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Chapter One
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April 1816, London

Lady Charlotte Beaumont stood, trembling, in her ill-fitting boots. Looking up at the cloudy, gray sky, she shivered momentarily as a gust of wind swept over her. The muted colors of the heavens, street, and surrounding buildings did not reflect an early arrival of spring, and the weather was chillier than expected for April.

She cautiously leaned over the black iron railing in front of White’s gentleman’s club as she attempted to glimpse the hallowed interior that lay beyond the famous bow window.

Her enormous brown wool coat was left unbuttoned, revealing worn but unsoiled clothing beneath. Charlotte wore loose gray linen pants and a black long-sleeved woolen shirt with a leather belt knotted over it to hold the pants up. A gray wool cap pulled low hid most of her features and her hair. Soot smeared haphazardly on her cheeks and chin completed her disguise.

It was nearly ten o’clock on a Saturday morning, and although most of the ton were still in their beds, the city was not asleep by any means. Housemaids and other servants hurried about errands for their employers as tradesman’s wagons could be heard and seen jostling for position on the road. She’d loitered at the corner of St. James’s Street for several minutes, waiting to ensure there were no passersby in the vicinity of the famous club.

As Charlotte strained to see anything or anyone through the thin panes of glass in the window, she began to think her visit to White’s would be of little help in her quest.

A moment later, Charlotte felt her heart jump into her throat as she heard the front door of the club open. After quickly taking three paces back from the window she looked up briefly to see a well-dressed gentleman exit the door to her right.

The man’s clothing proclaimed he was a member of the peerage and not an employee of the gentleman’s club. His navy coat, white linen shirt with expertly tied cravat, cream-colored waistcoat, and trousers were of the finest quality. His hat and walking stick looked new. Her brief perusal of his face revealed pleasant features and striking cobalt blue eyes.

The gentleman descended the steps and strolled to stand beside her. She quickly lowered her gaze, nervously clenching work-gloved hands at her side. If she were recognized as a lady of the ton, her reputation would be in tatters. More importantly to her mind, if her parents found out she’d visited St. James’s Street, it might well cost her father’s coachman his position.

“I wonder where Dawkins is today?” the gentleman beside her asked conversationally, his tone light. His voice was rich, a throaty baritone, covering her senses like warm chocolate. The intoxicating cologne with citrus notes he wore was a blend she wasn’t familiar with.

Charlotte felt a frisson of awareness at his nearness and hurriedly bowed her head. She cleared her throat before replying in a low gravelly voice, “Who be Dawkins, my lord?”

“The majordomo of White’s. Is there someone inside the club you wanted to speak with?” the gentleman asked, an edge to his words. He turned his head to look at her, and she bowed her head even further to keep her face hidden.

“I merely need a peek inside,” she replied gruffly, keeping her tone respectful as she crossed her arms over her chest.  The white-grey Portland stone edifice of White’s towered over her, mocking her attempt to discover its secrets. To her dismay, her voice squeaked as she added, “To see what is so special about the famous bow window.”

“You shouldn’t be here,” the man countered, his attention returning to the building in front of them. “It could seriously damage the reputation of a young lady to be seen loitering on St. James’s Street.”

“That is unfair!” The man had guessed that she was a female! Her best friend Louisa had been skeptical about Charlotte’s disguise. It pained her to think the other girl was right. Again. She paused to take a deep, steadying breath. Pitching her voice even lower, she stated, “I have no interest in the reputation of spoiled debutantes.”

A thickly muscled man in blue livery appeared at the door of White’s and made to descend the steps toward them. The man next to her raised a hand. The liveried man retraced his steps and stood beside the front entrance of the club, his attention on Charlotte and the gentleman beside her.

Looking up briefly, her eyes widened at the sight of such a mountain of a man. “Is that Dawkins?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

“That’s him.” She saw a brief, wolfish smile on her companion’s lips. “I think it is time you move along. Shall I escort you to a more appropriate neighborhood for a woman, or would you prefer Dawkins haul you away by the scruff of your neck?”

Not only had her disguise failed, but she had seen little of the interior of the club. All she could do now was to return to her father’s town carriage and make sure no one in polite society recognized her.

Shoulders slumping, she held back a sigh. Giving up any attempt at disguising her soft lilting speech, she replied softly, “My friend is waiting for me near Hatchard’s. I will leave now as there is nothing more to see here.”

* * * * *
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“Ashford, there is a small shabby person in the street below peering in the bow window. I wonder where the majordomo has gotten to?”

Lord Benedict Grey, Marquess of Ashford, looked up from the day’s issue of The Times he was reading. He stared down at the thin, poorly dressed man who stood on the pavement outside the gentleman’s club. “The man looks harmless enough, Cecil.”

Ashford folded his newspaper and placed it on the white tablecloth covering the square mahogany table in front of him. Seated in the coffee room of White’s beside one of the front windows, the two men had an excellent view of the pavement below.

As George Bryan “Beau” Brummel had not been seen at the club in recent weeks, the fellow lurking in front of the club would be disappointed if his aim were to catch a glimpse of the arbiter of fashion who it was claimed now stayed hidden from society to escape his gambling debts. Brummell's last wager in White’s betting book was dated March 1815 and was now marked not paid.

Rumor had it Brummell might soon decamp to the continent. There was a lesson to be learned from the infamous dandy’s unrestrained expenditures Ashford was sure the young bucks of the ton would ignore.

With Brummell scarce, William Arden, second Baron Lord Alvanley, now took pride of place in the bow window set. Ashford hadn’t seen anyone seated today at the table of honor in the morning room on the ground floor of the club.

He swallowed the remaining coffee in his delicate porcelain cup, replaced it on its matching saucer, and came to his feet. He bowed to his companion Lord Cecil Wycliffe.

“Are you leaving already?” the viscount asked, drumming the fingers of one hand on the table.

A brief smile touching his lips, Ashford nodded. “But for a moment. I will return after I investigate the man in the street.”

“I don’t know why you must investigate,” Cecil replied with a heavy sigh, stopping the movement of his fingers. "Although I’m not surprised. You’ve been on edge ever since you heard the chatter about Caroline Lamb publishing a book. Caro has old scores to settle with the patronesses of Almack’s. I’m sure that will take precedence over any misdeeds by Diana.”

“You know how vindictive the lady is,” he responded with a frown.

Cecil nodded. “Quite.”

“I won’t rest easy until I know whether Diana is included in that book.” He stared down at the coffee grounds in his cup. The excellent brew and good company had done little to lift his pensive mood. He was restless because he preferred the fresh country air of Kent to the sooty environment of London. If not for Parliament, he would never come to Town.

With his tall beaver hat and walking stick in hand, Ashford left the coffee room, took the main staircase to the ground floor, and exited the building.

The man in rags continued to lurk near the bow window. Ashford wondered at the absence of the major domo who should have already ushered the vagrant away. The skulking man was of medium height, a few inches shorter than his own six feet. Ashford ambled to the side of the man and stood, whistling. He shuddered, missing the warmth of the fire in the coffee room. He'd left his caped greatcoat in the club.

If the vagrant desired a ha’penny or two, he would find no luck with the tight-fisted clientele in the gentleman’s club.

When Ashford proceeded to engage the man in conversation, he discovered the sound of the tramp’s voice was surprisingly youthful and struck him as oddly feminine. When the vagrant folded his arms across his chest, the movement brought a whiff of fragrance to Ashford’s nostrils. His companion was a woman. The scent was expensive: tuberose. Unless she had filched the perfume, rags were not her usual attire.

“I will leave now as there is nothing more to see here.” 

Her speech convinced him she was not only female but possibly well educated. Her diction was too perfect. Perhaps she was a companion or governess. The appearance of her hands might give him a further clue to her status, but they were stuffed into the pockets of her oversized coat.

Most of London society knew that a woman must not walk or ride along St. James’s Street, where several gentleman’s clubs, White’s, Boodle’s, and Brooks’s, were located. A lady not only risked her standing in polite society but could also be openly gawked at in the male- dominated setting.

“Let me see you safely to your friend.” Feeling oddly protective of a woman he’d just met, he nearly held out his arm for her to take. Instead, he put out a hand in a gesture to indicate she should accompany him.

Ashford led the way to the corner of St. James’s Street and the cross street of Piccadilly. The woman walked with an awkward gait, placing her feet slowly and carefully in front of her. He imagined the boots on her feet, like her other clothes, were several sizes too big.

They turned right and walked east on Piccadilly Street. The buildings were no longer primarily of white stone but now intermingled with black or red-painted storefronts. The road was moderately busy, and several wagons passed them as they walked along the street.

“Did you travel to Piccadilly in a carriage?” he asked in a low voice as he looked about to confirm their conversation would not be overheard.

“How do you know I’m not a beggar?” the woman countered, her tone of voice not only curious but surprisingly cheerful.

Ashford couldn’t contain a chuckle. “Your disguise is dreadful. The clothing may be old and cheaply made, but it is clean and well cared for.”

“Oh my,” the lady replied with a groan.

“And you’re not very good at disguising your voice,” he added.

He heard a faint gurgle of laughter from the woman beside him, a pleasant sound. When was the last time he’d heard a woman laugh so freely?

“My friend Louisa said much the same thing.”

The young woman halted in front of a shiny black town carriage parked near the bookseller Hatchard’s at number 187 Piccadilly. The carriage faced away from their approach; the only servant visible on the box was a driver in navy blue livery and a tall silk hat. The black coach was emblazoned with a red coat of arms Ashford had seen before but couldn’t place.

“Louisa,” his companion called out, “I’m here.”

The carriage door opened, and a young woman descended the lowered steps of the vehicle. Her linen walking dress, velvet spencer, and tasteful bonnet proclaimed her status as a member of the fashionable set.

“There you are,” the lady he assumed to be Louisa said to his companion. She inclined her head as she addressed her next words to him, “Thank you for finding Lord Faversham’s new tiger. The earl took the poor thing under his wing, you see.”

Ashford didn’t see at all. Her story was not a particularly good one. If he ever saw the women again in such a predicament, he would counsel them to leave off their adventures or become more skilled at subterfuge.

“I’m glad I was nearby to prevent your friend from becoming an object of gossip.” He turned to the woman in rags, his voice now rough, “Take more care in future. You could have damaged your standing in society or come to harm.”

The two women nodded to him. He would have handed the disguised woman into the carriage, but she quickly entered the coach after Louisa with a mumbled goodbye.

The grime on the woman’s face hid her features well, but he now knew something about her. She was a member of the ton. He recalled Lord Faversham had a daughter and shook his head. The young woman Louisa had shown little caution in using the actual name of a peer in her Banbury tale.

The clouds parted, and the sun shone brightly upon the pavement around him. As the carriage rumbled away, he turned on his heel and strolled back to White’s, wondering if he would ever cross paths with the disguised young woman again. Secretly hoping he might.

Parliament was seated late this year, in February. The London season was upon the city and the ladies in the coach were most likely debutantes. He’d never been interested in the goings-on of the marriage mart, but now he found himself intrigued by one of this season’s debs, fascinated as to why a young lady of quality found it necessary to peek into the bow window of White’s.
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Chapter Two
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One day earlier

Thorne’s Lending Library in Berkeley Square was the favorite haunt of Charlotte, Louisa, and Edith. The trio of young ladies thought of the establishment as ‘their place.’ A haven where they could meet every week and discuss books, their families, and their individual interests. Interests which weren’t always activities the ton would look upon as befitting of a young lady’s notice.

Charlotte put aside the first volume of Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho as she found she couldn’t concentrate on the story. The tone of the novel was far too brooding. Her gaze wandered around the room.

She noted the library wasn’t as busy as she was accustomed to seeing. “There are few patrons this afternoon. The last fortnight has been uncommonly slow for the shop.”

“I think you may be right,” Edith replied with a frown, looking about her.

“Ackermann’s has included the color pink as one of this month’s fashionable colors,” Louisa remarked, her attention on the periodical in her hands. “I abhor pink.”

“Louisa, we are discussing the lack of custom recently in Thorne’s,” Charlotte responded with an exaggerated sigh.

The young women sat in a tiny alcove in the back left corner of the shop. The seating arrangements consisted of a plush sopha, a low round table, and two stuffed chairs.

“From all accounts, Hookham’s Library is the current fashionable spot for seeing and being seen,” Louisa said distractedly, not looking up from her copy of Ackermann’s Repository. Several issues of the periodical were scattered across the scarred mahogany table.

“Hookham’s?” Incredulous, Charlotte pursed her lips a moment. “What does Hookham’s have that our dear Thorne’s doesn’t?”

Louisa closed the magazine and settled it on her lap. Looking up, she asked, “Have you visited Hookham’s?”

“Only once.” Charlotte sniffed. “It is much too big. Thorne’s is cozy. We receive excellent service here.”

“Mr. Thorne is a pleasant enough man.” Edith added quietly, “Although Mrs. Thorne blows hot and cold.”

Charlotte had to admit Edith was right about Mrs. Thorne.  While Mr. Thorne was all that was kind, Mrs. Thorne was often gruff and stand-offish.

“Mr. Thorne is a dear, but neither he nor his wife has the faintest idea how the shop should be furnished. Look closely at the sopha you’re seated on, Charlotte. The upholstery is not only worn, but it is also an exceedingly ugly color. Puce is no longer a fashionable hue for textiles.” Louisa waved a languid hand toward the front of the shop. “And the curtains at the front windows are neither new nor very stylish.”

She had to concede that Louisa made a good point. Her friend had exquisite taste when it came to fashion and decorations in the home. Charlotte had thought the furnishings quaint and cozy. Now she looked at the pieces with a fresh eye and had to admit they were not of the first stare of fashion.

Louisa sneezed. “The shop could also use a good dusting. That can only help with trade.”

“I’ve seen Medusa Library advertise in the papers,” Edith said thoughtfully. She was a devotee of the daily news sheets, her interests being current events and politics. “Perhaps Mr. Thorne should promote the shop.”

Charlotte got to her feet. “That is a splendid idea, Edith. I will suggest it to him right now.”

Louisa merely shrugged and reopened her periodical while Edith looked through the stack of newspapers on the table before her.

Mr. Thorne stood behind the sales desk on the right side of the room. His only clerk, Robbie, was usually posted at the subscription desk on the left side of the shop. The boy was nowhere in sight. Mrs. Thorne was frequently in the backroom as she was not easy with customers and chose to see to the bookkeeping.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Thorne,” she said brightly to the short, bespectacled man.

“Good afternoon, Lady Charlotte.” The shopkeeper nodded to her and smiled. “May I be of service?”

“Have you thought of promoting Thorne’s Lending Library in the papers?” she asked casually. “Lady Edith tells me Medusa advertises.”

A grimace wrinkled the man’s normally jovial features. “You’ve noticed our lack of customers recently.”

“I admit I did,” she replied awkwardly.

“Mrs. Thorne declares that we can scarcely afford to keep the library open. She will not approve expenditures for advertising.” He added despondently when she merely gaped at him, “It’s that bad, my lady.”

Charlotte was struck dumb for a moment. Her beloved Thorne’s could not be in danger of closing; she simply would not allow it.

“Is that why Robbie isn’t here today? You’ve had to let him go?” she asked with concern in her voice.

“He went to the apothecary to fill a script for his mother,” Mr. Thorne replied. “I allow him the odd hour or two every week to take care of his family.”

She murmured vague words of support. As she returned to her friends in their little nook, a wagon could be heard rumbling past in the street outside. Gunter’s Tea Shop was nearby. Perhaps the vehicle delivered ice to the confectioner’s store.

“Are you all right?” Edith asked when Charlotte retook her seat. “You look pale.”

“Thorne’s may have to close,” she replied starkly.

There was a short silence. The bell over the door jingled, startling them all, and a female customer entered the shop. The woman proceeded to speak with Mr. Thorne.

“What about Robbie?” Edith asked with a frown. “He needs this job to help support his family. Where is he today? I do hope he hasn’t lost his position.”

“Mr. Thorne told me Robbie is visiting the apothecary on his mother’s behalf,” Charlotte replied soothingly. “I think it best we don’t tell him the shop might close. Of course, he may already know.”

“Robbie has enough to worry about with five siblings to feed,” Louisa said, for once, compassion evident in her voice. She looked up from her magazine and frowned. “Thorne’s can’t close. It may not be the most fashionable place in London, but it is our place.”

Charlotte was pleased Louisa shared her distress. Edith was passionate about her newspapers and politics, Louisa about magazines and decorating, and Charlotte adored books. Thorne’s was the next best thing to having her own private library.

The three women never spoke of it, but they weren’t considered great beauties. Charlotte liked to tell herself she should try harder to be sweet and biddable to attract a gentleman. She simply didn’t have any interest in doing so. Her childhood friend Louisa agreed, and the women had become friends with Edith at the beginning of the season due to her likeness of mind. The lending library was a place Charlotte felt comfortable being herself, a place far removed from the critical eyes of the marriage mart.

She blew out a breath. “We simply must make Thorne’s more fashionable.”

Edith nodded with vigor, her golden curls dancing with the movement.

Louisa raised a winged brow. “How do you propose we do that, Charlotte?”

“There are a hundred things we can do to help bring more customers to Thorne’s,” she responded, hoping some ideas would come to mind. And quickly.

“Such as?” Louisa pressed.

Charlotte hesitated a moment before she began to tick off points on her fingers as she said, “Louisa, you have excellent taste in decorating, you can make the interior of the shop look more presentable. Since Edith is the most tactful of the three of us, she can speak with Mrs. Thorne about advertising in the papers and behaving in a friendlier fashion toward patrons. I will find an influential person to tell others about Thorne’s and research what makes a place exclusive.”

“What influential person do you have in mind?” Edith asked.

Charlotte found herself stuck for a name. After a moment’s thought, she replied, “Lady Cairs! We’re attending her ball tomorrow. I have always been a favorite of the matron as I believe she had a tendre for my father years ago. If a grande dame of the ton recommends Thorne’s, that will surely carry some weight with others.”

“And how do you plan to research the exclusivity of an establishment?” Louisa asked as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. Louisa’s rampant skepticism didn’t usually irritate Charlotte as it was frequently directed elsewhere.

“What place in London is exclusive?” she asked more to herself than to her friends.

“White’s!” Louisa answered with a groan. “My brothers are members of Boodle’s, and they loathe hearing about the bow window set.”

“Then I shall take a peek inside White’s,” Charlotte responded with false bravado. “To find out what is so special about the window.”

Edith put a hand to her breast. “Charlotte! You cannot be serious. Ladies aren’t allowed on St. James’s Street.”

As for Louisa, she appeared to be at a loss for words.

“I will disguise myself. Dress like a man and get as close to the club as I can,” Charlotte replied, her head held high. “I will only need a few minutes to look in the bow window.”

Louisa gave a weary sigh in response. “I know you too well, my friend. You will never rest until you have attempted to see inside White’s. To keep you out of too much trouble, I will help you with your plan.”

* * * * *
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When Ashford returned to the coffee room in White’s, he told Cecil of his suspicions about the person standing outside the club being a debutante of the ton. His friend proceeded to laugh out loud.

Cecil cocked his head and said, “You miss the intrigue of the Foreign Office so much you see duplicity everywhere.”

Ashford thought his friend’s comment a bit rich as Cecil was convinced half of London were members of the infamous Rogues Alliance, a band of organized criminals known to be active throughout the city.

“Even a former member of the Home Office such as yourself would have seen through her flimsy disguise and discovered that she was a female and a member of the peerage,” he replied with a grin. “Nathaniel mentioned he was being coerced into escorting his sister to Lady Cairs ball this evening. I think I shall go along to see if I can root out my vagrant.”

Ashford assumed there was an invitation to Lady Cairs’s ball in the stack of correspondence on the letter tray in his study. He was an eligible bachelor, after all. Anyone who attended one of the lady’s entertainments would expect a parade of unmarried misses to be in attendance as Lady Cairs was a notorious matchmaker.

Cecil adjusted one of his cuffs as he responded, “Perhaps I shall accompany you merely to placate my mother. She has been upset with me of late, disappointed that the London papers have no mention of me in the society pages. If I attend a ball, I might be back in her good graces for a while.”

He responded with a bark of laughter. “Your mother wants you married. That and nothing else will make her happy.”

“David married far too young and ruined my life,” Cecil replied, his expression bleak for a moment at the mention of his only surviving brother. “The boy is barely twenty-two and already has a child on the way.”

“And we are nearing the age of thirty with no prospects in sight.”

“None wanted,” Cecil rejoined with a shudder.

The man took a sip of coffee, his features now a blank mask. Cecil’s older brother had been murdered by footpaths three years ago, and the pain of their loss had nearly torn his family apart. Cecil was sure his brother’s death was connected to the alliance.

“If my urchin is nowhere to be seen at the ball, you may spend the next several days crowing over my folly,” Ashford said lightly into the awkward silence, hoping to distract his friend from sad memories.

Cecil’s expression suddenly appeared more cheerful. He nodded. “I am so sure that you will not see your mysterious lady that I will accompany you to the ball.”

Another benefit of attending the event would be to listen for chatter about Lady Caroline’s forthcoming book. She was keeping the details close to her chest. The woman had a sharp tongue and held a grudge. Who might the lady ridicule in her upcoming tome?

Diana was currently in Bath. He hoped she would remain there for some time and stay out of the gossip sheets. After the season was over, he would do his best to convince her to retire to the countryside for an extended period. 
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Chapter Three
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“Who was that man?” Louisa asked her friend once they were both in the privacy of the town carriage. “Now that you are back in the coach, we are safe from curious eyes.” Louisa sighed as she relaxed against the plush squabs. “No harm done.”

The man she’d encountered outside of White’s was one of the most striking men Charlotte had ever met, and she didn’t even know his name. Once he had seen Louisa, he’d obviously decided Charlotte was a member of the gentry. His agreeable demeanor vanished to be replaced with a rather frigid countenance as disapproval of her escapade rolled from him in waves.

“We weren’t properly introduced. He came out of White’s and approached me,” she replied with a shrug. She felt unaccountably dismayed that the elegant gentleman disapproved of her. Charlotte pulled a handkerchief from a pocket in the wool coat she wore and proceeded to vigorously rub the linen over her face to clean away the soot. “You used my father’s title.”

“I’m not accustomed to lying.” Louisa frowned at Charlotte’s efforts. “Let me have that handkerchief. You are missing some spots.”

That morning Charlotte pilfered some of the old clothing the housekeeper put aside for the rag and bone man to collect. The clothes were worn but clean. An old pair of boots were drying by the fire in the kitchen, and she took them, silently apologizing to their owner. She rubbed ashes from the nearby grate on her face and exited the townhouse in Hanover Square for the mews behind. Her father’s coachman drove to Louisa’s home in Grosvenor Square, and then the ladies continued on to Piccadilly Street.

The day was now bright outside, and light crept through the sliver of space between the drawn curtains of their conveyance. The carriage was well-sprung, and their trip through the cobblestone streets was comfortable.

After a minute of exertion, Louisa sat back and said, “There. Your face is clean again.”

Charlotte took the proffered handkerchief and stuffed the dirty piece of linen back into the pocket of her coat.

“Whoever the man was, he knew I was a female and even guessed I had means enough to afford a carriage.” Perhaps if she hadn’t been so distracted by the man’s attractiveness, she would have put more effort into disguising her voice.

Louisa rolled her eyes. “I told you your disguise wouldn’t fool anyone who looked closely at you.”

She saw no reason to acknowledge Louisa’s point. Her friend was too free with her opinions as it was.

Charlotte imagined the scent of the man’s spicy cologne still surrounded her. Perhaps she hadn’t noticed him at the balls and routs of the marriage mart because he was a married gentleman. That was a depressing thought. No matter how attractive she found the man, his manner upon leaving her had been abrupt, bordering on rude. It seemed her adventure that morning was forgivable if she’d not been a member of the peerage.

“No one was seated in the bow window today,” she said to her friend, hoping to banish any lingering thoughts of the elegant gentleman from White’s. “The only thing I learned is that the club has a majordomo named Dawkins.”

Louisa clicked her tongue. “We’re not going to be able to convince Mrs. Thorne that she needs a majordomo in her shop.”

“You’re probably right about that.” Charlotte glanced at the cushion next to Louisa, where a bonnet and old walking dress rested. “I must take off these clothes. The material of this shirt is itchy. The dress I brought along will be suitable until I arrive home. I forgot to bring along shoes, so I’ll have to continue wearing these boots.”

She took off her hat, her dark brown hair spilling over her shoulders.

Louisa looked askance at her friend. “The bonnet will hide the tangle of your hair.”

“I should be able to slip through the mews and into the house unseen.” She added, “My mother is probably still abed. If my father is awake, he will be in the library engrossed in a book.”

“I imagine neither of my parents has risen,” Louisa replied lightly.

With four sons, Louisa’s mother seemed quite unsure of what to do with a daughter when Louisa came along. Her family lived near Charlotte’s in Kent, and Louisa gravitated to Charlotte’s mother, who was more than happy to mother the girl.

Charlotte didn’t mind Louisa being underfoot as her only sibling was a brother. She enjoyed the company of another girl her age and had spent many happy hours exploring the chalk hills of the North Downs with Louisa by her side.

“How did you convince Villiers to come along with us?” Louisa asked as she helped Charlotte don the walking dress.

Villiers was her father’s coachman. Other than Louisa, Charlotte had few friends growing up, often playing at the estate in Kent all by herself. Her brother could not often be bothered to play with a girl and had left for Eton at a young age. Villiers had always been nearby, ostensibly watching out for her. She thought the elderly coachman had a soft spot for her as he made sure he was always available to drive her whether in London or the country.

“He dotes on me,” Charlotte replied with a grin. “I told him about our plan to save Thorne’s, and he was sympathetic to our cause.”

“It seems we have come out of your adventure unscathed,” Louisa said drily.

“Unscathed and knowing no more about White’s than before I went to St. James’s Street,” she grumbled. “Will you come home with me, or do you want me to take you back to Carstairs?” 

Louisa shook her head. “I will return home. Mother would come looking for me soon enough; I have a fitting at the modiste this afternoon.”

Despite her chance encounter with a handsome gentleman outside of White’s, Charlotte had to admit her efforts that morning had netted scant useful information. The only thing that remained for the day was to attend Lady Cairs’s ball and hope the matron could be convinced to help Charlotte and her friends save Thorne’s Lending Library.

“My mother is confident that should I attend Lady Cairs’s ball this evening, I will meet the man of my dreams there.” After rolling her eyes, Louisa added, “As Edith is also attending the ball, we can discuss our next step tonight.”

“We must plan a way forward,” Charlotte replied with more confidence than she felt. “I will not accept defeat.”

* * * * *
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That evening Lady Cairs put a hand to her generous bosom when a footman announced Ashford and Cecil. Resplendent in peacock purple, the lady’s head snapped toward where he and his companion stood on the above landing before descending the staircase that led to the rooms below.

The ballroom consisted of several state apartments combined to provide a large room for dancing. Carpets had been removed, the wooden floors polished, and the room was lit by a hundred candles. Young ladies in light-colored gowns mingled with gentlemen in dark coats and white neckcloths.

Cecil nudged him in the side with an elbow. “I think our hostess might have an apoplexy.”

“I agree. The lady looks quite shocked to see us,” he replied with a chuckle. They approached the dowager and greeted her. The matron wore an overabundance of rosewater, and Ashford stifled a sneeze.

“To what do I owe this pleasure, Lord Wycliffe?” the lady asked as she eyed them both closely. “Your mother must surely be behind your appearance this evening.”

With a wink, Cecil replied to their hostess, “I merely wanted to see the splendor of your ballroom again. You are known to be the greatest of entertainers, my lady.”

“Be off with you,” Lady Cairs retorted and swatted Cecil with her fan. “Why Lord Ashford keeps in your company, I do not know. He is such an easygoing young man.”

Ashford sketched a shallow bow before he skirted the plump matron to follow his friend further into the room.

Now he was here, he must quell the urge to disappear into one of the card rooms to avoid all the marriage minded mamas. He had no idea what the lady he was searching for looked like. He knew her voice and the smell of her perfume. Tuberose was a heady, mature scent for a young woman to wear. He could only hope the fragrance was as rare as he believed and would not be liberally used by several other ladies that evening. 

Cecil strode to a refreshment table, and Ashford followed. He selected the least gruesome of the available beverages: Regent’s punch. No ratafia, negus or watered-down lemonade for him.

“It isn’t too awful,” he said conversationally after the two men found an unoccupied spot in the corner of the room, and he took a sip of the potent liquid. The beverage contained a surfeit of rum.

“How do you expect to find the lady from White’s?” Cecil asked after he took a drink of the punch and grimaced.

“She wears Tuberose perfume. And her voice.” He paused. “It is very distinctive.”

Cecil’s gaze sharpened as he raised a brow. “How so?”

“It is rather warm and husky for a female.” He shrugged when his friend grinned widely, feeling heat upon his cheeks. Ashford looked about the room a moment. He wasn’t exactly eager to proceed into the fray. 

He’d told himself he was merely at the ball to find the young woman from White’s and warn her away from any further indelicate behavior. To his surprise, he found he felt energized at the prospect of searching for and finding the unconventional lady.

“I spy Nathaniel.” Cecil raised a hand to catch their friend’s attention. “At least his sister is safe to dance with, as she doesn’t fancy either of us.”

“Too right,” he replied with a chuckle. “Alicia has far better taste.”

Their friend, Nathaniel Tilford of Harbury, might be a mere baron, but he was the wealthiest of the three men. He’d been a naval officer during the conflict with Napoleon, retiring from the navy to look after his sister Alicia. Their parents had died of influenza the year before, and his sister had gone to live with maiden aunts for several months before her brother returned to England.

After Ashford danced with Nathaniel’s sister, he made a circuit around the edge of the ballroom, hoping to catch a whiff of his phantom lady. He spied the fashionable young woman who had stepped out of Lord Faversham’s carriage earlier that day. He’d forgotten about the vagrant’s friend Louisa in his desire to locate the lady from White’s.

Louisa stood with two other young women. Both were attractive. One lady had dark brown hair, the other, pearly blonde. His vagrant had been a head taller than Louisa, and the dark-haired woman was the tallest of the three ladies.

Although all of the debutantes in attendance dressed in white or cream-colored gowns, the tall woman standing near Louisa stood out from the rest. Her glossy brown locks were pinned artfully on top of her head, a strand of pearls woven through her lustrous hair. She smiled at something Louisa said, and her whole countenance bloomed. Observing the lady’s curved lips, he felt as if the wind had been knocked out of him. That smile transformed her features from merely appealing to enchanting.

Ashford took a few steps closer. The lady with pearls in her hair looked directly at him. Her dark brown eyes widened, and her mouth opened in a silent oh. Had he found his vagrant?

He could not approach the group as he had never been introduced to the young women. To his astonishment, a gentleman he recognized came to stand beside the trio of females. The man looked up, caught his gaze, and strode forward.

“Lord Ashford! How wonderful to see you! It has been a long time.” William Beaumont performed an exaggerated bow.

“I’m surprised you recognized me,” he replied evenly. If not for his desire to meet the young woman from White’s, he’d rather the young buck hadn’t remembered him.

“You did me a huge favor, Lord Ashford. I should never forget you. You must meet my sister. Let me introduce you to Charlotte and her friends.” The man returned to the three ladies, standing beside the tallest one. “Benedict Grey, Marquess of Ashford, may I present my sister Lady Charlotte and her friends Lady Louisa and Lady Edith.”

Ashford bowed to the ladies as they all curtsied prettily. The rich floral scent of Tuberose drifted to him, ensnaring his senses. The lady named Charlotte said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Ashford,” and he was sure he’d found the lady from White’s.

Lady Charlotte’s brown eyes were beautiful, slightly tipped up at the corners and thickly lashed. They were eyes a man could drown in. She’d been clever to hide them on St. James’s Street. If he’d seen her eyes, he would have known her for a woman straight away.

He greeted the three young women, the languorous warmth in his limbs and his rapid pulse alerting him to the fact that he was attracted to one of the ladies: a tall, slender woman with shiny, glorious chocolate-colored hair.

Ashford felt an odd kind of pleasure that his street urchin was the loveliest lady in the room, although it didn’t signify. Lady Charlotte wasn’t marriage material as not only was her recent behavior far too reckless. Her brother was a thief.
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Chapter Four
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Charlotte’s father had begged off attending the ball that evening and was ensconced in his study at the family townhouse in Hanover Square, a glass of port and a book at his side. Her brother William had been prevailed upon to escort his mother and only sister to the ball.

“As your older brother, I suppose it is my duty,” he’d said to Charlotte with a wink.

She’d wrinkled her nose at him, not bothering to reply. William was a mere year older than her own nineteen years and never let her forget it. He usually avoided entertainments of the marriage mart, declaring himself too busy with other pursuits. She knew only too well that he was shy around young women, having been witness to his awkward interactions with her friends.

Charlotte wore a white crape frock ornamented with French lama work in silver over a satin slip. Cut low around the bosom, the crape fronts were open at each side to display the white satin underneath, the short sleeves a mixture of white satin and crape. She wore white kid gloves drawn nearly to the elbow, and white satin slippers completed her ensemble.

Their carriage ride to Lady Cairs’ mansion through Holles Street took a matter of moments as the distance between Hanover and Cavendish Square was, at the most, a pleasant five-minute walk. The weather was lovely: clear skies with a light breeze.

“Come along, Mama,” Charlotte said to her mother as they made their way up the steps of their hostess’s red-brick mansion.

“You don’t need to rush to ask the countess’s assistance,” her mother replied with a laugh. “She won’t be going anywhere for several hours.”

Their outerwear dispensed with in the entry hall, they entered the ballroom. Charlotte paused for a moment to take in the elegance of the scene. Flickering candles illuminated gleaming chandeliers. Potted ferns and enormous arrangements of exotic flowers were placed in front of open windows to allow their fragrance to drift through the large room.

She remembered her quest to save Thorne’s and hurried her mother to the side of their hostess.

“I would like to speak to Lady Cairs before Louisa arrives. You know how Louisa loves to tease me about my ideas that never come to fruition. I want a fait accompli as soon as possible, and we must away before Lady Cairs attempts to match me with someone.”

William blanched and replied, “I forgot the dowager is a bloody matchmaker. I shall go retrieve refreshments.”

Charlotte’s mother winced at her son’s language. When they reached Lady Cairs, her mother proceeded to speak first as she outranked the other woman. Their hostess was affable as ever, complimenting Charlotte on her dress and hair.

The lady was so effusive in her praise that Charlotte began to wonder if Villiers had an opponent vying for his place as her champion.

She shook herself out of her reverie. She was at the ball to help save Thorne’s. Charlotte sighed loudly and stared morosely at the floor. She let her mouth droop.

“Whatever is wrong, my dear?” Lady Cairs asked in a high voice, her tone one of concern. “You do not appear to be your usual vibrant self.”

She looked up and waved a languid hand. “A mere trifle, Lady Cairs. I should not wish to bother you with such a small worry.”

The older woman’s eyes widened. She looked positively delighted at the possibility of assisting Charlotte with a problem. Lady Cairs put out her hand and took one of Charlotte’s to gently pull her as close to her enormous, purple-covered bosom as she could. Charlotte found herself enveloped by not only the lady’s cleavage but her perfume as well.

“Tell me all about it, dear child. Perhaps I can be of assistance.” Thankfully for her nasal passages, the matron quickly released her hold on Charlotte.

“You will think I am such a silly girl,” she said haltingly, giving another theatrical sigh. “There is a lovely shop my friends and I visit every week. It is my favorite place in all of London and it may have to close.”

She sniffed and bit her lip. From the corner of her eye, she could see her mother put her hand over her mouth as if to stifle a grin or laugh.

Lady Cairs still had Charlotte’s hand in her own. She squeezed it briefly. “I understand. When you find an exemplary shop- I do understand, my dear. Are they good to you there?”

She nodded vigorously. “Oh yes. Mr. and Mrs. Thorne treat us like their own daughters. They order the books we love and ask for our opinions on what periodicals to stock.”

“Are you speaking of a lending library?” the dowager asked, dropping Charlotte’s hand. Her voice and accompanying frown revealed disappointment that the shop under discussion was a library.

“Thorne’s also carries sundries, letter writing supplies, and so much more.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what my friends and I will do if we can no longer pass the time there. The library is near Gunter’s and not too far from Hyde Park. Thorne’s really is in the perfect location.”

Lady Cairs looked as if she didn’t know how to respond.

“Do you frequent the lending library often, Lady Faversham?” their hostess finally asked Charlotte’s mother.

Her mother started. A moment later, she recovered and replied, “I have been in the shop once or twice. I observed so many young people there I felt perhaps a more youthful patron would enjoy the library more than I.”

“Many young unmarried people were there?” Lady Cairs asked with a hopeful smile.

“Oh yes,” her mother replied with a nod. “I wonder I haven’t sent my William to Thorne’s to find a bride.”

Charlotte nearly choked at her mother’s statement. She bit her lip to hold back a giggle. She was supposed to look forlorn, after all.

“How fascinating. Come, come, Lady Charlotte. Do cheer up. I am sure this Thorne’s establishment will soon have quite a few new patrons.” Their hostess tapped the side of her nose with a finger. “I may be able to help you a little bit with that.”

“Thank you for talking with me, Lady Cairs.” She gave the woman a weak smile. “You have made me feel so much better.”

“I think your brother is waving to us, Charlotte,” her mother said and excused them from their hostess.

Charlotte followed her mother around a party of young ladies on one side of the ballroom. Ladies she barely knew despite seeing them at every social gathering of the season. She wasn’t comfortable around most of the other debutantes as all they talked about was their marriage prospects or about which male peers were the most eligible. Charlotte preferred the subject of books to men.

William stood on the other side of the group of debs, waving to her.

“I commandeered a spot on this sopha for you, mother,” her brother said when they’d made their way to his side. He gestured to a familiar woman seated on the piece of furniture. “Lady Chartham can keep you company.”

Lady Chartham was Louisa’s mother. The lady had attended finishing school with Charlotte's mother years ago. Although Louisa had told Charlotte her mother would be at the ball, she hadn’t quite believed it. Lady Chartham had rarely chaperoned Louisa this season, leaving the duty to Charlotte’s mother.

Her mother settled, Charlotte looked about for Edith and Louisa.

“Your friends are in the corner, just there,” William whispered with a jerk of his head.

“Would you like to say a few words to them?” she asked him.

“No, thank you,” he replied as his cheeks turned red. “I see an acquaintance I would speak with. Do you mind if I leave you?”

Charlotte shook her head. “Not at all, William. I will look for a dance later in the evening.”

He bowed. “It would be my pleasure, little sister.”

William hurried away. She could not fault him for making his escape. Before the season commenced, he’d declared undying love for Louisa and been soundly rejected. He was now obviously uncomfortable around her friend. It was Charlotte’s dearest wish he would soon become enamored of another lady. Any lady.

Her brother was much too timid around the opposite sex. He should exude confidence whether he had any or not. The young ladies she knew declared they would like a kind, sweet man but often gravitated toward any remotely rakish gentlemen at the season’s entertainments.

Louisa caught her gaze, smiled, and gestured to her. Charlotte made her way around the edge of the ballroom to stand beside Edith and Louisa.

“You both look lovely this evening,” she said to her friends.

“As lovely as one can look dressed in white,” Louisa replied with a shake of her head, her copper-colored hair glowing in the candlelight.

“I like wearing white,” Edith said with a grin.

Edith had an exceptionally light complexion, flaxen hair, and pale blue eyes. For some reason, the color white didn’t make her disappear into her surroundings but merely served to enhance the fragility of her features and bone structure. Her waif-like look was currently very desirable in society.

