of the nursery and down
the hall, pausing at the top of the stairs. Arrière grand-mère, her
white hair braided down her back as if ready for bed, leaned heavy
on her cane in the center of the foyer. A maid stood by the open
door as a tall gentleman in uniform marched inside. Why was he
here? Soldiers only arrested people. Had her arrière grand-mère or
mère done something wrong?

Her mother hurried down the hall; her light
nightgown floated behind her and Juliette sank down to the floor
and watched through the openings along the railing. Maman stopped
half way down the stairs. She must have already been in bed because
her beautiful red hair fell in curls down her back. “Gaspar, what
are you doing here?”

The man turned toward maman, his brown eyes
studied her and a slight smile curved on his lips. “There is talk
of more arrests.”

Both arrière grand-mère and maman brought
their hands to their throats.

“Are we on a list?” Maman asked.

“Not as of yet.” The man walked toward maman
and up the stairs until he stood before her. “There are those in
Robespierre’s committee who still have a fondness for your
grand-mère.” He acknowledged the older woman with a quick incline
of his head before turning back to maman. “You are an Englishwoman,
however.” He tilted his head as if to study maman. “If you were to
be as welcoming as she once was, I am certain you and your family
will remain safe.”

Maman grasped the railing so tightly the
backs of her fingers turned white. “Is there one in particular that
has an interest?”

The man named Gaspar stared at her. “There
are a few and they are willing to share your affections.”

Maman’s face became very white.

“Not at the same time of course.” The man
chuckled. “You are a very beautiful woman, Adele. Most men would
give anything to share a night of pleasure with you.”

Juliette glanced from her maman to arrière
grand-mère who frowned but nodded.

Maman straightened her spine and lifted her
chin. “Send him to me, or them. I don’t care. I will do whatever is
necessary to keep my family safe.”

Gaspar reached out a hand and touched maman’s
cheek. Her mother flinched as if she really didn’t like it. “I knew
you would make the wise decision.”

“Who shall I expect to visit?”

Gaspar lowered his hand and cupped it around
the part maman once used to feed her sisters when they were babes.
“I am one.”

They stood facing each other for a moment and
the man ran his thumb back and forth and back and forth over the
tip of maman’s bosom. Juliette didn’t think that was at all proper
yet neither maman nor arrière grand-mère made any objections. After
a moment, maman turned and held out her hand. “Come with me.”

They continued up the stairs and down the
hall until they reached her mother’s chambers. The two entered and
closed the door. Juliette stood and waited. Why would maman take
the man in there? She and arrière grand-mère always entertained
guests in the gold parlor.

She turned at the sound of arrière grand-mère
coming up the stairs.

“Juliette,” she scolded in a whisper. “What
are you doing out of bed?”

“I heard someone at the door.” Juliette
answered while she still watched the door. “Who is that man and why
is he in maman’s room.”

“He is only a friend,” she insisted. “Don’t
think on it and go sleep.”
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Milan, Spring, 1813

 


Juliette peeked through the side curtain and
scanned the audience until she spotted the dark blond hair in the
third box just right of the stage. This gentleman, who she believed
to be Lord Acker, had attended at least a dozen performances
already. She had no idea when he began coming to the ballet but the
first bouquet appeared a month ago. His card always asked that she
meet him after the performance and was signed Drake Finton,
Viscount Acker. Each time Juliette had left a note thanking him for
the flowers but disappeared from the theatre immediately after the
performance. Her mother warned her time and time again not to
encourage gentlemen because they pursued dancers for one reason
only: to be their mistress.

Maman had repeated those warnings after
Juliette brought home the first bouquet and showed her the card
from Lord Acker. At first maman’s face had gone very pale, and she
looked frightened, as if she had seen a ghost, and then she
crumpled the card before tossing it into the fire. “You will have
nothing to do with that gentleman,” she ordered.

“Why?” Juliette had asked.

“He is English,” she practically spit. “He
will use you and discard you. Stay away from him Juliette or you
will end up like me.”

After her mother’s strong objection to Lord
Acker, Juliette had not taken any more bouquets home, nor showed
her another card. Yet, Juliette still wanted to meet him. Had he
only sent the one bouquet she could have forgotten about him. But
he had sent six different arrangements, including the flowers
today. She should thank him in person, at least once, shouldn’t
she?

Tonight the gentleman she believe to be Lord
Acker shared the box with two couples. He was never with the same
people or in the same seats.

“He is here,” she whispered.

“Come away from there before someone sees
you,” Genviève, her sister admonished.

“I need to fix the tear and we haven’t much
time.” Hélène, Genviève’s twin, grabbed Juliette’s arm and pulled
her away from the stage. “Besides, you don’t even know if he is
this Lord Acker.”

Juliette stepped onto a small stool so Hélène
could ply her needle to the tear at the back of her costume.

“Who else would he be?” she asked. “Each time
I receive flowers that man is in the audience. He must be Lord
Acker.” She peered down at her sister as she nimbly sewed to repair
her skirt. “Besides, who comes to a ballet as often as he? Most
people see the performance once, rarely twice, but never three or
more times.”

Genviève stood in front of Juliette, folded
her arms across her chest and gave a stern look. “You aren’t
thinking of meeting him, are you?”

Hélène paused in her sewing and looked
up.

Juliette lifted her chin in stubbornness.
“Why not?”

“He is an English gentleman,” Hélène hissed
and went back to sewing

“Does that make him evil?” Juliette asked. It
seemed rather rude not to meet with him after all the lovely
flowers he had sent. Besides, what could happen to her at the
theatre? Dozens of dancers and patrons were backstage after
performances. It wasn’t as if she were going to meet him alone in a
dark alley.

“Mother warned us that the English view
dancers as little better than prostitutes,” Genviève reminded
her.

Juliette blew out a breath. “That does not
mean that he does.”

Hélène cut the end of the thread and fluffed
out Juliette’s skirt. “Try not to get it caught again,” she said as
she rose to her feet.

The twins now stood side by side. Genviève
was smartly dressed in a pale green gown, practical yet pretty. Her
red hair, so much like Juliette’s, was pulled back into a neat bun
at the base of her neck. Had they lived a different life, Juliette
always thought Genviève would make an excellent governess by the
way she always took charge, even though she was the youngest. She
had taken over the running of the household when maman didn’t seem
to care enough and Juliette had to admit that everything ran much
more efficiently under Genviève’s guidance and maman was happy she
didn’t have to deal with the day to day issues involving servants
and decisions. The only time maman decided to take charge was when
she determined it was once again time to move. After her great
grandmother died, they rarely resided in the same house for more
than a year.

Hélène wore a serviceable gown with a number
of needles stuck through the fabric at the bodice, each with a
different color of thread streaming from them. There was a small
apron tied at her waist and Juliette knew it held more thread,
scissors and other items her sister needed for quickly repairing
torn costumes. Her warm chestnut hair, often uncontrollable, was
pulled back, yet curls escaped and framed her face. While
Genviève’s eyes were light grey, Hélène’s were a clear, light blue.
When not acting, Hélène costumed the troupe or assisted with makeup
and styling hair for the stage. She prided herself on making
others, and sometimes herself, unrecognizable.

Juliette studied them. “If I stay to meet
Lord Acker will you tell Maman?”

The sisters looked at each other, their lips
pursed. Never had they gone against their mother but Juliette
wanted more for her life than to simply dance. Though she loved the
ballet and could not imagine her life without it, she also wanted
to marry one day, have a home of her own and possibly children.
That would not be possible if all she did was teach children during
the afternoon and dance at night. There was never an opportunity to
meet men nor did her mother allow her to greet the few admirers
after a performance. She was already four and twenty. If she didn’t
meet someone soon it would be too late.

“Just this once, but I am staying with you,”
Genviève insisted.

“As am I,” Hélène insisted.
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Drake Finton, Viscount Acker, wiped his damp
palms against his breeches. Why was he so nervous? It wasn’t as if
he hadn’t met an actress, singer or dancer following a performance
before. Some of his favorite mistresses had been performers, but
the anticipation of meeting Juliette Mirabelle caused an anxiety he
hadn’t experienced since the first time he attended a ball and
became besotted with a beautiful young debutant he wished to
partner.

The ballet was almost at an end. Juliette
Mirabelle would soon twirl, collapse and die as the story came to
an end. At the moment she was being lifted, her graceful arms
spread, toes pointed and neck lengthened as she looked above. He
had never seen a more beautiful or graceful sight in his life.

Would she meet him tonight? He took great
care in finding the perfect arrangement of the freshest and most
beautiful flowers and paid a lad to have them delivered to the
theatre prior to the performance. It was larger than any of the
others before. All he could do was hope that she remained tonight
and he didn’t find another note thanking him for the bouquet.

Why didn’t she ever remain to meet him? Did
she have a protector like so many female performers? Or worse, was
she married?

Acker still recalled the first time he had
seen her dance. He had been dragged to the ballet by a friend now
living in Milan. He’d attended the ballet once when he was younger
and quickly learned that it wasn’t something he enjoyed. That all
changed the moment Juliette entered, dancing the lead role. Acker
hadn’t been able to take his eyes from her and had returned to the
theatre every night he could. After a week he sent her the first
bouquet.

Acker leaned forward, the end was near. Her
graceful movements slowed and arms folded across her breast as she
fell, caught in the arms of her onstage lover, and died. The roar
of the audience’s approval reminded Acker he was not alone in the
theatre. So caught up in watching the young woman dance he had
forgotten there were four companions with him. He came to his feet
as Juliette entered to take her bow, a delicate smile on her lips
and then she was gone again. Acker’s companions stirred and moved
toward the entrance leading to the corridor.

“That was marvelous,” Signori Bellibi
proclaimed. He was the man who had originally brought Acker to
Milan. Bellibi worked within the government of the Kingdom of
Italy, but he and others secretly worked with the English to find a
way to bring an end to Napoleon and break his hold on the
region.

Acker had been gone from home these past six
months visiting with those who supported England in their war
against Napoleon and should have been done with this business and
onto Prussia but he could not leave Milan without first meeting
Juliette. The Home Office had not questioned his delay but they
soon would and Acker couldn’t exactly report that he remained
because of a ballerina and not for the war effort.

“Thank you for the invitation.”

“It was my pleasure,” Acker responded. He was
quickly running out of people to invite to the ballet. He couldn’t
very well attend on his own. How would that look to others?

His companions filed out into the corridor
already crowded with patrons leaving the theatre.

“Will you be joining us for a late supper?”
Bellibi questioned.

Acker shook his head. “No. You go on.”

The man simply nodded and escorted his wife
toward the stairs that would take them to the entrance. Soon they
were swallowed by the crowd and Acker made his way to the back of
the theatre.

His heartbeat increased with each step. Had
she waited for him or would he find another note? Was he a fool in
pursuing a dancer when he had important work to do?

The back of the theatre was crowded with
performers and patrons, much like it was each night he ventured
here. The door leading to Juliette’s dressing room was on the far
side and closed. For a moment he was hopeful. All other times it
had been open, but empty. Had he caught her in time? Had she not
left?

He paused before the scarred wood entrance,
took a deep breath and knocked. It opened a moment later by a young
woman with auburn hair pulled into a knot behind her head. Perhaps
she was the ballerina’s maid.

“May I help you?”

“Might Juliette Mirabelle still be here?”

The young woman tilted her head and studied
him. “Whom shall I say is inquiring?”

Acker cleared this throat. “Viscount
Acker.”

She nodded, stepped back and fully opened the
door. Across the room stood Juliette, no longer in her costume but
dressed in a simple gown of pale blue. His breath ceased when he
looked into her clear emerald eyes. Speech failed him at that
moment.
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He was more handsome up close, were
Juliette’s first thoughts. He had the bluest eyes she had ever seen
and strong features that spoke of his aristocratic bearing. Oh, why
had she agreed to meet this gentleman? He was a handsome stranger
and what type of women met with gentlemen in their dressing
room?

She knew which type did and would he now
automatically think she was like so many of the dancers within the
theatre, who took lovers and became mistresses to rich gentlemen?
Why hadn’t she thought this through?

But she had, and this wasn’t the first time a
gentleman had wished to meet her but none had been as persistent as
Lord Acker. How could she not meet a gentleman who had sent her
half a dozen different bouquets?

Why didn’t he say anything? Why did he just
stand there and stare at her?

“The bouquet is lovely. Thank you.”

He blinked and a smile formed on his sensual
lips. “Not nearly as beautiful as you.”

Warmth spread through Juliette’s chest and
heat stole into her cheeks.

“We should go,” Genviève whispered.

Juliette nodded. She had now met Lord Acker
and thanked him for the flowers. It was best not to encourage
further attention.

“Wait.” He stepped forward. “Would you care
to dine with me this evening?”

Did she dare? Maman didn’t have to learn. She
and her sisters already planned to join the others for a late
supper following the performance.

Genviève shook her head. Of course her sister
wouldn’t want her to go, but Juliette wanted to spend time with
someone who didn’t work at the theatre. “Only if my sister,
Genviève, accompanies me.”

Acker nodded. “Of course.”

“I really don’t think—”

“—I see no harm,” Juliette cut Genviève off.
Besides, when would she ever get the opportunity to dine with a
gentleman?

“I’ll have my carriage brought around.”

“No,” Genviève answered quickly and Juliette
agreed. She did not know him and it was not wise to get into a
closed conveyance with a stranger to be carted off somewhere not of
their choosing.

His eyebrows rose and he straightened.
“Pardon?”

“There is a lovely caffè within walking
distance.” Juliette smiled. “They remain open late and many of us
dine there after performances.” Juliette would already know most of
the people in the caffè and hoped none of them would tell
Maman.

He seemed to think about her suggestion and
then nodded. “It would be my pleasure to take you both to supper at
this caffè.”

Juliette and Genviève lifted their cloaks
from the hooks attached to the wall and Acker came forward. “Allow
me, if you please.” He took the cloaks and assisted each of
them.

Juliette shared a look with her sister. They
had never really encountered gentlemen and those at the theatre
treated them indifferently, as if they were all part of one big
family. It was rare for someone to help them don their cloaks.
“Thank you,” Juliette muttered, embarrassed by how special she felt
at his assistance even though he had probably done the same thing
for dozens of women before.

He opened the door and stood back, allowing
the sisters to pass. Juliette glanced quickly over her shoulder
toward Hélène, who had remained concealed behind the costumes. It
hadn’t been their plan for her to hide but when the knock came to
the door, Genviève insisted so that someone could observe and aid
in assistance if necessary.

Once they entered the alley, Acker offered an
arm to each woman and they began to walk in the direction of the
caffè. This was a new experience for Juliette as well. Though often
in the company of men when they supped late, none had ever escorted
her in this manner as the group leaving the theatre usually
numbered ten or more. Was this what if felt like to be treated like
a lady? Or did Acker have mistress in mind?

No doubt that was his intention and though he
was handsome, she would not follow in maman’s or arrière
grand-mère’s footsteps.

Acker was rather silent. Should she be the
one making conversation? Several times he glanced over his shoulder
and he seemed tense. Was he waiting for someone? Should she be
worried about his intentions? Had his plans been to get her alone
in a carriage and now he wasn’t sure how to proceed?

“Is something wrong, Lord Acker?”

Acker lowered his head and spoke quietly. “I
believe we are being followed.”

Juliette and Genviève stiffened.

“Don’t look,” Acker hissed. But Juliette and
Genviève were already glancing behind him as he spoke. Juliette
recognized Hélène, dressed as a man, cap pulled low over her head.
She knew her sister could change her appearance whenever she
wished, but this was even quick for Hélène. “Oh, that is simply
our—”

“—Brother.” Genviève answered quickly.

Juliette shot her a look. Why would her
sister lie?

“He is just keeping watch over us.” Genviève
shrugged.

As if Hélène could be of any assistance,
Juliette nearly snorted.

“I am sure he will sit with his friends once
we reach the caffè,” Genviève assured Acker.

Acker simply nodded but seemed to relax as
they rounded the corner. Light spilled from the caffè as did the
noise of the crowd gathered this evening. Acker escorted the
sisters inside and found a table in the back. He held their chairs
before taking a seat himself. Hélène slid into a place at a table
already crowded with those from the ballet. No doubt she would pay
closer attention to what was occurring with Juliette than the
conversation at her own table.
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Acker wasn’t sure what to say or how to begin
the conversation. He had never been at a loss for words. He was a
bloody diplomat and conversational skills were necessary to his
position. Yet, being in the presence of this beautiful young woman
left him tongue-tied and this would never do. He needed to make the
right impression.

He had wanted Juliette before, when he had
only seen her on the stage. Now, being in her presence, the beauty
of her face and those emerald green eyes only made him want her
more. He wasn’t sure how Juliette Mirabelle would fit in his life,
or what she would be to him, but he was drawn to her like no other.
One simple supper would not be enough. He needed to learn
everything he could about her. He desired her, but it wasn’t that
simple. Something about this young woman pulled at him and he had
never experienced the like before.

A servant stopped and placed a basket of
bread and bottle of deep red wine on the table. The caffè had only
a few offerings this late in the evening which included a chicken
dish and various salads and cheeses. Acker didn’t really care what
he ate as long as he was with Juliette.

He reached forward and poured wine for both
women. Though he wished to have Juliette to himself, he didn’t mind
her sister, Genviève joining them. In time he would find a way for
him and Juliette to be alone.

He glanced from one woman to the next before
he spoke. “Where are you from?” They were not Italian, as he had
originally assumed.

“Why do you ask?” Genviève countered.

His eyebrows lifted. “Your accent is French,
is it not?”

Juliette laughed. “We were raised in France
until six years ago.”

“What brought you to Milan?”

It was probably none of his business but he
could think of nothing else to say and he wanted to know everything
about this ballerina.

Genviève shot Juliette a narrow-eyed look.
Apparently she did not like being questioned.

“Maman thought it was time for a change and
that there would be more opportunities to dance,” Juliette
answered.

What of a father? Did they not have one? “Was
your mother also a dancer?”

“No,” Juliette quietly chuckled. “I had not
wanted to leave France but she decided it was best and it has
worked out well.” She graced him with a lovely smile.

Acker glanced up to find the brother watching
them. He was smaller in height, as well as thin and lanky. There
were also several feminine qualities about him from the way he
crossed his feet at his ankles and the delicate way he gestured
with his hand and wrist. Even his facial features were pretty
without a hint of stubble that plagued so many men this time of
night. Perhaps his mannerisms were from living in a home with three
females. Or, he could just be a young pup who had not come into his
own.

“Your father did not mind moving?”

“No,” Genviève answered.

Juliette looked at her oddly. Had Genviève
lied? Did the man not appreciate being uprooted?

At least it established that Juliette also
had a father. The man may not appreciate Acker’s attention to his
daughter when Acker wasn’t sure what his intentions were himself.
No father he knew would allow a gentleman to escort a young woman
without a courtship but Acker couldn’t make such a commitment
without knowing Juliette better, especially when he didn’t know how
much longer he could stay in Milan. The weight of frustration
settled in his belly and Acker tore off a piece of bread and shoved
it into his mouth. He was not about to give up so easily and
quickly. One night of dining with Juliette was not enough.
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Juliette practically skipped out of the
scuola di danza, having just finished with her final student of the
day. There was to have been one more but the student’s mother sent
news that the child was ill, leaving Juliette with the rest of her
day free.

The sun was shining and the breeze light. It
was a glorious day. She smiled and inhaled deeply. Would Acker be
at the performance again tonight? Or, now that they had met would
he move onto someone new. Genviève seemed to think that is what
would likely happen, especially since very little had been said
last night following his few questions about her family and their
move from France to Milan. Juliette had wanted to ask him about
England but knew her sister would disapprove. Perhaps she would get
the chance to speak with him again, and this time without the
scrutiny of Genviève.

It had been an awkward discussion with her
sister behaving far from friendly toward Lord Acker and they
eventually slipped into silence, only occasionally mentioning
topics like the weather. Juliette doubted the evening could have
been more uncomfortable had maman been there scrutinizing every
look, word and mannerism.

Would she and Acker have been more at ease
with one another had they been alone? Would she have learned more
about him? Had Genviève ruined her one chance to get to know a
gentleman because of her unfriendly disposition?

Juliette rounded the corner leading in the
direction of her home and walked directly into the solid chest of a
gentleman. His hands came up to cradle her elbows when she stumbled
back and kept her from falling. Juliette glanced up to thank him
for his assistance and apologize only to look into the light blue
eyes of Lord Acker. Instead of speaking, she simply smiled. This
day was glorious indeed.

“My pardon,” he acknowledged with a nod of
his head and slowly smiled when he looked into her face.

“It is I who was not watching where I was
going.” Her mind had been thinking about him, and Juliette was
surprised she had made it down the block without tripping or
running into anyone before now because she had no recollection of
the path she took after exiting the scuola to this moment.

Acker’s hands still cradled her elbows
sending warmth and awareness through her body. How odd! She was
touched often, especially when she and Carlo danced, but she had
never been so aware of another’s physical presence as she was with
Lord Acker. She really should step back. This was not proper at
all, yet she couldn’t bring herself to move.

A moment later Acker cleared his throat and
withdrew. “Might I escort you somewhere?”

He certainly couldn’t escort her home, Maman
was there. “I would hate to delay you, but thank you for the
offer.”

His smile broadened and lines crinkled at the
corner of his eyes as if he laughed often. “I was simply out
enjoying this beautiful day.”

“I was thinking how lovely it was as
well.”

“Shall we enjoy it together?” He offered his
arm.

Juliette glanced down at his bent elbow.
Should she take it and enjoy a bit of time with Lord Acker, or
should she return home. Maman would not expect her for another two
hours and when would she get this opportunity again? With a grin,
Juliette slipped her hand inside the crook of his arm. Her fingers
tingled and she was never happier to have forgotten her gloves in
the rush to leave the house this morning.

“Where shall we walk, Miss Mirabelle?”

She didn’t really care, but a busy street was
not the best place to converse. “There is a small park not far from
the cathedral.”

His eyes lit. “I know the area and have gone
there often on beautiful days such as this.” Acker turned so that
they were now walking in the direction of the gothic cathedral
which sat at the center of Milan. There were several people out
this afternoon, strolling and enjoying the warm weather. He pointed
to an unoccupied bench beneath some trees and turned Juliette in
that direction.

“Tell me about England,” she said once he was
settled.

Acker straightened and looked at her
quizzically. “What would you like to know?”

Juliette pondered his question for moment. “I
am really not sure exactly. Is London much different than
Milan?”

“London is a large city, full of people and
smells, if you must know.” He chuckled. “It isn’t nearly as
beautiful as Milan, nor does it possess such lovely ladies.”

Heat stole into her cheeks at his flirtation.
“It can’t smell that bad,” she teased back, not acknowledging his
compliment. All crowded cities in the heat of the summer had an
unpleasant stench. But this was spring and all she could smell was
the fragrance of the spring flowers, blooming after remaining
dormant through the winter.

“I was born in England,” she said without
thinking. Why had she shared that information? Maman had been very
specific never to offer anything personal, especially to strangers.
But there was something about Lord Acker that made Juliette trust
him. She didn’t know why and it wasn’t even reasonable being he was
a complete stranger, but for some reason she wanted to tell him
everything and learn all she could of him.

Acker arched an eyebrow in surprise. “So you
were born in England, raised in France and now live in Italy. Tell
me, Miss Mirabelle, how did that come to be?”

She bit her bottom lip and wondered how much
she should tell him. Really, what harm could there be? “My great
grandparents were French and lived in Paris.” At least she assumed
her great grandfather was French, but they didn’t really know who
he was. “My grandmother married an Englishman and he took her to
England, where my mother was born, and of course she married and
then I was born.”

Lord Acker was nodding as if he wished her to
continue.

“When my father died, my grandparents were
already dead so Maman took us back to Paris to be with her
grandmother.”

He studied her for a moment. “Your father
died?”

She winced at being caught in an earlier lie.
It wasn’t really her lie; it had been Genviève who led him to
believe papa still lived. “He died when I was very young. I barely
remember him.” Actually, Juliette could not remember anything
except that when anyone mentioned her father when she was a child
her stomach hurt. All she could determine was that his death must
have been particularly painful for her.

“Was your father French as well? Mirabelle is
a French name.”

She thought about it for a moment. He must
have been though she always assumed he was English. However, her
parents had married during the infancy of the Revolution and many
French had fled to England already so he could have very well been
a Frenchman. She also remembered her mother commenting once that
while all the French were fleeing Paris they were running to it.
She would ask her mother, but Maman did not like to talk about
those years and chastised Juliette to leave well enough alone. “I
do not know, but I assume so.”

“How long did you live in France before
moving to Milan?”

“It was right before my eighteenth birthday
and unexpected.”

His brow creased but he never once looked
away from her as they spoke and Juliette couldn’t stop watching his
face either. He had the nicest full lips and strong cheekbones. “I
thought we would live in Paris forever but one day I came home from
the ballet and Maman had all of our things packed and announced we
were moving.”

“Usually it takes longer to prepare for such
a move.”

Juliette shook her head. “Maman was always
moving us from one household to another. She didn’t like staying in
one place too long. I assumed we were simply moving to a new house
only to learn we were traveling to Italy.”
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Acker studied her. He wasn’t sure he would
like moving so often. Of course, he had two homes. An estate in
Monmouth and a Townhouse in London and depending on the time of
year, he lived in one or the other. Each home had everything he
needed so he didn’t have to actually move everything from one to
the other, simply travel there. However, he had been traveling for
the past six months and that was tiring enough. He longed for his
own bed in his own home, but not until he came to know Juliette. At
least there was no father to stand in his way, just a young pup as
a brother.

“Your mother simply decided it was time to
move to a new country?” This still seemed odd to him. It was one
thing to change a residence, but move to an entirely different
country with three children. “Do you have family in Milan?”

“We knew no one when we came here.” Juliette
frowned for a moment and a crease developed between her delicate
eyebrows. “Maman simply said it was time.” She tiled her head as if
in thought. “She was most adamant that we leave immediately and
that another adventure awaited us.”

“And your great-grandmother? Did she come
with you?”

“Arrière grand-mère died when I was
twelve.”

“I am sorry,”

Juliette shrugged and offered a slight smile.
“Thank you. I suppose I will always miss her.”

Acker simply nodded.

“I did not wish to leave Paris.” She sighed.
“I still had so much to learn from my dance master, Pierre
Gardel.”

The name meant nothing to Acker, but it did
to Juliette because her emerald eyes lit and a loving smile formed
on her lips when she said the gentleman’s name. A stab of jealousy
struck him in the gut. Would she ever think of him with such
admiration and had Gardel been more than a teacher to her?

Acker shook the thoughts away. That was the
past, and several years ago. She said they have lived in Milan for
the last six years and if she was ten and eight when she left
Paris, Juliette was now four and twenty. Not a child at all, though
he had suspected her age to be closer to twenty. Already she was a
famed ballerina. Her name was listed at the top of any playbill he
had seen.

“You clearly became accomplished without his
continued guidance.” Acker smiled down at her.

A blush painted her cheeks. “I’ve been lucky
to have continued my training under Viganó.”

Again her eyes lit and a soft smile formed on
her lips. She seemed to hold this new dancing master with as much
high regard as Gardel. Was Juliette in love with the man?

There was also a sweet innocence to her.
Something he had never encountered with any other woman he had met
who also worked in any form of theatre. Surely she couldn’t still
be all that innocent? He knew that no performer remained innocent
for long. It was a fact, as far as he was concerned. Not that any
of this mattered to Acker because the longer he sat with her the
more he wanted her. He had lusted after her when she danced and it
was all he could do not to take her in his arms and kiss her.

The time for that would come later. He needed
to know her better first and determine if and how she could be a
part of his life. “Does your sister also dance?” He couldn’t recall
seeing Genviève on the stage.

Juliette laughed. “No. Genviève is the
orderly one and likes to take charge when given the
opportunity.”

This didn’t surprise Acker. The sister rather
reminded him of a governess he had as a young boy.

“Hélène is an actress,” Juliette
continued.

There is another sister? Did she have more
brothers as well? “Hélène?”

Juliette’s eyes grew wide and her cheeks grew
bright. Clearly she had let something slip she shouldn’t have.

She sighed and looked down. “I don’t have a
brother. The person following us last night was my other sister,
Hélène.”

At least that explained why the lad appeared
so feminine.

“Maman warned us not to let anyone know there
were no gentlemen to look after us.”

He could well understand why. All three
sisters were beautiful and if it became common knowledge, which it
probably was for those attached to the ballet, that these three
young women were unprotected, all manner of men would probably
pursue them. Much as he was doing at this very moment.

“Your mother sounds like a very wise woman.”
If he had three beautiful daughters he would keep them sheltered as
well. But how protected could they be working with the ballet or in
any theatre for that matter.

Those in the park began to disperse and
Juliette jumped to her feet. “I must go. I cannot return home
late.”

Acker stood as well. “At least let me escort
you home.”

Juliette was already shaking her head and
backing away. “No, you cannot. Mother would be furious if she knew
I met with you.”

He stopped and looked at her. “Why?”

“I am not to have contact with any gentleman
without her express approval.” She winced and bit her bottom lip.
“And never an Englishman.”

He couldn’t help himself but chuckle. “One
day you will have to learn why she dislikes us so much.” Since the
woman was more French than English, that could be reason
enough.

“Thank you for the lovely afternoon,” she
said as she turned away.

“Wait,” Acker called before she could get
further away. “When can I see you again?”

She turned and a beautiful smile formed on
those luscious lips. “Tomorrow, at the same place and time. I will
be done with lessons by then.”
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Juliette buried her nose in the fragrant
arrangement that had just been delivered. After meeting Acker she
had not expected another bouquet.

“More flowers from your admirer?”

She turned to find Carlo Pavoin standing just
inside her doorway. He had partnered her on stage many times over
the past few years and danced opposite her in this production.
“Yes, aren’t they beautiful?”

Carlo did not return her smile. “He is the
one who accompanied you last evening?”

Normally Juliette would have taken a seat at
the same table as Carlo but because Acker was with her last night
she did not.

“Yes,” she hesitantly answered. Would he tell
her mother?

Carlo crossed his muscular arms over his
broad chest and leaned back against the wall. “You mother has been
very explicit in not allowing you to meet gentlemen outside of the
theatre. Nor does she allow you to be courted by anyone within the
theatre.

“That is true.” Juliette bit her lip and
looked down. “Not that anyone has wished to court me so it hardly
suffices.”

“Has she changed her mind?” His tone was
quiet and when Juliette looked back up, his dark brown eyes bore
into hers.

“No.”

He smirked and raised an eyebrow. “So, you
have finally decided to defy her.”

Juliette took a step forward. “Please, do not
say anything to Maman.”

Carlo studied her face as if assessing her.
“Be careful, Juliette. You are not of his world.”

“I know.”

He grasped her hand in his. “He will only
hurt you.”

“You do not know that,” she insisted.
Besides, she barely knew Acker and had spent very little time with
him. After tomorrow, she might not see him again.

“Remember where you belong.”

Where did she belong? Born in England, raised
in France and now dancing in Italy. Was it too much to hope for a
permanent home somewhere? A house she could live in for more than a
year? For as long as she could remember, they never stayed long in
one place, as if her mother were hiding from someone, which was
ridiculous.

“Your family is here,” he continued. “I am
here.”

“But sometimes I want more. I can’t dance
forever.”

His eyes darkened to an almost black and his
hand came up and he caressed her cheek with his thumb. “I’ve wanted
more as well.” His voice was deeper than usual. Juliette wasn’t
sure what to make of Carlo at the moment. He was her friend, a very
dear friend. Was he simply watching out for her as if he were a
brother? She had always wished for an older brother, but that was
impossible. It was nice to have someone she trusted fulfilling that
role.

“Dine with me this evening.”

As much as she would like to speak with Carlo
and perhaps gain some advice, she could not. “I am sorry, but I
promised Maman that I would come home directly after the
performance.”

His eyes narrowed. “And what of your admirer?
What if he were to ask?”

Juliette frowned at Carlo. Why did he seem
possessive all of a sudden? “I would tell him the same, of
course.”

Carlo’s features softened. “At least let me
escort you home. Your sisters are not here this evening.”

Juliette was relieved by his offer. “Thank
you.” She did not like to walk home alone at night. It always
seemed safer with her two sisters, but by herself it was
frightening. She could always hire a carriage, but it seemed such a
waste when she didn’t live far away.

The manager stepped inside the room and
announced that it was time to take their places. Carlo continued to
stare down at her. Were his eyes focused on her lips?

Abruptly he turned and walked away.

Juliette could only stare after him. He was
acting strangely this evening. But, Carlo’s moods often changed
with the wind. One moment he could be warm and caring and the next
yelling and tossing things about. She never knew what set him off
into his fits of frustration.

She returned to her dressing table and
quickly penned a note to Acker thanking him for the flowers and
that she would not be able to remain at the theatre tonight but she
looked forward to meeting him tomorrow.
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Acker sat alone and watched Juliette dance.
Until he had actually met her, he made a point of never attending
by himself so as not to appear odd. Now he didn’t care. He would
sit alone night after night if he could, just to watch her grace
and beauty.

Would she wait for him this evening? Would
they supper together? Would she insist a sister be present?

No, he dismissed. She met with him alone
today so she certainly cannot view him as dangerous. Nor could
Juliette have a protector or she wouldn’t have met with him.
Besides, if she was another man’s mistress, she would not need to
teach or live with her mother and sisters. If she belonged to him,
Juliette would be able to have her days free of students and only
dance at night.

What was he thinking? Juliette would never
belong to him. Her life was in Milan and his in England. He had but
a short time remaining in Italy and he wanted to spend every
possible free moment with Juliette.

Would they become lovers before he left, or
would the relationship remain platonic?

How could he return home not having loved
her? The desire that coursed through his veins for the seductive
ballerina was unparalleled. He had never longed for any woman the
way he did for Juliette, especially only having watched her dance
and then spoken with her a few times. Yet, he wanted Juliette and
wasn’t certain he would get his wish.

The same man who always danced with Juliette
lifted her and then they bent, much as lovers would do. What Acker
wouldn’t give to be able to touch Juliette with such familiarity
and anywhere he wished. The couple turned and Acker anticipated the
next lift. He knew the ballet by heart having watched it so many
times. Except this time, instead of grasping Juliette’s narrow
waist, the man’s hands slipped and slid up, stopping to cup her
breast. Few could see this mistake, only those sitting near Acker
because of the angle toward the back of the stage.

Juliette stilled and her eyes slightly
widened. Acker held his breath waiting to see what would happen
next. He had never seen the two make a mistake before, especially
one that could halt the choreography.

Juliette drew her arms above her head and
spun away from the man. He approached and grasped Juliette’s waist
again. When he lifted, he looked toward Acker, his eyes cold and
hard. It lasted but a moment and the two dancers were back
executing the moves as if there had been no alteration in the
original choreography.

Acker narrowed his eyes, continuing to watch
the couple. The pure hatred in the partner’s eyes was unsettling
and Acker had a deep rooted suspicion that the male dancer had just
made his claim on Juliette. The mistake in the dance had been
intentional and the touch spoke of familiarity.

If the two were a couple, or even lovers, why
had Juliette supped with him last evening, walked with him today
and agreed to meet with him tomorrow? Was the dancer pursuing her
and Juliette had rejected him? Or, were they former lovers and the
man didn’t wish her to have another? Or, was Juliette using Acker
to make the dancer jealous?

Acker stewed over the possibilities until the
performers took their final bow. He would give Juliette a moment to
change her clothing and then he would find out what the male dancer
meant to her and if he was going to cause difficulties in Acker’s
pursuit.
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Juliette turned to Carlo the moment they left
the stage. She let her mask of a smile fall and now stared at him,
dumbfounded and angry.

“I apologize, from the depth of my heart,”
Carlo insisted before she could say anything.

Juliette narrowed her eyes on him. It wasn’t
like Carlo to make such a drastic error. His hands had not slipped
since they first started dancing together. Then it was getting used
to the movement of the other and learning the timing of the steps
and lifts.

“You had a firm grip on my waist. Why did you
let go?” she demanded.

He opened his mouth yet no words came
out.

Had it been intentional? Had Carlo meant to
grab her breast instead of lifting her? Heat flooded her face and
Juliette wasn’t certain if it was from embarrassment or fury.

“I had a pain,” he said quickly.

Juliette tilted her head and studied him. “A
pain?”

“Yes,” he nodded. “It was short and quick
through my wrist but I feared lifting you at that moment.”

Juliette narrowed her eyes again.

“I did not mean to touch you in such a
manner, but you moved at the same time as I.” He grasped her hands.
“I am so sorry.”

She continued to study him. Carlo was a
professional dancer and he did seem truly upset over the incident.
Besides, why would he wish to alter the dance? Mistakes such as
that could ruin his career.

“Let us forget about it.” She smiled at him.
“But, tell a physician. I don’t wish to be dropped next time.”

He grinned, much like a bashful schoolboy. “I
promise.”

Juliette shut the door to her dressing room
and quickly removed her costume and put on a walking dress. Carlo
had made a mistake and that was all. He meant nothing by touching
her in such a manner. Besides, even if he wished to do so, he
wouldn’t have grasped her breast in front of an audience.

She stilled. Had Acker seen what happened?
Would she need to explain or would he even mention it? Most
gentlemen would not but she really didn’t know him all that well.
Besides, there was a very good chance he hadn’t noticed. The hand
that slipped had been away from the audience. If anything, Acker
probably noted a slight change in the choreography.

When Juliette emerged from her dressing room,
Carlo was waiting to escort her home. He glanced anxiously around
the backstage area quickly filling with patrons. She moved toward
the back entrance and Carlo settled his hand at the small of her
back. Though he didn’t push, there was pressure, steering her
through the crowd.

“We mustn’t be late,” he insisted.

“Of course.”

They emerged into the darkened alley and
Carlo offered his arm. Juliette simply stared at it. He had never
done so before, but she slipped her hand through the crook and he
turned toward the street and began walking at a quick pace. Once
they were away from the theatre Carlo slowed his steps, for which
Juliette was grateful. If they had walked any quicker they would
have been running. Why had he been in such a hurry? Did he have
plans after he delivered her to her doorstep?

“I apologize. I wanted to be away from the
crowds.”

Carlo hated it when the back of the theatre
filled with those who had attended. Sometimes the crush made it
almost impossible to move, not that she remained all that often
herself. If she didn’t sup with her sisters, her mother required
her home immediately.

“We have only a few more performances,” he
reminded her.

Though she had danced this ballet dozens of
time she was not growing tired of it as she normally did. Juliette
wondered how much it had to do with Acker sitting in the audience
and the flowers he sent. Or, it could simply be she loved the
beauty of the choreography.

“Have you told your students they will need
to find another teacher?”

Juliette glanced up at Carlo. “Why would I
need to do so?”

He stopped and turned toward her. “Did Viganó
not speak with you? Is he not using you in his next ballet?” Worry
marred Carlo’s brow.

Oh, how could she have forgotten? Viganó
wanted them to work on Prometheus. “I had forgotten.”

Carol’s shoulders relaxed as if he was
relieved and he once again turned and walked toward her home. It
was only a few blocks away and when they stopped before the door he
once again stood before her, studying her face.

“Is something on your mind?”

A slight smile came to his lips. “We will
discuss it later.”

With that he kissed her forehead and Juliette
made her way into the house.

Though it was late, her mother and sisters
were still awake. Hélène was sewing costumes for the next
production, pausing only long enough to read the script in front of
her. Her sister often worked on memorization while sewing. Juliette
didn’t understand how she managed to do both at once. Genviève was
bent over the household accounts because Juliette recognized the
books open on the desk. Maman was reading the stack of posts that
must have arrived after she left for the theatre. They were weeks
old and Juliette couldn’t understand her mother’s fascination. She
could not recall her mother being even remotely interested in the
world while they lived in Paris, but since they moved to Italy,
somehow Maman arranged to have every London paper delivered to
her.

“How was the ballet this evening?” her mother
asked as she folded the paper she was currently reading.

For a moment Juliette thought to tell them of
Carlo’s mistake but changed her mind. Nobody could ever determine
how her mother would react to such an instance. One moment she
would shrug it off and the other, insist something be done and
possibly fly into a rage over Carlo touching her in such a matter.
It was best to forget the incident even happened. “It went well,”
she finally answered.

“You did not receive flowers this evening?”
Hélène asked with an arched brow.

“He sent another bouquet. I left them in my
dressing room.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Just make sure
you do not meet with that gentleman.”

Juliette did not look at her mother and
wandered over to the sideboard and poured herself a small glass of
wine. “I know, Maman,” Juliette answered. Until she knew what Acker
intended she would keep their meetings to herself.
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Acker practically pushed his way through the
crowd to get to Juliette’s dressing room. The door stood open and
he stepped inside. His bouquet sat on a small table and beside it
her note, declining his invitation to supper. Disappointment
settled in his belly. At least he would be with her tomorrow
afternoon. He stepped back out into the throng of patrons, which
had grown thicker while he was in Juliette’s dressing room. He had
two options, to try and make his way toward the entrance or use the
back door as they had done last night. The back door was closer and
Acker maneuvered his way around the groupings of people until he
was able to step out into the night air. His carriage would be
waiting out front and he was turning in that direction when he saw
Juliette. Her arm was linked with that of the man she had just
danced with.

Is that why she had declined his invitation
this evening? Was she meeting with her lover? Had the man been
upset at Juliette having been with Acker the evening before?

Acker tried to remember if the man had been
in the caffè but the only people he had paid any attention to were
Juliette and her two sisters.

Where were they going? He needed to know if
the two were lovers or simply friends and Acker decided to follow
them. He remained back so as not to be noticed. He wasn’t about to
follow as closely as Juliette’s sister had followed them last
evening.

When the two paused and looked at each other,
Acker flattened himself against a dark doorway, hoping the shadows
shielded him. The couple exchanged only a few words before they
continued walking. He wished he was close enough to hear what was
being said but he didn’t want to risk being seen.

A short time later they stopped before a row
of houses? Did Juliette live here or the man? Once again he hid in
the shadows, waiting and watching what would happen. Relief shot
through him when the man simply kissed Juliette on the forehead and
waited as she safely entered her home. Acker glanced around for a
place to hide in the event the man returned the way he came, but
instead, he continued on. Acker stared at the three story
structure, lights blazing in the lower floors. So, this was where
Juliette lived. Would he one day be invited inside?

Though he wished to approach the door, he did
not. He would see her tomorrow and besides, he did not wish to
anger Juliette’s mother.

Why did the woman wish Juliette not acquaint
herself with Englishmen? Was Juliette truly as innocent as she
seemed? She was already four and twenty, living in an all-female
household. One was an actress and Juliette danced at night. How
could the women possibly be sheltered and innocent?

He glanced at the row of houses. Though
neatly kept, this was not a wealthy neighborhood. Was the mother
sheltering her daughters to keep them from following in the same
footsteps of so many dancers, singers and actresses before them? If
so, what did she hope to gain?

Did she want them to remain spinsters and
grow old without experiencing love and passion? Or, did she simply
wish for them to remain virtuous until marriage?

The idea brought Acker up short. Yes, he
desired Juliette and wanted her, but marriage was not an option. He
was an English Viscount. She was an Italian ballerina. Not that he
cared about their differences in class. They were simply from two
separate worlds. She would never fit into his because Society would
never accept her.

He shook the thoughts away and turned to walk
back toward the theatre where his carriage waited. Why was he even
thinking on marriage? He did need to wed at some point in time. His
station required an heir. But he had always seen Eleanor Westin in
that role. She needed a husband and would be a good mother. She was
his dearest friend and they would get on well. There was no passion
between them, but was that truly necessary in a marriage? It would
be no hardship to make love to her, but they would never have a
grand passion such as that spoken by the poets.

They wouldn’t be unhappy either. Besides,
Eleanor needed him, as did her younger siblings, whether she
realized it or not. Hopefully, she would not be as stubborn in her
refusal once he returned home.

Acker stepped into his carriage and the
driver pulled it into traffic. Eleanor was his future and Juliette
was his present. Would he be able to make Juliette his before he
needed to leave Milan or would he simply share a few walks never
having known the tenderness of her touch?
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Acker tossed the correspondence from the Home
Office onto his desk and sat back. He was to finish his business
and continue onto Prussia, now that they had sided against
Napoleon. It would also be impossible to watch Juliette dance
tonight because he was required to attend a supper this evening
with those who supported the effort to defeat Napoleon. The
dictator may currently rule Milan and the Kingdom of Italy but the
people resented his authority and wanted the country to return to
how it once had been, before Austria and France were fighting for
the land.

