
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Two Lady Scoundrels and a Duke

      (In a Pear Tree) A Steamy Regency Romance Christmas Novella (Parvenues & Paramours, Book 5)

    

    




      
        Tessa Candle

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Winding Path Books]
          [image: Winding Path Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Two Lady Scoundrels and a Duke

      Book 5 in the Parvenues & Paramours series

      EPUB Edition

      Published by

      
        
          
            [image: Winding Path Books]
          
        

      

      Copyright © 2019 by Tessa Candle. All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, now known or hereafter invented, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a critical article or book review.

      The license granted herein is to read this book for entertainment or literary criticism purposes only. Without limiting the generality of the forgoing, any use of this work for machine learning or artificial intelligence training purposes is not included under the license and is expressly prohibited.

      Two Lady Scoundrels and a Duke is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. With the exception of well-known historical figures and places, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      ISBN: 978-1-77265-039-6

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two Lady Scoundrels and a Duke

        or

        Four Falling Turds, Three French Hens, Two Curdled Loves, and a Duke in a Pear Tree

      

      

      is dedicated to you, my true reader. You enjoy a good steamy romp with a little humor and wit, some naughty nobles and an unconventional heroine—and you only cringe slightly at my horrid puns. Perhaps most importantly, you are a supporter of my Parvenues & Paramours series. Thank you.

      If you have made it this far in the series, and have not yet signed up to join my reader group (for a monthly newsletter, treats and notifications of promos and new releases), what are you waiting for? Sign up now!

      Thank you for being my true reader. You are the person I write for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 A Desperate Plan

          

        

      

    

    
      Katherine shivered and forced a scrap of muslin into the crack by the small kitchen window of her cottage. It was a bit of fabric left over from one of the many dresses she possessed in her youth, before things went bad and she lost her parents. In her youth? It was but three years ago, yet everything had changed. That girl thought nothing of the cost of things in the glossy, fragile world that she took for granted. A cascade of icy spikes broke free from the awning and crashed to the ground outside. She startled—then shrugged. Everything broke, and pretty things sprayed heart-piercing shards when they did so. Some Christmas this would be.

      It was a glum thought, and she scoffed in self-reproof. Such maudlin descents into self-pity did no good. If the icicles were dropping, at least that meant the air was warming up. It had been an uncharacteristically cold winter for the southern English countryside. Hopefully it would relent soon, but no matter.

      The cold would not stop her from the business she had to attend to.

      But could she really do it? Dog nuzzled her hand, and Katherine realized she had been staring into space. She looked down at him and patted his head. “Good lad.” It pained her to see him growing so thin. It was worse even than occasionally catching sight of her own pinched features in the bit of mirror on her decrepit toilette table. He was her only friend in the world, and she was failing him. Her resolve steeled as she scratched his long ears. “I will get us money, Dog. We shall have some food, and we will not lose our home.”

      As unpleasant as it was, it had to be done. She hefted the great coat that hung warming by the few coal embers valiantly standing vigil in the grate, and swung it over her thin shoulders. It smelled of smoke and must, but that would only help with the manly illusion. With all the extra padding she had installed, no one would see her feminine frame. She covered her face with a scarf and slapped on a man’s hat.

      The pair of pistols she withdrew from the cupboard by the door glittered red in the last rays of sunset. Should she load them? No. She was about to do a terrible thing, but she would not compound it by actually harming someone. Better to be caught and hanged than to injure another person—even if they be one more useless rich bastard in the endless parade of useless rich bastards. At least that was what she was hoping for: some contemptible cuffin, carrying pots of money. Surely, there would be some on their way to visit other rich friends for some Christmas house party or other. But robbers could not be choosers. A less loathsome victim would have to do, so long as he was rich.

      She cleared her throat. “Stand and deliver!” Too feminine. She forced her voice into a croak. “Stand and deliver.” Better.

      Dog was sniffing suspiciously at the bulky coat that disguised his mistress. She tucked her pistols into the massive pockets and gave Dog a big hug, in case it was their last. Then she fetched the last of their food, some porridge dotted with bits of fish from the cold room, and placed it on the floor for him. In case she did not come back, at least he would have enough to sustain him until someone came—probably the agent, looking for the rent. Hopefully he would take pity on Dog and adopt him or find him a new home. And yet it was a faint hope. The agent was not a good man.

      She wiped her eye, but found it dry, and mused bitterly that it was, indeed, possible to run out of tears. What a discovery to make at a moment like this. Dog sniffed the food, but looked up at her. His eyes were still wet.

      “Oh, my beloved friend, do not look at me so!”

      The sun slipped below the horizon. Best get it over with. Katherine sighed, pulled down the sled that leaned against the wall and left the relative warmth of her cottage. “I love you, Dog.” She could not look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2 A Grumbling Duke

          

        

      

    

    
      “What miserable ruddy weather,” the Duke of Foxleigh muttered to himself and pulled a fur carriage blanket closer about him, steadying his back against the seat of the jouncing vehicle. The snow was slowing their progress considerably, and it was making him cross as two sticks. But then again, did he really want to arrive any sooner than was necessary?

      The Christmas house party at Blackwood Manor sounded so appealing when he accepted, but now he was not so sure. Perhaps the allure was enhanced by a desire to escape Marie, who had been lurking about again, doing her best to accidentally run into him. Presumably she had tired of her other aristocratic conquest—and probable father of the child she kept tucked away—the Earl of Baton. The boy certainly resembled Lord Baton, with the same tow-head, cornflower blue eyes and elongated bone structure—more beautiful than handsome, with highly refined features. There was no doubt in Foxleigh’s mind that his brief dalliance with Marie had not produced this child, no matter what Marie might have once claimed. Her story was perpetually changing.

      His own swarthy complexion, coarse features, black hair and dark eyes bore no resemblance to the boy, whatsoever. But the lies that woman told! Though she had certainly bedded enough English gentlemen because of her beauty, facility with the arts of flattery and deception were her principle charms. She knew how to insinuate herself into a man’s mind. She could locate and prey upon his vulnerabilities to craft precisely the falsehood he most wanted to hear. Oh, but she was so sympathetic to the loss of Foxleigh’s beloved father. She had just lost her husband and then her own dear Papa, and could never be consoled. Yet having Foxleigh to condole with was such a comfort. He was a saint for rescuing her from her own dark moods, and they bonded over their mutual grief.

      Foxleigh clenched his teeth at the memory. What a ruddy idiot he was to take her into his bed, but she made it seem so natural. Then she went away, and he was devastated, though in retrospect it was the kindest thing she had ever done for him. It was no doubt calculated to increase his attachment by her absence. He snorted with contempt. Anything to become a rich duchess. But the hiatus from her had the opposite effect. It gave him time to come to his senses, to meet and fall in love with a woman of true merit—beautiful inside and out, strong-willed but with powers of reason to match. She was more widely read than he, could beat him at both chess and whist, and she made him laugh, often at himself.

      

      A sad smile forced its way, unbidden, onto his features, before dissolving into a scowl, as he remembered Marie’s sudden return and her insistence that the child she carried was his. But she was gone again as soon as she learned that the Foxleigh inheritance was scarcely more than a title and a moldering estate with a millstone of debt hanging around its neck. Then it became clear to her that the child must belong to another, richer man. Her sanctimony was palpable. It was only that she could never dream of burdening such a noble man as Foxleigh with a child that was not his own.

      Marie Dubois was a truly despicable and morally bankrupt adventuress. And she had cost him the only woman he would ever love. His fiancée must have got wind of his prior affair. She disappeared without a trace, and he never found her. He eventually gave up. Why shackle her to a life of want?

      Only now he was rich. Foxleigh could provide luxuriously for a wife and a hundred children. But he had no hope of finding his love now. The trail was cold. She might not even be in England anymore. His life thus far had been oppressed by perverse timing.

      He spoke to the empty carriage seat across from him. “Perhaps I should go to the colonies and look for her there.” It would be convenient to get away, especially with Marie once more making herself as odiously available as possible. But this fantastical plan of escape would not save him from the immediate peril of suffering everyone else’s nauseating happiness and festive joy. As appealing as some yuletide merriment with his friends and family would be, he did not know if he could endure the relentless spectacle of their domestic bliss when his own prospects were so permanently shattered.

      His bitter reflections were disrupted by a sudden lurch. The carriage was gaining speed.

      “What the deuce?”

      A hail of shots sounded. One of the men yowled in pain before the carriage careened and tipped, hurling him from his seat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3 Four Falling Turds

          

        

      

    

    
      Katherine wiped her running nose on her sleeve and replaced the scarf that concealed her face. At least the snow had stopped, but it was getting colder as the darkness settled over the land. So far only peasants had passed, people she could as easily give some alms as rob. The last fingers of twilight withdrew and the meagre light of the crescent moon was all that remained to travel by. With no full moon to light their way, not many would persist in their journeys. Perhaps she should try again tomorrow.

      The sound of hoofbeats and jingling tackle alerted her to an approaching rider. Katherine squinted and made out a dark splotch growing closer on the roadway. She almost felt sorry for him, riding on horseback in this cold. But she hardened her heart. If he had a full purse, he was fair game.

      When he came into view, it did not take long to ascertain that he had money. His hat was askew and squashed, but of the first water, and he had a great cape of fur draped about him. Yet he rode without a saddle and, though the horse was only moving at a plodding pace, he wobbled in his seat.

      He was talking to himself and as he drew nearer she heard him say, “Ruddy houshe party. Should have bloody well shtayed at home!” Then he continued saying things that, though she could hear them, sounded like gibberish.

      She smiled. He must be drunk. ’Twas the season after all. Plenty drunk and plenty rich—an ideal target. A cloud passed over the moon. The moment was perfect for her attack. No time to lose her nerve. Her heart pounded and she swallowed hard as she wielded her pistols and stepped out into the road, yelling, “Stand and deliver!”

      It lacked conviction and was muffled by her scarf. She winced, wishing she could laugh at herself for sounding so ridiculous, but she knew that any levity at such a moment would give her away entirely.

      The horse seemed unimpressed, but obligingly stopped. The man opened his eyes wide and exclaimed in a slur, “Pernishus farthing-chishlers!” before falling off his horse in a dead faint.

      Pernicious farthing-chiselers? An odd thing to say—he must be thoroughly foxed. Wait, had she shot him? She looked at her pistols and sniffed the air. No smoke. And anyway, she was quite certain they were not loaded. She shook her head and whispered, “Get a hold of yourself, Kat. Go fetch his purse and be off before he wakes up again!”

      She proceeded carefully, not lowering her weapons, but realized as she drew near, that he was not well. His hat had fallen off to reveal a gash upon his head that had not come from merely sliding off a standing horse. Bloody hell. Just her luck. She could not leave him there to die on the snowy roadside. She simply could not. She fetched the sled from the brush and began to pull him onto it; the horse stared on, blasé.

      An unnerving feeling crept over her as she heaved and pulled the dead weight. She leaned in to see if he was still breathing. He was, thank God, but his scent lingered disturbingly familiar in her nostrils. Why was her stomach fluttering? “Lord, you are ridiculous, Kat.”

      Then the fine crescent of moon peeked out again from behind the clouds. It was not much light, but the silver glint reflected off the blanket of snow, and in the faint illumination she saw the man’s face: drawn, pallid, blood-caked, but unmistakable.

      “Dear God, no.” She lurched back, pressing a hand to her still covered mouth. “No. This is not possible.” She cast about her for something, anything, in her environment to reassure her that she was not dreaming. Her eyes connected with the horse’s sanguine stare. He snorted and tossed his head, as if to say, “What did you expect? It’s almost solstice and there is a fairy moon. You were out on a mission of mischief, and mischief has found you.”

      “You have a point, my long-legged friend.” And now she was talking to horses. But might she not be forgiven for going mad at a moment such as this? She noted that in addition to having no saddle, the horse’s tackle looked like it was fitted up for a vehicle. The man was the Duke of Foxleigh. Why was he riding a carriage horse with no saddle?

      She walked back to the man to look again, to be certain. She shivered. It was him. Of all the blasted ill-fortune! She had held up the one man whom she wished never to see again, the one person in the world who could identify her with absolute certainty. But surely he had not seen her face. If she could get him back to the cottage before he awakened, she could remove her disguise and merely tell him that she had found him on the roadside.

      “Lord, Katherine! He could be dying. Stop being so selfish!” She could not even contemplate such an unbearable outcome. It was one thing to wish never to see him again, and quite another to think of him expiring right before her eyes. Her heart lurched, but she put it back in its place. “No more foolishness!” She forced herself to focus on getting Foxleigh to shelter.

      Tucking the fur blanket tightly around his shoulders and looking askance at the long legs which would have to drag behind, she considered how hard it would be to haul him back by herself, then turned to the horse. The steed gave her a dubious look, but permitted her to tie his long reins to the sled with only a small huff.

      “Thank you. You are a loyal friend.”

      Perhaps to gainsay her compliment, the steed lifted his tail and dropped four balls of filth that narrowly missed the duke’s head.

      Katherine laughed. “A little to the left.” Foxleigh totally deserved it, but then she reminded herself that he was injured. She wished she was a better person, but it was humorous, after all. Yet, however diverting the situation, it would be Katherine who would have to clean him up, so it was just as well that he was spared the indignity.

      She led the horse back up the path to her cottage as quickly as they could go. Would he survive? Her heart cried out against any doubt. But if he did survive, would he sort out that she was the highwayman? Would she end up on the gallows for her troubles, or would he believe her story that she had been out for a ramble on this frozen night and happened upon him? It sounded absurd. But on the other hand, might it not all be dismissed as a fluke of chance? His happening to be there was even more preposterous than her being out for a stroll. In fact, was it not terribly odd that he was out in these parts at all? Her heart fluttered. Was it for her? Was he searching for Katherine, and had he somehow found her?

      Foolish romantic fancy. It was not possible. She had wrapped up her business in London and left without telling anyone where she was going, for she had few enough people to tell. That was years ago, and she’d been living under an assumed name ever since. Mrs. Sheldon was a poor young widow, with no one to hunt for her, no grand past of wealth and luxury to give rise to the sneers of those among the ton who amused themselves with the catastrophes of others. How could Fox have tracked her down?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4 The Wrong Woman

          

        

      

    

    
      Foxleigh was aware of warm air on his skin. Someone was pulling him—a woman. His head swam, but he forced himself to stay awake and tried to stand up. Where was he? He managed to raise himself to his feet and walk a few steps with her assistance, but he could feel his grasp on consciousness slipping. Who was she? Her dark hair was highlighted in the glow of a small fire that threw her face into the shadow.

      “Marie?” He could hardly form the word. How had she found him? And yet, she smelled of cold air and something else, something familiar, but not like Marie. Everything went grey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5 The Nobler of Two Curs

          

        

      

    

    
      After Katherine had removed her great coat and gathered a soft pile of the dried grass she had earmarked for floor insulation, her foundling duke awoke long enough to stand up from the sled. This seemed like a very bad idea, but he managed to walk the few remaining steps to the edge of the straw bed she had cobbled together. It was clear he was unsteady, but his eyes, though glazed, still had that dark, brooding glow that had always warmed her insides. She could smell him and it drove her mad.

      He looked at her, squinting as he tried to resist fainting again. Would he recognize her?

      “Marie?” He collapsed onto the pile of straw.

      Katherine gasped and stepped back as though she had been slapped. Marie?

      He thought she was his ruddy witch of a mistress? The woman who intentionally ruined her happiness by telling Katherine of their affair, of the child they conceived? The insult was grave, but even worse was the fresh stab to her heart.

      He did not intend to demean Katherine; he simply did not see her. All he could conjure in his brain was Marie. Even in his wounded state, he was utterly preoccupied with the homewrecker who broke up their engagement. Well, truthfully it was Katherine who had ended it. But what choice did she have?

      “Would Marie have dragged your dying carcass out of the snow bank and brought you home? She would not. She’d have lifted your purse and left you to die—which is what I should have done, you ruddy faithless cur.”

      But he heard none of it. He was in a dead faint. She shook herself and straightened her spine. It was just as well that he did not hear her, for she wanted no witness to that humiliating outburst. A wet nose nuzzled her hand, and she reached down to pet Dog. She stood corrected: no witness except Dog. He would never judge her.

      But she needed to get her wits about her and conjure as much decorum as she could. There would be enough mortification to glean from being found in her present circumstances, without adding to it by making a cake of herself over her blasted prospects and her maudlin heart. If his love for another hurt her, she must never let it show. Better still would be to stop caring.

      Foxleigh stirred slightly, and she released a breath she did not know she was holding. At least he was still moving. That was some comfort. Infidel though he be, he could not die. He must not. Her life was miserable enough, but that would be unbearable. She drew closer to listen to his breathing. It was regular, but why did the blasted man have to smell so positively delicious—like bergamot orange, leather and chocolate?

      Her stomach growled. She was hungry enough, but now there was a third mouth to feed—if he ever awoke. She went to inspect the bowl she had left down for Dog. Ever the gentleman, he had eaten only half of its contents.

      She chuckled and bent down to embrace Dog again and rub his belly. “Good lad! Did you leave this for me? You are a darling!” Dog gave her a stoic look, then lolled his tongue out in a broad grin. She really did have the best dog in the world. They might both starve for it, but she had a bit of porridge she could mix with water to make gruel for the patient. He would never know it came from the dog’s portion—though she almost wished she could tell him. And she still had wild chamomile for tea. That was good for invalids. They might make shift for the first day, at least.

      She snorted at the ridiculousness of her situation. “I am sorry, Dog. He does not deserve your portion, or mine. He may be a duke, but you are nobler by far!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6 Confrontation

          

        

      

    

    
      When Foxleigh opened his eyes, his vision was blurry. His head hurt something fierce, and he was parched.

      “Oh Lord,” he moaned. His limited sight showed he lay in a pile of straw in the middle of a room with a low fire. Something licked his hand, and he started, the sudden movement sending a bolt of pain through his head. Foxleigh groaned again, but turned to meet the soulful brown eyes of a dog—probably a bloodhound. He patted him on the head idly. Where the ruddy hell was he?

      “Did you bring me here yourself, old boy, or is there someone else I have to thank?” The dog only smiled and panted in reply.

      He remembered there had been a woman the night before, or had that been a dream? He thought it was Marie at the time, but looking at this place, he knew that was impossible. Marie would never suffer herself to be found dead in such a place, let alone spend a single night there.

      The cottage door opened and a woman walked in, shaking the snow off of her cloak before hanging it on a peg by the door.

      He could not see much at that distance, but he could make out her dark hair. He had thought it chestnut last night, like Marie’s, but could now see it was black as a raven’s wing. And there was something about the way that she moved—with a grace and pride that he could not reconcile with the humble cottage in which this person dwelt. A sigh escaped his lips, and she turned to look at him.

      “I see you are awake.”

      That voice trickled over his insides like fresh spring rain, energizing him in an instant. Were his senses merely addled? Who was she? “Come closer, please. I cannot see you from here, for my head is very bad and my vision unsteady.”

      “I prefer to keep my distance. I brought you here because I could not let you die on the side of the road, but I realize now I have taken a great risk bringing a man into my cottage.”

      Of course. He was a beef-wit to be so forward. “I apologize for my unpolished manners. I have not even thanked you. Let me do so now. I thank you with all my heart. I was injured in a highway robbery last night. I am not quite myself.” No humble peasant woman spoke as she did. Her accent and air were not of this class. And her voice… that voice. She sounded like Katherine Blake. But no, it could not be, could it? He had to know. “Katherine, is that you?”

      The woman had walked to the fire to fetch something warming on the hob, but she froze when he uttered these words. Then she seemed to recover herself and said, “Last night you called me Marie. I am Mrs. Sheldon.”

      Married, then? His heart sank. And he had called her by the name of his old mistress, like a ruddy ill-bred fool. But she had evaded answering his question. Was she Katherine? He knew it was her, so why would she not acknowledge it? “I apologize for the error, and for mistaking you for a prior acquaintance upon whom I wish never to lay eyes again.” Maybe if he emphasized the point it would help his case. If she was Katherine, and he was not merely mad with brain fever, he had a lot to account for.

      She paused for a long time. When she spoke again her voice was quieter. “I see. Do not trouble yourself. It is no matter.”

      He waited for her to say something else, to acknowledge who she was. But she was silent as she stirred the contents of a bowl.