“Why did your mother come to the ball?” Charlotte asked Louisa. “She hasn’t chaperoned you in some time.”

Louisa sighed. “My brothers have decided to take turns keeping an eye on me at social events. They told my mother I’m giving little effort to the search for a husband, so she decided to come along this evening and see for herself.”

“None of us are trying very hard to find a spouse,” she replied with a shrug. “We have dowries and good names. Would our parents have us jump through hoops to gain a man’s attention?”

“My father is in no hurry for me to marry,” Edith responded quietly, “he would be very lonely in the house all by himself.”

To change the subject from the marriage mart, Charlotte mentioned the lending library, “I think Lady Cairs is going to help us save Thorne’s.”

“Really?” Edith asked excitedly. “That is wonderful news.”

“Tell us,” Louisa said.

She giggled. “It is mostly due to my mother. She insinuated that Thorne’s is the place for young people to find a spouse.”

Louisa gasped. “But Charlotte, we’re the only young people who go to Thorne’s.”

“Oh my...” She gulped, shaking her head. “In my excitement at the lady supporting us, I didn’t stop to think too hard about the truth. That is most definitely a problem.”

“What can we do?” Edith asked as she anxiously rubbed her gloved hands against each other.

Before she could reply, she noticed Louisa’s eyes widen as she watched something or someone behind Charlotte.

She turned and saw her brother approaching, the man from White’s beside him. Charlotte took several deep breaths to steady her nerves as she watched the man walk toward her with an easy grace that belied his tall frame. In full evening dress, he was devastatingly attractive. Although her heart was thumping heavily inside her chest, she composed her features into polite interest.

William made the introductions haltingly, his color high. “Benedict Grey, Marquess of Ashford, may I present my sister Lady Charlotte and her friends Lady Edith and Lady Louisa.”

She made a shallow curtsy and said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Ashford.”

Her friends echoed her sentiments as Lord Ashford’s eyes narrowed on her face. A quick twist of his lips followed.

He knew. He recognized her as the woman in rags loitering outside White’s. She saw it in his gorgeous blue eyes.

“Would you do me the honor of accompanying me in the next dance, Lady Charlotte?” the gentleman asked her, his manner subdued.

Charlotte had hardly reconciled his recognizing her from St. James’s Street, and then she was in his arms, dancing. She wondered why he would want to dance with her as she knew very well he disapproved of her lurking near White’s.

The marquess’s cologne surrounded her like a soft blanket. His jet-black hair glinted in the candlelight. She looked at a spot just over his shoulder so she wouldn’t get lost in his thickly lashed cobalt blue eyes. Although he held her at arm’s length, the proximity of his frame to hers caused her knees to feel wobbly.

“You know who I am,” she said stiffly to cover her confusion.

She felt the shrug of his shoulder under her hand. “Now I do.”

After a moment, she asked, “You are well acquainted with my brother William?”

“He was a few years behind me at Eton,” he replied off-handedly.

“And you remember him,” she replied with raised brows, moving her gaze to his face. 

He nodded. “Perhaps you should ask him how we know each other. I do not wish to speak out of turn.”

Charlotte knew her slight brother had been bullied at Eton. Instinct told her Lord Ashford wasn’t a bully. She surmised he was reluctant to tell her he’d been obliged to come to her brother’s aid.

“Thank you for what you did for me today,” she said reluctantly. The man might disapprove of her, but she could show him she did have manners. “To help preserve my reputation.”

His eyes were hypnotic. Charlotte tore her gaze away. When she wasn’t looking at him, her other senses took over. In addition to how good he smelled, she could feel the bunch of muscle under where her gloved hand rested on his shoulder. No padding was necessary to make his figure appear more masculine.

For the first time during the season, she felt attracted to a gentleman. The feeling was exhilarating and also a little terrifying. Other than a desire to admonish her recent behavior, Lord Ashford didn’t appear interested in her in the least. She must concentrate on the steps of the dance, or she feared she might swoon in his arms.

“Were you spying on someone at White’s?” the marquess asked, his tone of voice serious.

Her eyes snapped back to his face to see him frowning. “I most certainly was not.”

“What were you doing there?” His expression had now softened, the tone of his voice coaxing.

“I wanted to see what makes the bow window area of White’s so special. What makes the club exclusive.” It was the truth after all.

Quite unexpectedly, he laughed softly, and the rich sound skated across her skin, raising goosebumps. When he spoke again, there was wry humor evident in his voice. “Of course. I should have thought of that. But why?”

They danced in silence for a few moments, their steps matching perfectly.

Her answer was to ask, “Why is the bow window where everyone wants to be?”

“I’m not sure it is where everyone wants to be,” he replied with an elegant lift of his shoulder. “Beau Brummell and his followers do.”

“You’re not friends with that gentleman?” she asked, not particularly surprised. Lord Ashford was no dandy.

He looked to consider her question. “We’re acquaintances. Brummell has nothing to gain by cultivating my friendship, so he has not done so.”

She understood. Charlotte was much the same way in her relationships. She had her small circle of friends, and that was enough. Although in order to help Thorne’s, she might have to widen that circle.

“The bow window is considered special, exclusive to many people. I want that exclusivity for Thorne’s Lending Library.” She didn’t know why she felt the need for Lord Ashford to understand her reasoning for visiting White’s.

Lord Ashford pursed his lips a moment. “Thorne’s? I recently heard that establishment mentioned by a friend of mine. I do not recall the context.”

“My friends and I are trying to help the owners.” She paused at his startled expression. “Business has fallen off as of late and we don’t want the shop to close. We meet there every week. It is our refuge from the ton, if you will.”

“I should be happy to ask my friend what he knows about the shop,” he replied gruffly, his mood changing yet again. “If you promise not to go near White’s again. Your family would surely think your behavior was careless if they knew of it.”

Charlotte bit her tongue as her first thought was to tell the insufferable man she would promise him no such thing. She must remember she needed help to save Thorne’s. Her pride could go hang.

She replied too sweetly, “I promise. Thank you ever so much, Lord Ashford.” The music quickened, and they were now dancing the quadrille. The briskness of the steps and the exchange of partners wasn’t conducive to easy conversation. After their set ended, she took Lord Ashford’s arm as he escorted her back to where Louisa stood with William next to her mother’s sopha.

Before they reached the others, he leaned in and said softly, “If you are at Thorne’s at one o’clock on Friday, I should have some news for you.”

Her toes curled in her dancing slippers as his warm breath caressed the tender skin of her cheek.

The day after tomorrow was not long to wait for his assistance. “I look forward to seeing you on Friday, Lord Ashford.”

Charlotte felt strangely bereft when the marquess deposited her next to her brother, bowed, and excused himself. William watched him go with a touch of hero worship in his expression. She must speak to her brother about his time at Eton the next time she was alone with him.

A gentleman approached and asked Louisa to dance. When her friend had moved away, William asked with a sigh, “Why can’t I be more like Lord Ashford? Louisa would never ignore me then.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five
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Ashford did not feel inclined to dance with anyone other than Nathaniel’s sister Alicia and Lady Charlotte, and it would not do to stand up with a debutante more than once. Lady Cairs was too much the matchmaker; he must not give the matron any ammunition.

When he was ready, he would find a suitable bride. A lady who preferred the country to town, a quiet evening with a book over lavish entertainments. He didn’t expect a love match. Merely an attractive woman who was also a good conversationalist.

He sought out Cecil, and they removed to the card room. Ashford settled at a table next to his friend to play vingt-et-un. Although he did not particularly enjoy gambling, he wanted to speak with Cecil about Thorne’s, and Cecil wanted to play cards.

“Found your phantom lady?” his friend asked lazily, signaling the dealer for another card. He busted, as did Ashford.

“As a matter of fact, I did. We should have made a wager,” Ashford replied triumphantly. Sobering, he added, “I must have a word with you about Thorne’s Lending Library.”

Cecil shook his head and said quietly, “Another day, my friend. A ball is not the time or the place.”

Ashford was surprised at his companion’s clipped response. Even for a moody fellow such as Cecil, he hadn’t expected the man to put him off on the subject of a library.

He had little luck at cards, and within the hour, he made his way home. There had been no gossip forthcoming about Lady Caroline’s manuscript. He admitted that he’d been distracted from discovering whether Diana was in the dratted book. The culprit? A young lady and her exploits on St. James’s Street.

Nathaniel would be at the ball for several more hours as a chaperone for his sister. As the baron was extremely wealthy, his friend was wary of fortune hunters. Nathaniel openly discouraged most men from forming an attachment to his sister. Of course, Alicia’s propensity to chatter on might help with some of the dissuading.

Ashford had only one sister as well. And his mother. He’d inherited his title while in his first term at Oxford. Now some ten years later, he wasn’t yet ready to provide his mother with the grandchildren she wanted so badly.

Cecil and Nathaniel also appeared in no great hurry to settle down. He wondered if any woman could please Cecil. His friend didn’t suffer fools willingly. As for Nathaniel? Ashford didn’t think the man had met anyone he couldn’t rub along with.

Ashford’s mother was at a card party. If he knew the rumor mill well enough, she would hear about his being at Lady Cairs’s ball before he told her.

“Will that be all, my lord?” his man asked once Ashford was dressed for bed in a bottle-green silk banyan.

“Yes, Dobbs. Goodnight.”

The valet took leave of his employer. When Dobbs opened the bedchamber door, a bundle of white fur ran into the room and sat down expectantly near the warm hearth. Her tail wagged rapidly, and she wriggled excitedly as she waited for him to call her.

“Come along, Chloe,” he said with a smile and patted a spot next to where he was seated on the velvet counterpane.

Dobbs closed the bedchamber door as the little Maltese jumped onto the end of the four-poster bed.

Ashford settled under the covers of his bed, Chloe curled up on a pillow beside him. He picked up the novel Guy Mannering from his night table as unbidden thoughts of Lady Charlotte came to mind. There had been a moment when she was in his arms when all had seemed right with the world. The odd feeling had startled him.

She was lovely but no more so than many of the young ladies at the ball. Only a few inches shorter than himself, he’d been surprised at her gracefulness while dancing. Although the lady was a tempting armful, her innocence was readily apparent. She was a young lady, a participant of the marriage mart, not a widow ripe for flirtation.

Her visit to St. James’s Street had been intriguing if foolhardy, although he did admire her desire to help the proprietors of the library.

His father may have died years ago, but his words often came to mind, especially when Diana behaved like a hoyden: “Protect your good name, my son. It is the most valuable thing you own.” Although Lady Charlotte might be lovely, she was not for him. He needed a wife above reproach, a lady to set an example for Diana.

He remembered Cecil’s initial reaction when Ashford mentioned the lending library. The viscount’s eyes had been wary, his features blank. He would seek out his friend tomorrow and discover what Cecil knew about Thorne’s.

Ashford opened his book, determined to think no more about Cecil, the library, or a charming lady with coffee-colored eyes.

* * * * *
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Lord Ashford quickly retreated once he’d danced with Charlotte. Her brother, to her chagrin, lamented the fact.

“What is your fascination with the man?” she asked impatiently when William commented on the marquess’s absence for the third time. The room had grown warm, and she wielded her brisé fan in an attempt to cool her heated cheeks.

William replied, “He is a jolly fellow. Top of the trees. He was always nice to me at school. Saved me from a serious scrape, I can tell you.”

It was what she had imagined. Her brother was a needy person, a character trait that had surely put Louisa off. Her father appeared oblivious to William’s shyness. Their mother supposed William would grow out of his awkward phase, but Charlotte wasn’t so sure. Her brother had clearly been nervous while introducing her to Lord Ashford.

Edith took a turn around the dance floor with William. Her brother seemed disinclined to ask Louisa to dance. She didn’t blame him. Her friend was intimidating at the best of times. After Charlotte’s set with Lord Ashford was over, she’d noticed the marquess entering the cardroom with another man. A dark fellow, very broody, and breathtakingly handsome.

“Oh my!” Edith fanned herself. “Have you ever seen such an attractive man? He is with that Lord Ashford fellow you danced with, Charlotte.”

Louisa craned her neck to see of whom Edith spoke. Her eyes widened a moment as she fairly gawked at the man.

“Louisa? Louisa are you all right?” she asked her friend.

The other girl adopted a bored expression when she turned to look at Charlotte. “Oh yes. For a moment, I thought I knew the gentleman. I was mistaken.”

Charlotte didn’t quite believe her. Louisa never gave any man a second look but was now surreptitiously stealing glances at Lord Ashford’s companion as he strode to the gaming room and entered it. She wondered if Lord Ashford’s friend was as judgmental as the dark-haired, elegant marquess.

She knew it would do no good to tease Louisa about the mysterious gentleman as her friend was an intensely private person. Charlotte believed it came from having so many older brothers.

“Lord Ashford heard some chatter about Thorne’s Lending Library. He will find out what he can and discuss it with me at the library on Friday,” she said to her friends.

“You made an assignation with a man you just met?” Edith asked, her eyes wide.

Charlotte briefly explained her encounter with Lord Ashford outside of White’s.

When she’d finished her story, Edith asked, “He is the same gentleman who escorted you to your father’s carriage? How odd that we’ve not encountered him at any of the season’s entertainments, and now he appears at Lady Cairs ball.”

Louisa’s attention was now entirely on Charlotte. “Why would Lord Ashford help us?”

She shrugged and replied casually, “He is intrigued by our mission. How exciting can a gentleman’s life be? Perhaps he is looking for a diversion.” Louisa did not need to know about the bargain she’d struck with Lord Ashford.

“His life is more exciting than ours,” Edith countered, rolling her eyes. “He can sit in Parliament and go where he wishes without a chaperone. The world is his oyster.”

“As long as he doesn’t want a diversion with you, Charlotte. You know nothing about him.” Louisa added thoughtfully, “I could ask my brothers what they know of his character.”

“You will do no such thing,” she replied, horrified. “Your brothers might scare the marquess off. We could use his help.”

Edith shook her head. “Your Lord Ashford doesn’t look like a man to scare easily.”

“He isn’t ‘my’ Lord Ashford.”

“Charlotte, you may be the only lady he danced with tonight,” Louisa replied archly.

“I think he was merely concerned about my being on St. James’s Street.” She kept her voice even although she was irritated anew thinking about how the man had spoken to her as if she were a naughty child. Without thinking, she added, “Lord Ashford warned me not to be so reckless in future.”

“Concerned, was he?” Edith asked with a grin.

Edith was their resident romantic. She loved politics and debate, but she also loved a good romance.

Now that Charlotte thought back upon the marquess’s warning, she didn’t believe he’d sounded romantically concerned at all. He had come across as a scolding older brother. She shrugged off a sudden malaise and accepted an unexpected invitation to dance from a young baronet.

As the season wore on, her partners had become older. She liked to believe it was because the young bucks found her intimidating. Perhaps they merely found her boring. After the set, her hand was again claimed by another young man. Resigned to her place as a bluestocking wallflower, she wondered if Lady Cairs had somehow coerced so many young men into dancing with her.

Charlotte routinely asked her dance partners about their taste in books. “What do you enjoy reading?”

Too often, the response was a frown accompanied by the words: “The news sheets.”

If she asked Lord Ashford about reading and found he also appreciated books, she would probably fall in love with him on the spot.

Soon after midnight, she asked her brother to escort her and their mother home. She was tired from her early start that morning. As Edith and Louisa had engagements the next day, the friends would meet up two days from now. On Friday. At Thorne’s.

Charlotte told herself she wasn’t at all excited about seeing the attractive and maddening Lord Ashford again. She merely wanted to hear what gossip was going around about Thorne’s Lending Library.

* * * * *
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The next day’s session in Parliament was mind-numbing. The Whig lawyer and MP Henry Brougham had been successful in defeating the return of the property tax, and several members of the House of Lords chose to continue to grumble about it in chambers.  

Members could speak for hours on their favorite issues, and many chose to do so as their fellow peers sat on hard benches all the while. Ashford nodded off several times during arguments, his thoughts wandering to events of the morning. His mother had indeed heard about her son attending Lady Cairs’ ball.

The marchioness broached the subject over breakfast. Ashford was startled to see her in the breakfast room as his mother habitually took a tray in her bedchamber.

After selecting toast and fruit from the sideboard, she sat across from him at the round mahogany table. A footman poured her chocolate. The dark, sweet smell of the drink wafted to him.

“When Lord Giles joined the card party last evening and declared he’d seen you at a ball... Well, I was shocked, I say. Shocked!” The marchioness looked decidedly put out that he hadn't advised her of his intention to attend Lady Cair's ball.

His mother was slim and petite with the raven black hair he sported, but her eyes were gray. He’d inherited his dark blue eyes from his father.

“I was shocked to be there myself,” Ashford replied after he chewed and swallowed a bite of ham. “I merely attended the ball to see if I could learn anything further about Lady Caroline’s book.”

The marchioness dropped her fork with a clatter against her china plate. “Any news?”

“None at all.” He shook his head. His attention at the ball had been almost entirely on Lady Charlotte.

“I also learned nothing about the book during my outing.” His mother made a tutting noise. “If only Diana would behave as a lady should. Mark my words, she will eventually bring scandal upon this family.”

He did his best to reassure her that his sister would do no such thing, although he didn’t believe it himself. Diana had been so angry at being dispatched to Bath under the care of a prim maiden aunt that she wouldn’t allow her mother to accompany her. He secretly thought the marchioness was relieved to have some time apart from her headstrong daughter.

After sessions, the evening was chilly, the sun long asleep as he and his friends stepped out of the Palace of Westminster. Cecil suggested they repair to White’s for a meal.

Ashford shook his head. “Come to the townhouse. I am quite alone for the evening. My mother has gone to Astley’s Amphitheater with several of her friends.”

“Could it be you want to check on Lady Chloe?” Nathaniel asked with a wink.

“She is my responsibility,” he replied. “And a fine companion.”

His suggestion was met with approval as Ashford was known to employ one of the best chefs in London. In addition to his love of books, he appreciated a good meal.

The three men enjoyed a meal of roasted chicken and root vegetables. The dessert course rivaled the finest restaurants of Europe and included cherry-water ice and flummery.

As they took their brandy in the green dining room, the sound of nails clicking on the parquet floor of the corridor outside the room reached his ears. Soon, a familiar bundle of fur padded into the room and crossed to him.

“Chloe!” He leaned down and ruffled the dog’s coat on the back of her neck. “Good girl! Lie down now.”

The little Maltese scooted under the mahogany table and assumed her usual spot resting on one of his shoes. He didn’t mind in the least, although his valet often complained about the damage to his employer’s shoes. And boots.

“At least she doesn’t try to chew on them anymore,” was Ashford’s standard reply.

“That little dog has you wrapped around her finger,” Cecil remarked with a twist of his lips. “You’ve spoilt her.”

Ashford raised his glass and stared at the amber-colored contents. “She is a good friend and keeps my counsel.”

“And talks quite a bit less than a woman, I daresay.” Nathaniel shook his head and sighed. “My sister is a veritable chatterbox and has a plethora of opinions, especially on my behavior.”

Ashford and Cecil made sounds of agreement and commiseration. Although Nathaniel hid it well, he thought his friend was often at a loss with Alicia. Although the baron had gone into the navy much later than most sailors, not until after he’d been at Eton for several years, Nathaniel had been away long enough not to know his sister well.

“She would fit in well in the House of Lords,” Cecil replied drily. “The chamber has far too many peers who love the sound of their own voice.”

Ashford decided it was time to broach the subject of Thorne’s Lending Library. Lady Charlotte might have been ill-advised to loiter outside a gentleman’s club, but she’d had good intentions. He could do her this one service.

“What is your interest in the establishment?” Cecil asked, his tone cautious.

“Someone I know is concerned about the business,” he replied with a dismissive wave of his hand, leaning forward in his fiddleback dining chair.

Nathaniel sipped his brandy, avidly watching the byplay between his two oldest friends.

Cecil pursed his lips. “Your street urchin is involved, I wager.”

“She is.” He raised a brow. “And her name is Lady Charlotte. She is Lord Faversham’s daughter.”

There was an edge to his voice. After meeting Lady Charlotte, he could no longer refer to her as a vagrant or urchin. She was a lady. He must admit dancing with her last evening had been more than pleasant. The memory of her husky voice and slim curves was enough to send a wave of heat through his body.

Cecil didn’t rise to his friend’s challenge. He merely replied, “There is a gentleman... Well, not quite a gentleman. There is a wealthy cit I know who wants to purchase the property. He is a grocer and intends to expand into that neighborhood to keep abreast of Fortnum and Mason.”

“You are not involved in trade.” He squinted at Cecil. “What are your dealings with such a man?”

Cecil replied smoothly, “We have crossed paths recently.”

“You say this man is interested in the land the lending library is on.” Ashford paused, a thought coming to mind. “Is he sabotaging the business?”

Cecil shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. I don’t believe he has to. So many libraries and booksellers have sprung up recently in London that all of them cannot make a go of it. The proprietor of Thorne’s has a shabby shop, although it is in a good area.”

“And what is the name of the man who wants the land?” he asked, taking a sip from the crystal glass in his hand.

“Mr. James Landry.”

“The vulgar mushroom who is pushing his daughter under the nose of any peer he can find?” he asked with distaste. “He wants to buy a title.”

“The man is wealthy enough to succeed,” Cecil replied with a shrug.

Nathaniel choked on his brandy. Ashford clapped him on the back. His eyes streaming, the baron coughed several times.

“You aren’t thinking of marrying the girl?” Nathaniel asked Cecil between coughing fits.

“Why?” Cecil asked, drumming the fingers of one hand on the dining table.

“I cannot see you married,” the other man responded hoarsely.

“It is not unheard of for men in my family to marry,” came the viscount’s curt reply.

“Not until they absolutely have to,” Ashford countered smugly.

Nathaniel swallowed repeatedly.

“Are you all right?” he belatedly asked his friend.

“Yes,” the baron replied with another cough. “I just can’t comprehend Cecil leg-shackled.”

The viscount sighed heavily. “We all have to marry eventually. I might as well marry for as much money as I can.”

“Never say your family is in trouble?” Not once had Ashford heard his friend give an indication of money difficulties.

The other man shrugged. “It is. I am. In trouble.”

It was just like Cecil to not explain further. Ashford would not press him for now, but he didn’t consider the subject closed.

He wondered what Lady Charlotte would make of what he’d learned about Mr. Landry. And why was he worried about helping the woman? Ashford didn’t have any desire to play the hero. Yes, he had seen the young woman out of harm’s way on St. James’s Street. He would have done that for any lady, surely.

“If I can be of service, Cecil, just ask,” Nathaniel said in a low voice. Their friend was often cheerful, but now he appeared subdued, lost in his own thoughts.

Cecil merely shook his head and took a long swallow of his drink. Ashford let the matter drop. He and Nathaniel knew their friend to be a proud, stubborn man.

“Does your urch- um Lady Charlotte have an investment in the library?” Cecil asked.

“As I said, she is merely an interested party.” Another thought occurred to him. “You seem to know a lot about James Landry. Is he a member of the Rogue’s Alliance?”

“It is rumored to be so.” Cecil frowned darkly. “James Landry isn’t a man to be trifled with. If he decides he wants that land, he will do everything possible to make sure he gets it.”
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Chapter Six
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The sky was clear that Friday morning, heralding a sunny day. Charlotte opted for a breakfast tray served in her bedchamber, a tasteful room decorated in lively shades of yellow. Her favorite color.

Edith and Louisa would meet her at the lending library a few minutes before one o’clock. Charlotte dressed carefully for her afternoon appointment, telling herself she merely wanted to look presentable. Lord Ashford had shown no interest in her appearance.

While it was true young unmarried women were encouraged to wear light-colored gowns, it was acceptable for Charlotte to wear a dark-colored Spencer, and this she did. The maroon color of the fitted jacket was an excellent foil to her dark locks and rosy complexion. A bonnet trimmed in magenta-colored ribbons and buff half-boots completed her ensemble.

Charlotte didn’t tell her brother about her appointment with Lord Ashford at Thorne’s Lending Library as she was sure he’d want to accompany her if only to get a glimpse of the marquess. All her family knew was that she was off to Thorne’s to spend time with her friends.

Edith and Louisa were already at the library when Charlotte arrived. An elegantly dressed older gentleman she had never seen before was poring over a stack of books on a long table in the center of the room. There were no other patrons in the shop.

The front entrance to the library was situated between two large casement windows. With the heavy velvet curtains drawn back, fragments of sunlight cast their brilliance across the dark wooden planks of the library floor, dust motes dancing in the sunshine.

The sales and subscription counters ran a third of the way along each wall. Adjacent to the counters were mahogany bookshelves. Charlotte was happy to see Robbie in his usual place behind the subscription counter as she worried the young man might lose his job before too long if trade didn’t increase.

“Good afternoon, Robbie,” she said in a cheerful voice as she stood at his counter. “How is your mother?”

The thin, sandy-haired boy replied, “She still has a cough, my lady, but it is getting much better. That doctor you sent around prescribed rose hip syrup.”

“That is wonderful news.” She pulled a small bag of dried cherries from her reticule. “Please share these with your siblings. My brother insists on buying them for me, and I like them not at all.”

Robbie winked at her. “I’ll be happy to dispose of them for you, Lady Charlotte.”

She excused herself and moved to the little alcove. She often brought sweets for Robbie’s family on the pretext that she didn’t want them.

Charlotte greeted her friends and had just decided to speak to the gentleman looking through the books on the table when Edith got to her feet and walked to stand beside him.

“Edith continues to surprise me,” Louisa said after Charlotte took a seat on the sopha in the alcove.

“She often reminds me that we are far more than what others see,” Charlotte replied softly. Although she liked to tell herself she wasn’t bothered by her lack of acceptance in society, there were moments Charlotte wished she had a larger circle of friends.

Since she had no desire to conform to what the ton expected of her-behaving as a brainless, biddable miss-it was best to think of other things.

Charlotte wondered if Lady Cairs had spoken with others about the shop yet. Perhaps Lord Ashford would have some good news to impart regarding Thorne’s.

The bell over the shop door tinkled, and the marquess entered the library. Charlotte felt her breath catch just a tiny bit at the sight of him. Suddenly the room seemed smaller. And warmer.

“Don’t look so flustered,” Louisa said drily with a shake of her head. “He is just a man.”

Charlotte merely sniffed in response, feeling her pulse quicken.  

Lord Ashford’s day wear consisted of a merlot jacket, striped cotton pique’ waistcoat, and cream trousers. He also sported a simply tied neckcloth, buff-colored gloves, shiny black shoes, and a beaver hat, and Charlotte approved of the marquess’s elegant, understated manner of dress.

Without taking her eyes from Lord Ashford, she replied, “Someday, you will find a man as captivating, Louisa. And I will be there to tease you about it.”

Louisa made a rude noise of disbelief. As the marquess walked by Mr. Thorne’s sales counter, the proprietor asked the marquess if he could be of service.

“Not at present,” Lord Ashford replied politely. “I’m here to speak with a friend.”

Charlotte came to her feet and curtseyed when the marquess approached the alcove where she was seated. “Lord Ashford.”

“Lady Charlotte.” Their gazes locked a moment before he nodded to Louisa. “Lady Louisa. It is a pleasure to see both of you ladies again.”

“The pleasure is mine, Lord Ashford,” Louisa replied with a brief smile.

Edith was still speaking with the unknown man.

“Let me show you our little library,” Charlotte said brightly, her voice wavering just the slightest bit. “It really is a marvelous place.”

“I would be delighted.” The marquess gallantly extended his arm.

As Lord Ashford led Charlotte away from the alcove, she hoped the marquess hadn’t felt her fingers tremble when she placed her hand on his forearm. 

“I see you have your own version of a bow window,” her companion said with a glance at the front windows.

She laughed softly. “I never thought of it that way. The windows do allow for quite a pleasant view of the street.”

“And Gunter’s is close by,” he added, a smile in his voice.

“It is! A selling point for sure.” Charlotte didn’t look at the marquess. She was inordinately happy to see the man and was afraid her feelings would show on her face.

Today she thought she smelled sandalwood mixed with his cologne. Perhaps the scent was from his shaving soap. She felt an overwhelming desire to rub a hand along his clean-shaven chin.

Shaking herself out of her musings, Charlotte guided Lord Ashford to Mr. Thorne’s sales desk to properly introduce the two gentlemen. After the two men exchanged pleasantries, she removed her hand from the marquess’s arm and presented him to Robbie at the subscription desk.

“I imagine you wouldn’t want a subscription, my lord?” the boy asked hopefully. “You probably have a grand library at home.”

She was surprised when the marquess replied, “I might. Please describe the fees if you would.”

Robbie launched into his speech about the cost of a monthly subscription and the number of books one could take out on loan each month.

When the boy paused to take a breath, Lord Ashford said, “Let us come to terms on six months.”

“Thank you, my lord. I will draw up the paperwork. I won’t be a moment,” Robbie replied, grinning from ear to ear.

The patience with which the marquess listened to Robbie had been her undoing. If she were to touch Lord Ashford right now, she might very well find herself hugging him. “Shall we continue with the tour?” she asked the man beside her, her hands clasped behind her back.

“Let’s,” he replied.

When they moved away from the front counters to inspect a tall bookcase full of nautical and military tomes near the door to the backroom of the shop, she said in a low voice, “You don’t have to sign up for a subscription, Lord Ashford.”

“I think I do.” He turned to look down at her. “The young man was so exuberant in his sales pitch, I was completely bowled over.”

As Charlotte looked up into his striking blue eyes, she completely understood for she was bowled over herself. “Robbie and his older brother work to support their mother and four younger siblings. If the shop closes, Robbie will lose his position.”

The marquess looked at her closely. “I can’t imagine you would allow the young man to be unemployed for long.”

She flushed under his intense regard. “You’re right, Lord Ashford. I wouldn’t.”

Charlotte proceeded to point out bookshelves full of brand-new books available for purchase and another bookshelf with used books. Next to the sitting alcove were shelves full of writing supplies and a table displaying assorted sundries.

“I recently visited The Temple of The Muses in Finsbury Square.” Lord Ashford glanced at the shelves of newly released novels. “There was a whole section of books devoted to female authors.”

“That is an excellent idea.” Charlotte would have to suggest it to Mrs. Thorne. Or perhaps she should leave it to Edith. Mrs. Thorne liked Edith best if she liked any of the girls at all.

The closed door in the back of the establishment led to an office, Mrs. Thorne’s domain. They were at the end of the tour.

“Although it is a small shop, that could work in your favor,” Lord Ashford observed as they returned to the alcove. He added softly, “Intimacy has its advantages.”

She felt heat on her cheeks at his words but merely replied, “I agree. After all, a crush is the aim of every hostess.”

Louisa was still seated, and now Edith occupied the other chair. The lumpy sopha would have to do for Charlotte and Lord Ashford. She took a seat and the marquess followed.

“Thank you for meeting with me today,” she said to the man seated too close beside her. “Did you discover what is being said about Thorne’s Lending Library?”

The marquess sat forward, his hands on his knees. “A man named James Landry is interested in purchasing the land the library occupies. Evidently, he wants to acquire as much of the square as he can to expand his business as a grocer.”

A glance at her friends assured her they looked as stunned as she felt. “Is this man trying to close the shop?”

He shook his head. “As of now, it appears he has made no move to harm the business, although I have been warned that he usually gets whatever he wants.”

“Thank you, Lord Ashford.” She sighed. “Now we know at least one person would be happy to see Thorne’s close.”

“Did your sojourn to White’s help in any way?” the marquess asked gently.

She shook her head, not meeting his gaze. “I didn’t get to see much. You know that.”

“It isn’t about the club or the bow window. Not really.” The marquess spread his hands wide as she returned her gaze to his face. “It is about the perception of exclusivity. The idea that the place is special. You could replicate the same effect here very easily.”

“That is my idea exactly,” she replied eagerly.

Louisa gave a delicate cough and got to her feet. “Excuse me. I believe Mr. Thorne is trying to get my attention.”

Charlotte started, feeling as if she’d awoken from a spell. Louisa had done her a favor. It would not do for her to sit too long in conversation with Lord Ashford. He’d shown no interest in her other than attempting to keep her out of trouble. She didn’t want the beau monde to think she was dangling after the marquess.

“It was kind of you to come here today, Lord Ashford.” She inclined her head and then sat forward.

The marquess blinked. “I should be going. There are sessions today, and the time is getting away from me. I do wish you ladies luck keeping Thorne’s open.”

Lord Ashford rose to his feet and bowed to both her and Edith.

When the marquess had gone, Louisa returned from speaking with Mr. Thorne. “Finally. We’re alone.”

“Louisa,” she said with a groan, slumping back onto the sopha. “Lord Ashford has been very helpful.”

“Yes, I suppose he has.” Louisa retook her seat. “It sounds as if Mr. Landry may be a worthy adversary.”

Edith replied, “Forewarned is forearmed.”

Louisa nodded. “Quite.”

Edith went on to explain that the gentleman she’d spoken with earlier had visited Thorne’s due to a recommendation from Lady Cairs. “I think he came here looking for a wife.”

“Oh my!” Louisa grinned. “Did he attempt to get to know you better, Edith?”

“He was looking at a book about different types of government, so I asked him about a recent vote in Parliament. Nothing scares a suitor away faster than a woman discussing politics,” Edith replied with a sigh, raising her chin.

Charlotte knew her friend was often annoyed that gentlemen did not consider it appropriate for a woman to talk about political matters. Edith declared she would never marry until she found a man who understood her interest in current affairs and politics.

“It is usually Mrs. Thorne’s place to scare patrons away,” Louisa said idly, leafing through a periodical.

Charlotte wasn’t surprised Louisa brushed off Edith’s statement about frightening away suitors. She often thought Louisa lacked the empathy Edith possessed in spades.

“Perhaps Mrs. Thorne has been so irritable of late because of slow sales.” Charlotte added sunnily, “She will be more approachable when trade picks up.”

Edith and Louisa looked as doubtful as Charlotte felt when she’d said those words.

Mr. Thorne left his counter and walked to the back of the shop. Louisa rushed to one of the front windows, pulled a pair of sewing scissors from her reticule and made a long, ragged cut near the edge of one of the heavy velvet curtains. Robbie merely observed Louisa’s actions without saying a word.

Charlotte hurried to her friend’s side. “Louisa! What are you doing?”

“Ensuring Thorne’s Lending Library gets new window coverings,” the other girl replied with a wave of her hand.

After Charlotte returned to the alcove, Louisa walked to the office door, knocked, and entered. A few minutes later, she returned to her friends.

“I told Mrs. Thorne I accidentally ruined one of her curtains and would be more than happy to replace it, to replace them all. She was rather nice about it.” Louisa frowned. “Scarcely listened to what I had to say.”

“She’s probably preoccupied with business worries,” Charlotte replied.

Louisa chewed her lip a moment. “That takes care of the curtains. As for the furniture- I shall have to be more creative. There are several extra pieces in the attics at Carstairs.”

“And how will you convince Mrs. Thorne you should replace her furniture with yours?” she asked.

“I’m not sure.” Louisa frowned.

Charlotte was amazed to see Louisa puzzled for an answer. It rarely happened.

Edith shrugged. “Tell her you have furniture that has got to be rid of, and you thought she could use it. Either that or you would have to give it to a charity shop.”

“That is an excellent idea,” Louisa replied.

The other girl merely smiled in response.

“Any news on advertisements?” Charlotte asked Edith.

“Mr. Thorne won’t allow me to place one,” her friend answered, crossing her arms across her chest. “He’s worried about what Mrs. Thorne would say about the expenditure.”

She reached out and squeezed one of Edith’s hands. “Edith, I know you can convince the woman it would be a good idea. Perhaps you could tell her about the new customer today. Also, you might inform her that Lord Ashford purchased a subscription.”

“His lordship has taken quite the interest in Thorne’s.” Louisa sent Charlotte a mischievous look.

She released Edith’s hand and merely replied, “Lord Ashford also mentioned that The Temple of The Muses has a book section solely devoted to women authors.”

Edith nodded. “There is a gentleman in London who publishes several female writers. I can’t think of his name right now.”

“His name is Mr. Colburn. My brother visits his library.” When Louisa grimaced at her words, Charlotte said, “As you well know, I prefer not to have my family frequent Thorne’s. My brother can introduce me to Mr. Colburn, and we can find out what female authors he would recommend.”

“Why not go to The Temple and see what female authors they display?” Edith asked.

Charlotte shook her head. “William’s library is less well-known. If I go to Muses, I might be seen by people who would wonder why I deserted Thorne’s Lending Library.”

“And what if Thorne’s can’t afford more books?” Edith asked.

“We will deal with that eventuality if it occurs,” she replied, hoping she sounded more optimistic than she felt.
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Chapter Seven
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Despite the fact they accomplished little in the House of Lords that day, Ashford was in an excellent mood. Britain was at peace, and he could ask for nothing more. Sessions were over, and he looked forward to a quiet night at home with a good book and some excellent brandy.

Ashford stretched his arms over his head, happy to no longer be seated on the hard benches in the upper house.

“You saw Lady Charlotte today,” Cecil said drily, shaking his head.

He replied with a question, “How can you tell?”

“You are sickeningly cheery,” came the grumbled reply.

The gentlemen exited the Palace of Westminster, greeted by the cool night air. Despite the warmth of recent days, the weather seemed to be changing yet again. A thick, sooty fog began to roll in from the Thames, cloaking their surroundings in wispy shadows.

“I spotted the young lady at Lady Cairs ball,” Nathaniel chimed in. “She is lovely. No wonder Ashford looks cheerful.”

“Did you tell her about the cit?” Cecil asked.

“I did.” He shrugged. “According to Lady Charlotte and her friends, they have seen no evidence that Landry is trying to sabotage the business.”

Cecil replied grimly, “As I told you: If James Landry wants the land, he will get the land. Don’t underestimate him.”

“The ladies are determined to save their lending library.” He paused before saying coolly, “My involvement in their schemes is at an end.”

He’d enjoyed the time spent with Lady Charlotte. She was easy to talk to, and she liked reading as he did. Ashford would have to give Thorne’s a wide berth from now on. Unless he was courting an unmarried woman, he could not spend an excessive amount of time with her.

“I might well have to visit the library myself,” Nathaniel said with a lopsided grin. “Lady Cairs informed my sister it is the perfect place to meet an eligible partner.”

Ashford stopped walking to frown at his friend. “Are you looking for a bride, Nathaniel?”

The other man shrugged. “It is time I thought about the future. The war is over; Napoleon has been defeated. We put our lives on hold for long enough. It is time to live again.”

Nathaniel’s words were sobering. Although the three men came out of the war physically unscathed, family members and friends had been lost. Although he knew life went on, sometimes he felt callous going blissfully about his day when the lives of many of his brothers-in-arms would never be the same.

“Well, I wish you luck at Thorne’s Lending Library,” he replied sincerely. “As I said, I wash my hands of the young ladies and their exploits.”

“I will, of course, escort my sister there. She is such a frivolous young woman. Perhaps if she read more...” Nathaniel sighed.

“Perhaps,” Ashford replied lightly, ignoring Cecil’s skeptical look. He hoped his friend questioned a change in Alicia’s personality rather than Ashford’s resolve not to insert himself into Lady Charlotte’s activities.

“I did hear some interesting gossip today,” Cecil remarked quietly. “Lord Aberdare let drop the name of the man who is publishing Lady Caroline’s book.”

“And?” he asked, rocking on the balls of his feet.

“The publisher is Mr. Henry Colburn. The gentleman manages Morgan’s Library on Conduit Street.”

Ashford stopped his rocking and nodded. “Thank you, Cecil. Thank you very much.”

The next morning, Ashford made his way to Morgan’s Library, intent on meeting Henry Colburn and finding out what he could about Lady Caroline’s book. Rumor said the novel would be published with the author listed as anonymous.