At least he would see Juliette today, when
she had finished with her students. He glanced at the clock and
excitement stirred in his blood. In just a short time he could
leave to see her again.

He picked up the missive and read the message
from the Home Office again. Prussia turning against Napoleon was
welcoming news yet Acker was not certain he was ready to leave
Milan or Juliette.

He tossed the parchment into the fire and
rose from his desk. He would not think about leaving now, but enjoy
his time with Juliette, no matter how short it may be. He grabbed
the great coat he had left folded over a chair and made his way
outside only to be brought up short. When had it started raining
and how long would it last? He had been so caught up in his work
and writing reports to be delivered to London that he had blocked
out everything, even the activity outside of his own windows.

Though Acker had no set plans for their
outing, he assumed they would enjoy another pleasant day such as
yesterday. The rain altered his plans greatly. Perhaps he could
bring her back here?

A slow smile formed at the thought of
Juliette curled upon his settee in front of the fire warming the
damp room. Would she allow him to make love to her?

As much as he wished for that to happen, it
was unlikely. They barely knew one another and Juliette didn’t
strike him as the type of woman who easily shared her favors,
regardless of whether she had lovers in the past or not. She was
unlike any dancer he had met in the past.

Acker dashed from the doorway and ran to his
carriage. The door was already held open by a footman and he
launched himself inside. The drive was not far to the school and
traffic was light today. It was probably due to the weather. They
stopped before the old building and Acker glanced out the window.
The rain hadn’t lightened and he weighed whether he should wait in
the carriage for Juliette to emerge or go inside.

Young students came out from the building,
their cloaks pulled up over their heads as mothers, or perhaps
governesses, ushered them home. Surely Juliette was done and would
soon exit the building.

He tapped his fingers on his thigh, watching
the door, waiting for her to appear and then leaned forward to peer
up at the building. She stood at a third story window, looking
toward the corner where they met yesterday. Was she waiting until
it stopped raining or until he appeared?
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Juliette glanced out the window from the
third floor where she taught ballet. It had been raining heavy
since early afternoon with no signs of it ceasing. Would Lord Acker
meet her today as promised or would he remain home? She strained to
look toward the corner but nobody waited. Was he in a doorway or
inside a building trying to stay dry?

She glanced back to the front of the
building. The carriage that had been there when she first looked
still waited. At first she thought it belonged to one of her
students, but none of them entered the conveyance. Was Lord Acker
inside?

Juliette bit her bottom lip and tried to see
who was sitting at the window. She couldn’t very well approach it
if she didn’t know who was there. And, even if it was Acker, dare
she get inside? Her mother warned her about being alone with
gentlemen and what they would try to do with her. Though she and
Acker had been alone yesterday, they were outside, surrounded by
other people. Such would not be the case inside a closed
conveyance.

Nobody appeared at the corner and Juliette
pulled away from the window and lifted her pelisse from the hook.
If he did not arrive she would simply return home. She stepped out
into the corridor and was surrounded by silence. The other
classrooms on this floor were empty and as there was no music
coming from below, she assumed all of the teachers, students and
musicians were gone for the day. Only Signore Bianchi would be here
at this time. He oversaw the building, saw to the cleaning at the
end of the day and locked the door early in the evening only to
return in the morning to begin another day.

Juliette started down the stairs when she
heard footsteps leading up. Perhaps Signore Bianchi was beginning
his rounds. Instead, she saw light brown hair, wet from the rain.
Soon Lord Acker came into view and she stopped, waiting for him.
She couldn’t help the thrill that went through her at the sight of
him.

He paused when he saw her standing at the top
of the stairs. “I don’t believe this a good day for an outing.”

She laughed, feeling light and free, happy
that he had come inside.

He continued up the stairs. “Perhaps we can
wait out the rain here.”

“I believe that is an excellent idea, Lord
Acker.” She turned to return to her classroom and he followed. The
back wall was lined with windows, each with water streaming down
the thick panes of glass. On the opposite wall were mirrors and
barres used for balancing and stretching. The room was devoid of
any furniture except in a back corner across from the door where a
settee and three chairs had been placed. This is where parents
waited for the children to be done with lessons. The wide space,
with an old scarred wood floor, is where the students learned and
Juliette often rehearsed.

Upon entering the room, Acker removed this
greatcoat and shook the droplets of water from it.

“I would offer you refreshments but all we
have is water.” Juliette gestured to the small table where pitchers
of water sat beside several glasses. It was not unusual for her or
her students to be thirsty after working all afternoon.

“I’ve had enough water for one afternoon,” he
laughed.

Juliette returned his smile and gestured
toward the chairs. “Would you care to sit?”

Acker simply stood there staring at her.
“Dance for me,” he said after a moment, his voice low and warmth
spread through her body as heat stole into her cheeks. It was one
thing to dance upon the stage before a crowd and with others and an
orchestra feeding her movements. It was quite another to give a
performance to a soul individual in silence.

“Dance with me,” she countered.

He chuckled and shook his head.

“I’ll teach you the art of ballet,” Juliette
offered. What would it be like if Acker could dance like Carlo? How
would it feel to have his hands about her waist, lifting, turning
and spinning?

He looked down at his clothing, “I don’t
believe I am properly attired.”

His clothing was a bit confining, but
Juliette was not about to let that stop her. “Remove your jacket
and waistcoat,” she suggested and then glanced at his feet. Those
boots would never do, at least not at first. “And your boots.”

Acker tilted his head and studied her as if
he were considering the option. A moment later he slid the jacket
from his shoulders and tossed it onto a chair before he unbuttoned
his waistcoat. It was placed on top of the jacket and Acker sat to
remove his boots. He was actually going to learn to dance.
Juliette’s mind flooded with lessons. What should she teach him
first?

He placed his boots beside the chair and
started walking toward her. The stockings on his feet were thin and
she hoped he didn’t earn a splinter for his effort. This was an old
building and many of the floorboards were in need of replacing. But
since the dancers wore slippers suited for the ballet, splinters
were not a concern, unless one fell. She had gotten a few in her
palms, but not in some time.

When he stopped before her, Juliette looked
down at his feet. “Shall we start with the first foot position?”
She pressed her heels together and turned her feet out so that they
formed a perfect line from one toe to the other.

Acker attempted the same, but his feet did
not turn nearly as far as Juliette would like. “Can you not do
better?” She asked as she glanced up.

“I am afraid this is the best I can do
without it becoming painful.”

“Where does it pull?”

His face developed a rosy hue and Juliette
tried not to giggle. It wasn’t unusual to discuss legs, backs,
arms, feet and even the bottom with her students. How else was one
to know if there was an injury or they needed to stretch
further?

“Here.” He gestured to the inside of his
thighs, slightly above the knees.

Juliette nodded. “Come with me.” She led him
to the barre. “You need to stretch.” She turned her back to him.
“Now, do what I do.” Juliette lifted her right leg and placed it on
the barre and turned to look back at Acker.

He was focused on her ankle and calf. If she
didn’t expose this part of her anatomy nightly to an entire
audience she might be embarrassed. It wasn’t as if he could see all
of her leg.

“Lift your foot and place it on the barre,”
she said when he didn’t move.

Acker took his focus from her leg and
attempted to do as she did. He winced when his ankle finally
settled in place.

“Now, bring your arms above your head.” She
demonstrated by curving her arms up and out, bringing them above
her until her fingers almost touched.

He did the same, though his arms were more
stiff and straight. In time he would learn the proper position.

“Now, bend at the waist and try to touch your
nose to your leg.” Juliette demonstrated the movement then
straightened and looked at Acker’s reflection in the mirror. The
man could only partially bend. This was going to be more work than
she was used to. Her students were young girls and more limber when
they first began to dance, but she was not about to give up on this
gentleman. “Straighten and do it again.”

They repeated the exercise five more times
and though he was stretching the muscles, Acker could not bend far.
Juliette removed her foot from the barre and turned. “Now, the
other side.”

Acker had to physically lift his leg off of
the barre before he could straighten and stand on it. He turned and
repeated the exercise. This time Juliette was behind him and she
enjoyed the sight of his bottom as the breeches tightened each time
he bent. As she wore a skirt, she knew he could not see her body
movement nearly as well. He had a very nice posterior. Firm from
what she could tell, despite his inability to stretch very far. It
was interesting. She had been in similar situations with other male
dancers, but barely noted their behinds and she certainly didn’t
admire them as she did Ackers.

The room was growing warmer and she glanced
in the mirror to watch him stretch.

He began to bend for the third time but
groaned and stopped. Juliette quickly righted herself and rushed to
stand before him. “Are you hurt?”

“Not yet, but I cannot do this again. As it
is, I am not certain I will be able to walk tomorrow.”

She couldn’t help herself but giggled and
helped him take his foot from the barre. Perhaps that was enough
for one day. Though he was tall and fit, if the muscles stretching
his shirt each time he bent was any indication, he was not in
physical condition to attempt ballet. It took years of training to
be able to move as she and Carlo did. “I am sorry,” she offered
when he winced once he planted his foot on the floor and
straightened.

“I now have much more appreciation for the
ballet.”

“You should probably sit.”

He took a step closer to her. She could feel
his breath on her cheek. “I will if you dance for me.”

She stared up into his eyes wanting to grant
his request, despite how uncomfortable it would be to dance for him
alone, but she could not. “I have a performance tonight. I cannot
tire myself.”
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Did that mean they could not make love before
she danced but only after?

Quit thinking about making love to Juliette
he admonished himself. Though what man would not? Her bodice was
snug and not of the current fashion as it was fitted to her small
waist. From there the skirt was full but fell to just above her
ankles. It was a dancing costume of course, but more alluring than
the fashions ladies wore today, where the bodice only fitted across
the breast and the rest of the dress loose, leaving a gentleman to
wonder at her shape. Though he wouldn’t have minded if Juliette’s
bodice was cut more of today’s fashions. He had watched her as she
stretched over her leg and if she would have been wearing the lower
cut gown he was used to in Society he might have been able to
glimpse more of her lovely breasts. But her costume was designed to
be fitted to her body so that nothing was revealed, other than a
portion of her leg, when she moved.

“A waltz instead,” he suggested. He wanted to
hold her and remain close to her, if not closer, and the waltz was
the only thing he could think of to bring her into his arms,
without simply pulling her there.

Juliette bit her bottom lip and her eyebrows
furrowed. “I’ve never waltzed before.”

How could she come to be the age she was, be
a dancer and never have waltzed? Of course, even though it was
popular in Vienna, it was still frowned upon by many in London who
considered it immoral. “I’ll teach you.”

Acker lifted her left hand and placed it on
his shoulder before he grasped her right hand and slid his hand
about her waist. Neither wore gloves and his warmth enveloped her
cool touch.

“Have you at least seen a couple waltz?” he
asked before they began.

Juliette nodded.

He blew out a sigh. Though he knew well
enough how the steps moved, he wasn’t at all certain he could
teach. “It is a three step dance,” he began and stepped out.
“Follow my movements.” She stepped out as he had, and brought her
next foot over when he put his feet together. He then stepped
forward yet Juliette did not move immediately and was pressed
against his body. She quickly matched his movement, her face
turning a lovely shade of pink.

They repeated the steps a few more times and
Juliette caught on immediately much to Acker’s disappointment. He
rather enjoyed having her breasts and thighs pressed against him.
So much sensation from touch was usually lost through the layers of
clothing a gentleman was required to wear, but her dress was thin
and as he wore only his shirtsleeves her soft mounds were branded
into him.

Soon he began executing turns and Juliette
adapted to each movement. She was a dancer after all so he
shouldn’t be surprised. He twirled her from one end of the room to
the other in complete silence. They did not need music nor did they
need to speak. Their eyes were locked and the sway of her body was
a perfect match for his. He drew her closer and closer until they
were practically one, in perfect harmony with the other. Their
thighs brushed and her stomach and breasts continually came into
contact with him. Acker grew warm and aroused.

They fit so well together and he knew they
would be excellent lovers if given the chance. If she responded to
his touch in dancing, what kind of response could he expect when
they made love?

He shouldn’t be thinking about making love to
her because it only increased his discomfort. But how could he not.
He had wanted her from the moment he saw her. Had been pulled to
her in a way he had never been drawn to anyone else and the reason
he pursued her night after night even when she refused to meet with
him. Now that she was in his arms, all he wanted to do was lay her
down and love her. It didn’t matter that he had only known her for
a few days. To him it was as if he had been waiting for this moment
from even before he left England. These feelings and sensations
rumbling around inside is what he had wanted each time he took a
lover or met a debutant. Though a few had excited him, nobody
thrilled him as Juliette. No one comforted and aroused at the same
time the way Juliette’s touch did. He ached for her. A few days
with Juliette would never be enough.

Is this what poets spoke of? Acker hadn’t put
much stock on their words and assumed most were meant to win the
heart of a lady or young woman. Perhaps he was now beginning to see
the truth of which they spoke. Did a heart recognize its mate
before the rational mind succumbed?

Acker shook the ridiculous thoughts from his
mind. It was simply the beauty of Milan and of the woman in his
arms. Once he was back in England, where he belonged, he would
laugh at himself for having such foolish thoughts.

As they moved down the room, Acker guided her
toward the settee. He slowed as they came to the sitting area,
dropped her hand and pulled her against his body. Did she
understand or even notice the hardness of his arousal pressed
against her soft abdomen? It had been growing since they first
began to waltz. Juliette was tall and thin without a bit of
indulgence usually found in ladies of society. He anticipated her
breasts would be small as well, an assumption he made when had
first seen her dance. Acker couldn’t wait to expose them and to
finally feel her long legs around his hips when he buried himself
within her.

She brought her other hand up to rest on his
shoulder and didn’t try to pull away, but looked up into his
face.

Acker gently tightened his hold and lowered
his mouth to hers.
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Though Juliette was taller than most women,
Juliette went on her toes to meet Acker’s lips so he wasn’t forced
to bend. They were warm and firm and nearly stole her breath. So,
this was a kiss. It was her first real kiss.

He traced the seam of her lips with the tip
of his tongue and Juliette parted for him, not sure what to expect.
He plunged inside and Juliette was lost. Good heavens. He tasted of
tea sweetened with sugar. She tilted her head and their mouths
melded further and she tentatively touched her tongue to his,
unsure of how to proceed. Acker groaned and Juliette became
intoxicated from their mingled breaths. She clutched his shoulders
tighter to keep from losing her balance when her knees threatened
to buckle.

No man had ever held her this close before,
well, except Carlo, but that wasn’t the same. She had never felt
the arousal of her dance partner. At least she assumed that was
what the hard length was pressed against her belly. Maman had
explained about a man’s member and how it was relaxed and
inconsequential most of the time, but could grow to hard lengths
when they wished to make love. Did Acker wish to make love to
her?

Acker scooped her up in his arms before
carrying her to the settee. Instead of putting her down as she
expected, he sat and cradled her on his lap. Not once did he take
his lips from hers and Juliette wasn’t about to breakaway either.
His hard length was now pressed against her hip and Juliette wished
to explore, but didn’t dare.

The room grew warm, despite the cool rain
outside. Her clothing was almost too tight to allow a proper breath
and heat pooled in her nether regions. She had never experienced
anything like this before. Was this desire or passion?

All Juliette knew for certain was that she
did not want Acker to stop kissing her.

She threaded her fingers through his damp
hair, surprised by the softness. For a moment it seemed as if she
were falling, assuming it was Acker’s kiss that caused the dizzying
affect only to find herself laying against the pillows, Acker
coming over her. His lips left her mouth and she wanted to pull him
back until he kissed her neck and then shoulder.

Everywhere he touched ignited sensations
within that she had never experienced before. Goodness! She wasn’t
sure how to respond or if she should kiss him anywhere else, nor
could she concentrate long enough to decide on an action.

His hands slid up her waist before lifting
and cupping her breast through the material of her dress. His lips
trailed a blazing line across the edge of her bodice. Need pulsated
deep within but she was unsure if it was building to something more
glorious or would simply drive her mad.

She should make him stop, but how could she?
Not when her body was coming alive for the first time.

This was wrong and she knew it was wrong, and
her mother would be livid if she knew, but Julia could not find the
will to push Acker away.

Acker shifted and a moment later his hand was
on her calf, inching up her leg and pushing her dress away. She
needed to make him stop. This was not right and no matter how much
she wanted to know what happened next, she could not allow it. But,
how did she make him cease when she couldn’t find the will
herself.
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Acker’s fingers grazed the inside of her warm
thigh. Juliette was more passionate than any woman he had ever
encountered and soon she would be his. He could not wait to bury
himself deep within. He already knew that once would not be enough
and wasn’t sure he could leave Milan without taking her with
him.

The curls at the junction of her thighs
teased the back of his fingers. He was so close to the prize.

Her hands pressed against his shoulders and
Acker opened his eyes. Surely she didn’t want him to stop. Not
now.

Then he heard it. Booted feet on the stairs,
climbing to this floor. He moved off of Juliette and she quickly
stood to smooth her dress and then resumed her seat. Acker shifted
to an opposite chair so as not to be caught sitting next to her.
Why he cared, he wasn’t certain, but a gentleman was not caught
alone with a lady under any circumstance. Yet, Juliette was not a
lady and the same rules did not apply. Still, he would not
embarrass her.

He glanced at Juliette as she tried to
straighten her hair. It wasn’t overly mussed and most people would
not notice she looked as if she was almost tumbled.

Almost, he repeated in his mind and groaned.
To be so close! Despite the circumstances, his member did not relax
and throbbed painfully. It would take some time before it went away
or perhaps Acker would need to take care of the situation once he
was alone.

The footfalls came closer and Acker
instigated a conversation so that their being alone would be viewed
as innocent. “I will not be able to see the performance
tonight.”

Juliette frowned. “You have seen it more than
anyone Lord Acker.”

He smiled. “I must attend a gathering or I
would be there again tonight.”

“Tomorrow is our final performance,” she
informed him.

Acker stiffened. “I did not know.” Would her
time be freer once this production ended? “I promise not to miss
it.”

“I will miss it when it is over.” She sighed
and smoothed her skirt. “Usually I tire of the choreography by now,
but not with this ballet.”

“Will you be in the next ballet or must you
rehearse before it can begin?” Acker shoved his fingers through his
hair. He had no idea how the theatre worked.

“She will begin rehearsing for
Promethius in a few days.”

They both turned to find her dance partner
standing in the doorway. He narrowed his eyes at Acker then smiled
at Juliette.

“Carlo,” Juliette said as she came to her
feet. “What are you doing here?”

“I wished to rehearse before tonight, to make
sure my hand will hold and I don’t have the same pain.”

Juliette nodded, accepting his excuse. Acker
knew better. That man had intentionally touched Juliette last
night. Was she so innocent? Had Carlo not interrupted he would have
found out shortly. Her kisses did seem innocent and her responses
fresh and passionate.

“You had not yet returned home and your
mother thought you might still be here waiting for the rain to come
to an end.”

Acker didn’t like that this Carlo felt as if
he could call at Juliette’s home any time he wished.

“Would you like to try a few lifts?”

Carlo nodded then turned to Acker. “You don’t
need to stay. We could be here for awhile.”

Juliette frowned at Carlo. “A few lifts, not
the entire production. Besides, you know I don’t like to rehearse
overly much the night of a performance.”

He nodded and came toward her. “You don’t
wish to tire yourself.” He sighed.

Acker settled back in the chair and watched.
He was not about to leave Juliette alone with that man. Carlo
wanted Juliette and Acker wasn’t going to let him have her.

They moved into the steps leading up to the
lift that had supposedly pained Carlo before. He lifted her
effortlessly and set her down with grace. They executed the
movement three more times before Juliette called a halt. “There is
no pain?”

“No. I must have just moved it incorrectly
last night.”

Her smile brightened. “That is good to know.
I would hate for you to be injured. I don’t trust Antonio as I do
you.” She turned toward Acker. “Antonio partners me when Carlo is
unable. He has dropped me in the past and I don’t feel as secure
with him.”

Acker simply nodded and Carlo looked at
Juliette with a predatory gleam and smile. It did not set well with
Acker.
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Even though Acker had not been present in the
audience tonight, he still sent a bouquet. This time they were all
white roses. Juliette leaned over the freshly opened buds, inhaled
deeply and sighed. It was not time for roses to bloom yet, but Lord
Acker had located some anyway. It was odd not having him watching
this evening. Acker had been to so many performances it seemed as
if he were part of the production.

Heat infused her face when she recalled what
had occurred between them today. She knew she should have stopped
him when he started kissing her but didn’t have the will. He must
think her wanton and she should never allow him to believe she was
of loose morals. Just because her mother and great grandmother were
Parisian courtesans at one time did not mean she would become any
man’s lover. It didn’t matter that she was common, a dancer and
many in her situations became mistresses, she would give herself to
one man and one man only, and that would be on her wedding night.
Juliette just needed to make sure Acker understood and that she did
not lose her head the next time he started kissing her.

Yet, he had not propositioned her. Not the
way she had heard other’s approached by gentlemen wishing to
protect an actress. Perhaps he wasn’t like the others. Did he wish
for more and the moment they shared simply bloomed into something
neither Acker nor she had intended? Were his intentions more
honorable?

Juliette prayed they were because she had
never met anyone like Lord Acker before. Being with him as she had
been these past two days seemed natural. As if he was another part
of her. Did he feel the same?

She shook the thoughts from her mind. He was
a gentlemen from England, she reminded herself. She was a ballerina
in Milan. There could be nothing else for them, and she must keep
that in mind. Yet, she would share every spare moment with him that
she could, until he returned home and then return to her simple
life having known what it was like to be kissed and held by a
gentleman.

The door opened on her dressing room and
Juliette turned to see who had entered. Both sisters stood there
studying her.

“More flowers?” Genviève asked with an arched
eyebrow.

Juliette couldn’t help herself and smiled.
The only emotion she could explain was giddiness, but she could not
tell her sisters. Though she would dearly love to, they would not
understand.

Hélène crossed her arms in front of her. “He
was not here tonight.”

“No.” Juliette almost told them that he had
other obligations but then she would need to explain to her sisters
how she came about this information. It wasn’t as if she had a note
to show them.

“I believe this is the first time he has sent
a bouquet and not been at the theatre,” Hélène surmised.

“Is it?” Juliette questioned absently, as if
it hadn’t occurred to her, and bent to smell the roses once
again.

“Have you seen him since the evening we
dined?” Genviève demanded.

Juliette bit her bottom lip and presented her
back. “Could someone undo my costume?” Normally she could do this
on her own and had done so many times. But she needed to think. How
much did she tell her sisters? They would know if she lied. She
could tell them about yesterday, but certainly not today. “When I
left the school yesterday I met him on the street quite by
accident.”

“Go on,” Hélène insisted as she untied the
back of her costume.

“We strolled in the park and talked.”

“That is all?” Hélène asked with concern.

“What else could we do in a park?” Juliette
slipped out of the dress and grabbed the one she would wear
home.

“You came home late after class today,”
Genviève reminded her. “You barely had time to eat a light meal
with mother and us before you needed to leave for the theatre.”

She stepped into the walking dress and once
again presented her back to Hélène. “Carlo came by to rehearse.” It
was the truth at least.

“You never rehearse before performance.”
Genviève insisted.

Juliette turned and looked at both sisters.
“Carlo suffered a pain in his wrist last evening and couldn’t
execute a lift. He wanted to make sure it would not happen
again.”

Both of her sisters straightened. “You did
not tell us last night,” Genviève said.

Juliette shrugged. “It was of no consequence.
A few movements were altered but we carried on.”

There was a scratch at the door and the three
women turned. Genviève crossed the room to open it and Juliette’s
heart lifted at the sight of Acker framed in the opening.

“Thank you for the roses, Lord Acker. They
are lovely.”

He was so handsome in his formal wear, the
dark coat in contrast with his light brown hair and the snowy white
cravat made his face seem all the more tanned. Weren’t Englishmen
supposed to be pale? Especially Lords?

“I’ve yet to find a bud that could match your
beauty.” He stepped inside the room and Juliette had to glance away
from embarrassment.

“Most gentlemen visit only after they have
seen the performance,” Hélène said. “You were not in the audience
this evening.”

“No, I was not,” Acker responded. “Though I
wished I had been. The gathering was quite boring and I left as
soon as polite.” His eyes focused back on Juliette and then to
Hélène. “You must be Juliette’s brother.” He bowed. “Allow
me to introduce myself. I am Viscount Acker.”

Genviève arched a brow and looked at
Juliette, as did Hélène. “I mentioned my sisters yesterday in the
park. I was never any good at telling a falsehood.”

“Would you ladies care to join me for a late
supper?”

“Did you not already eat?” Hélène reminded
him that he had just come from a dinner.

Acker grinned at her. “I prefer this company
to the others.”

“We really must return home,” Genviève
insisted.

Juliette shot her a look. “No, we do not. We
had already planned on going to the caffè and I see no reason why
Lord Acker cannot join us.”

Genviève stepped forward and leaned in close
to Juliette. “Is this wise?” she whispered.

Juliette looked into her sister’s concerned
eyes. “Probably not,” she answered quietly. “But I don’t really see
the harm.”

Genviève sighed and stepped back. “Very well,
shall we?”
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Acker wasn’t certain if the sisters did not
approve of him or simply did not like him. They clearly did not
trust him. And even though he lusted after Juliette in a way that
he had never wanted another woman, he wasn’t all bad. He could
offer Juliette so much more than a life of dancing. She would be
pampered, have servants, silk gowns and jewels. What woman did not
want those things? He wanted to give her everything he could, he
was just uncertain about how permanent he could make their
relationship. It was a decision he could not bring himself to make
and had so many matters to consider that it gave him a headache.
The only one thing that was certain was that he wanted
Juliette.

He escorted the women from the theatre and
the short distance to the same caffè they had supped in earlier.
Instead of walking to a table toward the back, as he would have
preferred, Genviève choose an empty table in the center of the
room. They would be surrounded by those from the ballet, many of
whom he recognized and had arrived ahead of them. It would be
impossible to carry on a private conversation. Not that he cared to
share any secrets or intimate details, Acker simply didn’t like
others eavesdropping on him. Several people looked in their
direction, many with speculation. No doubt they would be listening
to everything that was said.

At the next table sat Carlo. He glared at
Acker and then turned away. Something would need to be done about
the dancer. He and Juliette had been partners for at least the past
three months, if not longer and if Juliette had an interest in the
man, she would not be sitting at the table with Acker.

Acker’s concern was that Carlo would attempt
to make Juliette his after he left. It did not sit right with him.
He didn’t want anyone else to have Juliette.

The thought startled him. How had he become
so possessive after such a short time of knowing her?

The servant stopped and placed bread and wine
on the table. Acker barely paid attention to the discussion the
sisters were having about their hunger and what the caffè was
serving this evening. His mind was too focused on the future. Would
Juliette leave with him? What all could he offer her?

It was far too soon to think about marriage.
What of Eleanor? She was to be his bride. Besides, he did not know
Juliette nearly well enough and one should not make such a life
altering decision with his loins.

“Lontano,” Hélène said.

Acker stared at her. Certainly he hadn’t said
loins out loud. Heat stole into his face. His Italian wasn’t
the best, but she had just said loin, hadn’t she?

“Insalata,” said Genviève.

Loin salad?

“I will have both,” Juliette said to the
young man standing at the table.

Acker glanced up. They were ordering their
meal and he had been lost in the world of loins, specifically
Juliette’s, and loin salad certainly brought different images to
mind, ones that caused his clothing to become uncomfortable. After
this evening he would never be able to think of loin or salad in
the same manner.

The servant was staring at him, apparently
waiting for him to order. “Niente, grazie.” What Acker wanted was
not on the menu, but sitting to his right.

The servant nodded and walked away. Acker
lifted the bottle of wine and poured each of the women a glass of
the burgundy liquid before pouring one for himself. Thank goodness
he was sitting down and the table hid his erection. He didn’t want
to have to try and explain that it was because of something as
simple as loin salad.

“How long will you be staying in Milan?”
Genviève questioned as she tore off a piece of bread before biting
into it.

“I am not sure.” He did know he had to be
gone within a fortnight, but Acker wasn’t about to reveal that to
the sisters without first speaking with Juliette. Besides, if she
knew he was leaving so soon she might not give him a chance to know
her better.

She nodded. “Then why pursue our sister?”
Genviève asked bluntly.

Juliette’s eyes popped open and she glared at
her sister. “This is not the time, nor your business,” she
hissed.

Acker simply chuckled. “I am an admirer of
Juliette. Once I saw her dance I knew I must meet her. It is she
who has kept me in Milan longer than I anticipated.”

Genviève snorted. Hélène gave her a
disapproving look.

“She is not like the dancers you are used to
in your London,” Genviève continued.

“How so?” he questioned.

“From what I have heard, they are
indiscriminate and whor—,”

“—Genviève,” Juliette cried.

Acker simply chuckled. “It is true, many are
thought of in those terms, but not all.” Genviève did not like him
and would probably hate him when he took Juliette away, if she
agreed to go. He had to make Juliette want to be with him. He
couldn’t leave Milan without her, or break from her until he knew
the depth of his feelings, as well as hers. In less than a
fortnight he would be gone and it wasn’t nearly enough time to
settle on any one decision.

The plates were set before the women. The
loin appeared cooked to perfection and the clear juices ran on the
plate when Juliette cut into the meat. The arugula, tomatoes,
cheese, olives and peppers in her salad glistened with olive oil.
Acker closed his eyes and buried the moan. Not only did loin salad
have a new meaning but now it glistened with warm, succulent
juices.

He lifted the glass of wine to his lips and
drank deeply. He must not look at the food, or think about it, or
the seductive images formed in his mind, or he would not be able to
rise from this table without alerting everyone in the caffè to his
raging lust.

“What brings you to Milan?” Hélène asked.

Acker shifted his attention to Hélène,
thankful for the question and that an answer had been prepared
prior to leaving London because he certainly could not tell anyone
the truth. “I am taking my grand tour.”

Genviève frowned with suspicion. “Aren’t you
a bit old? Don’t Englishman participate in this practice as soon as
they finish their studies?”

Acker chuckled. “Most do, yes, but my father
died a month after I left school.”

“I am sorry,” Juliette offered with
sympathy.

“This is the first chance I have gotten.”

“Isn’t it dangerous?” Hélène asked.

“Or stupid,” Genviève countered.

They had a point. He was an English lord,
traveling to countries currently ruled by Napoleon. Many English
did not venture to the Continent because of the wars waged against
the French dictator. “If I did not travel now, I may not have
another chance.”

“Why? Do you have a fiancé waiting at home?”
Genviève asked with interest.

Juliette also turned to look at him, the
question in her eyes. Acker knew he had to answer carefully. “No, I
do not.” At least not officially since Eleanor had not yet agreed
to be his wife and he wasn’t certain what role Juliette would fill
in the future. “However, my mother is becoming more and more
insistent that I take a bride.”

Genviève nodded as if she approved of his
answer. Juliette bit her bottom lip and lifted her glass of wine.
What was she thinking? Would the knowledge that he would soon
return to England and marry keep her from agreeing to travel with
him? He would have to convince her that it was in her best
interest. He could offer her so much more than the life of a
ballerina could.

He glanced across the room to Carlo, who had
often stared at them throughout the meal. He could also give her
more than any dancer.
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Though they had not agreed to meet, Acker was
waiting at the corner by the dance school for Juliette to be done
with her day. He watched and waited as the students left and when
no one else emerged from the building he ventured up the steps.
Hopefully she would still be in the classroom and they could
continue where they had left off yesterday.

Before he reached the door it opened and
Juliette stepped out into the bright sunlight. A smile lifted when
she recognized him.

“I had hoped for another waltz.”

She laughed. “It is much too beautiful a day
to remain inside.” She stepped out and closed the doors behind
her.

Acker buried the disappointment of not being
given the opportunity to seduce her. “Yet, it could rain again.”
There were grey clouds gathering and would soon block the sun.

Juliette glanced to the sky and frowned.
“Shall we enjoy it while we can?” She asked brightly.

As much as Acker wanted to haul her upstairs
and finally make love to her, it was impossible to deny Juliette
anything when her green eyes sparkled with happiness.

He offered his arm and she slipped her hand
into its crook and together they strolled down the ancient streets
of Milan. At her touch, contentment settled around Acker. Whenever
he was with her, all was right and he wanted nothing else. Was this
how it felt to be in love?

Love? He didn’t know her well enough to be in
love. Lust, yes. That was a perfectly acceptable emotion to feel
for a woman he had known for such a short time. Not love.

“Are you looking forward to your next
production?”

“Yes,” she answered happily, a smile upon her
face. “Though I will miss this ballet when it ends, I am also ready
for something new and exciting.”

He hoped the new and exciting was him, and
not Promethius, which she would be dancing with Carlo. “Will
Carlo also partner you in Promethius?”

Juliette frowned and thought for a bit. “I am
not sure. I don’t even know what part I will be dancing, if I am
chosen.”

“Surely you will dance the lead,” Acker
insisted.

She laughed. “There are other ballerinas in
the company with equal and even more talent, Lord Acker.”

“Drake.”

Juliette looked up at him. “Pardon?”

“My name is Drake and I wish you would call
me by it.”

A blush stained her cheeks. “Very well,
Drake.”

The sound of his name coming from her lips
stilled his heart for a moment before warmth spread through him.
How could something so simple have such meaning?

“I’ve seen the other dancers,” he reminded
her. “They are not nearly as talented or as graceful as you.”

The color in her cheeks brightened. “Thank
you.” She couldn’t meet his eyes and Acker wondered if Juliette had
been complimented so little it made her uncomfortable. Surely her
dance masters and those in the troupe shared their admiration.
Unless they were jealous.

“Have you and Carlo danced often together?”
Why did he ask and why torture himself? Was this jealousy? He had
never experienced the emotion before, yet he disliked the dancer.
Carlo was with Juliette each night, his hands on her waist and
arms, dancing from one end of the stage to the other, holding her
when she collapsed and died at the end. He was her onstage lover
and Acker feared Carlo wanted to be her partner off stage as
well.

“We first began dancing together two years
ago.”

He nodded. This was worse than he
thought.

Clouds moved to block the sun. Juliette
glanced up and frowned. “I so hoped they would go away.”

A drop of rain landed on her nose and it took
everything in Acker not to lick it off. Instead, he tugged her onto
a narrow street and beneath a balcony. The rain let loose the
moment they stepped beneath the shelter. Juliette laughed and
leaned against the wall. “I should have heeded your suggestion and
returned to the classroom.” She looked around the small space that
sheltered them. “We can’t even waltz here.”

“But there are other activities we could do
to pass the time.” Acker slipped his arms around her waist and
pulled her against his body before lowering his lips to hers. There
was no hesitation and Juliette’s arms slid about his neck and
returned his kiss with as much passion, if not more, than she had
the day before.

Acker groaned and pulled her as close to his
body as physically possible. Why hadn’t he insisted they remain
indoors? If he had, they could be lying on the settee right now,
possibly divesting each other of clothing and making love.

Juliette let her head fall back when Acker
moved his lips to her neck and lifted her perfect breast in his
hand. What he wouldn’t give to taste them. Were her nipples dark or
light? He brushed his thumb back and forth; it was hard and pebbled
beneath her clothing.

Juliette stiffened and dropped her hands to
his shoulders before she pushed him away. “We should not.”

Acker had trouble finding his focus for a
moment. “I need you.”

“We are outside,” she hissed.

Had he really been seducing her against the
wall of an ancient street? What was wrong with him? Juliette wasn’t
a common whore but a woman he wanted to pamper. The first time they
were together should be in a large, comfortable bed, or the settee
in her classroom. It all depended on how well he could control
himself until that moment came.

“Others will see,” she reminded him.

There was a flash of pain in her eyes. What
had he done?

He knew the answer before the question
finished forming in his mind. He shouldn’t have taken such
advantage of her when anyone could come across them. No woman
wished to be treated in this manner.

“And it is no longer raining.”

Acker looked toward the street. The sun was
shining again and people were walking and going about their
business. Bloody hell, he had been so taken with passion that he
had completely blocked out his surroundings. Juliette must think he
was the worst of cads.

“I need to return home.”

“So soon?” They had only been together a
short time.

“I need to rest for tonight.” She pulled
away.

What had he done? Was it because he lost his
head for a few moments? “Juliette, wait.” She turned and looked at
him; concern marred her brow as if troubled.

“What is wrong?”

“This is wrong.” She gestured to where they
had stood.

“I am sorry. I could not help myself.”

She studied him for a moment, biting her
bottom lip before she gave a quick nod of understanding. “I really
must return home before my mother wonders what became of me.”

“Let me drive you,” Acker insisted.

She shook her head and pulled away, but not
before Acker saw what he thought were a glimmer of tears in her
eyes. What had he done except try to love her? Was it because he
made advances on a road so narrow it might as well be an alley?

Juliette started down the street and he
rushed after her. “Please let me see you home.”

“It is not possible. Maman will know.”

Acker wasn’t about to let her leave so
quickly. “I will walk with you part of the way.”

“That is not necessary, Lord Acker.”

“Drake, I asked you to call me by my given
name.”

She shook her head. “I do not think that is
wise.”

Damn and blast. Why had he let his lust take
control? Somehow he had managed to push her away when all he wanted
was Juliette to be closer, to want him as much as he wanted her. To
be willing to travel with him until they discovered how their
relationship would develop.

She said nothing else, but continued to walk
briskly toward the direction of her home. When they came to the
corner of the block she lived on, Juliette stopped. “Please don’t
go any further. I don’t wish Maman to learn we have met.”

Acker grasped her hand. “Will I see you
tonight, after the performance?”

Juliette looked away from him. “I am not sure
that is wise.”

Surely she wasn’t dismissing him. Could one
little mistake on his part drive her away completely? His heart
constricted. He couldn’t lose her. Not now.
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Juliette hurried away from Acker and up the
steps to her home. Her heart pounded as if she had run for miles
and pressure built inside her head. Little black spots were in her
peripheral vision and her chest grew tight until it seemed almost
impossible to breath. She slammed the door behind her and leaned
against it, taking deep gulps of air and trying to control her
racing heart.

How could she have been such a fool? She
thought she had forgotten but the moment Acker brushed his thumb
back and forth across her nipple she was transported back to her
childhood, watching her mother on the stairs being fondled in the
same manner before she took the soldier to her room and closed the
door. It was the night maman became a courtesan with a reputation
that rivaled great grandmothers in her earlier days.

Was that all she was to Acker? He wanted her
as his whore and she had been a fool to think he could consider her
as anything more than a lover to be used and discarded when he
tired of her.

“What is wrong?” Genviève demanded.

Juliette looked up at her sister, concern
marred her brow. Hélène came forward and placed an arm about
Juliette’s waist and led her into the drawing room. Thank goodness
mother was not in here because Juliette wasn’t certain she could
explain what had happened or the memories that flooded her
mind.

“Tell us,” Genviève insisted. “What did Lord
Acker do?”

Juliette stilled and looked at her sister.
How did she know she was with Acker?

“Carlo told us he found the two of you
together at the school,” Hélène said.

Juliette closed her eyes and breathed deeply
through her nose. This was worse than she thought. If her sisters
knew, nothing was stopping them or Carlo from telling Maman and she
promised her mother not to meet with Acker. Oh how she wished she
would have heeded her advice.

Yet, she couldn’t tell her sisters what had
happened or the realization she made when Acker rubbed his thumb
across her nipple. “Lord Acker did nothing,” she finally answered.
“I am simply not feeling feel.” It was too humiliating and she was
such a fool to think he cared deeper than simply bedding her. She
could never tell them the truth.

“Are you sure he didn’t try to take liberties
with your person?” Genviève questioned, scrutinizing Juliette as if
waiting to catch her in a lie.

“No.”

The sisters shared a look and Hélène sighed.
“We saw him take you beneath the balcony today, just as it started
to rain.”

Oh dear, what else had they seen? “We simply
wished to escape the elements.”

Genviève snorted and Hélène nudged her sister
with her elbow. “We saw him kiss you.”

Juliette hadn’t believed she could be any
more mortified, but she was. Perhaps they didn’t see everything,
where he had touched her.

“We didn’t stay but sought shelter,” Hélène
added. “Should we have come to your rescue?”

Hélène’s eyes were so warm, caring and
understanding and Juliette wanted to pour everything out to her,
but she didn’t dare. At least they didn’t know the truth. That
Acker wished to make her his whore.

The front door slammed and the sisters turned
to see who had entered. Their mother marched in the room, her arms
loaded with more newssheets, which Juliette could only assume were
from London.

“Who was that gentleman?” Maman demanded.

Juliette gaped at her. Oh dear, had she seen
her walking with Lord Acker? This day had gone from bad to
worse.

“Which gentleman?” Hélène asked.

Maman narrowed her eyes on Juliette. “You
know very well which gentleman I speak of.” She strode further into
the room and set the newssheets on the table. “He walked you home.
Was it Lord Acker?”

Juliette’s face grew cold. What would happen
if she answered truthfully? She had never seen her mother so angry
before.

Maman pulled off her gloves and tossed them
in a chair. “Don’t answer. I know it was him.”

She quickly looked over at her sisters. Had
they told Maman of the suppers and about Acker visiting her at the
theatre? Did Carlo mention the school?

“He looks just like his father at that
age.”

“What?” the three sisters cried in
unison.

Her mother dismissed them with a wave of her
hand. “It was long ago, when I lived in England.” She narrowed her
eyes and looked at Juliette. “And precisely why I did not want you
to meet that particular gentleman, yet you defied me anyway.”

“I am sorry Maman.” And she truly was. If
only she would have listened then she would not be hurting as she
was now.

Maria, one of the downstairs maids, entered
and placed the tea service in the center of the table.

“Pour me a cup of tea, Hélène,” her mother
ordered and Juliette sat still, waiting to see if her mother would
demand answers, scold her or question the time she had spent with
Acker. Silence reigned in the room while Hélène poured a cup of tea
for each of them, adding in the right amount of sugar and milk they
each preferred.

Her mother took a sip, staring at Juliette
over the rim of her glass. “What are his intentions?”

Juliette shrugged. “I do not know. We barely
know one another.”

“Yet you have met with him despite my
instructions.”

Anger began to build within. Maman may have
been correct that Juliette should avoid Lord Acker, but her mother
did not allow her to see anyone. At four and twenty she
should have been at least courted, but her mother refused when any
gentleman showed a preference to her or one of her sisters. Did she
wish for them to grow old as spinsters?

“He is kind and interesting.”

Her mother harrumphed. “I’ve warned you
Juliette. Lord Acker wants only one thing from you. Once he has
gained that he will disappear. He has estates in England and this
is simply a holiday to him.” She leaned forward. “Don’t let him
leave you ruined when he is gone, or worse.”

Before this afternoon Juliette would have
argued with her mother. He hadn’t behaved as if he only wanted to
bed her, but the way he touched her this afternoon brought back
memories she wished to bury and she knew her mother spoke the
truth. “I won’t, Maman.”

Her mother set the cup in the saucer on the
table and picked up one of the many news sheets. Juliette looked
from one sister to the other. Was her mother going to say nothing
further?

They drank in silence, none of them willing
to encourage further conversation since Maman may return to the
topic of lecturing her about Acker.

Hélène refilled their cups, but nothing
further was said. Juliette wished to leave and go to her room where
she could think. She should not let the past influence her judgment
of Acker, but it was something she needed to muddle through, alone
and in silence, where she could think.

Her mother tossed the third paper on the
floor and picked up the fourth. It was the same each time they
arrived even though the news was now old. Once she had the news
sheets, nothing else mattered until they were read. Their presence
is probably what saved Juliette from further questions from her
mother.

Maman gasped and Juliette looked at her.
Maman’s face had gone pale and she brought a jeweled hand to her
throat. Slowly the color returned and she smiled and folded the
paper. “Don’t worry, Juliette. All will work out for the best.”

She stood and fluffed out her skirts. “I have
grand plans for you.” Her smile grew broader. “All of you.”
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A larger bouquet awaited her, but Juliette
found no joy in their aroma or color. Was it simply a gift of
apology, or one to soften her heart and open her thighs?

