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    CHAPTER ONE


    
      
    


    The Summers Ball


    London, 1812


    
      
    


    “It’s like a fairy tale! One moment Lucy is a younger daughter with virtually no dowry, and the next she’s an heiress,” exclaimed Mrs. Martha Brindle, sitting down beside her sister. “You truly had no idea that Towerton’s great aunt planned to leave her a fortune?”


    “Not the faintest,” Lady Towerton replied, shaking open her fan and poising it before her face so that she could speak freely. “The truth is that I only met his aunt once, and though I’ve wracked my brains, I can’t recall that she paid the children any particular attention. We presume that she must have fixed on Lucy as the only unmarried girl in the family.”


    “I wonder if she would have changed her will had she known that Lucy is to marry? Her fiancé must be very pleased.”


    Lady Towerton’s triumphant smile evaporated. “The very first thing my daughter will do—this evening, if Ravensthorpe makes an appearance—is bring to an end that wretched betrothal. I am glad to say that she can now look considerably higher. We look for a title at the very least. A connection such as that is beneath her, beneath any member of my family.”


    There was a short pause while Mrs. Brindle reminded herself that her sister Agnes had faced tribulations that mitigated her tactless snobbery. “They haven’t been betrothed long, have they?”


    “A matter of weeks. Towerton and I insisted on a long betrothal, given the connection, as you can surely understand. I most dislike associating with the merchant classes, let alone giving my daughter to a man of that caste.”


    Mrs. Brindle opened her mouth to make a sharp comment about their own ancestors, but thought better of it. “You speak as if she were moving to Bermuda, Sister,” she tried instead. “By all accounts Ravensthorpe is absurdly wealthy; he may well buy her a house in Grosvenor Square next to yours.”


    “You know how I feel about the sort of scandal that hangs over that family,” Lady Towerton said with a sniff. “What’s more, Ravensthorpe is no more than a glorified tradesman. I understand he made the money himself. It certainly isn’t from the family; as a solicitor, his father likely lives on his wife’s dowry. I could not have associated with Lucy on a social basis had she married him, no matter where she lived. Not in the same way.”


    Mrs. Brindle opened her own fan and lowered her voice. “But to be absolutely candid with you, Agnes, not every man would be comfortable marrying dearest Lucy. Are you quite certain you should cut this tie? After all, a bird in the hand, as they say. It’s three years since her debut.”


    Lady Towerton narrowed her eyes. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re saying, Martha. Now that Lucy is dowered as befits her birth, I am quite certain that gentlemen will flock to her side.”


    “How does she feel about the prospect of breaking her engagement? He’s so handsome, isn’t he? Mr. Ravensthorpe, I mean.”


    “Handsome is as handsome does. As I said, he’s a man of no birth—”


    “But what a fortune!” Mrs. Brindle put in. She was starting to enjoy herself; wrangling with Agnes brought her back to the schoolroom.


    “Lucy no longer need entertain such concerns. We no longer need lower ourselves in order to secure her future.”


    “True. Yet when a man has Ravensthorpe’s looks, he doesn’t need a title to make a girl fall in love with him.” Mrs. Brindle gave her sister a knowing smile.


    “Lucy would never fall in love with a man so beneath her in blood.” Lady Towerton snapped her fan shut. “Never!”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    
      
    


    One can hardly blame Lady Towerton for her ignorance. Mothers are rarely informed when their daughters have fallen into an ignominious, bewildering, and altogether overwhelming infatuation.


    “She told me that I must break it off tonight,” Lucy said to her friend, Miss Olivia Mayfield Lytton. Not having seen each other in some time, they had hidden themselves behind three potted palms. Lady Summers was suffering from a mania for all things Egyptian, which had resulted in palm trees lining the ballroom like a row of dowagers in extravagant plumes. “Needless to say, she did not ask for my opinion,” Lucy added.


    “Because of your great aunt’s bequest?” Olivia asked.


    “Mother is entertaining fantasies about my ability to catch a title—which is absurd, though I can’t seem to make her understand it. Just look at me!” Lucy swept her hand down her body. “The size of my dowry isn’t enough to disguise my height.”


    “You’re lovely,” Olivia said with conviction. “And you’re an heiress now. Your mother is right.”


    Lucy rolled her eyes. “Be serious. There’s a reason that no one dances with me. Do you see this gown, Olivia?”


    “To see it is to covet it,” Olivia said promptly. “I adore the pleats on your sleeves. All that embroidery isn’t really done with pearls, is it?”


    “Pearls? My father would never pay for pearls. They’re glass beads.”


    “My mother still refuses to allow me to wear any color other than white, which makes me look as round as an egg. An ostrich egg. Whereas you look wonderful in that violet-blue color.”


    “My point is that when we ordered it, the modiste made a joke to the effect that I would have the only dress this color in London, since she had to use the entire bolt to make my gown. And that is nothing to the sort of jests that men made regularly in the days when my mother was forcing every eligible male in the room to dance with me. If I break it off with Ravensthorpe, I’ll have to face all that over again.” She shuddered.


    “Those men are absurd to focus on something so trivial. Your eyes are a lovely silvery blue. I’ve never seen anything quite like them. And your hair is a fashionable color too, for all it won’t take a curl. Men like yellow hair.”


    “Don’t!” Lucy said it rather savagely. “I should have one friend at least who can acknowledge the truth, Olivia. I’m practically a giantess compared to most of the ladies in this room. Most gentlemen do not want to marry someone as tall as me; they don’t even want to dance with me.” It was liberating to say it aloud, though it didn’t make the truth any less disagreeable.


    Olivia opened her mouth, then closed it. “Ravensthorpe does,” she said after a moment. “He’s a normal man.”


    “He wants me merely because he is trying to become respectable,” Lucy replied, her voice wavering a bit, to her horror. She’d already cried herself sick that morning; she couldn’t break out again in the middle of a ball. “He’s on the tall side himself, so he doesn’t mind as much.” She stripped off her gloves and began looking for a handkerchief. “Do you know, I’ve done nothing but cry since I heard the news? That has to be a first: woman goes into a blue funk due to becoming an heiress.”


    “Ravensthorpe is wickedly handsome,” Olivia said, passing her a handkerchief when Lucy couldn’t seem to find one in her reticule, “as well as taller than you, and I think he wants you for more than respectability, and I mean that in the best possible sense.”


    Lucy surprised herself with a watery chuckle. “You would be wrong. The last six weeks have been like some sort of lovely dream. I kept waiting for him to realize he could do so much better and drop me like a hot brick.”


    “No, he couldn’t,” Olivia exclaimed. “For goodness’ sake, Lucy, he asked you to marry him. The man is enamored.”


    “No. He’s not,” Lucy said flatly. “He hasn’t tried to kiss me, or even speak to me in private.”


    Olivia frowned. “But you’ve been engaged for weeks! Are you saying that you haven’t even seen him since the proposal? I did wonder why you were still referring to him as Ravensthorpe; it seems so formal.”


    “I think of him as Ravensthorpe, which tells you a good deal about our betrothal. At any rate, I have indeed seen him. Six times, to be precise. The very day after my father accepted his request for my hand, he brought me a letter from his parents, welcoming me to the family.”


    “Very proper. Though it’s rather odd that they didn’t pay you a call in person. They live just outside London, do they not?”


    “Yes, but they don’t move in society. I don’t know all the details but I gather his mother caused a huge scandal by falling in love with the family solicitor. I think they might even have run to Gretna Green. My mother is rather horrid about it and insists that Cyrus was born several months too early.”


    “ ‘Family solicitor’ isn’t quite accurate,” Olivia exclaimed. “Mr. Ravensthorpe, Sr., is famous. I follow all his cases, if only to shock my mother with details of the criminal classes. At any rate, that scandal was years ago. Surely people have forgotten.”


    Lucy threw her a look. “Not my mother. She chucked their letter into the fire in front of him, and then said—in the most unconvincing voice imaginable—that it flew from her hand.”


    “Truly?” Olivia’s jaw actually fell open for a second before she snapped it shut. “Your mother is very lively. And I mean that word too in the best possible sense, naturally.”


    “Neither of us is fortunate in that department,” Lucy said, but kindly, as she rather thought that Olivia’s mother was even more impossible than her own. “The letter incident cast a bit of a pall over the room, as you can imagine.”


    “Actually, I can’t imagine. Do you suppose that your mother and Ravensthorpe’s could have been deadly rivals thirty years ago? Her reaction seems out of proportion.”


    “As the daughter of an earl, his mother would have been of higher rank than mine, so it’s quite possible. My mother dislikes people of higher status than herself only slightly more than she loathes those of lower status.”


    “Whereas my mother worships anyone of any rank whatsoever.” Olivia pulled back a palm frond. “Look, your mother and aunt are surrounded by bachelors, which suggests that the news of your good fortune is spreading.”


    “Just look at the way she’s chattering to Lord Bessleton,” Lucy said gloomily. “She looks like a butcher’s wife boasting about a good cut of beef.”


    “You being the beef in question?”


    “Moo.”


    Olivia let the frond fall back into place. “Let’s go back to Ravensthorpe. Did his blood boil at the insult to his mother?”


    “Not so you’d notice. We played a rather dispirited game of backgammon. Then he left, without reiterating his proposal in person, as I had expected him to do.”


    “Did you win? I would hate it if only your friends fell before your fiendish game-playing skills.”


    “I did win. But I turn silent and quite unlike myself around him, Olivia. He’s as beautiful up close as he is across the room. It does something to my brain and I can’t say a word.”


    Olivia raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see the problem. That’s just what I would like in a marriage: a daily opportunity to ogle a beautiful man.”


    “It’s a good thing your mother didn’t hear that,” Lucy remarked.


    “Yes, it’s quite amazing how I continue to shock my mother even after all these years together,” Olivia agreed.


    “The worst of it is that Mother would have allowed us to take a stroll in the garden or a ride in the park, but he has never asked,” Lucy burst out. “And I’m not brave enough to suggest it. For the past few weeks he has paid us a morning call once a week, during visiting hours, stayed for precisely forty minutes, and then left. Politely.”


    “He hasn’t even escorted you to a ball? Or taken you to Vauxhall? Or even an outing in the park?”


    “No. Generally we have a cup of tea, and then I take out the backgammon board, because it’s just so awkward to sit there with my mother airing her disdain at every opportunity.”


    Olivia shuddered. “It sounds perfectly dreadful. Haven’t you talked about anything?”


    “We did have a discussion about Lord Byron’s poetry two weeks ago. He thinks that it’s strident, self-indulgent, and overemotional, and he thinks even worse of Byron himself. Needless to say, the topic was quickly exhausted, and I haven’t dared to bring up literature since.”


    “Most men don’t like poetry,” Olivia pointed out. “It’s a defect in their sex, but he’s hardly singular.”


    “It’s just so frustrating because he doesn’t say anything when we’re together. And I’m tongue-tied by the mere sight of him. So we sit in stony silence and move game pieces around.”


    “I don’t think I’d mind a silent man if he had a face like your fiancé’s,” Olivia said with a naughty chuckle. “He sounds like a pretty statue that you can gaze at all you like without having to bother with listening to rot about his horses or his carriage or his new cravat.”


    “You are growing far too cynical,” Lucy said, narrowing her eyes.


    “One must accept one’s limitations with a humble heart,” Olivia replied, looking anything but remorseful. “You should stop fussing about your fiancé being quiet, Lucy. Just imagine how irritating it would be if one’s fiancé—soon to be husband—rattled on all the time, like some men whom I know.”


    “But that’s the point! Ravensthorpe is not my fiancé anymore,” Lucy said, her throat tightening again. “I do think that over time I could have talked him into meeting my eyes—because most of the time he doesn’t, Olivia. He just looks off into the distance as if I were boring him to distraction—at any rate, I ... I would have loved to try. But now Mother says that I must break off our betrothal immediately.”


    “And you don’t want to break it off.”


    “Would you?” Lucy met Olivia’s eyes. “No man like Ravensthorpe has ever looked at me. I’m not only the same height as most men, but I don’t light up a room. I’m boring. I can’t make men laugh, the way you do.”


    “You are not boring!” Olivia said indignantly. “At least, you aren’t when you stop talking about how tall you are. Honestly, you’re just like my sister. The two of you are so perfectly behaved that you never act like normal people around your suitors.”


    “It seems to have escaped your notice that Georgiana and I don’t have suitors. We’re both wallflowers, but at least she’s of normal height. Where is Georgiana tonight?”


    Olivia peered through the palm tree again. “She’s sitting over there in the dowagers’ corner.”


    Lucy shuddered. “After tonight, I suppose I’ll be back over there with her, desperately hoping that some fortune hunter will ask me to dance. When Ravensthorpe made his proposal and I realized I could forget the utter humiliation of looking for a husband, I was so grateful. It’s such a relief being engaged, Olivia. You can have no idea.”


    Olivia was still peering through the palm fronds, but she threw a wry look over her shoulder. Lucy felt her cheeks heating with embarrassment. “Of course you know what it’s like to be engaged!” she said hastily. “I’m a duffle-headed fool.”


    “I often forget it myself,” Olivia said. “And speak of the devil, there’s my fiancé. Oh no, I think he caught sight of me.” She drew back quickly.


    “I rather like Rupert,” Lucy said, leaning forward to take Olivia’s place.


    Olivia scowled at her. “I deserve honesty from you as well. I’m marrying the village idiot, and there’s no point in trying to paint Rupert in any other light.”


    Lucy reached out and gave Olivia’s hand a squeeze. “I know, Olivia. I’m so sorry. It’s just that you’ve been betrothed so long that I ... well ...”


    “Don’t worry,” Olivia said with a sigh. “There are very few betrothals that stretch to eighteen years. Although there is some hope that my wedding day will actually happen soon. Not only has Rupert turned eighteen, but he’s learned to dance. Surely that signals a man is ready for marriage.”


    “I did see the marquess dancing earlier this evening,” Lucy commented, but thought it best not to mention that Rupert and his partner had caromed into another couple and broken up the set. “He must have seen you, Olivia, because he is coming directly to our corner. Where’s his father, by the way? I thought the marquess never came to this sort of event without an escort.”


    “Oh, the duke is here as well,” Olivia said. Her voice had taken on a particularly bleak undertone that Lucy hated to hear. “Quick, Lucy, put on your gloves.”


    Lucy threw her a confused frown, but obediently pulled her gloves back on.


    At that moment the palms rustled, and Rupert Forrest G. Blakemore, Marquess of Montsurrey, heir to the Duchy of Canterwick, stood beaming down at them. Rupert likely would have been quite good-looking, if things had been different. But as they were, his blue eyes were vacant and his mouth hung open in a glistening pout.


    “Hello, Olivia!” he said cheerfully. “Hello, hello, hello! Saw you there. Saw just a bit of your eye, but knew it was you directly. And ...” He hesitated. “And this is Lily light ... no, Lucy! That’s how I memorize names. Lucy ... light ... see? Your hair is shiny as a penny.”


    Lucy curtsied. “That’s a very good way to master names, Lord Blakemore.”


    “Never have mastered them,” Rupert admitted, grabbing her gloved hand and depositing an enthusiastic—and wet—kiss on the back. “Not so many people I can name in the room, to be honest. Olivia, dance?”


    “We just danced,” Olivia said, smiling in a rather fixed way. “We can dance together only twice, Rupert, and we’ve already done that.”


    He frowned. “Really? No, surely ... Really?”


    “Really.”


    Lucy decided to intervene. “Lord Blakemore, would you be so kind as to bring me a lemonade?” She sank back into her chair. “It’s perishingly hot in here.”


    He beamed. “Of course.” And he bustled off.


    “You won’t get your lemonade,” Olivia said. “You know that, don’t you? He may get to the refreshment table, but by that point he won’t remember precisely why he’s there. He has some difficulty with follow-through.”


    Lucy reached out and gave Olivia’s hand a tight squeeze. “I’m sorry. I’m just so sorry.”


    Olivia’s smile was steady and not at all miserable. “I’ve had a great deal of time to get used to the situation. And besides, I’m a plump woman with a terrible weakness for bawdy jokes. Who would have me, if not Rupert?”


    Lucy started to speak, but Olivia shook her head. “You may be tall, but you’re slim, and rounded in all the right places. What’s more, you behave like a perfect lady. I can’t seem to, but lord knows, Rupert will never notice. We’re suited in that.”


    “I would give anything to look like you,” Lucy said with a snap in her voice. “I’m so tired of being able to look over the heads of most men. I can’t stand the way they shift from foot to foot, and then move away from me as soon as they can. They won’t ask me for a dance unless someone forces them to it. They make plays on my surname, always jokes on towers. And Mother thinks that one of those men will suddenly be enthusiastic about marrying me, even given the money? One of those?”


    “Marriage is all about money. You should know that by now.”


    “And what will my marriage be like? The fortune hunter who stooped—or I should say, stretched—to marry me won’t feel any more comfortable after we’ve walked the aisle, you know. He will have married a beanpole, and every time he looks across the breakfast table, he’ll remember it.”


    “There are men in the world who are taller than you,” Olivia pointed out. “Ravensthorpe is only one of them. You needn’t pick a short one. Your mother is right: an heiress has a great number of men to choose from, tall and short.”


    “But it’s not as if I will have the choice of those men, any more than you did,” Lucy retorted. “My parents care only for a man’s title, not his measurement. They’re talking about the Duke of Pole; everyone knows he needs a fortune, given his gambling. Surname notwithstanding, he’s shorter than I am, and besides, I don’t like him. If I had my choice, I would marry Ravensthorpe even if he had no money.” She brushed away a tear rolling down her cheek. “He’s so handsome ... so ... so ...”


    An arm wound around her. “Then you should marry him,” Olivia said into her ear. “Listen to me, Lucy. You’re right to say that I don’t have a choice. I was promised to Rupert before either of us was born. If I don’t marry him, not only would my parents expire from shame, but my sister would never have a dowry. I’m making my father write Georgiana’s dowry into the marriage settlements.”


    Lucy sniffed inelegantly. “Surely your parents would understand ... I mean, Rupert ...”


    “Rupert will be a duke someday. And it’s not as if he’s violent, or truly mad. My point is that you don’t have the reasons I do, Lucy. Your parents did agree to the match with Ravensthorpe. Tell them that you refuse to be so unethical as to break it off.”


    Lucy couldn’t help but smile at the very idea of her mother’s reaction to that argument. “You are assuming that ethical behavior ranks above a title. Not so, at least not to my mother.”


    “Then threaten to take your inheritance and move to Scotland. You should marry whom you wish. It doesn’t seem fair that neither of us is able to choose a spouse.”


    Lucy squeezed Olivia’s hand. “We could run off to Europe. This island isn’t large enough to contain myself and my mother if I disobeyed her.”


    “Go to Europe—and leave Mr. Ravensthorpe behind?”


    The idea sent a little arrow through Lucy’s chest.


    Olivia laughed. “If I felt that way about someone, I’d hand Rupert off to my sister.”


    “I’m not sure he cares for me in the least, Olivia. He only danced me once before he asked for my hand.”


    “I’m not saying he didn’t regret it after you trounced him at backgammon all those times,” Olivia said, giving Lucy a little poke. “May I point out that if you and your fiancé were found in a compromising situation this evening, your parents would not be able to fish for a title. The betrothal would stand.”


    Lucy gasped. “Olivia!”


    “It’s merely a matter of being caught kissing your own fiancé. I’m not suggesting that you throw your virtue to the wind. Although,” she added thoughtfully, “if I had a penchant for Ravensthorpe, I might well. He has the most wonderful shoulders; have you noticed?”


    Lucy had noticed. “His shoulders are irrelevant, given that he has never kissed me, even once. In fact, he’s never asked to speak to me alone, or even invited me onto a balcony.” She paused and then added bluntly, “I don’t think he wants to kiss me, Olivia.”


    “Then he’s a fool. I would definitely want to kiss you, were I a man.”


    Lucy gave her a wobbly smile.


    “How much do you want him?” Olivia demanded. “If I had a practical alternative to Rupert, I would throw myself at him, whether the man welcomed it or no. I’d strip off my own gown in the garden if—well, that’s neither here nor there. You needn’t act like a hoyden. Just arrange to be seen kissing the man, and the Duke of Pole will be out of the question. By the way, isn’t Pole related to Ravensthorpe somehow?”


    Lucy nodded. “They’re first cousins, but apparently they don’t speak. Pole is as superior in his attitudes as my mother. I’m sure he doesn’t approve of Ravensthorpe’s father having a profession. And while I can’t say I know my fiancé well, I can’t imagine that he would ever gamble away a fortune, the way the duke has.”


    “Well, that settles it,” Olivia said. “Do you want to marry the penniless and supercilious Duke of Pole—who is, by the way, not nearly as delectable as Mr. Ravensthorpe and barely taller than I am—or do you want to fight for your fiancé?”


    “I’ll kiss Ravensthorpe,” Lucy said, with sudden determination. “I could even tear my bodice. Mother would die, but that would do the trick.”


    “I should think that a kiss will be sufficient.” Olivia gave her a mischievous smile. “I’ll keep an eye out and try to surprise the two of you, shall I? I’ll tell my mother that I feel overheated and drag her around till we find you. Be sure to kiss him as soon as you see me coming. Mother will be genuinely horrified, which will give the occasion a terrific sense of drama.”


    Lucy put her hands on her cheeks. “Oh Lord ...”


    “If you’re going to fight for him, Lucy, it’ll have to be tonight.” Olivia rose. “Your mother cannot announce your newly eligible status until the betrothal is formally ended, which gives you a very small window. I can see Rupert wandering aimlessly with a glass of lemonade, so I suppose I’ll have to rescue him before—” She stopped abruptly.


    “Oh, dear. He’s dropped it down Miss Elton’s back,” she remarked a second later. “What a pity her gown was white. The yellow shows up so boldly; it looks as if someone emptied a chamber pot over her head. I must go, Lucy.”


    Lucy stayed hidden behind the palms, trying to gather courage. How on earth did one entice a man who has never shown the faintest interest in kissing her to do just that—in front of an audience?


    She might die of humiliation.


    But at least she would expire having been kissed by Mr. Ravensthorpe, Esq., the most beautiful man in London, at least once.


    It seemed like a fair trade.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    
      
    


    Mr. Cyrus Ptolemy Ravensthorpe was not a man who cared for excesses of emotion. But that didn’t mean he was free of them.


    He knew as well as anyone that his ferocious ambition to regain the place in London society that his mother had thrown away for love was excessive. To his mind, passion was always excessive. But he had also noticed that passion drove men to great accomplishments.


    He had honed this ambition while at Eton. He had been sent to that school because, marriage to a commoner notwithstanding, his mother was daughter to a duke and grandsons of dukes went to Eton. By nine years later he had had violent physical encounters with almost half the boys in his year—invariably because they had made slighting remarks about his father.


    Even though his father never gave a toss.


    “Let them be, Son,” Mr. Ravensthorpe the elder would say, looking up from a table piled high with papers. “The poor lads will spend their lives drifting about London. I can’t imagine how tedious their middle years will be.” He would look over his glasses, appalled at the very prospect. “Life is for doing things. Now what do you suppose I did with that evidence in the Pendle case? That patently false letter from Mrs. Pendle saying that she ...”


    But Cyrus did care. He couldn’t help it. It might have been the hundred-and-one slights he received at Eton, a good many of which were handed out by his first cousin. Or the way his mother cheerfully denied caring whether her sisters invited her to their Christmas parties or no.


    It mattered. It mattered to him, and he knew perfectly well that it would matter even more to his sisters. They were still in the classroom, but Cyrus was determined they should marry into the highest ranks of society.


    He informed his parents of his plan to reclaim the family’s status only after he had achieved Numbers One through Four on his to-do list, which had resulted in the rather extraordinary wealth in stocks that he now enjoyed.


    Unsurprisingly, his father had balked when Cyrus broached the plan. “I’d rather your sisters married men who had something to talk about,” he had said. “Can you imagine how boring it would be to have one of those fops drifting around here, with nothing more consequential to discuss than the starch in his neck cloth?”


    But his mother had grasped exactly what Cyrus meant. “The girls would love the ballrooms and the parties,” she had told her husband. “Jemima is fifteen. If Cyrus marries a young woman of birth, that lady can bring out Jemima in proper style.”


    “The dowry will do it,” Cyrus had pointed out, hearing the flat tinge of cynicism in his own voice. “I’ll make her an heiress.”


    Mr. Ravensthorpe had taken another look at his son’s face and then turned to his wife. “This stubbornness is obviously inherited from your side of the family. A prime example of which is your behavior back in ’eighty-seven, after you decided that you wanted me rather than your esteemed betrothed. There was no stopping you.”


    “I knew you would make me happy,” his wife had replied, walking over to him, then winding her arms around his shoulders and dropping a kiss onto his hair.


    But Cyrus had already turned away. Not having been expressly forbidden from pursuing his plan—and, in fact, having been given his mother’s blessing—he had his mind bent on Number Five on the list: marriage to an appropriate young lady from the aristocracy. Other than her rank, he had no particular requirements.


    He hadn’t foreseen any problem with obtaining invitations to the sort of events where he was likely to meet probable candidates for the position of Mrs. Ravensthorpe; after all, the news that he’d made a fortune on the Exchange—in fact, several fortunes—had made its way around London. He had formed close friends during those years at Eton and, more to the point, those friends had sisters.


    Still, he didn’t want to marry the sister of one of his friends, though they were decent fellows, solidly established in the gentry. His plan called for a woman from the aristocracy, and nothing less would do. Cyrus was given to plans that specified goals as precisely as possible; he had discovered early that precision made all the difference when it came to achieving that goal.


    He was not one to allow Fate to take a hand. Or Destiny. Or Chance. He considered those concepts the refuge of the feeble-willed.


    His mother had laughed at him for that. “It’s all very well when it comes to your stocks and so on. But when it comes to love and marriage, everything changes. After all, I did intend to marry the earl my parents had in mind—right up to the moment when a young solicitor with an oh-such-a-serious expression walked into the house. Had I not been in the entryway at that precise moment, which was an act of fate, I would never have seen your father at all. And if I hadn’t seen him, I wouldn’t have contrived a wild scheme to see him again, and taken myself by hansom cab to his offices the very next morning.”


    Cyrus rather thought that love could take care of itself; the business contract known as marriage, on the other hand, he would handle. And he had.


    He was betrothed to marry Miss Lucy Towerton, daughter of the Earl of Towerton. True, earls were of the third tier in the peerage, surpassed by dukes and marquises, but the only available dukes’ daughters were unappealing and there were no unmarried daughters of marquises. Miss Lucy was quite suitable. Among the four available daughters of earls, he had chosen her on first sight.


    The ton had accepted their betrothal with hardly a murmur, which was just as he hoped. He had carefully surveyed the crop of available damsels with the requisite bloodlines, not just in terms of their individual attractions, but in light of how such a betrothal would be viewed by society at large.


    There was nothing Cyrus hated more than drawing attention to himself. He wanted an engagement that everyone would immediately understand to be a matter of property and propriety. The last thing he wanted was even the faintest rumor of love or passion ... that is to say, the kind of manifestly undesirable reputation that, all these decades later, still clung to his mother.


    No, he wanted a placid, acceptable pairing that benefited both parties. The kind of marriage noteworthy only for its lack of noteworthiness. In no way fodder for gossip. Without even a hint of illicit passion. No child of his would ever be born less than a good year after marriage.


    In fact, he rather thought that they’d better delay consummation of the marriage, just to make sure.


    That was another way in which Miss Lucy Towerton was an excellent choice for his wife. She seemed as indifferent to matters of the flesh as he was.


    Even as he handed his cloak and hat to the Summerses’ butler, he felt a deep sense of rightness. His plan was well in hand.


    That satisfaction vanished when he realized, within two minutes of entering the town house, that he had become a subject of gossip.


    He had honed this sensitivity early in his schooling, learning to recognize when one of his classmates—or, more often, his own cousin—had once again broached the subject of his mother’s elopement with a commoner. His father’s propensity for taking on newspaperworthy criminal cases, and then winning them, had always been a drawback at Eton: it kept reminding people of his reduced circumstances.


    All that painful experience meant that Cyrus now didn’t allow his features to reveal, even by the twitch of an eyelash, that he sensed the commotion brought about by his arrival. Instead, he handed his gloves and stick to the butler, rapidly turning over the possible reasons for this development in his mind while he pulled on evening gloves handed to him by one of his groomsmen.


    His investments were widespread and secure; there could be absolutely no reason for gossip about his financial status. His parents were well; he’d had a letter to that effect in the morning.


    By a process of elimination, he arrived at the conclusion that Miss Lucy Towerton was the source of this unwonted attention. In fact, as he proceeded through the magnificent foyer to the Summerses’ town house—absentmindedly noting that the classic Georgian décor and Egyptian flourishes were not in harmony—he came to the conclusion that Miss Towerton was likely no longer his bride-to-be.


    The rage that he felt at the notion took him aback. She didn’t seem the type to throw him over. He’d thought she had a good deal of common sense. What’s more, he had deliberately picked a wallflower, a woman who was unlikely to generate yet another scandal to blemish his name.


    Suddenly it struck him that perhaps Lucy, like his mother, had already been in love with another man when he asked for her hand. She had shown no signs of it, but then ... what would those signs have been? He hadn’t the faintest idea, and it had never occurred to him to ask his fiancée whether she was romantically attached.


    His host and hostess waited just inside the ballroom. Sure enough, he hadn’t even been offered a greeting before Lady Summers said, “Ravensthorpe, I hear rumors to the effect that you are a free man.”


    “Indeed?” he said, kissing her hand. “I have not heard such, myself.”


    “Ah, but you must know of Miss Towerton’s changed circumstances!” she cried, her eyes positively shining with pleasure at the fact that she was to be the one to inform him.


    “This is a most improper subject for you to broach,” Lord Summers said to his wife, visibly uncomfortable with his wife’s glee.


    But Cyrus thought he might as well hear it now. Get it over with. Every person within earshot appeared not to breathe, waiting for his reaction. “I wish Miss Towerton all the best in whatever good fortune comes to her,” he said, keeping his tone utterly even.


    “She’s become an heiress,” her ladyship told him, a bit disappointed by Cyrus’s composure. “One of Towerton’s aunts has left her a fortune. It has changed her expectations entirely, of course.”


    “No doubt,” he said, bowing again. “I mustn’t keep you, Lady Summers.” And he walked away, surprising himself again with a wave of black rage that swept up his spine.


    Lucy Towerton was his, and her bloody fortune didn’t matter. He had all the fortune she needed.


    But at the same time his mouth twitched in a cynical smile. She would use her inheritance to buy herself a man of higher worth than himself. A title.


    The only question was when she would throw him over: tonight, or at a later, more private date? He thought it would be tonight. Her mother would force her to it, even if she herself wished to be more diplomatic.


    Indeed, the one and only drawback to marrying Lucy had been her mother. He had suffered Lady Towerton’s presence without becoming homicidal only by spending every single visit mentally plotting ruthless action on the Exchange, which he would execute later that same day. If he had something to think about, he could endure a weekly hour of her company, watching her small eyes glint with an aversion so ingrained that she didn’t even try to hide it.


    Why should she hide it? She was giving her daughter to a man who didn’t even have the right to call himself a gentleman. He could surely acquire that precious “Esquire” by petitioning the College of Arms ... but he had never bothered.


    His father didn’t care. And since Cyrus fully intended that the Crown should bestow upon him a rank far above Esquire (Number Six on his plan), he didn’t care either.


    All too clearly it had wrenched Lady Towerton’s soul to give her daughter to a man who ranked along with her local butcher, for all he’d gone to Eton.


    She wouldn’t have to endure that shame any longer. And he wouldn’t have to endure her any longer, which was a cheering thought.


    So there was no reason for the crushing bleakness that filled his body from head to toe. He could simply turn to another aristocratic lady on his list. A betrothal that barely survived over a month didn’t warrant his feeling of rage and abandonment. Yet his skin felt taut, as if it were too tightly stretched over his bones.


    It didn’t matter.


    She didn’t matter.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    
      
    


    The moment Lucy stepped from behind the palms, she realized that Ravensthorpe had just entered the ballroom. Even from clear across the room, the sight of him caused a rush of blood to her cheeks, signaling another attack of the agonizing shyness that beset her in the presence of her fiancé.


    If only Ravensthorpe weren’t so beautiful! He had eyes the color of a stormy ocean, and a chiseled face, the kind that fell somewhere between an aristocrat and a pirate. He was ten times more masculine than his cousin, the Duke of Pole. Though, of course, Pole used those attributes to make derogatory comments about Ravensthorpe’s plebeian father.


    To be honest, she had hardly believed it when Ravensthorpe asked her to dance six weeks earlier, let alone when he asked for her hand in marriage the very next day. Her mother’s response to this development had been to racket around the house moaning about how Ravensthorpe’s mother had been a hussy who ran away with the family solicitor.


    But Lucy had fallen into a chair, dizzy with disbelief—and joy. The joy had dimmed a little when Ravensthorpe showed no wish to seek her out, or even ask her in person if she would marry him.


    In the weeks since their engagement, as Ravensthorpe maintained a scrupulous, if not to say chilly, distance, she kept reminding herself that he was punctilious. More punctilious than any gentleman she knew, but surely that was all to the good? One didn’t want to marry a man who dragged ladies off into the shrubbery for a kiss. Or worse.


    The fact that she would push Ravensthorpe into the shrubbery herself, if she had the nerve, was not the point. Even before she’d been introduced to him, she’d imagined him a pirate who would snatch her from the deck of a burning boat and clutch her in his strong arms as he leapt to another boat. His face would be white with the fear that he had almost lost her...


    And after their meeting, her daydreaming only grew worse. They didn’t seem to have much to talk about, so Lucy had stolen looks under her lashes and gone back to imagining the life of a pirate’s beloved, with Ravensthorpe playing the key role of pirate.


    It hardly needed to be said that pirates didn’t sit politely in the parlor, drinking cups of tea and exchanging commonplaces with one’s mother in utterly colorless tones. Pirates lusted. They risked life and limb and sanity to keep their future wives safe. They were possessive, and desirous, and fierce.


    Only an idiot would think that Ravensthorpe felt anything of that kind toward her.


    It was easy to spot him now, across the ballroom; he stood almost a head taller than most of the men present. His face was refined, but somehow chilly. His mouth was beautifully shaped, but she could scarcely imagine a softening, a loving smile appearing there.


    Impossible. His utter lack of emotion seemed to be ingrained, as much a part of him as those clever eyes, eyes that catalogued her every twitch—without comment.


    Lucy sighed. Even if Ravensthorpe was manifestly no pirate, he was still the only man in London who made her feel feverish at the very sight of him.


    Humiliating or not, she would have to force him to kiss her. If she didn’t, he would move on to the next lady who happened to dance with him.


    She couldn’t bear the prospect of marrying a man who came only up to her chin, and after that spending her life watching Ravensthorpe smiling at another woman. Not that she’d ever seen him smile at a woman.


    Lucy took a deep breath, patted her hair into place, and snapped open her fan. She had a pirate side—or so she told herself; she was certainly tall enough to be one. If nothing else, she could launch herself at Ravensthorpe and knock him to the ground when she knew Olivia and Mrs. Lytton were within eyesight.


    The idea was so appalling that it had merit.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    
      
    


    Cyrus was walking around the perimeter of the ballroom, keeping an eye out for his fiancée (or was she? He was no longer certain), when a voice broke into his thoughts.


    “Well, if it isn’t the junior solicitor himself.”


    “Your Grace,” Cyrus said to the Duke of Pole, refusing as always to display anything but the greatest courtesy toward the man he loathed most in the world—his cousin.


    There was a distinct resemblance between the two cousins: both Pole and Cyrus possessed naturally muscled physiques—though Pole seemed to have stopped growing upwards at around seventeen—and aristocratic noses that harkened back to the medieval first duke. But to Cyrus’s mind, any resemblance stopped there. Pole was a bad-tempered and rash gambler, a man with a reckless streak so wide that he had lost everything, even the family estate, to debt.


    The duke did not bother to return Cyrus’s greeting. And, as ever, he didn’t care who witnessed his flagrant discourtesies. He believed his title would protect him from censure, and seemingly, it had. No one wanted to make enemies with a duke.


    “Imagine my surprise,” he drawled. “In an hour or so I’m to dance with the leaning Tower of Pisa, except someone gilded her pillars overnight, so it’s not a dead loss.”


    Cyrus felt his hands curl toward fists. But he did not approve of physical violence in any form; he’d had enough of that as a schoolboy. He relaxed his hands, very deliberately. “I’m afraid I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re saying, Cousin.”