      “And is your husband here, Mrs. Sheldon? I am sure he played some part in my rescue, and I should like to thank him as well.” Perhaps it was self-delusion, but he doubted her marital status.

      “I am a widow. You have only me to thank—unless we include the horse that you rode in on, for he very obligingly pulled the sled for me. I am afraid he is sharing a humble shed with my hens at the moment. I have not any proper stables.”

      His heart lightened. She was free! It would not matter if she were not his beloved, but she was. He could feel it in his heart. “Thank you, madam. When I am well enough to travel, I shall see about better arranging matters.” And I shall see your face clearly, and then how will you deny it? “I am sure he and the hens are getting on famously. Chickens are sparkling conversationalists, you know.”

      “I did not know that.”

      Did he hear a quiver of laughter in her voice?

      “Oh, indeed.”

      “Well I hope your horse is a worldly fellow and not a Francophobe, for they are French hens.”

      He chuckled. It was so like Katherine to say it with such an arch tone. He could not see her face clearly, but he could imagine her delicate left brow elevated over a grey eye sparkling with mirth. His voice caught slightly as he said, “Some intercourse transcends the spoken word. I am sure they understand each other, as though they were old and dear acquaintances.”

      She huffed. “I have some gruel for you here, if you are hungry. Can you feed yourself?”

      “I believe so, thank you.” He cursed himself as soon as he said it. He should have insisted that she spoon it into his mouth, for then she would have to be close enough for him to see her face clearly. “But I am more thirsty than hungry. Have you anything to drink?”

      She took a clay pot from the hearth and poured something into a mug for him. Then she put it and the bowl onto a battered old wooden tray and slid them over to him across the floor.

      “I know it is unmanly, but I do not think I can reach down to fetch them. Might I beg this one more favour from you?” It was deceptive, but he was growing desperate.

      She hesitated, no doubt guessing his motive. Using her foot, she drew the tray back toward her, retrieving the bowl and cup. Then she moved cautiously closer to him, watching for any sign of skullduggery. When she was within arm’s length, she extended the cup first. He took it and drank its contents in one go. He squinted at her as she held out the bowl to him. It was her, he was almost certain, but his vision was still shifting in and out of focus. He clasped the hand that held the bowl and pulled her suddenly closer. It was her. It was his own beloved Katherine.

      “Unhand me! Is this any way to repay my kindness?” She sounded infuriated.

      He released her, but could not suppress a broad grin as he retrieved the bowl from her hand. “It is you! Dearest Katherine! How can I be so fortunate as to find you again, by such an accident of chance, after searching for you for such a long time to no avail? Surely this is divine intervention!” They would be married by special license of course. He began to wonder with a much greater interest than before how soon he might be well enough to go to the nearest village.

      Foxleigh could hear from her breathing that she was not as overjoyed as he was, and it gave him pause. Of course not. She still remembered him as the man whose indiscreet mistress had almost brought a scandal down on her head. No, he had to correct himself. As odious and indiscreet as Marie had been, she did not carry all the blame. It was he who had brought the horrid woman into his life. Certainly, it was before he ever met Katherine, but how could Katherine know that? Whispers about the affair were all over town. The ton loved a scandal and the merry widow Marie Dubois kept them amply supplied. How much had Katherine heard?

      “My darling Katherine, will you not say something? Are you not glad to see me? I have thought of you ceaselessly since the day we parted.”

      “I am not glad to see you, as you must know. If you thought of anyone’s feelings but your own, you would have surmised how very awkward and inconvenient such a meeting would be for me, under the circumstances. Under any circumstances.” She paused to clear her throat, then stood up straight. “I will do what I can to nurse you until you are well enough to leave, and I will go fetch a doctor to you, if that is what you wish, but then you must go.”

      “Never! How could I let go of this blessing? It is the best Christmas present I could ever receive. I will not affront God’s providence by casting aside such a boon!”

      “You must and you will. I may not have much, but I still have my say about whom I associate with, and a man who has conducted himself in the manner that you have is no friend of mine.”

      In what manner? What was she speaking of? “I know there was some scandal in town with, um, that woman. I was a fool, but she met me in a moment of grief and exploited my mental weakness. I am not proud of our relationship, but it was all over with her before I ever met you.”

      Katherine sniffed. “She had a different tale to tell.” Her voice was icy and jagged like the treacherous edge of a cliff in winter.

      “She? Marie had the audacity to address you?” Without thinking, he sat bolt upright, and promptly passed out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When his consciousness returned, the light from the window was growing dim, and she was nowhere to be seen. The wound on his head still hurt like anything, but someone had washed it for him. He smiled. It must have been Katherine.

      His bowl of gruel still sat beside him on the straw, and the dog was lying on the floor nearby.

      “At least you are still here.” He scooped up some gruel and let the dog slurp it off of his fingers. “Your mistress is not fond of me at the moment, my friend. So you must help me make her see things clearly. I am not the best of men, perhaps, but I am certain she thinks me far worse than I am.”

      The dog said nothing, but happily lapped up the gruel and licked his lips.

      Foxleigh lay back with a sigh. “Good lad.” It was enough for now to know where she was, that she was alive and still free. There was yet a chance. He would find a way to make her love him again. But it would have to wait, for his eyelids were drooping and his head throbbed badly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7 Three French Hens

          

        

      

    

    
      Kat walked through the crunchy snow to the chicken coop with an uncharacteristic sense of relief. Cleaning up after the chickens was a welcome change from tending to Foxleigh. It was exhausting to have her moods swinging from temptation, to anger, to fear for his life. He was sleeping a lot, although he showed no signs of having a fever. At least when he was awake he seemed lucid enough, if plagued by the delusion that her finding him half dead in the snow was some sort of blessing from God.

      Her heart beat faster at the recollection. He seemed genuinely glad to see her and sincere in his claim to have thought of her every day. It irritated her how much she loved to hear him say these things. She should be slapping him for toying with her heart all over again.

      Did he really think she would overlook the fact that he was consorting with his mistress while also courting her? Even if he did still love her in his own corrupt way, it did not change her reasons for ending the engagement and leaving London. And he may have now cast Marie and his son aside, but however much Katherine disliked the insinuating harlot, she could not think well of a man who could abandon his own child. And yet his turning up in her life again fueled a flame that, in all this time, she had not managed to extinguish in her heart. It was infuriating to be so out of control.

      Katherine shook her head, picked up a shovel, and entered the warm stink of the coop.

      How perverse that she should have these feelings dredged up again, just in time to watch him struggle to regain his strength. She should be fetching him a doctor, but she simply did not have anything with which to pay. She swore to herself that the next time he awoke, she would make him tell her where she should send directions for assistance. She would even swallow her pride and ask if he had the money to hire a physician.

      Her eyes adjusted to the gloom and she spied the hens happily picking stray kernels out of the horse dung. The horse stood calmly nibbling on the wild grass that Katherine had cut and put up over the summer to have bedding for her chickens. He nickered at her, cocking his ears forward curiously, then continued to munch.

      “Hello, ladies. Hello, Horse. I apologize for the poor fare, but at least you have something to eat.” Unlike the rest of us.

      She mucked out the small building, gathering the leavings in a pile to be removed later, then went about searching the nests for eggs. It was a faint hope as the hens’ laying had slowed over the winter. Poor things were only barely scratching out an existence. It was too much to expect many eggs from them. And yet, as she gently raked her fingers through the dried grass in each box, she found one, two, three eggs. It was a miracle! One egg for her, one for Foxleigh and one for Dog. Now if only they laid golden eggs, she would have something to pay the agent when he came for the rent.

      The agent’s voice sounded from the doorway behind her. “Good day, Mrs. Sheldon. I hope I do not disturb your solitude.”

      Apparently for someone with her infernal luck, even thinking of the devil was enough to summon him. She sighed, tucked her eggs into her apron and turned to face the hateful man.

      “Good day, Mr. Atherton. To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” It was bad form to sound so sarcastic, but she didn’t care.

      He chuckled in an insinuating way that made Katherine wish to slap him. “Well, I know you are all alone out here, and I like to check in now and again to be sure you are well.”

      This bit of fiction did not merit a reply, and wishing to shorten the unwanted visit, she decided to bring him to the point. “I am well and hail as you see. I suppose you are also come early to see if I have your rent money for you.”

      He tilted his head and smiled, then took a step closer. “I did not bring my bookkeeping with me, but I shall write you a receipt if you have something for me.”

      “I do not.” It was best to be direct with the weasel.

      “Well, you know, I am not here to press you in the least, Mrs. Sheldon.” He tilted his head with an insincere smile that made him look sickly, and took another step toward her. “And if you find yourself in straitened circumstances, I am sure we can come to some other arrangement.”

      The slimy bounder had always made Katherine’s skin crawl, but he had never propositioned her before. And yet, she was not shocked. This was the lot of women without protection or money. Every smoky piece of filth in the kingdom gravitated toward a scene of exploitable desperation. No, she was not even a little surprised: it was precisely what she expected from someone like Atherton. But she was angry.

      “Mr. Atherton,” she spoke through her teeth, “you must be aware of what a profound insult you have given me.”

      He opened his mouth to object and strode forward, but she held up her hand, signaling him to stop.

      “Not a step further, sir. I may be a poor widow, but I am not interested in any other arrangement. If I cannot pay next quarter’s rent, I shall leave.”

      “And where shall you go?” His ingratiating smile twisted into a sneer.

      “That is none of your affair. But until the rent is due, you are the person who should leave.”

      “And are you going to make me?” His voice was a growl.

      Luckily the shovel she had used to muck the henhouse was within reach. She grabbed it, and prepared to swing. “I am. And I am reasonably adept with a shovel, so you will come away with more than wounded pride and the indignity of chicken filth on your clothing.”

      He raised his hands and backed away. “Only a misunderstanding, Mrs. Sheldon. No need for shovels.” He smirked as he made his way to the doorway, calling out, “But I will be back in a week’s time. We shall see how amenable you are to other arrangements then.”

      Or how amenable you are to a loaded pistol. Katherine resolved to start arming herself. She listened to the sound of his footfall crunching through the snow and fading into silence before she lowered the shovel and let out the breath she had been holding. “This is my life now, my sweet hens. I do not know how I shall find another place to put you up, with no money.”

      It gnawed at her heart to realize that there was no point in leaving them there to starve, but though she was hungry, she had broken the first rule of farming and gotten attached. Making them into chicken dinners seemed like a cruel reward after they had delivered her these precious eggs. “Thank you for the eggs, ladies. At least starvation will be held at bay for one more day, even if I will soon have no roof over my head. Perhaps the duke will be gone by then, so I will not have the added humiliation of having him witness my eviction.”

      The chickens clucked quietly, but gave no reply. The horse snorted and shook his head.
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      Foxleigh followed the trail of footsteps in the snow, rounding the bend in the tree-enclosed path as a small outbuilding came into view. Not entirely steady on his feet, he walked slowly toward it, hearing muffled voices. Then he was forced to rest a moment, leaning against a tree and listening.

      A man emerged from the outbuilding and called back through the door, “But I will be back in a week’s time. We shall see how amenable you are to other arrangements then.”

      The threat in the man’s voice roused Foxleigh immediately, and his first instinct was to rush over and confront him. But realizing, after a few steps, that he was in no condition for a duel, he let the man escape down another path. Foxleigh hastened toward the doorway. He was sure Katherine was within, and he needed to know she was safe. The stink of chicken manure greeted his nostrils, and he recoiled slightly at the threshold, hearing her speaking within.

      “Thank you for the eggs, ladies. At least starvation will be held at bay for one more day, even if I will soon have no roof over my head. Perhaps the duke will be gone by then, so I will not have the added humiliation of having him witness my eviction.”

      He fell back from the entrance, cruel clarity descending upon him. His beloved Katherine had been living on this tiny rundown property, not to hide from him, but out of necessity. She was destitute. How could he not have realized what was so plainly evident? What an idiot he had been—so foolish and self-centered. All he could think of was his joy at finding her, and all this time she was struggling just to give him food.

      He recalled with guilt the gruel he had given to the dog. It was probably all she had to eat, if she was so thankful for a few eggs. And then there was her lodging—more a hovel than a cottage. And even that she was on the verge of losing. He had to fix this.

      She emerged from the barn and started at the sight of him. “Fox.”

      His mood immediately lifted, and he beamed at her. She had not called him by that old, familiar name this entire time, though he had so much wished she would. He could not keep the love from his voice as he replied, “Kat.”

      She immediately recollected herself. “I am sorry. I suppose I should address his grace properly.”

      “There is nothing so proper for you to call me as Fox. I wish you would always use that name. May I call you Kat? It rolls off the tongue so perfectly.”

      She gave him an unhappy look.

      “Very well, I shall call you Mrs. Sheldon, if I must. Only, call me Fox, I beg of you. It pleases me so much to hear that name from your lips.”

      She sighed. “I shall call you Foxleigh, then. I spoke in haste because I was surprised to see you. That is all.”

      “Thank you. In the very least, that is better than your grace.” He smiled at her, but her mood seemed as stormy as her grey eyes.

      “What are you doing out here, anyway? You should be resting inside. We ought not risk a relapse. In fact, I have been meaning to ask you about taking your horse into town to fetch a doctor to you. Only…” She sighed and looked uncomfortable, casting her gaze downward. “Only, I do not have the money to pay a physician, at the moment, so I hope the highwaymen did not make off with all your pence.”

      He was so grateful to have her bring up the very topic he would speak to her about. “Indeed, I still have some notes about me. They must have made off with the strongbox, but I escaped without having my pockets cut. However, I do not think a doctor is necessary. I am getting sturdier every day.”

      “Let us get you back to the cottage.”

      He knew it was small of him, but he cherished the look of concern upon her features. She must still care for him, a little. But what he really ought to do was stop thinking about his needs and start taking care of her. At least he could alleviate her immediate financial problems. But how to broach the subject? He stewed this over as they walked along the path. He was certain she was as aware as he of how close their hands were to touching. The intensity of the mood was lightened as they arrived at the cottage, and the dog, who had apparently been left to his own devices, came wandering up and presented himself to each of them for pets. “Well hello again!” Foxleigh scratched his head with both hands. “What is his name?”

      “Dog.”

      He peered up at her face to detect if she was having him on. Her lips curled into a faint smile. He gave her a skeptical look. “You are not in earnest, I see.”

      Katherine shook her head. “You mistake me. Dog is truly his name.” In affirmation of this, the hound looked up at her each time she spoke the word Dog. “He wandered up to the cottage one day and stayed. I did not name him at first, because I thought his owner would eventually come to claim him, or he would find his way home. I called him Dog because I did not know what to call him.” She shrugged. “By the time I realized he was not going anywhere, the name had been established.”

      Foxleigh laughed. “So you are a Kat living with a Dog, then.”

      She turned her face away, but he knew she was laughing along with him. He could hear the chuckle in her voice as she replied, “With a Fox for a houseguest. It is good that I managed to steer you away from the henhouse.”

      He laughed harder, and fought down the urge to take her hand and press it to his lips. Who was he kidding? He wanted to pull her to him and join his mouth to hers in a kiss that proclaimed all his feelings, all the time he had spent longing for her. Instead, he took a deep breath and held the cottage door open for her.

      As she busied herself with washing her hands and putting away her store of eggs, he mulled over what he should say and how he should start.

      She finally relieved him of his problem by handing him a clay mug of chamomile tea and saying, “You have been huffing and sighing and shaking your head for long enough. What is it?”

      “I did not know that you were so attentive.”

      Her left brow went up. “It is not attentiveness that alerts the passerby to the grunting of a wild boar.”

      “Flattering comparison. However, as you have so prettily offered a penny for my thoughts, I will see your bid and raise you a gold coin.” He pulled out a guinea and extended it to her. “This is much less than I owe you for your kindness and hospitality—as for your rescuing me, that is a debt I can never repay.” It sounded good. Perhaps she would accept this small amount of money and go buy food.

      She looked at the coin, and then at him. He held his breath as the grey of her eyes swirled around her pupils in an ambiguous flow of mercury. The warning flash within them made him brace himself when she finally spoke. “You offer me money as though I were one of your whores.”

      The logical problem with this accusation was patently obvious to him. They had, unfortunately, never engaged in the transaction that would lead to such a payment. But it was beside the point, and he knew very well that saying anything of the sort would get him slapped. “That is not what I intended. Not at all. Of course you are not—that. Only I can see how things are for you. Katherine—Kat, it gnaws at my very soul to see you in such circumstances. Mucking your own henhouse and practically starving. Can you not imagine how this breaks my heart? I would give you anything! I only wish you had come to me when things went badly. What happened? Your parents were such fashionable people, surely they left you something. Is there some business matter with the estate that I can assist you with?”

      Katherine looked away and shook her head. “My parents were fashionable people. Very fashionable. And they borrowed a lot of money in order to remain that way. I was such a young fool. I had no idea how things really were until they died and the estate was seized upon by their creditors. The people who were once our friends abandoned me. I was left with a hundred pounds and no experience at all with surviving in the world.”

      “Good heavens! They should all be flogged for leaving you in the lurch. But I would have done anything for you. I wish you had come to me.”

      “I certainly could not have gone to you, as you must know. I knew very well how that would look, and how the ton would interpret anything of the sort. And anyway, from what I heard, your own estate was not quite what you had thought it would be. The last thing you needed was another encumbrance.”

      “But you would never be a burden! I was not as rich as I had thought, but I had enough for both of us. I searched for you everywhere as soon as I heard you had left town. There was no reason for you to starve in this way. And since then, one among my father’s myriad idiotic investments actually turned out to be a valid enterprise and highly profitable. I have more money than I know what to do with. This meagre coin is but a paltry token—enough for immediate necessities. I have not access to my full means right at the moment, but I—”

      Her jawline grew squarer, and never before had he been so aware of how pitiably thin she had grown, but pride still radiated from every pore. “You mistake me, Foxleigh. It is not the amount of the offer that affronts me.”

      “Then what, my d—” he stopped himself. He was making a real hash of things, adding endearments to his address would only make her more suspicious of his motives. “Please, be practical. I am only trying to spare you from starvation. Let me do at least this much for you, until I can do more.”

      She levelled an icy stare at him. Perhaps he should not have added that last bit. “You have done quite enough. There is no sum on earth that would tempt me. I am not Marie Dubois.”

      Foxleigh grimaced. Marie again, haunting his happiness, rising up like a spectral cloud of poison between them. “I know very well that you are not her. You are in every way as superior to her as—” He could not think of an appropriate analogy. “There is no comparison to be made. I am sorry that you ever heard about her. She was a mistake and in my past.”

      Katherine issued a snort of contempt. “I can well imagine that you wish I had never heard of your affair, but did you really think the ton would keep quiet about such a thing? Did you spare a single thought for my feelings when you took up with her while you courted me?”

      Foxleigh’s jaw dropped. This was what she thought? He imagined she might have heard of the affair, especially when Marie came back to town and was being so indiscreet. But whatever could have given her the idea that they were still involved after he met Katherine? “Who told you such a thing? Marie was nothing but a past acquaintance by the time I met you.”

      “So you did not meet with her again when she came back and revealed she was carrying your child?” Her voice was cold. He would almost prefer her tears to this icy placidity.

      “It is not my child.” He was furious—not with Katherine, but he could not keep the anger out of his voice.

      “But you cannot deny it. You met with her, apparently on the very day that she paid a call to me to let me know how things were between you, and to reveal the presence of your sideslip growing in her. The affair was not over.”

      “It was—wait a moment! She had the audacity to speak to you?” Ah yes, she had mentioned something like this before, right before he passed out. His memory was not at its best, and he really needed to stop losing consciousness. It was not very manly.

      “I do not pretend to like your taste in mistresses, and when she said, in a nauseatingly saccharine tone, that she hoped in time I could come to see that we were just two women who both took care of you, I almost struck her. But however self-righteous her manner, I received the message very clearly: she was not going anywhere, and if I married you, she and her child would be permanent fixtures in my life. Whatever her motives, at least she did me the favour of being tactlessly truthful.”

      God smite Marie with the pox! She had actually said such a thing to Katherine, lied about their relationship and claimed the child was his! How could he ever make Kat believe him? “Do not fool yourself! That woman only uses ‘truth’ as a pretty, thin tissue in which she wraps her deceptions. She treated you to the same tricks she plays on everyone!”

      “She told me of your affair, which is more honesty than I received from you.”