Tears sprang to her eyes but she brushed them
away. Acker wasn’t worth crying over and it was best she learned
the truth of his character now, before she gave him the one thing
she could never get back.

“Juliette?”

She turned to find Carlo standing in the
door. His face was grim. “It is time.”

Carlo wasn’t any happier than she was
tonight, but they would still give a performance like no other.

He walked with her to the stage and they
waited to make their entrance. As the music reached the crescendo,
she lifted her arms and sprang out onto the stage. Not once did she
look to find Acker. Juliette knew he was in the audience because
she could feel his gaze upon her, but she would not glance in his
direction or she would not be able to hold back her tears. Instead,
Juliette let the emotions engulf her as the music filled her soul
and she danced with more passion than she had ever accomplished
before and at the end she collapsed into Carlo’s arms, exhausted
and drained.

She would not dance this ballet again.
Juliette closed her eyes and relaxed.

Carlo bent over her as he had done dozens of
times before, but this time he kissed her lips. It was all she
could do not to react. What had come over him and why was he doing
this in front of an audience? Thank goodness it was the last
performance or she would give him a piece of her mind. How dare he
alter the choreography and what possessed him to do such a
thing?

What was Acker thinking? He knew there was no
kiss at the end of the ballet.

On the other hand, why should she care what
he thought?

The music ended and Carlo straightened and
helped Juliette to her feet so that they could take their bows. The
applause was deafening and she smiled gratefully before leaving the
stage and making her way back to the dressing room. She pushed the
door shut behind her but it was stopped. She turned and recognized
Carlo’s hand grasping the edge. He was the last person she wished
to speak with at the moment.

He pushed it open and stepped inside.

“Please go.” Her emotions were too raw from
being hurt by Acker and now angry with Carlo. She wanted to yell,
scream and throw things. Never had she wanted to do this before but
these two made her want to display all forms of irrational
behavior. Perhaps that is why her mother kept them from being
involved with men, who apparently were untrustworthy.

“I would have a word with you, Juliette.” The
door clicked as he closed it behind him.

Juliette stiffened her spine and glared at
him. Perhaps it was best to have this discussion now. “Why did you
kiss me?”

He stepped further into the room, his eyes
darkened to almost black. “Don’t you know how much I desire
you?”

Juliette couldn’t keep her mouth from popping
open. “Pardon?”

He slipped his hands around her waist and
pulled her close. “I’ve longed for you for so long and I am tired
of waiting to declare myself.”

He lowered his face toward hers and Juliette
turned her head before his lips could touch their intended target.
They landed on her cheek instead and she pushed against his chest.
“Let me go. You do not know what you are speaking of.”

“Yes, I do.” He muttered, his lips grazing
her neck.

His arms were like a steel band that she
could not break from. “Let me go,” she yelled.

Carlo straightened. “Why, so you can be with
your English lover?” He scowled at her.

“He is not my lover,” Juliette defended.

“I saw you with him, yesterday and
today.”

“You saw us talking.”

A low chuckle rumbled in his chest. “I was in
that room before you knew I was there. He had you laid out, his
hand up your skirt.”

Heat infused her face.

“I retreated to save you the embarrassment
and was louder in my return.”

“You are mistaken,” Juliette offered weakly
but how could she deny the truth.

“He wasn’t wearing his jacket, waistcoat or
boots. Most gentlemen remain fully clothed when calling on a woman,
unless he has other intentions.”

“I was attempting to teach him ballet. His
clothing was too confining.”

Carlo snorted and clearly didn’t believe her.
“Today he had his hands on your breast while you sought shelter
from the rain.”

Oh Lord, he had seen. “Are you following
me?”

“It was not my intention to do so. I just
happened to come across you.”

“It was a mistake,” Juliette admitted.

Carlo loosened his hold. “I knew he would use
you for his pleasure.”

“It is not like that!”

“No?” he raged. “I’ve danced with you for
months. My hands have caressed almost every inch of your body. I’ve
ached for you and your mother denied me the opportunity to court
you.”

The venom of his tone struck her. “My
mother?” Juliette stepped back until her legs were pressed against
the dressing table.

He prowled toward her. “I was not good
enough.” Carlo yanked her to his body again. His hard length
pressed against her stomach. She had never experienced such from
him and never expected that Carlo wanted her.

“It appears only a lord is worthy enough. At
least my intentions were honorable. I would have married you. He
only wishes to turn you into his whore.”

Juliette got her hand free and slapped his
face. How dare he call her such a vile name? She had done nothing
to deserve this behavior.

He didn’t react but grasped her hand. “Let me
love you, Juliette.” His tone softened and he let loose of her
hand. “I’ve loved you for so long.”

Juliette pulled back and stared at him. She
had never considered that Carlo felt anything more than friendship.
Had she, would their relationship have deepened? Would she have
even noticed Lord Acker?

As much as she tried, she could not see Carlo
in the role of her lover or husband. Her feelings for him were not
amorous. Besides his temper was volatile and she did not want to
live a life where she feared doing or saying something that would
bring about his anger. “I am sorry, Carlo.”

His eyes darkened and his grip tightened once
again. The fear she experienced earlier returned. Certainly he
would not harm her over a rejection, would he?

“Unhand her now.”

Juliette glanced over Carlo’s shoulder to
find Acker standing in the doorway. She had not even heard him come
in.

Carlo loosened his hold and slowly turned.
“She does not want you, Viscount.”

Juliette took the opportunity to slip away
from Carlo and edged to the side of the room, away from both
men.

“Apparently she does not want you either,”
Acker smirked.

“Both of you please, go.”

They turned in unison to look at her.

“I am not going to leave you alone with him,”
Acker insisted.

Juliette wasn’t so certain she wanted to be
alone with Carlo, ever again. She certainly would never share the
stage with him after tonight. “Please go, Carlo.”

He lifted an eyebrow and smirked but did not
move from his spot. “Are you so certain?”

A crowd of spectators had gathered outside of
her door and were peering in. Oh, she wanted the lot of them gone.
The day had been trying enough and now this. “Please go?” she asked
again.

Carlo stepped toward the door. “We are not
done, you and I.”

Juliette closed her eyes and sank down onto a
chair. There was a soft click of the door. It was too much to hope
that Lord Acker had left as well.

“He did not hurt you, did he?”

Juliette shook her head. “No.” She stood;
ready to leave once she changed her clothing. “I had no idea. .
.”

“You did not realize he wanted you?” Acker
questioned as he settled into a seat beside the door.

Juliette wheeled on him, frowning. “Of course
not. He said nothing and we have been partners for months.”

Acker chuckled. “Do you know so little about
men?”

His question struck a chord within her.
“Apparently,” she snapped and turned to get her dress and stopped.
Her dressing room was empty. All of her personal items and clothing
were gone. The only things that remained were her boots, cloak and
newest flower arrangement from Lord Acker. Hélène said she was
going to clean the dressing room now that the production was at an
end, but Juliette assumed her sister would at least leave her a
dress.

With a sigh she sat to remove her dancing
slippers and pull on her boots. At least the cloak would hide her
costume while she walked home.

A chill ran up her spine. Would Carlo be
waiting for her and was it even safe to walk alone? She had no wish
to encounter him again tonight. At least it would be a few days
before they began rehearsing for the next production, though
Juliette never wanted to share a stage with him again.

Acker lifted her cloak from the hook by the
door. “I will take you home in my carriage.”

Were his concerns the same or did he simply
wish to be alone to try and seduce her again?

She shook the thoughts away. It didn’t
matter. At least Acker understood when his advances were
rejected.
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Acker escorted Juliette to his waiting
carriage and helped her inside. He seethed over Carlo’s treatment
of her. Had he not come back to her dressing room would the man
have overpowered her? He certainly wouldn’t have forced her, would
he? If Juliette had screamed, would anyone have heard her? There
was so much noise backstage this evening with all of the guests,
performers and the workers beginning to dismantle the set and take
down the background hanging from the beams that Juliette’s yells
could have easily gone unheard. Thank goodness he had pressed his
ear to the door and was able to learn what was happening inside the
dressing room.

It sickened him to think of what could have
happened. Though he shouldn’t jump to conclusions, Acker knew in
his gut that Carlo would not take rejection easily, if at all. If
Acker didn’t feel the need to protect Juliette and keep her safe,
he would find Carlo and warn him away from her.

But what of when he was gone? Juliette would
have no one to watch out for her. It was all the more reason she
should travel to London with him.

Juliette shivered inside her cloak and Acker
placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

At first she tried to pull away but
eventually relaxed against his chest. The encounter with Carlo must
have frightened her more than he realized. “It appears Carlo is a
very jealous man.”

“He has no reason to be,” Juliette mumbled
into his coat.

“He doesn’t like the attention I have given
you, or the time we have spent together if I understood him
correctly.”

“It is none of his concern who I spend my
time with.”

Frustration grew within Acker. He wanted to
know if there was a reason Carlo flew into a fit of jealousy other
than simply wanting her.

“I haven’t seen a man act that way unless his
former lover took up with another.”

Juliette stiffened and pulled away. She
stared at him, a frown on her face. “He has never been my
lover.”

Relief shot through him, but that didn’t mean
she hadn’t had others. He needed to know if there were other men
ready to take back what they viewed as theirs. Juliette was a
beautiful, sensual woman and he could not imagine any man letting
her go easily.

“I’ve had no lovers, Lord Acker.”

He blinked down at her. She answered the
question without him asking. He had not anticipated that she was
completely innocent, as in being a virgin. This changed everything.
Of course, it didn’t lessen his need for her, but did he have the
right to take her innocence?

No, Juliette deserved to be married, but
could he marry her?

He didn’t know her well enough, and what of
Eleanor?

He could still help Eleanor, if she would
accept his assistance without marriage. She hadn’t as of yet, but
there was always the chance she might need him and Acker would be
there for anything his friend needed. But, could he marry Juliette
having known her for such a short time?

Acker let his head fall back. If Society knew
she was a ballerina, they would never accept her as his wife. Did
that really matter?

Yes, because if he married Juliette they
would have children and he needed an heir. What were the chances of
his heirs not being accepted because of what their mother had been?
Would Society treat them differently because not all of their blood
was aristocratic? Would their children grow to be ashamed or
embarrassed that their mother had once been a dancer?

Was he willing to take the risk?

He sighed and looked at Juliette. “I must
leave in less than a fortnight for Prussia,” he announced.

Juliette pulled back and frowned. “Why so
soon?”

“I have been here longer than intended.” He
grasped her hand and held it tight. “I stayed because I could not
leave without meeting you and now I cannot bear the thought of
leaving as we are just now coming to know one another.”

“Why must you go to Prussia?”

Acker studied her. He could not tell her the
truth. She was raised in France and even though she now lived in
Milan, it was also ruled by Napoleon. What if her allegiance was to
the dictator? If Acker confessed the real reasons for his travels,
would she tell someone? Such a situation would see him dead.

No. Not until they were back in England. Then
he would tell her the truth of why he was here.

“There is someone I planned on visiting
before I returned home.” It wasn’t a lie because he did need to
meet with others.

“You intend to go back to England?” she asked
quietly.

“I must. I have been gone too long as it is.”
Acker shifted to cradle her face in his hands and kissed her.

Juliette melted against him. When he moved to
deepen the kiss she pulled away.


“Why kiss me if you are leaving?”

“I wish you to go with me?”

Her spine straightened, which Acker was
coming to learn Juliette often did this when going on the
defensive. “As what?”

He didn’t have the answer any more than she
did.

“Your lover? A mistress?” she demanded.

Why did it sound degrading when she actually
voiced what he had yearned for all along?

“Yes,” he answered honestly. “But I want more
as well and I wish I had the time to remain in Milan to know you
better to determine what future we might have.” If only he had time
to discover where exactly Juliette belonged in his life but he
couldn’t ask her to marry him. Not yet. Not until he considered all
the ramifications of marrying a common ballerina.

“And when you tire of me?”

He couldn’t imagine that ever happening and a
smile pulled at his lips. “How are you so certain I will? How do
you know we won’t be together forever?”

“You would expect me to remain your lover
while you take a wife?” She scooted away from him. He hadn’t
thought what would become of them when he did marry. He wasn’t even
certain Juliette wouldn’t be that wife. He needed time to sort it
out, but the option wasn’t available to him. “No,” he finally
answered. Regardless of who he married, he would never keep a
mistress.

“Then you marry and I am left alone in
London, in a position that I must find another protector in order
to survive.”

“Not necessarily,” he argued as she pushed
open the door.

She hopped to the ground and glared back at
him.

“Please, don’t go. Let’s talk. . .”

“There is nothing to talk about.” She slammed
the door of the carriage. “Arrivederci, Viscount Acker.” With that
she ran up the steps to her home.

Acker sighed and fell back against the squabs
and pushed his fingers through his hair. He had truly muddled
things this time. “Bloody hell.”
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Juliette stepped inside her home, which had
been overrun with chaos since she left. The few servants they had
were stacking crates in the parlor and all of her mother’s personal
items had been removed from the shelves. She went from room to
room. It was the same in each one of them.

Why had her mother decided to move again? Was
it because of her involvement with Lord Acker? If so, where were
they going next and would she be able to dance?

Slowly she drug herself up the stairs, afraid
of what she might find. If the lower floor was already packed, in
all likelihood the bedchambers were as well. If anything, her
mother was efficient when it came to moving after having done it so
many times. The entire household could be packed and ready within
hours.

Her sisters stood at the entry of their rooms
dressed for travel. “So soon,” Juliette cried.

Maman sailed out of her bedroom, also dressed
for travel. “Yes. We will leave once you are changed.”

Juliette blinked at her mother and then
sisters. She was tired of moving and it was already late into the
evening. Couldn’t they wait until tomorrow to take up residence in
their new home?

“Hurry, Juliette.”

“Yes, Maman.” Juliette plodded into her room.
All she really wanted to do was crawl in her bed and sleep for a
week. The devistation that Acker wanted her only as a lover stabbed
through her heart, mixed with Carlo’s anger when she rejected him.
He had never given her any indication he thought of her any more
than a dance partner. Juliette simply wanted everyone to leave her
alone and never see a man for as long as she lived.

Maria was standing in her room, having put
the last of her things in the trunk. A traveling dress of slate
grey was laid out on the bed, along with sturdy boots, gloves and a
hat.

“I’ve packed everything you might need, Miss
Mirabelle.”

“Thank you, Maria.”

“Let me help you change your clothing. Your
mother doesn’t want a moment wasted.”

With a sigh, Juliette let the cloak drop from
her shoulders and allowed Maria to help her change into the
traveling gown. If this much effort was going into packing a small
trunk for what they may need to travel to their new home, they were
not simply moving across town. The last time they had packed in
this manner was when Maman decided to move from Paris to Milan.
Where were they going now?

Her mother and sisters were waiting for
Juliette in the foyer when she came downstairs.

“Be sure to have everything delivered to the
shipping office. I will send the address once we have found a
house.”

“I will,” Greco, their butler responded. “All
will be taken care of pursuant to your instructions.”

“When the house is sold, take your salaries
and deposit the rest in my account.”

The man nodded.

“You may stay on as long as it takes to find
new positions. I’ve left letters of reference for each of you on my
desk.”

“Gracie,” Maria said from her place on the
stairs beside Juliette.

“Thank goodness you are ready, Juliette. We
must be off.” With that her mother turned for the door and glided
out and down the stairs to the waiting carriage.

The sisters followed. “Where are we going?”
Juliette whispered to them.

They both shrugged and followed Maman into
the carriage.

Once they were settled and the horses moved
into traffic her mother clapped her hands together. “Guess where we
are going?”

The sisters exchanged looks.

“Home.”

“Home?” Juliette asked. Which home? She had
lived in dozens of them.

“England.”

Each of them suffered a sharp intake of
breath.

“Long ago I was exiled from England. The
gentleman who made that happen is now dead. None of us have
anything to fear any longer and it is time we returned.”
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Spring, 1814, London

 


Acker stood at the window in the library and
looked out at the moonlight shining down on Berkley Square. A year
ago today he first saw Juliette as she gracefully danced across the
stage. He had made so many mistakes where she was concerned and so
much had changed in the past year.

The certainties he believed in were washed
away by the mere repeat of vows.

He had believed that he and Eleanor would
marry and one of the reasons he could not ask Juliette to be his
wife. Eleanor was now the wife of his close friend, the Earl of
Bentley and happier than Acker could ever remember seeing her. He
and Eleanor may have been content together, but never happy.
Eleanor would never have loved him. At least not the way she loved
Bentley and Acker simply had wanted to marry her to make her life
easier. It wasn’t a horrible reason, but it wasn’t a reason to wed
either.

He tossed back what remained of his brandy
and poured another. If he were honest with himself, that wasn’t the
sole reason he did not ask Juliette to be his wife. He feared
ridicule by the ton. How would they react if he married a
ballerina? He had been such a fool and he had lost her.

Where had she gone?

It was a question he had asked himself dozens
of times over the last year. When he went to her home the day after
she left him alone in the carriage he found the house empty of all
but servants and crates of belongings. Nobody knew where the family
had gone and the servants were awaiting instructions. Acker had
called every day before he was forced to travel onto Prussia but no
word had been received.

Knowing Juliette would dance wherever she
lived, he hired investigators to search for her among the largest
cities on the Continent, but she had not been found. Now he was
into a new Season, already bored with the balls, entertainments and
debutants being presented and Juliette was still missing.

“Drake, you are not dressed for the Richmond
Ball,” his mother scolded as she sailed into the room.

“I am not going.”

“What? But you must!” she cried.

“Why?” Acker sighed but he already knew the
answer.

“You are not getting any younger. You must
marry, and you need an heir,” she wagged a finger at him.

Three and thirty was not that old. He had
plenty of time to marry and produce a passel of children if he
wished. The difficulty was he thought he wanted Juliette as the
mother.

His mother strode toward him. “You’ve not
shown an interest in any young lady. Not during the Little Season
after you returned, nor this Season so far. Even when you believed
you and Eleanor may one day wed, you didn’t ignore the
debutants.”

He pushed his fingers through his hair and
returned to the sideboard to refill his brandy. Perhaps he wouldn’t
know love, at least not like his parents. It was a depressing
thought.

“Who is she?”

Acker turned, glass in hand. “Pardon?”

“I asked, who is she?”

“I am sure I don’t know what you mean.” Did
he dare tell his mother about Juliette? What would she think?

Mother crossed her arms over her bosom and
narrowed her eyes. That look used to make him cower when he was a
small boy, not that she would ever hurt him, but the narrowed eyes
and pursed lips were enough that he did not want to risk any
further displeasure.

“Since you have returned you’ve no interest
in Society or even your friends, other than that house party you
hosted when you returned last summer.”

Yes, the house party. He had wanted to
reconnect with his friends, put Juliette behind him. He thought he
was going to be with Eleanor until he realized she was in love with
Bentley, and Bentley her, even though the man didn’t realize it
yet.

That was also the time he learned the secrets
of Bentley’s family and that his mother was very much aware that
the late Lady Bentley and her daughter had not died when their
carriage went over a bridge but that they had run away to France.
Acker recalled the conversation as if it occurred yesterday. He had
been meeting with Bentley when his mother arrived. Lady Bentley,
Adele, had been taking Julia, who was only two or three at the
time, and running away from her husband because he had taken a
willow switch to Julia. The two had gone to Paris and remained
there until she was eight and ten, just like Juliette.

“How old would Julia be now?”

She frowned. “Four and twenty, or perhaps
five and twenty. Why do you ask?”

Was it possible?

No, he shook the thought from his mind. “It
isn’t important.”

His mother settled into the dark green chair.
“I daresay it is, or you wouldn’t have asked.”

“A mere curiosity.” Mother would think him a
fool.

“Indulge me. Now you have my interest.”

Acker nearly groaned. He should have never
said anything because now she would not leave until he told her
everything.

“And pour me wine,” she ordered with a
smile.

Acker did her bidding and told her the story
of how he met Juliette, leaving out the part that he tried to
seduce her and make her his mistress. There were some things a
mother did not need to know about her son. “The coincidence struck
me. Juliette and her mother left England when she was a child
because her father had died. She was raised in Paris until shortly
before her eighteenth birthday when her mother moved her and her
sisters to Italy.”

“Sisters?” His took another sip of her
wine.

“Yes. Twin sisters, approximately three years
younger than Juliette.”

“I am sure Adele would have told me if she
were expecting.”

“Would she?” Acker questioned.

His mother sighed. “I am not so sure now. I
was not to know where she was to go for certain and then she
actually did end up in Paris, with her grandmother.”

Acker stiffened. “Juliette’s mother returned
to her grandmother in Paris, after she left England.”

His mother sat up and leaned forward. “Did
you meet this Juliette’s mother?”

Acker shook his head. “No. Juliette wasn’t
even to have contact with me, or any gentleman for that matter. We
met in secret.”

“What did she look like?” Lady Acker asked
before she drained her glass and rose to pour another.

“Reddish gold hair, emerald eyes.”

His mother turned and stared at him. “How
tall?”

“Her head came to my nose.”

His mother pursed her lips and thought, not
looking at Acker. A moment later she shook her head. “It cannot be
possible. I am sure it is a coincidence.”

“A very odd coincidence.”

“Julia and Juliette are similar names, though
I don’t know why Adele would change it.” His mother sank into the
chair once again and sighed. “Adele did love the theatre.”
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Juliette took a deep breath and knocked on
the stage door of The Theatre Royal. She had to find work within.
Even if she wasn’t allowed to dance, she could play small company
roles in any production. Their funds were dwindling and she and her
sisters couldn’t afford to lose their rented set of rooms, not with
maman ill. Her cough had worsened and it kept them all awake at
night. Though her mother tried to hide the evidence, Juliette had
seen the dark specks of blood on the handkerchiefs. If only they
had the funds for a doctor and medicine, but at the moment, they
could barely afford rent and food and that was only because
Genviève had found a position as a maid. It only required Genviève
to be gone during the day so it didn’t pay as well as one that
required maids to live within the home of their employers, but she
was still earning badly needed income. If only she and Hélène could
find positions, they could get mother the care she needed.

Why had her mother taken so long to come to
London? When their ship docked in Dover months ago, maman had
gotten them a set of rooms before they moved on. As was her habit,
she had gathered what newssheets she could and spent the afternoon
reading them one after the other. She grew shaky and pale. When
Juliette or her sisters asked what troubled her, maman would not
say. She would only mutter things like, “I hadn’t considered”, “how
did I not know before now,” and “we shouldn’t have left.” Whatever
it was her mother read in the newssheets on that day had changed
her mind about going to London.

Then they had funds, but after traveling
across England and into Scotland and back again they were
practically broke. That is what led them to Covent Garden, where
her mother hoped her daughters would find work. Her illness began
while they traveled. Juliette hoped that once they were settled
maman would regain her health but that was not the case. She just
seemed to grow weaker and more tired.

However, despite maman’s illness, Juliette
had been given strict orders not to contact Lord Acker. She did not
need to be warned away from that gentleman again and he was the
last person she wanted to see, Juliette lied to herself. If she did
look for him, he would surely expect her to become his
mistress.

Her mother also gave further warnings to all
of them after they settled into their latest home. “If anyone
mentions the name Lord Bentley or anyone with the surname of Trent,
I need to know immediately.”

The sisters had nodded in assurance, though
they didn’t understand why. The names meant nothing to them.

“Also,” her mother added a few days later,
“If anyone should mention Adele to you, deny knowing anyone by that
name.”

Juliette and her sisters questioned their
mother but she refused to explain other than, “Bentley and the
Trents are relations of your father and I don’t want them to know
I’ve returned, under any circumstances,” she said.

“We have family in England?” Hélène
asked.

Her mother’s eyes grew hard. “Some families
are better kept at a distance, and even better if they don’t know
you exist.”

The sisters shared a confused and concerned
look.

“They will ruin our lives in ways you could
never imagine.” With that she turned on her heel and exited the
room.

Juliette would have pursued the questioning
about the family further but her mother was deeply disturbed. If
they frightened maman so much then Juliette would heed her words,
as would her sisters.

It still begged the question why would her
mother return to England if she wasn’t going to become reacquainted
with her former friends? Juliette knew better than to request
answers because maman refused to ever discuss her life in England.
She and her sisters did the best they could to dismiss their
mother’s concerns and set out to find work to make the new
circumstances of their lives more pleasant. Unfortunately, the
Season had already begun and Juliette feared that all the troupes
had been set. Regardless, Juliette knocked on the doors, hoping
there was a place for her.

At least her sisters had other skills.
Genviève had an eye for detail and it was her flower arranging
talent that landed her the position in the home in Mayfair as a
maid. While waiting for the interview and eyeing the mismatched
arrangements throughout the room, Genviève, set to forming more
cohesive groupings. The mistress of the house, Lady Throndyke, came
upon her and as Genviève began to apologize the woman hired her
without requesting references. Now here sister was being consulted
on decorating the once garish rooms.

Juliette and Hélène had not been so lucky,
but at least Hélène could sew beautiful stitches and was spending
her time visiting local modistes in hopes of finding employment.
Juliette could only dance. If she couldn’t find work at a theatre,
perhaps she would see if there was a school of dance in London. She
had done quite well with the few students she had in Milan.

Nobody came to the door and Juliette knocked
again, louder and hard enough to almost bruise her knuckles.
Certainly someone was inside. A manager at least.

After several moments Juliette finally turned
from the door and made her way down the alley and to the front of
the theater. Hopefully one of the main doors was unlocked and she
could find someone within to direct her to the person in charge. As
she reached for the handle, the door was yanked open and a tall man
stepped out. With a startled gasp Juliette stumbled back and looked
up. Her breath hitched. A lock of sandy hair fell onto the
gentleman’s forehead and he brushed it away.

He held the door open and stood back so she
could enter. Juliette could not make her feet move. Viscount Acker
had yet to look at her. What would his reaction be?

He lifted his head and shock registered in
his features. “Juliette?”

“Viscount Acker,” she returned.

“Where did you come from?” A smile spread
across his face. “What are you doing here?”

“I was wondering if auditions were being held
or if the company and troupe are already set for the Season.” She
would treat him as she would anyone else, without familiarity no
matter how much she longed to feel his arms about her again. He had
wanted her as his mistress and she must remember that. She was just
as certain his heart had not ached as hers after they parted.

Acker let the door close behind him. The sun
glinted off his hair and it now appeared blonder than it had in
Milan. Was he spending more time out of doors?

“I don’t know,” he finally answered.

Surely he knew something about the theatres
in London. Why else would he be exiting Drury Lane in the middle of
the afternoon? Was he coming from visiting a mistress? “I
understand that there are not many ballets being held this season.”
One could always find a good ballet in Paris or Italy, but
apparently the people of London seemed to prefer operas and
plays.

“There are only a few.”

Disappointment settled upon her like a heavy
cloak. She had hoped her information was wrong.

Lord Acker studied her for a moment, his
eyebrows drawn together as if he was trying to unravel a puzzle.
“Where did you go?”

“Maman decided it was time to move again. We
have now settled here and I need to work.” She wasn’t about to
share with him all of her travels. A year ago she may have, but she
needed to keep her distance from Acker. She certainly didn’t want
to give him the impression that she was willing to be his lover
now.

He nodded. “King’s Theatre has plans of
performing Adolfo E Chiara in May.”

Hope surged.

“I am not sure if each part has been
cast.”

She would beg, plead and do almost anything
for a chance to dance. “Thank you,” she cried.

“The Adelphi Theatre has also been known to
produce ballets each Season.”

“I will go to King’s Theatre right this
moment.” Juliette turned and started to hurry away.

“Wait!”

She turned.

He seemed studied her again. “Why are you
running away? I’ve searched for you.”

There was a painful squeeze to her heart. If
only she could trust he wanted more from her, but she knew it was
not so. Especially now that they were in London. They were of
different worlds. His being a lord was more important here than it
had been in Milan. She was simply a ballerina and not of his
class.

“I must find work, Lord Acker.” She narrowed
her eyes so he understood her meaning. “Honest, respectable work.”
She turned and called over her shoulder. “Good day.”
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Acker watched Juliette hurry toward the
street. His heart still had not returned to its normal rhythm and
he found himself grinning. Juliette Mirabelle was in London and she
wished to dance.

Her emerald green eyes had held him
transfixed for a moment. She was all that he had thought about for
nearly a year and suddenly she was before him.

What brought her to London and why had he
just let her get away from him?

Clearly she was still angry with him and he
could not blame her. In retrospect the offer had been insulting. He
didn’t know his own mind or his heart then. And, he no longer gave
a bloody damn for the tons opinion. He wanted Juliette and
he was going to get her.

He should go after her. Acker took a step
toward the direction of King’s Theatre but his carriage pulled up
at the curb. Blast, he had a meeting at the Home Office this
afternoon. If it were any other administrative meeting, Acker would
forego it and go after Juliette, but such was not the case.
Napoleon may have abdicated and agreed to exile in Elba, but nobody
would rest easy until he was settled there, under heavy guard, and
no longer in a position to gather troops and wage war. Even though
the former emperor would be confined to the island, England would
take no risks and plans were underway for the Royal Navy to patrol
Elba should Napoleon decide he wished to rule a large piece of land
again.

With one last look at the retreating back of
Juliette, her pale green skirt swishing as she hurried down the
street, Acker entered his carriage. He would find her again. If he
had to scour the entire city, he would find her.
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Juliette didn’t have far to travel as all the
theatres in London were fairly close to one another. Her hands
still shook after coming so close to Lord Acker. He was far more
handsome than she remembered. If only she could forget him
altogether then she wouldn’t be plagued by the dreams and ache with
longing. But why should she long for him, he only wanted her to
warm his bed. Why was she the only one who had partially fallen in
love?

She blew out a breath, angry with herself.
What did she know of love? He was simply a gentleman who showed her
a great deal of attention, more than she had received from any man
previously. She had been foolish enough to fall for his charm,
thinking he cared for her too. He only wanted in her bed.

The knowledge didn’t make the pain any less
and Juliette vowed to put him from her mind and heart and hopefully
she would not see him again.

Her steps slowed. But, he would know where to
find her, if she was able to secure a dancing role. Perhaps she
should concentrate on acting and have Hélène disguise her so Acker
couldn’t recognize her. She could even change her name. Many
actresses did.

There was also the chance he was no longer
interested. It had been a year. What if he had married?

Oh, that was too painful to think on and she
dismissed the idea.

She would dance, hopefully. It didn’t matter
if Acker could find her or not. She was not giving up her passion
for any gentleman. If he chose to pursue her again, she would be
wiser this time and not give him a moment of her time.

Mind made up, Juliette lifted her chin and
marched toward the stage door of the King’s Theatre. She gave it
three sharp raps and waited. It was opened within a few
moments.

“Have the auditions already been held for
Adolfo E Chiara.”

The larger man frowned down at her.
“Yes.”

That one simple word made her want to cry.
“Will there be ballets in the future and will there be
auditions?”

“Who is inquiring?” An older man came to the
door. He was thin and of average height with dark hair greying
around the temples.

“Juliette—“

“—Mirabelle,” he finished for her, grabbing
her hand and pulling her inside the back of the theatre.

“Do I know you?” She didn’t think she knew
anyone in London, other than her mother and sisters of course, and
now Acker, and wouldn’t she remember this man? His features were
striking, though he was a quite a bit older than she.

“I saw you dance in Milan.”

Heat stole into her cheeks. She had become
accustomed to those in Italy recalling her name. At least those in
their small dancing community. It warmed her that someone in
England knew who she was.

“You were magnificent. Who did you train
under?”

“Pierre Gardel until I was eighteen—.”

“—Ah, that explains your accent,” the man
interrupted. “You are originally from Paris.”

“Yes, but my family moved to Milan.”

“Obviously, you continued to dance.”

“Yes, under Salvator Viganò, and I wish to
continue, now that my family has moved to London.”

The man frowned and Juliette tried not to let
the disappointment consume her.

“The company is already set for the
season.”

“It is what I feared.”

“However, if something were to happen to a
ballerina, I would like to know where to find you.”

Though Juliette hated if anyone was injured
and would never wish it on another dancer, in this instance no
injuries could very well mean she might not dance this year.
Unfortunately injuries happened all too often if a dancer did not
take care. Muscles had been strained and ankles twisted. She could
only hope that if there was an injury, it was not serious. She
wrote her direction and handed it to the gentleman who slipped it
into his pocket. “I wish you well, Miss Mirabelle, and will let you
know the moment we have an opening.”

She smiled gratefully at him. “You would
still wish for me to audition.” She waited for his
confirmation.

The gentleman laughed. “I’ve seen you dance
in a few productions. There is no need.”

Heat stole into her cheeks again. Even in
Milan, she needed to audition for the roles she wished and a bit of
pride burst inside that what he had already seen was enough to put
her on the stage, if only there were a place for her.

“Thank you, Mr. . ."

“Fortier,” he answered.

“Thank you again, Mr. Fortier.”

He followed her until she had exited the
building and once Juliette was alone, she walked toward the road
leading home. Her heart was heavy in that she had not found
placement, but hope lingered that perhaps Mr. Fortier might find a
place for her in his company. But just in case, she would visit The
Adelphi Theatre tomorrow.
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When Acker emerged from his meeting, it was
already growing dark. The entire afternoon and early evening had
been spent in discussion and argument at times, on the best ways to
ensure Napoleon arrived at Elba and stayed on Elba, as well as the
several military actions involving England around the world.

He paused on the curb and pushed his fingers
through his hair, exhaustion settling around him. He certainly was
not up for another ball this evening, though his mother expected
him to attend. It wasn’t that she wished to spend time with Acker;
she wanted him to find a bride and settle down. More importantly,
she wanted grandchildren, which she reminded him of at least
weekly.

How could he concentrate of looking for a
bride or even giving any of the available debutants any
consideration? Juliette was in London! She was the only woman he
wanted. She just might not have him.

He had barely been able to concentrate in the
meetings because of thoughts of Juliette. Everything changed when
he saw her. Even if Juliette had not returned, none of the ladies
on the marriage mart this Season intrigued him. He hadn’t even
bothered with obtaining a mistress since his return. He had broken
from the last one before he left on his travels and once he was
back, none of the willing ladies would do.

They weren’t Juliette.

Though he anticipated that he might not ever
see her again, Acker couldn’t bring himself to engage another woman
in an intimate relationship. As such the house he kept in Covent
Garden for the sole use of a mistress had remained unlived.
However, it was well-staffed since Acker didn’t want to let the
servants go and the place was always kept ready in the event that
it was needed.

That was where he should go this evening.
Mother didn’t even know about the townhouse so wouldn’t look for
him there, thus he wouldn’t be pressured into another bloody boring
ball, or have to listen to her lists the numerous fine qualities of
the young women being presented. He had already attended enough
balls this season to know that none of them would do.

None of them were Juliette.

Acker crossed to where his carriage waited.
Hopefully there was still time for cook to prepare a small supper.
He settled back against the squabs and ran a hand over his face
before he closed his eyes. A fine meal and a soft bed was all he
need this night. Tomorrow he would be refreshed and continue his
search for Juliette.

The carriage came to stop before the three
story townhouse in Covent Gardens. He alit from the conveyance and
instructed the driver to return home.

The front door opened before he reached it
and Martin, the butler stepped back. “We were not expecting you,
Lord Acker.”

He gave his hat and cloak to a footman, whose
eyes shifted from Martin to Mrs. Hart, the housekeeper. A young
maid stood in the center of the stairs, biting her lower lip.
Something was deuced odd with them this evening. Of course, he had
not been here in months but a quick glance assured him that his
servants had not been lax in their duties while he was away.

“You do usually send a note when you are
going to be visiting,” Mrs. Hart reminded him.

Ah, so that was it. They feared he might be
angry if everything wasn’t as it should be. Hadn’t they worked for
him long enough to know that he didn’t require much and had never
been a tyrant? “If you must know,” he grinned. “I am hiding from my
mother who wishes to match me with every available debutant this
Season. I am frankly too tired for such nonsense and thought to
escape.”

Martin started to smile but controlled his
features, which Acker took to mean that the man was in complete
agreement with him, whereas Mrs. Hart pursed her lips in
disappointment. Acker wondered if Mrs. Hart would betray her
employer and report to mother where he was hiding.

“If it is not too much bother I would like to
take supper before retiring.”

The maid bopped a quick curtsey. “I’ll inform
cook.” She darted down the rest of the stairs and toward the
kitchen before Acker could reply.

“Would you care to go into the library and I
will pour you a glass of brandy,” Martin offered.

“That sounds splendid, Martin.” When they
entered the library the butler rushed past him and poured a glass
of brandy, handing it to Acker.

“Please have my supper delivered here.”

He nodded and quit the room. Acker wandered
over to the window to look down on the street below. The house
stood almost in the heart of Covent Garden and there were people
walking in either direction and several hackneys and carriages
traveling as well. He shouldn’t be surprised. This area of town was
usually thriving well into the early morning hours. He studied each
woman who passed, paying close attention to hair color, and if it
even resembled a red he looked at the face, willing the person to
be Juliette, but he did not see her.

Where had she gone and where did she live? He
would hope it was in Covent Garden, and it would make sense since
the majority of London’s theatres were located in this area of
town. But, no matter how much he wished it, Juliette never walked
past the house.

Acker tipped back the glass and drained the
contents. Even if Juliette did live in the area, how as he to find
her again? London was far too large to search for a single female
and he had no idea where else she might be.

Still, she was in London, which was more
information he had a day ago. If anything, he would simply visit
the theatres and find out if she or her sister had been hired.
Surely that shouldn’t take long and then he would have her
direction.
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Juliette jerked awake. She stared into the
darkness, listening for what had disturbed her slumber. The hacking
coughs of her mother came from the next room. She rose from bed and
when she pushed her mother’s door open Juliette found the woman
reclining in bed, a glass of water in hand. A lamp was lit low on
the small table, casting shadows on her mother’s pale and drawn
face. “Can I get you something, Maman?”

She shook her head just as another coughing
fit hit. Juliette came forward and settled on the side of the bed.
“I wish you would see a doctor.”

Her mother smiled weakly. “We cannot afford
it, nor is there anything he could do.”

“We don’t know that,” Juliette insisted.

“I do. Besides, I am getting better, I assure
you.” Mother reached forward and squeezed her hand. “Go back to
bed. I will be fine.”

Juliette wasn’t so certain. Night after night
she was awakened by her mother’s coughing. They needed to get her
medicine. “I’ll make you some tea. That will help settle your cough
and perhaps you will find sleep.”

Mother nodded and then let her head fall
back, closing her eyes.

Juliette silently left the room and made her
way to the kitchen where she stirred the fire and put a kettle on
to boil.

“She doesn’t seem to be getting better.”

Juliette looked up to find Hélène standing in
the doorway. Dark circles framed her light blue eyes. Hélène was
too young to look beaten down and one of the reasons Juliette had
not told her sisters about the bloodstained handkerchiefs. They all
had enough to worry about already. “Did you not sleep?”

Hélène sighed and moved further into the
room, a basket in her hand which she placed in the center of the
table.

“What is that?”

“I’ve been up all night stitching.” Hélène
opened the basket and removed a stack of handkerchiefs. “Madame
Dupree said that if I could prove my skill with a needle she might
have a position for me.”

Juliette picked up the delicate linen and
fingered the tiny stitches before she turned it over. Hélène’s work
was as neat on the back as it was on the front. Juliette didn’t
have the patience to sit for long periods of time bent over with a
needle and thread. Even if she tried, Juliette would never match
her sister’s skill. Hélène could make anything from Shakespearian
costumes to the most delicate ball gown for Society. “Isn’t Madame
Dupree a modiste? Why does she need embroidery? Wouldn’t your small
stitches be enough?”

Hélène pulled out a chair and sank into it.
“The girl who does the more intricate work and embroidery is
increasing. Madame needs someone to fill the position for a few
months.”

Even if the job was not permanent, and if
Hélène were able to gain the position, they would have two incomes
coming into the family. “I am sure she will hire you the moment she
sees your work.”

Hélène smiled weakly before bringing her hand
to her face to cover a yawn.

“Why don’t you get some sleep,” Juliette
suggested. “I will wake you before I leave.”

Her sister straightened. “Should we both be
gone at the same time? What if Mother needs something?”

Juliette bit her bottom lip. “I am sure maman
will be fine for a few hours.” She turned to the stove and lifted
the kettle of boiling water and set it on the wooden table. “I need
to check with other theatres. I need to find a position that will
allow me to be home during the day and you can’t miss this
opportunity.”

“I have no doubt that you will,” Hélène
assured her and stood. “Please wake me in two hours. I want to be
at the dress shop before it opens.”

Juliette promised and began making a cup of
tea for her mother as Hélène shuffled out of the room. “Please let
us both find a position,” she whispered to the empty room.
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Acker stood at the edge of the street
glancing one way and then the next. Why had he sent his carriage
home last evening? It could have been kept in the stews behind the
row of houses. Should he hail at hackney or walk? It was a fine day
and the sun was already burning away the early morning fog. A walk
would do him good. If he tired, he could always get a hackney if
necessary.

Voices and vendors calling grew louder as he
neared the Piazza. The coffee houses were busy and the square was
already filling with servants to purchase produce and floral
arrangements for the grander homes. Acker couldn’t remember the
last time he had awakened this early. Was it always this active
during this time of the day?

He was cutting through the crowd when
sunlight glinted off the loveliest shade of red hair.

Juliette?

Acker altered his direction and followed the
young woman. He had yet to see her face but only one other person
had the same color of red. She moved from one vendor to another,
picking up different flowers for what Acker assumed would be an
arrangement for her home.

Had Juliette been hired to dance? He dearly
hoped so and looked forward to seeing her on stage once again.

The woman paused before buckets of tulips.
Acker rushed forward before she moved away again. “Miss
Mirabelle?”

Her head came up and the young lady turned to
look at him. Her eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Genviève?”

“Lord Acker?”

“Might you know where I can find
Juliette?”

Juliette’s sister frowned and pursed her lips
for a moment. “She is visiting the theater this morning.”

Genviève never did care for him, Acker
reminded himself. “They did not hire her at the King’s
Theater?”

The young woman narrowed her eyes in distrust
and tilted her head. “How would you know she visited there?”

“I spoke with her yesterday, outside of Drury
Lane,” Acker hastened to explain. “I directed her to the King’s
Theatre because I knew they would be performing a ballet.”

“She did not tell me,” Genviève said
slowly.

Acker suspected there was much Juliette had
not shared with her younger sister. Or, at least he hoped that was
the case. On the other hand, it would explain Genviève’s dislike of
him.

“We barely had time to speak. We met as I was
leaving the theatre. Her appearance took me completely by
surprise.”

She snorted.

“Juliette was gone before I could ask
anything further.”

“The company is already set.”

Perhaps she will be cast in the next ballet.
“I would like to call on her. Might I have her direction?”

Miss Mirabella took a step back again. “You
will need to ask Juliette’s permission.” She lifted her bouquet of
flowers higher. “I must go.” She turned and hurried away.

Acker was not about to stand there and watch
this woman walk away. It was bad enough he let Juliette run off
yesterday and he wasn’t going to lose her sister too. He hurried
after her, nearly knocking an older servant over in her pursuit.
“But how can I ask her permission if I do not know where to find
her?”

Miss Mirabella simply shrugged and continued
walking.

“Please, wait.”

Her shoulders lifted and then dropped as if
she heaved a heavy sigh before turning to face him. “I will not
tell you where we live.”

“Then how am I to find her?”

Miss Mirabella glanced past his shoulder and
a slow smile came to her lips. “Simply turn around.”
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Juliette glanced around the flower market for
Genviève. She should have known that it was too early to call on
the theatres seeking employment but she was too anxious to wait
around the house. She needed to find work. Even though maman slept
after drinking the tea, she still coughed. Hopefully Hélène would
gain a position with the modiste. That only left Juliette to find a
job. But what else could she do in the evening besides dance.
Someone had to be with mother at all times. Leaving Mother alone
for a few hours, as she did this morning, would not cause any harm
and she was sleeping. But, she couldn’t be alone all day. Not until
she was well again.

