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Bentley Manor, Northeast
Kent, England

September, 1790

 


Jordan Trent dashed out of the manor
and ran through the woods, taking the shortcut to the bridge over
the river. It couldn’t be true. Adele and Julia couldn’t be dead.
Father was mistaken, that was all. Tears streamed down his cheeks,
his breaths coming in white, smoky wisps in the cold morning. The
rushing river grew louder as he got closer and Jordan came to a
stop at the edge of the embankment. The family carriage lay on its
side, water flooding the inside, wheels rolling back and forth with
the movement of the river. Only the door was visible, the Bentley
crest prominently displayed. Items were strewn along the bank, and
he made his way down the small decline to the edge of the
water.

The book Adele had been reading, or
planned on reading, lay open, its pages soaked and ruined. A
child’s bonnet was snagged on a limb jutting out of the water.
Further downstream a trunk was smashed against an outcropping of
rocks with wet and ruined pieces of clothing lying in the mud along
the shoreline.

Just because these were Adele’s and
Julia’s things did not mean they were gone. The two could be
further downstream, perhaps warming themselves by a fire and
waiting to be rescued.

His heart thudded heavy in his chest as
Jordan picked his way along the bank, straining to see if there
were any signs of his step-mother and half-sister. All he found was
more of their clothing and personal items from the wrecked
carriage.

A small figure in a lavender dress drew
him close to the water. It was facing down in a puddle. He picked
it up and brushed the mud from her face. Julia would have never
left her favorite doll behind. She had always clung to it as though
the toy was the most important thing in the world. If the doll was
here, then Julia must be gone.

Pain constricted his heart as he
fingered the rip in the doll’s arm. He had caused the damage just a
day ago when he’d teased Julia and tried to grab the doll from her.
The arm had almost come off, and his sister had cried loudly, and
for the longest time. He hadn’t meant to hurt the doll. He only
meant to have fun with Julia, but she was too young to understand.
He couldn’t tease her the way he did his younger
brothers.

Nausea turned in his stomach. This was
his fault. If he hadn’t broken her doll then she would have never
cried and Father would have never taken the willow switch to her.
Adele had been so scared, crying and pleading with Father to quit
striking Julia, until father struck Adele. Jordan had never seen
anyone hit in the face before. The skin was red from Father’s hand
and a small trickle of blood seeped out of the corner of Adele’s
mouth. Adele had clutched Julia to her, covering the crying child
with her own body until Father turned away with a look of disgust.
He had gone into his library then and slammed the door. All Jordan
could do was stand there. He was too afraid of his father to
intervene, but shouldn’t he have protected his sister, and
Adele?

Jordan had gone to Julia’s room to
apologize but Adele had put her to bed so he had sat beside Julia’s
bed and had sewn the doll’s arm while Adele dismissed the nurse
from the room and set to packing Julia’s belongings. Adele was
running away with Julia because of him and because of it they were
killed.

Jordan would give anything to make it
so it had never happened. If only one could go back and fix
mistakes.

A few miles further down, the river
emptied into the ocean. They would never find them. But maybe they
weren’t dead. Yesterday Matthew had told him about Jonah being in
the belly of a whale. What if Adele and Julia had been swallowed
and were trying to find a way out? What if they got spit out on the
shore somewhere far away and didn’t know how to get back? Matthew
knew more about these things than anyone. Hadn’t he read the Bible
twice already? Jordan hadn’t even read it once. Nobody had made
him, and he didn’t like to sit and read when there were much better
pursuits available like riding his horse, fishing or climbing
trees.

He heaved a sigh and sank down onto the
rocks. Adele and Julia weren’t in the belly of a whale and they
weren’t coming back. His tears began to fall all over again and
Jordan rested his head on his bent arms, folded across his knees,
and cried like he had never cried before. His body shook but he
didn’t care if anyone thought he was a sissy. He was alone, and
nobody would ever find out about his tears, especially
Father.

“Jordan Trent!” his father called. “Are
you out here?”

Jordan sniffed and stiffened. Father
couldn’t find him crying or he would be the next one to get the
willow switch. Jordan didn’t doubt Clayton, his oldest brother, had
gotten it after they met with Father this morning. He scrubbed his
face with the back of his sleeve and prayed his eyes weren’t puffy
and red.

“Jordan?” his father called
again.

As much as Jordan wished to hide from
the man, he knew he could not. That would get him into bigger
trouble than crying. “I am down here, Father!” he yelled
back.

“Get up here before something happens
to you too,” the man barked.

Jordan stuffed his sister’s doll inside
his shirt so his father wouldn’t see it and climbed back up the
embankment.

Father looked at his face, frowned and
then put an arm around his shoulder. “I know you will miss them,
but this is for the best.”

“Yes, sir.” Was his father not going to
punish him?

“One day you will learn that women are
good for only one thing and your step-mother wasn’t even good for
that. I had hoped for more, given who her grandmother
was.”

Jordan looked up at him. “What would
that be, sir?”

“Pleasure and heirs.” His father smiled
and patted him on the shoulder. “When you are sixteen, I’ll take
you to a special place and someone will teach you all about
pleasure.”

Why did he have to wait until he was
sixteen? That was eight years from now. Besides, he could think of
lots of things women were good for. They sang, smelled pretty, read
stories out loud, hugged, played games and gave treats. Tears began
to form in his eyes when he remembered all the wonderful things
about Adele. He blinked them away. His father hadn’t spanked him
for crying a few moments ago, but he wasn’t going to chance it
again.

“You are the lucky one, Jordan,” his
father continued as they strolled back to the house. “As second
born you do not need to worry about responsibility. I don’t want
you weighed down with a profession like Matthew or
John.”

Jordan looked up at him.
Profession?

“I want you free to enjoy life like I
never could.” The man’s hand tightened on Jordan’s shoulder, and he
tried not to wince from the pain. “I insist upon it.”

Didn’t Father enjoy life? He enjoyed
his brandy often enough. He already smelled of it today, and they
hadn’t even had the midday meal. Perhaps if Father had joy he
wouldn’t yell so much or use the willow switch as often.

“I’ve made the arrangements. Once you
finish your formal schooling, you will never have to do anything
but find pleasure where you will. You will have the riches young
men crave and never be forced to marry.” His father sighed. “My
advice to you is to never marry. In fact, I will not allow it. If
you even begin to consider shackling yourself to one woman I will
cut you off and you will lose your inheritance.”

Marry? He was too young to think about
such serious things. Besides, Jordan wasn’t even sure he liked
girls. They were silly and didn’t like climbing trees or fishing.
At least the girls in this town didn’t.

Jordan winced when his father squeezed
his shoulder again in what Jordan assumed was some kind of
warning.

His father sighed and relaxed. “You
will have the life I was denied.”

Jordan hugged his chest, feeling
Julia’s doll, hoping his father wouldn’t notice. When he got home,
he would make sure it was cleaned properly and kept in a safe
place. Julia would want that.
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London, England – Spring,
1814

 


Miss Audrey Montgomery
stifled her groan. What was he
doing here? She had chosen the Peyton ball
because out of all the events this evening Mr. Jordan Trent would
least likely be here. He was a confirmed bachelor, rake, rogue, and
all manner of immorality, and Lord Peyton had three unwed
daughters. What was Peyton thinking by inviting such a lothario
into the midst of so many innocent young ladies?

Audrey knew she wouldn’t be able to
avoid Trent the entire Season, but she had hoped not to see him at
her very first ball. She drew a deep breath in hopes of calming her
erratic heart. Why did Trent have the power to set her pulse a
flutter? He wasn’t even looking at her. Besides, she was well aware
of what a despicable creature he was, yet he still had the
strangest effect on her senses and she knew better than to succumb
to his charms. She had been attracted to him last Season, as had
every other lady in London, but she knew better now.

A sigh escaped. He did look handsome in
his dark blue double-breasted coat with tails and black trousers.
Trent stood with one hand in his pocket and when he moved she
glimpsed the gold waistcoat beneath. Trent’s broad shoulders filled
out the coat perfectly and she had danced with him often enough at
the beginning of last Season to know he did not use padding, or
have a need for it. His dark hair was cropped short and she
suspected by the waves that it would be a mass of curls if he let
it grow out. The snowy white cravat made his cobalt eyes all the
bluer. She gasped. Why hadn’t she noticed he was looking at her,
otherwise she would not be able to see his eyes? Perhaps he was
merely looking in her direction and not directly at her.

Audrey glanced around. Nobody else was
looking at him and when she turned back, he wasn’t looking at
anyone else.

Oh, drat! He was looking at her. The
last thing she wanted to do was encourage that rogue, but
apparently she had. A slow, sensual smile came to his lips and that
blasted dimple emerged.

Audrey closed her eyes for a moment,
hoping he would disappear. When she opened them, he was walking
toward her. This was the last thing she wanted or needed and she
certainly hadn’t meant to encourage him. And, why would he want to
even be near her after the way she treated him last fall when he
visited his brother? Of course, he deserved every bit of her
rudeness after what he had done, and more, so why was he
approaching her now?

Mr. Jordan Trent stopped before Audrey
and her aunt and uncle. His eyes focused on her after greeting the
older couple and he bowed deeply before speaking. “You look
beautiful this evening, Miss Montgomery.”

Before she could respond someone bumped
into her from behind and she found herself pushed into Mr. Trent.
He grabbed her by both elbows to steady her and leaned forward.
“Delicious as well,” he whispered.

Heat stole into her cheeks and Audrey
pulled away. Oh, he was wicked indeed.

He held his hand out to her. “Might I
see your dance card?”

Audrey forced a smile. “I am afraid
they have all been claimed.” Thank goodness. The last thing she
wanted was to dance with this rake. It was bad enough she had to
stand and speak with him. Her aunt and uncle would never understand
if she refused a dance. Actually, they would if they knew the
horrible truth, but that was a secret she must keep for her dear
friend, Millicent, now Lady Lydell.

“A pity.” Trent frowned as if he were
disappointed but she was certain he would recover and move on to
another lady to partner, one more willing than she. “Perhaps a turn
about the room?” He offered his arm.

She simply stared at it. She did not
want to touch him, let alone go anywhere with Mr. Trent.

“Do go on, dear,” her aunt insisted.
“The musicians will not begin again for a little
longer.”

“Yes, please.” Mr. Trent still had his
arm out, elbow cocked, waiting for Audrey to slip her gloved hand
into the crook of his arm.

Blasted man! Perhaps she should stroll
with him so she could finally give him a piece of her mind. “Thank
you.” She smiled sweetly and nodded to her aunt and uncle before
allowing Trent to lead her away.

“For a moment I thought you were going
to deny me the pleasure of your company,” he muttered when they
were out of earshot.

“If this were not a public venue that
is exactly what I would have done.” She nodded to acquaintances as
they passed. “I believe I made my feelings for you perfectly clear
this last fall so I see no reason why you wish to be in my presence
to begin with.” She spotted Lord and Lady Lydell ahead. Millicent
narrowed her eyes and she frowned at Audrey. She would need to
explain the circumstances to her friend later. Now was not the best
time.

Trent turned her toward the
doors leading to the gardens before they reached the Lydells.
Audrey was about to voice an objection but thought better of it.
Out of earshot of the ton
she could finally tell him exactly what she
thought. The things she should have said months ago.

As they stepped out onto the terrace a
cool breeze washed over her heated skin. Audrey hadn’t even
realized how hot she had become from the dancing and being in the
crowded ballroom until the coolness blanketed her. They followed
the few steps down into the garden and stopped before a fountain.
There was nobody else present so she would be able to tell Trent
exactly what she thought of him. As Audrey turned to face him, she
opened her mouth to speak but he swooped in, claiming her lips
before a word could be uttered.

She was too stunned to react. He tasted
of wine and cake and the heat of his mouth sent tremors through her
body. He delved and she bit back a moan. Is this what he meant by
delicious?

Her knees grew weak and Audrey grasped
his shoulders so as not to crumble. His arm snaked around her
waist, pulling her close to his hard, rigid body.

Trent pulled back for a moment. “I knew
beneath your cool exterior lurked passion.”

Audrey’s eyes popped open. What was she
doing? She knew better than to fall under his spell like so many
others, yet with one kiss he muddled her senses. She pushed against
his chest. “Let me go.”

Trent sighed and allowed her to step
away from his body.

“What were you thinking? Anyone could
have come upon us.”

His grin was unrepentant. “Then I
suppose you would have been compromised and I would have been
encouraged to do the right thing.”

“Not that you would have and then I
would have been ruined.”

The smile fell from his face and his
shoulders grew rigid. “What exactly do you mean?”

Audrey narrowed her eyes, remembering
all the reasons why she should never speak to Jordan Trent, let
alone kiss him. “You know very well what I mean.”

“No, I do not.” He punctuated each
word.

Did he think her a fool? Or perhaps he
didn’t think she thought at all. “I know all about you, Mr. Jordan
Trent. You play with hearts and ruin ladies’ lives.”

He planted his fists on his hips and
stared down at her. “What exactly have I done? At the beginning of
last Season you seemed to enjoy dancing with me then with no
explanation at all you developed a strong dislike for me. Did I
step on your toes?”

How dare he pretend like he had done
nothing wrong? “You know exactly what I am talking about though you
probably didn’t count on me finding out. Did you underestimated how
close Millicent and I are?”

His brow furrowed in confusion but she
wasn’t going to stand here and wait for him to come up with an
excuse or deny his part in Millicent’s ruination. Audrey turned and
stomped away from him before she looked back over her shoulder.
“And I will never forgive what you did.” She whipped back around,
lifted her chin and walked back into the ball. She would never
speak with that rogue again and she would certainly never allow
herself to be alone with him otherwise she might end up just like
Millicent and that would never do.

[image: tmp_37f2b1bd63dbb97ba53fe935ebd3cc22_ZmQgPP_html_68e4ba74.jpg]

Jordan Trent stared over the throng
gathered below in the Peyton’s ballroom and wondered what horrible
offense he had committed to make Miss Audrey Montgomery hate him.
At least she desired him, if her kisses were any indication. It had
not been his intention to kiss her at all. He simply wanted to
talk. She was his sister-in-laws best friend and he knew they would
be seeing each other often this Season and he hoped to mend
whatever had come between them last year. Yet, the moment she
turned to him, her mouth parted, Jordan acted without
thinking.

She tasted as sweet as he imagined. No,
better than he imagined and when he pulled her close she fit
against him as if she were made for him. He could have gone on
kissing her much longer so why had he said anything? He could kick
himself for breaking that kiss. He should have remained silent and
weakened any resolve she held against him.

Unfortunately, she remembered she hated
him before he could press any further. Not that he would have
attempted too much of a seduction since they were standing in the
garden and any number of people could have come out.

This is the exact place he had stood
last year when he noticed Miss Audrey Montgomery for the first time
and he was watching her again. Last spring he had been at a
cross-road and longed to shed the debauched persona he had been
forced to wear all of his adult life. Force may be too strong a
word, but sometimes Jordan believed it was the perfect definition.
His father, blessedly deceased, had refused to allow him even a
chance at normalcy, to find love, settle down, and become
respectable. Each time Jordan hinted that he wished for the
stability of a family and wife, his father threatened to cut him
off without a farthing.

“You have riches and I’ll
be damned if I’ll let you waste them on a wife and children. I’ve
given you everything a gentleman could ever want and you don’t even
have the pressure of producing an heir.” Jordan grimaced, hearing
his father’s words echo in his head. “Don’t disappointment me by
starting to believe in love,” his father had practically
spat. “It is a waste of time and doesn’t exist. Focus on what is
important and the simple pleasure of being between a woman’s
thighs.”

His stomach churned recalling that last
argument. It had taken place a month before his father’s
death.

Jordan sipped from the glass of wine
and stared at the beautiful blonde across the ballroom. Her hair
was pulled up and away from her face in a style similar to most
young ladies, but ringlets escaped, caressing her shoulders and
neck. What had he done to make Miss Audrey Montgomery hate him with
such venom? If he knew he would certainly apologize, but the chit
wouldn’t tell him. Hell, she barely acknowledged him this past fall
when he visited his brother, Matthew, with the exception of when
she tried to slap him because she assumed he had seduced Grace, his
now sister-in-law. Jordan had never seduced an innocent in his
life, and never would. Why was it necessary when there were so many
experienced ladies willing to share his bed? Why would he want
inexperience when such talented hands, and mouths, were eager to
give pleasure? The only innocent he planned on ever bedding would
be his wife, on their wedding night.

And what the hell did Millicent have to
do with anything? She apparently figured into Miss Montgomery’s
rejection of him but he didn’t have the foggiest idea
how.

He glanced around the room looking at
all the ladies though there was only one Millicent that he knew of
and she was married to Lydell. That chit had been the bane of his
existence last Season. She had been Lady Millicent at the time and
had hounded his steps to the point that Jordan almost gave up going
into public for fear she would somehow compromise him.

Jordan barley knew the chit but she
must be the one Miss Montgomery referred to because the two were
often in each other’s company last spring. Jordan had made the
mistake of dancing with her on a few occasions, but that is only
because he had first asked Miss Montgomery and it seemed rather
rude to ask one lady and not the other but that was as far as his
relationship went with regard to that Millicent and he could think
of no others. Apparently that was all the encouragement the young
woman needed before she showed up wherever he found himself. His
only escapes last spring were his clubs, the Inns of Court,
Gentleman Jackson’s or the privacy of his own home. Jordan hadn’t
been cruel in his rejection. Actually he hadn’t rejected her at
all, simply did not encourage her and never asked her to dance
again.

So, how did she figure into all of
this?

He had been on the verge of courting
Miss Montgomery. He didn’t know her well, if at all, but the few
times he danced with her held promise. He had left but for a few
short weeks with every intention of officially calling on her upon
his return to London only to find her not at home to him. His plan
was to take her driving in the park, ices at Guenters and all the
normal things gentlemen did when courting a lady to see if they
would suit but he never got the chance. After his return he was
only able to secure one other dance and that is because he had
practically stolen it from his brother, Clayton. Yet, even during
that last waltz she refused to speak with him.

If he could get some answers he would
at least be able to offer an explanation, apologize or finally be
able to move on without Miss Montgomery inhabiting his thoughts
every night. Maybe he would be able to forget about her.

His obsession made absolutely no sense
either. What could anyone tell of another person from a few shared
dances? Yet he was obsessed. If it were simply desire he would find
a substitute. He never suffered from a lack of female
companionship, but he didn’t want anyone else. He wanted Miss
Audrey Montgomery despite the fact that she clearly hated
him.

Miss Montgomery laughed at something
Grace said. Meanwhile, Matthew, his brother and former vicar,
smiled at Grace, the warmth of love in his gaze. It made Jordan
nauseous.

Hell, admit it to yourself. He was
jealous of each of his brothers and their wives and the love each
couple shared. Jordan downed the contents in the glass and searched
for a servant. He would need more than one glass of wine to get him
through tonight. Even his younger sister, Madeline was married and
over the moon for her husband, Brachton.

A footman came within sight and Jordan
strode over and placed his empty glass on the tray and picked up
another.

Why was he here? He glanced across the
room. Because she was! He and Miss Montgomery would either come to
an agreement by the end of the Season or he would learn why she
hated him. Then he could put her behind him and find a lady of his
own.

The question was — why did he care?
Why did he even wish to pursue a woman who wanted nothing to do
with him? It was just one of the many questions he had asked
himself over the past year but he couldn’t move on until he had
answers.

Could it be that it was simply because
she was the only lady who had ever rejected him?

No. There was something about Audrey
Montgomery that intrigued him, far more than simply
rejection.
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Audrey Montgomery sighed and relaxed
when Mr. Jordan Trent finally left. She wished he wouldn’t watch
her so. His smoldering blue eyes sent shivers down her spine. Why
had she allowed that man to kiss her just now? She knew what he
was! He was a scoundrel who would break her heart in an instant,
yet she had fallen into his arms easy enough. She should have
slapped him for the liberties he had taken but in truth she rather
enjoyed them. This was exactly why she needed to avoid Jordan
Trent!

She had hoped he was the one last year.
Granted, they only shared a few dances, but after the last dance he
had escorted her to the side of the room, looked down at her, his
blue eyes darkened and a hesitant smile came to his lips, just
barely enough for the dimple to show.

“Miss Montgomery, I would like to call
on you when I return.”

Her heart had stopped for a moment
before it began an erratic beat. She had hoped but feared he only
wished to dance with her.

“May I?” His cobalt eyes bore into
hers.

“Yes.” Her answer came out breathy as
if she had been running and her pulse certainly felt as if she had
just completed a race.

His grin grew wide and be bowed. “I
look forward to my return.”

Mr. Trent had returned her to her aunt
and uncle and left the ball not much later. The only person she had
told was Millicent. Her friend hadn’t been as thrilled as Audrey.
“I wouldn’t set my heart on him,” she had said. “I am sure Trent
visits many ladies.” She looked at Audrey with sympathy. “He has
even shown an interest in me.”

Why couldn’t her friend have allowed
her a few moments of happiness? Jealousy had eaten at her,
especially since Millicent and Trent would be attending the same
house party while she continued on in London.

It wasn’t that he had been gone for so
long that upset her; it was what he had done in his absence. Had
she known his true character, or listened to the warnings from
friends, she would not have been so hurt by his actions. Further,
she probably should have expected it of him and she should be
thankful she escaped before he managed to ruin her as well. Yet she
almost fell back into that very trap this evening.

She still bristled at what he had done.
How dare he ruin Millicent?

Audrey glanced up at her dance partner,
Viscount Renway. He was a kind gentleman of about eight and twenty.
He would never dream of seducing an innocent, nor had he even
attempted to make advances on her person. Renway was everything
Trent was not. He was a gentleman and Trent was a rogue. Trent had
stolen a kiss when nobody was looking. Renway barely brushed his
lips across the back of her gloved hand. Her skin burned where
Trent touched, even if there were layers of clothing. Renway didn’t
even warm her that one cool night when he stood close to her on a
balcony. Where Trent was firm, though not forceful, Renway was
delicate in the way he touched her, such as how he held her hand
now. His grip was almost non-existent. Renway did dance divinely.
He was light on his toes and swept her from one end of the room to
the other.

She just wished he were more masculine.
Audrey sighed and looked past Renway’s shoulder. She could do
worse, but the man was almost as feminine as she was. While she
didn’t want someone rough, strength held much appeal. When Trent
partnered her, his hand at the small of her back was firm and
guided her across the floor and he held her in a secure grip which
was far from painful. Audrey‘s glove was getting damp from Renway’s
sweaty palms and it was all she could do not to yank it away. Trent
never perspired.

A smile pulled at her lips. Yes he did.
When he was engaged in manly pursuits such as boxing or riding, and
she only knew of those occasions because she had spied him leaving
Gentleman Jackson’s once and witnessed a horse race between him and
a few friends. Perspiration from such exertions did not bother her,
sweaty palms of suitors however, made her uncomfortable and she was
ready for the dance to end.

At least now Trent was gone from the
ballroom and was, if she were correct, gambling in the card room.
That was more suited to him and much safer for the innocent young
ladies being presented this year, who knew nothing about the
dangers lurking beneath his disguise of a handsome reputable
gentleman. Audrey was certain that once Jordan Trent had his fill
of gambling and drinking he would be on his way to the nearest
brothel, not giving her another thought. Still, it wasn’t Trent she
should be thinking of, but Millicent, whom he seduced last spring
and refused to marry.

Rage boiled within her at the
injustice. Poor Millicent had been forced to marry Lord Lydell.
Thank goodness the child Millicent had conceived from the encounter
was a female so there were no issues of inheritance or succession
of title. And of course, nobody knew of these circumstances except
for Millicent’s immediate family, her husband, and Audrey, who
would never breathe a word of the truth and risk ruining her
friend.

Audrey glanced to the side of the room.
Millicent stood with her husband, a false smile on her lips. It was
a shame Millicent couldn’t find happiness and had to marry a man
who wanted her only for her dowry. And the situation could have
certainly been worse. Millicent might not have married ever and her
daughter would have been forced to live with the stigma for being
born on the wrong side of the blanket. Regardless, her friend was
unhappy and it was all Trent’s fault.

As the dance came to an end, Audrey
curtseyed and Lord Renway bowed.

“Would you care for a cup of
punch?”

Though she was parched, Audrey had no
desire to spend any more time in Renway’s company. “That is very
kind of you, but I need to speak with Lady Lydell.” Audrey nodded
to her friend across the room.

Renway’s smile didn’t quite reach his
eyes, but he nodded and stepped back so that Audrey could go to her
friend.

Millicent brightened as Audrey
approached. It was a shame her friend was so unhappy and Audrey
could only hope that Millicent one day became content with her
life.
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After losing more than he cared to
count, Jordan pushed back from the table. He couldn’t concentrate
on his cards, or the conversations occurring around him. Not when
Miss Montgomery was out there, dancing and flirting with each
gentleman who paid her a compliment. Why should he remain away from
her? Why shouldn’t he demand answers? She at least owed him an
explanation.

He lifted a glass of wine from a
footman’s tray and strode further into the ballroom. Miss
Montgomery was in conversation with Lydell’s wife.

He still didn’t know how she and Lydell
had ended up married, but Jordan wasn’t going to question his good
fortune. Or, Lydell’s for that matter since the chit had the one
thing Lydell needed more than anything—plenty of blunt.

Mr. Bilkin approached Miss Montgomery
but she rejected his request. Jordan wondered what was wrong with
the chap since Miss Montgomery had danced almost continually since
she arrived. Or at least she had before he went into the card
room.

Jordan mentally reviewed her dance
partners for the evening. Each was an unattached lord or an
unattached gentleman who would one day inherit a title. Mr. Bilkin
did not have a title and never would. Was that why she dismissed
him last spring? She wanted a title after her name?

It didn’t matter what Miss Montgomery
wanted, as long he received the answers that had plagued him for
almost a year.

Jordan tossed back the rest of his wine
and took a step in her direction only to be brought up short by a
hand on his arm. Jordan glanced down to his left, noting the
sparkling rings on long-delicate fingers. He knew that hand well
and a smile formed on his lips. Jordan let his gaze follow her arm,
to her breasts, practically spilling out of the burgundy gown, up
her long slender neck until he reached her emerald eyes, sparkling
with laughter. “Lady Rothsbury, how are you this
evening.”

“Delightful, Mr. Trent.” Her smile
widened. “And you?” A thin, russet eyebrow rose with the
question.

“Much better than before.” Jordan
turned to face the fairly young widow. Her husband had been killed
in a hunting accident some three years ago and Lady Rothsbury had
made no effort to remarry, as far as he knew. And why should she?
Widowed at the age of five and twenty, with already an heir and a
spare, her life was hers to do with as she pleased.

She linked her arm through his and drew
Jordan across the room until they stepped out onto the moonlight
veranda. “I understand you have been keeping a secret,” she
murmured.

Jordan leaned in and whispered. “To
which secret are you referring?”

At one time they had enjoyed the
other’s company, after she came out of mourning. There were many
nights Jordan had spent in her bed to their mutual satisfaction. At
the time he wasn’t ready for a wife, not that his father would have
allowed it anyway, and she wasn’t sure if she would ever marry
again. It was the perfect relationship with both taking what they
wanted, enjoying the other, without the need of commitment. Their
association ended with the death of his father and when Jordan
vowed to become a respectable gentleman. Who would have known such
a feat would be so bloody hard?

Lady Rothsbury laughed. “I understand
you are a solicitor and have been for a number of
years.”

“Not a number,” he corrected. “Only
three.” This wasn’t the first time he had been approached when
someone learned of his profession, but this was the first Season he
didn’t find himself hushing the other person, insisting they keep
it quiet. Prior to his father’s death, Jordan simply denied the
belief and only told the truth in private, and if he knew he could
trust the person making the inquiry not to tell his father that
Jordan had a profession. Actually, it was worse than a profession,
he was in trade.

In his mind, a solicitor was as
respectful as a barrister, but a solicitor actually took money
whereas a barrister received payment from clients through
solicitors so as not to be sullied. It was an idiotic belief that a
man was less than a gentleman because he was paid for his services
when a number of solicitors came from families within society. With
his father’s passing, Jordan no longer needed to guard or keep the
secret, yet he wasn’t sure he wanted his profession to be fodder
for gossip either so he still kept his activities quieter than most
men would.

“Long enough,” she insisted. “I am
rather hurt you hadn’t told me before.”

“But there were so many more
pleasurable things to talk about, and do.” He grinned down at her.
“Is there something I could help you with?”

The corners of her eyes crinkled with
humor as she studied his body from head to toe. “Yes, but that
isn’t the reason I pulled you out here.”

Though the attraction for Lady
Rothsbury was rising, Jordan had no desire to enter into an affair
again.

“I think my brother-in-law is stealing
from the estate.”

Jordan stilled. “Mr.
Creighton?”

“Yes.” All earlier humor was gone from
Lady Rothsbury. “He controls the purse strings, and allows me only
so much in pen money.”

Was this simply a matter of the woman
wishing for more funds and being denied?

“I’ve made inquiries and
learned he is behind in payments to the staff and his debts are
mounting.” She pulled him further into the garden. “A
friend told me that he
has been frequenting the hells.”

That concern did give one pause. Though
Creighton should not have the ability to spend his nephew’s
inheritance, simply manage the money, there was nothing that truly
kept him from bringing the estate to the brink of financial ruin.
“I will check into the matter if you would like,” Jordan found
himself offering.

Her eyes bore into his. “Please be
discrete. He gets very angry when I question him and I don’t wish
to have what little funds he does allow cut off.”
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“Why were you outside with Trent?”
Millicent demanded as soon as her husband was gone and Mr. Bilkin
had been sent on his way.

“I wished to tell him to leave me
alone.”

Millicent’s features softened. “You
would do that for me?”

It wasn’t exactly for Millicent but it
was because of her. “I didn’t want the conversation to be overheard
by the gossipmongers.”

Millicent patted Audrey’s arm and
nodded. “That is very wise of you.” Millicent turned away and once
again watched the door leading to the garden. She had been doing so
since Trent had gone outside.

“He must not be interested in Lady
Rothsbury,” Millicent noted with almost glee before she starting
patting her hair and tugging her gown to lower the bodice more. She
was liable to pop free from the gown if she pulled it down much
further.

Audrey glanced to the doorway and noted
Trent returning with Lady Rothsbury on his arm. It shouldn’t
surprise her that Trent had chosen a private moment with Lady
Rothsbury. The woman was a widow, as well as young, and beautiful.
Audrey was actually surprised to see them return so soon given his
reputation.

“Perhaps he would stroll in the gardens
with me,” Millicent sighed.

“What are you thinking,”
Audrey hissed and turned to her friend. “Hasn’t Trent caused you
enough trouble?”

Millicent offered an impish grin. “It
doesn’t matter.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind if he wished to
revisit a past occurrence.”

“You are a married woman,” Audrey
insisted in a low tone. What madness had possessed
Millicent?

“Which gives me much more freedom,”
Millicent grinned and pulled away. “When Lydell returns, please
offer him my apologies.”

“What am I to say?” Audrey demanded,
unable to believe her friend was thinking of making an assignation
with the very man who had ruined her.

“I don’t care.” Millicent laughed.
“Invent a plausible story.”

With that Millicent was gone, gliding
across the ballroom, straight for Mr. Jordan Trent who had just
bowed and turned from Lady Rothsbury.

“Where is my wife off to?” Lydell asked
a moment later as he presented a cup of punch to Audrey.

It wasn’t in her to lie and Audrey
desperately tried to find a proper excuse as she accepted the
beverage.

Lydell glanced across the room and
sighed. “There is no need to think of an excuse. I am well aware of
where my wife went and what she is up to.”
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Jordan stepped through the doors of
Dagger’s Haven, a gaming hell, and paused to let his eyes adjust.
It wasn’t the shock of coming in from the pitch-black night to a
lit room, but the heavy smoke that hung in the air like a blanket.
His eyes watered and Jordan blinked a few times before moving
further into the establishment. He nodded to several acquaintances
and waved away their gestures for him to join them. There was only
one thing he was interested in and that was locating Creighton.
Jordan spotted the shock of red hair at a back table and he made
his way in that direction. He arrived in time to see Creighton
lose.

A footman placed a glass of amber
liquid at Creighton’s elbow and removed the empty one.

“You are tapped out, Lord Creighton,”
the dealer announced.

Creighton started patting his pockets
as if looking for more funds. A moment later he withdrew his purse
and opened it. Jordan glanced over his shoulder and frowned. It was
empty.

“Credit,” Creighton slurred. “I know
I’m about to win.”

Jordan placed a hand on Creighton’s
shoulder. “I think you have had enough to drink.” He moved the
glass out of the way. “And lost more than you are likely to
recoup.”

Creighton turned and stared up at him.
The man’s eyes were so bloodshot barely any white showed. He had
aged since Jordan had seen him last fall. Creighton was only
thirty-five but the lines and sallow complexion of his skin made
him look closer to sixty.

“Let’s go.” Jordan pulled on the man’s
arm.

“Perhaps if you had something to offer
as collateral,” Sebastian Stanwick suggested. Jordan hadn’t seen
Dagger in months. The nickname came about in school because of the
knife Stanwick always kept in his boot and didn’t hesitate to
flourish about when threatened or when threatening. Stanwick was
elegantly dressed in black evening attire and owner of this
particular establishment. They had been close friends once, until
Stanwick left school to make his fortune and shun
society.

“He has no collateral,” Jordan informed
Stanwick.

Creighton blinked up at him. “But I do.
There is the land in … . in… .” he frowned. “I can’t
‘member, but it is not ‘tailed.”

Jordan breathed a heavy sigh. “Even if
it is not entailed, it belongs to your nephew and not
you.”

“Bah,” the man dismissed with a wave of
his hand. “What does that whelp need with land? He is barely off
leading strings.”

“It is his inheritance,” Jordan bit out
and grasped the man’s arm tighter. He was not going to leave
without Creighton.

Stanwick moved to block Jordan’s path.
Jordan glanced about the establishment weighing his options and
odds. He didn’t want to strike Stanwick, though they had fought in
the past, but what of the others guarding the patrons and the
owner. Could he take them all? Were enough men so deep in their
cups that they would gladly join in the fray or slink away from any
disturbance? On the other hand, Jordan was itching for a fight.
Perhaps it would relieve some of the frustration building because
of Miss Montgomery.

Jordan looked Stanwick in the eyes so
he understood. “Mr. Creighton has no funds of his own. He is the
guardian and trustee of Lord Rothsbury’s estate. The lord is only a
child and I am here to ensure no more of his funds are gambled
away.”

Stanwick stiffened and glared at
Creighton. “You’re gambling with a child’s inheritance?”

“He don’t need it,” Creighton argued.
“I’ll win it back.”

The owner took a step back, hands
balled into fists. Apparently Stanwick was in the mood for a fight
as well. It just wouldn’t be Jordan receiving the brunt of his
fists.

“I hadn’t realized,” Stanwick’s face
held nothing but disgust for Creighton. “I’ll see that he is barred
from admittance.”

“Thank you.” Jordan nodded and pulled
Creighton toward the door. He stopped beside one of the burly men
guarding the entrance. “Watch him for a moment and have his
carriage brought around.”

Jordan walked back to Stanwick. “Do you
know the names of the other establishments Creighton might
frequent?”

The man nodded. “I don’t mind taking
from foolish young lords with nothing better to do, but I will not
be party to a child losing his future.”

He studied Stanwick who was glaring at
Creighton.

“My father gambled away
everything.”

“I remember,” Jordan said quietly. They
had just begun their first term at Oxford when the news was
received. Though Sebastian was able to stay in school because his
uncle, an earl, paid the fees, others looked down on the young man
because his father eventually drank himself to death after
bankrupting his family with gambling debts. They remained friends
and often landed in trouble together, until Stanwick up and
disappeared one day.

“I know where he frequents and will
send word to the others. Whether they allow him to continue is up
to them, but he won’t be allowed back in here.”

“Lady Rothsbury will appreciate your
assistance.”

Stanwick looked back at Jordan with
some restored humor. “I understand you are not the debauched soul
society has painted you.”

Jordan arched an eyebrow. What did
Stanwick know about his life? Surely the gentlemen gambling away
their lives would have better subjects to gossip about.

“If you were, you would be here, like
all the others.”

Jordan grinned. “I learned a long time
ago never to gamble against you.”

Stanwick threw back his head and
laughed.

It was Stanwick who taught Jordan the
rules of Hazard, Whist, Pique and any number of games in their
dormitory, but Jordan was never able to beat him. Sometimes he
believed Stanwick survived on his winnings from the other students
and it set him on the path to opening this gaming hell.

“I am in need of a solicitor,” Stanwick
said a moment later. “I don’t trust many men, especially
gentlemen.” He clapped a hand on Jordan’s shoulder. “I trust
you.”

“Thank you.”

“Would you be interested?”

“Of course. I will call on you in a few
days.”

“Good.” Stanwick nodded to the door.
“You had better get Creighton out of here before I decide to take
him out back and do bodily harm to the man.”

Jordan relieved the footman of
Creighton and escorted him out to the carriage. He had found
Creighton at the third such establishment he visited and was glad
he didn’t have to find another hackney to travel to a fourth
destination.

Creighton fell into the corner of the
seat. He reeked of cigars and brandy.

“You will return to the country
tomorrow.”

The man leaned forward and almost fell
out of his seat. “What?”

“You are going to your estate and you
will not return to London.”

“Who are you to …?”

“I am the man who has been hired to
keep you from ruining your nephew’s life.”

“That witch sent you, didn’t
she?”

Jordan lifted an eyebrow. Lady
Rothsbury was many things, but never a witch.

Creighton groaned and grabbed the side
of the carriage. Jordan knew the look too well and slid to the far
side and lifted his feet out of the way right before Creighton cast
up his accounts all over the front of himself. Jordan turned his
head away and tried to breathe through his mouth, sympathizing for
the poor servant who would have to clean up this mess.

Upon arriving at Creighton’s townhouse,
Jordan jumped to the pavement and breathed in a deep gulp of fresh
air. Creighton was passed out and Jordan left it to the footman to
get the man in the house and up to his room. Though they offered to
deliver him home, Jordan declined. He was not stepping back into
that carriage.

The sun would rise shortly and he
turned to walk toward home which took him past Lady Rothsbury’s. He
glanced up to note lights in half of the windows. Was she awake
this early? He paused and wondered if he should tell her now or
call at a more respectable time. Movement by the window of what he
knew was the library caught his attention. It was a woman, but was
she alone? As far as Jordan knew nobody else resided with her
besides servants and he didn’t think Lady Rothsbury had taken
another lover. Even if she had, he doubted they would be spending
their time in a lit library at this time of night, or morning to be
more accurate.

Given part of the household was awake
as there were lights on every floor; he decided to take his chances
and call on her now. It would save him a trip of having to visit
her later.

He took the two steps up to the door
and knocked. It was opened a moment later by a tired butler, though
he was fully dressed to receive callers.

“Might Lady Rothsbury be
awake?”

“Who is calling?”

“Mr. Jordan Trent.”

A woman with greying hair pulled neatly
behind her head pushed the butler out of the way. “Ah, please come
in.”

He hadn’t expected to be granted access
so easily. “She will be glad you’ve come. Worrying herself sick
over that lousy brother-in-law of hers.” The woman kept talking as
she led Jordan up a set of stairs. “She barely sleeps and hardly
eats.”

Jordan would have never
guessed given her composure this evening. Then again, she had been
at a ball and one never showed any weakness or worry of any kind in
front of the ton unless you wished for them to be gossiping and speculating
about you the next day.

“Mr. Jordan Trent has come
to call.” The housekeeper began to announce then stopped in the
doorway. “Oh dear, shall I have him wait in another room? I didn’t
realize you were not presentable.”

“Oh, I don’t care about that. If he has
news I want to see him now.”

The housekeeper blushed and Jordan
wondered what Lady Rothsbury was wearing.

“Very well, my lady.” The housekeeper
stepped aside to allow Jordan entrance. “I’ll have tea and biscuits
sent up.”

Jordan entered the room and stopped.
Lady Rothsbury was standing before the fire. Her russet hair flowed
down her back and she was dressed for bed. Not in a sensible, warm
gown, but in practically transparent silk. Even the wrapper she
wore over the gown did little to hide the full breasts, and dark
nipples straining against the material, nor did it mask the hint of
curls at the junction of her thighs. Was she expecting a lover or
had the man recently left?

Lady Rothsbury was a beautiful woman
who also possessed a very desirable body. He was growing hard just
looking at her and that would never do. She was his client now and
not his lover any longer.

“Please, come in.” She gestured into
the room. “Could I get you a brandy? I am sure you would prefer
that over tea.”

The last thing he needed was alcohol.
“Tea will be fine, thank you.”

“Did you find Creighton?” She asked
anxiously.

“Yes and he has been delivered
home.”

“But that is only for one night.” She
sighed and sank down onto the settee.

Jordan took a place beside her and
explained what had occurred earlier.

“Do you think he will really return to
the country?”

“I will see that he does.”

“I wonder how much he has lost. Is
there anything left?”

“I will also look into that for you
tomorrow.”

She turned and glanced up at him, her
emerald eyes bright with worry. “But what is to stop him from doing
this again and again until there is nothing left?” She grabbed
Jordan’s hand.

“I am going to see what can be done
about changing the guardian.” He wished to pull his hand back but
she was clinging to it as if it was all she had to hold onto. “Is
there someone else who would manage the estate
responsibly?”

“My brother.”

Jordan nodded. “Why hasn’t your brother
tried to take control?”

“He tried but he doesn’t have the same
connections as Creighton. Our background is humbling and supposedly
a lord is more suited as a guardian.”

“Even though your brother is well on
his way to establishing an import and export empire?”

A smile graced her lips.

“Jonathan Bridges is well thought of
and respected. I will see what I can do.”

“Oh thank you.” She threw her arms
around his neck and kissed him.

Jordan was too shocked at first to do
anything. A moment later he pulled away.

Her hands slid down his chest and she
licked her lips. “I would like to show you my appreciation for what
you have done.”

Not long ago Jordan would have needed
no further encouragement and would have had her out of that sheer
gown and pushing her back against the cushions in a matter of
moments. But, he was no longer the same man. He wanted more in his
relationships. While an occasional tumble was physically
gratifying, it wasn’t fulfilling. His body ached to take her but
his mind had a stronger will. “That is not necessary.” How does one
politely get out of these situations without hurting the woman’s
feelings?

“It’s been a year.” She blinked up at
him.

Had she been celibate the entire time?
He had, but he hadn’t expected Lady Rothsbury to remain without
companionship.

“I’ve missed what we shared,” she
continued as her hands slid down his belly until one rested on his
hard member. “You are not uninterested.”

“My desire is not in question.” He
picked up her hand and removed it from his person. “I won’t engage
in intimacies with clients.”

She frowned. “If I weren’t your
client?”

“But you are.” He stood. He didn’t want
to tell her that he still would not take what she was offering. It
was too difficult to explain when he didn’t quite understand
himself. Though he longed to bury himself deep within a woman,
Jordan would not allow himself even a moment of pleasure. He was
going to become a respectable solicitor and gentleman, if it killed
him. Which it just might.

Lady Rothsbury sighed and followed him
to the door. “If you change your mind…”

“Trust me, I won’t forget,” he promised
with a wink.
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Audrey glanced towards the window and
pushed the covers to the side. At least the sun was now up. She had
been awake long before it graced the horizon, after tossing,
turning and only dozing most of the night. Why did she let Trent
affect her? Why had she allowed him to take her outside and then
kiss her when she knew better than to be associated with that cad?
She should have just put him from her mind but she kept replaying
the night before. After she had left him he had gone off with that
widow and then ignored Millicent when she approached, and walked
past her and out into the foyer. When her friend turned to look at
her, Audrey’s heart constricted with pain. Not so much because
Millicent had been rejected by her one time lover, but for Lydell
who must have been hurt by the crestfallen look on his wife’s
face.

Didn’t Millicent know it was unwise,
even scandalous, to chase after a man when one’s husband was
standing in the very same ballroom?

At least Trent hadn’t shown
an interest in her friend. That would have certainly been
bad ton but he
practically gave her the cut direct. She could just imagine how
Millicent felt given how intimate the two had been at one time.
Regardless, her friend should put that dreadful Trent from her mind
and concentrate on her husband and be thankful for her good fortune
and Audrey was going to tell her friend exactly that, as soon as it
was late enough to make a call.

Audrey wandered to her window, which
overlooked the square, and glanced up at the clear sky.
Unfortunately, her visit would be hours from now for it was much
too early to venture out. Wheels churned on the cobbled streets
below. There were only a few people who were out and about. They
were mostly servants on their way to the market. The door across
the square opened and she strained to see who was leaving Lady
Rothsbury’s home so early. They used the front door so it could not
have been a servant.

Audrey’s breath hitched when she
recognized Jordan Trent. No wonder he hadn’t given Millicent any
attention last night. He had made plans to be with Lady Rothsbury
later, which apparently lasted all through the night.

It wasn’t worth her time to watch
Jordan Trent, or give him any further thought, yet she couldn’t
bring herself to turn away from the window. Once she shared with
Millicent what she witnessed this morning, perhaps her friend would
put the scoundrel from her mind and concentrate on her
husband.

Trent crossed the square and paused as
he came close to Audrey’s home. She leaned closer to the window,
angry at herself for not pulling away and dismissing him. But how
could she when he looked so fine in the morning despite the fact
that he was still wearing his evening clothes. But, what would she
expect. It wasn’t as if he would take an extra set of clothing to
Lady Rothsbury’s. Or she assumed gentlemen didn’t think to plan so
far ahead.

The scruff on his unshaved chin added a
wickedness to his appearance and Audrey grew warm.

Trent stopped and looked up. A slow
grin spread across his handsome face.

She should pull away from the window
but his eyes locked with hers. Trent tipped his hat, bowed, then
turned on his heel.

Audrey yanked the curtains
closed.

He was a scoundrel and rake and she was
just as silly as Millicent for allowing him to make her heart beat
a little faster than normal. She must put him from her
mind!
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Audrey turned to her maid once they
entered the grand foyer of the Lydell mansion. “This visit may be
long.”

“Yes, mum.” The maid bobbed a
curtsey.

“You will have to wait your
turn.” Mrs. Lynch, the housekeeper harrumphed as she stepped in to
the foyer. “The parlor is already overflowing with
gentlemen,”

Audrey frowned. “Gentlemen?” Her friend
was a married lady. Why would gentlemen feel the need to call on
her?

“It isn’t right,” Mrs. Lynch shook her
head.

“It isn’t for us to judge.” The butler
sniffed in disapproval.

Audrey didn’t say anything further. All
she could hope was that Jordan Trent was not one of Millicent’s
callers.

As the butler led Audrey to the parlor,
the voices reached her before she stepped into the room only to
find half a dozen gentlemen seated and standing around Millicent.
Audrey knew them by reputation. They were all in their early
twenties, handsome, and well-known for their rakish lifestyles. Why
were they here?

Millicent sat in the center, giggling,
blushing and touching hands, arms and legs when comments were made.
She was far too free with her affection and it made Audrey quite
uneasy. Millicent seemed to have wrapped a spell around each one of
them and was drawing them into her web. What she would do with the
gentlemen when they were snared, Audrey didn’t know. Perhaps she
didn’t wish to know either. What was her friend thinking and why
were these gentlemen flirting with a married woman when there were
dozens of debutants who would be thrilled with the same
attention.

Of course, debutants weren’t free with
their favors and by the way Millicent was clothed in her low-cut
day dress and the freedom her hands expressed, these gentlemen were
not here for a simple visit.

The pain of a headache began at
Audrey’s temples and she dearly hoped Lord Lydell was not at
home.

“Audrey,” Millicent cried when she
finally noticed her friend standing inside the door. “Do come in.”
Millicent swatted Mr. Dalton’s thigh with her fan and winked at
him. “Do move so my dear, dear friend, Miss Audrey Montgomery, may
sit.”

Dalton grinned, but stood. Another
gent, Mr. Everton, offered his arm and escorted Audrey to the
settee. Millicent leaned forward and poured Audrey a cup of tea.
She had to look away because Millicent’s gown gaped most immodestly
and she was viewing far more of her friend’s bosom than she wished.
She glanced around and noted that each gentleman had taken note and
were staring at the globes about to come free from the confines.
Goodness, someone needed to take Millicent in hand. Her friend
surely couldn’t know how much she was putting on display, could
she?

“I am so glad you have come to call,”
Millicent gushed.

Audrey took a sip of her tea and looked
over the rim of her cup. The gentlemen had watched Millicent like
they wished to make her their next meal and now a few of them were
looking at Audrey in the same manner. Goodness, this was quite
uncomfortable indeed. These were the very gentlemen young ladies
were warned not to be alone with, or even dance with because they
apparently had no moral boundaries. Each smile was more seductive
than the last and their eyes glinted as if they knew secrets and
wished to share them. A proper young lady wouldn’t be caught dead
in the company of one of them and here she and Millicent were
surrounded. How did one make them leave?

The butler stepped into the room and
cleared his throat.

“Yes Jeeves?” Millicent
asked.

“Lord Lydell has left Parliament and I
believe he is now on his way home.”

“He ruins all of my fun,” Millicent
whined. “Well, dears,” she said to the gentlemen gathered. “It
appears our time has come to an end.”

There were a few groans but those who
sat came to their feet. Each paused before Millicent, kissed her on
the cheek, though a few brushed her lips, and others gave her hand
or waist a caress or squeeze. Audrey did her best not to look at
the display but could not tear her eyes away, as if watching a
carriage wreck.

One by one they left until only Audrey
and Millicent remained in the room. A maid rushed in and gathered
up all of the extra cups and carried them out of the room, leaving
just the two being used by the ladies. Another gathered plates and
napkins and in a few short moments the room looked as if nobody had
been present but Audrey and Millicent. This was clearly not the
first time her friend had entertained so many gentlemen because her
staff was far too efficient in getting rid of any evidence of
gentlemen callers.

“What are you thinking?” Audrey
demanded once they were alone.

Millicent grinned unashamedly. “Aren’t
they delightful?”

“If one prefers the company of
snakes.”

Millicent laughed and fell back against
her seat. “They are charming. I just wish I could decide who I wish
to pursue.”

“Pursue?” Audrey screeched. “You are a
married woman.”

Millicent rolled her eyes and popped a
biscuit in her mouth.

Her friend seemed to take forever to
finish eating. Audrey could only stare at her and drummed her
fingers upon her leg in frustration. What had become of Millicent?
She was not the same person she had been while they were growing
up.

Audrey quickly amended the thought. In
truth, Millicent, the only child of doting parents, had always
craved attention. She hated when someone received more than she and
Millicent always wanted what others had, and especially what she
couldn’t obtain. Audrey had hoped Millicent would have grown out of
the childish behavior and thought her friend had after returning
from the exclusive girls’ school her parents had sent her to, but
Audrey suspected she had not. Is that why she was behaving this way
now? Was the attention of her husband not enough?

“Lydell bores me.”

“He is still your husband and you
should not carry on this way.”

Again, Millicent laughed. “He will
never know.” She dismissed the idea with a wave of her hand and
roll of the eyes. “He doesn’t pay any attention to me.”

Audrey suspected that may be the truth.
Lydell certainly appeared unconcerned when Millicent had
practically thrown herself at Trent last evening. “You can’t keep
an affair secret, if that is your plan.”

A sly smile came to Millicent’s lips.
“Oh, I don’t intend for my relationship to be a secret.”

Was Millicent intentionally trying to
goad her husband? Was Lydell not giving her enough
attention?

“How else can I make him jealous if it
is a secret?”

“Yet, you just said he would never
know. If he doesn’t know, how can you make him jealous? You aren’t
making any sense.”

“I just can’t decide who would be
better, Dalton or Everton.”

“Neither,” Audrey practically
screamed.

Millicent straightened and she blinked.
“Do you think one of the others would be better?” She leaned
forward to pour tea into her cup. Audrey averted her eyes from the
display of the woman’s gaping bodice. “Viscount Acker is rather
charming, and handsome with his blonde hair, and light blue eyes,
but he hardly paid me any mind last night.”

“Nor should he,” Audrey
insisted.

“Then there is Mr. Victor.” Millicent
sighed. “He was sitting next to you.”

“I know who he is,” Audrey bit
out.

Millicent pursed her lips
and tapped a finger against them, her brow furrowed in thought.
“Perhaps Dalton and Everton. He would surely take notice then.”

Audrey threw up her hands in
frustration. “Of course he would.”

Her friend grinned.
“Fabulous.”

She leaned forward and grabbed
Millicent’s hands. Audrey had to bring her friend to her senses.
“Why are you doing this to Lydell?”

Millicent straightened. “What does this
have to do with my husband?”

Audrey’s mouth popped open. This is the
most confusing conversation she had ever been involved in. Had her
friend lost her mind? “If you pursue a liaison with Dalton, Everton
or both, your husband will be jealous and probably angry and hurt.
I don’t understand why you want to do such a thing. What is the
purpose of intentionally making Lydell jealous?”

The woman threw her head back and
laughed. “You think I want to make Lydell jealous.”

“Isn’t that what we have been speaking
of?”

“Oh, you silly girl. I could care less
about Lydell.”

Audrey’s stomach churned. Though most
societal marriages were not based on love, she hated to see a nice
gentleman such as Lord Lydell treated in such a way. “Then who do
you wish to make jealous, if not your husband.”

“Jordan Trent, of course.”
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“Did you even bother to go home last
evening?” Matthew Trent asked as Jordan entered the parlor of his
brother’s townhome.

“He does look the part of a rogue,”
Grace grinned from her seat.

“Dear wife,” Matthew chastised, “I
prefer that you know nothing about rakes and rogues.”

She pursed her lips in thought for a
moment. “Well, I can hardly pretend I don’t know your brother, now
can I?”

“Unfortunately,” Matthew ground out
before he winked at his wife. A year ago Jordan would have bet
everything he owned that he would never see his proper brother wink
at any woman. And if he could read Matthew’s expression correctly,
his brother was having a few rakish thoughts about Grace. Though
jealousy gnawed at his belly, Jordan was equally happy for his
younger brother. Not that he had any interest in his sister-in-law,
he simply wouldn’t mind having a wife he could wink at and think
about bedding at the most inopportune times.

Matthew pulled away from where he was
standing. “Is there something you wish to speak with me about? It
must be very important since you are still wearing the same
clothing from last night, and you haven’t shaved since sometime
yesterday.”

Jordan brought a hand to his face. The
scruff was rough against the tips of his fingers. He had left Lady
Rothsbury’s and gone straight to the Inns of Court where he had
spent a better part of the day in the extensive library and talking
to colleagues about inheritance laws and how to remove a guardian.
It would be no easy task but if someone else wasn’t put in charge
of the young Lord Rothsbury’s holdings, there wouldn’t be anything
left by the time the boy reached his majority. Though guardians
were prohibited from using funds in trust for their own purpose, it
still happened often enough and rarely was a gentleman punished for
his behavior. Jordan could not stand by and do nothing. However, as
soon as he was done with this visit he intended to go home and get
some sleep. His eyes burned and were scratchy from having been
awake for over a day. But, he knew he would not find rest until he
had answers.

“Is everything alright?” Matthew asked
and Jordan realized he had not answered his brother’s
question.

“Yes,” he shook his head and moved to
take a seat. “I am tired is all.”

“Well, if you didn’t stay out all
night, doing whatever it is you do.” His brother hitched an eyebrow
in speculation but Jordan chose to ignore it. “You would be
presentable now.”

“I was working,” Jordan admitted a
moment later.

“Solicitors must work through the night
now?” Grace inquired with a mischievous twinkle in her
eye.

“When one is helping save an
inheritance, yes.” That was all he would say. Jordan would never
discuss his clients or the work he did for anyone except in the
most general of terms. If one couldn’t trust their solicitor,
lawyer or barrister to keep one’s secrets then nobody could be
trusted, except perhaps a minister. Though Jordan knew plenty of
solicitors who didn’t hesitate to discuss cases and people when
speaking with others at the Inns, he was just not one of
them.

A maid entered a moment later with a
new pot and saucer. “Cook brewed some coffee after Wallace said you
looked as if you needed something stronger than tea.”

Jordan gave the girl his most
appreciative smile. “You are such a dear, always seeing to my
comforts.”

The young woman’s face grew
crimson.

She was a pretty young thing and if he
were the type of gentleman who pursued young maids, this one would
certainly take his mind off of Audrey Montgomery.

“Keep your attention away from my
maids,” Matthew warned.

The young woman bobbed a curtsey and
quickly left the room. Jordan reached forward and poured a cup of
coffee before settling back with a deep sigh.

“What is so important that you had to
see me before getting some rest?” Matthew asked.

Jordan chuckled. “It is not you I wish
to see.” He grinned at his sister-in-law. “But Grace.”

Matthew frowned.

“How can I help?” Grace asked
brightly.

“How well and how long have you known
Miss Audrey Montgomery?”

Matthew stiffened and looked between
Jordan and his wife. “I don’t think I’ve ever known you to ask
about a proper lady. Are you sure you are feeling the thing? Did
someone hit you on the head?”

Jordan shot his brother a look. “If you
will not remain silent, or at least helpful, you can leave the
room.”

Matthew laughed and took a seat,
crossing his legs and arms as he got comfortable. “Oh no, this is
too rare of a moment to be missed. I know you prefer the company of
whor… um… more experienced, or mature ladies, and never
thought I would see the day where you asked about an innocent
miss.” Matt’s grin widened. “Especially one who detests
you.”

If he weren’t so tired, Jordan would
wipe the smirk off of his brother’s face. Sometimes he missed the
pious vicar. At least that brother would have been encouraging him
because it led away from his sinful lifestyle. And what would Matt
know about Miss Montgomery’s feelings? Had she said something to
him?

