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  Early May

 Averting village, Gloucestershire

Apple blossoms in springtime. 

Julius—Jack—Warnefleet, Baron Warnefleet of Minchinbury, reined in on the rise above Avening valley and looked down on the pink-and-white clouds surrounding Avening Manor. His first sight of his home in seven years could, he felt, have been more apt. 

Apple blossom always reminded him of brides. 

Regarding the blossoms with a jaundiced eye, he twitched the reins and set his gray gelding, Challenger, ambling down the long hill. Everything, it seemed, was conspiring to remind him of his failure, of the fact he hadn't found a bride. 

Avening Manor had been without a lady for most of his life. His mother had died when he was six years old; his father had never remarried. 

Jack had spent the last thirteen years fighting for king and country, almost entirely behind enemy lines in France. His father's death seven years before had brought him briefly home, but only for two days, just long enough for the funeral and to formally place the running of Avening into the hands of old Griggs, his father's steward, before he'd had to slip back over the Channel, back to the varied roles he'd played in disrupting French shipping and commercial links, draining the lifeblood from the French state, weakening it. 

Not the sort of battles most people imagined a major in the Guards engaged in. 

Along with an elite group of fellow officers, he'd been seconded to work under a secretive individual known as Dalziel, who'd been responsible for all covert English operations on foreign soil. Neither Jack nor any of the six colleagues he'd met knew how many operatives Dalziel had commanded, or how wide the arena of their activities had been. They did know those activities had directly contributed, indeed been crucial, to the final ultimate defeat of Napoleon. 

But the wars were now over. Along with his colleagues, Jack had retired from the fray and turned his mind to picking up the reins of civilian life. The previous October, he and his six colleagues, all gentlemen blessed with title, wealth, and the consequent responsibilities, and therefore all sorely in need of wives, had banded together to form the Bastion Club—their bulwark against the matchmakers of the ton, their castle from which each would sally forth, do battle with society's dragons, and secure the fair maid he required. 

That, at least, had been their plan. Matters, however, hadn't fallen out quite as they'd supposed. 

Tristan Wemyss had stumbled across his bride while overseeing the refurbishment of the house that was now the Bastion Club. Shortly after, Tony Blake had even more literally stumbled across his bride along with a dead body. Charles St. Austell, fleeing the capital and his too-helpful female relatives, had found his bride haunting his ancestral home. And now Jack was fleeing the capital, too, but not because of female relatives. 

The rattle of carriage wheels reached him. Through the screening drifts, he glimpsed a black carriage Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

bowling along the road from Cherington. The carriage crossed the junction with the Tetbury lane down which Jack was descending, and continued west toward Nailsworth. 

Jack wondered who the carriage belonged to, but he'd been away so long he had no idea who might be visiting whom these days. 

On returning permanently toEngland, he'd had to decide which of his responsibilities to attend to first. 

He was an only child; his father's death had set Avening in his lap with no one else to watch over it, but he knew the estate from the ground up—he'd been born and raised there, in this green valley on the northwest slope of the Cotswolds. Avening had been in sound hands; he trusted Griggs as his father had. 

Much more pressing had been the need to come to grips with the varied investments and far-flung properties he'd entirely unexpectedly inherited from his great-aunt Sophia. 

His mother had been the daughter of an earl and his father the grandson of a duke; an eccentric spinster, Great-aunt Sophia had been a twig somewhere on his paternal family tree. Her hobby had been amassing wealth; although Jack could only recall meeting her briefly twice, on her death two years ago, Great-aunt Sophia had willed a sizable portion of her amassed wealth to him. 

By the time he'd returned toEngland, various decisions associated with that inheritance had grown urgent; learning about his new holdings and investments had been imperative. He'd duly suppressed a deep-seated longing to return to Avening—to reassure himself it was all as he remembered, that after all his years away, after all he'd had to do, witness, and endure, his home was still there, as he remembered it— and instead had devoted the last six months to coming to grips with his inheritance, welding the whole into

one workable estate. 

Although he now owned numerous elegant country houses, to him, Avening was still the centerpiece, the place that was home, the place that held his heart. 

That was why he was there, slowly ambling down the lane, letting his jaded senses absorb the achingly familiar sights and sounds, letting them soothe his abraded temper, his less-than-contented mood, and the dull but persistent ache in his head. 

Temper and mood were due to his failure to find a suitable bride. He'd accepted he should and had bitten the bullet; while inLondonorganizing his inheritance, he'd applied himself to looking over the field. Once the Season had commenced, he'd assumed suitable ladies would be thick on the ground; wasn't that what the marriage mart was all about? Instead, he'd discovered that while sweet and not so sweet young ladies littered the pavements, parks, and ballrooms, the sort of lady he could imagine marrying had been nowhere to be found. 

He would have said he was too old, and too finicky, yet he was only thirty-four, prime matrimonial age for a gentleman, and he had no physical preference in women. Short, tall, blond, or brunette were all the same to him; it was being female that counted—soft, perfumed skin, feminine curves and, once they were beneath him, those breathy little gasps falling from luscious, parted lips. He should have been easy to please. 

Instead, he'd discovered he couldn't bear the company of young ladies for longer than five minutes; beyond that, he grew so bored he had difficulty remembering their names. For reasons he didn't comprehend, they possessed no power whatever to focus, let alone fix his attention. Inevitably within minutes of being introduced, he'd be looking for an avenue to escape. 
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He was good at escaping. Or so he'd thought, until he'd met Miss Lydia Cowley and her gorgon of an aunt. 

Miss Cowley was the daughter of a wealthy industrialist, her aunt distantly connected to someMidlands peer. Jack had found little in Miss Cowley to interest him. He, however, had been of great interest to Miss Cowley and her aunt. 

They'd tried to entrap him. His mind elsewhere, he hadn't seen the danger until it had been upon him. But the instant he had, his well-honed instincts had sprung to life, the same instincts that had kept him alive and undetected through thirteen years of living with the enemy. They'd thought they'd cornered him alone with Miss Cowley in a first-floor parlor, yet when her aunt had swept in, with Lady Carmichael in the role of unwitting witness by her side, the parlor had been empty, devoid of life. 

Put out, confused, the aunt had retreated, leaving to look elsewhere for her errant niece. 

She hadn't looked out on the narrow ledge outside the parlor window, hadn't seen Jack holding Miss Cowley locked against him, her eyes starting above the hand he'd clapped over her lips. 

He'd held her there, silent and deadly, precariously balanced two floors above the basement area, until the parlor door had closed, and the retreating footsteps died, then he'd eased the window open, swung her inside, and released her. 

One wide-eyed look into his face, and she hadn't been able to get out of the parlor fast enough. He hadn't tried to hide his understanding of what had happened, or his reaction to that, and her. She'd stumbled through a garbled excuse and fled. 

He'd canceled all further social engagements and retreated to the club to brood over his situation. But then Dalziel had sent word that Charles needed assistance inCornwall. The information had seemed godsent; he'd finished dealing with his inheritance, and, he'd decided, he was also finished with searching for a wife. In company with Gervase Tregarth, another club member, he'd ridden away fromLondon, back to a world he understood. 

While the action inCornwallhad ultimately ended in success, he'd suffered a crack on the head that had been worse than any he'd received before. Once the villain had been dispatched and Charles back in his own fort, he'd returned toLondon, head still aching, for Pringle to check him over. An experienced battlefield surgeon the members of the club routinely consulted, Pringle had informed him that had his skull not been so thick, he wouldn't have survived the blow. That said, there was nothing seriously amiss, no damage a few weeks of quiet rest wouldn't repair. 

He'd stayed at the club for a few more days, finalizing business, then headed down toCornwallfor Charles's wedding. 

That had been two days ago. Leaving the wedding breakfast, he'd ridden acrossDartmoortoExeter, then the next day had taken the road toBristol, where he'd rested last night. Early in the morning, he'd set out along the country lanes on the last leg of his journey home. 

It had been seven long years since he'd set eyes on the limestone facade of the manor and watched the westering sun paint it a honey gold. He knew just where to look to glimpse the manor's gables through the trees lining the lane and the intervening orchards. The scent of apple blossom wreathed about him; for all it meant bride, it also meant home. His heart lifted; his lips lifted, too, as he reached the junction of the Tet-bury lane and the Nailsworth-Cherragton road. 
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To his left lay the village proper. He turned Challenger to the right; head rising, he touched his heels to the big horse's flanks and cantered down the road. 

He rounded the bend, heart lifting with anticipation. 

A little way ahead, a phaeton lay overturned by the side of the road. 

The horse trapped in the traces, panicked and ungovernable, attempted to rear, paying no attention to the lady clinging to its bridle, trying to calm it. 

Jack took in the scene in one glance. Face hardening, he dug his heels in, urging Challenger into a gallop. 

Any second the trapped horse would lash out—at the lady. 

She heard the thunder of approaching hooves and glanced fleetingly over her shoulder. 

Eyes glued to the trapped horse, Jack came out of his saddle at a run. With hip and shoulder, he shoved the lady aside and lunged for the reins—just as the horse lashed out. 

"Oh!" The lady flew sideways, landing in the lush grass beyond the ditch. 

Jack ducked, but the iron-shod hoof grazed his head—in exactly the spot he'd been coshed. 

He swore, then bit his lip, hard. Blinking against the pain, weaving to avoid being butted, he grabbed the horse's bridle above the bit, exerted enough strength to let the animal know he was in the hands of someone who knew, and started talking. Crooning, assuring the horse that all danger had passed. 

The young bay stamped its hooves, shook its head; Jack hung on and kept talking. Gradually, the horse quieted. 

Jack shot a glance at the lady. Riding up, all he'd seen was her back—that she had a wealth of dark mahogany hair worn in an elegantly plaited and coiled chignon, was wearing a plum-colored walking dress, and was uncommonly tall. 

Sprawled on her back on the bank beyond the ditch, she struggled onto her elbows. Across the ditch, their gazes locked. 

Her face was classically beautiful. 

Her dark gaze was a fulminating glare. 

Jack blinked. She looked like she wanted to rend him limb from limb, metaphorically at least, and had every intention of doing so—soon. He would have looked again, more closely, but the horse shied, still skittish; he refocused his attention and crooned some more. 

From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of petticoats and slim ankles as the lady got to her feet. He glanced at her again, but she didn't look his way; instead, she nimbly leapt the ditch and went quickly to the side of the overturned carriage. 

Jack realized the driver was nowhere to be seen. "Is he conscious?" 
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After an instant, the lady replied, "No." The carriage rocked as she tried unsuccessfully to lift the side. 

"He's trapped. His leg's broken and possibly one arm. Once the horse is calm enough, you'll have to help me get him out." 

To Jack's relief, her voice showed no hint of agitation, much less hysteria. Her words were brisk, her tone commanding, as if she was used to being obeyed. 

He looked at the horse. "I can't let the horse go—he's too nervous—but he's calm enough for you to hold. Come and take the reins, and I'll get the driver out." 

The lady straightened; hands on hips, she rounded the wrecked phaeton and stopped five feet away, regarding him through dark, narrowed eyes, her ruby lips a thin line, her sculpted jaw set. 

He'd been right; she was tall. Only a few inches shorter than he. 

"Don't be asinine." Her glance was measuring— measuring and dismissive. "You can't lift the carriage and get him out at the same time." 

Jack narrowed his eyes back; pain stabbed through his skull. His tone verging on lordly arrogance, he retorted, "Just take the reins and leave getting him out to me." 

He offered the reins he'd gathered to her. 

She made no move to take them. Instead, she caught his eye. "Unharness the horse." Her words were a clipped order. "If he panics again, I won't be able to hold him, and if he drags the carriage, he'll harm the driver more." She turned back to the side of the phaeton. "Or worse, you'll drop the carriage after you've lifted it." 

Jack bit his tongue and manfully swallowed his less-than-civilized response. It was, he told himself, only because his head was throbbing that he hadn't thought of unharnessing the horse himself. 

Talking nonsense to the horse, he played out enough rein to reach the harness buckles along one side. 

The lady returned and, without so much as a glance his way, went to work on the buckles opposite. 

Tugging the leather straps free, he studied her face, alabaster ivory, exquisitely molded features set in aloof dispassion. Arched brows and lush dark lashes framed large dark eyes; he hadn't yet got close enough to be sure of their true color. 

Then they had the harness loose. The horse edged forward; the poles threatened to fall to the ground. 

Jack grabbed one. "Here—take the reins and walk him forward. I'll hold the poles steady." If they fell, the driver's trapped limbs might be crushed even more. 

Grasping the reins, the lady went to the horse's head, caught its attention, then, talking soothingly, slowly urged the bay forward step by step. Jack took the weight of the poles as the harness loops slid off. 

With the horse free, the lady looked around. Jack glanced over his shoulder. Challenger had returned and stood cropping grass on the other side of the road. "Tie him to the hedge near my horse." 

She did, although she cast him another of her irritated looks on the way. 
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By the time she returned, he'd found the height at which the poles were balanced; he held them resting on his palms. "Stand here, and support these until I tip the carriage. Once I do, you can let go and come and help drag the driver free." 

Her gaze raked his face, then she looked at the poles, quite clearly evaluating his plan. Then she nodded, stepped up beside him, and grasped the poles. 

Jack bit his tongue. Again. She was the most aggravating female, and she didn't even need to speak. 

He rounded the side of the carriage and saw the driver. A young gentleman, he'd obviously done everything he could to save horse and carriage, and had stayed on the box too long. The carriage had rolled onto its side, then farther, pinning and crushing one leg. Luckily, the slope of the ditch wasn't that steep; the carriage hadn't continued rolling onto its hood, but had rocked back to settle on its side. 

Hunkering down, Jack checked the man's pulse. Strong enough, steady enough. At least one leg was broken; a quick survey revealed that one shoulder was dislocated, a collarbone broken, and an arm as well. On top of what must have been a hellish knock on the head. Jack winced, then rose and studied the wreck. The fine wood of the ornamented sides was splintered, but the carriage was well made; the skeleton remained intact. 

It took a minute to identify the best points on the frame to grasp to lift. Positioning himself with his back to the carriage, half-crouched, the edge of the lower side resting on his hands, Jack glanced at the lady. 

She was watching him in surprising silence and with grudging approval. 

"When I lift, let the poles rise as they will. When we're sure the carriage is going to hold together and not break apart, come around and help haul him out." 

She nodded. 

He straightened, lifting the side up to waist height, then he braced, bent, heaved the carriage higher, and ducked his shoulders beneath the bones of the side. Bits of panel fell away; wood creaked, groaned, but the frame held. 

Without waiting for any word, the lady rushed up. Bending, she grasped the man's shoulders. 

"No! One's dislocated. Hook your hands under his armpits and drag him out." 

She stiffened at his tone but did as he said. 

Although he couldn't see her face, Jack could imagine her expression. Shifting, he tried to ease the weight of the carriage onto one shoulder so he could reach down and help—

"Don't move, you idiot! I can manage." 

Jack stiffened as if she'd slapped him. 

She shot him a mutinous, distinctly black glare, then shuffled back, tugging the man out from the carriage's shadow. 

His hearing was acute; he heard her muttering beneath her breath, "I'm hardly a weak, fainting female, you dolt." 
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Entirely unexpectedly, his lips kicked up at the ends. 

"You can let it down now." 

She'd pulled the man onto the grass. Jack slowly let the carriage down, then followed. 

Frowning at the man's face, she dropped to her knees beside him. 

"Do you know him?" Jack knelt on the man's other side. 

She shook her head. "He's not from around here." 

Which meant she was, and that surprised him. She certainly hadn't been living in the vicinity seven years ago. Funeral or not, he would have noticed her, and remembered. 

He set about methodically checking the man for injury, straightening limbs, noting die breaks. 

Still frowning, she watched his hands. "Do you know what you're doing?" 

"Yes." 

Her lips tightened, but she accepted the assurance. 

His assessment of the man's injuries had been largely correct. With one quick, expert jerk, he reset the shoulder, then, using sections of beading broken off the carriage, he used his and the man's cravats to splint the broken arm and bind it and the shoulder. That done, he turned to the leg, broken in two places. 

He had plenty of wood for splints. 

He glanced at the lady. "I don't suppose you'd consider sacrificing the flounce from your petticoat?" 

She looked up, met his gaze; faint color bloomed in her pale cheeks. "Of course I will." 

Her tone belied her blush; no missish sentiment permitted or acknowledged. She swung around so her back was to him, and sat. An instant later, he heard cloth rip. 

Rising, he went to the carriage to hunt for longer splints. By the time he returned, a long strip of fine lawn lay waiting by the unconscious man. 

He bent to the task. She helped, working under his direction, in silence. 

In Jack's experience, females were rarely silent. 

Her hands, gripping where he directed, holding the splints in place, were as fine as her features, long-fingered and elegant, palms slender, skin fine-grained and white. 

Distinctly aristocratic hands. 

He glanced briefly at her face, closer now they were both leaning over the man. Distinctly aristocratic face, too. As for the rest... 
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Looking down, he forced his mind back to the man and his broken limb. Not easy; the distractions were manifold. 

She had the sort of figure commonly described as an armful. 

Words like "voluptuous" sprang to his mind. Phrases like well endowed. 

Then he remembered her earlier scorching gaze and found the perfect adjective. Boadicean. 

Very English. Very female. Very fierce. 

He finished tying off their improvised bandage. The injured man was as comfortable as they oould make him. 

Boadicea sat back with a small sigh. 

Jack rocked back on his heels and rose. He dusted off his hands, then held one out to her. 

She was staring past him, down the road. Without looking at him—apparently without thought—she laid her hand in his and allowed him to pull her to her feet. 

Retrieving her hand, she looked down, surveying their patient. "The manor's the nearest house. How are we going to get him there?" 

She'd surprised him again. Not only had she volunteered his house, her question was rhetorical. 

Although tempted to see how she would solve the problem, he took pity on the unconscious unfortunate. 

"There's probably some part of the carriage we can use to lay him on." 

He went to look. One side door was smashed beyond use; the other was intact, but by itself too small. 

The board beneath the seat was splintered. 

"Will this do?" 

Jack turned to see Boadicea pointing at the rear of the phaeton. Joining her, he examined the long, slightly curved backing board jarred loose at one end but otherwise intact. "Stand back." 

Of course, she didn't move; arms crossed, she watched while he got a firm grip, yanked the board loose, then pried it free. 

He resisted the urge to see if her toe was tapping. 

He carried the board to the unconscious man; she followed at his heels. Together, with no need for instructions, they lifted the man onto the board. Boadicea set down the man's legs, turned, and disappeared behind the phaeton. A second later she reappeared lugging a traveling bag. 

She dropped it beside the man and bent to open it. "He's sure to have more cravats. We can tie him to the board with them." 

Without bothering to nod—she wasn't looking at him— Jack left her and went to fetch the bay. When he returned, she was securing their patient to the improvised stretcher with a pair of cravats. "That Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

should hold him." 

Jack checked her knots; they were perfectly serviceable. Bending, he looped the long reins around and over their patient, and under the cravats. 

She watched his every move; when he tied off the last rein, she nodded in regal approval. "Good." She dusted off her skirts, placed the man's bag on the board at his feet, then waved down the road. "The manor's less than a quarter of a mile." 

About a quarter of a mile, most of it the long drive. Fetching Challenger, Jack hoped Griggs and his butler Howlett had kept the drive in good repair. 

Leading Challenger, he fell in beside Boadicea, who was coaxing the bay forward in an even, steady walk. The reins pulled taut; their stretcher eased into the lane, riding the dry, reasonably even surface smoothly enough. 

Satisfied they'd done all they could for the injured man, Jack turned his attention to his companion. No hat, no gloves. She had to live close. "Do you live hereabouts?" 

She waved to the left. "At the rectory." 

Jack frowned. "James Altwood used to be rector there." 

"He still is." 

Jack remembered her hands. No ring, no hint she'd ever worn one. He waited for her to elaborate. She didn't. 

After a few moments, he asked, "How did you come to be in the road?" 

She glanced at him; her eyes were very dark brown, even darker than her hair. "I was in the field mushrooming." 

Again she waved to the left. "There's an old oak on a knoll—there are always mushrooms there." 

Jack knew of it. 

"I heard the accident, dropped my basket, and came racing down." She reached a hand to her hair, grimaced. "My hat fell off somewhere." 

She didn't seem overly perturbed. 

A second later, she slanted him a glance. "Where are you headed?" 

"The manor." 

He looked ahead and said nothing more. He felt her gaze, felt it sharpen, but, hiding a grim grin, refused to meet it. Two could play at withholding information. 

They walked on through the glorious morning in silence. A strange silence—contained, controlled, assured. She, it seemed, was no more susceptible than he to the intimidation many felt when subjected Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

to silence. 

He should, of course, introduce himself, but she'd volunteered his house; telling her who he was might embarrass her, although somehow he doubted it would. He wasn't playing by the social rules because... 

she was different. 

And he wanted to knock her off her regal perch. 

The wrought-iron gates of the manor appeared on their right, flanked by oaks that had been ancient when Jack was born. As usual, the gates were propped wide. Together, he and Boadicea guided the bay in a wide arc, towing the stretcher smoothly through the turn and onto the long, rising drive. 

Jack looked around as they walked on. Most of the fields within a mile were his, but these acres, the stretch between the drive and the rushing stream, a tributary of the Frome, and the gardens around the house, played host to most of his childhood memories. 

They crested a rise and the house came into view. Lifting his head, he scanned the facade; everything was in excellent repair, yet it was the simple solidity of the house and its welcoming ambiance that reached out and closed about his heart. 

He was aware Boadicea was watching him; he could feel her gaze, uninhibitedly curious. 

"Are you expected?" she asked. 

"Not precisely." 

From the corner of his eye, he caught her narrow-eyed glance, then she looked ahead and lengthened her stride, leaving him to lead both horses. 

He let her go ahead; striding up to the portico, she tugged the bell. Halting the horses in the forecourt, he waited. 

Howlett opened the door. He immediately bowed. "Lady Clarice." 

 Lady Clarice? 

Then Howlett saw him. The smile that broke across his butler's face was a welcome all on its own. 

"My lord! Welcome home!" 

Boadicea stepped back, slowly turning to face him. 

Howlett rushed out, then realized and turned back to call to the footman, Adam, who'd poked his head around the door. "Go and tell Griggs and Mrs. Connimore! His lordship's back!" 

Jack smiled at Adam, who grinned and bobbed his head before racing back into the house. Howlett bowed, beaming, before him; Jack thumped him on the shoulder and asked if all was well. Howlett assured him all was. Then gravel crunching beneath a lumbering gait heralded the arrival of Crabthorpe, the head stableman, known to all as Crawler. Rounding the house, he saw Jack, and his face split. 

"Thought as it must be you—too much carry-on to be anyone else." Then Crawler saw Howlett examining the makeshift stretcher. "What have we here?" 
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"His phaeton overturned in the ditch." 

Crawler ambled across and bent over the injured man. "Another young larrikin with more hair than wit, no doubt." After a cursory examination, he straightened. "I'll send one of my lads for Dr. Willis." 

"Do." 

Stepping back from the stretcher, Howlett remembered Boadicea. "Lady Clarice!" Hewlett rushed back to her. "I do apologize, my lady. But, well, his lordship's come home at last, as you can see." 

A smile softened Bodicea's face as she met Howlett's eyes. "Yes, indeed." She looked at Jack; her gaze sharped to flint. "I do see." 

His slow, easy smile had charmed women from one end ofEnglandto the other and through at least half of France. It had no discernible effect on Boadicea. 

"My lord! You're back!" Mrs. Connimore rushed out, followed more slowly by his steward, Griggs, leaning heavily on his cane. 

In the ensuing melee, Jack lost sight of his recent companion; he surrendered to Mrs. Connimore's wild hug and nonstop exclamations. He was instantly aware of, and seriously alarmed by, Griggs's frailty. 

When had he grown so old? 

Perturbed, distracted, he deflected their solicitiousness onto the unknown, still unconscious man. Mrs. 

Connimore and Howlett rose to the occasion and quickly organized to spirit the poor soul indoors and into a bed. 

Crawler took charge of both horses and assured Jack he'd send his lads to clear the wreckage from the road. 

Jack directed Adam to the traveling bag. As the crowd cleared, he was almost surprised to see Boadicea still standing by the front portico, still watching—he suspected still waiting to exact retribution. "I'll be in shortly, Griggs." Jack smiled and took Griggs's arm to help him back to the house. "Everything seems in excellent order—I know I have you to thank." 

"Oh, no—well, everyone here quite understood... I daresay your new responsibilities are quite onerous... 

but we're so glad you've come home." 

"I couldn't stay away." Jack smiled as he said it, not his polished smile but one of real feeling. 

He stopped before the portico and urged Griggs to go in. "I must speak with Lady Clarice." 

"Oh, yes." Reminded of her presence, Griggs halted and bowed low. "Please do excuse us, my lady." 

She smiled, warm and reassuring. "Of course, Griggs. Don't concern yourself." 

Her eyes lifted to meet Jack's. The look in them stated very clearly that she had no intention of forgiving him so easily. 

He waited until Griggs had gone in and the footman had shut the door before strolling the last few feet Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

to her. 

She met his gaze directly, her dark eyes accusatory. "You're Warnefleet." 

Not a question. Jack acknowledged the comment with an inclination of his head, but was at a loss to account for the condemnatory nuances clear in both her inflection and stance. "And you're Lady Clarice ... ?" 

She held his gaze for a definite moment, then said, "Altwood." 

Jack frowned. 

Before he could ask, she added, "James is a cousin. I've been living at the rectory for nearly seven years." 

Unmarried. Living buried in the country. Lady Clarice Altwood. Who ... ? 

She seemed to have no difficulty following his train of thought. Her lips thinned. "My father was the Marquess of Melton." 

The information only intrigued him all the more, but he could hardly ask why she wasn't married and managing some ducal estate. Then he refocused on her eyes, and knew the answer; this lady was no sweet young thing and never had been. "Thankyou for your assistance with the gentleman—my people will handle things from here. I'll send word to the rectory when we know more." 

She held his gaze, brows lightly arching. She considered him for a totally unruffled moment, then said, 

"I vaguely recall hearing ... if you're Warnefleet, then you're also the local magistrate. Is that correct?" 

He frowned. "Yes." 

"In that case ..." She drew a deep breath, and for the first time Jack glimpsed a hint of vulnerability—perhaps a touch of fright—in the dark depths of her eyes. "You need to understand that what happened to the young man was no accident. He didn't overturn his phaeton. He was deliberately run off the road by another carriage." 

The image of a black carriage rattling off to Nailsworth flashed through Jack's mind. "Are you sure?" 

"Yes." Clarice Adele Altwood folded her arms and sternly suppressed a shiver. Displaying weakness had never been her style, and she'd be damned if she let Warnefleet, the too-charming prodigal, see how unsettled she was. "I didn't see the overturning itself—the noise of it was what brought me running—but when I reached the road, the other carriage had stopped, and the man driving had got down. He was approaching the phaeton, was about to go around it to the driver, but then he heard my footsteps and stopped. He looked up and saw me. He stared at me for a moment, then he swung around, walked back to his carriage, climbed in, whipped up his horses, and drove away." 

She could still see the scene, frozen in her mind. Could still feel the menace exuding from that large, heavy male figure, feel the weight of his consideration while he'd debated.... She blinked and refocused on the man before her, on his green-and-gold eyes. "I'd take an oath the man in the carriage meant to murder—to finish off—the gentleman in the phaeton." 
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Chapter 2

"I came into the road there, through that gap in the hedge." Clarice pointed, then looked at the wreckage a hundred yards farther on. "I stopped, surprised to see the other carriage there, then I remembered I'd heard shouting just before the crash—the young man swearing, I think." 

She glanced at the man beside her; she kept expecting him to play the autocratic male, pat her on the head, assure her all was right, and dismiss all she'd seen and more importantly sensed. Instead, he was listening, quite as grimly as she would have wished. 

Instead of dismissing her assertion of foul play, he'd studied her, then asked her to accompany him back to the scene. He hadn't tried to take her arm, but had walked beside her back down the drive. He'd ordered Crabthorpe's lads to wait at the gates until he'd finished examining the phaeton, then asked her to show him where she'd entered the lane. 

Eyes narrowed, he stood beside her, looking toward the wreck. "Describe the man." 

Any other day, any other man, and she would have taken umbrage at the bald order; today, from him, she was simply glad he was paying appropriate attention. "Tallish—taller than me. About your height. 

Heavily built, thick arms and legs. Close-cropped hair, light-colored, could be salt-and-pepper, but I can't be certain." 

Folding her arms, she stared down the lane, reinvoking the moment in her mind. "He was wearing a drab topcoat, well cut enough but not of the first stare. His boots were brown, good-quality but not Hoby, not Hessians. He was wearing tan driving gloves. His skin was pale, his face rather round." She glanced at Warnefleet. "That's all I recall." 

He nodded. "He was going around the phaeton when he heard you, halted, and looked at you." He caught her eye. "You said he stared." 

She held his gaze for an instant, then looked back down the road. "Yes. Just stared... thinking. 

Considering." She resisted the urge to rub her hands up and down her arms to dispel the remembered chill. 

"And then he turned and left?" 

"Yes." 

"No acknowledgment, no sign at all?" 

She shook her head. "He just turned, got back in his carriage, and drove away." 

He waved her down the road, but along the verge on the opposite side. He paced beside her. "What sort of carriage?" 

"Small, black—from the back that was all I could see. It might have been one of those small carriages inns have for hire." 

"You didn't see the horses?" 
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"No." 

"Why do you think the black carriage ran the phaeton off the road?" 

She was positive that's what had happened, but how did she know? She drew breath. "Three things—one, the swearing I heard just before the crash. A young man's voice, and he was swearing at someone else—not his horse or a bird or the sun.  Someone.  And he was frightened. Scared. I heard that, too. I wasn't surprised to hear the crash, nor to find the wreck." 

Glancing briefly at her interrogator's hard-edged face, features angular and austere, as aristocratic as her own, she saw he was concentrating, taking in her every word. "I hadn't truly been listening, not until I heard him swearing, so I hadn't heard the wheels of two carriages—truth be told, I hadn't even registered one." She looked ahead. "But the second reason I'm so sure the carriage driver intended the accident was the position of his carriage. It had stopped in the middle of the road, but skewed away from the phaeton, because it had been on the same side of the road as the phaeton." 

They were almost level with the wreck; she slowed. "And lastly ..." She halted. Warnefleet stopped and faced her. After a moment, she met his eyes; she owed it to the injured man to report all she'd seen. 

"The way the carriage driver walked toward the phaeton. He was intent. Determined. He wasn't in a dither or upset. He was intending to do harm." She looked across the road at the wreck. "He'd already done that much—he intended to finish what he'd started." 

She waited for Warnefleet to make some disparaging remark, to tell her her imagination had run away with her. She steeled herself to defend her view—

"Where did the carriage stop?" 

She blinked, then pointed to a spot some yards farther along the road. "About there." 

Jack nodded. "Wait here." 

He had few illusions about being obeyed, but at least she let him go ahead, trailing some yards behind him as he stepped onto the lane proper and walked along, studying the surface in the area she'd indicated. 

A yard farther on he found what he was looking for. Crouching, he examined the shallow ruts left by the carriage's wheels when the driver had braked. Swiveling, he glanced back at the wreck, gauging the distance and the angle of the carriage. 

Rising, he circled the area where the carriage had stood, aware Boadicea was following in his footsteps, more or less literally. Eyes on the ground, he scanned as he slowly worked his way toward the phaeton. 

He'd ridden over this ground; she'd led the bay from the phaeton over it. He didn't hold much hope ... 

but then fate smiled. He crouched again, studying the single bootprint, all that was left of the unknown driver's trail. 

Boadicea's observations had been accurate. The print was from an ordinary, leather-soled gentleman's boot. Its size, almost as large as his own, was consistent with the description she'd given. The even imprint, with neither toe nor heel unusually deep, suggested the wearer hadn't been in any panic. 

Deliberate, she'd said; deliberate it looked. 

Head tilted, she'd been watching him; when he rose, she raised her brows. "What can you tell from that?" 
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He glanced at her, met her dark eyes. "That you're an observant and reliable witness." 

Watching her swallow her surprise made uttering the compliment all the more worthwhile. 

She recovered quickly. "So you agree that the carriage driver intended to harm—probably to murder—

the young man?" 

He felt his face harden. "He wasn't intending to offer succor—if he had, he wouldn't have left as he did." 

He glanced from the wrecked phaeton to where the carriage had pulled up. "And you're right on the other score, too—the carriage driver deliberately ran the phaeton off the road." 

That was what she'd been wanting to hear, yet he was instantly aware of the shiver that slithered through her, even though she turned away to hide it. Before he'd thought, he'd taken a step toward her. 

Self-preservation reared its head and halted him; he knew better than to touch, to reach for her and draw her into his arms ... but he wanted to. 

The realization made him inwardly frown. He'd never met a female more prickly and independent than Boadicea, more likely to spurn any comfort he might offer, because to offer meant he'd seen her weakness ... wryly, he realized he understood her perfectly, he just hadn't previously met a female who thought that way. 

"Come." He had to stop himself from taking her elbow, converting the instinctive movement into a wave down the road. "I'll walk you back to the rectory." 

She hesitated, then started walking. After a moment, her head rose. "You don't need to. I'm hardly likely to get lost." 

"Nevertheless." He signaled to the waiting stable lads; they saw and headed for the phaeton. "Aside from all else, I should call on James and let him know I'm back." 

"I'll be certain to tell him." 

"It wouldn't be the same." 

He waited, but she made no further protest. A dark flash of her eyes when they reached the gap in the hedge and she led him through told him she knew he would trump any argument she made. 

Such a small victory, yet it still tasted sweet. 

Beyond the gap, the field rolled down to a dip, then the land gently rose to the knoll on which the old oak tree stood. Once past the hedge, Clarice looked around. Eventually she spied her hat hanging from the branches of a tree along the hedge line; without comment, she detoured to fetch it. 

Warnefleet followed, also without comment. 

Clarice tramped through the long grass, supremely conscious that her senses remained focused a few feet behind her, on the large, lean, athletic body, broad-shouldered and sleekly muscled, trailing her. In her mind's eye, she could readily conjure not just his face, all hard angles and planes with that edge of ruthlessness peculiar to certain males of her own class, not just his body, long limbs strong, every movement both graceful and controlled, but even more telling—more evocative, more exciting—the aura Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

that clung like a cloak about him, redolent of danger, exotic, illicit, and unnervingly tempting. Even more unsettling, and more puzzling, was a feeling that he saw her—the real her—clearly, yet found nothing in the sight to send him running. 

None of that, however, explained her physical response, the sudden tension that gripped her, that tightened her nerves, the anticipation that stretched them—and left them taut when he didn't touch her. 

For her, susceptibility of that sort was unprecedented; she'd heard of such affliction, seen other ladies fall victim, but not her. Never her. 

Such a reaction was definitely not her style. 

Then again, he wasn't the usual run of arrogant male. Not that she was fool enough to think him un arrogant, simply that she'd not met his like before. 

Reaching the tree, she stopped and stared up at her hat. It dangled above her head, swinging gently in the breeze. She stretched up, but it was out of her reach. She jumped, but missed; she stretched as far as she could... and was still an inch short. 

From over her head, a hand appeared and plucked the hat from the branch. 

Her breath caught; she hadn't known he was so close. 

She whirled. Her boots tangled in the long grass, and she fell. 

Directly into him. 

He caught her, steadied her breast to chest against him. 

Her lungs seized; she looked up on a strangled gasp. 

Mortification should have slain her, except there was no room for it in her mind. Sensation welled and swamped her, trapped her wits in a web of new experience, of novel feelings. 

She'd been held in men's arms before, but it had never been like this. Never had the chest against which her breasts were pressed been so hard, never had the arm around her been so steely. Never had large hands held her so gently, or so securely. Never had her senses sighed, as if she'd found heaven. 

Never had her pulse sped up, never had her skin shot with heat. 

She stared into his eyes, green and gold melded into a true hazel, framed by long lashes and heavy lids, and sensed... strength. A strength as powerful as her own, not simply a strength of muscle and bone, but of mind and determination. 

A strength not only on the physical plane, but manifest in other ways, in other arenas.... 

The direction of her thoughts shocked her. 

She blinked, mentally shook free of their hold, and refo-cused on his eyes, his face. 

Realized he was watching her intently. 
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Realized he hadn't moved, that he'd made no attempt to set her on her feet. 

The look in his eyes was blatantly predatory and frankly interested; he made not the slightest effort to screen it, to disguise it, to hide it from her. The image that popped into her mind was of a large, powerful, prowling beast contemplating his next meal. 

But he made no move to seize her. He was waiting to see what she would do. 

She knew better than to turn and flee. 

Clearing her throat, she discovered her hands were pressed to his shoulders; she pushed back, and he let her go easily—smoothly—but still he watched her. 

Chin rising, she met his gaze and reached for her hat, with her eyes dared him to make anything whatever of that accidental moment. "Thankyou." 

Before she could grasp her hat and twitch it from his fingers, he lifted it and dropped it on her head. 

And smiled. Slowly, intently. "It was entirely my pleasure." 


*  *  *

 If she'd been a weak female, easily distracted by a handsome face, a warrior's body, and a smile that promised experience beyond her wildest dreams, after the incident with her hat she would doubtless have preserved a safe silence all the way to the rectory. 
Instead, in order to ensure Warnefleet understood she wasn't susceptible, she felt compelled to make conversation— the sort of conversation to put him in his place and make clear her opinion of him, an opinion unaffected by their recent interactions. 

"So, my lord, do you plan on remaining at Avening for long?" The old oak lay ahead, her discarded basket sitting in its shade. 

He didn't immediately reply, but eventually said, "Avening's my home. I grew up here." 

"Yes, I know. But you've been absent for years—I understand your interests keep you in the capital." 

She put subtle emphasis on "interests," enough to let him know she had an excellent grasp of what interests kept gentlemen like him inLondon. 

She ducked under the ends of the oak's lower branches, walking into the cool shadows. 

He followed. "Some interests are best dealt with in town, true enough." His drawl was easy, but as he continued, she sensed steel beneath. "But no sensible man would let business tie him toLondon, and most other interests are portable, not tied to any location." 

He, too, put a similar subtle emphasis on "interests"; it was patently clear he was calling her bluff. 

"Indeed?" She bent and picked up the basket, then straightened, turned and met his eyes. "However, I daresay you would find it difficult to transfer sufficient of your other interests here, to the manor or village. 
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Consequently, after dealing with whatever estate matters brought you here, I imagine you'll be off once more, hence my question. How long do you plan to stay?" 

Jack held her gaze. After a moment, he quietly said, "You don't look like a female given to disordered imaginings." 

Her dark eyes flared; her chin set. "I'm not!" 

He nodded amenably. Reaching for the basket, he took it from her; she surrendered it with barely a thought, too distracted. Too incipiently incensed. "So I'd thought," he agreed with unimpaired calm. 

"That's why I listened to all you had to say about the accident that wasn't any accident. You were right about that." 

"Naturally." She frowned at him. "I don't imagine things." 

"Is that so?" He caught her dark gaze, held it for a pregnant instant, then quietly asked, "So why, Lady Clarice, have you taken against me? What have you imagined about me?" 

She saw the trap, recognized she'd stepped into it; faint color tinged her cheeks—anger and irritation, not embarrassment. Purest alabaster, her complexion reminded him of rich cream, smooth, luscious; his fingers itched to touch, to stroke. To feel. 

To make her flush with something other than anger. 

She must have seen some hint of his thoughts in his eyes; her chin rose, but there was defensiveness in the gesture. "In your case, my lord, no imagination was necessary. Your actions over the years speak clearly enough." 

He'd been right; for some mystical reason she held him in contempt, even though they'd never met, never set eyes on each other, let alone communicated in any way. "Which actions are those?" 

His tone would have warned most men they were treading on extremely thin ice. He was quite sure she heard the warning, read it correctly, felt equally sure as her eyes flashed that she'd dismissed it out of hand. 

"I can understand that while your father lived, there was no pressing need for you to live here, no reason for you to curtail your military service." 

"Especially given the country was at war." 

Her lips thinned, but she inclined her head, acknowledging the point, conceding that much. 

"However"—she turned and walked out of the tree's shade toward the rectory, a low, rambling house partially screened by the high hedge bordering the other side of the field—"once your father died, you should have returned. An estate like the manor, a village like Avening, needs someone to manage the reins. But no, you preferred to be an absentee landlord and leave Griggs to shoulder the responsibilities that should have been yours. He's done well, but he's not young—the years have taken their toll on him." 

Pacing beside her, Jack frowned. "I was ... with my regiment." He'd been inFrance, alone, but he saw no reason to tell her that. "I couldn't simply sell out—" 

"Of course you could have. Many others did." The glance she cast him was scornful. "In our circle, elder Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

sons—those who will inherit—don't usually serve, and while I understand your father died unexpectedly, once he had, your place was here, not"—she gestured dismissively—"playing the dashing officer in Tunbridge Wells or wherever you were stationed." 

InFrance. Alone. Jack bit his tongue. What had he done to deserve this lecture? Why had he invited it—and even more pertinently, why was he putting up with it? 

Why wasn't he simply annihilating her with a setdown, putting her firmly in her place, reminding her it was no place of hers to pass judgment on him? 

He glanced at her. Head up, nose elevated to a superior, distinctly haughty angle, she paced fluidly, gracefully, beside him. She had a long-legged, swinging, confident stride; he didn't have to adjust his by much to match it. 

Annihilating Boadicea wouldn't be easy, and for some unfathomable reason, he didn't want to meet her on any battlefield. 

He did want to meet her, but on another field entirely, one with silken sheets, and a soft mattress into which she would sink.... He blinked and looked ahead. 

"Then cameToulouse, but you didn't bother to return even then. No doubt you were too busy enjoying the Victory Celebrations to remember those who'd spent the years working here for you, supporting you." 

He'd spent the months of false victory inFrance. Alone. Mistrusting the too-easy peace as had Dalziel and certain others, it had been he who had kept a distant eye on Elba, he who'd sent the first word that Napoleon had returned and raised the eagles again. He kept his tongue clamped between his teeth; his jaw had set. 

"Even worse," she declaimed, condemnation in every syllable, the same emotion lighting her dark eyes as she glanced, fleetingly, at him, "when everything ended at Waterloo, you compounded your slights of the past and remained in London, no doubt catching up on all you'd missed in your months abroad." 

Years. Alone. Every last week, every last month for thirteen years, all alone except for that brief, supremely dangerous, reckless three days that for him had been Waterloo. And after that, once he'd sold out, there'd been a line of pressing, very real and weighty responsibilities waiting to claim him. 

Her final words had been scathing, her meaning crystal clear. He couldn't recall the last time he'd indulged in the manner to which she was alluding; no doubt that accounted for his current state—the intense, urgent, remarkably powerful urge to slake his long-suppressed carnal appetites. 

With Boadicea. 

Not with any other woman. Now he'd met her, no other would do. 

It had to be her. 

Clearly he had his work cut out for him, but he loved challenges, especially of that sort. 

An image of Boadicea—Lady Clarice—lying naked beneath him, heated, desperate, and wantonly begging, those long, long legs tensing about his hips as he thrust into her, helped immeasurably in Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

focusing his mind. In clarifying his direction. 

They'd reached the hedge surrounding the rectory. She lashed him with another of her cutting glances; he caught it, held her gaze as, by unvoiced consent, they paused in the archway leading into the rectory gardens. 

He read her face, examined die dismissive contempt written in her fine features, that glowed, alive, in her lovely dark eyes. Slowly, he arched a brow. "So ... you think I should remain at Avening and devote myself to my responsibilities?" 

She smiled, not sweetly—condescendingly. "No—I believe we'll all do better if you return to London and continue with your hedonistic existence there." 

He frowned. She continued, without hesitation answering his unvoiced question, "We've grown accustomed to managing without you. Those here no longer need a lord of the manor—they've elected someone else in your place." 

She held his eyes for a defiant instant, her gaze direct and ungiving, then she turned and swept on, heading for the rectory's side door. 

Frown deepening, Jack watched her—let his eyes drink in the quintessentially feminine sway of her hips, the evocative line from her nape to her waist, the promise of her curves... 

She couldn't mean what he thought she'd meant, surely? 

There was one certain way to find out. About that, and all else he now wanted to know about Boadicea. 

Stirring, he followed her into the rectory. 


*  *  *

 He found the Rector of Avening, the Honorable James Altwood, in exactly the same place he'd left him seven years ago—in the chair behind the desk in his study, poring over some tome. Jack knew the subject of said tome without asking; James was a renowned military historian, a Fellow of Balliol among other things. He held the livings of numerous parishes, but other than overseeing the work of his curates, he spent all his days researching and analyzing military campaigns, both ancient and contemporary. 
Boadicea, predictably, preceded him into the study. "James, Lord Warnefleet has returned—he's come to speak with you." 

"Heh?" James looked up, peering over his spectacles. Then his gaze found Jack, and he dropped the book on the desk. "Jack, m'boy! At last!" 

Jack managed not to wince as James surged to his feet. Very aware of Boadicea's critical gaze, he went forward to grasp James's outstretched hand and let himself be pulled into a fierce hug. 

James gripped tight, thumped his back, then released him. Retaining Jack's hand, he drew back to examine him. 

Now in his fifties, James was starting to show his age; the brown hair Jack remembered as thick and wavy had thinned, and the paunch around his middle had grown. But the energy and enthusiasm in Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

James's brown eyes was still the same; if anyone had been responsible for encouraging Jack into the army, it was James. 

James blew out a long breath, and released Jack's hand. "Damn it, Jack, it's a relief to see you hale and whole." 

Along with Jack's father, James had been one of the very few who knew that Jack hadn't spent the last thirteen years in any regimental barracks. 

Jack smiled, no screening charm; with James, he was never other than himself. "It's a huge relief to be back." He couldn't resist adding, "  At last,  as you so sapiently note." 

"Indeed, indeed.  Such a shambles with your great-aunt and her holdings. But here—sit, sit!" 

Waving Jack to a chair, James went to resume his, then remembered Boadicea. "Ah, thankyou, Clarice." 

James looked from her to Jack, at whom she was now staring, her expression, to James, impossible to interpret. Jack had no such difficulty. Boadicea was quick. She'd heard James's reference to his great-aunt... and now wondered. 

When James looked at her, he flashed her a tauntingly superior smile. 

"Ah ... I take it you two have met?" James looked from one to the other, sensing undercurrents but unable to read them. 

"Yes." When Jack raised his brows at her, Clarice transferred her gaze to James. "I was mushrooming, and there was a carriage accident along the road, just past the manor gates." 

"Good gracious!" James waved Clarice to a chair, waiting for her to sit before sinking into his. "What happened?" 

"I didn't actually see the accident, but I was the first to the wreck"—Clarice glanced Jack's way as he sat in the other armchair—"then his lordship rode up." 

"Was anyone hurt?" James asked. 

"The driver," Jack replied, "a young gentleman. He's unconscious. We've moved him to the manor and sent for Dr. Willis. Mrs. Connimore's taking care of him." 

James nodded. "Good, good." He looked at Clarice. "Was he anyone from round about?" 

"No." She frowned. 

Jack recalled she'd done the same, out on the road. 

"But... ?" James prompted before Jack could. 

Her lips twisted; she glanced at Jack, then looked at James. "I know I've never met him—I don't recognize him at all—but he looks familiar." 

"Ah!" James nodded sagely. 
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Jack wished he knew why. 

Clarice went on, "He seems too young to be anyone I knew in the past, but I wondered... he could be someone's younger brother, or son, and I'm picking up the resemblance." 

Jack wondered which circles she'd inhabited in her "past." 

As if reading his mind, she shrugged. "All that means is that he's most likely some scion of some tonnish family, which doesn't get us far." 

"Hmm—I must drop by. If he doesn't regain his wits soon, I will, although if you can't place him, it's unlikely I will." James shifted his gaze to Jack. "And even less likely you'd draw a bead on him. I don't suppose you've been haunting the clubs and hells lately, heh?" 

Aware of Clarice's saber-edged gaze, Jack humphed. "I barely had time to visit my tailor." 

A tap on the door heralded Macimber, James's butler. He beamed at Jack and bowed. "Welcome home, my lord." 

"Thankyou, Macimber." 

Macimber looked at James. "Mrs. Cleever wishes to know if his lordship will be remaining for luncheon, sir." 

"Yes, of course!" James looked at Jack. "You'll stay, won't you? I daresay Mrs. Connimore would love to have you back at your own table, but I've a greater need to hear your voice and learn what you've been about." 

Jack kept his gaze on James while gauging the quality of that other, sharp, dark-eyed gaze trained on his face. "I'd be d to stay for luncheon"—turning, he met Boadicea's eyes—"if it's no trouble?" 

 If she didn't object.  She understood his question perfectly. James, puzzled, glanced back and forth; they ignored him. 

Holding her dark gaze, Jack saw her decision, knew the moment the scales tipped in his favor, when her curiosity got the better of her scorn. 

"I'm sure it will be no trouble...." She paused, then went on, her voice regaining its customary decisive note, "And indeed, with the young man to look after I'm sure Mrs. Connimore has enough on her plate, especially as she wasn't aware you'd be arriving today." 

That last was delivered with a predictable bite; Jack bit back a retort to the effect that he'd grown out of short-coats many years ago. 

While James instructed a delighted Macimber to set the table for three, Jack turned his mind to planning how best to exploit the advantage Boadicea and her unjustified disapproval had handed him. 

When dealing with warrior queens, no advantage should be squandered. 

One point that nagged at him was her age, the first point he should address in learning what she, a marquess's daughter, was doing living buried in the country with James. A scandal was the only situation Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

he could conjure that might account for it, yet Lady Clarice didn't seem the sort to throw her bonnet over any windmill. A less flightly, less flibberti-gibbety female was hard to imagine. 

"So!" James sat back and regarded Jack with fond anticipation. "Start at the beginning of recent events. 

How did you find London after what? Thirteen years?" 

Jack grimaced. "Not much different, truth to tell. The names were unchanged, the faces older, but the game was still the same." 

"And still left you largely unmoved, heh?" James grinned. 

"I always told your father he'd never have to worry over you being seduced by the delights of the capital." 

"Just so," Jack rejoined, his tone dry. He was careful not to glance at Clarice, to see what she was making of James's more accurate view of him; he was itching to know, but if he looked, she'd realize.... 

"Griggs told me that Ellicot—it is Ellicot, isn't it—your great-aunt's solicitor?" 

Jack nodded. "Solicitor, agent, and executor combined, and he'd inherited the position just a month before Great-aunt Sophia departed this mortal coil, so he was as green as I was in terms of her estate." 

"Difficult." James nodded understanding. "As I was saying, Griggs told me Ellicot was close to panicking, so I wasn't surprised when you remained in town." 

"It took months." Jack sat back and let the frustrations of the past months show; the easiest way to convince Boadicea she'd read him entirely wrongly was simply to be himself. "Ellicot had held the fort as well as he could, but in truth, some decisions should have been made, steps taken, even without my knowledge and consent. However, I do understand he was walking a fine line, especially as he hadn't even met me." 

"Indeed. Not an easy charge to fulfill, managing estates in the name of an unknown client." 

Jack agreed, describing some of the multitude of difficulties that had faced him on returning toEngland courtesy of his inherited holdings. Most concerned matters of estate management; although female, Boadicea clearly understood the ramifications, even those less obvious to the untrained. From the corner of his eye, he saw a frown gradually etch a line between her finely arched brows. 

After half an hour, he'd largely finished with recent events, excepting those concerned with his ill-fated attempts to find a suitable wife; those he kept to himself. Boadicea listened as he and James discussed some of the measures he'd set in place to better facilitate his grip on the day-to-day running of the numerous properties he now owned; Jack inwardly smiled at the grudging respect he glimpsed in her eyes. 

Macimber looked in to tell them that luncheon was served. They all rose; Clarice led the way into the dining room. James took his seat at the head of the table; Clarice sat on his left, Jack on his right, in a companionable group. 

"Well, then." James reached for the platter of cold meats. "You seem to have overcome all hurdles—

your great-aunt would, I'm sure, approve. So now you can go back seven years. You filled me in on your duties when last you were home—did your assignment vary much between then andToulouse?" 
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Jack shook his head. "Not materially. There was still a great deal of sleight of hand involved—

misdirection, and, of course, the main purpose was to scupper all the deals I could, especially with the New World. There were times when I spent weeks in dockside taverns teasing out and piecing together information on the deals planned. As the war dragged on, less and less was done through official channels, which made it that much harder to discover what was really happening—what was being brought in, 

what sent out, when, how, and by whom." 

"And you were still under the command of that certain gentleman inWhitehall?" 

"Indeed. He's still there, still active." 

James nodded, chewing. He swallowed, then said, "So what happened afterToulouse? Things must have changed then?" 

Clarice fought to hide her interest. She kept her gaze trained on her plate, kept her lips firmly shut, did all she could to make herself the proverbial fly on the wall. She'd encouraged Warnefleet to join them for luncheon because she'd known James would interrogate him, and she'd wanted to be there to watch him squirm and be made to appreciate his shortcomings. 

Instead, she was the one squirming. Or at least, she would be, if she wasn't so engrossed. She'd obviously misread things, misinterpreted comments made about Warnefleet, not just by James but by all around, including the manor staff, but before she could decide just how badly she'd been off target—just how much of an apology she would have to make—she had to piece together the truth by reading between the lines of James and Warnefleet's conversation. 

Their annoyingly imprecise conversation, but she could hardly insist they speak plainly. 

"Yes for most, but not for me." Warnefleet paused as if selecting his words, then he glanced at James. 

"There were many in our particular line of defence who were skeptical of the abdication. We all had roots in French society. None of us thought the battle was truly won." 

"Yet most came home." 

Warnefleet nodded. "But I and a few others remained. In my case, I had a good and reliable line toElba. 

Others stayed in the ports most likely to see first action. How long we'd have stayed, keeping watch as it were, I don't know, but as it transpired, we didn't see out a year before it was war again." 

"And then what?" James leaned forward, the eagerness in his face transparent. 

Clarice found herself holding her breath; she risked a quick glance at Warnefleet's face. 

He was looking at her, but not seeing her. 

She got the impression he was looking into the past. 

Then his lips twisted, and he glanced at James. "Waterloocame on quickly." 

"You were there, weren't you?" 
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"I and a group of others were technically involved in the engagement, but we didn't get within ten miles of the battlefield." 

James's eyes narrowed. "Supply lines?" 

Warnefleet nodded. "We went first for the munitions, then the mounts, and lastly the reinforcements." 

James frowned. "I can see how you'd manage the first two, but the last?" 

"Confusion and preferably chaos." Again Warnefleet's lips lifted in a wry grin. "We had to be inventive." 

To Clarice's dismay, Macimber came in and started to clear the dishes. The meal had ended, but she hadn't yet heard all she wished. How had he been inventive? How inventive had he been? What... ? 

James drained his wine, then set the goblet down and grinned engagingly at Warnefleet. "Well, m'boy, let's go for a constitutional and you can tell me the details." 

Before she could think of some way to delay them, James rose and smiled at her. "Excellent meal, m'dear." 

She hid her disappointment behind a cool facade. "I'll be sure to pass your commendation to Mrs. 

Cleever." 

"And mine, too, if you'd be so kind." 

She looked up and met Warnefleet's eyes. He'd risen with James and now stood looking down at her. 

His gaze held a certain weight; she had no difficulty interpreting his message. 

He was too clever to gloat, but he knew just how wrong she'd been, how awkward and untenable her attitude to him now was, and he wasn't above letting her know it. He expected an apology, and she would have to give him one. 

Her customary expression of serene calm anchored in place, she nodded graciously. "My lord. No doubt we'll meet again." 

One brow quirked. His eyes cut to James, then he inclined his head. "Lady Clarice." His hazel eyes recaptured hers; his lips lifted in a charming, wholly untrustworthy smile. "It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance." 

He bowed gracefully. She bit her lip on an acid retort and nodded in regal dismissal. She didn't look his way as he left the room in James's wake. 

She might have to eat crow, but she wasn't about to do it in public, not even in front of James. Instinct warned that whatever concessions she was forced to make to appease Warnefleet would definitely be better kept between themselves. 



Chapter 3
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Jack followed James out onto the rectory's front lawn, a green and peaceful place surrounded by large trees. 

"I still enjoy my after-lunch constitutional." James waved to a worn track circling the lawn; Jack fell in beside him. "Now, tell me all." 

Jack obliged, supplying the details he'd omitted earlier, those aspects of his activities during theWaterloo campaign of most interest to James. "And that, thankGod, was the end. Once Napoleon was on his way toSt. Helena, there was no need for any of us to remain inFrance." 

"So you returned to the fray here. I take it you're satisfied your inheritance is under control?" 

Jack nodded. "It took longer than I'd thought, but I'm happy with the new system we've instituted—it should allow me to manage the reins from here." He looked around at the well-remembered vistas, noted how much the trees and shrubs had grown. He glanced at James. "Now you can brief me on all that's happened here." 

James smiled, and did, rattling through a potted history of the births, deaths, and marriages in the area, of those who'd moved away, and those who'd arrived to take their place. "As Griggs no doubt has told you, all your tenants are still in place. Avening village is much as it was, but..." 

Jack listened intently, committing much to memory; all that James let fall was information he needed to know. 

Eventually, however, James wound down, without revealing what Jack most wanted to know. He inwardly sighed, and remarked, "You've forgotten one major event—Lady Clarice. When did she arrive?" 

James grinned; they strolled on. 'Two months after your father left us. Quite opportune, as it happened." 

"Opportune?" 

"Well." James grimaced. "Your father had always been the bulwark of village life. His word was law, not just in the legal sense but everyone about relied on his advice and even more his judgment—adjudication, if you will—in disputes large and small. People round about had grown to depend on him, and then suddenly he wasn't there, and neither were you." 

Jack glanced at him. "But you were here." 

James sighed. "I fear, dear boy, that gaining a research fellowship from Balliol falls far short of giving one the expertise to step into your father's shoes. By the time Clarice arrived, matters were well-nigh chaotic." 

Jack hid a frown. "And she fixed things?" 

"Yes. Unlike me"—James smiled self-deprecatingly— "she's been trained to the role." 

Jack's inward frown deepened. "She mentioned she was Melton's daughter." So what was she doing there? 
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"Indeed. Melton, her father, was a cousin. My father was his father's younger brother." 

When James said nothing more, Jack kept his lips firmly shut, and simply waited.... 

Eventually, James chuckled. "All right, although it all seems ancient history now. Clarice was Melton's fourth child by his first wife, the only daughter of that union. Her mother, Edith, definitely ranked as a grande dame, a very forceful woman." 

Presumably the source of Boadicea's steel. 

"Edith died of a fever when Clarice was young. Four or five years old, I can't recall. Melton married again and sired a quiver of daughters and a fourth son by his second wife— I don't know much of them. 

Nevertheless, Clarice's life would no doubt have followed the predictable pattern— there's never been any shortage of families keen to ally themselves with the marquisate—except that at sixteen, she formed an attachment for a local neighbor's son, a guardsman. Not quite what Melton had in mind for her, but the lad was heir to a nice enough estate, so Melton allowed Clarice to persuade him. All well and good, but then the Peninsula campaign came along and the young man went to Spain, and died in an engagement there. Clarice was devastated. Instead of being presented and doing the Season, she spent the next years quietly at Rosewood, Melton's principal estate." 

"So what brought her here?" 

"Ah, we're barely halfway through the tale." James paused, ordering his thoughts, then went on, "As I said, there's never been any lack of gentlemen with an eye to Melton's coffers, and Clarice is six years older than her next sister. A cad named Jonathon Warwick got wind of Clarice. He went to Rosewood and pursued her, but was cunning enough to hide his true colors." 

"I remember Warwick." Jack heard the hardness that had infused his voice. "We met during that long-ago year I spent in town, before I enlisted. Even then, 'cad' would have been a generous description." 

"Indeed. By the time he took up with Clarice, Warwick's estates were mortgaged to the hilt, he was being dunned left and right, but he still looked and played the part of an impeccably turned-out, thoroughly eligible gentleman. And he was well experienced in knowing just how best to trade on his pretty face." 

Jack made a mental note that should he ever meet Warwick again, he'd find a way to rearrange said pretty face. 

"As I heard it, Warwick led Clarice on to the point where, when Warwick approached Melton for permission to marry her and he, of course, tossed him out on his ear, Warwick was able to convince Clarice to elope. Not, of course, that Warwick planned on following through with such a plan—he wasn't about to jeopardize his entree into polite circles. Instead, he sent a message to Melton, along with a demand. From Melton's point of view, it was easiest to simply buy him off. What neither Warwick nor Melton expected was that Clarice would unexpectedly turn up and overhear the transaction. According to Melton, she stormed in, pinned Warwick with a glare, then slapped him hard enough to knock him out of his chair. After giving him her opinion of his antecedents, she walked out. Melton was quite proud of her." 

Jack frowned. "So to escape the consequent whispers, she came here?" 
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"No. Stop getting ahead of me, boy." James snorted. "Anyway, can you imagine Clarice being bothered by whispers? Indeed, I'm not sure there's many would dare whisper about her. Regardless, her reaction to the incident with Warwick was that it was clearly past time she returned to the capital and found herself a husband. She was twenty, and it was time to leave her father's roof. An estimable conclusion, one with which both Melton and his second wife wholeheartedly concurred, so with her customary single-mindedness, Clarice sallied forth to do battle the following Season." 

Jack had no trouble envisaging that. 

"However—and here I'm extrapolating from what my correspondents told me—Clarice proved difficult to please. Not one of the horde who prostrated themselves at her feet found favor. Worse, after two Seasons she'd gained the reputation of being an aristocratic iceberg, unlikely to melt for any man." 

Jack blinked. Icy was not an adjective he would have applied to Boadicea. 

"Which brings us to her third and final Season. To the very start of it, when her stepmother, Moira, and Clarice returned to the capital. There had been some correspondence between Melton and a Viscount Emsworth, of which Clarice was initially unaware. The long and short of it was that Emsworth had title, estates, but insufficient wealth, and he was also ambitious, so he was looking for a well-dowered and also well-connected bride." 

"Clarice fitted his bill, I take it." Jack heard his grim tone, and wondered why he felt as he did, as if he'd willingly plant Emsworth a facer. 

"To a tee. Emsworth had written to Melton asking for Clarice's hand. He presented his offer as a suitable-to-all-parties marriage of convenience. Moira was by then desperate to get Clarice married and off her hands—her own eldest daughter would be presented the following year. Of all his daughters, Clarice was Melton's favorite, was the best dowered as she'd also inherited considerable funds through her mother, and she has a much more ... commanding presence than her half sisters. Indeed, with her in the room, they fade into the wallpaper, so one can at least understand Moira's attitude." 

James paused as they turned to retrace their steps; Jack held his tongue and waited for him to continue. 

"Moira pressed Melton to accept Emsworth's suit. Melton wished to consult Clarice, but Moira convinced him letting Emsworth woo Clarice in romantic fashion during the Season was more likely to sway Clarice—eventually, Melton gave way. However, he agreed to the match on the condition that Clarice agreed. 

"It transpired," James said, his tone hardening, "that Moira and Emsworth had an agreement, too. Moira knew Clarice would never accept Emsworth—the man's a priggish tyrant, I've heard—but Moira wasn't going to allow Clarice's capriciousness to stand in her and her daughter's way, so ... once Moira and Clarice were in town, and, despite Emsworth's marked attentions, Clarice showed no signs of being swept off her feet, Moira and Emsworth took matters into their own hands." 

"How so?" Jack's words were clipped; foreboding rang in them. 

"Much as you've guessed. They arranged for Clarice and Emsworth to be discovered in a compromising situation by two of the more prominent hostesses. Scandal threatened, but Emsworth promptly stepped forward to do the honorable thing and offer the protection of his name." 

"How neat." 
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To Jack's surprise, James grinned at his cuttingly sarcastic remark. "Actually, no. Moira and Emsworth thought they had the whole sewn up tight, but they'd reckoned without Clarice." 

Jack blinked. His experience of the ton wasn't vast, but it was enough to appreciate the situation and the forces ranged against Clarice. "She refused?" 

James's grin grew. "Categorically. She saw through the whole scheme in a blink and simply, unwaveringly, refused to, as she put it, be socially blackmailed into such a union." 

Jack frowned. "But there was a scandal." That had to be the reason why Clarice now lived there. 

"Oh, indeed!" James sighed. "The scandal to top all scandals, most of which can be laid at Moira's door. 

She was determined to force Clarice into the marriage and stopped at nothing to increase the pressure. 

By the time Melton heard of it and arrived in town, the damage to Clarice's reputation was done—or rather, her reputation was hanging above the abyss by a single thread. If she agreed to marry Emsworth, all would be forgiven—you know how these affairs are managed." 

Jack said nothing, but he did, indeed, understand. 

"And that, unfortunately, was where Melton's less-than-admirable side came to the fore. He was a stickler for keeping the family escutcheon pristine and unblemished. Despite understanding the whole, including how he himself had been manipulated, he nevertheless insisted that now things had come to such a pass, Clarice had to wed Emsworth to protect the family name." 

Jack made a disgusted sound. 

James nodded. "Precisely. You can imagine the arguments, the rants and raving. Yet despite all the forces arrayed against her, Clarice refused to budge. She adamantly refused to marry Emsworth." James paused, then continued, "If she'd been a less formidable female, I daresay some rather less savory methods of persuasion would have been applied, but when Clarice declared a position, no one, not even then, doubted she would hold to it to her grave. So ..." 

"Stalemate," Jack said. His nickname for the lady seemed remarkably apt. 

"In a fashion, but it wasn't a situation that could remain unresolved. Melton forced the issue by threatening to banish Clarice from his houses and estates." 

Jack's jaw clenched tight. The notion of a lady of Clarice's standing being tossed into the streets brought out every protective instinct he possessed. What had he fought the last thirteen years for? So well-heeled aristocrats could treat their daughters like that? 

His disillusionment with tonnish society plumbed new depths. 

"So you stepped in and brought her here." He looked up at the rectory as they drew near once more. 

"Not directly. Her three older brothers were appalled by Melton's decree. They interceded and persuaded him to allow Clarice to retire from society and live here, with me." James's lips twisted wryly. 

"Within the family, I'm considered a black sheep, having gone into the Church and not even in the pursuit of power. Researching military strategies was never considered a suitable occupation for an Altwood. On the other hand, there are times the family is quite grateful to have a member of the Church as one of their Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

own. And in this case, living so quietly here as I do, so cut off from society, my house seemed the perfect solution—much like those convents to which recalcitrant young ladies used to be sent to consider the follies of their ways." 

James's slow smile returned. "Much to everyone's surprise, Clarice agreed." 

Jack shot James a glance. "Did you know her? Did she know you?" 

"Yes, but we'd only met a handful of times at family gatherings. Nevertheless, while I would hardly describe us as kindred souls, we'd both recognized the other as an amenable companion. We rub along quite nicely." 

Jack couldn't imagine it, not for himself. "You don't find having such a... lady"—termagent, battle-hardened warrior-queen—"constantly about distracting?" 

"Not at all. While Clarice is hardly quiet or restful, there's much to be said for having one's house run by a highly competent female. And as I mentioned, she's dealt with all those problems and questions that in your father's absence, and yours, devolved to me—her presence has been a boon." 

Jack knew enough to read between the lines; James was frequently absentminded, and could go for long periods completely immersed in his researches, oblivious to all about him and crotchety if interrupted. 

They drew level with the steps leading up to the front porch. Jack halted. "So ... having had her fill of offers of marriage—three attempts, all devastating failures for one reason or another—Clarice retreated here, more or less turning her back on the usual young lady's romantic dreams." 

James paused beside him; a considering frown on his face, he looked up at the house, somewhere in which the object of their discussion was no doubt busily managing something. "Do you think so?" 

Jack glanced at him. 

James stared unseeing at the door. "You know, I always saw it as the other way around. That far from turning away from love, Clarice dismissed as well lost a world without it." 

Jack blinked. He considered for a moment, then glanced at the front door. "Perhaps." Another moment passed, then he stirred. "I'd best get back to the manor." 

James clapped him on the shoulder and they parted. Pensive still, Jack walked off down the drive. 


*  *  *

 For Clarice, the afternoon flew too swiftly, filled with myriad tasks and duties that had found their way onto her shoulders. Mrs. Swithins, the curate's mother, called, wanting to discuss—again—the roster for providing flowers to the church. Later, Jed Butler from the inn dropped by to ask her advice on the changes he was thinking of making in the taproom. 
It was close tofour o'clock, the shadows starting to paint the hollows a misty lilac before, throwing a light shawl over her shoulders, she set out to walk to the manor to check on the young gentleman. 

And if Warnefleet was about, to admit her error in thinking him a wastrel, absentee landlord, although Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

how she might have guessed he was ... whatever it was he had been, she didn't know. 

She still didn't know precisely what role he'd played in the late wars, but she knew enough of James's interest in military matters to make an educated guess. 

Warnefleet had been a spy of sorts, not simply the type who observes and reports, but an active ... 

operative—was that the word? 

From what she'd seen in him, she rather thought it was. 

The irony of the situation wasn't lost on her; the one excuse she would without question accept for any degree of neglect was that of a man serving his country in a dangerous and potentially self-sacrificing way. To her mind, only one duty transcended the one she and her class owed to the people on their estates—the overarching duty to the country itself. 

She'd been raised to rule large estates, raised to honor, observe, indeed live by a certain code, one based on the concept of noblesse oblige , but driven from the heart, from a true appreciation of how the many layers of people in the common community of an estate interacted, how they relied on each other, and how important it was for all to be valued, encouraged, ultimately cared for. 

Fate might have decreed that she wouldn't gain the role she'd been bred to hold, that of lady of a castle, through marriage, but circumstances had placed her in much the same role here, in Avening, caring for James and his household on the one hand, on the other overseeing the welfare of the broader community of the village and the surrounding houses and farms. 

It was a role she enjoyed, one that gave her what she needed—something to do, a role she filled well, that required her particular skills. 

She heard the cry of birds on the wing; halting, she looked up and spotted two swallows swooping and looping high overhead. She watched them for a moment, streaks of blue-black against the soft blue, then resettled her shawl and continued across the field. Despite the situation that had brought her there, she was content enough, as content as she imagined she might be. 

 Warnefleet.  Passing through the rectory gates, she frowned. Was he going to disrupt her peace? Get in her way? 

Continuing down the road toward the manor, she considered the likelihood; there was no per se reason he should. He might not be the wastrel care-for-nought she'd thought him, yet he was still just a man, moreover a man without a wife. As things stood, he would no doubt be glad to leave the guidance of the local populace to her. 

Mentally nodding, endorsing that conclusion, she turned in at the manor gates and walked briskly up the drive. 

She was halfway to the house when the rattle of carriage wheels had her scanning ahead. Dr. Willis appeared in his gig, the horse trotting evenly down the drive. Smiling, she stepped to the verge. 

Willis drew his nag to a halt alongside her and lifted his hat. "Lady Clarice. I've just left your young man." 

She grinned. "Hardly mine, but he is indeed young." 
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"And male." Willis's gray eyes twinkled. "But as for his condition..." The animation drained from the doctor's face, leaving a frown in its wake. "He's still unconscious. We tried the usual methods to revive him, but none did the trick, so he's as comfortable as I can make him, and Connimore will keep a close watch on him. I've left orders to be sent for the instant there's any change." 

"What's the damage?" 

Clarice listened as Willis rattled off a list of broken bones and bruises. He and she had met over sickbeds and deathbeds constantly over the past seven years; they'd formed a working partnership. 

When he ended his catalog, she nodded. "I'll make sure you're kept informed of his condition." 

"Thankyou, my dear." Willis tipped his hat, then gathered his horse's reins. "It's a relief to know you're close by. Warnefleet's experienced with injuries, too, indeed, he must have a certain sympathy with our patient, but I don't know him well, and I trust your judgment." 

With a nod and an easy smile, Clarice watched him go, then turned and walked on. 

The fact that Warnefleet was experienced with injuries circled in her brain. Presumably he'd sustained injuries during his years of... spying. Common sense suggested that such an occupation could be rather more dangerous than simple soldiering, and that was quite dangerous enough. 

But what had Willis meant by saying Warnefleet would be in sympathy with the injured man? Warnefleet presently had no broken bones, of that she was quite sure. He—his strength—hadn't appeared in any way impaired when he'd lifted the wrecked phaeton, or when he'd caught her. 

Frowning, she reached the manor's front porch. The front door was propped open, as it often was in fine weather; she didn't bother knocking but went in. She found a footman at the back of the hall; he told her which room the young man had been put in. 

She started up the stairs. The manor was a substantial house, solid and comfortable; she always enjoyed the brightly colored tapestries that hung on the walls beside the stairs. The same jewel tones featured in the arched, three-paneled leadlight window on the landing; the sun shone hrough in bright-hued beams to dapple the lovingly polished woodwork. 

The banister was smooth under her palm as she gained the top step. Turning to her right, she headed down the corridor. 

"If you ask me that London surgeon of yours needs a talking-to." Mrs. Connimore's voice floated into the corridor through the open door halfway along. "Fancy telling you it'll all just pass with time!" 

"But it will," Warnefleet soothingly replied. 

Clarice slowed. 

"I assure you Pringle is an expert in such injuries." Warnefleet sounded certain, yet patiently resigned to Connimore's disbelief. "A few months' rest, meaning no undue exercise, and I'll be as right as rain. 

Besides, what other remedy could apply? There's no potion to magically cure it, and considering the location, surgical intervention is hardly something I'd invite." 

Connimore's reply was a disapproving humph. "Well, we'll just have to ensure you don't go exercising Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

it unduly for the next few months." 

Clarice blinked at Connimore's emphasis. Just what part of Warnefleet's anatomy was injured? 

"We can only hope," Warnefleet rejoined, amusement running beneath his words. 

Clarice had three older brothers, and one younger; there was something in Warnefleet's tone that made her think ... with a humph, she shook off the distracting thought, lifted her chin, and walked on. 

She paused in the open doorway. Courtesy of the hall runner, neither Warnefleet nor Mrs. Connimore had heard her. Both were concentrating on the body in the bed. Warnefleet had been helping his housekeeper bathe the young man; they were engaged in pulling a clean nightshirt down over his lean frame. 

"There!" Connimore straightened. She reached for the covers as Warnefleet tugged the neck of the nightshirt into place, then stood back. Connimore drew the covers up and patted them down around the young man. "Snug as a bug. Now if only he'd wake...." 

The instant he shifted his concentration from the young man, Jack sensed another's presence. No—

he sensed her presence; he was not at all surprised to see Boadicea, tall and regal, commanding the doorway. 

She met his eye and nodded. Mrs. Connimore noticed her and bobbed a curtsy. Boadicea smiled and inclined her head. "I met Dr. Willis. He told me the gentleman hadn't yet regained his wits." 

Jack wondered why he hadn't rated a smile. 

"Aye, that's right." Connimore glanced at the bed and grimaced. 'Tried everything—burnt feathers, spirits of ammonia—but he's still deep." 

Boadicea's gaze flicked to Jack; her next question was addressed to him and Connimore both. "Was there anything in his things to tell us who he is?" 

Connimore looked to Jack; Boadicea followed suit. 

"Coat by Shultz, and his boots were by Hoby." 

Boadicea frowned. "One of the ton, then." 

"It seems likely. The phaeton was from one of the better makers in Long Acre." After a moment, Jack asked, "Still no revelation over who he might be?" 

She met his eyes, then shook her head. "None." She looked again at the young man laid out under the covers. "He's definitely familiar. I just can't place the resemblance." 

"Stop worrying about it." Jack rounded the bed to stand beside her; he, too, studied the young man. 

Brown hair, brown brows, clean lines of forehead, cheeks, nose, and jaw; the patrician cast bore mute witness to its owner's aristocratic antecedents. "If you stop trying to force it, the connection will come to you." 

She glanced at him briefly, then turned to Mrs. Connimore. 
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Jack remained, unmoving, beside her. And waited. 

Boadicea proceeded as if he didn't exist. She asked for details of Willis's visit, and Connimore reported, as if Boadicea were a centurion and his housekeeper a trooper... except the relationship was more cordial than that. Boadicea was understanding, supportive, and encouraging as Connimore aired not just all they'd done, but her concerns over the young man's state. 

Unwillingly, unexpectedly, Jack was impressed. Having heard of the role Boadicea had assumed in the community, he'd expected her to appear, to attempt to take the reins even though he was there now. 

However, despite being at some level aware of Connimore's concerns, he hadn't drawn them from her, hadn't soothed them. 

Boadicea accomplished both with calm serenity, rocklike, unshakable, reliable. By implication hers was a shoulder Connimore could be certain would be there to lean on. By the time she and Connimore ended their discussion, Connimore was heartened, and Boadicea was in possession of every last snippet of information they'd gleaned about the young man and his injuries. 

In light of the former, Jack couldn't begrudge her the latter. Yet still he waited, and she knew it. 

He was due an apology, and had every intention of extracting maximum enjoyment from receiving it. 

He doubted Boadicea apologized all that often. 

At last, with no alternative offering, she turned to him; he stood between her and the door. Her dark eyes bored into his—in warning? 

"If I could have a word with you, my lord?" Her voice was even, her tones clear. 

He smiled, stepped back, and waved her to the door. "Of course, Lady Clarice." She swept past him; as he followed he murmured, voice low so only she could hear, "I've been looking forward to hearing your thoughts." 

She shot him a glance sharp enough to slice ice, then sailed down the corridor. He followed; with most women, he'd have to amble slowly, but to keep up with Boadicea he had to stride along, if not briskly, then at least without dawdling. 

Reaching the top of the stairs, she paused. Joining her, he was about to suggest they repair to his study. 

Chin firm, she glanced at him. "The rose garden." Looking forward, she started down the stairs. 

"I should take a look at it while I'm here." 

His mother's rose garden? Jack remembered it as a wilderness. It had been his mother's especial place; after her death, his father had turned from it, ordering it be left undisturbed. Jack had never understoood that decision, but everyone had obeyed; the rose garden had bloomed fabulously for a few more years, a vivid and scented reminder of his mother, but neglect had taken its toll, the paths and the arches in the enclosing stone walls had become overgrown, and it had become an area into which nobody any longer ventured. 

Distracted by memories, not sure what awaited him, he trailed close behind as Clarice led the way through his morning room, onto the terrace, down the steps, and across the lawn... to the now neat, stone archway leading into the rose garden. 
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Slowing, he followed her through, pausing under the archway. For one instant, he thought he'd stepped back in time. 

The garden was exactly as his seven-year-old eyes had seen it, a shifting sea of colors and textures, of rampantly arching canes and bright green leaves, of sharp thorns and the unfurling bronze of new growth. 

Clarice had sailed on, down the central path heading for the alcove at the far end of the garden, with its stone bench overlooking a small pond and fountain. He stepped down to the path; transported by memories, he slowly followed. 

His mind conjured visions from his childhood, of him, blond hair flopping over his eyes as he raced down the paths. All the paths led to the alcove where his mother would be waiting, laughing and smiling as he pelted toward her to tell her of the best bloom in the garden, of the dark, blood-red rose he'd liked best, of the rich, almost overpowering perfume that wafted in waves from the deep pink rose mat had been her favorite. 

Without conscious thought, he looked for it, and found it there, covered with fat buds. 

Eventually, he reached the end of the path. Eshewing the stone bench, Boadicea had paused by the pond; she was idly examining buds on a cascading bush, patiently waiting for him to join her. 

Drawing in a deep breath, savoring the almost forgotten scents that came with it, he relutantly drew his mind from the past and focused on her. "Did you do this?" 

She blinked. "Not personally. I did suggest Warren, the gardener Griggs found after Hedgemore left, tidy the place and get it back in order." 

Jack translated easily; tidy and back in order meant restored to the most exacting standards—Lady Clarice Altwood's standards. He glanced around; obviously Warren had understood her, too. 

"Did they—Griggs and the others—tell you why the garden had been left to go to seed?" He brought his gaze back to her face. 

Far from coloring, as many might have done, she merely raised a brow. "They told me your father had ordered it be shut up, but he was gone by then, and, frankly, I've never seen the point in celebrating a death rather than celebrating the life." 