    Sure enough, at this most informal address, a ruddy color spread up Pole’s rather thick neck. He couldn’t bear being acknowledged as a relative. Now he gave a short laugh. “I’m talking about Miss Lucy Towerton. The woman desperate enough to agree to marry you, though now that she’s no longer so desperate, you’ll have to find another woman who will weigh your money against your bloodlines. Or the lack thereof.”


    A small pool of silence spread around them, as everyone waited to see whether Ravensthorpe would finally strike his cousin. But Cyrus had made up his mind long ago that he would not rise to Pole’s bait. Ever.


    “If you’ll excuse me, Your Grace,” he said now, his voice cool and even. “I’m sure you have an engagement to dance, so I shan’t keep you.”


    Pole snorted. “The Tower had a lucky escape when that fortune came her way. She should at least have a decent bedding in trade for giving up her good name. Now she has the chance to marry a man who’s not a cold fish.”


    For a moment Cyrus came perilously close to abandoning his own policy. Every part of his soul itched to give his cousin an undercut to the chin.


    “Reckon I can make the Tower lean in my direction,” Pole added mockingly, barely lowering his voice.


    Cyrus made a lightning quick decision between two less than appealing choices. He could flatten his cousin, or he could reveal Number Seven on his plan. Self-control won out. “I’ve just signed the final papers on a most interesting purchase, Cousin.”


    “Nothing you do could possibly ...” Pole’s eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. “No.”


    “I gather you were forced to break up the estate? Such a pity that you haven’t had better luck at cards. Perhaps you’ll do better at love.” He pivoted on his heel.


    But Pole’s roar followed him. “What did you buy?”


    Cyrus stopped and turned to face Pole. “Why, the country estate, Cousin. The one you lost gambling ... the one where my mother grew up, and her mother, and her grandmother, and her great-grandmother. Your solicitor mentioned that you didn’t wish to be informed as to the identity of the buyer, but I knew you’d be overjoyed to know that the land will stay in the family after all.”


    He turned again and walked away without waiting to see his cousin’s reaction, meeting the fascinated eyes of those around him with a mask of utter composure frozen on his face. “Mrs. Iffleigh,” he said, taking the hand of the first woman he recognized. “If you are not engaged for this dance, may I have the pleasure?”


    “Mr. Ravensthorpe, of course,” the young matron said, her eyes shining as she dropped into a curtsy.


    And then, when he escorted her to the edge of the dance floor and the first strains of a waltz sounded, she leaned over and whispered, “Bravo!”


    Apparently there were a few who noted Pole’s offensiveness, and ventured to disapprove. Cyrus smiled at Mrs. Iffleigh, and they moved onto the floor.


    For all his surface composure, he was well aware that he had just come closer to losing his temper than he had since leaving school. His heart was still pounding.


    It was some consolation to think that his cousin was feeling precisely the same. His buying the estate had surely been a blow to Pole’s kidneys—though he hadn’t done it for that reason.


    Acquiring an estate was always a signal part of his plan. Marry into the nobility, acquire a suitable country house—though he had never dreamed his ancestral estate would be available—acquire a title by gift of the Crown (the adroit lending that generally resulted in such honorifics was already in course), and then reestablish his mother’s place in the ton. He would, thereby, wipe out the scandal incurred by his mother’s class-defying love for his father.


    His mother might not care about the scandal, but he did.


    In fact, a dispassionate observer might say that it was the only thing he cared about.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER SIX


    
      
    


    “Where on earth have you been?” Lady Towerton scolded when Lucy appeared at her side after a brief visit to the ladies’ retiring room to powder her nose. “Your entire dance card is full, and you have already missed two dances. I’ve had to apologize for you, and it was most embarrassing.”


    Lucy sat down and blinked at the dance card her mother held out, every line filled in with a scrawled name. “What?”


    Her mother’s face held an expression that would have suited a dragon appraising his gold. “Every dance,” she said triumphantly. “Every one. The next is a quadrille with Lord Chester; here he comes.” She bent to Lucy’s ear, under the cover of her fan. “If the men asking weren’t suitable, I informed them that you had no dances left.”


    “And Mr. Ravensthorpe?” Lucy asked.


    Lady Towerton wrinkled her nose. “He has not approached to offer his respects. If he has the faintest common sense, he’ll bow out with a word or two. I’m given to understand that our hostess informed him of your good fortune herself, which was rather brash, but quite useful. It will save you an embarrassing conversation, my dear.”


    “Mother,” Lucy said, a trifle sharply, “surely you do not think that I would jilt a gentleman such as Mr. Ravensthorpe without speaking to him myself?”


    “If he were a gentleman,” her mother said, but her eyes fell under Lucy’s glare.


    “You surprise me,” Lucy said. “If you will excuse me.” And with that, she rose to her feet, plucked the dance card from her mother’s fingers, and curtsied to Lord Chester. He was widowed and a good fifty years old, with four daughters and a rather large stomach. The idea of marrying him was slightly horrifying.


    She caught sight of Ravensthorpe as soon as she and Lord Chester began to progress down the room. He stood to the side of the dance floor, head bent, listening to something Miss Edger was telling him. Surely Miss Edger could not be her replacement ... she was only the daughter of a baron.


    But on the other hand, Miss Edger was small and delicate and oh-so-pretty, with bouncing curls and a genuinely sweet character. Lucy ground her teeth and forced herself to smile again at Lord Chester.


    At length they advanced all the way down the side of the room and finally turned to come back up. Lucy was determined not to look again toward her fiancé. Surely he would seek her out, and she needn’t chase him, if only because he was the most formal—and mannered—of gentlemen.


    As the dance moved them closer and closer to Ravensthorpe, the buzz in the ballroom grew louder. Then, at a point only feet from him, a strange sound, quite near and suggestive of ripping, penetrated the music. Lord Chester abruptly pulled her out of the formation and, breathing heavily and with a look of profound dismay, said, “Miss Towerton, please forgive me. I’m afraid that I have suffered a wardrobe ... a wardrobe calamity. If you would excuse me.” She would not have thought a man so stout could move so quickly, but before she could reply, he was gone.


    So she found herself standing beside Ravensthorpe and the winsome Miss Edger, much to the voyeuristic delight of everyone in their vicinity. Lucy recognized in the second before he bowed that her fiancé seemed neither anguished nor perturbed at the sight of her. Not in the slightest.


    Never mind the fact that she had sobbed when her mother dictated that their betrothal must come to an end ... If his present demeanor was any indication, he hadn’t turned a hair.


    For some reason, that realization merely hardened her determination. She would make him hers. If he thought that she was just a speck of dirt that could be flicked from his cravat ... well, he was wrong.


    She lifted her head and slowly, from under her eyelashes, met his eyes. There were very few men to whom she could give a coy look; men whose eye level was equal with—or below—hers were reluctant to flirt. And she’d never tried it with Ravensthorpe; she’d always been undone by shyness. Anger seemed to be an excellent tonic for that.


    “Mr. Ravensthorpe,” she said, dropping a curtsy. “Miss Edger.”


    Miss Edger was not only pretty, but perceptive. She gave a quick curtsy, murmured something about her dance card, and disappeared into the crowd. Which left a circle of ostensibly well-bred people amusing themselves by gawking at Lucy and Ravensthorpe as avidly as if they were lead singers at the opera.


    “What a pleasure to see you, Miss Towerton,” Ravensthorpe stated.


    “If you would—” she said, and at the same moment he said, “May I—”


    “Yes,” she said, slipping a hand under his arm before he offered it.


    He turned and guided her toward the door leading from the ballroom, which likely meant that they were headed to the library, where she knew refreshments were being served. That room too would be thronged with people, which was a good thing, since she could be compromised in the blink of an eye.


    But she wasn’t quite sure she had the courage to force a kiss on a man who seemed so very uninterested.


    The truth was that both her heart—and her courage—were sinking quickly now that she was actually face-to-face with Ravensthorpe. He was far too handsome for someone like her. It wasn’t just his face ... even his shoulders were broader than most men’s, as Olivia had pointed out. Every inch of his tall, lean body looked fiercely masculine, and yet graceful.


    Even worse than the inadequacy she felt, there had been absolutely no emotion in his eyes when he saw her. She might have been any slight acquaintance. In fact, she thought with a pang that it might be better to marry a fortune hunter than to be faced by that monumental indifference every morning at breakfast.


    Even Lord Chester’s eyes were warm when he looked at her. She could hardly imagine a marriage in which one yearned for one’s husband and never received the slightest affection in return.


    As they neared the door of the ballroom, still without exchanging a word, people on either side drew back. “I feel like Moses,” Lucy murmured.


    “It does have the feeling of an exodus,” Ravensthorpe replied dryly. “Shall we try for a glass of lemonade, or would you prefer to deliver your news in the relative privacy of the entry?”


    Lucy smiled up at him as sweetly as she was able, inasmuch as she felt like giving him a hearty slap. Was he so eager to be rid of her as that? A casual word in the entry, and he would turn his back on the woman he had promised to marry? “No,” she stated. “I would rather find somewhere truly private.”


    This startled him; she saw it in the second before his expression returned to one of impassive courtesy. “Privacy is difficult to find at a ball, Miss Towerton.”


    But Lucy turned to their hostess, who happened to be standing near the door.


    “Dear Lady Summers,” she said, in a lowered voice that was, nevertheless, clearly audible to their rapt audience, “Mr. Ravensthorpe and I have a matter of some gravity to discuss, and I must ask if you could direct us to a quiet corner. I assure you that my mother has no qualms about allowing me a private moment with my fiancé.”


    Lady Summers snapped her jaw shut. “Of course your mother hasn’t,” she stated. “Come with me, come with me!” Practically trembling with importance, she led them from the room, past the library, to the next door. “My own sitting room,” she said, nodding to the footman standing before it. “James! Return to the front entry, if you please.”


    “Thank you,” Lucy said in dulcet tones. “I know my mother will be very grateful for your solicitude.”


    “Your mother and I are the oldest of friends.” Her ladyship cast a minatory look at Ravensthorpe, who smiled back placidly. “I can see there is nothing to worry about here, which is to your credit, Mr. Ravensthorpe. There are gentlemen who would not be so sanguine about allowing a fortune to slip through their fingers.”


    At this gratuitous remark, Lucy thought that her fiancé’s smile grew a bit stiff. “Luckily, I have no need of another’s fortune,” he pointed out.


    “I did hear that you’ve bought the Pole estate,” Lady Summers said. “You’re going to be quite a catch yourself. We must see whom we can find for you now that Miss Towerton has thrown you over.”


    “But, of course, Lady Summers, I have not yet thrown anyone over,” Lucy said.


    Lady Summers gave a little laugh. “You children are so reasonable, so calm! I was much more of a ditherer about these matters in my day, but then, as they say, everything changes.” And with that she took herself out of the room and (mercifully) closed the door behind her.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    
      
    


    Lucy’s heart was beating so fast that she felt it must be visible. But she kept her head high and walked to a small settee, deliberately moving past a cluster of chairs. She wanted Ravensthorpe to sit beside her, rather than in a chair facing her. She couldn’t see herself lunging across an open space to kiss him. If she gathered enough courage to follow through with her plan.


    But after she sat down, she discovered that he was still standing, watching her with a small frown. “Mr. Ravensthorpe,” she said, gesturing toward the cushion next to her. “Won’t you join me?”


    The impassivity on his face was gone, replaced by a hint of dark fury. Her heart sped up again. Perhaps he did care.


    “I’m sure this won’t take long,” he stated.


    She could see exactly why women’s eyes always lingered on him. It wasn’t just his outrageous handsomeness, but the challenge he offered. The cool distance, the masculine grace ... women had likely thrown themselves at his feet since he was sixteen.


    “Please,” Lucy said, as persuasively as she could. She was desperately trying to decide what to say next. What to do next.


    He crossed the space between them and joined her. “I gather that you are to be felicitated on your recent good fortune.”


    “Yes.”


    “I am quite certain that you wish to—”


    “I want to know why you never speak to me,” she blurted out.


    He cleared his throat. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean, Miss Towerton.”


    “If we had ever spoken privately, I would have asked you to address me as Lucy.”


    “You are a young lady,” he said, furrowing his brows. “I would not seek to cast a blemish on your reputation by engaging in unsuitable intimacies.”


    “We are betrothed.”


    “That hardly seems a valid reason to break with both courtesy and convention.” He must have realized just how stiff he sounded. “I trust you know that my reticence simply reflects my sense of propriety, Miss Towerton.”


    “Lucy!”


    “Lucy.” There was a distinctly startled tone to his voice now.


    “And ...” she prompted.


    He didn’t seem to follow her.


    “May I use your given name?”


    “Of course. It is Cyrus. Miss Tow—that is, Lucy, I fail to see why we are having this conversation. You are now an heiress, and I have been given to understand that you have received a directive from your parents as to our betrothal.”


    “Cyrus,” she said, ignoring him. “I like it.”


    That brought a flash from his green eyes, as if he thought she was mocking him.


    But she was feeling recklessly brave now. After all, she had nothing to lose. “I have a question, Cyrus. Did you simply pick me because I was the girl of the highest rank whose parents would accept you?”


    “No,” he stated. “As I’m sure you are quite aware, there are two dukes’ daughters who—from that point of view—are more eligible than yourself.”


    “True. But Lady Mary has such a problem with spots,” Lucy said.


    “She is not as beautiful as you are.”


    Her eyes flew to meet his. “Do you think I’m beautiful?”


    “Yes.” His tone was uncompromising, not to say grim. “If this is some sort of game, I must tell you that I am not enjoying it.”


    Lucy sat straighter, which had the effect of making her bosom a bit more obvious. She’d always thought her breasts were one of her best features. Vexingly, Cyrus’s eyes did not stray from her face. “Why are you so blasted polite?” she exclaimed.


    That was definitely a spark of anger in his eye now. She thrilled to it: any sort of emotion was better than boredom and disinterest.


    “I gather you expect coarse behavior from a person of my birth?”


    “What has your birth go to do with it?” she demanded, throwing decorum to the wind and rapping his knee with her fan. “As I understand it, your father is a brilliant solicitor. I read the account of his latest triumph in the London Gazette. And your mother is a daughter of the former Duke of Pole. Birth comes into this discussion only because you chose me as bride solely on that basis, as that is apparently the only thing of value I have to offer.”


    Cyrus had a strange feeling of drowning as he stared into Miss Towerton’s—no, Lucy’s—eyes. They were a most curious color, a silvery blue, like the sky just after a rain shower. “I did not say that,” he managed.


    “I said it for you,” she responded. Lucy Towerton had always struck him as a composed young woman, one who rarely ventured an opinion, and frankly, faded into the background. If anything, she was a little absentminded and looked as if she was thinking of other things while in his company. He had approved.


    But the woman facing him now wasn’t likely to fade into the background. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes sparkled, and she looked like trouble.


    A voice in the back of his head informed him, quite distinctly, that it was time to leave the room. He should bow, make his apologies, and venture forth to find another bride. A suitable, placid bride. Not one who asked uncomfortable questions and looked at him with burning eyes.


    “And now that I’ve started, I might as well say the rest of it for you as well,” Lucy continued. “You picked me because I don’t have spots, like the unfortunate Lady Mary; because I’m an earl’s daughter; and because the small size of my dowry suggested that my parents would respond positively to a generous settlement offer.”


    Cyrus had never had a conversation remotely like this one. “All that is true,” he said finally. He could not lie to her, not when those clear eyes demanded the truth.


    “What’s more, because I’m uncommonly tall, I was stuck on the market for the past three years. I’m a wallflower, to call a spade a spade, which means that you wouldn’t face a refusal from my parents on the grounds of your father’s profession.”


    “You are casting a remarkably harsh light on my thought processes.” He paused. “Your height, in fact, was one of your many attractions. I cannot abide short women.”


    “My many attractions?”


    “Your eyes,” he said, fumbling with a kind of language he’d never bothered to learn. “They’re an extraordinary color. And your skin”—as he had realized that very moment—“is the exact color of milk. And your figure is very ... pleasing.” He glanced below her chin and realized with something of a shock that it was more than pleasing. In fact, it was surprisingly provocative, even given the modest neckline required of an unmarried lady.


    Lucy kept speaking as if he hadn’t said a word. “Since there was no need to woo me—I being an object sold in the open marketplace at a reduced weight—you saw no reason to bother with pleasantries or compliments such as those you just expressed.”


    “That is a most unfortunate construction of my actions,” Cyprus said, frowning at her. “You seem determined to see the worst of me. Why would you assume—or desire—that I should break the rules that govern a gentleman’s conduct? May I remind you that your parents will not be pleased if your next fiancé compliments your bosom while following the steps of a dance?”


    He surprised himself by how much he disliked referring to Lucy’s next fiancé. In fact, a searing wave of possessiveness swept straight up his body. He took a deep breath. As a child, he had never liked to share his toys, but one could hardly equate a human being with a tin soldier.


    “What I am curious about is the wedding night,” Lucy retorted. “Let’s put compliments about my figure to the side—because, frankly, I don’t think you ever noticed I have any curves until a moment ago. When did you intend to ask me what my name was? Or say anything to me beyond a commonplace about the weather? Or even kiss me for the first time? When we were actually in bed together?”


    “Miss Towerton!”


    “Lucy!” she snapped back.


    “Lucy. I didn’t think about it,” Cyrus said, opting for honesty once again. “I suppose I assumed such intimacies would come in due course.”


    Lucy leapt to her feet and took two angry steps away from the settee. Cyrus stood up and stared after her. He felt as if he were seeing his fiancée for the first time. She was slender, but somehow managed to seem both delicate and ripe, her waist slim, her hips deliciously curved. Why hadn’t he noticed the fact that her height hadn’t turned her into a lean beanpole? Given the delicate muslin of her gown, it was obvious that her legs were exquisite, long and slender as a gazelle’s.


    He swallowed, just as Lucy swung around to confront him. Her fists were clenched at her sides, and her cheeks had taken on a rosy hue. She would look like that when she was making love, he suddenly realized, with an answering rush of molten heat between his legs. Her body would arch under his hands and her cheeks would flush with desire.


    “What!” she snapped.


    Cyrus raised a defensive eyebrow. “I didn’t say anything.” A stupid response, but a man caught in a sudden storm of desire isn’t always the clearest thinker.


    “You’re looking at me.” The tinge of color on her cheeks took on the shade of a poppy. Then she shook her head. “I’m being absurd. Here’s the point I’m making, Cyrus. You chose me because I wasn’t pretty enough to attract a suitor of a higher rank.”


    She enunciated it as if he could not disagree. Her chin was high and her eyes fierce as a hawk’s.


    “I didn’t think of it that way,” he said, marshaling, with some difficulty, the calm that he used as a shield against the world. “One doesn’t choose a wife on the basis of superficialities such as appearance.”


    Instantly, he knew that he had made a huge mistake. The light in her eyes died. “Yes, well,” she said. “I am calling off this betrothal, Cyrus, not because of the fortune I inherited, or because my parents dictated it, but because you don’t even know me. Or desire me, obviously.” She met his gaze, a wry smile on her lips. “If you wouldn’t mind some advice, I suggest that you introduce yourself to your future wife the next time around. And you might even ask for her hand in person; most young ladies expect it.”


    Cyrus felt frozen to the spot. Of course she was right. He hadn’t thought of her as a person at all. Miss Towerton was merely one of the objects on his list, the plan that had been forged years ago at Eton.


    He cleared his throat. “If I have offended you in any way, I deeply regret it, and ask you to forgive me. I do find you quite attractive.” The sentence sounded stilted and lame. A germ of panic stole up his chest. He hated the feeling of not being in control of a conversation.


    Her smile deepened and a little dimple suddenly appeared in her right cheek. A kissing dimple, they called it. “Oh, it’s all right. I always knew you were too handsome for me.”


    “What?” His mouth fell open.


    “You know,” she said, waving her hand in his direction. “You cast all the other gentlemen in the shade. It was absurd to think that someone like you would even look at me. Or if you did,” she added thoughtfully, “you’d take a beautiful mistress once we were married, which would just make me miserable.”


    “I would not!” Cyrus barked.


    The corner of her mouth curled up. “Take a mistress, or take a beautiful one? I hardly think that a wife can dictate her husband’s choices in that regard, and I should greatly dislike being cast in the shade by a bonne amie with all the charms I lack.”


    “I have no mistress and no intention of taking one.”


    “I just didn’t want to acknowledge the difference between us,” she said, as if he hadn’t spoken at all. “I suppose I’d been afraid to think about it too much. It’s not easy to be a wallflower ... quite dispiriting, really.”


    Cyrus felt a searing flash of sympathy and regret, all rolled up in one. He struggled to think of the right thing to say, but nothing came from his throat. This was absurd: he never lacked for words.


    “At any rate,” she said, after a momentary pause, “now that I’ve actually voiced the reasons why you chose me, it’s quite freeing. After all, it’s not as if you were really looking at me. As a woman, I mean. Any wallflower would have done just as well. So I needn’t feel personally diminished.”


    She paused again, and waited for him to respond, but Cyrus was too stunned to speak. She thought he was as much an ass as that? Was it really possible that he had been?


    With no response forthcoming, she added with a hint of warning in her voice, “This is where you’re supposed to reassure me, Mr. Ravensthorpe. Tell me I’m quite good looking for a beanpole, so that we can end this embarrassing conversation and leave the room.”


    But Cyrus felt as if his mind was caught in a vise, forcing him to notice—too late—that Lucy was perfect ... slim and curved and just the right height to kiss. Her hair had all the warmth of the sun, the smoky amber color of late afternoon.


    The very sight of her made his chest ache. And other parts of him ached as well.


    “You’re really not very talkative,” she said with a sigh. “Well, I suppose we should return to the ballroom. My mother might conclude that you were trying to compromise me.”


    He could do that. The very idea sent a raw pang of hunger through him. If he threw away everything that made him a gentleman ... He could compromise her and then he would not lose her.


    “That was a joke,” she explained with a little shrug. “There’s a limit to the amount of humiliation one woman should have to undergo in one evening, don’t you think? Goodbye, Mr. Ravensthorpe.” She curtsied.


    If there was one thing that Cyrus was proud of, it was that after leaving school he never, ever breached the rules of civil behavior. No matter how despicable his cousin became (to take the thing that most tested his limit), he never lost control.


    And that self-control meant that he had never touched a gentlewoman in any sort of intimate fashion. For good reason: he’d been so busy making a fortune that he hadn’t bothered with activities that brought gentlewomen into his reach.


    “I don’t think you’re attractive,” he said, his voice grating a little.


    Her lip trembled, but she nodded and said in a toneless voice, “Well, I suppose that you—”


    He reached out and hauled her into his arms, a fragrant, yielding bundle of womanhood, and then glared down at her. “ ‘Attractive’ is a word one uses to talk about a new curricle, or a maiden aunt.”


    She said nothing, just blinked up at him.


    His arm tightened around her waist, pulling her even closer to his body. “You’re not merely attractive, you’re lovely. Like a flower, but one with thorns.”


    His voice had turned husky. That was a tone a gentleman wasn’t supposed to use around a lady. He gave up on words, bent his head, and kissed her. It wasn’t the kind of kiss one gives a maiden, either. He didn’t gently brush her lips, coax her to open them, introduce her with finesse and courtesy to the pleasure of open-mouthed kisses.


    Instead he dove inside, a hungry, take-no-prisoners kiss. A kiss that came from some deep place that had grown more and more frustrated in the last minutes, as he’d listened to her disparage herself when she was perfect ... absolutely perfect.


    When he had chosen Lucy, he noted her height with approval, but he hadn’t thought about what it implied. It meant that she fit into his arms as if she’d been made to measure. He needn’t drop his chin to an awkward angle, or hunch his back, or lift her up against his chest. He merely pulled her against his body and there they were, like two puzzle pieces, his hardness pressing into the giving softness between her legs.


    The growl that came from his lips was an utter surprise. But he was lost now, his control snapped, gone like a straw in a windstorm.


    Lucy’s lips tasted faintly of lemonade and woman. Even in his madness, Cyrus registered that the fiancée who had just ended their betrothal was kissing him back, her lips trembling, even meeting his tongue with her own: sweet, shy ... distinctly desirous.


    Cyrus was in the grip of a heady, purely sexual response. He groaned, far back in his throat, and pulled her to him even more tightly, letting his hands roam. She had narrow, patrician shoulders, he discovered, and slender arms with just a touch of muscle. “Do you ride?” he growled, tearing his mouth away from hers.


    His desire leapt even higher as he looked at her face. Her lips were rosy, her eyes a little dazed.


    “Yes, every morning,” she said, putting a hand to his cheek. “I can feel your beard growing.”


    Cyrus stilled. He had his father’s dark, thick hair, and he shaved at least twice a day. Even so, by this hour in the evening he often had a shadowed darkness on his jaw. His facial hair was one of the ways his cousin had baited him.


    But Lucy obviously didn’t share the duke’s disdain. Her eyes were bright and excited, and he could feel her fingers tremble on his cheek. “It makes you look quite rakish,” she whispered. “Dangerous.”


    “You were right,” he said hoarsely. “I didn’t notice your figure. I merely decided that it was acceptable.”


    Her fingers stilled on his face.


    He pushed her away from him and deliberately—scandalously—let his hands slip from her shoulders down the front of her gown, curving around the soft curves of her breasts. Lucy let out a little gasp but didn’t break his gaze. “I see you now.” His hands tightened until he could feel small, taut nipples through her chemise and gown.


    “And now that I see you,” he said, his voice dropping a register, “I find you absolutely ... acceptable in every way.” He gave that word an intonation that revealed just how much he wanted her.


    A strand of hair fell by her cheek, and all of a sudden Cyrus had an image of Lucy—his Lucy—lying on a bed waiting for him, all that sun-bright hair tousled around her shoulders, her eyes soft with anticipation, her body barely covered by a few pieces of silk. He would buy her silk, in the same color as her lips.


    His entire body roared with sexual anticipation. “Bloody hell,” he said slowly. “I can hardly believe that I didn’t look at you clearly. What a fool.”


    A small smile touched her lips and he almost—almost!—asked her whether it was too late, but he had made it a rule never to ask for anything that made him vulnerable. Instead, he kissed her again.


    And once again he felt a note of deep satisfaction at the way she fit against him ... but satisfaction was quickly swamped by potent, roaring desire. He hadn’t felt this way for years, not since he embarked on his plan and relegated sexual need to the place it belonged, in the background.


    He didn’t consider himself a sensuous man. Sex was a necessary pleasure, one that could be fit into moments that weren’t filled with more enthralling pursuits, such as calculating to a hairbreadth exactly when to buy or sell a company, the very moment to play the markets in order to influence currency.


    But now desire and possessiveness and lust were hitting him at once, making him tighten his hold on Lucy, crushing her breasts against his chest, desperately searching her mouth for the answer to a question he hadn’t asked.


    Lucy felt as if she were in the grip of a storm and the only solid point in her world was Cyrus. Her senses reeled with the taste of him, wild and free, like the wind and spice. He was kissing her with that sort of fierce piratical abandon she had always imagined.


    The depressing part was that even though her knees were trembling and her body felt feverish and distinctly unladylike, it wasn’t enough.


    All that daydreaming ... and she’d missed the point. She hadn’t understood her own fantasy. It wasn’t important that the pirate king clutched his lady to his chest and kissed her. What mattered was the way the pirate looked at his beloved.


    Cyrus’s eyes glittered, more like black than green. She could see the desire in his eyes, feel it in the hot throb of his body against hers. He bent his head and his mouth slid from her mouth down the line of her jaw ... and still he held her tightly against him.


    She had hungered for Cyrus from the moment she saw him, though she hadn’t known enough to understand the emotion. And now he craved her. Desire felt like a burning force that bound the two of them together, that made her ache in every spot where his muscled heat touched her and his body was touching hers in every place that mattered.


    But it wasn’t enough. The irony was pointed, given that she entered the room with a scheme to keep him based on nothing but his physical beauty, and now, even though she could have him—she didn’t want him.


    Desire only highlighted what was missing between them. The truth burned in the back of her throat, like tears that she could never shed. She wanted loyalty, respect. And genuine liking. She wanted him to look at her, and for her to see more in his eyes than lust.


    Curse words that she had never spoken aloud ran through her head.


    She could not allow herself to be compromised by Cyrus. Not for this. It would break her heart, all this fire and lust without something warmer behind it. She was already half in love with him, with his severity, the intelligence in his eyes, the utter restraint in his body ... and now, the hunger in his caresses.


    He would break her heart, because he hadn’t even known her name a few minutes ago, and now he was kissing her as if he cared.


    He didn’t. He couldn’t.


    The thought was enough to make a drop of sanity penetrate the warmth of his body, the incantatory way his hands were spread on her back, just above the flare of her hips.


    She pulled back, caught a glimpse of his raw beauty once again, and had to swallow a pulse of pure desire.


    “Cyrus,” she said, stepping free. But her voice came out like an aching, husky murmur. His eyes flared and he reached out for her again. “No,” she breathed.


    “Yes,” he growled.


    Finally, his voice was the opposite of indifferent; it was warm and hungry. But there was nothing vulnerable about his face: how could there be? One was only vulnerable to someone one cared for.


    Who would have thought that desire could feel so empty? Perhaps she should throw her instincts aside and allow herself to be compromised. Any moment Lady Summers would return, or Olivia would appear...


    No. Even now he didn’t really care who she was. She knew perfectly well that he gave her that kiss because he felt sorry for her, because she was a wallflower. It had turned to something else when she was in his arms ... but it didn’t turn to affection. It couldn’t.


    “My parents do feel our betrothal is at an end,” she managed.


    His hands slid from her shoulders. “Of course.”


    She took a deep breath. “I shall be absolutely honest.”


    “Why do I feel that it is your normal state?” There was a curl of teasing humor in his voice that made her feel feverish. She would give anything to stay with him, to see that face every morning, to hear him ... No.


    “I had planned to compromise you,” she said, offering up the truth with a twist of embarrassment curling in her stomach. “I had planned to lunge at you in front of an audience, and kiss you, and then you would have to marry me.”


    The smile that curled those lips was probably outlawed in some countries. “Really?” he said, the word sleepy ... hungry. “Do you want to practice? We don’t want to seem awkward in front of our audience.”


    She swallowed. “No,” she whispered. “I know—I see that you desire me, and I can’t tell you how much that means to me. No one has ever looked at me this way, or wanted to kiss me.”


    “They didn’t look carefully,” he broke in, his voice grating. “Believe me, I was as shortsighted and stupid as the rest of them. If any man out there had really looked at you, he would have pursued you like a madman.”


    “I find that hard to imagine,” she said, a bit wistfully.


    “I see you now.” His voice roughened.


    That helped. She took a deep breath. “We see each other, then.”


    There wasn’t even a touch of shame or apology in his face. “You needed to know.”


    The new tension—desire—leapt between them like a taut wire. Even though she was feeling it for the first time, she still knew it. But desire wouldn’t carry a marriage. He had probably felt it for other women, more beautiful women.


    He saw the truth in her eyes, even as she stepped back. “You’re still breaking the betrothal,” he said, voice flat.


    “I have to find a husband who cares more than you do,” she said haltingly. “I never knew I could be so selfish, but it would appear I am.”


    Cyrus had gone silent again, and the terrible distance in his eyes that she hated returned.


    Her voice was a little shaky. “I probably don’t ... won’t find—”


    “I think you can probably find whatever you want.”


    She nodded jerkily. “Of course, a fortune changes everything. I know that.”


    “I didn’t mean the fortune.” But he didn’t explain, just looked at her from under brooding eyebrows. “So what do you want in a husband?”


    “Someone who wants to talk to me, who asks my name without being prompted. Who ...” She hesitated. “Who even loves me, perhaps a little bit.” As the words left her mouth, she could not believe that she was turning down this man. From the moment someone had pointed out a Mr. Ravensthorpe, two months ago now, she had longed for him. Lusted for him, if the truth be told.


    And now she was rejecting him. It was unbelievable. A part of her was screaming, telling her that she could make him love her once they were married, over the breakfast table, or in the bedroom...


    But a stronger, clearer voice was pointing out that he would likely never fall in love with her. Oh, he lusted after her. But she could not spend her life yearning for something he wouldn’t give her.


    It would break her heart. It would break her.


    The sentence fell from her mouth without her bidding. “I know that love does not always accompany a wedding, and indeed, affection grows with time, but I think—”


    He put a finger to her mouth. “You deserve it, Lucy.”


    At least he didn’t pretend that he cared. But why should he? There were all those other wallflowers out there in the ballroom. “I think my mother will be looking for me.” Her voice sounded thin but surprisingly composed.


    “You are free to look wherever you wish, my lady.”


    “And so are you,” she returned, as formal as any medieval lady with her knight.


    Lucy walked out of the room ahead of Cyrus, shoulders back, teeth clenched. As it turned out, they were just in the nick of time. Olivia was strolling down the corridor toward them, her mother in tow.


    “Here’s Lucy,” Olivia said, raising an eyebrow. “We were just looking for you, darling.”


    Mrs. Lytton, Olivia’s mother, came to a halt. “I trust that your conversation has drawn to a satisfactory end, Mr. Ravensthorpe, Miss Towerton? It’s remarkable that Lady Summers allowed a young lady private congress with a gentleman, but I suppose that under the circumstances ...”


    Cyrus stepped forward and gave the lady a smile that went a good way toward melting her chilly exterior. It was calibrated between humble charm and admiration; and it wasn’t in the least bit sincere. That was one thing Lucy had learned about her erstwhile fiancé. His face didn’t match his thoughts.


    “Sometimes privacy can be a boon,” Cyrus said. “Miss Towerton and I have just agreed to end our betrothal, on the very best of terms. In fact, I would venture to say that it was a most enlivening conversation, wouldn’t you agree, Miss Towerton?”


    Lucy smiled tightly, a faintly hysterical bubble of laughter rising in her throat. “Absolutely.”


    “That is quite modern of you,” Mrs. Lytton said. “I must say that I find a measured, disciplined attitude toward such arrangements to be of great importance. And indeed the dear Duchess of Sconce says as much in her Mirror of Compliments. You do know the text, do you not, Mr. Ravensthorpe?”


    “I fear I do not,” Cyrus replied. “May I escort you to the ballroom, Mrs. Lytton?” He offered his arm.


    Olivia’s mother made a sound like a bird that had learned to laugh, and took his arm. “The full title is The Mirror of Compliments: A Complete Academy for the Attaining unto the Art of Being a Lady. Which does explain why you might not have heard of it,” she added. “It does not speak to gentlemen.”


    Olivia wound her arm comfortingly through Lucy’s and a moment later they were in the entryway, surrounded by a disconcertingly large crowd of people. “Mr. Ravensthorpe,” Lucy said quietly, when he and Mrs. Lytton paused, “I will always cherish our friendship.”


    “As will I,” he said. His kiss burned through her glove. Then he bent his head to Mrs. Lytton and drew her hand back through his arm.


    And that was that.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    
      
    


    “What on earth happened?” Olivia demanded. “I’m sorry that I didn’t arrive more quickly; drawing my mother away from her cronies almost took an act of God, I assure you. I gather the betrothal is at an end?”


    “Yes,” Lucy said. Now that Cyrus had disappeared into the ballroom towing Mrs. Lytton, she was starting to feel ill. Seasick, as if she really had been on the deck of a pirate ship.


    Clearly, it showed on her face. “You look awful,” Olivia said bluntly, grabbing her hand. “Come with me.”


    A moment later they were in the ladies’ retiring room, where Olivia banished the maid to guard the door. “My friend is going to cast up her accounts,” Olivia told her. “Be so good as to send anyone who wishes entry elsewhere.”


    Lucy realized she must truly have looked green, because the maid’s eyes widened and she scuttled from the room.


    Olivia gently pushed her into a chair, and then commanded, “Tell me all!” before dropping into a chair of her own.


    “We dissolved our betrothal, just as my mother wanted. But ...”


    “But what?”


    “I did kiss him first.”


    “And?”


    “It was extraordinary.” Even now Lucy couldn’t put together all that heat and feeling with something as commonplace as a kiss. The word “kiss” didn’t mean anything. Yet in some dim part of her she knew that kissing Cyrus had meant the world.


    “Lucy Towerton, if you can’t be more explicit,” Olivia exclaimed, “I’ll go ask him myself! Did you kiss him? Or did he lunge at you in pure frustration when you tried to break it off?”


    A flare of heat swept into Lucy’s cheeks at the memory of the way Cyrus had lunged. For he had lunged at her. Plain Lucy, tall as a tower, had made Mr. Cyrus Ravensthorpe, Esq., lose his composure and pull her into his arms.


    It was pure greed that made her feel now as if she’d give her entire fortune for another such moment.


    “Lovely,” Olivia said, clapping her hands with a crow of pleasure. “Brilliant! He must not have thrown you to the side in a fit of prudery, given that you suddenly look pink instead of green.”