Grace shot her husband a look. “Jordan
is here for assistance. I insist you don’t taunt him,” she
chastised and received a scowl from her husband. “He may leave and
I will never get to learn what this is about.”

“There isn’t anything to tell,” Jordan
insisted. “I simply wish to know how well you know Miss
Montgomery.”

Grace sighed happily. “I’ve known
Audrey since before I can remember. She, Millicent, that is Lady
Lydell now, and I were friends growing up.”

Had Miss Montgomery hounded him as Lady
Lydell had, perhaps he wouldn’t be as interested in her now. Not
that he would have ever been interested in Lydell’s wife. “Then
perhaps you could explain why Miss Montgomery, as Matt put so well,
detests me.”

Grace tilted her head and studied him.
“Why don’t you tell me what happened last spring?”

He leaned back and stared at her. “I
don’t know.” Jordan pushed his fingers through his hair in
frustration. At least Grace seemed to know something, but how much
was the question.

She frowned up at him. “You
don’t?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t be asking,” he
ground out.

“Oh dear.”

“What?”

“I don’t know what happened either. I
just know you did something because Audrey doesn’t like you very
well.”

Jordan blew out a breath. “Has she said
so specifically?”

Grace winced.

It couldn’t be that bad, could it?
“Exactly what did she say?”

His sister-in-law began picking
imaginary pieces of lint from her rose skirt. “She simply doesn’t
care for you.”

If she couldn’t look him in the eye,
then Miss Montgomery’s opinion must not have been scathing. “Do you
recall her exact words?”

A blush stained Grace’s cheeks and she
looked to Matthew for help, as if his brother would offer to
shelter Jordan from whatever words she would impart, or tell him
for her.

Matthew nodded for her to
continue.

Grace looked down again.
“She said you were arrogant, a reprobate,
and all around scoundrel and if she never met you again it would be
too soon.” She winced and glanced up. “She called you a lothario to
your face that day in the dining room.”

He recalled that moment well as Miss
Montgomery also tried to smack him at the same time. “But she
didn’t explain why she felt this way?” her prodded.

She looked up at him and shrugged. “No
and I didn’t think to ask.”
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Jordan raced up the stairs to the
Brachton town home, arriving late. But if one thought about it, he
was actually early. The dinner party wasn’t to begin yet but he’d
received a summons that he was needed an hour before the other
guests. That message had arrived while he was still dressing for
the evening so he couldn’t really be blamed for his tardiness,
could he?

The door opened just as he reached it,
held by a sprightly old man, his white hair sticking out in all
different directions, as if the man had no control of the wiry
mass. Jordan didn’t recognize the servant. “Where is
Dougal?”

“He stayed in Scotland,” the man, no
taller than Jordan’s shoulder, answered.

“And you are?”

“Fergus.” The man held out his hand.
“Yer hat.”

Jordan handed his beaver hat over to
the man. He would need to ask Brachton why Dougal hadn’t returned
to London with him. Where Brachton was, Dougal was usually not far
away, presumably as his valet but often butler, though never quite
acting the servant.

“Lord Brachton and his wife are in the
library.” The man turned and left without bothering to show him the
way, or requesting his name. Jordan shouldn’t be surprised;
Brachton’s household had always been a bit odd.

Voices drew him to the parlor. There
were more people here than his sister and brother-in-law. Had
Madeline changed the time on her dinner party? Even though she
didn’t have much experience planning such events, she knew that to
change the time so close to the event could upset anyone’s
schedule.

When he stepped in the room, he
realized that the only people present were his siblings and their
spouses. Did Madeline simply want a family gathering before her
dinner?

“I am glad you could make it, Jordan,”
Madeline greeted him. “Though you’re a bit late.”

“You didn’t give me much warning,” he
reminded her.

Brachton pushed a glass of whisky into
his hand and Jordan nodded his thanks. Nobody in the room appeared
very happy and Rose, his step-mother wasn’t here. His heart seized.
Had something happened to her? “What is wrong?”

A few glances were exchanged and others
shrugged.

“John wanted everyone gathered,”
Madeline offered.

Jordan looked to his youngest
brother.

“He wouldna tell us anythin’,” Brachton
said as he turned toward John, who stood beside Elizabeth, his
wife.

John walked across the room, shut the
door and leaned against it, his face grim. “We’ve tracked Adele and
Julia to London.”

The room was completely silent and
Jordan’s mind churned over the ramifications of anyone learning
Adele was alive.

What would Adele tell anyone, if she
decided to return to society? She had been gone twenty-three years,
along with Julia, her daughter and Jordan’s half-sister. The world,
or at least those in society, thought Adele and Julia died when
their carriage went over the side of a bridge. Nobody, outside
those in this room, and Rose, his current step-mother knew the
truth, which was that Adele had taken Julia and was running away
from her husband, who happened to be Jordan’s father, and that his
father had managed to arrange the wreckage and tell everyone they
had died all the while knowing the truth.

The man even sent funds into Paris,
where Adele had escaped for sixteen years, until Julia was
eighteen. That is when Father decided he wanted his daughter back
to arrange a marriage to a wealthy, aging lord. Jordan still didn’t
know how his father planned on explaining Julia’s presence after so
much time, especially after his father married Rose a year after
Adele supposedly died and fathered Madeline a year
later.

Until last spring, Jordan and his
brothers also thought they were dead, until Bentley inherited after
his father’s death and came across documents in the desk. Since, at
least one brother had been trying to track them down. Several times
they thought the two had been found from Paris to Italy to Scotland
to Ireland, but either the description didn’t match exactly or they
disappeared.

Jordan inwardly groaned.
The ton would
gossip about this for months and Rose would be ruined as her
marriage was never legal, even though she hadn’t known it at the
time, and the same circumstances left Madeline a bastard. At least
Brachton didn’t care what side of the blanket his wife had been
born on, but it would not be easy for any of them. This also could
have an effect on his career and potential marital options, though
Jordan was more concerned with his step-mother and Madeline at the
moment. They would receive the brunt of the gossip and possibly
have doors shut in their faces. Unfortunately, society may be too
narrow-minded to realize that those two had been duped along with
everyone else and paint dear, sweet Rose as a… He shook the thought
away. Jordan didn’t even want to think of the names Rose could be
called.

“Where are they?” he asked since nobody
else said a word. If anything, he would escort the two quietly out
of town. He had enough funds to pay them off and keep them
comfortable for years to come in some place like America. Jordan
would become a pauper before he let those two ruin Rose and
Madeline’s lives. Why else would they be here? They lived well
enough on the continent all of these years. Why return now? The
only thing that had changed was that father was dead.

“We haven’t been able to locate them,
yet,” Elizabeth answered. “We believe they arrived in Town a few
weeks ago. They spent one night at an inn outside of Oxford and
told the owner they were going to spend the Season in London. They
left no further direction.”

“Have you checked the hotels in Town?”
Jordan demanded.

“Yes, but we haven’t located them,”
John answered.

“She registered as Lady Bentley at the
inn in Oxford,” Elizabeth added.

There was a gasp from Eleanor, the
current Lady Bentley, married to Jordan’s oldest brother, Clayton,
the Earl of Bentley.

“She hasn’t registered under that name
anywhere else, has she?” Madeline demanded from her place on the
settee.

“If she had, we would have found her,”
John assured his sister.

“What could she mean by using that
name?”

John shrugged. “She is entitled to use
it. She and Father never divorced, so technically she is the
dowager now.”

Clayton stepped forward. “It is simple.
She must know we are looking for her, or she wants us to know she
has returned.”

“Or, she learned Father died and wanted
to come home, not carrying how it affected the rest of us,”
Madeline offered. Jordan couldn’t blame his sister for being
angry.

Brachton gently squeezed her shoulder
and Madeline looked back at her husband. “I don’t care about me,”
she explained. “I worry about what will become of Mother when the
truth becomes known.”

Silence settled over the room once
again, each lost in his or her own thoughts.

“We won’t give up looking,” John
insisted.

As much as Jordan wished Adele had not
returned, he wasn’t so certain he felt the same about Julia. The
girl had been two-years-old when her mother took her away. She was
an innocent in all of this and it didn’t seem fair that she should
be forced to run and be in hiding for the rest of her life. Jordan
assumed her life had not been easy and she was five and twenty now.
Perhaps it was time to bring her home. Surely they could come up
with a plausible excuse that society would accept.

Besides, he wanted to apologize. It was
his fault Adele ran away in the first place.
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Audrey stepped into the drawing room,
already full with guests invited to Lord and Lady Brachton’s
dinner. This was to be a small affair, to help Grace ease into
society, as she had never attended the Season before and knew few
outside of the family she married into. In truth, Audrey wanted to
decline the invitation, fearing Jordan Trent would be present, but
she could not abandon her dearest friend.

She glanced around the room and
realized everyone present was married. She stifled a groan. This
evening just went from uncomfortable to most assuredly
unbearable.

“Miss Montgomery, I am so happy you
could join us,” Lady Brachton stated as she came
forward.

Audrey forced a smile. “It was kind of
you to include me.”

“Nonsense,” Lady Brachton insisted.
“You and Lady Lydell are Grace’s closest friends. I wouldn’t have
dreamed of excluding either of you.”

Audrey glanced around the room looking
for Millicent. She stood with her husband but she was watching
someone across the room. Audrey turned her head in that direction.
It was Jordan Trent. How had she missed him when she first walked
in? He was in a back corner in discussion with Lord Ainsely and his
wife. Also speaking with Trent was Lord Hearne and his wife. If she
recalled correctly, Lord Hearne was the older brother to Lady
Ainsely.

“Ainsely and Hearne are friends of my
husband,” Lady Brachton explained. “As well as my brother, Mr.
Jordan Trent.”

Just hearing his name did queer things
to Audrey’s stomach. How would she get through this night and why
hadn’t she stayed with Millicent today until she had talked sense
into the woman? It was not done to be so fixated by a gentleman
that was not your husband in a room full of people when said
husband was standing by your side.

“You know my brother John and his wife,
Elizabeth,” Lady Brachton pointed to the couple not far away. “With
them are Lord Marston and his wife, Louisa. She is Elizabeth’s
younger sister.”

Audrey nodded. She knew John and
Elizabeth from last fall when they had come to visit Mr. Matthew
Trent, before he married Grace. She knew who Marston and his wife
were, though they had not met.

On the settee were Matthew and Grace
and beside them, the eldest Trent, Lord Bentley and his wife.
Audrey had the honor of meeting them Christmas Eve and had made the
acquaintance of Miss Eleanor Westin last spring, before Miss Westin
left in the middle of the Season to return to the
country.

“Can I get you anythin’, Miss
Montgomery?” Lord Brachton asked as he approached.

She was parched and would dearly love a
cup of tea but everyone appeared to be drinking wine or brandy. “A
glass of wine, please.”

He bowed and strode toward a servant
who stood beside a cart that held various liquors and
glasses.

Lady Brachton led her across the room
to Millicent and Lord Lydell.

“Good evening, Miss Montgomery,” Lord
Lydell greeted her. Millicent didn’t even acknowledge her presence,
still watching Jordan Trent across the room. Audrey had half a mind
to kick her friend in the shin to get her attention.

“Dear,” Lydell said, turning toward his
wife.

Millicent jumped as if shocked then
rubbed the inner part of her arm. Had Lydell just pinched his
wife?

But at least Millicent was now paying
attention to her husband, as she should.

“You haven’t greeted your dear
friend.”

Millicent looked at Audrey and barely
smiled. “Hello, Audrey.”

Audrey stifled a sigh and moved in
place to block Millicent’s view of Jordan Trent. It was the least
she could do before her friend embarrassed herself
further.

Lydell smiled gratefully at Audrey.
Audrey knew she needed to speak with her friend once again. This
time she would do so away from her home, where she didn’t have to
worry about suitors, if that is what one could call gentlemen who
visited married ladies, and out of earshot of her husband. Tonight,
she would just have to do her best to distract Millicent from
throwing herself at Jordan Trent.

Really, what was wrong with Millicent?
If Audrey were in her shoes, she would hate Trent with such venom
that it would be impossible to be in the same room, yet Millicent
apparently still carried a tendre for the rake.

Despite where she stood, Millicent was
still trying to see past her shoulder. What would it take to make
this woman see sense?

Lord Brachton placed a glass in
Audrey’s hand and took up a place next to her. His size in
comparison completely blocked the other side of the room. He must
have noticed the improper attention Millicent was showing his
brother-in-law and, if Brachton noticed, most likely everyone else
did as well since the man had been busy being a host since she
walked into the room and the others didn’t have the same
distractions.

“I understand ye, Lady Lydell and Grace
have ken each other since ye were babes.”

Audrey smiled up at the man. “Yes, we
have. It is kind of you and your wife to host this dinner for
Grace.”

He returned her smile. “Grace is
family.” He looked at Lady Lydell. “One should always be most
attentive to family before anythin’ else. Doona ye agree, Lady
Lydell.”

The woman blinked up at him, as if she
were trying to make sense of his words. Surely she understood what
he said, but did Millicent take his meaning?

Probably not. She could be thickheaded
when faced with innuendo. It was a shame since Audrey feared she
may have to just slap Millicent upside the head with a sledgehammer
before she would understands that she should cease her pursuit of
Jordan Trent.

“Supper is served,” the odd butler
announced and the room stirred to follow Lord and Lady Brachton
from the room. Audrey held back, not sure how to proceed since each
wife took the arm of their husband. This did not bode well. A
moment later, Jordan Trent stopped before her and bowed before
offering his arm.

Audrey simply looked at him.

“Ravishing,” he uttered.

“You’re ravenous? Then perhaps you
should go into supper.”

“I was speaking of you.” The corner of
his mouth twitched and that dimple peeked out for but a moment.
“You should wear blues more often. It is very becoming.”

Her cheeks began to warm. She would not
be susceptible to his charms.

“Of course, I think you could wear
sackcloth and still be as beautiful.”

No wonder women fell so easily for him,
but she would not be one of them. “That is utterly
ridiculous.”

“Perhaps your looking glasses at home
are faulty.” He frowned. “I would send you a new one, clear and
without blemish, but I believe that would be improper.”

Audrey gasped. “It most certainly
would.”

“Then you must simply trust that I find
you quite beautiful.” He lifted her hand but instead of placing a
kiss on the back as she expected, he turned it over and placed his
lips at the pulse in her wrist.

Goodness. Audrey grabbed her hand back
so quickly one would have thought she had been burned and perhaps
she had. The heat of his mouth still scorched her skin even through
the glove. “That was very improper,” she hissed.

“No more improper than kissing you in
the garden.”

Her face was now on fire and she
glanced about. Everyone else had gone to the dining room and they
were alone.

“Are you trying to ruin me?” She
hissed. “First you drag me into the garden last night and now you
keep me back after the others have left.”

“Of course not,” Trent answered
indignantly. “And, I most certainly did not drag you into the
garden. You went most willingly.”

Yes, but that was so she could tell him
exactly what she thought about him but he kissed her before she
could. “I am only being polite because we are in your family’s
home.” With that she turned on her heel and marched toward the
entrance.

Trent rushed ahead and blocked her
exist. “At least allow me to escort you in to supper.” He held out
his arm.

She clinched her jaw for a moment and
finally placed her arm through his. Her fingers tingled and her
body heated from his nearness. Why did she allow him to affect her
so and why couldn’t she control her attraction to him? She knew
what he was yet his sandalwood scent engulfed her and all she
wanted to do was close her eyes and inhale, and lean in a bit
closer. But, she would do none of those things. Wanting Jordan
Trent led to destruction.

They entered as the ladies were taking
their seats. Audrey glanced around. Across from her were John and
Elizabeth and next to the couple were Lord Marston and his wife.
Audrey was to be seated between Jordan Trent and Mr. Matthew Trent.
She glanced up the table and noted Millicent was seated closer to
the head of the table and thankfully on the same side as they. Her
appetite would have been completely ruined if she would have had to
watch Millicent moon over Trent all evening. As it was, having him
by her side was going to make eating difficult enough.

Millicent was straining to
look down the table and their eyes met. Her friend just gave her the angriest
look Audrey had ever seen. It quite chilled her. Goodness. This
infatuation has gone too far. It was supper and Audrey had no say
as to who she was to sit beside.

Jordan Trent waited until the servant
had pulled Audrey’s chair and seated her before taking his own and
leaned toward her. “I had hoped we could have the opportunity to
become reacquainted,” he whispered.

Audrey fluffed out her napkin and
placed it on her lap. “It is not necessary that we become
reacquainted.”

He turned fully towards her this time.
“I beg to differ. I thought we were becoming close last spring, yet
you suddenly wanted nothing to do with me.”

“Nor do I now,” she hissed in a low
voice.

“Clearly,” he muttered. “I simply wish
to know why.”

Audrey bit her bottom lip to keep her
mouth from popping open. Did he really need to ask? He knew what he
had done as well as she. Did he not understand the damage he had
caused to Millicent? The woman couldn’t even move past it and
appreciate the husband she had.

And then it struck her. Jordan Trent
had no idea she knew and Audrey would bet all of her pen money that
he never planned to tell her. Well, she would give him a piece of
her mind. Audrey opened her mouth and then remembered where she
was. “Not now and not here.”

Jordan Trent grinned at her. “Does that
mean you will actually speak with me later?”

The dimple at the corner of his mouth
was so tantalizing. Oh, why did he have to be so handsome? “I will
speak with you once and only once, so you understand why I find you
so despicable.”

His grin didn’t falter. “I look forward
to our discussion.”

Audrey leaned back so the
soup could be placed before her. Audacious
man!
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Relief washed over Audrey when the
ladies were able to retreat from the dining room to leave the
gentlemen to their port. It was the longest dinner of her life and
if questioned, she would not be able to list any of the foods she
had eaten. All she could hope was that she answered the questions
directed to her by Mr. Matthew Trent coherently and she was able to
carry on a halfway intelligent conversation. Usually this was not a
problem for her, but she normally didn’t have Jordan Trent sitting
to her right. Goodness that man was a distraction. If he wasn’t
exchanging witticisms with his brother across the table, which
should never be done at a formal meal, he was pressing his leg
against hers beneath the table. The man was far too forward. She
would have moved away from him but there was little room at the
table. The room was large enough to seat three times the number of
people invited, yet the table was lengthened barely enough to allow
space for those who were present.

Why was she so attracted to him when
she knew he had the power to break her heart? He already
had!

It wasn’t fair to blame him for that,
of course. He hadn’t made any promises, just danced with her and
asked if he could call on her when he returned from the house party
he was to attend. Audrey had been foolish enough to believe he may
be the one. He was kind and solicitous the few times they met at a
ball. After the one dance they shared at each function every other
gentleman paled in comparison.

He charmed and laughed but his deep
blue eyes often betrayed his mood and Audrey longed to slip past
the façade and determine why there was a sadness lingering inside.
But she never did learn and now never would. Didn’t society realize
that Mr. Jordan Trent wore a mask? Part of her still wanted to rip
it away and sooth whatever pain lingered in his heart.

Stop being
foolish. She clearly saw something that
didn’t exist. She was simply being fanciful, or had been anyway.
Jordan Trent didn’t care who he hurt as long as he could add more
ladies to his list of conquests each Season.

“Come with me,” Millicent hissed in
Audrey’s ear and she grasped her arm and drew her to the opposite
side of the drawing room.

“What is wrong?” The color was high in
her friend’s cheeks and her brown eyes were brighter than normal.
Had she taken a fever?

“He is mine you know.”

Audrey stared at Millicent, almost
afraid to ask who since Millicent tended to forget she had a
husband.

“Jordan Trent is mine and I need you to
remember that.”

“Millicent, you are married to Lord
Lydell.”

She dismissed Audrey’s comment with a
wave of her hand. “That hardly matters.”

“It matters a great deal. You cannot
have Mr. Trent because you have a husband.”

Millicent laughed. “Married ladies take
lovers all of the time.”

“That doesn’t make it right,” Audrey
warned her. What had happened to her friend? They had both been
raised with the same morals and taught the difference between right
and wrong. Never once were they told it was acceptable to take a
lover.

Millicent grasped Audrey’s hand. “Dear,
sweet Audrey, I shouldn’t expect you to understand.”

“Understand what,” Audrey asked
slowly.

“I know that last spring you believed
Jordan may have been interested in courting you.”

Yes, she had, but Audrey wasn’t going
to confirm it to her friend.

“It was me he wanted all along.”
Millicent placed her hand on Audrey’s cheek, much like a mother
does when comforting a child. “He was simply playing with you until
we could be together.”

“If he wanted you so badly, why didn’t
he marry you?” Audrey found herself asking.

Millicent sighed and folded her hands
together. “Mother and Father would never have allowed
it.”

“He ruined you.” Audrey said in a low
voice. “He snuck into your bedchamber and ruined you. They should
have demanded that he marry you.”

“They would have if he had a title, of
that I am sure.” Millicent shrugged.

“I am sorry for you, but further
pursuit of Jordan Trent does not make the situation right,” Audrey
reminded her.

“How can I expect you to understand,”
Millicent sighed. “You’ve never been in love.”

“You are in love with Jordan Trent?” Of
course, this shouldn’t be a surprise.

“And he loves me.”

“He doesn’t seem very torn apart about
the fact you two are not together,” Audrey offered
dryly.

Sadness cloaked her eyes. “He is able
to hide it better than I.”

Audrey seriously doubted Jordan Trent
loved anyone, especially Millicent. Yet, she thought she knew his
character once and had been wrong. Who was to say she read him any
better now?

“I saw how he looked at you this
evening when you walked in.”

This caught her attention. “Exactly
how?” she asked slowly.

“The way he did when you hoped he would
show an interest in courting you.”

Trent’s eyes used to darken to a cobalt
blue when they danced. Is that what Millicent meant?

“I don’t want you hurt again. I am sure
Jordan simply feels the need to pursue another woman because we
cannot be together openly, but you should know, he will always love
me.”

Audrey’s stomach churned. She didn’t
want to think of Millicent and Mr. Trent together and she certainly
had no intention of being any gentleman’s second choice.

“He might even pursue you once again
but it is simply so he can be closer to me since we are such dear
friends.” She smiled sweetly.

She never realized Millicent thought so
little of her in that Audrey could only gain the attention of a
gentleman who couldn’t have what he really wanted. She had never
been so insulted in her life.

“It is a great tragedy that we cannot
openly acknowledge how we feel, but I am sure you understand that
it wouldn’t be proper.” Millicent sighed. “We are destined to be
apart except for those few precious moments we can snatch to be
together.”

Her friend was mad. For the
first time in her life Audrey was seriously questioning Millicent’s
sanity. As children she had always been the overly dramatic one and
Audrey had thought she had grown out of it, but perhaps not. Next
she would be quoting lines from Romeo and
Juliet.

Millicent reached over and squeezed
Audrey’s hand one last time. “I just wanted to warn you. Know that
if Jordan does show an interest again he is only doing it out of
loneliness and because he can’t have me. He will never love you as
he loves me.”

“I have no intention of being courted
by Jordan Trent so you can put that worry to rest.”

“I am sure you say that now, but he is
irresistible.”

That was a true enough statement, but
Audrey had been strong when she learned the truth and would remain
so. “I can easily resist him,” Audrey assured Millicent.

“I am so glad to hear that because I
would hate to see something dreadful happen to you if you fell
under his spell.”

A chill ran up Audrey’s spine. What
exactly did Millicent mean by dreadful? That she would fall in love
with a man who didn’t love her? That he would be forever pining for
Millicent? Or something much more dire? Regardless, Millicent
needed to realize that she had to get over her infatuation, or even
love, for Jordan Trent. “Besides, it isn’t me he plans to pursue.”
She focused on Millicent, looking her in the eye. “I believe he has
an interest in Lady Rothsbury.”

Millicent pulled back and frowned. “I
am sure you are wrong. She must have been crushed when he rejected
her last evening.”

“I don’t believe anyone suffered a
rejection,” Audrey practically snorted.

“Of course he turned down her
advances.” Millicent laughed. “I know Jordan would never pursue
her, and she is the one who approached him in the ballroom and took
him outside. Clearly she wanted something he wasn’t willing to
provide otherwise he wouldn’t have returned so quickly.”

Audrey took a deep breath. This may
crush Millicent but someone had to make the woman see sense. “That
is because they were making arrangements.”

“How would you know?” Millicent asked
with condescension.

“Because I saw him leaving her house
early this morning, wearing the same clothing he had on at the ball
the night before.

All color drained from Millicent’s
face, before she shook her head and laughed. “He is simply lonely
and gentlemen do have needs.”

Audrey hitched an eyebrow. Would
Millicent make excuses at every turn?

“I don’t expect you to know anything
about that, but one day, after you are married, you will understand
what a gentleman really wants. A lady simply has to provide it and
he won’t stray far.”

With that, Millicent turned and swept
out of the room leaving Audrey to stare after her.
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Jordan left the gentlemen to their port
and cigars and stepped into the hall. Usually he enjoyed the manly
ritual following formal dining but he longed to find Miss
Montgomery. She had agreed to finally tell him what he had done to
make her hate him. Once he had the answer Jordan knew he could make
it right.

“There you are. I was hoping you
wouldn’t keep me waiting,” Lady Lydell announced as she flounced
down the hall.

Jordan turned to see if Lydell had
followed him out of the room but nobody was there. Why would she
think he would seek her out? “I beg your pardon.”

Her smile was seductive, almost catlike
and Jordan found himself taking a step back.

“Don’t play coy with me,
Jordan.”

He hitched an eyebrow. Since when did
she have leave to call him by his given name?

“We both know the time we are apart is
unbearable.”

Unbearable? He barely knew the woman.
He looked around, hoping a servant, or anyone would enter the hall.
Was it too unmanly to run back into the dining room?

Lady Lydell reached out and grabbed his
jacket. Jordan tried to shake her off but the woman had a death
grip.

“Come to me tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes,” her voice was low and sultry as
if she were trying to be seductive.

If she were trying to seduce him it was
having the opposite affect and Jordan couldn’t wait to get out of
her clutches, literally, since she had both hands anchored on his
jacket preventing him from going anywhere. He kept backing up until
his was stopped by the hard plaster on the wall.

“After Lydell leaves for Parliament.”
She ran a tongue over her upper lip. “I’ll be waiting for you so we
can renew our relationship.”

“Relationship?” Was this woman
mad?

“One night was not enough for me and I
am certain it wasn’t for you.”

“One night?” His throat was closing.
What the bloody hell was she talking about?

“I need you, Jordan. Don’t make me wait
any longer.” She went up on her toes as a hand came around the back
of his head, trying to force his face towards hers. He was not
going to kiss her. For one thing, he had absolutely no desire to
taste those lips and second, she was married to Lydell. He wasn’t a
close friend, but friend enough and even if he wasn’t, Jordan never
toyed with married women.

He fought against her hand and grabbed
her upper arms, forcing her away from him. “I am afraid you are
mistaken.”

Lady Lydell’s bottom lip jutted out in
a pout. “I should have known you would be this way. The entire
situation must have hurt you deeply.”

“What situation?” Jordan knew he
shouldn’t have raised his voice but the woman was not in her right
mind.

“My marriage to Lydell of
course.”

Jordan pushed her further away and
stepped into the hall. He wasn’t about to let her get him against a
wall again. “I wish you much joy in your marriage. Now, if you will
excuse me.” He turned to find Lydell standing in the doorway of the
dining room. Lydell shook his head sadly and returned inside. Good
Lord, how much had the man witnessed. Hopefully he saw enough to
know that Jordan was not the pursuer. Jordan turned on his heel to
march toward the drawing room where the ladies had gathered only to
find Miss Montgomery watching him and Lady Lydell. He stifled a
groan. Would she believe him if he explained, or did she assume the
worst?

“Bloody hell!” he muttered under his
breath and left the house. He would give his sister and Brachton
his excuses later, once he figured out how to explain this odd
situation.
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Audrey took a deep breath and exhaled
as she stepped inside Hyde Park. This was exactly what she needed.
A quiet walk in the fresh air to clear her mind. It was early
enough so she shouldn’t be disturbed. The only people in the park
at this time were nurses, nannies or governesses with their charges
and a few gentlemen riding along Rotten Row. She needed to think
and make sense of what she had witnessed last evening and her room
had become far too confining, especially after tossing and turning
all night.

Had she been wrong about Jordan Trent?
Whatever notions Millicent had about their relationship were
fanciful indeed, but just how fanciful. If she read Mr. Trent’s
expression correctly, the man almost panicked and had a look of
utter terror on his face when Millicent had him backed against the
wall. While Millicent was going on about meeting him and talking
about their relationship Mr. Trent had been dumbfounded. Had
Millicent invented the entire situation?

No. Audrey shook the thought from her
head. What woman would create a tale as damaging as being bedded
without the benefit of marriage? Yet, she couldn’t believe her
parents wouldn’t have forced Mr. Trent to marry Millicent if he had
seduced her.

But why claim Mr. Trent to be the
father if he hadn’t even been intimate with her?

Audrey rubbed her temples, wishing the
headache that had plagued her since yesterday would
disappear.

“Are you alright, Miss
Montgomery?”

Audrey turned and offered her maid a
weak smile. “I am fine. I just need to work something
through.”

The young woman nodded and continued
walking a few paces behind Audrey.

“Audrey, is that you?”

She turned to find Millicent strolling
beside a carriage being pushed by a servant. She was the last
person Audrey wanted to see at the moment.

Her friend hurried to catch up and
Audrey stopped to wait for her.

“I am so glad I found you.”

Audrey straightened. “Were you looking
for me?” Did she wish to warn her away from Jordan Trent
again?

“Well, not you, just anyone who could
help break up the tedium of strolling in the park at such an
unfashionable hour.”

Audrey fought the need to roll her
eyes. “If you don’t wish to be out, why are you?”

Millicent groaned. “Lydell said that I
take the baby for a walk.” She gestured toward the carriage. “It is
uncivilized to be out so early. That is why we employ a nurse, but
Lydell insisted.”

She had not yet seen the child and
Audrey walked around to peer into the stroller. The round-faced
cherub with light blue eyes stared up at her. Audrey felt a hitch
in her heart. Would she ever have a child?

“Isn’t she the image of her
father?”

As much as Audrey had tried in the
past, and today, she could never recognize a parent in the features
of an infant. People saw what they wanted. To Audrey, they were
adorable little creatures who looked like themselves. “I suppose
so,” she answered instead of offering her true thoughts.

“So you understand why you can’t have
Jordan.”

Audrey stifled a sigh and looked at
Millicent.

“We have a bond.” Millicent gestured to
the baby. “Nothing ties two people together more than sharing a
child.”

Audrey had rarely seen such evidence
but she wasn’t about to argue with Millicent. She had come to the
park to think and not be bothered.

“Well, I will leave you to your
walk.”

She took a step forward but Millicent
grabbed her arm. “Don’t leave me. I can’t very well carry on a
conversation with the maid and it is so boring simply
walking.”

Was it too rude to inform the woman
that she wished to be alone?

“Let’s see who is riding today?” No
doubt she was hoping Mr. Trent was out. Audrey dearly hoped he was
not because those were the two people she did not want to be
around. Yet, if he were riding, it would give her an opportunity to
see them interact. If her suspicions were correct, then she had
made a ghastly mistake last Season. But, she shouldn’t jump to
conclusions. She needed facts.

“Millicent, did you know Mr. Trent was
going to come to your room that evening at the house
party?”

“Oh no,” she brightened, her face
becoming flushed. “It was a surprise.”

“What did you say when he walked in?
You must have been shocked that he would do something so
scandalous.”

A dreamy look came over Millicent’s
face. “I was sound asleep. It had been raining all night, and dark
as ink, so I was able to sleep like a baby, until…”

“Until,” Audrey prompted.

“He slid into bed beside me.” Millicent
sighed.

Maybe she didn’t want to know the
details but unfortunately, they were important.

“You didn’t see him.”

“I didn’t need to.”

“Yet you are certain it was Jordan
Trent.”

Millicent’s face lost all happiness and
she wheeled on Audrey and shook her finger at her. “Don’t start in
on me like my parents.”

Audrey took a step back.
“Pardon?”

“I will tell you what happened and
nobody can tell me differently.”

“Very well,” Audrey said slowly. “What
happened?”

“When he came to my bed of course I was
frightened.”

Audrey would have jumped out of bed and
screamed loud enough to wake the household but that was neither
here nor there.

“How did you know it was Mr. Trent if
you couldn’t see him?”

Her bright smile returned again. “He
told me.”

“And you believed him?”

“Of course, how couldn’t I, after what
he said to me.”

Audrey’s stomach tightened, but she
ignored the discomfort. “What did he say?”

“That he was aware of my wanting his
attention in London but it was too difficult to court me with so
many people watching.” She sighed and the dreamy look returned.
“His voice was low and quiet, not at all like he normally sounds.
It sent shivers down my spine. He insisted that what we could share
was special.” She turned and smiled. “He apologized for arriving
late to the party,” Millicent added as an afterthought.

“He arrived late?” Audrey interrupted
her.

Millicent blinked. “Why yes. It was
three days into the party and he hadn’t arrived yet, not even by
the time I retired, but I was watching for him. I asked the
servants and hosts often when he was expected but nobody
knew.”

Audrey had a sinking suspicion that
Jordan Trent had never been in Millicent’s bed. “Go on.” She
encouraged. “What else did he say?”

“He was aware of my desire to be with
him and he felt the same.” Millicent brought her hands to her
breasts and sighed. “Then he made love to me.”

“Who found him in your bed?” She needed
to know who would corroborate Millicent’s story though Audrey now
suspected it was nothing but a fairytale.

Millicent heaved a sigh. “He left while
I was sleeping. Had I known he would do such a thing I would have
remained awake.”

“Then how did anyone know?”

“My maid told my parents,” Millicent
ground out. “But I’ve dismissed her.”

“He did get you with child so they had
a right to know.”

Millicent was shaking her head. “Nobody
will believe me, except you.”

“I don’t understand.”

Millicent scowled and narrowed her
eyes. “That blackguard ruined everything. Why wouldn’t he just
leave me alone? He was constantly pursuing me at the house party
and knew I was waiting for Jordan.”

“Who?”

“Lydell,” Millicent cried.

“He married you. I don’t see how he
ruined anything.”

Millicent huffed and crossed her arms
over her chest and glared. “After Jordan left my room that night,
he snuck in while I was sleeping. I can only assume he saw Jordan
leave and took a chance.”

“Lydell?”

“Yes,” Millicent shouted. “That is who
my maid found in my bed.”

Did Lydell lie about who he was to get
into Millicent’s bed and how could any woman mistake one man for
another in that circumstance? Yet, that wasn’t the reason Millicent
gave for her parent’s decision. “So your parents didn’t reject
Trent because he didn’t have a title.”

“They would have, if they would have
believed me. Now we will never be together.”

The headache that was earlier an
inconvenience was now making her ill. Lydell had lied to Millicent
about who he was to trap her, and her fortune, into a marriage, but
Millicent was too stupid to understand that Trent was never
there.

“What did Mr. Trent say the next
morning when he found out Lydell had gone to your room?”

Millicent planted her fists on her
hips. “He was already gone.”

“Gone?” Or perhaps he was never
there.

“I am sure it was urgent, otherwise he
would have stayed by my side and not left again, I am sure of
it.”

Audrey simply nodded. Was her friend
mad or delusional or both?

“That is why my parents wouldn’t
believe he was the one but accepted Lydell’s version of the facts.
Jordan arrived so late and left so early that none of the guests
ever saw him. Not even the servants, so my parents refused to
believe he was there.” Millicent reached out and grabbed Audrey’s
hand. “You believe me, don’t you?”

She was practically begging and all
Audrey could do was nod. She didn’t dare tell Millicent what she
really thought for fear the woman would become even more unhinged.
Was Lydell aware of his wife’s misconception? Had he tried to tell
the truth or was he simply letting her believe what she
wanted?

“I am so glad we had this talk,” Audrey
found herself saying. “I must go now. We will visit
later.”

She turned on her heel and walked back
toward the entrance as quickly as her feet could carry
her.

Audrey paused just outside of the gate
and grasped it for support. Her stomach churned. What had she done?
She had believed Millicent last spring and cut Trent out of her
life and kept her resentment alive all this time. Two letters from
Millicent had altered everything. The first saying that Trent had
come to her bed and the second, that her parents were marrying her
to Lydell because Trent refused.

She leaned against the gate and
breathed deeply. She never questioned Millicent about the
circumstances and never thought there was a need. Trent did have a
certain reputation after all. She had also been too hurt and didn’t
want to know the details. Instead, she let her anger blind her. Had
she just questioned Millicent at the time would things have turned
out differently?

There was no guarantee that Trent would
have courted her, or if it would have led to anything permanent,
but she hadn’t even given him a chance to find out. Granted, he
only danced with her a few times and said he wished to call on her
after his return, yet it didn’t mean he had any serious intentions.
It was silly of course, but she had begun to hope.

Her heart constricted at the pain at
realizing she had believed lies and may have ruined her
chances.
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Jordan rubbed his eyes and leaned back
in the chair and stretched. Tightness had developed in this
shoulders and neck from studying but at least he had his answers.
There was precedent on how to remove one guardian to replace him
with another. He would just need to speak with Lady Rothsbury’s
brother, Mr. Jonathan Bridges, to make sure he was willing to take
over the task of managing the young lord’s estate until the lad
reached his majority. He would call on Bridges at his offices as
soon as he washed and ready to move on with his day, but he was so
bloody tired.

He glanced out the window from his
fourth floor set of rooms to the street below. Jordan had given up
his space within a small office. He no longer needed to hide his
identity or have potential client’s questioned before he met with
them and had taken to working from his set of rooms in Old Square.
Nobody knew he sometimes resided here, except his valet, butler and
one footman.

A smile pulled at his lips as he
envisioned the look on his father’s face if he had ever learned of
Jordan’s decisions to become a solicitor. Well, his father no
longer had control and Jordan could do as he bloody well
pleased.

That left one question to be answered:
What would Audrey Montgomery think about him being a barrister, or
simply a solicitor? Her mother wanted a title for her daughter, but
what did the daughter want?

What smile he possessed disappeared
when he remembered that the only gentlemen she had granted dances
were already titled or one day would be. Did she have the same
goals as her mother? Jordan wouldn’t have believed it last year,
but perhaps she had changed. He certainly had in the past year, but
for reasons nobody but his family would understand.

A scratch at the door drew his
attention and Jordan crossed the scarred, dark wood floor to find
one of his footmen on the other side.

“Come in Higgins.” Jordan stood back so
the young man could enter.

“A message came for you, Mr.
Trent.”

He tore the missive open. It was a note
from Grace asking that he call on her as soon as possible. His
first thoughts were that there was news of Adele and Julia, but
quickly dismissed the notion. If anyone was to would contact him
about his step-mother and half-sister, it would be one of his
brothers. This was curious indeed. Hopefully all was well with
Matthew.

“Thank you, Higgins.”

The young man also held out a satchel.
“We assumed you would need to call on Mrs. Trent and your valet
packed an extra set of clothes being you didn’t come home last
night.”

Jordan had come straight here from his
sister’s supper, needing to put the thoughts of Lady Lydell from
his mind and work himself to exhaustion so Audrey didn’t plague his
dreams through the night.

“I really should give up these rooms.”
He glanced around at what had been his second home for the past few
years. “What I do here can now be done at home.”

Higgins didn’t say anything but it
would make both of their lives easier if Jordan wasn’t living in
two places.

“I will send word if I will not be
returning tonight.”

The young man bowed and left the room
and Jordan set about preparing for the meeting with his
sister-in-law. Afterward he would travel to the docks to call upon
Mr. Jonathan Bridges.

An hour later Jordan stepped into his
sister-in-law’s parlor to find Grace seated calmly on the settee
while Miss Montgomery paced before the fire. His heart lifted. Had
it been Miss Montgomery who sought him out and not his
sister-in-law?

Any exhaustion he suffered earlier
disappeared the moment he was in Miss Montgomery’s presence. It
wasn’t simply attraction, though he was more attracted to her than
any woman of his acquaintance. She calmed and soothed something
deep inside and all he had to do was simply be in the same room
with her. It had been that way from the first moment he met Miss
Montgomery.

Miss Montgomery turned when the butler
announced his entrance, her face drawn with concern. He dearly
hoped she wasn’t about to deliver another set down. Hadn’t she
promised they would talk? Her expression led him to believe the
topic she wished to broach was far more serious than he earlier
anticipated.

“Is something wrong?”

“I need to ask you something,” Miss
Montgomery blurted out.

Grace stood and smoothed her gown.
“Audrey insisted she needed to speak with you but it was a
conversation that needed to take place in private.” She lifted an
eyebrow in interest. “She won’t tell me what it is about but this
was the only place she could speak with you alone without her
reputation being damaged.”

A grin pulled at his lips. “Miss
Montgomery wishes to be alone with me?” He took a few steps further
into the room. “My day just became all the brighter.”

Grace stepped between Jordan and Miss
Montgomery. “You will behave as a gentlemen,” she
warned.

Jordan chuckled. As much as
he wished to be alone with Audrey and not be a gentleman, he was in his
brother’s home and clearly Miss Montgomery was upset. “I
promise.”

Grace simply nodded and left the
parlor, closing the door behind her.

Jordan sauntered over to Audrey,
concerned by the paleness of her skin and the worry lines etched
above her brow. His hands itched to smooth them away and ease her
burden.

“Last spring, when you were gone, did
you attend the Grayson’s house party?”

It had been his intention to be there
but at the last moment he had to travel to Bristol. “I had received
an invitation as you know.” Miss Montgomery wasn’t aware of his
profession as far as he knew and Jordan hadn’t told her last spring
because he hadn’t yet asked her uncle permission to court her and
frankly, he had been unsure of her reaction. He didn’t want to be
put in the situation of choosing a career over a lady when it was
far too soon to determine if they would be a good match, despite
how he warmed in her presence.

“I know that is the reason you were to
be gone. But did you go?”

He reached out and grasped her hand in
his. “What is this about?”

“I cannot tell you until I know if you
were there or not.”

“I did not attend the house party but
needed to be somewhere else.”

She closed her eyes and blew out a
breath. What did it matter whether he was at the Grayson’s or not?
However, something had happened during that time that altered her
opinion of him. Would he finally find out what his horrible crime
was?

“Where were you?”

“I traveled to Bristol.”

A frown formed and she tilted her head
as if to study him. “Why?”

It did seem rather odd that he would
choose to go to Bristol when he could have been enjoying himself at
a fashionable house party. “I cannot say.”

She pursed her lips and then gave a
quick nod, as if deciding if she would pry further. “And you were
never at the Grayson Estate? Not even for one night?”

“If I was going to travel all that way
I would have stayed longer than a night.” He assured her. “What is
this about?”

Miss Montgomery sighed again and turned
away from him. “I think I have made a terrible mistake and I owe
you an apology.”

His heart lifted. “What mistake? Is
this about what I did to make you hate me?”

“I never really hated you.” Her
shoulders slumped and then she turned to him, her face a lovely
shade of pink. “Millicent, that is Lady Lydell, wrote to me from
the house party.”

Her face took on a deeper hue. She was
quite lovely in her embarrassment. “Go on.”

“She claimed that you had, that…” Miss
Montgomery closed her eyes and turned away again.

Jordan came up from behind and placed
his hands on her upper arms in encouragement and comfort. “What did
she claim I did?”

“This is not a proper conversation and
I shouldn’t say anything, but you do need to know.”

He leaned in and whispered in her ear.
“What do I need to know?”

“She claimed that you had gone to her
room one night and that the two of you … that.”

Jordan stilled. “I understand your
meaning.” Bloody hell! Why would Lady Lydell say such a thing for?
Didn’t she know such rumors would see her ruined?

He straightened. Miss Montgomery hadn’t
known he had never gone to the Grayson’s. She refused to talk to
him after that time he was away.

“I received another letter, two days
later, that you had refused to do the right thing and her parents
were forcing her to marry Lydell.”

“As I wasn’t there, I was not required
to do the right thing.”

“All this time she has led me to
believe her child is yours as well.”

Jordan turned Miss Montgomery so that
she could face him. “This is why you have been angry with me all
this time?”

“I thought you ruined my friend and
then abandoned her.” Tears moistened her eyes. “I had been warned
about you.”

“That I do not doubt.” He grinned down
at her.

“You shouldn’t be smiling about this.
What will people think?”

Jordan sobered. He doubted that it
would do anymore damage to his already tarnished reputation, but he
was trying to become a respectable gentlemen. Otherwise he would
never be called to the bar and it was something he had worked far
too long for to let it slip through his fingers now.

Audrey glanced down and twisted her
hands together. “Millicent insisted that you had wanted her all
along and only danced with me to be close to her.”

“You believed her?” How could any
gentleman in his right mind prefer Lady Lydell when they could be
with Audrey Montgomery? Jordan placed a finger under Audrey’s chin
and lifted it so he could look into her eyes. “The only lady I’ve
ever wanted to court was you.”

“I’ve known her all of my life. Why
would she lie to me?”

“Jealousy?” If a trusted
childhood friend had told him something about Miss Montgomery, he
may have believed the one he had known the longest as well.
Besides, how could he blame her for thinking the worst? He didn’t
exactly have a pristine reputation. Though he would like to blame
his father for that, he was equally as guilty. He never let
the ton believe
anything other than he was a debauched lord only seeking
pleasure.

“Why would she possibly be jealous of
me?”

Jordan simply stared at her. Did Audrey
have no idea how beautiful she was? Such lovely golden hair and
soft, warm brown eyes and lips, pink as a rosebud and ripe for
kissing. Jordan wanted to kiss her but feared where it would lead
or that she would reject him again. She may be here to apologize
for a misunderstanding but she hadn’t indicated she wished to
further their relationship.

“There is more.” She sighed

How worse could it be?

“Millicent truly believes it was you.”
Her face grew crimson. “It was dark and in the middle of the night
so Millicent couldn’t see who was there and the gentleman claimed
to be you.”

Who would go to Millicent’s bed and
claim to be him? Unless it was Lydell, but to what purpose? Simply
being found in the ladies room would have sealed his
fate?

“Millicent’s maid found Lydell with her
the next morning and Millicent believes you left when she fell
asleep and Lydell replaced you.”

“She honestly believes such a thing,
when I was never there? She is that stupid?”

Miss Montgomery shrugged.

He should be livid for what Lydell had
done by using his name, but Jordan was too happy to have this
misunderstanding between him and Audrey resolved. “Why did you
start questioning her story now?”

“She has been acting strangely since
the Season began. Millicent is intent on having you one way or the
other.”

Lady Lydell’s behavior toward him was
now becoming clear.

“When I saw you with her last night, in
the hall, I knew something was not right.”

Jordan was hoping he would not have to
explain the encounter to Miss Montgomery because he had no
explanation for it, until now.

She chuckled. “You were terrified, at
least by my observation.”

“That I was.”

“If you had done what she claimed, or
were in love with her as Millicent insists, you would not have been
so intent on looking for an escape.”

He chuckled. At least Miss Montgomery
didn’t find it unmanly that he wanted to run away from a
woman.

She sobered and looked up at him. Her
brown eyes were darker than usual. “Will you please forgive me for
treating you so horribly?”

And he had planned or thought to be the
one who would need to apologize, once he learned whatever wrongs he
could have committed just to have her back in his arms. “Of
course.” He pulled her close and wrapped his arms about
her.

She looked up at him and blinked. “I
feel terrible for thinking the worst of you.”

“Hush,” he whispered and brought his
lips to hers.

His mouth descended on hers and Miss
Montgomery’s arms moved higher and she threaded her fingers through
his hair. Her full breasts pushed against his chest and her warmth
penetrated his clothing. He had waited so long for her to welcome
him into her arms.

Jordan groaned and pulled her closer,
deepening the kiss further, mating his tongue with hers. He grew
hard with desire and it took everything he had not to lay her down
on the settee and make love to her in one of the many ways he had
dreamed about since meeting her. But, he would do this right. They
would court, he would propose, and then they would marry. Then on
their wedding night she would be his, and not before. He was going
to do one thing respectable in his life though a special license
was not out of the question.

“I told Grace she should never leave my
brother alone with a lady.” Matthew’s voice jolted Jordan from his
intentions. Audrey squeaked and turned toward the door. Thank
goodness her skirts blocked all view of his person.

“Did it ever occur to you to knock?”
Jordan asked.

“Not in my own home.”

“I apologize,” Audrey stammered. “I
don’t know what came over me.”

Matthew chuckled. “My brother no
doubt.”

Jordan wouldn’t have minded being over
her, but now was not the place or time.
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Jordan stepped into one of the large
warehouses not far from the ships floating along the Thames. He had
been in warehouses before but one never as busy as this one. Men
were everywhere directing shipments, loading crates, moving them
from one end of the warehouse to the other, shouting out orders. It
was as precise and fascinating as watching a ballet.

He chuckled to himself recalling the
time his father learned he enjoyed the ballet. Jordan had convinced
him that it was simply because of the costumes. The skirts were not
short, but they were above a woman’s ankles and made of the
lightest material that when they turned, more leg was exposed than
allowed in proper public. And, who could argue with tight bodices?
This had seemed to calm his father but it had nothing to do with
why Jordan enjoyed the ballet. He loved the beauty of the dance and
the story told through movement.

Would Audrey enjoy the ballet? He would
need to get tickets for the next performance. The family box was
situated close to the stage and they would have an unobstructed
view.

A weight had been lifted from him, now
that he knew the truth. Eventually he would find out why Lydell had
lied that night, but it didn’t matter. Audrey knew the
truth.

A large burly man stepped in front of
Jordan, crossed his arms over his broad chest and stared down.
“What business do you have here?”

Jordan sobered and dismissed the ballet
and Audrey from his mind. “I would like to speak with Mr. Jonathan
Bridges.”

“What business do you have with Mr.
Bridges?” The man’s chin went up a notch and as he braced his
feet.

Jordan didn’t think he was that
menacing in appearance and he would sooner avoid this man at all
cost than risk being struck by such a brute. “I am here on behalf
of his sister, Lady Rothsbury.”

“Trent, what brings you down to the
docks?”

He and the brute turned to find Bridges
standing at the top of a stairway that led to what Jordan assumed
were the shipping offices. The brute took a step back and let his
arms fall to his side. Apparently Jordan was no longer a threat,
not that he had ever been. “I am here about your
nephews.”

Concern marred Bridge’s brow and he
motioned Jordan to come up.

A moment later Jordan was entering
Bridge’s office and the door was shut to block out the noise of the
warehouse below.

Bridges turned to him, fists planted on
hips. “Has something happened?”

“Has your sister spoken with you about
her concerns?”

Bridges sighed and sank into the chair
behind his desk. “Yes, but there is little I can do.” He bent down
and opened a drawer in his desk and withdrew a bottle of brown
liquid before reaching behind and grabbing two glasses from a
shelf. “I am not part of your world and have little power to go
against a lord.” He poured as he spoke.

Bridges may be in the shipping business
but he held more power than he knew, or cared for because he was a
very rich man. “I’ve sent Creighton to the country.”

Bridges snorted and handed Jordan a
glass. “I doubt he will stay there long.”

“I think I’ve found a way to change the
guardianship, if you are willing.”

Bridges sat forward in
interest.

“Would you become the guardian for your
nephews and manage their inheritance until the oldest comes into
his majority, if I am able to convince a judge and perhaps
Parliament?”

“Of course.” Bridges took a drink.
“I’ll even do my best to see their funds increase.”

Jordan had expected as much. “I will
see what I can do about making it happen.” He tipped the glass back
and allowed the whisky to warm his throat and stomach. This day was
going better than he anticipated.
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Audrey felt as light as air. The ball
was the most enjoyable she had ever attended. Even Viscount
Renway’s sweaty hands could not dampen her mood this evening,
though she was glad to have that dance behind her.

“I wish Jordan woul=-d show a bit more
discretion.”

Audrey stifled a sigh at Millicent’s
words. There were other balls taking place this evening, why did
Millicent have to be here and wish to stand with her? It was a
silly question of course. Millicent would be where Trent was and
currently he was speaking with Lady Rothsbury. The two had their
heads together in what appeared to be a serious conversation. On
the other hand, Mr. Trent had presented himself to Audrey almost
the moment she stepped into the ballroom, taking her dance card and
choosing the supper dance. A gentleman didn’t do such a thing if he
was no longer interested in courtship. Yet, there was no official
agreement, and there might never be so there was nothing she could
say with regard to his relationship with Lady Rothsbury.

Yet, his kiss today had turned her
knees to mush. A gentleman did not kiss a lady in such a way or
hold her scandalously close if he weren’t interested in courtship,
did he? Yet, he did have a horrible reputation, which she needed to
remember. And, he was in deep discussion with Lady Rothsbury.
Audrey just hoped she didn’t see him leaving her house again
tomorrow morning.

“Don’t you agree?”

Audrey turned to look at Millicent.
What had her friend said? And, could she still consider Millicent a
friend? “Agree?”

“That Jordan should show more
discretion.”

“I don’t believe he has done anything
improper this evening.”

Millicent rolled her eyes. “He is
panting after that widow. If he would come to me I would see that
all of his needs were met.” Millicent sighed and shivered. “It
would give me great pleasure to do so.”

Audrey’s stomach churned. She wasn’t
sure exactly what his needs may be. Her mother refused to discuss
intimacies but promised Audrey she would force herself to address
the topic on the eve of her wedding. Audrey did have a few ideas,
but other than an odd feeling in her stomach and nether regions and
the tightness and tingling in her breasts when Trent kissed her,
she knew nothing else. Oh, she knew it involved the more private
areas of her body and knew how babies were born, but she was never
told exactly how they arrived there in the first place. Yet, it
couldn’t be that unpleasant since Millicent was willing to
participate in the activity with Trent.

“You should be more concerned with your
husband’s needs,” Audrey hissed quietly, her face burning from even
referencing such a topic. Perhaps in time Millicent would realize
that Trent would not be hers and perhaps Millicent would learn to
appreciate her husband. If only Lydell would confess what happened
that night then perhaps Millicent would give up her infatuation of
Trent. Then again, perhaps he had and Millicent simply refused to
believe him. It was quite possible given that woman’s state of
mind.

“Lydell is taken care of, often.”
Millicent dismissed with a smile. “It is Jordan who I want,
however.”

As did Audrey, yet she wasn’t sure they
wanted the same thing, or perhaps they did. Millicent was far more
of an expert on the subject that Audrey knew nothing
about.

“He will tire of her soon,” Millicent
finally stated.

“I suppose.” Audrey could only hope
whatever relationship he shared with the widow ended because as
long as he was visiting her at night, Audrey could not allow him to
court her during the day, if that is what he wished to
do.

Mr. Dalton stopped before them and
bowed deeply. “Lady Lydell, you are more beautiful and lovely than
Diana herself.”

“The huntress?” Audrey
asked.

The man blinked at her with a confused
frown on his face. If that man was going to compare her to the
goddess of beauty, shouldn’t he at least know who that was? “I
think you mean Aphrodite.”

“Yes that is the one.” He
smiled seductively and turned back to Millicent and clasped her
hands in his. “More beautiful than any of the goddesses.”

Audrey resisted the urge to roll her
eyes and looked away just in time to see Jordan Trent escort Lady
Rothsbury out into the moonlit garden. Her heart constricted but
she reminded herself that she had no claim on the gentleman and
until she was certain he wasn’t simply toying with her affections
with no intention of a serious courtship, she would not allow him
to kiss her again. He had made no declarations. He only kissed her
until her knees nearly buckled.

Just because she had believed an
untruth about him didn’t mean she could trust him. He was a rake
and rarely without female companionship. She could still simply be
another conquest to him and Audrey vowed to guard her heart until
she determined his intentions, if he had any beyond
supper.

Yet, he had continued to pursue her,
but was it only because he wanted to know why he had been rejected?
Jordan Trent probably had never been denied any lady of his
choosing before her. Was or had she been a challenge and now he
would move on?

“Do take me on a stroll in the garden.”
Millicent batted her eyelashes at Dalton as a suggestive smile came
to her lips. The woman had no more desire to be with Dalton than
Audrey, yet the man was too ignorant to realize he was being used
to be closer to Trent. They could all go and frolic in the garden
for all she cared. At least Lydell had disappeared into the card
room and wouldn’t know what his wife was up to.

Audrey watched as the couple
disappeared through the doors as Grace came to stand at her
side.

“We need to talk about
Millicent.”

Grace’s eyebrows rose in
interest.

“Not here. Can I call on you
tomorrow?”

“Of course,” Grace insisted.

Mr. Matthew Trent pressed a glass of
punch into his wife’s hand. “Good evening Miss
Montgomery.”

She smiled up at him. It was a shame he
was no longer the vicar at home. She had enjoyed his sermons, when
she bothered to attend services. In fact, she only heard two of the
handful he gave before resigning and marrying Grace.

“Oh dear.”

Audrey turned to look where Grace was
staring.

“Lord Creighton does not look happy,”
Mr. Trent observed. The man’s face was red and anger radiated from
his being. He stopped and spoke with a few people who pointed to
the doors leading to the garden. “I wonder why he is
upset.”

“Could he not like that Jordan is with
Lady Rothsbury?” Lord Bentley asked as he approached, his wife,
Lady Bentley on his arm.

“Why would he care?” Audrey found
herself asking.

“Creighton is her brother-in-law,”
Bentley began to explain. “Perhaps he doesn’t like that a rake is
close to the mother of the young lord and may fear his
influence.”

Audrey simply shrugged. She wasn’t
going to try and guess why the gentleman had his dander up but
watched as he stormed across the ballroom and outside.