He held her dark gaze; it didn't waver in the least. She was, at least over the garden and its present state, as calm and assured as she outwardly appeared. For all she knew, she might have trampled his toes and be in for a nasty altercation ... he glanced around again, unable to help himself. She couldn't know she'd given him back something he hadn't realized he'd mourned, and had just put into simple adult words exactly what he, as a boy, had always felt but been unable to express. 

"It's as I remember it." That was all he could find to say, that he could easily say. 

He looked back at her. To his surprise, faint color had now risen to her alabaster cheeks. Aware of it, and of his gaze, she shifted, then admitted, "I found a notebook of your mother's, with a detailed plan of the garden. I didn't think you'd mind me consulting it to bring the garden back to what it was." 

He studied her face, then glanced around. "I don't mind." 
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He sensed a certain relief ripple through her; her stance— her stiffness—eased a fraction. But then she drew breath, and drew herself up, and faced him. "Now—I believe I owe you an apology, my lord." 

The words were brisk, even. They effectively drew him back from the past, into the present. 

He smiled at her. Intently. "You perceive me all ears, my lady." 

She didn't frown, but her gaze sharpened. For a moment, she studied him, as if debating whether to inform him gloating was uncouth, then she raised her chin and fixed him with a challengingly direct gaze. 

"When we first met I misjudged you, my lord. Pray accept my apologies." 

Clarice waited, willing him to simply nod. 

Instead, he raised his brows. "Misjudged? How so, if I might make so bold as to ask?" 

His hazel eyes held hers. She felt her temper stir. Make so bold, indeed. "As you're perfectly well aware, I thought— had deduced from what I'd heard from others here—that you cared nothing for your acres, and were wholly absorbed with the typical, frivolous, and inconsequential entertainments of gentlemen of our class. That view, it appears, was incorrect." 

His brows rose higher. "I thought it was my prolonged absences that invoked your ire?" 

She pressed her lips tight, then nodded. "Indeed. But I now understand those absences were... 

excusable. Understandable." 

"Perhaps even laudable?" 

She drew in a breath, held it, then nodded again. "Even that." 

He smiled, all gratified male. 

She exhaled, pleased to have the deed over and done—

"You didn't hear anything specific from those round about, and you didn't ask what they thought of me, either. You leapt to unwarranted conclusions." 

She snapped her eyes up to his and caught her breath. Felt her own eyes widen as he stepped closer, and she was afforded a glimpse of the man behind the charming mask— one whose honor she'd impugned, 

at least as he saw it. Looking into his face, at his squared jaw, the etched line of his lips—and most especially the changeable, now clear and agatey-hard hazel of his eyes—she understood that clearly. 

He was one of the few men she'd ever met who made her feel... slight. And some part of her knew he wasn't even trying, not deliberately trying to physically intimidate her. 

Eating crow suddenly seemed easy. Even advisable. Holding his hard gaze, she nodded. "Yes." 

He blinked. His brows rose again; this time, when his eyes met hers, she detected surprise, swiftly superseded by an untrustworthy amusement that warmed the hazel depths, softening them. His lips eased, but he managed not to smile. "Just yes? No equivocation?" 
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She narrowed her eyes to slits; folding her arms, she fixed him with a gaze just short of a glare. 

"You're determined to be difficult over this, aren't you?" 

"Difficult? Me? Everyone round about will assure you I'm the most easygoing gentleman you're ever likely to meet." 

She sniffed. "More fool them." 

"It would be unwise to leap to any further conclusions about me, don't you think?" 

She held his gaze, then succinctly replied, "Overlooking the obvious would be more unwise." 

Amusement again flirted about his mobile lips. With any other, she'd be incensed; with him, she was intrigued.... 

The oddity of that brought her back to earth with a thump. 

She lowered her arms. "You've forgiven me—I know you have." She started to turn away. "There's no point dragging this out—" 

"I haven't forgiven you." Jack moved across and into her, with one step trapped her against the edge of the pond. The basin of the fountain within it stood shoulder high, preventing her from leaning back. He studied her eyes from close quarters; such dark, dark brown was hard to read, but he sensed from their wideness, from her quickened breathing, that he'd succeeded in claiming her enjire attention. 

Tauntingly, he let his lips quirk, let his eyes light with understanding. "Perhaps an olive branch? That might sway me." Beyond his control, his gaze dropped to her lips. "Might appease me." 

 And my demons. 

He had to fight not to move closer still, to crowd her even more ... to feel her body against his, teasing, tempting ... 

She licked her lips. He watched the tip of her tongue slide over the lush, lower curve; something inside him clenched. Tight. 

"What olive branch?" 

She'd managed to find enough breath to speak evenly, to infuse the words with a veneer of her customary haughtiness— enough to spark his less-civilized instincts. 

"A kiss." 

He hadn't even needed to think. That was what he wanted from her, now, here in her resurrection of his mother's garden. 

She blinked, but he sensed she wasn't shocked. Nor was she unwilling ... he had to drag in a breath and fight to hold his instincts back, to give her time enough to agree before he took, seized. 

Her eyes returned to his; she eyed him, not warily so much as assessingly. Measuringly. 
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He wasn't entirely surprised by her unmissish reaction. From James's revelations, he'd calculated that she was twenty-nine. She'd been betrothed twice, had farewelled a guardsman going to war once, had been about to elope once. She'd been pursued by many. He knew the males of his class, knew the females, too. She wouldn't be—couldn't be—totally innocent. 

And she'd been living here for seven years, buried in the country with no one—no gentleman of the style and class with whom she might dally. His style, his class, and now he was home. To stay. 

He could almost see the procession of facts cross her mind. 

He wasn't the least surprised when she said, "In return for a kiss—one kiss and nothing more—you'll agree never to mention or allude to my leaping to unwarranted conclusions again?" 

Holding her gaze, he nodded. "Yes." 

Her head rose; her dark eyes flashed. "Very well—one kiss." 

He smiled, and reached for her. 



Chapter 4

One kiss. Clarice hadn't been able to resist. She had to know, had to reassure herself he was just like all the others—of no real consequence. That the response he evoked in her was an aberration that meant nothing, that she could ignore it. And one kiss—just one—could pose no great danger. She'd been kissed before; in her opinion, the activity was overrated. 

The instant his hand touched the back of her waist, the instant her breasts touched his chest, she realized her mistake. 

Her breath tangled in her throat. 

One large hand clasped her nape; his thumb beneath her jaw tipped her head back as he lowered his. 

For a heartbeat his lips hovered above hers; she glimpsed his hazel eyes gleaming from beneath long lashes—in that instant realized he fully intended this kiss would be anything but easily dismissed. 

Then he swooped and captured her lips. 

Claimed them and her senses, her entire mind... not with force, not with strength, but with temptation. His lips moved on hers, confident yet beguiling, searching, learning, then, as if satisfied he'd reconnoitered the terrain, his lips firmed. 

She kept hers shut, tried to remain passive—and failed. Stunned, she found herself responding; she hadn't intended to at all. Certainly hadn't intended to part her lips for him, but then his tongue slid between and found hers, and pleasure bloomed. 
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Lured. Beckoned. 

Was there a male version of a siren? 

If there was, he and his lips qualified. She knew what he wanted, knew what he intended, yet still she went forward, following his artful, highly skillful lead. Into an exchange that was fascinating, intriguing, exciting—all the things kisses for her had never been. 

 Just a kiss,  she mentally swore, but her limbs didn't answer her call as he smoothly gathered her into his arms, surrounded her with his strength, a strength mat, at such close quarters, warmed and reassured. 

Tempted and enticed. 

She hadn't expected that. She usually couldn't abide being held, confined, restricted. Controlled. Yet when he drew her against him, against his hard frame, all resistance fled; she had to fight a far-too-revealing urge to abandon all sense and sink against him. 

And still the kiss went on, a shifting blend of subtle yet blatant exploration inexorably superseded by flagrant demand. He wasn't in any way less than direct; even less was he hesitant. He asked for no permission as he angled his head and deepened the kiss—sweeping her into deeper waters. 

Waters in which she'd never before swum. The distant part of her mind that still functioned was shocked to discover herself outflanked, outmaneuvered, totally out of her depth. Plunged, not gently but forcefully into a world of sensation and hunger, where passion swirled, indistinct as yet, more mist and promise than solid reality, yet hot, demanding, and exciting nonetheless. Each press of his lips, each too-knowingly languid thrust of his tongue sent a lick of desire sliding through her. 

Sent heat through her flesh, weakening her limbs, melting her steel. 

Jack felt her hands slide up his chest, hesitate on his shoulders, then rise to frame his face. To grasp and hold tight as their lips fused, as he tasted her, as he learned just how much to his liking she was. Even locked deep in the kiss, in the immersion of his senses, he felt the touch of her cool fingers on his cheeks, on his jaw, felt reaction streak through him. 

Nearly cheered. 

He tightened his arms about her instead, greedily drawing her more fully against him. Flush, so he could feel her softness cradling him, sense the promise in the long, taut thighs pressed to his. Glory in the firmness of her breasts, in the niched nipples poking his chest. 

Then she kissed him back—not just responded but clamped his head between her hands and pressed a voracious, hungry, defiantly passionate caress of lips and tongue upon him. She sent his senses careening as she leaned into him, into his embrace, and blatantly incited not just him, but herself. 

He knew that last instinctively, knew she was exploring as much as he had earlier, but not, in her case, the physical, as he had; she was wholly engrossed in the sensual. She wanted it, grasped the moment and all he offered, and stroked, caressed, learned, and left him aching. 

Beneath the clamor of his senses, something primal stirred, some part of him that hadn't prowled in years but that now scented the right prey, lifted its head, and stretched. He savored her, luxuriated in her promise, in the heady invitation inherent in her bold and challenging response. 
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And started to plot, to plan. 

Some small part of his mind was congratulating himself on the superiority of his instincts—he'd been wanting to kiss her for hours—and his good sense in acting so promptly in that regard, when footsteps sounded on the paved path. 

He lifted his head, instantly alert. 

He was smugly aware that a finite moment passed before, blinking, she refocused. 

And tensed. Before she could struggle he released her, setting her back on her feet. "The side path," he said, voice low. "They haven't seen us." 

She glanced around, still a trifle dazed. She shot him a glance to see if he'd noticed; he pretended to be oblivious, looking past her to where Crawler had come into view, walking along a secondary path leading to the alcove. 

Crawler saw them; his grizzled face cleared. "Howlett said as he thought you'd headed this way." 

Nearing, Crawler nodded to Jack, then his gaze switched to Clarice. "Begging your pardon, m'lady, but if you've a minute when you're finished with his lordship ..." 

Clarice flicked a glance Jack's way. "I'm quite finished with his lordship. What can I help you with?" 

She moved, stepping closer to Crawler; Jack quashed a powerful urge to reach out and haul her back, and whisper in her ear that she was very far from being finished with him, or he with her. 

Not after that kiss. 

"I was wondering," Crawler said, "if you've any ideas about that new mare Mr. Trelliwell's been riding. 

Seems he feels she's not up to his weight and wants rid of her. He's asking a fair price, but I wondered if you'd heard any whispers—whether there was any other reason he wanted shot of her?" 

Boadicea smiled. Knowingly. Crawler's eyes lit. 

"I heard," she said, "that Mr. Trelliwell suffered a rather embarrassing accident when out with the Quorn a few weeks ago. I heard he was riding a bay mare, and that mare is a bay, isn't she?" 

Crawler snorted. "Tipped him over a fence, did she? Well, that suits me—I want her for breeding. She has right nice lines"—this Crawler directed at Jack—"and I'm always in favor of spirit in a mare." 

"Indeed." Jack smiled, jovially man-to-man. "Spirited fillies make quite the best riding all around." 

Darting a glance at Boadicea, Crawler manfully swallowed his guffaw. 

But Clarice had looked down, absorbed with flicking out her skirts. When she looked up, her expression was as usual, serenely calm with a touch of hauteur. "If you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I must get back to the rectory." 

Crawler immediately bowed. "Thankyou for the advice, m'lady. I'll be off to see Mr. Trelliwell Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

tomorrow morning." 

She directed a gracious smile at Crawler, but when she turned to Jack, there was nothing but dark*

warning in her eyes. "Lord Warnefleet." She inclined her head regally, then added, more softly, 

"Welcome home." 

With that, she turned, and sailed away up the central path. 

Jack watched her go, the frown in his mind due to more than the simple fact that he hadn't wanted her to leave, yet she had. He found it difficult to tear his gaze from the elegant line of her back, the perfect inverted heart shape of her hips and bottom as she walked away ... and left him standing. 

Mentally gritting his teeth, he forced his gaze to Crawler. He felt he should have known about Trelliwell's mare, that it should have been he who Crawler had come to. He knew that was irrational, yet... 

outwardly relaxed, he met Crawler's gaze. "So tell me about this mare. And what else have you been dabbling in breedingwise, you old reprobate?" 

Crawler chuckled and told him as together they walked to the stables. 

But the main part of Jack's mind remained in the rose garden, with the opportunity he'd sensed, and was determined to pursue, despite—or perhaps because of—the complex mix of reactions a certain warrior-queen evoked in him. And those he evoked in her. 

He was quite certain she'd guessed he wouldn't be content with one kiss, not now; that was what that warning in her eyes had been about, why she'd so slickly seized the opportunity Crawler had presented to escape. 

Did she truly think he wouldn't pursue it, and her—that she could with just a censorious look warn him off? 

Probably. 

Unfortunately, she'd misjudged him—again. He had every intention of pursuing her, and would, but he was too wise to simply ride forth to engage with a warrior-queen secure in her domain. He'd pursue her, but on his terms. 

In his own time, in his own way, in a place of his choosing. 

After that kiss, definitely in a place of his choosing. 

One that eliminated all chance of interruptions. 


*  *  *

 Jack spent a quiet evening letting his staff fuss over him. The dinner Mrs. Connimore set before him would have done justice to a king; it was a pity, he later reflected, nursing a glass of brandy in the library, that a certain warrior-queen hadn't been there to share it. 
He sat and sipped, letting the peace and tranquility of home sink in, the quiet tock of the longcase clock, the comforting crackle of die log in the grate, feeling the glow from the brandy spread through him, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

reminiscent of the fire Boadicea evoked ... 

After a long moment, he shifted in his chair, then resolutely redirected his mind to his alternate plan to ensure his succession. It was the only alternative, but if matters fell out as he hoped, it would do. 

Gradually, the day caught up with him; his head still ached, but no longer throbbed. Draining his glass, he went upstairs, along the way noticing this and that, little items, glimpses of the past... 

He was home. 

He slept well, better than he had in thirteen years. He awoke with a clear head, rose, washed, and dressed for the day, a sense of anticipation buoying him. 

Walking through the gallery, he saw Mrs. Connimore come out of the bedchamber in which die young man lay. Pausing at the top of the stairs, he waited for her to join him. 

"Good morning, my lord." Mrs. Connimore beamed at him. "And it's a pleasure to be able to say that, you may be sure." 

He smiled. "Thankyou, and good morning to you. How's the patient?" 

Mrs. Connimore's face fell. "Still not with us." 

Jack nodded and started down the stairs, knowing she'd insist he go first. 

Connimore followed. "I'll send word to Dr. Willis, and to Lady Clarice." 

Jack paused, then shook aside an urge to ask why Lady Clarice Altwood needed to be informed; it would only fluster Connimore, and Boadicea had, after all, been instrumental in rescuing the gentleman. 

He continued down the stairs and headed for the breakfast parlor. He was disinclined to allow anything to dim his ebullient mood. 

After demolishing a plate of ham, eggs, and pikelets, washed down with a mug of strong coffee while perusing the latest news-sheet, he headed for the study, and Griggs. He expected his faithful agent to be eager to go through all that had been done in his absence and reacquaint him with the current state of the manor. In that, he wasn't disappointed; Griggs, old cheeks flushed with pleasure, laid out ledgers and accounts with not a little pride. 

Justifiable pride; the estate was doing better than Jack had imagined it could. 

Something else he hadn't expected was the number of times Clarice's name figured in Griggs's explanations for the manor's improved state. 

"Now." Pince-nez perched on his nose, Griggs set another open ledger before Jack. "We've managed to increase the yields from the south fields." 

Jack couldn't stop himself. "Lady Clarice ... ?" 

"She suggested—oh, a few years ago now—that Hidgson might rotate his clover with his grains. Seemed no harm trying it, so he did." Griggs pointed to a row of neat figures. "Improved the yield by ten percent the first year, then another five percent the year after. We're now running the same system in the east Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

fields, and they're coming along well, too. If you look here ..." 

Jack looked, and absorbed, and asked himself why he minded. 

He hadn't been here. She had. 

A trip to the stables before lunch should have restored his mood; instead, while listening to Crawler bring him up to date on his horses and his herds, he learned that Clarice knew a remarkable amount about horses, cattle, and sheep, and their husbandry. Enough, at least, to have gained the respect of Crawler, a confirmed misogynist, or so Jack had always thought. 

Lunchtime arrived; when, later, he visited Connimore and Cook in the kitchens, he discovered the recipe for the asparagus soup he'd so enjoyed had been introduced to his household by... Lady Clarice. 

He forced a charming smile and asked after the young gentleman. 

"No change." Connimore shook her head. "Lady Clarice sent word she'd drop by this afternoon." 

His smile grew tight. "I'm afraid I'll miss her—I'm going to ride around the estate." 

With a nod, he left the kitchens, strode out to the stables, called for Challenger to be saddled, then swung himself up and thundered off across the fields.  His fields.  His land. 

He prayed his tenants wouldn't fill his ears with tales of Lady Clarice and her suggestions. 

They did, of course. 

By the time he turned Challenger's head for home, he had a very clear idea of how Boadicea had filled her time, buried down there in the country. And while some part of his brain told him his instinctive response to her actions was irrational—she wasn't trying to interfere, nor had she deliberately usurped his position—yet still he smarted, justifiably or not. 

He still felt... slighted in some indefinable way. 

Illogical, irrational, and given Boadicea, probably idiotic, yet he couldn't shake the feeling, couldn't free himself of the emotion. 

When he turned into the village street and, looking ahead, saw her talking to the innkeeper, Jed Butler, then saw them go into the tap, he couldn't stop his reaction. 

Leaving Challenger with Jed's son in the yard behind the inn, he entered the tap quietly through the side door. Neither Clarice nor Jed heard him; they were standing facing the long, scarred bar, studying it and the wall behind it Halting in the shadows behind them, Jack listened. 

"I thought as how, if we knock out that wall there, we'll be able to open up that back parlor. Hardly ever used, it is, and Betsy says as we could serve food for the lads in there. They won't go into the dining room, o'course, and with their boots an' all, we'd not want them to, and summer they do like the tables outdoors, but in winter, we could make this place right snug, and they'd have some place by the bar to eat as well as drink." 

Boadicea had been nodding slowly throughout. "I think that's an excellent idea, but—" 
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"Lady Clarice." Jack heard the hard command in his voice; he softened it as Clarice and Jed swung to face him, and nodded genially to the innkeeper. "Jed." 

Jed blinked, then bobbed his head. "M'lord." 

Clarice scanned his face. She opened her mouth. 

Before she could speak, Jack seized her hand. "If you'll excuse us, Jed, I want a few words with Lady Clarice." He met her gaze briefly as he turned to the door. "Outside." 

He would have hauled her out with him—towed her—but after that fleeting exchange of glances she went with him readily if not willingly, giving him, his temper, not even that much satisfaction. Her hand in his, he led her out of the side door, across the grassed lane that led to the rear yard, making for the inn's orchard beyond. He strode for the gap in the orchard wall, registering that Boadicea's long legs kept pace without hurrying in the least. 

The distracting observation only sharpened his flinty mood. 

Three stone steps led into the orchard; he went down them and continued beneath the trees. Without warning, Boadicea halted, dug in her heels, and pulled back. "Lord Warnefleet!" 

"Jack." Curt, abrupt, he flung the name over his shoulder and jerked her on. With a gasp—stifled—she was forced to follow; he wanted to be far enough from the lane so no one passing would be able to hear them. "If you're going to be me, you might at least use my name!" 

"Wh—what?" 

"Don't play the innocent—it doesn't become you." 

An instant passed, then she said, "I beg your pardon?" 

Her voice had turned to ice, dripping with chilly warning. He ignored it. "As well you might." 

"Have you taken leave of your senses?" 

They were in the middle of the orchard with nothing but trees and apple blossom for company. Jack halted and swung to face her. "Not yet." 

He still held her hand; they were close, only a foot between them. 

She read his eyes; he thought hers widened. 

"It may interest you to know that while reacquainting myself with my estate, with all the numerous aspects of it, one refrain has sounded again and again—'Lady Clarice suggested.' Lady Clarice suggested this, Lady Clarice suggested that—there seems very little of my business, madam, in which you haven't had a hand!" 

Clarice drew breath, straightened, stiffened. A deadening feeling swelled in the pit of her stomach; she was fairly sure she knew what was coming. She fought to keep her expression impassive, to hide any reaction to his biting words. 
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She continued to meet his aggravated hazel gaze. Irritation—very male, highly charged—poured from him. 

"And now, after an entire day of hearing just how busy you've been over the years I've been away, I discover you consulting over structural alterations to the inn." 

He paused, his gaze pinning her. "It may interest you to know that I own the inn." His tone was cutting. 

"No changes should be made without my express approval—" 

"Indeed." She kept her tone even; if they both lost their tempers, there would be hell to pay. "And if you had let me finish what I was saying to Jed, you would have heard me tell him that as the manor owned the inn, before he made any alterations to the fabric he should seek the estate's permission, and as you were now home, he should approach you directly." 

He shut his lips. But there was no taking back what he'd already said. Already revealed. They both knew it. 

She wondered what he would do. Their gazes remained locked, but she couldn't read what passed behind the hard agate of his eyes. 

Eventually, he drew in a huge breath; his chest swelled, his long fingers uncurled, releasing her hand, but the dangerous tension riding him abated not one jot

"Lady Clarice." His accents were still clipped, his tone still cutting. "I would greatly appreciate it if henceforth, should any of my people approach you for assistance on any subject that falls within Avening Manor's purlieu, you would refer them directly to me." 

Before he could add anything further, she nodded, as abrupt and curt as he. "As you wish, Lord Warnefleet." 

He blinked. Lifting her head, she grasped the moment to add, "I'm sorry that my advising your people has discomposed you. In my defence, their need was real, you weren't here, but I was. For seven years, that was the case—asking me has become their habit. It will, necessarily, take some time for them to realize that you are now here for them to approach. I fear I cannot pretend to any regret that I helped them, however, I can assure you that I will from now on refer all their requests to you." 

With her most regal nod, she turned away. "I bid you good day, Lord Warnefleet." 

She took two steps, then stopped. Head rising, she asked without turning, "Incidentally, did you discover any instance in which my advice to your people caused any detriment of any kind to them or to the estate?" 

After a moment, he replied, "No." 

She nodded, lips twisting. "Just so." 

Without glancing back, she walked calmly to the lane, and then around the inn. 

Jack stood in the orchard, under the blasted apple blossom, and watched her go. Watched her walk away, her spine stiff, her movements gracefully controlled, yet somehow screaming of injury. 
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But he'd done the right thing. He was home now, there for his people to consult. Their dependency on her had to stop, and there was realistically only one way to achieve that.... 

He exhaled; hands rising to his hips, he looked up at the clouds of pink and white blossoms, and inwardly swore. Perhaps he should have been more tactful. Perhaps he shouldn't have lost... he wasn't even sure it was his temper that had driven him, rather than something more primitive, some form of territorial imperative. 

Regardless, he'd been within his rights, yet... he was sorry to see the back of her like that, walking away from him. 

Sorry to have her faintly contemptuous, definitely cold "Lord Warnefleet" ringing in his ears. 


*  *  *

 He'd definitely done the right thing. Jack repeated that refrain as, after breakfast the next day, he settled in his study to go over the projected accounts. He was adding figures when Howlett tapped on the door. 
Jack looked up as Howlett entered, carefully closing the door behind him. 

"My lord." Howlett looked confused. "Mrs. Swithins is here—she wishes to discuss the roster for supplying the church flowers." 

Jack looked blank. 

Howlett hurried on, "Lady Clarice usually—" 

"No, no." Jack laid down his pen. "Show Mrs. Swithins in." 

Howlett looked uncertain, but did. Mrs. Swithins proved to be a large, regrettably hatchet-faced lady dressed in a style both more severe and more formal than generally favored by country ladies of her station. Her woollen coat had a fur collar; her poke bonnet was anchored by a wide ribbon tied in a large bow beneath her second chin. 

Rising, Jack smiled his charming smile, rapidly revising his guess of who Mrs. Swithins was. He'd heard James's new curate, whom he'd yet to meet, was a Mr. Swithins; Jack had assumed Mrs. Swithins to be the curate's wife. This woman, however, had to be Swithins's mother. 

"Mrs. Swithins." He waved her to a chair. 

"Lord Warnefleet." She bobbed a curtsy and swept forward to perch, spine rigid, on the edge ofcthe chair. "I'm exceedingly glad to see you returned, sir, hale and whole and prepared to take up the duties that are rightfully yours." 

She smiled up at him, but the gesture failed to soften her stony eyes. Jack wondered why hearing her declare his state perfectly accurately made him want to deny it, or at least equivocate. 

"I understand you have some questions about some roster for the church." Resuming his seat, Jack assumed a wryly apologetic expression guaranteed to gain the sympathy of the most hard-hearted. 
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"I'm afraid you have the advantage of me. Having just returned, I'm unaware of just what roster you're referring to." 

"Well!" Mrs. Swithins's bosom swelled impressively. "I can assist you there. It's the supply of the flowers for the Sunday and Wednesday services." 

Jack sat back and listened as Mrs. Swithins described the roster that Clarice had set in train, which had Mrs. Swithins supplying the flowers for every second Sunday, and the alternate Wednesdays. 

"It would simplify matters considerably, my lord, if the roster was reorganized so that I supplied the floral arrangements for each Sunday, and the others between them took care of every Wednesday." 

Mrs. Swithins paused, eyeing him, then added, "So much easier for all of us not to have to try and remember which week is which." 

Jack raised his brows. "That seems reasonable enough." A tiny voice whispered that Clarice wouldn't have instituted a complicated roster if a simple one would have sufficed; he ignored it and leaned forward. "I see no reason not to revamp the roster as you suggest. Now." He drew a sheet of paper to him. "Who are the other ladies involved?" 

Mrs. Swithins beamed. "Oh, you don't need to bother informing them, my lord." She all but preened as she stood. "I'll be happy to spread the word." 

Instinct flared, combining with that tiny voice to niggle; rising to see Mrs. Swithins out, Jack quashed both. It was only the church flowers, for heaven's sake, hardly a matter of life and death. 

With Mrs. Swithins gone, clearly delighted with her first encounter with the new Lord Warnefleet, he settled into his chair once more and returned to his projections. 

He was still wrestling with his crop returns—there was some element contributing to the past years' 

progressively increasing totals that he couldn't identify—when Howlett looked in to announce luncheon. 

Jack rose and stretched, inwardly savoring the sense of sinking back into the deeply familiar but long-denied regimen of country life. Following Howlett from the study, he reached the front hall just as the doorbell pealed. 

And pealed. 

Howlett hurried to open the front door. Curious, Jack followed. 

"I want to see his lordship!" an agitated female voice demanded. "It's important, Howlett!" 

Jack hung back, screened by the door. There was an incipient catch in the young woman's voice that sent a shudder through him. Tearful scenes had never been his forte. 

"What's it about, Betsy?" Howlett sounded concerned, kindly and soothing. 

"The church flowers!" Betsy wailed. "That old bat Swithins said as how his lordship had 'quite agreed with her' that she should do all the Sundays! It's not fair—how could he give them all to her?" 

Jack blinked. Howlett slid him a sidelong, questioning— clearly lost—glance. 
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Jack reminded himself he was a battle-hardened warrior. Mentally girding his loins, he stepped around Howlett, into the doorway. 

Betsy saw him. She bobbed a quick curtsy. "My lord, I—" 

"Come inside, Betsy." Jack smiled his practiced smile and hoped charming the innkeeper's wife would work. "I understand there's some problem about the church flowers. I don't quite follow—why don't you come in and explain it to me?" 

Betsy eyed him rather warily, but nodded and followed him in. Jack showed her into the study, where she sat perched, rather more nervously, in the same chair Mrs. Swithins had earlier occupied. 

Jack had just resumed his seat behind the desk when Howlett tapped and looked in again. 

"Mrs. Candlewick and Martha Skegs are coming up the drive, my lord." 

Mrs. Candlewick was the cooper's wife, and Martha helped in the inn. 

Some of Betsy's confidence returned. "They'll be here 'bout the flowers, same as me. Swithins must have been real quick to find them to gloat." 

Jack inwardly sighed; he looked at Howlett. "Show the good ladies in." 

Howlett did, but rather than aiding in clarifying the situation, listening to three females simultaneously bewail the forwardness—the most complimentary term they used for what they saw as Mrs. Swithins's encroaching on their rights and privileges—of the curate's mother left Jack ready to pull out his hair. 

His head was throbbing when he held up a hand, silencing the diatribe. "Ladies, I fear my decision on the roster earlier today was based on insufficient information." His jaw set as he recalled how Mrs. Swithins had presented her case without any mention of the wishes of others. "I'll revisit that decision, but first I want to consult with others to make sure that what I decide is fair to all." To make sure he didn't commit some other unwitting faux pas. 

All three women appeared mollified by his pronouncement. They nodded in acceptance, their color still high but their agitation subsiding. 

Rapidly canvassing his options, he asked, "Under the previous roster, who would do the flowers this coming Sunday?" 

The three exchanged glances. "Her," Betsy said. "Swithins." 

Jack nodded. "So there's no real change, regardless of which roster we're following, until next week. 

I'll revise the roster and have it to you all, and Mrs. Swithins, before Monday. Will that suit?" 

"Yes, thankyou, my lord," they chorused. 

"Just so long as Swithins doesn't get more than the Sundays she's due." The light of battle still glowed in Mrs. Candlewick's eyes. 

Jack rose as they did. "I'll ensure the final roster is a fair and equitable one." 

They all accepted that assurance; Betsy even smiled as she shyly shook his hand and with the two older Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

women took her leave. 

Jack watched them retreat down the drive, then finally headed for his waiting lunch. 

He suspected they thought he'd consult with Clarice, even if he hadn't mentioned her name. However, there had to be others who could advise him as well. 

Connimore blinked at him when he sought her out after lunch. "I'm sure I couldn't say, my lord." Then she grimaced. "Well, truth is, I wouldn't like to say. That Mrs. Swithins is a right old stick, but she is the poor curate's mother, after all, and what else does she have to do? But then Betsy and June Candlewick and Martha do get their noses out of joint—well, I'm glad I'm not in your shoes having to weigh up the rights and wrongs of it." 

Jack wasn't sure he wanted to be in his shoes either, not over this, but... there were three days yet to Sunday. He'd work something out by then. 

The young gentleman had yet to regain his wits. Connimore told him Willis would call later in the day. 

"And no doubt Lady Clarice will drop by." 

Jack sincerely doubted it. He wondered whether he should disabuse Connimore of her expectation. 

Instead, he left her counting pillowcases and headed back to his study. 

To the profits from his crops that, it seemed, ought somehow to be higher than he could reasonably predict. That was the only way the figures from previous years would align with his projections for the current year. There had to be some positive something he was missing. 

He considered asking Griggs, but he couldn't put his finger on what question to ask, short of going through the profits from the whole estate, segment by segment. Head in his hands, vainly trying to suppress the thudding between his temples, he was, once again, totting up figures when Howlett looked in. 

Jack looked up, grateful for the interruption. 

"It's Wallace, my lord. He'd like a word." 

One of his tenant fanners, Wallace was a slow, steady country type Jack had known all his life. He sat back with a smile. "Show him in." 

Wallace lumbered in. Jack rose, still smiling, and shook hands. 

"Does my heart good to see you again, my lord, and looking so hearty." Wallace nodded at Jack as he sat. "And just as it should be, to see you behind your father's desk and all." 

Jack relaxed. Wallace sat in the chair before the desk, his bulk filling it, his slow country humor pure balm after Jack's difficult morning. 

Once they'd indulged in the customary exchanges, bringing him up to date with Wallace's family and his acres, Jack asked, "You seem to have everything running as smoothly as ever—what can I help you with?" 

"Aye, well." Wallace rubbed his stubbled chin. "Somethings one can order, others ..." He drew breath Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

and went on, "It's my daughter, Mary. She's been walking out withJohnHawkins's boy, Roger. 

They're thinking of tying the knot, and I was wondering what would be right to make over as Mary's portion. I don't want to be miserly, andJohn's an old friend, so we're all pleased with the match, but I do have two other girls and, of course, there's my lad, Joe, who'll get most." 

Wallace met Jack's gaze. "I wondered if you had any advice as to how much Mary's portion should be?" 

Jack blinked. He had absolutely no idea what amount would be a suitable marriage portion for Mary Wallace. Not an inkling, not a clue. But Wallace was looking at him as if he should know. "Ah ... leave it with me." There had to be someone he could ask, someone other than a certain lady who, he was perfectly sure, would know the answer. "I'll ask around quietly. You'll be at church on Sunday—I'll let you know what I come up with then." 

Wallace beamed. "Any help would be greatly appreciated, my lord." 

Transparently relieved, Wallace departed. 

Jack sank back in his chair, wondering how the devil to live up to Wallace's expectations. 

He'd barely refocused on the sheet of figures still taunting him with his inability to make sense of them when the doorbell pealed once more. Jack sat back and waited. Howlett eventually appeared, closing the door behind him—a telling sign. 

"A Mr. Jones, my lord. He's an apple merchant fromBristol—he supplies the cider makers." 

Jack's brows rose. The apple crop from the valley traditionally went to theGloucestermerchants. 

"Show Mr. Jones in—let's hear what he has to say." 

The gentleman Howlett ushered in was, at first glance, short, rotund, and jovial, very like an apple himself. But as Jack lazily rose and extended his hand, he noted the hardness in Jones's eyes and the tight, rather mean line of his mouth. "Mr. Jones. I understand you're interested in our apples?" 

Jones shook his hand. "Indeed, my lord. Just so." 

"Please be seated." Jack waved to the chair before the desk and resumed his own. "Now, how can I help you?" 

"Ah, well, my lord, I rather fancy the shoe's on the other foot. If you've a moment, I'd like to explain how I believe I can help you." 

Jack inclined his head, with a gesture indicated Jones should proceed, and withheld judgment. Jones's glib patter prodded his instincts—certainly not, judging by his too-genial smile, what Jones intended. 

Jones settled in the chair. "I have to say, my lord, that I'm delighted you're back in the saddle here." 

Jack suppressed a blink. "You've dealt with the estate before?" 

Jones grimaced. "Tried to. I've called for the past five years. The first two years I met with some old gentleman—a Mr. Grigg, I think it was. Then the last three years, there was this ... lady." 

Jack was certain Jones had been about to say "female," but had changed his mind. 
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Jones looked inquiringly at him. "Your sister, would that be?" 

Jack met his eyes. "As you say, the reins are now in my hands. I take it you have a proposition to make?" 

Jones looked slightly taken aback at the abrupt focus on business, but quickly rallied. "It's quite simple, my lord. I can take your entire crop for a shilling more per bushel than you'll get from anyone else." 

"I see." Jack was certain he didn't—not all, not yet. "We usually supply the merchants inGloucester." 

Jones opened his eyes wide. "But this is business, my lord. You have a crop to sell, and I'm offering the best terms. No reason you should feel obliged to settle for a lower price because of the past. The Gloucestermerchants will manage, no doubt. There are plenty of other orchards, but my clients are most fussy about the quality of the apples that go into their vats." 

A glimmer of a suspicion crossed Jack's mind; the figures he'd been wrestling with all day ... if a premium was built into the apple crop, that would balance his projections with the previous returns. 

He refocused on Jones, waiting, expectant. "Your offer is tempting, Mr. Jones, but I'll need to consider carefully." Aside from all else, the manor negotiated for the entire valley; his decision would commit not just the manor crop but those from his tenant farmers and from the few freeholders in the area. 

"Have you been up Nailsworth way yet?" 

"No, no—just starting in this neck of the woods. Avening ranks high on our list for quality crops, so I always start filling my quota here." 

"I see." Jack registered the subtle pressure in the mention of a quota; his inclination was to dismiss the offer, but he didn't yet know the full story. "In that case, I imagine, as Avening does indeed have the highest-quality crop, you would be happy to call back in two days to learn of my decision. I must consult with the other growers and determine where we stand as to expected yields." 

"Yes, of course." Jones smiled, stood, and held out his hand. "We're prepared to take all you have at one shilling above the best offer you've had from anywhere else. However much the valley can supply, we're willing to take every last bushel." 

Jack inclined his head and showed Jones out. Closing the study door, Jack slowly returned to his desk. 

Jones's poorly concealed delight on hearing he would consult with the other growers revolved in his mind; the man clearly thought avarice over that extra shilling per bushel would swing the deal his way, but there had to be a catch. A worm in Jones's bright and shining apple. 

Or, perhaps, poison? 

Jack knew what his instincts were telling him, but he couldn't yet see what Jones truly intended. Dropping into his chair, he pulled his sheet of figures to him. Ten minutes of factoring a premium into the price for the apple crop and he had numbers that at long last tallied. 

But that only raised another question. If, as he'd intimated, Jones hadn't succeeded in buying Avening's apple crops for the last five years, where had the consistently paid premium come from? 

Jack pushed back his chair, rose, and went to find Griggs. At least he now knew what questions to ask. 
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Chapter 5

Late that evening, Jack sat in the armchair in his library, nursing a glass of brandy along with his aching head. He'd started the day feeling reasonably well, reasonably certain. Confident he'd done the right thing and that everything would quickly sort itself out. 

He was ending the day not just in uncertainty but facing the very real prospect of having to approach Clarice for advice on precisely the subjects he'd informed her he no longer wanted her meddling with. 

Closing his eyes, he tried to will away the insistent thudding in his brain. He really didn't want to contemplate just how difficult she was likely to be to charm and bring around, but no one else, it seemed, could help him with any of the problems that had come his way. 

Not Howlett, not Connimore, not Griggs. He knew better than to bother consulting James. 

He'd found Griggs, and asked first about the appropriate portion for Mary Wallace, but Griggs, a bachelor who'd worked all his life for the estate, had never had to deal with such an issue and had no better idea than he. 

Setting that matter aside, he'd moved on to the more definite question of Jones and his offer. Griggs had confirmed that Jones had visited for the previous five years; Griggs had found the man overbearing and difficult to deal with. He'd appealed to Clarice, who'd assisted Griggs in sending Jones on his way, but in recent years, Clarice had dealt with Jones by herself, on Griggs's behalf. Griggs confirmed that to date, none of the Avening apple crop had gone to Jones. The premiums paid for the crop had come from the Gloucestermerchants, with whom Clarice, through Griggs, had corresponded, bargaining on behalf of the Avening growers. 

Griggs, however, wasn't clear on the details of Clarice's understanding with theGloucestermerchants. 

The situation resembled a battlefield where one step the wrong way could be fatal. 

He couldn't adequately respond to any of the situations facing him without the insights Clarice possessed. 

Reliving their exchange in the orchard, recalling not just his words but his tone, he closed his eyes and groaned. 

He was going to have to crawl. 


*  *  *

 He woke the next morning, and immediately turned his mind to how to accomplish that act while minimizing the damage to his ego. With any other female, he wouldn't have been concerned, would have relied on the ready charm that to date had never failed him, but with Boadicea... he hadn't given her that nickname without cause. 
He was sipping his coffee and pondering when to do the deed when a footman came in to clear the chafing dishes. Jack watched the familiar scene, all but unseeing—until the footman slipped a silver Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

serving spoon into his coat pocket. 

Jack sat up; lowering his cup he stared at the footman's back. The man turned to leave, dishes piled in his arms. "One moment." The man was new to the household, at least in Jack's terms; Jack didn't know his name. 

The man obligingly faced Jack, his expression the usual footman's blank mask. "My lord?" 

Jack pointed to the end of the table. "Put those down." 

The footman did. 

"What's your name?" 

"Edward, my lord." 

"Turn out your pockets, Edward." 

Edward blinked, and slowly complied. Consternation filled his face as his fingers drew forth the silver spoon. He stared at it as if it were a snake. 

Jack sat back. "Ring for Howlett." He kept his voice devoid of emotion. He watched as, now anxious, Edward crossed to the bellpull and tugged it. 

A minute later, Howlett appeared. "Yes, my lord?" 

He'd barely glanced at Edward, but, seeing Jack's face, looked again. 

Edward hung his head. 

Jack inwardly sighed. "I just discovered Edward about to leave with a silver spoon in his pocket. I suggest you accompany him to his rooms while he packs, then escort him from the house." Rising, Jack walked past Edward to the door; he paused beside Howlett. "Draw what wages he's owed from Griggs and send him on his way." 

Howlett's eyes were wide. "Ah... yes, my lord." He looked shaken, even stricken. 

Jack nodded and walked into the hall, inwardly frowning. Did Howlett think he'd blame him for taking on an untrustworthy footman? Surely not? Edward's accent marked him as a Londoner; easy enough to hide a nefarious past when far from one's home turf. 

Still unsure how best to approach Clarice, or even if there was a best way, he headed out onto the terrace to get some fresh air. Beyond the neatly clipped lawn, the rose garden beckoned; giving in to temptation, knowing it would make him feel even more guilty for being less than appreciative of her

"help," he went to stretch his legs there. 

He returned half an hour later, and found Howlett and Connimore waiting to waylay him. Howlett spoke as he entered the hall. "If we could have a moment, my lord?" 

Jack waved to the study; they followed him in. Howlett shut the door, then came to join Connimore before the desk. 
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Jack didn't sit, but stood behind the desk, studying them. "What is it?" 

"It's about Edward, my lord." Connimore exchanged a glance with Howlett, then drew in a breath and met Jack's eyes. "He's staying in his room for the moment, but... before we send him on his way, like you ordered, could you ..." Connimore started to wring her,hands, then blurted, "Would you please speak with Lady Clarice about him?" 

Howlett cleared his throat, equally uncomfortable. "There's something you rightly should know about Edward, my lord, but it isn't our place to say." 

Jack looked from one to the other. Both had known him from birth. Both were urging him to consult Clarice before he committed some blunder.... 

Exasperation flared, but died swiftly. Neither Howlett nor Connimore was given to nonsensical acts, and neither they nor anyone else knew of the situation between him and Clarice. A situation that, after half an hour of peace in the rose garden, he felt forced to admit was largely of his own making. It had been his overreaction that had sparked it, and he was honest enough to acknowledge to himself if no one else that if she'd been a less-formidable female, he wouldn't have reacted as strongly as he had. 

Lips setting in a grim line, he nodded. "Very well. I'll speak with Lady Clarice, and then we'll review Edward's position." 

Connimore sighed with relief. "Thankyou, my lord. You won't regret it, I promise you." 

"Indeed, my lord." Howlett smiled, relieved. 

They both bustled out, leaving Jack wondering what on earth was going on—why his normally reliable, entirely sane, and determinedly correct butler and housekeeper thought having a thief on the staff was a good thing. 

There was only one way to find out the answer, to that and all else that had plagued him for the past twenty-four hours. And there was no sense dallying. He hadn't yet thought of any wonderful way to approach Boadicea to ensure her hackles stayed down; perhaps this latest issue might be his salvation? 

Explaining why he had a thief on his staff might just leave her at a disadvantage, however slight. 

With her, he'd accept help from any quarter. 

He set out to walk to the rectory. On impulse, rather than stick to the road, he crossed it and pushed through the gap in the hedge, idly wondering if Clarice had guessed who had made it in the first place. 

As a boy, he'd been military-mad, and James had been, if not his idol, then certainly his inspiration. 

With his father's blessing, he'd spent countless afternoons at James's feet, learning of this battle, that campaign. Strategy was something he'd learned from James; much of the understanding and patience that had enabled him to survive the last thirteen years had in one way or another derived from that. 

Passing the oak, he strode across the field, his mind engrossed with the questions facing him. He came to the archway through the rectory's hedge and looked up. 

A quick movement to his left had him glancing that way. The house lay to his right, the rear gardens running down to end in an extensive vegetable plot to the far left. Between that and the shaded rear lawns lay a strip of grass open to the sun along which washing lines were strung; the movement he'd Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

glimpsed had been a sheet being flicked as it was taken down and folded. 

By Boadicea. 

The notion of a marquess's daughter taking in the washing intrigued him; he was heading her way before he'd thought. Then he did, and kept walking. The washing lines were far enough from the house to afford them privacy; at that hour, there was unlikely to be anyone in the kitchen gardens beyond. 

She heard his bootsteps on the path and looked up. Then-gazes touched. Her face smoothed to marble, cool and unyielding, her expression unreadable, uninformative— shielded. Reaching for the next peg, she unhooked it and shook out a pillowcase. 

He inwardly sighed and walked around the lines to where a low stone wall separated the grassed area from the vegetables. "Good morning, Lady Clarice." 

"Good morning, Lord Warnefleet. James is in his study as usual." 

Suppressing his reaction to her cold and pointed greeting-cum-dismissal, he sat on the wall five paces from her, behind and to her side. "It's you I've come to see." 

She made no response. At all. 

He watched her fold the pillowcase and lay it in a basket by her feet. The line was a movable circuit; when she tugged it around and reached for the next peg, he asked, "Would you mind telling me why I have Edward the footman fromLondon, who is also a thief, in my household?" 

She shot him a glance, dark and unfathomable, then looked back at the line. "He's Griggs's nephew." 

Jack blinked. That was, quite definitely, the last thing he'd expected to hear. "  Griggs's nephew?" 

Griggs was as honest as the day was long. 

"His only living relative." After wrestling a sheet into submission, Clarice went on, "Griggs received word about two years ago that his only sister had died. He was worried about her boy, her only child. The father hadn't remained long enough to claim paternity." Folding the sheet, she met Jack's gaze. "Griggs is old. He fretted and grew so anxious we were worried about his health. Through James and the church, we traced the boy—Edward—and managed to get him here. Along the way, we realized he's a thief, but..." She paused, lips compressing, then continued, "He's a compulsive thief. He can't seem to stop, and indeed, we're not even sure he realizes he's taken things." 

Jack recalled the look of consternation on Edward's face when he'd drawn the spoon from his pocket. 

"But..." He frowned. "He's still a thief." 

"Yes,  but he's all the family Griggs has. We all—literally everyone in Avening bar Griggs—know Edward takes things. Every week, Connimore and Howlett go through his room and return everything they find to wherever it belongs. Edward's been at the manor for over eighteen months, and nothing has gone missing permanently in that time." 

Jack sat and absorbed that. Turned the matter over in his mind, weighed it, looked for options ... 

reluctantly concluded he would have to allow Edward to continue as his footman. Griggs was too frail, and meant too much to the entire household, Jack especially, to have his peace threatened. 
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"What are you going to do about him—Edward?" 

Jack glanced at Clarice, industriously folding napkins. He humphed. "Nothing—what else?" 

He thought she might have smiled—just a little, very fleetingly. "Is there some problem with James's maids?" 

She threw him a look. "Why do you ask? Because I'm doing this?" 

He nodded. "Unfamiliar though I am with the ways of tonnish ladies"—he ignored her soft, incredulous snort— "I'm certain folding washing isn't a gazetted occupation for daughters of the nobility." 

"This daughter of the nobility finds the occupation relaxing. While my hands are busy, I can think." 

He longed to ask her what she was thinking about; instead, he watched her deftly unpegging, shaking out, and folding, and decided she was right. There was something inherently soothing in the simple domestic task. 

"There are a number of issues on which I need to consult you." The words came without effort, without real thought. He paused, considered, then decided they would do; they were the simple truth. 

She glanced briefly at him, but he could read nothing in her eyes or face. "Such as?" 

"The church flowers for one." Exasperation colored his tone. A slight smile curved her lips; the sight sent a shaft of unexpected desire through him. He remembered all too well how they felt, how she tasted. Frustration on a number of counts lent an edge to his voice. "Can you explain what the devil's behind this roster?" 

Clarice sighed, and shook out a sheet, her gaze traveling up the garden to the house. "It's all about status, I'm afraid." 

Succinctly, she explained what lay behind Mrs. Swithins's desire for preeminence. "Poor Swithins—his mother expected much better from him, but although he's just a curate, she's determined to make the best of it, indeed, to push me standing his position affords her as far as it will go. Doing the flower arrangements for the Sunday services, as distinct from the minor Wednesday offices, is but one feather she's determined to seize for her cap." 

"Thus putting Betsy's and Mrs. Candlewick's and Martha's noses out of joint." 

She glanced at Jack. "Not just theirs. You'll discover Mrs. Swithins is at odds, in one way or another, with most of the females in the parish." 

He groaned. "Just as long as I don't have to adjudicate between them." 

She didn't say anything to that She was acutely aware of him two yards away, large, lean, and incredibly vital, sitting on the wall, his gaze on her. 

"What about you?" he asked. She looked at him, and found him eyeing her with spurious innocence. 

"Does Mrs. Swithins think to lord it over you?" 

She met his eyes, then flicked out a napkin; it cracked like a whip. "Not even Swithins is that foolish." 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Creasing the napkin, she bent and set it in her basket. "No—to me she's ingratiating, which I find equally obnoxious." She glanced at him, realized with a jolt that his gaze had lowered—to her breasts, partly exposed by her scooped neckline. She straightened. "Wasn't she the same with you?" 

He wrinkled his nose; his gaze slowly made its way back up to her face. "Yes, now you mention it. 

She could toady with the best of them." 

Turning to the line, she tugged it and the next napkin to her; she'd wager her pearls he hadn't even registered he'd been ogling her breasts. 

"So what should I do about me roster?" 

She unpegged the napkin, folded it, kept her gaze on it. "Tell them all that, after due consideration, you've decided to revert the roster to what it was. Swithins does every second Sunday and the alternate Wednesdays, and between them, the other three do the other Sundays and Wednesdays. Mrs. Cleever and the maids from here freshen the vases in between, and for all the major celebrations, Mrs. 

Connimore and the maids—and indeed all the others except Swithins— use the flowers from the manor to decorate the church." 

Without looking his way, she dropped the napkin in the basket and reached for the tablecloth. 

"All right. Next, how much should Mary Wallace's marriage portion be?" 

She looked at him, and saw no sign of irritation that he'd been forced to retreat and support her decision over the roster. She raised her brows, outwardly in inquiry, inwardly in surprise. 

He explained, "Wallace tells me his Mary and Roger Hawkins are close to tying the knot. I assume he told you?" 

"Everyone knows, but I didn't ask what advice he wanted." 

"He's trying to decide on the right size for Mary's marriage portion given the match, his other daughters, and his son's inheritance, but I've no idea what sum would be appropriate." 

She looked past him as she folded the tablecloth, mentally calculating. "Thirty guineas. A goodly sum Wallace can afford, not just for Mary but later for her sisters. A nice start for the new couple, and one Hawkins can match, either in cash or kind." She met Jack's gaze. "It's important neither family is seen to be overwhelming the young couple." 

His brows rose. "I hadn't thought of that." 

The light in his eyes as they met hers made her feel ridiculously pleased, as if he appreciated her insight, even valued it. 

"Now, what about Jones, the apple buyer for the cider makers?" 

"Jones?" She paused. "Yes, I suppose he would come calling about now." 

"So what's the story there? Griggs told me you've negotiated with the man on Grigg's behalf for the last three years." 
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Clarice laid the tablecloth in the basket, slowly smoothed it while her mind raced. He might have accepted her advice on the church roster and Mary's marriage portion, but this— essentially her direct assumption of his authority—was distinctly more touchy. More likely to grate on his male pride. 

Why should she care? Men, especially gentlemen of his ilk—of her own class—had never cared about her pride. 

She drew breath, and straightened. She met his eyes; this time they'd remained on her face. "The first thing you need to know about Jones is that he's an outright bully, to those he thinks he can intimidate, at any rate." 

His eyes narrowed. "Not you, obviously. Griggs?" 

She nodded, and turned back to the line. "The first year Jones appeared—five years ago—Griggs came to me in an absolute lather. He was close to panicking and consigning the entire crop into Jones's hands, believing he had no real option." Her lips thinned as she remembered. "I stepped in and made Jones explain the whole to both Griggs and me again. Needless to say, the situation, and Jones's offer, wasn't quite as he'd painted it to Griggs." 

"What exactly was the offer then? This time, it's a shilling a bushel above the general market price." 

She nodded. "Eight pence above, that year. It's a swindle of sorts, of course. Not that Jones and those behind him won't happily pay what they promise, but the intent is to break the long-standing connection between the Avening growers and theGloucestermerchants. Avening supplies more than twenty percent of theGloucestermarket. If the crop was sold to Jones instead, theGloucestermerchants would be forced to turn to other suppliers—they couldn't simply ride out the shortfall. But once they'd established new deals with other growers, then the next season, Avening would have to sell to Jones, because the Gloucestermerchants wouldn't need the Avening crop." . 

"So then Jones and his masters could offer whatever price they pleased, and Avening would have to sell for what might then be a shilling less than the market price." 

"Precisely." She shook out another pillowcase. "TheGloucestermerchants have always dealt in good faith. 

They're a large conglomerate, and there's little benefit to them in haggling unreasonably, especially as Avening is one of their more reliable suppliers, both for quality and quantity." 

He was silent for a moment, then he rose. She glanced at him as he stepped closer. Hands in his pockets, he was frowning, but vaguely at the ground, not at her. 

"There's been a premium paid to the Avening growers for the last four years. Griggs said it came from theGloucestermerchants. How did that come about?" 

Trickier and trickier. She drew breath, and evenly said, "When Jones turned up the second year, I realized he wasn't going to go away. So I wrote to the Gloucester merchants, and without exactly stating sums, explained how torn the Avening growers were, that of course we'd prefer to continue to sell to Gloucester, but we needed to make improvements to our orchards, and so on." 

"And so they stumped up the extra." 

"Yes, and no." She met his eyes. "We worked out a sliding scale. They've paid a decreasing premium for the last four years, but over those years, the overall Avening crop has increased. More trees have Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

been planted. We divided up the premium on the basis of the harvest, and then advised all the growers to invest in increasing their acreage under trees. All of them did." 

Jack thought of the figures he'd spent all day yesterday analyzing. "So now ... ?" 

"So now, this year, we'll be able to sell our usual crop to the Gloucester merchants for the current market price, and at the same time sell a crop of nearly the same size to Jones, at his inflated price." 

It didn't take much arithmetic to realize just what a windfall that would mean to the local growers. 

"And next year?" 

"If Jones tries to lower his figure, we don't need to sell to him—theGloucestermerchants will take the lot, at market price." 

"That's brilliant." Jack made the statement spontaneously, but it was indeed the truth. He glanced at her, hesitated, then more quietly said, "I suspect Avening would do better if I reverted more than the responsibility for the church roster." He drew breath, surprised to find his lungs tight, and forced himself to go on, "Perhaps we'd do best to go back to how things were before I returned. You've made such a good fist of things, I can plainly leave all in your hands." 

Those hands, fine-skinned, slender-fingered, until then working steadily folding napkins, faltered, paused. He was standing nearly shoulder to shoulder with her, but she didn't look up; he could read nothing, no reaction to his words in her profile, all he could see of her face. 

He'd managed to keep his tone level, easy, managed to make his statements sound like a straightforward matter, not something that bothered him, affected him, deeply. 

Clarice let the silence lengthen; she was very aware of him so close beside her, very aware that, if she was thinking of just herself, his offer had much to recommend it. Her being clearly in charge again would make life much simpler, more comfortable, as it had been before ... but what about him? 

She glanced at him, knew her gaze was sharp. "You're leaving?" 

He met her eyes steadily. "No." 

She nodded, turned back to the napkin in her hand... then forced herself to look back at him and meet his eyes. Steadily. "I don't want your position. I have no ambition, absolutely none, to be lord of the manor." 

He blinked, thick lashes fluttering over those changeable, intriguingly complex hazel eyes. But then his lids rose, and he met her gaze, equally direct, equally sincere. "I don't want your position either." His lips—lips she was trying hard not to focus on—quirked. "Indeed, after my short adventure tangling with the ladies of the parish, I suspect taking your place would drive me demented within a week." 

She couldn't stop her lips from twitching, curving. She looked down and dropped the last napkin on the pile. 

"Perhaps ..." He sounded not precisely hesitant but diffident, unsure—unsure how she would react. 

"In the interests of Avening as a whole, we—you and I—could come to some arrangement." 
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It was her turn to blink. She looked at him; his eyes told her he was in earnest, but, like her, wasn't at all sure how such an arrangement—between him and her, people like them—might work. Yet he'd spoken her thoughts aloud; perhaps, if they both wished it, they could rub along together... somehow. 

"What did you have in mind?" She was under no illusions that he wasn't an arrogant, accustomed-to-command gentleman of her class; however, she'd already discovered he wasn't as bad as others of that ilk, and he had suggested it. She wasn't the sort to cut off her nose to spite her face. 

He studied her; there was something in the line of his lips, the cool steadiness of his gaze that assured her her earlier suspicion that he saw her clearly wasn't wrong. He knew— appreciated—just how strong she was, just how steely her will would be. 

He'd made his offer and was going forward with his eyes fully open. 

For quite the first time in her life, she felt a touch giddy. 

His brows rose consideringly. "All I can suggest is that we play it by ear. You're hardly the sort to suffer in silence." His untrustworthy smile flashed. "And neither am I. Why not simply proceed, and deal with matters as they arise?" 

The only sensible solution. She nodded, brisk and businesslike, and held out her hand. "Agreed." 

His gaze dropped to her hand, then rose to her face. His hand engulfed hers, then he smoothly wrapped it, her arm and his behind her and drew her to him. 

Before she could blink, she was in his arms, breast to chest, eyes widening as he bent his head. 

"Agreed," he confirmed. His lips curved in a wholly male smile, then swooped and captured hers. 

Captured her . She didn't understand how it happened, how he did it, but the instant his arms closed around her, the instant his lips touched hers, the field oik which they stood changed, shifted. 

She'd started her day distantly hurt, reminding herself his attitude to her was no more than she'd expected. Gentlemen of her class didn't like ladies who managed, no matter how well they accomplished the task. She'd half expected him to take umbrage at the role she'd assumed in his absence; she hadn't been surprised by him claiming it back. But she had been, somewhere inside where she hid what she termed her foolish self, been disappointed. 

His lips firmed and she met them, and felt that foolish self slip her leash. And dance a little jig. 

This—this sensual exchange—had nothing to do with the bargain they'd struck, yet that bargain was both intriguing and, to her, fascinatingly tempting. 

Something unexpected. 

As was he. 

As was this. 

His arms locked about her, and tightened, slowly, easing her against him—and she went. Without any missish hesitation, but with foreknowledge and intent. She pushed her arms up, draped them over his Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

broad shoulders, clasped his nape between her hands, and boldly kissed him back. Then she parted her lips and let him take, let him lead her where he would. 

Into an engagement that spoke of hunger and need, that promised mutual pleasure. 

Pleasure of a sort she'd thought had passed her by, that had long ago drifted beyond her grasp. Pleasure of a sort that despite never experiencing it she understood very well. 

He concealed nothing, pretended nothing; he let her see his need, feel his hunger. Let his desire rise unfettered and caress her with fingers of flame. 

Evoking hers. Inciting hers in a way that had never happened before. Physical desire wasn't something she'd felt before; the realization had her mentally blinking, then the challenge—the pressure of his lips on hers, the subtle taunt of his maurading tongue—firmed, and she, not just her foolish self but with conscious decision, responded. 

Why shouldn't she know, experience? Why shouldn't she take? 

She moved into him, deliberately meeting him breast to chest, hips to hips, thighs to thighs. Through the now flagrant mating of their mouths, she sensed his reaction, a brief hiatus while he caught his breath, and his control. Not because she, with her wanton response, had weakened it, but because his response to her action had. 

Fascinating. Her newfound interest in physical desire escalated. She twined her arms about his neck and settled to returning the heated caresses he pressed on her. 

Jack met her, matched her, dueled with her for supremacy, a tug-of-war that neither could truly win. 

The exchange— she—held his attention utterly, so completely it scared him; he couldn't think. With her in his arms, with her lips under his, her mouth freely offered in a scorching, viscerally tempting exchange—a viscerally arousing engagement of lips, tongues, and heated breaths—lust fogged his brain. 

Only one thought penetrated it, the thought of penetrating her. 

Of having her beneath him, arching as she took him deep into her firm, curvaceous body, into her scalding feminine heat. 

He wanted her naked and abandoned. Wanted her with a need, an elemental hunger that shook him. 

That snared him so deeply he didn't want to look too closely, to examine why it should be, why of all the ladies with whom he'd dallied, or who he now could have, she—a haughty termagent he was going to have to deal carefully with on a daily basis—was the one who struck sparks to his tinder. 

All he knew was that with her, for her, he burned. 

And not by one inch did she retreat. She encouraged him, not with the eager urging of a younger woman but with the mature, self-assured, almost blatant invitation of a lady who knew what she wanted, who knew she wanted him. 

As he wanted her. Hers was the perfect counterpart to his need, the perfect match for his hunger. 

The urge to let his hands roam, to take the next step they both clearly wished for, burgeoned and grew... 

but they were in the open, with the folded laundry beside them. Anyone who walked down the garden past the trees edging the lawn would see them. Some maid might come to see if Clarice needed help ... 
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Stopping, calling a halt, drawing back from the depths of her luscious mouth was one of the hardest things he'd ever done. 

He managed to lift his head an inch, immediately felt the loss of the connection keenly. His wits were still locked, still focused on her. Her lashes fluttered, then rose. Her dark, dark eyes met his. 

"I didn't thankyou for restoring my mother's garden." 

Excuse enough to dive back into her mouth, to take one last, long, lingering taste of her, of the passion within her, simmering, very feminine, precisely the right mix of haughty will and heady promise to sate him. 

But... he drew back from the flames, from her scorching temptation. Eased her back, eased back himself until there was air between them. He had to force his fingers to release her, to let her go. 

She drew breath, stepped back, opened her eyes, blinked once, then studied him; she seemed as puzzled as he, and beneath that, as curious. 

Looking into her dark eyes, to his soul aware of the rising of her breasts as she drew in a huge breath, he felt... not as assured as he usually was in such situations. 

Presumably because she was who she was—Boadicea. A point he'd do well to bear in mind. 

His gaze fell on the washing basket piled high with folded linen. He stooped and hefted it up. "I'll carry this up to the house for you." 

She met his eyes, but other than a pretension-depressing, amused quirk of her lips, made no response. 

She fell in beside him, her long-legged stride keeping pace easily as they passed beneath the trees and headed across the lawn. 

By the time they reached the back porch, their usual roles had reclaimed them; their customary polite distance had returned. He set the basket on the wooden table by the back door, then faced her. "Jones. 

I told him to come back tomorrow afternoon. I think it would be best if you were present when I meet with him. Perhaps if you would join me for luncheon tomorrow, we could discuss how best to deal with him?" 

She held his gaze, her own steady and direct, then nodded. "Very well." She hesitated, then said, "As usual, the other growers have given approval for the manor to strike the price for the valley. Griggs should already have estimates from the other orchards—he'll have a tally of the expected crop." 

He nodded equably. "I'll get the details from him." 

Again, she hesitated, then asked, "The young man from the phaeton?" 

He grimaced. "Still unconscious." He didn't add that the longer the man remained so, the more worrying his condition became. "I don't suppose you've had any revelation over why he seems familiar?" 

She shook her head. Frowned. "I'll... look in on him tomorrow." 

Jack suspected she'd intended looking in on their patient that afternoon, but that would mean stopping Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

in at the manor, thus chancing another meeting with him... and that, he accepted, was too soon. 

Too soon for her; too soon for him, too. 

With a graceful bow, he took his leave of her. He strode away, conscious of her gaze on his back. 

Passing through the archway in the hedge, he consoled his suddenly uncertain self that, over the matter of whatever was burgeoning between them, at least Boadicea was as uncertain as he. 


*  *  *

 The next day, Clarice spent what she would normally consider an inordinate amount of time dressing for lunch at the manor. She told herself her filmy apple green muslin with its heart-shaped neckline would distract Jones, and wondered at such self-deception. 
She knew precisely whom she wanted to distract, and why. She was amazed at her interest in the hunger she stirred in Jack and in the answering response he drew from her. 

"Pure curiosity," she told her mirror as she checked her plaited chignon. It lay heavy on her nape; she thought of his strong fingers sliding beneath the heavy mass, across her sensitive skin ... and shivered. 

"A temporary madness—no doubt it'll pass." With that firmly stated verdict, she rose and headed for her bedchamber door. 

With a wide-brimmed hat shading her white skin, a light shawl draped over her elbows, she walked down the rectory drive and turned into the road. 

A form of madness. Her assessment of their state was undeniable; they were walking a tightrope on two planes, and both knew it. That last only seemed to heighten the exhilaration. 

The danger. 

Neither she nor, she was perfectly sure, he, knew where they were headed, not with the physical attraction that flared between them, not with their "arrangement." Whether the latter would work was anyone's guess; neither of them was used to that type of working partnership, and neither was patient, or undemanding. They both had their share of arrogance, of being accustomed to leading, to being in charge. 

As for the former... that was a total unknown. 

It had been a very long time since anything had claimed her attention as it did, as he did when she was in his arms. 

She didn't know what she thought, had yet to form any view on the activity, on what she was doing, what she wanted. The unvarnished truth was that when in his arms, she didn't—couldn't seem to—

think at all. 

Such a situation should have disturbed her; she certainly thought it should, yet it didn't. As she swung up the manor drive, no hint of trepidation bloomed, no vestige of even caution dimmed her anticipation. 

She was eager to see him again, keen to see where next they would stray, to observe how she affected Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

him, to experience again how he affected her. 

Shocking. 

She was twenty-nine; she didn't give a damn. 

Life had long ago passed her by. As long as neither he nor she were hurt by tiieir exchanges, where was the harm? 

Confident, assured, she reached the manor's door and rang the bell. 

Howlett opened the door and beamed. 

Clarice smiled back, and spotted Warnefleet—Jack—in the hall, hovering behind his butler. 

Almost as if he'd been waiting for the bell to peal. 

Howlett stepped back and she entered. Her expression perfectly gauged—calm, serene, with just a hint of warmth—she advanced and gave Jack her hand, very aware that as he bowed over it his gaze slid down... then slowly rose as he straightened. 

He smiled, devilish appreciation in his hazel eyes. "You look ravishing. I believe Mrs. Connimore is assembling a small feast..." 

He broke off, his gaze going to the door. She turned, too, as the sound of carriage wheels rattling up the drive reached them. 

"I wonder who that is ... ?" Jack inwardly frowned. Retaining Clarice's hand, drawing her with him, he stepped to the side of the hall, to where he could see past Howlett, once again opening the door. 

The sight that met his eyes momentarily flummoxed him; a plain black carriage, clearly from some posting house, drew up in the forecourt. 

Boadicea, also peering past Hewlett, put his thoughts into words. "Perhaps they're lost?" 

The carriage door opened, and a young gentleman stepped down. Of average height and average build, with a pleasant face and pale brown hair, he held his hat in his hands and looked about curiously, then he saw Howlett and made for the door. 

"Can I help you, sir?" Howlett intoned. 

"I hope so," the gentleman replied. "I'm looking for Lord Warnefleet." 

Jack stepped forward; her hand locked in his, Boadicea moved with him. "I'm Warnefleet." 

"Oh!" The gentleman looked up, a certain wariness in his open face. "I... ah, I'm Percy Warnefleet. 

You sent for me." 

Jack suddenly realized who the gentleman was. 

Smiling a trifle nervously, Percy confirmed it. "I believe I'm your heir." 
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Chapter 6

"What the devil are you about?" 

Jack sat behind his desk and watched Boadicea march back and forth. Her arms were folded beneath her sumptuous breasts; her expression, however, was a warning. So much for softening her up with sweetmeats and wine. 

They hadn't even progressed to luncheon yet; after the introductions—inevitably stilted—he'd had Howlett show Percy upstairs to unpack and refresh himself before joining them in the dining room. 

Boadicea wasn't impressed. "You can tell just by looking at him. He's a milksop, wet behind the ears and gullible to boot. You can't seriously be intending to leave Avening and, if I understood what you were discussing with James, all the rest, to him." She halted and glared at him. "Besides, he can't be more than what, ten years your junior?" 

"Eight. But that's beside the point. Percy can marry and have sons who'll inherit after him." Her glare turned to a slack-jawed stare, stunned speculation dawning. He hurried on before she could ask the question blooming in her mind. "I have no wish to marry, so I thought it prudent to get Percy here and take charge of his estate education. By the time Griggs and I are finished with him, he'll be a shining example of lordly acumen." 

Boadicea snorted. She swung away, but he heard her mutter, "He might just finish Griggs." 

It was a thought... but then he did have someone else who could, and assuredly would, share the burden of knocking Percy into shape. 

He watched her, mentally sifting through the possible avenues to solicit her help. "Actually"—he met her gaze as she glanced at him—"I rather thought you'd approve, if not of Percy himself, then at least of my getting him here. As matters stand, it's highly likely he will at some point inherit my estate, and given the size it's now grown to, he'll need to know how to run it when the reins fall into his hands." 

She considered him for a long moment; he couldn't read the expression in her dark eyes. Then she humphed and looked away, out of the window. 

On leaving her the previous day, he'd returned to the manor and discussed the vexed question of Edward the footman with Howlett and Mrs. Connimore. He'd agreed to let Edward stay under the parameters already established. That settled, this morning, he'd called on Swithins, James's curate. The man was as Boadicea had intimated, a mild, unprepossessing sort; after due consideration, he'd left his decision on the church flower roster with Swithins, to be included with the parish announcements at the end of service that Sunday. It wouldn't hurt Swithins to be seen as allied with Jack in curbing Swithins's mother's ambitions. 

A note dispatched to Wallace, and a half hour spent in the taproom with Jed Butler had taken care of Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

all outstanding business. Jack had returned in good time to watch for Boadicea, conscious of a mild-yet-pleasant sense of triumph, a satisfaction he owed in large part to Clarice; her advice had smoothed his way back into the local community, into the position in which he belonged. 

He studied her as she stood before the window, head up, spine straight. 

A knock fell on the door, then it opened; Howlett looked in. 

"Mr. Warnefleet has come downstairs, my lord—I've shown him to the dining room. Griggs is there, too." 

"Excellent." Jack rose. Rounding his desk, he offered his arm to Boadicea. "Shall we?" 

She met his gaze; a frown in her eyes, she briefly studied his, then, her face smoothing to its usual serene mask, she placed her hand on his sleeve. He escorted her from the room; head high, she glided beside him. 

Once they were out of Howlett's hearing, she murmured, "You were a spy in enemy territory for seven years after your father's death, without any great concern over your succession. Yet you return toEngland

, and within a few months decide to groom your heir. Why?" She glanced sharply at him. 

"You're far less likely to die now—I'm sure you're not anticipating an imminent demise. So what happened in a few months to convince you you'd never have a son of your own?" 

He couldn't stop his jaw from finning. Impertinent though her question was, he answered succinctly, 

"The Season happened." 

Her gaze remained fixed on his profile. "You can't possibly mean to tell me that in just a few months you took against the entire female nation?" 

"Not the entire female nation, just the marriageable part." The dining room door drew near. "You've inhabited the ton, seen the young ladies on the marriage mart. Tell me, if you were in my shoes, would you marry one of them?" 

She frowned, then looked ahead. And said no more. 

Jack suppressed a feral smile and steered her into the dining room. He noted how Griggs's expression softened when he saw Boadicea, noted her gracious nod to Percy as she allowed Jack to seat her in the chair beside his. 

That done, he moved to the head of the table. Even as he sat, and Griggs and Percy followed suit, it was transparent that Clarice's presence made a difference. She might not think highly of Percy, but she let no sign of her opinion show; she immediately engaged him in an exchange of the usual sort of background information, a conversation that quickly put him at ease. As for Griggs, it was plain he thought she was wonderful. 

They passed around the dishes. Relieved of the necessity of making conversation himself, Jack sat back and listened, increasingly appreciatively as he realized just how wide-ranging Clarice's inquisition was. 

She cloaked it brilliantly in the usual social chatter, although it seemed she imparted information on the local scene in return, it was Percy who revealed most, and that with surprising readiness, soothed by Clarice's gracious interest and the calm serenity in her dark eyes. 
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"I own to some surprise," she eventually said, "that you presented yourself in Avening so promptly. 

It is April, after all, and the Season's in full swing ..." Her dark brows rose in quizzical interrogation. 

"Or was it a case of a sojourn in the country being the lesser of several evils?" 

That question had occurred to Jack, too. He'd issued his invitation-cum-summons to Percy via his solicitor on the day he'd quit the capital; he hadn't expected to see Percy inside of a few months. 

Leaning back in his chair, he watched as, far from displaying any signs of unease—shifting, a blush—Percy's expression remained open and earnest. After nothing more than the slightest of hesitations, plainly to consider his words, he replied, "I have to admit Lord Warnefleet's summons came at an opportune time. Not that I'm under the weather, but cutting a dash in town on limited funds is a trifle difficult—unless one excels at cards, but I don't" 

"Are the hells along Pall Mall still the pinnacle of their type?" Clarice asked the question as if a lady would, of course, know, and there was no solecism attendant on admitting to frequenting such establishments in the presence of a marquess's daughter. 

Jack managed not to blink at her bald-faced gambit; Griggs, of course, knew nothing of the hells of Pall Mall. 

Percy squirmed, just a little; Clarice pretended not to notice, overtly busying herself selecting a date. 

Eventually, Percy said, "I visited there once or twice, but... I've decided gaming is really not for me." 

Clarice glanced at Percy with, Jack felt, a touch more approval. "The gamesters never do win, not in the long term. So, are you looking forward to learning about the estate?" 

Percy looked at Jack, clearly unsure. 

"Perhaps," Jack said, "you'd like to ride out and take a look around this afternoon, then ..." He paused, confused by the dismayed expression that bloomed on Percy's round face. 

"Ah..." Percy paused, then blurted, "I'm afraid I don't ride." 

Clarice blinked, slowly. "You don't ride?" 

It was obvious Percy had just lost what little ground he'd made with her; Jack felt a smidgen of sympathy. Mildly, he said, "You can learn. Crawler, my head stableman, will be happy to teach you." 

Griggs cleared his throat. "Meanwhile, I could show you maps of the estate. You could become acquainted with the holdings that way." 

"An excellent idea." Jack leaned back in his chair and smiled encouragingly. "Why don't you take Percy to the office and introduce him to the estate, fill him in on the nearer fields and farms? Lady Clarice and I have some business to attend to. We'll be meeting with Jones later this afternoon." 

"Yes, indeed." Griggs nodded and rose. 

Percy pushed back his chair and rose, too. "Ah ..." His gaze went to Clarice, then returned to Jack. 

Jack smiled. "Go with Griggs. I'll speak with you at dinner." 
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Percy studied him for a moment, then bowed. "Thankyou." Turning, he bowed very correctly to Clarice. 

"Lady Clarice." 

She softened enough to bestow a gracious nod. 

Percy escaped. 

The instant the door closed behind him and Griggs, Clarice met Jack's eyes. "He'll never do." 

Jack merely smiled. "Jones. How should we tackle him?" 

Clarice studied him for a moment, wondering if she dared prod him, if she should push her point that he really should marry rather than pass the estate to Percy—a nice enough fellow, honest at least, but one without the requisite steel in his spine. Deciding to leave that subject for the present— there was no urgency, after all—she turned her mind to his question. 

"Jones doesn't like me, doesn't like having to deal with me." She considered Jack, letting her eyes drink in the simple elegance with which he habitually dressed, a white linen shirt screening a muscled chest, pristine cravat in a classic knot, well-cut coat hugging broad shoulders, buckskin breeches clinging to long, strong legs, shining top boots upon his large feet. He looked precisely what he was, a wealthy country gentleman. Her lips quirked. "He was probably delighted to find you at home." 

"He was." 

"Well, then, if our purpose is to extract the highest price from him ... ?" She raised her brows inquiringly. 

Jack nodded. "It is." 

She smiled. "Then I suggest..." 

They spent the next twenty minutes devising and honing their tactics, then, aware of an anticipatory tightening of her nerves that had nothing to do with Jones's visit, she decided caution would, in the circumstances, be wise, at least until after they'd triumphed over Jones. Excusing herself to Jack, she headed upstairs to look in on the still-unconscious young man. 


*  *  *

 "Mr. Jones." From the chair behind his desk, Jack rose and offered his hand. 
Jones came forward to take it, the expectation of victory shining in his eyes. "My lord. I trust the other growers found my offer to their liking?" 

"Indeed." Jack waved Jones to the chair he'd placed directly in front of his desk. "There's no question that your offer is an attractive one." 

"A very generous one, but then the quality of the Avening crop is second to none." 

Jack smiled, his amiable, gentlemanly mask in place. "Just so. It's not your offer that has raised concerns." 

"Concerns?" Jones straightened in his chair. "What concerns would those be?" 
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Jack looked down. He toyed with a pen, eyes fixed on the nib as he flicked it back and forth. He frowned. "The growers in the valley are used to selling to theGloucestermerchants. Most feel disinclined to change their ways." 

"What? Not even for a shilling above the market rate?" 

"Of course, if you would settle for taking half our crop, that might appease them." 

"Hmm." Jones frowned as if considering; Jack was perfectly certain the expression was false. "I really don't think, not when I'm offering a shilling extra per bushel that just half the crop is fair... no." Jones straightened, jaw bravely squaring. "I'm afraid, my lord, that it's the whole crop or nothing." 

"I see." Jack tapped the dry nib on his blotter, then looked up at Jones. "For myself, I'm willing to agree—this is, as you said, business, after all. Our difficulty lies in bringing the others around. I wonder..." 

He broke off as if struck, looked at the door, then back at Jones. "There's one person whose opinion will sway the other growers. If we can convince them, then you can be sure of the full eight hundred bushels, and, as it happens, they dropped by this afternoon. If I ask them to join us, are you willing to work with me to bring them around?" 

Jones's smile was all ferretlike anticipation. "Just bring them in, and we'll have the deal done, I promise you." 

Jack smiled, rose and tugged the bellpull. "Would you care for some refreshment?" He waved at the tantalus. 

Jones's eyes gleamed. "Thankyou, m'lord. Most kind." 

Jack poured him a glass of brandy and took a small measure for himself. He handed the glass to Jones, then, hearing Howlett's footsteps approaching, met his butler at the door. 

Instructions received, Hewlett retreated; Jack turned back to see Jones savoring the brandy entirely unaware, increasingly relaxed. 

Hiding an expectant grin, Jack returned to his chair. 

A minute later, the door opened. Jack looked up. Clarice walked in. Because of the placement of Jones's chair, Jones couldn't see her. 

Jack smiled, innocently genial. "Here you are, my dear." He didn't rise, but waved to Jones. 

"Mr. Jones." He met Jones's eyes. "I believe you've met Lady Clarice previously." 

Jones jettisoned his manners and swiveled as Clarice walked regally forward. Jones's gaze had some way to rise to reach her face; he stared, then tried to haul in a breath and choked on his brandy. 

Clarice paused beside his chair and looked down dispassionately on his convulsing form. When he'd stopped wheezing, she spoke. "Good afternoon, Jones." 

If Jack had harbored any doubts over the nature of Jones's previous encounters with Boadicea, and who had been the victor, Jones's reaction to her dispelled them. Horror was the mildest emotion that flitted across his face. 
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Understandable. With a nod that would have depressed the pretensions of a prince, Clarice glided, as they'd arranged, forward and around the desk. She paused beside his chair, one slender hand resting on the curved back as she viewed the hapless Jones. 

Jack could no longer see her face; he could, however, feel her presence. Feel the icy chill enough to be grateful it wasn't directed at him. He'd not previously seen her in this mood, in this persona, in full war paint. He was acquainted with some of the most powerful grandes dames of the ton; none could hold a candle to Boadicea. 

It was an old power she wielded; a distinctly female power, it seemed to well up and flow through her. 

It wasn't a power any sane man would willingly challenge. 

"I assume, Mr. Jones"—Clarice rounded his chair, her tone cold and unencouraging—"that you've come with your usual proposal?" 

Jones swallowed heroically, and managed, "A shilling above market price, this year." 