    “He did not,” Lucy stated, pulling herself together. “In fact, he actually kissed me rather than the other way around.”


    “Then why on earth aren’t you still betrothed?”


    “Do you know why he chose me, Olivia?”


    “Because you’re a lovely person.”


    “Because I’m a wallflower.”


    Olivia frowned.


    “He chose me because no one else wanted me,” Lucy added, just to make it all truly clear. “I forced him to be honest about it.”


    “That’s awful,” Olivia breathed. “You are right to throw him over. What an awful man. But why? Why on earth would he want a wallflower?”


    “He knew my parents wouldn’t object to his father’s profession, and he didn’t want any fuss about it. They were too frantic to marry me off. And I think he didn’t want to bother with wooing anyone.”


    “I don’t care for him any longer,” Olivia said, her eyes darkening. “How dare he say such a thing to you? It’s absurdly arrogant. Disgusting, really. Are you saying he deliberately looked for a woman who would be too desperate to even consider refusing him?”


    “I told you that he never actually bothered to ask me to marry him,” Lucy said, around the lump in her throat. “He concluded the transaction with my father and thought that was good enough.”


    Olivia frowned. “Something doesn’t make sense here. The man has a fortune. He’s as handsome as Adonis. Why on earth would he think that he couldn’t find a wife just by snapping his fingers?”


    “I forgot to add that he wants someone from the aristocracy, and it seems that I was the highest ranked wallflower available who didn’t have spots.”


    “That’s revolting,” Olivia snapped.


    Lucy managed a weak smile. “See how lucky you are? He didn’t even look at you.”


    “Because I’m too plump? I loathe that man!”


    “Aren’t you listening? Because your parents are not members of the aristocracy.”


    “Oh. I’m sorry,” Olivia said sheepishly. “It’s a sore spot, obviously.”


    “He’s just so blasted handsome. I could even ... I could feel so much for him.”


    “Well, don’t. It would be a terrible thing to be in a marriage predicated on a man knowing that his wife hankers after him, while he condescendingly pats her head once in a while.”


    “That’s just what I thought. Although I was too stupid to figure that out until after we kissed. So I broke off the betrothal, even though the kiss was rather wonderful.”


    “There’s one good thing about this,” Olivia said, getting to her feet. “You are not a wallflower any longer, thanks to that lovely fortune of yours. You can flaunt the fact that Ravensthorpe could never win the new you.”


    “I’m sure it will make all the difference to be the belle of the ball because men are lusting after my dowry,” Lucy said dryly. “Cyrus—that is, Ravensthorpe—may not have cared much for me, but at least he wasn’t attracted by my money.”


    “There’s a happy medium. You’ll find someone who might come to know you because of all the fuss, but then will fall in love with you.”


    Lucy snorted, but she followed Olivia out of the room, nodding to the maid hovering in the corridor. “I don’t seem to have my dance card; I suppose I must have dropped it in the study. Perhaps I should just return home. I’ll tell Mother that I have a headache.”


    Olivia turned around and poked her. “You sound like a wilting violet. You must put him out of your head, Lucy. Out! He’s not worthy of you.”


    “He said that my height didn’t matter to him in the least.” That was a bit of a non sequitur, but Lucy couldn’t help reliving the details of her tête-à-tête with Cyrus.


    “One doesn’t marry a man because he manages to squeak out a backhanded compliment like that! Pull yourself together, Lucy. Your height won’t matter to any of the men who are taller than you, as Ravensthorpe is.”


    “True,” Lucy said, straightening her backbone. “It wasn’t much of a compliment, was it?”


    Olivia didn’t even bother to agree. “Let yourself shine instead of trying to hunch and make yourself shorter,” she scolded. “The right kind of men will flock to your side.”


    Lucy thought about the way Cyrus had responded to her once she forced him to really “look” at her—to see her. There was something to Olivia’s advice. Maybe she had made it all worse, because she herself was so mortified by her height. She nodded. “You may well be right.”


    “I think I saw your mother filling out your dance card earlier this evening,” Olivia said, tucking her hand under Lucy’s arm. They had reached the door to the ballroom.


    “Yes, she did fill it out.”


    “Then it’s all to the better that you lost it. Now you have no idea with whom you are supposed to dance. Make your own choices.”


    Lucy came to a sudden realization and drew Olivia to a halt. “Do you know, this evening has offered a quite good lesson?”


    Olivia groaned. “Not along the lines of the lessons my mother recites from The Maggoty Mirror? In short, advice about being a lady?”


    “Yes, actually,” Lucy said, lowering her voice. “You see, Cyrus—Mr. Ravensthorpe—kissed me very passionately.”


    “Oh, he did, did he?” Olivia said with a tone of distinct rancor. Cyrus had made a definite enemy in Miss Olivia Lytton.


    “But that didn’t make the slightest bit of difference when I broke off our engagement. He didn’t even try to persuade me to change my mind. He merely agreed, as if I had said that I didn’t feel like taking a ride in the park.”


    “I see what you’re saying,” Olivia sighed. “I’m afraid this is something with which The Maggoty Mirror would definitely concur. Men are not moved by desire to behave in the ways a woman would wish them to, that is, honorably and with respect.”


    “You see, your mother’s bible is good for something.”


    “I’ll try to keep it in mind if I’m ever in a situation to adjudicate a case of male lust. I rather think it would mean I was contemplating adultery, though, and my mother would expire at the thought.”


    Lucy frowned at her. “This is the third time you’ve mentioned your betrothal, Olivia. Are you quite certain that you wish to marry Rupert? No one can force you to do it against your will.”


    Olivia squeezed her arm. “I don’t mean to bleat about it; forgive me. I am fond of Rupert, and things could be much worse. Just wait until I’m a duchess. I’ll lord over you so much that you’ll hardly believe you ever knew me.”


    Lucy broke into a peal of laughter. It was very hard to imagine Olivia a duchess. For all she adored her—and she did—Olivia resembled no duchess she could imagine.


    They turned in to the door of the ballroom and paused. “Goodness me,” Olivia said. “Look at all those people craning to look at us, Lucy. I would guess that the news of your broken betrothal has spread, and the ton has found a new idol to worship. Men seem to find gold so irresistible.”


    Lucy threw back her shoulders, choked back the wish that Cyrus thought of her as an idol, and put a warm smile on her lips.


    Rather to Lucy’s surprise, Olivia was right. Suspected fortune hunters asked her to dance, but so did men who, she knew quite well, had substantial estates of their own.


    Announcing that she had lost her dance card, she chose her partners on purely idiosyncratic grounds. She smiled coolly at men who were shorter than she and pleaded a filled dance card, even though no such card was in evidence. She was friendly to those of her own height, but declined to dance with them. She accepted only men who could be depended not to characterize her as a tower, a haystack, or a tall drink of water.


    Except for the Duke of Pole. Had she turned down a duke’s request for a dance, her mother would have had a cataclysmic fit.


    So when this short, pompous duke bowed before her, with all the air of a man bestowing the utmost favor, she smiled down at him prettily enough. He straightened, which put her eyes level with the wave of his hair. It was thick, and styled up from his forehead, rather like a unicorn horn. Only one as uncharitable as she would think he did it to make himself appear taller. In fact, Pole was fairly handsome, if one ignored the tight look around his eyes and the way his nose sharpened to a slight point.


    While they made their way down the set, Lucy did her best to look enthralled by his subject of conversation: to wit, the abomination known as a purple waistcoat.


    “I had not considered that the color of a man’s waistcoat reveals anything particular about him,” she said, when Pole finally paused for breath and looked for an answer.


    He barked a laugh and launched deeper into his sartorial diatribe. It seemed that the color purple used to be reserved for royalty, and only the truly ill bred wouldn’t have a thorough knowledge of that.


    Glancing around her, Lucy saw various shades of purple on all sides, including in her own gown. She could only assume that Pole hadn’t noticed that she, to his way of thinking, was risking an insult to the Crown.


    “Lavender,” Pole said, in a mincing voice that was clearly supposed to be crushing mockery. “Violet!” He shuddered. It seemed that purple-waistcoat wearers harbored delusions about their ability to mingle with those of high blood, and wore a royal color in order to hide their plebeian origins.


    When the dance ended, Lady Summers announced a light supper. At this, the duke escorted her to a small table in the library crowded with his cronies. The duke didn’t ignore her once they were seated, either. He handed her tidbits to eat, leaned close to share a few choice jokes about the appearance of those at the next table, and summoned a footman to refill her champagne glass.


    Lucy found it an excruciating experience, especially when he glanced sideways at her with a lurking harshness in his eyes that promised that if she were an oak tree, he would have chopped her to a suitable height. So when a friend of one of her brothers, Lord Rathbone, happened by, she treated his casual smile as an invitation and sprang from her seat to greet him.


    When she glanced back at Pole, he was regarding her with barely restrained irritation. She treated him to a casual farewell, and returned to the ballroom to dance with Lord Rathbone—who was tall enough, golden-haired, and effortlessly charming.


    Normally her mother would have called for their carriage an hour ago, but she had been so thrilled by the sight of her daughter eating with the Duke of Pole that she retired to a comfortable sofa in Lady Summers’s sitting room and instructed Lucy not to call her under any circumstances until the duke left the premises.


    Rathbone made her laugh so hard with stories of his misdeeds at Cambridge that she danced with him a second time, and later accompanied him to the refreshment tables in the library for a midnight snack. Over plum tartlets they discovered to their pleasure that they were both enormously fond of Byron’s verse.


    “The obvious poem to quote to you is ‘She walks in beauty like the night,’ ” Rathbone said, his eyes lingering on her hair. “But do you know, I am more fond of those poems in which he’s not quite so confident. The one in which he prays to be able to love, though he can’t be loved. Well, it’s something like that.”


    “Byron is certainly beloved,” Lucy said, giving Rathbone a lavish smile because she had just realized that Cyrus was in the library as well. He was piling a plate with delicacies for the pretty Miss Edger. Cyrus had danced with her twice. Lucy forced her mind back to the subject. “He plays a romantic role in many young ladies’ imaginations. Though,” she added, thinking of Cyrus’s scorn, “Byron does seem rather self-indulgent at times.”


    Rathbone grinned. “It’s very hard for the rest of us mere mortals,” he said. “My valet wants me to grow my hair and wear it in a romantic flop over my eyes, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to see clearly.”


    He had a delightful grin. His face wasn’t at all closed, the way Cyrus’s was. She could tell exactly what he was feeling at this very moment. His eyes were sparkling, and she would have bet her entire new fortune that he was marveling at the fact that he’d never really paid attention to his friend Gordon’s sister.


    She had been only a wallflower.


    And now she wasn’t. At least, in his case and to his credit, it didn’t have much to do with her fortune, if at all. He had no need for money.


    “I think Byron runs the risk of turning into a conceited caricature of himself,” she went on. “That poem about parting from his beloved, for example ... the lament about the dew of the morning sinking into his brow was utterly absurd.”


    Rathbone laughed again. “I should be terrified to show you one of my own poems.”


    “You write?” she asked, genuinely delighted.


    He nodded. “Sonnets.”


    She liked the way he said it, without defensiveness or boasting. “Are you better than Byron?”


    “No.”


    She liked the way he said that too.


    “But I could write a sonnet about you,” he said, his voice deepening a little. “Maybe I’ve just lacked for material.”


    “You do me too much honor,” she said, rising. Cyrus and Miss Edger were still sitting together, talking over a plate of sugared grapes. He would never offer to write a poem. He wouldn’t even know what a sonnet was.


    Rathbone leapt to his feet with gratifying eagerness. There was something awed and sweet in his eyes, as if he were thinking of marriage for the first time.


    She smiled back as if she were feeling the same, and slid her hand under his arm. Muscles rippled under her fingers.


    “Do you ride?” she asked, giving him a soulful smile. She could feel Cyrus’s eyes on her shoulder blades.


    Olivia was right. It was a pleasure to flaunt the fact that Cyrus could no longer have her, not after he valued her at such a poor rate.


    Her smile almost slipped at the truth of that ... the notion that she was for sale to the highest bidder. But Rathbone was drawing her back to the ballroom, talking of Byron and horses, so she looked up at him and thought about informing her parents that she intended to become Lady Rathbone. Somehow the idea wasn’t disturbing at all.


    Pole finally left with an entourage of fellow gamblers, which meant Lucy could rouse her mother. She had just collected her reticule when there was a touch on her elbow.


    Her heart bounded like a foolish rabbit frightened from a hedge. “Oh, hello,” she said, managing a casual smile by some miracle.


    “It’s you.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER NINE


    
      
    


    “You look a bit tired,” Cyrus remarked. They were standing to one side of the ballroom; the musicians played on, but many guests were drifting toward the entryway. “Surely Lady Towerton has not returned home without you?”


    “My mother is napping. The excitement of having one of her daughters touched by King Midas led to a slight overindulgence in champagne.”


    A thread of amusement crept into his eyes. “I did sense a rather unholy excitement in the crowds that surrounded you; perhaps it infected your mother.”


    “My friend Olivia compared me to a golden idol,” Lucy said with a laugh.


    “Idols are cold,” Cyrus said. He stood with his back to the room, so no one could see him run his fingers down her bare arm. “You are rather warm, Miss Towerton.”


    She shivered at his touch—and then she frowned. “Mr. Ravensthorpe, you missed the chance to dally when we were betrothed. I believe because you were uninterested.”


    Cyrus’s eyes darkened, and she raised her chin defiantly. She refused to be reduced to a silent fool merely because he had green eyes. Or long eyelashes. Or all those other delectable parts. The only thing that mattered was that he hadn’t wanted her enough to fight for her.


    Fight for her? He hadn’t offered a single word in opposition.


    “Lucy.” He said it quietly, but his fingers suddenly circled her wrist. “Surely you are tired of wearing gloves?”


    “It’s my feet that are tired. If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Ravensthorpe, I must fetch my mother.”


    “One moment.” He took her hands, and before she realized it, she was again seated behind the three potted palm trees where her evening with Olivia had started so many hours earlier, hidden from the slowly emptying ballroom. And he was kneeling before her, gloved hands drawing off one of her slippers.


    “You mustn’t!” she gasped. But it was too late.


    Perhaps champagne had gone to her head as well.


    But it did feel nice to sit down. “You really mustn’t,” she repeated, with absolutely no force in her voice. And then she sat back and rearranged her skirts so that her ankle was clearly visible. It was a nice ankle, a trim, rather delicate ankle for one as tall as she.


    Cyrus looked up at her, and she suddenly realized that if a woman could flirt from under her eyelashes, so could a man. And Cyrus’s eyelashes were thick and dark. “Poor tired little feet,” he said, rubbing his thumb slowly across her instep. It felt so good that she gave an involuntary moan.


    “My feet are anything but little,” she pointed out.


    He raised an eyebrow. “They look very small to me.” Lucy had always thought her feet absurdly large, despite being proportionate to her large frame. But his hand was so large that her foot was delicate in comparison.


    The look in his eyes should be outlawed, she thought. Or at least bottled and sold to forlorn maidens.


    “Did you know that it’s begun to rain?” he asked. He drew off her other slipper.


    “No,” she said, allowing her head to loll back on the chair. “That feels so good.” Another little moan escaped her lips.


    “I could not allow my erstwhile fiancée to be in such discomfort.”


    “Erstwhile?”


    “Former fiancée has an unpleasant alliteration,” he said, sliding her slippers back on. “Let’s peek at the rain, and then you must wake your mother.”


    They managed to slip through the doors leading to the gardens without attracting notice from the cluster of people bidding farewell to Lady Summers.


    Just beyond the marble terrace the rain was falling like a silver sheet. It bounced off the marble balustrade, forming little fountains that caught the lamplight shining from over their shoulders.


    “Lovely,” she breathed.


    “Yes,” he said, and she turned to find that he was looking at her, rather than at the rain.


    “Don’t,” she said, but without heat. “I’ve been dealt more extravagant compliments in the last few hours than I’ve had in my entire life. At least you did me the courtesy of being honest.”


    “Your eyes are the same color as the rain,” he pointed out. “That’s not a compliment; it’s merely an observation.” He reached out and took a lock of her hair between his fingers. “A bit like your hair too. Except there are strands of honey here, like honey and moonlight and rain all mixed together.”


    She did not look at him. Rain pattered on leaves in an unhurried, syncopated rhythm; she leaned back against the cool stone of the house to listen.


    “I am curious; did you enjoy dancing with my cousin?”


    Lucy turned her head to look at him. All of a sudden she realized that Cyrus was wearing a purple waistcoat, which made Pole’s diatribe on the subject more understandable. “I think I shall like being a duchess,” she said, mendaciously. “My closest friend is betrothed to one as well. It seems to be an agreeable state.”


    He didn’t react, which meant that perhaps she hadn’t struck the right note.


    “I love thick, unruly hair like His Grace’s,” she said, ladling more conviction into her voice.


    She was wrong to think he wasn’t affected. The look in his eyes was pure rage, unadulterated, ruthless jealousy.


    The truth dawned on her rather slowly; she had never been very good at unpicking emotional puzzles. Humiliation socked her in the stomach, followed quickly by a blaze of pure anger. “I now gather you have drawn me out here because I danced with your cousin. Can you truly be that competitive—and with a family member?”


    “We are not competitive,” he stated. “We loathe each other. There’s a difference.”


    Lucy sighed. When he appeared at her side and then escorted her first behind the palms and then to the terrace, she’d thought ... she’d thought something foolish. She straightened and took one more greedy, quick look at him.


    Then she met his eyes squarely and said, “You shouldn’t toy with people like this, Cyrus. It doesn’t reflect well on you.”


    A frown flickered through his eyes.


    “You asked me to marry you, knowing little of me, and caring nothing. So when I sent you away earlier tonight, you did not protest, or try to change my mind. But now, after your cousin has made his interest clear—which I assumed was due to my fortune, but I now see the fact that you and I were once betrothed also played a part—you return, you rub my feet, you take me to see the rain, you wax eloquent about my hair.”


    His mouth opened and she raised her hand, stopping whatever weak protest he was about to make.


    “I am a person, with feelings and emotions, not a game piece to move about a board in which you are playing against an entirely different opponent: your cousin, the Duke of Pole.”


    He was scowling now, and he didn’t look so beautiful, rather to Lucy’s satisfaction. But he did look as if he was listening to her.


    “Treat your next fiancée like a human being,” she told him, and turned to go.


    She managed only one step before he stopped her. His hand was so large that it circled her upper arm.


    “Don’t,” he said. His voice was rough and urgent, quite unlike the sleek, composed Mr. Ravensthorpe.


    “Cyrus.” Her heart was pounding, her body tense, but she kept emotion out of her voice. “I would ask you to let me go.”


    “I was hopeful I would find a bride without fuss. I didn’t think—I just thought you were sensible. Quiet. My proposal had nothing to do with my cousin.”


    “Of course it didn’t. At that point he had no more interest in me than you did. You chose your bride on the basis of lack of ‘fuss’?” She turned back, just enough so that she could see his face. “What did you mean by fuss?”


    His mouth twitched. “Overwrought emotion. Sometimes in the past, women have—”


    He stopped, a look of agonized embarrassment on his face. “I sound like a pompous ass.”


    Lucy laughed, genuinely amused. “Has it never occurred to you that you are a pompous ass?”


    “That terrible?” He sounded shocked.


    She arched an eyebrow. “You chose a plain girl from an acceptable bloodline because you thought it would be easier for you, and that she would be so grateful that you wouldn’t have to bore yourself by wooing her.” There was something a little savage in her tone, but she didn’t choke it back. “Yes, Mr. Ravensthorpe, I do think you’re a pompous ass. Wouldn’t you agree?”


    There was a moment of silence and she could hear birdsong again. She’d always thought that birds didn’t sing during the rain.


    “I never thought of you as plain,” he said painstakingly. “That was no more a factor in my proposal than was my cousin.”


    She shrugged. “It hardly matters now.”


    His hand tightened on her arm. “It does matter. I thought of you as unlikely to fall in love with me.”


    “That is certainly true,” Lucy said, delivering her lie with tremendous aplomb. Really, she ought to go on the stage.


    “I realize now it was not a good reason to choose a bride,” he said.


    “You’ll need to woo the next lady,” she said, a bit more gently. “Be kinder and a little less pompous and I’m sure you’ll have no difficulty finding a new fiancée. You might even be able to keep her.”


    His eyes burned with an emotion she couldn’t interpret. “I just wanted to have a tranquil marriage. It seemed a reasonable desire.”


    “Someone who would adore you too much to challenge you, no matter how overwrought you and your cousin grew in your little war? Do you—did he—think that I wouldn’t notice that His Grace talked of your waistcoat the entire time he danced with me? Or that you are only talking to me now because the world judges it likely that I shall be the next Duchess of Pole?”


    “Do you always say what you think, no matter how uncomfortable?”


    She pulled away from his hand. “Life is much simpler when people are honest about their motives.”


    The silence stretched and grew awkward before he responded. “I thought that a woman whom every man wanted would be likely to create a scandal,” he said finally and then he shrugged. “And I didn’t want anyone who might fall in love with me, or even worse, with another man.”


    She shook her head. “You are so odd. I have no idea why you concluded that I will never fall in love—with you or anyone else.”


    “Obviously I misjudged you in many respects.”


    “I will fall in love,” she declared. “I will love my husband.” She could feel heat rising into her cheeks, but from anger, not embarrassment. “And do you know, Cyrus, I think there will come a day when you honestly regret the foolish way you are choosing a spouse!”


    “I agree with you.”


    Lucy could think of nothing to say to reply to that, so she started to turn again, and once again he made a swift grab at her. This time he didn’t merely catch her arm; he pulled her to him with the same ferocity he had in Lady Summers’s sitting room earlier in the evening.


    She gasped, and he took advantage of her open mouth. He kissed her slowly, so slowly that her blood heated and she found herself leaning into him, filled with pleasure, her fingers shaking. It was a truly scandalous kiss, this meeting of tongues ... mating of tongues? She’d never heard of such a thing.


    And yet she suddenly knew why a kiss could signal that a woman was ruined. She was ruined. His hands weren’t even moving over her body and yet she trembled at the touch of his mouth, soft, velvet, demanding.


    He drew back, cupping his hands about her cheeks. “When I was thinking of wallflowers, I wasn’t looking at anyone in particular. Had I looked, I would have seen that your face is a perfect triangle, with a mouth so kissable that I’m amazed every man in London isn’t at your feet.”


    Lucy caught her breath, tried to get her unruly body under control. She had to be graceful and poised. Not show how he undid her, how weak her knees were. Somewhere, she found a measure of composure and said, with just the right shading of amusement, “You are absurd.” She rolled her eyes for good measure.


    “I was absurd to have overlooked you, perhaps,” he said, his lips tracing the line of her cheek.


    “You did no more than every other man in London.” But she added quickly, “I sound like a whimpering baby. I didn’t mean it. I’m being stupid.”


    A rueful grin curved his lips. “I’m not sure, Lucy, that it’s in you to be stupid, is it? Do you hide your intelligence all the time, or was it only for my benefit?”


    “I am not so intelligent,” she said, frowning at him. “I’m quite average.”


    “I did keep wondering why I could never win a game of backgammon, or cards, or any sort of game, in fact.” His eyes narrowed. “You mentally calculate the odds, don’t you?”


    She gave a little shrug. “It’s not hard to do. People are lazy.”


    Cyrus gave a bark of laughter and ran a hand over her cheek to the back of her neck. He knew that when their betrothal was broken he had given up the right to touch Lucy, to even dream of touching her. But he couldn’t stop himself.


    All night he had stalked the ballroom like a madman, steering his dance partners in her direction. He didn’t like it when she was out of his sight.


    Ever since she’d looked at him with those gorgeous silvery eyes and told him with just the tiniest break in her voice that she was a wallflower, he had wanted to tear apart every man who had ever walked past her and not begged her for a dance.


    Unfortunately he didn’t have an opportunity, since the men he saw her with were gazing down at her with expressions as demented as his. He’d even eaten supper one table away from her, trying his damnedest to pay attention to his supper companions, but in reality just watching Pole sit with his—his...


    Not his.


    He was an ass who had thrown her away, and only wanted her now because he was jealous of Pole. At least, that’s what she believed. The notion bounced around his head like a rubber ball, but all he could think about was the way her lips looked, like the climbing roses that grew outside his father’s study window.


    “Tell me about yourself,” he said, pulling himself together.


    “What do you mean?” Her eyes rounded.


    “I want to know who you are, what you are like. Who are you, Lucy Towerton?”


    She laughed.


    “I know one thing, at least; you’re not at all like your mother,” he said, leaning back against the railing but keeping his hands loosely on her waist. It was scandalous, but if someone came out onto the terrace, he could drop them immediately.


    “No, I’m not.” She said it without inflexion nor apology, the voice of someone who knew precisely how discourteous her mother could be.


    “In that case, what are you like?”


    “I could not sum up a person in a few words. Not you, and particularly not myself, because I know myself too well.”


    “I could sum up myself in five words.”


    She raised an eyebrow.


    “Ambitious. Possessive.”


    “Intelligent?”


    “Intelligent ... and yet appallingly stupid.” The laughter in her eyes eased some of the sting of being called a pompous ass—more, deserving the title pompous ass.


    “That’s four. And your last word?”


    “Regretful.” He offered her a rueful smile. “You? I know you said you couldn’t do it, but please try?”


    She hesitated, and he thought she meant to turn and leave, but then she said, “All right: Argumentative. Daydreamer.”


    “Mathematician,” he added.


    “Nonsense!”


    “You won every single game of piquet we played in six weeks.”


    “Playing with numbers does not make one a mathematician.”


    “Argumentative daydreamer, mathematician,” he repeated. “And?”


    She started to speak, but he interrupted before she could say anything.


    “Don’t say ‘wallflower,’ because I watched you all evening and the label does not apply.”


    She smiled, a secret smile that made him think of Cleopatra meeting Antony. “Passionate. I will fall in love someday.”


    Lust streaked through Cyrus with dizzying speed. She was passionate, this gorgeous, argumentative, blunt woman. “And?” he managed. “One last word to describe Miss Towerton?”


    Lucy looked away, at the rain. “Twin.”


    “Twin?”


    She pulled gently from his grasp and walked a pace to stand beside him at the balustrade, reaching a hand toward the silvery water falling from the roof. “My twin sister died when we were five.”


    “I’m very sorry. Do you remember her?”


    “Oh, yes.”


    “Do you still miss her?”


    “Not often. But she is still with us, in a way. My mother changed—” She threw him a glance that acknowledged just how unfeeling her mother’s behavior could be. “My sister and I both got a fever. I recovered; she didn’t. Mother was never the same after Beata died. She did not leave her bedroom for a year and a day, or so they tell me. I don’t remember it.”


    “She didn’t come out at all?” he asked sharply.


    Lucy shook her head. “Never.”


    “But who was with you? Were you left alone in the nursery?”


    Rainwater splashed from her palm as she tilted it left and right. “I would have had my brothers with me, since they had not yet been sent to school. But in truth I refused to enter the nursery again. And because my mother wasn’t ... able to leave her room, there was no one to force me. I proved more willful than our nanny could manage.”


    Cyrus watched her profile with fascination. Her eyelashes curled like an angel’s. And the curve of her lips was beautiful, perhaps even more so because of its hint of sadness, he realized now.


    “Were you thinking of her when I would come for tea? You often seemed very far away.”


    She glanced at him, a sardonic arch to her eyebrow. “It’s been twenty years, Cyrus. Of course not.”


    “So when you refused to return to the nursery, what did your nanny do with you? Your highly ineffectual nanny, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


    “She did her best. They moved me into a room on the ground floor, facing the gardens. As a matter of fact, I still sleep there.” Her lips curved in a self-deprecating smile. “You see, I didn’t merely refuse to enter the nursery; I refused to go upstairs at all. I think I should add ‘stubborn’ to the list of my descriptions.”


    Cyrus ran his hand down her arm and caught up her wet fingers, curling his hand around hers to warm it. “Were you afraid of her ghost?”


    “No.” She was silent a moment, looking at the rain. “For some reason I decided that if I returned to the nursery, or even climbed up the stairs, she would not leave me and go to heaven. It makes no sense, but I had a terrible time overcoming my conviction. I didn’t climb the stairs until my seventh birthday, and only then under duress.” She glanced at him with a look of mingled amusement and regret. “Terribly stubborn ... and a daydreamer. A bad combination.”


    Cyrus dropped her hand and pulled her into the circle of his arms. “You don’t know that. Maybe one little angel would have remained in the nursery rather than leave her sister behind.”


    Their eyes met, and hers softened. “Kiss me,” Cyrus said, hearing the sound of his own voice with a sense of incredulity. It was throaty and dark. He had literally never spoken like that before. Ever. “Kiss me, Lucy. Please.”


    It felt like manna from heaven when she wound her slim arms around his neck, when she raised her face to his, when she didn’t flinch when he forgot to kiss her like a gentleman, but threw himself at her again, diving into her mouth like some sort of starving beast.


    He ravished her mouth, kissing her as if he were making love to her entire body. This wasn’t just because of Pole. Or because he felt guilty. Or whatever else she had scolded him about.


    “I’m not kissing you because of my cousin,” he found himself telling her, tearing his mouth away from hers. The words had the ring of truth, because they were truth.


    She looked as if she were a little drunk, her eyes soft and unfocused, her lips reddened by his. Wisps of her hair slid through his fingers as if moonlight turned to liquid silver. “Then why are you kissing me?” she whispered.


    “Damned if I know. I simply must kiss you, that’s all.” He bent his head again and sank into her lips. He could feel himself shuddering against her body like a raw teenager.


    “It’s not because I’m sorry for you, either,” he said a while later. Her fingers were wound in his hair.


    “Well, that’s good,” she replied. Now she sounded more than a little drunk. “I don’t want to kiss someone just because he’s sorry for me. Not even you.”


    “I saw the way Rathbone looked at you,” he said, taking a little nip at the delicate curve of her ear.


    She gave a little squeak, so he did it again, feeling the tremor that ran through her body.


    “He wants you. I saw the way you were laughing together. He was seeing you for the first time, the way I did.”


    “Amazing how many blind men there are in London,” she said. All that dry humor was back in her voice; her eyes had cleared. They sparkled with intelligence. She wasn’t the kind of woman who would ever soothe a man with lies, or let him make a fool of himself.


    She would be a partner to her husband.


    Pictures of his mother and father’s marriage flashed through his eyes—the way his father headed blindly for his wife’s embrace whenever he’d lost a defense, meaning a man would hang. His father rarely lost, but her arms would open up for him, and even as a child he’d known that it would be all right, that his father would return to the family with color in his cheeks and the haunted expression in his eyes muted.


    Partnership hadn’t been on his damn-fool list, but all of a sudden he knew he wanted it. Maybe more than all the things in his plan.


    “Do you ride in the early morning?” he asked as they approached the door to the ballroom.


    She obviously caught sight of her mother talking to Lady Summers, and a little pucker appeared between her brows. “Yes,” she replied absentmindedly. “Mother must be wondering where I am.”


    Lucy, he realized, didn’t want her mother to catch sight of the two of them together.


    “Goodbye, Miss Towerton,” he said, dropping her hand and giving her a swift bow. “Thank you for accompanying me on the terrace.” He moved backward before her mother turned her head.


    Lucy looked after him for a second, numb with the surprise of it. One moment Cyrus was kissing her as if she were something precious, the next moment he had dropped her arm and backed away as if she were ... were what?


    She’d never been more confused in her life.


    He said he wasn’t kissing her merely because of the Duke of Pole’s attentions, and something in her badly wanted to believe him.


    But if not, why?


    In fact, he sounded more jealous of Rathbone than of Pole, which was absurd. Or perhaps not so absurd. Because she liked Rathbone. She did. He made her laugh, whereas Cyrus made her angry, and confused, and desirous.


    Desire, she was finding, was a rather annoying emotion. Her whole body was throbbing at the moment, for example.


    A man whom she didn’t know turned from a small knot of people and his eyes slid over her. But instead of looking away as if she were no more than a patch of air, his eyes warmed and lingered.


    She pulled herself even straighter ... taller. The stranger was a tall man, but not tall enough for her. She had exacting standards. She wanted height, and a certain level of beauty, the kind of intelligence that leapt to the eye.


    She walked toward her mother, her hips swaying a little.


    She didn’t walk like a debutante. Not anymore.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER TEN


    
      
    


    Lucy lay in the bath for quite a while that evening. She felt strangely altered, as if she had taken a step into a strange country in which parents and their opinions mattered little. The panic she’d felt earlier about being forced to marry a man whom she didn’t want? Gone.


    The Duke of Pole could crawl to her on his hands and knees and she wouldn’t marry him.


    In fact, she wouldn’t marry any man who didn’t beg her to do so because, for the first time in her life, she decided that she wanted her fiancé to long to marry her in a heartfelt way, the way that had always seemed reserved for pretty girls, not beanpoles like herself.


    This evening Cyrus came a good deal closer to looking at her the way her imaginary pirate lover always did. There was something different about their last kiss, after she’d told him about Beata.


    As she soaped her legs, she thought about how she hadn’t mentioned her twin in years. She wasn’t even sure that Olivia knew she once had a sister. And yet she blurted it out in a ballroom to a man she hardly knew?


    Hardly knew but for a girlish infatuation ... and was now on the verge of falling in love with. And she knew why, too. It was his innate decency. The way he accepted it when she told him he was a pompous ass. The way he apologized, with words and—much more convincingly—with a kiss.


    She stood up and snatched the towel that waited on a chair. Cyrus would always have a tendency to try to rule the roost. He would think he knew exactly what was best for everyone, and dictate his decision.


    If she married him, they would fight.


    She bent over to dry her feet and ankles. Then she straightened, and looked at herself in the standing glass.


    Her breasts felt different after his caress, heavier, more sensitive. Though that was surely impossible.


    She dropped the towel and turned to the side, looking at the way her bottom rounded down to the slender line of her leg. When had she decided that she was utterly undesirable?


    The last three years had been spent entirely in the dowagers’ corner, her heart beating fast if a gentleman veered toward them, desperately praying that her mother wouldn’t hail the poor soul and force him to take her onto the floor.


    Maybe she’d had it all wrong.


    She crawled into bed thinking of the way Cyrus looked at her on the terrace. Then she slipped into a dream in which a pirate rescued her from a burning deck—but he had a wicked grin on his face, the grin that Cyrus would wear ... if he knew how to grin.


    Even in the middle of the dream, she knew that he had learned that smile from her. With her.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    
      
    


    Not knowing precisely what time in the morning Lucy considered early, Cyrus slept for a couple of hours and arrived at the mews that backed onto his erstwhile fiancée’s house at precisely five A.M. It was the work of a moment to bribe a groom into tucking his horse into a spare stall; after that he sat down to wait until a Towerton footman called for Lucy’s mare.


    At that point he planned to trot around to the front of Grosvenor Road and look as if he had just happened by. She would never believe this, but clearly he wouldn’t be welcome if he made a formal call.


    Lady Towerton hadn’t even bothered to murmur a polite regret with regard to the broken engagement but had just smiled at him with all her teeth showing.


    Cyrus sat on a bale of hay and pulled out a roll of foolscap he’d stuck in his pocket that morning, containing figures pertaining to a wool factory in the Midlands.


    But he couldn’t keep his attention on it. What in the bloody hell was he doing in the mews? She had broken off their engagement, hadn’t she?


    Perhaps his actions weren’t so irrational. After all, he had invested time in the betrothal. Anyone could understand that he didn’t wish to waste that effort. What’s more, if he always gave up at the first sign of opposition, he’d still be chasing his first fortune.


    He turned back to the papers and tried to concentrate. But he found himself staring blindly at lists of numbers. Was he here only because he couldn’t bear to lose? Or even worse, because he knew that Lord and Lady Towerton would welcome the Duke of Pole when he arrived to woo Lucy?


    “Pompous ass.” He could hear her voice in his memory, saying it with a touch of amusement. Has it never occurred to you that you are a pompous ass?


    No.


    He thought of Pole as a pompous ass, never himself.


    Pole was the one who treated people shabbily. Who was rude to his acquaintances, and downright brutal to strangers.


    But it was he, not Pole, who had treated his own fiancée like a chess piece, and not even the most important chess piece on the board either. He wasn’t used to this feeling ... this kind of regret that verged on misery.


    He rolled the papers back. He wanted to leap on his horse and ride away from the whole mess. At the same time, when he thought about leaving Lucy behind, it felt as if a cold hand reached right into his chest and squeezed his heart.


    Ridiculous.


    In some strange fashion, she had woken him up, jerked him out of the fierce ambition that drove him from Number One on the to-do list of his plan to Number Two ... to Four and Five and almost Six.


    During all of which he used people like chess pieces.