The pounding began at the base of her skull
and was climbing to the top of her head. All this thinking and
worrying was getting her nowhere. She stopped for a moment and
rubbed her temples before she once again looked for Genviève. She
knew her sister would be here to pick out fresh flowers for her
employer. Surely Genviève would have a suggestion, wouldn’t she?
She hardly saw her sister as of late. Genviève usually left early
in the morning, not returning until supper. There simply had not
been much of an opportunity to ask if her sister had further
suggestions of where Juliette could find a position that allowed
her to be home during the day.

Across the Piazza she saw Genviève speaking
to a taller gentleman. He was in the shadows of a canopy and
Juliette could not make out his coloring of features. Had Genviève
met someone? Life would be easier for everyone if one of them
married, if the gentleman could afford to help maman. The remaining
two sisters could survive alone but it was maman who needed
help.

As she approached the gentleman slowly turned
in her direction and Juliette’s heart stilled for a moment. Why was
Genviève speaking with Lord Acker?

His smile broadened and he took a step in her
direction. “I’ve been looking for you.”

She folded her arms across her chest. She
would not succumb to his charm no matter how handsome he was in the
sunlight. “To what purpose?” she demanded.

“Would you care to walk with me?” Lord Acker
held out his arm.

Juliette glanced back to her sister.

“Your sister is welcome to join us,” Lord
Acker quickly assured her.

“I must return,” Genviève responded. “I am
already behind and I don’t wish to be sacked.” She gave a quick nod
and was gone.

Juliette glanced back at Lord Acker. He held
out his arm so that she could link her hand through his elbow. Did
she dare walk with him? Shouldn’t she return to Mother?

“Just for a few moments,” he insisted, as if
reading her hesitation.

What would a stroll with Acker harm? It
wasn’t as if they were alone in her classroom and there was no
threat of rain at the moment so she should be safe. Juliette
slipped her hand through the crook of his arm and he led her away
from the crowds and down the walk.

“Why return to London after so many years?”
He asked.

Juliette shrugged. She would like to know
that reason as well as he, but her mother would not provide a
reasonable explanation. “As I told you in Milan, Maman likes to
move about and usually without a moment’s notice.”

“Clearly.”

What did he mean by that?

“I called on you the next day, to apologize
for my behavior.”

Did she dare hope he saw her in a different
light.

No, don’t think that way Juliette. If he were
interested in a more permanent and respectable position, he would
have never suggested she become his lover in the first place.
Though, she wished she could have heard his explanation. Not that
it mattered now. That was a year ago and he had probably moved on,
as she had tried to do.

“Your entire family was gone and only a few
servants remained with the stacks of crates.”

Despite herself, a smile pulled at Juliette’s
lips. “That is the way with Maman. Once a decision is made, she
doesn’t wait to plan.

“How long have you been in London?”

“Not long.”

“Where did you go when you left Milan? I’ve
looked for you.”

She doubted he had looked but Juliette would
humor him. “Where?”

Acker stopped and turned to stare down at
her. “I will have you know that I hired investigators to visit the
cities known for ballet to see if you were dancing in one of
them.”

Juliette took a step back. She hadn’t
expected him to go to so much trouble. Were his feelings deeper
than she realized. “I haven’t danced since leaving Milan.”

He grasped her hand in his. “Where were
you?”

Acker was so urgent in needing to know that
Juliette decided to tell him. “We traveled to Genova and sailed to
England. Once we arrived in Dover, Maman decided to travel around
England and Scotland before coming to London.”

“And now you live here?” he gestured around
Covent Gardens.

It wasn’t the nicest area of town, but
certainly not the worst. Besides, it was no different than where
she lived in Milan. It was full of the working class, theatres, and
prostitutes if one was needed. Not that she ever needed one, but
they were there just the same. As were the coffee houses and flower
market. People living their lives without the benefit or
judgment of Society.

Acker glanced at the coffeehouse they had
stopped before. “Come inside. Sit and talk with me.”

Part of her wanted to spend more time with
Acker, but she needed to get home to Maman. Besides, she couldn’t
risk it. The shield she had tried to form around her heart
threatened to crumble when she learned he had been looking for her.
She couldn’t risk that pain again. “I can’t. I need to get
home.”

“Let me walk you.”

Juliette pulled her hand from the crook of
his arm. “No. You cannot know where I live.”

“Why?” He pushed his fingers through his hair
in what she suspected was frustration.

“Maman still does not want me to associate
with English Gentlemen.”

He opened his mouth as if in shock. “She
brought you to England. Did she think you would meet a
Spaniard?”

Juliette couldn’t help herself and chuckled.
“She has nothing against Englishmen. Just gentlemen,” she
emphasized.

Acker tossed his hands up as he spoke. “But
why?”

Juliette straightened, no longer smiling.
“Because they consider dancers little better than whores.”

The color drained from his face. “I never
meant. . .”

Juliette turned to walk away, feeling better
for having said the words.

“Wait!”

She stopped but did not turn around.

He rushed forward and stopped before her.
“Please, let me explain.”

She studied his face. There was sincerity in
his eyes. Did she trust him again? “I must go.” She moved to go
around him and Acker gently grasped her arm. If she wished,
Juliette could easily shake his hold so she did not feel
threatened.

“At least meet with me tomorrow. I need to
explain.”

She swallowed but would not look up at him.
Would his explanation make her feel better or worse?

“Please?” he begged quietly.

“The day after tomorrow, in the flower
market.”

Acker let his hand drop and Juliette walked
away without glancing back. She was a fool for agreeing to meet
with him but how could she live not knowing what he wished to say
to her.
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Maman was sitting in the small parlor just
inside the door when Juliette returned home. “Where have you been?”
Her voice was weak, nor was there any color to her skin. She
shouldn’t be out of bed.

“I’ve been looking for work,” Juliette
answered as she hung her cloak on a hook.

“I’ve been thinking, Juliette.”

Her mother’s firm tone concerned Juliette.
“Yes, mother.”

“I don’t believe you should dance any
longer.”

Juliette’s heart stilled. Certainly her
mother didn’t mean this. She began dancing thirteen years ago and
knew nothing else. Ballet was a part of her, who she was. If she
wasn’t a ballerina she wasn’t sure what she was.

“You haven’t danced in a year,” Maman
reminded her with a weak, sad smile.

But that didn’t mean Juliette didn’t practice
the steps of every ballet she had ever learned each night in the
parlor after everyone had gone to bed. If she were to keep her
skill it was something she had to do.

“Why?” Juliette finally asked after she
determined she was sufficiently recovered from the shock of her
mother’s words.

Her mother signed. “It is for the best. You
won’t dance this year and next will be too late.” She turned her
head away when a cough came upon her. Juliette rushed to her side
and poured a fresh cup of tee. Maman was careful to crumple the
handkerchief and ball it in the palm of her hand but there was a
drop of dark blood on the edge of her lip. Juliette smiled sadly,
took her own handkerchief out and patted her mother’s lip.

The woman looked up at her, slightly alarmed.
“You know?”

Juliette nodded and settled into a chair
beside her mother. “I’ve not told Genviève or Hélène.

“Thank you.” Maman picked up the cup of tea
and sipped slowly.

“Why don’t you wish for me to dance?” Her
heart wanted to pound out of her chest. If she didn’t dance what
would she do?

“I don’t wish Lord Acker to discover you are
in London.”

Juliette simply stared at her.

“He attends the ballet as I am sure does his
mother. It is better this way.”

“For who?” Juliette cried. “What is wrong
with Lord Acker?”

“He is one of them.”

“Them?”

“Gentlemen of society and you are better off
having nothing to do with them.”

Juliette fell back on her heels. She did not
care about her mother’s prejudice against English gentlemen but she
did care about dancing. She was a ballerina. “I don’t know how to
do anything else,” Juliette reminded her.

Her mother pursed her lips in thought. “Find
a school and teach.”

Maman made the suggestion as if it were an
easy task.

“This is for the best.” He mother dismissed
and looked away as if the topic was finished. She leaned back in
the chair and closed her eyes. Perhaps Juliette should insist the
woman return to her bed. She was not well enough to be up and how
could she ever get better if she did not rest.

Juliette didn’t understand her mother and
possibly never would. It was maman who first took Juliette to the
ballet and encouraged her when Juliette said she wished she could
dance. She was the one who insisted Juliette never miss a lesson,
even when ill. The one who yelled at her when she didn’t think
Juliette was practicing enough and now the woman wanted her to give
dancing up as if it were a past hobby and find something else to
do! She was a ballerina and her only source of income.

Now she wanted her to simply teach? What if
there were no schools? What if they didn’t want to hire her? It
wasn’t as if she were known in London. There were no other options
available. She was five and twenty, on the shelf by the standards
of Society, not that she was in Society. Now she was probably too
old to be of interest to anyone wishing for a wife, and she was
being denied the one thing she loved. She couldn’t give up the
ballet. Where would that leave her?

Juliette took deep breaths and fought not to
let the panic overcome her.

Her mother opened her eyes and turned her
head toward the open window. “We should have never come back,” her
mother said quietly.

“Why?” Was her mother finally going to tell
her what had been so upsetting that afternoon they arrived in Dover
and she read the newssheets?

Her mother blinked and looked at Juliette, as
if returning to the present. What had her mother been thinking or
who had she been thinking about?

“I was never to return to England. I was paid
well to never return so they cannot know that I have.”

Juliette didn’t understand. Why would
father’s family want maman away?

“There is bitterness,” she said after a
moment. “I fear they will send me back to Paris or Milan.

“If you were afraid of being discovered, why
did you come back?” Juliette questioned her mother.

“I thought the past could be forgotten, but
it cannot.”

“It wouldn’t be so bad to return to Milan,”
Juliette offered. She could dance there, though she would never see
Acker again, which was probably for the best.

“You don’t understand.” Her mother grasped
Juliette’s hand. “They would send me, but would insist on you and
your sisters remaining here. I was lucky enough to have taken you
with me before. I know they would not allow it a second time.”

“They cannot dictate what we do,” Juliette
argued. She hadn’t even known this family existed and she surely
wasn’t going to let them suddenly have control over her life.

“They have more power than you know. Not only
is Bentley an earl, but the family has connections with a very
powerful duke.”

Juliette blinked. Her potential connections
were getting loftier by the moment. Who would have ever dreamed
that she was distantly related to an earl and a duke?

“My fear is that they will send me away and
keep my daughters here and I will never see you again.” A coughing
fit took hold of maman again.

Juliette gently patted her back and then
added hot tea to her cup.

“Don’t underestimate their power, Juliette.
Trust me in this.”

Though Juliette had a hard time grasping the
idea that these strangers could have such control over her life,
and balked at the very idea, they had managed to exile maman for a
number of years so it was best to heed her warning.

“Now, I must have your promise,” her mother
said a moment letter.

“Anything,” Juliette assured her.

“If anything were to happen to me—”

“—Don’t say such a thing.”

Tears filled her mother’s eyes and she shook
her head. “I am ill, please hear me out.”

Juliette swallowed. She didn’t want to listen
to her mother speak of her demise. Maman would get better. She
simply had to.

“If something were to happen to me, you will
go to Bentley.”

Juliette opened her mouth to argue. Her
mother just warned her that he was not to know they were here.

“I don’t want him to know I am here so we are
not separated. But, if something were to happen, he will take care
of you and your sisters.”

Did she want to be in the care of a family
that had sent her mother away and one she feared still?

“Promise me, Juliette.”

Maman was growing weaker by the moment and
really should be in bed. In order to bring the conversation to a
conclusion, Juliette nodded. First, she refused to accept something
could happen to maman, and second, she would determine, if and when
the time came, if she would contact Earl Bentley. Her small family
had survived well enough all these years without their interference
and she saw no reason for that to change.

Maman moved to rise from her chair.

Juliette stood. “Here, let me help you.”

Her mother smiled gratefully and leaned
heavily on Juliette’s arm while she helped her mother to her room.
Once inside maman settled on the side of the bed and sighed.
Juliette knew she would be asleep within a moment of her head
resting on the pillow.

“One more thing,” her mother said. “Take
this,” she opened the small drawer beside her bed and pulled out a
delicate ruby and diamond necklace. “Please sell this and purchase
a copy of Debretts.”

Juliette held out her hand and maman dropped
the necklace into it.

“Use the rest of the funds to buy food or pay
the rent.”

Also inside the drawer was a sealed letter
addressed to Lord Bentley. His direction was written in mother’s
elegant hand. Juliette noted that it was located in Mayfair and put
the memory away in the event she needed to find him, though she
doubted it would ever be necessary to locate someone who treated
her mother so cruelly.

The metal of the necklace bit into her palm
and Juliette loosened her hold on the jewelry. Why would her mother
wish for such a book? It really didn’t matter. Juliette would obey
her mother’s wishes regardless of how unusual if it allowed her to
rest. She helped her mother settle back against her pillows and
pulled the blanket up to her chin. Juliette bent and placed a kiss
on the woman’s brow and sent a quick prayer that her mother
recovered from this illness and then left to do as her mother
requested.

Her sisters where home when she returned,
carrying the tome in her arms. When questioned she explained her
mother’s odd request.

“Is she better at least?” Hélène asked.

Juliette shook her head. “I think she fears
the worst.” Should she tell her sisters that maman was coughing up
blood? No, they didn’t need to know now, if ever. But, they did
need to know what maman had told her about the Trents and Bentley.
Even if her mother wished that she keep it a secret her sisters
needed to know as well.
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Acker leaned against the wall, glass of wine
in his hand and wishing he was anywhere but here. The ballroom was
crowded and he had little patience for the budding debutants. There
were some very pretty young ladies, but none of them matched
Juliette’s beauty and grace, nor did any of them have the brilliant
red hair.

“You are not giving any of them
consideration.”

Acker turned to find his mother standing at
his side. “Who?”

She gestured to the throng in the room. “Any
of those lovely young ladies.”

He fought the urge to roll his eyes. “I’ve
tried mother, none of them interest me.”

She pursed her lips and snorted. “As if a
country dance was enough to establish whether a young woman
suited.”

It was enough for him. Had one engaged him in
even a mildly interesting conversation perhaps he would have taken
a turn about the room. But there were only so many comments he
could stomach with regard to rain and fog. Actually, mentions of
rain only reminded him of kissing Juliette in Milan and how he
bungled the entire situation.

He certainly didn’t want to gossip either. A
lady who delighted in speaking ill of others would drive him to
Bedlam within the week. Why did others think they were so superior
that they felt they could judge the actions of others?

Besides, how could he enjoy their company
when Juliette was somewhere in London and he wouldn’t see her again
until the day after tomorrow.

A footman passed and he placed his empty
glass on the tray. “I think I will leave.”

“But it is early yet,” his mother
insisted.

Acker lifted an eyebrow. “It is past midnight
and this is the last waltz, if I remember correctly.”

“You haven’t danced.”

“I don’t wish to dance,” he insisted. How
could he dance with anyone now? Waltzing with Juliette had ruined
him for any other dance partners.

Damn and blast, why did he have to wait
another day to see her? Why wasn’t tomorrow, or actually today,
good enough? Was she so busy that she couldn’t spare an hour of her
time? What kept her occupied?

“I wish you would forget about your
ballerina,” his mother insisted, as if she knew who he was thinking
about. “It isn’t as if you will ever see her again.”

Acker slowly smiled.

“What?”

His grin widened. “She is in London.”

She tapped his forearm with her fan. “Why
didn’t you tell me?”

“I haven’t had the chance,” he defended. In
fact, until he escorted his mother this evening he had not spoken
with her since before he came across Juliette outside of Drury
Lane.

“Well?” she demanded.

“I’ve seen her twice, quite by accident. I
believe they recently settled in Covent Garden, though I am not
positive.”

“Go on,” she encouraged.

“I will see her the day after next.”

“Thank goodness,” his mother sighed. “You
won’t even consider another young lady until you have decided what
this Juliette means to you. And I am glad you have the
opportunity.”

In that his mother was correct. What did
Juliette mean to him and what did the future hold? What if the
future was a more permanent one? “Mother,” Acker leaned in and
whispered so as not to be overheard. “I know you wish me to marry a
young lady of the ton and give you the grandchildren you
wish for, but what if I choose a ballerina instead.”

She placed a gloved hand against his cheek.
“If you love her and she is what makes you happy, then you would
have my blessing.”

“Society will take issue with a ballerina
becoming the next Viscountess.”

His mother smiled. “Life is too short not to
be happy, and too long if one is miserable. Your friends will stand
by you, as will I. That is really all that matters.”

He should not be surprised by her response.
Mother had been raised in a modest household, the daughter of a
vicar. It was her uncle that saw to her coming out. Despite
marrying a viscount and wealth, mother retained her moral
sensibilities lacking in much of Society. “Thank you.” Acker bent
to place a kiss on his mother’s cheek. “I will walk and leave the
carriage for you.”

He was glad to be rid of this place. He was
never one to look forward to a ball, but he had never really minded
attending in the past either. Now they were a complete bore. Acker
suspected that until Juliette could join him he would never find
enjoyment at these functions again.

He may have his support of mother, but that
didn’t mean the ton would welcome Juliette. It was something
he would need to think very carefully about in the event she became
more important than she already was, such as becoming his wife.
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“They don’t need no more dancers,” the older
man grumbled and slammed the door in Juliette’s face. She stepped
back and stared up at the Aldephi Theatre. The rude man didn’t even
ask her name or if she had ever danced before. She doubted he even
knew if there was a place for her. His appearance was more of a man
who worked at the theatre fixing things because not only was he
dirty, with smudges on his hands and face, but paint splattered his
clothing. Even if she had interrupted an important task, there was
no reason for him to practically bark at her. If that was how they
were going to be, she didn’t want to dance with this particular
company anyway.

Maman had asked that she give up dancing and
Juliette had even given it some consideration, but it wasn’t
practical. It was the only thing she could do well, besides teach.
Who was to say one of her relations would view a ballet and make
the connection between her and maman? Her mother was simply being
overly concerned, if not paranoid, which Juliette decided was due
to her illness. Once maman was better she would realize how silly
her request was that Juliette no longer dance.

Juliette huffed and took a step to return
home. It was clear she would not be dancing in London, at least not
at this time, which left one alternative. Juliette turned around
and knocked on the door once again. The same disagreeable man with
greying hair opened the door.

“I told you there are no auditions or a need
for any more dancers.”

“I know,” Juliette said in the same
disagreeable tone that man was using with her. She then took a deep
breath to calm her irritation. “I am inquiring about schools of
dance. Where might I find them in London?”

“Perhaps you should have learned to dance
before coming here.”

He pulled the door and Juliette grabbed it
and held on. She was not about to leave until she had her
answers.

“I thought I would seek a position
teaching.”

The man rubbed his chin. “I don’t know about
no schools. Never heard of any.”

Juliette took a step back. “Then where do all
of your dancers train? There must be somewhere.”

The man shrugged. “Don’t know and don’t
care.”

She could only stare at him. Surely there was
someone here with more or better knowledge. “Might I speak with the
choreographer?”

“He ain’t here.” With that the man slammed
the door again and Juliette knew better than to knock a third time.
She was not going to learn anything further.

She stepped back out to the street and looked
around. It was growing late and she should return home and prepare
the evening meal. As she was the only one without a job at the
moment, all of the household duties fell to her.

Hélène was entering just as Juliette returned
home. Her sister’s shoulders drooped and some of her ill-behaved
curls had come loose from the tight styling of this morning.
Juliette suspected her sister was exhausted from her first day
working for the modiste.

“I think I will crawl in bed as soon as
supper is complete.”

Juliette smiled at her. Though Hélène
complained, there was still a smile in her eyes. She would like to
feel useful again and provide for her family.

Their lives had changed so much in the past
year. In Milan they lived in a modest house, and had three
servants. Maman had funds from Paris, though Juliette did not like
to think how her mother came about her jewels, clothing and income,
it had provided them with a comfortable life. Juliette had earned
wages for dancing and teaching, Hélène worked as an actress and in
other aspects of the theatre and Genviève took care of the
household.

A year of traveling had depleted almost
everything, and Maman was keeping her jewelry safe, only to be used
if absolutely necessary. Though they sold a few pieces, maman was
hoping not to part with the rest for some time. Juliette and her
sisters soon learned how to cook and clean. Now that her sisters
were fully employed, most of the tasks fell to Juliette. She didn’t
mind, though she wished she would have paid more attention to the
cooks they had employed over the years. But, after a number of
ruined meals, she was becoming a better cook.

Genviève arrived home as the food was being
placed on the table and took a seat beside her twin. Maman slowly
entered a moment later and stood at her place at the head of the
table. When Juliette had last checked on her she had been asleep.
All three sisters watched her expectantly. Juliette wished she
would return to bed and rest. “I can bring you a tray. You should
not be up.”

Maman shook her concern away and took a seat
at the table. She focused on her sister first.

“Genviève, you need to give up your position
with Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Thorn.”

The girls stopped eating and stared at their
mother. She could not be serious. They depended on Genviève
wages.

“Why, Maman,” Genviève asked.

“You may meet someone I don’t wish you
to.”

The sisters looked at each other. Who could
Genviève possibly meet as a maid?

“I was under the impression that the Thorns
were a modest family. That is not the case.”

“I mentioned they lived in Mayfair,” Genviève
reminded her.

Maman frowned. “You did? I don’t recall.” She
shook her head as if it wasn’t important. “Mr. Thorn is the younger
son of Lord Thorndyke, an earl.”

“Yes,” Genviève answered hesitantly.

“His wife is the daughter of a baron.”

Juliette looked at her sister, wondering as
to the importance of this family and why her mother was
concerned.

“They also have a son, David, I believe.”

Genviève nodded.

“He is approximately eight and twenty and
will inherit the title, after his father, since the eldest son of
Lord Thorndyke only has daughters.”

Had she been reading Debritt’s all day and
this was how she knew about the family who employed Genviève?

“I’ve only met him a few times,” Genviève
insisted.

“He has a reputation as a rake,” Maman
pointed out.

Now Juliette understood. It was the same
reason she had not been allowed to see Lord Acker. Certainly not
all English gentlemen were set on seducing innocent young
women.

“He barely notices when I am about,” Genviève
insisted.

“The family plans to host a lavish ball two
nights from now, is that correct?” her mother questioned.

“Yes,” Genviève answered. “Mrs. Thorn had
asked if I could be there to assist.”

Maman studied Genviève. “You will give your
notice tomorrow and you will not be at that ball.”

“But why?” Juliette asked. “We need the extra
income.”

Her mother slapped her hand down on the table
with enough force that the dishes rattled. “I have my reasons, and
you will obey them,”

This was so unlike maman. Juliette could only
remember her raising her voice a few times when she was a child.
Was it her illness making her so unreasonable? The only people
maman feared them meeting was Bentley or the Trents. Her sisters
had been born after they left England. Even if one of them noticed
Genviève amongst the other servants they would have no way of
knowing her relationship to maman.

Her mother needed medical care before this
illness made her impossibly irrational.
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Acker had been anxious most of the day. He
could keep his mind on nothing he ought and kept thinking about
Juliette instead. Though he attended meetings at the Home Office
most of the day, Acker recalled nothing about decisions made. He
accompanied his mother to a musicale and didn’t remember who he
spoke with, who performed or who was even there.

His restlessness eventually led him to
White’s, where he hoped the companionship of some of his friends
would keep his mind off of Juliette. “Why aren’t more ballets
performed in London?” he mused out loud before he took a sip of
whiskey.

Lord Brachton lifted an eyebrow. “Wha’ would
ye be wantin’ with a ballet?”

Acker chuckled. It didn’t surprise him that
the Scot would ask such a question. Most men avoided such
entertainment, unless it was to their benefit where a wife or lover
was concerned.

The man leaned forward. “Ifin’ ya hear there
is goin’ to be a ballet, donna tell me wife.”

Brachton was married to Madeline Trent, the
youngest and only living daughter of the former Lord Bentley. With
that thought, the same question that had been lingering in the back
of his mind came forward. Was Madeline the only living
daughter?

“Jordan used to take Maddie whenever there
was a performance and she has since informed me that we will be
goin’ to one in May.”

“Ah, you are to see Adolfo E
Chiara?”

The Scot scrunched his face in disgust. “I
donna ken the name.” He snorted. “I should insist her brother take
her and I will stay home.”

If rumors were correct, Jordan Trent may have
a different lady to escort that evening.

“I can’t say I’ve ever attended the ballet,”
Viscount Ainsely said as he took a seat at the table in the back
corner where Acker and Brachton were sitting. Though Ainsely was
Scottish as well, or at least his estate and family seat was in
Scotland, he didn’t have the same brogue as Brachton.

“I donna recommend it,” Brachton
insisted.

Acker laughed. “I do.”

“Wha’ is so entertainin’ about people
flittin’ about the stage?” Brachton demanded.

“The story is told in the dance,” Acker
explained to Ainsely.

“Oh, I know what the ballet is,” he laughed.
“I’ve never had the opportunity to see one,” He leaned back in his
chair. “Perhaps Moira would like to attend.”

Moira was his wife of a year and from what
Acker had learned, the courtship lasted all of two weeks before
Moira had compromised Ainsely and the two married shortly
thereafter. At least that was the rumor. Acker had been in Milan at
the time but had not yet asked Ainsely what really happened.

Since when did young ladies compromise
gentlemen? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? Though, regardless
of circumstances, Ainsely appeared to be very much in love with his
wife. So, even if she had compromised the poor fellow, Acker
doubted Ainsely minded.

“Have Trent take her and my wife and the two
of us can avoid the dull affair.”

Ainsely laughed. “I think I will see one for
myself before passing judgment.”

Brachton grunted.

The two men drained their glasses and rose
from the table. “I need to be home,” Brachton grinned. “Maddie
should be returning soon.”

“Aye,” Ainsely agreed. “Moira as well.”

Acker nodded goodbye and leaned back in his
seat. Would he one day spend so little time at Whites and rush home
anxious to be with his wife?
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Acker knew he was early, but he had slept
little the night before for fear of sleeping too late. He could
have asked a servant to wake him, but what if they had slept late.
Not that his staff ever slept past dawn and he suspected many of
them rose before the sun, Acker feared this might be the one time
they would all slumber late into the morning.

It was ridiculous, of course, but he didn’t
want to miss this opportunity to see Juliette again and if he
failed to show, she might not give him another opportunity. He
should purchase her a bouquet, Acker thought with a smile. She
didn’t have to be dancing for him to give her a gift and she had
been appreciative of them in the past.

He paused to straighten his neck clothe. Or
was she simply being polite?

Perhaps he shouldn’t give her a gift of any
type, at least not yet. Not until he knew Juliette would see him
again. He did need to explain to her his intentions, or what they
had been in Milan, and then he could think about their future. He
needed to see her and be with her before he was certain she was the
one, even though his gut told him she was, it was such a permanent
decision that could not be taken lightly. The only thing he was
certain of was that he wanted her the way a man wants a woman and
had since the first moment he laid eyes on her.

His valet lifted and held the jacket and
Acker allowed the man to finish dressing him for the day.

The only way Juliette could ever be his was
to marry, but did they truly know one enough to make such a
commitment? Was he so certain she wasn’t an infatuation? Could she
even fit into his world? Then there was the concern of her being a
ballerina.

Bloody hell, he didn’t know any more now than
he knew in Milan despite his earlier conviction that if he could
just find her he wouldn’t care what Society thought. If only it
were that easy.

He just hoped he found the right words so she
would not walk away from him for good.

“Will that be all, Lord Acker?”

“Yes, and thank you, Giles,” Acker answered
absently.

He checked his appearance one more time and
moved toward the door and stopped. “What if London never knew she
was a dancer?” He reached for the door and walked down the corridor
toward the stairs, turning the idea over in his mind. “She hasn’t
danced here and she may not. Nobody need know of her past.”

“Pardon, Lord Acker?”

He looked up to find a maid polishing the
railing on the stairs.

“Nothing,” he shook his head and continued
out of the house.

The Beau Monde would never accept her if they
ever learned she was a ballerina in Paris and Milan. But, at least
his mother would, if it came to that.
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Juliette studied her appearance one more time
before leaving their set of rooms to meet Lord Acker. Oh, why
should she care what she looked like? It wasn’t as if she would see
him again. If he even hinted at the same type of proposal he
suggested in Milan she would turn her back on him and never think
of Lord Acker again.

She snorted to herself, as if it would be
easy to forget about him. But, in time it would be, of that she was
certain. Why, she might not even be thinking of him now had she and
her family remained in Milan. He would have returned home, she
would have continued to dance and possibly have met someone who was
honorable and wished her to be more than a temporary paramour.

Juliette quietly left the house with Genviève
and made her way to the flower market. Was it a mistake to meet
Acker again? Yet, she needed to know what he wanted to tell her. It
could change everything, or further hurt her. Was it worth the
risk?

Yes.

She paused at the edge of the Piazza and took
a deep breath. He was standing at the side of the flower market,
looking around. He was looking for her. Today he wore a brown
jacket that complimented his hair, long enough to brush his collar.
Her heartbeat increased and her stomach did a queer little flip.
Why did the mere sight of Acker affect her so? Juliette steeled
herself and began walking in his direction. She would hear what he
had to say and then decide if she would speak with him again. Of
course, any meeting would need to remain a secret from maman. At
least for the moment.

He turned as she approached; he smiled and
walked toward her. “I was afraid you would not come.”

“I said I would,” Juliette answered
politely.

“Shall we go into a coffeehouse?” He gestured
to the building they stood before.

Juliette had not entered one of these
establishments before but it didn’t look much different from the
caffès in Milan. Perhaps it was safer to walk, but inside they
would be surrounded by people and the aroma coming from within
smelled heavenly.

Acker offered his arm and waited. Juliette
stole a glance over her shoulder. Genviève had moved to a stand
selling flowers but watched them as well. Since her sister would
know where she had gone, Juliette accepted Acker’s arm and allowed
him to lead her inside.

He chose a table along the wall, away from
others. It was early but Juliette suspected the establishment would
fill soon. Acker ordered two cups of coffee and crumpets while
Juliette waited for him to explain. The door was not far away and
if she did not like what he had to say she would simply get up and
leave.

“You’ve grown lovelier in the year since I
have seen you.”

Juliette hitched a brow. She would not
succumb to his charm. As far as she knew, he still wanted a
mistress, or perhaps he had married. Any number of changes could
have taken place in the near year since she had seen him.

The cups of coffee were put before them,
along with a small pot and plate of crumpets. Usually breakfast
held more substance but she had already eaten at home and suspected
Acker had as well. Not that she was able to partake of much food
given her throat was tight and her stomach in knots with nerves
about meeting Acker.

“Juliette,” he began. “I meant no insult in
Milan.”

She tilted her head. “You assumed because I
am a dancer that—.”

“—No,” he interrupted. “I thought I was to
marry someone else.”

Her heart seized for a moment. He never
indicated that he was engaged. In fact, he denied it when asked by
her sister the last night they dined together. This was even worse
than she imagined. He knew all along he was to marry yet pursued
her.

“Why haven’t you?”

Acker smiled and chuckled. “She fell in love
with someone else, a friend actually.”

There was a pang of sympathy for him but it
was quickly extinguished. He deserved to lose this young woman
since he had no qualms about kissing and touching her while
separated from his betrothed. “I am assuming she broke it off after
you returned, or did she marry while you were away.”

The left side of his mouth turned up in
humor. “We were never betrothed. I had simply assumed that one day
we would marry because we are great friends and I thought she
needed me.”

“Perhaps you should have asked instead of
assuming.”

This time he chuckled. “I did, many times.
She always rejected my offer.”

Juliette frowned. “Then why did you assume
she and you would marry?”

“I thought it would come about eventually,
but Elle knew better.”

“Elle?”

“Eleanor, now Lady Bentley.”

Her breath lodged in her throat and for a
moment Juliette could not breathe. Of course, Acker, being a
viscount probably new many titled families, but his dearest friend
had married Bentley. The lord who had the power to send maman from
England.

“Is something wrong?”

Juliette stared at him, breathing now. “No,”
she answered. “Go on; tell me about your Eleanor.” Even if Acker
somehow managed to gain her forgiveness for the past insult, they
could never see each other again. What if he told Bentley about
her, or maman?

Stop, Juliette. Acker never met your mother
and doesn’t know her name.

“She is, was a neighbor and a dear friend.
She still is. I thought we would do well with one another but she
knew better. We were meant to be only friends.”

“You were not in love? Your heart wasn’t
broken.”

Acker shook his head. “No. At least not the
kind of love she deserved from a husband.”

The fact that he wasn’t in love and it
appeared as he saw the marriage more of one of convenience helped
sooth the hurt that he was to have married another. Yet it clearly
bespoke of what his intentions had been for her in Milan, and
probably now.

She would not see Lord Acker after today. She
did not wish to relive the hurt she suffered in Milan. Besides, she
was not of his world and never would be and she could never risk
him meeting maman and mentioning it to Lord Bentley.

Juliette no longer wished for Acker to
explain his intentions as she suspected they had not changed. As
she opened her mouth to tell him goodbye, Genviève rushed into the
coffee house, her arms loaded with fresh flowers, and face
pale.

She stopped at the table. “We must go.”

Juliette stared up at her. Of the three
sisters, Genviève was the most calm and levelheaded. Right now she
was panicked. The buds in the arms vibrated from the shaking of her
hands.

“Has something happened?” Lord Acker
asked.

Genviève did not even look at Acker. “I just
met someone.”

“Who?”

“He asked about maman…” Her sister looked at
Acker as she trailed off. “He was one of them.”

Juliette abruptly stood. “I must go.” She
started to dart out of the coffee house after Genviève.

“Wait,” Acker called after them. “When can I
meet you again?”

Juliette paused and turned, heart lodged in
her throat. “Never.” Tears formed in her eyes but she would not let
him see her cry. “We can never see one another again.”
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The two sisters barged into the house and
raced into the parlor where their mother reclined on a settee. A
blanket covered her lap and she seemed to be staring out the window
at nothing of importance. In addition to her illness, Juliette was
becoming concerned with the melancholy that seemed to have settled
around maman. Perhaps they should say nothing to her about
Genviève’s encounter. Unfortunately her sister spoke before
Juliette could stop her.

“Who is Julia?” Genviève demanded.

Her mother turned in their direction. Her
eyes widened with what Juliette interpreted as fear. “Why do you
ask?”

“A gentleman approached me in the market this
morning. He asked me to help him choose a bouquet for his
soon-to-be betrothed.

“I don’t understand.” Her mother glanced to
Juliette with questioning eyes.

“When we were finished, he asked my name,”
Genviève continued.

“Did you give it to him?” maman asked
carefully. Juliette watched the exchange. Even if Genviève had,
there was no possible way he could have known her, or any of
them.

“Yes.” She frowned. “Actually, I told him my
name was Genevieve. I did not wish for him to know the truth.”

“As if there is much difference,” Juliette
rolled her eyes.

“Tell me what this gentleman said,” her
mother asked calmly though her hands clutched the blanket so
tightly her knuckles grew white.

“He thought I was the daughter of someone who
had been important to him at one time.”

A sad smile came to maman’s face.

“He said her name was Adele,” Genviève
continued. “And that she had a daughter, his half-sister, named
Julia.”

Maman closed her eyes for a moment. The color
was gone from her cheeks. “Did he give you a name?”

“No. I did not ask but found Juliette and
came straight home.”

Their mother sighed and relaxed.

“Who is Julia?” A memory flashed in
Juliette’s mind, of holding a small blanket with the name Julia
embroidered on it.

Her mother closed her eyes and a tear slid
out the corner of one. “It doesn’t matter and nothing you should
concern yourself with.”

“Am I Julia?”

Her mother stilled, and then brushed the tear
away. “I changed your name when we left England.”

“Why?” she cried.

“It doesn’t matter.” Her mother turned her
head to look out the window again, as if she could block the girls
and their questions.

“Did you change my name as well,” Genviève
demanded.

Her mother dismissed the question with a wave
of her hand. “You were not even born yet.”

“We have a brother you never thought to
mention?” Juliette wanted to confirm that she understood
correctly.

“Half-brother,” maman corrected.

“Maman, what else haven’t you told me. Why
did you change my name?”

“I will tell you when we are free of this
place and not before.”

“We won’t be free of London until we have the
funds.”

Her mother sighed and slumped against the
pillows. “We need to return to Milan, no matter what it takes. I
won’t let them take you from me.”
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Juliette did not leave the house again for
several days. Not only had her mother forbidden it for fear of her
half-brother finding her, but maman had gotten worse. She barely
slept a few hours before being awakened because of the cough.
Juliette stayed close, giving what comfort she could, though there
wasn’t much she could do. Remaining inside also kept her from
seeing Lord Acker. If he was persistent as he had claimed, Juliette
feared he would be in the flower market each morning looking for
her and demanding an explanation. Though she didn’t know him well,
he had not given up before so why should he give up now, especially
since she may have offered encouragement by agreeing to meet with
him.

Genviève had sent a note to her employer
after her encounter with their half-brother, claiming illness. She
did not return to her post as a maid. Only Hélène worked, and she
left each morning with the cloak pulled over her head and returned
home the same way. As she worked on the intricate embroidery
designs for gowns in the back of a shop, there was no chance she
would come in contact with Society so maman had let her continue
her employment. Besides, they needed some funds coming into the
home.

Juliette paced inside her small room. The
walls seemed to be closing in on her and there was no outlet for
her frustration. If only she could dance she knew she would feel
better but there was no chance of that occurring. Not even
rehearsing the steps from former ballets in the large parlor
helped.

How long would this last? They couldn’t
remain hidden for the rest of their lives. And, why did they need
to hide in the first place. Just because Genviève happened to meet
someone asking about maman and Julia did not mean they would ever
see him again. Even if he tried to find them, he would have
realized they had not returned to the flower market and looked
elsewhere. If only she could get out of the house and walk for a
short bit but just making the suggestion sent her mother into a
panic so Juliette retreated to her room, to pace. This could not
continue.

“I’ve retrieved my jewelry,” her mother
shuffled into her room holding a large golden and ornate box.
“Hopefully we can get enough to buy passage back to Milan. You will
be able to dance again and we can continue on as we had.”

Juliette took the jewelry box from her mother
and sank into a chair. It was for the best. It was either return or
hide here forever and she did not relish being cooped up in a set
of rooms for the rest of their lives. Maman would regain her health
in the warmer climate of Milan but was she strong enough to make
the trip?
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Acker walked through the Piazza, looking in
every direction, just as he had done these last few days but
neither Juliette, nor Genviève was to be found. They had simply
disappeared. Certainly her mother had not decided to move them
again. Acker had half a mind to hire a Bow Street Runner to find
her but he knew so little other than they were last seen in this
area. They might not even live in Covent Gardens, though he
suspected they did. If only Juliette were dancing, then he could
find her easily but she had not been hired when they last spoke. Or
at least he didn’t think so. Certainly she would have mentioned it
if she had.

He pushed his fingers through his hair and
glanced about one more time when he saw Bentley coming toward him.
It was odd for his friend to be out so early and in this part of
London. Acker called over to him. Bentley stopped and walked toward
Acker.

“What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same,” Bentley
responded.

“I am looking for a young woman.”

Though Bentley hitched an eyebrow in
curiosity he didn’t ask any questions.

“She is a ballerina I met in Milan. I thought
I had lost her only to see her in London. But it seems I have lost
her again.”

Normally Bentley would have laughed, but he
didn’t even smile. Something was wrong. Normally Bentley was a bit
reserved, if not stern. This morning he appeared more strained and
there were dark smudges beneath his eyes as if he hadn’t slept
well. “What are you doing in Covent Garden at this time of
day?”

“I am retracing Jordan’s steps.”

Acker glanced back to where Bentley had come
from. “Madame Devine’s?”

Bentley nodded.

Everyone who knew Jordan Trent also knew he
once frequented the establishment on a regular basis and had a
favorite lady. “Why?”

Bentley looked at him curiously. “You haven’t
heard?”

Acker simply shook his head wondering what
Bentley was about.

“Jordan was arrested for the murders of
Dalton and Everton.”

Acker had heard of the two men being stabbed
and killed. “Why would anyone think your brother could commit such
a crime?”

“Apparently he was jealous of the attention
Lady Lydell was giving the two gentlemen.”

None of this was making any sense to Acker.
“Your brother doesn’t involve himself with married women and I
can’t recall even seeing Jordan speak with the lady.”

“We both know he didn’t commit the crimes,
but we still need to prove it. Bow Street insists it is him.”

Perhaps he shouldn’t trust them with locating
Juliette. If they thought Jordan Trent could commit murder they
weren’t as smart as Acker had given them credit for. “Is there
anything I can do?”

Bentley thought for a moment. “Visit
Eleanor.”

Acker nodded.

“She could use the distraction of a visit
from you while I sort out this mess.”

“I will see to it this afternoon,” Acker
assured him as Bentley marched away.
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Juliette couldn’t believe it. In her hand she
held the message from Mr. Fortier. One of the ballerinas had
injured her ankle and would not be ready to dance in time for the
production and he was asking her to replace the young woman. She
knew her mother had forbidden her dancing again but Juliette could
not ignore the invitation. She needed to dance as much as she
needed food and water. It had been too long and part of her soul
had been crying out for the stage. Now she had her chance.

Rushing upstairs she tossed her shoes and
rehearsal clothes into a small bag, grabbed her cloak and rushed
out the door. She left the note on the desk for anyone to find in
the event they wondered where she disappeared to. Juliette didn’t
dare tell her mother personally. The woman would likely forbid her
to leave and Juliette wasn’t about to waste precious time arguing
when she knew she would dance regardless of her mother’s
objections.

Besides, maman was only being overly
cautious. It was her illness that made her paranoid and Juliette
could not remain in the house doing nothing. Just because Genviève
happened to meet someone asking about them, and they were a family
member, didn’t mean she would be recognized when she danced. The
family may not even attend the ballet. The only person who would
recognize her is Acker and she would worry about seeing him again,
if and when he sought an audience after the performance.

Besides dancing, this was an opportunity to
raise precious funds. Though maman insisted on selling her jewelry,
neither she nor Genviève had been allowed to leave the house to see
to the task. Her mother was becoming impossible to live with and
the quicker they increased their savings the sooner they could
leave England and return to Milan. Then they would once again be
able to live freely without having to look over their
shoulders.

And, if by chance someone from the family did
recognize her when she danced and somehow caught up to her,
Juliette would deal with them at that time. She was five and twenty
and would not be ruled by the past and a situation she had no
control over. Nor would she let her mother dictate her life any
further.
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Acker swirled the whiskey around in his glass
while he slumped in a chair inside Dagger’s Haven, a popular gaming
hell, and run by Sebastain Stanwick. The two were once friends but
Acker had lost track of him after Stanwick dropped out of Oxford.
They became reacquainted when Dagger’s Haven opened. It was early
in the evening yet but Acker couldn’t remain in his home watching
the time slowly tick by while he waited for the ballet to begin. He
had come here for the distraction. Under normal circumstances he
would be looking forward to the production, had he found Juliette
and asked her to join him, but she remained missing.

What would it have been like to watch the
ballet with Juliette by his side? They could discuss the production
afterwards and he could learn how she viewed other performers.
Would she have been critical or simply enjoyed the production as he
did when he watched her?

Instead he dreaded this evening. He would be
attending with Bentley and his family and watching a ballet that
did not include Juliette. Seeing the other ballerinas would only
remind him of how he ruined everything. Actually, he didn’t need
the ballet to remind him of his errors. Every day that he couldn’t
find Juliette and the remembrance of their discussions were
forefront in his mind. Acker doubted he would ever forget. He was
such a bloody fool.

Acker glanced around the room at those
sitting at the tables. He knew better than to gamble here, but he
wasn’t in the mood for Whites this evening and he enjoyed the
atmosphere at the Haven. Besides, it was located in Covent Gardens,
the area where Acker had been spending most of his time. He had
even taken up residence in the home where he had once kept his
mistress in hopes that while he was out he would see Juliette
again.

It had been a month since she ran out of the
coffee house. Where had she gone this time?

Jonathan Bridges, probably the richest man in
the room from his shipping ventures, tossed his cards on the table
and rose from his seat. By the firm set of his mouth, Acker assumed
the cards had not been in Bridges favor this evening. This was
Stanwick’s establishment, the cards or dice were never in the
patron’s favor. That didn’t mean Stanwick cheated. Far from it. One
of the reason so many gentlemen frequented this gaming hell was
because it was fair and honest. If a gentleman wished for fair play
away from the Gentlemen’s Clubs of St. James, they came to Dagger’s
Haven. Stanwick simply had the damnedest luck of anyone Acker knew.
And, he also spotted the cheaters and tossed them out on their ear
when caught. A few had challenged him, not that it was ever
discussed again nor did Acker know any details.