“That rake is your brother,” Mr.
Matthew Trent reminded the earl.

Bentley laughed. “Does that make him
any less a rake?”

From what Audrey observed, Jordan Trent
was a rogue through and through. She needed to keep that in mind
next time he attempted to kiss her. One does not set her heart upon
such a gentleman unless she was willing to have it shattered and
Audrey had no intention of being hurt.
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“How dare you interfere in my
affairs!”

Jordan stiffened at the sound of
Creighton’s voice. He was standing in a small gazebo with Lady
Rothsbury explaining what needed to be done with regard to changing
guardians and her brother’s response.

He turned and looked toward the man
stomping toward them. “I thought you were to be in the
country?”

“You, nor nobody else can tell me what
to do or where to go.”

Jordan stepped close to Lady Rothsbury.
He had never seen the gentleman so angry. Not that he thought
Creighton would do her any harm, but it did not hurt to be
precautious.

“You are correct. I cannot tell you
either of those things. I can merely suggest what is
best.”

“Nor will I give up guardianship of my
nephews.”

Jordan braced his feet apart and stared
down at the man. “That is out of your hands.”

“This is none of your affair,”
Creighton bellowed and then pointed at Lady Rothsbury. “I will
fight you with everything I have. They are my brother’s children. I
will say what is best for them and how they are taken care of.
Expect them to be removed from your home as soon as I have made the
arrangements.” He took a step closer to Jordan. “You will pay for
the humiliation you have caused.”

Lady Rothsbury grasped Jordan’s arm as
the man stormed back toward the house. “Can he take my
boys?”

Jordan had not anticipated Creighton
wanting to take such action. While he was still guardian he could
very well do so which meant Jordan needed to get this matter
resolved before it was too late. “I won’t let it happen.” Then he
turned towards her. “I suggest you take your sons to a place where
they can be protected and don’t tell anyone where you are
going.”

She bit her bottom lip and
nodded.

“Your brother will see to your safety
and I will relay all messages through him and you do the
same.”

“I will.” She moved toward the house.
“I am going home now. I don’t trust Creighton not to try and take
them tonight.”

“Send word if you need
anything.”

Lady Rothsbury turned back and placed a
kiss on Jordan’s cheek. “Thank you.”

“It is my pleasure.” Jordan offered his
arm and began to escort her back toward the house. There were two
paths through the foliage and he opted for the one opposite of what
Creighton took. They turned the corner, just shy of the lights
reflecting from the large windows to find Lady Lydell in the arms
of Mr. Dalton. At least she wasn’t pursuing him any longer, but
they were in the middle of the path and he and Lady Rothsbury
couldn’t get past. He tugged on Lady Rothsbury’s arm to escort her
back the way they had come and leave the two lovers alone. Dalton
was making short work of Lady Lydell’s bodice and soon Jordan would
see portions of her anatomy that he did not care to view. At least
he didn’t wish to view them on Lady Lydell.

“Jordan,” Lady Lydell
gasped.

He stilled. There was no escaping now
and turned back to the couple. Should he point out that he had not
given her leave to use his Christian name? “I apologize for the
intrusion.”

“As you should,” Dalton
insisted.

“If you wished to seduce Lady Lydell,
perhaps you should have chosen a more private area,” Jordan shot
back.

“As you always do,” Lady Lydell
purred.

How the hell did she know how he went
about seductions? What little knowledge she thought she had was
false. “I am sure you know nothing, Lady Lydell.”

“You are always such a gentleman,
wishing to protect a lady’s reputation.” Her glance flickered over
Lady Rothsbury with disgust. “At least when they deserve
protecting.”

Lady Rothsbury gasped at the
insult.

“Good evening, Dalton, Lady Lydell.”
Jordan turned on his heel and placed a hand at the small of Lady
Rothsbury’s back to escort her away from the couple.

“Jordan, wait,” Lady Lydell cried
out.

Jordan ignored her and continued away
from the couple.

“Forget him,” Dalton insisted. “Let me
love you.”

Those were the last words Jordan heard.
If he were Lydell he would take that woman to the country and keep
her under lock and key.
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She was as bad as Millicent. Audrey
chastised herself as she glanced at the door once again. Creighton
had returned only a short time after leaving but neither Mr. Trent
nor Lady Rothsbury had entered the ballroom. Were they so deep into
the gardens he could not locate them? Was Mr. Trent devouring Lady
Rothsbury’s mouth as he had done to her? If so, how many more
ladies did Trent kiss on a daily basis? She needed to remind
herself once again he was debauched. It didn’t matter that he
kissed divinely or that he heated her from a simple gaze because
she wasn’t the only one to feel the effects. Half the women in the
room probably had had the pleasure of being in his arms at one time
or another and there was nothing special about her.

The two stepped through the door a
moment later. Lady Rothsbury appeared pale, her features drawn. Not
a hair was out of place nor did her dress suffer the slightest
wrinkle. Could she have been wrong about their reason for meeting
in the dark? Oh, Audrey dearly hoped so. Lady Rothsbury nodded to
Mr. Trent then made her way through the crowd to the doors leading
to the entry hall. Was she leaving already? Would Mr. Trent follow?
If so, then she would have just lost her supper partner.

Instead, Mr. Trent wandered over to
where his youngest brother and his wife stood and appeared in no
hurry to leave. Audrey hated that she was relieved that he remained
behind.

Lady Lydell entered only a moment
later, her eyes narrowed and mouth pinched in anger. Apparently her
assignation in the garden had not gone as hoped. Had she and Lady
Rothsbury fought over Mr. Trent? Mr. Dalton followed and didn’t
appear anymore pleased than those before them. Apparently tonight
was not a night for lovers.

Millicent stormed toward Audrey and
Grace.

“Why is she so upset?” Grace
whispered.

“I’ll explain everything
tomorrow.”

The former vicar turned toward his
wife. “The set is about to begin.” Grace nodded to Audrey and
allowed her husband to lead her to the floor. Lord and Lady Bentley
followed, leaving Audrey and Millicent alone.

“He acted as if he didn’t care,”
Millicent whined. “I made sure to be in a position where Jordan
would find me with Dalton, which he did, but he didn’t seem to
care.”

Nor would he, not that Millicent would
understand.

“It is her fault,” Millicent said a
moment later.

“Who?”

“Lady Rothsbury. I need to find a way
to keep Jordan away from her.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem.” Audrey
shrugged. “She left a few moments ago.”

“Jordan remained behind?” Millicent
asked with all the excitement of a fourteen-year-old school
girl.

“Yes. He is to partner me for the
supper dance.”

Millicent frowned for a moment, and
then brightened. “Well, I am glad it is you and nobody I really
need to worry about.”

Her words stung, as if Trent wouldn’t
be interested in Audrey unless there were no other women remaining
on earth.

“Besides, Lydell made me promise the
dance to him.”

“He is your husband,” Audrey reminded
her friend.

Relief shot through Audrey as Lydell
approached. Hopefully his wife would not speak of Trent in his
presence.

“I heard the strangest rumor just now.”
He handed Millicent and Audrey each a cup of punch.

Since Millicent wasn’t paying him any
mind Audrey engaged Lydell in conversation. “What rumor would that
be?” She really hated gossip but someone had to speak since
Millicent was ignoring him.

“Trent is in trade.”

Millicent blinked. “Which Trent? There
are three and the Earl.”

A calculated glint came to Lydell’s
eyes. “Mr. Jordan Trent is in trade, so to speak.”

Millicent gasped and brought a hand to
her chest. “How dare you say something so vile! He is a
gentleman.”

Now Audrey knew why Lydell had broached
the subject. He hoped to tarnish Trent in the eyes of Millicent,
though Audrey doubted it would be so easy. She also bit her lip to
keep from speaking as her father could be considered in trade. As a
second son of a Baron he purchased his commission at the age of
seventeen and remained in the Calvary for fifteen years, retiring
as a Colonel. After he returned home, he set out to build and
establish one of the most impressive stud farms in England. His
passion had always been horses and racing and he refused to attend
a Season because he was needed at the farm in the spring, much to
her mother’s chagrin. Yet, Mother remained back because she had
spent far too many years without his company and sent Audrey ahead
to an aunt and uncle.

“He has entered into a noble
profession,” Lydell insisted.

“What is it he does?” Audrey asked,
curiosity getting the better of her.

“He is a solicitor.”

There was certainly nothing wrong with
being a solicitor. It was a worthy profession and much better than
doing nothing with one’s life besides gambling and drinking, or
visiting widows.

“I don’t believe you,” Millicent
insisted. “I would have known.”

Lydell chuckled. “He kept it a secret
from even his own family. His father would have never
approved.”
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They didn’t speak, nor did Audrey feel
the need. Mr. Trent’s hand gripped hers with only the slightest bit
of pressure, as did the hand on her waist as he turned and guided
her from one end of the floor to the other during the supper waltz.
She was simply enjoying the heat of his body and the sandalwood
scent of his cologne. If he kissed her tonight would he taste like
cake again?

A smile tugged at her lips. She had
never given it much consideration but the two times they had kissed
he had tasted of cake.

“Why are you smiling?”

His voice intruded on her thoughts and
heat stole into her cheeks. Did she dare tell him she was thinking
about kissing him? Her cheeks grew hotter. No. Until she knew if
they shared a future, without widows, he had no right to know her
thoughts.

Trent pulled her a little closer, yet
not so much that he could damage her reputation and leaned in. “It
must be wicked by the lovely shade of your cheeks,” his
whispered.

Audrey blinked up at him
and bit her bottom lip. She would not tell him. She would
not.

“Must you keep me in suspense or is it
truly too wicked to speak of.” He smiled down at her, the dimple
appearing at the corner of his mouth and she had the sudden urge to
lick it. Goodness, what had gotten into her.

“Tell me,” he insisted, humor dancing
in his eyes.

“Did you know you taste like cake?” she
whispered.

Trent threw back his head and laughed.
Several people turned and looked at him. Audrey wished the floor
would swallow her whole but Trent didn’t seem to care in the least
that they had attracted attention

A slow smile came to his lips. “Ah, you
were thinking about kissing me.”

“No,” she insisted. “I was thinking
about cake.”

He chuckled and turned her at the end
of the floor, her skirts bellowed out and soon they were moving
back to the other end.

“I have a confession.” He leaned in and
whispered.

“Yes?”

“I have a weakness for cakes,
especially lemon.”

“Strawberry is better,” she
insisted.

“Oh, I must disagree, Miss Montgomery.
Once you’ve tasted Cook’s lemon cakes you will swear they are the
best in the world.”

“Your cook?”

Trent shrugged. “Actually, she is the
cook at Bentley Manor and has been there for as long as I can
remember.”

“It is a shame she is so far away. I
would have liked to sample these cakes.” Though tasting any cake
from his lips would be more than pleasant.

“Perhaps you will one day.” His hand
pressed into her back as he executed another turn. Her heart
hitched for a moment at the possibility of one day visiting Bentley
Manor. The only way she could foresee that happening was if she was
his wife or Lord and Lady Bentley had a house party and invited
her.

Audrey just as quickly squelched the
idea. She did not want to become too hopeful or she would be all
the more disappointed in the end if matters did not work out as she
wished.

[image: tmp_37f2b1bd63dbb97ba53fe935ebd3cc22_ZmQgPP_html_68e4ba74.jpg]

The music ended and Jordan stepped back
and bowed before offering his arm and escorting Miss Montgomery
into supper. He chose a smaller table tucked toward the back of the
room in hope nobody would notice them and thus not intrude on their
conversation. He was not finished with the topic of kissing or
cake. Perhaps one day they would share a cake and then he could
nibble at the crumbs on her lips. The only way he would ever enjoy
such a pastime would be to marry her and Jordan fully intended to
marry Miss Montgomery, but he was going to go about it in an
honorable way.

He left her in the seat to retrieve
plates of food only to find Lord and Lady Lydell seated at the
table when he returned. He would rather have anyone else there but
those two and why would Lydell even want to put his wife in the
same vicinity after the scene at his brother’s house the other
evening?

Jordan buried his irritation at the
intruders and the disappointment of not having Miss Montgomery
alone and took his seat. The only remaining one was between Audrey
and Lady Lydell.

“I understand you are a solicitor,”
Lady Lydell asked after a moment as she placed her hand on his
thigh.

What was the woman doing? Jordan
discreetly moved her hand from his leg and back to her own. She
frowned up at him but Jordan ignored her and shot a glance at Miss
Montgomery. Her smile was forced as if she didn’t wish to be in
their company, or perhaps it was his profession. Well, she needed
to know sooner or later though he was rather surprised if she
hadn’t already learned.

Jordan turned back to Lady Lydell and
answered her question. “Yes. I have been a solicitor for a few
years.”

She let out a disappointed sigh. “That
will not do.”

Jordan stiffened and looked around the
table. Both Lydell and Miss Montgomery looked at her with
expressions of confusion.

“A gentleman should not ever engage in
trade. You must become a barrister immediately.”

This time Jordan chuckled. “It isn’t
simple, Lady Lydell. Not like buying a commission to become a
higher rank.”

She sat back affronted. “Why ever
not?”

“A gentleman has nothing to lose by
remaining a solicitor whereas a gentleman has much to gain in a
higher rank in the military.”

“Does it bother you that gentlemen can
purchase themselves up the ranks?” Miss Montgomery asked with a
concerned look up on her face.

“Not at all,” Jordan assured her. “I
believe it assures us that the gentlemen best suited for the
station does achieve it. And, they cannot achieve a higher rank
without first spending years at a lower rank, earning the respect
of their superiors, confidence and knowledge.”

She simply smiled and nodded as if he
answered correctly. Had he just passed some form of
test?

“Really, Audrey,” Lady
Lydell chastised. “Next you will be asking his thoughts on the
Calvary. This is not about you, but Mr. Trent.” She turned toward
Jordan. “I insist you become a barrister as quickly as possible.
The longer you are in trade—” she whispered, “—the more
damaging to your reputation.”

He wanted to assure Lady
Lydell that being a solicitor was not the cause of his tarnished
reputation amongst the ton
but refrained as they were in polite
company.

“I find nothing wrong with being a
solicitor,” Miss Montgomery voiced.

Pride welled within him. He hadn’t
realized it before how much he wanted her approval. He still
planned on becoming a barrister, if granted the opportunity, but it
was her opinion that mattered, not Lady Lydell’s.

“Of course it wouldn’t matter to you,
Audrey,” Lady Lydell chastised. “Your father owns a stud
farm.”

Jordan stilled and looked at his supper
partner. In the time that he pursued her last year and since, he
had never bothered to ask what her father did. He had met Mrs.
Montgomery and had not liked the woman, but he hadn’t asked any
questions of her father, assuming that when if the time came that
he wished to ask for her hand, he would make the necessary
inquiries. It wasn’t as if he was particular about rank and
peerage. If he were going to marry, it was going to be a woman he
could love and enjoy spending his life with, regardless of the
circumstances of her birth.

“Which farm?” he found himself asking.
As he knew, there were no Montgomery studs.

“Shadley Farms,” she answered with
pride.



“Your father is Baron Shadley?” How did
he not know this bit of information?

“Hardly,” Lady Lydell laughed. “Mr.
Montgomery is the younger brother of Baron Shadley and named the
farm after the title to anger his brother, who wished to distance
himself from his father and brother’s passion for horses and
racing.”

Jordan glanced at Miss Montgomery for
clarification. She nodded and shrugged.

“Shadley Farms has a very fine
reputation.”

“Thank you.”

“Enough about horses,” Lady Lydell
insisted. “How does one become a barrister and how soon can you
accomplish our goal?”

Silenced filled the table.
Had she just said our goal? Lydell glared at his wife, Miss Montgomery paled and
her mouth was slightly agape. Lady Lydell didn’t seem to understand
she had said anything improper.

“While it is
my goal to become a
barrister one day. I am in no hurry.”

He placed his napkin on the table
before Lady Lydell could say anything further and turned to Miss
Montgomery. “Would you care for a walk about the gardens before the
dancing begins?”

She smiled up at him. “Thank you. That
would be delightful.”

“But we aren’t finished,” Lady Lydell
insisted.

Jordan turned to the lady and bowed. “I
believe we are.”
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Audrey relaxed the moment she stepped
out into the moonlit garden on the arm of Jordan Trent. What was it
about Millicent that she could not let go of her
attachment?

“You think being a solicitor is a
worthy profession?” Trent asked her.

She glanced up and into his blue eyes.
“Yes, it is. I had no idea it was your profession,
however.”

He chuckled. “Few people
do.”

He took a step further into the dark
gardens. He had already been out here with one lady this evening
and she was not going to be another conquest. She stopped just
short of the light spilling forth from the doorway. If anyone were
to come outside they would see a couple in conversation, well
within view of anyone who wished to glance through a window or take
a stroll.

“It is more pleasant amongst the spring
buds.” He gave a gentle tug of his arm.

Audrey pulled her hand away from his
arm. “It is pleasant enough here.”

“It is more private amongst the
blooms,” Mr. Trent countered with a devilish smile, his dimple
winked at her.

“Of that I don’t doubt. You seem to
forget I have a reputation to protect.”

“I apologize.” He sighed and led her
over to a bench. “Can I help it that I wish to be alone with
you?”

It was on the tip of her tongue to ask
why and for what purpose. If he would declare himself she would
perhaps risk more. But he had done nothing but steal kisses when
and where he could. How could she trust anything when she in truth,
knew very little about him? She hadn’t even known he was a
solicitor until little over an hour ago. How much of his reputation
was truth or gossip? She sank onto the bench and left room for him
to join her. If he did not wish for conversation then she knew he
was no more serious about her than he was Millicent.

“Tell me about being a solicitor and
how one becomes a barrister.”

He smiled and settled down beside her.
“Being a solicitor is not as interesting as it once
was.”

“How so?” She assumed it would be
fascinating.

“I help with estates, draw up wills,
that sort of thing. It is very dry and tedious.”

It did sound rather boring. “Then why
don’t you do something else.”

“I find the criminal courts and cases
quite fascinating.”

Audrey studied him for a moment and
thought perhaps she understood why. “Because people are involved
and not pieces of land?”

He sobered and looked into her eyes.
“Yes.” He turned more fully toward her. “There have been innocent
people punished for crimes they did not commit and guilty have been
let free.”

“You worry about the innocent.” There
was more to Trent’s heart than she suspected. Is this concern for
others and having so little control what she glimpsed last spring?
Rarely had she heard a gentleman express compassion for others,
especially those considered to be of a lower station. She had the
sudden desire to ask how she could help him.

“If I am to become a barrister, I wish
to be with the criminal court.”

She had never seen him so earnest about
anything. Jordan Trent flirted, danced and kissed divinely and
Audrey felt as if she was getting a first glimpse at the true
passion of his soul. “Then I believe you should.”

He laughed. “If only you were the one
to make the decision it would be so much easier.”

“What needs to be done?” She knew very
little of the court system. Her life had been in Grosmont on a stud
farm. If anyone were to ask her about horses or racing she could
talk for hours. The doings at the Inns of Court might as well be a
foreign language.

“I would need to do a pupilage for at
least a year, but I may be able to do it in less time.”

“What is involved?”

“For six months I must attend court and
observe my mentor, which I do not have at the moment. However, I
have been to court many times over the past five years simply
observing.”

“Is it very exciting?” Audrey often
wished she could do something more exciting but her life revolved
around London and balls during the spring and fall. In the summer
she helped her father with the horses. He had even allowed her to
race and test their stamina but that was all.

He grinned at her. “It can be. I’ve
viewed some very interesting cases.”

“But you need a mentor?”

“Or supervisor or any criminal
barrister who wishes to teach me. Besides observing him in court, I
would assist with paperwork and such. Sometimes I’d have my own
cases, which I must present to the court. ” He grimaced. “Often
there is no pay involved.”

Audrey frowned. It didn’t seem right
that a man should work and not earn pay. Could Mr. Trent afford to
go without an income? From what she understood he was rich, but
perhaps he was deceiving everyone. If one looked about the ballroom
and at the various clothing and jewels, one would assume everyone
within was plump in the pocket but she also knew that was not to be
true. Is that why he had not gone further toward becoming a
barrister? Could he not afford to do so?

“What else is needed to become a
barrister?”

“I must be called to the bar” He
chuckled.

“You simply wait for someone else to
decide to make you a barrister.”

“In a way. One of the requirements is
to dine with lawyers and barristers so that they can come to know
you. It is referred to as to eating your terms and most participate
for at least three years.”

It sounded all very simple to Audrey
but she was certain much more was involved. “That is
all?”

Mr. Trent shrugged. “I have not really
been taken note of.”

Audrey pulled back. Why hadn’t he
participated in something so simple as eating?

“I didn’t want my father to learn
because he did not approve. After his death I began making my
appearance.”

“That was a year ago?”

“Yes.”

She grinned. “Then you only have two
more.”

Mr. Trent laughed. “Yes, I suppose
so.”

“Well, if that is what you must do, I
suggest you continue to eat your terms.”

His laugh was relaxed. Once again
Audrey suspected she was seeing a side of Jordan Trent that he
showed to few people. Why did he hide himself behind a shield of
debauchery when it really wasn’t who he was?

She glanced toward the ballroom. Most
of the guests had returned and the musicians had begun again. Mr.
Trent stood as did she and he offered his arm. She thought he was
to lead her back into the ballroom, but once again he turned toward
the gardens. Audrey stopped and would not move forward and simply
shook her head. No matter how much she wished to feel his lips on
hers, or his arms wrapped around her waist, it would not come to be
until she knew for certain what role she was to play in his life.
And, if it was simply to play with her heart, or to provide some
entertainment this Season, then she would not be kissing Mr. Trent
again.
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Jordan closed the door on his chamber
and leaned against it. Miss Audrey Montgomery was going to lead him
on a merry chase of that he didn’t doubt. But, it would be an
enjoyable one and he would be the victor. A grin pulled at his lips
as he recalled the two times she had avoided being in a position
when she very well knew he wished to kiss her. What was her game?
Did she wish him to beg or ask?

No, she didn’t strike him as the type
of woman who would play such games. If so, he would have tired of
her already. Well, whatever she was about, he would do what was
necessary to earn a taste of those lips once again and perhaps they
would share a bit of cake beforehand.

One part of this evening did disturb
him however. Though he should have never mentioned money to a lady,
he had let it slip that there was a chance he would not get paid
for his work. There was something about Miss Montgomery that made
him guard his words less than he would with anyone else. There was
a comfort in talking with her. But had she frowned because he would
not be paid or did she think he would have no money in which to
support himself? He should have asked but it was too early into
this odd courtship to speak of such crass matters and usually those
discussions were left between the potential groom and the bride’s
father.

Jordan pulled away from the door and
began loosening his cravat. It wasn’t as if he needed to earn a
living. He was filthy rich, thanks to his father. Yet, there was
pride in actually earning his own way and perhaps that is what
pushed him to become a solicitor in the first place.

An envelope was set on a stand beside
the door and he paused to tear it open and read the message. No
sooner had he shut the door Jordan was opening it again and trying
to repair the damage to his cravat as he made his way down the
stairs. What did Stanwick need?

It wasn’t a long drive to Dagger’s
Haven and this time Jordan prepared himself before entering the
smoke filled environment. It was crowded this evening, each table
filled with young and old lords alike, chancing their quarterlies
and estates on the throw of the dice or toss of the cards. Jordan
enjoyed gambling as much as the next gentleman, but he never sat
down at a table with more in his pocket than he was willing to lose
and there had been many times he left an establishment with an
empty purse. But, he never continued gambling on credit and knew
when luck had abandoned him. Just as many times he had left with
far more than he entered. That is why these games were considered
chance and he couldn’t understand how gentleman could wager their
future in such a manner.

“Trent,” Stanwick called out from
across the room.

Jordan walked over to meet with the
man.

“Come into my office.”

Jordan followed him down a wide hallway
to a door at the end. Stanwick fished keys out of his pocket and
unlocked the door before opening it. Lights already burned in the
lamps and Stanwick shut the door behind them.

He turned to face Jordan, hands fisted
on his hips. “Creighton returned.”

“Did you let him in?”

“No, but he informed me that Jester’s
wasn’t too high in the instep and they were glad to have him
patronize their establishment.”

Jester’s had the worst reputation as
far as gaming hells went. A man might as well as hand over his
purse the moment he stepped across the threshold instead of
dragging the night out sitting at a gaming table. The result in the
end would be the same. Many suspected dice were loaded and cards
marked, but nobody had ever been able to catch the owner or dealer
cheating. Jordan also knew he would not be as successful in
removing Creighton from the establishment. Men have tried in the
past and ended up with a knife wound for their trouble. When Bow
Street showed up because of complaints there was always a
reasonable explanation and nobody was punished. For tonight, he
would need to leave Creighton where he was and hope young Rothsbury
didn’t lose an estate in the process.

“Thank you for telling me.”

“The others agreed not to let Creighton
in. I knew Mac wouldn’t.”

“Mac?” Jordan had never heard of the
man.

“He owns Jesters.”

Jordan nodded in
understanding.

“The rest will not refuse him for long
however.”

“I know. It is bad for
business.”

Stanwick settled in a chair behind his
desk and Jordan took one on the opposite side.

“There is little you can do to stop a
man who has an addiction for the cards, or is waiting for a change
in fortune on the roll of the dice.”

Jordan knew Stanwick was speaking from
experience. His father suffered from the sickness and how many
others have crossed the threshold of Dagger’s Haven with the same
hunger? “I know. I am working on what I can do to break his
guardianship.”

Stanwick nodded and reached into a desk
drawer and withdrew a purse before tossing it to Jordan. “I went
over my calculations and I believe this is close to what Creighton
lost the other night.”

Jordan weighed it in his hand. “Why are
you giving me this?”

“See that Lady Rothsbury receives it.
It may be all her son has left by the time Creighton is
done.”

“Thank you.” Jordan shoved the purse
into a pocket.

Stanwick led him back to the smoky
gaming room but Jordan didn’t get far before Dalton stepped into
his path. “She is mine and you will leave her alone.”

Jordan stepped back and studied the
young buck. “Who?”

“Millicent, Lady Lydell.”

“You are welcome to her.” Jordan moved
to go around the man, who by the way he was swaying was already
deep into his cups.

“Not good enough.” He grabbed Jordan’s
jacket and pushed him up against the wall. “She says you will not
leave her alone. Always wanting under her skirts and that is why
you followed her into the garden.”

Jordan opened his mouth to argue that
was the last place he wished to be but Dalton’s fist slammed into
his jaw.

“If you don’t stop bothering her I will
make you wish you had never met the lady.”

Jordan bit back a laugh because his jaw
hurt too badly at the moment. Did Dalton really think he was
pursing Lady Lydell? Had he forgotten that it was Lady Lydell who
called after him as he walked away from them in the garden? Had he
behaved as if he were jealous? “I promise never to look at Lady
Lydell again.” That should pacify the man.

He attempted to push Dalton away from
his person but the man would not budge. Where were Stanwick’s burly
guards when they were needed? Several of the patrons were watching.
As most of the gentlemen were also of Society, no doubt this would
be gossiped about come tomorrow. Not that it mattered to him. He
simply wished Lady Lydell would forget he existed.

“You are to stop calling on her and
making advances.”

“Your meaning is clear,” Jordan bit
out. That woman has caused him more trouble. He would need to speak
with Lydell about telling his wife the truth so she could stop
interfering in his life.

This time when he shoved the man off of
him Dalton stumbled back, falling onto a table. The patrons moved
quickly enough, salvaging their glasses of ale before the table
splintered underneath Dalton’s weight. Jordan itched to punch the
man in the face now that he had the advantage, but instead glared
at him and walked away. It was late and he wanted to be home in his
bed.

His footman was waiting for him outside
when he emerged. Now what?

“Lady Rothsbury needs to see you
immediately.”

Had Creighton come for the children
already? At least the man could have had the decency not to wake
the boys in the middle of the night before he moved
them.

Jordan vaulted into his carriage as the
footman jumped on the back. Thankfully the streets were not overly
crowded as most of society had returned home. It didn’t take him
long to reach Lady Rothsbury’s home and as he alit from the
carriage he sent it back home. The walk was not far and just
because he needed to be awake at all hours of the night and morning
didn’t mean his staff had to as well.

The butler was waiting and opened the
door before Jordan reached the last step. “Mrs. Bell will show you
to Lady Rothsbury’s chamber.”

Jordan didn’t need to be shown the way
as he had visited it often in the past but why was he meeting her
there and not the library or parlor.

The woman moved quickly and Jordan
hurried to keep up with her. Was Lady Rothsbury so distraught over
her sons being taken that she couldn’t leave her bed?

The woman entered the chamber and
Jordan followed, stopping just inside the door. Mr. Bridges, the
lady’s brother, was pacing before the fire while Dr. Radley washed
blood away from Lady Rothsbury’s face. There was a horrible gash
that ran from the outside corner of her eye, around the cheek and
almost to the corner to her mouth. Her gown was covered in blood as
were the bedclothes. Lady Rothsbury lay against the pillows, her
eyes closed, breathing even.

“What happened?”

Bridges turned to look at him. “Someone
broke into the house and attacked Gilda.”

“The boys?”

Bridges shook his head. “Asleep in the
nursery. They are unaware of what happened.”

Jordan glanced back at the bed. Dr.
Radley had begun stitching the wound closed. Lady Rothsbury didn’t
even flinch. “Why isn’t she awake?”

“I gave her something for her nerves
and the pain,” the doctor answered. “I thought it best that she not
be awake for this and I need to be able to concentrate. I want to
keep the scar at a minimum.”

Jordan didn’t say anything but simply
stared. He hoped there wasn’t much of a scar, if any, but given how
deep the wound was he was afraid Lady Rothsbury would carry the
reminder of this night for the rest of her life.

“Who would do this?” Bridges
asked.

Jordan focused on him. “Did you get a
chance to speak with her?”

Bridges visibly swallowed. “She said a
cloaked man woke her. She couldn’t see his face because of the
darkness but he said she was not to take what was not hers to
have.”

“Creighton!”

Bridges shrugged. “That would be my
first assumption as well, but he was, and probably still is, at
Jesters.”

“How do you know where he
went?”

“I’ve had a man following him. I knew
he wouldn’t leave town.”

Jordan glanced back toward the bed. If
not Creighton then who else would do such a thing? “He could have
hired someone?”

“Given the company he keeps and the
gaming hells he frequents, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“But how do we prove it?” Jordan asked,
knowing neither of them had an answer to that question until Lady
Rothsbury was awake and prepared to answer more
questions.

Jordan and Bridges remained until after
the doctor had left. Lady Rothsbury’s face had been bandaged and
the maid instructed on proper care to minimize scarring. As there
was nothing left for him to do, Jordan finally exited the home as
the sun was rising.
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Audrey kicked back the covers and rose
from the bed. “Will I ever be on London schedule?” Despite the time
she fell asleep she still woke with the sun, as she had done for
most of her life. Morning was the time she spent with her father,
seeing to the horses, riding and racing, before her mother awakened
to curtail Audrey’s unladylike activities.

One would think that after being in
Town for a few weeks she would be able to sleep later, but such was
not the case. Perhaps if she was to forego the morning nap she
always found herself in need of she would be able to sleep
later.

Audrey shrugged on her robe and vowed
to not succumb to sleep after she broke her fast, which would be
hours from now.

As she did every morning she wandered
to the window to anticipate the weather for the day. There were
clouds, like most days and the streets were wet with rain. She
dearly hoped it didn’t rain most of the day. But, they were in
London; it was spring, so it was expected.

Though it wasn’t any of her concern,
nor her business, Audrey found herself looking across the square to
the Rothsbury’s townhouse. Lights were lit in the lower rooms,
which wasn’t unusual. She had never seen the home completely dark,
as if someone was always awake. The upper floors, which held the
chambers, if the home was designed as this one, were
dark.

A moment later the door opened and
closed. Audrey closed her eyes and hoped it wasn’t Jordan Trent.
When she opened them again, the man had moved toward the center of
the square, toward her house, as Mr. Trent had done the other
morning. This time he did not look up, but he did glance in each
direction before crossing to her side of the square.

There was no denying that it was indeed
Jordan Trent. He wore the same clothing he had at the ball the
night before. His hair stood on end and his cravat was askew.
Perhaps she should suggest he keep a clean set of clothing and
brush at the lady’s home so he didn’t look so disheveled upon
leaving in the morning.

Tears sprang to Audrey’s eyes but she
blinked them away and yanked the curtains closed before Trent knew
she had seen him. It was bad enough he noted her the other day, she
did not want him to think she watched for him at every turn or
spied on him. In fact, she wanted him to think she had lost
interest completely. Any further courtship with Jordan Trent was
doomed and no matter how much it pained her heart, Audrey knew that
there could be nothing between them. If he wished to court her he
would not be visiting the widow. Or, he saw nothing improper about
carrying on an affair with one woman while he courted a respectable
one during the day.

If that were the case, such a man would
not hesitate to carry on affairs after marriage and Audrey would
not be the type of lady who shared her husband with any woman. With
a huff she threw herself back onto her bed and pulled the covers up
to her chin. It was the perfect day to remain in bed.
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“What did you wish to tell me about
Millicent?” Grace asked as she handed Audrey a cup of
tea.

Audrey glanced at Mr. Trent. She
couldn’t tell Grace everything. Not in front of a gentleman and
certainly not in earshot of her former vicar. She would simply need
to choose her words carefully so as not to make any of them
uncomfortable. “She has developed a strong attachment for your
brother-in-law.”

Mr. Trent leaned forward. “I assume you
mean Jordan?”

“Yes.”

“That is not unusual.” Mr. Trent
relaxed back against the settee and placed an arm over the back,
behind Grace’s shoulders. They were not touching but the
possessiveness was there in his movements. Would anyone feel
possessive of her one day?

“It has gone beyond a mere attraction.
I even question if she isn’t a bit mad.”

Mr. Trent chuckled. “My brother has
enjoyed a certain reputation and many ladies over the years have
thought themselves in love.”

Audrey counted herself among them but
that was neither here nor there. Unless they knew everything, they
would not understand. “Do all these ladies believe he fathered
their children?”

Mr. Trent stilled before he leaned
forward. “My brother is the father of Lydell’s child?” he asked in
a hushed tone.

“No,” Audrey hastily answered. She took
a deep breath and sighed. “It would be much easier to explain if I
was only speaking to Grace.”

“This involves my brother,” Mr. Trent
insisted.

“But it is a delicate topic,” she
argued back. “I can’t very well explain the circumstances with a
gentleman in the room.”

Mr. Trent smiled. “I promise not to be
shocked or mortified. We are speaking of my brother and I can
assure you that I have probably heard much worse.”

Her face heated. “You were also a
vicar.”

Mr. Trent laughed. “I am not any
longer,” he reminded her.

He was not going to leave and unless
they knew the truth they would simply dismiss her concern. Audrey
took a deep breath, closed her eyes and blurted out the whole
sordid affair. Audrey paused to breathe and hoped she didn’t expire
from embarrassment. “I don’t know if Lydell has told her the truth
and Millicent simply refuses to believe it or he has said nothing
letting her think it was Jordan Trent that night.”

Mr. Trent lowered his head and pinched
the bridge of his nose as if he were getting a headache. She didn’t
blame him. This entire mess gave her one. A moment later he rose
from his seat and strolled to the sideboard where he poured brown
liquid into a glass. She suspected it was whisky by the color. He
then poured two glasses of wine and handed them to the
ladies.

“And she believes Jordan is the father
of her daughter?” Mr. Trent asked as if to clarify.

“Yes.”

“Does Jordan know?”

“I did tell him.”

Mr. Trent relaxed back into his seat.
“I am sure he did not take the news well.”

Audrey thought back over the
conversation. He had not been nearly as upset as she would have
anticipated. “Whenever I see Millicent, he is all she speaks
of.”

“She was overly attentive to him at
Madeline’s supper,” Grace agreed.

“And Jordan left the party while the
gentlemen were still with their port.”

“There was a reason.” Audrey’s face
began to burn again as she described the scene in the hall and what
Millicent had said. “She pursues him at every turn and has now
decided to use Dalton and Everton in hopes of making him
jealous.”

“Why isn’t Lydell doing
anything?”

Audrey shrugged. “I am not sure there
is much he can do.”

“But you think she is mad?” Grace asked
with a hint of censure. It wasn’t that long ago the residents in
their community claimed Grace’s father should be locked away in
Bedlam.

“It is not the same,” Audrey was quick
to assure her friend. “Millicent is clearly not in her right mind.
Have a conversation with her and mention your brother-in-law and
see what she says. And, pay attention to her eyes. They gleam in an
odd, uncomfortable way and her smile is, oh, I can’t explain it,
but she sets my nerves on edge.”

“I am sure Jordan can handle himself in
this situation,” Mr. Trent assured Audrey.

“Excuse me,” the butler interrupted
from the door. “Lady Lydell to see you.”

Audrey and Grace exchanged a look. “Now
is your chance to find out.”

“Please, send her in,” Grace smiled.
“And ask that a fresh tea service be delivered.”

Mr. Trent stood and took their wine
glasses and placed them back on the sideboard, though Audrey
suspected she would need to finish it before the day was
through.

Millicent stepped into the room and
glanced around. A frown formed on her lips.

“Do come in, Millicent,” Grace greeted
their friend. “It is good to see you.”

“He isn’t here?”

Audrey glanced at Grace and then back
to Millicent.

“Who?” Grace inquired.

“Jordan. I thought he would be
here.”

“No,” Grace answered as she escorted
Millicent to a seat. “I haven’t seen my brother-in-law since last
evening.”

Millicent sighed and settled on the
settee beside Audrey. “I had heard the Trent brothers had come here
after hearing the horrible news.”

“They are not expected,” Mr. Trent
assured her.

“What horrible news?” Audrey found
herself asking.

Millicent seemed to shake herself from
her thoughts, or perhaps disappointment that Trent was not here and
brightened. “Dalton was found murdered.”

“The same Dalton who you strolled with
last evening?”

“The very one.” Millicent took a sip of
her tea. “Stabbed in an alley behind Jesters.”

“Jesters?” Grace asked.

“It is a gaming hell practically in
Seven Dials,” Mr. Trent explained.

Audrey had heard of Seven Dials but she
certainly had never gone there. All manner of unspeakable things
could happen to a lady in that part of town. She wasn’t sure what
since nobody ever actually spoke of them, just that they were
unspeakable, and it frightened her enough just the same.

“Do they know who killed him?” Grace
asked as she placed her cup back on the table. She had lost all
color and her hands shook. Audrey suspected she was recalling the
attempts on her life last fall.

Mr. Trent came to stand behind his wife
and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

Millicent simply shrugged. “Does it
really matter?” she took another sip of her tea. “It is a shame
though.”

“Of course it is.” It was appalling how
caviler Millicent was about a man’s murder. They had known him. Not
very well, but he had traveled in the same circles.

“I wasn’t quite finished with him yet,
but there is still Everton, I suppose.”

Grace opened her mouth and Audrey
already anticipated the question and shook her head. Grace frowned
and said nothing.

“Well, since Jordan is not here, there
is no reason for me to be either.” She placed her teacup and saucer
back on the table. “Perhaps I will see you tonight.” With that she
turned and glided out of the room.

Grace turned to look at Audrey. “I am
beginning to agree with you. Something is terribly wrong with
Millicent.”
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Jordan stepped inside Whites and
glanced around. At a far table sat two of his brothers, Clay, the
current Earl of Bentley and John, spy for the English Crown. Two
brothers, who couldn’t be any more different. The oldest did as
father instructed. Of course, if one was struck with the willow
switch often enough as a child you tended to not step out of line.
On the other hand, John, the youngest son, did his best to go
against Father at every turn.

He took a seat and ordered a brandy.
Clayton studied him and John hitched a brow, a half-smile forming
on his lips.

“What?” Jordan demanded.

“Might I ask how you came about that
bruise on your jaw?” Clayton asked.

Jordan had forgotten it already. When
he noticed it in the mirror this morning it had already turned a
dark shade of purple, but the swelling had at least gone
down.

“Dalton.” It was about all he was
willing to say on the subject.

“Over a woman?” John
chuckled.

“He can have her. I’ve never had an
interest in that woman.”

Clayton hitched a brow
again.

“She fancies herself taken with me and
I’ve not shown the least bit of interest,” Jordan found himself
defending.

John leaned forward. “Are you certain?
You are rather, shall we say, you tend to flatter the ladies. Could
an innocent comment been taken to heart?”

“I am not even sure I’ve ever
complimented the ladies slippers let alone anything else. We danced
three times last spring and that is only because she was standing
with someone I really wished to dance with.”

“Oh?” Clayton asked.

“Miss Audrey Montgomery,” Jordan
answered before they asked.

Clayton studied him for a
moment before a slow smile spread across his lips. “She is the one
you stole my dance for and then warned me away from her.”

Jordan shrugged. Clayton was determined
to find a wife last spring and Jordan wasn’t about to allow it to
be Miss Montgomery.

“She is Grace’s friend?” John
questioned.

Jordan nodded.

“As for this other lady,” John
questioned. “You were polite and now she is in love?

“Apparently but I swear I gave her no
encouragement.”

The footman set the glass before him
and Jordan took a drink.

Clayton leaned forward. “I wouldn’t
tell anyone else it was Dalton you had fought with,” he said in a
low tone.

“Why?” Jordan took another drink. “It
isn’t as if there weren’t two dozen witnesses.”

John and Clayton shared a look across
the table.

“What aren’t you telling
me?”

“Dalton was found stabbed to death
behind Jesters early this morning.”

Jordan set the glass back on the table.
“Who killed him?”

“Nobody knows. But if I were you, I
wouldn’t mention the altercation.”

Jordan leaned back in his chair,
cradling the snifter of brandy. Dalton was dead? Who and why? If he
was killed outside of Jesters it could have been anyone, or for any
reason.

He looked around at the other gentlemen
gathered in White’s this afternoon and a few of them had been
present at Dagger’s when Dalton confronted him. Several of them
were talking about the murder and coming to their own conclusions
based on what they had heard. Of course, who knew how much truth
was mixed with assumptions, if any.

Clayton stood as Jordan finished his
drink. “We were going to visit Matt. Care to join us?

Jordon stared up at his brother and
finally shook his head. He could not believe Dalton was dead. They
weren’t friends and never had been. The man was at least eight
years younger than himself. But, Dalton had come after him last
night. What if someone told the authorities? Would he be
questioned?

“No, there is somewhere else I need to
be.” He stood and followed his brothers out into the gloomy weather
and made his way to the home of Miss Montgomery’s uncle. He gently
rubbed his bruised and swollen jaw. How soon after Dalton had
delivered that punch was he killed?

So far nobody knew why but most
suspected it was over gambling since Dalton had won a good deal of
blunt that evening, off of Lord Creighton to be exact. Jordan had
first suspected Creighton of doing the deed but decided the man
didn’t have the courage. On the other hand, he may be just that
desperate.

The butler opened the door and Jordan
announced himself.

“Miss Montgomery is not at
home.”

Was she not at home in that she was not
in the household or was she not at home in that she didn’t wish to
see him, such as with what had happened last spring. Jordan thought
over what he had done since he had last seen her. There was nothing
she could form an objection to. The only thing she may have learned
about was his visiting Lady Rothsbury early this morning, which was
far more innocent than it probably appeared. But when he had looked
up as he passed her residence the curtains to her room were shut
tight so she couldn’t have seen him leave.

“Do you know when she may
return?”

“No. She was not good enough to advise
me of her schedule.”

The butler did not like him, and hadn’t
last year when he had come to call and Jordan knew he would get no
further questions answered and left his card.

He turned and walked down the street
and glanced across the square. How was Lady Rothsbury this
afternoon? He thought to call on her but decided it best to remain
away. She must be in a good deal of pain and her brother’s carriage
was parked in front so she was being protected.

Jordan relaxed back against the squabs.
Was it too early to propose marriage? Should he wait a bit longer?
If so, how long? Maybe he should ride to Grosmont and meet with
Audrey’s father. It wouldn’t do to make a promise to the lady if
her father was going to refuse him. Not that it would matter
because Jordan would simply haul her off to Scotland and then her
father could do nothing.

Besides, if he were to ride to speak
with the father that would take him days away from London. The last
time he had left London in the middle of the Season he returned to
an angry and distant Audrey and he wasn’t about to chance that
again.

A note was waiting for him when he
returned home. Jordan broke the seal and grinned. It had been over
a year since he stepped foot in that establishment. Had the ladies
missed him so much they felt the need for an invitation? Jordan
laughed and fell into the chair behind his desk.

What could Madame Devine need him for?
He knew it wasn’t because her ladies missed him but he couldn’t
imagine why he was being asked to call on the brothel.

Jordan came to his feet. He would stop
by Lincoln’s Inn to see if there had been any further developments
into breaking Creighton’s guardianship and then he would visit
Madame Devine’s. Jordan checked his watch. He should be able to
accomplish all of his tasks and still return home in time to
prepare for the ball. With any luck, he would arrive early enough
to meet Miss Montgomery and secure the supper dance
again.
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Jordan stepped into the private
chambers of Madame Devine and was surrounded by all things feminine
in a matter of moments. The curtains were light and white and
danced on the breeze. The walls were rose damask that matched the
accent color in the green upholstery of the chairs and settee. One
wall was lined with books and the other a large fireplace with
furniture arranged for the purpose of conversation. Beyond was a
door and Jordan wondered if that was where her chambers lie. Not
that he had ever been privy to Madame’s private rooms. As the owner
of the establishment, she did not work as the other girls did, but
ran her business with an iron fist.

At the opposite end of the room was a
delicate ladies desk made of a cherry wood. She was seated behind
it and nodded a greeting. A woman sat in one of the spindly chairs
but her back was to him. Slowly she turned and Jordan did not fight
the smile that came to his lips. It was Angelique.

She stood and glided across the room to
greet him. Not in the form of a curtsey but with her arms about his
neck and lips against his. Jordan enjoyed the embrace for a moment,
remembering the years they had enjoyed one another’s company before
he pulled back. He thought of her only as a friend now.

“Angelique,” he said looking down at
her. “It is good to see you.” He meant every word. This woman had
taught him so much. It was to this place his father brought him on
his sixteenth birthday. It was Angelique who had taken his hand and
led him up the stairs to her chamber and introduced him to the
world of carnal relations. She was only eighteen at the time and
Jordan had fallen in love.

“Mr. Trent, please come in,” Madame
insisted as Angelique led him to the chairs before her desk. Jordan
waited until Angelique had taken a seat before he settled into the
matching chair. “How can I be of service?”

“I am retiring,” Madame
announced.

Did that mean Madame Devine’s would
cease to exist? Jordan suffered a bit of panic at the loss. He
hadn’t crossed the threshold in over a year, but he knew it was
always here and held more pleasant memories than his family
home.

“I’ve purchased a small cottage in the
country. I want away from London.”

Jordan simply nodded. What could he
say?

“Angelique is to become the new owner,”
Madame announced. Her smile was bright and wrinkles he had never
noticed before formed around her mouth and at the corners of her
eyes. How old was Madame? Jordan turned to Angelique, his first
love was not yet showing signs of age, but she was also only three
and thirty, rather young to become owner of a thriving business,
yet Madame would not leave her in charge if she were not
capable.

“I would like you to draw up the
documents necessary to complete the sale.”

“Gladly.” And he wouldn’t even charge
them. These women had provided him with memories he would always
cherish. Angelique, far more than Madame.

She slid a piece of parchment across
the table. Jordan picked it up and scanned the details which
included the name of the business, location, amount that would be
paid, yet the names were unfamiliar. “Ennis Flynn and Nessa
O’Toole?”

Both women laughed. “Dear boy, you
didn’t think we used our real names did you?” Madam
asked.

His face heated. “I had never really
given it thought.”

Jordan glanced at Angelique.
“Ennis?”

She grimaced. “Not particularly exotic
or lends one to think of passion.”

She had a point. He folded the
parchment and shoved it into an inside pocket. It would not take
long to draw up the necessary documents.

“We have another concern.” Madame
announced, her smile now gone.

Jordan sat forward. “Yes.”

“I may own the building, but I have
never owned the land. The agreement was in place long before I
became the owner. The original Madame Devine could rent the land
and build as she wished. The owner was rather close to
her.”

Jordan could just imagine what all that
closeness entailed.

“We’ve carried on this way for nearly
fifty years but the last owner has recently passed and his son
wishes to sell the property.”

Jordan nodded. “You wish to purchase
the land as well.”

“It was our intention but there is
competition. Mac Geary has purchased the land and building next to
us and wants this land as well.”

“He owns Jesters, correct,” Jordan
clarified.

“He has shown an interest in this
building as well. We fear he will buy the land and then raise the
rent so high that Angelique will have no choice but to sell to
him.”

Jordan had heard rumors of the man
wishing to move out of Seven Dials and build a gentlemen’s club to
rival Whites and Boodles. Did he intend to make a brothel part of
the club?

“Who owns the land?”

“Lord Rowley or the current Lord
Rowley.” Madame said with disgust. “He came to inform me that he
was selling the property. When I asked about the purchase price he
simply sneered at me. He did not believe in women owning property
and even if I was willing to pay twice the cost, he would not sell
to me.”

Jordan wasn’t surprised. Rowley was a
pious judgmental prig.

“We need to block Geary from purchasing
the land,” Angelique insisted.

“I will look into it.” Jordan stood, as
did Angelique.

“I will escort you out,” she smiled up
at him.

Angelique led him into the hall and
closed the door to Madame’s office and then slipped her hand into
his. “Allow me to thank you properly.” She favored him with a
seductive smile and Jordan was not immune. She was the only person
he ever visited when he came to the brothel, sometimes visiting her
up to four times a week, paying for the entire night. She taught
him everything he knew about giving pleasure and receiving
it.

For a moment Jordan was tempted to
revisit their past and if he weren’t anxious to get to Audrey he
may have lingered. Even if Audrey wasn’t across town attending a
ball, he would decline the invitation. Since meeting her he had
wanted no other woman, not even Angelique, who he thought had
stolen his heart long ago. It had only been an infatuation. “I must
decline.”

She pouted up at him. “I’ve missed
you.”

He simply laughed. “I know you are not
without company.”

She smiled and shrugged. “There are a
few gentlemen who are as attentive as you.” She ran her hand up his
chest. “You will always be my favorite.”

He glanced down at her. “And you will
always hold a special place in my heart.”
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She was as bad as Millicent, Audrey
chastised herself. She had been at this ball for nearly an hour and
Jordan Trent had yet to make an appearance. Each time a gentleman
stepped through the doors, she looked even though it really wasn’t
necessary since everyone was announced. Still, she couldn’t help
herself.

Her dance card was beginning to fill
and soon there wouldn’t be any place for which he could write his
name, if he chose to.

She glanced around the room at the many
guests and noted Lady Rothsbury was not in attendance either. She
could very well be at a different ball, as could Mr. Trent. Was he
attending the same function as the widow? Had they grown closer
than she realized?

Of course they had. He had been at her
home until the early morning hours twice this week.

Audrey groaned. She had let it happen
again. She had fallen for a rake. Jordan Trent had no more
intention of courting her than he did giving up all of the ladies
that were free with their charms.

Mr. Everton approached and bowed before
her. “Miss Montgomery, you are as beautiful as always.”

She dipped a small curtsey. “Thank you,
Mr. Everton.” Why was he approaching her? He never had before. They
had been introduced last spring but that was as far as their
acquaintance went, other than when she saw him at Millicent’s that
afternoon. She had been very cautious to avoid gaining the
attention of gentlemen like Everton, who were more debauched than
Mr. Jordan Trent, if that were even possible.

“Do you have at least one dance
left.”

She had a few and held out her card. He
penciled in his name by the last waltz of the evening. Audrey
inwardly sighed. She had hoped Mr. Trent would arrive in time to
claim her last waltz but that was not to be.

“I’ll anxiously await our waltz.” He
bowed and left her to her own thoughts.

Why should she be saving dances for
Trent? If he wished to dance with her he would have arrived by now.
Clearly he was done with her. Was it because she didn’t allow him
to kiss her last night? If that were the case then she needed to
dismiss him from her mind and heart. He would only toy with her
affection and reputation and it was time she set about finding an
honest and trustworthy husband for herself.

She glanced at the names on the card.
Unfortunately, none of the names interested her enough to be
involved in a relationship longer than a country dance. But, it was
still early in the Season. Any number of gentlemen could come to
her attention and then Jordan Trent would be but a distant
memory.

Audrey stifled a groan as Millicent
glided across the room. “Where is he?”

“Who?” Audrey asked even though she
knew exactly who Millicent was asking about.

“Jordan. I was sure he would be
here.”

“Perhaps he has been delayed.” Audrey
smiled at her. For her sake she hoped Trent did show so she didn’t
have to listen to Millicent whine all night. But was that any worse
than watching Millicent make a cake of herself when he was
present.

“It is already too hot in here.”
Millicent began fanning herself.

The color was high in Millicent’s
cheeks as if she had caught a fever. It was a bit warm, but not
uncomfortably so. By the time the dancing began it would probably
be unbearable. “Perhaps we should step outside and get some
air.”

Millicent glanced back to the entry and
bit her bottom lip. She didn’t want to miss Trent’s entrance no
doubt.

“You will be able to hear who is
announced if we stand by a window.”

Her friend sighed. “Very
well.”

They didn’t walk far, but made their
way outside to the terrace and found seats beside an open window. A
light breeze helped to cool their skin and Millicent had finally
stopped fanning herself. They had an excellent view of the stairs
leading down into the ballroom so not only would Millicent hear
Trent’s name announced but she would be able to see him as
well.

Millicent didn’t take her eyes off the
room and completely ignored Audrey, which she was used to, until
two gentlemen moved to stand in front of the open window in the
ballroom. Millicent reached forward with the fan raised as if she
were going to strike them. Probably to get them to move out of her
way. Audrey grasped her friend’s wrist and shook her head. “You can
still hear.”

With a huff Millicent relaxed back into
the chair and began fanning herself. Soon the gentleman’s
conversation filtered through the open window and Millicent
straightened, as did Audrey.

“I hadn’t seen Trent at Madame’s in
some time.”

“He probably goes later than we.” The
man chuckled. “We do prefer the whores at the beginning of the
night and not the end, after so many have been there before
me.”

Millicent frowned.

“True,” the other man
agreed.

“Do you think Trent was visiting
Angelique? He never bothered with any of the others.”

The other man shifted as if he
shrugged. “He was in love with her, and might still be. It is too
bad a gentleman can’t marry a whore. Think how pleasant home would
be.”

They had to be speaking of Jordan Trent
since the other Trent gentlemen were here and had been since Audrey
arrived, unless these two gentlemen were speaking of a different
evening.

“No doubt he is still there. He always
was one to linger.” The man turned to the side. “Besides, when
Trent visits Angelique, he pays for the entire night. I doubt he
will show here.”

They were talking about Jordan Trent
and he was with a whore this very moment. Audrey’s stomach churned.
Why should she be jealous of a prostitute, unless it was true, that
he really did love her?

Millicent glared at the two men before
leaning toward Audrey. “This will never do,” she
whispered.

“There isn’t anything you can do about
it,” Audrey reminded her. Even if Millicent had married Trent
instead of Lydell, she still wouldn’t be able to keep him from
visiting a mistress or brothel. Wives did not have that kind of
control.

“We shall see.” Millicent stood and
walked back toward the entrance to the ballroom, tapping her fan
against the palm of her hand.
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Audrey blew out a frustrated breath.
Why did she care that Trent had not shown at the ball? She
certainly didn’t expect him to appear now since the supper dance
and the supper had concluded. Soon it would end. Was he attending
another ball? Was he still at the brothel? Or, had he left there
and gone to Lady Rothsbury?

And, why should she care? She knew him
for the cad he was yet her heart still ached knowing he was
enjoying the company of another woman. She was stronger than this
and deserved much better.

Everton approached and bowed before
her. Oh dear, it was that late already? This was the last waltz.
She took a deep breath and allowed Everton to escort her to the
center of the room. There were a few gasps and older ladies
tittered behind fans. Perhaps this was not a good idea. Everton did
have a scandalous reputation and was she harming herself by
allowing him to partner her in a waltz?

Ridiculous. He danced with any number
of debutants at each ball.

Or perhaps he didn’t. Everton was more
likely to be found with a wife or widow. She stared up at him. Why
had he asked her? She was not his usual type of partner.

The strains of the violins began.
Everton bowed deeply as Audrey curtseyed. She just hoped her
reputation didn’t suffer too much from partnering with him and
vowed to be wiser in her choices in the future.

When he placed his hand at the small of
her back, Everton drew Audrey a little too close. She glared up at
him and took a step back. Some ladies may prefer to flaunt society
rules and dance close to the bounds of propriety, literally, but
she was not one of them.

“Ah, you wish to play
games.”

“I wish to dance,” Audrey retorted.
What did he mean by games?

He executed a turn at the end of the
room. Though he danced well enough, he wasn’t nearly as
accomplished as Viscount Renway but at least his hands didn’t
sweat.

“Lady Lydell informs me that you and
she share a number of interests and are very much
alike.”

Audrey blinked up at him. There was
very little she and Millicent had in common other than they had
grown up together and were of the same age. “I suppose. We both
enjoy the season.”

He chuckled. “I was referring to
activities away from society.”

She tried to think about what the two
of them could possibly both enjoy other than horses, but that was
not an unusual entertainment. “We both enjoy riding.”

They were nearing the opposite end of
the dance floor. Wide doors were opened to let in a cool breeze.
Instead of turning as he had done at the other end, he waltzed her
outside and continued further down a path until they were engulfed
in darkness.

Audrey pushed back away from him. “What
are you doing? I insist we return inside immediately.”