    During which he didn’t notice that his fiancée was funny, and a bit sad, and very beautiful, with the rosiest lips in the world and breasts that he ached to touch again.


    Fool that he was.


    He jammed the papers back into his pocket. He was wasting his time; she would never have him.


    But as he strode down the corridor toward his mount, he heard a laugh that, although he had heard it only once or twice, was unmistakable. He froze, and she came in the door, still laughing.


    And then she froze. “What on earth are you doing here?” she asked, her voice tight, all laughter gone. The footman who stood a pace behind her moved forward, not threateningly, just making his presence known.


    “Last night you said I never asked you to ride,” he said, ignoring the footman. “I thought I should make up for that mistake.”


    Her eyebrow shot up. Cyrus watched, fascinated. Her face was so mobile, so much more interesting than other women’s. She wasn’t unaffected by him. There was a rosy tint in her cheeks that hadn’t been there a moment ago.


    “I wanted to ride with you,” he added simply. If he knew one thing about Lucy, it wouldn’t do to lie to her.


    His answer was a small smile, like a secret kiss. It sent a shot of lust straight to his groin.


    “Well, I suppose you may accompany me,” she called over her shoulder as she turned and walked toward her mare, a nice horse with white socks and a whiskery nose. “Franklin, Mr. Ravensthorpe will escort me; you may remain here.”


    A few minutes later they were walking the horses down the street, her footman left behind. A morning fog hung over the cobblestones, swirling around the knees of their mounts.


    “Hyde Park?” Cyrus asked.


    She nodded. “At this hour no one is in the Long Walk, and Tulip and I can go as fast as we like.” She threw him a sideways glance. “We like to go very fast.”


    “Tulip?” he asked, watching her ride. She sat on the horse as if she were made to be on horseback.


    She started telling him a story then, about the mare eating a whole bed of tulips. But he wasn’t listening. He just watched the way her eyes sparkled, the way her hair looked paler in the early morning—more like silver than honey—the way she looked like a treasure.


    The kind of treasure a man should make the plan of his life to win. The plan of all plans. It felt as if he’d been struck by a spell, this obsession that came out of nowhere. He could spend days cataloguing the way her upper lip curved, just slightly, and the way her hair shone under that silly little riding hat. Even in the fog it still shone.


    “Are you listening to me?” she demanded.


    “No,” he said, realizing that complete honesty had its drawbacks.


    But she just laughed. “I suppose you aren’t a morning person. My elder brothers aren’t either. When they still lived at home I used to drag them out of their beds. It wasn’t until my parents decided that I was old enough to be accompanied by a groom that I allowed my siblings to sleep past six o’clock.”


    They had reached the edge of Hyde Park. The fog was thicker here, swirling around the trunks of trees and making the woods look mysterious and rather enchanted, not at all the prosaic cluster of trunks one saw in the afternoon.


    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Lucy asked. She was gathering up her reins.


    “You mean to gallop here?” Cyrus glanced ahead at the path that curved left and disappeared into the fog.


    “Of course!”


    “It’s dangerous. You might have trouble with that turn.”


    “I generally don’t, but I can understand it if you are concerned.”


    One nudge of his knee sent his horse knocking against Tulip, his knee brushing hers. His whole body resonated with the pleasure of that small touch. “I gather you mistrust my skills; would you accept a wager?”


    “Without hesitation, Mr. Ravensthorpe.”


    “Cyrus.”


    She hesitated and then repeated, softly, “Cyrus.”


    “To the end of the path?”


    “And back,” she said, eyes dancing.


    “The forfeit?”


    She turned up her nose. “There’s nothing I would want from you.”


    “A pity,” he remarked. “There’s so much that I want from you.”


    “No,” she said. Very simply.


    He raised an eyebrow, precisely in the manner that she did.


    “I’m not going to kiss you again,” she told him. “I cannot. You’re very sweet to want to do it, and I appreciate that. But nothing has changed in the way I feel.”


    A growl rose in his throat but he choked it down. “In that case, I’d like a question if I win the race. No, three questions.”


    Her dimple showed again. “Pride goeth before a fall, Cyrus. And you are the epitome of the prideful man waiting for a fall.”


    “Oh, I’ve had the fall,” he said casually.


    “You have?”


    “Last night.” He glanced at her. “Are you ready? I’ll give you a lead since Tulip is a hand shorter than Beast.”


    “Beast? Beast? What sort of name is that?”


    “It’s not a real name,” Cyrus admitted.


    “You don’t know your horse’s name!” she said, pouncing on it. “Shameful. Cyrus, what on earth is the matter with you?”


    He spoke to what was unsaid. “I may not have been as aware as I could have been when I asked for your hand, but I chose correctly. You are the perfect wife for me.”


    Lucy looked rather startled.


    He grinned at her. He could feel joy rising up in his heart, the kind of silliness that had to do with flirting, and riding for pleasure, and being so close to a beautiful woman. “I chose correctly,” he repeated. “Now, would you like a head start? I have to warn you that Beast will trounce your Tulip without breaking a sweat.”


    Lucy and Tulip flew down the path and, just for a moment, Cyrus enjoyed the sight of her curved rump and straight back. Then he shook himself out of the sensual haze she put him in and loosed the reins.


    With a shake of his mane, Beast lunged forward. Lucy had veered around the corner; Cyrus went around the same curve at a more measured pace. But then he urged Beast on, ripping into the fog at such a speed that ragged tendrils of white mist fell behind him.


    For a few seconds the only sound was the thudding of horses’ hooves. Cyrus had just time to think that he was having fun.


    Fun?


    He could not remember the last time he’d had fun. Playing with his tin soldiers, perhaps.


    Tulip slowed, turned a neat circle, and then started back toward them. Lucy was bent low, her hat, miraculously, still perched on her head.


    Beast twitched his ears, reached the end of the path and turned on his rear hooves. Cyrus leaned over and said to him, “Let’s go, Beast. Time to trounce the ladies.”


    The gelding lengthened his stride, and tore past Lucy before the curve. By the time Tulip arrived at the beginning of the path, they were waiting, composed again.


    “Wretch!” Lucy cried once she got her breath. “A gentleman would have let me win, I’ll have you know.”


    “I’m no gentleman,” he said, grinning at her again. The smile felt unfamiliar ... good.


    “All right, you may have your questions,” she said, dropping her reins and reaching up to her hat.


    Lucy’s riding costume clung tightly to her every curve. A stroke of hot fire caught him unaware and he swallowed a hoarse groan just before it betrayed him. She pushed a pin back into her hair, straightened her hat, and lowered her arms again.


    “Ask me three questions,” he managed.


    “What?” She made a little huffing sound of surprise.


    “Ask me whatever you wish.”


    “I will not ask you questions!”


    “You must. I won.”


    “But you were supposed to ask me questions!”


    “I am coming to know you,” he said patiently. “But you don’t know me.” He smiled at her, slow and seductive. “I want you to.” He meant it, even though he had never encouraged a woman to ask him anything. In fact, he rebuffed inquiries of all kinds.


    Lucy was different.


    “I don’t know that there’s all that much to ask,” she said.


    He winced. Was he that boring? True, he hadn’t thought of much other than the Exchange for the last few years ... Then he registered her tone of voice. She was laughing at him.


    “Try to think of something,” he told her. “If only so that you don’t hurt my feelings. I’m still bruised from last night.”


    Lucy smiled—and then suddenly experienced one of the bouts of vertigo that happened when she was around Cyrus. There didn’t seem to be anything about him that wasn’t perfect: chiseled jaw, cheekbones, eyelashes, even nose.


    “Why are you here?” she asked, schooling her tone to calm curiosity. “Is it because jealousy of your cousin piqued your interest? Or because you hate to lose, and my rejection piqued that interest?”


    “Are those the only two options you can think of?”


    “Yes.”


    “But for you, I wouldn’t be here. I have a very nice office, do you know that? Seven people work there, from clerks to accountants. They’ll all be wondering where on earth I am.”


    “I didn’t ask you what you’d rather be doing. I want to know why you are here with me.”


    “I couldn’t stay away,” he said, looking off into the woods. “And to answer your question more precisely, I am not here because I’m jealous of Pole. Frankly, when I saw you laughing with Rathbone, I did feel possessive. But Pole? Everyone in the ballroom saw the glazed look on your face. Ask me another.”


    Lucy thought about it for a moment. They began walking the horses back to the mews. “What do you want most in the world?”


    “I want to regain the position in society that my mother lost,” Cyrus said without hesitation. “And then, I want to make certain that my sisters can marry whomever they chose.”


    “That seems a reasonable goal,” Lucy ventured.


    “Yes. I have a plan to do it. A very specific, precise plan.”


    “Your plan includes a bride from the aristocracy,” she guessed.


    “I thought it would be helpful, yes.” She chose to interpret the brooding darkness in his eyes as apologetic.


    “So what number was I on that list?”


    “Five,” he said, wincing a bit.


    “Let me guess ... the Duke of Pole’s estate was Number Six?”


    “Seven. And it didn’t have to be that estate. I simply planned to buy one.”


    They had reached the stables, and her groom, Franklin, moved forward, intending to lift her from her horse. Cyrus’s face snapped into cold, implacable lines and the groom stepped backward instantly, as if he’d been stung.


    Cyrus dismounted, pulled off his gloves and thrust them into his pocket, and then reached up for her. She braced her hands lightly on his shoulders as he lifted her from the horse and set her on her feet. He smelled like sweat and horse and man, she thought. Not just any man: Cyrus.


    “Franklin, please take Tulip inside and rub her down,” Lucy said. “She had a hard run today.”


    “I will escort Miss Towerton to her house,” Cyrus put in. “You needn’t worry about her. If you’ll have my mount rubbed down as well, I’ll return for him.”


    Franklin nodded, and led both horses into the mews.


    “Are my looks acceptable to you?” Cyrus suddenly asked. “Do you like the way I look?”


    “For goodness’ sake,” Lucy said, almost under her breath but not quite. “Of course I like the way you look, Cyrus. What woman has ever disliked your looks?”


    There was that smile again, the one that could be bottled and sold. It was dangerous, and satisfied, and altogether sensual.


    “I like the way you look too,” he said. Then he bent his head and dropped a kiss like a brand on the side of her neck. “And as for other women, I’ve never paid much attention to what women think of me.” She looked at him skeptically, but the sincerity in his face wasn’t hard to read.


    Interesting. She’d always thought that physical perfection was what she most wanted. She was utterly convinced that if she were only a normal height for a woman, her life would be perfect in every way.


    Cyrus was rich and beautiful. But he was also very alone.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    
      
    


    “I must go home,” Lucy said. She was feeling a little frightened. It would be so easy to love Cyrus, and yet it seemed to her quite possible that he was wooing her—if that was what this was—for the wrong reasons.


    If not from competition with his cousin, then because he couldn’t bear to lose any competition, ever. He hadn’t answered that part of her question, she noticed.


    He took her hand and, without asking permission, began to remove her riding gloves. “You owe me a last question,” he said, looking at her hands and not at her face.


    “It will have to wait,” Lucy told him. “I can’t think of anything in particular I’m interested in knowing about you at the moment. You mustn’t assume that everyone finds you as fascinating as you do yourself.”


    He glanced up, smiling, and her heart thumped at the sight. “That hadn’t the force of your insult last night. I do not find myself fascinating at all: quite the opposite.” He poked her gloves into her coat pocket and took her hand again.


    “All right, I have one final question,” she said, trying to ignore the weakness she felt in her knees at his touch of his fingertips on her bare hand.


    They began walking down the street.


    “What are you most afraid of?” she asked.


    “Scandal. The very idea of a scandal that comes anywhere near what my mother caused by running off with my father makes me feel half-cracked.” His mouth tightened.


    “They married in Gretna Green, didn’t they?” Lucy asked. She was trying to pay attention, but she couldn’t help thinking about the way his large hand curled around hers. She had held hands with no one since Beata died.


    “Yes.”


    He said nothing more.


    Lucy could hardly pretend ignorance of the scandal, given her mother’s inability—or refusal—to mask her feelings in Cyrus’s presence. “Why would your parents’ love affair make you avoid all the beautiful women the ton has to offer?” she asked. “Were you afraid that you’d be overcome by passion and run off to Gretna Green?”


    “No,” he said unhesitatingly. “And you are beautiful.”


    “Did you think that only a much-besought woman would have the opportunity to elope, the way your mother did?”


    His jaw tightened.


    She said it because it needed to be said. “Women’s hearts are not ruled by how appealing they are to men. And I can assure you that even those of us on the margins of the room are able to find men who would ruin us, if we wish.”


    “My father did not ruin my mother. I was born ten months after their wedding,” Cyrus said. His voice was hard.


    She twisted her hand in such a way that she was holding his, rather than the other way around, and then she gave it a squeeze. “My older brother wasn’t born until two years after my parents married.”


    He nodded. “I thought perhaps I wouldn’t consummate my marriage for a few months.”


    Lucy could just imagine the reaction of the woman whom Cyrus married. What if it had been her? She snorted even thinking of it, and then discovered that he was looking down at her with a rather startled expression.


    “Pompous ass again, am I?”


    She bit her lip, trying not to laugh. “If the glove fits ...”


    “Bloody hell.”


    “I wasn’t pointing to the respectability of my brother’s birth. In truth, my parents did not consummate their marriage for over a year; my mother told me about it last year – preparing me for my debut on the marriage market, I suppose. ”


    “What?”


    “They discovered during their betrothal that they didn’t care for each other.” She stopped. “That isn’t the right word. I suspect that they enraged each other. Yet over time they did come to love each other. And I think that until Beata died they were reasonably happy. But after that, they couldn’t ... manage it.”


    Cyrus nodded. “I’m sorry.”


    “So,” she said, aiming at a cheerful tone and nearly succeeding, “would you prefer a version of my parents’ marriage over scandalous nuptials?”


    His face didn’t change as he thought about it. He still looked as distant and handsome and too-much-for-her as ever.


    “No,” he said, only after she realized that she was holding her breath. Then: “You’re baring all my secrets. What are you afraid of?”


    “Many things.”


    “What sort?”


    “Oh, that I will never marry. Or that I will marry a man who doesn’t make me happy because he loves someone else, or loves no one at all.”


    “I think,” he said dryly, “that a man who marries you will not have room in his life for another woman.”


    “I’m a woman who has never commanded attention from men,” she said, rather uncertainly—because the night before she had commanded attention.


    “Once your husband looks at you across a pillow, he will never look at another woman.” He said it so flatly, so definitively, that even she couldn’t question it.


    She turned her head away and looked down at the cobblestones at their feet. The sun was out and had burned away the fog.


    With a deft twist of his wrist he laced his fingers through hers. They walked all the way to the end of the street like that, without another word, and turned into Grosvenor Road.


    “Your mother and father have not awakened,” Cyrus said, glancing at her house. It was quiet and still, all curtains drawn. Scandalously, he put his arms around her, on the walkway before her own doorway. “You’ve ruined my plan.”


    She could feel respect, and possession, desire and even love, in the way he held her. Or the start of love. Or something like love.


    “You look suddenly anxious,” he said, dropping a kiss on her lips.


    “Don’t assume that I will marry you simply because you took me for a ride in the woods,” she told him. “I am no longer desperate.”


    “I know that.”


    “Rathbone will likely ask me to marry him,” she added, feeling defensive. “He likes poetry, you know. And he likes me a great deal.”


    “As do I. But I am wooing you as well. I will do it right this time, Lucy.”


    She sighed. “You don’t have a plan, do you?”


    Caution flashed through his eyes. “Yes.”


    “No plans,” she said firmly.


    “No?”


    “If you want to win me, you’ll have to do exactly as you feel without relying on a plan. Some things cannot be planned.”


    He was still for a moment, and then his arms tightened around her and he bent his head. His mouth was hot and sweet, and within a minute she found herself clinging to him.


    “What if we do whatever you want instead,” he whispered against her lips.


    “Cyrus,” she said, fighting to clear her mind, “someone might see us here. You are kissing me on my parents’ doorstep. And it’s morning. If someone saw us, he would come to the worst of conclusions.”


    His only response was to kiss her again, slow and sensuous, until she found herself on her toes, pressed against him as hard as she could.


    “I am not very impulsive,” he said a moment later, raising his head again.


    “Oh,” Lucy gasped. She looked down Grosvenor Road again. Thanks be, it was still dreamy and silent. “Let go of me, Cyrus. You must leave.”


    He stood over her, dark and brooding and beautiful. And the look in his eyes ... she never imagined any man would look at her like that.


    Not true. She had seen that look in a pirate’s eyes, but only in a dream.


    “Go,” she whispered. “You’ll cause a scandal.”


    A thoughtful look came into his eyes.


    “Scandal,” she repeated. “The one thing you’re most afraid of, remember?” She gave him a little push. “Off. Go. Goodbye.”


    “When will I see you again?”


    “Perhaps we—we could go riding again tomorrow morning,” she said, almost babbling because his voice was husky and it made her feel feverish, like a woman who was about to lose her head and push a man into the shrubbery.


    He shook his head. “You said I couldn’t follow my plan.”


    “So?”


    “That was my plan. I meant to go riding with you every morning until you succumbed to my charms.”


    She snorted. “You don’t ride well enough for that.”


    “Do I kiss well enough for that?”


    Lucy couldn’t not smile. “Perhaps.”


    He stepped back and swept a magnificent bow. “Miss Towerton, it has been a pleasure to escort you to Hyde Park.”


    She curtsied. “Good morning, Mr. Ravensthorpe.”


    By the time the butler answered the door, he was just a broad-shouldered man, walking briskly away, in the distance.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    
      
    


    The Duke of Pole paid Lucy a formal visit later that afternoon, bringing a handful of hothouse roses. Lord Rathbone called too, and brought a charming posy made up of violets. Cyrus did not reappear, although several fortune hunters, of various heights, did.


    When visiting hours were over, Lucy bottled all the irritation she felt and said, “Mother, I will never marry the Duke of Pole. He’s a horrid little man, like a bluebottle fly. I’d like to swat him.”


    Her mother blustered, but gave in surprisingly quickly.


    Within the hour Lady Towerton was planning Lucy’s wedding to Lord Rathbone, contingent on a future proposal, of course.


    It began raining again that evening, a much lighter rain this time, the kind that mists one’s hair and dampens the garden path, but never resolves into drops with the weight to fall properly.


    Lucy had her bath and saw her maid off to sleep, and then bundled herself into a robe and set out through the garden. She had been five years old when she first wandered out into the night, after the household was asleep, chasing fireflies and desperately lonely for her sister. Over the years, she’d grown to love the hushed nighttime garden.


    Tonight she followed a path she knew by heart, and could navigate even on the darkest of nights: through the garden to the low wall that separated the formal garden from the kitchen garden.


    The gardener had built her a little seat atop the wall, where the night air was sweet with flowers on the one side and mint on the other. Neither smelled as good as Cyrus. She was sitting with her knees pulled up, thinking of him, when that very aroma came to her: clean man, lemon soap, a whiff of horse.


    “What in God’s name are you doing here?” she said, turning her head just as a hand brushed her shoulder.


    “I went to a musicale and you weren’t there. So I left and went to Lady Purdrow’s ball, but you weren’t there either.”


    He wrapped his arms around her from behind and pulled her against his chest.


    A silly smile curved her mouth. “Did you give your cousin the pleasure of seeing you in purple?” she asked, allowing herself to relax into the circle of his arms.


    He shrugged, and her cheek slid against cloth so smooth that it must have been woven on French looms. “I have allowed my cousin to rule my life for far too long. Next time I see him I’m going to knock him into the next county,” he added, with a note of distinct anticipation in his voice.


    Lucy thought about that and mentally shrugged. Pole was loathsome, and deserved every knock he got. “What are you doing in my garden, Cyrus?”


    “Not following a plan. As you commanded.”


    She couldn’t help but laugh at that. “And what would your plan have you doing, other than riding with me tomorrow morning?”


    “Formal visit,” he said, pressing a kiss against her temple. “I would allow your mother to glare at me for a few more weeks. I would dance with you, ride with you, send you flowers, write you a poem. Well, perhaps not write you a poem, but I could tell you one.”


    “You know poetry?”


    “Of course.” He sounded insulted. “I studied poetry, if under duress. And just because I think Byron is an ass doesn’t mean that I don’t remember poems by other people.”


    “By heart? Would you recite me a poem now?”


    “No.” His voice was liquid temptation. “I quote poetry only in bed.”


    Jealousy flashed through her heart like harsh lightning. “I don’t want to hear any verse that you’ve quoted to another woman.”


    “I have never quoted any. When I begin, it will be in our bed.” His arms tightened, and then one hand stroked slowly down her arm. “You will be the first.”


    Lucy swallowed. “So ... you do remember what a scandal is, do you not? Because that is exactly what will ensue if anyone sees you here.”


    “I want to be here,” he said, nuzzling her hair. “I had to see you tonight.”


    His voice made her feel hot and liquid, as if her body was simmering with light and warmth. “How could you possibly have known that I would be in the garden?”


    “I didn’t. Fate did the rest.” His arms tightened around her again. “Give me a kiss, Lucy.”


    She shook her head, ignoring the stab of sensual pleasure she felt at his command. “Fate? That’s rot.”


    “You did tell me that your bedroom opened onto the garden. It was practically an invitation.”


    Lucy stiffened. “You were planning to come to my bedroom?”


    “I still am.”


    “No, you’re not.”


    In reply, he gently pushed her chin back, so her head tilted and she could see his face. “I want you, Lucy.”


    “Then ask me to marry you,” she said, bold as brass, leaning back on his arm so that she could see him clearly.


    There was a tenderness in his eyes that she never thought to see, tenderness together with deep possessiveness. “Will you marry me?” he asked, and all teasing fled his voice.


    “I haven’t decided,” she replied, frowning a bit to make it clear that he wasn’t the lord of all he surveyed. Not yet anyway. The night shadows made him look even more elegant, like a prince from some foreign land, all cheekbones and dark eyes.


    “That’s because you are not able to trust me,” he stated. “When we first met, my every action was driven by fear of scandal. Everything. Every item on the plan, including the way I responded to my cousin.”


    “All right,” she said cautiously.


    “So why should you believe that I love you?”


    She made a startled little sound. “You ...”


    “I do love you. I chose you on first sight, you know. I thought my decision was for all the right reasons. Still, the fact is that I took one look at you and knew that I had to have you.”


    “Why?” she whispered. “If not for my birth, I mean.”


    “You were seated by the side of the room,” he said, dropping a kiss on her nose and then on her lips. “You were poised as if for flight, and yet you held your head high. You looked as if life would never beat you down. And you looked as if you were waiting.”


    “Waiting?”


    “For me,” he concluded, with a wicked grin.


    “I’ve never heard of anything more arrogant,” she said, but without much heat. She had indeed been waiting.


    “Arrogant and pompous,” he conceded. “I know. I started out all the wrong way, and now I must prove that I truly want to marry you.”


    He could pretend that he didn’t have a plan, but obviously lists were integral to his way of thinking. Why should she believe that he loved her?


    Because the naked longing in his eyes wasn’t the sort of thing that could be faked. Still ... he had acted like an ass.


    She smiled, feeling a thrill of delicious power, and said, “Just how are you going to prove that?”


    His mouth landed on hers at the same moment that he pulled her smoothly up and around. Then he sat placing her in his lap and kissed her like a pirate: dangerous and irresistible.


    “Not good enough,” she said, when she could manage it. Her voice came out low and husky.


    “I know,” he said, his eyes holding hers. “I know what I have to do.”


    “What?”


    “I’m taking you to Gretna Green.”


    Lucy’s mouth fell open. “No, you are not!”


    “I am.” He looked happy, the fool that he was. “It’s the only way to show you that I care more about you than I do about any of the rest of it ... the title, any of it.”


    “Title?” She shook her head. “Tell me later. I am not going to Gretna Green.”


    He brushed a kiss across her lips and she shivered. But still she said it, fierce and low, because it had to be said. “I’m not going to Scotland, and you cannot force me, Cyrus.”


    His body went suddenly rigid. “Because ... you don’t want to go.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Ah.” The tone of his voice changed absolutely, turned cool and lifeless. “I misunderstood. I apologize.”


    Then, for the first time, she reached up and pulled his head down to hers. He came stiffly. She put her mouth against the elegant curve of his lips and breathed in the smell of him. It made her hungry. And happy.


    “I refuse to travel to Gretna Green,” she whispered. Then she licked his closed mouth.


    “Why not?” His voice was back to normal, if a bit hoarse.


    “Because you didn’t ask me; you simply commanded it.”


    “Please, will you accompany me to Gretna Green?” he asked without hesitation.


    “No.” It was going to be hard to refuse him whatever he asked, she realized, storing the information away for another day. Yet she had to thwart him regularly, for his own good. “You don’t need to cause a storm of gossip in order to marry me,” she said, running a hand through his silky hair. “The only scandal we need is one that convinces my parents—and that only because my mother will never give up her dream of a title without being terrified by the prospect of disgrace. We needn’t tell the whole world that we want to marry, let alone do it in such a reckless fashion.”


    “We must create a scandal for the benefit of your parents,” he said slowly. “And I must beg you to join me, rather than command you.”


    Cyrus learned quickly. She schooled her face to seriousness. “Precisely.”


    He stood up and placed her on the seat. Then, his eyes holding hers, he slid onto his knees.


    Lucy’s heart stuttered.


    “I love you, Lucy Grace Jane Towerton,” he solemnly stated. “You are a passionate, daydreaming mathematician, sister to Beata, and the only woman I shall ever love.”


    Tears prickled her eyes.


    “I think,” he said, his eyes endearingly anxious, “that the more important question is whether you love me. Because I’m a pompous ass and a fool, and I didn’t understand what a treasure I had when I found you the first time.”


    Her arms curved around his neck and she let all the yearning and love that she felt fill her eyes.


    “Oh,” he said. “You—”


    “Yes. I do. I will.” She leaned forward and pressed her mouth onto his, begging for entry with her tongue.


    With a low growl he opened his mouth and let her in. A hungry ache spread slowly, sweetly, through her body and settled between her legs.


    She kissed him, delicately tasting him, their tongues dancing, until some sort of leash slipped in him and suddenly he was ravaging her, hands on either side of her cheeks, holding her tight so that he could kiss her as if he were a starving man.


    Somehow they were back on the seat again, and then, with one sharp pull, Cyrus untied her robe and it fell open to the cool night air. Lucy gasped with a combination of shock and pleasure. His hand moved unerringly to her breast.


    One rough caress and she arched against him with a whimper, her heart hammering in her chest.


    “Your bedroom,” Cyrus said, his voice aching with the same hunger she felt. His lips slid along her throat and she let her head fall back. He ran a hand through her hair and then nipped the curve of her jaw with his teeth.


    “You’re mad,” she muttered.


    But he was licking her now, stroking her throat, and the hand at her breast was rubbing her nipple so that she squirmed, sensual heat making her feel an ache in her most vulnerable part.


    “I agree,” he said, his voice terse. “This is unplanned, in case you’re wondering.” Then he picked her up in his arms and walked toward the house, toward the open door that led directly to her bedroom.


    “We’re really going to do this?” she whispered.


    “Will anything other than the threat of scandal persuade your mother that I am a worthy candidate for your hand, now that you’re worth a fortune?”


    She shook her head, her eyes fixed on his.


    “Then the answer is yes.” A smile eased the firm line of his lips and he held her even more tightly to his chest. “I couldn’t stop now, Lucy. I feel like Ulysses, come home to find Lucy—his Lucy—waiting for him.”


    His voice burned with desire and that other thing. Love.


    Lucy buried her face in his chest and let herself be carried over the threshold into her childhood room.


    “I don’t suppose you’ve made love before?” he asked, too casually, as he placed her on the bed. A very narrow bed, she thought for the first time.


    She shook her head, registered the flare of pure joy in his eyes. “I suppose that you have?”


    “Yes.”


    Her body seemed to be burning with an uncomfortable prickling heat. He stood next to the bed and silently stripped off his coat, then his waistcoat and shirt. His chest was broad and muscled.


    Lucy’s fingers trembled to touch him, but before she reached out, he was bending over, pulling off boots and tossing them to the side. Then his hands were at his waist ... And then he was naked.


    He stood there and let her look at him. He was gorgeous, perfect, and yet there was just a trace of uncertainty in his eyes. It gave her courage; she rose up on her knees and pulled her nightgown over her head.


    His gaze swallowed her. It was ravenous, dark, possessive. Lucy smiled from under her lashes, then put her hands on her hips. “Well,” she purred, “do you like what you see?”


    Cyrus took a deep breath. Lucy was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Her breasts were ripe and beautiful, heavy for such a slender body. And between her legs...


    The sound that broke from his lips was deep and hungry. “Are you sure?” he asked, because it had to be said. “We can wait until we’re married.”


    She smiled, a ravishing curve of rosy lips. “You did say that you wanted to put off consummation of your marriage for at least a few months. Perhaps a year?”


    “I was a fool,” he said, the noise rasping from his throat.


    But she gave him a severe, straightforward look that snapped him to attention. “We may have a child who is born less than nine months from our wedding.”


    He shook his head. “I have a special license. I’ll marry you tomorrow.” He felt as if the words were torn from his chest. His entire body was roaring with desire. But he had to go slowly, do this right. She was a virgin. She was his virgin. She was his future wife.


    She was—she was everything to him.


    “But I wouldn’t care if the world knew how much I loved you,” he said, the words leaping from some place deep in his heart. “I wouldn’t even care because I—I want you more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life.”


    She reached out and caught his shoulders, pulling him toward her. “In that case ...”


    He lowered himself onto her, marveling at how a woman could be so delicate and curvaceous at the same time. At the touch of his body she instinctively bent her knees, cradling him.


    “That’s it,” he whispered into her mouth. He rocked against her as he ravished her mouth, thrusting his tongue into her softness. “I’m going to come inside you like this, Lucy,” he said hoarsely. “Hard and fast.”


    She made an inarticulate sound, and he slid a hand down to her breast. He couldn’t take her fast, for all he said so. It would hurt. She would be hurt.


    So he disciplined his body, reminded himself they had all night, and slid down to her breasts. He had to discover what made her writhe under him, what made little cries break from her lips.


    The answer was everything. Wherever he caressed, licked, suckled, she responded. She was a twisting, hot flame in his hands, gasping, touching him, always in motion.


    Finally she found her way between his legs. When he felt her touch, he groaned. “Lucy!”


    “I like it,” she said, and the hunger on her face drove him up another notch until he wasn’t certain he could make this a slow and tender occasion that a deflowering ought to be.


    He ran a hand over her flat stomach, around the curve of her hips, dipped into the tiny patch of blond hair between her legs. She was wet and open. At his touch, she gave a little shriek, and her hand tightened on his erection, so much that he had to fight to keep control.


    He stroked her once, twice, lowered his head to her breast, stroked her once more and then eased a finger inside—and she broke. She came with a cry, her hands flying around his neck, her body pulsing around his finger.


    Lucy clung to Cyrus as ripple after delicious ripple turned her body to fire. When they finally eased, she fell back limp, feeling a sudden prickling of sweat over her whole body.


    And Cyrus smiled at her. For once she didn’t even care that he was feeling like the king of the forest. He deserved it. “I’ve never felt like that,” she said, unsure if she’d move her legs again.


    That wicked grin of his widened, and his fingers moved again. And just like that, her legs fell apart in an unspoken invitation. She tried to tug him on top of her, but he was far too heavy for her to budge.


    He shook his head. “This time is about you,” he said. “Slow. It has to be slow.”


    She groaned. “Oh God, you’ve made a plan, haven’t you!”


    “I’m going to tell you that poem first,” he said, laughter shaping his voice. Then he stroked her again. “You’re so plump and juicy,” he whispered.


    “That’s no poem,” she managed.


    But he wasn’t listening; he suddenly shifted, sliding down her body until his dark head appeared between her legs. One lick tore the plan from her mind. Another and she began pleading with him, her hands knotted in his hair.


    “You must,” she dimly heard herself crying. “You must,” but he wouldn’t ... and then she was wrenched apart by a series of convulsions that shook her like a leaf in the wind.


    And then, when she was still in the grip of fire, he reared over her and muttered something. She tipped her hips upward, begging silently, and he thrust.


    He felt huge, like a deep fever that burned in her blood. “Does it hurt?” he asked between clenched teeth.


    “Not at all,” she managed, dazed.


    “I can’t stop,” he said, the words torn from his throat.


    She pulled him toward her and he drove into her again, and again. “I love you,” he gasped, but she wasn’t listening. Her body was spiraling, every part of her concentrating, waiting ... waiting.


    He pulled back and then thrust so hard that the bed banged against the wall. She dimly heard a groan from Cyrus—no, too triumphant for a groan—more like a roar, but she was flying, lost in a storm of heat and joy so acute that she had lost all strength in her limbs by the time it finally passed.


    Minutes or hours later she realized that Cyrus was lying on top of her, his whole huge body pinning her down.


    “Hello,” she whispered, turning her lips to a sweat-dampened neck. “You’re heavy.”


    He rolled off with a groan and then walked over to the pitcher of water sitting beside a basin. He washed her and she let him perform that most intimate of services, almost too relaxed to move. She simply lay and watched as he washed himself and then stretched out beside her on the bed.


    She rolled onto one side, propped herself up on an elbow and looked at him.


    “I love you,” she said, pressing a kiss against his chest. It gave her a twinge in the heart, a little ache, just to see his eyes. He looked sleepy ... happy. Very happy. And he was smiling in the way she had been so certain he would never smile.


    “Damn, that was good.”


    Her smile widened.


    “It didn’t hurt you at all, did it?”


    She shook her head. “Not very ladylike,” she said, remembering the way she clung to him, craving and begging.


    The look on his face made up for any twinge of humiliation.


    “You were perfect,” he said, satisfaction ripe in his voice.


    “You were not able to follow your plan. You lost control.” She ran a finger over his nipple and then flashed a look at him. “I loved that.”


    He had his arms behind his head. “I shall do it again if you keep doing that.”


    She let her fingers wander down a washboard flat stomach.


    “I meant to recite a poem,” he said, his voice taking on a deep undertone.


    “It’s not too late. Tell me now,” she commanded, wrapping her fingers around him.


    “ ‘Some think an army of horsemen, some think an army on foot ...’ ” he began.


    She laughed softly. “You’re reciting poetry about war?” She experimented with moving her hand. The experiment was evidently successful, because Cyrus responded with a gasp, his hips thrusting slightly.


    “That’s the only poem I know. It goes like this: ‘Some think a fleet of ships in the dark of night is the loveliest sight.’ ”


    “Wait,” she said teasingly. She had inched down his body. She had her hand curled hard around his erection, and she bent over to examine it more closely. “Who wrote that poem? I’d like you to start over.”


    His breath caught again. “A Greek poet named Sappho.” He started over, his voice hoarse, catching on a word now and then. “ ‘Some think an army of horsemen, some think an army on foot, some think a fleet of ships in the dark of night is the loveliest sight.’ ” Lucy bent yet closer, and licked. His body lifted clean off the bed, a groan breaking from his chest.


    She raised her head. “Next line?”


    “ ‘But I think the loveliest sight on this dark earth is whatever one most desires.’ ” Then, with one swift motion, he flipped her on her back, nudged her legs apart, and thrust inside.


    “In case there is any question in your mind,” he said, cupping her face with his hands. “What I want, what I most desire, the loveliest sight on this dark earth, is you.”


    A sob rose in her chest, but it didn’t spill over then, not for long minutes. Not until they had stilled, and his heavy weight came to rest on her again.


    “When you were a child,” he asked, kissing away her tears, “did you ever suck the sweet center of a honeysuckle blossom?”


    She was still trembling, and she could not find words.


    “That’s what I want to do to you,” he said, his mouth drifting over hers in a gentle caress. “I want to find your sweetness and take it all for myself. I’m very possessive. In fact, my sisters hated me in the nursery.”


    She managed a shaky question: “Why?”


    “I would not let them play with any of my tin soldiers, even though I was too old to play with them myself. They were mine, you see. I wanted them all to myself.” The last few words came out evenly spaced, spoken from some fierce place in the gut that he didn’t even know was there. “You’re mine too. I won’t share you, not the way some gentlemen do. I’ll never look aside if you take a lover, Lucy. Never.”


    “No lover?” she whispered, her voice delicately sad.


    Cyrus registered the teasing in her melancholy, the honesty that was at the core of her person, but even so, his vision darkened. “Never,” he said between clenched teeth. “I’ll never share you.”


    She smiled up at him, tears gone. “Just how did you manage to convince the world that you are such a thoroughgoing gentleman?” she asked, the teasing evident now, ringing through her voice like bells in the rain. “I daresay that everyone I know would acknowledge you to be a consummate gentleman without thinking twice. And yet ...”