Garice's brows rose. "A shilling?" She sank gracefully into the chair beside the desk, on Jack's left, angled to face Jones. 

Every aspect of her entry had been carefully staged to give Jones the impression she and Jack were close. 

"My dear." Jack leaned forward, all effortless charm. Clarice switched her dark gaze from Jones to him. 

He smiled easily, almost intimately. "Mr. Jones's proposition is really a very good one. I do think I, and all the other growers, too, would be well advised to give it serious consideration." 

Clarice let her gaze rest on his face, then turned her head to study Jones. "Consideration, perhaps, but it's tradition that the Avening crop goes toGloucester." 

"Perhaps, my dear," Jack replied, "but this is a new age, and traditions can't last forever." 

"Indeed, my lady." Jones sat forward, his gaze fixing on her. "It's as his lordship says—we must move on. New ventures, new business deals. That's the way of the future." 

For the next ten minutes, Clarice sat and let them work to sway her. Jones grew increasingly desperate, which was precisely what they wished. As for Jack, his role of easygoing amiability was perfectly gauged, and never faltered; if she hadn't known better, she would have believed, as Jones clearly did, that he was, if not precisely weak, then easily led. 

As their arguments rolled on, she allowed a frown to come into being. "It just feels as if, in turning from theGloucestermerchants, we'd be committing some sin, a betrayal as it were..." 

Her tone suggested she was weakening, that she might be amenable to persuasion, if they could assuage her doubts. Jones leaned so far forward he nearly fell out of his chair. "Now, now, my lady—this is business, you see. Shouldn't ever allow your heart to rule your head, not in business." 

She frowned more definitely—at him. 

"Perhaps"—Jack cast Jones a look of appeal—"if there were some degree of compensation, to help the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

growers overcome their reticence..." He looked a tad uncomfortable. "I suppose, to speak plainly, to act as incentive for them to turn away from theGloucestermerchants and sign with you instead." 

"Incentive? But..." Eyes widening, Jones sat back. "What about the shilling per bushel more?" 

Clarice regarded him steadily. "But that's the price you're offering. There's no extra incentive there. 

Nothing to recognize the difficulty of what you're asking the growers to do. Nothing to address their moral dilemma." 

Jones's expression stated that he'd never before encountered a moral dilemma, at least not in business. 

"Ah ..." He opened and closed his mouth, then looked at Jack. "I'm not sure I follow." 

"Oh, come now, Jones." Jack looked faintly peeved, a weak man faced with a vacillating conspirator. 

"You said you were keen to seal the deal—here's your chance. A token of esteem, as it were, in appreciation of the Avening growers selling you their crop, and eight hundred bushels of the best quality apples will be yours." 

Jack widened his eyes at Jones, urging him to seize the moment, and their bait. 

But Jones suddenly blinked. "Eight hundred?" He glanced at Clarice. "I thought it was over one thousand bushels last time." 

"The crop varies considerably year to year." Unperturbed, Clarice glanced at Jack. "I understand that this year, eight hundred bushels is what we could contract to sell you." 

Her tone was cold, distant—discouraging. Jones clearly considered questioning them further, but after studying her haughty, unyielding expression, he sank back into his chair. 

A moment ticked by. Jones frowned into the remnants of brandy in his glass. 

Clarice pointedly shifted to look at the mantelpiece clock, then she turned to Jones. "Mr. Jones, if you've nothing further to add, I have matters awaiting my attention—" 

"No, no! Please ..." He looked at Clarice, then Jack. "I was just considering what I could do...." He swallowed. "By way of incentive." 

It was clearly a difficult notion for him to digest. Clarice remained in her chair, lightly tapping her nails on the wooden arm. 

Jones looked at her fingers, then at Jack. "How many growers are there?" 

Jack pulled a face. "I'm not sure." 

"Seventeen." Clarice leveled her gaze on Jones. "Why?" 

"I was thinking, shall we say two pounds apiece to each grower in er... recognition of them selling to me?" 

"Three pounds," Clarice said. 

Jones stared at her. They watched as he calculated swiftly in his head. 
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"Three pounds to each grower, plus a shilling per bushel above the market price, and you'll have eight hundred bushels of Avening apples." Clarice held Jones's gaze, then raised a coldly arrogant brow. "Do we have a deal, Mr. Jones?" 

Jones swallowed, then nodded. Quickly. "Yes. A deal." 

"Excellent." Jack leaned back in his chair, his genial smile wreathing his face. "Here—I had my man draw up a contract for the sale. You just need to fill in the figures, and sign there..." 

Clarice preserved her haughty distance as Jack had Jones put his signature to the deal. They'd had no idea if they could wring more from Jones; the satisfaction in having succeeded was sweet. 

The contract duly signed and witnessed, Jones rose. He stared at the document as if he couldn't quite understand how it had come into being. 

"Well, Jones, come harvesttime we'll deliver eight hundred bushels to your store inBristol." Jack clapped him on the shoulder and turned him, unresisting, to the door. "Once you send me the draft for the incentive, the deal will be locked up tight. Congratulations!" 

Jack offered his hand. Jones seemed to come out of his daze; he reached for Jack's hand, his face clearing. "Thankyou, my lord." Jones actually smiled as he shook hands. "A pleasure doing business with you." 

Jones turned back to the room and bowed low. "Lady Clarice." 

Even from across the room, Clarice could read the smugness in Jones's eyes; he thought he'd at long last bested her. Regally, she inclined her head. "Until next time, Jones." 

His smile faltered for a moment, but then broadened again; he turned to the door Jack held open. 

With an almost cheery nod, he left. 

Jack saw Jones to the front hall and left Howlett to show him out. Returning to the study, he found Clarice still regally ensconced in the chair by the desk. He closed the door, then crossed the room. 

Halting before her, he held out both hands. 

She looked up at him, then placed her hands in his and allowed him to draw her to her feet. Leaving them a mere inch part. Their eyes met; their gazes locked. 

"Victory is ours." The smile that curved his lips had nothing to do with charm and everything to do with intent. 

Her lips curved in response, one of her elusive, subtly taunting half smiles. 

He released her fingers; sliding his hands lightly up her arms, he reached for her—

They both heard the hurrying footsteps outside the door a second before someone tapped. 

Swallowing a curse, Jack moved to the end of the desk as Clarice shifted to lean against the chair. 

"Come." 
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One of the upstairs maids poked her head around the door. "Mrs. Connimore sent me, m'lord. She said as to tell you and Lady Clarice that the young man's stirring. She thought as you might want to come, in case he regains his wits." 

"Yes, of course." Clarice straightened from the chair and headed for the door. 

Smothering a sigh of frustration and disappointment combined, Jack muttered an oath, and followed her. 


*  *  *

 Griggs looked out of the estate office to ask him a question; Jack caught up with Clarice as she entered the sickroom and approached the foot of the bed. Upon it, the young man lay lifeless and still, as he had for the past two days. His eyes were closed; there was no animation in his face. 
Mrs. Connimore heaved a gusty sigh. "He was restless, shifting—I thought for a moment he could hear me, then ... off he went again." 

Jack glanced at Clarice. She was studying the young man's pale face, a definite frown on her own. He looked back at Mrs. Connimore. "At least it shows he's not beyond the reach of consciousness yet. With some injuries, the body decides sleep is what it needs and refuses to allow anything else. His stupor may be for the best—his bones will be setting, if nothing else." 

Mrs. Connimore accepted his words with a nod. Clarice seemed barely to hear them. 

Jack bent his head to better see her face; she looked up and met his eyes. "What is it? Have you recognized him?" 

She shook her head. They looked back at the young man. Clarice gestured at him. "The more weight he loses, the more gaunt his face, the more I'm sure I should know which family he hails from. But I just can't place the resemblance." 

They both stared at the young man for a minute more, then Jack jogged her elbow. "Standing here trying to force your memory to cooperate isn't going to work. Come on— I'll walk you back to the rectory." 

She sighed and turned away. He escorted her down the stairs, waited while she picked up her hat from the hall table and with no fuss set it on her head, then he opened the front door for her and followed her through. 

Together, they stepped down onto the graveled forecourt. Instead of heading down the drive, Jack touched her arm and pointed to the lush lawns rolling down to the stream. "Let's go that way." He glanced up at the sky, a pure cerulean blue unmarred by any clouds; at least the weather was cooperating. "It's a nicer walk, especially on a day like this," 

Clarice acquiesced with a nod. She seemed absentminded, presumably still thinking of the unconscious young man. 

His hands in his pockets, ambling beside her as they descended the lawn to the path beside the stream, Jack set himself to redirect her thoughts. "The last time I spent any length of time here was over thirteen years ago." He glanced at her. "Is it still quiet socially, or did the arrival of a marquess's daughter in this Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

sleepy backwater spark a frenzy of balls and dinners?" 

She lifted her gaze, looking ahead to where the stream rushed and gurgled between its green banks; the curve of her lips was wry. "Initially. But"—she glanced briefly at him— "the truth was I arrived here entirely out of charity with ton-nish society. The last thing I wished was to plunge into a round of balls and parties, being introduced to every eligible male within twenty miles. Of course"—her tone turned cynically resigned—"there was no help for it, but once the first rush of novelty faded, and I showed no signs of wanting to be the lynchpin of an active social circle, that, indeed, my interests were entirely otherwise, the pace slowed to what I suspect is its normal rhythm, and I was largely left in peace to do as I prefer." 

"Organizing and managing, specifically my estate. I know, I know"—he caught her gaze as she glanced at him and smiled to take any sting from his words—"you were here and I wasn't." They walked on in silence for a moment, then he added, his tone less flippant, "I'm actually very grateful." 

The fleeting glance she threw him, one dark brow arched, told him she was perfectly aware he had good cause to be so. "Reluctantly, but sincerely?" 

Wryly, he inclined his head. "Just so." 

They reached the narrow path that followed the meandering stream and turned along it; it would lead them through the manor's fields, under the bridge over which the road crossed, then on into the fields attached to the rectory. 

He studied her profile as they strolled along, neither hurried nor dawdling. How was he to learn what he wanted to know? "And so after that first rush you 've lived quietly here?" 

"I doubt much has changed in the years you've been gone. Local society remains peaceful and undemanding." 

"Perhaps, but I'm finding it difficult to accept that the local gentlemen are all such slow-tops. Surely they come calling?" 

Her eyes narrowed. "Unfortunately, they do. Too frequently. You'd think after seven years they would have realized..." 

Her words faded. When she failed to go on, he evenly supplied, "That you've no intention of marrying any of them?" 

"Precisely." Her eyes flashed; her tone was clipped. 

He smiled easily, his expression one she could read as mild amusement if she wished; beneath, he was congratulating himself on having teased from her the answer to his most important question. "You'll have to excuse them—they're only men." 

Her soft snort was eloquent. His smile deepened. 

So she had no current suitor, nor any wish to have one, and if he was any judge, she wasn't enamored of gentlemen in general, at least not those who vied for her hand. Given her history, he wasn't surprised. 

No lady of her ilk, well connected, wealthy, and attractive to boot, reached the age of twenty-nine unwed, not just on the shelf but dusty, without having made some definite decisions regarding matrimony. 
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But he'd wanted to be sure, and now he was. 

However, while she might have turned her back on matrimony, that didn't mean she didn't have some lover in the area, some gentleman who saw her as he did, and came riding over every few days to meet with her. 

He slanted her a glance, recalled how she'd kissed him. 

Hungrily, if not ravenously. Even if she'd had a local lover, given her response to him, did he need to know? 

"As we're speaking of society and its marital preoccupation, what happened to drive you from town?" 

The question, uttered in her usual even tones, jerked Jack from his preoccupation. He blinked at her and found himself staring into a pair of dark eyes that held a great deal of shrewdness and an ability to see through social masks that was, quite possibly, the equal of his. 

"You've clearly had some run-in with the matrons and their charges." Clarice raised her brows, challenge and faint amusement in her eyes. "I admit I find it difficult to imagine they routed you so comprehensively." 

Despite his outward ease, the mind behind his hazel eyes remained sharply focused as he waved her assertion away. "I was ready to decamp." He looked ahead, then continued, "What was being offered was not to my taste. As for how it was being offered"—his jaw set—"that was the last straw." 

"I see." She said that conversationally, but she could indeed see it. After three Seasons let alone the social world she'd been immersed in from birth, she knew just how the ton behaved, knew what he would have encountered, could see that perhaps, with him, the matrons might have misjudged and so mismanaged their approach. He'd clearly taken against, as he'd phrased it, the marriageable portion of the female nation; he appeared to view that stance as ineradicable. Not only was he in the country while the Season was in full swing, but he'd sent for Percy and was grooming him as his heir. 

She found his decision not just interesting and enlightening, but something of a relief. She had no wish to become involved with a gentleman of his type, his status, who was searching for a bride. Not again. 

 Never again. 

However, all thoughts of matrimony aside—and how encouraging that they'd both had done with that complication— there was the intriguing question of her reaction to him. She wasn't sure what such a reaction presaged, and whether pursuing it was wisdom or folly, yet said reaction was sufficiently compelling to have her wondering where it might lead, what might be possible. 

Between them. Between her and the lord of Avening Manor. 

She slanted him a glance. He walked with easy grace beside her, his gaze following the stream. She seized the moment to let her gaze roam, swiftly confirming her earlier view. His was a strength that was so pervasive it needed no action, no specific movement, to draw attention to it; it simply was. 

Just being this close to him, only a foot or so apart, she was acutely conscious of his physical presence, a distinctly male presence ruffling her female senses like a hand lightly rippling the very ends of a cat's fur. 

Not quite a touch, more the suggestion of a caress. 
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Under its influence, her senses purred and wanted more. 

Much more. 

And that was the point where she stepped into uncharted territory. She had more than her fair share of experience of what gentlemen regarded as "more." What she didn't know was what she truly wished, for she'd never wanted more before. Not from any man, gentleman or otherwise; never before had her senses been so tweaked, even less had her desire, in any form, been so irresistibly piqued. 

He had succeeded where all others had failed. Until now, she hadn't even known that was still possible; along with most of the ton, she'd wondered if, after three less-than-satisfying "engagements," she'd become one of those females who would never again be interested in a physical liaison. 

But she was interested now, thanks to him. And in the back of her mind was the unsettling notion that the attraction she felt wasn't solely due to appreciation of his physical form. 

She'd enjoyed today, enjoyed joining with him to best Jones and deliver the most for the local growers who relied on them, who trusted them to guide them. A job well-done, unquestionably, but it wasn't just the victory that had buoyed her; she'd enjoyed both the planning and the execution far more than she would have if she'd dealt with Jones alone. She'd never worked with anyone in such a way before, let alone known the joy of sharing an endeavor with someone who thought as she did, who understood her ideas and followed her reasoning so effortlessly. 

Their mutual triumph was one she savored on more than one plane. 

A pity Connimore had sent for them when she had. 

The thought brought to mind Jack's injury, the injury he seemed inclined to dismiss or at least play down. She slanted another glance his way. If she hadn't overheard him admit to being injured, she'd have sworn he was hale, whole, and in the best of health. Even now, the notion that he was suffering from some mortal affliction that would kill him before he could marry and sire an heir—hence Percy—occurred only to be dismissed. 

Which left her wondering if his injury was anatomically restricted—he'd implied as much to Connimore—and if the existence of said injury wasn't linked to his determination to groom Percy as his heir... and, possibly, to his dismissal of matrimony. 

He halted. Jerked from her thoughts, she stopped walking and looked at him. He'd turned to view the stream; she followed his gaze and realized they were standing beside the deep pool within the wood that divided the last of the manor's fields from the road and the bridge. The trees had just come into leaf, screening the area in spring green, dappling the sunlight that shone through to illuminate the darker green of lush grass, the rich brown of the path. 

The birdsong was louder, more concentrated; the flutter of wings drifted through the trees. The burbling of the stream changed into a sigh as it slid into the deep pool, then quietly flowed on. 

"This was my favorite spot when I was a boy. I used to come here to fish whenever I could." 

"By yourself?" 

"Usually." Jack looked at the opposite bank, where the trees and shrubs crowded down to the water. 
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"The village is a fair distance away, and there's no other farm close. To get here any of the local lads had to cross a lot of manor land, and they were scared of Cruikshanks, our gamekeeper." 

Beside him, Boadicea stared at the smooth surface of the pool. "There's rarely anyone here." She glanced up and caught his eye. "I often walk this way. It's a lovely spot and almost always deserted." 

Precisely why he'd steered her there. He raised his brows at her. "You fish?" 

Her brows rose even higher, infinitely more haughty. "Not here, but I do fish, as it happens." 

He blinked. "Another activity not on the list of recommended occupations for a marquess's daughter." 

She laughed and turned along the path. "I have three older brothers. When we were children, they disappeared with their rods whenever they could." 

"And little sister followed?" 

She inclined her head. "Whenever I could. Which was more frequently than my stepmother would have wished, but then she was one of the principal reasons I used to slip away." 

"You didn't get along with her?" 

"No, but my going fishing wasn't only because of that. Much to her disgust, I was never particularly concerned with being a 'proper little lady.'" She glanced back and caught his eye. "I was never little, for a start, and, of course, I was always being lectured that fishing was for boys, which only made me more determined to enjoy it." 

Jack smiled. He found no difficulty imagining a much younger Boadicea determinedly forging her own path through life. Elements of her background as James had described it floated across his mind; clearly willfull self-determination was a deeply ingrained trait. 

She was drifting along the path, not strolling as they had been, but nevertheless moving on. He shifted, soundlessly followed. A beam of sunlight struck through the canopy and caught in her hair; it glowed richly, facets of blood-red garnet flaming in the dark mass of her chignon. 

His fingers itched to slide into the silky weight. Burned to stroke the fine satin of her nape, the evocative curve exposed and vulnerable as she looked down atthe path. 

He closed the distance between them, caught her arm, drew her to face him, halted, and smoothly drew her into his arms. 

She blinked, eyes widening as she realized. He smothered a gloating, too-hungry smile. "We haven't yet celebrated our victory over Jones." 

She didn't pull back, didn't even tense; there was no recoil, no resistance in her. Her eyes searched his, then her brows rose lightly. "No—we haven't." 

Her voice was a touch breathless, but there was no trepidation—no equivocation—in her lovely eyes. 

Her direct gaze sent desire lancing through him; she was waiting, calmly agreable, to see what he would do.... 
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"I think we should." He bent his head. 

She lifted her lips. "So do I." 



Chapter 7

The kiss started innocently, a light brush of lips; that lasted for all of one second. Hunger erupted, unexpected, unprecedented, and roared through them both. Their lips fused, melded; she pressed closer as he gathered her to him. 

Her lips parted beneath his, inviting, inciting; he plunged in, seized, plundered, and sensed her delight. 

He molded her to him, urged on by the flagrant fire in her kiss, in the wordless but eloquent invitation she blatantly laid before him. She wanted as he did, with the same single-minded purpose, with the same urgency, the same need. 

A need he for one didn't fully understand, one that overwhelmed with just a kiss, that too easily—effortlessly—swept them into a conflagration that threatened and demanded but one end. An end they both transparently desired; she sank against him, her arms locked about his neck, her fingers spearing through his hair to hold him, to snare him, to willingly surrender to him. 

Her wish was implicit in every shifting, seductive slide of her long, sumptuous body against his. In every shared gasp as they kissed, in every tantalizing stroke of her tongue against his. Desire answered, roaring through his veins, thudding in his fingertips. 

 Here. Now. 

He heard the clamor clearly, sensed it not just in the throbbing hardness of his body but in the heated softness of hers. 

But... the same instincts that had kept him alive through thirteen long years still functioned. It was unlikely anyone would venture by, yet they were in the open. Taking her here, now... no. 

Such a coupling, however passionate and satisfying, would necessarily be restricted by their clothes, and when he first sank into Boadicea, he wanted her naked beneath him. Wanted to be naked, too, to feel her skin against his, feel the satin smoothness of her thighs grip his flanks as he rode her.... 

Not here, not now. 

At least, not that. 

Strategy, tactics, had long been second nature; he didn't need to think but simply knew, as he toppled her hat from her head and eased her down to the thick grass, what would suffice for now, and pave the way for later. 

Clarice sank to the grass, smelled the crisp tang as it crushed beneath them, felt the coolness of the earth only momentarily before it heated beneath her. And him. He was all hot, hard muscle, fluid strength and potent masculinity; at close quarters, he was devastating. She couldn't think beyond the need to spread Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her hands across his naked chest. 

But that wasn't to be, not yet. 

He lay beside her, propped on one elbow, one hard hand framing her face as, leaning over her, he plundered her mouth and besieged her senses. His body was close, yet not close enough. She ached to have him against her; she tried to draw him down, but he didn't budge. 

Instead he moved his hand from her jaw to her breast. 

Pleasure, pure and sharp, arced through her, stole her breath, made her arch, pushing her breast more firmly into his hand, a flagrant invitation he accepted as his due. His long fingers finned, stroked, caressed, through the fine muslin found her nipple and tempted, teased, then squeezed. 

She forgot about breathing; it no longer seemed necessary. The sensations he pressed on her claimed her mind, claimed her senses. Set her wits whirling giddily, artfully pleasured as they'd never been. 

So this was sensual delight. 

At last. 

Her body responded, unfurling, or so it seemed, like a rosebud beneath the sun. He was heat and she was yearning; he gave and she took. Or so it seemed. 

She felt gentle tugs at her side, felt her bodice loosen. 

Felt his fingers press aside the muslin and the fine lawn of her chemise to slide beneath and cup her breast. Skin to skin, the sensitive satin of her breast against his hard palm. She shuddered with sudden understanding, with anticipation and wonder. 

Deep within, some emotion, some primal, until-now-buried compulsion stirred. Distantly aware of it, she let it rise, unconcerned, curious. 

Then his lips left hers. Before she could summon enough decision to open her eyes, she felt the soft brush of his hair on her bare skin, immediately followed by the hot brand of his mouth. 

His lips skated over the upper curve of her breast, and her lungs seized. Then he dipped his head; that scalding heat closed over her nipple, and she gasped, arched, felt more than heard a growl of male satisfaction and inwardly glowed, with a satisfaction of her own, one she'd never expected to feel. 

Lips curving, she let her fingers firm on his skull, encouraged him to feast, caught her breath on a gasp when he did, rode out the blissful spike of pleasure, then let the desire that raced in its wake drive her, guide her. 

She shifted, lifted beneath him; inexperienced, untutored, she might be, yet she knew enough, could guess enough. With her body she tempted him, lured him. There was no thought in her mind beyond seeing how much further the pleasure might stretch, how much more he might share with her. 

He responded, not with any calculation but in instinctive reaction, with a shuddering gasp he couldn't suppress, with a sudden tensing of muscles already tight, with a flaring of wholly male need. 
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His erection rode against her thigh, rigid, impressive, not threatening so much as tempting. She longed to reach down and caress him, to take that hardness into her palm and learn of it as he was learning her, but she couldn't press her arm between them, not without pressing him back. 

She cracked open her lids and glanced down, felt desire grip her as she watched him minister to her swollen flesh. From beneath his lids, his eyes flashed, and caught hers; he held her gaze as he slowly laved, then drew one nipple into the hot wetness of his mouth and suckled. 

Her lids fell; a moan escaped her, a sound she'd never before made in her life. A sound of feminine need, of female entreaty. 

He heard, but didn't respond; all he did was shift his attention to her other breast and make her moan again. 

She wanted, throbbed with a need she'd never felt before, yet recognized. She knew what she wanted, was certain she could have it, if she dared. If she made her wishes plain. 

Twisting beneath him, she slid one thigh against him, let her hip and thigh caress him, and was instantly rewarded. He sucked in a tight breath, held it, then he lifted his head, framed her jaw, held her face steady as his lips covered hers, as his tongue plunged between and ravaged her mouth. 

Through her giddily whirling senses she felt the touch of spring air on her legs as he lifted her skirts and slid his hand beneath. Long fingers traced upward, over her stockinged knee, skated over her garter to lightly grip bare skin. For an instant, he savored, his palm running over the delicate skin of her upper thigh, then he reached higher, boldly touched her curls, stroked down, through, and parted her. 

Slid one long finger into her. 

She managed not to gasp, not to tremble at the unexpected invasion. For one moment, her struggle to suppress any reaction that would scream of just how unused to such easy intimacy she was distracted her. Then he shifted his hand, pressing deeper, then stroked. 

Her mind fragmented, senses spinning, then abruptly re-focusing as he repeated the act. 

Again, and again. 

Suddenly nothing else mattered. Nothing beyond the heat racing through her, the flames consuming her. 

The conflagration built, and built. Although his lips remained on hers, his body shielding hers while he pandered to her needs, while he gave her one element of what she wished, some part of his mind watched, cataloged, and gave her the ability to do the same. 

To override the distraction of her panting breaths, her fiery skin, her ever-tightening nerves, and view the exchange critically, and see what they each drew from it. 

Pleasure. For her physical and sensual, for him the same but in a different way. 

He knew what he was doing; never once did she doubt it. He didn't rush, but drove her steadily up some peak of sensation, held her there so they could both savor the moment, then coolly, calmly, tipped her over the edge. 

Into sensual abandon, a state where her senses disintegrated in rapture, leaving her floating on waves of Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

delight and golden pleasure. 

Jack let her slide into the glory of aftermath. He drew back from their kiss, lifted his head to watch. He studied her face—blissfully radiant, more than relaxed—and felt vindicated. They'd both wanted; they'd both got. 

Enough, for now. 

Momentarily disengaged, his mind wandered. He hadn't foreseen this when he'd initiated their

"celebration." He'd been pursuing his well-thought-out agenda; he'd forgotten Boadicea would have an agenda of her own. Fortunately, their agendas had been highly compatible. When he'd steered her down to the stream, he hadn't envisaged anything so explicit, hadn't imagined that, together, mutually intent, they could by mutual consent dispense with the preliminaries and conjure ... heat enough to cinder all sense, to make it near impossible to think. 

That heat had risen and engulfed them, igniting desire, sending it searing down their veins, driving them on, demanding more, whipping their senses with a lash of expectation and the promise of estatic delight. 

For them both, expectation and promise4 still beckoned, still waited, not patiently, in the wings. 

Her lashes fluttered, rose to reveal eyes dark and lustrous with passion. Her hands, lax on his shoulders, firmed, gripped. She urged him back down to her, lifted her lips as he obliged, and kissed him. 

With a wholly feminine confidence. Never had any invitation to intimacy been so explicit; he felt it to his bones, felt its potency slide through him. He fought to resist.  Not here, not now. 

She didn't have the same reservations. She drew back just enough to whisper against his lips, "Come to me ... now." 

The last word glided over his lips, distilled temptation. He felt himself literally harden, muscles growing rigid with the effort to hold back. He savored her lips, but kept his mental distance, then drew back and murmured, "Not here. Not now." 

She opened her eyes and looked into his, searched them. Then asked, "When then? And where?" 

The simple, straightforward, oh-so-direct questions sent lust spiraling through him; no equivocation, no obfuscation, no falsity. She wanted him, and knew he wanted her. He shifted in a vain attempt to ease the ache in his loins. "Soon." The tension in the word had a smile teasing her lips. He held her gaze for an instant, then suggested, 'Tonight?" 

She didn't nod, but her eyes, her expression signaled her wholehearted agreement. "Where?" 

That was harder. Concentrating was difficult The warmth they'd generated wafted the perfume from her skin, from her gorgeous breasts, bared and still swollen, elementally tempting; it combined with the headier scent of the slickness he'd drawn forth, an even more evocative invitation to sink his body into hers. Hardly surprising he could barely focus. 

"Hmm..." Reluctantly he withdrew his fingers from the heated haven between her thighs. 

"Not the rectory, and not the manor either." Helpfully she stated the obvious. 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

He couldn't bring himself to lift back from her, from the promise she embodied. "The folly on the hill—

is it still habitable?" 

Her lips curved. "Yes. And yes, that will do very nicely." 

He studied her smile, tempted to ask why "very nicely," but he'd learn the answer soon enough. 

"Tonight, at the folly, after dark." 

Her smile deepened. She held his gaze, her own mysterious and yet open and direct. After a moment, her gaze lowered to his lips. "Are you going to let me up?" 

Her tone suggested she was in two minds about what answer she wanted. 

So he gave her the answer they would both prefer. "Eventually." 

Then he bent his head and again set his lips to hers. 


*  *  *

 Twilight was fading from the sky, leaving it a deep indigo flecked with brilliant stars, when Clarice slipped out of the rectory. She paused on the porch to draw in a deep breath, to savor the sweet smell of night-blooming flowers, then calmly flicked her shawl about her shoulders and set off down the drive. 
The spring night closed around her, familiar yet, tonight, faintly exotic, spiced with the subtle thrill of impending adventure. She often walked in the evening; no one would miss her until morning, and she would be back long before then. 

Her expectations of the coming hours wound her nerves tight, sent excitement sliding down her veins. 

Normally she walked simply to ease the energy pent up inside her; tonight, she turned out of the gate accepting that when she returned, she might well be exhausted. 

She didn't truly know what to expect, not specifically. She didn't even know whether she would enjoy the exercise, but she wanted to find out. 

With Jack Warnefleet, she could. With him she would finally learn about those aspects of herself, the sensual, elementally female aspects that she'd thought would remain forever untried, unbroached. 

She'd parted from him when they'd reached the rectory; he'd gone to talk with James while she'd turned her attention to the numerous household matters awaiting her decree. Countless times over the ensuing hours, she'd asked herself whether she was mad, or if it was a case of her reckless, hedonistic streak, the one her stepmother so deplored, overcoming her good sense. 

Viewing the question dispassionately, she rather thought the latter was indeed true. But what she couldn't quite fathom was why, after all these years of quiet, even docile existence, it had taken Jack Warnefleet less than twenty-four hours to bring that long-buried part of her not just back to her surface, but back in full strength. 

Back in mature strength; she felt the impulse to act, to seize and wrest from life what she wanted, far more powerfully than she had before, seven and more long years ago. 
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She crossed the stream at the stone bridge, then left the road. Climbing over a stile, she unerringly followed the path through the lower meadow and up the gentle hill that commanded the upper reaches of the valley; built high on stilts, the folly sat within a small wood just below the crown. From the valley, the folly was all but invisible, but from the single room high in the canopies, the views were extensive, an arcadian panorama of quiet valley and distantly burbling stream, of woods and orchards and green pastures. 

The folly belonged to the manor; it was on manor lands, but no one from there or anywhere else visited any longer. She'd discovered it within a month of coming to Avening, on one of her first nighttime walks. 

It had fallen into disrepair, so she'd claimed it as her place, something no one from either the manor or the rectory had thought odd, or had questioned. She'd spent her own money to have the shingles repaired and the leaks in the roof patched, the windows reset and the floor restored. Howlett had volunteered furniture from the manor's attics. Connimore had taken to sending up two maids every few weeks to

dust and sweep, while she had brought what comforts she wished—a rug, books, cushions, and more—

from the rectory. 

Passing into the cooler, denser shadows of the trees surrounding the folly, she looked ahead, senses sharpening, anticipation digging in its spurs. 

He would have come via the other path, the one that led directly from the manor. Both paths cut through the trees to converge before the folly; as she stepped out from the shadows into the small clearing, she noted the door at the top of the wooden stairs was open, propped wide. 

No candle glowed, no shadow stirred behind the wide windows of the room high above, but she was the only one who ever came this way; he was already there, waiting. 

She climbed the stairs; they still creaked, an oddly comforting sound. The door at the top opened directly into the single room that was the folly; she went in, and, through the gloom, saw him. Waiting, as she'd supposed. 

He was sitting in one of the cane armchairs, shoulders wide against the chair's broad back, one booted ankle balanced on his knee, elbow on the chair arm, jaw resting on his fist, his eyes fixed on the doorway, on her. 

The fine day had mellowed to a mild evening, he'd doffed his coat and opened his waistcoat. The white of his shirt drew what little light remained, drew her eye, held it. 

Stationary, seated in such an elementally masculine pose, he exuded an even more powerful aura of harnessed strength, as if without the distraction of his fluid, graceful movements, the truth shone more clearly. 

For a moment, she considered the picture he made, took note, then, reaching behind her, closed the door. 

He watched her, unmoving, yet she sensed the tightening of the rein under which he held himself, sensed, too, his careful gauging of her. For this moment, the initiative was hers; wisdom urged her to grasp it. 

Thanks to the wide windows that filled the folly's front wall, framing the views, there was light enough to see by. Crossing to the dresser that stood along one wall, she let her shawl slide from her shoulders, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

caught it, folded it, and laid it down. 

She walked past the wide daybed, set before the windows, its thick mattress draped with colorful throws, the cushions strewn upon it bright and inviting. One of the bank of windows was open; pushing it wide, she looked out, breathed in. The scents of the wood laced with apple blossom from the orchards slid through her. 

"About this." Her voice was even, steady. Turning, through the gloom she met his gaze. "Before we go further, I want to make one point clear." 

Seeing him sitting there, waiting for her, confident, arrogant even though he hid it well, she'd realized just how much of a danger he was—could be—to her, and what form that danger might take. He was the personification of a gentleman of her class; no matter she didn't imagine he intended it, she wasn't going to fall victim to one such. Not again.  Never again. 

"I want you to know—and to agree—that no matter what passes between us, what happens here or elsewhere, that this will be nothing more than a limited liaison." Leaving the windows, she drifted, her gaze on him as she circled the room toward him. "Whatever else might come to be, this, between us, is only a temporary relationship, one that will last as long as we both wish, but that ultimately will fade and be no more." 

She halted beside the chair, looked down through the shadows into his eyes. "I want it understood that in even beginning this, we both recognize it will end, and with no repercussions. No obligation, no implied understanding, no expectations of anything." 

His eyes held hers. "The moment, and nothing more?" 

"Precisely." She held his gaze for two heartbeats longer. "That's my price. Are you willing to meet it?" 

He rose, in one fluid movement came to his feet a hand-breadth away. 

She suddenly found herself looking up, feeling slight. 

Jack looked down into her face, acutely aware of the tug of desire, the compulsion she so easily evoked just by being in the same room, by being within arm's reach. Her price was a rake's dream; no repercussions guaranteed. A clean start, and a clean end; if asked to state his own preferred rules of engagement, he would have said the same. 

Why, then, did her saying it—demanding that that was how their relationship would be, setting down the very rules he normally preferred to play by—evoke such a contrary reaction in him? 

Why was he suddenly absolutely certain—more, fixed upon—getting more, taking more, from her? 

It had to be some form of momentary madness. He shook it aside, and reached for her. "Yes." 

He drew her to him, bent his head, paused just long enough to watch her lids fall, see her lips part, then he kissed her. 

Sank into her mouth, not just sure of his welcome but assured of it, a fact implicit in the way she came into his arms, not passively but actively seeking to be closer, to impress her flagrantly female body on his harder male form, to entice, then incite. 
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Their mouths melded, tongues mated. She spread her hands on his chest, fingertips sinking into muscle in wordless demand. He splayed his hands over her back, pressed her to him, then swept his palms down, over her waist, over her hips to boldly cup her bottom and draw her fully to him. 

She was tall enough that his erection pressed against her mons; he molded her to him, suggestively shifted against her, and felt the urgent shudder that racked her spine. 

They were both adults, both mature, both experienced enough so that while there was no hurry, there likewise was no need for any slow introduction, especially not this first time. The need that rose through them was powerful, full-fledged, a hunger that had depth and breadth and claws. They surrendered without a fight—more, they welcomed it, let it ride them, flow through them. Take them. He sensed her commitment, that moment when she let go of all restraint and gave herself up to their pas'sion; he followed without thought. 

Raising his head, breaking from the kiss that had already set their pulses racing, he backed her to the daybed. She shuffled back at his direction, let him steer her, her hands, her whole focus, on the buttons closing his shirt. Her legs bumped the side of the daybed as the last button slid free; she spread the halves of the shirt wide, paused for a heartbeat while her eyes devoured, then set her hands to his skin. 

His reaction shocked him, for one instant rocked him; no other woman's touch had ever made him feel weak. But then her nails lightly scored, and desire came rushing back, more demanding, more commanding. 

He reached for her laces. 

They stood beside the daybed exchanging occasional, explicitly intimate kisses as they helped each other from their clothes. Hands reached, touched, grasped; fingers stroked, then gripped and stripped away. 

Shadows fell over them, welcoming, enveloping. She'd sent one fiance to war, had been ready to elope with another, had been wooed and pursued by how many males of his ilk he didn't know. 

He did know what type of male she would attract: men like him. Men who wouldn't settle for just a kiss, however explicit, but who would want, and press for, more. So he wasn't surprised by her calmness, her boldness in reaching for what she wanted, what she transparently desired; he wasn't surprised that she showed no sign of modesty, of hesitation when he drew her chemise off over her head. He would have been more surprised if she had. 

Instead, she stood within the loose circle of his arms and marveled—at him. That he hadn't expected. 

The chemise fell from his fingers, disregarded, to the floor, while he drank in the sight of her drinking in the sight of him. 

He was naked; she'd helped him dispense with boots and breeches, insistent while he'd been distracted by the fine buttons on her chemise, so he'd complied. So now they stood close, naked in the soft dark, but with their eyes well adjusted to the night they could both see well enough. 

She reached for him, reached out with fingers spread to touch, to trace, in wonder. That was all he could read in her face, in the pale features that in the weak light were stripped of all pretense; she was a female, but one who ruled. Her expression was not impassive but contained, not aloof so much as in control. He ached to shatter that, to break through her barricades to the sensuous female he knew her to be, to stroke, caress, to rip away that control and bring her to writhing ecstasy. 
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To conquer. Ultimately to make her his. 

Such a possessive urge was unfamiliar, not something that had struck him before. Yet in the dark, standing naked before her, he accepted it, accepted that they were both pagan warriors at heart. 

She confirmed that when she lifted her gaze to his eyes. She searched for but an instant, then boldly stepped into him, into his arms as they closed around her and locked, into his kiss as he bent his head and covered her lips. 

There was no question over what they wanted. 

He pressed her back to the daybed, lowered her to the silky covers, followed her down. Covered her. 

Spread her thighs with his and settled between, locked her hands in his and anchored them to the cushions on either side of her head. He plunged into her mouth and laid claim, dropped all restraint and took from her what he wished, what the real man behind his charming mask, the far-from-civilized warrior wanted. 

Perhaps needed. 

The thought drifted into his brain, then out, unable to find purchase with his senses locked on the heated silken feminine form trapped beneath him. His predatory instincts were fully awake, tracking her responses, noting with growing satisfaction how abandoned, how wanton, those became. 

Then she seemed to gather her strength; her fingers curled around his, and she kissed him back. 

Met him, matched him, challenged hint

The kiss turned incendiary; flames roared through his head, through his body, licked around his soul. 

Her hips lifted beneath his, tilting, driving him, directing ... 

On a gasp, he drew back, raised up on his elbows to look down at her breasts, then he bent his head and feasted. 

Ravenously. 

Clarice cried out. Beyond thought, beyond concern, beyond everything but sensation. Sensation that poured through her, that with every sharp pull of his mouth on her flesh thrust deeper into her, that with every shift of his hard, muscled, hair-dusted body against hers seared and burned. 

She drank it in, embraced it, opened her heart and soul to it. Felt it to her bones, and gloried. 

Gloried in being female, in being herself, fully, wholly, completely. 

Then he shifted again; releasing one of her hands, he reached down between them, and found her. 

Touched, stroked, pressed in where she was hot and slick and wet. She gathered herself, her wits, steeling herself to withstand the shattering sensation of his finger boldly entering her. 

Instead, his fingers left her. He released her breast; shifting higher up her body, he found her lips again, took them as he gripped her thigh just above her knee and moved it wider, opening her more fully, then he shifted his hips, pressed nearer, and she felt the broad head of his erection press against her. 
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Slide into her. 

Her senses unraveled. She tried to breathe, tried to relax and let it happen, let him in. He pressed deeper: The physical impact was devastating; the onslaught of sensations, all new, all sharp, hot, and searingly exciting, overwhelmed her. Held her completely in thrall, her entire being focused on the slow, heavy, inexorable penetration of his body into hers. 

The slow, steady, and inexorable possession. 

That realization slid through her, shivered down her spine, made her fingers clench, her nails sinking into his upper arms as her body arched beneath his. Not fought but tried to hold on, to hold back ... 

His hand slid up her thigh, pressed beneath her and cupped her bottom, gripped and tilted her hips, holding her steady, anchored beneath him for that slow, steady impalement. 

And then, with one last thrust, he was there, deep inside her, and she couldn't catch her breath. A sharp sting was all she'd felt; she hadn't expected more, but her lungs had seized. What little air she took came through him, through the kiss that suddenly seemed her only anchor in a world transformed. A world where sensation ruled, where pleasure was king, where emotions swirled and eddied, built and surged, and dragged her down. 

A world that had closed in to just her and him, joined intimately on the daybed in the moonlight. 

He was hard and heavy, potent and so male, so foreign within her. Eyes closed, she clung as he slowly withdrew, then powerfully surged in, sinking deep, then thrusting deeper yet. A sound escaped her, a whimper of pleasure. He repeated the action, even more forcefully, and the sound came again, more definite, more revealing. 

She felt his satisfaction, felt his determination to drive her further as if it were tangible, something she could touch. 

Then he lowered his body to hers, let her feel his weight, his chest hard, crinkly hair against her swollen breasts, abrading her excruciatingly sensitive nipples as he withdrew and thrust in, setting the pace for a long, steady ride. 

The arms her fingers had wrapped around were warm steel, flexing with the rocking of his body into hers, but otherwise solid and unmoving. She held on tight, lungs locked as sensation swelled, welled, then the dam broke and she let passion take her. Let it sweep through her, consume her, drive her body against his in a primitive dance, rising again and again to the escalating rhythm. 

Reality fractured. There was no life beyond their shared breaths, beyond the dance of thrust and retreat, of acceptance and release, of need and fire, and the flames of passion that flared and coalesced and drove them. 

On. Unrelentingly demanding. Not just him but her, too; her own demands swelled and filled her. She let her body free, let it take him as it would, as he gave himself and took her. 

They were matched. Despite the unforgiving, brutally hard body pinning her down, plunging deep, powerfully driving her on, despite the fact that in the presence of his strength she felt so much weaker, despite all the physical advantages he held, she held advantages, too. 
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Her power showed in his touch, not reverent so much as covetous, in the hunger that drove him, that seemed to well from his soul as he drove himself into her. As if he needed to be there, deep inside, and that need was not physical alone. 

That knowledge was hers, instinctive and sure, but understanding was beyond her. The flames grew, roared; sensation built, nerves steadily coiling, tight, then tighter. Hot, then hotter. Then the kaleidoscope of passion and desire swirled about them, swooped and caught them, whipped them high to some pinnacle of earthly bliss, held them there for one bright, indescribably intense instant, then flung them down. 

Released them. 

Shattered them. Fragmented their senses with that release. 

Emptied them. 

Of thought, of will, of feeling. 

The little death, they called it; she now knew why. But unlike death, in the aftermath came ... not feeling, not sensation, but a warm sea of emotion, flooding in, filling her, buoying her. 

Blindly, she shifted one hand, found his head on her shoulder, lightly riffled his soft hair. He'd collapsed and lay heavily upon her, pressing her into the bed, totally immobilizing her. 

It didn't matter; she couldn't move, and his weight felt curiously right. 

Just as the whole, first to last, had felt... meant to be. 

So easy. 

So... amazing. 

She felt her lips curve. Eyes still closed, she gave herself up to the golden glory sliding through her veins, and let the peace and the sense of fulfillment soothe her, let them both seep to her soul. 


*  *  *

 Jack stirred. Eventually. Not because he wanted to; he could happily lie on her, feeling her soft and sated beneath him, feeling her sheath hot and wet occasionally contracting about his sated flesh, for any number of hours. 
But although she was relaxed beneath him, he was worried he was crushing her, and as he had every intention of persuading her to repeat the exercise later, not just tonight but frequently in the future, it seemed wise to exercise some degree of restraint and not push his luck. 

Besides ... 

He rolled onto his back, lifting her half over him, draping her long limbs about him, securing her, still Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

boneless, within the circle of his arm. 

Where she belonged. 

That wasn't a thought he'd intended thinking, but he couldn't deny what he felt. That, however, was only one of the disturbing mysteries their actions of the past half hour had uncovered. 

Head back on the cushions, he looked up at the ceiling, at the dappled shadows that shifted as the breeze played in the treetops outside. He stared unseeing at the changing patterns while he cataloged what he knew, and what he didn't yet understand. 

Minutes passed, then she stirred. He felt the infusion of tension into her muscles, the change in her breathing as she came fully awake. He didn't move. For a long moment, she lay cradled in his arm, then, hand splaying on his chest, she pushed back and sat up. He let his arm slide down, permitted her to move away. Smoothly, without looking at him, she swung to sit on the edge of the daybed, then rose. 

He had to fight to squelch the urge to reach out and haul her back. He watched as she walked, not to where her clothes had fallen, but to the window. She stood and looked out. The moon had risen; half-full, it shed a gentle light, one that bathed her white skin in an unearthly radiance, making it glow softly, pearl-bright. Her hair... he'd avoided disarranging it earlier; now it hung in a heavy knot low over her nape, still coiled and partly anchored in her usual chignon, but with dark tendrils their lovemaking had teased loose curling over her shoulders and down her long, exquisitely lovely back. 

Her spine remained regally straight; her stance gave no hint that she was uncomfortable in her nakedness. 

She'd moved through the room with her usual grace. 

He shifted onto one side, coming up on one elbow, settling, raising one knee. "You were a virgin." 

Clarice turned her head and looked at him. Studied the body that had so recently joined with hers. 

" 'Was' being the operative word." She'd foreseen the comment, one reason for her clear rules of engagement. "I was, now I'm not That's all there is to it." 

She couldn't see the frown in his eyes, but she knew it was there. 

"You should have told me—I could have hurt you." 

She raised her brows, faintly skeptical. "I'm twenty-nine. I've ridden all my life. It was unlikely there'd be much pain." Just the faintest of stings, as it had happened; she'd hoped he hadn't noticed. She kept her gaze on his face. "My virginity wasn't something I valued. It was something I'd been left with long past the date it should have been gone. Pray accept my thanks for eradicating it." 

A ripple of something passed through him, but she could read nothing in his shadowed face. He lay there, flagrantly male, blatantly strong, his chest—that glorious expanse that fascinated her—wide and heavily muscled, tapering past a rock-hard abdomen to much narrower waist and hips, and long, strong, legs. 

All naked, blatantly displayed for her delectation. 

Except... was it her imagination, or had some dangerous quality, one she couldn't name, crept in, infused his body, his stance, something that was not quite a threat, but a hint of displeasure? 

"Your thanks ..." His voice was low; she hadn't noticed before how gravelly it had grown. Now she felt it slide through her and fought to quell a shiver. 
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His gaze hadn't left her; she could feel it like a flame. Slowly, he let it slide down her body, a caress, intimate, frankly possessive. 

Oh, yes, she'd been right to state her terms, and make them clear. 

Slowly, his gaze rose, returned to her face. "Perhaps you should tender your thanks in more than just words?" 

She couldn't help hear the challenge in his voice, couldn't help read it in his frankly masculine pose. 

Couldn't help meet it. Coolly, she raised her brows. 

With slow deliberation, he held out one hand. "Come here." 

For one long moment, she studied him. Then she pushed away from the window, crossed the room unhurriedly, and placed her hand in his. 


*  *  *

 Walking home through his fields in the dark hours before dawn, Jack detoured via the rose garden. He sat on the cold stone bench in the alcove and stared at the still pond, giving his mind, his thoughts—hell, his body—time to rediscover their equilibrium. 
She'd thrown him. Not just off-balance but into some disordered reality where he wasn't entirely sure which way was normal, which was safe. 

He'd started the evening sure he was in control, that he had the reins of their affair—that's how he'd thought of it— firmly in his grasp. Even after she'd surprised him with her unexpectedly straightforward view of the matter, he'd believed all was, if not quite as he'd anticipated, then only slightly off-track. His urge to oppose her, to disagree and change her rules, even if he hadn't previously been one to react to feminine suggestions with mindless, instinctive opposition, he'd assumed that was all his reaction was. 

He was no longer so sure that was true. 

Not after she'd blindsided him with her statement about her virginity, serenely absolving him of any and all responsibility for taking her maidenhead. 

Not after what had followed. 

He didn't, even now, understand his reaction. All he did know was that it was real, that it was a fundamental part of him, no fleeting response but something grounded in who he truly was, in the man he was, not superficial, not something he could discard. His taking her virginity might not have meant anything to her, but it had meant, and still did mean, a great deal to him. 

Her dismissal of her virginity as valueless, her casting of her allowing him to take it as a matter of no account, had triggered that response. When she'd so calmly put her hand in his, he hadn't been able to suppress it, whatever it was. Not temper; that didn't even come close. Something akin to an unquenchable need to conquer. 

The passion she'd unleashed in him had been frightening. It had pushed him to sweep her into sexual Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

arenas of which she couldn't possibly have had any experience, into realms of sensuality that should have shocked her, that should have had her retreating if not outright fleeing. 

Instead, she'd met him, matched him, risen to every challenge, every blatantly sexual demand he'd made of her. 

One point was clear; the gendemen who'd labeled her an iceberg had had no notion of what she truly was. It was true she wasn't a woman who melted into a man's arms. Boadicea didn't melt—in the throes of passion, she was like flaming steel, hot, searing, malleable, giving in her way, but not weakly. Never weakly. 

He'd wanted to conquer her, and in the end she'd surrendered at least enough to appease him, but along the way he greatly feared that she had returned the favor. 

His head was still spinning, an unsurprising response to discovering the one lady who could affect him to that extent, while simultaneously realizing that she hadn't intended to. 

Didn't intend to; she had no interest in any long-term relationship. It wasn't hard to understand why. 

Even while he'd been inwardly rebelling at her insistence that their liaison was strictly temporary, he'd recognized why she'd taken such a stance, and declared it so clearly. 

But that had been before he'd thrust inside her and felt the telltale give, so slight that if he hadn't been concentrating so intently on her body's responses, he would have missed that fractional instant of pain. 

Most other men would have; he hadn't. He'd known. 

And the knowledge had made him feel... like a conqueror who had found his rightful queen. 

Putting his head in his hands, he clutched his hair and groaned. 

He'd turned his back on marriage, deliberately, unequivocally, so fate had sent him a lover, one who possessed the ability to satisfy him, all of him, as no other ever had, one who wanted marriage no more than he.... 

It should have been perfect. He should have been deliriously happy. 

Instead, there he was, sated to his teeth, sitting on a cold hard bench trying not to think of how his entire life had, in one night, turned on its head, so that his future—any degree of future contentment—now depended on him succeeding in a task that was as close to impossible as made no odds. 

He had to get Boadicea to change her mind. 



Chapter 8

He'd charmed women by the hundreds, ladies by the score. All he had to do was charm Boadicea. 

Jack stood at the manor's drawing-room window and watched Clarice walking briskly up his drive. So briskly, she appeared set on storming his castle; from the look on her face, pale and serious, he doubted charm—any amount of charm—would get him far today, but what concerned him most was the figure Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

struggling to keep pace by her side. James. 

Clarice was only an inch shorter than James; she had the longer legs. Jack watched as she halted, rather grimly waited for James to catch up, then stormed on. 

James didn't look upset; he looked concerned but, Jack would swear, not about Clarice. He didn't waste time wondering what might have happened; he headed for the front door. 

The doorbell pealed. Howlett appeared, tugging his coat straight as he made for the door. Jack fell in behind him. He waited until Howlett swung the door wide, then stepped forward to greet Clarice as, head up, spine rigid, she marched in. 

He reached for her hand, squeezed it, met her dark eyes. "What's happened?" This close, with her hand in his, he could sense her agitation. 

She drew breath, then said, "Over the breakfast table this morning, I realized who that unfortunate young man reminds me of." Turning, she waved at James, who, almost puffing, had followed her in. 

He exchanged a nod with Jack as Clarice continued, "The young man reminds me of James." 

Jack blinked; the young man looked nothing like James. 

Clarice made a dismissive sound. "Not as James is now, but there's a portrait in the family collection of James when he was sixteen." She viewed James critically. "Now James looks more like the Altwoods, but then he looked more like his mother's family, the Sissingbournes." 

James met Jack's eyes. "If Clarice is right, I greatly fear the young man might be one of my relatives." 

James's face clouded. "I should have come earlier, done the right thing and put my books aside—" 

"Never mind that." Clarice took his arm and drew him on. "You're here now, so let's go upstairs and see—" She broke off. 

Clattering footsteps drew their eyes to the stairs. A maid came hurrying down. Seeing them, she blushed, slowed; stepping off the stairs, she bobbed a curtsy. "Begging y'r pardon, m'lord, m'lady, Reverend Altwood, but Mrs. Connimore says as the young man's stirring again. She thinks he might wake this time." 

Clarice nodded. "We were just on our way up." Determinedly, she steered James to the stairs. 

Jack came up on James's other side in time to hear James murmur, "I wonder if it's Teddy." 

Clarice glanced sharply at James. "Were you expecting him?" 

James shook his head. "But he's the most likely of that lot to come calling." To Jack, he added, 

"Teddy's a canon with the Bishop of London." 

Jack grimaced. "Not many canons drive high-perch phaetons." 

James's face cleared. 'True." Then his frown returned. "So..." 

Clarice stepped off the stairs into the gallery. "Come along, and you can see who it is, and then we can puzzle over why he's here." 
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Her bracing, faintly exasperated tone got James moving down the corridor. They came to the open sickroom door. Clarice led the way in, then stepped to the side. James followed, his gaze going directly to the young man lying in the bed. 

"Not Teddy." James studied the young man, now restless and twisting fretfully beneath the sheets, frowning as if in the grip of some nightmare. James frowned, too, then his face cleared. "Anthony—it's Anthony." James glanced at Jack. "Teddy's younger brother." 

At the sound of his name, the young man stilled, then, with obvious effort, he lifted his lids. James was standing at the end of the bed, directly in his line of sight. 

"James?" The young man blinked, struggling to focus. "Is that you?" 

"Yes, indeed, my boy." James went around the bed so Anthony could more easily see his face. "But what brings you here? And what happened?" 

Anthony licked dry lips. Instantly, Clarice was at his other side, holding a glass of water. Jack pushed past James and supported Anthony's shoulders. He gratefully sipped the water, then weakly motioned that he'd had enough. Jack laid him back on the pillows Mrs. Connimore plumped behind him, relieved to see a little color returning to his face. 

"I came to warn you. Teddy sent me." Anthony looked at James. "He found out there's some report within the church that names you a military spy through the last decade. You're under investigation." 

"What?" James looked stunned. 

"That's nonsense." Clarice stared down at Anthony. 

Anthony waved weakly. "We all know that, but, well... something's going on." His lids fluttered; he seemed to gather his strength, then he gestured to the bed. "Well, it's obvious. How else did I get here?" 

Jack's face set. Dragging an armchair from the side of the room, he set it beside the bed, then bundled James, still shocked and stiff, into it. Mrs. Connimore, on the other side of the bed, had pulled up a chair for Clarice; Jack fetched a straight-backed chair for himself. 

Clarice turned to Mrs. Connimore. "Perhaps a little chicken broth?" 

Mrs. Connimore, eyes on Anthony, nodded. "Just what I was thinking myself. I'll get it heating." 

She left the room, closing the door behind her. 

"Now," Jack said, "tell us first about the accident on the road." 

Anthony's lips twisted. "No accident. I'm not such a ham-fisted clod that I would run my cattle into a ditch, and I swear I was stone-cold sober." 

"There was another carriage," Clarice prompted, and was immediately treated to a hazel-eyed glare. 

She was taken aback for a second, then met it belligerently. "We know there was." 

Anthony, eyes half-closed, nodded. "He drove me off the road." 
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"Can you describe him?" Jack kept his eyes on Clarice; she mutely sniffed, but kept her lips closed. 

Anthony frowned. "Largish, pale face—rather round. A gentleman ... of sorts." 

Clarice's description had been more detailed, yet they were clearly describing the same man. "Had you met him or seen him before?" Jack asked. 

Anthony started to shake his head, then winced and stopped. "No. But... just before it happened, before the phaeton tipped, I knew—knew he meant to run me off the road. He stared at me, looked into my face." Anthony's gaze found Jack. "He did it deliberately." 

Grim-faced, Jack nodded. "So it seems." 

Anthony grimaced. "When I knew there was no help for it, I jumped, but the phaeton rolled on top of me." He glanced down at his legs. 

"One's broken, but mending well, as is your arm. Other than that, it's all bruises and wrenched muscles." 

Jack caught Anthony's gaze. "You'll be hale and whole in a few months." 

Relief filled Anthony's face, making him look much younger. 

"Now," Clarice said, "what's this about James being under investigation?" 

"Before you get to the message your brother sent," Jack smoothly cut in, "fill in the gap between leaving your brother and reaching here." 

Anthony smiled, faintly apologetic, at Clarice, then turned to Jack. "Teddy sent for me. I met him in the shrine in the grounds at Lambeth. I was surprised he'd told me to go there, but as it turned out, he didn't want anyone to see him speak with me." 

Clarice, lips tight, raised her gaze and, across Anthony, met Jack's eyes. Clearly, despite Teddy's caution, someone had seen the brothers talking. 

"Teddy told me about the allegations against James and asked me to come straight down and warn you." 

Anthony looked at James, rather sheepishly. "I had a dinner to attend that evening, but I left first thing the next morning." 

"You stopped somewhere along the way." Jack leaned forward. "Swindon?" 

Anthony nodded. "I left Swindon after breakfast but I wasn't entirely sure of the way, so I went to Stroud first. Longer, but at least I didn't get lost." 

His voice was less strong; he was clearly tiring. Clarice kept her lips shut, but caught Jack's gaze and widened her eyes at him. 

He looked at Anthony. "All right, now tell us about these allegations. Better yet, try to tell us exactly what Teddy told you." 

Anthony sighed; he closed his eyes, a frown creasing his brow. "Teddy overheard a conversation between the bishop and the dean. He was passing the bishop's study, and the door was slightly Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

ajar—Teddy heard James's name, so stopped and ... he heard that there'd been allegations made that James had been hand in glove with the French, not just recently but over the past decade. 

"The accusations were that James was passing on strategic analyses of Wellington's campaigns, as well as information he'd gleaned about troop strengths and movements from the soldiers he interviewed. 

When one of the deacons at the palace first warned the bishop about it, the bishop dismissed the whole as scurrilous rumors, but then the deacon returned with more details and ... the conversation Teddy overheard was the bishop telling the dean that they would have to treat the matter seriously—that it did indeed appear truly serious—and so they would have to investigate James." 

Anthony paused, then opened his eyes. "That's all Teddy heard because Deacon Humphries—he's the one who'd brought the allegations to the bishop's notice—came into the corridor and Teddy had to move on. Teddy saw Humphries go into the study, presumably to give the bishop all the information he had." 

James had stiffened at the mention of Humphries' name. Studying James's face, Clarice found it unusually unreadable. "Who's Humphries?" 

James blinked, then grimaced. "He's another scholar... well, would-be scholar. He also specializes in military strategy, although in his case purely battlefield tactics." 

"So he's a competitor of sorts," Clarice said. 

James grimaced again. He glanced at Jack. "Years ago, Humphries and I were the principal candidates for the fellowship I still hold." 

"So," Jack replied, "not just a competitor but a rival." 

James sighed. "Unfortunately, Humphries does see it that way." 

"Still?" Clarice asked. "You were made a fellow more than twenty years ago." 

James nodded, his expression one more of sorrow than anger. "When I go up to town to do research, I stay at the palace. The bishop has always been interested in my work, which of course means Humphries hears of it, too. He's never been slow to show that my success, then and now, rankles. 

You see, without the fellowship, and without the livings I hold, he has to support himself via his duties, and so has little time for his research." 

"So he resents you," Clarice said. 

"I fear so." James looked troubled. 

Jack straightened. "Regardless, if there's to be an investigation, then we need to learn the substance of Humphries' allegations." 

"Teddy might have learned more by now. I'm sure he would have tried ..." Anthony's lids had fallen; his voice was increasingly weak. 

Clarice exchanged a firm glance with Jack and James, then patted Anthony's hand where it lay on the covers. "I daresay, but you don't need to worry about that now. You've delivered your message, and may leave the rest to us. You should rest. Mrs. Connimore will bring some broth for you in an hour or so." 
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She pushed back her chair and rose, forcing Jack and James reluctantly to follow suit. 

Anthony lifted his lids enough to look up at her, and smile, rather sweetly. "You're Clarice. Teddy said you'd be here. You probably don't remember me. I was still at school when you ... left, but Teddy said to remember him to you." 

Clarice was surprised—if James was the black sheep of the family, then she was obsidian—but she smiled and inclined her head regally. "Thankyou. Now you should sleep." 

She turned and led the way from the room, with one glance ensuring that James and Jack followed, then headed for the stairs. 

With a nod to Anthony, Jack left in James's wake, closing the door behind him. He paused, then ambled after James, wondering if he'd read that last exchange between Clarice and Anthony correctly. 

Teddy and Anthony both viewed Clarice warmly, something she hadn't expected. Jack couldn't help but wonder how deep the break with her family had been, how acrimonious. Apparently enough for her not to expect to be fondly thought of by other family members. 

He started down the stairs some steps behind James. Clarice was already sweeping across the front hall toward the drawing room, presumably expecting a serious confabulation over Anthony's revelations, when the front doorbell was rung with considerable force. 

Clarice stopped at the drawing room door. James stepped off the stairs and halted, too. Jack continued his descent, outwardly unperturbed, inwardly aware of his instincts stirring even though he couldn't yet see why. 

Howlett appeared and swept majesterially to the door. He opened it; over Howlett's shoulder Jack saw Dickens, James's groom. 

Dickens nodded to Howlett. "I've a message for the master and Lady Clarice. Urgent, it is." 

Howlett stepped back as Clarice, James, and Jack converged on the door. Clarice got there first. 

"Dickens." She nodded at the man. "What's the message?" 

Dickens bobbed to her, and to James and Jack behind her. "M'lady, m'lord, sir, Macimber sent me." 

Dickens's gaze settled on James. "The dean's come from Gloucester and he's waiting to see you, sir. 

He's not staying, but he has an urgent communication from the bishop and must see you right away." 

Standing beside James, Jack felt reluctance sweep over his friend, closely followed by resignation. 

James sighed. "Thankyou, Dickens. I'll come straightaway." 

James went to move past Clarice, but she briskly descended the steps, tightening her shawl about her shoulders as she swung to glance at James. "I'll come, too, of course." 

Jack hid a faint smile and followed at James's heels. "We'll all go." He met Clarice's dark gaze. "Of course." 

She hesitated for a heartbeat, then nodded, and turned to follow Dickens down the drive. 
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* * *

 "I'm afraid, James, that I must insist that you abide by the bishop's stated wishes." Dean Halliwell, the rural dean representing the Bishop of London, tried his best not to meet Clarice's eyes. "You must remain within your parish of Avening until the investigation into these allegations is complete." 
"These allegations are nonsense," Clarice stated, haughty censure coloring her tone, "but if the bishop is so misguided as to give them any credence, then clearly the best person to refute them is James himself." 

Seated in one of the armchairs in James's study, his fingers steepled defensively before him, Dean Halliwell carefully inclined his head her way. "Be that as it may—" 

"To suggest anything else would, I feel sure, be tantamount to a miscarriage of justice." Seated regally in the other armchair, Clarice speared the hapless dean with her gaze. "It could hardly be construed as fair were my cousin not to know of the charges brought against him, nor be given the opportunity to defend himself against them." 

Dean Halliwell drew in a tight breath. "The Church has its own procedures in such matters, Lady Clarice." 

Clarice's expression grew even more stony. She raised her brows. Before she could utter the blistering setdown forming on her lips, Jack shifted in his chair, set beside hers, drawing the dean's attention. 

"Perhaps," Jack said, his tone even and unthreatening, "you might explain those procedures." 

As he'd hoped, Dean Halliwell was eager to offer whatever he could in the hope of appeasing the irate personage on Jack's right. 

"I believe the matter will be heard by the bishop himself in the first instance, purely within the palace, you understand." Halliwell hurried to add, "Regardless, the procedures are the same as a full ecclesiastical court. There will be a prosecutor and a defender appointed." 

"And who will those individuals be?" Clarice asked. 

Her accents were arctic; Dean Halliwell tried not to shiver. "I understand the prosecutor will be the deacon who grst brought the allegations to the bishop's notice." 

Clarice opened her lips, doubtless on a withering denunciation of Deacon Humphries; Jack evenly cut in, "And the defender?" 

He ignored Clarice's fulminating glare. 

"Another deacon named Olsen." Dean Halliwell appeared grateful for Jack's intervention; he looked at James. "I understand Dean Samuels himself wished to defend you, but the bishop ruled that such overt partisanship on his principal advisor's part was unwise." 

From the comer of his eye, Jack saw Clarice's narrow. She'd no doubt interpreted that last comment as he had; unwise for the Church, not unwise for James. He was relieved that, although her lips thinned, she kept them shut. 
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After his initial disbelief at the bishop's edict effectively confining him at Avening, James had grown increasingly subdued, leaving all subsequent questions to Clarice and Jack. Jack continued to probe, to glean all they could from Dean Halliwell, ably assisted by Clarice, although her contributions were primarily nonverbal. 

Eventually, Dean Halliwell made his excuses and fled, Clarice's saber-edged gaze fixed between his shoulder blades. Once his carriage had rattled away down the drive, the three of them returned to the study. 

James sank into the chair behind his desk slowly, as if he still couldn't quite believe the turn events had taken. His gaze was distant, fixed on the opposite wall, his mind far away. 

While Jack could certainly sympathize—two hours ago James had had no idea there were any clouds on his horizon, let alone a storm of this magnitude—Jack's reaction was more in tune with Clarice's. 

She paced back and forth, arms folded beneath her breasts. Her skirts swished as she turned. A definite frown drew down her fine brows; she was clearly wrestling with the problem of what next, of how best to react. How to proceed to clear James's name. 

"Well!" James blew out a breath. His gaze remained distant. 

Jack caught Clarice's eye and raised a brow; she frowned at him for a moment, then waved dismissively. 

"Oh, sit, for heaven's sake. This is hardly the time for standing on ceremony." 

Of course, she'd held to every iota of ceremony while poor Dean Halliwell had been there; suppressing a smile, Jack sank into one of the armchairs. He studied James. 

This was James's battle; while Jack had every intention of doing all he could to assist, he needed to know James's mind. 

"I'll have to go to London and rally the family." 

Clarice's statement, delivered in a tone that brooked no dissension, let alone argument, brought James's head up. 

"Oh, no, my dear. There's really no need ... The bishop will see sense, I'm sure." James looked at Jack. 

"Don't you think, m'boy?" 

Jack didn't, but was saved from explaining by Clarice. 

"If the bishop is ready to waste his time, and that of numerous others, in convening a private court to hear this matter, then there's no grounds to suppose he won't be swayed by whatever trumped-up arguments were laid before him in the first place." 

 Precisely. "I think," Jack said, once again grateful to be able to take the even, reassuring tack, taking the sting from the acerbic truth Clarice so unflinchingly dispensed, "that we do need to respond to this, James." 

James frowned at him, then at Clarice. She ceased her pacing and met James's stare steadily. After a long moment, James seemed to shake aside his thoughts. "No." He leaned back to look at them both. 
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"This is a storm in a teacup, no doubt whipped up by Humphries' regrettable envy. The most appropriate response is to ignore it. The less said, the soonest mended." 

Above her arms, Clarice's breasts swelled. 

"No, James. Not with this." Jack's voice was no longer reassuring, an edge of steel creeping in. "If you don't challenge and defeat these 'allegations,' and the bishop determines you have a case to answer, then the charge that will go before any secular court will be one of treason." 

James smiled. "But that's just it, dear boy. No one in his right mind would accuse an Altwood of treason." 

Clarice's snort was eloquent. "For goodness sake, James! The only reason the bishop has convened a private court is because of the family,  but he's still convened that court.  He's still investigating the allegations." 

"But the allegations are false." 

Clarice looked at the ceiling so James wouldn't see the exasperation in her eyes. "The bishop doesn't know that. Indeed, it's clear he doesn't know what to believe, and without you or anyone else acting in your best interests, he might never see the evidence that will show the allegations to be false, only evidence that leaves a large question mark over your integrity." 

"Over your honor, James." Jack caught James's gaze as it swung his way. "Clarice is right. You need someone more devoted to your interests than just an appointed cleric looking into this on your behalf. 

Do you know this man Olsen?" 

A glimmer of uncertainty passed through James's eyes. He looked down; reaching out, he lifted a paperweight. "I have met him." 

They waited, Clarice by Jack's chair, staring down at James, then she prompted in a tone that held clear demand, "And?" 

James grimaced, sighed. "He's young. He was only appointed last year. He was a chaplain with the army, one of the regiments. The bishop took him on when he returned after Waterloo." 

Jack felt the flare of Clarice's temper even though she wasn't directing it his way. 

"So your defense rests in the hands of some wet-behind-the-ears whelp—" 

"Actually," Jack said, "Olsen might be useful." He glanced at Clarice. "A man with experience of a battlefield—better, in this case, than one with none." 

She met his eyes, then shut her lips and nodded. "True." Swinging around, she started pacing again. 

"Regardless, as you yourself can no longer attend, James, you need supporters who will ensure this Olsen has all the right arguments and whatever proofs he needs to reveal these allegations for the fabrications they are." 

After a moment, she added, "I'll leave for London in the morning." 

"My dear!" James looked distressed. "Truly, there's no need." 
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"Yes, there is." She didn't stop her pacing. "Regardless of how private the bishop's court is, the story will out, of that you may be sure. The family will be horrified." She glanced at James. "I'm perfectly aware of what sort of reception I can expect from the family were I to approach them on my behalf. 

On your behalf, by way of quashing a potential scandal—in such a case I'm sure they'll not only listen, but act in whatever way is necessary." 

"No." James started to look mulish. "I won't have you subjecting yourself—" 

"She's right, James." Jack was treated to a surprised but approving look from Clarice. He didn't know why James thought she'd be subjected to anything untoward, but he knew she was right, and the way his plans were unfurling in his head, she wouldn't be subjected to anything untoward, either. 

"Precisely." Clarice nodded decisively. "I'll leave at first light—" 

"However"—without raising his voice, Jack spoke over her—"before I leave for London, I'll want all the relevant facts. Dates, James, and a list of all the papers you've published in the last decade—indeed, a summary of all you've researched over that time, whom you've corresponded with, and when, what dates you traveled and to where, and whom you spoke with while there, all the soldiers you've interviewed ... once I have all that, I'll go up to London." 

He wasn't surprised to hear Clarice state, "I'll wait and go with you." 

Looking up, he met her dark eyes. "As James said, there's really no need, and I do have the right contacts to do what needs to be done." 

Clarice read the calm certainty in his eyes, took a moment to consult her instincts, all too reckless as she'd been told often enough. But she'd never be able to sit and wait, wondering what was happening. 

"No doubt. Regardless, I'll accompany you to London." 

She glanced warningly at James, her decision clear in her face. She would listen to no argument. She was her own person; neither James nor any other had any authority over her. "The family will need to know." She looked at Jack. "They don't know you, but, for my sins, they definitely know me." 


*  *  *

 Jack had merely inclined his head—whether in true acceptance of her decision, or with some vain hope that she might later change her mind she didn't know—but he'd let the matter slide. 
James hadn't, but had only succeeded in wasting his breath, and pricking her temper to boot. 

She knew what she was doing. 

Both in that, and in this. 

Calmly, Clarice walked through the night's shadows, crossed the bridge and climbed the stile, then headed through the meadow toward the hill and the folly. 

And Jack. His arms, his body, and the excitement she'd found with him. 
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She wasn't sure it would be the same, as absorbing the second time—more accurately the second night—but she was keen to find out. 

He'd excused himself soon after her declaration that she'd go to London with him. She'd escorted him to the front door; following close behind her, he'd whispered in her ear. 

She'd had to fight a reactive shiver, but had calmly agreed to meet him again tonight. 

The folly rose before her, the door once again left enticingly open. Anticipation leapt in her veins; smiling to herself, at herself, she quickened her pace and strode eagerly on. 

From behind the wide windows of the folly, Jack looked down, watching as Clarice left the shadows of the trees and, with an easy, confident stride, crossed to the stairs. And started up them, to him. 

Expectation rose through him, definite and unusually powerful, strangely compelling. Not simply the expectation of sensual delight, but of a chance to engage more fully with her, of another opportunity he would grasp to woo her, another step in his campaign to win her. 

He knew what he wanted; what he didn't truly understand was why. What he felt was beyond question; what he wanted and needed—what he had to have—was crystal clear. But he saw her clearly, and knew himself well; he couldn't comprehend what had given rise to the connection that already existed, that was already so strong, at least for him. 

Strong enough to bind him, to compel him. 

He turned as she came through the door. She saw him, smiled with her customary assurance, then closed the door and crossed the room to him. 

He waited for her to come to him through the dappled shadows, her gown, a pale, fine evening gown, flirting about the long line of her legs. She let her shawl slide from her arms to trail across the head of the daybed. Her head tilting slightly, studying his face in the poor light, she came steadily on, slowing to a halt only when she was breast to chest with him. 

He closed his hands about her waist as she lifted her arms and draped them over his shoulders. 

She examined his face from closer quarters. "Did you want to talk about James?" 

"No." He held her dark gaze, marveled at the feel of her between his hands, supple, warm, strong in a quintessentially female way, marveled at what she made him feel. "I don't want to talk, not even about James ... at least, not yet." 

His voice was low, rough, gravelly with the promise of passion. 

Her lips curved as he bent his head. "Good." 

Then she kissed him. And he kissed her. 

For one long moment, they wrestled for sensual supremacy, then, with a soft sigh he felt to his bones, she gave way, willingly ceded him the right to script their play. 

As she had last night. 
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It was that, that willing, not surrender but trust, that struck him, that provoked such a primitive response in him, that spurred him to take all she offered, consume, want, and demand more. 

Having her could easily become an addiction. 

As he closed his hand about one sumptuous breast and kneaded possessively, and felt her flaring response—a response she was helpless not to make, but one she brazenly made no attempt to deny—he felt the talons of his need sink deeper and knew he was already lost. 

No sense in trying to fight it, not her or the powerful surge of feeling she evoked in him. 

He surrendered, too, simply gave himself up to the passion that rose so readily between them. They stood by the window and swiftly yet unhurriedly shed their clothes. Naked, they stood locked in each other's arms, lips tempting, tongues enticing, mouths melding only to part on a sigh, skins heating, brushing, hands touching, exploring, explicitly caressing. 

She possessed none of the hesitancy, the modesty of a woman new to this game; it was her confidence, her assurance in going forward, in facing the challenge of intimacy and embracing it with such unshakable will that had cloaked her inexperience. Even now, he sensed her as a true physical partner, one who would consent to be led, but who, if he relinquished control to her, was strong enough to lead, too ... 

The notion taunted, teased. Last night, driven by primal impulses he didn't wish to examine too closely, he'd held her beneath him, captured in the cushions, and filled her, ridden her to ecstacy three times. 

She'd sobbed, moaned, in the end screamed her surrender, yet she hadn't been vanquished; it had felt more as if he had, as if in drinking her screams, in taking her so possessively, he'd acknowledged her as his queen—she who could command him. 

Now she met him, matched him, and urged him on. Used her body to flagrantly, blatantly incite him. 

He couldn't think, just reacted. Did what felt right, what would appease him, and her. 

Grasping her waist, he turned her around so she was facing away from him; he drew her back, hard, against him, felt her stretch, then mold her back to his front, arms gracefully reaching down and back, long slender fingers splaying over the tight muscles of his thighs and gripping, then sliding to caress. Boldly she used the swell of her hips to press against, then brush his loins, used her lush bottom to caress his erection. 

She was tall enough; locking one arm about her waist, closing his other hand about her hip, he hosited her hips up against his, heard her breath catch as the broad head of his erection slipped between her thighs. Almost instantly he found her entrance, already damp, welcoming. He pressed in, easing her down, back, inch by inch filling her. The scalding heat of her slick sheath closed powerfully around him; head bowing beside hers, he couldn't hold back a growl of pleasure. 

An answering ripple of delight coursed up her spine; she arched against him, lightly panting. He drew her down the last inch, embedding himself in her body. Her toes touched the ground. 

She immediately tried to wriggle against him, to experiment; he caught his breath and locked his arm about her, hand splaying over her stomach to angle her hips to him, his other hand clamped tight, anchoring her, holding her immobile as he withdrew a little way, then more powerfully forged in. 
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Clarice lost her breath on a shuddering sigh. Head tipping back, eyes closed, she savored the heated strength of him surrounding her, as he held her body just so, and filled her, slowly, repetitively, until she thought she would scream with frustration. But she'd learned enough last night to know he knew what he was doing, that his way would ultimately bring her pleasure beyond anything she, in her innocence, could imagine. So she acquiesced and let herself follow rather than vie for the lead; she rode the sensual wave he created, let it sweep her up, rise through her, and build. 

Constantly higher, further. Deeper, only gradually faster. 

Until heat raced through them, flamed beneath their skins, until a furnace burned within them, and still the coiling wave rose. With every sure thrust, every shift of his thighs against the backs of hers, with each penetration, every rocking invasion of his body into hers. 

His hand left her hip, rose, and closed over one breast. Hard. Kneading possessively, the action of his hard palm and strong fingers diverting her attention, then his fingers found her nipple, and rolled it. Drew on it, tauntingly stroked, then he closed his fingers and squeezed. 

Just as he thrust even deeper into her. 

Sensation bright as lightning lanced through her. She gasped, the sound sharp, echoing through the quiet room. She suddenly became aware of their breathing, hers ragged and thready, his harsh by her ear. He dipped his head; his lips traced the sensitive side of her throat. 

Then his fingers closed again, tight, tighter; he squeezed in time with the flexing of his hips, with the rhythm of his more intimate possession. The hand splayed over her stomach tightened, lifting her half an inch, angling her hips a fraction more. He thrust deeper, harder, deeper still. 

Her senses fractured. 

Like spun glass, they shattered; sharp sensations rushed down her nerves, leaving each one raw, abraded, aching, and open. Her skin burned, sensitive beyond measure; her whole body came alive to every touch, every brush, every deep thrust. Each sensation became a spur, sharp, crystalline in clarity, disjointed pieces of a kaleidoscopic whole that whirled higher, faster, coiling ever tighter, until she flew apart. 

Until completion claimed her, fragmented her reality and let ecstasy pour in. Her body convulsed, clenching tight for one long moment, then release swept her just as he joined her, as he stiffened behind her, and filled her one last time. 

She felt his warmth flood her, felt the heat of his rasping breath on her throat. His hands held her locked to him, his body a hard cage about her. His head moved; he placed a kiss, heated yet delicate, on her shoulder. 

Lips lightly curving, she sank against him, into the haven of his arms. 


*  *  *

 She wasn't at all sure how they made it to the daybed, but when she opened her eyes, he and she were horizontal. Her cheek rested on the heavy muscle of his chest. His skin was warm, as was the rest of Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
him; she could still feel a great deal of his skin against hers. 

He was lying on his back, with her lying atop him, loosely cradled in his arms. Her hips lay between his spread thighs, his long legs outside hers. 

Lifting her head required more effort than she could summon; shifting, she squinted up at his face. 

One arm lay across his eyes, but he felt her gaze and raised it. From beneath heavy lids, his eyes met hers. He studied them for a moment, then he lowered his arm. "I got us this far—don't think about moving anytime soon." 

She smiled, and returned her head to its previous, comfortable resting place. Savored this, too, the quiet moments afterward when, wrapped in glowing warmth, peaceful and still, they both seemed so free, so much just themselves without having to be what the world had designated them—lord, lady. In these moments, they were just them. Him, her, no social structures ... in some ways, no shields. 

The concept intrigued her, focused her mind on how close, how open, she felt with him. How unrestrained. It wasn't simply the physical intimacy that made her feel so; indeed, that was a symptom, an outcome, not the cause. The cause, the reason she felt so differently about him and treated him—treated with him—in ways so far removed from her norm was more complex. 

Or perhaps more simple. 

He understood her, or seemed to, and she, in large measure, understood him. 