He snaked a hand around her waist and
pulled her flush against his body. “I was hoping you would wish to
ride?”

“Now?” Audrey pushed against his chest,
panic welled up inside. His hold was tight and she could not break
away. “Are you mad?”

“With desire.” His lips lowered towards
hers and Audrey averted her face just in time. It didn’t deter him
and he began kissing her cheek and licked her neck. “Ride
me.”

She was going to toss up her accounts
if he continued. Perhaps she should, and then he would go away.
“Let me go!”
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Jordan entered the ballroom, far later
than anyone should arrive, but he couldn’t let this evening end
without seeing Audrey. He hoped there was at least one dance left
for him. He should not have visited Lord Rowley after leaving
Madame Devine’s, but should have gone home, prepared for the ball
and come straight here. The task could have been dealt with on the
morrow, but he hadn’t expected a visit with Lord Rowley to take so
long. In the end Jordan had purchased the land where the brothel
sat, at a price twice as much as it was worth, but it ensured the
business would remain where it was. It might even become more
profitable if Jesters became a successful gentlemen’s club, but
Jordan wasn’t about to let that man get his hand on Angelique’s
business.

He paused at the top of the stairs and
gazed out over the crush below him. Miss Montgomery had to be here
somewhere. A glimpse of pale blonde hair caught his eye amongst
those waltzing. It was her and she looked as lovely as ever in the
pale rose silk. Jordan’s tension mounted when he realized who she
was dancing with. Since when did Everton pay even the slightest
attention to innocent young misses? He preferred worldlier women,
ladies who would give him a tumble without wanting any more than an
hour of his time. The fact that he was with Miss Montgomery, and
holding her far too close, set Jordan on edge.

Jordan stomped down the steps, never
taking his gaze from the couple. His pulse pounded as Everton swept
her out of the room and onto the terrace. He knew that trick well
and had employed it a number of times, but never with an innocent.
Jordan picked up his pace as he reached the ballroom, pushing
through people to get to the other side of the room and blatantly
ignoring those who stepped into his path wishing to speak with
him.

He reached the terrace and scanned the
darkness. Her pale dress should be easy to find and then he spied
it, just outside the light, masked by foliage. He took two steps in
her direction when he heard a yell let go. Jordan darted down the
path as rage pulsed through his veins. He spotted Audrey pushing
against Everton’s chest and heard his low laugh as he tried to kiss
her.

“Unhand her.”

They both stilled and looked at him.
“Go find your own piece of fluff, Trent,” Everton ground out. “Lady
Lydell assured me that Miss Montgomery liked to play though she
pretends to fight.”

Miss Montgomery gasped and a moment
later slapped his face. This seemed to only fuel Everton’s desire
because he pulled her tight against his body and laughed. “I didn’t
realize you enjoyed it rough as well.”

Her hand came up, her fingers poised
and Jordan hastened toward her, still too far away to be of
service. Yet he hoped he didn’t arrive before she scratched
Everton’s eyes out.

Everton saw her hand and grabbed Miss
Montgomery’s wrist at the last moment. She used the distraction to
step back and lift her knee. Jordan cringed and could swear he
heard the bone of her knee slam into Everton’s bullocks. The man’s
knees began to buckle as he drew back a fist, aimed for Miss
Montgomery’s flawless face. Jordan reached their side in time to
block the blow. He pushed Miss Montgomery out of the way and
brought his own fist up and under Everton’s chin, careening his
head back into a tree. He collapsed on the ground at Jordan’s feet,
moaning and cradling his manhood.

Jordan turned to look for Miss
Montgomery. She was sitting in a bed a violets. “Bloody hell,” he
muttered under this breath. He didn’t think he had pushed her so
hard. “I am sorry.” He held out a hand to help her rise. “Did I
hurt you?”

She gave him a questioning look.
“No.”

“You fell because I pushed
you.”

She laughed. “I feel because I kept
walking backwards and didn’t notice the stones surrounding the
flowers and tripped.

Thank goodness he hadn’t caused her any
injury. “Are you sure you are unharmed.”

“I am fine,” she glanced behind Jordan
to Everton. “At least now.” She gazed up into Jordan’s eyes and
placed a gentle hand on his cheek. “Thank you.”

He took her arm and led her back toward
the house, stopping in the light just outside the doors leading to
the ballroom. “Whatever possessed you to dance with
Everton?”

Miss Montgomery shrugged. “I didn’t see
the harm. I never knew waltzing could be so dangerous.”

“I suppose I don’t need to warn you to
stay away from him.”

They could still hear Everton moaning
and an impish grin came to her face. “I daresay, he will probably
avoid me for the rest of his days.”

“Few ladies know to injury a man in
such a way,” Jordan offered with admiration.

A frown marred her brow. “My father
didn’t explain why it would work, but I promised if I ever found
myself in a situation such as this I would do what he told
me.”

Jordan simply stared at her. Could she
be so innocent that she didn’t understand she’d just completely
unmanned Everton?

He took her arm and led her back into
the ballroom but avoided speaking with anyone else and found a few
unoccupied chairs in a back corner. Why wasn’t she more shaken over
the ordeal? Didn’t she understand what could have happened to her?
What Everton was intent on doing to her, despite their protests
because Lady Lydell claimed that was the game Audrey
played?

And how could she not know the pain she
caused by kneeing Everton in such a manner. Wasn’t she raised on a
stud farm? Surely she had glimpsed some of the activities. After
all, a stud farm did serve one main purpose and there were a few
similarities between humans and horses with regard to mating. It
wasn’t as if she were surrounded by geldings. “Did your father let
you help him at the farm?”

A joyful smile formed on her lips and
light danced in her brown eyes. “I would always rise early to help
papa exercise the horses and whatever else needed to be done. I
love riding in the early morning when nobody else is
around.”

He would need to remember this for when
they were finally married. Though he loathed leaving his bed in the
early morning, having done so for years to keep his activities of
becoming a solicitor quiet, he would for Audrey. When they were
finished there was no reason they couldn’t return to the comfort of
their chamber.

The bright smile was replaced with a
frown. “Everton mentioned riding.”

“Oh?” Jordan wasn’t sure if he should
ask and his gut told him they were discussing two different types
of entertainments.

“I am sure he meant ride with me, but…”

Jordan placed his fingers against her
lips. “Someday it will be explained but trust me when I say he was
not referring to horses.”

The confusion was back on her brow. How
did a young woman remain so innocent and sheltered in this
environment? On the other hand, if she knew nothing about mating or
the anatomy of a male, perhaps she didn’t understand. Yet, how
could she not know what was required to achieve the prize pony?
“Your father breeds Thoroughbreds?”

“Oh yes,” she sighed. “Midnight Majesty
is in much demand. Horse breeders bring their mares from all over
England for the opportunity.” She slumped and frowned. “I’ve always
been banned from the stables when there are visitors.”

At least that answered one question.
Had Miss Montgomery been allowed to view even one mounting she
wouldn’t be so innocent.

“Your father owns his own racing stock,
does he not?”

The smile returned. “Yes. We have some
beautiful horses. I just wish I could actually participate in the
official racing.” She turned to look at him, her brown eyes bright
with excitement. “At least papa has let me attend a few races,
depending on where they are held.”

Jordan had never seen her so animated
on any subject before. When they were married he would need to
provide a stable full of her favorite horses just so she could be a
part of what she enjoyed. He might even invest in a few racing
horses. “Who trains them? Does your father do it himself or does he
hire others.”

A light blush came to her cheeks. “I am
usually their first trainer.”

Certainly he had not heard correctly.
It was far too dangerous.

“I take them out in the morning and see
what type of speed I can get out of them and see how well they
handle guidance from my knees or the reins. If they respond well
then father has one of his trainers take over until the jockey
comes in to prepare for a race.”

Jordan intentionally kept his voice
low. “You don’t ride sidesaddle?”

Her blush grew darker and she leaned
close. “Please don’t tell anyone. Not only would some consider it
scandalous but my mother would have an apoplexy.” She quickly
glanced around as if she wanted to make sure nobody could overhear
them. “As it is, I have to keep my breeches hidden because every
time she finds a pair she makes me burn them.” She narrowed her
eyes and leaned in. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

The chuckle welled up in
him. And have every gentleman of the ton banging on the door and inviting
her to race? Or worse. “I swear. I will keep your
secret.”

She sighed and relaxed and the impish
grin returned to her face. “I’ve seen you race, you
know.”

He quirked a brow. He didn’t race in
the sense of being a jockey on an official track. The only races he
had been involved in were friendly wagers on the roads outside of
town. “When?”

“Last Spring. You and Naughting had
made some sort of wager. I just happened to be out that day and saw
you.”

Jordan groaned. He had lost that
particular race. Why couldn’t she have seen one that he had
won?

“You held the reigns too
firmly.”

“Pardon?”

“You were holding on too tight. Your
grip needs to be a little looser, to give the horse more
freedom.”

He simply stared at her. Was this young
miss giving him advice on riding a horse? He had spent most of his
childhood riding.

No, he reminded himself, she was giving
him advice on racing a horse. But weren’t they one in the
same?

“You also weren’t leaning forward far
enough.”

“I wasn’t?” he choked out.

A worried expression passed across her
face. “Oh please, don’t be insulted. I just can’t help myself.
There are very few things that I know well, but horses and racing
are two of them.”

He was a gentleman who had always
enjoyed being in the saddle and if it would have been anyone else
making these comments he might have actually become angry. But,
this was Miss Audrey Montgomery and her father owned some of the
finest race horses in England. If she had been as involved in their
training as she claimed then he should listen to every word of
advice she cared to offer.

“I am not insulted.” He offered her a
comforting smile. “I just wish we could find an opportunity for you
to teach me.” He meant every word. “Naughting and I have a standing
bet. Each spring we race the other. The date hasn’t been set yet,
but I would enjoy beating him this year.”

Audrey turned in her seat to face him
and grinned. “I could help, you know. I watched him as well. He is
a heavy rider and it was simply luck that he beat you.”

“Don’t try to soothe my ego.” Jordan
laughed.

“Oh, I wasn’t,” she said with earnest.
“You could beat him. I know you could.”

“Of that I have no doubt, especially if
I had training from you, but I don’t see how that is even
possible.”

Audrey frowned and bit her bottom lip.
“There is nowhere we could ride where we wouldn’t be
seen.”

“Not in London.” A vision
of he and Miss Montgomery racing down Rotten Row with her riding
astride in breeches flashed through his mind. The
ton would be scandalized
and probably wouldn’t stop talking about the event for months. That
would not do. If anyone was going to see Miss Montgomery riding in
such a way it would only be him.

She was glancing about the room,
tapping a gloved finger against her chin. What was she thinking?
Surely she knew it was impossible for the two of them to race.
Suddenly she straightened and grinned. “I will be back in a
moment.” With that she was gone and he watched her glide across the
room and come to stop before Mr. Slaine, who also happened to own a
stable of racers only an hours ride from London. Surely she wasn’t… Jordan couldn’t even finish the thought.

He wished he could hear what she was
saying, but he could certainly see her speaking animatedly and
gesturing with her hands. Mr. Slaine threw back his head and
laughed at whatever Miss Montgomery had said and their conversation
continued in earnest. Jordan could just imagine her asking if she
could bring him to the stables to teach him how to properly race a
horse. Surely she wouldn’t, would she?

A moment later Mr. Slaine and Audrey
turned to look at him. Good God, she had told him.

The two began walking back and Jordan
stood to greet the man. They had never been introduced but Jordan
knew him by reputation.

“Mr. Jordan Trent, may I introduce you
to Mr. Robert Slaine.”

The two shook hands. “It is a pleasure
to meet you, Sir,”

“I understand you need to win a
race.”

Jordan shifted his gaze to Audrey. He
should have made her promise not to say anything as
well.

The man laughed. “Don’t worry. Your
secret is safe with me. Especially since it will be little Audrey
who teaches you.”

“I beg your pardon?” What was she
thinking? Did she not have a care for her reputation?

“Come by the stables tomorrow
afternoon. We should be done using the track. It will be all
yours.”

“Are you certain?”

The man laughed again. It was a deep,
happy laugh. “I’ve seen Miss Montgomery race. She knows what she is
doing. It is a shame she is a lady because she would make a fine
jockey.”

Audrey preened at the
complement.

“What if someone sees her?”
He really wasn’t concerned for himself. He really didn’t care what
people thought or said about him and most people probably wouldn’t
believe the story anyway. However, the same could not be said for
Miss Montgomery. She could be thoroughly ruined or discredited in
the eyes of the ton. A lady did not race, ride astride or wear breeches. Not if
she wanted to keep her good name intact, at least.

“I’ll let you in on a secret,” the man
said quietly. “When I’ve had a questionable horse who didn’t like
to respond, Montgomery would visit with little Audrey and she would
test the racer to see if the horse was just being difficult or if
the trainer just wasn’t good enough.”

Jordan shifted his gaze to Audrey
again. She simply smiled and shrugged.

“Nobody will be around. I’ll make sure
the back track is deserted and keep everyone working in other
places, as I always do when she is riding. They are too easily
distracted by her.”

Of that he didn’t doubt.

“I appreciate the offer,” Jordan found
himself saying.

“Are you free tomorrow afternoon?”
Audrey asked.

There were a few matters he needed to
attend to, but he was willing to put everything off if he could
have an afternoon alone with her. “I believe I am.”

Audrey turned to Jordan, practically
bubbling over with excitement. He had never seen her this happy
about anything. She was always calm and rational. This was a side
of her personality he had never imagined and Jordan wondered what
more there was to discover about Audrey Montgomery.

The smile fell from her lips and Jordan
turned to see what she had just witnessed behind him. Everton had
returned to the ball, walking a bit stiffly. It was a wonder the
man could even walk at all. Everton turned and glared at the two of
them. Jordan moved to put himself between Audrey and the man even
though he was a good deal away from them.

Lady Lydell rushed toward Everton, a
worried look upon her face. She studied an area of his jaw which
Jordan assumed was beginning to sport an impressive bruise. He
could not hear what the two were saying but a moment later Lady
Lydell glanced at Audrey with what could only be described as
hatred. Audrey gasped. Lord Lydell simply stood a few paces
watching his wife watching Everton and then Audrey and Jordan. His
mouth set in a grim line.
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What was she thinking? Audrey pulled
the breeches up over her hips and began buttoning the front flap.
She had offered to teach Jordan Trent how to race and he would see
her dressed like this! If she had hoped to entice him this was not
the way to go about it.

Could she think of any less feminine
way to attract a gentleman?

At least in a ballroom she was a lady,
though he still preferred widows. But as a lady she was more
respectable than the Angelique person that he apparently had fallen
in love with at one time. But even Angelique was more appealing,
despite her profession, than Audrey wearing men’s
clothing.

She hadn’t been thinking and that was
the problem. She let her love for riding and racing get in the way
of her usually perfectly good sense. If anything, after today was
complete, Trent would think of her as a horse trainer in breeches
and nothing more.

Did it matter?

Probably not. He already made it clear
who and what his preference was and he hadn’t tried to kiss her
again. He simply happened to arrive at the ball just in time last
night which is why he intervened to save her. Even if he wasn’t
interested in courting her, he was gentleman enough to come to her
aid. There hadn’t been any of his normal flirtations afterwards, as
if she was nothing more than an acquaintance. He simple had asked
about her father’s stud farm and racing horses, no different than
what he would discuss with his friends. She had hoped he would
court her but it was unlikely now. He hadn’t shown interest in
doing so in the past few days and he would be even less inclined
today. She had been relegated to the status of a friend, if even
that, and Audrey would just need to accept his feelings on the
matter.

It didn’t matter, she reminded herself
as she pulled the man’s shirt over her head. She knew what he was.
A rake, cad, rogue and all around immoral gentleman with whom she
shouldn’t even be associating with.

If only her heart would listen to her
head all would be well, but that was not the case. Yet, he had
rescued her last night. Audrey still wasn’t sure what Everton was
intent on doing with her, but she had a fairly good idea that if
Trent had not arrived when he did, all her questions regarding the
differences between men and women would have been answered, and
against her wishes.

It chilled her to realize how close she
had come to being thoroughly ruined.

Audrey stood back and looked in the
long mirror Mr. Slaine had placed in the old wood cutters cottage.
The shirt practically came down to her knees, shielding the tight
fit of her breeches. She pulled on an equally long jacket before
slipping her stocking feet into boots. Lastly, she tied her hair
back behind her. Audrey hadn’t bothered to have it arranged in a
proper style this morning because she knew the moment she was
riding the pins would fall and the hair would come loose and fly in
her face. It was better just to leave it down and tied behind her
at the neck. At least she wouldn’t be blinded this way.

She walked across the room and glanced
out the window. There wasn’t much foliage between the cottage and
back racing track. Since she had first started visiting Slaine,
this is where he had directed her to change her clothing. It was
out of the way of the stables and by working on the back track it
was unlikely anyone would see her.

The area was deserted with the
exception of the horse Slaine had loaned her. Actually, her visit
had served two purposes. Not only would she be able to spend time
with Trent but Slaine had asked her to test one of his newest mares
to see if she had it in her to become a racer. She was a beautiful
creature with a slick, black coat and long legs. If the horse’s
bloodlines ran true then she would be a magnificent ride.
Unfortunately, no matter how perfect the bloodline and breeding,
some horses did not live up to the sire’s reputation. But this
beauty had been sired by her father’s best stud and Audrey knew in
her heart the horse would not be a disappointment. If she was, the
fault would lay with the trainer and not with the horse.

She looked beyond the horse to the
narrow lane leading to the track. There was still no sign of Trent.
What if he decided not to come? Had she insulted him by offering?
He was a gentleman after all and most did take exception to a lady
offering advice on something considered a man’s domain. Yet he
hadn’t seemed shocked or insulted, but rather a bit
intrigued.

With a huff she fell back into a chair.
Why had she even suggested this in the first place? Wasn’t she
going to distance herself from Trent? Why would she put herself in
a position to like him even more than she already did? Hadn’t her
heart suffered enough already? Was she trying to see that it was
completely destroyed? And why was she attracted to a gentleman who
was so very wrong for her and not even interested in courting
her?

Perhaps she and Millicent had more in
common than she realized.

With a sigh Audrey pulled herself up
out of the chair and left the cottage. It would be best if he
didn’t keep the appointment. Then it would be easier to dismiss him
from her life and move on to find a more suitable gentleman, if one
existed.

The horse’s ears perked as she drew
near and Audrey soothed her in a low voice and stroked her neck.
She was a beauty. Taking the reins Audrey led Midnight Vixen to the
mounting block and hopped up in to the saddle. “It is time to see
what you can do.”
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Jordan followed the narrow dirt road
Mr. Slaine had directed him to and wondered if he had taken a wrong
turn. But then he rounded the corner and was greeted by one of the
most beautiful sights he had ever beheld. In silence he watched as
Audrey raced a black mare down the track. Her pale blonde hair flew
behind her on the wind as she kept in rhythm with the horse as it
galloped. She rode low on the horse, bent so far forward that she
was almost one with the horse. Her very nicely rounded behind was
raised, not touching the saddle as her legs supported her weight.
He could see the outline of her long, sleek, muscled thigh as she
rode past him. If her legs were strong enough to hold her weight
and position on a racing horse they must be very strong. He could
just imagine how else she could use that strength and the various
positions.

Jordan shifted in his seat. This was
not a good idea. He wouldn’t be able to ride in this state, let
along race. If he didn’t do something about his rising lust for
Miss Montgomery he would have to cancel their appointment, though
he could think of no reasonable excuse. He certainly couldn’t tell
her the truth.

Audrey rode past him again and didn’t
even glance his way, too focused on the horse and the track. She
was one with the horse, leaning only slightly to her left as the
horse took the curve. Watching Audrey ride was more beautiful than
the dancers on the stage at the ballet and he didn’t think anything
could match its grace, art and poetry until now.

He shifted again, finally jumping from
the saddle. It had been far too long since he had been with a woman
if just watching Audrey Montgomery riding a horse brought him to
this state. Perhaps he should visit Angelique or take Lady
Rothsbury up on her offer.

The idea was dismissed the moment it
crossed his mind. Jordan didn’t want either of those women, though
his hand could easily ease some of his burden. But, he would not
bed another woman while he was courting Miss Montgomery and if
matters continued he would be proposing soon and obtaining a
special license. There was no way he was going to survive until the
end of the Season before he made her his wife.

Audrey glanced up and spotted him from
the other side of the track. She grinned, sat straighter and began
to slow the horse. Jordan panicked. He could not sit a horse right
now. At least not in comfort and she certainly couldn’t see him in
this state, even if she wasn’t aware of what it meant.

He closed his eyes and tried to force
his desire away. Think man. Cold water, snow, the icy pond Madeline
had fallen into last winter, Lady Lydell. Those seemed to do the
trick and his member began to relax. Jordan suspected it was
thoughts of Lady Lydell more than anything else and kept his mind
focused on that unbalanced woman.

Audrey cantered toward him and Jordan
blew out a breath as his riding breeches became comfortable once
again. When they rode he would need to stay at her side, or
hopefully ahead of her. It would be impossible to race behind
Audrey and keep his seat and his sanity because he would be too
focused on her bum.

“I wasn’t sure you were going to keep
the appointment.” She grinned down at him. Her brown eyes were
bright and there was a lovely flush to her cheeks which was
probably from the exertion and wind. The cause didn’t matter
because the color was lovely on her.

“I apologize for my tardiness.” He
hadn’t thought he was late.

“It is of no consequence, I needed to
work with Midnight Vixen.” She patted the horse’s neck as she said
the name. “She is new and Mr. Slaine wanted me to test her
out.”

“Will she be a racer?”

Audrey’s grin widened. “She is going to
be magnificent.”

As if knowing she was being praised the
horse threw back her head and pranced to the side.

“Shall we?” She asked with a
questioning brow.

Jordan hooked his booted foot into the
stirrup and swung his leg over the side before grasping the reins
in both hands. “I am your pupil.”

“First, adjust your grip.” She leaned
over and showed him how to hold the reins. “Hold them securely but
don’t pull too tight.”

He relaxed his hands.

“When you want to guide the horse, use
your wrists, much the way you do in your phaeton. It is a smoother
motion.”

Jordan nodded, testing different
movements.

“Let’s try that first.” She grabbed her
own reins and adjusted her seat. “Let’s race to the end of the
track first.”

He barely nodded when she said,
“Go.”

Audrey held her horse back though
Jordan knew she could beat him at the moment no matter how tired
her horse was. She watched him, calling instructions until he could
feel the difference in how he had handled the horse before and how
he was now.

“Your horse responded well,” she said
when they stopped at the end of the track.

“Much better than before,” Jordan
admitted.

“You gave her the lead,” Audrey
shrugged. “When you hold too tight, they hold back.”

It made sense to him but he could tell
the horse wasn’t quite sure. It would take time and training for
her to get used to this new way he would handle the
reins.

They raced three more times with his
horse becoming more comfortable with each one, getting used to the
freedom.

“Now it is time to adjust your seat,”
Audrey announced after the last run.

He wasn’t sure if he could race as she,
not touching the saddle. Were his legs strong enough?

She stood up in the stirrups. “Try
this.”

He did, it was a bit unsteady and he
had to grab the horses’ mane to keep from falling.

“Now, bend your knees. You will be able
to keep your balance better.”

Jordan did and felt some control
return.

“It is best, if you can, to grasp the
horse with your thighs and once you get used to riding in such a
way you will be able to guide movements with the shifting of a leg,
much as you do when sitting in the saddle.”

“I am not so sure I will get the hang
of that.”

Audrey chuckled. “You will in
time.”

They rode from one end of the track to
the other and Jordan tried to keep from sitting in the saddle by
leaning forward and keeping his legs bent.

“It will help if you adjust the
stirrups next time you try,” Audrey said.

Jordan glanced over and realized hers
adjusted perfectly for her.

They continued racing, though slowly,
from one end of the track to the other, never going completely
around, until the horses began to tire.

“I think we should stop for today.”
Audrey glanced toward the sky. “If we don’t leave soon it will be
dark before we return to London.”

Jordan hadn’t realized how long they
had been out here. The moments flew by when he was in her company
and they discussed very little. He had spent most of his time
concentrating on her lessons and trying not to fall out of the
saddle and completely embarrassing himself. Thank goodness his
attention had been diverted because he almost forgot she was
wearing breeches.

He followed as she rode the horse down
a narrow path to an old cottage. She dismounted and tied the horse
to a low limb of a tree. “I’ll return in a moment.” With that she
disappeared into the building.

What was she doing? Jordan swung down
from his own horse and nearly collapsed. His legs felt as if they
were filled with Cook’s preserves. He grabbed the saddle at the
last moment before he fell. He had ridden horses for as long as he
could remember, sometimes spending hours in the saddle and his legs
never felt like this? Then again, he had always been sitting in the
saddle, not standing only high enough to keep his arse from
touching it.

His arms had been like this a few times
after sessions at Gentleman Jacksons and Jordan knew that getting
out of bed tomorrow morning would not be a pleasant
experience.

He stomped his feet a few times to get
used to solid ground again and glanced back toward the door. What
was she doing in there? It seemed an odd place to stop when they
needed to head back to London.

Jordan slowly approached the door
wondering if he should follow her in. Was there a necessary in
there and that is why they stopped? It was the only thing he could
think of. Should he wait for her out here? She did say she would be
back, but that was few moments ago.

He approached the door and studied it
before raising his hand with the intention to knock. That was
ridiculous. The place was clearly abandoned and even if she was
using the necessary it wasn’t as if that was in the front room and
he seriously doubted there was a necessary on the
premises.

Instead of knocking he turned the
handle and opened the door.

Audrey squeaked. As his eyes adjusted
to the light he realized that she was standing in the center of the
room in only her chemise and riding skirt. His mouth went
dry.

Jordan could only stare. The fine line
of her neck tapered to delicate shoulders. Full breasts threatened
to spill from the fine silk that covered them. He wished the fabric
were more sheer so he could see the color of her nipples but right
now he could only see the outline and she was clearly chilled. He
would love for there to be a different reason for them to be erect.
For being such a fine boned and delicate miss, her breasts were
larger than what he suspected. How did he not notice in her gowns?
Where the chemise ended at her waist her riding skirt began. If
only he had entered a few moments earlier would he have caught her
naked?

Audrey grabbed the shirt and held it
against her body, hiding the beauty he had just been admiring. He
glanced up to her face. It was a deep rose and she was glaring at
him.

“My pardon,” he offered, not the least
bit sorry for walking in on her in her state of undress.

“I told you I would return in a
moment.”

He shrugged. “You were gone longer than
a moment, I became worried.”

Her eyes narrowed and she pursed her
lips. She knew it was a lie as much as he.

“Please leave so I can finish
dressing.”

“Why here?” He glanced around to the
dusty room. There was one chair, table and mirror, nothing to offer
comfort.

“I can’t very well parade around in my
riding clothes before Mr. Slaine’s employees, now can
I?”

She did have a point. Not only would
they be salivating in her presence but they also wouldn’t be able
to get a bit of work done in the process. “You have a good
point.”

“Now,” she pointed to the door. “Would
you please leave so I can finish dressing?”

Instead of leaving he took a step in
her direction. They were alone in a cottage, she was already half
undressed. What harm would there being in tasting her lips and
those lush breasts.

She took a step back and held out a
hand to stop him. “Out.”

Jordan sighed. It wasn’t the best place
for a seduction any way. But in time, he would know how those
globes felt in his hands and the peaks against his tongue. “Very
well.” With reluctance he turned around and returned outside. The
more he was with her the more he knew he had to have her. What he
just witnessed inside the cottage only confirmed that
fact.

Audrey emerged a few moments later,
completely dressed much to his disappointment. She untied the reins
and began leading the horse back to the road that led to the
stables. Jordan walked along at her side. His horse would need to
be wiped down before they returned to London.

Audrey kept her head down, the bonnet
shielding her face. She was all that was demure and feminine. If he
hadn’t just spent the afternoon with her teaching him how to race
he would have never believed it if someone had told him what an
excellent horsewoman she was. She rode better than any gentleman he
knew and Jordan suspected the only people who rode better than she
was the professional jockeys.

“How long have you been
racing?”

“My father says I was born in a
saddle,” she sighed. “Had I been a man, I could ride and race and
never have to worry about anyone seeing me.”

“I, for one, am very glad you are a
female.”

She gave him a slight smile but it
didn’t quite meet her eyes. Perhaps she was simply tired. Jordan
knew he was, yet there was a musical he was to attend this evening.
He usually did not enjoy those types of entertainments but he had
it on good authority that Miss Montgomery was to be present and
where she was, he intended to be until they finally lived in the
same house and did not have to go anywhere so he could be with
her.

“You didn’t answer my question. When
did you start racing?”

A melancholy look washed over her face.
“I was twelve.”

Good God, she could have been killed.
“Isn’t that a bit young?”

She simply chuckled. “I had been riding
since I could remember. Father let me be with him and watch when
the horses were being trained and I started riding as the jockeys
did. Papa saw me galloping across a field one day and called me to
his library later.” Audrey glanced up at Jordan. “I thought I was
in trouble, but he was actually proud. Of course, I had to swear
not to tell my mother.”

Having met Mrs. Montgomery, Jordon
suspected the woman did not support her daughter’s interests.
Hadn’t she claimed whenever Mrs. Montgomery found her breeches they
were burned?

“Papa let me spend time with the horses
that were being trained and they responded to me.”

Jordan could well understand. With a
simple flick of her wrist or pressure of her thigh he would do
anything she wanted. He longed for the day when the pressure of her
thighs urged him on.

The night in the garden flashed across
his mind of Audrey kneeing Everton in the bullocks. It wasn’t a
half delivered feminine kick but one she used all of her strength
in. After witnessing the strength of her legs it was a wonder
Everton’s bullocks were not in his throat. As it was, Jordan would
be surprised if the man would be able to father a child. Not that
it bothered Jordan any. Everton deserved what happened. Had he not
come along and Audrey not been taught how to defend herself, Jordan
had no doubt Everton would have raped her.

The entire situation sickened him. Why
would Lady Lydell make such a suggestion? Wasn’t Audrey supposed to
be her friend?

Jordan didn’t want to think about the
ugliness of the night before and returned to the topic at hand.
“You can tell if a horse will be a good racer?”

“I suppose.” She shrugged. “I can just
feel it in them when I ride. I can tell if they have the drive and
the passion and the love for a hard run.”

Could she read the passion in him as
well?

As they neared the stables Mr. Slaine
stepped out to greet them. “How did she do?”

Audrey gave the man the most beautiful
smile and Jordan wished she would look at him the way she did when
she thought about racing horses. “She was magnificent. I want you
to promise to let me know when you race her.”

One of the workers ran forward to take
the reins from her. Another did the same for Jordan’s horse. He
wasn’t going to let go. He needed to see to the horse and then
return to London.

“Louis will see that your horse is
patted down. Come inside before you return to London.”

With reluctance Jordan let the lad take
his horse and followed the two toward the three story
manor.

“Who is going to place your bet?”
Slaine asked Audrey with a laugh.

“I am sure I can find someone.” She
glanced back over her shoulder toward Jordan. This was promising if
she thought she could count on him to place a bet for her since
ladies did not bet on horses. Or at least they didn’t under their
own name.

“I am not sure she will be ready by
June.”

“Newmarket in October should be plenty
of time.”

Slaine nodded and rubbed his
chin.

That was months away and Audrey thought
they would be in a situation in which he could place a bet for her
then the future did look promising.

Mr. Slaine led them into a small parlor
and a maid appeared moments later with tea and cakes. Jordan hadn’t
realized he was so famished until the refreshments were placed
before them.

“I just saw your father at Newmarket,”
Slaine said after taking a sip of tea.

“He wrote that his horses made a good
showing.”

She turned to Jordan. “The reason Papa
doesn’t attend the Season is because he must see to the horses and
make sure they are prepared for the races. In May he will be in
York, then Ascot in June. Sometimes he goes to Manchester,
Liverpool and Chester. He never misses the races at
Newcastle.”

Jordan simply nodded. He knew all the
names and that races were held during the spring and early summer
months but he had attended very few. He had never really had time.
But, if Audrey was to be his wife, he should become familiar with
the racing world and perhaps invest in a few horses of his own. He
might even need to look into the Jockey Club. He had heard much
about it but wasn’t sure what the requirements were for
membership.

Life would be interesting with
Audrey.

“Thank you for allowing me to ride
today,” Audrey said with complete sincerity to Mr. Slaine. “I
haven’t been able to really ride in well over a month. “

“There are places to ride in London,”
Mr. Slaine pointed out.

“As long as one uses a sidesaddle.” She
scrunched her face in disgust.

Shadows filtered into the room and
Jordan stood and stuck out his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Slaine, but I
must head back to London. It is growing late.”

Audrey and Mr. Slaine stood as well.
“I’ll have Audrey’s carriage brought around.” He tilted his head
toward Jordan. “You did not bring another horse with you, or a
carriage.”

It hadn’t occurred to him to do so and
he shook his head.

“Do you think it is wise to ride him
all the way back to London after working him so hard this
afternoon?”

Damn, he hadn’t even considered, but he
had little choice now. He certainly wasn’t going to walk back to
London.

“Why don’t you ride with Audrey?” The
man nodded to the young woman. “I’ll see that your horse is
delivered tomorrow. I need to be in town to visit
Hawmarket.”

An hour, alone with Audrey, in a closed
carriage? He could think of no more pleasurable ways to spend the
late afternoon. “I think that is an excellent idea.”

“He can’t,” Audrey protested. “I didn’t
bring my maid. What will people think?”

Slaine frowned. “You didn’t travel with
a companion or chaperone? ”

“I saw no need.”

“Then I insist you take Trent with
you.”

“I will be perfectly fine,” she
insisted.

“What if you are set upon? It is
growing dark.”

She laughed. “There have not been
highwaymen here in quite some time. I am sure I will arrive in
London unharmed.”

“I insist,” Jordan found himself
saying.

Audrey rolled her eyes. “I do not need
a protector.”

“I also insist,” Slaine added in a firm
tone. “If you do not take Trent with you for protection then I will
not allow you to return and ride when you choose.”

Her mouth popped open in shock. “What
if someone sees me? I can’t travel alone with a
gentleman.”

“Your carriage is closed, black and
with no markings to indicate that it belongs to your uncle.” He
turned and guided them toward the entry. “Keep out of sight when
you enter London and make sure you are not seen when Trent is
dropped at his home and you will have nothing to worry
about.”

Slaine turned to look at Jordan. “I
have heard of you reputation and if you so much as touch a hair on
her head, you will hear from me and then her father.”

“Really…” Audrey began.

“I will preserve your reputation and
honor,” Jordan interrupted. At least he hoped. Perhaps being alone
with Audrey for so long wasn’t a wise idea. Her reputation would
always be protected as they would marry, however he might find
himself seducing her before that day.

He quickly dismissed the idea. He was
going to court her as a gentleman. He would not seduce her and he
would not take her virtue until they were married. Even if it
killed him.
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Audrey scrunched into the corner of the
seat, practically hugging the wall of the carriage. The scent of
horses filled the air and she was certain it came from both of
them. What may be offensive to some was comforting to her. The
smell reminded her of home. His sandalwood scent was mixed with the
aroma and made the air all the more sweeter. This was the worst
idea. She couldn’t ride all the way back to London with Trent. Not
like this. Not sitting this close to his person.

Audrey sighed and looked out the
window. It had been a long day and as invigorated as she had been
earlier while riding, her body grew tired in the comfort of the
conveyance. It had been too long since she had exercised with
horses. “I think I am going to stay home and avoid the musicale
tonight.”

“Then I am free as well.”

What did he mean by that? Audrey turned
looked over to Trent. Surely he hadn’t planned on attending. Few
men attended musicals, much to the disappointment of mothers with
debutants everywhere, and never gentlemen with Mr. Trent’s
reputation. That was one of the reasons she had planned on
attending. When she had accepted the invitation it was because she
knew it would be a place Trent would not be present and thought the
break of seeing him at balls would be a relief.

“I was only going because you were
going to be in attendance.”

Audrey simply shook her head and
glanced out the window again. He was the most confusing gentleman
alive. “I don’t see that it matters what events I attend. You are
free to go where you wish.”

A low chuckle rumbled from his side of
the carriage and she snuck a look at him from beneath her
lashes.

“I only wish to be where you
are.”

She laughed this time. If
that were the case then he would not have been at a brothel the
evening before or spent two nights with Lady Rothsbury. Were the
young ladies of the ton
so gullible that they believed such lies told to
them?

Mr. Trent reached over and grasped her
hand in his. Oh, why hadn’t she remembered to put her gloves back
on? His warm skin against hers was far too intimate for her state
of mind, especially in an enclosed carriage.

He lifted her hand, studying the palm
before he ran his thumb over her callouses. Few people knew they
existed and they had lessened over the month because she had not
been riding. Audrey wanted to yank her hand away. Young ladies in
society were to have smooth skin, even on their palms. Her hands
hadn’t been without callouses since she was twelve.

Trent lifted it higher and much to her
horror kissed each one on her palm at the base of the fingers. Heat
ignited within. He was a wicked man.

She had to gain control of the
situation or who knew what he would attempt in this hour they were
alone together and Trent hadn’t been above kissing her senseless
before. What else would he try given the opportunity?

A part of her wanted to know but
thankfully the sensible part of her won out and she yanked her hand
away.

“Why did you do that?”

“I wished to.” He smiled and that
blasted dimple peeked out at her.

“Do you do everything you wish to
do?”

His grin widened. “No, but I will in
time.”

What did he mean by that? “I see no
purpose in you kissing my hand so please do not do so
again.”

He had her flustered and that was a
state she could not afford to be in while with Trent.

He scooted closer to her and their
thighs touched. It didn’t matter that there were layers of clothing
between them because she could still feel the heat and hard length
of his leg. Her breath hitched.

Trent brought a hand up and smoothed
his thumb along her cheek. “Has anyone ever told you how beautiful
you are?”

Oh dear, this was not good and how did
one answer such a question?

Before she could think of a response
his lips were on hers and Audrey knew she was lost. She had sworn
she would never let him kiss her again, but how could she deny
herself the pleasure. His breath mingled with hers and she smiled
against his kiss.

Trent pulled back and looked at her, a
bit confused.

“Cake. You taste like cake.” She found
herself laughing but it didn’t last long because he was kissing her
again. A hand at her back kept her upright as his mouth plundered
hers, delving and taking. Audrey grasped his shoulders to find
purchase so she didn’t fly away from the pleasure of his
mouth.

His tongue mated with hers and Audrey
mimicked his actions wondering if he would find it as enjoyable.
Trent only groaned and pulled her tighter. Oh goodness. If he
kissed her all the way to London she would expire before they
arrived.

Trent’s hand smoothed up her side,
slipping beneath her jacket, burning her skin with only the chemise
and top between his fingers and her flesh. Her breasts tingled,
grew heavy and began to ache. What was happening to her? His hand
slipped further up until his palm lifted one of the globes as if
testing the weight before a thumb smoothed across a nipple. She was
going to expire long before they reached Town.

His lips moved from her mouth and
trailed a blaze across her cheek, jaw and down her neck until they
skimmed the sensitive skin above her chemise. Audrey’s eyes flew
open. When and how had he opened her jacked and loosened her shirt.
She was almost unclothed and hadn’t uttered one word of objection.
He was turning her into a wanton and part of her didn’t
care.

She should make him stop, but the heat
flowing in her veins was an altogether new experience. Her skin was
so sensitive and her breasts wanted more of his attention. Was this
passion?

Trent’s lips closed around a nipple
through her chemise and Audrey groaned as his tongue circled, his
teeth nipped and he suckled. No wonder women wanted him. Is this
how he made Lady Rothsbury and Angelique feel?

The thought of those two women had the
same effect as ice through her veins. Audrey straightened and
pushed at his shoulders. “Stop.”

He did instantly and looked up at her.
“Are you not enjoying yourself?”

“I will not be another conquest.” She
quickly pulled her shirt back into place and started to button her
jacket.

“Conquest?”

“I will not be another lady in your
line of lovers, if that is what you call them.”

Trent pulled back and studied her.
“I’ve never viewed you as a conquest, nor any lady for the
matter.”

Of course he didn’t. He simply charmed
whoever caught his attention at the moment into allowing him
whichever liberties he wished to take.

Trent grabbed her hand again and Audrey
yanked it away.

“Why are you doing this? What purpose
does it serve in kissing me?”

“I want to kiss you and I am courting
you.” He said the words slowly as if explaining to a child, or
because he was confused.

“Courting me?” She had wanted him to do
so, and on a few occasions it appeared as if he were, but he hadn’t
spoken to her uncle to gain permission and then there were the
other women.

“Yes, what did you think I was
doing?”

“I don’t know but certainly not that,
nor do I wish you to.”

Trent stilled. “You don’t want me.”
Hurt flashed in his eyes and his jaw tensed as if he was taken
completely by surprise.

“I don’t wish any gentlemen to court me
who also remain with widows through the night and visits brothels
on a regular basis.”

He opened his mouth up as if he was
going to speak but Audrey held up her hand.

“I assume when a gentlemen is courting
a lady it is for the purpose of marriage.”

Trent nodded.

“If a gentleman continues taking lovers
through the courtship who is to say he will not do the same after
marriage. I will not be treated in the same manner in which
Millicent treats Lydell.”

“I can explain.”

Audrey cut him off. “I’ve listen to
married ladies complain about their husbands being with other women
and I simply won’t allow it.”

“There was a very good reason I visited
Lady Rothsbury at such a time.”

Audrey crossed her arms across her
chest. It was purely to keep her defenses up. No doubt Trent had a
ready excuse for situations such as these and she was not going to
be that gullible innocent lady who ended up ruined because of a
silver-tongued devil.

“First, you must keep my confidence.
You must swear never to tell a soul.”

She blew out a breath and frowned at
him. The only reason he would demand such a promise was because if
she did ask she may find out he was lying to her. She nodded in
agreement. It didn’t mean she would believe him but she wanted to
hear his excuses.

Trent thrust his fingers through his
thick, dark curls. “As you know, I am a solicitor.”

“Yes.”

“I pride myself on keeping the affairs
of my client’s private.”

Was he honestly going to claim he was
working for Lady Rothsbury and the brothel? Audrey stifled a snort.
This should be enjoyable.

“Lady Rothsbury’s brother-in-law is the
guardian of her sons and in charge of the estate.”

This was not a surprise. Ladies were
never given control of their own children, especially when a son
was also the heir.

“Creighton, the brother-in-law, has
been gambling away the child’s future.”

This was not the type of story she
expected, but it still didn’t explain the late night to early
morning visits.

“I’ve been helping her break the
guardianship so that her brother can take over.”

“And you can only meet with her at such
odd hours?”

Trent shook his head and sighed. “After
Lady Rothsbury explained her concerns I went to find Creighton to
see if he was doing what she accused him of. I found him in a
gaming hell about to gamble away a piece of property he did not
own. I hauled him away and gave him a warning.”

“I don’t think he listened to you,” she
said dryly, remembering the night Creighton had come to the ball
full of anger.

“No, he didn’t, but that is beside the
point. After that incident I was on my way home and noticed lights
in almost every room of Lady Rothsbury’s house so instead of
waiting to call on her later I took my chance to see if she was
still awake.”

Though plausible, it did seem rather
unlikely. “What about the second morning you left?”

His eyebrows shot up. “Your curtains
were closed.”

She had him this time. How quickly
could he make up an excuse? “I only closed them after I saw you
crossing the square.”

His eyes narrowed on her.

“Were you delivering more news of
Creighton that couldn’t wait?” Her tone, dry with
disbelief.

His jaw clenched and the muscles
twitched. Was he angry with her? It didn’t matter. It was better to
know the truth so they didn’t have this farce of a courtship
between them.

“No,” he said coldly. “I was summoned
because Lady Rothsbury had been attacked and we assumed it was
Creighton.”

Audrey’s arms fell to her lap.
Attacked? How? Wouldn’t she have learned about it?

“That is why you have not seen her in
public nor will you for some time. Whoever broke into her home cut
her face from here to here.” He trailed an index finger not far
from the corner of his eye to almost his lips.

As jealous as she was of Lady Rothsbury
and her supposed claim on Trent, Audrey would never wish the lady
ill. “Who would do such a thing?”

“We assumed Creighton hired someone but
have nothing to prove that he did.”

A chill ran down her spine. She
certainly hoped that was the case. It was better than thinking a
complete stranger had broken in and done such a thing. Lady
Rothsbury’s home was directly across the square and if it were a
stranger, it could have easily been her. Maybe she wasn’t as safe
as she believed.

“I hope they find whoever did such a
horrible thing and he is punished.”

“As do I.” Jordan slumped back against
his seat.

He may have been able to explain his
visits to Lady Rothsbury, but he had said nothing about the
brothel. Audrey glanced at him and tilted her head. “Are you in
love with Angelique?” There, she had asked the question that had
plagued her since she overheard those two gentlemen speaking. She
needed to know, even if it shattered her heart.

Trent chocked. “What?”

“I heard rumor that there was a woman
at the brothel, by the name of Angelique, that you were in love
with. Is that true?”

He chuckled and Audrey’s anger spiked.
This was a serious discussion and he was taking it too lightly for
her tastes.

“I did love her, or thought I did, at
one time.”

Pain ceased her heart. She should have
never asked.

“Looking back, it was more of an
infatuation.”

“Looking back?”

His eyes met hers. “I have a past, I
will not deny that. Most of it I am not proud of, but it cannot be
changed.”

She swallowed. Perhaps she didn’t want
his confession.

“I was sixteen when I met her and I
thought I was in love with her until I was about
twenty.”

Audrey leaned back. “You were visiting
brothels at sixteen?” Goodness, gentlemen did learn about what
happens between men and women at an early age.

“It wasn’t my choice but at my father’s
insistence, to set me upon the road to becoming the best rake
London had to offer.”

She brought a hand to her throat in
horror. Weren’t fathers supposed to discourage such activity and
raise their sons to be proper gentlemen? His brothers were
gentlemen. Why was the second son treated differently?

“It was the life he wanted but couldn’t
have and so he insisted on it being my life.” Trent shook his head
and frowned in disgust. “It couldn’t be Clay because he was the
heir and had responsibilities. I was the spare, but needed no
hindrances in the event I needed to step into my brother’s shoes. A
rake suited that purpose as well.”

No wonder Trent was the way he was. His
father made him this way. “If you are no longer in love with her
why continue to visit?”

He frowned and studied her. “How do you
even know I did?”

“I overheard two gentlemen speaking.”
He wasn’t about to turn the questioning on her. “Now answer my
question.”

“I haven’t visited the place for the
purpose it is intended in well over a year,” he ground
out.

She wasn’t exactly sure what the
purpose was except what went on was supposed to only occur between
a husband and his wife in the privacy their chambers.

“When my father died I wanted to
finally become the gentleman I wished to be.” His eyes were dark
and jaw tense. Was he speaking the truth?

“Yet you were there the other night,”
she reminded him.

“It was the afternoon and it was to
draw up a contract to change owners. That is all.”

Was this a lie as well or had she
misjudged him again? When would she learn to ask instead of assume
or believe what the gossips say? Heaven knew they spoke more wrongs
than truths.

Trent grabbed her shoulders and pulled
her close to him. Their noses almost touching. “Had I gone to the
brothel for the purpose you insinuate, I would have not bothered to
attend that ball but would have still been enjoying the company of
Angelique when Everton danced you into the garden.”

This side of Trent frightened her, yet
she knew he wouldn’t harm her. He was simply angry. She tried to
pull away but he didn’t lessen his hold.

“I saw my work completed as
quickly as I could so that I could make it to the ball in time to
still see you and
was rewarded with the sight of you with Everton of all
people.”

Audrey bit her lip and stared into his
cobalt eyes. She knew in her gut he was telling her the truth. He
probably hated her now. “I am sorry.”

His hold loosened. “Would you please
ask me from now on?” He slumped against the squabs. “You do have
the irritating habit of believing or assuming things about me that
aren’t true.”

Audrey hung her head in shame. It would
serve her right if he never spoke to her again and he probably
wouldn’t waste any more kisses on her either.

“I don’t fully blame you.” He pushed
his fingers through his hair again. “I have a damnable reputation
and I should assume people will never believe I’ve changed, or am
at least trying to.”

This time Audrey grasped his hand in
hers. It was bold and forward but she had to do something. But it
wasn’t anymore bold than the conversation they just had. A lady did
not ask gentlemen about brothels or who they were associated with.
Especially gently bred innocent ladies such as herself. But, Audrey
didn’t care. If she was going to consider a future with Trent, even
though it may be impossible now, she was not going to enter into
such a relationship blindly and pretend things she didn’t like were
not happening. Other ladies may be able to live in such a way but
she refused. If it was inappropriate she didn’t care. Not when her
future would be affected by a husbands actions.

There was a flash of pain in his eyes
and she had been the cause, along with his father who led him down
the debauched path he had been forced to take.

“I am truly sorry.” Damn, tears misted
her eyes and she blinked them away. He may be lost to her but she
would not make it worse by crying in front of him.

Trent brought a hand up and caressed
her cheek. “I know.”

The carriage came to a halt and Audrey
was surprised to find they had arrived already. “Damn and
blast.”

“What?” Why was he cursing?

“We didn’t pull the shades. Now all of
London, or whoever happened to look, knows we are without a
chaperone.”

Her stomach clenched. “It is alright. I
will think of an excuse. You don’t need to be concerned.” The last
thing she wanted him to do was think she was now going to try and
trap him into marriage. He deserved to do things on his own terms,
even if he chose a different lady to marry. Trent deserved that at
least since he hadn’t had a say in his future until last year.
Gentlemen did get away with far more than a lady.

A smile pulled at his lips. “Darling, I
am not thinking about me, but you.”

Audrey smiled inside. He had just
called her darling. Maybe he wasn’t too angry after all.

“I would not have anyone
speaking ill of my wife.”

“But, I thought, that after this, my
accusations…”

He placed a finger against her lips.
“Audrey, we have much to learn about each other and despite your
low opinion of me earlier, I intend to marry you.”

A thrill shot through her. This was the
first time he had voiced his intentions.

“I will call on your uncle tomorrow and
I will court you in a way that leaves little doubt.” With that he
opened the door and jumped to the ground. “Be waiting for me.” He
winked before he shut the door.
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Jordan groaned as he rose from bed and
stood. Just as he suspected, his legs and arse were as tight and
sore as his arms usually were after a long workout at Gentleman
Jackson’s. He had soaked in a hot tub last night and rubbed the
special liniment into his muscles but it hadn’t seemed to help.
Even his lower back hurt. Was this what it felt like to grow
old?

He shuffled over to the bell pull to
ring for his valet. Though he was usually able to dress himself
without assistance, today would be an exception. Perhaps soaking in
hot water again was in order.

He shrugged on his dressing gown and
splashed water on his face while he waited. On the table next to
the window was the deed to the property that held the brothel. He
hadn’t told Audrey about the land. If he were to be a respectable
married man, should he really own land that housed a brothel? What
would Audrey think?

He doubted she would approve and it
wasn’t as if he needed the rent. Yet, if he sold the property, who
is to say someone else wouldn’t sell it to Mac and the rent be
raised more than the women could afford.

Yardley, his valet, entered a moment
later. “You rang for me.”

Jordan turned suddenly to face the man
and grimaced. “I will need your assistance today.”

The man’s eyebrows shot up. He usually
did little more than straighten the room, brush Jordan’s coats and
polish his boots. Jordan even tied his own cravats.

“I find it is difficult to
move and I won’t be able to pull my own boots on.”

The man bit his upper lip and Jordan
suspected he wanted to laugh.

“I would also appreciate a hot bath
again. It might help loosen my muscles, and anything else you can
think of.”

“Very good, sir.” He bowed and exited
the room. Jordan considered sinking into the chair by the window
but feared the pain of getting back up. This was not going to be
one of his better days and he would not sit a horse for a few
more.

Two hours later he stood in the hall
looking down the stairs. Despite the bath and whatever was in the
concoction Yardley provided, Jordan had not worked out all the
soreness and stiffness. It wouldn’t be half as bad going down the
stairs as climbing back up them at the end of the day. Maybe he
should just return to bed.

He patted his pocket, knowing it wasn’t
an option. He needed to visit the brothel and then Audrey’s uncle.
What irritated him most was that his future bride was probably
suffering no ill-effects from the day before.

Grasping the railing he slowly made his
way down the stairs. Unless something miraculous happened between
now and tonight, there was a very good chance that he would not be
returning to his own chamber. At least the settee in the library
was comfortable, and the room was on the main level of the
house.

The sun was shining and Jordan looked
up to the blue sky. It was rare to see such a day in Town and he
was going to enjoy it. Though he ached from heel to skull, he would
not be daunted. Today he would visit with Audrey’s uncle and
officially request the honor of marrying her and ask that a meeting
be arranged with her father. His carriage waited by the curb and
Jordan eyed it askance. It wasn’t so much the carriage itself that
he found disapproval in, but the steps he would need to take to
enter the conveyance. Normally he didn’t bother with asking the
footman to lower the step but bounded inside to be on his way.
Today he needed the assistance and nodded to the footman holding
the door open as he gingerly made his way down the two small steps
outside his home. Jordan glanced around quickly to make sure nobody
noticed his discomfort. He didn’t want to have to explain, nor
could he without inviting gossip about Audrey, nor did he wish to
later hear speculation as to why he could not walk very well.
Thankfully those on the street and walks were not paying him any
mind.

He grabbed the side of the carriage and
hauled his body inside before collapsing against the squabs. This
was going to be a very trying day.

[image: tmp_37f2b1bd63dbb97ba53fe935ebd3cc22_ZmQgPP_html_68e4ba74.jpg]

Audrey pushed the food around on her
plate. Her stomach was in knots. What if her uncle refused Trent?
Jordan did have a horrible reputation and her uncle may not wish
her to be tainted. Yet, Trent hadn’t really done anything very
rakish in well over a year, at least not that she was aware of. He
had gone to the brothel, but that was for professional
reasons.

Her stomach tightened again. Was that
all his time there entailed? Could she trust him? What if he was
only telling her what he wanted her to believe instead of the
truth?

She shook the thought away. He had been
too sincere and she must simply trust him.

“What is bothering you today, Audrey,”
her aunt asked from across the table.

Should she tell them? At least then she
would have an idea of her uncle’s reaction. Audrey lifted the cup
of tea and took a drink while looking at them. They both studied
her. Her aunt had gone pale and her uncle’s brow furrowed. What did
they think was bothering her? Really, nothing as dire as their
expressions seemed to indicate.

“Mr. Jordan Trent would like to call on
you this afternoon, Uncle.”

Her aunt and uncle shared a look that
was anything but relief. This did not bode well.

“Is it a matter of urgency?”

Urgency? “No.”

Her aunt visibly relaxed.

“He said he wishes to marry
me.”

“I would certainly hope so,” her uncle
declared.

“I’ve noticed that you have spent a
good deal of time with him, Audrey,” her aunt said.

They hadn’t spent that much time in
each other’s company. Had they somehow learned about yesterday in
the carriage? No, something would have been said to her, unless the
driver reported back to uncle that Trent was a passenger on the
return.

“And he does have a reputation,” she
continued. “We feared—”.

“—Never mind what we
feared,” her uncle interrupted. “I’ll be happy to speak with Trent
when he calls.”

Other than their concern, Audrey still
didn’t know what her uncle would tell him. Did she dare
ask?

Oh, she had to or she would worry all
day. “What will you tell him?”

A slow smile formed on his lips. “That
all depends on how he answers my questions.”

That did not bode well. What if Trent
said something wrong? What if Uncle demanded a history, though the
gossips could provide that as well?

“Then I will have to write to your
father, of course.”

She sighed. Yes, her papa would need to
be consulted but who knew when that answer would come. It was
racing season. Would he even take time to read the letter let alone
respond? She could still be waiting for the answer when the Season
ended.

Audrey would just have to make sure she
wrote to her mother as well. If anything, the woman would be
thrilled at the match and not give Papa rest until he
responded.

“I will await your answer.” What else
could she say? She was a lady and had no control. It really was
rather unfair.
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Jordan waited in a small parlor off of
the main room. He had only been in this particular room a few
times. It was usually used for small planned gatherings or private
meetings. The settee was covered in white with gold thread
embroidery while the matching chairs were upholstered in gold. The
room was painted a light cream color in contrast to the dark wood
of the furniture and floor. He paced, ready to be done with his
work and return home. Though the furniture looked inviting, he had
stiffened upon the short ride from his home. He didn’t dare sit
again until necessary.

The house was eerily quiet. Not that
there would be much noise at this time of day. No doubt most of the
girls were still sleeping from the late night of work. Hopefully he
hadn’t woken Madame Devine by calling so early, but he wanted this
business out of the way.

There were whispers beyond the open
door but Jordan could not make out the words. Did the servants
spend their day in quiet so as not to disturb the ladies of the
house? Certainly they couldn’t hear what was happening below all
the way up in their chambers.

Madame Devine sailed into the room a
moment later. Her hair was pulled back, not yet arranged for the
evening or guests. She wore none of her usual rouge or kohl. In
fact, her skin was deathly white and her eyes and mouth were
drawn.

“What is wrong?”

She closed her eyes and simply shook
her head.

Perhaps it had simply been a busy
night.

“Do you have the papers?”

Madame Devine was usually not so
brisk.

“They are still being prepared.” He
reached into his inside pocket and withdrew the deed. “I wished to
give you this.” He glanced back at the open door. “Will Angelique
be joining us?”

“No,” Lady Devine answered and sank
into a chair. She bent her elbow on the arm of the chair for
support and rested her forehead into her raised hand.