    “I am a gentleman,” he said, pulling her close again so he could put his cheek against her hair. “Except with you.”


    “So ... no lovers. For either of us.” The thread of joy in her voice calmed him as no words could have done.


    “Never.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    EPILOGUE


    
      
    


    “What did Papa do next?” the young—very young—lady demanded, twisting on her stool with excitement. “This is my favorite part!”


    “He forgot to behave like a gentleman,” her mother said, shooting a look of mock reproach at her husband, though she couldn’t help smiling. Even with his hair showing a touch of early frost at the temples, Cyrus looked more handsome every year.


    “Papa never forgets that,” Beata’s brother Samuel piped up. “ ’Cause he’s a duke, and that’s better than being a plain old gentleman.”


    “Nothing is better than being a gentleman,” Cyrus said, stooping down and swinging his five-year-old son onto his shoulder.


    “Except that one time when you weren’t,” Beata pointed out.


    “A gentleman—and a duke—may dispense with the rules of gentlemanly behavior only when?” Cyrus asked Samuel.


    “Only when a dastardly worm insults a lady!” Beata declared, cutting her brother off.


    “That’s when,” Samuel agreed, weaving his hands into his father’s hair. “Can we play horse, Papa?”


    “No,” his mother said, reaching up for him. “Come here, Sam-my-boy. You can see perfectly well that Nanny Grey is standing in the doorway. It’s not polite to keep her waiting.”


    On his feet, Samuel galloped over to his nanny, circled her with a great whinny, and took off up the stairs.


    “He’s so loud,” Beata said disapprovingly. “Now finish the story, Papa. You promised.”


    Cyrus grabbed his wife’s hand and pulled her down to his lap. “Well, there we were at a masque given in honor of our wedding; it was our very first appearance as a married couple.”


    Lucy leaned back against his shoulder and enjoyed the quiet pleasure of having Cyrus’s large body envelop her, his arm holding her tight.


    “And Mama was wearing ...” Beata prompted.


    Cyrus dropped a kiss on Lucy’s ear. “Your mother was as lovely as only she could be. It seems to me that she was wearing a gown of sapphire blue silk. She looked utterly delectable.”


    “I think sweets are delectable, not mothers,” Beata said with a little frown. “If I understand the word correctly.”


    “Your mother is not like other mothers,” Cyrus said. “She is always delectable.”


    Lucy tilted her head back so she could smile at him, and he dropped a hard kiss on her lips.


    “She wore the emeralds too,” Beata prompted. “The necklace and the earrings, the set you gave her for your wedding, and that I’m going to inherit someday.”


    “Not for a long time, you greedy child,” Lucy said. “I’m afraid that the Duke of Pole lost his composure—”


    “Because he’s a dastardly worm!” Beata squealed.


    “And said something quite unrepeatable,” Lucy continued. “And your father—who is ordinarily the most punctilious of men—hit him on the chin so hard that His Grace actually flew up in the air, hit the refreshment table, and brought it all smashing down with him.”


    “Cakes everywhere,” Cyrus said lazily, tracing patterns on Lucy’s neck with a finger. “The floor was covered with petit fours.”


    “It’s a good thing Samuel wasn’t there,” Beata said. “He would have crawled around and eaten them right off the floor. He’s so disgusting.” She said it with a shudder, of course.


    “Then the duke sat up—” Cyrus said, taking over the story.


    “There was plum pudding smeared in his hair,” Lucy put in.


    “Pole looked around in a rather dazed way—Have you noticed that I can’t seem to finish a sentence around the two of you?”


    Lucy wrinkled her nose at him. “You don’t really mind, do you?”


    “Yes,” he said, looking almost serious. “I lose all my dignity when I’m at home. People never interrupt me when I’m at Lords, I’ll have you know.”


    “Your dignity was never all that you thought it was.” This time Lucy kissed him, caught in a wave of tenderness and love ... and something else too.


    He saw instantly and his eyes brightened. One hand slipped under her bottom where Beata couldn’t see. “A quick nap before we leave for the ball?” he whispered in her ear.


    “Mama! And then the king said ...” Beata prompted.


    “He wasn’t the king yet; he was only regent in those days,” Lucy said, pulling herself together. “He said: ‘Damme, but we’ve all been waiting for you to do that.’ ” Cyrus was caressing her bottom in a way that was positively sinful. She leapt from his lap when his fingers threatened to wander farther afield.


    “Then the king kicked the bad duke; don’t forget that part, Papa!”


    “Let’s not exaggerate, Beata. It was more like a nudge with the royal toe,” Lucy said, shaking out her skirts.


    “And that’s when the king gave Papa a dukedom all of his own,” Beata said, with a sigh of utmost satisfaction.


    “Actually, it wasn’t until a year later,” Cyrus murmured. He had risen. “Time to go back to Nanny Grey, young lady. It’s nearly your bedtime.”


    Beata hopped to her feet. “I love that story,” she said, with the bloodthirsty joy of a child. “Because then the dastardly worm went off to America, and fell in a pond, and drowned. Just like the end of a fairy tale.”


    “It was four years later, and the duke had drunk altogether too much brandy,” Cyrus corrected. “So his end had nothing to do with the plum tarts or the emeralds.”


    “It was because he was a worm,” Beata said, dancing to the open door. “I hope the ball is lovely, Mama.”


    She looked over her shoulder, but her mother and father were entwined in an embrace so tight that they didn’t hear her.


    It was a bit annoying, but then it also made her feel happy in the bottom of her stomach. She trotted up the stairs, planning what kind of man she would marry someday.


    Someone who looked like a pirate, she thought.


    Although ... maybe a man who looked like Papa. Papa was handsome and severe and proper and not at all like a pirate.


    But there was something very nice about him, all the same.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    A NOTE FROM ELOISA


    
      
    


    Are you curious about what happens to Olivia and her cheerful, but rather less than intelligent, fiancé, Rupert? Olivia’s story is called The Duke Is Mine, and it publishes on December 27, 2011. Olivia is one of my bawdiest—and yet sweetest—heroines ever. If you’d like to hear an account of the Summers ball that opens this novella, but from Olivia’s point-of-view, do check out the three-chapter excerpt that follows this letter!


    The Duke Is Mine is part of a series of rewritten fairy stories: Duke is a rewriting of The Princess and the Pea, A Kiss at Midnight rewrites Cinderella, and When Beauty Tamed the Beast has an obvious ancestor. I’ve had a great time shaping these ancient fables around a whole new set of characters. Another challenge was to make the novels rigorously historical—set in the Regency period—and still imbued with a touch of pop culture fun that suits the feeling of “Once upon a time.”


    The hero of When Beauty Tamed the Beast, for example, was inspired by the Fox TV show House (though a real-life doctor from the 1800s has to take most of the credit for my ducal hero’s brilliant diagnoses). But, in fact, I think that the young doctors named Kibbles and Bitts ended up even more popular, judging from reader mail!


    The Duke Is Mine also has some pop culture touches: I would guess that the young half-French aristocrat named Sir Justin Fiebvre, with his charming manner and beautiful singing voice, will give you a laugh. The full name of Olivia’s fiancé—whom you met in Winning the Wallflower—is Rupert Forrest G. Blakemore ... and the G stands for Gump. I hope you read the excerpt from Olivia’s story and fall in love with her as much as I do, and that you find yourself cheering for Rupert, and sighing over the duke with whom Olivia falls in love.


    I just want to add that if the shorter novella form is to your taste, you might enjoy Storming the Castle, also on sale for 99¢. The tale is connected to A Kiss at Midnight (the hero of Storming is brother to the hero of Kiss), but you needn’t have read the novel to enjoy the novella. I’ve added an excerpt from Storming the Castle as well, following the three chapters from The Duke Is Mine.


    In closing, I just want to say that I hope you adored Lucy and Cyrus. They were rather pigheaded, and gave me a great deal more trouble than one would expect from characters who occupy such a short number of pages ... and yet I ended up very fond of them indeed. I would love to know what you think of the story. Do email me, at Eloisa@eloisajames.com, or if you’re on Facebook, stop by my fan page and say hello!


    
      With a big hug,

    


    
      Eloisa

    

  


  


  
    


    


    Turn the page for a peek at more stunning Eloisa James romances.
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    PROLOGUE


    
      
    


    Once upon a time, not so very long ago . . .


    
      
    


    This story begins with a carriage that was never a pumpkin, though it fled at midnight; a godmother who lost track of her charge, though she had no magic wand; and several so-called rats who secretly would have enjoyed wearing livery.


    And, of course, there’s a girl too, though she didn’t know how to dance, nor did she want to marry a prince.


    But it really begins with the rats.


    They were out of control; everybody said so. Mrs. Swallow, the housekeeper, fretted about it regularly. “I can’t abide the way those little varmints chew up a pair of shoes when a body’s not looking,” she told the butler, a comfortable soul by the name of Mr. Cherryderry.


    “I know just what you’re saying,” he told her with an edge in his voice that she didn’t hear often. “I can’t abide them. Those sharp noses, and the yapping at night, and—”


    “The way they eat!” Mrs. Swallow broke in. “From the table, from the very plates!”


    “It is from the plates,” Cherryderry told her. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes, Mrs. Swallow, that I have! By the hand of Mrs. Daltry herself!”


    Mrs. Swallow’s little shriek might have been heard all the way in the drawing room ... except the rats were making such a racket that no one in that chamber could hear anything.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER ONE


    
      
    


    Yarrow House


    The residence of Mrs. Mariana Daltry; her daughter,


    Victoria; and Miss Katherine Daltry


    
      
    


    Miss Katherine Daltry, known to almost all as Kate, got down from her horse seething with rage.


    It should be said that the condition wasn’t unfamiliar to her. Before her father died seven years earlier, she found herself sometimes irritated with her new stepmother. But it wasn’t until he was gone, and the new Mrs. Daltry—who had held that title for a matter of mere months—started ruling the roost, that Kate really learned the meaning of anger.


    Anger was watching tenants on the estate be forced to pay double the rent or leave cottages where they’d lived their whole lives. Anger was watching the crops wilt and the hedges overgrow because her stepmother begrudged the money needed to maintain the estate. Anger was watching her father’s money be poured into new gowns and bonnets and frilly things ... so numerous that her stepmother and stepsister couldn’t find days enough in the year to wear them all.


    It was the pitying glances she had from acquaintances who never met her at dinner anymore. It was being relegated to a chamber in the attic, with faded furnishings that advertised her relative worth in the household. It was the self-loathing of someone who can’t quite bring herself to leave home and have done with it. It was fueled by humiliation, and despair, and the absolute certainty that her father must be turning in his grave.


    She stomped up the front steps girding her loins for battle, as her father himself would have said. “Hello, Cherryderry,” she said, as their dear old butler opened the door. “Are you playing footman now?”


    “Herself sent the footmen off to London to fetch a doctor,” Cherryderry said. “To be exact, two doctors.”


    “Having a spell, is she?” Kate pulled her gloves off carefully, since the leather was separating from its lining around the wrist. Time was when she might have actually wondered if her stepmother (known to the household as Herself) was malingering, but no longer. Not after years of false alarms and voices screaming in the middle of the night about attacks ... which generally turned out to be indigestion.


    Though as Cherryderry had once commented, one can only hope.


    “Not Herself, this time. It’s Miss Victoria’s face, I gather.”


    “The bite?”


    He nodded. “Dragging the lip down, so her maid told us this morning. There’s a swelling there as well.”


    Sour as she felt, Kate felt a pulse of sympathy. Poor Victoria didn’t have much going for her outside of her pretty face and prettier frocks; it would break her stepsister’s heart if she were permanently disfigured.


    “I have to talk to Herself about the vicar’s wife,” she said, handing her pelisse to Cherryderry. “Or rather, the former vicar’s wife. After his death, I moved the family to the far cottage.”


    “Bad business,” the butler said. “Especially in a vicar. Seems that a vicar shouldn’t take his own life.”


    “He left her with four children,” Kate said.


    “Mind you, it’s not easy for a man to get over the loss of a limb.”


    “Well, now his children have to get over the loss of him,” she said unsympathetically. “Not to mention that my stepmother sent an eviction notice to his widow yesterday.”


    Cherryderry frowned. “Herself says you’re to dine with them tonight.”


    Kate stopped on her way up the stairs. “She said what?”


    “You’re to dine with them tonight. And Lord Dimsdale is coming.”


    “You must be joking.”


    But the butler was shaking his head. “She said that. What’s more, she’s decided that Miss Victoria’s rats have to go, but for some reason she banished them to your chamber.”


    Kate closed her eyes for a moment. A day that had started out badly was only getting worse. She disliked her stepsister’s pack of little dogs, affectionately, or not so affectionately, known to all as the rats. She also disliked Algernon Bennett, Lord Dimsdale, her stepsister’s betrothed. He smiled too easily. And she loathed even more the idea of sitting down to dinner en famille.


    She generally managed to forget that she had once been mistress of the household. After all, her mother had been bedridden for years before she died, and sickly most of Kate’s life. Kate had grown up sitting opposite her father at the dining room table, going over the menus with Mrs. Swallow, the housekeeper ... She had expected to debut, and marry, and raise children of her own in this very house.


    But that was before her father died, and she turned into a maid-of-all-work, living in the garret.


    And now she was to come to dinner, in a gown that was out-of-date, and endure the smirking pleasantries of Lord Dimsdale? Why?


    She ran up the stairs with a sickening foreboding in her stomach. Kate’s stepmother was seated at her dressing table, examining her complexion. The afternoon light fell over her shoulder, lighting her hair. It had a glare to it, that hair, a fierce yellow tint as if the strands were made of minerals. She was wearing a morning dress with a pleated bodice of lilac net, caught under the breasts with a trailing ribbon. It was lovely ... for a debutante.


    But Mariana could not abide the fact that she was no longer in her thirties. In fact, she had never really accepted the loss of her twenties. And so she dressed herself to create an approximation of Mariana-at-Twenty. One thing you had to say for Kate’s stepmother: She had a reckless bravery, a kind of fierce disregard for the conventions governing women’s aging.


    But of course if Mariana’s costumes were the outward expression of her ambition, they were also the refuge of the failed. For no woman yet has appeared twenty in her forties, and a deliciously sensual gown cannot restore youth.


    “I gather you finished your peregrinations amongst your friends and bothered to come home,” Mariana said acidly.


    Kate took one look around her stepmother’s boudoir and decided to remove a heap of clothes from what she was almost certain was a stool. The room was mounded with piles of light cottons and spangled silks; they were thrown in heaps over the chairs. Or at least where one presumed chairs to be. The room resembled a pastel snowscape, with soft mountains of fabric here and there.


    “What are you doing?” her stepmother demanded as Kate hoisted the gowns in her arms.


    “Sitting down,” Kate said, dropping the clothing on the floor.


    Her stepmother bounded up with a screech. “Don’t treat my gowns like that, you stupid girl! The top few were delivered only a day or two ago, and they’re magnificent. I’ll have you ironing them all night if there’s the least wrinkle, even the least.”


    “I don’t iron,” Kate said flatly. “Remember? I put a scorch mark on a white gown three years ago.”


    “Ah, the Persian belladine!” her stepmother cried, clasping her hands together like a girlish Lady Macbeth. “I keep it ... there.” She pointed a long finger to a corner where a towering mound of cloth went halfway to the ceiling. “I shall have it altered one of these days.” She sat back down.


    Kate carefully pushed the stack of gowns a little farther away from her foot. “I must speak to you about the Crabtrees.”


    “God, I hope you managed to shovel the woman out the door,” Mariana said, lighting a cigarillo. “You know the bloody solicitor is coming next week to assess my management of the estate. If he sees that scrap heap of a cottage, he’ll make no end of fuss. Last quarter he prosed on and on till I thought I’d die of boredom.”


    “It’s your responsibility to keep the cottages in good repair,” Kate said, getting up to open a window.


    Mariana waved her cigarillo disdainfully. “Nonsense. Those people live on my land for practically nothing. The least they can do is keep their own houses in good nick. That Crabtree woman is living in a pigsty. I happened by the other day and I was positively horrified.”


    Kate sat back down and let her eyes wander around the room. The pigsty of a room. But after a moment she realized that Mariana hadn’t noticed her silent insult, since she had opened a little jar and was painting her lips a dark shade of copper.


    “Since her husband died,” Kate said, “Mrs. Crabtree is both exhausted and afraid. The house is not a pigsty; it is simply disorganized. You can’t evict her. She has nowhere to go.”


    “Nonsense,” Mariana said, leaning closer to the glass to examine her lips. “I’m sure she has a bolt-hole all planned. Another man, most like. It’s been over a year since Crabtree topped himself; she’ll have a new one lined up by now. You’ll see.”


    Talking to her stepmother, to Kate’s mind, was like peeing in a coal-black outhouse. You had no idea what might come up, but you knew you wouldn’t like it.


    “That is cruel,” she said, trying to pitch her words so that she sounded like the voice of authority.


    “They have to go,” Mariana stated. “I can’t abide sluggards. I made a special trip over to the vicarage, you know, the morning after her husband jumped from the bridge. Bringing my condolences.”


    Mariana preferred to avoid all the people working on the estate or in the village, except on the rare occasions when she developed a sudden taste for playing the lady of the manor. Then she would put on an ensemble extravagantly calculated to offend country folk, descend from her carriage, and decipher in her tenants’ startled expressions their shiftless and foolish natures. Finally she would instruct Kate to jettison them from their homes.


    Luckily she generally forgot about the demand after a week or so.


    “That woman, Crabtree, was lying on the settee crying. Children all over the room, a disgusting number of children, and there she was, shoulders shaking like a bad actress. Crying. Maybe she should join a traveling theater,” Mariana said. “She’s not unattractive.”


    “She—”


    Mariana interrupted. “I can’t abide idlers. Do you think I lay about and wept after my first husband, the colonel, died? Did you see me shed a tear when your father died, though we had enjoyed but a few months of matrimonial bliss?”


    Kate had seen no tears, but Mariana needed no confirmation from her. “Although Mrs. Crabtree may not have your fortitude, she has four small children and we have some responsibility to them—”


    “I’m bored with the subject and besides, I need to speak to you about something important. Tonight Lord Dimsdale is coming to dinner and you shall join us.” Mariana blew out a puff of smoke. It looked like fog escaping from a small copper pipe.


    “So Cherryderry said. Why?” She and her stepmother had long ago dispensed with pleasantries. They loathed each other, and Kate couldn’t imagine why her presence was required at the table.


    “You’re going to be meeting Dimsdale’s relatives in a few days.” Mariana took another pull on her cigarillo. “Thank God, you’re slimmer than Victoria. We can have her gowns taken in quite easily. It would be harder to go the other way.”


    “What are you talking about? I can’t imagine that Lord Dimsdale has the faintest interest in eating a meal with me, nor in introducing me to his relatives, and the feeling is mutual.”


    Before Mariana could clarify her demand, the door was flung open. “The cream isn’t working,” Victoria wailed, hurtling toward her mother. She didn’t even see Kate, just fell to her knees and buried her face in her mother’s lap.


    Instantly Mariana put down her cigarillo and wrapped her arms around her daughter’s shoulders. “Hush, babykins,” she crooned. “Of course the cream will work. We just need to give it a little time. I promise you, Mother promises you, that it will work. Your face will be as beautiful as ever. And just in case, I sent off to London for two of the very best doctors.”


    Kate was beginning to feel a faint interest in the matter. “What kind of cream are you using?”


    Mariana threw her an unfriendly glance. “Nothing you would have heard of. It’s made from crushed pearls, among other things. It works like a charm on all sorts of facial imperfections. I use it myself, daily.”


    “Just look at my lip, Kate!” Victoria said, popping her head back up. “I’m ruined for life.” Her eyes glistened with tears.


    Her lower lip did look rather alarming. There was an odd violet-colored puffiness around the site that suggested infection, and her mouth had a slight, but distinct, list to the side.


    Kate got to her feet and came over for a closer look. “Has Dr. Busby seen it yet?”


    “He came yesterday, but he’s an old fool,” Mariana said. “He couldn’t be expected to understand how important this is. He hadn’t a single helpful potion or cream to offer. Nothing!”


    Kate turned Victoria’s head to the side so that the light fell on it. “I think the bite is infected,” she said. “Are you sure this cream is hygienic?”


    “Are you questioning my judgment?” Mariana shouted, standing up.


    “Absolutely,” Kate retorted. “If Victoria ends up with a deformed mouth because you sloshed on some quack remedy you were swindled into buying in London, I want it clear that it’s your fault.”


    “You insolent toad!” Mariana said, stepping forward.


    But Victoria put out an arm. “Mother, stop. Kate, do you really think there’s something wrong with the cream? My lip throbs terribly.” Victoria was a tremendously pretty girl, with a beautiful complexion and wide, tender eyes that always looked a bit dewy, as if she had just shed a sentimental tear, or was just about to. Since she shed tears, sentimental and otherwise, throughout the day, this made sense. Now two tears rolled down her face.


    “I think that there might be some infection inside the wound,” Kate said, frowning. “Your lip mended quickly, but ...” She pushed gently, and Victoria cried out. “It’s going to have to be lanced.”


    “Never!” Mariana roared.


    “I couldn’t allow my face to be cut,” Victoria said, trembling all over.


    “But you don’t want to have a disfigurement,” Kate said, schooling her tone to patience.


    Victoria blinked while she thought about that.


    “Nothing will happen until the London doctors arrive,” Mariana announced, sitting back down. She had a wild enthusiasm for anyone, and anything, from London. Kate suspected it was the result of a childhood spent in the country, but since Mariana never let slip even a hint about her past, it was hard to know.


    “Well, let’s hope they arrive soon,” Kate said, wondering whether an infected lip created any risk of blood infection. Presumably not ... “Why do you want me to join you for dinner, Mariana?”


    “Because of my lip, of course,” Victoria said, snuffling like a small pig.


    “Your lip,” Kate repeated.


    “I can’t go on the visit, can I?” Victoria added, with a characteristic, if maddening, lack of clarity.


    “Your sister was to pay a very important visit to a member of Lord Dimsdale’s family in just a few days,” Mariana put in. “If you weren’t so busy traipsing around the estate listening to the sob stories of feckless women, you’d remember that. He’s a prince. A prince!”


    Kate dropped onto her stool again and looked at her two relatives. Mariana was as hard and bright as a new ha’penny. In contrast, Victoria’s features were blurred and indistinct. Her hair was a delightful pale rose color, somewhere between blonde and red, and curled winsomely around her face. Mariana’s hair had the sharp-edged perfection of someone whose maid spent three hours with a curling iron achieving precisely the look she wanted.


    “I fail to see what the postponed visit has to do with me,” Kate said, “though I am very sympathetic about your disappointment, Victoria.” And she was, too. Though she loathed her stepmother, she had never felt the same hatred for her stepsister. For one thing, Victoria was too soft-natured for anyone to dislike. And for another, Kate couldn’t help being fond of her. If Kate had taken a great deal of abuse from Mariana, the kind of affection that her stepmother lavished on her daughter was, to Kate’s mind, almost worse.


    “Well,” Victoria said heavily, sitting down on a pile of gowns about the approximate height of a stool, “you have to be me. It took me a while to understand it, but Mother has it all cleverly planned out. And I’m sure my darling Algie will agree.”


    “I couldn’t possibly be you, whatever that means,” Kate said flatly.


    “Yes, you can,” Mariana said. She had finished her cigarillo and was lighting a second from the first. “And you will,” she added.


    “No, I won’t. Not that I have the faintest idea what you’re talking about. Be Victoria in what context? And with whom?”


    “With Lord Dimsdale’s prince, of course,” Mariana said, regarding her through a faint haze of smoke. “Haven’t you been listening?”


    “You want me to pretend to be Victoria? In front of a prince? Which prince?”


    “I didn’t understand at first either,” Victoria said, running her finger over her injured lip. “You see, before Algie can marry me, we need the approval of some relative of his.”


    “The prince,” Mariana put in.


    “He’s a prince from some little country in the back of beyond, that’s what Algie says. But he’s the only representative of Algie’s mother’s family who lives in England, and she won’t release his inheritance without the prince’s approval. His father’s will,” Victoria confided, “is most dreadfully unfair. If Algie marries before thirty years of age, without his mother’s approval, he loses part of his inheritance—and he’s not even twenty yet!”


    Very smart of Papa Dimsdale, to Kate’s mind. From what she’d seen, Dimsdale Junior was about as ready to manage an estate as the rats were to learn choral music. Not that it was her business. “The doctors will take a look at you tomorrow morning,” she told Victoria, “and then you’ll be off to see the prince. Rather like the cat looking at the queen.”


    “She can’t go like that!” Mariana snapped. It was the first time that Kate had ever heard that edge of disgust applied to her daughter.


    Victoria turned her head and looked at her mother, but said nothing.


    “Of course she can,” Kate stated. “This sounds like a fool’s game to me. No one will believe for a moment that I’m Victoria. And even if they did, don’t you think they’d remember later? What happens when this prince stands up in the church and stops the ceremony, on the grounds that the bride isn’t the bride he met?”


    “That won’t happen, if only because Victoria will be married directly afterwards, by parish license,” Mariana said. “This is the first time Dimsdale has been invited to the castle, and we can’t miss it. His Highness is throwing a ball to celebrate his betrothal, and you’re going as Victoria.”


    “Why not just postpone your visit and go after the ball is over?”


    “Because I have to get married,” Victoria piped up.


    Kate’s heart sank. “You have to get married?”


    Victoria nodded. Kate looked at her stepmother, who shrugged. “She’s compromised. Three months’ worth.”


    “For Christ’s sake,” Kate exclaimed. “You hardly know Dimsdale, Victoria!”


    “I love Algie,” Victoria said, her big eyes earnest. “I didn’t even want to debut, not after I saw him at Westminster Abbey that Sunday back in March, but Mother made me.”


    “March,” Kate said. “You met him in March and now it’s June. Tell me that darling Algie proposed, oh, say three months ago, just after you fell in love, and you’ve kept it a secret?”


    Victoria giggled at that. “You know exactly when he proposed, Kate! I told you first, after Mother. It was just two weeks ago.”


    The lines between Mariana’s nose and mouth couldn’t be plumped by a miracle cream made of crushed pearls. “Dimsdale was slightly tardy in his attentions.”


    “Not tardy in his attentions,” Kate said. “He’s seems to have been remarkably forward in that department.”


    Mariana threw her a look of dislike. “Lord Dimsdale very properly proposed marriage once he understood the situation.”


    “I would kill the man, were I you,” Kate told her.


    “Would you?” She gave an odd smile. “You always were a fool. The viscount has a title and a snug fortune, once he gets his hands on it. He’s utterly infatuated with your sister, and he’s set on marrying her.”


    “Fortunate,” Kate commented. She looked back at Victoria. She was delicately patting her lip over and over again. “I told you to hire a chaperone, Mariana. She could have had anyone.”


    Mariana turned back to her glass without a comment. In truth, Victoria probably wasn’t for just any man. She was too soft, too much like a soggy pudding. She cried too much.


    Though she was terribly pretty and, apparently, fertile. Fertility was always a good thing in a woman. Look how much her own father had despaired over his lack of a son. Her mother’s inability to have more children apparently led to his marriage a mere fortnight after his wife’s death... he must have been that anxious to start a new family.


    Presumably he thought Mariana was as fertile as her daughter had now proved to be. At any rate, he died before testing the premise.


    “So you’re asking me to visit the prince and pretend to be Victoria,” Kate said.


    “I’m not asking you,” Mariana said instantly. “I’m commanding you.”


    “Oh, Mother,” Victoria said. “Please, Kate. Please. I want to marry Algie. And, really, I rather need to ... I didn’t quite understand, and, well ...” She smoothed her gown. “I don’t want everyone to know about the baby. And Algie doesn’t either.”


    Of course Victoria hadn’t understood that she was carrying a child. Kate would be amazed to think that her stepsister had even understood the act of conception, let alone its consequences.


    “You’re asking me,” Kate said to her stepmother, ignoring Victoria for the moment. “Because although you could force me into the carriage with Lord Dimsdale, you certainly couldn’t control what I said once I met this prince.”


    Mariana showed her teeth.


    “Even more relevant,” Kate continued, “is the fact that Victoria made a very prominent debut just a few months ago. Surely people at the ball will have met her—or even just have seen her?”


    “That’s why I’m sending you rather than any girl I could find on the street,” Mariana said with her usual courtesy.


    “You’ll have my little doggies with you,” Victoria said. “They made me famous, so everyone will think you’re me.” And then, as if she just remembered, another big tear rolled down her cheek. “Though Mother says that I must give them up.”


    “Apparently they are in my bedchamber,” Kate said.


    “They’re yours now,” Mariana said. “At least for the visit. After that we’ll—” She broke off with a glance at her daughter. “We’ll give them to some deserving orphans.”


    “The poor tots will love them,” Victoria said mistily, ignoring the fact that the said orphans might not like being nipped by their new pets.


    “Who would accompany me as chaperone?” Kate asked, putting the question of Victoria’s rats aside for the moment.


    “You don’t need one,” Mariana said with a hard edge of scorn, “the way you careen about the countryside on your own.”


    “A pity I didn’t keep Victoria with me,” Kate retorted. “I would have ensured that Dimsdale didn’t treat her like a common trollop.”


    “Oh, I suppose that you’ve preserved your virtue,” Mariana snapped. “Much good may it do you. You needn’t worry about Lord Dimsdale making an attempt at that dusty asset; he’s in love with Victoria.”


    “Yes, he is,” Victoria said, sniffing. “And I love him too.” Another tear slid down her cheek.


    Kate sighed. “If I am pretending to be Victoria, it will create a scandal if I appear in a carriage alone with Dimsdale, and the scandal will not attach to me, but to Victoria. In short, no one will be surprised when her child appears on an abbreviated schedule after the wedding.”


    There was a moment of silence. “All right,” Mariana said. “I would have accompanied Victoria, of course, but I can’t leave her, given her poor state of health. You can take Rosalie with you.”


    “A maid? You’re giving me a maid as a chaperone?”


    “What’s the matter with that?” Mariana demanded. “She can sit between you in case you lose your head and lunge at Lord Dimsdale. You’ll have the rats’ maid as well, of course.”


    “Victoria’s dogs have their own maid?”


    “Mary-Downstairs,” Victoria said. “She cleans the fireplaces, but she also gives them a bath every day, and brushes them. Pets,” Victoria added, “are a responsibility.”


    “I shall not take Mary with me,” Kate stated. “How on earth do you expect Mrs. Swallow to manage without her?”


    Mariana just shrugged.


    “This won’t work,” Kate said, trying to drag the conversation back into some sort of sensible channel. “We don’t even look alike.”


    “Of course you do!” Mariana snapped.


    “Well, actually, we don’t,” Victoria said. “I—well, I look like me and Kate, well ...” She floundered to a halt.


    “What Victoria is trying to say is that she is remarkably beautiful,” Kate said, feeling her heart like a little stone in her chest, “and I am not. Put that together with the fact that we are stepsisters related only by marriage, and there’s no more resemblance between us than any pair of Englishwomen seen together.”


    “You have the same color hair,” Mariana said, dragging on her cigarillo.


    “Really?” Victoria said doubtfully.


    Actually, Mariana was probably right. But Victoria’s hair was cut in pretty curls around her head, in the very newest style, and fixed with a delicate bandeau. Kate brushed hers out in the morning, twisted it about, and pinned it flat to her head. She had no time for meticulous grooming. More accurately, she had no time for grooming at all.


    “You’re cracked,” Kate said, staring at her stepmother. “You can’t pass me off as your daughter.”


    Victoria was frowning now. “I’m afraid she’s right, Mother. I wasn’t thinking.”


    Mariana had a kind of tight look about her eyes that Kate knew from long experience signaled true rage. But for once, she was rather perplexed about why.


    “Kate is taller than I am,” Victoria said, counting on her fingers. “Her hair is a little more yellow, not to mention long, and we don’t have the same sort of look at all. Even if she put on my clothing—”


    “She’s your sister,” Mariana said, her mouth tight, as if the copper pipe had been hammered flat.


    “She’s my stepsister,” Kate said patiently. “The fact that you married my father does not make us blood relatives, and your first husband—”


    “She’s your sister.”
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    Pomeroy Castle


    Lancashire


    
      
    


    “Your Highness.”


    The prince in question, whose given name was Gabriel Albrecht-Frederick William von Aschenberg of Warl-Marburg-Baalsfeld, looked up to find his majordomo, Berwick, holding a salver. “I’ve got this unguentarium all in pieces, Wick. Speak quickly.”


    “Unguentarium,” Wick said with distaste. “It sounds like a salacious item one might buy in Paris. The wrong side of Paris,” he added.


    “Spare me your quibbles,” Gabriel said. “This particular jug was meant for the dead, not the living. It used to hold six small bones for playing knucklebones, and was found in a child’s grave.”


    Wick bent nearer and peered at the pieces of clay scattered across the desk. “Where are the knucklebones?”


    “The knuckleboned Biggitstiff threw them out. In fact, he threw this little jug out too, since the child was poor, and he is only interested in ravaging the tombs of kings. I’m trying to see whether I can identify how the top, which I don’t have, was attached. I think there were bronze rivets attached to both these pieces.” He pointed. “And the rivets were mended at least once before the unguentarium was put in the tomb, see?”


    Wick looked at the pieces. “Needs mending again. Why are you bothering?”


    “This child’s parents had nothing to give him to bring to the underworld but his knucklebones,” Gabriel said, picking up his magnifying glass. “Why shouldn’t that gift be honored equally with the trumpery gold Biggitstiff is after?”


    “A message has arrived from Princess Tatiana’s delegation,” Wick said, apparently accepting Gabriel’s edict in regard to the knucklebones. “She is now in Belgium and will arrive on schedule. We’ve had some two hundred acceptances for your betrothal ball, among them your nephew, Algernon Bennett, Lord Dimsdale. In fact, the viscount will arrive before the ball, by the sound of it.”


    “Bringing the Golden Fleece?” Gabriel’s nephew, whom he vaguely remembered as a boy with a fat bottom, had affianced himself to one of the richest heiresses in England.


    “His Lordship will be accompanied by his betrothed, Miss Victoria Daltry,” Wick said, glancing at his notes.


    “It’s hard to believe that Dimsdale could have garnered such a prize; perhaps she has freckles or a squint,” Gabriel said, carefully aligning the clay fragments so that he could determine where the rivets originated.


    Wick shook his head. “At her debut this spring Miss Daltry was accounted one of the most beautiful women on the marriage market.” They had been in England for a matter of months, but he already had a firm grasp on relevant gossip among the aristocracy. “Her adoration for her betrothed was also universally noted,” he added.


    “She hasn’t met me,” Gabriel said idly. “Maybe I should steal her away before my own bride arrives. An English Golden Fleece for a Russian one. My English is far better than my Russian.”


    Wick didn’t say a word, just slowly looked from Gabriel’s hair to his feet. Gabriel knew what Wick was seeing: black hair pulled back from a widow’s peak, eyebrows that came to points over his eyes in a way that frightened some women, the shadow of a beard that never seemed to really go away. Something in his expression scared off the soft ones, the ones that thought to cuddle and wrap his hair around their fingers after sex.


    “Of course, you could try,” Wick commented. “But I expect you’ll have your hands full trying to charm your own bride.”


    Not his best insult, but pretty good.


    “You make it sound as if Tatiana will run for the hills at the sight of me.” Gabriel knew damn well that the glimmer of ferocity in his eyes frightened ladies who were more used to lapdogs. But for all that, he had yet to meet the woman whose eyes didn’t show a slight widening, a sparkle of happiness, at the prospect of meeting a prince. They liked to have a prince under their belt.


    Still, this was the first time he would be trying to charm a wife, rather than a lover. One had to assume that women took the business more seriously than they did the occasional bedding.


    A curse sounded in his head but died before reaching his lips. He turned back to the little pot before him. “Perhaps fortunately, my betrothed has no more choice in the matter than I do.”


    Wick bowed. He left as silently as he had arrived.
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    There was a moment of cool silence in the room, like the silence that follows a gunshot when hunters are in the woods.


    Victoria didn’t say anything. Kate took one look at her soft, bewildered eyes and saw that her mother’s pronouncement had flown over her head.


    “Victoria is my sister,” Kate repeated.


    “Yes, so you bloody well better go there and make sure her marriage goes through before she’s ruined. Because she’s your sister.”


    A little pulse of relief rushed through Kate’s veins. She must have misunderstood, she had—


    “She’s your half sister,” Mariana clarified, her voice grating.


    “But—she’s—” Kate turned to Victoria. “How old are you?”


    “You know how old I am,” Victoria said, snuffling a bit as she rubbed her lower lip. “I’m almost exactly five years younger than you.”