      “Because it was over before I met you. Why ever would I throw it in your face?” He grasped his hair in frustration, then winced as his bruised head pained him. “I am not a perfect man, Katherine. I do not claim to be a saint, but my love for you has always been true and faithful.” He could see from the anger and misery on her face that she did not believe him, that his professions rang false in her ear and only added an insult to the injury. Blast Marie to hell for breaking Katherine’s heart! No wonder Kat ended the engagement.

      Katherine huffed finally and put her hands on her hips. “I have to make us something to eat. I am sorry you will only have a single egg. As you have noted, I am poor.”

      He was on the verge of begging her to take his money, but he knew there was no point. Until he could prove his love to her, prove that what she believed of him was false, she would never accept anything from him. But he would not watch her starve and be evicted, simply because of her pride and Marie’s malicious half-truths and lies. He swallowed and gave Katherine a look that he hoped conveyed how deeply he cared. “I am not hungry. I have business to attend to in town.”

      With that, he strode back out of the cottage to retrieve his horse. There was no point in further talk. Now was the time for action. It was good that his ex-mistress was not before him at the moment, for he was seething with a beastly rage.
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      Katherine was miserable. She cursed under her breath and swept the worn stone floor of the cottage, needing to be active with something or she would go mad. She might as well clean up before she spread out the straw that Foxleigh had been sleeping on. It was humiliating that floor straw had been the only bed she had to offer, but there was no chance he would need it now. He would never return to such a mean dwelling, especially after she had acted like such a fishwife.

      Why had she been so terrible to Fox? Maybe he did not express himself quite as delicately as he could have, but he was trying to be kind. Being accosted by Atherton had not put her in the best frame of mind, but that was not a good enough reason to be so ungrateful.

      She winced as she recalled the look he gave her when she accused him of treating her like a whore—it was as though she had slapped him in mouth. And he was incensed when he left. She could see it in his smoldering dark eyes. He could not get away from her fast enough.

      Was he angry that she had believed Marie’s story without first asking him? Well, that much was unfair. Perhaps she should not have accepted Marie’s version of events as completely as she had done, but would it have mattered? If Marie bore his child, whomever Foxleigh married would suffer that woman and her offspring as a constant source of misery, for the rest of her life. Surely he could see that Katherine could never continue with the engagement under such circumstances.

      But she had said too much, been too easily nettled by her smarting pride. It did no good to dredge up all the pain in their past and hurl it at his head. Things were as they were, and there was no undoing them. And yet, what if his denial was true? What if the child really was not his, and Marie was out of his life forever? Could Katherine let it go? Could she learn to trust him again?

      She snorted at her own romantic fancy and began to spread the straw over the cold part of the floor near the entrance. As if it mattered. He was not coming back. What did she have to offer him now? She was all coarse and thin from too much work and too little food. What did she have that could possibly attract a man like Foxleigh? He was a duke and now he apparently had more money than he could spend. And he was handsome. Still so insufferably handsome. And he smelled irresistible. She bent to sniff the straw. It still held the ever-so-slight fragrance of leather and oranges. Or was it her imagination?

      Stop it, Kat. There was no point in indulging these pathetic fancies now. He was gone. She had lost him all over again. She felt the tears trickling across her cheeks before she realized she was crying. So apparently she had not quite cried herself dry, after all. That was some sort of ironic comfort. Dog licked her hand consolingly.

      His mournful look of compassion made her come completely undone, and she dissolved into a blubbering mass on the floor, hugging her hound for dear life. “What in the world will I do to keep us from losing our home and starving?”
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      Foxleigh arrived at the village banker’s private home for his last item of business and was conveyed into a brightly lit parlor that was filled with the smell of baked sweets. He inhaled the warm cloud of vanilla and grinned. Everything was perfect.

      His arrangements so far had gone very well. Most importantly, he had purchased a cart and found servants to fetch provisions and necessaries for the cottage. Getting some suitable furniture would have to wait, but food, wine, every delicacy he could lay his hands upon would be showered down upon Kat’s dwelling as soon as it could be contrived. She might not accept money, but she could not decline the food. Even if she were not too hungry to refuse, which she must be, he could always appeal to her pride by telling her that she could not expect him to stay there with nothing to eat. That was if she did not send him packing immediately and bolt the door behind him. She thought him such a scoundrel.

      He sighed and dismissed the doubtful thoughts. He would remain optimistic. It was the only way to be. God had handed him a second chance and he was not going to lose her all over again. Marie was no longer in his life and he had faith that given some time, Kat could forgive his making such a hash of things and grow to love him again.

      His heart soared, and he beamed so brilliantly as he exchanged greetings with the banker, that the man gave him a quizzical look. “Is your grace quite well?”

      “Yes, I am very well, thank you, Mr. Pendle. I am terribly grateful to you for meeting with me at this unusual hour.”

      “Not at all, your grace. It is my great honour. How may I be of service?”

      They seated themselves and accepted wine from the servant.

      “I will come straight to the point. I was recently held up by highwaymen who shot my servants and made off with my strong box. No, no! Please do not be alarmed. I am quite well. I escaped with what money was about my person and had enough to hire a few servants and such, but, as you may imagine, I shall need to set up an account to draw upon while I am here. If you have any concerns, you may enquire for references with the Duke of Bartholmer, to whose estate I was travelling when my carriage was attacked.”

      The banker emitted a shudder that proclaimed his discomfort with any suggestion of the sort. “That will not be necessary, your grace. Not at all. Though I would be happy to lend your grace a carriage as conveyance to his grace’s home at Blackwood. I know it is but a humble vehicle, however, I believe having a finer one delivered from London will take some time. I would not wish the Duke of Bartholmer to grow anxious about your grace.”

      “Never mind that. I have already sent word to Blackwood. I shall buy a vehicle here. It need not be overly fine. But I have a few matters to attend to before I travel on. For example, I am concerned for the families of the servants I lost in the robbery. They ought to be permitted to have a proper funeral. I assume you have some connections locally that might be called upon to deal with such matters?”

      “Certainly. Leave it in my hands, your grace.”

      “Thank you. You may pay for the expenses out of my account. I have sent a messenger with a fast horse to my man of business in London, Mr. Sumner. He should arrive within a few days to provide more detailed instructions, and to make a deposit with your excellent bank. I trust that will be amenable.”

      “Very satisfactory. Only your grace should not be inconvenienced by such trifles. I will happily await the transfer from whatever London account is convenient.”

      “Quite unnecessary, I assure you. Now there is another matter that more particularly requires your expertise.”

      The banker leaned forward. “How may I be of service?”

      “There is a property near here, rented by a poor widow. She saved my life, and I should like to reward her by paying her rent. However, I do not know how to contact the agent, or what the property is called.”

      “Do you recall the location, your grace?”

      “It is an hour’s ride southeast of here.”

      “Ah yes. I think you must be speaking of old Mr. Burns’ plot. He banks here, as does the agent, Mr. Atherton.”

      Foxleigh scowled. “I had occasion to see Mr. Atherton while I was at the property. I confess I did not like the look of him.”

      The banker tilted his head. “Far be it from me to speak ill of even the smallest account holder, but he is not my favourite customer. On the other hand, he is not outside of the common way for land agents. Still, it should make paying the rent an easy matter. I can see to the transaction myself.”

      “Excellent!” Foxleigh paused a moment. If the banker knew the owner, could Foxleigh simply buy the property outright? Then Katherine would never have to worry about losing her home. He hoped to move her under his own roof someday, but getting her to marry him could take some time. In the meantime, this would keep her safe from that jackal Atherton. “But now that I think of it, as Mr. Burns banks with you, might you not make enquiries with him about selling the property?”

      “Most certainly, your grace. I shall call on him tomorrow morning.” Mr. Pendle seemed extremely happy and obliging.

      He would get a commission for the sale, of course, but Foxleigh thought the man was mostly happy to have made a connection with a duke. That was the way of the world. Among everyone he had met, only Kat had been immune to the allure of his rank. Just like the fates to make him fall in love with the one woman whom he could not impress with wealth and station. He chuckled and shook his head. She was utterly perfect—so strong and proud, eking out an existence on her own. It frustrated him to no end that she would not take his money, but at the same time it made him admire her all the more.

      As Foxleigh made to take his leave of the banker, he was struck by a dizzy spell.

      “Is there something the matter, your grace?”

      “I’m a bit vaporish.” Foxleigh tried to laugh it off. “I have accomplished so much today. As a duke, I am not accustomed to being at all useful, you know.”

      The banker did not reply to this wit, but squinted at Foxleigh, then hailed his servant to fetch the doctor. “I think that bump on the head should be looked at. I do not mean to be officious, but please come lie down on this couch for a moment, your grace. I will arrange transportation to your inn when the doctor has pronounced you well enough to travel that far.”

      Foxleigh thought of protesting, but as he was finding it difficult to stand, he allowed himself to be led to the fainting couch, where, appropriately, he fainted.
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      Katherine gave half of the last egg to Dog, then ate her own portion, chewing very thoroughly. They had finished the remains of the rabbit that Dog had caught two days ago, which was a real boon. She was only feeling a little dizzy, but knew that without more food she would soon grow weaker.

      She swallowed her mouthful with a final pang of regret and tried to fill the remaining space in her stomach with a cup of wild chamomile tea. It was all she had now. Soon she would be forced to eat dried grass, unless she did something.

      She eyed the guns where they lay on the table. Perhaps she could try again. Not that her most recent attempt at robbery had gone so swimmingly, but at least there had been no casualties, unless she counted her wounded heart. But self-pity was not going to improve things.

      Katherine sighed and resolved to act. She would don her great coat and take up her pistols tonight. It was getting so close to Christmas that there would be few travellers. But someone with money would have to come by eventually. At least she had to tell herself that. Some bad person with a bulging purse. Someone who really had it coming.

      “How droll it would be if it turned out to be Atherton!” She laughed out loud, but was cut short in her chortling by a knock on the door.

      Who could that be? Hopefully not Atherton. She had been so foolish as to speak his name—had she summoned the devil a second time?

      An optimistic spark ignited in her breast. What if it was Foxleigh? What if he came back? She should not even wish it, for nothing had changed, but a hopeful smile curled the corners of her mouth as she opened the door.

      It was not Foxleigh, but a tall woman with an angular face framed by well-constructed curls of deep chestnut hair. Marie Dubois. Katherine’s smile turned to a scowl, and she stepped backwards as though the breath had been knocked out of her. Was God punishing her for the sins she had planned, before she even had a chance to commit them? He must be.

      The woman’s eyes darted about the room behind Katherine in search of something before she spoke. “Miss Blake. How lovely to see you again.” Her tone was superior and her greeting lacked any true warmth. “I had hoped I might find the Duke of Foxleigh here.”

      The mention of his name was all it took to stir Katherine’s ire and shake her out of her stunned silence. “Then your hope was ill-founded. He is not here.” Katherine slammed the door in Marie’s face and lowered the wooden bar across the portal as loudly as possible. She might not be mistress of her own household for much longer, but while she was, there was no earthly reason why she should have to put up with that woman’s prying eyes.

      How had Marie found her? Obviously Katherine was not as well hidden as she thought. But perhaps the better question was why? If things were really over between Foxleigh and Marie, why should she go to all the trouble of searching for him—and at Katherine’s cottage, of all places?

      It was a mystery. But Katherine did not want to think about it. The suspicion that they were still having an affair churned her stomach. Or perhaps that was just starvation. It was becoming hard to know which of her life’s torments was responsible for her pain. She sat down and called Dog to her so she could bury her face in the soft fur of his neck. She needed not to think of any of it, not to worry and not to hurt, if only for a few moments.

      But when she looked up, she was affronted again by the hateful sight of Marie’s face peering in her window. Had the woman no shame at all? Katherine glared at her as she stomped over to the glazing and pulled the curtains shut. Did the nasty harlot really believe Katherine was somehow hiding a duke in her tiny abode?

      A moment of madness seized her, and she rushed to snatch up the pistols from the table. She should drive the woman off of her property. It was a trespass, after all. But Katherine slumped despondently into the chair moments later. She was not a fool and she was not a violent person. Let the tart get cold and bored and go on her way.

      She lay her head in her arms and dozed off. Being hungry made her terribly tired. After a half hour she thought it must be safe to go outside. She could not hope for another boon of eggs from the poor hungry chickens, but she wanted to go check on them anyway. She put on her patched wool cloak and wandered along the path to the hen house.

      What on earth would she do with them? She could not leave them there to starve when she got evicted, but how could she travel with them? It had not snowed that day, but the temperature was cold enough that the existing blanket of white remained. It would be horrid to have no shelter during such a winter as this, but at least the snow would permit her to pull her possessions on her sled. Maybe she could find a way to take the hens along, even if it was merely delaying the inevitable.

      These sad reflections were interrupted by the sight of Marie. Katherine froze and stared in disbelief as the uninvited guest wandered around, peering behind trees and finally trying the door of the chicken house. Finding it unlocked, she peeked inside before turning around and realizing that she had been caught spying.

      “Are there no limits to your gall, Mrs. Dubois? Have I not made it clear that you are unwelcome?”

      Marie flounced up to Katherine, smiling sweetly and pretending not to have heard. “Yes, quite right. It is rather cold. I thought I would take a quick peek around the place. So cheerful and snug. Why you will be as happy here with your four legged friend,” she gestured at Dog, who stood beside Katherine, “as anyone can be!”

      To his credit, Dog did not look overly impressed by this speech either. Katherine tilted her head and glared in open contempt at Marie, not speaking a word.

      Marie smiled more intensely and emitted a faint, through-the-nose laugh. “I only hope that Foxleigh and I will be as cozy and content as you must be.”

      What did this insufferable woman want? Had she actually come all this way simply to pick at old wounds? “I suppose you will have to find him, first. Best get to it and stop wasting your time here.”

      Katherine pushed past Marie on the path and proceeded to the chicken house. She still had to remove the pile of leavings she had shoveled up the last time. Not pleasant work, but it would be worse for Marie. Katherine laughed inwardly. If the trollop insisted on staying, she would have to put up with the ammonia stink. Inside the building she found her shovel and a wooden bucket and began loading it up.

      “Oh, I am sure we shall be reunited soon enough. Foxleigh must be buying a few gifts for our boy.”

      Katherine took the full bucket and, resisting the temptation to spill it on Marie, stomped outside to dump it behind the building.

      “Stay!” Marie retrieved a miniature painting from her pocket and followed Katherine, holding it out for inspection. “This is a likeness of our little darling. He is a real growing concern—so bright and full of vivacity. Foxleigh simply adores him, as you can imagine.”

      Katherine turned to go back to the coop for another bucketful and the proffered image caught her eye. Though she avoided looking closely at it, it was obvious at a glance that the child was fair haired and blue eyed. He looked nothing like either Marie or Foxleigh. Katherine could not help snorting with disgust. “Do you mind stepping away? I may have to deal with another bucket of chicken filth, but I do not think I can stand one more load of your brand of fertilizer.”

      Just as though Katherine had said nothing, Marie continued to follow her around, pressing a kerchief delicately to her nose, but prattling on. “Yes, he quite dotes on the child. We are planning a winter wedding you know—so romantic.” She clapped her hands together in a contrived gesture of rapturous joy, almost dropping her kerchief. “To be wed at Christmas, especially as there is all this snow—lovely!”

      Katherine contemplated knocking the woman into the chicken poop, but merely filled her bucket in silence. Surely even a desperate harlot like Marie would eventually tire of the stink and leave.

      But the woman followed her back out of the barn. “It will be like God is casting white rose petals on the bridal path!”

      “Well, Dog has cast some yellow rose petals in your path already.” Kat immediately wished she had not warned the odious woman, who deftly evaded the pee.

      She did not wish to hear another word about their wedding plans. But why should it bother her? Everything was over for her and Foxleigh. She had her own life to attend to. Yet it did bother her. She was getting very close to going back to the house to fetch her pistols. Instead, she took a deep breath of cold air and set her shovel and bucket beside the coop, returning to the path. She would simply lock herself in the cottage and wait for Marie to finally leave.

      The insufferable woman followed.

      Katherine swung around to face her pursuer. “I do not know how either your plans or the duke’s could possibly concern me. As I have no acquaintance with you that can conceivably warrant your intrusion here, I ask that you leave and never return.”

      “I only came looking for my betrothed. Surely that is some justification for the small inconvenience.”

      “If you wish to catch up with the duke, you are welcome to try, but when I last saw him, he did not speak or look like he had wedding plans on his mind.”

      Marie’s smile was crooked, but her syrupy tone of voice persisted. “Oh, he is a very private person. He is sure to be thinking of me and his child and making arrangements to get back to London.”

      “He rather looked like he was trying to get away from London, or else I do not know how he would end up around here.”

      Katherine thought that Marie’s brittle façade of complacence might be about to break, but right at that moment, the duke emerged from around the corner of the path, a look of incensed disgust evident on his features. “She is quite right. I was trying to get away from London. And I find that the countryside agrees with me. Until very recently it had, among its many charms, the supreme advantage of being far away from you.”

      Marie’s face turned very red. She was finally as silent as even Katherine might wish.

      She could have kissed Foxleigh—not for any romantic reason, but simply for wiping the phony smirk off of Marie’s lying mouth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12 Two Curdled Loves

          

        

      

    

    
      Foxleigh kicked a chunk of ice across the path and glared at Marie. He had not been detained in the village that long. How on earth had she found her way to Katherine’s home? “How did you find out where I was? I do not really care, except that I should like to know which one of my contacts in London is so little to be trusted.”

      Marie rallied and assumed her usual simper. “But darling, of course I would find you! I was so worried, I could not rest until—”

      He raised his hand to cut off her dissembling, and hissed, “No more lies, woman!” But then he stopped as he reflected on her words. Worried? “And why should you be worried, I wonder?”

      Marie was not quick enough to apprehend her mistake. “Why the robbery my darling! Such a dreadful thing!”

      If she knew about the robbery, it had to be one of his London servants who was supplying her information, for his man of business was entirely trustworthy and he had otherwise only sent word to his friend the Duke of Bartholmer. He would find out the culprit later. He gritted his teeth. “If you call me darling one more time, I will not be held responsible for my actions.”

      She sighed dramatically and pretended to swallow down a sob. “Of course. Anything to please you, Foxleigh.”

      It would not have bothered him if almost anyone else took the liberty of addressing him so informally. In fact, he had not quite grown accustomed to all the your-gracing that was his lot as a duke, for it made him feel that he was always surrounded by toad-eaters. But Marie calling him Foxleigh with that pretense of familiar affection was even worse than the darling appellation. It made him want to have her flogged. “You will never address me informally again, Mrs. Dubois. You are nothing to me—less than nothing, a thorn in my side and a constant reminder of a time when I was foolish enough to think you were worth caring for. You are a loathsome, scheming creature. The very sight of you disgusts me. Is that clear enough?”

      Marie looked shocked and bit her lip. “I crave your forgiveness, your grace. But if someone,” she gave a sideways glance at Katherine, “has been poisoning your grace’s mind against me, I assure y—”

      He cut her off with a gesture. How dare she cast daggers at Katherine? “Do not blame others for my discovery of your worthlessness. It is likely that Katherine understood what you were the instant she met you. She is cleverer than I.” He looked away to give Katherine a reassuring smile. He thought he saw an upward curl of her lips, and it gave him hope. Then he turned back to the vile woman who had been Katherine’s tormentor. “But you have no one but yourself to blame for my inexcusably late realization that you are a fiend from hell. The fact that she ever had to meet you at all is damning enough of your character. What right had you to foist your presence upon her, only to spin your lies to hurt her? And then you repeat the offense of such intrusion by pursuing her here!”

      “I was pursuing your grace! My heart demanded it. I do not know what she has told you, but she lied to me and would not admit that you were here, your grace. I do not like to speak ill of any of my sex,” she straightened her spine and held her head up high, as though she thought this might suggest it supported a halo, “but I believe she may have designs upon your grace.” The slightly astonished tone in which she uttered this shocking possibility almost made her sound like she believed her own deceptions. But Foxleigh was far too familiar with her mendacity to be fooled.

      A snort issued forth from Katherine’s quarter, which wounded his pride, but she otherwise remained stoically silent throughout this attack on her character.