Bridges walked over and settled into the
chair next to Acker. “I should have known better.”

Acker chuckled. “How much did you lose?” Not
that any amount would make a dent in Bridge’s fortune.

“One hundred pounds.”

Acker nearly choked. He could afford to lose
that much as well as Bridges, but many of the young whelps about
the tables could not. How many quarterlies were lost in one evening
in this establishment?

Stanwick strolled over and joined the
gentleman at their table, his grin wide. “I thank you for your
patronage, Bridges.

“You’re bloody welcome,” Bridges
grumbled.

Stanwick threw back his head and laughed.
“I’d feel sorry for your loss but I know that you can afford it and
I don’t mind lightening your pockets.” He lifted his arm and
gestured for a servant to come over. “A bottle of my best brandy
for these gentlemen,” he ordered when the young man appeared at the
table.

He then focused on Acker. “Though I don’t
know why I am sharing with you as you haven’t sat at a table in
weeks.”

“I prefer to keep my money,” Acker
laughed.

The three of them had attended Harrow
together and were close friends until Acker and Stanwick went off
to Oxford and Bridges to Cambridge. Yet, despite the years that had
passed and not being in each others company as they once were, the
friendship that formed when they were younger remained in
place.

The servant appeared with the requested
bottle and placed it on the table with three glasses. Stanwick
poured then leaned back in his chair cradling his goblet. “Why are
you gentlemen here and not attending some ball in search of a
wife?”

“Because I have no intention of marrying,”
Bridges answered. “Besides, I am not of that world.”

“Your money makes you of that world,”
Stanwick reminded him.

“I don’t want a young debutant for a wife,”
Bridges said and tilted back the glass to take a drink. “And they
don’t want me. They want a title. I can never give them that.”

“What of your holdings, your business?” Acker
asked. Even though Bridges did not have a title, there was much he
could leave an heir.

“I’ve two nephews. They will profit from my
demise.”

Acker simply shook his head and took a drink.
The liquid burned a path down this throat and warmed his belly in a
way the whiskey had not. If he drank enough he might just be able
to sleep through the night without dreams of Juliette for a change,
though he should remain sober for the ballet. He could always
return here after it concluded and Acker suspected he would need
the brandy then more than he did now.

“You, on the other hand,” Stanwick addressed
Acker, “have a title and estates. Shouldn’t you be looking for your
wife?” He leaned in toward Acker. “You aren’t getting any
younger.”

“Bugger off,” Acker muttered before downing
the rest of his brandy.

Stanwick simply laughed and refilled Ackers’
glass.

“The same could be said of you,” Acker
reminded his friend. “You will inherit your uncle’s title.”

Stanwick frowned. “Don’t remind me.”

“Shouldn’t you be doing your duty?”

The owner of the hell set his now empty glass
on the table with a thud. “I have no intention of doing my duty
ever. As far as I am concerned, the title can go hang.”

These words did not surprise Acker. Stanwick
hated his uncle for abandoning his mother when Stanwick’s father
drank himself to death after gambling away everything the family
owned. The only way Stanwick was able to attend Oxford was because
his uncle had paid for it in preparation of the gentleman
inheriting the title one day. Perhaps the uncle should have treated
his sister-in-law a little better if he wished for his title to
remain within the immediate line of inheritance instead of some
distant relation he had never met.

Acker pulled his watch from the inside of his
pocket. The ballet was to begin in less than an hour. It was time
to leave. “Thank you for the hospitality, Stanwick,” he said as he
stood.

“Where are you going?” Bridges asked. “It is
early.”

“I am off to the ballet,” Acker answered and
made his way to the door.
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Juliette stretched and reviewed the steps in
her mind while the others prepared for the production. In Milan
many of the dancers had been her friends. Such had not been the
case in London. They resented her for taking the place of another
and some viewed her as competition for more prominent roles.
Juliette didn’t want to be anyone’s competition, she only wanted to
dance.

“Do you think Lord Acker will be here
tonight?” Hélène asked as she approached. Her sister had finished
the alterations on Juliette’s costume a few days earlier but
another dancer had asked her to help fix a tear and soon Hélène was
repairing costumes much as she had done in Milan.

Genviève was seated in a chair at the side of
the room. There was no reason for her to be here but she hadn’t
wanted to remain at home either. Maman, despite her continued
illness, was driving them all mad with worry over the performance.
What if someone recognized her and told the family. Maman tried to
make Juliette quit the production but she held fast. Juliette was
not going to let strangers dictate how she lived. However, she had
asked her sisters. Her discovery, however remote the possibility,
could affect them as well, but they were in agreement that the
three of them could not hide for the rest of their lives.

Juliette came to the conclusion that maman
was being overly dramatic, which she had a tendency to do, along
with displays of paranoia. Genviève was of the same mind and
claimed the gentleman whom she had met in the Piazza seemed
genuinely interested in locating Julia and Adele. The way he spoke
of his betrothed and wishing to buy her flowers was not the actions
of a controlling, unfeeling man. Despite their arguments, however,
Maman refused to contact anyone in the Trent family to learn if she
would be free to remain in London or if they would need to leave
once again.

In fact, Juliette wouldn’t be surprised if
they returned to their set of rooms this evening to find everything
packed and ready to move. The illness was probably the only thing
that would keep her from taking such action.

Were her mother’s fears legitimate or had she
let the truth of the past be skewed over the years?

“Do you think he will be here?” Hélène asked
again.

“Yes.” Juliette knew Hélène meant Lord Acker
and she expected him to be in the audience. After all, it had been
Lord Acker who had directed her here in the first place. The
question was, would he wish to meet with her after the performance
and would he wish to continue where they left off.

Even though she said she would not meet with
him again, it wasn’t what she wanted, no matter how foolish. After
he explained about his friend, Eleanor, Juliette could understand
why he did not seek a more permanent relationship with her. But now
that Eleanor was married to another and Acker remained free, would
he see her in a different light? Would he want her for something
more than a mistress? Is that what he wished to discuss with her
but she hadn’t given him the opportunity?

Juliette shook the absurd thought from her
mind. She was a ballerina and he was a lord. This left only one
option open and Juliette would be no man’s mistress no matter how
much she may long to be with him.

“What will you do if he wishes to pursue you
once again?” Genviève asked.

“I will discourage him and ask him not to
seek me out again.” It is what she knew she must do no matter how
much it caused her heart to ache. To become further involved with
Lord Acker would leave her shattered in the end. Besides, he was
friends with the family she was to avoid and any association with
Acker risked her being confronted by her brother. No matter how
much she wished to meet him, in this she would not go against her
mother’s dictate.

The orchestra began tuning their instruments
and a moment of anxiety shifted through Juliette. It wasn’t
uncommon for her to become nervous when she performed a dance for
the first time before an audience, but she knew that after a few
steps her confidence would return and the music would take
over.

“I am going to watch from the back of the
theatre,” Genviève informed them before she slipped from the
room.

“I want to meet him,” Hélène announced as
soon as their sister was gone.

“Our brother?” Juliette clarified.

“Yes.” Hélène clarified. “It has been years
and what if maman is wrong?”

Juliette looked into her younger sister’s
blue eyes. “I’ve considered the same,” Juliette said quietly.

“If he is horrible we will do as maman
planned by selling her jewelry and return to Milan.”

Juliette bit her bottom lip in thought.
Hélène was right. Maman was already making plans to leave. What
harm could there be in meeting their one relation, a half-
brother?

“Let’s plan to call on him, but not until
maman sells her jewelry and right before we are set to leave. If he
is horrible we will be able to disappear quickly.”

“And we won’t tell maman. Or at least not
until we are back in Milan.” Hélène frowned. “We will need to find
out his name and direction.” She huffed and walked toward the side
curtain. “We have a brother and don’t even know his name.” Hélène
peeked through a small opening and a moment later stepped away and
turned to Juliette. “Lord Acker is in the audience.”

Juliette’s nerves spiked but she would put it
from her mind. She had danced with Acker watching before and
tonight would be no different. “Is he sitting with anyone?” She
wanted to know if he had escorted a lady.

Hélène eyed Juliette for a moment. “He is
with two other couples, but no lady appears to be with him, if that
is what you wish to know.”

Heat infused her face, but Juliette said
nothing. Her sisters knew her too well.

The orchestra quieted which meant their
instruments were now in tune. In just a few short moments Juliette
would take the stage.

“We need to leave immediately after the
performance,” she informed Hélène. “Have my clothing ready, please.
I want to be gone before Lord Acker comes back here, if he chooses
to come.”

Hélène nodded and began gathering her
things.
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Acker settled back while the orchestra turned
their instruments. He shared a box with Lord Bentley and Eleanor,
as well as Mr. Jordan Trent and his wife, Audrey. Normally his
mother jointed him at the ballet, but she had chosen to stay with
the Dowager Bentley and two gentlemen in a box on the opposite side
of the theatre. He narrowed his eyes and studied the couples. Were
those gentlemen friends or were the ladies being courted? Mother
was only in her fiftieth year and Bentley’s mother was only
thirty-and seven. It would stand to reason that widowers, with
heirs and children already might seek out their companionship.

Acker glanced at the older gentleman, Lord
Filbright, who was paying particular attention to his mother. The
gentleman had better have honorable intentions towards his mother
or Acker might just need to have a few words with him.

Lord Carrington must be telling the dowager a
story because the woman’s face lit with humor and she laughed. Odd,
Acker could not recall every seeing Bentley’s step-mother laugh and
rarely smile. She was a beautiful woman when happy. After all those
years with the former Bentley she deserved to be happy and
Carrington was only a few years older than the dowager with a
daughter due to be introduced next Season and three younger
sons.

“I’ll need to keep an eye on Carrington,”
Bentley groaned.

“Why?” Eleanor stated, turning toward him.
“He seems to make Rose happy and if anyone deserves happiness it is
your step-mother.”

“What if he is not honorable in his
intentions? She is a widow.”

“Why don’t you let Rose decide what is best
for her,” Eleanor suggested. “After all those years with your
father she deserves to have a bit of say in her life.”

Bentley slumped down in the chair, crossed
his arms over his chest and grumbled something Acker did not
understand, but he still watched his step-mother.

“I Donna why I le’ ya dragged me here,”
Brachton was saying to his wife, Madeline.

She simply shook her head, but like Bentley,
didn’t let her gaze stray from watching her mother and Lord
Carrington.

Brachton and his wife sat in the next box
over with Matthew Trent, John Trent and their wives. The other
couples were conversing in low tones and Acker could not hear what
they were saying.

The lights dimmed and Acker focused back on
the stage as the orchestra began the overture. The first ballerina
entered and even though she was female, it was not Juliette. There
was a stab of disappointment. Acker knew he would not see Juliette
dance this evening, yet a part of him had held out a small
hope.

Another dancer entered and he straightened
and leaned forward. It was her. Juliette was dancing. He leaned
over to whisper in Eleanor’s ear. “There she is.”

“Who?” Eleanor asked.

“The one who wished to audition.” Acker
smiled and pointed to Juliette. “The one who disappeared.” He had
told Eleanor almost everything with regard to Juliette when he
called on his friend the afternoon Bentley asked him to.

Bentley shifted and leaned forward. “It can’t
be?”

Jordan focused on the dancer and
straightened. “Is it possible?

“What?” Eleanor asked.

“More importantly, who.” Bentley answered
without looking at his wife.

 

“Jordan?” Audrey placed a hand on her
husband’s arm.

“Julia,” Jordan whispered, not taking his
eyes from the stage.

Each member of the Trent family shifted and
studied the ballerina Acker knew as Juliette. “Which one?” Madeline
asked.

“The redhead,” Matthew Trent whispered, but
loud enough for Acker to hear one box over.

“She looks just like Adele,” Bentley said to
his wife.

Acker heard nothing else but continued to
watch Juliette, as did the brothers. He had commented on the
coincidence to his mother but he hadn’t truly believed the
ballerina was the long lost sister of his friend, Julia.

What did this mean for Juliette? What did it
mean for them?

“We need to make sure she doesn’t leave the
theatre before we have a chance to speak with her,” Jordan was
saying to his brother.

Did Juliette even know she had another
family? Had her mother kept that from her? If not, then she had
lied to him in Milan when she said her father was dead. In his gut,
Acker knew that Juliette had not lied. What would her reaction be
when suddenly faced with four gentlemen and a lady claiming to be
her half-siblings?

She wouldn’t be prepared. Nobody could be
prepared for something so shocking. Acker knew he had to protect
and prepare her for the inevitable. But how?

There were no words he could come up with to
lessen the shock. But the one thing he did know for certain was
that he had to get her away from the theatre before the Trent
brothers cornered her. They could be imposing when standing side by
side, especially if there was information they wished. They
wouldn’t hurt Juliette, but they could certainly intimidate her and
Acker would not allow it. Once he had her away from the theater he
would explain, or ask Juliette’s mother to explain and arrange a
meeting with the family.

As much as he wished to keep Juliette to
himself, he knew Bentley and his brothers had the right to meet
her. They had been searching long enough.

He glanced at Bentley. Perhaps he should
mention there were two other sisters as well.


Acker shook the thought away. The sisters may
have another father entirely, though Acker suspected that was not
the case.

Most importantly, he needed to protect
Juliette.

As much as he tried to concentrate on the
ballet and enjoy watching Juliette dance once again, he could not.
Worry ate at him and as the ballet came to an end he slipped from
his seat and into the corridor. The dancers had yet to take their
bow which gave him time to arrive back stage and whisk her
away.

Acker spotted Hélène by the curtains waiting
and approached. “I need for you and Juliette to come with me
immediately,” he whispered in her ear.

Hélène turned to look at him. “Why should we
go anywhere with you?”

The gentlemen I was sitting with are very
interested in meeting your sister and I need to explain who they
are before she grants them an audience.

Her face paled. “What are their names?”

Acker took a step back. Did the sisters know
and had Juliette lied to him? “Lord Bentley and his three
brothers,” he answered.

Hélène swallowed and gave a quick nod. She
did know the truth. Why hadn’t Juliette said anything to him? Were
they hiding? If so, why? He mentioned Bentley the other day yet
Juliette had said nothing, though she became distracted.

His mind was reeling at the thought of her
not telling him the truth and wondering what else she had lied
about. Why hadn’t they contacted Bentley once they returned to
London?

Then he remembered Madeline. If Adele
announced herself, the scandal would be the largest London Society
had seen in sometime. Was the woman protecting her daughters and
her former step-sons and the youngest, born a few years after Adele
has supposedly died?

Juliette exited the stage, a bright smile on
her face until she spotted Acker.

“We need to go now,” Hélène hissed and
grasped her arm.

“Why?” Juliette asked, pulling her arm
back.

“Bentley is here and he wants to speak with
you.”

The color drained from Juliette’s face. What
was she afraid of? Had Adele filled their minds with stories fit
for a horrid novel at the thought of meeting their brothers? “Let
me get my cloak.”

“We don’t have time,” Acker insisted as the
first of the patrons began filling the backstage area.

Hélène pulled on Juliette and Acker forced
his way through the crowd toward the stage door.

“What of Genviève?” Juliette cried.

“Hopefully they won’t notice her,” Acker
responded. “Besides, it is you they’re looking for.”

[image: ]

Juliette allowed Hélène to pull her through
the back streets of Covent Garden toward their home. After they had
gone two blocks she stopped. “Why are we running? I am certain they
are not following. Besides, I would like to ask this Bentley a few
questions.”

Hélène turned to her. “The only person we
were going to speak with was our half-brother but not before we
were ready to depart for Milan.”

“Why did you tell me that your sisters and
mother were your only family? Why did you lie to me in Milan?”
Acker demanded.

Juliette didn’t have time to explain.
Besides, she didn’t know enough to adequately explain. “I did not
learn I had a brother until a fortnight ago.”

He arched a brow. “Brother? Juliette, you
have four brothers.”

She stumbled back at this news.

“And, they each commented on the resemblance
to your mother and will now search high and low until they locate
you.”

“Were they sitting with Bentley?” Hélène
asked.

Acker stared at her as if trying to clear
some confusion from his mind. “Yes, of course he was.”

“So five are looking for us,” Juliette
groaned. “Maman will be so upset.”

Acker rubbed his temples with the tips of his
fingers before he looked at her. “You don’t know who your brothers
are, do you?”

The sisters shook their heads.

“Bentley is your oldest half-brother.”

Her heartbeat increased. Why had mother lied
even further to them? Why hadn’t she told them there were four and
not one? And why hadn’t she bothered to tell them that this Lord
Bentley was one of them? She had let Juliette and her sisters
believe they were a relation to their father, as if he were a
cousin. If the current Bentley was her half-brother that could only
mean that her father had been the former Bentley. She was the
daughter of an earl!

The pressure built inside her skull and
Juliette couldn’t focus on one thought over another. It was not
possible to meet four half-brothers until her mother
answered a few more questions and this time Juliette would not let
her brush it off with a promise of an explanation later.

“We must hurry,” Hélène insisted.

She was correct. Before meeting her brothers
she was going to have a very long discussion with mother.

Juliette glanced around and increased her
pace. She did not like to be in the area after it had grown dark
but the presence of Acker made her feel a bit safer. A few homes
were lit in almost every room and she had soon learned they were
brothels. There were also gambling establishments and prostitutes
walking the area. She always rushed home after rehearsals, hoping
to make it there before the sun set. Tonight she had planned on
hailing a hackney but instead she was running through the streets
as if the devil was after them.

“You must go back for my sister,” Juliette
reminded Acker. What if they came upon Genviève at the theatre?
Others have mistaken them for the other in the past, before they
came to know the sisters. Genviève would be unprepared.

Acker nodded. “As soon as I have you safely
home I will see to her.”

This did give Juliette a bit of comfort but
what if instead of Bentley and the others discovering her sister,
Genviève began walking home before he could return? What if
something happened to her?

No, she couldn’t think on that.

Hélène stopped before the townhouse where
they had taken rooms and entered the building before leading them
up the flight of steps to the second landing. Juliette’s heart
pounding at the near discovery and with fear of what her mother
would say.

Her sister pushed the door open and Juliette
followed her inside, as did Acker. She should have told him to
remain on the street and go back for Genviève but it was too
late.

“What are you doing here?” her mother
demanded of Acker from her place on the settee.

Lord Acker bowed. “Good evening, Lady
Bentley. It has been a long time.”

Her mother’s face lost all color and she
pulled the blanket tightly around her. It took a moment before she
composed herself and she glanced at the trio. “Where is
Genviève?”

“At the theatre,” Juliette answered.

“Why did you leave without her?” Maman
demanded.

“They were there,” Juliette answered. “Lord
Bentley and his brothers,” she clarified.

“They recognized you?” Her mother’s question
was more of a statement.

“Yes,” Acker answered.

Maman pushed the blanket aside and attempted
to stand. She was far too weak and the movement brought on another
coughing fit. “Why are you with my daughter?” she asked weakly
after she had calmed.

“When Bentley recognized Juliette I realized
who she was and thought to shield her from the shock of finding out
she had a family.” He turned to Juliette. “You had told me your
father died. Was that a lie?”

She took a step back. “He died when I was a
child.”

“No, Juliette,” her mother said weakly. “He
died last year.”

Juliette swayed on her feet and the room
tilted. Acker steadied her with a hand at her elbow and led her to
a matching settee. Her father had been alive all of this time? Why
hadn’t they lived with him?

She looked over at her mother. Father had
sent them to France? Why? What kind of gentleman makes his wife and
child leave their home and forbid them to return?

“This changes much. You know that,” Acker
said.

Juliette shook the previous thoughts from her
mind. What did it change? She wasn’t going to let the fact that her
half-brother, who also happened to be a lord, change anything. She
would dance whether they liked it or not. And, she would return to
Milan, where she had a life she loved. It was clear they were not
welcome in England, or at least, her father hadn’t wanted them so
there was no reason to remain.

Unless Lord Acker meant something else
entirely. Juliette stood and looked him in the eye. She needed to
know the truth of his feelings. “That because I am not just a
ballerina but a lady you no longer wish to make me your
mistress?”

There was a gasp from Hélène.

“This is why I told you to stay away from
him,” her mother cried. “I told you the likes of Acker would ruin
you.”

Acker turned toward maman but before he could
say whatever words he planned, the room filled with four gentlemen
and a young woman she did not recognize. Genviève stood amongst
them. One broke from the group and marched toward Acker, his arm
raised. “How dare you ruin my sister!” The fist connected with
Acker’s jaw before he had a chance to react. Juliette tried to
catch Lord Acker as he stumbled back but his weight was too much
for her and she tumbled with him onto the settee.

Acker straightened and glared at the other
man. “It is not what you think.” He came to his feet and prowled
towards the gentlemen who had struck him.

“I am sure it is,” the man sneered.

“You, of all people dare to judge me?” Acker
laughed. “Did it ever occur to you that the ladies of your past had
brothers as well?” He circled around the man. “I shared a bottle of
brandy with one of those brothers this evening. You remember Mr.
Jonathan Bridges, don’t you? I recall you being quite close to his
widowed sister, Lady Rothsbury.”

The man who struck Acker raised his fist
again.

“Jordan, now is not the time or place,” a man
spoke from his place by the door. Juliette suspected he was the
eldest, Bentley.

“You are correct.” Jordan let his arm drop.
“Tomorrow morning in Green Park. Have your second contact
Bentley.”

“What?” Juliette cried.

The man named Jordan smiled at her with warm
affection. “I could not protect you before, but I can now.”

Whatever did he mean by such a statement? She
hadn’t ever needed anyone’s protection. “I don’t understand,” she
cried to the room in general.

Acker turned toward her, a half smile on his
lips as if he found humor in this situation. “He has challenged me
for any insult I caused you.”

“But it is not for him to decide if I am
insulted.”

“Ah, but it is.” He gestured to the four
gentlemen. “You now have brothers. Four of them. Your life is no
longer your own.”

“No,” Juliette yelled. “They will not march
in here and take over.”

Acker shook his head. “I wish you luck in
keeping them from doing so. You don’t know them nearly as well as
I.”

It didn’t matter one whit how powerful they
were. She had lived twenty-five years without their intrusion into
her life and she could live another twenty-five without them,
especially if they wished to send maman away.

“You should go, Acker,” the man Juliette
assumed was Bentley announced. “This is a family matter.”

Acker bowed to Juliette. “I will call on you
tomorrow.” He lifted her hand and placed a kiss on the back of
it.

Juliette did not want to be left alone with
them. It would be her mother and two sisters against four imposing
gentlemen. By their frowns and the anger she just witnessed from
one, she well understood why her mother feared them.

Acker stopped beside the eldest who placed a
hand on his shoulder. “Please tell Eleanor what has happened and
wait for me to return.”

Acker simply nodded and left the room.

Eleanor, the woman Acker had once thought to
marry but had married Bentley instead, Acker’s friend.

“I should have known you would find us. I
should have never returned,” Maman said as she collapsed against
the back of the settee.

“Why did you return?” Bentley asked.

“I learned he was dead,” she answered
bluntly.

“We thought you were dead,” the fourth man
said. “Until a year ago.”

Maman had a look of defeat about her with the
way her face was drawn and shoulders slumped. Maman had always been
a proud woman, her appearance near perfection and backbone
straight. This illness and worry of discovery had taken their toll
and it looked as if she would just prefer to curl up and disappear.
“I didn’t find out that I was supposed to have died until I
returned to England,” she finally said.

“Father told us your carriage had gone over
the side of the bridge and you and Julia had died.”

Maman glanced from one brother to the next
and they each nodded in clarification.

“I saw the wreckage myself,” Jordan
confirmed.

“Not only did he want me gone, apparently he
wished me dead as well,” her mother said as she glanced to
Genviève. “Please get the brandy and enough glasses for all of us.
This might take a bit and not a pleasant discussion to have.”

As her sister did their mother’s bidding,
maman asked the rest of them to take seats. The brothers shared a
few looks between them but capitulated and settled into different
chairs about the room, except the one named Jordan, who remained
standing by the entrance. The young lady who arrived with them took
a seat beside Juliette on the settee.

Genviève returned a moment later and poured a
glass of the dark liquid for each of them. Juliette rarely drank
brandy but suspected she would need it tonight.

Maman sighed and glanced at each of her
daughters. “I was running away from your father,” she informed
them.

Nothing could have shocked Juliette more. A
wife did not just leave her husband, especially if he was a
lord.

Her mother then focused on Bentley. “Your
father caught up with us before we reached town. I thought he was
going to make us come back and I hoped Julia didn’t suffer for my
impertinence.’ She took a sip of from the glass she held tightly in
her grasp. “I knew he would punish me, but I didn’t want to see my
daughter hurt again. But he didn’t. He wanted me gone and had no
use for a daughter. At least he didn’t foresee one at that time.”
She laughed bitterly. “He sent me to Paris to live and ordered me
to change my name and to never return.” Her eyes leveled on
Bentley’s. “It never occurred to me that he told everyone I was
dead.”

“Why Paris?” Jordan asked.

She sighed. “I had wanted to go to Paris but
had dismissed the idea. It was too dangerous.” She shivered as if
horrible memories flashed in her mind. “Only Lady Acker knew I was
leaving and that is the destination I had told her, not that I was
actually going to go there.”

“Why did you tell her Paris if that had not
been your intention?” The auburn haired one asked.

Juliette wished her mother would have at
least introduced her to them, but perhaps maman had her reasons for
not doing so.

“I knew if I managed to escape, your father
would go to her because she was my dearest friend. Even though I
knew she would hold my confidences I did not want her to be forced
to lie to him. And, if she was forced to tell him Paris it was my
lie, not her own because she wouldn’t know any differently.”

No wonder maman had not wanted her to meet
with Acker. He was much closer to the family than she realized.
Would maman want to see Acker’s mother now that their secret was
out? Would Acker tell his mother that he had tried to make her
friend’s daughter his mistress?

Juliette closed her eyes. That was assuming
he lived through the dual tomorrow. She must somehow find a way to
stop that from happening. Perhaps she could appeal to Jordan.

Jordan stepped forward. “You left because of
what I did. Because Julia was struck.”

Adele smiled weakly, tears glistened in her
eyes and she grabbed his hand. “I left because he had taken a
switch to Julia. It had already happened once before. This was the
second incident. I knew it would happen with more frequency.”

“Still. . . “

“It is not your fault, Jordan.” She squeezed
his hand. “You were simply teasing your younger sister, as big
brothers are supposed to do. It was your father who was to
blame.”

Maman looked at those gathered around. “I
tried to make him stop striking you. My stomach churned each time
he picked up that willow switch. None of you ever did anything that
deserved such harsh punishment. In fact, you rarely did anything
that you should be disciplined for. You were the sweetest and
nicest boys I had ever had the pleasure of knowing but your father
was hard and had his version of perfection for each one of
you.”

“It was different?” Genviève asked.

Her mother swiped a tear from her cheek.
“Yes. Matthew would be struck if he didn’t do well on his Bible
memorization.” She indicated to the auburn-haired man. “Yet Jordan
could fail all of his subjects and his father wouldn’t care. He
expected different things from each one of his children so they
could grow into the men he expected them to be.”

“So you abandoned us to protect your
daughter?” The quieter one demanded.

“I know it feels like I abandoned you,” She
drew out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “I would have taken
each of you with me if I thought I could have gotten away with it,
but there was more than Julia at stake.”

She glanced at the two young women sitting
on the opposite sides of the room. “I was expecting. If I bore
another girl, he would be livid. If I bore a son, he would be
groomed to be whatever your father decided and make sure it
happened if he had to beat the boy every day. I couldn’t live like
that.” She looked up at Bentley. “The four of you would be gone
from home soon. Sent off to school where you would be safe. I would
not have that option and I couldn’t live another day wondering if
another child was being beaten and if he would take it too far one
day.”

“Did father know you were expecting?”
Matthew asked.

“No. Had he, I doubt he would have let me
go.”

“I am still surprised he did,” the one who
Juliette still did not know the name of said after a moment.

Adele shrugged. “He didn’t care for me and
thought I was worthless. He wanted someone to give him sons and who
would not interfere. I was neither of those.” She glanced over at
Genviève and Hélène. “When I gave birth to twin girls I knew I had
made the right choice in leaving.”

“How did you end up in Paris if that was not
your intention,” Bentley asked.

“He decided that was where I was to be.”

Juliette was glad she did not remember the
man who had sired her and even though he had been a titled man and
she may have had privileges beyond what she could comprehend, she
was glad her mother had left and for the life they had lead. It was
much better than living with a tyrant and in fear.

“He sent you and his own daughter into
probably one of the most volatile cities in the world, with no one
to protect you?” Bentley demanded.

“There was someone.” A gentle smile came to
maman’s lips. “My grandmother lived in Paris. My mother was French.
My father had met her during a visit, fell in love and brought her
back to London.”

“You lived with your grandparents in
Paris?”

She chuckled. “I never had a grandfather.”
She looked pointedly at the brothers in order to make her message
clear. Juliette’s face heated and she looked away. “My daughters
are well aware of the past. My grandmother was a courtesan.”

Jordan frowned. “Father knew, didn’t
he?”

“Yes.” Maman frowned. “He told you?”

Jordan shook his head. “No. He said
something once, which I won’t repeat, but it makes sense now.”

“Yes, your father had hoped her talents
would have naturally fallen to me. He was rather disappointed.”

“Mother!” Juliette hissed.

Maman ignored her. “But in Paris I found the
best way to survive was to follow in her footsteps.”

“They don’t need to know everything,”
Genviève warned.

“Yes, they do,” Maman insisted. “I shielded
my daughters the best I could but as they grew older, they began to
suspect. We lived well. Your father sent funds to keep us
comfortable and my lovers were very generous. I was able to provide
a secure and good life for my girls and keep them safe.”

“Maman had no choice,” Juliette said
quietly, remembering the warnings the soldier had issued that one
late night long ago.

“There is always a choice,” Bentley bit
out.

Juliette marched up to him. “An English
woman in the middle of Revolutionary France was a very dangerous
situation indeed.” She turned and glared at all four gentlemen in
the room. “Those men who visited maman knew exactly who she was and
that her husband had been a lord. It was their threats of
imprisonment and potential death to us all,” she gestured to her
sister, “that prompted Maman to take the only option open to
her.”

“How did you know?” her mother asked
quietly.

“I didn’t at the time. I was hiding at the
top of the stairs the night the first man arrived. I heard you
speaking with him and watched as you took him to your room.” Tears
stung Juliette’s eyes. “I didn’t comprehend what was being asked of
you until I was older.” She wheeled back around and stared Bentley
down. “Maman was given no choice!” she bit out. “Not if she wished
for us to live.”

Matthew cleared his throat, clearly
uncomfortable with the discussion. “Did father ever learn about the
twins?” He glanced between Helene and Genviève.

“No.” She smiled lovingly at the two young
women. “One to resemble me and the other a Trent.” She focused back
on Matthew. “I went to great lengths to keep them a secret.”

“It must have been a great inconvenience to
leave Paris after establishing yourself so well,” the quieter one
said. Juliette wished someone would tell her all of their
names.

“It was, but when your father wrote and
insisted that I send Julia home and that he was sending someone for
her I knew we couldn’t remain.”

“He sent for me?” Juliette asked.

“He wanted to arrange a marriage for you to
a Lord Purlingham.”

“You objected to me marrying?” Juliette
demanded. Juliette had only wanted two things in life. One was to
dance. The other, a stable life, a respectable life. A home of her
own, love from a husband and children.

The young woman leaned forward. Juliette
suspected she was the wife of one of her brothers and until she
moved, had forgotten she was in the room. “Purlingham is ancient.
Or at least he seems so. He is older than father was so it is best
you were not forced into that union. I doubt he would have been a
more attractive match even eight years ago.”

As much as Juliette wished for marriage, she
would rather remain a spinster than be made to live with someone
thirty years her senior.

Juliette studied the young woman. Was she a
sister? She didn’t say “my father” but “father”. How can there be a
sister younger than her when maman and father had never divorced.
Unless they had, and no one told her. It wouldn’t be a surprise to
Juliette since there was much she hadn’t been told.

“I am Madeline,” she announced with a
brilliant smile, though it still didn’t explain who she was and how
the young woman was related to her.

“I remembered Purlingham from London,” her
mother said. “He and Bentley were of a same age and mind. I would
not subject my daughter to such a marriage.”

“Where did you go when you left Paris?”
Bentley asked.

“Milan,” Hélène answered.

Mother sighed. “I hated to leave Paris.
Juliette had just begun to dance.” She glanced around the room.
“She is a beautiful dancer, natural, and had received lead roles in
the ballet at Opera d’Paris, even though she was only seventeen.”
She looked at the twins. “Hélène is an actress, as if she were born
to the stage and can become anyone she wishes, even a man, and
nobody would know the difference once her costuming and makeup is
complete. Genviève has the voice of an angel but refused to work in
the theater.”

“And, did you continue in your profession?”
Bentley asked.

Adele frowned at his disapproving tone. “No.
It was no longer necessary and a chance to start anew.”

“Why return to England now?” Jordan asked.
The anger was gone from his tone and eyes.

“Like I said, I found out he died.”

“Father had been alive all of this time?”
Genviève asked in surprise.

“Yes,” Maman answered.

“So you thought to march back into London as
if nothing had happened and you hadn’t been supposedly dead for
over twenty years?” Jordan asked with irritation.

“I didn’t know I was supposed to be dead,”
Maman argued as she used a cane to help her to her feet. “I did not
know he had remarried and had another daughter until we arrived in
Dover. It changed everything.”

Bentley arched an eyebrow as if he didn’t
quite believe her.

“Even though I did not know his wife, or
daughter, I was certain they did not know the truth about me.”

Juliette glanced around at her siblings.
Their expressions didn’t reveal anything. However, Madeline glanced
down at her hands, folded neatly on her lap. Had she known?
Madeline must be her sister. Were there more siblings she had yet
to learn about?

“I knew what my appearance could do to a
young lady new to society. She would be ruined and I would not take
that away from her. I suspected her life had already been difficult
enough so I made the decision to travel to Scotland and await the
news of her marriage.”

“Why didn’t you call on one of us when you
arrived in London?” Jordan demanded. “The secret would have been
kept.”

“I had hoped to return to Milan without you
ever knowing we were here.”

“Yet, when you registered at an inn in
Oxford, you used the name Lady Bentley,” Jordan reminded her.

Juliette glanced at her mother. She hadn’t
known and rarely paid attention when mother requested rooms.

“I was ill and so tired. I wasn’t sure how
serious my illness was and I didn’t want to die without my
daughters being protected. I regretted the decision the following
morning and hoped no one would learn.”

Bentley nodded as if he accepted the
explanation.

Juliette stared at her mother, as did
Genviève and Hélène. Her behavior became stranger and stranger.

“You had no intention of calling on me, any
of us?” Bentley demanded.

“No.” She answered frankly. “Why should I? I
was supposed to be dead.” She glanced around the room. “The life I
knew here was gone and I doubted you would remember me, or that you
would care to have me back in your life.” She shrugged. “Then there
was your step-mother to consider. Once I learned the circumstances
of her marriage, at the age of fifteen, I could not present myself
because then all of society would realize her marriage was never
legal. She was free for the first time in her adult life and what
right did I have to ruin everything for her?”

The brothers shared a look that bespoke they
agreed with her. Juliette assumed she would never be acknowledged
in public as being their sister and that their lives would continue
much as it was up until now. In truth, she did not need them, even
though it was nice to know her family was larger. Madeline was
younger and of Society. If their secrets became known, it could
destroy her.

Juliette sipped from the glass as thoughts
churned in her head. Madeline’s mother had married at fifteen. What
kind of family would do that to their daughter? As she estimated
Madeline’s age to be no more than twenty then her mother may not be
above six and thirty, only eleven years older than Juliette. Was if
fair to upset that woman’s life now? She had lived with father all
those years and if he was as cruel as mother described then she
deserved peace and Juliette did not really need any more family
than she had already known.

Maman crossed the room and stopped before
the gentleman who had barely spoken. Her mother placed a hand
against his cheek. “John, you were so young when I left.”

He blushed slightly and nodded.

“Always getting into scrapes, climbing
trees. I was surprised you didn’t break more bones or require more
stitches.”

“Not much has changed,” Matthew
muttered.

Maman then approached him. “And you,
Matthew, did you become a vicar? It is what your father
wanted.”

“Yes, though I am not any longer.”

The smile dropped from maman’s face and
confusion marred her brow.

“It was what father wanted, not I. When he
died, I was free to do as I wish.”

Her mother’s smile returned.

“And you, Jordan, what have you become? I
know what your father wished and hoped you to be. I am almost
afraid to ask if he succeeded.”

His faced turned a deep red and Juliette
wondered what exactly father wanted him to do.

“He did as father expected, for a time,”
Madeline giggled.

Bentley shot her a look.

“I secretly became a solicitor and now
openly work as one.”

Maman smiled and nodded in approval before
she focused on Bentley. He was the only one who made Juliette
uncomfortable. There was something unforgiving about him. “You are
the one I was concerned with most. You were so like your father. I
expected you to turn out just like him.”

Bentley’s jaw tightened for a moment. “I am
ashamed to admit that for a time I was exactly like him.”

Maman’s shoulders slumped.

“Thankfully, I met my wife and everything
changed.”

Her mother seemed to relax at these words.
“I am very happy for that.”

She turned and looked at the brothers once
again. Tears sparkled in maman’s eyes. “I am glad I got the chance
to see what fine gentlemen you have turned out to be, despite the
circumstances.” She sniffed and turned, slowing making her way back
to the settee.

Her mother should have not been walking
around. It tired her and maman needed to get her strength back. She
had just settled when her body was racked with deep coughs.
Juliette rushed forward and pushed a handkerchief into her hand.
Please, don’t let them see the blood. Let them think maman is only
older, not weaker and in a position where they could take advantage
of their situation.

As the coughs subsided, Juliette picked up
her mother’s glass of brandy and placed it against her lips. Maman
took a few sips and relaxed back against the settee.

“As soon as we have the funds, the girls and
I will return to Milan.” Her shoulders slumped as if defeated. “We
should not have come here. Nobody else knows we are here and there
is no reason they should.”

Bentley came forward and placed his hands on
maman’s shoulder. “It is probably for the best.”

She nodded but said nothing.

“I can support you. There is no reason for
the girls to work. Find a home you wish to live in and I will see
that you have everything you need. ”

“Thank you.”

Genviève stood. “We do not need your
help.”

Hélène looked at her in shock.

Juliette understood. They had taken care of
themselves for this long there was no need to rely on Bentley’s
support now. Nor did she want to feel as if she owed them
anything.

“I will arrange for passage on the next
ship,” he said as he pulled away.

Maman turned. “We will be ready.”

Juliette focused on her mother. “Was Father
the reason we moved so often?”

She nodded. “He was always looking, wanting
to know where we lived. I took great pains so he never learned. I
couldn’t risk him finding out about the twins.”

“Then how did he support us?” Hélène
asked.

“By regular deposits. His solicitor took care
of everything. He did not need to know where we lived to deposit
the funds.”

The brothers and Madeline stood. That was it.
They were leaving and Juliette and her family would return to
Milan.

“I’ll send a message when your passage has
been booked.”

They filed out of the room with Juliette and
her sister watching after them. Though she only knew of their
existence a short time, Juliette already experienced the loss.
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Acker anxiously waited with Eleanor, the
other wives and Madeline’s husband for Bentley and his siblings to
return. He had not mentioned two additional sisters and would leave
that to Bentley, but did explain the light bruise already forming
on his jaw. He didn’t relish the idea of facing Jordan on the field
of honor in the morning. Hell, he couldn’t even think of someone to
call on to act as his second. Under normal circumstances it would
have been Bentley. Perhaps Stanwick, Bridges or Ainsely would stand
for him.

He thrust his fingers through his hair.
Bloody hell this was a mess.

Every occupant in the room turned when they
heard voices on the stairs. One by one the brother’s entered along
with Madeline.

“They will be taking a ship back to Italy as
soon as I arrange passage,” Bentley announced.

“What?” Acker demanded. He couldn’t lose
Juliette now. He just found her.

Jordan narrowed his eyes and approached. “My
sister is none of your concern.”

“Apparently she is none of yours either since
you are exiling them as your father had done.”

“Shouldn’t you be contacting your second?”
Jordan demanded.

“Enough,” a voice cried from the doorway.
They turned to find the Dowager Countess Bentley standing in the
doorway. Or at least Society believed her to be the dowager. Beside
her stood Acker’s mother.

“Rose,” Eleanor began. “I thought you and
Lady Acker were going to continue on to the Sinclair ball with
Lords Filbright and Carrington.”

The woman sighed and came into the room. “We
canceled our plans and ask them to return us to Lady Acker’s home.
We wished to discuss this situation away from the rest of you.”

Acker looked around the room. The rest of the
gathering appeared as confused as he.

“What? You did not think I would recognize
Julia?” Rose asked.

Shock registered on the brother’s face.

“Adele’s portrait is in the gallery at home.
She looks exactly like her.” She glanced back at Acker’s mother.
“Lady Acker confirmed my suspicions.

“You don’t need to worry, Rose,” Bentley said
as he came forward. “They are returning to Italy as soon as it can
be arranged.”

Rose turned to Acker’s mother. “We knew they
would do something this idiotic.”

“It isn’t,” Bentley defended.

Rose sighed. “To what purpose and is it fair
to Julia and her mother?”

“And sisters,” Lady Acker added.

Bentley narrowed his eyes on Lady Acker. “How
do you know she has sisters?”

“Because Acker met Juliette in Milan. He was
quite taken with her.”

Every person in the room turned to Acker and
heat crept into his cheeks.

“Explain,” Jordan demanded.

So he did, leaving out the part of wanting to
bring Juliette back to London as his mistress. One fist in the face
this evening was quite enough.

“Why didn’t you marry her?” Jordan asked when
he was finished.

“I didn’t know her well enough to trust in
what I was feeling,” Acker admitted. “And, I still thought Eleanor
and I would marry.”

Bentley frowned and Eleanor rolled her
eyes.

“Besides,” Acker continued. “She was a
ballerina. Gentlemen do not marry dancers.”

Rose walked to the sideboard and poured
herself a glass of wine and turned to face those in the room. “They
are not leaving, Bentley.”

“Rose, I am only asking them to so that you
and Madeline can be protected.”

“What if we don’t wish to be?”

“You don’t know what you are saying?” Bentley
argued. “Think of the scandal.”

“Are you thinking of us or what the
ton will think of the family?”

Bentley stood silent for a moment before he
answered. “Both.”

“Honestly, I don’t care if they know,” Rose
admitted.

“Neither do I,” said Madeline.

“Your husband may,” John countered.

“I donna,” Brachton confirmed.

Bentley turned in the room, looking at each
person. “Does everyone agree they should remain? Are you willing to
take the risk of our family being fodder for gossip for months and
possibly years?”

The spouses were quick to nod, the siblings
slowly followed suit after realizing their wives were willing to
take the risk.”

“Then what do we tell Society?” Bentley
asked.

The dowager smiled. “The truth.” She took a
sip of her wine. “If my daughter was not married I may feel
differently. But she is and her husband and his title will protect
her. And frankly, I do not care what Society thinks of me. I spent
half of my life worrying about how one person would react at any
given moment. I am not about to spend the rest of my life worrying
about what anyone else thinks of me.”
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Maman glanced about the room and sighed after
Bentley and his brothers had left. “I am too tired to think at the
moment. I will see about our belongings in the morning.”

Under normal circumstances, maman would be on
her way to packing up a good deal of their possessions and not let
anything stop her, not even the lateness of the hour. The fact that
she wished to put it off proved how ill she was. Could she even
travel? Would it only worsen her condition?

Juliette watched as her mother pulled herself
to a standing position and moved toward her room.

Genviève went to Maman’s side. “I will help
you.”

“I’ll make a cup of tea to help you sleep.”
Hélène made her way to the kitchen, leaving Juliette completely
alone.