Jordan sat without being invited and
grasped Lady Devine’s other hand, his gut churning. Something was
terribly wrong. “What happened?”

She lifted her gaze to his. “When
Angelique went out yesterday someone attacked her in the back
alley.”

The brothel wasn’t in the best part of
London, but women are usually not assaulted in the middle of the
day. “How badly was she hurt?” he asked, his voice sounding far
away.

“Her face.” Tears sprang to Madame
Devine’s eyes. “He took a knife and slashed her face. He said she
should remember her place and not to usurp her betters.”

A chill went down his spine. First Lady
Rothsbury and now Angelique? Were the two connected? It couldn’t be
possible. Neither knew the other. But, they both knew him. Why
would someone hurt the ladies he was fond of? It had to simply be a
coincidence because he had no enemies that would commit such a
heinous act. But if it was because of something he did could Audrey
be in danger. As much as he didn’t wish to discuss brothels with
her uncle this afternoon, Jordan knew he would have to tell him so
that Audrey could be protected. “Did you report it to Bow
Street?”

Madame Devine nodded and sniffed.
Jordan drew out his handkerchief and handed it to her.

“Will she be okay?” Jordan
pressed.

“In time.” Madame Devine dabbed her
eyes. “But she can’t work until her face is healed and even then.”
Her eyes met his. “It is the beautiful women who bring in the
customers and now this monster has scarred her.”

Jordan squeezed Madame’s hand. “Assure
Angelique that it will not matter. There are many gentlemen who
adore her, if they are not in love with her. They may have been
drawn to her beauty at first, but that is not what kept them
returning.”

A sad smile formed on Madame’s lips.
“She will be glad to hear that.”

“Besides, did she intend on working in
such a way after she became owner?” Jordan would have thought
Angelique would no longer have a need to make a living on her
back.

Madame Devine chuckled. “We never
totally give up the profession. There will always be a few
gentlemen we will never be able to decline.”

If he weren’t committed to being
respectable, and if he were not courting Audrey, Jordan would have
made every effort to visit Angelique and assure her that she
remained desirable despite what scars she may be left
with.

“If not the agreement, what did you
bring us?”

For a moment Jordan had completely
forgotten about the deed. “I purchased the property before Jester
could.”

Madame Devine straightened and truly
smiled for the first time since she entered the room. “That is
marvelous.” She paused and studied him, her eyes narrowed. “Unless
you plan on raising the rent.”

He barked out laughter. “No. Quite the
opposite.” He handed her the deed. “I am giving it to
Angelique.”

Her mouth dropped open and she unfolded
the document. “Why? This is far too generous a gift.”

“Not after everything you and Angelique
have done for me.”

She playfully tapped him on the
shoulder with the document. “I recall you paid well for what
Angelique has done for you.”

Heat infused his cheeks. “It is
something I wish to do.” He wasn’t even sure if he could explain
why he was giving the property to Angelique, he just needed
to.

“Thank you,” Madame said quietly. “At
least this will be one matter she will no longer worry
about.”

Jordan stood, his upper thighs
protesting at the moment. He clenched his jaw and tried not to
groan. “Take care, Madame.”

She put a hand out and
grasped his arm. “If you find yourself alone,” she winked. “Whatever you
wish for will be here.” She grasped the document to her bosom. “On
the house.”

Had this happened five years ago,
Jordan would have made it a point to make a nightly visit. However,
that part of his life was over and the only bed he will be enjoying
is the one he planned to share with Audrey.

Jordan made his way toward the door. In
a matter of hours this place would be filled with rakes, dandies,
gentlemen and all manner of men, wishing for an hour or two with
one of the lovely ladies upstairs and a sense of peace came over
him, as if he had finally closed the door on a life he did not
want.

It was a fine day and he loathed to
enter the closed carriage once again. Standing on the stoop he
looked around. Day or night Covent Gardens was busy. The
coffeehouses seemed to be full and the little shops were doing a
fine business today. Instead of retreating into the darkness,
Jordan turned toward the Piazza.

It was only a few blocks away and when
he stepped into the thriving flower and vegetable market the scents
of various blossoms permeated the air as did the smell of fresh,
ripe vegetables. They were all from hot houses because of the time
of year, yet Jordan still closed his eyes and inhaled through his
nose. What he needed was a bouquet for Audrey. He hadn’t given her
one gift yet and a gentleman should at least do that on the day he
asked for her hand in marriage.

He made his way down the line of
vendors trying to decide if roses or daisy’s suited her best. Or
perhaps tulips or lilies. He didn’t even know her favorite flower,
or color, or scent, or season. There was still much to learn about
his future wife but the first thing he would find out was what her
favorite stone was so he could have it fitted into a perfect
betrothal ring.

His favorite color on her was blue so
perhaps he should choose it himself. But should he purchase an
aquamarine or sapphire?

Perhaps he should also purchase blue
flowers.

Jordan stopped in the middle of the
market and looked about. There weren’t many blue flowers and most
were closer to lavender or purple. He frowned. Perhaps a mixture,
of all colors under the sun. Yes, that was what he would do. He
took a step forward and was brought up short. The face on the
opposite side of the stand was so familiar yet he knew he did not
know her.

He studied her as she gathered flowers
and added them to the packages she was already carrying. She was
the image of Adele. He knew it couldn’t be Adele since the woman
would be near forty but the young woman across from him had the
same light blue eyes and strawberry blonde hair. She was almost the
exact image of the painting of Adele hanging in the family gallery.
“Julia?”

[image: tmp_37f2b1bd63dbb97ba53fe935ebd3cc22_ZmQgPP_html_m54ee13cd.jpg]

Audrey was convinced time had slowed to
a standstill. Each time she looked at the clock, certain it was an
hour later, only a few moments had passed. She watched out the
front window as carriages drove by and residents strolled the
square without a care in the world. She wished she could be so at
ease but she still didn’t know what her uncle would say, or
Papa.

What if they declined his request? What
if her Papa determined he wanted her to marry someone else? What if
Jordan changed his mind?

Oh, all of this thinking was getting
her nowhere. She blew out a puff of air. She couldn’t remain here a
moment longer. The room seemed as if it was closing in on her and
she would need her aunt’s smelling salts before Jordan ever
arrived. Audrey glanced back at the clock. That was at least five
hours from now. With a groan she sank into a chair. Reading a book
would be impossible. How could she concentrate on a story? Nothing
was so riveting that it would hold her attention.

She glanced over at the window again.
Perhaps a walk in the park. The fresh air would clear her mind and
calm her nerves. But what if she bumped into Millicent again?
Audrey was bubbling with news of Jordan wishing to marry her but
knew Millicent was the last person she should tell. She doubted
Millicent would be angry. Instead, she would remind Audrey that it
was only because Millicent was not available. She knew that was a
lie and Audrey didn’t wish to spend time with her former
friend.

The thought stilled her. Yes, Millicent
was a former friend. True friends did not suggest a lady wanted an
assignation in a garden. Millicent knew better. Just because she
flaunted and flirted, and who knows what else, did not mean Audrey
was free with her favors.

Heat scorched her cheeks as she
recalled the carriage ride and the way Jordan had kissed places
that were not in the vicinity of her lips. Well, she wasn’t free
with her favors with everyone. Just one particular
gentleman.

A smile curved on her lips. Once they
were married she would finally know the truth of what occurred
between a man and a woman. If it was half as enjoyable as what she
experienced in the carriage with Jordan, she couldn’t
wait.

The thought of being alone with Jordan
again and knowing they would share a bed when they married
increased her nerves. What if she was a disappointment? It wasn’t
as if she knew what was to happen and Jordan had been with scores
of women for over a decade now. Her mother certainly wouldn’t tell
her until the last possible moment and Audrey was uncomfortable
asking her aunt. Was a lady even supposed to ask such
questions?

Would he kiss her again, the way he did
yesterday? Would he touch her other places? Goodness she was
becoming warm just remembering the strange feelings that ran
through her body.

“Stop thinking about that,” she
muttered out loud, and jumped to her feet. She had to get out of
this house before she went mad. Hopefully it wasn’t too early to
call on Grace and just maybe her friend would tell her what would
happen when Audrey became a wife.
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The woman didn’t hear him say the name,
but Jordan could not take his eyes of her. The mannerisms were
familiar from the tilt of her head to the gesture in the wrist.
They were so much like Adele. “Julia.” He said the name once again
but the woman didn’t react. Perhaps she hadn’t heard
him.

The woman’s hands were not gloved and
there were no rings, which meant she had not yet married. Julia was
five and twenty yet didn’t look as if she were old enough to be
considered on the shelf. Why hadn’t she married? Had Adele
prohibited it or perhaps Julia hadn’t been given the opportunity
because they had been hiding.

Jordan glanced around the market,
looking for an older version of Adele. There was no one to match
the description. Perhaps the woman had come alone. She did wear a
serviceable gown, certainly not something as fine as the ladies he
was accustomed to being around. Was she working as a servant? Was
she choosing flowers for the manor where she worked?

She went from one vendor to another,
comparing buds and fully bloomed flowers, to each other and in the
bunch, as if she were trying to make the perfect arrangement. He
didn’t know so much time could be spent on flower arranging. Yet,
hadn’t he just been contemplating which flowers would suit Audrey
best?

Jordan followed as she made her way
down the line picking, choosing, discarding choices. By the time
she reached the end of the row she had a full bouquet, well
balanced in color and size. An artist couldn’t have put together
something so well.

He was reluctant to approach her as she
was a stranger and Jordan chuckled to himself. Two years ago, when
he found a lady attractive, he presented himself without the
slightest concern for propriety, being introduced and all of
society’s silly rules. Yet, this circumstance was different. She
was a stranger but could also very well be his half-sister, but he
couldn’t very well go up and ask her. But, he could ask her
something else.

Jordan stepped into her path as she
turned to leave.

“Pardon.”

It was a French accent. As Julia had
been taken to France when she was almost three, her speech would
certainly be more French than English.

“That is one of the most beautiful
bouquets I have seen.”

Her grey eyes with a slight hint of
blue narrowed on him. Julia had clear, green eyes. Could the color
have changed as she grew older?

Jordan could well understand her
suspicion of him. He was a stranger presenting himself to her to
only compliment the bouquet she held. It sounded false to even his
own ears. “I was wondering if you might help me.”

She tilted her head in study, much like
Adele used to do. Should he just come out and ask her if she was
Julia?

No. She might run away, or deny the
connection. They had been hiding and he didn’t want to scare her
off. Jordan hastened to explain. “I recently became
betrothed.”

She seemed to relax, though only
slightly at his announcement, still wary of him.

“I am not exactly betrothed yet,” he
confirmed.

Her mouth pursed. She was a beautiful
young woman and was probably used to all manner of gentlemen
approaching her. Oh, if only Adele would have remained then Julia
would have had the protection of four older brothers and never have
to worry about rakes, rogues and the undesirables bothering
her.

“She has agreed, but my appointment
with her uncle is not until this afternoon.”

One light auburn eyebrow rose and she
studied him.

“As this might be the day of my
official betrothal I thought to take her a beautiful bouquet but
the choices are overwhelming and I don’t know where to
begin.”

A small smile pulled at her
lips.

“You seem to have a gift for putting
blossoms together and I had hoped you might help me.”

The young woman pursed her lips and
studied him. “Tell me about her?”

Jordan breathed a sigh of relief. She
was speaking to him and perhaps when they were done he would know
for certain whether she was Julia or not. “She has the blondest of
hair and the warmest brown eyes. Though her skin is pale, her
cheeks and lips match the bud of that rose.” He pointed to a small
rosebud of the barest pink.

“You are in love?”

The question took him by surprise. When
he thought of Audrey, he knew he wanted to spend the rest of his
life with her and he certainly wanted her in his bed, but he had
never attached an emotion to anything. Was he in love? Could he
imagine going through life without Audrey?

No. Last year had been hell, losing her
and not knowing why.

He focused on her light grey eyes. “I
believe I am.” Something inside him lifted. Something he could not
put a name to, but he was lighter, happier, freer. He was in
love.

“It would be my pleasure to help you.”
She smiled at him. “She is a lucky lady. I’ve rarely seen someone
so happy at the thought of marriage.”

“I sincerely appreciate your
assistance.”

“Now, what color is best on her and is
there a scent she wears.”

“Blue,” he answered automatically. “She
has this lovely pale blue dress.” Jordan stopped speaking because
she was laughing at him.

“You truly are smitten, are you
not?”

Heat rose to his cheeks. “Yes. I
suppose I am.”

He spent the next half hour following
the woman around the flower market, wanting to ask her name and all
manner of things, but he could not bring himself to. Jordan wasn’t
sure if it was because he was afraid she would quit making his
flower arrangement for Audrey, or that he would learn that the
woman was not Julia.

The time ended too soon and after he
paid for the last of the arrangement she placed it into his arms
and walked with him out into the less crowded area. It was now or
never.

“You remind me of someone I knew when I
was a child.”

“I can assure you that we did not know
each other as children. I was raised in France.”

“What is your name?” He blurted the
question out.

“Genevieve.”

Disappointment shot through him. He had
studied her while she picked the blossoms and he suspected that she
may be younger than six and twenty, yet he had still held out hope.
Her mannerism and confidences lended them to someone who was older,
but the texture of her skin led him to believe she was
younger.

He had never been good at guessing a
woman’s age. The closest he ever came to being correct was when a
lady was first presented and he knew they usually weren’t above
seventeen or eighteen. Once they passed their twentieth year, he
stopped trying to guess and assumed most were younger than he. The
woman helping him could easily be Julia’s age or five years younger
or older.

“I thought perhaps you were the
daughter of someone who had been very important to me at one
time.”

Her light eyebrows drew together in
concern.

“Her name was Adele and she had a
daughter, my step-sister actually, named Julia.”

Genevieve straightened and all color
left her cheeks. “I do not know an Adele or Julia,” she
insisted.

Her demeanor changed so abruptly that
Jordan was certain the names meant something to her. “Perhaps you
knew them in Paris?” he insisted.

“No.” Genevieve shook her head and
began backing away. “I really must go. Congratulations on your
betrothal.” With that she turned and rushed back through the
market, which had grown even more crowded than it had been when he
arrived. He wanted to go after her, but she was lost in the crowd.
Genevieve knew something about Adele and Julia and he needed to
find out.

He turned to return to his carriage. As
he approached he called up to the driver. Take me to my brother,
Bentley.”
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“Audrey, please come in,” Grace
welcomed her into the parlor.

“I am sorry to call so early. I just
couldn’t remain at home a moment longer.”

Grace frowned with worry. “Has anything
happened?” She turned toward the footman and requested tea and
biscuits before returning to the sitting area.

Audrey faced her. Did she tell Grace
that Jordan was going to talk to her uncle? What if he hadn’t said
anything to his brothers yet and Grace was married to one of those
siblings. Yet, Grace was her dearest friend and she had to talk to
someone. Could she ask Grace to keep it a secret from her husband?
Was it even right to do so?

“Audrey, what is the
matter?”

“What if my uncle or father says
no?”

“To what?” Grace practically
cried.

Audrey took Grace’s hands in her own
and a deep breath. “Your brother-in-law wishes to marry me.” Giddy
excitement rose up within her just saying the words. For a moment
she was transported back to when she and Grace were just
discovering that boys were not such vile creatures after all and
that they could be rather cute and sweet on occasion.

Grace chuckled. “I am
assuming you mean Jordan, since the other two are married. It would
simply be bad ton if one of them proposed.”

“Of course I mean Jordan,” Audrey
practically cried.

“Sit and tell me
everything.”

Audrey sank onto the settee and Grace
joined her, grinning.

“Has he said anything to your
husband?”

Grace shook her head.

Oh dear. Audrey bit her bottom lip.
What should she do or say. Bugger that, she needed to speak with
someone and Grace was the only person she trusted completely. “Is
it right that I tell you when he hasn’t told his
brothers?”

“If you don’t tell me I will throttle
you.” Grace insisted. “Besides, Matthew was summoned by Bentley and
won’t return for a bit.”

Thank goodness he wasn’t home because
Grace wasn’t certain she could speak openly if she thought he would
overhear. She quickly told Grace about the day before and the
discussion that they shared in the carriage, omitting the part of
the kissing. Especially the part about all the different
kissing.

“Why do you think your uncle or father
will deny his request?”

“Uncle said it would depend on how
Jordan answers the questions.”

Grace giggled. “That simply means that
he wants to insure that you will be taken care of and that Jordan
can provide for you.”

She hoped it was as simple as that,
though she really had no idea what his financial situation was.
Could he support a wife and future children? Where did he live? Did
he have his own home, estate, or did he live with one of his
brothers when not in London? Oh dear, she would hate to be a
houseguest, but if Jordan couldn’t afford a home what was she to
do?

“Audrey, you look worried again,” Grace
interrupted her thoughts.

“Can he afford to be married?” she
asked slowly.

Grace threw back her head and laughed.
“According to Matthew, Jordan could never work a day in his life
and have more money than he knows what to do with.”

“He is a second son, how is that
possible.”

“His father,” Grace added with a slight
bitterness to her tone. “I don’t hold it against Jordan, but their
father was a bit controlling in dictating what his sons would
become.”

Audrey nodded. She already knew this.
At least she knew what had been expected of Jordan.

“So that Jordan could have the life
that he couldn’t, his father made sure his second son had an
allowance that rivaled a prince. It was more than his brothers
allowances combined. And since Jordan never became a gambler, or
truly wasted his funds, his bank account continued to
grow.”

The relief of knowing that she would
not have to live with his relatives began to sink in. It wasn’t as
if they would have been destitute anyway. She did have a dowry and
as she was her father’s only child, she would inherit the stables
upon his death. She hoped that didn’t happen for a very long time,
but it would be there in the future if needed. Apparently, it would
not be needed.

She tilted her head in thought. Was he
rich enough to start a stable of their own? She was certain papa
would sell her, or maybe give her, a few mares and maybe she could
mate them with Midnight Majesty and they could have their own
racers.

Audrey shook the thoughts away. She was
getting ahead of herself. “Where does he live in London?” How was
it that she knew so little about him? Shouldn’t a bride know more
about her future husband?

“He rents a townhouse in
Mayfair.”

“What of when he is away from London,
or does he reside here all year round?”

“He usually stays with Bentley if not
in Town. He does not have an estate of his own.”

She dearly hoped he wished to buy
property. Certainly Jordan would want a house and land now that he
was to be married. Perhaps he would be willing to settle in or near
Grosmont. Besides her own family and Shadley Farms, Grace and her
husband lived there, as did his sister, part of the year, now that
Madeline had married Lord Brachton last winter. If they were close
to Shadley Farm, she could still help her father with the horses.
She assumed Jordan wouldn’t object after yesterday. Papa could
teach Jordan all he knew about breeding and racing.

But would he wish to? Jordan was a
solicitor and wished to be a barrister. He may want to always
reside in or near London so he could be close to the courts. If
that were the case, she would simply have to accept it. There were
places outside of London they could live and she could still have
horses. At least she hoped that were the case.

“Audrey, what are you
thinking?”

Grace’s words interrupted her thoughts.
“I hope he doesn’t mind owning horses.”

Her friend chuckled. “I am sure you
will have a stable. Matt told me Jordan spent a good part of his
youth riding.”

The butler stepped into the room
drawing their attention. “Lady Lydell has come to call.”

Audrey grimaced. She knew she would not
be able to avoid Millicent but she really didn’t wish to see her
today. “Please don’t mention my news to her.”

“I won’t,” Grace assured her before
turning toward the butler. “Please show her in.”

A moment later Millicent sailed into
the room and barely nodded to Grace. “Thank goodness I found you
here, Audrey. I went to your home and was told you had gone out.”
She settled on the settee beside Audrey.

“Did you need something?” She couldn’t
imagine what Millicent would want her for.

“You haven’t heard the terrible
news?”

Audrey looked at Grace and they both
shook their head.

“Everton was murdered,” Millicent
cried. “Last night. He was stabbed just like Dalton.”

“Who would kill both men?”

“I have no idea.” She dismissed. “And
that isn’t the issue.”

“It’s not?” Grace asked.

“He was fitting in so well with my
plans.”

Audrey’s stomach churned. A man was
dead and all Millicent could think about was that her life had been
disrupted somehow.

She turned toward Audrey. “He was such
a fine match for you.”

“What?” She and Grace asked at the same
time.

“He wasn’t the gentlemen I needed to
make Jordan jealous but I thought he was perfect for you. If Jordan
realized you were taken then he would return to me.”

“That is why he danced with me and took
me into the garden?” Her anger began to build. Millicent had gone
too far in her quest for Jordan.

“Of course,” she smiled. “I knew that
once you experienced his passion you would marry him and Jordan
wouldn’t feel like he had to court you.”

Millicent had truly lost her
mind.

“He is only courting you because he
thinks he can’t have me but with you married to someone else then
he would come back to me.”

“You are married also,” Grace pointed
out.

Millicent sighed and gave a wave of her
hand as if that fact was inconsequential. “It is a shame Jordan
came across you before it was too late.”

Audrey gaped at her. “Everton was set
to ruin me. He ignored my protests.”

“If ladies weren’t ruined they wouldn’t
be married.” She gestured to Grace. “It happened to the two of us.
Why shouldn’t it happen to you?”

“Millicent, I do believe you have lost
your mind.”

She laughed. “Audrey, you are so
innocent. One day you will understand.”

“I will never understand setting up
another lady to be ruined. Especially if the gentleman is someone
she does not wish to be with.”

She simply tisked and shook her
head.

“Why did you need Audrey’s help, if not
to deliver news?” Grace asked.



Of course Audrey had no intention of
helping Millicent but she had to hear it so the woman would
leave.

“Now that Dalton and Everton are
unavailable; I need to find another gentleman to make Jordan
jealous enough to realize how much he still wants me.”

No longer available? They were dead and
not simply involved with someone else.

“I was thinking Mr. Victor would be a
good choice. Perhaps I should have started with him.”

Grace choked on her tea but Millicent
didn’t seem to notice and turned more fully to Audrey. “The two of
you do make a handsome couple. I noticed that day you came to call
when my wonderful court was there.”

“Court?” Grace asked.

“Oh yes,” Millicent laughed. “The most
handsome young men come to call on me every day. I simply cannot go
a day without being surrounded by them. Of course I won’t need any
of them once I have Jordan back again.”

Audrey set her teacup on the table,
afraid she might be ill. Millicent needed to face a few truths and
she was ready to deliver them.
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Jordan stepped into Clay’s library only
to find his other two brothers, John and Matthew, also already
present.

“We have been looking for you,” Clay
announced from his chair by the fireplace.

“Why? Has something
happened?”

“I think Adele and Julia must be in
Covent Garden somewhere,” John announced. “I’ve seen a woman who
looks like she could be Julia. At least she resembled the painting
of Adele at Bentley Manor but I couldn’t get close enough to speak
with her and then she disappeared.”

“I thought so too.”

His brothers looked at him.

“That is why I came here. I just left
the flower market where I met a Genevieve.”

Clay came to his feet. “Was it
Julia?”

Jordan shook his head and quickly
explained the encounter. “She knows something, though I am not sure
what. After I mentioned Adele and Julia she became agitated and
could not wait to be away from me.”

 

“Could it have been Julia and she
simply changed her name?” Matthew asked.

“No. I think she is at least a few
years younger, but I could be incorrect.”

“You’ve never been good at judging a
lady’s age,” Clayton reminded him with a half-smile.

Jordan ignored him. “Her hair was the
right color, but her eyes were grey, not green.”

“Maybe Adele remarried, or took a lover
when she arrived in Paris and this Genevieve was the result,” John
offered.

Clayton and Matthew nodded. It was a
thought that had also crossed Jordan’s mind while he rode here from
the flower market.

“I’ll have some men watch for her. If
she is spotted they can follow to see where she lives.”

“I have no doubt that is where we will
find Adele and Julia. This young woman has to be another daughter
of Adele,” Jordan insisted.

“Was there anything else you remember
about her appearance to help the men locate her out of the dozens
of ladies?” John asked.

Jordan brought forth the vision of
Genevieve. “Her hair is blonde with hints of red, just like
Adele’s. It always reminded me of the sunrise. Her eyes were light
grey with a hint of blue. Her lips were a pale pink with a slightly
fuller lower lip. They weren’t thin but not overly plump either.
There were a few freckles across the bridge of her small nose, but
you would have to be close enough to notice them.”

Clayton started to laugh and Jordan
focused on him. “John asked me to describe her.”

“And only a rake would go into such
detail. Had it been Matt who encountered the young woman he would
have described her as grey eyes, reddish blonde hair and some
freckles.”

Matthew shrugged in
agreement.

Jordan decided to ignore them and
continue. “She came about to my shoulder and had a slight frame.
Not well endowed, but pleasantly enough formed that gentlemen would
take notice.”

“Did she have a nicely turned ankle as
well,” John asked with a laugh.

Jordan glared at him. “I didn’t look at
her feet or ankles.”

“You seemed to look at everything
else,” Clayton said.

“I was studying her before I
approached,” Jordan defended. “I was trying to decide if she was
Julia and looking for resemblances to Adele. I certainly was not
attracted to her. Good God that could have been my
sister.”

Matthew stepped forward. “Settle down.
We are just giving you a difficult time.”

“Was there anything that reminded you
of Adele?” John asked seriously.

Jordan nodded. “The tilt of her head
when she spoke. Cocked slightly to the side, the way Adele used to
do when she was listening to whatever we had to tell her. And the
way she gestured with her wrist when pointing out the flowers.” He
imitated the movement.

“I’ll tell them what to look for,” John
acknowledged.

“What were you doing in Covent Garden
so early?” Matthew asked.

“I think we can guess why he was
there,” Clayton answered. “The question should be why you were in
the flower market.”

Not even his brothers believed he could
change. “I was not there for the reasons you believe.”

Clayton quirked a questioning
brow.

Jordan stamped down his irritation and
explained about the property and business transaction, which lead
him to tell of Angelique and Lady Rothsbury. Perhaps they had
insight into the attacks that he may not have noticed.

“Lady Lydell,” Matthew
suggested.

“Why would she do something so
horrendous? Besides, the women were attacked by a man.” Clayton
asked.

“She could have hired someone,” John
suggested.

“But to what purpose?” Jordan
asked.

“Anyone in society can answer that
question,” Matthew responded. “She has made no secret that she is
in love with you. It was blasted uncomfortable at the dinner party
Madeline held.”

And they weren’t even the ones she had
backed against the wall. “I can’t imagine she would do such a
thing. I would be more likely to think Creighton, yet he doesn’t
know anything about Angelique, that I am aware of. Yet he has no
money to gamble at Jesters any longer and Jesters wanted to buy the
land that holds the brothel. Perhaps that is the link.”

John nodded. “It is a possibility. I’ll
see what I can learn.”

“You still didn’t tell us why you were
in the flower market,” Clayton reminded him. “If I recall, Madame
Devine is a few streets away.”

“I was going to choose flowers for
Audrey.” Had he not mentioned that earlier? No, he had simply said
he was there when he noticed Genevieve.

All three of his brothers raised their
eyebrows and studied him.

“Audrey, is it?” Matthew
asked.

Jordan sighed. It was damned
uncomfortable being related to these three. “Yes. I am calling on
her uncle this afternoon to request her hand in
marriage.”

Smiles broke out on all three
faces.

“Congratulations,” Clayton came forward
and shook his hand.

“Neither her uncle or father have
agreed. They may reject me.” That was Jordan’s fear. What if he
said the wrong thing or wasn’t considered good enough. His past was
rather tarnished. It wasn’t just rather tarnished but very badly
tarnished.
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“Jordan Trent does not want you,
Millicent.” Audrey stated firmly

A catlike smile formed on Millicent’s
lips. “Of course he does. You are simply jealous.”

Audrey drew a deep breath and blew it
out. “He has no desire to be with you. He was never been with you.
He is not the father of your daughter.” She had to be firm and
bring Millicent back to the reality the rest of them
knew.

“Of course he is,” Millicent insisted.
“I don’t expect him to tell you the truth. He does wish to protect
my reputation.”

“If he loved you and had fathered your
child, he would not have left, even if he had gone to your chamber
that night.”

“I am sure he had no
choice.”

“Why didn’t he object when you
married?” Audrey pressed.

“I am sure he wasn’t given a chance.
Everything happened so quickly and Father did obtain a special
license.”

“Not so quickly that word would not
have reached Mr. Trent in time.”

“I wrote him and he simply didn’t get
my letter.”

Or he tossed it away.

“Millicent, Mr. Trent intends to marry
me. He will not come to you now or ever,” Audrey insisted. Would
this woman ever see the truth? Would she need to be present in the
church to witness the marriage to finally accept it or would she
forever chase Jordan Trent?

“And I intend to make her my wife at
the earliest moment possible.”

The ladies turned to find Jordan
standing in the doorway with Matthew Trent.

“Jordan,” Millicent gave a happy cry
and rose from her seat to go toward him.

Jordan stepped behind his brother and
made his way to Audrey’s side before Millicent could reach him.
Audrey stood and Jordan placed an arm around her waist. It was not
proper to do so as they weren’t officially betrothed but Audrey
sensed he needed to prove to Millicent the truth of the
matter.

“I understand that you need to marry
since I am not available.”

“I would still marry Audrey if you were
free,” Jordan answered with a hint of anger. He was probably more
tired of Millicent than she was.

“I would never consider a lady who
would cuckold her husband or set innocent ladies up to be
raped.”

“Certainly you can see what a good
match Everton and Audrey would have been. You really shouldn’t have
ruined the opportunity I arranged for her.”

Jordan stiffened by her side and Audrey
wondered if he was just realizing how misguided Millicent was. Did
Millicent even comprehend what she was saying? It was as if she
didn’t even understand the reason for his rejection or that he was
rejecting her.

“It is a shame Everton is
dead.”

“Everton is dead?” Matthew Trent
questioned.

“Yes,” Millicent sighed. “Stabbed last
night. I am really surprised none of you knew about it. The
servants were talking about nothing else when they returned from
the market.

“Wasn’t Dalton killed just a few nights
ago?” Matthew Trent asked, looking at Jordan.

He nodded.

“It is a shame that two such fine young
gentlemen are gone,” Millicent said, plucking at the glove on her
hand. A slow smile formed and she looked back up at Jordan. “But
you are safe and that is really all that matters.”

“Yes, it is.” Audrey placed
an arm around Jordan’s waist. The familiarity would scandalize
the ton but she
needed to make Millicent understand. “As he is to be my husband I
plan on him living a very long and happy life.”

Millicent’s eyes hardened and the smile
froze on her lips. The look sent a chill down Audrey’s spine.
Jordan must have noticed too because his hand tightened at her
waist as if to protect her. “I will let you live with your
delusions for a bit, Audrey. But he will tire of you soon and
return to me.”

“Audrey isn’t the one who is deluded,”
Jordan bit out. “I never went to the house party and I was never in
your room.” His eyes bore into hers. “I never wanted you, nor do I
now. Please cease interfering in my life and return to your
husband.

Audrey glanced at Jordan. She had never
seen him so firm and angry, yet controlled. Pain flashed in
Millicent’s eyes for a moment only to be replaced with cold
determination. Hopefully Jordan’s words would sink in and she would
now leave them alone and fixate on someone else.

“Excuse me,” Grace’s butler stepped
into the room. “Bow Street is here to speak with Mr.
Trent.”

Everyone looked to Matthew
Trent.

“Send them in,” Matthew Trent
answered.

Two gentlemen, rather burly stepped
into the parlor. One approached Matthew Trent. “We need to know the
whereabouts of your brother.”

“He is right there.” The other one
said, pointing to Jordan. “You need to come with us.”

Jordan pulled away from Audrey.
“Why?”

Two soldiers entered the room behind
the Runners. Audrey glanced back at Jordan. What was
happening?

“For the murders of Mr. Dalton and Mr.
Everton.”
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Audrey watched in horror as Jordan was
lead from the room. This was a terrible mistake. Jordan would not
murder anyone. How could anyone possibly think he would murder
Dalton and Everton?

“Matthew?” Grace questioned her husband
as if he had the answers.

Matthew Trent stared at the doorway,
worry etched on his brow and his eyes were stark with fear. He
blinked, shook his head and pulled Grace into an
embrace.

Grace looked up at her husband. “I
don’t understand.”

“Neither do I.” He kissed her forehead
and pulled away. “I need to tell Clayton and John and find out what
is going on and fix this.”

“This is horrible,” Millicent cried. It
was the first thing the woman had said that Audrey agreed
with.

“It is all my fault.” Millicent sank
down into a chair.

Matthew Trent took a step forward and
towered over the woman? “Your fault? Explain!”

She sniffed and looked up. “Don’t you
see? If I hadn’t used Dalton and Everton to make Jordan jealous he
would have never killed them.”

Trent stiffened. “My brother did not
murder anyone.”

Millicent blinked up at him and
sniffed. “Yes, yes, of course. I shouldn’t say such
things.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” Grace
agreed.

“I think you should leave, Lady Lydell.
This is a family matter.”

Millicent glanced around the room, a
look of confusion on her face. Perhaps the shock of the situation
was setting in. She focused on Audrey. “Yes, Audrey, we should
go.”

Audrey didn’t want to leave. She
couldn’t return home only to worry about what was happening to
Jordan. Would they think to send word to her?

“I would like Audrey to stay with me,”
Grace insisted. “She is my dearest friend.”

Millicent turned. “I am also your
friend.”

“No Millicent.” Pain slashed across
Grace’s face. “Not any longer.”

The woman stiffened as if
insulted.

“Besides,” Matthew Trent began. “Audrey
is family as she is to be my sister-in-law, as soon as we can get
Jordan back home.”

Relief shot through Audrey that she
would be allowed to stay.

“I’ll have Wallace escort you out.” The
butler appeared and waited for Millicent. She glanced around,
befuddlement in her features before she allowed Wallace to lead her
from the room, closing the door behind him.

“Thank you,” Audrey
muttered.

Matthew Trent smiled gently at her.
“Jordan told my brothers and I of his plans to marry a short while
ago and is, was going to call on your uncle today.”

She needed to send word to
her uncle, but what did one say. Mr. Trent
has been detained due to his arrest for murdering two gentlemen. I
am sure you won’t hold this against him when he does come to call
to ask for my hand.

Audrey shook the thought away. Was she
slipping into madness like Millicent? “I just hope he doesn’t
reject Jordan’s request.”

“He won’t.”

How could he be so certain? She had
concerns before for much milder reasons compared to charges against
him for murder.

“After I tell my brothers what
happened, I will call on your uncle and explain.”

“Thank you.” Mr. Trent was a former
vicar so perhaps her uncle would be more understanding.

“I’ll also ask that you remain here,
with us. I don’t wish Grace to be alone.”

“Yes,” Grace agreed.

Audrey didn’t want to be anywhere else
at the moment. Not until they received word of what was happening
or until Jordan returned.

“I’ll ask that your things be sent
over.”

“Thank you.” Audrey was more grateful
than she could ever express.

“I’ll return when I have
news.”

After he left the ladies crossed the
room and embraced. “I am so afraid.” Audrey confessed.

“As am I.”

Within the hour Lady Bentley, Mrs.
Trent and Lady Brachton arrived. The ladies were to remain together
and keep each other company. Their husbands feared they would worry
themselves ill without the company.

“Please, call me Eleanor,” Lady Bentley
insisted.

“I’m Madeline,” Jordan’s younger sister
grinned.

“And I am Elizabeth,” Mrs. John Trent
said once they were seated and the tea service placed on the table
before them. “I understand you are to be family.”

Audrey was grateful for the welcome
into their fold. She didn’t know what she would have done had they
asked her to leave because she wasn’t part of the family
yet.

They fell into silence, sipping tea,
each afraid to say anything or voice their own fears. Surely they
didn’t think Jordan had committed those acts. “What do you think is
happening?” she finally asked.

“They are probably simply questioning
him and will soon let him come home,” Elizabeth
insisted.

“I am sure you are correct,” Eleanor
agreed.
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“Do you deny murdering Mr. Everton and
Mr. Dalton?” a man, who had identified himself as Mr. Wesby, asked
Jordan again.

Jordan had been taken to Newgate
directly from Matthews’s house. He hadn’t been locked up yet, but
was seated in a small room with an investigator with Bow
Street.

“I swear, I had nothing to do with
either of their deaths.”

“You were seen fighting with both of
them. Each time was on the eve of their death.”

Being punched by Dalton in the gaming
hell as well as striking Everton after he had attempted to rape
Audrey flashed through his mind. “That does not mean I killed
them.”

“What did the fights
involve?”

The mention of ladies may damn him
further, but he had to clear this matter up. “Dalton was angry
because a certain lady preferred me to him.”

“The lady’s name?”

“Lady Lydell.”

Mr. Wesby scratched out the name with a
pencil onto the parchment before him.

“And he attacked me. I did nothing to
provoke him.”

“Except perhaps seduce the lady he
wished for himself.”

“I did not seduce Lady Lydell, ever,”
Jordan shouted. That woman was causing him more grief than anyone
in his life before. He wished he had never seen her or asked her to
dance.

“Mind your anger, Mr.
Trent.”

Jordan took a deep steadying breath.
Yelling and fighting would not help prove his innocence.

“Why did you fight with
Everton?”

Jordan clenched his jaw before
answering. If he told, Audrey could be ruined. He couldn’t do that
to her. It didn’t matter that they were to be married. “He was
attempting to take liberties with a young lady who was trying to
get away from him.”

Mr. Wesby studied Jordan. “Are you
suggesting he was going to rape her?”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps you misunderstood what you
were seeing and the lady was willing.”

“No,” Jordan shouted.

“I can see you have a tempter, Mr.
Trent.”

Jordan closed his eyes and took another
deep breath. He needed to maintain control of his emotions or he
would be hanged in the end.

“Everton was not accepting her
rejection and I thought to intercede but she handled the situation
before I could reach them.”

“How so?” Wesby asked with
interest.

“What any young lady should do when in
a similar situation and practically dropped Everton to his
knees.”

A small smile started on Wesby’s lips
but he straightened and looked down at his notes before glancing
back up. “If she dealt the blow, why did you feel the need to fight
the man?”

“Because he was about to hit the young
lady.”

Wesby nodded. “And what is this young
lady’s name?”

Jordan bit his lip. He could not bring
Audrey into this.

“Are you willing to hang from the
gallows simply to protect her reputation?”

Jordan wanted to answer yes but he was
too selfish. If he died, he wouldn’t have the life he hoped with
Audrey. There wouldn’t be children or the stables he wished to give
her. “Miss Audrey Montgomery.”

Wesby nodded and wrote down her
name.

“Where did you go after Dalton struck
you?”

Jordan thought back over the night. He
had visited the gaming hell to speak with Stanwick. As he was
leaving was when Dalton had struck him. Where had he gone next? “I
was summoned to Lady Rothsbury’s. The message was given to me by my
footman as I was leaving Dagger’s Haven.”

“Interesting.”

Jordan wasn’t sure what the man found
so interesting but hopefully it was enough to clear him of the
murder.

“Where were you when Everton was
murdered?”

“I don’t know when he was killed. I had
just learned of his death when you arrived.”

“Late last night or early this
morning.”

“I was at home.”

He quirked a brow. “Alone?”

“Yes, except for my
servants.”

“Can they attest for your presence all
night long?”

After Audrey had dropped him on his
doorstep, Jordan had gone to his room, soaked in hot water, had
supper, drank two glasses of brandy. He had been asleep by ten. “I
retired early and didn’t leave my home until this
morning.”

“Where did you go?”

Jordan wasn’t sure what that question
had to do with anything but he answered anyway. “To Madame
Devine’s.”

Once again Wesby wrote
notes.

“What is your connection to
Devine’s?”

Surely the man knew it was a brothel. A
fairly popular one at that. “The same connection as any other
gentleman who visits.”

Wesby picked up the papers before him
and shuffled through, reading his notes. He seemed to take
particular interest in something written toward the bottom of the
third page. He set it down and placed the other documents on top of
it before Jordan could read what it said.

“I understand you share a special
closeness with a certain employee by the name of
Angelique.”

“Who told you of my personal life?”
Jordan demanded.

“It does not matter, Mr. Trent. Tell me
of your relationship to this Angelique.”

“I’ve known the young woman since my
father introduced her to me when I was sixteen.”

“How old are you?” Wesby
questioned.

“One and Thirty.”

“That is a very long time,” Wesby
mussed and studied Jordan. “Did you spend time with the other
employees or only Angelique?”

“Only Angelique.”

The man nodded. What did this have to
do with anything?

“It is rumored that you are in love
with her.”

“Where are you getting your
information? From society gossips?”

“You are rather defensive on the
subject, Mr. Trent.”

Jordan bit back his anger. He needed to
remain calm. “I am not in love with her any longer.”

“I understand you were there a few days
ago. Perhaps she spurned your advances.”

“She did not.” Besides, he hadn’t made
any advances and it was Angelique who invited him to her
room.

“Where were you yesterday?”

What did yesterday matter? Then it
dawned on Jordan. “Certainly you don’t think I had anything to do
with the attack on Angelique?”

Wesby raised his grey, bushy eyebrows.
“So, you know about the attack.”

“I was told this morning when I was
there.”

Wesby frowned. “Why would you visit in
the morning?” It was a normal question since Madam Devine did not
open her doors until seven in the evening.

“I am a solicitor and had documents to
deliver to Madame.”

“You were not there
yesterday?”

“No,” Jordan insisted.

“Where were you?”

“I visited the stables owned by Mr.
Slaine?”

“Were you there to purchase a
horse?”

Jordan could not tell him the truth. “I
went to ride.”

“When was that?”

“Two. I didn’t return until around
seven that evening.”

Wesby rubbed his chin and frowned. “You
would have needed to leave London at around one,
correct?”

“Yes.”

“Where were you earlier?”

“I hadn’t left my home. I was working
in the library until it was time to leave for my
appointment?”

“Who can verify that you were there the
entire time?”

“I did not harm Angelique,” Jordan bit
out.

Wesby raised a censured
eyebrow.

“I am sure my footman and valet can
account for my presence.”

The Runner nodded and made a few more
notes before picking up the pieces of parchment, reading each one,
slowly and carefully. Jordan resisted the urge to squirm in his
seat or get up and pace.

“What were you doing before you had
your encounter with Dalton at the gaming hell?”

“I attended the Welburn ball. I was
there late. Dozens of people can account for my
presence.”

“Did you go home?”

“I did for a short while but Mr.
Stanwick had sent a message that he needed to see me.”

“Did you go immediately?”

“Yes?”

“Why did he wish to see
you?”

“It was of a business
nature.”

“I understand you were in the gardens
with Lady Rothsbury that evening and that when you returned inside,
she was upset.”

“That is because her brother-in-law
made threats.”

Wesby frowned and shuffled through his
papers. “I thought you had made threats against
Creighton.”

“The man is gambling away his nephew’s
estate, the very young and current Lord Rothsbury.”

“Shouldn’t these matters be left to
family to handle?”

“Lady Rothsbury asked for my
assistance.”

“The two of you were lovers once, were
you not?”

“What does that have to do with the
murders?” His frustration at the situation was mounting and Jordan
feared he would plant the man a facer if he didn’t conclude this
business soon. Such an action would only make him look guilty of
the crimes he was being accused of.

“Answer the question.”

“Yes, over a year ago.”

“Did she reject you the night she was
attacked?”

“Of course not!”

“So you are current lovers
now?”

“No.”

“Yet she didn’t reject you,” Wesby
questioned again.

“Because I didn’t try to seduce
her.”

Wesby pulled paper from the bottom of
his stack. “We received a letter this morning that was of great
interest. Based on the contents it led us to believe that you might
be involved in the murders of Dalton and Everton.” He slid the
letter over to Jordan. “As well as the attacks on Lady Rothsbury
and Angelique.”

“What?” Jordan yelled. “I would never
hurt either woman and I certainly did not kill anyone.”

“Read the letter, Mr. Trent,” Wesby
insisted calmly.

Jordan picked up the parchment. It was
written in a hand he did not recognize, but detailed his life at
both Madam Devine’s and his affair with Lady Rothsbury, his
deception at hiding his profession from his family, the detailed
fights with Dalton and Everton, the belief by Lady Lydell that
Jordan seduced and abandoned her, but had gotten her with child,
and his courtship of Miss Montgomery and jealousy at the attention
she was giving Everton, as well as the jealousy he showed when he
came upon Lady Lydell with Dalton. Was there someone hiding and
watching everything he did?

While there were many accuracies in the
letter, they were also inflated and couched in terms that could be
misconstrued. This letter was very damning and if he found out who
wrote it he would kill the bastard.

The thought brought him up short. It
was a phrase, simply a phrase because Jordan would never take
another life. But thank goodness he hadn’t uttered his thoughts out
loud.

Wesby stood. “You are to be held in
Newgate until trial.”

Jordan came to his feet. “I did not do
these things.”

“Then you should prepare your defense.”
Wesby rapped on the door and two guards entered, each taking one of
Jordan’s arms. He struggled but they had vise grip holds on
him.

They escorted him down dark stairs and
into the bowels of Newgate. It was damp and reeked of body odor,
decay and piss. Men shouted from cells from all around him. Panic
rose within his breast. He tried to concentrate on breathing but
his chest was too tight. This was not happening to him. This
couldn’t be.

They stopped before an empty cell. One
of the gentlemen unlocked and opened the door and the other shoved
Jordan inside. The metal clanged shut behind him and Jordan was
left alone.
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“What did you do?”

Jordan turned toward the quiet voice
coming from the cell to his left. “Nothing.”

“That is what I tried to tell them
too.”

He walked closer to see the man better.
But it wasn’t a man. The lad couldn’t be over sixteen, if that. His
face was dirty and large frightened eyes stared back at
Jordan.

“Did you?” Doesn’t every man claim to
be innocent? Even the guilty ones?

“No.” Tears welled in the boys eyes and
he blinked them away then wiped the snot from his nose on his
filthy sleeve. “I loved me mum.”

Jordan believed him. He didn’t know why
but he did. “Who killed her?” Assuming that is what the lad meant
by having loved his mother.

“My uncle. He was wanting a tumble and
mum wouldn’t let him.”

No woman was safe. Some not even from
family members.

“You saw him?”

“Backhanded her, he did. Mum fell
backwards and split her head open on the bricks of the fireplace.”
Tears welled in his eyes again and the young man’s chin
trembled.

“Did anyone else see it?”

He shook his head. “When the Runner got
there my uncle said I had pushed her. I told them differently but
they believed me uncle over me.”

“When is your trial?” Jordan had a sick
feeling in the pit of his stomach. The boy was too young to hang
and innocent of the crime.

“Already done.” He hung his
head.

“Were you sentenced? Jordan was almost
afraid to ask what the outcome would be.

“I won’t hang.” His tone was low and
depressed. “I’m to rot in here.”

The injustices of the criminal courts
were not lost on Jordan and perhaps that is what he feared the
most. Rarely did a man walk free after being locked away in here.
Some served their sentence and others either died waiting or were
hung. This lad was too young to face such a life. His life hadn’t
really even begun. The boy before him was the reason he wanted to
be involved with criminal cases, to see that the innocent were not
locked away.

“Why don’t you tell me everything that
happened and I will see how I can help you.”

“How are you going to help me? You’re
locked up too.”

He did have a point and Jordan
chuckled. But, he would not remain in here. If he wasn’t freed, he
would find a way to escape. But the best thing that would keep him
from going mad at this moment was the boy before him. He would
think about his case and determine what he could do to help instead
of panicking over his own situation.

As the young man began to speak those
in the cells around them moved forward to hear.

“That nabob ain’t gonna help you,”
someone yelled from a few cells away.

Jordan shot the man a look before
nodding to the young man to continue.

“What is your name,” Jordan finally
asked.

“Thain Abbott, sir.”

“I am Jordan Trent.”

“Pleased to meet you, sir.”

Jordan wasn’t sure how pleasing it
actually was given their current situation.

“What is your uncle’s name?”

“Ulger Abbott.” Jordan nodded and
committed the name to memory.

“If you are going to help him,” the man
in the cell began only to be cut off by someone else.

“He ain’t gonna be able to help
anyone,” the person called. “He killed two gents and will probably
hang before the month is out.”

Jordan swallowed, finding it difficult.
He chose to ignore the man who just predicted the end of his life
and instead focused of the one across from him. “Are you innocent
as well?”

And so the questioning began. They each
had their own story and proclaimed their innocence and as each
convict finished, Jordan was convinced half of them were innocent
of the crimes they were charged with. It only reinforced his desire
to be part of the criminal court. Innocent men, women and children
should not be found guilty. Those around him were uneducated and
poor. He would be willing to bet none of them could read and
probably barely wrote their own name. No wonder they had not been
able to defend themselves at their trials. They probably didn’t
understand half of what was happening around them. Worse, they
weren’t even allowed to have a lawyer or barrister help them. No
wonder so many innocent people were found guilty. They were too
ignorant of the law to defend themselves.

“Trent,” a guard called and stopped at
the door to his cell. The man fit the key into the lock and
opened.

“Thank God.”

“You ain’t free,” the jailer
clarified.

“What?” Why was he being let out? Were
there to be more questions?

“Your brother has paid a nice sum to
see you moved to better quarters.”

“He will forget about all of you once
he is gone,” someone called from further down.

“No, I will not,” Jordan said with
determination as he stepped into the hall.

The guard grasped him by the arm and
led him down the row between cells then up two flights of stairs
and down another corridor, stopping at a final cell. He unlocked
the door and stepped inside. “Ya got new bedding, desk and
pisspot.”

“And a window.” Jordan entered and
looked out the small opening just above his eyes to the dark
sky.

The jailer held up his lantern. “Ya got
candles and flint.” Jordan had already noticed them on the desk.
“And he left paper and pencils”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Ya got rich relatives
that paid well for you to have these comforts.”

Jordan would forever be indebted to
Clayton for seeing that he was taken care of. Knowing that his
brothers were probably working for his release gave Jordan some
sense of relief.

The door clanged shut and Jordan
jerked. Those in the cells around him had similar comforts and
though it was a little cleaner up here, the stench rose from below,
filling his nostrils. Would he ever be rid of it after he left this
place?

If he left this place.

Jordan didn’t allow himself to think
further. He would be released. He was not guilty of the crimes. But
neither were half the men below him. But Jordan had one thing they
did not: An education and he knew the law.

He pulled out the chair and settled
down at the desk and began to write about each person he had spoken
to. After he was free of here he would see to their freedom as
well. At least it gave him something to think about besides his own
plight.
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The ladies startled when the door
opened long after sunset and the three brothers and Lord Brachton
walked into the parlor. Audrey continued to watch the door. Where
was Jordan?

Each lady came to their feet, focusing
on Bentley, the head of the family.

“He has been charged with the murders
of Dalton and Everton,” he announced.

“No,” Audrey cried.

“That is not the end of it either,”
John announced as he crossed the room and took his wife’s hand. “He
has also been charged with the attacks on Lady Rothsbury and
Angelique.” John’s cheeks flushed and he looked away from
Audrey.

“I am aware of who Angelique is,” she
assured them. Though she was not pleased with the association she
knew their former relationship had been over a long time
ago.

“We’ve made sure he is being made as
comfortable as possible in that hell,” Bentley assured
them.

“Cook will prepare a basket and one of
the footmen will deliver it each day. I don’t want Jordan to have
to eat the slop they call food,” Matthew announced.

“Tomorrow, we will investigate and see
what we can do about finding the evidence needed to free him,” John
said.

“What of visitors?” Audrey
asked.

All four gentlemen looked at her. It
was Matthew who spoke. “You should not go there. It is no place for
a lady.”

“Jordan would not want it, I can assure
you,” Bentley added.

How did they know what he would want or
not want and she wasn’t some fine lady who swooned at a slight
inconvenience?

“Trust us in this,” John
added.

Audrey bit her bottom lip and studied
the gentlemen. They each watched her with concern and perhaps pity.
She gave a quick shake of her head to let them know she understood.
Tomorrow she would discuss it again. They were all tired at the
moment and it wasn’t as if she could call on Jordan
tonight.

She rubbed her temples, wishing the
tightness would ease. Call on him? She nearly laughed. It wasn’t as
if she were going to show up to have a pleasant conversation over
tea. Jordan was incarcerated in Newgate and from what she had heard
from others, the only difference between it and hell was the lack
of heat.

“We should leave,” Bentley announced.
“We need to get an early start tomorrow and talk to as many people
as we can. There must be witnesses that saw something or at least
saw Jordan when the crimes were being committed.”

It was a good plan and Audrey was so
grateful Jordan had such an influential family supporting
him.

She made her excuses and retired to her
room when Jordan’s family departed. She had spent the better part
of five hours with his sisters-in-laws and Madeline. Audrey needed
to be alone to think.

Out of habit, she prepared herself for
bed by putting on her gown, washing and then brushing her hair. She
lay between the cool sheets and stared up at the ceiling. They had
to save Jordan. They must.

It was a fitful sleep and not because
of the unfamiliar bed but because she kept dreaming of Jordan,
locked away behind bars like an animal in menagerie. Was he
shackled to the wall, not allowed to walk about? Each image became
worse and she finally threw off the blankets as the sun was
rising.

She had to do something to help him,
but what?

Four hours later she had a complete
list of potential witnesses to help Jordan as well as an outline of
his movements on the dates of the incidents, as she knew them.
There were glaring holes since she didn’t know where he was every
moment of the day and only knew of some places because he had told
her. But she trusted him. He would not kill anyone or hurt the
women. Couldn’t they understand that? She had to make them
understand.

“I must visit Bow Street,” Audrey
announced to Grace and Matthew while they broke their fast. The
food on her plate was mostly untouched. Her stomach was tight and a
bit upset and Audrey was only able to nibble on a piece of toast
and sip her tea, too afraid that if she ate anything more she would
be heaving over the chamber pot.

“I don’t think that is necessary,”
Grace assured her.

“We are doing everything that we can to
free him,” Matthew added.

“But I can’t just sit here
waiting.”

Sympathy shone in their eyes. Neither
one of them looked any better than she felt. There were smudges of
dark beneath their eyes and Matthew’s face was more drawn. When
they first met he was a serious man, stern even. Today he looked
tired and worn. None of them had slept well last night. Had Jordan
been able to sleep at all?

“I have to try,” Audrey said a moment
later, her eyes misting. She blinked quickly. She would not cry in
front of them. She had to be stronger than this.

“I’ll go with you,” Grace
said.

“Thank you.”
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Jordan sat up and stretched, surprised
he had slept at all, though it couldn’t have been more than a few
hours. He had worked long into the night, writing down everything
he remembered from the men he had spoken to the night before. He
had a list of wrongs he had to make right and it gave him something
to focus on other than his own predicament. On the small desk was a
stack of paper, each sheet dedicated to one individual case. He
stood and walked over, sifting through them. Now that he had
written down everything about the cases, he needed to make a list
of people to question and all the steps he needed to take to prove
that the men were innocent and hopefully see them freed. Half had
not even had a trial yet, some were waiting transport and a few
others would be left to rot here. At least he didn’t have the
urgency of someone faced with the gallows because he didn’t know
how long he would be stuck in here and his first priority after he
was released was to see that those men were as well.

“Trent,” the jailer called as he
stopped in front of his cell. He opened the door and placed a
basket on the floor. “You must have some rich family to be able to
afford this.”

Jordan glanced at the basket and his
stomach rumbled. He couldn’t remember the last time he ate. He
hadn’t been able to bring himself to eat the moldy bread and rancid
water Newgate claimed to be an evening meal. It still sat on the
floor, nibbled on by rats and mice that emerged during the dark
hours.

“You’ve also got a visitor.”

Thank goodness, he needed to see and
speak with at least one of his brothers.

“Fancy lady that goes by the name
Lydell.”

His appetite disappeared and bitterness
filled him. Why was she here? Hadn’t he been clear yesterday in his
brother’s parlor? “I don’t want to see her.”

The jailer crossed his arms over his
chest and cocked his head. “Are you sure? For the right price you
can be alone with her. It gets awful lonely in here.”

He would become a monk before he even
kissed Lady Lydell, let alone do anything else.

What if Audrey got it in her head to
visit? The idea sickened him. He didn’t want her anywhere near this
place and he didn’t want the smell or filth to touch any part of
her and he certainly didn’t want her to see him like this. Nor his
sister, Madeline, or sisters-in-law. Anyone of them could decide
they needed to visit and he couldn’t have that. “I don’t want to
see any ladies, females, women or anyone of that gender,” making it
very clear that he wanted no women here because he didn’t put it
above Elizabeth to don a disguise. She had worn one most of her
adult life.

The jailer shrugged, and shook his head
as he walked away.

Jordan made his way to the basket and
picked it up off the floor and placed it on the desk. He wasn’t
going to risk the vermin getting to it before he did. Inside was
two bottles of wine, a jug of water, loaf of fresh bread, still
warm from the oven, cheeses, fruit and cold meats. He ate the meat
first because he didn’t want it to spoil and tore off a piece of
bread. He would save the rest for later. There was enough food to
last him a day or two and Jordan planned on making it last as long
as possible so that he didn’t have to eat the slop they tried to
pass off as food in this place.

Jordan wished it was one of his
brothers who had come to visit. But he didn’t need to be assured
that they were working on freeing him. They would not rest until he
was home.
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“It is not possible that Jordan Trent
killed Mr. Dalton and Mr. Everton, or hurt those women,” Audrey
appealed to the investigator at the Bow Street office.

“Do you have proof?” Mr. Wesby
asked.

Audrey leaned forward and pressed her
hands against his desk. She had to make this man understand. “I
know it was impossible.”