      He walked past Katherine to stand between the two women, as though he might act as a barrier to Marie’s insults. “You are not worthy to speak of Katherine, much less cast a shadow on her morality. Any possible belief I may have had in some tiny speck of good within you has been extinguished by your own words. I overheard every conniving falsehood you spoke to Katherine just now, so you may end this ridiculous charade. I am tired of it.”

      A desperate pallor crept over Marie’s features, and her voice shook. “But what of our child? Surely your grace is not so cruel as to throw off his own progeny and the future of his line!” Here again, a slight flick of her eyes in the direction of Katherine made her intentions clear to Foxleigh. Marie knew very well that he would never believe the child was his—the very idea was preposterous and he had already told her so once. This drama was only to further blacken him in Katherine’s eyes.

      Very well, if it was a pantomime Marie wanted, this was as good a time as any for him to make it clear to Katherine that he had not fathered Marie’s offspring. He permitted himself to laugh at her ridiculousness. “Your child is no progeny of mine. His coloration and features are the very image of the Earl of Baton. What? Has the earl sorted out your real nature and thrown you off, as well? What a pity. True, I would feel sorry for the boy if I did not know him to be a vicious little beast. From what I have heard, even at this tender age he is overly fond of kicking cats and breaking the necks of chicks. So there is at least one way in which he favours his mother’s side.”

      “As I said before, I would never try to foist a child upon your grace that was not your own—”

      “You said that when you informed me that the baby you were carrying was the earl’s. I am afraid you have worn out that old chestnut.”

      “That was a mistake—”

      “As I recall it was right around the time that you discovered how little fortune was left to me. What a remarkable coincidence.” Foxleigh laughed. “It was a glorious thing to later discover that diamond mine had come through, but I think I would have gladly given up the windfall entirely, just to be rid of such a fortune-hunting viper.”

      She wrung her hands and a single tear slipped down her cheek. “Oh your grace, do not say such things about the mother of your heir, I implore you!”

      “Is this merely for effect, or can you really be so deluded? Even if this child were mine—which he most certainly is not—he could never be my heir, for he would have been born out of wedlock. You have thus far been publically representing him to be the son of your late husband. His only claim to legitimacy is as a commoner. And an illegitimate child cannot be an heir to a duchy—or an earldom, for that matter, in case Lord Baton has not pointed that out. If that has been your game, I am afraid you have grossly over-played your hand, Mrs. Dubois.”

      It was at that moment that the transition came. He could see her contorting like a snake about to shed its time-worn skin. Her mouth twisted and her eyes glittered cruelly. “Oh I am Mrs. Dubois, a widow. My reputation has certain protections. But her?” She pointed a long gloved finger at Katherine and looked ready to spit shards of glass. “She is Katherine, is she? Quite.  Miss Blake would be too formal. Have a care, your grace. You know very well that by staying here you are putting her reputation at risk. What will people say when they discover that you have been living here with her, with no chaperone and not so much as a lady’s maid?” She gave him a smug smile. “You had better come away with me. I have a carriage waiting, for I see you have none.”

      “You see wrongly. I have my own conveyance. It simply was not here when you arrived, because I was not here. You, yourself, are a witness that I am not here unchaperoned with Miss Blake. She is currently under the watchful eye of a widow—albeit one of dubious character. And her lady’s maid awaits her inside.”

      Marie coughed and looked superior. “Come now, your grace. There is scarcely room in the place to turn around. There are no servants. She is here unattended, and her reputation is ruined, unless you leave with me.”

      It was such a pitiful triumph that animated this bitter threat that Foxleigh might have felt slightly sorry for her, even in his contempt, had she been anyone else. But her dire proclamations did not have the effect she was hoping for. It was true that he had imperiled Katherine’s reputation, though there were no witnesses to his brief stay at her cottage. However, he was only too happy to restore her good name entirely by marrying her.

      He turned to the black haired beauty who had stood by in silent dignity while Marie hurled every dart and insult in her arsenal. “My dearest Katherine.” He took a step toward her. “Kat. Will you make me the happiest of men and consent to be my wife?”

      Her lovely mouth dropped open, but before she could utter any reply, a horrific howl came from Marie. He swung around and gaped as the crazed woman dissolved into a fit of histrionics, with much loud wailing about her broken heart and the inconstancy of men, and endless blubbering. She actually pulled at her own hair and hurled herself upon the snowy ground.

      It was a ludicrous display. He was struck by the great contrast between the two women in his presence. One was blameless, with every reason to weep, yet holding her head up with poise and self-possession. The other was the author of her own comparably minor woes, but wept like an utter madwoman, for the mere sake of manipulation.

      He sighed and shook his head at the scene before him, truly repenting his past decisions. He spoke to Katherine over his shoulder, “How can you forgive me for being such a blasted fool that I could not see what she was? How can you ever value the love of a man who once wasted his affection on an object so far beneath your merit, dearest, most wonderful Katherine?”

      He turned to lock eyes with her so she might see into his heart, to repeat his proposal again and again. But she was gone. He cursed. Was she once more running away from him? He rushed back down the path. He would not let her slip through his fingers a second time.
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      Katherine knew she should not remain to witness what was such a private conversation between Foxleigh and Marie, but she could not tear herself away. And, of the three of them, she was the only one with any right to be there. This was, of course, irrelevant. Rights had always been proportional to wealth, even if Katherine had only learned this hard lesson after her fall from the glittering tower of fashionable London.

      Her heart fluttered. Fox was marvelous and handsome and completely right. As she watched him tear a strip out of Marie, Katherine found him almost irresistible. She went from wishing to kiss him, to wishing to drag him back to her cottage. His dark eyes flashed and his strong jaw clenched in a way that brooked no disagreement from the nasty scheming succubus.

      Katherine was stirred, but she also felt vindicated—not only for the persecution she had suffered that day, but for everything Marie had done to destroy her happiness. Vindicated, but not compensated. No, that was something Katherine would never be.

      And yet, even as she enjoyed the spectacle of Marie’s comeuppance, a cloud of guilt drew over her brow. She had thought the worst of Foxleigh, based only on the testimony of this snake in the grass. It was heart-breaking to realize how much she must have hurt him. How utterly gullible and foolish she had been to believe a single word of what Marie had told her so long ago.

      After hearing their exchange, Katherine was certain that Foxleigh had only ever been guilty of making a very ill-conceived attachment with the merry widow, before he met Katherine. It was not a nice thing to think about, but he did not deserve Katherine’s abandonment. She had ruined everything by being a precious, over-protected, credulous little ninny. She had broken his heart and abandoned him at a moment when he was still in mourning. And she did it without even asking to hear his side of things.

      What he must have thought of her! Had he believed, even for a moment, that she broke the engagement because of the paucity of his inheritance? He must have done.

      Katherine’s cheeks burned. It was too awful, too mortifying. But what else was he to think? As he said to Marie, the timing was a remarkable coincidence.

      She groaned internally and wished the earth would swallow her up. She thought she could bear anything—losing him, being homeless and poor forever, even the horror of watching him wed someone like Marie—anything but having him believe that she only cared about his wealth, that she broke the engagement because of avarice. If there were one way in which she wished to exonerate herself, it was that. An idiot who was too quick to judge she had been, certainly, but never a fortune hunter.

      Things were going very badly for Marie, and she gave Katherine an evil sidelong glance as she accused her of having designs on Foxleigh. Hah! Katherine could not repress a snort. It was always the thief who feared being robbed. But if only Marie knew what kind of designs Katherine’s imagination was conjuring up a few minutes ago, the tart might rightly be as shocked as she pretended to be now. Foxleigh passed by Katherine to stand between her and Marie. Why must he always smell so good?

      He smiled and her heart fluttered. She smiled sadly back. If only she had been worthy of him. But at least he was not having any more of Marie’s lies. He was defending Katherine—actually praising her. Though it warmed her insides, she could not revel in it, knowing how little she deserved this glowing sketch of her character.

      She was lifted out of further mortifying and guilty ruminations by anger. Marie was trying to lay her son at Foxleigh’s feet. Katherine was glad that he was not duped by her outrageous assertion that this blond, blue-eyed fairylike child was the offspring of a swarthy, solid man like Foxleigh.

      When Marie let her façade drop and openly threatened to ruin Katherine’s reputation, Katherine had to turn away to cover her laughter. As conniving as she was, Marie was a fool. Like most upper class women, she had no idea the degree of liberty a poor woman had, even if it was not the best sort of autonomy.

      Being an independently wealthy widow was the greatest freedom, and Marie had that. But her class bias made her believe that Katherine still cared about things like reputations and virtue. These were valueless when attached to a woman of no means and no connections. The lower classes were generally indifferent about the appearance of chastity.

      True, Katherine might starve and present an easy target for every predator who crossed her path, but if she wanted to spend an evening with a man, it did not matter a jot. No one cared. It was such an empty threat it was absurd.

      And yet Foxleigh seemed to be taking it seriously. He was such a valiant man. It was maddening to see how wonderful he truly was, now that he was so utterly lost to her.

      He turned to Katherine, his eyes burning even in their shadowy depths. “My dearest Katherine. Kat. Will you make me the happiest of men and consent to be my wife?”

      Katherine stood mute for a moment at the words. As their meaning sunk in, they at once filled her with joy and with utter despair. Could he truly still love her?

      But no! How could he? Of course he could not. Even if she had not used him so ill the first time they were engaged, she was now a worn out and patched creature, nothing like the sparkling debutante he had fallen in love with. He could have nothing left for her but pity and now a sense of obligation. Foxleigh was only proposing because Marie threatened to expose her to ruin. He was trying to rescue her reputation and sacrificing his own happiness for her honor. Such a good man.

      But he would never respect her or think of her as he ought. She would merely be another burden to him—not quite as bad as Marie, perhaps, but a weight about his leg nonetheless. If only he loved her, things might be different. But he did not. Nor did he offer her his love, only his good name.

      Katherine’s heart turned suddenly to sawdust. Her lips parted and she spoke as though she were an automaton, hearing herself say the exhausted words without understanding what they meant for her sanity. “I thank you for this honour, but I cannot marry you.”

      But she was not audible over the din that erupted from Marie. The woman went completely wild and was howling and rolling on the ground. Katherine blinked in disbelief and watched Foxleigh stand fascinated by this performance. Would it change his mind?

      The Fox Katherine had known would be totally repulsed by such a spectacle. But then, Katherine had to admit some doubt as to whether she had ever really known Foxleigh. Perhaps he might be swayed by Marie’s great drama of blighted passion.

      She doubted it, but she no longer had the heart to watch this exchange. Her stomach sickened and her feet felt like lead, but she shuffled away down the path, gradually growing frantic and beginning to run. She feared she might become hysterical any moment.

      Think of something else. She began mentally planning her escape. It was a matter of days until she would have to leave the dwelling. There was nothing to be done about that. Fox’s sense of obligation and honour would make him stay and try to persuade her to wed him, and Marie would therefore always be lurking in the background. With all the people tramping about, there would be no practicable way for her to carry out her highwayman scheme without getting caught. Katherine would have to leave soon enough. She might as well do it now.

      What of her darling French hens? A mad resolve gripped her. She would not leave them. An old hat box should be large enough for them. She would stuff them onto the sled. What of Dog? Dog! She lurched to a stop, turning in momentary panic. But he came to a stop beside her, smiling as though there was something to smile about. “Oh!” She hissed out a relieved sigh. “Thought I had left you behind.” She patted him and he licked her hand. At least she had Dog. What had she ever done to deserve this faithful friend? She looked to the heavens, panting to catch her breath.

      An object in the branches of one of the trees caught her eye. A pear. The crop had not been very big this year, and she had eaten all that she could reach, but a few remained on the higher branches. This variety required a frost before they got tasty. Katherine squinted. There were more. She could count at least five. They might be soft now, but they would at least be edible. Dog would not be interested, but it would be something to feed the hens on the way. On the way where? She would sort that out later. There was no time for doubts or delay.

      “You can stand watch, Dog. Bark if anyone is coming.” Of course he would not bark. He was a blood hound and would bray like a donkey for all the countryside to hear. But he walked a ways back on the path and lay down at its edge, so he either understood or was planning to take a nap.

      The cold air chilled her legs as she tucked up her skirts into her apron and began to climb.
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      Foxleigh wished he were not still so maddeningly weak and slow. He leaned against a tree and waited for the latest wave of dizziness to pass. After a few deep breaths, he hurried on as quickly as he could manage. The spells were not as bad as they had been, but the last thing he needed was the embarrassment and inconvenience of fainting and bumping his head. But what if he were not in time, and Katherine escaped before he could catch her?

      Up ahead he caught sight of Dog lying at the roadside. That was odd. The hound sprang up and began howl-barking.

      “Hello lad!” Foxleigh approached and petted Dog, who rubbed his head against Foxleigh’s leg, stared at him intently, then walked up the path, suddenly halting and sitting down. His nose pointed into the trees.

      Foxleigh hastened to the spot. “All right, Dog? Where is your mistress?”

      “Where is yours?” came a slightly muffled but unmistakably acerbic reply.

      Foxleigh peered up into the branches and spied a great entanglement of skirts and locks of raven black hair. “She is not my mistress. But she is back there, somewhere, still throwing a fit, I assume. Or perhaps she has stopped, now that she has no audience.” He admired the view of Kat’s beautifully shaped legs and the perfect orbs of her buttocks, the contours of which were plainly visible through the threadbare sheaf of her underskirt, which clung heroically to its charge, defending the last shreds of her modesty. He chuckled.

      “Stop snickering, you idiot. This is not humorous in the least, and it is your ruddy fault!”

      “My fault? How so?” He was now openly laughing.

      “If you had not come here to persecute me with that dreadful woman in tow, I would not be forced to flee, and…” Her voice trailed off weakly.

      “And? You thought taking to the trees was the best mode of escape? And here I am the one with a bump on the head!”

      “Your entire head is a bump, if you think you are amusing in the slightest. If you must know, I was thinking of my hens.”

      “Your hens?”

      “I was going to take them with me when I quitted the cottage, but I needed something to feed them on the way, and I spied a few winter pears left up here.”

      “You are quite mad. Do you know that?”

      A muffled snort came from the knot of fabric, and her voice quavered. “Just get me out of this damned tree before I freeze, will you? My skirt is caught on something.”

      Foxleigh’s heart soared. She was asking for his help! Might she not care about him still a little bit, despite everything? He made his way with renewed vigor to the base of the tree and looked up. This angle was even more revealing. His loins stirred. Steady now, Foxleigh.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “Tsk. So impatient. Recall that I am an invalid, after all.”

      “You are a bacon-brain!”

      “Perhaps. But that only means it takes a tad longer for my slow wit to savour the moment, for I wish always to remember you like this.”

      “Cad!” She tried to sound stern, but he could hear the laughter in her voice. “When I get down from this tree I will give you another bump on the head.”

      “With such an inducement as that, how can I further delay?” He found a low branch and began to ascend.

      The problem was, when he neared the spot where her clothing was tangled, he could not see which branch it was caught upon. “Apologies, Katherine, but you have things all twisted up in a ball. I shall have to feel around in your skirts to find the branch that is the culprit.”

      “I suppose you say that to all the ladies.”

      Laughter overtook him, and he almost fell off his perch. “Do not make me laugh, now. Be serious!” But he loved her so. And if they could laugh together, even in such a fix as this, there was hope. Their future bliss blazed bright before his eyes, as he found the branch at the center of the tangle and began to pull the fabric away from it.

      He almost had it. One more heave and it must come free. But his efforts unbalanced him, and he suddenly fell from his branch several feet before his own coat hung up upon something and mercifully brought him to a lurching halt.

      “Fox!” Her voice was a screech.

      She had called him Fox. A stupid smile split his face. “I am well, Kat! Do not be alarmed.” He wanted to add my darling, but restrained himself. Better not to test his luck. Yet his heart was full of her and called her by every endearment, even as he dangled precariously from the tree.

      “Thank God in heaven! Can you get free?”

      “I, um, do not believe that would be advisable, as my entanglement is the only thread by which I hang, at the moment. Remind me to give my tailor a bonus.”

      “Is there another branch you can hold on to?”

      He looked about him. “There is one beneath me and to the right. I think I can reach it with my toe.” It would involve some twisting.

      “Can you get a leg over?”

      He smirked. “That remains to be seen.”

      “Loathsome scoundrel! You deserve to fall. Now try to focus!”

      “I shall try, but I am still feeling dizzy, you know.” When he shifted his weight to stretch toward the branch, an ominous cracking noise sounded above him. “Ah, well. Perhaps it is better if I do not move so much. I believe we require assistance.”

      “What a brilliant surmise. Perhaps we could get Marie stuck up here as well. That would be terribly cozy.”

      “Perish the thought. But what of Dog? Can he not go fetch someone to come to our aid?”

      “Who should come, you daft man? Did you not notice that I live alone in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Oh, about that. I hired some servants in the village. They are all busy about your cottage. I am sure Dog could get their attention.” He looked about for the hound, who was nowhere to be seen. “If only he were here.”

      “Is he gone?” Katherine sounded concerned. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. He has run off, I am afraid. The infidel. I am sorry I shared my dinner with him, now.”

      “You gave him your food?” She snorted with disdain. “I had no idea he had been bribed. I merely thought he had bad taste.”

      “You wound me. But as your dog likes me so well, you will never be rid of me now.”

      A gasp sounded from the ball of skirts, but she said nothing. His heart glowed warmer. There was a chance. He would do everything in his power to woo her. Only he had to get them out of this tree.

      At that moment Dog returned, a stout manservant following him.

      “Your grace!” The man’s lip twitched, but to Foxleigh’s amazement he managed to avoid collapsing in a fit of laughter. He cleared his throat. “May I be of assistance?”

      “What do you suppose? Yes, you can ruddy well be of assistance! Go find a ladder, for God’s sake!”

      When they made it down safely, Foxleigh’s pride was mortified by the realization that they had not been more than eight feet from the ground. It had seemed higher. The servant made no comment, but Foxleigh was sure the whole lot of them would have a merry laugh at his expense once the story got around, as it certainly would.

      But he did not care. It was worth it. He smoothed a tendril of Katherine’s hair back and fixed her eyes in his gaze. Her skin was flushed, and though worry clouded her eyes, traces of a smile tugged at her lips. How he wished to kiss that smile. “Before you think about running away again, Kat, you must accompany me back to the cottage to see what I have done. I hope you will approve. But even if you do not, please grant me a fair hearing. I am not the man you thought me to be.”

      She looked miserable and cast her eyes downward. “I know you are not. Can you not see how ashamed I am to have taken the word of that witch without even speaking to you?”

      He tilted her chin up. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Oh, but I do.”

      “Come, come! Let us get you back to the cottage and warmed up. I have brought plenty of wood for a proper fire. Come along!” He reached out a bended arm for her to take. Would she permit this liberty? Why not? He had already seen her bottom-up in a tree, after all.

      “Very well.” She shrugged and took his arm. “I did promise you another bump on the head.”

      Foxleigh leaned in and whispered in her ear. “I am looking forward to it.”

      He spied Marie’s carriage waiting in the lane. Foxleigh scowled. Not letting go of Katherine’s arm, he turned to the man servant. “Mills. There is a woman out near the henhouse—just follow this path. Kindly escort her back to her equipage here and send her on her way. She is not to be received again.” His beloved should nevermore be subjected to Marie’s odious company. If he had his way, Katherine would quit this place with him immediately. He ushered her forward eagerly. He could not wait to show her his surprise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15 License and Licentiousness

          

        

      

    

    
      Katherine’s emotions were still all in a turmoil, though at least her heart was no longer pounding. Before they even reached the door of her house the ambrosial scent of roasting meat and fresh bread greeted her nostrils. It smelled marvelous! It had been such a long time since she had even sniffed anything this good that she thought she might be dreaming.

      But if she was, then she didn’t care. Foxleigh was beside her, smelling even better than whatever was cooking inside, and she and Dog were about to have a feast. If it was a dream, she did not wish to awake from it.

      As they stepped through the door, a roaring red fire in the grate cheered her, and her skin stung with the sudden warmth. She was sad to have Foxleigh withdraw his arm, although decorum demanded it. Decorum! She could imagine that servant Mills making up vile ditties and describing the sight of her bottom suspended in a tree for the amusement of all the servants. Arse Poetica. Perfect.

      And yet, what was a little humiliation before the help? She could forgive the whole lot of them, if only they would bring her a few slices of that roast, and a pot of butter to spread on that crusty bread.