She looked forward to returning to Milan in
that she would be able to dance again and did not have to live in
secret. Yet, a part of her wished to know her brothers better. Not
that they cared to know her. They were quick to agree with maman’s
plan to leave England. Eager even since Bentley was willing to
support them for the rest of their days. Though they were strangers
it hurt just the same. They only shared a father but Juliette liked
to think she would not casually dismiss her siblings had she been
in his position.

After she returned to Milan she would not see
Acker again either.

Juliette sighed and wandered to the window.
There were still a number of people out this evening and it wasn’t
overly late.

It was probably for the best she had no more
contact with Acker. If only she could convince herself that is what
she really wanted.

Oh dear. Her eyes widened. Jordan had
challenged Acker. They had a dawn appointment. What if one of them
was gravely injured? Though she didn’t know Jordan she certainly
didn’t want to see him shot. And what of Acker? If he were killed
she could never live with herself. Even though it wasn’t her fault
that Acker had made the proposition, she was still involved and he
didn’t deserve to die.

She whirled about and took in the room,
trying to think of what to do. She had to stop the duel, but
how?

Bentley! He was the head of the family. If
she appealed to him maybe he could make Jordan see sense. But she
didn’t even know where he lived.

Maman did. If Juliette asked would her mother
tell her?

Juliette rushed from the room and caught a
glimpse of her reflection in the mirror. She had completely
forgotten she was still in costume. She couldn’t travel through
London and call on Bentley dressed in this manner so she altered
her steps until she was in her room. Juliette wasted no time in
divesting herself from her costume and chose a dark walking dress
to call on her brother. Once she was finished she made her way to
maman’s room, took a deep breath and pushed the door open. Maman
was resting against several pillows. She had not been able to lay
flat in bed for some time because it always made her cough
more.

Juliette tiptoed toward the bed to check on
her and found the woman asleep. Juliette blew out a silent sigh and
opened the drawer beside her mother’s bed. Inside was the envelope
addressed to Bentley. Now she remembered, he lived in Mayfair. It
was a bit far to walk, but it could be done though it would take
her a good hour.

She retreated to the parlor and settled
behind the desk Genviève often worked at when attempting to balance
the household accounts and find a way to save funds. Juliette
opened the bottom drawer and pulled an old box from the back. This
is where they kept all of their money. She opened it and retrieved
a few pounds, hoping it was enough for a hackney. She hadn’t hired
one since being in London and couldn’t guess at the cost. But, they
didn’t have to worry about funds any longer since her brother
seemed eager to pay their way to Milan, or probably anywhere they
wished to go just to get them out of England.

Juliette tried to understand his position and
not be bitter. He was looking out for a sister he had known all of
his life and who was innocent in all of these lies. But Juliette
and her sisters were innocent as well. Why should they be cast out
without a thought?

Of course, he could have demanded maman leave
and insist Juliette and her sisters remain. That would have been
worse. At least he was letting them all stay together and hopefully
he would be reasonable and help her stop the duel.

She placed the box into the drawer and rose
to retrieve her cloak. With a deep breath she exited their set of
rooms and made her way to the street hoping a hackney came along
shortly.
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“What is this about choosing a second,” Lady
Acker finally asked once it was decided and agreed upon that Adele
and her daughters would remain in England.

“Jordan challenged me when he overheard and
misunderstood a comment,” Acker answered.

“Adele said you ruined Juliette,” Jordan
clarified, glaring at Acker. “I heard that statement very
clearly.”

Acker sighed and shook his head. “I did not
ruin her. Her mother seems to think that was my intent.”

“Was it?” Bentley asked, his glare matched
Jordan’s.

He looked from one to the other. “You two are
very protective of a young woman that a few minutes ago was going
to be shipped back to Milan and never seen again. I don’t see where
it is any of your business what my intentions happened to be at one
time.”

Jordan took a step forward, his hand balled
into a fist.

“Oh, Good God.” Acker tossed back his drink.
“I wanted her, yes. I am not going to deny the fact. I just
couldn’t figure out how she fit into my life.”

“After what we have learned tonight,” Bentley
said slowly. “I think it is very clear where she will be.”

Their eyes locked and held. Was Bentley now
ordering him to marry Juliette? While he would finally have her,
Acker didn’t appreciate someone else telling him what to do and who
to marry. When he could have forced Bentley to do the same, he had
let the man come to the decision on his own. Acker would have liked
the same option.

“I think it is none of your business what I
do,” he growled and marched to the sideboard to refill his
glass.

The butler stepped into the room as Acker
turned back toward the gathering.

“A Miss Juliette Mirabelle is asking to see
you, Lord Bentley.”

“Juliette is here?” Acker asked and took a
step toward the door.

Jordan grabbed his arm. “She wishes to see
Bentley, not you.”

Acker shook off Jordan’s hand.

“Please show her in,” Bentley ordered and
Acker’s mother stood.

A moment later Juliette stepped into the
drawing room. She looked from one person to the next and her eyes
grew larger. She clearly wasn’t expecting so many people to be
present.

“Julia,” his mother said as she came forward
and reached out to grasp both of Juliette’s hands. “I thought never
to see you again.”

Juliette blinked at her and cast a quick
glance to Acker, the only person she truly knew in the room.

Acker stepped forward. “Juliette, allow me to
introduce my mother, Lady Acker. She and your mother were close
friends before she moved.”

Juliette offered a hesitant smile. “I am
pleased to meet you.”

“Come in,” Lady Acker linked her arm with
Juliette’s. “I want to hear about your mother, your life,
everything.”

Though Juliette allowed his mother to pull
her across the room, she sent a panicked look to Acker.

“I am glad you have come to call,” Bentley
said after clearing his throat. “We’ve been discussing the
situation and have come to the conclusion that you, your mother and
sisters should remain in England.”

Juliette pulled away from Acker’s mother and
frowned at Bentley.

“That is why you came here, is it not. To ask
me to let you stay.”

A look of humor danced across her features.
“Lord Bentley, despite what we were told, when and if we leave
England is up to us. Nobody is going to treat my sisters and I as
your father treated mother. We will do as we please.”

Bentley stiffened and Acker fought back a
grin. The four wives of the Bentley brothers brought hands up to
their faces and Acker suspected they were hiding grins whereas
Madeline openly smiled. Few stood up to Bentley and even less
defied him.

Bentley frowned at her. “Then why did you
call?”

“To ask you to talk some sense into Jordan.
His challenge to Lord Acker is uncalled for and unnecessary.”

“He did not insult you?” Bentley
questioned.

Juliette huffed and shook her head. “My
mother, sisters and I have taken care of ourselves without the
benefit of brothers our entire lives. I can handle a gentleman who
may step outside the bounds of propriety and need no assistance
from anyone.”

“So he did make unwanted advances,” Jordan
clarified and glared at Acker again.

Juliette shook her head again and Acker
guessed that she was quickly losing patience with her overbearing
brothers. “No. But if he had, it is none of your business.”

“I beg to disagree,” Bentley insisted.

“Then you will have to settle for just that
because you will not dictate to me.”

Bentley narrowed his eyes at her. If Juliette
and her sisters remained in England, and even close to Bentley it
would make for some interesting moments.

She turned to Jordan. “Call off the duel,”
she ordered.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because it is stupid. I will not have two
gentlemen, who appear to have little sense, getting shot over
something that involves me.”

Jordan lifted a brow. “You don’t wish for me
to shoot him.”

“Of course not,” Juliette cried.

“Ah, then you do care for me,” Acker said
with a grin.

Juliette smirked. “Only so much as I don’t
wish to see you wounded or killed.”

John snickered, leaned back in his chair and
grinned.

It wasn’t exactly a declaration of love but
Acker would settle for it at the moment.

“Very well, I will not meet with Acker at
dawn on one condition.”

Juliette sighed and crossed her arms across
her breasts. “What?”

“That he apologizes to you.”

She looked at him as if he had gone mad and
tapped her finger against her upper arm. “He has nothing to
apologize for.”

Jordan looked to Acker. “Is she correct?”

They both knew she was not. Jordan knew him
well enough that Acker had been contemplating bedding Juliette
without the benefits of marriage because she was a ballerina.
Juliette knew she was owed an apology as well, though he doubted
she would admit it to a room full of strangers.

Acker crossed the room and bowed before her.
“Juliette, I apologize for any insult I may have delivered in Milan
or London.”

She searched his eyes. Did she not think he
was sincere?

A moment later she spoke. “I accept your
apology, Lord Acker.”

“Thank goodness,” John announced. “I loathe
dawn appointments.

Juliette turned, ignoring everyone else in
the room and approached Bentley. “Might I have a word with
you?”

“You can discuss what is on your mind
here.”

She bit her upper lip and glanced about the
room. “Very well.” She sighed. “I don’t know if you noticed but
maman is ill.”

He nodded.

“We don’t have the funds for a doctor yet and
I was wondering if I could prevail upon you to borrow the fee for a
physician.”

He arched an eyebrow.

“I promise to repay the funds as soon as we
can. Hélène works for a modiste and I am dancing again so it
shouldn’t take long.”

Bentley’s lips twitched with humor. Poor
Juliette had no idea how much her life had been altered this night,
Acker thought to himself.

“I will have my physician see her first thing
in the morning.”

Juliette seemed to relax at his words. “Thank
you, Lord Bentley.”

“We will depart for the country as soon as
she is well enough to travel.”

She blinked up at him. “Country?”

“Yes,” he answered. “I thought it best we
decide how to deal with the situation out of sight of Society and
away from the ears of London servants, not that I believe mine
would say a word, but one never knows who is listening and
watching.”

“So, instead of shipping us back to Milan,
you wish to hide us in the country.” Her voice was rising with
irritation and Acker would need to remember in the future that it
is best not to tell Juliette what she would be doing. How had he
missed this stubborn part of her in Milan? She was very agreeable
then.

He frowned. Juliette hadn’t always easily
gone along with his plans. She had taken great issue when he
suggested she return to England without the benefits of marriage.
If anything, she stood strong in her convictions. Few would face
Bentley the way she was now. It was quite admirable.

“Not necessarily,” Bentley began to
explain.

“Let me advise you, Lord Bentley, before you
make any more plans for my family. We have survived all of this
time without you and we will continue to do so. I will not be kept
in the country as if I were someone to be ashamed of. I am a
ballerina and I will continue to dance and I can’t do that away
from London. Send us back to Milan if you don’t wish for anyone to
learn your family secrets.”

“That wasn’t what I meant,” Bentley argued,
his jaw tightening in anger.

“I think enough has been said for one night,”
the dowager stood and came forward. “We should discuss it tomorrow,
after we have rested and had time to think about the
situation.”

Bentley sighed and relaxed. “You are correct,
Rose.”

Juliette seemed to calm as well. “Thank you
for sending your physician. I promise to pay the debt as soon as
possible.”

The others in the room stood, prepared to
take their leave. Acker rushed to Juliette’s side. “How did you
arrive here this evening?”

“A hackney.”

“Let me drive you home. It is too late for a
lady to be out alone or traveling in a common hackney.”

“Thank you,” she answered.

“Should I send a maid to chaperone?” Jordan
asked.

Juliette glared at him before taking Acker’s
offered arm. “Of all the people in this room, it is Lord Acker who
I trust the most at this moment.
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Juliette settled back against the squabs of
Acker’s carriage. Her mind was still trying to come to terms with
everything she learned tonight. Though exhausted she knew she would
not be able to sleep once she arrived home. It was almost too much
to take in.

Acker settled in beside her and placed an arm
around her shoulder and pulled her close. It was almost Juliette’s
undoing. She had stood up to Bentley, assuring him that she and her
sisters did not need their assistance when in truth she was tired
of worrying.

Maman had been ill for so long and did not
seem to be getting any better. She suspected what the illness was
but refused to give it a name. To do so would mean her mother would
not be with them much longer.

Tears sprang to her eyes and Juliette blinked
them away. The pressure of needing to work so she could help
provide for the family and add funds to the family’s dwindling
coffers was enough without maman being ill as well. Now she had a
family, twice as large as what she was used to and they planned to
dictate her life. It was all too much.

Acker squeezed her shoulder and it was all
she could do not to burst into tears. It would be so nice to let
someone else shoulder the responsibility for once, but to do so
would mean giving up control of her own life.

“Your brothers aren’t so horrible, you
know.”

Juliette shrugged. It was a determination she
could not yet make.

“I’ve known them all my life and though they
appear a bit domineering, they are not so bad.”

“They wish to send us to the country and hide
us away.”

“No,” Acker insisted. “Bentley would like
everyone to go to the country, get to know each other and determine
how to face society together without it damaging Madeline or
Rose.”

“Who is Rose? Another sister?”

Acker laughed. “She is young enough to be,
but no. Rose was your father’s third wife and mother of
Madeline.”

Oh yes, she was the one who married at the
age of fifteen. If father was as cruel as everyone says then Rose’s
life would have been a nightmare.

Though she hated being told what to do by
anyone, Juliette had to remember that she and her sisters were not
the only ones who would be affected if Society learned of their
existence.

“I don’t see why we cannot go along as
before,” she said after a moment. “Nobody else has to know who we
are and they can pretend we don’t exist.”

Acker chuckled. “Bentley will never allow
that. He and his brothers have been looking for you and your mother
since he learned you never died.”

Juliette pulled back and looked at him. “To
what purpose?”

He cringed and she already knew the
answer.

“They wanted to make sure we never stepped a
foot in England and ruin their lives.” Tears formed again. They
didn’t want their sisters even before they had met.

Acker pulled Juliette close again. “At first,
yes. Madeline had not yet married and they didn’t want her branded
as a bastard before she was settled.”

Juliette let out a sigh. She understood those
reasons. Even in the world she was from, the ballet and theatre,
bastards were looked down on, as if the child had any say in the
matter.

“Now that she is married, everything is
different,” Acker explained.

“I just want everything to go back to the way
it used to be. I want to teach students in the day and dance at
night. It is the world I know and where I am comfortable.

“I am sorry, Juliette.” He kissed her brow.
“You are now a lady and I am afraid you may not ever be able to
dance again. It is simply not done.”

She stiffened. Nobody was going to tell her
if she could dance or not. They were not going to take the one
thing she loved away from her. “We shall see,” she said a moment
later. “I need to dance. It is everything that I am.”

“Not everything,” Acker insisted.

“It is all I’ve ever known. I don’t know how
to be anything else and certainly not a lady.”

“That I can assure you is not true.” He
turned so that they were facing one another. “You are a beautiful,
talented woman. But you are also a lady with standards and morals.”
He clutched her hands in his. “If you weren’t you would have become
my lover and made me the happiest man on earth.”

Juliette fought the urge to break eye
contact. It was embarrassing discussing being intimate. Did he have
any idea how close she came to being that very thing? Had they not
been interrupted in the school room she would have lost her head
and allowed Acker to do anything he wished. She would have been
ruined.

“I am also grateful Bentley found you.”

“Why?” Juliette didn’t see how this situation
could possibly benefit Acker. If anything, her brother’s alone
would stop him from making her his mistress.

“You can’t disappear on me again,” he smiled.
“Bentley will move heaven and earth to find you should you go
missing.”

Juliette seriously doubted Bentley would do
such a thing, yet she didn’t know him all that well.

“They are taking me to the country, or have
you forgotten.”

“No, but I will be there as well.”

His announcement surprised and pleased her.
It would be nice to have someone she trusted. She wasn’t sure she
could trust the newest members of her family. “Is your estate
close?”

He chuckled. “No. I will be with you because
you are going to invite me.”

She stared up at him.

“I don’t intend to be parted from you again,
even for a fortnight. And, I want to be present each time you tell
Bentley to go hang,” he laughed.

“I thought he was your friend.”

“He is. A very good friend in fact, but that
doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy him being brought down a peg or
two.”

Juliette snuggled back against Acker. Facing
her brothers in the country did not seem so daunting now that she
knew Acker would be there as well. She didn’t know why he wished to
be with her or what any of this meant.

“I know you don’t wish to go to the country
but I think it is best for your mother.”

Juliette hadn’t considered this. She was too
caught up in being told what to do and the fear of being
sequestered away, out of sight of the ton.

“The air is better and may do her good,” he
added.

She could only pray that it was so.
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Juliette waited in the parlor with her
sisters and Lord Bentley while the physician examined mother. What
was taking so long? He had been in there for an hour. Surely it
didn’t take that long to diagnose a condition and prescribe the
proper medication.

Just as she was about to go into mother’s
bedchamber and demand answers the man exited and closed the door
quietly behind him. He looked grave and Juliette sank into her
chair as Bentley came to his feet.

“What is it?” Bentley asked.

The doctor glanced at the three women in the
room. “Is there a place we could talk?”

Genviève stood. “She is our mother.”

“What you say to me can be said to her
daughters,” Bentley advised the man.

The physician pursed his lips and sighed.
“She has consumption.”

Genviève fell back into her chair. All early
indignation gone. Juliette wished she could be surprised at the
diagnosis but she was not. Once she had seen the blood stained
handkerchiefs she knew, even if she hadn’t wanted to admit it to
herself.

“Is she strong enough to travel to my
estate?”

The man nodded. “The fresh air might do her
good. But. . .”

“What?” Hélène demanded when he said nothing
further.

“The disease has progressed far. I don’t
expect her to recover.”

“Maman is going to die?” Juliette found
herself asking in a quiet voice.

The physician nodded. “I can give you
medicine to make her comfortable but that is about all I can
do.”

A weight settled on Juliette’s chest and it
became difficult to breath. They could not loose maman. She was all
they had. “There is nothing that can be done?”

The man slowly shook his head. “The country
air may be a benefit and prolong the inevitable but I doubt she
will be with you at Christmas.”

Tears stung her eyes. He had to be wrong.
They needed to move maman to the country where she could get better
and prove this physician wrong. It no longer mattered that she
would be away from the theater and dancing or that they would be
exactly where Bentley wished to send them. The only thing that
mattered was that maman got better. She could not lose her.

“Thank you for coming, Dr. Phelps.”

“I just wish I had better news.”

Bentley escorted the man to the front door
and Juliette looked to her sisters. They both appeared as shocked
as she. Hélène swiped a tear from her cheek and Genviève balled her
hands into fists. None of them were used to feeling as helpless as
they did now.

Her brother returned to the room a moment
later. “I am sorry,” he said and Juliette believed the sincerity of
his words. He too looked as if he were hurt by the news.

“When can we travel to your estate?” Juliette
asked as she came to her feet. The sooner they had mother in the
country the quicker she would recover.

“I will have one of my traveling coaches here
in the morning.” He glanced about the room. “I will also send
servants to pack your things and see that the lease is
terminated.”

Juliette nodded, thankful he was here to see
to the details because she could not at the moment, nor did she
suspect her sisters could either.

“We will be ready, Lord Bentley.”

A sad smile came to his face. “I wish you
wouldn’t address me as such.”

“It is your name,” Juliette reminded him.

“No. It is Clayton,” he pointed out. “I am
your brother and whether you like it or not, I intend to take care
of each of you.”

Juliette stared at him. Right now she didn’t
mind the taking care of part. As long as he didn’t try to rule
their lives she would allow him to watch over them and maman.

“Very well, Clay—” she stopped. She had never
called him anything but Clay.

A smile pulled at his lips. “Clay is fine as
well Julia. It is what you called me before Adele took you
away.”

The memories flashed in her mind, small
snippets but nothing she could grasp. “Jodan.”

“Yes.” He chuckled. “R’s were difficult but
Matthew and John were said easily enough.”

She remembered nothing else nor should she
expect to. She had just turned or was about to turn three when
mother ran away. But, she remembered saying their names and
something in the back of her mind gave her comfort. She had loved
them then. Would she be able to feel the same in the future?

“I’ll take my leave. Eleanor will send
servants over shortly to help with the packing.”

With that he nodded and quit the room.
Juliette sank into a chair beside her sisters. They looked at each
other and when the door clicked shut, they burst into tears, and
hugged each other.
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Acker pushed his breakfast plate away and
took a sip of tea. His mother was also just finishing her meal.
Little had been said between them this morning and he suspected
each were lost in their own thoughts over what had occurred last
evening.

“I plan on going to the country with
Juliette.”

“Her brothers may have an objection.”

“I don’t really care,” he assured her.

“I wish to call on Adele this afternoon.”

“Do you think that is wise? She is very ill
from what I gathered when I was there last night.”

His mother laid her fork beside her plate.
“But I’ve missed her so. We were so close once.”

Acker reached over and grasped her hand. “I
planned on calling on Juliette this afternoon. If her mother is up
for visitors I will send the carriage for you.”

“Thank you.”

He rose from the table and kissed her cheek.
“But first I need to resign my position with the Home Office.” Only
his mother knew of his diplomatic service and the reason he
traveled to the continent last year. Others thought he simply had a
position on a board at the request of others because of his
title.

“Why?”

“It is time that I paid more attention to my
estates and my future,” he advised her.

“Do you plan on marrying Julia?”

He was not used to Juliette being referred to
as Julia but knew he would need to become accustomed to it. To him,
however, she would always be Juliette. “I am not sure. I know I
wish to take care of her, but I have never been given the chance to
know if we would suit for life. All I know is that for the moment,
I hate every moment I am away from her.”

His mother smiled her approval.

“However, don’t you dare tell anyone. I would
like to keep my feelings private for the moment.”

“Of course, dear,” she said with a
mischievous grin as she lifted her cup to her lips.

The meeting did not take long and Acker was
glad to be done with the position and responsibility. He wouldn’t
have been free to travel to Bentley manor, or his own estate for
that matter, had he remained with the Home Office. It wasn’t as if
they needed him. Any number of gentlemen could fill his position
and he had more important matters to attend to such as courting
Juliette.

Though it was early to call by Society
standards, Acker could not wait any longer to see Juliette. The
door was opened by a young maid who had not been there the evening
before. No doubt Bentley had sent servants to attend to the
household. She stood back so he could enter and he took in the
scene. Boxes were stacked and there was a flurry of activity. She
was leaving so soon? Hopefully it was in preparation for the
country and not that her mother had decided to move somewhere
again.

Juliette breezed into the small entry. “Good
morning, Lord Acker.”

He gestured to the trunks beside the door.
“You were going to disappear on me again?”

She chuckled softly. “I was going to send a
message but I did not have your direction.”

Her words pacified him somewhat.

“When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow morning. Bentley will send a
traveling coach for us.”

It was quicker than he had anticipated. He
would have to rush home, after he visited with Juliette of course,
and see that his belongings were packed.

“How is your mother? Did the physician
visit?”

What smile she held earlier disappeared and
tears sprang to her eyes. Acker resisted the urge to pull her
close. “What is it?”

Juliette glanced about the area overrun with
servants. “Come with me.” She grasped his hand and led him out of
their set of rooms, down the stairs and out of the building. Once
she reached outside she took a deep breath and glanced around.
Several people were out walking and if Juliette wished to speak in
private it could not be done here. “Walk with me?”

Acker offered his arm and let her take the
lead. She sighed a few times, sniffed and blinked, as if trying to
maintain control of her composure. Adele’s health could not be so
bad, could it?

They came to a small park and Juliette led
him to a bench. He sat after she did. “Tell me.”

“Maman has consumption.”

He did not know much about the condition but
knew it was usually fatal. “How bad?”

Juliette blinked and a loan tear slid down
her delicate cheek and she told him what the doctor had said. “I
hope that once we are in the country she will recover.”

Acker wanted to warn her to not hope but how
could he? Adele was her mother and he knew he would be devastated
had he received the same news about his own.

“That is why the move is happening so
quickly.”

“Yes, Bentley has seen to all of the
arrangements and sent some of his servants to help us prepare.”

“I am glad I will be with you.”

She smiled weakly at him. “As am I.”

Acker wanted to pull Juliette into his arms,
protect and comfort her but they were in a public park with several
people about. If only he could take her burdens from her but it was
impossible. There was nothing he could do to ease the pain of her
mother’s illness and it frustrated him to no end.

Acker searched his mind for topics to take
Juliette’s mind off her troubles and then he remembered. He had not
told her in Milan his true purpose for being there, but now he
could. “I lied to you in Milan.”

She frowned at him. “About what?”

“I was not on my grand tour.”

Juliette’s brow knitted with confusion. “Then
why travel there at all?”

“First, I must swear you to secrecy.”

She nodded and he took a deep breath. “I was
there at the request of the Home Office.”

“What is the Home Office?”

Acker searched for the right words to
explain. “They are a department interested in war, and the downfall
of our enemies.”

“Such as Napoleon?”

“He was our main concern until late.”

Juliette sighed. “I am glad he is no longer
in control.”

“You understand why I could not tell you in
Milan.” Acker wanted to make sure she was not angry for deceiving
her. “My purpose was to meet with those in the government who
wished the removal of Napoleon from power.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Of course I
understand. You couldn’t very well have announced to me that you
were there to spy.”

“I wasn’t exactly spying.” There were others
better suited for that work. “I was on a diplomatic mission.”

She nodded. “You still couldn’t have
announced your purpose for fear of being arrested.”

“It isn’t that I didn’t trust you.” He
stopped. “No, that isn’t correct.”

She lifted an eyebrow as if affronted. “You
didn’t trust me?”

“I did.” He thrust his fingers through his
hair. How did he explain? “I didn’t know your loyalties. You had
been raised in France, during the Revolution and Milan was also
governed by Napoleon.”

She placed a hand on his cheek. “Lord Acker,
I understand.”

Relief flowed through him. He and Juliette
had argued before and he didn’t want this to be one more thing that
stood between them.

“You should know, at one time I was glad
Napoleon was in charge of France.”

Her confession startled him. He knew of very
few who thought the man should rule anything.

“At first I thought he was good for the
country. France was coming out of a terrible time and it looked as
if the country would once again thrive and life was getting better
for many.”

“When did you stop liking him?”

“When he decided France was not enough and
wished to conquer every country he could.”

Perhaps Napoleon may have been a good leader,
had he remained within the borders of France and not named himself
emperor. They would never know. “Well, I never liked him.”

Juliette laughed. “Of course not. He is
French and you are English.”

It wasn’t as simple as that but he would not
argue with her. Juliette had just laughed and her mood was lighter
and he had Napoleon to thank for it. Not that he would ever tell
anyone such a thing.

The smile dimmed from her lips and she looked
down at her lap. Acker had hoped to make her forget her burdens for
a bit longer.

“Juliette? What is it?”

“There is something you should know about me
and my family as well,” she said quietly.

“That Napoleon also happens to be a distant
cousin?” He teased, hoping to bring her smile back.

She offered a light chuckle but shook her
head before looking up at him. “We are friends, are we not?”

“Yes,” he automatically responded though he
hoped for more.

“Despite the past and what we have shared, I
hope that you will remain my friend.” She searched his eyes as if
she were truly concerned.

“Of course,” he insisted. Why was she so
serious all of a sudden? Acker reached out and grasped her hand in
his. “What is bothering you?”

“You should know everything about my family,
my mother’s family, before you decide if you wish to continue to be
my friend.”

“Nothing can be so dire that I would turn
from you,” Acker assured her.

“My great grandmother, who lived in Paris,
was a courtesan in her younger years.”

Acker lifted his eyebrows. He had not known
this, but why should he?

“I don’t know who my great grandfather was,
and I am not sure she does either.”

“Your mother was born in England though.”

“Yes,” Juliette confirmed. “When my
grandmother was eighteen she met a gentleman who was on his
grand tour,” she said with a teasing smile. “They fell in love and
he took her back to England.”

He was braver than Acker had been. Had he
followed his heart, he and Juliette would have been married a year
by now.

“He knew what my great grandmother’s
profession was, and that my grandmother was a bastard, but he did
not care. Besides, they would be in England and it was unlikely
anyone would learn.”

“That is the family secret?” Acker asked,
wondering how this could affect Juliette, or them. That was the
distant past.

She took a deep breath and let it out. “Maman
became a courtesan in France, to survive.”

This he was not expecting to hear. “Does
Bentley know?”

“Yes, she told my brothers last night.”

Acker nodded for her to continue.

“Maman continued as such until we moved to
Milan and then she started her life over, being a mother and
nothing else.”

“Being from England and knowing how actresses
and dancers were viewed, that is why she wanted you to having
nothing to do with gentlemen. She did not want you to follow in her
footsteps.”

“Yes, however, she was more adamant when it
came to you.” She shook her head. “I didn’t know at the time, but
maman was afraid that you would recognize her, or note the
resemblance I have to her.”

“I never suspected until I came home and
Bentley told me that Adele and Julie had not died.”

She looked up at him.

“You both left England around the same age to
live with a grandmother in Paris. You moved to Milan at the same
age Julia disappeared. The more I thought on it the more I was
convinced it was simply a coincidence until the night in the
theatre.”

“When Bentley recognized me.”

He nodded.

Juliette squeezed his hand. “Thank you for
taking me from the theatre before they could find me. It would have
been too much to face the four of them there.”

“It was my pleasure.” He picked her hand up
and kissed her knuckles. What he wouldn’t give to pull Juliette
into his arms at this moment, to shield and comfort her. She spoke
of friendship, but he wanted so much more.

The breeze kicked up and Juliette shivered.
Clouds moved above and Acker suspected that if they didn’t get out
of the elements they would soon be rained on. It was Juliette who
stood first. “We should get back.”

Acker offered his arm and they turned toward
her home. “Your great grandmother never divulged the name of your
great grandfather?”

“No,” Juliette answered.

“So, it is possible that you could be related
to Napoleon after all.”

Juliette chuckled. “I highly doubt so. But if
I were, I certainly would not advertise the fact.”

“Does Bentley know you plan on joining us?”
she asked a moment later.

“No, I thought to leave it as a
surprise.”
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“What the bloody blazes are you doing here?”
Bentley demanded when he and Jordan rode up to Juliette’s home the
following morning. Acker was standing in front of the building, his
own traveling coach waiting behind the one Bentley had provided
while the servants loaded the traveling trunks.

“I plan on accompanying Juliette.”

“I don’t recall you being invited,” Jordan
reminded him.

Acker had expected some opposition because
this was a family matter and they all liked to keep their lives
private. “Juliette asked it of me.”

The brothers shared a look. “If you wish to
carry on with my sister,” Jordan warned.

Did the gentlemen think he had no redeeming
qualities? “In truth, she nor her sisters trust you entirely,”
Acker began. “They trust me, and I am a friend of the family.”

Bentley nodded. “It is probably for the best.
Julia needs all the support she can gather around her right now, as
do her sisters.”

Jordan looked grim but he nodded in
agreement.

“Mother is joining us as well,” Acker
announced. “She visited with Adele late yesterday afternoon. Adele
is very aware of her condition and what little time she has
left.”

“I hadn’t considered that possibility,”
Bentley said after a moment. “Perhaps it will prolong the illness
so my sisters don’t lose the only parent they have ever known too
soon, or before they are comfortable enough to accept us as their
family.”

“Mother said they visited for a very long
time and still hadn’t caught up before Adele tired. It was Adele
who asked her to come with her.”

“I am sure Lady Acker’s presence will be a
comfort to her,” Jordan said.

A moment later Juliette and her sisters
appeared on the stoop. They made their way toward the gentlemen as
a footman carried Adele out of the building and toward the Bentley
coach. His mother followed and waited as the footman settled Adele
inside.

“I will ride with Adele,” she announced.

Bentley glanced inside. “It will be a bit
crowded with all five of you.”

“I thought Juliette could share my coach,”
Acker offered.

Jordan’s jaw tightened. Would that man not
trust him? Of course, given Jordan’s previous reputation, he
probably knew what was going on in Acker’s mind better than anyone.
Not that he would seduce Juliette while they traveled. They weren’t
in Milan any longer and she was a lady.

“I’ll ride with you,” Jordan said a moment
later and tied his horse to the back of the coach.

“That is not necessary.”

“But it is,” he grinned. “There are few
coaches for all of us so everyone must share.”

Acker could only hope that Mrs. Jordan Trent
joined them as well because it would be deuced uncomfortable with
Jordan glaring at him the entire time.

When had this brother become the most
disagreeable one? In the past Jordan had been the easiest to get
along with. Did it have anything to do with his recent marriage, or
was it because he suddenly found himself with sisters and felt the
need to protect them from gentlemen? Acker would have laughed given
what he knew of Jordan’s past, but refrained. The last thing he
wanted was a black eye to match the fading bruise on his chin.
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Juliette glanced from one gentleman to the
next. They both sat on the bench facing her and tension hung heavy
in the air. They hadn’t even left the City of London and already
she wished to scream. If the atmosphere didn’t calm soon she was
liable to insist one of them leave.

The coach slowed and came to a stop before
the Bentley townhouse and she glanced out the window. Three coaches
similar to the one she traveled in waited before the mansion. The
doors opened a moment later and the remaining Trent family exited
and they disbursed themselves among the traveling coaches. Not only
did she recognize most of them from the evening before, but there
was also a young lady and three boys. Who did they belong to? Was
there more family than she was aware of? One lady with golden blond
hair and light brown eyes glanced about, a frown on her face.
Jordan chuckled and stepped out of the carriage. “This way,
darling.”

The woman, whom Juliette assumed was his
wife, smiled lovingly at Jordan and came toward him. Bentley
stopped before Jordan. “The coach carrying Adele will be the lead.
They will stop whenever she tires and we will travel at her
schedule.”

Jordan nodded and assisted the blond woman
into the coach. She settled beside Juliette and smiled. “I am
Audrey. There wasn’t a chance to be properly introduced last night
given the circumstance.”

“I am pleased to meet you,” Juliette offered,
hoping it was the truth.

“I so enjoyed you not allowing Bentley to
dictate to you.” She clapped her hands.

Apparently nobody had defied his lordship.
Well, at least they hadn’t until she arrived.

“I can’t wait to know you better and this is
the perfect opportunity.”

Audrey’s enthusiasm was a bit overwhelming
but much preferable to the tension that had flowed between the
gentlemen before they stopped.

The sound of horse’s hooves on the
cobblestones drew Juliette’s attention and she glanced out the
window as the coach her mother was riding in passed. Maman looked
tired, but she smiled at whatever Lady Acker was telling her.
Juliette had thought she would travel with her mother to make sure
she was kept comfortable and did not become over tired, but it was
good that she was with her friend. Lady Acker would watch out for
her, as would her sisters.

The gentlemen did not say much while they
traveled but Audrey kept up a steady stream of conversation.

Juliette learned that Audrey was a bit horse
mad and complained that ladies were not allowed at Tattersleys. “As
if a lady can’t judge horseflesh as well as a man.”

This comment earned a grin from Jordan. “That
is because they don’t know you, dear.”

“And,” Audrey continued in a huff of
indignation. “If I wish for my horses to race, it is my
husband who must belong to the Jockey Club. Not I.”

“Jockey Club?” Juliette questioned Acker.

“I am the one who taught Jordan how to race
properly in the first place,” Audrey finished as if she hadn’t
heard Juliette’s question.

“I think you have quite worn out your
arguments against the discrimination against ladies in the racing
world,” Jordan offered with a twinkle in his eyes. “And I do wish
you would quit telling people that you had to teach me to
race.”

A blush stole over Audrey’s cheeks. “I am
sorry.”

What had started as a simple discussion about
Audrey’s upbringing and the horses her father raced had quickly
escalated into her angry complaints against the racing world in
general. Had she not been a woman, these matters would not be an
issue. Did all of the ladies have something they were passionate
about? Audrey seemed as committed to racing as Juliette did to the
ballet and she suspected the two would get along well in the coming
days. At least Audrey would understand a need to be part of a world
forbidden to her, such as being a ballerina would be to Juliette if
Bentley had his way. Or at least that is what Acker had indicated.
She refused to give up the ballet for anyone and would fight to
dance if necessary.

“The Jockey Club is an institution
that monitors racing. Gentlemen who own race horses are encouraged
to join,” Acker began to explain. “They keep a stud book of all the
racers and the stewards attend every race.”

“I’ve never even sat upon a
horse,” Juliette finally admitted.

“Yes you have,” Jordan said
quietly.

Juliette looked to him.

“With all the wisdom my seven
years allowed I thought you were old enough to ride a pony.” He
shook his head. “I had you mounted and seated before me, riding in
the stable yard when Adele came out. It was the one time I feared
her more than father.” Jordan chuckled.

“You were squealing with pleasure
and wouldn’t sit still,” he continued. “In truth, I am glad she
came out because I was afraid I couldn’t keep you from falling. She
would have certainly had my head had anything happened to
you.”

Juliette tried to bring forth the
memory but it wasn’t there.

“I will be glad to teach you to
ride,” Acker offered.

Jordan shot him a look. “I think
it is best if my wife saw to the task.”

Audrey arched a brow. “Unless
Julia wishes to race and ride like a jockey instead of in a proper
sidesaddle, Acker should be the one to teach her.”

Juliette looked between Audrey and
Jordan. He did not like the idea of Acker being the one to teach
her. “I am not sure I wish to learn.”

“Of course you do,” Jordan
insisted. “You are a Trent. We were born to the saddle.”

She was a Trent. Why hadn’t she
thought of that until now? She had been born Julia Trent. What
would her life have been like if maman had not run away? Would she
be a lady of society? Already married? She would have met Acker
regardless, but she would have never danced. Juliette could not
imagine her world without the ballet.

“After Acker has taught you to
ride the proper way,” Audrey grinned. “I will teach you to
race.”

“Oh no, you won’t,” Acker voiced
before Juliette could respond.

“Why not?” Certainly he wasn’t
going to try and tell her what she could and could not do as
well.

“It isn’t proper,” he
blustered.

“Neither is being a ballerina,”
she countered. He had to know she meant to continue to
dance.

“I don’t wish to see your neck
broken either.”

He said it in the same tone she
had used when she said she didn’t want to see him shot. “So, you do
care for me,” she teased back with the same words he had said to
her.

His blue eyes darkened to cobalt
that nearly stole her breath. “That is a discussion we will have in
private.” He shot a look to Jordan.

Goodness, what did he mean by
that? She thought they were friends now. She hadn’t given much
thought to what their relationship might become except that he
didn’t dare pursue her to be his mistress. Her brothers had made it
perfectly clear that would be impossible, as if she would have even
considered the possibility. He hadn’t declared himself before and
she didn’t expect him to now. She thought they would continue on as
friends and he would remain the person she knew she could
trust.

Juliette wasn’t sure how she felt
about a potential change in their relationship and she did not dare
hope he wished for something more permanent? If so, why
now?

Because before she was a
ballerina, now she was a lady. She was suddenly good enough to be
his wife. That is, if he wanted something more than
friendship.

Just the thought of this
possibility angered her. She was no different than before and if
she wasn’t good enough to marry then, she certainly did not want to
marry him now, if that is what he planned.

The coach rolled to a stop and
Juliette glanced out the window. They were at a coaching inn and
she hadn’t even been aware they had left London behind them. “How
far is Bentley Manor?”

“Usually two days by coach but it
may take longer, depending on Adele’s needs,” Jordan
answered.

Juliette nodded her head as the
door was opened by a footman. Jordan and Acker exited and helped
the ladies step down. It was good to stretch her legs and she made
her way to her mother’s coach. She was curled in the corner, her
eyes closed, sound asleep and Juliette turned to Bentley who had
joined her. “Why did we stop?”

“We need to change horses.” He
glanced inside. “Adele seems to be handling the trip
well.”

Juliette nodded. “I hope it
remains so.”

[image: ]

Acker stared after Juliette as she
walked to her mother’s coach. She barely acknowledged him or
thanked him when he helped her from the conveyance. Of course, she
must be worried about her mother, but had they been standing in the
middle of a ballroom her behavior was nothing short of giving him
the cut direct.

What had he done now? All he
suggested was they should talk of their feelings in private. He
certainly wasn’t going to make any declaration in front of Jordan
Trent and his wife. He had hoped the trip would allow them the
opportunity to speak privately but apparently Mr. and Mrs. Jordan
Trent would be with them for the duration and this did not set well
with Acker.

Juliette spoke a few words to
Bentley then joined her sisters inside. The gentlemen remained by
the coaches, Jordan watching him with suspicion before he turned
away to engage his brothers in conversation.

Bloody hell, would they remain
suspicious of him forever?

The ladies returned once the
horses had been changed and appeared more refreshed than they had
upon entering the inn. Perhaps he should have gone inside. He
wouldn’t have drunk tea however. Acker needed something much
stronger before he endured several more hours in Trent’s
company.

As Juliette approached the coach,
Acker offered her his hand. The quick incline of her head was the
only acknowledgement he received. He might as well be a blasted
footman for all the attention she gave him.

Acker quickly entered and settled
on the bench across from her, hoping to have a word before they
were joined by the other couple.

He leaned forward. “Juliette, can
we talk, privately at the next stop?”

She frowned. “I don’t see that it
is necessary.”

Acker pushed his fingers through
his hair in frustration. This woman was going to drive him mad. “It
is very necessary.”

“What is necessary?” John asked as
he opened the door to the coach.

Bloody hell, another Trent. Well,
at least it wasn’t Jordan, but John and his wife may be worse. The
two were spies, though not as active as they once had been, but
spies just the same and trained in various ways to learn secrets or
to kill a man.

The two didn’t know he knew of
their profession and Acker would bet that none of the family knew
either. The only reason he was privy to this information was
because of his position at the Home Office. His trip to the
Continent last year had not been to just meet with diplomats but to
also check on the network and determine no further damage had come
from the discovery of their men and women in Paris. That situation
had almost gotten both John and Elizabeth killed, but at least they
had escaped. A few had not been so lucky.

John assisted Elizabeth into the
coach and took a seat beside Acker.

Elizabeth turned and introduced
herself as the coach moved forward and onto the road that would
eventually lead them to Bentley Manor.

She offered a brief history of how
her father was a vicar and she had been raised in a small town but
spent much of her time at the castle.

“A castle?” Juliette
questioned.

“Yes,” Elizabeth answered
brightly. “It is where my grandfather lives.”

“The Duke of Danby, His Grace,”
Acker explained and watched the color drain from Juliette’s
cheeks.

“Oh, don’t let the fact that my
grandfather is a duke bother you.” Elizabeth patted Juliette’s
hand. “He seems much tougher than he actually is.”

John smirked and Acker lifted an
eyebrow. He had never heard such an understatement in his life. His
Grace may coddle his granddaughter but Acker had been forced to
deal with the man on too many occasions, usually when he made
demands on Elizabeth’s whereabouts and safety. Acker was glad he
resigned his post so that he did not have to encounter His Grace
any longer.

“After two Seasons I could not
bear the thought of another one,” Elizabeth continued.

“Is that when you married?”
Juliette asked.

Elizabeth laughed. “No, I decided
to visit my uncle, in France.”

Shock registered on Juliette’s
face. “Your father and grandfather let you travel to France while
Napoleon was still emperor?”

Elizabeth gave a sly smile. “They
didn’t really have a choice. They didn’t learn of my plans until I
was there.”

“You ran away?”

“At least the two of you have that
in common,” Acker muttered, growing more irritated at not having
Juliette to himself, or even having her attention.

“I have never run away,” Juliette
argued.

“True, but you’ve disappeared
often enough.”

Juliette narrowed her eyes at him.
“It wasn’t intentionally to avoid you, however—.”

“—Have you ever been to the south
of France,” Elizabeth interrupted.

“No, other than when we traveled
through Marseilles on the way to Milan.”

Elizabeth relaxed and Acker knew
Elizabeth could continue with the story she and John would have
Society believe without being caught in the lie.

“I met my first husband in France,
Jean Pierre,” she said with a sigh.

John coughed into his fist and
Acker resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Was Juliette’s sister,
Hélène, as good an actress as Elizabeth?

“We settled in Sainte-Maxime where
his family owned a vineyard.”

“What happened?” Juliette asked
carefully.

“He died,” Elizabeth answered
matter-of-factly. Acker really should caution Elizabeth to show a
bit more emotion over the death of her non-existent husband, but
then she would know that he knew the truth.

Juliette simply stared at her with
concern. No doubt because of the flippant way Elizabeth explained
away her husband.

“I met John a year later.” She
smiled over at her husband. “We returned to England and were
married a year ago January.”

Juliette studied her brother. “You
were in France as well? Were you a soldier?”

Acker turned toward John and
lifted an eyebrow. Hopefully he possessed the same acting skills as
his wife. At least John didn’t have a fictitious former wife he
needed to lie about.

“No,” he chuckled. “If you ask my
family I was leading the life of a wastrel.”