Because of that, he was the only man of her class she'd ever considered, ever even thought of, asking for advice. The only one whose advice she considered might have value. 

Her skin was cooling; a light breeze drifted through the open window and trailed chill fingers along her body. She quelled a shiver; she didn't want his arms to close around her again, not just yet. 

She shifted and sat up. Ignoring the look he cast her from under his arm, she reached up behind him and tugged her shawl free. Shaking it out, she swung it about her shoulders, then, uncurling her legs, she clambered from the daybed. 

Without looking back, she walked to the windows; as the heat beneath her skin faded, the night air seemed less chill. Halting before the casements, she looked out. The night was a medley of shadows and faint moonlight, of distant, muted rustlings, and the soughing of the breeze. 

If she invited his advice, would he expect her to heed it? 

Did she value his views enough to cross swords with him? 

Did she want to know what he thought? 

Turning, she looked at him, through the gloom met his eyes. "I'm worried about James." 



Chapter 9
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Jack looked across the room at her; she stood still and straight, the shawl in no way hiding the mesmerizing lines of her body. Those long lines decorously clad and lit by the sun distracted him; clad only in the pearly sheen of moonlight they exuded a magical power that ensnared his mind. It took effort to lift his gaze to her face, to fix it mere. "Worried in what way?" 

She frowned. "He doesn't seem to be reacting to the threat of these allegations as he ought." 

He thought about that, thought of what he'd sensed of James's reaction, and how that differed from his, and hers. 

"He doesn't seem to understand"—she made a sweeping gesture—"that it's not enough just to bear the family name. That that alone won't shield him." 

It puzzled him that she saw it so clearly, then again, his nickname for her had proved surprisingly apt. 

"James doesn't understand about power." He eased up, then relaxed against the daybed's raised back. 

"He never really has. He was born to a powerful family—he assumes that that power will be his, or at least will serve him, purely by virtue of him carrying the name." 

She made a sound suspiciously like a snort. Folding her arms, folding the shawl about her body, she leaned back against the window frame and studied him. "You and I know he's wrong. Power isn't a passive thing—something that sits waiting to do its job, like a door or a fence. Power doesn't even exist unless you wield it." 

She spoke as one who knew. He inclined his head. "James won't change. He doesn't see the need, and in truth, I doubt he has it in him—the ability to wield the power the Altwood name would give him if he chose to exercise it...." 

Even before she nodded decisively, he saw where she'd led him. "Precisely." She walked back to the daybed. "That's why I need to go to London, to wield the family's power in his stead." 

She paused beside the daybed, by his side, and looked down at him, into his eyes. "  You understand." 

Statement, not a hint of a question. 

Jack felt his face harden. He reached for her hand. "I understand why you feel as you do." 

He drew her down to the bed, down into his arms, drew her to him and kissed her. Knew from the way she so readily put aside their discussion and responded, ardent and eager to experience more, that she imagined that discussion was finished with, over. Won. 

It wasn't, but he wasn't yet ready to pursue the point of her journeying to London in James's defense. 

She was right; he did understand about power, about how to wield it. That being so, there was no real reason for her to return to the capital, especially if that would involve some difficulty on her part. But... 

there were other issues to consider, such as whether, no matter how persuasive he was, she would consent to remaining at Avening. 

That, however, was an argument for another day. Tonight ... he followed her lead, set the matter aside, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

and devoted himself to one much nearer, much dearer to him, to the warrior-lord he truly was. 

Drawing her to him, dispensing with her shawl, he devoted himself to conquering her. 

That, at least, was his intention, but this time, when he tensed to roll her beneath him, she pulled back from their kiss. Pushed back; planting her hands on his chest, bracing her arms, she rose above him in the deepening dark. 

He'd already parted her long legs and drawn her knees high, had already caressed the swollen flesh between her thighs to slick readiness, so when she pushed back she was straddling his abdomen, and the musky scent of her wreathed through his brain ... he was already aching, tense with the expectation of sinking his throbbing erection into her welcoming heat. 

He had to catch his breath, clench his jaw, and hold that breath, hold himself back long enough to discover what her new tack was. To decide whether he would permit it, or instead change their direction. 

Upright, she sank down, her well-toned thighs, ivory white against his darker skin, gripping his sides, her calves tucking along his flanks as she settled astride him. Her gaze was locked on his chest. She pressed her hands, fingers spread, across, sweeping from the center outward, tracing the wide muscle bands, then sweeping farther, over his shoulders and along and down his arms; she followed them to his wrists and locked her fingers about them. 

Lifting both wrists, she raised them, then leaned forward, and pressed them back until he felt the carved wood of the upper edge of the daybed against his hands. 

"Keep your hands there." An order. She didn't even look to see if he obeyed. Releasing his hands, she returned her attention to his chest. 

The look on her face, intent, focused yet still considering, still planning, had him curling his palms over the carved wood. 

"Don't move them unless I give you leave." 

He suppressed a smirk at her commanding tone; he'd keep his hands off her for exactly as long as he wished, and no longer. But he waited to see what she would do, what new aspect of herself his warrior-queen might reveal. 

Knowledge was the surest route to victory, with her as with anything else. 

She lifted her gaze to his eyes; decision clearly made, her plan defined, she leaned forward, her hands on his chest once more, fingertips sinking in as she pressed close, and kissed him. Covered his lips, then, when he parted them, swept her tongue into his mouth. Exploring, learning ... he relaxed beneath her, remained as passive as he could, and let her lead where she would. 

Let her take from him what she would, let her give what she would in return. 

Remaining unresponsive beneath the heated sweetness of her kiss, the increasingly definite demands of her lips and her tongue, was beyond him; he responded, but tried to hold to minimal involvement so he could continue to think, to watch her. 

She wasn't appeased; the kiss turned sultry, not just siren-like but bewitching, calling forth the beast in Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

him. She deliberately taunted until that less-than-civilized male shook free of the shackles he'd set, and roared forth to do sensual battle with her... 

That was what she wanted. 

In the instant he thrust rapaciously into her mouth, he sensed her satisfaction. A satisfaction that bloomed, that patently thrilled her as she shifted and closed both hands around his face, rising above him, holding him steady while she met him in a glorious exchange—of heat, of fire, of promise. 

The battle continued until they both burned, until flames seemed to crackle, the very air about them spark. 

Abruptly, she pulled away. Looked down on him with dark eyes glowing with passion and something he recognized as feminine will. They were both heated, both wanting, their breaths already coming hard and fast. 

Slowly, she looked down at his chest. Then she drew breath—her breasts swelled—and she edged back, still straddling him. Pressing his jaw up, she bent her head and set her lips to his throat. Kissed, licked, laved. Set her teeth to the steely tendons and grazed. 

Sensation and need swamped him. He closed his eyes, locked his hands about the carved wood above his head and endured... her touch, her ministrations, all the while bumingly conscious of her body, all flushed silk and wet heat, supple and strong, a unique match for his moving above him, not touching except where her thighs and calves gripped his flanks, instead hovering, the ultimate temptation, mere inches above his rigid flesh. 

It was all he could do to lock his jaw and survive. 

She was thorough, yet she didn't dally; she worked her way steadily down his throat, paying attention to the indentation between his collarbones, pausing briefly to lave, then close her mouth over the pulse raging at the base of his throat and suck, before shifting lower. 

To his chest. Her fingers swept through the crinkly hair adorning it, then curled, lightly tugged. He cracked open his lids, but found she didn't want his attention; she was busy examining, then setting her mouth to one flat nipple. Her tongue flicked, then her teeth gently closed, tightened ... he sucked in a breath and closed his eyes. His jaw felt as if it would break. 

But she was far, far from finished. 

Eyes closed, he tracked her direction, tried to predict her intention, tried to mute the storm her innocent yet bold experimenting was wreaking on his senses, and only partially succeeded. 

Only partially held back the inevitable rise of passion, of a hunger that, once it hit in full force, would not be denied. He could feel it rise in her, too, feel the escalating flames in her touch, in the grasping of her fingers on his skin, in the increasingly voracious plundering of her mouth and tongue. 

When, having explored his navel to her satisfaction, her lips slid lower, tracing the line of hair that led to his groin, he exhaled. Soon, she'd sit up. Sometime during her exploring, she'd scooted down his thighs; she had his legs trapped between hers, under her. 

He filled his lungs and exhaled again; he'd survived her torture. He started thinking of an appropriate Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

response, of those tortures he could use on her; he was about to open his eyes, release his grip on the top of the daybed and lower his arms, when she took him into her mouth. 

Sensual shock streaked through him. Every muscle froze, tensed so hard they hurt, further engorging the flesh she'd taken deep between her lips, sending all thought winging from his head. 

She curled her tongue and licked, then sucked. 

His lungs had seized. He hauled in a breath, then let it out in a shuddering groan as she bent to her task. 

His entire body tightened beneath her; his fingers straightened from the wooden edge. 

"Don't move your hands." 

The words were sultry, low, heavy with feminine power. She'd spoken over him; her breath added another level of sensory heat playing over his aching erection. 

She closed her mouth about him again, sucked powerfully, and he was sure he saw stars on the insides of his lids. She was innocent, yet she had a very good idea of what she was doing. 

He focused on that, clung to the contradiction. How had she known? 

A flash of memory answered him, a picture of her writhing beneath him, then other visual memories of how far he'd pushed her the previous night crowded in. He'd driven her far farther than he would normally have taken even a mildly experienced lady, but despite her practical inexperience, she'd been neither shocked nor afraid ... 

Her theoretical knowledge was greater than the norm. As his body rose beneath her ministrations, as another, deeper, more heartfelt groan shuddered through his chest, he grasped the point, understood more completely who this was, who he had engaged with. 

A warrior-queen denied for far too long. One who had wanted, and hadn't been able to have, but who had known what she was missing. 

She was determined now to seize opportunity, to revel in it, to enjoy it, and him, to the full. 

He had to fight to breathe, had to battle to regain and retain some degree of control, to form some idea of where the engagement was headed, and how he could seize the initiative back. If he didn't soon... 

Her questing fingers found his balls. Rolled them, gently squeezed. Her other hand left his stomach, slid down to close, firm and sure, about the base of his rigid length, to hold him while she ministered with her mouth, her lips, her tongue. 

"Enough!" He barely got the word out. 

Releasing the top of the daybed, opening his eyes, he looked down, saw her release him and look up, one brow faintly arched, a look in her dark, blatantly provocative eyes that patently said, "If you're sure." 

Lowering his arms, he reached for her, but she came up on her knees, met his hands with hers, laced her fingers with his and used his hold for balance as she shuffled upward, moving over him, still straddling him. 
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"I'm not quite sure how this works ..." 

Speech was beyond him. Through his hands, he directed her, pressed back on her hands when he wanted her to ease her hips down ... he watched, saw the empurpled head of his erection touch, slide against her swollen flesh... he couldn't stand any more torture. 

With a flick of his hands, he had them free; he clamped them about her hips, nudged upward and into her, then he pressed her back, down ... closed his eyes and groaned as her scalding sheath took him in, as her fire engulfed his, then closed around him. Tight. 

On a shuddering, strangled sigh, he opened his eyes and met hers, dark and burning. 

"I told you not to move your hands." 

She wasn't so much complaining as asking. 

"You need them now." He used his grip on her hips to raise her, then guide her back. In seconds, she'd caught the rhythm, then rode him of her own accord. He was half-sitting, his shoulders raised, courtesy of the daybed. She was straddling him, her hands on his chest; he had a perfect view, one he drank in. 

When she started experimenting, sinking more deeply, then stroking shallowly, then grinding her hips against his, he sucked in a breath, lifted his gaze, and tried to think of something else. 

Her breasts, sumptuous, swollen, all flushed satin skin and pert, furled nipples, rose and fell before his face. His lips curved in his otherwise passion-locked face; dispensing with his now-redundant hold on her hips, he raised his hands to her breasts. Closed them around the lush mounds, kneaded, and heard her gasp. 

He set himself to pander to her heavily aroused senses, to drive her, to render her as mindless as he. She rose and fell on him unceasingly, taking him deep, caressing him with abandon. The long muscles in her thighs, well toned by years of riding, stood her in good stead; he was increasingly certain she would last longer than he. 

Not something he would allow. Rising, lifting his shoulders, he set his mouth to her breasts and heard her muted shriek. Remembered the screams he'd drawn from her the previous night, set himself to hear the same again. 

He ministered to her breasts while she rode him steadily, unswervingly to ecstasy. When the peak and the inevitable precipice loomed, when he felt his body gather inexorably beneath her, he freed one hand and sent it skating, pressing hard and possessively down the front of her body, sliding over her hip to close briefly about her bottom and squeeze, then to trace the line between thigh and hip forward and down to the damp curls between her thighs. 

The tight knot of flesh he sought stood erect and begging beneath its hood. He caressed it, felt the immediate rush of her response. Bending his head, he drew the peak of one breast deep, suckled strongly as he stroked and pressed, as she rose and fell harder, faster... 

She broke apart and took him with her. Head thrown back, her cry rose to the ceiling while he feasted on her breast, while her body closed in tight contractions around his, while he groaned and shuddered beneath her, and surrendered. 
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To the power she'd evoked, to the power with which he'd replied. 

The moment of ecstasy, of infinite pleasure, held them locked in its bliss for an incalculable time ... then left them, released them. Let them fall from the heavens into sweet oblivion. 

They collapsed, sated, in a jumble of limbs. She shifted, eased. He sank back, closed his arms about her; she rested her head on his chest. They lay still, aware, watchful, wondering, as the power slowly faded. 

Jack laid his cheek on her dark hair, felt it like silk against his stubbled jaw. 

Power was something they both understood. It was not a passive thing; it didn't exist unless you wielded it. 

Now they had ... they would again. That was simply their natures, a fascination they shared. Warrior-lord and warrior-queen. Well matched. 

The shadows slowly lengthened as the moon traversed the sky. He felt no urge to move; neither, it seemed, did she. Neither slept; the aftermath coursing their veins was not, this time, of physical exhaustion. What held them awake, quiet and watchful, was their predator's sense of that power in the air. 

A power neither was yet sure they understood. 

He let his senses stretch, acutely aware of her, of the svelte body, the long, feminine limbs tangled with his. Of the heat cooling between them, of desire for the moment appeased. Given all he could feel, all he sensed, all he now knew, it was difficult to comprehend why she'd been as she was, unclaimed. 

Supremely conscious of her warm weight, of the satin skin dewed with passion pressed tightly, intimately, about him, it remained a mystery that his peers had been so blind. 

To him, she was sensual challenge personified, give and take demanded... 

He inwardly paused, then silently acknowledged that perhaps that was why, with her, no other had succeeded; they hadn't been willing, hadn't been strong enough to let her have her way. To let her come to them, to let her be as she truly was, all she truly was. 

A plausible, very likely accurate thesis, yet he couldn't see in it any hint of how to make her pledge herself to him. Not just for a night, or a week, or a year, but forever. 

The peace of the night enveloped them; peace of a different sort cradled them. Eventually, she stirred. 

He helped her lift from him, shifted so she could slump by his side, still lying half over him, her head pillowed on his chest. 

Folding one arm behind his head, the other locking her against his side, he squinted down at her dark head. "Where did you learn all that?" 

She didn't pretend to misunderstand. She glanced fleetingly up at him, her lips lightly curving, then looked away. Gently, absentmindedly, she traced patterns on his chest. "The library at Rosewood, the family seat. The collection's been there, being added to by succeeding generations, for centuries. Some of the volumes were highly informative, highly detailed." 

"I take it you were an avid student." He had to fight to remain still under her trailing fingers. 
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"I was interested... intrigued. And I have an excellent memory, at least for pictures." She shifted against him, sliding around so she could lift her head and look into his face, as her hand drifted lower. "If you must know, I've been waiting for years to put into practice all I learned." 

Her voice was beyond sultry; it purred, low and soft in his ears, slunk around him like an artful cat, rubbing her power over him. 

He held her dark, blatantly challenging gaze while his mind raced. "In that case"—he swallowed and repitched his voice to a more normal level—"perhaps you'd like to try ..." Leaning close, he whispered in her ear. 

Then he lay back and looked at her, giving her back raised brows, and a challenge of his own. 

For a long moment, she held his gaze, then she smiled, slowly. "Why not?" 

He grinned, and reached for her as she rose and came eagerly into his arms. 


*  *  *

 The next morning, Jack awoke with a familiar urgency riding him. It was the same sense of time ticking by, defined and limited, that he always felt when going into a mission; there were things he had to do first, arrangements to set in train, or the need to act would come and find him unprepared. 
In this case, he had to get all he needed from James before Clarice decided to embark on her rescue precipitously, alone. 

He headed down to breakfast, plans revolving in his head. Clarice was right; James did need to be rescued, they did need to act. Exactly how, however... that he'd yet to define. 

In the breakfast parlor, Percy was tucking into ham and eggs. Jack waved and went straight to the sideboard. Thanks to Clarice, his appetite had definitely improved; his plate piled high with samples of everything Cook had sent to tempt him, he took his seat at the head of the table. 

After dinner last night, he'd warned Percy that he would have to go to London for a few weeks; they'd agreed that, in the few days before he left, he would introduce Percy to the locals and show him around the estate, enough to be able to hand Percy and his induction into the vagaries of estate management into Griggs's able hands. Griggs might be old, but he knew all there was to know about estate management. 

"So." Percy pushed away his empty plate and eyed Jack hopefully. "Where do we start?" 

Jack chewed and considered. Reaching for his coffee cup, he took a long swallow. "There are some nonestate matters I need to get organized first, but you can help with those." 

Percy's eagerness didn't dim. Jack had realized his young relative was the sort who preferred any activity to none; Clarice should approve. 

"What do you want me to do?" 
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"Young Anthony upstairs." He'd introduced the two yesterday evening. They were of an age; Percy had commiserated with Anthony over being confined to bed and had offered to play chess through the evening. Looking in on his way to the folly, Jack had found them both engrossed. "I want a list of his relatives likely to be in London, or within half a day's reach, how each is connected to James, and those most likely to lend James their aid. In addition, names and directions of any others Anthony thinks might be of use." 

Percy nodded; he'd heard the gist of the problem facing James. "Anything else?" 

It struck Jack that it was a pleasant change to have someone simply accept and not argue. "No, that's it." 

He pushed back his chair. "I have a letter to write, then I'm going to the rectory to get James started on another list. I'll be back before luncheon." He joined Percy; side by side they walked out into the hall. 

"If you have time before I get back, try to memorize the layout of the fields and cottages to the east. 

I'll take you out that way this afternoon, introduce you to the tenants, let you get a feel for the lie of the land that way." 

"Umm..." Percy looked at him with wide eyes. 

Jack grinned. "You can take the gig. There are lanes we can follow." 

Percy didn't try to hide his relief. "Good." He glanced up the stairs. "I'll go and beard Anthony." 

Jack parted from him with a nod. He went to the library, sat at his desk, and dashed off a letter to the one man he'd expected never to need to write to again. Sealing the letter, he went looking for Howlett; leaving the missive with him for urgent dispatch to London, he looked in on Griggs, checked there was no urgent business awaiting his attention, talked over Griggs's opinion of Percy—surprisingly positive; it seemed Percy had a head for figures—then he headed down the drive and cut through the hedge, taking the shortest route to the rectory. 

There was no warrior-queen at the washing line today. With a grin at the thought, Jack climbed the steps to the rectory porch, circled around to the side door, and so through the hall to James's study. He knocked, heard James call, as always distractedly, "Come." 

Opening the door, Jack went in, to find a harassed-looking James seated behind his desk with Clarice standing over him. 

Her arms were folded—rarely, he was coming to learn, a good sign. He resisted the urge to check if her toe was tapping. 

He smiled, charmingly. "Good morning." He made the greeting general. Clarice accorded him a regal nod and looked back at James. 

James had looked up, incipient relief on his face; it faded as he looked at Jack. "Ah ... good morning, my boy." James looked down at the sheet of paper on his blotter. "I suppose you're here to demand information, too." 

Clarice's lips thinned. "I explained, James. We need to know all you can tell us before we go to London." 

James looked at Jack. 

Who shrugged. "She's right." 
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"But"—James's tone turned querulous—"I really don't see the need—" 

"This is serious, James." 

Jack looked at Clarice; she looked at him. They'd spoken in unison, with very similar inflections, hers a touch more impatient. 

Looking back at James, Jack continued, "We can't not act, James. You can't expect it of us." 

That made James think; after a moment, he grimaced, then waved his pen at the sheet before him. 

"Clarice said you'd need as much detail as I can recall..." 

Clarice reached around James and twitched a fresh sheet of paper free. "I think it would be best if Jack listed all the information he needs." She laid the sheet on the desk opposite James, along with a pen she filched from a rack by James's hand. "Then you can do your best to assemble the goods." 

Under her forceful gaze, Jack drew up a chair and sat before the blank sheet. He picked up the pen, tested the nib. "This might take a while." 

Over the tip of the nib, he met Clarice's eyes. She was never a restful female; at present, the energy pouring from her—as if she was impatient to attack an as-yet-unsighted enemy—while in one sense reassuring, was otherwise distracting. He sympathized with James; he'd never be able to focus his thoughts if she remained in the room in her present state. 

If she remained in the room at all. 

She met his eyes, clearly heard his suggestion. Considered it, then asked, "How's Anthony?" 

"Better and steadily improving." Jack dipped his nib in the inkwell, then looked again at her. "He's getting restless over being confined to his bed." 

"Hmm." Lowering her arms, she walked around the desk. "I'll call on him this afternoon." 

"That might be wise." Jack bent over the paper. "I'll be out this afternoon, and I'll have Percy with me. 

Anthony would probably appreciate the company." 

James looked up. "I'll go, too. Must do all I can, given it was me he came to speak with—" 

"The best way you can repay his bravery and all he's suffered in bringing Teddy's message to you is to compile all the information Jack is about to request from you." 

Clarice hadn't raised her voice, yet there was a note in it that brooked no argument. Jack shut his lips against the urge to soften her words; in this case, she was absolutely right, and he knew James more than well enough to know he would seize any opportunity to drag his heels over the business. 

There was stubborn—James's rather weak brand—and stubborn, Clarice's battle hardness. The latter might not be comfortable; it was, in this instance, necessary. 

James sighed; a touch of grimness about his mouth, he nodded. "Very well." He glanced across the desk. 

"What do you need?" 
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Jack told him; once James had started making a list of all his journeys over the past decade, Jack settled to write down the other questions regarding James's work he wanted answered. 

Clarice paced, slowly, behind him, watching them both; occasionally she drew near and read his list over his shoulder. Jack simply bided his time. 

So did James. When Macimber put his head around the door and summoned Clarice to deal with some household matter, James waited only until the door had shut, cutting off Clarice's final narrow-eyed glance, to lay down his pen and appeal to Jack. "My boy, you have to help me. I really do not wish Clarice to go to London on my behalf." 

Why? was the first word that popped into Jack's mind, but he hesitated... instead felt compelled to make James see something he was clearly missing. "It's not that simple, James. For a start, Clarice is under no man's thumb. If she decides to go to London, neither I nor you can prevent her doing so—indeed, I doubt if hell or high water would suffice." 

James grimaced. "I suppose persuading her is the only real option." 

Jack met his gaze. "My powers of persuasion are considerable, but they're not that good." 

James frowned. 

Jack paused, and chose his words with care. "I'm not sure, in this, that she's wrong. With you confined here, someone from your family does need to alert the other members, more definitively than by letter, to explain to them what the situation is, and regardless of her past, Clarice is the late marquess's daughter, the current marquess's sister. The family will listen to her." 

"Perhaps." James looked unconvinced, strangely uncertain. 

Puzzled, Jack raised his brows. 

James sighed unhappily. "Very well, I concede they'll most likely listen to her, because she'll make them. 

She'll engineer an audience, and get her point across, but at what cost to her?" 

Jack blinked. "I don't understand." 

"I know." James closed his eyes, then opened them. "Clarice isn't spoken of within the family. She was cast off by her father, disowned, or as near to it as his sons would allow." 

Jack frowned. "So you intimated, but I didn't imagine—" 

"No, why would you?" James shook his head, concern in his eyes. "I didn't explain as clearly, as completely, as I might have. Melton, her father, wasn't the only one in the family who was furious with Clarice and, as they saw it, her intransigence. Her aunts, Melton's sisters, and even Edith's family were horrified. In holding to her refusal to marry Emsworth, in the eyes of the family, Clarice stepped far beyond the pale." 

Jack held James's gaze, read his eyes. "Are you saying that she might not even be acknowledged by the family, that they might still, seven years later, treat her as an outcast?" 
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"Yes." James nodded very definitely. "The Altwoods aren't renowned for their forgiving natures. I greatly fear that, regardless of what she allows to show, their... rejection hurt Clarice deeply. Returning to the fold to plead my case will unquestionably exacerbate long-buried wounds. Worse, certain members of the family might take advantage of having her at their mercy, in the sense of having her in a position of begging for their help for me, to ..." 

In imagining what vindictiveness his and her family might visit on Clarice, James was out of his depth; that showed in his confused, distressed expression as he searched for words. "Well," he eventually admitted, 

"I don't know what they might take it into their hard heads to do, but whatever." James fixed Jack with a for him belligerent and decisive look. "I don't want Clarice placed in such a situation on my account." 

A minute ticked past, then Jack exhaled. "I see." 

"Indeed." James leaned across the desk. "So will you help me, dear boy, in dissuading her from going to London?" 

Jack held James's gaze, read his sincerity. Knew the matter wasn't as simple as James had painted it. 

But... he grimaced. "The best I can promise is to think about it, along with every other option." 

James smiled. "Good, good." 

His immediate relaxing made Jack inwardly smile, fondly, if cynically. Having explained his problem and handed it to Jack to resolve, with his customary single-mindedness James turned back to the task on his desk. He dipped his pen in the inkwell, then frowned at the sheet on his blotter. "I'd better get on with these lists, then, heh? Don't want to delay you, and they'll take a few days as it is." 


*  *  *

 Jack finished his list and left it with James to fulfill. He departed the rectory without encountering Clarice; he considered, but didn't seek her out. Opting to take the longer route home, he sank his hands in his breeches' pockets and ambled down the drive, and did what he'd promised James he would. 
He thought about dissuading Clarice from going to London. 

Unlike James, he could see some distinct pros as well as the obvious, now he'd heard the full story of Clarice's past, cons. 

There was no denying that once in London, she would command the family's immediate attention. More, they would accept that she would not let them stand aside and not support James; if they wanted her to leave them in peace, they would have to act in James's defence. Not having to convince people of one's steely and unbending nature was an advantage he appreciated. 

On a darker note, he hadn't forgotten the not-quite-a-gentleman with the round face. If he persuaded Clarice to remain here and leave the London mission to him, in stirring matters up in London, might he precipitate some action directed against James here—here where Clarice would undoubtedly insist on standing in front of James? 

Not a comforting scenario. In such a situation, he would be second-guessing himself constantly, hamstrung in prosecuting James's defence in London. 
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In similar vein, given he seriously doubted his ability to convince her to remain at Avening, if he refused to take her with him, she would travel to London on her own. Not only would that leave her facing the con James sought to avoid, it would also leave her a free agent, one beyond his immediate reach. 

In London. 

If, alerted by her activity on James's behalf, the round-faced man took it into his head to silence her... 

London was a far more dangerous stage if she became a target, and he wasn't prepared to allow her to become a target here, in the sleepy country where she was surrounded by people who knew and valued her. As Anthony's carriage accident had proved, the sleepy countryside wasn't all that safe, not if one was stalked by one skilled in the art. 

Jack knew all about such things; he didn't need to dwell on them. Turning out of the rectory gates, he headed down the road and turned his mind to London, to the nature of the welcome James was sure awaited Clarice there. 

Was James right? He might have been right seven years ago, but was that how matters still stood within the Altwood clan? Certainly Anthony and his clergyman brother didn't view Clarice as persona non grata , as a female ostracized by their family. Swinging through the manor's gates, Jack looked up at his house and made a mental note to charm Anthony that evening and see what he could learn. 

However... 

He looked down, staring unseeing at the graveled drive as he climbed the long slope to his front door. 

Even if James was right, and Clarice faced a hostile reception in London, regardless of whatever pain that might cause her, did he, or James, have the right to interfere, to make that judgment— the judgment that she shouldn't face that pain—for her? 

He mentally replayed that moment when she'd first decreed that she would go to London on James's behalf. She hadn't made the decision lightly, in haste, without considering the pros and cons. She knew better than James what she would face in town; she'd known what she was doing in deciding to go. 

James hadn't asked; she'd insisted on making a sacrifice on James's behalf. Was it right for him to dismiss that as meaningless? Offering themselves as sacrifices was what warriors did... and she was a warrior-queen. 

Jack grimaced and kicked a larger stone out of the driveway, then paused to look down the rolling meadows to the stream. He wished he didn't understand her quite so well; in some respects, it made life more difficult. 

Protectiveness, especially with respect to females, especially females of his class, was second nature, something bred into him; as with James, it was an instinctive reaction. If the lady in question had been anyone but Clarice ... but it wasn't. With her, unlike James, because he understood, he had to think before he acted, because for her—for a warrior-queen—protecting her might not mean the obvious. 

Protecting Clarice, acting in her best interests, might actually mean taking her to London with him. 

Allowing her to brave the wrath of her family and beard the dragons of her past and their rejection, potentially to conquer it, to overcome it, all while he was mere, by her side, for support. That she had the right to face whatever battles she chose was, in dealing with her, a very real consideration. To his mind, he had a corresponding right to stand by her side, but not to stand in her way. 
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He stood for a time, assessing his logic while the burbling of the stream soothed his senses. He couldn't fault his analysis, his reading of her. Eventually, he turned and continued up the drive. 

There were other, to him highly desirable outcomes that would be served by taking Clarice with him. 

He didn't underestimate the logistical difficulties, yet the chance of placing him and her together in a situation tailor-made to help him persuade her to look at him more deeply, to consider him as her consort, was hard to resist. In London, especially given their misson, she would see sides of him few ever had, and all against the backrop of his and her rightful circle, the ton. 

At some point, he would have to jar her into seeing him as more than a brief liaison, as a lover for all seasons rather than just one. Spending time together alone, not necessarily private but without being constantly surrounded by people who relied on them and demanded their attention would be essential; the chance of spending time together in London seemed god-sent. 

At the back of his mind lay the notion that in order to succeed in his pursuit of her, to change her mind and convince her to consider matrimony again, he would need to exorcise the ghosts he presumed must exist given her past history with men and marriage. Dispatching such ghosts would be much easier if he could see them, and London was their haunt. 

His front door rose before him. He halted before the steps, stared at the door, and let the final thread of his argument run through his head. 

The final consideration. Him. 

Taking Clarice with him to London meant he would know she was safe. Regardless of all else, in order to function efficiently, to concentrate and accomplish all James needed done, he would need that assurance. 

Fussing over her, hemming her in, here or there, would put her back up, and perhaps reveal too much of his intentions too soon, but if she was with him, he would know without needing to ask. 

Drawing in a breath, taking his hands from his pockets, he climbed the steps to his front door. James would have to live with his fears; he did not intend to put a foot wrong in his pursuit of his warrior-queen. 



Chapter 10

Jack joined Griggs and Percy in the estate office. Percy produced the list he'd extracted from Anthony; Jack read through the workmanlike effort, then commended Percy, who glowed. 

Howlett appeared to announce luncheon. In the dining room, they found Anthony propped in a Bath chair, looking pale but grimly determined. 

"If I can be forced to remember the entire family," he said in response to Jack's raised brow, "in all its glory, root and branch, I can sit up." 

Jack smiled and took his seat "You'd better be sure not to damage anything, or Connimore will be unbearable." 

Anthony arched a brow. "Spoken from experience?" 
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"Just so," Jack affirmed. 

The meal passed comfortably. Jack, Griggs, and Percy discussed the farms Percy would see that afternoon. Anthony teased, but mostly simply listened. Despite his bravado, his broken bones were still painful. 

At the end of the meal, they strolled into the front hall, Percy wheeling Anthony in the chair. Jack caught Anthony's eyes. "If I were you, I'd get what rest you can. Clarice said she'd come by this afternoon to bear you company." 

Anthony's face lit with delighted, almost childlike enthusiasm. "Excellent!" 

Percy was less sure. "Perhaps she plays chess?" 

Anthony raised his brows. Both he and Percy looked inquiringly at Jack. 

What did they think? "I wouldn't be surprised, but don't feel too badly if she trounces you." 

Anthony chortled. Two footmen carried his chair upstairs; Anthony waved cheerily as they carted him along the gallery back to his room. 

Jack repaired to the estate office with Griggs and Percy. After a final round of conferring, with Percy armed with a detailed map of the estate, Jack and Percy set out to do the rounds, Percy in the gig behind a calm and stately mare, Jack on Challenger. 

Jack hadn't had the gray gelding out for two days; Percy eyed Challenger's consequent snorting and cavorting with overt distrust. 

Jack grinned; tightening the reins, he brought Challenger to pace, aloof and unrepentant, beside the gig as Percy steered the mare down the drive. "How are your riding lessons going?" 

Percy cast Challenger a look, then pointed at the mare. "Crawler had me out on Matilda here yesterday." 

"And?" 

Percy shrugged. "It went well enough, but we didn't get past a trot." He glanced again at Challenger. 

"I'll never be able to manage a horse like him." 

Jack smiled and looked ahead as they turned out of the drive. "You don't have to. Being able to ride Matilda will get j you around the estate well enough. You don't need to ride I like the wind." 

They rattled and clopped across the stone bridge. Scenting the open fields beyond, Challenger tugged at the bit, restless and not understanding why Jack didn't want to gallop. "Speaking of which"—Jack ruthlessly held the gelding on a tight rein—"one of the consequences of riding horses like this is that they need to run." He nodded ahead to the fields north of the road. "You know where we're headed—the De-lancey farm. If I leave you here, can you find your way there? I'll let Challenger stretch his legs and meet you in the lane outside the farm gate." 

Percy nodded. "I won't get lost. I've got the map, and Griggs said it was accurate." 

Jack saluted and wheeled away. 
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Two minutes later, he was streaking across a field not yet planted with its summer crop. Challenger crushed the stubble of winter wheat beneath his pounding hooves; the scent of the dried stalks and the smell of bare earth warming in the sunshine rose and flowed over them. 

Jack gave himself up to the moment, to the race that was not a competition but simply a private joy, that sent a rush of exhilaration down his veins unclouded by any risk, any consequence. He and Challenger flew across his lands purely because they could, and wanted to. 

Perhaps needed to. 

The sun shone down; the breeze was a mere wisp of sensation. For one finite moment he understood what it meant to feel his heart was singing. 

In the same moment, he realized what it truly meant to be home. 


*  *  *

 It was odd how, sometimes, different things connected, or more accurately made a connection in the mind. While riding free on Challenger's back, thundering across his lands, his fields, Jack had felt a sense of lightness, of home and all that meant to him—not before, but now—click like a jigsaw about him. As if him being there was the final necessary piece to make his life whole ... bar one. 
With Percy beside him, he visited his tenants and refreshed his memories of his eastern holdings. When the afternoon waned, he returned to the manor with Percy, well pleased on all counts. Sending Percy in to report to Griggs, he took Challenger to the stables; he spent a companionable half hour chatting to Crawler, who also approved of Percy, untutored town whelp though he was. All was progressing well on that front. 

Returning to the house via the garden door, Jack walked into the front hall, his bootheels ringing on the flags. Pausing at the foot of the stairs, senses suddenly prickling, he looked up—and saw Clarice poised on the landing. She'd been on her way down, had heard his footsteps, and paused; their gazes met, locked, then calmly, regally, she continued down. 

Jack watched her descend. Watched the subtle shift of her hips under the fine muslin of her gown, a creation in rich burgundy that highlighted the full curves of her breasts, the long lines of her thighs fleetingly outlined with each downward step. He drank in her queenly self-assurance, her fine features serene, her dark hair coiled, a lustrous coronet about her head. 

In his bones, he sensed her strength, that deep well of feminine unruffleability, of elemental power that called to him, captured him, anchored him. It was blindingly obvious what the ultimate piece of his jigsaw was. All he had to do was secure it, seize her and bind her into his life, fit her into his picture, to make that picture whole. 

Complete. 

He reached for her hand as she neared. She surrendered it, no doubt expecting him to bow over it. 

Instead, he closed his hand about hers, engulfing it. "Come with me." 

He turned and made for the library, his stride unhurried, but definite. Her hand locked in his, he towed Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her behind him. Surprised, she thought about resisting; even facing the other way, he sensed when she decided to humor him, to see what he wanted of her. 

As it transpired, that was precisely what he wished to make plain. 

He set the library door swinging, towed her through, caught the edge of the door with one hand, and shoved it closed. Twirled her so her back was to the door, then walked into her. Backed her until she was pressed against the panels, then moved closer yet, until the lush curves of breasts, stomach, hips, and thighs were trapped against him. 

The sensation sent a surge of possessive lust through him; he dammed it, but didn't hide it as he looked into her eyes, dark and darkening, widening not so much with surprise as interest, a simple uncomplicated with to know what he thought he was about. Not the slightest tinge of fear clouded those glorious eyes. 

He caught his breath, bent his head, found her lips, and let her feel what he wanted. 

Her. 

Not in any civilized way, but in every way imaginable. 

He wasn't the least surprised when she met his invasion with a challenge of her own; she didn't know that her acceptance of his unrestrained ardor as if it were simply her due was a potent challenge in itself. 

She might have learned the techniques of sexual interaction from a library of learned texts; she hadn't learned the nuances that could apply, that might be brought to bear. 

In that respect, with her, even he was learning. 

Her arms had been trapped between them, her hands gripping his sides; as desire flared and the kiss ignited, she released her hold, pushed her arms up over his chest, over his shoulders, then reached higher and speared her fingers into his hair, holding him to her. 

He wasn't going anywhere, and neither was she. 

The kiss raged, sensual battle joined ... 

Footsteps in the hall, a footman passing, jerked them from the spell, had them both hesitating, considering, assessing. 

Clarice pulled back from the kiss, broke it. Her breathing quick and shallow, from under lids suddenly heavy, she met his eyes, green and gold etched with desire. 

A desire that sent her own need spiraling. He wanted her, here, now, and she wanted him. 

"How?" She licked her dry lips, held his gaze, let him see she was serious. 

He studied her eyes, then reached to the side. She heard a dull click; he'd locked the door. 

His hand returned to her side, then slid down to her thigh. His eyes hadn't left hers. "Like this." 

His fingers curled, and her skirts rose. Up, then higher. He drew them to her hips, then slid his hand beneath; reaching down between their bodies, he found her curls. His questing fingers blatantly stroked, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

then pressed past, parting her damp flesh, stroking lightly, then probing more deeply. 

He didn't kiss her again, but watched her, leaving her wholly aware, totally undistracted from the physical sensations. Aware to her fingernails of the intimacy as he shifted his hand between her thighs and slid one hard finger into her. 

Her lungs seized, her gasp strangled in her throat. She gripped his shoulders, fingers sinking in as he pressed deeper and stroked. Her lids lowered, but she couldn't not watch his eyes, not watch him watching her... 

He eased his body back a fraction; she felt his other hand working between them, realized he was dealing with the buttons at his waist. Then the rigid length of his erection sprang free. His fingers left her; he drew his hand from between her thighs. She felt his hard palms glide down and around her thighs, then he closed his hands and lifted her. 

Hoisted her up against the door. Spread her thighs as he did and stepped between. 

She gasped and grabbed his shoulders. He closed with her, pressing between her thighs; she felt the broad head of his erection seek her entrance, find it, and sink in. Just a little. 

Then he thrust home. 

He filled her. Then he thrust that last inch until she felt him high, near her heart. Then, slow and controlled, he withdrew and slowly filled her, inch by inch, once more. 

Then he repeated the sensual torture, one that had her gasping, too soon softly moaning. Tightening about him, locking her legs about his hips, she tried to urge him on, but he kept to his slow, deliberate rhythm, one that unraveled her senses, that sent waves of dark, illicit delight coursing through her, that steadily, inexorably, yet unhurriedly built the familiar blaze within them, but held the conflagration back. 

He didn't kiss her; they were both more or less fully clothed. Yet they stood pressed against his library door, intimately joined, and there was nothing to distract her from the sheer, unadulterated physicality of the moment, not just the powerful need that drove them both but the reality of him inside her, of the heavy weight of his erection sliding into her sheath, of her body so eagerly welcoming him in. 

Of his taking her, filling her, possessing her. 

She came apart on a breathless cry, glory imploding, pleasure enveloping her, swamping her, coursing down her veins, releasing her. 

Jack covered her lips in the instant she crested the peak; he drank her cry, rode out the waves of her pleasure, then his body, held too long in check, slipped its leash. He surged powerfully into her, one, twice, three times, then with a groan muffled between their lips, joined her. Felt his seed release deep within her, felt in the deepest depths of his soul that he was home. 


*  *  *

 "I'll meet you at the folly tonight." 
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They'd rested for half an hour, even managed decorously to consume a pot of tea and a plate of cakes; Jack hadn't been keen to see her walk out of his door, not so soon after they'd both been reduced to staggering. 

But, as usual, she'd recovered well. He'd accompanied her to the front door; they now stood side by side on his front step. 

At his words, she cast him one of her direct, faintly reproving glances. "You're getting greedy." 

He held her gaze, without a blink replied, "And you aren't?" 

She humphed and looked ahead. After a moment, she conceded, "Very well." She stepped down to the gravel and started off down the drive. "But I might be late." 

She didn't look back but waved a hand in farewell. 

Jack grinned, and savored the view, along with the knowledge that she'd be at the folly not a minute later than usual. After that interlude in the library, he'd wager his life on it. 

The dip in the drive hid her from his sight; turning, he went into the house, grin fading as he realized just how true his previous thought was. With her, it was his life he was gambling with. 

He paused in the hall, instinctively searching for ways to tip the odds in his favor, this wasn't a game in which he had any intention of throwing in his hand. That being so, knowledge, as always, would be his best weapon. 

Looking up the stairs, he considered, then headed for Anthony's room. 

His reluctant guest was growing increasingly restless, but Connimore had decreed that if he wished to take his place at the dinner table, then he had to rest until the first gong. Consequently, Anthony was glad of any distraction, even one that involved discussing his family. 

"I wasn't much about when it happened—away at school, and even when I was at home, the subject was never really discussed. Just the occasional comment one of the elders would make, you know the sort of thing." 

Jack nodded. "How would you describe your parents' view of Clarice?" 

Anthony screwed up his face. "I'd say that while they were shocked speechless at the time, it was a dashed long time ago, and it wasn't as if she committed a crime, for heaven's sake. Plenty of scandals much worse than Clarice refusing to marry that stick Emsworth. I know Melton—her father—raised a dust to end all dusts over it, but at least in my branch of the family, I've never detected any opprobrium that would make it difficult for Clarice to return to town." 

"What about the other branches? The connections?" 

Anthony frowned. "I've heard that at the time it was all rather dreadful. The elders were in the main shocked to their toes. Melton's sisters—the Countess of Camleigh and Lady Bentwood—were livid. 

Clarice's maternal aunts and uncles were also furious. You can imagine the refrains—that she was blackening the family name, that she was insulting her mother's memory, and so on." Anthony looked Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

somber. "All pretty awful stuff." 

Jack waited a moment, then prompted, "But... ?" 

"But while I can't speak for the immediate family, as far as I've ever known, within the wider family the whole matter blew over long ago." Anthony met Jack's eyes. "I really don't think even the elders of the wider family would cut Clarice, would care to cut her if she returned to town now." He smiled. 

"I know the younger generation wouldn't." 

Jack grinned. "I gathered Teddy, and you, too, don't view her in any unfavorable light." 

"Good God, no!" Anthony met his eyes. "If you'd ever met Melton, her father, you'd understand. 

Anyone who stood up to him and walked away the victor—well, that's the sort of deed that guarantees instant hero status, and Clarice is a female, what's more." 

Jack studied Anthony's open face. "So within the wider family, Clarice's returning to town won't pose any difficulties." 

Anthony nodded. "The only group I'm unsure of is the principal line. They hold themselves aloof these days, mostly thanks to Moira, Clarice's stepmother. Clarice's father may have died, but Moira's still a force within the marquisate. The present Melton, Clarice's brother, allows Moira's wishes to hold sway. 

Well, he hasn't married yet, so Moira's his hostess, and the senior lady of the house." 

Jack considered. After a moment, he asked, "So you can't tell me how Clarice's immediate family—

Melton, her other brothers, her half sisters and half brother—will react if she reappears in town." 

Anthony grimaced, and shook his head. "Perhaps Teddy ... but no. He sees them less than I do." He frowned. A moment passed, then he said, "I can't think of anyone who could tell you how her immediate family view Clarice now. 

Her father died two years ago, and while he was alive no one dared mention her name in his house or his hearing. That I do know." 

"But what the real feelings are now, you can't say?" 

"Other than for Moira." Anthony met Jack's eyes. "Moira was always jealous of Clarice. You might say she hates Clarice—she certainly acts like it—but it's hate driven by jealousy." 

"Jealousy of the weak for the strong?" 

"Precisely. I've never heard that Clarice did anything to account for Moira's hatred." 

"Other than being Clarice?" 

Anthony grinned. "Other than that." After a moment, he ruefully admitted, "She didn't trounce me at chess. She wiped me off the board, and I'm not even sure she was paying all that much attention." 

Jack smiled and rose. "I did warn you." With a salute, he turned to the door. "My thanks for the information. I'll see you at dinner." 

He headed downstairs and returned to the library. Sitting in the chair behind his desk, leaning back, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

eyes fixed unseeing on the far wall, he went over all Anthony had told him, creating a framework of expectations of what they would meet when he and Clarice went to London. 

By the time the gong for dinner sounded and he rose and headed for the door, he had a better notion of what she— they—would face. 

Gaps, blanks, still covered crucial areas, but he could see enough to realize and appreciate Clarice's courage in, without hesitation, insisting on going to London on James's behalf. 

Even though she'd known it would mean bearding the dragons of her past. Even though going back would almost certainly mean dealing with a woman who hated her, and who very possibly still possessed the means to hurt her deeply. 


*  *  *

 Much later that night, Clarice stood at the folly windows, looking out over the sleeping countryside. 
Sprawled on the daybed, sated to his toes, Jack watched her. She wasn't brooding—she rarely brooded; she was thinking, planning. 

Turning, she looked through the heavy shadows at him. After a moment, she asked, "When do you think we should leave for London?" 

He considered her phrasing, then evenly replied, "The day after tomorrow." 

Enough moonlight spilled in for him to see her blink. She stared at him, unmoving, for a long moment, then pushed away from the window. On bare feet, she padded closer; stopping by the daybed's side, she looked into his face. There was a frown in her eyes. "I said 'we'—you heard me." 

Not a question, so he made no response, merely lay there, looking up at her, at her long, curvaceous, luscious body, totally bare, his to savor. 

Her frown materialized. "Aren't you going to argue?" 

Lifting his gaze to her face, he settled his head more comfortably on the daybed's back. "Is there any point?" 

She studied him; gradually, a smile replaced her frown. "You're a strange man, Jack Warnefleet." 

Her voice had lowered to that intimate tone that never failed to arouse him, that hinted of the sultry, more deep-throated purr that acted on his libido like a sharpened spur. 

His lips curved in blatant anticipation rather than humor. He made no reply, just reached for her hand and drew her down to him. 

Drew her into his arms, and turned his mind to her conquest, even though he knew the truth. He wasn't strange, he was addicted. To the taste of her, the smell of her, the warmth of her. He wasn't strange, he was committed. 

To having all that for the rest of his days. 
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*  *  *

 Two evenings later, Clarice looked about her as Jack handed her down from James's traveling carriage. 
"I told you I usually stay at the Crown and Anchor in Reading." 

"And I usually stay at the Pelican, also in Reading." Unperturbed, Jack looked around. 

Clarice looked up at the sign swinging above the inn's side door. "The Maiden & Sword" was neatly lettered on it. 

Reading was half an hour behind them. They'd made good time from Avening, and Jack had suggested they should travel on, only to stop a little farther along in the much smaller town of Twyford. 

Taking her arm, he turned her toward the inn's door. "I rather think this place will be more comfortable for us." He caught her eye, faintly raised a brow. 

She realized. "Oh." She looked ahead and allowed him to guide her up the steps. 

"Indeed." His voice was low, pitched just for her. "The fewer who see us, the less chance of being recognized." 

She'd forgotten that by tonnish standards, an unmarried female of her station traveling alone with a gentleman such as he would be fodder for scandal. Having turned her back on tonnish life she truly didn't care, but given her intention of appealing to her family, avoiding further scandal at that point would unquestionably be wise. 

Absence from society had made her rusty; she made a mental note to exercise greater care. 

Ostlers were unharnessing the horses; two boys had hurried out to fetch their bags. The innkeeper, beaming, swung his door wide and bowed them through. She swept in, then turned to speak with the innkeeper—only to hear Jack, charm to the fore, smoothly engage the man. 

"I'm Warnefleet. My wife and I require your best room." 

She managed to keep her jaw from falling. Jack didn't even glance her way, but kept his persuasive gaze fixed on the innkeeper. 

"Of course, my lord." Short, rotund, and irrepressibly genial, the innkeeper bowed to them both. "My lady. Our best chamber is always kept ready and aired, and my wife will be pleased to serve you dinner. 

We have a private parlor if you wish?" 

Clarice thought of the lack of any ring on her left hand, then remembered she was wearing gloves. She nodded regally, and found her voice. "That will suit admirably. I wish to wash away the dust of the day. 

We'll be ready to dine in an hour." 

"Excellent!" The innkeeper gestured to a set of well-polished stairs. "If you'll come this way?" 

Clarice followed him up the stairs, supremely conscious of Jack climbing steadily after her. The inn was on a side street off the London road; although the large room the innkeeper led them to was set above the front of the inn with wide windows looking out on the cobbled street, with only trees and fields Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

beyond, it was quiet. 

It was also comfortably furnished with a dressing table, dresser, washstand, wardrobe, and a large four-poster bed. 

Clarice swept across the room and set her traveling reticule down on the dressing table. The ewer and basin on the washstand were spotless, as were the towels neatly folded on the dresser. Tugging the ribbons of her bonnet loose, she turned to the innkeeper. "This will do nicely. If you could have some hot water sent up?" 

"Of course, my lady." The innkeeper bowed low. "At once!" He turned to Jack. 

Jack nodded easily. "Dinner in the private parlor in an hour." 

"Indeed, sir. I'll have your boxes brought up immediately." Beaming, the innkeeper backed out of the door, closing it behind him. 

Clarice caught Jack's eye. "Wife?" She kept her voice low. 

He shrugged, all graceful elegance as he crossed the room. "Do you have a better idea?" 

She didn't, not one that would pass muster. Setting her bonnet on the dressing table, she sat before the mirror to tuck the wayward strands of hair that had escaped through the long day back into her chignon. 

A knock on the door heralded the boys with her traveling trunk and Jack's large bag. He let them in, then shut the door behind them. Shrugging out of his greatcoat, he dropped it on a straight-backed chair by the wall, then crossed to the armchair angled before the windows and dropped into it with a sigh, stretching out his long, booted legs. 

Going to her trunk, Clarice unbuckled the straps, then opened the lid. 

"We're not dressing for dinner." 

She cast him a repressive glance. "Of course not. One doesn't dress for dinner at an inn. But I do want my brushes, and one or two other things." 

She'd wrapped her brushes and comb in her nightgown; she pulled out the bundle and set it on the dressing table. 

"No point dressing for bed either." 

She glanced at him again, then looked at her nightgown. "That's as may be." 

He snorted softly; she ignored him. 

A tap on the door announced a maid with a pitcher of steaming water. Clarice relieved her of it, and assured her she didn't require any assistance, then or later. 

Shutting the door with her hip, she carried the pitcher to the washstand. Ignoring the lounging figure in the armchair, she poured water into the basin, washed her face and hands, then blotted them dry. And felt considerably better. 
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Lowering the towel, she looked at Jack. His eyes were closed. He appeared to have fallen asleep. His chest rose and fell in a slow, regular rhythm; his hands lay lax, long fingers relaxed on the chair's broad arms. 

She glanced at the bed. It had a dimity-covered comforter spread over crisp white sheets. The pillows were plump and plentiful. The bed-curtains gathered at each post with wide ribbons matched the comforter; once released, they'd cocoon the bed in spring clouds of tiny blossoms. 

Just like the apple blossom in the orchards at Avening. 

The idea of rolling in that cushioning expanse, naked, with Jack, filled her mind; the mental vision she conjured stole her breath. 

"Just think of it as an extrawide daybed." 

Jack watched her gaze flash to him. He lifted his lids fully and met it. 

She hesitated for a heartbeat, then, chin lifting, she walked to the bed, with a swish of her skirts, turned, and sat on the end. "What are we going to do once we reach London? What should we do first?" 

He noted the change of subject, noted, too, her defiant stance. He'd foreseen the need for them to share a room, to pretend to be man and wife. That didn't mean they had to share a bed, yet it wasn't in his nature to pass up such an opportunity to steer her in the direction he wished. 

"First, you should explain the situation to your family and see what support they're prepared to give, what connections and contacts they have to exploit I, meanwhile, will alert my own contacts and see what I can leam, what's known from outside the Church." He hesitated, then added, "I sent a letter a few days ago to someone who should know what's going on." 

She studied him. 'To the man you used to work for—that 'certain gentleman in Whitehall'?" 

He recalled she'd been present when James had used that phrase, their private code for Dalziel. "Yes. 

He was in command of His Majesty's covert operations on foreign soil for years. He's still in the position, but now in the sense of tying up loose ends." 

"Loose ends like traitors as yet uncovered?" 

He heard the rising concern in her voice. "I told him about James because there's one fact that more than any other proves James is no traitor, one my ex-commander in particular won't miss." 

She looked her question. 

He smiled. "Me. The very fact I'm here, alive, proves beyond doubt that James is not a traitor." 

"He knew what you were doing?" 

"Not only what I was doing, but where I was. And I'd lay odds my ex-commander knew that James had that information. Very little escapes him." 

She frowned. "But surely that means James is in no real danger?" 
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"Not of being convicted of treason, no. But neither you, your family, nor I, nor my ex-commander, and even less the government, would want this business to go to a public trial. The current charges against James are private, entirely within the Church. If they can be dealt with and dismissed within that forum, all will be well. But unfortunately, with the case being within the Church, the secular authorities can't simply intervene and quash it. All we can do is provide information and evidence to James's defender. 

However..." 

He stopped, visited by an urge to keep the more dangerous aspects from her. 

Too late. Lightly frowning, she studied him, then said, "We know James isn't guilty, which means someone is going to considerable lengths to fabricate these charges. Why? There has to be a reason." 

He grimaced. "That's the point I imagine my ex-commander will find most interesting." 

A knock on the door brought a summons to dinner. 

"Ah, yes." Clarice dismissed the maid with a wave. "We'll be down in a moment." 

Puzzled, Jack closed the door. He watched as Clarice crossed to her open trunk; bending over it, she rummaged beneath the layers, then rose, a jewelry box in her hands. Placing it on the dressing table, she opened it. He drew near, blinking at the blaze of jewels revealed. He frowned as she sorted swiftly through the pieces. "This is an inn." 

"Indeed." She nodded. "An inn where we're supposed to be man and wife. Ah—there it is." 

She picked out a simple gold ring supporting three small emeralds. Holding up her hand, she slid the ring onto the ring finger of her left hand. Turning the emeralds to her palm, she flexed her fingers. She examined the ring, now masquerading as a wedding band. 'That should do." 

Shutting the jewelry box, she replaced it in the trunk. Straightening, she fixed him with a superior look. 

"If one is going to carry off a charade convincingly, one has to think of such little things." 

He raised a brow, then offered his arm. She took it. He led her to the door, opened it, and murmured as she passed him, "I'll remember that the next time we play at man and wife." 

Dinner was a relaxed affair, the food excellent, the wine more than passable. Comfortable and secure in the small private parlor, Clarice directed the conversation, determined to give Jack no further opening to discompose her. The next time they played at man and wife, indeed! 

They filled the time discussing the various points they'd uncovered while combing through the sheets of information James had supplied. They'd spent the better part of the journey comparing one list to another, connecting time, place, and people James had spoken with. It was tempting to speculate on exactly what facts the allegations against James hinged upon. 

"There's really no way to tell, not until we see the details presented to the bishop." 

She wrinkled her nose but had to admit Jack was right Still, it was hard simply to wait and not plan. 

"You'll just have to possess your soul in patience." 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

She glanced across the table, met his amused but understanding gaze, and humphed. 

The maid entered to clear the dishes, followed by the innkeeper with a bottle of port. Clarice seized the moment to beat a strategic retreat; pushing back her chair, she nodded to the innkeeper. "Please convey my compliments to your wife. The meal was excellent." Rising, she looked at Jack, who tensed to stand, then recalled they were supposedly married. She smiled lightly. "I'll leave you to your port" 

To her surprise, he changed his mind, uncoiled his long legs, and rose. He waved her to the door. "I'll take a glass in the tap." 

The innkeeper beamed and bustled away. She headed for the door; Jack followed. 

He paused just outside, briefly scanning the hall and the stairs. "I'll be up shortly." His eyes returned to hers. "Don't lock the door." 

One of the little things one had to remember. She read the message in his eyes. Elevating her nose, she turned to the stairs, and for one of the few times in her life, swept away with no pithy parting shot. 

Discretion was sometimes the wiser course. 

Especially given he stood in the hall and watched her until the upper gallery hid her from his view. 

Although she could no longer see him, she would have wagered her pearls that he stood listening until she shut the door to their room. Then and only then would he have stirred and headed for the tap. 

She suspected he intended to learn who else was passing the evening at the inn, whether there was anyone whose notice they needed to avoid when they left in the morning. 

It was what she, in his place, would have done; as she stood before the dressing table and unpinned her long hair, the notion that she trusted him in the same vein she would herself floated through her mind. 

Definitely strange. Definitely not something that had happened with anyone else. 

Oddly, that only made her more determined to be undressed and in bed before he came up. Nonsensical to feel shy given all that had passed between them in the folly, yet there was something quite different about undressing before him in a fully lighted room. 

Illogical, of course. She considered that while she quickly brushed out her hair. She was rarely illogical; why now, over this? 

The answer popped into her mind as she laid her gown neatly over her trunk, then reached for the hem of her chemise. It was the implied domesticity that struck her as unwise, as belonging to those scenarios they'd agreed didn't apply to them. 

Pondering that, she drew off the chemise, dropped it on her gown, reached for her nightgown—and heard his voice in her head. No point. 

And, perhaps, one domestic touch she didn't need to make. 

Turning, she crossed naked to the bed. 
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Chapter 11

Jack climbed the stairs congratulating himself on having chosen the Maiden & Sword. Not only was the inn comfortable, but situated as it was just on the London side of the major posting town of Reading, it was generally overlooked by tonnish society. There were no members of the aristocracy or the upper echelons of the ton staying that night. A few well-to-do merchants, businessmen, and their wives, a clientele that no doubt accounted for the inn's quality, but no one who would place either Clarice or him. 

He opened their door to a room steeped in darkness. He glanced around; Clarice had doused all the candles and left the curtains over the windows drawn. All he could see of her was a mound under the covers on the window side of the bed. She'd loosened the bed-curtains but hadn't drawn them tight. 

Closing the door, cutting off what little light had come from the corridor, he crossed soft-footed to the window and drew the curtains wide. 

Pale moonlight spilled in, enough so he could see. He sat in the armchair and eased off his boots, then unhurriedly undressed, hanging his coat in the wardrobe, draping shirt and waistcoat over the straight-backed chair. 

Eventually naked, he went to the bed, lifted the covers, and slid under them. The instant his weight settled into the mattress, Clarice rolled into him. 

He'd expected that; she hadn't. 

She valiantly smothered a shriek; he wisely smothered a chuckle as he caught her, then expertly juggled her until they were face-to-face, nose to nose. 

She looked into his eyes. In the same instant, he registered that she was as naked as he. She was all warm silken limbs and lush curves. 

Her gaze lowered to his lips. He looked at hers. 

She reached for him as he closed his arms about her. Who kissed whom first was moot. 

What followed was their usual tussle for sensual supremacy. In the kiss, she ultimately gave way, let him plunder her mouth as he wished, as he wanted. But even while she accommodated him there, with her hands on his shoulders, she pressed him back. 

Distracted, he obliged, rolling onto his back. 

Lying back, he watched her rise over him in the moon-drenched dark, watched her straighten, watched her arch as she slowly, smoothly, with total control impaled herself on him, as she sheathed him in her body's lush heat. 

Then she rode him, slowly, deliberately driving both him and herself inexorably on, harder, faster, until the peak of fulfillment beckoned. 
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He caught her hips and rolled, tipping her, then trapping her beneath him. Settling between her thighs, he spread them wider, urging her long legs over his. Pinning her deep in the cushioning mattress, he thrust deep. Home. 

Bending his head, he found her lips and filled her mouth as his body joined with hers, plundering to the same primitively erotic beat. 

Clarice couldn't think, could only respond and embrace the moment. Drink in the sensations, the familiar, comforting, freeing dimness, the heat pouring through them, a delicious flame, the powerful flexing of his body as he covered her, possessed her, as they danced within the cocoon of the apple blossom covers, enclosed in a world of passion and desire. 

Hot passion, wild desire. 

At his urging, she wrapped her legs about his hips, felt his hand spread beneath her bottom, tipping her hips to his. Gasped as he drove deeper into her willing body, into her heat, into the furnace that built and built as he stoked, stroked, until nothing else mattered but the raging flames, the drive for release, the need for completion. 

The shattering desperation that it should claim them both. 

It came in a rush, and did. 

For one long moment, they clung to the peak, trapped in and consumed by the glory, then they tumbled and fell, into blessed oblivion. 

He collapsed upon her. Limbs like jelly, she held him, slowly stroked the long muscles of his back. 

Listened to his heart thunder, then slow. Felt his heartbeat within her, felt her own in her skin, in her fingertips, easing. 

Eventually, he stirred enough to lift from her. Slumping onto the bed, he slid an arm beneath her and drew her to him, settled her against him. 

Boneless, she let him; laying her head on his chest, she murmured, "That was not how it was supposed to be." 

She'd intended to stay in control, to use her body to overwhelm him, to watch as she sated him. She was still curious over, fascinated by, the fact that she could. 

He relaxed, sinking deeper into the bed. "You won't always get what you want." 

Her lids were too heavy to lift, to stare, to react to his tone, one that suggested he'd understood her intent but hadn't been of a mind to indulge her. 

If she'd had the strength, she would have taken issue with such arrogance, but pleasure lay too heavy in her veins. Some other time. 

Right now, the principal issue claiming her mind was how to prolong their liaison in London. That's what she'd been thinking about while she'd waited in the dark for him to join her. Somewhat contrary to her expectations, she was in no hurry to terminate their affair, not yet. There was a lot she'd yet to learn, and a great deal he could teach her. Arrogant lord though he might be, he definitely had his uses. 
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Stirring, she leaned back against his arm, lifting her head so she could look up at his face. A heavy lock of his hair, a medley of light browns shot with blond, had fallen across his forehead. Reaching up, she brushed it aside just as he turned his head to look at her. The side of her hand connected awkwardly with his temple. 

Even in the poor light, she saw him wince. Felt the spike of pain that raked him. 

"What is it?" She heard alarm in her voice, realized it was because she saw him as invincible, yet knew he wasn't. He was only flesh and blood, and flesh and blood could so easily die. 

She half expected him to say "Nothing," but after a moment's hesitation, he relaxed back on the pillows. 

"A recent injury." 

"Recent?" She struggled to sit the better to examine him; his arm tightened and held her down. She frowned at him. "How recent?" 

"A few weeks." 

She blinked. "So that's the injury ..." 

When she didn't go on, he raised his brows. And waited. 

"When I first came to the manor to see Anthony, you and Connimore were talking of some lingering injury." 

He was silent for a minute; from the look on his face, he was replaying his words to Connimore. 

"I see." He refo-cused on her face, studied it. "What sort of injury did you think I had?" 

His tone was curious, wondering, and suspicious. She was tempted to declare she hadn't thought about the matter at all; the expression in his eyes warned he wouldn't be fooled, more, that he was starting to suspect just what she had thought. She lifted one shoulder. "I have three older brothers. And then you summoned Percy ..." 

She broke off as his face split in a grin. His chest, beneath her, started to shake. She narrowed her eyes at him. "And then you declared you wouldn't have children. What the devil do you imagine I thought?" 

He threw back his head and laughed, trying vainly not to make too much noise. 

She waited with quite terrible patience. 

He noticed; hilarity reducing to a chuckle, he grinned at her. "Wouldn't, not couldn't" Beneath the covers he nudged her hip. "I would have thought that distinction would by now have occurred to you." 

"I daresay it would have if I'd given the matter any recent thought." Despite her haughty tone, that was indeed the truth; he was so transparently virile and vigorous, she'd forgotten he was supposedly carrying an injury. 

Yet he was. If a frown could change in tone, hers did. "How is it? What exactly is it? Does it hurt much?" 

He grimaced. She read in his eyes the usual male reaction to female fussing. "It hurts sometimes, but lately Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

not as much. It was just a bad knock on the head." 

A knock on the head that still hurt weeks later? "What on earth were you doing to get such a clout?" 

He studied her eyes, then resettled her against him, and somewhat to her surprise, told her. She listened, alternately intrigued, shocked, and amazed. She made no comment when he described how he'd been taken in and then coshed by the spy he been left to guard against. Although he clearly considered that a failure, one that still rankled, he'd acknowledged it and set it behind him; he neither dwelled on the mistake nor tried to excuse it. She had experience enough of life's vicissitudes to appreciate the maturity in that. 

When he ended his tale, she frowned. "So you're retired from the services, yet still at the beck and call of the government?" 

He shook his head. "It's more that we'll oblige in pursuit of a good cause. Those of us who've served in our particular capacity are better equipped, better trained to respond to certain situations. And in this latest instance, we were assisting a friend, an ex-comrade-in-arms so to speak." 

"So am I right in assuming that those contacts you intend to speak with in London will be your ex-comrades, along with your ex-commander?" 

"Indeed." Stifling a yawn, he sank lower in the bed. "I'll speak with those of the crew still in town." 

His voice had grown sleepy. "And yes, they will help us." 

His tiredness was catching; her lids felt increasingly heavy. She snuggled down on his chest. His hand rose to stroke her head, his fingers gently tangling in, then smoothing out strands of her hair. 

Peace enveloped them, warm, still, undemanding. They hadn't shared a bed before, yet the closeness felt right; she felt unexpectedly secure. 

His certainty that his friends would help, would rally to James's cause, reassured some part of her that was still in shock at the very thought of James being accused of traitorous dealings. But more intriguing had been the view of him his tale had revealed—how his friends viewed him, that he was a member of such a group of gentlemen, loyal defenders even in peace upon whom those charged with the defence of the realm did not hesitate to call. 

Her original vision of him as a dissolute wastrel floated into her brain. Her lips curved; how very wrong she'd been. 

The more she learned of him the more she approved, the more she appreciated. Heaven knew she was halfway to thinking him admirable. There were few other men she'd admitted to such status; indeed, as sleep slowly fogged her brain, she couldn't think of one. 

She felt the last of his wakeful tension fade, sensed him slide into sleep. Listened to his slow, steady breathing. His heart beat beneath her cheek, a muffled, solid thud, regular and reliable; his arms held her, not tightly but securely. Not restraining but comforting, a protection, not a restriction. 

Sleep beckoned, and she let herself go, let herself relax in his arms. 

Warm, comfortable, sated, and secure. Playing man and wife with him wasn't bad at all. 
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The errant thought jerked her from that comfortable slide into slumber, made her inwardly blink, but then she smiled, let the thought drift away, and fell asleep. 


*  *  *

 For the first time in his life, Jack woke at dawn with a woman in his arms. 
He'd slept with countless women, but he'd never before shared a bed with one through the night. 

But this one, his warrior-queen, was different in such a multitude of ways. Waking to the feel of her warm, soft, quintessentially female limbs draped over him, her curves pressed provocatively against his side, seemed the ultimate warrior's reward. 

He wasn't even thinking when he lifted his hand and ran it lightly over her arm, over the swell of her breast. Down over the swell of her hip to the long sweep of her thigh. 

It required no thought to appreciate, to worship. To gently arouse her, to bring her body awake, responsive and instinctively ardent. She unfurled like a flower to his touch, her mind still drifting in the realms of sleep, soft sighs falling from her lips as he stirred her to an awakening of a different sort. 

To power of a different sort. 

Sensual, covetous, yet reverent, it seemed to flow from his fingers, from his hands as he caressed her. 

When he lifted over her and settled between her thighs, her lids fluttered, then rose a little way. 

Rose fully as he filled her; she looked up into his eyes, hers widening, then he thrust home. Her lips formed a soft O, then relaxed, curving. Her lids fell again, veiling dark eyes now glowing with passion. 

Passion he'd evoked. 

He bent his head, covered her lips with his, and gently rode her as dawn painted the sky and sent soft golden light reaching across the chamber to where they rocked in the bed, surrounded by clouds of dimity apple blossom. 

No rush. A slow traverse across a landscape they now knew well, pausing, breaths tight, strangled, as they savored here, then there. As they let their senses expand and together absorbed the passionate beauty of each stage, each step in the progression to fulfillment. 

A fulfillment neither doubted would come, that was implicit in the shift of their bodies, in the repetitive movement that held them both engaged, absorbed, aware of little beyond the heated dampness of their skins, their ragged breathing, their desires and needs. 

A true communion of bodies, of minds. Ultimately, as they crested the peak and together surrendered and fell, a communion of souls. 

Later, they lay twined in each other's arms. Neither spoke. Each recognized the power growing between them, knew the other would sense it, too, but it was too new for either to name, to describe. 

Shifting his head, he dropped a soft kiss on her shoulder. Felt, an instant later, her hand stroke his head, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

gently riffling his hair. 

And was content. For now. 

Yet his ultimate goal, the goal he wanted, needed, and would fight for, was now not just clear but defined. He wanted to wake up in this way, just like this, every morning for the rest of his life. 


*  *  *

 They rocked into London in the early afternoon. As Clarice would keep the carriage with her, Jack gave the coachman directions to Montrose Place. 
Focused on their campaign to exonerate James, Clarice had paid scant attention to the sights they'd passed. But when the carriage pulled up outside Number 12, Montrose Place, she ceased her recitation of the facts they already knew to peer out at the house. "This is your club?" 

"The Bastion Club." Jack opened the door and stepped down to the pavement He'd explained that the club was a private one set up by him and his six ex-comrades as a personal stronghold against the matchmaking mamas and their legions. "Wait here. I'll just leave my bag with Gasthorpe— he's our majordomo—and be back." 

A footman had already materialized from the club and was retrieving his traveling bag from the boot. 

Clarice nodded, her gaze fixed on the club's facade as if searching out its weaknesses. Jack quashed the thought and followed the footman up the path. 

Gasthorpe met him at the door. Consigning his bag into Gasthorpe's keeping, Jack informed him he would be staying for an as-yet-undetermined time. 

"We're delighted to have you back, my lord. All will, of course, be in readiness here. If you require any further assistance, please inform me." 

Jack smiled his charming smile; he was about to turn away when he thought to ask, "Who else is here at present? Crowhurst?" 

"I regret the earl returned to Cornwall yesterday, my lord. But Viscount Paignton returned to us last week. I believe he intends to remain for some weeks. And the marquess is in town. He frequently drops by of an evening." 

Jack saluted and turned away. So Deverell was about, and Christian Allardyce, Marquess of Dearne, was also on hand. Excellent support, should he require it, and he'd certainly pick their brains and use their contacts, too. 

He was still smiling when he reached the carriage. Clarice sat back, studying his face as he climbed in and sat opposite her. 

"You look ... expectant." 

His smile deepened. "Just the scent of prey on the wind." 
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She snorted and looked out of the window as the carriage lurched once again into motion. Jack noted she was watching the facades now, no longer absorbed in James's predicament. A slight frown creased her brow. 

"So where are we headed?" he asked. 

"I gave the coachman directions." After a moment, she realized she hadn't answered him and glanced at him. 'To Benedict's Hotel in Brook Street." 

Jack blinked. He'd assumed when she'd mentioned putting up at a hotel that she'd meant Grillons, that bastion of all things proper; he couldn't have risked visiting her there. Benedict's was another matter entirely. From what he'd heard, it was an extremely exclusive establishment catering only to the highest echelons of the aristocracy. It didn't have rooms; it had suites. 

When the carriage pulled up before the elegant facade in Brook Street, and he escorted Clarice inside, it was immediately apparent by the subtle-yet-obsequious welcome that she was a known and honored guest. 

"We've held your usual rooms for you, my lady." The dapper concierge relegated his desk to an underling and came to conduct Clarice upward himself. "Naturally, anything— anything at all—that I or my staff can do to assist you during your stay, we'll be only too delighted to do." 

Leading the way up the main stairs, as wide as in any ducal residence, the concierge went to a door just along the sumptuous gallery, inserted a key, then threw the door wide. He bowed Clarice in. 

Strolling at her heels, Jack paused to glance around, taking note of the side stairs visible at the end of one corridor. His gaze returned to the concierge's face and found it encouragingly blank; the staff at Benedict's clearly knew who paid their piper. With a slight smile, Jack inclined his head and moved past the concierge into the room. 

It was a luxurious suite, the first room a large, well-appointed sitting room, the bedroom leading off it via an ornate arch. A gilt-framed mirror filled the wall above the marble mantelpiece; gilt sconces in the form of cupids hung on the walls. Despite their fine fabrics, both chaise and chairs looked well stuffed and inviting, and all the woodwork glowed. Two long windows looked out onto Brook Street; Jack moved across to glance out as Clarice swept into the bedroom, directing the footmen who had arrived with her trunk. 

Like a well-trained butler, the concierge harried the footmen out, then bowed and departed. Jack turned as Clarice came to join him. She met his eyes, then looked out at the street. "Now we're here, what next?" 

He followed her gaze; it was midafternoon, and Brook Street was awash with carriages ferrying matrons from one afternoon tea to another. "There's not much we can accomplish in what's left of today. Unless you want to approach your family?" 

"Late afternoon is hardly a good time to call unexpectedly, not during the Season. Everyone will be rushing to get ready for their evening's engagements." 

He nodded. "I'm hoping for some word from my ex-commander. I told him I'd be at the club from tonight. I should be there in case he contacts me." He would also meet Deverell there and alert him to their likely need for his services. 
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Clarice faced him. "Perhaps an early night would be best, then we can commence our campaign refreshed in the morning." 

He studied her dark eyes, wondered if she, like he, was considering ways and means ... but he'd yet to reconnoiter, to confirm that he could come and go from her room without risking scandal, that the hotel was as accommodating as it appeared. "That probably will be best." 

"Very well." She hesitated, then placed a hand on his chest and stretched up. She'd intended to kiss his cheek but he turned his head and his lips met hers. 

His arms slid around her; he drew her to him, against him, and let the kiss slide into that realm of heated sensuality they both craved. When he raised his head, they were both breathing more rapidly; her eyes were darker, softly glowing with stirred passion as she pushed back and eased out of his arms. 

"I'll..." To his delight, she had to blink to refocus her wits. "I'll call on my brother in the morning. Best to catch him before he goes out." 

"I'll call here at noon. We can discuss our outcomes to that point and plan our next foray over luncheon." 

She nodded graciously, softly smiling. "Until tomorrow, then." 

He stepped back, bowed elegantly, and left her while he could. 

Circling the gallery, he took the secondary stairs down, and confirmed that they led to a smalf foyer with a door giving onto a narrow side street. He checked the lock; it posed no barrier to one such as he. 

Hands in his greatcoat pockets, he strolled through the ground floor, committing the layout to memory, then exited the building by the front door, inclining his head to the concierge as he passed that worthy's desk. 

Benedict's was, indeed, an excellent hotel. 

On the pavement, Jack halted and took stock. He had no doubt Dalziel would interpret the events thus far as he had. His ex-commander would be in touch as soon as was practicable; he didn't need to chase him. However, bearding the Bishop of London would necessarily need to wait until after Dalziel and Jack had discussed matters. There was little he could do until then. 

Frowning, he let himself consider the pounding gradually building in his skull. He'd been steadfastly ignoring it for the past hour. Experience suggested it wouldn't go away, not for the rest of the day, and, indeed, would likely become worse. What bothered him most was that the pounding hadn't been this bad for weeks. 

Pringle's surgery was in Wigmore Street, only two blocks away. Jack turned his feet in that direction. 

At mis hour, the surgeon would be in; he could use a little reassurance. 


*  *  *

 "You've made excellent progress!" Pringle turned away from Jack, propped on the edge of Pringle's desk and still blinking owlishly in the aftermath of the magnesium flare Pringle had used to check his Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
pupils. 

"I'm really most impressed." Pringle started putting away the numerous devices he'd used to test Jack's responses. 

"Whatever you've been doing has been just the ticket. I would never have imagined you'd be this much improved in, what? Just over two weeks?" Jack nodded, and massaged his temple. "But it's back. 

"Why?" 

"You've just arrived in town. Did you ride?" 

Jack shook his head. "Carriage. Two days on the road." 

"Well, there you are." Pringle started polishing other implements; he'd seen Jack immediately his last patient had left. "A jolting carriage over that distance would give anyone a sore head—in your case, a pounding one. Just don't do it again until you're fully recovered. To ease the ache, I'd suggest doing whatever it is you've been doing recently. It's clear that works for you." 

Jack frowned more direfully. "I haven't been doing anything—anything medicinal—at least not that I'm aware of." 

"Ah, yes." Pringle squinted at a scalpel, then polished harder. "Take it from me, you've definitely been doing something medicinal, but I agree you might not have realized how effective some activities can be. For instance, Turkish baths, or certain herbal ointments, or even perfumes, although you probably haven't been using those." With a grin, Pringle continued to recite common habits that were known to alleviate head pain. 

Jack listened, eliminating all; most seemed as likely as the perfumes. 

Until Pringle airily concluded, "And then there's the old standby, sexual release." 

Jack blinked. "That works?" 

"An ancient remedy, doesn't work for all head pain, and works best when indulged in before the pain actually sets in. I've always imagined it works by way of some pressure-release mechanism." 

Jack was rapidly thinking back, aligning his interludes with Boadicea and the recent absence of his headaches. "How fascinating." He realized Pringle was watching him, an amused light in his eye. Jack grinned; he straightened from the desk, then winced as his head throbbed. "Thankyou." He extended his hand to Pringle. "For your excellent advice." 

Pringle grinned back and shook Jack's hand. "A few more weeks of rest interspersed with your patent remedy, and I predict your headaches will be consigned to your past." 

Jack left the surgery and turned hi^feet toward Montrose Place. As he had no recourse to his patent remedy that evening, he'd have to make do with fresh air. He wondered what Clarice would say to their interludes qualifying as medicinal acts. 

The thought of her reaction brought a smile to his face, and made him forget his throbbing head for the short while it took him to reach the club. 
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*  *  *

 The headache hit with a vengeance in the early evening. Surrendering to the savage pain, to the nauseating sensations every time he tried to move, to the excruciating agony when he tried to think, Jack retired to his room and his bed before Deverell returned. 
It was more important that he be alert and functioning in the morning; consulting Deverell could wait. 

As Jack crawled under the cool sheets and laid his head on the pillow, he prayed Dalziel wouldn't send for him that evening. 

Dalziel didn't. He did, however, appear downstairs before Jack had had breakfast the next morning. 

Despite the comfortable bed and his best intentions, he hadn't slept well, but at least his headache had subsided to a level at which he could listen and talk. Muttering beneath his breath over the early hour—it wasn't even nine o'clock—Jack followed Gasthorpe down to the first floor; Gasthorpe had conducted his unnerving guest to the library. Jack paused, eyeing the door. "Bring coffee. As soon as you can." 

Gasthorpe bowed. "Immediately, my lord." 

Jack opened the door and went in. Closing it, he took a moment to study the tall figure standing before the long windo overlooking the back garden. Dalziel—they had yet to ferret out his real name—shared many characteristics with the men he'd commanded. He was much the same height as Jack, with a similar, fractionally leaner, build. Finer build, finer bone structure, finer, more austere features—that was really all that separated him physically from his men. In menace, however, Dalziel had them all trumped. 