      Foxleigh gestured for her to sit down and supplied her with a glass of wine. A real glass, not a rough clay tumbler. Fine imported crystal! She swirled the ruby liquid around and let the firelight ignite it into glimmering fairy sparks. It dazzled her, transported her to a time when she went from happiness to happiness, never wanting for anything. Then she closed her eyes and buried her nose in the goblet. It was magnificent. Her single, reserved sip turned into a long guzzling drink. She smiled blissfully and opened her eyes to behold Foxleigh, watching her with an intense and glistening stare.

      “Are you… crying?”

      “Not at all.” He cleared his throat. “I was waiting for you to smack your lips and wipe your mouth on your sleeve.”

      She cocked a brow. “I had no idea my manners were so unsightly as to make a grown man weep. I suppose starvation will do that to you.”

      “I was not weeping.”

      “Quite.”

      “Look, if you must know, I have been beside myself with worry that you would expire from hunger while I was detained in the village. It broke my heart to see you in such a state. So yes, I am moved to see you enjoying the simple pleasure of a glass of wine.” He turned away and gestured at the servants who rushed to bring her a plate piled high with roast beef and pork tart and a thick, butter drenched slice of bread.

      Her mouth watered and she knew she was staring at her meal like a wild beast. She willed herself to look at him and not the plate.

      He grinned at her and her heart flopped. “Now I hope you will enjoy this simple repast with as much savagery as you wish.”

      “Wait, though. I will not eat until Dog has been given his portion.”

      Foxleigh laughed and gave the servants a meaningful look. “Cut it up in small pieces so he does not swallow it whole.”

      When Dog stood beside her on the floor, gobbling down his roast, Katherine permitted herself to cut into her beef. It was as rare as she could have liked and she swirled it into the peppery gravy, mingling the juices with the cream and mushrooms, only permitting herself to take a small bite. It was heavenly—juicy, succulent and smoky, with the perfect amount of crisp fat at the edge. She could devour it all at once, but she forced herself to take another tiny morsel, gradually submitting to the spell of the warm fire, good wine and wonderful, glorious food.

      She paused to take another sip from the glass that had mysteriously been refilled, staring over the rim at the smoldering gaze of Foxleigh. Then made herself wait a full minute before she began eating again. She did not wish to make a spectacle of herself. Besides, if she ate with abandon, it would all come back up again. That was not a memory of her that she wished Foxleigh to ever have. To distract herself from hunger she asked, “Are you enjoying my display of barbarism?”

      His eyes twinkled. “It is good to see you still know how to use a knife and fork.”

      She took an especially large bite of warm buttery bread and chewed it defiantly. “I still owe you a knock on the head, you know.”

      “I thought you might like to see all the surprises I have in store for you before you incapacitate me.” His smile was dazzling.

      Her heart beat faster, and only the irresistible allure of another forkful of food drew her gaze away from him.

      When she had eaten as much as she dared and finished another glass of wine, a pleasant torpor washed over her, but the way that Foxleigh was looking at her made her feel downright drunk. His eyes blazed with pure lust. She felt giddy with possibilities.

      The servants had withdrawn—to where she had no idea—and her reputation was as good as ruined anyway, for Marie would certainly see to that. Why should she not enjoy the crime for which she was to have the punishment? And anyway, she was a poor woman with no prospects at all, so it really did not matter if she spent the night with a beautiful man. Well, no prospects except for entrapping Foxleigh by exploiting his sense of honour. That she would never do, no matter how her heart longed to have him for her own and for always. But why could she not have him for one night?

      “Your eyes are even more full of mischief than usual. I wonder what you could be thinking.”

      Katherine laughed nervously. She could feel the colour rising to her cheeks. “You would have to pay me much more than a penny for these thoughts.” There was something beyond lust in his eyes. A spark of hope flickered within her. Could it be more than honour that motivated his proposal? Might he truly have feelings for her still?

      “I will not drag them out of you.” He stood to retrieve a sheaf of papers before returning to his seat. “But I do have something of value to offer, nonetheless.”

      He handed her the documents and she thumbed through them. “What is this?”

      “It is your security. This property is now yours—or will be as soon as the transfer is complete. I have set up a trust to hold it for you as the beneficiary. It is sufficiently funded to pay the taxes for your lifetime.” He looked at her earnestly, as though trying to detect her thoughts.

      Hot tears welled up in her eyes. So this was his business in the village—well that and rounding up staff, food and trappings to make her hovel more comfortable. He was so good, and yet all the hope drained out of her. He would never have bought this place for her if he had intended to propose marriage. Surely his proposal was only an afterthought, a means to protect her in the face of Marie’s threats. She sighed.

      “I cannot tell if those are tears of joy or of sadness. Please tell me you will accept it, Kat. May I call you Kat now?”

      She nodded, unable to speak for fear of dissolving into a sobbing mess. She no longer had any compunction about accepting his gift, for she knew how unjustly she had mistrusted his motives before. It was a sick twist of fate that this miraculous rescue from ruin should now appear to her as an awful curse, a sure sign that she could never accept his kind offer of marriage.

      He smiled encouragingly. “I wish you would not cry, my dearest Kat. I feel so happy at this moment, except that I suspect there is something troubling you. Will you not tell me what the matter is? Surely I can help?”

      “I—” she croaked. “I do not know how to thank you for this, Foxleigh.”

      He shook his head. “Your gratitude embarrasses me. This seems like such a small thing. I wish to do so much more for you. Will you not let me take you away with me to some much nicer place?”

      Was he offering her carte blanche? Her nipples hardened at the thought. And why should she not accept? She shook her head and hid her streaming eyes in her palms. Of course he was not.

      He seemed to sense what she was thinking, for he sputtered, “Um, I meant after we are married, of course. I have a special license. I know it was presumptuous of me but—”

      “A special license?” Kat looked up from her hands, sniffling. She could barely breathe to ask the question. “Did you get it while you were away in the village?”

      “When else? Took some doing, but it never ceases to amaze me what a duke can get prepared for him rapidly.”

      She was panting. He had meant to ask her before Marie even showed up. She swallowed and fixed his dark eyes with her own. “And you did not offer to marry me, merely because you feel sorry for me? To rescue me from poverty?”

      “Offer to marry you?” He shook his head in confusion. “I am begging you to marry me. I bought this property to rescue you from poverty. I proposed because I love you. I have never stopped loving you, you marvelous little lunatic! How could you construe it any other way? Even as I signed the papers, I wished with all my heart to take you away from this place, but until you agreed to be my wife, I had to be certain you would not suffer. And…”

      “And?” she whispered, her heart threatening to burst.

      “I wanted to be sure that if you no longer loved me, if you could not love me again, that desperation would not force you to accept me. I could not do that to you.” He laughed sardonically. “Though I suppose I need not have had any concerns on that head. The woman who would rather run away on foot with nothing but her chickens and dog than accept my offer is not likely to be swayed into marriage by dire necessity. But I hope, Katherine—is it not possible that in time you might grow to—”

      She interrupted him, shaking her head at her own stupidity. “That woman was an utter fool.” Katherine smiled at him and she thought he must be able to feel the love radiating from her heart, warmer than even the roaring fire behind her. “She no longer exists.”

      “Does that mean?” His face split into a hopeful smile. “Wait!” He reached into his breast pocket and withdrew a glittering object. He came around to her side of the table and knelt before her, holding out a golden ring. “I came prepared, but I neglected to do things properly, earlier. My apologies.”

      She held her breath. God how she wanted to kiss him, but she dared not interrupt him now.

      “Kat, you own my heart, utterly and completely—more now even than when you first captured it, years ago. And I am sorry for how disastrously things have gone since then, but if you consent to be my wife, I will spend the rest of my days making it up to you. Will you rescue me now from my misery as you once rescued me from the snowbank, and consent to marry me?”

      “With all my heart!” She leaned into him and whispered in his ear as he slipped the ring onto her finger. “But only if you let me sample my future husband’s wares ahead of time.”

      “Oh God, how you tempt me!” He stood and pulled her into a long deep kiss. He tasted like wine and chocolate and she wanted never to emerge from that maddening crush of skin and breath. She could feel his hardness where he pressed against her.

      She came up for air finally. “Does that mean you agree to my terms? I have had an inkling that we might try out that straw bed…”

      “I could deny you nothing, my dearest darling Kat.” His eyes were fierce. “But at this point, I do not think I could restrain myself, even if I wanted to. Only I have taken the liberty of bringing a proper mattress. The servants have set it up in your room.” He gave her a roguish smile. “But I could have them replace the straw if your bent turns that way.”

      “Mmmmm.” She kissed him again. “You think of everything. Never mind the straw—a bed will be wonderful. But I think I shall need a bath first.”

      He growled in her ear. “It is good that I had the servants fill a tub for you in your bedchamber, then. But I shall attend to washing that luscious body myself.”

      When they were alone in the bedroom, he carefully removed her clothing. His touch was hot, and she could see the massive erection of his member beneath his clothes, but his hands were gentle as he cupped her breast and bent down to kiss her nipple. The pleasure was sweet but maddening. She did not want him to stop, yet sadly he did, lifting her into his arms and setting her into the warm water of the copper tub.

      It was luxurious and deep. She lay back into it, fully immersing her head and succumbing to the sweet ministrations of hot water on her sore, tired body. She had not had such a bath since she left London. She moaned unconsciously and came to the surface as he began to apply the bar soap to all her parts.

      “God, you are so beautiful.” His voice was hoarse, and her body responded to the heat in it. Even if she were not sitting in water, she was quite certain she would still be soaking wet.

      He washed and rinsed her hair, then began to feel around her womanhood with his fingers until he found her pearl. Gently at first, and then gradually increasing the pressure he stroked her and stroked her, until she thought she would go mad with wanting him inside of her.

      She was panting when he finally lifted her from the tub and dried her skin and hair with fresh, lavender scented towels. Then he stripped off his own clothes and stood before her naked, his rippling muscles gleaming in the candlelight. She could not resist reaching her hand out to feel his engorged manhood, and it throbbed toward her.

      “I want you so badly.” He moaned as she stroked it lightly.

      He heaved her into his arms, and carried her to the bed. When he lay her down, he began to tease her with his tongue, pushing his fingers into her as he did so. He took her right to edge, and then stopped, raising himself up to her lips and kissing her deeply until she thought she would faint.

      “I have waited so long for this.” He sighed as he entered her slowly with long circular motions of his hips. It only hurt a little, and then the pleasure began as he pushed deeper and deeper into her. She clawed his muscular buttocks and greedily pulled him further inside of her, wanting more, wanting all. He thrust harder and faster until she cried out in ecstasy as wave after wave of hot pleasure washed over her.

      He groaned, “Oh you hot, wet goddess. How I love you!” as he pounded into her hard and shuddered, filling her with his seed.

      When they awoke from dozing, he kissed her breasts and worked his way up to her neck. “Do you know how much I love you?”

      She smiled. “It cannot possibly be as much as I love you, Fox.”

      “I love to hear you call me that, and it is ungrateful of me to argue with you when you have made me so happy, but you are wrong. I love you more. And do you know, I believe you have found a cure for my dizzy spells, clever girl.” His eyes sparkled in the candlelight.

      He was so handsome. She inhaled the masculine musk of his chest where it mingled with the bergamot orange scent that he wore. Then she cocked her left brow at him and tilted her head. “So how soon can we do that again?”

      He chuckled. “Greedy little Kat. I only promised you one taste, you know. Otherwise you might take what you like from me and try to run away again.”

      “You may play at being indifferent all you like, but your friend down there tells a different story.”

      He growled and rolled on top of her.
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      Foxleigh sipped at his morning tea and settled back into his chair with a contented sigh. It had not taken much to persuade Katherine to relocate to the village inn. They took separate chambers, and Foxleigh found a respectable widow to be Katherine’s companion, for appearances sake. But Mrs. Broden was the sort of chaperone who dozed a lot and was mostly deaf. Foxleigh had made sure of that.

      He grinned with the memory of his clandestine liaisons with Kat. They always started with chess and ended with much, much better amusements. The secrecy made their meetings more piquant, but even without that added seasoning, he was sure he could never get enough of her. Things began stirring below deck. “Easy, Foxleigh.” It would not do to show up at the church with his sabre raised.

      He withdrew his gold watch from his waistcoat pocket. It would be a long enough interval until their ten o’clock meeting with the priest. He sighed. This was one of those things one simply could not hurry along. The waiting only stirred up his nervous fancy that something would go wrong. They were to take separate carriages, for appearances, but he did not like it.

      He wished he could see her once before the ceremony, but he knew he would only be in the way of the entourage of servants he had hired to prepare her. “I guess we two exiled bachelors will have to keep each other company.” He patted Dog and fed him a piece of bacon from a plate he kept for the purpose. It was good to see that he was already recovering some weight.

      He detected in Katherine a belief that she was worn out and no longer beautiful. It was preposterous, of course. He would not have thought it possible, but she was more beautiful now than she had been even as a brilliant debutante in the full bloom of youth. Her features had sharpened a tad with hunger, but it threw her lovely bone structure into full relief and gave her a regal look. The self-reliance and resourcefulness she now possessed gave her a mien to match.

      But he wanted to remove from her brain any notion she was no longer beautiful, so he had prepared a rather elaborate group of expert servants to pamper, primp and dress her within an inch of her life. Nothing was too good for her, and he wanted her to feel it. Unfortunately, that meant leaving her alone for several hours, which was maddening.

      He drained the last of his tea and checked his watch again. Only five minutes had elapsed. He stood and went in search of a book or a newspaper, but a tap came on the chamber door.

      The servant ushered in Foxleigh’s man of business.

      “Mr. Sumner. A pleasure.”

      “Your grace, I crave your pardon for the intrusion on this special morning. May I beg a five minute audience?”

      “Certainly. You do not intrude. I have been rattling about my chambers here with nothing to do but fret away the remaining hours until my wedding. Your call has no doubt saved me from madness.”

      Sumner smiled obligingly at this dry quip, but seemed troubled. “Let me come right to the point, your grace. The special assignment you gave me to discover which of your London servants betrayed your location to Mrs. Dubois has uncovered some startling information.”

      “Indeed?” Foxleigh ushered Sumner back to the small oak table and gestured to the servant for more tea.

      “A footman was behind the domestic espionage.”

      Foxleigh rolled his eyes heavenward and harrumphed. “It is always a ruddy footman, is it not? I should probably put up an embargo against any member of staff caught being more handsome than he has any right to be.”

      Sumner’s smile was still restrained. “My investigator soon discovered that there was much more afoot.”

      “More afoot than the footman? Heavens!” Still unable to elicit a chuckle from the serious Sumner, Foxleigh finally sighed in concession. “What more?”

      Sumner swallowed. “It appears Marie Dubois’ espionage was only part of a greater plot. Forgive me for the shock, your grace, but she was behind the robbery itself. The plan was that no one should be harmed, if her henchmen are to be believed. Only the carriage was to be disabled so that she could accidentally come across you and come to your aid.”

      Foxleigh’s eyes narrowed. “I did not believe I could think less of Mrs. Dubois, but you have proven me wrong.” He stood up and paced the room, looking for something to break. “That woman conspired to commit a heinous felony and is responsible for the deaths of three good men. Has she been arrested?”

      Sumner shifted uncomfortably. “Her co-conspirators have been found out and are in gaol. But I am afraid the lady herself has not yet been located.”

      Foxleigh paused at a large ornate vase and considered kicking it over. But no. Breaking things would not relieve his anger. And if Marie was still slithering about plotting, his energy was better spent arranging more security for Katherine. He had clearly underestimated the evil that Marie was capable of. He could take no further risks. Foxleigh strode to the door. “Thank you, Sumner. I authorize you to post a one thousand pound reward for her apprehension. Excuse me, I must go see to arranging an armed guard for my bride.”

      The words sounded so utterly strange. He wondered, as he made to leave the startled Sumner, if any man had ever before said such a thing on his wedding day.

      “But wait, your grace! I have other news. It seems your grace was right about that land agent. Atherton has been swindling the elderly Mr. Burns for some time.”

      “I am not at all surprised, Sumner. Now be a good fellow and give Dog some more bacon,” Foxleigh called back through the door, before slipping away. “And make sure Burns has a good barrister when you hand the information over to him. I will pay for that too.”

      He no longer cared about vengeance against Atherton. A sense of foreboding gripped him. He must get to Katherine immediately.
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      The warmth from the curling tongs and brazier carried the scent of pomades and perfumes about the toilette, enfolding Katherine in a heady cloud of luxury. She wanted to pinch herself as she peered into the looking glass.

      It did not seem to be real. The lady’s maids had utterly transformed her, and so quickly. Her skin glowed and her eyes sparkled with a luster to match the profusion of pearls in her creamy silk dress. The small embellishments of holly on each side of her coiffure were a lovely homage to the festivity surrounding her wedding. She was about to receive the best early Christmas present imaginable. I wonder if God will cast white rose petals for the occasion. She mentally stuck out her tongue at Marie.

      She could not stop marveling at the reflection in the long mirror. Was it really her? She could almost see, within her brightened eyes and the glossy mass of black curls that cascaded from the coronet of her hair, a glimmer of the stellar debutante she had once been. And yet, there was something much more there. The capability and self-command that her gown and hair could only frame were so much better than the guileless prettiness of the ingénue. And the long gloves hid all the evidence of hard work. She chuckled and her reflection laughed with her. Seeing herself now, like this, she could almost be thankful for the detour her life had taken. Almost.

      However, the past was the past. She did not deserve this happiness, but she was certainly going to seize it with both hands, like the lady-robber that she was.

      She blushed at the memory. Now would be a good time to clear her conscience. She was not much of a church-going woman, but she was feeling guilty about her intention to become a highwaywoman, even if she had never succeeded at it. There was time before the ceremony. She should go early to the church and pray beforehand.

      “Thank you, ladies. You are true artists. Can you tell the man to have the carriage brought round? I wish to go to the church now.”

      They curtseyed and departed. It had been such a long time since she had assistance from anyone, let alone a servant. And now she was to be a duchess! She shook her head. How would she ever get used to it?

      As she arrived at the church with the yawning Mrs. Broden, she could see that the servants were already there, decorating an arched trellis with ivy and lace for the bride and groom to walk under. It was a nice touch. Katherine pulled her fur cape around her as she ascended the step to the church door. Inside the air was cool, but it felt warm on Katherine’s frost nipped face. More servants were lighting candles and putting bunches of holly leaves and berries along the aisle. Mrs. Broden seemed to sense the bride wanted solitude and hung back a few pews, as Katherine seated herself near the front.

      She hoped God would forgive her for not kneeling, but she did not wish to crush her lovely dress. An ominous feeling gripped her, and her stomach was gnawed by the conviction that, were she not absolved of her intention to steal, she could not happily marry the man she loved. She pressed her hands together in silent prayer.

      It got boring after a few minutes. How long did one have to pray before being properly forgiven? But this was not an ordinary case and required extra precautions. She chastised herself for being a lazy penitent and forced herself to continue.

      “Well. I am glad I found you here, and before the ceremony, too. Such luck. Perhaps I can talk some sense into you.” The voice was cold and aristocratic. Katherine opened her eyes to behold a stranger, expensively dressed but in such an eye-stabbingly violent array of colours that Katherine blinked twice, seeing if the tall apparition would disappear. But the man remained.

      “Why do you keep blinking at me so?” He was disdainful. “Do not think your guiles will work on me.”

      Katherine stood, wondering if the man was quite sane. “Do I know you, sir?”

      “You certainly do not, nor do I desire an introduction. It is enough to know that I know you. I am well acquainted with your unsavoury past and your scheme to ensnare my friend Foxleigh.”

      “You know Foxleigh?” Katherine was puzzled. If this man had been invited to the wedding, why had Foxleigh not introduced her to him? And why was he speaking to her in this insulting way? “Then you are aware that I am his betrothed. I do not know under what misinformation you feel authorized to speak to me in this manner, but I must ask you to leave me to my meditations and importune me no further.”

      “Your meditations.” The long sarcastic drawl ended in a huff of disgust. “It never ceases to amaze me how the worst specimens of humanity will always try to clothe themselves in ill-fitting piety. But I will not be dismissed. I am here to stop this wedding from taking place, and if you have any sense, you will grasp onto this five hundred pounds and run for your life.” He extended a single bank note. “I will not let you make yourself a duchess by exploiting my friend’s befuddled state. And make no mistake, I can prevent this match from happening. You had best cut your losses and take this payment. It is the only advantage that is now to be realized from all your connivances.”