“In France? Wasn’t that a bit
dangerous?”

He sobered. “Not when you consider
Father was in England,” he answered bitterly.

At least the former Bentley left
one legacy: Anyone who knew him hated him, including his
children.

Elizabeth turned toward Juliette.
“Your turn. Tell me all about living in Paris, being a ballerina
and Milan.”

Juliette startled at the demand
but recovered quickly enough. “I recall little of the Revolution
because Maman shielded us. It was over by the time I saw my first
ballet,” she sighed. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my
life and when I asked, Maman agreed to allow me to attend
lessons.”

Juliette glowed when she spoke of
her life as a ballerina and those she had studied under. They had a
part of her heart no one could ever touch.

“I was upset when we had to move
to Italy, and now understand the purpose. Thankfully I could
continue to dance in Milan.”

Acker wished he could bring the
same loving smile to her lips. What would he need to do so Juliette
had the same enraptured expression when she thought of
him?

“You must teach me,” Elizabeth
announced.

“To dance?” Juliette asked in
clarification?

“Yes. Though I am uncertain I have
the skill.” Eleanor leaned close to Juliette. “I am not very
graceful.”

Juliette smiled with
encouragement, probably in the same manner she did with her
students. “I would enjoy teaching you.” She turned to look at
Acker. “I am certain you will not be the worst student I ever
encountered.”

Acker’s face warmed. That was one
story he was not going to allow her to share.

“I have one question,” John asked
in a serious tone. “What are your loyalties?”

Acker stiffened. Surely John
wasn’t going to interrogate her as he did those he captured in the
name of the Crown. Acker simply wouldn’t allow it.

“I don’t understand,” she asked
with a frown.

“You’ve lived all but three years
of your life in countries under French rule. England has been at
war with France most of that time.” He leaned forward and placed
his hands on his knees. “Tell me, do your loyalties lie with the
French or the English.”

Juliette pulled back and stared at
him. “My loyalties remain with my mother and sisters.”

“That does not answer my
question.”

“I have no interest in politics or
war, if you must know.” Her face took on the flush of anger, much
as it had done when she argued with Bentley last night. “I think
war is a waste and wish everyone would get along with one another.”
She leaned toward him, her eyes narrow. “And I do not appreciate
being questioned in this manner. The only thing I wish to do is
dance and I don’t care what country I happen to be in at the
time.”

John leaned back and smiled,
apparently pleased with her answer.

Juliette didn’t calm as quickly
and turned her face to look out the window.

Acker watched the emotions play
across her lovely face. He would give anything to know what she was
thinking but didn’t dare ask, not with John and Elizabeth in the
coach. It was a shame John had questioned her loyalty because they
had been having such a pleasant trip until that point and he was
learning more about Juliette each passing moment. And the longer he
was with her the more he wanted her.

The question remained; did she
want him as well?
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Juliette had a fitful night of
sleep. Her mother coughed often, waking Juliette and her sisters.
All she wanted to do was sleep but her mother was alert, feeling
better and it was time to continue their journey. She didn’t know
what to make of her new family members and hoped today was more
pleasant. The wives were lovely and she liked Elizabeth and Audrey
very much. The same could not be said for Jordan or John. One had a
surly disposition and the other questioned her
loyalties.

She placed her tea cup into the
saucer and glanced around the private dining room. Most of them
were here and even though they carried on conversation in normal
tones, the noise was deafening. She had been in crowded places
before, such as the theater and the caffès they used to sup in
after the ballet, but this private dining room filled with her
family members seemed twice as loud as either of those places had
ever been.

Perhaps it was because she was
tired and not used to them. And, she hadn’t had a moment’s peace
since her discovery at the ballet. That is what she needed. A
moment to herself, and quiet without anyone talking to her, asking
questions or making demands.

Standing, she excused herself and
crossed through to the public room and out the main entrance. Once
outside she turned toward the side of the building, away from
travelers ready to depart. She spied a bench beneath a grouping of
trees and made her way to sit in the shade. Though she could still
hear the noise from the stable yard, it was distant and not nearly
as disturbing of her newest family members.

A sigh escaped and she wondered
how much longer the journey would take. Or, which brother would
decide to ride with them this morning? Was it too much to hope that
her sisters could join her and Acker in the coach? Or better yet,
that she could share a coach with her sisters and mother with no
gentlemen present. At least then she would be able to fully relax,
and sleep.

“How is your mother this
morning?”

Juliette glanced up to find Acker
standing not far away.

“She coughed most of the night but
doesn’t seem to be worse for the traveling,”

He nodded as he walked forward and
took a seat beside her. As much as she had wanted to be alone a few
moments ago she did not mind his presence. She was comforted when
he was near and Juliette couldn’t explain why.

He picked up her hand and placed a
kiss on its back. “How are you doing?”

She simply shrugged. What could
she say that didn’t sound as if she were complaining? She shouldn’t
complain about anything because this move was more for her mother’s
benefit than hiding from Society. At least that was the case in
Juliette’s mind.

“Your family can be a bit
overwhelming.”

An unintended chuckle bubbled up
from within. She must be losing her mind.

“Just remember, I am here for
you.” He squeezed her hand. “Not anyone else. Just you.”

Tears sprang to her eyes and she
quickly blinked them away. It was silly of course and only proved
how tired she had become. But, nobody had ever been there just for
her. She hadn’t realized how much she wanted that very thing until
it was offered. “Thank you.”

“I hope to always be there for
you, Juliette.”

She wanted that as well. To Acker
she was Juliette. To everyone else she was Julia. But she wasn’t
that person. Julia was foreign to her. Even her sisters had called
her Julia last evening. Acker knew who she was. Why didn’t the
others.

Oh, she was too tired to think.
Perhaps she could sleep in the coach and get some much needed rest.
Then she wouldn’t be so maudlin. It would be even nicer if she
could curl herself around Acker and sleep until they arrived at
Bentley Manor but she knew it was impossible.

“How much longer before we
arrive?” She asked.

Acker snaked an arm around her
shoulder and pulled her close. “This evening or perhaps tomorrow
morning, depending on how often we stop.”

Though they shouldn’t push too
hard because of Maman, Juliette couldn’t help thinking that getting
maman to a warm home and soft bed wouldn’t be the best for
her.

“Juliette, if only I could have
you to myself,” Acker whispered before placing a kiss against her
brow.

His tenderness made her want to
weep. “Why are you being so kind?”

He chuckled. “I care about you.
Surely you know that by now.”

She did, but how much and to what
purpose she wished to ask, but didn’t have the strength to have
such a serious conversation with him at the moment. Besides, she
had to remember that when she was just a ballerina she was only fit
to be his mistress. As she was now Lady Julia Trent, Acker’s
attention could only mean one of two things. He wanted her
friendship or he wanted her as his wife. She would be his friend
and needed him for that, but she could never marry him. Had he been
willing to marry the simple ballerina it would be
different.

She straightened and pulled away.
It was not right to lean on him when she had no certainty of his
intentions.

“Once everyone is settled, I would
like to speak with you?”

“Why not now?” she asked even
though she wasn’t prepared for whatever he planned to
say.

“We don’t have enough time and I
expect one of your brothers to come look for us at any
moment.”

As if Acker’s words had conjured
him from thin air, Matthew walked around the side of the building.
“There you are. Everyone is ready to leave.”

Acker groaned as Juliette stood
and walked away from him and toward yet another brother. His
appearance could only mean that he would be sharing the carriage
with them this morning.
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Acker settled into the same seat
he had occupied yesterday and kept a close eye on Juliette. He had
never seen her so tired, almost beaten down. It was all he could do
not to wrap her in his arms and make all her troubles go away, but
he didn’t have the power. She faced difficult times ahead because
Adele was not going to get better no matter how much Juliette
wished her to. All Acker could do was be there for her to lean on
in time of need.

At least it was Matthew and Grace
who were joining them this morning. Of the four brothers, he was
the most reasonable, though he used to think that of Jordan
Trent.

Juliette watched him
suspiciously.

“Is something on your mind?”
Matthew asked slowly.

“Are you going to glare at Acker
all morning?” she asked.

His forehead furrowed in
confusion. “No. Do I have a reason to?”

“Are you going to question my
loyalty to crown and country?”

Again the look of confusion passed
over his features. “Do I need to?”

“Of course not,” Acker answered
for her.

“Is there anything in particular
you wish to know because I would like to have it done with
now?”

“Julia, we only care about you.
That is all,” Matthew said. “I apologize if my brothers made the
trip difficult for you.”

She sighed and let her head fall
back. “It doesn’t matter and I apologize for my
rudeness.”

“It is alright,” Grace offered
with a kind smile. “I am sure you are exhausted. You could not have
gotten much sleep last night.”

Juliette looked at her.

“Your room was next to mine and
Audrey’s. We could hear your mother coughing.”

“I am sorry if we disturbed
you.”

“Oh no,” Grace rushed to assure
her. “Like my husband said, our only concern at the moment is you.
It is not easy when a parent is ill.”

Juliette relaxed at her words. She
was so exhausted. Juliette’s spine was always erect and her chin
up. He had assumed the posture came from years of ballet training.
This morning she barely resembled the ballerina with the way her
shoulders were slumped and she relaxed against the squabs. If
Juliette did not find rest soon she might become ill as well and
that would never do.

“I am sorry, but I don’t recall
your name. I am not even sure we were introduced.”

“We weren’t,” Grace assured her.
“I am Grace, and married to Matthew, the former vicar.”

Juliette returned Grace’s warm
smile. Acker had liked the young woman the moment he met her. She
had a way of putting everyone at ease.

“I’ve been in your situation and I
want to assure you that I will do anything I can do to help,” Grace
offered.

Juliette studied her. “Your mother
had consumption?”

“No.” She shook her head. “My
mother died when I was a child.”

“Oh!”

“I was speaking of my father. A
few years ago he fell and a horse kicked him in the head. After
that he could not speak or use the right side of his body, and he
suffered seizures.”

“I am so very sorry,” Juliette
said with deep sympathy. “Did he suffer long?”

An impish grin came to Grace’s
face. “Papa is doing quite well, as a matter of fact.”

“He recovered?”

“He is still the same physically
but he gets on very well. It was that first year that was the most
difficult as we had to adjust to his condition.”

“I am happy he is still with you
and doing well.”

Matthew reached beneath the seat
and pulled out two small pillows and blankets and handed them to
the ladies. “Both of you need sleep.”

In that he was correct. Acker
could not recall Juliette looking so tired or ever having dark
circles beneath her eyes. Even her cheekbones seemed more
pronounced. Hopefully she wasn’t losing weight from the current
stress. He would need to make sure she ate a good
dinner.

“Thank you,” Juliette said as she
took the offered pillow and turned to Grace. “If you don’t mind me
asking, and it is probably none of my business, but why did you
share a room with Audrey when your husband is traveling with
you?”

“Not enough room at the inn,”
Acker answered. “While the ladies slept in comfortable beds, the
gentlemen were relegated to tables, chairs and floors in the
private dining room.”

“I am so sorry,” Juliette
started.

He was not about to let her take
the blame on herself. “We were as comfortable as you,” Acker
insisted. “Even though Bentley snores.”

“He is rather loud isn’t he,”
Matthew agreed. “I don’t know how Eleanor puts up with it night
after night.”

“That was probably the best sleep
she has gotten since they married.”

“Unless she makes him sleep in a
room at the end of the hall. I know I would if I were her,” Matthew
laughed.

“And Eleanor’s younger brothers
thought it was a grand adventure.”

“I was wondering if they would
ever settle down long enough to sleep.”

Acker glanced across the coach at
Juliette. She had curled up in the corner with the pillow beneath
her head and a blanket pulled up to her chin. Her lovely mouth was
parted ever so slightly as she took even breaths. She was sound
asleep and love for her welled up within him. Please let her be
mine one day.

When had he fallen in love with
Juliette? He wanted her; that was never a question. Desired her
more than he had anyone before, but when did he come to love her?
Had he been in love in Milan? Acker didn’t think so. All he knew
was that he hated the idea of leaving her. Was that
love?

It didn’t matter. What was
important was that he realized his feelings now.

“I know that look.”

Acker was startled from his
thoughts by Matthew’s quiet comment.

“Look.”

“You are in love with my
sister.”

He wasn’t ready to confirm
Matthew’s suspicions and said nothing.

“Does Julia love you?”

Acker looked back at the sleeping
woman and his heart clenched. “I don’t know.”
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Juliette slowly opened her eyes
and looked around. How long had she been asleep? The coach was in
the yard of an inn and only Acker remained inside with
her.

“How are you feeling?”

She blinked and tried not to yawn
but it was impossible not to and she brought a hand to cover her
mouth. “I apologize.”

“You have nothing to be sorry
for.” There was warmth in his blue eyes and tenderness in his smile
that Juliette had not noticed before. Maybe her mind was still
sleep muddled but when Acker looked at her in such a way all she
wanted to do was pull him close and kiss him.

Juliette blinked and shook the
cobwebs from her mind. What was she thinking? She needed to get out
of this carriage and walk in the fresh air before she did something
foolish as actually kiss the man.

“Where is everyone?”

“They’ve gone in for a light
meal.”

Her stomach grumbled at his words
and she placed a hand against her abdomen. Acker chuckled and moved
to exit the coach and help her out. “We should get you something to
eat as well.”

First she yawns in front of him
and now her stomach made the most unladylike noise. What must he
think? “How is maman?”

“She is doing well, according to
my mother.” He offered his arm to escort her inside. “Like you she
slept a good portion but appears refreshed and ready to continue
on.”

Juliette nodded. At least her
mother’s condition had not deteriorated. That was all she could
ask.

They found the family gathered at
tables in a private dining room. Most had finished their meal and
were sitting about talking. Two places were set at the table where
Lord Bentley and his wife had eaten. The plates were covered by a
cloth to keep them warm.

“I thought we would bring the food
to you if Julia didn’t awake,” Bentley said with a smile. She
wasn’t sure she could ever call him Clayton. Not until she was more
comfortable around him and was assured he would not try to run her
life.

“Thank you,” Juliette slid into
the chair Acker held out for her before he took a seat to her
right.

She removed the cloth and beneath
was a pie of lightly browned crust and she hoped it was a meat pie.
Juliette had not been able to get enough of meat pies since she
discovered them upon their move to England. She cut into the firm
crust and steam escaped along with the aroma of onions and savory
meats. Her stomach grumbled again. Juliette could not look at the
occupants at the table as her face heated. They had to have heard
her.

Acker laughed and she resisted the
urge to kick him.

The first bite was heaven. The
crust melted in her mouth and light gravy coated her tongue. This
was the best meat pie yet.

A barmaid placed a tankard of ale
before her and Juliette drank between bites, not participating in
the conversations around her. She was famished.

“I dare say we should have
awakened you when we arrived. I had no idea you were so hungry,”
Acker commented.

In that Juliette realized that she
had taken to her meal like a starving woman. She glanced up as the
occupants at the table watched her with humor.

“I don’t wish to hold everyone
else up because I was tardy for the meal,” she offered as an
excuse.

Everyone else had finished eating
and were sitting in groups, taking sips of their ale and talking.
Some color had returned to maman’s cheeks and she and Lady Acker
had their heads together discussing something of importance by the
serious looks upon their faces.

A young woman stopped by the table
and held the hand of a boy of approximately four years of age.
Juliette did not know who she was as the girl had not been present
the evening she called on Bentley, nor had she been introduced to
her since they left London. “I’ll take the boys outside to play
before we continue.”

“Thank you, Leigh,” Eleanor said
to who Juliette assumed was her younger sister.

“Don’t get into any trouble,
Jamie,” Acker warned with a smile.

Of course Acker would know the
family. Eleanor was his dear friend. He had planned on marrying her
one day. Juliette watched the young woman leave. Jamie still held
her hand and three older boys followed. How attached was Acker to
this family? He had been willing to take them all on when he
married Eleanor.

She glanced over at him, seeing
him in a different light. Few men would be willing to take over the
care of an entire family when he married. Most gentlemen wished for
the bride and nothing else.

A short time later it was Eleanor
and Bentley who joined them in the carriage. This shouldn’t have
been a surprise. The other three brothers had spent a portion of
the journey with her so why shouldn’t the eldest. Juliette wasn’t
sure what to make of it. Were they interviewing her of some sorts,
or simply wishing to know her better. She also learned that her
sisters had been trading coaches through the journey and visiting
with each family. The only people who did not change their seating
were Juliette, Acker, maman and Lady Acker, as well as Eleanor’s
younger siblings who traveled in the middle coach.

Juliette folded the blanket and
stored it under the bench with the pillow. She was well rested now
and no longer had a need for sleep. Eleanor settled beside her and
Bentley took a place beside Acker.

Before they could ask a question
of her, she turned to Eleanor. “I understand that you and Lord
Acker live close to one another.”

“We did,” she smiled. “My home
boarded his land.”

She didn’t have land, simply a
home?

“I’ve known Drake for as long as I
can remember. He has always been like an older brother to
me.”

Juliette hitched an eyebrow. Even
if he had planned on marrying her, apparently Eleanor never saw him
in the role as husband.

“Yet he planned on marrying you,”
Juliette said. Hopefully her brother knew of their past
relationship. Bentley glared at Acker but that was his only
reaction. Apparently he already knew.

Eleanor laughed. “He told you, did
he?”

“Yes.”

“Did he also mention that I never
planned on marrying him?” She smiled at Acker across the carriage.
“He is my dearest friend but that is all.”

“He did mention you had rejected
him, several times.” Though Juliette couldn’t understand why anyone
would wish to decline Acker’s offer.

“Sometimes I miss my childhood
home,” Eleanor sighed.

“The place was falling down about
your ears,” Bentley groaned.

“It was still my home,” Eleanor
stated as if affronted before turning to Juliette. “My uncle lives
there now and has been seeing to many of the repairs.”

“It would get done quicker if he
would let me send workers to see to the tasks.”

“You know Adam wants to do it
himself,” Eleanor argued.

“When does he have time? The hours
he puts in at the mill doesn’t allow him much time for
repairs.”

“Mill?” Juliette asked.

“Yes,” Eleanor answered with a
smile. “My Uncle Adam works at the mill and since business has
increased finds himself working more hours than he had in the
past.”

Had Eleanor not been a lady before
she married Bentley?

“He offered to take my siblings
when Bentley and I married but I could not be parted from them.”
She smiled. “I’ve raised Jamie since he was a babe, after mother
died, as well as the rest.”

Juliette didn’t want to ask about
the father. Had he died as well?

As if reading her mind, Eleanor
continued. “Father died before Jamie was born and I think it was
too much for mother.”

Jamie couldn’t be over four or
five and Eleanor was a young woman. “How old were you?” Juliette
asked without thinking. “I am sorry, it is none of my
business.”

“You are family,” Eleanor reminded
her. “Of course it is your business. I was nineteen.”

“You were so young to raise a
family.”

She laughed. “I didn’t feel young.
Life had not been easy. Father had difficulty keeping a job because
the economy in the area was often poor, but we managed to get
by.”

That was why Acker thought to
marry her. He was a lord, and Juliette assumed he was wealthy. He
wanted to take care of his friend and her family. If he was willing
to marry a woman not of Society perhaps Juliette had misjudged him.
She assumed she had not been good enough for him because of the
circumstances of her birth when in truth, at least in Milan, he had
thought he was to marry Eleanor because he cared for his
friend.

What were his intentions now? Had
she misjudged him? Even before he knew she was a Trent he wished to
explain. Was there more he wanted to tell her? Should she have
given him the chance instead of assuming?

“Your life could have been easier
if your grandfather would have loosened the purse strings,” Bentley
grumbled.

Eleanor narrowed her eyes at him
and frowned. “I would have had to give up my family,
remember.”

“It still wasn’t right,” her
brother countered.

Eleanor turned to Juliette. “It is
an odd history. My mother married the younger son of the Earl of
Stanhope. The family never accepted her because of her common
birth. When my father died, mama returned home with me. There she
met and married James Culver and they produced my sister and four
brothers.”

“The earl did not help your
mother?” How could a man turn his back on his daughter-in-law and
granddaughter?

Juliette shook the thoughts away.
Knowing what little she did about her own father, she shouldn’t be
surprised by the actions of the gentry.

“He would help me, but not my
family. I could have anything I wished if I went to live with them
and leave my brothers and sisters to make do with what Uncle Adam
could provide.”

“It seems awfully unfair,”
Juliette muttered.

“It was,” Acker agreed.

Juliette found herself amending
her thoughts. Despite her poor situation, Eleanor was still born a
lady which made her worthy of Acker’s affection.

She had to stop this line of
thinking and turned toward Bentley. “When do you think we will
arrive?”

“Early this evening if the weather
holds,” was Bentley’s response.

Thank goodness. She wanted to be
done with this coach and away from the newest members of her
family. She was more comfortable with them now, but her true family
was her sisters and mother.

She glanced across the carriage to
find Acker watching her. She needed to put distance between them as
well.
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Couldn’t she be at least a little
jealous, Acker thought? Juliette was sitting next to the woman he
thought to marry when he met her in Milan. They talked of the past
as if it happened to someone else and was of no
consequence.

Would she even consider him when
he did have a chance to make an offer?

He glanced at his former school
chum. Would Bentley grant that permission? Now that Juliette was
back in the folds of her family he should do this right. Approach
Bentley and gain permission and then set about courting Juliette.
Hopefully it would not take long because he wasn’t sure how long he
could last not having her with him. These past two days in the
carriage proved that well enough. They had been each other’s
constant companion and got on well. It showed promise of their
future.

“You danced beautifully,” Eleanor
said to Juliette a moment later.

A blush stole over her cheeks.
“Thank you.”

“Elizabeth asked Juliette to teach
her,” Acker commented.

A smile bloomed on Eleanor’s face.
“Would you teach me as well? It is such a beautiful
art.”

“If you wish,” Juliette
chuckled.

“As long as that is the only
dancing you do,” Bentley said with seriousness.

Acker looked at him as did
Juliette.

She hitched a brow. Acker knew
that look. “Pardon?” she said a moment later, her shoulders
stiffened.

Bentley shifted in his seat.
“Julia, you are a lady, a Trent. There is no need for you to be a
ballerina any longer. I have the wealth to support your entire
family.”

“He wishes to bring you out in the
spring, if all goes well and the potential scandal is dealt with
properly,” Eleanor added.

Acker watched Juliette’s eyes
darken and her mouth pinched. This was not going to be a pleasant
conversation.

“Brought out?” Her voice
rose an octave in disbelief, or perhaps displeasure. “I am five and
twenty. Far too old to be brought
out as if I have just left the
schoolroom.”

“Introduced perhaps is the more
appropriate term,” Acker offered, hoping to ease some of the
building tension.

“I don’t need to be introduced
either,” she insisted.

Bentley leaned forward, elbows on
his knees and looked into her eyes. “You are my sister, Lady Julia
Trent. Had Adele not run off you would have made your entrance
seven years ago.”

“But she did,” Juliette reminded
him.

“And I plan to rectify the
situation,” he argued.

Acker wished to warn Bentley that
it was best not to try and tell Juliette what she could do or not
do because she will act in opposition of his wishes regardless of
what is best for her. But to do so within earshot of her would
bring her anger down on him and that was the last thing Acker
wanted at the moment. Besides, Bentley would have to learn soon
enough that his sisters had a mind of their own. One would think he
would have noticed this aspect of Juliette’s personality from
earlier encounters but apparently, Bentley had not.

“What if I don’t wish to be
presented?” Juliette practically spit.

“You were born to that world,”
Bentley countered.

“But I am not of that world, Lord
Bentley. I am a ballerina and that is how I plan to
continue.”

Acker stifled a groan. For most of
his adult life Bentley had been unyielding and judgmental, avoided
scandal and expected everyone to behave as their status dictated.
His marriage to Eleanor changed much of how Bentley viewed the
world, others and himself. However, Acker didn’t believe Bentley
changed enough to accept that his sister would continue to dance
and be part of the theatre.

“A lady does not perform in a
theatre setting,” Bentley bit out.

“This lady intends to,” Juliette
countered through clenched teeth.

Bentley turned to
Acker.

“Don’t bring me into this.” He
wanted Juliette’s anger directed at Bentley and not
himself.

His friend ignored his request.
“Tell her. A lady of Society is not a performer.”

Acker sighed. As much as he did
not want to incur the wrath of Juliette, he had to answer honestly.
“It is not done.” He sighed. “In fact, it is
scandalous.”

Juliette looked from Acker to
Bentley and back to Acker. “So, I am to assume neither one of you
will support my wish to continue to dance.”

“No,” Bentley answered
honestly.

Acker wasn’t sure how he felt. He
knew Juliette was a ballerina from the top of her head to the tips
of her toes. But, it was also the only world they had ever known.
“There are so many more options available to you,” he began. “You
no longer need to dance.”

Juliette blew out a breath and
Acker knew he had said the wrong thing. He should have simply said
he would support her in whatever she wished to do. Instead he had
been truthful and now she probably hated him.

The coach slowed to a stop and he
looked out the window. There was nothing around but trees and
fields. Bentley pushed open the door. “Why are we stopping,” he
called up to the driver.

“Young Paul needed a bit of
privacy, Lord Bentley.”

Just then the lad dashed across
the short field, holding himself as he ran into a copse of trees.
Acker would have laughed at the sight if Juliette wasn’t so angry
with him at the moment.

Juliette stood and stumbled to the
door, practically tripping over Bentley’s foot.

“Where you going?” Acker asked
with concern.

“I am going to ride with my
mother.” With that she jumped from the coach and slammed the door
behind her. Juliette turned toward the rear coach and Acker wanted
to call out that her mother rode in the first one but thought
better of it. A moment later she marched past, one sister on either
side of her. Oh dear, she was angry and Acker wondered if he would
be able to hear her yelling from a coach away as they
traveled.

Paul emerged from the woods and
ran toward the middle coach. He and Bentley shared a look. Surely
they weren’t all crowding in the first coach with their mother.
There were already four people. Seven would make it unbearably
cramped.

A footman jumped to the ground and
opened the coach door. Acker looked over to see his mother standing
there. Juliette must have booted her. Was it because of the space
or was Juliette angry with mother because she had given birth to
him.

Eleanor slid over so his mother
could take a seat. “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?”
she demanded of Bentley.

He shrugged. “I simply told her
she would no longer be dancing and that it wasn’t
necessary.”

She turned cool eyes on Acker. “I
suppose you agreed with him?”

“I agreed that it was not done for
a lady of society to be a dancer and that there were more options
available to her now.”

Lady Acker then turned to Eleanor
for clarification. Acker hadn’t been paying much attention to her
while Bentley and Juliette argued. Eleanor was shaking her head,
mouth pursed. Good God, even she was displeased. “In essence,”
Eleanor began with a glare at her husband. “They dictated how Julia
would not go about her life and being a ballerina was not
acceptable.”

His mother speared Bentley with a
stare. “I thought you had changed.”

“So did I,” Eleanor muttered and
turned to look out the window.

Juliette was angry with both
Bentley and himself and now Eleanor and his mother were as well.
Acker turned toward the window too. Bloody hell this was a
mess.
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As much as Juliette wished to rant
and rave about the pigheadedness of Bentley and Acker, she
refrained. It was only because her mother was resting and didn’t
wish to disturb her. Her sisters had looked at her oddly when
pulled from the coaches and marched to maman’s and she could only
hastily whisper to them that Bentley had ruled that she will not
dance and how dare he decide what she would and would not
do.

Both of her sister’s eyes flashed with anger.
She knew Genviève and Hélène would support her even if nobody else
did. Besides, Hélène had no intention of giving up acting either so
it would be them against the rest of the family. Even though
Juliette wished to discuss it with her mother, since the woman
already had experience with an overbearing Bentley, she did not.
Her mother needed to rest and Juliette wasn’t going to add her
problems onto her fragile health.

It was nearing sunset when the coach stopped
for the last time. She was assisted out after the carriage and
stopped to stare up at the Elizabethan Mansion. The place was huge.
It rose four floors above ground and was as long as it was tall.
The lawn was meticulously manicured with fresh gravel in the drive
and bushes, neatly trimmed, blanketed the lower portion of the
house beneath the windows. This was to be her home? She had lived
here as a child?

Juliette tried to bring forth memories but
she had none of this home.

Her mother appeared in the doorway and looked
up. “I never thought to return here,” she said with some
sadness.

Juliette turned and took the arm opposite the
one the footman was holding and assisted her mother to the ground.
Perhaps this wasn’t a wise decision. Maman did not have happy
memories of this home. Surely there was somewhere else they could
stay.

The large doors opened and servants filed out
and formed a straight line. Was this how a lord was greeted when he
returned home? This world was more foreign than any place she had
lived before. Juliette linked her arm with mamans and followed
Bentley toward the door. Angry as she was with him at the moment,
maman was more important. She needed to get her settled into bed.
The sooner she rested the quicker she could recover.

Older servants were at the head of the line.
When they saw Juliette and her mother their expressions changed
from politeness to shock and disbelief. They must have worked here
when maman was still in residence. Bentley paused before the small
grouping of older servants and whispered to them. Juliette wished
to know what he said but she could not hear him. They nodded and he
moved on.

She stepped through the entry with her mother
and sisters and was in awe of her surroundings. A chandelier hung
from the center with dozens of candles brightening the spacious
area and a wide, marble staircase curved up to the second level of
the house.

Juliette knew she had been here before in
that she felt it deep inside without any specific memory. There was
familiarity but nothing she could grasp onto and a mixture of fear
and happiness assaulted her. For a moment Juliette found it
difficult to breath.

Bentley closed the door to the others. Only
he, his brothers, her sisters and maman were inside. Wasn’t it rude
to keep the others outside waiting?

“Lady Bentley, it is good to have you home,”
an elderly woman smiled.

“Nurse?” her mother questioned.

“Lord Bentley kept me on when Lady Bentley
arrived with her sister and scamps for brothers,” the woman
chuckled before she turned to Juliette.

A soft, loving smile came to her lips and she
placed a warm hand against Juliette’s cheeks. “You have grown into
a beautiful young woman, Lady Julia.” She sniffed. “I’ve never
forgotten you or your mother.”

Juliette had no recollection of the nurse,
but there was comfort in her touch and for a moment she longed to
have the woman pull her close and hold her as she would a child.
Had nurse often done so because the need was so powerful it nearly
brought tears to her eyes?

“And who might these young ladies be,” she
asked, directing her attention to Hélène and Genviève.

“My daughters, twins,” maman answered.

The older woman nodded. “I suspect they are
the reason you left,” she said quietly.

“Yes,” mother admitted.

“Well, now you are home.” She took a step
back. “The staff will get you settled.” She turned to Juliette.
“And I will check on you later.”

Juliette could only stare after her. She was
a bit old for a nursemaid.

“She loved you the best and cried for days
after you were gone,” Jordan said when he stopped beside her. “I
suspect she will not leave you be until she has had your life’s
story.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she insisted
Julia marry immediately so she can take care of her children since
she missed the opportunity to see to Julia,” Matthew offered.

Juliette watched the woman climb the stairs.
This stranger had loved her that much?

“I will meet with the older servants, the
ones who remember you, privately,” Bentley was advising mother.
“The rest do not need to know who you are yet. We don’t wish for
the gossip to reach London until we decide how we are going to deal
with the situation.”

That must be why he kept everyone outside.
Nurse had not been there, but in here. Somehow Juliette knew the
woman would keep the secret as long as necessary.

“I’ll have Mrs. Winter show you to your
room.”

Maman nodded and Bentley opened the door,
allowing the others to enter. Surely they found it odd he behaved
in such a manner but nobody said anything and had already set about
unloading their belongings from the carriages. The servants simply
went about their work by carrying in trunks and following the
ladies to their rooms.

Juliette followed a footman who carried her
trunk up the grand staircase to the first landing. “These floors
hold the sitting rooms, parlors and library,” a young maid
explained as they turned and began walking up another set of
stairs. “This floor houses the bedchambers. The family rooms are in
the east wing.”

The maid and footman Juliette was following
turned toward the east wing and her heart began to hammer in her
chest. Halfway down the hall they stopped and a door was pushed
open. The footman stood back allowing Juliette to enter. She slowly
took a step inside before glancing back. Genviève was being shown
to a room across the hall and Hélène would be next to Juliette. Her
mother, on the other hand, was three rooms down, closer to the
family set of chambers. She wished they wouldn’t have put maman so
far away. What if Juliette couldn’t hear her at night, when maman
usually needed her the most?

“Don’t worry, Miss,” the young maid began, as
if reading Juliette’s mind. “There will be three maids assigned to
your mother and someone will be with her at all times and be able
to alert you if you are needed.”

Juliette smiled gratefully.

“His lordship said she was someone important
to him and we were to treat her as if she were family.”

She was family, but the maid didn’t know
that.

“I am Erin, Miss, and I will be taking care
of you while you are here.”

“Thank you, Erin.” Juliette had never had a
personal maid before and wasn’t sure what to do with one. Her
mother’s homes always had servants, until coming to England, but
they served as cook, butler and maid for cleaning.

“I’ll get to putting your things away, unless
there is something else you’ll be needing.”

Juliette wasn’t sure what she needed at this
moment. It was all too much and a mixture of emotions assailed her
the moment she crossed the threshold into this mansion.

“Supper will be served in two hours. Would
you like to rest until then?”

“No, I don’t need rest.” Juliette turned and
took in the room. It was decorated in pale greens and creams. A
heavy four poster bed took up the center of the room, its headboard
against the outside wall, framed by two windows. On the opposite
wall was a small fireplace. An armoire sat at the opposite end of
the room with a door on each side. The maid entered one of the
doors and Juliette looked past her and realized it was a small
dressing closet. Juliette crossed the room and opened the opposite
door to see where it led. Inside was a bathing chamber with a small
hip bath. Were all the rooms at Bentley Manor outfitted in such a
way? How wealthy was her brother?

Even though they had lived well prior to
coming back, only her mother ever had a private bathing chamber.
Juliette had shared the other with her sisters, off of the kitchen
so as not to have to haul hot water up a flight of stairs.

Juliette returned to her room and looked out
the window. It faced the back lawn. She knew this view. She had
seen it before. Juliette closed her eyes and tried to grasp hold of
the memory, but there was nothing. Only the scene was familiar to
her. She glanced about the room once again. This chamber was not
however. She didn’t think she had ever been in here before. If she
walked through the house would she remember something from her
childhood? It was ridiculous that she would, though. She had not
been much more than a babe when they left.

“I am going to walk,” she called to Erin.

“Very good, miss. I’ll see that your things
are put away.”

Juliette stopped in the corridor and looked
one way and then the next. She turned toward the east wing. That is
where the family resided. Perhaps she would recall spending time
there.

As she got closer and closer to where the
chambers lay, anxiety built. Why?

Just before the hall turned there was a set
of steps. She looked up and knew they led to the nursery. Her room
had been a floor above and directly over where she had been
settled.

Hesitantly she placed her hand on the railing
and mounted the steps. They were narrower than those leading to the
first and second floor, but it wasn’t as if guests came up here.
With each step her heartbeat increased. Why was she so afraid?

The landing opened on a narrow hall. Juliette
could hear the laughter of Eleanor’s brothers from further away.
They were in the schoolroom which also functioned as a play
room.

Why did she remember that?

Two doors down she stopped. This had been her
room. Slowly she turned the handle and stepped inside. Though dust
covered the furnishings and toys, nothing was out of place. It was
exactly as it had been the night maman took her from here.

Juliette wandered to the window beside the
small bed she once slept in. It was the same view from her chamber
below and oh so familiar. The anxiety melted away and she sank into
the chair nurse often rocked her in. This was her home.

The bed was still covered in a lavender
blanket but something was missing. What sat at the corner of her
bed, beside the pillow? Juliette closed her eyes and tried to
remember but it wasn’t coming to her.
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“I wish to court Juliette,” Acker announced
to the four brothers. He would have preferred only Bentley was in
the room, but after seeing that their wives were settled, the four
had met in here to partake of a brandy before dinner.

“To what purpose?” John asked.

“Marriage of course.” Why else did a
gentleman court a lady?

“You’ve know her a year,” Matthew pointed
out. “In Milan you didn’t wish for a permanent relationship.”

“That is not so,” Acker argued.

Bentley lifted an eyebrow in interest.

How did he explain without Jordan demanding
they meet at dawn again? “I was taken with Juliette in Milan, but
it wasn’t nearly enough time to know her properly.”

“Did you know her improperly?” Jordan
asked.

He wasn’t about to tell them of the moments
they shared alone. Such a confession would get him killed. “No. I
meant there wasn’t much time to know her, and. . . .” Perhaps he
shouldn’t say the rest.

“And?” Bentley prompted.

“She was a ballerina. What would society
think if I married a dancer?”

They nodded. At least they agreed with him on
that issue.

“Do I have your permission?”

Bentley stared at him for a moment. Surely he
wasn’t going to deny him. Bentley knew him probably better than
most. He knew he was honorable. At least most of the time. And, he
was wealthy and a lord, with estates. What more could a brother
want for his sister?

“It is up to Julia.”

She may tell him to go hang. “Very well.”

Jordan stood. “I will go see if she is
resting or available to meet with us.” He quit the room and Acker
sank onto a chair. What would her answer be?

Bentley refilled his glass, chuckled and
wandered over to stand by the fireplace.
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Juliette opened her eyes and looked at the
bed once again. She must have taken whatever was missing with her
though she wished she could remember what it was.

“Are you looking for this?”

Startled, Juliette turned toward the door to
find Jordan standing there, holding a doll in a faded lavender
dress.

An image flashed through her mind of the doll
being yanked from her arms? She was crying, but why?

He walked into the room and held it out to
her. “I saved it for you. I found it by the wreckage after your
carriage was to have gone over the bridge.”

She took it in her hands and studied it. What
was it about the doll that upset her so?

“You never let go of it, not even in your
sleep,” Jordan said with a smile. “Do you remember?”

Juliette tried to call back the snippet of
memory she had but it was gone. “No.”

Jordan turned and looked around the room.
“Father had this closed off after you left. We weren’t allowed in
here and when Madeline was born they made her use a different room.
Even after Eleanor came here with the boys Bentley didn’t want to
disturb it.”

“Why?”

Jordan shook his head. “I cannot begin to
guess at Father’s reasons. As for Bentley, by then he knew you and
Adele were alive and I think he didn’t want to remember the
past.”

Juliette nodded. Part of her wished to
remember and another did not. She was afraid to remember but
why?”

“Do you remember the room?” He asked
quietly.

“I remembered the view from my chamber and
only a vague memory of nurse rocking me in this chair.”

Juliette stood and placed the doll at the
corner of the bed. Yes, that is what was missing. When not in her
arms, this is where the doll belonged. A smile tugged at her lips.
She may not have much of a memory but she recalled a few pleasant
emotions. She just wished everything she was feeling was
pleasant.

“Bentley would like to speak with you. I came
to see if you were resting when I saw you come up here.”

Juliette nodded. What did he wish to say to
her now?

“I’ll show you the way.”

“I think I know it already. Is he in the
library? Where father used to work.”

Jordan nodded grimly.

Juliette closed the door quietly behind her
and made her way back down the stairs when she reached the landing
fear assaulted her, different from the anxiety that had clutched at
her before. Something awful had happened here but she didn’t know
what. Once again she closed her eyes and tried to remember. She was
laughing, running down the stairs. Someone was chasing her. He
grabbed her doll and the arm tore. She opened her eyes and blinked
up at Jordan. “You tore my dolls arm.”

He groaned. “I had hoped you wouldn’t
remember.”

The memory of her last day in this house
flooded her mind. She was crying and carrying on because a stupid
arm was torn. Father had stormed up the stairs and picked her up.
He was yelling but Juliette could not recall the words. He had
picked her up and carried her under his arm down the stairs and
into the library as if she were a sack of potatoes. Juliette ran
for the stairs, what had happened in the library?

“Juliette, wait,” Jordan called after her,
but she couldn’t stop. She had to remember.

Without bothering to knock she pushed the
door open and entered. Bentley was standing by the fireplace, Acker
was in a chair, Matthew was on the settee and John stood by a
window. They all turned to look at her.

It had happened here. Father had made her
bend over a chair, pulled up her skirt and began hitting her. It
stung and tore at her skin. The more she cried the more he hit her
with the switch, over and over. Maman was screaming at him to stop
but he wouldn’t. Jordan pulled at his father’s arm and was
backhanded and fell against the desk. Her skin had been torn open
and Juliette remembered blood running down that back of her leg.
The only thing she had done wrong was cry over her doll and he had
beaten her.

Juliette grasped the back of the chair to
keep from collapsing and then she saw it. A willow switch. Good
God, did Bentley strike Eleanor’s siblings with that thing, the way
she had been struck?

She grabbed it and flung it across the room
before marching to her brother. “Why do you have that vile thing in
this house? So help me God if I find out you have ever used that on
a child I will kill you.” Tears streamed down her face and Bentley
gently grabbed her upper arms to steady her.

“I have never used that on a single person in
my life,”

“Then why do you have it,” she cried.

“To remind me,” he ground out. “So I never
become like him.”

Sobs racked her body and Juliette collapsed
against her brother. He soothed a hand up and down her back and
said something she couldn’t understand. All she knew was some inner
pain that she had carried around without even realizing it needed
to be released. Her father was a horrible man and as uncharitable
as the thought, she was glad he was dead. When her sobs dissipated
and turned to hiccoughs, Bentley led her to the settee and settled
her beside Matthew. Jordan came forward and pressed a snifter of
brandy into her hand.

She sipped slowly and willed her hands to
stop shaking.

“I am sorry,” Jordan said a few moments
later. “I should have never given you the doll.”

Juliette shook her head. “That night was
already coming back to me. I couldn’t grasp hold of the memory. Had
you not given it to me, I might have driven myself mad trying to
remember.”

“I am also sorry for teasing you and tearing
your doll.”

She looked up at him. The discussion he and
maman had in London now made sense. “No, don’t be sorry. It wasn’t
your fault.”

He opened his mouth to speak but Juliette was
not about to let him make excuses. “You treated me the way a
brother does a younger sister. I’ve seen Eleanor’s brothers behave
the same way, and someone has been hurt and they cried, yet no one
beat them for it. Father was a monster and I didn’t deserve the
punishment he inflicted.” She glanced around at the faces of her
brothers. “I am willing to bet none of you ever did.”

Jordan looked away. He was still eaten with
guilt. “Forgive yourself, Jordan. I do not blame you for what
happened and neither should you.”

He blinked a few times and Juliette saw a
mist of tears, but did not comment on it. Something told her he had
been carrying this burden his entire life. May her father rot!
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Acker finished his glass of brandy and was
about to suggest they speak with Juliette another time when she
burst into the room. He remained stunned with shock at the paleness
of her skin and panicked look in her eyes. He was paralyzed, not
knowing what to do. When Juliette nearly collapsed with her
memories and rage he wanted to go to her. Then she was in Bentley’s
arms, sobbing much as a child. He wanted to be the one to hold and
comfort her. But, he didn’t understand. Not like they did. He
wished whatever memories she recalled would have been forgotten
because he hated to see her in such pain. But, perhaps this is for
the best and she can begin to rebuild and form a bond with her
family.

The four brothers were gathered around
Juliette and Acker felt like an intruder. He should not be here,
witnessing the personal family moment, but he couldn’t bring
himself to leave either. What if Juliette needed him?

Acker noted the concern on each brother’s
face. They would take care of her and protect her. Juliette needed
him no longer.
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Acker found Juliette standing in the gold
parlor the following morning. He had been looking for her since he
rose because he had not seen her again the night before. She had
taken a tray in her room for supper and he suspected it had more to
do with exhaustion from the memories than the travel and then he
had missed her at breakfast today. He needed to see her so that he
could assure himself that she was fine.

Her back was to him when he walked in the
room and nobody else was present. She was gazing out the window and
he approached to look over her shoulder. Her mother sat with his
mother and Rose beneath shaded trees. While his mother and Rose
wore simple dresses, suitable for the warm day, Adele was also
covered with a blanket and wore a hat. The sun was bright today and
there was no breeze yet she was cold.

“She is not going to recover, is she?”
Juliette asked in a quiet voice.

Acker wasn’t certain how to answer. Adele’s
face was pale and drawn and she clutched the blanket to her as if
she were in a winter storm.