“Unless you can account for his
presence at each time a crime was committed there is nothing we can
do.”

She bit her bottom lip. During each
event Jordan had not been with her. Oh, she wished he had been,
even though Dalton was killed in the middle of the night. She would
rather her reputation was destroyed than have Jordan
condemned.

“Besides, there was already a lady here
claiming that Trent was with her during all four
occurrences.”

A lady? “Who?”

The investigator grinned.
“Lady Lydell. She assures me that it was impossible for Mr. Trent
to have committed those acts because they were together.” His gaze narrowed on
her.

Her face heated at his insinuation.
“That is simply not true.”

Wesby tilted his head to study her.
“You know this for certain?”

The problem was, she didn’t. Millicent
constantly insisted that Jordan belonged to her yet he denied her
claims. One was not telling the truth. Doubt began to sink in, but
Audrey shook it away. She trusted Jordan and she would not let
Millicent’s claims alter her beliefs. “Jordan Trent is not involved
in a relationship with Lady Lydell. She wishes it but it is not
true.”

“We surmised as much,” the investigator
confirmed and relaxed back in her seat. “Her story didn’t match
what we do know.”

“This is a travesty,” a female voice
cried from beyond the closed door.

“He did not attack me,” another woman
yelled.

Wesby frowned toward the closed door.
Audrey turned to look. Not that she could see anything since it was
a solid wood door, though not solid enough for the voices not to
carry through.

“Mr. Wesby is busy questioning a
witness,” a deep voice said.

“I will not wait a moment
longer.”

“Neither will I.”

Before Audrey could determine which
voice said what, the handle turned and the door was flung open. Two
ladies entered, both wearing veils but Audrey could see the hint of
bandages beneath each. One lady she recognized to be Lady Rothsbury
so the other must be Angelique. She strained to see the features
through the dark material but it was difficult to make out the
details in this poor lighting other than the woman had high
cheekbones and full lips. Did she really want to know how beautiful
the woman was?

Wesby stood at their entrance as did
Audrey.

A young Runner rushed in. “I am sorry
sir. I tried to stop them.”

Wesby heaved a sigh. “It is all right,
Tate.” He gestured to the door. “Leave us and close the door behind
you.” The man turned to do so. “Tate,” Wesby called out. “If any
other ladies show up to defend Trent, have them wait, in a line if
necessary.”

Goodness, would there be more. How many
ladies were willing to risk their reputation to save
Jordan?

“You have arrested the wrong man,” Lady
Rothsbury asserted.

“Jordan would never hurt me,” insisted
Angelique.

Wesby crossed his arms over his chest.
“How can you be so certain?”

“I just know he wouldn’t,” Lady
Rothsbury insisted.

“You did not see him, by your own
account,” Wesby reminded her.

“That is true. I was asleep, but that
doesn’t mean he would do such a thing,” she argued.

“You were in your bedchamber,” he
pointed out and quickly glanced at Audrey before he continued. “I
understand Trent is well aware of where that room is in your
home.”

Heat crept up Audrey’s cheeks. She
didn’t want to know the details of Jordan’s relationship, or former
relationship, with Lady Rothsbury.

“It is a Town Home, Mr. Wesby. Many of
them are almost identical in design. Anyone could have found my
chamber.” Lady Rothsbury huffed and plunked down into a
seat.

Angelique stepped forward and braced
her hands on the back of Lady Rothsbury’s chair. “It did not feel
like Jordan.”

Wesby narrowed his eyes on her. “You
didn’t see your attacker either. He came at you from
behind.”

“The man who grabbed me had a slightly
rounded middle.” Audrey could see a hint of a smile form on
Angelique’s lips. “Trust me when I tell you that there is nothing
soft about Jordan Trent.”

Lady Rothsbury looked up at Angelique
and they shared a knowing look. Or at least Audrey assumed that was
the case since she couldn’t see their eyes all that well from where
she stood. Jealousy turned in her heart knowing that these two had
been intimate with Jordan and knew things about him that she did
not.

She shook the feelings and thoughts
away. Now was not the time to be upset over something so trivial.
What mattered was that they came to help get him
released.

“He could have hired someone to do the
deeds,” Wesby suggested.

“To what purpose?” Angelique demanded.
“Why would he wish to harm either one of us? Have you even given
thought to his motivation or reasons?”

Wesby colored slightly and picked the
papers up from his desk and shuffled them. The man didn’t have a
reason so why had Jordan been arrested in the first place for these
crimes. “One of the theories is that he took revenge for your
rejection of him.”

The women were still for a moment and
then began laughing. “Trust me, Mr. Wesby; if Jordan Trent wished
to visit my bed, he is the last man on earth I would
reject.”

Angelique nodded her head in
agreement.

Audrey’s face grew hotter.

“In fact, he recently
rejected my offer,” Angelique advised.

“As well as mine,” Lady Rothsbury
confirmed.

The two ladies turned to look at
Audrey.

“And I think we know why,” Lady
Rothsbury added.

Was it true? Had Angelique and Lady
Rothsbury both offered themselves and Jordan declined? He said he
was done with that part of his life and it was the past, but there
was still that little gnaw of worry at the back of her
mind.

Audrey shut the thoughts down. Her
first priority was getting him out of Newgate and she would think
about the future later.

“Ladies, thank you for coming,” Wesby
said after a moment. “I appreciate your wanting to help but I deal
in facts and none of you have provided me with any that have
convinced me of Trent’s innocence.”

Lady Rothsbury gasped.

He gestured to the door. Apparently
they were being dismissed. Audrey turned and followed the two women
out. What was she to do? There had to be some way to prove Jordan’s
innocence. She knew he did not do these things.

Grace rose from her seat when Audrey
stepped into the large and busy office of Bow Street. Silently they
walked toward the carriage and entered. It wasn’t until the door
closed that Grace spoke.

“Who was that woman with Lady
Rothsbury?”

“Angelique, I assume.”

“She is the…”

“Yes,” Audrey cut her off.

“Were you able to convince Mr. Wesby
that Jordan couldn’t have done this?”

Audrey sank back against the squabs,
tears forming in her eyes. “Wesby wouldn’t believe any of us. He
needs facts and I don’t have any facts to prove Jordan wasn’t in
any of those places at the time.”

Grace reached over and grabbed her
hand. “His brothers will find what we need and he will be home
before you know it.”

Audrey prayed that was the case. If
not, she would find the proof they needed to free
Jordan.
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Jordan picked at the bread left over
from the basket delivered yesterday. He had tried to make the food
last as long as possible, not sure if and when another basket would
be delivered. Most of the water was gone but one bottle of wine
remained. At least he would have that for later. He may need it to
help him sleep. Little had been found the night before. From all
over the prison men had yelled, called out and cursed. Some had
nightmares, others simply talked and he couldn’t block out any of
the noise. He may not have been able to sleep anyway though. Too
many thoughts plagued his mind. What if they didn’t believe his
innocence? What if no proof could be found? What if he had to face
a trial and was found guilty of murdering two gentlemen?

Jordan swallowed and rubbed his neck at
the thought of a noose tightening around it.

Instead of worrying about how he could
prove his innocence perhaps he should concentrate on who could have
committed the crimes. Perhaps if he made a list and asked one of
his brothers to determine the whereabouts of the suspects they
would find the true guilty party.

Across the top of a sheet
of parchment he wrote Dalton, Everton,
Rothsbury, Angelique. He sat back and
stared. Dalton and Everton were young bucks of the
ton. They gambled,
flirted, seduced. They avoided the innocent young ladies, until
Everton had tried to seduce Audrey. He assumed they knew Lady
Rothsbury because they attended the same functions. He also assumed
they knew Angelique because they frequented Lady Devine’s often
enough.

Yet, it wasn’t the question of how they
were connected. Jordan needed to know who knew all four individuals
enough to want to do them harm.

The connection at the moment was him
but he could not be the only one.

Jordan stared at the names and trying
to determine what he knew of each this Season. Lady Lydell had been
flirting and pursuing both Dalton and Everton. She was also
pursuing him. If Jordan hadn’t been arrested would he have been the
next to be attacked? But if the link is Lady Lydell, who would
attack her lovers?

Lord Lydell?

Though Jordan wrote the man’s name
down, he dismissed him as a possibility. Lydell didn’t care about
his wife. Lydell had slipped into bed with her for the sole purpose
of compromising the woman to get his hands on her riches. Jordan
doubted Lydell would care if he came upon his wife in bed with both
Dalton and Everton at the same time. When he had caught them in the
hall, Lydell only appeared disgusted and was fairly certain the
disgust wasn’t directed toward him.

No, Lydell had no reason to kill the
men. And, he certainly had no reason to attack Lady Rothsbury or
Angelique.

He straightened. Why the Runners were
convinced the same man had committed all four crimes?

Because of some damn letter? The
assaults on the ladies weren’t even similar to the murders, unless
it was because a knife was used in each instance. If all crimes
were related because of the same type of weapon, almost every
murder and attack in London would be linked.

They were looking at this wrong. There
had to be two attackers.

But who, and why?

As he was the link to all four, did he
have an enemy that he was unaware of?

Jordan pushed his fingers through his
hair and began to pace inside the small cell. Wouldn’t he know if
he had an enemy? Creighton was the only one who came to mind and
while he may have taken his revenge out of Lady Rothsbury there was
no reason to attack Angelique as well.

He stopped and looked out the small
window. Unless Creighton wanted him to be prosecuted for the
attacks to get him out of the way so he could retain control of
guardianship of his nephew. But simply removing Jordan would not
make the situation disappear. Lady Rothsbury’s brother was now
involved and if necessary, would hire another solicitor. Creighton
couldn’t dispose of every solicitor in London. His nephew would
reach his majority before that happened.

What if someone simply wanted to hurt
him by injuring the ladies in his life? A chill ran down his spine.
Did that mean Audrey was in danger? Their betrothal hadn’t been
announced but surely society had taken notice of his interest in
her. Was she in danger now?

Jordan hoped one of his brothers
visited soon so he could prevail upon them to make sure Audrey was
protected. He would never forgive himself if something happened to
her while he was locked away in here like an animal.

“You have a visitor, Trent.”

He jumped. Jordan had been so lost in
his own thoughts that he had blocked out all noises in the prison
and hadn’t heard the jailer approach. Clayton stood behind the man
and relief shot through Jordan. Hopefully he would have
news.

The door was opened and Clayton slipped
inside, carrying another basket. A moment later the two brothers
were locked inside together. Clayton shuddered at the clang and
click of the door. Jordan understood completely.

“How is Audrey?” was the first question
out of Jordan.

“She is staying with Matthew and Grace
at the moment.”

Jordan blew out a breath. “Thank
goodness, though I almost think John and Elizabeth would be
better.” Of all of his family, those two would be the best
protection given their professions.

Clayton nodded grimly. “It crossed our
minds as well.”

It was a relief to know that he wasn’t
over reacting in thinking Audrey could be in danger. “So you think
she is in danger as well?”

“You were close to Angelique and Lady
Rothsbury at one time and have recently been in their company.” He
set the basket on the floor before leaning back against the bars
and crossed his arms over his chest. “If it is someone who is
jealous, or out to hurt you, Audrey would be an obvious next choice
to harm.”

“Rats,” Jordan muttered as he bent to
pick the basket up off of the floor and place it beside the other.
“Thank you.”

A smile pulled at Clays lips. “The
cooks in each household were arguing about who has the privilege of
sending you meals. They are afraid you will waste away in
here.”

He would too if not for this food.
Jordan would need to thank them for taking care of him.

Jordan thrust his fingers through his
hair. “I can’t imagine who would be jealous enough to do something
like this.”

Clayton shrugged. “The only jealous
person we can think of is Lady Lydell.”

Jordan nodded. “The woman is not right
in her head.”

“Matthew doesn’t think it is her
though,” Clayton added.

“If not Lady Lydell then who?” Jordan
asked as he paced.

“We are at a loss.” Clayton
straightened. “I need you to tell me everything you have done in
the last few days, beginning with the day you encountered Dalton
and he hit you.”

Jordan sank down onto the straw cot and
Clayton took the chair at the desk as Jordan recounted each and
every movement.

“Creighton?” His brother
asked.

“It is clear why he would harm Lady
Rothsbury, but there would be no reason to hurt anyone
else.”

“True,” Clayton agreed, stroking his
chin as he thought. “You haven’t argued with anyone
else?”

Jordan shook his head.

“Are there clients who are not happy
with the work you have done for them?”

“I am sure there are a few, but not
upset enough to commit murder or harm women.” He stood to pace
again. “Besides, what purpose would it serve?”

“Someone did send the letter. Maybe it
was simply to see you behind bars because it was the only revenge
they could get.”

Jordan whipped around. “Then why didn’t
they just come after me?”

“They wanted to make you
suffer?”

The only way he would suffer more is if
something happened to Audrey. He closed his eyes and drew in a deep
breath as panic squeezed his heart.
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The carriage passed Grace’s home and
Audrey turned to her.

“I thought we should visit Eleanor.”
Grace shrugged. “Perhaps Bentley has learned something since we
last spoke with him.”

Audrey nodded. As head of the family
and a well-respected earl he was likely to learn any news
first.

Moments later the carriage stopped
before the Bentley Mansion and the footman opened the door for the
ladies to emerge. Audrey had only visited here once last fall and
recalled it being very grand on the inside. The door to the house
opened before they reached the third step and they were ushered
into the foyer.

“I’ll advise Lady Bentley you have come
to call.” The butler bowed and continued up the stairs. He hadn’t
even asked their names. However, Grace was a sister-in-law and
probably visited her often enough that he didn’t need to
inquire.

He returned a moment later. “Lady
Bentley is in the green salon.” He stood back and gestured up the
stairs. “I will take you to her.”

“It is no bother,” Grace assured him.
“I know the way.”

Audrey followed Grace up the marble
staircase, trying not to gawk at the priceless paintings along the
wall. Jordan had lived here on occasion as a child and young man,
when he wasn’t in the country or at school. Her background, in
comparison, was quite provincial. Did he realize how humble her
upbringing was compared to his? Would it matter to
Jordan?

They turned down a corridor covered in
a rich gold carpet. Her slippered feet practically sank into the
thick softness. Dark paneling covered the lower portion of the
wall, and shined as if just polished. More paintings were hung
along the wall at even intervals with gold sconces placed between
them.

Grace entered the second door on the
left and Audrey followed her inside. A gentleman, who had been
holding a boy of about three on his lap, rose at their entrance.
Audrey vaguely recalled meeting him at one time but could not
recall his name.

“Jamie,” Eleanor said as she came to
her feet. “Go find your brothers and you may play with
them.”

The little boy darted toward them.
Grace and Audrey quickly split apart, allowing him room to pass.
She hadn’t been aware Lady Bentley had children. Had she been
married prior to meeting Lord Bentley?

“Jamie,” Eleanor called out but it was
too late, he was already between them almost tripping between their
skirts. There would have been more room to go around them, but he
was too set on the door.

“I’m sorry,” Eleanor said as she came
forward. “Jamie gets to spend so little time playing with his
brothers because they are with their tutors most of the
day.

“Brothers?” Audrey found herself asking
before she closed her mouth. It was rude to ask.

“Jamie is my youngest brother.” She
smiled. “I also have two other brothers and a sister. They became
my responsibility when my mother died a few years ago.”

“I am sorry.”

“Thank you,” Eleanor smiled sadly. “I
miss my mother, but am grateful that Bentley tolerates them enough
so they can remain with me.”

“Tolerates?” the gentleman questioned.
“Those children have him wrapped around their finger and it will be
even worse with his own children.”

Eleanor laughed. “Yes, but a year ago I
simply hoped to find a gentleman to marry who would take on my
family as well.”

The gentleman’s features softened.
“Yet, you ended up with so much more.”

She sighed. “Yes I did.”

Audrey suspected there was more to the
story but she wasn’t going to be so rude as to ask. Besides, she
wanted to know if there was any news. Before she could voice the
question, Eleanor focused on Grace and Audrey. “Is there any
news?”

Disappointment settled in at the
knowledge that there wasn’t anything new to report.

“No,” Grace responded.

Eleanor heaved a heavier sigh. “Please,
come in and join us for tea.”

As they approached the sitting area,
Eleanor introduced them to the gentleman. “This is my good friend
of many years, Viscount Acker.”

He bowed before the ladies. “It is an
honor to be in the company of such three lovely ladies.”

Eleanor rolled her eyes as they took
their seats. Audrey chose a chair at the side of the grouping,
wondering if she could manage to sit calmly and take
tea.

The footman entered a moment later and
placed a new tea set on the table and removed the one previously
used by Lord Acker and Lady Bentley. Eleanor poured two cups and
handed one to Grace and the other to Audrey before offering cakes.
Audrey declined. She could not eat a thing. Besides, eating a piece
of cake now would only remind her of kissing Jordan and she was
liable to burst into tears.

“I haven’t seen much of you, Drake,
since you have come to London,” Eleanor addressed the lord.
Apparently Drake was his Christian name.

“I’ve been busy searching these past
few days,” he answered before taking a sip of tea.

“For someone or something?” Eleanor
prompted.

He smiled and placed his teacup on the
table. “A someone, if you must know. A female someone.”

“Oh, are you finally going to seriously
think about marriage?”

His eyes met Eleanor’s. “I was serious
before.”

“You would have been
miserable.”

Who had he proposed to and why had she
turned him down. Audrey looked at her future sister-in-law. Had it
been Eleanor? One day she hoped to find out, but now was not the
time to pry.

“Is it a particular someone or are you
still searching?”

He grinned. “I’ve already met her, but
I lost her.”

Audrey looked over at him. “How do you
lose someone?” It was probably rude of her to ask as she didn’t
know him but curiosity had gotten the better of her and it kept her
mind occupied.

He glanced at her. Was he angry at the
question?

“I am sorry, I shouldn’t have
pried.”

“Oh, on the contrary. It is an
interesting story and since all three of you are ladies,” he held
his hands out, palms up gesturing. “Perhaps you could help me solve
the mystery.”

Audrey blew out a breath. At least he
hadn’t thought her impertinent.

“Where did you last see her?” Grace
asked.

“Covent Gardens,” he
announced.

Eleanor leaned forward. “Perhaps this
isn’t the proper gathering for such a discussion.”

Acker threw back his head a laughed.
“Of all people, Eleanor, I thought you knew me better than
that.”

Eleanor’s cheeks turned a lovely shade
of pink before she titled her head down and sipped from the
cup.

“I sit on the board focusing on
national culture at The Theatre Royal.” He turned to Grace. “Drury
Lane Theatre,” he said as if to clarify.

“You met her at a meeting?”

“No.” He smiled.

Were ladies even allowed to sit on the
board? So many times these were run by gentlemen and most thought
women too delicate to hold such positions.

“It was as I was leaving.”

Eleanor lifted a brow and settled into
her chair.

“She was there to inquire if there
would be auditions or if the company and troupe are already set for
the Season.”

“Are they?” Grace asked.

Audrey had no idea how the theatre
actually worked. She simply knew she enjoyed attending.

Acker shrugged. “I do not know, which
is what I told her of course.”

“There are auditions and now you are
looking for her?” Eleanor asked dryly.

Acker shot her a look. “Our
conversation continued and I learned that she is not an actress but
a ballerina.” A slow smile came to his lips. “I should have known
by the sight of her. Tall, thin, elegant with a long, swanlike
neck. Her hair was the loveliest shade of reddish gold. As
beautiful as the morning sunrise. And she had the clearest green
eyes I had ever encountered. Emeralds are not as
beautiful.”

Eleanor slowly leaned forward, studying
Acker. “I have never heard you speak so of any female. Are you in
love?”

He gave her a half smile shrugged his
shoulders. “I will admit I am a bit smitten, but beyond that, I am
not sure.”

“I so enjoy the ballet,” Audrey sighed.
“Not nearly enough are performed.”

Acker turned toward her. “I was saying
the very same thing just the other day.”

“I am sure it had nothing to do with
the ballerina you recently encountered,” Eleanor offered
dryly.

Acker frowned at Eleanor again. The two
acted more like brother and sister than friends. Audrey had always
wanted a sibling. She longed to have someone she could share
everything with and who she could count on no matter what. Jordan
had three brothers and a sister, as did Eleanor,
apparently.

“There will be a ballet on
May twenty-sixth. Adolfo E Chiara
is being performed at the King’s Theatre for the
benefit of Mr. J. Naldi.”

Audrey brightened. She would need to
see about obtaining tickets. Would Jordan go with her? Did he even
enjoy the ballet? Given what she knew of his reputation it was
highly doubtful.

What if he wasn’t free by May
twenty-sixth? It was a horrible thought. She could certainly not
enjoy the production while he was locked in Newgate.

“As I am not associated with King’s
Theatre, I did not know if the show had a full cast, but I provided
her the directions.”

“Is that the last you saw of her?”
Eleanor asked.

“No. I glimpsed her a few days
later.”

Eleanor stared at Acker, waiting for
him to continue. Instead he picked a cake up off the tray and bit
into it.

“You aren’t going to tell us more?” She
demanded.

“I was cutting through the flower
market on my way home. It was still early.”

Eleanor lifted a censuring eyebrow.
Everyone knew the area was known not only for the theatre, flower
market, but also brothels and prostitutes.

His cheeks brightened but Acker
hastened to continue. “There was a young woman picking out flowers
and at first I thought it was my ballerina because they looked so
much alike.”

“She wasn’t?” Grace asked.

“No, but her younger
sister.”

Audrey found herself
nodding.

“But my ballerina soon came along and
she remembered me from the theatre. She could not find work
dancing, unfortunately. I would love to see her on
stage.”

“Does she have a name?” Eleanor asked.
“Or do you simply call her “my ballerina”?”

“It is Juliette Mirabelle.”

“French?” Audrey asked.

“Yes,” Acker brightened and turned
toward her. “She was raised in France but now lives here with her
mother and two sisters. One sister is an actress and another is an
artist.”

“Is that the last time you saw her?”
Audrey could sense Eleanor’s frustration. She was feeling the same.
Acker had pulled her into this story and she wanted to know how he
lost her. If there had only been two encounters it isn’t as if she
was his to lose.

“We met two mornings later and this
time she allowed me to escort her to a coffee house while her
sister chose flowers. I was preparing to ask her direction since I
did not know where she lived and wished to meet her mother and
further my courtship.”

“What happened?” Grace
asked.

“Her sister rushed in, arms loaded with
a bouquet, and insisted that Juliette had to leave. The sister was
pale and frightened. I didn’t get a chance to ask what was wrong
and the two were gone in the blink of an eye. She has not returned
to meet me.”

“You’ve not been able to locate her at
all?” Audrey asked.

“No. It is as if she disappeared. I’ve
asked around and nobody seems to know the family.”

“This is very odd,” Grace
muttered.

“Those are my thoughts as well. But I
must find her.”

“Do you intend on offering for her?”
Eleanor asked.

Acker shrugged. “I do not know. I don’t
know her well enough to make that determination but I am not ready
to let her disappear from my life either.”

“Your mother wouldn’t mind you marrying
a dancer?” Grace asked and then colored. It was an impolite
question but everyone knew that gentlemen, especially lords, did
not marry actresses and such. Audrey assumed ballerinas fell into
the same category.

Acker laughed. “My mother would be
happy if I married anyone. She wants to see me settled and have
grandchildren to spoil.”

A loving smiled pulled at
Eleanor’s lips. “He is right,” she directed her statement to Grace.
“Lady Acker wouldn’t care if the woman came from the tobacco fields
in America as long as her son was happy and married.”

“Ah, I see you have been telling them
about your lost lady.”

They turned toward the door at the
sound of Bentley’s voice. Audrey was on her feet instantly. “Is
there any news?”

“But apparently you didn’t take their
mind off their troubles,” he chastised Acker.

“As if we could forget Jordan is
sitting in Newgate,” Grace argued.

Eleanor narrowed her eyes at her
husband. “Did you send Acker to keep me occupied?”

“I knew you would worry and when I ran
into him in the flower market this morning I knew he could keep you
entertained for a short while.”

“What were you doing in Covent Garden?”
Eleanor asked, eyes raised as if his explanation had better be
convincing since he wasn’t holding any flowers to gift her
with.

“I had two perfectly good reasons for
being there,” he defended. His gaze shifted toward Audrey and he
cleared his throat. “I was going over Jordan’s movements up until
the time he was arrested.”

“Have you learned anything?” Audrey
questioned.

Bentley shook his head. “I am missing
something, I am sure of it.”
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Jordan lay on his straw mattress
watching the window as night began to disappear and the sky
lightened. He slept very little and when he did his dreams were
filled with nightmares. He had to get out of here. Being caged like
this was going to make him mad, of that he didn’t doubt.

He had gone over the facts as he knew
them and he looked damned guilty.

But he wasn’t.

Who committed the crimes and what piece
of information was he missing?

The questions had been asked a thousand
times and he still had no answer.

Frustrated he swung his legs over the
side of the bed and thrust his fingers through his hair. What was
he missing? What small detail had been overlooked?

What was Audrey doing now?

Was she still safe? Was she worried
about him? Would her uncle reject his suit because he had been
locked up in Newgate?

Jordan wouldn’t allow it. If her uncle
and father declined his offer of marriage he would simply take
Audrey off to Gretna.

These few days he had been in this cell
had left him with a lot of time to think. For so long he wanted
normalcy. A home and family. As long as his father was alive Jordan
knew it was impossible, but the man had been dead over a year now
and just when Jordan thought he was about to achieve all that he
wanted it was snatched away.

Would he be stuck in here for the rest
of his life, or swing from the gallows, never knowing what it was
like to fully love Audrey? He closed his eyes and lay back on his
bunk, imagining what it would be like to fall asleep with her each
night and wake to her warmth in the morning. To be able to lay his
hand on her stomach as it grew round with their child. He had heard
of expectant fathers being able to feel a child’s movement before
birth, not that it was usually discussed, and Jordan wanted that
experience.

He would buy a home near her parents,
build stables and fill them with horses. He would learn all there
was to know about running a stud farm and raising race horses. What
Audrey couldn’t teach him, Jordan would learn from her
father.

He would need to split his time between
Grosmont and London because he wasn’t willing to give up his
profession. At least not just yet. There were too many men two
floors below him, locked away but just as innocent.

He wanted a home with laughter and
love, with children running about, and behaving like children as he
and his brothers were never allowed.

Tears pricked the back of his eyes but
he refused to cry.

He would be free of here. Somehow,
someway he would walk away from Newgate a free man and the first
thing he was going to do was make Audrey his wife.

Jordan pushed up from the bed. Laying
here feeling sorry for himself was not going to get him free. He
made his way to the desk and picked up the parchments filled with
his notes. Once again he reviewed the list of who would wish to
harm the women and kill the gentlemen. It was a damnable short
list. What was he missing or what connections were he not
making.

It was deuced frustrating.

“Another delivery, Trent.”

Jordan turned to find the jailer
approaching his cell, John following behind.

“Have you learned anything more?” Trent
asked anxiously as John entered the cell.

His face was grim. “No, but we aren’t
giving up.”

“I know you won’t.” Jordan sighed and
took the basket and handed his brother the empty one.

“You look a mess,” John
offered.

Of that Jordan didn’t doubt. There
wasn’t a mirror in the cell but he hadn’t bathed or shaved or
changed his clothing since the morning of his arrest. What he
wouldn’t give for a hip tub, hot water and a razor at the moment.
“You may want to stay over there.”

John quirked a brow. “Trust me, I will.
Just don’t get too close.”

“How is Audrey? Is she
safe?”

“According to Matthew, Grace doesn’t
think she is sleeping much. She went to Bow Street to plead for you
but as she didn’t have any evidence she was turned
away.”

Audrey should not have to be worrying
about getting him his freedom. She should be thinking about the
next ball or what horse she wished to place a bet on.

“Lady Rothsbury and Angelique also went
to Bow Street to insist on your innocence.”

“Were they able to sway their
opinion?”

“No.” John leaned back and shoved the
hand not holding the basket into his pocket. “They were there when
Audrey was however.”

Jordan’s head snapped up.

“Apparently all three were pleading for
you at the same time but Wesby wouldn’t listen to any of
them.”

“Audrey was with Angelique and Lady
Rothsbury?”

John laughed. “Only you could manage to
have three women, two former lovers and a future wife, pleading for
you and not fighting each other. How do you do it?”

Jordan wasn’t sure himself. He just
wished his past life would separate from his future. What had
Audrey thought of the women, what had been said? Would she break
from him when he was free? But, he was a better man now. Or, at
least he wanted to be.
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The day proceeded at a snail’s pace and
Audrey was about to go mad at the inactivity and worry. She was
sitting in the large parlor with the rest of Jordan’s family
waiting for John to return from Newgate. The dowager countess, his
step-mother was also present. She had been apprised of the
situation shortly after Jordan’s arrest but this was the first time
she had left her home. The woman was pale and her face was drawn
with worry, though she tried to remain positive. Despite this,
Audrey was struck by how young the lady was. She couldn’t be much
older than Bentley. Had she been a child bride? She was the former
Bentley’s third wife and it wasn’t uncommon for older lords to
marry much younger ladies though Bentley wouldn’t have needed to
marry someone so young for heirs. He already had four sons before
he married his third wife.

Few words were spoken and each turned
toward the door whenever a carriage slowed before the house. This
waiting was maddening.

The knock on the front door startled
them. Audrey didn’t understand why any of them reacted so since
this is what they were waiting for. It only showed how on edge each
of them was.

John sauntered into the
parlor.

“Did you get them to drop the charges?”
Bentley demanded.

John sadly shook his head. “Wesby would
hear none of my arguments. He said that until we can prove Jordan
was somewhere else when each of the crimes were committed then they
have no choice.”

“How is Jordan?” his step-mother
asked.

John offered her a gentle smile. “He is
holding up.” He strolled to the sideboard and poured dark liquid
into the glass before turning to the rest of them.

“I would like to speak with Lady
Rothsbury’s brother,” Audrey announced.

They all looked at her. “We already
have,” Bentley informed her.

“Yes, I know, and I mean no
disrespect.” She clutched her skirt, balling the material hoping
she didn’t offend.

He lifted an eyebrow. “But you think we
may have missed something.”

Her face heated. “Not necessarily but I
may think of a question you did not.”

“I don’t think that is a good idea,
Audrey,” Matthew offered. “Bridges works in a storehouse along the
docks and his home is not far away from his ships or his business.
It is not safe for a lady.”

Audrey lengthened her spine. She was
not going to sit here like some delicate lady waiting for someone
else to free Jordan. She was perfectly capable of thinking and
investigating as the gentlemen and they hadn’t come up with answers
so who was to say she wouldn’t. “I will go alone, if necessary, but
I am going.”

The brothers shared a look. Bentley
finally moved toward her. “I will take you.”

“I will go along,” Elizabeth
offered.

Bentley looked to John, as if he needed
to give approval for his wife to accompany them. John simply
shrugged. “You should have someone to protect you.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence,”
Bentley offered dryly.
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Audrey had never been to the docks
before and was amazed at the number of people and constant
activity. Men operated large pulleys, lifting crates off of ships,
workers shouted to each other and seagulls squawked and flew about.
The carriage stopped before a large storehouse and Bentley assisted
the ladies out and escorted them in to the one she assumed belonged
to Lady Rothsbury’s brother. A huge bulk of a man approached and
Audrey had to tilt her head back to look up at him.

“I need to see Mr. Jonathan Bridges,”
Bentley informed the man.

“Who might you be?” the large man
asked.

“Lord Bentley and this is Mrs. John
Trent and Miss Audrey Montgomery.”

The man crossed his thick arms over his
barreled chest and nodded to a set of wooden stairs leading to what
Audrey suspected was an upstairs office.

Bentley offered his thanks and turned
toward the stairs. Elizabeth went first, followed by Audrey and
then Bentley. The steps ended at the entrance to a rather large
office. A man with sandy hair was bent over his desk, reading some
sort of document.

He glanced up at their entrance and
stood. “Is there any word about your brother?”

Bentley strode toward the desk, stuck
out his hand and introduced himself. “We need to ask you a few more
questions about the night your sister was attacked.”

Bridges gestured to the chairs before
the desk. “Please, have a seat.”

“He didn’t attack Lady Rothsbury,”
Audrey felt the need to inform him.

“Of course not,” Bridges shook his
head. “Bow Street is rushing to judgment and not listening to
reason.”

She relaxed back into her seat. Audrey
wasn’t sure what she would have done if Mr. Bridges had thought
that Jordan was guilty. “Who do you think attacked her?”

Bridges studied her for a moment. “The
only person my sister has made angry of late is Lord Creighton, her
brother-in-law.”

Bentley nodded. “We are aware of the
circumstances. Did you know that another woman was attacked
recently, in the same manner?”

“Yes, though for the life of me I can’t
image how the two could be related.”

“What did Lady Rothsbury tell you of
the night of the attack?” Audrey asked.

Bridges leaned back in his chair, light
brown eyes focused on somewhere else in the room as if seeing
something else.

“She told me that she had retired
early, having left the ball after encountering
Creighton.”

“Go on,” Bentley encouraged.

“She had gone to bed only to be
awakened by an intruder. His face was covered.”

“Did she mention what time this
occurred?” Audrey asked.

Bridges frowned for a moment. “I don’t
believe she did, nor did I ask.”

“After the man left, then what did Lady
Rothsbury do? Did she send for Bow Street?” Bentley
pressed.

Bridges shook his head. “She sent for
me.”

Audrey leaned forward. “You were at her
home?”

“Yes, I arrived at around somewhere
between one-thirty and two in the morning.”

“When did Mr. Trent arrive?”

“After speaking with my sister we
concluded that it must have been Creighton and she asked me to send
for Jordan Trent, which I did. I believe he arrived about an hour
later. The doctor was still there.”

Audrey turned to Bentley, fuming and
exasperated. “Did Bow Street ever bother to ask times when all the
events took place or simply lump the events into night, morning,
etcetera?”

He simply stared at her.

“Jordan Trent was still at the ball
when Lady Rothsbury was attacked.”

Elizabeth straightened. “He was! It was
near one thirty when we were leaving. John and I spoke with Jordan
as we were waiting for our carriage.”

Hope bloomed in her breast and she
turned back to Bridges. “Did Jordan Trent leave Lady Rothsbury’s at
any time between the moment he arrived and six in the
morning?”

“Is that when Dalton was killed?”
Bentley asked.

Audrey shook her head. “No that is the
time I saw him leaving her home.” She glanced at Bentley. “Lady
Rothsbury’s home is across the square from my uncle’s.”

“Do we know when Dalton was killed,”
Elizabeth asked.

“No,” Audrey said with disgust.
“Sometime in the middle of the night, that is all.” She focused
back on Bridges because he had not answered her
question.

“He didn’t leave until six.”

Bentley stood. “Thank you for your
time, Mr. Bridges.”

Bridges stood. “I am happy to be of
help.”

They turned to leave and were walking
down the stairs when Elizabeth suggested that they stop by Bow
Street and tell them that it was impossible for Jordan to have
attacked Lady Rothsbury because he was with them.

Audrey turned to her when they reached
the entrance of the storehouse. “First we need to go to the gaming
hell.”

Bentley crossed his arms over his
chest. “I am not taking you to Dagger’s Haven. Jordan would have my
head.”

Audrey adopted a similar stance and
faced him, looking up into his eyes. “If you do not take me I will
find a way there on my own.”

They stared at each other for a few
moments longer before Bentley blew out a breath. “Very
well.”
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They stood outside of Dagger’s Haven,
the entry blocked by a man as large as the one at Bridge’s
storehouse. Were the giants brothers?

“We are not open,” he informed Bentley
before looking at Audrey and Elizabeth. “And ladies are not allowed
inside.”

“We are not here to gamble but have
business with Mr. Stanwick,” Bentley informed the man.

“You need to come back when we are
open.”

Audrey pushed around Bentley. “This is
a matter of life and death.”

The brute stared down at Audrey and
narrowed his eyes. “If your brother, husband or father lost his
fortune here you can take it up with Stanwick during business
hours.”

“This does not involve gambling,”
Audrey insisted.

“Then I don’t see how it pertains to
Stanwick.” He looked over at Bentley. “Please take the ladies and
go.”

“I am not going anywhere.” Audrey
stamped her foot.

Bentley gave her a censoring glance. It
was a childish thing to do but she was beyond frustrated at the
moment. “I just need to ask Mr. Stanwick a few questions and then I
will be on my way, I promise.”

“He ain’t here.”

“Well, why didn’t you tell us?”
Elizabeth demanded.

“Ye didn’t ask.”

“I will handle this.”

Audrey whipped around at the sound of a
new voice. A gentleman with midnight hair, dressed in the height of
fashion strolled toward them and stopped. “Bentley, it has been
some time.”

The giant moved aside and opened the
door to the gaming hell.

“Stanwick,” Bentley greeted before
quickly introducing Elizabeth and Audrey

Stanwick frowned and led the way into
his establishment. “Is it true that they have arrested Trent for
the murder of Dalton and Everton?”

“Yes,” Audrey answered. “We need for
you to tell us what happened the night Dalton was
killed.”

“I don’t know why they think Trent did
this. He was gone long before Dalton was ever killed.”

Breath hitched in her breast. “At about
what time did Dalton encounter Mr. Trent?” she asked.

Stanwick scrunched his brow in thought.
“We had just left my office when Dalton approached and struck
him.”

“What time was it?”

“At around two-thirty in the morning,
or a little before.”

“We know Trent left right after that.
How long did Dalton remain?”

Stanwick rubbed his chin in thought.
“He was here for an hour at least.” He paced a few steps. “Now I
recall, it was around four when we helped him out of here and into
his carriage.”

A smile burst on Audrey’s face and she
turned to Bentley. “We now have proof that Jordan did not attack
Lady Rothsbury or kill Dalton. We have found the
witnesses.”

“It was ludicrous to even think Trent
was possible of the crimes to begin with,” said with
disgust.

“I don’t understand why Bow Street
didn’t bother to question in more detail. Had they, Jordan would
have never been arrested in the first place.” Audrey fumed. “If Mr.
Wesby was interested in arresting the correct man he would have
been more detailed in his investigation.”

“I will be taking this up with Wesby,”
Bentley assured her. “But first, let’s get Jordan free.”

Giddy happiness bubbled up inside of
Audrey as they settled back into the carriage. “We must go to
Newgate after we have seen Mr. Wesby.”

Bentley chuckled. “I will accompany you
to Bow Street but not Newgate.”

Audrey opened her mouth to speak but
Bentley held up his hand.

“I know my brother. Once he is released
he will want to see you , but not before he has bathed. You have no
idea of the conditions inside the prison and he would have my head
on a platter if I brought you there before he had a chance to clean
up.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” she
cried.

“Jordan will,” Bentley said
firmly.

Audrey studied him and finally let out
a sigh and fell back against the squabs. If the situation was
reversed and she had been locked up for four days, unable to bath,
brush her hair or tend to her teeth, she would not want to see
Jordan either. Not until she had washed and repaired her
appearance. “Very well.”
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Jordan lay staring at the ceiling,
hands locked behind his head. He had run out of questions and
answers. All he could do was pray.

“Time to go, Trent.”

He lifted his head and stared at the
jailer. Clayton stood behind him, a wide grin on his face. Jordan
hadn’t seen him smile like that since the day Clayton married
Eleanor. He couldn’t remember his brother smiling like that even
when they were children. At least not after Adele had run
off.

He sat up as the door swung open. His
heart beat fast. Was it true? Was he finally going home?

“Did you find out who murdered Dalton
and Everton?” He came to his feet. “And who attacked the
women.”

“No,” Clayton answered.

Jordan’s heart sank.

“But, we can prove you did not attack
Lady Rothsbury or kill Dalton. As you did not commit those two
crimes Bow Street agreed that it stood to reason you would not have
committed the others.”

Jordan’s legs suddenly felt weak and
for a moment the room began to darken. He grabbed the back of the
chair. Good Lord, he had never fainted in his life what was the
matter with him.

Clayton came forward and clapped him on
the back. “Let’s get out of here.”

Jordan glanced at the desk. He shoved
the papers into the basket, leaving the food behind and headed for
the door. He could not get out of here quick enough.

They emerged into the overcast day. The
fresh air was welcoming. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs.
The stench of Newgate was still too close but in time he hoped it
would be behind him forever.

Clayton directed him toward the
carriage, a most welcome sight when out of nowhere Lady Lydell was
running toward him. Jordan grimaced and held his ground when she
flung her arms about his waist.

“Oh Jordan, you are finally free.” She
looked up at him. “I was so afraid. I’ve been here every day but
they would not allow me to see you.”

Jordan handed the basket to Clayton and
then removed Lady Lydell’s arms from his person and took a step
back.

“I thank you for your concern. I must
be going.”

She grabbed onto his arm. “But you
can’t. I’ve missed you.” She sniffed and frowned. “Let me get you
home and cleaned up.”

Jordan clinched his jaw and fought the
urge to do bodily harm to the annoying woman. He had just left
Newgate for crimes he had not committed and he would be damned if
he landed himself right back in there because of her.

“I am going home
alone. Please do not
approach me again.” With that he turned on his heel and marched
toward the carriage. He didn’t glance back despite her calling
after him.

Clayton followed him inside and the
footman closed the door. Jordan glanced out, not meaning to look at
Lady Lydell, but simply to appreciate the outdoors. She was
watching them, eyes narrowed and glaring, mouth set. A feeling of
foreboding settled upon him, but Jordan shook it away.
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Jordan bounded up the stairs in his
home yelling for his valet.

The man appeared at the top of the
stairs, a welcoming smile on his face before he returned to the
somber, respectful expression he adopted whenever on
duty.

“I need a bath, new clothing, and a
shave.” Jordan paused on the landing and glanced around. It was
good to be home.

“Right away, Mr. Trent.” He stepped
away from Jordan. “Might I suggest burning those?” He pointed to
what Jordan was wearing.

A laugh burst out. “Please do. I never
want to see this clothing again.” He continued on into his chamber
and began stripping. “I need you to pack a trunk as
well.”

“Will you be gone long?”

Jordan grinned. That all depended on if
he was granted Audrey’s hand and he was able to get a special
license, or if her father would require the necessary reading of
the bands for three weeks, or he was forced to haul her off to
Scotland. Either way, she would be his within the month. He had
discussed his plans in length with Clayton, who was going to obtain
the special license for Jordan so that it was ready as soon as he
was granted permission by Mr. Montgomery. “Weeks,” he finally
answered. “I am just not sure how many.”

“Very good, sir.”

Jordan tossed on a robe and poured
himself a brandy before pacing about the room waiting for his bath
to be ready. It wasn’t the same pacing he had done for the past
four days, worrying about whether he would hang for crimes he
didn’t commit. This pacing was due to anxiousness. He couldn’t wait
to see Audrey. Surely the news had been delivered that he was free.
Hopefully she was waiting for him. Then he would convince her to
travel to her home so he could speak to her father. He didn’t dare
leave Audrey back here in London. They still didn’t know who had
attacked the women and he would be damned if he left her
unprotected for the week or more it would take to find her father.
It was racing season and Mr. Montgomery could be
anywhere.

Besides, the last time he left Audrey
for a week during the Season he had lost her and he wasn’t going to
risk it again.

Yardley emerged from the bathing
chamber a short time later. “Your bath is ready, Mr.
Trent.”

“Thank you, Yardley.” Jordan began
walking toward the chamber and stopped and turned. “When I am
finished I would like some tea and cake, please.”

“Cake?”

Jordan grinned. “Yes, cake.” It was
almost a requirement if he was going to be kissing Audrey and he
intended to do so thoroughly and several times once he had her
alone.
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I need to see you alone.
Meet me at High Street and Rotten Row in half an hour. Come alone,
my love. I’ve missed you too much to share you with anyone
else. Audrey re-read the note. She had
expected Jordan to come here. Not that it mattered where they met
because she couldn’t wait to see him either.

She glanced down at her dress. This
would not do for a ride, assuming they were to ride, especially if
he wished to meet her at Rotten Row. As soon as Bentley had dropped
her home, she had her hair arranged and donned this pale blue day
dress. It was one of her favorites; with a white ribbon encircling
her just below her breasts but it would never do for riding. She
glanced at the clock. There was barely enough time. Quickly Audrey
changed into a riding habit. The dark blue skirt was full and hid
the fact that they were split into something similar to trousers.
If by chance they rode somewhere private, she didn’t want to be
forced to ride side saddle. The blouse billowed with lace and
buttoned to her chin and the jacket fit snuggly, but not tight
enough that it would be a hindrance.

It seemed rather odd that he wished to
meet in such a place instead of calling on her. But, Bentley had
said Jordan used to ride all the time and if she had just been
released from a prison, one of the first things she would want to
do is enjoy the freedom of riding and not be cooped up in a
manor.

Audrey left the letter lay on the edge
of her bed and made her way out of her house and to the mews. She
knew she should not be riding in London unaccompanied but she could
not ignore a summons from Jordan. Perhaps if she kept her head down
nobody would notice it was she.

The groom looked at her oddly when no
one else accompanied her. “My friends are waiting.” She gestured
back toward the house. “I won’t be alone,” she assured him. It
wasn’t exactly a lie because Jordan was a friend. He just wasn’t
waiting in front of her uncle’s home.

This seemed to pacify him and the man
gave Audrey a leg up so that she could mount the horse. So that he
wasn’t suspicious she rode toward the front of her uncle’s home
until she was out of sight and headed off to Hyde Park.

Though it may be overcast, it was still
a glorious day and Audrey couldn’t keep herself from smiling. In
just a short time she would see Jordan again.
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Jordan washed his hair three times and
scrubbed his body twice. He still itched, fearful of lice and
whatnot. His valet assured him there was no infestation in his
hair, yet Jordan still didn’t feel clean enough.

“Are you sure I don’t smell of that
place?”

“You only smell of soap,” his valet
assured him as the man sharpened the razor before settling Jordan
on a stool before a mirror. He couldn’t wait to be rid of this
beard. As it was he needed to shave twice a day to keep the stubble
at bay. He had considered growing a beard just to not need to shave
for one day.

He dismissed the thought. The itching
would drive him to Bedlam.

“Is everything packed?”

“Yes.” His valet put the razor to his
cheek. “Please don’t speak.”

Jordan held his tongue. He was finally
free and would soon see Audrey. He didn’t want to be accidently
killed by his valet before that could happen.

He hoped her uncle was at home and
prayed he received the man’s blessing. Not that it mattered; he
intended to leave for Grosmont this afternoon, as soon as Audrey
and her maid had packed. Though he wished to have Audrey alone in
the carriage with him for the trip he knew it was unwise. The maid
was necessary so he would keep his hands and lips from Audrey. As
much as he wanted to be loved by and to love Audrey he would not
take those liberties until they were married.

If her father declined the offer he
would simply take Audrey to Gretna Green. This time he would leave
the maid behind. If there was going to be an elopement, then he
might as well break all the rules.

A grin pulled at his lips at the
thought of having Audrey alone in a dark carriage with only each
other to keep company. He would need to take Bentley’s roomier
carriage, so they could recline a bit more.

“If you keep smiling like that I am
going to miss a few places or nick you.”

Jordan sobered and tried not to think
any more about Audrey and what he would like to do with her as the
valet finished shaving him.

When he emerged from the house a short
time later his brother’s roomier coach was waiting. Jordan laughed.
Clayton knew him too well. His trunk was strapped to the back and
he gave the direction to her uncle’s house and hopped into the
carriage. Soon, very soon she would be all his.
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Audrey glanced about. She had been here
a good half hour and Jordan had not yet arrived. Had she
misunderstood?

Blast, she had left the letter on her
bed.

She slid down from the mare and led it
to a post and tied the reins. She wasn’t going to wear the poor
thing out walking.

But where was Jordan?

She would give him a few more minutes
and then leave. Should she call on him at his home or return to
hers? It was simply scandalous that she would even consider going
to his bachelor quarters but she wanted to know what had become of
him. Surely they hadn’t arrested him again for anything. They had
already proved he was innocent.

“Audrey, it so lovely to find you
here.”

She turned at the sound of Millicent’s
voice and cringed. She was the last person Audrey wanted around for
her reunion with Jordan. She walked toward Millicent. The quicker
she could get rid of her the better.

“I was driving by and saw you here.”
Millicent glanced around. “Where is your maid?”

“I didn’t bring one,” Audrey
reluctantly admitted.

Millicent tisked and linked her arm
with Audrey’s and strolled her back to the carriage. “You know
better than to travel about without an escort or
companion.”

Audrey sighed. “Yes, I know. I just
wished to be alone.”

Millicent hitched an eyebrow.
“Really?”

She wasn’t going to answer any more of
the woman’s questions and she needed to think of a way to get rid
of her. “Why are you out? Shopping?”

“Oh, no,” Millicent shook her head. “I
am on my way to the country for a few days. You really should join
me.”

Audrey moved to disengage her arm from
Millicent’s but the woman had a tight hold on her. Something wasn’t
right and Audrey felt the need to get away from her former friend.
Then again, something hadn’t been right with Millicent for a long
time but that didn’t mean the woman was dangerous. “Well, I will
let you be on your way.” She tried again to break free but
Millicent was stronger than Audrey realized.

“Not yet, I have time.” She smiled at
Audrey though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Besides, there is
something I wish to show you.”

Whatever it was Audrey did not want to
see it. The panic grew yet Millicent had not given Audrey a reason
to fear, other than she wouldn’t let go of her arm.

“It is right here in my
carriage.”

“What is it?” Audrey asked as she tried
to slow her steps and looked toward the entrance of the Park and
behind her. Where was Jordan? As much as she didn’t wish to see
Millicent fawning all over Jordan she would rather he was here,
helping her out of this predicament.

The carriage loomed before them.
Millicent’s trunk was on the back. The driver sat in the seat but
there was no footman to assist.

“Please be a dear and open the
door.”

Audrey looked at her. “I am sure you
can manage well enough.

Her heart began to pound and she
frantically glanced about. Where was everyone? It wasn’t the
fashionable hour to be seen in the park but surely someone should
be here. If she screamed would the driver help? Would anyone in the
carriages stop to assist? But what if Millicent only wanted to show
her a new parasol or hat?

The incidents of Lady Rothsbury and
Angelique being injured, along with Jordan being in prison had
simply upset her nerves. Just because Millicent wanted her fiancé
for herself didn’t mean she would do harm to Audrey. Certainly she
would laugh about this in a few hours.

Slowly she reached forward and grabbed
the handle of the door.

“Isn’t it lovely?” Millicent
asked.

Audrey glanced into the carriage. She
had seen it and been inside before. “What?”

Millicent laughed.

“The table with the holders”

What was she talking about? Audrey
leaned in. Against the opposite side was a small table bolted to
the floor of the carriage and against the side. Holes were cut in
the wood top to accommodate a carafe and separate holes for
glasses.

“It makes travel so much nicer,”
Millicent continued. “I can enjoy a glass of wine, or tea if I
wish, though tea doesn’t stay warm because I tried it, and I don’t
have to worry about anything being spilled. It is wonderful for
longer trips.”

Audrey supposed it would be nice to
have such a convenience in the carriage and her pulse began to
calm. Of course Millicent wanted to show her the newest purchase or
design. Millicent always purchased the newest items and obtained
anything that was all the rage at the moment. However, Audrey
wondered at the inconvenience. By having the table in such a place
there were less seats. Of course, it was only Millicent, her
husband and one small child at the moment so it wasn’t as if she
needed all that much room. Besides, the infant probably rode with
the nursery maid in a separate carriage if they ever traveled
together.

“I designed it myself, with the help of
one of our servants. I am sure it will be all the rage once I can
show everyone.” She gave Audrey a little shove. “Go on, take a
closer look.”

Audrey glanced back one more time to
make sure Jordan hadn’t arrived. If he wasn’t here by the time
Millicent was gone she was returning home. No, she would go to his
house and demand an explanation.

What if he was sick? She had heard of
fevers developing from being in prison. What if it had come on
quickly and she had left before another note could be
delivered.

Audrey took a step back. She could look
at the inside of the carriage at a later date; she needed to check
on Jordan.

“Audrey,” Millicent whined.

The tone grated on Audrey but she said
nothing. If she went along then perhaps Millicent would be gone
soon and Audrey could go to Jordan.

She stepped inside of the plush coach
and sank down on the cushioned seats. Millicent did know how to
travel in comfort.

Millicent picked up the carafe and
poured wine into a small crystal glass. “Share a glass with me in
celebration.”

If this is what it took to get away
from her, Audrey would do what the woman asked. She placed the
crystal to her lips and sniffed then drew back. “What is
this?”

“Whisky. It is Jordan’s
favorite.”

Audrey eyed her askance. Ladies did not
drink whisky. When had Millicent developed that particular
habit?

“I won’t tell if you don’t. Have a sip,
but slowly.”

She doubted that Millicent had any idea
what Jordan preferred to drink but Audrey humored her. Besides, she
had never tasted whisky and was a bit curious.

She took a tentative sip. It was bitter
and burned on the way down her throat. “Gentlemen like this.” She
tried to hand the glass back to Millicent. Instead her friend
lifted another goblet and poured some into her own.

“It only burns the first few times, and
then it is warm and comforting.

Audrey seriously doubted the taste
would improve but she took another sip. This one wasn’t so
harsh.

“See, I told you,” Millicent said as
she lifted the crystal to her lips.

Audrey took another drink. There wasn’t
much left and as soon as it was gone she could escape this place.
She drained the glass and moved to place it on the odd little
table.

Goodness, she was dizzy all of a
sudden. Is this what happened to gentlemen when they drank? How did
they ever function and no wonder they lost at cards.

She blinked her eyes and tried to focus
on Millicent but she wouldn’t stay still, swaying from one side to
the other. Audrey closed her eyes and breathed in through her nose
and exhaled. When she opened her eyes again, Millicent was a blur
and Audrey could barely make out her features, though they appeared
to be worried.

“Audrey, are you okay?”

Millicent’s voice came from far away.
Audrey placed her hand beside her on the seat to keep from falling
over. What was wrong with her?

“Let me help you.” At least that is
what she thought Millicent was saying as she leaned forward, the
glass in her hand.

Audrey tried to focus as it came closer
and closer to her face. She tried to bring her hands up to push
Millicent away but nothing was working right. Not her vision or her
limbs. It was almost as if she were drugged. That one thought sent
panic rioting through her but before Audrey could force her limbs
to act; Millicent was pressing a goblet against her mouth, pouring
more of the whiskey in. She tried to turn away but Millicent held
her head. It was either gag and choke or swallow.
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“What do you mean she is not here,”
Jordan demanded.

The maid cowered away from him. Jordan
took a steadying breath. It would do no good to scare the poor girl
but blast, he was certain Audrey would be waiting for him. At least
he hoped. She knew he was released from Newgate surely she knew he
would come here.

“All I know is she got a letter,
dressed in her riding habit and left.”

Jordan frowned. Had Mr. Slaine sent for
her? Surely she wouldn’t have left without a word to him. “May I
see the letter?”

The maid bobbed a quick curtsey and
rushed up the stairs. He had never seen a servant move so quickly.
He paced in the foyer while agitation built. He shouldn’t be
worried. There was probably a reasonable explanation as to why she
was not at home. Audrey couldn’t have changed her mind about him
again, could she? According to Clayton it was Audrey who had put
the timeline together that freed him. He owed his life to
her.

The maid returned, skipping down the
stairs, a piece of parchment in her hand. She slid to a stop before
Jordan and handed the letter to him. He hastily read it and his
blood ran cold when he read his own signature. Not that it was his
signature but whoever had penned the note had signed his name. It
wasn’t even similar to his handwriting but he doubted Audrey had
ever seen anything he had written so she wouldn’t know the
difference.

“How long ago did she
leave?”

“A few hours ago, Mr.
Trent.”

He didn’t bother with saying goodbye
but bolted out of the house, yelling directions to his driver as he
launched himself into the coach. “Please let her still be
there.”

The driver drew up at the end of Rotten
Row on High Street and Jordan jumped from the coach, rushing
forward. He came to a stop when he noticed a lone mare tied to a
post. There was nobody walking about that could lay claim to the
horse. He walked forward to investigate. The mare wore a side
saddle and had long, strong legs. This was a fine piece of
horseflesh and Audrey would not ride anything but the best. He
straightened and looked around. Audrey wasn’t anywhere to be
seen.

She had to be here somewhere. Jordan
rushed forward, checking behind bushes and trees, looking out at
the landscape for anything. His heart raced and he feared it would
beat out of his chest. Who had sent that note and what did they
plan to do with Audrey?

The other two ladies had not been
killed but they had been maimed. Though he would never love Audrey
less for a scar, it pained him to think of some monster cutting
her. He had to find her before it was too late.

Horse’s hooves galloped toward him and
Jordan turned hoping it was Audrey. Disappointment over ran him
before the panic rose again.

Acker stopped before him.

“Have you seen Miss Audrey Montgomery?”
Jordan blurted out before Acker could greet him.

The man slid from his horse. “Is
something wrong?”

Jordan didn’t wish to explain. Besides,
he didn’t know the man all that well though he was Clayton’s
closest friend. “I was supposed to meet her here. I believe that is
her horse.” He gestured to the mare tied to the post.

“When I arrived she was getting into a
carriage with Lady Lydell.”

Jordan’s heart ceased before it began
to pound more fiercely. “When was that?”

“An hour, perhaps longer.”

“Thank you,” Jordan called over his
shoulder and took off running back to the coach.

She had to be at Lady Lydell’s home and
nothing was amiss, though in his gut he knew such was not the case.
Audrey was the last woman on earth who would leave a fine horse
behind in Hyde Park for anyone to take. “Can you have the mare
delivered to Bentley? I will explain later.” Audrey’s aunt and
uncle would wonder why Acker was returning the horse and Jordan
didn’t wish to worry them yet, especially if there was no
need.