      “You offer insults to me and Foxleigh both. If you believe my heart can be purchased, you are very mistaken. I am of humble means, it is true, but I do not deserve this high-handed assault upon my character. Again I ask that you leave me in peace.”

      The man’s chuckle was cold and merciless. “I cannot say that I am displeased at your refusal. It will save me five hundred pounds. But if you will not take the carrot, then you shall have the stick. I hope you are amenable to spending a great deal of time in your pious mediations, for the second you set a foot outside of this church you will be apprehended by the law.”

      “The law?” It was as though she had walked into some strange nightmare. “I have done nothing wrong.” It was not precisely true, but she had, in any case, not done anything illegal. Mostly.

      “Oh indeed? I could overlook your being one of the most profligate and manipulative trollops ever to pass herself off in the ton. Making a ridiculous nuisance of yourself is one thing, but trying to hold up my friend is quite another. Do not attempt to dissemble for me, you shameless tart. I know all about your highway robbery plot.”

      Katherine’s jaw dropped open. Was this some imp sent from hell to torment her on her wedding day? Otherwise, how could he possibly know about the highway robbery, when she had never actually committed the act? She shuddered and shrank away from him. God was punishing her.
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      Foxleigh’s stomach soured as it ruminated on dark premonitions. He had quitted Katherine’s chambers with the information that she had already been conveyed to the church. His carriage seemed to crawl along the street. He wished the driver would make the horses go faster.

      Perhaps he was panicking for nothing. Marie might have realized her game was up and left the area. If she knew what was good for her, she would already be en route for the continent.

      Nonetheless, he bolted out of the vehicle almost before it had come to a halt in front of the church, summoning the two stout men he had brought with him—not the liveliest looking fellows, but he had been in too much of a hurry for niceness. “Make haste and follow me!”

      As he approached the front steps, his skin prickled. Something was wrong. Why were there so many men loitering about the area. Tough looking men, too. He slowed to examine them. Several of them seemed to look him over from the corners of their eyes, but no one openly acknowledged him.

      Foxleigh hurtled up the stairs and into the cool gloom of the anteroom. Pausing a moment to let his eyes adjust, he had the strange sensation that there was someone watching him, but though he looked about, all was shadow. He passed a hand over his face. “Calm yourself, old boy.”

      He made his way into the sanctuary, unable to appreciate the dazzling beauty of hundreds of candles or the other decorations laid out for the ceremony, rather hurrying toward the front where Katherine stood, facing a tall man with his back turned. Thank God she was here.

      But the look on her face was ghastly. Who was this man, some henchman of Marie’s? Fists clenched, he ran the remaining steps down the aisle, past the snoozing form of Mrs. Broden.

      As he neared them, he recognized the riotous clash of colours in the man’s attire. “Rutherford?”

      He let out a sigh of relief as the man turned around and his identity was confirmed. It was indeed the Duke of Bartholmer, Rutherford to his friends. Foxleigh slapped him on the shoulder with genuine thankfulness for the meeting. “Good to see you, old friend! I am so glad you received the invitation in time!”

      He darted to Katherine’s side before Rutherford could reply. She was so white. Wedding nerves? It was only then that he saw the stormy look on his friend’s features. He looked from his bride to his comrade in confusion, the one looking deadly serious, the other looking as though she had seen a ghost. “What is going on here? My darling, are you quite well?”

      “I know you will not like what I have to say.” Rutherford locked eyes with Foxleigh in stern determination. “You will think me officious, but you will thank me for it later, believe me. I have received word from your man of business about a plot against you, so I could not rest until I saw you safe. The attack on your carriage that injured you was no simple happenstance. It was all planned.” He cast a dark glance at Katherine, who gasped and shook her head as if emerging from a fugue state. “I see I have only barely arrived in time to prevent a catastrophe.”

      “You are too good, Rutherford. But I have just had the whole story from Sumner, myself. I did not know that he had told you about it, however.”

      Rutherford looked puzzled, and his eyes flicked from Katherine to Foxleigh. “Sumner enlisted my assistance with apprehending her. As you know I often act as a local magistrate and Blackwood has its own dungeon. But if you know all the facts, how on earth can you still be considering marrying this criminal?”

      Foxleigh squinted at his friend “I am not marrying Marie Dubois, you great simpleton! I am marrying this gorgeous angel. He reached to take Katherine’s arm as she swayed slightly. “Katherine, won’t you sit down. True you look unwell.” He settled her into the pew. “I assure you she cannot harm us, my darling. I have taken precautions.” He gestured toward his two men who stood watching at a respectful distance.

      Foxleigh turned back to Rutherford, whose face looked stricken and had turned so beet red that it matched his hideous pantaloons.

      “Good Lord, are you unwell, too?” A quiver of apprehension washed over Foxleigh. “Wait! You two have not been poisoned, have you?”

      He was about to run off to fetch a doctor, but Rutherford held up his hand. “Stay. It is no poisoning. But I fear I may have made an unpardonable error. Did I hear you call this young lady Katherine?”

      “Yes.” Foxleigh looked at both of them. “I am a great blockhead for not introducing you. Forgive the informality, but may I present Katherine Blake, my fiancée. Katherine, this is my good friend Rutherford, the Duke of Bartholmer.”

      Rutherford pressed a hand to his temple and swallowed. “Oh my Lord. Miss Blake, I beg your forgiveness for how I spoke to you before. I was unpardonably rude and unjust, for I mistook you for Marie Dubois, whom I know only by reputation, and by the recent report that she was behind the robbery of your future husband. I am such an oaf. You must despise me.”

      “Wait. What the blazes did you say to my fiancée?” Foxleigh suddenly realized he had been utterly in the dark.

      Katherine’s face was regaining its colour. “He did say some horrid, shocking things, and forbid me to marry you—indeed he offered me five hundred pounds to leave before the wedding, and threatened me with arrest if I did not accept it.” Then she burst out laughing.

      Foxleigh shook his head. “What is wrong with everyone? Rutherford, is this true?”

      “It is.” He held up his hands. “But before you plant me the facer I deserve, please believe that it was entirely a case of mistaken identity. You could have avoided this fiasco if, in your hastily scrawled invitation to the wedding, you had not sounded like a man whose mind was in utter disarray, and if you had bothered to mention the name of the woman you were planning to wed. You told me you were going to marry the lady who had rescued you, and when I learned a short time later that rescuing you after the assault had been precisely the Dubois woman’s plan, what else was I to surmise? I thought the scheming snake was taking advantage of your blow to the head to make herself a duchess. Naturally I was going to stop the wedding at all costs.”

      Foxleigh rolled his eyes to the heavens. How could his wedding day become any greater of a debacle? Katherine’s laughter dissolved into several inelegant snorts.

      She grasped her sides. “Oh, Rutherford—I hope I may call you Rutherford. I admit, I feel quite at liberty now that you have called me a profligate and manipulative trollop. You gave me quite a shock, but I must thank you for making me laugh better than I have in years.”

      “I am glad my bride can see the humour in your crass insults.” Foxleigh frowned at his friend. “If she can forgive you, I might be persuaded not to un-invite you from the wedding and have you expelled from the sanctuary.”

      Rutherford looked truly repentant. “I would be honoured if you would call me Rutherford, Miss Blake, and treat me like a friend, though I deserve no such kindness after my behavior. Can you ever forgive me?”

      Katherine was full of complacent smiles. “With all my heart. Indeed you are more than forgiven. What you said was abominably rude, but now that I know you intended the insult for Mrs. Dubois, I find myself liking you a prodigious great deal. About that woman, I believe we are in total agreement.”

      Rutherford heaved a relieved sigh. “You are too good, Miss Blake. Thank you for your forbearance, and for having a sense of humour.” He tossed his head at Foxleigh. “It is the only thing saving me from a thrashing by this fellow. I cannot wait to introduce you to my wife. You two shall get along famously, I would wager my best hound on it, if I still had him.”

      Foxleigh found that he was at least as relieved as Rutherford. It was good to have the misunderstanding resolved, and an auspicious omen. With such a first experience behind them, his friend was certain to make every effort to befriend Katherine and make her comfortable among his other friends. Foxleigh wished her to be as at ease with them as he was. Despite appearances, this was an excellent start to their future together. “Very well, you are saved, my old friend. My lovely bride has now rescued us both.”

      “Capital! And I hope you are both planning to join our merry party at Blackwood, for the invitation certainly extends to your bride. I look forward to introducing you to everyone there, Miss Blake. You will be a very welcome addition.”

      “I believe I should like that.” Katherine’s eyes locked with Foxleigh’s, and his heart flooded with love and joy. This would be the best Christmas of his life.

      Rutherford was all eagerness. “Well, shall I not go see if I can find the priest, so we can get you two married? I assume we are not awaiting any other guests?”

      “If we can wake up Mrs. Broden, we shall have our witnesses. I see no reason to delay.” Foxleigh looked at Katherine. “If you are ready, my darling.”

      “I am very ready.” Her grey eyes sparkled in the candlelight.

      This beautiful, marvelous woman was finally going to be his. His gaze raked over her form. The wedding dress fit her beautifully. He could not wait to remove it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19 Lady Scoundrel

          

        

      

    

    
      Katherine trembled next to Foxleigh and tried not to think of how good he smelled.

      Her nerves had been sorely tested by Rutherford’s accusations and insults, but she had decided to chalk that all up to penance. It was strange, but it made her feel better to have been so treated. She had prayed. She had been tested. She had been redeemed. She now felt she could forgive herself for having thought about being a robber, and move on to her happy future with Fox. Though she supposed she should tell him about it at some point.

      The priest cleared his throat. “Dearly beloved we are gathered here today…” He droned on and Katherine, despite her nerves being all a jangle, could not attend. Religious ceremonies were never very exciting.

      When he got to the part where he asked if anyone could show any reason why they should not be wed, her spine straightened unconsciously. There was certainly not any reason at all, but they had faced so much adversity already, she found herself expecting it at every turn.

      A voice spoke far behind her. “I have a just cause against this wedding.”

      Katherine gritted her teeth. The voice was unmistakable—Marie, again. How could this be happening?

      The whole party turned as one person, even the mostly deaf Mrs. Broden.

      Katherine felt the warmth of Foxleigh’s arm snaking around her shoulder.

      The priest spoke first. “Very well. And upon what grounds do you object to this marriage?”

      Marie’s eyes bored into Katherine’s with a look of hatred that was incomprehensible. Katherine had done nothing to Marie, quite the contrary. It was remarkable how a person with such a black soul could twist things around so that their would-be victim became a wrongdoer simply by evading an intended evil. “That woman,” she pointed at Katherine, “is not who she pretends to be. She has been living as one Mrs. Sheldon for years, and now she claims to be Miss Blake. How are we to know who is getting married here, or if she is even still free?”

      The priest pursed his lips and asked Katherine, “Is this true?”

      Katherine shook her head. Was all her happiness to be destroyed over such a little thing? “I am Miss Blake. I have lived alone as a poor woman here in the countryside, and I pretended to be the widow Mrs. Sheldon so that I might have some shred of protection against ill-intentioned men. I have not misrepresented myself to the Duke of Foxleigh.”

      The priest turned to Foxleigh. “And is this the woman you believed her to be, your grace?”

      “Certainly she is. And I recognized her from old, for I knew her when she was still a girl, living with her now departed parents in London. I knew her father and mother, and can personally bear witness to her true identity. I understand why she posed as a bereaved widow, but I have never been deceived as to who she really is.” Foxleigh grasped her more firmly, and she became aware of how violently she was trembling.

      His arm felt so good. Marie might break up this wedding, but she could not separate them. Katherine would live with Foxleigh in sin, if it came to that. But it would not—whatever Marie hurled in their way could only delay matters. It would not be difficult to prove her identity. She would not let this relentless tick of a person worry her any longer. She and Fox loved each other, and Marie had no card to play that could trump that.

      “I am satisfied.” The priest smiled at Katherine and cleared his throat to continue.

      “But how do we even know that she is not already married?” Marie’s voice was a shriek.

      When they all turned to look at the desperate woman a second time, Katherine saw Rutherford make a signal to a group of men in the back, who were quietly surrounding Marie.

      Then he spoke. “You have the assurances of two peers of the realm that Miss Blake is who she claims, and that she is unattached. Against this testimony are baseless speculations from a woman who stands accused of three murders and a very grievous assault and robbery on the very man whose wedding she now interrupts.”

      If she had not already forgiven Rutherford before, Katherine would have done so now, many times. She beamed at him, blessing his soul in her heart.

      Wild-eyed at the discovery of her crimes, Marie turned to flee and ran straight into the arms of the waiting men. She demanded they unhand her, too busy hurling insults to claim sanctuary as they led her from the church.

      “And good riddance,” hissed Foxleigh when she was at last out the door.

      “Well then.” Rutherford smiled encouragingly at the priest. “I believe that objection has been thoroughly arrested.”

      The holy man nodded, mopped his forehead and continued the rite.

      Katherine’s heart was pounding when he pronounced them married. Foxleigh kissed her long and hard, perhaps beyond what was seemly while they were still before the priest. But when they came up for air, the cleric only smiled indulgently, and Mrs. Broden and Rutherford wished them joy.

      She shivered with anticipation as Foxleigh leaned in and his whisper tickled her ear. “You are so marvelous and strong. Any other woman would have fainted away at what you have endured today. I love you so, my duchess!”

      “And I love you, my foxy duke. But I truly hope you have stocked some strong wine in the wedding carriage.”

      His eyes sparkled with mischief. “Wine and an ample supply of blankets and pillows. I intend on unwrapping my Christmas present early.”

      Her insides warmed at the thought.

      She squeaked with joy as Dog joined them for their promenade under the holly archway, clad in a specially crafted collar and neck cloth, fixed with a silver pin of the Foxleigh coat of arms. “Oh Dog, only look how handsome you are!”

      Foxleigh patted Dog. “You should see the fine carriage I had fitted up for your poultry. Even selected a fleur-de-lis pattern for the carriage blankets. Now all your animals shall become insufferably full of themselves.”

      She turned to her husband, laughing. “You got them a carriage? You are a madman.”

      “Well, I knew you would not settle anywhere without them, but I draw the line at conveying chickens in my own vehicle.”

      It was so thoughtful. What other man would even remember her hens? “How perfect. You think of everything!”

      He kissed her cheek. “Getting Dog dressed took some finesse. I gave instructions to the valet that he was to be thoroughly bribed with roast beef. Apparently that did the trick. You see, Dog and I understand each other.”

      “Thank you.” She stared into his beautiful dark eyes. “And the Foxleigh pin was a lovely touch.”

      “He is family, after all. If you had not agreed to marry me, I should have stolen him anyway.”

      “Shameless rogue. And speaking of villainy, now that I am safely your duchess, I have a dark confession to make.” She steadied herself. He would either be shocked, or he would laugh, but she now knew they could get past anything together.

      “Oh indeed? Was it you who sneaked in and ate all of Dog’s bacon treats?” He was mocking her, but looked so very tempting as he did it.

      Her brow raised. “Of course not. That would be unpardonably immoral. It is only that, on that first night, when I pulled you out of the snow, it was I who had stopped you in the road before you fell off your horse.”

      He posed gape-mouthed in a dramatic look of shock. “You mean, you were the second highwayman? Never!”

      She pinched his arm. “You already knew? All this time? And you never let on. Deceitful cad!”

      He laughed and turned her to look at the horses harnessed to the carriage. “It was the horse. He told me everything.”

      Sure enough, Katherine recognized one of the lead pair. “He looks so glossy and refined now. Like a perfect gentleman. I would never know he is one to cry rope on his friends.”

      “Well, in his defense, he was only confirming what I already knew. When I found that I still had my money and watch, I managed to sort things out.” His eyes were sparkling and full of his heart. “Do you know, I honestly believe that our love is stronger now than it ever could have been if we had not faced all these tribulations.”

      Katherine sighed happily. “That is precisely what I believe. When I think back to the young girl I was, I cannot conceive of her knowing you the way I know you now. How could a silly creature like that ever love you as you deserve to be loved?”

      Foxleigh nodded. “Well, she could never have mustered up the gumption to rob me. And you know I could never love anyone incapable of shooting me on the road.”

      “It is not too late for me to give you that second head bump, you know.”

      He kissed her. “But in all seriousness, I am so very glad you confessed to me, my love. Now there are no secrets between us.” He leaned into her ear and whispered, “And I brought your pistols with me in the carriage. I thought you might want to play a game of lady scoundrel on the way to Blackwood Manor.”

      She gasped as his wandering fingers tweaked a nipple. “Well, that will be quite a change from chess. But it is not a long journey, and you are a very rich man. Shall I have enough time to properly empty your pockets?”

      He handed her up into the carriage and growled, “We had best get started then, before Rutherford finishes his business of incarcerating Mrs. Dubois and comes to detain us further. But in case my wealth proves too formidable, I do know of a longer detour.”
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      A few flakes of snow were fluttering about their carriage as it rolled down the long, tree-lined drive toward Blackwood Manor. Katherine stirred beneath the fur blanket and looked over at her new husband. His eyelids fluttered open, and he smiled sleepily at her.

      “Do you mean to hold me up again, merciless robber? I might have a couple of shillings left.”

      She smoothed his disheveled hair. “Best straighten yourself. We are almost on their front step.”

      Foxleigh sat up and began retying his neck cloth. “I see God has finally decided to cast white rose petals upon the bridal path.”

      Katherine snorted. “I am glad He waited until we arrived at our destination. But how could you ever have been attracted to anyone so affected and pretentious as that?”

      Foxleigh shrugged. “I am not sure, really.” He gave her a devilish look. “Perhaps I merely have a predilection for dangerous women.”

      “If you are going to make such unflattering comparisons, I may have to start loading my pistols.”

      “Oh dear.” He assumed a worried expression.

      When they stepped out, Rutherford greeted them, a beautiful blond lady beside him.

      “I am glad to see you safely here. I have just returned home myself. Ah, but you both look so radiantly happy!” Rutherford was beaming as he introduced her to his wife, the Duchess of Bartholmer. “She is a formidable duchess, but you must never call her your grace.”

      “No indeed!” The duchess smiled so warmly at Katherine that she felt she was rejoining an old and dear acquaintance. “You must call me Tilly. All my friends do!”

      “Tilly it shall be, then.” Katherine took Tilly’s proffered arm. “And I hope you will call me Katherine.” It was a little too soon for Kat.

      The servants who were keeping Dog company in the vehicle behind them, opened the carriage door, and he came vaulting toward them, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth.

      Katherine stopped to give him pets and scratches after their long separation, but Dog only smiled at her as he sped off to scamper between the long legs of Rutherford, running a circle around him and emitting a howl of joy.

      Rutherford blinked in disbelief. “Good Lord! Where did you find him?!” He embraced the hound and kissed his head. “Mack, my old friend, you are returned to us!”

      Katherine gasped. Could this be a mistake? But no, Dog clearly knew Rutherford and was deliriously happy to be with him.

      After a few moments, Rutherford looked up at Foxleigh, tears threatening to spill from his eyes. “How can I ever thank you, Foxleigh? I do not know how you managed to retrieve him, but I shall forever be grateful to you, my dear, good man!”

      Foxleigh was taken aback. He tilted his head. “Um, do you know Dog, then?”

      “This is Mack! He was taken from us some time ago by a truly evil woman who was holding him hostage. I thought I should never see him again.”

      Katherine’s heart sank. She had always known that Dog belonged to someone, but she never dreamed that she would ever be forced to return him. It was unjust. People who wanted to reclaim their dogs should be required by law to do so before someone else fell in love with them.

      Foxleigh looked at her wistfully. They were only newly wed, but he could already read her feelings at a glance. “I should love to take the credit, but I am afraid you have my wife to thank.”

      Rutherford turned to Katherine. He too seemed to detect the misery on her face. “Oh, I see. Has this long-eared fellow been sponging off of you?” His tone was apologetic, but she knew he was really asking forgiveness for taking his dog back. “Well, I am so glad he found himself a true friend. He has excellent taste.”

      “I hope you realize…” She forced her emotions down. She would not start out her acquaintance with Fox’s friends by blubbering and making a great cake of herself. “He wandered up to my cottage one day and simply never left. I may not claim many virtues for myself, but I am not a dog-thief.”