The sky was gray that morning, matching his current mood, the smell of coming rain in the air.

A man was sleeping in the doorway of an empty shop next to Morgan’s Library. When the man heard Ashford speak to his coachman, he stood up abruptly, pulling off his hat and running a hand through his short gray hair. The scruffy man looked oddly familiar.

“Lord Ashford? Well, knock me over with a feather.”

He recognized the man’s cockney accent at once. “Mr. Bones! It has been an age. You’re not in any difficulty with the law, I trust?” he asked with a grin. The Foreign Office had recruited Bones to infiltrate some of the smuggling gangs at work during the Continental Blockade, and he had firsthand knowledge that Bones had also profited from said smuggling.

Ashford had been on a transport ship in the channel when the galley Bones was on was stopped and boarded. To prevent his boat from being burned, Mr. Bones had advised Ashford of the names of several smugglers in Guernsey, his latest home port. Bones was then allowed to continue on to Dunkirk with his illicit goods.

“I was rounded up for loitering. A shopkeeper said I was begging, but you know I never would, Lord Ashford,” the man answered with a grimace. “I’ll always find a way to make a living. I won’t accept no charity.”

The man looked thin, his complexion pale. He could use a good meal. Ashford had an idea of how to help Bones by utilizing his unique skills.

“I have a friend who could use your assistance, Mr. Bones. He needs someone who can find out things. Someone who can blend in anywhere.” He handed two guineas to the man. “Get yourself along to see Lord Cecil Wycliffe. I’m sure you’ve heard of the man?”

Bones looked down at the coins in his hand. “I’ve heard of Lord Wycliffe.”

“Get a hackney to number four, Curzon Square. Tell the viscount’s butler I sent you.”

“You always were a fair one,” Bones said gruffly before turning on his heel and walking rapidly away in the opposite direction.

Ashford entered Morgan’s Library, pleased to see no other patrons in the establishment. It would not do for anyone to overhear his conversation with Mr. Colburn. Unlike Thorne’s, the library was rather dark inside, the heavy wood furnishings reflecting a desire to cater to a masculine clientele.

He inquired as to the whereabouts of the manager from a young clerk, the only clerk visible behind a crescent-shaped desk.

“Mr. Colburn is in the backroom, my lord. I will get him for you. Excuse me.”

A short time later, a tall, well-dressed gentleman approached the desk. “I am Mr. Colburn. It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Ashford. How may I be of assistance?”

“Is there somewhere we may talk in private?” he asked the publisher.

Mr. Colburn looked about him. There were still no other patrons in the library. “The backroom contains two of my clerks at present. Perhaps we may find some privacy in that corner?”

The gentleman pointed to a secluded nook surrounded by bookshelves on three sides. There were two leather club armchairs in the middle of the space, a small mahogany drum table between them.

Ashford nodded. “That should do nicely.”

Both men walked to the nook and took a seat.

He said without preamble, “Mr. Colburn, I won’t waste your time with pleasantries. I want information about Lady Caroline’s book.”

“What book?” the man asked in response. His gaze didn’t quite meet Ashford’s eyes.

“I have it on good authority that you are publishing a book written by Lady Caroline. Does she cite names of the ton in her work? I desire to know if a lady close to me is mentioned in the novel.”

Mr. Colburn looked at him squarely. “My lord, I am not at liberty to divulge whether I am the lady’s publisher or not.”

“I will not share any intelligence you give me.” He crossed one leg over the other and folded his hands in his lap. “I have all the time in the world to wait for the information I want.”

After a few moments of silence, Mr. Colburn visibly sighed and said, “The book is about the Irish rebellion of 1798, my lord. It has nothing to do with current London society.”

He replied with a raised brow, “So you are printing the book.”

The other man nodded. “Lord Ashford, the novel isn’t finished. I have no idea whether your lady friend is mentioned in Lady Caroline’s book.”

Ashford looked up at the faint sound of swishing skirts to see Lady Charlotte standing only a few steps away from where he was seated with Mr. Colburn. The lady turned on her heel and rushed away, the musky scent of tuberose in her wake.

* * * * *
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William merely grumbled when Charlotte asked him to escort her to Morgan’s Library.

She ignored him and said, “We should arrive soon after the library opens as I desire a private conversation with the proprietor.”

When they entered the establishment on Conduit Street the next morning, William made his way toward the backroom, as no employees were in evidence. Traces of cigarillo smoke and spicy cologne hung in the air like cobwebs.

Charlotte looked about her. The shop was full of dark wood bookshelves and somber furnishings. She didn’t see any merchandise in the library for sale other than books.

Curious to see how Morgan’s Library displayed its tomes, she strolled to the other side of the shop, noting that the bookseller arranged the books in alphabetical order according to author. She walked around the corner of a bookshelf and heard voices. Before Charlotte could make herself known, she’d overheard Lord Ashford ask about a book to be published.

“Pardon me,” she said quietly, turned, and retraced her steps back to the curved desk near the front of the library. Mortified that the marquess would think she’d been purposely eavesdropping, she felt heat on her cheeks.

Her brother approached the desk with a clerk in tow.

At that moment, Lord Ashford and the man he’d been speaking with reappeared.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be of further help,” the unknown man said to the marquess and took up a place behind the desk.

Lord Ashford nodded to Charlotte and William. His gaze held hers for the briefest moment, and she felt her breath catch in her throat. A man should not have such beautiful eyes. It wasn’t fair to her equilibrium.

The marquess sketched an elegant bow. “I must be on my way. Good afternoon, Lady Charlotte, Lord Beaumont.”

She dropped a shallow curtsy and the marquess exited the shop.

“Lord Beaumont, how may I be of service?” the man behind the desk asked.

“Mr. Colburn, my sister Lady Charlotte would like to speak with you.”

The publisher nodded to Charlotte. “Good morning, my lady. I’m the manager here.  How may I assist you?”

“Mr. Colburn, I’ve heard you specialize in publishing female writers. Could you tell me which authors are your current best sellers?”

The publisher did not ask her why she wanted the information but merely replied, “Ann Radcliffe is still quite popular, as is Fanny Burney. All of Mary Wollstonecraft’s works sell particularly well.”

“I am familiar with their work. Are there any other female authors you think would be of interest to Londoners?”

“I think it would be simpler if I showed you.” Mr. Colburn walked from behind the desk to a nearby table covered with several stacks of books. “The books on this table are the ones most requested by lending libraries at present.”

Charlotte looked over the books on display, noting several works by female writers: Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent, Letters for Literary Ladies, Belinda, Patronage; Female Quixote by Charlotte Lennon; Adelaide and Theodore, or Letters on Education by Madame de Genlis. The Children of the Abbey, a Tale by Regina Maria Roche; Letters from The Mountains by Anne Grant.

“I couldn’t help but overhear some of your conversation with Lord Ashford,” Charlotte said casually as she listed the books on the table in a tiny notebook she kept in her reticule. “Is the forthcoming novel by Lady Caroline something the ladies and gentlemen of London would enjoy reading?”

Mr. Colburn cleared his throat. “As I told his lordship, I am not at liberty to discuss the contents of the book even if I am to be its publisher.”

Charlotte looked up to see her brother frowning at her. William jerked his head just the slightest towards the entrance to the library, and she returned her notebook and prized cedarwood-cased pencil to her reticule.

“Thank you ever so much, sir. I appreciate your assistance and look forward to seeing what you will publish in the future.” She nodded goodbye to Mr. Colburn and dutifully followed William outside. Hopefully, her brother wouldn’t remark on her question about Lady Caroline’s book.

William assisted her into their father’s town carriage. As the coach moved forward, he inquired, “Why did you ask about a private conversation Lord Ashford was involved in?”

Charlotte tensed for a moment before replying, “I wondered if I could get information about the book before anyone else did. If Thorne’s acquired the novel before other libraries, it might bring some fame to the lending library.”

Her brother appeared mollified by her answer and said no more on the subject. Charlotte blew out a breath and felt her shoulders relax.

Lord Ashford was anxious about some information Lady Caroline might include in her novel. It concerned a woman close to him. His mistress?  Her very being recoiled at the thought. As she and William returned home in their father’s carriage, her imagination ran wild with possibilities of what details about the marquess’s life could be in that book.

* * * * *
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After his visit to Morgan’s Library, Ashford returned home.  The sky was still gray, but rain had yet to make an appearance. Chloe, a ball of energy, greeted his return to the house with enthusiasm. He determined the little dog could do with a walk to the private park in Grosvenor Square before the weather changed.

As his mother was wont to stay in her rooms until nuncheon, Chloe had little company in the house other than the servants. His valet pretended to think the dog was a nuisance, but he’d seen the man give the Maltese a scratch now and then when he thought nobody was looking.

It was Saturday. A day Ashford could relax as there were no sessions that afternoon.

When the war was over, he’d resigned from his position in the Foreign Office. Cecil assumed he missed the intrigues of government service. Ashford’s position as an attaché dealt with ensuring finished goods from Britain reached the rest of Europe; he merely helped keep the British economy strong during the Napoleonic wars. He may have utilized bribery and smuggling, but he’d never been a spy.

Ashford would remain in London while Parliament was seated and then return to Kent until the cycle started all over again. Unlike his friend Cecil, he much preferred the country to town. He rather thought Chloe did as well.

When they reached the private park surrounded by railings, he used a key to access the garden. “Go and play,” he told Chloe as he released her from her leash to roam the area and sniff the multitude of scents only dogs could smell. The little Maltese wandered happily, her tail wagging incessantly.

He breathed deeply of the cool air, relishing the solitude of the green space. Looking up at the equestrian statue of George I in the middle of the garden, he spied a male chaffinch keeping a watchful eye on Chloe. “Don’t worry, my friend, you’re much too quick for my girl.”

Chloe brought him a small stick which he dutifully threw for her. He’d found her as a cold, wet puppy in a field in Portugal. Ever since he could remember, he’d always taken in needy creatures.

“Good girl!” Chloe returned her stick to him. He threw it again.

Thinking of needy creatures reminded him of Lady Charlotte’s brother. Had the boy told his sister of the service Ashford performed for him while they were at Eton? He doubted it. The tale would not show William in a positive light.

“What are you doing in this room?” he’d asked the first-year student upon witnessing him enter Cecil’s set of rooms at the Jourdelay boarding house.

“I must be lost,” the boy replied, his voice shaking. “I need to return a book for a friend.”

“Where is the book?” Ashford’s gaze never left the boy’s face.

The boy shook his head. “I don’t know. I must have dropped it.”

He noticed the young man holding something behind his back. “Show me what is in your hand.”

The boy held out his palm to reveal a pocket watch. Ashford recognized it as the silver pair case watch Cecil’s older brother had given him when Cecil went away to school.

“What is your name?”

“William. William Beaumont.” The boy placed the watch on a small nearby table in the bedchamber.

The boy was shaking. Ashford hoped Beaumont had learned his lesson about entering someone else’s quarters.

“This room belongs to Lord Cecil Wycliffe,” Ashford said with a grimace. “You do know who he is?”

The boy’s face turned white. William asked, his voice trembling, “You won’t tell him I was in his room?”

Ashford shook his head. “I don’t want to see you on this floor again, or I will inform him you were in here.”

“Thank you, sir.” The boy rushed out of the room without a backward glance.

Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t recall seeing William more than a handful of times again that year, Ashford’s final year at Eton College.

He’d never told Cecil about the incident. His friend would have turned the boy into the headmaster, resulting in William receiving a birching on his bare posterior. Everyone knew stealing for a lark was a popular activity at Eton. Even the best families had children who rebelled at school.

William was as reckless as his sister. A good reason to avoid the family from now on. Lady Charlotte had provided a momentary diversion, nothing else. A lady should not be seen on St. James’s Street, let alone dressed as a beggar.

She hadn’t been dressed as a beggar today. Her dress and bonnet had been of the first stare of fashion. He found himself wondering how long her hair was when it was down. Would it curl about her milky white shoulders or cascade down her slender back? His breath quickened as he imagined the lady daubing tuberose perfume all over her body.

He shook himself and threw the stick for Chloe several more times before a light rain began to fall.  “Come along, girl! Let’s get you home.”

When Ashford and his furry companion reached the townhouse, he entered his study, and Chloe padded along beside him, curling up on one of his boots as he sat at the large mahogany desk looking through his correspondence. He was determined not to think about Lady Charlotte.

He should look in on Cecil or Nathaniel. Perhaps not Nathaniel. The constant chattering of the man’s sister Alicia generally gave him a migraine. It was curious how the girl’s high-pitched voice irritated him when she prattled on, whereas Lady Charlotte’s husky voice had the opposite effect.

“Blast it!”

Chloe scurried out from under the desk and ran out of the room. Ashford needed to get out of the house. He required a distraction to keep from thinking about Lady Charlotte and her mission to save the lending library. It didn’t matter whether she was suitable or not. Despite how much his mother wished otherwise, he wasn’t ready to look for a bride.
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Chapter Eight
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Later that day, Charlotte and Louisa joined Edith for tea. They frequently met at Edith’s home as her father was often out, either attending Parliament or gambling at his club. Edith’s mother died when she was a young girl, and quite against all convention, her father had raised his daughter instead of sending her to live with either of his sisters or their families. By all appearances, he adored his only child and was content to have her at home with him.

The young women enjoyed a light meal of sandwiches, seed cake, and fruit in the blue parlor of the house. Louisa made several recommendations as to how Edith could update the furnishings and decorations in the room.

“You must speak with my father,” Edith would reply vaguely after every suggestion. “He hasn’t changed a thing in this room since my mother’s passing.”

Charlotte proceeded to recount her conversation with Mr. Colburn from the day before, omitting the discussion she’d overheard between Lord Ashford and the publisher.

She didn’t understand why it mattered that the marquess was worried about the reputation of another woman; it just did. If she told Louisa about Lord Ashford’s interest in Lady Caroline’s book, she wasn’t sure what her friend might say. Louisa would probably think the worst.

Edith studied the list of books from Morgan’s Library. “I believe Thorne’s Lending Library has most of these novels. Now we must convince Mrs. Thorne to set aside a section just for female authors.”

Charlotte nibbled a piece of seed cake as Edith passed the list of books to Louisa to peruse. The cake was dry. She put the remainder of it back on her plate and sampled a lemon biscuit, pleased to find it was moist and delicious.

She recalled an invitation to pay a morning call on the morrow. A readymade opportunity to widen her circle of acquaintances and help Thorne’s had presented itself.

“I’m not going with you,” Louisa declared when Charlotte said she would accept an invitation to call on Lady Sheffield. She added with a curl of her lip, “The lady’s daughter Julia is a brash miss.”

Edith made a tutting noise. “I would be happy to accompany you tomorrow, Charlotte. It will give me an occasion to show Lady Julia I regard her unkindness to me not at all.”

The first time Charlotte and Louisa met Edith was at a ball at the beginning of the season.  They stood near two young women, one Lady Julia and the other unknown to them, and happened to overhear a one-sided conversation.

“Lady Edith, you really must engage a new lady’s maid. Your hair is not dressed to complement your bone structure.” Lady Julia sniffed as she shook her head in mock despair. “If only your mother were alive. It is quite obvious you lack a female’s guidance at home.”

The other young woman’s face turned red as she opened and closed her mouth several times without speaking.

Charlotte stepped forward and gently took one of the girl’s arms in her own. “There you are, Edith. Louisa and I have been looking everywhere for you.”

Charlotte spirited the girl away to the supper rooms, and the three women became acquainted over lemonade and cakes. From that night on, Charlotte, Edith, and Louisa had been inseparable. Edith had been chaperoned that evening by one of her aunts, who was not fond of London. After Charlotte’s mother received approval from Edith’s father, she willingly took over chaperone duties for Edith.

“Bravo, Edith!” Charlotte said with a grin, clapping her hands as she returned her attention to the present-day conversation. “There are bound to be other young ladies at the tea, and they can’t all be as unpleasant as Lady Julia.”

Louisa shrugged. “My priority is replacing the curtains at Thorne’s Lending Library. The fabric has been purchased and is currently being fashioned into two sets of window coverings.”

Charlotte took a sip of fragrant tea. She didn’t press Louisa to accompany them on their morning call to Lady Sheffield. Her friend rarely changed her mind once it was made up. Charlotte would be more than happy to use the occasion of the visit to spread the word about Thorne’s Lending Library.

* * * * *
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The evening sun was rapidly giving way to dusk. At nearly eight of the o’clock in the evening, Blandel Bridge in Five Fields wasn’t the safest destination in outer London.

Ashford frowned at his companion. “What are we doing here? We’re in an open carriage in one of the most dangerous areas of Town.”

Cecil drove their conveyance, a phaeton with matched pair, his gaze trained on the road, and approaching stone bridge, ahead. “I needed something light and fast.  You didn’t have to accompany me.”

He snorted. “Your invitation was cryptic enough to be intriguing.”

And it had been.

“Tonight, there will be an attempt to sabotage the construction of the first cast-iron crossing over the Thames.”

That crossing would be Regent’s Bridge. After years of controversy and setbacks, the bridge was scheduled to be completed in June of the year.

As they drove to Five Fields, the men discussed Cecil’s newest employee.

“Have you found a task to keep Mr. Bones occupied?” Ashford asked his friend.

“Once I got past the surprise of his showing up on my doorstep, I realized Bones could be tremendously useful.” The viscount gave a mirthless laugh. “He might know more about the Rogue’s Alliance than I do.”

Ashford was relieved to hear Cecil had given the former smuggler a job. For the foreseeable future, Bones would have funds to find shelter and eat.  

Five Fields was a grazing area of reclaimed marshlands, an open valley on the western outskirts of London. The Westbourne River meandered beneath Blandel Bridge, known as “Bloody Bridge,” as it was a known haunt of robbers and cutthroats. The stone crossing was some fourteen feet wide with high walls on each side; the shadows of nearby Boscobel oaks lengthened as the phaeton approached the entrance to the bridge.

The open carriage moved across the expanse, the only sound the clip-clop of horse’s hooves against stone. A bearded figure with a lantern in one hand rose in front of them as the phaeton exited the bridge.

“Who goes there?” a gruff male voice asked.

“Lord Wycliffe.”

The man lowered his lantern and stepped aside.

“I see your reputation proceeds you,” Ashford said dryly.

Cecil halted the carriage next to the bearded man. “What news have you this evening?”

“A wagon went by just moments ago with several barrels stacked in the bed,” the man replied in a low voice.

The viscount tossed a guinea to the man.

“Brace yourself, Ashford.” Cecil flicked the reins, and the matched pair broke into a gallop.

“What is in the barrels?” he asked over the sound of horses’ hooves pounding against the packed earth beneath them.

“Gunpowder!”

Ashford spied a wagon some fifty yards in front of them. There were two dark figures on the seat. The men wore long cloaks; the driver’s cloak was an unusual light blue color, and both men wore hats pulled down over their ears. The passenger carried a lantern and turned on the seat to look behind him.

Ashford saw movement beside him as Cecil took one hand from the leads he held and pulled a double-barreled flintlock pistol from an inside pocket of his caped greatcoat.

“Will that really be necessary?” he asked, alarmed. Not for the first time, he wondered if he should have accompanied his friend on this errand.

“We can’t let that wagon reach Regent Bridge.”

The bridge was constructed of 78-foot cast-iron arches with stone piers. He imagined the gunpowder wouldn’t completely destroy the nearly finished structure but could make quite a mess of it.

“Hold on!” At Cecil’s words, the passenger seated on the wagon bench faced forward. Cecil raised his pistol and fired a shot into the air.

The team of four horses pulling the wagon shot forward at breakneck speed, the driver shouted at the horses, frantically trying to gain control of his livestock. The wagon careened in front of the phaeton as the passenger threw his lantern aside and looked to be holding on to the bench he sat on for dear life. Cecil drove the phaeton alongside the wagon, forcing the driver to the left onto Kings Road and toward the open fields.

To his right, Ashford glimpsed the road leading to Five Fields chapel, probably the route the wagon was meant to take eastwards to the Thames and on to Regent Bridge.

The horses ahead took a sharp right turn into the fields, the barrels toppling over each other in the wagon. Cecil slowed his team to a canter, taking up a place some distance behind the wagon. As the wagon bounced ahead, several barrels tumbled out of the vehicle. Cecil immediately brought the carriage to an abrupt halt.

The impact of the barrels hitting the ground caused the gunpowder to ignite, resulting in small fires scattered haphazardly across the fallow fields. The passenger of the wagon jumped from the high seat, and the wagon and horses raced away, some ten barrels left in their wake.

Several yards in front of the phaeton lay the passenger from the wagon, his head at an odd angle. Cecil handed the reins to Ashford and jumped down from the carriage. He strode forward and bent low over the man on the ground. 

Ashford asked his friend. “Is the man alive?”

From the light of a nearby fire, he could see Cecil searching the man’s cloak. “He’s dead. He broke his neck in the fall.”

“What are you looking for?”

Cecil left the man’s side and retraced his steps. Once back on the seat of the carriage he held up a black object. It was a miniature papier-mache snuffbox, cheaply made, with the letters RA painted on it in white.

“A snuff box?”

“This proves the dead man was part of the Rogue’s Alliance,” Cecil replied grimly. “We may not have caught the driver, but we have accomplished something this evening: the Home Office will now take the threats seriously and post guards at Regent Bridge.” 

The night’s activity had accomplished one more thing: Although Ashford would admit to being restless in recent days, he decided Cecil’s brand of adventure wasn’t what he wanted or needed. Something was missing from his life. He just needed to figure out what it was.   
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Chapter Nine
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That afternoon Charlotte drove to Edith’s home in her father’s town carriage, and then both girls continued on to Lady Sheffield’s modest townhouse on the edge of Hounslow Heath.

“Do you know Lady Sheffield well?” Edith asked.

“We’ve met a few times. The lady and my mother came out the same year.” Charlotte paused. “Mother agrees that the lady’s daughter, Julia, is not a pleasant person to be around.”

Charlotte had rarely spoken to Lady Julia at the season’s entertainments. It was hard to keep an open mind about the girl as she’d seen her unkindness toward others first-hand. She must remember they needed more patrons for the lending library. It would not do for her to alienate members of the ton.

When they arrived at the Sheffield townhouse, a footman in black and buff livery took their outerwear; another escorted the ladies to the drawing room.

Their hostess Lady Sheffield was a petite, plump woman, the remnants of youthful beauty still evident in her features. “Lady Charlotte! Do come sit down and tell me, is your mother in good health? I haven’t spoken to her in an age.”

Charlotte dutifully approached the woman and introduced her to Edith. Their hostess poured tea and sorted the teacups. When the new arrivals were seated with cups in hand, Lady Sheffield looked about her. “Where is my daughter? Oh, there she is. Trading on dits with that silly girl Alicia Tilford. Julia! Do come here and meet these young ladies.”

Lady Julia said something to the girl beside her. She then walked to stand beside where her mother was seated, a pained smile on her face.

Their hostess made the introductions. “Julia, may I present Lady Charlotte and Lady Edith. I’m surprised we have not bumped elbows at more entertainments this season as all three of you girls made your debut this year.”

Charlotte refrained from mentioning that the lady’s daughter had seen her at many events and shown no desire to get to know her. Although, to be honest, Charlotte hadn’t gone out of her way to make friends with the other girl.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Charlotte,” Julia said civilly, little pleasure noticeable in her words or facial expression. “I am already acquainted with Lady Edith. I hope you are well, Lady Edith.”

She and Edith responded courteously. It was a shame that Lady Julia was so rude. Julia was a diamond of the season but by all accounts had received few offers of marriage. With the airs she put on, you would think her father was a duke rather than a viscount.

Perhaps Charlotte’s desire not to fit in put other debutantes off.  Despite her dislike of Lady Julia, Charlotte would behave as she should in polite society. After all, there were other young ladies present who might be persuaded to visit Thorne’s.

She spied a copy of Castle Rackrent by Maria Edgeworth on a mahogany side table. “Lady Sheffield, are you a great reader?”

The woman waved a languid hand. “Not I but my daughter. She is often at Hookham’s.”

This was Charlotte’s chance. How to speak glowingly of Thorne’s without alienating Lady Julia? “Hookham’s is a lovely establishment. I frequent Thorne’s Lending Library, although it is less fashionable. Its location near Gunter’s and Hyde Park is ever so nice.”

She heard a soft squeal, and the young lady Julia had been talking to earlier hurried over. “Thorne’s Lending Library? My brother Nathaniel is to take me there very soon. Lady Cairs told him it is the place to meet interesting young people of our set.”

“I’m Lady Charlotte, and this is my friend Lady Edith. We are often at the lending library. It would be lovely to see you there.” Charlotte smiled at the young woman, ignoring Lady Julia’s scowl.

The girl dropped a shallow curtsy. “And I’m Miss Alicia Tilford. It is wonderful to meet you.”

Alicia had a pleasant face and easy manners. The lemon scent she wore was as joyful as her countenance.

“If Nathaniel believes you should go to Thorne’s, I will be happy to accompany you, Alicia.” Lady Julia had shown no interest in the conversation until Miss Tilford mentioned her brother.

Charlotte was thrilled Lady Cairs had indeed told others about Thorne’s. There were two other young women present, and soon the entire party was chatting about upcoming activities of the season, ignoring their tea almost entirely.

She thought Julia didn’t look pleased with having to share Alicia with Edith and herself, but Charlotte didn’t much care. The grasping Julia could have Nathaniel all to herself. She was only concerned with saving her beloved library, not with finding a husband.

“Well done!” Edith said to Charlotte when they were on their way home in the town coach. “Miss Tilford and her brother will look in at the library next week.”

The other two young women at the tea had made vague references to visiting Thorne’s. 

She nodded. “Alicia suggested Wednesday afternoon. I believe she mentioned her brother was a baron.”

“Lady Julia has obviously set her cap for Alicia’s brother,” Edith replied with a giggle and then sobered. “She was not especially nice to us.”

Charlotte sighed. “No, she wasn’t. I do like Miss Tilford, although she talks a lot and seems rather flighty.”

“Most people think I’m flighty,” Edith replied softly, clasping her hands in her lap.

“You are kind to everyone. You also have the sweetest laugh and smile.” She paused to reach across the carriage and pat Edith’s cloth-covered knee. “If that is considered flighty, then we all should be so!”

Edith beamed at Charlotte’s words, her customary cheery mood again in evidence. “Oh, Charlotte, you are such a good friend. You are also too kind. I hope your brother knows what a wonderful sister he has.”

She sobered at the change of topic.

“I wish William would find a worthy activity to occupy his time. He has finished at school and seems content to meander through life.” She shook her head, a groan passing her lips. “Father doesn’t engage William in the running of the estate in Kent. I worry my brother will find no direction in life.”

“He does appear to worship Lord Ashford,” Edith replied thoughtfully. “Perhaps the marquess could help your brother find a vocation.”

Charlotte clapped her hands together. “That is an excellent idea, Edith! But how to get them together? William is not one to put himself forward. He acts as if he is ashamed of something.”

“There was a rumor at Eton...” Edith looked down at the hands in her lap and bit her lip.

With her heart in her throat, she asked, “Concerning William?”

Edith nodded. Looking up, she replied, “According to Louisa, your brother was browbeaten into playing pranks on older students. Nothing too serious, I believe.”

She must speak to William and find out what he’d been up to at Eton. Would her brother tell her the truth about the rumors? 

Once Edith was deposited at home, Charlotte returned to her family’s townhouse in Hanover Square. The sky was full of dark clouds, and she hurried into the townhouse as a brisk wind tore at her skirts and bonnet.

Her mother was seated in the parlor when Charlotte entered the room. She asked her daughter about her afternoon and how her mission to save Thorne’s Lending Library progressed. She brought her mother up to date with her activities, leaving out any mention of Lord Ashford or James Landry. As William did not return home until it was time to dress for the evening meal, she would have to speak to him before he went out again.

William and their father joined the ladies in the drawing room after dinner.

“Charlotte?” her father asked, studying her face. “You appear preoccupied tonight.”

She was surprised he noticed. He was not an unkind man, merely very often lost in contemplation of one book or another. As her mother was not a great reader, she supposed her love of reading was inherited from her father. William rarely opened a book, merely visiting lending libraries to spend time with his friends.

“I’m sorry, Father. I’m just a little tired.” She smiled tightly at her brother. “William, how did you spend your day?”

Her brother replied enthusiastically, “At Tattersall’s and the club. My friend Buchanan purchased a matched pair of bays for his new high perch phaeton.”

Their father was interested in hearing about the horseflesh on offer at the bloodstock auctioneer. Charlotte merely sipped her tea and made conversation with her mother until William mentioned he had to leave for an evening engagement.

She excused herself when her brother left the room, catching up to him in the corridor.

“William, may I speak to you in private a moment?”

“Of course, Charlotte.” He waved a hand towards the doorway to the parlor. 

She entered the room, and he followed her.

“Please close the door,” she said quietly.

He raised a brow but complied as Charlotte took a seat on the edge of a stuffed chair. William sat across from her on a rolled arm sopha as she hesitated as to how to begin the conversation.

“What is this all about?” her brother asked with a frown.

She replied in a rush, “It has come to my attention that there is gossip about your time at Eton. That you played pranks on others.”

Although William’s frown disappeared, his expression was now wary. “Did Lord Ashford say something to you?”

She felt a moment of unease at his high-pitched response. “No, he did not. If you must know, Edith heard about the rumors from Louisa. What would Lord Ashford have to tell me, William?”

Her brother blew out a breath and his features visibly relaxed. “It was nothing. I was intimidated into playing a few pranks, but they never amounted to much. Lord Ashford helped me out of a sticky situation, and I never allowed myself to be put in that position again.”

She squinted at her brother, searching his face. He looked at her, a faint smile on his countenance, and she wanted to believe there was nothing more to the story than what he’d told her.

“I am glad to hear it.” Their parents were quite liberal in allowing their children to live their own lives.  If unsavory rumors involving William got back to her father, that might change.

“All that is in the past.” William quickly got to his feet. “I must be off. I’m to meet a friend for cards. Goodnight, dear sister.”

He didn’t wait for her response but opened the door to the room and hurried away.

Charlotte really did hope there wasn’t more to the rumors at Eton. She must think of a way to see Lord Ashford, to find out what her brother had been up to whilst at school. It had nothing to do with the marquess’s attractiveness or the dizzy feeling that came over her whenever he was near. She merely wanted to help her brother.

* * * * *
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Ashford had enough time to visit Hoby, the bootmaker’s shop in Piccadilly, before afternoon sessions. He was happy enough to be measured by an assistant rather than George Hoby himself, as the man often put on airs and had been known to treat his employees in a mean fashion.

When Ashford left the shop, he strolled west along the pavement toward his carriage. Although the day was sunny, there was a chill in the air, the weather in April this year colder and wetter than in recent years.

A shabbily dressed man walking toward him did not make eye contact. The man wore a coat that had been mended in several places, and one of his trouser legs had a visible hole at the knee. As with Bones, this man looked strangely familiar.

“Corporal Higgins,” he called out, coming to a halt when he was nearly abreast of the man. The corporal had traveled in many of the same areas as Ashford during the Peninsular War.

The other man stopped walking. He squinted at Ashford, and a smile came to his lips. “Lord Ashford! As I live and breathe. How are you, my lord?”

“I’m no longer with the Foreign Office.” He paused. “I was sorry to hear the 95th Foot disbanded.”

“We weren’t needed anymore. Sgt. Maj. Hutton passed recently from apoplexy, I heard it was. He was a fine man.” Higgins sounded genuinely distraught over the death of his former superior.

“I didn’t know. He was a great leader. How have you fared since coming home?” Ashford didn’t know why he asked the man such a personal question. He hadn’t known the corporal well, but Higgins was a hard worker and good with horses.

“It’s been difficult for most of the enlisted men, my lord.” Higgins stroked a hand through the short beard on his chin. “I’ve just been to the registry office to check for work. No luck today. I have no injuries from the war and didn’t serve long enough to earn a pension.”

“You were a dab hand with horseflesh as I recall,” he said lightly.

“Not much call for grooms in London right now,” Higgins replied gloomily.

“I have an open position at my estate in Kent. You’d save my estate manager from having to look for someone.” He asked as an afterthought, “Do you have family in London?”

Higgins shook his head. “I’m alone, my lord. I’d be more than happy to work in the country. London is too crowded for me.”

“Once a sennight produce from my estate is brought to my townhouse in London. When my servants return to Kent, you may accompany them.” He nodded to a spot behind Higgins. “Come along with me. My coach is just there. My driver will take care of you.”

He walked forward and Higgins turned on his heel and followed him. A footman opened the carriage door for Ashford as the corporal jumped onto the box seat with the driver. A moment later, the carriage was in motion.

“You hired a groom off the street?” his mother asked with a shake of her head when she joined him for breakfast the next day.

“I’m familiar with him from my time in Portugal,” he replied, cutting into a slice of ham on his plate. “We always need more men in the stables at Stour House. A wagon from the estate should arrive tomorrow so Higgins won’t be underfoot for long.”

His mother took a sip of her chocolate. “The butler placed him in the servants quarters. By all accounts, Mr. Higgins has already made himself useful in the mews.”

Ashford took a bite of ham and chewed. From his perspective, The Poor Relief Act of 1815 had done little to help veterans of the war. Nathaniel had introduced at least one bill for Army and Navy veterans that never passed. He needed to speak with his friend about what he knew of the plight of the enlisted men they had served with.

“There are numerous registry offices in Town to help people find work. Do you intend to give jobs to all the veterans you encounter in London?” his mother asked quietly.

He merely replied, “None of the registry offices cater specifically to veterans. Perhaps something can be done about that.”
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Chapter Ten


[image: image]


“You did what?” Charlotte asked Louisa, her shrill voice betraying the annoyance she was feeling.

“I asked my brothers what they knew about Lord Ashford,” Louisa replied with a shrug as she took a sip of her tea.

The day after their morning call on Lady Sheffield, Charlotte and Edith were seated in the drawing room of Louisa’s home in Grosvenor Square. Louisa’s mother had allowed her daughter to decorate the room in shades of peach, and with the addition of emerald, green-patterned wallpaper, the effect was harmonious and elegant. She couldn’t picture Louisa’s four rough-and-tumble brothers in such a serene setting.

The young women had recently come down from the attics, where they’d inspected a assortment of stored furniture.

She didn’t know why Louisa had asked for their opinion on the furniture for Thorne’s as her friend appeared to know precisely what fittings she wanted for the lending library. A footman followed his mistress around the only two rooms in the attics not occupied by servants, pulling dust covers off items and replacing them at Louisa’s whim. The furniture left uncovered was to be delivered to Thorne’s Lending Library via a wagon.

“What did your brothers tell you about the marquess?” Edith asked eagerly. She glanced at Charlotte and grinned. “We might as well find out.”

“To begin with, Lord Ashford lives in this square. Just across the park.” Louisa paused for effect, a triumphant smile on her lips.

“And?” she asked carelessly, hiding her impatience.

“He has only one sibling, a sister. Supposedly a beauty who is in no hurry to wed. There are rumors the lady is quite high-spirited. His father died years ago. His mother is still alive, and she is quite eager for her son to marry and have a family.”

Louisa looked far too pleased with herself. One thing she’d said stuck in Charlotte’s mind.

“I’ve never heard Lord Ashford mention a sister,” she replied, worrying her lip.

The other girl responded, “She is currently in Bath. Gossip says she was exiled from London by her brother.”

Could his sister be the female Lord Ashford was worried might be in Lady Caroline’s novel? Perhaps the lady had shown the same behavior Lord Ashford found so damning in Charlotte’s case. If that were true, the marquess was a hypocrite.

“And what excuse did you give your brothers for asking about Lord Ashford?” she asked, tamping down a desire to ask for more information about the marquess’s sister.

“I merely said I thought the man was interested in you, Charlotte, and I was curious about him.” Louisa took another sip of tea.

Charlotte expected Lord Ashford did not travel in the same circles as Louisa’s brothers. She could think of no reason the marquess should find out Louisa had been asking questions about him.

“I don’t see how any information you found out about Lord Ashford will help Thorne’s Lending Library remain in business,” she said wryly.

Louisa smoothed a hand over the skirt of her dress. “I merely wanted to help you find out more about the marquess. You seem quite enthralled by the man.”

Charlotte chose to ignore that comment. It was a little too close to the truth. “Did your brothers also tell you what William was up to at Eton?” she asked her friend abruptly, changing the subject.

“They did.” Louisa didn’t look concerned that she hadn’t shared the information with Charlotte. “I wouldn’t have mentioned it to Edith if I hadn’t been so shocked by your brother’s marriage proposal.”

Charlotte didn’t respond. Try as she might, she could never stay annoyed with Louisa for long. Despite her friend’s often abrasive personality, Louisa had always been a loyal companion. Edith sampled a filbert biscuit while Louisa serenely sipped her tea. A clock ticked away on the mantelpiece as footsteps in the corridor outside the room could be heard.

She ate a ginger biscuit before recounting her recent conversation with William about his time at Eton. “I hope my brother told me the truth. I can hardly approach Lord Ashford at home to discuss the matter. And I can’t write him. It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

“One of my brothers told me he often sees Lord Ashford walking a dog at our private park here in Grosvenor Square. We could go along one morning and accidentally run into him,” Louisa suggested.

She nodded in agreement. “That is an excellent idea. Shall we try tomorrow?”

“It’s as good a time as any,” Louisa replied.

“Don’t forget we have to meet Miss Tilford and her brother Baron Harbury at the lending library tomorrow afternoon,” Edith said.

“Who is Miss Tilford?” Louisa asked, selecting a Millefruit biscuit from a bone china plate on the tea tray.

Edith replied, “We met her at Lady Sheffield’s home. Lady Julia was displaying her usual nasty manners, but her friend Alicia Tilford was just lovely. Lady Cairs told Alicia’s brother Nathaniel several nice things about the lending library.”

The friends ate in companionable silence for a few minutes.

“Did you get the new curtains hung yesterday?” Charlotte asked Louisa.

The other girl nodded. “I did. I also had my maid do a bit of dusting in the shop while I distracted Mr. and Mrs. Thorne in the backroom.”

“Well done,” she said with a grin. “Thank goodness Mrs. Thorne has allowed you to redecorate the lending library. I never realized how shabby it looked inside.” 

Louisa replied, “The furniture will be delivered this evening. Instead of attending Lady Norwich’s musicale, I thought I would oversee the placement of the new furniture.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea. Why don’t we help you?” Charlotte asked, turning her attention to Edith.

Edith nodded eagerly. “I would love to spend the evening at Thorne’s. A musicale is not particularly my cup of tea.”

“It’s settled then.” Louisa raised her teacup high. “Since shifting heavy furniture is deemed more palatable than attending the musicale, we shall all go to Thorne’s this evening.”

* * * * *
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Ashford had just decided to visit Cecil at home when a footman announced Baron Harbury.

He got to his feet and waved his friend to one of the burgundy damask side chairs arranged in front of the mahogany pedestal desk in his study. “Good afternoon! To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“I’m on my way to break in a new pair for my curricle,” Nathaniel answered as he dropped onto the side chair. “I thought you might like to come along to rotten row.”

Ashford retook his seat behind the desk. Bright sunshine poured in from the only window in the room. A ride in the fresh air was just what he needed to clear away the cobwebs. “Sounds capital. I admit I’m at loose ends. Would you care for some refreshment before we go?”

Nathaniel shook his head.

“I’m glad we have a moment to speak alone,” Ashford said, sitting forward in his chair. “You wrote a bill last year that would have made it easier for returning war veterans to qualify for pensions. It didn’t pass. Why do you think it failed?”

The baron raised a brow. “It failed because Parliament didn’t want to approve funds for such a far-reaching proposal. There was a lack of concern in both houses. Why the sudden interest in the bill?”