    “You’re eighteen,” Kate said. Her heart was thumping in her chest.


    “Which makes you a ripe twenty-three,” Mariana said pleasantly. “Or perhaps twenty-four. At your age, it’s easy to forget.”


    “Your husband, the colonel—”


    Mariana shrugged.


    Kate found herself struggling to breathe. She felt as if her whole life were unfolding in front of her, all the questions she never knew she had. The shock of her father coming home, just two weeks after her mother’s funeral, and saying that he was planning to marry by special license.


    Her mother lying in bed all those years, and her father popping his head in now and then to say cheerful things and toss kisses in her direction but never to sit by his wife’s side.


    Because apparently he’d been sneaking off to sit with Mariana.


    “I feel as if I’m missing something,” Victoria said, looking from one to the other. “Are you going to cry, Kate?”


    Kate recoiled. She had never cried, not since her father’s funeral. “Of course not!” she snapped.


    There was another beat of silence in the room.


    “Why don’t you do the honors?” Kate said finally, looking at her stepmother. “I’m agog to learn the particulars.”


    “The particulars are none of your business,” Mariana stated. Then she turned to Victoria. “Listen, darling, you remember how we used to see dearest Victor even before we came to live in this house?”


    Victor! Kate had never thought for a moment that her father’s name had any connection to that of her stepsister.


    “Yes,” Victoria agreed. “We did.”


    “That would be because your mother was his mistress,” Kate said. “I gather he visited your house for at least eleven years, before my mother died. Was there a colonel at all? Is Victoria illegitimate?” she asked Mariana.


    “It hardly matters,” Mariana said coolly. “I can provide for her.”


    Kate knew that. Her beloved, foolish father had left everything to his wife ... and Mariana had turned it into a sweet dowry for Victoria, and be damned whether the estate needed the income. It was all Victoria’s now.


    Who was not only pregnant, but illegitimate. One had to suppose that the colonel, Mariana’s putative first husband, had never existed.


    Mariana got up and stubbed out her cigarillo in a dish overflowing with half-smoked butts. “I am shocked beyond belief that the two of you haven’t sprung to your feet and hugged each other in an excess of girlish enthusiasm. But since you haven’t, I’ll make this short. You will go to Pomeroy Castle, Katherine, because your sister is carrying a child and needs the approval of the prince. You will dress as your sister, you will take the bloody mongrels with you, and you will make this work.”


    Mariana looked tough, and more tired than she usually did. “In that case, you will keep the Crabtrees in their cottage,” Kate stated.


    Her stepmother shrugged. She didn’t really give a damn either way, Kate realized. She had launched the Crabtrees into the situation just in case the plea of blood relations failed.


    “I’ve summoned the same man who cut Victoria’s hair,” Mariana said briskly. “He’ll be here tomorrow morning to cut off all of that rot on your head. Three seamstresses are coming as well. You’ll need at least twenty gowns altered.”


    “You’ll be at the castle for three or four days,” Victoria said.


    She got to her feet, and for the first time, Kate recognized that her sister was indeed going to have a child. There was something slightly clumsy about the way she moved.


    “I’m sorry,” Victoria said, walking over to stand before Kate.


    “There’s nothing for you to be sorry for!” Mariana interjected.


    “Yes, there is,” she insisted. “I’m sorry that our father was the sort of man he was. I’m not sorry that he married my mother, but I’m—I’m just sorry about all of it. About what you must think of him now.”


    Kate didn’t want to think about her father. She had tried not to think of him in the last seven years, since his death. It was too painful to think about the way he laughed, and the way he would stand by the fireplace and tell her amusing stories of London, reflected firelight glinting from his wineglass.


    And now there was a whole new reason to not think of him.


    She returned Victoria’s embrace politely, then disengaged herself and turned to Mariana. “Why must I come to dinner tonight?”


    “Lord Dimsdale has some doubt that you two look enough alike to fool someone who might have met your sister.”


    “But my hair—”


    “It’s not the hair,” her stepmother said. “We’ll put you in a decent gown and you’ll see the resemblance soon enough. Victoria is known for her beauty, her dogs, and her glass slippers. As long as you don’t indulge your churlish tongue, you’ll pass.”


    “What on earth is a glass slipper?” Kate asked.


    “Oh, they’re marvelous!” Victoria cried, clasping her hands together. “I brought them into fashion myself this season, Kate, and then everyone started wearing them.”


    “Your feet are about the same size,” Mariana said. “They’ll fit.”


    Kate looked down at her tired, gray gown and then up at her stepmother. “What would you have done if my father had lived? If I had debuted when I was supposed to and people recognized the resemblance between myself and Victoria?”


    “I didn’t worry about it,” Mariana said with one of her shrugs.


    “Why not? Wouldn’t there have been the risk that someone would have seen the two of us together and guessed?”


    “She’s five years younger than you. I would have kept her in the schoolroom until you married.”


    “I might not have taken. I might not have found a husband. My father would have ...”


    A smile twisted the corner of Mariana’s lips. “Oh, you would have taken. Don’t you ever look in the mirror?”


    Kate stared at her. Of course she looked in the mirror. She saw her perfectly regular features staring back at her. She didn’t see Victoria’s dewy eyes, or her light curls, or her charming smile, because she didn’t have any of those.


    “You’re a bloody fool,” Mariana said, reaching out for her cigarillo case and then dropping it again. “I’m smoking too many of these, which is entirely your fault. For God’s sake, get yourself into a decent dress by eight this evening. You’d better go see Victoria’s maid straight off; you’re not fit to scrub the fireplace in that rag you’re wearing.”


    “But I don’t want Algie to see my lip like this,” Victoria said, sniffing.


    “I’ll instruct Cherryderry to put a single candelabrum on the table,” her mother said. “Dimsdale won’t be able to see a rat if it jumps on the plate in front of him.”


    So it all came back to the rats, which was fitting, because that’s where the story began.
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    CHAPTER ONE


    
      
    


    Once upon a time, not so very long ago ...


    
      
    


    Beautiful girls in fairy stories are as common as pebbles on the beach. Magnolia-skinned milkmaids rub shoulders with starry-eyed princesses and, in fact, counting two eyes in each bright-eyed damsel would result in a whole galaxy of twinkling stars.


    That sparkle makes it all the more sad that real women rarely live up to their fictional counterparts. They have yellowing teeth, or spotty skin. They have the shadow of a mustache, or a nose so big that a mouse could ski down it.


    Of course there are pretty ones. But even they are prone to all the ills that flesh is heir to, as Hamlet had it in a long-ago complaint.


    In short, it’s a rare woman who actually outshines the sun. Let alone all that business about pearly teeth, the voice of a lark, and a face so beautifully shaped that angels would weep with envy.


    Linnet Berry Thrynne had all of the above, except perhaps the claim to lark-like melody. Still, her voice was perfectly agreeable, and she had been told that her laughter was like the chiming of golden bells and (though not larks) linnet songs were often mentioned.


    Without even glancing at the glass, she knew that her hair was shining, her eyes were shining, and her teeth—well, perhaps they weren’t shining, but they were quite white.


    She was just the sort who could drive a stable boy to heroic feats, or a prince to less intrepid acts such as whacking through a bramble patch merely to give her a kiss. None of which changed a basic fact:


    As of yesterday, she was unmarriageable.


    The calamity had to do with the nature of kisses, and what kisses are purported to lead to. Though perhaps it’s more accurate to point to the nature of princes. The prince in question was Prince Augustus Frederick, Duke of Sussex.


    He had kissed Linnet more than once; in fact, he had kissed her a great many times. And he had vehemently declared his love for her, not to mention thrown strawberries at her bedchamber window late one night (which had made an awful mess and had driven the gardener into a fury).


    The only thing he hadn’t done was offer his hand in marriage.


    “It’s a shame I can’t marry you,” he had said apologetically, when the scandal broke the evening before. “We royal dukes, you know ... can’t do everything we’d like. My father is slightly deranged on the subject. Really, it’s most unfortunate. You must have heard about my first marriage; that one was annulled because Windsor decided Augusta wasn’t good enough, and she’s the daughter of an earl.”


    Linnet was not the daughter of an earl; her father was a viscount, and not a very well-connected one at that. Not that she’d heard of the prince’s first marriage. Everyone who had watched her flirting with him in the last few months had unaccountably forgotten to tell her that he was apparently prone to courting those he couldn’t—or shouldn’t—marry.


    The prince had bowed sharply, turned, and abruptly left the ballroom, withdrawing to Windsor Castle—or wherever it was that rats went when the ship sank.


    This had left Linnet alone but for her dour chaperone and a ballroom of gentlepersons, a circumstance that led her to quickly realize that a great many maidens and matrons in London were eagerly—if not gleefully—certain that she was a hussy of the first degree.


    Within moments of the prince’s retreat, not a soul would meet her eyes; she was faced with a sea of turned backs. The sound of upper-class tittering spread all around her like the hissing of a gaggle of geese preparing to fly north. Though, of course, it was she who had to fly—north, south, it didn’t matter as long as she fled the scene of her disgrace.


    The unfair thing was that she wasn’t a hussy. Well, not more than any girl bowled over by a prince.


    She had enjoyed snaring the greatest prize of them all, the blond and winsome prince. But she hadn’t had any real hope that he would marry her. And she certainly would not have given her virginity to a prince without having a ring on her finger and the approval of the king.


    Still, she had considered Augustus a friend, which made it all the more painful when he didn’t pay her a call the morning following her humiliation.


    Augustus wasn’t the only one. In fact, Linnet found herself staring out of a front window of her townhouse, the better to convince herself that no one was coming to call. No one. Not a soul.


    Ever since she’d debuted a few months earlier, her front door had been the portal to the Golden Fleece—i.e., her dowered, delectable self. Young men pranced and trotted and strolled up that path, leaving cards and flowers and gifts of all kinds. Even the prince had lowered himself to make four morning calls, an unheard-of compliment.


    But now ... that path was nothing more than a row of flagstones shining in the sunlight.


    “I simply don’t believe this has come out of nothing!” her father said now, from somewhere behind her.


    “I was kissed by a prince,” Linnet said dryly. “Which might have counted as nothing, if we hadn’t been seen by Baroness Buggin.”


    “Kissing—pah! Kisses are nothing. What I want to know is why it is being reliably reported that you are carrying a child. His child!” Viscount Sundon came, stood at her shoulder, and looked with her at the empty street.


    “Two reasons. Neither of which involves a baby, you’ll be happy to learn.”


    “Well?”


    “I ate a bad prawn at Lady Brimmer’s morning musicale last Thursday.”


    “So?” her father asked.


    “It made me ill,” Linnet told him. “I couldn’t even make it to the ladies’ retiring chamber. I threw up in a potted orange tree.” She shuddered a little at the mere memory.


    “Uncontrolled of you,” the viscount commented. He hated bodily processes. “I gather that was taken as a sign of childbirth?”


    “Not childbirth, Papa, the condition that precedes it.”


    “Of course. But you do remember when Mrs. Underfoot spewed in the throne room, narrowly missing His Majesty, the King of Norway? That was no prawn, nor a baby either. Everyone knew the lady had drunk herself into a standstill. We could put it about that you’re an inebriate.”


    “Would that solve my problem? I doubt many gentlemen wish to marry a drunk. At any rate, it wasn’t just the prawn. It was my gown.”


    “What about your gown?”


    “I wore a new ball dress last night, and apparently my profile gave people cause to think that I was carrying a child.”


    Her father swung her around and peered at her middle. “You don’t look any different to me. A bit chilly around the shoulders, perhaps. Need you show quite so much bosom?”


    “Unless I want to look like a fussocking matron,” Linnet said with some asperity, “then yes, I do need to show this much bosom.”


    “Well, that’s the problem,” Lord Sundon said. “You look like Bartholomew ware. Damn it, I specifically told your chaperone that you had to look more prudish than anyone else in the room. Do I have to do everything myself? Can no one follow simple instructions?”


    “My ball gown was not revealing,” Linnet protested, but her father wasn’t listening.


    “I have tried, God knows how I’ve tried! I postponed your debut, in the hopes that maturity would give you poise in the face of the ton’s undoubted scrutiny, given your mother’s reputation. But what’s the good of poise if your neckline signals you’re a wanton?”


    Linnet took a deep breath. “The affair had nothing to do with necklines. The gown I wore last night has—”


    “Affaire!” her father said, his voice rising. “I raised you with the strictest of principles—”


    “Not affaire in the French sense,” Linnet interrupted. “I meant that the disaster was provoked by my gown. It has two petticoats, you see, and—”


    “I want to see it,” Lord Sundon announced, interrupting in his turn. “Go and put it on.”


    “I can’t put on a ball gown at this hour in the morning!”


    “Now. And get that chaperone of yours down here as well. I want to hear what Mrs. Hutchins has to say for herself. I hired her specifically to prevent this sort of thing. She put on such a priggish, puritanical air that I trusted her!”


    So Linnet put on the ball gown.


    It was designed to fit tightly over her breasts. Just below, the skirts pulled back to reveal an under-dress of charming Belgium lace. Then that skirt pulled back, showing a third layer, made from white silk. The design looked exquisite in the sketchbook at Madame Desmartins’s shop. And when Linnet had put it on last night, she had thought the effect lovely.


    But now, as her maid adjusted all those skirts while Mrs. Hutchins looked on, Linnet’s eyes went straight to where her waist ought to be—but wasn’t. “My word,” she said, a bit faintly. “I really do look as if I’m with child.” She turned to the side. “Just look how it billows out. It’s all the pleating, right here at the top, under my breasts. I could hide two babies under all that cloth.”


    Her maid, Eliza, didn’t venture an opinion, but her chaperone showed no such reticence. “In my opinion, it’s not the petticoats so much as your bosom,” Mrs. Hutchins stated. Her voice was faintly accusing, as if Linnet were responsible for her cleavage.


    Her chaperone had the face of a gargoyle, to Linnet’s mind. She made one think of the medieval church in all its stony religious fervor. Which was why the viscount had hired her, of course.


    Linnet turned back to the mirror. The gown did have a low neckline, which frankly she had considered to be a good thing, given how many young men seemed unable to drag their eyes above her chin. It kept them occupied and gave Linnet license to daydream about being somewhere other than a ballroom.


    “You’re overly endowed,” Mrs. Hutchins went on. “Too much on top. Put that together with the way the dress billows out, and you look as if you’re expecting a happy event.”


    “It wouldn’t have been happy,” Linnet pointed out.


    “Not in your circumstances.” Mrs. Hutchins cleared her throat. She had the most irritating way of clearing her throat that Linnet had ever heard. It meant, Linnet had learned over the last few months, that she was about to say something unpleasant.


    “Why on earth didn’t we see it?” Linnet cried with frustration, cutting her off before she could launch her criticism. “It seems so unfair, to lose my reputation and perhaps even my chance at marriage, just because this gown has too many pleats and petticoats.”


    “Your manners are at fault,” Mrs. Hutchins said. “You should have learned from your mother’s example that if you act like a hussy, people will take you for a jade. I tried to give you tips about propriety as best I could over the last months, but you paid me no mind. Now you must reap what you have sown.”


    “My manners have nothing to do with this dress and its effect on my figure,” Linnet stated. She rarely bothered to examine herself closely in the glass. If she had just looked carefully, if she had turned to the side...


    “It’s the neckline,” Mrs. Hutchins said stubbornly. “You look like a milking cow, if you’ll excuse the comparison.”


    Linnet didn’t care to excuse it, so she ignored her. People should warn one of the danger. A lady should always look at herself from the side while dressing, or she might discover that all of London suddenly believed her to be carrying a child.


    “I know that you’re not enceinte,” Mrs. Hutchins continued, sounding as if she were reluctant to admit it. “But I’d never believe it, looking at you now.” She cleared her throat again. “If you’ll take a word of advice, I’d cover that chest of yours a bit more. It’s not seemly. I did try to tell you that several times over the last two months and twenty-three days that I’ve been living in this household.”


    Linnet counted to five and then said, stonily, “It’s the only chest I have, Mrs. Hutchins, and everyone’s gowns are designed like this. There’s nothing special about my neckline.”


    “It makes you look like a light frigate,” she observed.


    “What?”


    “A light frigate. A light woman!”


    “Isn’t a frigate a boat?”


    “Exactly, the type that docks in many harbors.”


    “I do believe that it is the first jest you’ve ever told me,” Linnet said. “And to think I was worried that you might not have a sense of humor.”


    After that, the corners of Mrs. Hutchins’s mouth turned down and she refused to say anything more. And she refused to accompany Linnet back to the drawing room. “I’ve naught to do with what’s come upon you,” she said. “It’s the will of heaven, and you can tell your father I said so. I did my best to instill principles in you, but it was too late.”


    “That seems rather unfair,” Linnet said. “Even a very young light frigate should have the chance to dock at one harbor before she’s scuppered.”


    Mrs. Hutchins gasped. “You dare to jest. You have no idea of propriety—none! I think we all know where to put the blame for that.”


    “Actually, I think I have more understanding of propriety and its opposite than most. After all, Mrs. Hutchins, I, not you, grew up around my mother.”


    “And there’s the root of your problem,” she said, with a grim smile. “It’s not as if her ladyship were a felt-maker’s daughter who ran away with a tinker. No one cares about that sort. Your mother danced like a thief in the mist while everyone was watching her. She was no private strumpet; she let the world see her iniquity!”


    “A thief in the mist,” Linnet repeated. “Is that biblical, Mrs. Hutchins?”


    But Mrs. Hutchins pressed her lips together and left the room.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    
      
    


    Castle Owfestry


    Pendine, Wales


    Ancestral Seat of the Dukes of Windebank


    
      
    


    Piers Yelverton, Earl of Marchant, and heir to the Duke of Windebank, was in a considerable amount of pain. He had learned long ago that to think about discomfort—a blasted, silly word for this sort of agony—was to give it a power that he didn’t care to acknowledge. So he pretended not to notice, and leaned a bit more heavily on his cane, relieving the pressure on his right leg.


    The pain made him irritable. But maybe it wasn’t the pain. Maybe it was the fact that he had to stand around wasting his time with a roaring idiot.


    “My son is suffering from acute diarrhea and abdominal pain,” Lord Sandys said, pulling him closer to the bed.


    Sandys’s son was lying in bed looking gaunt and yellow, like tea-stained linen. He looked to be in his thirties, with a long face and an unbearably pious air. Though that might have been due to the prayer book he was clutching.


    “We’re desperate,” Sandys said, looking indeed quite desperate. “I’ve paraded five London physicians past his bed, and bringing him here to Wales is our last resort. So far he’s been bled, treated with leeches, given tinctures of nettles. He drinks nothing but asses’ milk, never cows’ milk. Oh, and we’ve given him several doses of sulfur, but to no effect.”


    That was mildly interesting. “One of those fools you saw must have been Sydenham,” Piers said. “He’s obsessed with sulfur auratum antimonii. Gives it out for stubbed toes. Along with opium, of course.”


    Sandys nodded. “Dr. Sydenham was hopeful that the sulfur would relieve my son’s symptoms, but it didn’t help.”


    “It wouldn’t. The man was enough of a fool to be admitted to the Royal College of Physicians, and that should have told you something.”


    “But you’re—”


    “I joined purely as a kindness to them.” He peered down at Sandys’s son. He was certainly looking the worse for wear. “It likely didn’t make you feel any better to trudge all the way to Wales to see me.”


    The man blinked at him. Then he said, slowly, “We were in a carriage.”


    “Inflamed eyes,” Piers said. “Signs of a recent nosebleed.”


    “What do you gather from that? What does he need?” Sandys asked.


    “Better bathing. Is he always that color?”


    “His skin is a bit yellow,” Sandys acknowledged. “It doesn’t come from my side of the family.” That was an understatement, given that Sandys’s nose was the color of a cherry.


    “Did you eat a surfeit of lampreys?” Piers asked the patient.


    The man looked up at him as if he had sprouted horns. “Larkspy? What’s a larkspy? I haven’t eaten any of it.”


    Piers straightened up. “He doesn’t know the history of England. He’s better off dead.”


    “Did you ask if he’d eaten any lampreys?” Sandys said. “He hates seafood. Can’t abide eels.”


    “More to the point, he’s deaf as a post. The first King Henry ate lampreys, one of the many mad kings we’ve had in this country, though not as cracked as the current one. Still, Henry was thickheaded enough to have eaten a surfeit of eels and died of it.”


    “I am not deaf!” the patient said. “I can hear as well as the next, if people would just stop mumbling at me. My joints hurt. They’re the problem.”


    “You’re dying, that’s the problem,” Piers pointed out.


    Sandys grabbed him by the arm and pulled him away. “Don’t say such a thing in front of my son. He’s no more than thirty-two.”


    “He’s got the body of an eighty-year-old. Has he spent much time consorting with actresses?”


    Sandys snorted. “Certainly not! Our family goes back to—”


    “Nightwalkers? Hussies? Mollishers, mopsies, or mackerels? Though mackerels brings fish back into this conversation and you already told me that the man can’t abide seafood. But what about fish of the female variety?”


    “My son is a member of the Church!” Sandys blustered.


    “That settles it,” Piers said. “Everyone lies, but churchmen make an art of it. He’s got syphilis. Churchmen are riddled with it, and the more pious they are, the more symptoms they have. I should have known the moment I saw that prayer book.”


    “Not my son,” Sandys said, sounding as if he actually believed it. “He’s a man of God. Always has been.”


    “As I was saying—”


    “Seriously.”


    “Hmm. Well, if not a mopsy—”


    “No one,” Sandys said, shaking his head. “He’s never—he’s not interested. He’s like a saint, that boy is. When he was sixteen, I took him to Venus’s Rose, in the Whitefriars, but he didn’t take the slightest interest in any of the girls. Just started praying, and asked them to join him, which they didn’t care for. He’s a candidate for sainthood.”


    “His sainthood is about to become a question for a higher authority. There’s nothing I can do.”


    Sandys grabbed his arm. “You must!”


    “I can’t.”


    “But the other doctors, all of them, they gave him medicines, they said—”


    “They were fools, who didn’t tell you the truth.”


    Sandys swallowed. “He was fine until he was twenty. Just a fine, healthy boy, and then—”


    “Take your son home and let him die in peace. Because die he will, whether I give you a solution of sulfur or not.”


    “Why?” Sandys whispered.


    “He has syphilis. He’s deaf, he’s diarrhetic, he’s jaundiced, he’s got eye and joint inflammation and nosebleeds. He likely gets headaches.”


    “He’s never been with a woman. Ever. I swear it. He hasn’t any sores on his private parts or he would have mentioned it.”


    “He didn’t have to be with a woman,” Piers said, nipping his coat out of Sandys’s hand and shaking his sleeve straight again.


    “How can he have syphilis without—”


    “It could have been a man.”


    Sandys looked so shocked that Piers relented. “Or it could have been you, which is far more likely. The rosy ladies you visited as a youth infected the boy before he was even born.”


    “I was treated with mercury,” Sandys protested.


    “To no avail. You still have it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have important things to do. Like treat a patient who might live for another year.”


    Piers strolled out, finding his butler Prufrock in the hallway. “I wonder how you ever get anything done,” he said to him. “It must be hard to run a household when you have to conduct all your business in the corridors so you can hear every golden word that falls from my lips.”


    “I do not find it a particular problem,” Prufrock said, falling in beside him. “But then I have lots of practice. You don’t think that you were a trifle hard on Lord Sandys?”


    “Hard? Was I hard? Surely not. I told him exactly what was wrong with his son, and what to do next—in short, go home and wait for choirs of angels, because there are no miracles on this side of the divide.”


    “It’s his son that’s dying. And if I got you right, he gave the poor lad the illness. That’s a blow, that is.”


    “My father wouldn’t have minded a bit,” Piers assured him. “If he had another heir, that is. But Sandys has a whole passel of children. An heir and more to spare.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “The Church, you fool. He put this boy into the Church and seems to have trained him up to it from an early age, too. The heir must be rousting about in brothels just like good old Pa. Sandys would never have allowed the spare near a Bible if he were, in fact, the heir. This one is expendable, which is a bloody good thing, under the circumstances.”


    “Your father the duke would be greatly disturbed at the very idea that he’d passed on a disease of this nature,” Prufrock said.


    “Perhaps,” Piers said, pretending to consider it. “And perhaps not. I’m amazed my father hasn’t married a fresh young thing of twenty. Or sixteen. Time’s a-wasting, and at this rate he’ll never have the spare he needs.”


    “His Grace was devoted to Her Grace and wounded by the terrible events of the past,” Prufrock said with a palpable lack of attention to the truth.


    Piers didn’t bother answering that. His leg hurt as if someone had stuck a hot poker into his thigh. “I need a drink, so why don’t you rush ahead like a good butler and meet me at the door of the library with a strong brandy?”


    “I’ll keep walking next to you in case you keel over,” Prufrock said.


    “I suppose you have visions of breaking my fall,” Piers said, giving his scrawny butler a sidelong glance.


    “Actually, no. But I would call for a footman, who could drag you along the corridor. It’s marble, so you might get a concussion, and that might make you a bit kinder to your patients, not to mention your staff. You had Betsy in tears again this morning. You seem to think scullery maids grow on trees.”


    Thank God, they were getting close to the library. Piers paused for a moment, the idea of amputation flitting through his mind, and not for the first time. He could get one of those Egyptian bed-things that Cleopatra had herself carried about on. Walking would be a damned sight more difficult, but at least he’d be free of this infernal pain.


    “Your father has written,” Prufrock told him. “I took the liberty of putting the letter on your desk.”


    “Took the liberty of steaming it open, more like,” Piers said. “What does he have to say?”


    “He expresses some interest in your marital future,” Prufrock said cheerfully. “It seems that last missive you sent him, the one listing all your demands for a spouse, did not dissuade him. Rather surprising, I must say.”


    “The one that called him an idiot?” Piers asked. “Did you read that one too, you pestilent polecat?”


    “You’re quite poetical today,” Prufrock observed. “All that alliteration in the service of mopsies and mollishers, and now for your lowly butler. I’m honored, I assure you.”


    “What’s the duke writing about now?” Piers said. He could see the library door. He could almost feel the brandy going down his throat. “I told him that I wouldn’t accept a wife unless she was as beautiful as the sun and the moon. Which is a quote from literature, in case you don’t know. And I added quite a lot of other provisions as well, ones guaranteed to send him into a frothing fit of despair.”


    “He’s looking for a wife,” Prufrock said.


    “For himself, I would hope. Although he’s waited a bit long,” Piers said, failing to summon any particular interest in this news. “Men of his age don’t have the balls they once had, if you’ll excuse the vulgar truth of it, Prufrock. Lord knows you have more delicate sensibilities than I do.”


    “I used to, before I began working for you,” Prufrock said, pushing open the library door with a flourish.


    Piers had one thing in mind. It was golden, tasted like fire, and would cut the pain in his leg.


    “So he’s looking for a wife,” he repeated without paying any attention to the words, but heading straight for the brandy decanter. He poured out a hefty dose. “It’s been a rotten day. Not that it matters to me, or you, for that matter, but there’s nothing I can do for that young woman who showed up at the back door this morning.”


    “The one who’s all swollen in the belly?”


    “It’s not the usual swelling, and if I cut her open, I’ll kill her. If I don’t cut her open, the disease will kill her. So I took the easier of the two options.” He threw back the brandy.


    “You sent her away?”


    “She had nowhere to go. I turned her over to Nurse Matilda, with instructions to bed her down in the west wing with enough opium to keep her mind off what’s happening next. Thank God this castle is big enough to house half the dying people in England.”


    “Your father,” Prufrock said, “and the question of marriage.”


    He was trying to distract him. Piers poured another glass, smaller this time. He had no wish to stick his head in a bottle of brandy and never come out again, if only because he’d learned from his patients that overindulgence meant that brandy wouldn’t blunt the pain anymore. “Ah, marriage,” he said obediently. “About time. My mother’s been gone these twenty years. Well, gone isn’t quite the word, is it? At any rate, darling Maman is over on the Continent living the good life, so His Grace might as well remarry. It wasn’t easy to get that divorce, you know. Probably cost him as much as a small estate. He should make hay while the sun shines, or in short, while he’s still able to get a rise every other day.”


    “Your father’s not getting married,” Prufrock said. Something in his tone made Piers glance up.


    “You weren’t joking.”


    The butler nodded. “It is my impression that His Grace sees you—or your marriage—as a challenge. It could be that you shouldn’t have listed quite so many requirements. One might say that it fired up the duke’s resolve. Got him interested in the project, so to speak.”


    “The devil you say. He’ll never manage to find anyone. I have a reputation, you know.”


    “Your title is weightier than your reputation,” Prufrock said. “Additionally, there is the small matter of your father’s estate.”


    “You’re probably right, damn you.” Piers decided he could manage another small glass. “But what about my injury, hmm? You think a woman would agree to marry a man—what am I saying? Of course a woman would agree to that.”


    “I doubt many young ladies would see that as an insurmountable problem,” Prufrock said. “Now, your personality...”


    “Damn you,” Piers said, but without heat.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    
      
    


    The moment Linnet returned to the drawing room, her father groaned aloud. “I turned down three marriage proposals for you last month, and I can tell you right now that I’ll never receive another one. Hell, I wouldn’t believe you a maiden myself. You look four or five months along.”


    Linnet sat down rather heavily, her skirts floating up like a white cloud and then settling around her. “I’m not,” she said. “I am not pregnant.” She was starting to feel almost as if she truly were carrying a child.


    “Ladies don’t use that word,” Lord Sundon said. “Didn’t you learn anything from that governess of yours?” He waved his quizzing glass in the air the better to illustrate his point. “One might refer to a delicate condition, or perhaps to being enceinte. Never to pregnancy, a harsh word with harsh connotations. The pleasure, the joy of being of our rank, is that we may overlook the earthy, the fertile, the ...”


    Linnet stopped listening. Her father was a vision in pale blue, his waistcoat fastened with silver buttons inset with ivory poppies, his Prussian collar a miracle of elegance. He was very good at overlooking anything earthy, but she’d never been as successful.


    At that moment a long banging sounded at the door. Despite herself, Linnet looked up hopefully when their butler entered to announce the visitor. Surely Prince Augustus had rethought. How could he sit in his castle, knowing that she was being rejected by the ton? He must have heard about the disastrous events of the ball, the way no one had spoken to her after he left.


    Of course, the prince had taken himself away while the news was still spreading through the ballroom. He had walked out the door with his cronies without a backward glance at her ... and after that every face in the ballroom turned away from her. Apparently they were only waiting to see what his reaction was to being told she was carrying a child.


    Yet he, if anyone, knew it to be a taradiddle. At least, he knew the child wasn’t his. Maybe that was why he threw her over so abruptly. Perhaps he too believed the stories and thought she was pregnant by another man.


    The cut direct from an entire ballroom. It had to be a first.


    The caller wasn’t Prince Augustus, but Linnet’s aunt, Lady Etheridge, known to her intimates as Zenobia. She had chosen that name for herself, realizing as a young girl that Hortense didn’t suit her personality.


    “I knew this would come to grief,” she announced, stopping just inside the door and dropping her gloves to the floor rather than handing them to the footman to her right.


    Zenobia relished a good drama, and when inebriated was prone to informing a whole dinner table that she could have played Lady Macbeth better than Sarah Siddons. “I told you once, if I told you a hundred times, Cornelius, that girl is too pretty for her own good. And I was right. Here she is, enceinte, and all of London party to the news except for me.”


    “I’m not—” Linnet said.


    But she was drowned out by her father, who chose to avoid the question at hand and go on the attack. “It’s not my daughter’s fault that she takes after her mother.”


    “My sister was as pure as the driven snow,” Zenobia bellowed back.


    The battle was properly engaged now, and there would be no stopping it.


    “My wife may have been snowy—and God knows I’m the one to speak to that—but she was certainly warm enough when she cared to be. We all know how fast the Ice Maiden could warm up, particularly when she was around royalty, now I think of it!”


    “Rosalyn deserved a king,” Zenobia screamed. She strode into the room and planted herself as if she were about to shoot an arrow. Linnet recognized the stance: it was just what Mrs. Siddons had done the week before on the Covent Garden stage, when her Desdemona repudiated Othello’s cruel accusations of unfaithfulness.


    Poor Papa was hardly a warrior like Othello, though. The fact was that her dearest mama had been rampantly unfaithful to him, and he knew it. And so did Aunt Zenobia, though she was choosing to play ignorant.


    “I really don’t see that the question is relevant,” Linnet put in. “Mama died some years ago now, and her fondness for royalty is neither here nor there.”


    Her aunt threw her a swooning look. “I will always defend your mother, though she lies in the cold, cold grave.”


    Linnet slumped back in her corner. True, her mother was in the grave. And frankly, she thought she missed her mother more than Zenobia did, given that the sisters had fought bitterly every time they met. Mostly over men, it had to be admitted. Though to her credit, her aunt wasn’t nearly as trollopy as her mama had been.


    “It’s the beauty,” her father was saying. “It’s gone to Linnet’s head, just as it went to Rosalyn’s. My wife thought beauty gave her license to do whatever she liked—”


    “Rosalyn never did anything untoward!” Zenobia interrupted.


    “She skirted respectability for years,” Lord Sundon continued, raising his voice. “And now her daughter has followed in her footsteps, and Linnet is ruined. Ruined!”


    Zenobia opened her mouth—and then snapped it shut. There was a pause. “Rosalyn is hardly the question here,” she said finally, patting her hair. “We must concentrate on dear Linnet now. Stand up, dear.”


    Linnet stood up.


    “Five months, I’d say,” Zenobia stated. “How on earth you managed to hide that from me, I don’t know. Why, I was as shocked as anyone last night. The Countess of Derby was quite sharp with me, thinking I’d been concealing it. I had to admit that I knew nothing of it, and I’m not entirely sure she believed me.”


    “I am not carrying a child,” Linnet said, enunciating the words slowly.


    “She said the same last night,” her father confirmed. “And earlier this morning, she didn’t look it.” But he peered at her waist. “Now she does.”


    Linnet pushed down the cloth that billowed out just under her breasts. “See, I’m not enceinte. There’s nothing there but cloth.”


    “My dear, you’ll have to tell us sometime,” Zenobia said, taking out a tiny mirror and peering at herself. “It’s not as if it’s going anywhere. At this rate, you’ll be bigger than a house in a matter of a few months. I myself retired to the country as soon as my waistline expanded even a trifle.”


    “What are we going to do with her?” her father moaned, collapsing into a chair as suddenly as a puppet with cut strings.


    “Nothing you can do,” Zenobia said, powdering her nose. “No one wants a cuckoo in the nest. You’ll have to send her abroad and see if she can catch someone there, after all this unpleasantness is over, of course. You’d better double her dowry. Thankfully, she’s an heiress. Someone will take her on.”


    She put down her powder puff and shook her finger at Linnet. “Your mother would be very disappointed, my dear. Didn’t she teach you anything?”


    “I suppose you mean that Rosalyn should have trained her in the arts of being as dissipated as she herself was,” her father retorted. But he was still drooping in his seat, and had obviously lost his fire.


    “I did not sleep with the prince,” Linnet said, as clearly and as loudly as she could. “I might have done so, obviously. Perhaps if I had, he would have felt constrained to marry me now. But I chose not to.”


    Her father groaned and dropped his head onto the back of his chair.


    “I didn’t hear that,” Zenobia said, narrowing her eyes. “At least royalty is some sort of excuse. If this child is the result of anything less than ducal blood, I don’t want to hear a word about it.”


    “I didn’t—” Linnet tried.


    Her aunt cut her off with a sharp gesture. “I just realized, Cornelius, that this might be the saving of you.” She turned to Linnet. “Tell us who fathered that child, and your father will demand marriage. No one below a prince would dare to refuse him.”


    Without pausing for breath, she swung back to her brother-in-law. “You might have to fight a duel, Cornelius. I suppose you have pistols somewhere in this house, don’t you? Didn’t you threaten to fight one with Lord Billetsford years ago?”


    “After finding him in bed with Rosalyn,” Linnet’s father said. He didn’t even sound mournful, just matter-of-fact. “New bed; we’d had it only a week or two.”


    “My sister had many passions,” Zenobia said fondly.


    “I thought you just said she was white as snow!” the viscount snapped back.


    “None of them touched her soul! She died in a state of grace.”


    No one was inclined to argue with this, so Zenobia continued. “At any rate, you’d better pull out those pistols, Cornelius, and see if they still work. You might have to threaten to kill the man. Though in my experience if you double the dowry, it’ll all come around quickly enough.”


    “There’s no man to shoot,” Linnet said.


    Zenobia snorted. “Don’t tell me you’re going to try for virgin birth, my love. I can’t imagine that it worked very well back in Jerusalem. Every time the bishop talks about it at Christmastime, I can’t help thinking that the poor girl must have had a miserable time trying to get people to believe her.”