      “Oh I know!” Rutherford smiled reassuringly. “Mack would never stay with a dognapper. That is no doubt how he came to you. He must have escaped his captor.” He scratched his old friend affectionately. “Good lad. I hope you bit the witch.”

      “Of course you did not steal Mack!” Tilly patted her on the shoulder. “Now, let us all go inside and have some wine and delicious small plates from the kitchen. I have managed to procure—through devious means which I may confess to you later—my sister-in-law’s mother’s French chef, and he is a true artist.”

      Her sister-in-law’s mother’s French chef? Katherine began to feel she had stepped into a beehive of interrelationships.

      Tilly continued, “Everything will work itself out to rights once we have all had a chance to get warm and pet and spoil Mack as much as he could like.”

      “Oh yes!” Rutherford was overjoyed, still rubbing the ears of his beloved hound. “Foxleigh, you have probably not seen Delville for a long time, as he has only recently come back from the dead.”

      Katherine gave Foxleigh a look of bewilderment.

      He winked back, apparently quite amused. “Yes, I had heard something about that. And I suppose I shall meet his new wife.”

      Tilly chimed in. “Yes, and Frobisher and Rosamond. There are so many old friends and new brides to meet! It shall be splendid.” Tilly looked at Katherine’s face and added, “Not to worry, they are all a great deal of fun—well, except Aldley, but he is a good sort after all, and they shall all adore you.”

      Katherine was not so sure. Foxleigh came to claim her arm as soon as they were in the door and had their coats and bonnets removed. “Now stop listing them all off or she will think she is stepping into a mad menagerie of lords and ladies. But has Aldley made it all this way? And at Christmas time? He hasn’t even been to town for—well, far too long. I thought he would never quit his country estate.” He whispered in Katherine’s ear, “You may have something in common with his wife, Lydia. Rumour has it she cannot resist the allure of a climbable tree, either. Though I doubt she looks as good in one as you do.” He sighed and stared heavenward, as though in deep contemplation of the memory.

      “You are a very bad man!” He always did know how to make her laugh. She was so lucky to have found him again.

      They stepped into the grand room, and the smell of baked things, roasted meats and poultry, buttery sauces and spiced puddings greeted her nose. As the many smiling faces turned to welcome her, her nervous shivers calmed and she was filled with a feeling of wellbeing. She had come from struggling through life almost alone in the world to a whole manor house full of new friends. A wet nose brushed her hand, and she smiled down at Dog, now known as Mack. Her old friend was still here too, even if he had a new name.

      “So,” she murmured to Foxleigh from the side of her mouth, “if I am a good lady scoundrel and play sweetly with all of your friends without picking a single pocket, will you help me steal my dog back?”

      He took two champagne glasses from a servant and handed her one. “Well, he is a member the Foxleigh family. Only you are not allowed to shoot anyone. Now come and meet all your new friends.”
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        * * *

      

      If you want to know how Mack/Dog ended up at Katherine’s house in the first place, you should read Parvenues & Paramours Book 4,  Two Brides and a Duke. Keep reading to find a sample after the “Letter to the Reader” in this book!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Letter to the Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader,

      If you enjoyed Two Lady Scoundrels and a Duke, here are few things you can do…

      Give it a review! (Find all the store links here) With just a few moments and a couple of clicks, you can help to share Katherine and Foxleigh’s romantic adventure with others. It makes such a difference to new authors like me, and it helps readers find new books to love!

      Sign up for my Reader Group. You will be the first to know when the next book is ready for release. You also get fun bonus content, newsletters and alerts of all new releases and special offers.

      Make a pledge to me on Patreon. Find out more here.

      Follow or like me on one of my haunts: BookBub, Amazon, Facebook, Goodreads.

      And then turn the page and read a little sample from the previous Parvenues & Paramours book, Two Brides and a Duke (Book 4), which (in case you have not yet done so) you should read, if you want to know how Dog ended up with Katherine…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sample Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Frost nipped Eleanor's skin as she wandered about the paths of the Fenimore estate in the first light of the morning. A solitary ramble was just what she needed, and the sound of frozen earth crunching beneath her feet evoked an illusion of strolling over a field of fairy diamonds.

      As charming as it all was, she hoped the walk in the brisk air would not enliven her complexion too much.  She had taken a deal of trouble to powder it to a dull, lack-lustre pallor, in case she ran into Lord Auchdun. The tedious suitor had followed her out to the countryside, and was prowling about Fenimore trying to call on her, again. Luckily she had spied the approach of his carriage this morning and sneaked out the back way to evade him.

      Frobisher, Marquess Fenimore was not acquainted with Auchdun, so Eleanor had sought refuge in a visit to him and his wife, Rosamond, even though she knew them only a little. She had thought it would be safe, for no civilized person would intrude where he had no acquaintance. It was ludicrous enough that Auchdun had called at Blackwood Manor, the neighbouring residence where she had been staying with her friends, Tilly and Rutherford, to whom Auchdun had the briefest of introductions years ago.

      But none of that mattered to him. Auchdun was completely relentless in the pursuit of his beloved, as he insisted on calling Eleanor. It was embarrassing that Eleanor should be the cause of such an unwanted intrusion upon Frobisher and Rosamond’s home. She wished the man would just clear off.

      The trail forked and Eleanor took the branch leading past a thick grove that would completely hide her from the view of the path behind her, just in case. She shivered and pulled her fur closer around her, thankful for the extra warmth, and for the comfort of having something of her mother's to touch. Her mother had been a woman of grander tastes than Eleanor. It sometimes made her feel like a little girl playing dress up in the attic, but wearing something of her mother's reduced the ache of loss to a dull throb.

      The clump of trees thinned to reveal a rocky outcropping. Shovels and other work equipment leaned neatly up against the side of the stone face. This must be where the marquess' pirate's cave was under construction. It seemed silly, but Frobisher was expanding a natural grotto on his property and fitting it up to look like some hiding place for exotic criminals. The curse of being rich and idle was that one had to go through extreme effort to find novelties with which to amuse oneself.

      She laughed bitterly. She understood desperate bids for diversion. If she were not forced into seclusion by Auchdun, she would probably be back in London, scheming how to sneak into another late night gambling party. But at least her diversions were—what a scandalously crass thought—profitable. But it was probably just as well that she was out of town, and away from the worst of the whispering.

      Eleanor approached the cave's opening and peered into the dark interior. It was worth exploring. It might be useful to have a hideaway such as this, in case Auchdun remained in the area.

      She stepped inside. The air was cold and still, faintly laden with that earthy smell that some wine cellars had. She walked as far as she could down the tunnel before she lost most of the light from outside.

      As her eyes adjusted, she began to see glimmering will-o'-the-wisps of luminance here and there in the passageway. The walls were in a partial state of decoration with coloured glass beads, exotic shells and gold leafing. She wandered further inside, realizing that there was a faint glow creeping into the chasm from deeper within.

      Curious. Could someone be there? Rutherford had mentioned that the men were putting the finishing touches on Frobisher’s project, and only worked in the afternoon when it was a bit warmer for some of the adhesive materials, and when full light from the west lit up the entryway. There should not be anyone there so early.

      She crept further down the passage, keeping one hand on the wall to steady herself until her eyes grew more accustomed to the gloom. When she turned left to follow the light into another passage, she became aware of faint voices.

      More curious by the moment, she continued further until she could make out the conversation. She paused, stifling a giggle, to eavesdrop.

      A man's voice said, "I think you will find it more habitable now that I have made this little chimney to the outside and you can have a fire. But do not start feeling entitled, or I will stop bringing coal."

      A muffled epithet came from another person.

      "Well, yes, I may indeed go to hell, Wormshit, but you are already there. And cursing the devil will not help you. You will do what I say and you will tell me what I want to know. I can do anything I wish to you, and no one will be any the wiser. Just remember that."

      Eleanor shivered at the squeak of a wheel and a screeching hinge. The sounds grew fainter for a while, before the voice emerged again.

      "Do not make yourself too comfortable. I will be back."

      The hinge squealed again, and Eleanor realized with sudden alarm that the man was probably coming her way. She ran back through the passageway as fast as she could in the darkness, then hastened through the ornamented upper portion and out of the cave mouth, thankful for the daylight that promised a return to the natural order of things.

      What madness had she just witnessed? But she did not want to be caught running away like a guilty spy. Eleanor forced herself to slow down from her sprint to a brisk walk back up the path, and did not permit herself to look behind her, despite every impulse of her shivering nerves.

      She had almost caught her breath, as she rounded the thick copse of trees, but her heartbeat surged again as she nearly collided with a gentleman strolling down the path from the other direction.
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      Delville stepped into the daylight from the shade of the cave mouth and congratulated himself on completing his secret chamber. The last of the improvements to the pirate cave would be finished in a matter of days, which would inevitably require some ribbon-cutting and pomp. After that, interest would fade away, and it would be the perfect place to stash his prisoner.

      In the meantime, he would have to rely on his secret door and thick stone walls to keep the unwilling inmate concealed. Hiding the loathsome brute in an outbuilding at the neighbouring Brookshire Park had become a little risky, what with his cousin Rosamond occasionally visiting there.

      Why on earth the newly married Marchioness of Fenimore should feel so compelled to visit the wife of her enemy was beyond him. It was a marvel that Rosamond had not simply evicted the woman as soon as the estate passed into her hands. Was his cousin that compassionate? Or was she smart enough to know that you keep your friends close and your enemies closer?

      Well, Delville preferred only to have his enemies close. He kept himself safely quarantined from his friends, which was all for the best. Perhaps he should make an effort to get to know Rosamond better. But that was music for another opera, for he was rather busy at the moment. And he certainly did not want to encourage her to rely on him. He was a useless fellow who could not even lift a finger to save his own sister. Rosamond was better off keeping her distance.

      His stomach growled. There was still time left in the morning to sneak into Fenimore and steal some food.

      Delville grinned to himself as he strolled along, mulling over his cousin’s kind attentions to Lady Screwe. Did Rosamond know that Lady Screwe hated her husband even more than Rosamond did? Did Lady Screwe know that Rosamond hoped and believed Lord Screwe was dead?

      Probably. Ladies were such canny creatures. It was an enigma how they extracted so much intelligence out of the inane prattle of a few morning calls. This had always inspired in him a great professional admiration.

      As he neared the edge of the copse of trees that hid the pirate cave from the view of the main path, he heard voices. One of them was a woman. He slipped into the shadow of a thick trunk. He could not be too careful when evading certain people. Especially the ladies, who were like truffle pigs when there was a mystery to root out.

      But Delville, as he overheard a few words, found his own curiosity piqued. He drew closer, careful to stay within the cover of the trees, and cocked his ear.  A person could learn useful things from a private tête-à-tête.
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      Eleanor grimaced in dismay as she halted suddenly to avoid running into the gentleman in her path. Of course it had to be Lord Auchdun. Creeping spider of a man.

      "Lady Eleanor!"

      She gritted her teeth and tried to walk past him without comment, but he moved to block her passage.

      "I say, what luck it is to find you here!"

      She stared frostily past him. "On the property of the marquess who has ejected you from his lands and asked you not to return? Yes, imagine the wonderful good fortune of it."

      "Quite the glittering wit you have. One could only miss it because it shares the crown with so many other charms." His eyes widened as he said this, no doubt congratulating himself for a clever bit of flattery, which he had embellished with a particularly horrid attempt at Scottish brogue.

      "Lord Auchdun, I will pass and return to the manor. I know not how to communicate to you more clearly than I have already my disinclination for your company. Your committing trespass here is a singular bit of bad ton. I hope it will not be repeated."

      "Indeed. It is bad ton—I admit it. But I am driven by the noblest of causes. Please permit me to tell you how utterly bewitched I am, how my heart is smitten, how I long to make you my wife, if only—"

      "No. Is that clear enough?"

      "No?"

      "Under no circumstances will I ever consent to marrying you."

      His face reddened. "I understand that I have taken you by surprise, finding you here alone. But surely you are not serious in your refusal."

      "Utterly serious."

      “Perhaps you just need some time to consider—”

      “I do not. I know my mind and my heart, and both find the very notion at turns laughable and repugnant.”

      He tilted his head and looked heavenward as if wisely mulling over a deeper truth. "But do you not see how some people might construe our being out here alone? For the sake of your reputation, you should wed."

      "You are conveniently fastidious about my reputation, when—if it is indeed threatened, which I by no means concede—you have been the one to threaten it."

      His face darkened and he drew closer. "Could anyone blame me? When such a temptation stands before me?"

      Just then a workman rounded the corner behind Eleanor and spoke up, "I wish you a good morning, m'lord, m'lady."

      Eleanor darted away from Lord Auchdun and approached the man. "Good morning to you. Are you headed toward the manor house? I desire an attendant."

      It was only after she spoke that she looked at the man's visage. It was coarsely tanned and dirty, and the ivory smile that beamed out at her was too sharp-toothed to be entirely safe. Plus it had a saucily familiar curl of the lip, yet somehow Eleanor trusted this face, though she was at a loss to explain why. She realized she had spoken to him like he was her servant, and added, "If you would be so kind."

      "I should like nothing better, my lady."

      Auchdun looked furious. "Do you mean to say you would prefer to amble about with this, this…" He glared at the workman for a moment. "Labourer?" His face screwed up as though the word left a dose of quinine upon his tongue. He paused, struggling with the unsavouriness of the situation before finding the strength to continue. “You should allow me to escort you home so that we may attend the morning service together. Would you truly rather walk with this man of questionable moral character than with a pious person of your own station?"

      The morning service. Church was not her favourite pastime, but Auchdun’s fanatical attendance had given her an excellent excuse for avoiding services. In fact, he was probably making himself late for church by pursuing her here. What a predictable piece of hypocrisy that the man who was criminally intruding upon the Marquess’ land was so terribly concerned about the state of her soul. It was just added sauce for the pudding that he presumed to put on airs while illicitly addressing himself to a duke’s daughter.

      "You are mistaken, Lord Auchdun. You are not of my station. No trespasser can share my station in life."

      The vein in Auchdun’s left temple throbbed and his lips became a pale line above his protruding jaw.

      He was about to say it. She wished he would. Everyone was thinking it, but no one had the courage to speak of it to her face. Say it, you coward.

      But he restrained himself at the last minute and instead hissed at the labourer, "You may consider yourself fortunate that you are so far beneath my rank, else I should call you out for your insolence in interrupting the affairs of your betters."

      The man bowed his head. "I beg your lordship's pardon. I had not realized I was interrupting an affair. Thought it was a stone cold refusal. But, then, we folk from lower walks of life often do not understand the finer points of etiquette. Down here in the gutters, when a woman says no, that is that. Ignoring a lady's refusal is a bit of elegance that a simple labourer like me could never hope to master.”

      Auchdun took a step toward the man with murder in his eye. “Spying little toad! Have you the audacity to comment upon a private conversation that you had no business listening to?”

      Eleanor put herself between Auchdun and his intended victim and raised her hand. She no longer believed the man’s masquerade. He was no workman, but though he might not be who he seemed, she would not let him be assaulted. "You have been dismissed, Lord Auchdun, and, as you have noted, this man is beneath your touch."

      Auchdun looked at her, and she could see the calculations turning around in his head. Had he not been on the property illegally, he might have pushed the matter further. But in the end he decided to live and fight another day. "If you prefer to keep company with underlings, I have nothing to say. But it only persuades me that I am correct in my belief that you need a husband to keep you on a Godly path and to protect your reputation—which is menaced from every quarter imaginable, including yourself." He tipped his head to her in the faintest gesture of a bow and strode back down the path without another word.

      Eleanor released the breath she had been holding.

      The man whistled. "So that is your ladyship's suitor? I am glad you refused him."

      Eleanor knew she should be angry at this impudent comment, but she could not make herself rebuke him. "So am I."

      His steel blue eyes blazed alarmingly in contrast to the swarthy skin of his face. "It is well that he did not challenge me. I'd have killed him."

      Eleanor swallowed. This man might be the one she had overheard menacing whomever was imprisoned back in the pirate cave. The voice had been low and muffled. Was she just letting her fancy go wild? Perhaps, but he was certainly not what he pretended to be.

      "Thank you for intervening." She stood a few moments and watched Auchdun get further away.

      "Don't mention it. I should do as much for a duke's daughter."

      Her eyes snapped to meet his gaze. Did he know who she was?

      His smile was comical. "And equally for any daughter of less noble birth. Women should be protected."

      It was hard to say if he knew more than he let on, or if he was just speaking in general terms. She sniffed. "We would not need so much protecting if it were not for men."

      "Well, that depends a bit on how you define who is a man." He yawned and stretched indolently and his dirty cloak fell back to reveal lithe but well-muscled arms and a broad chest. Perhaps he was a labourer after all. "But that one," he nodded his head toward the retreating back of Auchdun, "and anyone like him is not what I call a man. Still, I take your point."

      His language was not polished, yet he truly did not speak like a labourer. And no matter how much she liked what he was saying, she needed to get away from him. He could be very dangerous. "Well, I see my persecutor is leaving. I will wait here and give him time to get well ahead of me. Please do not let me detain you from your business."

      He looked at her intently and she felt as though he were seeing her naked. "Just as your ladyship pleases. But if you don't mind my saying so, that seems like an ill-conceived plan. What is to stop him, as soon as he is out of your view, from hiding and waiting for you to pass him?"

      She had to concede that he was right. "Decency, perhaps."

      The cackle that escaped him did not sound bitter, but his words carried the weight of bad experience. "Decency is a fictional beast, like a unicorn. We speak of it dreamily as though it represents some true ideal, but it is a story for children. And even if unicorns are real, I would not stake two straws on that fellow's decency."

      It was a certainty: this man was a gentleman of some sort—at least educated. But this did not make her feel more at ease. If he were a gentleman, why was he passing himself off as a member of the working class? Because he had something to hide. She was not safe with him.

      But unfortunately, he was quite right about Auchdun, who was assuredly a sneaking turd. At least this man was the devil that she did not know. "If you do not object to walking at some distance in front of me, perhaps we might go on together to Fenimore."

      He doffed his cap most sarcastically and said, "Are you sure you would not prefer me to walk behind you, like your servant?"

      He was overly familiar, and she did not like being on the receiving end of sarcasm. She was far more comfortable dealing it out.

      “You may suit yourself.” She started off down the trail. She would prefer to have him ahead of her where she could keep an eye on him, but it was most important that, if he were the malefactor from the pirate cave, he never suspected her of knowing anything. It was best to appear indifferent.

      She kept her thoughts to herself and did not turn to look at the man or attempt any conversation as they made their way up the path.

      This was a preposterous situation. Perhaps she should get out of the habit of going for walks without servants attending, but she had always hated restrictions on her freedom. Besides, it was not the country practice to always have a servant attend a simple morning walk. She was not sure she even trusted the servants. Not the servants at Blackwood, anyway. One of them had flapped their gums about the fact that Eleanor was visiting there, and that is how the news had gotten back to Auchdun.

      Perhaps the staff at Fenimore were more reliable, but it no longer mattered. He now knew her location. If she could think of somewhere else to travel to get away from him, she would leave. She could only hope that he would accept her refusal and give up.

      She had more important things to worry about now, however. It was paramount to inform Frobisher that someone was being imprisoned in his cave so the man could be rescued immediately.

      She started as a voice spoke suddenly in her ear, “Say, I know a shorter path, about which I am sure Auchdun doesn’t have any inkling.”

      “You should not sneak up on a person like that.”

      “I wasn’t sneaking. Your ladyship was merely deep in thought. No doubt treasuring up the great satisfaction of refusing another smitten suitor. I understand ladies find that sport thoroughly invigorating.”

      He was far too glib. She wanted to comment that he did not sound much like a workman, but giving any hint of suspicion was a bad idea. “I believe I will remain on the path that I know, thank you. If I am slowing you down, please do not feel obligated to accompany me.”

      He huffed but slowed to put some distance between them again. “With that wolf prowling about, I’ll not let your ladyship out of my sight until Fenimore.”

      She felt like Little Red Riding Hood. Was this not the wolf himself offering her protection? She could not be sure.

      They finally arrived at the manor house without being further accosted. The man made a demi-bow and departed for the servant’s entrance. Eleanor was surprised to find that she did not want him to slip away so quickly.