He understood why Nathaniel would ask such a thing. Ashford felt sitting in Parliament was his duty, but he’d never introduced a bill or made arguments for one.

“I’ve recently encountered two veterans I knew from my time on the peninsula.” He paused to collect his thoughts. “Both men have fallen on hard times. I believe we can do more for the enlisted men who served our king.”

“Do you want to introduce a new bill?” Nathaniel asked, his tone surprised.

He shook his head. “I’m not sure merely passing a new act will benefit these men. They need employment. Let me think on it. There must be hundreds of veterans in London who are seeking work.”

“Let me know if I can be of assistance.” Nathaniel smiled. “I like this new altruistic side of you.”

Ashford leaned back in his chair, not replying.

“It looks like I’m going to become better acquainted with your Lady Charlotte,” the baron said casually and then ruined the effect with a mischievous grin.

He ignored his friend’s use of the word ‘your’ in front of the young woman’s name. “And you think I would be interested in this news?”

“Perhaps.”

Ashford stared at Nathaniel, his eyes heavy-lidded, ignoring a sudden pang of jealousy. Lady Charlotte was free to spend her time with whomever she chose.

“All right, I’ll tell you.” Nathaniel shook his head. “Good heavens! You’re becoming as grumpy as Cecil.”

He waited patiently. Or not so patiently, as he realized he was tapping one of his booted feet on the hardwood floor.

“My sister happened to attend a tea at Lady Sheffield’s with Lady Charlotte and one of her friends. Alicia liked the two ladies immensely, and we’re to meet them at Thorne’s Lending Library this Wednesday.” Nathaniel paused. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“And why would I do that?” he asked lazily, not meeting the other man’s gaze.

Nathaniel snorted. “Come now! It is obvious you are attracted to the woman.”

He frowned darkly. “Is it?”

“I’ve never seen you take an interest in any woman’s activities as you have with Lady Charlotte.”

Ashford studied the face of the rosewood bracket clock resting on the corner of his desk for a moment before looking up at his friend.

“Even if I were interested in the lady, there are some difficulties with the connection,” he replied carefully.

“Do tell,” Nathaniel said with raised brows, leaning forward in his chair.

What could it hurt? “Her brother was a thief when we were at Eton.”

Nathaniel whistled. “Never say so. You know this for sure?”

Ashford looked up and proceeded to describe the moment he discovered William in Cecil’s room, pocket watch in hand.

“That is quite damning evidence,” the baron said once Ashford finished speaking. “Did the young man explain why he was there?”

“He did not. I never told Cecil about the incident. You know how driven he was at school.” Ashford raised his hands. “He would have had the boy caned.”

His friend nodded in agreement. “Or expelled.”

Ashford continued, “There is also the matter of Lady Charlotte loitering outside White’s. Her behavior was reckless.”

“And you think Lady Charlotte is unsuitable because she visited St. James’s Street?” the baron looked at him closely, his voice incredulous. “I do recall you chased bridge saboteurs with Cecil despite neither of you being asked to do so by any government agency. Some would see your own behavior as reckless.”  

Ashford chose to ignore Nathaniel’s valid point as he had no plans to accompany Cecil on any further adventures.

“Coupled with her brother’s difficulties, an alliance with the family would be unseemly,” he replied blandly.

Nathaniel shook his head. “You’re doing your best to find a reason not to court the girl.”

He didn’t know how to reply. It was his decision whether he wanted to pursue Lady Charlotte or not. He hadn’t thought much about marriage and usually avoided the entertainments of the marriage mart. Any attention paid to an unmarried young woman would be expected to lead to matrimony.

Eager to leave the confines of his study and the current conversation, Ashford rose to his feet and asked, “Shall we proceed to Hyde Park? I could do with some new scenery.”

* * * * *
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Charlotte was ready for a night arranging furniture at Thorne’s when Edith’s carriage arrived at her home.

“That is a rather odd way to spend the evening,” her mother commented after hearing Charlotte’s plans. “Although I’m happy not to attend the musicale.”

“I want to do everything I can to keep the library open. You know how important Thorne’s is to me.” She was grateful her mother had always supported her love of reading and didn’t try to dissuade her from spending so much time at the lending library.

“Indeed I do, dear daughter.”

Her brother had not joined the family for dinner. William was already out for the evening; Charlotte wondered if he was avoiding her. She left her parents sitting companionably in the drawing room, her mother with her current needlepoint project in her lap, and her father engrossed in a book.

Charlotte took a seat on the burgundy squabs next to Edith in the town coach. She nodded to Louisa seated on the bench across from them. “The furniture has arrived at the library?”

“According to one of the footmen I had deliver it there,” Louisa replied.

When the ladies exited their carriage at the lending library, they found a hulking man loitering beside the front door. Louisa led the way past the man, her chin held high. Charlotte and Edith hurried inside the shop behind her.

Mr. and Mrs. Thorne greeted them from the center of the room. The couple stood near the collection of new furniture. Louisa’s servants must have removed the old furniture as it was no longer in the main room. Their former sitting alcove now housed the table of sundries and the shelves full of writing goods.

“Robbie had to get home to his mother,” Mr. Thorne said as he walked to the front door of the shop and turned the OPEN sign around and locked the door.

There was no mention of the man loitering outside the shop. As for herself, Charlotte had no desire to distress Mrs. Thorne if she was unaware of the man’s presence.

“The furniture looks very nice,” Mr. Thorne said to Louisa.

“I thought you could put it to good use,” Louisa replied lightly as she strode to the middle of the large room.

The ‘new’ furniture consisted of three stuffed tub chairs, a low round table, and a sopha. The pieces were constructed of rosewood, and the upholstered furniture sported fabric in shades of green from sage to moss.

“Not sure why you’re going to all this trouble,” Mrs. Thorne said with a shake of her head. “The shop will be closing soon.”

“It doesn’t have to.” Charlotte added brightly, “I’m sure trade will increase over the next few weeks.”

“I’m not so sure,” the other woman responded gruffly. She turned and walked to the open door to the backroom, entered the room, and shut the door behind her.

“She’s just worried,” Mr. Thorne said once his wife had left the room. “The shop is all we have.”

Edith turned to Louisa. “What do you need us to do?”

“We have to figure out the best way to place this furniture. None of it is particularly cumbersome. Mr. Thorne should be able to move most of it for us. I had my footmen put the sopha across from the left front window. Now the seating area is visible from the front door and windows. It should make the library look more inviting from the outside. What do you think?”

As a group, they agreed with the positioning of the sopha. Next, they placed the table in front of the sopha. Louisa directed Mr. Thorne to put one chair on the left and two on the right of the sopha to create a U-shaped sitting area, the table in the middle.

The arrangement did indeed create a cozy seating nook without blocking the view from the sopha out to the front windows.

“It looks ever so much nicer! The furniture and the curtains have transformed the room.” Charlotte smiled at Louisa. “You have quite a talent for this sort of thing.”

Louisa’s cheeks turned pink. “Thank you. I’m learning a lot from studying fashion periodicals.”

“Lady Louisa, your efforts have created an elegant atmosphere for the shop,” Mr. Thorne said, looking about him. “Thank you so much for your help, ladies. I hope it is enough to save the business.”

“I guarantee you will see more new patrons next week,” Edith replied.  She added with some hesitation, “If your wife would allow you to advertise, that would help.”

Mr. Thorne nodded. “I will speak with her again. She really can be quite reasonable.”

None of the ladies said a word to that statement.

“I do think there are too many items on that table. Clutter simply looks untidy.” Louisa pointed to the table displaying various sundries.

Mr. Thorne removed the items Louisa suggested and placed them under the sales desk while Louisa arranged the remainder of the goods to better advantage.

A few minutes later, Mrs. Thorne returned from the backroom. “It all looks splendid,” she said to Louisa with an uncertain smile. “Thank you for your assistance, my lady.”

Charlotte was happily surprised by the kind words. Mr. Thorne looked taken aback himself. If Mrs. Thorne could be moved to be more amiable, perhaps miracles could happen. Maybe the shop would be saved.

She was at home in bed later that evening before Charlotte remembered the large man lurking near the door of Thorne’s when she and her friends arrived at the library. He had disappeared by the time they exited the building to return home, and she sincerely hoped she would not see him again at Thorne’s.
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Chapter Eleven
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Sunday morning saw Ashford walking to the park with Chloe again. Or rather, he was being dragged to the park by the dog and her leash.

“Slow down, Chloe. I’m scarcely awake, girl,” he said with a yawn.

Today he wore cream trousers and a green double-breasted wool coat. His valet had completed his employer’s toilette with a white linen shirt and elaborately tied neckcloth.

Instead of a stick for Chloe to chase, Ashford had tied some old stockings into a bundle. He hoped the makeshift toy would liven up the dog’s playtime.

The air held a chill, and the sky was full of clouds that he expected would burn off later in the day. The only sounds in the park were the result of Chloe’s play.

Along with the scent of fresh-cut grass, Ashford imagined he could smell Tuberose perfume. No matter where he went, thoughts of Lady Charlotte followed him.

“Good morning, Lord Ashford.”

He recognized the soft, husky voice and turned to see Lady Charlotte and her friend Louisa standing nearby.

“Lady Charlotte, Lady Louisa, it is a pleasure to see you both again.” The rush of feeling he experienced at seeing Charlotte no longer took him by surprise. He couldn’t help himself. Not only was he attracted to the woman, but he also liked her.

Charlotte’s cheeks were stained pink by the cool air, adding to the vibrancy of her appearance. She wore thick tan gloves and matching pelisse over a green sprigged muslin gown.

“How lovely to see you, Lord Ashford.” Lady Charlotte looked briefly at her friend. “When Louisa dragged me outside so early today, I didn’t expect to see anyone else in the park.”

“Do you live nearby?” he asked, curious.

She shook her head. “I’m merely visiting Louisa. Her family lives on the other side of the square.”

“I didn’t realize we were neighbors,” he said to the other lady with a brief smile.

“It is rare for me to come to our private park,” the young woman replied smoothly. “I merely wanted some privacy. Living with four brothers can be overwhelming at times.”

“Who is this?” Charlotte asked as she reached down and patted Chloe, who had bounded forward with her new toy in her mouth. “What a lovely dog.”

“And a demanding one,” he replied with a chuckle. “Her name is Chloe. I found her all alone as a puppy in Portugal.”

As Chloe dropped her toy on the ground, Charlotte crouched down and rubbed one of the dog’s ears with her gloved hand. “Poor dear. Now you have a good home, don’t you? I’m sure you are very spoiled.”

The lady looked up at him and smiled. It was as if the sun had come out just for him. Speechless, he couldn’t help but smile back. Good heavens, he felt as green as a schoolboy.

* * * * *
[image: image]


Charlotte was happy to interact with the little Maltese. She’d never owned a pet, as her mother sneezed when anything with fur came into the house. She stooped low to pet the dog and converse with her. How splendid of the marquess to take in an orphaned puppy. When Charlotte glanced up and smiled, Lord Ashford looked quite caught for words.

“Are you all right, my lord?” she asked, concern in her voice as she rose to her feet.

Lord Ashford visibly shook himself. “Just wool-gathering.”

Louisa wandered off to walk the perimeter of the oval park, still close by but affording Charlotte and the marquess some solitude in which to speak.

The gentleman picked up the bundle of stockings at his feet and threw it. Chloe raced away to retrieve the toy as Charlotte breathed in the delicious scent of the marquess’s cologne. The man was freshly shaven, and she wondered what it would feel like to run her hand along his strong jaw. The thought of touching the marquess sent a tremor of awareness down her spine.

Their plan to meet Lord Ashford by chance had worked. She must get her emotions under control and gather the nerve to speak to the marquess about William’s pranks at Eton. The subject could hardly injure her as the man already had a low enough opinion of her.

“How fares the redoubtable Thorne’s Lending Library?” the marquess asked. 

“The shop is still trading,” she replied and added hesitatingly, “When I saw you at Morgan’s Library, I was there to ask Mr. Colburn which women writers were selling at present. Because of your advice, I asked Mrs. Thorne to display books written by female novelists.”

Lord Ashford merely replied, “I do hope it might help your library to remain open.” He said nothing about his reasons for being at the shop himself.

She instantly regretted speaking about Morgan’s Library. The marquess’s expression was not as open as before, and his attention was now squarely on his dog. Still nervous about broaching the subject of William’s pranks at school, the silence between them lengthened as she searched for another topic of conversation.

“Something odd occurred last evening, Lord Ashford. It may be nothing, but a surly-looking man was loitering outside Thorne’s. I think he wanted to intimidate anyone going into the shop.”

“Did he speak to you?” he asked, his attention returning to her, his voice sharp.

She shook her head. “He didn’t look at me or speak to me. I didn’t mention it to Mr. Thorne; I didn’t want to upset his wife.”

“I have an appointment near Berkeley Square this afternoon and would be happy to visit the library today to see if the man is still lurking outside the shop.” He gave her a reassuring smile that caused her heart to beat faster. “I’m sure he won’t be.”

“It is fortuitous that we have a moment to speak privately.” The marquess’s smile had helped alleviate some of her nervousness about asking him about William’s pranks at school. “My brother told me you helped him out of a scrape at Eton.”

“Did he tell you anything else?” The marquess took the bundle of rags from his waiting dog and threw it again.

“It has been brought to my notice that there are nasty rumors about my brother’s time at Eton.”

Lord Ashford replied, “I haven’t heard those rumors.”

“William was suspected of playing pranks on older students. My brother said he was indeed coerced by bullies into doing some things he regrets.” She forged on, “William has a bit of a weak character and is easily led astray. I’m concerned something else happened at Eton that he didn’t tell me about.”

Lord Ashford sighed. “Lady Charlotte, it pains me to tell you this, but when I encountered your brother playing what he calls a prank on another student at Eton, it appeared as if he was stealing from the person instead.”

She put a hand over her mouth. The truth was worse than she’d imagined.

“I caught him in my friend’s room with a stolen pocket watch in one hand,” the marquess said gently before returning his attention to Chloe.

Charlotte shook her head several times. Dropping her hand, she replied, “Oh no! That can’t be. William is not a thief.”

The Maltese returned with her toy. This time Lord Ashford didn’t throw the bundle of stockings. He pocketed it, bent down, and attached a leash to the dog’s collar.

“I’m merely telling you what I saw, Lady Charlotte. I am sorry if I have distressed you. Perhaps your brother can explain why he was in Lord Cecil’s room holding the gentleman’s pocket watch.” He gave a shallow bow and nodded to Louisa. “I must return home. Good day.”

When the marquess was gone, Louisa walked back to Charlotte’s side and took one of her hands in her own.

“What did Lord Ashford say to you?” Louisa asked, her forehead furrowed. “You look unwell.”

“He said my brother is a thief.” She felt tears threaten. “Lord Ashford thinks my brother is a thief.”

Charlotte had been so shocked by the thought of William stealing from his classmates she hadn’t thought to confront Lord Ashford about his sister’s conduct. It distressed her to realize she cared what the marquess thought of her family. She felt oddly deflated by the censure in Lord Ashford’s voice. He had judged her and William and found them wanting.

* * * * *
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When Lady Charlotte looked up at him in the park, Ashford felt like the finest man in England simply because he’d taken in a homeless dog. It irritated him to think Nathaniel was right. He was indeed fascinated by the lady. By her voice, her scent. They drew him in like a siren’s call. Her unconventional behavior should deter him, not attract him.

Lady Charlotte. The expression on her face when he’d told her about her brother being a thief had reflected shock. He didn’t think she was acting. She didn’t have the experience to dissemble so effortlessly.

The more he thought about the meeting in the park, the more he wondered if the ladies had planned on seeing him there. He rather thought they had. Lady Louisa was not a skillful liar. Neither woman was.

Ashford believed Lady Charlotte was a reckless young woman, but she was also steadfast and loyal. He doubted her brother had such redeeming qualities.

Despite telling his friends he was done helping Lady Charlotte and her friends, he would venture by the lending library and see if Charlotte’s ‘surly’ man was outside the shop. He told himself it was because he was bored. And if James Landry was involved, he should not be allowed to intimidate shopkeepers.

When he arrived in Berkeley Square, Ashford positioned himself outside the entrance to Thorne’s Lending Library.

A burly, hawkish featured man was stationed on the other side of the front door of the library. The man looked straight ahead, apparently trying to give the impression he hadn’t seen Ashford.

“Good afternoon,” he said cheerily to the ruffian.

The man looked at him and gave a brief nod.

Ashford turned towards the thug, taking up an indolent pose, and proceeded to watch him. A faint sour odor drifted to him. The beefy man needed a bath. It took several minutes before the man turned and looked at him.

“Do you have a problem?” the hulking man asked with a scowl.

Although, admittedly, Cecil was the most intimidating member of their set, Ashford could be quite menacing when he chose to be. Right now, he chose to be.

“I do have a problem. I have a vested interest in this establishment. You shouldn’t be standing outside this shop attempting to intimidate patrons.” His tone was ominous, although he kept his facial features under tight control.

The man shrugged and looked straight ahead again. “What can you do about it?”

Ashford stood away from the wall. “There is an alleyway further down this side of the street. Someone of your social status should be well acquainted with it. We can proceed there, and once I have beaten you to a pulp, you may tell your employer Mr. Landry that he should leave Thorne’s Lending Library well alone.”

When the man heard Landry’s name mentioned, he opened his mouth in a wide circle. His eyes bulged.

Ashford smiled grimly. “Yes, I know why you are here and who sent you. Shall we proceed to the alley?”

The man turned on his heel and stalked away down the street. Despite his irritable mood, Ashford was relieved. He might have been able to best the man, but he didn’t relish a street fight. Not in such a public area.

He entered the lending library, the jingle of the bell over the door announcing his entry. His gaze automatically went to the seating area in the shop. It looked as if someone had been rearranging furniture in the library. There was no sign of Lady Charlotte or her friends.

“Good day, my lord,” a smiling Robbie said cheerily. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

Ashford inclined his head and asked, “Your employers are here?”

“In the backroom. I can fetch Mr. Thorne for you.”

He shook his head. “I’d rather not worry him with this matter. Robbie, have you noticed a large man standing outside of the shop?”

“I have.” He added in a low voice, “So has Mr. Thorne. He and his missus enter the shop by the lane in the back, so Mrs. Thorne hasn’t seen the man yet. Mr. Thorne would like to keep it that way.”

“The man is gone now. If he should return, send a note to my home. You can read and write?” When Robbie nodded in reply, Ashford retrieved a calling card from the pocket of his greatcoat. He handed the card and two guineas to the boy. “One guinea is for you, and the other is for a delivery boy if you should need one.”

“Thank you ever so much, Lord Ashford. I will let you know if the man returns.” The young man pocketed the card and coins.

“If you see anything else that troubles you, send word to me immediately.”

“Yes, my lord.” Robbie gave a mock salute. “I will notify you of anything untoward.”

When Ashford exited the shop, the large man was nowhere in sight. If he heard of any more problems at Thorne’s Lending Library, he might just hire a Bow Street Runner to keep an eye on the shop. He really didn’t have an appointment in Berkeley Square today. He’d gone to Thorne’s because he was concerned about the safety of the library’s clientele.

He told himself he was merely worried about the public. A nagging voice he chose to disregard told him there was a much more personal reason for his concern.
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Chapter Twelve
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“Lady Charlotte!”


In the sitting area at Thorne’s, Charlotte had given up reading Romance of the Forest and instead was enjoying the first volume of Waverly. Louisa sat nearby, perusing her periodicals. Charlotte turned in her chair to see Alicia Tilford approach the seating area, her lemon scent announcing her presence.

She got to her feet to greet the woman. Accompanying Alicia were Lady Julia and an elegantly dressed gentleman that she guessed was Alicia’s brother Nathaniel.

“How lovely to see you here.” Charlotte took the other woman’s hands in her own for a light squeeze. She released Alicia’s hands and turning to the man, asked, “Is this the brother you’ve told me about?”

The other girl smiled brightly. “Yes, this is Nathaniel. Or I should say, Lord Harbury. And you’ve already met Lady Julia.”

Nathaniel sketched a shallow bow. “It is lovely to meet you, Lady Charlotte. My sister hasn’t stopped talking about you or Lady Edith since she met you.”

From the baron’s droll smile, Charlotte surmised the man was not exaggerating his sister’s loquaciousness on the subject.

Nathaniel and Alicia were quite obviously related. They both sported blonde hair and hazel eyes. The baron was a head taller than his sister, nearly the same height as Lord Ashford.

“I’m sorry to say Lady Edith is at home with a head cold,” she replied. “This is my other dear friend, Lady Louisa.”

Nathaniel and Lady Alicia expressed sincere delight in meeting Louisa. Lady Julia’s response was lukewarm. From the currents surrounding her, Charlotte surmised Louisa’s dislike of Julia was not one-sided, although she assumed Lady Julia disliked most people.

“Lady Cairs told me there were lovely ladies to be found in Thorne’s Lending Library, and I am delighted to see she told the truth.” Nathaniel extended his arm and asked gallantly, “Lady Charlotte, perhaps you would like to give us a tour of the establishment?”

“I should be delighted,” she replied with a wide smile. The baron had as pleasant a personality as his sister.

Behind her, she heard silence from where Julia and Louisa stood together. Well, they were both grown women. They could fend for themselves. She wasn’t in the best of moods herself today.

William hadn’t returned home Monday evening and slept in on Tuesday. She was now quite sure he’d been attempting to avoid speaking to her privately.

When she finally saw her brother in the afternoon, it was in passing as he strode down the corridor outside the drawing room.

“William, another word if I might,” Charlotte said after following him to the entry hall. She counted on his agreeing to speak with her rather than making a scene in front of a nearby footman.

“I have but a few moments.” Her brother followed her as she retraced her steps to the empty drawing room.

The hearth was cold. The room held a chill, and Charlotte shivered as she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Are you going to ask me questions about Eton again?” William asked with a loud sigh. He remained standing.

Charlotte wanted to shout at him that it was his own fault if she needed to ask him questions. She took a steadying breath. “Did you steal from other students while you were at Eton?”

The color drained from her brother’s face. Several seconds ticked by before he asked, “Lord Ashford told you he caught me stealing?”

To her dismay, it appeared the marquess had not misinterpreted her brother’s actions. She nodded. “He was reluctant to do so, but I pressed him for the truth. The truth that you should have already told me.”

William had regained some color in his face. He looked down at his feet as he replied, “I only took small items. I had to prove I’d gone in their rooms, didn’t I?”

There was a short silence. William’s inability to take the blame for his actions was disheartening.

“Did you give any of the items back?” she asked.

He looked up then, his expression incredulous. “How could I? I would have had to admit I took them in the first place.”

“I wonder how many people in London know that you’re a thief,” she responded with a grimace as she slumped onto a walnut elbow chair.

“I’m not a thief, Charlotte.” Her brother threw his hands up. “I had to take those things. Someone made me do it.”

“So, they threatened your life?” she asked angrily.

“Of course not,” William replied as he rolled his eyes and took a seat on the arm of the nearby sopha.

“They blackmailed you?”

He made a rude noise. “Don’t be absurd. The boys were bullies, and I wanted to impress- well, I had to do it.”

He wanted to impress them.

“So, these bullies are your friends now?” she asked, suddenly weary.

He shook his head. “Not at all. The few friends I now have are honest, from good families.”

“You’re from a good family,” she pointed out.

When Charlotte thought he would laugh off her comment, she was astonished when William appeared to take her words to heart as there was no lightness in his voice or expression when he replied, “I was younger then. More gullible. Charlotte, I would never do such things now. You have to believe me.”

“You didn’t tell me the truth when I asked you before.”

William nodded. “You’re right. I didn’t because I was ashamed of myself.” A few seconds later, he asked, “How can I possibly make amends after all these years?”

She thought a moment. “You can start by talking to Lord Ashford. Tell him what you told me.”

“I can’t.” Her brother shook his head.

“If you want to make amends, tell Lord Ashford what you did and why you did it.” Her voice was firm. It was time William owned up to his mistakes. “If you tell him the truth, you might earn his respect. And mine.”

If he didn’t do what she asked, she didn’t know if she could ever trust him again.

Her brother let out a long sigh before he replied, “All right, Charlotte. It is past time for me to take responsibility for my missteps. I will speak with Lord Ashford.”

William knocked on her bedchamber that morning to tell her that as it was Wednesday, a day without Parliamentary sessions, he would seek the marquess out that very afternoon.

While Charlotte ushered Alicia and her brother around the lending library, Lady Julia trailed behind them, looking bored. Louisa remained in the sitting area, seated on one of the stuffed chairs, perusing a magazine she’d already read several times.

“I think your library is very cozy,” Alicia said kindly to Mr. Thorne. “Hookham’s is too big. Too impersonal. I shall tell everyone I meet they must come to your establishment.”

Alicia chatted on while her brother stood by patiently. Charlotte wondered if she was being fanciful in thinking that there was a more serious-minded person beneath the pleasant expression and constant smile on Lord Harbury’s face. She felt a quiet sadness about him.

Mr. Thorne looked pleased, if a bit overwhelmed by Lady Alicia’s constant stream of conversation. To give the shopkeeper a moment of peace, Charlotte guided Alicia to another area of the shop while Lady Julia captured Nathaniel’s attention by asking his opinion on a book.

Alicia looked about her before whispering, “Lady Charlotte, Lady Julia told me that it is well known Thorne’s Lending Library strives to cater to the lower classes.”

She paused before replying. Taking a deep breath she asked, “What do you think, Miss Tilford? You are a good judge of your surroundings, I would imagine.”

The other woman replied, “The furniture and fixtures are tasteful. They are of the finest quality, especially the window coverings. The woodwork is as beautiful as any I’ve seen. The shop is also less dusty than Hookham’s.”

“And have you received excellent service?” she asked the lady pointedly.

“Exemplary!” Alicia smiled. “Mr. Thorne is such an agreeable man. Of course, I have yet to meet Mrs. Thorne.”

Charlotte didn’t think introducing Alicia to Mrs. Thorne was a good idea at present. “I hope you can meet that lady soon. She is painfully shy, you know. And not quite comfortable with most people, but I’m sure she would take to you in a thrice. You make everyone feel at their ease.”

“Do you think so?” the lady asked with a giggle. “That is exceedingly nice of you to say so.”

She replied with a wink, “Perhaps on your next visit, I can coax Mrs. Thorne out of the backroom.”

Charlotte hoped Alicia would soon set to right any negative rumors about Thorne’s. She wanted the shop to attract all types of customers, but she didn’t want the gentry to feel as if they weren’t welcome.

Alicia perused writing supplies while her brother browsed the maritime book section, Lady Julia in tow. The bell over the door jingled, and Charlotte looked up to see Lord Ashford enter the library.

The marquess pulled his beaver hat from his head, and with one hand, ruffled the dark wavy locks falling across his brow. His eyes scanned the room, and her breath caught. Was he looking for her?

When their eyes met, he nodded and walked in her direction. She felt warmth on her cheeks and her breathing quuickened. Charlotte panicked and turned to the seating area. There was safety in numbers. She took a seat in the chair next to Louisa, picked up the volume of Waverly from the table, and looked anywhere but at Lord Ashford.

The gentleman approached the seating area and swept a deep bow. “Good afternoon, Lady Charlotte, Lady Louisa. May I have a seat?”

“Of course, Lord Ashford,” she replied with a glance to Louisa.

Louisa merely nodded a greeting and resumed reading her copy of Ackermann’s Repository.

The marquess smelled not only of bergamot but of the chill, fresh air outside. Her eyes drifted to his tousled hair, and she felt the urge to smooth the stray locks with her hand. She must steel herself against his charisma; remember that the man was a hypocrite. 

Her voice was unsteady as she asked him, “What brings you to Thorne’s today, Lord Ashford?”

* * * * *
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Ashford was in the entryway of his townhouse putting on his greatcoat when a footman admitted Lord William Beaumont to the house.

“So sorry to disturb you, Lord Ashford. Are you on your way out?” the young man asked, removing his hat.

“I can give you a few minutes of my time,” he replied politely, and the footman proceeded to remove his employer’s coat. “Come along.”

Ashford exited the entry hall and walked down a corridor to the drawing room. He sat down in one of a pair of matched club chairs and waved a hand for the young man to take the other.

“To what do I owe this pleasure, Lord Beaumont?” he asked.

The boy took a seat. Clearing his throat, he said hesitantly, “I have come here to tell you the truth of what you saw that day at Eton. To explain my behavior and ask your advice on how to make amends.”

“I see.” He was impressed by the boy’s directness. “Go on.”

William sighed. “I never felt like I fit in at Eton. All the other boys in my year seemed so confident, and mature. I wanted to be liked, you see.”

Ashford nodded but remained silent. He had always had Cecil and Nathaniel by his side at school. Whenever he’d seen William, the boy had been alone.

“There was a small set of first years. A clique. I followed them around a bit, and they teased me.” He paused. “One day, the leader told me if I took something from Lord Hay’s room, I could join their circle. I wasn’t to take anything expensive. Just a letter or book to prove I had been in the boy’s room.”

Ashford raised a staying hand and said, “You had my friend’s pocket watch in your hand when I found you in his bedchamber.”

William nodded. “I was going to put it back. I couldn’t find anything personalized to prove I had been in the room. I did know I couldn’t take the watch. I’d convinced myself I wasn’t stealing, but taking something of value would have put paid to that lie.”

“Did you stop this activity after I caught you?”

William replied eagerly, “I did. I was ashamed of myself, you see. How pitiful to be bullied into stealing keepsakes just for a few lads to like me. Not that they really would ever like me.”

“And you really want to make amends?” He studied the other man’s face.

William nodded. “I do, but I don’t know how.”

“Did you keep any of the items you took?” he asked.

“No. I gave them all to Lord Caven- I gave them to the leader of the group.”

“Ah. I remember Cavendish well enough. He is still shockingly loose in the haft. Better that you didn’t become part of his inner circle.” He paused. “Unfortunately, you can’t return the items you took.”

“No. I can’t.” The expression on William’s face looked as glum as his tone of voice.

“It was brave of you to tell me the truth,” he said and meant it. “Did you tell your sister all of this?”

“I did. But I won’t be able to make amends.”

“Sometimes we have to live with our mistakes. Sometimes we can’t fix them. If you go forward in life as an honest man, I think neither your sister nor anyone else could ask for more.” As he said the words, he found he believed them. He realized he’d been much too hard on the young man. Perhaps because he was disappointed in himself for the way he’d handled Diana’s past outrageous behavior.  

The boy sighed. “I have been honest since then. No stealing. What I did has weighed on me for a long time.”

“Then it is time to put it behind you and be the man your sister believes you can be,” he said as he got to his feet.

“That is a tall order,” William replied awkwardly.

He put out a gloved hand. “If you have half the determination your sister has, I’m sure you can do it.”

After the men shook hands, Ashford led the way back to the entry hall. As he donned his outerwear again, he bade farewell to William. It was remarkable how much he’d revised his opinion of the young man after he’d told the truth. He was still convinced the boy had a weak character, but it was encouraging to know William was aware what he’d done at school was wrong.

Now he was here at Thorne’s Lending Library, seated across from Charlotte. The lady looked anxious to see him, while Lady Louisa looked not a bit interested in his presence. He realized he’d wanted, needed, to hear Charlotte’s voice, to smell her exotic perfume. Her brother’s visit to his home had given him an excuse to seek the lady out.

Charlotte’s color was high. She didn’t quite meet his gaze, which was a shame. Her lovely eyes were captivating.

He spied Nathaniel and raised a hand in greeting. His friend nodded in acknowledgment before returning to his perusal of the bookshelf in front of him. Ashford spied Alicia at a table of sundries and hoped she wouldn’t notice him. At least not until he’d had more time to speak with Charlotte.

“I wanted to see how the shop was faring,” he replied to Charlotte’s question, adding in a low voice, “The nasty man you observed loitering outside the shop should no longer be a problem.”

“Thank you for your efforts in that matter, Lord Ashford,” Charlotte said softly. 

“You’re welcome. I see trade has increased.”

She nodded. “Oh yes. There are new customers in the shop today. I’ve been lucky enough to make the acquaintance of Lord Nathaniel Harbury and his sister Miss Tilford.”

He smiled. “The baron is a good friend of mine. We were in the same year at school.”

Lady Charlotte bit her lip and looked down at the hands in her lap. He surmised she was thinking about the rumors about her brother at Eton. “He seems a kind man.”

“He is.” He added with a chuckle, “Alicia is a sweet girl, although she doesn’t ever stop talking.”

Charlotte looked up, a tentative smile on her lips. He found himself transfixed by her smile, the shape of her lips. And she loved to read. If not for her recklessness, she was everything he could want in a wife.

“Are you enjoying your novel?” he asked quickly. He couldn’t spend all day staring at the lady. “I recently finished all three volumes. Although the author wishes to remain anonymous, it is quite obviously written by Walter Scott.”

“I’m enjoying the story very much! His description of the Scottish countryside is enchanting. When I read the book I feel as if I’m in Scotland.” She looked at him then, her face alight with enthusiasm. After a moment, she smiled awkwardly and averted her gaze to the book clasped in her hands.

Looking around him, he said, “The new furniture and window coverings have greatly improved the look of the library.”

“That is all due to Louisa,” Charlotte replied with a glance at the other young woman. “She procured the furniture and curtains for Thorne’s.”

“You have excellent taste, Lady Louisa.”

The lady in question rose to her feet. “Thank you, Lord Ashford. Excuse me. I need to speak with Robbie about ordering a periodical.”

When Louisa had gone, he said gently, “Your brother came to see me today.”

“Oh yes?” Charlotte looked apprehensive again. She bit her lip.

Strangely, he felt the need to put her at ease. “We had an interesting conversation. I think he feels much better now that he has explained his actions while at Eton.”

“I am so happy to hear that, Lord Ashford.” The lady’s expression turned serious. “It is very distressing to have a sibling who behaves in an improper manner. Don’t you agree?”

Before he could reply, he heard a cry from behind him.

“Lord Ashford! What a pleasure it is to see you here.”

Lady Charlotte placed her book on the table in front of her as she rose to her feet. She whispered, “Miss Tilford has spotted you,” and walked away toward the front of the library. 

He had only a moment to wonder at Charlotte’s quick exit from his presence.

Turning, he saw Alicia coming towards him. There was nothing for it; he must greet the chatterbox.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Almack’s?” Cecil shook his head vigorously. “No. Not ever.”

“What say you, Nathaniel?” Ashford asked his other friend seated across from him in the rear dining room at White’s.

“I shall be escorting my sister to the assembly rooms.” The baron scowled, staring down at the half-eaten steak on his porcelain plate. “Lady Julia is joining us as well. The woman feels the need to shadow my sister wherever we go.”

“Perhaps the lady wants more than your sister’s company,” Ashford replied with a wink and a chuckle.

Nathaniel looked up and replied, “Never say the lady is interested in me. She is beautiful but a rather unpleasant sort of young woman.”

“I’ve heard her family is on shaky ground financially.” Cecil frowned. “Watch yourself, my friend.”

“I’ve been worried about fortune hunters in regard to my sister. I never thought to have a care for myself.” The baron sighed.

Ashford had no great desire to go to the assembly rooms in King Street as they were considered the most important meeting place on the marriage mart. He would only brave the venue as he was intent on having a conversation with the Almack’s patroness Lady Jersey about Lady Caroline’s upcoming book.

He’d been distracted from his duty to his family for long enough.

Diana had made her debut during the war and soon after, she formed an understanding with a young Army captain. Chaperoned by their mother, Diana had met the captain at Almack’s. Ashford had been on the Continent. When the news reached him of Diana’s attachment to the captain, Ashford had to wait nearly a month for the Foreign Office to grant him leave. By then, Diana’s intended had returned to service under Wellington.

His sister was determined to marry her captain after the war. Ashford would only approve of the match once he met the young man. When he returned to the Continent, his duties did not coincide with Wellington’s campaigns, as autumn turned into winter, winter into spring. His mother wrote to him in May 1814 to notify him that Diana’s captain had been killed at the battle of Toulouse on the tenth of April.

Diana had been persuaded by their mother to grieve privately at the family estate in Kent. The next season she’d returned to London, attending every entertainment she was invited to, her behavior becoming more and more outlandish. By the time Ashford returned to England, his sister had been labeled a hoyden. Threatening to cut off her monthly allowance, he convinced Diana to repair to Bath until he found out if her exploits were to be detailed in Lady Caroline’s book.

His mission tonight was to find out everything Lady Jersey might know about Caroline Lamb’s upcoming novel.

Although he did not have a voucher, Nathaniel and his sister did. Ashford would be their guest. He presented himself to the rooms that Wednesday morning and was approved for a “Stranger’s Ticket” by Countess Lieven.

Ashford would join Nathaniel and Alicia at their home for dinner before departing for Almack’s, as the supper rooms were known to only serve thinly sliced bread with butter and dry cake accompanied by tea and watered-down lemonade.

His mother had been nearly speechless at hearing he would visit Almack’s.

“You have decided to look for a wife!” She clapped her hands. “It is time, my son.”

He shook his head and raised a staying hand. “I attend the assembly rooms merely to find out what information I can about Lady Caroline’s book.”

“With your father gone, I know you feel a great responsibility to protect our family,” his mother replied softly. “We can weather a scandal if one comes. If the rumors are true, Diana will be only one of many members of society ridiculed in the novel.”

When he did not immediately respond, his mother added, “Enjoy yourself this evening. One never knows what may happen when surrounded by so many unmarried young ladies.”

He must admit he wondered if Lady Charlotte would attend the rooms that evening. Although after the limited amount of time he’d observed her at Lady Cairs’s ball, she’d appeared more interested in spending time with her friends than in finding a husband. He did not dwell on the relief he felt in believing the lady was not actively seeking a spouse.

The evening was cool and clear when he presented himself for dinner at Nathaniel’s elegant mansion located near his own home in Grosvenor Square. The meal was superb, the quail tender, and the vegetables were fresh and plentiful. Nathaniel must have paid a pretty penny to have that much produce carted in from the countryside. He was surprised and quite relieved that Alicia spent more time eating than she did talking during the meal.

Nathaniel’s coach deposited their party at the rather drab building on Kings Street, which housed the assembly rooms. Their outer garments taken, they entered the ballroom. It was said the room could hold some five hundred people. Looking at the crowd surrounding him, Ashford wondered if there might indeed be that many people in the assembly rooms that evening.

The patronesses stood to one side of the ballroom, keeping their eye on the debutantes as best they could, offering direction when needed. Ashford spotted the dark head of Sarah Villiers, Lady Jersey, almost immediately. She stood between Countess Lieven and Lady Sefton.

He joined a makeshift receiving line, surrounded by an overabundance of fragrance worn by the numerous ladies in attendance at the rooms.

“Lord Ashford,” Lady Jersey said teasingly, “I’d heard from Countess Lieven you applied as a guest. Finally going to cede to your mother’s wishes, are we?”

He winked at the lady. “Perhaps.”

“I have not seen Lady Diana in some time,” she remarked with a frown.

He replied softly, “That is a conversation for your ears only.”

The lady raised a brow, looking intrigued. “I shall save the set after next for you, Lord Ashford.”

The patronesses designated his first partner as Alicia. Nathaniel had been to the rooms a few times already this season with his sister, as their vouchers were good for all twelve weeks of assemblies. The baron wanted to make the most of the opportunity to introduce his sister to eligible gentlemen, as there was no guarantee their vouchers would be renewed by the lady patronesses the following season.

The ballroom, supper rooms, and game rooms made up the assembly rooms. The ballroom was stuffy as there were no windows in the room. No matter, Ashford would dance with Alicia and Lady Jersey and then be on his way.