    “I can’t imagine why you’re bringing scripture into this conversation,” Linnet’s father said. “We’re talking about princes, not gods.”


    Linnet groaned. “This dress just makes me look plump.”


    Zenobia sank into a chair. “Do you mean to tell me that you aren’t carrying a child?”


    “I’ve been saying that. I didn’t sleep with the prince, or anyone else either.”


    There was a mournful pause while the truth at last sunk in. “God Almighty, you’re ruined, and you didn’t even eat the gingerbread,” her aunt said, finally. “What’s more, just displaying your waistline to its best advantage would be no help at this point. People would simply assume that you had, as one might say, taken care of the problem.”


    “After the prince refused her to marry her,” the viscount said heavily. “I’d assume it myself, under the circumstances.”


    “It’s unfair,” Linnet said fiercely. “With Mama’s—ah—reputation, people naturally expected that I might be rather flirtatious—”


    “That’s an understatement,” her father said. “They thought you’d be a baggage, and now they know you’re one. Except you’re not.”


    “It’s the beauty,” her aunt said, preening a little. “The women in my family are simply cursed by our beauty. Look at dear Rosalyn, dying so young.”


    “I don’t see that it’s cursed you,” the viscount said, rather rudely.


    “Oh, but it has,” Zenobia said. “It has, it has, it has. It taught me what could have been, had I not had the chains of birth holding me back. I could have graced the world’s stages, you know. Rosalyn too. I expect that’s why she was so—”


    “So what?” the viscount said, leaping on it.


    “Irresistible,” Zenobia said.


    Linnet’s father snorted. “Impure, more like.”


    “She knew that she could have married the finest in the land,” Zenobia said. “And you see, that same dream caught our darling Linnet in its coils and now she’s ruined.”


    “Rosalyn could not have married the finest in the land,” the viscount said. “There’s a reason for the Royal Marriage Laws, you know.” He pointed a finger at Linnet. “Didn’t you even think of that before you created such a scandal with young Augustus? For Christ’s sake, everyone knows that he up and married a German woman a few years ago. In Rome, I believe. The king himself had to get involved and annul the marriage.”


    “I didn’t know until yesterday,” Linnet said. “When the prince told me so.”


    “No one tells girls that sort of thing,” her aunt said dismissively. “If you were so worried about her, Cornelius, why didn’t you trot around to those parties and watch over her yourself?”


    “Because I was busy! And I found a woman to chaperone her, since you were too lazy to do it yourself. Mrs. Hutchins. Perfectly respectable in every way, and seemed to grasp the problem, too. Where is that woman? She assured me that she would keep your name as white as the driven snow.”


    “She refused to come downstairs.”


    “Afraid to face the music,” he muttered. “And where’s your governess? She’s another one. I told her and told her that you had to be twice as chaste to make up for your mother’s reputation.”


    “Mrs. Flaccide took insult last night when you said she was a limb of Satan and accused her of turning me into a doxy.”


    “I’d had a spot or two of drink,” her father said, looking utterly unrepentant. “I drowned my sorrows after I was told to my face—to my face!— that my only daughter had been debauched.”


    “She left about an hour later,” Linnet continued. “And I doubt she’s coming back, because Tinkle says that she took a great deal of silver with her.”


    “The silver is irrelevant,” Zenobia said. “You should never make the best servants angry, because they invariably know where all the valuables are kept. Far more important, I expect your governess knew all about any billets-doux that royal twig might have sent you?”


    “He didn’t write me any love letters, if that’s what you mean. But early one morning about a month ago he did throw strawberries at my bedchamber window. She and Mrs. Hutchins said at the time that we mustn’t let anyone know.”


    “And now Flaccide is out telling the world about it,” her aunt announced. “You really are a fool, Cornelius. You should have paid her five hundred pounds on the spot and shipped her off to Suffolk. Now Flaccide is out there turning one strawberry into a whole field. She’ll have Linnet carrying twins.”


    Linnet thought her governess would likely leap at the chance. They’d never really liked each other. In truth, women rarely liked her. From the moment she debuted four months ago, the other girls had clustered into groups and giggled behind their hands. But no one ever let Linnet in on the joke.


    Zenobia reached out and rang the bell. “I can’t think why you haven’t offered me any tea, Cornelius. Linnet’s life may have taken a new corner, but we still have to eat.”


    “I’m ruined, and you want tea?” her father moaned.


    Tinkle opened the door so quickly that Linnet knew he’d been listening in, not that she was surprised.


    “We’ll have tea and something to eat along with it,” Zenobia told him. “You’d better bring along something for reducing as well.”


    The butler frowned.


    “Cucumbers, vinegar, something of that nature,” she said impatiently. When he closed the door, she waved at Linnet’s bosom. “We must do something about that. No one would describe you as plump, my dear, but you’re not exactly a wraith either, are you?”


    Linnet counted to five again. “My figure is exactly like my mother’s. And yours.”


    “Satan’s temptation,” her father said morosely. “It isn’t seemly so uncovered.”


    “No such luck,” Linnet said. “I got a prince, but the king of darkness never made an appearance.”


    “Augustus couldn’t be even a minor devil,” her aunt said consideringly. “I’m not surprised he didn’t manage to seduce you, now I think on it. He’s a bit of a nincompoop.”


    “There shouldn’t be styles that make a young girl look like a matron with a babe on the way,” Lord Sundon stated. “If there is, I don’t want a part of it. That is, I wouldn’t want a part of it if I were the type to wear dresses. That is, if I were a woman.”


    “You’re getting more foolish every year,” Zenobia observed. “Why my sister ever agreed to marry you, I’ll never know.”


    “Mama loved Papa,” Linnet said as firmly as she could. She’d fastened on to that fact years ago, in the aftermath of a confusing evening when she’d encountered her mother with another gentleman in an intimate setting, engaged in a very intimate activity.


    “I love your father,” her mother had told her at the time. “But darling, love is just not enough for women such as myself. I must have adoration, verses, poetry, flowers, jewels ... not to mention the fact that François is built like a god and hung like a horse.”


    Linnet had blinked at her, and her mother had said, “Never mind, darling, I’ll explain it all later, when you’re a bit older.”


    She never got around to it, but Linnet had somehow managed to garner enough information to interpret what had caught her mother’s attention with regards to François.


    Now her father’s eyes flickered toward her. “Rosalyn loved me the way Augustus loves you. In short: not enough.”


    “For goodness’ sake,” Zenobia cried. “This is enough to send me into the Slough of Despond! Let poor Rosalyn rest in her grave, would you? You make me rue the day she decided to accept your hand.”


    “It’s brought it all back to mind,” the viscount said heavily. “Linnet takes after her mother; anyone can see that.”


    “That’s quite unfair,” Linnet said, scowling at him. “I have been a model of chastity this season. In fact, through my entire life!”


    He frowned. “It’s just that there’s something about you—”


    “You look naughty,” her aunt said, not unkindly. “God help Rosalyn, but this is all her fault. She gave it to you. That dimple, and something in your eyes and about your mouth. You look like a wanton.”


    “A wanton would have had a great deal more fun this season than I had,” Linnet protested. “I’ve been as demure as any young lady in the ton—you can ask Mrs. Hutchins.”


    “It does seem unfair,” Zenobia agreed. A golden drop of honey suspended itself from her crumpet and swung gently before falling onto the pale violet silk of her morning dress.


    “I hope that you told the countess that I was never alone with Augustus at any point,” Linnet said.


    “How could I do that?” Zenobia inquired. “I’m not privy to your social calendar, my dear. I was as shocked as the dear countess, I can tell you that.”


    Linnet groaned. “I could strip naked in Almack’s, and still no one would believe that I wasn’t carrying a child, no matter how slim my waist. You practically confirmed it, Aunt Zenobia. And Papa dismissed Miss Flaccide, and I’m quite sure that she’s saying wretched things about me all over London. I truly will have to live abroad, or in the country somewhere.”


    “French men are very easy to please, though there is that inconvenient war going on,” Zenobia said encouragingly. “But I’ve got another idea.”


    Linnet couldn’t bring herself to ask, but her father asked wearily, “What is it?”


    “Not it—him.”


    “Who?”


    “Yelverton, Windebank’s heir.”


    “Windebank? Who the devil’s that? Do you mean Yonnington—Walter Yonnington? Because if his son is anything like his father, I wouldn’t let Linnet near him, even if she were carrying a child.”


    “Very kind of you, Papa,” Linnet murmured. Since her aunt had not offered her a crumpet, she helped herself.


    “Reducing, my dear. Think about reducing,” Zenobia said in a kindly yet firm tone.


    Linnet tightened her mouth and put extra butter on her crumpet.


    Her aunt sighed. “Yelverton’s title is Duke of Windebank, Cornelius. Really, I wonder how you manage to make your way around the House of Lords, with your spotty knowledge of the aristocracy.”


    “I know what I need to know,” the viscount said. “And I don’t bother with that I don’t need. If you meant Windebank, why didn’t you just say so?”


    “I was thinking of his son,” Zenobia explained. “The man’s got the second title, of course. Now let me think ... I do believe that his given name is something odd. Peregrine, Penrose—Piers, that’s it.”


    “He sounds like a dock,” Lord Sundon put in.


    “Mrs. Hutchins called me a light frigate this morning,” Linnet said. “A dock might be just the thing for me.”


    Zenobia shook her head. “That’s just the kind of remark that got you in this situation, Linnet. I’ve told you time and again, all that cleverness does you no good. People would like a lady to be beautiful, but they expect her to be ladylike, in short: sweet, compliant, and refined.”


    “And yet you are universally taken for a lady,” Linnet retorted.


    “I am married,” Zenobia says. “Or I was, until Etheridge passed on. I don’t need to show sweetness and light. You do. You’d better polish up some ladylike chatter before you get to Wales to meet Yelverton. His title would be Earl of Marchant. Or would it be Mossford? I can’t quite remember. I’ve never met him, of course.”


    “Neither have I,” Lord Sundon said. “Are you trying to match Linnet off with a stripling, Zenobia? It’ll never work.”


    “He’s no stripling. He must be over thirty. Thirty-five at least. Surely you remember the story, Cornelius?”


    “I pay no attention to stories,” the viscount said testily. “It was the only way to survive under the same roof with your sister.”


    “You need to do a treatment to clean out your spleen,” Zenobia said, putting down her crumpet. “You are letting bile ferment in your system, Cornelius, and it’s a very powerful emotion. Rosalyn is dead. Let her be dead, if you please!”


    Linnet decided it was time to speak. “Aunt Zenobia, why would you think that the duke would be interested in matching me with his son? If indeed that’s what you were thinking?”


    “He’s desperate,” her aunt said. “Heard it from Mrs. Nemble, and she’s bosom friends with Lady Grymes, and you know that her husband is Windebank’s half brother.”


    “No, I don’t know,” the viscount said. “And I don’t care either. Why is Windebank desperate? Is his son simpleminded? I can’t recall seeing any sons around Lords or in Boodle’s.”


    “Not simpleminded,” Zenobia said triumphantly. “Even better!”


    There was a moment of silence as both Linnet and her father thought about what that could mean.


    “He hasn’t got what it takes,” her aunt clarified.


    “He hasn’t?” Sundon asked blankly.


    “Minus a digit,” Zenobia added.


    “A finger?” Linnet ventured.


    “For goodness’ sake,” Zenobia said, licking a bit of honey off one finger. “I always have to spell everything out in this house. The man suffered an accident as a young man. He walks with a cane. And that accident left him impotent, to call a stone a stone. No heir now, and none in the future either.”


    “In fact, in this particular case,” her father said with distinct satisfaction, “a stone isn’t a stone.”


    “Impotent?” Linnet asked. “What does that mean?”


    There was a moment’s silence while her two closest relatives examined her closely, as if she were a rare species of beetle they’d found under the carpet.


    “That’s for you to explain,” her father said, turning to Zenobia.


    “Not in front of you,” Zenobia said.


    Linnet waited.


    “All you need to know at the moment is that he can’t father a child,” her aunt added. “That’s the crucial point.”


    Linnet put that fact together with various comments her mother had made over the years, and found she had absolutely no inclination to inquire further. “How is that better than simpleminded?” she asked. “In a husband, I mean.”


    “Simpleminded could mean drool at the dinner table and Lord knows what,” her aunt explained.


    “You’re talking about the Beast!” her father suddenly exclaimed. “I’ve heard all about him. Just didn’t put it together at first.”


    “Marchant is no beast,” Zenobia scoffed. “That’s rank gossip, Cornelius, and I would think it beneath you.”


    “Everyone calls him that,” the viscount pointed out. “The man’s got a terrible temper. Brilliant doctor—or so everyone says—but the temper of a fiend.”


    “A tantrum here or there is part of marriage,” Zenobia said, shrugging. “Wait until he sees how beautiful Linnet is. He’ll be shocked and delighted that fate blessed him with such a lovely bride.”


    “Must I really choose between simpleminded and beastly?” Linnet inquired.


    “No, between simpleminded and incapable,” her aunt said impatiently. “Your new husband will be grateful for that child you’re supposedly carrying, and I can tell you that your new father-in-law will be ecstatic.”


    “He will?” Lord Sundon asked.


    “Don’t you understand yet?” Zenobia said, jumping to her feet. She walked a few steps, and then twirled around in a fine gesture. “On the one side, we have a lonely duke, with one son. Just one. And that duke is obsessed with royalty, mind. He considers himself a bosom friend of the king, or at least he did before the king turned batty as a ... as a bat.”


    “Got that,” the viscount said.


    “Hush,” Zenobia said impatiently. She hated being interrupted. “On the one side, the lonely, desperate duke. On the other, the wounded, incapable son. In the balance ... a kingdom.”


    “A kingdom?” the viscount repeated, his eyes bulging.


    “She means it metaphorically,” Linnet said, taking another crumpet. She had seen rather more of her aunt than her father had, and she was familiar with her love of rhetorical flourishes.


    “A kingdom without a future, because there is no child to carry on the family name,” Zenobia said, opening her eyes wide.


    “Is the duke—” Lord Sundon began.


    “Hush,” she snapped. “I ask you, what does this desperately unhappy family need?”


    Neither Linnet nor her father dared to answer.


    Which was fine, because she had only paused for effect. “I ask you again, what does this desperately unhappy family need? They need ... an heir!”


    “Don’t we all,” the viscount said, sighing.


    Linnet reached out and patted her father’s hand. It was one of the rather unkind facts of life that her mama had been extremely free with her favors, and yet she had given her husband only one child, a daughter, who could not inherit the major part of her father’s estate.


    “They need,” Zenobia said, raising her voice so as to regain her audience, “they need a prince!”


    After a minute or so, Linnet ventured to say, “A prince, Aunt Zenobia?”


    That gained her the beatific smile of an actress receiving accolades, if not armfuls of roses, from her audience. “A prince, my dear. And you, lucky girl, have exactly what he needs. He’s looking for a heir, and you have that heir, and what’s more, you’re offering royal bloodlines.”


    “I see what you mean,” the viscount said slowly. “It’s not a terrible idea, Zenobia.”


    She got a little pink in the face. “None of my ideas are terrible. Ever.”


    “But I don’t have a prince,” Linnet said. “If I understand you correctly, the Duke of Windebank is looking for a pregnant woman—”


    Her father growled and she amended her statement. “That is, the duke would perhaps acquiesce to a woman in my unfortunate situation because that way his son would have a son—”


    “Not just a son,” Zenobia said, her voice still triumphant. “A prince. Windebank isn’t going to take just any lightskirt into his family. He’s frightfully haughty, you know. He’d rather die. But a prince’s son? He’ll fall for that.”


    “But—”


    “You’re right about that, Zenobia. Be gad, you’re a canny old woman!” her father roared.


    Zenobia’s back snapped straight. “What did you say to me, Cornelius?”


    He waved his hand. “Didn’t mean it that way, didn’t mean it that way. Pure admiration. Pure unmitigated admiration. Pure—”


    “I agree,” she said in a conciliatory tone, patting her hair. “It’s a perfect plan. You’d better go to him this afternoon, though. You have to get her all the way to Wales for the marriage. Marchant lives up there.”


    “Marriage,” Linnet said. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


    They both looked at her and said simultaneously, “What?”


    “I’m not carrying a prince!” she shouted. “I never slept with Augustus. Inside my belly I have nothing but a chewed-up crumpet.”


    “That is a disgusting comment,” her aunt said with a shudder.


    “I agree,” her father chimed in. “Quite distasteful. You sound like a city wife, talking of food in that manner.”


    “Distasteful is the fact that you are planning to sell off my unborn child to a duke with a penchant for royalty—when I don’t even have an unborn child!”


    “I said this would all have to happen quite quickly,” her aunt said.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, let’s say that your father goes to Windebank’s house this very afternoon, and let’s say that Windebank takes the bait, because he will. As I said, the man is desperate, and besides, he would love to meld his line with royal blood.”


    “That doesn’t solve the problem,” Linnet said.


    “Well, of course not,” Zenobia said, giving her a kindly smile. “We can’t do everything for you. The next part is up to you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Her father got up, obviously not listening. “I’ll put on my Jean de Bry coat and Hessians,” he said to himself.


    “Not the de Bry,” Zenobia called after him.


    He paused at the door. “Why not?”


    “The shoulders are a trifle anxious. You mustn’t seem anxious. You’re offering to save the man’s line, after all.”


    “Sage-green court coat with a scalloped edge,” her father said, nodding, and disappeared through the door.


    “Aunt Zenobia,” Linnet said, showing infinite patience, to her mind. “Just how am I supposed to get a child of royal blood to offer to the husband I’ve never met?”


    Zenobia smiled. “My dear, you aren’t a woman of my family if you have to ask that.”


    Linnet’s mouth fell open. “You don’t mean—”


    “Of course, darling. As soon as your father signs those papers, you have ... oh ... twelve hours before you really should leave for Wales.”


    “Twelve hours,” Linnet echoed, hoping she was mistaken in what she was thinking. “You can’t possibly mean—”


    “Augustus has been following you about like a child with a string toy,” her aunt said. “Shouldn’t take more than a come-hither glance and a cheerful smile. Goodness’ sake, dear, didn’t you learn anything from your mother?”


    “No,” Linnet said flatly.


    “Actually, with your bosom you don’t even need to smile,” Zenobia said.


    “So you really mean—” Linnet stopped. “I—I—”


    “You. Augustus. Seduction. Bed,” her aunt said helpfully. “Twelve hours and only one prince ... should be quite easy.”


    “I—”


    “You are Rosalyn’s daughter,” her aunt said. “And my niece. Seduction, especially when it comes to royalty, is bred in your bones. In your very bloodline.”


    “I don’t know how,” Linnet said flatly. “I may look naughty, but I’m not.”


    “Yes, you are,” her aunt said brightly. She rose. “Just get yourself a child, Linnet. Think how many young women manage to do it and they haven’t nearly your advantages, to wit, your body, your face, your smile.”


    “My entire education has been directed at chastity,” Linnet pointed out. “I had a governess a good five years longer than other girls, just so I wouldn’t learn such things.”


    “Your father’s fault. He was frightened by Rosalyn’s indiscretions.”


    There must have been something about Linnet’s face, because Zenobia sighed with the air of a woman supporting the weight of the world. “I suppose I could find you a willing man if you really can’t bring yourself to approach the prince. It’s most unconventional, but of course one knows, one cannot help but know, of establishments that might help.”


    “What sort of establishments?”


    “Brothels catering to women, of course,” Zenobia said. “I do believe there’s one near Covent Garden that I was just told about ... men of substance, that’s what I heard. They come for the sport of it, I suppose.”


    “Aunt, you can’t possibly mean—”


    “If you can’t seduce the prince, we’ll have to approach the problem from another angle,” she said, coming over and patting Linnet’s arm. “I’ll take you to the brothel. As I understand it, a lady can stand behind a curtain and pick out the man she wants. We’d better choose one with a resemblance to Augustus. I wonder if we could just send a message to that effect and have the man delivered in a carriage?”


    Linnet groaned.


    “I don’t want you to think that I would ever desert you in your hour of need,” her aunt said. “I feel all the burden of a mother’s love, now that darling Rosalyn is gone.”


    It was amazing how her aunt had managed to ignore that burden during the season and indeed for years before that, but Linnet couldn’t bring herself to point it out. “I am not going to a brothel,” she stated.


    “In that case,” Zenobia said cheerily, “I suggest you sit down and write that naughty prince a little note. You’re wise to choose him over the brothel, truly. One hates to start marriage with a fib involving babies. Marriage leads one into fibs by the very nature of it: all those temptations. One always orders too many gowns, and overspends one’s allowance. Not to mention men.” She kissed the tips of her fingers.


    “But I wanted—”


    “I am so pleased not to be married at the moment,” Zenobia said. “Not that I’m happy Etheridge died, of course. Ah well ...”


    Zenobia was gone.


    And what Linnet wanted from marriage was clearly no longer a question worth discussion.
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    PROLOGUE


    
      
    


    Once upon a time, not so very long ago ...


    (or, to be exact, March 1812)


    
      
    


    ... there was a girl who was destined to be a princess. Though to be absolutely precise, there was no prince in the offing. But she was betrothed to a duke’s heir, and from the point of view of minor gentry, a coronet was as good as a crown.


    This story begins with that girl, and continues through a stormy night, and a series of tests, and if there’s no pea in the tale, all I can say is that if you read on, you will encounter a surprise in that bed: a key, a flea—or perhaps a marquess, for that matter.


    In fairy tales, the ability to perceive an obtrusion as tiny as a pea under the mattress is enough to prove that a strange girl who arrives on a stormy night is indeed a princess. In the real world, of course, it’s a bit more complicated. In order to prepare for the rank of duchess, Miss Olivia Mayfield Lytton had learned something from virtually every branch of human knowledge. She was prepared to dine with a king, or a fool, or Socrates himself, conversing on subjects as far-flung as Italian comic opera and the new spinning machines.


    But, just as a single dried pea was all that was needed to determine the authenticity of the princess, one crucial fact determined Olivia’s eligibility for the rank of duchess: she was betrothed to the heir to the Canterwick dukedom.


    Less important were the facts that when this tale begins Olivia was twenty-three and still unmarried, that her father had no title, and that she had never been given a compliment such as a diamond of the first water. Quite the opposite, in fact.


    None of that mattered.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER ONE


    
      
    


    In Which We Are Introduced to a Future Duchess


    41 Clarges Street, Mayfair


    London


    The residence of Mr. Lytton, Esq.


    
      
    


    Most betrothals spring from one of two fierce emotions: greed or love. But Olivia Lytton’s was fueled neither by an exchange of assets between like-minded aristocrats, nor by a potent mixture of desire, propinquity, and Cupid’s arrows.


    In fact, the bride-to-be was liable, in moments of despair, to attribute her engagement to a curse. “Perhaps our parents forgot to ask a powerful fairy to my christening,” she told her sister Georgiana on their way home from a ball given by the Earl of Micklethwait, at which Olivia had spent generous swaths of time with her betrothed. “The curse, it hardly needs to be said, is Rupert’s hand in marriage. I would rather sleep for a hundred years.”


    “Sleeping has its attractions,” her sister agreed, descending from their parents’ carriage before the house. Georgiana did not pair the positive comment with its opposite: sleep had attractions ... but Rupert had few.


    Olivia actually had to swallow hard, and sit in the dark carriage by herself a moment, before she was able to pull herself together and follow her sister. She had always known that she would be Duchess of Canterwick someday, so it made no sense to feel so keenly miserable. But there it was. An evening spent with her future husband made her feel half cracked.


    It didn’t help that most of London, her mother included, considered her the luckiest of young women. Her mother would be horrified—though unsurprised—by Olivia’s lame jest linking the dukedom with a curse. To her parents, it was manifestly clear that their daughter’s ascension of the social ranks was a piece of singular good fortune. In short, a blessing.


    “Thank God,” Mr. Lytton had said, oh, five thousand times since Olivia was born. “If I hadn’t gone to Eton ...”


    It was a story that Olivia and her twin sister Georgiana had loved when they were little. They would perch on their papa’s knees and listen to the thrilling tale of how he—plain, unremarkable (albeit connected to an earl on one side, as well as a bishop and a marquess on the other) Mr. Lytton—had gone to Eton and become best friends with the Duke of Canterwick, who had inherited his grand title at the tender age of five. At some point, the boys had sworn a blood oath that Mr. Lytton’s eldest daughter would become a duchess by marrying the Duke of Canterwick’s eldest son.


    Mr. Lytton showed giddy enthusiasm in doing his part to ensure this eventuality, producing not one but two daughters within a year of marriage. The Duke of Canterwick, for his part, produced only one son, and that after a few years of marriage, but obviously one son was sufficient for the task at hand. Most importantly, His Grace kept his word, and regularly reassured Mr. Lytton about the destined betrothal.


    Consequently, the proud parents of the duchess-to-be did everything in their power to prepare their firstborn daughter (the elder by a good seven minutes) for the title that was to be bestowed upon her, sparing no expense in shaping the future Duchess of Canterwick. Olivia was tutored from the moment she left the cradle. By ten years of age, she was expert in the finer points of etiquette, the management of country estates (including double-entry accounting), playing the harpsichord and the spinet, greeting people in various languages, including Latin (useful for visiting bishops, if no one else), and even in French cooking, though her knowledge of the last was intellectual rather than practical. Duchesses never actually touched food, except to eat it.


    She also had a thorough knowledge of her mother’s favorite tome, The Mirror of Compliments: A Complete Academy for the Attaining unto the Art of Being a Lady, which was written by no less a personage than Her Grace, the Dowager Duchess of Sconce, and given to the girls on their twelfth birthday.


    In fact, Olivia’s mother had read The Mirror of Compliments so many times that it had taken over her conversation, rather like ivy smothering a tree. “ ‘Gentility,’ ” she had said the morning before the Micklethwait ball over marmalade and toast, “ ‘is bestowed on us by our ancestors, but soon blanched, when not revived by virtue.’ ” Olivia had nodded. She herself was a firm believer in the benefits of blanching gentility, but long experience had taught her that expressing such an opinion would merely give her mother a headache.


    “ ‘A young lady,’ ” Mrs. Lytton had announced on the way to the Micklethwait ball, “ ‘loathes nothing so much as entering parley with an immodest suitor.’ ” Olivia knew better than to inquire about how one “parleyed” with an immodest suitor. The ton understood that she was betrothed to the Duke of Canterwick’s heir, and therefore suitors, immodest or otherwise, rarely bothered to approach.


    Generally speaking, she tabled that sort of advice for the future, when she hoped to indulge in any number of immodest parleys.


    “Did you see Lord Webbe dancing with Mrs. Shottery?” Olivia asked her sister as they walked into her bedchamber. “It’s quite affecting to watch them stare into each other’s eyes. I must say, the ton seems to take their wedding vows about as seriously as do the French, and everyone says that inclusion of marital fidelity into French wedding vows turned them a splendid work of fiction.”


    “Olivia!” Georgiana groaned. “You mustn’t! And you wouldn’t—would you?”


    “Are you asking whether I will ever be unfaithful to my fiancé once he’s my husband—if that day ever arrives?”


    Georgiana nodded.


    “I suppose not,” Olivia said, though secretly she sometimes wondered if she might just snap one day and break every social rule by running off to Rome with a footman. “The only part of the evening I really enjoyed was when Lord Pomtinius told me a limerick about an adulterous abbot.”


    “Don’t you dare repeat it!” her sister ordered. Georgiana had never shown the faintest wish to rebel against the rules of propriety. She loved and lived by them.


    “There once was an adulterous abbot,” Olivia teased, “as randy—”


    Georgiana slapped her hands over her ears. “I can’t believe he told you such a thing! Father would be furious if he knew.”


    “Lord Pomtinius was in his cups,” Olivia said. “Besides, he’s ninety-six and he doesn’t care about decorum any longer. Just a laugh, now and then.”


    “It doesn’t even make sense. An adulterous abbot? How can an abbot be adulterous? They don’t even marry.”


    “Let me know if you want to hear the whole verse,” Olivia said. “It ends with talk of nuns, so I believe the word was being used loosely.”


    That limerick—and Olivia’s appreciation of it—pointed directly to the problem with Miss Lytton’s duchess-ification, or, as the girls labeled it, “duchification.” There was something very déclassé about Olivia, no matter how proper her bearing, her voice, and her manners might be. She certainly could play the duchess, but the real Olivia was, dismayingly, never far from the surface.


    “You are missing that indefinable air of consequence that your sister conveys without effort,” her father often opined, with an air of despondent resignation. “In short, Daughter, your sense of humor tends toward the vulgar.”


    “ ‘Your demeanor should ever augment your honor,’ ” her mother would chime in, quoting the Duchess of Sconce.


    And Olivia would shrug.


    “If only,” Mrs. Lytton had said despairingly to her husband time and again, “if only Georgiana had been born first.” For Olivia was not the only participant in the Lytton training program. Olivia and Georgiana had marched in lockstep through lessons on the comportment of a duchess, because their parents, aware of the misfortunes that might threaten their eldest daughter—a fever, a runaway carriage, a fall from a tower—had prudently duchified their second-born as well.


    Sadly, it was manifest to everyone that Georgiana had achieved the quality of a duchess, while Olivia ... Olivia was Olivia. She certainly could behave with exquisite grace—but among her intimates, she was sarcastic, far too witty to be ladylike, and not in the least gracious. “She looks at me in such a way if I merely mention The Mirror of Compliments,” Mrs. Lytton would complain. “I’m only trying to help, I’m sure.”


    “That girl will be a duchess someday,” Mr. Lytton would say heavily. “She’ll be grateful to us then.”


    “But if only ... ,” Mrs. Lytton would say, wistfully. “Dearest Georgiana is just ... well, she would be a perfect duchess, wouldn’t she?”


    In fact, Olivia’s sister had mastered early the delicate art of combining a pleasing air of consequence with an irreproachably modest demeanor. Over the years Georgiana had built up a formidable array of duchess-like traits: ways of walking, talking, and carrying herself.


    “ ‘Dignity, virtue, affability, and bearing,’ ” Mrs. Lytton recited over and over, turning it into a nursery rhyme.


    Georgiana would glance at the glass, checking her dignified bearing and affable expression.


    Olivia would sing back to her mother: “Debility, vanity, absurdity, and ... brainlessness!”


    By eighteen years of age, Georgiana looked, sounded, and even smelled (thanks to French perfume, smuggled from Paris at great expense) like a duchess. Mostly, Olivia didn’t bother.


    The Lyttons were happy, in a measured sort of way. By any sensible standard they had produced a real duchess, even if that particular daughter was not betrothed to a duke’s heir. As their girls were growing up, they told themselves that Georgiana would make a lovely wife to any man of rank. Alas, in time they stopped saying anything about their second daughter’s hypothetical husband.


    The sad truth is that a duchified girl is not what most young men desire. While Georgiana’s virtues were celebrated far and wide throughout the ton—especially amongst the dowager set—her hand was rarely sought for a dance, let alone for marriage.


    Mr. and Mrs. Lytton interpreted the problem differently. To their mind, their beloved second daughter was likely to dwindle into the shadow of a duchess, without becoming even a wife, because she had no dowry.


    The Lyttons had spent all their disposable income on tutors. That had left their younger daughter with little more than a pittance to launch her on the marriage market.


    “We have sacrificed everything for Olivia,” Mrs. Lytton often said. “I can’t understand why she is not more grateful. She’s the luckiest girl in England.”


    Olivia did not view herself as lucky at all.


    “The only reason I can countenance marrying Rupert,” she said to Georgiana, “is that I will be able to dower you.” She stripped off her gloves, biting the tips to pull them from her fingers. “To be honest, the mere thought of the wedding makes me feel slightly mad. I could bear the rank—though it isn’t my cup of tea, to say the least—if he weren’t such a little, beardy-weirdy bottle-headed chub.”


    “You’re using slang,” Georgiana said. “And—”


    “Absolutely not,” Olivia said, throwing her gloves onto her bed. “I made it up myself, and you know as well as I do that the Mirror for Bumpkins says that slang is—and I quote—‘grossness of speech used by the lowest degenerates in our nation.’ Much though I would like to attain the qualifications of a degenerate, I have no hope of achieving that particular title in this life.”


    “You shouldn’t,” Georgiana said, arranging herself on the settee before Olivia’s fireplace. Olivia had been given the grandest bedchamber in the house, larger than either their mother’s or father’s chambers, so the twins generally hid from their parents in Olivia’s room.


    But the reprimand didn’t have its usual fire. Olivia frowned at her sister. “Was it a particularly rotten night, Georgie? I kept getting swept away by my dim-witted fiancé, and after supper I lost track of you.”


    “I would have been easy to find,” Georgiana replied. “I sat among the dowagers most of the night.”


    “Oh, sweetheart,” Olivia said, sitting down next to her sister and giving her a fierce hug. “Just wait until I’m a duchess. I’ll dower you so magnificently that every gentleman in the country will be on bended knee at the very thought of you. ‘Golden Georgiana,’ they’ll call you.”


    Georgiana didn’t even smile, so Olivia forged ahead. “I like sitting with the dowagers. They have all the stories one would really like to hear, like that one about Lord Mettersnatch paying seven guineas to be flogged.”


    Her sister’s brows drew together.


    “I know, I know!” Olivia exclaimed, before Georgiana could speak. “Vulgar, vulgar, vulgar. All the same, I loved the part about the nursemaid costume. Truly, you should be glad you weren’t me. Canterwick stalked up and down the ballroom all night, dragging Rupert and me behind him. Everyone groveled, tittered behind my back, and went off to inform the rest of the room how uncommonly unlucky the FF is to be marrying me.”


    Between themselves, Olivia and Georgiana generally referred to Rupert Forrest G. Blakemore—Marquess of Montsurrey, future Duke of Canterwick—as “the FF,” which stood for foolish fiancé. On occasion he was also “the HH” (half-wit husband), “the BB” (brainless betrothed) and—because the girls were fluent in both Italian and French—“the MM” (mindless marito or mindless mari, depending on the language of the moment).


    “The only thing lacking to make this evening absolutely and irredeemably hellish,” Olivia continued, “was a wardrobe malfunction. If someone had stepped on my hem and ripped it, baring my arse to the world, I might have been more humiliated. I certainly would have been less bored.”


    Georgiana didn’t reply; she just tipped her head back and stared at the ceiling. She looked miserable. “We should look on the bright side,” Olivia said, striving for a rousing tone. “The FF danced with both of us. Thank goodness he’s finally old enough to attend a ball.”


    “He counted the steps aloud,” Georgiana stated. “And he said my dress made me look like a puffy cloud.”


    “Surely it could not have surprised you to discover that Rupert lacks a gift for elegant conversation. If anyone looked like a puffy cloud, it was I; you looked like a vestal virgin. Far more dignified than a cloud.”


    “Dignity is not desirable,” her sister said, turning her head. Her eyes were full of tears.


    “Oh, Georgie!” Olivia gathered her into another hug. “Please don’t cry. I’ll be a duchess in no time, and then I’ll dower you and order such beautiful clothing that you’ll be the wonder of London.”


    “This is my fifth season, Olivia. You can’t possibly understand how dreadful it feels, given that you’ve never really been on the market. No gentleman paid me any attention tonight, any more than they have in the last five years.”


    “It was the dress and the dowry. We all looked like ghosts, but not transparent. You, of course, were a willowy ghost, and I was a particularly solid one.”


    Olivia and Georgiana had worn matching gowns of frail white silk, caught up under their bosoms with long ribbons trimmed with seed pearls and tasseled at the ends. The same streamers appeared on the sides and the backs of the gowns, rippling in the faintest breeze. On the page, in Madame Wellbrook’s pattern book, the design had looked exquisite.


    There was a lesson there ... a dismal one.


    Just because fluttering ribbons look good on a stick-thin lady portrayed in a pattern book does not mean that they will be, when festooned around one’s hips.


    “I caught sight of you dancing,” Olivia continued. “You looked like a bouncy maypole with all those ribbons trembling around you. Your ringlets were bouncing as well.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” Georgiana said flatly. She brushed away a tear. “It’s the duchification, Olivia. No man wants to marry a prude who acts as if she’s a ninety-five-year-old dowager. And”—she gave a little sob—“I simply can’t seem to behave any differently. I don’t believe that anyone titters behind your back, unless from jealousy. But I’m like nursery gruel. I—I can see their eyes glaze over when they have to dance with me.”


    Privately, Olivia agreed that the duchification program had much to answer for. But she wrapped her arm tighter around her sister and said, “Georgiana, you have a wonderful figure, you’re sweet as honey, and the fact that you know how to set a table for one hundred has nothing to do with it. Marriage is a contract, and contracts are about money. A woman has to have a dowry, or no man will even consider marrying her.”