      What had she thought would happen? They were not going to sit down together for tea. And, although he had done her a service, she was increasingly persuaded that he must have something to do with the prisoner in the pirate’s cave. Why else would he have been in that location right at that precise moment?

      As she entered and removed her bonnet and fur, the worm of doubt twisted about in her mind. How much should she tell Frobisher? Her heart told her that she should not repay the white-toothed man’s kindness to her by tattling on him. She rolled her eyes. What sort of simpleton thought reporting a crime was tattling merely because the wrongdoer was handsome?

      Did she think he was handsome? An exasperated sigh escaped her. The case was worse than she had thought.

      Right. She would have a strong cup of tea and gather her wits. Then she would tell Frobisher everything.
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      Delville munched a hunk of bread and cold pork and shuffled into the back of the crowd of workmen assembling behind Fenimore. His pockets were lined with enough provisions to keep Wormshit alive. If the prisoner wanted food, he would have to comply with Delville’s demands.

      He vaguely attended to the droning voice of the foreman, who was extending a general invitation to John Pine’s wedding soiree in the village that evening, and giving some sort of work instructions for the next day and announcing a special bonus tea ration in honour of the steward’s matrimony, before the church-goers all went to see the wedding in the village.

      Delville dismissed it all. He could steal all the tea he liked, and work instructions were irrelevant. He would not be breaking his back on Monday. The secret chamber was complete, so as far as he was concerned, his job was done. He’d walk down with the crew and then find a way to sneak off into the back while they were beautifying the front passageways.

      He wondered if all the pretty crystals, shells and faux cabochons had lured the young lady out to the cavern. Had she come in for a peek, or had she merely been strolling in the area? She might not have come to the cave at all. He could not be certain whether she had spied him exiting the cavern, but he thought not. She had her hands rather full with that waste of tailoring, Auchdun.

      She acted wary of men in general, but not really afraid of Delville. His secret was probably safe. But was she safe? That was another question. She certainly should not be stepping out for solitary walks. She was far too pretty to be left alone, no matter how much she tried to powder over her loveliness. There would be plenty of bees circling that bloom. And Auchdun, in particular, was one of those for whom normal measures were insufficient. Delville smiled. So was he, but his motivations were at least better than Auchdun’s.

      The foreman continued to rattle on, but as Delville finished smacking his lips over the last of his breakfast, his ears pricked. What had the foreman just said? Something about a general inspection? Well, what was the point of that? Still, he did not really care. He was as strong and able as any of the others, and it really did not matter if they let him go, as they had never really hired him in the first place. He had just sort of insinuated himself into the project.

      A queer feeling crept over him while he watched the other men stand up tall and try to straighten their clothes. He could not shake the gnawing sensation that he was missing a very important part of the foreman’s briefing. Shit. Perhaps he should have been paying closer attention.

      Then Frobisher came around the corner of the great house and strode toward the foreman. Ah. So there was the crucial bit of information he had missed. The lord of the manor himself was performing the inspection. Double shit.

      Delville slouched, pulled his hat down low over his eyes. There were not enough men in the crew to conceal him for very long, no matter how tall they were standing. He slunk back to the servant’s entrance, slipping inside the manor as smoothly as a cat.

      He did not want to explain to Frobisher why he was posing as one of the workers. People so rarely understood the nuances of what he did, and the fewer who knew about an operation of questionable legality, the better. Even good old Frobisher.

      “Oh, Mr. Dee, sir!” It was the housekeeper, emerging from her office. “You gave me such a start, sir. His lordship has not mentioned your arrival, but I will have a room aired for you immediately. And what of some tea and a bath to refresh yourself after a long journey?”

      More blasted luck. This was not his day. Mrs. Tredding—whom everyone else called Tredding, but Mr. Dee knew how to charm—was one among the few servants who would recognize him as someone other than a workman who sneaked into the manor to charm the kitchen maids out of food and wine.

      He turned and donned a broad grin, “Mrs. Tredding! Lovely to see you. I hope you are doing well?”

      “Oh yes, sir, and thank you for asking. What can I do for you, sir?”

      Delville thought quickly. “I will be staying, of course. But first, as you can see, I am not fit to be seen in these, um, travel clothes. There was a bit of an incident with my luggage and I have not had a change of clothing for some time. I am afraid my things will not arrive here for several days. Could I trouble you to find me something clean to wear? Something very plain will do quite well.”

      “Oh certainly, sir. Right away sir. And I shall have a bath prepared.”

      “Mrs. Tredding, you are a gem among women!”

      She blushed and smiled. “You are too kind, sir.”

      Delville wondered whether he should feel guilty about taking such advantage of the charms he held over the female sex. Then he scoffed at himself for such a silly thought. He should not hide his talents under a bushel, after all. That would be an impious disregard for God’s gifts.

      He sweetened his smile. “Not in the least, Mrs. Tredding. Do you suppose you might see your way to getting me one of those delicious chocolate drinks laced with brandy after the German art, like I had here on my last visit?”
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      Eleanor sipped delicately at her piping hot tea and enjoyed the heat trickling down her throat and seeping into her chilled soul. The tannins mingled with the more dulcet flavouring of milk, while the smoke from the fireplace teased her nose and danced around her palate. It was the perfect sensory combination, enveloping her in warmth and the domestic magic of simple comforts, lulling her into some semblance of calm.

      Certainly meeting with that strange man had been confusing, coming as it did, wedged between the shock of overhearing the bad man in the cave and the affront of Lord Auchdun’s unwanted proposal. It was unsettling that the scoundrel might have been the one to save her from Auchdun. Yet, she could not believe the man who had assisted her was dangerous. Irritatingly self-assured, yes. Impudent, certainly. But not dangerous.

      She had to tell Frobisher about the prisoner in the cave, of course, but was it really necessary to tell him about the man that walked her home? After all, he probably had nothing to do with it.

      Bah! If anyone else came up with such a convenient reconstruction of events, she would treat them to a dose of scathing derision. Of course he was implicated. He was either involved in whatever was going on in that cavern, or…

      He was following her. It annoyed her that the realization made her smile. But might he not merely be someone that Frobisher, or perhaps Rutherford, had sent to watch over her?

      If they thought she was a little careless in going out for long walks unescorted and without servants, they might have taken matters into their own hands. It was a grating intrusion into her affairs, no matter how prudent it proved to be in retrospect. However, one thing recommended it to Eleanor: it would cast the man with the arctic blue eyes in the role of a protector, as he seemed to be, rather than a captor and a torturer.

      The Marchioness Fenimore, whom Eleanor now called Rosamond, entered the parlour. She stood to greet her new friend and hostess.

      “Eleanor, how refreshed and rosy your complexion is after your walk.”

      Eleanor lifted a hand to her cheek. Looking too blooming would not do. She would have to apply more powder. “Thank you, Rosamond. You look lovely as ever. I believe marriage must agree with you.”

      Rosamond’s smile was an array of gleaming pearls with which she must have bedazzled many a man. It reminded Eleanor of the brilliant white teeth of the man who had rescued her from Auchdun. Rescued her? Right, that was doing it a bit brown. She had to get a hold of herself.

      “It does agree with me, even if my husband does not.”

      Eleanor’s best sangfroid was called for. “Oh? Has he dared contradict you already?”

      Rosamond rolled her eyes. “I suppose he is right, but I do not like it. I want to dress up as a commoner and go into the village to attend the wedding feast of John Pines and his new bride, Mary.”

      Eleanor’s lips twitched. “Well, disguise is certainly not without precedent in your life.”

      “I know. I miss it, and I want to stay in practice. This would be a perfectly harmless diversion. We are not attending the mass this morning—not that I mind that so much, but dinner and dancing would be a bit of fun.”

      “And why does Frobisher disapprove?”

      “To hear him tell it, propriety is a secondary concern to the possibility that I might be discovered and ruin their party. He says no one wants the lady of the manor hanging about.”

      Eleanor lifted a brow. “It is astounding that he of all people has so little faith in your ability to deceive. I have not so quickly forgotten how you pulled the wool over our eyes, reading our palms while posing as Mr. Hatch. A very fine bit of trickery. You are an honour to the profession.” She said it humorously, but it was quite true. Rosamond’s work as a fraudster had been impressive.

      Rosamond blushed girlishly at the praise, and to Eleanor’s astonishment, became even more beautiful as she replied, “Why thank you. I am glad you do not hold me a grudge for that.”

      “Not at all. You are a marvellous fraud, and certainly deserve the noble title you attained by deceiving your husband into thinking you were a man.”

      Rosamond laughed for several moments at this backhanded compliment. “My dear Eleanor, it is so charming to have you here with us.”

      Eleanor smiled. “In truth, Rosamond, I have been meaning to thank you again for taking me in on such short notice. It is a boon to have your company, especially now that Lady Goodram has returned to London.”

      “You have thanked me enough. Truly, you should think nothing of it. Frobisher and I were happy for an excuse to invite you.”

      “Speaking of your husband, there is a little matter I should like to discuss with him. Shall he be joining us?”

      “I am afraid we shall not see much of him today. He is off with one of his foreman discussing some business or other at the moment. Then he said he was planning to call on Rutherford at Blackwood.

      “Ah. That is too bad.” Eleanor tried to sound as though it were of little consequence. Her instincts told her not to discuss the cave matter with Rosamond until she had spoken to Frobisher. “But I hope those two will be plotting some way they might effectively see Lord Auchdun off. I am conscious of the blight I have brought upon your serenity here, for it is clear now that Auchdun intends to make himself as irksome as possible. He approached me on my walk, if you can imagine.”

      “The trespasser!” Rosamond almost spat. “Frobisher expressly forbid his ever returning here again.”

      Eleanor was amused by the moral indignation of a woman who had spent a good deal of her young life embroiled with criminal enterprises, but checked her tongue from making some dry observation about this fact. “Yes, indeed. Very badly done. Only Auchdun assured me he had the best of excuses—his undying passion for me and his need to throw his heart at my feet and beg for my hand, or some such rubbish. I cannot quite recollect the precise arrangement of his idiocy.”

      Rosamond huffed in disgust. “Oh, I know his kind. So violently in love that they cannot render the object of their affection the tiniest courtesy of respecting her wishes. You refused him, I hope.”

      Eleanor kept her face completely straight. “Oh no, I accepted. We should like to have the wedding here tomorrow, if it is not too much of an imposition. But even if it is, Lord Auchdun—Dunny as I like to call him—is already making plans as to how we may insinuate ourselves and all our guests into your great room for the event.”

      Rosamond collapsed onto a méridienne amid peals of laughter.

      Thus encouraged, Eleanor continued. “You needn’t worry about the expense of wine and like refreshments. My future husband does not approve of strong drink. So temperate and charming is my Honey-Dunny. I have invited him to come over this evening so that he might entertain us all by reading from Fordyce’s Sermons.”

      Rosamond was now gasping for air. “Stop! I beg of you!”

      Eleanor smiled. It was so beguiling to have a friend who understood her sense of humour. Among the ladies of the ton she had been so generally greeted with misunderstanding, or even whispered disapprobation at her tendency to be odiously satirical, that she found herself avoiding female company almost entirely. Lady Goodram was a notable exception.

      And the men were not much better. Those who were not making themselves nuisances by trying to marry her were often too stupid to be any kind of company. Except at the card table, of course. Stupidity was an ideal trait in any adversary at cards.

      But no artifice was necessary with Rosamond. She was sharp witted and humorous—and more than a little irreverent.

      “Rosamond,” she spoke seriously all of a sudden, “I know I keep repeating myself about how grateful I am...”

      “You have already said so, many times. But truly, having you here is a treat.”

      Eleanor so wanted Rosamond to understand what she was feeling. “But beyond mere gratitude, I am so happy to have found a new friend with whom I can be myself. I do not meet many such in society.”

      Rosamond reached out and took both her hands, squeezing them. “I hope you will stay here a very long time—even after Auchdun clears out. And that is pure selfishness on my part, for I am charmed to have found someone with whom I share such sympathy. Our very different backgrounds do not seem to matter. Perhaps it is because but I too have felt myself an outsider in society.” She shrugged. “That is mostly my fault. It is hard to make meaningful connections with the people one is deceiving.”

      Eleanor nodded. When Rosamond spoke of their differing backgrounds, she contrasted Eleanor’s situation as the daughter of a duke. But Eleanor’s mother… Well, if Rosamond knew of her mother’s circumstances, she never betrayed a hint of it. But so far as the ton was concerned, Eleanor was as tainted as Rosamond. They were only rescued from ruination by the titled men in their lives.

      “And yet, your background makes you interesting. With your wit and beauty, and now your rank, you could be the toast of London, if you wanted.”

      Rosamond snorted in that unladylike way that had charmed Eleanor even before she knew her very well. “But I would still have to listen to all the spiteful witches whispering behind their fans.”

      Eleanor’s heart clenched in sympathy. Perhaps Rosamond did not realize how well Eleanor understood what she was talking about. No, she must not know about Eleanor’s parentage. But, as much as she adored the beautiful marchioness, Eleanor could not speak of that even with her.

      Time to change the subject. “And what shall we do with our newfound mutual sympathy? Now that we are confidants, we should find some scheme to test our allegiance. Highway robbery, perhaps? Or what of smuggling? I have always wished to try my hand at that.”

      Rosamond coughed in feigned embarrassment. “It is not all it is cracked up to be.”

      It was Eleanor’s turn to laugh. “What wonderful stories you must have. I look forward to hearing them all.”

      “I shall tell you a few while we ride in the carriage, for as we are all shirking church today, I should like to go call on our neighbour, my new tenant. She never goes to mass. Your company would be charming.”

      “Your new tenant? You have evicted Lady Screwe, then.”

      “Not at all. I said new tenant because I have only recently decided to let the place to her.”

      Eleanor was taken aback. She knew how afraid of Lord Screwe Rosamond was. He may have disappeared for the moment, but Eleanor assumed that as soon as Rosamond inherited the property at Brookshire, she would eject his wife from the premises, lest he return. “Lady Screwe? You are going to call on her? You are letting your property to her?”

      Rosamond seemed to be enjoying the puzzlement she was causing. “And at a very favourable rate, for her husband has left her with almost nothing to live on.”

      A spark of real admiration, beyond mere friendly sentiment, ignited in Eleanor’s breast. She could not keep the wonder from her voice. “And you have taken it upon yourself to assist her.”

      “I suppose, but do not look at me like that. I am not a saint.”

      Eleanor smirked. “Oh, I should never call you a saint. You are not hypocritical enough to be noticed by the church.”

      Rosamond inclined her head comically. “Thank you.”

      Eleanor was still puzzled. “But how did it come about?”

      “Lady Screwe came to call on me shortly after Frobisher and I were wed. She was desperately straightened, and if I had turned her out of Brookshire, I do not know where she could have gone. Her husband has made himself odious to anyone remotely respectable in their acquaintance, and she is painted with the same brush. I admit, my heart was nonetheless pretty hard. But she did not come to ask for anything. Her sole purpose was to apologize on behalf of her husband for everything he had done to me.”

      “That must have been humiliating for her.”

      “Quite. I could see she was in agony over it. In that moment I believed that she was utterly innocent of aiding him in his evil plots. It is always the people who are blameless that most keenly feel the guilt of others. Scoundrels sleep soundly.”

      Eleanor sighed. “All too true. And not everyone is fortunate enough to marry a person they love and respect, for the business of marriage is such an auction block. It is a great blessing to have a father who has no interest in marrying me off to his advantage—or at all, really. I may have to suffer the ambition of suitors, but at least I do not have the pain of enduring it in a father.”

      “So is Lord Auchdun only after your fortune, then?”

      Eleanor shook her head. “Auchdun is such a strange case. I know very well that my fortune is the main inducement, but he has convinced himself that he would be rescuing me, somehow.”

      “Rescuing you? What nonsense. He is the principal person you need rescuing from.”

      “True. But he thinks he will save me from wanton amusements like gambling and drink, and who knows what other evils.” Eleanor’s face did not betray a twitch of humour. “Perhaps even waltzing.”

      The arrogant fool also flattered himself that his own good name would cleanse the tarnish of her mother’s reputation. But Eleanor did not mention this. The presumption was infuriating, but she never let it show.

      “Sounds like being married to him would be a life sentence in an asylum of boredom.”

      “Oh yes.” Eleanor pulled a face. “But at least my father has no use for him either. As I was saying, Lady Screwe may not have been so lucky. Things are arranged so tightly in the marriage market that your family might foist a man upon you before even you know his Christian name, so long as he is a lord. She may have had no more choice in her relation to Screwe than you did.”

      “You see?” Rosamond pointed her finger up to testify to the heavens. “This is further evidence of our perfect sympathy. For that is precisely what I thought. But on a more practical note, I also needed someone to look after the property at Brookshire, as I have no plans to live there myself.”

      “But I am sure you could have found a suitable tenant who would pay you well, and who did not have such unpleasant associations.”

      Rosamond’s face darkened. “I admit I am still uneasy about the possibility of Screwe returning—even though Frobisher insists he is dead. Yet there has been no announcement, no obituary.”

      Rosamond lapsed into silent thought for a few moments. She must be terribly fearful, though she concealed it well. Screwe had mercilessly hunted her and tried to kill her. One did not easily get over something like that.

      Rosamond perked up again. “Anyway, I am pleased with the care Lady Screwe has taken of the property, even with so little help.”

      Eleanor could not resist a quip. “And the wife of your enemy might be your friend—though you are far too new to the institution of marriage to have entertained such a jaded thought.”

      “And this from the woman who has never been married. I admit that I once had ulterior motives, but I have since grown to like Lady Screwe for herself. I should be very pleased to assist her, where I can.”

      Eleanor’s face assumed the straight demeanour it was accustomed to when she was at her most sarcastic. “Perhaps you are on your way to sainthood after all. But take care, for if you are canonized I may not be able to tolerate you.”

      “But you will not be rid of me so easily. If you tire of me, I will only follow you around and plague you with my company like Lord Auchdun.”

      “Oh, you could never be as bad as that.” Eleanor shuddered theatrically. “But let us depart before the devil hears his name spoken and appears before us.”

      Rosamond tilted her head and gave Eleanor a suspicious look. “Is there more you have not told me about his latest imposition?”

      How much of what happened this morning should she tell Rosamond? Perhaps she should speak with Frobisher first. There might be some innocent explanation for what happened in the pirate’s cave, and Rosamond should not be needlessly disturbed while she was still haunted by the memory of Screwe.

      Eleanor rolled her eyes. “I shall tell you all about Honey-Dunny on the way. Or perhaps I shall wait until Lady Screwe may hear as well. Make a good story of it. I had a champion, you know…”
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      Want to read the rest of the story? Get it now on Amazon.
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      acerbic: sour, harsh, biting, Ch. 14.

      Arse Poetica: Katherine’s word play on Ars Poetica, a epistolary poem by Horace which gives advice on how to compose poetry and drama, Ch 14.

      bacon-brain: Regency era term for a stupid person, Ch. 14.

      beef-wit: Regency era term for a stupid person, Ch. 8.

      bounder: Regency era term for a person of low moral character, Ch. 7.

      complacence:  self-satisfaction, Ch. 11.

      cuffin: fellow, Ch. 1.

      first water: Regency era term meaning top quality, Ch. 3.

      gaol: old word for jail, Ch. 16.

      get a leg over: British term for having sex with someone—hard to say how old the expression is, but the joke was too tempting to pass up, Ch. 14.

      having someone on: pulling someone’s leg, making a humorous deception, Ch. 8.

      hiatus: a pause, Ch. 2.

      making a cake of oneself: Regency era term for publically embarrassing oneself, Ch. 5, Epilogue.

      officious: tending to intrusively interfere in the affairs of others, meddlesome, Ch. 18.

      pantaloons: a type of short pants (trousers) worn by gentlemen of the Regency era, Ch. 18.

      paucity: scarcity, smallness, Ch. 13.

      pernicious: of a malicious tendency to cause serious injury, Ch. 3.

      plant someone a facer: Regency era term for punching someone in the face, Ch. 18.

      prodigious: unusual or astounding in size, amount or degree, Ch. 18.

      sideslip: illegitimate offspring, Ch. 8.

      saccharine: extremely sweet, especially artificially so, Ch 8.

      smoky: Regency era term meaning morally suspect and up to no good, Ch. 7, 15.

      succubus; a type of female demon that visits men at night to seduce them, Ch. 13.
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