After a lengthy set of listening to Alicia talk the entire time they danced, he left Nathaniel to dance with the disagreeable Lady Julia. Countess Lieven had instructed the baron to dance with the lady, and he must comply or leave the premises. As for himself? The next set belonged to Lady Jersey.

* * * * *
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“It may be even warmer in here than last week.” Charlotte fanned herself with a new barrel-headed ivory fan as she sat with Edith at a small table in Almack’s supper room. Her mother was at another table in the room, speaking with several acquaintances. Her brother William did not have a voucher for Almack’s. Nor did he want one.

“I think the refreshments are steadily becoming worse as the season goes on,” Edith replied, gazing distastefully at her plate.

Charlotte’s evening dress was also new. A white satin slip, worn under a gown formed of gros de Naples with a fold of satin of Pomona green and white alternately let in, terminating at the feet with a rich flounce of blond lace, headed with a broad border of white roses, appliqued with lilies of the valley. A plume of ostrich feathers in her hair lent a whimsical look to her coiffure. She wore French kid gloves drawn over the elbow, and obligatory white satin slippers.

Louisa stood to one side of the room in a heated conversation with her eldest brother. True to their word, one of Louisa’s brothers was now present at any ton entertainment she attended. A moment later, Louisa’s brother stalked off, and Louisa strolled to where her friends sat, her countenance serene.

“What were you talking to your brother about?” Edith asked, her eyes wide.

Louisa shrugged delicately. “He was telling me I had been rude to Lord Stanley. I was pointing out that I had merely been taciturn, not rude.”

Charlotte laughed. “There is a difference.”

Louisa took a bite of dry cake from the plate in front of Charlotte. She chewed, swallowed, and reached for Edith’s cup of tea. After drinking some tea, she shuddered. “That is awful.”

“The cake or the tea?” Edith asked.

“Both.” Louisa groaned. “How can Almack’s be the best place to meet an eligible mate? You end the evening starved and exhausted. Neither state makes you more desirable.”

“Too true.” Charlotte had to smile. A dreadful night with friends was still a lovely night, after all.

“You know, I think I saw your Lord Ashford,” Louisa commented with a wink, her earlier complaints forgotten. “He was dancing with one of the patronesses. They were talking most earnestly about something.”

“I saw him as well. He was dancing the waltz with Lady Jersey.” Edith grinned. “I was struggling not to stare at the horrible light puce waistcoat of my partner. I glanced around and saw the marquess.”

Lord Ashford had danced the waltz with Lady Sally Jersey. Charlotte was afraid the unpleasant feeling in her stomach was due to jealousy. The marquess might be a hypocrite, but he did enjoy reading. If not for the man feeling the need to criticize her behavior, he was almost too perfect.

“I should return to the ballroom.” She couldn’t hide in the supper room all night. Her decision to return to the dancing had nothing to do with finding out Lord Ashford was at Almack’s. Countess Lieven had already chosen Charlotte’s partner for the next set.

“Edith and I shall accompany you.” Louisa got to her feet.

She looked askance at her friend. “You said there was nothing on earth that could induce you to dance the next set with that squat baron.”

“There isn’t. If the patronesses were to revoke my voucher, I would be extremely pleased. Come along, Edith.” Louisa took the other girl’s arm when Edith got to her feet. “We’re going to circle the ballroom and look for Lord Ashford.”

“This should be amusing,” Edith replied with a giggle. “I foresee your squat baron following us around the room, Louisa. He looked rather taken with you.”

Louisa made an unladylike noise in response as she pulled Edith away.

Charlotte hoped her friends had no idea how excited she was to know the marquess was present in the assembly rooms. Although, unless one of the patronesses chose him as her partner, she wouldn’t be dancing with him.

* * * * *
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Lady Jersey was a tall woman and a skillful dancer. She was not flustered in the least to dance the waltz with him.

“I wonder you do me the honor,” he said with a twist of his lips. “One would think a patroness must observe the young ladies in the room during a waltz.”

She nodded. “But of course. Lady Cowper and Countess Lieven are up to the task.” With a toss of her head, she added, “Your comment about your sister made me as curious as you hoped I would be.”

He had the grace not to refute her statement. “You are known not only for your rapier wit but your intelligence, Lady Jersey. I shall come to the point. Diana is currently in Bath owing to a desire to escape a possible scandal that may erupt when Caroline Lamb publishes her novel.”

The lady missed a step but collected herself quickly. She observed him carefully as she replied, “I will not pretend I don’t share your sister’s concern. I have had intelligence that the author intends to poke fun at many members of the ton.”

“It is my hope that Diana is not important enough to be a character in the book.” He paused. “Do you know of anyone other than Henry Colburn who has access to the novel?”

She shook her head. “I do not. My husband has tried to no avail to bribe the publisher to see it.”

It was his turn to miss a step.

Lady Jersey laughed softly. “Yes, a politician attempting to bribe a member of the public. How very absurd.”

“I would do the very same if I thought I would get a positive result,” he replied with a grin.

Lady Jersey lifted an elegant shoulder. “Lord Ashford, if your only reason for being here this evening was to gain intelligence about Lady Caroline’s book, I am sorry to disappoint you.”

“I wouldn’t call a waltz with a beautiful lady a disappointment,” he replied gallantly.

The lady laughed again. “Do find yourself a good wife. Not only for your mother’s sake but for your own.”

There was no good excuse for him to dance with Lady Charlotte. He’d decided she was unsuitable, after all. Despite his best intentions, he knew he couldn’t resist spending more time with the outspoken miss.

“There is one other lady I would like to dance with this evening,” he said lightly.

“Oh yes?” Lady Jersey replied archly, “Do tell.”

“Lord Faversham’s only daughter Lady Charlotte.”

The patroness nodded. “Done. You may approach her.”

Despite her home’s proximity to his residence, he’d rarely spoken to the countess. He was always surprised at her kindness to him and his family, as she was said to be rude by some. He knew her merely as a woman who did not suffer fools with grace.

Ashford returned the lady patroness to her place beside Lady Cowper and made a quick departure from such formidable company.

* * * * *
[image: image]


Charlotte watched Lord Ashford make his way around the edge of the ballroom toward where she stood beside her mother, seated against the wall in a Dutch marquetry side chair. Charlotte composed her features into a polite expression.

“Good evening, Lady Charlotte. It is a pleasure to see you again.” The marquess bowed deeply.

Determined to ignore her delight at seeing the man again, she dropped a curtsy and replied evenly, “The pleasure is mine, Lord Ashford. May I introduce you to my mother? Lord Benedict Grey, Marquess of Ashford, my mother, Lady Faversham.”

The marquess nodded to her mother. “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Lady Faversham.”

“It is lovely to meet you, Lord Ashford,” her mother replied with a regal nod.

“Lady Jersey has selected me as your daughter’s next dance partner,” the marquess said to her mother, with nary a look at Charlotte.

“Please take her away,” her mother replied with a wave of one hand and a wide smile. “She rattles on so very much.”

Lord Ashford chuckled softly in response and held out his arm. Charlotte pasted on a serene smile, tamping down her nervousness at dancing with him again.

The marquess didn’t look as severe as he usually did. He almost looked happy. It was a good thing he didn’t like her. If he was too nice to her, she might forget his duplicity about his sister’s behavior. She steeled herself against the attraction she felt for him as his musky cologne enveloped her.

Once they were on the dance floor and engaged in the steps of a country dance, she said as they passed, “I’m surprised Lady Jersey chose you as my partner, as this is the first time I’ve seen you at Almack’s this season.”

“I may have told her I needed to speak with you,” he replied lightly.

Her heart sank. When they met again, she asked cautiously, “Not about my brother?”

“On another matter. I stopped by Thorne’s Lending Library today,” he said. “The hulking man has not returned. Robbie tells me there have been no other disturbances at the library. Perhaps Mr. Landry has decided to leave Thorne’s alone.”

She thought his reason for wanting to speak with her was a poor one, but why else would he need to speak with her, if not about Thorne’s?

Charlotte had fled his presence at the library because she realized that despite his disapproval of her, she was becoming enamored of him, and she knew it would lead nowhere. She must distance herself from the marquess.

“That is good news,” she replied woodenly.

“You inherited your lovely eyes from your mother,” Lord Ashford said warmly when they came together again in the steps of the dance.

“Thank you.” Charlotte looked anywhere but at her dance partner. She was uncomfortable with compliments and didn’t know how best to respond upon receiving one.

The marquess was a more than capable dancer. He was only a few inches taller than her own five feet eight inches, and she thought they paired well together. The warmth of his body so near to hers weaved a web around her senses. Her pulse began to race. She stiffened her back, determined to fight the magnetism of a man who had no interest in her.

“Are you feeling quite well this evening, Lady Charlotte? You don’t appear to be your usual cheerful self.”

This was her chance to speak her mind. If she told him what she knew about his sister, the marquess would most likely never seek her out again. She took a deep breath, returned her gaze to his face and said, “Louisa tells me you banished your sister to Bath and that her behavior has not always been the most circumspect.”

The music switched to a lively quadrille, and they spoke no more during the rest of the set. Their gazes met several times in passing, Lord Ashford looking unconcerned by her comments about his sister.

As they walked back to her mother’s side, the marquess said tightly, “Louisa is correct about my sister. Perhaps we may speak privately of the matter at another time. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening, Lady Charlotte. Goodnight.”

Lord Ashford returned her to her mother and excused himself. She saw him speak to his friend Nathaniel and then make his way to the entrance of the ballroom. A moment later, he was gone.

Confronting the marquess hadn’t made her feel superior or even remotely happy. There had been no good reason to mention his sister other than to distance herself from him. Lord Ashford didn’t care for her. Despite his assistance with saving Thorne’s, her feelings were her own.
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Chapter Fourteen
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The next afternoon, a footman proffered a silver salver with a note upon it as Ashford sat with his mother in the drawing room. “This missive just arrived, my lord. Delivered by a grubby young boy.”

“Oh my!” His mother looked askance at the cheap paper without a wax seal resting on the plate. “Who would have sent you such a letter?”

He thought he knew who might have sent it. He unfolded the single sheet of paper and read the letter.

Lord Ashford-

Two men came into Thorne’s today and told me the library would soon be out of business and I should find another situation. Maybe the strange events at the shop are meant to scare the Thorne’s into closing their shop.

Respectfully,

Robbie Danker

It appeared Robbie hadn’t known Thorne’s was in danger of closing. Ashford sat for a moment looking at the note, the only sound in the room the ticking of a carriage clock on a table near his stuffed chair. He’d insinuated himself into the events happening at Thorne’s so completely that now he felt he must protect the business not only for Lady Charlotte’s sake, but Robbie’s as well.

“Ashford? Are you all right? You look rather put out.” His mother peered at him from her place on a crimson upholstered sopha.

He nodded, distracted. “I’m fine, mother.” He got to his feet. “I have to go out.”

“But we just sat down for a chat. I see you so little, what with sessions.”

Ashford walked to his mother’s chair, leaned down, and kissed her on the cheek. The scent of rosewater tickled his nose. “I have an important errand. There are no sessions on Saturday. You choose an amusement, and I will spend time with you.”

His mother waved a hand at him. “I’ve heard that before. Be off with you.” The affectionate smile she gave him softened the bite of her words.

Ashford directed his coachman to Cecil’s home in Curzon Square. He was sure his friend would be interested in knowing what James Landry had been up to in Berkeley Square. During the carriage ride, his thoughts returned to what Charlotte had said last evening about Diana. After the comments he’d made about her behavior on St. James’s Street, she must think him a sanctimonious prig.

Diana may have lost her fiancé in the war, but that did not give her an excuse to kick up a lark whenever it suited her. The last straw had been her attempt to seduce Cecil. His sister had kissed his friend quite passionately in Ashford’s own drawing room. Thank heavens Ashford had been the only witness to his sister’s machinations, or Cecil would have had to marry the chit. He knew Diana had been smitten with his friend when she was a child but believed his sister had genuinely loved her intended. Cecil saw her unfortunate behavior as a reflection of her grief at the loss of her fiancé.

Cecil’s townhouse, although small, was nicely furnished. A butler older than Methuselah answered the door and escorted Ashford to his employer.

“Good afternoon!” Cecil was seated in the room he used as a drawing room cum study, a cheery fire blazing in the hearth. “Have a seat. We may discuss anything you want as long as it isn’t politics. Would you care for refreshment?”

Ashford shook his head in reply.

The room was elegant yet cozy, decorated in burgundy and navy hues with heavy mahogany furniture. Cecil had always been quite particular about the furnishings in his home.  

“I received a note from the clerk at Thorne’s Lending Library.” Ashford took the letter from his coat pocket and handed it to the viscount as he seated himself in an adjacent club chair.

Cecil perused the note and then handed it back to Ashford. “It appears Mr. Landry has decided the library needs help going out of business. I’ve recently heard reports that Landry forced the drapers next to the lending library to close.”

Ashford pocketed the letter and told Cecil about the hulking man he’d encountered loitering outside the front of the library. “I thought the harassment might end once I confronted Mr. Landry’s lackey. Perhaps it is time I spoke with Mr. Thorne’s landlord.”

“A logical step,” Cecil replied mildly.

“You’re not going to try and dissuade me?” he asked, raking a hand through his hair. “Ask why I’m doing such a thing?”

Cecil turned the glass of brandy in his hand, swirling the amber liquid inside. “Could I discourage you? I think we both know why you’re stepping in. You said you were done helping Lady Charlotte, but I don’t think you can help yourself.”

He would not object or ask his friend what he meant. Cecil had the right of it, after all. “Well then, I will proceed.”

The viscount placed his glass on a side table and rubbed his hands together. “So, what do you know about Thorne’s landlord?”

* * * * *
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“This is the building,” Ashford said as his town carriage halted in front of one of the tall narrow structures in the east end of Bishopsgate. “Mr. Thorne told me the name of his landlord is Jacobsen. The man’s rooms are on the first floor.”

“Do you want me to take the lead?” Cecil asked with a sparkle in his eyes and a spring in his step. The viscount lived for confrontation.

“I will speak with Mr. Jacobsen. You’re here to assist me if things get out of hand.”

A light mist cloaked the area of Bishopsgate, crowded with shops catering to the lower classes. The street was teeming with people and coaches trying to find a way through the heavy traffic as his driver found a space along the opposite side of the road and pulled the carriage into it. 

Ashford and Cecil waded through pedestrians and coaches to reach a structure adorned with a metal sign proclaiming Jacobsen and Son and climbed narrow stairs to the first floor. There were several nondescript doors along one side of a corridor. Ashford walked along until he reached an office door with Jacobsen’s name on it. He opened the door and walked in, Cecil following behind.

A thin young man with glasses looked up from where he sat behind an oak desk in the well-appointed room. “May I help you, sir?”

“My name is Lord Ashford,” he replied. “I’m here to see Mr. Jacobsen.”

“I’m his son- umm clerk. Please take a seat. I will see if Mr. Jacobsen is available.” The boy indicated two hard-backed chairs. “What is the matter regarding, my lord?”

He said bluntly, “I want to know if he plans to sell his property in Berkeley Square to Mr. James Landry.”

Ashford and Cecil remained standing as the clerk hurried to a door on one side of the room.

In a moment, the young man returned. “Mr. Jacobsen is busy at present. May I make an appointment for you?”

“Tell him I will remain here until he sees me,” he replied.

The clerk again hurried away, and he followed, Cecil in his wake. Ashford knocked at the door the clerk had entered.

The young man opened the door. “Mr. Jacobsen is very-”

“That is all right. I’ll wait.” He brushed by the boy and strode into the room. The onslaught of stale cigar smoke made his eyes water.

A rather stout man with cigar ash covering his green-striped waistcoat came to his feet. “It is quite all right, Ned. You know how these lords can be.”

The young man stepped back to let Cecil enter the room. Ashford could see a striking resemblance between father and son, an indication that Ned may not remain slender as he aged.

Velvet curtains were drawn back on a solitary window, allowing in the only light in the room. The furniture was new and of good quality. Jacobsen’s business must be thriving.

Their host spread his hands wide as he said, “Please have a seat.”

Once the men were seated and Ned had left the room, Mr. Jacobsen asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure of having two peers of the realm call on me?”

“I told your clerk the reason for my visit.” Ashford observed the man across from him. Jacobsen appeared confident yet wary. He wondered how loyal the man was to Landry.

“I am not at liberty to discuss business arrangements that involve other parties.” His accompanying smile did not reach his eyes.

“James Landry wants the land Thorne’s Lending Library sits on. He has already bullied the neighboring shopkeeper into vacating the premises.” Ashford paused. “Now he is harassing Mr. and Mrs. Thorne.” 

Jacobsen sat back in his chair and nodded several times as if making up his mind about something. “Mr. Thorne is always late with his rent. It is just a matter of time until his shop closes.”

“Mr. Thorne has a contract with you; the contract is valid for two more years.”

“Unless the man defaults,” Mr. Jacobsen replied blandly.

Ashford lifted a corner of his mouth. “He won’t.”

“You seem very sure, my lord.” Mr. Jacobsen frowned as he leaned forward in his chair.

“Tell Mr. Landry I don’t like his tactics. That shop will never close. I guarantee it.” He stood up, as did Cecil. The cigar smoke hanging in the room was giving him a migraine.

“I will tell him, Lord Ashford. You know your words sound like a challenge. Mr. Landry loves a challenge.” Mr. Jacobsen shook his head and sighed.

He replied grimly, “As do I, Mr. Jacobsen. As do I.”

When they were once again back outside, Ashford took a deep breath. Although the air may not be fresh and clean on the busy street, it was a relief from Jameson’s smoke-filled office. The mist had faded, although the day was still overcast.

“What is your opinion of the man?” he asked Cecil when they were seated in the carriage.

His friend replied thoughtfully, “Mr. Jacobsen is merely interested in making a profit, although I did get the impression he is well aware of how dangerous James Landry can be if thwarted.”

* * * * *
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“Eeek!” Edith put a hand to her breast. “Oh, my goodness! It’s, it’s a dead- I think it’s a dead mouse.”

“Oh heavens!” Charlotte stepped around the small dark bundle of fur on the pavement, a short tail peeking out from under the animal. “I’ll tell Robbie.”

Led by Louisa, the three girls hurried into Thorne’s and away from the lifeless creature.

“Good afternoon, Robbie,” Charlotte said to the clerk, adding softly, “I’m sorry to tell you this but there is a dead mouse in front of the library.”

The boy let out a low whistle. “Again? There was one yesterday as well. Mr. Thorne saw it before we opened the shop. Normally he wouldn’t have been out front, but he looked out to make sure that unpleasant man was well and truly gone.”

The ladies took their seats in the sitting area. Edith held a handkerchief to her nose, her eyes closed. Louisa removed a sterling silver vinaigrette from her reticule, opened the lid, and took a deep breath of the contents inside. Charlotte blew out a breath, willing the image of the poor dead animal from her mind.

“Do you think it was Mr. Landry?” Louisa asked after a moment, closing the lid of the vinaigrette.

Charlotte nodded. “It has to be. We rarely see dead animals on this street. The only food establishment nearby is Gunters, and I’ve never heard of their having vermin.”

She observed Robbie exit the shop with a small canvas bag after whispering something to Mr. Thorne. The boy was gone only a few minutes, and when he returned, he re-entered the shop via the backroom, no bag in hand.

Mrs. Thorne came out of the backroom a moment later. Edith put away her handkerchief and Louisa her vinaigrette.

“Good afternoon.” Mrs. Thorne smiled, a remarkable sight to behold. “I am delighted to say trade has picked up quite a bit in the last few days.”

The bell over the door tinkled. Two ladies and a gentleman Charlotte didn’t know entered the shop. Mrs. Thorne observed her husband greeting the new arrivals before returning her attention to Charlotte and her friends.

“Thank you for visiting our shop,” Mrs. Thorne said awkwardly and proceeded to return to her office behind the backroom door.

Charlotte blinked. “How extraordinary!”

“She knows how to smile,” Louisa said in wonder.

Edith merely beamed.

“What did you do, Edith?” she asked her friend.

Edith replied with a shrug, “I gave her some suggestions on being more personable. Mrs. Thorne finds it extremely hard to converse with most people, so I advised her to make one or two attempts a day.”

“Excellent!” Charlotte smiled at the other girl. “Well done!”

“Mrs. Thorne does appreciate how much we have helped the shop. She just doesn’t know how to say thank you,” Edith continued.

Louisa replied, “I would never have believed she could change.”

“The best news is that she has agreed to take out an advertisement!” Edith clapped her hands. “Robbie and I helped her design it.”

She didn’t want to minimize Edith’s triumph, but Thorne’s had a new problem. “Now we have to figure out if the dead animals outside are being put there or just dying there.”

“I think Robbie should contact Lord Ashford,” Edith replied.

When Charlotte didn’t respond, Louisa stared at her for a moment before getting to her feet. “I’ll suggest it to him.”

She watched as Louisa spoke with Robbie. The young man started writing on a piece of paper. Not for the first time, she marveled that Robbie could read and write. Mr. Thorne had taught the boy his letters after finding him begging outside the shop and giving him a job.

Louisa returned to the seating area. “Robbie will inform Lord Ashford about the dead mice.”

“Do you think the marquess will help?” Edith asked.

Both girls looked at Charlotte for an answer. After her comments about his sister Diana, she was very much afraid the marquess had washed his hands of not only her but Thorne’s Lending Library as well. Perhaps it was time she took matters into her own hands.

“He may, although we shouldn’t depend on him.” She asked Louisa, “Have you ever heard your brothers mention James Landry?”

“I overheard my youngest brother talking about Mr. Landry once. The man was trying to tempt him to marry his daughter. He figured with four sons in the family, one might be willing to marry into trade.” Louisa shook her head. “James said he laughed in the man’s face.”

“Have your brothers said anything else about him?” she asked her friend.

“They told me he has a rather garish mansion in Hampstead Heath, and his offices are in Cheapside.”

“Cheapside?” Charlotte felt an idea coming to her.

“Charlotte?” Edith frowned at her. “I know that look. You are not going to Cheapside.”

She knew she couldn’t be seen in that part of London. Despite what Lord Ashford believed, she wasn’t that careless with her reputation. Mr. Landry wanted to purchase the land, so that meant someone else still owned it. Perhaps that someone could be reasoned with. “I won’t visit Mr. Landry, Edith. I do have another idea of how to save Thorne’s.”

Louisa leaned forward in her chair, her expression grim. “Whatever you have planned, Charlotte, I won’t let you go alone.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Fifteen
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That morning, Ashford was surprised to see his mother at breakfast.

“I’ve had a letter from Diana,” the marchioness said after she selected a slice of honey cake and an apple from the sideboard and sat beside him at the round rosewood breakfast table.

“What does she have to say for herself?” Ashford spread a liberal amount of lemon and lime marmalade on his toast.

“She’s coming to London.”

He took a bite of toast, delaying his response. “That would be dashed inconvenient.”

His mother held up her hands. “She insists on returning.”

“I haven’t found out much about Lady Caroline’s book,” he replied with a frown. Diana wasn’t supposed to return to London until he sent for her.

“You have been distracted of late.” His mother’s eyes widened. “Perhaps by a young lady?”

He shook his head and replied carefully, “No, Mother. Just Parliamentary business.”

“Are you sure? I always knew when you were fibbing.”

Ashford looked at his mother, his features controlled, hoping his lie didn’t show on his face. The marchioness studied him a moment.

“Hmmm... You are conflicted about the young woman. Very well. I shall ask you no more about the lady.”  She chewed and swallowed a bite of cake before saying, “I would like to have a quiet night at home this evening. Will you join me?”

He was relieved she’d changed the subject and remembered his promise to spend time with her. “Of course. I should be delighted.”

Ashford was in the entry hall when another note from Robbie arrived. Despite being on his way out, he opened the missive and glanced at the cheap paper.

Dead mice outside of Thorne’s.

He had to admire the tactic. Simple yet effective. If a lady saw the dead animal, she might never return to the shop.

The more he thought about it, Ashford realized he should speak with the watchmen assigned to Berkeley Square. He would find the closest watchman’s hut to the lending library and inquire who was tasked with keeping an eye on the area where Thorne’s was located.

Night watchmen were on patrol from anywhere between seven and nine o’clock in the evening until dawn. Their job was to question anyone who appeared to be up to no good. Was it possible James Landry had infiltrated the watchmen or bribed them to look the other way while he sabotaged the lending library?

* * * * *
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Charlotte could think of no good reason to ask Mr. Thorne who his landlord was. In the end, she asked Louisa to find out who owned the property Thorne’s sat on. Although Louisa may not think her brothers were very useful, Charlotte was grateful for their knowledge of James Landry and his associates.

Once Louisa found out the information they needed, Edith agreed to accompany her friends to see Mr. Jacobsen in Bishopsgate. Charlotte directed her father’s driver Villiers to deposit the women at the perfume shop Floris on Jermyn Street and return home. Once the carriage was out of sight, the girls hailed a hackney for the rest of their journey.

“I’m only coming along to keep you two from harm,” Edith said irritably, her arms crossed tightly over her chest as she sat across from her friends on the uncomfortable squabs of the hackney carriage. “Bishopsgate! What can you be thinking, Charlotte?”

“I want to appeal to the gentleman’s better nature. Perhaps Mr. Jacobsen doesn’t know what kind of man Mr. Landry is. Leaving dead mice outside Thorne’s is really beyond the pale.” She paused. “We won’t be recognized. We’re in a hackney, and nobody in this part of London will know who we are.”

“Ladies have been known to shop in the area, Edith. You may stay in the carriage if you wish.” Louisa looked as calm as Charlotte wished she felt.

“As I have no maid or chaperone,” Edith replied crossly, “I will accompany you into Mr. Jacobsen’s office.”

They made the rest of their journey to Bishopsgate in silence. Charlotte retrieved a handkerchief from her reticule and breathed in the scent of clean linen. The hackney interior smelled vaguely of sweat and something else she couldn’t identify.

The hackney driver halted the carriage in front of a block of tall, shabby buildings. 

“We will be only a few moments,” she told their driver. “There will be a guinea for you if you wait for our return.”

The man agreed, and Charlotte led her friends into the tall gray building in front of her.

A young man in the lobby paused when he saw their party. “Ladies, may I help you? Are you lost or in some distress?”

She raised her chin. “We have business with Mr. Jacobsen.”

The young man blinked before pointing to a staircase along the wall. “He has offices on the first floor.”

“Thank you very much,” she replied, her voice unnaturally high. Her nerves were getting the best of her.

The three friends made their way up the stairs before them. On the landing above, there were three doors along a narrow corridor. Charlotte opened the door with Jacobsen’s name on it, her friends behind her, and spied a bespectacled clerk seated at an oak desk.

“We’re here to see Mr. Jacobsen.”

The clerk was silent a moment. Charlotte stood with Louisa and Edith, unmoving. Several moments passed in silence.

“Very well,” the young man replied with a sigh. “Please take a seat while I see if Mr. Jacobsen is available.”

The clerk knocked at a door on one side of the room and entered. She looked about her. Although the furniture in evidence was far nicer than she’d expected, Charlotte and her friends remained standing.

The door to the room the clerk had entered opened, and the clerk stepped out. The young man waved a hand at Charlotte.  “Mr. Jacobsen will see you now.”

When she entered the room with her friends and the clerk, she saw a large man with black hair beginning to gray at the temples standing behind an equally large oak desk.

“Please have a seat, ladies,” Mr. Jacobsen said, nodding to his clerk who proceeded to back from the room and close the door behind him.

There were four hard-backed chairs in the room. The room smelled of cigar smoke, and eyes watering, Charlotte took a seat in front of the desk, Edith and Louisa behind her. 

Once she and her friends were comfortable, Mr. Jacobsen was seated behind his desk.

“How may I be of service?” His voice was pleasant enough, his drawn brows betraying his confusion at the visit.

“I will not introduce myself, Mr. Landry. Suffice it to say, my companions and I are friends of Mr. and Mrs. Thorne, the proprietors of Thorne’s Lending Library.” Her voice wavered only the slightest. “We have come here to ask you to have Mr. Landry cease his efforts to put the library out of business.”

“And why would I do that, my lady?” the man asked gently, a faintly patronizing smile playing about his lips.

She supposed Mr. Jacobsen assumed she was a lady by her dress and manner of speaking. At least she’d had the good sense not to tell him who she was. Charlotte stared at the man a moment while he stared back, unblinking. 

Louisa said into the silence, “If your friend Mr. Landry wishes to ingratiate himself to the upper classes, putting our beloved library out of business is not a good place to start.”

Charlotte winced. She had hoped to keep the conversation positive.

Jacobsen gave a mirthless laugh. “And how should he ingratiate himself, my lady? By bowing and scraping to you? By allowing you to dictate how he and I do business?”

There again was silence in the room. She was surprised that Louisa held her tongue.

“There have been dead animals left outside the library,” Charlotte replied evenly. “Men loiter inside and outside the shop to intimidate the Thornes and their patrons. A man of honor would not employ such despicable business tactics.”

The landlord replied sternly, “You have no experience in these matters, my lady. Return home and see to your needlework.”

“We won’t let you or Mr. Landry put Thorne’s out of business.” Once the words were out, she realized how ridiculous they sounded. She heard Edith groan softly. “We will find a way to stop you.”

Mr. Jacobsen got to his feet, walked around the edge of his desk, and opened the door to his office. He turned to face her and said in a steely voice, “You shouldn’t have come here. My business dealings are none of your concern.”

She and her friends trouped past him on the way out of the room, their heads held high. It wasn’t until they were on the pavement outside that she realized Mr. Jacobsen’s clerk had followed them if only to make sure they left his premises.

As they were entering the hackney coach, Edith asked wearily, “What were you thinking, Charlotte?”

* * * * *
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Ashford took it upon himself to speak to the night watchmen that evening.

A beadle oversaw the watchmen and was responsible for ensuring they were on duty at the appointed time and reporting any trouble in the district to the churchwardens. There was usually only one beadle on duty at a time.

The watchhouse was the headquarters from which the watchmen operated. It was where their equipment was stored, and the larger watchhouses would double as a gaol if someone were held for questioning. A watch book was also kept at each watchhouse, in which the watchmen kept a record of their shifts.

He eventually found the watchhouse by asking a tavern owner for directions. The beadle in charge that day was rather cautious about assisting Ashford. The man stood straight as a board, cane in one hand. He was obviously a military man.

Ashford made a stab in the dark. “You were in a regiment of foot.”

“Aye, my lord,” the beadle replied proudly. “The 3rd Regiment.”

He whistled and replied, “The Old Buffs. Your regiment saw some of the bloodiest battles on the Continent.”

“That we did.” The beadle nodded his head, his expression relaxing into a friendlier countenance. “Thorne’s Lending Library, you said? That would be the territory of Potts and Hobbs.”

“Yes, Thorne’s. The library is in Berkeley Square.”

The man jerked his head. “The pair are over there, just leaving the watchhouse for their shift. Potts was also in the 3rd. If possible, I try to give jobs to former servicemen.”

“That is very admirable,” Ashford replied with sincerity and took his leave of the man.

The watchmen wore long coats. The men he approached carried lanterns, although he’d heard some watchmen still used candles. He’d also heard the men carried a rattle to warn others of  any threat to themselves or the populace.

“Mr. Hobbs, Mr. Potts!” He approached the men. “Might I have a word?”

The men halted their shuffle along the pavement. They turned as a duo, in sync. Two pairs of eyes assessed him.

“My name is Lord Ashford. I could use your assistance.”

“How may we be of service, my lord?” one man, the taller of the two, asked.

“I need some information about your territory, as it were.” He paused. “A friend of mine is concerned about the security of their shop.”

“I’m Mr. Hobbs,” the shorter man said as he doffed his hat. “What shop is it?”

“Thorne’s Lending Library,” he replied and observed both watchmen closely as he said the words.

Ashford could detect no undercurrents between the two men, no signs of worry that he’d asked about that particular business. Instinct told him the men had not taken a bribe from Landry.

Mr. Hobbs rubbed a hand over his unshaven chin.  “We know the shop well. It is run by Mr. Thorne and his missus. Although he is a nice enough chap, his wife is a moody woman. They have help, a young man by the name of Robbie. Hard worker, the lad is.”

“Have you seen anyone loitering around the premises at night?” Ashford asked, again watchful for any signs of caution by the two men.

“Naught that I can recall.” Hobbs looked at his partner. “Potts?”

The other man shook his head. “Nothing strange or out of the ordinary. Of course, that is a pleasant part of the city, you understand. More quality goes about in that area than anything else.”

“Was there a problem, my lord?” Hobbs asked. “Any complaints? The beadle hasn’t told us of any.”

Ashford replied with a nod, “Thorne’s trade has declined, and I'm concerned there might be some sabotage at play. Dead animals have been found in front of the shop before it opens in the morning.” 

For an instant, both men looked at a loss for words.

“Sabotage! Not on our watch, my lord.” Potts puffed himself up and stood a little taller. “We will make sure to keep an eye out for trouble at Thorne’s.”

Hobbs looked affronted at Ashford’s words. “Dead animals? That is a cursed trick to play. We don’t brook with none of that nonsense on our watch.”

He believed the watchmen. They behaved as if they were proud of their work. He handed Mr. Potts his card and each of the men a guinea for their trouble.

“If you see or hear of anything that may be cause for concern near Thorne’s, contact me as soon as possible.” Ashford smiled briefly. “I am relieved that two such conscientious gentlemen are on the watch.”

The two watchmen looked embarrassed at the praise, and both made ungainly bows as Ashford took his leave of them.

* * * * *
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The next day Charlotte was relieved to see both Edith and Louisa at Thorne’s. Edith had spoken very little during the carriage ride home from Bishopsgate other than to say their outing had been a waste of time.

Charlotte wasn’t so sure. Perhaps Mr. Jacobsen would give pause and think about the type of man who wanted to buy property in Berkeley Square.

“At least Mr. Jacobsen doesn’t know who we are,” Louisa pointed out. “He may tell Mr. Landry of our interference. From all accounts, Mr. Landry is a dangerous man to cross.”

If Louisa had wanted to reassure Edith, she should not have mentioned how dangerous she believed Landry to be. Charlotte refrained from chastising Louisa about her unfortunate comments to both Edith and Mr. Jacobsen. It rarely did any good to point out Louisa’s lack of subtlety.

Although Edith was subdued in her greeting when Charlotte arrived at Thorne’s, Louisa happily reminded her of their task for the day.

Mrs. Thorne had approved setting up a table to exhibit female authors and allowed Charlotte and her friends to organize the display. Edith supplied a tablecloth with an embroidered edge for a small table situated near the center of the lending library. Charlotte arranged the books lovingly as Louisa observed with a critical eye.

“Emma up front?” Edith asked, her face softening. “Lovely! It is a favorite of mine.”

“And mine,” Charlotte replied. She added in a whisper, “Emma Woodhouse’s surfeit of pride puts me in mind of our good friend.”

Louisa clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes in response to the teasing.

“Mrs. Thorne is making great strides with her campaign to be nicer,” Edith remarked brightly, her gloomy mood seemingly lifted.

Charlotte replied truthfully, “I agree.”

“I showed her a book with suggestions on how to increase trade.” The other girl laughed. “A book I found in her very own shop.”

“That was a good idea, Edith.” She stepped back from the table and asked Louisa, “What do you think of our arrangement?”

Louisa eyed the display a moment before nodding her approval. “It looks delightful.”

“I visited Hookham’s briefly this morning. I think our presentation is much nicer,” she replied with satisfaction.

On Hookham’s table, there had been a small hand-lettered sign announcing books by female authors. Charlotte adopted that idea but used calligraphy on expensive vellum paper displayed on a tiny easel. In addition to the linen tablecloth, she’d placed several lace doilies and a vase of moss roses on the table.

“Perhaps we can get a famous female author to visit Thorne’s,” Edith said excitedly. “Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

“With all we’ve accomplished,” she replied with a grin, “I don’t think that is out of the realm of possibility.”

“Robbie has yet to hear from Lord Ashford,” Louisa said blandly, her gaze on Charlotte’s face. “On a positive note, there were no dead mice outside the shop this morning.”

Edith responded, “I’m sure he will help. The marquess is a very nice man.”

Charlotte moved a book on the table, ignoring the questioning looks from her friends.

“You’re very quiet on the subject of Lord Ashford,” Louisa said softly, displaying more tact than Charlotte would have expected. “Whatever is the matter, Charlotte?”

“I’ll tell you on the carriage ride home,” she replied, breathing in the distinctive coniferous scent of the moss roses. Since her dance with Lord Ashford at Almack’s, she’d felt out of sorts. She needed to confide in her friends.

Once in her father’s town carriage, she recounted what she’d said to Lord Ashford about his sister and the conversation she’d overheard that day at Morgan’s Library.

“The man is a hypocrite,” Louisa said with a scowl after Charlotte finished speaking. “To take you to task for one small indiscretion when his sister Diana is a well-known hellion. The nerve of the man!”

“You’re upset that you mentioned Diana to him, aren’t you?” Edith asked quietly from her place on the squabs next to Louisa.

She nodded. “I am. I try never to be unkind.”

“The man deserved to be taken down a peg,” Louisa replied with a sniff.

Edith shook her head. “That may well be, but if Charlotte feels bad about what she said, she should apologize.”

Louisa looked at Edith as if she’d grown horns on her head. Crossing her arms over her chest, she remained silent.

“Lord Ashford has helped Thorne’s Library, and I’m grateful. I will apologize when next I see the gentleman.” Charlotte put up a staying hand when Louisa looked to protest. “It is who I am, Louisa. I will not change that for anyone.”
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Chapter Sixteen


[image: image]


When the invitation came from Miss Tilford to attend a card party at her home, Charlotte was happy to see a note from her hostess informing her Edith and Louisa were also invited to the event.

Charlotte chose a simple cream-colored gown with puffed sleeves and a seawater-colored sash. Her dark brown hair shone in an upswept hairstyle; her only jewelry was aquamarine ear-drops.

William was to escort all three ladies to the card party. He was quite excited about being included in the invitation.

“It is a good sign don’t you think?” he asked her that afternoon. “Miss Tilford’s brother Lord Harbury is a close friend of Lord Ashford’s. I surely wouldn’t be included in the invitation if the marquess held a grudge against me.”

For herself, Charlotte supposed Lord Ashford had nothing to do with William’s being included in the invitation to Alicia’s party.

“I didn’t realize Lord Harbury was so affluent,” Edith said when the carriage came to a halt in front of a large brick mansion in Grosvenor Square. Numerous outside torches were lit, illuminating the house in a soft glow.

“I assumed from Lady Julia’s behavior he must be,” Louisa replied wryly. “The woman is desperate to catch the baron.”

William alighted from the coach and assisted the ladies from the conveyance. A liveried footman stood, superfluous, holding the coach door open.

Once their party entered the house, another footman took their outerwear before escorting them to a long, brightly lit drawing room. A crystal chandelier overhead held numerous wax candles, further displaying the wealth of the family.

“Lady Charlotte!” Miss Tilford, clad in a pale yellow gown, was quickly by her side. “It is lovely to see you again.” She nodded to the rest of their group. “Good evening Lady Edith, Lady Louisa. And this must be Lord Beaumont.”

William bowed, smiled softly, and said deliberately, “I thank you for including me in your invitation, Miss Tilford. You are as kind as you are lovely.”

Alicia’s cheeks turned pink. She returned his smile and replied, “It is you who are kind, Lord Beaumont. Come along and let me introduce you to the rest of my guests.”

Charlotte was delighted to see her brother behave less uncertainly in his greeting to their hostess than she’d expected.