Jordan barely heard Acker call out his
agreement to do so before he slammed the door of the coach after
giving direction to the driver. Thank goodness the Lydell’s home
was not far.
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Jordan pounded on the front door of the
Lydell Town home. “Please let Audrey be here and safe. Please let
it simply be panic from being stuck in Newgate,” he whispered to
the door. He knew in his gut that Audrey was not safe but until he
determined where Lady Lydell had taken her he would not rest. And,
if Audrey was injured in anyway, or worse, there would be a reason
for Newgate to become his home.

The door was opened by the family
butler and before the man could ask for a name or his card, Jordan
stepped inside. “Where is Lady Lydell,” he demanded.

The butler took a step back, clearly
affronted. “She is not at home.”

“Where is she?” Jordan bit
out.

“I am not at liberty to say.” The
butler held the door wider.

He wasn’t stepping one foot out of the
house until he knew where Lady Lydell had gone. “Where is
Lydell?”

“He does not wish to be
disturbed.”

“I don’t care,” Jordan yelled. “Either
disturb him or tell me where he is.”

“What is the matter, Trent?”

He turned to find Lydell standing at
the top of the stairs, a glass in his hand of what appeared to be
brandy. “Where is your wife?”

A frown formed on the man’s features.
“She has gone to the country for a few days.”

“Bath? Your estate?”

Lydell began to saunter down the
stairs. “Yes. What is this about?”

“I believe she took Audrey with
her.”

Lydell paused in the middle of the
staircase, a quizzical look on his face. “They are
friends.”

“Not any longer,” Jordan informed the
man.

Lydell continued down the stairs
unconcerned. “Perhaps they have patched their disagreement and
decided to spend a few days together.”

Was the man so ignorant of what his
wife had been about?

“I believe your wife means to harm
Audrey,” Jordan informed Lydell as he reached the last
step.

A smile pulled at his lips. “Really?
Why would you think such a thing?” He lifted the crystal to his
lips and drained the liquid from within. Was Lydell already drunk
or just on his way there?

“I think she is the one who attacked
Lady Rothsbury and an employee of Madame Devine’s.”

Lydell’s eyebrows shot up, but an odd
quirk was on his face. He snorted. “I hadn’t anticipated this turn
of events.”

He turned and wandered down the hall to
what Jordan knew to be a back sitting room. He followed Lydell,
enraged at the man’s cavalier attitude. If someone had made such an
accusation against his wife, he would have called the man out.
Perhaps Lydell suspected himself, already knew, or simply thought
it ridiculous. Jordan had suspected her a few times but discounted
the possibility. Had he been that wrong about the woman?

Lydell didn’t say anything but walked
to the sideboard and refilled his glass. After he had taken another
drink he focused on Jordan. “You believe my wife is the one who cut
Lady Rothsbury and Angelique?”

Jordan nodded. Maybe it just took
Lydell a moment to let the accusation sink in. Yet, he didn’t seem
a bit enraged. More humored if anything. Perhaps he simply just
didn’t believe it.

“Why?”

He really didn’t want to have to
explain to the man, but someone needed to. “Your wife has been
pursuing me.”

Lydell’s eyes hardened but a fraction
of a moment before the nonchalant expression returned.

“Lately, prior to their injury, I had
spent some time with both ladies.”

A bark of laughter burst from Lydell.
“Angelique is a lady.”

Jordan bit back a retort.
No she wasn’t a lady by society standards but Jordan couldn’t bring
himself to call her a whore either. “I had spent a good deal of
time with both women before they were attacked.”

“Do you think she acted out of
jealousy?”

“It is possible, but I won’t know until
I find her and ask.”

Lydell stared into his glass as he
moved it around, swirling the liquid within. “I’ve been concerned
with her recently.”

Thank goodness the man was not
completely oblivious to her behavior.

“She seems to think herself in love
with you.” His voice was low, almost depressed.

“I’ve done nothing to encourage
her.”

Lydell looked up at him. “I know.” He
sighed and then tilted the glass back and drained the liquid. He
wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve and then set the glass
aside. “If what you say is true, and she really did attack the
lovely women in your life then who knows what she may do to Miss
Montgomery.”

Thank goodness he was seeing that it
was a possibility. “Do you think she has taken her to Bath, or
could they have gone somewhere else?”

“I am sure they are in Bath. Millicent
left but three hours ago. We might be able to catch
them.”

“We?” He hadn’t anticipated Lydell
wishing to come along.

“Let me gather a few things.” He
started for the door. “You do have your carriage, do you
not?”

“Yes.” Jordan followed him out of the
room. “But I don’t think it is necessary you come
along.”

Lydell turned toward him. “I may need
to reason with Millicent. If she thinks you came alone, I fear what
she will do to Audrey to have you to herself.”
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The gentlemen traveled through the
night with Lydell slumped in the corner of his seat, sipping from
his flask, staring out at what little could be seen of the passing
scenery. Neither said much. Jordan was too worried about Audrey to
enter into polite conversation and Lydell was probably coming to
terms with how he would deal with this wife. Would he turn her into
Bow Street or take her from the country to avoid
prosecution?

If it were Audrey, not that she would
ever do anything so heinous; Jordan would take her from the country
to protect her. The difference was, Lydell didn’t love his wife and
if she were incarcerated he would still be able to have her
inheritance. Perhaps he would simply like to be free of her, though
it did leave the issue of an heir in question as they only had a
daughter.

They stopped in the early morning hours
to change horses and the two got out of the carriage to stretch and
relieve themselves. Bath was not much further and exhaustion began
to wear on Jordan. He would have dozed in the carriage but the few
times he closed his eyes, his mind would not stop thinking about
the danger Audrey was in. Once this danger was behind him he would
probably sleep for a week. Heaven knew he hadn’t slept all that
much in Newgate.



“I love her, you know,” Lydell said as
they were walking back toward their conveyance. He assumed Lydell
was talking about Millicent.

“After that unfortunate circumstance
with the betting book, I thought the Season was over for me before
it began.”

Jordan nodded. Last year Lydell’s name
had been included in a bet that he would be compromised by a Miss
Moira Kirkwood and the two would end up in Scotland. It was the
young woman’s first Season and if Jordan recalled correctly, they
weren’t even a week into it before the bet appeared. When Lydell
learned that her dowry was large, he set himself up to be happily
compromised by the young woman. Unfortunately for Lydell, Miss
Kirkwood had no intention of compromising Lydell.

“Bath,” Lydell grumbled
again.

Jordan chuckled. Miss Kirkwood hadn’t
even given Lydell a chance to charm her before she simply turned
him down because of the location of his estate. “You ended up
married to your wife before the Season was over,” Jordan reminded
Lydell.

“I noticed her about a week later. We
both know I needed to marry an heiress but I think I would have
wanted Millicent even if she were poor.”

Jordan glanced at Lydell. He really did
care about his wife?

“I tried everything thing I could to
court her, make her take notice of me, but all she wanted was you.”
Bitterness rang in his tone.

An uncomfortable feeling began to form
in the pit of Jordan’s stomach which was in no way related to the
fear and anxiety from worrying about Audrey already eating at
him.

“I thought I had my chance at the house
party when you did not show. But even there Millicent kept asking
for you and wouldn’t give me a moment of her time. She dismissed me
whenever I approached and returned to staring out the window
waiting for your arrival.”

Jordan did not know what to say. It
wasn’t as if he ever encouraged her. They danced a total of three
times. If that was the foundation for such ardent feelings then he
should be in love with most of the ladies in London.

“That is why I did it.”

Jordan looked at Lydell.

“I knew she would never welcome me so I
waited until it was late and went to her room.”

“You claimed to be me when you slipped
into her bed.”

Lydell shrugged. “It is the only way I
knew to get her.”

“Have you told her the
truth?”

“Yes, several times but she won’t
believe me.”

They reached the carriage. The driver
had not yet returned though fresh horses were already harnessed.
There was no footman for this trip so Jordan opened the
door.

“As long as you are around she will
never accept me or my love.”

Jordan stepped into the carriage, a
sense of foreboding slid up his spine and he had the urge to slam
the door leaving Lydell in the courtyard. He reached forward to
grab the handle.

Lydell leaned in. “That is why you have
to go.”

Before Jordan could react, Lydell’s
hand shot up, pistol in his grip and slammed it against Jordan’s
temple.
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Audrey slowly opened her eyes and tried
to focus on her surroundings. Her head was pounding and her stomach
churned. She lay back against the pillow, closed her eyes and
willed her body to calm. It would do no good to toss up her
accounts. This nausea would pass in a moment, she was certain of
it. But where was she and what had happened?

She lifted a hand to rub her face but
the other came with it and they felt weighed down. With reluctance
Audrey opened her eyes again, hoping she would not be ill. Her
wrists were shackled together in some form of iron maniacal.
Why?

She tried to twist and slip her hands
through but they were too tight on her wrist.

“I wouldn’t bother,” a voice came from
the opposite side of the room.

Audrey turned in the direction to find
Millicent lounging in a chair caressing a knife. Her blood ran
cold.

“I found them in the cellar.” She rose
from the chair. “This used to be part of a castle and there are
dungeons below.”

Audrey struggled further and only
scratching her wrists as Millicent rose and began walking toward
the bed.

“I don’t even think there is a key, not
that it matters.” Millicent shrugged.

“Where am I?” Audrey finally
asked.

“In my home in Bath.” Millicent turned
in the room, holding her arms out. “Isn’t it lovely?”

Millicent certainly didn’t mean for
Audrey to actually answer that question did she? “How did I get
here?”

Millicent settled on the side of the
bed. “Two of my footmen carried you up. I told them you had become
ill on the trip.” She frowned and studied Audrey. “I thought
perhaps I had given you too much the second time.”

“Second time?”

“Yes, you woke earlier and I had to
give you more to drink. I couldn’t have you alert and talking when
we arrived now could I.”

Audrey barely remembered waking in the
carriage, disoriented and her head pounding and Millicent giving
her something vial to drink.

“They didn’t think it odd that I wore
these?” Audrey lifted her shackled wrists.

Millicent laughed. “I didn’t put them
on until they were gone.”

If there were servants in the house,
certainly someone would come help her, eventually. She opened her
mouth, ready to scream but Millicent pounced on her, covering
Audrey’s mouth with her hand. “You don’t want to bring anyone up
here.”

Audrey certainly
did want someone else to
walk through that door.

“Besides, we are in the family wing.
Nobody will hear you cry out.” She relaxed her hold and leaned
back.

Should Audrey trust her? If no one
could hear then it wouldn’t hurt to scream. She opened her mouth
and let go of the loudest scream she could muster. Millicent smiled
and polished the blade.

Audrey waited. She could hear no sound
of footsteps coming from the hall. Was she really so alone with
Millicent?

“Whoever cut those whores did me a
favor.”

Audrey blinked at Millicent. What was
she talking about?

“My Jordan was spending too much time
in their company. Now that their beauty has been destroyed he will
want nothing to do with them.”

Audrey was going to point out that he
hadn’t seen the women since their injuries because he had been in
Newgate but there was no reason to further agitate Millicent given
she was practically caressing the blade of the knife.

“It occurred to me that if I scarred
you in the same manner he would no longer want you.”

“You can’t go around maiming any woman
Trent happens to glance at.”

Millicent cocked her head and looked at
Audrey, a thoughtful look upon her face. “You call him Trent. Has
he not given you leave to use his first name?”

Actually, he hadn’t. It was not
something they ever discussed. One day he was Mr. Trent, then Trent
and then Jordan. It was a progression that one has as a
relationship moves forward, not that she would say as much to
Millicent.

“He has been Jordan to me for a year.”
She smiled. “Of course, when a couple shares a child, they are much
too intimate to call each other anything other than by their
Christian name.” Millicent blew on the blade and then polished it
with her handkerchief. “It is nice to know you and he have not been
intimate.” She glanced up. “Otherwise, I might be forced to kill
you instead.”

“If you didn’t cut Lady Rothsbury or
Angelique, who did?”

Millicent shrugged. “I have no idea,
but I thank them for taking care of the situation and the idea of
what to be done with you.”

Fear lodged in Audrey’s throat as
Millicent leaned forward and drew the blade down her cheek. Tears
fogged her vision but she blinked them away. One leaked out and ran
down her cheek.

“Ah, so sweet.” Millicent wiped it away
with the pad of her thumb. “I promise to try and not cause you too
much pain.”

Audrey bit her upper lip as Millicent
grasped her jaw to hold Audrey’s head steady. “You will heal in no
time, but the scar will be hideous.” She grinned again. “Jordan
won’t want you when I am done and he will be all mine.”
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Jordan lay on the bench, eyes closed
and going over his options. It would be easier to concentrate if
his head didn’t hurt so much. What happened? The carriage gently
swayed as it traveled along the road and he wished he could
disappear into oblivion again and wake when the pain was
gone.

“I know you are awake,”
Lydell said from his side of the carriage.

Jordan slowly opened his eyes and
waited for his vision to clear. He then struggled to a seated
position, finding it difficult to balance since Lydell had tied his
hands in front of him. Jordan stared at his one-time friend. None
of this was making sense and he was trying to remember where he was
and what was happening. He tried to think back over the events that
brought him here. The last clear memory he had was leaving Newgate.
He was going to pack and take Audrey to her father and gain
permission to marry. What happened after that? He wouldn’t have
left London without Audrey and he certainly wouldn’t have decided
to travel with Lydell instead.

Why were his hands tied? “What do you
intend to do with me.”

“That all depends on what Millicent has
done to Miss Montgomery.”

Fear lurched inside him at the thought
of Audrey being alone with that deranged woman. Jordan knew deep
down to fear for Audrey and wasn’t sure why. Is that why he was
with Lydell now? Were they going after his wife? Yet, if Lydell was
to help him, he wouldn’t have tied his hands.

The pain increased the more he tried to
concentrate and Jordan closed his eyes and simply tried to clear
the thoughts from his mind, hoping the fog would clear from his
brain.

Lydell leaned forward. “We will be at
the estate shortly and I want to caution you about warning your
driver or calling out for help.” He produced a pistol from inside
his jacket.

Jordan focused on the barrel of the
gun. The odds of him escaping quickly diminished.

“You will tell your driver to go on
into the house.”

“He will see that my hands are tied,”
Jordan pointed out.

“Not if you call to him from inside the
carriage.”

The carriage began to slow.

“Do not contradict me,” Lydell
warned.

Jordan lifted and eyebrow in challenge.
“If I do?”

“Then I will kill the driver and Miss
Montgomery next.”

There was a cold glint in Lydell’s
light eyes and a hard edge to his tone. Jordan couldn’t risk the
driver, and especially Audrey, being hurt or killed. He gave a
quick nod of his head.

The carriage rolled to a stop. The
weight shifted in the front as the driver moved from his seat and
jumped to the ground.

Lydell tossed a blanket on top of
Jordan to hide his hands and the rope wrapped around his wrists.
The door swung open.

The driver jerked back and frowned.
“Are you alright, Mr. Trent?”

Jordan slowly nodded.

“Mr. Trent fell off the bench and hit
his head while he slept,” Lydell explained. “I will have my footmen
come out and escort him inside.”

“I will be happy to help.”

“It isn’t necessary,” Jordan answered.
He wanted the driver away from here before Lydell shot him. The gun
may be out of sight again but Lydell could shoot through his pocket
if necessary.

“It has been a long night. Have
something to eat and get some rest. I will be fine.”

The driver paused, reluctant to leave
Trent.

“I’ll see that he is taken care of,”
Lydell insisted as he rose from his seat to exit the
carriage.

“If you insist.” The driver took a step
back.

“I do.” Jordan somehow managed to offer
an encouraging smile.

Lydell jumped to the ground and waited
until the driver had disappeared around the side of the house
before motioning Jordan out of the carriage. They walked toward the
front door, Lydell behind him and Jordan could feel the pistol in
his back.

Nobody was there to greet them and
Lydell unlocked and open the door. The two stepped inside and if
Jordan had hoped there was a servant who would come to his rescue
he was sadly disappointment. There wasn’t one in sight.

“We are short of staff at the moment.”
Lydell nodded toward the grand staircase. “Millicent managed to
fire over half the servants before we left for London. She was
going to worry about hiring replacements when we returned in the
summer.”

Jordan began climbing the steps, taking
them slowly. His mind worked frantically at a way to get out of
this predicament. He could try and push Lydell down the stairs but
what if the gun went off and he shot Jordan? And, he wasn’t much
use with his hands tied together like this.

“I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this,”
Lydell muttered, almost apologetically. “I rather like you but as
long as you live and breathe Millicent will never really be
mine.”

“You intend to kill me?”

“Eventually,” Lydell answered. “You
won’t be returning to London. I just need to figure out what to do
with your body.”

At least he had some time, though
Jordan had no idea of knowing how much. He glanced around.
Shouldn’t there be a few servants around even if the manor was only
half staffed?

“Turn left at the top of the
stairs.”

“Where are we going?”

“To the family wing.”

For some reason this gave Jordan
comfort. Certainly Lydell wouldn’t kill him where he
slept.

He turned as instructed and continued
down the corridor and stopped at an arched entry with two heavy
doors. Lydell opened one and ushered Jordan inside. “The servants
never come in here unless summoned. The walls and doors are thick
so nobody will hear you even if they are right outside those
doors.”

Ahead of him was a central sitting room
with four separate doors. This area was almost as if it was a
separate apartment of rooms instead of being part of the manor
house.

Audrey wasn’t anywhere to be found. Was
she in one of the chambers? Was she in danger?

Jordan took a step forward intending to
find Audrey when a blood curdling scream reverberated from the
chamber at the end of the room.

He took off at a run. He had to save
her. Even if his hands were tied he would find a way to save
Audrey. Lydell was running after him, not giving chase, but Jordan
suspected the man wanted to stop his wife from whatever she was
doing.

His heart stopped when he entered the
room, his eyes fixated on Audrey, lying on the bed, eyes wide with
stark fear as Millicent placed the blade against her cheek. One
droplet of blood emerged as she pressed and broke the delicate
skin.

“Stop,” Jordan yelled.

Millicent jerked but thankfully didn’t
cut into Audrey’s cheek further. Her face lit with joy as she
dropped the knife and moved toward Jordan, arms open. Did she think
he had come for her?

“If you harm Audrey I will never
forgive you, Millicent.”

She frowned. “But if she is ugly you
won’t want her any longer.”

It wouldn’t matter to him how scarred
Audrey was because he would always want her though he didn’t voice
the thought to Millicent as it could possibly enrage
her.

“I am here now,” he said instead. “Just
let her go.”

Millicent glanced back at Audrey, then
at Jordan.

“Don’t let her go,” Lydell ordered.
“She will bring all of Bow Street down on us.”

Millicent bit her bottom lip and her
gaze shifted to Jordan’s hands. “Why is he tied?”

“He needs to be gone.”

Millicent rushed forward and put her
arms around Jordan. “I won’t let you hurt him. He is mine, the
father of my daughter.”

“He is not,” Lydell yelled and grabbed
Millicent, turning her until he faced her, his hands firm on her
upper arms. “I’ve told you repeatedly. It was I who came to you
that night. Trent was never there. I am the father of our
daughter.”

She stared up at him. Worry creased her
brow. “Why would you lie to me?”

“I lied that night to get into your
bed. I am not lying now.”

Millicent glanced at Jordan and then
back to Lydell. “I don’t know what to believe.”

“Believe your husband,” Jordan said
quietly.

Tears formed in her eyes and Jordan
suspected this was the first time in months she may be facing the
truth or leaving her deranged world. While it was a relief, it
could very well be dangerous for him and Audrey. Her madness was
too hard to predict and they could both be dead within the
hour.

“Did you harm those women, Millicent?”
Jordan had once dismissed the idea because he thought it impossible
until he saw her with a knife pressed against Audrey’s cheek. He no
longer knew what to believe.

“No,” she answered. “But it did get
them out of my way so I thought to do the same to
Audrey.”

“I did it,” Lydell
announced.

Jordan’s head snapped to Lydell. He
attacked Lady Rothsbury and Angelique. “Why?”

“For the reason Millicent stated. Once
they were scarred you would leave them and concentrate on Miss
Montgomery. I needed you married, Trent, so my wife would stop
going after you.”

For a moment he thought he was going to
be ill. It never occurred to him that Lydell attacked the women.
Was the husband as mad as the wife?

“Oh, Peter,” Millicent put a hand to
her husband’s cheek. “You did that for me?”

“I did that for
me.”

“If I ruin Audrey then Trent will be
mine.”

“Trent will never be yours,” Lydell bit
out. “He’ll end up dead in an alley like the other two.”

Millicent pulled back, confusion swept
over her face. “Other two?”

“You killed Dalton and Everton?” Jordan
asked for confirmation.

“I am not going to stand by why another
man lifted my wife’s skirts.” Lydell grasped Millicent’s arm. “And
I needed Miss Montgomery married to you, not Everton.” He started
dragging Millicent toward the door.

“You can’t hurt Jordan, I won’t allow
it.”

“You have no say, wife.” He glanced
back to Audrey and Jordan. “I’ll be back when I’ve decided how best
to dispose of the two of you.”

He pushed his wife into the sitting
area and slammed the door.

Jordan glanced at Audrey, her face
completely devoid of all color with the exception of a small
trickle of blood, all the more bright against her white cheek.
Thank goodness they had arrived when they did. Her light brown eyes
were wide with fright as she stared at the door. Millicent’s knife
lay on the bed beside Audrey and Jordan moved to grab it. If he
could get the rope cut from his wrist he would have a better chance
at fighting Lydell.

The door flew open before he reached
the bed. “Not another step, Trent.”

Jordan glanced back to find Lydell
moving toward the bed, his pistol leveled on Audrey. As much as he
wanted the knife and to be free, he was not going to risk Audrey’s
life.

Lydell stepped around Jordan and
grabbed the blade. “Stupid woman.” He pocketed it and exited the
room. In the silence Jordan heard the click of a lock.

“They are going to kill us,” Audrey
whispered.

Jordan sank down onto the side of the
bed. “I won’t allow it.” He longed to pull her into his arms and
kiss away her fear but he couldn’t do a blasted thing with his
hands tied. He needed a knife and tried to recall if he had
pocketed his own this afternoon when he dressed to see Audrey.
Anything he had done after leaving Newgate was a blank with only a
few snippets of memory. Why couldn’t he remember how he got here?
He always carried a small knife among other items but he never used
the same pockets and liked to move things around. Why couldn’t he
be more like Clayton with everything always in the same place and
nothing out of order?

He bit back a groan. It was because of
Clayton and his need to have ultimate control that Jordan always
moved things around, including the objects he carried. The problem
was he couldn’t remember dressing today. He flexed his ankles. If
the knife was in one of his boots he would be able to feel it. It
wasn’t there.

“Search my pockets. I must have
something that will cut through this rope.” He would do it himself
but it was impossible.

Audrey wiggled until she could sit. It
was difficult to find purchase with her hands shackled so Jordan
grasped hers and pulled her forward. Where had Millicent come by
metal shackles?

She started in his upper pockets. The
first item she tossed on the bed was his coin purse, quickly
followed by a cheroot and flint. Her hands slid further down,
finding a flask and corkscrew. She laid them on the bed with the
other items and continued searching.

Where was his knife? Jordan closed his
eyes and tried to remember dressing this afternoon. Or was that
yesterday afternoon? It had to have been yesterday. Surely he
hadn’t left it at home.

His eyes popped open. “There is an
inside pocket in my overcoat, right side.”

Audrey slid her hands inside his coat
and felt around. When she straightened and her eyebrows shot up he
knew she had found it. “Why didn’t you tell me it was there
before?”

“I couldn’t remember,” he bit out. Why
couldn’t he remember such simple things?

“What happened to you?”

“What do you mean?”

She lifted her hands and let her
fingers trail down the side of his face. “There is blood on the
side of your face, and a lump just above your temple. “

Is that why Lydell used the excuse that
he had hit his head? Jordan knew he would never fall in a carriage
so Lydell must have hit him. Was that why he was having trouble
remembering what happened earlier or why he couldn’t recall what he
put in which pocket?

Jordan shook the thoughts away. He
would worry about his confusion and lack of memory later. Right now
he needed to save Audrey. He held his wrists out to her. “Start
cutting on the rope.”

She did as he asked; sawing away and
the threads began to break one by one. Occasionally she had to rest
her hands. “I am sorry but these shackles are heavy.”

“I know, love.” The metal was cutting
into her tender skin and a few scratches had begun to bleed
slightly as she worked on setting him free. Jordan would have done
it himself if he could, but he had only Audrey to rely on for
getting free of the ropes. Once they were both out of here he would
take care of her wrists and any other part of her body that needed
care.

The rope finally gave way and fell to
the floor. Audrey sighed and let her hands fall again. Jordan put
his arms around Audrey and pulled her close. Feeling her softness
melt into him and smelling the spring sent of her hair renewed him
in a way nothing else could. They would escape this predicament
alive.

“We need to get out of here,” she said
into his chest.

Audrey was right. He would have all the
time in the world to hold her later, if they managed to escape. He
pulled back and lifted her hands. “Where did Millicent put the
key?”

“I never saw a key. She said she wasn’t
certain there was one.”

Jordan jumped from the bed and began
searching table and dresser tops and drawers. There was no key to
be found. Maybe it was in Millicent’s pocket because he couldn’t
believe anything that woman said.

“Maybe you could pick the
lock?”

He looked at her. There was the
possibility. He picked the knife up again and studied the lock. “It
doesn’t take a normal key but a screw.” He tilted the opening to
the light so he could see better. “There are a series of groves and
a lot of rust.”

“Try the cork screw,” Audrey
suggested.

It was a much smaller tip and Jordan
bent, twisting and turning the tip in the lock but he could not
disengage the mechanism. “I am sorry, Audrey, but they are going to
have to wait.”

She bit her bottom lip and
nodded.

Jordan grabbed his knife and the
corkscrew and approached the door quietly. He knelt on the floor
and put his eye close to the keyhole. “I don’t see anyone in the
sitting area.”

“Can you hear anything?”

“No.” Jordan straightened. “I think
they left or are in another chamber.” He leaned down and looked
again. “The other door is open. They must have left because Lydell
closed it when we entered.”

“Then we should hurry.” Audrey swung
her legs over the side of the bed and walked toward Jordan. He
began to fidget with the lock on the door. First with this knife,
which was too wide and then the corkscrew. After a moment he heard
the click and was able to turn the handle.

Jordan stood and held out his hand to
Audrey. “Let’s hurry.”

She gestured for him to move forward
and she would follow. It was probably best since he couldn’t
exactly hold her hand. He grasped the knife and moved through the
sitting area, pausing as they came to each separate door, waiting
to hear voices or movement. There was complete silence.

Jordan jerked at the creak of an
unoiled hinge and tightened his grip on the knife. The door leading
to the main hall was slowly pushed open further. With his free hand
he pushed Audrey behind him.

A head tentatively peeked into the room
and Jordan relaxed. It was the driver. Surprise lit his face and he
entered the room, gun drawn.

“Mr. Trent, is all well?”

“No.”

The driver reached into his pocket and
handed Jordan another gun. “I retrieved it from beneath my seat.
Lydell was acting strange and I thought it best to do as he wished.
I saw his pistol when he followed you to the house.”

“Where have you been?” Jordan didn’t
mean to sound harsh but he could have used his help
earlier.

“Trying to determine where he had taken
you,” the driver defended. “Come along. We should be able to get
out of here by the back stairs.”

“Won’t the servants say anything?”
Audrey asked.

The driver snorted. “Each one of them
is looking for a new position. They certainly are not going to
inform their current employer that their kidnapped victims are
escaping.”

“He is mine,” Millicent
screamed.

“Not until I am cold in the grave,”
Lydell returned.

Jordan listened for where the voices
were coming from. The two had to be standing at the top of the
stairs or very near to them. Were they on their way back to the
suite of rooms?

“All the sooner would suit me,” Lady
Lydell yelled.

There was a grunt and thud. Had she
attacked him?

“You bitch,” Lydell ground out right
before a gunshot echoed through the upper hall.
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Audrey looked to Jordan as what she
assumed was the sound of a body falling down the marble stairs.
Instead of trying to escape, Jordan altered his direction and moved
to the main entry. Audrey followed him and gasped at the blood
along the wall.

“Good God,” the driver
muttered.

She followed his line of sight. Both
Lord and Lady Lydell lay at the bottom of the steps. “Are they
dead?” her voice was barely a whisper.

Jordan put an arm around her waist. “I
believe so.”

Servants rushed from all directions,
stopping when they came to the bodies of their employers. Where had
those servants been when she screamed as Millicent held a knife to
her cheek?

“I knew they would come to a bad end,”
a footman muttered.

“Someone should go for the magistrate,”
Jordan suggested from the top of the stairs.

“Did you kill them?” a maid
asked.

No, not again. Why were people so
intent on casting Jordan as a murderer?

“They killed each other,” another
footman said.

Audrey studied him as relief washed
through her. “I was just coming from the library when I heard them
argue. Lord and Lady Lydell were at the top of the stairs. She
stabbed him and he shot her then they both fell.”

It was rather odd. None of the servants
seemed overly upset. If she didn’t know better, she would have
thought they were discussing something as insignificant as the
weather. How very sad.

“I’ll fetch the sheriff,” a lad offered
and was out the door quickly.

“While we are waiting, could someone
look in Lady Lydell’s pockets for a key?” Jordan lifted Audrey’s
hands so they could see the shackles.

A maid bent to do the task and didn’t
seem bothered that she was going through the pockets of a dead
woman. “She doesn’t have a key on her.”

“Millicent said she got them from the
cellar. Could it still be down there?” Audrey called
down.

An older gentleman nodded toward two
younger footmen and they disappeared. She could only assume they
were going to look for the key.

“I’ll search their suite of rooms,” a
maid offered and another followed her up the stairs. They barely
glanced at Audrey and Jordan when they moved to let the servants
by.

There had to be a key somewhere. These
shackles grew heavier by the moment and her arms were getting tired
from holding them up. If she let her wrists drop her shoulders
ached.

Audrey and Jordan stood in the center
of the stairs. She didn’t want to go down to the foyer because the
bodies lay there and she would have to step over them, and she
certainly didn’t want to return to the chambers they had come from.
For lack of any place to sit, Audrey sank down on the stairs and
rested her hands on her lap. There was instant relief to her arms
and shoulders.

Jordan settled beside her and placed an
arm around her back and gave her a quick squeeze. Thank goodness he
had arrived when he did. Audrey didn’t doubt that Millicent would
have scarred her beyond recognition. A chill went up her spine
recalling the feel of the cold blade against her cheek.

Jordan glanced down at her and then
took a handkerchief from his pocket. How had she missed that when
she was searching for his knife? He dabbed it against the small
point on her cheek where the knife had cut into her
skin.

“I would have hated Millicent for
harming you, but scars would not have changed the way I feel,” he
assured her, as if he read thoughts she was afraid to
acknowledge.

How do you feel, she wanted to blurt
out, but now didn’t seem to be the right place. They were sitting
in the middle of the stairs, his driver not far away and the dead
bodies of Lord and Lady Lydell were sprawled on the marble floor in
the foyer.

The front door opened a short time
later and three gentlemen stepped inside and took in the scene.
Jordan rose and descended the stairs to greet them. Audrey didn’t
have the energy or desire to go down there. Jordan could tell them
what they needed to know. She simply wanted these shackles off of
her wrists and to put this nightmare behind her.

Jordan and the footman who had seen the
argument stood to the side talking with two men, which Audrey
assumed were sent to investigate the matter. Did they have Runners
in Bath? It never occurred to her that they would be anywhere other
than London but certainly crimes took place in other parts of
England. She’d just never known of any.

The third man squatted down and was
studying the bodies. He wrote a few notes in a book then he took a
pad out of his satchel and began sketching. Did they do this every
time someone had been killed? It was all rather interesting though
she wished she weren’t a part of it. She would rather none of this
had happened or that she had learned about it by reading it in the
papers.

One of the gentlemen looked up at
Audrey and nodded to whatever Jordan was saying. He broke away and
mounted the steps and stopped a few before reaching her so that he
wasn’t towering over her.

“I am Mr. Hollings. Can you tell me
what occurred?”

Audrey sighed and began at the
beginning, when she received the note from who she assumed was
Jordan. She never did ask him if he had sent it but deep down she
suspected it was Millicent to get her out of the house and alone.
She would never trust so easily again.

He nodded and jotted down notes as she
spoke.

“Your story is the same as Mr.
Trent’s,” he concluded when she was finished. Did he think she
would lie? Audrey glanced at the bodies.

Perhaps investigators were used to
people lying to them.

“Is there a key?” He nodded to the
shackles.

“A few servants are looking.” Her voice
was monotone and seemed to be coming from someone who wasn’t her.
It was a very odd sensation and she really didn’t seem to
care.

“I hope they find it soon, those can’t
be comfortable.”

Audrey offered him a weak smile. They
were far from simply uncomfortable.

Footmen emerged from below carrying
what appeared to be tablecloths. They were draped over the bodies
before they were carried out. Some blood remained on the floor and
a maid began mopping up the evidence that the Lydells had died
there. Audrey watched it all with detachment. Would she ever get
their images out of her mind?

She studied the marble floor as the
water dried and the shine reappeared. One would never know what
happened here just a short time ago.

The footmen who had been sent for the
key returned.

“I am sorry, Mr. Trent. We couldn’t
find a key.”

Jordan glanced up at Audrey. There had
to be a way to get these off. She couldn’t wear them for the rest
of her life could she?

“Nor could we.”

Audrey turned to the voice of the maid
descending the stairs, the second one following her.

“Is there is a locksmith in town?”
Jordan asked one of the investigators.

“Stevens won’t be back until tomorrow
afternoon,” the man answered.

Audrey wanted to cry. How could she
stay this way for another day? She glanced out the window. It was
already getting dark. She had been gone from home for over
twenty-four hours. Her aunt and uncle must be beside themselves
with worry. “Shouldn’t we return to London?”

“Not until those are off,” Jordan
indicated to her hands.

“My family,” she began and didn’t
finish.

“Mine as well,” Jordan began to climb
the stairs, coming back to her. “I will have letters delivered so
they are aware.”

“We will see that they are taken care
of.” The man, who Audrey assumed was the butler,
offered.

“Thank you,” Jordan said before looking
down at Audrey. “I’ll go pen the letters, will you be alright?” He
studied her while he waited for her answer. She simply
nodded.

Jordan returned down stairs and stopped
before the butler. “Did Lydell keep paper and quills in the
library?”

“Yes, Mr. Trent. That is where he
worked.”

Jordan nodded and disappeared down the
hall.

Audrey allowed herself to slump against
the wall. She probably should get up and go downstairs but she
really didn’t want to move from this spot. Everything seemed to
ache and what she really wanted was a soft bed and deep, deep
slumber.

The servants milled about in the foyer,
talking so quietly that she couldn’t make out what they were
saying. The butler seemed to be giving instructions. A moment later
they all dispersed, going in separate directions, leaving Audrey
completely alone to stare at the spot where a woman she had known
since childhood, and had been friends with, died.
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Jordan quickly wrote a note to Clayton
and another to Audrey’s aunt and uncle. He did not go into detail,
but enough to explain what had happened and to assure them that
they were both well. He also advised them that instead of returning
to London, he would be accompanying Audrey to her parent’s home, or
wherever her father happened to be to request her hand in marriage.
Given the circumstances and that they were without a maid as
chaperone, Jordan hoped to be married quickly, even if it meant
driving to Scotland.

He folded and sealed the letters and
returned to the foyer where the butler was waiting.

“I have a stable hand waiting to
deliver these. He won’t rest until he gets to London,” the butler
assured him.

“Thank you.” Jordan handed the missives
to the man. “Why are you being so accommodating? ” The servants
were going out of their way to be helpful. In most households the
staff would be grieving almost as much as the family but not in
this case. It was as if nothing out of the ordinary had
occurred.

“We feel badly for not knowing Miss
Montgomery was here and in danger. We wouldn’t have known about you
if your driver hadn’t come into the kitchen.”

“It isn’t your fault,” Jordan assured
him.

“We’ve known something was wrong with
Lady Lydell for some time and were beginning to suspect Lord Lydell
might be going a bit mad himself.”

Jordan nodded.

“We just wish to make it right for any
pain or inconvenience that has been caused by our lack of
assistance.”

He glanced back at Audrey. Her skin was
still deathly white and her eyes had taken on a haunted look. Thank
goodness the maid was sitting with her. Perhaps she had noticed how
distress she was as well.

“We can only hope the next Lord Lydell
is better, though we don’t hold out much hope.” Jordan didn’t even
know who was in line to inherit. As far as he knew there were no
brothers or male cousins. “Who stands to gain the
title?”

The butler sniffed. “A
second cousin who lives in America,” he said with
disgust.

Jordan bit back a laugh. At least it
would be some time before word was delivered and the man could
return to England.

He thanked the butler once again and
made his way toward to the stairs. He needed to be with
Audrey.

“Would you like me to make up a couple
of rooms in a separate part of the house, Mr. Trent?” the maid
asked.

Audrey’s eyes grew wide, almost in
terror. He didn’t want to stay here anymore than she.

“I think I will take Miss Montgomery
into town, or is there a coaching inn close by.”

The maid brightened. “There is, not far
away and you won’t even need to go into Bath.”

The less people they encountered the
less likely Audrey’s reputation would be damaged.

“I will go with you. The owner is
married to my older sister.” She stood and smiled down at Audrey.
“I’ll explain the situation and get you set up nice and
tight.”

Audrey searchingly looked at Jordan.
She hadn’t spoken since the investigator had questioned her and he
began to grow concerned.

“I don’t want to risk Miss Montgomery’s
reputation.”

The maid tisked. “My brother-in-law
won’t say a word to nobody. On that you have my word. And, if I am
with you, then you can enter with Miss Montgomery and nobody can
say anything about her traveling alone.”

She did have a point.

Audrey pushed her hands against her
knees and stood. She swayed slightly and Jordan reached out to
steady her. The last thing he needed was Audrey tumbling down these
stairs in the manner the Lydells had.

“Oh dear,” the maid
muttered.

“What?”

“We can’t have Miss Montgomery seen
with those on her wrists.” She turned and raced up the stairs.
“I’ll be right back.”

Jordan pulled Audrey close and assisted
her down the stairs. Though she was fully clothed her hands and
cheeks were as cold as ice. What did it mean? Was she getting
ill?

When they reached the landing Audrey
stopped and stared at the floor, a frown marred her brow. Instead
of continuing forward she sidestepped and walked on the outer edge
of the foyer to avoid stepping where the bodies had come to rest.
He needed to get her out of this house before she
collapsed.

The maid returned a moment later,
carrying a large cloak over her arms. She hurried down the stairs
and handed it to Jordan. He placed it over Audrey’s shoulders and
buttoned up the front to hide her arms.

The maid nodded and the butler opened
the door. Clayton’s carriage was waiting to take them to the
coaching inn. Jordan assisted Audrey and then the maid into the
carriage before he settled into the seat beside Audrey. As the
carriage jolted forward Audrey’s shaking began until the tremors
seemed to overtake her and Jordan pulled her onto his lap, cradling
and holding her close.

[image: tmp_37f2b1bd63dbb97ba53fe935ebd3cc22_ZmQgPP_html_68e4ba74.jpg]

Why couldn’t she stop shaking and why
was she so cold? It was warm outside and she was in the thick cloak
that had once belonged to Millicent.

Oh God, Millicent was dead. Shot by
Lydell.

Tears sprang to her eyes. How had
everything gone so wrong? First Jordan had been accused of murder
and it turned out that Lydell was behind the deaths all because of
jealousy. And when had Millicent slipped into madness? It had to
have been madness to think Jordan would turn to her in the end and
to believe that he was in love with her. Was she in danger of
losing her mind in believing she loved Jordan and that he cared for
her?

What if he didn’t? What if he was just
being kind? What if she read more into their relationship than was
there? What if he really didn’t wish to marry her? What if he
turned from her? Rejected her? Would she hound him like Millicent?
Would she be so heartsick that she couldn’t go on and wouldn’t give
up until she had him?

No, the voice streamed in her head. He
will marry you and he does care. You aren’t crazy like
Millicent.

Had Millicent always been unhinged and
they were just noticing or did it simply happen over a long time?
Audrey had known her since they were girls. How could she have not
noticed?

My God, the woman was going to cut her
with a knife simply to have Jordan. Was everyone simply a step or
two away from madness if put in the right circumstance?

Audrey tried to take a deep breath to
calm her tremors but her chest was too tight. She couldn’t get
air.

The carriage was closing in and Jordan
was holding her too tight. She had to get out of here. “Stop.” She
cried.

Jordan jerked back and the maid
jumped.

She pushed at Jordan. She had to get
off of his lap and to get some air. She needed to breathe. It was
impossible to fill her lungs and her breaths became more shallow
and quicker with each moment that passed. Stars twinkled at the
edge of her vision and Jordan pounded on the roof of the
carriage.

It began to slow and before it came to
a full stop, Audrey pushed open the door and jumped out, running
away from it as fast as her legs could carry her.

“Audrey,” Jordan called.

Audrey dropped to her knees at the side
of the road, taking deep gulps of air but it wasn’t
helping.

Jordan knelt in front of her and raised
her face to his. “What is it, love?”

She opened her mouth to answer, her
breaths quick, heart racing and chest aching, but she didn’t know
what to say.

“Audrey, look at me,” he ordered in a
calm tone.

She focused her eyes on his deep blue
ones. He held her face in place.

“You are going to be fine. It is
over.”

She swallowed and blinked at him. Was
it really over? “What if it happens to me?”

A gentle smile curved on his lips.
“Audrey, you will not slip into madness. I won’t allow
it.”

“Who says anyone can control such a
thing?” she cried, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“You will have me, always.”

Audrey grasped his forearm. “Will I?”
she demanded.

The smile slipped from his face and her
heartbeat increased, threatening to cut off what little breath she
had left. Was she going to die at the side of the road in Bath? Is
this what was to become of her because she fell in love with a
rake?

“Audrey, what is wrong?”

She couldn’t explain. She didn’t know
how to explain. And, why was this happening to her? She hadn’t felt
this way in two years. Why now? She thought she had these “attacks”
as mother called them under control. Why now? Why when she was with
Jordan? He couldn’t possibly understand. And what must he think
seeing her this way. She just wanted it to stop.

“Audrey,” he asked slowly. “Has this
ever happened to you before?”

She couldn’t answer and simply nodded.
He must hate her and if she could control her emotions she would
but when they overpowered her there was nothing she could do. It
hurt so bad.

He grasped her hands and tried to hold
them still. His warmth engulfed her but not enough to stop her
teeth from chattering. She looked down to where his hands held hers
but she couldn’t see them. He had slipped them inside her cloak.
Why was she so cold?

“Look at me Audrey,”

She glanced up at Jordan
again.

“When did this happen to you
last?”

She swallowed. “Two years
ago.”

He simply nodded. “Did something tragic
happen at that time?”

She tried to concentrate and think
back. Nothing in particular. It had been a normal day. She was in
the stables and for no reason the stall had begun to close in on
her and she had to get out of there. She had been shaking and cold,
just like now. Mother had tucked her into bed and given her
laudanum. “Nothing?” she finally answered.

“I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“I’ve seen this happen to someone I
love very much on occasion.”

She wasn’t the only one? “Is she in
Bedlam?”

A smile pulled at his lips and Jordan
chuckled. “No.” He clasped her hands tighter. “It is a strange
panic that comes on for no reason but it does pass in
time.”

Audrey blinked at him. “Does it happen
often?” Would this happen to her more and more and would she slip
into madness eventually.

“Not since my father died,” he answered
grimly.

Was it his step-mother?

“You probably won’t suffer from it as
much either. I think this was brought on by the
Lydells.”

“You don’t think I am going mad?” At
least her teeth had stopped chattering and breathing was becoming a
bit easier.

“No, love.”

“What if it happens again?” Tears
filled her eyes at the mere thought of being in this state over and
over.

Jordan brought his hands up and held
her face. “I will be there to hold you, always.”

Something broke in her at that moment
and before she could comprehend, Audrey was curled up, rocking and
sobbing. She couldn’t stop. She wanted to but every emotion she had
ever felt seemed as if it was engulfing, pulling her apart and
pouring out of her. Jordan gathered her onto his lap, rocked and
whispered against her hair. Audrey couldn’t understand a word he
was saying but his arms were a comfort. In this moment they were
her strength.

She had no idea how long she cried. It
could have been minutes or an hour. All she knew was that
eventually the tears subsided and she suffered through a short bout
of hiccups as Jordan wiped the tears and dried her face with his
handkerchief. When she finally had control, Audrey looked up at
him. His eyes shone with love and she knew in her heart that is
what he felt even though he had never said the words. A moment
later he leaned in and gave her the most tender kiss she had ever
experienced. If she hadn’t been in love before this moment, she
most certainly was now.

“Do you think you can return to the
carriage now?”

Audrey nodded.

Jordan stood and helped her to her feet
and anchored an arm around her waist. She could not fall
again.
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Jordan did not let go of Audrey even
after they were seated inside. She was composed again. Color had
returned to her cheeks and she was breathing normally. He was
amazed she hadn’t broken before now given what she had been
through. But it wasn’t simply being upset and crying, she had
panicked, much like Rose used to do. They never understood what
brought it on in Rose, though Jordan suspected it was living with
his demanding and unforgiving father for so many years. Audrey had
just come through a harrowing experience as well. Was that what
sent her into hysteria?

No, Rose had suffered for no reason,
when father had been away for weeks.

He turned to study Audrey. He had never
felt more helpless when watching someone in so much pain and unable
to breath. If only he knew what caused such reactions he would be
sure she was never in such a situation again.

The carriage rolled to a stop outside
of a coaching inn. The yard was full of carriages and horses and
Jordan prayed travelers had only stopped off for a meal and to
change horses. If not, there were probably no rooms available. The
maid, who he learned was called Patricia, went ahead to speak with
her brother-in-law while Jordan assisted Audrey from the carriage.
He made sure her cloak was shut completely so that nobody noticed
the shackles on her wrist.

Her smile was weak and he knew she must
be more exhausted than he. Perhaps a good night’s rest and she
would be as good as new tomorrow. Of course, being rid of the irons
around her wrists would go a long way in easing her
comfort.

Patricia emerged before they reached
the door. “They only have one room left,” she whispered.

He glanced at Audrey and back at the
inn. “I will sleep in the common room, if they will allow
it.”

“No,” Audrey argued.

“I can’t stay with you and I am not
leaving you here alone.”

“I don’t want to be alone.” Her eyes
were more pleading with his tone.

“I thought Patricia could stay with
you.” That had been his intention all along. After today he wasn’t
about to leave Audrey to herself but he certainly couldn’t share a
chamber with her.

“I want you with me,
please.”

“Audrey, we can’t. We are not married,”
he whispered. “What if someone sees us?”

“Please, I want you with
me.”

The fear that had overcome her earlier
was not yet completely gone and despite how dangerous this may be
to her reputation, Jordan knew he could not leave her side. “Very
well. I will remain with you.”

Her shoulders dropped as if she were
relieved.

“I’ll take you around back and through
the kitchens. Nobody will see the two of you together when you go
to your room,” Patricia offered as she began leading them around
the building.

“The staff will know,” Jordan pointed
out.

“They won’t say anything,” Patricia
assured him. “Most of them are family and if someone speaks out of
turn they will lose their position.”

“Your brother-in-law would do such a
thing?”

She laughed. “He has done it twice
before so I wouldn’t worry none.”

Jordan led Audrey through the back door
into a very busy kitchen. The aromas of fresh bread and searing
meat assailed him. His stomach grumbled and mouth watered. The
first thing he was going to do after getting Audrey settled was
request dinner for both of them. How long had it been since either
of them had eaten. He couldn’t recall most of the last day so he
had no idea.

Patricia led them up a set of dark
stairs and into a hallway off the second floor landing. She paused
at the room directly across from where he stood and unlocked the
door.

“This is all he had. It may be a bit
cramped but it will do for the night,” she said as she entered and
held the door for them. A bed, barely large enough for two people
was against the far wall. A small stove for heating was in the
opposite corner. Beside it was a table and two chairs. There was
one window and Jordan strolled over to look outside. It faced the
courtyard but the noise wasn’t too loud given the window was
closed.

Audrey shrugged off her cloak and
Patricia draped it over the back of a chair before Audrey sank onto
the bed. “I think I could sleep for a week.”

Jordan glanced over at her. Rose
usually took to her bed after such incidents and slept for hours.
Would Audrey do the same? She probably needed the sleep but would
it be possible with those things about her wrist?

“I’ll see about getting you some
dinner,” Patricia announced before she left the two of them
alone.

“Why don’t you rest?” Jordan suggested.
He had to keep in mind that she was fragile at the moment and had
just come through a horrible ordeal instead of focusing on how
desirable she looked sitting on the very inviting bed. Only a cad
would attempt to seduce her at this moment.

“I will after I have eaten and
washed.”

Did she intend to bathe? How could she
with her wrists like that? Hopefully Patricia could be of service
because Jordan didn’t trust himself. The room was intimate enough
without him being present or helping her with her bath.

He pulled a chair out from the table
and sat. It was best to remain on the far side of the room from
Audrey. He would sleep in this position if he had to. Just because
they were to spend the night together did not mean he could take
the liberties he had envisioned. This was his future wife and he
would behave like a gentleman.

There was a quick knock at the door and
Jordan rose and strode over to answer it. Surely Patricia wasn’t
back with their food already.

He yanked the door open to find the
driver standing in the hall with his trunk. Jordan had completely
forgotten that he had packed for a long trip, intending not to
return home until after he was married.

“Where would you like this, Mr.
Trent?”

Jordan scanned the room. “Put it by the
wall.” He gestured to an area not far from the bed. At least he had
a change of clothing. The same could not be said for Audrey. Even
if she did have something she couldn’t change her clothing anyway,
not with her wrists shackled.

He glanced over to where her hands
rested in her lap. There was bruising at the wrists and they were
slightly swollen. Why did the locksmith have to pick now of all
times to be gone. She had to be terribly uncomfortable.

Patricia followed shortly after the
driver with a tray loaded with bowls of stew, tankards of ale and
fresh warm bread. Audrey sat down across from Jordan at the table,
closed her eyes and inhaled before she groaned. “I am so
hungry.”

His stomach grumbled almost as loudly
as her groan.

She giggled and the sound was music to
his ears. She was recovering.

Audrey lifted her hand to grasp the
spoon and the other hand came with it. How could she eat this way?
She struggled through three bites then attempted to lift her
tankard. It was awkward and a few droplets slid down her chin. She
set it back on the table, leaned back and blew out a breath. “It is
too much work to try and eat and drink.”

“Then I shall feed you.” Jordan
grinned.

Audrey eyed him with suspicion but when
he held a piece of buttered bread to her lips she bit into it,
taking a chunk and devouring it.

When he took a drink of ale, he gave
Audrey a drink. When he spooned a bite of stew into his mouth he
did the same for her and so it continued until they were both
pleasantly full and the bowls empty.

“Thank you,” she said after he dabbed
her face with a cloth. “I don’t think anyone has had to feed me
since I was a babe.”

“I rather enjoyed it.” Jordan grinned.
And he had. There was something seductive about the way her mouth
opened and then closed over the spoon and the way the tip of her
tongue darted out to lick the remains of gravy from her lip. As the
meal progressed he became more and more uncomfortable and he had to
shift in his seat several times. “How long would it take to travel
from here to your home in Grosmont?” Jordan knew it took two full
days from London. He had never traveled there from Bath.

“Three or four days, if we stop
overnight.”

He wanted to be a gentleman and not
make love to Audrey before they were married. But he wasn’t a saint
either. They had tonight at this inn and depending on when the
locksmith could free her hands, perhaps another. Then three or four
days alone in the carriage with her, and more nights at inns, and
no companion or maid to protector her. Jordan wasn’t sure he could
endure it.

Perhaps they should skip Grosmont and
go straight to Scotland?

He dismissed the idea almost
immediately. He was going to gain her father’s permission first. It
was the respectful thing to do.

Audrey turned her face into her
shoulder and yawned. They were both exhausted and he rang for a
maid. He would leave long enough for Audrey to wash, see to any
needs and ready herself for bed. It was early by London standards
but they had just been through a few grueling days. No doubt she
would be asleep, as soon as her head rested on the
pillow.

Patricia arrived a short time later.
“Is there anything else I can get for you?” she asked.

“Why haven’t you returned to the
manor?”

“I am not going back there until I
must.” She shivered as if the place scared her. “Besides, one of
the servants is ill and I am staying to help out my
brother-in-law.”

“Could you remain with Audrey?” Jordan
asked. At least she was familiar with Patricia and it wouldn’t be a
stranger assisting her.

“I’ll see that she is all settled. Just
let me take these things down to the kitchen.” She placed the used
bowls and utensils onto the tray. “I’ll bring back some hot water
so you can wash up before bed.”

“Thank you,” Audrey said with a tired
smile.
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It took longer than Jordan expected but
he was able to locate an apothecary and a shop with a few readymade
dresses in Bath. He had arrived just before the shops were to
close. He wasn’t sure the garments would fit Audrey but at least
she would have something else to wear besides her riding
outfit.

When he entered the room, Patricia was
sitting by the stove, a small candle was lit on the table beside
her and she was stitching. Audrey lay on the bed curled on her
side, sound asleep. He had never seen her so relaxed and so
beautiful. His heart constricted for a second. What was it about
her that caused the strangest sensations in his body?

Patricia folded her sewing and stood.
“I’ve had a bottle of wine delivered in case you need it later.”
She indicated to the bottle on the table and two goblets. “Miss
Montgomery has been asleep for near an hour now. I don’t suspect
she will wake before morning.”

“Thank you for staying with her.”
Jordan set his packages on the table by the wine. He would pour
himself a glass and enjoy it before he slept tonight.

“You just ring if you need
anything.”

With a nod she ducked out of the room
and closed the door quietly behind her. Jordan pushed his fingers
through his hair and wandered to the window. The courtyard was
still fairly busy but not like it had been upon their arrival. He
needed sleep as much as Audrey but the chair did not look all that
inviting.

Perhaps the floor, but there wasn’t
even a rug to help with the comfort.

He sighed and returned to the table
where he poured a glass of wine. If he drank the bottle perhaps he
wouldn’t care or notice the hard floor.

The one place he was not sleeping was
in that bed with Audrey.
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Audrey opened her eyes and strained to
look about the strange room. The only light came from the fire lit
in the stove. Jordan was in the center of the room, smoothing
blankets out on the floor. A pillow rested by his feet. She would
sit up but it took too much effort. As it was she couldn’t find a
comfortable position. She was so used to sleeping on her side with
her hands tucked under her pillow and beneath her head. It was
impossible shackled liked this. She had tried to lay on her back at
first but the metal was heavy against her stomach so she rolled to
the side. Since she had been able to grasp only snippets of sleep
and she doubted she would get much before they were off for good.
As it was her arms and shoulders ached from being in the same
position since Millicent had put them on and she didn’t even know
when that had been.

“What are you doing?”

He turned to look at her. “How are you
feeling?”

She stifled a yawn. “Still
tired.”

He bent forward and kissed her
forehead. “You should sleep.”

“You didn’t answer my
question.”

“I am making a bed up on the
floor.”

Did he really think to sleep on the
hard wood? “The bed is large enough for both of us.”

He stared at her as if she had lost her
mind. “That is not a good idea, Audrey.” He turned his back quickly
and began shaking out the blanket he had just smoothed
out.

“Why?”

His head dropped but he didn’t turn to
look at her. “Are you so innocent?”

Her face warmed. “Yes though I suspect
that will soon end, if you still plan to marry me.”

He turned so quickly she didn’t have to
blink. “Of course I intend to marry you,” he insisted.

“Then get into the bed. You will be
sore tomorrow if you sleep down there.”

Jordan glanced at the floor, back at
the bed, then to the floor again before looking in her eyes. “Why
are you awake?”

Why was he changing the subject? “I am
uncomfortable. I can’t sleep as I normally would and my shoulders
ache.”

A gentle smile came to his lips and he
settled at the side of the bed.

Audrey rolled to her back and looked up
at him. “I would love to simply stretch but they weigh too much to
bring over my head.”

Jordan placed both hands on her wrists
and slowly lifted them away from her body. Her elbows bent and a
moment later the hands rested on the pillow behind her head. A sigh
escaped from the immediate relief and she arched her back to
stretch the aching muscles.

“This was not a wise
decision.”

Audrey looked up into his dark blue
smoldering eyes. Goodness. That look could scorch a lady’s heart.
Whatever had she done?

Before she could voice the question
Jordan leaned forward and placed his lips against hers. Audrey
melted. She moved to put her arms around him but momentarily forgot
that she couldn’t lift them, especially from this
position.

His kiss was gentle at first but became
more demanding the longer he continued. Audrey didn’t care. Strange
warmth was building, one she had experienced before and she was
anxious to know where it led.

Jordan traced the seam of her lips.
When she opened he delved setting her aflame with when his tongue
mingled with hers. Goodness, he had never kissed her with such
passion before. It scared and thrilled her at the same time and she
certainly didn’t want him to stop.

He lifted his head and looked at her.
“You know you are at my mercy.”

She nodded. He could do anything he
wished and she was not in a position to stop him. In her heart she
knew he would never hurt her.

“If at any time you wish me to stop
just say so and I will.”

Audrey studied him with confusion.
“What are you going to do?”

A seductive grin came to his lips and
that devilish dimple winked at her. “I am going to show you a taste
of the passion I have been fighting since we first met.”