In his presence, anyone with the slightest ability to sense danger was inevitably on full alert. 

Releasing the doorknob, Jack let the latch click and watched Dalziel turn from the window to face him. 

As if he hadn't, until then, been aware Jack was there. 

Jack inwardly scoffed. Put simply, Dalziel was the most dangerous man he'd ever met. His ex-commander was the ultimate epitome of the predatory warrior lords the Normans had left scattered throughout England. 

"Good morning. I won't ask what's brought you here." Jack waved Dalziel to an armchair and subsided into its mate, fighting to keep any hint of his headache from his face. 

"Indeed." Dalziel's tone stated he wasn't the least happy about the matter in question. His dark eyes examined Jack's face. "I greatly fear that your friend, James Altwood, has become embroiled, entirely innocently, in a scheme to discredit me." 

"You?" Jack frowned. This was Dalziel; it would be a waste of time to question his statement; if he said that was so, it was. "What scheme? And how did James come to be drawn into it?" 

Dalziel steepled his fingers; his gaze fixed beyond Jack. "At this point, I can only speculate, but I imagine the scheme has come about because, as I'm sure you and the other members here are aware, I've been searching for one last traitor, who for various reasons, none unfortunately within the realm of hard fact, I believe remains undetected, unrepentant, and unpunished, buried within the higher echelons of power." 

A knock preceded Gasthorpe carrying a tray. 
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Dalziel waited until the coffee had been dispensed and Gasthorpe had left, then met Jack's gaze. "Just what connections this man might have, and what type of power he wields, whether simply that of money, or alternatively status or governmental position, I don't know. However, I've tripped over too many inconsistencies over the past years not to suspect he exists. Unfortunately., to date, that's all I have—my suspicions." 

Jack narrowed his eyes, sipped. "So you believe this scheme has come about because he, whoever he is, doesn't appreciate your entertaining such suspicions?" 

Dalziel nodded. "An apt enough way to put it." 

"But at present, this scheme—its existence, just like that of your last traitor's—is pure conjecture on your part?" 

Dalziel's lips twisted in a very wry grimace. "Precisely. What I believe has occurred is that, knowing I'm still searching for him, the real traitor set out—initially at least—to give me a scapegoat, someone I might confuse for him, remove, and so deem my job done." 

"And retire?" 

Dalziel inclined his head. "For all of us, the war is past, and it's time we returned to the civilian world and our responsibilities therein. This traitor thinks to appease me by feeding me some other prey in his stead." 

"So he looked around for a suitable scapegoat... and found James." Jack instantly saw why James had been chosen. 

"Indeed. James Altwood was an inspired choice. He had access to, gathered, and studied information potentially damaging to the military cause, information Napoleon and his generals would indeed have paid a high price for. I haven't seen the substance of the allegations, however, as we both know"—

Dalziel smiled at Jack, a smile that didn't reach his eyes—"James Altwood is no traitor." 

Dalziel paused, then went on, "I never asked whether you, against my orders, had divulged your status and mission to Altwood, but when your father died and Altwood came straight to me to get a message to you, it was fairly clear he knew more than enough to, were he a spy, ensure your disappearance." 

Dalziel shrugged. "As you're here hale and whole, Altwood is no traitor, especially given your watch on Elba. Of all ray agents, you would have been the most vital to nullify when Napoleon was planning his return. You're still alive because they never knew you existed, because James Altwood isn't a traitor. No traitor, no matter how fond of you, would have omitted, in the circumstances, to mention you. Fortunes have been made for less." 

Setting aside his cup, Dalziel continued, 'That, however, was a series of telling facts the real traitor didn't know. If it is he behind this, then he discovered Altwood, and then realized the potential, how very sensational a charge of treason against Altwood would be, and how even more sensational the failure of such a trial would be, and how such an outcome would reflect on whoever was so unwise as to instigate the prosecution of Altwood." 

"You." Eyes still narrowed, Jack followed the argument. "The real traitor thought you'd leap on James, get him by the throat, and drag him before the courts—and then ..." 

"Once the case failed, and the real traitor would ensure it would, and in the most spectacular fashion, that would render any future charge I might make against anyone not just ineffective but laughable." 
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"He'd essentially nullify you, at least with respect to bringing traitors to justice." 

"Indeed." Dalziel frowned. "However, before we get too ahead of ourselves, none of what I've just told you is provable fact. As far as James Altwood passing secrets to the French, I can report that there is no evidence whatever, not an iota, to support such a contention, nothing beyond the purely circumstantial fact that Altwood had access to sensitive information and the ability to comprehend that intelligence." 

Dalziel met Jack's eyes. "That, of course, would be known to many. On the face of it, there's nothing to say that this charge against Altwood hasn't arisen from some petty jealousy or need to make trouble. It may not even be directed at Altwood, but at his superiors, or at clerical scholars in general. There's no reason per se that the situation has to be a scheme by any traitor, yet one reason my instincts are pressing me in that direction is that it's just too pat that it's Alt-wood involved. Not only is he a renowned scholar, a long time Fellow of Balliol, but a clerical scholar very well regarded by his bishop and by the Church heirarchy. Bad enough, were I to get involved, but on top of that, he is an Altwood, albeit it, as I heard it, something of a black sheep. That's by the by. To all the ton, all the government, he's still an Altwood. If the family comes to his support, as I fully expect they will, then anyone seeking to prosecute him is going to have a very messy battle on his hands." 

Jack could only agree. The cold-blooded calculation behind such a scheme, if indeed it was a ploy of the last traitor to discredit Dalziel, was breathtaking. Tony Blake and Charles St. Austell had advised the other Bastion Club members of Dalziel's continuing search for a deeply buried traitor. Some might consider such perseverance an unhealthy obsession; Jack wasn't of that number, nor were the other club members. They all knew Dalziel; his instincts, his ability to read intelligence, and the orders that had flowed from that, sometimes apparently counter to safety, had kept them all alive for many long years behind enemy lines. If Dalziel believed a traitor was still free, they'd back his judgment. 

"So the charges against James could be a traitor's scheme to discredit you, or alternately something more innocent— for instance, a jealous rival's plot." 

Dalziel nodded, his gaze on Jack's face. "Is there a rival involved?" 

Jack grimaced. "Seems to be. He's the one who brought the allegations before the bishop, and has a history of losing out to James in the fellowship stakes." 

After a moment, Dalziel murmured, "That would make him an excellent pawn for the real traitor to exploit." 

Jack nodded. "He's at the top of my list to question." He looked at Dalziel and raised a brow in mute query. 

Dalziel sighed. "Yes, I do realize your presence here is a godsend—without your connection to Altwood, I couldn't directly investigate at all. So by all means poke around, ask questions, investigate, and do whatever necessary to get the charges against Altwood dismissed. Just keep me informed of all you learn." 

"And in return?" Jack needed Dalziel to open doors, but exactly which doors his ex-commander had keys to he had no clue. 

"In return, I'll inform you of anything pertinent that crosses my desk, and I'll write to the Bishop of London and inform him of two things. One, that having heard of the allegations about to be tested in his Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

court, I've looked into the matter and can find no evidence of James Altwood selling secrets to the enemy. Of course, his lordship will have to make up his own mind based on the facts laid before him." 

Dalziel held Jack's gaze. "I can't make any declaration that reads as if I'm preempting the church's judgment." 

Jack nodded. 

"The second thing I'll tell the bishop is that you're a government servant experienced in such matters, and that regardless of your connection to Altwood, you are to be trusted as if you were me." 

Jack allowed his surprise to show. He hadn't expected Dalziel to open the Lambeth Palace doors; that had seemed too much to hope for. The fact he could go even further only confirmed, as they'd long suspected, that he was a member of one of the very old families, those with members and connections throughout the various strata of the ruling elite. 

Refocusing, Jack saw amusement lurking in Dalziel's dark eyes. Eyes very like another pair he now knew well.... 

Dalziel rose. "I take it that will suffice?" 

"Indeed. For the moment." Jack stood and held out his hand. 

Dalziel gripped it, then releasing him, turned to the door. "If you can discover who, exactly, is behind the allegations against James Altwood, I, and the country, too, will owe you yet another boon." He paused before the door, and met Jack's eyes. "And the Altwoods will, too, of course." 

The limpid intelligence in Dalziel's eyes assured Jack that, in the event of the Altwoods being in his debt, Dalziel knew precisely what he might request of them. Dalziel already knew of his involvement with Clarice; the only question remaining in Jack's mind was how much he knew. How he knew would, as always, remain a mystery. 

Resigned, Jack merely smiled and reached for the doorknob. The door opened before he could grasp it. 

Revealing Gasthorpe. Seeing them, Gasthorpe stepped back. He met Jack's eyes. "A ... person has called to see you, my lord. They're waiting in the parlor." 

Jack instantly knew who had called. Dalziel, of course, didn't; he didn't know that the parlor was the small room beside the front door reserved for entertaining females. 

Smiling easily, Jack nodded. "I'll see Mr. Dalziel out, then see my visitor." 

With a wave, he indicated Dalziel should precede him down the stairs. Following unhurriedly in his ex-commander's wake, Jack saw—too late—that the door to the parlor was set wide. Gasthorpe wouldn't have left it so, but given who was waiting in the room, it wasn't difficult to imagine how the door came

to be open. 

Ahead of him, unaware of any danger, Dalziel crossed the hall to the front door, walking into view of anyone in the parlor. 

This, Jack thought, was going to be interesting. 
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Chapter 12

Not just interesting, but revealing. 

Dalziel reached the front door and paused before he sensed another's presence. He turned toward the parlor; from where he was standing, he would have a clear view across the room. 

Strolling up behind him, because he was watching, Jack detected the infinitesimal stiffening of Dalziel's shoulders beneath his well-cut coat, but then he bowed, correct and distant, toward the parlor, and turned away. 

Jack kept his expression easy, unconcerned, apparently unaware of that minor incident and its implications; he opened the door and saw Dalziel out. As soon as his ex-commander's boots hit the gravel, Jack closed the door. Intrigued, he walked into the parlor. 

Clarice stood before the window, peeking through the curtains at Dalziel's departing back. Jack closed the parlor door; she turned to face him, a familiar frown etched between her brows. 

"Who is he?" 

Clarice looked up at him, and blinked. "Don't you know?" 

"I told you we only know him as Dalziel." 

 "He's your ex-commander?" 

"Yes." Jack halted before her, studying her face. "You recognized him, didn't you? He certainly recognized you." 

"Damn!" She frowned harder. "I hate that." 

"What?" 

"That he knows who I am, but I can't think of his name." 

"But you do know him?" 

"Not exactly. I have met him, but it was years and years ago, at Miranda Ffolliot's birthday party. I was..." She paused to work it out. "Nine. It was one of those parties one had to attend. He—whoever he is—was older, fifteen at least. He was at Eton with Miranda's eldest brother, I think, although that wasn't why he was there. All the guests, children though we were, had been invited with the usual in mind." 

"Matchmaking from the cradle?" 

"It was considered wise to encourage us get to know each other from an early age." She smiled wryly. 
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"That was the circle from which we were ultimately supposed to chose our spouses." 

Jack smiled into her eyes. "What are you doing here?" 

"I came to plan what we should do." 

"I thought you were going to alert your brother." 

"I decided it was pointless broaching the subject with the family before we know what the allegations actually are. I don't want to appear hysterical, as if I'm reacting to some imagined situation they'll think can't possibly be true." 

Somewhat to her relief, he nodded. "Dalziel didn't know the details of the allegations either, although he has confirmed that assertions that James passed information to the enemy are being heard in the bishop's court." 

Clarice saw he had a great deal more to relate. Crossing to one of the armchairs, she sat and waved to the other, facing her. "What else did your ex-commander say?" 

He considered how much to tell her as he sank into the chair. Then he relaxed, shoulders back against the cushions, and proceeded to talk without reservation. She couldn't say why she was so certain of that last, but she was. Listening intently, she questioned, and he answered as he gave her chapter and verse of his ex-commander's crusade to uncover one last traitor and why that might be the prime cause behind James's plight. 

"How..."—she searched for the right word—"diabolical! That James, his reputation, even the family's reputation should be so cavalierly jeopardized. Whoever this person is, he has absolutely no scruples." 

"I think we can take that as read." 

Jack's dry tone registered. She met his eyes. "Is it always like this in spying? That you assume the other side has no real morals?" 

He considered, then said, "It's safer to work on that basis." 

She inwardly frowned, wondering what working constantly within such a framework, where you didn't dare trust in anyone or anything, would be like. "Lonely" was the word that leapt to her mind. 

But such thoughts were a distraction. Glancing at Jack, she was about to ask what next they should do when she saw pain fleetingly fill his eyes; it was gone in an instant as he focused on her. "Is your head hurting?" 

He hesitated, then his lips thinned. "Yes." Dispensing with all pretense, he raised his hands and massaged his temples. "The carriage journey ..." 

Alarm of an unfamiliar sort lanced through her. "You need to see your doctor." She stood and headed for the bellpull. "What's his name?" 

"No, no." He waved her back to her seat, away from the bellpull. "I've already seen him. Yesterday, after I left you." 
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She sank back, reluctantly, into the armchair. "You were in pain then?" 

He grimaced. "It was building." 

Now he'd been forced to admit it, he seemed less reluctant to discuss his state. She pressed. "What did your doctor say?" 

Jack continued to massage his temples. "Actually, he was highly impressed by my progress." 

She humphed dismissively. "You're in more pain now than you have been since you returned to Avening." 

"Pringle said it was because of the long hours in the carriage, compounded by not having—" 

The look that crossed his face as he broke off was as close to self-conscious as she imagined he ever got, like a guilty little boy having let out some secret. She narrowed her eyes at him. "Not having what?" 

He glanced at her, but didn't meet her eyes. "Exercise of a certain sort. Apparently, it reduces the incidence and possibly the severity of head pain." 

"Well, then!" She straightened. "You clearly need to attend to this exercise before we do anything else." 

His lips weren't straight, but she wasn't sure if he was grimacing, or, strangely, struggling not to laugh. 

She frowned. "What is this exercise?" 

"Don't worry about it—it's not a ride in the park or a stroll around the garden." Lowering his hands, he met her eyes. "If you must know, I plan on taking care of it tonight. I'll just have to suffer until then." 

"Don't be nonsensical!" She studied his eyes. "You're in pain—you look like your head's splitting. You can't possibly think clearly, and we—James, me, the Altwoods, and the government—need you functioning at the top of your bent. So what is this exercise? Can it be performed at any time, and if so, why not now?" 

When he simply looked at her—that stubborn look she now knew meant he wasn't going to fall in with her demands—and kept his lips firmly shut, she sighed. "Very well." Rising, she reached for her reticule. 

"I'll just have to visit this doctor—Pringle, I think you said?—and ask him what sort of exercise you need." 

The look on his face was priceless, horror and disbelief mingling. "You can't do that." 

His tone was flat, a statement of reality as he saw it. 

Looking down at him, she raised her brows. "Of course I can." And would. The fact she could actually see the pain clouding his lovely hazel eyes worried her more than she cared to admit, shook her in some way she didn't fully understand. She told herself it was because the long carriage drive had been undertaken on James's behalf, and so ensuring he recovered swiftly from any ill it might have caused was the correct and honorable thing to do. 

Head back against the chair, he stared up at her. His expression had turned impassive; it no longer told her anything. Yet despite the dulling pain, she could see the thoughts passing through his mind, him weighing up telling her against her asking Pringle. Then his chest swelled as he drew in a breath. 

"Lovemaking." 
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She blinked at him. For one instant she was totally unsure what her own expression was: stunned amazement, most likely. "  That's the exercise that eases your head?" She dropped her reticule back on the table. 

"Apparently." Jaw tight, he waved her to her chair. "So I'll just have to bear with my headache until this evening, then we can attend to it. I'm sure I'll be well again by tomorrow morning." 

She stood her ground, frowning down at him. "There are times when your mental processes defy my comprehension. There's no reason we need to wait to ease your head." With a swish of her skirts, she turned and sat on his lap. 

He jerked upright, stiffened, but his arms instinctively rose to hold her. "Clarice—" He seemed shocked. 

Framing his face, she succinctly replied, "Shut up, and let me fix this." 

Then she kissed him. 

Hard. 

Demandingly, commandingly, a summons he didn't have it in him to refuse. His lips parted under her onslaught, and she boldly tasted him; a minute passed while he tried to hold aloof, then he gave up, clamped one hand at her nape, surged into her mouth, and took control. 

Through the kiss she smiled, smugly satisfied. The idea that with this she could heal him, that through dallying with him she could banish the dullness from his hazel eyes, succor him, and ease his pain, seemed nothing short of miraculous. She had to put it to the test. She certainly wasn't going to wait until that night. 

Heat bloomed, then raced down their veins, pulsed beneath their skins, pooled low. Jack broke from the kiss, his breathing ragged, his control sliding away far too fast. "Damn it, woman!" He growled the words against her swollen lips, luscious, so tempting. "There's no lock on the door." 

She calmly leaned back and reached for his waistband. "Your exceedingly stiff majordomo is far too well trained to interrupt. Now"—laying the flap of his breeches wide, she slid her hand inside—"how do we go about this? Show me." 

He gave up, and did; he simply didn't have the strength to fight against that order, not with her, all long rounded limbs and lush curves, squirming in his lap, not with her clever lips and even cleverer fingers urging him on. Not with his head in its present state. 

Yet when he lifted her hips, then lowered her, easing his aching erection into the slick haven of her scalding sheath, even as he struggled to bite back a groan of sheer sensual pleasure, he realized that the throbbing in his temples had ceased. 

Something else was throbbing now. 

Apparently his body couldn't throb in two places simultaneously. 

Making a mental note to tell Pringle he'd been right, he slumped back in the chair; hands locked about her hips, skin to skin beneath her rucked up skirts and petticoats, he guided her and let her have her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

wicked way with him. He was simply glad she was facing the other way, and couldn't see the blissful expression he was sure had claimed his face. 

He didn't even want to look too closely himself, to analyze the breadth and depth of the joy that filled him as she rode him, driving him and herself to a shattering completion. 

Driving away his pain, replacing it with marrow-deep pleasure. 

When she finally lay slumped back against him, boneless as a rag doll as they waited for their hearts to slow, for their breathing to even out, for the blissful golden aftermath to fade, he bent his head and pressed a lingering kiss to her temple. "Thankyou." 

She reached up and gently riffled his hair, letting the strands fall through her fingers. "I think it's my turn to say it was entirely my pleasure." He could hear the smile in her voice. "Is your head better?" 

"Amazingly, yes." The saber-edged pain had reduced to a vague shadow. He suspected his head might ache dully later, but the difference was striking; he could think without pain. 

Yet as she lay in his arms, languidly sated and replete, his first thought remained one of simple disbelief that she had acted as she had. He couldn't imagine any other lady of her standing doing the same. This, apparently, was what came of treating with warrior-queens who would, without a blink, sacrifice social strictures to succor their consort's injuries. 

The thought made him smile. 

Then she shifted, and he sucked in a breath. His body reacted predictably to the warm boneless weight of her, to the hot clasp of her wet sheath. 

Tempting fate was never wise. 

He stirred her, then lifted her to her feet. She came back to life, shook out her skirts, readjusted her bodice while he righted his clothes. Then she sat once more in the chair facing his; as coolly collected as any dowager, she looked inquiringly at him. "Right then. What should we do first? I rather think we need to visit the Bishop of London." 

Mildly amused by her sudden focusing—and the effort he knew it cost her to achieve it—he agreed. 

They spent the next fifteen minutes reviewing their plans, whom they needed to speak with, and the best order in which to do so, then a tap on the door heralded Gasthorpe with a tray. 

"I took the liberty, my lord, of bringing your usual breakfast fare." 

Looking over the selection of dishes Gasthorpe set out on the low table, Jack recalled he hadn't yet broken his fast. "Thankyou, Gasthorpe." 

Gasthorpe had also brought a pot of tea for Clarice and a plate of delicate cakes. As he set those out, he glanced at Jack. "Indeed, my lord—we must reSnember you need to keep up your strength." 

Excruciatingly correct, Gasthorpe bowed to Clarice, who nodded regally, then he bowed to Jack and departed. 

Clarice met Jack's gaze, raised her brows. 
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Jack shrugged and reached for the coffeepot. "Make of that what you will." 

While they ate, they concentrated on how best to approach the Bishop of London. Not only was his approval critical to allowing them to meet with and assist James's defender, but without the bishop's specific consent, they were unlikely to learn the details of the allegations. 

"And without those details, we won't get far." Clarice sipped her tea. 

Jack watched her; he wondered if she'd noticed how very domesticated their present behavior was. 

Chatting over the breakfast cups, discussing family matters. Her dark hair, once again neat in its chignon—he wondered which of the club members had thought to hang a mirror in the parlor— sheened as a sunbeam slanted through the curtains, striking garnet glints from within the dark mass. She leaned forward to place her empty cup on the table, the regal set of her head and the vulnerable line of her nape apparent as she straightened. 

Regardless of all else, through the last hours one aspect of their London adventure had become much clearer in his mind. Together, he and Clarice would be a formidable force in countering the threat to James, if Dalziel's instincts told true in exposing the last traitor's distracting scheme—and potentially exposing the last traitor, too. 

They would become a threat to the last traitor. 

And that would be dangerous. 

His instincts had already been stirring, awakening; now, they quietly switched to full alert. Regardless of all else, he was going to be keeping his eyes wide open and trained most especially on her. 

Clarice glanced up, met his eyes, studied their expression, but couldn't read it. She raised her brows, faintly haughty. "Well, shall we go?" 

Nearly two hours had passed since Dalziel had departed. Jack knew how fast his ex-commander acted; the bishop should have received Dalziel's missive by now. He rose and held out his hand; she placed her fingers in his, and he drew her to her feet. "Indeed, let's make a start." 


*  *  *

 The Archbishop of Canterbury's London residence, Lambeth Palace, sited in its own extensive gardens, lay just over Lambeth Bridge. The Bishop of London was currently residing there, together with his administration and household. They took a hackney to the impressive front gates, then walked up the graveled drive. At the porticoed entrance, a footman took their names and conducted them to a small waiting room. 
They didn't have long to wait. Dean Samuels, whom James had mentioned as the Bishop's right-hand man, appeared in less than five minutes. 

White-haired with a round, rather careworn face, he smiled, introduced himself, then ushered them out of the room and toward the towering stairs. "I'm extremely glad you've come." Climbing the stairs beside them, he glanced sidelong at Jack. "The bishop has received a communication from Whitehall. I have to Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

say, from my own perspective, it's reassuring to have someone with a professional background involved." 

Jack inclined his head. Before he could ask, the dean went on, his gaze flicking up the stairs ahead of them, "I should perhaps warn you that the bishop is nevertheless in two minds over allowing the details of the allegations against James to pass beyond Church walls at this stage." The dean heaved a small sigh. 

"I hope, once he meets you, he'll change his mind." 

Thus alerted, they were shown into a long room, the far end of which was filled with a dais on which the bishop's throne sat, supporting the prelate, all red robes and gilt-embroidered ivory linen. 

Clarice swept in, head high, her silk skirts swishing. Ten feet from the dais, she halted and sank into a deep curtsy. Halting beside her, Jack bowed as Dean Samuels announced them. 

Straightening, at the bishop's signal they approached the dais. The four of them were the only people in the audience chamber. 

The bishop was not as old as Dean Samuels, more James's age. Sharp, pale blue eyes studied them, first Clarice, then Jack, then the bishop's lips pursed querulously. "This is all most irregular, and indeed most distressing. I'm really very exercised about these allegations. I had hoped to keep them entirely within the Church—I really can't believe James Alt-wood guilty of any misdemeanor, yet of course I'm honor-bound to test the case brought against him. However, it appears news of the matter has reached Whitehall." 

Jack heard the irritated note in the bishop's voice. He'd met such men before; they held their position by virtue of their connections, and the smooth running of their enterprises was almost entirely due to the efforts of their underlings. Like Dean Samuels. 

In the bishop's defence, Jack could readily appreciate that a scandal of the scope the allegations against James promised would not be to the liking of any man in high office, secular or clerical. 

Lifting a sheet from his lap, the bishop scanned the lines thereon, then looked, somewhat peevishly, at Jack. "Whitehall has sung your praises, and suggested that, in light of the gravity of these allegations and their sensitive nature, that justice would best be served by allowing your input at this stage, in my court, rather than allowing views that a professional such as yourself would see as unwarranted or misjudged to adversely color our conclusions and potentially precipiate a more serious, public situation." 

The bishop paused, his gaze fixed on Jack, then more quietly said, "I'm not as yet convinced that that is our best course." 

Jack held that dyspeptic blue stare, but before he could draw breath and, logically and with charm, turn the bishop to his bidding, Clarice spoke. 

"My lord Bishop, if I may speak to this point?" The bishop's gaze deflected to her; she caught and held it. 

"Specifically to admitting myself and Lord Warnefleet to the confidence of your court, as you have intimated, the charges against my cousin, the Honorable James Altwood, are indeed serious, but more, they deal with fields of endeavor not well understood by the layperson, nor yet by clerical officers. To adequately test these charges, knowledge of the field with which they deal will be vital, and I would submit it will be in no one's interest to have these charges upheld because of misunderstanding, and thus unnecessarily passed on to a high civilian court, only to be subsequently shown as groundless. 

"Lord Warnefleet is eminently qualified to assist your officers with determining the truthfulness of these Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

allegations"— she nodded to the sheet still held between the bishop's fingers—"as confirmed by his superiors in Whitehall. The fact he is acquainted with James is unlikely to cloud his judgment given his long service to the crown. Indeed, he would have been one of those placed most at risk if the allegations were true." 

She paused; the bishop was frowning, following her free-flowing words, clearly caught. She lifted her chin, consciously regal. "As for myself, I will, of course, be representing the family in this matter. I will be reporting to my brother, Melton, on what transpires. I hope, on leaving here today, to be able to explain to him precisely what the allegations made against our cousin are. The family will be pleased to know that this attack against one of our name is being dealt with as expeditiously, and as appropriately, as may be." 

The bishop's frown turned faintly harried. "I see." It was transparently clear he'd heard and correctly interpreted Boadicea's battle cry. 

He glanced again at the missive in his hand, then at Jack, and finally at Dean Samuels. "I suppose," 

the bishop said, "that all things considered, it is, perhaps, appropriate"—he inclined his head toward Clarice—"as you point out, my dear, for you both to have access to our court, Lord Warne-fleet in giving professional advice on these unusual charges and Lady Clarice as the family's representative." 

He didn't quite make the statement a question, but Dean Samuels was quick to bow. "Indeed, my lord. 

That seems most wise." 

Jack smiled charmingly. Boadicea smiled, too. 

After tendering their appreciation for the bishop's dispensation and exchanging the usual social remarks, they bowed, preparing to retreat. 

"I'll introduce Lady Clarice and Lord Warnefleet to Olsen, my lord," Dean Samuels said. 

"Indeed, indeed." The bishop smiled at Clarice. "Do remember me to your aunt, my dear." 

With a noncommittal inclination of her head, Clarice returned his smile. Dean Samuels led them away, out of the audience chamber and into the heart of the palace. 

"Olsen is the deacon appointed to argue James's defence." Dean Samuels led them on. "He's young, but I believe will do an excellent job. He'll be in his workroom." 

The farther they went, the more labyrinthine the palace became; eventually Dean Samuels led them down a corridor lined with doors. He stopped before one, tapped, then opened the door. 

"Olsen? Allow me to introduce two people who, I believe, will be of great help in quashing these ridiculous charges against James Altwood." 

A clearer statement of sympathy couldn't be imagined; Jack caught Clarice's eye as she passed into the room. He followed. The room was a small square delineated by stone walls, just big enough to hold a desk and chair, three other straight-backed chairs, and three piles of leather-bound tomes, along with Deacon Olsen, a cleric in his late twenties, who rose as they entered, his eyes widening in surprise. 

Dean Samuels introduced them, describing Jack as an expert sent by Whitehall to assist the bishop's deliberations. Olsen stammered engagingly over Clarice's hand and hurried to set a chair for her. She Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

consented to sit. Seeing Jack and Dean Samuels helping themselves to the other chairs, Olsen scurried once more behind his desk. 

"I have to say I'm exceedingly glad to see you." Sinking into his chair, he waved a hand at the papers scattered over the desk. "I may know something of war, but this is beyond me. And although I've heard much of James Altwood and his researches, I've only met him once." 

Jack smiled and grabbed the reins before Boadicea could. "What regiment were you with?" 

The question proved the start of a useful friendship; Olsen was sensible, straightforward, and in this case, knew he was in over his head. He was very ready, even eager, to share with them the details of the allegations. 

Once assured they were comfortable together, Dean Samuels left. 

Clarice looked at Jack as the door closed behind the dean. "What odds he goes straight to the bishop to report that all is well on the way to being taken care of?" 

Jack grinned. "No wager." 

Bright-eyed, Olsen looked from one to the other. "The bishop has to appear impartial." He grimaced. 

"Indeed, more than that—he has to appear to be prosecuting these charges with all due vigor. 

Humphries ensured that. He's made quite a stir with his claims." 

Jack leaned back in his chair. "Tell me about Humphries." 

Olsen grimaced again. "You'll meet him once the court convenes, or more likely sooner—as soon as he hears you've been permitted to assist me." Olsen considered, then went on, "Humphries has been on the bishop's staff for decades. He's a loner, dour, pious in a rather pompous way, not one given to smiles and jollification of any stripe. He seems entirely sincere in his conviction that James Altwood was involved in, at the very least, selling his more sensitive researches into English military strategy to the French." 

Sorting through the papers on his desk, Olsen pulled out three sheets. "While some part of the allegations are general—more inferences drawn than fact, and there's some jealousy on Humphries' part that would account for that— the most damaging and potentially damning of the allegations are these." Handing the papers to Jack, Olsen leaned forward to point to various entries. "Three dates, times, and places where Altwood supposedly met with his courier, and a list of some of the information passed over the years." 

Holding the sheets so Clarice could read them, too, Jack examined the crux of Humphries' allegations. 

If they'd been true, they would indeed constitute a damning indictment of James. Reaching the end of the list, Jack looked at Olsen. "How did Humphries get such information?" 

"From the courier." Olsen sat back with a sigh. "And before you ask, he refuses at this point to reveal the man's name." 

Jack looked again at the listed details. "Without the courier to testify to the accuracy of these assertions, then proof will rest on witnesses." 

Olsen nodded. "Indeed, and that's just what Humphries has. For every incident, he has at least two witnesses who can place Altwood at that place, at that time, with another man." 
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Jack stared, unseeing, at Olsen for a moment, then refo-cused. "Can we have copies of this—the three dates, times, and places—and do you have access to the list of witnesses?" 

"Yes, and yes." Olsen pulled out a fresh sheet of paper. 

"I'll make you a copy, but I warn you, I've already spoken to all the witnesses, and they confirm all that Humphries has claimed is true." 

Jack smiled; Olsen glimpsed the gesture, looked more closely, then blinked. Jack let his smile deepen into a more genuine expression. "There's a significant difference between you asking witnesses for confirmation and me asking them to relate exactly what they saw. Aside from all else, I don't wear the collar." 

Olsen's lips formed an O. His hand had frozen, the pen poised above the paper. 

Clarice stirred. "The list, Deacon Olsen." From her tone, she was unimpressed by Jack's abilities, or rather, considered them a given. "The sooner we have that, the sooner Lord Warnefleet can begin disproving the allegations and the sooner I can reassure my family of the situation here." 

Olsen flushed and quickly redipped his nib. "Of course, Lady Clarice. At once." 

Fifteen minutes later, Olsen conducted them back to the main stairs. He parted from Jack as a comrade in arms, but Clarice he treated with patent caution and extravagant respect. 

The list of details in his coat pocket, Jack descended the stairs beside Clarice. The patter of Olsen's footsteps died away behind them. Jack grinned. "Olsen's instincts appear sound." 

Clarice shot him a glance, haughtily censorious. She knew to what he referred—Olsen's reaction to her. "Nonsense." She looked ahead. "All that shows is that he can recognize well enough what's good for him." 

Jack laughed. 

They crossed the huge front foyer, nodded to the doorman, and went out through the massive front doors. Sunshine and brightness greeted them; Jack squinted. Clarice glanced at him. "Are you all right?" 

He paused to take stock, then smiled. "The effects of your ministrations appear to last for some time." 

She humphed and started down the steps. "Good." 

They strolled down the drive, neither fast nor slow, both, Jack would wager, considering that perennial question: what next? The drive curved toward the gates; a high hedge hid the last yards of one side of the drive from the palace. At that spot, in the lee of the hedge, a figure in clerical garb stood waiting. 

As they drew near, his eager expression and a marked resemblance to Anthony suggested who the man was. Clarice confirmed it. "Teddy." 

"Clarice." Teddy grinned engagingly as they joined him in the shade; he warmly clasped the hand Clarice gave him, drawing her close to kiss her cheek. "I can't tell you how delighted and relieved I am to see you." 
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"This is Lord Warnefleet." Stepping back, Clarice waited while they shook hands, then asked, "You have heard about Anthony?" 

Teddy sobered. "Indeed. Thankyou for your letter. Anthony wrote as well. I had started to wonder, but then thought, perhaps, scamp that he is, he'd delivered my message and then gone on to some house party somewhere." 

"No party," Jack murmured. "He was lucky to come out of the accident so well." 

"Oh?" Teddy looked at Clarice. 

She nodded. "But when we left him, he was well on the road to recovery. He'll be back in London soon enough." 

Teddy accepted her reassurance but still looked concerned. "About James." He looked from Clarice to Jack. 

"We've spoken with the bishop and been granted the confidence of the court. We've just been with Olsen—he's given us details of the allegations, or rather, of the allegations that aren't conjecture." Jack studied Teddy; he looked about thirty years old, sensible and steady. "What can you tell us about Deacon Humphries? We know about the fellowship he lost to James." 

Teddy grimaced. "Humphries is now the most senior deacon under the bishop, which is why he's been able to push these charges to the extent he has. Apparently he always was jealous of James, even before that old fellowship was awarded, and ever since, he's ... well, one-eyed in his dislike would be an understatement Whenever James comes to London, the bishop and Dean Samuels do all they can to keep Humphries and James apart. Last time, they sent Humphries to visit the rural dean in Southampton on some trumped-up mission. In the five years I've been with the bishop, I've never heard Humphries say one good word about James." 

Jack frowned. "Leaving aside the present incident, has Humphries gone out of his way in the past to attack James?" 

Teddy considered, then, frowning, shook his head. "No. Indeed normally Humphries goes out of his way to avoid any mention of James, any raising of James as a subject at all." 

"So"—Jack slid his hands into his pockets—"this is an unusual turn for Humphries, a change in his normal behavior toward James." 

"Yes." Teddy looked at him, puzzled. 

Jack grimaced. "My next questions would be, what happened to change Humphries' behavior, why did whatever it was happen, and why now?" 

Teddy stared, then blinked, his eyes slowly widening as he followed Jack's deductions. 

Clarice already had; she snorted softly. "The courier-cum-informer. It had to be he. He turned up with information, information that, even discounting Humphries' animosity toward James, Humphries would have felt honor-bound to bring before the bishop." 
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Jack nodded. "However, having done so, Humphries' animosity toward James would have ensured he'd keep pressing the point, demanding the allegations be investigated." 

He and Clarice exchanged a glance, then they both looked at Teddy. "Do you have any idea who Humphries' informer is?" Jack asked. 

Wide-eyed, Teddy shook his head. "Until you mentioned him, I didn't know he existed." 

Succinctly Clarice outlined what they'd learned from Olsen. 

"While we can attack the details of the informer's information, and we will, ultimately we'll need to speak with the man himself, but as yet Humphries has refused to divulge his name." 

Watching Teddy, Jack saw the resemblance to Anthony manifest more clearly; a determined light filled Teddy's eyes. 

"I'll watch Humphries and see what I can learn. Of course, he knows my relationship to Jarrfes, so I'll have to be discreet." Teddy met Clarice's eyes and grinned. "He ordered me not to speak to James of the allegations, but I'd already sent Anthony off by then." 

"Did you tell Humphries that?" Jack asked. 

"No, but..." Teddy grimaced. "The porters report to Humphries, and they knew I'd sent for Anthony and that he'd come and we'd spoken." 

Jack studied Teddy for a long moment, then said, his tone making the words an order, "Don't follow Humphries out of these grounds. Not in any circumstances. What you can do is try every avenue possible to learn the identity of Humphries' informer. Cultivate the porters, see what they know. Ask whoever cleans Humphries' rooms if they've seen a note with a name or address. Does he ever ride out, or only walk? Anything that might give us some idea of this informer and where he can be found." 

Teddy nodded. "I'll do that." He looked at Clarice. "How's James taking this?" 

Clarice assured him that, in typical James fashion, James was somewhat less exercised than they were. 

Teddy grinned. "He always excelled at ignoring what he didn't want to concern himself with." 

Parting from Teddy, they went out of the gates, then turned toward Lambeth Bridge to find a hackney. 

Eyes down, frowning, Clarice paced beside Jack. "Why did you warn Teddy not to follow Humphries outside the grounds?" 

"Because we've already had one Altwood with a close to broken head." Jack glanced around. The area surrounding the palace and its gardens was well-to-do, genteel, and stultifyingly neat, but just blocks away in multiple directions lay stews and squalid tenements where not even clerics would be safe. 

"I don't want another one, and I don't even want to think about what might occur if Teddy meets your almost-a-gentleman with a round face, and you and I aren't there to scare him off." 

"Ah." Clarice lifted her head; her lips set in a determined line. "In that case, I suggest you and I repair to the Benedict and over luncheon sort out what we need to do to disprove these allegations." 
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A hackney came clattering over the bridge; Jack waved it down, then with a flourishing bow, waved Clarice into it. "Your charger awaits. Lead on." 

The look she threw him as she entered the carriage was elementally superior. "Are you sure there's not some deeper problem with your head?" 

Jack, laughed and followed her. 



Chapter 13

The following morning, Clarice sat at the little table before the window in her suite, sipped her tea, crunched her toast, and considered calling on her brother. 

She really should call on her modiste. If she was to go out among the ton at the height of the Season, she would need at least one or two new gowns. 

Glancing at the mantelpiece clock, she confirmed it was close to ten o'clock. She'd risen late, long after Jack had left her in a sated tangle of limbs and sheets at sometime close to dawn. 

Yesterday, they'd returned from their audience with the bishop and had immediately set to work, nibbling on luncheon dishes while they correlated the details of the three meetings cited in the allegations with James's lists of journeys and interviews. Their first setback had occurred when they'd discovered that the dates of the three incidents did indeed align with three visits James had made to the capital, three visits during which he'd interviewed various soldiers and commanders. 

Her heart had temporarily sunk, but Jack, reading her expression, had remarked that it would have been more surprising if disproving the allegations had indeed been that easy. 

She'd acerbically replied that she would have been quite happy to be so surprised. 

With the meetings established as possible, they'd turned their attention to the people involved, both the witnesses and those James had interviewed. There seemed little correlation between those interviewed and the information James had allegedly passed on. 

"We'll have to check," Jack had said, "but even if the substance of the interviews doesn't match the information supposedly passed, that won't really help. James could have amassed the information by some other route, or through earlier interviews." 

"But there does have to be reasonable cause to suppose James actually knew the information he passed, surely?" 

Jack had nodded. "True. So we'll investigate both aspects— the witnesses and the information passed. 

We'll need to learn the specific facts supposedly passed at those three meetings. So far, Humphries hasn't revealed that, but that will be the most crucial point for James's defence to attack." 

It had taken them until dinnertime to decide precisely how they were going to refute the allegations, to list all the points they could challenge and then define every avenue that might lead to the contrary Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

evidence they sought. All in all, the possibilities were extensive, but Jack cautioned that they would need more than one contrary fact, possibly more than two, for each of the three incidents to be sure of laying the allegations to rest. 

At eight o'clock, they'd called a halt and went down to dine in the hotel's dining room, in an atmosphere more commonly found in the most august of the gentlemen's clubs. Quiet conversation and total blindness as to the other occupants was the unwritten rule; even Jack, who'd initially balked on the grounds of calling unnecessary attention to their association, had had to admit there was no danger there. 

Returning to her suite, they'd reviewed their work and agreed that Jack would initially devote himself to finding and speaking with the witnesses. Clarice, meanwhile, would inform her family, rally them to James's cause, and establish what connections they had that might prove useful in influencing the bishop, investigating the courier, and also in verifying James's movements. And one way or another, they would extract from Humphries the details they required. 

That decided, Jack had risen and given every indication of departing. She'd quickly made plain, in the most effective manner she could devise, that she expected him to remain and share her bed. Aside from all else, as she'd astringently remarked, there was his injury to consider. In furthering James's cause, it clearly behooved her to do all she could to ensure Jack's brain was functioning as incisively as possible. 

She hadn't wanted him spending another day with a throbbing head. 

He'd laughed, then whispered in her ear that while he fully intended to leave her and her room, and waltz out of the hotel by the front door, past the concierge who had noted his arrival hours earlier, he also fully intended to return by the side door, and the side stairs, to her room, and her. 

She'd let him go and waited, not patiently. 

He'd returned as promised, not fifteen minutes later, and she'd taken his hand and led him to her bed. 

She was quite sure, given all that had passed between then and this morning, that if any part of him was aching, it wouldn't be his head. 

Lips quirking, she set down her teacup, and took a moment to savor the odd feeling of accomplishment, of having been able to successfully ease his injury, of being able to tend him in such a fashion ... and the benefits that had ensued in the form of his thanks. 

His expert and all-too-knowing attentions. 

A tap on the door drew her back from her reverie and forced her to banish the silly smile from her face. 

Calling to the maid to enter, she returned to the bedchamber while her breakfast tray was cleared away. 

Sitting before the dressing table mirror, she tidied her hair. 

Her brother Melton, or her modiste? 

The clocks in the suite chimed, ten light pings. 

Fashionable gentlemen rarely left their beds before noon during the Season; clearly there was no point in calling on Melton too early in the day. 

Dilemma solved, she reached for her bonnet. 
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*  *  *

 Celestine had been her modiste for the last nine years. Initially a newcomer to Bruton Street, over the years Celestine had grown to be a name connoting the very haute of haute couture;  Clarice now shared her services with the cream of the ton. 
And only the cream of the ton; no one else could now possibly afford the most minor of the modiste's creations. 

There had been a time in her more scandalous days when Clarice had slipped into the salon at the unfashionable hour of nine o'clock to avoid the eyes of the censorious. Standing behind a screen in one corner of the salon allowing one of the modiste's assistants to help her into a rather daring gown in her favorite plum silk, she reminded herself those days were long behind her. 

It was nearly eleven o'clock, and the tonnish matrons with their daughters in tow would be pulling on their gloves preparatory to making their first foray of the morning, to a morning tea or a fashionable at-home, or to Bruton Street. Despite her years away, she still sensed the ebb and flow of the hours, without thought knew what activities should fill each if she were still a fashionable lady. 

But she wasn't, so she could do as she pleased. 

Lifting her head, hands smoothing the silk down over her hips, she stood straight and tall as the assistant tightened the laces. That done, she half turned, then paraded before the long mirror, examining the fall of the skirts, the way the silk clung to her figure. 

Imagined what Jack would see, imagined how he would react. 

Lips curving, she was about to send the assistant to summon Celestine when the main door to the salon opened to admit what sounded like a gossipy horde. Clarice heard Celestine coolly greet the newcomers, Lady Grimwade and Mrs. Raleigh the elder, two eminently well connected old battle-axes who perennially vied for the title of most avid gossipmonger in the ton. 

"I tell you, Henrietta, it's true . Lady Grimwade paused to draw in a wheezy breath. "Just fancy!" Behind the screen, Clarice could easily envision the gleam in her ladyship's beady black eyes. "  What a comedown for that horrible woman to have a traitor in the family." 

A sudden chill spread over Clarice's shoulders. 

"I really find it difficult to credit, Amabelle." Mrs. Raleigh's quieter tones were mildly censorious. "This is the Altwoods, after all. One would want to be quite sure before one were heard whispering such tales." 

"Indeed, Henrietta, but you may be sure I have it right. Apparently the Bishop of London has already referred the matter to the authorities." 

Clarice didn't wait to hear more. She was an expert on the advisability of nipping scandal in the bud; it was what she'd failed to do seven years ago. She whisked gracefully around the screen. "Celestine? If you would ..." 

Across the expanse of the salon, she came face-to-face with Amabelle Grimwade and Henrietta Raleigh. 
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Not one element in Clarice's manner or demeanor suggested she'd heard their prattle. She stood relaxed, arms gracefully extended as if waiting for Celestine, frozen between the parties, to admire the fall of the gown. Both Lady Grimwade and Mrs Raleigh stared, initially Clarice suspected at the daringly glamorous gown with its deep decollete; it took a long-drawn silent moment before they recognized her. 

She knew when they did; their eyes grew round, then rounder; their sagging jaws sagged even farther. 

Satisfied, she looked at Celestine. "I rather think this gown will do." She swirled so the even more daring back was presented to her goggle-eyed audience; she thought she heard a small gasp. "Don't you think?" 

Celestine rose to the challenge. "It becomes you parfaitement . Now if you would, while you are here, I would like you to try the forest green satin." Coming forward, she gestured to the area behind the screen. 

Clarice moved as if to retreat, but then halted, and looked back at the two harpies. "Incidentally, you might like to know that regarding the matter you were so recently discussing, I was speaking with the Bishop of London only yesterday. His understanding of his own mind seems curiously at odds with yours." She paused, holding their startled gazes, then added, her tone dripping with icy hauteur, "You might recall that, expert though you might be, when it comes to scandal, few know the ropes more thoroughly than me." 

With that parting shot, she swept behind the screen. 

Celestine followed on her heels. "  Cherie,  I am so sorry." 

"Don't be. It's useful that I heard of the rumors so soon." With a wave, Clarice urged the assistant to hurry and unlace the gown. "I'll take this incidentally. Send it to Benedict's. I'll return tomorrow morning to see what else you have." 

Celestine sighed. "It was not you hearing those two beldames that I was apologizing for." 

In the mirror, Clarice met Celestine's eyes. "What, then?" 

"Why, that I mentioned the green satin." Celestine shifted to glance out at the salon. "Those two have departed, but there are six others here who heard and saw. If you wish to quash this rumor, then you must try on the green satin, no?" 

It was Clarice's turn to sigh. "Yes, you're right." She dipped her shoulders, wriggled them, then straightened; the plum silk gown slithered down to puddle at her feet. Interesting; at least she felt sure Jack would think so. "Bring on the forest green satin, then I really must go." 


*  *  *

 As usually occurred with any gown Celestine specifically recommended, the forest green satin became her admirably, so the time spent in trying it on could not be counted a real loss. 
But she'd spoken truly; she did know all there was to know about gossip within the ton. She might have temporarily gagged two of the foremost practitioners, but that wouldn't be the end of it. If Grimwade and Raleigh had heard the news, others would have, too. No one seeded a rumor in just one ear. The situation called for immediate and decisive action. 

Further, Grimwade's gloating over "that horrible woman's" downfall, strongly suggested that her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

stepmother, Moira, had not grown more lovable or well respected with the years. 

The defense of the family might well fall to Clarice. She was clearly going to have to do her part and go out into the ton, which meant her new gowns would be as essential as armor on a battlefield. 

Nevertheless, as soon as she decently could, she left the salon and descended the stairs to the street. 

No more excuses, no more procrastination. Even if Melton was still abed, she'd simply order him dragged from it and make him listen. 

She sincerely hoped he wasn't suffering the aftereffects of a night on the town. 

One of the assistants had hurried down to hold the door for her; smiling absentmindedly, Clarice stepped out onto the pavement. She paused for an instant, her eyes adjusting to the glare of the bright sunshine. 

"There you are, luv. We've been waiting for you." 

She blinked, and nearly stepped back, but the door was directly behind her. Before her, on either side, not quite but almost hemming her in, stood two large men. Their clothes declared them workmen, not gentlemen. What on earth were they doing in Bruton Street? 

Why on earth did they think they were waiting for her? 

"I'm afraid you've made some mistake." 

One of the men smiled and opened his mouth—

"Clarice?' 

Turning her head, she saw Jack striding up from the corner. He was focused on the two men and didn't look pleased. 

She smiled reassuringly and waved; she turned back in time to see the two men exchange a look. Then the one who'd been about to speak touched the brim of his cap. "You're right, miss. Looks like a mistake. If you'll excuse us." 

The other touched his cap, too, and hurried around her. The pair strode off in the opposite direction to Jack. They reached a corner, and turned, disappearing from view. 

She raised her brows, then turned to greet Jack as he came up. 

He was scowling after the two men. "Who the devil were they?" 

"I have no clue. They were waiting for someone and mistook me for her..." Hearing her own words, she realized the unlikelihood, or rather the impossibility. She glanced up at Jack. 

The look he bent on her was disbelieving. A touch patronizing, too. 

"Regardless, we don't have time for that." Grasping his arm, she steered him around. "I take it you got my note." She'd left a note of her whereabouts with the concierge just in case Jack needed to speak with her. "Unfortunately, matters have deteriorated. News of the allegations is out. Rumors are already spreading." She drew breath and determinedly lifted her chin. "I have to go and beard my brother." 
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Jack glanced at her, at the angle of her chin, and swallowed the acid words burning his tongue; now was not the time to lecture her on the dangers that lurked on even the most fashionable streets. He could quiz her about the two men later and check with Deverell over whether seizing women off the streets had become more prevalent in recent years. Now, however ... "I'll come with you." 

She shot him a sidelong glance, then looked ahead and walked on. 

He could almost hear the arguments passing through her head. If she tried to refuse, he would insist, but he'd much rather she accepted his support, preferably in the vein in which it was offered—as her husband-to-be—although he was fairly certain she hadn't yet realized his intent. They walked briskly along, heading into the heart of Mayfair. The farther they walked without her declining his escort, the more likely she was to agree. 

"Where does your brother live?" 

"Melton House. It's in Grosvenor Street." 

They'd circled the end of Berkeley Square and turned into Mount Street. Without speaking, Clarice turned up Carlos Place. 

"So what rumors have you heard? Where, and from whom?" 

She told him. Lightly frowning, she also related her suspicions regarding her stepmother. "Moira was seen as something of a social upstart when she married Papa, yet thinking back, I can't recall any adverse behavior toward her, not when I used to go about with her." 

"When you used to go about with her, you were there." He glanced at her profile. "Those who might offer your stepmother a cold shoulder might not have done so in your presence." 

Her frown grew more definite. "You're right, of course. I wonder what's been going on, how Moira has been managing in that respect since I've been gone." 

"Not well by the sound of it." 

They reached Grosvenor Street, and she pointed to a large mansion across the road, one door back from the square. "That's it." She paused, then drew breath. "Come on." 

He took her elbow; togedier they crossed the street and climbed the steps to the narrow front porch. 

Releasing her, he reached out and jerked the doorbell. From deep within the house, diey heard a loud jangle. 

Clarice stood facing the door, her father's door, although he was now gone and her eldest brother Alton ruled in his stead. Behind her right shoulder, Jack stood, not exactly relaxed yet elegantly at ease, taller than she, stronger, able, and willing to, even likely to, step in should she need his aid. 

That knowledge was a very real comfort, and that surprised her. Even unnerved her, just a little. She'd never been one to lean on others, and had learned long ago that it was better not to have witnesses if things went wrong. She'd never liked others seeing her weaknesses, seeing her vulnerabilities. Yet with Jack ... somehow, he was different. 
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Aside from all else, he was very like her. She trusted him to react as she would, to know how to react as she needed and wanted. 

It seemed surpassingly strange to be standing on her father's stoop with a gentleman like Jack beside her. 

Ponderous footsteps approached on the other side of the door, then the sound of a heavy latch lifting reached them. 

The door swung slowly wide. "Yes?" 

Head high, Clarice looked into her father's butler's face, and watched his expression change from a hauteur to rival her own to beaming welcome. 

"Lady Clarice! My lady—come in!" Edwards contorted his ancient frame into a sweeping bow; he beamed as she stepped over the threshold onto the black-and-white tiles. "It does my old eyes good to see you again, my lady." 

"Thankyou, Edwards. This is Lord Warnefleet." She paused while Edwards bowed to Jack. "Is Alton in?" 

"Indeed, my lady, and thrilled he'll be to see you after all these years. He's in the library." 

Clarice hid a frown as she turned to the corridor to the left of the grand staircase. Alton in the library at this hour? At any hour? Clearly things weren't as they used to be. 

She hadn't set foot in this house for seven years, not since she'd left it on her way to family-decreed banishment at Avening. Over the years, she'd fallen into the habit of not approaching her family, not even her brothers; although she probably could have done so once her father and his decree against all mention of her had died, after five years of no contact, she'd grown accustomed to the lack. 

Presumably so had they, for they'd never written or traveled down to see her, even after her father's demise. During her visits to town, she'd therefore made no effort to reestablish contact, and as she'd eschewed the drawing rooms and ballrooms, she hadn't met them at social events. 

She halted before the library door, and was surprised to find within her nothing more exercising than a slightly puzzled curiosity over what, for her and James, lay beyond the dark panels. Alton, perennially good-natured, had always been somewhat frivolous, lighthearted, with an insouciant smile that accurately protrayed his outlook on the world. And he was arguably the most serious of her brothers. Her father's three sons by his first marriage had been feted and indulged from birth; although blessed with good health and even tempers, the outcome, nevertheless, had been predictable. 

Edwards had preceded them down the corridor. She allowed him to set the door wide and announce them; Edwards would have been hurt if she'd waved him away. The instant he intoned, "Lady Clarice, my lord, and Lord Warnefleet," she swept into the room. 

And saw Alton sitting behind the huge desk, more haggard than she'd ever seen him, lifting his head from his hands where he'd been clutching it—apparently in something close to despair—his expression turning dazed as he focused on her. His gaze deflected to Jack, but almost instantly returned to her. 

Clarice blinked, and seven years vanished. "Good God, Alton! Surely you're not foxed at this hour?" 
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She hadn't thought it possible, but his too-pale face grew paler. 

"No! Of course not! Haven't touched a drop, not since yesterday. I swear..." His words faded; for one instant, he stared at her, then he surged to his feet and rounded the desk. "Clary! Dear Heaven, it's so good to see you!" 

Hauled into a crushing embrace, squeezed tight as if she were some lifeline, Clarice felt thoroughly disoriented. She returned the hug, albeit rather more weakly, and patted Alton's shoulder. "I'm ... ah, back for the moment." 

Alton released her and stepped back, but caught her hands and, smiling delightedly, studied her. His dark eyes, not quite as dark as her own, all but burned with unabashed happiness and, equally clearly, with massive relief. 

Before she could speak, Alton, still grinning fit to split his face, turned to Edwards. "A celebration, Edwards! Bring something—not champagne"—his gaze swung to Clarice— "it's too early, isn't it? 

How about some ratafia or orgeat, or is it sherry the ladies like now? I never know that sort of thing." 

He was like a child, eager and wanting to welcome, to impress. 

"Perhaps tea and cakes, my lord?" Edwards suggested. 

Like a hopeful puppy, Alton looked inquiringly at Clarice. 

"Thankyou, Edwards. Tea and cakes will do admirably." She had a sudden premonition she was going to need the sustenance. What was going on here? 

"Oh, and Edwards?" Alton met the aged butler's eye. "No need to tell her ladyship that Lady Clarice is here." 

"No, indeed, my lord." Some silent communication passed between master and servant, then Edwards bowed majesterially to Clarice. "My lady, permit me to convey the welcome of all the staff, and to say how very pleased we are to see you once more beneath this roof." 

Clarice inclined her head regally. "Thankyou, Edwards. Please remember me to those I knew from before." 

They waited while Edwards retreated; as he closed the door, Clarice introduced Jack. 

"Lord Warnefleet was kind enough to accompany me to town. He's a close friend of James's." 

Transparently happy to greet anyone who'd shown his sister a kindness, Alton grasped Jack's hand readily, but almost instantly his attention diverted to Clarice. "We'll have your old room prepared, just like old times. No one's been in there since you left. Roger heard Hilda and Mildred planning to steal things from it, so he locked the door, and we hid the key, so I expect there'll be a bit of dust, but Mrs. Hendry will be thrilled to have you home again, so—" 

"Alton." Clarice waited until he met her eyes. "I'm staying at Benedict's, as I always do." 

He blinked, then looked faintly hurt. "Always do?" He studied her face. "Do you often come up to town, then?" 
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His tone made her inwardly frown. "I come up at least twice a year. I may live in the country, but I still need gowns. But I wrote and told you. You never replied, and none of you ever came to see me—" 

"I've never received any letter from you, not since you left." The hollow note in Alton's voice left no doubt he was speaking the truth. "I never knew that you came to town, and Roger and Nigel didn't, either." 

Clarice let her frown materialize, let a hint of disgust into her voice. "Papa, I suppose. I had wondered

... but I wrote again after he died." Alton shook his head. "You didn't get that either?" 

"We had no idea you were ever in town. We thought you'd buried yourself in the country, made a new life and forgotten us. You were so disgusted with us all when you left." 

She patted his arm, then moved past him to a chair. "Not you three. I knew what Papa was like, remember. I never blamed you." 

Sinking into the armchair, she sat back and looked up at Alton, who had turned to face her; Jack watched her eyes trace her brother's face. "But you never came to Avening to see me, either." 

Alton waved. "When you didn't reply to our letters ..." He broke off, then looked at Clarice, who shook her head. "You never got them?" 

"I assume you left them on the salver in the hall for Papa to frank?" 

Alton swore beneath his breath, swung back around the desk, and flung himself heavily into his chair. 

"I didn't think the old goat would go so far. He refused to allow anyone to mention your name, but he never said anything about us writing to you." 

"He didn't bother saying, he just acted." 

Leaning on his elbows, Alton frowned across the room. Calmly seating himself in the other armchair facing the desk, Jack saw what he hadn't until that moment, a fleeting touch of Clarice's steel in her brother's brooding eyes. After a moment, Alton looked at Clarice. "I wrote again after he died." 

Brother and sister shared a long look, then Clarice raised her brows. "'I see." 

Jack presumed that meant someone else—his money was on their stepmother—had ensured that the conduit between brothers and sister remained broken. The question that instantly arose was: why? 

The same question filled Clarice's dark eyes. He was getting much better at reading their expression, at sensing her feelings, her thoughts. From the moment she'd walked into the library, she'd been ... groping, knocked off-balance by a welcome that had been very different from what she'd anticipated. He was beginning to understand she'd expected coolness at the very least, even from her brothers, beginning to understand why, beginning to appreciate the depth of the wound she'd carried for so long. 

But, like him, she was starting to sense just how far from the expected matters really were. 

"Alton"—she trapped her brother's dark gaze with her own—"I came here to ask for your help for James, on a matter that concerns the whole family. But before we discuss that, I think you'd better tell me exactly what's going on here." 
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Alton held her gaze for a moment, then heaved a huge sigh, scrubbed both hands over his face, then drew his fingers back through his hair, as he'd been doing when they'd entered. Then he lowered his hands, slumped back in the chair, and looked at Clarice. "That's why I was so glad to see you. What's happening here is very simple. Moira's in charge. She pulls the strings, and we—all of us—dance to her tune." 

Clarice frowned. Before she could ask her next question, a tap on the door heralded Edwards with a tray, followed by the housekeeper carrying the teapot. They had to wait while Clarice greeted Mrs. 

Hendry, smiled, accepted the housekeeper's welcome, and gently but firmly dashed all hopes that she would be staying at Melton House. When the door eventually closed behind butler and housekeeper, Alton had recalled Jack's presence. 

Alton cleared his throat. "Perhaps we should leave this discussion until after Lord Warnefleet has left us." 

Jack caught the glance Clarice sent him—a warning— before she smoothly said, "Lord Warnefleet won't be leaving, not without me at any rate." Ignoring Alton's frown, she calmly went on, simultaneously pouring tea into their cups, "I told you he's a close friend of James's. He's also a close friend of mine. 

Jack knows all about the family. His assistance will be critical in helping James, which will equate to helping all the Altwoods. If he doesn't hear what you're about to tell me directly, then I'll need to relate it to him anyway. So stop quibbling, and explain this to me." She handed Alton his cup; Jack reached across and lifted his own. 

Sitting back with hers, Clarice fixed Alton with her most inquisitorial gaze. "You're Melton—you now run the marquisate, this house, and all the others, too. What has Moira to say to anything?" 

Alton glanced at Jack, then looked at Clarice. "Figuratively speaking, she has us by the short and curlies." 

The look Clarice flashed him rebuked him for his crude-ness and simultaneously urged him to go on. 

"I'm thirty-four, Roger's thirty-three, and Nigel's thirty-one." Alton held up a staying hand when Clarice opened her mouth to remind him she knew that. "Even before Papa died, we'd each of us found the lady we wanted to marry. All perfectly aboveboard and all that. But... Moira knew, of course. She told us there was no rush, that there was plenty of time, given who we were, to declare our choice, and that we should take the time to make sure we'd chosen correctly ..." A slight flush rose to Alton's pale cheeks. 

"Looking back, I can see she played to our own uncertainties, but... one thing and another, we all held off mentioning the matter to Papa, and then he died before anything had been said or any formal announcement made." 

"But then you were the head of the family. You don't need anyone else's approval." 

Alton's lips curled in cynical disgust. "That, unfortunately, is the rub. After Papa died, Moira took over. 

It's her approval I now need, and she's not about to give it, not easily. Not, I suspect, anytime soon." 

Clarice studied his face, then calmly asked, "What is she holding over your head?" 

"Our own pasts, of course." Alton glanced briefly at Clarice, then fell to examining the liquid in his cup. 

"You know what we're like ... what Papa was like. We were all but encouraged to dally with whoever took our fancy, especially at Rosewood." 

Her voice even and entirely nonjudgmental, Clarice asked, "You're talking of maids, laundresses, milkmaids?" 
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Alton nodded without looking up. "It was always so easy, and even when the inevitable happened, as, of course, it did with all three of us, Papa never turned a hair, but just arranged to have the girl taken care of, the babe raised within one of our worker's families ... you know how it's done." Lips thin, he grimaced. "What none of us knew—not even Papa, I suspect—was that Moira not only knew of each incident, she kept track. More, when we—me, Roger, and Nigel—came up to town, she somehow kept track here as well." Alton looked up and met Clarice's eyes. "For each of us she has a list of every encounter, every affair." 

He drew breath, with one hand made a helpless gesture. "For each of us, there's at least one association, one liaison, that if it became known could... scupper our plans to marry, or at least marry the ladies we've chosen." 

Holding his gaze, Clarice murmured, "We do tend to move in a very small circle ..." 

Alton's lips twisted; he nodded. "Precisely. You can see how it might be." 

Jack frowned. When neither Clarice nor Alton said more, he asked, "So Moira uses the information to do what? Drain money from the marquisate?" 

A large diamond winked in Alton's cravat; a smaller stone was embedded in the heavy gold signet ring on his right hand. His coat was by Schultz, his linen impeccable. Despite his haggardness, he was perfectly—and expensively— turned out. 

Alton's expression lightened; he laughed, but it wasn't a happy sound. "Oh, no. That's not her bent at all. 

Indeed, she'd be the first to encourage us to spend more, to make an even bigger splash. She would never want us to appear as anything less than as wealthy as we are. She delights in her role as the Marchioness of Melton. She continues to entertain lavishly as my hostess. We always have to be seen to be top of the tree." Alton paused, the bitterness in his tone reflected in his face. "No, for her it's not money. It's control— of us." He glanced at Jack. "The power to make us dance to her tune." 

After a moment, Alton looked at Clarice. "Moira tried to control you, and that backfired, but she got rid of you nevertheless. With the three of us, she was much more careful. By the time we realized, after Papa had died, she already had us in thrall. Worse, we'd handed her the ropes ourselves by telling her of our intentions to wed. She gets an unholy joy from knowing she can jerk our strings, make us obey her at any time, and that our futures—for each of us our future happiness—will only be granted at her whim." 

Clarice said nothing, yet her disgust with Moira was a palpable thing. "What have you done about it?" 

When Alton blinked, she rephrased, "Have any of you challenged her, tested her will, or have you simply accepted her threat as real?" 

Alton's haggard expression, temporarily eased, returned. "Roger tried. He said he'd tell Alice—Alice Combertville, Carlisle's daughter—tell her all and throw himself on her mercy, and he did. At first, it seemed he'd triumphed. Alice was incensed at Moira's game and swore she wasn't concerned ... but then two days later, Roger got a note breaking off their understanding. He tried to see Alice, to find out why she changed her mind, to persuade her..." Alton looked faintly ill. "That was last November. 

He still hasn't been able to speak with her." 

"He's still trying?" 

"Yes! What else can he do? It's driving him out of his mind. She's been dancing with Throgmorton, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

and Dawlish. He's terrified she'll accept one of them, and then it'll be all over..." 

Clarice regarded Alton steadily, then calmly said, "Tell Roger he needs to speak with Alice, even if he has to abduct her to do it. He has to ask her what Moira told her." 

Alton frowned. "It wasn't Moira, but Roger himself who told her." 

Clarice made a dismissive sound and set down her tea cup. "Tell Roger I'll make him a wager—that after he'd spoken with Alice, she, incensed, approached Moira and took her to task. But Moira retaliated with something—some fabrication, something truly horrendous—that Alice couldn't overlook. That's why she changed her mind and broke things off with Roger." The look she cast Alton was one of fond exasperation. "You really are too easily manipulated." 

She sat back. "Now what about Nigel?" 

"He and Emily—Emily Hollingworth—well, I suppose you could say that in typical Nigel fashion, he's toeing the line in the hope that everything will somehow resolve itself, meaning that either Roger or I will discover some way around Moira." Alton grimaced. "Emily's just twenty. They have time." 

Clarice raised her brows. "But you don't?" 

Alton lifted his eyes and met her gaze. "No." He gestured helplessly. "That's what I was wrestling with when you came in." He drew in a shuddering breath. "I have no idea what to do." 

"Who?" Clarice asked. 

"Sarah Haverling, old Conniston's eldest daughter." 

Clarice pursed her lips, then nodded slowly. "An excellent choice." She focused on Alton. "You have an understanding, but you've made no formal offer yet?" 

"I haven't even hinted at such a thing, not to her father." 

"I take it something's made the matter pressing?" 

"Yes! Sarah's twenty-three, nearly twenty-four. This will be her last Season. We've been talking of marrying for the last year, but with Moira holding what she is over my head..." Hopelessness deepened the lines in Alton's face. "Her father and stepmother are encouraging her to marry, hardly surprisingly. 

They've lined up Farleigh and Bicknell, both seem increasingly smitten. If either makes an offer... if I can't make a counteroffer, Sarah will be pressured to accept them." 

Watching Clarice, Jack saw her stiffen; Sarah Haverling's immediate future was exceedingly reminiscent of Clarice's past. 

"The worst part," Alton went on, his voice lower, his gaze fixed on his tightly clenched hands, "is that Sarah doesn't understand why I won't speak. She's not enamored of either of the others, and they're older, too. She keeps looking to me, and I have to keep making excuses ..." His voice wavered; he drew in another huge breath. "I haven't slept for days. I don't know what to do." 

A moment ticked by, then Clarice softly asked, "What is it that Moira holds over you?" When Alton looked up, she met his gaze. "If you don't tell me, I can't advise you." 
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Alton stared at her for a moment, then his eyes cut to Jack. 

"Don't worry about Jack." Clarice's tone was dry. "His discretion is assured, and indeed, you're liable to get more sympathy from him than me." 

Alton didn't smile. He looked at Clarice. "I had an affair with Sarah's stepmother, Claire." 

Clarice raised her brows. "How very unwise. But I take it this was before you took up with Sarah?" 

Alton looked irritated. "Years before. She was still in the schoolroom." 

"Indeed. In that case, I'd advise you to confess. Unless Claire has changed greatly in the last seven years, I seriously doubt she'll make any waves." 

Alton looked directly at Clarice; Jack could suddenly see a stronger resemblance. "I can't confess. After Roger tried, Moira told me that if I did, she'd speak, not to Sarah, but to Conniston himself. We may all know that Claire has been taking lovers for years, but Moira will assure Conniston that if he allows me to marry Sarah, then she'll ensure that the tale of Conniston meekly handing over his daughter to a man who'd cuckolded him will be spread the length and breadth of the ton." 

Clarice held Alton's dark gaze, then grimaced. "Oh." 

That, Jack thought, summed it up perfectly. He was starting to develop a very real interest in meeting Clarice's old nemesis—now, it appeared, her brothers' nemesis, too. He was curious to see just what sort of female could, and would, so brazenly run such nasty, sticky coils around people of the caliber of Clarice and Alton. Despite Alton's state, Jack was catching enough glimmers of steel and hard arrogance to guess that on a good day, Alton was no weakling. His inner steel might not yet be tempered to quite the same saber-edged hardness as Clarice's, but it seemed Moira was working on that. 

To his mind, that might prove a very dangerous game. Especially for Moira. The woman must be blind not to know with what manner of people she was dealing. 

He'd barely finished the thought when the library door burst open. 

They all looked. A blond harpy stood on the threshold, blue eyes flaming, heavy breasts heaving with uncontrolled fury. 

"Alton!" The voice was shrill, barely controlled. "How dare you entertain this ..." The harpy's eyes cut to Clarice and spat flames. "This female in your father's house?" 



Chapter 14

It was like watching a chrysalis crack and a new lifeform emerge. 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Alton didn't stand; he didn't actually move, yet he seemed to grow. His face hardened, stripped of all humor; his dark eyes burned. When he spoke, anger growled, barely restrained beneath his words. 

"Leave us, Moira." 

Shock showed briefly on the harpy's face, almost as if he'd slapped her. Then she hauled in a breath and marched over the threshold. "I most certainly will not! How dare you permit that woman." Advancing, she jabbed a finger at Clarice. Jack glanced at Clarice, and had to fight to keep his lips straight. 

After that first glance, she'd apparently decided she didn't need to accord her furious stepmother any further attention; Clarice had calmly served herself another cake and now sat in her chair, the very picture of ladylike decorum eating the cake off a delicate china plate, to all appearances deaf and blind to the fraught scene being enacted before her. 

Enraged, Moira drew in another breath. "That scandalous female into this house! Your father forbade it." 

Jack suspected he should follow Clarice's lead, but the temptation was too great. He sat back, watching both Moira and Alton. 

Moira flung to a raging halt by the desk. She was over forty years old, her too-white face starting to show the first lines. Her figure was full but she was rather short, her hair a brassy shade, her eyes a stormy

blue sparking with vindictiveness. She all but vibrated with fury as she glared at Clarice. 

Jack's eyes narrowed as his senses informed him there was a great deal of fear behind Moira's furious facade. 

He glanced at Clarice as with awful control, Alton stated, "My father is dead. This is now my house. 

Within it, I will see whomever I please." 

Moira turned to stare at him. For an instant, she seemed struck speechless. Then she stiffened. 

"I believe, Alton, that you've forgotten—" 

"I haven't forgotten anything, but I have remembered one or two things. I am master here. I suggest you leave this room." 

Moira's jaw fell, then it snapped shut. "If you think—" 

"Edwards!" 

"Yes, my lord?" The butler answered so quickly it was clear he'd been hovering just outside the door. 

"Please escort her ladyship to her room. I believe she needs to lie down until dinnertime." Alton's eyes, hard and beyond furious, locked on Moira's. "If you encounter any difficulties, summon a footman or two to help." 

"Indeed, sir." 

Quivering with outrage, Moira stiffened. "If you think I'll let you get away with this," she hissed, 

"you'd better think again." 
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Edwards touched her arm and she uttered a furious shriek. Jerking away, she glared at the butler, then flung around and stormed from the room. The butler turned to follow. "In her bedchamber, my lord?" 

Alton nodded. 

"Edwards." Without looking up, Clarice said, "If there's any nastiness over this, do let Alton know." 

Edwards bowed to her. "Indeed, my lady." 

When the door shut, Alton exhaled heavily; the tension in his shoulders and arms visibly eased. 

"There." Clarice set down her empty cake plate. "You see how easy reclaiming your life can be?" 

Alton snorted, but his expression turned thoughtful. "I never thought of shouting before." 

Clarice humphed, the sound suggesting he should have thought of it long ago. 

"Well, Papa always shouted and ranted enough for everyone." 

"Precisely. So if you want Moira to understand that you now wear his shoes ..." 

Alton frowned. "I never thought of it like that." After a moment, he glanced at her. "You were the only one of us— not just the four of us but any of us—to stand up to him. Until he died, he rode roughshod over us all whenever he had a mind to." He uttered a short laugh. "As for Roger, Nigel, and me, he never let us forget what he called his leniency in listening to us over sending you to James." 

An awkward flush rose to Alton's cheeks; he caught Clarice's eyes. "That wasn't said to make you feel you owe us anything. You don't. We should have protected you better ... somehow." 

"I'm not sure you could have, or that I'd have let you," Clarice calmly replied. "But regardless, that's the past. It's the present we have to deal with, and the future to protect. Which is why Jack and I are here." 

Briskly she informed Alton of the allegations against James, succinctly outlining the ramifications to the family name. She appealed to Jack; he confirmed the seriousness of the allegations. Alton was a quick study; they didn't have to spell out the likely effect an Altwood being tried for treason would have on his and his brothers' matrimonial hopes. 

Alton looked from Jack to Clarice. "What do you want me to do?" 

"Is there any way you can influence the Bishop of London?" Clarice asked. 

Alton thought, then nodded. "I know his older brother. He's a member of White's and was a crony of Papa's. I could approach him." 

"Good," Jack said. "What we need is permission for me as the family's agent to question Deacon Humphries, not as prosecutor of the case but as the bringer of the original allegations. We already have access to th* information thus far made available to the bishop's court, but it's by no means all Humphries knows. We need to ask him about details he's omitted before he presents them at the hearing, so we'll know what evidence we need to refute the allegations in toto, not just to chip away at the edges and cast doubt, but to quash them whole." 
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"It's urgent," Clarice added. 

Alton nodded, busily jotting notes. "I'll see what I can manage." He paused, then added, his tone grim, 

"Heaven knows, there's precious little else I'm likely to accomplish." 

Clarice watched him for a moment, then rose and rounded the desk. Pausing by Alton's chair, she laid a hand on his shoulder, bent, and kissed his cheek. 

Jack saw Alton's expression as he glanced up, surprise blended with achingly sweet memory. He looked up to see Clarice smile at her brother. She patted his shoulder. "I'll put my mind to your problem with Moira. There has to be a way. Say hello to Roger and Nigel for me, and don't forget to give Roger my message." Leaving Alton, she headed for the door; with a nod to Alton, Jack rose, and followed her. 

"Incidentally"—Clarice paused just before the door to look back at Alton—"you might try telling Sarah you love her to distraction and fully intend moving heaven and earth to wed her. Then tell her of Moira's threat. Being trusted with the truth might make her more inclined to do all she can to avoid receiving an offer from anyone else." 

With that, she turned to the door. Jack opened it for her, then followed her from the room; the last sight he had of Alton Altwood, Marquess of Melton, was of him sitting at his desk, faintly stunned, but with the light of hope dawning in his eyes. 


*  *  *

 They returned to Benedict's, and had lunch in Clarice's suite. The meal passed in unusual silence. 
Clarice was transparently digesting all she'd learned at Melton House, and not approving of any of it. 

Jack watched her face, appreciating the frown she didn't bother to hide. That she no longer sought to conceal her worries and emotions from him was, he felt, an encouraging sign. 

After they'd finished and the dishes had been cleared away, Clarice sat back in her armchair, met Jack's eyes as he sat in its mate, and grimaced. "I fear I'm going to have to go back into the ton in a much more emphatic manner than I'd planned." 

He studied her. "I'd thought you were set on riding to James's social rescue." 

"I was. I am. And I will. But it seems I'm going to have to intercede, and act, too, on my brothers' 

behalfs." She gestured. "You saw Moira. She's thoroughly devious, and she knows them—all four of us—well." 

"You don't think Alton can manage on his own, with your support? He seemed to come alive this morning, simply because you were there." 

Clarice frowned more deeply. Eventually, she conceded, "You're right in a way. Alton has it in him to rule as he should. I know he has. Unfortunately, previously he was always in Papa's shadow, and with Moira's manipulation, Alton hasn't fully realized Papa's shoes are now his, that he can step into them and take control." A moment passed, then she murmured, "It wasn't so much my being there as Moira attacking me that spurred Alton to action." 

Jack held up a staying hand. "If you imagine setting yourself up as a target for that frightful woman to spur your brothers into acting as they ought, then I strongly advise you to think again." 
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Clarice met his eyes, read the warning therein; a subtle glow warmed her, but she humphed dismissively. 

"I wasn't about to suggest any such thing. Self-sacrifice isn't my style. However, I will, clearly will, need to go about in society more widely than if I'd had just James's defence on my plate.  That I can accomplish by making contact with a few key people. Nullifying Moira's manipulation will require much more. For a start, I'm going to nave to meet with my brothers' chosen ladies, and, I hope, ease the strain there. Meeting Conniston himself, and perhaps Claire—I know her of old—might help...." 

Steepling her fingers, she rested her chin on the tips. Staring across the room, she continued to frown. 

"The major difficulty is how. How can I, quickly and acceptably, step back into the fray I turned my back on so decisively seven years ago?" 

After a moment, Jack asked, "Just how decisively did you dismiss the ton?" 

She shifted her gaze to meet his. "Totally. I was disgusted with them all, and made no bones about it." 

He grimaced, then added, "However, you're an Altwood." 

"Indeed. If after seven years I wish to swan back"—she shrugged—"I doubt many would attempt to cut me." 

She noted Jack's swift grin, could imagine the vision flitting through his mind, of her depressing the pretensions of any who might try. As indeed she would. She'd suffered the adverse aspects of being a marchioness's daughter; she wasn't about to deny herself the benefits. "I can, and will, return to the ton, but I need advice of a sort that's not easy to gain." 

A minute went by, then Jack shifted, drawing her attention. He met her eyes. "I have two aunts. They'll help if I ask." 

Clarice raised her brows; it was the first mention she'd heard of any family beyond his father. "And they are?" 

"Lady Cowper and Lady Davenport." 

She stared at him. "Just like that, you can command the support of two of the most formidable hostesses in the ton?" 

He grinned. " 'Command' might be stating the matter a trifle strongly, but they know I fled town recently, at the height of the Season. They'll be only too pleased to assist you once they leam it was you who brought me back." 

She considered him, searched his hazel eyes, but couldn't tell whether there was anything more than the obvious, anything ambiguous, in his smooth words. Slowly, she nodded. "Lady Cowper and Lady Davenport would indeed be useful allies in combating Moira. As for James ..." 

Jack pulled a face. "My aunts have a close friend, a lady I tend to avoid. She's terrifying. However, when it comes to wielding influence in the upper echelons of power, I doubt there are many her equal. 

Chances are, if I send word to my aunts, when we visit, she'll be there, too." 

She could read his uncertainty over this other lady. "She who?" 
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"Lady Osbaldestone." 

She sat up. "Therese Osbaldestone?" 

He nodded. 

She blinked, recalled. "She was a close friend of Mama's—Papa's sisters told me that—but I didn't meet Lady Osbaldestone until the day I was presented. She was there, and spoke kindly to me, but then Moira came up, and Lady Osbaldestone looked down her nose and left us." 

Jack raised his brows. "Sounds as if she might be inclined to assist in lifting Moira's paw from your brothers' throats." 

Clarice grinned. "What an image." 

A knock on the door had them both turning. "Come!" Clarice called. 

The door opened to admit a footman carrying a silver salver. He crossed and offered the salver to Clarice. 

She picked up the three cards lying on it, read them, then smiled a touch ruefully. Over the ivory rectangles, she met Jack's eyes. "My brothers. All three of them." 

Dropping the cards on the tray, she looked at the footman. "Show the gentlemen up." 

When the door closed behind the footman, she looked at Jack. "I wonder... ?" 

She didn't have to wonder for long. Barely a minute passed before her brothers, led by Alton, came striding into the room. Roger and Nigel, beaming in patent delight, dragged her from her chair and hugged her exuberantly, blithely ignoring her warnings not to crush her gown. 