Her gaze had already found Lord Ashford. His back was to her, thank heavens. She guessed he might attend the card party. Not quite sure what her feelings were about seeing the marquess again, she needed a moment to compose herself before greeting him.

Alicia walked to stand near Lady Julia and four guests Charlotte had never seen before. “Lord William Beaumont, Ladies Charlotte, Edith, and Louisa, may I present my dear friend Lady Julia, Lord Meers, our neighbors Lord and Lady Ely, and their son Mr. Harrington.”

The Ely’s, their son, and Lord Meers greeted everyone pleasantly enough, while Julia looked as indifferent as ever upon seeing Charlotte and her friends again.

After a few minutes of polite conversation, Alicia led Charlotte’s party to where Lord Ashford stood talking to Nathaniel and the handsome gentleman from Lady Cairs’ ball.

Charlotte swore she heard indrawn breaths from both Edith and Louisa as they approached the unknown gentleman.

“Nathaniel, you have yet to meet Lady Edith. Everything has conspired until now for you two not to meet. Lord Ashford, I think you are acquainted with the ladies and the gentleman.” Alicia paused. “I don’t believe Lord Cecil has had the pleasure of meeting any of your party, Lady Charlotte.”

Charlotte thought Lord Cecil was the most handsome man she had ever seen. He was polite in his greeting yet aloof. Nathaniel was pleasant to everyone, as she expected. And Lord Ashford? He appeared not at all upset or irritated with her, but perhaps that was merely a result of good breeding. Or wishful thinking on her part.

The marquess’s dark hair fell in waves over his forehead, lending him a rakish air. The dark blue of his coat was a perfect foil for his cobalt eyes, and she reluctantly tore her gaze from his elegant figure.

“Shall we find some refreshment, Lady Charlotte?” Alicia asked brightly.

“Oh yes, please,” she replied quickly and took the girl’s arm in her own. “I should dearly love some ratafia if you have it.”

“Of course.” Alicia drew Charlotte away to the Japanned low drinks table in the room.

“The card tables are set up in another room?” she asked her hostess, relieved to put some distance between herself and Lord Ashford. The man was too often in her thoughts.

“In the smaller drawing room next door.” Alicia added in a whisper, “The Ely’s brought along Lord Meers to even up the numbers. I’m afraid he and Lord Ashford do not get along.”

Charlotte was intrigued. “Lord Meers seems pleasant enough.” The man looked to be a full ten years her senior, neither attractive nor ugly.

“There is some minor scandal attached to his family. I’ve forgotten what it was about, but Lord Ashford never forgets these things. He is mindful of whom he spends time with as he does not wish to tarnish his family name.”

Charlotte didn’t have much time to reflect on Alicia’s words as their hostess called everyone to proceed to the next room and the card tables. The game for the night would be Whist, a card game for two teams of two players.

The smaller drawing room was no less elegant than the larger one. Burgundy draperies matched the plush chairs surrounding mahogany and cross banded Kingwood card tables. Along with another crystal chandelier, candles blazed in candelabras on the fireplace mantel.

She approached a table where Nathaniel had already taken a seat. Lady Julia rushed to the table as Lord Meers joined them. Charlotte took the remaining chair.

“We play until one team at each table reaches five points,” Alicia announced. “When that occurs, there will be a break until all three tables have reached five points. The lowest card pulled at that time moves to the next table. And so on and so on.”

Play began. Julia obviously wanted to pair up with Nathaniel, so Charlotte good-naturedly paired up with Lord Meers. They played well together but couldn’t beat Lady Julia. The lady was a fierce competitor, and Charlotte was glad to see Julia pull the low card at the end of the game.

Charlotte stood up and stretched her arms in front of her. She felt a prickle at the base of her neck. When she turned her head, Lord Ashford was watching her. She nodded briefly before turning to Lord Meers, who was addressing her.

“Perhaps you would care for a glass of sherry?”

“I would, thank you.” She took the man’s arm, and he escorted her to the other room and the drinks tray.

Lady Edith was standing near the Japanned table with William. She looked at Charlotte and winced. “Thank goodness you will have Louisa at your table during the next game. She and Lord Cecil have almost come to blows.”

She shook her head. And replied softly, “You shouldn’t be too relieved, my friend; you will have Lady Julia at your table.”

Charlotte accepted a glass of sherry from Lord Meers, turned, and came face to face with Lord Ashford.

“How was your game?” Meers asked the marquess. His bored tone of voice managed to convey little interest in any response to his query.

Ashford responded lazily with a shrug, “Miss Tilford and I were dreadfully outmatched.”

Lord Meers replied shortly, “Best of luck with the next game. Lady Charlotte and I will be remaining at our table.”

“I should like to speak to my friend Lady Louisa,” she said in a low voice. 

“Of course,” Lord Meers replied.

Charlotte walked to where Louisa was talking to Nathaniel about a sopha, of all things, nonplussed to realize Lord Meers had followed her.

“Louisa! Are you behaving yourself?” she asked with a frown. The tense exchange between Ashford and Lord Meers had put her teeth on edge.

“You know how I am at cards.” Louisa grinned. “I must win at all costs.”

“I shudder to think of you and Lady Julia at the same table,” Nathaniel replied.

Sipping her sherry, Charlotte remained silent. Lord Meers let out a low laugh.

“You don’t mean...” The baron shook his head and sighed. “Lady Louisa, you must promise me to help keep the peace.”

“I promise, Lord Harbury,” Louisa replied all too sweetly.

Charlotte knew her friend well. The next game would be a trying one for the players at that table.

* * * * *
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Ashford had known Charlotte would be at the card party, but he hadn’t been prepared for his body’s response to seeing her again. His ears strained to hear her voice, her laugh. It had been a long time since he’d felt so aware of a woman.

He needed to speak with Charlotte to explain the difficulties with his sister, but the lady was nearly snubbing him. Was it deliberate, or did she simply find the company of Lord Meers diverting?

He wondered why Lord Meers had been invited to the card party. The man was an impoverished viscount. His father had squandered his fortune by gambling it away, and every creditor in London was after him.

Ashford shook himself.  It was none of his concern who Alicia invited to her home or whether the viscount was hunting a wealthy wife. The bounder had attempted to woo Diana after her intended was killed in action. According to several accounts, his sister had publicly snubbed the man whenever he approached her. Although he couldn’t fault her actions completely, he wished Diana would have found a less overt way to rebuff the viscount.

“Ready for another game?” Cecil asked from beside him.

The two men stood near a pair of French doors left slightly ajar, the doors opening to a large terrace at the back of the house. The cool breeze from outside was refreshing.

He replied gruffly, “Thank goodness Lady Louisa has moved to the other table. You both are far too competitive.”

Cecil responded with a sniff, “But I did prevail. The chit will know to play more conservatively against me next time.”

For the next game of Whist, Cecil became Lady Julia’s partner leaving Ashford to pair up with Lady Edith. He understood Lady Julia to be as competitive as Lady Louisa had proven to be, and Cecil and Julia took most of the tricks. The sweet-tempered Lady Edith was a witty conversationalist, and his mood soon lifted. Neither he nor his partner was too concerned about losing the game.

“I’m just enjoying meeting new people,” the lady said happily when the game ended.

William and Alicia looked to be getting on quite well, as William appeared to hang onto the girl’s every word. He caught Nathaniel’s eye and realized his friend was also aware of how things were progressing between the pair.

In the next game, Cecil was paired with William while he paired with Alicia, thereby separating the two young people for a short while. Although he now had a better opinion of William, he wasn’t sure the boy was a suitable match for Alicia. Nathaniel knew about William’s behavior at Eton, and he was sure his friend would not approve of the boy as his future brother-in-law.

He heard a soft laugh from the other table, and he recognized it as coming from Lady Charlotte. He glanced over to see the lady smiling at Lord Meers. He noticed Cecil watching him and bowed his head, returning his attention to his cards, a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.

Soon after, he overheard Lord Meers say he had pulled the low card at his table.

His own game was over. Ashford pulled a card. Very quickly, Cecil put his own card back in the deck.

“You have the low card,” his friend said with a twist of his lips.

Ashford was sure Cecil had orchestrated his move to Charlotte’s table. He didn’t think his friend was a romantic. Did the man merely wish to cause trouble?

The ladies chose this break to disappear to a retiring room. When the game resumed, he found himself partnered with Lady Louisa rather than Lady Charlotte.

“Lord Harbury is an indifferent player,” Lady Louisa said without apology. “I should like to win this game.”

Lady Louisa was indeed as competitive as Cecil and Lady Julia. Despite his being distracted by Charlotte’s perfume and seductively husky voice, his team beat Nathaniel and Charlotte soundly.

The lady didn’t have much to say to him during their game. He tried to catch her gaze several times to no avail. Had the young woman already formed a tendre for Lord Meers? Surely not. Lady Charlotte was too intelligent to fall for the charms of a fortune hunter.

* * * * *
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The next break allowed for a late supper in the drawing room where three drop-leaf mahogany Pembroke tables were clustered together and covered with silver platters filled with cold meat, cheese, crusty rolls, and a tureen of Soup a la Flamond. Charlotte assembled two ham sandwiches on a plate and moved to sit on a sopha next to Edith.

As she ate her sandwiches with a knife and fork, Charlotte looked around her, admiring the elegant room. No wonder Lady Julia was interested in the baron. The man appeared to be as rich as Croesus. She caught Lord Ashford’s gaze. He was standing across the room but now made his way toward where she and Edith were seated. As he approached, Edith got to her feet.

“Excuse me, Lord Ashford,” Edith said politely. “I’m going to congratulate our hostess on her delicious supper.”

Lord Ashford bowed, and Edith walked away. The marquess took a seat next to Charlotte on the now very small sopha. She swallowed, willing herself to behave normally, although every nerve in her body sprang to life when the marquess was near. His spicy cologne and gorgeous eyes were an intoxicating combination.

“Are you enjoying yourself, Lady Charlotte?” Ashford asked her, his gaze on her face.

“I’m not particularly fond of Whist, but I enjoy the company,” she replied coolly. Now that she had the opportunity to apologize, she felt reluctant to do so. She’d spent far too much time telling herself this season she was happy with herself. She would not be judged by him.

“Yes, the company is quite varied this evening,” he replied easily, his gaze darting to Lord Meers.

Charlotte looked down at her nearly empty porcelain plate.  “How is the sweet little Chloe?”

“As spoiled as ever.” He added quietly, “You were right to speak to me about Diana.”

“Miss Tilford tells me the reputation of your family is very important to you,” she replied, looking up but not quite meeting his eyes.

“It is.”

Charlotte moved her gaze to a spot over his shoulder. “I wonder my brother was allowed in this house.” So much for the apology she wanted to make. Lord Ashford’s company had the strangest effect on her.  Her usual sweet nature was sorely tested by being smitten with a man who did not approve of her.

“That wasn’t up to me,” he said gently.

“And if it had been?” Her question sounded like the challenge it was, and Charlotte looked at him then.

“Your brother has told the truth. He wanted to make amends as best he could.” The marquess paused. “I acknowledge the behavior of my sister hasn’t always been appropriate. She is an unhappy young woman and wishes to punish the world.”

Before she could think of a reply, Lord Meers approached the sopha and held out his arm to her. “Shall we go in for the next round?”

“Yes, of course.” She stood up hurriedly, plate in one hand. “Good luck with your next game, Lord Ashford.”

Charlotte walked away, wishing the marquess had had more time to tell her about his sister. Frustratingly, neither one of them had apologized.

Too bad she wasn’t in the least attracted to Lord Meers. Louisa had confided to her that the viscount was a desperate fortune hunter. She didn’t imagine he would judge her or her family.

She must think of something or someone else other than Lord Ashford. Looking about, she noticed Lady Julia had cornered Lord Harbury yet again. The woman might be beautiful, but her manners were not. Charlotte would trust that Nathaniel was as intelligent as he was kind and would see the lady for the grasping harpy she was.
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Chapter Seventeen
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The following day on the way to sessions, Ashford looked in at Thorne’s, Cecil by his side.

As they approached the subscription desk, his friend said drily, “After the chilly reception you received last evening, I would think you would want to avoid Lady Charlotte.”

“I’m merely making sure no other sabotage has occurred,” he replied with a frown, automatically looking about the library and seeing no sign of Charlotte or her friends. He noticed several patrons in the shop, which he saw as a good sign the establishment might succeed in staying open.

“Have there been any further problems with the library? Have you seen any more dead mice?” Ashford asked Robbie quietly.

“None at all,” the boy whispered in response.

He blew out a breath. “That is a relief. I’ve spoken to the night watchmen, and now the men are apprised of the events at Thorne’s they assured me they will keep an eye out for trouble.”

Once they were back in the carriage on the way to the Palace of Westminster, Cecil said wryly, “You do know that what is happening at Thorne’s isn’t a personal attack on you.”

“I merely want to thwart this bully James Landry. Have you met the man?”

“Several times,” Cecil replied carelessly. “He will be at my favorite gambling hell tonight. I can introduce you.”

He shouldn’t be surprised that Cecil knew the man. Most of his friend’s spare time was spent tracking members of the Rogue’s Alliance. “I think it is time Mr. Landry and I had a conversation.”

After sessions that evening, Nathaniel declared he had no interest in either gambling or meeting James Landry and took leave of his friends. “Alicia is in for the evening, so I have no chaperone duties. I’m looking forward to a quiet night shut in my study.”

It had been a few years since Ashford had visited a gambling hell. He’d never had much luck at games of chance. Although one could make contacts and hear gossip in the clubs, losing money for recreation was not what he considered an enjoyable pastime.

In his town carriage on the way to the gambling hell, Ashford asked Cecil, “I assume James Landry owns a black snuffbox with the initials RA?”

“He does,” the viscount replied with a nod. “If he didn’t, I wouldn’t be seen anywhere near him.”

The two men hadn’t discussed the sabotage attempt on Regent Bridge since the night it occurred. After the war was over, Cecil had resigned from the Home Office due to a disagreement with his superiors. The viscount had maintained there was more to his brother’s stabbing than mere chance, and the agency chose not to pursue the matter. Although Cecil didn’t share all his activities with Ashford, he knew his friend had become obsessed with trying to find his brother’s killer.

The hell they were to visit was named A Club House, located on Bennet Street in St. James’s. Several people hailed Cecil as the two men entered the establishment.

Ashford said to his friend, “You’re well known here.”

Cecil shrugged but remained silent. Ashford wondered why his friend would gamble if he were really in debt?

The gambling hells Ashford had frequented in the past were dark inside and shabby. A Club House was well lit, the furniture of good quality. He surmised that the proprietor wished to bring in a more fashionable clientele.

Cecil led the way through the large room, nodding civilly to those who addressed him. The viscount stopped in front of a table in the back corner of the room. From the dice on the table, Ashford guessed the game the men seated were playing was Hazard.

A tall, thin man with bright red hair looked up and smiled widely, clearly in his cups. “Lord Wycliffe! Have a seat. It is good to see you. And you’ve brought a friend.”

Cecil returned the smile. “Benedict Grey, Marquess of Ashford, may I present Mr. James Landry.”

“Good evening,” he said politely with a nod, studying the other man.

“A marquess no less, Cecil. You travel in exalted circles, my friend.” The man’s slurred speech sounded forced.

Cecil took a seat. “It comes with the territory. Join us, Ashford.”

Ashford was seated beside Cecil, his attention still on Landry. He’d expected a portly florid-faced man smoking a cigarillo.

“Not what you expected, am I? I understand.” Mr. Landry chuckled. “I look too mild-mannered to be a wealthy cit.”

He merely inclined his head as Cecil pulled a money clip from his inner jacket pocket. Ashford repeated the gesture with a sigh. He had wretched luck at dice. How much would it cost him to aid Lady Charlotte and Thorne’s Lending Library?

* * * * *
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Two hours later, Cecil was winning while he was losing heavily. He caught Cecil’s eye and shook his head. Ashford was hungry, and the cigarillo smoke swirling around the room had given him a headache. He’d also surmised that Landry wasn’t drunk at all. The man pretended to be inebriated merely to convince other gamblers his mental faculties were impaired so they would lower their guard.

“I’m done for the evening,” he said loudly over the din in the room and stood up.

“Come, come, Lord Ashford. Your luck might change.” Mr. Landry had won most of his current spoils from Ashford.

“I shall take my leave as well,” Cecil said as he raked in his winnings. “I could use a meal.”

“They serve a delicious cut of beef upstairs,” Landry replied. “Better than the food at those ridiculous clubs you gentlemen frequent.”

Cecil looked to him. When Ashford nodded, his friend said, “We will take you up on that suggestion.”

Although he had no desire to spend more time in the hell, sharing a meal with James Landry would allow Ashford to speak to the man in relative privacy. Once upstairs, they were seated in a room with red drapes, red carpet, and red furniture. He felt suffocated by red.

“And to finish, you must try the butter bread pudding,” Landry suggested as the men ordered their meal from a waiter attired in stark black livery.

The meal was excellent, and the Portuguese wine was a superb vintage.

“You were right about the beef,” he said to Landry as he took a bite of bread pudding. It was delicious.

“Surprised again, Lord Ashford? I like to keep people on their back foot.” The man leaned back in his chair, a self-satisfied smile on his face.

“What is it that you do, Mr. Landry?” he asked idly.

The man squinted at him. “Surely Lord Cecil has told you all about me?”

Ashford replied with a twist of his lips, “He mentioned that you’re a grocer and are currently attempting to acquire a large piece of land.”

“Oh yes, I acquire land.” Landry raised a brow. “I think you knew that, Lord Ashford.”

So, the masquerade was over. The man knew why he was at the gambling hell.

Ashford leaned in and said, “I would see it as a personal favor if you would leave Thorne’s Lending Library alone.”

“I don’t do favors.” Landry added in a low voice, “Leastwise, not unless I get something in return.”

“What could I possibly give you in return?” he asked with raised brows.

The man grinned. “A lord. Any lord. I want my daughter to marry into the peerage. I thought Lord Wycliffe might become my future son-in-law, but he hasn’t come up to scratch.”

Cecil remained silent, merely sipping his wine. Ashford wondered what information his friend thought he could get from Landry. He wanted something from the cit, or he would never spend so much time with a man he would typically loathe on sight.

“You should take some time to think about my proposal, Lord Ashford.” Landry shrugged. “An alliance could be beneficial to us both.”

There was nothing to think about. Ashford would never marry the man’s daughter or press another peer to do so. Was there someone in the peerage desperate enough for funds to marry the daughter of someone in trade? Lord Meers came to mind.

Landry suggested returning to the gaming tables.

“I am all in,” he said to the other man, “but I will give some thought to your proposition.”

Ashford got to his feet, and Cecil followed.

Landry stood up as well and gave Ashford his card. “Send a message in two days.” He paused before adding somberly, “And tell your friend Lady Charlotte to stay out of my business.”

The man turned on his heel and left the room.

Ashford met Cecil’s gaze. What had Lady Charlotte done now?

* * * * *
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When she arrived at the shop the next day, Charlotte was delighted to see Thorne's running a brisk trade. The front windows of the library were sparkling clean, the curtains open wide to allow bright sunshine into the shop.

She was surprised to see that one of the patrons in the library was Lord Meers.

“How nice to see you again, Lady Charlotte.” The man bowed elegantly.

“A pleasure, Lord Meers.” He wore Bay Rum cologne today, not a particular favorite of hers. She blew out a breath, struggling not to sneeze at the unpleasant scent.

For several minutes they stood together discussing books, and she was pleased to discover Lord Meers didn’t care for Romance of the Forest. Learning that the viscount enjoyed reading made him no more attractive to her. Charlotte did not feel the slightest interest in him as a man.

Before the gentleman took his leave he said, “Perhaps I will see you at the Benson musicale this evening.”

“My brother and I are attending a rout tonight,” she replied with an apologetic smile. “Perhaps we will cross paths at another event.” 

Her family hadn’t received an invitation to the musicale. They did receive several other invitations the morning after her appearance at Almack’s.

“Most of today’s correspondence is for you,” her mother said late that morning as she sat in the parlor with Charlotte. Her mother was embroidering a baby blanket for a distant relative while Charlotte read the second volume of Waverly.

“I cannot account for my sudden popularity,” she replied with a sigh.

“I can,” her brother said as he entered the room. William leaned down and kissed their mother on the cheek. “Lord Ashford danced with you at Almack’s and Lady Cair’s ball. As one of the most sought after bachelors in London, his attention toward you has raised your value in the eyes of society.”

Charlotte looked up to see both her mother and brother staring at her. Feeling heat in her cheeks she replied, “The marquess also danced with Miss Tilford at Lady Cair’s ball.”

“Miss Tilford is his friend’s sister. She doesn’t count.” William was now grinning at her.

“Do you have an understanding with Lord Ashford?” her mother asked softly.

“Of course not, Mama,” she replied quickly. “Lord Ashford is also intent on keeping Thorne’s open. He has no interest in me.”

Neither William nor her mother looked convinced by her words. She returned her attention to her book and William announced he had an appointment and excused himself. Her mother continued with her needlework, stealing glances at Charlotte every few minutes. Thankfully, she said no more on the subject of Lord Ashford.

Returning her thoughts to the present, Charlotte took a seat in one of the tub chairs in the lending library. The very idea that her company would be sought after merely because Lord Ashford might find her appealing annoyed her. She was the same person she’d been at the beginning of the season. 

“You were quite standoffish with Lord Ashford at the card party. Have you switched your affections from the marquess to Lord Meers?” Edith frowned. She didn’t sound pleased by the possibility.

She sniffed. “Whether I have or had any affection for Lord Ashford, I’ve discovered I am unsuitable as a bride.”

“Unsuitable!” Louisa scowled. “Who would dare think such a thing.”

Charlotte repeated what Alicia had told her about Lord Ashford’s aversion to anyone remotely close to scandal.

“When I left you alone with Lord Ashford at Alicia’s card party, I thought you might apologize to the marquess,” Edith said quietly.

“I was going to,” she replied with a sigh. “He started speaking and something went wrong. Something always goes wrong.” 

Edith pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’re besotted with each other. You both are just too stubborn to admit it.”

“I don’t think he even likes me,” she responded unhappily, shaking her head.

“Lord Ashford should apologize to Charlotte,” Louisa said grumpily. “How could the marquess be so double-faced when his sister Diana loves to dance as close to disgrace as she can?”

“Have you met his sister Diana?” she asked her friend, unable to keep curiosity at bay.

Louisa shook her head.

Edith replied, “I have. Only once. She is a handsome woman with dark hair like her brother. The lady was engaged to a young man killed in the Napoleonic wars. After her intended’s death, it is said Diana has cared little about her behavior or reputation.”

“How sad,” she said and meant it. It was hard to imagine planning a life with someone and having them die.

“My youngest brother told me why Lord Ashford dislikes Lord Meers.” Louisa continued, “Not only is he a fortune hunter, but he pursued the marquess’s sister relentlessly while the marquess was on the Continent. Lord Meers was quite bold in his attentions, and the lady rebuked him in public.”

Despite the relief she’d felt in discovering Diana was not Ashford’s mistress, Charlotte was still frustrated with the marquess for finding fault with herself. She was dismayed that she still cared what the man thought of her. She cared very much.

* * * * *
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Ashford sat with his friends in Nathaniel’s study that evening following sessions and a meal at White’s. Alicia was currently attending a ball with Lady Julia and the girl’s mother.

“Have you read the papers today?” the baron asked.

He shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Byron left England on a packet out of Dover on the 25th.”

“A foregone conclusion,” Cecil replied with a shrug.

He wasn’t surprised. “It was just a matter of time. His numerous affairs brought too much attention to him.”

There was near silence in the room for a few moments save the ticking of the mantle clock and the sound of a log settling in the nearby hearth. As for himself, he was brooding on his conversation with Charlotte at Alicia’s card party. He’d always believed he was a fair man, but his treatment of Charlotte and her brother contradicted that belief. After finding out that the lady had sought out James Landry, he didn’t know what to think. He did know he had to make sure Lady Charlotte and her friends stayed well away from the cit in the future.

Nathaniel sampled the port in his glass before asking him, “Did you find out anything else about Lady Caroline’s book? I imagine Lord Byron will be satirized in the tome.”

“I’ve been preoccupied with other matters,” he replied with a sigh. “I had better get to it. Diana is returning to London soon.”

Cecil said dryly, “As much as one shouldn’t want to be seen there, you may find Lady Caroline at Holland House. It is the only place she appears welcome as of late.”

“Lady Holland is divorced and considered persona non grata.” He shuddered. “My mother might well collapse if she heard I had visited Holland House. I’ve put my reputation in enough peril by socializing with James Landry.”

“Yet another problem to deal with,” Cecil replied while studying the liquid in his glass.

He groaned. “Perhaps I could convince Lord Meers to marry Landry’s daughter.”

“That is an excellent idea,” Nathaniel responded with a grin. “Or that Beaumont chap.”

Despite his past transgressions, Ashford didn’t think William deserved to be tied to a cit’s daughter. He decided there was no advantage in delaying his rejection of James Landry’s proposition. He would send a missive to the man that very night to tell him he was not interested in his proposal.

“Alicia appeared quite taken with Beaumont,” Cecil said idly, watching Nathaniel closely.

“You won’t provoke me,” Nathaniel replied evenly. “My sister assures me she was only attentive to the gentleman because he was a guest in our home. She thinks he talks too much.” 

Ashford suppressed a grin at the irony of that statement.

It was past time to find out if Diana was to be in Lady Caroline’s book.

The following day, sessions broke up early. When his coach arrived at Marlborough House, he sent in his card and waited. After a short time, a footman emerged from the mansion and informed Ashford Lady Caroline was at home to callers.

He was deposited in a drawing room. He stood next to a plush sopha and a moment later was joined by Caroline.

“Lord Ashford! It is indeed a pleasure. I haven’t seen you in an age.”

He supposed that was because her husband was aligned with an opposing political party, and the lady chose to attend entertainments of which Ashford did not approve.

“It has been some time, Lady Caroline. You still look as lovely as always.” Her short curly hair gave her the look of a pixie, her hazel eyes large in her heart-shaped face.

She waved a hand. “Please have a seat. Would you care for refreshment?”

“No, thank you. I will only take a moment of your time.” He waited for the lady to take a seat on a hard backed chair and then proceeded to take a seat on the nearby sopha.

Despite the rumors that Lady Caroline was heavily addicted to laudanum and drink, she appeared lucid and in charge of her faculties. The faint smell of cigarillo smoke wafted to him. Perhaps the lady had also taken up smoking?

“My man said your visit was of some urgency,” she said briskly.

“It is regarding my sister Diana,” he replied.

The lady pursed her lips. “I haven’t seen Diana for a month at least. She attended a rout at Holland House at the beginning of March. I don’t remember much about the evening. I think I’d had quite too much champagne.”

The lady didn’t remember the event his family had worried over for weeks. He was at a loss for words.

“I feel flat-footed, my lady,” he finally said as he shook his head. “My sister left London for Bath, fearful that she might have offended you in some way that evening.”

Caroline looked surprised by the idea. “As I said, I remember little that happened that night.” For an instant, her expression betrayed the sadness she must feel at Byron’s departure from England. “Diana was a breath of fresh air amongst the jaded company of Holland House. A shoulder to lean on in my time of need, if you will.”

“Forgive my asking, but I must know if she will feature in your upcoming novel?”

For a moment, he was worried he had said too much. The woman’s lips twisted into a near grimace. “Lady Diana has naught to fear. As for the rest of the ton?” She paused, and her expression became unreadable. “That is yet to be revealed, Lord Ashford.”

Relieved, he got to his feet. “I shall take up no more of your time, my lady. Thank you for reassuring me.”

The lady shrugged listlessly. “It is of no matter. If only I could forget so many events in my life as I’ve forgotten that night at Holland House.”

He knew she spoke of Byron. What could he say? She’d had an open affair for all of society to see. Rumors said the baron fled not only because of his debts but also due to a plethora of scandalous affairs. Ashford searched for words to comfort her.

“I think it best if we don’t live in the past, my lady,” he said gently, although Lady Caroline appeared lost in reflection. “The future needs all our attention.”
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Chapter Eighteen
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Ashford received a note from Robbie the next day. Two suspicious men had been in the lending library intimidating the patrons, and Mr. Thorne had quietly asked them to leave.

He directed his coachman to Thorne’s Lending Library. When he entered the establishment, Mr. Thorne hurried over to him.

“May I have a private word in the backroom, Lord Ashford?”

He followed the man through a door at the back of the shop. Mrs. Thorne awkwardly curtsied when she saw him before taking a seat at the other end of the room behind a battered oak desk.

“Robbie has apprised me of the notes he sent you and the efforts you have undertaken to help Thorne’s stay in business,” the man said haltingly, a flush on his cheeks. “Your assistance is most appreciated.”

“I have friends who frequent the library,” he replied off-handedly. “I would not have them harmed or molested. Robbie’s latest missive mentioned two men hanging about causing trouble.”

Mr. Thorne nodded. “It was a queer thing. The men looked around the library as if they were taking inventory. It made me most uncomfortable. I mentioned calling for the runners, and they finally left the shop.”

The man led Ashford back to the front of the establishment. Lady Charlotte and Lady Edith stood beside the subscription desk, speaking with young Robbie. The slight musky scent of Tuberose drifted to him. Warmth settled in his limbs as he felt his pulse ratchet up a notch. He was happy to see the lady but frustrated that she had again gone somewhere utterly inappropriate.

His gaze met Charlotte’s. Her eyes widened just the tiniest bit. Could she be as affected by his presence as he was by hers? He must find a moment to warn her about approaching James Landry again. The thought of her being so close to such a dangerous man was unthinkable. 

Ashford exchanged a brief greeting with Charlotte and Edith before Robbie said, “There is an important matter I must discuss with you, my lord.”

Once the ladies had moved away and were out of earshot, Robbie whispered, “The two men that were here yesterday are loitering across the street.”

His first thought was for Charlotte and Edith’s safety.

“I will speak with the men after I advise Lady Charlotte and Lady Edith to quit the shop,” he replied. “Make sure you stay inside.”

Ashford strolled to stand near the plush sopha where Charlotte and Edith were seated, reading. Charlotte was immersed in Female Quixote by Charlotte Lennon, her friend, The Morning Chronicle.

“Ladies, there is a situation outside the library I should like you to be clear of.” Once he had their attention, he added, “It would ease my mind if you both would return to your homes.”

“If you think that is necessary,” Charlotte replied quickly, closing her book and getting to her feet.

“Oh yes, we should go.” Lady Edith put her newspaper aside and stood up.

“I’ll escort you to your carriage,” he said, holding out his arm to Charlotte. “Please go home and refrain from further outings to Cheapside. Mr. James Landry is a dangerous man.”

The lady raised her chin. “I did not visit Mr. Landry. I’m not that reckless. I did, however, have a short conversation with Mr. Jacobsen whilst in the company of Louisa and Edith.”

Charlotte took his arm without further comment. She and Edith remained calm, quite the opposite of how society expected young women to behave when faced with a possible unpleasant situation. Feeling the need to reassure her, he placed his gloved palm over her hand on his sleeve. 

Their small party exited the shop. A black town carriage Ashford recognized was parked a few yards down the street. Knowing it for Charlotte’s father’s coach, he released his hold on Charlotte, deposited the ladies inside the carriage, and saw them on their way.

He looked across the road to see two men watching Thorne’s. The men wore the garb of dockworkers: open coats with filthy white shirts and dark suspenders underneath, caps pulled low around their ears. 

Ashford directed his coachman to return home. He then crossed the road, and as he approached the men, they turned to walk down the pavement toward Bruton Lane.

He shadowed the men, not bothering to disguise the fact he was following them. The time for delicacy was well past. The pair paused at the corner of the street, waiting on the coach traffic to allow them to cross.

When the men reached Bruton Lane, they turned left onto the street and broke into a run. His greatcoat flapping about him, his walking stick in hand, Ashford gave chase. Nearby pedestrians moved aside to stand gawking at the three men running along the pavement.

One of the men pushed aside a young maid as he ran, and Ashford paused only a moment to ascertain that the woman was unharmed. Ahead of him, a small crowd was milling around outside a tavern. The two men pushed through the group, clearing the way for Ashford to follow.

The lane veered sharply to the left before he caught up to the men. He put out a hand to collar one before the scoundrel could dart into an alley between a tobacconist and a Turkish coffee house. The man struggled in his grip as Ashford dropped his walking stick and grasped one of the man’s arms so he couldn’t shrug off his coat and escape.

Ashford whispered menacingly, “I would not resist if I were you. Fighting with a peer will get you several years in goal.”

The man stopped struggling. He spat out, “I’m not going to talk to you.”

“I think you will,” he replied, turning the man to face him. “I have several witnesses that will testify that you were attempting to intimidate them in the lending library.”

The man’s foul breath drifted to him when he replied, “He will kill me if I tell you anything.”

“He will probably have you killed either way,” Ashford responded with a growl.

At those words, the man began to struggle again and broke free. He was only a few steps from Ashford when a shot rang out, and the man fell to the ground. Ashford looked up and saw the man’s companion across the road, a pistol in his hand. A wagon trundled down the road. When the wagon had passed, the killer was gone.

Several passersby gathered around him and the man lying on the ground. Ashford bent down and pulled aside one lapel of the man’s wool coat. Blood seeped from the man’s chest, an ever-widening stain on an already soiled shirt. The man lay facing up, his eyes wide and staring. Several voices raised the alarm as a cold rain began to fall.

* * * * *
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Something in Lord Ashford’s tone of voice convinced Charlotte it was necessary to leave Thorne’s as soon as possible. There was no use speculating on the reason why. Not for the first time, she was thankful neither she nor her friends were susceptible to hysterics.

Lord Ashford’s comment about Cheapside had caught her off guard. Mr. Jacobsen’s clerk must have overheard Edith say Charlotte’s name, and the landlord subsequently told James Landry about her visit.

“That insufferable man! Lord Ashford is determined to think the worst of me.”

Edith replied softly from her seat across from Charlotte in the carriage, “It speaks volumes that you are more concerned about the marquess’s opinion of you than being warned away from the library. Instead of concentrating on the fact that Lord Ashford wishes to protect you, you are determined to think the worst of him.”

Charlotte was sure Edith was wrong about Lord Ashford wanting to protect her. He desired to control her behavior as he did his sister’s.

“I’ve told myself a hundred times that I don’t care what others think of me. It doesn’t matter what I feel for Lord Ashford. I must be accepted for who I am.” She took a breath and let it out. When he’d placed his hand over hers- She wouldn’t let herself think he cared about her.

“You’re being far too defensive,” Edith replied with a shake of her head. “Can you honestly say you’ve never judged someone wrongly? And despite recent events, you do not normally act in such a reckless manner. You care what Lord Ashford thinks of you because you feel affection for him. Either speak with him on the matter or let it go.”

Charlotte was at a loss for words. It was unlike Edith to make such a long speech on personal matters. And her friend was right- she did feel affection for the marquess. She hadn’t given much thought to her future. Her parents weren’t urging her to marry. What did she want in a husband? A vision of Lord Ashford came to mind.

The carriage halted in front of Edith’s abode.

“I will let you know if I receive any news of Thorne’s,” Charlotte called to her friend as Edith alighted from the coach.

When she returned home, Charlotte dashed off a short letter telling Louisa to avoid Thorne’s and that she would send more news when she had some. 

Before she went up to dress for dinner that evening, William pulled her aside in the drawing room. “I just received a note from Lord Ashford. We are not to venture near Thorne’s Lending Library until he tells us it is safe to do so.”

“May I see the note?” she asked, for the moment ignoring Lord Ashford’s high-handedness in commanding her to stay away from the library.

Her brother handed over a folded note on the finest vellum. The marquess’s hand was elegant, the letters well-formed.

There was a shooting near Thorne’s today.

She gasped softly. “How dreadful! I must let Edith and Louisa know about the shooting. Perhaps we shouldn’t discuss any of this with Mother and Father. Mother would never let me go near Thorne’s again.”

Charlotte returned the letter to William and raced upstairs to pen notes to Edith and Louisa. She included a request that the girls visit her at home tomorrow afternoon. Once completed, she dispatched a footman to deliver the missives to her friends.

Before she went up to bed that evening, William again pulled her aside. “There is no further news, and I agree that we shouldn’t worry our parents out of hand.”

“It seems I’m getting better at deception,” she replied in a soft voice, trying not to think too much about how Lord Ashford knew about the shooting.

* * * * *
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The body of the dead man was carried into the nearby tavern to await the arrival of the coroner. His collar pulled high, Ashford walked in the rain to number four Bow Street in Covent Garden to visit the headquarters of the runners.

When he arrived at the crowded courthouse he was directed to a tiny office. The sign on the open door read CLERK. He walked in and a young man in a blue uniform rose to his feet from his place behind a small oak desk.

“I’m Lord Ashford and I’m here to give a statement to an officer,” Ashford said with a frown. “The sign on your door says clerk.”

The young man’s smile was apologetic. “Please have a seat, my lord. I assure you I am a constable. What with how crowded headquarters are, most of the offices here have more than one use.”

The constable resumed his seat after Ashford was seated on a hard, rickety chair. The young man opened up a large logbook on his desk and took a pencil in hand. “I will be more than happy to take your statement, my lord.”

Ashford briefly outlined his pursuit of the two men and the harassment that Thorne’s had suffered. “I believe the men I chased today were sent by Mr. James Landry.”

The officer frowned and replied sharply, “That is quite an accusation to make, my lord.”

“I do not make it lightly, I assure you.” Ashford looked over the brief notes the constable had written in the log and signed his own name below the constable’s signature.

“If we need any further information, you will be contacted, Lord Ashford.”

Back outside, Ashford was relieved to see the rain had stopped. He hailed a hackney, eager to return home and change out of his damp clothing.

He would send a note to inform Charlotte’s brother William about the shooting. The lady and her friends must stay away from Thorne’s until he knew the area was safe for her. For everyone.

Ashford returned to the townhouse and his butler informed him Nathaniel and Cecil awaited him in the drawing room. He quickly changed out of his clothes before joining the other men downstairs.

“News of the shooting is all over the city,” Cecil advised him.

Ashford briefly related the events of the afternoon.

“Murder!” Nathaniel shook his head. “Such violence over a lending library.”

“Innocent people could have been hurt,” he replied angrily. “The harassment at Thorne’s must stop now.”

“I agree wholeheartedly. My sister visits that library. What do you propose?” Nathaniel asked.

“Cecil, where would James Landry be this time of day?”

“At his office,” the viscount replied.

Cecil insisted they take his unadorned town carriage accompanied by a coachman and footman in nondescript livery. The viscount instructed the coachman to drive to Landry’s office in Cheapside. As for himself, Ashford realized he was past caring who might see him in such an unfashionable area of London. He must ensure the people he cared about were safe.

Although the curtains of the carriage were drawn, the day outside was bright, allowing the occupants of the coach to see each other. Although the coach ride across London took over an hour, the three men said little.

James Landry was not at his office.

“Mr. Landry left the building to deal with an emergency,” his clerk said in reply to Ashford’s inquiry. The young man looked nervous, not a surprise, as Ashford and his friends were surrounding the lad’s desk.

“What kind of emergency?” he asked impatiently.

“I’m not sure, my lord. Mr. Landry rushed out of his office nearly two hours ago and didn’t tell me where he was going.” The boy swallowed, his face pale.

“I know a few places he might be,” Cecil said as the three men exited the premises.

Their coach made its way to the gaming hell Landry often frequented. The cit was not there, nor had he been seen that day.

“He lives in Hampstead Heath.” Cecil added gruffly at Ashford’s unspoken question, “I’ve been invited, but I have never been there.”