“The doctor said she wouldn’t,” Juliette
continued before he could answer. “I didn’t want to believe him,
but I can tell by looking at her that she is not doing well.”

“She also just traveled two days,” Acker
reminded her.

Juliette turned toward him. “As much as I
would like to believe you and put hope in the fact, I cannot.”

She was correct. Adele grew weaker each day.
How would Juliette go on without her? She was much too young to
lose her mother. Was anyone ever old enough to lose their mother?
Though he was a man of one and thirty, Acker knew he would feel the
loss deeply if something happened to his mother.

“Would you care to stroll with me in the
garden?” Acker asked while offering his arm.

Juliette glanced at it and then accepted.
They did not leave by a door that would take them by their mothers,
but an entirely different exit to the east of the mansion. The path
from the door led to a parterre of an intricate design with bright
spring flowers of yellow and white blooming amongst the
boxwoods.

“It is beautiful here.”

Acker glanced around. “Yes, it is.” Bentley
Manor had always been a well-kept, well-organized estate with
nothing out of place.

“What is that, ahead of us?” Juliette asked
as they strolled around the side of the house.

“A maze,” he said with a grin.

“I’ve never been in a maze before. Is it very
difficult to maneuver?”

Acker hadn’t been in this particular maze in
several years and wondered if he recalled how to get through it
without getting lost. “I played in here a few times as a boy.”

“Will you show it to me?”

He would like nothing better than to get lost
in the maze with Juliette. “It would be my pleasure.”

He led her to the entrance and stepped
inside. They could go left, right or straight ahead. Which
direction led them to the center? He closed his eyes and tried to
remember. “Left, I think we go left.” They did so but when they
turned right at the end they were blocked.

“Are you sure you won’t get me lost in here?”
she laughed.

His face heated. “I was wrong. We need to go
right.”

“Why not straight?”

“Oh, you should never go straight, ever,” he
said in a hushed tone.

Her eyes widened. “Why not?”

“Dragons live down there,” he whispered. “Or
they did when I was a boy and we mustn’t disturb the dragons.”

She chuckled and followed him in the opposite
direction they had originally gone. Twice he made incorrect turns
while trying to reach the center. “Are you sure you won’t get us
lost in here?”

“I promise to bring you back out safely, but
in the event I fail, you will be rescued.”

“How?” she asked with a laugh.

Acker pointed to the upper windows of the
house. “Whenever someone has gone missing, usually guests, Bentley
sends a servant up to the top floor to look down into the
maze.”

She glanced up to where he pointed and nodded
before she allowed him to pull her deeper and deeper inside.

“From what I understand, Eleanor’s brothers
had to be rescued quite a few times before they remembered the
way.”

“Weren’t they afraid of the dragons?”
Juliette whispered.

It was good to see her smile. “If you ever
see them come in here, you’ll notice they each carry a small,
wooden sword, just in case they need to slay one.”

“And what of you?” She asked with concern.
“You have no weapon to protect this maiden.”

Acker frowned. “That was poor planning on my
part, but have no fear, my lady, I will see that you are
unharmed.”

Her eyes twinkled with laughter and it was
all he could do not to pull her in his arms and kiss her. He would
have if he didn’t fear they were being watched from above. For the
moment he couldn’t recall which rooms overlooked this portion of
the estate, but they all belonged to a family member.

Acker grabbed her hand and pulled her through
the last turns until they reached the center. She gasped when he
led her inside. It was a perfect square with four benches at each
of the different walls formed by the tall, manicured bushes. The
area was paved and had a fountain in the center. He had forgotten
the simple beauty of this place. Or perhaps, he hadn’t appreciated
it as a boy.

She turned and walked around the center,
dipping her fingers in the water, a delightful smile on her
face.

“At least we avoided the dragons,” she
teased.

Acker grew serious and placed an arm about
her waste. “Only in this part of the maze, for they do not come in
here.” He looked around as if he were being overly cautious and
then lowered his voice. “But we will need to leave eventually.”

Juliette rolled her eyes and pulled away from
him before wandering to a bench to sit. It was the very spot he had
hoped to lead her to because it was the only place to relax that
was not in view of the windows of the mansion as it was blocked by
the tall hedges. He settled beside her, picked up her hand and
curled his fingers around hers. It felt so small and delicate in
comparison to his own. She glanced down, a light blush staining her
cheeks.

“Are you comfortable at Bentley Manor?” If
the memories were too much he would gladly take her to his
estate.

“You must have thought me quite silly
yesterday. I don’t know why I reacted as strongly as I did.”

Acker shifted and placed his other hand
against her cheek. “Never. I only wish I could have eased your
pain.”

She smiled gratefully up at him.

“Do you remember anything else?”

Juliette shook her head. “I have no other
real memories, just feelings. Some pleasant, such as when I am with
nurse.”

The woman had probably been the one to care
for Juliette most of the time and it stood to reason the woman
would make her feel safe.

“I am getting used to being here. It is oddly
familiar yet there is nothing else specific. I just know where
certain rooms are and can go anywhere I please without the need of
direction.”

“Except this maze,” he reminded her.

Juliette laughed. “I doubt I would have been
allowed to wander in here at such a young age.”

Acker wondered how often her brothers had run
in here to hide when they were children, if they weren’t too afraid
to hide from Bentley.

“I am glad we are here for mother’s sake,”
she continued. “The air will be good for her, and she has your
mother for company. I know maman has enjoyed renewing her
friendship with Lady Acker.”

“I saw the dowager sitting with them as
well.”

“Yes,” Juliette brightened. “The two are
getting on very well. I suppose it is because they have much in
common having been married to such a beast.”

Acker didn’t laugh because he knew Juliette
was not joking. Her father bordered on evil.

“Do you resent your mother for taking you
away?” Since the discovery of who she was, the question had plagued
him. How would he feel if there was a life he had been denied and
all choices taken out of his hands?

“At first I was resentful for being lied to
all of these years. I wasn’t exactly angry at mother, but I
couldn’t understand why she had never told me the truth. After
yesterday, I know all too well why mother did what she did.” She
turned her head and stared at the fountain.

Though the rest of Bentley’s children had
grown into adulthood, Acker did not think Juliette was
exaggerating. Her emotions yesterday had been too raw and her face
bordered on terror when she threw the willow switch across the
room.

“I have scars,” she said quietly. “On my
bottom.” A blush stained her cheek but Acker didn’t comment. “I had
asked maman about them when I was younger and she said I had an
accident when I was younger.”

“Did you believe her?”

“At the time yes, but I did question them as
I grew older. They are two perfectly straight lines and I couldn’t
imagine how I could have come by such an injury.”

Acker winced. Her father had struck her hard
enough to scar her. The man was a beast.

“I am not sure I would have survived had we
remained.”

Acker squeezed her hand, wishing to remove
the haunted look in her eyes. “And, you probably would not have
experienced Paris or Milan.”

A small smile appeared on her lips. “I miss
them both.”

Those were words he had not wanted to hear.
“Would you return if you had the chance?” He needed to know the
answer, but feared it as well.

Juliette turned to look at him and bit her
bottom lip. “It is what I intend to do, after. . .”

Though she didn’t say the words, he knew
Juliette meant to leave after her mother passed on.

“Why?”

Her forehead crinkled as she frowned. “I
can’t be who I am here.”

“How do you know you can’t be more?” He
countered.

“You heard Bentley. He won’t allow me to
dance.”

It always came back to her being a ballerina.
He turned and grasped both of her hands in his. He had to make her
understand. “What of a world you have yet to experience.”

She eyed him suspiciously.

“Since you first began to dance that is all
you have known. Your father was an earl, and now your brother holds
that title. You are a lady, with more options than you
dreamed.”

Juliette pursed her lips and narrowed her
eyes. “In other words, I have the option of dressing in the finest
of clothing, relaxing in the country in the summer and winter
months, and being paraded through balls and soirees in the spring.”
She leaned in. “And, if I am very lucky, some gentleman will offer
for me and I will be blissfully happy because I will have wed and
my life will be complete once the heir and the spare have
arrived.”

He wanted to blurt out yes, but knew she
wouldn’t take the assurance well.

“There is more to London than balls. You have
yet to experience the museums, or sit in a private box for a play
or opera. What of riding in Hyde Park, getting an ice at Günter’s,
and shopping on Bond Street?”

“An existence such as you describe will drive
me to Bedlam.”

“Perhaps not. Have you considered the right
husband could make all the difference?”

Juliette tilted her head and studied him.

“What if that husband were me?”

Acker knew he shouldn’t hold his breath
waiting for her response, but he couldn’t force himself to breath.
Slowly she smiled. He let out a breath.

“I will make you happy, Juliette. It is all I
wish to do. From the moment I saw you, I knew you were all I
wanted.”

Tears glistened in her eyes.

Acker leaned forward and placed his lips
against hers. Juliette returned it. He couldn’t get as close as he
liked in this position and Acker scooped her up and settled her on
his lap as Juliette’s arms wove around his neck.
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Juliette blinked back her tears and allowed
Acker to kiss and hold her. She would give him this. Without
thinking about her actions, Juliette pushed her fingers through the
hair at the back of his head as he deepened the kiss. As his tongue
mated with her, her body heated. What would it be like to be loved
by Acker? Her only experience with passion were those moments she
had spent with him and she wanted to know so much more, but it
would not be.

But for now, she would take something for
herself.

This time when he cupped her breast, molding
it in his hand and rubbing his thumb over the nipple she did not
panic. He no longer wished for her to be a mistress but a wife,
simply because she was now a lady. Had he asked her in Milan, or
even in London before he knew who she was she would have happily
agreed to be his wife. But not now.

He pulled away first, both of them short of
breath.

“Has no lady ever been a dancer or actress
after she married into Society?”

Acker sighed. “Not to my knowledge. I imagine
the scandal would have spread as quickly as a fire in a hay
loft.”

Juliette slid from his lap. Her moment of
bliss with Acker was over, never to be visited again.

“It is just not done,” he added.

“Which is why I will not marry.”

Acker stood. “What? I thought you just agreed
to be my wife.”

“I didn’t give you an answer,” she said
simply. “I can’t marry you.”

“Because you would rather dance?”

“Because it is who I am,” she said as she
came to her feet. “It is unfair for anyone to ask me to change who
I am because my father and brother are titled men.”

“You haven’t even given your family a chance.
You haven’t given me a chance. Have one Season and if you hate it
so much then return to dancing.”

“I haven’t danced for a year, Lord Acker,
with the exception of that one performance. I can’t wait that long
to return or it will be too late.”

“So you intend to continue knocking on the
doors throughout Covent Garden until someone hires you?” He was
practically yelling at her, yet she held her ground. He didn’t
understand. None of them understood.

“By then word will be out that you are not
Juliette Mirabelle, as everyone believed, but Lady Julia Trent. Do
you think you will be hired to dance then?”

Juliette stumbled back. It never occurred to
her she would be denied a chance to be a ballerina because of who
she happened to be related to. “Bentley has so much power?”

“Bentley wouldn’t have to do anything. It is
simply the way of things.”

The stubborn streak rose within her. Nobody
was going to tell her what she could or could not do. “Then I will
return to Milan.”

“You would take your sisters back to Milan
and deny them a chance to know how different their lives could be
now?”

“They would not have to go with me,” Juliette
insisted.

“Do you really think they would let you
return on your own?” he pointed out. “They know more of Milan than
they do London, so of course they would follow you.”

“I suspect Hélène would, but not because of
me.”

“Why else?” he demanded.

“She is an actress and does not want to give
that up any more than I wish to cease dancing.”

“Isn’t that rather unfair to them, and to
you?” He placed his hands on her upper arms. Juliette suspected he
wished to shake some sense into her, but he was gentle. “You aren’t
even giving your family, Society, London or me a chance,” he said
once again.

She knew what he said was true, but could she
risk waiting longer to dance to see if she could fit into his
world?

No, it was impossible.

“I did give you a chance, Lord Acker.”

“When? Not since you have been in London.
Each time we met you ran out before I could explain my
actions.”

She chuckled. “There is nothing to explain.
In Milan you wished to make me your mistress.”

“That is not true,” he practically yelled and
thrust his fingers through his hair.

Juliette simply hitched an eyebrow,
challenging him to deny the fact.

Acker took a deep breath and focused on her.
“I wanted you in Milan, I will not deny that, but I also thought I
was to marry another.”

“As you have told me. Yet, you asked me to
travel back to England without the benefit of marriage. I am
assuming you didn’t want us to be simply friends.”

“Of course not!”

“Then, you wished to make me your
mistress.”

He turned from her and paced. “I don’t know
what I wanted, Juliette. I knew I wanted you but I barely knew you.
What if we married and ended up hating one another. We would be
stuck together for life, being miserable. But, I couldn’t leave you
either. I needed to take you with me so I could sort out my
feelings.”

It really didn’t matter his reasons. He
wanted her as his lover regardless of what the future may hold. He
would have never made the suggestion to a lady.

“When I saw you in London I tried to explain
but you kept running off.”

“I already suspected what you would say and I
was correct.”

“No, you are not.” He insisted. “I was coming
to terms with my wife being a ballerina and if I could ask her to
give it up for me.”

“I would not have,”

“I realize that now.”

“So, why ask me to marry you now? Nothing has
changed,” she pointed out.

“Everything has changed!” he cried. “You are
a lady and whether you like it or not, you will not be able to
dance in London.”

He had said it. She now had confirmation,
though she had hoped she was wrong. “You are asking me to marry you
because now I am good enough. Before I wasn’t.”

“That is not true,” he argued.

“Then why didn’t you ask before you knew I
was a lady.”

“You never gave me a chance,” he yelled in
frustration.

Perhaps she hadn’t but it didn’t matter. As
much as she wished to be with Acker, if he could not accept that
she would continue with the ballet there was no future for
them.

“I can’t give up my dreams, my passion,” she
said quietly.

“Why can’t you open yourself to other
opportunities?”

“We are of different worlds, it will never
work.” With that Juliette turned her back on him and walked toward
the path they had entered from. She hoped she remembered the way.
It would be deuced embarrassing to get lost and need him to rescue
her after walking away.

“Juliette, don’t leave.”

She looked over her shoulder and sadly
smiled. “There is nothing else to say.”

“But I love you. Does that mean nothing?”

Her heart constricted. Those are the very
words she longed to hear from his lips but it was too late. Much
too late. Besides, he could not accept her for who she was. “I love
you too, but we will never suit.”

Juliette didn’t wait for his response but ran
through the maze. She had to get away before she became a watering
pot and couldn’t see where she was going.
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Acker and Bentley found her in the
ballroom, dancing to a song only she could hear. She loved him but
refused to marry him and he had told Bentley as much. Her older
brother meant to speak with her, or in his words, talk some sense
into her. Acker had warned that it would probably do no good, but
he was also willing to try anything to get Juliette to marry
him.

He stood in the doorway and simply
watched, captured by her beauty. There was peace in her face and
she was lost in a place of her own making. Her family wished to
take this from her. Deny who she is. He had suggested the
same.

“Juliette doesn’t need to dance
any longer so why does she continue to do so?” Bentley
asked.

Acker continued to watch. He was
as captivated as he had been the first time he saw her and then he
realized what she had been insisting upon all along. It was in her
face and in her movements but until this moment, Acker had not
truly understood the depth of her words. Dancing was where she was
at peace; it was her passion and her love.

He turned to Bentley. “You are
wrong. Juliette needs to dance.” Without the ballet, Juliette would
not be, well, Juliette.

Bentley frowned at him but
continued to watch his sister. Maybe someday Bentley would
understand.

“That is beautiful,” Leigh
clapped.

Acker hadn’t even noticed
Eleanor’s younger sister was in the room.

“Please say you will teach me,”
Leigh begged.

Juliette laughed. “Of course. I
promised I would.” She walked across the room and opened a small
bag from which she withdrew the pairs of dancing slippers. Try
these on to see if any fit. Leigh selected a pair and slipped them
on her feet.

“They are perfect.” The girl
grinned and stood. “What do we do first?”

“I will show you the feet
positions and stretches.” Juliette glanced around the room. “We
need a barre. I’ll ask someone about placing one in a room
later.”

Leigh’s feet moved to the first
position, heel to heel, and much straighter than Acker had been
able to accomplish that long ago afternoon in Milan. Juliette then
showed her the different ways to place her feet before addressing
her arm movements.

In that moment, Acker knew what he
must do. He grabbed Bentley’s arm and dragged him out to the hall
and into a private room.

“What is it?” he
demanded.

“Say nothing to
Juliette.”

“You’ve changed your mind?”
Bentley asked in confusion.

Acker couldn’t help grinning. “No.
I am more convinced than ever. But, I need to convince
her.”

“And how do you suppose to do
that?”

“I am not telling you, or anyone
else. But, I need to be gone for a short while. There are some
things I need to attend to. When I am ready, I will send a note to
have Juliette brought to London.”

Bentley raised a skeptical
brow.

“Trust me.”
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Juliette huffed and crossed her arms over her
chest. She wished Jordan and Audrey would explain what they were
about, but both remained mum. After a month of wandering around the
Bentley Manor they had insisted she come to London with them.

“I wasn’t moping,” she said as the
carriage rumbled along the streets of London. Well, she assumed
they were still in London. After leaving the townhouse, Audrey had
tied a dark scarf around her head so she couldn’t see, so as not to
ruin the surprise.

“Yes, you were,” Jordan
countered.

Perhaps she had been. Acker had
left after their argument without even saying goodbye. Of course,
she had said as much when she stormed out of the maze. Had she
known it was the last time she would see him she may have done
things a bit differently.

No she wouldn’t have. She had let
her stubbornness get in the way once again and it never worked out
well when she let that happen.

“I am concerned about Maman,”
Juliette insisted, as if that explained her melancholy state after
Acker had left.

“I am sure you are,” Jordan
agreed. “However, I couldn’t help but notice a shift in your
temperament after a certain gentleman had left the
manor.”

Heat flooded into her cheeks but
she had said nothing.

“I am sure that after a few days
in London everything will seem brighter,” Audrey said cheerfully
from the other side of the carriage.

“They would be immensely brighter
if you would remove this blindfold,” Juliette grumbled.

“But that would ruin all of the
fun and we so want to cheer you up,” Audrey insisted.

Jordan chuckled and Juliette was
dying to know what they were about. “What about Maman? What if she
needs me?” That had been her argument from the moment Audrey
approached her about returning to London for a few days. She and
Jordan were to check on their property and the house they were
building at the stud farm they owned outside of Oxford. The family
had practically forced her into the carriage to get her to go to
London.

“Your mother will be fine without
you for a sennight, but if something were to happen, Bentley knows
where to find us.”

At least they weren’t going to be
gone much longer. They left the estate three days ago and only two
days remained before they would begin their journey back. Juliette
prayed her mother’s health held during the time she was
away.

The carriage slowed and rolled to
a stop. Thank goodness. Juliette could only hope they reached their
destination and not delayed in traffic.

There was shifting and the
carriage rocked. She assumed Jordan had rose from his seat and
moved toward the door.

“You stay right here and we will
assist you out of the carriage,” Audrey advised her.

“Where are we?” Juliette demanded,
though it sounded more like a whine, for which she hated herself.
Had she really been moping about? Had she been whining as well? No
wonder her family had taken drastic measures to remove her from the
country. She had never behaved like this before. What had gotten
into her?

Two hands clasped hers. “Now
follow me out and Jordan will assist you to the ground.”

Juliette stood, though she had to
bend to keep from striking her head on the roof of the carriage and
let Audrey slowly pull her toward the entrance. She slid her foot
forward and felt for the edge of the door so she would know where
to step. Before she could maneuver herself down to the step two
strong hands grasped her around the waist and plucked her from the
carriage, setting her on the walk.

“Jordan, I could have exited on my
own,” she chastised.

Jordan didn’t speak but the hands
that had held her waist moved to her shoulders and gently turned
her to face the opposite direction. Behind her she heard the
carriage door click and by the sound of the hooves and wheels on
the cobblestones, the carriage moved away.

“Wait? Why is the carriage
leaving?” Panic rose. They didn’t just leave her here, did they?
And, why weren’t either Jordan or Audrey speaking.

The hands left her shoulders and
now fidgeted with the tie at the back of her head. Thank goodness
the blindfold was going to be removed. At least then she could see
where she was, and who was still with her.

“Close your eyes.”

Her heartbeat increased. “Lord
Acker?”

He kissed her cheek and Juliet’s
warmed. Why would he do something in a public area? Or, she assumed
they were in public because sounds of people and carriages
surrounded her. And, where was Jordan and why hadn’t he objected to
the familiarity?

“Close your eyes and I will remove
the blindfold.”

Juliette nodded and did as he
asked. Excitement coursed through her veins.

The scarf fell away and even
though her eyelids remained down some light penetrated proving she
was still outside.

“Now, very slowly open your
eyes.”

She did so and viewed a door. She
glanced up and realized she was standing in front of a building of
sorts. She looked around and recognized the area. She was in Covent
Garden and not far from The Adelphi Theatre. “I don’t understand.”
She had walked past this building many times, but it had been
abandoned and closed. She could never determine if it had been some
type of store or a warehouse, or sets of rooms where people once
lived. Why were they here now?

“Look closer.”

She could hear a grin in his voice
and studied the building once again. Her breath caught when she
read the large sign above the door “Mirabelle Scuola di
Danza”.

“Come on.” Acker grasped her hand
and drew her to the door. “Let me show you the inside.”

Juliette was too stunned to say
anything and let him pull her along.

They took two steps up and Acker
opened the door and placed a hand at the small of her back and
ushered her inside.

It was an open room devoid of any
furniture and the room she stood in was as large as some of the
assembly rooms she had once been in. Two windows looked out onto
the street. To the side was a wide set of stairs leading to the
upper floors.

Acker pulled her hand and led her
to the back of the building and ushered her through the door. It
too was empty except for a desk and chair. Smaller windows looked
out onto a back alley. “I thought you could run the school from in
here or it could be storage as well. We could also build a larger
and nice room toward the front of the building for you to work in,
when you aren’t teaching.”

She gapped at him. This was to be
her school?

“Come on.” He tugged at her hand
and led her to the stairs. They were sturdy and sound and Acker
practically raced up them in his excitement. “There are two large
rooms on this floor and two more above. I thought you could use
them for classes. Since there are four rooms above, you could hire
teachers to help you, as you gained more students.”

Juliette glanced in each room he
took her to. They were the right size and length, the same as she
had used in Milan. On each floor one room had windows overlooking
the street and across the hall the other looked into the alley. She
walked to the center of one room and slowly turned. Mirrors could
be placed on one wall, along with barres. The wood floor was sound
and not nearly as scarred or splinter-ridden as she used in Milan.
The vision of children, learning the art of ballet filled her head
and a smile pulled at her lips. She was going to have her own
school it was almost as good as dancing on a stage.

“There is more,” Acker said and
pulled her back down the hall and stairs. He didn’t stop until they
reached the main level again. This area could be made into two or
three rooms if she wished. The orchestra could practice here so
they could be used when it was time to add music to the
choreography.

Juliette studied the room. He said
there was more, yet she didn’t see anything else. Was there a
cellar of sorts?

“It is behind the building,” he
explained and began walking in that direction. They stepped outside
and crossed the alley onto a small lawn. Flowers of several
varieties bloomed in small beds. There was a shaded seating area
and a stone path leading to the back of the three-story house.
Acker walked along the side and they emerged at the front. Did he
know the person who resided here?

Instead of knocking on the front
door, he opened and entered. Juliette glanced to the left and the
right, where reception rooms were usually located, and they were
void of any furniture.

“I purchased the house with the
building,” Acker explained. “The building had once been a lending
library but business declined and he finally had to close. The
family had lived in this house. Once the children grew and were
gone and he became a widower, the man simply wanted to sell
everything.”

Certainly Acker wasn’t giving her
a house, was he? This was really all too much. She couldn’t afford
to run a school and have a house. What had it cost him and how long
would it take to pay him back. Oh, she wished he would have asked
first.

Anxiety built as the
responsibility of owing so much settled upon her.

Acker escorted her through the
different rooms, all empty and into a kitchen before leading her
upstairs. As with the main floor, the rooms on the first floor were
empty, but the rooms were larger. There were three parlors or
sitting rooms and a library. She only knew it was a library because
of the shelves blanketing one wall, though they were as empty as
the rest of the house.

“I don’t understand,” she finally
said, trying to take it all in and make sense of this. Was this
really to be a school of dance? Her school of dance?

He simply grinned at her. “You
will see.” Taking her hand he led her up another flight of stairs
to the second floor. This one held the bedchambers. Or, in any
normal house would have had beds, dressers, armoires and such, but
as with the other rooms, they were completely empty, until they
entered the one at the end of the hall. This room was fully
furnished, with draperies of pale green and a coverlet on the bed
to match. The furniture was a light cherry wood. Why would there be
one furnished room?

Juliette turned to him. “I don’t
understand,” she repeated.

“I have been a fool,” Acker
announced. “My suggesting you give up dancing, even for a little
while is like asking you to stop breathing.”

With those words Juliette began to
melt. His eyes were so warm and full of love, and his voice so
tender. “A school.”

“Not just any school,” he grinned.
“Your school.”

Her own school. He had confirmed
it with those words. A part of her had not yet come to terms with
what she was being shown until now. She never dreamed of owning one
herself, simply teaching if necessary.

“And the bedchamber?”

“I assumed you would wish to
supervise the renovations or perhaps after a long day, have a place
to rest.”

This was to be her room? “I would
live here?” Did that mean he wasn’t interested in marrying her any
longer but still choose to give her this wonderful gift.

“I should hope not!” he choked
out. “I still wish to marry you, and if you agree, then I would
prefer you reside, and especially sleep, in our home.”

“But it is so big,” she
gestured.

“It is far more than you need but
I had to purchase the house if I wanted the building.”

He could probably sell it if he
wished. This was all too much.

“I also thought that perhaps your
sisters might wish to have a place to live on their
own.”

Juliette assumed they would all be
forced to live with Bentley since he had seemed to take over their
lives in such a short bit of time. Though he was considerate and
understanding, he also wished them to take their place in society.
Something neither Juliette nor her sisters were comfortable
with.

“He cannot force them to live with
him and if they choose to remain as independent as they have all of
their lives, they can take up residence here and you would be able
to see them often.”

The house would be perfect for
Genviève and Hélène. They could remain a family, just the three of
them, if they wished.

“Even if they choose to remain
with Bentley,” Acker continued. “They could still escape here if
Bentley became overbearing, which he has a tendency to do.” He
laughed.

It was all too much and Juliette
didn’t know what to say.

“Juliette Mirabelle, will you do
me the honor of becoming my wife?”

There was such sincerely in his
eyes, and love. Juliette wanted to blurt out that “yes, I will
marry you,” These past weeks, after he had been gone with no word
made her realize how much she did love and need him. He was her
comfort and strength and friend. But, did he still wish her to give
up the stage? Was this his way of offering a way for her to
continue dancing without performing?

“What if I were to continue to
perform?”

He shrugged as if it didn’t
matter.

“I know you said I may not be
given an opportunity because of who I am, or when people learn who
I am, but if I am, would you deny me the chance.”

A smile pulled at his lips and
Juliette had hope that he had changed his mind and then she could
have everything.

“My mother pointed out what a fool
I had been.”

Did that mean he would let her
dance?

“Even though a lady taking part in
any type of production was unheard of and may cause all kinds of
gossip, she also noted that you would be a huge draw to the
theater.”

Juliette frowned. “I don’t
understand.”

“Those very people in Society that
may gossip behind their fans would also be the first to purchase a
ticket for the performance. My mother said any production would be
a fool not to cast you simply because it would fill the
house.”

Disappointment settled about her.
“I don’t want people to come to the ballet because I am a lady and
view the entire production as an oddity.”

“No, you misunderstand.” Acker
took her face in his hands. “That would be the original reason they
attended.” He placed a chaste kiss on her lips. “But, once they see
you dance they will fall in love with you the same way I did when I
first saw you on stage.”

“If we marry, you will let me
dance?” Tears swam in her eyes and Acker became a blur.

“I will be in the audience every
night. That I can assure you.”

Joy burst inside. “Oh, Drake, I
love you.” Juliette threw her arms about his neck and kissed him
fully on the mouth.

After a moment he pulled away and
smiled down at her. “As you finally called me Drake again, can I
assume you will agree to marry me?”

“Oh, yes,” she cried and pulled
him back to her.
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Acker couldn’t believe that
Juliette had finally agreed to be his wife. She would be his and he
could watch her dance as often as she performed. Her enthusiastic
kisses were also heating his blood. Was it really necessary to wait
until they wed? It wasn’t as if he was going to walk away from her
after she was his. He wasn’t a cad. And, the bed was right
there.

He slipped his hands up her back
and began loosening the fastenings on her gown as he maneuvered her
backwards. When the back of Juliette’s legs touched the bed she was
unbalanced and fell backwards, taking Acker with her. He landed on
top of her perfect body, exactly where he wished to be, except too
many clothes were between them. He shifted so that they lay on
their sides, facing each other, and he continued to kiss her neck
and shoulders as the gown loosened. Juliette’s breaths were coming
in short pants. He loved that sound. Soon, very soon he would have
her unclothed, bringing her pleasure before burying himself deep
within her warmth, making Juliette his completely.

In their current position Acker
could not draw the dress down as he wished and he broke the kiss,
rolling Juliette onto her back. Slowly he pushed the sleeves of her
gown down her arms, taking the chemise with it until her breasts
were exposed to his view. She moved her hands to cover each perfect
mound. Acker chuckled and moved them away before his head dipped
and took one pert coral nipple into his mouth, suckling it while
his hand caressed the other. It was just as he imagined. Perfect
for his hand. Not so large it overflowed, but not small either.
Perfect for a ballerina and for him.

Juliette moaned and arched her
back. Acker shifted and gave more attention to the other breast
while he brought a leg between her thighs, pressing against her
womanly mound. She pushed against him which heightened his desire
further. His cock throbbed painfully and if he was not inside
Juliette soon he could very well embarrass himself.

Acker slid the dress from her body
and let it drop to the floor. Juliette lay naked before him and he
had never seen a more beautiful sight. Her waist tapered to a size
he could practically span with his hands before her hips flared,
though delicate. She had a dancer’s body, long, lean and smooth. He
caressed his hand down the flat planes of her stomach and her
muscles contracted beneath the tips of his fingers. Was Juliette
ticklish or as sensitive as he? He slid his fingers through the
light russet curls guarding her womanhood and parted the folds. He
tightened his jaw and bit back a moan when he found her already
damp for him.

The throbbing of his cock was
beyond painful.

Juliette gasped as his thumb
brushed across her nubbin. He had to bring her pleasure first,
Acker kept repeating to himself. No matter how much he wished to
plunge into her warmth, he would bring her pleasure to the likes
she had never experienced.

He brushed across it again as
before and received the same reaction. She was more sensitive than
he dared hope.

Acker took her lips with his and
caressed her to the point that it was impossible to kiss any longer
because her head was thrashing from side to side, her moans grew
louder and her lips lifted off the bed as she reached for her
release. With one flick Acker sent her spinning and Juliette arched
her back, crying out his name. A moment later she collapsed, her
breathing heavy and looked into his eyes. Her pupils were dilated
and the emerald eyes had darkened to a deep green.

“Goodness,” she said after a
moment and Acker couldn’t help but grin. His heart soared at being
able to give her such pleasure.

Juliette drew his face down to
hers and kissed him with a passion he had not experienced from her
before and she went about tearing at his neck cloth and opening his
shirt. It was impossible to undress while laying here kissing her
and Acker pulled away, quickly shedding his boots and clothing
before turning to face her, naked as she.

She studied his body from his
face, down his chest and further. Her eyes grew rounder when she
saw his manhood standing hard and proud before him and Juliette
lost a bit of the flush from her release. Oh, please don’t let her
be scared or turn him away now.

Instead, she held out her arms and
parted her thighs. Juliette may be a virgin, but she had an idea of
what was to come next. Acker settled upon her, supported by his
arms so as not to crush her, and brought his tip to her warm
entrance.

“You do promise to marry me,” He
asked.

Juliette frowned and nudged toward
him.

“I am serious, Juliette. I will
not do this unless you promise that you will not change your mind
and you will still marry me.”

She smiled up at him. “Isn’t it
the woman who usually makes such demands before losing her
virginity?”

“You are not the average woman or
lady,” Acker grunted. Sweat broke out on his brow. He needed to be
in her and he was so close but he would not take her without that
assurance.

Juliette pulled him toward her and
kissed his lips. “Yes, Drake, I promise to marry you and I will not
change my mind.”

It was all he needed to hear and
he nudged forward. She was so tight. He slowly eased inside though
it was painful, he was afraid to go too far too fast. Juliette
apparently was having none of it and she arched toward him and
Acker tore through the barrier and was finally where he had wanted
to be for so long.

Juliette stilled and blew out a
breath. Acker didn’t move a muscle and waited for her to relax and
for the pain she just experienced to subside. He wasn’t used to a
woman taking such control, especially the first time. If anything,
Juliette would always be a welcoming lover.

As she relaxed Acker was able to
bury himself fully and Juliette’s long legs wrapped around his
waist. He drew back and filled her again, trying to control his
climax, but it wasn’t easy with Juliette’s body clenching around
him and when she ran her fingertips over his nipples, Acker lost
all control and on only the third thrust his body shook with the
most exquisite orgasm he had ever experienced in his
life.

Unable to catch his breath Acker
fell to the side, taking Juliette with him. He had wanted to bring
her pleasure again but he had about as much stamina as a green lad
with his first woman.

“I am sorry,” he said after a
moment.

Juliette curled around him and
laid her head on his chest. “For what. That was the most glorious
experience of my life.”

He chuckled. She had no idea how
much he had failed her.

“It will be better next time, I
promise.”

She tiled her head and looked up
at him. “I am not sure that is possible.”

Thank goodness his lack of control
had not ruined this moment for her.

“Where did they go,” a female
voice came from below.

Blast and damn. If he heard
correctly that was Audrey’s voice. Why had they returned so
soon?

“Acker had better not have my
sister in a bedchamber.” The sound of booted feet coming up the
stairs had Acker scrambling for their clothing.

“I am sure the chambers are as
empty as all of the other rooms,” Audrey assured Jordan.

“Does that really matter?” Jordan
asked.

“I suppose not,” Audrey giggled.
“You’ve shown me many times a bed was not necessary to make
love.”

“Exactly,” he grumbled. “Which is
why I need to find my sister.”
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Juliette jumped from the bed and
grabbed her chemise and gown from the floor. Thank goodness her
stockings and shoes were still on. Acker yanked on his trousers and
was trying to shove his feet into his boots. At least the door was
closed. Hopefully Jordan would knock and not simply barge
in.

“They are not up here,” Audrey’s
voice could be heard. “All the rooms are empty.”

“That one is closed,” Jordan said
as their footsteps drew closer.

Juliette rushed to the mirror and
tried to straighten her hair. There was not much she could do, but
she could always blame the mess at the back on the blindfold she
had been forced to wear. However her lips were swollen and rosy
which could only be from the passionate kisses she and Drake had
shared. Anyone looking at her would assume she had been thoroughly
kissed. This was fine as long as they didn’t know what else had
occurred.

She glanced in the mirror back at
Drake. He was pulling on his jacket. “Straighten the bed,” Juliette
hissed.

He looked down and the covering
was indeed askew. He tugged on the edge of the counterpane to give
a smooth surface to the bed and turned to face the door.

“I have no doubt Acker has one
bedchamber fully furnished,” Jordan ground out. They were getting
closer.

“Why would you assume such a
thing?” Audrey demanded. At least someone was coming to his
defense, not that he deserved it. “He is a gentleman.”

Jordan barked out laughter. “He is
a man, first,” he pointed out. “If he didn’t have a chamber set
aside for seduction then there is something wrong with
him.”

“And what if he is seducing her?”
Audrey asked.

Their voices had not come closer
and Juliette assumed they were stopped in the hall, yet still too
close to their room for her to be comfortable. They could enter at
any time and Acker still hadn’t managed to tie his cravat. She
would help but she didn’t know how.

“They aren’t married, for one,”
Jordan answered.

“Neither was I,” Audrey pointed
out.

Juliette and Acker looked at each
other in surprise.

“That was different,” Jordan
argued. “We were to be married.”

“As are they,”

Acker came forward and stood
beside Juliette and attempted to tie his cravat. She watched those
hands move around the intricacy of folds and her face heated
remembering the other talent those fingers held. Goodness, would it
be like that every time they made love? If so, she hoped they were
repeating the vows as soon as possible.

“You don’t know that,” Jordan
ground out. “I’ve learned that I have three stubborn sisters. Just
because she may allow Acker to seduce her, for which I may have to
kill him, doesn’t mean she will still agree to
marriage.”

“Then you know very little.”
Audrey laughed. “And, we are going back downstairs.”

“We haven’t even seen if they were
in there yet.”

“I suspect they are and I am not
going to be the one to interrupt them. What if he is proposing
right now? You would ruin everything.”

Acker patted the cravat into place
and turned toward Juliette. She smiled up at him before giving him
a quick kiss. With a nod they walked to the door and opened it to
find Audrey and Jordan standing a room away.

The two turned toward them. Audrey
smiled brightly and Jordan frowned at Acker, eyeing him with
suspicion.

“I don’t wish to be shot by your
brother,” Acker hissed quietly in her ear.

“Oh, Jordan would never really
hurt you,” she said loud enough for her brother and sister-in-law
to hear.

“Like hell I wouldn’t,” Jordan
said as he stomped past them and into the chamber.

“I am insulted you think so little
of my honor,” Acker said with an air of annoyance.

Jordan wandered into the room and
glanced around. Acker was certain there was nothing out of place
but then Jordan’s eyes lit on the bed and he marched forward. “And
I suppose theses hairpins were left in the middle of the bed by
accident by a previous owner perhaps?” He picked them up and held
them high enough for everyone to see.

“Really, Jordan, of all people. .
.” Audrey said but stopped when Jordan glared at his wife. She
simple rolled her eyes and plopped into a chair by the
window.

“Did you ask Juliette to marry you
before you attempted to seduce her?”

“Jordan,” Juliette
chastised.

He ignored her and focused on
Acker. “Did you?”

“Of course,” he defended
himself.

“And her answer?”

Juliette came to Acker’s side and
slipped her arm through his. “I agreed so you can stop being so
mule headed.”

“I am not mule headed,” Jordan
argued.

“Yes, you can be, dear.” Audrey
stood. “Now come along. We need to check on the house and return to
Mayfair so we can leave at first light.”

“We are leaving, so soon?”
Juliette questioned, almost in a panic.

Acker turned to her. “I thought
you would want to go back as soon as possible to speak with your
mother.”

“Of course,” she sighed. “I was
simply caught up with the school and my betrothal.”

“We have plenty of time for the
school,” Acker assured her. “Plans are already drawn up of each
floor and rooms to take with you and you can design as you
wish.”

Her eyes lit with
excitement.

“We can study them back at Bentley
Manor and orders will be sent to the workmen.”

“I can do whatever I
wish?”

“Of course,” he kissed the end of
her nose. “Besides, I have no idea what all is needed in a school.
Only you can decide.”

It was almost too much. She would
have a school and could design it the way she wished. “Oh, Drake,
this is the most wonderful gift anyone has ever given me.” Not only
that, but she would be able to dance and was marrying the man who
held her heart.

Juliette glanced back at her
brother and sister-in-law. “Did everyone know what Acker was
about?”

“No,” Acker answered. “Only Jordan
and Audrey.”

Why only those two she
wondered.

“Acker knew I would understand,”
Jordan explained. “I had to hide what I was doing, what I really
wanted to be until father died. I know what it is like to be denied
what you want most because others determine what is best for
you.”

Tears flooded her eyes. “Thank you
for understanding.”

“The rest will in time. They may
be a bit slower than I, but they will come around.”

“The important thing,” Acker
added. “Is that I don’t care what anyone else thinks or does. You
will shortly be my wife and if anyone has an objection, they can go
hang.”

Juliette laughed.

Drake looked into her eyes. His
were deep cobalt, filled with love. “I hope you don’t want a drawn
out betrothal.”

It was the last thing she wanted.
If it were possible, she would marry him this instant. “I would
like to be married as soon as possible.”

“Then it is a good thing I have a
special license.”

Juliette grinned up at
him.

“Well, come along. There is much
to do so we can leave tomorrow,” Jordan announced.

“We will be there in a moment,”
Acker said

Jordan stood his ground and glared
at Acker. Audrey grabbed his arms. “Come along. There is no harm in
leaving them alone.”

“No harm? Are you mad?”

“I only wish for a few moments
alone with my intended,” Acker assured him.

Jordan studied him for a moment.
“Very well, but only for a short time or I will be
back.”

With that he allowed Audrey to
pull him from the room and Juliette could hear them retreating
toward the stairs.

“Thank you,” Juliette said once
they were alone. “The only thing that could make me happier at this
moment was if maman regained her health.”

They both knew that was not going
to happen.

“I love you,” she said.

“And I love you.” With that Acker
kissed her again, as thoroughly as he had earlier until Jordan
yelled from below.

“Let’s return you to Bentley Manor
to be married as soon as a vicar can be summoned.”

Juliette grinned. “I cannot wait
to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“And dance,” Acker reminded
her.

“And dance,” Juliette
sighed.

[image: ]

 


[image: ]

 


A Gentleman’s Guide to Once Upon a Time
Series

His Impetuous Debutante

His Contrary Bride

His (Not so) Sensible Miss

 


The Wiggons’ School for Elegant Young Ladies
Series

To Walk in the Sun

 


To Love a Governess Series

Sacked – Regency Short

Handfasted – Regency Novella

Ruined – Regency Short

 


Anthologies

A Summons from His Grace – Compromised
for Christmas

The Betting Season – Landing a
Laird

A Season to Remember – Devil in Her
Dreams

 


The Tenacious Trents

A Misguided Lord

A Perfect Gentleman

A Lass for Christmas (Novella)

A Reluctant Rake

Compromised for Christmas

Lady Revealed

 


Compilations

Scots, Spies and Salacious Lies

Timeless Collection

 


[image: ]

 


Jane Charles has lived in the Midwest her
entire life. As a child she would more likely be found outside with
a baseball than a book in her hand. In fact, Jane hated reading
until she was sixteen. Out of boredom on a long road trip she
borrowed her older sister’s historical romance and fell in love.
She long ago lost count of how many fiction novels she has read
over the years and her love for them never died. Along with romance
she has a passion for history and the two soon combined when she
penned her first historical romance. What turned into a hobby
became a passion, which has been fully supported by her husband,
three children and three cats.

 


JaneCharlesAuthor.com

 


Jane can be contacted at: janecharles522@gmail.com

 


http://www.JaneACharles.blogspot.com

 


or on Facebook and Twitter: JaneACharles

 


tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m2faff54.jpg
Chee





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_4ada7ff0.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_68e4ba74.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_14abf26b.jpg
Cuwa





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m47a54e46.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_2d488d09.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m5cfcad91.jpg
Dedtscation





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_1f6ea4f6.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m6edcb433.jpg
%memfg/— Sewven





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_24b75590.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_3bea0717.jpg
Ao Apaiabls...





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m201ec9cc.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_25f908d1.jpg
Sire





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_5103fa10.jpg
%memfg/— %?W





cover.jpg
AT
2R F /J:/—;_LJ: D
i salways%liajresme’ﬁremﬂ v g;hth gAf Sty seat!”

BESTSELLING AUTHOR

JANE
CHARLES





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m4404de12.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m732343f5.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_33abb660.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m2c886f59.jpg
%memfg/— ©ne





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m259fcdaf.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_3bcea796.jpg
%memfg/— Three





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_13d054f1.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_e5967d8.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m6a16b8a0.jpg
Gighteen





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m40f484fe.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m43778dfd.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_7d001d9e.jpg
Hhowt 4o, Ftthorn





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m728e5012.jpg
Cight





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_2048d53b.jpg
Bleven





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m43d4450e.jpg
Cen





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_1bc7413b.jpg
Thirteen





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m54ee13cd.jpg
Cuwelve





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m50cb93f0.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_1121419f.jpg





tmp_18fe3c0800d7555e5cb4aae4a3bea040_kSFWG9_html_m2a03b8b6.jpg
Sixeteen