For one instant, she could almost believe nothing had changed, that the years had vanished, and they were again the slightly older-in-years brothers she'd forever had to keep in line, to guide and in some ways protect. But then she saw them glancing at Jack, sensed their reaction, and his, and knew things would never again be as they'd been. 

"Lord Warnefleet escorted me to London. He's a close friend of James." She made the introductions, deftly steering the conversation away from herself and Jack, sitting so patently at ease in her suite, and doing not one damned thing to look any less predatory than he was. Her brothers' overt suspicions seemed to evoke a blatantly possessive stance in him, even more possessive than he normally was. 

She longed to kick them all. Hard. "Alton, have you done anything yet about influencing the bishop in our favor?" 

"Yes." He grinned at her, suddenly very much the Alton of her memories. "I remembered that old Fotheringham often settles to snooze in White's library after lunch—a good place to corner him, I thought, and so it proved. He's always grumbling about his brother the bishop, about the Church getting above itself, and so on. He was very ready to pen a letter to his brother pointing out the, as he put it, advisability of acceding to the Altwoods' perfectly reasonable request to have a private agent examine the evidence to be presented to the bishop's court prior to the official hearing." 
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Alton glanced at Jack. "I saw the letter off with one of White's footmen myself. I'd be surprised if the bishop didn't comply. He's considered very astute in judging which way the wind's blowing, and has predictable ambitions. I suspect he'll grasp the opportunity to ..." 

"Ingratiate himself?" Jack supplied. 

Alton smiled cynically. "Precisely." 

Turning to Clarice, he continued, "But now I've done my best for James over that, we"—his gesture included himself, Roger and Nigel—"have come to throw ourselves on your mercy. We're in over our heads with Moira and her schemes. We're determined to break free, but we need your help." 

"Before you say yea or nay"—Roger hauled up a straight-backed chair and sat beside Clarice—"we've an offer to make in exchange. You want to exonerate James, and for that you'll need help, help of the sort we can give." Roger glanced at Jack measuringly, but not antagonistically. "You'll need foot soldiers, and we're good at following orders. Whatever you want us to do to help James, we'll do it and gladly. In return—" 

"In return, dear sister"—Nigel curled up at Clarice's feet and grinned up at her adoringly—"we want you to help us to the altar." 

"Not one altar, mind," Roger clarified. "Three altars, one for each of us. Different dates, different ladies." 

Clarice sent him a withering look. 

Alton moved to stand before the fireplace, drawing her gaze. He met it, held it, simply said, "Please." 

Watching Clarice, Jack sensed something of her inner straggle. She'd fully intended to do what she could to help her brothers, but to commit herself to doing so, to them... that was something else, something she, once the commitment was given, would consider binding. 

When her gaze dropped from Alton's face to his, he sat unmoving, giving her an unreadable face and inscrutable eyes. In truth, he couldn't advise her in this; she knew her brothers, knew their caliber, whether they could indeed help effectively in clearing James's name, far better than he. Whatever she decided, he would support her stance. 

The frown that had formed in her eyes slowly dissipated; she looked up again at Alton. "If I actively help you in winning free of Moira—" 

"And winning the hands of our chosen ladies," Nigel interjected. 

Clarice glanced down at him. "And clear the way for you to win your ladies—I refuse to be held responsible for the outcome of any ham-fisted attempts at wooing—if I do that for you, then you'll devote yourselves to helping us exonerate James in whatever ways Jack and I require." 

In unison, the brothers shot a swift glance at Jack, which he met with impassivity, then the three exchanged glances, weighing Clarice's words, wordlessly communicating. Jack noticed the phenomenon with a pang, realized Clarice was following the exchange, too. He'd never had siblings, not even close friends. Never shared that type of communication with anyone. 

Then Clarice looked across and met his eyes. He read her assurance that her brothers' help would be Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

worth her effort, and she'd help them, regardless, so her deal was more in the nature of making hay while the sun shone. 

She glanced away, and he blinked. 

"If it's any help in making your decisions"—Clarice looked at Roger, then Nigel and finally up at Alton—" 

do consider what having a suspected traitor in the family will do to your matrimonial aspirations." 

Alton's lips thinned. Roger's jaw set; his eyes turned bleak. Nigel swore beneath his breath and received a swift kick from his sister. 

"Well," he complained, "it's true. Anyway"—he grinned up at her—"you know we'll help you regardless, and you won't be able to resist helping us, so all this haggling is purely by the by. So!" He looked from Clarice to Alton, then back again. "Where do you want us to start?" 

Clarice studied Nigel's eager face, then glanced at AJton, before meeting Jack's gaze. "Jack and his friends are checking the facts surrounding three meetings James allegedly had with a French courier. 

They're better qualified than we are to do that. We"—she looked up at Alton—"need to deal with the other side of this threat—the rumor mill and the scandalmongers. The first thing to do is find out how widespread the rumors are. Once we know that, we can decide on the best way to counter them." 

Alton frowned. "I haven't heard any rumor." 

"You won't" Jack caught Alton's eye. "No one will say anything before members of the family. You'll be the last to know." 

"I only heard," Clarice said, "because I was behind a screen at my modiste's and those old witches Lady Grimwade and Mrs. Raleigh didn't know I was there. However, it sounded like the rumor had only just started." 

"Grimwade and Raleigh?" Roger frowned. "If you wanted to spread malicious rumors, those two biddies would be an obvious place to start." 

"Indeed. Someone had clearly whispered in Grimwade's ear. Raleigh hadn't heard until then. However, I don't believe either will say another word, not until they hear more." Clarice glanced at her brothers. "It's the middle of the afternoon. Many gentlemen will be stopping by their clubs. If you do the rounds, you should get some idea of how widespread the whispers are." 

"You'll have to ask friends to help," Jack said. "You won't hear anything directly" 

"And whatever you do hear, don't—do not—react. Not yet." Clarice met each of her brothers' eyes sternly. "We need some notion of what scale of problem we're dealing with, then we can devise the most effective way to counter it. If anyone does the unthinkable and corners you over the matter, plead complete ignorance. Pretend you've no idea what they're talking about." She paused, then went on, "If we meet again this evening—" 

"Oh, we're definitely meeting this evening." Alton glanced at his brothers, men back at Clarice. "We want you to meet our fiancees-in-all-but-name. We've arranged for invitations to be sent here for the balls we'll be attending tonight. We'll meet you at the Fortescues'. We've agreed that Roger's case is most urgent, then mine. Nigel"—Alton nudged his youngest brother with the toe of his boot—"can wait his turn." 
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Clarice looked up at Alton, her expression an unresolved mixture of haughty umbrage and cool calculation. 

Jack managed to hide the smile he knew she wouldn't appreciate. She'd wanted Alton to take charge of his life and the marquisate, but Jack doubted she'dg envisaged him taking charge of her, too. 

But calculation won out; she inclined her head. "Very well. We'll meet you at the Fortescues at ten o'clock." 

Jack felt Clarice's glance, but didn't meet it; she knew he'd escort her to whatever balls and parties she chose to attend. Instead, he watched her brothers and their reaction to her "  We'll meet you." They weren't at all sure how to take that, weren't at all sure they approved. 

Alton shifted his stance, fixed his dark gaze on Clarice; Jack got the impression he was girding for battle. 

"There's one other thing, Clary—we want you to come home. To come and live with us again at Melton House." 

She looked up, distracted, surprise clear in her face, then came that moment of hesitation, of looking inward, that Jack knew signified that she was considering, thinking before she acted... 

His heart stuttered. She hadn't expected any of this, hadn't known her brothers had missed her so sorely, that they would welcome her back so warmly. That far from ostracizing her, her family would embrace her, falling on her neck, perhaps, but being needed and appreciated was balm to ladies such as she. 

Jack drew in a breath, held it, and waited. There was nothing he could do to sway her decision, not with her brothers looking on, ready to leap to her defence if she gave the slightest sign; they would come between her and him in a heartbeat if they thought she would allow it. 

He glanced briefly at them, confirmed they were watching not her but him. Regardless of their current state, none of them were slow-tops, nor truly weak. It was as Clarice had said; they hadn't yet realized their potential, their ability to get things done. And they loved her; that was transparent. All three had seen enough, sensed enough to realize there was some connection, a relationship of some ilk between her and him. They would watch him like a hawk from now on; he didn't care. They wouldn't see anything to raise their hackles, because his intentions were all they might wish... 

The notion of enlisting their aid in his campaign to win her swam into his mind; he blinked, then metaphorically shook it from his head. No matter how tempting the thought, no matter how supportive they might be, she'd learn of any conspiracy and be furious. Not a wise way to woo Boadicea. 

From the brothers' dark glances, it was clear they knew and understood her as he did; all four of them knew she'd make her own decision about him, about any relationship between them, and woe betide any who sought to interfere. 

Her pause lasted for no more than two breaths, then, without glancing Jack's way, she looked at Roger and Nigel, then met Alton's gaze. 

Jack's heart solidified in his chest. Regardless of the past, her family was important to her; returning to their bosom might be something she truly yearned to do—

"Thankyou, but no. I prefer to stay here." Clarice suppressed the urge to look at Jack, to reassure and Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

to see his reaction. Alton frowned and opened his mouth to argue; she held up a hand. "No. The last time I was at Melton House ... the memories are too painful. I put them behind me when I left, a clean break. 

There's no reason to go back, no reason in the present circumstances that I need to reside under your roof. I'm perfectly comfortable here"—she glanced briefly at Jack; despite her best efforts to appear aloof a faint smile lit her eyes, teased her lips—"and so here I'll remain." 

Alton, Roger, and Nigel made grumping sounds denoting their unhappiness, but none of them attempted to argue further. 

"Besides"—she sat straighter—"while you might think having me about to shield you from Moira is a good idea, in reality, having me and Moira under the same roof, especially that roof, is an untenable proposition." She glanced at them, her gaze sharp. "The disruption would be significant, not just for you, but for the staff as well. Such an arrangement simply would not work." 

They grimaced, but accepted her decree. They all rose. She waited while they shook hands with Jack, then, before they could be difficult, steered them to the door, leaving Jack by the fireplace. Alton, the last to go out, threw a frowning glance back at Jack, but, after reiterating that the necessary invitations would arrive shortly, reluctantly left. 

Jack watched her walk back to him. As she neared, he raised a brow. "They feel responsible for you, unsurprisingly. You're not making matters easy for them." 

"My life is no longer any concern of theirs, as they well know." With a swish of her skirts, she sank back into her armchair and watched while Jack subsided in a relaxed sprawl in its mate. "Now, how should we proceed?" 


*  *  *

 They agreed that the obvious division of labor was likely to be the most efficient. Jack, through his contacts, would investigate the three alleged meetings, searching for sufficient facts to disprove each one. Meanwhile Clarice, with her brothers' assistance, would do whatever necessary to quash any rumors circulating through the ton, and via the family's influence open any doors they might discover initially closed. In between, she would do what she could to counter Moira's influence and smooth her brothers' matrimonial paths. 
"However, I absolutely refuse to propose for them. That they must do for themselves." 

Jack hid a grin at her sternness. He felt like grinning in general, no excuse needed, lighthearted—his heart lightened—by her choosing to remain at Benedict's. Despite what she'd told her brothers, some part of her reasoning had to do with him. That brief smile she'd sent his way had assured him that was so. "I didn't want to say anything while they were here, but your decision not to stand as a physical shield between your brothers and your stepmother was eminently wise. They're at the point, Alton especially, of dealing with her themselves, but if you were there ..." 

"Precisely." She nodded. "They'd regress." 

The promised invitations arrived. They read them, mutually grimaced, and agreed to meet at Benedict's at half past nine to commence the journey to Fortescue House. 

Jack stole a quick kiss, one that lasted five minutes, then left, still grinning. He walked back to Montrose Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Place, a light breeze in his face, grateful for the chance to stretch his legs. 

His head remained clear, without a hint of pain. 

Deverell and Christian arrived at the club shortly after Jack, and brought Tristan Wemyss, Earl of Trentham, another club member, with them. The three joined Jack in the library; stretching out in the large comfortable armchairs, gratefully accepting the mugs of ale Gasthorpe served them, they traded quips, sapiently remarking on their farsightedness in establishing this, their London bolt-hole. 

"I swear to you," Tristan said, "society being what it is these days, we'll always need a place to vanish to. 

After the wedding, I thought I'd be safe, but no. Now it's the married but dissatisfied matrons who set their caps at me." 

"I should think Leonora would have something to say to that." Christian's eyes twinkled. Leonora, now Tristan's wife, originally the lady living in the house beside the club, was no meek and mild miss. 

"Oh, indeed." Tristan nodded. "But there's only so much hiding behind her skirts I can stomach. Dashed demoralizing after facing and surviving Boney's worst." 

They laughed, and caught up with news of their other comrades—Charles St. Austell, the most recently married, settling into domestic bliss in Cornwall, Tony Blake, also now married, learning to cope with a ready-made family at his seat in Devon, and Gervase Tregarth, Earl of Crowhurst, presently out of town dealing with family business. 

"As for Christian and me"—Deverell stretched out his long legs—"we've been skulking around the fringes of the ton, reconnoitering as it were." 

"Trying our damnedest not to get noticed." Christian grimaced. "Not the easiest assignment. I'm actually exceedingly glad to have something else to occupy my time for the nonce. I haven't seen any prospect worthwhile pursuing in the ballrooms. I'd much rather pursue some villain." He cocked a brow at Deverell. "What about you?" 

"Same story." Deverell sighed. "You know, I had such a lovely conceit when we started this club that finding the right lady would be ... well, a dashed sight easier than infiltrating French business affairs and pretending to be one of them for over ten years." 

Christian nodded. "So, leaving the demoralizing subject of our matrimonial endeavors, what have we to report?" 

"First," Tristan said, "tell me what the game is. I want to play a hand in this. Far more to my taste than doing the pretty in the ton." 

Jack briefly outlined the threat to James Altwood, why they knew he was innocent and Dalziel's suspicions, and their current plans to quash the allegations. "Before they transmogrify to outright charges of treason. Courtesy of the Altwoods, it's likely I'll be able to interview the man behind the allegations—Deacon Humphries—tomorrow. We've already got the dates, times, and places of three recent meetings the courier supposedly had with James—Deverell and Christian were looking into those. 

We've verified that James was in London on all three occasions, so theoretically the meetings could have taken place." 

"Just so." Deverell nodded. "All three places are taverns in Southwark, within walking distance of Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Lambeth Palace, which is where James Altwood stays when in London. And the taverns are exactly what one might expect of such places in the stews. The only way we'll learn anything is to watch, quiet and unthreatening, until we get a feel for each place. No point cornering the witnesses until we know how the ground lies and so have a chance of catching them out. They'll have been paid to tell their tale, but if we can shake it, they'll most likely retreat, but we'll need a better understanding of each tavern to do that. No other way than the long way, I'm afraid." 

"I agree." Christian looked at Jack. "We'll set up the necessary surveillance. The information you drag from the good deacon might help us narrow our scope." 

"I have a suggestion." Tristan set down his ale mug. He glanced at Christian and Deverell. "All three of us are at present fixed in London. All three of us have useful contacts here. But our contacts prefer to work only with people they know." He looked at Jack. "You have three principal incidents you need disproved. I suggest each of us take one tavern and throw our people on that one incident alone. 

Concentrating, focusing, will get us further faster." 

Christian was nodding. "An excellent notion. Each of us will be able to press harder. The chain of command will be clearer and more direct." 

"I agree." Deverell set down his mug and fished in his coat pocket, drawing out the sheet on which Jack had previously written the addresses of the three meeting places. "So let's see..." 


*  *  *

 Later, before he dressed for their evening among the ton, Jack sat at the desk in the club's library and composed a note to his aunt, Lady Davenport, requesting she share its contents with Lady Cowper. 
He expended considerable effort on the wording; with such ladies, a hint was more intriguing than a statement. Nevertheless, when he read the completed letter through, the nature of his request shone clearly; he wanted them to assist Lady Clarice Altwood to return to the ton at the level to which her birth entitled her. 

He alluded to the reasons behind her need to return, a serious but unfounded threat to a near relative and to assist her brothers. No need to be more specific; the bare phrases would be enough to ensure his aunts, powerful grandes dames that they were, would be agog to learn of Clarice's needs. 

Of his reasons for helping her, he said not a word. 

Their imaginations would run amok. If they granted him and Clarice an interview the next morning, as he requested, he fully expected both ladies to be bright-eyed and nearly bouncing with curiosity. 

Smiling, he signed his name, then recalled, and added a postscript, mentioning that if they knew of any lady they would trust to help influence matters in the political sphere, he'd be grateful for an introduction. 

Sanding the letter, then sealing it, he grinned. He'd wager any amount that when he and Clarice met with his aunts, Lady Osbaldestone would be there, too. 
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Chapter 15

By Jack's side, Clarice entered the Fortescues' front hall and joined the line of guests slowly inching up the main staircase. Had it been left to her, she would have chosen a different venue for her reappearance in the ton. The Fortescues had two daughters to establish; their ball would therefore be the usual crush beloved of tonnish society during the Season. 

Glancing around at the other guests thronging the stairs, she murmured, "Not much chance of accomplishing much in James's defence here." For that, she would have chosen one of the more select gatherings of the powerful elite. 

Jack shrugged, his hand lightly stroking hers where it rested on his sleeve. "We'll be able to learn from your brothers if there are any rumors circulating yet. Until we know that, there's not much you can do." 

She grimaced, acknowledging that truth, wishing it were otherwise. Her nature was to forge ahead, to get things done, but in defending James, they did indeed have to tread carefully. "I sent notes to my aunts, my father's two sisters and my mother's sister, and to my maternal uncle, informing them that I was in London and would be going about among the ton at Alton's request, primarily to ensure that the unfortunate allegations against James are not made unnecessarily sensational." 

Jack's lips curved in an appreciative smile. "I take it your aunts and uncle are not fans of the

'unnecessarily sensational'?" 

"Not when it's their families involved." Clarice noted the many swift glances thrown their way. leaning closer to Jack, she lowered her voice. "At least we're attracting a satisfactory degree of notice." 

"Hardly surprising given that gown." 

The crisp note in his voice had her blinking up at him, meeting his eyes. "It's the latest style." 

The line of his lips grew more grim than appreciative. "For a lady of your age, status, wealth, and figure, no doubt. Unfortunately, such a gown merely serves to emphasize how few ladies of your age, status, wealth, and figure there are among the ton." 

She stared at him; he sounded so disgruntled she didn't know whether to laugh or frown. "Don't you like it?" She'd opted for the forest green satin; the very dark green was a dramatic hue few ladies could carry off well. With its beaded heart-shaped neckline and the elegant fall of its sheening skirts, the gown was perfect for drawing the eye and fixing attention. Time enough, once the ton had realized she was indeed back, to shock them with the plum silk. 

Jack held her eyes, then let his gaze lower; briefly, he scanned, then again met her gaze. "I like the gown, as you're well aware. What I'm not enamored of is who else might find it... overly alluring." 

She nearly laughed; certainly she smiled, rather thrilled if truth be known. That he approved of the gown had been evident the instant he'd set eyes on her in her suite that evening, but she'd never before had any gentleman intimate that he was jealous of the attention—other male attention—she drew. It was a rather heady feeling. Lightly squeezing the steely muscles beneath her fingers, she glanced away. 
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One more step upward and Jack swept her forward to greet their host and hostess. 

Lady Fortescue's eyes widened with delight and avid curiosity. "Lady Clarice." She touched fingers. 

"How lovely to see you back among the ton. I was quite bowled over when your brother told me the news." 

Clarice merely smiled and made no reply. 

Extending her hand, Lady Fortescue beamed at Jack. "And Lord Warnefleet! This is a double pleasure. 

I'd heard you'd retired to the country, my lord." 

Jack smiled charmingly. "I've returned to escort Lady Clarice about town." 

Clarice suppressed the urge to raise her brows haughtily at him. When, intrigued, Lady Fortescue turned to her, she gestured lightly. "We're neighbors in the country." 

"Ah ..." Her ladyship wasn't sure what to make of that. 

With no intention of helping her out, Clarice turned to greet Lord Fortescue, as did Jack, then they moved briskly on into the ballroom. 

"My brothers should be here somewhere." They were both tall; both scanned the room. 

Without luck, but as she turned back to Jack, Clarice saw any number of interested faces; surveying Jack, still searching the room, it wasn't hard to see why. She might be supremely elegant, but he was her equal; where she was regal and gracious, he was charming. Physically, they were well matched, both imposing, long-legged and graceful; they made a strikingly handsome couple. 

It was clear many viewing them thought so; there was a much-struck quality in the glances thrown their way. Few had recognized her; she hadn't appeared in these circles for seven years. But the whispered questions had already started. By tomorrow, all London would know that Lady Clarice Altwood was back. 

"Come. Let's stroll." Jack settled her hand on his sleeve and turned down the long room. 

Clarice kept pace beside him, her innate hauteur cloaking her, making her appear as minor royalty. 

Which, Jack reflected, was not far from the mark. Some of the older ladies they passed recognized her and opened their eyes wide at them, but when Clarice, calm and serene, inclined her head to them, they returned the gesture readily enough. 

Jack sensed a slight easing in the fine tension thrumming through her. 

Then she tightened her grip on his sleeve and nodded toward a set of windows. "There they are—Alton and Roger." 

They joined them; both brothers perked up as they did. 

"What did you learn at the clubs?" Clarice asked. 

"Not a great deal," Roger replied. 
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"It seems," Alton said, "as if quite a few have heard whispers, but they're puzzled by them, and are playing cautious until they learn more." 

"Good." Clarice's lips firmed in cynical satisfaction. "Our sainted name is buying us a little time, at least." 

She glanced at Jack. 

He nodded. 'Time enough for us to devise suitable countermeasures." He met Alton's gaze. "I seriously doubt that whoever is behind this will allow the whispers to fade and die. Their plan calls for as much sensation as they can generate, but exonerating James will nullify that." 

Roger glanced at Clarice. "Now you're here, if you can think of any way to help me with Alice, I'll be your slave for life." His tone sounded hopeless. 

Clarice raised her brows. "Very well. Jack can be my witness. Now!" Turning, she surveyed the crowd. 

"Where is she?" 

Roger pointed to a young lady standing beside a chaise on which a bejeweled matron sat conversing with two others. The young lady was steadfastly looking the other way. Although two gentlemen hovered, neither seemed to be holding Alice Combertville's attention. 

Clarice grinned, eyes narrowing, the gesture intent. "This should be easy." It was obvious to Clarice that Alice's attention—her senses, her focus—were firmly fixed on their group, on Roger. "Wait here." 

She left them and smoothly circled the chaise. With Alice so busy looking the other way, it was easy to approach her, to come up beside her with a smile. "Miss Combertville?" 

Alice started, and turned to her. She frowned, puzzled; she had no idea who Clarice was. 

Likewise intrigued, the two gentlemen drew closer; Clarice turned to them and smiled graciously. She was sure neither recognized her, equally sure from the looks in their eyes that she could, if she wished, enslave them. 

"Harry Throgmorton, fair lady." Harry took the hand she extended and bowed with extravagant flair. 

"Miles Dawlish, ma'am." Mr. Dawlish, not to be outdone, was studiously correct. 

Clarice hid a smile; they were far too young for her. Too inexperienced, too lightweight to be thinking what they were. "Gentlemen, if you don't mind, I would like a private word with Miss Combertville." 

She'd given them no name; she gave them no explanation. Put on the spot, effectively dismissed, although clearly disappointed, they both summoned smiles, murmured "Of course," and reluctantly moved away. 

Turning to Alice, Clarice smiled. "I'm Lady Clarice Altwood, Roger's sister." 

Alice blinked; her frown deepened. "His half sister... ?" She scanned Clarice's features. "No." 

Clarice let her smile turn grim. "No, indeed. Moira isn't my mother. However, there's no reason you should recognize me. I haven't been out in the ton for many years. I'm presently in town on business, and in light of Roger's interest in you, I thought to make your acquaintance." 
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With lustrous brown hair, and brown eyes that should have been bright but instead looked dull and weary, Alice stared up into Clarice's face. She looked as lost in hopelessness as Roger. "I... Roger..." 

Clarice held up a hand. "Just listen, if you would, and let's see if I have this straight. Roger told you of the youthful misdemeanors Moira thought to hold over his head to prevent him from offering for your hand. Is that correct?" 

Alice's lips firmed. She nodded. 

"Roger thought you understood, that you were as determined to go forward as he to formalize your engagement. Then, however—do correct me if I'm wrong—you spoke to Moira, to upbraid her over her attempt to blackmail Roger into dancing to her tune." 

Alice's face fell. She looked faintly ill, but she didn't contradict Clarice; she simply stood there, her large eyes fixed on Clarice's face. 

Clarice felt her features harden, fought not to sound too harsh when she said, "My dear Alice, I think you'd better tell me what Moira said to you—what else she told you about Roger—because I'm prefectly certain whatever it was, she lied to you." 

Hope welled in Alice; it showed in her eyes, but she didn't know whether to trust in it or not. She searched Clarice's face with painful intensity, then she glanced at her mother, reached for Clarice's hand, and tugged her back a few steps from the chaise. 

Alice retained Clarice's hand, pressing her fingers. "You said you haven't been in London for years. 

If so, how can you truly know Roger, know him well?" 

Clarice smiled reassuringly. "Part of the reason I no longer grace the ton is because I grew up closer to my brothers than was probably wise. Until the age of sixteeen, I spent every hour I could with them. 

I do know all three of them very well indeed." 

She let her memories and her fondness for her brothers show in her eyes. 

Alice saw, read the truth. She hesitated, once more searching Clarice's eyes, then she drew a huge breath, and let it out in a strangled whisper. "Moira said he preferred boys." 

 "What?"  Clarice only just managed to mute her exclamation. She turned her back on the room and pressed Alice's hand. "Sorry. I..." Stunned, she shook her head, then set her jaw, and met Alice's wide, almost pleading eyes. "Moira made that up from whole cloth. There is absolutely no truth in it. Well—" 

Dragging in a breath, she turned and with a gesture directed Alice to look at Roger, standing across the room with Alton and Jack. 

"Roger has been in purgatory thinking he'd lost you, struggling to win you back, not for weeks, but months . That, Alice, is not the behavior of a man who in reality prefers boys." 

Even saying the words, she felt ill. How dare Moira invent such a thing? 

Alice looked up at her, her expression clearing, transforming as belief strengthened and happiness beckoned. Clarice herself felt torn. Should she tell her brothers what poison Moira had spread, or would it be better to keep silent? 
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Alice shook her hand to regain her attention. "I... feel so happy"—she swallowed—"almost. I love Roger so, and I've been so miserable, but... how can I face him now without telling him what I believed?" 

Releasing Alice, Clarice lifted her chin. "I'll tell him. I'll explain how you felt, and make sure he understands ... it's not something a lady can ask a gentleman about, after all." 

She met Alice's eyes, saw incipient joy flaring like a beacon in the brown. "I'll speak with him now, then send him to you. After that... his heart truly is in your hands.  Don't disappoint me." 

Alice started to smile, blinking back tears. "Oh, I won't, Lady Clarice. I promise I'll always love him." 

"Just Clarice if we're to be sisters-in-law." Looking at Roger, Clarice patted Alice's hand, then she looked one last time at Alice, smiled and turned to go. "Oh!" She turned back, met Alice's eyes. "One last thing. Be especially careful around Moira. She won't take this well. You'd be well-advised, once Roger has formally offered for you and been accepted, and that better be done as soon as possible, to take your parents into your confidence over the tricks Moira's played. Moira is not to be trusted, not in any way." 

Alice's eyes narrowed, her lips firmed. "Once Roger marries me, I'll keep Moira away." 

There was steel beneath Alice's soft brown, distinctly feminine exterior. Entirely satisfied with Roger's choice, Clarice swept back across the ballroom to inform him the reins of his future were once again in his hands. 

Telling Alton and Roger about Moira's lie wasn't the easiest thing she'd ever done, but she did it without a blink, then, as she'd expected, spent the next ten minutes damping down her brothers' understandable wrath. 

"We do not want Moira to know you're retaking control of your lives, not until after the reins are firmly in your grasps." She eyed Alton and Roger sternly. "There's no benefit to us in ranting at her over this, unconscionable though it is. Now!" She faced Roger. "I've done my part. What comes next is up to you. 

If you have any nous at all, you'll reassure poor Alice that you quite understand how it was, and then together you can decry all Moira's works and, as soon as possible, grab your chance and offer for Alice's hand. Once you've been accepted, explain about Moira.  Don't try to protect her. If you do, she'll just use the opportunity to scupper your happiness again. Just hold off any formal announcement until we have Nigel and Alton settled, too." 

Slightly dazed, Roger nodded. His gaze drifted across the room to where Alice stood watching, nervously waiting. 

Clarice made an exasperated humming sound, grabbed Roger by the shoulders, turned him to face Alice, and gave him a shove. "Go." 

With hope in his eyes, Roger went. 

Clarice blew out a breath, then turned to Alton. "Now, where next? The Hendersons'?" 


*  *  *


Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

They separated, Alton going ahead to the last ball on their list, at Lady Hartford's, there to speak with his Sarah. 

Clarice and Jack would meet him there after they'd waltzed through the Hendersons' ballroom and met Nigel and his Emily. 

Nigel was heartened to hear of Clarice's success in clearing Roger's path. Greatly encouraged, he introduced them to Emily, who proved to be a sweet-tempered young lady but no meek miss. She searched Clarice's face in rather studious fashion, then shook hands, and murmured, "I always thought the snide remarks your half sisters made couldn't possibly be true." 

The smile that went with that statement drew an answering response from Clarice. Despite the difference in age and experience, they found common ground in discussing Nigel and his manifold shortcomings. 

"Here!" he protested. "I thought you were supposed to help me win Em's hand, not tell her all my weaknesses." 

Clarice rolled her eyes. "I'm quite sure Emily knows of them already. We're merely passing the time." 

Jack smothered a laugh at the look on Nigel's face. 

But Alton's assessment proved true; Nigel's case was the least urgent. After bestowing her clear approval, Clarice and he took their leave. He steered her up the long ballroom, noting, as she did, the interest they provoked, the quick looks, the questions whispered after they'd passed. 

Music rose from the dais at the end of the room, the lilting strains of a waltz. Halting, he caught Clarice's eyes. "We're here supposedly to enjoy the ball. Shouldn't we dance?" 

He raised a brow and watched her slowly raise one in return as she considered just what he was suggesting, that their appearance at three balls in a row with absolutely no attempt to enjoy the entertainment offered would assuredly raise speculation as to their purpose and potentially focus interest on whom they had met, whom they'd been speaking with. 

Clarice smiled. "Yes. Let's." As he stepped onto the dance floor and swept her into his arms, she murmured, "I warn you it's been years since I last waltzed." 

"Just relax." He stroked his fingers along her spine as his hand came to rest on her back. "I believe you'll find it's not something you forget." 

He drew her to him, and revolved, immediately reminded how well matched they were, how delightful it was that she was so tall, that her legs were so very long. With her in his arms, the waltz took on another dimension, one of deeper, more specific pleasure. 

Clarice felt it, knew it, let her mind drink in the sensations of being held so masterfully, captive to a strength far greater than her own, surrounded by it, by him, yet not threatened. 

She looked into his face as they whirled, the rest of the dancers dissolving about them, studied his clean-cut, almost austere features, and wondered why. Why, with him, it was so different. 

Never before had she liked being held, not in the sense of being controlled, of being confined, of a strength that could accomplish that. His strength, the warm steel she could sense enveloping her, could, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

if he wished, immobilize her, trap her, restrict her, yet nowhere in her was there even the slightest fear that he, it, ever would. 

They were lovers, and if she didn't feel threatened when he held her beneath him, or before him, then no fear was likely to surface here. Instead, this, the dance, the exhilarating precession of the waltz, became another element of their loving, another landscape in which they could explore their physical and sensual connection. 

A connection carried through the heat of his hand as it rested, heavy, on her back. In the strength in the fingers that held hers, that powered their sweeping turns, in the effortless control that guided them unerringly through the swirling throng. Their thighs brushed, forest green satin softly swooshing as her skirts caressed, then fell back. She felt alive in his arms as she never had before, more conscious of her body, of her breasts lightly brushing his coat, of the heady promise in the muscled body so close to hers, of the beckoning heat in his eyes. 

A heat that welled and rose through them both. 

The music faded, then died. Together with the other dancers, they swirled to a halt. She didn't need to speak, simply smiled into his eyes, let her eyes acknowledge then-passion. 

She saw his response etched in gold and green, then his lashes lowered as he raised her hand to his lips and kissed. 

Then his lids rose; their eyes met. The moment held, stretched. 

To them both, for that instant, they were the only people in the room. 

Then reality returned on a wash of sound. She let her smile deepen as he changed his hold on her fingers and set her hand on his sleeve. "I think that's the first waltz I've ever truly waltzed ." 

He didn't say anything, merely smiled, satisfied. 

They resumed their progress to the door—and saw Moira, mouth open in stunned amazement, standing with two younger ladies by the side of the room, all staring, dumbfounded, at them. 

Distantly, supremely haughtily, Clarice inclined her head without breaking her stride. Jack briefly studied the three ladies, then followed her lead. Once they'd merged with the still-considerable crowd, he murmured, "Who were the other two?" 

"My half sisters. The darker-haired one is Hilda, the other Mildred." 

"Clearly they hadn't expected to see you in such surrounds." 

"No." They gained the stairs and started down. "Given she intercepted my letters to Alton, Moira must know I've been coming up to London every year, but I've never before ventured back into the ballrooms." 

"Do you think she'll guess why you've broken with habit tonight?" 

"Possibly, but possibly not. She and her daughters are avidly devoted to all the gadding about, the balls, dinners, and parties, especially during the Season. It may not immediately occur to them that my return Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

to the ballrooms isn't simply due to social starvation." 

"She obviously hadn't seen you until just now, so she didn't see you with Nigel and Emily." 

"Or earlier at the Fortescues'." Clarice nodded. "Good. Let's get on to Lady Hartford's." 

They did. Like Lady Fortescue, Lady Hartford was thrilled to greet Clarice. Not having any daughter to establish, she hadn't previously met Jack, but smiled and welcomed him effusively. "Your aunt Cowper was here earlier, but I believe she's gone on. She mentioned she was exceedingly pleased that you'd returned to town." 

Jack used his charming, completely noncommittal smile to escape. Leading Clarice into the crowded ballroom, he murmured, "I sent a note to my aunt Davenport—she'll have passed the message on to Aunt Emily. I requested a meeting tomorrow morning, if possible. No doubt there'll be a note waiting at the club when I get back." 

Clarice caught his eye with a speaking glance. "Just as well Amelia Hartford thought to mention Lady Cowper." 

Unrepentant, Jack shrugged. "I would probably have remembered to tell you, but you'd have coped, regardless." 

Clarice humphed and gave her attention to the massed throng. Lady Hartford's ballroom was smaller than the norm, yet if anything, there were more guests than the usual crammed within its walls. "We're unlikely to achieve much here." She leaned close as Jack steered her protectively through the crush. 

"Private conversation will be impossible." 

Reaching the center of the ballroom, they paused to search for Alton. 

Jack bent his head, and murmured, "By the windows. They just came in." 

Clarice turned and looked. Alton was just shutting a door leading out onto the terrace. Beside him, eyes only for him, stood a young lady, blond, well coiffed and gowned, graceful and slender. 

Because she was watching, Clarice saw their expressions in the instant before they turned to the crowd, in that moment before they set aside the topic they'd been discussing. 

The sight made her catch her breath in empathy. Was love always so painful? 

"Come on." Gripping Jack's sleeve, she tugged him in Alton's direction. 

Jack caught her hand, linked her arm with his, and by dint of his broad shoulders and grim determination, forged a path through the milling guests. 

Sarah was at first trepidatious over meeting Alton's powerful sister, but she lost all reticence when Clarice mentioned Moira. Color returned to Sarah's cheeks and sparks lit her fine blue eyes. Unfortunately, with too many eager ears far too close, they had to converse using subtle references; openly discussing the matter presently exercising them was simply not possible. 

Clarice took Sarah's hand and squeezed it meaningfully. "We'll meet again soon, in more congenial surrounds. Meanwhile, if I can—" Clarice stopped, studying a lady she'd glimpsed between two Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

gentlemen's shoulders. "That's Claire, isn't it? Over there?" 

Sarah couldn't see, but Alton looked over the heads and nodded. "Yes." 

Clarice glanced at Jack. "Stay here—all of you. I want to speak with Claire alone." She grimaced as she surveyed the crowd. "If I can manage it." 

She tacked through the crowd, conscious that both Jack and Alton watched her. It was only fifteen feet to where Claire stood chatting to some gentleman; it took a full ten minutes to cover the distance. 

Emerging through the crowd opposite Claire, Clarice caught her eye and held it. Claire blinked, recognizing her, paused, then, realizing why Clarice was standing back, she smiled at the gentleman and quickly brought their exchange to an end. 

The gentleman moved on. Claire came to Clarice. 

"Clarice." They exchanged nods. Claire cast a glance at the shoulders all around them. "This is not a suitable venue in which to discuss the topic I surmise you wish to talk about." 

Clarice met her eyes. "Indeed. What about the withdrawing room?" 

Claire hestitated, then said, "There's a small parlor I know of. We could try there." 

Clarice waved. "Lead on." 

They slipped from the ballroom. Somewhat to both their surprise, the parlor was empty. "Lucky." Claire sank into one armchair. She waited while Clarice sat in the other, then said, "I take it you wish to speak of Alton's wish to marry Sarah. It seems an eminently suitable match to me. I'll certainly tell Conniston so when he asks." 

Clarice held Claire's gaze and swiftly considered how much to reveal. Claire was a few years older than she, more Alton's age, yet years ago they'd been contemporaries of sorts. Not friends, perhaps even, in the hothouse of tonnish matchmaking they'd been rivals, yet they'd had much in common; Claire had been a viscountess's well-dowered daughter, beautiful enough to attract the attention of many, sensual and clearheaded enough to know her own mind. To make her own decisions. 

Sitting back in the armchair, Clarice nodded. "While I'm happy to know you'll support the match—and yes, while I've barely had time to make Sarah's acquaintance, I agree it's an excellent match on all sides—I'm actually here to discuss Moira." When Claire's brows flew up, Clarice smiled grimly. "Moira and her blackmailing schemes." 

Briefly, she outlined Moira's threat. 

Claire's features hardened. "The bitch." 

Clarice nodded. "Indeed. The reason I thought to speak with you is that you're in the best position to assess how this situation might play out." She studied Claire's face. "How will Conniston react? Are you under threat, too?" 

Frowning, Claire shook her head. "I'm really very fond of Sarah—not as a daughter, of course, more like a younger sister." She met Clarice's eyes. "Conniston and I have an agreement, have had from the first. I always tell him who my lovers are. He doesn't care, but it does make for less awkwardness all Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

around. He knows that Alton and I... but that was nearly ten years ago!" 

"So Conniston won't mind?" 

"Not about Alton per se , but he won't stand for what Moira's proposing. Well, what gentleman would?" 

Clarice grimaced. "So we have to shut Moira up." 

"Can you?" 

Clarice wrinkled her nose. "Yes. But it's reminiscent of descending to her level, not something I'm keen to do." 

Claire studied her. Clarice would have said that of all the ladies in the ton, Claire understood her the best. 

Eventually, Claire nodded. "A word of advice then, if you'll take it, from one who has remained within the ton while you escaped it." She met Clarice's eyes. "Ladies like us, we're not the sort to let the river of life toss us where it will. We make our decisions and steer our own courses. You and I, we chose different tacks, but choose them we did. We made our own beds, and, once done, we have to lie in them. In this case, that means that whatever you need to do to stop Moira, you will indeed do, because that's the sort of lady you are. However, while dealing with Moira and managing the outcome, don't forget that you haven't yet finished your bed." 

Clarice didn't follow. She frowned, openly inviting elucidation. 

Claire smiled lightly and rose to her feet. "Years ago, I chose to turn my back on love and accept Conniston's marriage of convenience. For me, that was the right choice, and I don't regret it in the least. 

You, on the other hand, chose to turn your back on society and leave the door open for what might come ... you haven't yet chosen finally, haven't yet completed your bed." 

Frowning more deeply, Clarice rose, too. "You're saying I still have ... but no. In that respect, I made all my decisions long ago." 

Mildly shaking her head, Claire turned to the door. "No, you didn't. You made the first part of a few-part decision. Now you're back in the ton, trust me, you won't be allowed to let that second decision remain unresolved, as you patently have for all these years." 

Hand on the doorknob, Claire looked at Clarice, and grinned. "You know, I'm quite looking forward to seeing what your bed looks like when you finally tuck in the last sheet" 

Clarice made a disbelieving, dismissive sound, and followed Claire out of the room. 


*  *  *

 Clarice found Jack and the other two waiting where she'd left them; after confirming that Claire was on their side, she warned them that they had to tread warily. Until they decided how to spike Moira's guns, then needed to lie low. In pursuit of that aim, Clarice and Jack left. 
"Well!" She blew out a breath and settled back against the carriage seat. "I must say, I'm amazed that Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Alton, Roger, and Nigel have all chosen so wisely. Sarah, Alice, and Emily all seem lovely but capable, with the requisite backbone to manage in our circles." 

Through the shadows intermittently lit by the streetlights outside. Jack studied her face, read her satisfaction. "The males of your family seem to have a penchant for choosing strong women. Your father married your mother, after all." 

Clarice looked struck, then grimanced. "Even Moira. One can hardly describe her as weak." 

Jack nodded, his face hardening. "Unprincipled, but not weak." 

They said little else as they clattered through the streets. When the carriage, Alton's town carriage borrowed for the evening, halted, Jack descended, handed Clarice down, and let the carriage go on without him. He escorted Clarice into Benedict's foyer, kissed her hand, caught her eye, then bowed and left her. 

Fifteen minutes later, after dismissing the maid who'd been waiting for her, Clarice opened the door of her suite to him. He wasn't surprised when, without a word, she led him to the bedroom. But when she turned to him, and paused, studying his face, he reached for her, drew her to him, and kissed her. 

Ravenously. Making no secret of his need for her. 

She responded, ardent and willful, demanding and commanding in her own right. Yet tonight he wasn't in any mood to let her distract and deflect him; she was still wearing her green satin gown. 

In the instant he'd seen it on her, he'd been visited by a fiery fantasy to strip it from her, inch by slow inch. 

To reveal each creamy curve, each ivory limb, ultimately to let it fall away, leaving her clad only in the shimmering gauze of her chemise. 

When, at length, the green gown did indeed swoosh to the floor, to his infinite satisfaction, she was heated and urgent. Wrapping her arms about his neck, she pressed herself to him in flagrant entreaty, meeting his lips, his tongue with a bold challenge of her own, taunting and daring, wanting him to take her. 

Lips locked with hers, he shrugged out of his coat and waistcoat, let them fall unheeded to the floor, then he lifted her. To his surprise, she raised her long legs and wound them about his hips. 

Temptation didn't whisper, it roared. 

Far too loudly to ignore. His arms circling her hips, holding her to him, he walked the few paces to the bed; without breaking from the kiss, without releasing her, he clambered onto the silk coverlet on his knees. Juggling her, he reached beneath her and opened the placket of his trousers, releasing his already aching erection; guiding the head immediately to the slick, swollen flesh of her entrance, he pressed in. 

Then he shifted his hold to her hips, and drew her down. Sank slowly down to sit on his ankles as he did, pulling her down over him, impaling her fully upon him, feeling her squirm, adjust, then gasp as he thrust the last inch and filled her completely. 

Eyes closed, she drew back from the kiss, panting, breasts rising and falling dramatically before his face. 

He grinned, focused and intent; with one hand, he trapped the fine fabric of her chemise and drew it up, over her head. She had to let go of his shoulders to untangle her arms, to draw them free and let the chemise fall. While she did, he bent his head to her breast, with his mouth traced a path to one tightly Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

furled nipple, then drew it deep. 

Her gasp filled the room. 

She straddled him, naked but for her silk stockings and garters, while he remained fully clothed; catching her breath in something close to desperation, she started to ride him. To rise up, then sink down, easing her scalding sheath about his rigid length, tightening, then releasing, then rolling her hips down and across his, experimenting, searching, it seemed, for the fastest way to drive him beyond all control. 

At first, he indulged her, indulged his curiosity over what she might do, indulged his taste for her luscious breasts. Part of his mind kept track of their escalating hunger, their burgeoning need; when the time was right, he rose to his knees and tipped her back, caught and straightened her long legs, stripped off her stockings and garters, then wound her bare legs about his waist. 

Instinctively, she locked her ankles in the small of his back, then realized. He caught a glimpse of dark fire beneath her lashes as the vulnerability—the helplessness—of her position struck home. Before she could react and shift, he caught her hips fully to his again, lifting her and working her over him, about him. 

She tried to move with him, against him, to direct, to press, only to discover that without the leverage of her legs, she could do nothing but accept every stroke he pressed on her, every sliding penetration of his body deep into hers. Lids falling on a strangled gasp, she surrendered, letting her shoulders fall back on the bed, breasts heaving as she struggled to catch her breath, struggled to retain some degree of control, but he'd already stripped the reins away. 

He moved her on him, and she writhed; he watched and drove her on. Ultimately, he lowered her hips to the bed, bracing over her to thrust deep into the scalding heat of her body, totally open to him, his to take. 

To fill, to complete. 

Clarice felt the wave of completion start from her toes, swelling as it rose through her, sweeping all she was, her mind, her wits, her senses up, ever upward into a shattering climax. He joined her bare seconds later; together they clung, burned as the glory raged and took them, then at the last, faded, leaving them slumped, exhausted, wrung out and boneless, tossed like rag dolls on the wide expanse of her bed. 

Sometime later, she recovered enough to smile, to feel her lips curve at the now-familiar glow of aftermath washing through her. Delicious. So desirable. 

Fingers riffling through his hair, she lay beneath him, mentally chuckling for no real reason as her naked body cooled beneath the hard warmth of his. He was still clothed, which seemed rather ridiculous. 

Apparently he agreed. With a grunt, he lifted from her, then sat up, and stripped off his clothes, apparently no more able to walk than she. Eventually naked, he rose, staggered the few steps to her dressing table, and doused the lamp. Returning to kneel beside her, he lifted her to the pillows, wrestled the covers from beneath them both, then drew them up, settling her against him in the billows of her bed. 

He relaxed; she felt all tension leave his muscles, then his breathing deepened, and he slept. 

Still boneless in the grip of sated languor, she smiled, feeling her lips curve against the skin of his upper chest. 
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She loved this, loved him, loved the way they shared, the way he allowed her to lead, then took the reins himself, passing them back and forth ... 

She heard her words in her head. She blinked, stopped. 

Tried to tell herself she hadn't actually meant that word in quite that way ... knew in her heart, to her soul, that she was lying. 

Carefully, without disturbing him, she eased back in .the arm that even now held her close, and rolled onto her back. Staring up at the shadowed ceiling, she frowned. Tried to focus her mind, to work it out, to see where the path she'd so blithely followed until now truly led. 

It seemed to have taken an unexpected turn ... or was it simply that she'd gone a trifle further in her journey into this until-him-forbidden landscape than she'd anticipated? She'd certainly ventured into unforeseen terrain. 

Unbidden, Claire's words floated through her mind, Claire's conviction that, contrary to her expectations, she hadn't finalized the details of her life. 

She'd thought she had, that accepting banishment to the country had defined her entire future, that there would be no more new possibilities, no different roads opening up before her feet. 

But... 

She glanced at the man lying sleeping beside her, felt his body hard against the length of hers. 

Felt a tug deep in her heart, followed by a painful wrench at the thought that this—this unexpected comfort and peace—might not continue to be hers. 

She might not yet be able to define where her life was headed, but one point was crystal clear. 

Things had changed. 

 She had changed. 



Chapter 16

Having again returned to the Bastion Club before dawn, Jack set out after breakfast, feeling in excellent health. Hailing a hackney, he hied himself to Brook Street, Benedict's, and Boadicea. 

He found her in her suite, entertaining her brothers over the breakfast cups. He smiled genially at them all. Alton eyed his transparent content with suspicion. Clarice poured him a cup of coffee and handed it to him with a warning glance. 

"We were about to discuss how best to counteract any rumor, to ensure it's dismissed out of hand, or at Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

least denied any chance to spread and grow." Clarice paused to sip as Jack drew up a chair beside her. 

"I think"—she glanced at Jack—"mat raising the matter ourselves , before any whispers can gain hold, and stating, flatly, that such an outrageous notion is, quite obviously, untrue, might be our best approach. 

What do you think?" 

He considered, then nodded. Across the breakfast table, he met Alton's eyes. "In most instances, I'd consider such a tack unwise, but in your case, you have the name, the status. It seems pointless not to use it." 

"Precisely." Clarice nodded decisively. "Especially as we know James is perfectly" innocent. There's no risk whatever in the family's supporting him." 

"And the fact that we are openly rallying behind him will give even the most inveterate gossipmongers pause," Alton said. 

"That certainly worked with Lady Grimwade and Mrs. Raleigh." Clarice set down her cup. "I saw them last night, and if their expressions were anything to judge by, they were still being extremely cautious."               *

"Actually"—Nigel pushed aside his empty plate—"I rather think old James will be safe enough, at least for the next week or so." He glanced at Alton. "From what I saw and heard last night, the ton have found another Altwood to speculate about." 

"Alton?" Clarice frowned. 

"No." Nigel looked at her. "You." 

 "Me?"  Clarice sat up. "Why on earth..." Her words trailed away, but her puzzled frown remained. She studied Nigel. "What are they saying?" 

"Not saying—speculating. Everyone's wondering why you're back, and regardless, who will, as many see it, pick up the gauntlet." 

"  What gauntlet?" Clarice asked, her tone tending dire. 

"The one you threw down last night," Nigel replied. "When you waltzed with Warnefleet here down Mrs. Henderson's ballroom." 

When Clarice looked stunned, Nigel snorted. "Good God, you haven't been out of town that long. You know what subject's closest to the old biddies' hearts. French spies and traitors will do in a pinch, but give them the prospect of a highborn spinster still handsome and weddable, still eminently well heeled and eligible, and they're not going to bother with treason." 

When Clarice continued to stare, apparently struck dumb, Nigel grinned. "At least you've solved the problem of them gossiping about James." 

Clarice groaned, shut her eyes, and slumped back in her chair. "I don't believe it!" 

But she did. As Nigel had said, her returning to the ton for the first time in seven years, and then waltzing in the arms of a handsome lord, himself a matrimonial target, was behavior guaranteed to capture the ton's fickle interest. 
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"Never mind." Abruptly she sat up, opening her eyes. She wasn't going to dwell on it. "What's done is done, and as you say, it will help shield James." 

"As long," Alton said, "as you continue to feed the gossips." 

Clarice looked at him, caught him exchanging a glance she couldn't interpret with Jack beside her. 

"What do you mean?" 

Alton shrugged. "Just that, for James's sake, it would be helpful if you continued to swan around in the evenings, being seen about generally, the usual sort of thing. While they're focusing on you, they won't be wondering about James." 

Clarice expressed her deep antipathy to the notion with a disgusted and dismissive humph. 

Jack set down his coffee cup, drawing her attention; he caught her eye. "Think of it as achieving the objective you were aiming for, just by a different route. Just because you hadn't planned it doesn't mean it won't work, and as Melton said, keeping the ton focused on you won't require much effort." 

Jack wasn't surprised when her gaze turned considering. He kept his lips shut, slanted a sharp glance at Alton to ensure he did the same. Somewhat taken aback by the unvoiced directive, Alton did, and was rewarded when Clarice wagged her head from side to side, weighing the matter, then reluctantly conceded, "All right. But only if there's nothing definite to do in furthering James's defence. 

"Incidentally"—she looked at Alton—"before I forget, while I don't imagine Moira will do anything truly drastic, like poison anyone, thinking back over her campaign to control you, I kept wondering why. 

She's wealthy enough—as you said it's not the money. So what else?" 

Roger looked at his brothers, then replied, "We don't know. She's a female. Does there have to be a 'what else'?" 

Clarice narrowed her eyes at him. "Yes. There does. And I think I know what, or rather who, it is. 

Carlton." 

Her brothers blinked at her. Jack had no idea who Carlton was. 

Alton frowned. "The succession?" 

Jack recalled hearing that Moira had borne the youngest of the previous marquess's four sons. 

"Not precisely." Clarice sat straighter "It would be amazing by any standard were he to inherit, with the three of you, all hale and whole, before him.  However , while none of you are married, and there are no children in your nurseries, then... well, Carlton does have some claim. He's third in line and is ten years younger than Nigel, after all. If the three of you go to your graves bachelors, then Carlton will inherit, no matter he might be old by that time. So as long as the knowledge that all three of you are about to marry remains secret, the perception that Carlton has some chance to eventually succeed to the marquisate continues unchallenged as the commonly held notion." 

"So it is money. Moneylenders..." Alton broke off, frowning. "No, that won't wash. If he's deep in debt, I would have heard." 
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Clarice snorted. "I told you it wasn't money—that's not the point.  Weddings are the point, on all fronts, Carlton's included. While the three of you remain bachelors, Carlton can look reasonably high for a bride, but the instant even one of you marry, Carlton's matrimonial stocks fall. If all three of you wed, Carlton's standing falls to that of a mere younger son with no real prospects. Moira wants her daughter-in-law's family to be as wealthy and influential as possible, so the last thing she wants is for you three to marry—or more specifically for the ton to realize all three of you are about to marry—before she can

get Carlton wed." 

Her brothers looked shocked. "He's only twenty-one!" Roger protested. 

Clarice met his eyes. "Do you think that'll stop Moira? 

Especially now she knows you're all on the verge of making offers that, of course, will be accepted?" 

"Good God! I never thought I'd be sorry for the little twerp." Nigel looked horrified. "Fancy being leg-shackled at the age of twenty-one." 

Clarice, predictably, wasn't impressed. "Never mind Carlton. Unless he's changed mightily, I'd wager he has no intention of offering for any well-bred miss that Moira selects. He just won't tell her until that point is reached. He never was one for unnecessary effort." 

"True." Roger frowned at Clarice. "So Moira doesn't really care about whom we wed, just that we shouldn't make our intentions public yet?" 

"That seems likely, so that gives you time to arrange your affairs. If you make offers all at once, or rather if the announcements all appear in the Gazette on the same day, and Moira hears nothing from any other source until then, then all should be well." 

Alton caught Roger's eye. "We'll have to be careful what we say, do, or even write inside Melton House. 

That maid of Moira's is the very devil—she sneaks around all over the place, poking here and there." 

"But it should be doable," Nigel said. "We just have to get our affairs in order, make our offers formally and be accepted, then we can trump Moira all at once, and have done with this business." 

Clarice nodded. "Indeed. That's exactly what you should do, and meanwhile I'll do my best to distract the ton from James. Regardless of all that, however, we still need to accomplish what I came to London to do—exonerate James of these nonsensical charges." 

There was a note in her voice that made her brothers sit up. "Yes, of course," Alton said. "What do you want us to do?" 

Clarice looked at Jack; her brothers followed her lead. 

He'd come prepared. "There are three specific meetings at which we want to prove James was not present." Drawing a sheet of paper from his pocket, he handed it to Alton. "If you can check around the family and all James's friends, his clubs, anywhere he might have been, and see if anyone remembers seeing him on those dates, at those times, we'll have the first nails to drive into the coffin to bury these allegations." 

Alton read the list, then nodded. "Right. We'll get on with this." 
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"While you do, I'll see what I can devise to free you and Sarah from Moira's web. Just don't do anything more until I tell you." Clarice looked at Roger and Nigel. "Meanwhile, you two reprobates are free to make best use of your persuasive talents and get formal acceptance of your offers for Alice and Emily's hands." 

Both Roger and Nigel looked delighted. 

"But only after you help Alton with gathering information for James's defence." 

With a rumble of reassurances, the brothers rose, kissed Clarice's cheek, glanced askance at Jack when she wasn't looking, but left without challenging his presence. 

He felt for them, but... 

When Clarice closed the door behind them and turned back to him, he had a slim notelet in his hand. 

He waved it. "Lady Davenport and Lady Cowper request our presence at Davenport House." 

She halted, wide-eyed. "When?" She glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. 

"Half an hour." 

 "Arrghh!"  She glared at him. "Why is it that gentlemen never understand how long it takes to get dressed?" 

Given she swung on her heel and strode into the bedroom, he surmised the question was rhetorical. He followed more slowly; leaning one shoulder against the doorjamb, he watched her strip off the morning gown she'd been wearing, then hunt through a wardrobe that appeared remarkably well stocked. Pulling out a bronze-and-ivory-striped silk confection, she donned it, then imperiously presented her back to him and demanded he do up her laces. 

Lips twitching, he complied, then watched as she redid her hair. 

He'd never before found observing such female primping all that interesting, but watching Clarice ... 

every graceful movement, every feminine gesture, fascinated. Almost mesmerized. He watched her brush out her long hair, remembered what it felt like swirling about him in the night... meanwhile another, more grounded part of his mind trod a more serious path. 

He was increasingly certain he didn't want her going about alone, even during the day in the heart of Mayfair. He hadn't forgotten the incident with the two strange men in Bruton Street, nor the inherent threat of the round-faced man. And now, it seemed, her stepmother had good reason to wish Clarice elsewhere, removed from interfering in her schemes. 

Unlike Clarice, he wasn't so ready to excuse Moira from any felonious intent; the harpy he'd seen would have scratched Clarice's eyes out given half a chance. And losing her grip, a grip she'd probably thought secure, over Alton, his brothers, and the marquisate in general, would be galling. Especially if hand in hand with such a loss went a lessening of social standing. That last would definitely occur if Clarice returned permanently to the ton. 

She wasn't planning to do so, but Moira didn't know that, and probably wouldn't believe it even if told by Clarice herself. From Moira's perspective, the pleasures of Averring couldn't hope to compete with Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

those of London. 

Clarice tied a modish bonnet over her dark hair. Jack straightened. She would scoff at any warning of personal danger, at any request to take greater care. To take a footman or two as escort. 

He smiled charmingly as she swept toward him, and offered his arm. No point arguing; he'd escort her himself. 


*  *  *

 "Lady Clarice, it's a pleasure to welcome you." Tall and imposing, handsome in a severe, well-bred way, Lady Davenport nodded approvingly and touched fingers with Clarice, then her gaze deflected to Jack, standing by Clarice's elbow. "And you, too, Warnefleet. As it's due to Lady Clarice that you're here, I can only be grateful for her influence." 
Jack summoned his most charming smile and bestowed it on his aunt. 

She humphed and turned to introduce Clarice to the small, round lady by her side. "I believe you'll recall my sister?" 

"Indeed." Serenely assured, Clarice smiled and bobbed a curtsy of nicely judged degree. Despite Emily, Lady Cowper's, preeminence among the ton's hostesses, Clarice was her better in terms of birth. 

Emily was more overtly expressive than her sister, more openly keen to embrace Clarice and all she promised; Jack read her enthusiasm with ease. 

"My dear Lady Clarice, I'm delighted to meet you again." Smiling radiantly, Emily pressed Clarice's hand, then waved to the third grande dame gracing the elegant drawing room. "And no doubt you'll remember Lady Osbaldestone, too." 

"Ma'am." Clarice nodded, a touch reserved, rather careful, to the impressive and distinctly intimidating older lady who studied her, then Jack, with a sharply assessing black gaze. 

Then Lady Osbaldestone's brows rose; her expression eased. She beckoned imperiously. "Come sit by me, gel, so I can see you better." Sinking back onto the chaise, Lady Osbaldestone waited until Lady Davenport and Lady Cowper had resumed their seats, and Clarice had obeyed and sat beside her, before, shooting a saber-sharp glance at Jack, standing with one arm braced on the mantelpiece, she thumped her cane lightly on the polished floor, for all the world as if bringing some meeting to order. 

"Now, then," she said. "What's this I hear about your cousin James and treason?" 

Clarice drew in a breath, glanced briefly at Jack, then proceeded to outline in severely abbreviated form James's, and by extension her family's, difficulties. She avoided any mention of specifics, including how they knew James was innocent, only saying that they were working to prove it and were certain to succeed. 

During her recitation, Lady Osbaldestone and Jack's aunts shared a number of meaningful looks, ones that pricked Jack's instincts and left him alert. He and Clarice had agreed that if the three ladies had heard of the as yet insufficiently suppressed rumors, then they would have to appease their curiosities if they wanted their help in dealing with Moira. 
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Smoothly, Clarice switched from the unjustified threat to the family name to the problems her brothers were facing in their pursuit of matrimony. Again, she didn't explain fully, leaving it to the ladies' 

imaginations to fill in the details she omitted, such as the substance of Moira's threats. With three such ladies, there was no risk they wouldn't leap to the correct conclusions. 

Unsurprisingly, all three ladies were even more interested in that subject; as Clarice told her tale, their eyes glowed with awakened zeal. 

"So," Clarice concluded, glancing around at the three older faces, "I'm hoping that I can prevail on you to lend me your aid in assisting my brothers to achieve their ends. I've been absent from the ton for so long, and, given the events surrounding my leaving it, I'm well aware that I'll require such aid to successfully clear my brothers' paths." 

Again she glanced around; this time, she met each pair of eyes. "Will you help me?" 

The three ladies exchanged glances, an unspoken communication that held an element of excitement. 

Jack wasn't surprised when, decision wordlessly reached, it was Lady Osbaldestone who delivered it. 

"My dear, we're very pleased that you've returned to the ton, regardless of the reason. Of course you will have our help in whatever way seems best, but there's two points we would like clarified. First, we take it that in terms of the charges of treason, that it's not only the Altwoods, but ultimately Whitehall and the government who, should the matter proceed to a trial, would be... shall we say

'inconvenienced'?" 

When Clarice blinked, and didn't reply, Lady Osbaldestone looked at Jack. "Dalziel, I take it? A holy terror, but he does have his uses." 

Jack felt his expression blank. From the other two ladies' calmly inquiring looks, Lady Osbaldestofie's words came as no surprise to them. How the devil did they know about Dalziel? And if they knew about him, what else did they know? 

Lady Osbaldestone's smile took on a distinctly evil edge. "You didn't seriously imagine we were unaware of such things, did you?" 

Jack shifted, rapidly canvassing his options; remaining silent seemed the wisest course. 

Lady Osbaldestone's expression grew cynical. "You might be relieved to know that, unlike some of our menfolk who fall prey to convoluted dilemmas over concepts of honor whenever the word 'spy' is uttered, most ladies of our station are only too relieved to know that others—those entrusted with the realm's defence—are not so squeamish." 

Her last word carried a distinctly censorious edge. 

Jack wasn't sure her reference was as general as it had sounded, that she didn't have some specific dilemma-afflicted male in mind. Regardless, he acknowledged, "Whitehall would, indeed, prefer to see the allegations against James Altwood rebutted in the bishop's court rather than in a public one where details submitted in evidence would be widely desseminated." 

Lady Osbaldestone nodded. "Just so." She looked again at Clarice. "Our other question is, with the matter of your brothers, do you intend to fully nullify your stepmother's influence for all time, or do you think simply to help your brothers to the altar, leaving them to manage otherwise on their own?" 
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Clarice looked into Lady Osbaldestone's black eyes, and couldn't tell which answer the old ladies wanted, yet it seemed clear her response would determine the degree of help they would give. She needed their help. Without it, returning to the ton and countering Moira's schemes would be exceedingly difficult. But they were matriarchs all, absolute rulers within their homes and families; would they disapprove if she

told them the truth? 

Lifting her chin, she grasped the nettle. "I can't see any prospect of freeing my brothers without in the main eliminating Moira's influence. Not just over their marriages, but in general, and more permanent, terms." She refocused on Lady Osbaldestone's eyes. "It would be neither realistic nor fair to expect my prospective sisters-in-law to deal with Moira. I have more insight, and a great deal more standing and experience behind me, at least in terms of countering her." 

Only when her last word had faded did Lady Osbaldestone smile—with relish. "Excellent! When it comes to that upstart, it must be you who puts her in her place—or rather, displaces her from the position she's been abusing for so long." 

Glancing at Lady Davenport and Lady Cowper, Clarice found a similarly approving and determined light in their eyes. 

Lady Cowper's chin was unusually firm as she nodded. "Indeed, my dear. Therese is quite right. 

We—not just us but the rest, too, all the hostesses and those of us who guide the ton—have had quite enough of Moira, but it isn't in our power to oust her, not without affecting the entire family. Our dilemma has been quite excoriating for some years— indeed, since shortly after you left. Achieving something in that regard will be a considerable relief." 

The glint in Lady Cowper's eye, the hard note in her usually soft voice, confirmed that Moira's unrestrained use of power had spread far wider than within the family. 

"Indeed." Lady Davenport's expression suggested she could hear the call to battle and was very willing to answer. "We're so glad, my dear Clarice, that you see it as we do, that you understand and appreciate the role your family now needs you to play." 


* * *

 The rest of their visit was taken up with discussions of how best to throw a spoke, permanently, in Moira's wheel. As Jack had hoped, the three older and eminently wise ladies took Clarice and her quest to their hearts. In controlling the ton's collective mind, they spoke as generals deploying on a battlefield. 
From Clarice's expression, she was enthralled; from her comments, she was learning quickly. 

Despite the success of his plan to gain her the aid she needed, Jack felt a certain disquiet, a faint-yet-pervasive ruffling of his instincts, but of what they were warning him he couldn't say. At the first opportunity, he excused them on the grounds that they were due at Lambeth Palace at noon and whisked Clarice off. Once they left his aunt's house, his instincts settled. 

They reached the palace to discover that despite the bishop's brother's intercession, Deacon Humphries was not available to be interviewed. 
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"At least, not yet," Olsen explained. "He went out this morning before the bishop could speak with him, and won't be back until late this afternoon." 

Clarice grimaced. Their meeting with Jack's aunts and Lady Osbaldestone had gone so well, she'd felt buoyed and ready to take on the world, and Humphries, too. Stymied, she glanced at Jack. "Perhaps we should go over the details of the allegations with Deacon Olsen, and explain how we believe they can be disproved?" 

Jack looked at Teddy, who'd joined them; she'd be safe with him and Olsen. "Why don't you explain our approach to Deacon Olsen and Teddy, too, if he has the time?" 

Bright-eyed, Teddy nodded. "I'd like to hear what's going on." 

"Meanwhile," Jack said, "I should check with those working on gathering our proofs. The faster we can assemble all we need, the better." 

Clarice blinked, then nodded. "Very well. I take it you'll be at your club if Humphries returns earlier than expected?" 

"Yes." Jack caught her eye. "But don't interview him without me." 

Clarice smiled and reassured him; he listened cynically, insisted she promise, then bowed over her hand. 

He took his leave of the others. She watched him stride away, broad shoulders square, then allowed Deacon Olsen and Teddy to escort her to Olsen's study. 


*  *  *

 Two hours later, Jack slouched into a tavern behind Lambeth Palace. Slumping into a not overly grimy booth, then ordering a mug of porter when the barmaid sauntered up and asked his pleasure, he glanced, apparently vacantly, around, in reality taking swift stock of the other occupants. 
They were as down-at-the-heels, as uncouth as he now appeared. In his rough workman's garb, cloth cap to worn boots, he doubted Clarice would recognize him, much less his aunts and Lady Osbaldestone, no matter how aware of such affairs they imagined they were. 

While Deverall, Christian, and Tristan pursued witnesses for contradictory accounts of the three supposed meetings, he'd elected to pursue a set of meetings that didn't feature in the allegations yet impinged upon them most powerfully. 

Humphries had to have met his ex-courier-cum-informer somewhere—somewhere other than Lambeth Palace. Teddy had learned that the porters had never admitted any visitor for Humphries but had ferried messages delivered to him courtesy of a random selection of street urchins. 

Never the same urchin twice, which confirmed that the ex-courier-cum-informer was a man who knew the requisite ropes. The porters saw all urchins as interchangeable; they couldn't identify any of them. The odds of, by luck, stumbling across one of the urchins in question in a district that teemed with them were exceedingly long. 

After receiving some of the messages, Humphries had left the palace, always on foot. The meeting place Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

had most likely been near. Jack had reconnoitered, strolling up and down the thoroughfares about the palace. There were no coffeehouses or large inns in that area. Putting himself in the ex-courier's shoes, Jack made a short list of watering holes that met the obvious criteria—not too far from the palace, not busy, not successful, not the place to find rowdy crowds who might remember a clergyman and whom he met. 

He'd already been to two other taverns; both had fitted his bill, but neither had held the type of person he sought. The Bishop's Mitre, in which he now sat, was tucked away down a narrow lane off Royal Street, about ten minutes' walk from the palace, most of that through the extensive grounds. 

Of the three taverns he'd been in, this held the most promise. The interior was dim and shadow-filled even in early afternoon; the clientele were all but somnolent, evincing no interest in their fellow man. 

But there were two sets of sharp and watchful eyes—the barmaid, more wide-awake than the norm, and an old crone nursing a mug of ale in the in-glenook beside the fireplace. 

Both had noted him when he'd entered; the barmaid had accepted him as the workman he appeared to be, but the crone was still watching, eyes alert behind her bedraggled fringe. 

Jack assumed that, as with the urchins, the ex-courier would have used different meeting places, but he only needed one clear sighting, one good description. 

Rising, he picked up his glass of porter. Taking a long swallow, he walked to the small fireplace in which a fire struggled beneath a wad of peat. He took up a stance as if staring into the faltering flames; after a silent moment, he glanced swiftly at the crone on the bench tucked beside the chimney, and caught the rapid shift of her eyes as she looked away. 

He looked back at the flames, took another swallow of porter, then spoke, his voice pitched low so only she could hear. "I'm looking for anyone who can tell me about a man who met and talked with a clergyman here some time in the last few months. I'm prepared to pay handsomely for anyone who can describe this man—not the clergyman but the other." 

He waited patiently as a full minute ticked by, then the crone cackled softly. "How's will you know I'm describing your man? I could tell you anythin'. You'd be none the wiser, and I'd have your gold to keep me warm." 

Without shifting his head, Jack looked at her, caught the bright gleam of her eyes. "If you can describe the man I want, you'll also be able to describe the clergyman." 

The bright eyes widened, then the crone nodded. "A smart one, you are. If that's the way of it then, the clergyman's tallish, but not as tall as you. He's got precious little hair left, but what there is is plain brown and stringy. He's a fretful sort, always frowning, not a jolly soul as some of them can be. He's not fat, nor yet scrawny, and his lips pout like a woman's." 

Quelling a surge of anticipatory triumph—her description of Humphries was too detailed to be false—

Jack grinned encouragingly. "Right enough. Now what of the other?" If she could describe the ex-courier with the same exactitude, she'd be worth every penny he had on him. 

The crone screwed up her face; she stared across the room. "Similar height, maybe a touch taller, but heavier build. Barrellike. Looked like a fighter though he was too well dressed fer that. Mind you, he weren't a gentleman, but he weren't no servant, either." She paused, then added, "Not one of those business agents, neither—not the right look fer that at all." 
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Jack's gut clenched; a chill whispered across his shoulders. "What of his face?" 

"Pale, whiter skin than most, pasty, you might say. And round—heavy and round. Eyes round and pale, smallish, broad nose. And he spoke with an accent, not one of ours. Something foreign. I didn't hear enough to say more." The crone looked up at Jack. "That enough fer you?" 

Jack nodded. He reached into his pocket, reached past the pennies and found a sovereign. He drew it out, held it out. 

The crone's eyes gleamed. She took it carefully, examined it, then looked up at Jack as her hand and the coin disappeared beneath her tattered clothes. "Fer that," she said, eyes narrowing as if she was revising her view of him, "you get a warning, too." 

"Warning?" 

"Aye. The gent you seek, the otherone. He's dangerous. They met here twice. Both times, the clergyman left first. I saw the other's face once the clergyman was out the door. He was planning something, and it weren't good. Dangerous he looked, evil, too. So if you're thinking to find him, have a care." 

Jack smiled winningly. Then he doffed his cap, bowed extravagantly, and left the old crone cackling delightedly. 

But when he stepped out of the tavern, his smile faded. The crone's description shared too many similarities with Clarice's description of the man who'd run Anthony off the road to doubt that it was, indeed, the same person. Which meant the crone was an excellent judge of character; that man was definitely dangerous. 


*  *  *

 Luck, he'd often noticed, visited in multiples. Heading for the club, he made for Westminister Bridge, intending to hail one of the hackneys constantly crossing back and forth. Reaching the road to the bridge, he turned and strode on, past a trio of urchins who were taking turns with a streets weeper's broom. 
Jack stopped. Turning back, he ambled up to the urchins. Fishing out three pennies, he started juggling them. When he stopped before the trio, he had their undivided attention. 

He glanced at their avid expressions, worded his question carefully. "A man hired urchins to deliver messages around here. He's tallish—almost as tall as me—and he has a round, white face. And he's a foreigner." He infused the word with patent disgust and saw their lips twitch. "These pennies are for any boy who can tell me where they delivered a message from this man." 

The boys exchanged glances. Jack suddenly understood. He stopped juggling for a moment, drew out another three pennies, and teamed them with the first three. He juggled again, then looked down at the faces of his audience. 

They still looked unconvinced. He stopped and added another three pennies, then they smiled. 

He smiled, too. Three responses. Fate was pleased with him. 
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"The bishop's palace, main gate," one said. 

"Same fer me." 

"He sent me to the porter's lodge this end, not the front." 

Jack looked at all three, then tossed the three sets of three coins to them. They all snagged them out of the air, swift and sure. 

"One other thing." No sense leaving any stone unturned. "Can any of you read? Do you know who the message was for?" 

Again they exchanged glances. Jack sighed and fished in his pocket, careful to draw out only the pennies. He counted them. 'Tuppence each extra if any of you can tell me who the message they took was addressed to." 

"Some deacon." One boy tried to grab the coins, but Jack was faster; closing his fist, he raised it high. 

"Aw—c'mon, mister." 

Jack shook his head. "Try harder. Deacon who?" 

The boy screwed up his face, frowned ferociously. His friends egged him on. 

"First letter," Jack said. 

The boy's eyes popped open. "An aitch—I remember that. And it was longish—an em and a pee and another aitch, a small one." 

Jack smiled. "That will do. Hands out." 

They promptly presented their palms and he gave each the promised tuppence more. They danced with delight; when he said good-bye and turned away, they sang back and waved him off. 

Grinning, Jack reached the bridge, hailed a hackney, and rattled off back to the club. 


* * *

 "So the man who sent messages to Humphries, and the man Humphries met in a tavern more than once, was round-faced, white-skinned, tallish, heavily built, with a foreign accent?" Deverell looked at Jack. 
Jack nodded. "And dresses well, but is not a gentleman. More, the same man ran Anthony, James's cousin who was driving to Avening to warn James about the allegations, off the road, and most likely would have silenced him permanently if Clarice hadn't appeared." 

The thought chilled him. If the man hadn't decided that silencing Clarice as well wasn't worth the risk ... 

what he then would have found on rounding the last bend on his long journey home didn't bear thinking about. 
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They'd all spent the day in various disguises; returning to the club, they'd used the upstairs rooms to return to their customary gentlemanly state, then gathered in the library to share what they'd thus far learned. 

"My inclination," Tristan said, once they'd recounted their news, "is to concentrate on establishing that these meetings never took place. While for each instance, each tavern, we know there are those prepared to swear Altwood met this courier there, we've all also found others equally believeable prepared to take their oaths Altwood never set foot there." 

Deverall nodded. "Once we have the contradictory evidence, it'll be easier to shake those who've spoken falsely. I've had a quick look at the three so-called witnesses to the meeting I'm investigating, and all are known as perennially desperate for cash." 

"He'll have paid them, no doubt about that." Jack grinned, all teeth. "But where gold can buy lies, more gold can buy the truth." 

"True, but I gather there's a reluctance to cross this courier. They'll do it in a flash if they think they've been found out, but having taken his coin, they need the 'excuse' to change their stories." 

They grimaced; all understood the workings of the less-than-honest mind. "So," Jack said, "we'll move first to get our own, more believable witnesses." 

"Indeed." Christian looked at Jack "Does James Altwood always wear the collar?" 

Jack nodded. "He dresses better than your average clergyman—well-cut coats and trousers, good-quality boots—but he always wears the collar." 

Deverell smiled in anticipation. "Which is to say that if he ever was in those taverns, he would have made a not-inconsiderable impression." 

"And thus would have been remembered." Tristan looked at Jack. "I'd say we're well on the way to getting the evidence not just to challenge but to throw out as mistaken the three incidents central to these allegations. And with that done ... perhaps it might be wise to explain to this Deacon Humphries on just what shaky grounds his charges now stand?" 

Jack nodded. "That would seem the fastest and cleanest way to bring this charade to a quiet close. 

We've yet to meet Deacon Humphries, but hopefully that pleasure won't be long denied ..." Jack looked up as Gasthorpe entered. From the uncertain expression on the majordomo's face. Jack guessed what he was about to say. 

"My lord." Gasthorpe addressed Jack. "The lady who called on you here once before has returned. I've left her in the parlor." 

Jack nodded and rose. "I'll go down." To the others, he said, "Lady Clarice Altwood." 

All three were on their feet in a flash. 

"We'll come down, too," Deverell said. 

"Just to lend you countenance." A teasing glint lit Christian's eyes. 
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Jack humphed, but could think of no good—no valid— reason to argue. Indeed, it might be wise for Clarice and his three colleagues to meet. 

However, he made sure that when he entered the parlor his friends were at his heels, that they hadn't dropped sufficiently far back for Clarice not to immediately notice them and behave as if he and she were alone. 

As it was, her dark eyes deflected instantly to his entourage. He introduced them; with her usual self-possession, she gave them her hand, acknowledged their bows, and thanked them for their assistance in exonerating James. 

Then her attention reverted to him, focused on him exclusively. "I came to tell you that we won't be able to interview Humphries today." Her expression grew colder. "Apparently, he's arguing with the bishop over our involvement." 

Jack raised his brows, unperturbed. "He won't get far with that." 

"No, but he is delaying us. The dean said he imagines the matter will be settled in our favor by tomorrow morning. He suggested we return then." 

Clarice looked at the four gentlemen arrayed before her. The room seemed much smaller with them in it. One glance had been enough to confirm that however urbane and sophisticated they might outwardly appear, underneath, they were very like Jack. She summoned her most encouragingly interested expression. "Jack mentioned you're helping to overturn the evidence of the three incidents central to the allegations. Have you learned anything?" 

She'd addressed the other three; they merely smiled and looked at Jack. Suppressing a sigh at their lack of susceptibility, she did, too. With a few brief words, he outlined what they'd gleaned thus far and their current tack. 

"Hmm." After a moment digesting their news, she met Jack's eyes. "Given we can achieve nothing more at the palace, I've grasped the opportunity to be seen with Sarah Haverling at an afternoon tea. Later, there's a dinner we should attend, and two balls after that." She arched a brow at him. 

He held her gaze, then nodded. "I'll call for you at eight." 

She inclined her head regally, then glanced at the other men, silent witnesses doing their best to appear inconsequential, or at the very least uncomprehending. The moment replayed in her mind; she wondered what they made of it, then shook aside the uncertainty that followed that thought. 

Graciously, she took her leave of them; smiling, they bowed and withdrew, leaving Jack to see her to the hackney she'd left waiting. 

They paused on the pavement; he raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, caught her gaze, wryly smiled. "Benedict's at eight." 

With a nod, she allowed him to assist her into the carriage. 

Jack closed the door and stepped back. He watched as the carriage rattled off down the street, heading back to Mayfair, taking her back to the charmed circle into which she'd been born, in which she belonged ... 
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Turning, he walked back into the club and climbed the stairs to the •ibrary. He entered the room in time to hear Tristan ask Christian, "Are all marquess's daughters like that?" 

Jack joined them where they stood in a circle before the fireplace. 

Christian raised his brows. "My sisters do have a similar... aura. Not, however, to quite the same extent as Lady Clarice." Christian smiled at Jack. "I imagine turning her from her path would not be easy." 

Jack humphed. "Try 'impossible'—you'll be nearer the mark." 

"Never mind," Tristan said. "At least you won't have to put up with any feminine softheartedness when it comes to dealing with this villain." 

Jack snorted. "More likely I'll have to keep her from visiting too final a retribution on the fellow." 