The mansion on a hill was constructed of red brick. It was massive. Ostentatious. The front garden was a jumble of assorted topiary and a large fountain in the shape of a fish. Cecil leapt out of the carriage as soon as it came to a halt. “I will go in alone to make inquiries. I’m familiar with the butler.”

Neither he nor Nathaniel commented. If Cecil had never been to Landry’s home, how was he acquainted with Landry’s butler? Although Cecil had resigned from the Home Office, he still had friends and contacts in the department. Not for the first time, Ashford was reminded that his friend had infiltrated every part of London society.

Cecil returned to the coach a few minutes later. He shook his head at their questioning looks. “The butler hasn’t seen Landry since early this morning. I have an informant on Milk Street from my Home Office days who may be of some help.”

It took several minutes to drive from Hampstead Heath through Camden Town and Holburn. When the carriage arrived on Milk Street, the coachman rolled slowly along the thoroughfare. As the curtains of the coach were drawn, Ashford wondered how Cecil would find his informant.

The carriage came to a halt, and the driver on the box began to whistle Greensleeves. A few minutes later, the whistling stopped.

“Have you a shilling, my lord?” a shrill female voice called from outside the carriage.

“Who asks?” Cecil did not open the coach door.

“Why, Little Mary, my lord.” The female voice was reedy. The woman coughed several times.

Cecil opened the carriage door a crack and handed out a shilling. “James Landry. Where is he? What information do you have to sell?”

“I heard about the shooting I did. There is no word about where Landry is right now. There was a commotion on the docks. It seems like the murderer got murdered hisself.”

Cecil handed out another coin. “Does anyone know who committed the murder?”

The woman outside the carriage laughed, a hoarse wheezing sound. “I would think Landry did it. He likes to hurt people that one does. He doesn’t look like much, but he is as mean as they come.”

“Stay away from Landry,” Cecil said to the woman. “I will not seek you out for some time.”

He shut the door to the coach, tapped his walking stick on the ceiling of the carriage, and their conveyance rolled away.

“Do you think Landry killed the other man?” Nathaniel asked.

Cecil nodded. “A man like that doesn’t pull himself out of the gutter by being nice. He knows how to rid himself of a problem.”

He was sure Landry would count Ashford and his friends among his problems.

“Is there anything else to be done this evening?” he asked wearily. He was tired and hadn’t any ideas on how to proceed if they couldn’t find James Landry.

Cecil shook his head. “He will have run to ground. I imagine there will be a ready explanation for where he was during the murder on the docks and several witnesses to swear him an alibi.”

Ashford believed it. He needed to think of a way to end this chaos. End it without violence. Despite his exhausted state, he had the kernel of an idea. It involved his solicitor, Nathaniel, and Mr. Jacobsen. He just needed some time to sort out the details.

“I think we are done for today,” he said to his friends. “I will contact you on the morrow. If what I have planned works, Landry will never bother the Thornes again.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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Charlotte, Edith, and Louisa were gathered in the drawing room of Charlotte’s family home. Her father was in his study while her mother made morning calls on their neighbors. William was at one of his clubs.

“What happened at Thorne’s?” Louisa asked impatiently as soon as she was seated. “My brothers won’t discuss it in front of me.”

“There was a shooting, but it wasn’t at Thorne’s. It occurred on Bruton Lane,” Charlotte replied with a shudder.

“And Lord Ashford was somehow involved?” Edith asked worriedly, her hands clasped in her lap.

“Lord Ashford was present when the shooting occurred. He was not injured. William visited one of the coffee shops on St. James’s Street this morning and heard all about it.”

“Do tell.” Edith leaned in.

A maid entered with a tea tray. Once the tray was placed on a low table in front of Charlotte, she said to the maid, “Please see that we are not disturbed.”

The young woman nodded, exited the room, and shut the oak door behind her. The tantalizing aroma of warm cinnamon buns filled the room.

Charlotte poured tea and handed out teacups. “Lord Ashford was pursuing some suspicious gentlemen who’d been lurking across the street from Thorne’s. He proceeded to speak to them, and they ran away. The marquess apprehended one of the men, and the second man shot his companion.”

“Oh my! The killer must have thought the man would give away some information leading back to him.” Louisa nodded, stirring her tea. “It makes sense to kill him.”

She and Edith looked askance at their friend.

As she placed her teacup and saucer on a fiddleback mahogany table at her elbow, Louisa said with a shrug, “I didn’t say it was a nice thing to do.”

“William told me Lord Ashford made a statement to the Bow Street Runners,” Charlotte continued. “There are rumors he went out last evening looking for Mr. Landry, along with Lord Wycliffe and Baron Harbury.”

“The marquess and his friends should be careful,” Edith said softly, taking a sip of her tea. “I can’t believe people were murdered over Thorne’s Lending Library.”

Charlotte found it hard to believe herself. If Landry had hired thugs willing to commit murder- She must stay calm. Lord Ashford would be careful, and his friends looked more than capable of dealing with danger.

“I did overhear one of my brothers discussing that dark, brooding friend of Lord Ashford’s,” Louisa said conversationally, her attention on her teacup.

“You know very well the man’s name is Lord Wycliffe,” Edith responded with a roll of her eyes. “What did your brother say about him?”

Looking up, Louisa leaned forward in her chair, an animated expression on her face. “There are rumors the viscount left the Home Office to pursue the men he believes murdered one of his brothers and that he is squandering his fortune tracking down the killers. My brother also mentioned a violent London cabal named the Rogue’s Alliance. It is said James Landry is a member of the alliance. I didn’t hear anything else as I was caught eavesdropping by one of the maids.”

The reason the marquess was keeping an eye on Thorne’s was now clear. Lord Ashford was helping to save the library merely to thwart Mr. Landry and help his friend Lord Wycliffe. James Landry and his associates were possibly more dangerous than she knew. She hated to admit it, but her trip to Bishopsgate had been foolhardy.

“I do hope Lord Ashford and his friends know what they’re doing,” she said, attempting to keep the anxiety she felt for the marquess from her tone of voice.

“I’m sure Lord Ashford can take care of himself,” Edith said with a weak smile, patting one of Charlotte’s hands. “Do drink your tea. A strong cup of tea will make you feel better.”

She nodded in reply but secretly thought she would only feel better when Lord Ashford advised William it was safe to go back to Thorne’s. Returning to the lending library would mean the whole terrifying business was over.

* * * * *
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The next day, Ashford, his elderly solicitor, and Nathaniel presented themselves at the offices of Mr. Jacobsen in Bishopsgate. The landlord’s son was seated behind his desk.

“Please notify your employer that I wish to speak to him about the murders committed yesterday. Advise him if he does not speak with me, I will be forced to tell the Bow Street Runners of my meeting with him two days ago. The police can then make what they will of his connection to James Landry.” Ashford and his companions stood silently as the clerk rushed across the room to his father’s office.

“Mr. Jacobsen will see you now,” the young man said when he returned a moment later. “Please go in.”

Ashford walked to the office and entered, his solicitor and Nathaniel accompanying him.

“Please have a seat, Lord Ashford,” Mr. Jacobsen said civilly, standing behind his desk.

“This is my business partner Baron Harbury and my solicitor, Mr. Gibbs.” Ashford took a seat, and the other men did as well. “We want to buy the property Thorne’s sits on.”

“To what purpose?” Jacobsen asked, his brow furrowed.

He shrugged. “To protect Thorne’s. You currently own the property. I want to buy it.”

“I own the whole street.” Mr. Jacobsen shook his head. “Why should I sell the land to you?”

He replied smoothly, “You were hoping for a deal with James Landry. Landry is now associated with the murder of two of his thugs.”

“Murder?” The other man’s face had gone pale. “I heard of a shooting in Bruton Lane. I didn’t realize Mr. Landry was connected to that unfortunate event.”

He nodded. “The murderer himself was murdered, strangled with someone’s bare hands. The police think it was a crime of passion. I understand Landry can be a violent man when he is angry.”

“So, I should anger him further by selling to you?” The man was now visibly sweating.

Ashford spread his hands wide. “If you don’t, I will tell the Bow Street Runners that I met with you before the killings and gave you information that may have led to the crime.”

“That is a bald-faced lie!” Jacobsen’s complexion was now purple with outrage. After several deep breaths he asked the solicitor, “You are bound to uphold the law, yet you would allow his lordship to lie about such a thing?”

Mr. Gibbs remained silent as he removed a sheaf of papers from a leather bag he carried and placed them on the desk in front of Mr. Jacobsen. Nathaniel merely sat quietly, looking unconcerned by the heated conversation.

Despite the anger he felt at the landlord for possibly putting Charlotte in danger, Ashford kept his voice even as he asked Jacobsen, “Did you tell James Landry that you received a visit from a Lady Charlotte?”

“You know the lady?” the man asked cautiously in reply. Jacobsen looked as if he might have a stroke at any moment.

Ashford balled his fists at his side. “If anything happens to her because of your loose lips, you’ll need protection from me.”

“Why do you want to save Thorne’s so badly?” the landlord asked. His voice sounded genuinely curious.

Ashford replied, “Lord Harbury and I feel Landry should not profit from intimidation and murder. We both will do what we must to prevent the bounder from doing so.”

Nathaniel finally spoke. “You are Mr. Thorne’s current landlord. There are witnesses to some of the sabotage his business has faced. Someone could even say that perhaps Landry wasn’t the culprit.”

“You would let me be incriminated?” Jacobsen’s eyes bulged.

The baron nodded. “Your just desserts for being in league with such a scoundrel.”

Ashford spoke into a tense silence, “If it keeps Landry from getting his hands on that land, you could be implicated in sabotage and murder.”

Jacobsen put his face in his hands. He asked in a muffled voice, “What choice do I have? I’m ruined either way.”

“I don’t think Landry will dare touch you,” he said to the other man. “Even if he is never brought up on charges for murder, the Bow Street Runners will be keeping a close eye on him. He will be afraid to put a foot out of place for some time.”

“And you can protect me from him?” Jacobsen raised his head, a glimmer of hope in his expression.

He nodded. “I have learned that you have family in Yorkshire. You and your son should leave London as soon as possible and head north. I will help protect you. If you sell me the property.”

“I’ll do it.” Jacobsen shook his head mournfully. “Where do I sign?”

* * * * *
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After their gathering at Charlotte’s townhouse, Edith and Louisa returned to their homes. The friends had decided they would all plead illness and stay in the rest of the day. If Lord Ashford was worried about recent events in London, they would respect his concern.

Her mother, pale-faced, returned from an afternoon appointment and found Charlotte in the drawing room. “Did you hear about the shooting near your library?”

“William mentioned it,” she replied vaguely.

“You are to stay away from Thorne’s for the near future. I will discuss the matter with William and your father. Your brother should have informed me about the shooting.” The older woman looked as if she was on the verge of scolding Charlotte in place of William.

She couldn’t suppress a groan. Who knew how long her mother would ban her from the lending library?

“Are you all right, my dear?” her mother asked worriedly.

“I feel a migraine coming on.” It was only a little white lie. She wanted her mother to know as little as possible about recent events at Thorne’s and perhaps her concern for Charlotte would distract her from her anxiety about events near Thorne’s. 

“A migraine, my dear?” her mother asked worriedly after Charlotte complained of the malady. “You must lie down. I will have the housekeeper make you a tincture.”

“Thank you, Mother,” she replied with a brief smile.

Her mother made a shooing motion with her hands. “Now go upstairs to your bedchamber. And no reading. You should rest your eyes. You always have your nose stuck in a book.”

Charlotte didn’t mind a quiet afternoon in her bedchamber as there was always a book under her pillow. She could sneak in a few pages around the watchful eye of her mother.

After drinking a horrible tasting tincture courtesy of the housekeeper, Charlotte nodded off for a bit, comfortable under a warm coverlet. She awoke to the sound of her brother’s voice.

“Wake up sleepyhead,” he said softly. “It’s William.”

Sitting up, she yawned and stretched her arms. “Any news about Thorne’s?”

“None.” He added, “The excitement has blown over.”

“It would be nice if it has,” she replied somberly.

“Mother said you had a migraine,” William said with a frown, concern in his voice.

“Merely an excuse to forestall mother speaking to me further about Thorne’s.” She settled back against several propped-up pillows on the bed.

Her brother raised a brow. “Aren’t you going to ask me about Lord Ashford?”

“I imagine if you had news of the marquess, you would have told me already.” She kept her tone light. William need not know how worried she was about Lord Ashford.

“You play your cards close, dear sister,” William replied with a wink.

She ignored his statement. “Tell me about your day.”

He took a seat on the chair near her bed. “I went to the clubs to see what gossip is floating about. The shooting is still the talk of London.”

Charlotte peered at her brother, convinced by his indifferent tone of voice and careless shrug that something had occurred he didn’t want to tell her about.

“You look unsettled, brother.  Is there something else? You did promise to be honest with me from now on.”

William rubbed a hand across his jaw. “I didn’t want to upset you. The man who shot Landry’s lackey was found dead himself.”

She gasped. “That is horrible? Do they know who killed him?”

“The rumors are the killer is James Landry, but nobody can find him.”

It would not do for her to worry about events she couldn’t control. As far as she knew, Lord Ashford was out of harm’s way. She would hold onto that for now.

“Make yourself useful and see about getting me some tea,” she said lightly. “Tell Mother I feel somewhat better and have an appetite.”

William got to his feet. “You’re getting rather tyrannical, dear sister. I blame Louisa.”

With those words, her brother exited the room. A few minutes later, there was a knock at the bedchamber door.

“Enter!”

A maid appeared with a tray, Charlotte’s mother behind the girl. The tray held tea, bread and butter sandwiches, and ginger biscuits.

“The ginger should help your migraine, my dear,” her mother said, her face creased with worry.

The maid settled the tray on the small bedside table and took her leave. Charlotte’s mother poured the tea.

“Make sure you eat something and then get some more rest. You look a little peaked to me.”

She didn’t like to see her mother so anxious. “I’m feeling ever so much better. Thank you, Mother.”

“Just rest, my dear.” Her mother leaned in to kiss Charlotte’s forehead before leaving the room. The calming scent of rose water surrounded her.

When her mother was gone, she felt a twinge of guilt for her duplicity. She reasoned that guarding her parents from the unpleasant events in Town was surely excuse enough for the deception.

* * * * *
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Ashford spent the next day impatiently waiting for news of Landry. Cecil had informed him several runners were scouring London for the cit.

That afternoon he received a note from his friend.

Landry is at his office currently being interviewed by the constabulary. I will send an update when further details are known.

Ashford was relieved to receive no correspondence from Robbie notifying him of any furtherproblems at Thorne’s.

Despite taking chances with her safety in the past, Ashford trusted Charlotte and her friends to stay away from the library until he notified William it was safe to return. If he would allow himself to think on it, he knew in his heart that Charlotte was not a reckless young woman. If she was guilty of anything, it was caring too much about others.

An hour later, when Ashford was comfortably seated in a leather chair in his study, a footman announced the viscount.

“Have a seat,” Ashford said to Cecil with a wave. He’d given up trying to concentrate on correspondence and letters of business. Too often, thoughts of Lady Charlotte prevented him from getting any work done. Holding up his glass of port, he asked, “Would you care for one?”

Cecil shook his head and slumped onto a matching leather armchair. “Mr. Bones spent most of the morning outside the magistrate’s court in Bow Street. The runners are done interviewing Landry.”

He nodded. “What did they find out?”

“The man has an alibi. He was at a rout last night and then with his mistress until morning.” Cecil shrugged. “Several people will verify he attended the rout. His mistress and her maid verify the rest.”

Ashford sprang to his feet. “Of course! He has enough money to buy several alibis. It is as we expected. I must act before Landry decides to take further action against the lending library.”

“I agree.” Cecil rose from his chair. “What next?”

“We beard the lion in his den.” Ashford ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve had enough of the man. He may well get away with murder, but right now there is nothing we can do about that.”

Cecil nodded. “I came here in my plain town carriage. Let us collect Nathaniel and be on our way.”

“Excellent,” he replied. “There is enough gossip about James Landry at present. I can’t escape my part in it, but I’d rather not advertise the fact we’re looking for the man.”

The black coach was waiting outside Ashford’s townhouse. The day was bright and warm, incongruous weather for their grim mission.

Nathaniel’s abode was across the square from Ashford’s. The baron was at home, more than ready to accompany his friends. “My sister has visited Thorne’s several times. It pains me to think she or her friends could have been hurt by Landry’s tricks.”

The carriage ride to Cheapside in the afternoon traffic would take more than an hour, possibly two. Plenty of time for Ashford to tell Cecil about his and Nathaniel’s purchase of land in Berkeley Square. He settled back against the squabs in the carriage, steeled for whatever happened next.
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Chapter Twenty
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Cecil’s coach halted in front of the offices of Mr. James Landry, grocer.

Ashford led the way into the building. This time, the clerk steered the peers to Landry’s office without prevarication.

Landry slowly got to his feet and waved his clerk away. “Come in, gentlemen. I’m assuming this is not a social visit.”

“No, it most certainly is not,” Ashford replied curtly. “My friends and I will not be taking seats.”

“As you wish,” the other man responded, his countenance unruffled. “I myself prefer to be comfortable.”

Landry retook his seat behind the large oak desk, a faint smile on his lips. The clerk had gone, shutting the door to the room behind him.

“Thorne’s Lending Library is no longer your concern,” Ashford said gravely. “If you make any further attempts to damage the business, my partner,” he waved at Nathaniel, “and I will bring you up on charges of harassment.”

“And who is this partner of yours?” Landry asked lazily, eyeing Nathaniel.

“Baron Harbury, a well-respected former naval officer. He and I now own the land Thorne’s Lending Library sits on. We own most of the street.”

Landry jumped to his feet, his face reddening. “That is impossible!”

“I assure you it isn’t,” Cecil replied in a low voice, a grim smile playing about his mouth. “We know what you’re capable of, but you dare not move against two peers.”

James Landry replied with a sneer, “I thought we might be related one day, Lord Wycliffe. Such a shame. Perhaps you will find some other fool to take on your debt. Maybe one of your friends. These two seem flush enough.”

“It would be preferable to marrying a girl that wouldn’t be admitted into Almack’s or any respectable residence in London,” Cecil countered, his expression and tone of voice reflecting distaste for the subject at hand.

Ashford thought the temperature in the room must have dropped several degrees. Mr. Landry’s smile was venomous. Cecil stared at the other man, not blinking. It appeared both men had plenty of practice restraining themselves.

“Mr. Landry, I want you to forget you ever heard of a lady named Charlotte,” Ashford warned. “If any harm comes to the lady or her friends, I will hold you personally responsible.” 

Cecil added with a growl, “You’re not the only man who can get away with murder.”

“All of you have made a grave mistake,” Landry ground out as he stood shaking, hands clenched by his sides, fury in his eyes.

“Shall we go?” Ashford asked his friends. As he left the room, he couldn’t help but throw a barb at the murderous grocer. “The smell of shop has become too much for me, I’m afraid.”

* * * * *
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Charlotte was relieved to be seated in Thorne’s, her best friends at her side. The day was sunny, a sign she hoped of better days to come for the lending library.

Mrs. Thorne was in the backroom, her husband and Robbie at their usual places behind their counters. Despite the shooting that occurred three days before, Mr. Thorne advised the ladies there had been a steady stream of patrons in the shop.

The moss roses on the female authors table had been replaced with pink carnations, their spicy, sweet fragrance drifting to all corners of the library.

“Thank goodness Louisa’s brother convinced my father Thorne’s was now safe.” Edith frowned. “As my father hordes the news sheets in his study, I am terribly behind on current events.”

Louisa replied, “My youngest brother is acquainted with Lord Wycliffe, and the viscount told him Thorne’s was quite safe.”

Charlotte wondered when she would see the marquess again.

“I thought Lord Ashford would come to Thorne’s,” Edith responded softly. “I believed he would want to assure himself that all was well.”

Charlotte had secretly thought the same thing. She’d known Lord Ashford wasn’t helping Thorne’s because he had feelings for her, but there had been a tiny kernel of hope inside her that perhaps that was the case. She had little experience with men and wondered if the marquess could tell she was smitten with him. The very thought was mortifying.

“You give the man more credit than he deserves,” Louisa said with a frown. “According to my brothers, Charlotte’s name is being linked with his. How dare the man disappear now that you have become an object of gossip.”

She couldn’t reply. Louisa’s last statement had rendered her speechless.

“It isn’t as bad as all that,” Edith replied soothingly. “The ton will soon find something new to wag their chins over.” 

“What rumors have you heard?” Charlotte asked Louisa. Good heavens, the marquess would hate to be the subject of gossip.

Louisa replied, “My brothers tell me society is waiting for an announcement of your engagement. I told them there is no understanding between you and the insufferable Lord Ashford.” 

Charlotte wouldn’t waste her breath trying to convince her friend that Lord Ashford was an honorable man. The marquess had deemed Charlotte unsuitable, and Louisa found that circumstance unforgivable. As for herself? There was only one thing she regretted doing in her quest to keep Thorne’s open.

“Mr. Jacobsen told Mr. Landry about our visit to his office in Bishopsgate,” she said softly. “I may have put myself and you both in harm’s way. I am so sorry.”

“The important thing now is that Thorne’s is flourishing,” Louisa replied.

“And there is no reason to put yourself in danger again, Charlotte,” Edith said forcefully. “Thorne’s isn’t worth losing such a wonderful friend.”

Charlotte felt emotion rise inside of her. Her friends supported her and accepted her for who she was. She could ask for nothing more. “Yes, we may have saved Thorne’s from closing.”

“We should celebrate,” Louisa said a little too gaily. “Gunter’s it is, and I will use my pocket money.”

“Huzzah! That will be a first,” Edith replied with a grin.

Charlotte grinned back, hoping her disappointment in not seeing the marquess at the lending library didn’t show.

“I might just have to get two ices,” she said to Louisa. “For you surely owe me more than that.”

* * * * *
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“Thank heavens Diana isn’t featured in that dratted novel,” his mother said after Ashford told her of his recent conversation with Lady Caroline. “Now, she may return from exile without worry.”

Although he wouldn’t have characterized his sister’s stay in Bath as a period of exile, he did not correct his mother.

“Lady Caroline had no recollection of the incident Diana was worried about.” He shrugged and sighed deeply. “All that bother for nothing.”

“We had to know for sure, Ashford,” his mother replied gravely.

They were seated in the dining room where he’d joined his mother for a light luncheon. The restlessness was taking over again. He was starting to believe it was more than merely missing the countryside. He was bored. In a rut.

“Diana has behaved erratically ever since the death of her fiancé.” He shook his head. “I am sympathetic, Mother, but that does not mean she can go about blackening the good name of our family.”

He was surprised when his mother did not answer, but merely nodded.

“When she returns to London, I will welcome her home, but she must temper her behavior.”

His mother sighed. “One thing life has taught me, my son, is that we cannot understand what others are going through unless we have walked a mile in their shoes.”

For a moment, he imagined what it would feel like to lose someone he loved. His mother had lived through that pain, as had Diana. An image of Charlotte flashed in his mind, startling him.

“I will try to remember that.” He stood up and called to Chloe, who was sniffing the shoes of a nearby footman. “Come along, girl. I think we both need a walk out of doors.”

As he walked to the park, Chloe by his side, his thoughts turned to his friends. Which one of them would be the first to marry?

Cecil might joke about his brother marrying young, but he knew his friend approved of his brother’s wife and was happy for the boy. Cecil’s mother resided in the country. The viscount rarely spoke of her, and Ashford didn’t push for any confidences.

He hadn’t truly been worried Cecil would marry the daughter of someone in trade, no matter his financial difficulties. There were enough heiresses in London with a pedigree not to warrant the need to wed a tradesman’s daughter.

As for himself? What with the war and Diana’s exploits, he hadn’t thought that much about his own future. Maybe Nathaniel was right. It was time to do so.

Ashford hoped his friend would find a lovely young woman worthy of him. Nathaniel was a kind, generous man. Easy going and with a good temper. As for Cecil? Any woman who captured Cecil’s heart, if he had one, would be exemplary indeed. He couldn’t conceive of such a paragon of womanhood existing.

He was dissembling again. Thinking of others rather than himself. It was so easy to see the clear path for others. He needed a lady of breeding and good family to beget his heirs. It sounded passionless, but there it was in a nutshell. Was it not the same for the females of the ton?

Lady Charlotte was too often in his thoughts these days. Was her brother the sticking point, or was he simply looking for an excuse as Nathaniel had suggested?

She was from a good family, an heiress. No stain attached to the line.

Would she have him? He knew he had hurt her with his attitude toward her brother. He’d judged her and her brother far too harshly. When it came down to it, was Diana’s behavior any better than William’s?

He hadn’t seen Charlotte for several days. Not since the shooting near Thorne’s. He remembered how lovely she’d looked at Alicia’s card party. Lord Meers was not wrong to want to capture her attention. Charlotte was sweet, witty, and intelligent; she also had a kind and giving nature. Perhaps he should ask Alicia to warn the lady about Lord Meers. He was an infamous fortune hunter, after all.

He must see Charlotte again. Speak with her. He wasn’t sure what love felt like. All he knew was that when she was near him, he couldn’t think, could barely breathe. Either he was in love or ill.

* * * * *
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Charlotte tried to feel excited about attending a ball given by the Duke of Norfolk. It was the event of the season. Although the duke was known to have one of the finest libraries in all of England, she doubted she would have a moment to privately examine the books on hand at Norfolk House.

“You look a picture, my lady,” her maid Sally said as she put the finishing touches on her mistress’s coiffure.

The maid had been eager to dress Charlotte’s hair in a style from Ackerman’s magazine, with ringlets next to her face, the hind hair brought in rows of plaited braids to the top of her head.

“Thank you, Sally,” she replied with a smile, observing her reflection in the looking glass on top of her dressing table. Dabbing tuberose perfume behind her ears, she was ready for the ball. 

William was to be her escort that evening, as her parents had a prior engagement. Louisa and Edith would be chaperoned by one of Louisa’s brothers.

It had been four days since she’d returned to Thorne’s.

“There is no longer any danger of the library closing,” Mr. Thorne told her just that afternoon. “Lord Ashford assures me any threat to Thorne’s has passed and our trade has increased tenfold thanks to you and your friends.”

She was happy she’d had some part in keeping Thorne’s open. Edith and Louisa had been careful not to mention Lord Ashford to her since their treat at Gunter’s Tea Shop.

Charlotte had neither seen nor heard anything more about the marquess or James Landry.

The lending library was safe; Lord Ashford was out of her life. In a few days, she hoped to feel more like her usual self. William had matured considerably in the last sennight and had even shown interest in learning about running the estate in Kent.

Charlotte had good friends and a loving family. She should feel content, but all she really felt was lost. Her days were not as pleasant as they had been, and she was very much afraid she knew the reason why.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Charlotte assumed Lord Ashford would not be attending the duke’s ball. Nonetheless, she was disappointed to not spy his handsome face among the couples dancing in the ballroom. She had no shortage of dance partners that evening, perhaps because of the gossip surrounding herself and Lord Ashford. She’d danced a set with William before Lord Meers approached her, refreshments in hand.

“You look like you could do with some refreshment,” he said, passing her a glass of ratafia.

“Thank you,” she said with a grateful smile. “It is rather stuffy in here.”

William nodded to the viscount. “Excuse me. I see a friend I must speak with.”

Charlotte doubted her brother had seen a friend across the ballroom. He merely wanted to leave her alone with a possible suitor.

After a few sips of his drink, Lord Meers asked her to dance, placing their glasses on a nearby table. Charlotte took his extended arm, and he escorted her to the dance floor.

“You seem distracted this evening,” she said to her partner as they turned together in a country dance. Louisa had told her about the viscount’s recently deceased father and the man’s penchant for gambling. It was rumored the new viscount was nearly destitute.

“Lady Charlotte, you are the most intuitive of young women.” Lord Meers released a long sigh. “Yes, my troubles are many. I shall not bore you with my tale of woe.”

“If I can help by listening, I am happy to do so.” Perhaps hearing about Lord Meers’ difficulties would distract her from her own.

They were now dancing ever closer to an open pair of French doors. The viscount slowed their dancing to a halt and released her. He rubbed his temple with one gloved hand and frowned. “I think I should like some fresh air. Do excuse me. I will be but a moment.”

The viscount slipped out of the open doors. She looked about, seeing no other dancers nearby. Charlotte would wait a few minutes for Lord Meers to return before seeking out Edith and Louisa.  She heard a shout from outside, followed by a yelp of pain. The noises sounded as if they were made by the viscount. Unsure of what to do, she stood listening, now only hearing silence beyond the French doors.

Charlotte took a few steps outside into the near darkness. While the front of the house was ablaze with several lanterns, there were only a few placed about the gardens behind the duke’s townhouse.

“Lord Meers, are you here? Are you all right?”

She was now standing at the edge of the terrace, squinting into the darkness for any sign of the gentleman. There was a rustling in the shrubbery to her right at the bottom of the set of steps that led to the garden. She walked toward the bushes and whispered, “Are you there, Lord Meers?”

There were soft footsteps behind her. As Charlotte turned, a cloth was put over her mouth. She struggled to be free, catching a glimpse of a tall, hooded figure.

“Hold still now, or I’ll snap your neck.” The man had one hand over her mouth, the other like a vise across her chest, holding her tightly against him.

The low, raspy voice sent a chill down her spine. She suddenly felt sleepy. To her mortification, she felt herself go limp. Charlotte attempted to keep her eyes open, but she drifted away into unconsciousness.

* * * * *
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“I can’t remember a season where you attended so many entertainments,” Nathaniel said dryly from his place standing beside Ashford at the Duke of Norfolk’s ball. “Could it be you’re looking for a particular lady this evening?”

“The duke is my godfather,” he replied with a shrug. “My mother asked me to put in an appearance.”

“You aren’t as immune to Lady Charlotte’s charms as you would lead me to believe.” Nathaniel paused. “The lady may have made a few mistakes, Ashford. Haven’t we all? Don’t let your pride get in the way of your happiness.”

Nathaniel was right. He was smitten with the lady.

“I expected you to be more upset by the gossip linking yourself and Lady Charlotte,” the baron said, a question in his voice.

“Perhaps there is some truth to the rumors,” he replied lightly. He’d begun to think more about his future since meeting Lady Charlotte. Despite his initial misgivings about the lady, there was a connection between them he couldn’t dismiss.

It had been some time since Ashford visited the duke’s large townhouse at 31 St. James’s Square. The ball was a crush. If Lady Charlotte were at the ball, he would need some luck locating her. Ashford scanned the ballroom for the lady while Nathaniel watched his sister and her current dance partner.

“Lord Ashford,” a soft voice whispered behind him, “we need your help.”

He turned to see Lady Edith wringing her hands and looking pale as Lady Louisa stood nearby, frowning.

“What is the matter, Lady Edith?” he asked the young woman.

The girl bit her lip. “It’s Charlotte. She was here at the ball one moment, and now she is gone.”

“Lady Charlotte is gone?” He felt his mouth go dry.

“She was dancing with someone...” Edith looked to Louisa. “I think it was Lord Meers.”

Louisa nodded. “After the set was over, Charlotte and Lord Meers were nowhere to be seen.”

Time slowed down. Ashford looked about the crowded ballroom searching for two faces. He saw neither Charlotte nor Lord Meers.

“Have you checked the retiring rooms?” he asked calmly.

Louisa replied shortly, “Of course we have. I also spoke with my driver. He didn’t see Charlotte leave by carriage.”

He had another thought. “Did her brother accompany her to the ball?”

“Oh yes! He did.” Edith paused, frowning. “I haven’t seen him for some time as well.”

“I did see William near the French doors to the gardens,” Louisa said thoughtfully. “He looked to be watching something, or someone, outside.”

Ashford returned his attention to Edith and Louisa. “Who is your chaperone this evening?”

“One of my brothers,” Louisa replied. “Why?”

“I need him to look after Miss Tilford while Baron Harbury and I search for Charlotte and her brother. Stay calm and try not to worry.” He felt silly telling the women not to worry as he was doing the same thing himself.

Edith gave him a weak smile.  “I knew we could count on you to help us, Lord Ashford.”

He bowed to the ladies and strode to the French doors at one side of the large ballroom, Nathaniel beside him.

When they were several feet away from Charlotte’s friends, Nathaniel said softly, “Lady Edith may merely be prone to hysterics.”

From his time spent with Charlotte and her friends, the one thing he did know was that none of the ladies were predisposed to hysteria. Despite his resolve to remain calm, he couldn’t shake off a sense of foreboding.

Ashford and Nathaniel exited the townhouse by the French doors. There were only a few lanterns spread throughout the grounds, lending a soft glow but little illumination to the area. He guessed the garden was the size of a quarter acre. There were two gravel paths before him. The ground sloped up at the back of the walled property, allowing Ashford and Nathaniel to see a large structure ahead of them. It looked like a stable.

“The mews,” he said aloud to Nathaniel. He told himself there was no proof that Lady Charlotte had been spirited away from Norfolk House.

“Lead the way.” Nathaniel followed Ashford down the path to the left.

He walked slowly, listening for sounds other than the crunch of his and Nathaniel’s dancing slippers on the gravel. Music from the house floated on the breeze, the sound receding as he walked away from the house. The air was cool, the scent of several varieties of flowers competing for dominance.

He was nearly to the stables when he stumbled on something in the middle of the path.

A young man was lying on the ground, his face ashen in the near darkness. Ashford leaned over the boy, shaking him awake. “William!”

William sat up slowly, groggily putting a hand to the side of his head. “Charlotte is gone! Lord Meers took her!”

His worst fear had been realized. “Are you injured?” he asked roughly.

“A man in a hooded cloak struck me with a club, and I went down.” William removed his hand from the side of his head. There was a dark patch on his palm, possibly blood.

Ashford nodded to Nathaniel. Both men reached down and hauled William up under his arms.

“Are you sure Lord Meers took Charlotte? Did he have others with him?”

William nodded and then winced at the movement. “The viscount and another man were carrying her. Lord Meers must have drugged her as she wasn’t struggling.”

Ashford dearly hoped Charlotte was only drugged. And not worse.

“Can you stand?” he asked William.

“I think so,” the man replied shakily.

Ashford released William, and Nathaniel did the same. The young man stood still for a moment. “I’m fine now.”

“What did you see, William?” He tamped down his fear. “Where did they go? Did Lord Meers have a coach waiting?”

“I just happened to pass the open French doors and caught a glimpse of two men carrying something off the terrace. A woman in a dress.” William passed a hand over his eyes. “I heard a voice, and I knew it was Lord Meers. The man with Meers said they would take her to the lake where their boss would be waiting. When her body was found the authorities would assume she was merely another suicide. I followed the two men as silently as I could, but evidently I wasn’t quiet enough.”

The boy paused and shuddered. “The man with Meers released the feet of the woman, turned, and pounced on me. As we struggled, I got a better glimpse of the lady Lord Meers was carrying. It was Charlotte.”

“The lake?” Nathaniel asked with a whistle. “That could be any lake.”

In times of peril, Ashford had always been able to think clearly. He must do so now for Charlotte’s sake. “I don’t think so. It is well known that the poor too often commit suicide in the Serpentine. I think they took her to Hyde Park.”

“I didn’t hear anything else,” William replied. “After the man hit me with the club, everything went black.”

“We must get to the park.” Ashford turned to hurry back in the direction of the townhouse. 

He heard William reply from behind him, “I’m going with you!”

“Go through the mews, William,” he answered. “Meet us in the front courtyard. You have blood on your face and hand. It would not do for you to walk through the duke’s ballroom in such a state.” 

William didn’t respond as he strode away. Ashford didn’t care whether anyone went with him or not. All he knew was that he had to get to Charlotte.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Charlotte was cold. She was lying somewhere outside. Where was her silk wrap shawl? The feeling of rough grass against her bare arms was most uncomfortable. Then she remembered: someone had accosted her on the terrace of Norfolk House. Her eyes flew open, and she lay still, her eyes adjusting to the near blackness surrounding her. She blinked at the night sky, noting a waxing gibbous moon covered by clouds.

“Lord Meers?” she asked softly. “Are you there, Lord Meers?”

“He won’t be helping ye,” a man replied with a menacing laugh. The raspy voice was the same one she’d heard in the garden at Norfolk House.

Her hands were bound in front of her. Thank goodness she still wore her gloves as the night air was bracing. She didn’t know if she was shivering merely from the cold or from the realization that her life might be in danger.

She must remain calm. Charlotte rolled to her side and struggled to sit up, registering the fact that her dancing slippers were gone. Her head felt full of wool. Had she been drugged? She must have been. Her pride wouldn’t let her believe she had fainted while being kidnapped.

“Now, you stay quiet, or I’ll have to keep you quiet.” A shape loomed over her. The cloaked figure was of average height and stocky.

She looked away from the man and spied a stretch of water nearby. Squinting in the gloom, she could make out the shape of a body at the edge of the water, lying face down. She averted her gaze, hoping she didn’t know who it was.

“Where am I?” she whispered.

The hooded figure reached down and forced a cloth into her mouth. She gagged and attempted to use her tongue and lips to push out the rag, to no avail.

“You’re in Hyde Park. Not long now. The boss will take care of you, missy.”

She knew the park was open to all of London until nine o’clock in the evening, although that didn’t prevent vagrants and those up to no good from roaming the park at night. She’d arrived at the ball at ten o’clock. It might be well after midnight by now.

The nearby water must be the Serpentine. What did the boss want with her? Perhaps she was to be drowned in the lake like the poor man lying on the shore. Her thoughts strayed to Lord Ashford. Would she ever see him again?  Charlotte must survive this ordeal. She had to see the marquess again and tell him that they belonged together. Tell him that she loved him.

The sound of hooves against the turf alerted her to the approach of a rider. She looked up to see a black horse halt near her surly companion. The cloaked man took the leads of the horse while the rider dismounted.

The rider approached her and stood a few yards away. He was tall and thin, in full evening dress. A cloud moved, and the moonlight illuminated the figure before her.

The man pulled the beaver hat from his head, revealing a shock of bright red hair. “Good evening, Lady Charlotte. I’m James Landry. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

* * * * *
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Edith, Louisa, and Alicia were waiting for Ashford when he and Nathaniel re-entered Norfolk House from the terrace. He quickly put up a staying hand to halt the volley of questions he knew was headed his way.

“We found William. Charlotte has left Norfolk House in the company of Lord Meers. Baron Harbury, William, and I will find Charlotte. You ladies are to return to your own homes with the assistance of Lady Louisa’s brother.” His tone brooked no argument.

“Nathaniel?” Alicia looked genuinely frightened.

“Perhaps you could accompany Lady Edith to her home.” The baron added, “If that is quite all right with the lady?”

“Of course,” Edith replied quickly, sending Alicia a reassuring smile. “Your sister can stay with my family as long as necessary.” 

“We must go,” he said to Nathaniel, nodding to the ladies before striding away from them and out of the ballroom.

He was relieved to see his carriage just down the street from Norfolk House, William standing beside it. Thank goodness his driver hadn’t been forced to park further afield. Ashford vaulted onto the box, taking the reins from his driver.

“Find Lord Wycliffe,” he said to the driver. “Tell him to come to the east end of the Serpentine in Hyde Park, near the Piccadilly Gate. The footmen may return home.”

The servants withdrew from their places on the coach. Nathaniel joined him on the seat while William entered the carriage. With a flick of the leads, they were off, headed south to the thoroughfare of Pall Mall.

“You’re not going through St. James’s?” Nathaniel asked over the sound of horse hooves hitting cobblestones and the jingle of the bit straps and harnesses.

He shook his head. “Too much road traffic.”

“Why do you believe Lady Charlotte is being held near Piccadilly Gate?”