Was she finally going to learn what
occurred between a man and woman? “Are you going to make love to
me?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

A thrill shot through her.

“But, I will not make you mine
yet.”

What did he mean? Oh, there was so much
that she didn’t understand.

He brought his hands up to cradle her
face. “Do you trust me?”

She nodded.

“I want you to promise me that if you
wish me to stop all you need to do is say the word.”

She blinked at him.

“Promise me.”

She nodded again. She couldn’t imagine
telling him not to do anything. Especially when he looked at her
with such smoldering eyes.

His hands slid down her neck, a warm
caress of his fingers against her skin. Why hadn’t she remained in
that simple dress when she had gone to meet him? This blouse and
jacket were far too binding.

He pushed her riding jacket to the side
and cupped and lifted her breasts, running a thumb over the tips of
each. They grew heavy and tingled at his touch. “I’ve longed to
touch you for so long.”

If she could, Audrey would run her
hands down his chest as well, but as he pointed out, she was at his
mercy.

Jordan leaned forward and began kissing
her again with a passion hotter and more intense than before.
Goodness, she might not survive everything he had to offer if he
was only giving her a taste tonight.

The cooler air grazed across her
exposed chest as he unbuttoned her blouse and tugged it out of her
riding skirt. Only her chemise separated her skin from his caress.
He tugged again and the chemise came free. Jordan smoothed his
hands down her ribcage and to her waist, heating the silk of her
undergarments with his touch. He then smoothed them back up,
pushing the chemise up and over her breasts until she was
completely exposed to him. Audrey’s’ face burned as hot as the
flames in the stove and if her hands were free she would have
covered herself.

Jordan sat up and looked at her. His
hands cupping and weighing each breast and his thumbs once again
smoothing over each nipple which were now erect and Audrey knew it
had nothing to do with the cold.

“Perfection,” he murmured before he
leaned forward and took one into his mouth. Audrey about jumped
from the bed and pleasure shot through her body, from the tip of
her breast to her woman area. Goodness.

He moved from one breast to the other,
kissing, nipping and suckling until she thought she was going to
explode from the pleasure of it all.

Jordan’s hand slipped up her leg and
Audrey shifted, willing to give him access to anything he wished to
touch. If he gave the same pleasure everywhere else he touched she
would grant him access anywhere.

He paused and looked up at her. “This
isn’t a skirt.”

She bit her lip and shook her head.
“Riding skirt designed in case I didn’t have to ride
side-saddle.

He chuckled and slipped his hands
around her waist and to her back. A moment later the skirt was
loose. He didn’t mean to completely undress her, did he? Even
though there was little light in the room he would still be able to
see her clearly. She always assumed when the private areas were
involved it was under the cloak of darkness and beneath
covers.

Her face heated with embarrassment.
Jordan said he would stop if she asked. Shouldn’t she? This could
not be right. But, he was a rake and they did have wicked
reputations.

But he would see that part of her that
nobody was ever to see.

“Audrey.”

She blinked up at him.

“That is probably the loveliest shade
of embarrassment I’ve seen yet.”

She bit her bottom lip as her face
burned hotter.

“Do you trust me?”

She nodded, unable to speak.

He leaned forward and tongued her
nipple before suckling it. Another jolt of pleasure shot to the
core.

“Do you wish me to stop?”

He moved to the other breast and did
the same. She couldn’t speak, only squirm as desire took over her
body.

Without his mouth leaving her breasts,
Jordan slid the skirt down her legs, breaking only when he could
reach no further. He sat up, pulled it the rest of the way off and
tossed it on the floor. She was now fully exposed to him. She
clamped her legs closed as if by doing so he wouldn’t be able to
see anything. She was only fooling herself.

His fingers trailed up her thigh,
inching toward her very center that had begun to pulse and ache in
a way she had never experienced.

“You are so beautiful,” he murmured
again. His lips took hers as his fingers found her curls, dipping
and touching the very spot that ached with need. Audrey moaned into
his mouth and let her legs relax.
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Jordan bit back a grin. He had never
seen a more perfectly formed woman in his life and he wanted to
taste each and every inch of her. Audrey’s passion was fresh and
new and though she may be embarrassed, she hadn’t shied back from
his touch, though he suspected he might truly shock her before he
was finished.

There was something very pagan in the
way she was laid out before him with her hands above her head,
shackled, open to his pleasure and desire and unable to stop him
from doing what he wished. He had known gentlemen who enjoyed tying
women to the bedposts and such and that had never interested him
before. He liked having a woman’s hands on him as much as he
enjoyed touching them. But there was something so very arousing
about Audrey in this position that set his heart pounding and cock
aching all the more.

He hadn’t expected her to let her
thighs open so quickly or her hips to lift off of the bed at his
touch. Though he didn’t mind bringing her to release with his
fingers, he wanted to do so with his mouth.

He caressed within her folds, not quit
with enough pressure to bring her to release but to keep her on the
brink as he trailed kisses from her neck to her stomach. He shifted
until he was between her thighs and Audrey startled when he touched
his tongue to what he had barely touched before.

She stiffened and lifted her head.
“What are you doing?”

He paused only for a moment. “Trust
me.”

Her head fell back against the bed and
Jordan continued. She hadn’t told him to stop and he wasn’t about
to.

Jordan kept the stroke of his tongue
strong and steady as she writhed beneath him, moaning. Her hips
lifted off the bed as if she were straining for release though
Jordan doubted she had ever experienced one. Passion was second
nature to Audrey and they would have many pleasure filled hours
ahead of them.

He ached and his need to be joined with
her was powerful and Jordan feared he would come when Audrey found
her release. He hadn’t lost such control since he was fourteen and
found a book in his father’s library and he would be damned if he
allowed it to happen the first time he brought Audrey to
release.

Her folds were slick with her desire
and he edged one finger into her tight passage and then a second,
stretching her. There was no maidenhead or even a partial one. Was
it deeper than where he thought it should be? He sank his fingers
into the moist heat and it was almost his undoing. There was no
barrier to stop him. Was it possible that Audrey was not a virgin?
He had never been with one before so all he knew of what to expect
when bedding an innocent was what he had read in books.

Her channel tightened around him and
Jordan bit back is own groan, wishing it was his manhood being
caressed. He could not last much longer. His cock was heavy and
ached for release and the longer he prolonged Audrey’s the more
painful it would be for him,

He increased the pressure of his tongue
and a small cry broke from her lips and Jordan fought the need to
find release with her.

His ministrations slowed as he brought
her back to earth and her hips once again rested against the
mattress. Jordan slid up the bed and came to rest beside
her.

Audrey’s breathing was still erratic
and he knew it would be a bit before she was completely recovered.
This was probably his favorite part of making love. First sending
her soaring with an explosive release and then holding her as she
returned to earth.

“What just happened?” she asked a
moment later.

“The little death?”

Her brows drew together in a
frown.

“It is what the French call an orgasm
or release. That is what you experienced.”

She shook as if a chill ran over her
body and Jordan pulled the blanket up to cover them both. “I had no
idea. I mean, I never even expected. I…”

He placed a finger to her lips. “I
know.”

Though the state of her virginity was
still in question, Audrey had never found pleasure before and for
some reason pride welled up in him for being the one who brought it
to her.

She tilted her head and looked up at
him. “What about you?”

He stiffened. Perhaps she wasn’t as
innocent as he had thought. “What do you mean?”

“I assumed gentlemen found pleasure as
well.” Her face colored again. “You do have a reputation of having
had many lovers. Is that why women adore you so, because of
this?”

He bit back a grin. He believed that
was part of the reason. Though he had liked to take his pleasure
where he could he never left a lady unsatisfied.
“Perhaps.”

“Does a gentleman not enjoy the same
experience?”

The thought of Audrey kissing him to
orgasm as he had brought her to release only made him ache all the
more.

“Gentlemen experience something
similar.”

She tried to roll over and face him but
found it impossible. He moved her wrists from above her head so she
could move more freely. She turned on her side and looked at him.
He couldn’t believe they were having this conversation. How could
she be so innocent and lack proof of her virginity?

He studied her. “You do know how babes
are born.”

Her cheeks turned a rosy color. “I know
where they come from. I’ve just never been told how they got there
in the first place.”

Jordan laughed. He couldn’t help
himself.

Her eyes clouded in hurt and he quickly
sobered. “I promise to show you how they get there as soon as we
are married.”

“Is that what is pleasurable for
you?”

“And you” Jordan pulled her close and
let her head rest on his shoulder. The iron at her wrist bit into
his side but it was a small discomfort to what she was living with
at the moment.

“Nothing can be better than what just
happened,” she said right before she yawned. In moments Audrey was
sound asleep while Jordan remained wide awake, his cock hard and
aching. At this rate he would get no sleep.

What he needed was a walk in the cool
night air to relax. With those thoughts he slid from the bed and
put his coat on once again, buttoning it in the front so nobody
noticed his current need. With one last glance back at the bed, he
slipped out of the room and locked the door behind him. He wouldn’t
be gone long and Audrey would certainly sleep longer now that she
had experienced the best aid in sleeping he had ever
encountered.

He tucked his hands in his pockets and
left the building, strolling down the walk leading into town. How
could she ask and say such innocent things and not be a virgin. Did
he not understand what a maidenhead was?

Did it really matter if she had been
with a gentleman before him? Though Jordan wished he were the one
and only lover she would ever have it was a bit hypocritical to
demand his wife be a virgin when he had lost count over the number
of women he had bedded in the last fifteen years. He was rather
disgusted with himself at the thought and lucky he hadn’t picked up
the pox in any of those encounters, though he had become much more
careful of his bed partners then when he was much younger and
always used the sheath.

Would he love Audrey any less for
having been with someone else?

The answer came to him in a
clear no.

It didn’t matter and the only reason he
was thinking of it now was because the revelation had been a bit of
a shock.

It was still possible she was a virgin,
however, and he simply didn’t understand.

Jordan barked out laughter. He had
thought he knew everything about intimacy and making love.
Apparently, he knew nothing about virgins.

His body was relaxed by the time he
returned to the inn. The courtyard was busy and when he stepped
inside several men and some women were seated around tables. A few
he recognized from society and Jordan turned away. He wanted to
return to his room and sleep and not be pulled into conversation.
Besides, he had been gone from Audrey too long. What if she
awakened and wondered where he was. He had left her undressed, thus
vulnerable, since she could not dress herself. Or at least he
assumed so given she had limited use of her arms.

A footman he recognized from the Lydell
estate stood at the counter speaking with the owner.

“There is Mr. Trent now.”

The footman turned and grinned. “We
found the key.”

Relief shot through Jordan. Audrey
would be thrilled that she would not have to wait until sometime
tomorrow to be free of those shackles. “Thank you.” He searched for
his coin purse but the man held up his hands and backed away. “It
isn’t necessary, Mr. Trent.” He handed him the key and bolted out
the door.

Jordan simply stared after the lad
before turning and mounting the stairs. He unlocked the door and
pushed it open; trying to be as quiet as possible though he knew he
would be waking Audrey any moment so he could finally unlock the
irons.

He glanced toward the bed. She was
sitting up watching the door. Most of her hair had come loose and
was hanging about her shoulders. The blouse and jacket were open,
revealing her breasts though the delightful coral nipples were
covered. She looked tussled and well loved. His cock swelled. The
walk had not been nearly long enough.
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Audrey fought the panic of waking
alone. Where had Jordan gone? Was it her wanton behavior what drove
him away? But he was the one who did those delicious things to her.
Should she have said no? How could she have? She had never
experienced anything so wonderful in her life.

The lock clicked in the door and she
stared at it, praying it was Jordan and nobody else.

The door slowly opened and he stepped
inside. Relief washed over here.

He grinned at her and held up a
key.

“They found it?”

Jordan laughed as he crossed the room.
“A footman just brought it to me.”

Audrey sat further up and produced her
wrists. She couldn’t get these off soon enough.

Jordan pulled a chair up to the side of
the bed. She settled her wrists on his knees and held her breath.
Jordan bent over and began fighting with the key in the lock. He
could only screw it in so far before it stopped. He then tried with
the other wrist and again the screw would only go so far. Panic
welled up. What if it wasn’t the right key? He shifted and more
light shown on her wrists.

Jordan went back to trying to make the
key work, turning it with such force that his knuckles turned
white. Was it the wrong key?

“Let’s move to the table. That surface
might be better.”

Audrey grasped the blanket for cover
since she hadn’t put her riding skirt back on and hobbled to the
table trying not to reveal her lower body but it was deuced
difficult to hold the blanket so everything was covered with her
hands like this. Jordan didn’t even glance at her and picked up the
lamp to place it on the table beside them. He once again bent to
work at the lock on her right wrist, trying to make the lock come
loose.

“What is wrong?” Audrey finally
asked.

“I am afraid there is too much
rust.”

Of course there was. The outside
surface and where the links joined were rusted as well, but not
enough to weaken the metal so that she could break them
apart.

“There must be something that can be
done.” What if she was stuck like this forever. No. She couldn’t
even think that way. The locksmith would be here tomorrow and he
would know what to do.

Jordan sat back in his chair, and
looked around the room while rubbing his chin. Despite her
disappointment in not being free, she couldn’t help but admire his
handsome profile. She wondered if his face itched. Every time she
had seen him he had been clean shaven. There was at least a days’
worth of dark stubble along his chin and jaw line. In a day or two
he might have a full beard. It made his appearance a bit more
wicked, though that could only be because of what he had done to
her earlier. Her face heated as she remembered his head between her
thighs and where he had kissed her. Goodness, she never dreamed
such things occurred. Would he wish for her to do the same to him
and would she even know how?

“We had a gardener on the estate when I
was a child,” Jordan said a few moments later. “Some tools had been
left out over winter.”

Audrey frowned. “Shouldn’t a gardener
be more careful with his items?”

Jordan offered her a sheepish grin. “I
left them out, John and I. I can’t remember what we were playing at
but we didn’t put them away and winter came.”

“They rusted?” she prompted.

“Yes,” Jordan chuckled. “The gardener
made us clean them.”

Audrey leaned forward.

“Oil if I remember. It loosened the
rust.”

Hope began to grow. “Do you have
any?”

He laughed again. “I do not carry oil
with me, but they should have some in the stable. He rose from the
chair, kissed her on the forehead and disappeared. Audrey drummed
her fingers against the table. She wanted these off her wrists more
than anything and hoped Jordan could find what he
needed.

He returned a moment later with a small
container and soft rages. “The stable hand gave me these.” He set
the items on the table, turned her wrists so that the opening to
the lock faced the ceiling. Slowly he poured liquid into the lock
on her right wrist. She tried to turn her left hand so that lock
was facing up as well but the chain wasn’t long enough that she
could hold both arms in the correct position.

Jordan sat back.

“Now what?”

“We need to give it time to penetrate
the rust. I remember trying to clean tools and when they couldn’t
come clean the gardener told me that I just couldn’t pour it on and
wipe off but had to wait for it to be absorbed.

Audrey slumped. “How long?”

Jordan shrugged. “I can’t remember but
it seemed like a very long time to a ten-year-old boy.”

“It seems like a very long time for a
twenty-one-year-old female.”

He hitched a brow. “So, that is how old
you are.”

“You didn’t know?” She assumed he did.
Ages were not a secret amongst society, especially if one was an
unmarried lady. If she recalled, he was one and thirty, ten years
older than her.

“It never mattered.”

“I am practically a child compared to
your ancient years and experience,” she teased.

Jordan looked at her bodice and a smile
tugged at his lips. “Hardly a child, my love.”

Audrey glanced down. Her blouse and
coat still hung open from earlier. Her breasts strained against the
chemise. A shiver ran over her skin and her nipples tightened.
Audrey wasn’t sure if it was from the chill in the air or Jordan’s
smoldering look.

He grasped the bottle of wine and
poured a glass before taking a sip. She was parched and licked her
lips. Jordan leaned forward and placed the goblet to her mouth so
she could drink. She couldn’t wait to feed herself again, though it
had been rather fun when Jordan had done so for her.

“Do you think it has been long
enough?”

“Perhaps.” He picked up the key again
and inserted it into the lock. Instead of trying to make it work,
he moved it about as if scrubbing the inside and then stopped and
set it aside.

He wasn’t giving up already, was he?
Instead he reached into a pocket and took out the cork-skrew. “I
don’t want to ruin the key or wear it down so it doesn’t
work.”

Audrey nodded and resisted the urge to
bounce her leg in anticipation and nervousness.

He went back to scraping the inside
with the corkscrew. Goodness those things had more uses than she
realized. He had used it to pick a lock and now on her cuffs. He
tilted the cuff slightly and reddish brown oil ran out. That was
good, wasn’t it? Once again he inserted the key and this time he
tried to turn it. “I don’t want to force it because I don’t want
the key to break in the lock.”

She nodded. This had to work. It just
had to.

Jordan poured a bit more oil into the
lock. He took a sip of his wine and then offered a drink to her.
Audrey simply sighed. This could take the rest of the
night.

Once again he used the corkscrew to
loosen up the rust on the inside of the lock. It still didn’t give
and he poured the oil in once again.

Audrey blew out a breath in
frustration. Jordan refilled the goblet and offered her another
drink.

“I went shopping today, while you
slept.”

She watched as he crossed the room and
picked a package up off of his small trunk and began to unwrap it.
He held up two dresses, both made of a light blue material. “I hope
they fit.”

Her heart warmed. “Thank
you.”

“As we will be traveling to your
parent’s home from here, I thought you may wish for a change of
clothing.”

“I cannot wait to be out of this riding
habit,” she admitted.

He quirked a brow. “As it is, you are
only wearing half of it.”

Her face heated and she would have
wrapped the blanket tighter except she had to keep her hands on the
table so the oil didn’t spill out of the lock.

“It didn’t occur to me to get you a
nightshift, though.”

He was kind enough to buy her two new
dresses so she certainly wasn’t going to complain. “I don’t mind
sleeping in my clothing.”

“I am sure there is a shirt in my trunk
you can use.”

Though one of his nightshirts would be
large on her, it was better than sleeping in a dress. “Thank
you.”

He folded her dresses and came back to
the table. “Shall we try again?”

Audrey nodded and held her breath.
Please let it work this time.

Once again he used the key to loosen
the rust then tilted the shackles so that the oil ran out. He then
inserted the key again, took an audible breath and turned. It
turned and the shackle on her right wrist loosened and Jordan was
able to disengage the metal from the latch and Audrey drew her hand
free. She stretched her arm out and around, the muscles in her
shoulder protesting at the movement.

“Shall we work on the other,” he asked
with a grin.

“Yes,” she nearly cried and turned the
left wrist so that Jordan could have access to the
keyhole.

Less than an hour later she was free of
the shackles completely and Audrey stretched the left arm much as
she had done the right one earlier and winced.

“What is wrong?”

“I am sore is all. Much like when I’ve
been training new horses and holding reins for too
long.”

He gave her a nod and a smile as if he
knew exactly what she was experiencing. She didn’t really care how
sore she was because she was free and wanted to dance and shout for
joy. The goblet still rested on the table and she reached for it,
thankful to be able to serve herself. Jordan stopped her by
grasping her hand. He turned her hand over and to the side,
inspecting the bruises and scratches caused by the
cuffs.

“Stay here.”

She hadn’t really intended on going
anywhere but watched as he moved across the room and picked up
another package. He carried it back to place mysterious jars on the
table. He picked up one, read the label and then set it back down.
He did the same for the second and uncorked the lid. Jordan then
poured some form of light colored lotion into his hand and gently
grasped her wrist. “I also visited an apothecary while you slept.”
He began to gently rub the lotion onto both wrists. The coolness
felt good against the swollen skin and his touch was very
soothing.

“Thank you.”

Though his head was bent he glanced up
at her. “It is my pleasure.”

She sighed and leaned back, letting him
take care of her injury.

When he was finished he picked up the
first bottle. “This is what my valet rubs into my shoulders and
back after I have been to Gentleman Jackson’s. It will help with
the ache.”

Audrey studied it. How was she going to
manage to do that?

He stood and offered his hand. Audrey
eyed him but came to her feet. She didn’t take his offered hand
because she was holding the blanket and wrapped it around her lower
body.

Jordan crossed to the bed and waited
for her. “Remove your clothing and get into bed.”

She simply stared at him. Was he going
to show her more of what happens between a man and a woman? A
thrill shot through her but she wasn’t at all comfortable
undressing in front of him.”

“Lay on your stomach and I will rub
this into your back.”

She stifled the stab of disappointment
that he didn’t wish to be intimate. “Could you turn
around?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “Very
well, but if you recall earlier…”

“Please turn around.”

Still shaking his head, Jordan did as
she asked.

Audrey slipped out of the jacket and
then the blouse before pulling the chemise over her head. Jordan’s
back was still turned and she hurried into the bed, pulled the
covers up to her chin and rolled over as he asked.

“I’m ready.”

He turned around. “I can’t very well
rub this in if you are covered.” He grasped the cover and pulled it
down to her hips. Audrey’s face burned with embarrassment but it
wasn’t as if he could see her breasts or bottom or more private
areas.

His hands were gentle and soothing,
working at the tightness and soreness that had developed since
those blasted shackles had been put on her wrists. Audrey closed
her eyes and moaned. Nobody had ever done anything like this to her
before and it was pure heaven. She might very well fall asleep
before he was finished.
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Jordan studied the lines of her back.
So delicate and perfect. He began at her neck and worked his way
down her shoulders to her upper back. He couldn’t help but smile
each time she moaned. A few times his fingers skimmed the side of
her breasts, flattened because she was laying on her stomach and it
took all of his willpower not to slide the blanket all the way down
to reveal what he suspected was a perfectly well-rounded bottom. As
it was, the twin dimples at her hips teased him.

Why shouldn’t he sooth her entire body?
Audrey had gone through a horrible ordeal over these past few days,
he reasoned with himself. Her legs must be aching as
well.

He pushed the blanket over her bottom
and it was just as he suspected, perfect.

“Jordan?” Audrey squeaked and moved to
grab for the blanket.

He placed a kiss on one cheek. “Do you
no longer trust me, love?”

She stilled. “Yes, but…”

Audrey stopped speaking, or he assumed
she did as he whisked the blanket away and she buried her face in
the pillow. Jordan simply chuckled and moved to the end of the bed
and picked up one foot and began rubbing the lotion in and
caressing the arch. By the time he moved to the second food Audrey
had turned her face to the wall. Her eyes were closed and there was
a gentle smile on her lips.

Jordan continued his ministrations
working his way up each leg until he reached her upper thighs. When
his fingers brushed against her womanhood Audrey squirmed. If she
was as half aroused as he was at the moment he could bring her to
release with just a few flicks of his finger. Her dampness already
mingled with the lotion on his fingers and it was all he could do
not to part her thighs and plunge inside. But he wouldn’t take her
this way the first time. One day yes, but not tonight. “Roll over.”
His voice was husky to his ears and he wondered if she
noticed.

Audrey hesitated for a moment and then
slowly turned on her back. Jordan sat back and studied her. She was
completely naked before him and he noticed things he hadn’t before
like the blonde curls guarding her womanhood were as golden in the
lamplight as her hair in the sun. The flat planes and lines of her
stomach pointed to two perfectly molded breasts with coral tips
already tight and yearning for his lips. Audrey’s hands were fisted
at her sides and he suspected she was trying to keep from covering
herself.

Jordan stood and shrugged out of his
shirt. The outer garments had been disposed and were already on a
chair beside the table.

He could bring her to pleasure again
and deny himself. It is what he should do if he wanted to remain
the gentleman. Yet, too much of the rake remained and he wanted her
with a passion he had never experienced before.

Jordan settled at the side of the bed
and removed his boots and stockings. Did he remove his breeches now
or wait? Would she be frightened?

He turned and bent to kiss her. Audrey
returned it, her arms coming about his neck and pulling him close.
Her arms felt so good and it was his undoing. “I want to make love
to you,” he said after breaking from the kiss.

She stared at him.

“I wanted to wait until we were
married, to do something right for the first time.”

She said nothing.

“Do you understand?”

She bit her lip before she answered.
“I’m not really sure.”

It answered his question about her
virginity, or at least that is what he hoped, not that she wasn’t
sure if she wanted to make love. Did he ask?

Jordan stood, loosened his breeches and
let them drop to the floor where he kicked them away from his feet.
Audrey looked down his body and her eyes grew wide when they came
to his manhood and her mouth popped open. She may have even gone a
little pale. She searched his eyes again. “I’m not sure I
understand.”

He picked up her hand and kissed it.
“Do you trust me?” he asked her once again.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“I promise that we will be married
before the month is out but I fear I cannot wait any longer to make
you mine.”

Audrey visibly swallowed and nodded.
“Show me.”

Though it wouldn’t have mattered if she
were a virgin or not, deep down he was pleased at knowing that he
would be her only lover.

Jordan stretched out beside her and
took the heavy breast in his hand. The nipple hardened further and
he suckled it as his hand smoothed down her body. He should take
more time but if he wasn’t in her soon he would be spilling his
seed on her stomach or the bed and that is not how he wished this
encounter to end. They groaned in unison as his fingers slipped
between her damp folds. Audrey arched against his hand and he
shifted and knelt between her thighs. As one hand caressed and
circled bringing her higher and closer to release his other fingers
entered her and stretched. She arched, pushing her breasts into the
air as her head pressed back against the pillow. Jordan leaned
forward and took one bud in his mouth just as she tightened around
his fingers and cried out. He almost came at that
moment.

Audrey panted and relaxed back against
the bed and looked at him as he removed his fingers, shifted and
pressed into her tight heat. She winced.

“I’m sorry. It only hurts the first
time, I promise.”

She nodded and bit her lip as he
pressed further and withdrew and repeated the movement. He slid his
fingers into the folds once again and caressed her. Audrey’s breath
hitched.

She was probably the most passionate
woman he had ever met. He’d never known a woman to find release so
easily and he continued working toward her release as he slowly
entered her channel. When Audrey screamed out again, he plunged and
filled her completely, the walls of her womanhood pulsating around
him from her orgasm. He could not last long in this state and began
to move within. It took but a few thrusts before he joined her in
the little death. He hadn’t come so quickly since he had first
discovered intercourse. Jordan collapsed on his side beside
Audrey.

He would make it up to her. In time,
after he recovered.
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Audrey woke as the sun was beginning to
rise. She shouldn’t be laying here without any clothing when
Patricia brought them breakfast but she wasn’t ready to be dressed
for the day either.

Jordan lay on his side. The growth on
his chin tickled her shoulder and an arm was draped across her
middle. She had slept deeper last night for the first time in a
very long time and it had nothing to do with being free of the
shackles. Though she didn’t want to get out of the bed or pull away
from Jordan, she needed to put something on. A lady did not lay
around unclothed.

Slowly she lifted his arm and slid from
the bed. One of the blankets had been pushed to the foot of the bed
and she tied it around her body, tucking a corner in just under her
arm. Jordan had mentioned he had nightshirts in his trunk and she
settled onto the floor to open it. She glanced back at the bed.
Should she ask him to get the shirt? It wasn’t as if she was prying
and he did say there was a shirt in here, she just didn’t feel
right looking through this stuff.

His breathing was deep and after he had
rescued her, removed the shackles and made sweet love to her she
loathed waking him so she could have a nightshirt to wear. He
deserved to sleep. The past few days had been just as awful for him
as they were for her.

She lifted the lid. Clothing was neatly
folded but she didn’t see any night shirts. One by one she took
items from the trunk until she got to the bottom. There was nothing
in here to sleep in. Had Jordan been mistaken or had his valet
forgotten to pack any?

A doll in a lavender dress lay at the
bottom of the trunk. She smoothed the wrinkles and wondered how it
had gotten dirty. Someone had tried to clean what she assumed was
mud away, but there were parts that remained stained. Why would
Jordan have a doll?

A piece of hair peeked out of a pocket
and Audrey drew it out. It was a light color of red tied with a
pink ribbon. Did Jordan have a daughter or had this belonged to his
sister, Madeline, and why did he travel with it?

This was really none of her business
and she shouldn’t pry. She hadn’t meant to and all she really
wanted was a nightshirt, which he apparently had not
packed.

With a sigh she began to put the items
back in the trunk resigned to put on one of her new
dresses.
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Jordan knew the moment Audrey left the
bed. She was a part of him now and he missed her presence. He
didn’t open his eyes but lay there waiting for her to come back
assuming she wished to use the chamber pot. Given her reluctance to
undress in front of him last evening he doubted she wanted him
witnessing such a private moment. Instead of hearing what he
expected, the hinges of his trunk creaked. Jordan opened his eyes
barely enough to watch. What was she looking for? She piled his
clothing on the floor beside her. His heart stilled for a moment.
There was one thing he always traveled with and had since he went
away to school. It was simply a habit now, but one he had no desire
to break. The young boy that still lingered inside hoped to return
the doll one day and apologize. Would Julia even remember
it?

Audrey returned the items to the trunk
and set back on her heels with a sigh.

“Is there something in particular you
needed?”

She startled at his voice. “You
mentioned nightshirts. I was hoping to put on one.”

He grinned. “I rather like what you are
wearing.”

“I can’t lay around naked.”

“I don’t see why not.” If he had it his
way, she would never wear clothing again.

Her eyes grew wide. “Because it isn’t
right. Besides, I am sure someone will be delivering breakfast
soon.”

He glanced out the window. It was
getting light. If he could rouse himself from the bed they could be
on their way to Grosmont.

“Apparently your valet forgot to pack
them.”

Jordan fell onto this back and laughed.
“No he didn’t. I don’t own any.”

Audrey came to her feet. “You said last
night there was a shirt I could wear to sleep in.”

“Exactly,” Jordan pointed out. “A
shirt, not a nightshirt.”

“Oh.” She sank to the side of the
bed.

Jordan lifted the covers. “Get inside.
It is too early to be up.” They could leave in an hour, or
two.

Audrey did as he asked, settling beside
him with her head on his shoulder. He waited for her to ask about
the doll but she didn’t. If she didn’t ask he did need to explain.
He should have told her about Adele and Julia before he made love
to her, when she still had a chance to escape marriage to him and
suffer because of the possible scandal that would affect his entire
family.

“Aren’t you even curious?” His hands
stroked over her hair.

“Curious?”

“The doll?”

Audrey tilted her head and looked up at
him. “I shouldn’t have pried. It is none of my affair. I really was
only looking for a nightshirt. I didn’t mean to snoop.”

Jordan chuckled. It never occurred to
him that she was snooping. He just assumed she needed something and
hoped he had whatever it was.

She worried her lip and studied him for
a moment.

“I love you Audrey
Montgomery.”

A smile broke on her lips and tears
formed in her eyes. Certainly she knew how he felt.

“You do love me?” He held his breath,
waiting for her answer. Surely she loved him as well or she
wouldn’t have allowed him such intimacies.

“Of course!”

Jordan released a breath. “You’ve never
said so.”

A tear leaked out and slid down her
cheek. Jordan put his lip to the salty wetness. What a fool he was.
He should have told her long before now and he wasn’t sure why he
hadn’t and he most certainly should have said something before he
made love to her.

She sniffed and grinned before giving
him a quick kiss. “I love you.”

His heart burst. It was a true, honest
declaration of love. It wasn’t the first time a woman had said
those words to him but this was the first time he believed they
came from the heart and Audrey was the only lady he wanted to hear
those words from. He had only said it to one woman before but he
had been young and foolish and thankfully Angelique had not taken
him at his word and had seen it as the simple infatuation that it
was. What he shared with Audrey was a deep and never-ending
love.

He kissed her again, deeply. He had the
overwhelming desire to make love to her again and not because of
passion or sex, but to be one with her, to soar and crash with her
and to make her heart beat in rhythm with his, forever
bonded.

She pulled him close, matching her need
to his, he did not hesitate and the blankets fell away and they
were joined once again and this time when she cried out, it was his
name.
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Jordan stroked Audrey’s upper arm as
she snuggled against him, her head on his shoulder. They had
traveled this way for the past three days and soon they would be at
her parents’ home. What if Mr. Montgomery was at a racetrack in
another county? How far away? He would be damned if he cooled his
heels at her home while he waited for her father to return. He
would find the man first and gain permission. Even if it happened
to be while his favorite horse was running.

The need to make Audrey his wife ate at
him. It didn’t matter that she was his in every way. He wanted to
be able to call her wife!

He must have tightened his hold in his
agitation which had been growing the closer they came to her
estate. What if the man denied his request?

No, he couldn’t think that way. If
necessary, he would tell the man of all the delicious moments he
had shared with his daughter on this trip and he would have no
choice but to grant permission.

“Jordan?” Audrey questioned. “What is
wrong?”

He glanced down into her light brown
eyes. “What if your father denies me your hand?”

She giggled and rose up to kiss him on
the cheek. “He won’t. On that you have my word.”

Jordan only wished he was as confident
as she.

Her hand brushed inside his coat and
her fingertips found a nipple. It didn’t take Audrey long to
realize this was one of the more sensitive areas on his body. Most
women didn’t realize this and assumed they were the only ones who
experienced pleasure from such a caress. She squirmed closer and
kissed his neck. His future wife was insatiable and Jordan grinned.
He had hoped she would not shy away from lovemaking. He just never
dreamed her passion would match his.

He shifted and drew her onto his lap
and found her lips with his. Before long her bodice lay open and
her dress was hiked to her thighs and Audrey was biting her lip to
keep from screaming her pleasure so that the driver did not hear
her. Jordan was hard and aching but as comfortable has his
brother’s carriage was, it was not possible to lay her down.
Instead he shifted Audrey until she straddled his lap. It was time
Audrey knew there were more ways to make love than in a
bed.

Jordan freed his member and pulled her
close. There was a bit of confusion on her face until he prodded
her entrance and then her eyes grew wide.

“Ride me, Audrey.”

“I am not sure I know how.”

He chuckled. “Yes you do, or you will
learn quickly.”

She moved down, taking him inside and
groaned. Jordan let his head fall back. He would never be tired of
being inside of her.

She didn’t move again and he lifted his
head. Perhaps he needed to guide her with his hands. Jordan found
her looking at him. “You said ride.”

“Yes.” It was a bit crass but she
hadn’t taken offense at anything else he had said while they were
intimate and some of his language and suggestions were not usually
said in the presence of a lady.

“This is what Everton was referring to
in the garden.”

Jordan groaned. He had forgotten about
that incident. Well, not completely forgotten about it but it was
the furthest thing from his mind at this particular moment.
“Yes.”

“Then he meant to…” She stopped
speaking when it dawned on her the full extent of Everton’s
intentions that night.

“Don’t think about it.” Jordan took her
lips with his, lifted her hips and then pushed them down. Soon
Audrey was moving on him as if she were born to bring him pleasure,
her mouth never disengaging from his. His hand slipped beneath her
skirt to touch her and they cried out into each other’s mouth as
they gained release as one.

Audrey fell against him panting and
Jordan simply sat there, rubbing her back and
recovering.

They were nearing her home and he
hadn’t yet told her about Julia and Adele. It wasn’t as if he
hadn’t had several opportunities, he simply avoided the topic. But,
he couldn’t put it off any longer.

Audrey slid from his lap and
straightened her skirts. “That was delightful.” She grinned up at
him.

Jordan merely chuckled and pulled her
close and placed a kiss on her forehead. He had to tell her now or
it would never be told and she could easily be shocked when all of
London learned and ended up resenting him for keeping something so
important from him.

“I need to tell you about the
doll.”

Audrey pulled back, eyes clouded in
worry. “Do you have a daughter?” she asked slowly.

Jordan laughed. “No. To my knowledge I
have not fathered any children.” He should be offended but he
wasn’t. Given the number of women he had made love to over the
years he could easily have a passel of bastards, except he had
always been very careful so that the woman he was with never
conceived. Audrey was the first lady he had never even thought
about being cautious. It didn’t matter if she found herself
increasing and he hoped it was sooner than later.

“It belonged to my sister.”

“Madeline?”

“No, Julia.”

Audrey studied him, a quizzical frown
on her face. Her brows lifted a few moments later. “Oh.”

The fact that she didn’t ask who Julia
was meant she knew the story.

She grasped his hand. “I am so sorry.
It must have been so difficult to lose a sister so
young.”

Jordan should have expected nothing but
compassion from Audrey. It was one of the many reasons he loved
her.

“Yes, it was,” he admitted. “However,
we learned last year that they didn’t died.”

“They didn’t?”

“No.”

“Where have they been?” she asked
slowly.

“France for a number of years,
apparently.”

“How very odd.”

Yes, it was, but Audrey didn’t know the
half of it and Jordan explained what had occurred, from the very
beginning, including how he had torn Julia’s doll and that father
had struck her for crying.

“It wasn’t your fault. You were a
child.”

“I know that in my mind, but it hasn’t
lessened the guilt.” That was the first time he admitted his
deepest feelings to anyone. It was also the reason he was so close
to Madeline and was glad when she was sent to school. At least he
knew she would come home from there one day and not run
off.

Jordan continued with what he knew and
how Clayton learned the truth last spring and that they had been
searching for them ever since.

“They are in London yet you haven’t
found them.”

He shook his head.

“Do you think Adele will try to contact
the family?”

“I assume she will, in time. Why else
would she come back now?”

She fell back against the seat and
nibbled on her nail. He simply waited for her to reach the same
conclusion as the rest of the family. Her mouth popped open and she
turned to him and he knew she had. “Oh dear, what will this mean
for your step-mother? The one everyone believes to be the true
dowager?”

“That is our main concern. At least now
that Madeline is married we don’t have to worry about her birth
status being an issue.”

“Does Lord Brachton know?” She cringed
with the question. Most gentlemen did not willingly marry a
bastard.

“Before they married. He loved her too
much to care.”

Audrey relaxed. “That is good to
know.”

“We will deal with the situation when
and if they are found or it becomes public knowledge.”

“There isn’t much you can do besides
continue to search for them,” she agreed.

“But,” he pointed out. “As my wife this
could affect you as well.”

“I don’t see how?”

“It could be a horrible scandal. Rose
could be shunned as well as the rest of us. We simply don’t know
how bad the repercussions could be.” He grasped her hand tight. “I
wanted you to know all of this and have a clear understanding
before you became my wife. You still have the option to change your
mind.”

Audrey brought a hand to his cheek and
cradled it, a loving smile on her lips. “The largest scandal in all
of England would not keep me from marrying you.”

Relief swept through Jordan and
surprised by how much he had really feared her reaction to the
truth.

“I love you,” he murmured before the
carriage came to a halt before a large brown manor
house.

“We’ve arrived,” she
grinned.

All relief he felt only a moment before
disappeared. It was time to meet her father.
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Audrey allowed Jordan to escort her to
the door. The news had stunned her but not for herself but what it
could do to Jordan, his current step-mother and the rest of the
family. Nothing would make her ever turn from Jordan and she would
be by his side through this and support the rest of the family in
the days or years to come when the truth finally emerged because
the truth always did, especially in London Society.

The door was opened by Wilton, the
family butler for as long as she could remember.

“Your parents are gathered in the
drawing room with Mr. Trent’s family,” he announced.

“My family is here?”

The man nodded. “They have been for a
day and have recently begun discussing sending someone after the
two of you.”

How did they all get here so quickly
and why?

Wilton leaned in. “Some suspected you
might have gone off to Gretna Green, Miss Montgomery,” he
whispered.

Audrey giggled. “I wouldn’t do
something like that to my mother. She would never forgive
me.”

“It did cross my mind, several times,”
Jordan admitted.

Audrey looked at him in
surprise.

“I am a bit anxious to marry you,” he
admitted in a way that warmed her heart.

She linked her arm in his. “Shall we
see who all is waiting for us?”

“Yes. I am a bit curious
myself.”

The parlor, her mother’s favorite, was
up one flight of stairs and faced south, overlooking the gardens.
Audrey and Jordan stepped inside the room and she was shocked to
discover his entire family present. Well, not Adele and Julia of
course, but the ones she had met in London.

“It is about time you arrived,” her
mother scolded as she came forward. “I’ve been worried sick about
you.” She grasped Audrey’s wrists and she gasped. Though Jordan had
shown great care in soothing lotion on her bruises, they were still
a bit swollen and sore.

Her mother’s eyes narrowed and she
yanked off Audrey’s gloves, exposing the greenish-brown bruising.
Her mother gasped. “Did he do this to you?”

“Of course not!” Really, sometimes her
mother was too much and Audrey realized another wonderful benefit
of marring Jordan. She would never have to live with this woman
again.

“Agnes, let them settle in and have
some tea before you start hounding Audrey and this young man with
questions.”

She turned to see her father
approaching, arms out. He engulfed her in a hug that extinguished
all irritation she felt for her mother at the moment. No doubt her
mother would chastise him later for showing her such affection in
front of other people.

“Papa, I would like to introduce you to
Mr. Jordan Trent. He saved my life.” She added that part so that
Papa would be more open to Jordan’s request, not that Papa would
deny him but Audrey wasn’t about to risk anything at the
moment.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Sir.”
Jordan stuck out his hand.

Papa shook it but narrowed his eyes on
Jordan. “We shall see how much of a pleasure you think it is
later.”

Oh dear, Papa was going to give him a
hard time. She just prayed Jordan didn’t mind.

Her father led her to the gathering
before the fire. A tea service was set and Audrey recognized
everyone except an older man sitting beside Mrs. John Trent. She
quickly learned that he was the lady’s father and a vicar. Perhaps
they wouldn’t have to wait three weeks to be married. How long did
it take to get a special license?

John Trent moved from his
seat and allowed Audrey to sit and her mother pressed a cup of tea
into her hand. “I want to know everything that happened from the
moment you left my sister’s house, without
a chaperone or companion until
now.”

Audrey’s face heated. She
wasn’t about to tell her mother everything and glanced back to
Jordan who gave an abridged version of the events.

“And that is why my wrists are
bruised,” Audrey added when he was finished.

“The two of you have been traveling
alone? From Bath to here without even a maid?” Her mother demanded.
Audrey stiffened her spine and waited because mother was building
up to one of her outrageous moments. “You are ruined.” The woman
began to pace. “Ruined, I say. I will never be able to hold my head
up again. What will people think? They will talk about us and our
daughter. This is absolutely horrible.”

Jordan’s family watched her with mild
interest and a bit of humor.

“He did save my life, Mother.” Really,
would her mother rather save face and lose a daughter or suffer a
bit of scandal in order to keep Audrey alive?

“Sir,” Jordan cleared his throat.
“Might I have a private word with you?”

“I should hope so,” her father answered
and led Jordan from the room.

“While they are talking and deciding
what is to become of you, I insist you go upstairs and change. That
dress is wrinkled beyond repair and you shouldn’t appear so when we
have guests.”

Audrey stifled a groan and looked to
Grace. “Would you mind coming with me?”

Grace hopped to her feet and moved
toward the door before Audrey’s mother could mutter a word of
protest.

Grace leaned back against the closed
door and grinned once they entered Audrey’s chamber.
“Well?”

“Well what,” she asked
innocently.

“You blushed when your mother demanded
to know everything that happened.”

Audrey fell back on her bed and
laughed. “Swear you won’t tell a soul.”

Grace did so and skipped over to the
bed. “You anticipated the vows!”

Audrey’s face heated. If it were anyone
else but Grace she would deny it until she was in her
grave.

“Do you think me wicked?”

Grace flopped down beside her. “No more
wicked than me.”

Audrey sat up and looked at her closest
friend. Her husband was a vicar, or at least had been at the
time.

“Apparently none of the brothers have
waited until their wedding night.”

Audrey’s mouth popped open in shock.
“Even Bentley,” she whispered.

“Even him and given Jordan’s
reputation, he was the least likely to wait until the vows were
spoken.”

“Why is everyone here?” It seemed odd
that Jordan’s entire family would travel to Grosmont in the middle
of the Season.

“To see the two of you marry, of
course.”

“But the banns need to be read.” She
stopped speaking when Grace laughed.

“Jordan asked Bentley to get a Special
License as soon as he was released from Newgate. When we received
the note of what had happened, though there wasn’t much detail, we
traveled here because nobody was about to miss Jordan Trent repeat
the vows of matrimony.”

“But Papa hasn’t even agreed.” Though
she didn’t expect him to deny Jordan, Audrey hated to assume all
would end as she wished. There was still the chance they would need
to travel to Gretna and she really didn’t care how she and Jordan
married as long as they did.

“Your father has already agreed,” Grace
announced. “He and Bentley spent a good deal of time in private
discussion after we arrived. Your father simply wants to meet with
your future husband and perhaps make him squirm.” Grace paused and
looked up. “Yes, those were his words ‘I have but one daughter and
I am going to make this as unpleasant for the young man as possible
before granting permission’.”

“Oh, poor Jordan.”

“He will survive.” Grace jumped up from
the bed. “Now it is time to get you ready.”

“Ready?” Audrey stood and
stretched.

“I have no doubt you will be Mrs.
Jordan Trent before the sun sets and you do want to look your best
do you not?”

“My mother didn’t seem as confident,”
Audrey said a moment later. The woman acted as if Audrey would need
to be locked away and hidden from society for traveling alone with
a gentleman.

“Your father didn’t tell her and swore
us to silence.”

Audrey’s mouth popped open. “She
doesn’t know I am to be married today?”

“He didn’t trust she wouldn’t say
something to you or Jordan and thus ruin the torture your father
wanted to put him through.”
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Jordan grasped the glass of brandy Mr.
Montgomery had given him, unable to take a drink as the man laid
out his life before him. How did Montgomery learn so much about
him? He knew his finances to a detail and his position as a
solicitor and Jordan found himself confessing his desire no longer
wishing to be a magistrate and why. He was going to help the
accused innocent and he could not do that while prosecuting their
cases.

“There is one thing you do not know,
Sir.”

Mr. Montgomery studied Jordan and
waited. He quickly filled him in on the truth behind Adele and
Julia’s death.

Montgomery simply nodded before saying,
“Sometimes we cannot help what has happened in the past and that
which is out of our control.”

“But if the truth becomes
known.”

“It will be handled by your family,” he
assured Jordan. “I am assuming Audrey knows.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Then that is all that
matters.”

“There is one more thing,
Sir.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Another
potential scandal brewing?”

“No,” Jordan quickly assured him. “I
wish to purchase property in the area. I know Audrey would like to
raise racers.”

The man’s face broke in a grin. “Yes,
she would and you are a wise man to give that
consideration.”

“I tended to my own horses growing up
but know nothing about racers and training,” Jordan admitted. “Will
I need to hire someone to help her, or does Audrey have enough
experience. I am a bit concerned that she is a lady and this is a
gentleman’s sport.”

Mr. Montgomery laughed. “Audrey knows a
good race horse better than anyone I know. But you will have to be
the one who joins the Jockey Club and arranges for the horses to
race and all of the business. They will not allow a woman to do
so.”

Jordan suspected as much.

“But, she will teach you all you need
to know.”

“Then I shall leave it in her
hands.”

“However,” Mr. Montgomery added. “You
will not be buying property close to here.”

This rather surprised him. Jordan
actually liked the idea. Besides Audrey being close to her family
and Jordan being able to learn about race horses, Matthew and Grace
lived in the area as did Madeline and Brachton when they weren’t in
Scotland.

“My wife will not give Audrey a
moment’s peace and chastise her for not being a lady and insist she
attend to her wifely duties, entertain guests, go on visits, and
certainly stay away from the stables.”

Jordan didn’t point out that she alread
excelled at one wifely duty. He also hadn’t considered Mrs.
Montgomery in his plans and after meeting her last fall, he really
didn’t wish to be in the same county with the woman, but she was
Audrey’s mother.

“My wife doesn’t know this, but I have
land just outside of London. It will be my gift to you and Audrey.
There is plenty of room to raise horses and build a track and you
will be close to London so you can continue working.”

“That is very generous, Mr.
Montgomery.” He hadn’t expected such a gift from her
father.

“I also have a new foal, which I always
intended for Audrey. She will be your first race horse.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

Mr. Montgomery leaned forward and
narrowed his eyes on Jordan. “Just keep my daughter happy that is
all I ask.”

“It will be my greatest pleasure,
Sir.”
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Audrey paused at the door, her hand
resting on her father’s arm. Jordan waited at the end of the room
beside Elizabeth’s father. The furniture had been arranged so that
everyone would face her and Jordan as they said their vows. Beside
Jordan was his brother, Matthew and across from him was
Grace.

“Are you sure you wish to do this?” her
father asked.

It was the silliest question she had
ever heard. “Yes.”

“You love him?” Her father was studying
her. Perhaps he just wished to assure himself before he gave her
away.

“I love him with all of my heart,
Papa.”

He smiled and tears glistened in his
eyes. She had never seen her father cry ever. He was not an
emotional man. While her mother could go from raging and ranting to
a watering pot at a moment’s notice, her father had always been the
steady one.

Her eyes grew damp as well. There was a
bit of sadness because she knew she would be leaving here for good
and starting a life with Jordan, but it was for happiness as well,
and the love she had known all of her life and the love she had yet
to experience.

Jordan turned and their eyes locked.
His eyes shown with love and when he smiled, that darned dimple
appeared. Audrey took her first step toward the marvelous adventure
of becoming Jordan Trent’s wife.
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Jordan approached the Rusty Nail inside
Seven Dials. They needed to get this done quick so he could get
home in time to change. He and Audrey were attending the ballet
tonight. He had been trying to think of a way to suggest the
outing, not sure what she would think about him wishing to attend
as most men had to be forced to such events, when she broached the
subject.

“I realize that most gentlemen do not
enjoy the ballet but it is something I adore and I wonder if I
might convince you to attend with me.” Jordan had simply grabbed
and kissed her.

“We really are attending the ballet
tonight?” Clayton asked.

“Yes,” Jordan answered.

“Why?” Matt asked.

“Our wives wish it,” Jordan reminded
them. “Brachton’s good friend, Acker, sits on the board and
arranged for us to have excellent seats.”

“We are sitting in the box we rent each
Season,” John reminded him.

“Ah, but we all can’t fit in that one
box and Acker arranged for us to have the one next to it as
well.”

Matthew sighed. “If we
must.”

“We must,” Jordan insisted. His
brothers never understood why he enjoyed the ballet and he had
given up trying to explain. “Then we will have a late dinner and it
will be over.”

Acker was trying to bring more ballets
to the theatre and Jordan was going to do his part to make sure
that happened, even if it meant dragging his three brothers and
brother-in-law with him.

“I hope it donna last lon’,” Brachton
complained as they stopped before the drinking
establishment.

“Are you sure he is here?” John
asked.

“I am.” This was his first attempt to
right a wrong. Thain Abbott’s uncle was known to drink here on a
regular basis and Jordan had a lad watching the place. He was
assured Ulger Abbot was inside at this moment. He just needed the
confession and Thain would be freed from Newgate. As this was his
first attempt at what Jordan decided was his newest line of work he
had requested the assistance of his brothers and
Brachton.

The gentlemen entered at uneven
intervals so others did not realize they were together and settled
in various seats around the establishment and ordered ales. Jordan
waited longer than the rest and finally stepped inside and settled
at a table by himself. He noted his family and the few Bow Street
Runners who had agreed to this scheme sitting at various tables. A
serving wench, wearing an indecently low cut dress approached.
“I’ve got something that is more pleasing than a drink.”

Even in his most rakish days Jordan
hadn’t taken up with bar maids. One was asking for a disease in
such encounters.

He held up a coin. “Perhaps a bit of
information instead.”

She plucked it from his fingers and
settled onto his lap.

“What do you need?” she purred, rubbing
her bottom against his manhood. It didn’t even stir let alone
produce the result she was hoping for. “Is Ulger Abbott
here?”

She made a disgusting face and nodded
to the table in the corner. Only one man sat drinking. Jordan
handed her another coin. “Are you sure you don’t want anything
else.” She wiggled again.

“I am sure,” Jordan answered politely
wondering how he could get her off of his lap. In the past
situations like this were humorous but now that he was married to
Audrey it wasn’t right. Besides, if she walked in right now she
would likely kill him.

The barmaid heaved a sigh and rose
before she sauntered away.

Jordan took a deep drink of his ale
before he rose and walked over to Abbott. He stopped before the
table. John was at the one next to him on the right in what
appeared to be a deep conversation with a Runner Jordan had
arranged to be here earlier. Brachton sat with another Runner at a
table to the left. This couldn’t have been planned
better.

The man looked up. “What the hell do
you want?”

“Are you Ulger Abbott?”

“What is it to you?” The man slammed
his glass of ale down on the table and stood. If this simple
question made him angry Jordan wondered what response the others
would get. Thank goodness he had brought his family
along.

“Are you?” Jordan asked
again.

“Yes.” The man swayed and his bloodshot
eyes narrowed on Jordan. “Why you wantin’ to know.”

“I am acquainted with your nephew,
Thain.”

“Ha, that welp.” The man picked up his
tankard of ale and drained it. He stumbled to the side when he
brought his head back down and tried to put the tankard back on the
table. He missed and it bounced off of the floor. “You couldn’t be
unless you’ve been in Newgate.”

“Actually, I have.” Jordan leaned
forward and placed both hands on the table.

Abbott looked him up and down and
snorted before he belched. Jordan turned his head away from the
rancid smell of his breath.

“Thain tells me that it is you who
killed his mother.”

Abbott laughed, which produced hiccups.
Abbott fell back in his chair. “As if anyone is going to believe
him.”

Jordan straightened. “I do.”

The man snorted. “It doesn’t
matter.”

“I simply want to know the truth.”
Jordan leaned forward. “Was the lad telling me the truth or did the
fact that he seemed so young and innocent draw me in?”

Abbott looked around as did Jordan. It
appeared as nobody was listening to their discussion. Abbott leaned
forward. “ “Bitch deserved the smack I gave her. I didn’t mean to
kill her but these things happen.” Abbott grabbed the table to
steady himself and leaned down to grab the tankard. He lifted it
high, swaying in his seat, trying to get the barmaid’s
attention.

The man was so unconcerned it sickened
Jordan. “So you let your nephew rot in Newgate for a crime you
committed?”

“Better him than me.” The man started
to rise, looking beyond Jordan’s shoulder when a hand clamped down
on Abbot’s wrist.

“Hey,” the man yelled and drew back,
trying to break the hold of the other man.

One of the Runners towered over him.
“Ulger Abbott, you are under arrest for the murder of Mrs. Tobias
Abbott.”

“What is this,” Abbott
demanded.

“I believe you just confessed to
murder,” Jordan said with a smile as the second Runner joined the
first at the side of Abbott.

“Thain will be released
tonight”

The Runner nodded.

“Have him dropped at my home. The
servants will see to him.”

Jordan turned his back on the man,
ignoring the shouts and protests. His family followed him outside
into the stench filled air that only existed in Seven Dials. As
much as he wished to put this place behind him forever, he knew he
would return several times until the innocent men were freed.
Hopefully they would go as easy as this. If Ulger hadn’t been so
deep in his cups, Jordan doubted he would have admitted his guilt
so freely.
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Audrey paced inside the foyer. Where
was Jordan? Had he been hurt? What if the man wasn’t there? Had he
gone looking for him? Were one of his brothers hurt?

The door opened and Jordan stepped
inside, reeking of ale and stale perfume. She backed away from him
waving a hand in front of her face. “Do I want to know where you
found him?” She wrinkled her nose. “Or with who?”

Jordan grinned at her. “A serving wench
took a liking to me.”

Audrey rolled her eyes. All women took
a liking to Jordan and if she ever thought he found pleasure
outside of the marriage she would be miserable. But, she believed
that he loved her and given their regular intimacies, at any hour
of the day, she ensured he didn’t have the energy to seek out
pleasure elsewhere. Not that she thought he ever would, and she
rather liked their spontaneous encounters.

“The ballet starts in an hour. Please
hurry.”

Jordan kissed her quickly and ran up
the stairs. Audrey wandered into the sitting room and poured
herself a glass of medera. He seemed so boyish when he grinned. She
hadn’t asked if the man had been arrested, the answer was in
Jordan’s face. He had been plagued by the plight of young Thain and
once he told her, Audrey had worried as well. The staff was on the
alert and knew young Thain would be joining the household. Jordan
had plans to have him work in the stables and Audrey truly hoped it
worked out for the young man. As much as her own mother irritated
her, she would hate to be without her, let alone witness her
violent death. Audrey hoped Ulger Abbott rotted in Newgate for a
very long time.

Jordan appeared downstairs within half
an hour, freshly bathed and dressed for the ballet. She sniffed but
couldn’t even find a hint of the awful rosewater. Jordan’s hair was
damp so she knew that he had bathed as well as washed his hair.
Thank goodness, she had not wanted to smell that scent all
evening.

They arrived as the rest of the family
was getting out of their carriages. As the brothers had accompanied
Jordan to confront Abbott, she assumed they had needed to bathe and
dress for the night as well. Acker was waiting for them in the
lobby and escorted them up the stairs. He was the only person who
did not have someone to escort this evening.

Audrey and Jordan were seated with
Acker, Bentley and Eleanor. Grace, Matthew, John, Elizabeth,
Madeline and Brachton were one box over. They had barely taken
their seats before the production began.

The stage filled with ballerinas, all
beautiful in their matching costumes as they began to tell the
story with movement. One in particular caught her eye. She was the
closest to their box and Audrey could not take her eyes from the
young woman. She seemed familiar and she searched her memory for
the reason why and then it came to her. The woman was a striking
resemblance to the painting of Adele which hung in the Bentley
townhouse.

Acker leaned forward. “There she is,”
he exclaimed.

“Who?” Eleanor asked.

“The one who wished to audition.” Acker
smiled and pointed to the woman Audrey had been watching. “The one
who disappeared.”

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 his
arm.

“Julia,” he whispered, not taking his
eyes from the stage.
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