"Too final?" Deverell looked surprised. "He is a traitor, after all." 

Jack frowned. While they'd been chatting his brain had been turning over all they'd learned. "Actually, I don't think he is. He's not our man, Dalziel's last traitor, but only his henchman. And he's a foreigner. 

His loyalties lie with the other side." 

Christian nodded. "A subtle but meaningful distinction." 

"Catching him is one thing," Jack said. "Keeping him alive might prove useful." 

Still standing, they discussed a few further speculations, then Christian and Tristan departed, at the last wishing Jack good luck in the ballrooms that evening. Chuckling, they left. Jack cast a speaking glance after them, then moved to sink into one of the deeply cushioned leather armchairs. 

Deverell crossed to the tantalus and poured two glasses of brandy; returning, he handed one to Jack, then sat, facing Jack across a small table. 

Deverell raised his glass to Jack, then sipped; Jack echoed the gesture. 

"I'm impressed," Deverell said, a not teasing so much as appreciative light in his eyes. "I take it that's the way the wind now blows?" 

Jack considered denying it, decided there was no point. "Yes, but for God's sake don't do anything to tip her the wink." 

Leaning back in his chair, Deverell blinked. "Why not?" 

"Because..." Jack let his head loll back against the leather; eyes on the ceiling, he said, "Her view of gentlemen of our class is not generally favorable. Avoid unless in possession of sound reasons to do otherwise sums it up. If you add the word 'marriage' to 'gentlemen of our class,' matters turn seriously sour." 

"Ah." Deverell's tone was understanding. "Bad experiences?" 

Jack nodded. After a moment, he continued, largely to himself, "I'm facing an uphill battle to convince Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her to change her mind." 

Deverell grinned. 

From the corner of his eye, Jack noticed. He frowned. "What?" 

"I noticed you didn't say 'a battle to change her mind.' You're not imagining you can, not directly. Another subtle but meaningful distinction." 

Jack thought, then pulled a face. "A lost cause to imagine otherwise. With her, I can't decree. I can only make my case and pray she'll believe it, and that ultimately she'll regard my suit with favor." 

Raising his glass he sipped; he caught Deverell's gaze as he lowered it. "Any sage advice would be welcome. This is not a battlefield on which I've had any experience." 

Deverell grimaced. "Nor I." 

Silence fell, then lengthened. 

Eventually, Deverell stirred. "Surprise." He caught Jack's eyes. "Taking a tack she won't expect, or better yet would never expect, might help. She seems like the sort of female you need to keep off-balance if you want the upper hand. Or even a guiding hand." 

Jack snorted softly. "'Oh yes, that's Boadicea." 

Deverell looked taken aback by the name, then realized and chuckled. 

Sip by sip, Jack drained his glass. 

Deverell was right. So... what was the last thing, the last action, the last approach that Boadicea would expect from him? 



Chapter 17

"Good evening, Lady Clarice." Lady Winterwhistle, seventy if she was a day, regarded Clarice through unfriendly, beady eyes. "Quite a surprise to see you again." Her ladyship glanced at Lady Davenport, whom Clarice and Jack had just left. "And in such company." 

Jack's hackles had risen at the first spiteful syllable, but Clarice merely raised her brows faintly, ineffably regal, mildly returned the greeting, introduced him, then inquired as to her ladyship's daughter's health. 

Lady Winterwhistle looked disgruntled, a harpy denied her prey. To Jack's surprise, her beady eyes fixed on him, then again deflected to Lady Davenport. "Ah! I see ." 

Jack doubted it, but the expressions crossing Lady Winterwhistle's face suggested she was making a remarkable number of deductions. 

Her ladyship fixed her gaze, almost gloating, on his face. "Your aunts like to think they can accomplish the impossible. Daresay Davenport dragooned you into this." Jabbing her finger at him, Lady Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Winterwhistle turned away, dismissively contemptuous. "More fool you." 

His temper surged. 

Clarice's fingers bit into his forearm. "No—don't react." 

Jack looked down to see her watching him. He searched her face; she seemed curiously unaffected. 

Reading the puzzlement in his eyes, she sighed and looked away. "There are many in the ton like her. 

After last night, word has spread, and they've had time to polish their barbs." She lifted a shoulder. 

"The best way to deal with them is simply to ignore them." 

At her urging, they strolled on, down Lady Maxwell's crowded ballroom. Dinner at Lady Mott's had been a more select affair; while some had certainly been surprised to discover Clarice in their ranks, none had stepped back, or reacted in any adverse way. In the main, they'd been welcoming, curious yet relaxed. But he and she were now strolling through more general waters; alerted, Jack watched more closely, more carefully assessing what lay behind the nods that came their way, most studiously polite, some wary, only a few honestly friendly. 

Indeed, certain ladies, all of the older generation, stiffened at the sight of Clarice. None, however, dared cut her, cutting an Altwood under the noses of half the ton would be akin to social suicide. If Clarice was present, she'd been invited by their hostess, and almost certainly at the behest of some lady of even higher rank. Yet the looks, some mean, others frankly malicious, followed them. 

After a while, he murmured, "It seems very unlike you to so mildly turn the other cheek." 

She glanced at him; amusement flared briefly in her eyes. "Their ability to disconcert me ... that died a long time ago. Seven years ago, to be exact." Looking ahead, she walked on, then murmured, her voice low so only he could hear, "Even at the time, I realized that part of what drove them— those who were so ready to crucify me for refusing to marry as directed—was that I'd dared to do what they had not." 

Glancing up, she met his gaze. "There's always a price to be paid for demonstrating to others what they might have accomplished if they'd only been strong enough." 

She looked ahead as they neared the end of the room. "My being here, once again walking among the ton, accepted into the circles into which I was born—to some that will seem like sacrilege, even now. 

To them, my banishment was a prescribed punishment. They couldn't have borne it if I hadn't been made to pay for my defiance." 

Head tilting, she considered, the* her lips curved. "But if you think my reaction uncharacteristically mild, just think of what they're feeling. The fact their censure is unable to touch me in any way, because I won't allow them any say in my life, won't recognize or acknowledge their spitefulness and so deny them all power... that, to them, is the ultimate rebuff." 

It took a moment for him to see not just that point, but her strategy in its totality. Summoning a smile, he squeezed her fingers and met her eyes as she glanced up. "My apologies—I shouldn't have doubted you." 

The look she shot him was vintage Boadicea. "In this sphere, I should think not." 

They spotted Alton and Sarah and spent ten minutes in their company, then Roger fetched them to meet Alice's aunt. As Moira was not present, they grasped the opportunity to strengthen the connection. 
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After that, they continued strolling, stopping and chatting here and there, but only when others approached them. Most such approaches were purely curious; only a few had any deeper intent. 

Nevertheless, Jack detected a thread in the comments, especially those from the censorious, when, realizing Clarice was beyond the reach of their malicious disapproval, they instead suggested, in the most elliptical fashion, that the fact she was still unmarried proved that little about her had changed. 

Knowing her as he did, male as he was, it took him a good fifteen minutes before the penny dropped. 

They were, in his presence, accusing her of being fundamentally uninteresting to men, that males had no sincere interest in her. 

He was so incensed, and not just on her part, that he'd escorted her back to the front hall, handed her into the town carriage Alton had placed at her disposal, and they were on their way to the second ball of the night before his temper subsided enough for him to think. 

To plan. 

By the time they were strolling down Lady Courtland's ballroom, and meeting with a similar reaction from certain members of the assembled throng, he'd decided on their response—his, and through that, hers. 

One glance at her expression, at the coolly superior, faintly distant hauteur she deployed as a shield, suggested that explaining his strategy would be a waste of time; she most likely would refuse to agree to it, preferring to hold to her untouchable, dismissive stance. 

Her strategy was working well against straightforward disapproval, however, he felt certain his plan would deal more effectively with that other, potentially more hurtful thread. 

They hadn't bothered dancing at Lady Maxwell's; the dance floor had been crammed with eager young ladies and their partners, an uninviting crush. Now, however, the instant the strains of a waltz floated out above the milling crowd, he grasped Clarice's hand, with his usual charm excused them to the two ladies with whom they'd been chatting, and led her to the dance floor. 

Clarice inwardly frowned as Jack determinedly steered her onto the floor, but, assuming him to be bored witless and perhaps wanting to stretch his legs, she made no protest. With his customary commanding confidence, he drew her into his arms; she went readily, willing enough to grasp the moment, to refresh herself, her senses, with the exhilaration of waltzing with him. 

He drew her close, set them revolving, his hand heavy at her back, warming through the silk of her mint green gown. Her skirts shushed against his black trousers; her thighs briefly caressed his, slid away, returned... 

His lips lifted lightly, then his hand tightened and he swung them into a turn. Exhilaration swelled, tightening her lungs, leaving her giddy even though, courtesy of the crowded floor, their movements were restricted, the progressive revolutions less physically charged, less powerful. Her senses still leapt, then sighed, luxuriating in the closeness, the subtle sensual empathy of the dance. 

She drank it in, for those moments let all else fall away, let her eyes, her mind, focus solely on him, on them, and the attraction that pulsed between them. Warm, alive, oddly reassuring. Comforting. 

He was with her, they were together, and nothing else mattered. 
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The music ended; she stifled a sigh as he released her, and she returned to the world. To Lady Courtland's ballroom and the inquisitive horde still waiting to interrogate her. 

Her coolly collected smile in place, Jack by her side, she let them have at her. Moira was present somewhere in the crowd, which made her even more determined to carry the evening off as Lady Cowper, also present, would expect, with a high and supremely confident hand. 

She was chatting to Lady Constable, the third lady to waylay her since the waltz, before she realized—realized just how revealing that waltz must have been. Lady Constable's eyes flitted back and forth from her to Jack; the particular speculation in her expression, as with the two earlier ladies, hadn't immediately registered with Clarice, but now she saw and understood. 

Her practiced smile never wavered, but the instant they were free of Lady Constable, and she was strolling once more on Jack's arm, she caught his eye. "I'm not at all sure that was wise." 

Any suspicion that he hadn't intended it, that he hadn't deliberately let some suggestion of the nature of their friendship show, was slain by the look in his eyes, hard and uncompromising. "Trust me." His voice was low, his diction precise. "Correcting that particular misconception was definitely necessary." 

He sounded more than sure ... indeed, she wasn't sure just what to make of his tone, but before she could question him, he added, "I can't help you with the rest, not actively, but that's one aspect I can personally address." Looking down, he met her gaze. "And I believe you'll find it won't harm your standing in the least." 

She searched his eyes, that enticing medley of greens and golds, noted his satisfaction, and decided to leave well enough alone. With a light shrug, she looked ahead. "I daresay you're right." 

He was. If there was one thing Jack could happily take an oath on, it was that the ton would treat her with far greater respect if they understood just how interested in her he was. How deeply she held him in thrall. A gentleman's enthrall-ment was a sure measure of a lady's power; his surrender would vouch for hers more convincingly than anything else. 

Admitting to enthrallment. That hadn't, of course, been his intention, but he hadn't foreseen how matters would evolve. Yet if displaying his enslavement made her difficult road easier, so be it; he was, curiously, content. No matter what he wished, he couldn't slay the dragons of her past for her—as Lady Osbaldestone had so sapiently remarked, that was for her and her alone to do—but he could clear her path. 

Grimly satisfied, he surveyed the outcome of their public display. A goodly number of the gossipmongers were now viewing them with eyes on stalks, understanding lighting their eyes. That Lady Clarice Altwood had made at least one notable conquest would be the latest morsel of juicy gossip passed over the ton's teacups tomorrow. 

Nothing scandalous, but it would serve to slay any notion that she was doomed to die an aging spinster, that her interests, her abilities, didn't encompass snaring a husband and raising a family. 

Indeed, given who she was, a dynasty. 

His mind was happily exploring that notion, leaving the conversation largely to her, keeping nothing more than a watching brief on the reactions of those around, when a well-dressed gentleman pushed through Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the crowd to reach them, waited, openly impatient, for the lady and gentleman conversing with Clarice to move on, then stepped forward to claim her attention. 

"My dear Clarice." 

Clarice hesitated for a heartbeat before regally offering her hand. "Emsworth." 

The chill in her tone would have alerted Jack even if he hadn't recognized the name. So this was the bounder who'd caused her so much heartache. Jack watched him straighten from his bow. 

Clarice retrieved her hand, and gestured at Jack. "Allow me to present Lord Warnefleet Viscount Emsworth, my lord." 

She'd uttered the last two words in subtle but provocative fashion. Jack shook hands with Emsworth, who met his gaze with barely concealed dislike. 

Something of Jack's thoughts must have shown in his eyes; Emsworth's eyes widened, and he abruptly broke the contact. 

He looked at Clarice, and smiled, a stiff gesture that marked him as one who didn't smile often. "My dear Clarice, I'm delighted to see you back among the ton. If you would honor me with this dance?" 

Jack inwardly swore. Emsworth had timed his approach well, but as the musical summons floated over the crowd, Jack relaxed. A cotillion. He glanced at Clarice, and sensed her inward shrug. He resigned himself to letting her dance with Emsworth. 

"If you wish." Clarice gave Emsworth her hand. It was, perhaps, not a bad thing for her to be seen interacting civilly with him. He was a part of her past she'd buried long ago; she discovered she felt very little toward him, not even true anger, just a mild annoyance that he wished to take up her time. 

But she would be gracious and spare him the next few minutes. That, to her mind, would lay that part of her past to permanent rest. 

He led her to the dance floor, and they took up their positions in the nearest set. The music swelled, and they dipped, twirled. Throughout, Emsworth tried to catch her eye; Clarice delighted in denying him even that much notice. The figures of the complicated dance returned to her without thought. She smiled at the other dancers, perfectly content to have them see her nonchalantly dancing with Emsworth. 

When the music ceased, and she rose from her final curtsy, Emsworth tightened his grip on her hand. 

"My dear Clarice, there's a matter I wish to discuss with you, a matter, as it were, from our shared past." 

She met Emsworth's gray eyes, tried to fathom just what matter that might be. 

He glanced around, over the crowd's heads. "Come out onto the terrace. We can talk there." 

Without waiting for any agreement, he steered her toward the glass doors opening to a terrace that ran the length of the ballroom. Resigned, Clarice went; she'd never approved of him, of the way he treated her, but she wanted to hear what he had to say. It might give her something else she could use to spike the pistol Moira had trained on Alton and Sarah, and that definitely would be worth a few more minutes of her time. 
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Reaching the doors, Emsworth guided her through; just before she crossed the threshold, Clarice glanced back, and spotted Jack's burnished head moving purposefully through the crowd in their direction. The sight was reassuring; she could admit that much to herself. 

Once on the terrace, Emsworth looked around, then, his fingers about her elbow, he urged her away from the knot of guests conversing just beyond the doors. They strolled to where shadows from nearby trees flickered over the flagstones, and there were no others near enough to hear. 

Emsworth released her. Clasping his hands behind his back, he took up a stance Clarice recognized as signifying he was about to make some priggish pronouncement while pretending to gaze out at the dark gardens. 

She half expected him to say something disparaging about her interaction with Jack, and their unnecessarily close waltz—

"I'm really very glad to see you beck in town, my dear. You've paid the price for your reckless behavior in refusing me. Clearly those hostesses who matter have deemed that incident can now be forgotten." 

He'd noticed the support Jack's aunts and Lady Osbaldestone were marshaling behind her. Good—

"Of course the fact remains that you can never hope to make a suitable marriage, yet clearly you have ... 

missed the pleasures of the marriage bed. I would, were it possible, renew my previous offer, however, as I am now wed"— turning, Emsworth met Clarice's stunned gaze—"I suggest that it would be best for you to become my mistress. I command a reasonable income—you would not find me ungenerous." He paused as if consulting his inner importance, then, thin nose elevating, he refocused on her. "Accepting my offer will see you safe from men such as Warnefleet and his kind." 

Clarice had placed her features under the severest control the instant she'd understood his drift; now she let abject contempt flame in her eyes, let fury color her expression. 

She stepped across Emsworth, backing him against the balustrade, leaving them eye to eye. "You're a nauseating specimen, Emsworth. Regardless of what pleasures I might have missed, I wouldn't agree to be your anything were you the last man on this earth." 

His eyes widened as he leaned back from her wrath. 

Before he could react, she brought her knee up, fast. 

His eyes crossed. His lips twisted. 

She stepped back, watched as he crumpled to his knees, for good measure boxed his ears as he doubled over before her, disguising the act as solicitiously reaching to help him. 

Sensing someone behind her, she glanced over her shoulder, and found Jack, grim-faced yet with unimpaired satisfaction watching Emsworth collapse to the flags. 

"It seems Viscount Emsworth's been taken ill." She caught Jack's gaze. 

He grinned fleetingly, then reached for her and shifted her to the side. "Bad health and ill luck seem to dog the viscount's family." 
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Jack's hands remained, reassuring on her shoulders. Between them, they largely screened the fallen Emsworth from the others on the terrace. "The viscount's first wife, for instance, pitched to her death from the top of the stairs in his house. The servants have no idea how such a thing could have happened. 

And his second wife is often so poorly she doesn't leave her room for days. Some unexplained illness leaves bruises all over her." 

Jack leaned over Emsworth. His voice lowered and took on a hard edge. "A word of warning, Emsworth. If you don't want me and my kind to visit much-deserved retribution on you, you'd be well-advised not

to show your face in London, or indeed anywhere in the ton, again." 

Emsworth was quivering; his nose was running, his mouth open as he struggled to breathe. Jack met his dilated eyes. "I trust I make myself plain?" 

Emsworth looked into Jack's face; what little color had remained in his drained. 

Jack smiled, not amiably; straightening, he reached for Clarice's arm. "Come, we should return to the ballroom. We can send two footmen to assist the viscount to his carriage." 

Clarice glanced down at Emsworth. He was all but sniveling, still unable to draw a proper breath. Entirely satisfied, she allowed Jack to turn her toward the ballroom. "I always wanted to do that, to see if it really worked." 

Jack looked at her. "It works. Because you're so tall it works very well." 

"Hmm." 

In the matter of Emsworth's ultimate routing—being carried by two footmen around the house and deposited directly into his carriage—Clarice stood back and let Jack arrange all. His glib tale of Ems worth's being taken ill was outwardly swallowed whole, but many had witnessed Emsworth dancing with her, then leading her out onto the terrace, and her subsequent relaxed return on Lord Warnefleet's arm. 

Many waited for Emsworth to return to the ballroom; when he didn't, speculation ran rife. 

In distracting the ton from the allegations against James, she, aided by Jack, was succeeding admirably. 

They spent the next half hour circulating among the now-intrigued guests, then departed, leaving all the avid questions unanswered. 

As she settled on the carriage seat, Clarice smiled into the shadows. She had never before allowed anyone to help her in dealing with a problem such as Emsworth, yet sharing such an enterprise with Jack seemed oddly right. 

Something else about her that had changed. 

Glancing at him, seated beside her, relaxed and confident, she wondered how he'd known about Emsworth. How he'd known to know, for he would have had to have asked; he hadn't been in London, a part of the ton, for the past thirteen years. 

Looking ahead, she frowned. She was certain she hadn't mentioned Emsworth. So how ... ? 

James? She knew James's opinion of Emsworth and that episode in her life. If Jack had asked, James Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

would have told him. 

Which meant Jack had asked. And not only had he been interested enough to ask, he'd then cared enough to learn more. 

Through the shadows that flickered as they drove through the streets, she studied his profile. Then she smiled, faced forward, and thought of what lay ahead. Of how they would spend the rest of the night in her suite at Benedict's. 


*  *  *

 "I'm perfectly certain my information is correct." Deacon Humphries all but glared across the narrow table at Jack. 
Jack studied the good deacon. The crone's description had been accurate; his mouth was womanish, and when he pursed his lips, as he was wont to do, the effect was indeed a feminine pout. 

It was noon; Humphries had resisted speaking with them as far as he'd dared, but had ultimately bowed to the bishop's decree and met Jack, Clarice, and Olsen in a small cell-like office deep in the palace. 

"We understand, Deacon Humphries, that you believe your information to be the truth, but simply stating that doesn't constitute proof." From where she stood before the window, Clarice swung to confront Humphries; they'd all taken seats around the table, with her next to Jack, but then, apparently too exercised to keep still, she'd risen and started pacing. 

Much to Humphries' disquiet. As he looked up at her, his priggish antipathy to being lectured by a woman shone clear in his face. "I will produce my proofs to the bishop in good time." 

Before Clarice could utter the withering retort forming on her tongue, Jack cut in. "As you've heard, the bishop himself, in the interests of administering swift but sure justice, wishes you to explain to us the details of your case. Whitehall, too, wishes to know specifically what evidence you have, beyond the accounts of the witnesses you've listed, that you believe conclusively proves that James Altwood passed secrets to the enemy." 

Humphries fixed his gaze on Jack's face, clearly trying to ignore Clarice. Once again Jack was grateful for her distracting, somewhat overpowering persona; it was rare that those he interviewed saw him as the softer touch. Humphries subjected him to a careful study. "I understand you're a longtime acquaintance of Reverend Altwood." 

Jack inclined his head. Before he could reply to the unstated challenge, Clarice did. 

"If Whitehall, knowing of Warnefleet's association with James, nevertheless deems it safe to assign the government's interests into Warnefleet's hands, then I hardly think his loyalties are open to question by anyone." Her tone declared that avenue of discussion was closed. 

Humphries' lips thinned; without looking at her, he inclined his head in her direction. To Jack, he said, 

"The tale the witnesses tell is consistent. Taken together, they paint a convincing picture of Altwood's meetings with the courier." 

Jack debated how much to reveal; in fairness to Humphries, he felt forced to say, "I've already received Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

evidence that a number of your witnesses are unreliable. There are others, more credible, who are willing to swear James Altwood has never set foot in those taverns. Lastly, it seems likely we'll succeed in gaining unimpeachable evidence that on those dates, at the times specified, he was elsewhere." 

Humphries' lip curled; his expression stated he placed no faith in such assertions. 

Evenly, Jack continued, "All that aside, however, the allegations must stand not on any evidence of meetings—that at best is circumstantial—but on evidence of secrets actually being passed. My question for you, from Whitehall specifically, is: what is that evidence?" Jack glanced at the sheaf of papers Olsen had laid on the table. 'To this point, you've failed to produce any details beyond asserting that such evidence exists." 

Humphries did not appreciate being pressured. His narrow chin tightened; he clasped his hands, before him on the desk, more firmly. "My evidence for the actual secrets passed comes from the only reliable source there could be. The person Altwood handed the secrets to." 

"And this person is?" 

Humphries' lips set in a thin line. "I'm not prepared to divulge this person's identity prior to the hearing. 

However, as Whitehall is demanding, the information passed included the disposition and strengths of our forces prior to the seige of Badajoz, the same prior to the rout at Corunna, and more recently, the details of the deployment to Belgium some weeks prior to Waterloo." 

Jack kept his face expressionless, briefly flicked his eyes to Clarice to warn her to keep silent. Although two of the subsequent battles had been won, the three engagements cited had each resulted in heavy losses. As a student of military matters, Humphries would know that better than most. 

"The three recent meetings you've cited, what was passed at them?" They'd supposedly occurred over the early months of 1815. 

Humphries hesitated, then replied, "At those meetings, Altwood passed information on, respectively, the details of the demobilization, the strengths of our troops left standing, and our ability to remobilize and the order of same. Such information would have been vital in planning Napoleon's return." 

Jack inclined his head. "Have you seen any evidence yourself—lists in Altwood's hand, maps—that he passed on to this courier?" 

Humphries pouted. "I haven't seen them myself, but I've been assured they exist. The courier has copies." 

"Copies." Jack stilled. "Not the originals?" 

"He had to hand the originals to his masters." 

Clarice couldn't restrain herself. "How fortunate." 

Humphries frowned but refused to meet her eye. 

Jack pressed again for the courier's name, but Humphries held firm; Jack called a halt before Clarice could use her tongue to flay him. The meeting broke up; Humphries departed. After confirming to Olsen that what he'd said about contradictory evidence was true, and asking him to stress to Humphries that that was indeed the case, Jack, with Clarice beside him, walked back to the front hall and out of the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

palace. 

As they strolled down the drive, Jack glanced back at the towering edifice. "He honestly believes he's doing the right thing, that he's been called on to carry Justice's sword." 

Clarice humphed. "He needs to remember she carries scales, too, and why." After a moment, she added, 

"And she's a woman." 

Jack smiled, but the gesture faded as he paced beside Clarice. "Whoever set this up—Dalziel's last traitor—has tied Humphries up tight. Prodded by his jealousy of James, and with what must have initially appeared perfectly plausible evidence, he's gone out on a limb. Now, even though we're demolishing that evidence, he's not going to back down, at least not before the hearing^n the bishop's court." 

Clarice glanced at him. "Are we going to have enough evidence gathered by then?" Olsen had told them the bishop, anxious to get the sensitive matter laid to rest with all speed, had scheduled the hearing for five days hence. 

Jack grimaced. "It won't be easy, but it's possible." They reached the gate, and he halted. "Apropos of that, I must get back to the club and the others. We need to consider the order of our attack." 

Clarice hid a smile at his phrasing and the distant expression in his eyes. Then he refocused on her; she felt her heart flutter, but men it settled into its normal, reliable rhythm. She grimaced lightly up at him. 

"I have to attend a slew of afternoon teas. Your aunts made me promise. It'll be perfectly ghastly, but"—she shrugged—"it probably is necessary. We have to make it clear I'm back, to everyone, including Moira. She's expected at two of the teas." 

Jack grinned, took her hand, and raised it to his lips. Kissed. "I'd back you over Moira in any battle." 

She laughed. A hackney rolled toward them; Jack hailed it, handed her up, then told the driver to return her to Benedict's. Sitting back on the cushions, Clarice watched the posts of Lambeth Bridge slide past; imagining the afternoon ahead of her, full of the social whirl, she wished instead she could remain with Jack. 

She'd rather be with him than anyone else in the ton. 


*  *  *

 Over the next three days, Jack, Deverell, Christian, and Tristan worked solidly to undermine Humphries' 
allegations. 

They first took statements, sworn in the presence of Jack and one of the others, from three witnesses from each of the taverns named—the barman, and two regulars acknowledged as near-permanent fixtures in each case. Each swore they had never known any clergyman to set foot in their establishment; given the dates and times of the supposed meetings, they would have been present and would have seen James, if he'd been there. 

That done, the four club members turned their persuasive talents on the less-reputable crew who had agreed in exchange for coins to swear that James Altwood had been present at the same three meetings. 

Faced with the sworn statements of the others, especially those of the barmen, and assured they would Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

be excused from appearance before any court should they now elect to tell the truth, all recanted. And signed statements to that effect

Jack and his three comrades were celebrating their success in the club's library when Alton arrived. 

Shown up by Gasthorpe, he looked around, intrigued, then reported that he and his brothers had identified at least one social event James had attended on the evening of each of the meetings, and had found ladies with diaries who could vouch that he'd been present at all three events. 

"Given the times"—Alton held out his list to Jack—"it's difficult to see how James could have been dining with these people yet simultaneously in some tavern in Southwark." 

Alton was invited to join the celebration. 

Ten minutes later, Gasthorpe summoned Jack; a messenger from Whitehall had arrived. Jack went down, accepted the package, briefly checked the sheets of paper it contained, then, grinning, returned to the library. 

Closing the door, he waved the sheets. "Not just the final nail but the hammer as well. We're ready to bury the allegations." 

"What is it?" Alton asked. The others looked the same question. 

Jack dropped back into his chair. "When we interviewed him, we managed to drag from Humphries the specific information the courier said James had passed at these three meetings. Much of it James would have known—troop strengths and deployments are precisely the things he researches. However, there was one piece of information I couldn't imagine James knowing—ever bothering to leam— namely the details of demobilization. As a military strategist, he's interested in battles and the preparations for those. 

What happens afterward holds no interest for him. Why would he have researched the specifics of demobilization?" 

Christian grinned. "I take it that sheaf of papers proves he didn't?" 

"Indeed." Jack smiled fondly at the papers in his hand. "I sent that friend of ours in Whitehall a list of all the military personnel James had interviewed between the fall of Toulouse and Waterloo. This is the result. Statements from all those interviewed stating that their discussions with James at no time touched on demobilization, plus statements from the staff at the War Office and Army Headquarters who managed the demobilization stating that they at no time had any contact whatever with James Altwood." 

Deverell smiled and raised his glass. "When he acts, that friend of ours is nothing if not effective." 

Their celebration continued for another half hour, then they all recalled it was the middle of the Season and they had social events to attend, however reluctantly. Alton left, eyes bright, saying he'd see Jack later. Closing the front door behind him, Jack grinned. Alton wasn't slow; he'd understood enough of their references to have gained a more complete and accurate view of Jack. The brotherly concern that had been directed Jack's way had largely evaporated, laid to rest. One more hurdle removed from his path. 

Smiling to himself, pleased with his day and looking forward to his night, Clarice's eager questions, and her likely response to their accummulating successes, he climbed the stairs to dress for the evening. 
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*  *  *

 "My dear, your return is the talk of the ton!" Old Lady Swanley beamed at Clarice. "I'm absolutely delighted that Emily could persuade you and Lord Warnefleet to attend tonight." 
Clarice smiled; confident and assured, she settled on the chaise beside Lady Swanley. A childhood friend of Clarice's mother, Lady Swanley was one who had never wished her ill; it was pleasant to be able to circulate in such company again, to relax with people she didn't need either to manage or guard against. 

Gathered about her ladyship's table, they'd dined with a select group of guests, then the ladies had left the gentlemen to their port. Ranging in age from Lady Swanley's venerable years to her granddaughter's seventeen, the ladies disposed themselves on the chaises and chairs in comfortable groups and settled to their favorite occupation, discussing all they'd seen and heard that day. 

Relaxed, Clarice responded easily to questions and comments about herself and her life in the country, her brothers' romances—romances the ton was only just realizing were being conducted under their collective nose—and rather more carefully to questions touching on her return to the ton and the adjustment likely to flow from that, specifically to Moira's standing. 

"For there's no doubt in anyone's mind, my dear, that she'll take against your success and do her best to hobble you." Lady Swanley nodded sagely. "She was always a flighty, demanding miss. She thought marrying your father would gain her the status she wanted, and so it would have if she'd behaved appropriately." 

"If she'd had any sense, you mean." Henrietta Standish snorted. She caught Clarice's eye. "Moira's idea of behaving in a manner appropriate to a marchioness is shrilly demanding all due honors." Henrietta humphed. "It's never occurred to her that respect is earned, and true status bestowed on one. Neither is given because one stamps one's foot and insists." 

Every night as she moved through the ton, with Jack's aunts and Lady Osbaldestone's backing gradually, step by step, reclaiming her position, Clarice heard more of Moira's misdeeds, increasingly learned just how close to being deemed persona non grata her stepmother stood. There were moments she almost felt sorry, or at least concerned for Moira, but then the specter of what Moira was holding over Alton's and Sarah's heads, what she'd done to Roger and his Alice returned to her mind, and Clarice put aside such softer emotions as unjustified. 

Every evening with Jack by her side she continued to juggle the balls they'd tossed spinning into the rarefied atmosphere of the ton's ballrooms and drawing rooms. Her reemergence, her reinstatement as it were, was focusing the ton's attention better than they'd hoped; most were agog to leam why she'd returned and were keeping close watch for any hint of an answer. 

Her brothers' romances were of interest, too, but not, yet, as keenly watched. Few had yet realized how serious said romances were; once they did, the majority would assume that her brothers' impending nuptials were the cause of her return. 

In comparison, the rumor about James, a whisper they'd succeeded in coloring as too dangerous to inflate to fully fledged gossip, had faded, almost withered away. The kernel still resided dormant in some minds, but no one felt the need to nurture it, not with so much else to talk about. 

Not with the senior branch of the Altwood family so very much the cynosure of the ton's collective eye. 
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Later, after the gentlemen had returned to Lady Swanley's drawing room, and she and Jack had done the rounds, they left for the next event on their schedule, a ball given by one of Clarice's cousins, Helen Albemarle. 

"I find it rather strange"—Clarice leaned back against the carriage's cushions—"that the family, those I've had little contact with over the years, like Helen, seem so ready to welcome me back." She glanced at the facades sliding past the window. "I hadn't thought to be so readily reembraced." 

She'd been musing out aloud, something she was falling into the habit of doing when there was only Jack to hear. 

Somewhat to her surprise, his hand closed more firmly about hers. 

"Anthony told me that the wider family, especially the younger generation, didn't view you with the opprobrium you seemed to expect." 

When she turned to stare at him, Jack smiled at her amazement. "You didn't seriously imagine I'd rattle up without knowing what we'd face?" 

Put like that... she inclined her head, acknowledging that, knowing him as she now did, that would indeed have been a silly notion. However... 

He'd asked, had thought to ask Anthony even before they'd set out. 

He'd been thinking of her, of what she would face, if she knew anything of him, thinking of how to protect her even then. 

Facing forward, she left her hand resting in his, felt the strength of his fingers surrounding her slighter bones, and felt... she wasn't sure what it was she felt, only that it was novel and somehow precious. 

She didn't have time to dwell on it, not then. The carriage rocked to a halt before another set of front steps, at yet another fashionable address. They alighted beneath an awning and walked up the narrow red carpet laid out to welcome her cousin's guests. When they reached the ballroom, Helen came sweeping up to greet them. 

"I'm so thrilled you could come, and that you're back with us—I mean among the ton—again." Helen beamed and embraced her, then turned to greet Jack; Clarice introduced him. 

That done, Helen rattled on at high speed. She was still the talkative, well-intentioned and perennially good-natured lady Clarice remembered; it was easy to reconnect as if there were only a seven-week gap in their acquaintance, rather than seven years. 

Beckoning her young daughter to attend them, Helen introduced the chit, who had just made her come-out. Clarice gave the girl her hand and a reassuring smile, and was taken aback when the girl sank into a deep, very correct curtsy. A swift glance at Helen showed her smiling with maternal pride. Clarice recovered swifty and bestowed on the girl her most regal and formal approval, the social blessing of the family's most influential female. 

That was what Helen and her daughter had hoped for; they both beamed. Parting from them, Clarice took Jack's arm, and they moved on. 
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Glancing at Jack, she caught the amused light in his eyes, but she doubted, male that he was, that he'd correctly interpreted that little interlude. Helen had whispered that Moira was there; Clarice only hoped Moira hadn't witnessed the moment. If she had, she'd be livid. 

Clarice had accepted that to properly aid not just James but her brothers she'd have to reclaim her position in the ton. What she hadn't initially realized was that in doing so, she would forever diminish Moira's precarious and hard-fought-for standing, such as it was. 

By her own actions, because of her attitude, Moira could never lay claim to the respect Clarice could, and it increasingly seemed did, command. If Helen's behavior was anything to judge by, she was all but reinstated, not just in the ton's mind but within the family, too, to the full honors by right accruing to the Marquess of Melton's daughter. 

She dragged in a breath. Jack glanced at her. She met his eyes. "I hadn't thought it would be so easy. 

Or so swift." 

He smiled; his fingers tightened briefly over hers on his sleeve, then he looked ahead, steering her through the crowd to where Lady Davenport imperiously beckoned, two older ladies beside her on a chaise. 

Clarice recognized the pair; by the time she and Jack reached them, she'd metaphorically girded herself for battle, yet as, turning from greeting Lady Davenport, she curtsied before her paternal aunts, her father's sisters who had supported him throughout in his banishment of her, she let not an inkling of her feelings show. 

Constance, Countess of Camleigh, looked her up and down, cold gray gaze and haughty features giving nothing away, then she raised her eyes to Clarice's. "I can't say you've grown—you always were a Long Meg—but..." With an effort, her ladyship held out both hands. "Welcome back, my dear." 

Startled, Clarice took one crabbed hand in each of hers, and, faintly stunned, yielded to the tug and bent to touch both cheeks with her formidable, and until then she'd believed highly disapproving, aunt. 

Constance knew; she humphed as Clarice straightened. "At the time, I thought Marcus was right, but later, especially after what happened to that poor soul Emsworth married, and the more we saw of Moira, well, I came to think perhaps you had, indeed, known best." 

"Indeed." More fluttery than her domineering sister but just as high in the instep, Catherine, Lady Bentwood, nodded portentously. "And Emsworth's second wife is faring even worse, they say. A shocking thing it would have been had he married you." 

Clarice was grateful she didn't need to reply. She and Jack remained for ten minutes; both her aunts were exceedingly interested in meeting him, and in gleaning as much as they could about James. When Jack had reached the limit of what they'd deemed fit to divulge, Clarice stepped in and excused them. 

Constance sniffed but let them go. 

Clarice didn't need to glance around to know that everyone in the entire ballroom now understood that she was fully repatriated to her former status. 

She glanced up to see Jack battling to suppress a grin. "What?" 
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He met her eyes, let that grin—a dangerous one— fleetingly surface. "Why do I have the strong feeling that if Emsworth had married you, it would have been he who fell down the stairs?" 

Her answering grin matched his. She looked ahead— straight into Moira's furious, flashing eyes. 

Thankfully at a safe distance. Her stepmother was standing, fists clenched by her sides, almost quivering with rage, along the opposite wall. Her daughter, Mildred, stood beside her, also shooting daggers at Clarice. 

Clarice met their ire, then coolly inclined her head to them. Then she looked away and let Jack sweep her into the crowd. 



Chapter 18

They remained at Helen's for over an hour. Clarice glimpsed Moira a number of times, but every time she looked, her stepmother turned the other way. Inwardly shrugging, Clarice thereafter ignored her and addressed herself to refreshing her memories of the various members of her numerous and widespread family. 

Time and again, she was asked for advice. Some even solicited her thoughts on the suitabilility of various matches for their daughters and sons. The irony didn't escape her, or Jack; they shared a speaking glance, but managed to keep their lips straight. Regardless, nothing could have more strongly declared that her family regarded her as their de facto matriarch, in preference to Moira. 

Later, they journeyed the short distance to their last port of call for the evening, Lady Carraway's house at which her ladyship's rout was in full swing. A dashing, well-connected matron, her ladyship bade them welcome, archly commenting that Clarice would find numerous old friends among the thronging crowd. 

That crowd was somewhat different to those at previous events; her ladyship's guests were primarily Jack's and Clarice's age. Consequently most of the ladies were married, and many of the gentlemen as well. Not that their marriage vows seemed to weigh heavily on most of the guests' minds, at least not in terms of momentary enjoyment. 

Clarice gauged the mood in a few swift glances, a few short exchanges. There were indeed a number of guests she remembered of old, yet watching a lady who had made her come-out at the time Clarice should have flirt outrageously with some gentleman while his wife, beside him, fluttered her lashes at a gazetted rake, Clarice felt nothing beyond a vague tiredness, a wish she and Jack had simply returned to Benedict's. But Lady Osbaldestone and Lady Davenport had insisted she make her mark in even this sphere; bowing to their greater wisdom, she gripped Jack's sleeve and sallied on. 

Jack guided Clarice through the crush, cloaking his reaction with his customary easygoing bonhomie. 

Clarice had mentioned that her mentors had strongly recommended her appearance at this event, but he suspected they hadn't made allowance for that waltz he and she had indulged in three evenings before. 

Since then, the attitude of certain males toward Clarice had changed. Altered. Witness Emsworth's offer. 

While he seriously doubted others would make such a crass mistake—aside from all else, he'd made Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

certain word of Emsworth's discomfiture, in all its wonderful detail, had circulated subtly through the clubs—to his mind, the male interest in Clarice had escalated to a dangerous level. 

When he'd moved to throw her sensual attractiveness into the teeth of the gossipmongers, he hadn't considered that they had sons and nephews many of whom were perennially on the lookout for ladies of sensual promise. 

Still, he didn't regret that waltz, not for a moment; as for the rest, he would simply ensure he remained, always, by her side. 

He succeeded in that endeavor, but the night had turned sultry; the ballroom grew increasingly stuffy. 

Despite her upright stance beside him, he sensed Clarice was wilting; she'd been the cynosure of attention for the entire evening, and still largely was. 

"There's a balcony beyond the glass doors." He turned so she could see the doors he meant. "Let's step out and get some air." 

She nodded. "An excellent idea." 

They moved steadily across the room. Eventually, they gained the doors. As he swung one open, Jack caught sight of a footman entering the room, balancing a tray of tall glasses. He glanced at Clarice. "Go out—I'll get us some refreshment." 

She nodded and stepped through. He let the fine curtains fall over die open door, and headed for the footman. 

Clarice walked out onto the balcony; the cooler night air wrapped about her and she breathed a sigh of relief. She'd been born and reared within die ton, had untold experience at events such as this, yet while she could manage such appearances easily, almost widiout rnought, they neither fascinated nor held her attention. 

There was, she knew, more to life than balls and parties. 

Despite being once again received into the ton, despite having reclaimed her position in its totality, she was finding it difficult even to pretend that such things truly mattered anymore, not to her. 

Gripping the balustrade, she looked out into the velvet darkness of the night, and considered what had changed. Not the ton, that was certain. 

"My darling Clarice." 

She blinked; it took her a moment to place the drawl. Slowly, she turned and studied the handsome man who'd slipped out of the ballroom to join her. His aristocratic features showed clear signs of dissipation, of the passage of the years. 

"Good evening, Warwick." Her tone, cold and emotionless, as disinterested as she felt, pleased her. 

"What are you doing here?" 

He held her gaze, men boldly let his lower, tracing the curves of her body, tonight displayed in magenta moire silk. Clarice gave thanks she hadn't worn the plum silk. 
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"I wondered, my dear, if, having endured seven years of purgatory, you might perhaps consider the advantages of—" 

He broke off at the sound of approaching footsteps. They both turned; Clarice smiled as Jack stepped through the curtains carrying two glasses of champagne. She took the glass he held out to her, with it indicated Warwick. "Lord Warnefleet, allow me to present the Honorable Jonathon Warwick." 

Jack's lids flickered, yet his charming, easygoing smile remained in place. Clarice knew him well enough to distrust that smile utterly. 

Warwick didn't. He smiled back, an amiable wolf expecting to negotiate a share of the prey. 

"Warnefleet." He held out his hand. 

Jack's gaze fell to it, then he turned to Clarice. "Hold this for me, will you?" 

Puzzled, she took his glass, too. 

Jack turned back to Warwick—and slammed his fist into Warwick's jaw. 

Clarice blinked. Warwick staggered back, then collapsed to the ground. Stunned, wits rattled, he stared up at Jack. 

With a light shrug, Jack resettled his coat, straightened his sleeves, then lifted his glass from Clarice's fingers. "Thankyou." 

He raised the glass to Warwick. "Pleased to meet you." He sipped. 

Utterly befuddled, Warwick remained sprawled on the ground. "What was that for?" 

Jack smiled, this time genuinely, all teeth. "That was for past misdemeanors. That, and worse, is what would have happened to you last time had I been about. That, and worse, is what will happen to you in future, should you be so unwise as to approach Lady Clarice again, in whatever fashion." His smile grew intent. "Because I am here, now." 

Taking another sip of champagne, Jack considered Warwick, then quietly asked, "Do you have that clear?" 

Belligerence had bloomed in Warwick's eyes, but there was hint enough in Jack's tone to make him look more closely. After a moment of studying Jack's eyes, Warwick paled; all aggression leached from him. 

"Indeed." Lips compressing, he threw Clarice a brief glance, then awkwardly got to his feet. 

Straightening, he paused, as if waiting for the world to stop spinning, then he fractionally inclined his head. 

"If you'll excuse me?" 

He started back to the door. His stride hitched as he saw the group of three ladies and two gentlemen who had followed Jack outside; from the looks on their faces they'd seen enough to keep the gossips buzzing for the rest of the week. Then Warwick continued on, passing the group without acknowledging them in any way. 

Jack turned to Clarice, met her eyes, and pulled a face. "My apologies. It seemed that was overdue, and no one else seemed likely to ..." He shrugged. 
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To his relief, she smiled delightedly. "Thankyou." Her eyes said it even more than her words. Placing her hand on his sleeve, she turned to stand beside him, viewing the beauty of the garden at night as they sipped. 

There were whispers behind them, but then the group, eager to share their news, scurried back into the ballroom. 

Jack sighed. "I didn't mean to create a scandal." 

Clarice chuckled. "I don't mind. Indeed, since my aim is to distract the ton from James's predicament"—

she glanced up at him, lightly squeezed his arm—"I should thankyou for your help." 

She caught his gaze as he glanced at her. "Thankyou for " hitting him for me. I've always wished I could do that." 

"Your way would have worked, too." Jack turned her back to the ballroom. "But you don't want to become predictable."  She was laughing, smiling, as he led her back into the ballroom, back under the glare of the ton's fervid gaze. 


*  *  *

 They didn't leave immediately, but played the game, circulated once, then departed. 
Back at Benedict's, together alone in her suite, Clarice devoted herself to tendering her thanks in more tangible, much more sensual vein. 

Later still, lying sated in the tangle of the bedcovers, Jack slumped beside her fast asleep, she found her mind drifting over recent events, over the changes in her life. 

The unexpected shifts in her landscape, her unforeseen reactions. 

That evening's incident with Warwick flared in her mind. She had no doubt whatever that he'd been about to make her an improper offer, when Jack had returned, and without even knowing of that pending insult, had dealt with Warwick as he deserved. 

For her. There was no other reason that might have driven him. He'd acted not just as her defender, but as her avenger. 

She'd never had anyone act for her in that sense. Not her father or her brothers. She'd never expected it of them; she wasn't even sure she'd have accepted such support from them. 

Jack hadn't asked, he'd simply acted as her champion, as if he had the right. 

She wasn't sure he didn't. She certainly felt no qualms, no inner difficulties over accepting help from him, over letting him stand as her defender, her champion. 

The news, of course, would be all over the ton by morning, yet she couldn't summon any degree of care, of concern. She didn't care if the whole world knew that she was willing to allow him into her life. Close. 
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She glanced across the pillow, watched him as he slept, let her eyes trace his face, the hard planes, the definite angles. The strength inherent there, and in the heavy body half-wrapped around hers. 

Her lips curved; she looked up at the ceiling, unexpectedly basking in his instinctive possessiveness. 

A possessiveness that had always been there, with her, an aspect of his nature he'd never sought to hide or conceal. She'd seen it from the first, but hadn't felt threatened, still didn't. In her heart, in her bones, in her soul she knew he posed no threat to her, that he never would. 

She wasn't sure why. Perhaps it was something to do with the connection that day by day, night by night, continued to grow between them. Perhaps that was why she didn't feel vulnerable, because due to that connection, he was vulnerable, too. 

In the same way, to the same degree. 

A mutual binding. 

Reaching out, she let her fingers play in the soft ends of his hair while she considered that, and what such a binding might mean. 

Her mind couldn't answer her questions. It drifted away to another change, another unforeseen reaction. 

No one, herself included, could have known that, her position within the ton beyond her expectations reclaimed, she wouldn't want it anymore. That tonnish life and the constant whirl of society would no longer hold any allure for her. She'd been away long enough for the spell to fade and die; perhaps she should thankher father for mat? Not for banishing her, but for forcing her to choose. 

Life, as Claire had said, was a matter of making choices, then living with the results. Of choosing a road, then going forward along it, seeing where it led, enjoying the adventures along the way. 

Much as she and Jack had done from the moment they'd met. 

When this was ended, when they'd exonerated James, and saved her brothers and seen them each to the altar, she'd face another choice. To retreat to her previous existence, to choose society's road, or... 

She tried to concentrate, but sleep fogged her mind and drew her down before she could decide whether she actually had another alternative, another unexpected road she could choose ... or if she was simply dreaming. 


*  *  *

 "The bishop expects to convene his court tomorrow. I suggest we see him today." Jack looked across the table on which he'd spread their accumulated evidence and met Clarice's gaze. 
It was after ten o'clock, and he'd returned from a morning conference with his colleagues at the Bastion Club to lay all they'd gathered before her. 

"This"—he gestured to the documents arrayed before him—"is beyond convincing, proof positive that James never attended those three meetings, that the meetings never took place. With that established, the allegations no longer have any foundation. I discussed it with the others—we all feel that if there's Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

a chance to avoid the matter appearing even in the bishop's court, we'd be wise to seize it." 

Clarice nodded slowly, thinking it through. "That way, no formal allegations will be recorded, not anywhere." 

"Precisely. So, shall we go and see the bishop?" 

She met Jack's eyes, and nodded. "Let's." 


*  *  *

 Arriving at the palace, they spoke first to Dean Samuels and Deacon Olsen. The dean conveyed their message, their thoughts, directly to the bishop's ear. Ten minutes later, they were shown into a private audience. 
"Well, then." The bishop looked from Jack to Clarice. "The dean tells me you have news?" 

From his expression, it was plain that he was looking to them to help him avoid what for him now loomed as a political quagmire. Jack smiled. Ably assisted by Clarice, he obliged, going through each alleged meeting, citing the witnesses Deacon Humphries had named, in each case preferring the signed and witnessed recanting of their stories and their tales of having been paid by the supposed courier to lie. 

"The description of the man who has been meeting with Deacon Humphries, presumably giving him information, matches that of the man who paid the witnesses to swear that they'd seen James Altwood meeting with the courier in those taverns." Jack paused, then continued, "In addition, we have at least three witnesses for each tavern who will swear no clergyman has ever crossed their threshold, at least not in the last two years." 

Looking up, he met the bishop's eyes. "Furthermore, we have confirmed information from various persons within the ton placing James at social functions on the same evenings as the alleged meetings." 

Dropping the sheaf of statements onto the small table before him, Jack laid his hand on the last pile of documents. "Lastly, as to the information passed, while most of the details cited James did indeed have, and would be expected, military scholar that he is, to have, the specific information said to have been passed during one of the three recent meetings concerned details of demobilization." Jack's smile grew intent. "That, however, was information James Altwood didn't have." 

Succinctly, he described the exhaustive search Dalziel had conducted. "All of which failed to find any avenue through which James Altwood accessed such information." 

Clarice stepped forward. "Taken together, the evidence gathered proves conclusively that James did not attend the three meetings with any courier, indeed, was elsewhere at the time, and could not have had at least some of the information he is said to have passed to the enemy. In short, my lord, the allegations made against my relative appear entirely without foundation. More, they appear to have been constructed, either by this supposed courier or someone working through him, to ensnare the authorities, the Church included, in an unjustified trial." 

The bishop blinked, but he wasn't disappointed. He nodded, his expression stern. "Indeed, Lady Clarice. Your point is well-taken." From his expression, he was clearly aware of the pitfalls involved in unjustified trials, even in his court. 
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He looked at Jack. "Lord Warnefleet, the Church is indebted to you, your superiors, and the others who aided you in assembling this evidence so swiftly. You have our thanks. And Lady Clarice, as well. 

You may convey to your family, dear lady, that there will be no further action taken in this matter." The bishop glanced at the stack of papers before Jack. "In light of all you've presented, I see no benefit in proceeding with a formal hearing. I intend to dismiss the allegations as unfounded. I will inform Whitehall of my decision." 

Clarice beamed. "Thankyou, my lord." 

The formality preserved to that point dissolved. The dean and Deacon Olsen came forward to shake Jack's hand and exclaim over the evidence. Clarice engaged the bishop, who asked rather wistfully after her aunt Camleigh, inquiries Clarice, somewhat to her surprise, was now in a position to satisfy. 

Some fifteeen minutes later, in perfect accord, they parted, Jack, Clarice, and Olsen leaving the bishop and dean to explain matters to Humphries, a solution they agreed was best all around. 

Olsen left them at the head of the main stairs; delighted, he staggered off to his office, the evidence exonerating James piled in his arms. 

Smiling, Jack turned to Clarice. She wound her arm in his. Side by side, they descended the stairs. 

"One matter successfully dealt with." Clarice paused on the palace steps and lifted her face to the sun. 

"I suppose ..." She looked at Jack. "Now we have James saved and that matter off our plate, we should concentrate on my brothers' futures." She eyed him appraisingly, assessing, subtly challenging. "Lady Hamilton is holding an al fresco luncheon today. Lady Cowper and Aunt Camleigh, entirely independently, mentioned it as an event I'd be well-advised not to miss." 

Jack raised his brows but said nothing. 

Undeterred, Clarice led him down the steps. "Of course," she confided, "they both want me there for the same reason." She caught Jack's eye. "Moira will be there, and so will the Haverlings and the Combertvilles. After Helen's ball last night, I suspect our aunts want to ensure that Moira comprehends her revised position." 

She grimaced and looked down. 

Jack studied her face, what he could see of it. "It's political, isn't it? The way the ladies jostle for position and influence, band together in this faction and that?" 

She glanced at him, then wrinkled her nose. "It's like politics, but more cutthroat. If you fail within the ton, you rarely get a second chance. Politics is more forgiving." 

Jack swallowed a snort; from what he'd seen, she was right. The ornate gates at the end of the palace drive loomed before them. "Would you like me to escort you to this luncheon?" 

The porter bowed and swung the gate open. Clarice stepped through, waited until Jack joined her, then smiled. "If you can spare the time. I'm really not sure what I might encounter. Having someone I trust by my side would be comforting." 

Jack met her eyes, and bit back the words that he would always have time to be by her side—saw in the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

dark depths an awareness that mirrored his own. Boadicea wasn't in the habit of wanting the comfort of another's presence, let alone requesting it. 

Lips curving, he raised her hand, kissed. "For you, I'd brave any danger, even the ladies of the ton." 

She laughed and accepted his gallant offer. He hailed a hackney; they climbed aboard, and set out on their next adventure. 


*  *  *

 "Moira isn't here." Clarice met Jack's eyes, her puzzlement clear. 
Scanning the gaily dressed horde thronging the riverside lawn of Hamilton House, Jack shrugged. 

"Perhaps she decided after last night that her presence was no longer required, that there was no longer any point. Her daughters are all married, aren't they?" 

"Yes, but that won't wash. She's definitely angling to arrange a good match for Carlton. Wild horses shouldn't have been enough to keep her away from a gathering of this tone." 

Clarice saw her aunt Camleigh through the crowd, caught her eye, and raised her brows pointedly. Her aunt shrugged and lifted her hands in a gesture that plainly stated she had no idea why Moira wasn't there either. Clarice grimaced and turned to view the crowd. "I suppose the truth is I just don't trust her. 

Know thine enemy and all that." 

When Jack didn't respond, she glanced up, and saw him transfixed. Strangely wooden. She followed his gaze to a haughty matron, two young ladies in tow, sweeping toward them with the unstoppable determination of a galleon under full sail. The lady's gaze was fixed on Jack. 

Sweeping to a halt before them, she smiled delightedly at Jack. "Lord Warnefleet, isn't it?" 

Clarice didn't stop to think, simply acted; she stepped across Jack, forcing the lady, startled, to meet her eyes. Clarice smiled, thinly. "I don't believe we've been introduced." 

The lady blinked, met Clarice's eyes, then swallowed, stepped back, and curtsied. Clarice looked at her charges; they quickly did the same. 

"Lady Quintin, Lady Clarice. Lady Hamilton is my aunt." 

"Ah, yes. I believe she mentioned you." Clarice looked at the young ladies. "And these are your daughters?" 

Lady Quintin was clearly torn—to be first to engage the eminently eligible Lord Warnefleet on behalf of her charges, or instead gain the approbation of a lady as powerfully connected as Clarice Altwood... 

who was standing between her and her target. Her ladyship bowed to the dictates of reason, and smiled. 

"Indeed, my lady. Amelia and Melissa." 

With a facility acquired through countless hours spent in similar pursuits, Clarice chatted with the three, then artfully dismissed them. Behind her, Jack was called on to do no more than bow. Distantly. 

"Thankheavens!" He took Clarice's elbow as the three moved away, and turned her toward the house. 
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"Let's—" He broke off, then swore beneath his breath. "Saints preserve me—there's an army of them!" 

"Saints won't do you much good, not in this arena." Smoothly, Clarice disengaged from his hold and instead wound her arm with his. Briefly, she caught his eye. "Stay close, and I promise to keep you safe." 

The fraught look he cast her made her smile. 

She turned that smile forward, on the mamas and their charges lying in wait. "No sense in trying to avoid this. We'll have to fight our way through." 

They did, steadily moving toward the house, but each yard was gained only at the expense of an exchange with some matron and her daughter or niece, if not both. Initially Clarice wondered at Jack's reticence, at his clear wish to remain as aloof as possible rather than employ his customary effortless charm, but then she looked more definitely at him, into his eyes, and realized it was his temper he distrusted, not his glib tongue. 

For some reason, the matrons pressing their charges on his notice touched some nerve ... perhaps not surprising. They all seemed to imagine that they'd be able to manage him, to manipulate him into behaving as they wished. For a man such as he, with a background such as he, to be treated so—it was a form of contempt—had to be galling. Especially as social strictures forbade him to react as he undoubtedly wished. 

People had tried to manipulate her once; at least she'd been able to say "no." For him, "no" wasn't an option; the ton didn't permit gentlemen to be so ruthless, not in public. 

She, of course, could be as ruthless as she wished, but in deference to Lady Hamilton and the Altwood name, she played by the accepted rules, and repelled the predatory mamas one by one, with a smile, a swift and sure tongue, and an absolute refusal to release Jack's arm. 

One couple—a veritable gorgon and her pretty but strangely nervous charge—remained in her mind. 

Not because of anything they said, but because of the tension that tightened Jack's muscles while they'd faced them. 

It took more than half an hour to gain the terrace, then another fifteen minutes before they could fall back against the cushions in a blessedly silent hackney and heave sighs of relief. 

Clarice glanced sideways at Jack, beade her. "That was ghastly. Was it like that when you were in town before?" 

He let his head fall back against the squabs. "Yes. I told you I'd had enough of it, that that was one of the reasons I left." 

And hadn't intended coming back. Clarice remembered. "The Cowley chit? You'd met her before." 

His expression grew grimmer. "Before, she and her aunt were my absolute last straw." In a few words, he told her how they'd tried to entrap him. Even without him stating it, she could see what a near-run thing it had been. 

"  Dreadful!  And then to so brazenly approach you again?" She narrowed her eyes. "I wish I'd known." 

He chuckled rather tiredly. "Perhaps it's as well you didn't. The ton's focusing on you enough as it is." 
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After a moment, she murmured, "I'm sorry. Helping me has put you back in the matchmakers' sights." 

His lips twisted; he reached for her hand and closed his about it. "No matter. You saved me. And in the main, you and the unmarried young darlings don't move in the same circles." 

Clarice nodded and let the subject die, distracted by yet another revelation, with trying to make sense of yet another unforeseen reaction. 

She'd been perfectly prepared to socially annihilate any lady who had attempted to pressure Jack, to force him to interact with them and their charges. It was indeed fortunate she hadn't known about the Cowleys at the time; heaven only knew what she might have done, how she would have made them pay. Faced with her determination, all the ladies had backed down, more than anything out of confusion; they were unsure what to make of her relationship with Jack. Unlike the more discerning males and the more experienced hostesses, most matrons saw her as unmarriageable, too old. So they'd bide their time and try again to engage Jack, who didn't want to be engaged. 

It was her reaction to their aggression that surprised her, that left her off-balance. He—males of his class, his type— were the protective obsessives; why, then, did she suddenly feel the same? 

What made the feeling even stranger was the edge of possessiveness that had crept into her thoughts, into the way she thought of him. That, too, she'd thought was an emotion peculiar to him, to males like him. But she was too attuned to her own desires, too used to acting on them not to be aware that she wanted him, wanted to secure him, hold him, keep him—possess him, too. 

It was all very unsettling. 

Especially when combined with the prospect of having to choose another road. 

What if the road that opened at her feet didn't include Jack? 


*  *  *

 At Clarice's suggestion, they detoured via the park; from the safe confines of the hackney, they scanned the carriages lined up along the Avenue, but saw no sign of Moira. 
"Something is definitely wrong." Clarice slumped back as Jack gave the order to return to Benedict's. 

Her premonition seemed to be correct. The instant they swept into the foyer of the hotel, the concierge hurried forward with a note. 

"My lady." The concierge bowed deeply before Clarice. "The marquess was insistent this be handed to you the instant you walked in." 

Clarice took the note. "Thankyou, Manning." Using the knife he offered, she broke Alton's seal, then handed back the knife, and dismissed the concierge with a nod. 

Opening the note, she scanned it, then held it for Jack to read. 
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The note was short. 

Dean Samuels is here at Melton House. He came looking for you and Warnefleet—there have been developments in James's case. Come as soon as you read this. 

A. 

Jack glanced at Clarice. 

She was frowning. "  What developments? The case is over, isn't it?" 

"Apparently not." Taking the note, Jack folded it and handed it back to her. "We'd best go and find out." 

The hackney hadn't yet left. The driver was glad to take them up again; adjured to hurry, he whipped his horses up and they swung through the streets to Melton House. 

Alton and the dean were waiting in the library. Both rose as Clarice swept in. "What is it?" she demanded without preamble, waving them back to their seats. 

Swinging her skirts about, she sat in the armchair opposite the dean. Jack fetched a straight-backed chair and set it beside her. 

"It's nothing to do with the case against James per se.  " the dean hurried to assure them. "A mere technicality, a slight holdup, nothing more." 

Clarice sat back, her dark gaze on his face. "What?" 

The dean didn't look happy. "The bishop called Deacon Humphries in and explained your findings, intending, in the light of those, to ask Humphries to withdraw the charges, which would be the neatest way of dealing with the matter, you see." 

Clarice nodded. "And?" 

"Humphries was... well,  confused . It wasn't that he questioned your findings, more that he couldn't see how they could be. He was insistent, very insistent that his charges were justified, that the information his informer would personally provide would prove more than convincing on its own. He'd intended to call the informer as a witness, if such confirmation was needed. He, Humphries, was still keen to present the man's evidence before the bishop. Humphries argued that without hearing that evidence, any move to let the charges fall would be premature. In short, he argued for leave to bring this man before the court." 

Jack leaned forward, forearms on his knees. "We— Whitehall—would be very keen to meet this gentleman. Did Humphries tender his name?" 

"No." The dean seemed increasingly agitated. "I asked, the bishop asked, but Humphries held that he'd given his word not to divulge the courier's name without his permission, because of course, as an ex-courier for the enemy, the man would be incriminating himself... although within the confines of an ecclessiastical court, that's not quite so clear. However." The dean drew in a deep breath. "I was called out of the room. While I was gone, Humphries pressed for, and the bishop granted him, leave to speak with the courier first, before revealing the man's name and calling him as a witness." 
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The dean met Jack's eyes. "Humphries has gone off to meet with the man." 

Jack held the dean's gaze. "That's not at all wise." 

The dean wrung his hands. "I felt so, too. I came as soon as I heard. The bishop's not pleased with Humphries, but he wants this matter settled, buried. We can all see it's a... well, a distraction, if not worse." 

"Indeed." Clarice shifted forward; leaning across, she clasped her hands comfortingly about the dean's fretful ones. "But you've done all you can. We'll have to hope that Humphries returns soon and comes to the same conclusions as we have." 

Under her dark gaze, the dean steadied. He nodded. "You're right. I'd best get back." He stood; the others followed suit. "I'll send word the instant Humphries returns." 

After the dean had left the room, Clarice looked at Jack. 

"Did Dalziel know we were going to speak with the bishop this morning?" 

Jack nodded. "I sent word. It's possible Dalziel has someone watching Humphries. He, Dalziel, would certainly have been expecting to trace this courier via Humphries, but he might not have expected Humphries to go tearing off today." Jack moved to Alton's desk and rfached for paper and pen. 

"I'd better alert Dalziel that Humphries has gone to meet the man." 

Alton watched him scrawl a quick note and seal it, then Alton summoned a footman. Jack gave him the note and directions to Dalziel's office, buried in the depths of Whitehall. 

Once the footman had gone, Alton looked at Jack. "This is truly serious, isn't it? You fear for Humphries' life." 

Jack grimaced. "Whether it's reached that stage I don't know, but in this game, life and death are the usual rewards." 

Clarice stirred. "Do you think Humphries knows that?" 

Jack met her eyes. "No. I think he's an innocent caught unknowingly in a web spun by Dalziel's last traitor.'" 

Clarice nodded. She saw Alton, puzzled, open his mouth to ask more questions; before he could, she asked, "What progress have you and the other two made with your proposals?" 

A question certain to distract Alton. He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece, then rose to tug the bellpull. "Let's have some tea and cakes, and the others can tell you themselves." 

Edwards came in; Alton ordered tea and sent for Roger and Nigel, who wonder of wonders were both in the house. Clarice noted a certain spring in Edwards's step, detected an unusual ease in Alton, too, but she decided to let them answer the questions she'd already posed first. 

Roger came striding in, and she didn't need words to know how his romance was faring; his eyes were alight, his stride carefree, his whole manner a testament to joyous expectation. He caught her hands, hauled her up, and waltzed her around the desk. 
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"Alice agreed. Her parents agreed. Everything is wonder-fuir Halting once more before her chair, he planted smacking kisses on both her cheeks, then released her and heaved a contented sigh. "All is well!" 

Clarice opened her eyes wide at him. "I'm delighted to hear that. However—" 

"As for me—" Nigel appeared, caught her about her waist and swung her up and around, laughing when she swore and thumped his shoulder. He set her back on her feet, still grinning like a fool. "Emily thinks I'm a god. Her parents are a trifle more serious about it, but I know they think I'm remarkable, too." His eyes danced; he squeezed Clarice's hands and released her, letting her sink back into her chair. "So everything's set for the big announcement." 

"Tea, my lords, my lady." Edwards, still beaming, swept in with the tea tray. 

Clarice swallowed her pithy question: what about Moira? and waited while Edwards set out the teapot and cups, and a plate of cakes that her brothers and Jack fell upon like starving wolves. The instant the door closed behind Edwards she looked at Alton. "What about you and Sarah?" 

Alton was struggling to keep a boyish grin from his face. "I haven't had a chance to speak with her today—she was out at some luncheon—but of course I've asked, and she's agreed. And"—he paused to draw a portentous breath—"I had an interview with Conniston at noon. He's accepted my offer—Claire had paved the way quite nicely, I must say— and so everything's now set." 

He looked at Clarice; she was aware her other brothers were also looking expectantly her way. "It's really quite lucky the matter with the dean brought you here. We were wanting to ask you how soon we could hold a ball to make our formal announcements. Two days? Three? I know it'll be a rush, but we'll all help, and so will—" 

"Wait!" Clarice set down her teacup, then looked at each of their faces. Not one showed any hint of a cloud on their horizon. She had to wonder... "What's happened to Moira?" She looked from one grinning face to the other. "Where is Moira?" 

Alton smiled beatifically. "At the moment, she's on her way to Hamleigh House." 

 "What?"  Clarice was stupefied. 

A state her brothers seemed to relish. Nigel chortled. "It was really something, you know. Vesuvius erupting at the breakfast table, fireworks exploding—pity you missed it." 

Roger grinned, unrepentant but understanding. "Alton's banished her." 

Clarice couldn't speak. Couldn't find words, couldn't get her tongue around them. She stared at Alton. 

He grinned back, so transparently pleased with himself she didn't like to ask, but she had to know. 

"Why? And how?" 

She wasn't entirely surprised when they all sobered. They exchanged glances; she held up a hand. 

"Just tell me. No roundaboutation, if you please." 

Alton grimaced. "She waltzed into the breakfast parlor this morning in high dudgeon. She wanted—no, she insisted— that I banish you again." 
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"She screamed and moaned and gnashed her teeth," Nigel supplied. 

Alton nodded. "Over the family, about how they were treating her now you were back, and so on." 

"Helen's ball was the last straw, it seemed," Roger put in. 

"That I can understand," Clarice returned. "But surely you didn't banish her for a little ranting." 

Alton frowned. "It wasn't just a little." 

"Well, you can imagine what she said about you," Nigel said. 

"But anyway, that wasn't all. When I refused to banish you, she threatened us, but not just us. She threatened Sarah and the others, but Sarah most of all..." Alton grimaced sheepishly. "I lost my temper." 

"He roared at her." Nigel's expression clearly stated he'd enjoyed every minute. 

Clarice blinked. 

"Didn't know he had it in him," Roger put in. "Not at that volume, anyway." 

Alton glared at his brothers. "Regardless, it couldn't go on, her constantly threatening us, trying to manage everything to benefit her darling Carlton." His voice hardened. "She pushed me too far, and I pushed back. I told her that, given all she'd said about our three wives-to-be, she was no longer welcome at any of the family's major estates. I told her she could go to Hamleigh"—Alton glanced at Jack— "it's a small manor the family own in Lancashire—and I'd pick up the household bills and she could live off her jointure, or she could go and stay with her daughters and their husbands if she chose, but she was not to set foot in any of the family's other houses again, and not to show her face in London again, either." 

Clarice couldn't believe it. "And she agreed?" 

Nigel grinned even more. "That was the best part. I thought she was going to have an apoplexy right there over the breakfast table." 

Alton frowned him down. "Of course she didn't agree. She ranted and raved and threatened some more, until I informed her that we understood she wanted Carlton to marry well, but that that was hardly likely to occur if we let it be known that he wasn't Papa's get." 



Chapter 19

Clarice knew her mouth was falling open, but she couldn't seem to stop it. She gaped at Alton, finally managed to find breath enough to say, "You knew?" 

Alton frowned. "No. That is, I only learned of it last evening when I dropped by Gribbley and Sons to Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

check the figures for the settlements. Old Gribbley had heard of my plans—he called me into his office to congratulate me and reminisce about how Papa would have seen the match. While doing that, he let fall Papa's views on Carlton's parentage." 

"Papa knew?" Clarice stared even more. 

"Apparently. I gathered it was more than suspicion, but according to Gribbley, with Carlton fourth in line, Papa didn't care to make a point of it—which sounds like Papa." Alton shrugged. "I daresay, if he hadn't died so suddenly, he would have mentioned it to me. As it was, I didn't know, but Gribbley thought I did." 

Clarice blinked. "But Moira knew you didn't. After Papa died, she felt perfectly safe in forcing you to dance to her tune." 

"Indeed." 

"But you knew." Head tilted, Roger was studying her. "How?" 

Clarice grimaced. "I was seven at the time, and Moira and I were already at loggerheads. Meeting your lover in your own house with an antagonistic young stepdaughter about was hardly wise." 

"But you never let her know you knew," Nigel said. 

"No, but if she'd kept on as she was, I would have." Clarice looked at Alton. "I intended to confront her with exactly that if she didn't give way over your marriages." She smiled. "But now I don't have to, for you've taken care of it yourself." 

Alton's lips twisted wryly. "Just as well I did. Conniston asked about Moira, so I told him what I'd done. 

Later, after he'd given his blessing, he told me he wouldn't have if Moira had still been about. He thinks she's a viper. He congratulated me for, in his words, 'coming of age.'" 

Clarice studied him for a moment, then let her smile deepen. "In some ways that's true, and I have to say it's something of a relief." 

All three of her brothers made rude sounds, but she merely smiled at them all. 

"Now," Alton said, leaning forward, "what about our engagement ball?" 


*  *  *

 They spent the rest of the afternoon sorting out the arrangements. Jack watched Clarice rise to the occasion, even though she still seemed a trifle dazed. 
James was safe, exonerated, his name unimpugned. True, Humphries had yet to withdraw the charges, but as the dean had said, that was only a minor holdup; all would soon be well. 

As for Humphries, Jack entertained the gravest concerns, although he said nothing to dampen Clarice's mood. While she was rattling off instructions regarding the guest list and the invitations, the footman sent to Whitehall returned with a reply from Dalziel; Jack stepped into the front hall to read it. 
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Dalziel had indeed dispatched a minion to watch and follow Humphries; on reaching the palace and realizing how many exits from the grounds there were, said minion had sent for reinforcements. 

Unfortunately, before they could arrive and throw a proper net around the palace, Humphries left by a rear gate and disappeared. 

For Humphries, the future did not bode well. Dalziel wrote that he would keep Jack informed and requested that Jack reciprocate. 

Tucking the note into his pocket, Jack turned to go back into the library, only to find Alton had followed him out and was regarding him evenly. 

Jack raised his brows. 

Alton studied his face, then nodded toward the note. "That man in Whitehall—was he the one you worked for during the war?" 

Jack hesitated; the impulse to veil his past was ingrained, still real. 

Alton colored. "I—we—checked. You were a major in the Guards, but no one in your regiment remembers you at all. Yet you're hardly the forgettable type." 

Jack smiled, entirely sincerely. "Actually, you'll find that I'm totally forgettable when I wish to be." 

He walked closer, halting before Alton so no one else could overhear. "That was my particular talent, always being able to merge in, to appear as if I belonged." He met Alton's eyes steadily. "And yes, the gentleman in Whitehall was my superior for over a decade." 

Alton nodded, then smiled. "We just wanted to know." 

Jack returned his smile easily. "Entirely understandable." 

"Alton? Where the devil are you?" 

They turned as Clarice appeared at the library door. She frowned at Alton. "Don't think to escape." 

Alton looked innocent. "I was just going to send for Sarah." 

Clarice nodded. "Do. And while you're at it, send for Alice and Emily, too, and Aunt Camleigh and you'd better ask Aunt Bentwood, as well. We'll need everyone to do their part if we're to arrange a major ball in five days." 

"It could just be an ordinary ball," Alton said. "We wouldn't mind." 

Clarice bent a look of withering scorn upon him. "Don't be an ass! You're the Marquess of Melton—

your engagement ball, by definition,  cannot be anything other than major! Now come on." She turned back into the room. "You and the others can make a start on the invitations." 

Alton followed her in. Jack followed more slowly in his wake. He paused just inside the threshold and watched Clarice bustle about, setting her brothers to the task of penning invitations. 
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fashionable world. All she'd come to London to do, they'd achieved. She'd decreed the ball would be held as soon as possible; he'd interpreted that as a wish to have everything done and finished with. 

After that... 

Watching her, he couldn't deny the unsettling uncertainty that had taken root in his mind. Would she return to Avening and quiet country life, or had tonnish society and her family not just reclaimed but recaptured her? 

She saw him and frowned. "Come along. You aren't going to escape either." 

He smiled, easily, charmingly, and ambled over to do her bidding. 

They spent the next two hours immersed in engineered chaos. Only Clarice seemed to know what came next. Her sisters-in-law-to-be arrived and joined the discussions, after which Clarice sent them home armed with lists of questions for their parents. Her aunts stopped by and gave their regal blessing, promising to send a list of the more influential members of the ton to be included among the guests. 

Throughout, Clarice kept him and her brothers busy inscribing invitations in their best copperplate. 

Finally, she glanced at the clock, and called a halt. "We need to dress for dinner." 

Alton stretched and groaned. "I'm going to collapse at my club." 

Clarice narrowed her eyes at him. "No, you are not. You're going to join Sarah and squire her about." 

She raked her other two brothers. "And you are going to do the same with Alice and Emily. As of now, you are affianced gentlemen, and you need to act the part. If you want your engagement ball to be a success, you'll start sowing the right seeds tonight." 

Nigel snorted. "Three Altwoods announce their engagements all on the same night, with their recently returned-from-banishment sister as hostess. The ball won't be a success, it'll be a riot. Everyone in London will want to attend." He caught Clarice's glare and held up his hands. "All right, all right, we'll do as you say, but there's no chance of this ball being anything other than a horrible crush." 

"Actually"—Alton leaned forward and fixed his dark gaze on Clarice's face—"speaking of hostesses, you will return here now, won't you, Clary? Moira's gone, and Sarah certainly won't mind—she sees you as an older sister already. She'd welcome your help, and indeed, no one is better suited to dealing with this sort of thing." He waved at the clutter of invitations surrounding them. "There's no reason you need to return to Avening, not now. James doesn't need you, but we do. You will stay, won't you?" 

Jack's heart seized. 

Before Clarice could utter a word, Roger and Nigel leapt in to add their entreaties. This time, the three were more persuasive; they'd had time to plan and polish their arguments. They painted a picture of Clarice's life as it should have been, as it could now be if she wished, the life she was born to, one of privilege, wealth, and position. 

Jack managed not to react, not to stiffen, not to draw anyone's attention as he sat back and listened. 

Calling on the skills of his past, he let himself fade into the background until the other four had forgotten he was there. 
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He watched Clarice. She hadn't yet suceeded in saying a word; she seemed resigned to letting her brothers put forward every last argument they could muster, pulling every string they could think of to convince her to return to the family fold. 

Keeping silent and still was an effort, a battle. He felt like his heart was in his throat, but still he waited. It was her decision, and only hers.  Finally, when Nigel had at last run out of words and an expectant silence fell, Clarice smiled at them. "Thankyou, but no." 

Jack breathed out. He felt faintly giddy. 

Clarice held up a hand to cut off her brothers' protests. "No. Don't argue. You've argued quite enough, and I must return to the hotel and get ready for the evening." 

Calm and serene, she rose and turned to Jack. 

Rising, too, he met her eyes, but could read nothing beyond fond exasperation with her brothers in the dark depths. She kissed them as they farewelled her. "I'll see you all tonight." 

Cloaking his feelings in his customary geniality, Jack bade the brothers good-bye, led her into the hall and out to Alton's town carriage, waiting to carry them to Benedict's. Settling onto the seat beside her, head back as the carriage lurched, then rumbled on its way, he told himself she'd said "no." 

Unfortunately, it hadn't been a very convincing "no." It hadn't convinced her brothers; he'd seen the glances they'd exchanged. It hadn't convinced him either. 

Things had changed dramatically, unexpectedly. She'd been welcomed back into the ton, her stepmother had been defeated and banished, her brothers were all to marry soon. And they'd succeeded in exonerating James. 

When she'd had time to consider, to think of how much had altered, would she still wish to return to Avening, a quiet country backwater, or would she choose to remain in town and live the life she always should have had? 


*  *  *

 He wasn't going to give her up. Not easily; not without a fight. Arm braced against the mantelpiece, boot propped on the fender, Jack stared into the fire in the sitting room of Clarice's suite. She was still dressing for the evening; he had a little time. 
Her brothers' renewed push to have her rejoin the family had been an unwelcome shock. He was grimly aware of how significant a threat their suggestion posed to his vision of the future, the vision he'd been nurturing for^the past weeks, that of him living quietly at Avening with Clarice by his side. 

At no stage had he imagined winning her would be easy. Unlike with other females, he couldn't ride up and slay her dragons for her and claim her hand as his reward. With her, he could only clear the way, at most empower her so she could slay said dragons herself. She was that sort of woman. He could stand by her side, his hand over hers on her sword and help her, but as with vanquishing Moira, it was she who had to perform the crucial act. 

Being self-determining was a part of who she was; he couldn't in any way take that from her. Not if he wanted her, and he did. 
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Through their time in the ton, his admiration for her had only grown. He'd seen more of her strengths, and while those dominated everyone's view of her, he'd glimpsed vulnerabilities, too. And noted them. Not to exploit, but to support, to protect. 

In his heart, he was convinced she needed him every bit as much as he needed her. But how to bring that to her attention? 

The only answer he'd been able to conjure was to unstint-ingly give her the support she needed, which wasn't always what one might suppose. She didn't need or want to be protected in the same way other women did, but assisted. Treated as an equal, not set in a gilded cage. 

But he'd been doing precisely that for weeks, and while she definitely appreciated his help, he suspected she viewed it more or less as her due, which, indeed, it was. How, then, was he to shake her, to open her eyes so she saw him as him, and not just as a male who had the sense to. deal with her correctly? 

Deverell's advice returned to him. Surprise. He'd thought the idea worthy of consideration at the time; now, it held promise. 

If he wanted to woo her, then it had to be suitably, which meant unconventionally. Others had tried conventional approaches in the past; it was no real wonder they hadn't succeeded. 

Not jewels; too easy, too predictable, and she already had a horde. Something more meaningful. 

"Right then." 

He turned to see the object of his thoughts gliding toward him encased in a seductive confection of shimmering cerise gossamers and matching silks. 

She caught his eye, and twirled. "Do you approve?" 

He met her gaze, and smiled, with perfectly sincere intent. "You look... superb." Taking her cloak from the maid who'd followed her from the bedroom, he draped it over her shoulders. As he did, he murmured, voice low, just for her, "Quite delectable, in fact." 

From close quarters, her eyes, a trifle wide, touched his, briefly scanned, then her lips lifted, and she looked ahead. "We'd better go." 

Before he shocked the maid. He smiled, inclined his head, and followed her from the room. 