“That area of the park has the least amount of crime. I recall Cecil telling me the runners have stepped up patrols at that end of the Serpentine. I wouldn’t put it past Landry to bribe the runners to vacate that area of the park when he wants them to.” He was only guessing Lord Meers had taken Charlotte to Hyde Park. Ashford prayed his gamble was correct.

A few minutes later, they drove past Green Park. Ashford turned the carriage right onto Constitution Hill, narrowly missing a pedestrian weaving across the road. The drunken man shook his fist in the air and cursed them as the carriage drove away.

“Why do you think William is still alive? He was the only witness to Lady Charlotte’s abduction.” Nathaniel clutched the side of the leather bench with one hand and the back of the seat with the other.

As the carriage raced along, Ashford worried over the same question. There was only one conclusion he could draw.  “I believe whoever is behind the abduction of Lady Charlotte is going to kill Lord Meers. The other man involved wore a cloak with a hood. He is unrecognizable.”

Ashford said no more as they reached the Piccadilly Gate. If the men involved in Charlotte’s kidnapping wouldn’t hesitate to kill Lord Meers, the lady was in grave danger indeed.

He halted the coach, and Nathaniel dropped to the ground to remove the chain across the lane. A chain that was essentially Piccadilly Gate. 

William opened the coach door and leaned out. “Are we there?” the boy asked gruffly.

He replied just as gruffly, “Nearly! Get back in the carriage!”

Nathaniel was again beside him on the seat. Ashford drove the coach to the left, taking the Ring Road toward the east end of the Serpentine, his eyes adjusting to the darkness. When he reached a place where the water was visible in the gloom, he halted the coach. If Charlotte and her captors were nearby, the lanterns on the outside of the coach may have already alerted them to his presence.

Dropping from the box, he put a finger to his lips as Nathaniel joined him and William exited the coach.

“I shall take the east side of the shoreline. I want you two to take the west. Your eyes should adjust to the gloom soon enough.” Ashford paused, hearing a noise behind him. Turning, he was surprised to see Cecil standing beside the town coach.

“I’ve been following James Landry this evening. I know exactly where he is.” Cecil put up a staying hand as Ashford started forward. “He’s here with one of his lackeys. Landry is armed, and he has Charlotte.”

Cecil pulled a flintlock from his greatcoat pocket and handed it to Ashford. He smiled apologetically to Nathaniel. “It is my only spare.”

“What is the plan?” William asked in a whisper. “How do we save my sister?”

“By sheer numbers,” Ashford replied.

“That’s your plan?!” William demanded, his voice rising.

Cecil responded, “That is our only choice. The Cheesecake House is some distance off, so there are no structures or trees to hide behind as we approach Landry and his accomplice. There will be no element of surprise.”

A thought came to him. “Have you seen Lord Meers?”

“There is a body next to the lake near where Charlotte is being held. It is hard to distinguish who it is in the darkness, but I believe it is Lord Meers.”

Ashford shuddered. The man had been a fool to trust James Landry and his ilk. Despite his dislike of the viscount, he’d never wished him dead.

“We have to assume that neither Landry nor his lackey wants to die tonight,” Cecil said grimly, pulling another pistol from his greatcoat. “The man knows I’m a crack shot. It may be hard for you to do, Ashford, but you must allow me to set my sights on Landry.”

He'd seen Cecil in action and knew he was a far better shot than himself. “I agree, Cecil. Let’s get on with it.”

Ashford walked beside the viscount; Nathaniel and William followed behind. The night air was bracing, and the scent of wet mud and grass surrounded them.

Their party made little noise as they walked to the left of the gravel pathway, their footfalls muffled by the lush grass beneath their feet. He’d had no thought to change back into shoes, and his dancing pumps were now soaking wet.

A brilliant idea came to him. There was one card he could play to save Charlotte. Landry would have no choice but to release the lady.

Clouds in the dark sky above shifted, allowing wan moonlight to illuminate the scene before them. Not ten yards ahead, a black horse stood, a man in a familiar light blue cloak holding its leads. Landry stood over Charlotte, who was seated on the ground. From that distance Ashford could see no visible signs the lady had been harmed.

Landry and his man turned their heads as if one.

“Well, well,” Landry said heartily, his voice booming. “We have visitors, my lady.”

Ashford quickly noted the position of the two men facing him. The lackey had a pistol in his right hand as the man’s left hand secured Landry’s horse. The horse was behind the cloaked man and offered no cover. Landry had his right hand in the pocket of his long coat, his left hand hidden from view.

Cecil halted not ten yards from Landry’s party. The viscount whispered, “Stay behind us, Nathaniel, William. If we go down, Charlotte will need you.”

Ashford met Charlotte’s gaze, hoping she would see how much he cared for her. She had a rag stuffed in her mouth, but he could see no visible injuries. He let out a deep breath and relaxed his shoulders, willing the rage he felt at Landry and his accomplice for holding Charlotte to leave him. The next few minutes could well be the most important of his life.

* * * * *
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Charlotte couldn’t believe her eyes. Lord Ashford had found her, and he wasn’t alone. William and Baron Harbury stood behind Ashford and Lord Wycliffe. She felt relief course through her. Surely Landry and his man wouldn’t try to take on all four men facing them.

“Is that the body of Lord Meers lying by the lake?” Ashford asked her captors.

“He outlived his usefulness,” Landry replied with an exaggerated sigh. He flicked a look at the man in the blue cloak. “It seems Lord Meers had second thoughts about what I have planned for Lady Charlotte, so he had to be disposed of.”

She felt a chill go down her spine at Landry’s words. Lord Meers was dead. Was she to be the next to die?

“It looks as if you came here prepared for violence,” Landry said calmly into the eerie silence.

“As did you and your partner,” Lord Wycliffe replied with a shrug. He raised his arm and aimed a pistol at Landry’s chest. “You know my proficiency with firearms.”

Landry chuckled. “I admit to having lost quite a considerable amount of money betting against you.” He stepped away from Charlotte, pulled a pistol from his coat pocket, and pointed it at her head.

She froze, afraid to move. Afraid to speak. Her gaze caught Ashford’s. He raised his weapon and pointed it at the cloaked man holding Landry’s horse.

“If you harm one hair on Lady Charlotte’s head,” Ashford said gravely, “I will enact the same brutality on your wife and daughter.”

“Would you? I doubt you could find my family. Nevertheless, I don’t believe you have the stomach to harm an innocent young woman.” Landry spoke coolly, his expression one of boredom.

“If you hurt the woman I love, I imagine I could be capable of anything.” He added roughly, “And if I should falter in my revenge, Lord Wycliffe will be more than willing to ensure you and your family suffer for your actions.”

The thrill of hearing Lord Ashford say he loved her was overshadowed by his threat towards Landry’s family. Ashford, dressed in full evening dress, stood tall, his arm raised, pointing his pistol unflinchingly at the cloaked man. At that moment, the marquess looked like he was capable of anything.

“The alliance gave me one job. By purchasing the property in Berkeley Square, you’ve given me a death sentence,” Landry replied after a few tense moments. His voice was not as calm as before. “What do I have to lose?”

“Your wife and daughter.” Cecil took a few steps forward. “Tell me who is behind the alliance. I can protect you. Get you somewhere safe.”

Landry’s laugh was high-pitched, maniacal. “You don’t understand. Nowhere is safe from these people.”

Afraid of what the man would do next, she glanced up in time to see Landry put the pistol under his chin and fire. Charlotte fell over and lay still, the acrid smell of the smoke from the fired gun drifting to her nostrils. She heard something heavy fall to the ground as the nearby horse whinnied in fear.

There was a rush of feet. She heard Lord Wycliffe speak to the cloaked man, but his words were unintelligible.

A hand touched her shoulder, and she flinched away.

“It’s me, Charlotte. It’s William. Let me get you to the carriage.”

His words came to her through the fog in her brain, and Charlotte allowed her brother to help her from the ground. As she stood shaking, he wrestled with the rope binding her wrists. She kept her eyes down, away from where she thought Landry's body had fallen.

When her hands were finally free, William removed his jacket and placed it over her shoulders. He took her by the hand and slowly led her away along the Serpentine. Feeling slightly ill, she quickly averted her gaze from the body by the water.

After what seemed like forever trudging through the grass, they reached a plain black coach, the glow of its lanterns a welcome sight. William handed her into the carriage and then vaulted in, taking a seat beside her. 

“There is no driver,” she said weakly as her body shivered more violently. “I didn’t see a driver. Where is Lord Ashford? Is he safe?”

“You’re freezing. Give me your hands.” William took her cold hands in his, rubbing them roughly. “Lord Ashford is fine and will drive us home. He and Baron Harbury are our escorts. We will protect you.”

A hundred questions were running through her mind. How had Lord Ashford known she was at Hyde Park? What would happen to the cloaked man? 

Charlotte was so very tired and slumped back against the squabs behind her. If she could just close her eyes for a while, she might remember all the questions she wanted to ask William.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Ashford watched William carry Charlotte from the carriage through the mews at the rear of her parent’s townhouse in Hanover Square. He made to follow.

“She’s all right, my friend.” Nathaniel stood beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. “William said she merely fainted. Although Charlotte is cold and exhausted, her pulse is steady and strong. Our presence can only be a nuisance right now. William will send you word tomorrow about the lady’s condition.”


The baron was right. He would go home and wait for word from William. And Cecil.


While William had helped Charlotte with her bound wrists, Cecil took custody of the cloaked man. Landry was dead, his head a ghastly sight. As Ashford and Nathaniel followed William to the carriage, Ashford examined the body by the Serpentine. The dead man was indeed Lord Meers. From the looks of it, he'd been drowned.

Once he was sure Charlotte was safely inside her home, Ashford drove Cecil’s carriage back to Grosvenor Square. Nathaniel decided to walk home. To regain his equilibrium, he’d said, and Ashford didn’t argue. It was well after two o’clock in the morning and several residents of the neighborhood were returning from evening entertainments. He would soon find out if his mother were home.

According to the footman on duty in the entry hall, the marchioness had already retired for the night.

Ashford replied, “Inform my valet I won’t need his services tonight. I will be in the library and wish not to be disturbed unless the matter is urgent.”

When he entered the library, he found Chloe lying by the cold hearth. He lit the fire after giving the dog several pats. Taking a seat on a plush settee, he kicked his dancing pumps from his feet and pulled off his wet stockings. His shoes and hose were caked with grass and mud and probably ruined. He reclined on the settee, silently apologizing to the maid who would have to clean the carpet under his shoes. Chloe jumped up next to him, settling beside his feet. She looked as tired as he felt.

His mind raced back over the events of the evening. Lord Meers must have been a member of the alliance. He was sure Cecil would search the viscount’s body and the blue-cloaked man for the tell-tale black snuffboxes.

The next thing he knew, he opened his eyes to see the room awash with sunlight as he heard the creak of the library door opening. A maid entered with a tray, followed by Cecil. The maid set the tray on a nearby low table and gingerly picked up his muddy footwear and stockings before making her way back out of the room. Cecil closed the door behind her before taking a seat on a leather armchair near the hearth. Someone had been in to stoke the fire. Chloe was nowhere to be seen.

“Good afternoon.” Cecil had changed his clothing. Freshly shaven, his appearance was immaculate.

Ashford sat up and stretched his arms over his head. The satinwood clock on the mantle showed the time to be a few minutes after noon. Realizing he must look a sight, his response was less than cheery. “Good afternoon. I expected to see you before now.”

“When Landry fired his pistol, he attracted attention. I had to explain the situation to some runners.” Cecil nodded toward the tray. “Have something to eat. You look awful.”

The tray held a pot of tea, a rack of toast, butter, and marmalade. Ashford ate and drank while Cecil filled him in on the rest of his night.

“I secured the cloaked man and searched the body by the lake. It was Meers, and he had a snuffbox in his coat pocket. So did Landry and the cloaked man.” His friend paused. “I attempted to get some information from Landry’s lackey before the authorities arrived, to no avail.”

He could only guess what Cecil might have done in his effort to extract information from the cloaked man.

The viscount continued, “To protect the family of Lord Meers, I told the runners I knew not how he had drowned and that James Landry shot himself before I arrived. The cloaked man will not refute my story. After I returned home to change, I was notified that Landry’s associate was stabbed while in the custody of the runners. The man is dead.”

Ashford wasn’t surprised. The alliance would want to tie up any loose ends. The magistrate’s court was busy, no matter the time of day. It wouldn’t have been difficult for an assassin to stick a knife into the ribs of the cloaked man amongst the milling crowd in the building.

“Do you think someone in the alliance will come after us?” he asked, finished with his meal.

Cecil shook his head. “Landry was supposed to acquire the land Jacobsen owned in Berkeley Square. Now that you and Nathaniel own it, I don’t see the alliance coming directly after two peers. Their usual course of action when they want something is rarely straightforward.”

“What about your brother’s death?” If Cecil’s suspicions were correct, someone in the alliance had killed a peer in cold blood even before Lord Meer’s murder.

“I can’t tell you all the details, but it was a very different situation,” Cecil replied in clipped tones. “My contacts tell me the hierarchy of the alliance isn’t pleased about Lord Meers’ murder. The death of a peer draws too much attention to their activities.” 

He had another thought. “The cloaked man wore the same colored cloak we saw on the wagon driver that night in Five Fields.”

Cecil nodded. “I noticed that as well. It could be the same man. The objective that night was to destroy not only the bridge, but a commercial enterprise. I believe the alliance wanted to harm either the Vauxhall Bridge Company or their ironwork supplier, the Butterley Company.”

“Does that bring you any closer to determining the head of the alliance?” he asked.

“It does narrow down my list of suspects.” His friend grimaced. “I still have a very long list.”

There was one thing Ashford needed to know. He’d held off asking Cecil about Charlotte because he knew to do so would remind his friend about his declaration of love. “Do you believe the threat to Lady Charlotte has passed?”

Cecil nodded. “Landry kidnapped her because he was desperate. He wanted to hurt you.”

“Do you have news of the lady?” he asked stiffly, his eyes on the teacup in his hand.

“My sources tell me she appears in good spirits and is well-rested. Lady Edith and Lady Louisa have been summoned to her side.” Cecil added cheerfully, “You may want to give her some time to recover from the events of last evening before going down on one knee.”

Ashford felt warmth rise upward from his neck to cover his cheeks. He’d declared his love for Charlotte in front of several people. Looking at his friend, he couldn’t help but grin at the idea of Cecil offering guidance on how to treat the fairer sex. “Thank you for the advice.”

Cecil got to his feet. “The runners have no idea you, Nathaniel, William, or Lady Charlotte were in Hyde Park last evening. I suggest we keep it that way. I’m off to see how the baron fares.” He shook his head at Ashford’s appearance. “You could do with a bath and a shave.”

* * * * *
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“How are you?” Edith asked as she squeezed Charlotte’s hands between her own, her face creased with worry. “The note William sent early this morning merely said that you were safe and Louisa and I should call on you this afternoon.”

Charlotte received her friends in her bedchamber, reclining against a pile of pillows on her bed. Dressed in a pale blue nightdress and matching dressing gown, she had a few bruises from her ordeal but otherwise felt well.

In the event their parents heard that Charlotte had disappeared from the ball quite early, William told them Charlotte had felt out of sorts and been looked after by her friends in a retiring room before returning home.

Their mother was now convinced Charlotte needed a good long rest. “You’ve been too active lately, my dear. You saved Thorne’s. Now you need to take care of yourself.”

“I am quite all right,” she replied with a tired smile, releasing Edith’s hands. “You and Louisa should get comfortable. I have a long story to tell you.”

Louisa sat on the only chair in the room, an oak Bergere side chair, beside a tiny night table. “There is an ugly bruise on your temple. What happened to you, Charlotte?”

Edith took a seat at the end of the bed as Charlotte recounted the events following her disappearance from the ballroom at Norfolk House. She wasn’t sure when she’d received the bruise. She was unconscious when William brought her into the townhouse; heaven knows what the servants must think.

William had awakened her lady’s maid Sally. The girl roused Charlotte from her stupor to dress her in nightclothes before putting her to bed and keeping a watchful eye over her mistress through the night.

Charlotte woke with the dawn, a slight headache, and some aches and pains, the only reminder of her abduction.  After a warm bath and breakfast, she’d felt well enough to speak with William about the events at Hyde Park.

“Lord Wycliffe has already been to see me this morning,” her brother said from his place in the Bergere chair. “Nobody knows you or I were in Hyde Park last night.”

“What about the cloaked man? And Lord Meers?”

“Lord Wycliffe made up a story to protect the family of Lord Meers.” William paused. “The cloaked man was stabbed while he was in the custody of the Bow Street Runners. He is dead. That is everything Lord Wycliffe told me. It’s over, Charlotte. You’re safe.”

She wasn't surprised the cloaked man was dead. The alliance wouldn't want him alive to answer the runner's questions. To her relief, William didn't mention Lord Ashford’s declaration of love.

When Charlotte was finished recounting the events at Hyde Park and her recent conversation with William, Edith and Louisa were silent for several moments.

“All of this violence over a piece of land.” Edith shook her head.

“I don’t think we’ll be visiting Hyde Park in the near future,” Louisa remarked.

Charlotte felt laughter bubble up in her throat. Edith shot Louisa a quelling look.

“Edith, I’ll be fine. I’m stronger than I look.”

Her friend giggled in reply. “Something good did come out of the events of last night. You found out that Lord Ashford loves you.”

“He might have merely said it to convince James Landry not to harm me.” She was afraid to believe what the marquess had said. “His actions to save Thorne’s were merely to help Lord Wycliffe with his efforts against the Rogue’s Alliance.” 

“Charlotte, enough with this silliness,” Louisa said irritably with a frown. “Lord Ashford loves you. From the first moment he met you, he has tried to protect you. The marquess helped save Thorne’s for you. He put himself in harm’s way for you. Twice. If that isn’t love, tell me what is.”

This time Charlotte couldn’t contain her laughter. She laughed until she cried; Edith laughed along with her. Louisa merely sat, arms crossed, until her friends were done laughing.

“Does that mean you’re warming up to Lord Ashford?” Charlotte asked, wiping tears from her cheeks with the back of one hand.

“Do tell,” Edith said, brows raised.

Louisa raised her chin. With a shrug, she replied, “The man has sense enough to fall in love with my wonderful friend, so he can’t be all bad.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Three days after the incident in Hyde Park, Diana returned to Town. Upon arriving at the house in Grosvenor Square, Diana retired to her bedchamber to wash off the dust of the road. When she returned downstairs, Ashford was waiting for her with their mother. His sister used rose water as liberally as their mother, and the room was filled with fragrance.

“Oh, my dear! It is good to have you home,” the marchioness said to her only daughter as they embraced in the drawing room. With the recent threat of scandal averted, Ashford thought his mother was genuinely glad to see her daughter.

“Hello, brother,” Diana said playfully when the marchioness released her. “Rumors have reached Bath about you and a Lady Charlotte Beaumont.”

He shot a look at the marchioness, who was now seated on a settee. Diana took a seat beside their mother as she replied, “I haven’t said anything to Diana about your private life.”

“I intend to ask the lady to be my wife,” he said stiffly to both women in the room.

“You don’t look happy about it,” his mother replied. “Sit down, Ashford. Tell me all about the lady who has won your heart.”

He was seated on a hard-backed chair, unsure what to tell his family about Charlotte.

Diana said into the silence, “Miss Tilford wrote to me about the lady. She says Charlotte is lovely, a great reader like yourself, and a bit unconventional.”

“Unconventional?” The marchioness frowned.

“The lady dressed as a beggar to peek in the bow window at White’s to save a lending library from closure,” Diana answered with a mischievous grin. “She also visited a businessman in Bishopsgate to help the library.”

“Is this true, Ashford?” his mother asked, her gaze narrowed on his face.

He replied quickly, “She had the best of intentions. Lady Charlotte was merely aiding her friends.”

“Miss Tilford also mentioned a grand adventure in Hyde Park,” his sister said with a dismissive wave of her hand.

When their mother turned her attention to Diana, he gave his sister a warning look.

Diana grinned at him. “Alicia didn’t know the details, of course.”

“I don’t know anything about a Hyde Park adventure,” he said with a shrug when his mother returned her gaze to his face. “I do know that Lady Charlotte comes from a good family, and I wish to marry her.”

“Goodness knows your life could use a little more excitement,” his mother responded as she rose to her feet. “Do you love her, Ashford?”

He replied with a nod, “I do, Mother.”  

“Then you have my blessing. I will see you both at dinner. I'm going upstairs to rest before the dressing gong sounds.”

After the marchioness had left the room, he said to his sister, “Thank you for not telling Mother what happened at Hyde Park. I’m sure Alicia does know the details.”

“Her letter about Lady Charlotte arrived just as I was departing from Bath. Reading about Lady Charlotte’s escapades gave me several hours of enjoyment on an otherwise uneventful journey.” Diana smiled sweetly.

“Are you comparing her behavior to yours?” he asked gruffly, narrowing his gaze on her face.

Diana shrugged. “There are some similarities.”

“Lady Charlotte did not kiss my best friend in my study during a ball in our home. You are lucky not to have been pressed into a marriage of convenience with Cecil.”

“That wouldn’t have been such a terrible outcome,” his sister replied flippantly.

“You believed Lady Caroline might ridicule your recent behavior in her novel,” he countered.

His sister let out a long sigh. “I had a lot of time to think while in Bath. I realize now that my conduct after my fiancée died was inappropriate. My darling captain would have expected more from me.”

“And I was much too judgmental,” he replied, surprised at his sister’s demure behavior. “I’m sorry I wasn’t more supportive of you during your period of mourning.”

“It means a lot for you to say that, Ashford. It is good to be home. I’m not sure what the future holds for me, but I am happy to hear you have found a bride at last.”

“I have yet to propose.” He cleared his throat and looked about for another topic of conversation. “Baron Harbury and I recently purchased quite a large part of Berkeley Square.”

“Do you have plans for the square, or is the land merely an investment?” Diana asked, leaning forward in her chair.

He had given the idea some thought over the last few days. He knew precisely what changes he wanted to bring to Berkeley Square. “Most of the property is let, but there is one large shop that is empty. I know you have helped Mother acquire servants for the townhouse and estate. How much do you know about employment agencies?”

* * * * *
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Life appeared to be returning to normal when Charlotte walked through the door of Thorne’s. Or as normal as could be expected after meeting Lord Ashford. Society’s rules dictated that she could not write or visit the man at his home. She chaffed at the restraints of being a female. If there were to be a relationship between them, the marquess would have to initiate one.

“Lady Charlotte! It is good to see you.” Robbie stood behind his counter, grinning from ear to ear. “We’ve been ever so busy.”

“I can see that,” she replied with a smile.

Mr. Thorne merely gave her a nod in greeting as he had several customers waiting for his attention. The library contained nearly twenty patrons, the cheery din of their conversation filling the space.

Edith was seated in a tub chair, Louisa on the settee, a stack of periodicals beside her. Louisa waved to Charlotte and then picked up the periodicals and placed them on the table in front of her. “It is crowded in here today. I was worried you wouldn’t have a place to sit with us.”

“How are you feeling?” Edith asked once Charlotte was seated next to Louisa.

“It has been a week since that night in Hyde Park,” she replied quietly. “I am quite recovered.”

Before either of her friends could say another word, a dark-haired woman with striking blue eyes approached the seating area. She was quite a beautiful lady dressed in the height of fashion.

“May I join you? My name is Lady Diana Grey. I believe you are acquainted with my brother Lord Ashford.” The lady directed her words to all three women, although her gaze was on Charlotte.

“Oh yes! Please have a seat.” Edith waved a hand toward the tub chair next to her own. “I am Lady Edith, and these are my friends, Lady Charlotte and Lady Louisa.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Charlotte said with a tentative smile. She wondered why Ashford’s sister was at Thorne’s and why she had made herself known to Charlotte and her friends.

Louisa exchanged a polite nod with the lady, remaining silent.

“So this is the lending library you all worked so hard to save. Miss Tilford wrote to me about your worthy pursuit.” Diana looked about her, obviously assessing the room and its patrons.

Louisa raised her chin and replied, “Thorne’s is the finest library in London.”

“How is your family?” Charlotte asked Diana.

“My brother and mother are well, thank you.”

Charlotte searched for something else to say. She had decided to ask Diana about Bath when the other woman spoke.

“You will be probably see me quite a bit in the neighborhood as my brother and Baron Harbury are determined to open an employment agency in the square. An agency catering specifically to former soldiers and sailors. I am going to assist my brother in getting the enterprise started.”

Charlotte was surprised at Diana’s announcement. It was uncommon for a peer to be associated with a business venture. She wondered when Lord Ashford had decided to open the agency and told herself it didn’t matter that she’d heard the news from someone other than himself.

The lady added, “I will be the face of the agency, as it were. It is more acceptable for a lady to be involved with charitable organizations.”

“An employment agency for veterans is a wonderful idea,” Charlotte replied with enthusiasm. “Will it be located next door to Thorne’s?”

Diana shook her head. “At first, that was the intended area for the agency. My brother has been contacted by the draper who wants to return to his former space in the square next to the lending library. We decided to locate the agency further down the street in an empty building.”

“I am impressed with your brother’s foresight,” Edith replied, a surfeit of feeling in her words. “The men returning from the wars have had a hard time. If I can be of any assistance in your endeavor, do let me know.”

A moment later, Edith clapped her hands. When all eyes turned to her, she said, “How wonderful! Lord Ashford is here.”

* * * * *
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It had been the longest week of Ashford’s life when the note from William came.


Thorne’s. Three o’clock tomorrow.


He needed to see for himself that Charlotte was all right. Alicia had visited Charlotte at home and delivered a small bouquet of pink roses Ashford had purchased. Would the lady know he chose pink roses to signify the beginning of their relationship? Or what he hoped was only the beginning of a long and happy life together.

The next day, Ashford nervously entered Thorne’s, his heart beating a rapid tattoo. He waved a greeting to Robbie as he strode to the seating area.

Charlotte sat on the settee in the middle of the room, Louisa beside her. Edith was seated on one of the tub chairs. To his dismay, Diana was also seated on one of the chairs.

Edith spied him first. He heard the lady say, “Lord Ashford is here.”

Charlotte looked down, her cheeks blooming with color. Diana got to her feet while Edith and Louisa merely watched his approach. He halted near the settee, his heart racing at the sight of the woman he loved.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” he said with a sweeping bow. “May I join you?”

“Of course, Lord Ashford,” Edith replied quickly. Charlotte looked up, meeting his gaze as she and Louisa murmured their agreement.

“I’m just leaving. It was a great pleasure meeting you ladies. I wish you well, dear brother.” Diana winked at him, made her goodbyes, and exited the lending library.

“Your brother William told me you would be here, Lady Charlotte,” he said warmly, taking a seat in the chair vacated by his sister.

Charlotte’s eyes widened. “You came to Thorne’s to speak with me?”

Before he could reply, Louisa and Edith got to their feet and drifted away to the front of the library. The color on Charlotte’s cheeks deepened.

“Yes, I came to speak with you,” he replied with a soft smile. “May I sit next to you?”

“Of course.” Her words were a mere whisper. Hands clasped in her lap, he thought Charlotte looked as nervous as he felt.

He moved from the chair to the settee and breathed in deeply, knowing the scent of tuberose would always remind him of her.

“Have you quite recovered from the events in Hyde Park?” he asked, then felt a fool for not bringing up the subject more gently.

“I believe I have.” She gave a tremulous smile. “Thank you for finding me and saving me.”

He replied quickly, “William was instrumental in locating you that night. My friends and I were relieved we could be of service.”

An awkward silence ensued.

“Did you get my roses?” he asked.

“Roses?” Charlotte frowned.

“Alicia visited you, I believe. I asked her to bring you some pink roses.”

“How wonderful.” The lady smiled softly. “She didn’t tell me they were from you. Thank you, Lord Ashford.”

There was another short silence.

Had he ever apologized for his earlier behavior? Perhaps that would help him relax before bringing up the subject of courting.

“When you saw me speaking to Henry Colburn that day, the woman I was worried about was my sister.” He paused. “She thought she had upset Lady Caroline and might be ridiculed in her upcoming novel. As you said, her behavior has not always been prudent.”

Charlotte remained silent.

“I treated you most unfairly regarding your visit to St. James’s Street. There was no harm done, and you were there in aid of your friends.” He added in a lighter tone, “I’ve never been good at apologies. Please forgive me. I don’t know what I would have done if something had happened to you that night in Hyde Park.”

The lady looked as if she were close to tears.

“Lady Charlotte? Have I offended you?”

“You might have been killed. Both in Bruton Lane and Hyde Park.” Her words and expression were bleak.

“Yes,” he replied softly, “and would it have mattered so very much?”

Not meeting his eyes, she whispered, “More than you know.”

“I think you have taught me to be a kinder man. A more accepting man.” 

“You are a kind man, Lord Ashford. Look at all you did to help Thorne’s.” She paused. “Without you, the library would have closed.”

She looked at him then, and his eyes met hers.

“I didn’t want to help Thorne’s. I wanted to help you.” He felt lighter, happier. Charlotte had been worried for his safety. She must feel something for him. “The Thorne’s have new landlords.”

“Really?” Charlotte asked. “Neither Robbie nor Mr. Thorne mentioned it.”

“I wanted to be the one to give you the news.”

She frowned. “Why would you want to tell me the news?”

“Because my friend Baron Harbury and I now own the property this shop sits on.”

“You are Thorne’s new landlord?” she asked, her eyes wide.

He replied with a grin, “Myself and Nathaniel.”

“I must tell Edith and Louisa.” She waved to Edith and Louisa, who had casually been watching her and Lord Ashford.

Once her friends were seated again, Charlotte told them the good news.

Edith thanked him repeatedly. 

The marquess shook his head. “You ladies saved Thorne’s. I merely helped a bit.”

“Just so. The plan to keep the library open was Charlotte’s idea.” Louisa added in a gentler tone, “I think your scheme to open an employment agency for veterans is a commendable idea, Lord Ashford.”

He felt flat footed. Shaking his head, he asked, “Diana let the cat out of the bag?”

Edith nodded. “She did.”

“The employment agency will be a lovely edition to the square.” Charlotte gave a sheepish grin. “And even though going to White’s was a silly idea, we saved the library, so everything turned out all right in the end.”

“It wasn’t a silly idea,” he replied with feeling. “If I hadn’t pushed you along to Piccadilly and happened upon your friend Louisa, I might never have met you properly.”

“Quite a historic event,” she said, her words uneven, her eyes bright.

Her blushes gave him courage. The smile he gave her was intimate. “It was. A man should always remember the moment he meets his future wife.”

* * * * *
[image: image]


Edith and Louisa insisted she return home as soon as the marquess made his declaration. Or statement. Had it really been a declaration?

“Louisa and I will take you home, Charlotte,” Edith said excitedly, her cheeks as flushed as Charlotte knew hers to be. “Lord Ashford, she is in our capable hands.”

Ashford replied with a sweeping bow, “Thank you, Lady Edith. I will speak to your father directly, Lady Charlotte.”

Her friends led her to her father’s carriage outside. She felt as if she were in a dream.

“I knew he loved you,” Edith said once the three women were seated in the coach.

He hadn’t spoken of love. She worried the abundance of feeling was all on her side.

“Congratulations, Charlotte.” Louisa squeezed her hand. “You can give us all the details tomorrow.”

Charlotte waited in the drawing room of the house in Hanover Square while Lord Ashford spoke to her father in his study.

“Your father has given us his blessing,” the marquess said with a warm smile as soon as he entered the room through the open door.

“Why do you wish to marry me, Lord Ashford?” she asked from where she stood near the hearth. His spicy cologne reached out to her like a fond memory.

“Because you are kind and intelligent. You’re a loyal friend and sister.” He walked to a place near her a few feet away. “And you enjoy reading as much as I do. We shall get along famously.”

She raised her chin and swallowed. “And what of your feelings?”

“I didn’t like you speaking with Lord Meers at the card party. I was jealous. I’ve never been jealous before.” His voice reflected wonder at the occurrence.

“You were horrid at the card party. Glowering looks and telling a lady her behavior is reckless is not the way to woo her,” she replied with a sniff.

Ashford laughed then. He laughed until tears were on his cheeks. She looked doubtfully at him as he wiped the moisture from his eyes.

“I cannot win, Lady Charlotte. You will not allow me to woo you after my calling you reckless and your brother a thief?”

“Woo me?” She frowned. “You didn’t ask me to marry you. You merely asked my father for his permission. I know I’m not a diamond. Men don’t throw themselves at my feet.”

The marquess moved closer, now but a breath away. He gently took her chin in one gloved hand and raised it.  He said softly, “They should. You are beautiful, never more so than when you smile.”

“And reckless,” she added in a whisper.

“Someone told me I need more adventure in my life. They were right. Marry me, Lady Charlotte. Teach me to be more adventurous and as open and kind to everyone as you are. I don’t deserve you but marry me because I love you with every breath in my body.”

He leaned forward, and his lips met hers. Her first kiss was all that she hoped it would be. Warm and firm, his soft lips lingered over hers.

When he drew back to look at her, his eyes were soft. “Will you marry me, my darling?”

“How could I say no?” she asked, joy in her voice. “I’m afraid that I love you too.”

* * * * *
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His mother was elated at the news. “Married! Oh heavens! I must meet the girl.”

“You know Lady Charlotte,” he replied with a frown.

“Only in passing, as a debutante,” his mother said with a shake of her head. “I do not know her as my future daughter. Diana and I must help her plan the wedding.”

Ashford informed his mother Charlotte would send an invitation to tea on the morrow. There was also an engagement dinner to plan. He left the marchioness in high spirits when he exited the townhouse in Grosvenor Square to search out Cecil and Nathaniel.

“You missed the auction at Tattersall’s,” Nathaniel said later that evening when Ashford found his friends in the dining room at White’s.

The two men were enjoying port. A waiter brought a glass for Ashford.

Cecil frowned at him. “You look odd.”

“What do you mean?” he asked with a grin.

Cecil scowled. “You look... You look quite happy. It is really rather vulgar.”

He laughed in reply. “Vulgar? Cecil, you amaze me.”

“He’s in love with Lady Charlotte,” Nathaniel said with a shrug.

Cecil leaned in and studied Ashford’s face more closely. “I see it now. It does look as if he has lost all sense.”

“Your cynicism won’t bother me right now,” he replied to his friend. “I am far too content. I have asked Charlotte to marry me, and she has accepted.” 

“You’re to be married?” Nathaniel clapped Ashford on the back. “You are a tight-wound one. Never thought you were that far along.”

“What did you think, Cecil?” he asked, brows raised.

The other man sighed. “I knew you would get there in the end. Some men need a woman to keep them on the straight and narrow.”

“But not you?” he asked with a twist of his lips.

“Not me.” Cecil raised his glass. “The straight path is far too dull, my friend.”

Ashford and Nathaniel both shook their heads at their friend’s quip.

“That is a horrible sentiment, even for you, Cecil,” Nathaniel said with a groan. “I wish our friend compliments on his upcoming nuptials. Lady Charlotte has been very kind to my sister, and I am eternally grateful. I think it was due to Charlotte’s influence that Alicia finally realized Lady Julia was not a true friend to her.”

“Then we should not expect you to follow me into the parson’s snare?” Ashford asked.

Nathaniel shuddered. “Not with that brash miss,” he replied.

It did not pass Ashford’s notice that he was in the same building from which he and Cecil had first set eyes on the poorly dressed urchin, one Lady Charlotte.

Cecil lifted his glass higher and said, “Congratulations, my friend. Lady Charlotte is a kind and generous woman. She will make you a splendid wife.”

He looked in awe at his friend. It might just be the spirits in his glass, but he thought Cecil might truly mean what he said.
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EPILOGUE
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Charlotte’s wedding gown was an elegant cream Saxe-Coburg dress. Her bridal veil, fastened with a brooch of pearls, covered her simply dressed hair of light curls parted on the forehead. Ashford was particularly handsome in his fawn-colored coat, high shirt points, elaborate neckcloth, and fashionable striped waistcoat.

They were not married at St. George’s, the church most loved by the ton, but at the parish church of Charlotte’s family: St. James’s Church in Piccadilly.

Their guests were their closest family and friends. A Venetian breakfast was to follow at her parent’s home before a monthlong wedding trip to the southern counties.

“Did I tell you how beautiful you look today?” Ashford whispered as she signed the wedding registry in the vestibule of the church.

“Several times.” Charlotte finished her signature and looked up to smile shyly. “No matter. You may tell me as often as you wish.”

It was a Wednesday morning in the middle of July. Lady Caroline’s book had been published. Society was in an uproar due to the unflattering depictions of several members of the ton, but true to her word, the lady did not ridicule Charlotte’s new sister Diana in the novel. 

Trade flourished at Thorne’s Lending Library, and the employment registry office would soon be open to help veterans find employment.

The wedding breakfast passed in a blur, full of toasts and laughter. Occupied with wedding preparations, Charlotte hadn’t had much time to get to know her husband’s friends, Lord Wycliffe and Baron Harbury, but she looked forward to doing so when she and her husband returned to town in late August.

Louisa and Edith joined Charlotte in her bedchamber as she changed into her traveling clothes. She and Ashford would depart for Brighton that very day, and she was eager to see a part of England she’d never visited.

“Thorne’s won’t be the same without you,” Edith said tearfully as Charlotte’s maid Sally helped her mistress into a carriage dress.

“I will be back in London before you know it.” Standing before a Cheval mirror in the corner of the room, she admired her reflection. She was a married woman now and could wear darker colors. The Cerulean blue of her dress was her new favorite color. It reminded her of Ashford’s gorgeous eyes.

“We still have Miss Tilford,” Louisa said with a wry chuckle. “She insists on visiting Thorne’s far too much, in my opinion.”

Charlotte’s mother ensured Alicia was seated next to an uncle with impaired hearing at the wedding breakfast; Louisa and Lord Wycliffe were placed at a distance from each other as the pair sparred whenever they were near each other. Diana insisted on being seated next to Cecil, and Charlotte wondered if the couple had a future together as they appeared to get on very well.

She turned from the mirror, ready for her new life. “How do I look?”

“That color is very flattering with your complexion,” Louisa replied, “I’m glad you took my advice.”

“Oh, Louisa!” Edith chuckled and shook her head several times. “Can’t you just tell Charlotte she is beautiful?”

“You’re beautiful, Charlotte. Enjoy your honeymoon, but come back to us soon,” Louisa rejoined with a catch in her voice.

She put out her hands, and Louisa grasped them for a long squeeze. When she released Louisa’s hands, Edith enveloped her in a hug.

“Take care of each other,” Charlotte whispered, feeling tears start to threaten.

Parliament had already retired for the season. When they returned from their honeymoon, the newlyweds would take up residence in Ashford’s townhouse in London for a time before traveling to his country estate near the village of Ashford in Kent. Charlotte had not discussed the future with Edith and Louisa other than to invite them to her new home for Michaelmas.

Several minutes later, seated next to Ashford in their new traveling carriage, she sighed in contentment. Her head was tucked into his shoulder, his lips against her hair.

“Happy?” he asked huskily.

“Amazingly so.” She nestled deeper into his body.

His soft chuckle vibrated through her.  “I wasn’t sure Lady Edith was going to let you leave London. Or that Alicia would stop talking long enough for us to make our goodbyes.”

“You handled both situations with grace. You really are a very nice man.” She leaned away from him slightly and looked up into his face.

His eyes met hers. “You taught me well.”

“It seems I’ve done all the teaching so far in this marriage.” She raised a gloved hand and touched his cheek.

As his head lowered towards hers, she rejoiced in the knowledge that there would be countless kisses to enjoy today and in the future.

“Well then,” Ashford said softly against her lips. “It’s time for the student to become the teacher.”

THE END
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