    Georgiana sniffed, which served to demonstrate how upset she was, as she normally would never countenance such an unrefined gesture.


    “Your waist makes me positively sick with envy,” Olivia added. “I look like a butter churn, whereas you’re so slim that I could balance you on the head of a pin, like an angel.”


    Most young ladies on the marriage market—Georgiana included—were indeed ethereally slim. They floated from room to room, diaphanous silk sweeping around their slender bodies.


    Olivia was not one of them. It was the sad truth, the canker at the heart of the ducal flower, another source of stress for Mrs. Lytton. As she saw it, Olivia’s overindulgence in vulgar wit and buttered toast stemmed from the same character defects. Olivia did not disagree.


    “You do not resemble a butter churn,” her sister stated, and wiped away a few more tears.


    “I heard something interesting tonight,” Olivia cried. “Apparently the Duke of Sconce is going to take a wife. I suppose he needs an heir. Just imagine, Georgie. You could be daughter-in-law to the most stiff-rumped starch-bucket of them all. Do you suppose the duchess reads her Maggoty Mirror aloud at the dining table? She would adore you. In fact, you’re probably the only woman in the kingdom whom she would love.”


    “Dowagers always love me,” Georgiana said with another sniff. “That doesn’t mean the duke will give me a second glance. Besides, I thought that Sconce was married.”


    “If the duchess approved of bigamy, she would have put it in the Mirror; therefore, its absence suggests that he is need of a second wife. My only other, rather less exciting, news is that Mother was told of a lettuce diet tonight and has decided that I must try it immediately.”


    “Lettuce?”


    “One eats only lettuce between the hours of eight and eight.”


    “That’s absurd. If you want to reduce, you should stop buying meat pies when Mama thinks you’re buying ribbons. Though, to be honest, Olivia, I think you should eat whatever you want. I want quite desperately to marry, and even so, the idea of marrying Rupert makes me want to eat a meat pie.”


    “Four pies,” Olivia corrected. “At least.”


    “What’s more, it wouldn’t matter how slim you became by eating lettuce,” Georgiana continued. “The FF has no choice but to marry you. If you grew rabbit ears, he would still have to marry you. Whereas no one can countenance the idea of marrying me, no matter what my waist looks like. I need money to—to bribe them.” Her voice wavered again.


    “They’re all port-brained buffoons,” Olivia said, with another squeeze. “They haven’t noticed you, but they will, once Rupert dowers you.”


    “I’ll likely be forty-eight by the time the two of you walk the aisle.”


    “On that front, Rupert is coming over with his father to sign betrothal papers tomorrow evening. And apparently he is leaving directly thereafter for the wars in France.”


    “For goodness’ sake,” Georgiana said, her eyes widening. “You really are going to become a duchess. The FF is about to become the BB!”


    “Foolish fiancés are often killed on the battlefield,” Olivia pointed out. “I think the term is ‘cannon fodder.’ ”


    Her sister gave a sudden laugh. “You could at least try to sound sad at the prospect.”


    “I would be sad,” Olivia protested. “I think.”


    “You’d have reason. Not only would you lose the prospect of being ‘Your Grace’d’ for the rest of your life, but our parents would hold hands as they jumped off Battersea Bridge to their watery deaths.”


    “I can’t even imagine what Mama and Papa would do if the goose that promised golden eggs was turned into pâté de foie gras by the French,” Olivia said, a bit sadly.


    “What happens if the FF dies before marrying you?” Georgiana asked. “Legal or not, a betrothal is not a wedding.”


    “I gather these papers make the whole situation a good deal more solid. I’m certain most of the ton believes that he’ll cry off before we get to the altar, given my general lack of beauty, not to mention the fact that I don’t eat enough lettuce.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. You are beautiful,” Georgiana said. “You have the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen. I can’t think why I got plain brown eyes and you have those green ones.” She peered at her. “Pale green. The color of celery, really.”


    “If my hips were like celery, then we’d have something to celebrate.”


    “You’re luscious,” her sister insisted. “Like a sweet, juicy peach.”


    “I don’t mind being a peach,” Olivia said. “Too bad celery is in fashion.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    
      
    


    In Which We Are Introduced to a Duke


    Littlebourne Manor


    Kent


    Seat of the Duke of Sconce


    
      
    


    At the precise moment that Olivia and Georgiana were engaged in an agricultural wrangle over the relative merits of peaches and celery, the hero in this particular fairy story was certainly not behaving like the princes in most such tales. He wasn’t on bended knee, nor on a white horse, and he was nowhere near a beanstalk. Instead, he was sitting in his library, working on a knotty mathematical problem: specifically, Lagrange’s four-square theorem. To clarify my point, if this particular duke ever encountered a beanstalk of unusual size, it would doubtless have spurred a leap in early botanical knowledge regarding unusual plant growth—but certainly not a leap up said stalk.


    It should be obvious from the above that the Duke of Sconce was the sort of man repulsed by the very idea of fairy tales. He neither read nor thought about them (let alone believed in them); the notion of playing a role in one would have been preposterous, and he would have rejected outright the notion that he resembled in any fashion the golden-haired, velvet-clad princes generally found in such tales.


    Tarquin Brook-Chatfield, Duke of Sconce—known as Quin to his intimates, who numbered exactly two—was more like the villain in those stories than the hero, and he knew it.


    He couldn’t have said at what age he’d discovered how profoundly he did not resemble a fairy tale prince. He might have been five, or seven, or even ten—but at some point he’d realized that coal-black hair with a shock of white over the forehead was neither customary nor celebrated. Perhaps it was the first time that his cousin Peregrine had called him a decrepit old man (a remark that had led to a regrettable scuffle).


    Yet it wasn’t only his hair that set him apart from other lads. Even at ten years of age, he’d had stern eyes, fiercely cut cheekbones, and a nose that screamed aristocrat. By thirty-two, there were no more laughter lines around his eyes than had been visible twenty years earlier, and for good reason.


    He almost never laughed.


    But Quin did have one major point of resemblance with the hero of The Princess and the Pea, whether he would have acknowledged it or no: his mother was in charge of choosing his wife, and he didn’t give a hang what criteria she applied to the task. If she thought a pea under a mattress—or under five mattresses—was the way to ascertain the suitability of his future duchess, Quin would agree, just as long as he didn’t have to bother about the question himself.


    In this crucial fashion, he was as regal—as real—as the nameless prince in the fairy tale, as dukified as Georgiana was duchified. He rarely saw a doorway without advancing through it as if he owned it. Since he owned a good many doorways, he would have pointed out that this was a reasonable assumption. He looked down his nose because he was taller than most. It was there to look down, and arrogance was his birthright. He couldn’t conceive of any other way of behaving.


    To be fair, Quin did acknowledge some personal failings. For example, he seldom knew what the people around him were feeling. He had a formidable intelligence and rarely found other people’s thought patterns very surprising. But their emotions? He greatly disliked the way people seemed to conceal their emotions, only to release them in a gassy burst of noise and a tearful exposition.


    This antipathy to displays of feeling had led him to surround himself with people like his mother and himself: to wit, those who responded to a problem by formulating a plan, often involving experimentation designed to prove a stated hypothesis. What’s more, his selected few did not cry if their hypotheses were proven incorrect.


    He rather thought that people shouldn’t have so many emotions, given that feelings were rarely logical, and therefore were of no use whatsoever. He had embarrassed himself once by falling into a slough of emotion—and it hadn’t ended well.


    In fact, it had ended miserably.


    The very thought sent a pulse of black pain through the region that he generally supposed to house his heart, but he ignored it, as was his habit. If he paid attention to how many times a month, a week—a day—he felt that little stab ... There was no point in thinking about it.


    If there was one thing he had learned from his mother, it was that regrettable emotions are best forgotten. And if one cannot forget (he couldn’t), then that personal failing should be concealed.


    As if thinking of his mother brought her to his side, the door to his library opened and his butler, Cleese, intoned, “Her Grace.”


    “My plans are in order, Tarquin,” his mother declared, entering on the heels of Cleese’s announcement. She was followed closely by her personal assistant, Steig, and by her personal maid, Smithers. Her Grace, the dowager duchess, preferred to have a little flock of retainers in tow wherever she went, rather as if she were a bishop trailed by anxious acolytes. She was not a tall woman, but she projected such a formidable presence that she achieved the impression of height, albeit with some help from a towering wig. In fact, her wig bore a distinct resemblance to a bishop’s miter. They both advertised the wearer’s confidence in his or her rightful place in the universe: to wit, on top.


    Quin was already on his feet; now he moved from behind his desk to kiss the hand his mother held out. “Indeed?” he asked politely, while trying to remember what she was talking about.


    Fortunately, the duchess did not view responsiveness as an obligatory aspect of conversation. Given a choice, she would prefer to soliloquize, but she had learned to give addresses that could almost be classified as interactive.


    “I have selected two young ladies,” she pronounced now. “Both from excellent families, it hardly needs saying. One is from the aristocracy; the other is from the gentry, but recommended by the Duke of Canterwick. I think we both agree that to consider only the aristocracy is to show anxiety about the matter, and the Sconces need have no such emotion.”


    She paused, and Tarquin nodded obediently. He had learned as a child that anxiety—like love—was an emotion disdained among the aristocracy.


    “Both mothers are aware of my treatise,” his mother continued, “and I have reasonable faith that their daughters will surmount the series of tests I shall put to them, drawn, of course, from The Mirror of Compliments. I have put a great deal of thought into their visit, Tarquin, and it will be a success.”


    By now Quin knew exactly what his mother was talking about: his next wife. He approved of both Her Grace’s planning and her expectation of success. His mother organized every aspect of her life—and, often, his as well. The one time he had engaged in spontaneity—a word and an impulse he now regarded with the deepest suspicion—the result had been disastrous.


    Thus the need for a next wife. A second wife.


    “You shall be married by autumn,” his mother stated.


    “I have the utmost confidence that this endeavor, like all those you undertake, will be a success,” he replied, which was no more than the truth.


    His mother didn’t flicker an eyelash. Neither of them had time for flattery or frivolous compliments. As his mother had written in her book, The Mirror of Compliments—which rather surprisingly had become a best-selling volume—“A true lady prefers gentle reproof to extravagant compliment.”


    It hardly need be said that Her Grace would have been extremely surprised if offered a reproof, gentle or otherwise.


    “Once I have found you a wife who is worthy of her position, I shall be happy,” she said now, then added, “What are you working on?”


    Quin looked back at his desk. “I am writing a paper onLagrange’s solution to Bachet’s conjecture regarding the sum of four squares.”


    “Didn’t you tell me that Legendre had already improved on Lagrange’s theorem?”


    “His proof was incomplete.”


    “Ah.” There was a momentary pause, and then the dowager said, “I shall issue an immediate invitation to the chosen young ladies to join us here. After due observation, I shall make a choice. A reasoned choice. There will be no succumbing to light fancy, Tarquin. I think we both agree that your first marriage made patently clear the inadvisability of such behavior.”


    Quin inclined his head—but he didn’t entirely agree. His marriage had been inadvisable, surely. Terrible, in some lights (the fact that Evangeline had taken a lover within a few months spoke for itself). Still ...


    “Not in every respect,” he said now, unable to stop himself.


    “You are contradicting yourself,” his mother observed.


    “My marriage was not a mistake in every respect.” He and his mother lived together quite comfortably, but he was well aware that the household’s serenity was dependent on the fact that he generally took the path of least resistance. When necessary, however, he could be as firm as the dowager.


    “Well,” his mother replied, eyeing him. “We must each be the judge of that.”


    “I am the judge of my marriage,” Quin stated.


    “The question is irrelevant,” she replied, waving her fan as if to brush away an insect. “I shall do my best to steer you in such a way that you shall not fall into the same quagmire. I feel quite exhausted at the mere memory of the tempests, the pique, the constant weeping. One would think that young woman had been raised on the stage.”


    “Evangeline—”


    “A most improper name for a lady,” his mother interrupted.


    According to The Mirror of Compliments, interruption was a cardinal sin. Quin waited a moment, just long enough that the silence in the room stretched to a point. Then he said, “Evangeline was deeply emotional. She suffered from an excess of sentiment and recurring problems with her nerves.”


    His mother shot him a beady look. “I trust you are not about to instruct me to speak no ill of the dead, Tarquin.”


    “Not a bad precept,” he said, taking his life in his own hands.


    “Humph.”


    Still, he had made his point. He had no particular objection to allowing his mother to organize the matter of a second wife. He fully realized that he needed an heir. But his first marriage ...


    He chose not to entertain other people’s opinions on the subject. “To return to the matter at hand, while I am certain that the parameters you have formulated are excellent, I have one stipulation as regards the young women you have selected.”


    “Indeed. Steig, pay attention.”


    Quin glanced at his mother’s assistant, whose quill was at the ready. “The giggles should have worn off.”


    His mother nodded. “I shall take that point under advisement.” She turned her head. “Steig, make a note. At the express request of His Grace, I shall devise another test, to determine whether the subject is overly given to giggling and other native signs of innocent enjoyment.”


    “In-no-cent en-joy-ment,” Steig muttered, writing frantically.


    Quin had a sudden vision of a haughty duchess with a huge ruff, like the faces of his Elizabethan ancestors up in the portrait gallery. “I don’t mind enjoyment,” he clarified. “Just not giggling.”


    “I shall dispense with either candidate if she seems likely to indulge in overwrought expressions of pleasure,” his mother said.


    Quin could readily picture himself bound by marriage to yet another woman who felt no pleasure in his company. But that wasn’t what his mother meant, he knew.


    Besides, she had already left.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    
      
    


    In Which the Merits of Virginity and Debauchery Are Evaluated, and Debauchery Wins


    Olivia and Georgiana had scarcely finished their discussion regarding the desirability of peaches over celery when their mother entered the room.


    Most women in their forties allow themselves to take on a soft roundness. But, as if in reproach to her unsatisfactory elder daughter, Mrs. Lytton ate like a bird and ruthlessly confined what curves she had in a whalebone corset. Consequently, she looked like a stork with anxious, beady eyes and a particularly feathery head.


    Georgiana instantly rose to her feet and curtsied. “Good evening, Mother. How lovely that you pay us a visit.”


    “I hate it when you do that,” Olivia put in, pushing herself to a standing position with a little groan. “Lord, my feet hurt. Rupert trampled them at least five or six times.”


    “Do what, my dear?” Mrs. Lytton asked, just catching Olivia’s remark as she shut the door behind her.


    “Georgie goes all gooey and sweet just for you,” Olivia said, not for the first time.


    Her mother’s frown was a miraculous concoction: she managed to express distaste without even twitching her forehead. “As your sister is well aware, ‘A lady’s whole pilgrimage is nothing less than to show the world what is most requisite for a great personage.’ ”


    “Show unto the world,” Olivia said, making a feeble gesture toward mutiny. “If you must quote The Mirror of Senseless Stupidity, Mama, you might as well get it right.”


    Mrs. Lytton and Georgiana both ignored this unhelpful comment. “You looked exquisite in your plum-colored sarcenet tonight,” Georgiana said, pulling a chair closer to the fireplace and ushering her mother into it, “particularly when you were dancing with Papa. His coat complemented your gown to a turn.”


    “Have you heard? He is calling on us tomorrow!” Mrs. Lytton breathed the pronoun as though Rupert were a deity who deigned to enter their mortal dwelling.


    “I heard,” Olivia said, watching her sister tuck a small cushion behind their mother’s back.


    “You’ll be a duchess by this time tomorrow.” The tremble in Mrs. Lytton’s voice spoke for itself.


    “No, I won’t. I’ll be formally betrothed to a marquess, which isn’t the same thing as actually being a duchess. I’m sure you remember that I’ve been unofficially betrothed for some twenty-three years.”


    “The distinction between our informal agreement with the duke and the ceremony tomorrow is just what I wish to speak to you about,” their mother said. “Georgiana, perhaps you should leave us, as you are unmarried.”


    Olivia found that surprising; Mrs. Lytton was fluttering her eyelashes in such a way that suggested she was in the grip of deep anxiety, and Georgiana had a talent for soothing aphorisms.


    In fact, just as Georgiana reached the door, their mother waved her hand: “I’ve changed my mind. My dear, you may stay. I have no doubt but that the marquess will dower you shortly after the marriage, so this information may be relevant to you as well.


    “A formal betrothal is a complicated relationship, legally speaking. Of course, our legal system is in flux and so on.” Mrs. Lytton looked as if she hadn’t the faintest idea what she was talking about. “Apparently it is always in flux. Parts of the old law, parts of the new ... your father understands all this better than I.


    “Under current interpretation of the law, your betrothal will be binding, unless the marquess suffers a fatal accident—when, of course, it would be invalidated by his death.” She snapped open her fan and waved it before her face, as if such a tragedy was too terrible even to contemplate.


    “Which is all too likely,” Olivia said, responding to the fan as much as to her mother’s words. “Inasmuch as Rupert has the brainpower of a gnat and he’s apparently going into battle.”


    “ ‘Civility is never out of fashion,’ ” Mrs. Lytton said, dropping the fan below her chin and dipping into The Mirror of Compliments. “You should never speak of the peerage in such a manner. It is true that in the tragic event of the marquess’s demise, the betrothal will come to nothing. But there is one interesting provision that falls under the provenance of an older law, as I understand it.”


    “Provision?” Olivia asked, creasing her brow—unluckily just as her mother glanced at her.


    “ ‘Cloud not your brow with disdainful scorn,’ ” Mrs. Lytton said automatically. Apparently duchesses remained wrinkle-free for life, doubtless because they never frowned.


    “If you were to ...” Mrs. Lytton waved her fan in the air. “To ... to ...” She gave Olivia a meaningful glance. “Then the betrothal would be more than legally binding; it would turn into a marriage under some sort of law. I can’t remember what your father called it. ‘Common,’ perhaps. Though how a common law could have any application to nobility, I cannot say.”


    “Are you saying that if I tup the FF, I become a marchioness even if he dies?” Olivia said, wiggling her sore toes. “That sounds extremely unlikely.”


    The fan fluttered madly. “I’m sure I don’t know what you intend to say, Olivia. You must learn to speak the English language.”


    “I expect that the law is designed to protect young women,” Georgiana interrupted, before her mother could elaborate on the subject of Olivia’s egregious linguistic lapses. “If I understand you correctly, Mother, you are saying that should the marquess lose his composure and commit an act unbecoming his rank as a peer, he would be forced to marry his betrothed bride, that is, Olivia.”


    “Actually, I’m not entirely sure whether he would be obligated to marry Olivia, or whether the betrothal would simply turn into a marriage. But most importantly, should this occurrence result in—in an event, the child will be declared legitimate. And if the betrothed were not deceased, then he would not be allowed to alter his mind. Not that the marquess would think of such a thing.”


    “To sum it up,” Olivia said flatly, “bedwork is followed by bondage.”


    Their mother snapped her fan shut and came to her feet. “Olivia Mayfield Lytton, your incessant vulgarity is unacceptable. The more unacceptable, because you are a duchess-to-be. Remember, all eyes will be upon you!” She stopped to take a breath.


    “Might we return to a more important subject?” Olivia asked, rising reluctantly to her feet once more. “It seems that you are instructing me to seduce Rupert, although you unaccountably neglected to give me a tutor in that particular art.”


    “I cannot bear your rank vulgarity!” Mrs. Lytton barked. Then, remembering that she was the mother of a duchess-to-be, she cleared her throat and took a deep breath. “There is no need for any ... exertion. A man—even a gentleman—merely has to be given the impression that a woman is ready for intimacy and he will ... that is, he will take advantage of the situation.”


    And with that, Mrs. Lytton swept out the door without so much as a nod to either of her daughters.


    Olivia sat down once again. Her mother had never been very interested in shows of maternal warmth, but it was painfully clear that quite soon Olivia would have no mother at all—merely an irritated, and irritating, lady-in-waiting. The thought made her throat tighten.


    “I don’t want to make you uneasy,” Georgiana said, seating herself as well, “but I would guess that Mama and Papa are going to lock you in the root cellar with the FF.”


    “They could move the matrimonial bed down to the study. Just to make sure that Rupert understands his duty.”


    “Oh, he will understand,” Georgiana said. “Men come to it naturally, as I understand.”


    “But I never had any particular sense that the FF was of that sort, did you?”


    “No.” Georgiana thought for a moment. “At least, not yet. He’s like a puppy.”


    “I don’t think he’ll mature by tomorrow evening.” “Puppy” wasn’t a bad description of Rupert, given that he had turned eighteen only the week before. Olivia would always fault her papa for leaping into matrimony before the duke, and then proceeding to procreate at the same headlong rate.


    It was tiresome to be a woman of twenty-three, betrothed to a lad of barely eighteen. Especially a boy who was such a callow eighteen.


    All through a light supper before the ball Rupert had babbled on about how the glory of his family name depended upon his performance on the battlefield—even though everyone at the table knew that he would never be allowed near a battlefield. He might have been “going to war,” but he was the scion of a duke. What’s more, he was an heir for whom there was no spare, and as such had to be kept from harm’s way. He’d probably be sent to another country. In fact, she was rather surprised that his father was allowing Rupert to travel outside England at all.


    “You’ll have to take the lead,” Georgiana suggested. “Begin as you mean to go on.”


    Olivia slumped a little lower on the settee. She had known, of course, that she would have to bed Rupert at some point. But she had vaguely imagined the event taking place in the dark, where she and Rupert could more easily ignore the fact that he was a good head shorter than she was and more than a stone slimmer. That didn’t seem likely if they were locked into the library.


    “That’s one good thing about your figure,” Georgiana went on. “Men like curvaceous women.”


    “I can’t say I’ve noticed. Except perhaps when it comes to Melchett, the new footman with the lovely shoulders.”


    “You shouldn’t be ogling a footman,” Georgiana said primly.


    “He ogles me, not the other way around. I am merely observant. Why do you suppose we aren’t simply getting married now?” Olivia asked, tucking her feet beneath her. “I know that we had to wait until Rupert turned eighteen, though frankly, I thought we might as well do it when he was out of diapers. Or at least out of the nursery. It’s not as if he’s ever going to achieve maturity as most people think of the word. Why a betrothal, and not a wedding?”


    “I expect the FF doesn’t wish to marry.”


    “Why not? I’m not saying that I’m a matrimonial prize. But he can’t possibly hope to escape his father’s wishes. I don’t think he’d even want to. He doesn’t have a touch of rebellion in him.”


    “No man wants to marry a woman his father picked out for him. Actually, no woman either—think about Juliet.”


    “Juliet Fallesbury? Whom did her father choose? All I remember is that she ran away with a gardener she nicknamed Longfellow.”


    “Romeo and Juliet, ninny!”


    “Shakespeare never wrote anything relevant to my life,” Olivia stated, “at least until they discover a long-lost tragedy called Much Ado about Olivia and the Fool. Rupert is no Romeo. He’s never shown the least inclination to dissolve our betrothal.”


    “In that case, I expect he feels too young to be married. He wants to sow some wild oats.”


    They were both silent for a moment, trying to picture Rupert’s wild oats. “Hard to imagine, isn’t it?” Olivia said, after a bit. “I simply cannot envision the FF shaking the sheets.”


    “You shouldn’t be able to envision anyone shaking the sheets,” Georgiana said weakly.


    “Save your tedious virtue for when there’s someone in the room who might care,” Olivia advised her, not unkindly. “Do you suppose that Rupert has any idea of the mechanics involved?”


    “Maybe he’s hoping that by the time he comes back from France, he will be an inch or two taller.”


    “Oh, believe me,” Olivia said with a shudder, “I have recurring nightmares about the two of us walking down the aisle in St. Paul’s. Mother will force me into a wedding dress adorned with bunches of tulle so I’ll be twice as tall and twice as wide as my groom. Rupert will have that absurd little dog of his trotting at his side, which will only call attention to the fact that the dog has a better waistline than I do.”


    “I shall take Mother in hand when it comes to your gown,” Georgiana promised. “But your wedding dress is irrelevant to this discussion as pertains to tomorrow’s seduction.”


    “ ‘Pertains to?’ I really think you should be careful, Georgie. Your language is tainted by that pestilent Mirror even when we’re alone.”


    “You’ll have to think of tomorrow as a trial, like Hercules cleaning out the Augean stables.”


    “I’d rather muck out the stables than seduce a man who’s a head shorter and as light as thistledown.”


    “Offer him a glass of spirits,” Georgiana suggested. “Do you remember how terrified Nurse Luddle was of men who drank spirits? She said they turned into raging satyrs.”


    “Rupert, the Raging Satyr,” Olivia said thoughtfully. “I can just see him skipping through the forest on his frisky little hooves.”


    “Hooves might give him a distinguished air. Especially if he had a goatee. Satyrs always have goatees.”


    “Rupert would have trouble with that. I told him tonight that I thought his attempt to grow a mustache was interesting, but I was lying. Don’t satyrs have little horns as well?”


    “Yes, and tails.”


    “A tail might—just might—give Rupert a devilish air, like one of those rakes who are rumored to have slept with half the ton. Maybe I’ll try to imagine him with those embellishments tomorrow evening.”


    “You’ll start giggling,” Georgiana warned. “You’re not supposed to laugh at your husband during intimate moments. It might put him off.”


    “For one thing, he’s not my husband. For another, one either laughs at Rupert or bursts into tears. While we were dancing tonight I asked him what his father thought about his plan to win glory, and he stopped in the middle of the ballroom and announced, ‘The duck can dip an eagle’s wings but to no avail!’ And then he threw out his arm and struck Lady Tunstall so hard that her wig fell off.”


    “I saw that,” Georgiana said. “From the side of the room it looked as if she was making a rather unnecessary fuss. It just drew more attention.”


    “Rupert handed back her wig with the charming comment that she didn’t look in the least like someone who was bald, and he never would have guessed it.”


    Georgiana nodded. “An exciting moment for her, no doubt. I don’t understand the bit about the duck, though.”


    “No one could. Life with Rupert is going to be a series of exciting moments requiring interpretation.”


    “The duck must be the duke,” Georgiana said, still puzzling over it. “Perhaps dipping the eagle’s wings should be clipping? What do you think? That implies Rupert thinks of himself as an eagle. Personally I consider him more akin to a duck.”


    “Because he quacks? He would certainly be alone in visualizing himself as an eagle.” Olivia got to her feet and rang the bell. “I think it would behoove me—there’s a twopenny word for you, Georgie—it would behoove me to keep in mind that I’m being invited to have intimacies with a duck in my father’s library tomorrow night. And if that doesn’t sum up my relationship with our parents, I don’t know what could.”


    Georgiana gave a snort.


    Olivia waggled a finger at her. “Verrrrry vulgar noise you just made, my lady. Very vulgar.”
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    CHAPTER ONE


    
      
    


    The residence of


    Phineas Damson, Esq.


    Little Ha’penny, Lancashire


    Late Spring


    
      
    


    Not every fairy tale begins with a prince or a princess. Some begin with a kiss that turns a man into a frog, or a tumble on the road that turns a basket of eggs into scramble. They begin with the realization that what was once tall and handsome is now green and croaky.


    My story belongs in that category, because it wasn’t until Miss Philippa Damson gave her virginity to her betrothed, Rodney Durfey, the future Sir Rodney Durfey, Baronet, that she realized exactly what she wanted from life:


    Never to be near Rodney again.


    It was unfortunate that she realized this significant point only now, standing in the barn and readjusting her petticoats after giving Rodney her most prized possession. But sometimes it takes a clear-eyed look at a man sprawled in the straw at your feet to realize just how you feel about him. One moment of weakness, ten minutes of discomfort, and now she was a woman. She felt different.


    Meaner.


    “Damn, that was nice,” Rodney said, making no attempt to straighten his clothing. “You’re as tight as a—” His imagination apparently failed him. “A lot tighter than my hand, anyway.”


    Philippa wrinkled her nose. “Don’t you think you should get up now?”


    “I waited so long that it took all the strength out of me. It isn’t every day that a man loses his virginity, you know.”


    “Or a woman,” Philippa pointed out, using her fingers to comb bits of straw from her hair.


    “My friends have been poking around from the moment they got a stand. You’re not innocent anymore, so it doesn’t matter if I’m blunt, I reckon. I saved myself for you. Didn’t want to get a disease.”


    The etiquette her mother had taught her did not foresee this particular situation, but Philippa said, “Thank you.”


    “If you aren’t the prettiest thing with your hair shining like that in the sunlight,” Rodney said, stretching. “I’m about ten times as much in love with you now, Philippa. And you know I’ve loved you ever since I saw you the first time, ever since—”


    “Ever since you saw me in church when I was seven years old,” Philippa said drearily.


    “You were like a little angel, and now you’re a bigger one. And your bosoms are heaven-sent, all right. Damn, but I could do that all day.” He reached toward Philippa’s ankle, and she moved back just in time. “Shall I climb up to your window tonight? I know you never let me before, but the banns have already been posted at St. Mary’s, so it seems as if—”


    “No,” Philippa stated. “Absolutely not. And you should cover yourself. What if one of the stable hands returns?”


    Rodney peered down at the limp pinkish thing he called his own. It was draped across his thigh in a way that made Philippa feel positively ill. “I bet I’m the biggest man you’ve ever seen.”


    Philippa rolled her eyes and started braiding her hair.


    “ ’Course you never saw anyone else,” he added. “I know that. You were a virgin all right. Of course you were. I had to force my way, you know.”


    She did know, and the recollection made her grind her teeth.


    “Though I did right by you too,” Rodney said, as oblivious as ever.


    “You did what?”


    “Didn’t you notice when I tiddle-taddled you?” he asked. “Diddled you right where I was supposed to, giving you women’s pleasure. I expect we’ll be making love two or three times a day in the next year. I expect we won’t even get out of bed in the next few weeks. Not even to eat. My daddy planted me in the very first week of his marriage, and I aim to keep to the tradition.”


    If Philippa hadn’t already made up her mind, that would have done it.


    She was not going to marry Rodney Durfey. Even though he had told the whole village at age nine that he would marry her or no one. Even though she had spent her girlhood being complimented by those who thought she was the luckiest girl in the world.


    Even though she had given him her virginity, which rendered her, for all intents and purposes, unmarriageable.


    Just at the moment, she had absolutely no problem with that idea.


    “I’m leaving, Rodney,” she said.


    “Won’t you kiss me good-bye?” he said, his blue eyes still hazy.


    “No.”


    And she walked out, feeling—as her nursemaid would have said—meaner than a barnyard dog. As she walked away, she realized that it wasn’t an entirely new sensation. She’d been a little angry at Rodney for a long time.


    After he’d made his famous declaration in St. Mary’s Church, Little Ha’penny, no boy ever looked at her twice. She was “that lucky Damson miss,” destined to be the next Lady Durfey. What’s more, no one ever asked her what she thought about Rodney, about his pale blue eyes, or his round buttocks, or the way he looked at her heaven-sent bosom.


    Her mother had died the summer before, clutching Philippa’s hand and repeating how glad she was that her little girl was taken care of. Her father had told her over and over that he was grateful to have been spared the expense and bother of a Bath season or—even more onerous—a trip to London to be sponsored into society by her godmother.


    The Damsons and the Durfeys had always celebrated Yuletide together and walked to the front of church together at Easter. When both ladies in their respective families passed away ... well, Sir George and Mr. Damson, Esq., simply kept trudging side by side as they had before.


    Their children’s marriage would place Damson land in the hands of the baronet, which everyone, including Philippa’s father, agreed was a good idea.


    “My land runs alongside his,” he had told her once, when Philippa complained that Rodney had stolen her doll and chopped off its head. “You two will be married someday, and this is the boy’s way of showing affection. You should be happy to see how that lad adores you.”


    Everyone had always told her just how she should feel, from the time she was seven years old: lucky, special, celebrated, and beautiful.


    Now, though, she felt nauseated.


    She also felt like running away. Her father would never understand if she told him that she’d changed her mind about marrying Rodney. It wasn’t as if she could claim Rodney was cruel, or bestial, or even unlikable.


    And the moment her father found out what had just happened in the barn—which he would, because Rodney would stop at nothing to marry her—he would deliver her to the altar no matter how fervent her protests.


    No, if she wanted to escape Rodney, she would have to run away.


    She took a deep breath. Why on earth couldn’t she have figured this out yesterday rather than after that unpleasant episode in the barn? She’d never granted Rodney more than kisses until this afternoon. Instead, she had drifted along like a twig caught in a stream, not really visualizing her life with Rodney. The nights with Rodney.


    But now ... there might be a baby. She walked back to her family’s trim house, so different from the garish brick monstrosity that was Durfey Manor, worrying about the possibility.


    She loved babies; she always tried to steal away from tea parties and find her way to the nursery. What’s more, she had spent her happiest hours with her uncle, a doctor in Cheshire, who allowed her to accompany him as he ministered to village children.


    Still, it was that possible baby who posed the greatest dilemma. She wasn’t sentimental about the life of servants. She couldn’t condemn Rodney’s child to a life of servitude, which is what her life was bound to be if she was with child but nevertheless fled her intended marriage.


    Her mind was spinning like a whirligig in the wind. Finally, she made a decision: She would leave it up to fate. If there was a baby, she would resign herself. Walk down that aisle, smile, become Lady Durfey. She shuddered at the thought.


    But if not ... she’d steal freedom.


    That very night, she discovered that Rodney had failed to “plant” anything, to use his repulsive terminology.


    Philippa was still thinking about what it meant, and what she would do next, when she realized that Betty, the upstairs maid, was chattering on and on about a castle. Elsewhere in England, people undoubtedly talked of the great castles of Windsor and Edinburgh, but around Little Ha’penny, there was only one castle worth discussing: Pomeroy. It stood on the other side of the great forest, its turrets just tall enough to be visible on a clear day. For years, Philippa had stared out her window and dreamed of a knight in shining armor who would ride through town and fall in love with her, sweeping her onto the back of his steed and taking her away.


    Away from Rodney, she now realized.


    No knight in shining armor ever came; in fact, the castle had been unoccupied and neglected for years until a real prince moved there a couple of years ago. He was a foreigner, from some place in Europe.


    As in a real fairy tale, the prince hadn’t lived in Pomeroy Castle long before he fell in love and married a princess. Or an heiress, at the least. No one really knew for sure because Little Ha’penny was far away from the polite world. Although Rodney puffed out his chest and boasted about his father’s connections, the fact was that Sir George Durfey was the sort of man who stayed very close to home. He’d even kept his son home with a tutor rather than send him off to Eton.


    “It’s not good for the lad to be so provincial,” her father had remarked, years ago. Phineas Damson, Esq., was the only other gentleman in the area, though, and if the truth be told, he wasn’t all that interested in Sir George, nor in his future son-in-law. What Papa liked was to investigate battles. He spent the better part of his days in his study, surrounded by maps of places like Spain and Egypt, painstakingly translating accounts of Greek battles.


    In short, no one knew anything about the castle and its royal occupants, and in keeping with their provincial outlook, most of the goodly inhabitants of Little Ha’penny had lost interest once the Prussian prince moved in.


    “I’m sorry, Betty,” Philippa said, “could you tell me that again? About the princess, I mean?”


    “Well,” Betty said importantly, “I was just saying what I heard from Mrs. Pickle, who heard it from the coachman of the morning mail.”


    “And?”


    “She had a baby. The princess that is, not Mrs. Pickle.”


    “Oh,” Philippa said. “Very nice.”


    “You’ll be having one soon enough,” Betty said comfortably. “One only has to take a look at the young master’s good, strong thighs to know that he’s all man, if you know what I mean. At any rate, this baby up at the castle cries all the time. Has the collywobbles, like my cousin’s second. I shouldn’t wonder if it will die. Some of them can’t take milk, and they just fade away.”


    Philippa’s lips tightened. “Only if people insist on giving them cow’s milk as a substitute.”


    “Well, my point is that the child isn’t doing so well,” Betty said. “The coachman said that he’d dropped off a footman in Manchester who is supposed to round up nursemaids and doctors, as many as he can find.”


    “They must be desperate,” Philippa said.


    “The baby’s a prince. ’Course they’re desperate. He’ll inherit the castle someday, though not if he’s dead.”


    It was that easy. Philippa packed a small bag with her plainest clothes, and wrote a note to her papa. Then she made her way to what passed for a high street in the village and paid the old drunk, Fettle, who lay around in back of the Biscuit and Plow, to drive her to Bigger Ha’penny.


    There she covered up her hair, which was distinctively silver-colored and therefore annoyingly recognizable, and bought a coach ticket to London. She hopped off in a bustling inn-yard in Lower Pomeroy, reasonably certain that with all the milling passengers, no one would notice that she didn’t get back on the coach.


    An hour or so later, she was standing at the foot of Pomeroy Castle.
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