*  *  *

 Jack came down to a late breakfast at the Bastion Club, still smiling at the fond memories he now possessed of a warrior-queen writhing in naked ecstasy upon a bed of shimmering cerise silk. 
The color of the silk against her skin, ruby against the ivory white, just like rose petals, had given him an idea of one gift he could give her that she wouldn't expect, but, he suspected, would appreciate. 

He mentioned his requirements to Gasthorpe, who undertook to send a footman to scour the city and Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

surrounds for what he needed. 

He'd just finished a plate of ham and saugages and was savoring Gasthorpe's excellent coffee, when a sharp knock on the club's front door was followed by an inquiry in a clear voice he knew well, in a tone that brought his protective instincts surging to life. Rising, he walked out without waiting for Gasthorpe to summon him. 

Clarice met his eyes, signaled toward the dean, standing beside her. "There you are. I fear we bring bad news." 

Jack took one look at the dean's ashen face, and ushered them both into the parlor. "Perhaps a little brandy, Gasthorpe." 

"Indeed, my lord. At once." 

Jack saw the dean into one armchair. Clarice watched, then sank into the other. Although shocked, she was by no means overcome. 

"What's happened?" Jack looked at the dean; the man suddenly seemed his age, much frailer than before. 

"Humphries." The dean met Jack's eyes. "He hasn't returned." 

Gasthorpe arrived with a tray loaded with brandy, tea and coffee. Jack gave the dean a stiff tot of brandy, then helped himself to coffee while Clarice poured herself a cup of tea. 

The dean sipped, coughed, sipped again, then cleared his throat. "I wanted to send word last night, when Humphries didn't appear at dinner, but the bishop... I think he was hoping against hope. He's in a terrible state. We've asked all the porters, but they haven't seen Humphries since he left the palace yesterday afternoon, soon after he spoke with the bishop." 

Jack glanced at Clarice, met her dark eyes. "We can hope, but I fear we should expect the worst." 

He looked at the dean, who nodded, defeated. "I'll send word to my colleagues, and get a search under way." He hesitated, then asked, "Has the bishop notified Whitehall?" 

The dean frowned. "I don't know... I don't think so." 

"I'll send word there, too." 

After a few minutes, when some color had returned to the dean's parchmentlike cheeks, Jack suggested he return to the palace. "Tell the bishop we'll do all we can, but if something serious has befallen Humphries, it's possible we'll never know. And if by chance Humphries does return, do let me know immediately." 

"Yes, of course." The dean stood. 

Clarice got to her feet. "I'll take the Dean back to the palace in my carriage." She met Jack's gaze. 

"I've canceled all my appointments today. I'll be spending the entire day at Melton House, organizing." 

Jack nodded. "I'll send word there, and to the palace, if we have any news. That said, I'm not expecting to learn anything soon." 
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He saw the dean and Clarice back to Alton's town carriage, then strode swiftly back to the house. 

"Gasthorpe?" 

"Yes, my lord—I have the footmen waiting." 


*  *  *

 He sent word to Dalziel, Christian, and Tristan, and roused Deverell from his bed upstairs. All of them went to work, activating a network of eyes and ears, concentrating on the areas south and east of the palace, and all along the Thames, searching for any sighting of Humphries, alone or with someone else. 
The Bastion Club became their base; Dalziel sent word he'd have his men report there, too. 

After lunch, Jack changed into merchant garb and went down to the river. Finding a team of bargemen with no work, he sent them to search the marshes at Deptford as far east as Greenwich Reach, the traditional place for bodies put into the river close to the city to wash up. That done, he returned to the club to receive any reports and coordinate their efforts. 

The day wore on, and they heard nothing. Although he hadn't expected anything else, Jack wondered if they'd ever learn what had happened to Humphries. 

As the hours ticked by, he was glad Clarice was occupied, safely ensconced in the bosom of her family, surrounded by others and with too much to do to think too much about the missing deacon. To wonder if there'd been anything they could have done differently that might have deflected the sadly driven man from his determined course. 

Jack knew there wasn't. That when people like Humphries were caught in a web of intrigue and treason, I they were too weak to break free. In this case, the spider— the last traitor—would devour Humphries, even if, as Jack suspected, it wouldn't be he himself who did the deed. 

When afternoon edged toward evening, and there was still no word, Jack left the reins in Gasthorpe's capable hands and headed for Benedict's. Finding Clarice absent, he went on to Melton House. 

She was still there. He walked into the drawing room and saw her seated on a chaise surrounded by her sisters-in-law-to-be, her aunts, and a small army of female helpers. She looked like nothing so much as a general directing her troops. 

Distracted, she looked up; across the room, she met his eyes. Swiftly read his expression. She didn't need to ask whether they'd heard anything. 

She glanced at the clock, blinked, then turned to her helpers. "Great heavens! We've forgotten the time!" 

The observation triggered a torrent of exclamations, of orders for carriages to be brought around. The female gathering broke up. Jack surmised Clarice's brothers had taken refuge in their clubs. 

The departing ladies smiled shyly up at him as they trooped past him into the front hall. Clarice brought up the rear. Reaching him, she lifted a hand and lightly touched his cheek, then let her hand fall to grip his arm before moving past him. 
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Comforted by that fleeting touch, by the understanding and empathy it conveyed, he followed her into the hall. He nodded to her aunts as they kissed Clarice's cheek and turned to leave. 

"We'll see you later," Lady Bentwood told Clarice. 

Jack wanted nothing more than a peaceful evening alone with Boadicea. 

When the door closed behind the last of the ladies, she walked back to him. With a sigh, she halted before him. 

He looked into her dark eyes. "Do we have to go out tonight?" 

She studied his eyes, then grimaced. "I'm afraid so. It's Lady Holland's bal masque!  " 

Lady Holland was one of the ton's foremost hostesses. 

Taking his hand, Clarice led him into the drawing room. Inside, she turned into his arms; behind him, he pushed the door closed. 

"We have to go. It's an annual event, one of those must-attend events of the Season, at least among the haut ton." 

He pulled a face. "And it's a masked ball?" 

She leaned into him, smiled as he settled his arms about her. Raising her hands, she framed his face. 

"We have to go, but we don't have to stay long." 

He searched her eyes. "Where am I going to get a domino?" 

"I've asked Manning, the concierge, to organize one. He's terribly efficient, and for some unfathomable reason, he's decided he approves of you." 

Jack humphed. "Very well. If we must, we must." That she'd spoken of "we" throughout mollifed him somewhat. 

She stretched up and kissed him. Gently, lightly, a promise of things to come. 

He accepted the caress, but made no move to take it further. 

Ending it, she drew back, lifting one brow in patent surprise. 

With his head, he indicated the door. "It has a lock, but no key." 

Her expression lightened. She laughed and stepped out of his arms. "In that case, it's clearly time to leave. Let's go back to Benedict's. We can dine there." 

They did, then she dressed for the evening, and they took the carriage to the Bastion Club. Jack donned his evening clothes while Gasthorpe relayed the results of the day's search, an uninspiring negative all around. 
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Jack grimaced and dismissed Gasthorpe with a nod. Swirling the black domino Manning had had waiting for him around his shoulders, he tied the ties across his chest, made a horrendous face in the mirror, then picked up the black mask that completed the prescribed outfit, and went down to fetch Clarice from the parlor. 

During the drive to Holland House, he told her of their lack of success. 

Returning the clasp of his fingers, she leaned lightly against his shoulder. "You've done all you can." 

Their carriage joined the line of conveyances waiting to deposit their occupants before the arched entrance to the gardens of Holland House. Eventually, the carriage rocked to a complete halt; putting on their masks, they descended, then followed the graveled path beneath a stand of old trees to the conservatory where the Hollands stood waiting to receive their guests. Her ladyship's famed bal masque was always held in the gardens rather than in Holland House itself. 

The terrace onto which the conservatory opened was long, and lit by numerous lamps; when, after being warmly welcomed by Lady Holland and her much quieter spouse, Jack and Clarice emerged onto its flags, the wide expanse running the length of the house was already crammed with the cream of the ton, a strange sight in their crowlike dominos, with the bright colors of gowns flashing here and there, like jewels hidden beneath, while the genuine jewels garlanding ladies' throats and winking from gentlemen's cravats glowed with liquid fire. 

The impression of a gathering of fantastical birds was heightened by the masks, some with long feathers adorning their upper edges, others with jeweled or gilt nosepieces very like beaks. 

At this stage of the night, masks were compulsory, as were the black dominos. In a well-lit ballroom, it would be relatively easy to penetrate such an incomplete disguise, but in the Holland House gardens, neither the flickering terrace lamps, the moon that shed a gentle radiance, nor the small lanterns scattered about the gardens cast enough illumination to do anything other than veil every figure in mystery. 

As more guests arrived, those already present spilled down the terrace steps and spread out along the lower walks and lawns; like a wave, they rippled expectantly across the paved court, an improvised dance floor. Descending the steps at Clarice's side, Jack admitted, "It really is a magical sight" 

Hidden in a leafy grotto, the musicians set bows to strings, and the first haunting strains of a waltz floated out above the gleaming heads. Clarice turned into his arms and he gathered her in, then set them revolving. 

She smiled. "It's a magical night." 

At such a ball, until the unmasking at midnight, it was possible to dance with one partner exclusively without causing a scandal; with everyone masked and cloaked, how could any of the beady eyes watching possibly be sure, sure enough to risk comment? So they waltzed, and talked quietly as they moved through the crowd. Some guests, mainly the younger crew, grasped the opportunity of anonymity to indulge in rather more risque behavior than they would normally dare, yet the gathering was generally benign, a pleasant way to spend a spring evening. 

Later, once dominos were put back and masks removed, the glitter and glamour of a ton ball would take hold, but until then, a sense of subtle mystery held sway. 

"That's Alton." Clarice leaned close to Jack, indicating a couple standing nearby, totally oblivious to all Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

about them. "At least he's behaving. I haven't sighted the other two, yet." 

"They're here." Jack steered her away from Alton and Sarah. 

Clarice blinked up at him. "Have you seen them? How did you recognize them?" 

He grinned. "They saw you. I recognized their reaction." 

She studied his eyes, confirmed he wasn't joking, then humphed and looked away. Being taller than the average, she was relatively easy to recognize; spotting her through the crowd, Roger and Nigel had both headed in the opposite direction. Jack smiled, and turned her toward the dance floor; the musicians were getting ready to start playing again. 

They were at the edge of the floor, waiting to step into the dance, when a younger couple, laughing, presented themselves before them. 

The lady playfully wagged her finger at them. "Her ladyship says you've been dancing together far too much. You must mingle." 

"Indeed." Her companion, tall and darkly handsome, grinned. "You are commanded to mingle." He bowed flourishingly before Clarice. "My lady?" 

Clarice shot an amused glance at Jack, then gave the gentleman her hand. "If you insist, my lord." 

Jack watched her step into the gentleman's arms, quelled a pang of jealousy and patently irrational concern. He looked down at the pretty blond lady, who all but bobbed before him expectantly. He smiled. "Ma'am, if you would honor me with this dance?" 

She laughed, a light sound that held a measure of triumph, then gave him her hand and let him lead her to the floor. 

There was nothing unusual about the encounter; the same had been happening to other couples about them for the last half hour. Nevertheless, out of habit, Jack kept a distant eye on Clarice as he whirled his partner around the floor. 

Keeping track of Clarice should have been easy, yet when the dance ended and, parting from his companion, who curtsied prettily then bobbed away into the crowd, doubtless searching for her next victim, Jack focused on the lady he'd thought was Clarice, the woman turned and proved to be someone much older. A chill touched his nape. He scanned the shifting crowd, but could see no other tall and regal female. 

The last he'd glimpsed of her, and been sure it was her, she and her partner had been revolving down the other side of the floor. Reminding his prickling instincts that they were in the private gardens of Holland House, enclosed within stone walls, and that the chances of anything untoward occurring were surely slight, he started quartering the crowd. 

He tried not to dwell on the fact that anyone with any connection to the ton would have known that Clarice would be there tonight. Dancing with him in the poor light. 

And that everyone would be masked and cloaked, indistinguishable—that no matter how he prodded his memory, he would never be able to identify either the gentleman who had whisked Clarice away Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

or the lady who had distracted him. 

When he reached the other side of the dance floor, and had still not found Clarice, he was ready to panic. 


*  *  *

 "Unhand me, you oaf!" Clarice struggled frantically, trying to break free of the rough hands that had grabbed her and hauled her back through shrubs and bushes into a dark clearing. 
Her partner—the bounder!—had whirled her to an unexpected halt at the far edge of the dancing area, indeed, just a little beyond, where the paved court was bounded by thick shrubbery. 

He'd released her, bowed, smiled unpleasantly, and rather ominously advised her, "Enjoy the rest of your evening, Lady Clarice." 

She'd blinked, and he was gone, a swirl of black domino merging into the crowd. Frowning, she'd stepped forward to follow him, away from that distant nook where no one else stood, when two pairs of hands had reached out of the bushes at her back and grabbed her. 

"Jus' be still, woman! 'Ere, Fred, where's that gag?" 

Hauling in a breath, Clarice tried to wrestle free, but the man behind her, a huge brute, simply tightened his arms around her until she thought she might faint. Abruptly realizing how real was her danger, she sucked in a tight breath and opened her mouth to scream—

Her mask went flying. A huge paw slapped over her lips. 

"Now, now—you don't want to do that, missy. No need to let anyone know we're 'ere." 

He lifted her off her feet and started to shuffle forward, away from the noisy crowd. 

Clarice closed her eyes, tried not to breathe—he reeked enough to make her feel faint just from the smell—and bit down on his palm. 

Hard. 

She nearly gagged, but it worked. He howled, wrenched his palm away and desperately shook his hand. 

She didn't wait but hauled in a breath and screamed for help. 

The other man, a shadowy figure, slapped her. Almost casually, but the blow made her head sing. 

"Stop that!" 

The man still holding her was cursing. The other came to stand before her, piggy eyes peering into her face from beneath the brim of a dirty cap. "No point screeching, anyhows. The nobs're making such a racket no one'll hear you." 

She dragged in another breath to scream again; the instant she opened her mouth, quick as a flash the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

second man stuffed a crumpled kerchief into it. 

Clarice gagged, wheezed, and tried to spit out the material, frantically trying to clear her mouth. 

Her sudden burst of struggling caused the man holding her to yelp; he grabbed her shoulder, fighting to hold her upright. 

Just as Jack crashed through the wall of bushes. 

Clarice redoubled her efforts. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jack grab the second man and fell him with one blow. 

Then he turned to face the man holding her, who took one look at him and instantly started to use her as a shield. 

Jack went one way, the man went the other, keeping her between them. For a fraught minute, they performed an awkward dance. 

The man Jack had felled groaned; he hauled himself onto his hands and knees, moaning. 

"Come on, Fred! We got to get outta 'ere!" 

Gathering himself, the man behind her lifted her and literally threw her at Jack. 

Jack caught her, pulled her protectively to him, staggered back under her weight but steadied. 

His arms wrapped protectively around her, she felt his muscles tense with the impulse to give chase as her assailants stumbled away, quickly disappearing into the blackness that was the rest of the gardens. 

Unabashedly clinging to him, she knew the instant they were alone, safe; the battle-ready tension holding him faded, enough for him to move, to gently brush her cheek, cradle her face and tip it up to his. 

"Are you all right?" 

Not entirely sure she could trust her voice, she nodded, met his eyes, fell into them. 

Watched his gaze devour her face, trace her features, saw in the moonlight the hard edges and planes of his face shift. Saw, very clearly, the Norman lord he truly was, the battle-hardened warrior stripped, for one instant, bare. 

What she saw in that instant, in his face, made her heart turn over. 

His eyes met hers, seemed to see into her, seemed to sense that she did indeed, could indeed see him. 

Then something— raw possessiveness, blatant desire—swept through his eyes. His arms tightened about her. He bent his head and kissed her. 

As if he owned her. Completely. Utterly. 

She was swept away on the tide; she didn't even try to fight it. Clung, instead; wrapped her arms about his neck and kissed him back with every iota of passion in her highly passionate soul. 
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Time stood still. 

For long moments, they communed, explicit and intimate on their private plane in the dark of the night. 

At last, he lifted his head, looked down into her eyes. She was plastered against him, molded to him; she saw no need to move. 

Something caught his attention. He looked at her shoulder, at where her domino had been pushed aside; he frowned. "Your gown's ripped." 

Freeing one hand, still holding her safe against him, he lifted the torn silk of her bodice, smoothing the fragile material up over her breast to the shoulder seam from which it had parted. 

That was when they heard the first titter. 

They both swung to look, Jack still holding her protectively within the circle of his arms. 

A bevy of guests, old and young, stood crowded around a gap in the bushes a little farther along. 

Two of the males were holding lanterns aloft. 

"Ah ..." one said. "We, ah, thought we heard a scream, and ... ah, came to look." 

Unsurprisingly, that was greeted with a positive wave of titters. Some of the older guests were whispering behind their hands. 

Clarice closed her eyes against the sight and stifled a groan. It wasn't hard to imagine what they thought they'd seen. 

Jack looked faintly disheveled, protective and defensive. Her skirts were badly crushed, her domino all askew, her bodice torn, and she had indeed screamed. No doubt they'd arrived just in time to see that unrestrainedly passionate kiss, and now thought they understood what had happened. 

Jack glanced at her; he didn't know what to say. Neither did she. 

Before they could make any attempt to set the matter straight, Alton pushed through the crowd. He strode directly to them. "What the devil's going on?" 

"Two men attacked Clarice," Jack said, his tone low. 

"What?" Alton stared at her; to Jack's relief, he seemed to see her pallor. "My God! Are you all right?" 

"Yes. Jack found me in time. But—" 

"Which way did they go?" Alton raked the darkness beyond them. 

Jack pointed. "But they'll be away by now. I couldn't leave Clarice to follow them." 

"Of course not!" 

"Alton—" 
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"My heavens! What is going on?" Lady Camleigh came bustling up, giving the crowd, who were starting to edge away, a severe look. She glanced at Jack and Clarice. Her eyes opened wide. "What... ?" 

Alton explained before Jack could. 

Within a minute, Lady Cowper, Lady Davenport, and ultimately Lady Holland herself had joined them, along with Roger and Nigel and their fiancees, and Sarah, too. 

Jack could feel the effort it was costing Clarice, still within his arm, to remain upright, head high, her spine poker-straight. Everyone was exclaiming, asking how it had happened, whether she was all right—

"Quiet, please!" Clarice didn't shout, but her tone effectively cut through the chatter. 

Everyone fell silent. Everyone looked at her. 

She made no attempt to step away from Jack's side, but, clasping her hands at her waist, she lifted her chin and quietly stated, "There's something you all need to know." 

Jack could feel her quivering with shock and agitation, but nothing showed in her cool demeanor or her steady gaze. 

"Before you appeared, a crowd had gathered—they came, rather late, in response to my scream. But after Jack had rescued me and the men who attacked me had vanished, I kissed him, and he kissed me. 

Then he helped me straighten my torn gown." With one hand, she waved at her shoulder, where the bodice gaped from the seam. "That, unfortunately, is what the interested saw." She paused, and looked around the circle of their supporters. "I think you can imagine what they think they saw." 

"Damn!" It was Nigel who uttered their thoughts aloud. 

Regally, Clarice inclined her head. "Precisely. However ... I'm afraid I really do not feel up to circulating among the guests for the next hour and more to quash the inevitable rumors." 

Concern in his face, Alton stepped toward her. "You aren't all right." 

Clarice raised a restraining hand. "I'm just feeling a trifle shaky, that's all. Jack will take me back to Benedict's. I'll be fully recovered by tomorrow. But"—she drew in a tight breath, looked around the circle once again—"I wanted you all to realize ... what will come." 

Somewhat to Jack's surprise, the ladies, both young and old, gathered closer, assuring Clarice that she could leave it to them, that they'd ensure no ill-informed nonsense was credited. Everyone accompanied them back to the house in a blatant show of solidarity. 

The one who surprised Jack most was Lady Holland, their venerable hostess. She had the reputation of being an excellent friend, and a god-awful enemy; until she stood beside them while the carriage was brought around, Jack hadn't been sure which she would prove to be. 

But then she patted Clarice's hand. "Don't worry, my dear. I think you underestimate your standing, and ours, too, if you think we can't scotch this, or at least nip it in the bud. It's transparent to any who've spoken with you both that the incident happened exactly as you described. In such circumstances, the rest"—with a wave Lady Holland dismissed their too-revealing embrace—"is merely to be expected." 
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Her ladyship turned her slightly protruberant eyes on him, and smiled. "Indeed, a gentleman such as Lord Warnefleet would have greatly disappointed us had he not reacted as he did." 

Outwardly, Jack smiled; inwardly he groaned. The last thing he needed was to be cast as a romantic hero to the entire ton. 

At last they were in the carriage, rolling briskly back to Benedict's. They didn't talk along the way; Clarice held his hand tightly, her head against his shoulder, and stared out into the night. 

He did the same. Reliving that scene, imaging what the crowd had seen. The difficulty with Lady Holland's and the others' assurances was simple; they hadn't seen that too-revealing embrace. That kiss that had cut far too close to his bone, the inevitable reaction to a situation that had shaken him so badly his customary chameleon's mask had been nowhere in sight. 

That moment, that kiss, had been far too raw, their emotions, both his and hers, far too close to the surface for anyone watching to have misunderstood. 

To not have seen that they were lovers. 

They might not have, as the crowd doubtless thought, made love in the gardens of Holland House, but that one fact was now unarguable. 

And it was now public property. 



Chapter 20

Their return to Benedict's was uneventful; Clarice, wrapped in her domino to hide her torn gown, passed more or less unnoticed. 

Once in her suite, she shut the door, tossed her domino over a chair, then went to sit in one of the deep armchairs by the hearth. She slumped, very tired, still shaking inside. A small fire was burning; leaning forward, she held her cold hands out to the blaze. "I think Moira was behind that." 

"Moira?" Jack had halted just inside the door; she could feel his gaze on her. "Not the traitor's henchman?" 

"Not unless the traitor's henchman can get friends of Moira's daughters to help him." She clasped her hands and stared into the flames. "I just remembered where I'd seen that man and woman before. They were walking with Hilda and Mildred in Bond Street a few days ago." 

How Moira would laugh once she realized how her vindictive scheme had played out. That Clarice had been saved from whatever horrors Moira had planned for her, but had instead been caught in an even more flagrantly scandalous situation than the one Moira had tried to create seven years ago. 

Luckily, she was no longer twenty-two, and her father was dead. 
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A few moments later, Jack appeared beside her. "Here." 

She looked up; he was holding out a glass of brandy. She took it; sitting back, she sipped. The fiery liquid slid smoothly down her throat, then spread, warming the icy pit that was her stomach. 

For a moment, Jack stood, sipping and looking down at the fire. Then he shifted and sat in the other armchair. Forearms on his knees, he cradled the brandy balloon between his hands, then he lifted his head, and met her gaze. "We have to talk." 

Her veins ran cold. She took another sip of the brandy. "About what?" 

His gaze remained, unwavering, on her face. "About the situation that now exists." 

She quelled an impulse to ask "What situation?" He wasn't going to let her avoid the subject; that much was clear in his hazel eyes. "What, precisely, do you mean?" 

He hesitated; to her it was clear he was searching for words, for the best avenue to follow. "Despite the fond hopes of our supporters, regardless of what that crowd did or did not actually see, they saw enough. No amount of denial is going to erase the truth they did indeed observe." 

He paused, then drew in a deep breath; she wished she could cut the discussion short, dismiss his words, simply look away, but she couldn't tear her eyes from his, from the face she now knew so well. 

"There are still... accepted practices within the ton. We might think little of them, but they nevertheless are there. If we want to remain an accepted part of that society, the circle into which we both were born, then we have to abide by those rules, by their ways." 

An even more frigid chill washed through her. She held up a hand, palm out, to stop him. 

He reached out, caught that hand, held it. "No—hear me out. You've reclaimed your position within the ton. They were ready to welcome you back, to reinstate you in order to rid themselves of Moira perhaps, but time has dimmed the past, and the ton is now once more your world. With your reclaimed status, there's much you can do to further help your brothers, to establish the foundation for the next generation of your family—a laudable goal, one I understand." His voice took on a harder edge. "But to remain within the ton, you need to hold the position you've regained. You need not just to weather but quash

the scandal that will inevitably flow from that moment in the garden." 

He paused; she still couldn't drag her eyes from his. "I know it isn't what you want, but... if you wish it, you have my offer to marry you. If we agree to marry, there will be no scandal, and you'll be able to accomplish all you desire within the ton." 

She wondered what he saw as he searched her eyes, then his hand tightened, gently, around hers. 

"Your choice." His lips twisted, self-deprecatingly wry. "But you do have to choose. Now. Tonight." 

She blinked, and struggled to pull together wits that seemed to have spun away. 

 I know it's not what you want. 
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He was wrong, so wrong. Marrying him was precisely what she wanted—if nothing else, that much was clear in her mind—but not like this. Never like this. 

This was a nightmare come to life, not just for her, but for him, too. 

"No." It was her turn to squeeze his hand. She was grateful for the contact. Looking into his eyes, she realized how close they'd grown, that it wasn't possible, with him, for her to simply decree. 

It took effort to lower her shields, to look steadily into his eyes and let him see what she felt, and why. 

She swallowed, and found her voice. "Seven years ago, I made a stand. I refused to allow the ton to dictate my life, not when it came to marriage. That was the right decision then ... and it's even more the right decision now. We've both been near victims of others exploiting these selfsame rules to try to control us, to marry us. You know, and I know, how we both felt, still feel about marriage in such circumstances, essentially under duress. To now bow to those same dictates, to do that to ourselves ... 

no. I will not sacrifice you, or me, to their false gods, to their arrogance." 

"But—" 

"No—hear me out." She managed a weak smile. "I told my brothers I didn't want to return to the family fold, not in terms of tonnish life, of being the matriarch of the clan on any permanent basis." Tilting her head, she studied his face, tried to read his eyes. "I don't think they believed me, or rather they imagine they can persuade me otherwise. I'm not sure I convinced you, either." 

Lips twisting wryly, she leaned back in the chair; she still held his hand. "You know I rarely change my mind, and on that subject, I never will. Once my brothers' grand engagement ball is over, I intend, most definitely, to return to the rectory at Avening. The ton won't understand, but they're not required to. It's what I want, where I want to be, and that's all that matters." 

He didn't say anything for several heartbeats, then his fingers shifted over hers. "You're turning your back on what other ladies would kill to have." 

"Perhaps. But unlike them, I know the true value of what I'm refusing, and what I'm embracing in its stead." 

 You. A different sort of life—a more fulfilling life. 

"There are times when I find you very difficult to understand." 

She smiled, but it was a weak effort. "Never mind." He didn't understand that she loved him with all her heart, but then she'd only just realized that herself, and she didn't know how he felt about her, either. 

She had no idea if anything would come of what was now between them; she could only hope. They were both complicated people with complex motives; being certain of what was driving the other would never be easy. Not unless they stated it. 

And as she looked into his now-familiar hazel eyes, for once in her life, she wasn't brave enough to simply say, in so many words, what she felt. 

Sometime, perhaps, but not tonight. 

Tonight, the feelings were too raw, too roiling, the full realization too new. 
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She hadn't expected to fall so deeply in love. 

Gently disengaging, he stood. Taking both empty brandy balloons, he set them on the mantelpiece, then looked down at her. Studied her eyes, her face. "If you're sure ..." 

"I am." She held out her hands. He grasped them and drew her to her feet. 

For a moment, they stood face-to-face, close, then she smiled; retaining possession of one of his hands, she turned, and led him to her bed. 


*  *  *

 In the cool shadows of the night, in the soft billows of her bed, despite their ease, their familiarity, an element of something different prevailed. As if, with her refusal of his forced suit, they'd stepped beyond the bounds of regimented life and were now free, between them openly free, of all constraint. 
So that he could now drive her further, harder, and she could respond, not just with passion but with an abject surrender that went deeper and meant infinitely more. As usual, they passed the reins back and forth; when it came her turn, she lavished pleasure and more, a deeper worship, an appreciation that was physical, emotional, sensual, and still something more, upon him. 

The engagement started simply enough, a touch, a sigh, a kiss. But desire caught them, then spiraled until they burned, not fast and furious but strongly, steadily. Wanting more, needing more, consuming more. 

Surrendering more. 

Giving more. 

The night shadows embraced them; in the sweet dark in his arms she finally found what she had thought she never would, the full measure of what she was truly meant to be. All she could be. 

Her heart soared, and she no longer cared if it would later break. To be this way with him was reward enough. That, and knowing that she loved him. 


*  *  *

 Jack woke in the small hours of the morning. Beyond the walls, the world was wrapped in deepest night, quiet and still; within them, peace, soft shadows and a comforting, comfortable warmth prevailed. 
Beside him, Clarice lay deeply asleep, one small hand spread on his chest, the gentle rhythm of her breathing a cadence some primitive part of his mind faithfully tracked. Lying back in the cocooning softness, luxuriating in a sea of sensual well-being, he took stock. 

She'd refused to marry him. 

Logically, he should feel dejected, cast down. Instead, he felt as if some tricky, unexpected, unprecedented hurdle fate had conspired to throw in their path had been successfully negotiated and overcome. As if they'd somehow triumphed. 
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She'd refused him, but he couldn't fault her reasons. He hadn't wanted to offer for her hand like that, but had felt compelled to. Even now, in the same circumstances, he would do it again; that offer had had to be made. 

And she had had to refuse it. 

Somehow, that—him offering, her refusing—had freed them. Cut through the web of social dictates that had threatened to trap them. But more, the moment had lifted a weight from his heart and dispersed all lingering clouds from his mind. 

The way forward was clear, and his reasons for following the road he'd selected had never been more definite. 

It was time to act. To seize the moment. Every warrior instinct he possessed assured him that was so. 

He glanced at Clarice, let his gaze drift over her fine features, relaxed in sleep, then carefully, without disturbing her, he eased from her side, and the bed. 

Finding his trousers and shirt, he slipped into the sitting room and closed the door. He swiftly dressed, then tugged the bellpull. When the sleepy night footman tapped on the door, he sent him to fetch the box he'd left with the concierge. 


*  *  *

 "Boadicea, Boadicea, open your eyes." 
Clarice woke to the whispered words, and the sensation of fairy kisses pattering like rain on her skin. 

A shower of silken softness, of caresses almost intangible. 

Even before she opened her eyes, she caught the scent, in a flash of evocative memory was transported back to Avening, to the folly, to the nights of passion they'd enjoyed there, free of the world, free of all care. 

Opening her eyes, she saw Jack leaning over her, one hand moving above her as he rained apple blossom over her bare breasts. She turned toward him, onto her back, glanced around. 

Discovered they were lying in a sea of apple blossom. 

She looked up at him, caught his eyes as he shifted back, viewing her. 

His lips curved. "This is how I see you—how I want to see you. My warrior-queen naked on a bed of apple blossom." 

The covers were down by their feet. The pink-and-white petals were everywhere, over her, under her, they clung to her skin, but not so much to his, the light dusting of hair keeping them at bay. But as he touched her, caressed her, sculpted her flesh, and heat rose beneath her skin, the evocative scent wafted from the petals, until, closing her eyes, she could almost believe they were back at Averring. 

She sighed as his hands drifted over her. 
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Then she opened her eyes, parted her lips—he dipped his head and kissed her. Filled her mouth with a long, sure, confident invasion. Shifted farther over her, parted her thighs, and touched her, caressed her, until she simply sighed into the kiss and let go. 

Let him have his way. 

Let him lift her legs and wind them about his hips, then thrust deep into her welcoming softness. Let him fill her intimately, possess her completely. 

For once, she made no move to take the reins, but let him do as he would, show her what he would. 

Without hesitation, she placed herself in his hands and let him take her where he wished. How he wished, as he wished. 

Dawn broke, and poured its soft light down upon them. 

Head back, spine bowed as he rode her, as he drove her ever higher, ever harder toward the beckoning crest of their sensual wave, she clung, sobbed, gasped through their kiss, and gave him all he wished, and took all he offered in return. 

And felt, deep within, hope well and bloom, saw opening before her a landscape new and fresh, filled with possibilities, with promise. 

With love. 

It was a land they could have if they wished, if they would. 

The wave broke; they clung as ecstasy crashed through them, caught them up, spun them into the heavens, shattered them, then re-formed them. 

Welded them anew into something they hadn't been before. She didn't have words to acknowledge it, but she knew it in her heart. 

Knew neither she nor he would ever be the same. 

The wave of sensual joy receded, sighed away and left them, sated and boneless, wrapped in each other's arms in the tumbled jumble of her bed. 

Amid the sea of apple blossom. 

Cocooned in love. 


*  *  *

 She floated, but didn't truly sleep again, too delighted, too energized, too aware. 
How could apple blossoms mean so much? 

How could the simple act of coming together be so meaningful? So earth-shatteringly powerful? 
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She knew the answers. It wasn't the physical, nor the sensual, not even the emotional connections made, but what those arose from, what the item or the act represented, what it acknowledged. 

Shared endeavors, shared aims, shared accomplishments, shared successes, shared joys. All those together, everything that made up shared lives. 

This, she knew, was what she'd been made for, what she'd waited all the long years for. 

His was the life she was on earth to share, and hers was his rightful sphere. 

Lying on her back, her fingers trailing lightly through his hair as he lay slumped across her, his head pillowed on her breasts, she blinked, then squinted down at him. "What did you call me?" 

He didn't open his eyes, but his lips curved against her skin. "Boadicea." After a moment, he added, 

"It's my nickname for you." 

She stared at him, speechless, totally unsure how to respond, how she should or wanted to respond. 

Apparently realizing he'd accomplished a feat few ever had, he opened his eyes and lifted his head the better to view her wordless state. 

What she saw in his eyes, the soft glow that lit the gold and green, only stunned her more, left her even more bereft of words. 

She knew what he was, always had known, had recognized the steel, the hardness, the shields. That he would be this vulnerable, and allow her to see it—that he would call her Boadicea, his warrior-queen—

simply took her breath away. 

He caught her hand, touched his lips to her fingers. 

The touch anchored her, helped her feet find earth. She blinked, managed a weak frown. "Boadicea was painted blue." 

Still smiling, he shook his head. "Not blue for you—pink and white. If you need anything to cover your nakedness"— he looked down and surveyed her breasts—"it can only be apple blossom." 

There was a smug, supremely male expression on his face. 

She couldn't help it—she laughed. 

Saw answering laughter spark in his eyes, and realized that was the right response, that nothing more was needed between them. 

Reaching for him, she drew his face to hers and kissed him. Then he kissed her. 

Eventually, he drew away. "It's already dawn. I have to go." 

She looked into his eyes, mere inches away. "Stay." 

He searched her face, confirmed what she was saying, hesitated, then grimaced. "No, not yet. Not until this is over." 
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She sighed and let him go. His face had set; her warrior-lord was back. Her reputation was his to guard, or so he saw it. 

Lying amid the apple blossoms, feeling them shift sillrily against her skin, she watched him dress and knew she'd never want him to change. "I'll come to the club later in the morning. You'll be meeting with your colleagues, I expect." 

He looked at her, nodded. Then he returned to the bed, kissed her witless, and slipped out of the room while her head was still spinning. 


*  *  *

 She arrived at the club at eleven o'clock and was met with grave faces all around. 
"Some bargemen I'd hired found Humphries' body washed up on the morning tide." Jack glanced at Christian and Deverell, then turned back to Clarice. "We—you and I—should take the news to the bishop." 

Clarice nodded. 

"Meanwhile," Christian said, his tone flat and steely, "we'll check with our sources and get Tristan to do the same. Someone may have seen Humphries along the riverbanks or bridges. We might jog someone's memory now we know where to concentrate." 

Solemn and serious, they parted. Jack handed Clarice into Alton's carriage, and they rattled around to Lambeth. But once admitted to the palace, they had to kick their heels for over an hour, the bishop, dean, and Deacon Olsen were all officiating in the cathedral. 

Finally, the dean returned. Hearing their news, his face fell, but he quickly organized a private audience with the bishop. 

His lordship was appalled. Jack realized that, however much he'd been told that Humphries had been drawn into a dangerous game, the bishop hadn't, until that moment, comprehended the life-and-death nature of that game. 

"I... oh, my heavens!" Pasty-faced, the bishop stared at him. "How... ? Do you know?" 

"It seems he was coshed, most likely knocked unconscious, then tossed into the water. He would have drowned quickly." 

The bishop glanced at Clarice. Although pale, she was holding up better than he. The sight seemed to stiffen his spine. "Yes, well, we will, of course, do all that's necessary. If you could have the body delivered here—" 

A knock fell on the door. The bishop scowled. "What is it?" His tone was querulous; he was deeply shaken. 

Olsen looked in. "I apologize for interrupting, my lord, but a message has arrived for Lord Warnefleet." 
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Jack crossed to meet Olsen. Taking the note, he glanced at the seal, then broke it. Unfolding the note, he glanced at the bishop. "It's from Christian Allardyce—Dearne." 

The bishop blinked. "He's one of you, too?' 

Jack didn't answer. Scanning the note's contents, he returned to where the bishop, Clarice, and the dean waited, Olsen at his heels. "Two evenings ago, Humphries was seen walking along the river bank near Tower Bridge. He was with another man—a large man, soberly dressed, with a pale, very round face." 

He looked up. 

Clarice met his eyes. "The same man—the courier-cum-informer we've been tripping over all along, from Avening to here." 

Jack nodded. 

"But... why kill poor Humphries?" The bishop looked bewildered. 

"Presumably because Humphries knew this man too well and could identify him." Jack sighed. "I suspect we've reached a dead end with our investigations. Unless Humphries has left any information in his room?" 

He looked at Olsen and the dean; both shook their heads. 

"When he didn't return," the dean said, "we searched everywhere hoping to find the name of some meeting place, some address or way of contacting this person, but there was nothing in Humphries' 

papers." 

Jack grimaced. "Standard practice. Nothing ever to be written down." 

A moment passed as they absorbed the fact that not only was Humphries dead, but that his murderer would almost certainly escape justice. 

Clarice stirred. "What about the charges against James?" 

The bishop blinked, refocused, then waved his hand. "Consider them erased." He met Clarice's eyes. 

"I'm exceedingly glad I forbade James to leave Avening. Bad enough I've lost one good man to this ... 

this charade of someone's making. If I'd lost James, too, I would have been extremely unhappy. I will, of course, write to him, but I would be greatly obliged if, when you see him, you would assure him of my continued support and that we look to see him when next he ventures to the capital for his studies." 

"Indeed, my lord." Clarice curtsied. 

Jack bowed. "If you will excuse us, my lord, I believe I should take this information to Whitehall without delay." 

Reiterating his thanks, the bishop dismissed them. 

Olsen and the dean followed them out. Jack assured them Humphries' body would be delivered shortly to the palace. Teddy appeared as they crossed the front hall; he spoke briefly with Clarice, then stood on the steps with Olsen and the dean as Jack handed Clarice up into the carriage. With a salute to the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

three men, Jack joined her. The coachman flicked his whip and the carriage rolled smoothly down the palace drive. 

Whitehall wasn't far away. 

Clarice, of course, had absolutely no intention of waiting in the carriage while Jack consulted with Dalziel. Jack was perfectly sure she wanted another look at his enigmatic superior, and he saw no reason to deny her; it might jog her memory over who Dalziel was. 

He ushered her into the bowels of the building, into the anteroom that gave onto Dalziel's office. He gave his name to the unassuming clerk, to whom it meant nothing. While the clerk went to inquire his master's pleasure, Jack wondered if Dalziel constantly changed clerks; they were never the same. 

The clerk returned almost immediately. "He will see you now, but the lady must remain here." 

Jack knew from the way the clerk very nearly quailed that Clarice had narrowed her eyes at him. Before she could cut the poor man to ribbons, he squeezed her hand. "No point. He's a law unto himself. Wait here, I won't be long." 

He left her muttering about the trumped-up behavior of scions of the nobility, of which she, of course, was one. She couldn't see his smile as he walked down the short corridor to Dalziel's room, the highly relieved clerk trotting before him. The clerk showed him in, then departed, closing the door. 

Dalziel rose from behind his desk; he extended his hand and Jack shook it, a courtesy they wouldn't have exchanged before, but Jack was no longer one of Dalziel's subordinates. Now, they met more or less as equals, as gentlemen tying up the final untidy threads of a decades-long war. 

Dalziel's gaze had raked his face the instant he'd walked into the room. Now, waving him to the chair before the desk, Dalziel slumped heavily back into his. "I take it you bear no good news?" 

Jack grimaced. "Humphries' body washed up this morning in the Deptford marshes." 

Dalziel swore, violently and colorfully. He stared up at the ceiling. "Do we know anything about the man responsible?" 

Jack related what they'd learned. "So it's been the same man at every turn." 

Dalziel's dark eyes met his. "No hint of anyone else?" 

"Not a whisper." Jack studied Dalziel's impossible-to-read face, then baldly asked, "Have you no clue who the real traitor is?" 

Dalziel held his gaze for a long moment, before replying, "Not who, but as to what... that's become rather clearer. This episode unfortunately won't lead us to the man—he's been too clever for that. 

Whoever this foreigner is, he's certainly not the mastermind behind the whole. However, the very nature of the charade has revealed that our traitor knows the ropes of government, the legal system, and society well. He made only one mistake—choosing James Altwood, who knew about you, as his target, and that was something he couldn't have known. If it hadn't been for that slip, we wouldn't have been so sure of Altwood's innocence so early in the piece, early enough to act decisively to avoid any trial." 
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Dalziel shuddered. "I don't want to think of what would have happened if the charges had progressed to a formal trial. The failure of the case would have been spectacular, and would have effectively ended any hope of bringing the real last traitor to justice. Any subsequent talk of traitors would have been completely discounted." He paused, then added, "As a way of ensuring his own safety, this charade was inspired. Whoever he is, he knew to a nicety what he was doing. 

"Of course, he didn't expect to fail." Dalziel's expression subtly altered. He glanced at Jack. "For our troubles, we've learned that the last traitor is in fact real. Until now, he's been little more than a shade, a postulated being. All I had were suspicions, instincts. But now you, Dearne, Deverell, Trentham, and I all know that the last traitor exists. No shade organized all this." 

Jack inclined his head. "True. So although we didn't win this skirmish, we came away with improved intelligence." 

Dalziel smiled. "Aptly put." He paused, clearly reviewing. "One last thing. Did anyone get a good look at this foreigner?" 

"Anthony Sissingbourne—he saw the man's face only briefly, but at closest range. And Lady Clarice Altwood—she saw him from a greater distance, but she saw the man walk, move." Jack hesitated, then added, "Of the two, Clarice would be more likely to recognize the man than Anthony." 

Dalziel nodded. "It might prove worth our time to review the foreigners known to be of similar physical description, those in the embassies, the consulates, various diplomatic posts, that sort of thing. If we turn up any likely candidates, we may need Lady Clarice." 

Blank-faced, Dalziel met Jack's eyes. "If you were still under my command, I'd order you to keep her close, and guard her well." His mobile lips twitched. "However, from all I hear, you'll be doing precisely that, order or no." 

His expression impassive, Jack merely inclined his head. "She says she intends returning to Gloucestershire. Regardless, I'll remain with her." 

"Good." Dalziel rose. 

Jack did the same. He met Dalziel's gaze, let a slight frown show. "I'd much prefer to imagine we won't meet again." 

The faintest of self-deprecatory smiles curved Dalziel's lips. "Unfortunately, our instincts are independently suggesting that's unlikely to be the case." He grimaced. "Which means this is no real parting." He waved Jack to the door. "Take care of her." 

"I will." Hand on the knob, Jack paused, then glanced back. "Incidentally, she hasn't recognized you yet." 

Back in his chair, Dalziel met his gaze, then shrugged. "With luck, by the time she does, it won't matter anymore." 

Picking up a pen, Dalziel gave his attention to a letter. Puzzled, Jack went out; closing the door, he walked back to where Clarice was waiting, pacing before the highly nervous clerk. 
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*  *  *

 In the carriage, he told her all Dalziel had said; she merely humphed and frowned. 
They returned to the Benedict to take stock. On the table in her sitting room, they found a note from Alton, with two tickets for that evening's Royal Gala at Vauxhall. 

"I thought tickets to such events were obtainable more or less only by royal decree." Jack examined the gilt-edged vouchers. 

Clarice humphed. "They are, but Alton can be as charming as some others I know when he wishes." 

She perused the note. "He writes that the bishop has informed him that the charges against James have been dismissed outright, and that he, Roger, and Nigel thought to use the Gala for a combined celebration of their winning free of Moira, their pending engagements, and James's exoneration, to which, of course, Alton bids us attend." 

Handing the note to Jack, Clarice smiled to herself. It was patently clear her brothers thought to use the Gala—the very epitome of tonnish entertainment—to demonstrate the benefits of returning to the family fold, hoping to sway her into wanting her life of old. 

They wouldn't succeed, but if she let them try their damnedest, if she attended and enjoyed, and then told them she was returning to Avening and her quiet country life, they would realize how futile it was to keep pressing her, that her decision was indeed final and absolute. And Jack, too, would see and understand. Smile deepening, she turned to him. He stood by the table, still staring at the vouchers in his hand. "We'll have to go, of course." 

Jack glanced at her, saw, very clearly, the soft light of anticipation glowing in her eyes. He inclined his head, and smiled. Charmingly. 


*  *  *

 Nine hours later, he was still smiling charmingly, but the gesture had grown thin—almost too thin to hide his feelings, the increasingly fraught urge to drop his mask entirely, seize Clarice, and whisk her away. 
Away from those who wanted her to remain here, in the glittering bosom of the ton, to help them, to be a part of their family, not just the old but the newly forming, too. 

It wasn't hard to see she'd be tempted. 

The booth Alton had hired was in the best area, facing the rotunda with the main dance floor between. 

Sitting in one front corner, keeping still, being as inconspicuous as possible, Jack watched Clarice whirling through a polka in Nigel's arms. 

About them, the cream of the ton circled and strolled, chatting, exclaiming, laughing. Jewels flashed; silks and satins corruscated in the light thrown by the bobbing lanterns. Perfumes and the scents of wine and fine food blended, teasing the senses; the music and chatter combined in a pervasive blanket of sound that yet managed to remain within reasonable bounds. 

Everyone present was determined to enjoy themselves; their host was known as the Prince of Pleasure, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

and they took their cue from him. With only the highest families in the land able to obtain vouchers, the social standing of the company was assured. Consequently, the event was largely unstructured, with less rigidity, less consciousness of importance, all of which contributed to a sense of freedom, of being able metaphorically to let their hair down and simply enjoy. 

Even to his prejudiced eyes, the scene was fabulous, and made even more appealing by the lighthearted atmosphere. 

Alton whirled past with Sarah in his arms. Jack fought an urge to scowl. Everyone was enjoying themselves except him, and it was hard not to think that Alton was to blame. Especially as the man had pulled out all stops to convince Clarice to adopt the mantle of Altwood matriarch. 

Jack had been forced to stand beside Clarice and listen to her soon-to-be sisters-in-law tell her how much they would appreciate her help in setting up their households, in establishing their own positions within the ton. He'd had to smile and nod while grande dame after grande dame made haughty overtures to Clarice, inviting her to join their circles. 

Admittedly, Clarice had merely smiled and avoided giving any assurances, but she hadn't said "no." 

He would have much rather she'd said "no," even though he knew such a plain and abrupt refusal wouldn't have been socially acceptable. 

He wasn't feeling all that inclined to behave in socially acceptable ways. 

And with every minute that passed, he only felt more driven. 

More tortured. 

Regardless of what she'd said, regardless of what he'd thought and hoped that morning, once she considered the evening and all it implied, plus all the arguments countless others had put to her, and most of all the persuasions of her family, would she change her mind and decide to return to this life? 

It was what she'd been born and bred to. 

If she did... it would be without him. He knew, had known for some time, that the only place he would ever call home, the only place at which he would feel at peace, was Avening. Yet... would he ever know real peace, real happiness, without her? 

Her family wanted her; they appreciated her more with each passing day. But they didn't appreciate her, know her, as he did. They didn't fully understand Boadicea, couldn't ~ fully engage with her, with all she was, as he did. 

They didn't need or want her as much as he did. 

He was watching her, as ever, when she abruptly stopped midwhirl, then stepped out of Nigel's arms. 

She wasn't looking at her brother, but to the side of the dancing area; Nigel appeared to be asking her what was wrong. 

Jack stood. Over the heads, he watched Clarice push away from Nigel's restraining hands. Following the line of her gaze, he scanned the revelers—until he came to a man's very pale, round face. 
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Jack swore. He didn't wait to see more, but vaulted over the waist-high front of the booth and plunged into the crowd. 

There were muted shrieks and exclamations, warnings to have a care as he shouldered through the crush. He had no concern over whose ruffle he ripped; Clarice had left Nigel and started after the man, their courier-cum-informer who had murdered Humphries. 

The man saw Clarice, stared, then turned and weaved away through the crowd. With her height, Clarice could still see him; she continued to track him, her attention fixed. 

Jack swore and redoubled his efforts to reach her, uncaring of what havoc he caused. But the music had ended and the dancers were streaming from the crowded floor, leaving him fighting against a human tide. 


*  *  *

 Clarice followed the man who had run Anthony off the road all those weeks before. She realized he'd glimpsed her, but by using the crowd to her advantage, she hoped he might think she'd lost him in the throng. 
She wanted to see where he was going, and even more whom he was meeting. He had to be meeting someone; there was no other reason a person of his ilk would be at such a gathering. 

Tacking through the crowd, she managed to keep the man in sight, gradually gaining on him. He was circling the rotunda, presumably looking for one particular booth; she was increasingly sure he thought she'd lost him. 

Then he stopped. His back to the gardens, from the edge of the crowd, he looked around, as if checking one last time before he approached whomever he was there to meet. 

Clarice ducked behind a group of people, thanked her stars she hadn't worn plumes in her hair as so many other ladies had. She looked down, counted to ten, then shifted to peek at the man again—just as the group before her moved on. 

Leaving her staring across a bare expanse of ten yards, directly at her quarry. 

His small eyes opened wide. Then with a muffled curse she heard, he whirled and plunged down the path behind him. 

Clarice picked up her skirts and hurried after him. 

The path was a major one, well lit by lanterns strung between the trees. There were couples and groups strolling along, enough to reassure Clarice but not enough to hide her. 

Or the man. He darted along, not quite running, trying, still, not to attract too much attention, glancing behind him every now and then. The idea of screeching "Thief!" and pointing at him flared in Clarice's mind, just as he ducked down an intersecting path. 

She swore, and rushed on. The distance between them had lengthened. She was almost running as she rounded the corner and started along the next path. 
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A minor path. An unlighted one. 



Chapter 21

Clarice halted. She'd traveled less than ten yards along the path, but already she stood in dense shadow. 

The bustle of the crowd around the rotunda suddenly seemed far away, screened by thick bushes. 

And she could no longer see her quarry. 

"Damn!" She stood a moment more, debating, then did the sensible thing, turned on her heel and marched back to safety. 

"Damn, damn, da—" She sucked in a breath and whirled as the man rushed toward her. He'd been hiding in the bushes a few paces farther on. 

Lips pulled back in a snarl, he was on her. Before she could release the scream rising up her throat, he slapped a huge hand over her lips, trapped her against him, then started to drag her back down the path. 

Away from the lighted path with its occasional strollers, away from anyone who might glimpse her silvery gown. 

Clarice struggled frantically. This was much worse than the previous night; this man had killed, and would coldbloodedly kill again. 

She kicked and fought, and managed to slow him, but she couldn't break free. He was not only stronger than the man last night, he was also more intent, more set on his aim, more experienced. His hand was clamped so hard over her lips, she couldn't move her jaw enough to bite. 

Desperate, she used her weight, sagged in his hold, then kicked and wrestled when he swore and tried to juggle her. 

She forced him to stop again, but they were too far from the other path; she wasn't making enough noise to attract anyone's attention. 

The heavy arm around her middle tightened, compressing her lungs. Then the hand over her mouth shifted; he pinched her nostrils closed, simultaneously pressing hard against her mouth, sealing off all air. 

Clarice stopped struggling; she went totally still. Before she could think what to do, how to pretend she'd fainted, a roaring filled her ears. 

Her vision started closing in, narrowing to a central core of light... 

Jack appeared within that halo. 
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She assumed she was dying, that his was the final image she would see, her biggest regret that she would take to her grave—

Her captor swore. He released her mouth, reached beneath his coat. 

Clarice sucked in a huge breath. Blinking back to life, she realized Jack was truly there, rushing down the path toward them, her warrior-lord come to save her. 

Simultaneously she realized her captor had drawn a wicked-looking knife from his pocket, that he was holding it down where in the deep shadows Jack wouldn't see it. 

She wrenched sideways, trying to force the man to raise the knife. 

The man didn't move, didn't take his eyes from Jack, closing rapidly. 

Clarice remembered she could speak. "He has a knife!" 

Neither Jack nor the man seemed to hear. 

Desperate, she lifted her feet and flung herself to the side, trying to pull the man off-balance. 

She succeeded better than she'd expected. Her flailing foot connected with the man's knee. With a grunt, he went down, his grip on her breaking as she tumbled to the ground. 

Jack grabbed her, hauled her upright, thrust her back along the path behind him. She staggered back, gulping air. 

The man surged up like a spring aimed at Jack. The knife glinted evilly as he drove it toward Jack's throat. 

Jack caught the man's wrist, swung jso his shoulder and back were against the man's chest, holding him at bay as Jack fought to gain control of the knife or to make the man drop it. 

The man drove his other fist low into Jack's side; Jack grunted, shifted, caught the man's free fist in his other hand, and held it away as he concentrated on the hand holding the knife. He put all his strength into breaking the man's grip while holding the man trapped, stretched across his shoulders. 

Still giddy, Clarice watched as they wrestled. This was no clean fight; even she could see the difference. 

Neither was averse to using any means they could to win. They grunted, and staggered; Jack was too experienced to let the other have space enough to use his legs. Inexorably, Jack bent the man's wrist back, farther... 

Suddenly, Jack let the man's other hand go and drove his elbow back into the man's chest. The man wheezed, and nearly collapsed on Jack. 

Jack staggered. He might have been as strong, but the other man was heavier. 

With a huge effort, the man wrenched himself free, flinging Jack away. He staggered, but quickly regained his balance. 

They faced each other, two wrestlers looking to close, a few yards between them. 
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Before Jack could move in, the man abruptly fell back. 

His eyes went to Clarice. He lifted his arm. 

Jack couldn't reach him in time. 

He flung himself at Clarice. 

He caught her, let his weight carry her to the ground, didn't truly care when he felt the sharp sting of the knife, followed by blossoming pain as it lodged in the back of his shoulder. 

Behind him, the man swore foully with a thick accent, European but from nowhere that bordered the sea. 

Jack heard the man's footsteps as he started toward them, felt Clarice's arms wrap about him and hold him, felt her warm and safe beneath him. 

Ruthlessly focusing his senses, he gathered his strength to push free at just the right moment; it would take more than a knife in the shoulder to stop him. 

The man's footsteps abruptly halted. He was still too far from them for Jack to make any sensible move. 

Shouts reached them, followed by footsteps rushing down from the major path. 

The man swore again, more softly, then swung on his heel and fled. 

Jack groaned and swore, too. "Damn it! He's getting away." He started to struggle up, but Clarice tightened her hold. 

"There's a knife in your back." 

He bit back his "I know"; there was a strange note, an odd quality in her voice. He reminded himself she wasn't used to fights and knives and death, but he was nowhere near dead "It's all right. I'm not that hurt." 

"But—" 

He pushed back enough to sit up, disentangling from her as Nigel and Alton came pounding down the path. With his head, Jack ordered them on. "After him. I'll survive." 

Clarice had already scrambled to her feet; hunkered down, her attention was fixed on him. After the briefest of glances her way, glances she didn't even register, Alton and Nigel raced on. 

They were young and fast; there was a chance they might catch the villain. 

Other revelers were gathering at the head of the path, but no one else had yet ventured down. 

Clarice twitched the hems of her skirts from beneath Jack's legs, and scrambled around him to view the damage. 

Her heart seemed to have lodged in her throat, choking her; the sight of the blood oozing from around Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the blade made her reel, not with faintness but with a medley of emotions so powerful she had to slam a door on them just to function. "What can I do to help?" 

She laid her hand lightly on Jack's shoulder; he was obviously in pain. 

He met her eyes as she peered around his shoulder. "Can you pull the knife out?" 

She blinked. She was thankful the path was so shadowy; he hadn't seen the blood drain from her face. 

"It hasn't touched anything serious. It's lodged in muscle, but it'll do less damage if I don't move until it's out." 

She shifted back to face the knife. "How?" 

"Just grab it and pull it slowly out. I'll try to relax so it comes out more easily." 

She dragged in a huge breath, held it, closed her hand around the hilt, and did as he said, careful to exert only enough force to draw the knife slowly free... then it was out, in her hand. She blew out a breath, and slumped to sit beside Jack. 

He offered her his handkerchief. "Use that to press on the wound." 

She did. Just as she pressed the linen pad down hard, a shot rang out. 

They both looked down the path in the direction of the sound. 

Jack closed his hand around hers. "It won't be your brothers." 

She looked at his grim face. "How can you be sure?" 

He started to rise. She scrambled to her feet, then helped him up, keeping one hand pressed to his wound. 

"Let's go and find out." 

Others had now ventured down. A few gentlemen, seeing Jack's injury, offered their handkerchiefs to help staunch the blood. Clarice accepted them, adding them to the wad beneath her hand as, followed by a small procession, they headed down the path. 

They traveled more than half the length of the huge gardens before they reached the scene of the shooting. It wasn't on the path, but a little way off it, in a small clearing surrounded by bushes. 

A shocked group of revelers, including, Clarice noted with relief, Alton and Nigel, stood staring, silent and stunned, in a wide circle around the round-faced man. 

He lay on his back, arms wide, staring, sightless, up at the night sky. 

A large hole in his chest bled sluggishly. On the grass beside him lay a nondescript pistol. 

There was no question that he was dead. 

Halting beside Alton, Jack sighed. 
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"I don't understand." Frowning, Alton turned to Jack. "We'd gone past on the path, then heard the shot. But who shot him?" 

Jack looked down at the pale, round face. "His master— our last traitor." 


*  *  *

 Using Alton and Nigel as assistants, Jack gathered what information he could. 
Nigel found a young lady who had seen a man leaving the clearing immediately after the shot had rung out; he convinced her parents that she should talk to Jack, and escorted the party to where Jack sat on a bench beside the central avenue, Clarice at his side still holding the wad of handkerchiefs tightly to his wound. 

A few gentle questions confirmed that the young lady had indeed seen the murderer. Unfortunately, she was in the grip of incipient if not actual hysterics; Jack wasn't sure how to proceed. 

Clarice shifted, drawing the girl's startled gaze. "Come now. This gentleman was injured trying to catch the man. You're not injured, just frightened, but you'll feel much better after you've told us all you saw. 

Where were you standing when it happened?" 

The girl blinked, and replied, telling them she and her group were strolling the lawns just beyond the small clearing. Clarice's calm questions, asked with the transparent expectation of receiving coherent answers, steadied the girl; she responded increasingly freely. When the shot had rung out, she was the best placed of their group to see the gentleman who had walked, calmly and unhurriedly, away from the scene. 

Unfortunately, beyond describing him as tall, with a well-cut evening coat and fashionably styled dark hair, she couldn't identify him. She hadn't seen his face. 

"He didn't look around at all. At first, I thought he couldn't have heard the shot. Indeed, I wondered if it was a shot I heard, given he was so calm." 

Jack summoned a smile and thanked the girl, her parents, and escort. Relieved, the parents ushered the small group away. 

Alton looked down at Jack. "Should we search?" 

Jack grimaced. "For what?" Slowly, assisted by Clarice, he stood. "Whoever it was is indistinguishable from the majority of male guests." 

"If he's even still present," Clarice said. 

Jack glanced at her. "Oh, he'll be here. Leaving, doing even that much to draw attention to himself, let alone cutting short his evening's entertainment, isn't his style. Especially now he knows that our last chance of identifying him"—he glanced back at the clearing where the garden's attendants were dealing with the dead body—"just died." 
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*  *  *

 At Jack's insistence, Clarice took him back to the Bastion Club. 
"Gasthorpe knows how to contact Pringle, and he knows more about stab wounds than any doctor in London." 

She did as he asked and kept the emotions bubbling inside her carefully suppressed. For the moment. 

At least until the doctor had pronounced Jack fit enough to withstand them. 

At the club, she swallowed her protests, respected their rules, and agreed to wait in the parlor. 

Gasthorpe whisked Jack away; noting the majordomo's unruffled efficiency, Clarice surmised he was used to dealing with peers sporting stab wounds and the like. She humphed and paced the parlor. Dr. 

Pringle arrived, a sharp-featured gentleman who bowed and assured her that Jack had the constitution of an ox. He also promised to stop by on his way out and inform her of his opinion of Jack's injury. 

Mollified, she sat; when a footman appeared with a tea tray, she was absurdly grateful. She sent her compliments to Gasthorpe and settled to wait. 

Upstairs, Jack winced as Pringle probed the wound. 

"Clean as a whistle." Pringle opened his bag and rummaged for bandages. "One benefit of dealing with professional killers." 

Used to Pringle's graveyard humor, Jack merely grunted. He gripped the edge of the table against which he was leaning and kept his lips shut as Pringle rebathed the wound, smeared it with some unguent, then laid gauze across it before bandaging him up. The bandage had to wind over his shoulder and across his chest, but Pringle was experienced enough to leave him room to move reasonably freely. 

Pringle was tying off the bandage when the door opened, and Dalziel walked in. Jack let his surprise show; like him,; Dalziel was in evening dress. 

Dalziel closed the door behind him, nodded to Pringle then studied Jack. "There's a story flashing around the clufc of a gentleman rescuing a fair damsel in a dark walk at i Vauxhall Gala, then the villain being shot dead." Dalzief raised his brows. "I take it that was you?" 

Jack grimaced. "Yes to the first, but I don't know who she him." Concisely, he recounted the events of the last hours "So in terms of appearance, the last traitor could be you or I. The other detail you can add to his file is that he's high enough in society to garner vouchers to a Royal Gala. The watch at the gates was strict, entry by voucher only. Our ex-courier-cum-informer couldn't have got in without one." 

Dalziel nodded. "Duly noted. As to our late friend ..." His voice hardened. "I can confirm that he was a Pole, known to have a secret loyalty to Napoleon's cause. Curtiss and the Admiralty have been watching him for years, but he's never shown any interest in military secrets, nor has he been traveling. He's been in London since '08. Unfortunately, I only learned all that this evening." 

Jack blinked. "So if he had lived, you would have been speaking with him tomorrow morning." 

Dalzeil nodded. "On that you could have safely staked your estate." 
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"So he had to die tonight." 

"Indeed. That, I assume, is why he was summoned to the Gala." 

"A place in which he would have imagined he was safe." 

After a moment's pause, Dalziel mumured, "I fear, like many others, he underestimated his master." 

There was a quality in Dalziel's voice that made Jack shiver. Even Pringle blinked. 

Dalziel shifted, and the sense of menace dissolved. He looked at Jack, then smiled, and turned for the door. "If I were you, Warnefleet, I'd retire to the country forthwith. After this latest act of heroism, you're going to be at the top of the young ladies' lists." At the door, Dalziel looked back, smiled cynically, and saluted him. "And for once, their mothers will agree." 

Jack blinked, stared, then closed his eyes and groaned. 


*  *  *

 Clarice had heard someone arrive, then heard him leave, but it wasn't Jack. She couldn't summon enough interest to look out. 
She'd finished her cup of tea and was starting to drum her fingers on the chair arm when she heard two sets of footsteps descending the stairs. A moment later the door opened. Pringle entered, Jack followed. 

She rose and offered her hand. 

Pringle came forward to take it. "Just a deep cut. Nothing that won't mend soon enough, as long as he doesn't aggravate the injury." 

That last was said with a quizzical look at Jack. 

Who met it blankly. 

She thanked the doctor. Jack shook hands with him and Pringle left. 

"Now"—Clarice hitched her evening cloak over her shoulders, and picked up her reticule—"it's time we headed back to Benedict's." So she could share her thoughts, her emotions, with him. 

To her surprise, Jack frowned; he made no move toward the door. "Rather a lot of people saw us together tonight. Again. After last night, and tonight, perhaps it would be better if I remain here. I probably won't sleep all that well, and Gasthorpe's an excellent nurse." 

She fixed her eyes on his, drew in a deep breath, and managed, just, to keep her temper, to keep her swelling emotions in check. "My dear Lord Warnefleet, please understand this— there is no way on earth I am letting you out of my sight. Not tonight, not for the foreseeable future. Furthermore"—she drew in another huge breath—"regardless of Gasthorpe's efficiency, I defy him to be better able to nurse you than I, and as for you suffering from any difficulty sleeping, I'm quite sure I'll be able to find Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

something to distract you from the pain in your shoulder, to exhaust you enough for you to fall asleep." 

Her voice had gained, not in volume but emphasis; to her horror, it threatened to quaver. She had to draw in another breath and hold it for an instant before she could ask, pointedly, "Are you ready to leave now?" 

Jack blinked, studied her, and realized she was almost quivering, that a species of fine tension was thrumming through her. That she was seriously, deeply upset. "Yes. Of course. If you're sure?" 

 "Of course I'm sure." 

She may be sure, but he wasn't, not at all sure just what she was so upset about. It could be simple reaction, even compounded reaction to the events of the last two evenings. In what he suspected was typical Clarice fashion, she might have been bottling it all up inside, trying to be her usual tower of strength for everyone else. 

In the front hall, he slung his coat over his shoulders, called a farewell to Gasthorpe, then took Clarice's arm and guided her outside. In the street, he helped her into the carriage, then joined her, easing back against the squabs, aware of her watching him closely. 

"It's only painful if I press on it, or lift my arm above the shoulder." 

The wound truly wasn't bad, more a nuisance, and none of the rest of him was injured in any way. 

However, as they rattled around to Benedict's, he did wonder what the rest of the night might have in store for him. 

As they turned into Piccadilly, he recalled Dalziel's visit and mentioned it; without being asked, he related all Dalziel had said. 

They passed close by a street flare as the carriage turned a corner; in its glare, he saw she was frowning. 

Suddenly, she looked up at him, her face clearing. "Royce." 

He frowned. "Royce who?" 

Her frown returned. "I don't know. I'm not sure I ever did know. But that's Dalziel's Christian name, the one he goes by—Royce." 

Jack considered; after a moment, he shook his head. "Tracing one of the nobility on the basis of one Christian name is simply too hard." 

But he made a mental note to tell the others. One day they'd learn the truth, the whole truth, about Dalziel. Now, however, he had another, more immediate, equally difficult member of the nobility to deal with. 


*  *  *

 By the time Clarice had succeeded in bullying him up to her sitting room—directly, with no detour via the secondary stairs—he'd decided how to deal with her. 
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Directly, as direct as she usually was. In the instant he'd seen their late adversary poised to hurl a knife into her heart, he'd had a revelation sharp enough to qualify as Cupid's dart. 

In contrast, the impact of the knife had been rather anti-climactic. 

Life was too short not to reach for love, not to seize it. If she'd changed her mind and decided to remain in London ... she'd simply have to change it back. 

In the carriage, he'd recalled her advice to Alton. People giving such advice usually spoke from their own perspectives. 

So be it. He'd thought showing her how much he loved her would be enough, but... perhaps not. And if not, then ... unfortunately, it was one thing to show her, another entirely to tell her. To say the words aloud. Doing so might well qualify as the hardest task he'd ever faced, but he would doit. 

He had to; he had no choice. 

It was that, or risk losing her, and the latter wasn't an option. 

Closing the door, he walked to the fireplace while she shrugged off her cloak and set her reticule aside. 

In the carriage, he'd debated letting her speak first, letting her release whatever it was that was so clearly brewing inside her, but then he'd remembered how she could rant and rave; very likely she'd distract him. 

Best if he grasped the nettle and spoke first. 

He swung to face her as she neared, and trapped her gaze with his. "Before we get distracted with anything else, there's something I want to say." 

She blinked, surprised, but then he saw a certain wariness creep into her dark eyes, eyes whose expression he could now often read. 

He drew breath, and spoke quickly. "The truth is... I love you to distraction, and will move heaven and earth, and anything between, to make you mine." 

She blinked, no doubt recalling what were almost exactly her own words, but now he'd taken the plunge, he found the rest came more easily. 

"I know that your family—Alton, Roger, Nigel, and all the rest—need you, that that need is real in its way, but I need you more." He held her gaze steadily, and dropped every shield he possessed, every veil he'd used through the years to hide behind, something at which he'd grown exceedingly adept. 

"I have a manor house that's been empty for too long, a rose garden with a bench, that hasn't had a lady to sit on it, to look over the blooms and play with her children, not for decades. 

"I know you care for your brothers, your wider family. I understand what they mean to you, perhaps even more because I'm an only child. Indeed, because I understand, there's nothing I want more in life than to have a family of my own, with you. A quiverful of children—little girls just like you, imperious and haughty, who'll order me around." He lifted his shoulders in a half shrug. "And a few boys, too, perhaps more like me, to keep you and the girls occupied arranging our lives." 

He saw the tears slowly fill her eyes, but didn't pause, didn't dare stop to learn why she was crying. 

"I suppose I should adhere to the usual prescription, but that hardly seems applicable to us." He drew Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

breath, and hurried on, "I want you in every imaginable way, but especially as my wife. I don't want some meek and mild miss, some simpering ninny. I want you, just as you are, the you others don't understand and are wary of, the you I've seen So clearly over the last weeks—that's the you I appreciate and want and need." 

"I want you as you are, by my side for better or for worse, in sickness and in health." He managed a small smile.  "We've already encountered much of the worst of each other, and weathered it, and experienced sickness"—he gestured toward his head—"too. But more than all else, it's you I want, not some marquess's daughter, not a well-dowered bride, but just you." 

Reaching out, he took her hands, shifted closer, looking down into her eyes, swimming in tears. "You know what I am. I'm not any kind of gentle man. Through the centuries, Warnefleets have always been warriors. Because of that, I don't need any gentle lady as my wife, I need you as my warrior-queen. 

For me, only you will do. You're the only lady I've ever even dreamed of having as my wife." 

He dragged in a breath. "However, just so we're clear, although I'm wealthy and wellborn, as you are, I don't want to live a fashionable life in town. I've estates scattered the length and breadth of the country, and I enjoy running them, making them work. Taking good care of them, and the people they support. 

That, to me, is my rightful place. A touch medieval, perhaps, but if the cap fits ... and in that respect, my wife needs to be an experienced lady I can rely on to sort out the roster for the church flowers, among other things." 

Although her eyes had filled, they hadn't overflowed, but glowed through the tears, magical in their luminosity. 

Hope welled. He essayed a small smile. "Do you think you could make do with that? With my heart, my love, and that?" 

Clarice's heart felt so full she could barely speak. It wasn't his proposal that slayed her, but the manner of it, his laying of his warrior's heart at her feet. 

When she swallowed, and didn't immediately answer, because she couldn't yet speak around the lump in her throat, his face hardened, just a fraction. "Will you marry me, Boadicea?" 

She tried to smile through her tears, but it must have been a poor effort, because his expression changed to one of incipient panic. 

"If you really wish it, I can manage the estates from town—we could live there for most of the year." 

He dragged in a breath. "If that's what you want, I'll do even that—anything—" 

Pulling her hands from his, she waved them to cut him off. "No, no, no!" The words came out in a tear-sodden mumble. 

His face fell. Then he blinked. "No to what?" 

She managed to drag in a big enough breath, managed a real smile, a radiant one. "No don't spoil it." 

She looked deep into his eyes, saw his sudden panic evaporate as he looked into hers. "That was the most perfect proposal I could ever have hoped to hear." She let all she felt show in her eyes. "I love you, you dolt. I've loved you for weeks." 

He grinned, and reached for her; she let him draw her into his arms. Reaching up, she traced his cheek. 
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"I hoped, truly hoped that you'd ask me to marry you. I've never wanted to marry anyone else, not the way I wanted to be your wife. I was going to go back to Avening with you, then do whatever it took to extract a proposal from you." 

She tilted her head. "And if I failed, I was prepared to be your mistress for however long you wanted me. I'd rather be your mistress than any other man's wife." 

His grin took on a distinctly male edge. He bent to kiss her; she placed a hand on his chest and pushed back. 

"No—wait. Let me finish. I said I was going to wait and go back to Avening with you." She paused to draw in a huge breath. "But last night, and even more tonight when that man threw the knife and I thought I might die, and then you hit me, and I thought you might die, and then the knife struck you, and that was even worse ." 

She searched his eyes, saw nothing but love in the gold and green. "I was going to speak to you tonight, now. I was going to tell you how much I love you, that it didn't matter if you didn't want to marry me, but I had to tell you, had to own to it"—she felt the tears come again and fill her eyes— "because life's too short to turn aside from love." 

He looked at her for a moment, then bent and kissed her eyes closed, kissed away the tears that seeped beneath her lashes. 

"We're not going to turn aside from love—we're going to embrace it." His words slid into her mind, into her heart as his arms slid around her and held her safe, close. Secure. "We're going to go home to Avening and fill the manor with children, and grow old watching over them and managing our estates." 

Her arms stole around him and she sank against him, sniffed delicately. "What about Percy? He's sweet, but..." 

"You'll cut him to ribbons." Jack smiled against her hair. "You can help me choose which of my other properties to make over to him. I think he'll do well, once he's trained and has something behind him." 

She nodded. "Something that's his." 

She drew back, and he let her. He looked down at her face, marveled at all she'd said, at all they'd shared. "You do know that I would trade everything that's mine in this life, just as long as that meant you were mine?" 

Clarice reached up and framed his face, looked into his eyes. "Take me back to Avening." 

He smiled, not his charming smile but the sincere expression that was so much more potent. "That will be my pleasure." 

She smiled back, slowly, tauntingly. "Indeed. That, too." 

Reaching up, she wound her arms about his neck, and drew his head down to hers. "But for tonight..." 

Tonight, all that was left of it, was theirs. Theirs to share in a private celebration, and more, to go further, to take their first joyous steps into their joint future, to laugh, to play, to pleasure, to share. 
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In the soft shadows of her bedroom, in the warm jumble of her bed, they loved, and embraced all that flowed from that, that grew and burgeoned and welled from that. Carried in each caress, in every sighing kiss, in each moan, each surrender, the glory swelled, poured through them, filled them. 

They exulted as the tapestry of pleasure and delight, of sensual glory and the overwhelming beauty of love's transcendent power spun about them, trapped them, and held them. Until, at the last, it swept them, senses shattered, from the world. 

Into that place beyond reality where only true hearts and souls could go. 

Into a landscape that was familiar yet subtly altered, more definite, more distinct, more sure. More emotionally certain. Together, hand in hand, they gloried in the change, welcomed it and explored; side by side, they drew their new landscape into their hearts, into their lives, and made it a part of them. 

Now, forever, always theirs. 


*  *  *

 The Altwood engagement ball, held at Melton House three nights later, became the most celebrated event of the Season. Never before in the annals of the ton had four scions of a noble house announced their engagements all on one night, at one place, at one time. 
The ton was beyond dazzled. 

Clarice wore the plum silk gown. She wanted the ton to remember this night, her swan song, the only ball she would ever host under her ancestral roof, the ball celebrating her own engagement along with those of her three brothers. 

She wanted the ton to remember her as that scandalous Lady Clarice in her daring plum silk gown. 

She succeeded. 

The announcements were made with all due ceremony at a dinner for sixty attended by many of the most influential in the ton, then she and her brothers and their soon-to-be spouses welcomed the army of the fashionable who had, one and all, responded to her invitation to join their celebration. 

In bright satins and silks, black coats and white cravats, the crowd thronged the ballroom, flowed onto the terrace, even filled the stairs, all eager to view the most exciting moment, when the newly affianced couples took to the floor to lead the company in the first waltz. 

When the musicians set bow to string and the summons rang out, the crowd quieted and held their collective breaths. 

Proud and transparently happy, Alton led Sarah down the wide stairs, followed by Roger and Alice, and Nigel and Emily. Clarice and Jack brought up the rear, but when Alton reach the bottom of the sweeping staircase, he stepped to the side, and halted, Sarah on his arm. Roger followed suit, moving to the other side of the stairs with Alice, Nigel and Emily close on their heels. 

Leaving Jack and Clarice center stage. 

The expectation gripping the crowd abruptly cinched a notch tighter. A few gasps were heard; a ripple Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

of whispers sped down the long room, but quickly died. All eyes remained trained on the couples at the bottom of the stairs. 

On Jack's arm, Clarice stepped off the last stair. Surprised, she looked at Alton. 

He smiled. "You should always have been the first. You've always given us the lead in matters such as this. Without you, God only knows if we would be here, like this, tonight." With a graceful gesture, he waved her on. "After you, sister dear." 

Clarice looked into his eyes, then looked at Sarah. 

Smiling mistily, Sarah nodded. "You and Jack first." 

The music swelled; at Jack's touch on her bare back, Clarice inclined her head regally to her brother, then turned into Jack's arms. 

She felt them close about her, looked into his gold and green eyes and saw love shining down at her. 

She smiled back and let him sweep her onto the floor, into their future. 

The crowd let out a collective sigh. 

Her brothers and their fiancees followed; the four couples alone circled the floor once. In Jack and Clarice's wake, a flurry of deliriously scandalized whispers erupted as more of the company took note of her gown, and the rest took note of what a handsome and striking couple they made. 

Then others joined them; within a minute fully half the guests had taken to the floor, all eager to be a part of that very special moment. 

Clarice didn't see them; she was too deeply enmeshed in the web of happiness that cocooned her and Jack. "When can we leave for Avening?" 

He, too, had eyes only for her. He arched a brow. "Is tomorrow too soon?" 

She smiled. "I'll order the carriage for ten. We can stop at the club on the way." 

Jack grinned. "Anyone would think you didn't appreciate the ton in all its glory." 

Clarice arched a brow back, haughty, a touch tart. "I appreciate it well enough, but I know what I want—Avening, your children, and you." 

A wise man knew when to keep his lips shut. Jack's grin deepened into a real smile; he gathered her closer, swept her into the next turn, and started to plan how best to deliver to his warrior-queen precisely what she wanted. 


*  *  *

 They returned to Avening so James could marry them in the village church where all the Warnefleets for generations had pledged their vows; neither had considered anything else. 
Mindful of Jack's injuries, not just his healing shoulder but his still-healing head, Clarice insisted they
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take three days to cover the distance from London, stopping for long relaxed luncheons and ending the day in the late afternoon at a comfortable inn. 

They were traveling ahead of a small army. Her three brothers, their fiancees, and numerous other members of her family, as well as Jack's aunts and other family members, along with a select contingent of family friends, Lady Osbaldestone among them, were to follow in a few days. 

They intended to marry as soon as may be; neither wished to waste any more of their lives. Appealed to, the bishop had been only too happy to bestow a special license and his blessing on them. The other members of the Bastion Club had been duly summoned; all would shortly arrive. Dalziel had been invited, but had, predictably, sent his regrets. 

Jack suggested they ride the last stretch. Glad enough to be free of the confines of the coach, Clarice joined him in long gallops interspersed with ambling walks through countryside still sharp with the freshness of spring, down lanes wending through rolling fields, sunshine and a sense of belonging all about them. 

At the last, they cantered up the Tetbury lane and reined in at the top of the rise, as Jack had only a few weeks before. With Clarice beside him, he looked down on Avening valley, on the orchards surrounding his home, at the clouds of apple blossom still clinging to the trees. 

The same, and yet not. The emotion the sight and scent of apple blossom evoked in him had changed. 

He glanced at Clarice, smiling lightly as she surveyed her domain. 

Jack felt his heart swell. This was his real homecoming, because now, with her, his home was complete. 

Reaching for her hand, he raised it to his lips, brushed a gentle kiss across her knuckles. Met her eyes and smiled when, surprised, she looked questioningly at him. 

Releasing her, he waved her on. Side by side, they rode down the hill, to the village, to the manor. 

Boadicea, Avening, and apple blossom. 

At long last, he was home. 
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